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Chapter 1


I ran for
my life through the palace halls, knowing that my enemies would show no mercy
if they found me. They were ruthless and relentless, and I had to escape their
clutches at all costs. 


I didn’t care about dignity or
decorum as I scanned the shadows for a hiding place. My room was the closest
refuge, but also the most obvious one. Could I risk it? Maybe they would assume
I had slipped past them and fled the building. I darted inside and locked the
door behind me, frantically looking around for a spot to conceal myself. Under
the bed? Too easy. Behind the bed? Perhaps, but they would probably spot me
once they lifted the bedspread.


Somewhere in the closet was
another choice. The walk-in closet was almost as big as my room had been back
on Earth, crammed with clothes I could dive into. They would tear it apart if
they suspected I was there, though.


It was too risky.


The pattern of tiny feet against
the floor seemed to echo from outside the room. My time was up, they were here,
and I had to act fast. I hid in the only viable place that crossed my sight: behind
the thick curtains that hung over my window. It was a desperate move. The
curtains were long and heavy and sagged on the floor in some places. They might
hide me well enough if I didn’t make a sound.


The door burst open, and my
enemies stormed in. “Are you sure he’s here?” A bright and cheerful voice
demanded loudly.


The voice that answered her was
more timid and quiet. “I am; I can smell him.”


I bit back a curse at that. I
knew I had forgotten something.


The two females tiptoed across
the room, heading for my bed, or so I guessed. The sound of cloth being lifted
told me one of them had just peeked under the bed, and the loud huff that
followed confirmed it. I felt a slight smirk tug at my lips, but I held it back.


“He’s not under the bed.” The
bright voice announced, and then more rustling followed by a thud as the owner
of that voice started bouncing on my bed. I almost told her to stop, but then I
caught myself, narrowing my eyes slightly. Alice should have known better.
“Check the closet.”


“He’s not there either.” The
other voice said, then its owner walked right towards where I was. Ai’s green
and blue eyes locked with mine when she drew back the curtains, and I didn’t
hesitate. I smiled, reached down, and scooped her up with a growl, making her
squeak.


“Daddy.” She protested, even as
she wriggled and squirmed as I pushed my forehead against her belly. Despite
her words, it didn’t take her long to start laughing as I continued pretending
to be a monster attacking her and trying to bite her tummy. She held my head as
I did it, even as I carried her closer to the bed.


Her sister, Alice, laughed,
jumped a few more times atop the bed, and when I got close, she didn’t hesitate
and pounced, forcing me to hold onto Ai with just one arm and grabbing her with
the other. And then I was the one suffering attacks as Alice took charge and
tried to tickle me, Ai following her lead and trying to do the same.


My experience with their attempts
at getting one over me allowed me to resist their attacks quite well, and I
dropped them into the bed, then let them pull me in after them and put me on my
back. They pounced, and I whimpered pathetically, begging for their mercy.


They only granted it to me once
they were tired of torturing me, then pressed against me, holding me tight.


I felt my heart soar at that. Nothing
made me happier than holding my daughters in my arms, knowing they were safe
and sound against me, and hoping they would remain so forever. As I let my eyes
rove over their frames, I knew I would do whatever was necessary to ensure it.


Alice, my mischievous daughter,
was a catgirl. My oldest, my little devil as well. With dark hair and blue
eyes, she was a beautiful child and one that always had a smile on her lips.
Her black ears twitched when I reached out and patted her head, and she burrowed
her head against my hand, asking for a few scratches. I gave them to her,
almost chuckling when she started purring.


Unlike her sister, Ai was a bit
more timid. While her sister had some of my coloring, there was no hint of me
in Ai. Not that there was much of Mei either. The bunnygirl was a year and a half
younger than Alice, but they looked the same age due to bunnygirls growing a
bit quicker. What called attention to her almost immediately was her two-tone
hair color. About half of it was pink, like Mei’s, and the other half green. It
wasn’t even; there were strands of those two colors all over her head. And just
like her hair, her eyes also possessed different colors, though that was a bit
less noticeable. One was just as blue as Alice’s, and the other was green, the
same shade as her hair.


I loved them.


They were my daughters, my world,
and I loved them. I didn’t know what I would do without them.


Somewhat tired from running all
over the palace trying to find me, they seemed content to cuddle with me for a
few moments, though I knew that was only a matter of time. Sooner or later,
they would be up and running all over the place once again.


“Knew I would find you here.”
Emily’s voice came from the room's entrance, and I looked toward my lover. A
large smile took hold of my lips, one that only seemed to increase as I watched
Mei follow the purple-haired catgirl.


“Mommy.” Alice jumped out of bed,
making me huff when she braced herself against my belly to do so, then rushed
to her mother. She held Emily for a moment before turning to Mei and raising
her arms high. “Aunt Mei, pick me up.”


“Why should I, brat?” Mei asked,
raising an eyebrow at Alice, who just eyed the bunnygirl with a grin, her body
swaying back and forth as she did it until Mei rolled her eyes, reached down, and
pulled Alice up.


The petite catgirl laughed at
that, escaped Mei’s grasp, and climbed the bunnygirl’s body, settling herself
atop Mei’s shoulders, her hands holding onto the large, fluffy ears atop Mei’s
head. A sigh escaped from the pink-haired female at that, though she made no
motion to displace Alice from her place.


Emily crossed her arms and glared
at her daughter. “Is this all the greetings I get?”


Alice shrugged. “Aunt Mei is
taller, and her ears are softer than yours.”


Emily’s mouth dropped open at
that, then she narrowed her eyes. “Brat.” She said, and to show how much more
mature than her daughter she was, she thrust her tongue out at Alice, who
replied to her mother the same way.


I sighed, feeling Ai shift
against my side and move towards Emily.


She reached out and pulled at the
older catgirl's dress, calling for attention. Emily turned and smiled at the
bunnygirl. “Yes, Ai?”


“I think you’re ears are quite
soft, Aunt Emily.”


“Oh, you precious child.” Emily
didn’t hesitate, dropped to her knees, and pulled Ai tight against her, rubbing
her head against the bunnygirl and making her laugh. “Why couldn’t you be my
daughter instead of that little brat?”


Alice thrust her tongue out at
her mother again and held tighter onto Mei.


I laughed. I couldn’t help it;
there was just something about the scene in front of me that made me happy,
made me want to laugh and smile. Emily turned and faced me, eyes full of mirth,
and we exchanged a smile that was charged with everything we felt for one
another. Love, lust, warmth. I loved her. She was the love of my life; I had no
doubt about that.


Once she pulled Ai into her
embrace, she stretched up again and didn’t hesitate before moving closer to the
bed. I sat up, and she leaned in and quickly pecked my lips. I kissed her back,
then used the position to reach out and poke Ai’s side, making my daughter
squirm.


“Were you searching for me?” I
asked Emily once I turned to face her again, and the catgirl nodded.


“Amaranth wants to talk about
you-know-what.”


I felt my smile wilt a little. “I
suppose it won’t take long now?” I asked, and she shook her head. I sighed.


Ai looked from me to her aunt and
back again, narrowing her eyes just a bit. My youngest was far more perceptive
than most would think and realized we were speaking in riddles around her for a
reason. I reached out and cupped her face, met her eyes, and smiled. She
sighed, then nodded, understanding that I would talk about it later with her.


“Come on, get up,” Alice
complained from her position on Mei’s shoulders, looking at us. “I want to
practice my new attack with Aunt Mei.”


I raised an eyebrow at the
pink-haired bunnygirl at that, who shrugged at me, then walked closer and reached
out with one hand. Ai didn’t hesitate before grabbing it, allowing her mother
to pull her against her chest.


“I’ll take care of these two; you
talk to Amaranth.” Mei said, not waiting for us to say anything and turning her
back on us, moving away. I watched her do it for a few moments, only turning to
face Emily when I could no longer hear Alice’s chatter.


My lover looked at me, and I only
got a hint of her intentions when I saw her eyes flash. Not that it helped me
stop her from pouncing forward and forcing me against the bed. I wouldn’t have
tried it anyways, enjoying the feeling of her body against mine far too much to
stop her from touching me.


“Hi.” She said, pressing harder
against me, shifting and putting one leg to each side of me. It pushed her
groin against mine, made me want, and I groaned a little when she chuckled at
that and rubbed hard against me.


“Does Amaranth really want to
talk to me, or was that just your excuse to get me alone?” I asked, then
groaned when she rubbed herself against me one more time.


“A little bit of both.” She said
with a smirk. “She does want to talk to you, but it’s not urgent. Nothing is
stopping us from enjoying one another for a time.” With those words, she closed
the distance between us and kissed me, hard.


I didn’t hesitate, kissed her
back, allowing my hands to glide down her frame, caressing her just as wantonly
as she did me. We had been together for close to seven years, and I didn’t
think I would ever tire of her or her body. Emily was the love of my life, and
I would gladly spend the rest of my existence at her side.


And if I enjoyed her, she appreciated
me just as much in return.


A moan escaped her mouth when I
started dueling with her tongue, and she grasped me a bit harder, pushing her
body tight against mine. The effect it had on me was noticeable, and I groaned
when she rubbed her core against my groin. She chuckled, feeling my erection
and smirking when she leaned back.


“Someone is eager…”


I raised an eyebrow at her. “Do
you think I’m the only one?” I asked, leaned in closer to her, and allowed one
of my hands to dip down, caressing one of her inner thighs. She bit her lower
lip. “Are you wet, Emily?”


She didn’t answer with words,
just kissed me again, and I would have taken her right then and there if she
allowed me, though when I made to turn us around, she pushed me down and shook
her head. “I don’t think we have enough time for that kind of playing. Better
leave that for later.” Her smirk showed she had wound me up on purpose, and I
narrowed my eyes at her. Emily liked to tease, she always had, and this
wouldn’t be the first time she made me want, only to make me wait.


I grumbled as she got to her feet.
She just laughed at me, then turned around and started moving away, her hips
swaying from side to side as she did it, throwing me a heated glance over her
shoulder. I had to admit my eyes dipped down to her rear more than once, and I
grumbled but followed after her.


It didn’t take us long to
approach Amaranth’s office, and I nodded at the guards we could see outside it.
They straightened at the sight of me, then saluted, and I gestured back at them
and told them to relax. Trying to tell them not to salute me would be an
exercise in frustration, and well, I understood it was necessary.


I was their king.


King-consort, technically, and
everyone understood Amaranth was in charge, even if I had some
responsibilities. I was technically the second in command of the kingdom,
though, in reality, either Mei or Emily would have to be the ones to step
forward if something happened to the dragon queen, not that we worried too much
about that.


Well, we hadn’t. Nowadays…


The two of us entered the room to
find Amaranth and Arali discussing something, though they stopped as soon as we
entered and smiled at us. I smiled back. Amaranth was my wife, and I let my
eyes move over the blonde as I approached her desk, enjoying the sight and
blaming the lust Emily had awakened in me for it.


If someone had told me back when
I was on Earth that something like this could have happened to me, I would have
thought them insane. To be summoned to another world where magic was real?
Unrealistic, impossible. To find someone to love? Not as ridiculous as the
first, though the fact I discovered several women to love was a bit ludicrous…


Yet, it happened.


And they didn’t just love me.
They loved each other as well, which meant there were plenty of times when I
had more than one of them in bed with me. Two of them had even borne my
children and the third…


I looked into Amaranth’s blue
eyes, and she smiled, pulled her chair back a little, then closed her eyes. As
she did so, the illusion she weaved over her belly disappeared, and I felt
something easing inside of me at the sight of her swollen belly.


Amaranth had enough enemies out
there that we had to be extra careful with her pregnancy. We knew it would be
impossible to hide it forever, but the less time our enemies understood the
dragon queen was vulnerable, the safer it would be. It meant we had to use
illusions to hide her pregnancy and swollen belly, but if that kept her safe,
that was all that mattered.


Arali smiled at me as I passed by
her and reached my wife’s side, and that smile only widened when she saw me
reach down and press a hand against Amaranth’s belly.


It seemed to amuse the monster
girls how I treated each woman in my life when they were with child.


Emily stopped against my side,
reached out with her own hand, and put it beside mine, and the two monster
girls exchanged a look, one charged with love and fondness. Before I came
along, the two of them had already been lovers. They had been on a bit of a
break after an enemy had killed another of Amaranth’s handmaidens, yet they
still cared for one another. And they certainly enjoyed each other’s company.


“Is everything alright?” I
couldn’t help but ask despite knowing it was, or she would have said something
and had every healer in the city at her side if necessary.


Amaranth just raised an eyebrow
at me, and I flushed a little, then pulled back.


Emily and I sat in the chairs in
front of her desk, even as Arali moved closer and sat on the chair’s arm. I saw
Amaranth’s hand rest against her leg, but I didn’t say anything about it. Just
as I was free to be with Emily, Mei, and everyone else I might want to be with,
Amaranth had seemingly taken Arali into her bed.


I was kind of happy for the elf.
She had been in love with Amaranth for a long time.


Perhaps, before everything that
happened to me, I would find it strange to share my wife with someone else. It
was different now. For one, it helped that Arali was a woman. And well, Emily
and Mei also visited Amaranth’s bed, and that didn’t change anything. We loved
those we loved, and everything worked out in the end.


Better not to overthink it.


Now to speak about what truly
brought us here. I sighed; I couldn’t help it. “Any idea when I’ll have to go?”


Amaranth’s smile wilted a little
at that. “Yes, unfortunately. The Zarotian delegation hopes to meet our envoys
by the border in two weeks.”


I leaned back in my seat and
sighed. That meant I would have to leave a few days from now, no more than a
week. It would be the first time I would be away from my daughters. From Emily
as well. We left to visit Haven and the surrounding lands a few years back, but
Ai and Alice had come with us. Now I would be alone.


With Amaranth pregnant, she
needed Mei to remain behind to be the muscle if such a situation arose. Emily
would have to stay to help take care of administration and mother Ai and Alice
in such an eventuality. Maybe Arali might have come with me, but I preferred
her to stay behind and ensure everything went well with Amaranth’s pregnancy.


Overall, it wasn’t as if there
was much of a choice. I mean, I wouldn’t be leaving literally alone. I would have
my guard with me, men and women I had gotten to know pretty well over the last
years, but it wouldn’t be the same thing.


“Well, I should prepare for that,
shouldn’t I?” I couldn’t help but sigh again and watched as Emily and Amaranth
exchanged glances and narrowed my eyes. “What’s going on?” I had been with them
for almost seven years. I had gotten to know them quite well over that time.


“We were hoping to send someone
with you that has some familiarity with the Zarotian customs, but we don’t want
you to feel pressured to take her.” Amaranth said, looking me right in the
eyes.


I blinked at her, not
understanding. “Who?”


Emily was the one that answered
me, though she did lick her lips before speaking, a sign of her indecision.
“Attia.”


Attia was Emily’s aunt, a blond
catgirl I had met just after I was summoned to this world and someone I once had
a bit of a crush on. Then she used my attraction for her to get me alone and
try to kill me, and whatever I had felt for her had been tainted ever since.


Well, perhaps not as much as it
had. Attia only did what she did because she believed it would help her rescue
her children. Once I held my first daughter in my arms, I understood I would be
willing to do everything necessary to keep her safe, so I supposed I gained
some perspective on that. Oh, I certainly still believed Attia’s plan had been
foolish, but I could understand.


And it wasn’t as if we were
getting along badly nowadays. Maybe a shadow of what happened still hovered
over us, but we had started interacting quite a bit once Alice had been born. The
blonde was my daughter’s great-aunt, loved her just as firmly as she loved
Emily, and had plenty of good advice to give over child-rearing. So yes, I
hadn’t forgotten what happened between us, though we did get along reasonably
well. She had even started flirting with me at times, though in a primarily
absent manner. Once she realized what she was doing, she usually stopped. Being
flirty was just part of who she was.


Still, I could understand why
Emily and Amaranth might have feared my reaction. My interactions with Attia
were quite limited nowadays; we rarely spent too much time together. On a trip
like the one I would have to embark on? Much different. We would spend weeks,
perhaps months, besides one another, and things would get far more personal.


I believed I could do it.


When I saw my wife and lover
looking at me intently, I realized I must have been silent for a long while and
shrugged. “Look, if you believe she can help me, I’ll take her. You don’t need
to worry about us coming to blows.” She might have hurt me, but I never wished
to hurt her in return.


And I couldn’t deny some help in
this diplomatic mission would be welcomed. Over the years, and with my position
as king-consort, I had to learn plenty about diplomacy, the lands that
neighbored ours, and their rulers, though I wouldn’t fool myself. I didn’t know
it all and didn’t want to make a mess. Amaranth didn’t believe that was likely.
The Zarotians didn’t like her, and we were pretty sure they had pulled some
strings to help the rebels when they turned against Amaranth, so it wasn’t as
if our relationship could get much worse.


The Disputed Lands didn’t help.
It was an area between our nations that no one truly owned. Plenty of countries
and even some independent factions claimed it, yet no one had control over
them. From what I understood, it was an inhospitable area, full of dangerous
monsters, and not really worth the trouble. Amaranth still held a claim on it;
it had been part of the lands that one of the families she had forced to bend
to her claimed, and so, it would have shown weakness if she simply didn’t claim
that as well.


She had never moved to do
anything with those lands, preferring to focus on the area surrounding Harmony.
Yet, the simple fact she didn’t throw away her claim over those lands ensured some
friction with the other nations bordering that area.


No matter how much we tried to
think about the issue, we couldn’t be sure why they were contacting us now.
Whatever it was, Amaranth became curious about it. There was an urgency to the
wording of the Zarotian messages, something that made us believe they needed
something from us.


Whatever it was, this was a
unique chance. Certainly, my dear wife hadn’t forgotten their part in helping the
rebels, but if we could have one less enemy…


Something to focus on later.


The smile that took hold of
Amaranth’s lips showed her relief. “Good, I believed you might say that, but
better to be safe. We’ll still have a few days to review some of the details
about them that I want you to know and some last preparations that need to be
made. Everything should be ready for you to move out in four, five days at the
most.”


I nodded, mentally trying to
prepare myself. “I’ll have my guard ready, and I suppose I should talk to Attia
about this as well.”


“I can arrange that.” Emily said
beside me, and I turned and smiled at her. She leaned in and pressed a peck to
my cheek.


I sighed. “Then the only thing that
remains is the hardest part.” When the three women blinked at me, I let a smile
take hold of my lips. It wasn’t exactly a happy one. “I’ll need to tell Ai and
Alice.”











Chapter 2


“But why
can’t we go with you? Mother could come with; it could be fun.” Alice tried to convince
me of her genius plan for the third time. Beside her, Ai just looked from the
catgirl to me and back again, and I knew she would love to come but understood
it wasn’t something that would happen.


“No, you wouldn’t,” I told my
daughter, reaching out with one finger and poking her in the nose. She brushed
my hand away, crossed her arms, and glared at me, and the sight almost made me
laugh out loud. Only the pain that thinking about leaving them behind made me
feel stopped that from happening. “You hate your lessons. This will not be too
different from them.”


“Lessons are boring. Exploring
isn’t.” She pointed out, tilting her head up at me.


“We aren’t going to explore,” I
told her again. “It’s a diplomatic mission.”


“One that will take you close to
the Disputed Lands.”


Now I was the one that crossed my
arms at her. “You’re far too young to consider visiting a place like the Disputed
Lands.” She made to open her mouth again, but I shook my head, and she pouted
instead. “Alice, there was nothing I would wish more than for me to take you
and your sister with me, but this is not the time, ok? The Zarotians are not
our friends. They want something from us, that’s true, and we think they are
dealing in good faith, yet I won’t risk you or Ai. No way in hell.”


She pouted even more at that,
then let her blue eyes water a little, though I only narrowed my gaze at her
for that; she eventually rolled her eyes and stopped trying to pretend she was
about to cry. I blamed Emily for that. She knew how a sad gaze affected me,
used it for good effect, and our daughter learned to copy her. Still, there
were times when that look wouldn’t work on me, and this was one of them.


I leaned down, put one of my
knees on the floor, reached out with my hands, and pulled Alice close. “You
won’t even miss me,” I told her, hearing her huff. “Your aunt Mei is going to
push your lessons to the next level while I’m away, and you’ll be too busy
playing with magic to worry about your old man.”


Though that wasn’t exactly a
comforting thought. There was something almost scary about how easily Alice
took to mana manipulation, and that she seemed to love fire didn’t help.
Neither of us ever expected her to learn as quickly as she did or for her to be
able to summon fire as effortlessly as she breathed. She had even started a few
fires when she was a bit younger and less careful, though a few weeks without
dessert took care of putting a pause on that.


With that in mind and knowing we
wouldn’t be able to stop her experimentation even if we stopped teaching her
other magics, we had shifted her teaching to matters that were a bit less
dangerous for a girl her age. Mei was teaching her runes, something I barely
knew about, and it would take a while before I started working on them, and
Alice was already learning. It wouldn’t be that useful for her, but it was
knowledge she would have to have sooner or later, and in this case, it allowed
her to improve without risks. And Mei was also teaching her a bit about hand
fighting, though elementary stuff for now.


With Ai, it was a bit different.
She was calm, collected, and liked to learn, though she didn’t have the ease
Alice seemed to possess with magic. Certainly, she was progressing at a good
pace; everyone around us said so. It was just a matter of Alice overshadowing
her so completely.


I took hold of Alice’s face and made
her face me again. “Look, I can promise you this: we’ll make a trip of our own
later once I return.”


Alice blinked at me, and even Ai
seemed to perk up.


“You promise?” My catgirl daughter
asked, leaning in close and using her big, blue eyes to ensure I was telling
the truth. I smiled at her and nodded, and she screamed in delight, rushing in
and hugging me, then pulling back and grabbing her sister and pulling her
against me as well. I hugged them both, enjoyed how their arms held onto me,
and closed my eyes.


Tears prickled at my eyes, though
I knew I should hide them, and I kept my eyes close until I was sure I wouldn’t
release any of them. The thought of being away from the two precious bundles of
joy hurt me more than I could explain, and yet, it had to be done. I had been
lucky that I had never been forced away from them, and I knew I wouldn’t remain
that forever fortunate.


I wasn’t making Alice an empty
promise, either. Emily and I had been speaking about revisiting Haven. We
needed to ensure everything was going well with the small city and progressing
as expected. After all, I was the lord of Haven and held responsibilities over
those lands, just as I did as Amaranth’s consort.


When we pulled back from one
another, Ai reached out and pulled at my arm. I smiled at her. “Yes?”


“I want something else as well.”
She said, and I blinked. It was rare for Ai to ask for something outright,
unlike her sister. If you knew her well, you could see what made her interested
and what made her happier, but she rarely asked for something.


