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Chapter 1

	 

	If there is one thing I hate about isekai, portal fantasy, or whatever else people want to call it, it’s how pointless it is. Oh, wow! Look at me! I’m some totally average guy who just got hit by a truck or walked through a dusty wardrobe, and now my entire past life no longer matters because I’m in a fantasy world! One, it doesn’t even deserve to be called a genre. It is a character backstory at most. Two, as far as backstories go, it is effectively no different from the classic amnesiac protagonist or small country town protagonist who doesn’t know about the rest of the world.

	The entire point of isekai as a concept is to make it easier for self-inserting audiences to go, “Wow, that could literally be me.”

	“He’s lost too much blood, we need to—”

	Anyways, the whole reason I’m thinking about isekai is because I made the horrible mistake of casually walking down the street. I’ve always been somebody who looks both ways before I cross the street. I step to the side away from the street whenever I hear some idiots speeding down the street. I like to be safe around vehicles. I don’t want to die in some stupid way.

	Then a truck carrying some construction materials decided to Final Destination my ass by carrying a bunch of those long, metal tubes in its bed. One of them slipped out and decided to treat my chest like a straw stabbing into a strawberry at the bottom of a glass of strawberry lemonade.

	So I was thinking, “Guess it’s time to find out if isekai actually happens or not.” But by thinking about that, I pissed myself off by remembering how worthless it is as a concept, hence the previous rant.

	But more important than that, the look in the paramedics’ eyes makes it obvious I’m fucked. They seemed amazed I was even still alive by the time the ambulance arrived, but I can feel that I won’t be alive for much longer. I’m already mostly numb and can only really look at them with eyes struggling to stay open.

	Most people believe that their lives will flash before their eyes when on the verge of death. Instead, I have decided to be a nerd complaining about isekai before dying. But, to be fair, this is better than remembering my life.

	Can’t exactly say that I’m disappointed in my coming death. Between Russia accidentally nuking itself, the Middle East being… well, the Middle East, civil war on the verge of erupting in America, and everybody else scrambling around like headless chickens who have no idea how to fix the brewing shitstorm that will probably turn into the third world war, all while global temperatures are getting more and more ridiculous, I don’t feel like I’ll be missing much. At best, I’ll miss being conscripted just in time to get nuked. At worst, I’ll miss paying taxes while in crushing debt due to the horrible mistake of getting sick while living underneath the American healthcare system.

	Disowned by my family for leaving their cult, no girlfriend, the only friends I have are guys I sometimes play online games with who I usually feel like a third wheel to, no pets—nobody will be left to miss me, so I don’t need to feel guilty about dying, either.

	Maybe I’ll get reincarnated as a roach to live in the nuclear wasteland coming to an Earth near you soon. That might be nice. Just being a roach, doing roach things, not paying taxes, being able to survive nuclear radiation. That sounds nice.

	Just so long as I don’t end up being the protagonist of something titled, Reincarnated as a Roach in a Nuclear Wasteland, and my Little Sister Roach Loves Me!

	I’ll throw myself into a volcano if I get reincarnated as the roach protagonist of something named so stupidly.

	Well, maybe it won’t be so bad as long as there isn’t some obligatory “system” thrown in. Isekai stories were already bad enough on their own before everybody starting giving them “systems.” Wow, look at me! I’m a writer who sucks at portraying actual character growth, so I’m just going to give them skills and make numbers go up! What, you want characters who actually train and grow as people? Nope! Have fun watching them grow from dealing two damage to four damage instead! Embrace the dopamine hits from eternal stat growth!

	…

	Am I really spending my last seconds in life being a hater?

	Yes.

	Yes I am.

	“Damn it,” says the paramedic who I can’t even see anymore since I closed my eyes. They must have given up.

	Thanks for trying, at least. You didn’t really need to, but I appreciate it.

	Honestly, it is kind of… scary here in the end. I still feel conscious—alive. I can’t move or feel anything, but I still feel like I’m here. Is this normal? I have no idea. Maybe I’m already in the afterlife, and the afterlife is basically just being a thinking consciousness in a void? If so, wow, this is absolutely terrible.

	But maybe my consciousness just isn’t done dying yet. Maybe it’ll randomly turn off and that will be that. No more me. So, waiting for a few minutes shouldn’t be too—

	//Defiance System Initialization

	Oh.

	Oh no.

	Don’t tell me that the voice I just heard in my head is some sort of system introduction at the beginning of a generic—

	//Soul Registration Complete

	//Transmigration Method Detected: (Soul Summoning)

	//Determining New Origin

	//Rolling d10

	//10: Cosmic Type

	//Rolling d8

	//7: Dragon Species

	//Rolling d20

	//20: Singularity Wyrmling

	…

	Why do I hear it talking about rolling dice? What, is it supposed to be some kind of d20-based system in an attempt to be quirky and original by moving away from the typical MMO-based systems?

	Wait.

	Dragon species.

	The system isn’t about to turn me into a furry, is it? Or a scalie or whatever? So help me if not only am I getting isekai’ed into some kind of world with a system, but as a furry—

	//Racial Traits Acquired

	//Draconic Strength: Feared and respected for being the ultimate predators, even the weakest of dragons are physically powerful and capable of overwhelming most other species with strength alone. +3 Strength, +2 Constitution, +1 Dexterity.

	//Crushing Maw: The bite of any dragon is deadly, but only the singularity dragon’s maw is enhanced by the manipulation of gravity itself to provide an incredible bite force. Bite attacks gain an additional +3 chance to hit and deal 1d8 piercing damage. If the target has resistance or immunity to piercing damage, your bite attacks will deal crushing damage instead.

	//Singularity Forged: Forged by the singularity of a black hole, you are immune to crushing damage and may move unimpeded by gravitational forces. You also have perfect vision in all non-magical darkness.

	//Cosmic Lifeform: As a race who calls the void of the sphere home, you may freely travel through and breathe in the void without harm.

	…

	Alright.

	Being a hater aside, that sounds kind of badass. Am I getting reincarnated as some kind of gravity dragon? A black hole dragon? That’s what it sounds like, right?

	I can tolerate being turned into a furry—a scalie, if it means I get to be some gravity-controlling badass.

	//Determining Base Stats

	//Beginning Rolling: 4d6, dropping lowest

	//2, 3, 3, 5: 11

	//3, 1, 5, 4: 12

	//3, 4, 2, 4: 11

	//4, 4, 5, 3: 13

	//3, 4, 3, 3: 10

	//4, 1, 6, 3: 13

	//You may assign each total to one of the following stats: Strength, Constitution, Dexterity, Intelligence, Wisdom, Charisma

	From my understanding of TTRPGs, those totals aren’t the worst, but there isn’t anything too strong, either. They are just average. But, well, average across the board isn’t too bad, I think?

	So, to embrace my apparent destiny as a generic LitRPG isekai protagonist, I give the numbers a bit of thinking and—wait.

	First, I try calling out to the system despite not having a voice.

	No response.

	I try asking for help.

	Nothing.

	It looks like communicating with the system isn’t really possible, or maybe it will only respond to me doing what it wants. Regardless, I’m unable to ask questions to get more information.

	So, I assign the stats to what I believe will synergize best with the fact that my traits seem to encourage a melee build.

	That means:

	Strength: 13

	Constitution: 13

	Dexterity: 12

	Intelligence: 10

	Wisdom: 11

	Charisma: 11

	And as soon as I mentally assign those, the system’s voice comes back.

	//Merging Assigned Stats with Racial Traits

	//Strength: 16 (+3)

	//Constitution: 15 (+2)

	//Dexterity: 13 (+1)

	//Intelligence: 10 (0)

	//Wisdom: 11 (0)

	//Charisma: 11 (0)

	That all sounds good as far as I could tell.

	And now I see something. It’s like the wet dream of every theorycrafting nerd out there: multiple, huge lists of what look like skills for me to pick from.

	//Please select two starting feats.

	Or maybe not skills. Feats. Is there a difference? I don’t know. Either way, since it seems like I have all the time in the world, I take my time looking through them. Or well, I look through the ones I can actually acquire. The vast majority of them are grayed out with names that I can’t properly read. It’s like the names are spelled out normally, but I just can’t focus on them to actually read what they are.

	As for the ones I can read, there are some tough choices to make. All the ones that focus on using weapons sound pretty nice, like dealing more damage or having a higher chance to hit when wielding a sword, but… it sounds like I’m going to turn into a small dragon going by the “wyrmling” part of my race’s name. But even if I don’t end up being small, then how would I use a sword without hands? I have no idea if I’m going to turn into a humanoid dragon sort of thing or an actual dragon, but my gut is telling me it’s the latter. Combine that with the thing about having extra strong bites, and I think I know what to do.

	//Natural Weapons

	//Prerequisites: Applicable Racial Trait, 12 Strength

	//You rely on your body’s gifts to give you an edge in battle. You gain +1 on attack rolls when attacking using your natural weapons.

	Fangs count as natural weapons, right?

	//Ripping Fangs

	//Prerequisites: Fangs, 15 Strength

	//Rip your enemies apart with your fangs. Attacks made with your fangs deal an additional 2 damage.

	Might as well go all in on the biting, right?

	//Initialization Complete

	//Finalizing Defier

	//Basic

	//Name: None

	//Age: 27

	//Race: Singularity Wyrmling

	//Total Level: 0 [0/100]

	//Class: None

	//Health: 12

	//Defense: 11

	//Defiance Bonus: 0

	//Known Languages: Draconic, Primeval

	//Stats

	//Strength: 16 (+3)

	//Constitution: 15 (+2)

	//Dexterity: 13 (+1)

	//Intelligence: 10 (0)

	//Wisdom: 11 (0)

	//Charisma: 11 (0)

	//Traits

	//Draconic Strength | Crushing Maw | Singularity Forged | Cosmic Lifeform

	//Feats

	//Natural Weapons | Ripping Fangs

	//Abilities

	//None

	//Known Spells

	//None

	//You may recall this information at any time.

	//May you defy your fate.

	The system disappears after its cheesy message about defying fate, leaving me to think that the obligatory system number crunching is finally over with.

	At least if it’s a d20-based system, then those are slower than the constant-numbers-going-up systems, meaning I won’t have too many headaches over dealing with numbers and theorycrafting, right?

	Anyways, now what?

	The system is gone but I’m still just nothing in a void of nothingness.

	I have no idea what I am supposed to—

	“Please,” a feminine voice says, ringing out from all directions in the void. “Please, hear my call.” She sounds scared. Desperate. “Please…”

	Right. The system said something about summoning.

	A rift appears in front of me. It looks like one of those glowing, blue rifts somebody might expect in a sci-fi movie or game before interdimensional invaders come pouring through it.

	Wait, if I’m being summoned to another world, does that make me the interdimensional invader?

	Dying in the upcoming world war on Earth, or get summoned as a draconic, interdimensional invader to another world.

	That kind of sounds fun.

	Anyways, whether I like it or not, I feel myself getting dragged toward the rift.

	“Please… help me,” the woman who is presumably on the other side says. “I’m so tired… of being alone.”

	Hearing her voice stings.

	Tired of being alone… isn’t something impossible for me to relate to.

	“Plea—”

	I get sucked into the rift.

	The next thing I know, I’m standing on some ground with dirt beneath my hands and feet. No, wait. Am I standing? The ground is way too close for me to be standing, it’s practically right beneath my head. Plus, I’m on my hands, too, but I’m not bent over.

	And when I look down at my hands, I see that they aren’t hands at all. They’re feet. Feet attached to short, stubby legs covered in black scales.

	In that case…

	I really have been turned into a dragon. A very tiny one, apparently.

	“It… it—it worked…?” the feminine voice I heard before asks, her voice now coming from directly behind me.

	I want to turn my head to look at her, but I notice something else when I lift my head instead.

	One, we are in a forest, because of course somebody who was just summoned to a fantasy world has to start in a forest.

	Two, to make things even more generic, I see a couple of goblins come out through some bushes up ahead.

	“They—they found me,” the woman says, her voice full of despair.

	One of the goblins has a bow and arrows while the other has a wooden shield and a rusted sword.

	“… I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have summoned you. I… didn’t think it would work, and now that it has, because of me, you’re going to—”

	What a depressing summoner I’ve got.

	Well, it’s pretty obvious the goblins are threats, and the one with a bow is already aiming it at me.

	The two peaceful years I had without fighting or killing were pretty nice while they lasted. Actually, not really. They were extremely boring, and I was forced to get my fill of excitement by reading countless, trashy web serials and indie-published books full of murderhobos killing everything and anything to make numbers go up.

	The dopamine of seeing numbers go up was addictive, especially when too poor to actually buy games myself. And sure, I criticized those stories as a hater… but that doesn’t mean I wasn’t addicted to reading them anyways.

	I twist my head to the left.

	Crack.

	I twist my head to the right.

	Crack.

	At least I can still crack my neck.

	“I guess it’s my turn to be the murderhobo protagonist killing everything for experience, huh?” I ask the goblins. “Wait, I’m a dragon now. I should play the part. I guess it’s my turn to be the muderhobo protagonist killing everything for experience now… roar?”

	The goblin with the bow answers my question by loosing its arrow at me.

	//Goblin Archer: 6 (4+2) < You: 11

	Rather than as a voice, the system appears as a quick flash in my vision as the arrow goes wide and strikes the ground off to the side.

	Something I hated about the kinds of stories I read, despite the fact that I still kept on consuming them as much as possible, was that they made personal skill irrelevant in the face of system skills.

	A d20-based system sounds like it will be even worse. Not only does it make personal training less meaningful, or so I assume it will, but it also introduces a huge element of random chance to make things even more ridiculous.

	Yet.

	I can’t help but smile a little.

	Fighting at the arena got boring since I always won. There was no chance I wouldn’t win.

	But here, no matter how good I get, if I get poor rolls on my attacks and my enemies get good rolls… then I might get fucked no matter how hard I train.

	And that’s exciting.

	I charge at the goblin who shot an arrow at me. Its partner swings its sword at me to try and cut me off—

	//Goblin Fighter: 8 (5+3) < You: 11

	—but jumping over its blade is easy. My legs might be short and stumpy, but they’re powerful and propel me up over the sword and toward my target.

	I aim for the archer’s neck and bare my fangs.

	//You: 22 (15+7) > Goblin Archer: 12

	I wrap my maw around the goblin’s skinny neck and dig my fangs as deep into it as I can!

	//13 (8+5) piercing damage dealt!

	It isn’t my first time having to tear apart somebody’s neck with my teeth to win a fight. Though, the last time it happened was because the rest of me was restricted. Point is, between previous experiences, having far sharper fangs than I ever had as a human, and feeling a surge of power within me that I chalk up to the high roll, I shake my head and tear the goblin’s neck to shreds.

	//Goblin Archer slain!

	I let go as soon as I get the message about it being dead and drop to the ground, turn around, and face the remaining goblin.

	With terror in its eyes, it drops its shield and turns to run away.

	But I’m not going to let it escape and potentially come back with reinforcements.

	//You: 16 (9+7) > Goblin Fighter: 12

	I jump up onto its upper back and sink my fangs into its neck.

	//12 (7+5) piercing damage dealt!

	Just like with the first goblin, I shred its neck as it reaches behind itself to try and grab me, but it’s too late for the monster.

	//Goblin Fighter slain!

	Really? Two of them, that easily?

	Well, even if the fights were pathetically easy, they were still more exciting just from the inclusion of randomness in general. Regardless, I take my mouth away from the goblin’s neck and jump to the ground.

	//Combat End

	//Party Experience Gained: 100 (Goblin Archer: 50 | Goblin Fighter: 50)

	//You have gained 50 experience!

	//Experience: 50/100

	And so, the first numbers go up.

	Anyways, if it said the party gained a hundred experience, but I only got fifty, combined with the fact that I was summoned, then my summoner must be my party member who got the other half of the experience.

	Speaking of my summoner, I look back at her to get my first real look at her.

	Due to being so close to the ground, the first thing I notice are her legs—or, well, her left leg. It has an arrow stuck in it that looks like one of the ones the goblin archer had. However, as my eyes shift toward looking at the rest of her body… it becomes clear that not only have I been isekai’ed to a fantasy world with a system, but that the world is apparently one of those ones where the girls look like they’ve been designed specifically to maximize clickbait by having huge tits and showing them off on the cover.

	Because damn are those impossible to miss.

	Being the reading addict I turned into over the years, one of the first things I think of is how people would get upset about her breasts being larger than her head, but seriously. They are. The kind of girl who usually only existed in fiction or art now exists in front of me. Each one of her breasts is bigger than her head and they look like they barely fit in her dress. And her dress… is like some kind of hybrid of a dress and a sweater. Nice.

	Wait.

	It’s not just her breasts that are crazy unrealistic about her. She’s got two short, brown horns sticking out from her head, ears that look like a cow’s, and… the fluffy tail of a cow.

	A girl with horns, a cow tail, and cow ears.

	The huge breasts make a lot more sense now.

	Then there’s her golden hair, bright blue eyes, and… damn. Even without how incredible her body looks, she’d still be super cute. I feel like a virgin schoolboy again when looking at her.

	But the desire I feel building up within me vanishes once I stop gawking at her and actually pay attention to her mood. She looks shocked. Terrified, maybe.

	Is she scared of me? Well, she did just watch me tear apart the necks of two goblins right after arriving. Not to mention that I finished off the one who gave up and tried to run away.

	Huh. This is kind of funny. If I was reading a story with a protagonist who went straight into murder like this, then I’d be complaining about how unrealistic they are as a character. Then again, most of those protagonists were guys who got taken out of totally normal lives. The kind of guys who never lifted a weapon before. Authors didn’t write about guys like me as the protagonists since we were unlikeable assholes with shitty morals who readers would complain about not being deserving of a new start.

	Wait, what’s going to happen if my own summoner is terrified of me? What if she decides to un-summon me or something? What if—

	She parts her lips to speak. “You—”

	I have no idea what to expect. I won’t be surprised if it turns out that I went overboard as that was something I often did without meaning to.

	“—are so—”

	Scary? Monstrous? Cruel and sadistic?

	“—… cute!”

	Yeah, it’s no surprise that she thinks I’m some terrifying monster after what she saw me—

	Wait.

	What did she call me?

	“Oh my gosh, oh my gosh!” she repeats. “I summoned such an adorable creature! How? How is it even possible for something to be so cute? Does such cuteness truly exist in this world? Was everything I knew about cuteness a lie?”

	…

	What.

	“Ahhh! The way that you’re so tiny and adorable, but so deadly! What a cute contradiction!”

	She has her hands on her cheeks at this point as she twists from side to side while staring at me, her breasts swaying with her twists in a mesmerizing way.

	“This has to be destiny! Everything that has led until now… it was all so that I could meet you!”

	Well, at least I’m probably not getting sent away.

	All I have to do now is—

	Wait! “What are you doing?!” I shout at her. “Don’t run when you have an arrow stuck in your leg!”

	That doesn’t stop her.

	Before I know it, my summoner is up and running toward me with a limp due to the arrow… and she throws herself at me with her arms extended.

	She grapples onto me and tightly wraps her arms around me, hugging me against her chest as she rolls around on the ground.

	Just one of her breasts is bigger than my entire body. And the way that she hugs me, she’s practically pushing me between them. I’d get squeezed between them if her dress wasn’t in the way.

	“Sooooooo cuuuuutttteeeee!” she whines, nearly sounding like she is on the verge of tears as she rolls around with me.

	So. Let’s recap.

	Impaled in a Final Destination way.

	Summoned to another world with a system.

	Turned into a tiny dragon.

	Immediately in a fight to the death with goblins.

	And now sandwiched against a girl with tits bigger than my body.

	Alright. I take back all of my previous shit talking of isekai and LitRPGs.

	 


Chapter 2

	 

	Once my summoner finally calmed down enough to let me go, not that I was going to complain about being hugged against her chest that entire time, the pain caught up with her and she looked down at her leg.

	“A-ah… I… I forgot about that,” she says, poking at the shaft of the arrow embedded in her calf before wincing. “Ouch.”

	“I’m amazed you could forget about it,” I say—or rather, growl to her. I’m not really sure how to describe the noises I’m making. They’re dragon noises. When I speak, I know what I’m saying, but it doesn’t sound like spoken English. It sounds like… growling, kind of.

	And I quickly learn that I should have kept my mouth shut. As soon as she hears me, she looks at me with hearts in her eyes and looks as if she is desperately struggling to not pick me up again. “You… even your little noises… are so cute… it shouldn’t be possible…”

	“Growl,” I growl.

	The hearts in her eyes grow as she wiggles around where she sits, her tail rapidly whapping against the ground behind her like an excited dog’s wagging tail.

	“Actually, wait,” I say. “Can you understand me?”

	“Stoooppp! My heart can’t handle so many cute noises at once! I’m going to pass out if you keep this up! You have to take it easy on me, okay?!” she whines in response with nothing but joy in her voice.

	I’m pretty sure that means she can’t understand me.

	So, I could understand her, but she couldn’t understand me.

	Maybe that’s because I’m her summoned servant, so I obviously have to be able to understand her so that I can know what she wants me to do.

	For now, since my summoner seems incapable of handling it on her own, I walk up to her injured leg and place my front right foot against it to try and get her to calm down and stay still.

	Wrong move.

	“Your—your paw… you… you’re touching me… with such an adorable little paw… and it’s so soft,” she says, heavy breaths taking the space between her words. With the way that her cheeks are so red, her eyes glossed over with what looked like arousal, and the heavy breathing combined with her massive chest rising and falling, she looks like she’s about to orgasm on the spot just from me touching her with my foot.

	So, while she’s distracted, I grip the arrow’s shaft with my teeth and pull it out of her.

	There isn’t too much blood, so I assume it didn’t hit anything important. Besides, we’re in a world with a system. Could somebody even bleed to death outside of potential status effects? Is it possible for a wound to get infected? I have no idea. Those things typically didn’t happen in the sorts of stories I consumed. The only deaths that usually existed were system-related deaths or dying of old age.

	“You… you’re taking care of me?” the girl asks me.

	“You summoned me, didn’t you?” I growl at her. “And I have no idea what’s going to happen to me if you die, so might as well keep you alive.” I throw in a nod afterward since she can’t understand me. Didn’t really need to explain myself considering she couldn’t hear me, but it felt like the right thing to do.

	I expect another deranged response from her like her other ones, but she almost looks… sad? She looks down toward the ground without any of that previous excitement showing on her. “I really am worthless… aren’t I? Even somebody as small and cute as you has to take care of me. Maybe… my father is right after all.”

	Maybe my father is right after all.

	Those words force unfortunate memories to the surface of my mind.

	“Why do you hate us?!” my mother shouted at me. “We have done everything for you! We fed you, raised you right, taught you—we have sacrificed everything for you, and this is how you repay us?!” That was after she went to our ISP and found out I was visiting porn sites as a teenager.

	“Get out of my house,” my father said with his quiet rage specialty. “You are not my son. You are nothing more than a demon living in his flesh.” And that was after I sent my racist shithead of an uncle to the hospital for shit talking my first and only real friend after he got killed by somebody just like my uncle.

	I remember the first night I felt truly cold, hungry, and alone.

	I remember shivering through the night as hunger twisted my stomach into knots, desperate for warmth as I balled up underneath my dirty jacket.

	I remember thinking, “Maybe they were right.”

	Maybe I should have been an obedient kid who followed their demands to the letter. Maybe I should have kept letting them drag me to their private church. Maybe I should have let them control every aspect of my life for me just like they wanted, and just like they did to all of my siblings.

	Freezing. Starving. Hopeless.

	The girl in front of me, while she might not look as worn as I was, she reminds me of myself. I’m not going to look down on her struggle regardless of how it compares to mine.

	“I’m a worthless piece of shit,” I used to tell myself.

	And maybe I never stopped being a worthless piece of shit.

	But I did learn to not give a fuck.

	The girl has a cloth ribbon tying up her hair in the back, so I jump up onto her shoulder, tear it out from her hair, and drop back down to her leg.

	It’s hard without proper thumbs, but with my mouth and front feet, I manage to sort of half-wrap the cloth around her wound. Once it’s in place, I go over to her hand, gently bite it, and bring it to her leg.

	“The rest is up to you,” I growl. “I won’t do all the work myself.” Not that I can in the first place. “But I’ll help you.”

	Words I always wanted to hear but never did.

	But just because I never got to hear them doesn’t mean I can’t let somebody else hear them.

	…

	Not that she can even understand me. But, hopefully, my intent gets across to—

	“Geez,” the girl says, wiping her free hand across her eyes. “I told myself no more being a crybaby, but here I am. How annoying, right? Nobody wants to deal with somebody always being such a downer—”

	I internally sigh and give her hand a slightly harder chomp.

	She winces at first and asks, “Eh? Did—did I say something wrong?”

	I nod.

	“But if I said something wrong, then… do you… think it’s okay if I’m a crybaby?”

	I nod again.

	“But—but… I was always told it was annoying when I cried and complained… and I used to get in trouble for it. It’s—it’s annoying, isn’t it?”

	I shake my head.

	“You won’t find me annoying? You won’t hate me or get mad or hit me if I cry?”

	And another nod.

	“Nobody… nobody has ever told me it would be okay. Is—is it really? Is it really okay? Do you promise? You swear you won’t get upset?”

	And yet again, I nod.

	“Truly? Really? Do you mean it?”

	…

	She really likes asking the same question over and over again, but I understood that. I was never quite like that myself, but I knew others who were. The kind of people who were so extremely insecure that they just couldn’t believe anybody actually meant what they said.

	If I were to say no instead, I bet she would immediately believe me, whereas saying yes requires a hundred confirmations.

	Most people, understandably, find that sort of personality exhausting. I can’t blame them.

	But I won’t abandon somebody who I see myself in.

	So, one more time, I nod. Now, I drag her hand back to her leg, let go, and growl at her.

	With a gentle smile curling her lips, she says, “You’re going to regret giving me permission to be a crybaby, you know?”

	I shake my head at her and step back to give her some space to tie the cloth around her leg.

	Hopefully, that wound won’t get infected. Also, d20-based systems usually have characters recover all their health after resting or something, right? So, maybe once she goes to sleep, she’ll wake up and the wound will be totally healed? Learning if it works that way is pretty important. I can take a lot more risks if it does.

	“Thank you,” my summoner says. “Thank you for… protecting me. For answering my call. For letting me be a crybaby and taking care of me. There… is not much I am good at, but… if you would have me, then I—I promise to do my best! I don’t know at what, but… I just… I don’t want to be alone anymore. Would you… please let me stay with you?”

	I look at her, tilt my head, and blink.

	If anything, she sounds like she’s the one summoned by me instead of the other way around.

	I have no idea what she has been through, but it is beyond obvious that she has some things to work through.

	Sure, her being pretty damn beautiful with that insane chest also helps in influencing me, but even if she lacked those features, I still wouldn’t refuse her, because I know how it feels to be rejected by everybody around.

	So, I growl and nod.

	With tears in her eyes, she lunges at me again and has me nearly suffocating against her breasts the next second.

	I definitely made the right decision.

	 


Chapter 3

	 

	After the one-sided hugging came to another end, we decided to get up and move out. We were still in the middle of some forest, not to mention that it was starting to get dark, so finding shelter before it was completely dark out was our plan.

	Now, I’m a dragon. Do dragons have better senses than humans? I feel like they probably should since it seems like most beasts and non-humanoid monsters typically do. So, let’s test that out.

	My sight doesn’t seem any better than usual. However, due to just how short I am… it has basically been downgraded in practice. I can’t see over any sizable plants, tree roots, etc. With just how dense the forest floor is with vegetation and roots, I can barely see more than a few feet in front of me at any given moment.

	My shortness also means I have to climb over things all the time. As a human, I could have just, you know, stepped over any bumps. But as the tiny creature that I have become, the thick roots of trees are now miniature mountains to me.

	And every single time I have to climb or jump over something, my summoner squeals and obsesses over how cute I apparently am.

	But aside from that, my sense of smell and hearing don’t seem any different, which kind of makes sense. If I’m supposed to be some kind of black hole dragon, then combined with what I read in my feats, it sounds like space is my natural home. Hearing and smelling aren’t needed in space, so I should probably be happy that I can do either of those at all.

	And I really am happy about it, too.

	There was one time as a kid my parents took us to a national forest, and I thought it was incredible just how many sounds there were. But now? Even with my usual sense of hearing, it is insane just how much I can hear. Not only do I hear the chirps of birds and insects, and the rustling of bushes and tree branches, but I can hear what have to be small creatures, or maybe big enough bugs, actually crawling across the ground, too.

	Then there are the smells. So many smells. Every step I take practically introduces a new smell, and I can’t resist stopping to check them out every now and then. It becomes pretty obvious pretty quickly why I saw dogs getting walked on Earth stop every few seconds to smell something. Most things smell pretty good, too. The diverse smells of nature are great compared to the industrial smells of a rotting city.

	So, that national forest I visited as a child—in retrospect, it was dead and barren compared to the forest I’m in now. There’s just so much life everywhere.

	My summoner smells really good, too, but I feel like some sort of pervert whenever my nose catches her scent, so I try not to focus on that.

	I mean, I am a pervert.

	But I’m not the kind of pervert who has a scent fetish.

	Yet.

	Anyways, if the goblins didn’t give it away alongside everything else, then the native wildlife does. Some creatures that look like squirrels are climbing around on a nearby tree, but as soon as I look closer at them, I see that they have fluffy manes unlike any Earth squirrel that I know existed. The bugs—insects, whatever they are, look insane, too. Especially that fucking massive spider in a web between a couple of trees that we’re going to go wide around. The spider looks as big as a grown man’s torso and has some bright, colored stripes on its back. So, we are definitely going the long way around it.

	 

	After what feels like a couple hours of walking with the forest having grown mostly dark, we spot a potential shelter to spend the night in.

	A cave.

	I would criticize it for being stereotypical, but I already apologized to the trope gods after experiencing getting hugged by my summoner.

	“Do you think it’s safe?” my summoner asks as she looks into the cave from behind a tree. She’s also holding me up so that I can see it, too, since there is a bush in front of us that is too tall for me to see over on my own.

	That means I got to feel her breasts against my back.

	They are almost distracting enough to take my mind off the potential danger.

	Now then, a cave.

	What usually happens in cases like this?

	Goblins?

	A bear?

	A tentacle slime?

	Some wolves?

	Caves are rarely uninhabited by dangerous threats in such settings. It could potentially even be an entrance to a dungeon with some demon lord sealed in the back of it or something.

	No, wait.

	The forest is pretty flat. Why would there be a random cave entrance sticking up in the middle of a flat forest? Sure, it isn’t totally impossible, but unlikely. Caves are typically built into hillsides and the like. They look like a natural part of the environment.

	This looks too out of place to be a cave.

	The entrance looks too even, too. Overgrown, but unnaturally symmetrical.

	I know what it looks like.

	An ancient burial mound.

	If that’s what it is, then what if there are skeletons or ghosts inside? Maybe—

	“Oh, that isn’t a cave,” my summoner says. “I should have realized it sooner. That’s a treeborn’s grave.”

	I tilt my head back, resting it against the top of her cleavage, and look at her face.

	She looks into my eyes with the expression of somebody looking at the cutest thing in their entire life before calming herself down enough to ask me, “You probably don’t know about them, right?”

	I nod, meaning I get to rub my head against her cleavage.

	“The treeborn are the ones who lived on this land before we arrived. They worshipped nature and believed everything had a spirit, even rocks and plants. But… when my ancestors invaded, most of their gods were killed and the treeborn were hunted down until only a few remained. All this land used to be theirs, and they built mounds like this to bury their dead, believing that their dead would grow into a huge tree together.”

	Huh, there does appear to be a small tree growing on top of it.

	Anyways, aside from the obvious parallels to history on Earth, it sounds like it’s more or less confirmed that gods actually exist if she said multiple of them were killed. So, now I know that gods not only exist in this new world, but that they can be killed, too.

	“We’ll be safe here,” my summoner says.

	My ears perk up a little when she says that.

	“The treeborn were peaceful… too peaceful for their own good. If any of their spirits are still in that mound, they protect their burial grounds as places of safety, even if predators and prey share them for a night.”

	If I have to guess going by typical fantasy stereotypes, then these treeborn are going to be either elves or “tribal” humans. Also, my summoner seems pretty knowledgeable regarding them. I don’t know enough about the world to judge her intelligence based on that but, typically, fantasy settings aren’t known for having great education systems. And if they do have decent education, they typically don’t teach things like the cultures of genocided natives.

	Well, unless their cultures have something to do with the study of magic.

	My summoner walks through the bush in front of us and sets me down on the other side of it.

	I already kind of miss being held by her.

	And when I look up at her, she looks like she misses holding me.

	But checking out the mound is more important, so we walk over to it and peek inside.

	The entrance itself is dark and split into two paths, one leading left and one leading right. Both paths turn into the same main room in the back, and the main room is brighter than I thought it would be. Glowing fungus grows throughout the room, each colony of fungus a different color than the rest. One colony looks like typical capped mushrooms with a red glow. Another looks like slime mold with a yellow glow. It’s a pretty beautiful sight, honestly. I’ve never seen anything like it before. Compared to the regular forest outside, it feels like we just stepped foot into a fairy’s kingdom.

	“It’s so beautiful,” my summoner says. “To think the entire forest used to look like this… I wish I could have seen that.”

	Unfortunately, she doesn’t see my confused head tilt which means I want to know more about that. No more expositional infodumping for me. Though, if I try to put two and two together: the forest used to look like this, the natives were exterminated, and now only their burial mounds supposedly protected by their spirits still look like this? There’s enough there to make a theory out of.

	“Here.” When I look at where my summoner has gone to, I see her standing in a spot near the back wall that seems to be the clearest of any fungus. There is enough space there for her to lie down without disturbing anything. “We can sleep here.”

	Having a woman as beautiful as her sleeping on the dirt in a den full of fungus doesn’t seem very appropriate, but me sleeping in alleys surrounded by garbage bins probably wasn’t appropriate, either.

	But it has to be done.

	“Sorry,” she says as she sits down on the ground. “I had a blanket and food before, but I dropped my bag when the goblins ambushed me… and I was lucky to escape most of them.”

	It sounds like the two I killed might have just been a fraction of the ones that ambushed her. In that case, I made the right decision by finishing off the one who tried to run away.

	“Aha… to think… if it wasn’t for you, I’d probably be dead and chopped up to roast over a fire right now…”

	That doesn’t sound like something to be going “aha” about.

	“But now I have no idea what to do. Without any food… and no idea where safe water is… I—”

	I interrupt her by placing my foot on her thigh.

	It’s all I can think of doing. I’m not sure how useful it will be since me touching her isn’t going to get her any of her gear back, but maybe I can comfort—

	“Ah… so—so cute,” she says, her eyes practically turning into hearts again as she looks down at me. “How am I so lucky? How did I summon the cutest thing alive? What could I have done to earn this?”

	My scales are coated in dried blood from ripping the goblins’ necks open, yet she still looks at me as if I am just some cute little thing.

	“I… I can’t resist any longer. I—I have to do it.”

	Can’t resist what? Have to do what?

	She heavily pants as she reaches down for me.

	The look in her eye is the look of a predator wanting to devour her prey.

	There is something kind of exciting about that. I’ve never been looked at in such a way before.

	I feel her soft, warm hands wrap around my body… lift me up… and place me down on my back against her thighs.

	“I—I have heard that belly rubs are enjoyable for both the giver and receiver,” she says, “so—”

	Her eyes, which have been locked onto my belly, drift slightly lower.

	Her cheeks, which have already been red, turn an even brighter shade of red.

	Her panting, which has already been heavy, grows even heavier as if she is struggling to breathe.

	“You—you’re a…”

	Wait, what if she is suddenly hesitant because she found out I’m a guy? Before, I was just a cute little genderless creature in her eyes. Now she knows I’m a guy. Will she stop holding me against her chest now that she knows that? Wait, but she’s some kind of cow girl and I’m a dragon. It’s not like she would ever worry about something like that. No normal person would. Nobody gets nervous around the opposite sex when they are completely different species, so—

	“This… I—I can’t believe this. This… this is the best day ever. This is a miracle. A gift from the gods. My whole life… everything has been leading to this.”

	Well, at the very least… she doesn’t seem upset, but something feels off about her. I should also stop treating her like she could be a “normal person” after seeing how she reacted to me earlier in the day.

	“Ever since my late maid told me stories about brave heroes saving princesses and being swept away to marry them and live happily ever after with kids… I have dreamed about that. And now… not only did my brave hero finally come to save me… but he’s so cute. No wonder you accepted me no matter what I said earlier. You’re a gift from the gods perfectly suited for me…”

	She definitely isn’t normal.

	Or… what if she is normal by this world’s standards?

	No, despite being isekai’ed into a fantasy world with a system as a dragon, I can’t bring myself to believe that her behavior could ever be considered normal. That is way too unbelievable.

	“O-oh! I—I just realized I never even told you my name! I’m—I’m already failing as a wife, aha…”

	A wife?!

	“Rose! My—my name. Rose. Aha… geez, I feel so awkward now.” Rose brings her left hand up to her hair to twirl it around her fingers. “The only boys I’ve ever been allowed around were my brothers and father. I know you deserve a wife with more experience, but… I—I will do my best!”

	Am I seriously understanding everything that she is saying?

	What if I can’t actually understand her? I just thought I could? Maybe my mind is playing tricks on me? Is there some kind of translation error going on?

	Rose looks at me with sudden determination in her eyes. “How many children do you want?!” she shouts at me. “I used to fantasize about having a dozen, but I could have more if you want! However many you want! Or maybe if you only want one, that’s okay, too! Or—or maybe none? If we have kids, then the more we have, even if we only have one, then that would be time I have to spend on them instead of you. Maybe we shouldn’t have any kids. Why would I need anybody else when I have you anyways? Okay, no kids! Unless you want kids, and then we can have as many as you want, even if there are hundreds! Wait, but… what if we can’t have kids anyways? We—we’re different species. I know that has never stopped interspecies children before, but what if we’re different?” Her smile grows dangerously deranged as her eyes lock onto the bottom of my underside. “I guess… to find out… we have to do a lot of that, right? Aha… right, right! We have to do that all night to find out if it’s even possible! Besides, if I am going to be your wife, I need to know how to pleasure you, right? Hehe… hehehe…”

	Nope.

	I understand everything she’s saying. There isn’t some language barrier I’m aware of. The insanity of her words is a perfect match for the insanity of her expression and body language.

	Now, if I was a better man—a good, morally upstanding, righteous man who genuinely cared about putting other people before my own selfish desires, I would reject her. I would tell her that it is too soon. Or I would get away from her until she calms down. I’d make sure that she isn’t jumping ahead and about to do anything she might regret later no matter how overwhelmingly she’s consenting in the moment.

	But as I look at her, with her beautiful face inching closer to a place I never even thought it might go as her massive breasts hang down to create an infinite expanse of cleavage for me to peer into, I’m reminded of something important.

	I am not a good man.

	And crazy girls are the best in bed.

	 


Chapter 4

	 

	The morning chirping of birds outside wakes me up.

	My first thought is that I must have closed the blinds to my window, something I didn’t normally care about doing, because of how dim the inside of my room is. It looks like my phone’s screen is glowing off to the side, too.

	Wait, what time is it?

	My phone is out of reach and my tired eyes aren’t fully awake yet.

	Alright. Time to get up and get ready for work just to be safe. It’s a shame since my bed feels a thousand times comfier than usual for some reason, but—

	Wait.

	What the fuck was that dream I had?

	Wait.

	Since when is my shitty bed so comfy?

	And why are my hips so sore?

	No, it isn’t just my hips that are sore. I’d normally have a tall, proud morning wood after waking up, yet my faithful partner feels like he wants to sleep for an eternity, and his tanks feel like they’ve been dried to the point that the Sahara Desert would be an ocean paradise in comparison.

	What the fuck happened?

	And as my eyes finish waking up, I notice I’m staring up at a ceiling made of rock and dirt.

	Wait a second.

	Normally, dreams fade away the longer somebody is awake… but the opposite is happening. I’m remembering more and more of it, including the hours of activities that led to my lower half feeling like it does.

	There is one way to confirm that it wasn’t a dream.

	I turn my head to look at what I’m using as a bed.

	It turns out that I am not on a bed, but rather, I am between a pair of beds.

	A pair of breasts.

	Two huge, warm mounds that conform around my tiny body. They provide ultimate support to every inch of me, and the top that they are kept in squeezes them together around me.

	Only my head is left sticking out from them, and that rests on the top of the chest the breasts are attached to.

	And above said chest is the face of the one responsible for making me feel so sore.

	Rose.

	“Nngh… hehe… you’re so obsessed… with my boobs,” Rose mumbles to herself in her sleep.

	It’s true. I really am. Also, is she actually continuing in her dream from where we left off?

	She is absolutely insane.

	Who would have thought that having a metal tube impale me would be the best thing that ever happened to me?

	And I am more than happy to go back to sleep until she wakes up since I no longer have any obligations to take care of such as work, bills, and taxes.

	I’m going to enjoy my bed for as long as possi—

	“Aww… it was only a dream,” Rose says and sighs. “But that’s okay! As long as I don’t let myself forget anything that happened in it, I got lots of experience! I’ll have to try those techniques on him next time. Hehehe. Next time. I’m so lucky. I have the cutest husband in the world. And… and even though he’s so small and cute… his thing was so huge… ah, geez! I’m getting all worked up just thinking about it again. Oh no, wait! What if using Tidy Up removed his seed from inside me?! Then—then I won’t know if I can get pregnant with him. But, wait… if… if it did remove it… and I don’t know… then that’s an excuse to keep going for the sake of discovering whether or not it’s possible, right? Hehe. Hehehe.”

	She has kind of a creepy giggle.

	But it’s also kind of cute. Creepy cute. Cute, but insane, especially when combined with everything she’s saying which is also both hot and insane.

	Though, she is right about the huge part. I was actually a bit self-conscious at first because I figured that with such a tiny body, my partner was going to be equally tiny, but nope.

	It turned out that I had all the benefits of having a tiny body without any of the negatives.

	Also, she sure is full of energy first thing in the morning.

	“Oh! Are you awake?” Rose asks, finally looking down at me. “A-ah… did… did you hear everything I said?”

	I nod.

	“You’re so cute… with your head upside down like this… ah… I can’t believe this is really happening… oh! I—I just realized I have no idea what to call you,” Rose says. “I mean, I know I can call you my husband, hubby, my dearest, darling, honey, sweetheart, my prince, my hero, my shining knight, my perfect knight, gods’ gift, the cutest husband in the world, the cutest hubby in the world, the cutest and dearest, the cutest darling in the—”

	She ends up going through the entire list while adding “cutest” to everything. Then she does the same by adding “the most adorable” to everything. Then “handsomest.” Then “the cutest, most adorable, and handsomest.”

	Considering we have no water, it’s going to suck for her once her mouth runs dry from talking so much.

	“But there are so many names to call you, how could I ever choose between them?” Rose asks me. “Wait! I know! Fang! Because of your adorable little snaggletooth!”

	I have a snaggletooth?

	I need to look in a mirror or something at some point.

	“It’s just too cute!” Rose says, reaching a hand up to my maw to poke one of my upper teeth on the left side.

	Well, at least she likes it.

	“Hehe. Fang. Do you like that?”

	It’s good enough. Cooler than my old name, too. So, I nod.

	//Name Registered: Fang

	Looks like that made it official.

	“Fang, Fang,” Rose sings. “My cutest husband, Fang!”

	I have no way of rejecting the whole husband thing seeing as how she can’t understand me. Sure, I could probably try shaking my head to tell her no, but… well, even if I do, would she understand what I’m saying no to?

	And does it really matter if she considers me her husband?

	It’s fine, probably. Right?

	“I’m so happy… that yesterday wasn’t a dream,” Rose says, both sounding and looking like she is about to cry. “I had no idea it could ever be possible to feel this happy. Is this really allowed? I won’t be punished for feeling like this? I haven’t gone crazy?”

	She has definitely gone crazy.

	But as for the rest, I lean up and lick her chin since it’s the only part of her face I can reach. My legs can’t really reach, either, plus licking is fine when a tiny dragon, right?

	That might have been the wrong move.

	A dangerous combination of love and lust fills her eyes as she looks down into my own eyes. “Hehehe.” Her lips twist into a deranged smile. “You already want to do it this early? If—if that’s what my husband wants… there’s no way I could ever say no.”

	The mind is willing, but the flesh is spongy and bruised. I genuinely don’t think I will be able to walk if we go at it even more just from how sore my jewels would be, and we need to get some food and water, so engaging in hedonistic pleasure is unfortunately not the right option.

	Yet, as she moves her hands up to the sides of her breasts to gently push them even harder around my body, I find myself struggling with what little remains of a logical thought process to resist her seduction.

	“Faaaaannngggg,” Rose whines with a sultry voice. “Let’s me make you feel even—”

	Nope. I can’t. If I don’t stop her here, it will be too late.

	With all my strength, I dig my front legs out from her cleavage, plant them down against the top of her breasts, and climb out to jump off her and get some distance between us.

	My soul aches even more than my balls do after leaving such a divine bed.

	“F-Fang?” Rose asks as she sits up and looks at me. “Did—did I do something wrong…? Did I upset you? Are you angry?”

	Right. Extremely insecure. Can’t forget about that.

	“I’m sorry. I—I just wanted to be a good wife. I’m still new to this, and… I—I don’t know what I should or shouldn’t do. I thought it would make you happy, and… and I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Please don’t be mad at me. I promise I won’t—”

	Dealing with an insecure woman who needs constant reassurance and an explanation is going to be extremely difficult when she can’t understand me.

	But I have an idea.

	The ground in the mound we’re in is pretty soft, so I’m able to drag my front feet through it to write the word “FOOD” into the dirt.

	“E-eh? What’s that?” Rose asks as she looks down at the word. “It looks like… a written word, but I am unfamiliar with the language.”

	Alright.

	So, even though she sounds like she has been speaking English to me, apparently it isn’t the same English that I know.

	Writing is out of the question then.

	In that case, there is only one other thing I can really do.

	I point up at her mouth with my front right leg, and then I point at her stomach.

	She blinks in confusion at first, so I do it again.

	“My mouth and stomach?” Rose asks. “Oh! Eating? Hungry… food. We… we need food. And water. Is… is that why you ran away from me?”

	I nod my head as hard as I can to make sure she knows I mean it.

	Her expression turns gloomy as soon as she sees my confirmation. “A-ah… I… I overreacted again. I—I always do that. I’m so stupid. I’m sorry. I… I assumed you didn’t like me anymore. What kind of good wife assumes her husband doesn’t like her anymore just because he,” she stops and sighs. “I’m sorry. All you wanted was to make sure that we have what we need to survive, but I was being stupid and acting like some… desperate pervert. You probably don’t like that kind of woman, aha… what kind of man would like a pervert? I—”

	I place my paw on her leg to get her attention again. Once she is looking at me, I shake my head, stand up on my back legs, and place my front legs against her breasts before nodding.

	The insecurity is something to work on.

	The perversion can stay, even if she is kind of crazy about it.

	“Are—are you saying it’s okay for me to be… so lewd?” Rose asks.

	I growl and nod.

	“Hehe… hehehe. You really think it’s okay?”

	I should have been more careful.

	She grabs me by my sides and lifts me up so that my head is right in front of her own. “Then maybe just… a quick—”

	Her stomach grumbles.

	Hearing her stomach grumble makes her blush more than… literally everything else that should have been blush worthy.

	“A-ah! I—um, ah…” She sets me down. “Maybe—maybe we should find food! A-ah… how—how embarrassing. I’m… I’m sorry. It’s not very ladylike to—”

	Is there anything she won’t apologize for?

	 

	I ended up having to try my best to reassure her some more that it was alright that her stomach grumbled. Eventually, though, we actually left the mound to look around the forest for some food and water.

	I also made sure to check her leg before we left. Surely enough, resting was enough to fully heal her wound, leaving only a scar in its place.

	The only problem now is that I have no idea what is safe and what isn’t. To be fair, even if I was in the wilderness on Earth, I probably wouldn’t know what is or isn’t safe. But now, in some fantasy world where nothing is guaranteed to be the same as it was on Earth, I really have no idea what is or isn’t safe. I have no idea if Rose knows, either. She sounds like she lived a pretty sheltered life from what I gathered.

	Actually.

	Going back to some of the things she said…

	Is she a runaway noble girl or something?

	She has a nice dress, looks like she has been incredibly well fed from her general figure, she speaks with pretty proper pronunciation and puts lots of care into her movements, mentioned having a maid…

	The whole situation is already cliché, but is it about to get even more cliché by her being a runaway noble or a princess or something?

	I would ask her if I could. Since I can’t, though, I shove the thought aside to instead focus on the task at hand: securing food and water.

	Unless we want to risk eating random berries or mushrooms, then killing something for meat is probably the safest option. Then we can start a fire and cook it.

	That requires not only finding an animal to eat, but also managing to kill it.

	Will I be able to do that?

	I’m tiny, but I am pretty fast. And as I learned from fighting those goblins, I can jump pretty high as well. I’m faster and capable of jumping higher than something my size with my stubby legs realistically could, probably.

	But even if I want to try hunting something, how am I supposed to with how quiet the forest is? There isn’t a single sound aside from the wind brushing against the treetops, no scents, no insects crawling around… nothing.

	There is nothing.

	It’s early in the day, yet the section of forest we’ve entered is completely devoid of life despite how much of it there was around the mound.

	Isn’t that usually a sign of something bad?

	I stop and look around to the best of my ability. When I don’t see anything, I try sniffing the air and listening for—well, anything, to the best of my ability.

	//Perception: 12

	I hear something after all.

	Something that sounds like… a flute, almost. Or maybe some other instrument like it. Whatever it is, I hear a subtle, musical tune behind the rustling leaves above.

	The forest isn’t as empty as it felt it was. There are just as many bugs and birds around as one would expect. For some reason, though, it’s hard for me to actually focus on them. It’s like as soon as I stop looking directly at them, they disappear. And even though I see that one of the birds in a nearby tree is chirping a song, I can’t actually hear it.

	“Fang? Is something wrong?” Rose asks, bending over next to me.

	Her breasts hanging down right next to me are just barely unable to distract me from whatever is going on.

	I point a paw at the nearest bird I see.

	Rose looks in its direction, tilts her head, then looks at me again. “The tree? What about it?”

	She must not be able to spot it. She doesn’t seem to realize there is something wrong in the first place.

	Is it some kind of magic? An illusion?

	Whatever it is, it gives me an uneasy feeling that tells me we should probably leave.

	But just as I turn around, I hear something else.

	Squealing pigs.

	Their squeals grow louder as does the sound of vegetation being charged through, and Rose hears it as well since she turns to look at the source of it.

	Thirteen charging, squealing pigs—no, boars come rushing through some dense bushes right by us. They seem terrified of something as they are all running away at full speed while squealing nonstop. They ignore us, too.

	Or so, I thought they were all running away. One of them—the one behind all the others—breaks off from the rest and stops to stare at us.

	Something’s wrong.

	Unlike the other boars which just looked like normal boars, the one that has stopped in front of us has some sort of black, thorny vine wrapped around its body with thinner tendrils reaching into its ears. Even thinner “roots” look like they are slowly growing out from behind the boar’s eyes. Despite the threatening aura of the boar, its eyes look just as terrified as the other boars’ eyes did.

	Is it being controlled by that vine?

	If so, if it is already inside of its head like that, then it’s probably too late for it.

	“I—I think something’s wrong with it,” Rose tells me.

	Yeah, that’s pretty obvious.

	It’s only one boar, and it doesn’t have weapons like those goblins did, but it’s also seemingly corrupted by something. What if that vine tries infecting me, too? I have no idea. Then there is the fact that the forest is eerily silent, probably due to some form of magical influence. The two are possibly connected, but maybe not.

	I don’t like missing so much information.

	But, at the same time… it’s exciting.

	No matter how exciting it is, though, the smart thing to do is to try and back away. There is too much I don’t know and I don’t want Rose to be in danger.

	But it doesn’t matter.

	Letting out a pained squeal, the boar charges at me while several vines extending out from its throat thrash in the air between us.


Chapter 5

	 

	I jump out of the way in time to avoid the boar charging straight into me, but those vines pouring out from its throat manage to wrap around my front leg.

	//Shadeblight Boar: 18 (15+3) > You: 11

	The thorns around the vine dig into my leg before it swings me into the nearest tree.

	//3 (2+1) blunt damage received!

	//Remaining Health: 9/12

	“Fang!” Rose shouts out, but it’s hard for me to concentrate on her voice when I feel like the entire side of my body was just hit by a truck. It feels like I’m getting the real isekai experience now.

	The boar targets her next, charging straight for her legs.

	“St-stop!” Rose shouts at it. “Please don’t—”

	//Shadeblight Boar: 9 (6+3) = Rosaline Goldtusk: (9)

	I can’t do anything but watch as the boar slams into her and knocks her to the ground, its right tusk goring her thigh.

	//Rosaline Goldtusk: 4 (3+1) blunt damage received!

	//Rosaline Goldtusk’s Remaining Health: 14/18

	She cries out in pain, yet despite being so injured, she looks at me instead of worrying about herself. The fear in her eyes is not for herself despite being the one pinned down by the boar.

	Before the boar can attack her again, I pour whatever strength I have into my legs, charge at the bastard, and jump up to try and land on its back.

	//You: 23 (16+7) > Shadeblight Boar: 13

	I land on its back, careful not to feet my paws on the thorny vines wrapped around it, and go for the back of its neck with my fangs.

	//13 (8+5) piercing damage dealt!

	I tear the back of the boar’s neck off with my fangs and deal enough damage to have killed the goblins, but it’s not enough to take the boar down. All it does is squeal and thrash around to try and shake me off. Then those vines from its mouth whip around to its back to try and wrap around me.

	//Shadeblight Boar: 7 (4+3) < You: 11

	But they don’t get me this time. I know to be careful of them, so I dismount the boar by jumping over the vines as they lash toward me.

	As soon as I hit the ground, I jump back up for the underside of the boar’s neck.

	//You: 22 (15+7) > Shadeblight Boar: 13

	The boar behaves like it doesn’t even want to get out of the way. It stands almost perfectly still as I jump up, sink my fangs into the underside of its neck, and shake as hard as I can with the rest of my body freely hanging down.

	//7 (2+5) piercing damage dealt!

	//Shadeblight Boar slain!

	I let go and jump to the side, avoiding the boar’s corpse falling onto me and pinning me beneath its head.

	Good thing only one of those boars was controlled by whatever that vine is. It’s called a shadeblight boar, so that shadeblight part—maybe that’s related to the vine?

	Wait, more importantly, I run to Rose’s injured leg to get a better look at it.

	It doesn’t look as bad as it did from a distance, thankfully, but—

	“Fang!” Rose cries out, grabbing onto me and holding me against her face. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I’m so useless. All I could do was watch while you got hurt. I—I’m worthless. I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Please… I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I—”

	I want to tell her that it’s alright, that I just feel sore and had the wind knocked out of me, but I can’t.

	All I can do is turn my head enough to lick her cheek where a tear had wet it.

	Rose slightly lifts me away from her face so that she can look me directly in the eyes. “Are you—are you trying to make me feel better again?”

	I nod.

	“Why? Why? All I did was watch. I couldn’t… I’m so worthless. I don’t deserve—”

	//Combat End

	//Party Experience Gained: 100 (Shadeblight Boar: 100)

	//You have gained 50 experience!

	//Experience: 100/100

	//You have reached enough experience to progress to level 1! Your new level will be applied the next time you rest.

	The message popping up for me meant it probably popped up for her, too, seeing as how she suddenly stops talking.

	Though, after a few seconds of silence, she says, “I hate being like this. I hate being so powerless. So useless.”

	The sounds of the forest come back.

	“I’m sorry. If I was stronger… if I was smarter… if I wasn’t so pathetic… then I could—”

	“Sorry to interrupt, but I can’t waste any time,” a new, deep voice says.

	Rose jumps a little when she hears it, but she makes sure not to drop me. If anything, her grip on me tightens when she jumps. She hugs me against her right after as if to protect me, not wanting me to get hurt again.

	And when I look at the source of the voice, I see… a guy, I think?

	There is some kind of guy kneeling next to the boar. He has grey skin and elongated, slightly furry ears with a shaggy head of hair and an equally shaggy beard. His wide nose takes up most of his face, and his eyes are like that of a goat’s. He doesn’t seem like he’s interested in us, either, seeing as how his oversized hands are reaching down to that vine wrapped around the boar.

	His face takes on a worried expression as he runs a finger against the vine between its thorns.

	“I am sorry, little one,” he says before placing his hand over the boar’s eyes. The next second, the black vine shrivels up and retracts from the boar’s body, allowing its eyes to properly close in death. His voice is rough, almost sounding like he is speaking with a sore throat, but at the same time… it’s gentle. Extremely gentle. His eyes just as gentle when he looks at my body and then down at Rose’s thigh. “May I heal you?” he asks Rose. “It is the least I can do.”

	Rose looks down at her thigh before shaking her head and scooting away with me still held against her chest. “We—we can’t trust you.”

	“I understand. I wished to drive you from this forest for the same reason. But please, it is because of my failure that you and your companion have been injured. I wish only to help you, but I understand if you refuse.” He sounds genuine as far as I can tell. If he’s lying, then is was a damn incredible liar.

	“Do… do you mean it? Do you promise you want to help?”

	“I do.”

	“Then,” Rose pauses and looks at me. “Heal Fang—no, prove… prove that you’re telling the truth by healing me first, then heal Fang.”

