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    Introduction 
 
      
 
    Dark Empathy is the fourth book in a series that tells the tale of Nameless as he enters a new chapter in his life: Aegis training. But he has much to learn, and the world isn’t waiting for him to finish… 
 
    WARNING: This is a work of erotic fantasy, there is nudity, some swearing, a fair bit of violence, and plenty of naughty sex between man (and woman) and monster girl/girls. If that isn’t your cup of tea please give this book a pass! 
 
    Otherwise please enjoy! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    For Rob, because cancer ain’t shit.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Prologue:  
 
    Fateful Recollections 
 
      
 
      
 
    A natural sprinter, Malcolm Contrail’s breathing was steady as he ran through the woods. His pace was measured, if a bit reckless, but so far the only ill that had befallen him was a cut on his cheek from a wayward branch. 
 
    How he felt, what he felt, at having betrayed everyone he claimed to love was hidden away behind a mask of intense focus. 
 
    He could hear her wing-beats behind him, hear her closing. No matter how fast he could run, or for how long, he knew that she could fly faster.  
 
    And even with his natural fortitude he was running out of steam. 
 
    With a desperate surge of energy he dove into a roll over the crest of a hill and down the other side. 
 
    Behind him he heard her curse as she had to pull up short to avoid hitting a tree. 
 
    Her irritation was to be expected: when she first started chasing him she thought it was a game, but that was almost an hour ago, and still he fled. 
 
    Evadne the Chimera’s wings folded close to her back as she landed in the woods. 
 
    “Why are you running from me?! Please! I don’t understand, I just want to talk!” She called towards the drop he had gone over. 
 
    With jet black hair and skin fair as winter’s first snow, she was a beauty to behold, no doubt capable of wrapping any man around her finger. 
 
    But with broad shoulders and strong features to compliment his easy nature and warm laugh, Malcolm was the one that had seduced her. 
 
    Five years ago, he came into her village with a group of refugees seeking the protection of the powerful Chimera tribe from the horrors of the never ending conflict between the Divine Republic and the monster girls they sought to enslave. 
 
    He worked hard to earn his keep, and worked even harder to win her heart, eventually succeeding in finding a place amongst the exceedingly rare Chimera. 
 
    But even though Evadne had given him her heartstone several years prior, the bond had yet to form between them. 
 
    So instead they lived together as an unbonded couple in her mother’s cave, along with their two children. 
 
    Unable to run any further, he kept himself out of sight behind one of the young trees, panting as he fought to catch his breath. 
 
    “I’m sorry Evie, but it’s over. All of it. You have to let me go.” 
 
    She crossed her arms over her breasts, looking vulnerable as she tucked her claws away and hugged herself. 
 
    His words stung, but they made no sense. 
 
    “Let you- You have my heartstone you jackass! Where you go, I go!” She shifted her weight onto one leg and placed her hand on her hip; “Is this because of my mother? You know she just wants to be close to her grandchildren! When the children are flying on their own we can find our own den.” 
 
    Leaning one way and then the other she peered through the trees in a bid to catch sight of him. 
 
    Malcolm’s eyes closed and his hand formed a fist around her heartstone pendant, with a painful tug he removed it from his neck. 
 
    He had to take a deep breath before he was able to stand and step out to face her. 
 
    “It’s too late. It’s too late to stop what’s coming.” 
 
    Her heart leapt at his familiar features, but then she saw what he was wearing. 
 
    Saw the uniform all Divine Republic soldiers wore. 
 
    Anger, confusion and grief all raged inside her at the impossible sight, but rising above it all was fear, fear for her family. 
 
    With a powerful flap of her wings she closed the distance and slammed him into a tree, the air leaving his lungs in a painful gasp. 
 
    “What is coming?! What did you do?” 
 
    His words came back to her in a wheeze as he struggled for air. 
 
    “I d-did what I had to do, what I was trained to do, born to do. I got close to you.” 
 
    Again she slammed him into the tree, tears now streaming down her face. 
 
    “But, what about Kaylen and Petra? What about our babies?!” 
 
    He coughed and a morose look stole over his features for a moment, his fist opening as he looked to her heart in his palm. 
 
    “That wasn’t supposed to happen. It made it… difficult to report on what the Chimera were doing.” 
 
    Her eyes widened and her blood ran cold as ice. 
 
    “Wh-who, who did you tell?” 
 
    “You know who.” He said quietly, neck straight now. 
 
    “But we stopped!” She pled desperately; “We aren’t using it! I convinced them to listen to the Witches and the Valkyrie! Together we stopped it, just like you wanted!” 
 
    His eyes narrowed into a glare, his head shaking slowly as his jaw tightened. 
 
    “For now. You stopped it for now. I couldn’t take the chance. If your people harnessed entropic magic it could change the course of the war.” 
 
    She balked, not at his high minded thinking, but at his phrasing. 
 
    “Your people? I thought you were with us!” 
 
    “I’m not.” He responded quickly and firmly; “I am loyal to the emperor and his senate, just like the uniform I’m wearing says. You and I are enemies, Evadne.” 
 
    Her mouth worked as her grip on his shirt loosened, too shocked to know what to say or do next. 
 
    But the memory of her children tugged at her and she let loose a snarling hiss of frustration as she snatched the pendant containing her stone from his limp hand and turned away from him. 
 
    “You’re too late! Don’t go back! You can’t save them!” 
 
    His words nearly proved fatal. 
 
    While she stretched out her bat-like wings to take flight, the thick snake that was her tail lashed out at him, its fangs stopping just shy of sinking into his jugular. 
 
    Her message was clear: there was nothing that would keep her from her children. 
 
    But even as she took to the sky a deep gong-like boom sounded in the earth, startled birds similarly taking to the air all around as a shockwave caused the trees they were nesting in to vibrate and sway perilously. 
 
    Eyes widening in horror, she looked upon a strange swirling plume of dark smoke rising in the distance. 
 
    He was right: she was too late to stop what came next. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1:  
 
    Awakening 
 
      
 
      
 
    Adrian Shaw woke with a start, his eyes rolling as the violent ghost of his nightmare still haunted him. 
 
    “You talk in your sleep.” A woman’s throaty voice interrupted the chaos of his thoughts. 
 
    He swallowed a couple times to try to moisten his dry throat as he slowly became aware that he was safe; warm and cozy in Olena the Witch’s odd home in the woods. 
 
    She lived inside a truly massive cedar, the bark seeming to have simply parted and opened up for her as the flesh of the tree formed a large semi-circular room which she had then filled with a bed and several tables, all arranged around a central divot where a fire cheerily burned. 
 
    Strewn across the surface of the tables were countless mysterious bottles and vials, containing everything from sprigs of evergreen to the husk of a dead serpent. Numerous other containers hung from lengths of twine suspended from the bark of the dome-like ceiling alongside drying herbs, mushrooms and various animal bones. 
 
    At least, he hoped they were animal bones; he made a point of not studying the larger ones too closely. 
 
    With a grimace of pain he sat up, gripping his wounded arm as the tight skin around the injury strained with the movement. 
 
    “H-how long have I been out?” He rasped as he looked to the Witch. 
 
    She was standing near the fire in the middle of the circular room with her back to him, reaching above her head to tie a free length of twine around the neck of an opaque yellow bottle. 
 
    “A day and a half, this time. Five total. Your fever broke during the night.” She finished the last knot and turned to face him; “You’re lucky, the infection alone nearly killed you.” 
 
    He blinked in surprise, not from the news of his condition, but because she was topless, her shapely breasts swaying with her movements. 
 
    Her head tilted to one side as he averted his eyes. 
 
    “Ah yes. Humans and their modesty.” 
 
    She carelessly draped a shawl over her shoulders to cover her chest before bringing him a large bowl of steaming water, along with soap and a wash cloth. 
 
    “You smell. I kept your wounds clean so you wouldn’t die, but I am not a bed nurse. I will return.” 
 
    She dropped a couple more pieces of deadfall into the fire-pit sunk into the packed earthen floor before stepping towards the opening in the roots of the massive tree. 
 
    “Wait! The people that attacked me, we have to warn-” 
 
    “They are dead.” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “No, there were more. Upriver, um, to the southeast?” 
 
    She smiled slightly. 
 
    “Close. The river flows from the northwest.” She crossed her arms; “How many?” 
 
    He swallowed, still trying to get past the rasp in his throat, but the memory of his bond-mate dying in front of him suddenly overtook him and he gasped. One hand gripped his stomach at the pain of her loss, and he shed a few tears as the Witch watched him with an indecipherable expression. 
 
    After a moment she sighed. 
 
    “I see. You did smell of mushroom blood. You were bonded to a Truffle?” 
 
    Wordlessly he nodded. 
 
    The fungal girls had a number of useful abilities that made them ideal for working with the ordinance disposal teams in the Aegis. They could hold as perfectly still as a Gnome, and move with such deliberate slowness that even the most unstable of explosives would be undisturbed. 
 
    They were also able to emit a cloud of spores that would knock out any human that inhaled it, but they mainly used it to gum up the workings of dangerous lost-tech machinery with fungal growth so that their human partners could safely dismantle them. 
 
    The Witch shifted her weight to one leg and pointed towards the door. 
 
    “And the ones who killed her are still out there?” 
 
    Her tone wasn’t unkind, simply matter of fact, he didn’t notice though as he remembered the day they were ambushed. 
 
    For a moment it was like he was there again, his heart pounding in his chest as his friends died all around him, as Cheri died right in front of him. 
 
    Finally he nodded as he rubbed at his eyes. 
 
    “There were dozens of them. Armed to the teeth.” 
 
    She pursed her lips. 
 
    “That is unfortunate, now I really need to leave.” 
 
    He glared at her. 
 
    “What, that’s it? Do you even care?” His words were bitter and angry. 
 
    “Yes, but there is a blizzard coming. And before it arrives I must go and inform the Saenga that there was a small army trespassing across their lands. I should have done so days ago, but if I had you would have died.” 
 
    “Oh.” He shifted uncomfortably; “Sorry.” 
 
    She tilted her head as she considered his words, her inscrutable features unsettling him before she finally spoke again. 
 
    “Your apology is unneeded. You are Aegis, and the Witches have not forgotten why you exist.” 
 
    With that she slipped out between the roots, leaving him blushing slightly at the slight rebuke behind her words. 
 
    As he looked to the cleaning supplies he noticed that she had also left some bread and broth for him by the bed. He held the bowl with shaky hands as he gulped it down, his stomach was pinched and knotted from hunger and he felt dizzy from the effort of sitting up, but the warm liquid eased his hunger pangs until the bread eliminated them. 
 
    Once he thought his meal had settled he tried to stand but his wounded leg screamed at him to sit back down and a wave of nausea overtook him. 
 
    Helplessly he slumped back into bed, the thought of bathing appealed to him greatly but he had no energy to do it. His eyes were scratchy and his head hurt from oversleeping but in his weakened state he was unable to keep himself from slipping back into a doze... 
 
    It was as if he blinked and the light level in the hollow tree decreased, a few hours having gone by in dreamless slumber. 
 
    And he was no longer alone: a towering blonde woman with rich blue eyes hovered over him. She was clad in a simple hide skirt and top, the ubiquitous outfit making what she was instantly recognizable. 
 
    He couldn’t help but feel a sense of security as the palpable strength of the Amazon filled the tree. 
 
    “You are Adrian?” She asked gently as her eyes flicked over the name stitched onto his dirty uniform folded next to the bed. 
 
    Only in that moment did he realize that he was stark naked under the blanket. 
 
    Her face was close enough that the sweet warmth of her breath washed over his cheek. 
 
    “Yes, I-” 
 
    He struggled to sit up, surprised when she helped him, but she held her hands on his shoulders to keep him from trying to stand. 
 
    “Stay, Olena-Elda has told me of your ordeal. I am Alcaia, warleader of the Saenga and I am so very sorry.” 
 
    He swallowed the lump in his throat as his eyes burned, but he didn’t want to get distracted. 
 
    “The... the bastards that killed my team, did you find them?” 
 
    A single tear traced down her cheek and her head turned away momentarily. 
 
    “We did worse. We held a feast in their honour.” 
 
    His shock was plain so she hurried to explain. 
 
    “Four days ago one of our hunting parties came upon them, they were dressed in Aegis uniforms.” Her jaw clenched; “We were expecting your arrival and they deceived us. We fed them, we bathed them, and I sent some of my warriors to guide them to the great Sansee.” 
 
    The muscles in her jaw didn’t relax, if anything her teeth came together tighter as she finished. 
 
    “We found their bodies mere hours ago, on the edge of our territory. The cowards killed them with cursed lost-tech.” 
 
    Her hands were still on his shoulders and he felt the strength of her grip, her anger apparent. 
 
    “Forgive me Adrian, but the Saenga have failed you. We are searching now for... the remains of your people. But I fear we may not find them before the snow falls.” 
 
    His throat squeezed tight at the thought of seeing Cheri again. 
 
    She sat down on the bed beside him, and he was somewhat embarrassed when she reached into the forgotten bowl of soapy water, now cool, and began to wash his naked side.  
 
    “We have to catch up to them, we have to-” 
 
    “At this point we will be unable to catch them before they reach the grasslands. That, and I’m afraid of how many of us would return if we did. It is best to battle against lost-tech when we have the cover of the woods on our side, the land to the east is simply too open, they would see us coming for miles.” 
 
    Adrian wiped the tears off his face and gave a grudging nod, unable to fault her logic. 
 
    “They are way too well armed and well informed to be some band of crooks, these people are professionals.” 
 
    “Yes, but they are still humans. They will fall for what they have done. Perhaps not tomorrow, and maybe not even for some time to come, but they will face our vengeance. On the life of my daughter, I swear it.” She finished with his side and wrung the cloth out; “Turn.” 
 
    The water was cold and his clean skin prickled with goose-bumps, though he barely noticed the chill as he flushed at his own helplessness, feeling like a child being bathed by his mother. 
 
    “I c-can’t, my leg.” 
 
    “Of course. My apologies. You deserve far better than cold water from a bowl anyways. Hila?” She called softly towards the entrance, past where Olena stood watching them. 
 
    A moment later another Amazon ducked into the tree from outside. 
 
    “Warleader?” 
 
    “Prepare a litter. We must get him to the village before the storm hits. Olena-Elda, thank you for bringing this to my attention.” 
 
    “Wait, I can-” Adrian began weakly but the other Amazon was already outside again. 
 
    Meanwhile the Witch addressed the warleader. 
 
    “Alcaia, you are stubborn. Ask for my help.” 
 
    The mighty Amazon shook her head with resolve. 
 
    “No, we failed in our pledge to Aegis Holt to safeguard her people, we must make this right ourselves.” 
 
    The dark-haired woman sighed, showing some slight frustration. 
 
    “How many more warriors are you willing to lose?” 
 
    At the Witch’s words Alcaia looked ready to chew iron but Adrian spoke over her. 
 
    “If she won’t ask then I will!” 
 
    The startled monster girls looked to the wounded man, in his annoyance he had managed to get to his feet, though he was more than a little unsteady while struggling to keep the blanket around his waist. 
 
    He looked between the two women. 
 
    “These men are wielding lost-tech weapons, in direct violation of Aegis law! As the only member of the Aegis present, I am hereby invoking the charter.” 
 
    Alcaia blinked. 
 
    The Aegis charter, as agreed to by pretty much every monster girl tribe, stated that whenever someone violated its tenants, the Aegis would be the ultimate authority for dealing with them. Essentially it allowed for them to step in and take command of any organized group of monster girls involved in a given incident. 
 
    It wasn’t invoked lightly, and certainly not by someone in Adrian’s position, but he still technically held the authority. 
 
    Determination alone wasn’t enough to keep the weakened man on his feet however, and a moment later Alcaia was holding him from one side as his wounded leg buckled, her powerful arms more than up to the task of supporting him. 
 
    “You would master us, human?” The warleader’s voice was neutral. 
 
    The human swallowed bile, his nausea back in full force, but his words were steady when he replied. 
 
    “To stop the men that killed my team, and to uphold the law, yes.” He turned to the raven-haired Witch; “Miss Olena, I’m asking you to please assist myself and the Saenga in this matter.” 
 
    She smirked at being called ‘Miss’, but didn’t say anything. 
 
    Alcaia nodded slowly. 
 
    “Very well, then we will return to our village and decide on the proper course of action. The warriors of the Saenga are at your disposal... Aegis.” 
 
    “I will need to gather some things, and to see to Franklyn.” The Witch, still wearing her smile, said. 
 
    The mighty Amazon frowned. 
 
    “I wish you would allow us kill that beast, Elda.” 
 
    “What beast?” Adrian asked in concern. 
 
    The two women ignored him though as they continued the conversation, Olena shaking her head at Alcaia’s request. 
 
    “He is my responsibility, the price the Dryads extracted for my home. Besides, he’s not that bad.” 
 
    “He tried to eat me not ten minutes ago.” Complained Hila as she stepped back inside. 
 
    Olena looked her up and down, before winking deliberately. 
 
    “He was being affectionate.” 
 
    “What beast?” Adrian repeated insistently. 
 
    He still didn’t get an answer as Hila rolled her eyes and looked to Alcaia. 
 
    “The litter is ready Warleader.” 
 
    Alcaia nodded. 
 
    “Good, we leave at once. Evening is drawing to a close. We must get our guest settled for the night before the snow falls. Then I will gather the elders and see to our fallen.” 
 
    Once again Adrian felt like a child as they left him out of the conversation, and even more so when the Amazons carefully bundled him up and carried him out of the Witch’s home into the chill air outside, doing their best not to jostle his injuries. 
 
    Once they were sure he was settled in the improvised litter, they left quickly, an Amazon on either end carrying him swiftly through the trees. 
 
    “What beast were they talking about?” He asked as they loped along. 
 
    Rather than out of curiosity, mostly he spoke to distract himself from the cold and the nausea brought on by the rapid pace. 
 
    One of the Amazons carrying him looked down for a moment before explaining. 
 
    “Olena-Elda tends to the needs of a Man-eater just to the east of her tree.” 
 
    He almost sat up in shock. 
 
    “You’re not serious!” 
 
    “I am. It is well beyond our territory, so it is no threat to us, but how she can sleep at night with it so near I will never know.” 
 
    “Never mind her! I want to know how Jonas managed to come of age without being consumed by it!” The Amazon carrying the front of the litter threw back over her shoulder. 
 
    “Jonas?” 
 
    The Amazon above his head answered. 
 
    “Her adopted son. A gifted alchemist. He visits often, or... he did.” She sighed heavily; “His child succumbed to wasting sickness, and his wife to madness shortly thereafter. Please Aegis, do not bring him up with Olena-Elda. She hides it well, but she must be in terrible pain.” 
 
    “Of course.” He murmured. 
 
    Of all of the ills ever to plague the human race, wasting sickness was commonly thought to be the worst. Some called it a plague unleashed during the war, others a punishment from the gods for sins long forgotten. 
 
    To witness one’s child die of it... the thought brought Adrian’s mind back to his own grief and he closed his eyes as tears made them sting. 
 
    “Please bear with the pain for a short while longer, Aegis. We will tend to you once we reach the village.” The woman above his head promised, mistaking his sudden distress as being from his injuries. 
 
    Regaining control of his emotions he nodded at her, not trusting himself to speak yet. 
 
    Even blunted by the trees the wind had picked up to the point that he felt it on his cheeks, while enormous flakes of snow were tossed about between the massive cedars, inevitably finding the ground. 
 
    The storm was in full swing and night had long since fallen by the time he was carried into the center of the Saenga village. Fortunately the cliff that the village abutted sheltered them from the worst of the wind, though lazy flakes of snow still found their way down to melt into the hot springs against its base. 
 
     Armed Amazons were all around, their faces angry from the fresh grief of their slain sisters, though they were nothing but courteous to him. 
 
    Alcaia gave a few orders that sent warriors sprinting off to see them carried out, then she turned back to his litter. 
 
    “Olena-Elda gave instructions regarding your wounds, but you still need a proper bath.” He was shivering violently now, and she offered a small smile at the sight of him; “Our hot springs will drive the chill from your bones. I will see to it personally.” 
 
    He sat up as best he could and tried to protest between chattering teeth, but she pressed him back down. 
 
    How she and the others weren’t freezing their perfect asses off in the night’s chill he didn’t know, seeing as not a one of them wore more than Alcaia did, short skirts, scanty tops and simple sandals. 
 
    “As I said before, we failed you and it is up to us to make this right. Please allow me to tend to your needs.” 
 
    He gave up at that point, realizing that she wouldn’t accept no for an answer. 
 
    “I will help you, Wife.” A soft voice said from behind her. 
 
    Alcaia turned to face a human woman wrapped in a thick blanket and greeted her with a quick embrace. 
 
    “Thank you, my love. Adrian, this is my bond-mate, Maia.” 
 
    The slight woman stood in stark contrast to the towering Amazon at her side, she was quiet, but had a warm smile and kind eyes. 
 
    The bath that followed would have been a sexual fantasy to most men, but at first Adrian was just glad to be out of the cold when Alcaia lowered him into the water of the hot spring. 
 
    Even the stinging pain from his shoulder and leg in the water couldn’t dampen the simple pleasure of the hot bath and he groaned at the warm relief enveloping him. 
 
    He had never bathed outdoors during a snowstorm before, the juxtaposition of the cold air and the hot water was surprisingly delightful. 
 
    Adrian was so enamoured with watching the enormous snowflakes meet their end in the steamy water that he didn’t even notice when the Amazon and her bond-mate stripped off their own clothing, though he certainly noticed when they began to carefully wash him. 
 
    He opened his mouth to protest again, but the memory of similar baths from his past suddenly burst into his mind and caused his throat to close with grief. 
 
    Cheri loved bathing with him, and he with her. 
 
    Even the feeling of the two beautiful women’s breasts rubbing against his shoulders couldn’t pull him out of his memories and they stayed mercifully silent as he dealt with his grief. 
 
    After his spate of helpless tears subsided they finished the bath and brought him back into the village wrapped in a thick blanket and fed him a hot meal by a warm fire, by which point he was nodding over his plate. 
 
    Soon he found himself freshly bandaged and in a bed that smelled faintly of one of the Amazons, one who had obviously taken the time to warm it with her own body. 
 
    Alcaia’s eyes reflected dimly in the faint light of the moon as she spoke to him from the doorway, her voice soothing and kindly. 
 
    “We have much to do, but not this night. Rest, Aegis. Set aside tomorrow’s worries for now and find the peace of slumber.” 
 
    Amazingly, mercifully, he did. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2:  
 
    Respite 
 
      
 
      
 
    Far away from the wilds and all of the dangers therein, a Minotaur, a Katje and a diminutive human male were shopping in the city of Garland. 
 
    They were in a store the likes of which the young man had never entered in his life, but unlike the usual places the girls brought him to that fit that description, especially Erica, he felt no discomfort as the six foot six Minotaur picked something out for herself. 
 
    With the help of the store clerk, who cut a pair of holes in the rich brown hat to accommodate her horns, Milly was soon admiring herself in one of the shop’s many mirrors. 
 
    “What do you think?” She asked Nameless coquettishly. 
 
    “You look good.” 
 
    She really did, and a warm smile stole across his face as he looked her over. 
 
    “I know, but how does the hat look?” She giggled cheekily. 
 
    Erica the Katje had been examining some boots with a skeptical smile, her own cat-like feet unsuited to them. At the sound of Milly’s voice she looked over to them and couldn’t keep from letting out a snicker when she saw her bond-sister’s new headwear. 
 
    “Haha, you look like a cowgirl!” 
 
    Milly blinked. 
 
    “What do you mean? I am a cow-girl.” 
 
    Erica shook her head of rich purple hair quickly, one of her cat-like ears flicking in agitation. 
 
    “No! Not a cow-GIRL cow-girl, a cowBOY cowgirl.” 
 
    The Minotaur adjusted the hat on her head of chocolate brown hair self-consciously, her lips pursed in puzzlement as her own floppy ears twisted about beneath the unfamiliar feel of the hat’s wide brim, adjusting to the new headwear. 
 
    “What’s a cowboy?” 
 
    After a few seconds of trying to find the words to explain, Erica threw up her hands in disgust and twirled in place to walk out of the store, her purple hair flying behind her as she spun. 
 
    “What did I say?” Milly pouted as she watched her bond-sister’s overly dramatic exit. 
 
    Nameless rubbed her lower back reassuringly, taking a moment to stroke the tail poking out of the back of her shorts. 
 
    “I think she’s just jealous of your new hat.” 
 
    With one hand she absently adjusted her ears beneath the brim and mooed at his attentions before resuming her posing in front of the shop mirror. 
 
    “It is pretty nifty isn’t it?” 
 
    Again, he was quick to agree with her as he released her tail and gave her posterior a quick squeeze of appreciation. 
 
    “I love it. It makes you look like, I don’t know, someone who knows how the world works I guess?” He shrugged helplessly as he tried to articulate how the new accessory pulled her outfit together. 
 
    Dressed in a simple light blue button-up shirt, with a red polka-dot hanky trailing out of the back pocket of her jean shorts, she was a lovely sight that always made him smile, no matter his mood. 
 
    “Do you think that Paul would like it?” She swayed back and forth slightly, unashamedly fishing for more praise. 
 
    The polka-dot hanky had been a gift from Paul Fletcher, an elderly farmer back home in Kettering that had taken the couple under his wing when Milly and Nameless had first bonded. 
 
    It was Paul that had taught Nameless the importance of complimenting the sensitive cow. 
 
    He searched for more words of praise while running his hand over his hair. 
 
    Just as Volka had once suggested he kept it longer now: tied in a short ponytail at the back of his head, with the Valkyrie’s feather dangling down the right side of his face in a tight braid. 
 
    “I’m sure that he would tell you how well the hat compliments your pretty horns.” 
 
    As Milly beamed at him, her bond-mate reflected back on the dear old man. 
 
    Shortly after Nameless recited the Aegis Covenant and committed himself to the protection of monster girls everywhere, Paul had taken him aside and given him a gruff hug, then held him by either shoulder at arms’ length and looked him square in the eyes. 
 
    I’m as proud of you as if you were my own son. 
 
    Nameless doubted he would ever forget the words, and they never failed to put a smile on his face and a fire in his belly whenever he thought back on them. 
 
    His smile faltered somewhat though when Milly stepped over to take up the pitch-black spear that was leaning against the wall next to the mirror. Unpleasant memories of the terrible violence she had so recently faced flitting across his mind and made his blood run cold for a moment. 
 
    Shaking off the feeling of dread that seeing her so armed brought out in him, he quickly recovered his cheer. 
 
    “Come on baby, we still need to get to the Bastion to pick up my uniforms.” 
 
    He paid the store clerk and shortly afterwards they caught up to Erica and Nina in the street, the four of them heading to Divinity Square and the towering old world structure. 
 
    In less than an hour Nameless stood with all of his bond-mates in the spacious supply room where the Aegis quartermasters operated. 
 
    He stepped out of the fitting room, clad for the first time in his cadet uniform as he turned to face his bond-mates, his arms held slightly away from his hips. 
 
    “So, uh, how do I look?” 
 
    With the girl’s eyes on him he was a bit self-conscious, but for the most part their reactions were fairly predictable. 
 
    Milly beamed at him and Erica’s eyes hooded while she bit the tip of her pinky finger as she admired his physique. Ophelia’s eyes welled with pride as the woman that raised him dabbed a lacy hanky at her cheek, while Volka, his warrior angel, made a quick joke to the misty eyed Flutterby that he didn’t catch. 
 
    Meanwhile the tiny red-skinned Nina stomped forwards, set her enormous black hammer down next to him, and looked him over, her eyes pausing on his surname stitched into the breast of the uniform. 
 
    The three-foot tall powerhouse clearly liked what she saw. 
 
    “‘Armstrong’. Sounds badass.” 
 
    It was a bittersweet moment for Nameless as he considered that the last man to bear the name, his father, was indeed badass enough to fight a Chimera. 
 
    He was pulled out of the poignant thought though as his Gigas started unbuttoning his new pants. 
 
    “N-Nina?!” 
 
    “Shut up. We’re fucking.” 
 
    “Not here we aren’t.” Ophelia scolded as she fluttered forwards on her violet wings, shooing the tiny red giant’s hands away from his groin with her hanky; “Today and tomorrow are the only days off we’ll have for a while, and we have much to do. So you’ll have to control yourself until we get back to the dormitories.” 
 
    Nameless quickly sorted out the pants of his crisp new uniform while the Gigas sulked and one of the nearby quartermasters heaved a sigh of relief that he wasn’t going to have to try to interfere with the powerful monster’s amorous ambitions. 
 
    Having passed the initial hellish three weeks of his training, Nameless was now considered an Aegis cadet, and was therefore required to wear a uniform in the same cut and style as that of the full operatives, though his was a dull white rather than grey. 
 
    This had proved a slight problem for the quartermasters as they had never fitted someone his size before, Aegis operatives typically being more... just, more. 
 
    He and the other cadets in his class had been given two days off to procure their uniforms and recharge before they began the next phase of their training. 
 
    “Yeah, I have something to pick up still in the market quarter.” Erica remarked as she shook her head slightly to clear away her own ardent thoughts. 
 
    Ophelia frowned as she looked at the cat-girl. 
 
    “Dearheart, you three just came from the market quarter!” 
 
    The Katje rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I poked my head in while Milly was getting her new headwear. They said it wasn’t quite ready yet, and everyone was in such a rush to see our hubby in his new getup I didn’t wait! I won’t be long. You’ll see: it’ll totally be worth it.” She finished with a seductive purr. 
 
    Nameless took up the package containing his spare uniforms and gave the Katje a suspicious look. 
 
    “What are you up to kitty?” 
 
    She sashayed up to him and leaned over the paper wrapped bundle in his arms to lick him on the tip of his nose with a dry rasp of her rough tongue. 
 
    “It’s a secret, you’ll find out. But not until we get back to the dormitories and Nina has a chance to blow off some steam, or blow you, whichever one she’s after.” 
 
    The giant in question slipped one hand under Erica’s long hemmed shirt and gave her ass a healthy squeeze of appreciation. 
 
    “I like where your head is at. But now I’m curious.” 
 
    “Whatever surprise she has in store will have to wait.” Ophelia said with authority; “I still want to visit with my friend Madeleine at the boarding school so it looks like we’re going to split up again. Really Erica, I wish you had said something sooner!” 
 
    The Katje shrugged at the slight rebuke. 
 
    “Planning is for planners. I’m a doer, and Imma do you later, hot stuff.” She put her fingers in a V before her lips and waggled her tongue between them with a saucy wink. 
 
    Ophelia turned a bit pink at the incorrigible cat’s meaning and couldn’t supress her smile, or the erotic shudder that went through her at the idea of Erica acting out what her crude gesture implied. 
 
    The Katje, like most of her kind, was a phenomenally talented lover. 
 
    “I suppose that leaves the two of us to keep each other company tonight, eh Milly?” Volka said with a teasing look at the Minotaur. 
 
    It was Milly’s turn to go pink; she and the angel hadn’t been intimate as of yet, though they were both intrigued with the prospect. 
 
    “I-I suppose.” She said breathlessly. 
 
    Their Flutterby bond-sister shook off her arousal as she once again tried to get them back on task. 
 
    “That all sounds lovely. But we can’t do any of it until we finish in the city!” 
 
    She all but shooed them out of the quartermaster’s offices, again much to the relief of the staff there. 
 
    Their conversation, while intimate, was hardly private. 
 
    As they left and walked back out into the city, Nameless noticed an immediate difference in the way people looked at him. 
 
    Though he was slight of frame, the uniform he wore was widely respected, the Aegis having high standards for the people they let into, and keep within, their ranks. 
 
    Indeed, the first week of training had been a nightmare for the young man; he did more push-ups in those seven days than in his entire life, it always seemed like everything he did was wrong and the instructors weren’t shy about telling him so, loudly and frequently. 
 
    He had taken some comfort in that he wasn’t the only one struggling or being yelled at, there were twenty-five other recruits in his class that started their training when he had, not including their own monster girls, and with few exceptions they seemed to fare just as well as him. 
 
    They were now down to fourteen. 
 
    Without his bond-mates, he doubted he would have been able to go on. 
 
    Whenever they felt his resolve wavering, or felt the sensitive young man’s emotions getting the best of him, they would flood his mind with their own determination, usually accompanied with thoughts of recent love-making. 
 
    With that intense portion of their training behind them, not to mention having finally figured out how to properly stand at attention so as not to get yelled at, the real work for the cadets was about to begin. 
 
    The white uniform Nameless now wore was therefore an impressive achievement, and people knew it. 
 
    Many in the street who would otherwise not give him a second glance were openly smiling at him, some even nodding their heads in respect. 
 
    And that was aside from the company he kept, because as impressive as his new uniform was, the residents of the city of Garland were in complete awe of Volka Gundrsdotter. 
 
    Word had long since spread of her battle with Evadne in Divinity Square, though details were a bit sketchy as to who and what the reclusive Chimera was. 
 
    Most knew that the Valkyrie and a small group of Amazons had fought... something, and that Xalanth had interceded, breaking most every window in the city when the Dragon breathed on Jonathan and the dark monster. 
 
    Any complaints that might have been aired about the catastrophic loss of glass faded to nothing when people saw the state of their beloved city center. 
 
    Evadne’s magic had left a multitude of deep circular holes all around the cobblestones square, while Xalanth’s destructive contribution was a blackened swath of rippled and glassy-smooth stone near the statue of the Aegis and the last Valkyrie. 
 
    Meanwhile vibrant moss, roots and vines had sprung up all over the corner nearest the Bastion where the Dryad groves had tended to the wounded, including Nameless. 
 