“What is it?” I asked, more
bemused than anything.


“Could you be the one to tell us
stories to sleep? Until you leave.”


Did my heart skip a beat at that?
It seemed it did.


I didn’t hesitate, pulled her
closer, and held her tight. Alice didn’t miss the chance for another hug and
put an arm around me and around her little sister.


Usually, the women in my life and
I took turns telling the kids stories to sleep. It had been a tradition I
started that the two of them pestered their mothers and aunts to continue, though
the monster girls had been more than happy to do so once they understood how it
worked.


“I can do that.” I whispered to
Ai, and this time I was pretty sure I failed to hold back a tear. My daughter
didn’t miss it and smiled at me, almost sadly, and once again, I could only
marvel at how perceptive she was.


I kissed them on their cheeks,
then sent them to play with their maid and watched them entertain themselves.
With a sigh, I turned on my feet, prepared to leave, and then stilled suddenly
when I saw Attia at the room's entrance. The blonde smiled at me, and I nodded
at her, moving again, gesturing for her to follow me once I got outside the
room.


She waited just a bit to wave at
Ai and Alice before following me.


We walked through the palace’s
halls for a time, silent. I was trying to think of how to start, and she seemed
content with letting me move at my own pace. “Have you ever been to Zarotia?” I
asked eventually, figuring it was better to start with a fairly innocuous
question.


She shrugged. “Decades back, but
I was, yes. And I’ve had contact with some people from there over the years.
Not much, though enough that I can be of use for you in this mission.”


I nodded at that, hesitating just
a bit. That she was going to be of use was evident, Amaranth wouldn’t send her
with me otherwise, and my question was only really meant to give me time to
gather the courage to ask some other things, though it didn’t seem to work that
well.


It seemed easy to think I
wouldn’t have any difficulties having her with me. Quite different now that I
had her beside me, knowing we would be spending a lot of time together.


She was still as gorgeous as she
had been when I entered Argent. Golden hair, mismatched eyes, and curves for
days. I would be a liar if I said there wasn’t a part of me that still felt
some attraction for her. Attia was incredibly gorgeous, in some ways even more stunning
than Emily herself, and she knew pretty well how to use that beauty.


And she certainly didn’t miss how
I looked at her, let her lips stretch into a smirk for a few moments before
wiping it away.


I looked away from her face,
shaking my head. I couldn’t act this foolishly around her.


It didn’t take me long to gather
myself once more. It would have been different a few years ago, especially
before I came to Argent, but now I no longer acted like a fool around women.
Well, not usually. Emily could still tease me to that point, and my attraction
to Amaranth and Mei ensured they had some hold over me, though I was pretty
resistant to everyone else’s attempts. There had been plenty of those.


As king-consort, I was quite an
attractive target for plenty of noblewomen who wished to raise their station.
Many believed that if they became my mistresses, they could gain something from
it, though their attempts at seduction failed. I was too happy with what I had
to even think of adding another lover to the mix.


“Look,” I started eventually,
stopping in place and turning to face her, squaring my shoulders. “We both know
what happened between us, and circling around the subject won’t help us. I
still think what you did was foolish, and nothing will make me change my mind. Without
taking into account it being fucking awful.”


She licked her lips at that,
nodded in acceptance, and didn’t say anything, waiting for me to continue. We
had never talked about what happened between us, not even once. We crossed
paths many times, and we even had a few talks. We participated in dinners
together, yet we never faced the elephant in the room, preferring to bury our
heads in the sand and pretend everything was going great.


And it was, for the most part. Indeed,
I hadn’t been comfortable near Attia at the start, but the more I interacted
with her daughters and saw how she behaved with Alice and then Ai, the easier
it became to ignore what happened and act as I did with Emily’s cousins. They
were family, not super close, not really, but family, nonetheless. Attia was
the one that spent more time close to us, mainly because of my daughters. Though
I knew Emily often liked to be independent of her aunt, she certainly appreciated
the older catgirl’s help and advice.


“Yet I understand the limits a
parent might be willing to go to for their child. I didn’t then, and I don’t
think I’ll truly know my limits unless something happens to Alice or Ai.” The
sheer thought alone filled me with both dread and fury, and Attia must have
seen some of it because she stilled. I shook my head, vanished that thought,
and again looked into her mismatched eyes. “So I don’t think I’ll ever be able
to forget what you did, but I might forgive. Perhaps I already did.”


She looked into my eyes, realized
I was telling the truth, and smiled widely. “Thank you.”


I nodded, then crossed my arms.
“I still think it was a pretty dumb plan on your part.”


She pouted at me, and I realized
maybe that pout was genetic. Emily pouted the same way, and Alice did as well.
“I was under a lot of pressure.” She smirked then but couldn’t entirely deny
the relief that seemed to invade her at my words.


Much to my surprise, I felt the
same. Part of what worried me about this diplomatic mission was going with
Attia. Clearing the matter between us would allow me to overcome one of the
obstacles. I knew she would do her best to help me no matter what. We both
wanted the same thing, to ensure our loved ones were safe and if some kind of
war broke out with Zarotia, they wouldn’t be. Well, not as safe as they were
now, though we didn’t think the other nation could genuinely threaten us.


We started walking again after
that, talking a bit about what would be expected during the mission and what
roles we would fulfill exactly.


It was easy to talk without
hesitations, and something eased in my chest. Attia had been selling her
knowledge about Zarotia a bit short before. She certainly knew more about
Zarotians and their customs than I did, which would make my own mission easier.


Eventually, we parted ways, and I
realized a certain tension had left my shoulders, making me feel better.


Maybe this mission wouldn’t end
in disaster after all.


Better not to say anything about
that out loud. Wouldn’t want to provoke fate in any way. The last years had
been great, without any conflicts of note or significant threats hovering over
us. Something I feared that could change at any time.


With nothing else to do, I
started moving towards the training area, where I had been expected to be just
a few minutes earlier.


The first thing I faced when I
reached the place was Mei’s raised eyebrow. “You’re late.”


I shrugged. “I crossed paths with
Attia on the way, and we talked briefly.”


Mei knew me well enough to guess
it wasn’t a bad talk, and she nodded, then gestured for me to get closer to
her. I did so, simultaneously focusing on my mana, letting it course through my
body. It took me a while to get the hang of it, but pushing my mana through my frame
allowed me to warm my muscles and prepare myself for any exercise without
worrying about warm-up or stretching.


Mei always said I could face
combat at any moment and couldn’t always prepare beforehand. Ensuring I could
perform that preparation in a matter of seconds, with just a bit of focus,
could grant me a bit of an advantage. Or at least ensure I wasn’t at a
disadvantage.


The pink-haired bunnygirl let her
eyes move over my frame, paying attention to my footing, starting to pace
around me. I moved with her, always keeping her in sight. I wouldn’t be fool
enough to give her a chance of coming at me from a blind spot. That would only
end with me on the ground, pained.


Not that she couldn’t make it
happen if she truly wished for it. Mei was the second most powerful being in
the entire realm, just below Amaranth, and whoever was third was a long way
away from her.


Over the years, I had become
quite a good fighter and might even sometimes give someone like Arali a run for
her money. Against Mei? I didn’t have a chance. This wasn’t about that, though;
this was training. Mei would hold back just enough to allow me to make our
fight a close one and no less than that.


Still, I wouldn’t be foolish
enough to make the first move.


Then suddenly, she pounced
forward, and I reached within myself, felt my body forcing itself to move
faster, and met her attack with a block, trying for a low kick when she pulled
back and watched as she avoided it without difficulty.


She pulled back with a smirk on
her lips, continued pacing around me for a few moments, and then moved in
again, and this time she didn’t pull back after the first exchange, and the
fight was on. It didn’t take long for a smile to take hold of her lips, and I
couldn’t help but feel an answering one appear in my mouth.


There was something fun about
exchanging blows with Mei, seeing her twist and turn as she avoided my attacks,
and how her body looked as she did it. She knew it as well, allowed herself to
bend in ways that weren’t needed, hoping to distract me, but I was a bit more
immune to that than I had been and didn’t fall for her tricks.


When she realized that, she
stopped playing around and put a bit more power into her hits, and I couldn’t
deny they started hurting. Still, I kept resisting her advances, knowing I
could only try to hold on and reply when she overextended, which was never if
she was fighting for real but happened more than a few times during these mock fights.


It didn’t matter how much I
developed since I reached Argent. I still couldn’t beat her. With that in mind,
it wasn’t surprising that I eventually found myself on my back with her foot
against my ribs, her lips holding a smirk as she looked down at me. I nodded at
her, indicating she had won, and made to get up, but then she pushed me down
with her foot and held me there for a bit. I glared, she smirked, then pulled
back, and I got to my feet, preparing for the second round. “No holding back
now, right?” I asked, and she nodded.


I was the one that wouldn’t be
holding back, not her.


Our first bout was always about
hand-to-hand and internal mana manipulation, which was her area of expertise. We
could use whatever we wished in our second bout, which made me far more
comfortable.


Without hesitation, the moment I
got to my feet, I reached out and created a light bomb between us. It was an
almost instant move and not something I had used against Mei before, but she
was still fast enough to avoid most of its effect, turning her face away the
moment the ball appeared midair and only barely getting hit by its flash.


Learning how to make a flash bomb
one-directional hadn’t been easy; I struggled for months to manage it, but it
certainly had its uses. Even before Mei had blinked the effects of my first
attack away, I already had my light spear in hand, jabbing her way. Maybe she
could still see somewhat, maybe she heard me, or perhaps she just guessed what
I would do, but Mei didn’t hesitate to move back, putting some distance between
us.


I tried to stop her, focusing and
creating ropes in her way, hoping to bind her in them. I moved forward at the
same time, my spear thrusting again and again, and when one of those ropes got
around one of her legs, I thought I had a chance. It was not to be, though.


It tightened around her leg, trying
to imprison her, but she just pulled, and I winced in disappointment as I felt
her break my construct. Still, there was nothing to be done. I had bet my
chance at victory in an outright attack, and I had to continue, summoning more
ropes in her path, hoping to entangle her and score a hit with my spear somehow.


She must have been using mana for
hearing better; it was the only thing that made sense. I watched her avoid two
of my jabs with her eyes closed, felt myself getting closer, and thought there
might just be a chance before she recovered.


Then her leg blurred and hit me
in the chest, sending me flying back.


It hurt like a motherfucker; I
couldn’t deny. And it only hurt even more as I crashed down. Even then, if I
hadn’t been reinforcing my body, I was pretty sure she would have broken my
ribcage with that kick. As it was, it only hurt a whole fucking lot. 


I couldn’t let pain hold me back,
and I started to straighten almost immediately, then caught sight of Mei moving
my way, fast. I didn’t hesitate, threw my hands to the sides, and then clapped
them, and as I did, two walls of fire grew from the ground, following my arms,
until those two walls crashed against one another where Mei should have been.


The walls were long and high;
they should have caught the bunnygirl.


They hadn’t.


Mei already knew that spell; when
she saw me move my arms, she jumped thirty feet up in the air, over the walls,
and fell behind me. Before I could turn to face her, she was against me,
grabbing my arms and forcing them behind my back, then pushing me against the
ground.


The feeling of her lips against
my neck made me freeze. “I win.” She whispered in my ear, and I shivered a bit
at it despite myself, eventually sighing.


“You win.”


It wasn’t as if there had ever
been any doubt. I had never won a bout against her, and I hadn’t really thought
it would be any different now. When I made to pull back, she forced me down
again, and I looked at her over my shoulder and raised an eyebrow. She smirked
at me, leaned in, and quickly pecked my lips. “You almost got me with that
dirty trick.”


I smirked. “What can I say?
You’re the one that told me I need to be ready to do everything to win.”


“Well, you’re lucky. I know Emily
already has plans for you, or I would have to punish you for that.” Mei said,
leaning down and pressing her front against my back. I groaned; I couldn’t help
it. I could feel her breasts against my back and knew just how delicious they
were and how nicely they fit in my hands.


It seemed the bunnygirl was
punishing me, even if only by teasing me and leaving me wanting.


Though, if what she implied about
Emily was true…


Mei pulled back, allowed me to get
up, and then smirked. “Go to your lover, Eric. We’ll have enough time to play around
before you leave for your mission.” 











Chapter 3


Soon
after, I was moving towards my room, where I figured Emily would be waiting for
me. Technically, you could say it belonged to both of us. I didn’t think there
was a night since I married Amaranth that Emily hadn’t been sleeping beside me,
and most of those occasions happened in my room.


I couldn’t ignore the chance that
Mei might have been teasing me and that Emily wasn’t preparing some alone time
for us, but I didn’t think it was likely.


And when I reached my room and
opened the door, I caught sight of Emily almost immediately. She was lying on
my bed with her face buried in a book, though she looked up and smirked at me
when I appeared.


Almost immediately, my eyes moved
over her frame. The camisole she was wearing deliciously clung to her curves,
displaying her large breasts without showing too much skin. It wasn’t too long
either, ended a few inches past her buttocks, and it would be effortless to run
a hand up her legs and end up cupping her ass.


Emily smirked at the hunger she
saw in my eyes and shifted a little, pushing the book aside and allowing me to
feast on the sight of her.


“Close the door.” She said, voice
sultry. 


I did so.


Interruptions wouldn’t be welcome
with what we would be doing in just a few moments, and I was perfectly aware of
that.


Once again, I let my eyes move
over her frame, feasting on her. Emily was beautiful. Her purple hair and ears
made her quite exotic, especially compared to human women, not that there were
any of those around. I was the only human on the entire planet, or so it
seemed. I took one step forward without thinking, without taking my eyes away
from hers, and then another.


Her smirk seemed to widen the
closer I got to her, and I couldn’t help but want. I loved her, desired her as
I had never desired anyone else, and I would gladly spend the rest of my life
at her side. If nothing strange happened, I would.


The moment I got close to the
edge of the bed, Emily moved forward and pressed her front against mine, making
me groan at the sensation of her breasts against my chest. Looking down at that
part of her flesh only made me want even more.


Then her lips leaned up and met
mine, and we kissed, hard. Maybe we would have started softly on some other
occasion, but with two children around, we realized we didn’t always have the
time we wanted and needed to have fun while we could. Well, I’d expected that
she had ensured neither Alice nor Ai would bother us in the middle of this, but
that didn’t stop me from kissing her with as much fervor as I could put into
the motion.


She moaned when my hands moved
down her sides, tilting her head and kissing me harder in response, and I paid
her back by cupping her ass, pulling her tight against me. When the temptation
became too great, I allowed my hands to dip down, then moved them up again,
under her camisole, cupping her buttocks directly. She didn’t seem to be
wearing any undergarments.


Our kiss seemed to become even
warmer at that. Emily didn’t hesitate, she started pulling at my clothes,
baring me, and I allowed her to do it. I wanted her too much to do anything
that might delay our lovemaking. I needed to feel her skin against mine. Which
I did as soon as she pulled my upper clothes off. Once that happened, I pulled
her camisole up, baring her in full, and she didn’t hesitate, pressed against
me, making me groan at the sensation of her erect nipples digging into my skin.


I kissed her then, tilting her
head back and putting my mouth against hers, invading her with my tongue. She
moaned at that and rubbed against me, making me harden.


I trailed down after that. A kiss
against her throat, another on her collarbone, and then I laid her out on the
bed, climbing into it simultaneously and taking place at her side.


Her moans when my lips tightened
around one of her nipples were quite lewd, and I could feel my cock twitching a
little at the sounds, though I resisted the temptation of taking the rest of my
clothes off. If I got naked while feeling this eager, I might just take her
right then and there, and if this was meant for us to enjoy ourselves, I would
prefer us to go slower. Not much slower, though. I didn’t think I could resist
that much.


I moved from one of her orbs to
the other, never allowing my lips to part from her skin for long, always using
my hands to make her enjoy even more. Maybe a caress on her breasts, cupping
one of her buttocks or her sex and making her writhe for a bit.


I knew Emily’s body like I did
the back of my hand, what made her enjoy and what didn’t, and I put all that
knowledge to the test as I moved lower and lower, my mouth trailing over her
skin.


She parted her legs with a moan,
shifting her hips forward simultaneously, offering herself to me. “Please.” She
begged, and only then did I realize just how much she wanted this. For a
moment, I wondered if I should tease her for a while longer, then decided to
have pity.


Her moans increased in volume
when I pressed my mouth against her core, and her hands came to a rest against
my head, pulling me tighter against her, and I smiled. I couldn’t help it. I
loved the taste of her; I loved knowing I could make her enjoy like this.


I loved her.


Closing my eyes and focusing on
her body, I showed her how much. I kept licking and caressing her until
pleasure overwhelmed her, and she came with a shout.


She pulled me up after coming
down from her high, kissed me, not caring for her taste on my lips, then turned
us around and forced my back against the bed. Then she was the one moving down,
kissing my frame an inch at a time, and I tried to prepare myself; I really
did, and I certainly tried to last as long as possible. It wasn’t that long,
though.


It could never be with Emily.
Just as I knew her, she knew me, and she had gotten a lot of practice with her
mouth over the years. Soon enough, she wrapped her lips around my base, bobbing
her head back and forth, and I spilled myself in short order.


We held each other after that,
resting briefly, our breaths slowly calming down.


She wanted more, though. We both
did.


It didn’t surprise me that she
soon started moving down once again or that her mouth ended up against my cock.
Once she got me hard, though, she climbed up, put one leg to each side of me,
then lowered herself, pressing her sex against mine. She rubbed my cock like
that for a while, smirking down at me. I could feel her nether lips moving
along my rod, and I wanted her, needed to enter her, but she wished to tease me,
and I decided to let her do as she wanted.


Meanwhile, I entertained myself
with her breasts, reaching up and cupping them, playing with her nipples. I was
about to lean up and start using my mouth to help when her need seemed to get
the better of her and raised her hips momentarily, taking hold of my length
with one hand and directing me against her.


Moans slipped out from both of us
when she allowed herself to lower, and I entered her, and I didn’t hesitate,
grabbed hold of her hips, and used that grip to help her move. And move she
did, becoming quite demanding with the motions.


Our moans echoed throughout the
room, and I thrust my hips, meeting her motions with others of my own and
making us enjoy even more. With all that, it was only a matter of time before
we reached the peak again.


Emily came first, throwing her
head back as she enjoyed, her flesh tightening around me until it became almost
painful to move. I held onto her hips, used that grip to thrust twice more, and
then spilled myself.


We held each other after that,
happy and content. I was sated; there was no other word for it. With Emily atop
me and the afterglow from the sex, I was delighted.


If I was honest, rare was the day
I didn’t feel happy, but there was something special about sex with a woman you
loved.


Unfortunately…


“We should probably get up and bathe,
call the maids in as well.” Sooner or later, Alice and Ai would find a way to
maneuver around whatever distraction Emily arranged and come to us, I was sure.


“I suppose,” Emily said, knowing
just as well as I did what the possible consequences might be. “Though only if
you agree to take a bath with me.” She said, eyes mischievous.


I found myself smiling back. That
could help us have enough privacy for a second round, maybe even a third. We
just needed a little luck.











Chapter 4


When the
day to leave came, I comforted my young daughters as I prepared to leave. We
were leaving early, but they insisted they wanted to see me before I went, and
though I thought about letting them sleep, I also wanted to say my goodbyes.


That almost made me cry my heart
out, especially when Ai and Alice couldn’t hold back their tears and hugged me
tight as they cried.


There was nothing to be done
about it, though. I needed to go, they needed to stay behind, and that was what
happened. Fortunately, Mei was there to help Emily and me, and she reached out
and took the children into her arms with a nod in my direction and put them to
bed, distracting them as Emily and I moved to the entrance.


My lover looked at me, bit her
lower lip, then leaned and pressed against me. She didn’t hesitate and kissed
me, hard, something almost like desperation taking hold of her. “Don’t you dare
take too long.” She said when we parted, and I smirked at her.


“I won’t.”


I realized it would be the first
time I would be away from her for long.


The thought made me pause and
hesitate again until I shook my head, smiled at her, then turned on my feet and
started moving away. It hurt. More than I could put into words. And yet, I
still did it.


It had to be done.


Lost in those thoughts, I barely
noticed when I stepped outside the palace, then just blinked at the men and
women assembled there, mostly waiting for me.


And one female, in particular,
dominated my attention at first, and I didn’t hesitate before moving her way
with a smile on my lips.


“Hi!” I told Amaranth, watched her
raise an eyebrow at me, then leaned in and kissed her lips. She was my wife,
after all. Certain things were expected. And I cared for her; I couldn’t deny
it. More than care, really, I loved her, even if perhaps not as much as I loved
Emily.


Despite the illusion that hid her
belly, I pressed a hand against that flesh, then exchanged a glance with her.
It had taken us a long time to be able to conceive. As a dragon, this shape was
not Amaranth’s real one, and it had taken her a long time to craft it. Even
longer to make it able to bear children, and the process was only truly
finished once she started trying to have a child.


After these long years, we
finally got what we wanted, which made us happier than I could describe.


With my eyes, I tried to tell her
to be careful, and she raised an eyebrow at me, letting a smile take hold of
her lips afterward. She leaned in and pressed another peck to my lips. “Do be
careful. I wouldn’t want to have to choose another consort.”


I chuckled. “I’ll try not to give
you that trouble.”


With another quick kiss, we
parted ways, and she started moving away. Only then did I notice Arali and
exchanged a nod with the elf. She was a friend, and I knew she would do her
best to care for Amaranth.


With that, my goodbyes were done,
and I could focus on the mission. A quick look showed my guards had already
assembled a bit away from where I stood, and I squared my shoulders before
moving their way.


Most of them I knew for years.
There were always some new recruits dragged into these kinds of duties that
helped fill in numbers as they got a bit more experience, but the core of my
personal guard I knew pretty well by now. There was Lisette, a redhead catgirl
with a large scar on her face. She had a mean gaze and an even meaner tongue,
but she took her duty seriously and was perhaps the best fighter there.


Akiko was a white-haired
bunnygirl that behaved much like I imagined a younger Emily might. She was
happy and carefree and always tried to make the people around her feel better.
She seemed to be the only one that managed to get through to Lisette and make
her relax, and we sometimes teased the redhead over the matter.


Then there was Trod, a troll. He
had been a retainer of the Trolgar family, and sincerely I suspected he still was.
Borug Trolgar was an ally, though; he had all the incentives in the world to
keep me safe, so I didn’t think I had anything to fear from Trod. And he could
be entirely vicious in a fight.


