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Chapter 1


My heartbeat
seemed so loud that I couldn’t believe the beast moving below couldn’t hear it.
Sweat adorned my face, and I had to resist the temptation to breathe faster,
not knowing how good its hearing was.


I had never seen a beast like
this. And it was a beast. A monster would know I was there, would have been
able to sense me. Most of its body seemed like that of a big cat, like a tiger
or a lion. However, its fur was similar to a wolf’s, and though I didn’t see
its face for long, it resembled a boar more than anything else.


One thing was certain: it was a big
beast. Seven or eight feet from head to tail, the tail being very short.
Fortunately, it was wounded. One of the traps must have gotten to it, and
though not enough to immobilize the beast, one of its paws dragged through the
ground, an obvious limitation.


It didn’t mean it wasn’t dangerous,
though.


I shifted slightly, felt the
branch creak under me, and froze. The beast did the same, tilting its head one
way and the other. I couldn't be sure how good its sense of smell was, but I
had taken some precautions there. Plenty of the plants in the area gave out
their unique scent, one that easily overpowered that of a human. Learning how
to use that became necessary to live in these woods.


With all the dangers involved…


The creature took another step
forward, and I turned my focus to it. I couldn’t allow anything else to
distract me at this moment, not if I didn’t want to pay for it with my life.


It got closer to my position, too
close. A certain tension seemed to adorn its frame. Or maybe I was just
projecting my anxiety onto the beast below me. That could be it.


I should do the smart thing and
let it move away, let it flee. I could have finished it easily if the traps had
wounded it more. It was bigger than most of the creatures I hunted down and
must have weighed nearly half a ton. Trying to kill it was too risky…


Still, allowing it to recover
might be worse. There was a chance it wouldn’t, and the wound would finish it
off, but such a large predator in the area was a danger to everyone around.


My grip around my spear
tightened, I shifted my position again, and the tree didn’t try to give my spot
away this time. And the beast took a step closer.


I leaped.


There must be something wrong
inside my head. It was the only reason why I would be willing to leap fifteen
feet down from a tree with a spear in hand into a beast that could probably rip
me to shreds in seconds, hoping the first hit would put an end to it and it
wouldn’t have enough time to make me pay for my daring.


The noise was enough for the
beast to notice, and it looked up in time, then tried to rear back in an
attempt at protecting itself.


It was a mistake. The spear's tip
would have buried itself on its back if it hadn’t moved and might have stopped
against its ribs or spine. It could have been enough to kill it, but it might
not be fast. With the beast’s motion, I scored a hit on its flank.


The spear slid almost a foot in
without difficulty, pushing hard enough to make the beast fall on its side. I
had to let go of the spear, felt my knees complain when I crashed with my feet
against the ground, and a huff escaped me. I ignored that pain, though, reached
forward, retook hold of the spear, pushed it further in, used it to force the creature
into the ground, and didn’t allow it to move.


It squealed like a pig, and I
meant that literally. It made the same sounds a pig in pain would make, and I
had to struggle to hold it down, pushed at the back of the spear with my
weight, and forced it a few more inches in. Bit by bit, the beast’s struggles
ceased, and I could breathe out in relief.


I pulled back a few feet, pressed
my back against the tree, and let my body slide down, wincing slightly at my
burning knees and heaving breath. I wasn’t old, not really, but mid-thirties
pushed the envelope a bit, especially considering the life I lived.


Throwing my gaze around to ensure
nothing could use my brief respite to attack me, I let myself stay like that
for a couple of minutes, only getting to my feet when my heart was beating
normally and my breathing came more easily.


“You’re far too big for me to
carry back home.” I muttered under my breath, taking off my backpack and
reaching for what I needed. I hadn’t killed the beast for its fur and meat, but
now that I had it lying dead in front of me, I would have to be a fool to waste
the opportunity. Fur first.


Putting the beast on its back and
ensuring it stayed that way wasn’t easy, not with how heavy it was. Once I
managed it, I grabbed my skinning knife and shallowly cut a path from the
abdomen to the neck, then from the feet to the rear, careful not to cut too
deep.


If anyone back when I was a
teenager had told me I would be doing something like this, I would have thought
them insane. Now, I couldn’t help but think I was the insane one. The end of
the world tended to do that.


People only truly value the
things they have when they’re gone. For all the problems Earth had before, it
was a paradise compared to what the world had become.


It all started on a perfectly
normal day a decade ago. People worldwide went around on their businesses
without knowing what was coming. And how could they, really? How could anyone
even imagine that the world would break into pieces?


Those who survived called it the
Split. The day our world split into little pieces and mixed with other worlds
that suffered the same. Or so it seemed, at least.


Suddenly, swathes of land all
over the world were replaced with pieces of other worlds, other realms, or
existences. Cities saw half their land disappear, only to face a forest that
hadn’t been there before. Mountains appeared where there had been industries,
rivers where there were fields, and land where there was water.


From one moment to the next, some
roads led nowhere, previous safe paths now led to certain death, and no one
knew why.


There were stories of planes that
crashed when the airports they were supposed to land at simply vanished before
they could reach them. I saw houses sheered away by the event: half of them
just gone, disappeared into whatever ether everything that invaded our world
came from. Some still stood upright nowadays, but many fell down that day,
killing those living in them.


And not just houses were cut in
half by the Split. People suffered the same fate as well. I knew of a person
who had been walking as the event happened, and when he tried to put his foot
down afterward, he crashed down and realized there was nothing on that leg from
the knee down. Pain followed, then a struggle for survival. A struggle that
proved in vain, seeing as he died just months later.


After all that sudden
destruction, earthquakes and floods followed. Some areas were just swallowed by
the sudden increase in ocean height, others were crushed by the sudden
landslides when mountains lost half their mass, or new mountains appeared from
nowhere.


It was impossible to describe the
full breadth of the devastation that occurred.


Maybe if that was all that
happened, we might have survived as a society. Forever changed, obviously,
after suffering a disaster no one would ever forget, but there might have been
a sliver of hope we could endure. 


Sure, all the logistic chains
were wrecked, the death toll was imaginable, and we didn’t know what had
happened to the people that had lived in the pieces that were spirited away,
but maybe we could have regained a semblance of normality in time.


Then came the beasts, then the
monsters, and the demons.


Beasts were creatures like those
that had been on Earth. Animals, perhaps strange compared to the animals we had
before, but animals, nonetheless. With a hint of otherworldliness to them,
maybe more vigorous and faster than they had any right to be if they hadn’t
been changed by something else. They were no smarter or dumber than other
animals, and though they had killed many, they were not nearly the most
significant threat humanity needed to face.


Monsters were much worse. At
first sight, many of them didn’t seem different from beasts. Some were just as
dumb, even if others were far smarter than any beast had any right to be.


What made them monsters wasn’t
their appearance, though. It was how they were drawn to human life. I didn’t
understand exactly how that worked; I just knew they could sense intelligent
life and were drawn to it. The more powerful the monster was, the bigger the
reach with which it could feel the energy, and the more it felt the need to
hunt down and consume that energy. In our world, there had been plenty of
intelligent life. Many had died to monsters that hunted them down and feasted
on their bones.


The demons…


I had only seen one, a being that
didn’t look much different from a human, yet…


I shook my head, buried those
thoughts deep down, and continued my work. Eventually, I took the fur out of
the carcass, marveling at it. My effort wasn’t perfect, I had gained quite a
bit of experience skinning animals, but it wasn’t work I enjoyed or had a knack
for. Still, it seemed a decent enough job. I could put it away with the other
furs and take it to Mount Faro when I decided to visit, which might not take
long. I needed some supplies I couldn’t just scavenge for myself, and I needed
to make sure Celia and the children were ok.


I rolled the fur, put it beside
my backpack, and started trying to cut away some meat for me to carry. Maybe I
could make a second trip and gather more, though looking at the sky let me
understand night would approach quickly, and I might not have enough time for
that if I didn’t want to risk the darkness on the way back.


It would depend on how long it
took me.


Despite how full my backpack was,
I actually managed to keep an excellent pace. Not an unpainful one, unfortunately.
My knees were aching just a bit, and I feared I might have pushed too much.
There was nothing to be done about it, though. It wasn’t as if there were many
painkillers around. Some teas and poultices helped with that, but it would mean
going to Mount Faro. My personal stock had already been depleted.


The hiss of pain that escaped
from me when I put my foot down a bit awkwardly made me realize I might not
have much choice. I had been postponing going there for as long as I could, it
was just easier, but there was only so long I could do that.


There were things I could only
get there.


No matter. I could always go
tomorrow; I just needed to gather my stuff and leave at first light. I
certainly wouldn’t go back for more of the beast’s carcass.


I kept walking through the
forested area that would take me closer to the cave where I had made my home
over the last months. It was one of several places I had used in the past that
allowed me to keep my solitude and guard the base of the mountain at the same time.
I wasn’t the only one who lived like this, either.


It was dangerous to have too many
people in the same place. Large concentrations of lifeforce always drew in
monsters. If the people distributed themselves over a larger area, it stopped
these attacks from being as frequent. They still happened, rarely, though only
with lesser monsters that wandered in our direction.


I paused when I noticed that one
of the pitfalls I had built close to my lair was uncovered. A sudden stillness
fell over my body, and I glanced around, trying not to make any sound, trying
to see if there was anything out of the ordinary.


Nothing seemed out of sorts,
though this forest still confused me sometimes.


Despite how close it seemed to an
ordinary forest, it was alien. Some children in Beacon called it the Sapphire
Wood because of its color when they looked at it from the lookout atop the
mountain. Most of the leaves had a shade between the green that regular leaves
had on Earth before and a blueish color, though the blue was far more
pronounced when the sun was high.


The trees were generally slimmer
yet taller, and their wood burned great. Somewhat brittle, though. It didn’t
make for good weapons or construction, but they grew fast.


It wasn’t very different from a
regular forest. Some exotic plants and flowers could be found in it, some
beasts as well, though those had quickly spread a little all over the place
once they were pulled here.


I wouldn’t say it was more
dangerous than a forest from Earth was, and yet there was still something
strange about it that picked at my brain.


Mount Faro had been kind of lucky
in that regard. Besides not getting hit by whatever displaced parts of the
world, it gained a source of extra wood and a hunting ground right against its
base, something that also worked as a bit of a shield against some monsters
that were just too big to walk through a forested area.


Nothing seemed wrong, and I took
a few steps closer to the small pitfall and the spikes I had prepared under it.
It was an obvious trap, not meant for any intelligent being, at least not one
that could see as well as a human. The covering was made in a noticeable color
because of that. It was meant to wound large beasts that came this way, or even
a monster if it appeared.


There was blood in one of the
spikes, yet there was no body.


Whatever it was, it had wounded
itself, managed to get out, and moved away.


I narrowed my gaze and tightened
my grip around my spear. I really didn’t want to be facing anything else right
now, but I might not have a choice. My cave was near; if a monster or a beast
was around, they might find it. It didn’t take me long to find some kind of
tracks to where the beast had fled. It didn’t seem to be a big one, though it
left plenty of blood behind.


At least the trail was easy to
follow.


My grip on the spear became even
tighter as I slowly got closer to whatever had fallen into my trap, and I
stilled when I got a glimpse of its dark purple body, the fragile bat-like
wings, the long tail that belonged to a scorpion, and the scrawny limbs. Looking
at them, one would think they would break easily, but I knew for a fact that
was far from the truth.


Fear made me freeze for a moment,
and I swiveled my head from one side to the other, trying to make sure there
weren’t any other such creatures around, that I was safe, and I only breathed
out when I needed to, only then truly realizing I had stopped breathing for a
few moments.


I turned my attention to the
imp’s body once again. A freaking imp.


I closed my eyes and breathed
deeply. This didn’t mean much, I tried to tell myself. Maybe a lone imp had
just wandered this far in search of food or sustenance. 


Even as I tried to convince
myself of that, I knew it wasn’t that easy.


The other tracks I could see
around only confirmed it.


A moment later, I closed the
distance to the body, starting to make a realization. My trap shouldn’t have
killed an imp. They were very light; it might have hurt its foot at the most,
but only if it had been truly unlucky would it harm itself more. And a close look
at its body showed I was right. From what I could gleam, the spike had only
damaged its foot, nothing else. It would have slowed it down; it wouldn’t have
killed it. The slashes on its chest, though…


Imps traveled in packs sometimes,
in smaller or bigger groups; they were smart enough to know they were more
dangerous together. It didn’t surprise me that imps would turn on each other if
one proved a liability, as it seemed the dead one in front of me had been. Its
wounds hadn’t resulted from another imp’s attack, though. Though they had claws
themselves, the little devils only had three digits. The chest of the dead
being had five prominent slashes crisscrossing it, and these were far deeper
than another imp could inflict, which meant it had to be a creature of another
kind. And I only knew of one type of being that imps were subservient to.


I hoped I was wrong; I closed my
eyes and almost felt the need to pry for a deity I knew was not there before I
shook my head and opened my eyes again.


There was a demon on the loose.











Chapter 2


After that
brief moment of panic, I tried to think rationally.


There could be some other
justification for this. Maybe some beast got to the imp when it scented its
blood. And even if it was a demon, they could just be passing through, not
searching for anything specific. It didn’t mean the people I loved were in
danger.


Even as I tried to believe that,
I knew it was for naught. I wasn’t that lucky. None of the survivors seemed to
be. If there was a demon around, it meant trouble for us, unfortunately.


Think, think, think…


A quick look at the sky almost
made me swear. It was too late for me to move now; I would never get to Mount
Faro before dark, and moving around during the night, when there might be imps
and demons around, was inviting trouble. I might be willing to risk my life for
it, but if I didn’t warn them…


No, I needed to be smart about
this. Gather all that I could and would require, rest my body, hopefully
allowing my knees to recover a little, and move out at first light. Even if a
demon was around, there was no reason to think it knew about the people living
on the mountain. They should be safe.


I needed to make sure of it.


With that thought in mind, I
didn’t waste any more time, turned my back on the imp’s body, and moved away,
reaching my cave soon enough and getting inside. The entrance was small, hidden
away, and there were no tracks around it, so I was pretty sure nothing had
found it, but I was still careful enough to lead the way with my spear in hand.
Soon enough, I had to plunge into darkness and move through the dark for a bit
until I reached an oil lamp and lit it up with the help of a lighter.


Something eased in my shoulders
when I looked at the cramped space around me and realized nothing was out of
place.


I couldn’t say the cave was
comfortable. I had done my best to make it bearable by dragging a small
mattress inside, and it was a quiet place. That was it. Not that I spent much
time inside of it. For the most part, I only used it to sleep, and for that, it
was good enough. Maybe it would be somewhat rough in cold weather, but if that
happened, I had other places I could find refuge on.


With a wince, I tried to sit down
and ended up on top of the mattress with a pained grunt when one of my legs
failed me. I might have done more damage than it appeared, and walking as long
as I did on top of these legs wasn’t a good idea. I could only imagine how
painful it would be to climb up the mountain like this. It wasn’t as if I had
much of a choice, though.


It only took me a few minutes to
make sure everything was ready for me to move out as quickly as possible the
following day, and all that remained was for me to lie down and try to rest and
prepare for tomorrow.


I ended up holding my face in my
hands, feeling my heart beating so quickly it almost seemed like it would
burst, and trying to hold back old pains and feelings. It didn’t help to think
like that, but I couldn’t stop myself. It was too much, at times, overwhelming
me.


There was a reason I much
preferred to live alone, away from everyone else. I shouldn’t have to fear for
other people, not anymore. Yet, I couldn’t just ignore this. I needed to warn
Celia and her children and ensure everyone was ready for the possibility of a
demon being near. And then there was Lily…


I shook my head, vanished those
thoughts, tried to force myself to sleep, and for once in my life, it seemed to
work. When I woke up, I grabbed my stuff and moved out, and though the sun
wasn’t in the sky yet, the light was slipping through nonetheless.


Soon enough, I started gritting
my teeth in pain. I noticed my knees swelled during the night, though I had
hoped they wouldn’t bother me much. No such luck, it seemed.


I could only try to ignore the
pain and continue moving up.


It took me several hours, with
some stops to rest my overwhelmed knees, before I started to get close to my
destination. It had been much easier once upon a time, and I’m not even talking
about using a car. The woods had been less dense, with the people cleaning them
whenever possible. There had been roads. The roads were still there, mostly.
The foliage had just overtaken the dirt ones, and tree roots had done enough to
make most of the tarmac ones just as hard to transverse, and that was without
considering that going through them meant a longer journey.


I was exhausted when I started to
see my path becoming less dense, a sure sign that I was reaching the top. Maybe
I should rest for a bit more before stepping closer to Beacon; I didn’t want to
alarm any of the people in the small settlement with my appearance.


Before I could do that, however,
something hit me in the head.


I winced and looked around,
tightening my grip on my weapon simultaneously. I didn’t see anything that
called for my attention, but I didn’t relax; I looked down at whatever hit me.
It was a chestnut. I blinked at that.


“What the hell?” I muttered, then
heard a chuckle.


It was familiar, and I felt my
chest ache at it. I looked up at the trees surrounding my position, certain I
would find Lily in one of them. And there she was, to my right.


She was beautiful. It shouldn’t
be the first thing I thought about her, there was much more to her than her
beauty, yet I would have to be blind to miss it. Part of it might be how exotic
she looked. With her white hair and the fox ears atop her head, she looked just
human-like enough to be attractive and was obviously not human at the same time.
The markings in the shape of leaves under her eyes helped there.


More than beautiful, she could
also be called intimidating. Her orange eyes glared at me, which was a bit
alarming when I knew how good she was with that bow on her back. There was also
a small sword on her left side and a dagger on her right. As I let my eyes move
over her figure, I felt my earning for her grow as I glimpsed how her white
clothing molded itself to her curves, then shook my head and vanished such
thoughts from it.


The end of the world hadn’t just
brought beasts, monsters, and demons. These were just the new enemies we had to
face. There were new allies as well. Lily was one of them, a foxgirl, a member
of a clan of foxgirls that appeared and saved the lives of everyone that lived
in Beacon when there had been no hope to be found.


Well, technically, Beacon hadn’t
existed at the time. The settlement was only founded with the monster girls’
help once they helped us flee from the devastation of our previous home, and we
chose the top of Mount Faro to establish our new base.


If what they had told us was the
truth, the Split hadn’t been what brought them here. They had come years later
through some kind of portal that led into our world.


I couldn’t deny being a bit
skeptical about these so-called portals, especially when, in accordance with
the foxgirls, they seemed to appear randomly and could last moments, days, or
years. Why risk stepping into another world if they knew that? I suspected they
were fleeing from something, though I had never touched on the subject with
Lily.


“Tiago.” She called out, and I
almost winced.


She was angry, and I knew she had
reason to be. I had done what I considered was best, but I had known she would
be furious. I breathed in and out. That was something to think about later.


I had done the right thing,
especially for her, even if she couldn’t see it now.


“Lily…” Words failed me, and I
tried to come up with something else to say, tried not to let silence fester
between us, yet I failed at it.


Her amber eyes moved over my
figure, narrowed just slightly. “You haven’t had a good time of it, have you?”
She crossed her arms and looked at me, and I raised an eyebrow at her.


I couldn’t be sure if she was
trying to provoke me into saying something that would make us fight or if she
was trying to prepare some argument that I would be better staying at Mount
Faro.


I shrugged at her. “Had to fight
some kind of strange beast yesterday; my knees didn’t like it.”


“That was all?” The way she said
it and how her eyes shifted to look at the woods around us… “Celia didn’t think
you would come back this soon.”


I hesitated. Part of me didn’t
want to alarm these people in vain, especially the children, yet it needed to
be done. “I found the body of a dead imp.” Lily’s eyes immediately turned to
me. “It got wounded in one of my traps, and something later sliced its chest
open, a five-fingered something. It could be nothing, but…”


“But there might be a demon
involved.” Lily finished for me, then shook her head. “Shit.”


I narrowed my eyes. Lily didn’t
seem as surprised as I expected her to. And that wasn’t the only thing strange
either. There were rarely scouts around the path to Beacon, not this close to
the top. The tree cover ceased to exist a fair distance away from the buildings,
and it was much better to have someone keep watch in that area. It would be far
less wasteful in terms of resources. For them to have someone here meant that
they were weary.


“You already suspected
something.” I said, sure of it.


Lily nodded. “Toni came to us two
days ago, telling us he saw a demon with his imps. We didn’t take him
completely seriously; you know how he is, and he said he saw them from afar,
but we would be foolish not to take some precautions.”


Like most of us, Toni had been
hit hard by the Split. He lost his parents and one of his children to it, later
lost his wife, and years after his last child. Many in his position had taken
their lives. He didn’t, but it almost seemed like it at times. He turned to
drink and spent most of his days wasted away. Like me, he lived near the base
of the mountain, and only some kind of sheer luck kept him from losing his
life. If it could be called luck, that is. With everything that happened to
him, ending up dead to some kind of beast might have been for the best.


Sometimes I thought that might be
better for me as well.


I pushed that thought to the back
of my head and tried to focus on the moment.


“An imp’s body is a pretty clear
sign there is something out there. Toni wasn’t drunk out of his mind when he
saw whatever he saw.”


I would have much preferred it if
he was. Looking at Lily let me understand I wasn’t the only one who felt like
that.


She shook her head, her large
ears flopping a little as she did it. “I’ll get my sister and tell her to gather
everyone. I assume you’ll go to Celia?” She asked, and I nodded. “Make sure to
tell her as well.”


With that said, she turned around
and left, jumping from tree to tree until she reached the end of the tree
cover, and then she just jumped down and continued on foot, moving with an
agility I could never display. Nor could any human, really. Her three fluffy
white tails shifting in the wind behind her only made that clearer.


I didn’t hesitate and started
moving, though not in the same direction she did. The settlement atop Mount
Faro wasn’t that big.


Nets covered the area over the
homes, tied between the old cell towers and several posts erected around the
small settlement. Leaves and some green cloth adorned those nets, working as a
kind of camouflage. It wasn’t something especially elaborated, yet it worked
well enough for what they needed: to stop any flying creatures from preying on
the inhabitants. Not that there were many of those.


Most of the houses, like Celia’s,
were congregated around the old cell towers right at the top of the mountain,
away from the tree line, and in the most defensible position possible. There
were maybe fifty of them, all basically log cabins, built over the years since
these people had come to live here. Celia had one of the nicer ones, as she was
their only seamstress and had two children.


That was where I moved to,
crossing paths with a few other people and greeting them. They knew me, and I,
them, and I couldn’t deny it gave me some joy to see they were alright, but I
couldn’t deny it was a muted thing. All my emotions seemed muted after Lucia…


I moved past the small pasture
field outside the settlement’s perimeter and the few shops at the village
entrance, greeting other people like Julio, the tanner, or Maria, the baker,
watching them work their crafts for a bit before moving on.


I walked away, didn’t hesitate to
approach the right home, and despite myself, a smile tugged at my lips. I
knocked at the door as I always did, two hard knocks first and then three fast
ones, and it didn’t take long until I heard feet rushing inside and two shrill
voices. Lucas and Sofia opened the door before their mother could come,
throwing themselves at me.


“Uncle Tiago.” Both of them said
as one as they jumped at me, and I did my best to hold them, but they weren’t
little kids now, and I wasn’t in my best shape. I ended up on my ass with them
atop of me, driving me down into the earth. Not that I cared, not now. With
them in my hold, I felt warm and content, if only for a little bit, and I just held
them tight, trying to enjoy them as much as I could.


I closed my eyes and leaned into
their holds, smiling. It was a momentary thing, and yet it was enough to lift
my spirits.


“Let your uncle get up, brats.”
Celia’s voice came from the door to her home, and I raised my head and looked
at her, then smiled. She smiled back, and a part of me winced at that. Despite
being sisters, Celia and Lucia rarely looked alike, making it easier to
interact with the brunette. When she smiled, though, it was as if I saw my dead
wife once again, and the pain it inflicted on me was indescribable.