    So needless to say when people saw the Valkyrie in the street they took notice, even Nina drew less attention, despite how rare Gigas were on this side of the Sansee. 
 
    With little understanding of where she had been or why, the local monster girls would stop whatever they were doing to take a moment to welcome the angel back, tearful hugs abounded the first few times that she went into the city. 
 
    Initially the humans were more reserved, nervous in the face of the angelic warrior, but that tapered off once they got a taste of her easy laughter and the warmth of her spirit. 
 
    Not to mention her sense of humour; word soon spread about her proclivity for silly pranks. 
 
    It was like she had been set loose on an unsuspecting population; no one was safe, even Margaret Bloom, the scar-faced councilwoman in charge of overseeing the entire academy, woke up one morning to discover that her entire bed had been moved right next to one of the Undine training pools, with her still in it. 
 
    No one knows how the angel pulled that one off. Though they would all remember the sight of the furious woman in her drenched nightgown as she stormed back to her chambers. 
 
    None of Volka’s activities could ever be traced back to the mischievous angel, though Nameless would often contend that he got more push-ups than anyone else due to her games. 
 
    Today was no exception in terms of the attention that the Valkyrie drew, but walking beside her with his crisp new uniform, Nameless no longer went unnoticed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3:  
 
    Potential 
 
      
 
      
 
    Erica had split up with the others, heading back to the market quarter on her mystery mission, while the rest accompanied Ophelia to the boarding school on the edge of the city of Garland. 
 
    Given the chaos the arrival of the eclectic group caused amongst the children the first time they had visited, most of them ended up staying outside, waiting on Nameless and Ophelia. 
 
    The school was a trio of enormous stone building, three stories tall, with dozens of children and teachers living there. 
 
    Due to it being situated on the edge of the city, from the upper stories of any of the buildings the inhabitants could look out over the stout stone walls to see the valleys and mountains that surrounded Garland. 
 
    Having never been to any sort of school, Milly was fascinated with the place, and spent some time just wandering the grounds and looking about with curious eyes. 
 
    The laughter of children soon drew the monster girl’s attention to a little hedge-maze that abutted the eastern-most building. 
 
    For the briefest of moments she caught sight of an angel’s wings between the snow covered hedges. 
 
    Curious, she moved to investigate. 
 
    As she got closer she heard youthful voices, strung together with her bond-sister’s mature words. 
 
    Well, mature sounding anyways. 
 
    “-and if you finish the knot like this, your teacher won’t even notice until it’s too late!” 
 
    “Whoa!” 
 
    “Cool!” 
 
    Milly rounded the corner of the maze entrance to spot Volka amidst a group of schoolchildren, holding a tied bit of string between her fingers. 
 
    The Valkyrie looked up to meet Milly’s puzzled expression, then smiled wide and drew her audience’s attention to the Minotaur. 
 
    “Uh-oh, busted! Quick, hide me!” 
 
    She crouched low and folded her wings over herself, the children immediately getting in on her game by standing in a huddle between her and Milly. 
 
    “Nothing to see here!” One of them said. 
 
    “Yeah!” Volka called from beneath her wings; “I can’t see you so you can’t see me! Nark!” 
 
    Milly blinked in confusion. 
 
    “What’s a nark?” 
 
    In unison the children all laughingly pointed at the Minotaur. 
 
    “You are!” 
 
    “Yeah! The golden lady said so!” 
 
    “Nark!” 
 
    A little hurt, she put her hand to her chest. 
 
    “I’m not a nark! I-I don’t even know what that is.” 
 
    At the Minotaur’s pout Volka gave up the charade, unfurling her wings and standing upright again, her translucent golden feathers grazing over the heads of some of the taller children, causing them to duck and giggle. 
 
    “Oh hello Milly, didn’t see you there. Everyone, this is my bond-sister Milly, and I can vouch that she isn’t a nark.” 
 
    “What’s a nark?” Milly repeated with an exasperated stomp of one hoof in the packed snow. 
 
    With a quick flap of her wings Volka sailed over the children who all whooped and shouted gleefully at the sudden acrobatics, their breaths cloudy from the cold as their faces tracked her flight. 
 
    She set down in front of Milly and embraced her, whispering in her ear. 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure. One of the children said it earlier so I was just running with it.” 
 
    When she pulled away Volka noticed the Minotaur’s suspicious gaze on her. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Milly’s scowl deepened. 
 
    “Did you put something down my back again?” 
 
    The Valkyrie drew her head back in surprise. 
 
    “No, of course not.” She said innocently. 
 
    But Milly’s expression remained distrustful as she checked herself over. 
 
    It took a minute or so before she was satisfied nothing was amiss, all the while Volka watched her, working to hide a smile. 
 
    “Is Ophelia ready to leave?” 
 
    The cow-girl shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t know. It has been a while though.” 
 
    “Then let us go and find out.” Volka turned to the inhabitants of the boarding school; “It was nice meeting you, children. And remember what I said: a joke is only funny if everybody is laughing.” 
 
    With her back to Milly, she made a shushing motion with one finger against her lips. 
 
    Even with the angel’s warning, the children still giggled and snickered when the two monster girls turned to leave, Volka quickly plucking away the note that she had just pinned on the Minotaur’s back. 
 
    “You really like children don’t you?” Milly asked as they exited the maze and headed back towards the stout school building where their master was. 
 
    Volka put her arm low around her bond-sister’s waist, while the pleased cow in turn put her own arm over the Valkyrie’s to return the embrace as they walked. 
 
    “I do. They are the truest measure of mankind’s potential for kindness. Ophelia sees this as well.” 
 
    Milly sighed. 
 
    “I haven’t been around them a lot. Or at all really, except for one time when Master first took me to Ophelia’s orphanage.” 
 
    “That is a shame, but maybe one day we can correct that.” She shot her a speculative look as they walked along; “My dear Milly, you would make an amazing mother.” 
 
    Milly turned pink at the praise. 
 
    “N-no, I couldn’t! I mean, I wouldn’t know what to say, or how to say it!” 
 
    The warm chuckle of the angel at her side chased away her feeling of awkwardness. 
 
    “My own mother once said to me that motherhood was the only job in the world that you could never prepare yourself for.” She stood on the tips of her toes to kiss Milly on the side of her head; “You would be amazing at it. I promise you.” 
 
    “You learned a lot from her.” Milly said slowly, a hint of regret seeping into her words. 
 
    “I did.” Volka tilted her head up to consider her bond-sister’s wistful expression; “Milly, I don’t want to open up old injuries, but... have you considered looking for your mother?” 
 
    The Minotaur stopped walking, shocked beyond words. 
 
    She had not considered it, at least not seriously. 
 
    Volka stepped in front of her, ignoring the whispering of some nearby people as they took in the sight of her glorious form. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you-” 
 
    “You didn’t!” Milly said immediately, then repeated herself, calmer this time; “You didn’t, you just surprised me.” 
 
    Not wanting to keep the others waiting they started walking again. 
 
    It was only when they rounded the corner of the central building that Milly broke the silence between them again. 
 
    “Do you, I mean, do you really think that would be possible? To find my mother?” 
 
    Volka was slow to answer, wanting to articulate herself as well as she could. 
 
    “Milly, I’m sure that if we worked together, we could find her someday. I am also sure that we would have no shortage of people willing to help.” 
 
    Their conversation was cut short however when Nina pushed off from leaning on the stone wall by the front entrance. 
 
    “Hey golden-tits, mind if I borrow our bond-sister for a moment?” 
 
    She had been standing guard while Nameless and Ophelia were inside, her vigilance undeterred by the big city and the proximity of the Aegis. 
 
    “Of course, oh Mighty Destroyer of Worlds.” Volka replied sarcastically. 
 
    “Finally someone gets it.” Nina nodded in approval; “Come on Milly, we need to talk.” 
 
    She walked briskly towards the main gate, the Minotaur closely behind. 
 
    “What is it?” Milly asked when Nina turned to face her. 
 
    The Gigas set her hammer down and leaned back against the wall, the noise of the children playing and learning within was much quieter outside the stone wall as she stared at her bond-sister. 
 
    “Something I’ve been neglecting for way too long.” She answered finally. 
 
    The Minotaur’s apprehension spiked at the giant’s grim tone. 
 
    It took the little red monster a few minutes to gather her thoughts before she would explain. 
 
    “When you and Erica first wanted to learn to fight, why did you go to the Amazons instead of me?” 
 
    Milly’s eyes widened and her mouth worked as she tried to find words. 
 
    “Nina we-” 
 
    But Nina answered for her. 
 
    “I’m not complaining, just making a point. You did it because you thought I was out of your league, maybe you didn’t know it consciously but there it is. Same reason you would never have asked Xalanth.” 
 
    The cow girl frowned, processing the giant’s words. 
 
    “M-maybe?” 
 
    Inside, they heard some more children making a noisy fuss over Volka, which distracted them both for a moment, until Nina continued. 
 
    “Before Evadne, I was more than happy to let the Amazons train you. Even when we got home and I knew she was around, I focused on my own shit, in my head I saw her showing up and me standing between her and all of you.” The Gigas ground her teeth together as she remembered the sight of Milly slumped against the ruined Hornet hive; “I was so focused on making sure I was ready that I didn’t do a damn thing to make sure that you were.” 
 
    Milly couldn’t speak around the lump in her throat so instead she fell to her knees, reaching out and hugging her strongest sister. 
 
    Nina hugged her back, but the embrace was brief as she wasn’t done talking. 
 
    “It’s time for me to do what I should have done months ago.” 
 
    The Minotaur leaned back and tilted her head to one side in confusion. 
 
    “What do you-” 
 
    “It’s time I taught you how to fight outside your weight class.” 
 
    Milly’s mouth fell open in surprise. 
 
    “Neat hat by the way.” Nina added as an afterthought. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4:  
 
    Running Wild 
 
      
 
      
 
    It is often said that while Garland was a city of the old world, Algrade was a city of the new. 
 
    The University City was founded over the richest lost-tech dig-site ever uncovered as some centuries ago thousands of people migrated there for work. 
 
    Never before has the notion ‘first-come first-served’ proved so apt. 
 
    For a few hundred years many fortunes were made on the technological wonders uncovered there, but eventually, perhaps inevitably, the most profitable sites were monopolized by the founding families. 
 
    Today these families live in the city proper, with all sorts of lost-tech conveniences at their disposal, their wealth inherited from ancestors who struck it rich long ago. 
 
    Meanwhile, people eked out a living however they could in the shanty towns outside the city; their own ancestors either too late or too unlucky to have made any significant finds, and now their descendants were either too poor or too stubborn to leave, convinced that all it would take to set their family up for life was one lucky find. 
 
    A rare occurrence, but it happened often enough to keep people digging into the hills and mountains surrounding the city. 
 
    In the midst of this bizarre juxtaposition of wealth and poverty intellectuals from all over the world flocked to the site to study the lost technology even as the hopeful diggers pulled it from the earth. 
 
    Hence why it became known as The University City. 
 
    Though it was certainly famous for its dig-sites, Algrade was also famous for its high society, boasting the largest population of elegant Flutterby anywhere outside of the wilds. 
 
    Sitting at a much higher elevation than even Garland, it was also known for its winters: the locals typically measuring the snowfall in feet rather than inches. 
 
    One such snowfall had taken place the previous night and had insulated the city with its icy blanket, enforcing a sacred hush on the city that muffled most sounds. 
 
    All but the loudest. 
 
    “Gangway!!” 
 
    There were a couple of startled exclamations and even a shrill scream of alarm as a Lapine did nothing to arrest her frantic pace through the narrow and winding streets that abutted the walled-off neighbourhoods of the city center. 
 
    Her blonde hair had streaks of red dyed into it and was cropped close to her bunny ears, which were long and grey with numerous piercings running up the sides. 
 
    “Look out! Hot-stuff coming through!” She said blithely as she deftly leapt over a startled busker and his cart. 
 
    “Hey! Official courier, watch it lady!” 
 
    A woman had walked into the street and obliviously blocked her path with a rolled up carpet over her shoulder. With no time for another leap, the bunny girl ducked under the rug in lieu of being clothes-lined, with one leg leading the way while the other folded beneath her to support her weight as she slid across the icy cobblestones. 
 
    The woman yelped as the bunny girl cheekily slapped her rump on the way past by way of chastisement. 
 
    “Oh! These blasted couriers! They’ll be the death of me I swear!” She complained as she did everything she could to balance the rug on her shoulders and stay on her feet. 
 
    But the energetic young monster girl wasn’t listening, already having regained her footing and resumed her race through the University City. Another fifty yards, not to mention three side streets and a shortcut over the snow covered roof of a shed, and she reached her current destination. 
 
    She rapped her knuckles against the wood frame of the door while using her other arm to unsling her messenger bag from over her shoulder, her breath coming out in icy puffs. 
 
    “Algrade Courier Service! Delivery!” She called out. 
 
    One bare rabbit foot thumped the ground anxiously, her cheeks were flushed with energy beneath her warm pink eyes, the cool winter air no match for the heat her vigorous run was generating in her body. 
 
    “That you Becks?” A muffled voice came from inside. 
 
    “Hullo Miss Abernathy! I have another parcel for you!” She called back. 
 
    A minute or so later a woman of later years opened the door, pulling a woolen shawl tighter around her shoulders to ward off the chill. 
 
    Both eyes were covered with a scarlet wrap but Rebecca had delivered to her many times and knew that she was blind, so she kept talking to help the woman find her way. 
 
    “This one is smaller than the last, but still, you get a lot of presents!” 
 
    “Presents! Ha, they’re herbs dear, for my tea. Come inside you little punk, this cold is no good for my joints. Would you like some carrot juice? Made fresh yesterday, I used up the last of the ones from my window garden.” 
 
    Rebecca’s foot stopped tapping at that: carrot juice was her very favorite. 
 
    “No, thank you.” She finally said, trying to hide the disappointment in her voice; “I have to finish with my deliveries.” 
 
    The blind woman chuckled as she felt her way into her kitchen, the bunny close behind. 
 
    “My dear girl, we both know you will make up the time, I heard you coming from four blocks away with all of the ruckus you make! Now stop tapping your foot and have a drink with an old lady.” 
 
    A smile slowly stole across the lively monster’s face. 
 
    “Well, maybe just one glass.” 
 
    She shifted her bag back behind her hip and settled at the table while the old lady took a kettle off the stove and poured herself some tea before fetching a tall glass of the promised juice for Rebecca. 
 
    “So how did your application go?” 
 
    The bunny’s pierced ears drooped at the old woman’s words. 
 
    “I, uh, didn’t get in. No bond-mate and too many applicants more qualified. Try again next year they said.” 
 
    The kindly woman’s face fell as she set the drinks down on the table. 
 
    “Oh drat! I’m sorry dear. I know how badly you want this.” 
 
    The Lapine shook off her melancholy as she sipped at the beverage. 
 
    “It’s alright, gives me more time to prepare, next year will be different! There’s a retired lawkeeper living on Bleaker Street, he’s been showing me some moves.” 
 
    The old woman chuckled as she sipped at her tea while the eager young monster did her best not to chug her juice. 
 
    “The Aegis will be lucky to have you Becks.” 
 
    Rebecca beamed at the words of encouragement and made small talk for a couple minutes before finishing the last of her drink and bidding her farewells with an endearing kiss to the elderly woman’s cheek. 
 
    Several minutes later she was back on her route, and true to Miss Abernathy’s words, she did make up the time. 
 
    After making a few more deliveries in the crowded city she ended up in front of a narrow three story building with multiple chimneys spewing forth white smoke. A chalkboard sign shaped like a loaf of bread sat out front, advertising a sale on dinner rolls at Renaldo’s Bakery. 
 
    She pulled the door open and began her usual spiel. 
 
    “Algrade Courie-” 
 
    Before she could finish an enormously fat woman wearing a ridiculously puffy winter coat shouldered into her, forcing her back outside while still holding the door handle. 
 
    “-Will never shop here again!” 
 
    The woman didn’t even notice the bunny as she trundled off in a breathless huff. 
 
    “Great! There goes half our business!” A familiar voice shouted sarcastically from inside. 
 
    The Lapine cautiously peeked in through the doorframe, her ears perking up when she spotted the young brunette with flour on her cheeks and a golden crown askew on her head. 
 
    A willowy man who likewise had flour caked onto his sweaty brow was wringing his hands in distress at the angry fat woman’s departure, his eyes flitting from the door to the brunette and back again. 
 
    “Cordelia, you shouldn’t have done that.” He said with great anxiety. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Read the sign!” 
 
    With one imperiously jutted finger she indicated a sign on the wall above an entire shelf dedicated to plates full of free samples taken from a variety of pastries. 
 
    Try it and buy it! Sampling is welcome, grazing is not. 
 
    The angry young woman continued. 
 
    “That water buffalo was costing you at least two hundred coins a month. Coming in here every day just to ‘see what was new’ with the samples.” She threw up her hands; “Nothing is new! Bread and pastry! Same as yesterday! She was always ‘trying’ with no ‘buying’!” 
 
    Rebecca smiled as she let the door close and stepped into the warm air of the bakery, the scent of fresh bread filling her nostrils. 
 
    She didn’t eat bread, but she could certainly appreciate the smell! 
 
    “It was long overdue and now it’s done.” The brunette finished her tirade before turning to the bunny; “Hey Becks.” 
 
    “Hey Cordy! Everything okay?” 
 
    The Lapine really liked the fiery woman, though the wannabe punk bunny was a little bit scared of her. 
 
    “It is now. Right?” Cordelia turned her head back to face the willowy man, a challenge in her voice. 
 
    He wiped at his brow, flaking off some of the sweaty flour before heaving a sigh. 
 
    “Miss Loskins, you are going to be the death of me. But… thank you, my heart can’t deal with situations like this.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. And if you have to be formal it’s Missus Loskins. Or for your own safety if my girls are around, Queen Loskins. Now what have you got for me today Becks?” 
 
    She moved behind the counter while the nervous owner went to help another customer who probably wasn’t hiding behind the shelf full of dinner rolls, but sure looked like she was. 
 
    “Same as yesterday, and the day before. Another dense little box from Kettering.” 
 
    Cordelia rolled her eyes. 
 
    “And the day before that and the day before that! It’s my dad and Helen being smart-asses! I’ve been here a few weeks and I get more mail than Renny does! They just keep sending me flour! Saying the stuff in Algrade isn’t any good.” 
 
    Rebecca pulled the somewhat weighty package out of her bag and set it on the counter. 
 
    “I don’t get it, isn’t all flour the same?” 
 
    Cordelia just stared at her. 
 
    But before she could say the biting comment the bunny was dreading, a trio of armed Hornets burst into the bakery, causing the nervous owner and equally nervous customer to jump. 
 
    “My Queen!” One of them proclaimed; “Who dares anger you?!” 
 
    They leveled their glares, and their lances, at Rebecca who immediately shook her head and held up her hands. 
 
    “It was the fat lady!” She squeaked. 
 
    “Oh for- girls! We talked about this! If you come flying in every time I get pissed off over nothing you’ll wear out your wings!” 
 
    Though she was admonishing them, Cordelia’s tone was far gentler than before as she came around the counter again to deal with her bond-mates. 
 
    It took a minute of persuading, along with a few ardent kisses, to convince the protective Hornets to get back to their patrol. 
 
    Renaldo’s Bakery and about five blocks around it had become a very safe place to be since Queen Cordelia started working there. 
 
    Once they left, along with the rattled customer, the willowy man approached the brunette with a nervous, yet stern, look on his face. 
 
    “Missus Loskins, while I appreciate the fact that I will never be robbed while you are working here-” 
 
    “I know Renny! And I’m sorry. I’ve told them so many times not to come charging in like that.” 
 
    He sighed and rubbed at his temples. 
 
    Rebecca took the opportunity to flee from the coming argument and get back to work. 
 
    She had one last package in her bag, and her heart beat in her chest at the thought of delivering it. 
 
    As a Lapine she was adept at running for long distances at impressive speeds, her powerful legs pumping easily as she alternated between sprinting and hopping along on her way. This made her ideal for courier work, though ever since she was just a kit she felt it also made her ideal for chasing down bad guys. 
 
    Her dream for as long as she could remember was to join the Aegis; it was why she left the family warren and came to the city in the first place. She was much more wide-eyed and innocent then, before she had her ears pierced and began to dye her hair. 
 
    Each year her confidence in her application was stronger than the year before, yet each year she had been rejected. 
 
    But today the disappointment she felt at the latest failed application was tempered with no small amount of desire for the recipient of her final package. 
 
    After another brisk run through the city, the bunny soon found herself outside a workshop abutting a large scrap-yard. 
 
    She took a steadying breath before rapping her knuckles against the frame of the broad open doorway. 
 
    “Algrade Courier Service!” She called to the men working just inside the two story building. 
 
    The main floor of the place was dominated by four enormous presses around a massive central crucible, their cylindrical metal columns raising and falling at a steady rate as they used brutal force to shape the heated metal being fed into them by sweaty workers on the shop floor. 
 
    Meanwhile on catwalks above, other men were standing by, ready to apply grease to the cylindrical columns whenever the presses paused in their work. 
 
    Several of the rough looking men inside turned to face her, not bothering to hide the hungry gazes that trailed up and down her body. 
 
    Though Rebecca hated to admit it, they intimidated her. She did her best not to show it though, lifting her chin and staring back at them. 
 
    Fortunately the very woman whose name was on the package was just coming downstairs from her office to the Lapine’s left. 
 
    “Ah perfect, my favourite courier!” She spoke over the din inside. 
 
    She was of average height, with large and shapely breasts and a confident demeanor that commanded respect. As she walked casually down the stairs she used both hands to skillfully tie her dark cherry hair into an elaborate knot at the back of her head. 
 
    The attractive woman wore a warm smile that matched her words; at least she did until she caught on to the bunny’s nerves, and the source of them. 
 
    Without hesitation she directed a stern frown at the hard-eyed workers. 
 
    “Am I paying you to stand around? Get back to work. There’s more steel coming tomorrow, so make sure there’s enough room in the loading area. And stop ogling the couriers.” 
 
    Her voice was low and rich, like fine chocolate, and even berating her employees it made Rebecca’s heart flutter in a way she had never experienced. 
 
    One of the men glared at the Lapine for a moment longer before sullenly replying. 
 
    “Yes Miss Reindel.” 
 
    Carol Reindel had moved to the city of Algrade shortly before Cordelia, and like the young brunette she also received a constant stream of packages, which suited Becks just fine. 
 
    The poised woman had made an immediate impact on the young monster girl standing at her door, who was already nursing one hell of a crush. 
 
    “I’m sorry about them Rebecca, come up to my office?” 
 
    Anyone else would have been corrected and told to call her Becks, but hearing her full name on the other woman’s lips was an almost sensual thrill. 
 
    “Thur shing.” 
 
    Carol raised one striking eyebrow. 
 
    “Sure thing.” The bunny corrected herself. 
 
    She felt like a complete buffoon but Carol merely smiled indulgently and ushered her upstairs. 
 
    Once the door to the office closed and the sounds of the machine shop were muffled, Carol turned to the little solar heater and cranked the temperature knob to maximum. 
 
    “Those idiots leave the door open when the crucible is firing, and my office always ends up freezing as a result. I had forgotten how cold the winters could be in this city.” 
 
    A moment later and she had cleared several sheaves of paper off her desk and danced her fingers across the empty space. 
 
    “Now let’s see what you have for me.” 
 
    Her voice was a seductive purr and Rebecca had to swallow at the invitation in her tone. 
 
    Bunny girls were as prolific about sex as Katje, but the flustered Lapine couldn’t help but feel bashful whenever the beautiful older woman spoke to her. 
 
    It was as if she was a newcomer in the city all over again. 
 
    She fumbled with her bag for a moment and pulled out her last parcel, a neatly packaged box roughly the same size and weight as the one that held Cordelia’s flour. 
 
    Placing it on the desk, she absently lined up the neat little package with the edge while desperately wracking her brains for something witty to say, something interesting, anything to stay in the seductive woman’s presence a little longer. 
 
    “Nice box.” 
 
    Except that. 
 
    Literally anything but that. 
 
    To say that she was mortified would be an understatement, but Carol simply chuckled at the Lapine’s unintentional phrasing. 
 
    “I’ll confess I’m a bit of a stickler, and my shippers know that about me.” 
 
    Ignoring the little parcel, she reached one hand up to the side of Rebecca’s head, nearly giving the bunny a heart attack. 
 
    “You have something in your hair.” 
 
    Her voice was low and quiet, intimate. 
 
    “O-oh?” 
 
    The nearness of the attractive woman made Rebecca blush, she felt the slightest of tugs on her scalp and Carol’s hand came away holding a little piece of straw, likely from one of the packages in the courier warehouse. 
 
    With a twist of her fingers the straw drifted away in the suddenly charged air of the increasingly stuffy room. 
 
    Carol smiled with one side of her mouth, her face now inches from the enthralled bunny’s. 
 
    “All gone.” She murmured. 
 
    Rebecca drew in a shuddering breath. 
 
    “Th-thanks.” 
 
    Carol’s smirk never left her face as she turned away, her attention now on the little package, examining the shipping label. 
 
    Rebecca took the moment to steady her breathing and force herself to get a grip. 
 
    “Would you like to-” Carol began. 
 
    “I should probably-” Rebecca said at the same time. 
 
    They both stopped and waited, until Carol finished her thought. 
 
    “-like to have dinner some time? As you know I am sort of new in town and don’t really have much of a social life at the moment.” 
 
    For once, Rebecca had control of her mouth, so instead of saying something stupid she was able to give an earnest reply. 
 
    “I would love to!” 
 
    Inside she was jumping up and down for joy. 
 
    She had the hots for Carol since she first saw her: the knowing twinkle in her eyes, the swell of her large breasts, and the way her voice seemed to wash over her like warm honey, all served to make her the star of all of the Lapine’s recent fantasies. 
 
    “Great. Come by after you finish your deliveries?” 
 
    “Sounds good.” Rebecca nodded enthusiastically, her ears perked up in excitement at the sought after date. 
 
    It took every ounce of her self-control not to leap and skip for joy as she left the machine shop. 
 
    Watching her departure from her office window, Carol Reindel smiled wide. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5:  
 
    Shock and Awe 
 
      
 
      
 
    After visiting with Ophelia’s friend Madeleine, Nameless and the others returned to the Aegis dormitories, the girls excusing themselves to take a turn in the showers while he ended up sitting at the little desk crammed into the corner and flipping open the copy of the Aegis charter that Miranda Holt had given him. 
 
    With all of the effort the gruff Aegis operative had put into tutoring him on their journey to find Volka he was intimately familiar with the document, but the people he was training with were so much better than him in so many ways that he feared making a mistake and wanted to triple check some things. 
 
    Barely three minutes later though he was interrupted by a rapid knock on his door. 
 
    With a frown of puzzlement he got up and opened it to find a frizzy haired redhead with freckles beaming down at him. 
 
    At his height, everyone looked down on him. 
 
    “Hey! It’s uh, Armstrong right?” 
 
    “Nameless.” He ran his hand through his hair as she gave him a funny look; “Long story. And you are?” 
 
    The last three weeks had been a chaotic blur of physical training with the other cadets and their bond-mates, so while he recognized her face, her name escaped him at the moment. 
 
    “Ginger Bennett. And I know what you’re thinking, how could my parents be so cruel right? But I guess my hair didn’t really start this way, they thought It would be browner, er, more brown.” 
 
    He blinked at the rush of words; it was a lot to take in at once. 
 
    “Right, okay Ginger-” 
 
    “I actually go by Jen though, or Jenny, you know cuz of the hair.” She interrupted him brightly. 
 
    He nodded and waited a second to make sure she was done. 
 
    “Jen, how can I he-” 
 
    “Hey! How come your bed is huge?! The other rooms only have doubles, except Baron’s, but that’s because he has three bond-mates!” She finished in a whisper, as if it was a scandal. 
 
    As she spoke she pushed her way past him and flounced down onto the enormous bed that dominated the room. 
 
    “Come on in.” He muttered. 
 
    The intrusive woman had Nameless completely off guard, and he scratched at the back of his neck as he tried to figure out how best to deal with her. 
 
    Fortunately his bond-mates returned from the showers at that point and the redhead’s jaw fell open at the assortment of towel-clad monsters suddenly crowding the place. 
 
    “And who’s this?” Ophelia asked politely. 
 
    “Get off my bed.” Nina said at almost the same time. 
 
    Ginger’s surprise mounted when Volka came in last. 
 
    The angel hadn’t been hiding herself at the academy; she stood out too much even from the wide variety of monster girls present to make that feasible, but she still inspired awe to those who had yet to really meet her. 
 
    “Holy crap! You’re the guy with the Valkyrie!” 
 
    “Why are you still on my bed?” Nina said, again right on top of her words. 
 
    But Ginger was too distracted by the legendary monster to heed the giant’s words. 
 
    “It’s more of a timeshare thing.” Volka quipped; “I spend winters with him, then summers with this lovely couple up north.” 
 
    The redhead seemed to have run out of words at the Valkyrie’s bizarre response, but then the bed underneath her flipped upwards at a crazy angle and she gave a sudden yelp as she rolled off, deftly landing on her feet. 
 
    “Hey, nice reflexes. Next time I won’t ask nicely though.” The giant said as she settled the bed back onto the floor. 
 
    “Nina! No maiming company!” Ophelia objected as she pulled on a nightgown. 
 
    Ginger swallowed as she finally looked at the little red-skinned monster. 
 
    “And you! You’re the Gigas who killed that instructor!” 
 
    “Huh, I thought she lived. Whatever.” She turned to Nameless who was rubbing his temples at the sudden chaos in the room; “Hey babe, who’s the chatty girl with the death-wish?” 
 
    “Her name is Ginger, and now you know as much as me.” He sighed. 
 
    “Jen actually, or Jenny. And sorry! I didn’t mean to intrude, but we’ve all picked up our uniforms by now and yet most of the other cadets still don’t know anything about you! Are these all your bond-mates?!” 
 
    “No, there are three more in the hall.” Volka lied breezily as she dropped her towel and stepped into a skimpy shift. 
 
    “Wow!” 
 
    It was unclear whether Ginger was amazed at the notion of someone having eight bond-mates, or the sight of the gloriously naked angel. 
 
    Nudity around most any group of monster girls was inevitable, but seeing a Valkyrie’s angelic perfection exposed was something else entirely. 
 
    “Volka! Stop fibbing!” Ophelia, ever the arbiter of good taste, protested. 
 
    The radiant blonde’s only response was to stick out her tongue at the butterfly girl as she pulled the straps of her shift over her shoulders, concealing her divine breasts. 
 
    Erica, uncharacteristically clad in an oversized bathrobe, was fed up with the chaos and grabbed the distractible girl by either shoulder in a bid to force her to concentrate. 
 
    “Ginger, Jenny, or whatever your name is, focus! What. Do. You. Want?” 
 
    The frizzy haired girl blinked down at the purple-haired Katje, who was only slightly taller than Nameless. 
 
    “I just wanted to tell you that we’re having a get together in the common room downstairs, sort of a clothing optional getting-to-know-each-other party. Now that we have time to catch our breath I thought maybe we could socialize a bit.” She answered, her words more subdued now. 
 
    “Great, thank you.” 
 
    Erica let her go and absently tugged on the belt of her robe as she turned away. 
 
    Milly had been as taken aback as any by the girl and hadn’t said anything to that point, but Ginger’s answer to her bond-sister’s question piqued her curiosity. 
 
    “Clothing optional?” 
 
    The redhead bounced back from the Katje’s stern words and quickly regained her momentum as she nodded enthusiastically at the Minotaur. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s not going to be an orgy or anything, but who knows! I wish it would, that guy Tanner is bonded to an Echidna, and I’ve had the hots for her since we first met, those spines are so sexy! Plus Tanner is really cute, in a big and brooding kind of way. Do you think maybe I can convince him and one of the other guys to spit-roast me?” 
 
    She tapped her chin in thought while the others adopted pained expressions at the startling over-share. 
 
    Nina raised her hammer. 
 
    “Yup, I’m killing her.” 
 
    “Nina!” Ophelia protested again. 
 
    Ginger somehow didn’t notice the giant’s murderous intent and kept on rambling. 
 
    “So I guess you’re the star pupil then eh? I mean, five bond-mates! That has to be some kind of record! Actually, what’s your background? Because Baron is some kind of super genius, he’s even smarter than me! Plus...” She leaned in conspiratorially; “He has family on the council.” 
 
    In many ways Baron Watts was the star cadet at the academy: he was incredibly athletic and just as intelligent as Ginger claimed. And Margaret Bloom, the councilwoman ultimately in charge of the entire academy, was indeed his maternal grandmother 
 
    Even his bond-mates, a trio of strikingly blue furred Raiju, were a rare sight this far north. 
 
    “Anyways you can tell me everything in a minute, I have to get ready. I’ll be back and then we can all maybe go down to the common room together and take our clothes off!” 
 
    She whisked out of the room, leaving a shocking silence in her absence. 
 
    After a moment Milly wordlessly closed the door. 
 
    “Lock it.” Erica insisted. 
 
    It took them a few minutes to recover from the redheaded whirlwind, the girls mostly dressing in silence. 
 
    “Dearheart, perhaps we should make an appearance at this… get together.” Ophelia remarked. 
 
    Nameless frowned slightly; he had always been a solitary person, at least he was before meeting Milly and the others, so the thought of a party with the other cadets didn’t appeal to him in the slightest. 
 
    He didn’t get a chance to voice any objections though because Erica was shaking her head vigorously. 
 