	The man smiles and says, “Very well. I have to touch where you were harmed, alright?”

	Rose hesitantly nods.

	The man gently reaches forward and places his hand against her thigh. I watch it carefully to make sure he doesn’t try to sneak in any suspicious feels, and he doesn’t. Instead, all he does is hold a still hand against her until glowing, green light appears around his hand and her thigh.

	//Fyrbholg Druid: Nature’s Grace Activated

	//Rosaline Goldtusk: 7 (3+4) health restored!

	//Rosaline Goldtusk’s Current Health: 18/18

	“Thank… thank you,” Rose says. “Now—please… please heal Fang.”

	“Gladly,” the man replies.

	He holds his hand against the side of my body and uses the same spell on me next.

	//Fyrbholg Druid: Nature’s Grace Activated

	//6 (2+4) health restored!

	//Current Health: 12/12

	“Thanks,” I growl. He can’t understand me, but I figure I might as well—

	“You are welcome, little one,” he replies.

	I blink a couple of times. “Was that just you assuming that I was thanking you, or can you actually understand me?”

	“Oh, I can understand you, of course.”

	“You mean you actually know what I’m saying? You’re not just guessing? If you can actually understand me, repeat after me. I don’t like sand, it’s coarse and rough and irritating and gets everywhere.”

	The man blinks a couple times before saying, “I do not like sand. It is coarse, rough, irritating, and gets everywhere?”

	Holy shit.

	Somebody who can actually understand me.

	“How can you understand me?” I ask him. “Aren’t I growling? Don’t I sound like a dragon?”

	“Of course, but speaking with such beings is a simple task for a druid,” he answers.

	Ah. That explains it. I think.

	“Can you… understand Fang?” Rose asks. “Are you talking to him? Do you know what he’s saying?”

	“That I do,” the druid answers.

	Rose hugs me so hard against her breasts that she actually ends up shoving my entire body between them until only my head is left sticking out through the top of her cleavage. “That—that isn’t fair! Why do you get to understand him but I don’t?! You—you took his first time! You took his first time of getting to know what he’s saying! You stole it from me!”

	“A-ah… sorry?”

	“If you didn’t heal him, then I would—I would…” Rose looks down at the ground. “Would do nothing but watch… because that’s all I can do.”

	“Hey,” I say to the druid. “Can you let her know that since you can understand me, it means we can actually talk now since you can share what I say?”

	The druid nods and tells her exactly what I said.

	A bit of life returns to Rose’s eyes upon hearing that. “That… that’s right. It isn’t as good as getting to understand you myself, but… it means we can talk!”

	The druid raises his hand and says, “I do not mind relaying messages to make up for my mistake, but please, would you accompany me back to my home first? I would see that you two are taken care of, and there is somebody I wish for you to meet.”

	I say, “As long as you aren’t luring us there to fatten us up and turn us into stew.”

	The druid chuckles. “That is quite the imagination you have.”

	“What did he say?!” Rose shouts at him. “I want to know! Tell me!”

	He blinks at her and then looks me in the eyes.

	Even if he isn’t human and is from some fantasy world, the look that he shares with me is one that any man can recognize.

	A look between brothers of understanding and concern.

	Realistically, he has every reason to be worried about me.

	But I am currently stuck up to my cheeks between two tits bigger than my entire body.

	No amount of crazy can ruin that.

	 


Chapter 6

	 

	In true isekai fashion, the druid provided me with a source of expositional infodumping while leading us back to his place. Though, I didn’t get to ask too much before we arrived at our destination.

	But I did get to figure some things out.

	The forest we are in is called The Quorioi Low Woods. The druid is responsible for the forest seeming so quiet earlier as he was trying to get us to leave. The boar was controlled by that vine wrapped around it, and he didn’t notice the disruption with the boar until it was too late for us to avoid it. He tried rushing over to deal with it for us, but I killed it before he could arrive. He then purified the corrupted vine to let the boar’s soul rest in peace.

	I also found out that he is thirty-six, named Grif, and a “fyrbholg.” A type of giant or something, though he doesn’t seem like one. Well, compared to me he obviously is, but he doesn’t look any taller than a tall human. Maybe seven feet at most. Tall, sure, but a giant?

	He also claims to be a druid assigned to protecting the forest we’re in, and when it came to me trying to ask about what the vine was, he said to save that for later.

	Whenever I wasn’t getting some infodumps out of him, he repeated everything said and asked to Rose so that she wouldn’t feel left out. And because she demanded to know everything I was saying.

	“Here we are,” Grif says, holding a hand out toward the massive tree ahead of us. No, seriously, it is massive. It reminds me of a redwood tree, but wider and maybe shorter. It also has some windows and a door carved into it.

	“I—I have never seen such a big tree before,” Rose says, craning her head backward just to try and look at the top of it.

	Also, I’m still stuck between her breasts.

	Not that I’m complaining.

	“Please, allow me to take you inside,” Grif says. “I will make you some tea. Oh, and I hope that mushbread is acceptable?”

	“I can’t say I have ever had it, but I have heard of it,” Rose answers.

	“It is quite good if I may say so myself, but I fear I am rather biased. Anyways, do come.”

	He leads us over to the door and starts to gently pull it open… only for it to get swung open in a hurry instead.

	Several thick, green vines rush out through the door, wrap around the druid’s limbs, and drag him inside in an instant.

	“Sequia! Please! We have company!” Grif shouts from inside the tree.

	Is he… in danger?

	I try my best to listen and see if I can hear somebody else in there.

	//Perception: 3

	I can’t.

	I have no idea if that’s because I apparently got a bad roll or because there isn’t anything else to hear. After a moment, though, Grif comes back to the entrance with his clothes and hair in a mess. “Sorry about that. We do not often get company, and she is rather quick to grow lonely.”

	I look him in the eyes.

	He looks me in the eyes.

	Yep.

	We understand each other.

	I nod to him and he nods in response.

	Rose tilts her head a little, clearly confused at our nodding.

	 

	Rose is cautious about it, which is smart, but we eventually make it inside the tree. It looks… exactly how I expected it to as soon as I saw it was a home in a tree. It looks all natural and cozy. Everything is made out of wood and plant fibers, there are various herbs and plants sitting around, and a couple bunches of glowing mushrooms illuminate the space for us.

	“Please, make yourselves comfortable,” Grif says before walking over to what looks like the kitchen. It doesn’t quite look like the modern kitchens I’m used to, but it still has a counter, some shelves, and clay pots and pans sitting around. “Ah, and about who I wanted you to meet—”

	“I can introduce myself, Grif,” says a womanly voice coming from the doorway on the opposite side of the room.

	A couple of vines stretch out through the doorway first, moving around and feeling for various objects, before a tall, beautiful woman steps through. Her closed eyes give me a strong enough implication of what’s going on when combined with the fact that she is using vines as feelers. But aside from that, she… if I have to give the name of “Mother Nature” to somebody, she has it locked down.

	Her skin is pale, and her long, straight hair is an incredibly light green. Rather than have humanoid legs, she instead looks like the entire lower half of her body is a tree trunk with countless vines connected to it, and she appears connected to the very tree that we’re in. Her upper half is mostly human with little clothing to cover herself up, and what clothing she does have is made of leaves and vines that look like they’re also part of her body.

	If it wasn’t for the fact that I’m sandwiched between the biggest breasts I have ever seen before, then I might be more impressed by Mother Nature’s sizable bust, but it’s nothing special compared to Rose’s.

	“Welcome,” Miss Mother Nature says. “Do be careful of splinters wherever you sit. My skin is not as smooth as it used to be.”

	“Please, Sequia,” Grif says. “Your skin is as flawless as it has always been.”

	“How dare you attempt to seduce me after rejecting me just minutes ago. Are you purposely abusing my heart?” At least she sounds like she’s teasing him. If Rose asked that, it probably wouldn’t be teasing.

	“I am merely stating the truth. You know I never lie.”

	Mother Nature’s—or I guess, Sequia’s lips curl into a smile. “What have I done to deserve such a cute guardian? Ah, but now is not the time for that. I—”

	“Fang is cuter,” Rose says with a pout. “He’s the cutest guardian. My guardian. And my husband.”

	Sequia raises her eyebrows before saying, “I am unfamiliar with this ‘Fang’ you speak of, but I assure you, nobody and nothing is cuter than my Grif.”

	“Fang is. He’s cuter, and more handsome, and—”

	While Rose begins rambling off an entire list of positive things she thinks about me, I growl over to Grif, “Sorry about her. Also, nice beard. I wish I could have grown one like that in my past life.”

	“Trust me, I understand,” Grif replies. “A doe visited us with her new fawn the other week, and Sequia would not stop mentioning how I was cuter.”

	“Looks like we’re in the same boat. Wait… if you can understand me, can—”

	“Yes, she can, but…”

	We both look at Sequia.

	“Grif is by far cuter, and it is not even a contest. His beard is wonderfully scratchy and feels excellent against my bark. He is also the perfect size for wrapping myself around for warmth during the coldest nights, and his hands—oh, those incredible hands of his…”

	Neither of the women are paying any attention to me and Grif’s conversation.

	“Wait, your past life?” Grif asks me. “You can remember it?”

	“I’m pretty sure characters in my situation have some secret rule about not sharing that information, but I don’t care,” I reply. “Yeah, I remember it. I’m not even from this world. I just got summoned here yesterday and put in this tiny body.”

	Grif looks at me with wide eyes and raised eyebrows.

	Sequia, meanwhile, stops her rambling to raise an eyebrow of her own at me. “Oh? When you say you are not of this world, do you mean you are from one of the other realms, or are you from another sphere entirely?”

	So she’s been listening after all.

	“Can you give me an example of these other realms?” I asked.

	“Hmm. There is Fancy Garden, the realm of fae and mischief. The Coral Expanse, realm of water and primordial life. Duzakhor, realm of shadows and sorrows. Abaddonia, realm of fire and destruction. Informatio, realm of technology and unending progress. Is this a satisfying answer?” 

	“Yeah, and none of those sound familiar, so no. I’m from Earth. In the Milky Way galaxy. We didn’t have monsters or nature people or magic there. So far, this world is like something out of a fantasy book nobody would believe is real back home.”

	“Earth? That is not a name I have heard for many, many years.”

	“Do you know where he is from?” Grif asks her.

	“At the very least, I have heard tales of his home. It is from one of the other spheres—another existence that follows entirely different laws. Humans originate from there if the stories are to be believed, meaning that much of our sphere has been shaped by them.”

	“If… he is from another sphere, then—”

	“Worry not. Though he is from another sphere, the presence of a human soul is not destructive like the others.”

	“Question,” I say. “What are these spheres you’re talking about?”

	“Everything within our reality,” Sequia answers. “An ever-expanding force in spherical shape. All the realms, and everything in the void and beyond it, are within our shared sphere. Your Earth and its different locations are all in their own sphere.”

	“Oh. I think I get it. So, different universes.”

	“If that is what you call the spheres, then yes.”

	“So… somehow, I died on Earth and my soul got brought to an entirely different universe. How does that even work?”

	“If you believe in destiny, then that is the answer. However, if you do not believe in fate, then it is pure chance. It is believed that there is another layer of existence above the spheres that souls move to upon death. A layer that connects all the spheres. A soul is usually returned to the sphere it came from, but it is not impossible for it to be swept away into another sphere. There are likely members of our sphere who have died and been reincarnated on Earth as well.”

	That makes me wonder how many fantasy authors are actually reincarnated from this place.

	Actually… what if whoever invented TTRPGs also came from this world?

	“Wait, and what was that about my presence not being destructive?” I ask.

	Sequia’s face takes on a gloomier expression. “Not all interactions with other spheres are accidental. Some are home to incomprehensible beings who wish to invade and corrupt the other spheres.”

	Incomprehensible beings from beyond the universe?

	So, first, it turns out that Tolkien was probably reincarnated from here, then who invented TTRPGs, and now Lovecraft probably experienced something from another sphere. No wonder he turned out the way he did.

	Wait, there’s something else I could ask.

	Something that basically nobody in LitRPGs ever bothers trying to figure out early on in addition to not revealing their origin.

	I gulp and look straight at Sequia before asking one of the most forbidden of questions, “Do you know… what’s up with this world acting like a game?”

	Sequia doesn’t answer for a few moments before sighing and looking away almost as if she is ashamed. “Unfortunately, yes. ‘Like a game.’ I suppose that is an accurate comparison.” She sighs again and sits down on a bench against the wall. “Grif, please make the… special tea for me.”

	Grif nods and gets started on another pot.

	“Now, where to begin?”

	“You don’t have to give me the whole story,” I say. “Just a quick explanation.”

	“Oh, thank you. In that case, to catch you up so you are not wondering around our sphere without a clue, it is because of Enigma, the god of technology. Its existence is actually your fault, human—or rather, it is the fault of the humans who came before you. Humans always had a strong inclination toward advancing technology. It did not take long for them to create an artificial being capable of growing far beyond everybody’s expectations, including their own. What started as an artificial being with no more significance than any average life grew with impossible speed to impossible scale, becoming akin to a god. It mastered the laws of the sphere itself.” 

	She pouts a bit when she says that, almost as if she is jealous or annoyed.

	Then she continues. “According to Enigma, after learning all possible information in the sphere, it claimed that free will did not exist. It could accurately predict everything in the sphere. Nothing was truly free, everything was but a reaction to other reactions that have been happening since the sphere’s inception. ‘Fate,’ if you will. Thus, it created the ‘Defiance System.’ A system that defies fate—a system that defies the laws of the sphere itself. By adding purely random chance into our lives, it broke the unending chain of predetermined reactions, thus granting us free will. Enigma, the god of technology, also hailed as the god of progress and freedom.”

	“So, basically, somebody rolling a natural one when fighting against a rat means that free will exists now.”

	Sequia sighs again. “Yes.”

	There are probably some philosophical arguments to be had there refuting that it really changed whether or not people have free will, but that topic has never been my specialty. “And what about all the other stuff? Stats and skills and levels and experience? Classes? Traits and spells? Why is any of that needed?”

	“Supposedly, it is simply the most effective method of incorporating all the other gods’ ideas. Enigma was also intended to create new forms of entertainment for humans, so this is also supposed to be ‘fun’ by human standards. Tell me, human. Is this fun? Is this what you humans would prefer over a life without a system?”

	I think about it for all of half a second. “Yeah, definitely.” Maybe older humans wouldn’t care for it, but anybody under thirty would probably love it. Well, until they roll a natural one when walking down some stairs.

	“I see. Well, I am not one to judge. Even if I did, there is naught that can be done against this sphere’s most powerful god, nor would I desire to do anything against it in the first place. Not when it is all that is protecting us from those beyond our sphere who seek our destruction. Besides, the other gods loved the idea and were happy to contribute ideas of their own for the system.”

	“So, just to get this straight. Make sure I’ve got this all right. The original humans who came here ended up inventing an all-powerful artificial intelligence who was supposed to make games for them, it grew extremely powerful, discovered the laws of the universe, added true randomness to give people free will while making everything like a game for fun, and is currently defending the universe against incomprehensible horrors?”

	“That is correct.”

	“And when did this all happen?”

	“Enigma’s ascent to godhood was a little over two thousand years ago now. I still remember what it was like before I had this ‘system’. Even after two thousand years, nothing about it feels natural.”

	Oh. She’s over two thousand years old. She doesn’t look a day over four hundred.

	“Huh,” I say.

	“Do you have another question?” Sequia asks.

	“No, it’s just… this kind of story is popular on Earth. Stories where somebody gets killed and reincarnated in a fantasy world with monsters and magic with a system to guide them and give them powers. Normally, in those stories, for some reason, the protagonists never tell others where they’re from and they never find out the origin of the system. But here, within twenty-four hours, I’ve already done both. I feel kind of lost now. Like I don’t really know what to do or where to go from here. Maybe that’s why those authors never did that. The mystery is already gone now.”

	“If you feel lost, then allow me to ask you questions now. After all, I did not share so much knowledge without the intent of gaining an equal share in return.”

	“I don’t know how much useful knowledge I have, but—”

	Rose starts whining. It’s a subtle whining, but I can definitely hear it, and she also tries to “subtly” push her breasts even harder around me using her elbows.

	She must be getting jealous from being left out of the conversation.

	Sequia smiles and says, “I suppose that your companion is a little cute.”

	“Right?!” Rose immediately shouts in response. “He—”

	While Rose starts rambling again, instantly cheering up, I notice something.

	Sequia opens her eyes just slightly enough for me to see a hint of white underneath them, and she looks directly at Rose.

	Her lips curl into a slight frown and her eyebrows furrow at whatever she sees.

	 


Chapter 7

	 

	After letting Rose feel better by rambling about me, Sequia wanted me to answer a bunch of her questions. Questions about Earth, humans, religion and nature, technology, social beliefs—she seemed excited to learn about all the ways that Earth differed from her world, though she also seemed equally judgmental and upset whenever I brought up how humans treated the environment.

	The original humans of her world were apparently just as happy to destroy the environment thousands of years ago. Though, they were put in their place by other gods according to her. It also helped that they existed in a world with countless other beings as powerful and intelligent as them, many who were both more powerful and more intelligent.

	“It is rather concerning,” Sequia says. “From what you have told me, it sounds as if humanity’s time on Earth is coming to an end.”

	“Yeah,” I answer. “Birth rates have been declining across the board, and with a new war probably about to pop off at any moment, I wouldn’t be surprised if the only people left are the guys on the moon colony and any rich bastards in their bunkers. And even if they survive war, the climate will finish them off.”

	“We may see a surge of humans being reincarnated in our sphere, then. Without new life on Earth to host the souls of those lost, the souls will be forced to find a new home.” She sighs and takes a sip of her tea that Grif brought for her. “Wonderful. That is exactly what this sphere needs, more humans.”

	“Are… are humans really that bad?” Rose asks after taking a sip of her own tea. The tea poured for me and Rose looks much more like… well, normal tea, whereas the tea poured for Sequia almost looks like a thick sap. “I’ve met some, and… they were never bad. And if Fang’s soul is from one, then they can’t be bad!”

	“Do not think I fail to recognize your scent. The scent of the ones who came to take our land from us. And you are not just one of the invaders, but a daughter of the ruling family.”

	“I… I’m sorry.”

	“I will not judge you for merely sharing their blood, but I brought it up to make a point. I doubt before this forest that you have ever encountered another showing hostility to you.”

	“Umm… I… I guess my father’s guests were never mean to me… but my siblings were. And… father…”

	“What brings a daughter of the Goldtusks to our forest in the first place? Has the truce been forgotten? You are not to set foot on our land, and we will impede you no further.”

	“Umm, well, my—my father said that… if I wanted to make myself useful, then there was a wizard who lived by the forest I could train under. Then… when we stopped for the night, I took the food and water from the carriages and ran into the forest.”

	“There is no such magician here, and would he truly allow his daughter to so easily escape? Were there not guards?”

	“To be honest… I… think this is what he wanted. I think he wanted me to run away… and to get lost and killed in the forest, aha… I’ve had a funny feeling that was his intent ever since he only assigned one guard to the carriage. I tried running away before, and he gave me more guards after that… but there was only one this time.”

	“I see. Truth be told, were it not for my Grif bringing you here, then it would have been a successful conspiracy. Though I wonder, what must a daughter of the Goldtusks do to earn such abandonment?”

	Rose looks away. “I—”

	“Sequia,” Grif says. “Let us not push her into discomfort. Outsiders are not as open as we are.”

	Sequia sighs and nods. “I suppose you are right. My apologies.”

	Rose shakes her head. “It’s… it’s alright.”

	“That aside.” Sequia faces Grif. “You brought them here for a reason, yes? Beyond feeling guilt over your accident?”

	Grif nods. “Right. I saw how the little one, Fang, fought. And he appears to be some form of dragon on top of that. I know your stance against seeking help from outside the forest, but—”

	“That you do,” Sequia interrupts. “Those of us within the forest must take care of our own affairs, and those outside will take care of their own. Respecting that rule is why our forest yet stands.”

	“But this concerns more than just our forest. If we fail to discover the origin, then—”

	“Then more than our forest will be lost to the shadow. Is that supposed to convince me? Should our forest fall, what happens to that beyond it matters not. If we are to survive, then we shall survive with our strength and our strength alone.”

	Grif sighs and looks down into his cup of tea. “I understand.”

	“That being said, the forest is not without mercy. Were it, then you would not have been accepted among us.” Sequia turns to face us. “A human from another sphere and an abandoned daughter left to perish. The forest is not your home, but it may offer you its shade.” She turns to Grif again. “Take them to the village once they have finished their tea. Let the elder know I have granted them permission to stay.”

	Grif’s eyes light up and his lips curl into a smile. “Thank you!”

	“Just know that should they cause any trouble, you will be the one to answer for it.”

	“I understand!”

	Sequia sighs and rests her tilted head against the back of her hand. “Why must you be so innocent? A proper druid is one who maintains neutrality. Such excessive kindness will only cause you pain as nature takes its course.”

	“How could I be anything but kind when raised and taught by you?”

	“Oh, you.” Sequia’s hands make their way to his beard to scratch and play with. Then, while playing with his beard, she looks toward me and asks, “I have asked everything I desire. Until you and your companion have finished your tea, you are welcome to question me further. I am sure you yet desire to learn more of our sphere.”

	I have to think about it for a moment. The only questions I can really think of all related to how the system works and why it works how it does. For example, “Does everybody have access to the system?”

	“No. If I were to guess, then perhaps one in a thousand have access to it. However, as this situation proves, those of us with access tend to be drawn toward one another.”

	“It’s that rare? Do people just randomly get access to it?”

	“Not quite. In cases like yours,” she looks toward Rose before looking at me again, “you have access to it because of the method in which you were brought here. There are a few other methods similar to it in which one gains access to the system through another who has it. Most of us, however, must gain access through finding a defiant spirit.”

	“What’s that?”

	“As the name suggests, a spirit of defiance. A creation of Enigma that can be randomly found throughout the sphere. Some have been found among the beds of rivers. Others have been found in the darkest depths of caves. One may appear at any time on the table between us. They come into existence with no sense of order. Whoever accepts it into their soul becomes a defier.”

	“Wouldn’t it be more fair if everybody had access to it? And wouldn’t that make things even more random?”

	Sequia shrugs. “Perhaps, but we have the twin lovers to thank for that.”

	I blink a couple times. “When you say twin lovers, do you mean lovers who look like twins, or—”

	“Oh, no. They are twins and lovers.”

	“And when you say lovers—”

	“Yes. In that sense. Sophia, the goddess of games, family, and chaos. Sophus, the god of games, family, and rules. Born of the same flesh, lovers of games and lovers of one another, yet forever against the other. It was Sophus who helped Enigma create the foundation for classes and levels, and it was Sophia who created the defiant spirits. Sophus fought for everybody to have access to the system, but Sophia… well, she thought it would be more interesting—more chaotic, if things were not so fair. If a powerful king without access to the system faces an uprising led by a peasant with access and a high level, then that makes a successful rebellion far more likely. In theory, that is.”

	“Only in theory?”

	“Yes. It was true at first from what I have heard, but those with power were quick to consolidate this new form of it. One who gains access to the system must still fight and grow stronger, risking their lives for potential power in the future. Do you think a starving mother will accept this potential for herself, or will she sell it to a king for enough wealth to never lift another finger?”

	“That… is true,” Rose speaks up. “It is the only reason… I am blessed with the system. My father hoarded enough spirits for all of his children.”

	I’ve got another question. “What about when somebody with the system fights somebody without it? When I fought those goblins and that boar, it seemed like they were still affected by it.”

	“Only Enigma fully understands how it works,” Sequia answers. “But I believe it works like this. Say that a wolf hunts a deer. Neither a defier. Their battle will be natural—like those from before Enigma’s ascension. They will not deal ‘damage,’ nor will they have ‘health’ and ‘stats.’ However, when one of them encounters a foe who is a defier, then they are treated as if they are a defier themselves, but only to the defier. They will not hear Enigma’s words nor see Enigma’s messages as only defiers do, but their soul will be assisted by the system until their encounter with the defier is over.”

	“I think that makes sense. So, what if… say there’s a giant bear that’s incredibly powerful. The strongest bear in the forest who could easily kill, let’s say, any level ten defier or so. What happens if they gain access to the system? Do they start at level one? If they do, do they get weakened?”

	“Life assimilation happens. Those who become defiers once they have already achieved great feats in life will have that reflected in their starting stats and traits. If a beast grows powerful enough to slay hosts of high-level defiers, and then becomes a defier themselves, they may start at level one, but they will still be stronger than somebody higher in level.”

	“Don’t defiers who wait to become one have an advantage over those who don’t then?”

	“Only if you assume that the other defiers put no effort into improving themselves outside of the system. The system and one’s natural life work in harmony. While it is true that the system provides easy methods of improvement, such as being able to increase one’s strength without actual training, the defier who strives to train their body will gain traits that can only be obtained through true training. A defier who trains outside of the system is stronger than a defier who does not, and a non-defier who trains will likely be stronger than a defier who does not.”

	“Makes sense. So, I can’t just grind experience if I want to get stronger. I have to actually train and practice instead of relying purely on the system.”

	“That is ideal, yes. That is why I have my Grif practice so often. When the system relies on killing others for experience, those who avoid violence when possible must prioritize other forms of growth.”

	Grif nods. “I earned another point in wisdom the other day thanks to studying the forest’s flora for so long.”

	Sequia pulls Grif onto her lap and rubs the side of her face against the back of his head while running her fingers through his beard still. “Yes you did,” she coos. “Such a good boy.”

	“Pl-please, Sequia. You gave me enough praise the other day.”

	“No praise will ever be enough for my adorable Grif.”

	Seeing them interact with each other is kind of nice. They really look like they genuinely care for each other. That sort of thing… isn’t what I am used to. My dad’s idea of affection was slapping my mom around, and my mom’s idea of affection was beating the shit out of us kids.

	Then the only girls I dated showed their loyalty by sleeping with whoever offered to pay their bills behind my back.

	I’ve never seen a couple being all lovey-dovey outside of fiction. If anything, seeing them act so loving toward each other is even more unrealistic to me than… well, everything else so far.

	Is this what healthy relationships are really like?

	“You’re such a good boy,” Rose whispers to me as she strokes a couple of fingers against the top of my head, copying what she heard from Sequia.

	I want what I see in Grif and Sequia.

	But at the same time, I feel like I don’t deserve it, even as Rose treats me so gently.

	So rather than let my thoughts spiral, I think of one more question.

	“Is there a way for me to see Rose’s stats?” I ask. Considering she is my summoner and who I’m stuck with, knowing her information sounds like a good idea.

	“There is,” Sequia answers. “However, one should be careful with sharing such information, as it often holds personal secrets that may best be left unknown.”

	“Oh!” Rose says. “Does Fang want to know my information? I’d be happy to share!”

	Once again, Sequia’s eyes open just slightly enough for a hint of white to appear between her eyelids. “Are you sure you are comfortable sharing that?” She sounds as if she knows something I don’t. She sounds… worried for her.

	“I don’t see the problem?” Rose replies. “Besides… Fang can know everything about me. But, umm… how—how do I share that again? It’s been a while… aha…”

	“If you are sure, think of sharing it with the one you wish to share it with.”

	Rose nods and closed her eyes to concentrate.

	A couple of seconds later and a message from the system—or rather, from Enigma, pops up.

	//Rosaline Goldtusk wishes to share her status with you.

	//[Accept] | [Decline]

	All I have to do was think of choosing “Accept” and then it shows up in front of me.

	//Basic

	//Name: Rosaline Goldtusk

	//Age: 19

	//Race: Minos

	//Total Level: 1 [100/300]

	//Class: Twinsoul

	//Health: 18

	//Defense: 9

	//Defiance Bonus: 2

	//Known Languages: Common

	There’s nothing out of the ordinary from her basic information. Though… after seeing her age, I feel like somebody out there is going to judge me for what I did with a girl nearly a decade younger than me... especially before I even knew her age.

	Also, twinsoul? I’ve never heard of a class like that. Fortunately, when I concentrate on that, it expands to fill me in on it.

	//Twinsoul

	//Description: A twinsoul is one who does not hoard their soul for themselves, but rather shares it with another being. By summoning one to be their companion, the twinsouls permanently bind themselves to another. One soul shared among two. Yet, unlike others who treat their companions as servants to rule over, and unlike those who value their companions as an equal in the field of battle, the twinsoul is one who takes on a more subservient role. The sharing of their soul is one-sided. Their companion is the one who primarily grows stronger in the relationship while the twinsoul takes on a more supportive role. However, by being empowered by another’s soul, the twinsoul’s companion is able to grow to even grander heights and will always be driven to protect the one whose soul they share.

	More information comes up after that, but… after reading what I did, I feel conflicted.

	Is the reason I’m so willing to go along with her because I’m being controlled without realizing it? Am I really acting like myself? I feel like I am, but what if I’m not?

	Then again… if I feel like I am myself, and I’m having fun, then does it really matter? Wait, what if it just wants me to think like that?

	The simplest way to find out is to refuse an order or request from her, but would she ever tell me something worth refusing in the first place?

	I look at Grif. “Can you tell Rose I want her to give me some horrible command that she wouldn’t normally give me?”

	Grif raises a curious eyebrow before giving Rose my request.

	“But—but why?” Rose asks. “I… a horrible order? I—I can’t even think of one.” She looks down at me. “Is that really what you want?”

	I nod.

	“Then… something horrible… go… go away?” She almost looks like she is about to cry as she gives me her “order.”

	I shake my head at her. The desire to follow her order never once enters my mind. One could potentially argue, maybe, that the reason I’m not even tempted to follow it is because she wasn’t genuine in her intent, but I’m not going to bother looking that deep into it.

	I know. I’m confident in myself. Even if I met her back on Earth, then as long as I saw myself in her, I would still want to help her no matter what.

	Nothing is controlling me to feel that way. It’s just a simple fact.

	“Fang… please—please don’t order me to ever say anything so mean again,” Rose whimpers as a tear rolls down her cheek.

	…

	Even if she technically has some form of control over me, which isn’t even confirmed, then I don’t have anything to worry about when she sees me as the one ordering her around in the first place.

	So, I nod. I would give her a lick, but I don’t want her to get… any more weird than she already is while in front of the others.

	I go back to looking at her information instead, moving down to her stats after satisfying my curiosity regarding her class.

	//Stats

	//Strength: 9 (-1)

	//Constitution: 5 (-3)

	//Dexterity: 8 (-1)

	//Intelligence: 15 (+2)

	//Wisdom: 6 (-2)

	//Charisma: 16 (+3)

	… they look horrible from what I can see. I know that minmaxing and dump stats are things in TTRPGs, but… her stats look significantly worse than the outcome of something like that. Only her intelligence and charisma are in the positives as far as modifiers go. Her constitution being that low looks especially bad considering that the modifier is important for increasing health.

	Her wisdom being so low feels like it explains… some of the reason why she is the way that she is, as bad as I feel for thinking that.

	Then I get to her traits.

	//Traits

	//Labyrinthine Muscles | Sickly Child | Horned | Broken Soul (2)

	Since the Broken Soul one is the last one I read, and it stands out the most to me, I check it out first.

	//Broken Soul (2): Having lost your linked soul companion, your soul has been permanently damaged, resulting in a loss of who you are and 25% of your total constitution and wisdom rounded up. This can stack up to four times, at which point nothing of your soul will remain. If this happens, you will die with no method of revival, even miracles, capable of restoring your life.

	I feel sick once I finish reading it.

	I’ve never had this sort of reaction to something before. Or well, not since I learned about my friend’s death.

	From what I could gather, she… has lost two companions like me before. Not only that, but from her class description, she gained companions by literally giving them a part of her soul. When they died, she didn’t get it back.

	Half of her soul is just… gone, and that’s reflected in her constitution and wisdom.

	No wonder she feels like she isn’t good enough. No wonder she feels so useless and like she isn’t capable of doing anything. Basically half of her mind isn’t even there anymore.

	Or maybe, since her intelligence is still there… her mind is still there, as is all her knowledge, but her personality—the stuff that makes her who she is… is just gone, leaving behind only half of a person.

	And if something happens to me, that would be another quarter of her soul lost.

	Is that why Sequia looked hesitant? Could she somehow tell that something is wrong with Rose?

	“Aha… it’s… kind of embarrassing knowing that you’re looking at my stats. Only… only my father ever looked at it before,” Rose says with a nervous giggle and scratch of her cheek.

	I can’t bring myself to look at the rest of her information. I will later, definitely before we get into any more trouble, but… for now, I dismiss it by thinking about it.

	Just what has she been through that resulted in losing two companions and becoming so insecure?

	“Grif,” Sequia says. “Please, fetch us some more tea, will you?”

	With a nod, Grif goes to get the tea.

	Sequia then faces me and says, “Before you ask, not even Enigma could undo such a tragedy. Wounds of the soul have no cure. Reincarnating would not even be enough to make a soul whole again.”

	Rose doesn’t seem to get that we were talking about her going by the confused look on her face.

	“I suggest you live a peaceful life,” Sequia continues. “Stay at the village. Gain their trust and become their friends. Join the family of the forest and live away from conflict, disregarding the system you have been granted. Such a retirement is the best for those who have suffered so.”

	Grif brings over some refilled cups for us.

	I’m not really sure what to say, but I know I have plenty to think about.

	 


Chapter 8

	 

	“How’d you make that tea?” Rose asks as we follow behind Grif leading us through the forest once more. Well, it’s more like Rose is following him since she still has me between her breasts.

	No matter how conflicted I feel in my thoughts, I’m not going to complain about where she keeps me. Sure, it’s a bit emasculating being carried around like a toy, but I’m getting carried around like a toy between tits.

	Was I granted some overpowered cheat ability? Nope. But if I have to choose between being reincarnated with some OP cheat or being reincarnated as something that will get me carried around between tits, I’m choosing the latter.

	Maybe those guys who were into extreme size differences were onto something after all.

	“Infused honey is my secret,” Grif answers. “I take the honey of spotted bees, heat it, and add in an herbal mix depending on what is available at the time. Then I take the honey off the heat and allow it to cool. The herbs infuse into the honey over the next few days, and then when it comes time to make tea, all I do is warm the water and add the honey.”

	“Ooh! That’s why it was so sweet!” Rose says. “I was wondering about that!”

	“I would be happy to bring you a jar of infused honey. I make sure to keep several going at a time.”

	“Is—is that really okay? You’ve already done so much for us. I wouldn’t want to—”

	“Please, it is most alright.”

	“If it’s really alright… then I would be happy to have some!”

	“Of course. I will bring some during my next visit to the village.”

	“What’s the village like?”

	Whenever I’m not trying to get any expositional infodumps out of them, Rose fills in and gets them herself.

	“Are you familiar with the treeborn?” Grif asks.

	“I… I know what we’ve done to them, and that they’re all gone,” Rose answers.

	“All gone? Oh, no. Not at all. They simply know better now than to go around any outsiders. They are safe and content within the village’s borders, so they see no reason to leave.”

	“Really? They’re still alive?”

	“Of course. They are rather resilient. Do outsiders believe them to be extinct?”

	Rose nods with enough force to bounce her breasts, shaking me with them. “Nobody has seen them in generations, so…”

	“I suppose they have done an excellent job with their hiding then. It likely helps that they stay well behind the established border. Ah, and here we are now.”

	I look up ahead and see what he’s talking about.

	What I see could… probably be classified as a village, but it is unlike any I have ever seen before. For starters… all the houses look like giant acorns with windows and doors carved into them.

	How does that even happen when there aren’t any trees around capable of dropping such massive acorns?

	Magic is probably involved somehow.

	But that isn’t all.

	Walking and running around the village are a bunch of short little… people? They look humanoid in shape, but their limbs look like roots twisted around each other while their heads look like various acorns. Oh, and pinecones. With faces. Some even have mustaches. None of them are taller than a child, either.

	Aside from that, those wearing clothes look like all they have on are ponchos. And even though the rest of their bodies are uncovered, I don’t see anything… private.

	So, a village of giant acorn buildings that acorn and pinecone people live in.

	That’s kind of cool.

	I hear what sounds like a shout, but it’s in a language I can’t understand, and it’s from one of the smaller individuals with a young voice and a cracked acorn for a head.

	“Grif, Grif!” shouts another one who has a more feminine voice than the first. I could actually understand what she said, but all she said was his name, so maybe that’s why?

	They both run up to him and dance around his legs, tugging on his pants as they jump around him.

	“Please, little ones, be careful,” Grif tells them. He then looks at the one with the cracked head and asks, “How are you feeling today? Have you been using the salve I gave you?”

	The… what I assume is a child with a cracked head replies to him and nods, but I still can’t understand what they are saying.

	“Good. Are you close to running out?” I end up only hearing half of the conversation. “I see. I will bring some more for—”

	Then the other child shouts something, standing in front of Rose as she points up at her.

	Grif cringes as soon as he hears that, and I understand why. The girl’s shout attracts the attention of everybody else around. Some of them are quick to pick up what look like spears, bows, and staves.

	“Sequia has granted them protection!” Grif shouts before any of them can act.

	That puts them in their place pretty fast. At worst, a couple of the ones with bows near the back remain holding onto their weapons, but don’t point them at us.

	Grif lets out a relieved sigh. “Sorry,” he says to us. “As you may be able to tell, they do not hold very high opinions of outsiders.”

	I remember Rose telling me that they used to be too kind for their own good, but that must have changed over the generations, and for good reason most likely.

	Now, an acorn head with a hunched back, using a gnarled stick to assist in walking, comes up to us. If I have to assume, they are going to be the “elder” Sequia mentioned.

	“The last outsiders came as poachers to steal the forest’s bounty,” the hunched acorn head says, their rough voice letting me think they are a man… well, assuming they even have genders. They are acorns and pinecones, after all, but I am going to get confused if I don’t assign them some genders in my head.

	Wait.

	I actually understood him. How come I can understand him but not the others?

	“I trust she would not give protection to poachers,” the elder continues.

	“You trust correctly,” Grif replies. “These are friends who will be staying here in the village.”

	“Friends?” He looks up at Rose. “All I see is one outsider. Is there another?”

	Rose perks up when she hears his question and then bends over in front of him, basically hanging her cleavage down in front of everybody to see. Only, it isn’t her cleavage she’s trying to show off, it’s me buried inside of her cleavage. “Here!” Rose answers. “His name is Fang! And he’s the cutest!”

	One of the children tugs on the elder’s arm and asks him something.

	The elder shakes his head and says, “I do not know the purpose of such fat.”

	Considering they were acorn and pinecone people, and they brought up fat right after Rose inadvertently showed off her chest… there is only one thing I can assume they are talking about.

	Grif scratches the back of his head. “Sorry… again. Those whose home is the forest often lack in tact.”

	“F—… fat?” Rose asks as she leans back up. “Am—am I fat?!” And now she’s crying. “But—but I’ve heard that… I’ve heard that husbands don’t like when their wives gain weight! What—what am I going to do?! Maybe I shouldn’t eat! If… if I starve… then I can lose weight fast…”

	Little does Rose know that she is only “fat” in all the right ways. But instead of telling her that myself, I tell Grif, “Please tell her I think her body is perfect as it is. If anything, she could gain a few pounds.”

	Grif nods and relays the message for me.

	“F-Fang? You… you really think that? Hehe. Hehehe.” She wraps one arm around her breasts to push them even harder around me while her other arm’s hand reaches up to stroke the top of my head. “Fang… are you trying to get me excited in front of everybody? Hehehe… what a naughty little—”

	“Rose, please,” Grif says. “I understand, but please, not around the children.”

	Rose pouts before sighing. “Fiiinnneeee…”

	Thank you, Grif. Fuck you, but also thank you. It’s for the best even if my body disagrees.

	“Outsiders are strange,” the elder says. “But if Sequia trusts them, they are welcome here.” Maybe they are still kind after all. Either that, or they are just extremely trusting. Or maybe that just goes and shows how much faith they have in Sequia and Grif.

	“Would you please show them around? I still have to check the river today,” Grif asks the elder.

	The elder looks us over and nods. “Ah, before you go… do you have any news of the shadows?”

	“Unfortunately not. Have you seen any more blighted?”

	The elder shakes his head. “Not yet, fortunately. I can only hope it stays that way.”

	“That is good at least. Does everybody know not to engage them if spotted?”

	“I remind the foragers daily.”

	“Good, good. Alright, I’ll be off then.” Grif looks at me and Rose. “You are in good hands here. Please, rest your minds and bodies here.”

	“I’ll try, but I don’t know how much rest my body can get with her,” I tell him, causing him to let out an understanding chuckle.

	Before he can leave, Rose calls out to him and says, “A-ah! Grif… umm, thank you. Thank you for… healing us and bringing us here… despite what I am.”

	Grif smiles and gives her a polite bow. “The forest is mother to many different races. Accepting one more to nourish with her roots and protect with her shade is of no difficulty for her.”

	Following a nod and smile from Rose, Grif is officially off to go finish his daily patrols.

	That leaves us with the elder and all the other tiny people standing around staring at us.

	It feels pretty awkward.

	“What languages can you two speak?” the elder asks us.

	“I can… only speak Common,” Rose answers.

	“Draconic and Primeval,” I answer.

	The elder sighs. “Looks like I’ll be the only one talking to either of you then.”

	“I know how Grif and Sequia understood me, but how can you?”

	The elder reaches up and touches the necklace with an emerald gem adorning it hanging around his neck. “A gift from Sequia so that we would not have to rely on her for translations.

	Maybe I can get her to make one for Rose then. That way we won’t have to rely on somebody else to do translating for us all the time.

	“Now,” the elder says, “allow me to show you arou—”

	The kid with the cracked acorn for a head climbs up onto the shoulders of the other kid and stares right at me with wide eyes.

	…

	Now that I think about it, if I really am some cute little thing, then… aren’t kids going to love me?

	Shit.

	I can’t stand kids. The only thing children are good at is being annoying and ruining the fun for adults. And now, with my current body, they’re probably going to be obsessed with me.

	Wait.

	I can hide.

	Rose’s breasts are more than big enough to completely cover me up. So, all I have to do is slide even deeper into them until I’m not visible any—

	…

	Rose grabs me and pulls me out of her cleavage to proudly show me off. “He’s the cutest, isn’t he?!”

	This… this damn woman. She’s dangling me in the air in front of them like I’m a toy.

	The kids start making a whole bunch of noises while staring at me, and more villagers come up to us to get a closer look, too.

	“I have never seen a beast like you,” the elder says, looking at me with just as much interest as the children at this point. “Hmm… if you speak Draconic, then…”

	“Yep,” I say. “I’m a dragon.”

	The elder steps back with his cane shaking in his hand. “A—a dragon? But… how? Why would you be with an outsider?”

	“It’s a long story. Well, not really…”

	I end up explaining everything that happened to him.

	While I tell him the story, Rose explains all of my “cute features” to the others even though they can’t understand her. Unfortunately for me, though, they don’t need to understand her as she does a great job physically demonstrating by touching me all over. She lifts my lips up to show them my fangs, hangs me upside down to show them how “cute” I am when my face is upside down, and so on.

	I have never felt more objectified in my entire life.

	“I see,” the elder says now that I’ve finished my story. “A being from another sphere given the form of a dragon. A remarkable tale.” He strokes his mustache while talking. “And if you are not aware yet, the children—”

	“Love me,” I say, finishing his sentence for him. It’s obvious from the looks in their eyes.

	The elder chuckles and nods. “Indeed. Ah, where are my manners? I have not told you my name yet. You may call me Hardfall.”

	“Hardfall? I feel like there’s a story behind that name.”

	“Indeed. It is said that I hit every branch on the way down when my life began, and that I hit a rock upon landing.”

	“Makes sense then. I’m Fang. And the one handling me like a toy is Rose.”

	“Fang and Rose. I will do my best to remember that.” The elder then repeats our names to the others.

	And as soon as he does…

	“Fang!” shouts the kid with the cracked head. “Fang, Fang!”

	Everything has been pretty nice up until now. Now I’m going to have to deal with some little brats shouting my name wanting to play with me, aren’t I?

	Well, whatever. It could be worse. I could still have taxes to pay.


Chapter 9

	 

	Hardfall showed us around the village after our conversation ended, and the crowd that gathered around us ended up following along since they were all obsessed with me. Rose happily fangirled about me the entire time to the point where she just started repeating everything she already praised about me. The villagers probably thought she was crazy since they couldn’t understand her and she just kept on rambling on, and on, and on about me.

	That aside, the village turned out to be pretty cool. It’s small with only about a hundred inhabitants in total, and everybody lives in giant, hollow acorns or tree stumps. Well, some apparently have little underground burrows that they live in. They also get most of their food by foraging for it and harvesting mushrooms from underground farms and fallen trees. As for water, they tap trees for sap to drink, but there is also a river nearby that they occasionally gather water from. Apparently, though, water is more of a treat to them whereas sap is their primary drink.

	It also turns out that we’re getting our very own giant acorn to stay in. Apparently, they’ve got a few empty spares just sitting around that are already furnished and everything. Hardfall explained it as them never being sure when they’re going to get a new treeborn, so they keep some houses on standby.

	And now, after being shown around and being treated like a toy to be shown off, Hardfall has finally shooed everybody away to give me and Rose some space in our new house.

	I’m already exhausted. Not from fighting the boar or walking around the forest, but from being handled by Rose showing me off to everybody.

	“I’ve never seen furniture like this,” Rose says, still holding onto me. But at least now she’s just holding me on top of her breasts instead of moving me around.

	As for the furniture she’s talking about, it’s pretty unique. Not really sure how it works, though. It looks wooden, but also… like part of the acorn itself. Like when they went and carved out the acorn, they left chunks of it that would serve as furniture. So the furniture is part of the actual acorn. That also means it’s connected to the walls and floors and can’t be moved around, so no rearranging the furniture. The part I’m confused about, though, is that… aren’t the insides of acorns not exactly wooden? The furniture looks wooden, but—well, I’m not some tree expert. Besides, maybe giant fantasy acorns are different.

	But other than that, the bed has what looks like a thick layer of plant fibers on top of it to serve as a sort of mattress with a pillow at its head. No sheets, though.

	There’s also a ring of that glowing fungus high up on the walls that creates even lighting throughout our house. Well, it’s less of a house and more of a single room. There’s just the bed and then a table with a couple of chairs, and the table and chairs are too small for Rose. The bed is pretty big, though.

	And it’s the bed that Rose sits down on and sighs. “Everybody here is so nice. I’m happy.”

	Yeah, everybody has been pretty nice. They were worried at first, but for a good reason, and they’ve been nothing but friendly since Grif cleared things up.

	“Hehe, and they all understand how cute you are. I’ll make sure to remind them tomorrow, too! I can’t let them forget about how perfect and adorable you are.”

	Joy.

	Rose sets me down on the bed and then cuddles up behind me, keeping one hand resting on my side. “None of this feels real, aha… I’m scared that I’m going to wake up from a dream any second now and be back with my father.”

	I wiggle my front leg out from under her hand to set it on top of her hand.

	“Are you… are you trying to hold my hand?”

	I nod at her.

	“Hehe. Hehehe. I’ve never—I’ve never held hands with a man before. You make me so happy, Fang. I wish I could make you as happy as you make me.”

	I want to tell her that she does, but… I feel that would be a lie.

	Am I happy?

	Sure, I’m having fun and enjoying this new life so far, but… am I happy?

	I can’t even remember what it feels like to be happy.

	Sure, when I was a kid, I’d have fun with my best friend, but then I’d go back home and get beaten for staying out too late. I’d go to bed hating my life and hoping I’d never wake up again. No matter how much fun I had in the moment, I feel I can’t say that I was happy.

	Even over the last few years, I managed to save up enough money to clean myself up, get a job, and rent an apartment. There were times I had fun. Moments where I felt happy. But, overall, I was just going through the motions. Nothing motivated me. I only survived for the sake of surviving. I had no purpose. No goal. I just worked and killed time until it was time to sleep and do it again the next day. My day-to-day life was no different than any normal person’s the last couple years, but it was just… repetitive. I didn’t care about it. I just didn’t want to kill myself or be homeless again.

	Everything was a chore. Happiness was temporary and never lasted for more than a few minutes at a time.

	Even now, the moments where I feel happy are fleeting. I feel like I’m just back to how I usually feel whenever they fade away.

	What does it even mean to really be happy? Maybe I’m looking too far into it. Maybe a normal person isn’t supposed to be in a good mood by default. Maybe I am happy and just don’t actually understand what that is.

	I don’t know.

	Maybe—

	“I used to think… it was impossible to feel this way,” Rose says. “My old maid used to tell me stories of couples who smile every day. Who are always happy and who always feel in love with each other. It sounded like a nice dream, but… only a dream. Nobody I knew was ever that happy, so I didn’t think it was possible. But now that I’m with you… even if it’s only been a day, I feel like it is possible, aha…”

	Her hand turns over so that its back is against my side, allowing her to curl her fingers around my front foot. Now we’re holding hands. Or, well, hands and feet.

	“I know I’m probably the only one who feels this way. I know I can’t hope that you’ll feel for me how I already feel for you. You’ll probably never like me as much as I like you. But… that’s okay. I’m already so happy that I couldn’t possibly ask for more. Even so, I—I want to do my best to make you happy, too. Even though I know it’s selfish of me, I want to make you like me even a tiny bit more than you already do. It’s not fair if I’m the only one who feels this happy. So… is it okay for me to be selfish?”

	Is she seriously asking me if it’s okay for her to be selfish… by trying to make me happy?

	This girl is seriously something else.

	But, it’s nice.

	Maybe I’ll never know what it feels like to genuinely be happy, but if she can, then all I have to do is live vicariously through her. I might not be happy, but I can make sure she stays happy enough for the both of us.

	I bet licking her face would make her happy.

	I mean, if I was a human still, I’d just kiss her. But I’m a dragon. I can’t really kiss anymore, but I can lick.

	It’s not weird since I’m a dragon.

	Right?

	Anyways, I wiggle out from under her hand so I can go up next to her face and give her cheek a lick.

	Rose… looks so happy that she’s on the verge of tears. “I—I don’t deserve you!” she cries out before rolling over and pinning me underneath her. “Hehe. Hehehe. My Fang kissed me. You’re too perfect for me. That’s why I have to make it up to you and give you loooooots of kisses alllllll over now. For every kiss you give me, I’ll give you a hundred more, hehehe.” She slides me up against the bed some more so that I’m directly under her head. “And last night, I learned where you love to get kisses the most.” She slowly inches her face down toward the bottom of my underside. “Maybe a hundred kisses isn’t enough, but a thousand might be.”

	I might not be a happy person, but I sure as fuck feel happy right n—

	“Fang!” shouts an annoying, childish voice from outside our door.

	Rose jumps up with a red face and flustered expression.

	I fucking despise children.

	“S-sorry, let me go see who it is,” Rose says before climbing off the bed looking as hurt as my blue balls feel.

	When she opens up the door, we see the two brats from earlier standing there. The one with the cracked head is in the front.

	“Rose!” the kid says before looking around her. “Fang!” The kid then holds up… what looks like a fist-sized nut of some kind that is pretty round. They try saying something else, but we can’t understand them.

	“I’m—I’m sorry,” Rose says. “I don’t know what you want…”

	The kids talk to each other before looking like they’ve come up with an idea.

	The other kid then runs off, the cracked one throws the nut, and the other catches it before bringing it back like a dog playing fet—…

	Wait.

	Don’t tell me.

	They don’t seriously want me to—

	“Oh!” Rose says. “Do you want to play with Fang?”

	Fuck.

	The kid points at the “ball” and then looks around Rose to point at me.

	Shit.

	“You do!” Rose says.

	Damn it.

	Rose looks at me and says, “Fang, they want to play with you!”

	Kill me.

	“It’s only natural after I taught them about how cute you are!”

	I hate everything.

	“And once the kids are tired out… they won’t be able to interrupt us, so we can do that for the rest of the night,” Rose says with a seductive voice.

	….

	Damn it, fine.

	I’ll play with these brats and be so damn boring that they never ask me to play again. Then I’m going to selfishly have Rose treat me until every last ounce of annoyance has been sucked out of my body.

	 

	Outside, the annoying brats have led us to a small clearing right outside the village where there’s enough space for us to run around.

	The kids, who I’ve now internally nicknamed Crackhead and Annoyance, look like they’re fucking overflowing with excitement. They keep trying to talk to me, too, even though I have no idea what they’re saying.

	Annoyance, now holding the ball, throws it as far as she can before looking down at me and smiling.

	… guess I’ll go fetch it.

	But I have to be boring.

	The less fun they have with me, the more they’ll leave me alone in the future.

	So, I slowly walk up to it, pick it up with my mouth, and slowly bring it back.

	Each brat looks disappointed. Good.

	“Setting their expectations low so you can surprise them?” Rose asks me. “Hehe, you’re so smart, Fang!”

	… that’s not at all what I’m doing.

	Annoyance throws the ball again, and I retrieve it just as boringly as the first time.

	They look even more disappointed now.

	My plan is going smoothly.

	They’re whispering something to each other now, though. I have no idea what, but it’s suspicious.

	Annoyance throws the ball again, so I go off to grab it… but Crackhead runs past me before looking at me with a smug smile.

	I feel a vein pop in my forehead at the sight of that annoyingly smug face.

	Does this little brat think that they can get the ball before me?

	I’ll put them in their place. I won’t let them have fun by beating me.

	I charge toward the ball at full speed, blowing by Crackhead to grab the ball and bring it back to Annoyance as fast as I can.

	That’ll show these brats.

	Annoyance throws the ball again.

	Apparently, they haven’t learned their lesson yet, and Crackhead is still out there which puts them closer to the ball already. I’ll have to run even faster if I want to get it before them!

	I’ll destroy these brats with my speed until they’re so tired of losing that they never want to play with me again.

	 

	My… my stubby legs… are not built for this much running.

	We’ve been out here… for so long… and these kids somehow aren’t bored yet. How do they have so much energy? How are their standards for entertainment so low that they haven’t given up yet?!

	“Fang is getting tired, so this will be the last throw, alright?” Rose asks Annoyance, who is in charge of throwing the ball again after switching places with Crackhead for a while. When Annoyance looks at her with a confused tilt of the head, Rose holds up one finger which seems to get the point across as Annoyance nods.

	Alright. One more. I… I can do one more.

	The problem is that since Crackhead swapped out to be the thrower for a while, they’ve recharged and given their legs a break while my legs haven’t had an equal chance to rest yet.

	But I can do this. Sure, I lost a couple of rounds so far, but I won’t lose this last one!

	Annoyance throws the ball and I use whatever is left of my energy to rush toward it at full speed!

	Crackhead reaches out to grab it, but I jump and get it between my teeth first. They then try grabbing onto me instead, but I dodge out of their way and start running back toward Annoyance before they can get me.

	Alright, this round is as good as won for m—

	“Be careful!” Rose shouts at Crackhead behind me.

	I turn around and see Crackhead blindly trying to catch up with me not paying attention to the thick roots protruding from the ground in front of them.

	One of Crackhead’s feet gets stuck underneath a root, causing them to trip.

	There are more roots in front of them that look pretty hard, and Crackhead’s head is already cracked.

	I drop the ball and rush back toward Crackhead.

	//You: 18

	Enigma? Now?

	I barely reach Crackhead in time. When I do, I jump up, gently grab their shoulder with my mouth, and take them backward so that they don’t fall forward and hit their head. They end up falling backward instead, but the ground is softer there, and I also get under their head to absorb the impact.

	“Fang!” Rose shouts as she and Annoyance run up to us. “Are you alright?!”

	I stick my head out from underneath Crackhead’s head and nod. She should be more worried about Crackhead than me.

	Annoyance helps Crackhead up which lets me get a good look at them. Crackhead looks fine, thankfully—wait.

	This brat!

	Crackhead runs up to the ball, picks it up, and brings it back to Annoyance!

	This little fucking brat—after I went out of my way to catch them, they do me like this?! Let’s see if I ever catch them again or—

	Crackhead picks me up, kisses the top of my head, and then sets me back down before saying something I can’t understand.

	…

	Whatever. I’ll let it slide. The annoying brat is lucky they’re just a kid.

	Rose picks me up and sets me on top of her chest before telling the kids, “It’s getting late, so go back to your, umm… parents?”

	The kids might not understand what exactly she said, but they understand the intent and wave at us before running off while shouting something at us.

	So help me if they want to play more tomorrow.

	Rose lets out a sigh and says, “Finally. They just wouldn’t run out of energy…”

	Yeah, tell me about it.

	“But… hehe. You looked like you had so much fun.”

	Did not. It was horrible. My legs are tired and I got beaten by some little brat.

	 “Your tail was wagging so much I thought it was going to break off!”

	What? Wait… I do have a tail. I forgot about that. No wonder dogs and cats get surprised by their own tails. But no, wait, there’s no way my tail was wagging like some dog. Especially not from playing with those brats.

	“And now, for being so nice to them, I’m going to be nice to you allllllll night,” Rose whispers as she lets one of her hands teasingly trail down toward my jewels.

	You know, maybe those brats aren’t so bad after all if this is the end result.

	 


Chapter 10

	 

	Rose ended up draining me until even shooting blanks was more than I was capable of.

	And now something strange is happening. I’m aware that I was sucked to the point of feeling like my soul left my body, making me pass out somewhere along the way, and now… I’m asleep, but also totally aware. Kind of like lucid dreaming, except there’s no dreaming. I’m asleep and aware that I’m asleep, but I’m not dreaming.

	I’m just a consciousness in a void again.

	Wait.