I tried to hide it, though I was
sure I failed to. Celia knew me well; she had been one of my best friends
growing up, almost like a sister at times.


Fortunately, Sofia and Lucas made
sure to pull my attention to them again, both of them getting to their feet and
grabbing each of my arms, trying to pull me up. I laughed at it and played with
them, allowing my body to flop more than once before eventually pushing up and
letting them have their little win.


The two of them didn’t hesitate
to drag me inside, and I let them, shrugging my shoulders at Celia when she
shook her head at me. She always thought I spoiled them too much, yet they
would have so much more if the world hadn’t ended. How couldn’t I allow them to
play a little and give them some of my time? It was the least I could do,
especially when I had already spent so much time away from them.


Half an hour later, their stream
of chatter didn’t seem to have an end, not that I completely minded. I did
learn that Lily seemed to be teaching them how to use a bow. I needed to speak
to Celia, though. There were some crucial matters to take care of, and I tried
to tell her so with a glance. She eventually nodded, understanding, then told
the two children to go play outside, and though, at first, it seemed like they
were going to complain, once Celia gave them a pointed look, they got out of
the home without protest.


They might have been young, but
to call them kids might not be the most accurate thing. They were used to a
world that did its best to kill them, and they had learned to understand when
it was time to play and when it was time to get serious.


It rubbed me the wrong way to see
them nod and get out, knowing that was not how kids should behave. They should
not be facing a world like ours: they should have been able to attend school
and interact with dozens of children their age. They shouldn’t be learning how
to tan leather or hunt or how to hide from a monster that could come and kill
them.


Trying to push that thought
behind me, I reached for my backpack and put it atop the table. “Here are a few
furs that can be useful for you guys. I had more back at the cave but needed to
travel light.”


“What’s going on?” Celia asked,
and from how tense she was, she must have known some of what Lily told me.


“I found a dead imp in the
woods.”


Celia closed her eyes at that and
breathed deeply. “Toni wasn’t seeing things, then.”


I shrugged. “Maybe not; I can’t
say for sure. It could be a lone imp that got jumped by something after getting
wounded in one of my traps; it could be something worse. I needed to warn you
nonetheless.”


After learning about what Toni
had seen, what little hopes I had that this meant there wasn’t a demon involved
had been dashed. I could hope for the best, that this group was just passing
through the area and would move on eventually, but the risk was too much to
just ignore it. If the demon knew there was a small settlement in the area, it
might not hesitate to come for them. I didn’t know, really; I understood very
little about demons. Others knew more, however.


“I crossed paths with Lily and
told her what I knew. She went to talk to Layla; they’ll probably gather
everyone and discuss the matter.” The foxgirls had far more experience dealing
with demons than I or any humans around did.


Celia sighed. “Then we should
talk to the neighbors and start getting everyone ready. The sooner we do this,
the sooner we decide what to do.”


I nodded. We proceeded to do just
that, getting out of the house and knocking at neighboring doors until everyone
in Beacon knew what was happening. When we finished, Lily arrived, blinked at
us, and then nodded to herself. “We should gather in the church. Layla and the
rest of the clan will be waiting for us there.”


People hadn’t lived atop Mount
Faro before the apocalypse.


There had been an
out-of-commission hotel, a church used on special occasions, and a couple of
abandoned houses. There had been a small park where people made picnics and a platform
from which you could look at the sight of the town below, but in general, it
wasn’t somewhere people went to regularly. After the Split, it became a safe
place. High enough that many beasts didn’t wander up, with a defensible
position and enough wood around to build a settlement. Maybe for some of the
more religiously inclined, the small church might also mean something, but it
wasn’t as if most people believed in God nowadays. Kind of hard, I supposed.


I had never believed, not really.


Still, the church made for as
good a place to meet as any, especially with a group as large as ours.


Layla nodded when she saw me, and
I nodded. “Tiago.”


Despite the many similarities
between her and Lily, there was something that made the foxgirl feel different.
More mature somehow. Maybe it should be expected. From what I had gathered, she
was far older than Lily, but more than just her age or appearance, how the
other foxgirls deferred to her gave some of that impression. She was their
leader, there was no doubt about that, and everyone treated her like it. She
was kind of everyone’s leader. While the people of Beacon weren’t sworn to her
as her sisters were, if she asked for something, it happened.


I couldn’t help but notice her
tails when she turned around. Like Lily’s, they were long, fluffy, and quite
noticeable. While Lily had three of them, Layla had seven, and I had never
dared to ask if that meant something. I supposed it really didn’t matter.


I caught sight of some of the
other foxgirls, especially some of their kids, and smiled at them. Part of me
felt it would be better if they weren’t there for the discussion and let them
live without worries. Foxgirls were different. Though they might look like
children, they were far older than they looked. One of Lily’s sisters, Kara,
looked like she was ten but had looked like that for the past five years. I had
never asked Lily about it outright, but I knew she was also far older than she
seemed.


It didn’t take long for Layla to
tell them everything we knew once we settled into place and for discussions to
start. I told my tale again when they asked me exactly what I had seen. I tried
not to be too alarming; part of me still hoped I was wrong and nothing was
happening. I didn’t think it was likely, unfortunately. It seemed I wasn’t the
only one.


“What should we do?” Someone
asked eventually.


Silence followed. There wasn’t
much that could be done. We knew little about this group, how many there were,
and why they were in the area. For all we knew, the demon might pass through
and soon leave. We couldn’t count on it, though. We needed to be ready for a
fight. Maybe if we were lucky, those preparations wouldn’t be required.


“We’ll keep as we are for now,”
Layla said and continued before anyone could raise any protest. “We’ve already
tightened security after Toni’s warning. We keep it and remain vigilant. If a
demon advances on our home, we’ll protect it.”


And when she said we, I didn’t
doubt she meant herself and the foxgirls. They had far more experience dealing
with demons and their minions, without considering that they were faster and
stronger than most humans and had far more experience wielding melee weapons.


The settlement had some firearms,
primarily shotguns, and a few rifles. The worst was how little ammunition there
was for each weapon. It would only be a matter of time until ammo ran out, and
I knew they hoped to keep it for an emergency. This was an emergency, so I
didn’t doubt the weapons would be used if an attack came, especially on open
ground. If the fighting occurred between the trees, it would be more
challenging. It wasn’t as if we had many people with practice using these
weapons, especially over the last years.


At a time like this, I almost
regretted that I hadn’t lived in America. At least that way, I could be sure it
would be simple to scavenge for weapons and ammunition. There was a reason most
of us only used melee weapons. We could maintain them ourselves and didn’t need
to worry about running out of ammo.


“We do, however, need to warn the
others. There are plenty of people that don’t live up here, preferring their
solitude and the homes they built elsewhere. We need to warn them.” Layla said.


“I can do that.” I said, and
others followed.


Layla nodded at that, turned, and
asked one of the villagers something, though if I was honest, I ignored it. It
seemed the main reason for the meeting was done, and I got to my feet and
started moving out of the church. Celia joined me just a few moments later and
looked at my face. “You’re not going to leave today.” She said, and I almost
protested, then watched her put her hands on her hips and narrow her gaze at
me, and I gave up, sighing.


Part of me thought it would be
better if I did. The sooner I left, the more people I could warn. Who knew if a
few extra hours would be enough to ensure someone else kept their life? I
didn’t want to live with a regret like that.


One thing was sure, though, I was
in no state to go right now. My knees were killing me, a night of good rest was
the least I could do for them, or they might just give up on me on the way. And
if that happened, I wouldn’t be able to warn anyone.


Celia knew me well, scarily well,
really. She narrowed her gaze at me, and I hesitated at first and eventually
sighed. “I fucked my knees yesterday. I don’t think it’s anything permanent.”


She crossed her arms and glared.
“That you even mentioned the possibility of permanent damage tells me enough.
You’re not going anywhere tonight. I won’t tell my children you got yourself
killed because you were being stupid.”


The rational part of my mind was
telling me she was right, and I sighed. Rest would help, and I couldn’t deny I
wanted to spend more time with Lucas and Sofia. I nodded at her, Celia
eventually smiled and gestured for me to follow her, and I did.


My gaze crossed Lily’s as I
started moving away, and I stilled for a moment. I didn’t doubt she heard my
conversation with Celia. She had far better senses than most humans. Was that a
bit of worry in her eyes? She eventually looked away without a word, and I
resisted the urge to call her back and talk to her. It was for the best.


I shook my head and continued
moving forward, following Celia back to her home.


The happiness the kids displayed
at seeing me again made me think I had made the right choice, and I smiled at
them, letting them drag me away to play. The following hours were quite tiring,
I couldn’t deny it, yet I didn’t regret them in the least. I refused to play
hide and seek with them, I was far too old for that, and I needed my rest. I
did play other games with them, especially card ones. The siblings had an old
card deck I had scavenged from a ruin somewhere, and I taught them a few games,
played some they seemed to have created themselves, and entertained them until
they became too tired for more.


That was when Celia called for us
to eat, and we went.


Dinner was fun, and I laughed
more than I had over the last months, casting a gaze over the three of them and
feeling something ache inside my chest.


It was hard for me to feel
anything much. Most of the time, I seemed to walk around in a daze, just
waiting for this hell to end. Maybe if Lucia had survived, it would be
different. Perhaps if I hadn’t pushed Lily aside…


I shook my head, trying to push
those thoughts away.


It wasn’t easy.


When we finished with our food
and Celia got up to clean the plates, I was charged with putting the kids to
bed and did so with gusto. They tried to get me to tell them a story, but their
dropping eyes told me it was only a matter of time until they fell asleep, and
I teased them for a bit and made them laugh a little until their tiredness got
the better of them.


I watched them close their eyes
and saw how their breaths evened out. I straightened and looked down at them.
In another world, another life, I might be doing this same thing for my own
children…


That thought was too painful, and
I shook my head to get rid of it. One thing was sure, though. The more I looked
at Sofia and Lucas, the more confident I was that I would be willing to do
anything to protect them. They, Celia, Lily, and everyone else living in this
settlement. I cared for these people and didn’t want them to die.


I might have to do something
foolish to ensure they remained safe, but if that was what it took…


When I returned to Celia’s side,
she had finished cleaning and smiled at me. “I got something for you.” She
said, dried her hands in a small towel, and gestured for me to follow. I did so
with a raised eyebrow.


“You shouldn’t have.” I told her
when I got a glimpse of what she made for me.


The outfit was incredible. Pants
and a jacket made of dark brown leather, accompanied by gloves and a new
backpack. It was well made, everything Celia did was, and it would certainly
help me. My own outfit was in tatters in places. I mostly wore old jeans from when
everything was normal, though those were reaching their limit. In terms of
shirts and t-shirts, it was a little better, though a new jacket was certainly
welcome, especially one like this, that might give me some extra protection
sometimes.


Celia shrugged at me. “Most of
this leather we got from furs you brought us in the past. It’s not like there’s
much else we can use in outfits; maybe if we had a few sheep, we could get some
wool. As it is, this is what we get. Clothes are actually one of the things we’re
running a bit low on. The abandoned homes nearby were already ransacked for all
the clothing that could be found in them. Maybe if the town still existed.”


Most of the previous valley had
been taken away by the Split. Some of the small settlements around it remained,
but they were far enough that the trek towards them would have to cross a long
stretch of the exotic forest that replaced the town, and the risks were usually
far greater than the reward that could come from that.


Still, a part of the old town
remained: the ancient fortress built on the riverbank. There had been plenty of
businesses in that area, especially ones turned towards clothing and other such
accessories. It might be worth it to arrange a small expedition there, eventually.


I pushed that thought aside. That
was something for another time.


I took a few more steps forward,
reached out with one hand, and ran it over the jacket Celia got me. “You
shouldn’t have.” I told her again but didn’t hesitate to grab and try it.


Most of the people in the
settlement had their own duties or tasks to oversee. If they didn’t have a
unique skill, they would either learn with someone else or take care of less
skillful tasks. Everyone worked, and everyone got to enjoy the fruits of everyone
else’s labor. It might not be entirely fair for some, and it probably would
never work on a large scale, but if we wanted to ensure our survival, we needed
to ensure everyone would cooperate. All the people here had lost loved ones,
and none was willing to see the few friends that remained to them lose their
lives as well.


“Try it and tell me I shouldn’t
have later.”


She left the room and allowed me
to try the outfit. It fit well enough, my sizes hadn’t changed much over the
years, and Celia had an eye for that stuff. The leather was a dark brown,
almost black in a particular light, and looked intimidating. More than that, it
looked sturdy, and that was a godsend for someone who spent as much time in the
woods as I did.


I walked out of the room, slowly
turned around, and let Celia see how well it fit me. She smiled and raised a
thumb, and I retreated to her room and started pulling the clothes off.


I put them away with a smile and
packed them into the backpack she had gotten me. Maybe I could use it the next
day.


When I thought Celia would say
her goodbyes and retreat to bed, she pulled out a bottle and looked at me. I
shouldn’t, I really shouldn’t, yet I just nodded at her, and we drank some
alcohol in peace. Like everything else, it was homemade, though not by Celia.
“Be careful out there. I don’t need to lose anyone else.” She told me after a
bit, slowly getting to her feet and looking into my eyes. For a moment, I
wondered if she knew what I was planning exactly.


She didn’t say anything else, retreated
to her room, and I sighed before dragging myself to the small mattress in the
corner, the same mattress I always slept in when I spent the night.


Sleep came easy, too easy. The
alcohol probably helped in that.


I woke up with the sun, and
slowly got to my feet, hesitating. The children would probably sleep a bit
longer, and though I didn’t want to leave without telling them something, I
knew it was easier like this.


Celia would understand, and in
time so would they.


I still needed to get some
supplies before setting out, though fortunately enough, the persons responsible
for them were already up. And once I had those supplies, I turned to leave and
stilled when I found myself face-to-face with Lily.


A certain stillness fell over my
body, and I couldn’t say anything.


Her orange eyes moved from my
face to the straps of my new backpack and back again, and she raised an eyebrow
at me. “Leaving already?” Something about her tone made me feel just a bit
nervous. She knew me too well. It didn’t mean she knew what I intended to do,
but it would be hard to fool her.


I shrugged. “The sooner I leave,
the sooner I can warn people about the danger, right?”


She crossed her arms and glared
at me. “And is that all?”


Trying to lie to her might not
work. Lily knew me well, and her senses allowed her to realize things the
people around her didn’t exactly want her to know. My slight hesitation was
enough. She narrowed her eyes further, reached out with one hand, took hold of
my arm, and used that grip to pull me away to where we could talk in peace. I
could have resisted her pull, though it wouldn’t have been easy. Worse than
that, it would call attention to us, and that was something I didn’t wish for,
not right now.


“Spill, what are you planning?”
She asked, releasing me and facing me once we were closer to the tree line. I
didn’t immediately answer; she crossed her arms and glared at me.


“What I said I would.” I
shrugged, trying not to seem suspicious. “Warn who I can from those who live
down the mountain.”


“And after that?” Lily asked. I
remained silent instead of answering, though that was answer enough on its own.
“You can’t mean to go after this demon alone.”


“No, of course not. I’m not a
fool.” She raised an eyebrow at me. I sighed. “I do mean to try to track it. If
we know where it is, we can be ready for a fight if it comes. If it just
leaves, so much the better.”


Lily eyed me, seemingly trying to
guess if I was being honest. Eventually, she reasoned I was, nodded. “Fine,
then you won’t mind me going with you.”


I blinked. “No.” I wasn’t putting
her at risk; no way in hell.


She was the one that shrugged at
me this time. “Either you take me with you, or you’re not going.” I hated the
fact she could make good on her promise. She could beat my ass in twenty
different ways without opening her eyes. Trying to flee from her wouldn’t end
any differently. “Look, it’s not a bad idea. Information like that is precious;
if we can ensure there isn’t a threat, then so much the better for everyone.
You know you’ll have a much better chance of success if I’m there, Tiago. We’ve
always worked well together.”


I couldn’t deny that. We’ve
always worked well. Too well at times, enough to make me dream of other things
and realize it would only end in disaster.


And yet, this time, it wasn’t
only about me or my emotions. It wasn’t about Lily’s either. It was about
making sure those we cared for were safe and protecting them, and I couldn’t
deny the foxgirl’s help would be very welcome in that.


I sighed. “Very well. Do as you
wish.”


The smile that took hold of her
lips made my heart skip a beat.











Chapter 3


A slight
delay followed as Lily moved to gather her own things and warn her leader of
our intentions. Layla was not an idiot, knew every bit of warning could be
precious when preparing for a fight, and wasn’t against our idea, as long as we
were careful about it. She charged us with warning those on the way down to my
neck of the woods, though then we would be free to explore.


After that, Lily paused to talk
to one of her clan sisters for a moment, Melissa. There she asked the other
foxgirl to train the settler kids for her until she returned.


I almost smiled at that. I knew
how much Lily seemed to enjoy kids, and I couldn’t help but marvel a little
that she worried about such a minor thing at a time like this.


She saw my smile, and her cheeks
reddened a little, though she faced me head-on, almost challenging me to say
something. I wasn’t that dumb.


With that done, we started on our
way down the mountain. We warned the families living in single homes through
our path, told them to be ready to go to Beacon if they saw something
suspicious, and then stopped at a smaller settlement near the mountain's base. 


It was a small grouping of five
houses. Most of the people living there had known each other well before the
Split. After that, they became even closer. That they survived as well as they
did until now showed they had something that worked. We told them what was
happening and asked if they had seen anything uncommon, but none had. 


After that, we moved out once
again. I had a destination in mind and a rough strategy to track down the
demon, a plan that became far more accessible with Lily at my side.


When we stopped to rest after a
few hours of walking, I grabbed the old map I always carried and laid it on the
ground. It displayed the old town and the surrounding areas. With a bit of
paper, I had made a few rough sketches of how the geography had changed with
the Split, though it wasn’t flawless, not even close.


“From what I gathered,” I
started, pointing at an area on the map. “Toni claims he saw the demon here. My
cave and the body of the imp is around here.” I moved my finger and indicated
the other position. “It doesn’t seem like the demon is moving up. More like
circling the base of the mountain through the foreign woods. Now, if it means
to go up, or it is just trying to go elsewhere, that I can’t be sure of.”


Lily leaned down beside me to see
the places I was indicating, and I froze for a moment at her proximity, then
closed my eyes and tried to ignore her presence.


“What is the plan, then?”


I shrugged. “There’s not much of
one, not with how little we know about it. Go to the last place anyone saw
their group, which is where I saw them, try to find something we might be able
to track, or just follow more or less around the path I figured they took.
You’re a better tracker than I am; you might find something I missed.
Basically, try to find a trail and hope for the best.”


She straightened to her full
height and looked to the horizon, more or less towards the region we would be
moving and the hills in the distance. “It has been a while since they were in
that area, and with how fast imps can move... They might have moved on.”


“If they did, and we can tell
they have moved away from here, then so much the better. We can tell everyone
the danger has passed.”


Lily tilted her head at that,
seemingly unconvinced, but eventually nodded. From what I understood, she had
faced many demons before, almost losing her life more than once. It didn’t
surprise me that she didn’t expect things to be that easy. And if I was honest,
neither did I. Maybe we would get lucky for once.


I made to straighten, and I
couldn’t help but wince in pain. The foxgirl didn’t miss it and narrowed her
eyes at me. “You shouldn’t be doing this.” She said, and if I didn’t know she
must have been beyond pissed at me, I would think she was worried. “What did
you end up fucking up this time?”


“My knees,” I answered, knowing
from experience that trying to brush her concerns away wouldn’t help. “I pushed
more than I should have to kill a beast the same day I found the imp’s body.
There’s nothing to be done now.”


Lily opening her mouth and
closing it tight, her lips white from the pressure she was putting on them,
told me all I needed to know about what she thought about that, though she
didn’t fight me on it. We knew each other well; she understood I wouldn’t
budge.


She sighed, and I saw her clench
her hands at her side, though she didn’t do more than that. She did wait for me
to finish packing my map, then started walking, and though I winced as I began
to move once again, I followed her without complaints.


Going down was faster than going
up, and it didn’t take us long to reach the foreign forest once more and enter
it. By now, the edges of the two different lands were harder to make. The
foliage had spread and mixed together near them, creating something new. There
were still enough signs if you knew what to look for, like, for example, a
large boulder that was perfectly sliced in half.


It was one of the markers I used
for navigation, and I knew others did the same.


We were careful during our
travel, always trying to watch our surroundings. With Lily at my side, I didn’t
fear being attacked by surprise. Her senses were great, and if something could
sneak up on her, it would undoubtedly be capable of sneaking in on me. It was
one of the things I missed about having her as my partner.


I tried to bury that thought deep
down inside my head and continue. Maybe later, I could think about it; now was
not the time. Still, a part of me couldn’t help but think this was familiar.
The two of us, alone in the woods, working together to protect those we cared
about the only way we could.


I opened my mouth to say
something more than once but ended up silent.


It wouldn’t be fair for her.


I had pushed her away once. I had
good reason for it; everyone around me always seemed to die after all, and I
wasn’t ready for anything resembling love, but I didn’t make it clear to her.
It wouldn’t be fair to talk about it now, not when I had made a mess of things
just a few months ago.


I sighed and shook my head when
Lily blinked at me over her shoulder, and she narrowed her eyes but turned
forward once again and continued, and I followed after her.


I took the lead when we started
getting close to the cave. Lily didn’t know precisely where my traps were,
though none of them were exactly hiding in a way that they should fool a human
person.


Soon enough, we were walking past
where the imp had seemingly impaled itself on my trap, and I pointed it out to
Lily. “This is the trap the imp sprung. You can see its blood on the spikes.” I
gestured for the pitfall, and Lily approached it, lowered herself to one knee
beside it, and closed her eyes. I let her take in the scents around, trying not
to move and distract her.


She was the one that got to her
feet and followed the path the imp had taken before it ended up dying. The
half-eaten corpse we found showed some beast hadn’t been above feasting on a
dead imp, though it hadn’t finished its meal either. Maybe something else
scared it away, or it hadn’t enjoyed the taste. I couldn’t imagine imps tasted
well.


Once again, Lily lowered herself
near the body and smelled what she could, tilting her head one way and the
other. “They went in that direction.” She pointed out, raising a hand and
indicating a path.


I nodded. “Any hint of something
other than imp?”


She shook her head. “No, too many
of them from what I could figure out, and even then, it has been long enough
that it’s faint. A large enough group of imps seems to be answer enough on its
own, though.”


Unfortunately, she was right.
From what I knew, imps might gather without a master of some kind, but never in
these numbers. For that to happen, it almost certainly meant they were
answering to a demon.


I sighed. “We don’t have a choice
but to follow and see what we find.”


She nodded, tightened one of her
hands around the dagger at her side, and started moving. I followed her,
trusting that she could make out any sign of the imps’ passage more
efficiently, allowing us to move faster. And I was proven correct over the
hours that followed. I wasn’t a great tracker, though I wouldn’t call myself a
bad one, either. However, I could never compete with Lily, not with the senses
her kind possessed.


The foxgirl always saw the signs
of the imps’ passage before I could, always managed to point out a broken
branch or a track on the ground.


We hesitated when the sun started
to set, knowing we needed to stop for the night, though we needed to find
somewhere to do it safely. Lighting up a fire was too risky because it might
call attention to us. Fortunately, I knew the area very well and knew of a
small rocky hill nearby. There was very little foliage there, we could probably
hide amongst the large rocks without worry, and with the full moon in the sky,
we would have minimal difficulty seeing.


That was what we did.


Once lying atop those rocks, we
shared a few supplies and fell into a somewhat awkward silence.


More than once, I found my eyes
drifting toward the foxgirl. Lily was beautiful. That had never been in doubt;
it wasn’t something I had to think about or tilt my head one way or the other
to see. She was gorgeous in a way no ordinary human could be, and I couldn’t
deny that the sight of her made my heart beat a little faster, especially with
the moonlight washing against her figure, making her seem almost ethereal.