    “Nope. Hell nope. I have other plans for our evening, and they don’t involve redheads.” 
 
    “The hell they don’t.” Nina protested drily as she shook her head of deep red hair. 
 
    The Katje rolled her eyes impatiently. 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    A surge of nervous anticipation filled Nameless’s mind and he looked to the source of it. 
 
    The cat-girl had yet to remove her robe. 
 
    She smiled at his puzzled expression, but said nothing. 
 
    “Erica, what-” 
 
    “Yeah, she was pretty cagey about that with us too.” Nina interrupted him when she saw where his interest had fallen; “She was already wearing it when I got out of the shower.” 
 
    Of course, now everyone was looking at the Katje, which was clearly what she was waiting for. 
 
    With a shrug of her shoulders she dropped the robe. 
 
    Nameless eyes bulged when he saw what his devoted kitty had been hiding. 
 
    “Erica! What are you wearing?!” 
 
    The reactions from the other girls were a bit more measured but he still felt their surprise, and their arousal, at the sight of their bond-sister. 
 
    The Katje was covered neck to knees in skin-tight black leather, with a long metal zipper down the front and numerous knives strapped all over her in addition to Kar’s blades, standing out in their brown leather sheath on her thigh. 
 
    “You like it? I found this shop on Barden Street, had them make this for me, the sheaths are all built in!” 
 
    She turned this way and that, showing off her assets and the numerous deadly blades sticking out of her. 
 
    Ophelia coughed delicately. 
 
    “Correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t Barden street where-” 
 
    “All the sex shops are? Yeah, it’s like candy-land, I would have brought a cart if we had more room here!” 
 
    She wasn’t wrong about the space: their dormitory room at the academy was mostly dominated by the massive bed in the middle of it, with a simple desk in one corner and a tall dresser stuffed full of Ophelia’s gowns and Erica’s underwear. 
 
    Honestly if it weren’t for the spacious common room downstairs, Nameless and the girls would have gone nuts from the cramped quarters. 
 
    Nina stepped forwards to run her hand over the tight leather of Erica’s ass just below the hole for her tail, giving several healthy squeezes as she appreciated the new outfit. 
 
    “I like it. You look like a sex assassin.” 
 
    The Katje purred and Nameless blushed. 
 
    “I suppose… there are no rules for how the monsters in the Aegis have to dress.” He murmured. 
 
    Privately though, he had some reservations about her going out in public so attired. 
 
    Ophelia bit her lip as she took in her bond-sister’s new getup. 
 
    “You do look… dangerously sexy.” 
 
    “Yup, definitely ready to kill some folk.” Nina enthused, both hands now working over Erica’s posterior; “But here’s a problem for you, how quickly can you get out of this thing, because you promised Ophelia some tender loving earlier, and I want to watch before the little guy fucks me.” 
 
    The Katje ruffled the giant’s short red hair. 
 
    “Don’t you worry lover, I’m going to give it to her good. But maybe...” She trailed off as she saw Ophelia’s eyes still taking in her outfit; “Maybe she would prefer I kept it on?” 
 
    The Flutterby turned pink to the roots of her blue-black hair, her embarrassment not helped by Nina’s laughter. 
 
    She gave a great harrumph before leveling a stern look at Erica. 
 
    “That will be quite enough of that young lady!” 
 
    The Katje purred some more. 
 
    “Oh no, am I going to get a spanking?” 
 
    Ophelia’s eyes narrowed, though she fought to hide her smile. 
 
    “You most certainly are, now get over here so I can put you over my knee!” 
 
    Nameless gawked at the pair of them, having never seen that side of Ophelia before. 
 
    It was just so... kinky. 
 
    Erica sashayed up to the Flutterby, every signal she was sending was that of a chastised school-girl, albeit one in skin-tight leather. 
 
    Ophelia was quick to pick up on the disparity between her behaviour and her appearance though. 
 
    “Naughty Katje, don’t you know that if you dress like a slut...” With a sharp gesture she directed Erica down on her knees and over her lap; “Then you will be treated as one.” 
 
    A sharp crack sounded when her hand struck the cat’s tight ass for the first time, followed closely by a plaintive yowl from the horny kitty. 
 
    “Oh please Mistress Ophelia, I’ll be good! I promise!” 
 
    The constant deep purr coming from her chest belied her words as Ophelia frowned. 
 
    “I’m not convinced.” 
 
    Another sharp crack as she swatted the Katje again, her hand only narrowly missing her anxiously swishing tail. 
 
    Nameless was rapt, breathlessly watching the show, his arousal heightened by what he sensed from them. 
 
    They liked that he was watching their little show. 
 
    He was distracted though when a firm grip took his cock through his uniform pants. 
 
    “Eyes front puny, time for you to conquer the mountain again.” 
 
    He looked down to see Nina once again undoing his trousers. 
 
    “Maybe I should give you a spanking, to get you to behave yourself.” 
 
    “You’ll break your hand.” She stated flatly. 
 
    He reached down and gripped her breasts as tight as he could, causing her to let out a sigh of pleasure. 
 
    Leaning down further, he planted his lips in her hair, kissing the top of her head before burying his face in her deep red locks. 
 
    “Who says I have to use my hand? I could nip down to Barden Street and pick up one of those special paddles that Erica keeps talking about.” 
 
    Though he felt her shudder at the feeling of his hot breath washing over her scalp, he knew he was pushing his luck. 
 
    Nina wasn’t like his Katje. 
 
    While his dominance over her was certainly key to their sex life, it was nowhere near the same kind of game as it was for Erica. And it would only last as long as she allowed it. 
 
    The three foot tall girl had paused in her work on his trousers, the entire room waiting on bated breath for her response. 
 
    “I’ll be good.” She finally mumbled. 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “I’ll- I’ll be a good girl for you... Master.” 
 
    “Yeah?” He breathed; “Well, you know that good girls suck cock when they’re told to right?” 
 
    She nodded, licking her lips involuntarily. 
 
    All of his bond-mates knew full well how he liked to be spoiled. 
 
    The sound of Ophelia’s hand striking Erica’s leather-clad bottom yet again reverberated throughout the room, ramping up the sexual tension as she resumed spanking the horny cat. 
 
    The Katje yowled and squirmed in her place over the Flutterby’s knees. 
 
    “Naughty kitty!” The stern woman admonished; “To think that you enjoy being spanked!” 
 
    She brought her hand down again to emphasize the last word. 
 
    “Such depravity...” Volka commented breathlessly. 
 
    A finger tapped on her shoulder and she turned to look up into the blushing face of a bashful, yet horny, cow. 
 
    The two of them had been watching quietly from near the door, both opting to stay out of the action around Nameless and Erica, though neither felt left out, it was just the way of things when six appetites needed to be sated. 
 
    “And here we are about to add to it.” The Valkyrie grinned as she leaned into Milly’s embrace. 
 
    Nina had Nameless’s cock free by that point and was bobbing her little mouth up and down on the end of his rod rapidly as he rested both hands on her head to guide her. 
 
    “Uh, that’s it baby, make me cum quick, I’m too horny to wait!” 
 
    She hummed an affirmative, the vibration from the noise only making him groan louder and pull himself tighter to her face. 
 
    But she was much smaller than the other girls, and so she gagged almost immediately as he pushed too far, his cockhead alone was nearly enough to fill her entire mouth. 
 
    He was going to apologize but he felt the wave of arousal take her from his domineering behaviour, so instead he began to rock back and forth, fucking her little mouth in short strokes now rather than letting her go at her own pace. 
 
    “You’re ass is mine you slutty little mountain.” 
 
    She made a slight noise of objection in her throat at being called ‘little’ but he sped up his thrusting, her lips rapidly sliding over his flesh as inevitable bits of saliva seeped out around his knob. 
 
    He moaned as he heard Ophelia’s hand strike Erica’s ass again. 
 
    “Fuck, suck harder, I’m going to cum soon.” 
 
    The little red girl did as she was told, his grip on her head might have been painful if she wasn’t so durable. 
 
    He cursed again as warm cum erupted from the end of his cock and coated the inside of her mouth, but she barely had time to register it before he pulled out and turned to where Ophelia was sitting, his spurting cock now inches from her nose. 
 
    “Spank that cat while I cum on your face!” He said desperately. 
 
    Though surprised, she did as she was told, her hand striking Erica’s upturned ass over and over, while her mouth opened and her tongue extended to catch his load. 
 
    His next spurt caught her on the bridge of her nose, but her head dipped forwards to suckle on his cock as his hands entwined in her hair, pulling her close. 
 
    She opened her throat to him as he thrust into her mouth to the hilt several times throughout his orgasm, only to pull out and rub his spurting cock all over her face. 
 
    Much of his load dribbled off to land in her cleavage or on Erica’s leather-clad back, something the Katje hardly noticed as she thrashed from Ophelia’s merciless spanking. 
 
    Her ears perked up though when Ophelia spoke to Nameless around a mouthful of his seed. 
 
    “Maybe I was too hard on our kitty, should I share some of your cum with her, Master?” 
 
    But the cat in question answered before he could. 
 
    “Yes you should!” 
 
    Erica rolled off of her knees so fast she nearly knocked Nameless over, all but tackling Ophelia back onto the bed as their mouths came together. 
 
    Chuckling, Nameless turned back to face Nina while she watched the other two girls swapping his cum in a deep messy kiss. 
 
    The Katje’s nails grazed over the fabric of Ophelia’s gown as she savoured the taste of her master’s cum along with the feeling of the Flutterby’s warm flesh, hidden beneath the silky cloth. 
 
    “You-you’re going to rip my dress.” 
 
    “Mmmm...” Erica purred; “Would that be so bad? Just imagine, my claws shredding your clothes right off of you because I’m too horny to wait, imagine me rolling you over onto your back and having my way with you.” 
 
    “But... it’s one of my favourites.” Ophelia said plaintively. 
 
    Though the fantasy Erica described did stir things deep inside her, she simply loved her gowns too much. 
 
    “Then you better take it off quick.” The impatient Katje growled. 
 
    While Ophelia stripped, the first one to actually become naked, Nameless wiped his cock head across the giant’s bow-like lips to reclaim her attention. 
 
    “Sorry baby, but I figured those two wanted to taste it more than you did. I wasn’t quite quick enough though.” 
 
    Though she didn’t care for the taste, she had already swallowed the mouthful he had unloaded on her tongue. 
 
    “Such a gentlemen.” She said drily as she wiped the mixture of saliva and cum from her mouth; “I hope you have another load for my tight pussy though?” 
 
    He grinned as he traced his cock all over her lips until they parted and she sucked it inside her mouth again. 
 
    “Always.” He sighed; “But you’ll have to get me hard again.” 
 
    He heard a giggle from the bed from Ophelia. 
 
    “Greedy boy!” 
 
    Fully nude, her face was wet but more or less clean from Erica’s tongue work, now she held the Katje’s head in place between her legs as she delivered on her earlier promise. 
 
    Nameless’s eyes bulged though when he looked past them to see Volka in a similar position, her hands gripping Milly’s horns as the Minotaur energetically went at the angel’s wet pussy with her mouth. 
 
    They were being comparatively quiet about it, only now did he hear the work of Milly’s tongue and Volka’s breathless panting. 
 
    But as much as the scene of the four women on the bed intrigued him, Nina wanted his undivided attention, and decided the best way to get it was to lick one of his balls into her mouth and suck hard. 
 
    He yelped at the intense mixture of pleasure and pain, but her efforts certainly got his focus back where it belonged. 
 
    “Cheeky girl!” 
 
    With an almost animalistic snarl he reached down and seized her underneath her arms, her body submitting to his as he threw her face down on the edge of the bed.  
 
    Her head ended up right next to Ophelia’s hip, while her legs dangled over the side as he roughly jerked her shorts down to reveal her perfect little ass and her glistening nether lips. 
 
    Now he could see all of his girls: on the left Erica was rapidly bringing Ophelia to her first climax with her skilled tongue and fingers, while further back on the bed and to the right Volka was thrashing about as she stared at him, her orgasm only enhanced by his gaze. 
 
    And right in front was his Gigas, almost panting with the anticipation of his thrusting into her from behind, her little ass wiggling deliciously as she couldn’t hold herself still. 
 
    “Mine.” He growled into the room. 
 
    No one disagreed with him. 
 
    Nina’s pussy was impossibly tight to begin with, and bent over as she was made her even tighter. 
 
    But Nameless was determined, and his dominating behaviour, not to mention the dominating position, had the little Gigas submitting to him utterly. 
 
    The symphony of the four other girls making love around them stood in contrast to the aggressive grunt Nameless made when he jammed his cock into her pussy. 
 
    On his knees behind her he gripped her shoulders and pulled himself tighter, forcing his cock deeper until half of his length was inside her 
 
    For perhaps the first time in her life, Nina let out a whimper. 
 
    Nameless nearly pulled out immediately, but it took him barely a thought to feel that she didn’t want him to. 
 
    Four sets of eyes were watching, the other pairs of lovers having paused at the sight of him taking their bond-sister from behind. 
 
    He looked to the others, his hands still gripping Nina’s shoulders. 
 
    “Looks like we have an audience babe.” 
 
    An inarticulate moan was all the response he got. 
 
    He chuckled. 
 
    “I’m not going to go easy on you just because you can’t talk, you are my mountain.” 
 
    She moaned again. 
 
    With his cock as hard as it had ever been, the pleasure of her tight wetness was almost enough for him to cum without moving. 
 
    He pulled his length out so that just his head was inside of her, then drove his hips forwards, mercilessly filling her in one rapid move. 
 
    Normally she could take a little over half of his length, but in her current position taking that much was painful. 
 
    She didn’t complain though, her hands gripping the sheets beside her head while he pounded into her again, a bit of drool leaking out of the corner of her mouth and sinking into the mattress. 
 
    Again and again he slowly pulled out only to quickly drive back in, the tempo of his thrusts remaining constant. 
 
    The pulsating of her inner walls against his length was the only clue he had that she was cumming, her mouth open wide in a breathlessly silent howl. 
 
    Only then did he pick up the pace, his hands shifting to grip her hips tight as he fucked her harder, his own orgasm building. 
 
    Volka and Erica came at Nina from either side then, their own lovemaking paused as they crawled across the bed to loom over the Gigas, their hands tracing along her back as she finally gasped in a desperate breath. 
 
    “Lover, cum on her ass.” Erica’s tongue laved over Nina’s lower back she spoke. 
 
    “Do it, Husband.” Volka begged. 
 
    The Valkyrie leaned back and sat up to present her breasts to him, pinching one of her hardened nipples and tracing it over his cheek to add to his arousal. 
 
    It was very effective. 
 
    He all but snarled as he latched onto her breast and suckled her nipple hard. 
 
    It was the last bit of stimulation he needed to go over the edge. 
 
    His cock throbbed as his cum jetted out inside the Gigas, but he remembered Erica’s request and pulled out, his cockhead nestled between Nina’s ass cheeks as more cum spurted forth. 
 
    He wasn’t without stimulation for long: Volka and Erica moved in unison, the Katje gripping and massaging his balls while the angel took his length in a firm grip and jerked him off all over the giant’s tiny ass. 
 
    Nameless alternated between gasping and groaning into his angel’s cleavage as his cock spat out wad after wad of his seed across Nina’s tiny cheeks and lower back, Volka’s clenched fist pistoning up and down the whole while. 
 
    The little red monster propped herself onto her elbows and looked over her shoulder with one eye, feeling the sticky heat of her master’s seed painting over her, marking her as his. 
 
    At length the spitting of his cock abated and Volka pulled her breasts out of his face and sat back onto her thighs, her grip on his member slackening. 
 
    The group took a moment to appreciate the sight of the tiny red girl’s cum-covered bum while Nameless’s orgasm abated. 
 
    A sudden knocking on the door drew their attention. 
 
    “Hey guys! I’m back, but the door is locked! Are you still there?” 
 
    No one moved at first, though they shared a number of looks. 
 
    Volka finally sighed, sitting up and pulling her shift back on, smoothing the fabric back over her naked and sweat covered flesh. 
 
    “Ophelia had a point, we really ought to socialize with the others.” 
 
    Still completely exposed and covered in her master’s seed, Nina swallowed to compose herself before letting out a satisfied sigh. 
 
    “Meh, I like our socializing better.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6:  
 
    All Abuzz 
 
      
 
      
 
    While Nameless and his bond-mates were enjoying their evening, Cordelia and Christine Loskins were languishing on the plush furniture in the main room of Queen Oldeera’s new hive in Algrade. 
 
    Unlike Oldeera’s previous hives, which had featured her bed rather prominently in the central bower, Cordelia insisted on some sort of living room. 
 
    Which was just as well; because she doubted that Christine would have set foot in any room her little sister was routinely having sex in. 
 
    Little did she realize… 
 
    Standing in contrast to the amber-like substance of the hive the trio of cream-coloured couches they lounged on formed three parts of a circle, with gaps between them to access the steps out of the sunken section in the middle of the domed room. 
 
    Though new to the city, the battle-hardened Hornets were a welcome addition in the eyes of the city council, and as such Oldeera was granted permission to construct her hive within the city limits, rather than amongst the slums surrounding it. 
 
    This worked just fine for both of the Loskins sisters, as its location essentially put them equidistant from Christine’s school and Cordelia’s work. 
 
    Under the light of solar lanterns salvaged from the hive in Kettering the sisters were taking it in turns to paint each other’s toenails, while Cordelia’s bond-mates spoiled them with rich chocolate, candied hazelnuts, and deliciously tart fruit juice. 
 
    “I have to say Cordy: when I imagined living in the city, this is not what I pictured.” 
 
    The older sister gestured around at the luxuriously appointed room with her freshly painted nails. 
 
    The wingless Hornet holding the tray of sweets for them absently leaned in and gave Cordelia a kiss on the side of her head, though she was careful not to jostle her as she saw to Christine’s feet. 
 
    Personally the mechanist in training found the whole affair to be a bit ridiculous as her fingernails would inevitably end up covered in grease, but she enjoyed spending the time with her little sister nonetheless. 
 
    Unlike her father, Christine wasn’t overly surprised when Cordelia showed up, hand in hand with Queen Oldeera, and announced that they had bonded. But it had still taken a while to get used to the monster girls’ affections for her younger sibling. 
 
    After all, up to that point she had thought that Cordelia wasn’t into girls like their other sister Helen was. 
 
    And she was even more flabbergasted when they said they wanted to move to the University City with her. 
 
    Cordelia finished the last dollop of polish on Christine’s pinky toe and leaned back to return the Hornet’s kiss, causing the monster to giggle. 
 
    “What, you don’t like chocolate anymore?” She said. 
 
    Christine shook her head vigorously as she snagged another piece of said chocolate from the tray before the Hornet holding it could get too distracted. 
 
    She popped it into her mouth with a happy moan before replying. 
 
    “No, but I expected to be living alone, or maybe on campus with a bunch of strangers.” 
 
    The wingless girl paused in her canoodling of her bond-mate to look at her with some concern. 
 
    “Are your quarters not to your liking, Princess?” 
 
    That was another thing for Christine to get used to; because she was related to the Hornets’ queen, in their eyes, she was royalty too. 
 
    Though despite any misgivings she had about the lofty title, she would forever cherish the look on her father’s face when they addressed him as ‘Your Highness’. 
 
    “No! They’re great! I love the extra space for my work. It’s just not what I was expecting, that’s all.” 
 
    To help accommodate her studies, the Hornets had already finished building a workshop for her at the bottom of the domed hive, though Cordelia had to all but order them to put in an entrance at ground level for her and her sister to use. 
 
    The Hornets were warriors and their hive was their fortress: in their mind a ground floor entrance was simply a weakness for their enemies to exploit. 
 
    The queen-of-their-queen gave a sniff. 
 
    “You think I was expecting this?” She popped another chocolate in her mouth for emphasis; “I was all set to marry some oaf like Brandon, and then maybe take over the bakery with Helen.” 
 
    There was a quick buzz that reverberated around the room as the Hornets heard the name of her ex-boyfriend. 
 
    They were most definitely not a fan. 
 
    Cordelia doubted Brandon would ever realize how close he came to death when Oldeera and her warriors found out about his behaviour behind the bakery. 
 
    That time she actually had to order them to spare the ignorant oaf’s life. 
 
    Before Christine could state her own opinion of the young man, the butt of a Hornet’s lance struck the floor with a sharp rap, making her jump. 
 
    “The queen returns!” She pronounced. 
 
    Moments later Oldeera and several of her girls flew into the hive from an entrance hidden above, setting down gracefully on the floor. 
 
    Cordelia leapt to her feet to waddle over to them after they landed, trying to keep from messing up her freshly painted toes. 
 
    A bit recklessly she tossed herself the last few feet, her hands going over Oldeera’s shoulders as the buxom monster pulled her close, more than up to the task of catching her enthusiastic bond-mate despite the cast on her arm. 
 
    Her wing had since healed from her recent tribulations, but broken bones took longer. 
 
    They shared a long, but relatively chaste, kiss while Christine studiously avoided looking at them. 
 
    “Am I the only one in the family who still likes dick?” She muttered under her breath. 
 
    But the ardent couple didn’t seem to hear her as they carried on with their intimate greeting. 
 
    “Mmmm, hello to you too. What time is your shift tomorrow?” Oldeera asked after they finally broke apart. 
 
    “Six! But Renny wants me to do more loaves this time because they sold so well, so I should go in a bit early.” 
 
    Christine smirked. 
 
    “I bet that you are the only queen in the land who works in a kitchen!” 
 
    Oldeera buzzed over and gave Christine a quick peck on the cheek by way of greeting and a hug with one arm, the chitinous armour covering her massive breasts pressing into Christine’s own formidable mounds for a moment. 
 
    But although the Hornet had bonded to her little sister, Christine still wasn’t quite sure where she stood with the regal queen. 
 
    “Your sister is very special.” The Hornet confided with a smile: “Though I certainly offered for her to remain here, to grow fat and happy as my sweets lavished her with chocolate and the finest delicacies in the world.” 
 
    She opened her mouth and one of the other Hornets immediately popped one of the little hazelnuts between her lips. 
 
    As her teeth crunched the sweet in her mouth she brought her shoulders up, wriggling them slightly in apparent delight. 
 
    “Mmm, scrumptious. But alas, my Queen would have none of it and insisted on... what did she call it?” She tapped her chin for a moment before snapping her fingers; “Ah yes, ‘earning her own way in the world’, whatever that means.” 
 
    “It means I don’t want to get fat.” Cordelia pointed out in a wry voice. 
 
    She had one arm around one of the returning Hornets who’s Antennae wiggled and wings buzzed at the attention and with the monster’s help she waddled back to recline on the plush divan. 
 
    Once more they settled in, this time with Oldeera taking over painting the toes of Christine’s remaining foot, despite her protestations. 
 
    It was one thing for her little sister to handle her bare feet, something else entirely for monster girl royalty. 
 
    But Oldeera merely poo-pooed her objections, and soon her tongue was in the corner of her mouth as she focused on making the older sister’s toes perfect. 
 
    Christine watched the queen work, Cordelia was sitting again, with her knees spread as the same Hornet as before likewise sat on the floor in front of her, blushing slightly while Cordelia happily took a brush to her wind-swept hair. 
 
    With the exception of their queen, the Hornets usually kept their hair short, but they had been letting it grow out at Cordelia’s insistence. 
 
    The entire hive relaxed a great deal with both of their queens safe and sound inside, though several of them still stood guard at each point of entry into the amber-like structure, particularly the ground floor one. 
 
    Christine didn’t know who would be crazy enough to storm a Hornet hive, but she wasn’t an idiot. 
 
    When Cordelia had properly introduced Oldeera to her family, none of them failed to notice the queen’s broken arm and wing, nor had they missed the bruises on Cordelia’s neck. 
 
    And while her father and Helen had both bought into her story of an ‘aerial mishap’, she knew something else was going on. 
 
    But for probably the first time in their lives, Cordelia would tell her nothing about it. 
 
    It was somewhat upsetting for Christine to have her volatile little sister confide in someone other than her. But she pushed such thoughts down: they were both growing up, and while she may often act like sex-incarnate, Queen Oldeera would always have her little sister’s best interest at heart. 
 
    Such was the nature of the bond. 
 
    Nonetheless it didn’t make it less awkward for Christine to have her sister’s pet tending to her toes, so she strived to find something to talk about. 
 
    “Hey, I feel kind of stupid for having to ask, but, how many Hornets are there in your hive anyways?” 
 
    Cordelia perked up at the question, her hand going still in brushing the Hornet’s hair. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve wondered that myself, seemed a bit silly to ask at this point though. I’ve tried to count them but they’re always coming and going.” 
 
    Oldeera smiled. 
 
    “If you don’t know, then neither will our enemies.” 
 
    “But, I’m your bond-mate!” Cordelia protested with a hint of petulance in her voice. 
 
    “Yes, and someday you might be in danger, someone might try to make you tell them my numbers. But you can’t tell them what you don’t know honey.” 
 
    Both humans felt that the grave look on her face was undercut by her actions as the Hornet queen put the finishing touches on Christine’s last toe with a satisfied noise. 
 
    “There! All done! Now you look the part of a princess, though we really should get you a tiara...” 
 
    She winked at Christine but just as the older Loskins sister was about to thank her, the Hornet’s antennae began to wiggle and her eyes grew distant. 
 
    “Is... something wrong?” Christine asked awkwardly. 
 
    Oldeera blinked and shook her head. 
 
    “No, but it seems that we have a visitor, a somewhat distraught visitor actually.” She rose to her feet with all the grace of her station and turned to face the pouting Cordelia, now brushing a different Hornet’s hair; “Do you know a Lapine courier by the name of Rebecca?” 
 
    The young brunette pursed her lips, momentarily forgetting to sulk. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s really nice. I kind of gave her a standing invitation to come and visit us sometime. I figured she would have said something to me earlier though if she was planning on dropping by.” 
 
    One of Oldeera’s antennae quirked as she arched an eyebrow. 
 
    “We can ask her all about it in a few moments, my sweets are leading her in now.” 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Rebecca had torn through her meager collection of clothes, trying to find something, anything, for her date with Carol. 
 
    But the mature woman with her cherry red hair always wore nice clothes, even when overseeing her machine shop, it was one of the many things that both fascinated and intimidated the spunky bunny. 
 
    Rebecca didn’t have nice clothes to speak off, and the only thing close to ornamentation she ever wore were the simple earrings in her ears and her pink heartstone, a match for her eyes, but even that was hidden in another piercing through her tongue. 
 
    It was a somewhat common practice in a city like Algrade; if someone tried to steal her heart, she could quickly use her teeth to work it free and swallow it for safekeeping. 
 
    Not a pleasant outcome, but certainly better than the alternative. 
 
    And while the Lapine very muchly wanted to use her piercing on Carol, in her mind she couldn’t get there without the proper clothes. For one brief instant she considered trying to borrow something from her roommate, but she dismissed the thought as quickly as it came. 
 
    Then she remembered her new friend Cordelia.  
 
    Her Hornets were pretty intense, but so was the thought of going out with Carol looking like an ordinary courier. 
 
    She was out the door running for the hive almost as soon as she thought about the baker. 
 
    The Lapine arrived within minutes and after a breathless moment where Oldeera’s sentries communicated with their queen she was led inside. 
 
    Cordelia gave a little wave as the courier entered the room, taking only a moment to introduce her to her sister and bond-mate before diving right in. 
 
    “Alright Becks, what’s the trouble?” 
 
    “The trouble is I finally got that date I’ve been after but I don’t have any clothes!” She wailed in response. 
 
    “Really? You look fully clothed to me. Where’s the guy taking you?” Christine said carefully, having never met the Lapine before. 
 
    Rebecca cast her arms down at her attire, before waving one hand at her pierced ears and short dyed hair. 
 
    “She’s taking me to someplace fancy in the city proper, where I’ll stick out like a sore thumb!” 
 
    “She? Seriously, am I the only one in the world who likes dick?” Christine repeated her earlier complaint to no one in particular. 
 
    Ignoring her sister, Cordelia frowned at Rebecca. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t she take you someplace you’d be more comfortable? That’s kind of thoughtless of her.” 
 
    “Hey!” Becks protested with a whine before flouncing down next to the baker; “I really like her Cordy, she’s so much different than the losers I usually go for.” 
 
    Cordelia turned slightly on the comfortable couch, being careful with her freshly painted nails. 
 
    “Alright alright, well, I dunno, I have a nice lavender dress that might fit you. We’re about the same size, in the chest area.” 
 
    Christine smirked as she arched her back to push out her own breasts. 
 
    “One of the advantages of having big healthy tits, my poor flat-chested little sisters never stole any of my clothes.” She teased. 
 
    Cordelia rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Ha ha.” 
 
    Queen Oldeera, largely silent up till that point, sat down next to Christine and arched her own back, all but thrusting her breasts into her face. 
 
    “I’m sorry to say princess, but if we go by comparison, you’d hardly able to fill out any of my clothes.” 
 
    She had by far the largest bust in the room. 
 
    Christine turned pink and Cordelia laughed out loud, while even the agitated Rebecca let out a little giggle. 
 
    The baker hobbled to her feet. 
 
    “Come on, let’s get you sorted, I’ll need a bit of help though Oldeera, my nails are still wet.” 
 
    “Of course honey.” 
 
    The queen clapped her hands and several of her Hornets moved to assist the queen-of-their-queen in helping her friend prepare for her date. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Barely an hour after Rebecca arrived at the hive in a panic the Lapine was sitting across from the most intriguing woman she had ever met. 
 
    The flickering little candle on the table cast Carol Reindel’s features in an intimate glow, the orange light dancing across her eye-catching cleavage in her low-cut silk blouse. 
 
    “I grew up in the slums.” The Lapine’s eyes widened in surprise and Carol was quick to elaborate; “Surprised? My father gave up on prospecting when he was very young and worked hard to keep me and my mother fed. It honestly never felt like we did without. It was thanks to him that I had a shot at more.” 
 
    Her eyes twinkled in the candle-light as she reflected on her past. 
 
    Mesmerized, Rebecca took another sip from her crystalline glass but then had to fight not to make a face. 
 
    Only that night had she discovered that she didn’t care for wine, her date had ordered it for them with their meal though and she was desperate to fit in at the fancy restaurant. 
 
    Playing with the lip of her own glass, Carol tilted her head to one side, her eyes hooded, mysterious, as she appraised the buoyant bunny girl. 
 
    “And how about you? Are you from the city?” 
 
    Rebecca nibbled on a steamed carrot stick from her plate and shook her head. 
 
    “No, I’m a country bumpkin!” She giggled nervously; “I came here originally to… find work.” 
 
    Her tone became subdued when she remembered the sting of her failure to acquire her dream job. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Carol’s brow furrowed as she picked up the shift in the bunny’s mood. 
 
    “N-nothing.” 
 
    “Hey... you can talk to me, we’re friends now right?” 
 
    Despite the warmth in the older woman’s tone, Rebecca was too ashamed to admit that she had been in the city for three years now, and all she had to show for it were three rejection letters from the Aegis. 
 
    In fact, she had been seriously thinking about relocating to Garland, before a certain woman showed up in town... 
 
    “It really is nothing.” She shook aside her despondency and adopted a winning smile; “But wow! If you grew up in the slums, it must have been a lot of work to get out and into the world and be so successful! Why did you come back to the city?” 
 
    Carol’s frown relaxed as her focus shifted due to the bunny’s rapid subject changes and she waved her hands dismissively. 
 
    “It was time to come home. And the success was luck mostly. Right place, right time. Struck a few lucrative contracts out in Oakridge. That sort of thing.” 
 
    Becks was fascinated, she pulled her elbows up onto the table and propped her head up with one hand. 
 
    “So, I’ve never really been clear…” She began thoughtfully; “What is it that you do?” 
 
    Her date chuckled for a moment before explaining. 
 
    “I was in shipping for a long time, but the shop makes tools, mostly for excavations and the like. It was actually the shop my father worked at when I was a kid, so it was sort of for him that I bought it.” She shrugged, and for a moment the bunny’s eyes were again drawn to the cleavage spilling out of her shirt; “At least, his memory anyways.” 
 
    Carol’s paused as she took another drink of her wine, then she looked down at Rebecca’s elbow and bit back a grin. 
 
    Following her eyes, Becks discovered that when she had propped her arms on the table she had plopped one of her elbows in the otherwise untouched sweetened dipping sauce for her carrots. 
 
    And she had been doing so well. 
 
    “Oh no! I am so sorry!” She hissed to avoid drawing attention as she fumbled with her napkin. 
 
    She once more felt the fool as she blushed to the base of her now-flattened ears. 
 
    Carol couldn’t hold back her grin anymore as she laughed. 
 
    “Hey, it wasn’t my plate.” 
 
    “I-I know, but like, this place is so classy! I didn’t mean to embarrass you.” 
 
    Her date’s chuckle turned dark. 
 
    “Sweetheart, I don’t embarrass easy. And the staff here is too well-paid to have opinions of their clientele.” 
 
    Rebecca frowned, there was something in Carol’s words that didn’t sound right, but she was too distracted with saving the sleeve of her borrowed dress to think about it. 
 
    She really hoped Cordelia wasn’t too upset with her. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Carol broke into her fretting with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “What? I mean, yes! I just, this isn’t actually mine, and I don’t want it to stain.” 
 
    The corner of Carol’s mouth twitched, though whether it was with amusement or annoyance, Becks couldn’t tell. 
 
    “Well, I’m finished eating if you want to get it home and wash it.” 
 
    Torn with equal parts gratitude and regret, Rebecca nodded. 
 