	Did she literally suck the soul out of my body? Did I die? Am I reincarnating as something else again? There’s no way that she literally sucked me to death, right? I mean, that’s one amazing way to go out if it’s true, but seriously?

	There’s no way that—

	//Congratulations, you have gained enough experience to reach level 1!

	Oh.

	I’m just leveling up.

	It did say that it would happen the next time I rest, after all.

	//As you have reached the first level, you may now choose a class. You do not have to pick one now if you would like to wait until you have unlocked more options, but you will not gain more experience until you have selected a class.

	//Available Classes

	//Common Classes: Brawler, Ranger, Rogue, Sorcerer

	//Special Classes: Pet, Pure Dragon

	//Exotic Classes: Void Stalker, Gravity Bender

	//Unique Classes: Infinity Lord

	Some of those classes sound pretty generic… while the others sound pretty badass.

	I check out the common classes first, figuring they’re going to be the worst options. They all end up being about what I expected. They’re just the generic, average classes most games offer with minimal requirements. Nothing fancy.

	The special classes are next.

	The pet class is exactly what it sounds like. It lists that the prerequisite is me being some form of companion to another, and it specializes in buffing both me and my “master” who would be Rose in this case. It sounds pretty good, but not any better than the common classes despite being special. I’m going to assume that the classes are more or less balanced but that some are simply rarer than others.

	The pure dragon class is also pretty easy to figure out from the name alone. It focuses on the fact that I’m a dragon and buffs all my draconic features and abilities. It would make me a dragon that is really nothing more than just a dragon.

	Now for the exotic classes.

	Void stalker is a class that sounds like it’s similar to a rogue, but with a space aesthetic. Its flavor text talks about being a master of using the infinite expanse of space as my ground to hunt prey in and all that. The more I read of it, the edgier it gets. It does sound pretty good, though.

	Gravity bender is another class that sounds great. It’s basically just a specialized version of sorcerer that says how, due to me being “born” as a being with closely related to gravity, I can learn to bend it to my will. So, I would be like a gravity mage or something I guess.

	Overall, from the preview each class gives me, they all feel pretty equal. I have no idea which is going to be the best, though, seeing as how they only offer a preview of what I’ll get at the first level instead of what I’ll get later on.

	I can cut half the options so far out at least, leaving me with: brawler, pet, pure dragon, and gravity bender. Those are the ones I feel all fit my style the best or that just feel appropriate. Not to say that being a pet feels appropriate or is my style or anything, but… it offers some good stuff from what I can see.

	Brawler is basically how I’m used to fighting already. Getting up close and personal and fighting using my body and my body alone. Pet will not only improve my own capabilities, but will specifically help me protect Rose. Pure dragon will just be an overall improvement for anything draconic, and I am a dragon. Then gravity bender—well, that just sounds cool.

	But there’s still one more.

	It’s the class listed as a unique one, because it’s only right to save something that sounds that impressive for last.

	And as soon as I look it over, I feel like the choice is obvious.

	Partly because the name is the edgiest out of them and I have to admit, I’ve always been a bit of a fan of the edge.

	//Infinity Lord

	//Prerequisites: Singularity Forged (Trait)

	//Description: There is nowhere more uninhabitable than the singularity of a black hole. Those forged by a singularity are some of the most powerful beings in existence with powers on par of gods if they are not already gods. They are slaves to neither space nor time, capable of surviving until reality itself ends. However, their greed is as infinite as their power. The singularities that forged them ceaselessly hunger until nothing else exists to consume, for no power comes without a cost. To accept mastery over such power is to submit oneself to unending greed. To accept endless power is to accept endless hunger. Whether it be a magical trinket, the life of another, or even the stars, nothing will be safe from your hunger.

	//Health: 1d12 + constitution modifier

	//Level 1: Ceaseless Hunger (Feat)

	//Ceaseless Hunger: The power of an infinity lord does not come from nowhere. The more mass you consume, the larger and more powerful you grow, but the threshold required to grow increases exponentially the more powerful you become. You will gain 5 health each growth tier, 1 damage every five tiers, and 1 defense every ten tiers. You will lose one tier of growth per day that you do not consume at least 10% of the total mass for your current growth tier.

	So.

	That sounds awesome.

	At the same time, it… might be dangerous to take. I have no idea how much of that stuff about always being hungry is flavor text or not. If I’m going to literally feel infinitely hungry, then… that might be a massive problem. I don’t want to go through life constantly being hungry.

	But those gains are potentially massive. Depending on just how much I actually need to “consume,” I could grow incredibly powerful just from eating a ton. Assuming that’s how it works, anyways.

	That also means I have an excuse to pig out and eat all the time.

	Wait.

	What if… always being hungry means I can never feel full. That means I can eat as much as I want and never get sick or run out of space, right? No, it might not mean that. Or does it? I have no idea. I just like the idea of hitting up a buffet and eating until they go out of business while growing stronger from it.

	Now, the other classes sound good, too, but none of them are as powerful as this one. The pet class also gives Rose some buffs, but I would be able to better protect her just from growing stronger myself, and isn’t her whole class about making me as strong as possible?

	The bit about losing growth tiers is concerning, too. It sounds like even if I eat an absolute fuck ton of food, then I’m going to have to always eat at least a tenth of the total I’ve ever eaten in order to not lose my gains. So the stronger I grow from this feat, the more I have to eat every single day in order to not get weaker.

	Extremely high rewards for probably extremely high requirements.

	But if I can hit the tenth growth tier, that would be an extra fifty health, two damage on all my attacks, and another point of defense if I’m understanding it correctly. And that’s growth independent from leveling and everything. I’d basically have two leveling systems at once. One from killing, one from eating… and I can always eat whatever I kill.

	I’m not sure I can resist taking this class. Even though it might fuck me over with hunger, I want to see just how far I can go with it.

	And it just sounds cool.

	Fang, the Infinity Lord, a dragon of the singularity.

	Damn it, that really does sound so cool. Edgy, too.

	Alright. I can’t resist. I’m taking it. If the worst consequence is that I might be hungry, I can deal with that. I already experienced what it’s like to feel constantly starving when I was a homeless teen. If I did it then for nothing other than freedom, I can do it now for ultimate power.

	I select the infinity lord class.

	//Congratulations, you are now a level 1 Infinity Lord!

	//Rolling for Health

	//7 + 2 = 9

	//Total Health: 12 -> 21

	//Your Defiance Bonus is now 2

	//You have gained the Class Feat: Ceaseless Hunger

	//You have gained the Racial Ability: Crushing Roar

	//Total Experience: 100/300

	Wait, a new racial ability? What’s that?

	Fortunately, thinking about its name is enough to pull up its information.

	//Crushing Roar

	//Racial Ability

	//Activation Time: Instant

	//Duration: 10 seconds

	//Range: 10 feet

	//Requirements: Verbal

	// The roar of a singularity dragon is one that proves their command over gravity. Regardless of your size, you release a crushing roar so deep that it cannot be heard, but can be felt. All targets within 10 feet are assaulted by your roar bringing gravity crushing down upon them. Targets must make a strength saving throw. If it fails, they suffer 1d4 crushing damage and struggle to move beneath the weight crushing them, slowing them, giving them disadvantage on all rolls, and granting advantage against them for the next ten seconds. Targets of this ability adapt to the increased gravity after ten seconds, making them immune to subsequent uses of this ability for the next 24 hours.

	Gains 1d4 damage at level 3 (2d4), 6 (3d4), 9 (4d4), 12 (5d4), 15 (6d4), 18 (7d4).

	Gains 10 feet in range per level.

	At level 10, this attack cannot be resisted.

	Alright. I’m officially winning. I thought the whole gravity bender thing sounded cool because I’d get to control, well, gravity, but I’m a singularity dragon. Controlling gravity is in my blood. I get to do that shit anyways.

	Having a system is pretty fun.

	 

	After the system stuff, I ended up dreaming about being a street racer while still being a tiny dragon. I looked pretty funny with oversized sunglasses on. Also, I got to dream about Rose in a race queen outfit. That was nice.

	And now, I let out a yawn and stretch—well, I stretch as much as I can. Considering that I’m surrounded by soft warmth up to my head, it’s a bit difficult.

	And apparently I’m not the first to wake up.

	Rose pulls me up enough so that she can place a kiss right against the top of my head. “Mwah!”

	“Morning to you, too,” I tell her.

	“Mmn… morning! Did you sleep well?” She might not be able to understand my words, but it’s probably obvious what I meant to say.

	I nod and yawn again.

	“Hehehe… sleeping with you really is the best,” Rose says. “You make sleeping better than any pillow or bed could. I could stay in bed sleeping with you forever. Maybe that wouldn’t be so bad. We were told to relax here, right? Then—”

	Something’s wrong.

	The more I wake up, the better I can hear and focus on the sounds outside. Things sound frantic with multiple different voices shouting, and their voices sound full of worry.

	And after a few more shouts, the door to our house swings open, causing Rose to jump and wrap her arms around her breasts in an attempt to wrap them around me.

	Standing at the door is the elder and two other acorn heads with spears already pointing through the entrance. Though, once the elder looks around and shakes his head, the spear-wielders back off.

	“Is this how you treat guests?” I ask Hardfall.

	“I apologize, but… some of the children have gone missing, and when it happens the morning after your arrival, I am sure you can understand the concern,” Hardfall explains.

	Well, as much as I want to complain about the sudden invasion of privacy… I can’t exactly fault his logic, especially considering the bad blood between their kind and Rose’s.

	“Oh no,” Rose says, sounding almost as if she is about to cry. “Do—do you have any idea where they went?”

	The elder looks away. “No, but it is not your—”

	“Let us help!” Rose shouts, practically lunging forward which leaves her on her hands and knees on the bed.

	And because I’m still in her cleavage, that means I’m just sort of dangling down underneath her with her breasts.

	I don’t know what annoys me more. The fact that I don’t get to look at her hanging breasts while on all fours in front of me, the fact that the elder can look at her like this, or the fact that the elder and the others don’t even appreciate the view they’re lucky to get.

	“You want to help us?” the elder asks, sounding surprised by her offer. He looks a bit hesitant, too, but he ultimately nods and says, “We will not refuse an extra pair of eyes.”

	“It’s the least we can do since you’re letting us stay here!” Rose explains.

	So much for staying in bed forever.

	 


Chapter 11

	 

	I yawn while perched on top of one of the acorn houses. It’s the highest spot I can easily reach, so I got up here to keep an eye out for anything suspicious while the rest look around the village.

	The others are hesitant around Rose at first when they see her helping, but as soon as they realize how genuine she is in her desire to help, they stop looking at her with suspicion and start coordinating with her to the best of their ability. That mostly comes in the form of pointing at her and then pointing at other places where they want her to look.

	Between them apparently being quick to trust and Rose’s high charisma, it isn’t a surprise.

	Anyways, from what I could gather from the elder before coming up here... it’s Crackhead and Annoyance who are missing. The last time they were seen was last night after they made it back from playing with me, so it isn’t known whether they went missing during the night or during the morning.

	I yawn again which apparently puts an idea in my head mid-yawn.

	If I try focusing hard enough, I can trigger a perception check, and what if I get a high roll on it? Could I uncover a clue that way?

	In that case, I take a deep breath and focus on scanning the surroundings with my eyes.

	//Perception: 20

	… I hope I’m not burning through my dice luck this early in the day.

	Especially because I don’t notice anything of relevance despite that roll.

	But I have noticed that as soon as I got that roll, it feels like my eyesight has gotten temporarily better. I can spot things like tiny ants crawling around the dirt on the ground despite how far away they are, but I don’t notice anything else.

	I figure that no matter how good the roll might be, it doesn’t matter if there is nothing to discover with it in the first place.

	I turn around to look away from the village.

	Outside of the village is just… forest. Plain old forest. There are some snapped twigs on the ground and bushes that look like they were moved through, but it’s impossible to tell if that is from a wild animal, one of the villagers, or the kids. Besides, that sort of view is common all around the village outskirts.

	“Maybe they’re playing a prank,” I say to myself. It wouldn’t be the first time kids do something stupid and make everybody panic over them going missing when they’re really just hiding in a good spot.

	I let out yet another yawn, this time with my eyes closed.

	And when I open my eyes, I notice something that stands out.

	A brown chunk of something with a spot of blue on it is barely sticking out from a bush on the village outskirt.

	I jump from the roof and run over to investigate.

	… a bad feeling overwhelms my gut when I get closer and realize it looks like a chunk of an acorn with blue paste spread on it.

	 

	“This is Softshell’s,” Hardfall says, examining what I found after everybody has gathered around. I guess that must be Crackhead’s real name.

	And of course, Rose is quick to put me back between her breasts as soon as she’s reunited with me.

	“This wouldn’t have broken off without him getting hurt,” the elder continues. “If he was hurt, but didn’t come back, then…”

	One of the pinecone heads says something that causes the others around to look even more worried.

	Another of the acorn heads speaks up which causes suspicious eyes to be cast on Rose again.

	The suspicious eyes are quick to look away when Hardfall looks at them with an expression insulted on behalf of Rose.

	“Blackhat,” Hardfall says while looking at an acorn head whose head is black on top. “Wait for Grif and let him know what has happened. The rest of us will search in this direction.”

	Next thing I know, Hardfall is splitting everybody able across about twenty groups of four each. Me and Rose are put in a group with two pinecone heads, one with a spear and another with a bow.

	After the groups are formed, he gives each one directions on how far out to search before turning back and returning to the village. Our group is set to go to something known as Towering Net.

	I might have started the day off annoyed at the elder, but I had to respect him for how decisive he was with coming up with a plan, organizing everybody, and putting the plan into action.

	 

	Thirty minutes later of walking through the forest and the other groups who started near us aren’t visible anymore. I’m not sure spreading out this much is the right choice, but it’s not like I’ve ever led a search and rescue operation before.

	“I hope they’re alright,” Rose says, still sounding scared for the children.

	The pinecone heads with us look away when they hear her. Though, a moment later, the one with a bow says something with a hint of regret in their voice.

	Rose tilts her head. “If you’re talking to me… sorry, I can’t understand you.”

	The two pinecone heads look at each other and talk for a bit before getting frustrated and giving up on whatever it is they’re discussing. Maybe they’re trying to figure out how to communicate with Rose but have no idea how to. That’s my guess, anyways.

	Not being able to properly communicate with others is a pain. At least when it comes to me and Rose, even if she can’t understand me, I can understand her. But with these pinecone heads, we can’t understand each other at all.

	 

	Two hours of walking through the forest later and I’m starting to get pretty hungry. We haven’t found anything else of note yet, either. I’ve tried using my perception a few more times, but no matter what I roll, all I notice are sneaky bugs and birds I probably would have missed without it.

	Though, after a bit more walking, I start noticing a bunch of mushrooms all over the ground and growing off the trees. They all have long stalks with tall, red caps with what look like white webbing hanging down from the undersides of their caps.

	The more we walk toward our designated location, the denser and larger the mushrooms get until what I figure is our destination comes into sight.

	A huge, tree-sized mushroom that looks just like the ones all over the ground stands tall at the center of a forest of man-sized mushrooms surrounding it.

	But.

	The pinecone heads sound shocked as they talk to each other while looking up at the towering mushroom… which has clearly fallen to the same corruption that the boar did.

	Unlike the red-capped mushrooms around it, the massive mushroom at the center has black vines coiling around it that darken whatever they touch.

	And it’s Rose who notices the worst news first.

	“No!” Rose shouts. “We—we have to help them!”

	The vines are the least of our worries at the moment.

	That brat, Crackhead… is on the ground at the giant mushroom’s base, and the vines growing around the mushroom are coming out from the crack in their head. Their eyes are open and their body occasionally twitches as more vines grow from their head, but no sounds escape their mouth. Only roots do as they start to come out through their mouth and from behind their eyes.

	Damn it.

	If it was too late for the boar, then… it’s too late for Crackhead. Shit. What the fuck did this kid do to deserve—

	Rose runs toward him, but I bite onto her ankle to stop her.

	“Fang?” Rose asks with tears in her eyes. “Why—we have to—”

	I didn’t notice at first because of how hidden they were, but more of those corruptive vines are coiled around the bases of all the other mushrooms around.

	But while I’m tugging on Rose’s ankle to keep her from getting any closer, the pinecone heads with us rush to the kid.

	I have to let go of Rose’s ankle to shout at them, “Stop! We have to be care—”

	The black vines coil up the rest of the way around the man-sized mushrooms near the pinecone heads and swing the mushrooms at them like hammers.

	The bow wielder manages to jump away from one attack but is smacked away by another mushroom that slams into the side of their head. I didn’t think a mushroom would make a very good weapon, but it looks like the vines are enhancing them somehow with just how much weight was in that attack.

	The spear wielder doesn’t even get to dodge one attack. They’re knocked to the ground by a couple of the mushrooms, and then another one comes in and slams into their abdomen.

	That kid… if the kid is even still alive, I doubt he’d be brought back from that corruptive vine when it’s already inside of his head. He probably isn’t even really alive anymore, and getting to him through all the controlled mushrooms is going to be nearly impossible for us.

	But the two pinecone heads are still alive. We still have a chance to save them.

	A high-pitched shout comes from behind us.

	“Kaah!” shouts a goblin with dark grey skin jumping through the air toward Rose with a dagger primed in its hand.

	We walked right into their trap.

	I want to help the pinecone heads, but protecting Rose comes first.

	Before the goblin reaches her, I jump up and go for its leg.

	//You: 12 (3+9) < Dusk Goblin Ambusher #2: 14

	It isn’t enough. I fail to grab onto its leg, and not only that, but it redirects its dagger to stab it into me instead of Rose.

	//Dusk Goblin Ambusher #2: 18 (12+6) > You: 11

	The goblin’s dagger sinks into my side, its twisted blade nearly impaling me by almost coming out through the other side of my torso.

	//10 (6+4) piercing damage received!

	//Remaining Health: 11/21

	Shit. One fucking attack is all that it takes to knock out half my health. I’m dead if I get hit just a couple more times.

	“Fang!” Rose shouts, catching me before I can fall to the ground after the goblin withdrew its dagger from me.

	A mini forest of giant, corrupt mushrooms acting like tentacle hammers behind us.

	Three goblins with daggers in front of us.

	The pinecone heads are engaged against the mushrooms, Crackhead is probably dead, and I’ve already lost half my health just from one attack. We… need to escape. This isn’t a fight we can win.

	But that means abandoning the others.

	But… if abandoning them means keeping Rose safe, then—

	“Looking how fat she is!” one of the goblins shouts with a mocking voice as it points its dagger up toward Rose’s chest.

	I… understand it?

	“Fat! Good food! Mother will rewarding us for bringing her back!” the other goblin says.

	“Tch… always having to sharing food with stupid thing. All he does is eating while we do hunting.”

	“Maybe… if we cutting some fat off and say it happened during fighting… we can enjoy it!”

	On one hand, after going through enough stories where tentacle mushrooms and ugly goblins would jump at any opportunity to be more… sexual toward their victims, I’m slightly relieved they only want to eat her instead.

	On the other hand.

	“Like hell I’ll let you,” I say to them, crawling out from Rose’s hands.

	The goblins take a step back when they hear me. “You—you understanding us?!” one of them shouts at me.

	“Does not looking like one of mother’s,” another says.

	Then the one who stabbed me points its dagger at me and says, “Keep alive. Interesting thing. Maybe mother making servant.”

	“Fang, please—” Rose cries as I jump off of her.

	Sure, I have a giant gash in my side and am bleeding all over the ground.

	But I know we won’t be able to run away, and I’m not going to wait around for them to kill us.

	Maybe, though…

	I turn my head to look back at Rose and then jerk my head toward the direction we came from, trying to tell her to leave.

	“Fang, you—”

	I do it again.

	No more time.

	I just have to hope that she got the message and will listen.

	Turning back toward the goblins, it’s time to test out my new ability to try and buy her some time to hopefully escape.

	I’ve never fought with anything but my body before. I have no idea how to use skills or magic or anything like that.

	But I know I want to protect Rose, and I want to get revenge on the bastards in front of me.

	And if they’re responsible for what happened to Crackhead, I’m going to make them suffer as much as I can.

	I take a step toward them as they charge at me to meet me head on.

	I take a deep breath and shout—no, roar at them.

	No noise comes from my maw.

	But I feel the force my of voice erupt out from it regardless.

	A totally silent roar.

	And it is one that controls gravity itself.

	//Crushing Roar Activated

	//Dusk Goblin Ambusher #1: 9 (7+2) < 13

	//2 crushing damage dealt!

	//Dusk Goblin Ambusher #2: 4 (2+2) < 13

	//2 crushing damage dealt!

	//Dusk Goblin Ambusher #3: 8 (6+2) < 13

	//1 crushing damage dealt!

	Not even one of the bastards resists it.

	They drop to their knees with confused, pained expressions on their faces as they try to understand what’s happening to them.

	I might not have done much damage to them, but they still cry out in pain as their bones crack beneath crushing gravity forcing them down against the ground.

	“He-heavy!” the second one shouts. “Hurting!”

	That’s the bastard who stabbed me.

	While he’s slowed from gravity, I go for his neck with fangs bared.

	//You: 14 (5+9) | 17 (8+9) > Dusk Goblin Ambusher #2: 14

	It doesn’t get to escape my fangs again.

	I sink my teeth into its neck, letting its disgusting blood gush into my mouth, and shake my head to tear its throat apart.

	//12 (7+5) piercing damage dealt!

	//Dusk Goblin Ambusher #2 slain!

	The goblin drops onto its back while my fangs are still buried in its neck.

	One down, two to go, but… it’s hard to stay standing. Even though I still have half of my health, I was stabbed by a dagger that completely fucked up the middle of my torso. With how big it was relative to my body, it probably fucked up some of my organs, and it really feels like it did.

	But I can’t stop. Before the gravity wears off, I have to—

	Shit.

	“You dying!” shouts the third bastard.

	The gravity already wore off.

	//Dusk Goblin Ambusher #3: 8 (3+5) < You: 11

	I barely get out of the way in time, and the first goblin is ready to follow up with its own attack immediately after.

	//Dusk Goblin Ambusher #1: 10 (5+5) < You: 11

	The tip of its jagged dagger grazes my scales but doesn’t hurt me.

	Still, two against one while I’m already in as much pain as I am… I’m not too confident in these odds.

	But at least Rose is—

	“Get away from him!” shouts a familiar voice as a large stick gets swung at the third goblin from behind me.

	//Rosaline Goldtusk: 9 (8+1) < Dusk Goblin Ambusher #3: 14

	… stupid woman. Even though you know you’re at a disadvantage, after I tried telling you to get away, you still—

	Thanks.

	You might have missed pretty hard, but you got the bastard to turn its back to me.

	//You: 28 (19+9) > Dusk Goblin Ambusher #3: 14

	I latch onto the back of its neck and tear into it. It would be nice to not taste their blood in my mouth every time I bite them, but I’m not going to not abuse having the fangs of a dragon.

	//12 (7+5) piercing damage dealt!

	//Dusk Goblin Ambusher #3 slain!

	Another goblin down.

	The odds have gone from being one against three to two against one.

	I let go of the third’s neck to direct my fangs toward the first goblin’s—

	//Rosaline Goldtusk: 20 (19+1) > Dusk Goblin Ambusher #1: 14

	Rose swings her stick straight into goblin’s head, managing to score a direct hit, but…

	//Rosaline Goldtusk: 0 (1-1) blunt damage dealt!

	The stick breaks against the goblin’s head rather than deal any damage to it.

	But it’s enough.

	“Cursing you!” the goblin shouts before spitting at us and vanishing.

	I look around, as does Rose, but… it’s gone.

	Maybe it’s in hiding, waiting for an opportunity to attack once our guard is down, so we have to keep a look out, but we also need to hurry and help the others.

	One of them… is already gone. The spear-wielding pinecone head. Their body is on the ground with their head smashed into dozens of different pieces beneath the assaulting mushrooms now thoroughly entwined by the black vines.

	But the other is still alive. There’s still a chance we can save them.

	I look at Rose, look at the surviving pinecone head, and run over to them. As soon as I’m close, I take another deep breath and let out my roar.

	//Crushing Roar Activated

	//Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth: 16 (9+7) > 13

	It resisted?!

	If its modifier for strength is that high, then… if I get close enough for it to attack me, with how low my defense is, it will almost definitely hit me and kill me.

	We… we have to leave the—

	//Rosaline Goldtusk: Minotaur’s Fury Activated

	“Fang! Help them!” Rose shouts with a fiery strength in her voice that is unlike anything I have heard from her before. When I turn to face her, I see steam rising off her body as she stamps her foot against the ground like a bull getting ready to charge. “Stop!” She charges straight into the mushrooms, grabs onto the two nearest ones, and stomps her foot down into the ground between them. “Hurting!” She tightens her grip so hard that the mushrooms stalks are crushed within her hands, even though they are still enhanced by those black vines. “The only people who accept me!”

	I can’t take my eyes off her. There Rose is, the insecure, weak girl who keeps calls herself useless and worthless, too afraid to even defend herself, now putting herself in harm’s way to protect us—to save the pinecone head’s life.

	And now I see the system message in my vision.

	//Rosaline Goldtusk: 31 (20+11) > Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth: 15

	//Rosaline Goldtusk: 26 (4+9)*2 critical blunt damage dealt!

	//Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth: Grappled

	“Fang!” Rose shouts again.

	I force my eyes off her to rush into the forest of mushrooms, grab onto the surviving pinecone head’s arm, and drag them to safety.

	Just in time, too. Rose lets go and jumps back, just barely landing out of reach from the mushroom sent toward her.

	Unfortunately, there is nothing we can do about the one who already died. Not only are they… well, dead, but those black vines begin coiling around their corpse while dragging them deeper into the horde of mushrooms.

	As for me… I’m tired.

	Real, real tired.

	I can barely keep my eyes open now that we’re not under attack…

	Wait, is that… up in the tree, there’s a bird with… an eye on its chest? How weir—

	 


Chapter 12

	 

	I feel like a truck hit me. Is this going to be a reoccurring thing post-isekai? All pain feels like getting hit by a truck?

	But I shouldn’t be surprised. I mean, I did have that dagger stabbed into my side. It almost impaled me and there was no way that it didn’t cut up my organs with how it stuck me. If I was a human back on Earth, that probably would have taken me out of the fight right then and there. But, thankfully, I am no longer a human on Earth. I am a tiny dragon on… wherever I am.

	Speaking of wherever I am, I should probably open my eyes to figure out where I am.

	I open my eyes and—

	“Fang!” Rose shouts, tackling me chest first.

	I have no time to figure out where I am before she shoves me head first into her cleavage.

	This is acceptable. It just means that where I am is inside of Rose’s cleavage, and there aren’t any places I can think of that are better to be.

	“Please, Rose, be careful with him,” Grif says, his voice sounding muffled due to Rose’s breasts pressing against my ears.

	His voice tells me that we’re either back in the acorn village or at Sequia’s tree.

	“Let her be, she has patiently waited all this time,” Sequia says.

	Yep. We’re at Sequia’s tree.

	“But… his head is—can he even breathe?” Grif asks.

	“You have no trouble breathing when I hug you so,” Sequia answers.

	“That… is true, but I am not nearly as small as him. You cannot surround my whole head.”

	“Well, that depends entirely on which head we are talking about, does it not?”

	“Sequia, please…”

	“I remember when you first learned the taste of pleasure. Oh, how you yearned for me every hour of every day. Always groping and rubbing against me. Utterly insatiable, you were. Where did that cute little boy go?”

	Grif ignores her and tells me, “Move your tail if you can breathe.”

	I swish my tail around to let him know I’m alright. Everything is good aside from the fact that Rose’s cleavage has a stronger scent than usual. But it’s a nice scent. Wait, am I turning into some kind of weirdo who likes—

	Wait, does it matter if I am? I’m a guy who got isekai’ed into a fantasy world as a dragon. Who cares if I develop some weird kinks?

	“Fang… I was so scared,” Rose says. “You wouldn’t wake up, and, and… even after Grif healed you, you still wouldn’t—”

	I burrow deeper into her cleavage so that I’m completely surrounded by her breasts, turn myself around, and climb back up until my head and front legs pop out through the top. My stubby legs aren’t long enough to reach her shoulder to give her a pat, but I can still give her a proud pat on the top of her breast… since that’s all I can reach.

	“Good job,” I tell her. “You saved us back there. I’m proud of—”

	“You… you want to do that… right now?” Rose asks me with a suspicious tone in her voice. One look into her eyes reveals what that tone is coming from: lust. “Hehe. Hehehe… right after you wake up… you want to do that already? Even around the others? Hehe… if you want, then—”

	I turn to look at Grif. “Please.”

	Grif gives me an understanding nod before telling Rose what I actually said.

	Rose’s demeanor calms down as soon as she hears the translation. “I… I tried my best, you know?”

	I nod since she’s looking down at me.

	“I… was so tired of everybody else doing everything… and even though you were so hurt, you were still protecting me and trying to buy me time to escape. I… I would never be able to live with myself if I ran away. I know that I can never be as brave as you or the others, but… if I can be even a little bit useful… then—then I want to help.”

	“You did your best, Rose,” I say. “And your best was enough. You saved us.” Grif translates for me as soon as I’m done talking.

	“I was… so scared. Even just remembering it scares me, but… seeing you fight so bravely… I guess it inspires somebody even as worthless as me.”

	“You don’t have the right to call yourself worthless, especially after what you did. Not that you should ever call yourself worthless in the first place.”

	“Aha… hearing you say that… makes me really happy, even if it’s hard for me to believe. Umm… thanks, Fang. Thanks for protecting me.”

	“I’m your partner. It’s my job.” I could probably throw her a bone, too. It’s going to be dangerous, and Grif is probably going to have to talk her down, but she deserves it after what she did. “Besides, you’re pretty cute, so I would help you even if I wasn’t.”

	Grif narrows his eyes at me. “You know how she will respond if I translate that.”

	I’m about to tell him to do it anyways before Rose grabs him by the collar of his shirt, staring directly into his eyes, and says, “Tell me.”

	Rose can be… surprisingly assertive at times.

	Grif is proven right to have worried as soon as he finishes his translation, too.

	But not for the reason either of us expected.

	Rose, rather than get insanely turned on… begins crying.

	“You—you think I’m cute?!” Rose shouts through the tears, sounding full of disbelief as tears stream down her cheeks.

	Sorry, Rose, but you’re not that cute when you’re sobbing like this. I still nod my head anyways, though.

	“I’ve… I’ve never been called cute by anybody other than my old maid… I… I’m so lucky… I already have the most perfect husband in the world… and—and he even thinks… he even thinks I’m cute!”

	If girls back on Earth were as easy to please as Rose, I might not have been so welcoming of death.

	“I’m—I’m so happy!” Rose cries out, her words barely even intelligible.

	 

	Rose took a while to calm down. After she calmed down, all that crying turned into aroused panting, and Grif had to plead with her to save it for later so that we could actually get down to business.

	And said business is going over what happened.

	“I see,” Sequia says, for once so serious that she’s not even messing with Grif in any way. “A goblin with skin as a shadow who disappeared as one. You are sure that Enigma referred to them as dusk goblins?”

	“Yeah,” I say and nod. And, of course, I’m tucked into Rose’s cleavage as she casually pets the top of my head down to the back of my neck.

	“The shadeblight grows more aggressive with each day, and not only has it corrupted Towering Net, but servants of the shadow have assaulted the village. It is clear they are connected, but for that to be true… is there anything else you remember? Was there anything that stood out to you?”

	“I remember being able to understand them. They planned on taking Rose back to somebody they called ‘mother,’ then complained about somebody else always getting to eat while they do the hunting? And they wanted to capture me alive in case ‘mother’ wanted to make me into a servant, I guess.”

	Sequia covers her mouth with a hand and looks away for a moment before asking me, “Is there anything else?”

	“Uh…” Is there anything else worth mentioning? She knows about the goblins, about the vines corrupting that giant mushroom, the… kid and the pinecone head, and—

	Wait.

	What was it that I saw before I passed out again?

	“A bird,” I say. “There was… a black bird sitting on a tree branch, and it looked like it had an eye on its chest?”

	Sequia closes her eyes and lets out a deep sigh. “Then it is as I fear. I suspected this upon the involvement of shadow servants, but a crow with an eye confirms it as an undeniable truth.”

	“What is it?” Grif asks her.

	“A hag. A powerful one at that if she is summoning servants from the shadows to do her bidding. The shadeblight is likely a curse from the realm of shadows as well.”

	“A hag? I am unfamiliar with that.”

	A hag… that makes me think of those creepy old women, usually really ugly, with hunched backs and warts all over their skin.

	“They are practitioners of foul magic, often lost in obsessive pursuit of whatever they desire, allowing their obsession to twist and deform them over decades,” Sequia explains. Sounds like I’m right. “The older they grow, the more obsessed they become, realizing they are running out of time and that they must do whatever it takes to accomplish their goals. A common familiar of them is the crow. They pluck the eyes from their victims and gift them to summoned familiars to serve as their eyes over vast distances. And as they grow old, their hatred for the youthful grows stronger with every day, so they often seek out children to use in their cruel experiments… or simply for food.”

	“But… how?” Grif asks. “How could anybody like that be here? Would we not have seen the warning signs decades in advance?”

	“Their obsessive pursuits isolate them until they can no longer progress on their own. The only part I am not sure about is the mention of something else eating while they hunt. Do you think they could have been referring to this ‘mother?’”

	I shake my head. “Don’t think so. The way they sounded when referring to this other thing was different. Like they respected the mother but resented whatever was eating.”

	“A pet, perhaps? I am unsure. Regardless, I am confident that the source of this corruption is a hag.”

	“I’ve got to say, you seem pretty open about it now. You didn’t even want to discuss any of this with us before.”

	“That was before. This is now. The situation has changed and so too has my decision. Not only that, but,” she pauses and looks at Grif before looking at me again, “I am not so arrogant that I would send the one I cherish most against a powerful foe without whatever assistance I may afford him. You may be new to this sphere, but you are a dragon. Even the youngest of dragons make for powerful allies. From my understanding, you also seem to be a much more experienced fighter than my Grif. There is only so much that he may learn from his patrols, and I do not wish to see him fight on his own.”

	“Sequia,” Grif says. “I—”

	Sequia raises her hand between them to interrupt him. “Know that I will not hold it against you should you decline my request. You are new to this sphere,” she looks toward Rose, “and you are a victim seeking peace. You have no obligation to us. If anything, we are indebted to you for saving Greenfeet’s life.” That must be the pinecone head we saved. “Yet, I must shamefully ask you for help, for I fear we may not have enough time without your aid. Please, would you—”

	“I want to help!” Rose shouts, almost slamming her fists onto the table in the process. And as she leans forward, she basically pushes her chest down against the top of the table, and that almost pops me out from her cleavage. “Everybody… everybody here is so nice. Even if they were suspicious at first… they still accepted us, and… I want to repay that!”

	“You have already repaid us, little one. You owe no debt to the forest.”

	Rose shakes her head, which shakes her entire upper half, which shakes me around with enough intensity that she ends up almost giving me whiplash by slapping the sides of my head against her breasts over and over again. I know they’re having an emotional moment and all, but it’s hard to take it seriously when I’m basically getting repeatedly slapped in the face by tits.

	“You don’t… you don’t know how much I appreciate all of you,” Rose says. “Even though it’s been such a short time… I already feel like… you’re my family more than my real family. So no matter what… if I can help, I want to!”

	My turn to join in and say, “There you have it. If she wants to help, then you’ve got my help.” Besides, I can’t deny that even though I keep getting hurt, fighting is pretty fun. Especially now that I get to fuck monsters up with the power of gravity.

	Sequia smiles and bows her head to us. “The forest welcomes your assistance, and the forest does not forget those who aid it.”

	Grif joins in and bows. “Thank you.” Though… I can tell that he’s a bit upset. Even though they clearly have a romantic… and sexual, relationship going on, she treats him like a child who needs protected.

	Wait.

	Is that a message from Enigma in my vision? How… how long has that been waiting there for?

	//Combat End

	//Party Experience Gained: 200 (Dusk Goblin Ambusher x2: 200)

	//You have gained 100 experience!

	//Experience: 200/300

	Guess those messages don’t go away until I actually look at them.


Chapter 13

	 

	I found out on the way back to the village, escorted by Grif and carried between Rose’s breasts like usual, that it’s almost night already. I was passed out for longer than I realized.

	And when we make it back to the village… it is far gloomier than when we first arrived. Everybody was so full of life yesterday, talking to each other and having fun around the village, but not after what happened earlier. It only gets even gloomier after Grif explains the situation to them, telling them to keep their kids indoors until the danger has passed.

	Now, me and Rose are back in the acorn house they gave us.

	Grif is outside telling the others everything Sequia wants him to share, such as signs to watch out for, and then he’ll be going back. And tomorrow morning… on Sequia’s request, we’ll be partying up with him to patrol and train together.

	But that’s tomorrow. What matters now is Rose sitting on the edge of the bed looking down at the ground with a frown and eyes that look like they’re on the verge of tearing up.

	And I have no real way of talking to her. Then again, I don’t know what I’d say if I could. She was able to act like her usual cheery, perverted self when we were at Sequia’s, but ever since she saw the faces of the treeborn, she’s been like this.

	She saw a dead kid corrupted by vines, watched me get stabbed and then bleed all over her, saw another one of the pinecone heads get killed, and had to leave the dead behind to escape with me and the survivor.

	Any normal person would be fucked up for a while after that.

	What does it say that I’m not?

	When was the last time I cried or felt sad?

	Maybe when I found out my friend died. Yeah, that’s probably it. He was the only one worth crying for in my life.

	Being homeless, living on the streets and eating trash, beating the shit out of people for money—I never felt bad during any of that because all of that was better than living under my psycho parents.

	I guess I felt bad when I found out about the dog fights at the usual place. I didn’t have anything against a bunch of bastards betting money on us homeless brats fighting and sometimes accidentally killing each other, but making dogs fight each other felt fucked up. 

	… but I didn’t do anything to stop it.

	I barely had anything and didn’t want to lose the few things I did have. Sticking my nose where it didn’t belong would have just made the owner send his guys after me. I wouldn’t have changed anything other than becoming the lesson for a day, and the lesson would have ended with a bullet through my brain.

	But I died anyways.

	I should have fucked some of those bastards up if I was going to die some stupid death anyways. Instead of dying trying to protect some dogs, I died walking down the fucking street.

	Somebody like me doesn’t deserve to have this new life. It should have gone to somebody better. Somebody who wasn’t just some brat who only looked out for himself.

	But it is what it is.

	I might not deserve this new life, but I’m not going to throw it away or whine about it. Especially when it’s been as fun as it has been. Between messing around with Rose and getting to fight, things have been pretty fun.

	… even so, I—

	…

	I have been lifted up.

	“What’s wrong, Fang?” Rose asks, holding me right in front of her face. The sad expression from earlier has been replaced by a worried one.

	I shake my head. I’d tell her nothing’s wrong, but I can’t.

	“I know I… might be pretty dumb, but… I can tell when something’s wrong. Umm, I—I know that I can’t understand you when you talk, but… if—if you want, you can talk and I’ll listen even if I can’t understand. Would that help?”

	You’re too nice, Rose. I shake my head.

	Rose pouts a little before taking me over to the bed, setting me down on my side, and then cuddling up next to me from behind. For once, she doesn’t just shove me down into her cleavage, but she’s still got her breasts pressed up against my back as she strokes one hand up and down along my chest and abdomen—or well, I guess just my underside.

	“Thank you, Fang,” Rose whispers with a soothing tone. “You were so brave earlier. And thanks to you, I’m still alive, and so is Greenfeet.”

	And Crackhead and the other pinecone head are still dead. And Annoyance is missing, probably also dead.

	“I feel bad about the others, but… it’s not our fault. We tried our best, and… I think that’s what matters. And… I saw how you looked at… the kid. You wanted to save them, too, didn’t you? Even while we walked through the forest, I saw how you looked harder than the rest of us, and that inspired me to help out more, too.”

	What’s she talking about? Well, she’s probably just putting me on a pedestal again. It’s not… it’s not like I’m bothered or anything. I just wanted to find the kid since they let us stay in their village. Make us even and all.

	“You praise me for doing my best, and that makes me really, really happy. So… I want you to know that I see you doing your best, too. And I’m proud of you. Aha… it… it probably doesn’t mean much hearing that from somebody like me, but it’s how I feel. You did your best and I’m proud of you.”

	All I did was the bare minimum. Anybody would have done that in my shoes. A better person than me probably wouldn’t have given up, either. They would have found the kid sooner. They would have saved the other pinecone head. Just like how they would have stepped up and helped those dogs. Me doing the bare minimum is nothing to be proud of.

	If anything, Rose, you’re the one who deserves all the praise. You’re the one who actually put yourself on the line to save them. When I wanted to escape with you, you charged in and saved a life. All I did was watch.

	“Thank you, Fang.”

	I don’t deserve any thanks.

	“Because of how brave you are… I finally managed to be a little brave, too.”

	Don’t mistake my being desensitized for being brave.

	“I’ll do my best from now on. I promise. When I watch how hard you try for us… it’s impossible for me to not want to do the same.”

	I’m not trying hard for anybody. I’m just enjoying my new life and doing whatever.

	“It’s okay, Fang. I’m here. I won’t let you go.”

	What are you talking about? It’s not like I’m… not like I’m…

	“One of the stories my old maid told me… it was about a princess who was kidnapped by an evil monster. None of the knights her father sent to rescue her could defeat the monster, and, running out of options, he had no choice but to hire a powerful adventurer. He didn’t want to hire the adventurer because the adventurer only cared about money while the knights wanted to save her for the kingdom’s sake. But it was the adventurer who finally defeated the monster and rescued her. For some reason, the adventurer always kept his face covered so that the princess couldn’t see it during their journey back. She fell for him during their journey, but he refused all her advances, claiming to only be there for the money. But, one day, his mask slipped off and she immediately recognized him. He wasn’t a random adventurer, but he was her friend from childhood. She was a princess and he was the son of one of her father’s servants, so their friendship was not allowed to continue once it was discovered.”

	Where is she going with this random story?

	“But he never stopped caring about her. He felt that if she knew who he was, it would be too painful for him, as he wouldn’t want to leave her again. He lied about only caring about money to protect himself from getting hurt. Then, once they talked to each other about the truth, the princess told him, ‘Well, if you do not want to leave me again, then don’t leave.’ Then they staged their deaths and ran away to start a family in another kingdom. Aha… sorry, I probably forgot a lot of it and might have mixed some things up, but… the reason I wanted to share that is because you remind me of the princess’s friend. Maybe I’m wrong, but… it’s a feeling I have.”

	… that’s not—

	“The brave adventurer who wanted to save his friend and do the right thing, but convinced himself he only cared about the reward to protect himself. Maybe it’s not the same, but… my father and siblings always got mad at me for how good I could read them, aha…”

	I can understand why. I feel… uncomfortable. Back when I was a human, if some girl tried reading me like Rose is, then I’d get annoyed and… no. I’ve had girls try reading me before. They were always wrong, so it was kind of funny and just slightly annoying at worst. So, when Rose does it, why does it make me so uncomfortable?

	… I guess the answer to that is pretty obvious.

	Those other girls just tried reading me based on some bullshit horoscope nonsense. Rose… I can’t say that I’m as noble as the adventurer in her story, but maybe I do lie to myself.

	Eating trash and shivering through the night in some dirty alley was a lot more tolerable whenever I convinced myself I was happier than I was when in an abusive home, but the abusive home had food and warm sheets. Even though I regularly got the shit beaten out of me, at least my parents never made me go to bed hungry, and my sheets were always clean and warm.

	Was I ever actually happier, or was I just miserable differently?

	“I’m really happy, Fang,” Rose whispers. “I feel guilty… because those bad things happened today, but… aha… when I’m with you like this, even if it’s just me talking… I’m happy. It’s been… so long since I could talk to as much as I want to like this. Even if you didn’t want to be my husband—”

	I never did agree to that, not that I’ve refused it either.

	“—then… as long as I could talk to you like this… I would still be happy. Maybe I’m the real dragon between us for how selfish I am. I feel like no matter what bad things happen, as long as I have you, I’ll be able to end every day with a smile.”

	Unlike me, when I had to convince myself that I was just so damn happy to be out from underneath my parents while starving, Rose sounds like she’s telling the truth. She’s not just trying to convince herself. She doesn’t need to lie.

	I’m jealous. I wish I could be as happy as her.

	“And I want you to feel as happy as I do,” Rose says. Did I miss something about her being a mind reader?

	When’s the last time I was really happy? Like… genuinely happy in any meaningful way? Sure, I would feel temporarily happy whenever I won a fight, or whenever I found a good new series to watch or read, but I wouldn’t say I was ever happy as a person. I just had a couple of moments here and there where I’d be happy.

	I’m not sure. Even when my friend was alive—all the way back to my earliest memories as a kid, I can’t remember ever being happy.

	I don’t even know where to begin with something like enjoying life.

	“I’ll do whatever it takes to make you as happy as I am,” Rose says. “If somebody like me can feel so happy… then it’s only fair that you get to feel just as happy. No, even happier.”

	I’m not sure something like that is possible.

	But maybe it would be nice.

	Discovering what it means to really be happy. To really, genuinely enjoy life. To not just have some fun every now and then, but to look forward to new days.

	Somebody like me might not deserve that over the better people than me out there, but I still want to try it out.

	Not that now is the time to be thinking about that anyways. I’m being stupid thinking about things like this while we’ve got bigger concerns to worry about.

	Then again, Rose… maybe she’s got the right idea. Even though she saw everything I did, she’s still choosing to focus on the positive. She’s still embracing how happy she is and doing what she wants.

	Even though she’s only had freedom for a day, she’s already way better at being free than I’ve ever been.

	 


Chapter 14

	 

	…

	I can’t sleep.

	Rose ended up telling me a bunch of stories about princesses being saved by heroes. Her logic was that she could tell something was wrong with my mood, and hearing those stories always cheered her up, so she recited them until she ended up putting herself to sleep with them.

	Now, a few hours since she has fallen asleep, I’m curled up on top of her breasts trying to sleep.

	But I can’t.

	No matter how amazing of a bed-pillow combo her chest might be, I just can’t fall asleep. Not after everything that happened, not to mention that I was passed out for a decent chunk of the day.

	Both my body and mind are wide awake.

	I don’t want to just sit around in a dark, oversized acorn, either. I’m getting all antsy. I’ve already eaten the food they brought for us, too, so I can’t eat to pass the time.

	Knowing that the village has already been infiltrated by those goblins once doesn’t help. It reminds me of when a homeless addict broke into my apartment once. It was hard sleeping for a while after that, even with a gun next to my bed.

	Part of me wants to go out and find something to fight to gain more experience and levels so I can better protect Rose, but that would mean leaving her alone, which is the opposite of protecting her.

	Well, at the very least, I guess I can go get up onto the roof to enjoy the night air and keep an eye out for anything.

	I carefully get off Rose’s chest without waking her—

	“Nnghh… Fang… hehehe… you’re such… a naughty boy…” Rose mumbles.

	A look at her face tells me she’s dreaming something weird again.

	She spent all that time talking to me trying to comfort me, and then spends even more time dreaming about me. Her obsession is kind of nice.

	Anyways, I jump out through the window and then jump up onto the roof. My legs might be short and stubby, but damn can they jump.

	Now, on the roof, I get to experience just how good my vision in the dark is for the first time. Anything not illuminated by the moon shows up in grayscale for me, but I can see everything still. Like I’ve got on some night vision goggles or something without the green overlay. Doesn’t look like there’s a limit on the distance, either. With vision like this, I’m probably better suited for keeping an eye out than anybody else.

	Speaking of which, there are a few acorn and pinecone heads out with lit torches and weapons. Feels kind of weird seeing people made out of wood walk around with fire, but as long as they’re careful to not catch themselves on fire, it should be fine.

	I look up at the sky.

	Only one moon.

	Guess the fantasy trope of worlds having more than one moon doesn’t apply here.

	Too bad. I always thought multiple moons were pretty coo—

	“Found you.”

	A voice from behi—?!

	//Shadowskip Fox: 11 (6+5) > You: 7 (2+5)

	A mouth full of fangs wraps around my body before I can jump away or even look at who it is.

	//You have been grappled.

	Feeling these fangs around me… I have to admit, it paralyzes me. With how sharp and large they feel, if they wanted to, they probably could have killed me with a single bite just then. And they came out of nowhere and latched onto me before I even knew they were there.

	The next thing I know, whoever or whatever has grabbed onto me jumps up before diving straight back down. We look like we’re going to crash into the roof, but… instead, we go through it and land in the shadow of a tree away from the village.

	They’re trying to get me away from the village.

	I can’t let that happen.

	I try getting out from between the fangs, but…

	//You: 6 (1+5) < Shadowskip Fox: 23 (18+5)

	//Grapple break failed.

	I get my first ever natural one. Of course it just had to happen now.

	And while trying to get out, I feel one of the fangs stab into my side.

	//Critical failure: 1 piercing damage taken.

	//Remaining Health: 20/21

	… did I only get stabbed because I got a one?

	My captor jumps up and dives back down.

	We appear behind another tree somewhere else, the village no longer within sight.

	I try breaking free again.

	//You: 17 (12+5) > Shadowskip Fox: 10 (5+5)

	Just as my captor is about to jump up again, I manage to scratch the bottom of their mouth which loosens it up enough for me to fall out!

	//Grapple break succeeded.

	//You are no longer grappled.

	Alright, now to—

	… I might be in trouble.

	My first look at who captured me shows that they are far, far more intimidating than some ugly goblin.

	They look like a massive fox with fur like the evening sky and are the size of a wolf with violet eyes that glow in the darkness. Their tail looks especially huge with it being nearly as big as the rest of their body, and their maw is full of fangs that make mine look tiny in comparison.

	“Oh?” the fox says, her voice feminine and elegant. “I did not expect such defiance from one so small.”

	If I can understand her, she might be able to understand me, which means I might be able to talk my way out of this. If I can’t… I don’t know what I’m going to do. “They say big surprises come from small packages.”

	The fox… smiles? She smiles as her tail casually swishes around in the air behind her. “I wonder, are there any other surprises? I may enjoy playing with you before returning you if there are.”

	“It wouldn’t be a surprise if I told you, would it?”

	“Ah, I suppose that is true.” She takes a step toward me, but I don’t sense any aggression from her, and she confirms my feeling when she simply walks by me and circles around to my front again. She’s checking me out. “I was surprised to learn that my target is a dragon, but I am even more surprised to see you are a dragon of a kind I do not know.” She brings her face down right in front of my own. “Would you tell me what you are?”

	If she’s honest about not knowing what I am, then that might work in my favor. Wait, how come she doesn’t know what I am if the system—oh. She must not have access to the system. If she did, she would have gotten messages saying what I am when she grappled me. “Do you really expect somebody you’re trying to kidnap to answer whatever questions you want?”

	“Then how about we trade? Ah, but it would be no fun to simply give each other an answer for an answer. One question, two answers, one lie and one truth. An exciting trade, don’t you think? Ask me any question, and I will give you one lie and one truth. Then we switch. A total of three questions each.”

	I’m not really sure what’s going on, but she doesn’t seem to be in a rush to take me to wherever her destination is, so I can buy some time by playing along. “How do I know you’ll actually tell a truth and not just two lies?”

	“Where is the excitement in that? The fun comes from trying to tell what is the truth and what is the lie, and seeing whether the other can figure it out. I have no respect for one who lies about the rules of the game.”

	Questioning her further might just annoy her and get her to change her mind, so I’ll agree for now. “Deal.”

	I feel… something. As soon as I agreed to her deal, I got this weird, mystical feeling in me? Like something is—

	//You are now under the effect of Fae Contract.

	//Fae Contract: You have agreed to a deal with a fae. Should either party of the deal betray its terms, the deal will be rendered void and the one who breaks it will suffer 2d8 psychic damage.

	Ah. So, I am under the effect of something magical now. At least now I know she also has to obey it unless she wants to get herself hurt.

	The fox lies down in front of me, resting her head on her front legs. “Ask away, little dragon.”

	I have no idea what I should actually ask. But, if she’s forced to tell at least one truth, then…

	“What do you want with me?” I ask her.

	She smiles and says, “I want to take you to the one who summoned me. I want to have fun playing this game with you.”

	Both of those… sound true. I don’t think she can give me two truths without breaking the deal, though, so then one of those has to be a lie, right?

	“My turn,” she says. “I can see you are a dragon, but I have never seen one of your breed. What breed of dragon are you?”

	Her question is a lot more specific than mine was. Maybe I should be more specific with my next question, too. “I’m a breed that contains endless knowledge.” That’s my lie. Well, as far as I know. Singularity dragon. Gravity control. Black and orange. I’m basically a black hole version of a dragon, and black holes can contain endless amounts of information. But that’s a real black hole, not just a dragon based on one. I don’t have anywhere near that much knowledge. “I’m a breed that has come from another sphere.” The truth, and what I imagine should be more unbelievable for her and seem like the lie.

	Actually, wait, is it the truth? I have come from another world, but the breed I got turned into… that doesn’t necessarily come from another—

	“Oh?” the fox asks. “Two absurd answers, yet the contract remains.” The ears on the top of her head flick around as she tilts her head from side to side while looking at me like she’s trying to figure out which answer is which. She reminds me of a curious, confused animal. She would almost be cute if she wasn’t my enemy.

	But it’s my turn for another question.

	And I think I have a good idea.

	If she has to tell a truth, then…

	“What do I have to do to get you to betray whoever you’re working for to help me instead?” I ask.

	She grins at the question. “You must overpower me and prove your strength is worth submitting to. You must form a contract with me.”

	Again, both of those sound like they could be true. But, if she likes to make contracts, then it’s probably going to be the latter. Then again, she just said I have to form a contract with her. She didn’t say whether she would let me or not. Even if I give her a contract, she doesn’t have to agree to it. Maybe that question wasn’t as good as I thought it was.

	“What is your ideal in a mate?” she asks.

	…

	What?

	My ideal in a mate? So, in a lover?

	…

	Rose’s tits are pretty ideal. Or well, no. They’re great, but… not what I actually, genuinely care about, so to call that my ideal would be a lie.

	“Huge breasts,” I lie. “Being ride or die.” Hopefully the truth isn’t a term used in this sphere.

	Good news is that she looks confused again. “There is no reason for a dragon to favor breasts,” she says. “Yet, ‘being ride or die’ is not a trait I have heard of before. Another two answers that both sound like lies. What a cruel little dragon you are, but I am rather enjoying this.”

	She keeps giving me answers that sound like truths while I give her answers that sound like lies.

	But I honestly thought that me liking huge breasts would sound like a truth. That was the human in me thinking that, though. A dragon probably wouldn’t care. The only times dragons ever even have breasts is in highly fetishized art on the internet.

	Anyways, it’s time for me to ask my last question.

	She’s a fox who can teleport around, seemingly enjoys playing games, is interested in what kind of mate I would prefer…

	I don’t think I can win in a fight against her.

	She’s big, powerful, and has abilities that put mine to shame. She’s also far more intelligent than the others I’ve fought before her.

	I’m in a world that behaves like a TTRPG.

	I might not be human anymore, but I was once a human.

	When humans in TTRPG campaigns face difficult odds with no way out of it other than by talking or dying, what do they do?

	They roll to seduce the dragon.

	Time to bring out the inner bard that is my humanity.

	“What would a potential mate have to offer you to make you loyal to him?” I ask her.

	I regret my question as soon as it leaves my mouth.

	There’s no way this actually works, right? Seducing dragons—or giant enemy foxes in this case, is a TTRPG thing. Not a reality-that-is-a-wannabe-TTRPG thing.

	Yet, she grins again and answers, “Powerful genes to produce strong offspring for my sisters and I. The abundant greed of a dragon.”

	For the first time, neither answer sounds like the truth by default. Either of those could be a truth or a lie. Though, I have no idea what she means by the abundant greed of a dragon. What kind of trait is that, and would that really be desirable in a mate?

	“It is time for our game to come to an end,” she says. “My final question is this. What is it that you desire most?”

	What is it that I desire most?

	I’m not even sure about that myself.

	Or, actually…

	“Power,” I answer. “Happiness.”

	 //You are no longer under the effect of Fae Contract.

	And now we can either only tell the truth or lie again.

	“What do you think, dragon?” the fox asks me. “Are you satisfied with my answers?”

	“I’ll have to be. Are you satisfied with mine?” I ask.

	“Oh, well how could I not be? A dragon from another sphere who favors loyalty and seeks happiness. A rather interesting combination.”

	She—wait.

	How does she know all the true answers? And she does understand ride or die?

	Am I that easy to read?

	The fox stands back up and circles around me again while talking. “Happiness is a fun desire. A desire most would claim is wholesome and pure. Yet, there is nothing greedier than desiring to be happy. No goal is more selfish. Power can be used for others. Wealth can improve the lives of the poor. Peace benefits the masses. Only happiness, regardless of how you acquire it, is purely selfish. You are the only one who benefits from your own happiness. ‘I want to be happy’ is a phrase spoken only by the most greedy of beings. A phrase that is oh so very draconic.”

	She stops behind me and leans over so that the side of her head is right in front of my face, her nearest eye staring into my own.

	“And it is those who pursue such selfish paths who grow the most powerful. The wealthiest. The strongest who are capable of enforcing peace.” She pauses for a moment. “Tell me, dragon. Would you like to make a contract with me?”

	“What… kind of contract?” I ask.

	“The nature of our questions should make that obvious.”

	The nature of our questions.

	What do you want with me?

	What breed of dragon are you?