It wasn’t strange that her orange
eyes turned to me when I looked at her. I froze when my eyes met hers. Lily
didn’t say anything even then, she just looked back at me, and I found my mouth
getting dry. Maybe I was seeing things, but I couldn’t help but think there was
something like pain in that gaze.


For a moment, I was confident she
would ask me why I had left. We worked well together, too well. We could have
continued as we were before.


I looked away. I wasn’t sure I
was ready to talk about it; perhaps I never would. There was so much to unpack
there, and none of it was because of her.


She knew what had happened to my
wife and me. She had been part of that group of foxgirls that came to our aid
and helped drive the demon off, though I only realized that a good while after
we started working together.


I never thought I could feel
interested in another woman again. That love was in the cards for me. And then
I started working with Lily; we spent much of our time scouting the areas
surrounding Beacon, and something developed. Deep down, I think I already knew
what it was, even as I tried to trick myself into thinking it was just
friendship. And then she kissed me; I kissed her back, watched her leave, and
ran away the following day.


It was the right choice; I knew
it deep down.


It didn’t make it an easy one to
take.


Maybe after this, if we survived…


A huff escaped from Lily, and I
heard her turn around and face the other way. The temptation to look back at
her was great, I couldn’t deny it, yet I didn’t.


Better to rest now, ensure we did
all we could to make those closest to us safe, and then I would face the music,
tell Lily why I had run away from her when I realized precisely what was
starting to happen between us.


I could only hope she could
understand me. Maybe forgive me.


When we woke up the following
day, neither of us commented about what happened before we went to sleep, and
just got up, returned to the path we had been on before, and continued trying
to track down the imps. If they continued as they were, they would be far
enough away that we could feel sure they would leave the area.


That was not what happened,
though.


I saw Lily tense and stilled,
looking around, searching for any hint of a threat.


“Their scent is stronger,
noticeably so.”


“Does that mean they’re close?”


She shook her head, and some of
the tension in my shoulders seemed to ease away. “No, but we’re moving faster
than they did. Which we shouldn’t.” Because of me, she didn’t say, not that I
needed her to.


I was human, I needed far more
rest than imps and demons did, and I was wounded besides. To think we were
moving faster than the small devils had been…


They might have prisoners of some
kind with them. I'd never seen it, but Lily told me in the past that it wasn’t
rare for imps to try to enslave living creatures, bring them to their masters,
or just keep them around to feed on their life force. I wasn’t sure how that
worked, and I certainly didn’t want to know.


Still, that might be the cause of
them moving so slowly.


Or perhaps they were searching
for something.


“Do you think it will take us
long to catch up to them?”


She shrugged. “If they keep
moving this slowly, no, it won’t.” She studied the path ahead of us and scented
the air again. “They turned East around this area, moving towards those small
hills in the distance.”


I looked towards the area. “You
think they’re searching for something.”


Lily nodded. It made sense now
that I thought about it. If they had prisoners, she would have gotten a hint
about them, either their scent, perhaps some sign of a struggle, or tracks that
didn’t fit.


I looked towards the hills and
hesitated. They were far enough away that the imps could spend their time
around them without getting a hint that there were any humans in the area.
Well, they must already know that there was someone around. One of theirs had
gotten wounded in my trap, but they didn’t seem to care about it. That bothered
me. It meant there was something they considered more important than possibly
catching a few humans, and I couldn’t imagine what it was. Imps weren’t the
kind of creatures that worried about elaborate plans, though in this case, they
seemed to have a demon commanding them.


What other reason could possibly
bring them to this area? There should be nothing here that attracted a demon.


“I can’t see what,” I said,
shaking my head. “The only thing of note in those hills are the caves.”


Lily raised an eyebrow at me.
“There are caves there?”


“Plenty of them,” I said,
shrugging. “I explored a couple, though not deeply, too risky to do so alone.”


“Many demons make their lairs in
caves. Maybe this one is searching for a place to settle down.” She said,
basically muttering to herself.


I didn’t enjoy the thought of a
demon settling in this area, but maybe they would just move on…


We couldn’t risk getting taken by
surprise, though. We needed to be sure that was what they were doing, and if it
wasn’t, we needed to be ready to act accordingly.


I exchanged a look with Lily, she
nodded and started moving, and I followed her. We were careful and kept moving
through the woods, but the closer we reached to our destination, the less dense
the tree cover became until it eventually ceased in full. The rocky terrain
wasn’t where trees thrived, and we had to be far more careful now. From a
distance, it would be easy to see us, just as it would be easy for us to see
something out of the ordinary.


Fortune favored us, allowed us to
reach the high ground without incident, and we could study our surroundings
better. It didn’t take me long to see something out of place. “What is that?” I
said, pointing out the sight in the distance. Lily had better eyes than I did;
she would be able to tell me what it was.


She narrowed her gaze. “Imps, a
sizeable group of them.” Her eyes then drifted to the sides, and she swore.
“And there are more groups of them combing the area.”


We exchanged a look. That pretty
much settled it. They were searching for something, even if we couldn’t tell
what it was. Not unless we did something crazy. Lily looked at me once again,
raised an eyebrow, and a smile tugged at her lips. I sighed. “We’re not going
to let them be, are we?”











Chapter 4


Imps saw
better than humans at night but not so much better that we couldn’t use the
cover of darkness to approach their positions. Lily was a level above them in
that and had a slight advantage over them.


The foxgirl guided us in
approaching one of the groups we had seen exploring the area, one that entered
a cavern inside a hill. Lily hadn’t gotten a glimpse of the demon, and we
couldn’t be sure if one was around. Our inclination was to say yes, but we
couldn’t be sure without seeing it.


More than once, Lily had to reach
out and turn me one way or the other, slowly dragging us closer to our
destination. My knees hurt. We needed to be careful despite the darkness, which
meant moving low to the ground. Hurt as I was, it didn’t help any.


If I was honest, I thought my
legs would fail me before we got to the cave, though fortunately, it didn’t
happen. Also lucky was that we didn’t immediately come face to face with some
imps, and I breathed out in relief, stretching to my full height. I couldn’t
see anything in front of me and couldn’t help but think we were foolish for
risking to do this. Lily didn’t hesitate, reached for one of the torches she
had prepared while we waited for night to fall, and lit it up.


The flame didn’t reveal anything
unusual, and we exchanged a glance. The imps had obviously moved deeper into
the tunnels, though where we could find them now…


Lily started moving forward,
torch in one hand, small sword in the other, and I followed her, gripping my
spear tightly. We were being foolish; I could admit that. By doing this, we
risked letting the imps know they had enemies close, which might prompt them to
search for them and find Beacon. However, finding out why they were in the area
might be worth the risk. With that knowledge, there might be something we could
do to make them leave.


Unlikely, I admitted, but not
impossible. And if we couldn’t get or trick them into leaving, we could try to
kill their leader.


These tunnels were deep and moved
even lower into the earth. I saw Lily pause more than once, especially when we
reached a fork, and she tried to figure out which path the imps took. It didn’t
take us long to realize it was both paths. As long as their group had enough
numbers, the small devils divided themselves, and the two of us exchanged
glances before deciding what direction to take. In the end, we mainly chose at
random. Neither of us knew where these paths would take us, and to think otherwise
was foolish.


More than once, the path would
narrow to a point where we had to struggle to pass through. That almost
prompted me to tell Lily to move back. If the imps attacked us and we needed to
flee, they would have an obvious advantage in these conditions, but the foxgirl
wanted to continue, and I couldn’t deny a part of me was curious.


And then we walked past another
of those tight corners, saw the space revealed beyond that, and quickly
realized we weren’t in an ordinary cave.


“What is this?” I asked as I
reached for one of the walls and put my hand against it. Carvings adorned them,
and the walls didn’t seem like the same rocky walls that led our way here. I
looked at Lily with a raised eyebrow.


“This cave must contain ruins.
It’s not rare to find them in caves in worlds where demons have a presence. I
thought there might have been a chance of this once you told me about the caves
in this area.”


I had rarely asked about the
world Lily had come from. Everything I knew about it was information she gave
me on her own. I certainly wasn’t willing to share some of the happenings of my
past; I didn’t think it was fair for me to demand the opposite from her. Now
that she spoke about it, though…


“Are they common in your world?”
I asked, and she stilled.


For a moment, I feared I had made
a mistake, but then she shook her head and answered me. “In my world? I
couldn’t tell you; I have no memory of it. In many of the worlds that we
crossed until we reached yours? Yes, common enough.”


That made me more curious than
anything else she could have said, and the only reason I didn’t ask her more
about it was that she started moving in, and I remembered where we were and our
situation. Later, if we survived this insane idea of ours, I would have enough
time to question her about what I had just learned, but first, we needed to
focus on surviving.


It didn’t take long for our path
to widen into a large chamber, and I couldn’t help but gape at it. The view in
front of me seemed right out of a treasure movie. Glowing crystals adorned the
chamber walls, casting a soft dim light over the extent of the place, allowing
us to see part of the ruins inside. They were massive, far more extensive than
I could ever have expected them to be.


I could see broken stone towers,
large columns, a few arches, and what seemed to be a staircase against one of
the cavern walls.


Most of the buildings had fallen
over the years, eroded by time. It was apparent that it might have been decades
or centuries since anyone stepped into the chamber. In the distance, I thought
I could see what remained of a giant statue, though maybe it was just some
other building that had worn away a bit more than the others.


And as I looked around, I caught
a glimpse of other paths into the chamber. It wasn’t hard to imagine they
connected to other caves around these hills and maybe even some of the previous
pathways that crossed our way.


Lily didn’t hesitate to put out
her torch, and I looked at her. She pulled me against one of the walls in reply
and turned her head one way and the other, trying to find any hint of the imps
we had followed.


“We can’t risk bringing attention
to us. I doubt the imps are moving around with torches. If they see one,
they’ll know someone is in here.”


A torch could be seen from a
distance, so she wasn’t wrong. Once she was confident no imps were moving our
way, she gestured for me to follow her, and I did. We walked along the walls,
careful with our steps, trying not to make any noises.


It wasn’t hard. The ground under
our feet was smooth, as were the walls. I couldn’t help but marvel at it once
again. I wasn’t exactly sure what to call the whole place. Lily called them
ruins. She also didn’t seem impressed by them, and I didn’t understand how.
Someone had built an entire city underground, inside a cave system. It might be
a little ominous, though it certainly was impressive.


Motion in the distance made us
still, and we watched as imps moved between some of the ruined buildings below,
obviously exploring the place. I looked at Lily and found her biting her lower
lip with indecision. “I think it’s pretty obvious this is what they were
looking for,” I said under my breath, gesturing with one hand to the ruins in
front of us. Lily nodded. “Do you think they’ll get whatever they are searching
for and leave?”


She eventually shrugged at me. “I
can’t say for sure.”


“Should we leave?” We had gotten
a bit of a hint of what drew the demon and the imps to the area. That was
already better than nothing. I certainly hoped we could do more, but I also
wasn’t a fool. This information wasn’t useless.


Before she could answer me, we
heard noises from behind us and realized more imps were coming. With no other
alternative, we rushed forward, moving as quietly as possible, eventually
finding a small path where we could hide.


I stilled when I felt Lily’s body
pressing against mine, trying not to let her closeness affect me, though it
wasn’t easy. A few imps suddenly crossed our line of sight, chittering at one
another, and we both tensed. We only became tenser when we realized they
stilled in place, tilting their heads one way and the other, almost as if they
were scenting something in the air.


Lily tensed further and pulled us
close to the back of our hiding place.


And that was when I saw there was
a passage behind us. Lily didn’t notice it, her eyes focused on the imps ahead,
so I reached out with one hand and poised it on her shoulder, making her
startle. She looked at me, blinked, followed the finger I had pointing at the
back of the path we hid in, looked at me and back again, then shrugged.


She didn’t hesitate before
following through that path, and I moved after her, hoping we could get out of
the imps’ radar. Fortunately, the narrowness of the course only lasted for a
short while, and it opened up quite a bit ahead. Then we found ourselves in a
corridor of some kind, one with noticeable signs of damage.


The walls in this area were more
intricate, carved with patterns and symbols worn away with time, yet something
was still eye-catching about them. I almost reached for one of the symbols on a
wall, stopped when I saw Lily’s narrowed gaze, and pulled back with my hands in
the air.


The foxgirl bit her lower lip as
she looked from side to side, trying to figure out the best one. “We need to
pick one,” I told her and shrugged when she looked at me. “Unless we stay here
for a while and try to return the way we came. Still, if we want to understand
why they might be here…”


I didn’t finish, but it wasn’t
really needed either. The white-haired foxgirl nodded and started moving, and I
followed after her, keeping my grip on my spear and watching as she did the
same with her sword. The imps had been near enough to almost catch us in the
act. It would be foolish to think we wouldn’t stumble on an enemy.


We crossed several rooms along
the way, and I wondered what this place had been. Was it a palace? A temple of
some kind? A very elaborate lair? I couldn’t say. One thing was obvious, it had
been a long time since any living creature had been down here. Dust was all
that adorned the rooms we explored.


My curiosity almost overtook me,
and I had to reel it back. It wasn’t the time for it. Well, perhaps it could
help if it led us to discover what the imps might be searching for in this
place, though now I was starting to worry more about finding a way out of it.
If all those imps we saw outside started to gather here, their numbers would be
too great for us to sneak by without being caught.


A problem for later. Now we
needed to keep going and hopefully find something.


It didn’t take long for our path
to become rougher. There were evident signs of age, and the floor seemed almost
cratered. I narrowed my eyes at that. Perhaps these weren’t the result of
erosion but damage inflicted to the ground directly. And not just the floor either,
I noticed once I looked at the walls.


“Fighting occurred here.” Lily
said, slowly moving around the depression on the floor and studying it a bit
better. She shook her head and continued, stifling her curiosity, and I
followed along. Our way branched apart again, and we exchanged a look before
turning to the right.


More damage crossed our path, a
great deal of it. The floor became cracked and harder to transverse, and I
could only imagine the intensity of the fighting that occurred in the area. And
there was no doubt that must have been what happened. A long time ago, someone
or something had fought through these halls.


“Should we turn back?” I asked
after another couple of minutes. The path was becoming even more treacherous,
and I was starting to flag behind Lily. My knees weren’t helping any. I
shouldn’t have pushed myself this hard; I might find myself becoming a
hindrance to the woman at my side, which I didn’t want to think about.


Lily bit her lower lip,
hesitating. “Maybe. There is just something about this place. I can almost
sense something ahead. I can’t explain it.”


That didn’t sound good. Something
like that might very well be what the imps and their master might be searching
for, so if we could get to it first, we might be able to do something about it.


I knew very little about magic.
From what Lily told me, actual magic was kind of rare. In a certain way,
monster girls like her and her family could be considered magical, though it
wasn’t as if they could use magic themselves. Demons seemed to be the same.
Beings that had particular special abilities that we humans might very well
call magic.


It reassured me a little. Made it
so that I didn’t need to worry that a demon would throw fireballs at us. They
were dangerous enough as it was.


I looked at Lily, saw her eyes
lost in the distance, and hesitated. Part of me wanted to pull her closer, make
her turn back, and retreat the way we came. And yet, if there was something
magical here, getting to it might give us an advantage of some kind.


When she stepped forward, I held
back my tongue and followed along. I didn’t feel the pull she obviously did and
would pay attention if I had to intervene and pull her away. It would not be
easy if she fought me on it, but maybe I might break her out of it.


It didn’t take long to reach
another chamber, though it was far smaller than the first.


It was still an impressive sight.
Rows of statues had adorned the walls, though most of them were in pieces, and
the few that remained upright had worn away so much it was impossible to say
who they represented. It seemed to be the same figure throughout. At least all
the statues had wings.


The destruction in that chamber
only displayed the extent of the fighting that must have occurred. This hadn’t
been the result of a few individual fights. Two armies might have crossed paths
here; it was the only justification for the damage we saw.


The crystals were even dimmer
there, and I had to squint my eyes to see anything of note. Lily didn’t seem to
need to, she started moving quickly, and I could only rush after her. “Wait.” I
tried to tell her, and she stilled for a moment and looked over her shoulder at
me. Her eyes were wide, and I stilled at the sight of them.


“Don’t you hear that?” She asked,
turning her head one way and the other, trying to find the origin of whatever
she was hearing. “It’s calling to me. Where is it?”


“Lily…” I tried to start but had
to rush after her when she began moving once again, and this time she didn’t
wait for me. “Fuck.” I muttered under my breath, forcing my legs to keep up
with her, whimpering a little at how it hurt. My knees seemed to be getting
messier by the second, and I feared I might have damaged them irreparably.


Too late to worry about it now. I
needed to worry about Lily first and ensure she returned to normal. Easier said
than done, especially when she was out of my sight and I needed to try to find
her.


If at least I could see straight.


I tried to squint as I moved,
hoping to glimpse Lily. Her white hair made her quite noticeable even in this
dim lighting, so if I got near her, I should at least be able to make her
figure out, though with how quickly she could move, unless she stopped in
place, I wouldn’t be able to catch up to her.


Soon enough, I came up to another
fork in my path and cursed. Nothing indicated which direction she had taken,
and I could only pick one at random and hope I had gotten it right. I almost
called out her name, but I didn’t know if there was anything that could hear me
beside her. For one, the imps were exploring the place and might find their way
to this area sooner or later. And well, I didn’t know if there might have been
something that survived all this time down here. After all that I had seen, I
didn’t think it impossible.


The path ahead seemed darker, and
I moved forward, trying to be careful with my steps. Then I put one of my feet
down, and the floor wasn’t there. I tried to hold onto something to stop myself
from falling. Still, between the surprise of not having anything under my foot
where I expected it to and the knee of my other leg paining me and making me
buckle, I fell into the dark hole I had missed entirely.


I rolled down, huff and pained
grunts escaping me when I hit several small stones on the way, and then I came
to a stop and just lay there, dazed and confused. I managed not to make too
much noise as I rolled down, which was a plus. The warm blood flowing down my
arm showed I didn’t get out of my fall unscathed, and almost certainly, there
would be plenty of bruises all over my body, but I had gotten a bit lucky
there.


Shaking my head from one side to
the other, almost as if it could help clear some of the pain I was feeling, I
got to my feet or tried to. The pain that hit me at that made me wince, and a
small cry escaped from my lips, one I eventually managed to muffle.


As if my knees weren’t enough, I
now seemed to have twisted my ankle.


This was certainly not my week.


Something glowed a bit ahead of
my position. I seemed to have fallen into a far smaller tunnel, also much
rougher than the ones above.


With some effort, I managed to
get to my feet, moved toward that glow, and then stilled when I saw what it
was.


It was a skeleton. Not a human
one, the remains of what seemed to be some kind of wing bones to the sides of
the apparent ribs made that evident. I blinked at It, trying to gaze around,
yet I couldn’t take my eyes away from it.


Was that whispering?


I blinked and took one step
forward, then stilled in place.


Was this what had been calling up
to Lily? It could be. I could believe there was something magical about it.
Without thinking, I closed the distance to those remains, ignoring everything
else. The closer I got to them, the more I seemed to hear a voice in the back
of my head and the stronger the glow seemed to become.


What I did next, I understood it
was a fucking mistake. I did it anyways, compelled by something I couldn’t
understand. I reached out and touched it. The moment I did, the glow became so
intense I had to close my eyes, and it suddenly cut off as something started
seeping into me.


I tried to move, then open my
mouth and scream in surprise, but my body didn’t answer me. I could only stay
there and feel the strange sensation of that glow slipping into my skin,
overwhelming my senses in the process. It didn’t hurt, not really. It wasn’t
exactly comfortable, either.


And when the entire process
finished, I felt a pounding headache take over me, stumbled back, and cried
out. I dropped to a knee, barely noticing how much it hurt over the pain inside
my head, and I opened my mouth to scream but couldn’t gather enough breath to
do so. Instead, my eyes rolled back into my head, and I dropped unconscious.


I came to when someone started
shaking me. “Tiago, please wake up…” Lily’s voice sounded almost desperate, and
I blinked and tried to say something, but it was as if my mind was moving
through molasses. At first, my body wasn’t working; I couldn’t really focus.
Then I blinked and breathed in, shook my head, and regained control of my body,
and I heard a sigh of relief escape from Lily.


“Are you ok?” I asked her, and
she blinked at me.


“Am I ok? You were the one
knocked out.” She said, crossing her arms under her chest, making me notice the
swell of her breasts for a moment before I frowned and brushed away that
thought.


“You do remember what you told me
before wandering away, don’t you?” I asked, and she looked aside, seemingly
embarrassed.


“I don’t know what that was. It
stopped suddenly, and I could think more freely after that. I did feel
something from this direction, I can’t explain what it was, and I tried to find
you.”


That made me think my earlier
hypothesis wasn’t wrong, that the glowing skeleton had been what was calling
for Lily. “I found something I think might have been what you felt.”


I gestured for the corner where
the skeleton had been and blinked when I saw nothing there.


Lily narrowed her eyes at me,
cast a glance around, and when she didn’t see anything, she reached down with
one hand and helped me up. Before I could explain better, we heard a noise in
the distance and exchanged glances. Only then did I notice that I was seeing
her face without difficulty, almost as if we were outside, and I frowned.


It allowed me to see the alarm
that took hold of her face, and I didn’t need her to say anything to
understand. The imps were close.


She looked around, focused on the
path I had fallen into, and looked at me. I shrugged. It seemed a good bet,
especially if the imps were on our trail. We didn’t waste a moment and started
moving as quickly as we could, and though I winced a little, I didn’t seem to
feel as much pain as before. Maybe the bit of time I spent unconscious helped
with that.


I put those thoughts behind me
and followed after Lily, and it didn’t take me long to realize we seemed to be
moving the right way. Lily paused and tilted her head to the side. “I can hear
the wind; there must be an exit through here.” She turned to grin at me, and I
watched her eyes widen.


Before I could ask her about it,
she grabbed me and pulled me to the side, and I watched as a small rock flew
right through where I had been. I blinked again, turned to face the way we
came, and caught sight of a small group of imps in the distance. And they were
moving fast.


“Go as quickly as you can.” I
told Lily, and she hesitated but started moving, and I rushed after her.
Somehow, I managed to keep pace with her, and a turn in the rocky tunnel
allowed us to get out of sight of the imps.


We quickly saw the light in the
distance, and I knew we had managed to find another exit. Enough hours had
passed that the sun must have dawned once again.


The route narrowed the closer we
got to the end of it, forcing us to slow down and making me fear. I couldn’t
help it. I could feel my skin scrapping against some of the protruding rocks in
our path, had to maneuver to pass with my spear, and saw the way getting
narrower. It almost felt like I could hear the imps’ breathing behind me, and a
sense of panic invaded me.


What if the path narrowed too
much for me to pass?


Even if it only slowed me down
even more, the imps would get to me, and in such a cramped place, there was
very little I could do to defend myself.


Such thoughts helped me push
faster and let me ignore the scrapes and bruises I gained as I rubbed against
some of the rocky protrusions in my way. When I heard that chittering chatter
just behind me, I knew I was dead. And then we got through and spilled out of
the narrow path into a small rocky chamber, one with an exit.


Relief invaded me at that, but I
didn’t let it distract me. I couldn’t. I turned and watched a few imps spill
into the chamber after us, moved forward without hesitation, raising my spear.


I could feel Lily moving in
tandem with me, knowing what needed to be done.


We didn’t know how many imps had
followed us or what else might be moving our way. The one advantage we might
have was how narrow the path was, though that wouldn’t help us if the imps held
it. And so we moved as one, with me taking the lead, using my spear to jab and
shove the few devils that had gotten into the chamber aside, trusting that Lily
would deal with them.


My spear wasn’t that long. Seven
feet, about a foot taller than I was. Most of the time, it was enough, and
while I would have preferred a bigger one when dealing with creatures like
this, one that would allow me to keep the imps farther away from me, a longer
spear would have been harder to maneuver with in such conditions. This one was
already stretching it.