    “Would that be alright? I’m sorry, we were having such a good time!” 
 
    She wasn’t. 
 
    Torture her with thumbscrews and she wouldn’t admit it. 
 
    Though eager to learn about the mature woman, she found that the expensive wine upset her stomach and the steamed carrots that Carol ordered for her were too mushy to help matters. She didn’t understand what was wrong with munching on them raw. 
 
    “Of course.” Carol nodded. 
 
    “Thank you! Here, do we just leave the money on the table you think? I have coins, we can split it.” 
 
    “Ah, no.” The dark-haired woman leaned in a bit, as if to tell her a sensitive secret; “You don’t pay like that at a place like this. Don’t worry, it’s already taken care of.” 
 
    Still fumbling to get the sticky sauce off of her clothes, Rebecca gnawed on her lip worriedly. 
 
    “Oh jeeze, I’m sorry. I’m really not used to-” 
 
    “It’s alright, come on, let’s get you home and out of that dress.” 
 
    The invitation was plain in Carol’s voice but her attempt at getting the evening back on track fell on deaf ears, the agitated rabbit too worried about the numerous social sins she had unknowingly committed in the last two minutes. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t know if this stuff will stain or not.” 
 
    A half hour later the Lapine was standing with her back to her door, shell-shocked at what had just happened. 
 
    Only now, out of Carol’s company, did she recognize the cues that the woman was practically spoon-feeding her. 
 
    Right up until Rebecca had shut the door in her face the cherry-haired woman was flirting and hinting at the possibility of coming inside and maybe even staying the night. 
 
    “Becks? Is that you?” 
 
    She didn’t answer right away, her mind whirling at the missed opportunity. 
 
    “I don’t know.” She finally answered as her roommate poked her head out of her room in the loft they shared; “I’ve never been such an idiot before, so no. Can’t be me.” 
 
    Sandra was actually her fourth roommate since moving to Algrade. A student at the university, the somewhat chubby girl largely kept to herself. 
 
    Tonight was no exception: seeing the potential for some sort of emotional scene from the Lapine, she gave a jerky nod of her head. 
 
    “Right, that’s good. Um, I have a morning class, so keep it down if you can?” 
 
    She disappeared from view, not quite slamming her door, but almost. 
 
    Rebecca slowly slumped to the floor, her back still to the door as she sat. 
 
    “Yup, wasn’t me.” She finally groaned and covered her face with both hands. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7:  
 
    Dark Thoughts 
 
      
 
      
 
    After a few weeks of recovery Adrian was more than capable of hobbling around the Amazon village unaided, though he wasn’t fit to travel yet, especially with winter having long since set in. 
 
    Besides, where would he go? 
 
    The Amazons had lost the trail of his team’s killers as the blizzard that began when he first arrived was followed by another, and then yet one more after that. 
 
    Drifts of snow were thick between the trees and even thicker between the huts of the village, though the powerful girls easily cleared numerous paths through the snow. 
 
    Olena had joined them the day after he arrived, though how she made it through the falling snow wearing nothing but her short sarong and knitted shawl was anyone’s guess. 
 
    But after meeting with the elders of the village and stopping to ensure that he was still alive away from her care, she had quickly returned home again, promising to return once they actually had a lead to follow. 
 
    For their part, the Amazons cast out a net of scouts to the north and south, Alcaia having reasoned that the false Aegis team would give the Saenga territory a wide berth on their return trip. 
 
    All they could do was hurry up and wait, which left the recovering Aegis technician at something of a loss. 
 
    With no orders to speak of he had simply taken to wandering the woods at the edge of the village for the last few days. 
 
    He found that if he sat still too long, emotions he would rather not dwell on rose to the surface, so instead he stayed as active as he could and thereby grew stronger by the day. 
 
    Though he felt hollow inside with the lose of his bond-mate, he couldn’t help but appreciate the quiet beauty of the place. The sky was clear and blue, while the massive trees standing against it were covered with white from the frequent snowfalls. 
 
    A familiar voice called out to him, breaking his mind free of its reverie. 
 
    With his crutch tucked under his arm he looked up expectantly as Alcaia drew near, a grim look on her face. 
 
    “We found your people.” She said without preamble. 
 
    His breathing was steady; when the snow had stopped she had sent yet more scouts to the west specifically to find his team, so he knew this was coming. 
 
    It still took him a moment to formulate a reply though. 
 
    “Are they, I mean, can I... see her?” His eyes stung as treacherous burning tears sought to fall. 
 
    Alcaia shook her head slowly, uncertainly. 
 
    “The cold and snow have preserved their remains, but-” She paused as she examined his face, her concern for his wellbeing plain in her eyes; “I did not know your wife but I do not believe that she would want you to see her as she is now.” 
 
    Her words were gentle, and her point well made, but Adrian had to see her, had to see his Cheri. 
 
    His expression communicated that to the Saenga warleader clearer than words. 
 
    “As you wish.” She murmured; “Follow me.” 
 
    She walked slowly, both to match his pace with the crutch, and to allow him time to prepare himself for what he was about to see. 
 
    The Amazons had laid out the remains of his team in two neat rows in the wide opening in the middle of their village, each body resting on a litter and respectfully covered with a blanket. 
 
    All of the Saenga that remained were surrounding them in a half-circle, adults and children alike. The Amazons had laid their weapons on the ground out of respect, while their assorted lovers and bond-mates were lighting simple candles and placing them alongside dried flowers around each litter, honouring the dead according to their own customs. 
 
    Seeing his team lined up and still, their faces hidden from his view, Adrian nearly collapsed. 
 
    Cheri was under one of those blankets. 
 
    Alcaia placed her hand on his shoulder and squeezed reassuringly, a point of strength for him to draw on. 
 
    “Take your time, Aegis. Today we honour the dead. Later we see about avenging them.” 
 
    “Which-” his voice broke and he had to clear his throat before continuing; “Where is she?” 
 
    The Amazon chieftess stared at the side of his head for a long time, his own gaze trailing over the bodies. 
 
    “The Truffles are there.” She directed his attention towards a cluster of bodies with a slow swipe of her finger; “We would have preferred to set them alongside their bond-mates, but we did not know...” 
 
    She trailed off as Adrian jerked his head in understanding, his eyes now locked on the six litters she had indicated. 
 
    If she wasn’t propping him up, he would have long since collapsed to the frozen ground. 
 
    Drawing strength from deep within himself to honour his fallen comrades, he took a long breath through his nose to marshal his courage, before letting it out through his mouth. 
 
    “I can help with that.” 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    The surface of the bunker’s walls were stone, but impossibly smooth, the simple metal table in the center of the low ceilinged room sat level without any hint of a wobble, just as it had done for centuries before. 
 
    In the deep darkness of the ancient man-made tunnel system, Evadne the Chimera was sitting up in bed, still recovering from her defeat at the hands of Nameless’s bond-mates. 
 
    It had been slow going. 
 
    Her body had been under constant strain for over a thousand years as it fought off the cold taint of entropy, so numerous broken ribs and a spear-wound through her belly did nothing to make that easier. 
 
    Jonathan was in the process of changing her bandages while she hissed in pain. 
 
    “I’ve converted the last of the girls you brought in before... this.” He remarked with a vague nod at her wounded abdomen; “That leaves us with fifteen Tenebrae, all sitting around and getting fat off the last of our provisions while we wait on you to-” 
 
    Her glare silenced him and he swallowed nervously. 
 
    Being an Empath, he could normally sense just how much she hated him, all tangled together with her love for him, but right now she was leaning rather heavily towards hate. 
 
    “Eve, we can still do this. First we get you well, then start up again, no one knows where we are-” 
 
    “Do I look like I need your words of encouragement?” She demanded; “I will be well, and when I am, I will find those cunts and tear them apart. I will rip off the angel’s wings and make her watch while I feast on the Minotaur’s heart and the giant’s tongue.” 
 
    She meant every word, and the violent images that they invoked were horrifying, made doubly so as he experienced them through his gift. 
 
    Jonathan shuddered, but continued in his work, no stranger to her rampant bloodlust. 
 
    He had known Evadne for almost his entire life; she had basically raised him after his parents were killed in a freak accident. 
 
    At least, she told him it was an accident. 
 
    Once he came into his powers he soon learned that she was the one who killed them, she was the one who tore out his mother’s throat right in front of her infant son. 
 
    They never spoke of it, because he didn’t blame her. 
 
    He knew why she did it, why she hunted the Empaths to near extinction: They were the greatest success of the Valkyrie, the greatest chance for peace between man and monster. 
 
    And the forces of entropy that held a piece of Evadne’s soul could not allow peace. 
 
    Jonathan had always been convinced that once their task was complete his love for her could break the hold the demons had over her. 
 
    But that was tomorrow’s battle. 
 
    “Okay fine. You’re going to slaughter and eat them. For now though, you need a meal that isn’t dripping with the blood of our enemies.” 
 
    In the dark chaos of her mind she felt the faintest twinge of affection at his concern for her well-being and the same constant guilt for her treatment of him welled to the surface. 
 
    But though it gave him hope, it was quickly crushed by her darker thoughts as he turned to the cabinet where their provisions were stored. 
 
    Because in a part of the Chimera’s mind that he could not feel, another voice sounded. 
 
    “I have not forgotten.” She spoke low to answer the silent question. 
 
    “What was that?” Jonathan called. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Right. Oh, before I forget.” His head turned and his hand paused in slicing meat for her; “I heard more noises in the east tunnels.” 
 
    She hissed at the irritating news. 
 
    “Are we discovered?” 
 
    He frowned and waggled the knife back and forth. 
 
    “Maybe, but I don’t believe so. Something is digging over there. I suspect whoever it is will break through in the next few days if that is their intention.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    Her words were flat, but her meaning was clear. 
 
    She just needed to hear him say it. 
 
    He sighed as he turned to face her again, a plate of bloody meat in hand. 
 
    “And then I sick the Tenebrae on them.” 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Back in the Saenga village, Adrian stared at nothing, dearly wishing he had taken Alcaia’s warning to heart. 
 
    He was sitting by one of the Amazons’ many fires with a blanket over his shoulders, but all he could see, whenever he blinked or his mind wandered, was Cheri’s face. 
 
    Due to the cold, the Amazons had been unable to close her eyelids. 
 
    Instead they had placed a cloth over her vacant eyes, but he had pulled it off in his urgent desire to see her again. 
 
    He could practically hear his gentle Truffle scolding him for being such an idiot. 
 
    “Hello again, Aegis.” 
 
    An oddly accented voice cut through his haunted musings and he turned to see that Olena had returned. 
 
    “Alcaia sent word to me.” She said by way of explaining her presence. 
 
    “Oh... kay.” The words felt foreign and hollow on his lips as he acknowledged her. 
 
    She stared at him for a long time, measuring his non-response. 
 
    The feel of her eyes on him drew him out of his reverie, but that only made him remember the bodies of his friends, all lined up in the village. 
 
    The grief that he had barely been holding at bay suddenly overwhelmed him and he slumped in place, gasping and sobbing as the faces of his friends filled his mind. 
 
    “I just ran!” He said bitterly; “I should have, I should have died with them!” 
 
    Olena said nothing at first, then gave an almost nonchalant shrug. 
 
    “That’s pretty selfish. If you had died with them, then the world would be so much worse off for not knowing the truth.” 
 
    As she spoke she drew a large needle made of bone from the folds of her shawl. 
 
    Then stabbed him deep in his uninjured shoulder. 
 
    He yelped and pulled back, the pain sending a rush of energy through him even as he flinched away from it, but he lost his balance and his crutch fell to one side as he landed on his ass on the cold ground. 
 
    “Ow! Hey! What the-” 
 
    “I am helping. Don’t be such a man about it.” 
 
    She drew her fingers down the length of the needle to collect his blood and began to work it between them, muttering an odd chant under her breath. Eldritch light seeped out of her eyes like green mist and quickly turning the blood a similar colour. 
 
    “Grief and regret. No joy at all. You really are dim hmmm?” 
 
    He opened his mouth to protest, the shock and pain he felt at being stabbed had turned into indignation as he held one hand to his still-bleeding shoulder. 
 
    Though he thought better of voicing his complaints when she began to chant again. 
 
    She leaned over him, her shawl spilling open and leaving her full breasts naked to his eyes, though they were the last thing on his mind as her bloody fingers reached for his face. 
 
    He flinched back even farther, but she stepped closer, now standing over him with a leg on either side so that he had nowhere to go. 
 
    With a couple of deft movements she sketched a rough oval below each of his eyes then drew a vertical lines through them, her voice rising and falling in cadence all the while. 
 
    Abruptly, her chanting stopped and she stood to her full height, licking his blood from her fingers before spitting it onto the ground. 
 
    “It is done.” 
 
    His own fingers reached up to his cheek, stopping short of touching the slightly tingling shapes she had drawn on his face. 
 
    “What did you do to me?” 
 
    She put her needle away and wrapped her shawl tighter around herself before warming her hands at the fire. 
 
    “I cursed you.” She said casually. 
 
    “Wh-what?!” 
 
    Anyone with any sense feared the curse of a Witch. 
 
    Painfully, he recovered his crutch and scrambled to his feet to took a few unsteady steps back from her. 
 
    “I cursed you.” She repeated, and then turned to face him, her dark eyes mysterious; “Close your eyes and open your mind to the memories of your Truffle. You will see.” 
 
    Despite his apprehension, Adrian did as she asked, closing his eyes and conjuring the memories of Cheri. 
 
    He drew in a sharp gasp. 
 
    Her smiling face, flush from a bout of recent love-making, filled his vision. 
 
    He could almost reach out and touch her. 
 
    “What, but- I don’t understand.” He said as his eyes opened and found Olena expectantly watching him. 
 
    “Try to picture her, as you saw her today.” 
 
    He swallowed his nerves, and, bolstered by the flood of bittersweet joy he felt at seeing Cheri so full of life again, did as the elder Witch asked. 
 
    Only to discover nothing but a grey fog. 
 
    He couldn’t picture her frozen features anymore, couldn’t even imagine what her body looked like all crumpled like it was. 
 
    No matter how hard he focused on his Cheri, all that would pop into his mind were pleasant memories of her laughing or telling stupid jokes. 
 
    He let out a sobbing gasp and buried his face in his hands, a bit of life having returned to him. 
 
    “How is this even a curse?” He asked rhetorically, a shaky chuckle following his words. 
 
    “It is. make no mistake.” Her response was solemn, mirthless; “I took something from you, something you can never get back. The fact that it was something you did not want does not change that.” 
 
    “I... thank-” 
 
    But she darted forwards and placed her hand over his mouth, her expression severe. 
 
    “Do not!” Her eyes were narrow and angry as she pressed her hand tighter to his lips, shaking her head vehemently; “To give thanks for a curse is to invite more of the same! You must smother the urge to voice your gratitude, for if you ever speak the words the curse will spread, taking away all memories of your love!” 
 
    She held her position until he earnestly nodded his understanding; only once she was certain he would heed her words did she pull away. 
 
    In her rush to silence him Olena’s shawl had fallen off her shoulder, once again exposing one of her breasts to his gaze. 
 
    He looked away until she had righted the knitted garment. 
 
    “Okay, so I won’t say... that. Any other things I should know about?” 
 
    She turned back to warming her hands by the fire. 
 
    “Yes. But far too many to speak of before the fire dies.” 
 
    They stayed in silence for a brief while, until Adrian couldn’t stand it anymore. 
 
    “Are you staying in the village now or…” 
 
    “I am. My home is not far away, but if the Amazons find a lead it wouldn’t do for them to have to come find me first, so I stay here until this is over.” 
 
    “Right.” Adrian sighed. 
 
    Her answer had brought them full circle back to the people who killed his team. 
 
    The people who killed Cheri. 
 
    While she was smiling in the only memories he could summon of her, she was still dead, and her absence left a hollow ache inside him. 
 
    There was no curse that could help with that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8:  
 
    Indecision 
 
      
 
      
 
    Situated five miles outside the city of Garland, the Aegis Academy was a sprawling complex of buildings, towers, waterways and even subterranean tunnels. All designed to accommodate the wide variety of monster girls in attendance with their human partners, not to mention the intensive training programme for prospective Aegis operatives. 
 
    Nameless still struggled to find his way around, though Ophelia and Volka being able to fly helped enormously. 
 
    It had been a week since the night they had gotten to know Ginger, and indeed many of the other Cadets. Though the orgy she was after turned out to be a pretty mellow gathering, with less than half of the cadets in attendance and the ones that showed up too tired for any sort of shenanigans. 
 
    Beyond the intense physical conditioning the cadets endured, the Aegis training was roughly divided into three categories: Monster Girl Care, Lost-tech Applications, and Criminal Law. 
 
    Having five bond-mates, Nameless excelled at Monster Girl Care; one of the prerequisites for joining the Aegis was having your tamer license and he passed with flying colours when he challenged the certification test, having been coached so much by Miranda when they were searching for Volka. 
 
    That and he cheated outrageously. 
 
    Given his abilities, and his past experience with Tenebrae, it was easy for him to suss out the source of a monster girl’s distress, even in training simulations. 
 
    There was even talk of him getting an automatic pass on the subject, but he didn’t want any sort of special treatment, so he just contented himself at being the best in the class for the first time in his life. 
 
    The other branches of study however, revealed his shortcomings as a student. 
 
    While he was intimately familiar with the Aegis charter, the more complicated nuances of it eluded him, particularly when it came to questions of jurisdiction. 
 
    The Aegis was the ultimate authority when it came to monster girls and crimes committed against them, as well as any crime involving lost technology. 
 
    But the organization, while vast, wasn’t nearly monolithic enough to keep the peace in all of the city states, this is where local lawkeepers came in. The question each operative therefore had to deal with when it came to any given crime outside their purview was: is this worth my attention or can the locals handle it? 
 
    For Nameless, who was fully aware of his own idealism, the answer was... troubling. 
 
    On top of the struggles with the nuances of Aegis operating procedures, they had yet to get into Lost-Tech Applications, their instructors waiting on them to complete their first six weeks before throwing them into it. 
 
    So Nameless put it out of his mind for now, focusing on the present rather than dreading the future. 
 
    Normally when in the comfort of their dorm room he took off his Witch-charmed bracer, as his forearm got itchy if he wore it too long, and the previous evening was no exception. But as he was putting it back on that morning he noticed with no small degree of panic that Erica’s heartstone was no longer in its place next to Ophelia’s. 
 
    He opened his mouth to voice his alarm to the others but the Katje in question held up the emerald green sphere and winked at him. 
 
    When she had removed it, he had no idea. 
 
    “Been waiting for you to notice lover.” She winked at him and giggled at his flabbergasted expression; “Don’t worry about it. I’m just borrowing this for a bit.” 
 
    “O-okay?” He said uncertainly, though his relief at seeing the stone safe in her care was palpable. 
 
    She laughed again as she sauntered out of the room towards the showers with most of the other girls. 
 
    “You’ll get it back, I promise!” Her voice floated back through the open door. 
 
    At first he was left bemused, but once he took a moment to think about it he realized what she was up to. 
 
    His fingers played over Nina’s heartstone in the silver bracelet on his wrist and a broad smile crossed his face. He looked up to see Ophelia sharing his smile, having witnessed the exchange while preparing her bag for her own lessons. 
 
    His eyes flicked to the stuffed bear sitting on the end table. 
 
    Ophelia’s heartstone was always either in the bracer with Erica’s or hidden away in the teddy bear she made for him when he was a child. 
 
    Before he could give voice to what he was thinking she leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. 
 
    “For us monsters, for Erica and Nina and of course Milly too-” With one finger she delicately flicked the braid of Minotaur tail hair around his neck containing Milly’s heartstone; “Fashioning some means for their bond-mate to carry or display our hearts is something of a ritual. And if you will recall, I did make that bear for you, long ago. Though at the time, I didn’t intend for it to be used as such.” 
 
    Nameless wrapped her in his arms and held her close. 
 
    “I know how special that bear is to you, and me too really. So if you say that is all you need, than I believe you. But I’m sure Nina would make you something more durable, though unless I missed my guess, she is going to be busy with whatever Erica is after.” 
 
    Ophelia leaned away from his hug and kissed him on the lips before letting out a dramatic sigh. 
 
    “The one downside to being bonded to an Empath.” 
 
    “Oh?” His brow furrowed as he waited for her to finish her thought. 
 
    “It is impossible to surprise you.” 
 
    He thought about what she said, thought about all of the excited emotions coming from Erica, and had to admit she had a point. 
 
    “Maybe, but that goes both ways! Think of all the times I picked wildflowers for you when I was a kid! You always acted delighted, but how many times were you actually surprised?” 
 
    She giggled and kissed him again. 
 
    “I’ll never tell dearheart. Mmmm, actually if you want to do something nice for me, pick me some wildflowers?” 
 
    “Find my Flutterby some flowers in the dead of winter? No problem.” He replied drily as she laughed again. 
 
    Ophelia gave him one last peck on the lips by way of goodbye, but he felt the kiss was far too perfunctory so he grabbed her arm when she turned to leave and pulled her back into his arms. 
 
    Then he really kissed her. 
 
    Things were actually getting rather heated, one arm wrapping around her back while the other cupped her breast, but she broke away from him and flicked him on the tip of his nose. 
 
    “Down boy, you need to get going, I do believe you are running the obstacle course again this morning?” 
 
    “Don’t remind me.” He groaned. 
 
    Nameless had come to believe that the academy’s obstacle course was the universe’s way of balancing the scaled against him for having too many bond-mates. 
 
    Ranging from crawling up steep wooden ramps to dancing across raised pillars and rope bridges, it was a gauntlet in the truest sense of the word. 
 
    The thought of another humiliating run was more than enough to cool the passion in his blood. 
 
    Given that its difficulty was geared towards humans, it typically wasn’t challenging enough for the monster girls in the Aegis. So instead he ran it alongside the other human cadets, and he always came in last. 
 
    Though much more physically fit than he used to be, physically gifted he was not. 
 
    “Don’t worry, you can get the Amazons to rub your tired shoulders when you’re finished.” She said cheekily. 
 
    When Nameless decided to join the Aegis, he was under the protection of the Saenga tribe of Amazons, now, at the Academy, the close personal protection was largely unnecessary, and even inconvenient. 
 
    But there was no way that the Aegis would turn away an Amazon war party, and there was also no way that Myrina and the other Saenga warriors would leave after a second encounter between Nameless’s bond-mates and Evadne. 
 
    So while there might not have been a place for the wild Amazons within the academy, Margaret Bloom had come up with a solution. 
 
    With Yana Brael missing, her war-sisters were also at something of a loss and in need of some extra support. So at the councilwoman’s advisement the two groups joined forces to act as extra security for the academy, led by Tiana, Yana’s second. 
 
    There were those on the council, Aegis Booker in particular, who did not agree with tying up so many monster girls, but ultimately the headmistress was able to justify the extra security by arguing that the Academy would be a particularly juicy target for Evadne and Jonathan, especially with Nameless there. 
 
    As such, while not the everyday occurrence as it once was, Nameless and the others did get to see the beloved Amazons of both tribes semi-regularly. 
 
    Such was the case a few hours later when Nameless was heading to the showers, covered in frozen muck from his run against the obstacle course. Much to his chagrin, he had fallen off of the rope bridges twice, landing in the frigid mix of slush and mud below. 
 
    And worse, he was the only one to do so. 
 
    “Valkyrja-datta!” 
 
    A familiar voice called to him and he looked up to see Escrya striding towards him. 
 
    With golden tufts of Valkyrie feathers braided into their hair and their deadly spears always at hand, she and the other Saenga girls had always held a wild edge that fascinated, and slightly intimidated, him. 
 
    The icy-eyed young Amazon wore an amused expression as she looked him over head to toe. 
 
    “You look... well.” 
 
    “Ha ha.” He said through chattering teeth. 
 
    She chuckled at his response. 
 
    “Helena asked me to bring this to you, it’s a letter for Goodman Fletcher.” 
 
    While in Kettering the Amazon in question shared a brief dalliance with the old farmer and his Cockatrice flock. 
 
    Escrya held up the little square of paper as proof of her words, but didn’t hand it to him as he was dripping wet. 
 
    “Evidently he made an impression on her?” Nameless asked wryly. 
 
    She laughed again, her voice rich and musical. 
 
    “Just so! But I would presume that you are heading to the bathing rooms to warm and cleanse yourself, do not stop on my account, I wouldn’t want the mud to freeze around you in the chill.” 
 
    Even shivering as he was he couldn’t help but return the friendly smile, but her words were more accurate than she knew and he quickly continued on his way to the bathroom at the dormitories. 
 
    To his surprise, she followed him. 
 
    “What?” She asked innocently; “I need to make sure you arrive safely, it is my duty.” 
 
    Nameless was not fooled by her innocent expression. 
 
    “Right.” He replied with amused skepticism; “And I’m sure you want to ensure I get into the shower stall in one piece as well?” 
 
    Her smile widened and she deliberately winked at him. 
 
    “That would be safest.” 
 
    Together they walked through the chill air until they reached the dormitories where he bade her farewell and firmly closed the door in her pouting face. 
 
    Quickly stripping out of his muddy training clothes, he took up a towel and headed for the showers. 
 
    He didn’t really have the time to savour the hot spray of water cascading down on him: the rest of the cadets and their monster girl partners would soon be grabbing lunch before their afternoon lessons, and it wasn’t like the instructors would care that he had to clean icy mud out of his nose. 
 
    As it turned out, he ended up needing the time he saved in the shower: Escrya was still waiting for him when he finished, sitting on his bed when he got back to his room. 
 
    “Oh! Um, hey, what are-” 
 
    He flinched back as she tossed something at him with a negligent flick of her wrist. 
 
    He nearly dropped the towel around his waist in a bid to catch it. 
 
    Thrown off guard he brought her heartstone up in his hand before looking to her inscrutable expression. 
 
    “What is this?” He asked carefully. 
 
    She raised one eyebrow and smirked, causing him to turn a bit pink. 
 
    He felt decidedly exposed, and not just because he was wearing next to nothing. 
 
    “Okay, I know what it is. But... what does it mean?” 
 
    Her own features were a bit pink as she looked away and drew in a deep breath. 
 
    “Once, some time ago now, I promised my mother that I would not offer you my heartstone again unless you asked for it. But I have come to the conclusion that you never will.” 
 
    This was not the conversation Nameless expected to have when he got up this morning. 
 
    “My sisters and I have all offered ourselves to you, but you have claimed none of us. I offer my heart again, with no expectation of you accepting it, because I feel the need to remind you that it is yours for the taking.” 
 
    Her voice was steady, but he could feel her resignation at what she suspected his response would be, and also... her apprehension. 
 
    That concerned him, his brow furrowing as he puzzled over what could possibly unsettle the young Amazon warrior. 
 
    Since he held her heartstone in his hand, Escrya’s emotional landscape was laid bare to him, so without really intending to he quickly discovered her greatest fears, chief amongst them that he would do just that. 
 
    More than anything else in the world, she was afraid that he would never come to see her as she saw him, returning the love that burned in her chest and yearned for his touch. 
 
    And, much more insidiously, that he would accept her but never as anything more than a replacement for Kar, the Brael Amazon that died protecting him. 
 
    “As I said, I have no expectations, but you have yet to...” She trailed off as she took in the shocked look on his face. 
 
    Suddenly she did not look so composed. 
 
    It was plain to see that he had just discovered the one thing above all else that she hoped to keep from him, and she could not hide her mortification. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed and her jaw tightened as she held out her hand. 
 
    “Escrya, I would never-” 
 
    “This was a mistake. I shouldn’t have-” She gestured once with her fingers, her voice growing thick with emotions that he couldn’t help but share; “My heart, give it back to me, please.” 
 
    He pressed his hand into her palm, but did not release the stone. He could not, not with her in such pain. 
 
    Leaning in and looking up at her downturned face, he tried to meet her eyes with his. 
 
    “Escrya, you are not Kar! I have never thought of you that way.” 
 
    She turned away, her cheeks burning with shame and humiliation. 
 
    “Please let me go.” She whispered. 
 
    The agony inside of her was almost too much to bear, and he strongly considered holding on to her heartstone, if only to help her overcome it. 
 
    But it wasn’t his right, as much as the Amazons told him it was, so he released her stone into her hand and she left the room quickly, saying nothing more. 
 
    Still standing in naught but a towel Nameless sat on the bed with a heavy heart, trying to figure out what the hell just happened. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    While Nameless was sulking in their dorm room, two monsters were going head to head on the cold dirt floor in one of the many training salles at the academy. 
 
    The ground shook as Nina’s hammer fell, leaving a deep divot where Milly’s head had been a half second prior. 
 
    Her weapon was the reason that they were practicing in one of the salles that didn’t have a padded floor. 
 
    “Not bad! But you’re reacting too much!” The giant shouted as the Minotaur rolled into a tumble to escape; “Keep changing the pace. Force me to react to you! And don’t roll again: you’ve done that twice already so you have to know I’ll be ready for it!” 
 
    She lunged, but Milly couldn’t stop herself, her instinct said dodge and so she flung her torso towards the ground... and ended up flat on her belly with a giant’s foot resting in the small of her back. 
 
    Through the daze of her sudden take-down she heard Nina’s pointed words. 
 
    “Thought I told you not to do that?” 
 
    Milly’s eyes watered and she sneezed at a bit of dust tickling her nose, her face bouncing off the ground with force at of the involuntary movement. 
 
    “Ouch.” She said plaintively as she rubbed at her nose. 
 
    Her bond-sister chuckled as she helped her to her feet. 
 
    She handed Milly a water pail and waited as the parched girl drank deeply, only stopping when water poured over either side of her mouth and soaked down her front, making her flinch back as her nipples peaked from the sudden chill. 
 
    The salle wasn’t heated, the intense training usually more than enough to keep the occupants warm. 
 
    “Years ago, you just stood and took what I had to give, took what every girl in the arena dished out. Now look at you-” Nina dramatically wiped at her brow; “Making a Gigas work to kill you.” 
 
    Milly was somewhat distracted as she sought to get the wet fabric clear of her sensitive breasts, but Nina’s words made her sigh heavily. 
 
    “For days now all you’ve had me doing is dodge. I don’t understand how any of this helps me win against you, or Evadne.” 
 
    Her bond-sister’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Are you kidding? In what world do you think you can beat me?” 
 
    The Minotaur opened her mouth to protest, but Nina was on her again, this time bowling her over, the pail soaking her further before clattering away. 
 
    The Gigas ended up with her tiny feet on either side of Milly’s head, sitting on the cow’s wet breasts while she lay flat on her back. 
 
    “I’m not training you to win, I’m teaching you how not to lose. Big difference. If you can dodge my hammer, then maybe, maybe you can dodge whatever shit Evadne might throw at you. The fact is you can’t beat her, any more than you could beat me.” 
 
    “But I stabbed her!” Milly protested. 
 
    Nina nodded as she followed the cow’s logic through. 
 
    “And then she kicked the crap out of you. The moment that fight started it was simply a matter of time. She is too old, too experienced. Eight Amazons and a Valkyrie fought her and lost. A hive of Hornets fought her and lost.” Nina’s jaw tightened as she continued ruthlessly; “Kar fought her and lost. The Chimera is too powerful for you, any of you, to face.” 
 
    There was a long silence as Milly soaked in the hopeless words, feeling a sharp pain of remembrance at the death of her first combat instructor. 
 
    “Then why are we doing this?” Her voice was miserable. 
 
    Nina shifted on top of her, placing her hand on the Minotaur’s cheek and leaning in close and bringing her red eyes inches from Milly’s blues. 
 
    “Because if you had held out for twenty more seconds, than Volka and I would have been on her, and we would have killed her. Instead, you tried to take her head on and we had to save you.” 
 
    Milly was stricken by the hurtful words, but Nina was quick to continue. 
 
    “It’s not your fault! Like I said babe, this is all shit I should have taught you ages ago.” 
 
    They stayed on the earthen floor for a few more seconds, just long enough for Milly to wipe at her nose and give a big sniff. 
 
    Once she was back on her feet again, Nina stepped to the wall to fetch a towel, but she paused with a frown as she considered the Minotaur’s spear leaning against one of the weapon racks. 
 
    Curiosity piqued, she picked it up and gripped it in two hands, flexing her arms slightly as she did. 
 
    “Nina?” Milly called. 
 
    The Gigas flexed harder, her eyes widening by the second as she exerted more and more of her considerable strength. 
 
    The spear remained unbent. 
 
    Finally she relented, afraid to cross a catastrophic threshold with the unique weapon. 
 
    “That thing is unnatural.” She muttered as she set it down. 
 
    Turning away from the wall she reached up to hand Milly a towel, indicating her chest with a nod. 
 
    “The walk back to the dormitory is gunna suck if you don’t dry those puppies off.” She frowned before Milly could respond though; “Did our weakling milk you yet today? These seem... extra large.” 
 
    Milly was still a little distracted by Nina’s attention on Kar’s spear, but at the question she pressed the cloth to her sodden shirt and shrugged uncomfortably. 
 
    “He was busy talking with Ophelia and everyone was in such a rush, so...” 
 
    “Oh you dumbass!” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “Well you are! You need to speak up about that shit!” 
 
    “I-I didn’t want to be a burden, everyone is so busy.” 
 
    Nina shook her head helplessly as she fetched the empty pail. 
 
    “You’re only a burden when you don’t speak up. Now take off your shirt, we can at least fill this up. When we get back you are going to demand that the others take care of the rest.” 
 
    Just as Milly was taking off her shirt however, a group of cheerful monster girls came in to use the training facility. 
 
    “Hey.” Nina snapped at them; “We’re in the middle of something. Fuck off.” 
 