Who was basically in command of
my guard was a bit of a surprise. I’d met Maul a few years back when I first
came to Harmony and investigated the theft of some taxes with Arali’s help. He was
part of that plot and was given a chance to work to pay off his crime instead
of rotting away in a cell. How he ended up joining my guard, I didn’t know, but
one thing was sure. He was loyal. He knew my interference stopped him from
spending years in jail and that Arali had ensured his family wouldn’t be hungry
while he was detained. Finding himself with a chance at steady and lawful work,
he didn’t let the opportunity pass him by and fully dedicated himself to
protecting me.


That dedication was so evident he
got promoted in no time and eventually became something like a second in
command of my guard, just under me. It helped that I liked him. I knew what
made him tick, his love for his family, and he seemed to have a sense of honor.


Maul hadn’t been a petty criminal
because he enjoyed it. The orc found himself forced to resort to crime to care
for those he loved, and when he got an opportunity to put that life behind him,
he took it with both hands.


“Maul.” I greeted him when I got
close, nodding at the remaining guards.


“My king, we are ready to set out
as soon as you wish to.”


I nodded, then cast a glance
around. “Not quite yet, I think. We’re still missing someone.”


As if mentioning her drew her in,
I turned and found Attia strutting into the courtyard, wearing a dress that
clung to her curves almost ridiculously. I could make out every curve she
possessed without difficulty, and I soon realized I wasn’t the only one looking
at her as if she was a piece of meat.


I shook my head, buried that
thought deep down, and tried to control myself and see past the obvious. Attia
was a dangerous catgirl. She had been the one that taught Emily most of what
she knew about magic, even if my lover eventually developed her own style and
abilities. Still, Attia was older than her, more experienced, and quite a threatening
fighter nonetheless.


Her clothing only indicated she
wanted her enemies to underestimate her, which might work well. And it didn’t
mean she wasn’t protected. It probably wasn’t as good as good armor, but that
dress must have been enchanted to hell and back, and it would do far more to
protect her than many of the armors of the guardsmen around me.


It was a bit like my outfit in
that regard. I was using a dark leather one, snappy enough not to look bad, not
armored enough for me to be called out on wearing it, yet holding so many
enchantments that it became far better than the armor I wore during the only
time I saw battle.


Zarotia wasn’t at open war with
us. Showing up to their meeting dressed in armor could be taken as a slight, which
might be the justification they needed to start something. It was doubtful they
would try for a ploy like that, they seemed to want something from us, but I
needed to remember all these kinds of details. That was precisely why Amaranth
had this outfit commissioned for me. We would already be playing a fast one on
them. From our shared communication, we let them understand they might be
meeting Amaranth herself, telling them our delegate would be one that held
royal power.


The Zarotians probably hadn’t
realized I might as well fit in as a royal power, and we hoped to get them by
surprise about that. Amaranth had a reputation for taking care of such matters
herself. That I would be doing it was a first, though a necessary one. None of
us was willing to risk her embroiling herself into something dangerous while
pregnant.


Certainly, she remained the most
powerful of us, but after all the difficulties she had to conceive a child…


None of us was willing to risk
that.


“Well,” I said at last as Attia
joined our side, trying not to look at her again, unwilling to get tempted.
“Let’s move out, people; we don’t have any time to lose.”


The journey that followed wasn’t
the hardest I had faced. With all the training I had over the years, and seeing
as we had enough time to move at a comfortable pace, it was quite an easy one.


Some things made it a bit more complex,
however. The main one was thinking about my children and how I already missed
them.


Still, I couldn’t deny that being
outside of Harmony had advantages. I had never explored the lands east of the
capital, and I let the sights fill me in. It was also relaxing in a way. In the
palace, there was always a certain kind of activity. While I had very little
say in the city's running, plenty of people were always seeking me out, either
trying to get something out of me or hoping I would intercede with Amaranth on
their behalf. It got tiring quite quickly.


Being away from that felt good.


The camaraderie among my guards
also amused me a few times. I laughed when I saw Akiko tease Lisette and the
redhead blush; I nodded when Trod told me some detail about a plant that
crossed our path or a flower. He was a bit of an amateur herbologist, and I was
always happy to listen to him. More than once, I had considered offering him a
position in the royal gardens. Part of me knew he would love it, though most
other trolls would think it a demotion of some kind and would be pissed at him
if he accepted it. Trolls were proud beings, and they liked to fight.


Maul always kept watch, his eyes
flitting all over the place at all times, searching for any hint of a coming
attack. I let him be. Once, I tried to get him to relax, and calm down, then
realized that just wouldn’t happen. He didn’t want to risk losing the
opportunity I represented, and I had to understand that.


Attia…


Well, she flirted a lot. With me,
with some of my guards. Most of it was well-spirited teasing, and yet, it made
me remember how she had been when I first came to Argent, and I couldn’t deny I
sometimes let my mind wander.


I didn’t regret what happened
between us in the least. If things had been different, I might not be where I am
now, I might not have become involved with Emily, and I couldn’t imagine a
world where that didn’t happen. And yet, wasn’t it in human nature to wonder?
To think about what changed and what might have been different?


Soon enough, we started reaching
the area near the border, and in the distance to the north, I could see the
start of the so-called Disputed Lands. It didn’t look much different from the
lands around it, and I wondered how much of what was said about them was true
and what wasn’t.


“The Disputed Lands,” Attia said
from beside me, and I blinked and turned to face her. Her mismatched eyes were
focused on the distance as mine had been before. “I’ve never been. It doesn’t
look much different from the lands around, does it?”


“I was thinking the exact same
thing,” I said, turning to look north again, eventually shaking my head. “So,
we’ll reach the meeting point tomorrow.” And quite early at that, maybe even
before midday. “Any last advice for me?”


She shrugged, and I tried not to
notice how that motion displayed her cleavage just a bit more. “It depends on
whoever will be greeting us. Zarotia doesn’t have a ruler like we do. They have
a small council of elected families, each picked by one of their holds. A
member of one of those families will be the one to meet us. It could be a
family that has some kind of business dealings with Harmony, which would favor
us slightly, or someone from the eastern area of their nation, who barely knows
about us, and only considers us a threat to their stability.”


I sighed at that. She wasn’t
telling me anything I hadn’t known before, but hearing about it worsened my
mood. Why couldn’t things just be simpler?


She smiled at my sigh. “Don’t
worry too much about it. They asked for this meeting for a reason. We should be
the ones holding all the cards.”


Attia seemed confident enough
about that, and I could only hope she was right.


Still, it didn’t help me calm
down all that much. The blonde must have noticed it. “Though, if you’re still
nervous, maybe there is something that might help you get your mind focused on
something else.” There was a certain roughness in her tone when she said those
words.


I stilled for a moment, then
crossed my arms, not looking away from her, unwilling to show how much effect
her words had over me. “And what would that be?” I questioned, trying to seem
unbothered.


She strutted closer to me, her
hips swaying to the sides as she did it, her smirk becoming wider. The blonde
leaned in close, and I found myself breathing harder. “We could always spar a
little.”


I blinked and watched as she
leaned back with a smile on her lips, a smile that turned into amused chuckling
once she saw my face. I glared at her, and she only seemed to laugh even
harder.


Still, it might not be a bad
idea. A bit of sparring would allow me to relax and might even help a few of
the guards, especially the newbies. Maybe we could make a game out of it or
something.


That was precisely what happened.
Maul seemed a bit hesitant when I told him my idea, though when even Lisette
joined in on the fun, he relented. He wouldn’t be fighting himself, preferring
to keep watch and be ready for any attack, though the rest of us would have
some fun.


It didn’t take long for the first
spars to start. Some of the newbies fought each other at first, then the best
of them fought against Lisette, not that he lasted long. After that, I went a
round against her, and with some luck, I managed to make her fall out of the
circle.


The redhead nodded her head at me
and grabbed my arm when I extended it to her, allowing me to pull her up. Other
fights followed. Akiko managed to best Trod, and Attia beat the bunnygirl and
one of the newbies that asked to go against her.


After that, the blonde turned to
me and smirked. I found myself stepping forward without a word. If Attia wanted
a bit of a spar, I could give it to her.


I was confident that neither of
us would go all out as we didn't want to risk getting hurt or tiring ourselves
before tomorrow. Moreover, we didn't want to reveal all our tricks in front of
the guards, despite how much trust we had in them. Keeping a trick up our
sleeves was crucial, and winning a spar was not a good enough reason to expose
it.


With some mana manipulation, I
made a light staff to use against the catgirl, waiting to see how she would
react. She just got her hands up, and I could almost feel her gathering mana
around them, but when I saw that she wouldn’t make the first move, I did it. A
quick jab and another when she moved aside and avoided the first attack.


I always kept her in sight and
didn’t overextend myself. Attia was a powerful fighter, and it would be foolish
of me to think I could beat her in a fight for real, but a play fight like
this? I could do it, especially if I just managed to push her out of the
circle. The staff gave me an advantage in that. Or so I hoped, though Attia
decided to go on the offensive after defending for a bit.


She used air first, sending a
burst of it my way. It wasn’t enough to overwhelm me or even make me fall down,
though it did pick up plenty of dirt and throw it in my face, which I soon
realized was precisely what she had hoped to accomplish.


The second blast was far more
potent than the first, and it clipped me. I wasn’t a fool; I suspected another
attack would be coming the moment Attia managed to hinder my sight, and I threw
myself aside as quickly as possible. It wasn’t fast enough to avoid her attack,
not entirely, but that it only hit my side and not my head allowed me to remain
in the circle. Oh, it hit hard enough that I twirled in place without meaning
to, and I had to brace my staff against the ground to stop from falling outside
the circle.


There was no time to be lost.
Even as I fell, I focused and started manipulating my internal mana to get
faster and stronger. Attia trained Emily, and I could only assume the two
females fought similarly. They were magic-wielders in all the sense of the word.
They used external mana manipulation almost exclusively, preferring to
sometimes even use external mana to enhance their physical abilities instead of
internal mana. And that was how I could beat them.


I was no Mei, I couldn’t move so
fast that I became a blur to everyone around me, but I didn’t need that. The
dust that her first attack raised hadn’t fallen yet; I could use it against her
just as she had used it against me, and get close to her, where my physical
advantage might give me the win.


So I rushed forward, swiping with
my staff at the same time, hoping to get her by surprise. If her wide eyes once
I got out from that mini dust cloud were any indication, it seemed to have
worked, and she was forced to lean back again and again as I moved closer; then
I thrust with my staff, and she twirled in place.


I didn’t hesitate. With a bit of
focus, that staff became a whip midair, and it turned with my will, tightening
around her, even as I pulled and forced her closer. Attia stumbled, and I
grabbed her, pulled her against my chest, grabbed her arms tight at the same
time, and imprisoned her against my frame. “I win.”


“I haven’t yielded yet.” She replied,
turning to look at me over her shoulder, a pout on her lips. I just raised an
eyebrow at her. With how hard I was grabbing her, it wasn’t as if she could get
out without me attacking her and putting an end to the fight, and she must have
known it.


Attia pouted again, and then she
played dirty. She thrust her ass back against my groin, taking me by surprise,
not that I released her. If anything, I even intensified my grip around her
more. And I opened my mouth to say something, then felt her rub against me, and
tightened my lips before I released something like a groan.


A bit of distraction was all she
needed. With how excited I got over supposedly beating her, I forgot one key
detail: she was a catgirl. That didn’t mean much except that she had a tail,
and I had forgotten about it. And that tail hit me in the side, sending a jolt
of lightning through my frame and making me yelp as my muscles spasmed for a
few moments. It was just enough for Attia to free herself, turn around and leap
onto me, making me fall down and then grabbing my arms and forcing them down
against the ground.


“Yield?” She asked, an amused
smirk on her lips, and I almost glared at her; then she lowered herself
further, and I almost groaned at the sensation of her groin against mine.
Looking down didn’t help. It allowed me to see her cleavage, and I might have
flushed a little despite everything.


“Yield.” I replied, and she
didn’t delay before moving back, though a smirk remained on her lips.


A few cheers and mocking comments
followed from my guard after that, and I gave them as good as I got, even as we
all settled around the fire to eat something. More than once, my gaze crossed
Attia’s mismatched eyes, and I found myself stilling at what I saw in her.


Maybe I was imagining things
because she seemed to have a bit of lust in her eyes.


Perhaps that was unsurprising,
even if I wouldn’t act on it.


I shook my head, buried that
thought deep down, and tried to relax once more.


One thing was sure: that little
game allowed me to relax and have a bit of fun before a day I expected to be
quite exhausting, so I didn’t regret that bit of sparring. I could only hope
the following evening, I would feel just as much cheer as I did then.











Chapter 5


We started
moving out as soon as the sun dawned the following day.


Sleeping hadn’t come easy, especially
once I started thinking about Ai and Alice and how much I missed them.


It didn’t take us long to cross
past the border, entering a land that didn’t seem to belong to anyone. There
were the Disputed Lands to the north, and maybe the area we were in still
belonged to those lands, though it seemed a bit tamer than the woods to the
north.


I shook my head. That was not
what I should be focusing on at the moment. Sooner or later, we would meet the
Zarotian delegation, and we needed to be ready for that. And then we reached
the small stone bridge over the river that was supposed to be our meeting
point, and we didn’t see anyone.


I narrowed my eyes, and a quick
glance at my companions let me understand I wasn’t the only one suspicious
about this. Our interlocutors had seemed quite eager to talk to us, and we had
expected to already find them in place. For no one to be there…


Attia stepped forward and put
herself to my right. “What should we do now?” She questioned, and I couldn’t
help but shrug.


“What do you suggest?” I asked
her.


We had three options, though only
two were worth considering. We could wait and see if the Zarotian delegation
would arrive. The tamest choice. We could turn around and leave, though that
was not a good idea or worth considering. Or we could try to move further
forward.


Perhaps we could meet them
halfway if something had delayed the other delegation somehow. It was the
riskiest of the three options, yet the one I found myself inclined to choose. A
quick glance at the sky showed we still had about an hour until midday, and I
pursed my lips.


“We should probably stay here for
now.”


I found myself nodding in reply.
It seemed the best option, certainly. Though it would only be for a while. A
few hours, no more than that, and then we would continue.


Hopefully, it wouldn’t be needed.


I might have waited more than
necessary, more than recommended as well. It didn’t take long for me to fix
that, and I gestured for my guards to get up and move after me, which they did
eagerly enough.


Something like tension hovered
over the group, and I wanted to say it was just paranoia of some kind, and yet,
there seemed to be something in the air.


I shook my head, tried to get rid
of such thoughts, and gestured for two of the newbies to move in front. If an
attack came, it would probably come from the sides. The trees around us could
hide some enemies.


Bit by bit, we advanced, and I
found myself easing a bit as nothing happened. Maybe it had indeed been
paranoia. Maybe the Zarotian delegation had just gotten caught up in something.
I hoped that was it.


The scream that echoed through
the air just a few minutes later made me realize hoping for something like that
was foolish.


I exchanged a few glances with my
guards but didn’t hesitate, I gestured for them to move, and they did so
without delay. The sight that greeted us as we walked past a fork in the road
made me still in place.


Bodies were strewed everywhere,
people of several races lying in their blood and filth, dead, maggots already
crawling over some of them. Not all, though. At least three beings stood
imprisoned against large posts, two males and a female. One of the males must
have been the one that screamed as some kind of worm pushed against his side,
trying to burrow under the skin. The worm was a white, squirmy thing, half as
long and thick as my arm, and it was obviously succeeding in its endeavors.


Worst of all, as I looked around,
I saw a banner belonging to Zarotia and realized this must have been the
delegation sent to meet us.


For a moment, I stilled.


What was this, some type of trap?
Was it an attempt to make it seem like we had attacked them or something? No,
that didn’t make any sense, not really. What else could it be, though?


I brushed those thoughts apart and
realized they weren’t important, not right now. Trying to see if any of the
Zarotians were still alive and helping them survive was. I didn’t hesitate and started
moving forward, the rest following me. “Cut those persons down,” I said,
pointing at the ones in the posts, then waved at the rest of the carnage. “And
try to see if anyone else is still alive.”


Unwilling to let my guard do
something I wouldn’t do, I stepped forward as well, moving towards the male not
being attacked by that giant worm, letting that one for Attia and Akiko. They
were the only ones that seemed to have some healing ability between all of us.


“Hey.” I said, reaching forward
and slapping the face of the catboy imprisoned against the post, not knowing if
I should release him first or try to wake him. Maybe if he could give me some
answers. At first, he groaned, and I realized I needed to get him down. Almost
certainly, the ropes holding him against the post were cutting off some of his blood
flow. I used fire to do it, not even bothering to reach for my dagger, just
focusing and creating what could be called a flaming claw in one of my fingers
and using that to cut the ropes away.


Without the ropes holding him up,
he fell forward, though I grabbed him, hesitated between holding him like that
or laying him down on the floor, realized neither were good options, but
without having to grip him, I could at least react to any kind of threat if it
was necessary.


“Hey,” I said, reaching out and
slapping him again, and his eyes fluttered open this time. “Are you the
Zarotian delegation?”


His mouth opened; only a croak
escaped it at first, and he coughed. I waited for him to gather his strength,
then he said a word. A single word that seemed to take all of his strength away.
“Trap.” It was barely more than a whisper, and I almost thought I had heard him
wrong at first, yet the look in his eyes…


Fear, panic.


I didn’t hesitate. “Watch out.”


It seemed I wasn’t the only one
to see something suspicious because Maul spoke almost simultaneously. “Enemies
to the south.”


As one, we turned to face those
woods, preparing for whatever was coming. I didn’t see anything at first, then
caught sight of rustling through the trees and blinked. From one moment to the
next, monsters pounced out of the woods, moving our way. I blinked.


Most looked like some kind of mix
between wolves and boars. I had never seen their like before. They had the body
and fur of a wolf but the tusks, snout, and hooves of a boar. There wasn’t much
time to ponder about their appearance because they were moving fast.


The first ones took just a couple
of seconds to cross the fifty feet between our party and the trees, and if not
for Maul’s warning, they might have done some damage. As it was, I felt the
ground rumble and watched as those monsters stumbled, and looked to the side to
see Lisette with her hands on the ground. She used earth primarily, and this little
trick was one she had used plenty of times before.


And following on her heels, Attia
and Akiko used their magic and killed two of the beasts just like that. Trod
took care of a third, moving forward with a speed that one wouldn’t expect from
a being with his bulk and crushing the spine of one of those monsters with his
hammer.


Still, there were more of the
beasts and not enough of our numbers to take care of them that easily. And
other monsters follow behind, some smaller, some larger. I didn’t hesitate to
use fire. Fireballs rained down on the hordes that started moving against us,
burning quite a great deal of them. Attia accompanied me in my efforts, her own
fireballs following mine, and between the two of us, we put a hard limit on the
number of enemies that moved our way.


Still, those that did were enough
to cause damage. Maul and the rest of my personal guard gathered together, and
the enemies that moved their way didn’t have much luck. Some of the newbies,
though? They got taken by surprise. I saw a small centipede that somehow
managed to sneak close to one orc and bit him in the leg, which made him scream
and kill the monster, only for one of those wolf-boar-things to pounce and put
him down. His screams echoed around us for a few moments, then abruptly cut off
when his throat was ripped off.


I didn’t hesitate, conjuring a
few lances made of light and sending them at the wolf-like monster, throwing it
off the guard’s body without damaging it further and killing the monster
simultaneously.


Unfortunately, he was just the
first of those sworn to me to die.


There were fifteen of us, without
considering what Zarotians we had rescued, and they weren’t in any shape to
fight. And there must have been more than a hundred monsters moving our way.


Some of them were quite
terrifying. One of them resembled a giant centipede with a beetle-like head and
carapace and a fungus-like growth on its body. It had a long, segmented body
with dozens of legs, two antennae, and a pair of mandibles that looked like
they could shred anything in its path.


There was what seemed to be a
three-foot-tall scorpion with a shiny carapace that covered its head and back
and a soft, white growth that covered its body like fur.


Then several worm-like creatures
looked like worms with snake heads and scales. Their bodies were soft and slimy
and seemed able to stretch and contract, and their scaly heads had two eyes and
a mouth full of teeth.


It wasn’t natural, obviously.
Someone was controlling these monsters, making them advance. Several someone’s
even. I certainly hadn’t heard of anyone good enough to control these many
monsters simultaneously, though that didn’t mean it was impossible.


I didn’t know much about these
kinds of magic. From what Emily told me, they were rare and pretty dangerous,
and most often than not, the effort they required was better spent on other
magical aspects. To control something, you needed to know it and understand it.
The more powerful or complicated a being was, the more complex the process
became, and harder still to retain that control over those beings.


That was why most simply avoided
such magics.


There had to be someone near to
control these monsters, direct them, and I narrowed my gaze as I looked over
the woods, hoping for a glimpse of our enemy. There was nothing I could see,
though. Not that I looked for long; I needed to help contain the number of
monsters that moved our way, throwing more and more fire in their path, hoping
that would slow them down. It did, and eventually, the number of monsters
petered off slightly. Then they stilled and started circling around us,
maneuvering, and I prepared myself for whatever came.


They wouldn’t be doing that
unless something was about to change.


That was when she came from the
woods. A female, one more or less my height, her dark green body covered in
moss and what almost seemed to be bark, and I might have thought her some kind
of forest spirit if it wasn’t for the snakes that she had for hair, the slim,
very intimidating snakes that marked her as a gorgon.


It wasn’t a race I had crossed
paths with before, and I didn't know they existed in Argent.


Her golden eyes almost seemed to
glow, and they moved over us as if she couldn’t see us, not really. “Where is
she?” The gorgon asked, her tone sibilant. “Where is the dragon queen?”


I blinked. I couldn’t help but
think the female was foolish, thinking of confronting Amaranth like this. Then
I caught a glimpse of what she held in her hand, something that I realized was
almost familiar once I pushed my senses forward. It was a dagger made of bone
and seemed to possess the same curse that had wounded Amaranth before.


A shiver raced down my back at
that thought. This had been an ambush, but it had been meant for my wife.


“Vrenma?” Attia asked from beside
me, narrowing her eyes. “I thought you were dead.”


The gorgon didn’t answer, she just
kept gazing at our entire group, not quite seeing us, or so it seemed at least.
She did tilt her head at Attia’s words and looked in the general direction of
the blonde catgirl but didn’t answer her.


“Do you know her?” I asked the
blonde with a mutter, using the lull in conversation to move closer to her
without taking my eyes off the enemy.


“She was one of the Caelleris
retainers. We believed she had died in the fighting at Haven, but it seems she
didn’t.”


That explained how she might have
come into possession of that dagger, though it didn’t make me happy. It meant
she had been one of the rebels that escaped us, and there were few of those.
Most were caught in time. Some even gave up eventually and surrendered
themselves to judgment. Few of those had died; most had just been imprisoned.