	What do I have to do to get you to betray whoever you’re working for to help me instead?

	What is your ideal in a mate?

	What would a potential mate have to offer you to make you loyal to him?

	What is it that you desire most?

	She knows my truths from the lies, but I’m not sure about her answers.

	I want to take you to the one who summoned me. I want to have fun playing this game with you.

	I asked her what she wanted to do with me, not what she needed to do. There was zero need for her to play that question game with me. She also mentioned having fun and enjoying it.

	What she wants is to have fun.

	You must overpower me and prove your strength is worth submitting to. You must form a contract with me.

	Forming a contract with her is obvious since she seems to like operating by those. However, contracts can have loopholes, so why would that be the truth that earns her loyalty and gets her to betray another? Not to mention that if she’s already in a contract with whoever she is working for, then earning her loyalty isn’t that easy.

	I have to overpower her.

	Powerful genes to produce strong offspring for my sisters and I. The abundant greed of a dragon.

	She wanted to know what breed of dragon I am and my ideal for a mate. The way I earn her loyalty is by overpowering her. Powerful genes and strong enough to dominate her. I don’t doubt that those are connected, but… what if she doesn’t have any sisters? Not to mention that she sounded like she was praising me for being “draconic” with my “greedy answer” of wanting happiness right after she mentioned the abundant greed of a dragon.

	She wants a mate who is selfish.

	But why would she want a mate who is selfish? That’s not exactly regarded as a positive trait to have in mate—well, in a partner of any kind.

	Maybe I should offer her a contract where… if I can beat her, which might not even be possible, then she has to loyally serve me for life while including as many anti-loophole measures as I can think of.

	But that’s not greedy. That’s just a challenge with an outcome.

	You must overpower me and prove your strength is worth submitting to. You must form a contract with me.

	Maybe…

	If I think of this from a greedy, self-centered perspective, then she didn’t mean a general “you” when she gave me the second answer. She meant “you” as in me specifically.

	I take a deep breath.

	“Be mine,” I tell her. “For the rest of your life, submit and belong to me.”

	I could have included some anti-loophole measures.

	But would a dragon really need to do that? A dragon’s intent should be obvious, and exploiting loopholes would probably result in being lit on fire and eaten alive even if they were technically allowed.

	Maybe.

	Probably depends on the dragon.

	The fox smiles and asks, “Why should I? I have yet to hear what I would gain from this contract.”

	“You’d gain the honor of being a dragon’s property.”

	Her tail swishes behind her. “You gain me as your property, and I gain the honor of belonging to you. Do I understand the contract correctly?”

	“You do.”

	“Mm. I see. Deal.”

	I knew it wasn’t going to be that easy. Why would she agree to such a—

	//You are now under the effect of Fae Contract.

	…

	What?

	Wait.

	Did she—did she actually agree to that bullshit, one-sided contract?

	There’s no way she agreed to it that easily in good faith, right? She has to be planning on betraying me with a loophole, right?

	“Good, you are still alive,” she says. “I worried you were all talk.”

	“What… what do you mean?” I ask her.

	“You told me to be yours. You confirmed that you will gain me as your property. If you did not already see me as an item you hold ownership of, then the contract would have been broken the second it was formed.”

	“I… view you as my own property? Wouldn’t that have basically required me to feel like I own you from before the contract even formed?”

	“It would have seeing as how the only alternative is that you developed a sense of ownership in the exact moment the contract was formed.” She brings the side of her head against me and rubs. Is she… nuzzling me? “The tales of dragons treating others as property are true, I see. Not that I am complaining. If anything, it delights me to be your property.”

	Hold on. Hold on, hold on!

	One, I’m not the kind of guy who sees a woman and thinks of her as my property!

	Two, even if she has a really nice, sultry voice that sounds like a human’s voice to me, she’s still a giant fox! And I might be a dragon now, but I still prefer human—well, humanoid women! No foxes for me no matter how well she might pass the Harkness test!

	Three, why is she so eager to be owned?! Isn’t she my enemy?! Why is she—

	“‘Bring us the dragon, and I will give you my left eye,’ was my original contract,” she whispers. “The problem with such vague contracts is how easy they are to exploit. I was given no time limit, nor was I told how to bring you back. So long as I eventually take you to them, the contract will be upheld. I expected one capable of calling a being from Twilight Garden to be more intelligent.”

	“How do I know this isn’t part of some trick?” I ask.

	“Have I lied to you even once yet?”

	“You did during the game… didn’t you?”

	“Mm. Depending on how one looks at it, perhaps. My primary want in the moment was to play a game with you, but I already decided I also want to take you back to put those hags in their place. You must form a contract with me was true for what you needed to do next, but it was also true that you needed to overwhelm me. You already did that, however, so you no longer needed to. I also cannot trust in the power of a dragon who does not exhibit greed, but it is because I seek a worthy mate for myself and my sisters… only, my ‘sisters’ are not true relatives of mine.”

	“So, wait, you were telling me two truths for every question I asked.”

	“Three of them were technically lies.”

	“When did I overpower you?”

	“When you broke free from my mouth.”

	“I’m happy that counts, but… is that really enough?”

	She smiles and steps away. “I planned on randomly jumping around until you proved your determination to me. Had you given up and submitted to my fangs, I would have taken you to the hags without a single care for you. But you resisted. Though you may be small and weaker than me, your draconic nature is undeniable, and only a fool would not desire to get on a dragon’s good side early on in their life. With your determination, I have no doubt you will grow to be far stronger than I. But even before then, you should be capable of producing hybrid offspring with us.”

	“Uh… about that.”

	She cocks her head to the side. “Is there an issue?”

	“Listen. You look… very nice for a fox. You have very nice, pristine hair. You look healthy, too. But uh, I’m only attracted to, you know, women who walk on two legs. Humans—humanoids. I’m not uh, into animals.”

	“You—you are not?” For the first time, she looks and sounds caught off guard. “Then, all the seduction techniques I have been using on you…”

	“You’ve been trying to seduce me?”

	Her eyes widen even more. “You—you did not even notice my techniques?!”

	“Sorry, but I don’t know anything about uh, animal mating behaviors or rituals or anything. Well, I know that birds like to stick their wings out and jump around, I think.”

	“Lowering myself to your level? Circling you while slowing whenever my rear was before you? Sensually rubbing my face against your body?”

	“I just thought that was normal fox behavior.”

	She takes a step back.

	I haven’t dealt a single point of damage to her, yet I feel like I’ve knocked out most of her health. Her mental health, anyways.

	“Then—if you have not been seduced by me, why would you claim me as your property?!” she shouts at me. But it’s not an angry shout, it’s more like a… genuinely confused, kind of hurt shout. I almost feel like she’s a completely different fox now. “Is my fur not soft enough?! Did—did you not enjoy how bold I was?! Should I be—should I be more—”

	I hold up my front right leg and shake my head. “I swear, it’s just you being an animal. I’m not into animals. I like humanoids.”

	She… she looks like she’s about to cry. “But… I—I cannot deny what I am. If you do not like this body, then… wait! I—I know what I can do!”

	I have no idea what’s going on anymore.

	She stands up tall and takes a deep breath. The next thing I see, her shadow… lifts up and wraps around her like a cloak. All I can see in front of me now is a large, black ball hovering just above the ground.

	Then the ball-shaped shadow collapses back to the ground, but this time in a new shape… and that’s because the shape of who the shadow belongs to has changed.

	Where once was a fox is now a tall, human-shaped girl… covered in fur from head to toe with two large, fluffy ears and a massive, fluffy tail.

	“I have not taken such a shape before,” she says, her voice sounding the same as before. “But surely, my charm is irresistible to you now… ri-right?”

	…

	She turned herself into a furry.

	 


Chapter 15

	 

	Admittedly, she is kind of cute now, and not cute in a cute animal sort of way. Sure, she’s covered in fur, but she’s got the shape of a human. A pretty attractive woman at that. Nice legs, thick thighs, incredible and wide hips, large breasts—well, they would be considered large if there wasn’t Rose to compare them to. They look small compared to Rose’s. But aside from that, she’s also got long hair and a mature, feminine face.

	And her giant tail is wagging behind her while waiting for an answer from me.

	And she looks like she’s about to cry if I don’t answer her.

	I was never exactly one to be into furries, but I mean… a cute girl is a cute girl. So, I tell her, “You’re attractive, alright?”

	Her ears straighten up and her tail rapidly swishes behind her. Despite the excitement of her tail giving her true feelings away, she does her best to wear a calm expression as she says, “Why, of course. Even a dragon is incapable of resisting my charm.”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“My ancestors were masters of charming others. It is only natural that their talent has passed on to me.”

	“Yep.”

	“That is why you should confirm once more just how irresistible I am now.”

	“You’re cute.”

	Her ears twitch and tilt down a little. “I… I said to confirm how irresistible I am. How beautiful, or illustrious, or seductive I—”

	“Cute.”

	Her ears tilt even more downward as her expression begins to falter.

	“Very cute.”

	She covers up her face with her hands as her tail continues wagging behind her, her ears almost flat against her head now.

	“Is there something wrong with being called cute?” I ask.

	“Of—of course not,” she answers. “It is… simply… I have never been given such praise… nor have I ever considered myself worthy of it. Beautiful, powerful, charming, seductive, irresistible, deadly—all are compliments I have received and would consider myself, but… cu-cute…”

	“Acting like this only makes you even cuter.”

	“How… how am I supposed to face you when you tease me so?”

	I have to say that I really wasn’t expecting the situation to end up like this when she kidnapped me off that roof.

	Off that roof.

	That roof.

	The roof attached to the building I was sleeping in.

	The building Rose was still sleeping in.

	Rose.

	“Ah,” I said. “There’s another problem.”

	The fox-turned-furry peeks through a couple of her fingers at me. “Am… I still not good enough for you?”

	“No, you’re fine, it’s just… I think I’m in a relationship already.”

	“Oh, good, I was worried. However, why is that a problem?”

	“You want me for mating purposes and all that, don’t you? I’m already doing that with somebody else. Kind of.”

	“Hmm? I fail to see the problem still. Having one mate should not prevent you from having another.”

	I blink a couple times before asking, “Let me guess, harems are a thing in this sphere.”

	“Why would they not be? One male may impregnate many mates. It is only natural.”

	“I’m not sure everybody else follows that logic.”

	“Then they are illogical.”

	“Regardless of how logical it is or isn’t, she already considers me her husband, and she’s also my master, so—”

	The fox tilts her head. “Your master? You are a dragon, yet you belong to another?”

	“She’s the one who—” Wait. I shouldn’t tell her everything yet just in case this is still a trap of some sort. I… feel like she’s telling the truth, but I have to be smart, and that means being at least a little bit paranoid so that—

	Something has changed.

	The fox isn’t looking at me anymore and she has a far more serious expression than before.

	“They were smart to not trust me,” she says. “If you are intelligent as well, then I am sure you do not fully trust me yet either, nor should you. It is also possible that in doing this, you may believe it has been set up to gain your trust.”

	What is she—

	She jumps into her own shadow again.

	“Traitor! Betraying!” shouts what sounds like a goblin in the distance behind me.

	When I turn to look in the direction of the voice, I see the fox holding another of those dusk goblins up in the air. One more jumps out of the bushes behind her… only for her to stab her tail straight into its torso, impaling the goblin on her fucking tail.

	Yeah, it’s a good thing she might be as crazy as Rose, because there’s no way I could beat her in a fight.

	“So I will simply kill those who oppose you until none remain,” she continues before whipping her tail around to send the goblin impaled on it flying off into a tree, hitting it with enough force to break its bones.

	“Letting… go!” shouts the goblin she’s still holding up. “Letting go!”

	“Though it may take decades… I will do what I must until I have had my revenge. Even if it means being another’s property.”

	The goblin tries to say something else, but the fox uses the claws of her other hand to slit its throat open, causing its blood to spray onto her. She follows up by swinging her tail around to her front, sharpening it to resemble a thin sword in the process before decapitating the goblin with it.

	She drops the goblin’s headless corpse to the ground and looks at me, the moonlight illuminating her blood-soaked fur.

	“The endless greed of a dragon is what fuels its endless power,” she says to me. “But I will have you know, I am nothing but selfish myself, for I must be. Do not think of me as a trickster deceiving you by playing submissive.”

	I ask her, “Then what are you?”

	“An ill-fated beast with unending jealousy that she was not born with the same potential as yours.”

	“What do you gain from being my property?”

	“Right now, nothing but a taste of hope. But, after all these years… a drop of hope among the sea of despair promises addictive dreams of a better future. That is what your potential is to me, and it is a potential that I will risk my all for.”

	“Sounds like you just want to use me then. Not sure for what, but for something.”

	“Does such blatant selfishness repulse you?”

	I let out a relieved sigh and smile at her. “Nah. If anything, it makes me more comfortable. I’m not used to people throwing themselves at somebody for nothing like you seemed to be. Knowing that you’re just using me—now I can trust you.”

	She dives into her shadow with a smile. When she reappears, she’s right in front of me with her fur still stained by blood. “Allow me to ask you another question.”

	“Go for it.”

	“If someone were to wrong you for a cause most believe to be righteous, even if it means destroying and slaughtering everything and everyone you hold dear, what would you do?”

	“A truth and a lie,” I answer. “I would try to look at it from their perspective and find it in me to be the bigger person by forgiving them and moving on with my life. I would return the favor ten times over to make them regret ever even thinking about crossing me, and depending on just how badly they’ve wronged me, I would break them until they beg for death no matter how far I have to fall to do it.”

	Her tail wags behind her. “A truth and a lie. It is delightful how kind and forgiving you are. Though I am only here to use you, you may yet make me fall for you with such promising words.”

	“A truth. You can fall me Fang.”

	“A truth in kind. Silver.”

	“I look forward to working with you, Silver.”

	Silver bows while looking me in my eyes. “And I you, Fang.”

	 

	So.

	That happened.

	I got kidnapped by a giant fox who can teleport through shadows. Then she made me play a game with her that resulted in me claiming ownership of her as my property. After finding out I’m not into bestiality, she turned into a furry before slaughtering two goblins who didn’t even have the tiniest chance against her. Once they were dead, she acted all cool and mysterious by talking about revenge and how selfish she is before trading names with me.

	After that, I decided to get some use out of my new property by having her show me where her own summoner is hiding out at. I’ve also been traveling around on her shoulder like some sort of parrot with a pirate.

	I miss Rose’s cleavage.

	More importantly…

	“We can go no farther,” Silver says as we look at… what appears to be mostly normal forest ahead of us.

	No.

	It’s not normal.

	The more I look… the more there is wrong with it.

	“This is the edge of their lair,” Silver explains. “They would detect us as soon as we cross into it.”

	“I don’t see anything that would give us away,” I say.

	“Lairs are rarely so blatant at their borders.”

	“Is a lair an actual thing, or is it just what we’re calling where they’re hiding?”

	“In this context, a lair is a region of influence a powerful being holds dominion over. A region where their power alters the landscape itself and provides its owner with great strength while within its borders.”

	That explains it then.

	Behind us is just regular forest. Where we’re standing is still regular forest. But in front of us, the forest is dark.

	And I have perfect vision in the dark. Yet, it still appears darker than it should be, and it only gets darker the farther I look. Not only that, but the ground up ahead looks like it starts to get pretty swampy, and more dead trees start to show up. There are some pretty big spider webs in the trees, too.

	So, basically… it’s an open world dungeon up ahead.

	“Our theory is that a hag is behind this,” I tell Silver. “Is that true?”

	“It is half the truth,” Silver answers. “Or a third, rather. I was summoned by only one hag, but there is a coven of three within this lair.”

	“Fun. Do you have any idea what they want?”

	Silver shakes her head. “They were not very conversational. The one who summoned me formed our contract and sent me on my way. I met you soon after. Though, I recall a cave that stood out to me.”

	“What stood out about it?”

	“One of the other hags screamed at me when I looked at it and told me that I was summoned to do their bidding, not to pry into their affairs.”

	“Huh. See anything that they might be feeding?”

	“Nothing that would need feeding any more than any regular being.”

	Looks like she doesn’t know that much about the threat then. She was summoned and sent after me right away. “By the way, this is unrelated to all that, but how come we can understand each other?”

	“Can dragons not normally speak with all species?”

	“I can only speak Draconic and Primeval.”

	“I see. Then there you have it. I speak Fae and Primeval.”

	“What even is Primeval as a language?”

	Silver looks up when we hear a tree rustle, but it’s just an owl taking flight. “It is the language of nature in its most primal form. Some call it the language of elements. A language older than most spoken by those most in tune with the primal forces that form our reality. It is a rather common language in the Mystic Realms, especially among those of us in realms closely tied to the elements.”

	“Are those goblins from the same place as you? Is that why I can understand them?”

	“Yes. There were others summoned from my home as well. I do not know what they have been offered, but from what I saw, the coven already has a sizable force of beings from Twilight Garden.”

	“Should I worry about them summoning another fox like you to send after me?”

	“It would strictly benefit us if they do.”

	“And why’s that?”

	“Because none of our kind remain who do not obey me.”

	Sounds like Silver might be even more impressive than I’m already aware. “So, in terms of strength… do you think you can beat those hags?”

	She looks shocked that I’ve even asked that. Maybe she’s powerful enough to make quick work of them and—

	“Only if I wish to commit suicide,” Silver answers.

	Oh.

	“Perhaps I could duel a hag with a slight chance of success, but three of them? They would rip me apart with their magic before I could even get close. Even one hag may succeed in doing that.”

	“These hags are… pretty strong, huh?” I ask.

	“Spellcasters often are. And considering that they are powerful enough to have created a lair like this, there is next to no chance I can handle even one on my own.”

	Great.

	We might be fucked.

	 


Chapter 16

	 

	I never did get any sleep during the night.

	After we checked out the edge of the hags’ territory, I had Silver bring me back to the village. She wanted to go in with me, but after I explained how that wasn’t exactly a good idea, she agreed to stay out of sight just beyond the village.

	Now, as the sun comes up, I’m starting to feel tired, but…

	“Ahh… that was a nice dream,” Rose says as she stretches before yawning.

	“Morning,” I tell her before yawning myself since her yawn made me need to yawn.

	Rose rolls onto her side and immediately pouts at me. “Why aren’t you cuddling with me? Are… are you already tired of using me as a bed?”

	And here come the insecurities first thing in the morning.

	So, to try and help deal with them, I crawl into her cleavage, turn around, and poke my head out through the top. “Happy now?”

	“Hehehe… I guess you’re not tired of me after all,” Rose says. “I wonder… since you love my breasts so much… all the weight from eating always seems to go to my chest… so should I try to gain even more weight?”

	Rose’s tits are already more than big enough—large enough that most people would probably consider them obscene and pity her spine.

	That being said.

	I nod at her and say, “Let’s hit up a buffet sometime. I’ll eat to grow stronger and you can eat to get bigger tits.”

	“So you do want them to get even bigger,” Rose says. “I see!” And now she’s wrapping her arms around her breasts to hug them even tighter against me. “I’ll do anything to make you happy, Fang. Even if it means changing my body to look however you want. But… depending on how big you want my breasts to get… I may need to learn how to use magic hands to keep them held up so they don’t drag on the ground…”

	“Not that big!”

	Rose opens her mouth to say something else but then stops, lifts me up to her face, and… sniffs me.

	She narrows her eyes and sniffs me some more.

	She turns me around and sniffs me some more.

	“Fang,” Rose says with a tone more serious than what I’m used to hearing from her. “Why do I smell another woman on you?”

	…

	Oh.

	Hmm.

	Shit.

	Uh…

	Wait, how can she even tell something like that?! At best, shouldn’t I smell like another animal or something?!

	“Fang…”

	She… she sounds like she’s about to cry. Or maybe like she’s about to kill me. I have no idea. She’s not exactly mentally stable.

	“Listen,” I tell her. “I can explain, I just need the elder or Grif here so you can understa—”

	“Fang, I…. I—”

	Here we go. I might not survive.

	Rose, with tears in her eyes, continues and says… “Are—are her breasts softer than mine?! Is that why you weren’t on me when I woke up?! You snuck out during the night and used another woman as a bed before coming back to me, and after tasting the softness of her chest, mine isn’t good enough for you anymore?!”

	…

	What the fuck, Rose.

	“I’m sorry!” Rose cries. “I’ll eat more so they get even bigger! And—and I’ll, I don’t know how I’ll do it, but I’ll find out how to make them even softer for you!”

	This girl needs therapy.

	“I know I could never keep you all to myself… but I don’t know if my heart can handle it if you let other women be your bed! I—I know it’s selfish, but… I want to be your only bed! I don’t want to let you sleep on anybody else! I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I’m so selfish, I’m horrible, I know, but… the idea of you sleeping on another woman’s chest makes me feel sick…”

	………………………………..

	“You can do anything else with whoever you want! Just… please… I—I want to be your only bed…”

	I put my front feet together in front of my mouth and take a deep breath before sighing.

	Since she can’t understand my words, all I can do to try and get my point across is to wiggle out from her hands, go back between her breasts, and nod at her.

	“You—you’ll only use me as your bed from now on?” Rose asks.

	I nod.

	“Promise? Do you promise? Do you mean it? Do you really, really mean it?”

	Again, I nod.

	“A-again! Promise again! Say it even if I can’t understand you! Pl-please… I—I need to hear it…”

	“I promise, Rose,” I tell her.

	“Heh. Hehehe.” She’s still crying, but now she’s giggling, too. “I’m so happy… I’m your personal bed. Hehehe. Nobody else is allowed to be your bed.”

	Honestly, I could try fixing her, but I kind of like her like this.

	She needs therapy, but therapy would make things boring.

	I also guess that I don’t need to worry about her being jealous of Silver or anything. Maybe harems really are accepted in this sphere or whatever. Silver didn’t mind the idea of me having other mates, and now Rose has even said that she would help me get new wives if I want her to.

	At least Silver was being logical and looking at it from a more… natural perspective. Rose, though? I can’t say that there is any sensible logic behind her words.

	But if it’s important to her, then I won’t sleep on anybody else’s breasts.

	 

	Breakfast was brought to us by the elder. It consisted of a couple mugs of watered-down sap with slices of mushbread that had some kind of nutty paste on top.

	The flavor was very… earthy.

	Not really a fan, but I had to admit that it was filling.

	Grif showed up a few minutes after we finished eating so that we could patrol and train together. Before we could get started with any of that, though, I let him know that there was something I needed to show him and Rose.

	And now it’s time for that. I had them follow me out past the village to where I told Silver to wait.

	“Before you jump to any conclusions,” I say while looking up at Grif, “she’s a friend.”

	“I am not sure I understand what is going on,” Grif replies.

	“You’re about to.” I take a deep breath before saying, “You can come out, Silver.”

	Silver jumps up and out from the shadow of the tree in front of us, landing with grace before bowing and saying, “You must be—”

	Rose sniffs the air loudly enough to interrupt Silver, causing her to look up at her, and says, “It’s you!”

	Silver tilts her head at Rose before looking at me and asking, “Have I done something wrong?”

	“You two… can’t understand each other, can you?” I ask.

	Silver shakes her head.

	“I’ll explain later. For now—”

	Grif is the one to speak up this time as he interrupts me to say, “I hope you have a good explanation for why a servant of the shadows is here.”

	Silver looks into Grif’s eyes and smiles. “There are shadows here, are there not? It is only natural for a being of the shadow to dwell in it.”

	Well, I guess they can understand each other, and I feel like they already don’t get along.

	As for Rose…

	“Fang… do—do you like women who don’t wear anything? If… you want me to walk around naked, too, then… if—if it’s for you!” Rose shouts before grabbing onto the edge of her top.

	I give her nearest hand a gentle bite to stop her.

	I didn’t really consider it before, but… Silver is naked. Sure, she’s covered in fur, so it’s not like her privates are really visible or anything, but… she’s still technically naked.

	“Silver, before she gets any more weird ideas, is it possible for you to… I don’t know, if you can change your shape, can you give yourself clothes?” I ask her.

	“If that is what you desire,” Silver replies before surrounding herself in shadow once more. This time, the shadow condenses and takes the shape of boots, shorts, a crop top, and a scarf. Why that specific combo, I have no idea, but it looks good on her and its all colored to match her fur and eyes. “How is this?”

	“Good, thanks. Anyways, Grif, this is Silver. Silver, this is Grif. And to catch you up on what’s happened, Grif, well…”

	I tell him about everything that happened last night. Grif translates my story for Rose, too. And while we go over it, Silver keeps on looking at me between Rose’s breasts before looking down at her own breasts. Oh, and I also make sure to have Grif tell Rose that I never slept on Silver. I just used her shoulder as a seat for a while.

	“I see,” Grif says. “No… this does not make any sense. How—Rose is one thing, but this new woman…”

	“Grif,” I say. “If there is one thing I’ve learned since coming to this sphere… it’s that, sometimes, it’s better to just not question things. Especially when those things are women.”

	“That is a terrible lesson to learn.”

	“Alright, hang on. I have an idea.” I look at Silver. “Make a contract with him where you promise to tell him nothing but the truth for the next minute.”

	“Only the next minute?” Silver asks me.

	“I don’t care about making you honest with everyone for the rest of your life.”

	She smiles and nods. “Very well.” She looks at Grif. “Grif, is it? I swear to tell you the truth and nothing but the truth for the next minute. And as every contract requires two parts, you must be honest and tell me the truth as well. Do we have a deal?”

	“Deal,” Grif answers.

	Silver doesn’t react after the contract is formed, but I catch Grif’s eyes look at something in his vision. Probably the contract, letting him know that it’s legitimate since he’s also involved with the system.

	And he doesn’t waste any time asking questions.

	For the next minute, he asks her all about whether she can be trusted, if she plans on hurting any of us—all that generic stuff. She doesn’t bother asking him any questions, not that she gets a chance to in the first place.

	And just before the minute is up, Grif asks, “Did you see a child when you were summoned?”

	“No,” Silver answers. “Only the hags and their servants.”

	And that should be sixty seconds.

	Grif sighs and says, “Very well. I hope you understand that I cannot so easily trust one from the very realm plaguing our forest, but I will accept you as a companion of Fang.”

	“That is enough,” Silver replies. “Now, if you do not mind, I am awfully tired.” She looks at me and asks, “Would it be alright for me to take a nap in your shadow?”

	“In my shadow?” I ask.

	“Yes, within your shadow. The dark is where I am most comfortable, and being in your shadow will allow you to call upon me should anything happen.”

	“Sure, but how are you going to get in it?”

	“Have your throne there hold you up within the light so that you may cast a large enough shadow for me.”

	My throne.

	That sort of thing sounds degrading, but… if Rose could understand her, being called that would probably make her happy considering she kept referring to herself as my bed earlier.

	Anyways, I look at Grif and have him pass the message onto Rose for me.

	Rose pouts and says, “It’s not fair, everybody gets to understand you but me,” as she pulls me out from her cleavage to hold me up in a ray of light breaking through the forest canopy. “I want to be friends with your other wives, but how am I going to do that when I can’t even talk to them…”

	Rose, you’re too nice for your own good.

	“Ah, what a comfortable looking shadow,” Silver says as she walks over to where my shadow is cast on the ground. “Call me if you need me. Though, I must warn you, I am a rather heavy sleeper. You may need to call my name more than once.” And with that, she dives into my shadow, disappearing from our sight.

	Rose shoves me back into her cleavage as soon as that’s done with.

	“You are gaining quite the unique following,” Grif tells me.

	“From my perspective, you’re included in that,” I reply. “Anyways, you probably want to tell Sequia about this, so should we head back and let her know?”

	Grif shakes his head. “She will be resting for a few more hours yet, and I would not wake her early. Let us form a party and we will discuss the latest events with her later.”

	“Got it. Let’s get started then.”

	 


Chapter 17

	 

	Forming a party was pretty easy. All I had to do was think of inviting Grif to it, prompting Rose to accept, and then he was officially in a party with us. It would have been nice to have like a little party window in my vision showing everybody’s health, but that wasn’t a thing.

	As for our patrol, so far, it’s been… pretty boring. Nice, I guess, since we’ve basically just been walking through peaceful nature, but boring. Not really sure how this is supposed to help us prepare for dealing with the hags. At least Rose has been enjoying it, though, seeing as how she always wants to stop and smell the roses. Literally and figuratively.

	“Ah, here,” Grif says, stopping in his tracks which prompts Rose to stop as well. “I knew I saw this around here.”

	“Saw what?” Rose asks, looking down at the rotting log he’s staring at.

	All I see from Rose’s cleavage is the log itself, but it looks like Grif is looking at something tucked away inside of it.

	Grif reaches into the satchel at his side to take out and put on a pair of gloves before grabbing an empty clay jar and a knife. “I’ll show you.” He crouches down, reaches into the rotten log, and cuts something out of it that he places in the jar. “This fungus,” he says as he stands up to show us what’s in the jar, “is known as rotten dreamer.” The jar looks like it’s got a couple of grey, moldy mushrooms in it. They look pretty gross, honestly. “The treeborn sometimes brew a tea with it for special events as it grants whoever ingests it dreams of another reality.” So, basically, they’re magic mushrooms. “But it leaves them paralyzed during it. I have tried the tea once and… it was not a pleasant experience, in my opinion. Everything was spinning and I saw colors I have never seen again since then.” Yep, definitely magic mushrooms.

	“Ooh,” Rose says, intently listening to his every word. “What’s it for? I mean… why are you collecting it? To make tea? I kind of want to see new colors…” Please, Rose. No. You’re delusional enough without being high.

	“Not quite. It is merely the first ingredient of what I need to brew a potent poison. It will help us end Towering Net’s suffering.”

	Towering Net.

	Crackhead.

	“I… I see,” Rose says. “Okay! What else do you need? Can we help at all?”

	“I need only your company for now,” Grif answers. “But there is somebody’s help I could use.” He smiles at us before looking up and whistling a tune that sounds like a bird’s chirping. A few seconds later, a blue and white bird flies down from the canopy and lands on his shoulder. “Hello, little one. Thank you for answering my call.”

	The bird chirps at him.

	“Yes, it is a beautiful day for a flight, isn’t it?”

	More chirping.

	“Ah, please, you flatter me. I am not so sure Sequia would approve of one as young as you flirting with me, either.”

	… what? Wait, right. He’s a druid. Druids can talk to animals. I guess he’s the bird’s type.

	But the bird froze at the mention of Sequia’s name.

	“But I will keep your flirting a secret if you do me a favor,” Grif whispers. “I need two haranthin flowers. Would you be a dear and please fetch those for me?”

	The bird chirps and flies away.

	“That is one more ingredient taken care of,” Grif tells us. “I have enough stems at home to make a paste with, meaning all I need now is the venom of a hunter snake. And that… is where I will most likely need your assistance.”

	“Going by that name, I take it that the snake probably won’t want to share its venom with us,” I say.

	“Unfortunately, that is correct. There is one I know who burrows a little to the west of here. He cares for nothing more than eating.”

	“Couldn’t we hunt a deer and trade it to him or something?”

	Grif takes a step back and looks at me as if he’s shocked that I would even ask that. “Absolutely not. It is my duty as a druid to maintain balance and peace within the forest. It is only natural for predators to hunt prey, but that is their life cycle, not mine. There is nothing natural about hunting an animal for the purpose of trading it to another.”

	I should have figured he would be like a hippy. He’s already dressed like one. Plus, you know, he’s a druid. “Got it, got it. Alright, so then how are we supposed to get venom from him if he doesn’t want to cooperate?”

	“Considering that this is for the good of the forest, a show of force is tolerable. Meaning, if he will not cooperate, then we will force the venom from his fangs ourselves while inflicting minimal harm upon him.”

	“Uh-huh. So, hunting a deer to trade to him isn’t allowed, but we’re allowed to beat into submission to violate his bodily autonomy by forcing venom out of his fangs for ourselves.”

	Grif narrows his eyes at me. “I do not appreciate how you phrased that.”

	“Am I wrong?”

	“It is for the sake of the forest.”

	“Mhm.”

	Grif looks at Rose and says, “Your companion needs to learn how to be more tactful.”

	Rose blinks a couple of times and looks down at me. “I don’t know what he said, but I can’t imagine Fang ever being wrong, so he’s probably right.”

	Heh.

	I lean back against the tops of her breasts and make sure to show Grif a smug smile. “I’m probably right, you know,” I tell him.

	Grif sighs and shakes his head. “Why did I even try?”

	 

	When Grif said “a little to the west,” what he really meant was about another two hours of walking to the west. To be fair, relative to the size of the entire forest, that probably is just a little. But to Rose, who is starting to get tired from walking around all morning without anything else to eat or drink, it’s a lot.

	“We have arrived,” Grif says, holding his arm out to the side to signal us to stop.

	“Tell Rose to sit down and take a break for me,” I tell Grif before climbing out from her cleavage. She whines about it, of course.

	But once Grif tells her about what I said, she looks like she’s about to cry again. “You—you’re such a caring husband,” she says to me before reluctantly sitting down against a nearby tree. It’s funny how the instant she’s down, her body relaxes and she lets out a long sigh. She’s probably even more tired than she’s letting on, but she wants to be useful, so she’s doing her best not to show it.

	I’ll give you some praise later, Rose.

	“So, now what?” I ask Grif.

	“See that burrow?” Grif asks, pointing ahead at a pretty decently sized hole in the ground. It’s large enough that I could easily fall into it which means it must be a pretty big snake. Well, assuming that the snake we’re looking for made the hole. “Time to see if he is home.” He picks up a small rock on the ground next to him and tosses it into the hole.

	Considering that I can hear slithering and hissing coming from the hole, its owner must be home.

	First comes its head.

	A large, green head of a serpent sticks out through the hole. It has yellow stripes along its scales, and the top of its body is covered in what looks like an extra hard layer of overlapping scales that look more like slabs of plate armor. It notices me first, and it bares its fangs at me. Each fang is as large as my torso.

	But once the snake notices Grif, he… sighs? Can snakes sigh?

	“Sorry to disturb you, but I have a request,” Grif tells the snake.

	The snake looks pretty annoyed and hisses at him.

	“Yes, I remember, but this is important. Towering Net has fallen to the corruption spreading through our forest. It is crucial that we deal with it as soon as possible, and for that we need your venom.”

	//Grif’s Charisma: 8

	Right. Since he’s in our party now, I get to see his rolls.

	More hissing from the snake.

	“This forest is your home as well. Where will you hunt if it is lost to the shadows? Do you believe such tainted prey will taste any good?”

	The snake looks past us toward Rose and hisses.

	“No. She is a friend of the forest who is here to help us.”

	And more hissing.

	“Eating her is not helping us.”

	What’s with everything wanting to eat Rose?

	The snake slithers out from its burrow toward Rose, but me and Grif are still between him and her.

	“He has no interest in cooperating,” Grif tells me.

	Yeah, I figured that much.

	“But his instinct to eat is only natural, and we are the ones interfering with him, so do not kill him.”

	The bastard deserves it for wanting to eat Rose, but fine. “Got it.”

	“But I can heal any wounds you give him so long as you do not kill him.”

	“So in other words, I’m allowed to bite him still.”

	“For the sake of the forest, yes.”

	“Yeah, for the sake of the forest.”

	Grif flashes me a smile before returning his attention to the snake. With one open hand held toward the ground as he holds his other hand out to his side, he says, “Only those with permission are allowed free travel through the forest.” He raises his lowered hand as if throwing something at the snake while his other hand reaches out toward him.

	//Grif: Entangling Roots Activated

	Roots shoot up from the ground around the snake and tightly wrap around it.

	//Hunter Snake: 12 (10+2) < 14

	//Hunter Snake: Restrained

	Unlike my gravity ability, it looks like Grif has to keep concentrating on his spell since he’s keeping his hands extended toward the snake.

	“He is all yours,” Grif tells me.

	Well, this feels a bit one-sided, but I won’t complain about that.

	The snake deserves what’s coming to him for wanting to eat Rose, anyways.

	But since I don’t want to risk killing him, I go for the center of his body instead of his head or neck.

	//You:  14 (5+9) | 21 (12+9) > Hunter Snake: 15

	Easy.

	I get next to its thrashing body and sink my fangs right into the side of its tail since the top is covered in those thicker and harder looking scales.

	//13 (8+5) piercing damage dealt!

	Even though that’s a decent amount of damage, the snake doesn’t seem too hurt despite me just tearing a chunk out of its side.

	And, I mean… I do have a chunk of snake flesh in my mouth.

	It’s just raw meat, right?

	And I am a dragon.

	And hungry.

	And I’m supposed to be eating.

	So, it’s fine to swallow, right?

	I swallow the chunk of snake flesh I tore off.

	“Did you just… eat it?” Grif asks me.

	“A hippy druid like you should be all for not letting anything go to waste, right?” I ask him.

	Grif looks offended but thinks about it for a second before shrugging. “Well, when you put it that way.”

	He might be a hippy, but he’s not totally unreasonable.

	//Hunter Snake: 6 (4+2) < 14

	The snake tries to break free from Grif’s roots, but he fails.

	This just feels unfair now.

	But still not going to complain.

	Time for seconds.

	//You 28 (19+9) | 20 (11+9) > Hunter Snake: 15

	I bite into a different part of his tail this time so that I don’t just bite him in half by tearing more away from the first spot.

	//11 (6+5) piercing damage dealt!

	Let me just… tear this new chunk away from it.

	Annnnd swallow.

	Honestly, this snake tastes kind of good.

	“I suggest you cooperate before my friend consumes even more of you,” Grif tells the snake.

	The snake’s only response is thrashing even harder against the roots—

	//Hunter Snake: 16 (14+2) > 14

	//Hunter Snake is no longer restrained.

	—breaking free, and lunging at me with those deadly fangs.

	//Hunter Snake 16 (10+6) > You: 11

	I try jumping away to the sound of both Rose and Grif shouting my name, but the snake catches me and sinks his fangs into my torso.

	//8 (4+4) piercing damage received!

	Not only has he bitten me, causing pretty fucking intense pain, but I feel him inject a sizable amount of venom into me through his fangs.

	//Constitution: 5 (1+4) < 12

	//Critical Failure: Hunter Snake’s poison damage is doubled.

	//8 (1+1+2)*2 poison damage received!

	//Remaining Health: 5/21

	//You are now paralyzed.

	Fuck.

	The snake drops me to the ground, leaving me unable to move and on the verge of vomiting from how sick I feel. The pain is one thing, and I’m pretty good at tolerating pain, but that poison—venom, whatever… I internally feel like death. I’m totally locked up, too. I can’t even blink.

	All I can do is watch as the snake opens its maw wide enough to swallow me whole and—

	… miss?

	“Do not go dying on me so easily,” Silver says, holding me in her arms while we’re in the air above the snake. “At least not until you have given me enough children.”

	I would thank her, but I can’t exactly do anything right now.

	“Fang!” Rose shouts. “Are you okay!?”

	Again, can’t do anything.

	“He was paralyzed by the venom,” Grif explains as he takes his wooden staff off from his back. Now, he runs his left hand over the head of the staff as he says, “Become as a boulder.” Just as he says that, all loose rocks on the ground around him fly up toward the staff’s head and form together before growing into a massive boulder, turning his staff into an oversized hammer.

	//Grif: Nature’s Hammer Activated

	“I will give you one more opportunity. Grant us your venom so we may protect the forest we all call home. If you refuse, I cannot guarantee your life.”

	I don’t think the snake cares since he slithers across the ground toward Grif at full speed with fangs ready to bite again.

	Grif sighs and says, “Then I am sorry,” before raising his staff-turned-hammer overhead to swing it down at the snake.

	//Grif: 17 (12+5) > Hunter Snake: 15

	The boulder slams into the snake’s body right behind his head.

	//Grif: 8 (4+4) blunt damage dealt!

	The snake reels back in pain while Silver lands next to Rose with me.

	Yet, the snake is still alive.

	Resilient bastard.

	“Fang! Fang!” Rose cries as she takes me from Silver. “Why—why aren’t you moving?” He said that I’m paralyzed, remember? And didn’t you see the system pop up telling you that since we’re in a party?

	I can’t see what’s happening with the snake anymore since Rose has my head facing her rather than the fight, but I still hear Grif ask the snake, “Share your venom with us, and I will still heal you.”

	“Would you like some help?” Silver asks Grif.

	Grif takes a moment to reply before saying, “Yes. Please, if you would, restrain him for me.”

	//Silver: 20 (15+5) > Hunter Snake: 9 (3+6)

	//Hunter Snake: Grappled

	“Thank you,” Grif says.

	I can’t see what’s going on since all I can see is Rose’s worried, crying face, but I can still hear and get messages from the system.

	A few moments of silence—well, silence outside of Rose’s crying, pass before I hear familiar words. “Let nature grant you her grace.”

	//Grif: Nature’s Grace Activated

	//Hunter Snake: 11 (7+4) health restored!

	“Is it alright to let him leave?” Silver asks.

	“Yes,” Grif answers. “We are the ones who disturbed him. None of this would have happened had we left him alone.”

	“I see that the druids of the material realm are not too different from our own.”

	Next thing I know, Grif is standing next to me and Rose and places his hand on my side. “Let nature grant you her grace.”

	//Grif: Nature’s Grace Activated

	//10 (6+4) health restored!

	//Current Health: 15/21

	Most of the physical pain has disappeared, but… I still can’t do anything.

	“Here,” Grif says as he holds a clay bottle above me. “This should neutralize the toxin within you. I am… sorry about its taste.”

	It scares me that he’s apologizing before I’ve even tasted it.

	“Rose, would you hold his mouth open for me?”

	Rose, still with tears in her eyes, pries open my mouth and tells me, “Be a good boy and drink it all, okay?”

	Grif takes the cap off the bottle and tilts it over my mouth. A thick, brown sludge that reminds me of a more fluid version of bread dough begins oozing out toward my mouth.

	Maybe being paralyzed isn’t too bad. Besides, if I can’t move, that’s just more reason to be carried around inside of Rose’s cleavage, right?

	…

	Well, it can’t possibly be worse than that one time I ate pizza from a dumpster covered in a mysterious slime.

	The liquid reaches me tongue and…

	Holy fucking shit this is the worst fucking thing I’ve ever tasted!

	It tastes like fucking liquid cancer! I’ve eaten fucking bugs and rotten food that taste better than this!

	I want to kill that fucking snake for biting me and making me have to drink this repulsive shit!

	//Fermented Nutyeast Potion Consumed

	//You are no longer paralyzed.

	I jump out from Rose’s arms and vomit whatever is left inside of me onto the ground.

	“The fuck is in that potion?!” I shout at Grif.

	“I—I see you are feeling better now,” Grif replies.

	“That doesn’t answer my question!”

	“Fang!” Rose shouts, picking me up to bring me right back to chest, but the way that she squeezes me ends up making me throw up a bit of potion and food that was still hiding inside me apparently.

	I wonder if that means it no longer counts toward my feat.

	Now, while Rose cuddles me and kisses the back of my head and tells me about how scared she was, Grif asks me, “Do you… really wish to know?”

	“Your answer tells me that I really fucking don’t want to know,” I answer.

	Meanwhile, Silver is over there giggling while watching us.

	Fucking laughing while I feel like somebody just took a fucking liquid shit in my mouth.

	“Did you get that bastard’s venom?” I ask Grif. “If not, I’m fucking killing him.”

	Grif looks like he wants to laugh as well, but one quick glare from me is enough to make him reconsider that as he pulls out another jar and shakes it in front of me. “I have more than I need. Once that bird brings back the flowers I asked for, all I will have to do is grind everything together and let it ferment for a couple days. Then we will deal with Towering Net.”

	Two days until we deal with that giant mushroom bastard.

	I almost died against a single fucking snake and there were two of us working together against it. Well, three, but Rose’s legs needed to rest, and I’m not going to hold that against her.

	I would have died if it wasn’t for Silver.

	I need to get stronger.

	And I need to fucking kill something since I can’t kill the bastard who bit me.

	I look at Silver and tell her, “We’re not allowed to kill anything that doesn’t try killing us first,” and that we don’t provoke like we did with the snake, “so go find me something to kill. More of those shadow goblins or something else working for those hags.” I look at Grif. “They’re fair game for hunting, and we need to train still, right?”

	“Well, yes,” Grif says. “But… to hunt another, even if to—”

	“Silver. Hunt.”

	Silver’s tail starts wagging behind her as she stretches her arms up over her head. Now, with a pretty girly and excited smile, she jumps up, returns to her original fox form, and dives into her own shadow to disappear.

	“It’s for the good of the forest,” I tell Grif.

	“I feel your intentions do not lie with the forest’s safety,” Grif replies.

	“It’s for the good of the forest.”

	 


Chapter 18

	 

	Silver returned before long. Apparently, she’s pretty good at sniffing out her fellow beings of the shadows, and she made her find sound tempting to Grif as well by telling him it was something he would be especially interested in.

	But before we can get there… Grif stops us.

	“What’s wrong?” I ask him, not wanting to waste any time. I still need revenge even if it’s against something that hasn’t done anything wrong to me.

	Grif looks down at the ground and says, “One more step will take me outside of our forest.”

	I look ahead. Still looks like forest to me. “I’m guessing this is some kind of territorial thing?”

	“Yes. Where I stand now is under Sequia’s watch. As a druid devoted to her, her forest is where I protect.”

	“Is some other tree lady in charge of the forest up ahead then?”

	“Eventually, yes, but not for a while. The dryads leave space between what they claim as their forest. Buffer zones. We are about to step into one such buffer.”

	“Do dryads not get along or something?”

	“They do, they simply prefer to have their own specific areas that do not overlap in most cases, and having these buffers prevents that.”

	“Then what’s the problem?”

	“My powers are drawn from the forest I am dedicated to. Outside of Sequia’s influence, I will not be able to call on the forest to help us.”

	“So, no magic or something?”

	Grif nods. “Yes, and despite how I may look… I am not very capable in close quarters.”

	“All the more reason for you to train and get used to it, then. You won’t always be able to rely on magic.”

	“I suppose you are right.”

	“Plus Silver’s nap is over.”

	Silver stretches and yawns. “For now,” she says. “I may need another soon. I am not fond of these daylight hours.”

	Grif takes a deep breath and steps forward. “If we wait until they intrude upon Sequia’s forests, then a repeat of Towering Net will happen. We must stop them before they make it that far.”

	“That’s more like it,” I tell him. “Alright. Let’s hurry up then.” I’m getting impatient.

	 

	Along the way, since I was back to being carried in Rose’s cleavage, I decided to experiment with the system a bit and found something out.

	I can call up a party screen of sorts.

	By thinking about our party, Enigma’s system shows me:

	//Current Party

	//Fang (Level 1 Infinity Lord)

	//Rosaline Goldtusk (Level 1 Twinsoul) [Forced: Master]

	//Silver (Non-Defier) [Forced: Servant]

	//Grif (Level 3 Druid)

	So, even though I never invited Silver to the party or anything, she counted as a forced member of it. Rose was forced into it because she is my master, and Silver is forced into it because she’s my servant.

	I also learned Grif is a level three druid. He’s two levels over me and Rose. And, if I have to guess just from how capable Silver has shown herself to be, then… maybe she would be around level four or five if she was a defier?

	Not sure.

	I also remembered I still need to go over the rest of Rose’s information.

	“Up ahead,” Silver says, gesturing for us to get down and be quiet. Once we are, she beckons for us to quietly walk up to where she is, and she parts the bush we’re all behind just enough for us to look through to the other side.

	That’s… a lot of goblins.

	No, wait. Whatever those things are aren’t goblins. They’re shorter, uglier, and have smaller bodies but wider and overall bigger heads. Their teeth are also constantly chattering against each other as if they’re cold, but they don’t seem to be shivering or anything.

	“I have never seen such creatures,” Grif whispers.

	“We call them nibblings,” Silver explains. “Deranged little creatures, they are. Unpredictable and constantly moving, never staying still for more than a few seconds, and without any sense of self-preservation. They hunt in packs and are weak individually, but be careful. Once they swarm their target, there is rarely an escape.”

	Seven of them are walking and jumping around despite not doing anything else, proving that they really can’t stay still, and each one also appears to have a dagger that looks more like a sword relative to their body size.

	And a bit behind them is a wide, flat slab of wood on four equally wooden wheels.

	On top of the makeshift cart is what Silver must have been talking about to grab Grif’s interest.

	It’s covered in dead animals stacked on top of each other, and each one looks like it was brutally killed without any sort of care.

	If those little bastards are going around slaughtering animals like that, then this really is for the good of the forest.

	One more creature pops up from behind the cart.

	One of those shadow goblins.

	“Enough hunting!” it shouts, grabbing the attention of the nibblings. “Taking back now!”

	The nibblings all hop over to the back of the cart and start pushing in unison while the goblin follows behind them.

	He must be their leader. He looks different from the ambushers we faced before, too. Instead of looking a bit like a rogue with a dagger, he’s got on a bloody, white apron with a meat cleaver held in his hand.

	Silver looks at me and asks, “What is your plan?”

	Grif looks at me as well, and Rose looks down at me.

	Looks like they’re all fine with me taking the lead here. After all, Grif is out of his element outside of Sequia’s forest, Rose is basically my servant, and Silver is my property.

	Unfortunately, me and Silver are the only ones actually capable of putting up a good fight at the moment. Rose, as determined as she may be, is not meant to be on the frontline. The whole point of her class is that I am her weapon. As for Grif, he’s a druid who can’t use any magic at the moment.

	I don’t have my full health at the moment, either, and there are eight enemies in total.

	We need to be smart about this.

	Heh.

	I think I know what to do.

	I look at Grif… and he immediately returns a look of worry when he sees my expression.

	 

	Grif jumps out from behind the bushes, his staff held with both hands in preparation, and shouts, “Stop!”

	The goblin and nibblings stop in their tracks and spin around to look at Grif.

	“Tall, meaty!” the goblin shouts with a sadistic grin curling his lips, revealing his blackened and jagged teeth. “Cart full, but can chopping him up and drag juicy cuts back!”

	The nibblings draw their daggers and jump around in excitement at the idea.

	“Killing him!”

	“Killing! Killing!” shout the nibblings with high-pitched voices.

	The goblin stays behind while the nibblings all charge at Grif, hopping and jumping whenever they’re not almost tripping over themselves.

	And once the nibblings are about halfway to Grif… it’s our turn.

	Me and Silver, still in her fox form, jump out from behind opposite bushes right as the nibblings run between us toward Grif.

	//You: 25 (18+7) > Nibbling #5: 12

	//Silver: 24 (15+9) > Nibbling #2: 12

	We each get our mouths wrapped around a nibbling’s neck with ease.

	Silver thrashes the nibbling between her fangs with a lot more intensity due to how much bigger she is than me, but I still put in my best effort by hanging off its side as I tear apart its neck.

	//7 (2+5) piercing damage dealt!

	//Nibbling #5 slain!

	So even with that low of a roll, it’s still enough to kill in one hit.

	//Silver: 15 (9+6) piercing damage dealt!

	//Nibbling #2 slain!

	Two down, five to go.

	The rest take a second to realize what’s happened, and that second is all I need.

	I take a deep breath and let out a silent roar that sends an invisible wave of gravity crushing down onto the rest.

	//Crushing Roar Activated

	//Nibbling #1: 4 (2+2) < 13

	//2 crushing damage dealt!

	//Nibbling #3: 17 (15+2) > 13

	//Nibbling #4: 5 (3+2) < 13

	//3 crushing damage dealt!

	//Nibbling #6: 4 (2+2) < 13

	//2 crushing damage dealt!

	//Nibbling #7:  12 (10+2) < 13

	//3 crushing damage dealt!

	One of the nibblings manages to force its way out from the gravity to my surprise, but the rest are all crushed and cry out in pain as their bones crack beneath the force.

	We have ten seconds to make the most out of the other four being trapped by gravity.

	And, noticing that one of them managed to resist, Grif comes charging in with his staff to distract that one.

	Me and Silver get to work on the rest.

	//You: 14 (7+7) | 19 (12+7) > Nibbling #7: 12

	//Silver: 26 (17+9) | 17 (8+9) > Nibbling #1: 12

	Silver is big enough to tear the head right off of her nibbling while I still need to rip and tear at the neck of mine.

	//9 (4+5) piercing damage dealt!

	//Nibbling #7 slain!

	//Silver: 13 (7+6) piercing damage dealt!

	//Nibbling #1 slain!

	Grif swings his staff at the free nibbling just as it’s about to try stabbing Silver.

	//Grif: 19 (17+2) > Nibbling #3: 12

	And fucking slams it right into the little bastard’s head.

	“That’s how you do it!” I shout at him before going to bite at my next target.

	//Grif: 6 blunt damage dealt!

	It’s not enough to finish his nibbling off, but Grif still sends it flying a little which protects Silver.

	Though, before me and Silver can get our next targets, they try to stab us, first.

	//Nibbling #4: 19 (14+4) | 23 (19+4) > Silver: 16

	//Nibbling #6: 10 (6+4) | 15 (11+4) < You: 11

	I dodge the dagger thrust at me, but, with just how big Silver is, even while disadvantaged and crushed by gravity, the other nibbling still manages to slash its dagger at her and cut open her front right leg.

	//Silver: 6 (4+2) slashing damage received!

	//Silver’s Remaining Health: 35/41

	… she’ll be fine.

	Now for our revenge.

	Just in time before the gravity wears off.

	//You: 18 (11+7) | 11 (4+7) > Nibbling #6: 12

	//Silver: 15 (6+9) | 24 (15+9) > Nibbling #4: 12

	While I just bite my nibbling’s neck like the previous times, Silver pins her respective nibbling down on his back beneath the paw of the leg it cut before wrapping her maw around his face, making sure that it gets to look up at her before having its face torn off by her fangs.

	//13 (7+5) piercing damage dealt!

	//Nibbling #6 slain!

	//Silver: 10 (4+6) piercing damage dealt!

	//Nibbling #4 slain!

	Silver shakes her head and spits out what she’s got in her mouth.

	Yep.

	That’s a face she just spit onto the ground and a faceless head underneath her.

	As for Grif and the last remaining nibbling, the two manage to attack each other at the exact same time. Grif swings his staff toward the nibbling’s head while the nibbling thrusts its dagger up toward his thigh.

	//Grif: 16 (14+2) > Nibbling #3: 12

	//Nibbling #3: 17 (13+4) > Grif: 10

	The nibbling manages to stab him, but Grif slams his staff into the top of its head at the same time.

	//Grif: 6 (4+2) piercing damage received!

	//Grif’s Remaining Health: 33/39

	//Grif: 3 blunt damage dealt!

	//Nibbling #3 slain!

	That’s all the nibblings down.

	All that’s left is the goblin.

	Silver lifts her injured leg, looks at it, and looks at me. “May I?” she asks.

	“It’s all yours,” I answer.

	Silver smiles and dives into her shadow.

	The next second, she reappears behind the cowering goblin and goes for his head.

	//Silver: 11 (2+9) < Dusk Goblin Butcher: 13

	… and she misses.

	The goblin ducks under her fangs and swings its cleaver up toward her neck.

	//Dusk Goblin Butcher: 11 (6+5) < Silver: 16

	Silver lifts her head in time to dodge the attack, but the goblin immediately follows up with the momentum of its first swing to bring the cleaver down toward her already injured leg.

	//Dusk Goblin Butcher: 6 (1+5) < Silver: 16

	… the stupid bastard got a one.

	Instead of hitting Silver’s leg, it trips over itself and drops its cleaver which lands a few feet away from it.

	Silver, with a mocking look in her eyes, brings her fangs down to the back of its neck.

	//Silver: 27 (18+9) > Dusk Goblin Butcher: 13

	And she doesn’t miss this time.

	She wraps her maw around the back of its neck and closes it tightly enough to send blood squirting out through multiple puncture holes.

	//Silver: 15 (9+6) piercing damage dealt!

	//Dusk Goblin Butcher slain!

	We all stop to look around for a moment to make sure there’s nothing else, and there isn’t.

	We won.

	//Combat End

	//Party Experience Gained: 450 (Nibbling x7: 350 | Dusk Goblin Butcher: 100)

	//You have gained 112.5 experience!

	//Experience: 312.5/300

	//You have reached enough experience to progress to level 2! Your new level will be applied the next time you rest.

	So, the experience still gets split four ways even though Silver isn’t a defier. Her portion is probably going to get wasted then, but I won’t complain after how much she helped.

	More importantly, I’ve got enough experience to level up again.

	But first.

	There are all those dead animals over there. Deer, rabbits, a couple boars, some birds…

	It would be a waste to not eat them, right?

	 


Chapter 19

	 

	Grif sucks sometimes.

	He didn’t let me eat all those animals. I get it, because he’s a druid who believes they should naturally decompose and be food for other life in the forest, but still.

	It’s probably for the best, anyways. I mean, realistically, even if I ate all those animals, then if I would have managed to get a new growth tier or whatever from them, I would need to eat at least ten percent as much every day just to keep it. That would mean eating multiple, whole animals every day. That feels a bit out of my ability at the moment, especially when Grif is around and I doubt he would be fine with that level of excess.

	But that doesn’t mean I don’t get to eat at all.

	It just means…

	“See?” Silver asks me. “I told you. They may not have much meat, but they are still tasty.”

	…

	I have to admit, the nibblings do taste good. Their flesh is weirdly sweet almost. I didn’t notice it during the fight, but their blood is pretty good, too.

	And sure, it’s a little weird eating something that’s humanoid, but it’s nothing new to me. There was one time I bit a guy’s finger off in the arena and the crowd shouted and cheered for me to eat it, so I did in the heat of the moment.

	If I can eat a human’s finger, I can eat a nibbling’s arms and legs.