    “What? We reserved this hall!” A young Wolfen protested as her eyes darted to the blushing Milly holding her shirt closed. 
 
    “Then stay, but if any of you sees my bond-sister’s tits I’m taking your eyes!” Nina roared back, shaking the walls. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time something like this had happened: she had a reputation around the academy. 
 
    “You’re such a bully!” A brave Harpy with flaming red hair said with one wing outstretched accusingly. 
 
    Nina rolled her eyes and scoffed at the monster’s words. 
 
    “No I’m not. I’m just bigger than you.” 
 
    Behind her Milly had buttoned her shirt back up. 
 
    “Come on Nina, they reserved the hall after us, it’s only fair. I can wait until we get back to our room.” 
 
    She and the other girls had long since accepted that it was up to them to spare the population of the academy, and the world at large, from Nina’s blunt personality. 
 
    The Harpy shot the Minotaur a grateful look as she walked past, the Gigas grudgingly following, muttering all the while. 
 
    “What the hell does ‘fair’ mean?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9:  
 
    Anxious Deliberation 
 
      
 
      
 
    While humans were required to participate in every facet of Aegis training it was widely understood that the unique abilities of monster girls, combined with their general aversion to lost-tech, excused them from a great deal of it. 
 
    This meant that while Nameless was in classes with the other cadets his girls were largely left to their own devices, though the Aegis offered numerous training outlets to allow them to improve themselves however they saw fit. 
 
    Nina was using the free time to train Milly, while Volka spent a great deal of her days in the library, updating her knowledge of history and geography. 
 
    When not practicing with the Amazons or the Valkyrie, Erica took a lot of naps. 
 
    Meanwhile, Ophelia was in a mostly empty classroom working with a stocky woman to fill a critical niche within their budding Aegis team. 
 
    “Good, then you apply pressure above the injury.” 
 
    “Alright.” The Flutterby said, her face screwed up in concentration; “Now what?” 
 
    Brooke Merlot, the senior medic training her, shrugged. 
 
    “Now nothing. You’ve stopped the bleeding, so wait for someone who can take care of the rest.” 
 
    “A Dryad?” 
 
    The instructor let out a sharp laugh and shook her head of straw coloured hair. 
 
    “Dryad’s aren’t so common we can rely on them one hundred percent of the time. But in any case you wait on someone who can stitch up the injury, or sure, someone who can close it with nature magic.” 
 
    Ophelia felt a little tinge of apprehension before asking the obvious question. 
 
    “What if there isn’t anyone?” 
 
    This earned her a level look, Brooke’s humour forgotten. 
 
    “This is Advanced First-aid, not Advanced Triage. I have you for a few weeks so there is only so much I can teach you. If someone is hurt bad enough and no one comes to relieve you, it’s because you are way out in the sticks somewhere, and are therefore fucked, or there are too many other injured to take care of, in which case everybody is fucked.” 
 
    “That isn’t very comforting.” 
 
    “I just tell it like it is.” 
 
    Their training finished, Ophelia’s instructor took up the mannequin they had been practicing on and stored it in a long cupboard against the wall. 
 
    She turned back to her protégé, her lips pursed and her brow slightly furrowed. 
 
    “I have to ask, what is a Flutterby doing taking my course? Shouldn’t you be off having a tea party or organizing a luncheon or something?” 
 
    This time it was Ophelia’s turn to titter into her hand. 
 
    “We aren’t all like that! I have spent the last twenty five years working either in the slums of Algrade or with orphaned children in Kettering. And while I won’t say no to a nice cup of tea, I have no problem getting my hands dirty.” 
 
    “Fair enough. And don’t get me wrong, I don’t mind taking the time away from trying to teach those meat-headed cadets how to work a bandage, but I was surprised when you asked me for this.” 
 
    The Flutterby’s expression turned pensive. 
 
    “In recent months, my bond-mate and one of my bond-sisters both came very close to dying. And while I cannot throw a punch or swing a weapon, I refuse to be helpless any longer. If you will allow me, I will continue to learn, so that the next time somebody I loves decides to pick a fight with a Chimera I can do more than simply stand by and wring my hands!” 
 
    “Whoa, easy now. Point taken. Maybe you should sign up for Advanced Triage, you’d have to take it alongside that chatty Ginger kid though.” 
 
    Ophelia sighed as her eyes grew distant, finally she nodded. 
 
    “I probably will, I’ll discuss it with my bond-mate later today.” 
 
    “The little guy right? The one with... shall we say, special qualities?” 
 
    “He is quite well-endowed yes.” 
 
    Brooke’s eyes boggled before she burst into laughter at the indelicate statement. 
 
    “Not that! His other special quality.” 
 
    “I’m certain I don’t know what you mean.” Ophelia said tartly. 
 
    The instructor chuckled some more. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. I’m not going to run my mouth. His secret is out though. If it’s any consolation the ones who are in the know are smart enough to keep it private, as much as they can anyways.” 
 
    Ophelia sighed pensively as she nodded. 
 
    “And I appreciate that. My love has suffered enough.” 
 
    The medic scratched her jaw as she looked the Flutterby up and down. 
 
    “You’re a lot more steel wool than sugar and spice aren’t ya?” 
 
    “How flattering.” 
 
    “It was meant to be.” 
 
    Ophelia spent a few more minutes asking a few specific questions regarding first aid, but then a wave of anxiety overtook her from her bond-mate and seeing her disctracted Brooke sent her on her way. 
 
    Later that day, after they had completed their various training, they were all back in their room. Soon Milly was milked by her guilty bond-mate, after which Nameless informed them of his disastrous encounter with Escrya. 
 
    With his empathic abilities, he understood perhaps better than anyone that you couldn’t realistically keep secrets from monster girls that were bonded to you. 
 
    Once they had all of the information there were numerous shared looks as they processed it. 
 
    Eventually someone spoke up. 
 
    “She loves you.” Volka commented. 
 
    He shifted uncomfortably, well aware of how all of the Amazons felt about him. 
 
    “Yeah, and I’m fond of her too, she has always-” 
 
    Before he could finish though, she shook her head. 
 
    “Not like the others. They cherish you for finding me, and it makes my heart soar that you are so valued by them. But Escrya loves you. She was intrigued with you before you found me, as teller for her people yours is a compelling story after all, but when you returned to her village with my shield...” She trailed off, her meaning clear. 
 
    He looked to see the other girls regarding him and he didn’t know what to say. He knew she was right of course, how could he not with what had happened earlier? But knowing she was right and knowing what to do about it were two very different things. 
 
    Volka sighed when she realized a response wasn’t forthcoming, but it was Ophelia’s turn to speak. 
 
    “Dearheart, do you remember what her mother said in their village? What Alcaia said?” 
 
    Sitting on the edge of their bed, her wings fluttered behind her slightly as she crossed her legs. 
 
    He struggled for a moment, but the whole trip into the wilds seemed like it was decades ago, so much had happened since. 
 
    Seeing him drawing a blank she opted to refresh his memory. 
 
    “She advised that it might be a good idea to bond with an Amazon. To keep the others at bay, I think was how she put it. Though there was certainly more to it than that!” 
 
    He nodded slowly as the memory resurfaced. 
 
    “Yeah, I remember, we talked about it when we were considering bonding with Kar.” 
 
    His Flutterby tilted her head slightly before continuing. 
 
    “Alcaia wanted to forge a connection between you and the Amazons, a way to link you to them forever. Technically, Escrya and the other Saenga girls that came with us all offered you their heartstones. Well, except Myrina, but I think that is because she still feels somewhat guilty for insulting you in the wilds.” 
 
    “Okay, but that’s-” 
 
    “And you never responded to any of them, did you?” Erica said slowly as realization struck. 
 
    A red flush crept up his cheeks as he thought about it, and his mouth worked trying to find words to defend himself. 
 
    “Dumbass.” Nina snorted. 
 
    The Gigas was lying in bed, her arms behind her head and eyes hooded as she followed the conversation. 
 
    Ophelia got up and moved in front of him, a hand resting on either of his shoulders as he looked into her non-judgmental eyes. 
 
    “I think it’s alright, at least for most of them. Like Volka says, they love and cherish you, and want you to be safe and happy.” She frowned and slowly shook her head; “But none of them feel for you what Escrya does. As strong as she might comport herself, she’s still a girl waiting for a boy to respond to her feelings, one way or another.” 
 
    “And you sent her away without an answer.” Volka finished with a slight wrinkle to her brow. 
 
    Beet red, Nameless was feeling pretty cornered by his bond-mates. 
 
    “That’s enough!” Milly broke in when she picked up on his emotions through their bond; “You’re making him feel bad!” 
 
    “No Milly. They’re right.” Nameless brought her braid up to his lips and kissed her heartstone to reassure her; “I should have been clear with her.” 
 
    “About what you want?” Nina interjected in a neutral tone as she sat up on the bed. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “And what do you want dearheart?” Ophelia lowered her face slightly closer to his, trapping his muddy brown eyes with her violet gaze. 
 
    His response was incredulity. 
 
    “Wh-what do you mean? I have five bond-mates!” 
 
    Erica stood up and placed a hand on Milly’s shoulder, forestalling the Minotaur’s complaints. 
 
    “That isn’t an answer lover.” 
 
    He blinked rapidly as stressful tears filled his eyes. 
 
    He didn’t know what he wanted, but he knew what he didn’t want. 
 
    “I-I don’t want to hurt her.” He whispered. 
 
    Erica rolled her eyes and crossed her arms over her breasts. 
 
    “That’s still not-” 
 
    Abruptly he tore free of Ophelia’s arms and rounded on the surprised Katje. 
 
    “I don’t know! I don’t know what I’m supposed to say! To her, or to you!”  
 
    He regretted his outburst as quickly as it came on, but the pressure he could feel from the girl’s hearts was getting to be too much. 
 
    They wanted to know what he felt, but he didn’t know. 
 
    “Master...” Milly said with one hand reaching out towards him hesitantly. 
 
    “I love her.” He said simply; “I love them all, who wouldn’t? They’re always so kind to me, putting me before themselves. How am I supposed to tell them no when they give up everything for me? I don’t want to hurt any of them like that!” 
 
    Abruptly Volka’s translucent wings of gold were wrapped around him from behind as her arms encircled his waist. 
 
    “I know, my love. We know, how you feel, I mean. It is fair to say you feel like denying their affections would be tantamount to denying them altogether.” She sighed, her warm breath ruffled his hair as his emotions stilled in the glory of her embrace; “And you rightly feel that they deserve better than that.” 
 
    He leaned back against her breasts with a huff as he wiped the moisture from his eyes. 
 
    “I don’t get why you all had to come at me about this now, with so much else going on.” He complained. 
 
    Volka bit his ear, causing him to yelp. 
 
    It wasn’t a sexy bite, it was a bitey bite. 
 
    “Self-pity doesn’t become you, Husband. Wear it again at your peril.” Her hot breath washed over his tender lobe as she chastised him. 
 
    He rubbed at his ear, still trapped by her wings. 
 
    “Alright! But no more biting! That really hurt!” 
 
    She clicked her teeth together sharply next to his ear, making him flinch in her arms. 
 
    “Fine. But back on topic. I think Alcaia was right.” 
 
    Stunned silence filled the room. 
 
    “Uh... what the fuck?” Erica said. 
 
    “I think Alcaia was right.” She repeated firmly; “He should take an Amazon to wife. And indeed we intended to, with Kar, but she was stolen from us.” 
 
    All of their thoughts darkened as they turned towards the circumstances of her death. 
 
    “Now, with Kar gone, Escrya struggles. She wants to be with you, with us. But she doesn’t dare try to take Kar’s place. And indeed that is what she fears most, as you discovered today. So the question for you is: can you love her for who she is, totally and honestly?” 
 
    “I can’t believe we’re even talking about this.” He muttered, but again Volka’s teeth clacked next to his ear so he spoke up; “Look, this is all super important, I get that, and I promise I’ll think about how I feel and stuff. But Escrya isn’t here now so it’s not like I can go and break her heart right this second.” 
 
    “Is that what you want to do? Break her heart?” Milly asked, as surprised as the others by the rapid shift away from what Volka was suggesting. 
 
    He turned in his Valkyrie’s arms to look at the gentle Minotaur. 
 
    He was the only one in the room that knew the truth about her. Not even Erica, who knew her best, suspected. 
 
    They’d all seen her jealousy before, but he had long since found the root of it. 
 
    Deep down, deeper than the cow-girl had ever been able to admit, there was a part of her that wished she had him all to herself. 
 
    She loved her bond-sisters, especially Erica with all they had been through together, but even then she held on to the tiniest spark of absolute possessiveness for him. 
 
    And as much as he cared for Escrya and the other Amazons, he wouldn’t do anything that might risk bringing that out in her again. 
 
    The Minotaur’s eyes widened as she felt what he felt, came face to face with it, in herself and in his shared emotions through their bond. 
 
    Seeing and feeling the turmoil within her, he forcefully pulled himself out of Volka’s embrace and took a few steps towards his devoted Minotaur. 
 
    “Milly I-” 
 
    She gasped out a sob, causing the others to look to her suddenly with alarm as her hands came to her mouth. 
 
    “M-Master I am so sorry!” 
 
    He had his arms around her moments later. 
 
    “It’s not your fault baby!” He insisted; “I couldn’t imagine how hard it would be to share you with another man, let alone four! I’ve put you in an impossible position!” 
 
    She slumped to the floor and he went down with her while the others exchanged confused and slightly panicked looks. 
 
    The guilt welling up in her had him diving into her mind without a second thought. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10:  
 
    What Matters Most 
 
      
 
      
 
    Every day since he had come into his powers, parts of Nameless dwelled within each of his bond-mates, just as parts of them dwelled within him, but he had never completely entered Milly’s mind like this. 
 
    Like all monster girls, how she viewed herself and how she viewed the world was reflected in her mental landscape. 
 
    In a word? Rustic. 
 
    It reminded him of nothing so much as an amalgamation of their homey cottage and Paul Fletcher’s barn. 
 
    But the whole place was shaking as waves of shame wracked the little Minotaur nestled in a pile of hay in one corner. 
 
    He was vividly reminded of what Miranda had once told him: with a few careless words, you could ruin her. 
 
    Oh Milly, my Milly, you have nothing to be ashamed of! 
 
    But the piteous little girl that she had become in her own mind let out a painful low and turned to bury her face further into the pile of hay. 
 
    At something of a loss, Nameless thought on how he had helped Erica and Nina, who were both Tenebrae when they met. 
 
    But their shame had been different, so all consuming that he initially could not get through to them with his desperate pleas. 
 
    Milly was choosing not to hear him. 
 
    Dimly he heard, or rather felt, Volka’s mind reaching for his. 
 
    Husband, please. I know what is to be done! I have seen this before, long ago. 
 
    He cast about, looking for her in the rustic cottage of Milly’s mind, but could not see her, or any of his anchors for that matter. 
 
    Once more Volka’s worried thoughts joined with his, explaining things. 
 
    You share the sacred bond and it is therefore impossible for you to lose yourself in her mind. Your anchors are unneeded so you left them behind, left US behind. Draw on our strength, I have told the others what is needed. 
 
    Distracted as he was by the sobbing Minotaur youth, it took Nameless a few moments to do as his Valkyrie asked, but soon they were all there, their minds all joined as one inside of Milly’s. 
 
    Erica’s hazy form waved her hand in front of her face, watching the ethereal limb ghost by her nose. 
 
    Whoa. This is so trippy. 
 
    Ophelia floated over to her, her wings unneeded, and was quick to admonish her. 
 
    Dearheart! Focus! Our bond-sister needs us! 
 
    Right! Sorry! 
 
    The tiny red mountain stood by Volka’s hip, also looking around. 
 
    Forgot what this shit was like, it’s much nicer in here then it was in mine. But let’s get this done already. Milly, quit being an ass. 
 
    The youthful Minotaur mooed louder, ignoring Nina’s words. 
 
    The mountain shrugged. 
 
    Worth a shot. 
 
    Volka interjected, her thoughts commanding. 
 
    Enough! Please, all of you! Do as I said! Erica, you have known her the longest, I think this will work best with you. Show her. 
 
    Um... okay, but... how, exactly? 
 
    With a thought, Volka conveyed to Nameless what was needed, and a moment later he was shifting everybody, including the sobbing Milly, into Erica’s mind. 
 
    It was like their cottage had been converted into some kind of fetish club. 
 
    Liquid arousal permeated the air, reflecting the Katje’s amorous nature, while memories of her numerous couplings with Nameless and the others filled their shared mind. 
 
    More than one of them questioned how the Katje was able to function. 
 
    That... is so incredibly hot. 
 
    It was Volka’s turn to be distracted, as she witnessed her first time with her husband, through Erica’s eyes. 
 
    But her distraction was short lived: a now-sulking, but at least fully grown, Milly had her arms crossed and was doing her best not to watch the sex-crazed cat’s thoughts as they played out around them. 
 
    I don’t see how this helps anything. 
 
    Nameless felt a wave of relief that she was at least talking to them, but he simply watched as Erica came to the fore and stood before Milly. 
 
    This helps, because now I can show you something, something I’M not proud of. 
 
    With a thought and a wave, she cast aside her constant arousal and the recollections fueling it and instead directed the Minotaur’s attention to another memory. 
 
    This one was bundled up with a familiar possessive emotion, but it wasn’t directed at Nameless. 
 
    It was about Milly. 
 
    The memory of Erica was watching the cow girl sleep, Nameless on the other side of her, snoring softly. It was the night after the cat had first made love to her new master. 
 
    Her emotions were still quite shaky from so recently being a Tenebrae, and she had much to work through. And though she felt the heat of the bond, so strongly she even now wanted to wake Nameless up for another round, she was also deeply conflicted. 
 
    Nameless and Milly had been selling the Minotaur’s milk, in a desperate bid to raise enough money to rescue Erica. 
 
    But Milly’s milk was hers! It had always been hers, since the first time the Minotaur had blushingly exposed her breasts to the hungry cat’s eyes. 
 
    Her most selfish desire in the whole world was for her and Nameless to feed off of Milly... and no other. 
 
    The Minotaur was thunderstruck. 
 
    As were her bond-sisters, save Volka. 
 
    Before any of them said anything, the horny Katje flooded her own mind with thoughts and memories of going down on each of them, including Nameless. 
 
    It was... distracting, just as she intended. 
 
    I love you all, so don’t make too big a thing of it. Once upon a time Milly’s milk was all mine, as were her big ol’ boobies. But things are infinitely better for us now, and I honestly don’t mind sharing them. 
 
    As they shook off the wave of arousal her ardent thoughts inflicted upon them, she focused her attention on Milly. 
 
    I would bet my claws that it is like that for all of us, in some way or another. Ophelia had him all to herself for ages, but could never act on it, so that’s gotta be all kinds of complicated. And Nina! I mean, fuck! I asked for a bite of her sandwich the other day and genuinely thought she was going to kill me! 
 
    The Gigas interrupted her at that point with a nonchalant shrug. 
 
    I would only have hurt you a little bit, and that was if you’d taken the bite. But you are viewing it the wrong way: it’s not like I’m sharing my weakling, because all of you belong to ME. 
 
    At first they all shared some humour at her words, but she was deadly serious. 
 
    The tiny red girl looked to Nameless, sending a wordless invitation to him and with a thought he brought them all into her mind. 
 
    It was the opposite of cozy. 
 
    They beheld an immeasurably vast mountain, a formidable and imposing peak that took their breaths away and made them feel tiny. The impression they got from Nina was that of a fortress of strength, both prepared to be sieged and to lay siege. 
 
    But at the same time as they beheld it, they were all somehow inside the fortress, and once again their little cottage was visible inside of a massive echoing cavern. 
 
    It lacked the comfortable hay from Milly’s mind and was a far cry from the cluttered arousal of Erica’s. 
 
    The giant’s forge was much larger on the side of the little building, with the clanging of metal resounding from everywhere as she worked her trade and practiced with her hammer. 
 
    As they looked around their home, they realized something else that was rather critical. 
 
    There were no exits from the cavern. 
 
    Nina’s possessiveness, unlike Milly’s, extended to all of them, and it made the Minotaur’s seem almost inconsequential. 
 
    Her tiny form approached the cow, her expression not unlike the one she wore when they trained together. 
 
    You get it now babe? You. Are. MINE. The mountain has claimed you and there is no escaping it. 
 
    In that moment, Milly saw their training through the giant’s eyes, felt her pride at how far she had come under the Amazons’ tutelage, and her hope for how much further she could go under Nina’s. 
 
    But then she also experienced the memory of seeing herself slumped against the side of the ruined Hornet hive, bruised and beaten by Evadne. 
 
    Then she saw Ophelia, on her knees before the scumbag in the wilderness. 
 
    Finally there was Nameless, broken and bleeding from the Chimera’s attempt on his life in Divinity Square. 
 
    The cottage constricted around them, the fortress bringing its defenses to bear as her anger rose from the unpleasant emotions the memories conjured. 
 
    They weren’t inside a mountain anymore, instead they found themselves in the caldera of an active volcano. 
 
    The giant’s rage took the form of red hot magma, bleeding from the walls and rapidly forming a broad moat around the cottage, and even though they knew it was there to keep them safe, they still felt its heat. 
 
    The message was clear: never again. 
 
    While Milly struggled to recover from the heavy thoughts, they all felt the giant express another possessive claim, nearly as overpowering as the one she felt for them. 
 
    Just like the men who had assaulted Ophelia, Evadne the Chimera was hers to kill. 
 
    Enough, mountain-daughter. Your point is well made. 
 
    Volka stood, unafraid of the Gigas and her rage, or of the dark monster that inspired it. 
 
    The giant looked ready to argue the point, but opted not to. 
 
    Fine. I’m bored in here anyways. Let’s go back into Erica’s head and fuck or something, I liked it in there. 
 
    The ease with which they shifted from one mind to the next was almost unsettling. 
 
    Now they were in Nameless’s mind, though he felt no need to reveal anything, as he had always been completely open to his bond-mates. 
 
    Milly seemed so much better, he could feel it inside of her: her shame was gone, though now she felt a little silly. 
 
    But as Nameless was about to pull them all out, Ophelia shook her head. 
 
    A moment please, dearheart. 
 
    She drifted over and embraced Milly, holding her tight for several seconds. 
 
    Once they broke apart Ophelia looked deep into the Minotaur’s eyes with her warmest smile across her face. 
 
    I don’t think we need to get into all of my baggage, I believe our point has been made. Despite what Erica might think, my feelings are... not as complicated as they once were. Suffice to say, I was once the second loneliest Flutterby in the world, and now I am not. I love you Milly, and you love me too. 
 
    After they were all back inside their own heads, there were a great many hugs and kisses shared between them. 
 
    It was a few minutes before Nameless looked to Volka. 
 
    “Wait, how come you didn’t show us what was in your mind?” 
 
    She smiled and leaned down to kiss him on the forehead, then closed her eyes and shared with him exactly why she hadn’t needed to. 
 
    A wave of utter selflessness flooded into him, making him somewhat dizzy for several moments before she stopped. 
 
    It took him a second to figure it out, but when he did he felt supremely stupid for having to ask. 
 
    “Because you don’t feel the way the others do, it would completely go against your nature.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrow at him, as if prompting him to continue. 
 
    “Which means... that, while you have the same desires as any other monster girl, you would cast them aside without ever complaining if you thought it was needed to help someone else.” 
 
    Her expression remained unchanged: her delicate eyebrow stayed where it was, as did her smile. 
 
    There was more. 
 
    Her feather in his hair tickled the back of his hand as he scratched at his chin for a moment. 
 
    Finally it clicked. 
 
    “It also means, of every monster girl breed in existence, only the Valkyrie are immune to becoming Tenebrae!” 
 
    The others gawked at them at the revelation, having missed most of the conversation. 
 
    “Well reasoned my love, and indeed you are correct. We are creatures of sacrifice, to put others first is no burden to us, though that is not to say we cannot be selfish in our own little ways, as I have demonstrated on more than one occasion in our bedchamber.” She winked at him and drew a giggle from the others, but her expression turned more serious as she continued; “As for the darkness of man, it can gain no hold on my soul, so I remain undaunted in the face of it.” 
 
    She sighed then, putting her face in her hands momentarily. 
 
    “That is not to say I don’t make mistakes.” She peeked through her fingers to look to Milly: “I was so focused on Escrya that I completely missed what was happening within you. I am sorry, my love.” 
 
    The Minotaur shook her head as she wiped at her nose with her polka-dot hanky and gave a huge sniffle. 
 
    “You were worried about her, and you had every right to be. She’s been such a good friend to us, and we’ve kind of taken advantage of her.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far.” Erica said uncomfortably. 
 
    The Katje had all but attached herself to the Minotaur’s side, refusing to release her from her embrace. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s not like we took it in turns to finger-blast her or something.” Nina agreed. 
 
    “Nina!” Ophelia gasped with a blush. 
 
    “Oh shut up, you liked it.” 
 
    Nameless smiled as the Flutterby’s flush deepened, but with Milly taken care of his thoughts soon returned to the young Amazon, and his spirit fell again. 
 
    “What do we do now? Escrya was so humiliated when I held her heartstone.” 
 
    With one last kiss to Milly’s cheek, Volka moved towards the door. 
 
    “I will speak with her. Unless I have misread the situation yet again, I believe that she may yet have cause for hope?” 
 
    The Valkyrie looked to all of the faces in the room, especially the cow’s. 
 
    Milly blushed but eventually gave a little nod before speaking earnestly, if softly. 
 
    “I think maybe not right away, but I would like to see more of her, I miss training with the Saenga, and the Brael for that matter.” 
 
    “Then that is what I shall convey, my love. As I once said with regards to Kar, we do not have to make a decision immediately. I was mistaken to press the issue earlier.” 
 
    With a wink and a blown kiss, Volka took her leave. 
 
    Nina let out an impatient huff before looking around at the others. 
 
    “So, are we going back into Erica’s mind or what?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11: 
 
    Dark Encounters 
 
      
 
      
 
    After what Rebecca believed to be the most disastrous date of her life, she avoided Carol like nobody’s business. For the last several days she had begged, pleaded, and downright bribed other couriers to deliver to the machine shop for her, too mortified to go there herself. 
 
    But the fact was it was too far out of the way from the other couriers’ routes, so inevitably she ran out of favours and therefore had to deliver the latest parcel herself. 
 
    Despite the added weight, she wished she had some flour for Cordelia; she could do with the moral support. The two of them had grown closer in the interim, the brunette having brushed off Rebecca’s apology over the soiled dress and commiserated with her over her failed date. 
 
    Even without a package for her friend though, Rebecca’s bag was full to bursting, and as such it was much later in the day than usual when the Lapine arrived at the big door leading into the machine shop. 
 
    They kept it closed in the evenings to ward of the chill so she couldn’t see inside, but she could still see light through the murky windows above. 
 
    With most of the workers gone home, the shop was quiet, but when she knocked she very clearly heard a startled oath from inside followed by the heavy clatter of something large and probably expensive being dropped. 
 
    “Um, hello? Algrade courier service.” 
 
    Though she managed to inject some volume into her voice, she was distracted by the sound of urgent whispering from the other side of the door. 
 
    “Put the lid back-” 
 
    “That courier with the ass-” 
 
    “Shaddup you idiots!” 
 
    There was a long pause from inside, which was accompanied by a fair amount of rustling until finally the last man to speak raised his voice to address Rebecca through the door. 
 
    “You’re delivering kind of late aren’t you? We were just locking up for the night.” 
 
    “Y-yeah.” She answered uncertainly. 
 
    She heard some metallic sounds as he unlatched the door, then a creak as he opened it about a foot, his face appearing in the gap. 
 
    Though unshaven, he looked much less scruffy than Carol’s other employees so Rebecca didn’t bolt at the sight of him. 
 
    “Sorry, I got... held up. Is Car- I mean, is Miss Reindel still here?” 
 
    He stared at her for just long enough to make her uncomfortable before slowly nodding his head. 
 
    “I think she’s still up in her office. You have a package for her?” 
 
    Once again he stared at her, his eyes inscrutable. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    She pulled the foot long box part way out of her bag to display the evidence. 
 
    The man was acting oddly... cagey, and it was setting her on edge. 
 
    He drew in a breath, looking her up and down, then slowly nodded as he pulled the door open wide for her. 
 
    “Alright then. Sorry if I seem cautious. I’m Gregory, the night manager here.” Seeing her reticence to enter the workshop he smiled a surprisingly reassuring smile; “We can’t be too careful. This isn’t exactly a nice neighbourhood, especially at this hour.” 
 
    Surprised at his shift in demeanor, but nonetheless reassured, she stepped inside. 
 
    “Oh that’s alright, I’m sorry for the late delivery but...” 
 
    She trailed off as she took in the sight of three other men inside.  
 
    Two were sitting on a large wooden box, their arms crossed over their chests and unfriendly looks on their faces. 
 
    The third was holding a menacing looking pry-bar low at his hip. 
 
    She swallowed nervously, her eyes flicking back to the foreman who had let her in. 
 
    He locked the door again. 
 
    With panic filling her, she tried to recall to her mind all of the things that she had learned regarding self-defense but in that moment she came up blank. 
 
    She flinched when he spoke again. 
 
    “Up the stairs, the boss asked not to be disturbed, but I know she’ll make an exception for you, sweetheart.” 
 
    He gestured towards Carol’s office, still wearing the same reassuring smile, though it wasn’t as effective as it was. 
 
    Still, after a good ten seconds, no one made any kind of move towards her and the manager’s arm was still held out, indicating that she should go up to the office. 
 
    With a weak smile, she remembered her purpose and walked up the stairs, doing her best not to show the irrational fear the four men had instilled in her. 
 
    As she climbed, she looked once over her shoulder. 
 
    Four sets of eyes were still tracking her, their owners unmoving. 
 
    Her hand was shaking as she knocked on the door as firmly as she dared. 
 
    What if she isn’t here? What if he’s lying? Why did he lock the- 
 
    A terrifyingly long moment later and the little metal latch of the office door shifted as a dearly familiar, if somewhat annoyed-sounding, voice broke into her fearful musings. 
 
    “I told you to leave- oh!” The expression on Carol’s face shifted rapidly from irritation to surprise when the door opened and her familiar figure appeared; “Sorry, Rebecca, I thought...” 
 
    She trailed off as her features shifted yet again to concern, the naked fear on the naive bunny’s face plain as day to behold. 
 
    “What’s wrong? What happened?” 
 
    Her arms gripped Rebecca’s shoulders and pulled her into the office as she looked her over, seemingly checking for injuries. 
 
    The apparent concern for her wellbeing made a lump form in her throat and the Lapine felt more than a little foolish for her earlier apprehension. 
 
    Without thinking she wrapped her arms around Carol’s waist and hugged her, the box forgotten in her bag. 
 
    Stressful tears seeped from the bunny’s eyes as the taller woman hugged her back after a moment of surprised hesitation. 
 
    It was a good thirty seconds before they broke apart. 
 
    “I’m sorry, some of your employees- I got scared. It was stupid.” Rebecca said in a rush as she wiped away her tears with her thumb, her other hand already pulling the package back out of her bag. 
 
    Carol’s expression darkened and her eyes narrowed. 
 
    “I’ll have a talk with Gregory. He’s the night manager and should know better. But Rebecca, this can be a really rough part of-” 
 
    “I know! I know. Like I said, I was being stupid.” She cleared her throat and presented the package to the dark-haired stunner; “This is for you. Not from me obviously, but from somebody, I mean, somebody must have sent it right?” 
 
    With her nervous fear subsiding, Rebecca found herself with other reasons to be nervous. 
 
    In the cramped office, there wasn’t much room for the pair of them to stand and she found herself somewhat overwhelmed with the scent of the other woman. 
 
    Luckily Carol took the package from her and quickly became preoccupied with it. 
 
    Though after a moment she sighed heavily and pressed two fingers to the bridge of her nose in apparent frustration. 
 
    “What’s wrong? It’s addressed to you, isn’t it-” 
 
    “It’s fine.” Carol said quickly; “It’s fine, it’s just not the one I was hoping for, that’s all.” 
 
    She set it on her desk and turned back to the bunny, an inscrutable look on her face. 
 
    The memories of their aborted date flooded Rebecca’s mind and she turned a bit pink under the other woman’s scrutiny. 
 
    “I’m s-sorry, about the other night I mean.” 
 
    Carol’s large breasts shifted upwards as she drew in a heavy breath. 
 
    “You mean the night where you totally blew me off? Aside from the very end, I thought the date was going well-” 
 
    Rebecca cut her off suddenly as remorse flooded her. 
 
    “It was! Well, actually, no it wasn’t! But that was my fault, I mean the carrots were kind of gross and wine is disgusting and then I messed up Cordelia’s dress and you were just trying to be nice and I-” 
 
    Carol’s lips silenced her babbling when they pressed tight to hers.  
 
    Surprised, but also delighted, Rebecca didn’t pull away, leaning into the lingering kiss, their breasts pressing together hard enough for her to feel Carol’s nipples peak through her shirt. 
 
    Once again their arms were wrapped around each other, their pelvises pressed tight as their kiss deepened. 
 
    Rebecca’s tongue was the first to move, slipping into Carol’s mouth as the older woman moaned in delight, her own tongue massaging itself against the Lapine’s piercing as her hand shifted low to grip the bunny’s tight ass, pausing briefly to give her poofy tail a squeeze. 
 
    The room was suddenly too hot as the only sound was their lips smacking together. 
 
    Finally, tragically, they broke apart, their faces hovering inches away from each other. 
 