In the wild, there were very few
of them.


“Where is Amaranth?” Vrenma asked
again, her golden eyes moving over us once more.


I took a step forward, feeling
Attia and my guard tensing as I did it, yet this was what needed to be done. If
I could get just a bit closer to her, I might be able to sneak in an attack
without her being able to protect herself, which might break her control over
the monsters.


“My wife isn’t here,” I said,
letting a smile take hold of my lips and looking into those golden eyes. “But I
can always take a message for her. What do you want?”


She seemed to blink at my words
as if confused. And I felt myself slowing down as I exchanged a glance with
her, felt a certain drowsiness take hold of me. Then Attia’s sharp nails
clenched against my arm pulled me back, and I winced, but whatever had sapped
my strength seemed to vanish at once, and I shook my head, trying to get rid of
whatever remained of it.


“Don’t exchange glances with a
gorgon.” Attia hissed in my ear. “If you stare into her eyes for too long, you
risk her sapping all your strength.”


“Good to know.” I said, muttering.


It would have been the perfect
chance for Vrenma to strike, but my words confused her enough, and she glanced
over our group again. “The dragon queen is not here.” She muttered, almost to
herself. Then her eyes came to a rest on me. “But her husband is. He would be able
to help us get to her.” For a moment, I almost felt like the gorgon was
speaking to someone.


And yet, when she tilted her head
to the side, I could almost imagine she was listening to something none of us
could.


“Yes, that will be done.” She
continued.


Attia and I just exchanged a
look, confused.


Then the gorgon raised her hands
and released a cry that seemed to echo around us. There was magic in that
voice, something to increase its volume, but it didn’t seem to be an attack. I
only realized it was a call for backup when more monsters slipped from the
woods behind her. I didn’t hesitate, throwing several fireballs in their path,
killing some and wounding others even as Attia and I pulled back, getting
closer to our forces.


My guards didn’t hesitate. They
had just been waiting for the action to start again, and the moment it did, the
two monster girls unleashed their attack, provoking devastation amidst the
enemy lines. The monsters that reached them were met by Maul and Trod, who
formed the edge of the defensive position covering the wounded, the remaining
guardsmen to each of their sides, using their spears to keep the monsters back.


I almost expected Vrenma to join
the fight and do something, but the gorgon remained where she was, just
watching, her eyes tracking me all the while. When we managed to join Akiko and
Lisette, our job became even easier. With the four of us using magic to slow
down the monster’s advance and taking care of many of them simultaneously, our
melee fighters didn’t face many difficulties.


And when I thought that would be
it, that it would be just a matter of time until we had our win, I heard a thumping
noise. Others followed it in quick order, and they seemed to become louder with
each moment that passed. Then I felt the ground quake just a little. I looked
at Lisette, almost expecting the redhead to be responsible, but she looked just
as confused as the rest of us. Then her eyes grew wide in something like alarm,
and I tried to prepare myself for the worst.


Lisette had the ability to sense
through the earth. From how she described it, she sent a kind of pulse through
the soil around her and managed to read the feedback, letting her know of
things happening out of sight, though it wasn’t always easy to interpret.


Basically, it seemed to be some
kind of magical radar that used the ground as a focus.


And whatever it was she was
seeing scared her.


Then that thumping noise became
even louder, and I watched as a few trees fell down south from us, pushed aside
as something big moved through them. I swallowed. Then that thing came even
closer, broke down the trees to the right of Vrenma, and took another step
forward, stopping beside the gorgon.


It was a monstrous hybrid of an
armadillo and a turtle with a massive body encased in a thick carapace that
doubled as armor plates. Its head resembled a turtle’s, with a sharp beak and
tiny eyes, but it was also covered in ossified plates that extended from its
back and wrapped around its stubby neck. It stood as tall as a two-story
building and stretched for almost a football field in length.


A certain stillness fell over the
battlefield as that monster appeared, and we all held our breath in. And then
Vrenma’s voice shattered the silence. “Bring him to me.” She said, pointing a
finger at me.


I swallowed, then looked as that
monster took another step forward, the other monsters moving back, those that
still could. Some of them were wounded, not that the armored monster seemed to
care as it stepped forward and crushed some of them to death with its bulk.


“Scatter.” I ordered once I
managed to get rid of my shock. What else could we do? Trying to stop that
monster’s charge would be a foolish idea. All we could do was move around and
try to avoid it, even as we used magic to take it down. At least, try to do
that, though the first fireballs I sent at it did nothing. Well, maybe they
scorched a bit of its flesh, especially when they hit near its belly, what
little of it could be seen with how it moved, but the head seemed just as
armored as the back, and it wasn’t as if my attacks seemed to do anything to
those areas.


We scattered, all moving in
different directions, trying to stop the monster from getting to us. It didn’t
work. Two of the new guards died under its feet when it started moving faster, and
they couldn’t get out of the way in time.


The beast was faster than it had
any right to be.


The spells we threw at it seemed
to slow it down, especially those that detonated near its face. I didn’t know
if it was its sight or hearing that they afflicted, maybe both, but it
certainly wasn’t its skin. It darkened slightly, maybe got a bit burnt, but no
more than that.


I only really remembered about
Vrenma when the monster moved my way, and I gave the gorgon a quick glance. She
seemed content to remain in the same place she had been at the start, and I
didn’t think I could do anything to avoid the monster and move her way. It
forced us back again and again, gunning after me.


There had to be something I could
do. With a bit of focus, I made myself faster, allowing me to gain on the
monster, even if only for a bit. If not for the monster girls throwing spells
at it, I didn’t think I would have been as successful avoiding it as I was. It
was still a losing game, though.


Sooner or later, it would catch
up, and there was very little I could do about that. It got a chance just a few
moments later as well, and I cursed when I saw some of the other monsters start
to attack once more, distracting the monster girls and the rest of my guard,
making them easy prey when the beast turned suddenly and killed another of my
men.


It wasn’t as dumb as it looked,
obviously. It wanted me, but it knew the others were an obstacle in its path,
and the fewer of those there were, the easier it would be to get to me.


That made me stop in indecision,
realizing I was risking the lives of those sworn to me by fleeing, though there
was a chance of them dying if the monster caught me…


The armadillo moved my way almost
immediately, its bulk making the ground shake and filling me with fear. I couldn’t
deny it. The only reason why this monster was not the most impressive sight I
had seen was that I had seen Amaranth in her full glory, and she was far more
majestic than this beast. Still, she wasn’t here, couldn’t help me in this
fight.


It slowed down when it got closer
to me, and I narrowed my eyes. Vrenma ordered it to bring me to her, and I was
pretty sure she meant alive. That gave me a bit of an edge. Not much, but a
bit.


I couldn’t think of anything I
could use against a monster like this.


I had to try, though. Fireballs
weren’t doing much, a flash bomb of some kind would hinder us more than the
monster, but maybe something a bit sharper might do something. When the
armadillo moved my way, I didn’t hesitate and conjured a few light spears
pointed up in its path, and the way it reared back when their tips sank into
its flesh seemed a good indication that it hurt.


It had a soft belly. That was
good to know. Unfortunately, the weapons I used weren’t big enough to do much
damage, and it had moved fast enough once it felt them and didn’t allow more
than maybe ten inches of those tips to enter its flesh before pulling back.


My weapons broke when it swiped
at them with a paw, fading from sight as the mana holding them in place was
disrupted, and I swore as it started moving my way once more, if perhaps a
little more cautiously than before.


“My king, get back.” Lisette said
from the side, her eyes on the beast. I blinked at her, saw that she had taken
care of the monsters that had moved her way, and now hoped to help me.


“Stay back.” I warned her. It
wanted me alive; it was careful with me. I feared it wouldn’t do the same to
those hoping to protect me.


At my words, the beast swiveled
its sight from me to the catgirl, and if it was capable of grinning, I was
almost certain it would have done so. There was something malicious about this
monster, which perhaps wasn’t that strange.


I knew there were monsters in
this world that could be just as dangerous as the most powerful mages. In a
way, Amaranth could almost be called one such monster, though no one would dare
to say something like that to her face. Still, this was the most powerful
monster I had faced, none that had crossed my path before seemed even as close
to threatening as this one, and I feared we wouldn’t beat it.


And as if knowing the best way to
piss me off, it ignored me and turned to Lisette, rushing her way. I watched
the catgirl’s eyes widen just a little as that being moved her way, its speed
increasing so suddenly I realized I couldn’t get in its way before it reached
the redhead.


Lisette didn’t step back,
realizing there was no escaping from what came her way. Instead, she reached
down and punched the ground, pushing considerable mana into the gesture. The
path between her and the armadillo seemed to shift and rumble, a kind of
haziness taking over the land. When the beast's first paw pushed into that
soil, it sank down, and as it plodded forward, unable to stop due to its
momentum, I felt it fall even more. And then it cried out, and I realized
turning the ground into quicksand wasn’t all the catgirl did.


There were spikes under the soil.
Lisette had created a deadly pitfall with her magic, and it might just give her
the win.


The monster didn’t stop, though.
Its momentum made it fall into the trap, but once it did, it realized it needed
to keep moving forward if it wanted to escape. And unfortunately, the quicksand
didn’t seem deep enough.


It shouldn’t be too surprising.
Lisette was reasonably powerful, but not so much that she could sling
manipulations like this easily. Even as I watched, she seemed to be flagging,
and I realized she had to pour more of her mana into the construct, either trying
to stop it from losing form or perhaps trying to deepen it.


I feared it wouldn’t work. The
armadillo wouldn’t give the catgirl enough time for that. I tried to help,
conjuring a few more spears in its path, though it plowed through them as if
they didn’t hurt. They must have, I saw them sink into its flesh, felt the
moment they lost coherence, and saw the wounds they left behind, but the
monster kept going, and I watched as Lisette’s eyes widened, the catgirl seeing
her death in front of her.


Before the giant monster could
crash into her, a blast of wind hit her in the sides, sending her flying. It
was not enough to avoid the beast, it still clipped her as it passed by her,
and the scream that escaped from her mouth made me think the worst, though that
scream cut off quickly when she crashed down.


Dread pooled in my stomach, and I
didn’t hesitate to throw a few more fireballs at the monster, knowing their
effect would be limited but hoping it would turn its attention to me. Lisette
was out of the fight; there was no doubt about that. I could only hope she
wasn’t dead.


And as I looked around, I
realized the same fate might follow all of my companions if this continued.
Even now, more monsters seemed to be spilling from behind Vrenma, most of them
small critters of one kind or another, but there seemed to be something like
snakes between them and other venomous beings, and I feared they wouldn’t stop
until we were all either captured or dead.


Attia stepped into sight beside
me, and I realized she had been the one to push Lisette away from the monster’s
path.


“What are we going to do?” She
asked as the giant beast reoriented itself and turned to us. The blood it left
behind as it moved proved it was injured, and if it was hurt, it could be
killed, but we wouldn’t be doing it now, not with everything else.


“Maul,” I called out loudly, and
the orc finished killing a giant beetle and turned to me. “Gather everyone,
push towards Harmony. We’ll lead them away.” Especially the armadillo.


As it moved closer to me once
again, I looked at Attia; she looked back at me and nodded. Vrenma wanted me,
not the rest. If I fled, I was pretty sure her monsters would follow me.


I didn’t need to look in Maul’s
direction to know he disapproved, and his curses were loud enough for me to
hear them, but he also knew better than to disobey. He was also smart enough to
realize this gave us the best chance of survival. Or if that wasn’t possible,
it might allow one of them to reach Harmony and warn them of what was happening.


“We need to move north.” I told
Attia, even as I started shifting that way, preparing to run. The Disputed
Lands were forested, and the trees there seemed sturdier than to the south. And
it was opposite where Vrenma’s monsters were coming from.


I didn’t wait for the catgirl to
say anything, started running, and felt the monster pick up its pace behind us.
I called out when we had gained some distance from the others. “Flash bomb.” I warned
them, giving them a few more moments to protect themselves from the flash,
though it shouldn’t hinder them as much from farther away. And once I felt they
had enough time, I created a ball of light right in front of the armadillo,
felt it slow down in consideration for just a moment, then made it explode.


Its cry echoed around us as it
swiveled its head from one side to the other, probably having never experienced
anything like that. It gave Attia and me just the time we needed to reach the
tree line and enter the forest leading into the Disputed Lands.


At that, I stopped for a moment
and looked back. I saw that Maul had gathered the remaining guards and was
moving out, only a few of the monsters moving their way, the remaining ones
seemingly coming after us. I believed I had caught a glimpse of red in Trod’s
arms and felt something ease inside me. They had gotten Lisette. Maybe there
was a chance she was still alive.


After that quick look, though, I
didn’t hesitate, especially when Attia reached out and pulled at my arm. I
embroiled myself in the forest, feeling the catgirl following me.











Chapter 6


We got
lucky. Well, perhaps I would have felt a bit more fortunate if this mess hadn’t
happened, but at least we managed to lose the armadillo as we moved through the
trees. It could crash through them without too much effort, but it seemed
wounded, and the deeper we moved, the bigger the trees became, and some of them
slowed down the beast well enough.


We also seemed fast enough not to
be caught by most smaller monsters. We quickly took care of the few that did,
like those wolf-like ones, and from that point onward, we didn’t see any other beasts
in our path.


It wasn’t hard to notice we were
moving away from the armadillo, either. The way it just pushed the trees in its
path was loud and visible enough for us to guess its location from a distance,
and when we felt we had gotten well enough away from it, we couldn’t help but
stop for a few moments to breathe deeply.


I glanced at Attia, absently
noticing how hard she was breathing and what that did to her chest, then pushed
the thought away from my head.


I hadn’t realized she knew enough
internal mana manipulation to keep up with me. Emily knew very little and could
barely move faster than her natural body would allow her to. It seemed her aunt
was a little better in that regard, even if it didn’t seem like she was better
than me.


“You ok?” I couldn’t help but
ask, and Attia nodded.


I sighed.


How long had we been running from
the monster? An hour? It must have been more or less that.


Part of me felt the temptation to
double back and try to regroup with the rest of the guard, though I knew that
was a bad idea. For one, even if we succeeded, it might just mean I would lead
Vrenma directly to them once more, which was why we split up in the first
place. And by trying to move back, we might just cross paths with the gorgon
once again, which would carry enough dangers on its own.


No matter how much I hated it,
the best solution might be to keep going north for a while, though be ready to
move southwest when possible, hoping to reach the lands sworn to Amaranth once
again. Perhaps, with some luck, we might even regroup with the rest of my
guards.


I shook my head. Focus on
surviving first, avoiding my enemies, and hope for the best later.


“We need to keep moving,” Attia
said eventually, raising her eyes to the sky. With the large trees around us,
it was hard to make out the sun's position, but both of us knew well enough it
wouldn’t last much longer above us. “And we might need to find someplace to
spend the night.”


We would. “Something to eat, too,”
I replied, shaking my head. I got to my feet, extended a hand, and pulled her
up. “Let’s not waste any more time.”


We started moving again, hoping
to find someplace to hide for a few hours, somewhere we could easily protect.
Not that any place would be easy to defend from a monster as big as that
armadillo, but that one we would hear coming from afar. The smaller ones, not
so much, and if we wanted a night of rest, we better find a good place.


We caught a lucky break what felt
like a few minutes later. There was a narrow path between two small hills that
would allow a person to move through, but barely more than that. It would stop
the armadillo and most of the bigger beasts under Vrenma’s command from
possibly reaching us.


When Attia pointed it out to me,
I just raised an eyebrow at her, but she pulled me through it; then, halfway
through the cramped path, she stopped and turned to one of the walls. When she
poised her hands against it, I realized what she meant to do and couldn’t help
but peer at it with some interest. I knew some basics about earth manipulation,
though not much.


The earth seemed to flow under
her hands, slowly opening, much like the water pulled back at the beach, and I
could only marvel as she created a smooth cave for us to take refuge in. She
winked at me after that, entered, and I didn’t hesitate before following her. I
watched her draw a few runes on the walls, then felt her power them and blinked
as their glow filled the open space. Attia turned to the entrance, focused again,
and the earth flowed up and covered it, looking like stone again.


I blinked, then raised an eyebrow
at her.


She shrugged, but her amusement
was obvious, as well as her being pleased by my appreciation of her magic.


I took another glance around the
cave. “This seems good enough for what we need.” I pointed it out
unnecessarily, just trying to fill the silence between us.


“We do need to be careful,” Attia
said. “I don’t know if Vrenma might have some monsters under her command
capable of tracking us somehow.”


I frowned at that. It could be.
Those wolf-like creatures might have the same abilities wolves had back on
Earth; if so, they might be able to follow our scent. Still, I believed we had
gotten rid of most of them, though maybe the gorgon held some back.


“What about Vrenma herself?” I
asked. “Any abilities we should be wary of? Besides the army of monsters
following her.”


Attia hesitated, and I blinked.


She shrugged when she saw my
gaze. “If I’m honest, I don’t know what to tell you. Taming was not something I
believed she could do. I didn’t know her that well, either. I crossed paths
with her a few times and knew some who knew her, but little more than that.
Almost certainly, she couldn’t tame monsters like she seems capable of now.”
She shook her head. “And she’s behaving strangely.”


“How do you mean?”


“Did you find her behavior
strange?”


I mean, I did a little. Something
about her seemed not to be exactly there, so to say. Still, I didn’t know
enough about gorgons to tell if it was expected, and even if it wasn’t typical
for gorgons, it might be for Vrenma herself. I just shrugged in reply to
Attia’s question.


She shook her head. “She wasn’t
like that the few times I met her before; if anything, she barely managed to
stay still for a few moments. And she was far more animated in the way she
spoke.”


“It has been some years.” I said,
and plenty of things had changed. Maybe the gorgon did as well.


This time, Attia was the one that
shrugged, though it seemed apparent she didn’t think that was justification
enough for these changes.


I supposed it really didn’t
matter. Getting away from the gorgon did.


I took another glance at our surroundings,
then nodded. “Can you do something to ensure it will be harder to find us?” I
asked, and Attia nodded. “Then I’ll go out and find us something to eat.”


The blonde nodded again, focused,
and opened the exit, and I got out without delay. I needed to be quick and
stealthy; maybe gather some wood and try for water? I could have asked Attia to
make me some kind of jar with her earth manipulation, though perhaps I could
also try it. I barely knew more than the basics, but molding the earth into
something solid wasn’t the most challenging thing.


With a bit of effort, I made
something on the first try, though it didn’t seem like it would be good enough
for what I needed.


Still, I could practice once I
found a source of water. There must have been a river nearby. The Disputed
Lands seemed to have quite a few of those.


It made me think that someone
should have established themselves in the area, much like they had done where
Harmony now stood, but for some reason, they hadn’t. Running water seemed to
make monsters a bit afraid; most of them avoided it if possible. Yet, that
didn’t seem to be happening here.


I shook my head. There was time
to worry about those things later. Now I needed to gather food and water and
return to the cave.


It didn’t take me long to find
some mushrooms, though I hesitated before approaching. They didn’t seem to have
any of the colors that Mei taught me were dangerous in this world, and I
supposed I could always ask Attia later, though I wasn’t exactly sure how good
her forest craft was.


Soon after, I found some fruit
trees and gathered them as well as I could, using some vines and a bit of light
magic to weave them into a small sack. The draw against my mana was minimal for
such a light effort, and I wouldn’t have to control it for long.


When I heard running water, I
didn’t hesitate, moved its way, and breathed easily when I found a small
stream. It took me a few tries to get a jar that seemed like it could hold
water without spilling it all over the place, and soon I was on the way back.


Attia had closed the entrance when
I left, and I only waited momentarily, wondering how to call for her attention,
before knocking. It was evident that someone had manipulated that bit of rock,
it was far too smooth and just a bit lighter than the rock around it, but I was
pretty sure it was more than good enough to fool a monster. Only if Vrenma
walked past would she know we were there.


I felt the rock give way to open
space. Attia gestured for me to enter, and I didn’t hesitate to do so.


She nodded when she saw what I
brought, gesturing for me to put it on a stone table that she seemed to have
created. I blinked when I saw that, then shrugged and did as she said. Was it
me, or was the cave a bit bigger than it had been before? Probably. It didn’t
really surprise me, either. Attia seemed to enjoy her comforts, and if she could
make our stay in the cave more comfortable, why wouldn’t she?


More than just more space and a
table, she seemed to have created an oven. Well, perhaps more like a grill.
There was a small, smooth rock glowing with a sigil atop it, and I could feel
the heat from where I was. I hadn’t expected us to cook anything, but maybe we
could make some kind of soup with what I had brought.


Attia seemed to have the same
idea I did, crafted a pot, then peered into the water. “There’s some dirt in
it.” She said, and I opened my mouth but closed it when she continued, and I
realized she hadn’t meant to disparage my abilities. “Is this the first time
you’ve tried anything like this?”


“Yes.” I admitted, though, and
she nodded like I had said exactly what she expected me to say.


“Not a bad work, and we can fix
this with water manipulation.” She held her hands over the water, closed her
eyes, and I could feel her reaching down for that water, feel as her mana
seemed to move through it and grab something, pushing it aside. I could see it
with my eyes as the water shifted one way and the other, and then impurities it
possessed gathered in the center and then rose as Attia’s hands did, and she
threw the tiny orb of dirty water aside.


When she saw the impressed look on
my face, Attia winked at me, and I rolled my eyes at her. I couldn’t deny I was
impressed, though. Oh, I had always known Attia was a powerful mage, even if I
believed Emily was a stronger fighter. And that might very well still be true.
Emily could be better in a fight, but it seemed Attia had a broad knowledge of
magic in all its aspects.


We prepared our soup, sat on the
stone seats Attia created, and tried relaxing.


I didn’t know precisely when my
eyes drifted to her again or why I let them move over her front, but Attia
didn’t miss it. The blonde’s mismatched eyes lighted up with something like
glee, and she shifted just a little, bracing herself against the table in a way
that displayed her cleavage, and I found myself breathing a bit harder.


Was it me, or had things gotten a
bit heated inside the small cave?


I shook my head, trying to stop
the thoughts that were taking hold of me, yet I couldn’t stop from letting my
eyes move her way once again, and I saw that Attia seemed to be fanning herself
with one hand. Beads of sweat fell down her frame, gliding down her chest and
between her breasts, and I watched as one of those drops flowed down from her
throat to her collarbone, and then lower, and then licked my lips.


The heat was getting to me, and I
needed to pull at my coat and put it aside.