Imps weren’t demons. They weren’t
monsters either, I didn’t think. Some kind of hybrid between them was the best
way to describe them. Small, sturdy, dangerous, and cruel. All those words fit
them well.


If we had fought in the rocky
tunnel, their advantage in numbers would have been neutralized, but their small
size would also give them an edge. In this chamber, the two of us could move
more freely.


I reached the narrow path and
used a few thrusts and jabs to push the other imps back, stopping them from
spilling out. The pained cries behind me let me understand Lily was dealing
with the devils that followed us, and I had to resist the temptation to look
over my shoulder more than once. I couldn’t get distracted, or I would pay for
it. I needed to trust that Lily would do what she needed, and I needed to do my
part.


Despite having wings, imps
couldn’t fly exactly. At most, they used them to glide a little, slow down
their falls, and things like that.


It did help them climb up the
path, though. It wasn’t too tall, but tall enough for an imp to try to reach
over the other and get out of it, and I had to shift my attention between two
different targets, carefully thrusting one way and the other. I couldn’t risk
getting my spear stuck in one of their bodies. Their bellies and other soft
areas weren’t very tough; a simple hit would damage them significantly, but
their bones were incredibly sturdy. If I got my spear stuck against their ribs,
I could have it ripped out of my hands, and then it would be game over.


Absently, I heard another cry
from behind, and then the sounds of fighting from that area ceased. “Pull back
for a few moments, then move in again when I tell you to.” Lily said.


I almost questioned her about it,
then bit my lip, waited for her sign, and pulled back when she ordered me to.
An arrow flashed by my side, hitting the one imp trying to climb over the
other, making it fall with a screech. Not that the remaining devils seemed to
care for it, stomping it as they surged forward.


“Move in.” I did, feeling more
arrows fly around me, hitting some of the imps that spilled into the chamber,
even as I stuck my spear in the belly of another one and pushed it back like
that, forcing it into the narrow path and against some of the other imps that
were trying to follow it.


I could see the almost grins on
the faces of the imps to my side, saw their sharpened claws, and I swallowed as
they pounced for me. Then Lily was there, holding her sword, my knight in
shining armor.


I didn’t see her fight; I needed
to ensure the other imps didn’t get out of the narrow way, but I heard the
cries the devils let out as they died.


Once it was over, Lily spoke once
again. “We’ll do this a few more times until they know better.” Or until
something went wrong and we paid for it with our lives. I didn’t say that out loud;
it wasn’t really needed. Both of us understood perfectly well how wrong this
could go.


We did as she said twice more.
The same dance, the same danger, and though imps weren’t dumb, they couldn’t
waste a chance to try to attack, and they didn’t. Twice more, we reeled them in
and then pushed them back, thinning their numbers, not that it seemed to have
much of an effect.


Imps weren’t the most dangerous
creatures out there, but they did represent a threat. Their claws and teeth
were sharp, and their tails could strike swiftly. They were sturdier than they
seemed with their frail-looking bodies, modest stature, and ragged wings. And
though they could be very eager to spill blood, they weren’t completely dumb.


When they started to see their
numbers diminishing, and the many dead Lily left on the ground, they decided
discretion was the better part of valor and turned tail and ran back the way
they came.


Not that Lily and I thought it
was over. Almost certainly, they would come back with reinforcements, maybe even
their master.


The two of us exchanged a glance
and nodded as one. We needed to flee, and that was exactly what we did, turning
around and rushing out of the cave, then realizing we were on the other side of
the hill where we entered the cave, and moving forward to the forested area in
front of us.


We managed to close the distance
towards it without difficulty, and once we got into the woods, we were
confident the imps wouldn’t find us that easily. Not that we slowed down after
that. We kept moving forward, hoping to lead the devils far away.


It would be for the best.











Chapter 5


I turned
and allowed myself to press against a warmth that was both familiar and not. I
reached out with one hand and pulled that body tighter against mine, and I
heard a sound of appreciation escape from her mouth as she burrowed further
against me on the bed.


I blinked, confused, opened my
eyes, and had to smile at the sight that greeted me.


The love of my life, my wife,
Lucia.


Her face seemed almost hazy for a
moment, but then it cleared, and I could see her dimpled smile, dark hair, and
blue eyes. She smiled at me, and I reached out with one hand and pressed it
against her face.


Why did it feel so strange?


Before I could think more, she
leaned closer to me, burrowed against my side, and I put my arms around her,
tightening my hold on her. It was easy to enjoy that, to lay in bed with the
woman I loved in my arms and just enjoy her warmth.


The sunlight filtering through
the windows made me feel even better, and I also blinked at that. We were home.
Well, we were in what had been my home. Wait? Had been?


I shook my head, confused, turned
to look at Lucia, and found her face hazy once more.


She pressed harder against me,
then reached up and kissed me. I allowed myself to submit to her advances,
kissed her back, and enjoyed the sensation of her body against mine, reaching
down with my hands and freezing when I got to feel her swollen belly against
them.


A pang hit my chest at that, and
the sensation of wrongness invaded me once again. The sight of a pregnant Lucia
wasn’t wrong, not exactly, and yet, there was something not quite right with
the situation. I pulled back, made to speak. “Lucia…”


She didn’t give me a chance to
finish, leaned in again, and kissed me, and when I tried to make her stop, she
forced herself even more harshly against me. I tried to put my hands on her
body, but she grabbed them and forced them to my sides, and I blinked. Then I
winced when she bit my lower lip, and I pulled back and looked at her face.


And suddenly, it wasn’t Lucia
atop me, almost burrowing into me.


I froze at that, allowed my eyes
to move over Lily’s face, then narrowed my gaze. Maybe the woman looked like
Lily, but there was something wrong, just as it had been when my dead wife was
the one on top of me. I struggled once again, and her grip seemed to tighten
even more.


“I’m not fooling you, am I?” The
mouth might look like Lily’s, but neither the voice nor the words were the
foxgirl’s. The smirk that took hold of those lips was unsettling. And as I
watched, the body atop me seemed to shift. White hair became blood-red, and
orange eyes darkened until they became red. The skin didn’t change much, but
the face became a bit more rounded, though more than that, what truly changed
were the large feathered wings that grew from the woman’s back and stretched to
the sides. Like her hair, these were blood-red as well.


“Who are you?” I asked, barely
reacting when the woman smiled and pressed harder against me. Something about
her pulled at my want, my need, and when her lips crashed against mine once
again, I kissed her back, suddenly needing her even more than when I thought I
had Lucia atop my lap.


Something about that struck me as
wrong, and I pushed against her, suddenly trying to shake her off, realizing
something was wrong. She bit me again, and I managed to raise my hips and turn
us around, forcing her down into the bed.


A chuckle escaped the female, and
her legs tightened around my waist, pulling me tighter against her and making
me realize just how little clothing I was wearing and how hard the sensation of
her against my body had affected me. From this position, I could focus on her
better, and then I started making some details about her that I hadn’t noticed
before. She had fangs or something very close to it. And more than that, her
hands were clawed, very much so. I didn’t doubt she could rip me to shreds with
them if she had willed it, and I froze.


She chuckled at me.


“What are you?” I asked.


She opened her mouth to answer
me, and I heard Lily’s voice. “Tiago.”


I woke up to the white-haired
foxgirl shaking me, an obvious worry in her tone, and I just blinked at her.
Confusion almost overtook me, and I opened my mouth to speak and closed it
without saying anything. I did not quite know what to say.


She reached out and shook me
again. “Get up. We need to move.”


Only then did I seem to come to
myself, remembering what had happened before we had found a place we thought
safe to sleep. I shook my head, trying to get rid of the remains of the dream
that assailed me.


I got up, straightened for a few
moments, and swiftly gathered my things. I blinked when I saw Lily eyeing me
with something like surprise, and raised an eyebrow at her. “What?”


“Does your body hurt?” She asked,
and I blinked.


“No, of course…” I trailed off
and looked down at my body. I raised one of my legs and poised it down. My
knees didn’t hurt. The bruises I had felt before I fell asleep were also
missing, and my obvious startlement made Lily narrow her gaze.


“What did you do last night?”


“I told you: I found some kind of
glowing skeleton.” There hadn’t been much time to explain while we were on the
run, not if we wanted to actually focus on getting away. I briefly explained
what I found, but little more than that.


“And what happened after?”


I almost cringed at what I
imagined would be Lily’s reaction. “I touched it, and it stopped glowing.”


“What?” Her voice was flat,
though the glare she graced me with was anything but. There was a burning anger
in it, and I didn’t doubt she wanted to call me an idiot.


“Look, I didn’t know what it was
or what it did, I just believed it was whatever was messing with your head, and
so I got closer, and once I did, I felt the urge to touch it. I know I
shouldn’t have, but it’s done now.”


She crossed her arms and
grumbled, still glaring at me.


It wasn’t that I didn’t
understand what made her weary; I did. I much preferred to push that thought to
the back of my head and focus on surviving, though. So it seemed I had found something
I shouldn’t have messed with. It healed me, so that one was a plus, though I
wasn’t foolish enough to think there wouldn’t be other consequences.


And there was that dream…


I didn’t say anything about it to
Lily, as I was still somewhat confused about it. It was a strange dream, there
was no doubt about that, but it might not have been more than a dream.


“I figured it was doing something
to you, tried to do something about it, and that’s why I touched it. And it
seemed to have worked, didn’t it?”


She grumbled again. “Whatever was
messing up with my head stopped suddenly, maybe after you touched it.” It
almost hurt her to admit that, and I felt my lips twitch a little. She didn’t
miss my almost smile and glared at me. I raised my hands and stepped back,
teasing her a little.


It didn’t take me long to
remember we didn’t have much time to lose, though. “Lily, we can talk more
about this later.” I pointed it out to her, and she didn’t seem pleased but
nodded. “First, we need to do something about the imps, and the demon, if there
is one.”


“There is. There has to be. These
many imps wouldn’t gather together on their own volition.”


“Then we continue as yesterday?
Lead them as far east as we can and throw them off our scent before trying to
circle back to Beacon?”


Lily seemed to ponder it for a
moment and eventually nodded. “I see no other way of doing it. Whatever
happened when you touched that skeleton, I felt it, and I don’t doubt the imps
and their master felt it as well. That must have been why they found us.”


“And if that was what they were
searching for, they’re obviously going to keep coming after us.” I pointed out.


She smirked. “Especially if I
make sure of it.”


I wasn’t sure of what she had in
mind, though I doubted the imps would enjoy it.


We gathered our stuff once again
and prepared to move out. A higher point of view might give us some information
about our pursuers, so we started the trek up one of the hills near us. The
area wasn’t unknown to me, even if I rarely spent much time there. With the
abundance of animal life after the Split, it was seldom needed to travel far to
get enough game to hunt. I still moved around occasionally, if nothing else, to
explore a little. That was why I already knew of a path up the hill, one far
easier to transverse than most, and I led Lily through it.


It didn’t take me long to realize
that whatever happened to me did more than heal me. I was moving faster than
usual, and I didn’t seem to be getting tired at all. Lily could keep up with me
without much difficulty, but her narrowed gaze showed that she didn’t miss the
changes, and I shrugged when I saw it.


She held back her tongue, but it
was a close thing. She was curious and wanted to interrogate me again, and she
only held back because she knew it wasn’t the time.


Once we reached a higher
position, we looked down at the land below, careful not to show a glimpse of
ourselves. A few minutes passed like that as we tried to find a hint of our
pursuers, not that it was easy. The forest below hid most of the land, and the
few clearings we could see were far enough away that even if an imp walked
through them, we might miss it.


“There.” Lily pointed out,
gesturing for an area to the right of us, and I quickly saw what she had seen.
There seemed to be a red imp atop a big branch in one of the trees, looking
around. It was far enough away that I blinked when I realized I could see it
clearly, shook my head, and focused. If I wanted proof imps weren’t as dumb as
they looked, that they had basically the same idea as we seemed proof enough.


“Now what?” I asked her, and the
vicious smirk that took hold of Lily’s lips made me sweat a little; I couldn’t
deny it.


“Now I’ll go hunting.”


I almost told her it wasn’t a
good idea. Imps wouldn’t be moving independently, but that was what we wanted,
wasn’t it? We needed to keep their attention; killing some of them might help.
It would undoubtedly make their companions come after us.


We didn’t immediately go out to
kill them, obviously. First, we picked a spot to set up our ambush and planned
a route out of there. We needed to keep them away from us, but not so far that
they gave up or lost our tracks completely. Well, we didn’t really believe they
would give up, but that they might simply fail to follow us was a possibility,
and in that case, who knew what they might do.


It took us a while to make a
move. We put ourselves in place, waited, and when Lily saw a few imps reach the
end of the tree line below our position, Lily grabbed her bow, nocked an arrow,
and focused.


I watched her do it, marveling at
it. I always had. Both the technique she possessed and her strength amazed me.
Once, I tried to use her bow but barely managed to pull back the string. Lily
laughed so much at me that I got a little angry with her, even if later, I
would admit it was probably quite amusing.


Almost absently, my eyes moved
over her figure, and suddenly I was breathing hard. I noticed the swell of her
chest, how firm her buttocks looked…


I shook my head and rid myself of
that thought, frowning at it. What the hell?


I had always known Lily was
attractive, and I couldn’t deny it played a part in how I started to feel about
her, but I never looked at her as if she was some piece of meat. And I wasn’t
about to start doing it now.


Before I could ponder more on
those thoughts, the white-haired foxgirl loosened the string, allowing it to
propel the arrow through the air. I followed it without difficulty, marveling
at how fast it moved. Then it hit against one of the imps about three-hundred
yards away from us, and it fucking sent it flying back. For a moment, it almost
seemed as if it had been struck by some kind of cannonball, and the body flew
back, hit against the ground, and bounced back up again, eventually crashing
into another imp with enough strength to break one of its legs.


And even before the first arrow
had hit, Lily had another in the air.


They followed one after another,
her arms moving like a blur as she tried her best to annihilate the imps. She
stopped when only half of her arrows remained, and we didn’t hesitate to pull
back and flee through the path we had planned. No doubt this would call
attention to us, just as intended.


What followed could almost be
called a game of cat and mouse. We ran, we hid, and when we could, we struck
once more. Maybe we used traps to do it, ensuring one or two imps lost their
lives. In open space, Lily would bring out her bow, though ammunition was a
problem there, and though we could try to prepare some more arrows, it wouldn’t
be easy. When there was no other alternative, we used our melee weapons.


That was when I realized
something strange was going on with my body. I knew it before; I would have to
be blind to miss the changes occurring in me, but I tried to brush them away,
thinking it was some side effect from touching the skeleton. And they probably
were, though not somewhat limited in time as I imagined.


I was stronger, faster, and had
far more stamina than I should be able to. That first day, we didn’t stop
moving even once, dragging the imps further east, and we didn’t even bother to
stop for the night. It reached a point where Lily seemed to be the one flagging
between us, and when I met her gaze, I realized she knew it as well.


Worry and fear seemed to appear
in those orange orbs, and I froze, not quite knowing what to say to her. Was
that fear for me? Or was it because of me?


Once again, I brushed that
thought aside and left it for later. We needed to get away from these imps and
their master before we could risk getting distracted with something else.


We saw the first glimpse of the
demon when we thought we might be close to escaping from them. About the size
of an ordinary man, with light blue skin, though rugged, making him appear a
bit wizened. Long grey hair fell down the sides of his head, and the only
intimidating feature I could see in him was the large curved horns coming from
his head and a second set from his upper back.


His eyes were red, though a faded
red, almost pale.


Something was frail-looking about
his appearance. If a human looked like that, I would think they were close to
dying of old age. With a demon, it might just be a façade.


Just as we were looking at him,
the demon looked at us. He shouldn’t have been able to know we were there. We
were maybe three or four hundred yards away, looking out from behind a tree,
the chance he would look right in our direction in a way that would allow him
to get a glimpse of us was astronomical, but that was precisely what happened.


We didn’t hesitate, turned on our
feet, and started running. Hopefully, it would be enough.


It wasn’t, though. This time, the
imps weren’t losing time trying to track us. Their master had taken command of
the chase, and he seemed to know where we were at all times, and I exchanged a
worried look with Lily, realizing maybe things wouldn’t go as we had planned.


“We need to make a stand.” She
said when the sun started setting and we realized the imps were still on our
trail. I cursed, knowing she was right yet fearing what would happen. “If we
try to stay up another night, we won’t be able to fight them. It’s now or
never.”


I had known it was a possibility.
I’d hoped not, expected us to be able to come up with something or manage to
flee from the imps, but that we might have to sacrifice ourselves to stop them
from getting to the people we love had always been on the table.


At that thought, I looked at
Lily. I never said it clearly; I tried to fool myself more than once about it,
but now, I couldn’t deny it any longer. I liked her. I might even love her,
though the word might be too intense for what I felt. She was one of the
reasons I set out to do this, though I should have known that she would come
after me if she got a hint of what I was planning to do.


And now, if I thought there was
the slightest chance she would run ahead without me and leave me for the demon,
I would tell her to do it.


Even knowing better, I opened my
mouth and told her to flee. The glare she graced me with froze me in place.


The demon wanted me. Neither of
us had any doubt about it. He wanted whatever had slipped into my body. Lily
could get away safely if she had run and left me behind. She wouldn’t, though.


Faced with the rough terrain in
front of us, I turned and gestured for us to flee up one of the hills near our
position. Maybe if we crossed the river behind it, we could lose the demon
somehow. I didn’t know exactly how he was tracking us or what it involved, but
we had to try something.


Unfortunately, when we reached
the top of the hill, the imps were right behind us, and we had to turn and
fight. My spear darted forward and gutted the first one to approach, his mouth
opening as it screeched in pain; then, I pulled back and allowed the creature
to drop.


It had been easy, too easy. The
spearhead slithered into it without difficulty; I had moved too fast for it to
avoid my attack. 


A second thrust claimed a second
imp, hitting hard enough that his attempt at pushing my weapon aside did
nothing, hitting hard enough that the spear went through his ribs as if they
weren’t there. This imp had a dark blue coloration, and it gurgled as I made to
pull back my spear.


When I realized my weapon was
stuck, I raised it high, the imp’s body rising with it, and then slashed down,
throwing the body away.


The dead imp crashed into the
ones moving up toward us and made several of them lose their balance, and Lily
and I got the chance to move closer to the edge of the hill overlooking the
river below. I almost cursed at the sight. If we had just a bit of time, we
might be able to get down into the water and flee. With the imps on top of us?
It was impossible.


Still, we had to try. We fended
off their attacks and got closer to the edge, killing some of theirs and
marveling that we were surviving. Then I realized they weren’t pushing as hard
as they could. It made me frown, even as they drove us back and slowly
encircled us.


Lily and I exchanged a glance at
that, knowing we were lost.


The demon stepped into view,
moving with a kind of slow gait that seemed to indicate frailty, though I was
confident he was the most formidable opponent around us. He did seem to have a
bit of a limp. One of his legs dragged behind as he moved, and I couldn’t help
but wonder what could wound a demon past the point it managed to heal.


“You should give up.” He said,
stepping closer with something like a smile on his lips. “I might not be able
to ensure your survival, but should you stop resisting, I will ensure neither
of you suffers much for the inconvenient.”


“Your speech might work a little
better if you don’t promise to kill the people you expect to surrender to you.”
I pointed out, not looking away from the blue-skinned demon despite my urge to
seek a way out.


He shrugged. “Would you believe
such an outlandish lie? I’ll kill you and feast on your life force. To say
otherwise would only make it so neither of you would believe me in the least.
One thing I can promise you, however. You will regret it if you don’t surrender
yourselves to me.”


Lily tensed, and a quick look in
her direction showed her with gritted teeth. Her three tails were stretched
wide behind her, and her ears stood up. Her fear and hate for the demon in
front of us were quite visible, and seeing her like that bothered me; I
couldn’t deny it.


Maybe I channeled some of that
anger into my reply.


“Thanks, but no thanks. Better to
go down swinging and rip that smug smile out of your face.”


If anything, the demon seemed
amused by my words. He tilted his head, studied me a little more, and then took
a small step forward. “You are not what I was expecting her to go for.” I
blinked at him, confused, and it smiled even wider. “You are the one that has
her, are you not? I can feel her on you.”


“I have no idea what you’re
talking about.” Maybe that wasn’t entirely true. Something about his words made
me remember the strange dream I had before, and I wondered if it had anything
to do with the skeleton I touched.


“I have to wonder how she did
it.” He tilted his head at me, starting to pace around Lily and me, far enough
away that I couldn’t reach him with my spear without taking a few steps, though
close enough to be a threat. “Possessing a human? I would think your kind too
weak to host one such as her. I would have imagined she would much have
preferred the foxgirl at your side. ” The demon continued as if he hadn’t heard
a word of what I said, not that I cared much if I was honest. The longer he
droned on and on, the better the chance Lily and I could come up with something
that would save our lives. “Though it has been so long since she died that
maybe the poor succubus latched onto the first warm body that crossed her
path.”


No matter how much I tried to
think about it, I only saw a way for us to get out of there. The demon. In
particular, getting rid of him. If he died, the imps surrounding us might just
end up fleeing, and even if they didn’t, against them, we might have a slim
chance. Against them and the demon at the same time, though? No chance at all.


With that knowledge in mind, I
waited for him to open his mouth again, watched him take another step forward,
and moved as quickly as I could, leading out with my spear. I hoped surprise
would be on my side and he would pay for it with his life, but in a display of
speed that put any I had seen before to shame, he swiped his claws to the side
and shaved the top half of my spear.


Lily noticed what I was doing and
followed on my heels, moving past me when my first attack failed and attacking
with all of her speed. It was for naught. He shoved her sword aside with a claw
against its tip, a display of skill that almost made me gape.


He was unarmed and used only his
claws, yet Lily couldn’t do anything to him. The demon was far faster than her,
and despite her advantage in terms of reach, she never managed to hit him. She
cut at him and missed as he moved out of the way, practically dancing in front
of us.


I gathered myself and rushed in,
trying to help her. I couldn’t help but think it was curious that the imps
weren’t moving in, letting their master fight on his own. Not that he needed
them, though.


I tried to use what remained of
my spear as a club, lunging at him with my new speed and strength, not that it
helped any. He was faster, he was far more skilled, and he was playing with us.
Suddenly, he kicked me in the ribs and threw me down, laughing at the ease with
which he had done it.


Fear took hold of me at that.


What were we going to do?


Die?


It seemed to be all that could
happen to us, I thought with dread. He could kill me, he could kill Lily, and
none of us seemed able to think of anything to stop him.


The fact the foxgirl might die
because of him…


It made me angry. I got to my
feet and rushed at him again, even faster than before, propelled by something
inside of me that I couldn’t fully understand.


I had lost the love of my life to
a demon and his imps; I wouldn’t let anyone else I cared about share that same
fate.


He laughed again. “It has been a
long time since someone amused me so, human.” He avoided my lunge and grabbed
hold of Lily’s sword, the edge barely cutting into his hand. The foxgirl tried
to pull her sword back, though she only managed to do it when he wished for it,
another display of his superiority over us. “You should know my name before I
take your life force and the succubus inside you for myself. I’m Damabiath.”


“I don’t care.” I replied.


When the demon made to kick me
again, I braced myself, let his kick hit, and then grabbed onto his leg.


Almost immediately, he tried to
shake me off, but I gripped hard and held on, and it gave Lily a chance.


Unfortunately, he was still too
fast. When Lily’s sword got close to him, he pulled his head back, and all the
foxgirl did was slice his face a little. It was still enough to piss him off.
With a snarl, he pulled his leg back and kicked me into the ground, making me
huff and release my grip. When I got my head up, I was just in time to see him
avoid another of Lily’s attacks and swipe at her with his clawed hands. The
foxgirl avoided that attack and the following one, but she stumbled back when
he moved a bit faster and couldn’t prevent the claws he sank into her upper
leg.