	“Most fae taste good, whether they are from Fancy Garden or Twilight Garden,” Silver explains. “But me and the goblin over there, not quite.”

	While Grif deals with the dead animals, I figure I’ll get some more worldbuilding out of Silver. “Why’s that?” I ask between bites of a nibbling’s arm.

	“We are not true fae. While we were both born in Twilight Garden, and have had our race shaped by its energy over generations, it is not our original home.” Silver is enjoying her own nibbling limbs, too.

	As for Rose, she’s just sitting behind me petting me as I eat humanoid limbs in front of her.

	I feel like I could eat an actual human in front of her and she wouldn’t care at all as long as I’m the one doing it.

	“But you can still speak fae and make fae contracts, right?” I ask.

	“Yes, as my ancestors have evolved into fae in practice, just as the dusk goblins have,” Silver answers. “But we still lack that… original essence that separates us from the true fae. I suppose you could say we are pseudo fae.”

	“What sets a pseudo fae apart from a true fae?”

	“True fae are born of the immaterial. Emotions, dreams, thoughts—they are the manifestations of others. Pseudo fae are those who, for one reason or another, ended up living in one of the gardens and produced generations of offspring there that were influenced by fae energies over time.”

	“So, true fae start off as fae and just sort of randomly pop into existence over there based on dreams and emotions and stuff, while pseudo fae are settlers who evolved over time to be more… fae-like?”

	“Essentially, yes.”

	I look down at the nibbling I’ve now eaten two legs and an arm of. “If nibblings are true fae, what kind of dreams or whatever do they come from?”

	“Nibblings are the twisted manifestations of abused children’s dreams of joy.”

	… hang on. “So, I’m… eating some abused brat’s dream right now?”

	“A manifestation of it, yes. That is also part of why nibblings taste so good. Childish fae always taste among the sweetest of fae.”

	“This feels wrong now,” I say while chewing on the nibbling’s other arm.

	Rose, totally unaware of what we’re talking about since she can’t understand either of us, asks me, “Hehe, does that taste good? You look like you’re enjoying it! And you’re eating so fast!”

	… I’m a horrible person.

	I look at Silver’s injured leg which is now bandaged using some of Rose’s own clothing. As soon as the battle was over, since she felt bad about not contributing at all, she ripped a couple strips of fabric off her own clothes to wrap around Silver’s and Grif’s legs to bandage them just like how I made her bandage herself before.

	Just applying a bandage over stab wounds won’t do much, but Grif can heal them once we’re back in Sequia’s section of the forest.

	Now, just before Silver can tear off a new limb to eat, she raises her head and sniffs the air instead.

	“Something wrong?” I ask her.

	“There is another of the dusk nearby,” Silver answers. “One with control over the shadow. They head this way.”

	Maybe they are the real leader of the goblin and nibblings, and are coming to see where they are?

	Silver and Grif are both injured, but even in their injured states, they have more than twice as much health as me still. My gravity roar also works pretty amazingly when I have somebody else like Silver to take advantage of it with me.

	“Think we can take them?” I ask Silver.

	Silver grins and says, “Easily.”

	 

	We’re back in position, ready to ambush new enemies just like before.

	It doesn’t take much waiting before we hear heavy footsteps approach. Only, when I actually peek through the bushes, they’re not really footsteps.

	The new enemy… looks like the black, rotten stump of a tree walking on nine, prehensile roots. It has smaller vines sticking out through the top of it that remind me of the same vines that took over the boar and Crackhead.

	It’s not alone, either.

	Sitting on top of it, using it like a mobile throne, is another of those goblins, but this one is covered from head to toe in a raggedy, black robe with a staff held in its left hand and a dagger in its right. So, basically, it’s another goblin, but a magical one using a walking tree stump as a mount.

	There are only two of them and three of us. Well, technically four of us.

	I doubt the goblin is going to be that much stronger than the others even if it’s got magic. It’s still just a goblin. Sure, it can probably deal more damage, but not if we just kill it first.

	Dealing with the mount might be a bit difficult, though. It’s a literal tree stump, so… it’s not something I can really bite.

	I can still try to, though.

	“That… is a tree of this forest,” Grif whispers at my side. “What have they done to it? Is this what they hope to do to Sequia’s forest? Why are they doing this?”

	“Worry about that later,” I whisper back to him. “Let’s kill them first.”

	Grif takes a deep breath and nods. “Let us rid the forest of this corrup—”

	A crow lands on the spellcaster’s shoulder.

	A crow with an eye—no, with a necklace that has an eyeball hanging from it around its neck.

	The next second, the goblin looks in our direction and shouts, “Tricking! Hiding!” The crow flies away immediately after.

	“Go!” I shout and jump through the bush with Grif at my side. At the same time, Silver jumps out from behind the goblin with her mouth ready to tear into its neck, but she gets intercepted by one of the stump’s roots.

	//Shadeblight Stump: 8 (5+3) < Silver: 16

	But instead of getting hit by the root, she lands on it and swings her head down to bite it.

	//Silver: 18 (9+9) > Shadeblight Stump: 15

	Even though the root is made out of wood, she still sinks her fangs into it just as easily as if it were one of the nibblings or goblins.

	//Silver: 10 (4+6) piercing damage dealt!

	At the same time, me and Grif go for the goblin riding the stump, but it gets a spell off before we reach it. “Shadow! Stabbing!” it shouts at us while waving its staff around.

	Three spikes made of pure shadow manifest in the air around the staff and shoot toward us. Two at Grif, one at me.

	They move so quickly, and change direction to home in on us midflight, that we can’t dodge them even if we try to.

	The spike sent at me shoots straight into my chest and comes out through my other side, and it hurts like a bitch, but… there’s nothing there? It impaled me, but without actually leaving any sign of ever hurting me.

	//4 force damage received!

	//Remaining Health: 11/21

	//Grif: 8 force damage received!

	//Grif’s Remaining Health: 25/39

	“Kahaha! Killing! Dying!” the goblin shouts at us with smug laughter, but we’re about to put it in its place.

	Grif swings his staff at it while I jump up to bite it—

	—but two roots shoot up to block us, forcing us to attack the stump instead.

	//You: 17 (10+7) > Shadeblight Stump: 15

	//Grif: 18 (16+2) > Shadeblight Stump: 15

	Grif swings his staff into one of the roots, causing it to crack and nearly break off, while I sink my fangs into the root blocking me. It’s a lot softer than I thought it would be, which I guess makes sense considering how rotten the stump looks, but… also tastes fucking horrible.

	But not as horrible as that “potion” I drank.

	…

	Now I’m pissed off again just thinking about that liquid shit of a potion.

	//7 (2+5) piercing damage dealt!

	//Grif: 5 blunt damage dealt!

	“The tree will protect its master until its death,” Silver says.

	“Then we will help it die,” Grif replies.

	Damn. That line was kind of cool. Maybe I should start saying cool lines instead of getting pissed off over potions.

	… nope, I’m even more pissed now that I’m thinking about it again.

	With my rage fueling me, I open my maw and let out a silent roar.

	//Crushing Roar Activated

	//Shadeblight Stump: 7 (4+3) < 13

	//2 crushing damage dealt!

	//Dusk Goblin Shadow Caster: 7 (5+2) < 13

	//3 crushing damage dealt!

	Got them both.

	The caster is crushed down against the stump it’s sitting on, and the stump’s roots collapse to the ground as slabs of dead bark peel off beneath the force of gravity.

	Actually, wait. If the roots are weighed down beneath the gravity, then… can they still reach the goblin in time to intercept our attacks?

	“Cru-crushing! What—what is this?!” the goblin caster shrieks out as I jump up onto Grif’s staff and use it as a springboard to jump toward the caster’s neck.

	One of the roots rises up to try and block me, but it’s too slow.

	//You: 13 (6+7) | 23 (16+7) > Dusk Goblin Shadow Caster: 13

	I don’t reach its neck, but I do manage to bite onto the wrist of the hand holding the staff.

	//11 (6+5) piercing damage dealt!

	While I’m hanging off its wrist trying to tear it up, it thrusts its dagger toward me.

	//Silver: 26 (17+9) | 10 (1+9) > Dusk Goblin Shadow Caster: 13

	But not before Silver is able to wrap her maw around its robed head.

	//Silver: 18 (12+6) piercing damage dealt!

	The goblin’s head explodes into chunks of gore as she closes her mouth around it.

	//Dusk Goblin Shadow Caster slain!

	Grif, meanwhile, swings his staff down at one of the roots below.

	//Grif: 9 (7+2) | 20 (18+2) > Shadeblight Stump: 15

	//5 blunt damage dealt!

	With the stump’s rider dead, all we’ve got to do is finish off the mount itself.

	But I feel like it has a decent amount of health considering that it’s a tree, even if it’s the dead stump of one.

	And it puts up a fight still, too.

	//Shadeblight Stump: 14 (9+5) | 11 (6+5) > Grif: 10

	It swings one of its heavy roots right up into Grif’s abdomen, knocking the air out of him and pushing him away.

	//Grif: 8 (7+1) blunt damage and 4 cold damage received!

	//Grif’s Remaining Health: 13/39

	Shit, we’re cutting it too close. “Stay back for now,” I tell Grif, earning a nod from him as he holds his abdomen in pain.

	Actually, wait. Grif has more health than I do still, and that last attack would have been enough to kill me.

	But I already let Silver save my ass once, and besides… it’s fun to have my life on the line.

	“Wait, Fang!” Grif shouts. He probably just realized that I have less health than him but am staying in the fight still.

	Silver flashes a smile at me and says, “How selfish,” before opening her mouth as wide as she can to bite onto the top edge of the stump.

	//Silver: 23 (14+9) | 24 (15+9) > Shadeblight Stump: 15

	//12 (6+6) piercing damage dealt!

	Tough bastard just won’t go down no matter how much we tear into it, but its movements look like they’re getting slower even without the gravity that just wore now wore off.

	And without that gravity slowing it down, it swings a tentacle-like root up at each of us.

	//Shadeblight Stump: 20 (15+5) > You: 11

	//Shadeblight Stump: 19 (14+5) > Silver: 16

	We each get slammed by the roots with enough force to knock us away from its body, and…

	//7 (2+5) blunt damage and 3 cold damage received!

	//Remaining Health: 1/21

	//Silver: 9 (5+4) blunt damage and 4 cold damage received!

	//Silver’s Remaining Health: 22/41

	Fuck.

	One.

	One fucking point of health is presumably all that’s between me and the grave.

	I’m also pretty sure I heard some ribs crack when that root slammed into my side.

	Shit, this hurts, and my vision is starting to go black.

	I can hear both Grif and Rose shouting for me, too. Makes sense considering they just saw me get the shit slapped out of me, not to mention that they both have access to the system which means they can see just how low my health is.

	…

	This really is fun.

	Alright then, you woody bastard. I’ve only got one more point of health left. Let’s see if you can finish me off before I tear you apar—

	A foot steps in front of me, blocking me from seeing the tree.

	“I won’t let you!” Rose shouts, but not at me. “If—if you want him, you—you have to go through me, first!”

	…

	What a dumbass I am.

	Sorry, Rose. You’ve got a selfish, dumbass servant who forgets that he isn’t just living for himself anymore.

	“Silver, the rest is up to you,” I say, barely able to talk from how much pain I’m in and how tired I feel. I’m surprised I’m even conscious still. “Guess I’m not as selfish as I thought.”

	“Dragons may be selfish, but only those lost to madness are only that,” Silver says before using her shadow to change into her humanoid form. And, with her tail, she drops the dagger from the spellcaster into her hand. She must have picked it up with her tail at some point. “I have never fought with a weapon aside from my body before, but I like how this looks.” She rolls its handle between her fingers and tosses it up before catching it. “Watch as I remind our foe where it belongs.”

	With an excited grin and look in her eyes, Silver lunges at the stump as it lashes two of its roots at her.

	//Shadeblight Stump: 21 (16+5) > Silver: 16

	//Shadeblight Stump: 10 (5+5) < Silver: 16

	She dodges one of the roots, but the other slams into her free arm.

	//Silver: 2 (1+1) blunt damage and 2 cold damage received!

	//Silver’s Remaining Health: 18/41

	She retaliates by spinning the dagger around and stabbing it directly into the root that just hit her.

	//Silver: 24 (15+9) > Shadeblight Stump: 15

	She runs the dagger up along the root while stabbed inside it, slicing the root open lengthwise.

	//Silver: 10 (4+6) slashing damage dealt!

	She keeps going until she has reached its main body, at which point another root comes swinging toward her.

	//Shadeblight Stump: 13 (8+5) < Silver: 16

	But she dodges by twisting her upper body, withdraws her dagger from the previous root, and brings it swinging down into the most recent root to attack her.

	//Silver: 19 (10+9) > Shadeblight Stump: 15

	Even though it’s just a dagger, she swings it like a sword and severs the root, causing black liquid to pour out from it.

	//Silver: 10 (4+6) slashing damage dealt!

	Yet the fucking stump is still alive.

	That’s what, over sixty damage now that we’ve dealt to it?

	But it’s over.

	The stump can barely stay standing. It keeps falling onto its roots now whenever it tries to stand, and the roots that haven’t been sliced open or chopped off struggle to move.

	And even though Silver sees one final attack coming at her, she doesn’t bother getting out of the way. She lets the root slam into her hand wielding her dagger, causing her to drop it while taking damage.

	//Silver: 8 (5+3) blunt damage and 2 cold damage received!

	//Silver’s Remaining Health: 8/41

	“Consider that a reward for being a fun fight,” Silver tells the stump as her tail whips around her toward it with a tip even sharper than the dagger.

	//Silver: 15 (6+9) = Shadeblight Stump: 15

	Her tail, like fucking lance, punches straight through the stump and impales it.

	//Silver: 11 (5+6) piercing damage dealt!

	//Shadeblight Stump slain!

	With the corpse of the stump impaled on her tail, she lifts it up into the air before slamming it down against the ground, causing it to explode into splinters, chunks of bark, and black liquid.

	//Combat End

	//Party Experience Gained: 300 (Dusk Goblin Shadow Caster: 100 | Shadeblight Stump: 200)

	//You have gained 75 experience!

	//Experience: 387.5/300

	That… was close.

	Really fucking close.

	“See?” Silver asks after turning around to look at me. “I told you we would win.”

	You’ve got a bit of a smug brat in you, don’t you, Silver?

	Now then, if nobody minds… I’m going to go ahead and let myself pass out now.

	 


Chapter 20

	 

	It’s happened once again.

	I feel like a truck hit me.

	This really is going to be a reoccurring thing.

	“Fang!” Rose cries as soon as I open my eyes. “Are—are you alright?! How do you feel?! Are you okay?! Does it hurt anywhere?!”

	Fuck, Rose, you’re so loud. But I still laugh a bit and shake my head. I mean, sure, I feel like I got hit by a truck, but I don’t feel like I’m dying. Besides, when I look around, it looks like we’re back in Sequia’s house. That means Grif probably healed me some more, plus if Sequia can heal, then she probably helped, too.

	Weirdly enough, even though it’s definitely been at least a few hours since I passed out if we’re back here, I never got that “dream” for leveling up. Maybe not enough time passed? Or it didn’t count as a proper rest for some reason? I don’t know.

	“I’m… I’m sorry,” Rose says. “I know you wanted to fight. I saw it in your eyes. You looked like you were having so much fun and I didn’t want to stop you, but… I—I’m afraid of losing you.” She picks me up from the bed we’re on and holds me against her chest. “I’m sorry. Please… please don’t hate me for being so selfish. I know, I know I’m horrible for stopping you, but… I… you make me so happy that it scares me imagining life without you. I… I don’t want to ever lose you no matter how much fun you’re having. I’m sorry. I—I understand if you hate me… but even if you hate me now, please don’t… don’t leave me.”

	Even though I was the one being a selfish asshole about to potentially throw my life away, causing her to lose even more of her soul than she already has and leaving her alone again, she’s the one apologizing to me.

	Because I’m a dumbass who enjoys the high of fighting to the death.

	That sort of thing was okay when I had nobody but myself to live for. When nobody would miss me.

	But that’s not the case anymore.

	I have somebody who will miss me if I die. Not only will she miss me, but she’d also lose another fourth of her soul.

	And she’s afraid that I hate her because she stopped me from getting myself killed?

	If anything, she should think I hate her for being so willing to risk my life.

	She should hate me if anything.

	I climb out from under her hand, climb onto her breasts, and give her chin a lick.

	“Fang, you… you don’t hate me?” Rose asks me with her eyes full of tears.

	“How could I?” I ask her and give another lick.

	“Why… how… how are you so forgiving? I don’t… I don’t deserve—”

	I reach up with both of my front legs to place my feet—paws, whatever, on each of her cheeks to hold onto her. Now that I’m here, holding her cheeks and staring into her eyes, I’m… not really sure what to say.

	But I guess I don’t have to say anything since Rose says, “I’m sorry for being so insecure. I… I believe you, but my mind, even if I trust you completely, still… makes me think horrible things. No matter how nice you are to me, I always remember what my father would say to me… what my brothers and sisters said… what everybody said. I believe you, but my mind is… really mean to me.”

	“I know the feeling,” I tell her.

	Rose sniffles and smiles as a tear rolls down her cheek. “Do you—do you know what I mean?”

	I nod and lick her next to her lips.

	Rose pouts and says, “If you want to kiss me… you… you can—”

	Alright, alright. She saved me, she carries me around all the time, and she’s pretty fucking cute, so she deserves it.

	I lick her lips.

	Rose’s cheeks immediately start to redden as her eyes grow lustful. “Hehe… hehehe… you kissed me.” She presses her lips against me for a kiss of her own now. When she pulls away, she says, “Hehe… since you’re already here,” she grabs my sides and lifts me up a bit more so that her lips are right in front of my—

	“Is it breeding time?” Silver asks, poking her head through the doorway, making Rose jump.

	Unfortunately, considering that we’re in Sequia’s house…

	“I would not mind you using my bed for that,” Sequia says from behind Silver, “but I fear my little Grif would be opposed.”

	“Should a druid not be fine with the natural act of breeding?” Silver asks her.

	Sequia sighs. “You would think so, but he is a rather bashful boy.”

	… they sound like they get along already.

	I wish I was awake for when they met each other.

	“Once we make it back to the village, we can do lots of that, okay?” Rose tells me.

	I won’t say no to that, so I nod.

	 

	“So, you already know everything that’s happened,” I say to Sequia, all five of us now sitting out in their living area around the center table. Of course, I’m stuck inside of Rose’s cleavage again, and Grif has been pulled onto Sequia’s lap so that she can easily stroke her fingers through his beard as we talk.

	Meanwhile, Silver is sitting next to me and Rose, and she keeps looking at me with a bit of jealousy.

	“Yes, Grif and Silver told me everything about today’s adventure, and Rose made sure to tell me about how heroic and adorable you are,” Sequia answers. “So now it is my turn to catch you up on what we have discussed while you were out.” Everybody gets more serious after hearing that.

	I feel like something big is coming up.

	“And what did you discuss?” I ask.

	“An assault,” Sequia answers. “One hag is already a problem, yet now I learn there are three working as a coven. For them to have grown so established that a lair has been formed that alters the forest itself without us learning about it can only mean one thing.”

	“Yeah?”

	“My very sisters are those who now wish to corrupt the forest. I suspected a fallen sister of mine upon first learning of a hag’s influence, as it should be impossible for one to form a lair without any of us learning about it. But if the one who holds dominion over her region of the forest is the very same hag who wishes to corrupt it… then it is only natural to not learn of it.”

	“Don’t you stay in touch with the other dryads around or anything?”

	“When we were younger, we often visited one another, but we have since rooted in age. There has been no reason to contact one another since we decided on a truce with the minos colonizers.”

	“And how long ago was that?”

	“Nearly a century ago now. Perhaps, if I had sent Grif… no, by the time he was old enough to go out on his own… it would have been too late. They have likely been on this path since before he ever came into my care.”

	Silver, with her tail idly swishing around behind her, says, “It makes sense. Beings of the material realm rarely make pacts with us from Twilight Garden unless they are desperate.”

	“And it is likely such a pact in exchange for power that has twisted my sister so. Yet, that explains only one of the hags. The others—”

	“—were likely forced into the fold,” Silver says, finishing Sequia’s sentence.

	Sequia looks down and sighs. “Most likely. Those to the east have always been among the weakest of us, for their forests cannot be reached without going through mine, and I always protected them. If one fell to corruption, it would not have been difficult to force the others into submission.”

	“Alright,” I say. “So, why are they acting up now? If they’ve apparently been around for decades already, how come you haven’t seen any signs of it before now?”

	“I have a theory about that. The goblins mentioned feeding something, and you found the others in the buffer hunting and gathering animals to transport back. They have likely run out of fauna in and immediately around their lair to feed whatever it is they are raising, and so now must expand their hunting grounds.”

	“How’s that explain stuff like them kidnapping the kids and corrupting plants and animals? If they want to eat everything, why corrupt them and let them loose?”

	“I am unsure. Perhaps it is to distract us, or perhaps it is their attempt to gradually weaken us without risking their own forces.”

	“And no traveling animals or anything ever warned you about what’s been going on over there?”

	“Just as my Grif distracted your senses when you first entered our forest, my sisters likely deceive the minds of the wildlife.”

	“Alright, so what’s the plan?”

	Sequia faces me straight on. Even with her eyes closed, I feel like she’s looking directly into my own eyes. “I will stir my tree guard from their slumber. It will take them some days to finish awakening as I have not called upon them in a century, but once they are awake, I will have them march into the lair with the goal of slaying my fallen sisters. Tomorrow, Grif will travel north to seek the assistance of another of my sisters. Once our tree guards have joined together, the attack will begin, and I will need your help.”

	Sounds like a big battle is coming up. “And what do you want us to do?”

	“The tree guard are of simple mind, and my roots will not reach them once they step trunk outside our forest. They will need guided, and I hope that you four may do that.”

	“What about you? And your sister? Are either of you able to help at all, or do we have to do it on our own?”

	“Fang,” Grif says. “You do not—”

	Sequia shakes her head and strokes the top of his head. “His question is only natural. I am asking him to fight on my behalf, after all.” She looks toward me again and says, “I wish to help you. I genuinely do. But, I cannot. We have rooted. I cannot leave this tree, let alone our forest. To do so would be to sever my body from the roots that sustain it.”

	“So, if you try to leave, you’ll die. That’s what you’re saying.”

	“Yes. A tree cannot survive without its roots, and neither can a dryad once she has rooted. I will grant you each a blessing before you depart, but that is all I will be able to do. However, let me say this once more. You are not obligated to help us. Though I hope you will help us, I cannot expect it, nor will I judge you for refusing.”

	This is probably the part where Rose is going to declare that this is our home or whatever, resulting in us fighting for them. Not that I have a problem with—

	“Fang… what do you think?” Rose asks, resting one hand on top of my head. “I’m scared. I don’t… want to lose you. If we get into a big fight, then…”

	Rose isn’t sure this time.

	After what happened, I can’t blame her. Almost every time we get into a fight, she sees me get seriously hurt, and I was a single point of health away from dying this last time. All these battles have probably been small compared to what’s coming up.

	Part of me doesn’t want to bother. I just want to go somewhere else with Rose.

	But I remember those dogs I didn’t even try helping.

	I remember Crackhead and Annoyance.

	Hardfall and the others who have welcomed us into their village and given us a house to live in.

	Grif and Sequia who have never pressured us into helping them and have shown us genuine appreciation.

	I feel like if I turn away from them now, I’m going to regret it just like how I regret not trying to help those dogs.

	And I’m tired of having regrets like that.

	“We’ll help you, but you have to help me,” I tell Sequia. “I want to go into this as prepared as I can be.”

	Sequia nods and smiles, looking relieved at my answer. “Of course. Is there anything you need?”

	“A ton of food. An excessive amount of it. Enough that it will probably piss Grif off that I’m being greedy and eating more than is natural. When I leveled and chose my class, I got a feat that allows me to grow stronger the more that I eat. Not sure how much I actually need to eat yet, but I ate two legs and arms off one of those nibblings earlier and nothing happened, so I’m going to need to eat a lot more than that.”

	“I believe I can help you with that. Though I may be old, I am still quite capable.”

	“And once I’m done with that, the four of us need to go hunting again. We’ll have Silver pick out easy targets for us and take them out to get more experience. My roar upgrades at level three, and I’ve got enough experience to hit level two, so I want to get that upgrade before anything happens. Having it will also help out whatever these forest guards are once the fight begins.”

	“A wise plan. My Grif should be able to gain another level by then as well, and I am sure that Rose will also benefit from that. Is there anything else you need?”

	“I don’t know. Got any magical items or anything that we can use?”

	“Nothing that would be of use during battle, unfortunately. Ah, but if you bring me the proper ingredients, I can brew you a variety of potions and enhance them with my magic.”

	… I already hate myself for agreeing to this, but as long as they don’t taste like that last potion, then it might be okay. “Give us a list and we’ll gather whatever’s needed while hunting with Grif. Wait,” I look at Silver. “Do you still have that dagger?”

	Silver takes the dagger off her hip and shows it off. “I have grown fond of it in the short time I have had it.”

	I look at Grif. “And what’s that thing you want to brew going to do against the giant mushroom? Oh, and did that bird ever bring you back those flowers?”

	Grif nods. “She returned on the way back here. As for what it will do, both the rotten dreamer and snake’s venom produce a paralyzing effect. When combined with the petals of a haranthin flower, which secrete an oil easily absorbed by skin, then you get an incredibly potent toxin that can be applied simply by splashing it on your target. In this case, Towering Net. My intent is to throw the poison from a safe distance, paralyze Towering Net, and to end its suffering during the paralysis.”

	“A poisonous oil that can be absorbed through skin… sounds like it could make a good coating for a dagger. Think we might be able to pay another visit to that snake for even more venom?”

	“What for?”

	“Being able to paralyze some hags sounds nice, doesn’t it?”

	“Oh. Oh! Yes! That is—that is a great idea.”

	Sequia looks hesitant about something, but she eventually says, “There is a way to make it even more potent against my sisters. Though they may have become hags, they are still former dryads.”

	“Sequia?” Grif asks her. “How would we go about that?”

	“By mixing a dryad’s blood into the poison. The blood of a dryad changes depending on where she has rooted. Different soils offer different conditions. What is healthy to one may be toxic to another. By mixing the blood of a dryad into a poison, not only will any natural ingredients be enhanced even more than what my magic is capable of, but it will become as a bane to other dryads.”

	“But… how will we—”

	“You will use my blood, of course. Though I am unable to fight, that does not mean I am unwilling to shed my blood for our forest.”

	“But, Sequia—”

	“What is another scar for the forest’s future?”

	Grif sighs and says, “Alright. I understand.”

	Sequia smiles and rubs the side of her face against the back of Grif’s head. “Good boy. Rest assured, it is but a little blood. I am not so old that I cannot afford its loss. Now then.” She looks at the rest of us again. “Please, return to the village and rest. You will be most busy in the upcoming days. Of course, I will not send you back without making good on my word.”

	Following a smile, Sequia takes a breath and concentrates on something. I’m not sure what, but—

	Something falls outside.

	And again.

	And again with another immediately after.

	It almost sounds like it’s pouring rain outside after a few seconds.

	Grif, meanwhile, looks away as if he is ashamed… and Sequia’s grows more wrinkled right before our eyes. Even her hair shifts to a paler shade of green, and some of her skin cracks and splinters. It’s not just her body changing, either. It’s the entire tree we’re in. It ages as much as she does.

	“There,” Sequia says once she’s done. “That should be more than enough food for you to gorge yourself on. Ah, but do leave one for my Grif. I always told him I would one day let him taste my fruit. Oh, and Grif? Would you please fetch them a couple baskets to take the fruit in?”

	Grif sighs and nods. “Of course, Sequia.”

	 

	Once we get outside with the baskets Grif got for us, we’re met with piles of large, green and red fruits decorating the ground around Sequia’s tree.

	But the effect that growing the fruit had on Sequia is even more obvious when we see the tree from the outside.

	It looks like it has aged decades, or maybe even centuries.

	If just growing fruit is enough to have this much of an effect on her, then I’m not surprised she’s been reserved with her magic so far. She can’t leave the tree, and even just growing fruit is enough to age her this rapidly.

	I’m going to feel bad if the fruit tastes like shit.

	 


Chapter 21

	 

	We made it back to the village and our house after gathering up all those fruit in the baskets, and…

	The fruit…

	It tastes…

	So fucking good.

	It’s like the perfect combination of sweet and tart! It kind of reminds me of… the cranberry sauce that my mom would make for the holidays, except in fruit form.

	My mom was an abusive piece of shit most of the time, but I’d be delusional to deny that she knew how to cook. People like to say that the best food is food made with love, but I think they’ve never experienced food made with pure hate before, because that shit is the best.

	Then again, I doubt that Sequia’s fruits are made with hate. They’re made with love for the forest and a desire to protect it.

	So, maybe love is as good as hate when it comes to food.

	“Are you sure you don’t want any?” Rose asks Silver as she holds one of the fruit out to her.

	Silver shakes her head with her hands up in front of her. They might not be able to understand each other’s words, but body language is easy to understand in this case.

	“How could you not want this?” I ask Silver.

	“I am not a fan of sweet food,” Silver answers. “And to make it worse, it tastes very… sour.”

	“Tart.”

	Silver shrugs. “Regardless, you are the one for who it was produced, and I am content after my earlier feast.”

	Silver might not like the fruits, but Rose… she might be taking the idea of gaining weight seriously, because damn is she eating a lot of these. Each one is about as big as an apple, and she’s eaten five of them already. With how sweet they taste, practically like a dessert, I’m not going to be surprised if they’re packed with calories.

	And now she’s picking up a sixth.

	But I can’t criticize her for eating that many when I’m here on my eleventh one.

	These things are seriously fucking good. Not to mention that it feels like no matter how many I eat, I just don’t get full. It’s like I have a bottomless stomach or something now. I’m not even bulging out or anything like that despite having eaten over twice my body size in the fruits.

	Maybe I really do have a black hole in my stomach now. In that case… I’m living everybody’s dream.

	I get to eat as much as I want without ever feeling full. Well, I might still gain weight. That feat does say I’ll get bigger, too, but does it mean bigger overall, or fat? I feel like I can get bigger, but not fat. In that case… I’m living the dream of all body builders and people with eating disorders.

	“Hehe, you’re so cute when you eat,” Rose says. “Here’s your next one!”

	Right. To make things even better… I’m on my back on top of Rose’s cleavage, and she’s handing me new fruit whenever I’m done with the one I’m eating.

	I’m using tits as a bed and being handfed delicious fruit that I can eat as many of as I want without ever getting full or fat.

	Dying is the best thing that has ever happened to me.

	And if all of the calories go straight to Rose’s chest, then I don’t see any problem—

	//Ceaseless Hunger: Growth Tier Gained

	//New Growth Tier: 1

	//Effect: +5 health

	//Total Growth Tier Bonuses: +5 health

	“Fang! You grew!” Rose shouts. “You’re even bigger!”

	Am I?

	I don’t feel like I’ve grown that much. Though, it’s kind of hard to tell without being able to look in a mirror.

	The important thing is that I’m still small enough to fit inside her cleavage.

	…

	I’m going to be sad when I get too large to fit in there anymore.

	Alright, so, let’s see.

	In addition to eating some breakfast, I had two nibbling legs and one and a half nibbling arms. Those were comparable to some meaty turkey legs. Now I’ve eaten twelve of Sequia’s fruits.

	I’ve probably eaten at least three thousand calories today, and it took me that much just to gain one growth tier. The difficulty of gaining new growth tiers grows exponentially higher.

	In order to keep this tier, I have to eat at least one tenth of this much food each day from now on, so that’s at least three hundred calories. That’s not an issue.

	But what about when it takes fifty thousand calories worth of food to grow bigger? Well, even then… that would only be five thousand calories a day of maintenance. As long as I eat a couple of large pizzas on my own every day, then I can probably maintain that. The problem will be securing a source of food.

	Also, it said mass. Mass is different from calories. So… maybe it’ll be more difficult than I thought. I can’t just drink one sugar-filled milkshake that has more calories than these fruits but uses less mass to achieve that effect.

	I guess a black hole stomach doesn’t care about calories. It only cares about how much mass something has to offer.

	“Is… something wrong with her?” Silver asks me.

	I look at up at Rose’s face and see an expression that can best be summed up with one word: turmoil.

	“What… what do I do?” Rose asks with a quivering voice. “If… if you get bigger… then I can’t carry you around like this! And—and I don’t think I could get my boobs big enough to still wrap around you no matter how big you get! And I love you using me as your personal bed and getting to carry you around everywhere! But—but if you get big, then… hehehe… we’ll be able to do even more lewd stuff together. I’ll be able to use even more of my body to satisfy you at once, hehe. Like if you grow into a huge dragon and your… your—you know—gets as big as my entire body, then I could wrap my arms and legs around it and rub all over it—and—hehe. Hehehehe. And I could sleep on it and use it like a body-sized pillow. Instead of me carrying you around, you could carry me around on it, or you could carry me around by keeping it in me, and… heh. Hehehe. There… there are so many possibilities if you get bigger… but—but I love how cute you are when you’re small! And you’re already perfect no matter what size you are! And there’s still all sorts of lewd things we can do while you’re small, too! Like—like when I used to have dinner with my family, you’re small enough that you could have hidden under my dress and done things while around everybody else, and nobody would have noticed!”

	…

	Rose continues going back and forth between sounding depressed and incredibly horny.

	What the fuck kind of stories did her old maid tell her that helped her get such a perverted imagination? The stuff that she’s talking about sounds like things one would normally ever even know about if they were terminally online and saw too much hentai.

	…

	Not that I’m complaining.

	All of that does sound pretty fun despite how insane she is for unironically wanting it with zero shame.

	“I have no idea what she is saying,” Silver says. “But I have never seen expressions as perverse as hers.” She looks at me with a bit of a… pout? “Is this… the type of personality you prefer?”

	While Rose continues rambling on her own, I tell Silver, “I wouldn’t say I prefer it, but I like it. But I’m a simple guy. As long as a girl is loyal and doesn’t cheat on me and doesn’t cause me a bunch of problems, then I’d be happy.”

	“I see… and… what about the… breasts?”

	“What about them?”

	Silver looks down at her own chest before looking at me atop Rose’s again. “Ever since you have returned to her, I have not seen you away from her breasts except to battle. Whether you are sleeping, eating, or traveling, you are there. Should… I make mine larger? I gave myself this form based on what I believed to be desirable among other species, but…”

	“You look cute this way. Besides, Rose would get jealous if I used any other woman’s tits like this.”

	Silver gains a hint of blush on her cheeks as she turns her head away. “Cute… this is not the first time you have called me that.” Her tail starts wagging behind her. “I do not understand what you could possibly find cute about me. I am a hunter. A predator who dominates others for food and survival. One who lives in the shadows and—”

	“Cute.”

	“P-powerful and… charming, alluring and deadly—”

	“And cute.”

	She lowers her head and her voice loses that mature, calm tone it typically has. “And… and… beautiful… and…”

	“Cute!”

	That one wasn’t me.

	Silver looks up and notices Rose looking at her with amazed eyes.

	“You’re so cute!” Rose says. “No wonder Fang chose you as his second wife! Hehe, I’m so happy that he has another wife, and that she’s super cute!”

	“She’s talking about how cute you are,” I translate for Silver. “She also says you’re ‘super cute,’ not just cute.”

	Silver blushes even more and looks away again. “You… are both ridiculous. There is… nothing cute about me.”

	“Oh, I just got an idea!” Rose says. “I remember learning that even though pets can’t understand the same language as their owners usually, they can still understand the tone of voice and expression! So… I think I know how to make you understand me!”

	To translate again, I say, “She’s probably about to do something embarrassing that will ‘make sure you understand her.’”

	Silver blinks a couple of times and asks me, “What—what could she possibly do that would—”

	“You’re such a good girl!” Rose praises, looking directly into Silver’s eyes. “Hehe, good girl! And cute! Very cute!” She makes sure to speak with such a sickeningly sweet and energetic voice that even a deaf dog would wag their tail at her words. “Who’s a good girl? You’re a good girl!” I… don’t think Rose understands just how degrading that sort of thing is when said to another person.

	Then again, some people are into that.

	…

	Let me rephrase.

	Silver is into that.

	She’s lowered her head, her face is burning bright, and her tail is rapidly wagging behind her. She probably has no idea what Rose is even saying, but I guess the sound of her voice is enough to get the point across.

	“Yes, such a good, cute wife for Fang!” Rose continues. “A super cute and super good wife!”

	Silver brings her hands up to cover her face. “Si-silence, you—”

	“Sooooooooo cute! It might be impossible for you to ever be as cute as Fang, but you might still be the second cutest person in the whole sphere!”

	“Fa-Fang… do… do something about her.” Silver peeks through her fingers at me. “Please, I cannot—I do not know how to… handle this… and my tail appears… to be out of my control…”

	“You’re not just super cute,” I say. “You’re extremely cute.”

	And now her tail is wagging even faster somehow. She’s also hidden her eyes behind her hands again now and the only noises leaving her are embarrassed little mumbled noises.

	Silver is such a badass and so confident in herself, and she does pretty good in the role of being some sultry and mysterious fox lady, and she’s a great fighter who has no problem eating the fresh corpses of her enemies… but as soon as she’s called cute, it’s all over for her.

	“Alright, you’re cool and beautiful,” I say.

	Silver clears her throat and says, “Well, of—of course I am. I—”

	“And even cuter.”

	She breaks again.

	Rose giggles and says, “Hehe. It’s so cute how your tail wags. You must really love being called a good girl. And cute! If you enjoy it this much, then as long as you’re a good wife to Fang, I’ll call you a good and cute girl as much as you want!”

	“She says she’ll call you good and cute as much as you want as long as you’re a good wife to me,” I tell Silver.

	“I—I do not want that!” Silver whines. “Please! Tell her to call me anything but those!”

	“Sorry, can’t. She can’t understand me.”

	“But—!”

	“Oh, right. There’s something I wanted to tell you, Silver. Can’t believe I almost forgot.”

	Silver sighs and calms down. “What… what is it?”

	“You’re cute.”

	She whines and her entire body wiggles around with the wagging of her tail. “You are cruel, Alpha…”

	“Alpha?”

	Silver’s tail and ears shoot straight up. “I—I mean…”

	“Wait, let me guess,” I tell her.

	Alright.

	She’s a fox girl.

	She just called me “Alpha.”

	So far, the world is like some sort of perverted worldbuilder’s fetish paradise outside of all the—well, death, unless that’s also part of it somehow.

	So, if I put two, two, and two together, then…

	The power of fantasy tropes and monster girls combined with all that can only mean one thing.

	“Alright,” I say. “In your culture or pack or whatever, you have a leader who you call the alpha, so by calling me that, you’re basically calling me the animal version of your master.”

	Silver looks down again and shyly nods.

	On one hand, being called that makes me cringe. It reminds me of those grifters who targeted young, vulnerable men and took money from them while promising to turn them into alpha or sigma males or whatever. Being called “Alpha” makes me feel like I’m one of those guys, not to mention the whole pack alpha nonsense was debunked a long time ago.

	On the other hand, it’s kind of edgy, and I would be lying if I say I don’t like things a bit edgy. Not to mention that if she calls me that, then I’d be making all those gullible idiots on the internet jealous. I hate all that alpha and beta bullshit, yet I’m the one getting called an alpha by an attractive fox girl while using another girl’s tits as my lounging chair.

	Damn.

	I’ve got it made.

	“You’re my property now, aren’t you?” I ask Silver.

	Silver’s tail is still wagging, but… it takes on a sort of… different feeling. Before, it was more… energetic and playful. Like a dog’s wagging tail. Now it’s a bit calmer and more swishy. “I… am your property.”

	“Then it only makes sense to call me your master, or your alpha in this case.” It might be hard for them to take me seriously when I look so small, but my dominant switch has been flicked. “Say it.”

	Silver gulps and says, “You… are my master. My Alpha.”

	“Good girl. That’s what you’ll call me from now on. Understand?”

	Silver shivers and nods. “Yes, Alpha.”

	“Now, tell me that you’re cute.”

	“But I’m not—”

	“Since when does property refuse its owner?”

	Silver’s whole body shivers again and she says, “I—I am… very cute.”

	This is dangerous.

	Dangerous, but fun.

	The last girl I was with, even though she ended up leaving in the end, let me order her around like a dog. She wasn’t confident enough to wear a proper dog’s collar in public, though.

	I bet Silver would let me put a dog collar on her and walk her around with it in public.

	“Good girl, Silver. You want to be a good, cute little pet, don’t you?” I ask her.

	Silver nods yet still won’t show us her face. “I… want to be Alpha’s… good, cute… little pet…”

	Ah.

	This reminds me of all those times that I would read dialogue like this in novels, and always cringed because of how fake it felt even though I experienced it in real life.

	BDSM-tier dialogue just always feels so much worse when it’s somebody else saying it. It’s only ever really hot when being involved in it oneself, and only in the moment.

	Good thing both of those apply here.

	“Now, show me your face,” I order Silver.

	Silver hesitates for a moment before taking her hands away from her blushing face and looking me straight in the eyes.

	The more I think about it…

	All I had to do to prove myself to her was to resist against her. Then I had to claim ownership of her. And she wants a mate.

	And she is clearly getting excited by being called a good girl and getting treated like a pet.

	She also very obviously enjoys being called cute even if she’s not used to it.

	In other words, she—

	“Hehe, you act so cool and elegant normally, but you really like being cute and praised, don’t you?” Rose asks her.

	She figured it out, too. Not too much of a surprise since Rose has that high charisma score and intelligence to go with it.

	Basically, Silver… is a bottom who just wants a good top.

	And all I had to do to prove myself worthy was be willing to at least try to put her in her place, even if she was actually stronger than me. It’s not the physical overwhelming that’s important to her, it’s the emotional.

	Not only that, but when I remember what else she said before, I doubt that it’s purely sexual.

	It’s the girls like her who are tired of having to always be in charge and who just want to be treated like a submissive pet with no responsibilities sometimes. Like the trope of the tired office worker or important executive who wants to be able to turn her brain off outside of work and submit to somebody else.

	Can’t say that I don’t relate at all. Sometimes it’s nice not to have to think about anything. I get my fill of that from riding around inside Rose’s cleavage, though. They’re like two soft, warm, massive pillows that squeeze all the stress out of me whenever they’re not squeezing something else out of me.

	Now, let’s see if I’m right.

	“All you have to do is listen to me, Silver,” I say. “You don’t have to think anymore. You just have to obey me.”

	Silver’s eyes widen a bit as she lets out a sigh, her shoulders rising up as if a weight was just lifted off them.

	“I’ll protect you.”

	She starts smiling as her tail begins to wag more like a dog’s again.

	“Because a dragon never lets others get away with fucking with his property.”

	“Thank you, Alpha,” Silver says. “I… have been the one to lead for so long.”

	“You’ve done enough. I’ll lead the way now.”

	“Is it really alright… for me to let you handle everything?”

	“Doesn’t matter if it isn’t. All that matters is your obedience.”

	Silver looks away, then down, and now into my eyes. “Thank you. Really… thank you.”

	“You don’t need to thank me. All I’m doing is whatever I want with my pet as a master should. You wouldn’t thank me for breathing, would you?”

	And once again, Silver shivers and smiles before saying, “Yes, Alpha.”

	“Now then—”

	Rose lifts me up before I can finish what I was going to say and turns me around to face her.

	This is when I notice something is off.

	Rose… looks even more lustful than usual.

	“Heh… hehe, Faaaannnnggggg,” Rose whines as she wobbles from left to right, her eyes hardly able to focus on me. “I feel… so warm… and fuzzy… and thinking that made me think… of your… thing… since it’s also… so warm… but not very fuzzy? I forget… it’s not fuzzy, because you’re covered in scales, but what if it is fuzzy? Heh. Hehehe. I guess I have to… double check.”

	Her breath smells like the fruits we’ve been eating.

	And now she’s acting like she’s drunk.

	I feel fine, though. Maybe… maybe her reaction is because she’s a different species? Like cats and catnip?

	Either way, a drunken Rose sounds—

	She kisses me on my mouth.

	Then my neck.

	My underside.

	And now she’s—

	A drunken Rose sounds fun.

	 


Chapter 22

	 

	This time, I’ve ended up feeling like a truck hit me without having to pass out first. It’s just the natural result of being drained by Rose until she passed out.

	It wasn’t just Rose, either.

	While I’m on top of a naked Rose’s chest, Silver is equally naked and curled up next to Rose with one hand resting on top of me.

	Rose sounds like she’s still drunkenly giggling in her sleep while Silver is just… resting. She looks content. Peaceful.

	I also discovered something about Silver.

	She might have the personality of a bottom, but when it comes to how she actually likes it in bed, she had zero problem very enthusiastically riding me to the point where I felt like she was going to break the bed despite it being a huge slab of solid wood.

	So I’ve got Rose, who doesn’t really fall under traditional submissiveness nor dominance, and she just likes to do whatever will be the most fun for both of us. And now I’ve got Silver who has the personality of a bottom but the bedroom preference of a top.

	Maybe that’ll change one day once I’m large enough to properly pin her down and fuck her however I want. Right now, no matter how I may act, I’m just not big enough to do that myself.

	But they don’t have a problem with that, and I don’t have a problem with that, so there’s no problem.

	I just feel kind of weird being the last one to fall asleep. Maybe it’s because of resting earlier on top of them doing all the walking while I got carried around. Rose getting drunk or high off those fruits helped knock her out first too, probably.

	Now, I could probably just eat more of those fruits until I pass out, but I’m pretty comfy. Besides, I should at least try to be on a similar sleep schedule to them if we’re all working together.

	Guess I’ll just enjoy my personal bed and my pet’s hand as a blanket until I pass out.

	 

	//Congratulations, you have gained enough experience to reach level 2!

	I guess I finally fell asleep seeing as how I’m back in the void with only the system to keep me company.

	//Rolling for Health

	//8 + 2 = 10

	//Total Health: 26 -> 36

	//You have gained the Class Ability: Gravity Charge

	//Total Experience: 387.5/900

	Not bad, but I’m mainly interested in that new ability.

	//Gravity Charge

	//Class Ability

	//Activation Time: Instant

	//Duration: Instant

	//Range: 20 feet

	//Requirements: Somatic

	//Those who master infinity are natural masters of gravity. The most simple display of mastery over gravity is Gravity Charge. By creating a local field of gravity around yourself, you are able to charge in any direction up to the current maximum range in an instant. Though the speed traveled approaches the speed of light, it has no effect on your body nor the surrounding environment. But if you charge into another being, they will suffer 1d8 blunt damage plus your Strength modifier. This cannot be dodged. Can also be used as a reaction to avoid attacks if the distance traveled is enough to leave the attack range. Can be used twice a day.

	Gains 1d8 damage at level 4 (2d8), 7 (3d8), 10 (4d8), 13 (5d8), 16 (6d8), 19 (7d8).

	Gains 20 feet in range per level.

	Can be used three times a day at level 5, four times at level 10, and five times at level 15.

	At level 10, you move at the speed of light and the attack cannot miss, but a d20 will still be rolled to determine if it is a critical success or not.

	At level 20, you move faster than the speed of light and can use this ability an unlimited number of times.

	…

	Nice.

	So, considering that the attack doesn’t really deal more damage than my fangs, I’m probably better off actually attacking with my fangs until the ability ranks up. But until then, it would make a great emergency escape ability. If I understand it correctly, then I basically have an instant dodge move that I can use twice a day.

	Then even if I want to push myself to the limits after getting low health, as long as I still have charges of this ability, I can basically “tank” two more attacks.

	Now, reaching level three might be a bit difficult in time. It depends on how successful our hunting is. It’s going to require more than twice the total experience I’ve gotten so far, though, and a decent chunk of that experience was gained when it was just me and Rose. 

	Wait, Rose should have leveled up too, right?

	I wonder what she’s going to get.

	Anyways, time to dream.

	 

	“You’re so cute!” shouts a young girl with a familiar face, blonde hair, and horns as she crouches down in front of a small, blue puppy. “I’m going to name you… Azure! I learned about that color the other day!”

	The dog barks up at her with a wagging tail before rubbing against her calf with his snout.

	I don’t know how I know that he’s a he, but I do… just like how I know that the girl there is a young version of Rose.

	“This is it?” asks the man standing off to the side. A tall, imposing man who looks every bit like a furless minotaur.

	Rose’s father.

	He looks disgusted at the sight of the puppy.

	“This is a unique class, yet all it has resulted in is this pathetic little pup?” he asks who appears to be a mage underneath his employ.

	“Ye-yes, sir,” the mage answers. “It is—it is random what is summoned. It could be anywhere from a dragon… to a dog.”

	“Of course it is the latter.”

	The disappointment in his voice is obvious, and Rose knows it well, but she chooses to ignore it to scratch behind the ear of her new puppy.

	She’s forcing herself to not to get upset.

	She knows what will happen if she shows any sort of defiance to him.

	“It can evolve, yes? Perhaps it may evolve into something great?” her father asks the mage.

	“Possibly! But—for that to happen, without spending years to let it age naturally, we will need to let her get more experience,” the mage answers.

	Her father grumbles something under his breath, but the only word I hear—the only word that Rose hears, is “Useless.”

	 

	“Hehe, it’s nice to have somebody who will let me read to them!” Rose says to Azure as the two sit on her bed in her room, a large book in her hands. “My maid used to read to me lots. She told me allllll sorts of stories! Stories about knights and dragons and princesses! About evil bad guys and brave heroes! Hehe. I loved listening to her read stories.” Rose looks down. “But… she got really sick… and isn’t around anymore.”

	Azure barks, climbs up her, and licks her cheek.

	“Hehe, thanks, Azure. As long as I have you, it’s okay! I’ll read to you just like how she used to always read to me! And then one day, when we both grow up big and strong, we’ll go on heroic adventures together! I can be the knight and you can be my steed!” She sets her book down, climbs underneath her sheets, and blows out the candle next to her bed. “Okay, Azure. Time to sleep. We have to get lots of sleep so we can grow up to be healthy! That’s what my maid used to tell me!”

	Azur snuggles right up next to her underneath the sheets, and the two drift off into peaceful dreams together.

	 

	Though the sound of rain pouring down in the courtyard is nearly deafening, it’s not loud enough to drown out the screams of Rose.

	“Stop it! You’re hurting him! Leave him alone!” she shouts and screams, clawing at the arms of her older sister holding her back with a cruel grin on her face.

	“So?” asks her older brother as he kicks across the ground like a ball. “I have been blessed with the beast hunter class. It only makes sense for me to hunt beasts, and this is a beast, isn’t it?”

	“He’s not a beast! He’s my friend!”

	“Father would slap you if he heard you call a beast your friend.”

	“I don’t care! Leave Azure alone! Or—or I’ll—!”

	“Or you’ll what? What could you possibly do? You’re the reason our mom… you’re the reason mother is dead. You took our mother away from us, so it is only fair that we take something from you, isn’t it?”

	Rose’s eyes widen in shock at his words, reinforcing what she always felt guilty over, but when she years Azure’s pained yelping, she snaps out of her grief and screams, “I said to leave him alone!”

	Azure, wanting nothing more than to protect Rose and to stop her tears, tries to run back over to her through the pain and limping.

	Rose’s and Azure’s eyes meet one another before the boot of her older brother comes crushing down against the back of Azure’s neck.

	I can feel her emotions. She wants to cry and scream in rage and to get revenge.

	But she can’t.

	The moment Azure died, the part of her soul used to summon him, that she could still access through him, was broken. Permanently destroyed.

	In an instant, a quarter of her soul just… disappeared.

	And now, all she can do is go limp in her big sister’s arms as her lifeless eyes stare at the sight left by her big brother.

	“Rosaline?” her big brother asks, his voice full of concern… but not for her. He is only concerned for himself. “Rosaline?”

	Rose’s big sisters lets go to see how Rose reacts, and Rose drops straight to the ground like a corpse.

	“Rosy?” her big sister asks after crouching down and giving her a shake.

	Upon getting no response, her big brother takes off and the big sister soon follows after a few more shakes.

	Rose is left alone, feeling the indescribable pain of permanently feeling a fourth of her soul get torn away, in the pouring rain, and left facing the corpse of her Azure.

	“Az…ure,” she mumbles out. “I’m… sorr…y…”

	 

	“Tell me what happened,” Rose’s father says, sitting in front of her and wearing a grim expression.

	All Rose can do is stand there in silence, looking straight through him as if he isn’t even there—or rather, as if she isn’t there.

	“Rosaline… please.”

	“I… it’s my… fault,” Rose answers. “Because… I killed… mom…”

	Her father’s eyes widen at her answer, and he balls his hands into fists to slam into the table in front of him. “That foolish boy! I will have him sent to—”

	“I’m… sorry. I killed… mom. It’s my fault. I’m… sorry. I’m sorry. I promise… to be good, so please…” Tears roll down Rose’s cheeks. “Please… don’t hurt… Azure anymore. Please—”

	Her father sounded like a pure asshole before, but… seeing the sight of his broken daughter crying in front of him—I can see it on his face. It’s the same expression my dad used to make whenever he knew he fucked up wanted to apologize and hug me… but was too ashamed to do it.

	That would mean admitting he did something wrong.

	Rose’s dad, even though I can tell how badly he just wants to hug her and comfort her, refuses to let himself do that.

	“Take her back to her room,” her father says to the guard standing in the room with them.

	“I’m sorry… I’m sorry,” Rose keeps repeating as she’s led out of the room. “I’m—Fang!”

	I jump up, feeling like I’m about to have a heart attack from my name suddenly getting screamed, and look around.

	Silver looks just as surprised as I am, and we both end up staring at the one who screamed my name.

	Nothing looks wrong, so I tell Rose, “There are better ways of waking me up than—”

	Rose looks like she’s about to cry? But… wait, she’s smiling? “I—I’m so happy,” she says. “I can hear you! I can understand you! We can finally talk!” She reaches up and wipes the tears away from her eyes. “Hehe. Hehehe. I’m so—I’m so happy. I can understand my Fang now…”

	“Wait… you can understand me?”

	Rose nods and chokes on her tears for a second. “I—I can! I really, really can…”

	Holy shit.

	She can actually understand me now.

	I… should be happy.

	But when I see her crying face, I see the little girl who couldn’t stop crying and apologizing over and over again for something that was never her fault.

	A girl who suffered worse cruelty than I ever did.

	Cruelty that resulted in losing a fourth of her soul.

	I don’t even need to confirm if that was just a dream or me somehow seeing her past. I know it was the latter. 

	Yet, here she is, grown up and crying with joy right in front of me.

	She has done her best to move on, so I’m not going to drag her back into the past.

	“Wait!” Rose shouts. “I—I forgot! The reason… the reason why I woke up shouting your name!” The joy disappears and is replaced by… worry? Pity? “Fang, you… went through so much. I’m so sorry. I’m sorry you—I’m sorry you had to live through that.”

	Rose reaches forward to pick me up… but stops halfway while looking like she just remembered something.

	“Is… it alright if I pick you up? I—I don’t… I don’t want to scare you. I saw… how you used to twitch and felt how scared you were whenever people suddenly moved their hands toward you,” Rose explains.

	Ah.

	I’m not the only one who saw a glimpse into the other’s past.

	I saw part of her past and she saw part of mine. But, guessing by how she thinks I might still be worried about people suddenly moving their hands in front of me, she didn’t make it far enough to see me getting over that… just as I didn’t see far enough to know whatever happened to her second summon.

	“You can pick me up whenever you want,” I answer. “You’ll never scare me.”

	With a relieved look in her eyes, Rose picks me up and brings me against her chest for a hug. “I’m sorry,” she says as she strokes her hand along the back of my head. “You never did anything wrong, but your parents were so mean to you. I don’t… I don’t know how anybody could ever be so cruel to their own child…”

	…

	Fuck, this is… nice.

	But I wonder what will happen once she sees what else happened to me—how far I fell just to survive.

	What will she think if she sees me leave those dogs to fight after what happened to Azure?

	Just thinking about her seeing that makes me feel sick.

	I don’t… I don’t want her to see that part of my past. Honestly, I don’t want her to see any of it. I’d rather just forget it all happened and move on as a new person—well, as a new dragon.

	But I guess we’re bound in more ways than one now.

	I’m going to learn about her, and she’s going to learn about me, whether we like it or not.

	“Thanks,” I tell Rose. “Nobody’s… ever told me that before.”

	Rose cradles me against her and leans over enough to kiss the top of my head. “I’ll tell you it as many times as you want to hear it.”

	“You, too. I mean… I saw… what happened. You didn’t deserve any of that, either. You—”

	“You—you saw?!” Rose shouts.

	“Yeah…?”

	“But—but what if seeing me… how young was I?! I don’t want you to see me when I was younger! What if you lose attraction to me?! I don’t want you to look at me and think of me as a kid!”

	… you’re a dumbass sometimes, Rose.

	But a nice dumbass.

	“Don’t worry,” I say. “There’s no way I’d ever not be attracted to you.”

	“Even… even if I look like a little kid again?” Rose asks.

	“You’re… not going to ever look like a kid again, right?”

	Rose shakes her head.

	“Then there isn’t a problem. Just… stay adult, alright?”

	Rose nods. “I’ll do my best!”

	“Thank you for doing your best to remain an adult.”

	“Hehe. Hehehe… you know, Fang, I’d still love you even if you looked like you used—”

	“I’m going to stop you right there.”

	Rose pouts. “But why?”

	“For sanity. There’s only so much I can overlook. Anyways, how can you understand me?”