    “See? That wasn’t so bad was it?” Carol murmured, her hands still massaging the globes of Rebecca’s bum. 
 
    The bunny girl pressed her groin tighter to Carol’s, the heat of the other woman’s center against hers enough to make her moan. 
 
    She nodded shakily. 
 
    Carol’s head shifted down to kiss at the side of her neck, her face shifting up until her nose was nuzzled into Rebecca’s hair. 
 
    “Are you going to make it up to me?” Carol whispered. 
 
    Once again the bunny could only moan as warm breath washed over her floppy ear. 
 
    “I’ve been wet for you for weeks now, you naughty little slut.” 
 
    If she hadn’t been so spun up with desire, the independent and strong willed side of Becks might have objected to being called such a name; as it was though, the word merely contributed to her arousal. 
 
    She found her voice just long enough to speak a single sentence. 
 
    “I can be your little slut, if that’s what you want.” 
 
    A dark chuckled met her words as Carol’s arms worked their way up to Rebecca’s shoulders, gripping them tight. 
 
    “Alright then, slut. I hope your tongue is as good as I think it is, because you are going to taste me. Now... get on your knees.” 
 
    It was not a request or a suggestion, it was a command. 
 
    Things had escalated rapidly but Rebecca was only too happy to obey, her eyes wide as she knelt before her. 
 
    Carol slowly unbuttoned her simple jeans and pulled them down just past her ass, her cream-coloured panties coming with them. 
 
    In the dim light of the office, Rebecca could see that she kept a neat patch of curly hair above her moist slit, but her pussy was otherwise bald. 
 
    She leaned in, her eyes fluttered close as her lips parted and her tongue extended... 
 
    A knock on the door ruined everything. 
 
    Carol muttered a curse, jerking her pants up and turning to the door. 
 
    The Lapine felt a little bit abandoned, her desire quenched as she recalled the intimidating men that were nearby. 
 
    Rebecca scrambled to her feet as Carol yanked the door open slightly and poked her head out. 
 
    “What?” She barked with no small amount of anger in her voice. 
 
    “Sorry to disturb you Miss Reindel, but… she’s here.” 
 
    “Again?! Oh for- Tell the old bitch that I’ll be right out!” 
 
    Her anger gave way to exasperation as she shut the door and pressed her forehead to it, cursing under her breath. 
 
    “Um, should I... go?” Rebecca asked in a tiny voice. 
 
    Carol wheeled on her, the irritation plain to see on her face, but she reeled herself in when the Lapine stepped back in surprise. 
 
    She drew in a steadying breath and nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry, this meeting will likely take awhile. My silent partner, who talks way too much.” 
 
    “Okay?” Still uncertain, the bunny shifted in place. 
 
    The cherry-haired woman watched her for a moment, communicating her frustrated desire with a huff. 
 
    She smiled though as she looked the nervous bunny over. 
 
    When Rebecca first came to the city she had worked really hard to transform herself into a confident, independent, young monster. 
 
    But the mature woman could see right through her efforts. 
 
    The dyed hair, the pierced ears... it all made her seem like a child playing with her mother’s make-up. 
 
    She seemed to have picked up on Rebecca’s discomfort though because her demanding tone had all but vanished. 
 
    “How about I come by later and we can finish that conversation we were having?” 
 
    “Yeah, I-I mean, yes!” 
 
    Becks agreed immediately, her earlier arousal back in full force. 
 
    Carol tilted her head to one side and bit her lip as she looked the enthusiastic bunny over. 
 
    “Close your eyes.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Close your eyes, now.” 
 
    There was that commanding tone again, and once more it made Rebecca shudder. 
 
    She did as she was told and a moment later she heard a faint rustling. 
 
    “Stick out your tongue.” 
 
    Carol’s voice was right in front of her now and again the bunny did as she was told. 
 
    Within seconds of sticking out her tongue she felt Carol’s finger tracing down it, leaving behind dewy moisture and an intimately familiar taste. 
 
    “When I’m done here.” She promised in that low voice of hers. 
 
    Rebecca’s eyes opened wide and she pulled her tongue back into her mouth, savouring the taste of Carol’s pussy. 
 
    For perhaps the first time that evening, she spoke without hesitation. 
 
    “I’ll be waiting.” 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Several hours later Rebecca was still spun up, having paced practically the whole time in her shared apartment. 
 
    More than once she had to go and stand outside, both to cool off a bit and to watch down the street for Carol. 
 
    Her heart nearly exploded when she spotted the other woman’s silhouette approaching, so rather than go back inside, the bunny waited to greet her. 
 
    She expected a friendly exchange when Carol mounted the stairs to her loft, but she got more than that when the large breasted woman suddenly pressed her against her door and stuck her tongue in her mouth. 
 
    Surprised but not unwilling, the Lapine kissed her back, her passion quickly rising to match. 
 
    The older woman broke apart only to say two words. 
 
    “Inside. Now.” 
 
    Becks nodded uncertainly at the demanding words, her nervous fingers fumbling with the latch on the door as her chest heaved. 
 
    Once she got the door opened they didn’t make it past the front entrance as Carol was all over her just inside, kissing her neck from behind as her hands gripped the bunny’s breasts through her shirt. 
 
    She is as demanding as a man! 
 
    The thought flew through Rebecca’s head, but she wasn’t about to complain. 
 
    After all, this moment had been building for hours, weeks really. 
 
    Carol’s hand released her breast and reached up to grip her throat possessively, causing the bunny to let out a tiny squeak. 
 
    “Get on all fours.” She growled into one of Rebecca’s flattened ears. 
 
    “Oka-” 
 
    She squeaked again when Carol’s hand tightened slightly on her throat. 
 
    “No more talking.” 
 
    The Lapine was no virginal bunny. 
 
    Like all of her kind she craved sex like food, but she had never been with someone so in control. 
 
    The faint thrill of fear made her wet. 
 
    Satisfied the girl wasn’t going to say anything else, Carol released her and she all but crumbled to the floor. 
 
    On all fours just as she was told. 
 
    Rebecca’s roommate Sandra poked her head out just then, clearly intending to complain about the noise, but a leveled glare from Carol set her back on her heels as she opened and closed her mouth several times before scurrying back into the safety of her room. 
 
    The Lapine didn’t even notice. 
 
    Satisfied that they weren’t going to be interrupted again, the older woman took a moment to admire the bunny’s position: her ears were completely flat to her head now as she looked over her shoulder at the dominating woman, her pink eyes wide. 
 
    “Pull down the pants. Slowly.” 
 
    Slow wasn’t what she thought was coming, but Becks complied, resting her weight on her shoulders against the floor while reaching back with two hands, hooking her waistband with her thumbs. 
 
    “That’s it, good little slut.” The mature woman hissed. 
 
    Once again the bunny shuddered at the possessive command, her hands shifting down her sides, taking her pants down one inch at a time and revealing her naked backside to Carol’s hungry gaze. 
 
    It took her a full thirty seconds, ending up with her pants bunched around her thighs, unable to get them any lower without changing position. 
 
    Something Carol would never allow. 
 
    “Look at that clean little pussy.” She laughed throatily; “But it is so very wet, you bad girl. Were you hoping someone was going to fuck you tonight?” 
 
    Becks had to swallow and work her tongue around her dry mouth before she could speak. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Carol shook her head side to side, making a slight tsking noise as she knelt behind her. 
 
    Rebecca brought her arms around to try to lift herself back on all fours, but her lover wouldn’t allow it, pressing down between her shoulder blades with the palm of one hand to keep her face on the floor. 
 
    “Alright little slut bunny. No more talking, no more moving. Maybe, if you do as I say, you can get off.” 
 
    The game that Carol was playing wasn’t quite the bedroom play that Becks was hoping for, and the Lapine felt a surge of anxious uncertainty. 
 
    But then Carol slid two fingers over her mound as she palmed her privates, and any complaints the rabbit might have had died on her lips. 
 
    “Don’t think about it baby, just relax and let it happen.” Carol whispered. 
 
    Once she was certain the bunny wasn’t going to rabbit, pun intended, she began to move her hand, teasing Rebecca’s nether lip with each movement as she grazed the pads of her fingers over her labia. 
 
    It was delicious agony. 
 
    Carol kept at it, spending several minutes teasing her without committing her fingers to really pleasure her. 
 
    Rebecca held her tongue the entire time. 
 
    “Mmmm, you’re learning. Good sluts get rewarded. But bad sluts-” Her other hand suddenly struck one of the rabbit’s bare cheeks with a sharp crack, making her squeal; “-get punished.” 
 
    Once again anxiety swelled within the Lapine’s breast, and once again it was soothed away by magic fingers. 
 
    “Time for your reward.” 
 
    She couldn’t help but tense up at the husky words as she felt the angle of Carol’s stroking change. Anticipation built within her until she was suddenly penetrated, Carol led with two fingers as her wrist angled up into the crack of Rebecca’s bum 
 
    The bunny’s pussy spasmed around the sudden invasion, and she couldn’t help but let out a moan at the long sought after stimulation. 
 
    “You like my fingers do you? Such a wanton thing you are.” 
 
    Another sharp crack sounded as her opposite hand struck the bunny’s ass again. 
 
    Rebecca actually resented the sudden flash of pain, it really wasn’t her thing, but the fingers inside of her felt too good for her to complain, so instead she bit her lip and submitted before the dominating dark-haired woman. 
 
    Her pleasure began to mount again, Carol fingering her fast. 
 
    “Mmmm, perhaps you need a bit more.” 
 
    Rebecca heard, and felt, the other woman spit between her ass cheeks, the obscene noise making her shudder as she felt Carol’s thumb press to her rosebud, working in circles to moisten her back entrance. 
 
    “Here it comes slut. Don’t you dare finish on me though, we’re only getting started.” 
 
    Rebecca felt a familiar intense pressure as Carol slid her thumb home, the bunny’s breath catching at how deep she went on her first thrust. 
 
    She nearly came right then, but the fingers inside her pussy stilled, allowing her time to cool off ever so slightly. 
 
    “Not yet baby. I’ll tell you when, you don’t get to cum until I give you permission, clear?” 
 
    By that point all Rebecca could do was nod her head against the floor, her cheek dragging through a bit of her own drool that had seeped out unknowingly. 
 
    She almost expected another spanking for not vocalizing her understanding, but Carol gave her a pass as her fingers and thumb began to move again, quickly settling into a rhythm. 
 
    Within a few minutes, Rebecca was panting and moaning in desperation, her hands clawing at the floor as she did everything she could to hold out while Carol did everything she could to make the task impossible. 
 
    A tiny amount of sweat was beading on the cherry-haired woman’s brow at the effort she was making with her arm, she had been at it for over ten minutes by that point. 
 
    “You ready to cum you little slut?” 
 
    All she got in response was another moan so she stilled her fingers for a moment 
 
    “Yes!” Rebecca wailed, heedless of her roommate, or even her neighbours; “Yes, I’m ready! Let me cum!” 
 
    “Beg for it!” Carol all but snarled. 
 
    “I-I, please let me cum, please! I need it!” 
 
    “What are you?!” 
 
    Rebecca’s answer was as immediate as it was frantic. 
 
    “I’m a slut! I’m your slut! Please let me cum!” 
 
    The muscles in Carol’s arm went rigid as she fingered the bunny faster than ever before, her thumb likewise wriggling inside her. 
 
    “Then cum you dirty little whore.” 
 
    Once again, a small voice inside of the Lapine objected to the language, this kind of dirty talk really wasn’t her thing, but she was too far gone to care. 
 
    Her whole body seized up and her breathing halted as her insides clamped down on the pistoning fingers inside her. 
 
    “There it is, good girl.” Carol cooed softly. 
 
    Her demeanor shifted completely as Rebecca cried out with an explosive release of air, her body convulsing as her partner did everything she could to enhance, and prolong, her orgasm. 
 
    It was ecstasy, in every sense of the word. 
 
    Fireworks exploded behind the Lapine’s eyes as the moment spread out to touch eternity. 
 
    Nothing lasts forever though, and so, with one last wheezing gasp, she slumped to the floor, Carol’s fingers finally stilling inside her. 
 
    Several long breaths of silence spread between them, during which the mature woman gently removed her fingers, before laying down beside the spent rabbit. 
 
    Without really thinking about it, Rebecca turned on her side and threw one arm over her, though the other woman stiffened up oddly at the sudden embrace. 
 
    “That was... intense.” The Lapine finally whispered. 
 
    Carol didn’t acknowledge her words at first, instead staring at the ceiling while shaking out her fingers. 
 
    Finally she shrugged off the bunny’s arm and sat up, looking down at her with a slight smirk. 
 
    “I’m hungry, you have anything to eat around here?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12: 
 
    Hopeless 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the underground darkness of their hidden lair, Evadne heard Jonathan’s footsteps as he came back from his task. 
 
    “It’s done.” Jonathan said tiredly. 
 
    She perked up at his words; he’d taken far less time than she imagined, some good news at last. 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    He sat down on one of the chairs by the central table, morose from his latest misdeeds. 
 
    “Does it matter? They’ll do as they’re told, same as the rest.” 
 
    Evadne almost hissed at him, but she felt the guilt within him, the guilt he always felt. 
 
    It wasn’t an easy thing for an Empath to force a monster girl to become a Tenebrae. 
 
    With some effort she sat up in bed, her multitudinous injuries screaming at her that movement was a bad idea. 
 
    “It brings us that much closer to finally finishing with all of this, I’m proud of you.” 
 
    Her words were hollow and he didn’t answer, his head in his hands, the convoluted knot of emotions within him stubbornly refusing to give way to the same rationalizations that had always worked before. 
 
    “What are we doing Eve? What are we doing to these poor girls?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed as she felt his guilt winning the struggle within him. 
 
    “We’re saving them.” She said sternly. 
 
    “Are we?” He looked up, his eyes dull; “Or do they need saving from us? You-we’ve- killed so many to get here, so many of their loved ones, the other Empaths... all for our plan to fall apart just on the brink of success.” 
 
    Evadne had to stop herself from screaming at him in frustration; it wasn’t him that had been laid up in bed for weeks, desperately struggling not to die. 
 
    But she calmed herself quickly; exhausted as he was she knew he wouldn’t bother reading her emotions, but she had learned to tread carefully whenever he got into one of his moods. 
 
    He’d run away from her a number of times, long ago, when he first came into his gift and had learned that she was the one who had killed his parents. 
 
    Though they never discussed it openly, he fled from her and all of the darkness that she carried with her at every opportunity. 
 
    At the time she had less patience for his outbursts, she used force to subdue and restrain him, the demon inside her made her capable of ignoring her bond-mate’s orders. 
 
    But she had to change her tactics when she came back from hunting one day to find that he had opened both of his wrists in a bid to finally be free of her. 
 
    She had nursed him back to health, just as he was now trying to do for her, and she had opened up to him, if only partly. Because she knew she had to give him a goal, something to live for. 
 
    So she spun for him a fairy tale; one of monster girls oppressed, and of a corrupt organization secretly dedicated to the systematic enslavement of her kind. 
 
    She spoon-fed him this nonsense for years, with enough germs of truth in her lies for him to palate them as she inflated his ego with promises that he alone amongst the Empaths had the strength of will to do what was needed. 
 
    By the time he was ‘discovered’ by Sadie Essig and her blasted Dragon, he was very firmly indoctrinated into Evadne’s secret plan to save all monster girls everywhere, no matter the cost. 
 
    He never really was all that bright. 
 
    But now he had almost sunk all the way back into the same depths of despair she had felt the day he had tried to kill himself. 
 
    With no response from her, he rose to his feet, moving woodenly. 
 
    “I’ll make lunch.” He said lifelessly. 
 
    She felt his frustration, his own thwarted desires, and she was keenly reminded of his desperate hope to be her saviour, despite the fact that she didn’t need saving. 
 
    Normally she ignored it, her hateful desire for revenge far outweighing her desire to keep him stable. But she knew that the last several weeks of playing nursemaid had weakened his resolve to the breaking point, especially with what he had just done. 
 
    She needed to keep him invested. 
 
    “I am not hungry.” She hissed seductively, her tongue playing over her lips; “At least not for food.” 
 
    Hearing the heat in her tone, and feeling the dark hunger in her thoughts, he turned to see that she had shifted her legs over the edge of the bed and was leaning forwards so that he could see down her shift. 
 
    “Eve...” He breathed, rocked by the sudden wave of desire at the tantalizing sight of her cleavage. 
 
    “Come then, hum- Master. I’ll use my hand, you can even cum on my tits.” 
 
    They both knew that it was little more than a chore for her: he could read her intent as readily as she could read his desire. 
 
    But in the end, the spark of arousal she lit inside of him blazed to life and he was just too horny to care about her motivations. 
 
    “We shouldn’t, your injuries.” He mumbled unconvincingly. 
 
    She laughed mirthlessly. 
 
    “My grip is strong enough. Come here.” 
 
    One clawed finger beckoned to him: half invitation, half command. 
 
    His resistance crumbled and he moved to the side of her bed to loom over her. 
 
    Her dark eyes met his in the pale light of the lanterns. 
 
    “Pull it out.” 
 
    Again, it was a command as much as a request. 
 
    He undid his trousers and withdrew his half-flaccid penis. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. 
 
    “You are not to touch me.” 
 
    “I know.” He whispered. 
 
    Just as she hated and loved him, she loathed and craved his hands on her body. 
 
    But even as her bond-mate, he was still human, still her enemy, so the scales always tipped against him. 
 
    He sucked in a breath as she took his penis between two fingers, working the digits delicately to avoid scratching him with her claws. 
 
    “How long has it been I wonder?” She mused. 
 
    “T-twelve years.” 
 
    With her other hand she tapped her chin, her fingers had worked him up to full hardness. 
 
    “Twelve years? That’s a long time to go without release.” 
 
    She was barely humouring him, but it really was a long time. 
 
    He had been in a nightmarish coma for most of it, though that hardly made it any better. 
 
    His breathing hitched as she took his length in her palm, her fingers curling around it as her grip tightened, though she was still careful not to shred his flesh with her claws. 
 
    “My, but you must be so backed up. I can’t believe you didn’t nut in that slutty little bunny’s mouth. 
 
    As a test of obedience for the first Tenebrae he created since waking from his coma, she had forced him to accept a blowjob from the dark girl, though he couldn’t finish, too ashamed of the act. 
 
    The memory of it though brought to mind his very first sexual experience with Evadne: in a rare moment of generosity she had taken his cock into her mouth when he was a teenager, not long after his failed suicide attempt. 
 
    Though she nearly killed him herself when he failed to warn her of his release and came in her mouth. 
 
    To this day he dreamt about it. 
 
    “O-open your mouth, please?” He whispered as she rhythmically stroked him. 
 
    Her brow furrowed in a frown. 
 
    She knew what he wanted, what he always wanted, but she had sworn never again and she meant it. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to suck it... I just want to see.” He begged. 
 
    “No.” She repeated flatly. 
 
    She felt his bitter disappointment, but did not relent. Instead she sat up slightly and let her shift fall off of her shoulders, revealing her breasts as she watched him. 
 
    “I said you can cum on tits. Is that not enough?” 
 
    Her stroking hand paused as she stared at him. 
 
    With his release so close, he nodded urgently. 
 
    “Yes, it’s enough, please! Don’t stop!” 
 
    So weak. 
 
    She didn’t bother to hide her contempt for him at this point, but any objection he might have was lost when he also felt her grip tighten and her stroking resume, his foreskin drawing back over his cock-head with each pull of her clenched fist. 
 
    “I don’t have all day.” She said drily as she turned in place to position her bare breasts to receive his load. 
 
    He gasped at the sight of her nipples presented to him, but also at what he felt within her. 
 
    Deep down, way down, he found it in her mind: beyond her hatred and rage, she was horny too. 
 
    The speed of her stroking increased, her hand a blur of motion as she lifted one eyebrow at him, her eyes having never left his. 
 
    With a grunt he shifted his pelvis forwards, a jet of thick cum shooting out and hitting her chin. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed into a glare that he had failed to warn her, but she didn’t stop, working his cock over as his cum shot out again to coat one of her breasts, a thick dollop of it streaming down and tickling her erect nipple. 
 
    She drew in a breath, her eyelids fluttering momentarily from the sensation. Her own lust rose as the thought of how good it would feel if she took him into her mouth popped into her mind unbidden. 
 
    But she stomped it out ruthlessly. 
 
    “Eve... I could always-” 
 
    “No.” She said again. 
 
    With his release over she let go of his cock, absently wiping the remnants of his cum off of her hand onto his pants. 
 
    She had vowed long ago to never again open herself to a human in that way, and with the barely contained rage of her darkened state, she had always found it easy to quench her desires. 
 
    All she had to do was think of her dead children. 
 
    “I’ll, I’ll make lunch.” He said again, with far more life in his words; “Then I’ll have the new ones fill in the hole they made.” 
 
    She didn’t acknowledge his words, satisfied that she had chased off his despair and gotten him back on track. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13: 
 
    The Grid 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cordelia had a skip in her step that morning as she headed for Renaldo’s Bakery; she and her Hornets had settled into a state of domestic bliss beyond anything she had ever hoped for. 
 
    Meaning she was having multiple earth shattering orgasms whenever she could, and sometimes even when she couldn’t. 
 
    She had settled into a routine as well when it came to getting to work: once bundled up for warmth in the chill air she would trek to the bakery before the sun came up, her breath fogging in front of her as she walked through the quiet streets. 
 
    Whether due to Loskins’ pride, or the arrogance of youth, she always took the straightest route, one that brought her close to one of the many shanty towns around the city. 
 
    A dangerous course given the desperation of the people living there, especially in the dark. 
 
    She wasn’t yet halfway to work when a harsh voice cut through her cheery mood like a hot knife through butter. 
 
    “Oi! Give over the crown then, or I’ll cut ya.” 
 
    She yelped in surprise and whirled to face the source of the threat. 
 
    “What the fuck? Don’t sneak up on-” 
 
    “Didn’t you ‘ear me, ya foul mouthed bint?! The shiny! Give it over!” 
 
    Algrade’s streets boasted a full complement of solar powered lights suspended on wires above, but she was just at the edge of the grid, and the last of their energy was nearly expended as their panels waited for dawn’s arrival. 
 
    The dim orange light they gave off cast the scrawny man’s face in shadow, though it was enough to reflect off of the short knife he was directing at her. 
 
    Her heart nearly stopped at the sight of the blade, but Cordelia Loskins was not one to be cowed lightly. 
 
    Especially when her assailant was shorter than she was. 
 
    “You going to trim my nails with that thing? Fuck off!” 
 
    Out of reflex, she spoke loudly to draw attention, the opposite of what he wanted. 
 
    He had mistaken the solitary woman for an easy mark, but was now taken aback by her words, flinching away and looking from side to side in alarm. 
 
    But poverty is a great motivator, so in a bid to get his way he doubled down on his threatening posture, drawing himself up and stepping closer to her, trying to intimidate her with his nearness. 
 
    She felt a faint twinge of fear then, but it was short-lived as a pair of her Hornets landed on him before he could come within striking distance of their queen. 
 
    One other thing she had to get used to: with the crown on her head, at least one of Oldeera’s hive had to be near the heartstone within it at all times. 
 
    This meant that she was never truly alone, even when she might want to be, the compromise then was the Hornets buzzing along above her to keep her safe while not intruding on the private ritual of her morning walk. 
 
    “Oi! Gerroff!” 
 
    The knife clattered to the street as they quickly subdued her assailant, his face pressed to the ice-cold cobblestones. 
 
    “Be silent!” One of them commanded, the barbed tip of her lance pressing into his cheek. 
 
    He froze. 
 
    “Seriously, what kind of an idiot tries to steal a Hornet queen’s crown?!” Cordelia griped, brushing of the worried attention of a third monster girl. 
 
    “Let me go! I weren’t going to ‘urt anyone, honest!” 
 
    His voice cracked mid-sentence and she realized then that the ‘man’ trying to mug her was little more than a teenage boy. 
 
    With him safely restrained, both arms held behind his back by the angry Hornets, she leaned in to get a better look. 
 
    He was dressed in a worn woven coat that was too big for him; in the dark it made him look larger than he was, but once she was closer she could see that the shoulders were comically bulky and he even had to roll up the long sleeves to accommodate his shorter arms. 
 
    “Holy fuck, how old are you?” 
 
    “Piss off your royal fatness!” He snarled in response. 
 
    Her ears burned at the insult, sure she had gained a few pounds under the spoiled attention of her hive, but she could hardly be called fat! 
 
    The lance dug into his cheek harder as its owner felt her queen’s irritation. 
 
    “How dare you!” 
 
    “You wanna die?” The other one threatened, pressing him to the ground with more weight. 
 
    He gave a distinctly unmanly squeal at the promise of death, struggling mightily in their grip. 
 
    “Alight! Enough already girls, sheesh. Let him up.” 
 
    The Hornet beside Cordelia narrowed her eyes as her sisters hoisted the cursing teen to his feet. 
 
    “We should leave his body in the gutter as a warning to others.” She suggested menacingly. 
 
    The royal baker rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Oh for- no! He’s just a kid! What’s your name?” Her finger came up threateningly before he could answer; “And if you call me fat again, I’ll kick you in the balls!” 
 
    His mouth closed, apparently thinking better of whatever he had been about to say, though his chin lifted defiantly when he found his words again. 
 
    “Known as Cutter.” 
 
    “Not with that dinky knife you aren’t.” The Hornets on either side of him responded. 
 
    He squirmed between the two monsters, looking sullen. 
 
    “I could be… you don’t know.” 
 
    “How about the one your parents gave you?” Cordelia said drily. 
 
    His head rose and he suddenly looked like he swallowed a lemon. 
 
    “What would I need parents fer, eh princess?” 
 
    Once again he felt the barbed tip of a lance against his face. 
 
    “She is a QUEEN! And she asked for your name!” The monster holding it declared. 
 
    He took a minute to measure the resolve on the Hornet’s face before finally muttering something under his breath. 
 
    The lance didn’t move. 
 
    “Louder!” 
 
    “Oliver! Relax wouldja? Not like a name means anythin’.” 
 
    With two fingers Cordelia retrieved the little knife, only to discover that it wasn’t a knife at all, but rather a cheap brass letter opener. 
 
    “Oliver the Orphan? Seriously?” 
 
    He bristled at her tone, despite the grip of the monsters holding him. 
 
    “You take that back, I aint never touched no ‘orphs’ afore!” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at his mistake, then tried a different tact. 
 
    “Why were you trying to steal my crown?” 
 
    Seeming to have realized that he was in no immediate danger, the teen was already pushing the limits, his attitude back in full force while he snorted at her as if she were slow. 
 
    “You kiddin? Man’s gotta eat, and that thing’d be worth a mint that would!” 
 
    She struggled somewhat to make sense of his thickly accented brogue, when she had parsed his meaning though, she adjusted the crown on her head and tapped the yellow heartstone embedded in its center. 
 
    “Not really, especially given that the stone inside belongs to a Hornet hive, my Hornet hive.” 
 
    He squirmed some more, the grip of the warrior monsters unrelenting on his narrow biceps. 
 
    “Could still ‘ave pawned it fer summat. Am I fer the clink then? Cuz I ain’t goin to no digsite!” 
 
    “You go where we take you.” The Hornets on either side said in unison. 
 
    Their eyes were distant and their antennae wiggling, a sign that Oldeera was speaking through them. 
 
    He looked from one to the other before turning to face Cordelia again. 
 
    “Why they gotta talk all t’gether like that? Unnatural it is.” He complained. 
 
    Tucking the letter opener into the pocket of her coat she gave him a serious look. 
 
    He may have tried to rob her, but in the end he really was just a teenager. 
 
    She certainly didn’t miss the way his eyes kept darting to the faint outline of her breasts through her thick clothing. 
 
    Using one finger under his chin to tilt his head up and keep his gaze appropriate, she pursed her lips speculatively. 
 
    “My eyes are up here smart-ass. Now when’s the last time you ate something?” 
 
    “Ain’t ‘ungry, less you got some coins?” He asked hopefully, not the least bit embarrassed for having been caught ogling her. 
 
    The Hornet next to Cordelia crossed her arms over her own armoured breasts. 
 
    “When are you going to realize that you’re our prisoner?” 
 
    “Prisoner’s get fed don’t they?” He replied, quick as a whip. 
 
    The young baker shook her head slowly and couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    “Bring him along, Renny sets aside the day-olds for just this sort of thing. Though he normally drops them with the relief agencies.” 
 
    His nose turned up and he sneered at her. 
 
    “Don’t need your charity then do I?” 
 
    The smile fell off of her face rapidly and she scowled at him. 
 
    “Stop blustering you little shit! You just asked for coins! After trying to mug me!” 
 
    “Ain’t charity iffin I ask for it! An’ it definitely ain’t charity iffin I take it!” 
 
    “He’s right about the second part.” One of the Hornets holding him murmured. 
 
    Cordelia threw up her hands in disgust and turned away, resuming her trek to work, the Hornets in tow with their prisoner. 
 
    “Oi! ‘Elp, it’s a kidnapping! Oi’m bein abdicated!” 
 
    She pinched the bridge of her nose, a headache beginning to throb behind her forehead. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    A few hours after Cordelia struggled to see a squalling teenage boy fed, elsewhere in the city a Lapine was stirring in bed after the wildest night of her life. 
 
    Rebecca woke with a long stretch, shivering slightly as her blanket shifted off of her shoulders, her naked skin prickling in the morning air and waking her fully. 
 
    A moment later she sat up, her ears turning and folding flat over her head as she yawned and stretched some more. She welcomed the invigorating rush of cold as her blanket fell into her lap, gooseflesh washed over her shoulders and breasts, her nipples hardening. 
 
    Finally fully awake, she wrapped the blanket back over her shoulders and stepped out of her room in search of breakfast. 
 
    Sandra was gone, her classes started early, which was just as well; Rebecca felt more than a little guilty for the ruckus she caused with Carol the night before. 
 
    She shuddered again, though not from the cool air in the loft, but rather at the memory of the orgasm that Carol had all but ripped from her athletic frame. 
 
    It was unlike anything she had ever experienced. 
 
    When she stepped into the kitchen the first thing she spotted was a wicker basket on the counter next to the ice box, it was full of raw carrots, a pink bow wrapped around the handle with a folded piece of paper pinned to it. 
 
    With a hint of trepidation, she took up the note and unfolded it. 
 
    Sorry if I was too aggressive last night. It had been a while for me. Hopefully you’ll deliver me another package soon so I can make it up to you. 
 
    xoxo 
 
    -Carol 
 
    The bunny’s knees wobbled as the memory of the dark encounter washed over her again. 
 
    In retrospect she wasn’t just intimidated by the older woman: she was actually frightened of her. After their sexual adventure they shared a quick snack before Carol took her leave, much to the bunny’s confused disappointment. 
 
    Now seeing the basket of simple and delicious veggies made her heart swell with delight and she smiled at the thoughtfulness of it. 
 
    Evidently Carol had learned to cater to the Lapine’s simpler tastes, and Rebecca shook her head slightly as she wondered how she managed to get fresh carrots in the middle of winter. 
 
    It was her day off, and she spent most of it puttering around the loft, before stepping out in the late afternoon for a quick run. 
 
    She found herself torn between seeking Carol out again, and going to visit with Cordelia in her hive. 
 
    Ultimately she opted to visit the baker, as she didn’t want her mature new lover to think she was too clingy. 
 
    Soon enough she was in the hive sitting on one of the circular couches across from Cordelia, who in turn had another Hornet standing behind her and brushing her thick hair. 
 
    Oldeera and Christine were both still out, the queen busy working with the local law enforcement and the mechanist student still working at the university. 
 
    Just as well, as the Lapine had just finished recounting her previous night’s encounter to her baker friend, sparing little in the way of detail. 
 
    “It was incredible Cordelia!” She gushed. 
 
    The baker’s lips were pursed at the Lapine’s enthusiasm. 
 
    “Doesn’t sound very romantic.” She observed simply. 
 
    “What? No! It was! But like, in a different way. It was super intense.” 
 
    Cordelia still wore a skeptical expression as she slowly shook her head. 
 
    “You’re really smitten with this woman huh?” 
 
    “Yeah, I am.” 
 
    She measured the bunny’s demeanor carefully for several seconds before asking a rather important question. 
 
    “Are you… sorry, maybe I’m not supposed to ask this, but are you thinking of giving her your heartstone?” 
 
    The Hornet’s hand paused in working the brush through her hair. 
 
    Becks gave her a look of complete exasperation. 
 
    “I know I’m pretty swept up in this, but I’m not an idiot! It’s way too soon for that!” 
 
    “Right, right.” The baker held up her hands; “Just looking out for you, that’s all.” 
 
    “And I appreciate that, I do. But I’m a grown-ass bunny.” She said with a certain degree of swagger. 
 
    “Look at you acting all tough just cuz you caught some strange!” Cordelia said with feigned incredulity. 
 
    “‘Caught some… strange?’” Rebecca giggled; “Humans are weird!” 
 
    They shared the laugh, but then the brunette gave the Lapine an arch look. 
 
    “And yet you’re all tied in knots over one?” 
 
    Again Rebecca laughed, but brushed aside the observation and changed the subject. 
 
    “So anyways, what were you saying about this morning?” 
 
    “Not much, just that I got mugged. No big.” Cordelia said drily. 
 
    The Lapine’s mouth fell open to reveal her thick front incisors. 
 
    “WHAT?! Carrot sticks!” She cursed; “Are you okay?!” 
 
    The baker waved away her concern. 
 
    “I’m fine, just a dumb kid. My darling Hornets protected me.” She threw a wink over Rebecca’s shoulder to some of the monster girls behind her. 
 