Her scream of pain echoed around
the area, and I struggled to get to my feet, cursed when a few imps moved
forward to try to stop me and watched as the demon twisted his hand to the
side, making Lily cry in pain once again.


I wouldn’t allow this to happen.


I let my anger get the better of
me, reached for something inside me, and pushed those imps off. My thoughts
almost didn’t seem my own, yet they were. One thing was clear: Lily was mine.
And I wouldn’t allow this old beast to kill her.


I rushed forward, a scream
rupturing out of my mouth. The demon turned to me with an amused smile and
easily avoided my lunge. Or so he thought.


I might be angry, but it didn’t
make me an idiot. I couldn’t win this fight, not really. Not with Lily down.
But I could try to make sure we had a chance of survival.


So I let him avoid my lunge,
knowing that right behind him I could find Lily, and I grabbed hold of her and
rolled on the ground, just enough for us to reach the edge of the hill.


“No!” I heard him scream and looked
at him for a moment, then I smirked, pushed a bit more, and Lily and I started
rolling down. Pain followed, mine and hers, and more than once, I feared we
would stop moving. Eventually, though, we reached another edge, flew over it,
and dropped into the water below.











Chapter 6


For a
moment, I couldn’t believe it had worked, then remembered we weren’t out of it
yet. The water moved fast, and a few rapids were ahead of us.


Somehow, I managed not to lose my
grip on Lily. “Hold onto me.” She did so despite the pain and how much she was
shivering. Lily held onto me with all the strength she could put into the
motion, and I held her back.


The water carried us down, and
for a few moments, I looked behind us, almost fearing that some of our enemies
had tried to pursue us, but it seemed we would get to escape. Well, if we
managed to survive what would follow.


Our heads went under the water
more than once as its speed increased, and I almost lost my grip on Lily. Maybe
we should have tried to move closer to the margins, yet that risked bringing us
to a stop too close to the demon. And the river flowed northwest, leading us
closer to Beacon and away from Damabiath. We would need as much distance from
him as we could find.


Being aware that demons were
dangerous and seeing it for myself was another thing. I had hoped we could have
a chance against one, though maybe I should have known better.


Lily talked to me more than once
about how threatening they could be, even if she didn’t give any details. I
knew how dangerous Lily could be and understood her sister Layla was even
stronger and more experienced than she was. I should have connected the dots
when the older foxgirl said their clan had to work in tandem to deal with a
demon.


“Lily, Lily.” I called out when I
saw her eyes fluttering close, and I knew we had to get out. The water was
frigid, and she was gravely wounded. We needed to get out; I needed to get her
somewhere warm. Then we could worry about the rest.


Finding an area where I felt
comfortable enough to approach the western bank took a couple of minutes. I
dragged the foxgirl out of the water, laid her out on the margin, and slapped
her on the face a few times, trying to wake her up. She didn’t, but a quick
glance down showed me she was still breathing, and her wound didn’t seem to be
bleeding as much as it had initially. I couldn’t be sure that was a good sign.
Foxgirls healed far faster than humans, but not that fast, and I feared she had
simply lost too much blood.


I didn’t hesitate, ripped part of
my t-shirt, and used it to make a tourniquet around her leg. That she shifted
in something like pain despite being unconscious gave me some hope, and I tried
to gently slap her awake once more and gave up when she gave me no other sign.


A quick glance around allowed me
to recognize some landmarks. It wasn’t too far from where the demon attacked
us, though it would take them a long time to reach our position. The terrain
wasn’t the best for travel. And hopefully, the demon had lost our scent, or
whatever it was he had used to track us.


“Don’t you dare die.” I told
Lily, reaching out and caressing her face. She leaned into it unconsciously,
and I smiled, shook my head, and slowly pulled her into my arms, starting to
move.


We had lost our supplies and most
of our weapons during the fight. Or maybe in the water. I still had a dagger on
my waist, and Lily had two of hers, but it wouldn’t be enough for any of us to
try to make an attempt at defending ourselves if the imps attacked us again. We
needed something to eat, and despite how much I wanted to keep going, we also
needed rest. Especially Lily. I had no doubt she would survive if she managed
to hold on for now. I had to ensure she held on, no matter what.


Getting to dry our clothes would
also help.


With all that in mind, we had
only one possible destination.


The path to my cave would be
long, and I would have to keep traveling through the night, but if I wanted to
ensure Lily survived, there wasn’t much of a choice. With all the care I could
put into the motion, I pulled her atop my shoulders, figuring it was far faster
to carry her like that.


I wanted to blame adrenaline or
something of the kind for not getting as tired as I should have over the
following hours, but I knew better. There was something wrong with me. Perhaps
not wrong, exactly, but unnatural, almost certainly. I shook my head, vanished
that thought. I could deal with it later.


Hours went by, and night fell. I
felt Lily shivering against me and knew I needed to rush, started moving even
faster, and the fact it was dark didn’t stop me. I couldn’t see as well as I
had during the day, but it wasn’t far from it. Once again, I pushed the thought
aside.


I felt my eyes almost drop more
than once, then shook my head and continued. It had been about fifty,
fifty-five hours since I had last slept, and my exhaustion was catching up to
me despite whatever changes were happening. I needed to keep going, though.
Just a bit more. I started recognizing the area and knew it would only be a few
minutes before we reached my cave.


I don’t quite know what happened
after. It almost seemed as if I closed my eyes and slept for a few moments,
only really coming to myself right in front of the cave, and I blinked at it,
then shook my head and continued, entering the place.


I laid Lily on my mattress,
reached out, and cupped her face. She was still breathing, and I sighed in
relief, feeling my heart slowing down a little. Some water might do her good
and something to eat as well, though I didn’t have much in hand. She also
needed to get warm, and though our clothes had dried somewhat during the night,
it wasn’t enough. The oil lamp I used for light also heated the place a little,
but it wouldn’t be enough.


What I needed to do was obvious,
yet I hesitated a bit.


It wasn’t the time for doubts.


I grabbed some dried bread and
smoked meat, put the bread in water, and then fed it to her. I cut the meat as
small as possible and gave her some. It was a struggle to make her swallow it
and drink a bit of water afterward, though it was certainly worth it. Anything
that gave her a better chance of survival was worth it.


I undid the tourniquet I had put
around her leg, though it had mostly come undone sometime during our trek.
Fortunately, she wasn’t bleeding. Foxgirls healed far quicker than humans, so
that didn’t surprise me much.


Then all that remained was making
sure she got warm, and me as well, if I was honest. I hesitated, then pushed
those hesitations aside, slowly pulling off her outer clothes, the ones still
wet. Her slim t-shirt under them had dried out against her skin, and I tried
not to look too much at her bare legs.


I pulled my clothes off, laid
them down, joined her on the bed, and pulled her frame against mine. Hopefully,
our shared warmth would be enough to make her comfortable. And with some luck,
she might not even kill me when she woke up.


At first, I tried to hold on,
tried to remain awake. There was always the danger the demon might find us once
more. I was too tired, though; my eyes dropped, and I fell into a slumber.


Warmth surrounded me, and I
unconsciously leaned into it, enjoying it far more than I could describe. Then
that warmth moaned and pushed into me, and I opened my eyes wide. Lily smiled
at me, and I felt a sense of relief invade me when I realized she was well.


Before I could say anything, she
leaned in and kissed me softly, though the kiss didn’t remain soft for long. I
froze, then let my eyes flutter close and kissed her back. It wasn’t the first
time we kissed. Once, taken by my want for her and her evident desire, I kissed
her back when she kissed me, which ended up being the point of no return. It was
when I could no longer fool myself and think there was only friendship between
us. It was part of the reason why I ran away from her.


The wound my wife’s death had
left in my heart was still too big for me to contemplate.


Being with Lily felt too good. I
didn’t deserve it, and I would only lose her as I did my pregnant wife. Fear of
what might happen to her made me push her back. I knew she would hate me for
it, and she obviously hadn’t forgiven me yet, though I believed it was for the
best.


I caressed her face, hesitated,
then pushed her a little back. “You’re ok?” I asked, and she nodded at me, then
leaned in and kissed me again.


I kissed her back. Maybe I had
been a fool to try to bury my attraction to her; perhaps I should have known
better. This time, I was the one that pushed my tongue into her mouth, dueling
with hers, then groaned when I felt her shift on the bed and climb atop my lap,
her barely clothed frame pressing against me, hard.


A moan spilled out of her, and
the sound was so lewd that I hardened further. She didn’t miss it, shifted her
hips, and ensured her groin brushed against mine, making me delirious with
need. One of my hands moved down her back, eventually found her tails, and ran
over them. Lily liked that, pressed harder against me with a whimper, and I
didn’t stop her from running her hands down my chest, despite feeling her sharp
nails against it.


I wanted her.


Maybe I had fooled myself into
thinking it was some crush or whatever, but I wanted her as I had only wanted
one woman before, and now, after what just happened to us, I saw no reason to
hold back any longer.


I let my hands move down her
frame, barely resisting the urge to pull her t-shirt off and see the flesh
underneath. I continued down her legs, and loved the sensation of her bare skin
against my hands, loved the moan she released at it.


And then I stilled, suddenly. I
let my hand move up her left leg once again. The skin was unblemished. I
couldn’t feel a mark on it or any sign of a wound, and I stilled again.


Quickly, I grabbed her sides and
pushed her as far back as I could, which wasn’t much once she realized what I
intended to do and tightened her grip on me. A chuckle escaped from her. “I
knew I was forgetting something.” The woman said as her appearance started
shifting and Lily became the redhead that had assailed my dreams before. She
was dressing just as Lily had been before I put her to bed, and the sight of
her creamy white legs affected me more than I was willing to admit.


“What is this?” I asked, scared. It
felt like a dream, and I hoped that was all it was, but I didn’t think so. She
just chuckled at me. “What are you?”


“Can’t you tell?” She asked,
leaning in closer, her fangs making an appearance, her feathered wings
stretching wide behind her.


I didn’t want to say the word,
but just thinking about it seemed enough for the redhead to smirk widely. I
swallowed. I didn’t know how it was possible, but I was pretty sure she was a
demon. “How are you in my dreams?” I asked. It felt like it. As if she was invading
my mind while I slept. At least, I hoped that was all it was.


She laughed at me. “You know the
answer.”


I swallowed. I had a suspicion,
at least. “The skeleton.”


“Technically, it was only holding
what remained of my essence.” She shrugged and tried to lean in closer once
more, and I grabbed tight onto her arms and tried to stop her. Not that it
seemed to work. She allowed me to think it did at first, then pushed with far
more strength than I possessed, forced me back into the bed, and rubbed her
frame against mine. It was an intimate move and made me realize I was still
stiff from when she pretended to be Lily. Her smirk showed she noticed it.
“You’re not who I was hoping to pick it up, so to say, but it was certainly
better than that blue cretin.”


“So what? You’re living rent-free
in my head now?”


The redhead tilted her head at
me. “You could say that, yes.” Her amusement was noticeable, and I didn’t like
it. I didn’t trust this, I didn’t trust her, and I had no doubt there was some
nefarious plan at work.


A part of me even wondered if I
was going insane, and this was the result, but no. Knowing a female demon was
inside my head made some of Damabiath’s comments make sense. I didn’t trust
that living inside of me was all she was hoping for, though.


“Then how do I evict you?”


Her pearls of laughter made me
swallow. My body answered to them, making me breathe harder and harden even
more. I couldn’t stop her from pressing her front against me or kissing my
neck, chin, and mouth. And when that happened, I found it difficult to resist
her. Want for her overwhelmed me, made me kiss her back, and made me groan in
need.


I felt one of her hands move down
my frame, and I knew what she wanted and would do, and I knew I needed to stop
it, yet I couldn’t. It was as if I wasn’t entirely in control of my body, and I
couldn’t understand it at first.


Succubus. That was what the blue
demon called her. The redhead was a succubus.


That explained some things, and
more than that, it gave me the strength I needed to start resisting her
advances. Knowing that what I felt for her wasn’t natural, I started fighting
against her grip, and though she tried, she couldn’t stop me from trashing
around, trying to throw her off.


And then I felt a slap, blinked
at it, knowing I had been holding onto her arms and she couldn’t have hit me
like that. And then another slap came, my eyes opened wide, and the image of
the red succubus vanished to be replaced by a concerned Lily.


“Tiago?” When she saw I was
awake, she called out and slowly reached for me. I almost stopped her. What
guarantee did I have that this wasn’t the succubus trying another mind game?


I didn’t think that was it,
though. This felt real, and Lily looked like she had been passed through the
wringer. Her face was dirty, there was a bruise on one corner of her cheek, and
her eyes were bloodshot. The foxgirl winced as she moved, showing how badly she
felt.


“Lily?” I asked, then shook my
head and straightened, trying to ensure she was alright. “How are you feeling?”


“Like hell.” She groaned as she
reached for her leg with her hand, wincing a little as she probed the wounds
the demon left behind on her. They were partially healed, but it was apparent
they still pained her a great deal. Her stomach growling showed pain wasn’t the
only thing she was suffering from, and I smiled when she blushed a little at
it, made to get out from the small mattress, though it was a little awkward
with how small it was.


My body brushed against hers; I
saw her blush even more and then look away, and I only realized why when I
looked down and realized my erection had been something that had accompanied me
out of the dream. I opened my mouth and closed it, realizing nothing I could
say would make this less awkward.


“I’ll get us something to eat.”
Now that I was awake, I could feel my own hunger. We did so in silence, then I
gestured for Lily’s wound, and she let me study it a little longer. “I think
it’s healing well, but I’m no doctor. We should probably return to your sister
and let her see it.”


“Can we risk it?” She asked, more
to herself than me, it seemed.


“We’ll have to. That demon is too
strong for the two of us. And I’m not sure he should be allowed to get what he
came for.” I said, and she blinked at me.


I needed to tell her something. I
couldn’t just keep the fact I seemed to have a succubus inside my head to
myself, no matter how much I would prefer it. What if she managed to take me
over or something? As I was dealing with a demon, I couldn’t ignore the
possibility.


“I think I know what that thing I
touched was.” I said, and Lily’s eyes narrowed. I told her everything. How my
body seemed to be changing, and about the dreams. Not exactly what those dreams
entailed, but we were dealing with a succubus here. Lily could fill in the
blanks on her own.


“I suppose that explains what the
demon that attacked us was muttering about,” Lily said, and I knew her well
enough to tell she was worried, even if she didn’t try to show it. “What has
she tried to do to you exactly?”


I hesitated. “She came to me
first as my wife.” The words came out pained, and Lily bit her lower lip and
didn’t exactly look at my face. She knew I had been married once, that much I
was sure of, and that I had lost my wife the same day the foxgirls first came
to our rescue. What else did she know? That I couldn’t be sure of. I didn’t
know how much I wanted her to know. “It was as if the Split hadn’t happened,
and we were just laying out in bed like before. She was pregnant. Then she
started kissing me, but aggressively, different from how it had been with
Lucia.”


My cheeks reddened a little at
that. It wasn’t something I wanted to talk about with Lily, but I didn’t stop.


“That was when I realized there
was something wrong.”


“She stopped hiding her
appearance, then?”


“She did.” I didn’t think I
needed to talk about how she tried to assume Lily’s appearance when Lucia’s
didn’t work. Lily must have seen something in my face that she mistook as pain
because she reached out with one hand and poised it against my shoulder,
squeezing softly.


I looked at her face, really
looked at it, and I noticed she was nervous. Maybe it was natural for her to be
so, I knew I was feeling very jittery about the entire situation, yet I started
to think there was more to it than that. Something about this whole situation
seemed familiar to the foxgirl, and she was scared because of it. At least she
didn’t seem afraid of me.


“You’ve never talked about your
wife with me before.” Lily eventually continued in a soft voice.


Those words made all other
thoughts vanish. “No, I never did.” And for a moment, I thought I wouldn’t say
anything else, yet…


I almost lost Lily. She could
have died yesterday, and only a burst of anger and unnatural strength gave me
what I needed to save our lives. The memory of her pained screams was something
I believed would haunt me for the rest of my life, and I never again wanted to
see her suffer like that.


She deserved better from me. She
deserved to understand why I had fled from her; for that, she needed to know
where I came from. “Lucia was the light of my life, especially after the
Split.” I started, voice soft, thinking of how to put it. “We weren’t married
then, you know? We weren’t in a relationship, even if I had a crush on her
since we were teenagers. We reencountered each other after everything went to
hell, eventually fell in love, and married.”


Lily must have seen how much that
pained me. She reached out with one hand, took hold of one of mine, and
squeezed it softly. “You don’t need to talk about it if you don’t want to.”


“I don’t want to, not really,” I
said, shrugging. “But I think you deserve to know, to understand.” I breathed
in and out, trying to gather myself enough to continue. “When she got pregnant,
it was the happiest day of my life. Despite all the crap that had happened and
how hard the years after the collapse were, I felt true happiness when I
discovered she was carrying our child. My love for her grew as her belly did,
and I didn’t think anything could spoil it.”


“And then the demon attacked.”
She said, and I nodded.


For a moment, my mind flashed
back to those scenes of fire and death, how the imps had moved through what had
remained of the small town where we had lived, ripping people apart or dragging
them away for what I imagined was a worse fate.


Lucia and I were awakened by
Celia’s screams and came down to see an imp trying to grab my wife’s sister.
With help from both women, I killed it though it proved to be one of the more
brutal fights of my life. I knew so little back then. After, we had to flee.


I had Lucas in my arms, Celia
carried Sofia, and the pregnant Lucia followed behind us.


I was a fool.


I should be in the back, wielding
something that might help me keep any attacker back.


If I had…


The demon came out of nowhere,
grabbed Lucia, and pulled her back. I heard her screams and tried to follow.
Some of the other villagers came to our rescue, and we tried to pursue the
demon, though it played with us, stopped just in time for us to see him, and
then…


Then all I remembered was holding
my dead wife in my arms, her blood soaking my clothes as I rocked it, trying to
somehow breathe life back into her. A fool’s hope, and yet…


If they hadn’t dragged me away
from there, I would have gladly died at Lucia’s side, let the imps get to me
and rip me apart. Even then, I might have been killed if the foxgirls hadn’t
appeared and forced the demon to flee. Me, Celia, and the kids.


As it was, we survived, and it
took me most of a year to feel like myself again, and even then, I was changed.
The only reason why I didn’t put an end to it all was that Celia needed me.
They had just established the settlement atop the mountain. She had two young
children she needed help with, and I knew Lucia would have wanted me to do what
I could to help her sister. And so, I did.


Lily came after, when Sofia and
Lucas were a bit more self-sufficient, and my help around the settlement wasn’t
as essential. I started going on hunts, learning how to fight a little better.
The foxgirl helped me with both, and we worked together for years until I
realized we were falling for one another, and I panicked.


I nodded at the white-haired
female, unable to say the words.


There was something I needed to
tell her, though. “I didn’t want to hurt you by leaving,” I hesitated when her
eyes narrowed slightly. She was still angry about that. “I realized how close
we had gotten, and I panicked. I couldn’t go through the same thing I had gone
through with Lucia, I couldn’t fall in love again, only to wonder when it was
that you would die, or I would, and you would suffer as I did. I’m not going to
say what I did was rational, it probably wasn’t, but I never wanted to hurt
you.”


It took a while, but Lily
eventually sighed and nodded at me.


We just eyed one another briefly,
and then I breathed out again. “That doesn’t change what we must do about this
mess, though. Something tells me that letting Damabiath get his hands on the
redhead currently residing inside my head might not be a very good idea.”


Lily shook her head. “I doubt it
is. And Layla might know more about whatever happened to you than I do.” That
seemed to indicate she knew something about it, but I didn’t call her on it.
There must have been a reason for her not to say anything.


“Then we don’t have much of a
choice.”


I knew the idea didn’t please
her, but Lily nodded nonetheless. We needed to retreat to the mountain and join
her clan. With some luck, the demon might be unable to track us down and would
eventually leave.


Unfortunately, I didn’t think
that was likely.


We gathered some food, and I
helped Lily get to her feet and then out of the cave, though I quickly realized
she was in no condition to walk atop that leg. “Get on my back,” I told her,
turned my back on her, and looked at her over my shoulder. She crossed her arms
and glared, and I only raised an eyebrow at her. “You know you’re in no
condition to walk. Don’t be stubborn, Lily.”


She huffed, but stepped towards
me, pressed against my back, and tightened her hold around me. I tried not to
smile at it as I focused on the path ahead of us, though I was pretty sure she
knew I was just a bit amused about it. It was the first time I got to carry her
around like this, and I did feel a bit tempted to tease her about it.


It wasn’t the time, though.


“Hold on tight.”











Chapter 7


I reached
the settlement atop the mountain in just over half the time it had taken me
previously, and a part of me couldn’t help but marvel at it. Without the pain
in my knees and with whatever the redhead’s presence inside of me was doing, I
barely even noticed Lily’s weight on my back.


Once we stepped into view, it
didn’t take long for the settlers to raise the alarm, and soon enough, Layla
was moving our way, closing the distance between us quite fast.


“What happened?” The older
foxgirl asked with her eyes on Lily, who stilled under her sister’s gaze.


I looked at Lily over my
shoulder, she shrugged, and I turned to Layla. “Demon.”


I wanted to say more, but they
needed the warning. Before, there was a chance there had been a demon around.
Now, it was a certainty. Layla nodded, called for one of the villagers near us,
and told him something. He nodded with urgency and started on the way to
Beacon.


Layla’s eyes moved from me to her
sister and back again, and it wasn’t hard for her to realize there was more to
the story. “Come with me and tell me everything you know.”


We did. We started with what we
knew about the demon, the number of imps under his command, and how dangerous
he seemed. Then we talked about the ruins and what he seemed to want from them.
Lily hesitated when it came to that, and I was the one to tell Layla about the
glowing skeleton and the demon I now seemed to have inside my head.


Layla might be the only one who
could tell us something more about it, and I needed to know what was going on.
I needed to understand if I was in danger or if I was a danger.


The tension that took hold of
Layla’s frame once I finished telling her didn’t make it seem like it was a
good thing. The older female licked her lips, hesitated, and I shook my head at
her. “Tell me what you know, please. I need to understand what’s going on.”


Layla sighed. “If I’m honest, I
don’t know much. I’ve heard stories that some demons can obtain a kind of
immortality. I know plenty of demons thought killed that eventually returned, and
it took a long while for the knowledge that they could pass their essence to
another host after death to be known. Yet…”


She shook her head, hesitated,
and I narrowed my gaze.


“It doesn’t make sense that this
demon picked you.”


I swallowed and heard Lily swear
from beside me. “Is that what’s happening to me?” I asked. “Is she trying to
take over my body?”


“I can’t be sure.” Layla shook
her head. “I’ve never seen it happen, never talked with anyone who actually saw
it happening. It’s all rumors and suppositions, mostly.”


I paled, fearing the worst. Lily
looked from me to her sister and bit her lower lip. “The demon we confronted, Damabiath,
said it surprised him that she didn’t try to hold onto me.”


“It would have made much more
sense from what I know,” Layla said eventually, only her clenched fists
displaying how much the notion bothered her. “You’re female like she is, though
with demons that is somewhat complicated at times. And you’re a foxgirl. We
don’t have the strength of life force flowing through our bodies that demons
have, but far more than humans do. Frankly, I can’t even imagine how the both
of you survived the process.”


She looked at me at that and
hesitated.


“It’s not supposed to be
something demons do on a whim. It only happened when their physical bodies
expired for some reason. And I believe they need a host that has been prepared
somehow. There seemed to be a ritual involved in the process.” She shrugged,
unable to explain more. “If what you tell me about the ruins is true, she might
have been down there for millennia and used this chance to reach out to the
first being that got close enough to her essence. That it seemed to have worked
somehow…”


“What will that mean for me?” I
asked, feeling Lily step closer, almost pressing against my side. A quick
glance at her face showed how worried she was.


Layla didn’t say anything. Either
she didn’t know, or it wasn’t good, and she preferred not to answer.