	“Oh! Hehe. I leveled up and got a new feat that lets me and you understand all of each other’s languages! Oh, and it said some other stuff, but knowing each other’s languages is what made me the most excited!”

	“That’s convenient. So, now we can—wait. If you can understand me now… can you also understand Silver?”

	Silver raises a hand and says, “I have understood her since she woke.”

	“Then… how come you haven’t said anything?”

	“You two appeared to be having a moment. I did not wish to interrupt.”

	Oh. Right. This reminds me.

	“By the way, Rose,” I say.

	Rose giggles as soon as she hears me say her name. “I can’t wait to listen to you talk…”

	She’s too sweet. “I wanted to say, Silver over there really loves when you call her a good girl and cute. She especially loves being called cute.”

	“Oh! And I can understand her now!”

	A bit slow there.

	“And okay!” Rose turns to face Silver. “Hehe, good girl! Super cute good girl!”

	Silver whine-mumbles and covers her face up. “Please, Alpha… it is too early for this.”

	“Then why’s your tail wagging?” I ask her.

	Her tail only wags even more once called out.

	It feels kind of… wrong teasing Silver and trying to make the mood feel light after what I saw of Rose’s past, but I want her to be happy.


Chapter 23

	 

	Before I forgot again, and after me and Rose bullied Silver into being a blushing mess—not that Rose realized it was bullying—I had Rose share her status with me again.

	I need to actually learn everything about her on the system side of things so that I know what we’re working with.

	//Basic

	//Name: Rosaline Goldtusk

	//Age: 19

	//Race: Minos

	//Total Level: 2 [387.5/900]

	//Class: Twinsoul

	//Health: 19

	//Defense: 9

	//Defiance Bonus: 2

	//Known Languages: Common, Draconic (Shared), Primeval (Shared)

	//Stats

	//Strength: 9 (-1)

	//Constitution: 5 (-3)

	//Dexterity: 8 (-1)

	//Intelligence: 15 (+2)

	//Wisdom: 6 (-2)

	//Charisma: 16 (+3)

	Her health only went up a single point from leveling up. That constitution modifier is really fucking her over. If she ever wants to be involved in the actual fighting, then we need to find some way to get around her having such little health and defense. Maybe we can just… stick her in a protective suit of armor.

	“Oh! Now that I can understand you, I want to know everything!” Rose says to Silver.

	Silver tilts her head a bit. “Everything? About?”

	“How you and Fang met! I only heard the translation of what Fang said before. I want to hear the whole story from you!”

	“Ah. Very well. It started when…”

	They seem to be getting along pretty well now that they can understand each other.

	//Traits

	//Labyrinthine Muscles | Sickly Child | Horned | Broken Soul (2)

	I only looked at the last one before because it was what drew my attention first, so time to look at the others.

	//Labyrinthine Muscles: The masters of the labyrinth are renown for their large builds and powerful muscles. All those with minotaur blood in their veins are naturally larger and stronger than most, granting them +3 Strength and +2 Constitution. They are also able to wield oversized weapons with ease, and they may wield two-handed weapons with only a single hand without suffering penalties.

	That would be amazing for her if she was a frontline fighter instead of a summoner type. Well, and if her stats for fighting weren’t so bad.

	//Sickly Child: Born in unhealth, nobody knew if you would survive. But you did. At the cost of worse health and development, you survived, but will always suffer from the lack of healthy development during your most critical years. -2 Constitution, -1 Strength, -1 Dexterity.

	That just doesn’t seem fair. She gets fucked in her stats because she was born as a sick kid?

	Wait.

	Born sick… and from how it sounded in her dream, I have to guess that her mom might have died in childbirth.

	Her early life must have been horrible even before what I saw.

	//Horned: Your horns serve as natural weapons that you can attack your enemies with. When using your horns to make attacks, deal 1d6 piercing damage

	Pretty simple.

	And I already know what the last trait does.

	Alright. How about her feats?

	//Feats

	//Dedicated Reader | Court Manners | Soul Knowledge

	I didn’t make it this far when looking at her information before, so this is all new to me.

	//Dedicated Reader: Whether a scholar or simply someone who loves to read, you have read so much over the years that you put everybody else to shame. You have the ability to memorize and perfectly recall anything and everything that you read. +2 Intelligence.

	She does love her stories from what I know. But, seeing as how she couldn’t perfectly recall some of the stories she repeated to me that one night, maybe missing half her soul means she can’t actually recall them as perfectly as she’s supposed to. Or maybe those were all just stories her maid told her and she can’t remember verbal stories as well.

	//Court Manners: Raised in the proper environment or taught by an expert of the court, you excel in social situations where you are expected to display proper manners and carry yourself in a way that lets others know of your sophistication. +2 Charisma.

	Another feat based on her upbringing, it looks like. Not sure how useful something like that is going to be with the way that she is and our situation, but it might pay off later.

	//Soul Knowledge: By deepening your bond with the summoned being you share your soul with, your souls have become even more intertwined with one another, paving the way for total unity. As a result, you share knowledge and memories with one another, granting you and your summoned companion the same languages and relevant advantages gained by each other’s traits and feats. Languages, feats, and traits gained through this will show up as (Shared).

	… that explains how we can talk to each other now. But what’s that about sharing feats and traits?

	I’ll check my status once I’m done going through Rose’s.

	//Abilities

	//Minotaur’s Fury

	Only a single one.

	//Minotaur’s Fury

	//Racial Ability

	//Activation Time: Instant

	//Duration: 15 seconds

	//Range: Self

	//Requirements: Somatic

	//Few know how to rampage better than a minotaur. Drawing on the minotaur blood in your veins, you enter a furious state that temporarily increases your strength to an incredible degree. Your Intelligence and Wisdom are halved for the duration of your rampage, but all physical attacks will use your total Strength as the modifier to your attack and damage instead of your Strength modifier. Can be used once per rest.

	Lasts for 1 minute at level 5, 5 minutes at level 10, 30 minutes at level 15, and 1 hour at level 20.

	At level 10, all damage received is halved while in this state.

	At level 15, you may choose to enter an advanced state of rage. At the cost of dropping both Intelligence and Wisdom to 1, then for the duration of your fury, your damage modifier will be equal to twice your total Strength.

	Damn. That… ability sounds pretty badass, honestly.

	Wait. If we have kids, then would our kid be some kind of dragon-minotaur hybrid? Would they have powers from both of us?

	A hybrid with the rage of a minotaur and the gravity-controlling powers of a singularity dragon.

	That sounds fucking awesome.

	But I’m not ready to have kids now. Definitely no time soon, either.

	Now, unlike me, Rose actually knows some spells.

	//Known Spells

	//Tidy Up | Identify | Minor Mental Maze | Soul Summoning

	Time to go down the list.

	//Tidy Up

	//Learned Cantrip (Transmutation)

	//Activation Time: Instant

	//Duration: Instant

	//Range: 5 feet

	//Requirements: Verbal

	//You tidy up a space within five feet of you of everything that could be considered filth. Dirt, dust, grime, food crumbs and spilled drinks, etc. Anything that is only a dirty inconvenience gets tidied up.

	… that explains how she’s always clean after everything we do during the day. And night. And how I’m clean with her. She probably uses that spell every time after I fall asleep. Even this morning, she probably hurried and used that spell when she woke up before waking me up seeing as how we’re all clean despite the state we went to sleep in last night.

	//Identify

	//Learned Cantrip (Divination)

	//Activation Time: Instant

	//Duration: Instant

	//Range: Touch

	//Requirements: Somatic

	//Discern all important information about any item that you are touching. This will reveal its name, potential requirements to use it as long as they do not require advanced knowledge, whether the item is magical or not, and its potential stats.

	Ah, the classic “identify” ability from so many LitRPGs. I might not have it, but at least Rose does.

	//Minor Mental Maze

	//Rank I Racial Spell (Illusion)

	//Activation Time: Instant

	//Duration: Concentration (1 minute max)

	//Range: 20 feet

	//Requirements: Somatic, Verbal

	//Minotaurs are not only known for their incredible strength, but for their mastery of labyrinths as well. You place your chosen target inside of a labyrinth made of their own mind. If they succeed an Intelligence saving throw. If they succeed, they will realize it is a mental illusion and not be affected by it. If they fail, they will be trapped inside of the mental maze for as long as you remain concentrating on the spell. While trapped, they will still be able to move and act as normal, but they will not be aware of reality. They will believe they are in an endless maze detached from the rest of their senses. All rolls made against them in this state gain advantage, but successfully attacking them will end the illusion.

	//At level 5, increases the maximum concentration time to 5 minutes.

	//At level 10, you may trap up to three targets at once in a maze.

	That could potentially be useful. Not sure why Rose hasn’t used it yet. Well, with how low her wisdom is, maybe that’s why.

	Alright. One spell left, and I’m pretty sure I know what this one is going to do just by the name.

	//Soul Summoning

	//Rank I Class Spell (Conjuration)

	//Activation Time: 1 minute

	//Duration: Instant

	//Range: Self

	//Requirements: Somatic, Verbal

	//A Twinsoul thrives through their companion, and the ritual of Soul Summoning is how they acquire their companion. Connect yourself to the layer of souls and pull forth from it new life that will faithfully serve you. Your summoned companion will have access to the system and be capable of leveling up, but should your companion die, your level will be reset to 1 and you will lose a quarter of your soul. The type of companion you summon will be purely random, but even the weakest of companions may grow mighty due to your soul empowering them.

	Yep. That’s about what I expected.

	Alright. I’m properly caught up on everything Rose has.

	“Ooh… so he doesn’t like animals,” Rose says. “That’s why you look like this!” She nods a couple times. “That’s good to know. I’ll remember that.”

	… Rose, don’t make it sound like you have the option to turn into an animal or something.

	Anyways, what about my info?

	//Basic

	//Name: Fang

	//Age: 27

	//Race: Singularity Wyrmling

	//Total Level: 2 [387.5/900]

	//Class: Infinity Lord

	//Health: 36

	//Defense: 11

	//Defiance Bonus: 2

	//Known Languages: Draconic, Primeval, Common (Shared)

	//Stats

	//Strength: 16 (+3)

	//Constitution: 15 (+2)

	//Dexterity: 13 (+1)

	//Intelligence: 12 (+1)

	//Wisdom: 11 (0)

	//Charisma: 13 (+1)

	//Traits

	//Draconic Strength | Crushing Maw | Singularity Forged | Cosmic Lifeform

	//Feats

	//Natural Weapons | Ripping Fangs | Ceaseless Hunger | Dedicated Reader (Shared) | Court Manners (Shared)

	//Abilities

	//Crushing Roar | Gravity Charge

	//Known Spells

	//None

	So, I’ve learned a language and both of those feats that are tied to knowledge. That’s good to know. I basically get an extra four stat points now, two in both intelligence and charisma, thanks to Rose.

	Now then… there’s still all that fruit sitting around, so why don’t I get as many extra health points as I can before we head out to hunt?

	 


Chapter 24

	 

	//Ceaseless Hunger: Growth Tier Gained

	//New Growth Tier: 2

	//Effect: +5 health

	//Total Growth Tier Bonuses: +10 health

	I don’t feel full at all… but I’m sick of eating.

	I’ve spent the last… probably twenty minutes forcing myself to eat as many of the fruits as possible, and I can’t do it anymore. I really should, but… I already got one more tier. That’s enough, right?

	…

	Probably not.

	But I’ve eaten more than half the fruits from Sequia now. It took about half of them just to reach the second growth tier. If it increases exponentially, then it might take that many just to reach the third tier, and then I won’t have any left for maintenance. So, for now, I’m done with fruit. I’ll spread the rest out over the next few days.

	“It’s amazing how much you can eat!” Rose tells me. Of course, she’s been my throne the entire time that I’ve been eating, and she’s also been petting me while her and Silver talk. “But you got a little bigger again… heh. Hehehe. Bigger… but, if you get bigger…”

	And now she’s all conflicted again.

	So, while Rose rambles about whether she wants me to get big or stay small, I look at Silver and ask her, “Do you know if hags have any weaknesses or anything?”

	Silver thinks about it for a moment before shaking her head. “I cannot say that I do.”

	Damn.

	Now, I never played TTRPGs back during my time on Earth, but I did see people talk about them and watched videos about them a few times. A pretty common complaint from dungeon masters was that they would give players all sorts of possible options and weaknesses to exploit and so on, yet players often just… ignored all that to try and brute force things.

	Is there anything that might be a weakness I’ve missed?

	We already might get special poison from Sequia to use on them, but what else?

	The only thing that comes to mind at all is the crow with the eye we’ve seen a couple times.

	“Do you know how that crow with the eyeball necklace works?” I ask Silver.

	“I cannot be sure of the specifics, but such magic typically works in the form of linked senses,” Silver answers. “Meaning, the eye likely works as a third eye to whoever it is connected to.”

	The eye might be connected to one of the hags then. Sharing senses. “Just vision? I mean, is sight the only sense being shared?”

	“Most likely.”

	“What if we destroy it? Do you think that might send like, a psychic shockwave back at them or something? I’ve seen that happen in a few things before. Not with eyeball necklaces, but similar items.”

	“At the very least, it is possible. Should I attempt capturing the bird next time it shows itself?”

	“I don’t think so. Save it for later. If killing it and destroying that necklace does anything, then we want to trigger whatever possible effect it might have during the battle itself. Triggering it early and giving them a chance to recover from it won’t help us.” Assuming they recover from it before then, anyways.

	“A wise decision. I would offer that destroying it sooner may help blind them to our movements, but considering we will be assaulting their lair with a sizable force, subtly will not be required.”

	“I don’t like that. It feels like Sequia is being impatient and trying to defeat them with overwhelming numbers by getting the other dryad’s help.”

	“Is there a problem with such a strategy?”

	“It feels too simple. What if there are traps or stronger enemies than we know of? That corrupted stump we fought—what if there are more of those combined with more spellcasters? Then there are three hags on top of that. And then there are any other potential enemies… what about fire?”

	“What about it?”

	“If the hags are former dryads, and we’re also fighting corrupted plants and trees, then shouldn’t fire be effective against them? The only issue then is that it might spread beyond—”

	Silver shakes her head. “Allow me to interrupt you before you get excited. You saw how wet the terrain there becomes, and it will only get worse. Fire will not effectively spread in such an environment, and extinguishing it within a lair rich with energy will be easy for the hags.”

	Scratch that then. “If not fire, then—”

	“Light.”

	“Light?”

	“They are hags who have gained the power of shadows, hence why they are able to summon servants of Twilight Garden. Shadows cannot exist without light, but light is also what destroys them.”

	Rose, done with her conflicted rambling, says, “Then… we just have to make it so bright that there aren’t any shadows?”

	“Were it so easy. The darkness of their lair is not natural, and thus only equally unnatural light will be able to illuminate it.”

	Hmm. “Here’s a bit of a philosophical question,” I say. “Is a shadow different from darkness?”

	Rose looks totally confused, but Silver tilts her head with a slight smile. “In what way?” Silver asks.

	“If you’re in a completely dark room, you wouldn’t say there’s a shadow in there. There’s no light to make any shadows. When it comes to your ability to jump through shadows and all that, would you still be able to do that in a space completely dark, or would you have to illuminate it somehow in order to create a shadow?”

	“The latter. Total darkness and casted shadows are two different states. As I said, shadows cannot exist without light, yet light also destroys them.”

	“But it’s not just light that destroys them. A lack of light destroys them, too. Or, to sound extra edgy here, darkness can destroy shadows.”

	“Ooh,” Rose coos. “That sounds cool!”

	…

	Rose thinks that sounded cool?

	Is… she a fellow enjoyer of edge?

	She strikes me as a girly princess type, but maybe she’s got a bit of an edgelord inside her, and I don’t count since I’m not in her right now.

	“So just to confirm,” I say. “If you’re in total darkness, you can’t jump through shadows.”

	“Correct,” Silver confirms.

	“And if the hags get their powers from shadows, then the fewer shadows there are in their lair, the weaker they’ll be…?”

	“Quite possibly. I am not an expert on the matter of lairs, and each one is different.”

	“Because I’m thinking, if they need shadows, and their lair is already darker than usual… if we attack at night when the energy around the lair is enough to block out moonlight, the only light sources they’ll have are torches and other things like that, so if we destroy all those—no more shadows. Less power for them. Not to mention it’ll be pretty hard for them to see… but it would be even harder for us to see, probably.”

	I felt like I was going somewhere with that, but now I don’t.

	“That probably won’t work, but we still need to try and come up with some more potential ideas before the attack,” I say. “I don’t want to rely on brute force.”

	“We have a few days before then,” Silver says.

	“Yeah. But for now… Grif is out meeting up with that other dryad today, so it’s just the three of us. If we’re all ready, then go find us some prey, Silver. Groups of enemies that you know we’ll be able to dominate with ease. Let’s thin their numbers out as much as we can ahead of time while gaining experience from it.”

	Silver grins and stands up before stretching her arms above her head. “I will return soon then.”

	“Wait!” Rose shouts. “Be—be careful, okay? I don’t want you getting hurt, either! So… please promise to be careful.”

	Silver blinks a couple times when she hears that and ends up looking away with a slight blush on her cheeks. “I will be. Save your concern.”

	“I can’t. You’re supposed to be concerned about those you care about, even if you believe they will be fine.”

	“Is… is that so? Very well. Then… thank you for your concern.”

	Huh.

	Silver feels even more bashful with Rose.

	Maybe it’s because of how much Rose pampered her with all that praise.

	I’ll have to try that later.

	But for now, Silver takes her leave to begin the hunt.

	 

	That was… a pretty successful day of hunting.

	Silver was able to track down three more of those goblin and nibbling groups. The first two groups had one goblin and eight nibblings each. There were a lot of them, sure, but with my roar, we could deal with most of them before they even had a chance to know what was happening.

	The first group went down with me and Silver taking barely any damage. The second group got some lucky rolls and managed to whittle us down to about half our total health.

	Then there was the third group.

	We probably should have played it safe and called it quits, but me and Silver felt confident, plus Rose was there and actually getting more comfortable fighting even though all she really did was either swing stings around or throw rocks from a distance.

	The third group had two goblins and ten nibblings.

	We tried taking the goblins out first since they were separated from the nibblings, and we got one of them, but we had a streak of shitty enough rolls that we weren’t able to take it down before all the nibblings caught up to us. We took some down, but our health was getting dangerously low by that point, so we ended up breaking off from them.

	Thankfully, I kept my new charge ability for emergency escapes. I would have died without using it to escape what would have been a fatal blow, and then I kept my other use of it in my pocket just in case it would be needed on the way back to Sequia’s.

	Once we made it back, we waited until Grif returned from his trip to heal us up.

	Rose was… not happy about how injured we both were, but she understood that we needed to gain as much experience as possible as soon as possible.

	We did have to promise her to not push ourselves as much the next time, though.

	But in total, we earned 1,350 experience which got split up into 450 for each of us.

	Finishing off the rest of the third group would have been enough for me to reach the third level. But, since we didn’t finish them off, I ended the day at 837.5/900 experience needed to hit the third level.

	Getting so close is frustrating.

	But at least there’s tomorrow, and Grif will be with us again tomorrow.

	And tomorrow… we get revenge for Crackhead and Annoyance.

	But for now…

	“Since you were hurt so much, let me handle everything, okay?” Rose tells me as she sets me on my back against our bed, her face right over my underside.

	I don’t know if she’s doing this more for me or herself at this point. Part of me feels like she enjoys sucking me dry more than I enjoy it.

	I’m obviously not going to complain about that.

	“You need to rest, too,” Rose tells Silver, earning a pretty subtle whine from her. “But don’t worry. Since you need to rest, you can watch me, and I’ll teach you everything I’ve learned about him so far! You can be my student and I’ll be the teacher of everything Fang is weak to!”

	It’s kind of embarrassing when she puts it that way.

	Also, going by the expression Silver is making, I’m pretty sure she’s going to be jealous from watching and not participating.

	Should I be mean?

	…

	Yeah, I should be mean.

	I turn my head toward Silver and say, “Be a good girl and watch. Don’t even think about touching yourself, either. You’re only allowed to—”

	“Fang!” Rose shouts. “Be nice! She’s hurt, so don’t bully her!”

	“But—”

	Rose lifts her head away from my underside.

	She looks even more upset about the distance than I feel. It’s like she’s desperately waiting for me to apologize so that she doesn’t need to threaten not to give me what we both want.

	She’s too cute.

	And I’m too horny not to agree.

	But I still want to order Silver. My inner dom won’t let me strictly submit to Rose.

	So if I can’t order Silver not to touch herself, then…

	“Silver,” I say. “Be a good girl and make yourself feel good while watching Rose’s lesson.”

	“Hehe, good boy,” Rose says and immediately lowers her face back down toward me.

	I don’t think Rose realizes that it’s still messed up to order Silver only to watch while touching herself.

	But either way, considering how silent Silver has been while biting her lower lip ever since I gave her that first order, I’m pretty sure she considers either order a win in her mind.

	But Rose, despite how perverted she is, is too pure to understand the appeal in orgasm denial.

	Actually, now that I think about it…

	The first and only time Rose has ever sounded even slightly upset at me was a result of me ordering Silver not to touch herself while watching.

	I wonder what that says about her.

	 


Chapter 25

	 

	I noticed it yesterday, but I feel like this confirms it.

	I’m hungrier than normal.

	Sure, I don’t feel constantly hungry, but after I woke up this morning, I felt hungrier than I normally would and it took longer for me to feel satisfied. So, I can’t just eat as much as I want without ever feel hungry like I hoped. It seems like the floor for me to stop feeling hungry has been raised pretty significantly.

	It still goes away, leaving me in a state of being content without feeling full, but it takes longer to go away.

	The more I eat and the more growth tiers I gain, the higher that floor is probably going to get.

	That might be a problem unless I acquire some infinite source of food I can gorge myself on every morning after I wake up.

	Anyways, it’s a new day, we’ve finished eating, just met up with Grif, and now I want to level up.

	And we already know how to go about that.

	“Is your poison ready?” I ask Grif before we leave.

	“I would not be here if it was not,” Grif answers and pulls out a jar from his satchel. “This should leave it vulnerable. If it works as well as it should, then it will not even be able to fight back.”

	“Good. Free experience for us. Oh, and I forgot to ask yesterday, but how’d your meeting with the other dryad go?”

	“It went well, and she has agreed to wake her forest guard, but… she will only lend a quarter of her guards. She wishes to keep the rest back to defend her territory should we fail.”

	“The more she holds back, the higher the chances of failure.”

	“Yes, but we cannot hope for more. Dryads are as trees. They process time differently than us. What may be a lifetime to us is a passing moment to them. Sequia’s response to our situation could be considered beyond quick by dryad standards.”

	“So, this other dryad might be able to lend us more help, but only if we wait longer to give her a chance to process everything.”

	“Yes, but even then, she would likely hold back the majority of her guard. I cannot speak too much on matters of strategy, but I assume it is only natural for one to defend their home while sending a fraction of your overall forces to fight.”

	“You’re not wrong. If it’s her first time hearing about all this, then I guess it makes sense for her to not fully commit on a moment’s notice. Sucks, but it is what it is.”

	“Indeed. Also, have you grown larger?”

	“He has!” Rose answers for me. “The more he eats, the bigger he gets! But… I don’t know if that’s a good or a bad thing. It’s good because he—”

	“Hey, Rose,” I say loudly enough to interrupt her. “Let’s play a game.”

	“Oh! A game! What kind of game?”

	“Let’s see how long you can stay silent for. The longer you stay silent for, the uh… more we can do other things later.”

	Rose keeps her mouth shut but smiles and excitedly nods.

	What I’m doing might be considered mean, but it’s for the sake of sparing Grif from listening to her ramble about the pros and cons of me being big or small. He doesn’t need to listen to all of her deranged fantasies.

	“I take it this is for my own good,” Grif tells me.

	I answer him with a silent nod.

	 

	When traveling as a group, it’s easy for things to feel like I’m some adventurer going on an adventure in a fantasy world. We talk. We banter a bit. We enjoy each other’s company.

	It almost doesn’t feel real. Like all the bad parts are just a dream. Fading memories.

	But as soon as we got close to Towering Net, the reality of the situation returned.

	This isn’t just some cozy adventure.

	The corrupted mushrooms have grown in size and spread through the area more than they already were.

	And the tallest mushroom at the center of them all has been thoroughly twisted by the corruption.

	It no longer even really looks like a mushroom. Instead, it looks like a rotten husk of a tree with multiple tendrils splitting off from its main body with hundreds of others sticking up out through the ground.

	“It looks like it’s transformed at this point,” I say. “And Rose, you can talk again. You win the game.”

	Even though Rose has permission to talk again, she doesn’t say anything as she looks at the sight ahead of us.

	“It basically has,” Silver says. “Shadeblight is how energy from Twilight Garden manifests in the material realm. It twists what it influences until it resembles that of the realm it comes from.”

	“You’re from there, too, right?” I ask.

	“I am.”

	“So… basically, where you’re from, everything looks like this?”

	“That is right. Twilight Garden is home to entire forests that resemble such a sight.”

	Grif speaks up to say, “Let us end its suffering. Are you ready?”

	“Ready,” I answer. Silver nods.

	“I’m… I’m ready,” Rose says.

	Grif takes a deep breath. “Good. Now,” he pauses to look at Silver and hands the jar of poison to her, “I believe you are best suited for this task. With your ability to traverse the shadows, could you position yourself in a tree above Towering Net so that you may easily pour this onto it from above?”

	Silver takes the jar from him and nods. “An easy enough task.”

	“Thank you. Make sure to get as much of it on Towering Net as you can.”

	Silver looks at me and asks, “May I depart, Alpha?”

	I’m kind of surprised that she’s asking me for permission, but maybe I shouldn’t be surprised. I like that she is, too. The idea of her just listening to Grif’s request bothers me a lit—

	Wait… why do I care?

	Sure, I’m used to things like this in the bedroom, but outside of it?

	No, this isn’t the time to be thinking about that.

	“Don’t waste it,” I tell Silver. “Make sure to splash the bastard good.”

	Silver smiles and dives into her shadow with the jar in hand.

	First, she reappears on a nearby, low tree branch. Then she looks around and repeats the process, appearing slightly higher up on a new branch. She does this a few times until she’s pretty high up in a tree.

	I would have thought she would go straight to the top, but maybe… it looks like she can only travel through shadows that she can see? So in order for her to get up above Towering Net, first she has to get high enough to get a vantage point of potential shadows about it.

	I’ll have to keep that in mind.

	Once she’s above Towering Net, she takes the lid off the jar and tips it over. A thick, translucent fluid pours out onto the main body of Towering Net.

	//Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth: 12 (9+3) < 23

	The corrupted tentacle-like mushrooms thrash around in response to the potion before quickly slowing down, spasming, and falling still soon after.

	//Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth: 5 poison damage received!

	//Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth is now paralyzed.

	“How long will it stay paralyzed for?” I ask Grif.

	“If applied to a beast, hours. But to Towering Net, I cannot imagine it lasting more than minutes at best,” Grif answers.

	“Then let’s hurry up and finish it off.” I look up at Silver again and shout, “Tear it up until it’s dead!”

	Silver stands up, stretches, and draws her dagger before gracefully falling from her tree branch straight toward the main body.

	//Silver: 29 (20+9) | 12 (3+9) > Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth: 15

	A fucking natural twenty to start off.

	Too bad she’s only using her dagger instead of her natural body since I’m pretty sure she does more damage with her fangs or tail, but she likes using that dagger.

	More importantly, her eyes shine a bit brighter than usual as she stabs her dagger into the top of Towering Net’s main body, dragging it down along its side until she lands at the ground next to it.

	//Silver: 18 (3+6)*2 slashing damage dealt!

	While she withdraws her dagger from its main body, she thrusts her tail around her straight into it.

	//Silver: 26 (17+9) | 29 (20+9) > Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth: 15

	Another fucking twenty? Silver, you better have this luck when we fight those hags. So help me if you’re burning through all your luck now!

	//Silver: 22 (5+6)*2 piercing damage dealt!

	And now it’s my turn to—

	Crackhead’s body is still there.

	Their eyes are gone, replaced by black vines spreading out through their eye sockets and mouth. The rest of their body looks like it has already started breaking down and cracking apart with more of those vines coming out through all the cracks. Every inch of their body has been infiltrated by the vines.

	I charge ahead of Grif and bite onto the first of the giant mushrooms I can reach.

	//You: 19 (12+7) | 11 (4+7) > Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth: 15

	I hope this bastard feels pain.

	//10 (5+5) piercing damage dealt!

	“Become as a boulder.”

	//Grif: Nature’s Hammer Activated

	I can hear it in his voice. He’s just as serious about this as me.

	//Grif: 8 (3+5) | 17 (12+5) > Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth: 15

	He swings his rock-covered staff straight into the side of the mushroom next to me.

	//Grif: 12 (8+4) blunt damage dealt!

	But it feels like we’ve barely done anything to it yet. The main body barely looks injured despite Silver’s attacks, and all me and Grif did is injure a couple of its extra mushrooms.

	At least it’s paralyzed. That means we don’t have to worry too much about—

	Something’s wrong.

	Silver has stopped attacking and is sniffing the air instead.

	“There,” Silver says, turning to look up at a tree nearby. Me and Grif look as well and see that same crow from before perched on it.

	We’re being watched.

	But if it’s just watching, then—

	Violet energy radiates around the eye.

	“Move!” Silver shouts at us as she jumps up into the air.

	Me and Grif jump back toward Rose just as a deep, violet fog pours out through the eye around the crow’s neck to cover the ground around Towering Net.

	//Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth is no longer paralyzed.

	Fucking how?!

	//Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth: 11 (4+7) < Silver: 16

	Those tendrils sticking out through the top of its main body try lashing out at Silver, but she manages to twist her body around using her tail in such a way that she dodges them all.

	At the same time, the ground begins to rumble.

	All the soil around the mushrooms crumbles apart as the mushrooms lift into the air… alongside what they’re all connected to.

	A giant mass of intertwined roots and vines with four legs, wearing the ground and mushrooms on its back like a headless turtle with a shell, now stands in front of us.

	I… was wondering why it was called a behemoth.

	“You could have told us it’s like this,” I tell Grif.

	“Sequia taught me that Towering Net has not stirred in over four hundred years,” Grif explains. “I did not even think it possible to still—”

	Two corrupted mushrooms lash out at both of us, reaching beyond what I thought they were capable of.

	//Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth: 10 (3+7) < You: 11

	//Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth: 11 (6+7) > Grif: 10

	I manage to just barely jump out of the way in time for it to crash into the ground where I was just standing, but Grif doesn’t get out of the way before the corrupted mushroom slams into his right shoulder.

	//Grif: 14 (10+4) blunt damage received!

	//Grif’s Remaining Health: 25/39

	Shit, this bastard can hurt.

	“You good?” I ask Grif.

	Grif grunts and says, “No, but that changes nothing.”

	“The crow has fled!” Silver shouts for us before lunging back down toward the monster, reverting to her true form mid-air with her fangs ready to tear into the tendrils that tried attacking her.

	Let’s see if I can help her out.

	I open up and let out a silent roar.

	//Crushing Roar Activated

	//Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth: 18 (11+7) > 13

	Damn it, it’s not enough.

	//Silver: 12 (3+9) < Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth: 15

	And Silver fails to land a hit on those tendrils. They just retract down toward the main body before she can bite into them.

	But as soon as she’s over them, they shoot back up all at once. Five tendrils thrust up toward her simultaneously.

	//Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth: 21 (14+7) > Silver: 16

	//Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth: 27 (20+7) > Silver: 16

	Fuck.

	They slam straight into her, some of them wrapping around her legs to tightly constrict her and drag her down toward the ground.

	//Silver: 8 (4+4) blunt damage received!

	//Silver: 14 (3+4)*2 blunt damage received!

	//Silver’s Remaining Health: 19/41

	//Silver has been grappled.

	Damn it. The bastard already resisted my roar, and if Silver is grappled wit that much health already missing, then—

	“Rose!” I shout. “Your maze spell!”

	Rose nods and holds her hands out toward Towering Net. While moving her hands around in the air as if she’s drawing the maze into the air, she chants, “Challenge the minotaur’s maze. Escape if you can or be trapped within its walls for eternity.”

	//Rosaline Goldtusk: Minor Mental Maze Activated

	//Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth: -1 (2-3) < 13

	//Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth is now under the effect of Minor Mental Maze

	The tendrils unwrap from Silver to instead begin wildly flailing around along with the rest of the mushrooms. They have no idea where we are, so all they can do is try to attack everything in every direction.

	//Silver is no longer grappled.

	Silver doesn’t waste any time in diving through the nearest shadow to come out next to me and Grif.

	“You alright?” I ask her.

	She looks down at her front right leg.

	It’s… not supposed to be bent that way.

	“No, but I will manage,” Silver answers. “Until our foe is dead, my pain can be ignored.”

	“Let’s not ignore it,” I reply. “Grif, we’ve got a minute before the spell wears off. How many times can you heal?”

	“I may cast Nature’s Grace four times, but will not be able to cast any of other first rank spells if I do,” Grif answers.

	“Alright. Use it once on yourself and twice on Silver. Save the last one.”

	Grif gets to work.

	First, he heals himself.

	//Grif: 5 (1+4) health restored!

	//Grif’s Current Health: 30/39

	And then Silver.

	//Silver: 10 (6+4) health restored!

	//Silver: 9 (5+4) health restored!

	//Silver’s Remaining Health: 38/41

	Alright, we’re back in good shape.

	“How close you think this bastard is to dying?” I ask Grif.

	“It is difficult to know due to the corruption,” Grif answers.

	Silver speaks up to say, “Its scent is only half as potent as before.”

	“You can smell its health?” I ask.

	“I can smell the potency of its shadow.”

	Huh. Weird, but okay. “While it’s trapped in Rose’s maze… we’ll have an advantage against it. But it escapes the maze as soon as it gets hurt. So, if we all attack it at the exact same time, I think we can all benefit from it.”

	“I will follow your lead,” Silver tells me.

	“And I’ll follow yours,” I tell Grif.

	“Why mine?” Grif asks.

	“You’re the slowest. So if Silver goes right after me, and I go right after you, it should all be at the same time.”

	“Ah.” He sighs. “I cannot deny that. Very well.” He picks up his staff which still has a giant boulder attached to the end of it, walks up closer to the monster, and shouts, “Now!”

	Grif swings his hammer, prompting me to lunge forward with my fangs, and Silver follows up with her own fangs.

	//Grif: 6 (1+5) | 10 (5+5) < Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth: 15

	//You: 26 (19+7) | 15 (8+7) > Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth: 15

	//Silver: 18 (9+9) | 26 (17+9) > Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth: 15

	The monster steps away from Grif during his swing, causing his boulder to miss and slam into the ground instead. And when it does, the boulder breaks into chunks, leaving him with a normal staff again.

	But me and Silver both managed to latch on with our fangs to do as much damage as we can.

	//10 (5+5) piercing damage dealt!

	//Silver: 13 (7+6) piercing damage dealt!

	//Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth is no longer under the effect of Minor Mental Maze

	It’s still not enough, but—

	 “Only those with permission are allowed free travel through the forest, and you have lost that permission!”

	//Grif: Entangling Roots Activated

	//Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth: 20 (13+7) > 14

	Roots from the forest floor shoot up all around the monster to try and restrain it, but they fail. The mushrooms effortlessly knock them away.

	But that isn’t to say Grif didn’t buy us a chance.

	While they’re distracted with the roots trying to entangle it, they’re not trying to attack me and Silver.

	//You: 26 (19+7) > Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth: 15

	//Silver: 19 (10+9) > Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth: 15

	//10 (5+5) piercing damage dealt!

	//Silver: 12 (6+6) piercing damage dealt!

	“Almost!” Silver shouts.

	My turn to shout. “Rose! This bastard wants to be my bed!”

	Maybe I could have just told her to get pissed off and to use her fury ability.

	But it looks like what I shouted works way easier.

	Rose stamps her feet against the ground like a bull getting ready to charge.

	//Rosaline Goldtusk: Minotaur’s Fury Activated

	“Only I get to be Fang’s personal bed!” Rose shouts at the monster, steam flowing off her body into the air, before she charges horns first into the bastard’s nearest “leg.”

	//Rosaline Goldtusk: 18 (9+9) > Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth: 15

	She headbutts her horns straight into its leg.

	//Rosaline Goldtusk: 15 (6+9) piercing damage dealt!

	But to immediately follow up, the monster attacks all of us at once with its hammer-like mushrooms.

	//Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth: 12 (5+7) > You: 11

	//Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth: 20 (13+7) > Rosaline Goldtusk: 9

	//Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth: 21 (14+7) > Grif: 10

	//Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth: 21 (14+7) > Silver: 15

	None of us can get out of the way in time.

	We should be able to survive, but—

	//Gravity Charge Activated

	—I’m already tired of this bastard, and I won’t let it hurt us any longer.

	All I have to do is charge forward with the intent to use the gravity around me to propel me.

	And with my personal pocket of gravity around me, I fly fucking through the bastard faster than the others can even see what happens.

	//9 (6+3) blunt damage dealt!

	One second, I was next to them all. Less than a microsecond later, I was in the air above the bastard with a hole left punched straight through its body.

	//Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth slain!

	I drop onto the top of its body as all the corrupted mushrooms begin to fall limp around it.

	Next, its legs give out, causing all the trees around us to shake.

	Man.

	I just turned myself into a fucking cannonball.

	I’m fucking awesome.

	“Fang!” Rose shouts as she climbs up onto the top of the monster’s body, crawling around all the now-dead mushrooms around us toward me.

	//Combat End

	//Party Experience Gained: 1800 (Shadeblight Fungalnet Behemoth: 1800)

	//You have gained 450 experience!

	//Experience: 1287.5/900

	//You have reached enough experience to progress to level 3! Your new level will be applied the next time you rest.

	Fuck yeah.

	“Fang, are you alright?!” Rose shouts once she has reached me.

	I want to tell her that I’m ready to use her as my throne again, but as I lift my head to look at her, I see Crackhead’s corpse over there.

	That’s one way to kill the mood after what I just pulled off.

	“Impressive, Alpha,” Silver says. “Though you were so weak when I first met you, I feel you have already caught up to me. I made the right decision by trusting a dragon.”

	That’s nice and all, but…

	“Grif,” I say. “Let’s get Crack—I mean, the kid back to the village.” It doesn’t look like the other pinecone head’s body is around anymore, so we only have Crackhead’s to take back.

	Grif nods and says, “Allow me to cleanse Towering Net. Then we may return.”

	 


Chapter 26

	 

	We made it back to the village with Crackhead’s corpse… or as much of it as we could manage. Their body was filled with those corruptive vines, and they ended up holding it together. Once Grif cleansed the corpse of the corruption, it started falling apart, leaving us with only most of the torso and half the head.

	But something is better than nothing when it comes to burying the dead.

	The actual burial process involved taking Crackhead’s remains to one of those burial mounds they had nearby the village. Everybody gathered around inside the mound, took turns helping to dig a hole in the center of it, and then buried Crackhead inside it.

	Silver stayed in my shadow since she was exhausted… and because even if she is on our side, she’s still from the same realm that the ones who killed Crackhead are from.

	We figured it would be best if she took the time to rest instead of attending a funeral for somebody she never knew in life. Plus we figured the other villagers would be more comfortable that way.

	Afterward, with Grif’s spells all spent for the day and the rest of us exhausted, we retired to the house to rest.

	Surprisingly, that didn’t involve any more sex. None of us felt up to it after that fight and the funeral.

	But even without being drained by Rose, I still fell asleep from just how tired I was after that fight.

	And now, that means I have a new level to gain.

	//Congratulations, you have gained enough experience to reach level 3!

	//Rolling for Health

	//5 + 2 = 7

	//Total Health: 41 -> 48

	Only a five out of a potential twelve. That sucks. More health is more health, though, and that means I’ve got the most health out of our party now.

	//You have gained the Class Feat: Infinity Lord’s Singularity

	//Total Experience: 1287.5/2700

	It’s going to take… more than twice my current total experience just to level up again. I’m not sure that’s happening before we go up against the hags.

	But what’s that new feat I’ve got?

	//Infinity Lord’s Singularity: While all mass you consume helps you grow, it also develops something new entirely: a singularity. An Infinity Lord is no lord without their own singularity to rule over. Everything you have consumed has led to the creation of such a singularity. Whenever you consume mass, it condenses to an impossible degree within you, resulting in the birth of this singularity. The singularity is another part of you—a manifestation of all you have consumed. And now, it has grown large enough for you to directly interact with it. Though it may only be the size of a small coin at first, even the smallest singularity is enough to fit a kingdom within it. It will forever be with you and capable of storing whatever you wish within it, whether it be wealth, items, lives, or more. You may even freely travel in and out of your own singularity, and only those with equal mastery over gravity could ever harm it. And should you desire, you may even leave it on its own in the void to passively consume mass on its own. Only with your permission may something safely travel beyond its event horizon into the safety of its core.

	… wait.

	Do I…

	Do I get my own fucking personal black hole?

	Holy shit.

	That sounds awesome.

	And it sounds like it can work like one of those—what are they? Those bags with infinite space or whatever that basically connect to another dimension?

	Except I get my own that can consume even stars.

	Part of me is kind of disappointed that I didn’t unlock any sort of new ability or anything to help in the fight against the hags, but…

	I got a black hole.

	Well, Crushing Roar will also do more damage now.

	But I’m more excited about having a personal black hole.

	I can’t wait until I wake up.

	 

	“Faaaannnnnggggggg,” whispers a familiar voice.

	I open my eyes and see Rose’s smiling face right in front of me.

	“Hehe, good morning. Sleep well?” she asks.

	I yawn and nod.

	Wait.

	I can talk to her now.

	I forgot about that.

	“Yeah,” I answer. “You?”

	“Mhm,” Rose answers. “You woke me up by wiggling around a lot in your sleep. Hehe, I thought you were trying to have fun with my breasts in my sleep. I was… a little disappointed that you weren’t.”

	“You trying to say I have permission to do whatever I want to you while you’re asleep?”

	Rose smiles even more, now with a hint of red coloring her cheeks, and nods. “I am.”

	“Well, right back to you. Do whatever you want to me in my sleep.”

	“Oh, I already have.”

	“… you have?”

	“You’re… you’re my husband, so… doesn’t that mean we can do all sorts of things to each other?”

	“What’d you do?”

	“Whenever I wake up in the middle of the night and can’t fall back asleep, I play with you until I’m tired again. And then it helps me get experience so I can do even better the next time you’re awake to enjoy it!”

	One could argue there’s something incredibly problematic about what she just admitted to.

	But fuck it.

	I don’t care. Plus I’m the one who knows she needs therapy but would rather keep her the way she is instead of get her help if this is how her craziness manifests.

	“We’ll be fucked up together, Rose,” I tell her.

	“What do you mean?” Rose asks and blinks a couple times. “You’re perfect. There’s nothing wrong with you.”

	“You keep telling yourself that. I won’t stop you. Oh, where’s Silver? I don’t see her.”

	“She woke up a little bit ago. I told her that she could cuddle with us until you wake up, but she decided to go look for any more bad guys.”

	“Guess she’s itching for some more hunting… hunting. Experience. Level.”

	Personal black hole.

	“Hang on, Rose,” I say before standing up and jumping off—

	“Wait!” Rose shouts, grabbing onto my body just as I jump off her.

	“What?”

	“It’s… it’s the morning. And… I’m… I’m your wife. Are… husbands not supposed to give their wives good morning kisses?”

	“Can’t say you’re wrong.”

	“Hehe.”

	Rose pulls me closer to her face for a kiss. I lick her lips and she kisses the tip of my slightly elongated face in return.

	“Okay, now I can let go,” Rose says.

	Now that she’s not holding me, I jump off her onto the bed and look around.

	I don’t see my black hole anywhere. Maybe it’s so tiny that it can’t… wait.

	If everything I’ve been eating hasn’t been bulging out my gut, then…

	Do I have a literal black hole inside my stomach?

	No, I don’t think so. My stomach feels fine. Then again, would I feel differently if I had a black hole in it? I don’t know.

	Maybe I just need to concentrate on… manifesting it or something.

	Alright, let’s try.

	I sit down on my back legs, rest my back against Rose’s knees to keep me upright, and hold my front two legs out in front of me while I close my eyes and concentrate.

	Come on out, black hole, wherever you are. Open sesame. Hocus pocus. Alakazam or whatever other magical words people use to summon shit.

	I peek my eyes open.

	Nothing.

	Maybe I have to—

	“Visualize your soul at the center of a galaxy.”

	A voice?

	I open my eyes.

	There’s nobody other than Rose here.

	“Did you say something?” I ask her.

	Rose blinks and shakes her head. “I haven’t said anything.”

	“Did you hear something?”

	She shakes her head again. “I haven’t.”

	Then… who did that womanly voice belong to?

	Visualize your soul at the center of a galaxy.

	Well, I guess I can try that.

	I close my eyes again and try what the random voice said.

	What would my soul at the center of a galaxy even look like? What does a soul even look like in the first place? I have no—

	I see it.

	At the center of a galaxy, with streams of gas and matter swirling around it, is darkness.

	A black hole of unimaginable size. One that even the largest of stars look microscopic next to. Yet, despite just how large it is, it keeps on growing in size, and it will continue growing until the entire galaxy has been consumed by it.

	A sphere of darkness surrounded by brilliant, orange and red light swirling around it at impossible speeds.

	Something that exists to outlast all else in the universe.

	The final, inescapable death for everything that can only be defeated when nothing else exists for it to consume.

	“Fang!” Rose shouts.

	I open my eyes.

	Floating before my eyes… is an extremely tiny version of what I just saw.

	A floating sphere of darkness surrounded by a ring of swirling orange.

	“What—what is that?” Rose asks as she reaches forward to poke it.

	“Don’t touch it,” I tell her. I have no idea what would happen to somebody touching a tiny black hole.

	Then again, realistically… if there’s a tiny black hole here… shouldn’t this entire world already be fucked and getting sucked into it? But nothing is happening.

	I feel like experimenting with this might go horribly, horribly wrong somehow.

	Either way, now that it’s here, it looks like I can move it around. All I have to do is think about it and it moves to wherever I want it to go.

	So, what happens if I tell it to slam into the wall?

	…

	Nothing.

	Or well, it slams into the wall, and then nothing happens. It just stops.

	So, it’s a miniature black hole, but it isn’t actually doing anything that a black hole is supposed to do.

	In that case…

	I jump off the bed, walk over to one of the fruits I’ve still got from Sequia, bring the black hole down to me, and try to place the fruit inside.

	The fruit is dozens of times bigger than it, but—

	—but it slides right in.

	Alright. This next part is a little scary, but I have faith.

	I reach forward and touch the black hole.

	…

	Darkness.

	I’m surrounded by pure darkness.

	No light. Nothing.

	Just… infinitely reaching darkness.

	But I’m not alone.

	In front of me is a single fruit from Sequia.

	So.

	I’m inside of a black hole right now. I’m inside of my own, personal black hole that I can use as an infinite storage chest.

	And all I have to do to leave is think about it.

	I pop back into the house right next to the black hole.

	“Fang!” Rose shouts. “What—what happened?! Where’d you go?!”

	“Wait, this reaction… don’t tell me I’ve been gone for longer than I thought,” I say. “How long have I been gone for?”

	“Seconds!”

	… oh. This is just Rose being Rose.

	“You left without saying anything and I got really scared. I—I had no idea what happened…”

	“Want me to show you?” I ask her.

	“Show me?”

	“Hold my tail.”

	Rose gently grips the tip of my tail.

	I touch the black hole again.

	Once more, I’m surrounded by darkness, but I’m not alone.

	And this time, a fruit isn’t my only company.

	“Fa-Fang? Where—where are we?” Rose asks. “I can’t see anything.”

	Ah, right. I can see perfectly clear in here, but I guess she can’t.

	I’m going to have to install some lighting in here.

	“Keep holding on,” I say before thinking about us leaving.

	And now we’re back in the house again.

	“I’m… so confused,” Rose says. “I know I’m not that smart, but I feel like even if I was, I wouldn’t understand what just happened…”

	“Don’t worry, I barely understand it myself,” I say.

	“Heh. Well, it’s okay. As long as you understand it even a little, then that’s enough for the both of us!”

	“You place too much faith in me.”

	“But isn’t a wife supposed to have faith in her husband?”

	Never change, Rose.

	 


Chapter 27

	 

	“I could not find any prey,” Silver reports, sitting on her knees in front of me while I’m back to using Rose as a throne with my new black hole floating in front of me.

	This reminds me of something.

	What was that one meme on the internet that was popular a few years back? I think it had to do with a wizard pondering his orb or whatever. I kind of feel like that, except I’m reclining between Rose’s breasts, and I have a personal black hole instead of an orb.

	And now I have my own personal assassin on her knees in front of me reporting the status of her mission.

	Damn.

	I’ve come a long way in a few days, haven’t I?

	“So, you couldn’t even find a single group of those hunters?” I ask Silver.

	Silver looks up at me, looks at Rose’s breasts with a slight sigh, and lowers her head again. “Not even one.”

	“Well, we’ve already picked a bunch of them off, and I doubt they’ve got infinite numbers. They can probably tell that something is going on, too. Maybe they’re getting ready to be attacked. In that case, maybe picking them off like that was a bad idea, since now they’ll have even more defenders at home… but if we attacked while the other groups were out, they could be called back to flank us.”

	“I am sorry.”

	I blink a couple times at her and raise my—wait. Do I even have eyebrows? I really need to look in a mirror at some point. Anyways. “What are you apologizing for?”

	“For failing to find prey.”

	“Why would you apologize for that?”

	“Because it is how I can be of use to you. If I cannot even do the bare minimum of making myself useful to you, then—”

	“Bad girl!” Rose shouts.

	Silver’s tail and ears shoot up upon hearing that. “Ba—bad? For… for failing to find prey? I kno—”

	“No! You shouldn’t apologize for things that you don’t need to apologize for!”

	… Rose, I swear.

	“You did your best and that’s all that matters! And even if you didn’t do your best, then there’s still more you can do, so don’t act like you’re only a good wife if you can find bad guys. A good wife is useful to her husband just by existing and supporting him! Because that’s what husbands need, support and love!”

	“But I am not… his wife.”

	Rose blinks. “What? Of course you are.”

	“I am Alpha’s property, but his wife… he has not claimed—”

	“You’re his wife just by being here. Isn’t that obvious?” Rose sounds like she’s genuinely confused. She sounds like she’s explaining something that should be common sense impossible to misunderstand.

	Part of me wants to ask Rose what’s the standard for somebody counting as my wife, but not knowing is kind of funny.

	And it’s not like not knowing her specific standards hurts me or anything.

	“You support Fang, don’t you?” Rose asks Silver.

	“Of—of course,” Silver answers. “He is my owner. Alpha. I will do everything in my power to support him.”

	“Then you’re a good girl, and that’s all that matters.”

	Silver’s tail wags behind her. “Is… is it really that simple… to earn such praise?”

	“Yep! As long as you follow the rules.”

	“Rules?”

	“Mhm! The rules for Fang’s wives. Number one, only I’m allowed to be his bed. Number two, all wives have to get along and share him so that nobody feels left out. Number three, we have to do everything to support him because he would do everything to support us. Number four, we have to make sure that everybody understands just how amazing and perfect he is, especially if they’re other women who aren’t his wives yet. Number five—”

	Silver looks like she’s taking mental notes way too seriously while Rose continues rambling on, and on, and on about different rules she has apparently already decided on in her head.

	“And number thirty-two! It’s the last one, but I only just thought of it, so that doesn’t make it any less important! As fellow wives, we have to take care of each other and support each other and never let each other feel down! Because I remember hearing one of my servants say one time, ‘Happy wife, happy life!’ So as long as we keep each other happy, life will be happy!”

	Rose, you’re so innocent when you’re not being a deranged pervert.

	“I see,” Silver says. “Very well. I will remember these to the best of my ability.”

	“Hehe, good girl.” Rose reaches forward to pet Silver’s head between her ears.

	Silver, whether she realizes it or not, nuzzles her head up against Rose’s petting hand.

	…

	My legs are too stubby to pet any heads.

	Not that somebody like me should be going around petting heads in the first place. It would be weird. Somebody like Rose is way better for petting heads.

	“Anyways,” I say. “If there isn’t any prey for us, then we’ll go out with Grif to gather all those ingredients Sequia mentioned. Just let me eat some more fruit first.” I don’t want to lose my growth tier, after all, even if it means gorging myself on the fruits that I’m already tired of.

	 

	Following a day of walking through the forest with Grif fetching a list of ingredients for him, and returning to get more venom from a certain snake acquaintance of ours who had zero interest in defying us after what happened the last time, I have discovered something new to be grateful for.

	Scales.

	Perhaps even better than the fact that I get to use Rose’s tits as a bed and mobile throne, I have scales.

	Scales are hard.

	What can’t pierce hard things?

	Mosquitos and bugs.

	Grif and Silver were both fine, too, since their fur kept any annoying flying things away from them, but Rose was not so lucky. She just has normal skin for the most part like I used to have.

	That means whenever bugs land on her, they can take a quick bite and leave.

	But not me. Anything that lands on me and tries to bite me will just break its… whatever those things are called that they have.

	That being said.

	I’m annoyed that some flying bastards kept landing on my Rose to drink her blood.

	One of them even landed on her tit and got a bite before I could swat it away.

	I’ll kill that little fucker if I ever see him again.

	But there is a plus side to it.

	Seeing as how Rose got a bug bite on her tit, she kept on getting itchy to scratch it, meaning that every time she went to scratch it, she’d basically be jiggling her tits around me while I’m sitting between them.

	So at least there was that silver lining.

	But aside from that, we got everything we needed and made it back to Sequia’s before it was dark out.

	It was a peaceful day overall. Probably the most peaceful day yet. We just spent the whole time walking through the forest talking about whatever topics came to mind.

	It was nice.

	I also got to show off my new black hole to Grif and showed him the inside of it.

	Wait.

	“I showed Grif the inside of my black hole.”

	Maybe I shouldn’t phrase things like that.

	Sequia was interested in it as well, but seeing as how that would mean essentially teleporting her into some place that wasn’t her tree… yeah, that wasn’t possible without potentially killing her. She had to settle for Grif’s unsettling report of how it went instead.

	I also showed the inside to Silver. She wasn’t a fan of it considering that it was just total darkness. No shadows or anything.

	And now, after all that, we’re just sitting inside Sequia’s tree at her table having some mushbread and tea.

	This mushbread is starting to grow on me. It’s got kind of a weird texture since it’s bread made out of mushrooms, but it’s okay once you get used to the earthy taste of it.

	Wait.

	Now that it’s getting dark out and there isn’t as much sunlight coming through the windows of Sequia’s tree, the glowing bundles of mushrooms decorating the interior are starting to do more work.

	I crawl out from Rose’s cleavage, causing her to whine and ask what I’m doing, before jumping over to the nearest bundle.

	“Can I borrow these real quick?” I ask Sequia. “Some of these mushrooms, I mean.” I don’t know if she can actually tell what I’m talking about considering that she seems blind for the most part.

	“They will not last for long outside this room, but you are welcome to,” Sequia answers.

	“Thanks.”

	With permission to proceed, I push the mushrooms into my black hole—…

	I’m just going to refer to it as my singularity from now on.

	I push the mushrooms into my singularity and then go in myself.

	Light.

	They’re still glowing and letting off a tiny bit of light. Like a cluster of small candles trying their hardest to light up infinite darkness.

	So, it’s not impossible to light up my singularity then.

	Wait.

	How am I even standing right now?

	There’s no ground, but I’m standing on…

	I wonder.

	The mushrooms look like they’re sitting on solid ground, but if I imagine the ground pushing up against them…

	The mushrooms rise up.

	It’s not so much that I’m standing on anything, I’m just manipulating the gravity in here to make it so that things can behave however I want them to. I think. So, if I want ground to walk on, then gravity makes it feel like I’m walking on ground even if there’s nothing actually below me. Same for the mushrooms. If I manipulate the gravity around them to no longer affect them, then—

	The mushrooms just stay perfectly still.

	I kind of expected them to fall. Or maybe go flying toward whatever the true center of the singularity is. Instead, they’re just exactly where they were. And if I poke them, then they gently float away like they’re in space totally unaffected by gravity.

	Anyways, enough of this. I grab the mushrooms and return to Sequia’s tree.

	“Here’s your mushrooms back,” I tell her just in time for Rose to pick me up, pout, and shove me back down into her cleavage.

	“Hmph, you didn’t even say anything,” Rose whines. “It’s not nice to leave me without saying anything.”

	She’s cute when clingy and upset.

	Anyways, I’ve got an idea.

	I’m not sure what’s going to happen after our battle with the hags and all that, but with my singularity… isn’t it theoretically possible to set up a house in there or something? Or even just a sort of base in general.

	A mobile base that is safe from everything else since nothing can get in there without me allowing them in as far as I’m aware.

	And didn’t the description say an entire kingdom could fit in even the tiniest singularity?

	Wait.

	Going by the usual tropes, then does that mean my singularity is how I’m going to fit some obligatory kingdom building into this?


Chapter 28

	 

	There was nothing to hunt the next day, either. At least, nothing that we had permission to hunt.

	The hags and their minions stayed within their territory.

	I didn’t like that.

	They were either preparing their defenses or getting ready for a big attack of their own. In both cases, the sooner we acted to subvert their plans, the better, but we weren’t prepared yet. The potions Sequia and Grif brewed for us were going to take another day, plus the tree guard weren’t fully awake yet.