It didn’t help much, and I found
my eyes drifting to Attia again, seeing her as heated as me. The temptation to
reach out, pull her closer and kiss her became too much. Maybe we could share
some of this heat and soothe it with some fun. If what I saw in her eyes was
what it seemed, I believed I wasn’t the only one having similar thoughts.


Before I could make the first
move, she got to her feet, strutted my way, and when I didn’t say anything or
make any motion to resist, she climbed into my lap and settled herself against
it. I groaned at that, and she didn’t miss my erection, her eyes lighting up
with her need. I moaned even louder when she rubbed herself against me, and
then I watched her lips coming closer and closer to mine.


There was something wrong here.


Certainly, Attia was an
incredibly gorgeous woman, and I wouldn’t fool myself enough to say I wasn’t a
bit attracted to her still. Yet, this wasn’t normal. This heat we were feeling
wasn’t normal. It was wrong, though I couldn’t figure out why that was.


Then her lips were against mine,
and I moaned and pulled her harder against me. I felt her moan when my hands
moved over her sides and again when I grabbed her ass and used that grip to
pull her tighter against me.


The kiss was intense. Our tongues
started dueling almost immediately, her mouth tilting to the side and her frame
pressing tighter against me. I enjoyed it a lot, and a part of me wanted to
ignore all other considerations and keep kissing her, bending her over the
table she had conjured and taking her right then and there.


It was wrong.


Perhaps not the kissing her or
wanting her part. Maybe if Emily wasn’t as she was, or Amaranth and Mei. They
didn’t seem to care for who I bedded, even encouraging me to be with someone
else sometimes, though I never took them on those offers. I was more than happy
being with the three of them.


This was wrong because it wasn’t
natural. Not wholly.


“Wait,” I said, pushing back
against Attia’s shoulders and forcing her back a little. She blinked at me,
startled, but didn’t say anything or make any motion to try to continue.
“There’s something wrong about this. Aren’t we going too quickly?”


She blinked again and seemed to
shake her head. “A bit, yes.” Her eyes drifted over our surroundings, pausing
on the soup on the table. “I think those mushrooms you found might have been
slightly aphrodisiac.”


I blinked at her, then barked out
a chuckle. “Slightly?”


She turned and smirked at me,
amused yet also heated. I watched as she bit her lower lip and couldn’t help
but fixate on the sight for a few moments before I closed my eyes and breathed
deeply, trying to regain some control of myself.


Her hand against my cheek, slowly
drifting down, made that more challenging than it had any right to be. I opened
my eyes and looked into hers, and she smirked at me. “Just because something is
giving us a bit of a push doesn’t mean we shouldn’t enjoy ourselves.” She said,
and I drew in a breath at that. It seemed to make things worse. I could smell
her, almost believing I could smell her arousal for a moment, and I almost
leaned in and kissed her again.


I didn’t. It was a close thing,
but I didn’t.


“Better not.” I said, and it took
some effort for me to do it.


She gazed into my eyes for a
while longer, nodded, and slowly got to her feet. I missed her presence almost
immediately. It was for the better, I told myself.


Despite seemingly agreeing with
me, Attia still strutted her hips from side to side as she moved away, and I
couldn’t help but gaze at her rear.


After that, a bit of awkward
silence fell between us, not really helped by the few heated glances we still
exchanged, until we decided to call it a night and laid down to sleep in a pair
of beds that Attia created. Despite looking like stone, those were softer, and
it surprised me how comfortable they felt after lying down for a bit.


Despite the comfy beds, however,
sleep didn’t come easy. Whatever the mushrooms did to me didn’t vanish that
quickly, and with the memory of Attia atop my lap very much in my thoughts, I
found it hard for my erection to settle down. It happened eventually, and then
I could sleep, though it took a while.


The aphrodisiac still seemed to
be running through my blood when I woke up the following day, though its
effects were far easier to ignore then. My eyes met Attia’s, and I couldn’t
help but feel embarrassed. She laughed at me, seemingly unconcerned, and I rolled
my eyes at her. I should have known she wouldn’t care.


“What are we going to do now?” I
asked eventually, once we finished getting up and getting ourselves ready.


She seemed to hesitate then. “I’m
not sure what’s the best choice. We seemed to have avoided Vrenma’s notice for
the moment. Maybe they moved on, and we could double back and avoid her
completely.”


It would be great if we could,
and yet…


“That monster will be a danger if
we try to return to Harmony.” I pointed out, and Attia nodded. “It will always
gain on us, and I doubt she’ll stay around if she fails to find us. She’ll
probably try to follow the path home, hoping to find us.”


There was more to it than that,
though.


Vrenma had one of the cursed
daggers the rebels used against Amaranth. The risk the woman might get close
enough to my wife to use it was small, yet it was still there. She had been
hoping that Amaranth would have been the one to come, and if not for her
pregnancy, the dragon queen might very well have.


We needed to do something about
her. I needed to do something about her.


That dagger needed to be
destroyed. Anything else would mean a threat to my wife and our unborn child,
and I couldn’t allow that to happen, no matter what.


“I believe we can escape them,”
Attia said eventually, shrugging when I looked at her. She didn’t know what I
was thinking about and didn’t connect the dots. I didn’t blame her for it. “We
could always try to move through the woods and reach a town on the riverbank.
It wouldn’t be hard to book a passage to Harmony.”


It was a possibility.


Vrenma would flee, though. I
don’t know why or how she had managed to prepare this ambush or what would have
come of it if I hadn’t been the one to come, but she had remained hidden for
six years. She could easily vanish into the ether once more and hide for a few
years, waiting for the right moment to strike.


To deal with her, though, we needed
to first deal with the giant monster under her command.


“I don’t want to risk them
catching up to the rest of the guards.”


Attia raised an eyebrow at me.
“You are aware the guards are there to protect you, right? Not the opposite.”


I just scowled at her, then shook
my head. “I know. Still, we have to put a stop to Vrenma.” I replied. “She has
one of the daggers with a curse targeting Amaranth.” I continued, and the
catgirl didn’t answer. Maybe she hadn’t noticed it or had forgotten about it in
the meanwhile. “I can’t let her get away with it.”


There was nothing Attia could say
against that.


“We won’t be able to do anything
to her while she has that monster under her command.” The catgirl pointed out
eventually.


I nodded, breathed deeply, and
then exhaled. “I know. Which is why we’re going to kill it.”











Chapter 7


That Attia
didn’t think me insane for my proposal made me feel a little better, though if
the way her raised eyebrows said anything, she seemed surprised by my
suggestion. And maybe there was reason for it.


I wasn’t usually reckless, and I
could admit that trying to kill a monster like the one we had faced before was
the height of recklessness, and yet, I didn’t think it was impossible.


A saying from some movie back on
Earth came to mind about how if something could bleed, it could die. And we had
made the armadillo bleed quite a bit. Well, Lisette more than me, though that
seemed a good enough indication of how we could kill it. Its underbelly was far
less armored than the rest of the monster’s frame, and that was how we could do
it.


As I described my idea, a grin
seemed to break out on Attia’s lips, and I felt a bit better about it all. The fighting
wouldn’t be easy; I wouldn’t be foolish enough to think that, but that Attia
didn’t immediately fill my plans full of holes made me think we had a chance.


We needed to find the monster,
though. Its general location, at least, and prepare for it. Once that happened,
I would call its attention, make it come to us, and we would ensure it
regretted ever being born.


It wasn’t as easy as my thoughts
put it. It took us a day to get a hint of where that enormous monster might
have been, which mainly happened by luck. Then we decided it was better to wait
for the following day. Night would fall soon, and we weren’t as confident we
could prepare our traps in the dark.


Attia created another cave for us
to take refuge in, and we ate something. “Shame you didn’t find a few more of
those mushrooms.” She told me before we started eating, and I almost choked on
the food, sending her a glare that she answered with a laugh.


I had seen a few but wasn’t
foolish enough to grab them. Maybe if everything went well and we started on
our way back, I could take some for a special meal for Emily and me, and maybe
Amaranth and Mei, though I wasn’t expecting to share any of those with Attia
once again.


Afterward, we rested, got up the
following morning, and prepared for a fight.


Maybe it was insane to go out
hoping to fight a giant monster, but it had to be done.


We started working on what we
needed almost immediately, though Attia was the one doing most of the work. In
my defense, I would be the one drawing the armadillo close and risking myself.
My limited understanding of some elemental manipulations stopped me from being
much of a help at first, but then I realized there was still something I could
do.


The way Lisette wounded the
monster showed even simple spikes could do some damage. So I enhanced one of
the traps Attia was readying with some very sharp sticks anchored with a bit of
the catgirl’s earth manipulation.


When we thought everything was
ready and there was nothing else for us to do, I breathed deeply, gazed into the
distance where the rumblings of the armadillo could be heard, then took a few
steps forward.


Then I paused and looked at Attia
over my shoulder. “Wait for me.”


The catgirl hesitated, then
eventually nodded. Our plan hinged on her ability to control the traps and
cover for me if they didn’t have the desired effect.


With that said, I turned forward again
and started to move.


My heart was beating so quickly I
could almost hear it in my ears, and I paused more than once to relax and try
to retain control of myself. I hadn’t frozen much in the previous fight, but I
rarely did once the fighting started. I knew I would be in combat this time,
though, and it could happen at any moment. More than that, I would face an
incredibly dangerous monster and be alone for part of it.


It made sense that it intimidated
me a little; I couldn’t deny it.


I shook my head and pushed that
thought away.


I wouldn’t hesitate now, not
after we went to all that trouble preparing the traps. If I thought it was
foolish to do this, we should have used the chance to double back and run away.
Now it was too late for that.


Focusing on my inner mana
manipulation, I started moving faster. It wasn’t just a matter of my body being
able to handle more speed. My strengthened senses allowed me to better notice
the uneven terrain and the faster processing speed of my thoughts made it
easier to pick the right path. It was an exhausting process, and one I stopped
when I started getting closer to the armadillo. I would need my strength when I
tried to draw it away; better not to exhaust myself before that.


I also needed to be careful not
to cross Vrenma’s path. The armadillo we had a plan against, and if a few other
monsters got involved, Attia and I figured we could deal with them well enough,
but too many of those, the armadillo and the gorgon all at once would be more
than we could handle.


Fortunately, no monster crossed
my path as I got closer to the big one, and I stilled on top of a tiny hill,
looking down at the giant monster wandering below. It was easy to see the path
it had taken through the trees, it was just a matter of following the ones that
had fallen down, and I couldn’t help but think I was just a bit crazy to try
something like this. Oh, well, there was nothing to be done about it now.


I tried whistling at first,
hoping to bring the armadillo’s attention to me, though that obviously failed.
Then I shrugged and decided to be a bit more direct about it.


I focused, created something that
could pass for something like a scorpion’s bolt, made sure to sharpen it well,
and then pictured it rushing through the air at the armadillo, and it did.


The beast felt it. It didn’t
release a sound of pain or anything, but it turned around quickly when it
sensed the impact against its carapace, its head swiveling from one side to the
other, trying to find whatever attacked it. I whistled again, using a bit of
air manipulation to make the sound louder, and it turned to look at me. I waved
at it.


Certainly, the monster didn’t
understand what I meant by the gesture, and it didn’t care. It had its orders,
and even if it might be capable enough to suspect a trap, it couldn’t let the
opportunity to catch me pass by it. This was why it started moving my way,
gaining speed as it started, even as it brushed a few trees aside in its quest
to capture me.


I didn’t hesitate, turned around,
and started running, knowing I would need to be fast if I wanted to have a
chance to escape it. It had been wounded before when Attia and I first
embroiled ourselves in these woods, and it made the monster slower. I wasn’t
sure it had fully healed, though it wouldn’t surprise me much. The bigger the beast,
the more powerful it tended to be, and not just in matters related to size.


Still, we had a plan to deal with
it. We just had to hope it worked.


I had to slow down more than once
to allow it to get closer and not lose me from sight. When it seemed to wander
away from where I needed it, I put it on the right path with either a fireball
or another conjured weapon, throwing them at the armadillo, trying to score a
hit on some of its softer parts. Oh, I knew I wouldn’t kill it like that, not
so easy, but perhaps I could weaken it a bit, make it more likely for the traps
we had prepared to work.


The closer we got to our
destination, the sparser the trees became, and the monster gained a bit of
distance from me. I didn’t let it scare me; it was too late for that. I focused
instead, got even faster, and then smiled when I saw one of the markers we had
prepared. I didn’t hesitate, turned towards it, and walked past it, feeling the
monster getting closer and closer, feeling its metaphorical breath on my back.


Then the mine exploded.


Well, it wasn’t a mine exactly,
and it didn’t explode precisely, but the sentiment was about the same.


I knew Attia had been one of
those who helped prepare the defenses of haven against the rebels. She knew the
spells they used for that, especially those runes that functioned as mines,
exploding into different kinds of elemental mana when something activated them.
Back in that battle, it had been when someone used mana on the soil near them.
Here, they would explode when Attia commanded them to, and that was precisely
what happened.


The blonde catgirl waited until
the armadillo was atop one of the runes she had drawn, activated it, and voilà.


We chose earth as our main
element of attack, and when those earth runes activated, spikes would suddenly
grow up from the ground, piercing high into the monster passing through them.


It hurt, obviously. The
high-pitched bellow that escaped the beast made it obvious, and a quick glance
allowed me to see the blood that flowed down its flesh, though it was not
enough to make it stop. If anything, its rage and hurt seemed to give it
strength and speed, and it started moving even faster after me, reasoning I was
responsible for it getting hurt in some manner and figuring getting to me was
the easiest way to stop the hurt.


I didn’t hesitate, turned around,
focusing, and made another flash bomb detonate in front of its head. Another
pained sound escaped it, and it stumbled as it tried to find its footing. It
was somewhat disoriented. I didn’t waste the chance, catching sight of a second
marker and moving to it, then waited for the monster to follow.


Once it reoriented itself, it
did. Oh, it seemed a bit more wary, and if I thought it capable of emotions, I
would almost dare say it hated me, but it didn’t stop. I grinned.


I couldn’t help it if I was honest.
This thing had forced us to flee; it had killed some of my guards and might
have killed someone I wasn’t sure I would call a friend, but was undoubtedly a
person that had shown herself willing to give up her life for mine. I wanted it
to pay.


I wanted it to die.


When it seemed to slow down a
little more, I didn’t hesitate and started conjuring more of those bolts I had
used before. I let it see me do it as well, and when it didn’t immediately rush
forward to stop me, I sent them in, focusing and making them maneuver through
the air, getting to hit it several times in some of its softer parts, making it
screech once more.


Then it stopped holding back,
rushing forward once more, and I quickly turned and sped away, and when it
moved over the second mine, Attia didn’t hesitate before activating it again.
It had more or less the same effect as the first. The monster didn’t slow down,
trying to get at me, and I led it into another mine and another.


Finally, I led it into the last
trap we had prepared for it, and I couldn’t help the grin that pulled at my
lips. This one would be for Lisette.


Despite knowing better, I slowed
down a little when I reached that trap, then had to shake myself out of it and
continue. It should hold my weight easily enough, yet I still slowed down.
Right on my heels, the monster followed, and when I looked at it over my
shoulder, I could easily say it had seen better days. Even its carapace seemed
dented in some places, where some of the earth spikes that Attia’s runes
conjured reached high enough to hit against its insides. The fact the monster
was still moving despite the trail of blood and viscera it left behind was a
testament to its resilience, but even that had to end eventually.


With a burst of speed that took
me by surprise, the monster got close enough that I needed to throw myself
aside, and it clipped me, making me release a pained sound when I felt one of
my ribs break. Or so it seemed, at least. 


I lay there on the ground for a
moment, fearing it would get to me.


Then the ground gave up under it,
and the beast fell into the pitfall we had prepared for it. Its screams of pain
seemed more muted than before, more contained.


We couldn’t stop, though. Not
until we were sure it was dead.


That was when Attia showed
herself the first time, on top of one of the branches of a nearby tree, braced
against it. I felt her gather air on top of the armadillo, then push it down,
forcing the beast further down into the spikes on the trap we had prepared.


It wasn’t enough to kill it; we
both knew that. Still, it immobilized the beast. It seemed to lose all of its
strength and made it easier for us to prepare other attacks.


I closed my eyes and pictured a
few more of those bolts made of light. Two, five, ten, I imagined all of those,
sent one at a time, allowing them to sink into the monster’s body, hoping that
would be enough to kill it, but it still struggled; it tried to move on.


With the last two, I was more
careful, maneuvered them, and put them in front of the beast’s eyes. It stilled
at once as if realizing this was its death, and I didn’t hesitate, threw those
bolts in, and they slid right into its brain, killing it.


The armadillo’s head seemed to
remain up for a few moments, then it flopped down, crashing with a bang, and I
sighed in something like relief.


Attia jumped down from her perch,
stopped beside me, tilted her head, and grinned. “Well, that’s taken care of.
What now?”


If I was honest, I didn’t know.
That no monster followed it or appeared in the meanwhile meant that Vrenma probably
wasn’t close, and I wasn’t foolish enough to think we could easily find her in
these woods that we barely knew. Still, it didn’t mean she couldn’t find us. Or
maybe she had gone after another target, reasoning we might have somehow
regrouped with the rest of the guard.


I groaned, extended my hand to
Attia, and she helped me. I grunted in pain, touched my side, and groaned
again. Something softened in Attia’s glance. “We need to find you someplace to
rest, and I need to see your wound.”


I almost told her it wasn’t
necessary, but the pain sound that escaped me when I made to speak showed me it
was.


I let her drag me away to our
second cave and winced as she pulled my coat off, then again with the rest of
my clothes from the waist up. A small grunt escaped me when her digits moved
over my side against that broken rib, even as I felt a shiver flow down my
spine.


Her hands were soft, her scent
soothing.


It had been a long time since I
spent days without a woman's touch. Maybe that influenced it, or perhaps it was
the adrenaline from the fight we had just been in, but as she caressed me and
allowed her mana to roam over my skin, trying to heal me, I let my eyes rove
over her, and I felt myself heating a bit.


Our eyes met, and she saw
something in mine that gave her a bit of pause, then she grinned.


Her touch seemed to become even
softer after that, and she leaned in just a bit closer, putting her cleavage on
display and making me want, making me need.


Was a bit of the effect from the
mushrooms still rushing through my blood?


Maybe, or at least, I tried to
convince myself that was it, though it became harder with each moment.


And then her hands pressed
against me again, and I didn’t feel pain. She caressed me for a few moments,
her smile wicked, her need evident. “All healed.” She said, and I didn’t react
otherwise. I just looked at her.


I made no motion to stop her when
she slipped into my lap, pressing against me. I tilted my head up, looking into
her eyes, waiting for her to move.


Attia leaned in and pressed a
kiss to my lips, a soft thing, tender. Then she kissed my chin and my cheeks,
reached up, and suckled at one of my earlobes. I hardened at that, and she
didn’t miss it, felt my erection against her ass, and rubbed herself against
me.


I was the one that initiated our
next kiss, grabbing her by the sides and pulling her hard against me, groaning
into her mouth at the sensation of her barely covered breasts against my bare
chest. She also moaned, her hands moving over my back and ending up against my
head, pulling me tight against her.


Urgency and need filled me, and I
realized there would be no stopping this, unlike before.


And why should I? She clearly
wanted it, and maybe I might regret it a bit later, but I also wanted it.
Perhaps if kissing was all we did for a while, I might have regained more of my
senses, but I wasn’t the only one eager for this. Attia didn’t hesitate before
reaching behind her back and doing something to make her dress fall down to her
waist, and at the sight of her bare breasts, I couldn’t hold back.


Moans slipped from her mouth when
I leaned down and started suckling on her nipples, and the apparent need she
felt only made me want even more.


I moved from one of those orbs to
the other, licking, caressing, and making her writhe with my ministrations.
There was a bit of a novelty to it as well. For years, I had been with Emily,
Mei, and Amaranth. Making love to another woman prompted me to discover new
pleasure spots and try several things to see which one made the woman enjoy more
or less.


I did my work well enough, and
Attia’s panting made it obvious.


When her mismatched eyes met
mine, I grinned, and it didn’t take her long to smile back and lean up once
again, kissing me one more time.


And then she allowed herself to
slip down from my lap, kneeled in front of me, and reached out with her hands,
slowly dragging my pants down. What else could I do but let her? I wanted her,
needed her. The sooner it came, the better.


There were no words to describe
how nice her mouth felt wrapped around my rod.


Attia displayed no hesitation.
Once her lips were around me, she started bobbing her head almost immediately,
taking me deep and making me enjoy.


And enjoy I did.


It wasn’t enough, obviously. I
wanted more, needed more. I pulled her up once she finished with that, kissed
her breasts, and suckled on them, even as I put her against the table she had
conjured for us. I made her sit on its edge, parted her legs, pushed her dress
until it gathered around her waist, and then proceeded to make a meal out of
her core.


Her moans echoed inside the small
cave, her hands swiftly taking hold of my head and pulling me tighter against
her. I answered in kind, grabbing her ass and holding it hard, then pushing my
tongue deep into her. I slowly hardened once more as I devoured her, and after
she had her peak, I was ready for more.


There was no hesitation, and I
stretched to my full height and took place between her thighs, and she showed
she desired me just as much as I wanted her, pushing her legs further apart and
displaying herself. A moan slipped from her lips when I brushed my length
against her slit and again when I started thrusting into her. Then cries were
replaced by screams of pleasure as both of us began to move.


There was nothing soft about what
followed. I wanted her, needed her, and she needed me.


We fucked one another with
abandon, not slowing down, our hands roving over each other’s bodies and
grabbing tight enough to hurt. I knew I felt her claws marking my back more
than once, but I didn’t care. We only slowed down when we reached our limits
and came, and I stilled with my length buried inside of her, the two of us
breathing hard.


Even that wasn’t the end.


This had almost happened before,
and only Attia trying to kill me stopped it from happening. Yet, I couldn’t
deny that part of me had always wanted her, and it also seemed true for her.


We wouldn’t stop so quickly. And
we didn’t.


We fucked each other over the
following hours as much as we could, somehow knowing this would be a one-time
thing, that nothing would ever happen between us again.


Those were thoughts for later,
though. In that moment, only our enjoyment mattered, nothing else.


And that lasted a good while.











Chapter 8


“We need
to get back to Maul and the others.” I hated the idea of Vrenma getting away. I
would have much preferred that the commotion of us killing her giant pet
monster would make her appear, but it didn't seem like she would if she hadn’t
during the hours Attia and I spent entertaining one another.


Attia just nodded in reply, which
made me think she had been hoping for something like that, and I sighed again.