Could the redhead take control of
me?


It was what the demons seemed to
have done before if the tales Layla heard weren’t wrong. Yet, it hadn’t seemed
to have worked. The succubus remained deep inside my mind, either by her own
will or inability to do anything else.


Maybe that explained her attempts
at seducing me, or she did that just for fun.


There was no denying some of the
benefits that came with having the redhead inside me: my new strength and
stamina and my new senses. I couldn’t fool myself, though.


“Make no mistake, Tiago,” Layla
said, leaning in closer and putting her orange eyes in line with mine. “She’s
dangerous, incredibly so. You told me she’s a succubus?” I nodded. “Then she’ll
do as succubus do, will try to seduce you, might even seem pleasant at times,
but you can never trust a demon.”


“I won’t.” I said, sure of it.


Layla smiled, but it was a sad
smile that made me tense.


“I wish I could believe you.”


I narrowed my gaze at her.


“It is not your commitment I
doubt. I’m certain you’ll do the best you can; I just don’t think it will be
possible for you to withstand her will forever. Demons are the most depraved
and dangerous beings that exist, and I’m certain I wouldn’t last long in your
position.”


That scared me; I couldn’t deny
it. Layla had always seemed like a rock, an unbeatable fortress. Her strength
of will was undeniable, and if not for her and her family, this settlement
would have never gotten as far as it did. For her to admit that she couldn’t
resist the redhead?


I shivered.


“You need to understand that
demons feed on life force, but they don’t do it like the monsters that
occasionally appear. I have no doubt they could just consume our flesh and get
power from it, yet they prefer to feast more slowly, in different ways. They
learned to draw the life force from the pain they inflict, be it physical or
emotional. They can feed on grief and despair, and even hate or anger. And they
can feed on lust, or pleasure, or need.” Layla reached out with one hand and
poised it against my face. It startled me. I couldn’t remember her ever
initiating physical contact between us. “Those are what she’ll use against you.
Be wary.”


“I will.” My voice came out
somewhat faint. I shook my head, straightened, and turned to face Lily. The
fear in her eyes gave me pause, and this time I had no doubt she feared for me.


I tried to smile and tell her
everything would be well with the gesture, though I doubted it worked as well
as I’d hoped. It wasn’t hard to notice she was holding back tears, and I
couldn’t look at her face any longer, look at her obvious pain, and know I was
the reason for it.


“What are we going to do?” I
turned and asked Layla, then clarified. “About the demon? We believe we might
have lost him, though I don’t think he’ll simply give up.”


“What we can do. Prepare, keep
our people aware, have scouts looking out for trouble.” Layla said after
thinking about the matter for a time. “We won’t certainly go on the offensive,
not with our position here. We don’t have a wall, but the high ground protected
by the rocky incline is as good as any. If they do attack, it will be during the
night.”


It made sense. Demons and imps
saw better in the dark than humans. I was pretty sure demons saw better than
monster girls like Layla and Lily, though they would have an advantage over
imps.


“Should we tell everyone to move
up?” Some of the people we had warned had gotten a bit scared, but seeing as we
weren’t sure, they’d remained in their homes. Perhaps it was time to change
that.


“It might be for the best. Though
we can’t force anyone to do so.” Layla shook her head. “Don’t worry about it;
I’ll handle these matters. Try to rest. You’ll need it to keep your wits about
you to resist the succubus’s will.”


I nodded.


I gave Lily another quick glance,
realized she had managed to put on a blank face and felt my lips twitch at it.
It didn’t fool me; she certainly knew that, yet I didn’t say anything. I nodded
at her, then at her sister, turned around, and left the room.


Maybe I should speak to Lily
about it all, though really, I didn’t know what to think.


How could I talk to her about it?
Layla had spoken as if it was only a matter of time until the redhead inside my
head somehow overcame me, and then what? Death? It should scare me, and it did,
though primarily for how it would impact the people around me.


Lost in those thoughts, I barely
noticed how my feet moved me towards Celia’s; I only really noticed it when
Sofia and Lucas called out to me and ran my way. I put a smile on my lips,
trying to greet them with the same fervor as ever, though I wasn’t entirely
sure I had succeeded. They didn’t notice, though, and I listened to their
questions for a while and entertained them for a bit, though then Celia came
back, and she didn’t hesitate before sending them to their rooms.


“Is it true? You saw the demon?”
She asked, her voice shaken, and I nodded.


The thoughts going through her
mind were easy to imagine. She might not have seen Lucia’s dead body, but she
knew what happened to her sister, what almost happened to her and her children.
The thought that another demon might come our way made her tremble, and I didn’t
hesitate, closed the distance between us, and pulled her into a hug. She held
me tightly in response.


“Everything will be fine.” I told
her, trying not to wince at my unintended lie. Maybe it would be for them,
though if Layla was right, the same couldn’t apply to me. Not that I would tell
her that.


If it came to the worst, and I
realized something was about to go wrong, I wouldn’t hesitate to disappear and
ensure no one would have to see something they shouldn’t.


“You can’t promise that.” Celia
told me, pulling back.


I smiled at her. “Of course I
can.”


She looked back at me, and
suddenly I felt something off. It was a kind of pressure inside me, and I felt
my eyes glide over Celia’s frame. She was an attractive woman. I had always
known that, and yet, I never cared before. She was my friend, my sister in all
but blood, and I had never looked at her as I looked at other women. And yet,
in that moment, I felt hunger. There was no other word for it. I looked at her
and wanted her; I felt myself breathing harder with that desire and almost
pulled her closer and kissed her.


A gasp escaped from her, and I
looked into her eyes. They were glazed over. That made me realize there was
something wrong, something unnatural about both what I was feeling and whatever
was happening to her, and it gave me the strength to pull back and disengage.


Celia blinked, then shook her
head, confused, and when she looked back at me, I was pretty sure she didn’t
remember anything that had happened during the last moments.


Right then, Lucas and Sofia got
tired of being cooped away in their rooms and came out. “What did I tell you?”
Celia asked, turning to them, and I breathed a little easier, though I barely
resisted the urge to get out of there before I almost lost control once again.


What the fuck was going on?


A sudden sense of amusement
coming from a corner of my mind made it obvious who was responsible for what I
had just felt, and I gritted my teeth. It seemed the redhead was somehow now
managing to interfere with me outside of dreams, and I almost went to Layla and
told her about it. Maybe there was something she could do about it.


I breathed in and out and tried
to regain focus. Layla was too busy preparing everything else in case the other
demon came after us. I could wait until this crisis was over.


Once they finished receiving
their scolding, the kids came to me once again, and I just chuckled at the sigh
that escaped Celia’s lips. She shook her head but smiled, and I let the two
terrors pull me away. If the settlement got attacked, they would suffer from
something I had hoped they never would. This little bit of fun might be the
last one they would get in a while.


I tried to banish those thoughts
and played with the kids until exhaustion got the better of them, and they went
to rest for a bit before dinner. I checked the house, cataloged the best places
to mount a defense if necessary, and then started planning a route out of the
settlement if there was no other alternative. Something like that wouldn’t be
easy. The same characteristics that made Beacon well-protected made people
vulnerable if they had to leave in a rush.


I sighed and shook my head.
Thinking about that didn’t really help. If an attack came, there was only one
solution: to stand our ground and win the fight. With all the foxgirls beside
us and the rest of the villagers, I believed we could.


Damabiath toyed with Lily and me,
but we managed to escape him. He wasn’t an insurmountable obstacle. We could
overcome him again.


Dinner came, and though the kids
had already recovered some of their strength by then, it wasn’t enough that
they seemed to be ready for a second round of playing. They did tell me a bit
of their day-to-day and how one of Lily’s sisters had taken charge of their
archery lessons while the white-haired foxgirl went with me.


After all that, I went to sleep
after helping Celia with the dishes.


Part of me wanted to remain awake
to stop the redhead from getting a chance to influence me, but I needed the
rest. If there was a fight coming, I wanted to be at one hundred percent.


I fell asleep easily enough.


And then I woke when the door to
the room opened. I blinked and looked in that direction, able to see despite
the fact there was no light inside the room, only a bit of moonlight that
filtered through the windows.


Celia stood at the entrance,
biting her lower lip, hesitating. When no sound came from inside, she took a
step closer to the bed and then another, her hesitation climbing with each
moment. She wasn’t wearing much, just a tiny camisole that clung quite tightly
to her curves, making my eyes move with interest.


“Tiago?” She called out, reaching
the edge of the bed. I saw her biting her lower lip again. I wasn’t dumb; I
knew what she was there for and found myself wanting it.


“Yes?” I asked, and she hesitated
again.


She climbed into the bed without
another word, moving my way, her hesitation obvious. I stayed still as she
somehow found her way to my lap and maneuvered until she could press against my
front, and I moaned when her lips found their way against mine.


And when that kiss became
harsher, I turned her around and slammed her into the bed, glaring. A chuckle,
quite unlike Celia’s, escaped from the woman under me. Well, not woman, demon.
Celia’s features shifted until the succubus was the one under my body, her
wings extending to the sides, her lips stretching into a smirk. Her red eyes
seemed to glow with an inner light, and I knew better, but when she leaned up
and pressed her mouth against mine, I didn’t fight her, allowed her to kiss me,
and might even have kissed her back.


I shook my head and pulled back,
forcing her harder against the bed, trying to ignore the warmth of her frame
against mine. This was all a dream, and I shouldn’t let it distract me. Easier
said than done, especially when she looked at me knowing perfectly well what
effect she had on me, and that she entwined her legs behind my back and forced
me tighter against her didn’t help.


“You didn’t fool me this time.” I
said, then had to grit my teeth when she rubbed her groin against mine.


“I didn’t try very hard either.”
Her amusement was obvious, as was her hunger. I shivered when she leaned in
closer, realizing maybe she wasn’t lying. I suddenly felt a desire inside me
that made me want to rip her clothes off and have my way with her right then
and there, and I struggled with all that I had not to give in, only to fail
when her mouth pressed against mine.


I devoured that mouth, allowed my
tongue to duel with hers, and then she pulled back. I blinked at it, then
processed my loss of control and glared at her. She only smirked again.


“What do you want?” I found
myself asking. If making me lose control was all she wanted, she proved she
could make it happen quite easily.


She tilted her head at me. “I
thought it obvious. I want to talk.” Another smirk appeared then. “If I wanted
more, I would have it, don’t worry.” She rubbed harder against me, making me
groan at the sensation of her flesh against my length. And it was a sensation.
This was a dream, nothing more, not that it felt like any dream I had before. I
was completely lucid, and it felt so real I couldn’t help but wonder if she
somehow found a way to manifest a body for herself.


“And what do you want to talk
about, exactly?” I asked, shrugging at the same time. “The weather? It’s been
quite nice, actually. Certainly, better than some death storms we had a few
years back.”


There were catastrophic storms
and other events after the Split until the weather eventually settled. It still
wasn’t as it had been before, not even close to it, and we got some freaky
storms from time to time, but it was better.


“I actually meant to talk to you
about the demon that attacked you before, but if you wish, we can talk about
the weather.” The redhead shrugged, amused, and I glared, waiting for her to
say more, but she just projected her amusement at me.


“What do you want to say, then?”


“Well, for starters, I want to
tell you it won’t be long until he comes.”


“What?” I asked, feeling something
like dread invade me. Obviously, we knew there was a slim chance of it, but a
part of me hoped we might just evade his notice completely.


“I can feel him reaching out, and
he won’t miss my presence. He knows our general area. Soon enough, he’ll be
close enough to narrow it down and attack this little settlement.”


I looked into her red eyes and
knew it might be foolish, yet I trusted she was telling the truth. “Then I
should leave.” I found myself saying. And it seemed to make perfect sense to
me. If the demon was tracking me somehow, I could lead it away from Beacon and
ensure none of the people there suffered because of my presence.


“I wouldn’t recommend it.”


I narrowed my eyes at her. “Why
not?”


“Because he would get to you
eventually, which would mean he would get to me as well.”


“Scared?” I had no idea what that
demon could do to her, and I really didn’t care, if I was honest. Well, perhaps
as much as it might give me some hint as to how to get rid of her.


“You should be the one scared.”
She pointed out, and I didn’t think she was lying. “If he gets to you, he’ll
try to consume my essence, push his will against mine. I trust I can win and
take over his body, but why take the chance? I’m comfortable where I am. If he
dies before putting his hands on you, so much the better.”


“Oh?” I tilted my head. “I would
think you would love to have control once again.”


The smirk she gave me then scared
me. “What makes you think I can’t take control right now?”


I wanted to tell her off, call
her bluff. Why would she allow that to happen if she could control my body? And
yet, looking at her face, I couldn’t help but think she was telling the truth.
It made a shiver of dread run down my back. If she could do that, why hadn’t
she?


It had to be a bluff, right?


“Then maybe I should let him
catch me.” I shrugged, trying to seem unconcerned. “At least that way, I’ll be
gone, and no one will ever puppet my body.”


If I thought my words would
curtail her amusement in any way, I should have thought better. “You won’t be
able to fool me that easily, human.” She leaned in close, and I felt myself
breathing harder at it. “I know how much you care for the people of this little
settlement. What will happen if you flee and that demon gets to you? Do you
think he’ll let them be?” She quickly broke one of her arms out of the hold I
had them in and leaned up to caress my face, making me squirm at it. My body
grew heated at her touch, and she chuckled at it. “Better to bet on me, human.
With my help, you can ensure these beings you care for survive. And I promise I
won’t take you over unless necessary. I’m still not ready to seek my revenge
yet.”


Maybe it was crazy of me to
believe she was telling the truth. Obviously, she could always be hiding
something, but what she said made some sense. Still, I didn’t trust that I
could remain in control of my body for that long.


This entire mess started with
dreams, though she made me lust for Celia earlier today. Worse, she somehow
made the brunette feel something back. Was she genuinely holding back? Or was
that the limit of what she could do for now? Could she really take me over?


I couldn’t forget what Layla
said, that she was surprised I was still alive. That both of us survived this
bounding process. It would have been far worse if she got into Lily. Layla said
that a foxgirl would have been a much more compatible host.


That prompted another thought.
“It surprises me that you’ve picked me.” She froze, just for a moment, barely
long enough for me to note it, but I was looking for some sign of the kind, and
I didn’t miss it. This time, I was the one who leaned in closer. She raised her
eyebrow at that and smiled. “From what Layla said, Lily would be a much better
host for you.”


“What does the foxgirl knows,
really?” She shrugged.


“Or you didn’t have a choice.
Were you even aware of what was going on around you?” I tilted my head and kept
studying her. “How long has it been since your previous body was destroyed?”


Anger, bright and heated, showed
in her eyes for a moment. Suddenly she turned us around, forced me into the
bed, and snarled at me. Her eyes were wide, her fangs in display and her wings
had curled behind her, their tips pointed at me, suddenly seeming sharp enough
to sink into me.


And yet, despite terrifying me,
the visage atop me was one of the most alluring I had ever seen. Lust and
desire invaded me, and I hardened even further. It certainly didn’t help that
she rubbed her groin against my lap, making me want even more.


“I should kill you for that,
human.” She said, her voice low yet alluring. “Do you have any idea what it is
like to suffer in the dark, without touch, without salvation? Maybe I should do
that to you once I no longer need you, bury you so deep in my body that you
learn a sliver of what I went through.” A glint of madness showed in her eyes,
and I swallowed at it.


I felt the need to push back
against her but held myself back at the last moment. Making her angrier
wouldn’t help my position any.


Slowly, bit by bit, she calmed
down, and a lazy smirk took hold of her lips. She pressed harder against me,
rubbing herself on my body again. When she leaned down to kiss my lips, I
didn’t move; I might even have kissed her back, though I was weary.


Our eyes met after a few moments,
and she pulled back and settled atop my lap.


Now was the perfect time to break
out of this dream, though no one came to my aid, and I had no idea how to get
out on my own. How did you wake up from a dream, exactly? It certainly didn’t
help this wasn’t an ordinary dream; there was something more to it.


I tried to think rationally,
closed my eyes, and thought back to the entire dream, our conversation.


“What do you want?” She wanted to
talk about something. Warning me about Damabiath was part of it, but I was
pretty sure there was more to it.


She tilted her head and looked
right into my eyes. “I can ensure that demon doesn’t harm any people here.”


I narrowed my eyes. “And how will
you do that, exactly?”


“Call for me if the need comes.
I’ll take over and deal with him.”


There was the trick. She couldn’t
take me over, could she? Why would she need me to call for her otherwise?


“Right, and after that, you’ll
gladly give me my body back, and we’ll all live happily ever after.”


She tilted her head. “We could.”
She said, leaning in closer and speaking the words in a lower tone of voice.
“Why, this small settlement is ideal to start restoring my kingdom. Lovely
foxgirls to feast upon, handsome men like you to have fun with, and more.” She
reached out and put her hand on my chest, caressing it, making me perfectly aware
of how much a specific part of me wanted her. Worst of all, I didn’t think she
was using any magic or ability to influence that part of me. “I can be a very
merciful queen.”


“Sure, demons are known for their
mercy, after all.”


She shrugged. “I know how to use
all the resources under my command. Why ignore the uses you humans have? There
is much I could do for your people. You have no idea of the power I possess.”


“Do you?” I found myself asking,
and she blinked at me, not understanding. I shrugged. “Maybe you had some power
before, but do you have any true power now?” Her lips tightened at that, and
her eyes seemed to glow a bit more, but I didn’t let the show intimidate me and
continued. “If you were as powerful as you say, why are you talking to me? Why
don’t you take me over?”


She didn’t answer immediately,
nor did she look away from me.


“You can’t, can you?”


“I’m Li’Annaniel, queen of
succubae. Tread lightly, human.”


“That’s nice and all, but it
doesn’t really change anything. Maybe if you were as powerful as you say, you
might have been able to take me over just like that.” I snapped my fingers in
front of her face, and she gritted her teeth at me. “Yet, you don’t. You come
to me in my dreams and try to seduce me using the visage of the women in my
life. You’ve somehow made me lust after Celia earlier and affected her, yet you
haven’t taken me over. Something makes me think you can’t.”


Instead of becoming angrier, she
seemed to calm down the longer I spoke, and I watched as she tilted her head to
the side, almost as if she was listening to something in the distance. She
shrugged when she turned to face me once more.


“Perhaps you’re right. Perhaps I’m
just playing around with you. Or maybe I’ll need your help to do it. I suppose
we’ll see, won’t we?” She asked, and the smirk that took hold of her lips made
me dread. She suddenly leaned in, kissed me, and I kissed her back without
thinking about it. She laughed as she pulled back. “Now you should wake up,
little human. Our enemy has found you, and it won’t take long until he gets
here.”











Chapter 8


“And do
you think you can trust her?” Layla’s tone showed she wasn’t so inclined, but
there was enough weariness in it not to discard the matter out of hand.


I shrugged. “Not particularly,
no. In this, though? Who knows? What would she gain from lying about this?”


Layla crossed her eyes as she
eyed me. “She told you what she gains from it. If you stop fighting her and
allow her to have control…”


“I don’t think she considers me
an idiot.” I shook my head, trying to show I didn’t believe that was what she
meant. Certainly, if I just gave in and ceded control to her, Li’Annaniel would
gladly take over, but I don’t think she believed it likely. I assumed she simply
meant to warn us and put the thought that I might need her help inside my head.


I sighed. It worked as well. What
would I be willing to do if I thought the life of those I cared about depended
on me reaching for the succubus and asking for her help? I couldn't say I
wouldn’t surrender to her on such an occasion.


One gaze in Layla’s direction
showed she didn’t think things were as easy as I tried to put them, and no,
they weren’t. For one, none of those options was good. If I saw the need to
call for Li’Annaniel’s help, it meant our situation was dire, and her taking
over me wouldn’t help much.


Still, maybe she could be
reasoned with.


I almost shook my head. That was
not a good thought to have, even if there might be a sliver of truth to it. The
less awful that I believed ceding control to the succubus would be, the bigger
chance that I might be very well tempted to do it. Better to keep in mind that
she could be a great danger, and don’t miss that.


Layla kept looking at me with
something like hesitation, and I couldn’t fault the foxgirl. I had a bomb
inside me, and it could go off at any time. Anyone would be weary in her place.
And unlike Lily, she had no reason to trust me. We knew each other, but we
weren’t friends, not really. She knew her sister and I cared for one another
and had always tried to get on well with me. Yet, outside of being around Lily,
we rarely interacted, only in situations where her leadership was needed,
usually.


Like now, for example.


“How are we going to do this,
then?” I asked, pushing all other thoughts aside and focusing on what truly
mattered.


The foxgirl sighed. “We need to
sound the alarm. There is no other choice. Maybe she’s playing around with you,
or maybe she’s being truthful. Still, we know there is a chance the demon will
find you, so we need to be ready for it.”


“And how do we organize the
defense?”


“Beacon needs to be made safe. Most
of our fighters will be there, and we’ll distribute the firearms among the
villagers. My younger sisters will help, supporting the defense, though the
rest will be with us.”


I blinked at that. “Why split our
numbers into two? I mean, what advantage does that give us?”


Layla shook her head. “It’s not a
matter of advantage. It’s a matter of the demon sensing you and coming after
you. If we don’t have to put most of our population at risk, we shouldn’t do
it. We’ll hole up in the hotel; hopefully, he’ll turn his forces on us. If he
doesn’t, we can always take his troops from behind, cleave a path through them
to the demon.”


I hesitated, and she must have
seen it. I doubted it would be that easy. 


“What about the children?” I
found myself asking. “Should we try to evacuate them somewhere?”


Layla’s face showed something
like hesitation for the first time. “Where to, though?” The way her hands
tightened at her sides displayed her nervousness. “It’s not like there are a
lot of safe places we can send them to, especially when there are demons
around.”


She didn’t like it, and I had to
agree with her. I hated the idea that Sofia and Lucas might end up seeing battle,
which would happen if the demon attacked. Trying to send them away might only
put them in more danger. There was no good solution.


I had to trust Layla with it. She
was far more experienced than me, especially in fighting against demons.


She took a deep breath and seemed
to nod to herself. “I’ll warn everyone and tell them to open the gun lockers.” Beacon
had few firearms, and most were under lock and key for an emergency. This
applied.


It didn’t take long to get things
moving.


Everyone had already been warned,
and they knew a fight might come. And the settlers prepared for something like
this more than once and had drills about it. The kids knew what to pick and
where to gather, the weapon lockers opened, and those who knew how to use
firearms armed themselves.


They didn’t dig trenches or
anything of the kind, though several positions were already prepared for
something like this. With a bit of reinforcement and some strategic positioning
of the defenders, the place became as defensible as possible. After that, it
was a matter of logistics, of gathering the right ammo in the right places, of
putting medical supplies in at least two different positions, close to where we
expected the action to occur.


I crossed paths with some of the
people I knew in the process, helped bar some of the homes lest the imps try to
enter them and ransack them, and continued doing whatever was necessary.


A few hours later, I crossed
paths with Lily once again.


Well, the foxgirl sought me out,
watched me carry some supplies for a time, then gestured for me to go to her. I
did. One glance at her showed me she was jittery, and I couldn’t help but
wonder why that was.


She started walking when I got
close to her, and I didn’t hesitate. I followed her through the small
settlement until we were near the old antennas, and I watched her pace from
side to side. It wasn’t hard to guess that Layla must have talked to her about
some of the things we discussed, and she didn’t like what she heard.


“Did the demon really talk to
you? Told you we were going to be attacked?” Lily asked, turning and looking
right at me, her orange eyes full of something I couldn’t understand. I nodded.
What else could I do, realistically? I certainly wouldn’t lie to her,
especially after telling her sister the rest.


“And she tried to convince me that
she could keep all of you safe if I just ceded control to her.”


Lily turned to me at those words and
didn’t hesitate before closing the distance and jabbing me with a finger.
“You’re not going to do that.”