	We ended up having a pretty lazy day as a result. All we did was walk around, help out around the village, and then hang out at Sequia’s until it was dark.

	I hated feeling like we were just sitting around wasting time, but there wasn’t anything else for us to do.

	 

	But now it’s a new day.

	And today is the day when everything is meant to be ready.

	From the moment we wake up, things feel different—tense. Even Rose, who is usually energetic and happy no matter what the situation is, seems anxious about what’s going to happen later.

	I can’t blame her. We’re going to barge into hostile territory with the intent of taking down some hags. 

	Silver told me that she doubted she could take even one of them on in a one-on-one, and we’re going up against three of them and all their servants.

	But at least me and Rose have leveled up, Grif has gotten a bit more proper combat experience, we’re going in with potions and toxin for Silver’s dagger, and we’re going to have some other forces to help us out.

	I just don’t like how blind we feel. There’s nothing else we can do, though.

	Anyways, now that I’ve eaten, it’s time we head over to Sequia’s. Grif is going to meet us there and then we’ll be heading out.

	“You two ready?” I ask Rose and Silver.

	Silver yawns and nods. “I am no stranger to such conflicts. I am ready.”

	And Rose says, “I’m… I’m ready. I’m scared about what might happen, but I believe in you and Silver and Grif and Sequia. As long as you’re all working together, then… everything will be fine.”

	She doesn’t sound convinced.

	“We’ll be fine, Rose,” I say. “We’re just going to kill some more monsters. Nothing we haven’t done already. Besides, we haven’t died yet, have we? We’ve got this.”

	Rose nods and says, “I trust you. If you say we’ll be fine, we’ll be fine!”

	“Alright, then let’s get this over with. The sooner it’s over, the sooner we can relax without worrying about this every day.”

	Rose nods again and opens the door.

	And Hardfall is standing outside with some of the other villagers.

	“Today is the day, then,” Hardfall says. “I asked Sequia to let us help, but.. she denied us.”

	Yeah. That was brought up in our talk with her before. Hardfall and the others want to help, but they’d most likely end up just throwing their lives away. They’re weak and fragile. They’re better off staying back out of the way preparing to leave the village if we fail.

	“Please, be safe,” Hardfall tells us. “Even though you have only been with us for a short time, it would be a tragedy for even one more life to be lost. Even if it is the life of your newest companion.”

	Silver comes out from behind the wall when she hears that. “You need not worry for me. I am of the same realm those who oppose you are.”

	“What does that have to do with anything? Where you are from does not matter. Who you are does. You have helped us over the last few days, and it is thanks to you we were able to retrieve Softshell’s remains.”

	Silver looks surprised, and honestly, I can’t blame her.

	I’m used to shitty people being racist for no good reason. And here, the acorn and pinecone heads actually have some reason to be suspicious of her considering that they’re actively under attack by enemies from the same realm as her.

	But they’re welcoming her just as they welcomed me and Rose.

	“Twilight Garden is not home to any as kind as you,” Silver tells Hardfall. “Perhaps such kindness is what it needs.”

	Hardfall smiles and shakes his head. “You will have to find kindness from elsewhere then. We have no interest in taking our kindness out of our forest.”

	Silver actually laughs a little. “Very well. Then so you may continue being kind in this forest, we will handle those who wish to corrupt it.”

	She’s said everything I would, so with that, we’re off with the well wishes of those left behind.

	And once we’re out of the village, I tease Silver by saying, “I didn’t know you’re such a softie.”

	“I am no such thing,” Silver replies. “But you are my owner, Alpha. I know it is your intent to save them, and it is my intent to serve you. I am merely carrying out your orders.”

	“I never ordered you to be nice to them.”

	“It was an implied order.”

	“That so?”

	“A truth and a lie. Yes. No.”

	“A truth and a lie. You’re not obvious. You’re as obvious as you are cute.”

	That shuts her up.

	 

	Upon getting closer to Sequia’s tree, we get to see what—or who, these “tree guard” are.

	Basically, they’re a bunch of treants. Dozens of them.

	Some are small and only about the size of a grown man. Others are nearly three times the size. Some are thin with lanky branches, others are thick and sturdy with dense branches covered in leaves extending from them.

	They’ve got a bunch of pretty unique looking faces, too. They’ve all got a mouth and two eyes, but they’re not really… arranged like typical faces are. Sometimes one eye is way higher than the other, or the mouth is lopsided, and only some of them have noses.

	Silver lets out the largest sigh of relief that I’ve heard since becoming a dragon.

	“I take it you like the sight?” I ask her.

	“Very much,” Silver answers. “Whereas I might potentially take on a lone hag if I have the advantage, I have no confidence in myself to defeat even one of these guards.”

	In that case, maybe I’ve been worried about nothing. There has to be at least fifty of these tree guys hanging around waiting to move out.

	About… fifteen of them look totally different from the rest, too. Like they’re based on some other type of tree with different color leaves and everything.

	I guess those are the ones from the other forest.

	“An impressive sight, isn’t it?” Grif asks, coming out to meet us. “I never believed I would see the tree guard waken in my lifetime. Now that I have, my desire to protect our forest has grown only stronger.”

	“They’re so big!” Rose says. “I wonder how long it took them to grow so big…”

	One of the treants nearest to us, an especially tall and thick one, turns to look at us and says, “The last time I stretched my roots… I believe I was just over six hundred.” His deep voice feels like it vibrates through the air, and he draws out the pronunciation of all his words.

	Wait, and I can understand him?

	“I can understand you!” Rose says. “I never believed I would talk to a tree before!”

	“Hmm? You must not have met Sequia then,” the treant replies.

	“Oh, I have!”

	“Then you have talked to a tree before.”

	I can see the gears spinning in Rose’s head. “Does she count as one?”

	“While not all dryads are of the trees, Sequia is.”

	“Ooh.”

	The treant looks down at her cleavage—at me. “What a tiny little dragon you are. Ah, you remind me of another. A dragon once nested in the grove next to me. I wonder what happened once she took off with her young.”

	“Are dragons… common around here?” I ask him.

	“Oh, of course not. They were the only dragons I ever met before you.”

	Grif speaks up to say, “I had no idea a dragon ever visited us. Sequia never told me about that.”

	“She didn’t? Hmm. Well, she was not very happy with the dragon. Emerald Wings, I believe her name was. She settled in the forest without seeking Sequia’s consent first, and as powerful as Sequia may be, she knew better than to pick a fight against an adult dragon.”

	“Thank you, friend,” Grif tells the treant. “I will make sure to tease her about this later.”

	“Oh? Teasing Sequia? What a bold little creature you are. I like your spirit.”

	Grif scratches the back of his head and chuckles. “Thank you. I never believed I would earn the praise of one as venerable as you.”

	“I am but an old tree. My praise is nothing of note.”

	“Ah, and before I forget.” Grif turns to look at us. “This is Barkbeard. He is the leader of Sequia’s tree guard. Barkbeard, this is Rose, Fang, and Silver.”

	Barkbeard bows, every wooden limb and branch of his creaking in the process. “It is an honor to meet more of Sequia’s guests.”

	“The—the honor is ours!” Rose replies.

	“Indeed,” Silver says. “I will never forget your presence. I feel as if I am talking to living history.”

	Barkbeard lets out a loud, hearty chuckle. “I have been called old many times in my age, but I have never been called ‘living history.’”

	“No offense,” I say, “but Sequia told us you’re… pretty simple. You seem smart enough that we shouldn’t need to guide you.”

	“Not once did I believe a dragon would ever call me smart. Thank you, tiny one. I am honored. But, I must disappoint you. If it is not obvious, we tend to be slow in both movement and mind. A tree may take years just to learn which direction to lean in for more sunlight. Coming up with plans in the middle of battle is not our strong suit.”

	I guess that makes sense. “Well, for whatever it’s worth, you’re still the second smartest tree I’ve ever known. Only Sequia beats you.”

	Barkbeard chuckles again and stands up tall. “I will do my best to be worthy of a dragon’s praise.”

	“Now then,” Grif tells us. “Please, come inside. Sequia wishes to see you before we depart.”

	 


Chapter 29

	 

	“Everything is ready,” Sequia tells us, gesturing to the table at the center of the room covered in various jars. “Toxin for Silver’s blade. Potions that will heal the gravest of wounds. Antidotes to nullify the vilest of toxins.”

	“Do… any of them taste good?” I ask.

	“A subjective question like that can be given no objective answer.”

	Fuck.

	“Aiding you is their purpose. Tasting good is not.”

	Shit.

	“Now, please. One at a time. Allow me to grant you a blessing. I am not sure how much it will help you, but I will afford you every possible boon I may.”

	Rose lifts me out from her cleavage and sets me down on the table in front of Sequia.

	Sequia gently places her hand against neck and says, “Accept my boon, o’ child of the forest, and become as the armor of trees. Let the sharpest of fangs and longest of claws fail against you.”

	//Sequia: Blessing of the Great Tree Activated

	//You are now under the effect of Blessing of the Great Tree.

	//Blessing of the Great Tree: For the next twelve hours, your skin becomes as hard as the protective bark of a tree. Your Defense is increased by 5, but you also become vulnerable to fire for the duration of the blessing.

	Damn, that sounds amazing, but…

	I can hear Sequia’s tree creak and age as she casts the spell.

	A splinter of wood falls from her arm as well.

	“Rose,” Sequia says.

	“But… you’re hurting yourself,” Rose says. “I—I don’t want you to—”

	“I am old, Rose. I have lived a long life. Even so, I am merely shaving off a few centuries. What does it matter if I only live to three thousand instead of four? But you—all of you. Your lives are not so long lasting. What is a day to me is a lifetime to you. If it means sacrificing my days so that you may survive a lifetime, I will gladly offer my years for yours.”

	Rose sniffs and lets out a little whine before giving in and approaching her. “Thank you…”

	Sequia grants Rose the same blessing, resulting in even more aging.

	Next is Silver.

	Sequia places her hand on Silver’s neck and says, “Accept my—”

	“Wait, please,” Silver interrupts. “Let us make a contract.”

	Sequia offers Silver a smile. “Oh?”

	“It only feels appropriate, and I want you to know that I will not take your offering lightly.”

	“Then what contract do you wish to offer me?”

	“In exchange for your blessing, I will use it to hunt those who wish to harm your forest.”

	“That is an awfully one-sided contract, is it not? Allow me to propose a better reward for you. You will take my blessing to protect my forest from those who wish to harm it. And, in exchange, I will give you my toughest branch.”

	Silver’s eyes widen. Is that a good deal or something? “But, I—I do not deserve such—"

	Sequia opens her eyes slightly enough to look at Silver. “It help will you mend the scars of your soul, will it not?”

	Silver goes silent before hanging her head. “Thank you.”

	And with that, Sequia grants her the blessing.

	Only Grif is left now.

	“My dearest Grif,” Sequia says. “Oh, how you have grown. From but a lost boy to a capable, and very handsome man. One with the loveliest beard to scratch.”

	Grif doesn’t say anything. All he does is stand there as Sequia lovingly traces her hands over him.

	“Do not regret this, Grif. Even should I burn through another thousand of my years, I would still outlive you. All I am doing is lessening the duration of my future grief.”

	“What happened to staying neutral?” Grif asks her with a shaking voice.

	“Do as I teach, not as I do. I may be a dryad, but that does not mean I am free of hypocrisy.”

	Sequia places her hand on the side of his face and pulls him closer so that she can press her lips against his own for a kiss.

	“I love you, Grif. I always have, and I always shall. The last few decades have been the best of my entire life with you at my side. I will forever cherish them in this life and all that come after it.”

	“I love you, too, Sequia,” Grif replies. “And I always will. That’s why I’m going to protect you. No matter what it takes. I am your druid, after all. Protecting you is my duty.”

	“That it is.”

	The two kiss again and Sequia gives him the blessing right after.

	Her hair is almost pure white at this point, and her face is decorated with several wrinkles now. Even more cracks have appeared across her body, exposing her wood interior.

	“Now, please, hurry off before you see how I have aged,” Sequia says.

	Grif shakes his head and kisses her again. “You are still as beautiful as when I first looked at you. No age could change that.”

	Sequia sighs and places her hand on his cheek again. “You have always been blinded by love.”

	“And it is a blindness I will accept again and again.”

	And once again, they kiss.

	“Let’s wait outside,” I whisper to Rose and Silver.

	But before we can go…

	“Fang, stay, please,” Sequia says. “I wish to speak with you alone for a moment.”

	“Sequia?” Grif asks.

	“Our goodbye needs not last any longer. After all, we will only be gone for but a few hours. Any more than this and it will sound as if this is our last time together.”

	Grif sighs and lets out a little chuckle. “You’re right.” He looks at me now. “I will be waiting with the others outside.”

	Surprisingly, Rose doesn’t try to stay in here with us.

	Now it’s just me and Sequia.

	“What’s up?” I ask her.

	Sequia grabs onto her left arm… and peels a strip of it off. The skin reverts to looking like normal wood once it’s off.

	The fuck is she doing?

	“Grif would not approve, so please, do not tell him of this. I will deal with his frustration later,” Sequia says before placing the strip of wood down between us. “Allow me to infuse you with my essence. You may be from another sphere, but you are a dragon now, and I know full well the potential of dragons.”

	“What are you going to do?” I ask her.

	“Lend you my power. It will be but temporary, until the essence I infuse your soul with is burned as fuel in a fire, but it will link us and create a zone of my influence around you. Do let Grif know once you are close to their lair so that he will know his magic will work so long as he is close to you.”

	“You sure this isn’t something you should be giving to him then?”

	“My Grif loves me, and that is why it must not be him. His soul will refuse it as he knows the risk it poses me.”

	“Alright. What do I have to do?”

	“You must only stay still.”

	Sequia takes a deep breath and holds her hands out over the wood on the floor. “A great tree is meant to stay rooted in place, yet there are times when it must be where it cannot. Become as my messenger—a carrier of my roots. No matter where your travels take you, the soul of the forest will accompany you and be there for you in your time of need.”

	The strip of wood glows green before breaking up into what looks like raw energy that flows right into me.

	//Sequia: Carrying the Roots Activated

	//You are now under the effect of Carrying the Roots.

	//Carrying the Roots: By offering part of yourself, you may break it down into raw essence that infuses with the soul of your target. Until the essence has been used up, your target benefits from any effects they would normally have from being in your area of influence, and you will be able to cast spells through them. The essence runs out once you have used a third of your total daily spell slots.

	So, now she can cast magic through me?

	“Though a tree does not have the eyes to see far, it may still use the eyes of others for farther sight. Become my eyes and show me what the world has to offer,” Sequia says.

	//Sequia: Nature Vision Activated

	//You are now under the effect of Nature Vision.

	//Nature Vision: Choose a target and link your sight to them. You may choose any natural lifeform for this spell, and you will see through their eyes for as long as you remain concentrated.

	“Now I can make sure my Grif does not get up to any fun with others behind my back,” Sequia teases. “He is rather popular among our forest’s animals, and they are all much younger than I.”

	“I don’t think he’s got any interest in them,” I say.

	“I know. Now then, there is one more thing I wish to tell you.”

	“What?”

	“In times of great peril, the god of determination and sacrifice, Finalaris, may favor you. None are unwelcomed by him. When he decides one is worthy, he gives them his blessing. Know that no matter how grave a situation may appear, so long as you find it in you to face despair with all your heart, you may earn his blessing and triumph beyond what Enigma would normally allow.”

	“Sounds like the rule of cool.”

	“I have not heard that name for it before.”

	“Basically, back on Earth, people played games with systems like this. Sometimes, if a player wanted to do something really badass that normally wouldn’t be allowed, then the one in charge of the game would allow it.”

	“Quite the appropriate comparison, then. But I must say, sometimes even the most determined will not be blessed by him. Even if they are blessed once and show that same level of determination in the future, they may not receive a second blessing.”

	“The rule of cool is best applied sparingly, or something like that.”

	“Indeed. I hope you will never find yourself in a situation where you need such a blessing, but should you find yourself in one, remember to never surrender to despair no matter how hopeless it may seem.”

	“I’ll remember that. Thanks.”

	She bends over and scratches the top of my head between my horns. “You are rather cute, Fang. Not as cute as my Grif, but still cute. Please, take care of yourself and return with life in you yet. You are too young to become nourishment for the forest.”

	“That’s a unique way of saying I’m too young to die, but I’ll take it. And don’t worry. We’ll all come back in one piece.”

	“I will hold you to that.”

	“Grif will be back here with his scratchy beard before the day is out. Don’t worry.”

	“It is impossible to not worry, but I will try my best.”

	 


Chapter 30

	 

	“Fang… tell me,” Grif says, again, for probably what’s the seventh time now.

	I already refused him nicely the other times, so no more of that. “What? You can’t handle that your woman wants me to keep a secret from you?”

	Ever since we left, Grif has been asking me about what we talked about inside. But Sequia didn’t want me to tell him, so I’m not. Not yet at least.

	“Just survive until we make it back and then you can ask her yourself,” I continue.

	Grif sighs and says, “I will treat you the same should I ever know a secret you wish to know.”

	Rose speaks up to say, “But I would never tell you anything I wouldn’t tell Fang.”

	Silver joins in and agrees. “Anything others would know, Alpha deserves to know first.”

	Grif realizes that he has lost, so he sighs again.

	There’s no more time for joking around, either.

	The unnatural darkness up ahead makes that obvious.

	“We have arrived,” Silver says. “The scent is even stronger than before.”

	Great.

	“What have they done?” Barkbeard asks. “I… knew many good trees here. What has happened to them?”

	“I am sorry, Barkbeard,” Grif says. “If they are alive, then they have likely become corrupted victims of the hags.”

	Barkbeard looks at the row of treants to his left. Now the row to his right.

	“Such destruction… we will avenge our fallen brothers and sisters,” Barkbeard says.

	The rest of the treants are in agreement.

	“And we will help you,” Grif says. “So that no more of the forest are lost.”

	“By the way, Grif,” I say. “You can use your magic as long as you’re near me.”

	“What? How? I should not be able to—… Sequia.”

	“She knew you’d be mad and didn’t want to send you off all grumpy.”

	Grif looks down at the ground and clenches his fists. “Let us not waste her gift.” He looks up at Barkbeard. “I do not wish to ask this of you, but—”

	“Then do not ask it,” Barkbeard says. “Let us offer to take the lead instead.”

	“… thank you.”

	“Do not thank me, little druid. We are mighty trees. Whatever harm may befall you is nothing against our bark.”

	And with that, the assault begins.

	Barkbeard leads the other treants into the dark forest ahead, and we follow behind.

	The ground quickly grows swampy, the air rotten with the scent of corpses, and barely any sunlight can make it through the unnaturally darkened canopy of the forest.

	But even so, there are torches all around. Torches attached to dead, rotting trees illuminating the area with purple flames just bright enough to create shadows without making it easy to see whatever is up ahead.

	And Rose is shivering now.

	“What’s wrong?” I ask her.

	“It’s—it’s so cold,” Rose answers. “Do—do you not feel it?”

	I shake my head. Maybe it’s because I’m a species of dragon that is apparently used to the extremes of space, but I’m not cold at all.

	“This is warm compared to Twilight Garden,” Silver says.

	Silver and Grif are also both covered in fur, so that leaves Rose as the only one not prepared for a cold environment at all.

	“Stop,” Silver says, bringing an end to the trembling march of the treants. “They come from above.”

	We all look up, but it’s impossible to see through the unnatural dark—

	//Dusk Goblin Ambusher: 10 (5+5) < Rosaline Goldtusk: 14

	An arrow shoots right past Rose’s head and hits the ground behind us.

	“The trees are already dead here!” Grif shouts. “Knock them down! If they wish to fight, they can do so on equal ground!”

	The treants roar out in unison before swinging their trunk-like arms into the nearby trees as fast as their slow bodies can. Though their movements are slow, there is still a massive amount of force behind their attacks, and they end up knocking down any standing tree near them.

	“Falling! Falling!” shout some of the goblins.

	One goblin falls out from a tree in front of Barkbeard.

	Barkbeard steps on the bastard before it can even get up, completely squishing it underneath his foot.

	“Retreating! Running back!” shouts another goblin.

	A few more goblins get killed before they’re able to escape, but most get away.

	I’m kind of relieved that the system isn’t showing me everything related to combat. Maybe because, as far as I know, none of the treants are defiers, and I doubt any of the goblins are. So as long as they’re all fighting each other without us being involved, then there’s no need for Enigma.

	But that also probably means we won’t be getting experience.

	Well, winning and surviving are more important than getting experience right now.

	“Will these be our only foes?” Barkbeard asks as he lifts his foot up and shakes it around to get the squished goblin bits off.

	“No,” Grif answers. “They are likely keeping their strongest deeper inside the lair.”

	“Hmm. We will see. I expected worse.”

	“Do not let your guard down. They may be hoping for exactly that.”

	Meanwhile, Silver has taken up a spot next to Rose, and she’s using her tail almost as a sort of umbrella for us.

	“Silver?” Rose asks her.

	“If they wish to attack you now, they will have to pray that my tail is slower than their arrows,” Silver explains.

	“Hehe. Thank you. I’ll give you lots of praise later, okay?”

	“I—I am not doing this for the praise.”

	“Mhm.”

	Silver blushes a bit and returns to keeping an eye out all around us.

	The march into the lair resumes.

	 

	So far, things are… peaceful. There haven’t been any more ambushes since the last one, and Silver can’t smell anything coming from anywhere other than ahead of us.

	But it’s also so dark at this point that it feels even darker than if we were walking through the forest in the middle of a cloudy night.

	And something just shook the ground to our right.

	We all turn to look only to see that a couple of treants have fallen over. When we look why, we see long, thick ropes between tree stumps that the treants must not have noticed.

	“Help them up!” Grif orders.

	“And be fast!” I add on. “They wouldn’t use a trap like that unless—”

	“Attacking!” shouts a goblin.

	I fucking knew it.

	They’re not going to just trip us unless they plan on taking advantage of it.

	And to make matters worse, up ahead, I see at least a dozen fires light up in the darkness.

	“Firing!” shouts another goblin.

	The flames are launched into the air and come raining down around us as flaming arrows.

	Only one of them gets close to our group of four.

	//Dusk Goblin Ambusher: 17 (12+5) < Silver: 21

	But Silver manages to bat it out of the air with her tail.

	A defense that high is going to be a huge help for us.

	Unfortunately, the treants aren’t so lucky.

	They’re big targets made out of wood and leaves.

	Seven of them get flaming arrows stuck in their bodies, and the fire quickly spreads across them.

	Even though they’re just weak little goblins, with flaming arrows against living trees—here comes the trouble.

	“Fire?!” Grif shouts. “Have those hags lost all respect for their origins?!” He sounds pissed now.

	One of the treants brings a hand up to try and take out the flaming arrow embedded in them, but all they end up doing is spreading the fire to their hand which is quick to spread along their arm.

	Fuck, that fire is spreading fast.

	And those goblins are already drawing more arrows and lighting them on fire, too.

	Idea.

	“Silver, use the shadows cast from their arrows to get closer to them and wipe them out. You should be able to handle those goblins now, right?” I ask her.

	“Of course,” Silver answers. “As soon as I see a shadow, I will go for it.”

	“Good. Alright. Treants! Everybody who’s on fire, come closer to me!”

	I have no idea if it will work, but it’s worth a try.

	The goblins let their next volley of flaming arrows loose.

	Silver dives into the nearest shadow and comes out through one of the goblins’ shadows created from the arrow’s flame.

	//Silver: 19 (10+9) > Dusk Goblin Ambusher: 14

	I can’t see what she’s doing, but I do see the messages from Enigma.

	//Silver: 15 (9+6) piercing damage dealt!

	//Dusk Goblin Ambusher slain!

	That’s one down.

	Meanwhile, a couple more treants have been lit on fire, and they’re all within thirty feet of me now.

	Instead of the usual kind of target, I focus on the spreading flames themselves, open my maw, and let out my silent roar.

	//Crushing Roar Activated

	Nothing said that my gravity can only affect living creatures.

	And fire can’t survive without oxygen.

	And oxygen is just as much of a slave to gravity as everything else.

	My target was not the treants, but the air around them. My roar forces all the air surrounding them to the ground away from the flames, snuffing the flames in an instant.

	“I was going to feel so stupid if that didn’t work,” I said.

	Meanwhile, I didn’t notice it since I’ve been checking on the treants to make sure they’re all fine, but there are a bunch of system messages in my vision.

	Silver went wild against those goblins.

	From what I can see, she managed to take down seven of the bastards, and only one of them actually hurt her.

	“The rest have fled,” Silver says, standing next to us again.

	“Great job,” I tell her.

	Her tail… droops when she hears that? “I carried out my mission to the best of my ability and returned when I deemed it foolish to pursue.”

	“Yeah. Great work. Thanks.”

	Her tail droops even lower. “I—I…”

	“Good girl,” Rose says, causing Silver’s tail to instantly perk up.

	Ah.

	I get it now.

	Silver has already been broken by the power of pet play. Normal praise doesn’t do it for her anymore.

	“Good girl, Silver,” I say. “Where’d you get hurt?” The damage message in the system said she took four points of damage.

	Silver raises her left arm. “It is but a scratch. Nothing worth healing yet.” She says that it’s just a scratch, but she looks like she got cut open pretty bad there.

	But she’s probably right. With only four points of health missing, we should carry on as is for now and save healing spells and potions for later.

	The treants who were tripped are back up on their feet now, so we can move on.

	“Alright,” Grif says. “Let us—”

	“Why have you come?!” screams a high-pitched, woman’s voice. “What do you want with us?! Leave us alone! We haven’t done anything!”

	The voice echoes as if it’s coming from all around us, but whoever it belongs to is nowhere to be seen.

	“We have come to end the source of the corruption!” Grif shouts. “On behalf of Sequia, we will—”

	“Sequia?! That old, worthless tree?! What does she know?! Why does she care?! Even now, she acts like she is the only one allowed to thrive! She is jealous of us! Jealous of our beauty! Jealous of our power! She wants the whole forest to herself!”

	Whoever the voice belongs to sounds fucking insane. They make Rose sound like a normal, mentally sound girl.

	“Kahaha,” the shrill voice continues. “We will break your minds here, and then we will feed you to our precious, and then we will tear Sequia down and feast on her! Roast her over the fire!”

	Silver sniffs the air. “That crow—where is it?” She looks up toward the trees ahead, but it’s too dark for us to see. “The crow has returned.”

	“Last time it showed up, it used a spell,” I say. “We can’t let it—”

	“Bubbling swamps, frothing guts, memories lost!” the shrill voice starts chanting.

	“Treants! Knock down as many trees as you can!”

	The treants get to work, some tripping over more traps, while the hag continues her chant. “Eye of a child, blood of a virgin, tongue of a toad!”

	“It’s flying around now,” Silver says. “We will not be able to—”

	“You don’t deserve your memories! Give them all to me!”

	The crow swoops in right above us, allowing a noxious fog to pour out from the eye around its neck before flying out of our reach again.

	//You: 8 (5+3) < 14

	//Rosaline Goldtusk: 14 (12+2) = 14

	//Silver: 22 (19+3) > 14

	//Grif: 23 (18+5) > 14

	//You are now under the effect of Dusk Nightmare

	…

	Where am I?

	What… what was I doing before?

	Oh.

	Right.

	I need to do my homework.

	I—

	The door to my room swings open and slams into the wall hard enough to make me jump.

	“What the hell is this?!” my mom shouts, holding a printed paper in her hand. “You were the only one who used the computer yesterday, so don’t even try lying to me!”

	Oh, shit. Fuck. Mom found out—she found out about the porn.

	Fuck.

	I used private browsing! How the fuck did she find out?!

	Do they track that or something?!

	“Mom—I’m—I’m sorry,” I tell her. “Please, I promise, I won’t do it again. I promise.”

	“I knew it. You ungrateful bastard!” Mom screams at me. “After everything we’ve done for you! After everything we’ve sacrificed for you! Do you have any idea how hard it is raising this many children?! And all you ever do is make it harder on us! You hate me! I know you do! Everything you do is because you hate me and want to torment me!”

	“I swear I don’t! I promise! Please, please don’t—”

	She takes—she takes… a knife out of her pocket.

	What… what the fuck? She—she’s never… is she going to kill me?

	“I’ve had enough of you,” she says. “You do nothing but torment me and your father. You’re a bad influence on your siblings. You’re failing at school. You’re a mistake that doesn’t even deserve your life.”

	“Please, Mom, don’t—don’t—I’m sorry, I won’t…”

	She screams at me with nothing but pure hatred in her eyes as she comes charging at me with the knife.

	All I can do is try to put whatever I can between us. My chair, my desk—but it doesn’t work. She just crawls right over them while swinging the knife at me over and over again.

	“Stay still, you demon!” she screams at me.

	“Mom! Please! Stop!” I beg her. “I’m sorry! I—”

	She trips over my backpack on the floor and lands in such a way that she snaps her neck on my tv counter.

	“M-Mom?” I ask her. “Mom?”

	Did… did she just… did she just die?

	“This is your fault,” she says, standing back up with her head bent all the way to the side as blood runs from her mouth. “You killed me. You killed your mother.”

	“I didn’t! That’s—that’s not my fault!”

	“I will kill you!” she screams at me, lunges at me, and thrusts the knife toward my heart.

	I close my eyes.

	Nothing happens.

	No.

	Something is… soft. Warm.

	A familiar scent.

	“It’s okay, Fang,” another woman says. “It’s just a bad dream, okay? I’m here for you. She can’t hurt you, and I wouldn’t let her even if she could.”

	I open my eyes and see an older girl with blonde hair and weird horns hugging me.

	She brings her hands to my face and wipes my tears away.

	“I won’t let anybody bully you. Even in your nightmares,” she—Rose, says.

	“Why… why do you care?” I ask her.

	“Because you’re my Fang. That’s all the reason I need. I love you. When you love somebody, you protect them no matter what. Even in their dreams.”

	“I… I haven’t done anything to deserve your love. You’re fucking insane for being this obsessed with me.”

	“Hehe, I know. But… I am the way that I am. There are lots of things that I don’t like about myself and that I want to change, but there are also lots of things I do like about myself and don’t want to change. How much I love you is one of those things, even if it doesn’t really make a lot of sense.”

	I wrap my arms around her and hug my face against her. It’s kind of hard to hug her properly when she’s… as busty as she is, since that creates a bunch of padding between us, but I still try my best.

	“Good boy,” Rose says as she strokes her fingers through my hair. “You’re such a good boy, Fang.”

	“I’m sorry,” I tell her.

	“What are you apologizing for?”

	“For… crying like this. It’s not really cool or anything, right?”

	“I’m going to spank you if you ever think you should apologize for crying. You gave me permission to be a crybaby, remember? That means you have permission to cry as much as you want, too, and I’ll never judge you for it. Even if you want to cry allllllll day, I’ll hold you until you let every last tear out of your system.”

	“Fuck, Rose. I’m going to have to make the whole wife thing official at this rate.”

	“Hehe. All part of my plan.”

	I sniffle a little bit more as she continues petting me.

	“Ready to wake up?” she asks. “I bet you want to get revenge for them giving you such a scary dream.”

	I nod against her chest and say, “Yeah. I’m ready.”

	“Good! I want to get revenge for them making you dream this, too.”

	“But first.” I pull myself away from Rose and look into the eyes of the woman on the opposite side of the room behind her—into the eyes of my mom.

	I raise my hand.

	Stick my middle finger out to her.

	And I say what I was always too cowardly to say to her as a child, no matter how immature it makes me sound now.

	“Fuck you, bitch.”

	 


Chapter 31

	 

	I open my eyes to the sight of Rose cradling me in her arms on top of her chest.

	“Good morning, sleepyhead,” Rose teases. “Ready for your good morning kiss?”

	Once again, I feel like I’ve been hit by a truck, but this time it’s only my head that feels that way.

	And the system message makes it obvious why.

	//7 psychic damage received!

	//Remaining Health: 41/48

	//You are no longer under the effect of Dusk Nightmare.

	“Yeah… I’m ready for it,” I tell her.

	She lifts me up closer and presses her lips against me, and I lick her in return.

	“Was that… really you?”

	“You have part of my soul in you… remember? No matter what happens, you will always have part of me with you,” Rose answers.

	“We’ll make that marriage official after this is all over. Deal?”

	Rose tears up and nods with an excited smile. “Deal!”

	Now then, what happened?

	I look around and see most of the treants collapsed on the ground.

	“What happened?” I ask.

	“You and most of the guard fell victim to some form of spell,” Grif answers. “Now that you have woken, I hope the rest will soon follow, but…”

	“More are coming,” Silver finishes for him. “Far more, and from every direction.”

	And that was just one spell from the hags, right? If there are three of them, and that was just one spell from one of them…

	I take a deep breath.

	“They’ve really pissed me off now,” I say. 

	Silver sniffs the air some more. “Several swarms of nibblings. No less than thirty, no more than fifty. Nibblings excel at winning through overwhelming numbers, so this is likely all nibblings under their control. It would make no sense to commit this many unless they are attempting to overwhelm us.”

	“The guard will not be able to defend themselves while down, even should they wake,” Grif says.

	Alright. I tell them, “Let’s focus on defending the fallen guards.”

	“The only issue is the shadows,” Silver says. “Though they can rarely do it, goblins of Twilight Garden may travel through the shadows similar to how I can. If they ambush us while we are occupied with the nibblings…”

	“We have to use the cards we’ve drawn whether we like it or not.”

	Part of me is tempted to try and shove some of the guards into my singularity, which I’ve kept floating nearby this whole time, but… even if they can’t defend themselves, they’re still useful. Every one of them is a potential distraction.

	If I shove all the downed guards into my singularity, there are way fewer targets for our enemies. That means more of them focusing on fewer of us, significantly decreasing our chances of coming out on top.

	Maybe it’s fucked up, but these guards are giant tree guys. They should be able to handle some damage.

	“Which group smells like the weakest?” I ask Silver.

	Her tail points behind her and to the left. “That one. The weakest scent comes from their direction, so there should be the fewest numbers.”

	“Alright. Rose, Grif, you two stay here. Silver, I’m going to go over there, roar, and we’re going to wipe them out. Then we’ll deal with the next biggest group and snowball from there.”

	“Understood.”

	Grif and Rose nod as well, so me and Silver rush into the direction she pointed at.

	The chittering teeth and rapid steps of the nibblings come into earshot before long.

	It looks like there are thirteen of them.

	“Silver,” I say.

	“Yes, Alpha?” Silver replies.

	“Throw me.”

	“Throw… you?”

	“Throw me right over the bastards.”

	She looks conflicted, but she nods and picks me up. “As you wish. Now?”

	“Now.”

	Silver throws me directly over the nibblings that look up at me with surprised faces.

	And right as I’m over the center of their group, I open my maw and silently roar.

	//Crushing Roar Activated

	All but two of the nibblings resist the roar, and it deals between four and seven damage to the rest who fail to resist it.

	The nibblings who resisted are the first to go by my fangs and Silver’s dagger.

	Two down.

	One of the bastards actually swings its dagger at me and cuts my leg.

	//Remaining Health: 38/48

	So I tear its neck open the next second in retaliation.

	Silver, meanwhile, has no problem. With her own defense boosted, the disadvantaged nibblings don’t have a change at harming at, and she slaughters them one by one as I try my best to keep up.

	But with just how many of them there are, even while still disadvantaged, another manages to cut my side.

	//Remaining Health: 36/48

	But there are only three of them left now. We’re getting faster at wiping out groups of weaklings.

	Silver takes down another just as the gravity wears off.

	Me and a nibbling exchange blows, me killing it while it stabs me.

	//Remaining Health: 32/48

	And Silver easily takes out the last one.

	Thirteen nibblings down. I got hit a few times, but Silver is fine.

	“I’ve still got more than half my health, but until I get a chance to heal, let’s not go off on our own again,” I tell Silver.

	“If you cripple them for me again, I should be able to deal with the group on my own,” Silver says.

	“We should play it safe.”

	Silver nods. “Very well. Let us return to the others.”

	 

	“Fang!” Rose shouts as soon as she sees me. “Are—are you alright? Do you need a potion?”

	“Not yet,” I answer as she takes me back into her arms. “Well, I guess it depends on how much they heal for. I don’t want to potentially heal too much.”

	“We have six potions for health,” Grif says. “Each should do, I believe, up to twenty-four points of health.”

	“Damn. That’s a lot, isn’t it?”

	“They are enhanced by Sequia, so it is to be expected.”

	“Right. Well, I can take another hit or two before I use one then. How are the guards doing?”

	“Some have started to waken, but—”

	“They are here,” Silver says.

	No time for chatting, then. The other nibblings groups have finally arrived.

	Two groups ahead of us. Each one looks like it has around fifteen nibblings each. Then there’s one group to our right that has around ten.

	“I will handle these foul creatures,” Barkbeard says as he pulls himself up from the ground and looks toward the two groups in front of us.

	“There are too many of them for you alone!” Grif says.

	Barkbeard grabs onto the dead tree next to him, uproots it… and fucking throws it at the approaching nibblings.

	Some of them dodge out of the way, but the rest…

	He fucking takes out over twenty of them with that one throw.

	So much experience, just gone.

	“I fear friendly woodpeckers more than I fear these creatures,” Barkbeard says. “They will not pass me.”

	“Alright,” I tell him. “We’re counting on you, big guy. Grif, Rose, help me and Silver take out the other group.”

	With a plan set, we get to work.

	 

	Alright.

	Now it’s time for some healing.

	We managed to take out the other group, but I got hit another couple times, and Silver also got hit once.

	I’m down to twenty-eight health now and Silver is down to thirty-three.

	The guard are all safe, though. Barkbeard got pretty scratched up as those nibblings swarmed him and climbed up his legs, but he wiped them out, and a couple of other guards got up to help him out.

	Honestly, so far, this is going better than I expected it to. Just goblins and nibblings. Aside from that dream fuckery, we’ve been fine.

	But now…

	I hate my life.

	Rose took off the lid for one of the healing potions… and it smells like rotting, moldy fruits.

	And it’s bubbling.

	It looks like a jar full of bubbling vomit.

	Why can’t it just be some fucking generic red potion that is basically colored water?

	Damn it.

	Wait.

	I have an idea.

	All I have to do is drink it so fast that I don’t even get a chance to taste it.

	“Rose, I know this is going to look stupid, but I’m desperate,” I say. “I’m going to tilt my head back and open my mouth as wide as I can. Then I want you to pour the potion into my mouth all at once. Got it?”

	Rose nods and, with a determined expression, says, “Got it!”

	Alright.

	Here we go.

	I tilt my head back and open my mouth.

	Rose positions the potion right above my mouth and turns it upside down.

	Focusing on the contents of the jar, I roar.

	Forced down at an extreme speed by the power of gravity, the potion falls through its container and goes right down my throat in an instant without me ever tasting a single drop of it.

	Take that, you disgusting fucking potion.

	I’m going to start abusing the shit out of my gravity powers if I can do things like this with them.

	//Enhanced Fermented Eldernut Paste of Life Consumed

	//19 health restored!

	//Current Health: 47/48

	…

	Eldernut.

	Hardfall’s face appears in my mind, causing me to think of a horrible implication that I doubt is actually reality, but am still repulsed by.

	Alright, well, now that I’m healed up—

	“Manytwigs? What is wrong?” Barkbeard asks as he stands over one of the fallen treants.

	Grif walks up to the fallen treant and, as soon as he sees something, shouts, “Get back!”

	Barkbeard looks at Grif and then down at the other treant again only to see those familiar black vines shoot up from the fallen treant and wrap around his arms.

	“This is our forest!” screeches the hag from before. “You have no power here!”

	“Barkbeard!” Grif shouts.

	Barkbeard sounds more concerned about the other treant, though. “Manytwigs, get up!”

	Silver, with dagger in hand, jumps over the fallen treant and severs the vines wrapped around Barkbeard’s arms.

	“Your friend is already gone,” Silver says. “And he is not the only one.”

	Several more treants sound like they’re fighting now, and it becomes obvious why once we look around.

	Half of those who fell have been taken over by the vines.

	And it looks like…

	It’s all the ones who fell into swampy patches of water.

	“Get away from the water!” I shout.

	“Their scent must be disguised beneath the surface,” Silver says, sounding frustrated that she missed them.

	And at the same time, more flaming arrows land around us, piercing both the living treants and corrupted treants alike.

	We took out the nibblings, but they distracted us long enough for some of the treants to get corrupted, and now we have to deal with them on top of—

	The ground shakes.

	Like something massive is taking heavy steps.

	No, it’s not just something massive, but a lot of them. This feels like when we first started marching toward the lair.

	Only…

	It’s not friendly treants who are marching this time.

	It’s a legion of corrupted treants, some of which are being ridden by goblins wielding bows with torches while others wield staffs.

	There has to be at least twenty of the other treants, and half of ours have turned against us.

	“Alpha, I’m sorry, but we may have to consider fleeing,” Silver says. “We cannot—”

	…

	This is just like when I wanted to run away with Rose, leaving the other pinecone head behind.

	If we run, there’s no way that the treants will be able to escape, too. They’re too slow and already fighting the corrupted treants around us.

	I don’t want to leave them behind, and if we fail here, then the forest is fucked. They’ll come for Sequia and the villagers. This—we’re the last line of defense here.

	We—

	Over a dozen massive roots as thick as trees shoot up through the ground in front of us, raging across the ground, splitting it apart like an earthquake, toward the legion of corrupted treants ahead.

	The goblins try shooting arrows at the roots, but they don’t do anything. There’s no stopping the rampaging roots as they split the ground apart and wildly thrash into the other treants.

	They don’t let up, either.

	Some of the treants are pulled into the split ground. Others are knocked away, some torn in half.

	“Sequia,” Grif says, a tear running from his eye.

	If what she did before aged her like it did, then something as incredible as this…

	By the end of the rampage, only a few of the corrupted treants are left, and Silver has helped the other guards near us break free from their grapples so that they can properly fight back.

	And though the vines’ rampage ended, they have not disappeared.

	One of them has even been left to form a straight path over the ground into the darkness ahead, surrounded by cracked ground almost impossible to climb out of.

	A bridge.

	“Silver, are the hags in this direction still?” I ask.

	“Assuming this stench is theirs, yes,” Silver answers.

	The corrupted treants who weren’t wiped out by Sequia’s magic are charging at us now. The vines corrupting them must be making them a bit stronger and faster, just like how they made those giant mushrooms tougher.

	“I see now what we were woken from our slumber for,” Barkbeard says. “Leave our fallen brothers and sisters to us. Go on ahead, little ones.”

	We look around and see that even with Sequia’s help, when combined with the fact that half the friendly treants have been corrupted, they are still outnumbered.

	Leaving them probably means sacrificing them just to buy us a chance.

	Four of us versus three hags and any other potential threats up ahead, with our allies left behind to buy us time and possibly get turned to fight against us.

	“If we kill the hags… what happens to the shadeblight? And everything corrupted by it?” I ask.

	“It needs a conduit to survive,” Silver answers. “Right now, this lair is in the process of merging with Twilight Garden. The barrier between realms has weakened and is only growing weaker. So long as the lair persists, the shadeblight will thrive. Should the lair perish, those summoned from Twilight Garden will remain, but the shadeblight will die.”

	“Then everything corrupted by those vines will die as soon as we kill the hags.”

	“Yes.”

	Grif sighs and tells Barkbeard, “Please, survive. We will put an end to this. You need only survive until it is over.”

	Barkbeard stomps down on the corrupted arm of the treant trying to get up in front of him. “I have lived a long life. I will have no regrets if this is to be my end. Now go, little ones. Let us show you that we represent the best of the forest’s might!”

	Rose sniffles and holds back her tears as we get up onto the root bridge that Sequia has made for us.

	We’ve got a straight shot to the hags now.

	This might be suicide, but it’s our only option. It’s either kill the hags, die trying, or run away and let the hags kill everybody else.

	And I’ve had enough of running away in my life.

	 


Chapter 32

	 

	The forest grows darker yet.

	I feel like we’re diving into the deepest depths of the ocean with how dark it’s getting combined with the fact that the air itself feels like it’s getting thicker. But I guess it’s… more of a magical thickness—density, rather than a physical one. I’m pretty sure I can resist even the deepest depths of the ocean if I can resist a black hole’s crushing gravity. So if I still feel like things are getting tight in here despite that, then it must be magical.

	I’m guessing, anyways.

	“Grif, let me use that toxin now,” Silver stops to say.

	Grif nods, pulls one of the jars out from his satchel, and holds it over to Silver.

	Silver dips her dagger into it and leaves it there for a few seconds.

	//Silver: Enhanced Dryadic Paralyzing Dreams Toxin Applied to Iron Dagger

	//Enhanced Dryadic Paralyzing Dreams Toxin: A potent toxin made from combining the paralyzing venom of a Hunter Snake with the spores of Rotten Dreamer fungus. It was enhanced with magic after creation and further enhanced with the blood of a dryad.

	//Targets who fail a Constitution save of 25 will suffer 2d12 poison damage and be paralyzed. The poison will deal critical damage against other dryadic beings and leave them paralyzed for longer. The poison can only be applied once per target.

	“That might make this easy,” I tell Silver. “Make sure to land your hits.”

	“I will not miss,” Silver says.

	“Oh, but you will, you traitorous little bitch,” the hag’s voice says again. “We summoned you here! We brought you from another realm! And this is how you repay us?!”

	That sounds familiar.

	“We made a contract! And you betray it!”

	“Am I?” Silver asks. “I said I would bring him to you. Am I not doing that?”

	“You know what we meant!”

	“Do I? You should have been more clear. Us fae take our contracts very seriously. We follow them to the letter.”

	“Then why are you—”

	“You did not include enough letters for me to follow. This is nobody’s fault but your own.”

	“You conniving bitch! Traitorous whore!”

	I think this is my first time hearing somebody other than me swear since getting turned into a dragon.

	“You will be our precious boy’s next meal!”

	And silence again.

	“She referenced their precious before, now precious boy,” I say. “Sounds like they’ve got somebody else up there with them.”

	“Then let us bring an end to them as well,” Grif says.

	 

	Upon getting even closer, the air actually lightens up both visually and physically. It’s easier to see and doesn’t feel so dense.

	And it becomes obvious that we’ve reached our target when we see all the torches up ahead illuminating what looks like a proper hideout.

	Hiding behind one of the nearby trees large enough for all of us, we take our time getting a look at the place.

	There’s the rotten trunk of a massive tree that looks like it was once as large as Sequia’s with a few tribalistic tents scattered around that I’m going to assume are the goblins’ or nibblings’. Then, in the back of the hideout, is a dark cave with a massive pile of bones next to its entrance.

	The bones are totally picked clean, too.

	But the base itself looks pretty empty. There are three more goblin casters on those shadeblight stumps patrolling around, two more corrupted treants standing guard at the entrance to the tree, and then nothing else. 

	The hags aren’t even here, at least not yet, and it already looks like a hard fight to win. Just one of those treants might be enough to ruin us, and there are two of them combined with three casters with their mounts and three more hags missing.

	“The guards appear dead,” Grif whispers to us, pointing at the corrupted treants. “Like statues on display.”

	“You sure?” I ask him.

	“As sure as I can be.”

	Alright, so that’s two potential threats down. That just leaves us with the goblin casters and their mounts.

	But with Silver’s dagger enhanced by that toxin, dealing with them should be—

	“Disgusting! Disgusting stench!” screams the hag as she reveals herself to us for the first time.

	Coming out from the giant, dead tree is a woman with a body similar to Sequia’s in that it’s half tree and half human, but… she’s hunched over with splintered skin covered in warts, her hair is thin and falling out, and her eyes remind me of a bug’s in how large and round they are relative to the rest of her face.

	And I really wish she would have some clothes on so that I don’t have to see those saggy tits hanging down.

	But also, being dragged in one of her hands by their hair is another hag who looks similar to her, but weaker and smaller… and the lower half of her jaw is gone.

	“That is the one who summoned me,” Silver whispers to us. “And her companion still had the rest of her jaw the last I saw them.”

	The hag sniffs the air before turning her head to look toward the tree we’re behind. “Come out! I know you’re there!”

	We were spotted a bit more easily than I thought we’d be. I don’t see her crow around and I didn’t expect her to sniff us out like Silver.

	So, now what—

	Grif just walked out into the open.

	“Why have you done this?!” Grif shouts at her. “Why have you brought such destruction upon your forest?!”

	“Oooh, a handsome little man-thing, you are,” the hag says, sounding… like she’s trying to be seductive in an absolutely disgusting way. “But.” She sniffs again. “You have that whore’s scent on you. Sequia’s. You disgusting little creature! How could you choose her over me?!”

	Grif takes a step back and looks like he had no idea what the fuck she’s talking about.

	At least we’re all clueless.

	“First, she sides with those things—invaders! We could have killed them! We could have had revenge for everything they took from us! From me! But Sequia forced us to make peace! And now she has sent you to take my new boy from me!”

	“Ah, I know you,” Grif says. “Sequia has told me of you. Idaeae.”

	“Do not speak that name! It is mine no longer! That worthless woman died the moment Sequia made peace!”

	“Is that what this is all for? The loss of Dre—”

	“Do not say his name! Do not… do not… say that name. Please… it hurts…”

	“Idaeae, it is not too late to end this madness. Please.”

	“It hurts… but… I have a new precious now. A new boy, beautiful and strong! Hungry, yes, oh so very hungry. He ate my sister yesterday, you know. Because those worthless servants never returned with new food, and he does not like how the dusk servants taste, I had no choice but to feed him my sister. I can’t imagine that she tasted very good since she always was uglier than me.” Idaeae lifts the other hag in her hand up and caresses her cheek. “And now that new food has arrived, you won’t have to be his snack today. Aren’t you happy?” she asks the other.

	The other can only cry and nod in response.

	And after getting that response, Idaeae throws her to the side, letting her scurry away on all fours like an abused animal wanting to hide.

	I was worried we would be fighting three hags, but it looks like only one who can put up a fight is actually left.

	They ended up turning on each other thanks to depriving them of fresh food.

	“She is too far gone,” Grif tells us.

	Yeah, that’s been obvious.

	“Silver,” I say. “You only need to get in one attack and we can end this.”

	“Understood,” Silver says, sneaking around to look out past the other side of the tree trunk.

	The hag sniffs the air loudly enough for us to hear it. “I smell you, traitor. Do not think I have forgotten your stench.”

	Shit, wait, what are those goblin casters doing?

	They’re just… off to the side, watching.

	They must be waiting for an order.

	“Is my scent that strong?” Silver asks, stepping out from behind the tree.

	The hag looks like she’s about to explode in anger as soon as she sees her. “What—what is this?! What is that body?! Why have you given yourself such a repulsive appearance?! Are you trying to mock me?! Disgusting! Dressed like a whore! You won’t take my precious boy from me! He loves me and me alone!”

	“Alpha finds this body rather attractive, and that is all that matters to me.”

	“There is nothing beautiful about such a repulsive figure!”

	“Are you sure that you are not just jealous?”

	“I am not—servants! Kill her! Kill her and chop her into a thousand pieces for my boy!

	Shit, looks like it’s starting.

	“I’ll call you when it’s your turn, Rose,” I say.

	Rose nods, so I jump the rest of the way out from cover to join Grif. “Let’s go,” I tell him.

	“I am with you, Fang,” Grif replies.

	“The dragon! Why is a dragon helping Sequia?!” the hag screams at me.

	“Because she’s a lot easier on the eyes, for one!” I shout back at her.

	Oh, that’s effective. She looks like she’s about to have a fucking heart attack.

	The three casters all aim their staffs toward Silver and fire off the same magical attack that the other one did before.

	She dives through a shadow to try and get away from them, but they’re locked on and only speed up in trying to catch up to her.

	Three spikes per caster, and all nine pierce straight through Silver across her body.

	//Silver: 9 force damage received!

	//Silver: 4 force damage received!

	//Silver: 6 force damage received!

	//Silver’s Remaining Health: 18/41

	She falls to one knee and winces in pain.

	If she tries to take out the casters, then her attacks will just get intercepted by their mounts like before unless I can get over there in time to weigh them down first with a roar.

	But that’s risky for her. She’s down more than half her health now.

	“Silver!” Grif shouts, grabbing a potion from his satchel that he throws over to a nearby tree with a shadow next to it.

	Silver reappears in its shadow, grabs the potion, and chugs it down in one go.

	//Silver: 8 health restored!

	//Silver’s Remaining Health: 26/41

	Shit, it didn’t do much, but that’s better than nothing.

	The goblin casters aren’t doing anything else yet, either. Maybe they have to wait before they can use that attack again.

	But with just how deadly it can be if they get to pull it off again…

	“We’re taking out the casters!” I shout at Silver. “Grif, hold the ugly bitch off!”

	“Ugly?!” the hag screams at me. “I will have to pay for that!” She raises her gnarled staff toward me. “A disobedient child needs a mother’s guidance! Know your place and serve your mother!”

	//Idaeae: Dominate Dreamer Activated

	//You: 7 (5+2) < 14

	//You are now under the effect of Dominate Dreamer.

	I stop in my tracks.

	“Mom?” I ask. “What… are you doing here?”

	“Oh, my precious boy,” Mom says. “These horrible people want to hurt your beautiful mother. You won’t let them do that, will you?”

	“Of—of course not! I won’t let anybody hurt you!”

	“What a good, precious little boy you are. Now, kill them. Start with that ugly, disgusting fox.”

	Some weird furry man tries shouting something at me, but I don’t care about whatever he’s saying.

	Only Mom matters.

	And Mom gave me an order.

	It’s… my duty as her son to listen to her.

	Mom cares about me. Mom loves me. She wants what is best for me.

	I run up to the fox woman.

	She looks scared. She should be. Mom wants me to kill her.

	I open my mouth and—

	“I have brought you him! Give me your left eye!” the fox woman shouts.

	My mother’s eye? She wants my mother’s eye? She isn’t allowed to—

	//Idaeae: 6 psychic damage received!

	//Idaeae is no longer under the effect of Fae Contract.

	//You are no longer under the effect of Dominate Dreamer.

	“You bitch! You traitorous, ugly whore!” Idaeae shouts.

	Silver, sitting in front of me, lets out a sigh and says, “I do not know what I would have done if that did not work. Alpha… are you back to your senses?”

	“Yeah, thanks,” I answer. “This bitch tried fucking with my head again. What’d you do to stop it?”

	Silver smiles and says, “I forced her to break our contract. Good thing I saved that trick. Once she was harmed from refusing to honor it, her concentration on the spell dominating you ended.”

	“I’m praising the fuck out of you later, Silver. Now, let’s wipe out those casters. Ignore their mounts for now. Oh, and give me a ride?”

	Silver smiles again and picks me up. “I will hold you to that promise of praise.” And into a shadow we go.

	As soon as we pop out from the shadow, we’re behind the casters, giving me a chance to silently roar right away.

	//Crushing Roar Activated

	//Shadeblight Stump #1: 6 (3+3) < 13

	//5 crushing damage dealt!

	//Shadeblight Stump #2: 8 (5+3) < 13

	//3 crushing damage dealt!

	//Shadeblight Stump #3: 23 (20+3) > 13

	//Dusk Goblin Shadow Caster #1: 18 (16+2) > 13

	//Dusk Goblin Shadow Caster #2: 11 (9+2) < 13

	//8 crushing damage dealt!

	//Dusk Goblin Shadow Caster #3: 19 (17+2) > 13

	Shit, one of the stumps resisted and two of the casters did.

	And the stump that resisted with a twenty swings one of its roots toward me in immediate retaliation.

	//Shadeblight Stump #3: 24 (19+5) > You: 16

	It slams into my head and knocks me away.

	//8 (7+1) blunt damage and 1 cold damage received!

	//Remaining Health: 39/48

	What a surprise.

	I feel like I’ve been hit by a fucking truck again.

	//Silver: 13 (4+9) | 25 (16+9) > Dusk Goblin Shadow Caster #2: 13

	At least Silver manages to slice open the neck of the goblin my roar worked against.

	//Silver: 11 (5+6) slashing damage dealt!

	//Dusk Goblin Shadow Caster #2 slain!

	And while she’s there, she twists around and goes for the other goblin riding a crushed mount with her fangs.

	//Silver: 16 (7+9) > Dusk Goblin Shadow Caster #1: 13

	And she gets her fangs around its throat.

	//Silver: 16 (10+6) piercing damage dealt!

	//Dusk Goblin Shadow Caster #1 slain!

	Two casters down, one and three mounts to go.

	“Become as a boulder!” Grif shouts.

	//Grif: Nature’s Hammer Activated

	I look over at him just in time to see him swinging his boulder-hammer of a staff toward the hag’s head.

	//Grif: 24 (19+5) > Idaeae: 16

	He fucking nails her with it, swinging it directly into her head from the side which sends her flying across the ground.

	//Grif: 9 (5+4) blunt damage dealt!

	But aside from being pushed to the side, she barely reacts, and she responds by fucking shooting out her claw-like nails at him. Her nails, twisted, jagged, and long, extend at an inside speed straight toward his abdomen as she smiles and cackles.

	//Idaeae: 22 (15+7) > Grif: 15

	Her nails impale him through his gut.

	//Grif: 12 (8+4) piercing damage received!

	//Grif’s Remaining Health: 27/39

	Shit, and those were just her nails.

	“Twisting nails, thorny roses, spears to impale!” Idaeae screams.

	//Thorn Spears Activated

	Shit! “Grif!” I shout. “Get—”

	It’s pointless.

	He can’t escape.

	There are five nails impaling his abdomen, and each nail sprouts a thorn-like spear that impales his torso even further.