I studied the carcass of the
armadillo once more, then turned to the catgirl. “Any idea how we can find
them?” I asked her. Just moving towards Harmony wouldn’t be that useful for
that, and I wasn’t entirely sure that Maul might not try to linger behind in a
position where he could come to my help if the occasion appeared.


“We could try to return to where
the ambush occurred. I have some spells that might highlight their tracks for
us. With some luck, they might not be far from there.”


I sighed. “Let’s do that then.”


Part of me hoped they had moved
on and tried to return to Harmony, but they wouldn't find it easy even if they
settled on that. They had several wounded with them, would have to move
carefully not to leave too many tracks behind, or might very well have been
pursued by some of Vrenma’s monsters. I didn’t believe so; the gorgon seemed
intent on catching up to me, though I couldn’t discard all possibilities.


It took a while for us to reach
our destination, and we had to stop to spend the night on the way. Fortunately,
we did manage to get to the first cave Attia had made for us, so at least we
knew we were moving the right way.


Bright and early the following
day, we moved out and reasonably quickly reached where we had first fought the
monsters. It wasn’t hard to find the tracks that led in the direction our group
followed to find the decomposing bodies of some of the monsters following them.
Fortunately, there didn’t seem to be any bodies of my men, and I felt something
ease in my chest.


It had been hard enough to look
at the bodies strewed about everywhere where Vrenma sprung the ambush, knowing
some of those men had been sworn to me. Unfortunately, we didn’t have enough
time to bury them, and even the act itself might give the gorgon a hint of
where we were. I wanted to face her once more, put an end to her and destroy
the dagger she possessed, but I wanted it to be on my terms. I wanted to know
if she was coming after me, prepare for that. Letting her track us wouldn’t
help there.


Eventually, the signs of fighting
stopped, and the movements of the rest of my guard became harder to track.
Attia wasn’t an expert either, even if some of her spells were useful for the
task. She could use air manipulation to make some scents visible and use some
earth to enhance the tracks, yet it was still slower than following an expert
tracker. More than once, I had followed Mei as she hunted something down
through the woods, and I could barely manage to move fast enough to keep on her
toes, much less had to pause for her to do her thing.


Fortunately, there were still
some indications that we seemed to be gaining in on them. The tracks appeared
to become a bit clearer as we moved, so much that we knew it was only a matter
of time until we got to them.


I reached out and poised a hand
on Attia’s shoulder, making her blink at me. “I can send them a sign we’re
close,” I told her, shrugging. “Might be a little dangerous if Vrenma is near,
she’ll almost certainly see it as well, but there doesn’t seem to be any
indication she’s near, is there?”


She studied me for a few moments,
then just shrugged in reply. “Do what you need to do.”


I didn’t hesitate, focused, and
created a ball of light in my hands, then allowed that light to change shape,
slowly gaining the form of an eagle. Attia blinked at the, for her, unknown
creature, and I sent it flying up, then west, its brightness allowing it to be
seen despite the sun in the sky. Not that the sun would linger for much longer
up there. A couple of hours and it would be dark, and we might have to find a
refuge for the night once more.


Fortunately, it didn’t take long
for something to reply to my message.


In the distance, we could see a
pillar of light reaching out to the heavens above, and I exchanged a smile with
Attia. They weren’t far.


Half an hour later, we were
closing in on our destination, and someone waved at us from one of the trees.
It was one of the newest guard members, and I had to admit I didn’t know his
name, though I couldn’t deny the sight of him made me happy. He led us to a
small hidden clearing near some rocky inclines, where it seemed Maul had made
camp for a while.


When he saw me, the orc didn’t
hesitate before moving my way and stopping a few feet away, saluting me. “My
king, it’s an honor to see you.”


“It’s good to see you too, Maul,”
I said, smiling, then moved on, knowing we had no time to lose in pleasantries.
“How’s everyone doing?” I asked as I glanced over the clearing, watching the
men straighten as they saw me, trying to stand a little more upright. Still, I
could see how tired they were and certainly understood it. I felt the same
after all.


Unfortunately, we didn’t have
much time to rest.


Maul hesitated. “We lost five
newbies on the attack, your grace. From the three Zarotians we rescued, one
died of his wounds, the female remains unconscious, and only the catboy you’ve
freed is in shape to speak, though he’s severely weakened.”


I hesitated, then bit my lower
lip. “How about Lisette?” She was a comrade, and I didn’t want to lose her.


The orc shook his head. “She
remains unconscious, and the situation doesn’t seem to be looking good.”


I closed my eyes, breathed out
for a few moments, then cast another glance around. I could see Akiko beside a
frame lying on a cloth on the ground, imagined that it was Lisette, and
wondered if I should go and try to comfort the bunnygirl somehow. Trod nodded
at me when our eyes met, and at least the troll seemed as stalwart as ever.
Then I also caught a glimpse of the catboy I had rescued, leaning back against
a rock, his chest heaving as he took some breaths. His green eyes met my gaze
without difficulty, though, and there was something sharp in them.


He nodded at me; I nodded back
and realized he would have to be the one I needed to speak with. I needed to
understand what had happened before we reached the ambush and why Zarotia
wanted to meet with us. First, though, I moved over to Akiko, reached out,
poised a hand on her shoulder, and squeezed softly. The white-haired bunnygirl
blinked at me, then gave me a curt smile, obviously happy about seeing me
alive, though her attention drifted down to the redhead soon enough.


And speaking of redheads, I
didn’t hesitate to move towards the Zarotian catboy, hoping to have that talk.


I stopped a few feet in front of
him and cast a glance over him. Like the catboys that had crossed my path
before, he was slim, his frame reasonably petite, and his features quite
androgynous. His hair was red, and his eyes green. He was handsome as well, I
would have to be blind to deny it, but he wasn’t just a pretty face. The
muscles on his shoulders and arms showed he was a warrior. That he had been
tough enough to survive the torture Vrenma obviously inflicted on him, and
retained enough of his mind to still warn us about the trap, showed it wasn’t
just his body that was strong.


I didn’t hesitate and plopped
myself on the ground in front of him, almost smirking when he blinked
confusedly. He probably knew who I was by now and had expected me to be more
formal. Everyone did.


“Can I ask your name?” I asked
him.


“You saved my life, King Eric; my
name is the least I can grant you. I’m Demos.” He said, his voice still
somewhat croaky, and the way he shifted as he inhaled showed his ribs were
probably bruised, if not broken.


I nodded at him.


“Can you tell me why your nation
wanted to meet with us?” I asked, going straight for it, and he hesitated.


I didn’t find it that strange. He
didn’t seem like the one in charge of the delegation; if anything, I would
expect him to be a guard of some kind. Certainly, he would prefer having
someone else deal with this. Unfortunately, life was what it was, and sometimes
there was no avoiding certain things.


He must have known it as well.


Demos drew in a breath, closed
his eyes, then opened them once again. “Zarotia would like to ask Queen
Amaranth Longtail, the Fiery Lady of the Skies, for help and support.”


I blinked. Then I blinked once
more. “What?”


That made no sense. That he
looked away, not quite meeting my eyes, only confused me even more. Was he
trying to stop me from spotting some kind of lie? Or was he embarrassed?


“Help how, exactly?” I couldn’t
help but ask, still confused. He hesitated, and I narrowed my gaze. “What’s
going on exactly?”


Demos breathed in, then looked
into my eyes. “Over the previous two months, Zarotia has been under attack. We
know little about the enemy, but most of the eastern holds fell before western
troops could move to support them, and with each day that passes, our enemies
move closer.”


“What enemies?” I asked, both
confused and alarmed. Which enemy could be powerful enough to advance like that
through one of the nations Amaranth considered one of her most dangerous
adversaries?


It seemed I wasn’t the only one
somewhat unnerved. A kind of silence had fallen over the camp as everyone
looked at the catboy. Attia stopped beside me, looking down at Demos, almost as
if trying to figure out if he was telling the truth.


He hesitated once more, I
narrowed my eyes at him, and he just shrugged. “We don’t know.” I would think
he was lying if it wasn’t for the fear that tainted his words. He continued
after a few moments. “None of those who got too close to the fighting were able
to come back, and all we got are glimpses from afar. Plenty of monsters are
involved in the fighting, just as they were on the ambush on our forces, yet we
haven’t seen their other troops.”


I exchanged a glance with Attia
and saw the worry in her eyes. “We have,” I said, turning to Demos, whose eyes
widened at my words. I was the one that shrugged this time. “The woman in
control of those who ambushed you was a gorgon named Vrenma, a retainer of one
of the rebel families that turned against Amaranth. Not that she ever displayed
any ability to control monsters in the past…”


There was something wrong with
that. Perhaps Vrenma would have been able to learn to control monsters but to
be so good at it? And for there be more that could do as she did, enough of
them to help wage war on Zarotia? A war the Zarotians were seemingly losing
without being able to do anything to fight back?


No, there was something very
messed up about all of that, and I didn’t have any idea what it could be.


Demos gaped at me, then something
took hold of his eyes. It was something bright and fiery, and I blinked at it
when I realized it was hope. “She’s the one, then…” The catboy muttered.


“What do you mean?” I asked, and
he shook his head, gathered himself, and looked up at me.


“She’s the one that captured Lady
Rhea.”


I exchanged a glance with Attia,
turned back to Demos again, and asked him. “Who’s Lady Rhea?”


“She was in command of our
delegation, my mistress,” Demos said, his voice gaining strength with his
urgency, so much that I reached out and put a hand on his shoulder, forcing him
back to his seat when it seemed he was about to get up. “The monsters dragged
her away after defeating us; I feared the worse. If someone controls them, they
must have wanted her for a reason. She must still be alive.” He made to get up
once more, and I stopped him again. “I must save her.”


“You can’t save anyone as you
are.”


It wasn’t as if I wanted him to
suffer, but I had to make him accept the truth. He was in no state to try to
rescue anyone. Maybe Attia could help with some of his wounds, but it would
take him a long time to recover in full. Still, that thought prompted another,
and I turned to the catgirl.


“Go to Lisette, do what you can
for her.” Attia blinked at me, then her eyes widened, and she didn’t hesitate,
rushed to the other catgirl, probably blaming herself for not having thought of
that earlier.


I didn’t blame her. I should have
thought the same, or one of the others should have mentioned something. We were
all tired, though. Not as much physically, the ability to mold mana ensured we
could recover much faster than someone without would, but our minds were still
vulnerable to stress and sheer exhaustion.


I shook my head and turned to
face Demos once again.


His shoulders had dropped at my words,
and he slumped back against his seat.


“Look,” I said, knowing I
shouldn’t be making any promises yet understanding he needed something to give
him a hint of strength. “Maybe we’ll be able to rescue her, get your mistress
back. I can’t promise it, and I’ll need to know everything you do about this
situation, yet I’ll do my best.”


He slowly shook his head. “There
is nothing else I think needs to be said. We certainly never expected to be
attacked as we were, and they got us by surprise.”


His eyes met mine, and I saw the
truth of it in his. I nodded. “Stay still and rest now. There might be
something else you can help us with.”


He nodded in reply. I got to my
feet and moved towards Attia, who was kneeling beside Akiko, running her hands
over Lisette’s frame. I stopped beside them, stood still and silent, letting
the blonde work.


When she raised her mismatched
eyes and met mine, I raised an eyebrow at her, questioning her.


“Her wounds are severe,” Attia
said, and the tension in her voice let me understand there was very little she
could do about it. “I reinforced her system, healed some of her scrapes, but
this is the limit of what I can do. There is much I know about magic, but a
healer I am not.”


I nodded and turned to look at
the sky above. Half an hour until night started falling, far too late to start
moving now. “We need refuge for all of us to spend the night,” I said, turning
to the catgirl again. “Can you arrange it?”


“I’ll start right away.”


I turned to Akiko after that,
reached down, and squeezed her shoulder. She looked back at me momentarily,
though her eyes dipped down to Lisette again. “We’ll get her to Harmony as soon
as we can.” I told her, though I wasn’t sure she heard me. I sighed, stretched,
and turned around. Maul stood just a bit behind me and raised an eyebrow.


I gestured for him to follow me,
and we moved aside for a bit. I was lost in thought; he waited for me to say
what my plan was. Not that I had much of one, not really. A few inklings, no
more than that.


There was something very wrong
about this entire mess.


“We’ll need to get word to
Harmony as soon as possible.” I said, still somewhat lost in thought. That one
was obvious, though. Amaranth needed to be warned about what was happening, and
the sooner, the better. Lisette might also die if we didn’t get her to a healer
as quickly as possible…


Someone would have to go to
Harmony. Maybe we should all go, but there was more to it than that. If what
Demos told me was true, and I had no reason to suspect the catboy, not shell-shocked
as he was, then the gorgon had captured Zarotia’s representative, someone who
should be quite important amidst their nobles. Getting her back would be a
boon. And that was not all.


Vrenma herself needed to die.
Attia and I had gotten rid of her large pet, that was true, which lowered some
of the danger she presented, but she also had one of the cursed daggers that
represented a danger for Amaranth. And not just her, but also the child she was
carrying, my child.


If we allowed the gorgon to regroup
again, who knew what kind of monsters she could gather under her umbrella. I
was pretty sure we had taken most of those under her command down; only
remnants must remain. Perhaps there wouldn’t be another chance as good as this
to take her out, though I couldn’t deny there was some risk involved.


“And is that all we’ll do?” Maul
asked. He knew me reasonably well, after all.


I didn’t answer him. I wasn’t
sure what we needed to do yet, only that we had to do something. He sighed,
suspecting I would be putting myself in danger once more, and unfortunately, I
couldn’t deny it.


I told him to gather everyone
into the caves Attia was preparing, found myself helping some of those still a
bit wounded, then helped Trod put Lisette in another cave. At least it would be
safer than us just sleeping in the open air.


So many thoughts filled my mind
as I tried to think of what to do that when I figured out where I was supposed
to stay, I found my eyes meeting Attia’s. A quick glance showed we were the
only two inside that cave, and I felt my heart beating faster. She smirked at
me, then shrugged. “I figured you might want a little more fun before
tomorrow.”


“Attia…” I said, hesitating.


I wouldn’t say that what we had
shared before was a mistake. It helped, and I enjoyed it a great deal, but I
also convinced myself it shouldn’t be something that happened again. Maybe it
needed to happen for both of us to put the past behind us, but I didn’t need or
want another lover. I was more than happy with what I had.


She shrugged. “I’m not asking
anything; I won’t force you into anything. I’m just here if you want to relax a
little.”


Part of me was interested. I
think that part would always be tempted by her.


Still…


I shook my head. “I think today I
need sleep more than anything else.”


She smiled, nodded at me, and
didn’t show a hint of hurt.


It was better that way.


After that, I’d hoped sleep would
come easy, but it was anything but. I couldn’t stop from thinking about Demos’s
words, wondering if a war was coming to our doorstep. The thought my children
might face something like that…


It made me angry. I couldn’t
allow that to happen, no matter what. And for that, I needed to help put a stop
to Vrenma now, figure out what the gorgon knew, and destroy the dagger she
possessed.


With all those thoughts weighing on
my mind, it took a long while until I fell asleep.











Chapter 9


When I
woke up the following day, I was still unsure what we could do about the
gorgon. One thing was clear, though. Someone had to go to Harmony and warn
Amaranth. They would have to take Lisette as well if I wanted there to be any
chance of the catgirl recovering.


With that in mind, figuring out
what I needed to happen wasn't hard.


“You want me to what?” Maul
asked, and I could hear the anger coloring his words, not that it was needed.
The sheer fact he didn’t call me by a title was clue enough.


I met his eyes without
hesitation. “I need you to lead a group back to Harmony.” I shook my head when
he made to protest, and he stilled, waiting for me to continue. “I need someone
to warn Amaranth and to take Lisette home. I need you to take Demos with you,
and you’ll need the help of the newbies for that, so take them with you.”


He crossed his arms and glared at
me. “And leave you alone?”


“I’ll have Attia, Akiko and Trod
with me.” I gestured at each of them as I spoke. The five of us had moved aside
for our talk. They nodded at my words, and I knew Maul was displeased he would
be the only one of my closest guards to have to leave. Still, there was no
better choice. Frankly, he wasn’t as good in a fight as Trod and Akiko were,
and at the same time, he knew my lovers much better than the rest of my guard
and would be able to explain everything to them.


More than that, he had a family,
a wife, and children. What I would do was risky, and I much preferred not to
risk his life in the attempt.


Well, I still wasn’t entirely
sure what my plan for dealing with Vrenma was. I meant to track her down and
find whatever we could about the gorgon, if possible. Maybe, with some luck, we
might rescue Demos’s mistress, Lady Rhea.


Maul glared at me, but he
remained silent, and I sighed.


“I need someone I trust to talk
with Amaranth, someone that will hold their tongue and ensure the newbies do
the rest.” That wasn’t the whole of it, and certainly, Maul knew it, but he
didn’t contradict me either. “My wife knows you. You’ll find it easier to talk
to her than any of the others.” I tried for a cajoling tone, though I doubted
that would work on him.


Still, he couldn’t deny what I
said. It was the truth, even if that was not the main reason I was sending him.
Just one of them. Any of my personal guards would find it reasonably easy to
arrange an audience with Amaranth after returning without me, and if not with
her, with either Mei or Emily, which was basically the same thing.


The orc closed his eyes and grumbled
but eventually nodded. “I’ll do it.”


He didn’t like it. He would do
it, though, as he always did whenever I asked him something.


With that hurdle out of the way,
it was just a matter of getting everyone else ready. Akiko and Attia prepared a
stretcher for Lisette. A few newbies walked around and gathered some supplies
for their voyage, though not many of them. They would have to go fast, and
weight would slow them down. When we came to the meeting, we took things slow and
didn’t move as fast as we could. From here on out, if Maul kept the grueling
pace I expected, they might take three days to get to Harmony.


Almost certainly, Amaranth would
dispatch someone to come to us after that, and I didn’t doubt Mei would be
leading such a group. Part of me was tempted to wait until the bunnygirl
reached us, though I feared it would be too late.


I sighed. No, better for us to
start tracking Vrenma down now. Maybe if we were lucky, it wouldn’t take us
long to locate her, though what we would do with the gorgon after that, I couldn’t
say. Part of me wanted to kill her right then and there; another reasoned she
was worth more alive, especially if she wasn’t working alone. And there was
Lady Rhea to consider.


Better to keep the gorgon alive
for now. I could only hope I wouldn’t regret that choice.


About an hour later, everything
was ready, and Maul and I were eyeing each other from two different sides of
the clearing. The orc grumbled under his breath, then straightened. “Be
careful, my liege.”


I let my lips twitch a little. “I
will.” As much as possible, at least.


Maul knew me well enough to hear
the unspoken words, grumbled again, then shook his head and, turned around,
started to move. Akiko, who had remained beside Lisette until the last moment,
reached down and caressed the catgirl’s face, approached me, and the four of us
that remained watched the rest of the group leave, then turned around and moved
our own way.


“What’s the plan?” Attia asked me
eventually, raising an eyebrow at me.


I shrugged. “There’s not much of
one, honestly. Let’s try to track Vrenma down, and if we find a hint of the
gorgon, we’ll think of something.”


Akiko and Trod exchanged a glance
at that, sighed, and I glared at them. Attia looked from me to my guards and
back again, amused. “Is this how he normally plans.”


“More or less.”


“Yes.”


The two of them said in unison,
and I glared again.


Still, maybe I couldn’t exactly
deny their words.


The moment of levity didn’t do us
any harm, especially when we might be walking to our deaths. Oh, I was pretty
sure we had taken care of many of the monsters under Vrenma’s command, but she
might just have been able to gather more in the meanwhile. And there was still
the gorgon herself. Attia hadn’t seemed worried about her before, yet she also
hadn’t known that the gorgon could tame so many creatures or one as powerful as
that armadillo had been. Who knew what else the gorgon had learned during her
exile?


Perhaps nothing. She hadn’t
attacked us directly when her monsters ambushed us before. Maybe she couldn’t
while directing that many creatures.


That thought did put a bit of a
spring in my steps, and we started moving faster.


Much like before, we decided to
retreat to where the ambush occurred. Maybe we could try to track the gorgon as
Attia and I eventually tracked down the rest of my guard. Or perhaps, we might
do the opposite and try to follow the gorgon's path until she ambushed us.


When we stepped into the road, I
felt something churn in my stomach. The bodies lying about, starting to
decompose, bothered me more than I could explain. Part of me wanted to give
them their deserved sending off and burn them, though unfortunately, there was
no time to be wasted. Then I noticed something else that made me feel even more
sickened.


“Some of their bodies were gnawed
on.” I said as I moved closer to one of the bodies of one of my guards. I
hadn’t noticed it before when Attia and I walked through the area to follow
after Maul, but I couldn’t unsee it now.


Attia frowned. “It wasn’t
before.” I blinked and turned to her. She saw my look and shook her head. “I
remember it clearly. There were no signs that anything had feasted on the
bodies before.” She shifted her gaze around, letting her mismatched eyes move
over the bodies of our dead, the dead Zarotians, and even the monsters that had
been left behind. “And he wasn’t the only one something made a meal of.”


Now that she pointed it out, I
could see it as well, and I felt my hands tighten into fists. Something had
feasted on these bodies, many something’s even. It made me angry.


Trod released a sound of
contemplation, and I turned to look at him.


“It must have been the gorgon’s
pets, correct?” He asked, and I nodded. What else could it have been? “Then,
does that mean she doubled back and returned to wherever she came from?”


That… might not be far from the
truth.


I found myself walking closer to
where the trees to the south had been pushed down when that armadillo had waged
into battle and saw a series of tracks leading towards the area, newer ones.
Well, much fresher than they should have been if they had been left by the
monsters that Vrenma sent after us previously.


I exchanged glances with my
guards after that.


“Well, it seems we now know which
direction she followed.” Hopefully, she hadn’t returned to wherever she came
from to gather more backup. Maybe she thought we had gotten away and intended
to prepare for a future offensive. We couldn’t give her time for something like
that.


Fortunately, Trod was a good
tracker, and Attia could help him with her spells. And, well, it wasn’t as if
the monster tracks were hard to follow. There were enough of them that we would
have to be blind to miss all the signs, and that they seemed to have used the
path that the armadillo tracked through to reach the fighting only helped.


It didn’t take us long to realize
most of the tracks were fresh, seemingly indicating the gorgon hadn’t passed
through there long ago. And it did seem like we were gaining in on her.


Halfway through the afternoon, we
started to see even more signs of their presence, and then, in the distance, we
heard something like a howl. It was a bit higher pitched than a wolf’s howl
would be, but I didn’t doubt one of those wolf-like creatures we had faced
before had been the one to vocalize that sound.


We stilled for a few moments and looked
at one another.