“I have no intention of doing it,
no.” I tried to smile as I said the words, though that smile wilted quickly
enough when I saw the almost tears in the corners of Lily’s eyes. “Hey, don’t
worry, ok?” I said, almost stepping forward and closing the distance between
us, thinking about maybe pulling her into my embrace for a few moments.
“Everything is going to be fine.”


“You can’t promise that.” Lily
shook her head, holding herself and not quite meeting my eyes anymore.


“I won’t submit to her.”


“Won’t you?” Lily looked at me
then, and something in her eyes intimidated me. “What if Sofia and Lucas are in
danger? What if I am? Won’t you do whatever is necessary to ensure we survive?”


I could have tried to lie to her,
but it would be in vain. Lily knew me well; she knew the answer to her own
question, just tried to make a point. I couldn’t deny it. Maybe I could tell
myself I wouldn’t do something like that, but in the situations she was
describing? I wasn’t sure. Maybe as a last alternative, if nothing else could
be done.


Lily opened her mouth, closed it,
then drew in a breath and continued. “Layla warned me it might be necessary to
kill you.”


I blinked. Then I tried to say
something, though no words came out, and I closed my mouth once again. I tried
to gather my senses, tried to think, and ended up having to pace around to let
my mind process all the emotions I was feeling.


It made sense.


If I ignored my emotions and
focused on pure logic, what the older foxgirl suggested made some sense. For
one, it would remove the danger that I give into temptation and ceded control
to the succubus. Also, it might make it so that Damabiath wouldn’t attack the
settlement, though I found that doubtful.


I couldn’t be sure it would work.
There was no guarantee that Li’Annaniel would follow me into oblivion. She had
survived one death already. My end wouldn’t ensure hers. Yet the chance it
could happen couldn’t be ignored. Something in the back of my head seemed to
move at that thought, and I felt pressure against my mind.


I started breathing harder, then
shook my head, pushed against that hold, and regained control of myself and my
mind easily enough. The succubus pulled back with what almost felt like a huff.
Lily noticed none of this, looking at me with teary eyes and fidgeting.


“Say something.” The foxgirl
insisted when I stayed silent, though I didn’t know exactly what she wanted me
to say. Was she angry at her sister? At the entire situation? At me?


“Lily…” I started, trying to
indicate I didn’t know how she wanted me to feel, and she didn’t hesitate,
closed the distance between us, and punched me in the arm. It hurt, and I
winced, and she only seemed to glare harder at me for it.


Her eyes filled with tears, and I
knew what to do. I pulled her closer, hugged her, and she held me back and
broke into tears. It wasn’t like her, which only showed how much this situation
bothered her. I hugged her tight, shushed her, let her cry her heart out, and
spoke in low tones to her, trying to get her to calm down.


She did so slowly, pulled back.
Her eyes met mine once again, and I saw them resolute. And then, before I could
do anything else, she leaned in. Her lips were soft.


I knew that. It wasn’t the first
time we kissed, even if the last time, I had been a little too overwhelmed to
notice such details at the time and only truly processed it later.


Her lips might have been soft,
but the way she kissed me was anything but. There was a desperation to her
motions, and she pushed hard against me, her tongue pressing against my lips
until I parted them and allowed her entrance. For a few moments, I wondered if
Li’Annaniel was influencing her in some manner, though I didn’t feel anything
coming from the succubus inside of me, so I doubted it.


Lily’s need for me and her fear
of my fate made her kiss me like that, and I couldn’t say I didn’t enjoy it. My
own hunger raised to the top, and I pulled her a bit harder, tilting my head
and deepening our kiss, allowing my hands to press against her small back at
first, then allowing them to glide down to cup her buttocks.


It felt too good, and I realized
I wasn’t the only one enjoying it. The succubus seemed to rise to the surface
of my thoughts and released something like a moan as she tasted a bit of Lily’s
essence. At least, that was what it felt like. I pulled back when I noticed it,
and Lily leaned back as well. That she didn’t react more than that made me
think she didn’t feel the succubus feeding off her, and I didn’t know if that
was a good thing or not.


“We’re going to win.” She said,
meeting my eyes and trying to display a confidence that I was pretty sure she
didn’t possess deep down. “Do you hear me? We’re going to win, and you won’t
have to surrender your mind or your body to that bitch.”


I could almost hear a shout of
indignation from the depths of my mind, and I didn’t know why, but it made me
laugh. Lily blinked at me, and her startlement made me laugh even more, and I
kept laughing as tears of mirth flowed down my face. Almost certainly, it was
nerves more than anything making me react like that, and she seemed to
understand and let me have my little episode. When I started breathing harder
and stopped laughing, she reached out with one hand and poised it on my
shoulder.


“We’re going to win.” I told her,
trying to etch a smile, and that she smiled back at me made me feel all the
better.


I didn’t know if I believed what
I was saying, but I certainly hoped for it. With that said, Lily reached down
and took hold of my hand, using that grip to pull me along, releasing it just
before we reached an area where other people were. “Layla wanted me to come get
you.” She explained as we walked, and I tensed a bit. Obviously, it wasn’t to harm
me, or I was pretty sure Lily wouldn’t have helped her. “She wants us in the
hotel making sure the defenses are up for a fight.”


“She’s certain the demon will be
coming for me directly?”


“She hopes he will, but even if
he doesn’t, we can always use our position to flank his troops. The settlers
are well-armed. They won’t fall that easily.” She said once she saw my fear,
then tried to etch a smile. “And enough of my sisters will be with them to
ensure they endure.”


I hoped so.


Damabiath wanted me. Technically,
he wanted Li’Annaniel, but he would have to have me to get hold of her.


We got to the hotel and crossed
paths with Layla outside, who nodded at us. I nodded back.


Maybe I should be pissed that she
raised the possibility of getting rid of me with Lily, but I couldn’t blame
her. Didn’t I think the same before? Granted, I meant that if the succubus
seemed about to take control of me, I would just flee from the area and ensure
I didn’t make it, yet I understood Layla entirely. Unlike Lily, who cared for
me and might even love me, Layla had a responsibility to her family and the
people who looked up to her as a leader. My death might be painful for Lily,
and she would like to avoid hurting her sister, but if that kept her safe? If
that kept everyone under her command safe and well? She would do it, and I
respected that.


I was pretty sure only the fact
she didn’t know what would happen should she kill me stopped her from trying
it. The chance that the succubus might linger after my death, as she had once
before, and somehow slip into one of her sisters was genuine. I had no doubt
that the pull Lily had felt inside that cave, that urge that took over her and
made her leave me behind, was the succubus somehow calling to her. We all
understood that if Li’Annaniel slipped into any of the foxgirls around, she
would be a far more threatening adversary.


I could feel Layla’s eyes on me
until I got inside the hotel, and then I breathed in relief. Lily looked at me,
and her lips seemed like they would twitch into a smile for a few moments; then,
she remembered why I was nervous around her sister and became serious once
more.


We helped the remaining foxgirls
fortify the hotel, especially the entrances on the first floor.


While they wouldn’t be making use
of any firearms, all of them were good archers, and they would prove it during
the battle. Ranged fighting was an area where our group should be far more
dangerous than the demon’s side. Imps were close-ranged fighters; they might
grab some rocks and throw them, maybe some torches as well, trying to light up
things on fire, but for the most part, they would try to get close to their
enemies.


Not that it would give them much
of an advantage against the foxgirls. They were quicker and stronger than the
imps and with better reach. The only advantage the little devils had were
numbers, and even that might not be enough to give them the win.


I couldn’t think like that. We
needed to win, we had to win, and I had to think it was possible. To believe
otherwise might just tempt me to give in to Li’Annaniel, and that wouldn’t end
well.


Or maybe it would.


The thought was so sudden that I
blinked at it, then narrowed my eyes. Was the succubus somehow messing up my
thoughts? It wasn’t impossible. At first, she only came to me in dreams, but then
she managed to influence emotions in those around me. Then I felt her react
strongly when Lily insulted her, and now I was hearing strange thoughts? I
needed to be weary of my own mind, it seemed.


Lily and I worked in silence for
the most part, without making a mention of the kiss we’d shared before. We both
knew that was something we needed to unpack later when there wasn’t the
pressing knowledge of a coming battle hovering over us.


Time passed, and the sun started
to wane. With all the preparations for a fight already done, we decided to rest
for a bit, eat something, and try to prepare our bodies for the fighting that
we expected to occur. Part of me wondered what would happen if the demon didn’t
attack, if what the succubus told me was a lie, and she had only said that to
unbalance me.


I didn’t think it was likely.
Maybe I was foolish, but I didn’t believe she had lied to me. 


I could almost feel the tension
ratcheting up as time passed and night fell. More than once, I found myself
exchanging a glance with Lily and wanting to talk to her. Trying to pretend I
didn’t feel anything for her would be an exercise in frustration, and I very
much doubted she would allow me to leave her behind now. Worrying about that
almost felt good in a way. It meant I really thought there was a chance we
would survive this intact.


I hoped so.


And then the night grew darker,
and things didn’t seem as hopeful anymore. I saw some foxgirls shiver, Lily
included, and I narrowed my eyes. It wasn’t cold, there was no chilly wind
inside the hotel or anything, and yet…


Deep down, I could almost hear a
whisper of warning, and I understood almost immediately.


Our enemy was here, and he was
coming for us.











Chapter 9


I didn’t
hesitate in telling Lily, and she, in turn, called for Layla and told her. Not
that the older foxgirl seemed to need the warning. From the look in her eyes,
she seemed to understand that the dread that had affected our forces was not
natural and that it meant an attack was coming.


It started with a bang.


A rifle fired into the night as
one of Beacon’s defenders saw something. A warning from one of the foxgirls on
the hotel roof followed, and we didn’t hesitate before moving closer to the
windows to look outside. I tightened my hand around the spear the monster girls
had given me, trying to calm down my beating heart.


There were imps outside.


This was how we expected them to
start. Demons didn’t really care for imps. Throwing a few of them in an attempt
to find a weak spot was one of the things we had discussed as we prepared for
the fight. It didn’t take long for their numbers to plummet, and we stayed
inside, looking through the windows, trying to get a glimpse of the demon.
Layla and Lily were with me. I knew at least two foxgirls were on the roof,
using their better line of sight to keep watch as well, and the ones in the
settlement had horns they could use to call us if the demon showed off his ugly
mug.


And yet, despite it all, I still
worried.


Until he appeared in our
crosshairs, Damabiath would be a sword hanging over our necks. If we made a
decisive move, he could make one back and take us by surprise.


That he sent probing attacks at
both locations seemed to make it obvious. Almost certainly, he knew where I
was. He had no difficulty pinning down my location before; to think anything
had changed now didn’t make sense.


Still, he must have felt the
people in the settlement and probably wondered if he could use them to force us
to make a move. Suddenly, more imps appeared, far more than before, moving
towards Beacon. I swore, almost taking a step forward, though Lily reached out,
took hold of my arm, and shook her head at me. “Not yet.” She saw my face and
tightened her grip. “Their defenses are strong, and they can withstand
something like this for a while. Wait for him to show his face.”


The only thing that stopped me
from moving out was that I understood perfectly well how much she usually
rushed into things. That she was telling me to stay back meant she was
absolutely sure this was the right move, seeing as she had several of her
younger sisters in Beacon and was holding back.


It wasn’t like her to shy away
from a fight.


The waiting was the worse. I
watched through the windows as small forms moved through the darkness,
approaching the village atop the mountain. If I narrowed my eyes, I could
almost see some of the foxgirls gathered there, coordinating with the armed
humans, using their better eyes to point out the groups of imps, and allowing
them to be more easily killed.


With each moment that passed, I
felt my nervousness mount and started breathing harder. Rifles fired, and once
in a while, a shotgun or another. Lily didn’t hesitate, moved to me, and pressed
against my side. Her hand took hold of mine, and I couldn’t help but look at
her for a few moments. The emotions in her eyes…


“I see him.” Layla’s words
interrupted us, and the older foxgirl approached the window of the room, her
hands tightening around her bow.


I followed her line of sight and found
Damabiath near the trees, more or less between the hotel and the settlement.
Almost immediately, his eyes seemed to turn and look in my direction, and deep
down, I knew he was aware I was watching him. For a moment, I expected him to
start moving toward us, and then he just turned up and started moving for Beacon.


“The demon is on the move,
walking towards the village.” We didn’t need the shout from one of the foxgirls
above, we could see that on our own, and we didn’t delay.


He wanted this, wanted to force
us to intercept him. It had been one of the possibilities we discussed and not one
we utterly disliked. If an enemy combatant could provoke chaos amidst our
lines, he was the one. If we could force him to meet us in the middle of
nowhere, away from Beacon, then so much the better.


A larger group of imps advanced
toward us almost immediately after we rushed out of the hotel. Unlike when Lily
and I faced them, they weren’t much of a threat. We had plenty of foxgirls at
our side now, though not all of them were on the ground. As I watched, some of
the first red imps that approached our position got hit by arrows from the females
atop the roof, and then I saw Layla raising her bow, nocking an arrow, and
releasing it, all of it in a second or two. She hit her target, one of the
violet imps further away from us.


What the foxgirls were doing was
obvious.


Imps had no concept of tactics;
they just rushed ahead and tried to rip apart whoever crossed their path. It
didn’t mean they weren’t dangerous, they did possess some cunning, yet they
didn’t quite get the hang of working together either. What Layla and the other
archers did was thin their numbers, making it so that those that reached us did
so in small groups of three or four at a time, which was pathetically easy for
us to get rid of.


More and more imps advanced from
the forest, moving toward us, and our archers could no longer thin their
numbers like before. Only then did I realize how many of these devils Damabiath
had under his command, and a bit of doubt appeared in my thoughts. Lily and I
were lucky they must have been investigating the caves when we faced them
before.


The fighting became more intense,
not helped in the least by our urgency to get to the demon.


With a breath, I tightened my
hold on the spear and moved in. I was stronger than before, faster. Carrying
Li’Annaniel inside of me changed me and gave me the power to deal with these
creatures.


I took a few steps forward,
putting myself at the head of our group and using my new spear to spread death
amidst the imps. The first one that came at me tried to move to the side at the
last moment, but I was faster than it expected me to be, and it ended up impaled.
I threw his body aside with a flick of the spear; the motion was so easy that I
couldn’t help but smile.


The ones that came behind that
first imp weren’t any luckier. Lily stepped beside me and used her somewhat
shorter spear to push back those that avoided my lunges, and with the help of
her sisters, it didn’t take us long to wade through their lines.


I caught a glimpse of Damabiath in
the distance and gritted my teeth, especially when I saw him smirking. With
each step we took forward, he seemed to take one back, almost forcing us to
move faster to stop him from reaching Beacon.


It was all a game for him. He was
just prodding us, threatening us with the possibility of him attacking the
settlement and forcing us to rush through his minions and become overwhelmed.
It worked as well.


I heard a cry from our right as
one of the clan sisters was wounded on her side, only the other foxgirls around
her stopping her from falling under the attacking imps. Then another cry came
from the left, and I was forced to slow down and help Lily and Layla thin some
enemy numbers around us, knowing they would interfere in our fight with the
demon otherwise.


Some of the sisters were forced
to retreat, dragging the wounded with them and ensuring they survived, though
with our focus on the remaining imps, it didn’t take long for their numbers to
thin enough for us to resume our pursuit of the demon. Eventually, he just
stopped retreating and waited for us to get close.


And the reason for it became
apparent when the imps still hounding us pulled back and started moving toward
Beacon.


Only then did I truly focus on
the village in the distance, and what I saw made me dread. The imps had managed
to break through. There was still fighting between the buildings, and I could
see some foxgirls and villagers fighting, but that would change quickly once
more imps advanced in that direction.


It wasn’t hard to imagine they
would be easily overwhelmed.


“What will you do now?” Damabiath
asked with a mocking smirk on his lips. “Fight me, or save those under your
protection?”


He was looking at me as he said
it, though Layla was the one that answered. “Katie, Lacey, stay behind. The
rest of you, move in to protect Beacon.”


The other foxgirls hesitated but
moved at once when more screams came from the settlement. Damabiath watched
them do it with that same smirk on his lips and didn’t make a motion to try to
stop them. And why would he? I was pretty sure he believed himself unbeatable.
He certainly didn’t seem worried when our group faced him.


Katie and Lacey were two of the
oldest foxgirls, which meant they were two of the most powerful clanmates. More
experienced, with more tails, stronger and faster than most. If these two,
Layla, Lily, and I, couldn’t beat him, or hold him back until the rest of the
clan finished with the imps, then we were in trouble.


I took one step forward, then
slowed down once again.


I might be stronger than I had
always been, but it hadn’t meant anything against him before, and it wouldn’t
mean much now. Only with the help of those around me could we actually defeat
him.


He saw the group arrayed beside
me, chuckled, and looked into my eyes. “Do you really think this will be
enough?” He shook his head, looked at me with something I could only call
mocking, and I scowled.


Maybe I would have come up with
something witty to say, but before I could, I felt an arrow rush by my head,
flying toward the demon. If I was surprised by it, he didn’t seem so and easily
plucked it out of the air with a twirl of his hand, his amusement becoming even
more evident.


Not that it stopped Layla from
shooting more arrows at him or her sisters from advancing. Lily hesitated
before following and doing the same, and I moved after her, unwilling to let
them fight on their own.


Unfortunately, the four of us
that advanced didn’t have much better luck than Lily and I had previously. He easily
avoided our attacks, and that he didn’t seem to reply let us understand how
outmatched we were. I almost swore when he caught my spear and used his
strength to pull me close, thinking that was it, that was how I would die, but
he just grabbed my clothes and threw me aside as if I was some kind of child he
was toying with. And the foxgirls didn’t seem to have any better luck.


He played with us, avoiding the
arrows Layla threw at him. And when he tired of doing that and allowed one of
her arrows to hit him in the eye, I just blinked, thinking that was it. Then he
reached up and pulled it out as if it didn’t bother him in the least, and I
swallowed as I saw his flesh knitting back together, his mess of an eye
regenerating so quickly that I barely managed to feel disgusted at the sight.


And it wasn’t the only emotion I
felt. Something like despair took hold of me as well. We hadn’t managed to put
a scratch on Damabiath until he allowed it to happen, and once that happened,
he showed it was all for naught. A voice in the back of my head told me we
couldn’t win, not like this, and I wondered if it was my subconscious or if
Li’Annaniel was reaching out to me once again.


I didn’t get to wonder about it
for long because the demon suddenly went on the offensive, and all we could do
was flail around trying to avoid him, not that it did any good. He grabbed Lily
and threw her aside, kicking me back and making me fly through the air. What he
did to Lily’s sisters was worse. He pulled Katie close and raked his claws
through her belly, making her gasp in pain and drop to the ground with her
abdomen slashed open, her intestine spilling out from the wound.


When Lacey screamed in rage, he
reached out as quick as a snake and ripped something out of her face. It was so
quick I missed what it was, blinking when the foxgirl stumbled back, one of her
hands covering her face where her right eye should have been.


The demon’s chuckle echoed around
us, and I watched him pull that eye into his mouth, then release something
almost like a moan when he bit down on that flesh.


I felt the urge to hurl and barely
stopped myself from doing it. Another arrow moved Damabiath’s way, though he
avoided it easily enough, and then Layla rushed past me, daggers in her hands,
her anger so evident that I could almost taste it. I shook my head at that
thought, got to my feet, and rushed after her. I didn’t want her to die, which
might very well happen if she went against the demon alone.


Layla was older than her sisters,
stronger, and more powerful. For a few moments, as she exchanged blows with the
demon, I believed that would be enough. Her arms almost blurred as the foxgirl
went against him, the sound of her daggers hitting against his claws echoing
around us. She forced him to take a step back, and I felt something like hope
take hold of me, and then I let my eyes move in his direction and felt dread
once again when I saw the smile on his lips.


He seemed happy for the
challenge.


I felt my body freezing briefly,
then gritted my teeth.


What could I do? I wasn’t as
strong as Layla or as quick, and I certainly wasn’t as experienced as she was.
I would only be a hindrance if I advanced forward and tried to fight at her
side.


Still, I had to do something.
Despite everything, Damabiath hadn’t tried to kill me yet. It made me think
about what Layla had said before, that when demons found a new host, some
ceremony occurred. Could it be that it wouldn’t be just a matter of him killing
me to get to Li’Annaniel? Maybe he needed to do something more, something
specific, and in that case, he might need me alive.


It was a risky thing to bet on. I
did it anyways and stepped forward to help Layla in the only way I could: as a
living shield.


Lily moved close to the two
wounded foxgirls for a while, trying to support them, her eyes flitting between
them and me and Layla. Like me, she knew there was very little she could do
against Damabiath.


Though it soon became obvious
Layla wouldn’t have much of a chance either. The demon was playing with her as
he had played with the rest of us, and I feared what would happen when he
stopped doing it.


I screamed as I rushed him,
knowing that I wouldn’t be able to get him by surprise and at least trying to
warn Layla. She stepped back and allowed me to take point, and I thrust again
and again with my spear until the demon eventually sliced it off once again.


It pissed me off if I was honest.
It was the second perfectly serviceable weapon he destroyed, and if I didn’t
have a chance before…


Or did I?


What I did next was crazy,
absolutely next-level insane, and I couldn’t stop thinking I was a fool even as
I did it, and yet, I advanced nonetheless, trying to have a go at the demon
with my bare hands. His amusement allowed me to get close, though he easily
avoided each of the punches I threw his way. Not that I expected otherwise, no.
The reason I did something so insane was that it might give Layla a chance to
do some damage. The foxgirl followed behind me most of the way, either guessing
what I was doing or thinking there was a chance she could do some harm if I
distracted the demon for a few moments.


It almost seemed to work. And it
did, kind of. Damabiath’s amusement allowed me to try to land a few hits on
him, and when I shifted to the side after throwing a kick at him, Layla pounced
forward and got close enough to slash him in the face. It didn’t do much; a
small cut on the side of his face that healed momentarily and only left behind
a line of blood. It seemed to piss him off, though.


He had been playing with us
before, showing off just how little damage we could do to him, and even then,
that such damage didn’t matter. That Layla got to him when he didn’t mean her
to…


His arms moved in a blur, and he
grabbed the foxgirl’s wrists, tightened his hold until they snapped, and
Layla’s cries echoed throughout our surroundings. I tried to intervene,
watching as his hands squeezed even more and fearing he might be able to cut
those hands off if he continued, but my attempts failed. With a kick so fast I
only realized what happened after it hit me, he threw me down, then sneered at
me.


That was precisely when Lily’s
spear got him from behind. Distracted, he didn’t notice that Lily had
maneuvered behind him and moved in. Her spear got him from behind and came out
of his belly. Her thrust didn’t hit bone, and once she speared him, she pulled
it up and back, ripping part of his belly off.


His growl of anger seemed to echo
around us, and he turned so quickly to the white-haired foxgirl that I didn’t
have enough time to cry out a warning. In a blur, he got close to Lily, grabbed
her spear, and threw it away, then took hold of her throat, used that grip to
raise her high in the air, Lily’s hands scratching at his hand as she tried to
breathe.


Layla whimpered as she tried to
get to her feet, her orange eyes on Lily, her worry obvious. I pushed to my
feet as well and rushed him, not that I managed to do much.


He was stronger than me, and
despite me hitting him at my full speed, he barely moved, just sneered at me
again, then swiped one of his legs behind mine and made me fall, pressing his
foot down on my ribs after that. They broke, and I tried to draw a breath to
scream and failed at it. That was when someone shot him in the head.


It was a rifle of some kind, and
he jerked forward when he was hit, though he straightened quickly enough and
turned his head toward Beacon. His belly already seemed healed, and even the
hole from the bullet that passed through his head was missing.


How could we stop him?


He was so powerful, and the way
he healed... 


I saw him shake Lily until she
lost consciousness, then he threw her aside, slowly moving toward where the
shots were coming from. I raised my head and managed to see who was shooting at
him, almost preferring I didn’t. A small group of villagers had sallied out,
three men and a woman, people I had known though wasn’t exactly close to.
Julio, the tanner, was one of them. Toni another.