    They returned doting smiles to their queen, but her guest still looked more than a little alarmed. 
 
    “How did this happen? I mean, where in the city?” 
 
    “Edge of the grid. And I know what you are going to say!” She forestalled the mixture of condemnation and alarm on Rebecca’s face; “‘Stay away from the slums’, but if I kept to Honnold Street the whole way it would take me twice as long!” 
 
    It had been one of the first things the Lapine had said to her: ‘Hi I’m Rebecca, call me Becks, and steer clear of the shanty towns unless you’re looking for trouble’. 
 
    Carol’s machine shop was actually just beyond the reach of the solar light grid, but Rebecca could run a helluva lot faster than Cordelia could! Plus she had never had any issues delivering to the shop… 
 
    “Cordelia-” She began worriedly, but the baker cut her off. 
 
    “What was it you just said? I’m a grown-ass bunny, er, woman.” 
 
    Once again the Hornet brushing her hair paused in her work, a look of steely determination on her face. 
 
    “We will keep our queen safe, wherever she chooses to go.” 
 
    Rebecca drew in a steadying breath as she came to realize that Cordelia really was fine, somehow she had forgotten that the brunette currently picking flour out of her nails had a small army at her beck and call. 
 
    “Well, as long as you’re okay. But what about the guy that jumped you? What did you do with him, or rather his... body?” She asked delicately while shooting a careful look to the many Hornets around them. 
 
    To her surprise, Cordelia burst out laughing. 
 
    “There was no body! All I did was give him a kick in the ass, some breakfast and a stern talking to, before sending him on his way!” 
 
    Rebecca’s mouth fell open again. 
 
    “You let him go?! What if he tries to rob you again?” 
 
    She realized the absurdity of the statement even as she said it, her cheeks turning pink and her ears turning and going flat. 
 
    Cordelia’s only response was a raised eyebrow, so Rebecca backpedalled. 
 
    “A-anyways, geeze, I guess we’re both having an eventful couple of days!” 
 
    “Fair to say. Although…” The Brunette narrowed her eyes and smirked; “I can guaran-fucking-TEE you that I’m getting more strange.” 
 
    “Oh! HEY!” Rebecca’s blush deepened and she threw a little pillow at a now-laughing Cordelia. 
 
    At least she wasn’t the only one blushing though: the Hornets around the room, and especially the one looming behind Cordelia, turned pink as well. 
 
    Suddenly one of them struck the butt of her lance against the floor. 
 
    “The queen returns!” 
 
    The harsh sound cut through the amusement and Cordelia rolled her eyes when the Lapine flinched. 
 
    “Do they have to do that every time?” Becks complained. 
 
    “No.” The brunette shot a pouting glare at the offending Hornet; “In fact I asked them not to...” 
 
    “Ah, sorry... my Queen. Force of habit.” 
 
    Oldeera buzzed down from above then, a broad smile on her face as she all but landed in her bond-mate’s lap. 
 
    “Hello honey!” 
 
    Her lips found Cordelia’s and they shared a deep kiss, Rebecca watching them with a slightly wistful smile. 
 
    Like all monster girls, she yearned for what the Hornets had. 
 
    “Mmmph, hello to you too.” The human managed between kisses; “You seem particularly randy this evening?” 
 
    The Hornet queen let out a sigh and shifted to sit next to her, settling her arm onto Cordelia’s thigh. 
 
    “We seized another shipment of contraband and arrested a number of high value targets. I’m always horny after combat.” 
 
    “Combat?” Rebecca asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “Yes, some of the men were armed, no one died, but they had to be subdued.” Oldeera offered the Lapine a welcoming smile then; “Hello by the way Rebecca, it’s good to see you again.” 
 
    “Please, call me Becks, um, your Majesty? But wait, hang on a second, armed? As in: lost-tech?” The Lapine asked with wide eyes. 
 
    The Hornet queen’s smile fell into a dour expression. 
 
    “I’m afraid so. This is the city for it, with so many digs going on it’s easy for the smugglers to move their product. In the last few years the black market here has really gotten out of hand.” 
 
    They all fell into silence for a minute as worried thoughts filled their heads. 
 
    “You’re... careful right?” Cordelia worked hard to keep her voice steady as she expressed her concern. 
 
    Oldeera squeezed her thigh reassuringly. 
 
    “Always. But don’t fret honey, you remember Miranda Holt? She arrived in the city a few days ago, and is hunting for the source of these weapons. She is one of the finest operatives I’ve worked with, so she’ll get it done.” Her eyebrow rose and one of her antennae dipped down to meet it; “Until then though, no more shortcuts through the slums.” 
 
    Cordelia rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I didn’t go into the slums! Just... near them.” 
 
    Sensing the beginnings of a potential lovers’ quarrel, and feeling very distinctly like a third wheel, Rebecca quickly took her leave. 
 
    As she walked home she found that she couldn’t stop thinking on the Hornet queen’s words. 
 
    More than anything in the world, she wanted to be part of the Aegis, to be part of that world, but in her entire life she had never even seen a lost-tech weapon. 
 
    So to hear a Hornet queen talk so casually about arresting people who actually wielded them was a mite intimidating. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14: 
 
    Vohan 
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite Olena’s curse, or perhaps because of it,  the memories of Cheri’s smiling face had hung over Adrian like a cloud for the last several days; all he ever thought about was how she should be there with him. 
 
    Or that he should be with her. 
 
    He did what he could around the village to try to feel useful, mostly busywork that the Amazons gave him to keep him occupied given that they were far more capable to attend to their various chores. 
 
    Most days he wandered listlessly, trying, and failing, to find a reason to keep going beyond simple revenge. 
 
    Carrying a stack of towels to the hot springs for the use of the bathers there, he came upon Alcaia on her hands and knees next to several frames of rough wood. 
 
    She was molding stiff clay into solid rectangles almost large enough for Adrian to lie down on, pressing the substance as tight as she could around the wooden structures. 
 
    After he set the towels down on the covered shelves beside the water he looked to the dozens of bowls of clay kept warm in the shallowest part of the spring. 
 
    “What are you doing?” He asked dully. 
 
    He wasn’t curious, not really. 
 
    Alcaia frowned as she took in his expression, gauging his interest as she paused in her work. 
 
    “I am making Vohan. When we eventually find the men responsible for our losses, as I have sworn we shall, we will need protection.” 
 
    He blinked as his fog of grief lifted slightly, his natural curiosity raising its head and his brow furrowing as he puzzled out her intentions. 
 
    “Ceramic shields? To combat the heat of lost-tech weapons?” 
 
    She nodded and smiled at his interest, glad to see he still had some life left in him, if only for the moment. 
 
    “We learned much from the Valkyrie, but this is something we were taught by the Golems, long ago. The clay is stubborn though; we would not normally do this in the winter...” 
 
    “I don’t understand, won’t it be too brittle? Not to mention heavy?” 
 
    She chuckled. 
 
    “Yes! And no! The wood inside gives it structure and after it is fired we reinforce it with layers of cedar bark and strips of leather. They are not meant to last forever, though in truth nothing is.” Her smile faltered somewhat as she dwelled on her fallen warriors, but she shook it off as she continued; “We use them for mobile cover, setting them on the ground and bracing them as a bulwark against our foes. A human could not carry one, but the Saenga are strong.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of them.” He mumbled as he considered one of the odd shields. 
 
    “It is not a tactic we employ often, even during the ancient conflict. We prefer to stay mobile, to attack rather than defend. But when your enemy chooses where and how your battle is to be fought you must adapt. Hopefully we won’t need them, but I will not see any more of my people die due to my foolishness.” 
 
    Though still drowning in his own grief, Adrian was a good man, and he opened his mouth to comfort her, to tell her it wasn’t her fault, but the words died on his lips when he saw her face close off with a mask of determination. 
 
    Somehow he knew she would not appreciate it. 
 
    The stoic woman had long since accepted the responsibility of leading her people, the good and the bad. 
 
    “How can I help?” He said instead. 
 
    She smiled at him but shook her head. 
 
    “There is not much left to do beyond shape and fire them, both things requiring the strength of an Amazon I’m afraid.” The corner of her mouth twitched as if she were hiding a smirk, and her words turned artless; “If you are looking for something to do though, Olena-Elda was asking after you.” 
 
    He frowned at her suddenly disingenuous behaviour, feeling very distinctly as if he were being set up in some way. 
 
    “Right, I’ll… go and see what she wants then?” 
 
    “That would be best. Thank you, Aegis.” 
 
    She waved him off with one clay-covered hand before setting back to her task. 
 
    Puzzled, but with his curiosity still piqued, he went in search of the Witch. 
 
    In the end though, it was she that found him. 
 
    “Oh good, you’re not curled up in a useless ball.” Her voice sounded close behind him, causing him to flinch; “I have a job for you.” 
 
    Though he frowned at her brusque address he set it aside when he noticed something off about her; she seemed… keyed up somehow. 
 
    “How can I help?” 
 
    He had been cautious of the Witch before she had cursed him, a healthy stance to take given that she could dissolve his bones with a single spell, but afterwards his caution gave way to gratitude and even affection. 
 
    She was dressed as usual in her sarong and woolen shawl, her bare feet in the snow making him marvel at her resilience even as he once more had to keep his eyes off of her mostly exposed chest. 
 
    There was silence between them for a long while as he waited for her to explain whatever it was she needed help with, while she in turn measured him with her eyes. 
 
    Finally she spoke again. 
 
    “Tell me, Adrian, why are you afraid of naked women?” 
 
    “Uh, what?” 
 
    “Every time you’ve caught even a glimpse of my skin, you turn away. I would have thought that someone in the Aegis would be more comfortable with nudity.” 
 
    “I’m not- I mean I am!” He planted his face in one palm as he worked to articulate himself better; “It isn’t considered… polite for men to ogle women.” 
 
    “Strange. I’ve always thought it was rude not to.” 
 
    “Where are you going with this?” He asked without raising his face from his hands. 
 
    “We’re going to have sex.” 
 
    He froze at her words, for a second he thought he must have misheard her. 
 
    It took him a second to moisten his suddenly dry mouth enough to speak. 
 
    “What… the hell?” 
 
    With her request, or rather, demand, her keyed up behaviour suddenly made perfect sense. He could see the signs now that he had missed before: the arch of her brow, the slight flush in her cheeks, her shallow breathing… 
 
    And though he had been making a point of not looking, her hardened nipples were plainly visible through the holes in her woolen shawl. 
 
    “But we hardly know each other! And I identified the bodies of everyone I love barely a week ago!” 
 
    “What better time to celebrate life, than when confronted with so much death?” She shrugged dismissively. 
 
    “I can’t believe we’re even talking about this right now.” He said airily. 
 
    He could feel the heat of her she was so close, so he turned to face her, surprised at his own body’s reaction to the mysterious Witch. 
 
    But whatever urges he had were quickly smothered by the image of his poor Truffle, looking at him with such adoration in her eyes that it made his knees weak. 
 
    “I-I can’t, I’m sorry but I just can’t. I’m… not grateful for what you did for me.” He paused and gave her a meaningful look so that she knew the opposite was true; “But I’ve only just said goodbye to Cheri, I can’t even begin to think about another relationship, right now.” 
 
    Her eyes lit up and her response was surprising: she laughed at him, low and rich. 
 
    “It’s just sex Adrian. I find you attractive, and it’s been awhile. The Amazons are all too fearful of me to really enjoy it. But if you feel that your bond-mate would disapprove of me, then I won’t press the issue.” 
 
    He frowned. 
 
    “You saved my life, she wouldn’t disapprove of anything. But that’s not the point.” He planted his face in his palm again. 
 
    She reached her hand up and touched his cheek with surprising tenderness, drawing his gaze to meet hers before speaking seriously. 
 
    “Even with my curse upon you, your mind is still clouded with thoughts of death. I can see it plain as you can see me. If the men who killed your Truffle were here now, you would throw yourself at them, hoping that they would end you too. Us having sex serves two purposes: one to remind you of what it is to be alive, and the other to get me off. As I said, it’s been a while.” 
 
    He chuckled humourlessly at her phrasing, but in the deepest parts of himself he knew she was right about him wanting to die. 
 
    “So what, are we supposed to just, go somewhere for a quickie?” He asked harshly. 
 
    “Yes. The Amazons have lent me one of their huts. We can go there, right now. No one will bother us.” 
 
    His mouth fell open as he tried to repudiate her. 
 
    But once again his body betrayed him, with Cheri he had sex basically every day, often multiple times, and now that he had been without that for several weeks his body naturally craved the release the Witch was offering. 
 
    Once again he saw his Truffle’s face, only this time she wore an amused smile, one delicate eyebrow raised. 
 
    Why are you hesitating? 
 
    He could hear her words in his mind, and he nearly laughed out loud at the familiar tone. 
 
    Something in his posture must have communicated this shift to Olena, because very abruptly her hand was on his groin, feeling his girth through his pants. 
 
    Despite the sorrow wreathed around him, his loins stirred at her touch. 
 
    “I can work with this. Can you?” 
 
    He and Cheri had often toyed with the idea of potentially finding him another bond-mate, but even without one they had often taken other men and women into their bed; casual sex was as commonplace within the Aegis as stars in the night sky. 
 
    The last of his inhibitions melting away, he gave a single nod of acquiescence to the forward Witch. 
 
    She smirked and took his hand in hers to lead him to one of the snow covered huts near the edge of the village. 
 
    A few of the Amazons spotted them, but there was no judgment in their eyes, though a few had to turn away to hide their smirks. 
 
    When they entered the low ceilinged hut, the first thing Adrian noticed was the plethora of bottles, vials and random items on the table against the back wall. 
 
    “You travel light.” He said awkwardly. 
 
    With a shrug she began to tie back her hair. 
 
    “Do I need to suck it to make it hard for me?” 
 
    His breathing halted at the blatant offer, her words alone were enough to make the act she was suggesting unnecessary. 
 
    He hesitated for one brief moment until she moved closer to him. 
 
    “It’s just sex Adrian.” She reiterated, eyes filled with erotic promise as she leaned in to plant a single kiss on his cheek; “And I am very good at it.” 
 
    The heated promise in her words was enough to set him off, his hesitation replaced with hungry need as his arms gripped her shoulders and he pulled her close to kiss her. 
 
    Though initially surprised, she quickly matched the hunger of his lips, her arms wrapping around his neck and one leg curving around his as she pressed her groin to his, feeling his hardened cock through his pants. 
 
    His hand slid up her sarong and gripped her naked ass as he moaned into her mouth, his heart pounding in his ears as he squeezed her flesh tight. 
 
    Not wasting any time, and despite the weakness of his leg, he lifted her off her feet while she wrapped her own legs around his waist. 
 
    But he couldn’t hold her for long and she knew it, so between desperate kisses she said a single word. 
 
    “Table.” 
 
    Without delay he hobbled the two steps necessary to bring her to the table, letting out a moan as she shifted her face to his neck and lavished more kisses on his skin. 
 
    He dropped her on the table as gently as his passion would allow, but a number of vials tipped over and rolled around on the surface. 
 
    Inevitably there was a nasty crash as one of the larger ones found the edge. 
 
    Her kisses stopped for a moment as she murmured a question. 
 
    “Big green one? Cork stopper?” 
 
    “I think so?” 
 
    “My grandmother. It’s fine, she’d want to watch anyways.” 
 
    Despite the craziness of her words, he was too horny to care, especially when her lips began to graze on his neck. 
 
    “Ah fuck.” He moaned as his fingers frantically worked to undo his belt. 
 
    “We will.” She murmured into his ear as her tongue pulled the lobe between her teeth for a quick nibble; “Very soon.” 
 
    His trousers undone, he roughly pulled them down along with his underwear to free his cock. She adjusted her hips on the table to get the angle right and within seconds he was fumbling his cock head between her wet pussy lips, his hands shaking with urgency. 
 
    Suddenly he was deep inside her. 
 
    They shared a moaning gasp at the initial thrust, the deep hunger within them finally settling now that it was being satiated, both of them able to languish in the moment. 
 
    One of her arms reached over his shoulder, while the other reaching behind her to keep herself propped up as she leaned slightly away from him and shrugged off her shawl to expose her breasts to his hungry gaze. 
 
    Still fully inside her, he reached one hand up to palm her breast, delighting in the soft weight of it and giving it a healthy squeeze. 
 
    Then their eyes met, and he pulled out until just his cock-head was inside her, only to immediately plunge it back in as rapidly as he could. 
 
    Her eyelids fluttered with the sensation and she brought her other arm around to wrap around his neck, bringing their faces together so that she could kiss him again, her tongue sliding in to explore his mouth. 
 
    He pulled out and thrust again, this time she let out a little grunt into his mouth from the sudden movement. 
 
    Then he did it again. 
 
    And again. 
 
    Each time he thrust into her he could feel her body react to him, her inner muscles spasming around the length of his intrusive cock, all the while she encouraged his efforts with her tongue’s work in his mouth. 
 
    His pleasure came in waves with each thrust, until he had regained the earlier urgency and began to rapidly drive himself into her. Soon it was one steady rhythm of his cock sliding in and out of her. 
 
    Dimly he felt dull pain in his injured leg and shoulder but it wasn’t enough to slow him down. 
 
    Unable to keep up the pace and still kiss her, he pressed his face into the crook of her neck and ran his tongue over her silky skin. 
 
    Far too soon though he felt his finish approaching, and he did everything he could to delay the inevitable, including slowing the pace somewhat. 
 
    But she would have none of it, one hand dropped down to grip his naked ass tight and pull him against her as her thighs and calves lifted higher to urge him on. 
 
    “Do it.” She whispered in his ear, the rapture in her voice enough to satisfy any hazy concerns he had regarding her pleasure. 
 
    So he let himself go, plunging his cock into her tight slick heat with wild abandon as she began to let out sharp cries with each breath. 
 
    It was her cries that set him off, suddenly he let out a hoarse grunt and was cumming deep inside her, his hips spasming with each wave of agonizing ecstasy. 
 
    While his cock flooded her she found her own release, her whole body locking up against his as her breathing halted, her eyes and mouth wide from the overwhelming sensation. 
 
    She stayed like that for nearly ten seconds before letting out a deep gasping moan to vocalize her orgasm, though spent and sensitive he helped her along by thrusting into her to enhance her release. 
 
    Once her paroxysms faded, she planted a little peck on his nose, then held him close, their bodies still coupled as his cock softened inside her. 
 
    They stayed like that for a few minutes, until their bodies mundane needs called to them and he pulled away from her to sort himself out. 
 
    She dropped her hand down and between her legs, coming back with fingers coated in his cum. 
 
    “Thank you. Intent is everything.” She said simply. 
 
    “Huh?” He responded with great intelligence. 
 
    Her eyes began to glow eldritch green again and her magic suffused his seed on her fingertips. 
 
    With an absent wave of her hand, she cast the green energy at the broken bottle and the ashes on the floor. 
 
    Within a few seconds the bottle had repaired itself, and then the ashes flowed back inside with a dry rasp before the stopper squeaked into place. 
 
    He watched her magic play out, bemused that she could do such a thing with his cum, but in the end he felt… empty. 
 
    As much as he appreciated the woman before him, and as much as he had certainly enjoyed the sex, she wasn’t his Cheri. 
 
    She picked up on his souring mood quickly and let out a resigned sigh. 
 
    “At least I got off.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15: 
 
    Applications 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been more than a week since Nameless’s confrontation with Escrya and winter was in full swing, though Garland wasn’t nearly as cold as Algrade. 
 
    Most of the area in the valley around the city had been cleared ages ago for farming, but there were a number of woods left standing, particularly around the academy. 
 
    With the training that they were doing on a near daily basis, Milly and Nina were spending a great deal of time together, much of it locked in faux combat. So at Volka and Ophelia’s insistence they took a break from their intense exercises to go for a walk through the trails snaking through the extensive academy grounds. 
 
    After all, it wouldn’t do for them to see each other as enemies all the time. 
 
    They couldn’t go too far, as Nameless held both of their heartstones, but it didn’t end up mattering as they didn’t get very far. 
 
    They had barely entered the snowy woods before the giant pulled up short on the trail and darted into the bushes, surprising the Minotaur. 
 
    “Hey babe, look what I found.” 
 
    When Nina came out she was gripping an incredibly fat grey rabbit, her hands under his forelegs while the terrified animal’s nose twitched frantically, its ears flat to its head and rolls of fat bunched around its neck from the way she was holding it. 
 
    It was as long as she was tall, its hind feet kicking reflexively whenever they felt the ground. 
 
    Her bond-sister let out an excited little moo at the sight and eagerly took it into her arms. 
 
    Nina smiled slightly at the predictable response. 
 
    “Cute right?” 
 
    “Yes! He’s so fluffy!” Milly gushed over the adorably fat animal, holding it close to her cheek. 
 
    “Cool.” The Gigas nodded; “I’m gunna kill it.” 
 
    “Wh-what?!” The cow pulled away, horrified at the giant’s matter of fact declaration. 
 
    “You heard me. I’m hungry and that little fatty looks delicious.” 
 
    “No!” She turned her body to pull the pudgy rabbit out of Nina’s reach. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “NO!” The Minotaur snorted aggressively. 
 
    Nina tilted her head in speculation at Milly’s belligerent response, taking a moment to gauge the cow’s determination. 
 
    The anxious rabbit’s nose twitched frantically as he waited on the giant to seal his fate. 
 
    Then her look turned cunning. 
 
    “Alright fine. That little hunk of food is just as squishy as Master. So this’ll be good practice.” 
 
    She picked up her hammer and took a menacing step forwards. 
 
    Milly likewise took a step back. 
 
    “Nina! This isn’t funny!” 
 
    “Good, because I’m not joking. In a real fight losing has a cost, there are stakes. In this case, rabbit steaks.” 
 
    Her worry for the animal kept the gentle Minotaur from catching the horrible pun. 
 
    “Stop it!” She stomped one hoof in consternation. 
 
    Nina took another menacing step forwards. 
 
    “Make me. Keep me busy long enough and maybe I’ll forget about my lunch.” 
 
    The Gigas lunged and the Minotaur gave a panicked low before turning to run for it. 
 
    She didn’t get very far. 
 
    A chunk of a frozen log hit her between her shoulders and dropped her, knocking over a nearby rain collector when she fell. 
 
    The simple contraption’s seal broke and its half-frozen contents flooded the trail, turning the packed snow and dirt into slush and mud. 
 
    “The hell are you doing?! Never take your eyes off your opponent!” Nina chastised angrily; “That could just as easily have been my hammer!” 
 
    Milly had mostly landed on one arm, having tucked the terrified bunny under the other to protect it from her weight. 
 
    She scrambled back to her feet to face the hungry giant. 
 
    “I don’t want to do this!” The distressed Minotaur shouted with tears beginning to trail down her rounded face. 
 
    Nina was less than ten feet in front of her on the trail, her hammer held on her shoulder and another piece of deadfall in her other hand in case her unwilling student tried to run again. 
 
    “Give me my lunch then. Don’t worry, he’ll die quick. One twist and it’s over.” 
 
    “Y-you’re so cruel!” Milly’s tears were coming in earnest now at her bond-sister’s callous words. 
 
    The giant’s eyes narrowed to slits as she dropped the chunk of wood. 
 
    “Winning is cruel.” 
 
    Once again she lunged. 
 
    This time Milly rolled to one side, right through the slush left by the spilled rain collector. 
 
    As she did she scooped up a good handful of the muck and hid it behind the beleaguered bunny’s body. 
 
    She regained her feet just in time to meet Nina’s next attack. 
 
    This time she held her ground, waiting till the last second before jumping to one side and throwing the handful of mud and ice into the red girl’s face, causing the startled Gigas to stumble in surprise. 
 
    Seeing her opening, the Minotaur tossed the bunny into the bushes and darted forwards, falling to her knees and grabbing her opponent’s wrist with one hand while the other tried to break the giant’s grip on her hammer. 
 
    “Aaand you’re dead.” Nina said calmly. 
 
    Maintaining her composure despite her face being a mess of mucky slush, the Gigas had her opposite hand resting on Milly’s back as she spat out bits of frozen twigs and mud to one side. 
 
    “What? But I got your hammer!” Milly protested. 
 
    Nina pulled her weapon arm out of her bond-sister’s grip with ease, before setting the weapon down so she could wipe her face. 
 
    “No, you touched my hammer, meanwhile I touched your spine.” She patted her hand against the smooth skin of the cow’s back for emphasis; “How many times do I have to say it? You aren’t trying to win against me, though throwing shit in my face was a good try. Thank you for that by the way.” 
 
    Even with what Nina had just put her through, Milly couldn’t help but feel guilty. 
 
    “I’m sorr-” 
 
    “No you aren’t sorry.” Nina interrupted firmly; “You use whatever nasty business Kar and the others taught you to stay alive. Better to win dirty than lose clean.” 
 
    Some time ago Kar had defeated both Milly and Erica by throwing dirt in the Minotaur’s eyes, which was where she had gotten the idea. 
 
    They broke apart and Nina cleared her vision of the last of the mess with Milly’s polka-dot hanky. 
 
    “The Amazons did good with you babe, but you need to stifle that urge.” 
 
    “What urge?” 
 
    “The urge to come straight at me, to pounce at any opening. Normally it’s the right call, but not now.” 
 
    Without warning the Gigas lunged forwards again and swept the Minotaur’s legs out from under her with her hammer, causing the poor girl to splat into the same mess she had inflicted on Nina. 
 
    “And you’re dead again!” She pronounced as Milly groaned. 
 
    It took a lot to bruise a Minotaur, but Nina was a lot. 
 
    “What am I supposed to do then?” She panted from her place on the ground. 
 
    “The only thing you can do when facing an impossible opponent. Run, duck, dive, dodge, throw shit in my face. You do whatever it takes to survive just one more second, because every second you survive is a victory against someone like me. The more time I spend trying to kill you, the less time I have to kill someone else, and the more time help has to arrive. Now, where did my dinner hop off to?” 
 
    She looked around but the fat rabbit had long since escaped into the undergrowth beside the broad trail. 
 
    “Does that mean I won?” 
 
    Milly didn’t hide the smugness in her voice and Nina crossed her arms as her eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Volka’s making you cheeky.” 
 
    The Minotaur sat up, her big blue eyes finding Nina’s. 
 
    And very deliberately stuck her tongue out at her. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Nameless had not seen Escrya since their falling out, and even though Volka assured him that she had smoothed things over between them he was still worried. 
 
    But the fact was: he had more pressing concerns. 
 
    Today they would be working with lost-tech for the first time, actual hands on experience rather than the scare-tactics of their first introduction to it, so Nameless and the rest of his fellow cadets were more than a little nervous as they lingered around the broad and well-worn work tables of the classroom. 
 
    As with many of their lessons, few monster girls were present, as most breeds either had an aversion to lost-tech or were simply incapable of seeing certain technologies as anything other than different forms of magic. 
 
    A muscular bald man with numerous scars over his frame stomped into the workshop, his very presence halting the various conversations. 
 
    That and the fact he was carrying a blaster. 
 
    “Sit down.” He barked with authority as he set the weapon down on the table at the front. 
 
    Quickly getting the impression he wasn’t one to ask twice, the class sat on their stools, four to a table. 
 
    “I’m Instructor Kavanaugh. Now, which one of you can tell me what this is?” 
 
    Unsurprisingly every hand in the room was in the air, including Nameless’s, but Baron Watts spoke without raising his. 
 
    “It’s a blaster, sir. Though it’s obviously been modified.” 
 
    A murmur of confusion went through the others as their raised hands faltered and lowered, clearly it wasn’t obvious to most of them. 
 
    “Nice catch.” The instructor nodded; “Normally you pull the trigger, one blast comes out. But this particular piece of death was tinkered with by someone with half a brain. The modification drastically increases the power draw from the cell, so it won’t last long, and the gun itself will be garbage once it’s through, but if I were so inclined I could hold the trigger down and draw a line across this room to slice every one of you in half in under five seconds.” 
 
    That drew a few gasps from his audience, though Baron just nodded knowingly. 
 
    “Okay bright boy, you recognized the modification. But can you disable it?” 
 
    This time Baron crossed his arms over his chest and didn’t say anything, but Ginger took a page out of his book and leapt to her feet. 
 
    “I can sir!” 
 
    Besides Baron the young redhead sitting at Nameless’s table was probably the smartest in the class. 
 
    Though something in the instructor’s demeanor as he lay the weapon down in front of her set Nameless’s teeth on edge, and as she reached for the weapon he too jumped up and grabbed her arm. 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    “It’s alright Nameless! I have a degree from Algrade!” Impatiently she tried to tear her arm out of his but he simply gripped her tighter. 
 
    Kavanaugh smiled humorlessly as he took in the sight. 
 
    With an emphatic shake of his head, Nameless explained his reasoning. 
 
    “And what happens if you make a mistake?” 
 
    At first she rolled her eyes, but then she caught the look on their teacher’s face. 
 
    “This was a test...” She groaned. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “And I failed?” 
 
    “Yup. But don’t feel bad, so did he.” 
 
    Nameless actually pointed one finger at his chest in confusion, causing the bald man to chuckle. 
 
    “Not you pipsqueak. Him.” 
 
    One finger was leveled at a suddenly annoyed looking Baron. 
 
    “How did I fail? I wasn’t the one stupid enough to try to meddle with a modified piece of lost-tech.” 
 
    The glare that Kavanaugh leveled at him would probably have melted paint if he’d been wearing any. 
 
    “No, you were just the one knuckleheaded enough to let one of your teammates try! If the little squirt hadn’t intervened she could very likely have just killed everyone in this room! You watch each other’s backs, or you aren’t Aegis. Is that clear?” 
 
    The proud young man could only nod his head, pink to the tips of his ears by the time the searing diatribe was over. 
 
    Once he was certain that his point had been made, the instructor turned to the rest of the class. 
 
    “I’m only going to say this once. No amount of intelligence and no amount of ego will stop a piece of lost technology from ending you. So forget about coming in first, or earning a gold star from me.” His gaze flicked to the wide-eyed Nameless and Ginger before he continued; “And unless you end up working with the ordinance disposal teams it isn’t your job to take this death-stick apart. It’s your job to make sure the one holding it doesn’t get a chance to use it.” 
 
    He gestured for the pair to take their seats before continuing his lecture. 
 
    “By the end of today you will all be able to identify this weapon, and its potential modifications, on sight, like bright boy did, so that if you’re ever faced with it in the field you won’t end up as a bloody puddle. Then afterwards we’re going to the range so I can show you just how dangerous it is, because every single one of you needs to be as afraid of it as the little twinky was.” He jutted his chin out at Nameless, who did his best not to squirm at the extra attention. 
 
    Since childhood he was used to being mocked for his stature, but never in the same breath as he was being praised. 
 
    At least, he thought he was being praised. 
 
    The class soon learned that instructor Kavanaugh wasn’t kidding about his lesson requirements. They were in the shop for over three hours, culminating in him dragging them all to the test-range and firing the weapon in front of them, just as he said he would. 
 
    The searing blast of red light was even more terrifying than he described, easily tearing through the simple wooden targets before the gun became too hot to hold and he dropped it into a barrel of ice rimmed water, steam erupting from it as the water hissed and spat against the heated metal. 
 
    He was wearing thick leather gloves so he wasn’t burned, but they all saw him casually shaking his hands from side to side in the cool air. 
 
    By the time he finally released them for the day they were all beat, mentally and emotionally, from the instructor’s grueling pace. 
 
    The sun was low in the sky as they trudged back to the dormitories, even the normally bubbly Ginger looked morose, Kavanaugh had barked at her so many times she was jumping at small noises by the end. 
 
    Nameless reached out with his mind to find that Milly and Nina had long since finished their walk and were going at it again in a nearby field. 
 
    They were no longer allowed to train indoors given Nina’s penchant for breaking things and threatening people. 
 
    He altered his course to meet up with them, but as he did a hand fell on his shoulder and turned him to face Baron’s frown. 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “How did you know it was a test? My parents are both with the Aegis and I didn’t know.” 
 
    It took the orphan a few seconds to catch up with Baron’s thinking. 
 
    “I didn’t. It never even occurred to me.” 
 
    Baron pursed his lips as he absorbed the words. 
 
    “Look, I need to go meet my bond-mates so...” Nameless said by way of farewell as he walked away. 
 
    But the taller man kept pace with him, apparently unsatisfied. 
 
    “Okay, you didn’t know it was a test, but you also didn’t know the gun was modified right?” 
 
    Nameless sighed as he realized he wasn’t getting away that easily. 
 
    “I just saw a friend in a potentially dangerous situation and acted, I’m sure you would have done the same.” 
 
    “Is that supposed to be funny?” 
 
    They entered the field and Nameless saw the pair dueling in the distance. 
 
    “No, man I’m way too tired for funny.” 
 
    Milly and Nina paused as they picked up on Nameless’s nearness, and his growing irritation. 
 
    “But it doesn’t make sense! Don’t think I haven’t looked into you! You were shit in school!” Baron insisted; “You had no way of knowing it was a test, and you didn’t know it was modified, so how could you know it was dangerous?” 
 
    Finally Nameless rounded on him. 
 
    “Were you listening to anything Kavanaugh said in the last three hours?” He demanded with incredulity; “Lost-tech is dangerous! Period! End of sentence!” 
 
    Baron paled as anger took hold, but when he spoke his voice was deadly calm. 
 
    “I have been preparing for this my whole life. I am well aware how dangerous lost-tech is. I don’t need another lecture.” 
 
    “Then I don’t know what you want from me!” Nameless shouted angrily. 
 