“She’s not far.” Attia unnecessarily
commented.


“Good.” Much to my surprise,
Akiko was the one that said the words, and I couldn’t help but blink when I
looked at her. Most of the time, she had a smile on her lips and eyes that
seemed to shine with her happiness. Now she was furious. That was the perfect
word to describe how her lips were tight against one another. Akiko was angry,
and the sight was a bit intimidating; I couldn’t deny it. “I want to make that
bitch pay.”


That I could understand easily
enough. If someone had hurt Emily like this, or even Mei or Amaranth…


I would be furious as well. It
would have been even worse if someone had come after one of my daughters.


I shook my head and brushed that
thought aside. I couldn’t let hypothetical scenarios take over my mind; I needed
to focus and make a plan. I had been working on one in the back of my head for
a while. It was a foolish one, I would admit that easily, yet…


Even if we captured Vrenma, there
was no guarantee we would be able to get Lady Rhea back. I would admit that I
wasn’t worried enough about the female to risk my life. I didn’t even know her,
but I could understand how getting a Zarotian noblewoman back might make it
easier to reach some kind of alliance with them and access all the information
they possessed about this new threat.


And Vrenma did seem like she
wanted me alive.


Oh, it was a foolish plan, risky,
yet I couldn’t see another that gave us a chance to get everything we hoped
for. We might be able to capture the gorgon otherwise, sure, but there was no
guarantee. Killing her during a fight would be relatively easy. To catch her, using
surprise would be best; for that, it couldn’t be while she was surrounded by an
army of monsters.


I stilled, breathed out, then
looked at my three companions. “You’re going to hate this.”


I was right. They did hate it.


“This is foolish.” Trod said,
shaking his head.


Attia didn’t say anything, she just
crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow at me, and I had to hold back a flush.


Akiko didn’t seem any more
pleased, though she remained silent.


“Look, let’s look at this
rationally.” I started, voice soothing, trying to remain in control of myself.
“There are several objectives we need to fulfill, some more important than
others. One of them is the destruction of the dagger Vrenma possesses. It
presents a threat to our queen, and we can’t allow such a weapon to remain in
the hands of one of our enemies.”


They all nodded at that,
understanding how important that was.


“Then we need to learn more about
this threat assailing Zarotia. Capturing the gorgon would be important for
that.” Akiko didn’t seem very pleased by the motion, but she nodded when I
looked at her. “But just as important might be to rescue Lady Rhea. If we could
do both at the same time, so much the better. For that, though, what I’m
proposing is best.”


Attia raised her second eyebrow
at me. “You’re asking us to let Vrenma capture you.”


Her tone was a bit incredulous.


I sighed.


“Yes, I know I’m taking a risk,
but you heard her before. She ordered that giant monster to grab me, not kill
me.” I couldn’t deny there might be a chance of me getting killed if things
didn’t go according to the plan or if the gorgon’s control over her monsters
was lacking in some way. I could get wounded fairly deeply. Technically, I
could end up crippled somehow, and it would still work for the gorgon’s
objectives. “I figure letting it happen might be for the best. You could follow
us from afar, prepare to ambush her when the time is right, and hopefully,
we’ll get all we need.”


None of them seemed convinced,
and if I was honest, neither was I.


“And I’m not going to make it
easy on them. With a bit of luck, I’ll thin the number of monsters under her
command even more, and you guys will be able to easily get me back when the
time comes.”


It still didn’t seem enough to
convince them, and we started moving again. We would need to be closer to the
gorgon to enact whatever plan we decided to go with. By the time we had to
choose, neither of the other three had been able to come up with any strategy
better than mine other than just attacking the gorgon outright and hopefully
not killing her in the process.


I vetoed that plan. Either we
needed to catch Vrenma alive, or we needed to get Lady Rhea back. We couldn’t
allow a war to occur near our borders without any information about what was happening.


With some reluctance but
realizing there wasn’t a better choice, they eventually accepted my plan.


I didn’t know why that didn’t
exactly please me, though. Well, it wasn’t as if I enjoyed putting my life on
the line, and this would do it. Sure, Vrenma had wanted to capture me at first,
but that was when she had her giant monster on her side. Now, for all I knew,
she might want to kill me to get rid of me. I supposed we would see.


It wasn’t as if I would be alone,
exactly. Attia, Trod, and Akiko wouldn’t intervene unless they saw the need for
it, though I didn’t doubt that they would intervene if it seemed the monsters
were trying to kill me for real.


As it was, I advanced to where we
figured the monsters were alone.


There was some hesitation. I
wasn’t a one-man army as Mei seemed to be or as powerful as Emily. I would be
fighting a losing battle, just needed to make it seem like it wasn’t. If Vrenma
suspected some kind of trap, she might very well opt to kill me and get on with
her life.


Because of that, I planned to act
as if I was truly alone. I wouldn’t be rushing out and meeting the gorgon in an
outright fight. I would work from the shadows, try to remove any lonely
monsters, and move on before the others realized what was happening.


It was easier said than done.


The closer I reached to my
objective, the more hints I saw of monster presence, though they weren’t as spread
out as I had hoped. Still, I didn’t give up, continued, and eventually caught
sight of a big reptile moving through the ground. It seemed to be some kind of
lizard, not something I had seen before. I didn’t hesitate, molded a bolt of
light like those I had used against the armadillo previously, though smaller,
and sent it flying.


It hit hard, nailing the monster
to the ground without difficulty, and I grinned. And suddenly, a stillness fell
all around me. The small noises from ahead seemed to stop suddenly, and I
realized with something like dread that the lizard's death was noted. How?


From what I understood and what
both Attia and Akiko seemed to know, most tamers couldn’t feel much from the
monsters they controlled, especially when they had a large group of them under
their hold. They could give orders to their entire horde, and the beasts would
try to obey them as best as they could, though there seemed to be little
feedback to their master.


If the noise from the horde that
started to move my way said anything, that was not the case here.


I tried not to let it worry me.
If anything, it fit the plan very well. After all, I wouldn’t have been
expected to know killing a single monster would have been enough to draw the
gorgon to me.


With a deep breath, I hid behind
a tree and waited for the inevitable. The moment the monsters reached their
fallen comrade, I didn’t hesitate. Most of those were insectoid, though there
was one of those wolf-like beasts. It didn’t matter; they all died quickly to
the two fireballs I threw in their midst. Most died without even making a
sound.


More monsters poured from the
trees before me, and I didn’t hold back. Raising my hands to the side, I poured
fire out, only trying not to hit any of the trees directly. I didn’t need to
deal with a fire while facing all these monsters.


Most of those that came my way
were smaller critters, from larvae to a few fluffy animals and smaller insects.
Well, as small as insects seemed to get on Argent, though that was certainly
bigger than any insect I could expect to find on Earth.


At first, I wasn’t sure if that
was simply because Vrenma had no other large monsters to use against me, though
then I was attacked by another of the wolf-like beasts and realized maybe she
had sent the smaller ones first to soften me up. These mammals were fast,
moving one way and the other as they approached me, and I missed more than once
with my attacks.


I didn’t stay still as that was
going on; that was just begging for me to get caught.


I moved one way and the other,
sometimes using my inner mana to give me a burst of speed and avoid some small
critter that got close enough to me to be a threat, sometimes rolling away from
a pouncing beast of some kind.


With them so close, I had to be
far more careful with the fire and resort to molding weapons of light or even
fire sometimes. I couldn’t deny that there might have been a grin on my face
when I shifted one of the fiery swords I had created into a fire whip that
swung through the air without effort.


Making a molded weapon like that
cut through something was hard. Against one sentient being, it might fail as my
mana interacted with theirs and made my construct lose cohesion. Oh, it would
still burn, it was fire after all, but it would probably lose the cutting edge
I made it gain, though.


Against monsters, it was easier.
They still had something like mana; it was far more challenging than against an
inanimate object, but I could do it. Not for long, though, and not without
quickly depleting myself. And it was hard to focus to that point in the middle
of a fight, making me lose my footing. I stumbled, and a small critter of some
kind bit me in the leg. I killed it with an enhanced stomp, feeling my foot
sink five inches into the hard soil without difficulty, but that was just the
first hit. Others soon followed, then I became just a bit too slow, and one of
the wolves got near, rammed me down, then managed to grab one of my boots and
dragged me with that grip.


My clothing protected me as well
as it could, but my head was uncovered, and I hit it against a rock. It hurt,
though not that much, yet when I made to get up, I realized I was surrounded by
monsters on all sides, and no matter where I looked, there seemed to be even
more getting close.


And then, to my left, they
parted, and Vrenma walked through them. My eyes met hers almost immediately,
and I remembered Attia’s warning, yet I didn’t look away. It would mean I would
be at the gorgon’s mercy, though that was the plan, wasn’t it?


The more I looked into those
golden eyes, the less I seemed to want to fight. It wasn’t lowering my
aggression exactly, but it was sapping my strength; there was no denying that.
And the longer I looked at her, the more it affected me.


Somehow, I managed to draw my gaze
away, but exhaustion took over me, and I felt my body weakening, felt my eyes
falling shut of their own volition. A moment later, I crashed against the
ground, unconscious.











Chapter 10


I winced
as I felt myself coming to, opened my eyes, and closed them at the brightness that
greeted them, feeling the light stab into me as if I was hungover. Maybe that
wasn’t a bad comparison. Certainly, the gorgon’s gaze had made me as miserable
as any drunken stupor ever had.


Despite all that, I had enough
clarity not to make a noise out loud, figuring out I should take my chance to
explore my surroundings before I allowed the gorgon to realize I was awake.


I realized we were moving and
that I seemed strapped to some kind of monster. I couldn’t move enough to see
what monster it was without giving away that I was awake. I soon noticed the
gorgon moving beside us, her eyes on the path ahead of us, her features almost
placid.


She always had that same look on
her face, I realized. Both when she ambushed us or confronted me earlier and
used her gaze to sap my strength. She looked like nothing was happening, and I
frowned as I thought that. It almost seemed like there was something significant
about that thought.


And then I realized the monsters
were all moving in tandem with the gorgon. Or perhaps she was moving in tandem
with them.


I didn’t know why I found it
strange, but it was.


For a moment, I could almost
believe she was being controlled just as the monsters around her were, then
discarded the notion as ridiculous. And yet, the shiver that raced down my back
made me fear. 


What if it wasn’t ridiculous?
Attia said Vrenma didn’t possess the ability to take over other beings. Now she
suddenly appeared with powers almost unheard of, when she didn’t know how to do
it before. And it wasn’t as if she was the only one out there, controlling
legions of monsters. Someone had used hordes of beasts to conquer some of the
Zarotian holds. What if they had used more than that?


Demos said no one who got too
close managed to get back. What if that was simply because whoever did it fell
under the control of the enemy?


I shook my head, trying to bury
that thought deep down. 


I was taking leaps in my
deduction. There was no guarantee that was what was happening. Just because
looking at Vrenma made me think the gorgon was being mind-controlled, it didn’t
mean that was really happening.


Something about my motions must
have called for the gorgon’s attention. “Soon, you’ll be in front of my
mistress.” Vrenma said without even glancing in my direction once, and I blinked.


“Mistress?” I asked, feeling some
of that earlier dread filling me once again. I hadn’t meant to be right about
my suspicions. Please, let me be wrong about that.


Unfortunately, I didn’t get an
answer to my question, especially not one that might have soothed my fears.
From the amount of light all around, I figured it was late morning, maybe close
to midday, and I realized I must have spent quite a long while unconscious.


I didn’t know what that made me
feel.


For one, none of my companions had
moved to stop the gorgon, but that might just be them following the plan. Or
they had somehow lost track of me and were now running around, trying to find
me. I buried that thought deep down, breathed in, then out.


Everything would be fine. It had
to be.


I had to act like Attia and the
others would be coming to get me. As if the plan was still on, which it should
be.


When the monsters started slowing
down, I figured we had reached our destination, which became confirmed when the
gorgon moved my way and undid the bindings keeping me tied to the monster
carrying me. Then, she grabbed one of my arms and forced it behind my back,
displaying a great deal of strength in the process.


Maybe I could have fought back,
yet letting things proceed as they were might be for the best. At least until I
had an idea of what was truly going on.


When Vrenma tried to force me to
kneel, I thought about pushing back for a moment, then let it happen. And when
I raised my head after that and looked forward, I didn’t miss the cave in front
of me. At first, nothing moved, and I almost turned to look at the gorgon
behind me. Then a few monsters slipped from inside the place, moving around me,
joining the others. A few stopped in front of me, to the sides, leaving space
for someone to walk through.


And someone did. She was an elf,
blonde and tanned, with deep blue eyes. I blinked. I knew who she was, Demos
had talked enough about his mistress for me to have a clue of what she looked
like, and I started wondering if she was the mistress Vrenma meant, if this was
some kind of very elaborate trap, then I looked better into her eyes, saw them
glazed over. I watched as the blonde elf shifted to the side, giving way to
whatever came behind her.


At first, all I could hear was a
strange sound. Not quite rustling, not quite feet moving against the ground
either, but a mix of both.


And then that thing stepped into
view, and my mind broke. Or it would like to.


Something screamed in the back of
my head, and I couldn’t help but think it was myself, and yet, I didn’t look
away from the creature that approached. Creature? Abomination certainly fit
better, and I feared that wasn’t a strong enough word for it.


That thing slithered and oozed
across the ground toward me, leaving a trail of black muck behind. Eyes of
various sizes and shapes covered its body, blinking and staring in all
directions simultaneously, yet looking right at me. I knew it deep down, I
could feel that thing looking at me, and I felt a certain strain in my head
once again.


I closed my eyes, shook my head,
then opened them again, unable to understand why I should do such a foolish
thing, yet unable to stop myself.


The worst thing about it was the central
eye it sported. A colossal orb of white and red that was fixed on me.
Malevolence shined from it, pure evil and chaos, and I suddenly wanted to look
away, yet I couldn’t.


Then I heard it inside my head. I
knew it was the monster speaking; nothing else could have sounded like that,
yet it had no mouth. It didn’t seem to need it.


And I couldn’t understand it
either. Oh, I knew it was speaking, its voice like a cacophony of screams and
whispers, and it grated at my mind, but I couldn’t understand it.


Vrenma seemed to, however.


“Yes, mistress.” The gorgon said,
releasing me and stepping back. “With this male on our side, we should be able
to reach the dragon queen and put an end to her.”


That said, she turned to me and
extended the cursed dagger.


I blinked, completely confused.


What was she doing?


I mean, I didn’t hesitate, slowly
climbed to my feet, and reached out with one hand, taking that dagger from her,
but the way she didn’t even hesitate before giving it to me made me feel
startled. And then I glanced at that monster again, felt its voice inside my
head, and blinked. It still grated at me, but it seemed smoother somehow, not
that it made much of a difference. One thing was sure: I still couldn’t
understand it.


Yet, I looked from it to Lady
Rhea and back to Vrenma, and I had the suspicion that they believed I was being
controlled, just as they were. And this was the monster controlling them.


I didn’t get to think much more
on the matter, though.


My allies must have realized something
was wrong or figured this was the time to strike, which wasn’t a bad thought.
We did seem to have all the targets we wished for here at the same time: there
was Vrenma and the dagger, Lady Rhea, and the horror that seemed to be the
mastermind behind this entire mess. Why shouldn’t they attack?


Constructs of fire and light fell
hard on the monsters around us, killing them quickly and provoking chaos around
them and the two mind-controlled females. Vrenma whirled around, trying to use
her gaze to attack my companions, and Akiko didn’t hesitate. She hit Vrenma
with a burst of light to the eyes that made a screech escape from the gorgon.
It made her fall with her hands atop her eyes.


And then, before Attia, Trod, and
Akiko could do something else, the monster stepped closer to them, and I heard
its voice. Akiko and Trod froze suddenly, then dropped to their knees, their
eyes slowly glazing over. Attia also fell down, but it was to throw up for a
moment at what I could only imagine was her first sight of the horror, though
she eventually looked at it again with fear and disgust.


Right then and there, I knew that
whatever the creature was using to control people didn’t work on her, just as
it hadn’t worked on me. And I realized I needed to act.


I didn’t hesitate, conjured a
pair of fireballs and threw them, and when they hit the horror, it screeched
hard enough to drive us all to our knees. This time, it was not a mental sound.
Then it started twisting in place and over itself to smoother the flames
burning at its body, eventually succeeding, something I wanted to interpret as
cries still escaping from its frame.


It had no mouth. I couldn’t
understand how it was making sounds.


Despite falling down to my knees,
I still had enough presence of mind to focus and extend a hand, sending another
burst of fire. It turned to me in time, screeched again, and the sound seemed
to hit against my flames, extinguishing them. It sent me flying back at the
same time. Fortunately, I didn’t crash that hard against the ground, and in its
distraction, it completely missed Attia preparing her own flames to use on it.


The horror screeched again, even louder
than before, its muck moving over itself to smoother its body again, yet
becoming somehow more diminished over the effort.


And then one of the monsters
moved past me. I believed I would be attacked for a few moments, then I just
watched it flee. It wasn’t the only one. All the monsters inside the small
clearing just scattered and ran away, whatever seemed to be controlling them
collapsing.


Trod and Akiko shook their heads,
moaning slightly in pain but seemingly recovering, and they weren’t the only
ones. Lady Rhea gasped, then dropped down, motionless. Vrenma didn’t make a
sound, but the gorgon’s stillness seemed to indicate that she had fallen
unconscious, and I felt something like hope taking root inside me.


Whatever the horror had done to
control these people and these monsters seemed to have been broken.


It gave us a better chance.


I didn’t hesitate, closed my eyes,
and focused on my internal mana, strengthening my body. If I had ever needed a
boost, now was the time for it, and I wouldn’t hesitate. I got to my feet
quickly, fire swirling around my hands once more, and I didn’t hesitate, threw
it.


The horror avoided it for the
most part, moving far faster than I would expect it to, though calling it
moving might not be the correct word. Indeed, its body ended up in another
place, but it was more like it shape-shifted part of its frame forward and then
pulled the rest to that location. It was not motion, not really, and yet…


I shook my head. That didn’t
matter; killing it did.


My fire still brushed against it,
making it flinch, and I smiled as I realized it could feel pain.


When it screeched at me, I put a
shield in front of me, focusing my mana into a circle in front of me. It was
one of the elemental shield spells, but it was the only one I had truly
mastered, even if it took a lot of effort on my part. My shield shook, and I
feared the sound would break through. Fortunately, I wasn’t fighting alone.


Attia didn’t slow down, knowing we
needed to kill this thing just as I did, and she had seen how effective fire
was.


Once again, it managed to avoid
the worst of the damage, but not all. And then its large eye turned from me to
Attia and back again, and it seemed to realize it needed to escape. And so, it
turned around and started fleeing. It was fast too.


“Ensure those two are secure.” I
told Trod and Akiko when they started getting up and made to follow Attia and
me, and I didn’t give them enough time to say anything before rushing out.


I would have liked their help,
but they had fallen prey to whatever abilities this horror possessed. Only I
and Attia had proven immune, though I couldn’t understand why or how. What
mattered was that we were, and we might be the only ones that might be able to
kill this thing.


I could move faster than Attia,
and so I did. We couldn’t risk the horror getting away; we needed to put an end
to it. The trail of muck it left behind worked against it, allowing us to track
it without difficulty, and I eventually got close, then rushed past it and
blocked its path. It screeched at me, once again using something like sound as
a weapon, though there was more to it. I threw myself forward, rolled under its
attack, and saw it ruffling the grass where I had been and a few branches
behind me. I didn’t waste time, used my chance, and threw another fireball at
it.


It avoided it for the most part,
yet it seemed to understand it was losing. It again spoke in my mind, a discordant
sound of pain and madness, all the horrors of the world distilled into a single
voice.


Then a burst of light hit against
it as Attia entered the scene once again, and though light didn’t seem as
effective as the fire had been, it was still enough to interrupt its voice.
When it made to move, I rushed forward, got really close to it, and then extended
my arms and focused all the power I could into fire.


Two torrents of flames escaped
from my hands, the heat so great that some of the branches to my sides seemed
to crackle from it and even started burning. My affinity for fire allowed me to
weather the heat well enough, especially because this was my construct, and I
could shift some of the heat that moved my way into more fuel for my attack.


If the horror screeched again, I
couldn’t hear it over the sounds of the flames, but I didn’t let out. I didn’t
stop until my arms flagged, and I realized I might have exhausted all my
remaining mana into that attack. It worked, though.


Once the flames cut off, all I
could see in front of me was a trail of black rock or something close to it.
Twenty feet long, five feet deep. My flames had been hot enough to drill
through the soil, and I leaned back and allowed myself to drop to my ass,
breathing deeply.


Attia moved close to me, reached
out with one hand, and touched my face, making me look up at her. Once she
reassured herself I was well, she sighed and dropped beside me.


“What was that?” I asked, hoping
she could give me an answer.


She shook her head instead and
couldn’t hide the fear that colored her tone. “I have no idea.”


 











Chapter 11


After a
few minutes of just laying there, resting, I got up to my feet, remembering
Trod and Akiko and how worried they must have been. Attia didn’t hesitate
before getting to her feet as well, and we nodded at one another before
following on the path back.


Once again, that trail of muck the
horror had left behind helped us, and I couldn’t help but find it amusing. I
started smiling at it, then chuckling, and that chuckling became a laugh when
Attia looked at me with raised eyebrows. I couldn’t help myself, really.


Only then did I genuinely notice
my pounding headache, and I winced more than once. It was as if something
inside my brain was aflame, and I couldn’t help but think the horror was
responsible for it. Either the effects its visage had on me or perhaps its
voice.


Attia didn’t seem as affected as
I was, but then she had stood in its view for less than I did and probably
didn’t hear it as often as I did. Still, despite that, I was pretty sure I saw
her rubbing her forehead more than once and figured she also had a headache.


I felt relief when I stepped into
the clearing where I had left Trod and Akiko behind, and I realized they were
fine. They seemed just as relieved at seeing me, and I smiled and slowly moved
in, looking from them to the two females they had bound. Not that it seemed necessary.
Both women were still passed out, though I supposed that could change at any
moment.


Once I was sure both of them were
ready to move, we did. Trod was the one that carried the two captives, though I
almost offered to help. I was exhausted, though, and I wouldn’t have been able
to move as fast as Trod did while carrying one of them. The troll had no
difficulty putting them against his back and moving forward.


We moved far more slowly on the
way back, some of the urgency we had felt as we followed after Vrenma having
vanished in the meanwhile. A few hours passed like that. We stopped to eat for
a while, then continued on until a noise came from one of the women on Trod’s
back. We stilled then, our guards raising up, then lowering a little when we realized
the elf was the one that made that sound.