The two of them raised their
shotguns when the demon got closer and fired, though it didn’t have much
effect. I saw Damabiath’s body jerk back as he was hit though he certainly
didn’t seem worried about the wounds, and kept walking calmly, his limp leg slowly
dragging behind, not that it seemed to hinder him any, slowly closing the
distance to them.


And when he got close…


Butchery. It was the only word
that came close to it. I cried out in warning and tried to get them to pull
back, but it was for naught. The demon was too fast and would never allow them
to flee. And he seemed to delight in their pain, screams, and blood. He didn’t
kill them quickly. He grabbed the rifle from the hands of the first man that
shot him and pushed it through his belly like a spear.


He then ripped Julio’s arm and
broke Toni’s knee with a kick.  When he turned to the woman, he slowly closed
the distance towards her, and I don’t know what she saw in his face, but she
tried to run. It was for naught. He grabbed her by the hair, used that grip to
pull her back, and slowly raked one of his claws down her back…


Her pained screams were loud
enough for me to hear, and the snap of her neck when he killed her seemed to
echo around me. He didn’t spare any of the men lying down either, crushing
their heads with his foot even as they tried to crawl away from him, then
turning and moving towards me once again.


I cast a glance around, hoping
for something that could mean salvation. The fighting had seemingly died down
in Beacon, and seeing as some of the villagers had dared to come out, it
suggested we won that fight or were close enough to it, but I didn’t think it
would change anything. Not in time.


Lacey had crawled closer to Katie
and tried to drag her away from the fight while keeping her alive, though I
didn’t have much hope she would survive. Neither of them could help me.


Damabiath’s smile widened when
his eyes met mine, and he saw my fear, disgust, and rage. “Ah, if you could
only imagine how your emotions taste.” He closed his eyes and seemed to inhale
loudly for show. He smirked at me when his eyes opened once again. “And that
was just the start, boy.” His eyes left mine and moved to Lily, then Layla, who
had crawled next to her unconscious sister and glared at him with as much strength
as I did. “Those two I’ll spend far more time playing with. Who knows? I might
even play with them in some other way. They are quite fetching, don’t you
think?”


The sheer implication of what he
was saying made me rage. “Don’t touch them.”


“Oh? What will you do if I do?”
He closed the distance towards me with the same placid pace he seemed to be
taking since he was shot, only displaying how fucked up our situation was.


Most foxgirls were in Beacon, and
even with their help, there was no guarantee we could win. Firearms didn’t seem
to matter much against him, either.


And as soon as he finished with
us, he would attack Beacon, and they wouldn’t be able to stop him, not after
how he dealt with those four villagers, not when nothing we had done against
him had any effect. Layla was our most powerful fighter and didn’t truly
inconvenience him.


What could we do?


He stopped beside me, looked down
at me, then stomped my left shoulder so suddenly that I could only cry out in
pain as he smashed it into splinters.


I twisted in pain, tried to move,
tried to just reach out and push him back somehow, but he pulled back at first,
then put his foot on my other shoulder, leaned down to speak close enough that
I could feel the stench that came out of his mouth, turned my head away from
him even as I tried to escape his grasp, though it was all for naught.


His hand against my chin forced
me to face him again, and his red eyes seemed to light up with his enjoyment of
my suffering.


“Tell me, human. What will you
do?” He said in an almost intimate whisper, leaning down to speak the words so
close to me that I could practically reach out and bite him. I thought about it
but held back, knowing it would only piss him off, and I was in no state to
fight or provoke him further. “What can you do?”


What could I do? Nothing. Not
even Layla and Lily managed to do anything of note to him. I was nothing to
him, and they weren’t either. We would die at his hands, and we would do so
slowly, painfully, and there was nothing I could do about it.


But I can.


It was a whisper against one of
my ears, a caress, and a promise. I felt lips brushing against the nape of my
neck, and I knew they weren’t there, that I had just imagined it or something,
but it seemed so real.


What other choice did I have, really?


I closed my eyes, opened them
again, and met his.


He frowned, probably sensing
something was not quite how he expected it to be, and then I reached within me,
to that presence in the back of my head, to where I could feel Li’Annaniel
inside of me. I heard her chuckle as her being seemed to wash over me, and I
felt my lips twitch into a smirk. I wasn’t sure if I did that or she did, but I
certainly enjoyed the sudden hesitation that took hold of Damabiath.


And then my left arm burned with
pain as it rose up, ignoring my broken shoulder and thrusting forward, my
fingers elongating and changing into something clawed. The demon was fast; I
moved more quickly, sank my hand – our hand – into his chest, and
grabbed hold of his heart. He stilled then, overwhelmed by surprise and
something more. I felt Li’Annaniel reach into him, felt her shift through his
essence, and then pull at it. I felt him trying to struggle. Not with his body;
he seemed unable to move or didn’t want to risk me pulling his heart out if he
moved too much, but he tried to counter whatever the succubus inside of me was
doing.


It didn’t help.


His skin became even paler, more
wizened. A gasp escaped from his lips, and then I watched them almost dry, his
skin cracking open and minor wounds appearing all over him. The more the
succubus pulled, the weaker he became, and the more she pulled in turn. I felt
it all. All of his power, his strength, his life energy. It all passed through
me to the demon inside me, and I felt my body change as it happened.


Breathing became easier, my
wounds stopped bothering me, and I started grinning at it, feeling almost high.


The whole process also hurt, like
a bolt of lightning had fallen on my head and coursed through me into the
earth. Li’Annaniel was the earth in this case, where most of the power ended
at, though part of it stayed behind, running through my body and overwhelming
me. There was no other word for it.


I screamed as I reached forward
as the succubus did, not with my body, no, with something else, with an ability
I had never possessed before. I took all I could from the demon in front of me,
took his life force into me, helped Li’Annaniel finish him off, and it was the
sweetest thing I had ever done.


His body just broke down. Only
dust remained from the demon that had come so close to killing us, and I smiled
as I watched that dust fall.


Then my eyes rolled into the back
of my head, and I dropped unconscious.











Chapter 10


When I saw
Li’Annaniel, I knew I was unconscious and sharing a mind space again, yet it
was different from before. I looked at her, knew what she was, and yet I wanted
her. I wanted her more than I had ever wanted anyone else, and I closed the
distance towards her without thinking about it.


She opened her wings when she saw
me approach, tilted her head at me, and chuckled. “You feel it, don’t you?” She
asked, and I blinked, too overwhelmed by my need to even think about what she
was saying. I shook my head, moved forward, grabbed and pulled her closer, and
kissed her. She moaned into the kiss. I felt myself getting hard and knew I
would have her one way or another. “The need, the hunger?”


Her words helped me regain some
amount of focus, and I shook my head as if that could help me further. “I don’t
know what you’re talking about.”


“But you do.” She chuckled. “I
don’t know how, but you changed as I fed through you. You learned to do as I
do, and you became something else. You became like me.”


“I’m nothing like you.” I hissed,
grabbing her tighter and pulling her against my front. A sudden urge to prove
her wrong flowed through me, and I grabbed hold of her hips hard enough to mark
her skin. I wondered if she would be as mouthy as this when I bent her over
something and had my way with her, then realized what I had just thought and
paused, fear taking root inside of me.


She reached out with one hand and
caressed my face, her touch far more tender than I expected. “See?” She asked,
almost as if she could read my thoughts and knew what I had just imagined,
which she might very well have. “You’ve changed in more ways than one.”


I shook my head, trying to deny
her, yet I couldn’t gather the words to do it.


She laughed at me, throatily.
“It’s not as bad as that. We could be like the monster we just killed, a being
that only feeds on pain, misery, and grief. That was part of what we did to
him, you see? Once our hand wrapped around his heart, it was easy to link
directly to his mind and use his pain to destroy his defenses, take his energy
for our own. It felt good, didn’t it?”


I wanted to say no but knew
trying to lie to her would only be an exercise in frustration, so I remained
silent.


She leaned in closer to me and
pressed a soft kiss to my lips. “Feeding on lust, pleasure, and love? It is so
much sweeter.”


I should stop her. I knew this
would only give her more power over me, yet…


When her lips pressed against
mine, I lost control of myself. I kissed her hard, pushing my tongue into her
mouth and dueling with hers, my hands moving down her body simultaneously,
ripping the scrap of clothing that strategically covered certain areas of her
anatomy. I wanted to pull back and see her body, I wanted to keep kissing her,
and I wanted her in all the ways I could imagine.


In the end, I kept kissing her,
though I allowed my hands to glide down her sides, then grabbed hold of her ass
and groaned at the sensation of her bare buttocks against my digits. She
moaned, obviously enjoying it, and I knew I wasn’t the only one near my limit.
Like me, she had drunk from the well of the demon’s power, and after so long
without, she relished it. What would it feel like for someone like her to taste
another’s power after so long?


It wasn’t hard to guess I wasn’t
the only one feeling lust.


The way she kissed me, how her
hands moved over my frame. I felt her rip the imaginary clothes I was wearing
and then press her bare front against mine, and I moaned at the sensation of
her naked breasts. I couldn’t help myself, pulled back, and looked at them, and
they were perfect. Was I expecting anything else? She was a succubus, a being
of lust and pleasure. It was obvious she would look as I imagined a perfect
woman would look.


She saw me looking at her breasts
and chuckled, then took hold of them and held them up for a moment, and when I
took too long, she reached up, grabbed hold of my head, and pulled me down.
Once I had my lips against one of her nipples, there was no longer reason to
hold back.


I licked at it, hearing
Li’Annaniel moan as my tongue wrapped around her flesh and again when I
tightened my lips around that little bud and suckled.


I couldn’t say how long I spent
doing that. Part of it was that this was a dream or something close to it and
that I enjoyed what I was doing and lost myself in it. Eventually, she grabbed
my head again, her hands gripping my hair and using that grip to force me
against her other breast, which I pleased as well, not minding it at all.


The moans and whimpers that
escaped from her lips made me hard as hell, and I soon wanted more from her. I
pulled back, disengaged from her breasts, pulled her closer, and kissed her
mouth, and then I decided to pay her back in kind, grabbing hold of her head
and pushing. For a moment, she resisted my grip, then allowed herself to drop,
kneeled in front of me, and looked up with a smirk on her lips.


The sight was almost enough to
make me come undone. She was beautiful, otherworldly, exotic, and the need that
adorned her features…


It was too much, I needed too
much, and I did nothing to stop her from ripping my remaining clothes off and
then taking hold of my cock and pumping it. She cooed at it and looked up at
the same time, a smirk on her lips. I saw her fangs then, felt a sliver of
hesitation, and she laughed.


I didn’t feel those fangs when
she opened her mouth and allowed my cock to enter her.


Li’Annaniel might have been a
demon, a succubus, but her mouth felt like heaven. Her lips were soft, her
tongue lapped at my flesh as she slowly leaned forward, and then her throat…


She only stopped once her lips
pressed against the base of my length, and then she pulled back, moving just as
slowly, her red eyes never leaving mine.


Her motions didn’t remain that
slow forever. Bit by bit, she started moving faster, taking me deeper, making
me enjoy even more with each moment that passed. Groans slipped from me as she
seemed to tighten around my length, and I put my hands on her head and used
that grip to make her move even faster. With all that, it wasn’t surprising
that I reached my limit quickly enough.


My legs started shaking as the
orgasm washed over me, but I remained standing, and when my pleasure was over,
I felt her retreat, her tongue lapping at the now flaccid cock inside her. She
kissed my groin and belly after that, slowly moving up.


Having her give me a blowjob had
felt incredible, but it wasn’t enough to sate my need. I wanted more.


And so, I pulled her up, turned
her around, and kissed her neck and shoulders, allowing my hands to rove over
her front as I did it. I took hold of her breasts and then moved down, only
stopping when I could cup her sex. Her moans increased in volume at that, and
she was so wet that I felt I could enter her immediately if I needed to.


I shook my head, ignored that
thought, pulled her closer, and closed my eyes. If this was my mind, and I was
sure it was, shouldn’t I be able to manipulate it somehow? With a bit of focus,
the almost void around us changed into something else.


A room with a bed and a sight to
die for, a half-memory from another time. I ignored that thought, just led the
succubus to the bed and threw her atop of it, climbing in after her. She turned
to me, chuckled, then eagerly spread her legs, knowing what I wanted. After
all, I needed her and was already ready for more.


There was nothing soft about what
followed. I wanted her, she wanted me, and we didn’t hesitate to fuck one
another. My cock easily slid into her, and then our hips started moving in
tandem. I reached down with a few digits and played with her clit, trying to
ensure she came first, and I managed to do it. I pulled back while she enjoyed
her orgasm, turned her around, and then took her again, from behind this time.


I forced her into the bed as I
took her, not that she cared or didn’t enjoy every moment of it. I could almost
feel it, just as I was sure she could feel how I felt. We were connected in
ways that defied description. Not that I wondered much about it then. I wanted
to fuck her, and I did so hard. We both loved every moment of it.


We did it for a long time. There
was no getting tired, not in a dream. Our need never ran out either, and we
always wanted more. The way Li’Annaniel’s eyes moved over me as she rode me
made it obvious she wanted me just as much as I wanted her, and I grabbed her
hips and pulled her further down, impaling her and making her come once more.


And we would have continued for
much longer if I didn’t hear a voice and woke up.











Chapter 11


“…And I
need to…” Lily stopped there, shook her head, and made to turn her back and
leave. Before she could, I reached out with one hand and took hold of hers. She
almost jumped in surprise, looking at me with tears in her eyes, and once she
saw I was fine, she didn’t hesitate before hugging me. “You’re awake.”


I blinked, my eyelids feeling
very heavy, but I still managed to gather myself enough to smile at her. “I am.
Your voice called to me.” Only then did I genuinely remember what I had been
doing when her voice reached me, and I felt embarrassment take hold of me.


Did I really do all that with
Li’Annaniel? Did I let the succubus seduce me? Worst of all, in a certain way,
I was the one doing the seducing. I certainly didn’t reject any of her advances
and made a few of my own.


Dread filled me. During the
fighting, I reached for the succubus and allowed her to take partial control of
my body. In a way, I had given her exactly what she wanted. That I remained in
control of myself now that I was awake was surprising enough. That I hadn’t
thought about any of that while I was with the succubus…


Maybe it wasn’t too surprising.
Both of us had been overwhelmed with lust, want, and need. 


I pushed all those thoughts to
the back of my head. Later, I would have time to focus on them and what they
meant for me. Now I needed to focus on Lily. “What happened?” Then I turned my
head around and looked at my surroundings. “Where are we?”


“The hotel. Some of my sisters
dragged us here after the fighting ended, and the imps retreated.”


“They retreated?” I asked, trying
to shift on the bed and sit. It made sense. These imps were beholden to the
demon. Once he died, why should they continue fighting for their lives?
Especially if the chances of them dying were great? It didn’t surprise me that
they pulled back. We would have to be weary if they continued in the area,
though that would probably have to be a problem for another day.


“They did,” Lily said, and
something about her tone of voice made me narrow my eyes, but before I could
question her about it, she asked me a question. “What happened after I passed
out?”


I blinked. “What do you mean?”


“What did you do to the demon?”
Her tone of voice reflected something like fear, and I hated myself for knowing
I was responsible for it being there.


I looked away. “I did the only
thing I could. He would have killed every one of us otherwise.”


“Tiago…” She started softly, visibly
hesitating. Part of her seemed scared of me, yet it also seemed like she wanted
to reach out and touch me. More than once, her mouth opened and then closed
without any word escaping her. And then… “How can I trust it is still you?”


It should have been obvious that
would be what was scaring her, and I felt like a fool for not realizing it
earlier. “It’s still me,” I said and saw the hope that appeared in her eyes,
even as I also saw the fear that tainted it. “Look, I can’t understand why
exactly she isn’t the one calling out the shots now, I did reach out to her,
but it’s me.”


Why that was, I couldn’t say. I
didn’t doubt Li’Annaniel would take over my body if she could, yet she hadn’t.
Or she couldn’t.


Lily wanted to believe that was
the truth; I could see it.


I reached out with one hand, and
she eventually put her hand on mine, and I pulled her closer, slowly. She was
the one that kissed me. I didn’t think I would take the initiative there
without eventually talking about what happened with the succubus inside my
mind, but Lily took that choice away from me. Not that I regretted it. Her lips
tasted divine, and I kissed her back without complaints.


And then I felt a presence behind
me, a second mouth kissing my neck, and I felt the succubus reach for Lily’s
lifeforce, using the foxgirl’s needs and desires against her and sipping from
the other female. It wasn’t much, I could tell, maybe not even enough for Lily
to notice it, but it still scared me. I pushed the white-haired female back and
broke our kiss.


“I like her taste,” Li’Annaniel
whispered in my ear, words only I could hear. “I can’t wait for us to taste her
in full.”


I couldn’t allow that to happen.
As I looked into Lily’s orange eyes, fighting against my need for her, I
promised myself I wouldn’t do that to the foxgirl. It might hurt her and
undoubtedly hurt me, but I couldn’t allow Li’Annaniel to get away with
something like that.


Lily pulled back a little on her
own initiative, straightening afterward. That I wasn’t Li’Annaniel seemed evident.
The succubus wouldn’t have broken the kiss, would have allowed it to continue,
and even pushed for more.


“Now it’s my turn.” I eventually
said, coughing a little and pretending nothing had happened between us. “What
happened after I blacked out?”


“My sisters helped the people of
Beacon push the imps back, and once they broke ranks, they realized the demon
must have been killed. They came to us and found the four of us unconscious.
Layla was the only one awake. She ordered us brought here.”


“It surprised me she didn’t have
me killed.” I might have tried to smile a little at that, turn my words into a
joke, but it wasn’t much of one. The older foxgirl must have seen what I did;
she must have known I reached for Li’Annaniel and unleashed her on the demon.
Seeing as she believed I would be lost if I did that…


“She might have if I remained
unconscious for long. When we reached the hotel, I woke up, and she didn’t dare
do anything like that. Not until I talked to you first.” 


For a moment, I realized how
close I had come to death, and I shivered.


That I wasn’t being held down by
chains or something already seemed incredible. I didn’t hesitate before
stretching my arms to the sides, then patted myself, realizing someone had just
laid me down in my dirty clothes, though perhaps there hadn’t been enough time
to change that yet. “How long have I been here?”


“Just a few hours.”


She bit her lower lip then, and I
saw her throw a glance out of the window.


“I need to leave.”


I blinked at that. “Why? Are
there many wounded? I can help.” I got to my feet, stretched a little, then
noticed her hesitation and met her orange eyes. I narrowed mine when I realized
she was hiding something. “What’s going on, Lily?”


She closed her eyes, breathed
out. “The imps didn’t retreat alone.” I didn’t understand, not at first. “They
took some hostages with them, those they felt they could carry away, probably
hoping to sell them as slaves to a demon somewhere.”


Dread filled me, and something
almost growly stained my voice as I spoke. “Who?” Children, it had to be. Imps
wouldn’t easily drag away adults and wouldn’t take the risk when there was a
chance of the foxgirls going after them. Children were another matter, and I
feared I knew which children. “Who did they take?”


Fury as I had rarely felt took
over me, and I tightened one of my hands into fists.


Lily closed her eyes. “A few of
my sisters and a few human children. Lucas and Sofia included.”


I punched the wall, putting my
fist through it without effort. A scream escaped from my lips, and I started
breathing hard. No, not them. It couldn’t be. I couldn’t lose any more of my
family; I couldn’t allow it to happen. What would Celia feel if they died?
Thinking about my best friend, my sister in all but name, I closed my eyes. “Celia
is she…” I didn’t finish. I couldn’t.


“She’s alive. Wounded, but
alive.” Two of Lily’s sisters opened the door to the room, wielding weapons,
and then blinked when they looked from me to Lily and then to the hole in the
wall.


Lily gestured for them to leave,
and they did so, though slowly, as if they weren’t sure they should do as she
said.


“I’m going after them,” Lily
said. “Layla is too wounded; it will take weeks for her to recover from what
the demon did to her. All the others are necessary to protect the settlement
and help care for the wounded. I won’t let these children be taken away without
a fight.”


“I’ll go with you.” I said, and I
saw Lily’s hesitation, but once she met my eyes, she just nodded. Nothing would
stop me from going after my nephew and niece and taking them back. Lily knew
that.


And now…


I looked at the wall I had
punched a hole through, then swallowed. These weren’t flimsy walls. The hotel
was centuries old, and some of its inner walls, like this one, were made of
stone. Two-feet thick rock, and I had punched a hole through it.


I had changed, Li’Annaniel said,
and now I had proof of it. I was stronger than I had been after taking her into
me, and I couldn’t help but wonder how much stronger that was. And I would use
that strength to ensure those around me were safe. No one would harm those I
loved ever again.











Epilogue


Lily and I
didn’t take long to gather supplies and weapons and prepare to set out. Celia
was there to greet me, and she didn’t hesitate before grabbing me and holding
me close, begging all the while for me to get her children back.


I promised I would.


Either that or I would die in the
attempt.


And then I set out with Lily, knowing
we were almost an entire day behind our enemies and that we would need to push
to our limits to follow them. It wouldn’t be easy. They had the advantage of
knowing where they would go, and we needed to follow their tracks, which
wouldn’t always be easy. Yet, we couldn’t give up. We wouldn’t.


There was something I needed to
talk about with Lily, though.


It happened when we stopped to
rest for the first time. It was just supposed to be for long enough to sit down
and eat something before we gathered ourselves and continued, yet I knew what I
would ask of the foxgirl would slow us down a bit more.


“I want you to make me a
promise,” I told her, feeling her eyes widening a little when I started, then
narrowing. I thought a long time before deciding to do this, and though I could
almost hear Li’Annaniel chuckle in the back of my head and knew she didn’t
consider this a threat, it was better than nothing. “I want you to promise me
that if you feel I’m not the same man you thought you knew, you’ll kill me.”


She gasped at that. “Tiago…”


“Promise me, please,” I said,
shaking my head and interrupting her words. “I’ve reached out to Li’Annaniel,
and whatever we did to that demon changed us. I fear I might change further and
reach a point where I can no longer recognize myself, so I ask you to promise
me, if you ever felt anything for me, to do what needs to be done when the time
comes.”


I feared what would happen if
that time did indeed come and what I could do to those around me.


Lily’s eyes met mine, and she
opened her mouth, then closed it without saying anything. She knew better,
after all. She could see that I meant what I was asking of her and that she
couldn’t convince me to think otherwise.


And deep down, she knew the
truth. She knew there was a chance I could lose myself to the darkness inside
or that Li’Annaniel might just be able to take over my body. She knew perfectly
well there was a chance we would be enemies one day and what that meant.


Lily closed her eyes, and I pretended
that I didn’t see the tear that escaped from one of them. “I promise.”


It was not how I wished for this
adventure of ours to start, but it didn’t change the fact it was what needed to
be done. I just hoped I could do what I promised Celia and get her children
back.


To be continued…
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Monster Girl I (Isekai Harem Fantasy #1)


My life was dreadfully boring. Long hours of work,
no love or romance, not much sex either. Playing games was one of the few
pleasures I had in life, and lately, I hadn’t even had much time to do that either.
And then one day I went to sleep, and I got summoned to another world just like
that.


Falling to my ass in front of three gorgeous women
was always a little humiliating, but in this case, I didn’t care much because I
couldn’t take my eyes off of them. One of them was a bunnygirl, another a
catgirl, and the last had what seemed to be dragon wings. And they were so
gorgeous that they made my breath caught.


And these three monster girls had summoned me for
help.


It seemed like something out of a fantasy light
novel, or perhaps out of an Isekai harem anime, but it happened to me. I
couldn’t tell them no, especially not once they offered to teach me magic. Magic!


What followed was just the start of an adventure
most men would kill for, full of action and romance, and love, as I tried to
help Amaranth, the Dragon Queen, recover her throne, and build an empire like
her world had never seen before.
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