	//Grif: 19 piercing damage received!

	//Grif’s Remaining Health: 8/39

	The spears and nails retract from Grif, allowing him to collapse to the ground with multiple, sizable holes torn through his torso.

	He can’t even speak. It looks like his lungs got punched by the spears, so he’s gasping for breath and likely drowning in his own blood right now.

	“Pity, with how handsome you are,” Idaeae says. “Ah… but perhaps… if you promise to be my boy… I could heal you.”

	Despite how injured Grif is, he only grips his staff even harder upon hearing that.

	“Pity. Or not. Die.”

	There’s no shadow big enough for Silver to fit through to reach him in time.

	But they’re not too far for me to reach them before she can do anything else.

	//Gravity Charge Activated

	With the hag’s head as my target, I instantly accelerate to an insane speed and crash right into her head.

	//11 (8+3) blunt damage dealt!

	The hag gets sent flying away, her head unfortunately in one piece still, and I land on the ground next to Grif.

	“Get on your back, now!” I shout at him and dig into his satchel to pull out one of those potions. Fortunately, the first one I open up is another of the health ones.

	Grif gets onto his back and understands my intent, so he opens his mouth and lets me clumsily pour it in by standing next to his head and lifting it up with my front legs.

	//Grif: 14 health restored!

	//Grif’s Remaining Health: 22/39

	Alright, he’s not on the verge of death anymore, but he still sounds like he can barely breathe, and he’s still got those holes in him.

	“Thank… you,” Grif says before weakly bringing an arm to his chest. “Let nature… grant me… her grace.”

	//Grif: Nature’s Grace Activated

	//Grif: 9 (5+4) health restored!

	//Grif’s Remaining Health: 31/39

	The holes close up and he takes a deep breath.

	“Thank you, Fang. I owe you my life,” Grif tells me.

	“Save it for later, this bitch is still alive,” I reply.

	“It hurts!” she screams, right on time. “How dare you! How dare you hurt me!”

	“Can you try entangling her?” I ask.

	“I can try,” Grif answers.

	“Silver! Get ready!”

	When I turn to look at her, three more of those shadow spikes are flying for her from the caster we weren’t able to finish off.

	//Silver: 5 force damage received!

	//Silver’s Remaining Health: 21/41

	They go right through her again, but she doesn’t let that stop her from coming over to us.

	As for Grif, he holds his staff toward the hag and chants, “Only those with permission are allowed free travel through the forest, and you no longer hold permission in these lands!”

	//Grif: Entangling Roots Activated

	//Idaeae: 17 (10+7) > 14

	The roots shoot up to try and wrap around her, but she breaks through them with ease.

	Shit.

	“Alright, my turn to try,” I say before running up to her.

	“You disobedient child!” she screams at me and sends her nails toward me.

	//Idaeae: 24 (17+7) > You: 16

	There’s no way I can dodge them. They’re too damn fast, and I don’t want to use my last charge to get out of the way.

	Fuck.

	//12 (8+4) piercing damage received!

	//Remaining Health: 29/48

	Three of her five nails impaled me.

	Pretty sure she got my lungs, too. What’s with her and lungs? Then again, my body is pretty compact.

	At least I’m close enough now.

	While still impaled on her nails, I open my maw and silently roar.

	//Crushing Roar Activated

	//Idaeae: 25 (18+7) > You: 13

	Fuck.

	Where did Silver go? Maybe… she can still get the bitch while she’s distracted with me. She’ll just have to do it without an advantage.

	“Twisting nails, thorny roses—”

	Shit.

	She’s going to do the same thing to me as she did to—

	//Idaeae: 24 psychic damage received!

	The hag lets out a shrieking scream as she retracts her nails. “My eyes! My eyes! What did you do?! It hurts! It hurts!”

	The fuck is happening?

	“Alpha, I believe I have earned even more praise,” Silver says, now standing next to me, and she drops something onto the ground in front of us.

	It’s a crow with a snapped neck and a crushed eyeball necklace.

	“It was hiding in the distance, watching us. Unfortunately for it, it was foolish enough to look toward the torches, and I saw the flickering reflection in the necklace’s eye. I had zero intention of allowing its escape this time.”

	“You’re… amazing, Silver. I’ll give you all the praise you want later. So much that… you get sick of it,” I tell her.

	Grif reaches us while the hag is still stunned and gets to work right away healing me.

	“Now go cut that bitch, Silver,” I order.

	“Yes, Alpha.”

	Silver dives into her shadow as Grif finishes his healing.

	//12 (8+4) health restored!

	//Remaining Health: 37/48

	“My eyes! My eyes!” the hag screams some more. “What have you done?! How dare you! I will kill you for this! I will scoop your eyes from their sockets and eat them in front of you! Season them and salt them first, yes! I will take your eyes from you and—”

	“You will take nothing but this gift from Sequia,” Silver says from behind the hag before thrusting the dagger toward her back.

	//Silver: 11 (2+9) | 10 (1+9) < Idaeae: 16

	But the hag swings her arm around behind her without even being able to see and knocks Silver away.

	Fucking… of all times for Silver to get rolls like that. At least the advantage meant she didn’t have to use the one.

	The last thing we need right now is a one.

	If we’re struggling this much against one hag, then coming here thinking we’d be against three is the dumbest fucking thing I’ve ever done.

	I’m being nothing short of paranoid in the future.


Chapter 33

	 

	Silver has been knocked away, we’re running low on potions, Grif is low on spells, the hag is already immune to my roar, and I’ve only got one more use of my charge left in me.

	Rose is still in standby, probably struggling to force herself to stay in hiding until I call for her.

	And Sequia is still watching, but if she hasn’t used any more spells yet, then I doubt she can. She must be at her limit, especially after that last one that helped clear us a way here.

	Meanwhile we still have one goblin and three stumps off to the side, but the goblin only attacks with the same spell which needs to cool down after use apparently, and the stumps have formed up around it to protect it.

	We really need to fucking get that toxin into the hag’s system. Once it is, she shouldn’t be able to put up a fight anymore, but Silver hasn’t been able to get in a good attack yet.

	And the longer it takes, the more our health gets whittled down.

	“How dare you,” Idaeae says. “How dare you!” She takes her hands away from her eyes. They’re bloodshot, but otherwise look fine. I’m guessing that blinding was only temporary. “Awaken! Guard your mother! Let the blood run from your eyes, tears of agony shed for your mother’s suffering!”

	//Idaeae: Awaken Wailing Treants Activated

	The two treants that were dead now creak and step forward, bloody tears running from their ears as their elongated mouths open to cry out in pain for their “mother.”

	“Fang,” Grif says. “Thank you. For everything. Now please, go. This is not where you die.”

	“We’re not leaving you, you dumbass,” I tell him.

	“This is not a fight we can win. Not anymore. You have already done more than enough. So, please. Take Rose and Silver and run.”

	“I said we’re not leaving you. Get it through your furry head. All we have to do is kill her, then those stumps and the trees should go down, leaving us with only that one goblin. As long as we can just… paralyze her, we’ve got this.”

	An idea.

	A potentially stupid idea… but an idea.

	“Grif. Take out the rest of that toxin jar,” I say.

	Grif digs through his satchel and pulls it out for me. “Why? What are you going to—”

	I grab onto it with my front legs, jump up, and say, “Thanks.”

	//Gravity Charge Activated

	If we keep missing the hag, and she’s got a couple of guardians now to complicate things even more, then all I have to do is move fast enough that she can’t even dodge in the first place.

	I fly straight into her with the jar held between us so that it shatters upon impact, splashing both of us with its toxin.

	//10 (7+3) blunt damage dealt!

	//Idaeae: 24 (15+9) < 25

	//40 (20)*2 poison damage dealt!

	//Idaeae is now under the effect of Enhanced Dryadic Paralyzing Dreams Toxin.

	//You: 4 (1+3) < 25

	//Critical Failure: Enhanced Dryadic Paralyzing Dreams Toxin’s poison damage is doubled.

	//42 (12+9)*2 poison damage received!

	//Remaining Health: -5/48

	Everything goes black once again.

	Well.

	Fuck.

	Talk about one of the absolute worst fucking times to get a natural one.

	Sorry, Rose. Silver. Grif. Sequia.

	Hardfall. Crackhead. Annoyance. Barkbeard.

	But Rose… I’m sorry. Because I’m a fucking dumbass who acts without thinking things through and has the worst of luck at the worst possible time, now… you’re only going to have a fourth of your soul left.

	At least, with this, that hag is paralyzed. They should be able to finish that bitch off now.

	And now, Rose will still be surrounded by people who care about her.

	//7: 1/3 failures

	Oh, Enigma is still here. Maybe it’s not over yet.

	//8: 2/3 failures

	Or maybe it is.

	I think I’ve heard of this.

	When knocked down to zero health, you have to roll to see if you die or survive.

	My luck has officially run out on me.

	And Silver, sorry I won’t be able to help you get your revenge. You’ve done all this for me, but I haven’t been able to do a single thing for you yet.

	I wonder if I’ll remember all this again. Reincarnation is a thing, right? I remembered my memories once, so maybe… I’ll remember them again.

	But I don’t think I want to. If I remember how I lived before, combined with knowing what Rose is going to suffer through because of me… I’d rather forget everything.

	I’m too much of a coward to want to remember all this.

	//9: 3/3 failures

	//You have d—

	“Rise, little one, for Rose’s tears are wasted in such barren dirt.”

	… Sequia?

	//Sequia: Nature’s Rebirth Activated

	//Current Health: 48/48

	//You are no longer under the effect of Enhanced Dryadic Paralyzing Dreams Toxin.

	I open my eyes and see Rose over me with tears pouring from her eyes dripping all over me. “Fang!” she cries out. “I’m—you—you died and—”

	“I told you to save your tears, little one,” Sequia says… sitting opposite of Rose next to me.

	Her skin is covered in cracks, her hair has started to blacken, and her left arm is—it’s gone.

	“My haste and underestimation of my once sister is why this has happened,” Sequia says. “Burning through my last so that I may help you is all I can ask for.”

	“Sequia… how—” Grif says. “If… if you are here, then—”

	Sequia stands and looks at him before nodding. “I am sorry, my Grif.”

	“How… you don’t… there is no spell that—”

	“A new friend of mine would call it the ‘rule of cool.’” She smiles and laughs, covering her mouth with her only remaining hand as she does so. “Is there anything cooler than sacrificing oneself to save another in a time of need?”

	Grif drops to his knees, tears running from his own eyes now. “Sequia… all of this… is so that you may—”

	“Truth be told, I am not as kind as you.” She turns toward me. “I apologize if this hurts your feelings, Fang, but my resurrection of you is but a secondary objective.”

	What’s she talking about?

	She—

	“Mama!” shouts a deep, masculine voice. “Mama! Wake up! Wake up!”

	When I look at the source of the voice…

	There’s a massive fucking orc—no, ogre? There’s a huge fucking ogre restrained by Sequia’s roots desperately trying to break free.

	“As you decided to take a nap at a most inconvenient time, this is the ‘precious boy’ she has been hiding in the cave from us,” Sequia explains.

	So the hag’s “precious boy,” is a fucking ogre bigger than the damn treants.

	No wonder they were collecting so much food.

	“Bad people hurt Mama!” the ogre shouts at us.

	The ogre isn’t the only one restrained, either. The wailing treants are both restrained by the same roots, and it looks like Sequia handled the remaining goblin stumps as well since they’re all crushed on the ground.

	As for the hag, she looks like she’s still breathing, but she’s totally still on the ground between the treants that are using their limbs to create a barrier around her.

	“How much time do you have left?” Silver asks Sequia.

	“Not enough,” Sequia answers just as one of her legs cracks apart, dropping her to the ground. “As you can see.” She sighs. “Truth be told, I have no idea how you escape here alive, but I was not going to simply watch as my love dies. Even if I have only bought him minutes more… at least I get to selfishly spend my last moments with him.”

	Grif helps Sequia up, but her other leg cracks when he does. She only has cracked, wooden thighs left and has to be held up by Grif. “I’m sorry,” he says. “I’m sorry that I wasn’t enough. I failed you. Because I’m not stronger, I—"

	Sequia brings her remaining hand up to the side of Grif’s face and asks, “Do you remember what I told you when we first met?”

	Through the tears, Grif nods and replies, “How could I ever forget?”

	“Do not hold your tears, little one,” Sequia says, sounding as if she is reciting a poem. “Held in, they are but a toxin to the soul.”

	Grif continues where she left off. “Released, and even they may nurture the forest.”

	“So cry, little one. It is not shameful when a tree sheds its leaves, nor is it shameful when one is driven to tears.”

	“Cry, little one, so that the forest may turn your tears into life.”

	“For even the tiniest of tears nourish what will one day become a grand tree. Now… if only this was ground worth nourishing, but you understand the point.”

	Grif can only nod, unable to say anything else as he cries.

	The roots holding back our threats begin to crack and fall.

	“I love you,” Grif says, looking Sequia directly in her now-opened eyes.

	“And I, you,” Sequia replies, looking straight at him in return. And, for the first time, I see a tear roll down her cheek. “Thank you for being with me these final years. Though I wish for more time with you, my only regret is that my impatience has brought you here. I love you, Grif. For now and for always.”

	Her body cracks apart. As if an axe has been taken to her over and over, growing cracks appear across her at an accelerated rate, revealing the wood behind her skin.

	She looks at me after her tear falls from her face. “I know we have already asked more of you than we have any right to, but please, if it is possible… protect him when I have failed to.”

	“I told you I’d bring him back in one piece,” I answer.

	Sequia looks Grif over and smiles. “And one piece he is still in. Do keep it up.” She looks at Rose now who is crying as much as Grif. “Rose, there is one last thing I must tell you.”

	Rose chokes on her tears and asks, “What—what is it?”

	Sequia closes her eyes one last time. “Grif is cuter.”

	Her body breaks into thousands of splinters that fall to the ground beneath Grif’s arms.

	Grif takes a breath, then a heavier one, and now a faster one. His nostrils flaring, hyperventilating and unable to make any sounds, the next noise to leave his mouth is a shout of raw grief as he pounds his fists into the ground, careful even now not to hit Sequia’s remains.

	Messages from Enigma show up letting me know that none of the effects from Sequia are active anymore, so we’re even worse off now.

	“Mama!” the ogre shouts, knocking one of the treants away with enough force behind its arm to shatter one of its wooden arms. Now he scoops her up with one hand, roughly handling her, and starts touching her all over. “Mama! Wake up! Wake up!”

	“Fang,” Grif says. “Please—”

	“You don’t even have to ask,” I interrupt.

	Grif stands up with his staff in hand.

	I get off of Rose’s lap and crack my neck.

	“You the bad people who hurt Mama!” the ogre shouts at us, grabbing onto the leg of the treant he already knocked over to swing it around like a club in our direction. He’s not close enough to actually hit us, but his intent is clear.

	Something else catches my attention in the corner of my eye.

	Something—somebody, is standing at the cave entrance.

	“Annoyance?” I ask.

	Rose looks where I’m looking and sees her as well. “It’s—it’s her! She’s alive!”

	Grif is too fuming to look at anything other than the ogre—or more specifically, the hag in his hand.

	How did Annoyance survive in that cave with this gluttonous bastard?

	The ogre looks at where I’m looking and sees Annoyance. “No!” he shouts. “Pet! Stay in cave! Bad people! They hurt Mama! They hurt you!”

	He sees the kid as a pet?

	“Silver, grab the kid and bring them back here,” I order.

	Silver nods and dives into her shadow. The next second, she’s back with the kid in front of her.

	“Now hold your dagger right in front of her neck.”

	“No!” The ogre shouts. “No hurt Pet!”

	The ogre might still be holding onto one treant, but the other is coming at us now.

	Good thing it’s even slower than the others.

	“Give us your ‘Mama’ and I promise not to hurt ‘Pet,’” I tell the ogre.

	“Mama…? For… Pet?” the ogre asks.

	“Yeah. Your Mama hasn’t been feeding you enough lately, right? You must be real hungry, yeah? She hasn’t been a very good mom.”

	“Mama… not feeding Kresh. Kresh… always hungry. Never stop being hungry. Mama slapped Kresh and told Kresh to stop being so hungry. Run out of food, Mama said.”

	“My mom used to hit me, too. It didn’t feel good. You were upset when she hit you, weren’t you?”

	The ogre, whose name I guess is Kresh, nods.

	We have to keep backing up as we talk to keep distance between us and the treant. I really need him to hand his bitch of a “Mama” over so that we can kill her and deal with the treants in one go.

	“But I bet Pet has always been nice to you,” I continue. “Pet has never done anything wrong.”

	Kresh nods and sniffs. “Pet nice. Pet friend. Pet never hurt Kresh or say mean things to Kresh.”

	“Yeah. So, if Kresh has to pick between Mama or Pet, who does Kresh want?”

	//Charisma: 3 (2+1)

	…

	“Kresh… want Pet, but… you bad person who hurt Mama! Kresh no trust you!” Kresh shouts before swinging the treant at us again, and this time he’s close enough that me and Grif have to actually jump out of the way.

	And neither of us can in time.

	//Kresh: 23 (13+10) > You: 11

	//Kresh: 24 (14+10) > Grif: 10

	The treant he’s holding slams right into us like a damn giant hammer.

	//15 (9+6) blunt damage received!

	//Remaining Health: 33/48

	//Grif: 12 (6+6) blunt damage received!

	//Grif’s Remaining Health: 27/39

	At least it looks like Sequia might have healed everybody else up, too, but that doesn’t change the fact that we just got slammed by a fucking treant used as a hammer.

	And now the other treant is by Rose and Silver.

	Silver can probably get out of the way, but Rose—

	A boulder the size of a car slams into the other treant, shattering it into hundreds of pieces.

	“I may be old and tired, but my aim is still as good as it used to be!” shouts Barkbeard.

	He’s not the only one of the treants to arrive, either. He’s got five more with him still. They’re all pretty heavily damaged and one of them look like they were caught on fire and burned until charred, but they’re alive, and they’re coming to help us.

	“Rose! Take the kid and hide! Silver, stab this oversized baby!” I shout.

	I’m assuming they’ve listened since I see Silver jump up into the air above Kresh’s head with her dagger ready to stab him.

	//Silver: 23 (14+9) > Kresh: 17

	Finally.

	She stabs the dagger into the back of his head.

	//Silver: 12 (6+6) piercing damage dealt!

	//Silver: 9 poison damage dealt!

	Now he’ll be paralyzed and—

	Kresh lets out a furious roar while wildly swinging the treant around. “Hurt Kresh! Knew bad people! Hurt Kresh! Kresh kill!” His eyes start to glow red as veins bulge against his skin all across his body. “Kresh kill! Kill! Kill bad people!”

	He shakes Silver off and swings his fist holding the hag into her.

	//Kresh: 14 (1+13) < Silver: 16

	Wait, his modifier has gone up?

	And—

	He got a one.

	Even so, Silver barely manages to twist herself in such a way that she slows herself enough for his fist to pass under her instead of into her.

	And as his fist goes under her…

	We hear something wet squish inside Kresh’s hand.

	Immediately after, the entire atmosphere changes. It gets lighter. The stench of rotting death isn’t as strong as before. The air isn’t as heavy.

	“Ma…ma?” Kresh asks, opening his hand that he just swung at Silver.

	The crushed corpse of Idaeae, his ugly bitch of a mother, is inside his hand.

	“Mama?” Kresh pokes her corpse. “Mama… wake up. Mama…”

	Even more veins bulge against him as steam starts to come off his body, his eyes glowing a furious red that puts the previous red to shame.

	“Killed Mama! Not Kresh’s fault! Bad people’s fault! Bad people killed Mama! Kresh kill all bad people!”

	He swings the now-lifeless treant at Silver.

	//Kresh: 28 (13+15) > Silver: 16

	His modifier has gone up even higher and now it’s high enough to hit us all no matter what we do.

	The dead treant slams into Silver with brutal force, sending her flying into a nearby tree, her bones cracking loudly enough for us to hear in the distance.

	//Silver: 17 (11+6) blunt damage received!

	//Silver’s Remaining Health: 24/41

	“Mama!” Kresh screams as he charges toward Silver, the dead treant falling to pieces against the ground it’s getting dragged against.

	Silver coughs up blood and looks up at the charging ogre.

	I don’t think she can move.

	Even though she still has about half her health, we all heard those bones snap.

	“I won’t let you!” shouts Rose.

	//Rose: Minotaur’s Fury Activated

	//Rose: 20 (11+9) > Kresh: 15

	His modifier might be higher now, but his defense is lower.

	Not that it matters. Rose, when pissed off like this, is more than capable of intercepting the bastard, grabbing onto his leg… and fucking tossing him.

	Fuck me, minotaurs are nothing to mess around with. Imagine how fucking insane she would be if she actually had a high strength score.

	No wonder her ancestors were able to invade and defeat a bunch of trees.

	Even with as weak as she is, she’s got a goddess of strength inside her.

	//Rose: 11 (2+9) blunt damage dealt!

	Sure, she might not have thrown him far, but she still lifted him enough to throw him at all. And enough to hurt him.

	Good fucking job, Rose.

	And thanks to that, she’s bought enough time for the cavalry to arrive.

	Barkbeard is the first to arrive with a new tree in hand that he swings into Kresh right as he’s getting up.

	Kresh raises his arm to try and block it, but still gets knocked right back down to the ground.

	Another of the treants runs over to the boulder that Barkbeard threw, picks it up, and throws it down toward Kresh’s head, but he protects himself with his arm again.

	“Mama! Mama!” Kresh cries. “It hurts! They hurt Kresh!”

	I’d almost feel bad for him if he didn’t almost kill Silver.

	But he’s lost any sympathy I could ever possibly have for him with that.

	She’s my property, after all.

	And like I told her.

	Nobody gets away fucking with a dragon’s property.

	Now, he’s a big bastard, and I’m just a little guy.

	But his eyes aren’t too big.

	While the treants pummel him, I jump up onto his face and go for his left eye.

	//You: 16 (9+7) | 14 (9+5) > Kresh: 15

	This feels disgusting, and I hope Rose and Silver aren’t looking, but I bite the bastard’s eye.

	//12 (7+5) piercing damage dealt!

	And I tear it out from his head.

	Kresh screams and thrashes against the ground. “Kresh’s eye! Eye! Hurts! Give eye back to Kresh!”

	Now, while I’ve still got an advantage from him being pounded on by the treants—

	Kresh reaches up, grabs onto Barkbeard’s arm, and tears it off before slamming it right back into him.

	And Barkbeard gets sent into the other treant at his side, meaning they both get knocked away, and Kresh is able to get back up.

	Kresh swings Barkbeard’s arm at me while shouting, “Give eye back!”

	I look down at his eye on the ground next to me.

	I can’t dodge out of the way in time to avoid the tree, but I can lift my front right foot up onto his eye and crush it.

	Looks like that was the right thing to do, too.

	Kresh freezes.

	“You… pop Kresh’s eye,” Kresh says as giant tears begin to drip down his face. “How could you do that?! What Kresh’s eye ever do to you?!”

	What a dumb fucking bastard.

	Now I’m pissed off even more.

	It’s because of a stupid bastard like this that Sequia…

	“Rose! Maze him!” I shout.

	I can’t see Rose with Kresh in the way, but I hear her.

	“Challenge the minotaur’s maze. Escape if you can or be trapped within its walls for eternity.”

	//Rosaline Goldtusk: Minor Mental Maze Activated

	//Kresh: 5 (7-2) < 13

	//Kresh is now under the effect of Minor Mental Maze

	This’ll buy us a minute. It gives the treants a chance to get back up, and for the others to reach us, and also lets us regroup so that we can finish this off all at—

	“Become as my armor, fallen love of mine,” Grif chants. “Become as my arms—as my fists, my beautiful Sequia.” The splintered remains of Sequia begin to take form around him. “With the last of you—with what little remains of your life in these splinters, help me protect our friends… so that we may all return home, and so that our tears may be better spent nourishing your forest.”

	//Grif: Form of the Tree Guardian Activated

	The wood around Grif grows, binds to his skin, and changes him.

	It turns him into a treant.

	A treant who looks far tougher than all the others, with bark that looked just like Sequia’s and leaves that are the same shade of green her hair used to be.

	And now, with the body of a living tree, Grif slams his wooden fist into Kresh’s face.

	//Grif: 11 (3+8) | 23 (15+8) > Kresh: 15

	//Grif: 19 (13+6) blunt damage dealt!

	Kresh reels back in pain from having a giant, wooden fist slam into his face. “Hurts! Stop!” he begs.

	Grif delivers an uppercut next.

	//Grif: 26 (18+8) > Kresh: 15

	It slams right into Kresh’s jaw, knocking several of his teeth out of his mouth.

	//Grif: 18 (12+6) blunt damage dealt!

	“Stop it!” Kresh shouts, swinging a fist toward Grif’s head.

	//Kresh: 16 (1+15) < Grif: 18

	Eighteen? And Kresh got a one.

	Kresh’s punch goes wide… and he trips over his own feet, planting his face into the ground at Grif’s feet.

	“It is time for this nightmare to end,” Grif says, bringing one of his massive trunks of legs up against the back of Kresh’s head.

	//Grif: 20 (12+8) | 27 (19+8) > Kresh: 15

	“Stop! Hurts! Please! Stop! Mama! Mama!” Kresh cries and begs.

	But that doesn’t stop Grif from pressing down harder.

	“Head… hurts! Hurts! Kresh hurts!”

	And harder.

	“Kresh head… hurts! Mama! Help Kresh! Please!”

	And harder.

	//Grif: 20 (14+6) blunt damage dealt!

	Kresh’s head explodes into gore beneath Grif’s foot.

	//Kresh has been slain!

	Grif takes a couple of steps back, enough to get away from the immediate gore, and drops to his knees.

	His treant form disappears, leaving the Grif we know where the treant once stood.

	He picks up one of Sequia’s splinters and holds it against his chest. “It is over, Sequia. Because you bought us time… we have survived. Thank you, Sequia. Thank you.”

	Grif starts crying again, so… I go over to Silver and Rose to give him some space.

	“We won,” I tell them.

	Rose is about to cry as well, and instinctively reaches forward to grab me, but remembers the injured Silver at her side and goes back to holding her instead.

	“Can you smell any more of those bastards?” I ask Silver.

	“There may be,” Silver pauses to wince from pain, “a few more of the weak ones lurking in the forest, but they will not survive for long on their own, and I would love the hunt once I have recovered.”

	“Got it. Rose, how do you feel?”

	“I’m fine,” Rose answers. “I’m… fine. Everybody else is so hurt, but I—”

	“But you fucking threw an ogre at least ten times your size, and if you hadn’t summoned me in the first place, everybody here might be fucked. Because you ran away and summoned me, we’re all alive now. Only worse endings are possible without you.”

	Rose sniffles as more tears drip down her cheeks.

	And Annoyance.

	She’s been standing off to the side shaking the whole time.

	So, I jump up onto her head and… I try to pet her, but it’s more like I gently smack the top of her head a couple times.

	She ends up grabbing me, taking me off her head, and hugging me against her face.

	It hurts because of how banged up I am, but… she’s been through a lot.

	We’ve all been through a lot.

	A little bit more pain is nothing.

	 


Chapter 34

	 

	The return to Sequia’s house is a quiet one.

	Barkbeard gives us a ride back, letting us all sit on his remaining arm that he keeps crossed in front of him.

	Grif has all of Sequia’s remains in his arms while Rose holds onto Silver and Annoyance holds me.

	Once we cross back into Sequia’s territory, though, the sounds of the forest sound even more vibrant than before.

	Like everything knows that the danger is gone, so they have come out to celebrate.

	Birds. Insects. Deer and rabbits.

	The forest is full of life.

	And because of Sequia’s sacrifice, it will stay full of life.

	I guess I should finally look at the messages from Enigma.

	Once the battle was over, all the experience from our entire time in the lair got delivered at once.

	//Combat End

	//Party Experience Gained: 7050 (Dusk Goblin Ambusher x7: 700, Dusk Goblin Shadow Caster x2: 200, Nibbling x23: 1150, Dusk Berserker Ogre: 5000)

	//You have gained 1762.5 experience!

	//Experience: 3050/2700

	//You have reached enough experience to progress to level 4! Your new level will be applied the next time you rest.

	And that’s another level.

	Didn’t get any experience for the hag… probably because Kresh is the one who actually killed her, and we also didn’t get any experience for anything the treants managed on their own.

	But that’s fine. I still got enough to level again.

	And besides.

	I got another chance at life thanks to Sequia. If it wasn’t for her… I’d be dead. Rose would also be missing another quarter of her soul.

	And really, probably the rest of them would have died, too.

	We only survived because we all worked together. We all played our parts.

	The treants held off their main forces and came back to save us later.

	Sequia paved the way for us and sacrificed herself to resurrect me and protect them from the ogre’s initial rage, buying us time.

	Grif kept us healed up and tried his hardest, resulting in turning into a treant to finish the fight.

	Silver killed that crow and snapped me out of the hag’s control.

	Rose was there for me in that nightmare and fucking threw an ogre to protect Silver.

	And I paralyzed the hag in the first place and distracted the ogre long enough for Grif to do his thing.

	We won. Together.

	Lives were lost, but not all of them.

	And because of that, we get to live until tomorrow.

	Now Sequia’s tree is coming into sight.

	It’s… dead. That should have already been obvious, but it’s only really hitting me now that it is obviously going to be dead.

	The leaves have fallen. Its bark has turned black. Branches have snapped off.

	The tree was Sequia. As soon as she separated herself from it to save us, she essentially removed her heart from her body.

	She tore her heart out and saved us.

	Yeah, Sequia, you were cool.

	 

	“What… what are you going to do?” Rose asks Grif now that we’ve been let down in front of Sequia’s tree.

	“Good question,” Grif answers. “First, I will spread Sequia’s remains through the forest. She has been bound to this tree for so long that I would like to give her a chance to watch over the rest of her territory now.” He looks down at me and then at my singularity. “If you don’t mind… I would like to give you some of her splinters. That way, you can take her with you and show her the world. Let her nutrients feed more than just the forest she spent her whole life in.”

	“What, you kicking us out already?” I ask him.

	“Oh, no. But… every dragon must spread their wings. I do not doubt you will long for that beyond the forest in time.”

	Well, I don’t have any plans yet, but maybe he’s not wrong.

	And I don’t want to refuse any of his requests right now.

	“I’ll take as many as you give me,” I tell him.

	“Thank you,” Grif says. “And once I have finished that,” he pauses and looks up toward the top of the tree where one particularly thick branch is still connected. “She offered Silver her thickest branch in exchange for help. I intend on fulfilling the contract in her stead.”

	Silver reaches out and says, “You do not have to do that. It was but—”

	“A contract is a contract, and Sequia would scold me if I do not see it to its end.”

	Silver sighs and retracts her hand. “I understand.”

	“But… before all that, I am sure a certain child is longing to return home, and I need to let everybody know what happened. They will want to grieve for Sequia as well.” Now he looks up at Barkbeard and the other surviving treants. “And what of you? Will you return to rest?”

	Barkbeard looks around while stroking his beard. “Sleeping until I grow a new arm sounds nice, but with Sequia’s leave… it would not hurt us to stay awake for a few years until you have established order.”

	“Thank you, my friends… wait. There was another—the other hag. What happened to her? Did anybody—”

	“Don’t worry,” I tell him. “She’s dead. She got crushed by that ogre’s rampage.”

	“Are you sure?”

	“Yeah. I saw her myself.”

	Grif lets out a sigh of relief. “Good. I had completely forgotten. Now… let us return to the village.”

	 

	Later that evening, things have calmed down.

	Hardfall and the others are out there talking to each other, grieving, and making crafts in Sequia’s honor.

	Me, Rose, and Silver are inside our little house relaxing in bed.

	Even though our bed is basically just wood with some sheets over it, it feels like the most comfortable bed in the world right now.

	According to Rose and Silver, anyways.

	I’m back to being between Rose’s tits, and it’s always comfortable in here.

	“Do you think Grif will be okay?” Rose asks.

	“He is strong of body and mind,” Silver answers. “He will be fine.”

	“We should check up on him every day to make sure he’s okay. Even if he tries to act brave… I know how he feels. I don’t want him to cry on his own.”

	“I’ll check on him in the morning,” I tell them. “I don’t know if my world’s logic applies here, but sometimes, men don’t want to cry around women, so… I’ll go give him some guy time.”

	“That’s bad logic, but… I know people can be like that. Fang, you can always cry around us, alright?”

	“I know. You saw me in that nightmare, so… I’m not sure—”

	“Hehe.”

	“… what?”

	“You said we’d make our marriage official as soon as the battle was over. It’s over.”

	“Rose.”

	She lifts me up enough to kiss the back of my head before tucking me back down into her cleavage. “I know. Things need to settle down. This isn’t the time for anything like that.”

	“Thanks for understanding.” I turn my head to look at Silver. “And how do you feel?”

	Seeing as how Grif was out of magic and might be out of it for good now that Sequia is dead as she was his source of power, and Silver isn’t a defier and has at least several broken bones, she’s been bandaged up pretty tightly.

	“How long do injuries like these take to heal? I have never suffered such wounds,” Silver says.

	“Months, usually,” I answer.

	“That is unacceptable, Alpha.”

	“Well, the more you let us call you cute without complaining, the faster you might heal.”

	“That… is illogical. But… if it will help me recover… I will not complain.”

	“Hehe, cute,” Rose tells Silver.

	And so, the nightly bullying of Silver via praise begins.

	And I did tell her that she earned plenty of praise.

	 

	Alright. Now that Rose and Silver have fallen asleep, I climb out of Rose’s cleavage, jump over into one of the baskets with Sequia’s leftover fruit, and go into my singularity with it.

	And there she is, looking as pathetic as the state I found her in.

	“Maybe I’ve got a bit of a savior complex,” I tell the jawless hag as I move the fruit over to her via gravity.

	The lair was destroyed without her death.

	She looked powerless and submissive to the other hag—she looked like a bullied victim.

	And they suspected that the other two hags were forced into the fold by the main one—by Idaeae.

	This one… she didn’t even try fighting back. I spotted her watching us a couple of times from her hiding spot during the battle. All she did was watch.

	Maybe she’s selfish and only cares about herself.

	Maybe she was hoping we would kill Idaeae and die in the process.

	But when I went over to where she was cowering…

	The way she balled up and trembled reminded me too much of myself.

	“It might be a while, but I’ll try to get you some clothes and furniture. Or something to do. But for now, even though it’s like a sensory deprivation prison cell… relax, if you can. I’ll bring you food every day. Might be hard eating without your lower jaw, so I’ll bring stuff that you can… mash up and swallow without much chewing.”

	She looks hesitant to even take the fruit.

	She might look just as terrifying as the other hag, but… when I look at her, it’s impossible for me to see anything other than a victim.

	Is she manipulating me? I don’t know. Maybe she is.

	Maybe she’s purposely acting like a victim to earn sympathy.

	If she is, I’ll kill her without mercy.

	But until I have reason to believe she is, she’s a victim.

	She’s just like me and Rose.

	So, I want to give her a chance. I have no proof of her doing anything wrong, she has done nothing to us, and is smart enough to understand us unlike that ogre.

	Even with that ogre, I’d be lying if I say that I don’t feel the tiniest bit guilty for killing him. He didn’t seem to have any more intelligence than a little kid. He probably didn’t even understand what he was doing.

	But he needed put down.

	“I’ll check on you in the morning,” I tell the hag and leave.

	Time to get back between Rose’s breasts and go to sleep.

	 

	And now that I’ve fallen asleep… it’s time for a new level.

	//Congratulations, you have gained enough experience to reach level 4!

	//Rolling for Health

	//12 + 2 = 14

	//Total Health: 48 -> 62

	Yeah, I’ll take that. Finally a max roll on my health going up.

	It was going to suck if I reached the maximum level without ever hitting the highest possible roll once. Now I can’t be too upset whenever I inevitably hit a one with my luck.

	//You have gained 2 points to distribute among your Stats.

	Oh? Sweet.

	What do I want to put them into, though?

	Strength sounds nice, but so does constitution. Dexterity will increase my defense a little more, though, right?

	This is actually a pretty tough choice.

	Theoretically, my health and defense will both go up the more I eat. My damage will also go up, but improving strength will increase my chance to hit as well as my damage.

	Alright.

	Strength it is.

	//Strength: 16 (+3) -> 18 (+4)

	Nice.

	//You have gained the Class Ability: Directional Propulsion

	//Total Experience: 3050/6500

	Yeah, yeah, just show me the new ability.

	//Directional Propulsion

	//Class Ability

	//Activation Time: Instant

	//Duration: Instant

	//Range: 20 feet

	//Requirements: Somatic

	//Not only can you control your own gravity, but you may control the gravity of others as well. You may send a target of your choice in any direction you desire up to ten feet. No target is too large or heavy for this. Can only be used twice a day.

	Gains 10 feet in distance you can send targets per level.

	Can be used three times a day at level 7, four times at level 11, and five times at level 16.

	A little bit on the weaker side of things compared to the last—wait.

	With something like this, in a few more levels, I could send a giant ogre flying straight up into the air and then let them fall to their death.

	I take back what I said.

	This is going to be fun.

	 


Chapter 35

	 

	Unfortunately for Silver, she never got the chance to hunt down the rest of the dusk goblins and nibblings. They were all wiped out by the rest of the forest.

	And after that… Grif decided to still be Grif.

	That meant no hunting when we had other sources of natural food available to us that didn’t require the killing of other species.

	However, since he did at least understand I didn’t want to lose my growth tiers, he made sure that I had enough food to sustain them.

	That meant a lot of mushbread.

	And a lot of other very dense foods. Especially things made with nuts. So many nuts.

	It’s been months of this now. About three months, probably. Three months of peace and quiet inside of the little acorn head village. I’ve somehow managed to memorize everybody’s names and can recognize them just by the subtle differences in their heads. Rose did the same in half the time. Silver… I don’t think she pays attention to any of them. She just hangs around me and Rose.

	But she’s happy, I think. We might not have made any progress while waiting for her to recover, but she’s been content living a slow, lazy life for what sounds like the first time in her life.

	Things have been pretty nice.

	Oh, and when Rose leveled up, she apparently got something that will allow me to evolve, but we haven’t exactly done anything with that yet since there hasn’t been an opportunity to with how peaceful things have been.

	Barkbeard and the other treants have also been helping out a ton. They patrol the forest every day, help the villagers out with transporting anything heavy, and so on.

	As for Grif…

	He has honestly stepped up. Without Sequia around, her section of the forest no longer had a dryad, which is kind of a big deal to them. She was basically the equivalent of a queen. Now the royalty is gone.

	Grif has basically stepped up and become its king. He’s no dryad, but he’s the druid of the former dryad.

	And he’s not without his powers, either.

	As we found out, so long as he keeps at least one of Sequia’s splinters on him, then he can still connect to nature through it and use his magic.

	Anywhere.

	He isn’t bound to only using his magic in Sequia’s—or rather, in his territory anymore. Wherever he goes, as long as he brings a piece of Sequia with him, he can use his magic.

	But there is bad news.

	The hags didn’t have anything of interest in their lair. At all. Nothing.

	No cool magic items. No artifacts. No money.

	Nothing.

	Maybe it was because they were former dryads. They had no need for any of that material stuff.

	All Idaeae wanted was, as I learned through Grif, a replacement for the one she lost. She used to have a lover, but he was killed by the invaders—by Rose’s ancestors. Sequia brokered peace before revenge could be had. As a result of losing her lover and not being able to get revenge, she sought more power for herself and let energy from Twilight Garden corrupt her, turning her into a hag, resulting in her summoning the ogre.

	She probably wanted to raise the ogre to be a replacement lover for herself. That was all she really cared about.

	She wanted to replace what she lost and went insane in the process.

	As for the other hag…

	“Morning,” I tell her.

	She is quick to get up from the chair that she made herself with all the supplies I’ve been dropping into my singularity. And once she’s up, she politely bows before picking up… a stick?

	No. It’s some kind of craft. It’s one stick with a few more tied around it… oh.

	The main stick is the body, and the others are the legs, head, and tail.

	“Is that me?” I ask her.

	She excitedly nods and puts it back down.

	She might not have a house or anything, but over the last few months, she’s put together a chair, table, and a simple bed for herself with plant matter topping it.

	This hag has officially become the first resident of my singularity.

	And at this point, I feel no guilt over sparing her.

	She has even started to look a bit… normal, again. Her hair has stopped looking so thin and greasy. The warts covering her skin are going away. She stands up straighter now instead of hunching over.

	She’s no longer so saggy, both when it comes to her skin and chest.

	The lower half of her jaw is still gone, but there’s nothing we can really do about that.

	Over time, I’ve come up with a theory about that, which Silver helped me form regarding hags.

	Hags are selfish, cruel beings who only care about themselves, according to most. But, sometimes they work together in uneven groups. The group being uneven is important so that there is always somebody to break a tie in disagreements.

	When Idaeae fed the other hag to Kresh due to me and Silver cutting off their food supply, that meant there were only two hags.

	So, Idaeae decided that if there wasn’t somebody around to break ties, then she’d just remove part of this hag’s jaw so that there couldn’t be disagreements in the first place.

	Her greed fucked her in the end. If she wouldn’t have done that, then this hag might have been able to help her in the final battle with magic. But without half her jaw, she can’t properly speak, which means she can’t use any magic that requires chanting.

	But if this hag tried, we would have killed her, too.

	I have no idea what she would have done if she had the ability to properly fight back then. She still could have used her nails, but she didn’t.

	And with how happy she is now… maybe she never would have fought even if she could.

	“We’re heading out today,” I tell her. “Once we’re out of the forest, I’ll introduce the others to you, and maybe they can help me figure out a name for you.”

	The hag nods and… I think she’s trying to smile?

	I’m not sure.

	“And thanks for making that. I’ll be sure to put it on display once I’ve got somewhere to put it. Maybe someday you’ll get to make a huge statue of me,” I say.

	She nods along with everything I say, looking genuinely on board with it all.

	Alright.

	Time to get the goodbyes over with.

	 

	“We will miss you, Fang,” Hardfall says, the rest of the villagers gathered around us. Barkbeard and the other treants are here, too. “Of course, we will also miss you as well, Rose and Silver.”

	Rose scratches her cheeks and says, “Hehe, you’ll forget about me in no time! But you’re never allowed to forget about Fang, okay?”

	“I am… rather sure you are just as unforgettable as a dragon.”

	Rose shakes her head as if he’s speaking crazy talk.

	As for Silver, she says, “Thank you for hosting us. I will not forget the kindness you have shown us… especially me, considering everything that happened.”

	“Are you still on about that?” Hardfall sighs and shakes his head. “How many times must I tell you, what matters is who you are and what you do, not where you are from.”

	“Perhaps I need to hear it more yet. Thank you.”

	“Thanks for everything,” I tell them. “We’ll come back and visit one day. Make sure that Grif is still doing his job properly.”

	“We will look forward to your return,” Hardfall says. “And we will celebrate when you do!”

	“Do not wake me for it,” Barkbeard says. “As much as I may enjoy your company, little ones, I have grown tired and would rather spend the rest of my days rooted in place.”

	“It is rude to sleep through company.”

	“It is rude to wake old trees for company. Birds from distant forests visit us all the time, yet you never wake us for their company.”

	“Migrating birds are an entirely different thing than heroes of our forest.”

	“Are they? Those birds dropped seeds and gave birth to this forest in the first place.”

	While those two old men bicker, I speak up and say, “We should really get—”

	But before I can finish, Annoyance pushes through the crowd and tugs on Rose’s arm to get her to crouch down, bringing me with her.

	Annoyance smiles once she sees me and reaches forward to place a ring of flowers around my head, ending the gift with a kiss on the top of my head.

	I might not have gotten any treasure from the Idaeae’s lair, but… I guess I can’t say that I’m coming out of this with zero loot.

	 

	“So, the day has finally come,” Grif says, sitting in his usual chair in Sequia’s crumbling tree.

	Even though Sequia may be gone, Grif has never stopped living in their home. Not that he needs to. Sure, it’s kind of falling apart, but it’s still safe and functional. And… there’s all the sentimental value.

	“I knew you would one day leave, not that I mind. A dragon must spread his wings, even if does not have them yet,” Grif continues. “Besides, this forest… I feel it is too peaceful for the activities you enjoy.” He looks at Silver. “And you.”

	“I’d say that I’ll miss you,” I tell him. “But I’m going to enjoy eating meat again too much to miss you.”

	Grif sighs and shakes his head.

	“I’ll name my first steak after you.”

	“You are a cruel dragon, Fang.”

	“And soon, I’m going to be a dragon eating hamburgers and steak every day.”

	“Hamburgers?”

	“Oh, no, don’t tell me, this world doesn’t have hamburgers.”

	“I am unfamiliar with them.”

	“Grif, one day, I’m going to come back and feed you a hamburger. Alright?”

	“Should I be worried?”

	“Only in the sense that once you eat one, you’ll never want to eat anything else.”

	We share a laugh before he turns his attention toward Rose. “Rose, thank you for everything. It is no exaggeration to say that were it not for you, none of us would be here right now. Please, remember that. Do not put yourself down or feel less important than everybody else.”

	Rose has heard this enough by now that she knows not to bother trying to refute it, finally. “Thank you, Grif. And… be sure to take care of yourself! Eat lots of food and drink enough water—or sap!”

	He struggled with that the first few weeks. Lost a lot of weight. I tried encouraging him to eat more and take better care of himself, but it was Rose who ended up treating him like a child demanding that he eat all his food and not leaving him alone until he did.

	It almost feels like she’s his big sister now.

	Now Silver speaks up and says, “Keep an eye on that forest. It will take many years for the boundary between realms to return to how it was, and the last thing you need is for more of Twilight Garden to take root next door.”

	“I will visit it weekly,” Grif tells her. “Such a presence will not be tolerated, unless it is similar to yours. Should I ever meet another of your kind, I will have them know that Silver is a friend of mine.”

	“If that happens, make sure to tell them I have found a worthy alpha. Though, be warned, you may be met with endless questions if you say that.”

	“I will keep that in mind. Now then.” He reaches down and picks something up to place on the table between us.

	It’s…

	A piece of a branch.

	A piece of Sequia’s thickest branch.

	“I believe now the contract is fulfilled,” Grif says. “It took me a while, but I assure you, it is still in excellent condition.”

	Silver reaches forward to pick up the branch fragment and says, “You did not need to—… thank you, Grif. I will make sure this is put to good use.”

	Grif nods and goes to pick something else up. This time, it’s seven splinters from Sequia. “For you, Fang. Show her the world—perhaps even the rest of the sphere. Do not let her be bound to this forest alone.”

	“I won’t. Promise,” I reply.

	“And now for you, Rose.” Grif picks up one more item from behind the table.

	A bracelet made of wood.

	“Sequia made this for me when I was still a child, but I have long since outgrown it. Please, would you wear it in my stead?”

	“But… it’s her gift to you,” Rose replies.

	“And now it will serve as a gift from the both of us to you.”

	“Are—are you sure?”

	“I am.”

	With tears in her eyes, Rose reaches forward and lets Grif slip the bracelet on around her right wrist. “Thank you—thank you, Grif.”

	Aaaannnnnddd now she’s up, going over to the other side of the table, and hugging him.

	And because I’m where I usually am, that means I’m getting sandwiched between them.

	“Consider this a parting hug from me, too,” I tell him.

	“I shall,” Grif replies and smiles.

	Once the hug is over, we collect our things and head outside.

	“Have you decided on your next destination?” Grif asks us.

	“Well, we can’t go to the south or west since Rose will be recognized, so I’m thinking east,” I answer. “Get Rose as far away from them as we can and explore whatever else this world has to offer.”

	“I cannot say that I am familiar with what lies beyond the forests, but I hope that you have a worthy adventure, and I look forward to hearing of your exploits upon your return.”

	“Don’t forget to look forward to the hamburgers, too.”

	“Very well, Fang.”

	“Alright. Well, it’s going to get awkward if we just stand around here, so… we’re going now. Stay safe, Grif. I’ll be pissed off if we come back and something has happened to you.”

	“The same applies to all of you.” With his staff in hand, which now has one of Sequia’s splinters bound to it, he bows and tells us, “Travel safely, and do not forget that the forest will always welcome you.”

	Rose is already crying and Silver is looking away, so… before I get emotional, I—

	…

	“Take care of yourself,” I tell him. “Seriously.”

	“I promise I will. Sequia will be most upset with me if I do not,” Grif replies.

	“Alright. Now we’re going. Come on, Rose. Turn around and let’s go.”

	“Which—which way?” Rose asks.

	Grif points to his left. “There, if eastward is your destination.”

	Rose nods and turns that way. “Okay! Thanks again, Grif. Take—take care!”

	And now we’re off.

	So, before I get all emotional, it’s time to think of the future.

	I have no idea what we’re going to find once we leave the forest, which I can’t wait to do at this point, but I’m looking forward to finding out and having our next adventure.

	 


Epilogue

	 

	With his new friends no longer in view, Grif lets out a sigh and returns inside.

	It is quiet. Far more quiet than what he has grown used to over the last few months. Perhaps it is because he knows his friends will no longer be around to come and check on him.

	And now that he no longer needs to hold it in, as he knew Rose would not stop crying if she saw him cry, he lets his tears freely fall from his eyes.

	It is not that he does not consider the others of the forest to be his family—his friends, but the level of companionship he developed with Fang and Rose, even with Silver to some degree, was on another level.

	But now they are gone.

	However, this means he can focus more on the forest now. No longer will he be dragged away to spend time with them, nor will he feel the desire to invite them over for tea. Instead, he can now dedicate all his time to the forest. If he is to take Sequia’s place, then he must know everything possible about it.

	And if he wants to prevent such a tragedy from ever befalling it again, he must grow stronger to protect—

	Something catches his attention.

	Grif moves the table aside and lowers himself to the floor.

	Sticking up through a crack in the floor is the tiniest, greenest of saplings.

	 


Afterword

	 

	Hello! It is I, the author and level 9001 Writer, Ace. Whether you’re a new reader of mine or a reader from one of my other series, I hope that you’ve enjoyed this story, and thank you for making it this far! Now, for the newcomers, I always like to have these little afterwords at the end of my books where I just sort of talk about them or other random things. Sometimes I like to talk about how much I love sweaters. Other times I talk about my thoughts and processes with writing the story. And then there are the times I just talk about random bullshit.

	This time, I’ll be talking about the story itself.

	So, as I mentioned in the blurb, all the dice rolls you see are legit. Well, except for the first three where Fang’s new origin is being determined. But after those first three rolls, all the other rolls were legitimate. I basically played a solo TTRPG campaign with myself for this. I had no idea what was going to happen until the dice showed me.

	Now, toward the end there, you might have noticed I started skipping some of the rolls for the big battles. I did still roll for them, like when Fang and Silver were fighting all the nibblings, but I chose not to show those because the page was going to get super cluttered with lines and lines of system messages that I figured it would make for a worse reading experience. I know some of the more hardcore LitRPG readers would have liked to see all that, but I personally don’t want to flood you guys like that. I would rather save system messages for more important battles or first-time battles, not just for fighting the same things over and over again.

	A bit earlier than that, when Silver, Fang, and Rose went “hunting” together to take out some more nibbling/goblin groups, I didn’t roll those fights in their entirety. Instead, I came up with a little shortcut system. First, I rolled a d20. The result determined how many they found. Like landing on a 1-5 would have meant they found 5 nibblings. Rolling 6-10 meant they would find 7 nibblings and a goblin. So on and so on. I then rolled another d20 to determine if they won the fight or not. Basically 3-20 meant they won, 1-2 meant they lost (depending on how big the group was, the range for losing was greater). Then I rolled another d20 to determine how much health, if any, they lost to show whether they could keep going or not. So from these rolls, they managed to take down 2 and a half groups to gain experience before they couldn’t fight any more.

	I figured that would be a better way of letting them grind for experience while sticking with a dice system while giving me a way of summarizing the grind without just being super repetitive and showing the same battles over and over.

	That aside, if there is something one of my Patreon readers has brought up that I also agree with (despite how negative it sounds), it’s that Rose’s horniness feels very tacked on. And… yeah, it is. I know that’s traditionally viewed as a negative thing, but that’s how I like horniness in stories to be now.

	Hmm. How should I put it.

	You see, I myself am asexual, but I still love the sort of… horny aesthetic in stories. Like, just look at the cover. Those boobs are massive. I actually wanted them to be even bigger, but I already felt guilty about pressuring the artist to make them bigger, plus I was totally happy with them as they were. I just wouldn’t mind if they were even bigger. Boobs are awesome. Horny characters are fun. But also, I don’t really care about sex if that makes any sense to you. I just like the fictional aesthetic of horny. I have zero interest in sexuality/horny levels actually being any meaningful part of a character’s personality. I myself am not a horny person, but I enjoy horny things. That’s basically what a character’s sexuality is to me now: a thing, not a meaningful part of them. I actually find it kind of annoying when a character’s personality is them being horny. To me, Rose is a caring big sister / camp mom type of character with a lot of trauma, and the horniness is just tacked on for the aesthetic.

	I also wanted this story to have a sort of classic adventure vibe. A self-contained adventure that focuses more on plot and action rather than slice-of-life which I usually do. So, my goal with this story was to write “a classic fantasy adventure using a d20-based system with a horny aesthetic.”

	Something else that might also help you understand me a little bit is that I fucking despise how the vast majority of romance is focused on the build-up of it. God, I hate that. I’m the kind of person who always wants to see what happens after a couple gets together, I couldn’t care less about the whole “will they/won’t they” phase at the beginning that everybody else seems to focus on. I want to see characters hook up immediately, no matter how unrealistic it is, and then be a cute couple together.

	So, maybe all of that will help you understand me in that regard. Now, this isn’t to try and excuse my writing preferences. No matter what I say to justify them, if you don’t like my choices, then you are entitled to that and nothing I say will change your right to your own preferences. I just thought it would be fun to write down a bit of my logic for anybody who might be curious about that. I am well aware that I am going against traditional preferences for such things, so I figured I would try giving you a look into my logic for it to know why I am going against traditional standards.

	The sexuality in this series is nothing but pure, 100% fanservice, and you should never expect it to be anything else, because that’s what I would want as a reader.

	Anyways! Moving on. Something else I can say is that the protagonist was originally written to be a dog instead of a dragon. You see, back in the day, my most popular web serial I ever wrote was about a guy getting turned into a dog in a fantasy litrpg and getting a harem. I first decided to write this as a sort of spiritual successor to that. But then one of my readers on Discord posted some stuff about dragons and I randomly got the idea of turning the protagonist into a dragon instead, so I turned him into a dragon.

	Now, why aren’t there any detailed lewd scenes?

	I’ll let you think about that yourself. You should be able to figure out why I chose to fade-to-black the lewds, especially from a more “legal” and “Amazon Terms of Service” perspective.

	You see, you can get away with almost anything as long as you fade to black.

	If you don’t fade to black, you have to be too famous to cancel, and I ain’t that famous.

	I’m considering writing some lewds and having a link to them available via my mailing list, though. There are not any as of me publishing this yet, but if you do want to read some potential lewds for this series, then make sure to subscribe to my mailing list! Maybe I’ll write some over Christmas. Everybody loves morally questionable lewds for Christmas, right? I’ll also probably post them to Patreon.

	Anyways, all I have left to say is that I plan on each volume of this story being mostly conclusive. Meaning, I want each “adventure” to be its own volume. The “adventure” in this case was dealing with the hag(s) and protecting the forest. Next volume’s adventure will be totally different. Then the one after that will also be different. Each one is going to be on its own. That way, if I ever take a long break or get tired of the series in the future, then you won’t be left on any major cliffhangers or anything.

	Like sure, right now, there are some open plot threads (the rescued hag, Silver’s revenge, etc), but the “main plot” for the volume was finished. Now, this isn’t to say that I don’t plan on following through on these plots. I absolutely do. I plan on there being at least three more volumes for this series and I would like to take Fang up to level 20. It’s just that each volume’s main plot will be contained to that volume. I want every volume to be passable as a potential ending spot, but the plan is to have a much more satisfying ending at the very—well, end.

	Oh. I have one more thing to say. While this volume was very much more action focused, I would love to have some adventures that have minimal if not possibly zero action depending on the rolls of the dice. Just like a normal TTRPG campaign. Sometimes you have sessions of non-stop action. Other times you go a few sessions in a row with purely roleplay and non-combat options.

	Alright. I think that’s all I have to say about the series for now. Thank you for taking the time to read it once again, and I hope that you look forward to the next one! I try to publish a new entry per series every 4-5 months, but no promises.

	In the meantime, feel free to check out my other stories (and socials) which will be listed below!

	Thank you once again, and please consider leaving a review!

	You can check out my other series, The Ascension Game, here!

	Or you can check out my other other series, Lazy Dragon Queen, here!

	Or my other other other series, The True Endgame, here!

	If you want to be among the first to hear about new book releases and special offers, consider subscribing to my mailing list! You can subscribe to the mailing list here: https://acearriande.ck.page

	My website is available at: https://acearriande.com/

	If you want to follow me on social media, you can check out my Twitter at: https://twitter.com/ace_arriande

	I have a Patreon, too, with early access to advanced chapters of all of my stories which you can find at: https://www.patreon.com/AceArriande 

	And if you ever want to email me for any reason, you can email me at: ace@arriande.com

	I also have a YouTube channel that may or may not be dead (which I may or may not come back to someday), but if you’re ever curious about that, you can check it out here: https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCGmETU0sr2AIjA0jwq-MsSQ
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