With all that had happened, we
didn’t believe she had been a willing participant in whatever was happening,
though we were still careful around her. Trod stopped, and Akiko and I moved
forward to help unbind the elf, then helped her sit against a tree, and the
blonde did so with a groan, her eyes unseeing at first until she seemed to jerk
and gather herself, glancing around with alarm.


“Hey, take it easy,” I said,
kneeling in front of her, my arms to the sides. I tried to appear as
non-threatening as I could and smiled. She blinked at me, startled. “You’re
Lady Rhea, correct?”


“I am.” She had to cough twice to
make her voice more than just a croak, and I saw her straightening just a
little as she eyed our group a little further, stilling for a few moments when
she saw the female tied to Trod’s back. Her hands clenched into fists then,
though there was something like terror in her eyes.


“Well, I’m Eric. We were the ones
that rescued you. Demos sends his regards.”


She blinked at me once again.
“Eric?” Her eyes moved over my face, noticing my features and the lack of
something that indicated I could be any of the races she was familiar with.
“You’re Queen Amaranth’s consort.” She affirmed, and I nodded.


Almost immediately, her emotions
seemed to vanish as she hid behind a mask.


“None of that. We can talk
politics later.” I said with a smile, trying to make her relax a little. It
didn’t help much. “I do need to ask you about that… thing.” I didn’t have a
name for it. Horror fit very well in my mind, though.


Rhea shuddered at it, released a
pained sound, and tried to hold herself tighter. “I…” She started and trailed
off.


“It’s dead,” I told her, hoping
the knowledge would allow her to relax, and it seemed to help. Something about
her frame eased at that, and she took a shuddering breath. “Attia and I killed
it pretty dead. It can’t hurt you anymore.” I wasn’t entirely sure of that,
unfortunately. I didn’t know what kind of damage it left behind or the
long-term effects of being mind-controlled by that thing, though I hoped there
wouldn’t be any.


Still, even the sight of it had
been painful. I couldn’t imagine having it puppet you around was any better.


“I don’t know what that was.”
Rhea eventually managed to say, shaking her head. “Our delegation was attacked
suddenly, and we tried to fight off the attackers, but they proved to be too
much. Then that gorgon got to me, dragged me away.” She gestured at Vrenma at
that, and I nodded, silently prompting her to continue. “She was the one that
dragged me to that monster and forced me to kneel. Then all I could hear was
her voice inside my head, and nothing else mattered.”


The elf’s voice trailed off at
that, and she shivered.


I didn’t pry more. It was obvious
whatever happened was traumatizing enough for her, and forcing her to relieve
those memories once more wouldn’t help. And it didn’t seem like she knew much
more about that horror than we did.


I smiled at her once more,
reached down and extended my arm, pulled her up when she gathered enough
courage to grab it, and helped her move. It didn’t take her long to walk alone,
though I remained close if anything became necessary.


She was ravenous when we stopped
to eat again and fell asleep easily enough when the time came. “I’ll keep
watch.” Trod said, nodding at me, and I thanked him and laid down. It didn’t
take me long to start sleeping, either.


We started moving on quite early
the following day, our pace somewhat mild, neither of us pushing too much. We
figured our enemies were dealt with, and we could relax. Then we heard a noise
in the distance, almost like a tree breaking in half. And then there was
someone in our midst, and I figured that must have been what happened. After
all, I had seen Mei bracing her legs against a tree before and using it as a
springboard to jump, usually destroying the tree in the process.


As the pink-haired bunnygirl came
to a stop between our group, I couldn’t help but smile.


Her eyes met mine almost
immediately, moving over my frame, reassuring herself I was alright, then
crossing her arms and raising an eyebrow at me. I smiled; I couldn’t help it.
“We’ve run into some problems on the road.”


“I can see that.” She said,
glancing at Lady Rhea, the only person she didn’t know there. The elf gulped a
little, and I could understand why. She certainly recognized Mei, knew how
dangerous the bunnygirl could be, and was just a bit intimidated by it.


Mei nodded at the woman,
realizing she must have gone through the wringer, and something eased in Rhea’s
frame.


The bunnygirl turned to me once
again and stepped closer. Then her eyes dipped down and stopped on something at
my waist. “Is that…?” She didn’t finish, but it wasn’t really needed. Only one
thing could have taken hold of her attention like that: the bone dagger at my
waist.


During the fighting with the
horror we faced, I barely noticed I was carrying it, putting it on my waist as
we ran after the monster, and forgetting about it. After, I wasn’t entirely
sure how to destroy it, and I figured I could always leave it for later. I
didn’t hesitate before grabbing it and passing it to the pink-haired female.


When Mei had it in her hands, she
tightened her hands around the bone dagger and crushed it. Literally.


Despite the enchantments holding
the blade together, Mei crushed it into little bits until I could feel whatever
was holding the curse release, the weapon beyond salvation. Something eased in
me at that. One less threat to deal with.


After that, the pink-haired
bunnygirl looked at me. “Let’s get you all back home.”


I nodded.


The rest of the group that had
accompanied Mei in her mission to support us took a little longer to reach us,
about half a day, despite them being some of the most powerful soldiers under
Amaranth’s command. It just showed that Mei was in a league of her own.


From that point forward, things
became more straightforward, and it was only a matter of time before we
returned to Harmony.


Something eased in me when I
finally saw the capital in the distance. I was home.


It would just be a matter of time
until I could hold Emily in my arms again and kiss her and Amaranth and enjoy
them.


Only a matter of time until I
could hold my daughters in my arms and never let go.


I couldn’t help but feel a little
jittery the closer we reached to the palace, so much that I kept looking back
at Mei and opening my mouth, then closing it. She knew me well, though, and
eventually smirked at me. “You can go ahead if you wish. I’ll make sure
everyone gets to where they need to be.”


I didn’t hesitate or give her
enough time to change her mind. I ran as fast as I could, almost skipping
through the streets in my haste, not even slowing down at the palace gates. One
of the guards almost seemed like he would get in my way, but his companion
recognized me and pulled him back, and I soon reached the entrance. And right
then and there, I caught sight of Ai and Alice, the two of them beside Emily,
waiting for me.


The moment they saw me, they
started running, and I didn’t hesitate, ran their way, then dropped to my knees
and pulled them tight against me when they reached me.


Nothing had ever seemed sweeter
than holding the two of them, closing my eyes, and enjoying the warmth of their
frames against me, even as they babbled and pulled me tight to them. Ai just
held on, calling me daddy over and over. Alice chattered as well, but she was
also sobbing as she held me and tried to say something, and I didn’t understand
a word, but it didn’t matter. I was safe and sound, and so were they.


That was all that mattered.


Then I watched as Emily sauntered
close, her nerves a little more contained but just as evident if one knew her
as well as I did. I grabbed my children, stretched up, holding each of my
daughters in my arm, and gave Emily just enough space to sneak between them and
press against me.


The kiss she pressed against my
lips was soft, barely more than a peck, yet it said all she needed to.


I was home.











Chapter 12


Attia and
I tried not to forget anything of note that had happened during the entire trip
as we recounted everything to Amaranth. Well, I didn’t talk about having sex
with the catgirl, I didn’t think that was relevant, but everything else was
fair game.


I caught Emily crossing her arms
and glaring at me when I mentioned that the two of us drew the giant armadillo
away in an attempt to allow the others to escape. I knew I would have to listen
to her over taking too many risks with my life later, but I hadn’t seen another
choice at the time, and it had worked.


Better not to try that argument
on my lover, though. I didn’t want to spend a week in the doghouse.


I shook my head, focused on the
matter at hand. “Have you ever seen a monster like that before?” I asked
Amaranth, knowing she was by far the oldest there, and if anyone knew about a
horror like that, she would have been the one.


The dragon queen shook her head,
her mind lost in contemplation. “No, never. And I’ve never heard of any kind of
monster able to control so many others or even able to control intelligent
beings. I knew that was possible, even if extremely difficult, but the beings
that succeeded at that were all mighty mages, not some kind of otherworldly
monstrosity.”


She paused and then shook her
head.


“I wished this was nothing more
than an isolated incident, yet I won’t be foolish enough to believe that. They
wanted me dead, didn’t they?” She asked, and I reluctantly nodded.


“They had one of those cursed
daggers, and the ambush seemed targeted at you. Not that it seemed that well
planned. I don’t believe any of those monsters would have gotten close enough
to you to be a threat or that Vrenma could.”


The blonde nodded at that. “They
would still have made their attempt, however. Maybe they would have gotten
lucky, or maybe Vrenma would flee, taking the dagger with her and giving my
handmaidens and me a reason to pursue her. Maybe they hoped to take over my
mind or to do so to one of my handmaidens. Maybe they could get close enough to
me with the dagger if they fell under that monster’s sway.” She shook her head
and sighed. “Too many possibilities to contemplate.”


“Whatever they were attempting to
do, they failed.” I pointed out.


The blonde smiled at me. “That
they did.”


A quick glance around the table
showed that no one seemed very happy about what happened or what could have.
And, well, I couldn’t say I was. I was delighted the ploy failed, but I would
much have preferred if nothing had happened and we had been able to meet with
the Zarotians in peace. Speaking of which…


“What are you going to do about
Zarotia?” I asked.


Amaranth sighed at that.


“I have no idea. Support them in
some way; I’ll have to if I don’t want to deal with a bigger crisis in the
future. If they defeat their enemies, I won’t have to deal with a crisis of
refugees.”


I crossed my arms. “And if my
suspicions are correct, other monsters like this one are behind their war…”


I didn’t finish; it wasn’t really
needed.


This new enemy might be facing
Zarotia at the moment, but they seemed confident enough in their victory that
they were already making plans to move against us. Undoubtedly, they meant to
conquer our lands, just as they were doing to our former adversaries.


“Any idea how the two of you
avoided being mind-controlled?” Mei asked eventually, looking from me to Attia
and back again.


I blinked and shook my head when
I noticed I had the interest of the rest of the room on me. “No idea. And I’m
pretty sure it was also quite unexpected for the monster. Once it said
something inside my head, Vrenma released me and just gave me the dagger,
expecting me to grab it and come back here, probably to kill Amaranth.”


“It believed you were under its
control.” Emily muttered, and I nodded.


Amaranth peered at me for a while
longer, considering. “We’ll need to find out why it failed.” She looked at
Attia then. “Neither Vrenma nor Lady Rhea managed to resist it. Nor did the two
guards the both of you took to the fight. Might be a matter of race?” She
asked, though it seemed to be mostly to herself, then shook her head.
“Something we’ll have to figure out, attempt some tests, see what we can
discover. Thankfully, we have a nice sample of subjects that will allow us to
do that.” The blonde smirked at me, and I sighed.


It wouldn’t be the first time
Amaranth ran some of her magic tests on me. They ended up being more tedious
than anything else.


We talked a little more about the
situation, though Amaranth soon sent us all out on our ways. I didn’t doubt
this would be something we would spend a lot of time discussing during the
following days, but for now, I wouldn’t mind resting a bit more. And I needed
to talk to Emily as well.


My lover didn’t hesitate,
strutted my way after the meeting, and I let her grab me and drag me away to
our room. I had wanted to hold her since I had seen her with my daughters, but
then the meeting came, and that seemed more urgent and perhaps more important.
Still, it seemed Emily wanted me just as much as I wanted her, and she didn’t
hesitate, pushed me into the door after we entered my room, then kissed me
harshly.


I kissed her back, moaned into
it, and almost allowed myself to forget everything else. I had a confession to
make, though.


Emily blinked at me when I pulled
back.


“There’s something I need to tell
you.” I started, then paused, not quite knowing how to start. Emily had always
told me I was free to bed whoever I wished and never seemed to care about it. I
had never used that permission before, not really. Mei and Amaranth didn’t
count, they were just as much my lovers as Emily’s, and the catgirl wanted it
that way.


With Attia, it had been
different.


She was Emily’s aunt and the
woman who raised her for much of her childhood. 


I started seeing the worry in
Emily’s eyes and rushed to explain myself. “I’ve slept with Attia.” I said,
then cringed a bit at how I said it.


Emily blinked at me, then a
second time, and I waited for her to say something, yet she didn’t.


“Don’t be mad?” I asked, almost
begged for, really. She just raised an eyebrow at me.


“Did you think I would?” She
asked, and only then did I notice the amusement in her features, the same that
colored her tone.


I shrugged. I knew that she had
said more than once that she didn’t mind me bedding other women, but it was
another thing to see it for myself. “I mean, it is Attia. You seemed pretty
jealous when you discovered she had been teaching me some mana manipulation
back in Haven.”


Emily crossed her arms and
pouted. “That was because I thought she was trying to poach my student, not my
lover.”


I blinked, tried to think of
something I could say to that, and ended up not saying anything.


“And really,” Emily said,
smirking and pressing tighter against me once again. “Even if she wanted to
take you from me, she couldn’t, not now, could she?”


I didn’t say anything, just
watched as her lips came closer and closer to mine, then kissed her, hard.
“No,” I answered when we parted once more, both of us breathing hard. “She
couldn’t. I’m yours, Emily.” I said, reaching out with one hand and caressing
her face.


She smirked again. “I know.”


We kissed again and again, and
then our hands started moving down our frames, and things became even more
heated. Fortunately, we had enough sense to lock the door before moving to the
bed because once we lay atop of it, only each other mattered, only the moans we
could make the other release. I wanted to make Emily enjoy herself; I needed it
to happen. And it seemed to be the same for her.


After we lay with one another, I
felt her run a digit over my chest, playing with a few of the hairs I had
there. “Will you be taking her to bed more times?” Emily asked me, and it took
me a moment to figure out who she meant. The sex had been good enough to push
away every other thought from my mind.


“No,” I answered her almost
immediately after that realization. She looked at me, raised an eyebrow, and I
shrugged. “It was a unique situation; I had just gotten wounded, adrenaline was
high. And we might have ingested some aphrodisiac mushrooms before, and some
might still be going through our system.”


I stopped talking, reached out
and cupped her face, then leaned in and pressed a kiss against her lips. She
moaned into it.


“I love you, Emily. And Mei and
Amaranth, even if perhaps not with the same fire I feel for you.” I pulled her
chin up and made her eyes meet mine. “The three of you are more than enough for
me. I don’t want anyone else.”


She smirked and settled against
me once again. “Well, you can have them if you wish, but I must admit I quite
like the thought of you only being with the three of us.”


I smiled at that, held her a
little tighter, and it didn’t take me long to almost fall asleep with her in my
hold. Then came hurried knocking from the door, and I heard Ai and Alice
speaking from the other side, and I groaned.


Emily chuckled at that. “They
missed you terribly. It doesn’t surprise me that they want to spend time with
you.”


“Five minutes.” I told the two
girls through the door, got up, and dressed. Then I left the room and let my
daughters drag me away to wherever they wished to drag me.


In the following days, my life
returned to normalcy. Well, as normal as my life had ever been in Argent. I
spent most of my time playing around with Ai and Alice, the two of them wanting
me nearer to them than ever before, though I believed it was only a matter of
time until they became content to let me be.


Lisette survived. Oh, the catgirl
wasn’t in good shape, part of her ribcage had collapsed against her heart, and only
luck kept her alive, but she would survive. It would take her a while to
recover fully, though.


Then came the news that Vrenma
was awake once more and was being interrogated by Amaranth’s people. After
that, it was only a matter of time until my wife called us out for another
meeting.


“What have we been able to find
out?” I asked the blonde after we sat around the desk in her study. There was
only me, Attia, Amaranth, and her handmaidens there. No reason to use one of
the meeting rooms for something like this.


Amaranth shrugged. “Nothing much,
if I’m going to be honest. Vrenma was on the run for a couple of years before
that monster got to her. After that, most of her memories are hazy. Much like
it happened with everyone else, it seemed the creature could control her
without difficulty. There seemed to be side effects, though.”


She stopped then, and from her
face, I could see it was something that disturbed her.


“Vrenma is in an incredibly
suggestive state.” She said eventually.


“What do you mean?” I asked.


Amaranth’s blue eyes met mine.
“We didn’t need any technique to interrogate her. We just asked our questions,
and she gave them freely and without lying. And when I realized something was
wrong with her behavior, I started giving her orders, some of which were
nonsensical, yet she still tried to obey me nonetheless.” The blonde breathed
out in a sigh. “In other words, she seemed to have lost her free will
completely. I don’t believe she would feed herself if she wasn’t ordered to.”


That sent a shiver racing down my
back…


To think it was possible to do
something like that to someone.


As I looked around the table, I
realized I wasn’t the only one bothered by such a thought, and I saw something
like horror on Mei’s face.


“Is there a way to heal her?”
Attia asked, bothered.


Amaranth shrugged. “We’ll try to,
of course. Though I’ve always frowned upon mind magics, I feel those will be
needed to truly help her. It will take time to gather enough experts on the
matter and start analyzing her situation better. Maybe years.”


I shivered at that.


“Fortunately,” Amaranth continued
eventually. “It seems to be the result of long-term exposure. Lady Rhea doesn’t
suffer from anything like that, and neither do Trod or Akiko.” She looked at me
then. “They do explain that they heard the creature’s voice in their heads,
ordering them. Did you experience that?”


“Kind of,” I said, not really
wanting to but casting my mind back to the moment I felt something slipping
into my mind. “I couldn’t understand what it said. I heard noises, for lack of
a better word, though those were unintelligible.”


Amaranth turned to look at Attia
at that.


The blonde catgirl blinked at me,
then turned to her queen. “My experience was a bit different, then. I managed
to make out some words, understood some of what it was saying, though it wasn’t
a clear voice.”


“Your guards and Lady Rhea could
understand the creature perfectly.” Amaranth pointed out, and Attia and I
exchanged a look.


“Kind of weird.” I pointed out
and shrugged when Amaranth just raised an eyebrow at me. “Look, I have no idea
why that thing failed to control me or why it failed to do so to Attia.
Thankfully, it didn’t work, and we didn’t become its puppets.”


Amaranth nodded at that and
sighed. “I’ll want to run some tests on you in the future. If we can find what
made you resist its mind control, perhaps we can ensure everyone else is
similarly protected.”


That would certainly help if we
had to fight against more of those things. The monster hadn’t been that
powerful or threatening outside of its mind control. Fire had worked very well
against it.


With that in mind, we started
preparing for a possible conflict, though it was mostly a matter of planning
than anything else. We still didn’t know enough about the situation developing
in Zarotia to act in any way. What we got from Lady Rhea wasn’t enough for us
to go to war, especially for people who had been our enemies before.


Amaranth did show herself willing
to take some refugees, though, especially those that had fled from the eastern
holds.


After that, it was a matter of
waiting until further developments. Until then, there was nothing I could do.


Well, not for the possible war
coming for us. To entertain my daughters, though? That I could do, and I wanted
to. They had missed me, I had missed them, and spending time with the two kids,
making them happy and laughing with them, did me a world of good.


“Daddy,” Alice started one day,
looking at me with her large blue eyes, trying for innocent and making me raise
an eyebrow at her. She only looked like that when she wanted to ask for
something after all. “You remember your promise, right?”


I blinked. “What promise?” I
asked, genuinely baffled.


Alice crossing her short arms and
glaring at me was a far more amusing sight than I could ever have imagined, and
I had to hold back a snort at it, barely stopping my lips from twitching as
well.


“You told us you would take us on
a trip.” She said, pulling her sister against her side and looking at me with
something like pleading in her voice.


I had promised something like
that, hadn’t I?


That had been before all that
happened, before realizing we might be fighting a war in a short while. I
almost opened my mouth and told Alice that, but then I trailed off.


Ensuring Haven was ready for
battle would not be a bad idea if war came.


And it should be a safe journey.


Certainly, I would much prefer to
leave my children behind with the possible risk involved, though Alice and Ai
would never forgive me if I left them behind.


These thoughts swirled inside my
head as Alice looked at me with pleading eyes, and I didn’t refuse her out of
hand. “We’ll see.” I said instead, and Alice grabbed her sister and started
jumping in happiness, probably thinking she had gotten what she wanted. Maybe
she did; I wasn’t sure.


I needed to talk to Amaranth and
Emily, but maybe going to Haven was not a bad idea at all.











Epilogue


“Maybe we
should postpone this.” I said as I reached down and put my hand against
Amaranth’s swollen belly, marveling at it again.


We laid in bed, Emily pressing
against my other side, though she was fast asleep. Mei was on an errand, and
Arali had gone with her, leaving Amaranth to spend the night with Emily and me.


“You have more than enough time
to go to Haven and return before our child is born.” The blonde told me,
smiling at me.


“I suppose.” I said, not entirely
convinced.


She shook her head, reached out,
and pressed a peck to my lips. “You’re not wrong. Haven needs to be prepared
for a possible fight, and some of the people there must be warned. Maybe you’ll
also be able to go to Arianna and warn the fairies. They’re closer to Zarotia
than we are. I trust Glimmerwood to defend itself, but better safe than sorry,
as you usually say.”


I nodded, acknowledging the
point.


Then she continued. “And you
wouldn’t want to disappoint your daughters, would you?” She said and laughed at
the look on my face. “I could only imagine how Alice would take her revenge on
you.”


“You know what?” I said, nodding.
“Maybe you’re right.”


I certainly wouldn’t be able to
survive all the pouting from my daughter if I didn’t fulfill my promise.


Amaranth laughed at me, I paid
her back by running my digits down her sides, where I knew she was ticklish,
and it didn’t take long until our playing around woke up Emily, and then things
became a bit more heated once again.


As I made love to them once more,
I couldn’t help but hope this would not change, that whatever came our way
wouldn’t threaten our way of life, and that my children would be safe during it
all.


I would do whatever was necessary
to make that happen.


To be continued…


 











Check Out


 


[image: Uma imagem com texto, vestuário, pessoa, interior  Descrição gerada automaticamente]


Demon Queen (Post-Apocalyptic Monster Girls #1)


A decade ago, the world split into pieces.
Unfortunately, most of us had to continue living in it. 


Surviving is hard enough when most of the world
just disappears, but when you’re hunted by dark monsters and demons, it’s even
worse. There is nothing to be done, though. Just fight another day, try to
endure, try to ensure your loved ones survive with you, and fail at it, because
what else was new?


Some days, not even the new wonders of the world
made me want to keep going. Be it the monster girls that saved my life and
helped us create a new safe haven for ourselves – Beacon – be it the sights of
fantasy creatures that I would have never imagined were real.


Now a new threat assails Beacon, and I know I’ll
have to do something foolish to keep everyone safe and embark on a dangerous
adventure. I won’t be alone, though. 


Amazon.com         Amazon.co.uk
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