    Fortunately, a certain monster girl to whom anger was an old friend had made her way over to them by that point. 
 
    “Hey babe. Who’s the dipshit running his mouth? Need me to break him?” 
 
    Nameless smoothed out his uniform shirt as he regained his composure before turning to face them. 
 
    “This is Baron, one of the other cadets. We were just talking about class.” 
 
    “That’s not what it sounded like.” Milly observed while her eyes sized up the stranger from beneath the brim of her hat. 
 
    Like Nina, she had also felt her master’s ire. 
 
    Having quickly regained control of his own temper in the face of the two powerful monsters, Baron coldly thanked Nameless for his help and took his leave. 
 
    Nina’s narrowed eyes tracked him as he stalked away, while Nameless wrapped his arms around his loving Minotaur. 
 
    “Master, I’m all sweaty.” The cow protested with her arms out to the side, unwilling to reciprocate the embrace in her current state. 
 
    If anything he held her tighter. 
 
    “I like you all sweaty. In fact, I’m just going to go ahead and say we have the most fun together when you’re all sweaty.” 
 
    She lowed deep when both of his hands gripped her ass tight, her arms finally returning his hug. 
 
    “You two are just too cute.” Nina observed drily; “Let’s go back to our room and fuck.” 
 
    Nameless sighed into the warmth of Milly’s chest. 
 
    “I hate to say it babe, but I think I’m too tired tonight. This was probably the most stressful day I’ve had here.” 
 
    Abruptly he yelped as Nina’s squeezed his ass much harder than he had Milly’s. 
 
    “It’s cute that you think I was asking.” 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Less than a half hour later Milly had her shirt off while Ophelia was tending to the various bruises on her torso from her training sessions with their Gigas. 
 
    “Goodness, Milly! What happened here?” The Flutterby asked. 
 
    She was gingerly pressing a warm cloth to an especially large bruise between the cow’s shoulder blades. 
 
    Seeing an opportunity to get a bit of sympathy for the harsh training their bond-sister was subjecting her to, Milly adopted a distinct sulk. 
 
    “Nina threw a tree at me.” 
 
    “What?!” Nameless eyes boggled. 
 
    “When I wasn’t looking too!” She nodded emphatically. 
 
    Nina came into their room from the showers then and was met by a dark scowl from Erica. 
 
    She looked to the bruise and shrugged. 
 
    “She tried to run away, that was against the rules.” 
 
    The Katje stomped up to her, hands on her hips, and leaned down to bring her face close. 
 
    “Were you beating on my sister?” She demanded. 
 
    Nina rolled her eyes. 
 
    “We were training. Don’t be an ass.” 
 
    The Katje let out a low growl, rising in pitch as her eyes narrowed to slits. 
 
    “And don’t hiss at me or you can be part of the training.” Nina snapped. 
 
    “Stop it! Please!” Nameless finally said. 
 
    The irritable emotions in the room were wearing on him; he missed Volka’s calming aura and wondered where she was. 
 
    Feeling her master’s distress, Milly stood and placed herself between the two bickering girls. 
 
    “Nina, I’m sorry, I was just venting a bit. Thank you for training me. And Erica…” She turned to her expectant sister; “Nina’s right, don’t be an ass.” 
 
    Ophelia tittered into her hand while Nina raised an eyebrow at the gentle Minotaur’s foul language. 
 
    Erica sputtered in consternation. 
 
    “What?! But I was defending you!” 
 
    The cow-girl turned and pulled the struggling Katje into a hug against her naked chest. 
 
    “I know, but you don’t need to do that anymore, especially against Nina! I’m okay, I was just being-” 
 
    “Bitchy?” Nina offered and the Minotaur’s cheeks turned pink as Erica broke off their hug. 
 
    “S-sure, that.” 
 
    The Gigas turned away with a smug smile and began to undress, setting her hammer down as she did so. 
 
    Much to the surprise of the others, Milly capitalized on the opportunity while Nina was pulling her shirt over her head, tackling the Gigas to the floor of the closet and quickly pinned her arms behind her head. 
 
    “Milly!” Ophelia protested. 
 
    The Flutterby had to all but fly out of the way of the two girls colliding. 
 
    “And now you’re dead.” The Minotaur teased. 
 
    Nina sighed. 
 
    “What a triumph this must be for you.” She said drily. 
 
    Milly pouted at the non-response and didn’t let her go. 
 
    “Say it.” 
 
    The Gigas struggled, but the Minotaur had all of the leverage, and without her hammer the giant was well and truly trapped. 
 
    “Nope.” Nina said, stubborn to the last. 
 
    “Fine. Erica?” 
 
    The Katje was watching, equal parts amused and surprised at her bond-sister’s sudden aggression. 
 
    “Yeah lover?” 
 
    “Tickle her.” 
 
    Erica’s answering smile was predatory. 
 
    She stalked over to the pair, knelt beside Milly, and took the cow’s tail in hand. 
 
    “Gigas don’t tickle.” Nina said placidly. 
 
    Milly shifted to one side to give Erica access. 
 
    “We’ll see.” The two of them said at the same time. 
 
    Using the tassel on the end of Milly’s tail, Erica began to draw little patterns on Nina’s exposed tummy and sides. 
 
    At first it was just as Nina said: she didn’t even flinch, but the patient Katje kept at it, and soon Milly saw the giant’s eyes start to water. 
 
    “Erica, it’s working.” 
 
    “No it isn’t.” The tiny red prisoner spoke between gritted teeth. 
 
    Volka came in then, returning from an extended visit to the academy’s library. 
 
    “I missed something?” She asked with one delicately raised brow. 
 
    “Help us tickle!” Erica said. 
 
    Nina had begun to squirm under the relentless assault, panting slightly. 
 
    The angel chuckled, her eyes narrowing. 
 
    “I would, but you see, I don’t like unfair contests.” 
 
    With one swift move she had the ethereal feathers on either wing working on Erica and Milly simultaneously, the pair of them yowling and mooing as they lost the upper hand on Nina. 
 
    Very soon both Nameless and Ophelia joined in the fun and the whole occasion devolved into a massive tickle fight that quickly spilled onto the bed. 
 
    It was a good evening. 
 
    Once everyone’s various appetites were sated, Nameless found himself dozing on the bed with Nina and Ophelia, the other girls having ducked out to the showers to clean up after their shenanigans. 
 
    It had become something of a pattern for his bond-mates: though they all slept together at night, there would be times when one or two of them would have him all to themselves. 
 
    It wasn’t something Nameless had any real control over, and privately he almost suspected that the girls had worked out some kind of schedule. 
 
    Ophelia measured his expression while he pondered on it, half-asleep. 
 
    With a frown the Flutterby traced her finger over his face, considering the dark circles under his eyes. 
 
    “Dearheart, you’re not getting enough sleep again. Are you still thinking about that other cadet?” She asked with a frown. 
 
    In fact, Baron was the last thing he was thinking about at that moment, but he sighed heavily as her words brought the arrogant man back to the front of his mind. 
 
    “He might be kind of an ass, but he and Ginger are so much smarter than me it isn’t funny. Hell, almost everybody I’m in training with has had extra schooling! That guy Wes even used to be a lawkeeper in Greyhaven! Next to them, I’m nowhere near good enough. I feel like I need to work harder than any of them to make the cut.” 
 
    “Of course you do.” She rolled her eyes; “You always do that.” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Try to take on everything, no matter the cost to you.” 
 
    He shifted in place uncomfortably, his head turning to face her. 
 
    “Isn’t that a good thing?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    The vehemence in her response made him flinch. 
 
    “No.” She repeated with less force; “It’s alright to be selfish, to let someone else take up the slack.” 
 
    Without him saying anything she could tell that he didn’t agree with her; she had bonded to him for a reason. 
 
    “Okay fine, don’t be selfish, but at least be realistic! You are one man, and you can’t be everywhere. And, and-” Her voice caught and sudden tears blurred her vision; “And we need you too.” 
 
    Before she finished he was pulling her close, her naked breasts pressing tight to his chest as her shoulders shook with silent sobs. 
 
    “Oh Ophie, my Ophie. I’m not going anywhere. I promise.” 
 
    Surprised at the sudden display of stressful emotion from her, he tightened his arms around her and felt a gentle tickle as her wings fluttered against his forearms. 
 
    On the other side of him Nina sat up, her afterglow spoiled by her bond-sister’s tears. 
 
    “Course he’s not. No way could he outrun Erica or Volka, and when they catch him Milly will sit on him while I break his legs.” 
 
    The distraught Flutterby chuckled weakly into the nape of his neck, but as usual Nameless couldn’t tell if Nina was joking. 
 
    He tilted his head away from Ophelia and looked the naked Gigas up and down, taking in her tiny naked curves. 
 
    “You’re scaring me again, mountain girl.” 
 
    Her chin bobbed down in a quick nod. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    After a short while Ophelia leaned partway out of his arms and pulled Nina into their embrace, the two girls lying on top of him together. 
 
    Not that he would ever complain about it. 
 
    The Flutterby didn’t say anything, just kissed the giant on the cheek repeatedly. 
 
    He half expected the taciturn girl to say something sarcastic or even biting, but instead she turned her lips into the kiss. 
 
    Once their mouths broke apart Nina gave the graceful monster girl an appraising look. 
 
    “You need to relax too babe.” 
 
    She very deliberately cupped Ophelia’s breast, kneading it firmly and causing her dark blue nipple to peak in her palm. 
 
    The pitch of the Flutterby’s breathing shifted, deepening with sudden arousal. 
 
    “Another round? You’re insatiable! What did you have in mind this time?” She murmured intimately at the continued attention the giant was paying to her breast. 
 
    “I dunno. My tongue, his dick? Both? Whatever gets you off.” 
 
    Ophelia’s breath tickled Nameless’s neck, her cheek still resting on his collar bone. 
 
    Without even needing to look at each other they spoke in unison. 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16: 
 
    What is Needed 
 
      
 
      
 
    Unsurprisingly given the dangers that lost-tech posed, Kavanaugh’s lessons became part of their daily routine. And they all soon learned that fear really was the correct response in the vast majority of cases. 
 
    As the instructor told them again and again: fear makes you cautious and caution keeps you alive. 
 
    Baron’s fit of pique didn’t last long as he wasn’t one to let his emotions govern his behaviour, at least that’s how he told it. So after an awkward exchange of apologies between him and Nameless they were able to work together well enough, but neither one of them much cared for the other so it wasn’t something they relished. 
 
    To the young prodigy, Nameless was an anomaly. In his mind he was unqualified to be at the academy, even with the extraordinary collection of monster girls at his side. 
 
    Whereas Nameless resented being judged by someone who didn’t even know him, though he was also forced to admit to some insecurity. 
 
    Just as he had revealed to Ophelia, a large part of him felt that Baron was right about his qualifications. 
 
    Despite Nameless’s intense desire to avoid further drama, it had a knack for finding him. 
 
    Such was the case as he was leaving one of Kavanaugh’s lessons a few days after his confrontation with Baron. 
 
    “Boy! Er, Cadet Armstrong!” 
 
    He looked up to see Aegis Booker sitting on a bench waiting for him, and though he internally sighed at being called ‘boy’ by the older man, he stood at attention as his superior stood and approached. 
 
    Booker’s cheek twitched as he glared at a gawking Ginger nearby until she took the hint and left, then he gestured for Nameless to sit. 
 
    “At ease Cadet. I’m here on personal business.” 
 
    “Yes sir?” 
 
    “You know that my girl, that my Juni, was badly burned some years ago?” 
 
    Nameless frowned in thought for a moment, remembering the story. 
 
    “Yeah, I heard about it when we were searching for Volka. She’s afraid of fire right?” 
 
    Booker snorted. 
 
    “Bit of an understatement. I’ve lost count of the number of times Yana and I woke up soaking wet because Juni was trying to put out flames that weren’t there.” 
 
    Nameless winced at the unpleasant thought. 
 
    “I’m sorry, what can I do to help?” 
 
    Booker crossed his arms, looking more than a little uncomfortable to be asking for aid from someone junior to him in so many ways. 
 
    “I don’t know, it’s only gotten worse with Yana gone, I would ask Sadie but…” 
 
    “But her powers are still sketchy.” Nameless nodded with a slight frown; “Honestly I don’t know if I can help or not. I’d like to speak to Sadie first, she still knows so much more than me about this kind of stuff.” 
 
    Booker gave him a long look with his good eye, before gruffly patting him on the shoulder. 
 
    “I know how busy you are as a cadet, I’ll speak to Aegis Bloom, find you some time.” 
 
    Nameless shifted in place uncomfortably as he imagined Baron’s reaction to him getting time off of class for ‘personal business’. 
 
    “Actually sir, if it’s all the same, I’d rather take care of it on my own time.” 
 
    The older man’s mouth twisted into a frown as he considered the source of Nameless’s discomfort. 
 
    He barked out a gruff laugh once he thought he had figured it. 
 
    “No special treatment eh?” 
 
    “If that is alright with you sir.” 
 
    Booker shrugged. 
 
    “Fine. She’s staying with Tiana and the others. Don’t take too long eh?” 
 
    “I won’t sir.” Nameless nodded earnestly. 
 
    Taking Booker’s words to heart, he sought out the Lady Essig once all of his lessons were done that day, walking into Garland with Nina and Milly. 
 
    They were the only two of his girls whose heartstones were currently attached to his person so it wasn’t as if he could leave them behind. 
 
    Whenever Nameless found himself in Divinity Square he felt a surge of complicated emotions. 
 
    At an unspoken thought, the three of them altered their course to stand before the statue of the Aegis and the last Valkyrie and share a moment of silent reverence in memory of the Amazon who gave her life for him. 
 
    The pain of Kar’s death, the fear he felt at Evadne’s wrath, and the joy he later realized at Volka’s rebirth, were all tangled into a confusing knot. 
 
    To their right, the greenery that had sprung up from the concentration of Dryad magic was still in bloom, the chill of winter’s grip nowhere near enough to lessen the vibrant life of the place. 
 
    It was a fitting monument to Kar’s memory, and it helped him shake off his melancholy and turn back to the tasks of the living. 
 
    It was the first time that he had sought out the older Empath instead of the other way around, but she had given him a standing invitation to do so. 
 
    Not wanting to crowd Sadie and her Dragon, Milly and Nina stopped at a favorite bakery in the square while he went up to see the Empath in the Bastion. 
 
    He had a while to think on the many concerns on his mind as he rode one of the levitator cars up to the very top of the towering structure where she lived with her Dragon. 
 
    Once inside Sadie clasped his hands in both of hers and greeted him warmly. 
 
    “Nameless it is good to see you again my friend.” 
 
    “Good to see you to Sadie, er, Lady Essig.” His eyes flicked to Xalanth for one quick moment. 
 
    The Dragon offered a small nod from her place beside the white-haired woman as her bond-mate waved away his concern. 
 
    “It’s always Sadie to my friends Nameless, now come and sit with me.” She gestured for him to take a seat while she took her own; “Not that we don’t appreciate the company, but I take it that this is something more than a simple social call?” 
 
    He did as she asked, watching as Xalanth took up position behind Sadie’s chair. 
 
    In Nameless’s experience the Dragon was never far from her lady and he wondered at what it must have taken the older Empath to get used to the powerful monster’s intensity, her glowing green eyes never failed to unsettle him. 
 
    But then he reflected back on all of the times Nina had shown her true power and he had to admit that if he could get used to being around a Gigas... 
 
    He looked back to his hostess as she poured him a cup of tea. 
 
    “That obvious huh?” 
 
    She chuckled as she leaned back into her chair, her own freshly filled cup now in hand. 
 
    “Let’s just say that there are more than two generations between us and leave it at that. You have a very open face, when you aren’t on your guard anyways, and I have been reading people for a very long time.” 
 
    Nameless took a sip of his tea before explaining the reason for his visit. 
 
    She let out a heavy sigh when he had finished. 
 
    “Poor dear girl. I had hoped to help her myself, after it happened, but my strength was exhausted by then.” 
 
    “Has that... improved at all?” 
 
    She shook her head sadly. 
 
    “No. At least, not exactly. I am not as world weary as I was, the time I spent on that lovely farm with Mister Fletcher and his adorable Cockatrices rejuvenated me in many ways. But as for my powers... it’s like a muscle that has been overused and is now weak and shaky, I am barely able to peer into another’s mind now. Except with my Dragon here.” 
 
    She threw a loving look towards Xalanth, eternally watching over her. 
 
    “My Lady is always welcome in my thoughts.” 
 
    “And you in mine, my love, but we are getting off topic. As for Juni, you cannot simply enter her mind and confront her fears for her, she must do that herself or the trauma will return the moment you leave.” Sadie smiled when she saw Nameless nodding, already having figured that out for himself; “What you can do is enter her mind and perhaps show her that there is nothing to be afraid of. That can be a bit tricky as it depends on the fear, and I’ll admit it isn’t something I’ve done often. Honestly I think your Valkyrie would be a better source of information in this regard!” 
 
    He felt a little foolish at that point for not going to Volka first, but decided not to say anything about it. 
 
    “It sounds much like how I’ve helped Tenebrae in the past, but I wanted to check in with you to be sure. Thank you Sadie, I’ll talk to Volka. Together I’m sure we can help Juni.” 
 
    He finished his tea and stood to leave, but she extended a hand to stop him. 
 
    “A moment please, there is actually something I have been wanting to discuss with you since you returned from the wilds, though I’ve struggled with finding the right time to bring it up.” 
 
    Surprised, Nameless took his seat again, though he frowned slightly at the pensive expression on Sadie’s face. 
 
    “Do you remember once, when we spoke about Xalanth, or rather, Dragons in general? About how they see their bond-mates?” 
 
    He took a moment to recall the conversation before nodding, waiting for her to continue. 
 
    She took a sip from her cup, her inscrutable eyes watching him as he reflexively reached for his, forgetting for a moment that it was empty. 
 
    “Nameless, one of us needs to have children, human children. And I’m afraid that is simply impossible for me.” 
 
    His arm froze in the midst of retrieving the cup. 
 
    The Dragon loomed large behind her bond-mate as she placed one massive claw on either of the small woman’s shoulders. 
 
    “If any human ever tried to spread their seed to my lady...” She growled out before spending a few moments considering something dark and terrible; “I will never allow it, not even to save the world. She is my lady, and no other’s.” 
 
    “Right.” Nameless’s words were a bit strained; “So... I n-need to have kids. Why, exactly?” 
 
    Sadie patted Xalanth’s clawed hands reassuringly. 
 
    “Because, aside from Jonathan, we are very likely the last Empaths. And from what Volka has said, any child you father will have a one in three chance of being born an Empath as well. The world needs more of us Nameless.” 
 
    He drew in a shaky breath as he felt the weight of what she was asking of him settle on his shoulders. 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    She offered him a sympathetic look. 
 
    “I know it is a lot to consider. As I said, I’ve struggled to find the right time to bring it up. There always seems to be more pressing concerns, but that is all the more reason for us to take precautions now.” 
 
    There was a serious struggle going on in his head as he strove to keep his emotions in check, not wanting his girls to pick up on the heavy burden the other Empath was laying on their bond-mate, especially after all of the other heavy stuff they had so recently been dealing with. 
 
    Then a bit of humour found him. 
 
    “So, is there a line of women on the other side of the door or...” 
 
    Xalanth let out a rumbling laugh while Sadie grimaced. 
 
    “No, I would never be so crass! I just wanted to make sure that you were fully aware of the situation so that you and your family could, ah, ‘take steps’ as it were.” She finished delicately. 
 
    “Yeah, steps towards the nearest bedroom.” His fingers fiddled with Volka’s feather in agitation. 
 
    Sadie’s cheeks turned a bit pink at his words while Xalanth’s laughter continued. 
 
    “It isn’t like that! Nameless please, this is serious!” 
 
    “Oh I know. I am fully aware of how serious it is. But I don’t think you are.” 
 
    The Dragon’s mirth finally abated and along with her lady she looked to the suddenly dour faced young man. 
 
    Sadie lips twisted to one side as her brow furrowed. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean you aren’t the one who has to tell five possessive women that you need to go out and do the deed with who knows how many other women.” He ran his hand through his hair again: “I mean, we sort of just dealt with some stuff with Milly. And she had a hard time accepting Nina at first, and Nina! I have no idea what she will think of this!” 
 
    He left out the part about them considering Escrya, deciding that he wasn’t quite ready for anyone else to know. 
 
    There was a long silence as he mulled things over, until eventually Sadie shifted forwards in her seat with one eyebrow raised quizzically. 
 
    “And, the others?” 
 
    He snorted. 
 
    “The others are more pragmatic. Ophelia won’t like it, but she’ll understand, Erica will want to watch, if not join in, and Volka has no doubt been thinking the same thing as you since we pulled her out of the desert.” 
 
    He stood up abruptly. 
 
    “This isn’t something that needs to happen today is it? Because we’re going to need some time. And just to be clear, if any of my bond-mates aren’t okay with this, then neither am I. As Xalanth said, not even to save the world.” 
 
    Sadie stood as well, the Dragon’s claws falling from her shoulders. 
 
    “Of course, I understand. I won’t bother you with this again, I know how busy you are.” 
 
    He gave her a quick nod and turned to leave. 
 
    “Oh and Nameless.” 
 
    He looked back over his shoulder to see her smiling at him, along with Xalanth. 
 
    “I greatly admire you for your choice to join in the fight. Good luck with your training, Aegis.” 
 
    Not sure how to respond, he offered a pained smile and an awkward nod before leaving. 
 
    Xalanth’s own smile fell into a frown once the door clicked closed. 
 
    “You did not tell him of the Troglodyte.” The Dragon observed. 
 
    Sadie let out a particularly unladylike yawn and shook her head. 
 
    “We’ll tell him if we can ever find her. I don’t want to get his hopes up over what may turn out to be nothing but a rumour. He has enough on his plate.” 
 
    “My lady, always so wise.” Xalanth rumbled, her eyes hooded and a familiar heat in her tone. 
 
    But dark thoughts made Sadie miss the cues her Dragon was giving her. 
 
    “Am I?” She sighed; “He blames himself for Jonathan, when he should blame me for not seeing the darkness in him ages ago.” 
 
    Xalanth growled at the unwanted response to her amorous overtures. 
 
    “You both need to place the blame where it belongs.” It was clear from the anger in her voice that she was referring to Evadne, but it faded quickly as her mighty claws palmed Sadie’s breasts and she spoke huskily into her ear; “But there are better things to dwell on right now, are there not?” 
 
    Sadie chuckled as she leaned back into her bond-mate’s embrace. 
 
    “Such a feisty Dragon! is it going to be one of those days then?” 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    A short while later Nameless and his girls were in the corner of the common room of the dormitories, sharing the sweets Nina and Milly had brought back from the bakery. 
 
    After taking a few deep breaths to gather his thoughts, and his courage, he broached the subject with his bond-mates. 
 
    “Look girls, I have something I need to talk to you about, something really important.” 
 
    Erica and Milly were sharing the comfy sofa, the Katje on top of the Minotaur, grooming her sister’s hair with her rasping tongue. 
 
    Her purring stopped for a moment as she spoke. 
 
    “You wanna talk about how you need to stick it to some human women so the Empaths don’t die out?” 
 
    She gave the sleepy Minotaur’s hair one last lick before taking in his startled expression. 
 
    “Oh please, you aren’t that good at controlling your emotions, that and Volka explained it pretty clearly.” 
 
    “Right...” He replied uncertainly. 
 
    Once Erica hopped out of her lap, Milly stood and stretched with a yawn, then looked at him with hooded eyes. 
 
    “We don’t have a lot of space back home, so I hope you aren’t planning on anything permanent.” She said simply. 
 
    “No! I mean, I haven’t planned anything at all!” 
 
    She nodded her acceptance. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    His shock at Milly’s reaction was plain, so Ophelia took pity on him, the Flutterby setting the last of their teacups to dry beside the sink in the little kitchen before turning to join them. 
 
    “Dearheart, it’s like Erica said, Volka already explained everything, some time ago actually. So we’ve already had this conversation.” 
 
    “But... I haven’t!” 
 
    “No, but you’re a horny little fucker. You get the easy job. The rest of us have to watch.” Nina observed. 
 
    His indignation evaporated at the giant’s dark words and he looked to her with pleading eyes. 
 
    “Nina, I wouldn’t, I mean I couldn’t-” 
 
    Volka placed her arm around his shoulders from beside him, interrupting his sputtering. 
 
    “But you will. Because you very recently told Ophelia that you wanted to do more.” 
 
    He looked to her, seeking the wisdom of the ancient angel’s golden eyes. 
 
    Instead he got a pie to the face. 
 
    An actual pie. 
 
    It was blueberry, with copious amounts of whipped cream, one of the ones Nina had brought back from the bakery. 
 
    Volka held it in place for a moment, her arm on his shoulders keeping him from escaping as she well and truly mashed the still-warm pastry into his astonished visage. 
 
    “And now Husband, our position has been made clear. All joking aside, I know this isn’t a small task that is being asked of you, but it is quite possibly the single most important thing you will do in your lifetime, even more so than stopping Jonathan and Evadne’s machinations. We need more Empaths, and we also need to go to bed. It is quite late and I understand we are all training with Kavanaugh again in the morning.” 
 
    She gave his shoulder one last squeeze before leaving him to set the ruined desert on the counter in the kitchen and join the others as they filtered out of the room. 
 
    He pressed a finger to one nostril and shot a blueberry out of his nose with a burst of air. 
 
    “You owe me a pie.” Nina grouched over her shoulder as she left. 
 
    Because of the cream and mushed berries in his eyes, Nameless couldn’t tell if the tiny red Gigas was talking to him or Volka. 
 
    He was pretty sure it was him though. 
 
    “Wow.” A familiar voice said behind him. 
 
    He turned and squinted at Ginger who had a look of wonder on her face. 
 
    “Dude. Your life is complicated.” 
 
    Internally he cursed at their carelessness in having such a private conversation in the public room, externally though he pretended not to know what she meant as he sat on the plush sofa and took up a napkin to clear the pastry from his face. 
 
    But since when did the redhead need input from someone else to carry on a conversation? 
 
    “I mean, an Empath, wow. That explains why you have so many bond-mates! Honestly I kind of thought you people were just a myth!” 
 
    He tried to play it off, this time with a snort of derision at her phrasing. 
 
    “‘You people?’ I’m not a people. I’m just a guy with blueberries up his nose.” 
 
    Impatiently she waved a hand at him as he went back to wiping at his face. 
 
    “And a guy who can read monster girl minds!” 
 
    “I don’t- fuck! I don’t read minds!” 
 
    She was taken aback by the uncharacteristic curse, finally getting a sense of his irritation as she carefully sat next to him. 
 
    He gave her a measuring look before resigning himself to offering something of an explanation. 
 
    “I feel their emotions, and please keep it to yourself. It’s not something we advertise.” 
 
    She tapped her chin as she mulled over his words. 
 
    “Wait, so... Is it kind of like how Celeste always knows when I’m pissed off, or horny, or have gas?” She drew in a sharp breath as realization struck and caused her to leap back to her feet; “That’s why the Aegis recruited you! Even though you’re shit at math and built like my little cousin!” 
 
    He ground his teeth together as he cleared the last of the pie from his face with the now sodden napkin. 
 
    “I volunteered. No one recruited me.” 
 
    But she wasn’t really listening at that point, pacing excitedly as she worked through the numerous implications of his gift. 
 
    “Holy crap, no wonder you’re so good with monster girls! Even that little Gigas of yours must be just putty in your hands!” 
 
    “You’re playing with fire calling her little.” He remarked drily. 
 
    After several weeks of living across the hall from her, he had learned that conversations with an excited Ginger very quickly became conversations between an excited Ginger and herself. So he took the opportunity to go and wash his face properly at the sink. 
 
    “And that explains why everywhere you go Amazons are all over you! And the new security team, with the crazy feathers and stuff! But I mean, I kind of thought that was because of Volka, and hey! Is she the one that shrunk my green bra? Not cool man! That was one of Celeste’s favorites!” 
 
    “She draws the line at messing with people’s underwear.” He lied absently. 
 
    With his face now clean, he frowned as he became aware of the state of his shirt; Volka had been very thorough in her pie mashing and he was more than a little concerned about blueberry stains on the uniform. 
 
    Without a second thought he pulled it over his head. 
 
    He heard an odd strangled noise from behind him; evidently Ginger took notice when he began to disrobe. 
 
    “Holy shit!” She exclaimed, her attention now riveted on his naked back; “How did you get those scars?!” 
 
    His hands paused, holding the balled up shirt over the sink. 
 
    Slowly he turned around, meeting her wide-eyed stare. 
 
    Milly’s previous owner had struck him across the chin and chest with a whip, but it was the scars from Evadne’s attempt on his life that the excitably redhead was referring to. 
 
    Despite the painful memories, the look on her face had him fighting not to smile: the poor girl was waiting on bated breath for his response. 
 
    Then he had a wicked idea and put it into action without a second thought. 
 
    “Being bonded to a Gigas... comes at great personal cost.” He said grimly. 
 
    Her hands flew up to cover her mouth as it fell open and he abruptly left the room without giving her any further explanation. 
 
    Wanting to get the shirt to the laundry before it stained he rounded the corner a bit too quickly and ran right into Baron. 
 
    “Shit, sorry Baron.” He mumbled. 
 
    The last thing he needed was another argument with his fellow cadet. 
 
    But rather than the long-suffering sigh or eye-roll that he was expecting, Baron merely looked him over, his eyes speculative as he turned to one side to let Nameless pass without any grief. 
 
    “Thanks.” The orphan mumbled. 
 
    Inwardly he was concerned that perhaps he could have been more circumspect in his brief conversation with Ginger. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17: 
 
    The Sacred Current 
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite his busy schedule, and the numerous concerns taking up space in his mind, Nameless found time for Booker’s errand the evening after visiting with Sadie. 
 
    Having spoken to the older Empath, and more recently Volka, regarding Juni’s problem, Nameless was confident he knew how to help her and sought out the Amazons’ camp after having dinner in the mess hall with the girls. 
 
    It took some doing but he managed to convince Milly, and more importantly Nina, to stay at the dormitories. The Amazons’ camp was near enough that having their heartstones attached to him wasn’t a problem, though his real concern was that they might crowd Juni and make his task more difficult than it had to be. 
 
    When Yana had left on her quest to hunt down Evadne and Jonathan her second in command, Tiana, had taken up the task of hauling around the Undine in her massive gourd when needed. Privately Nameless suspected there was something else at work, something political, as having Juni so nearby allowed Booker to keep close tabs on the goings on at the academy. 
 
    Tiana was the first to greet him when he entered the little strand of woods on the northern end of the academy grounds. 
 
    “Hail Valkyrja-data! It has been some time!” 
 
    Without complaint he accepted the towering woman’s hug, her hand on the back of his head holding him close to her bosom. 
 
    “Hi Tiana.” He mumbled as best he could into the warmth of her cleavage. 
 
    As she pulled away she levelled a speculative look at him. 
 
    “Are you here looking for Escrya? Or perhaps you came to share in our dinner?” 
 
    But he shook his head. 
 
    “No thank you, I’ve already eaten, I’m actually here looking for Juni. Aegis Booker said that she was with you?” 
 
    She was taken aback for a moment, but quickly nodded. 
 
    “Indeed she is! But I’m afraid I lack Yana’s strength to carry her gourd all day, so I left her with the others.” 
 
    On their way to meet the Undine he was greeted by many familiar faces and felt a pang of regret at not visiting the two Amazon tribes more as their faces brightened at the sight of him. 
 
    He shook off the sudden melancholy though when he spotted Juni’s gourd leaning against a tree, the Undine draped over the side and looking somewhat melancholy. 
 
    Though just like the Amazons, her mood brightened considerably when she spotted him. 
 
    “Hey! Nameless! I haven’t seen you in ages!” 
 
    Unlike the others in the camp she refrained from hugging him, although that was more to do with the cold than anything else: the water elemental was immune to it, but if she got him soaking wet he surely wouldn’t be. 
 
    They exchanged pleasantries for a bit, until Tiana and the others clued in that something else was going on and gave them some space. 
 
    Not sure how to broach the subject, Nameless cleared his throat awkwardly. 
 
    Juni offered him a wry look. 
 
    “My darling sent you here to fix me?” 
 
    He did his best not to show his surprise at her candid words, instead resonding with surety. 
 
    “You aren’t broken Juni. I’m here to show you that, if that’s alright?” 
 
    She sighed. 
 
    “I’m okay with you trying. But I don’t see what can be done about it. If I stay in my gourd I’m fine. I mean yeah, I want to spend the night with my hubby without disturbing his sleep and it’s been pretty hard since Yana...” 
 
    By the time she trailed off she was blinking rapidly in a vain attempt to hold back her tears, her lip trembling. 
 
    He offered her his most reassuring smile. 
 
    “I think I can help you. But I need to touch your heartstone to do it, is that okay with you?” 
 
    With a great sniffle she disappeared into her gourd with nary a splash. 
 
    “Um... Juni?” 
 
    She wasn’t gone for long, emerging a few seconds later with a cobalt blue ring, her heartstone at its center. 
 
    “We have a matching set, Yana made me give her hers. When we go into the field for missions and stuff, she carries it. She left it with our hubby when she took off.” 
 
    She sniffed again at the memory of her bond-sister saying goodbye, but shook aside the memory and held out the ring. 
 
    With a sympathetic smile he reached out and touched the gem set in the center of it. 
 
    “Ready when you are.” She said quickly. 
 
    Though somewhat anxious, she knew him well enough to understand how his powers worked. 
 
    “Alright then, let’s give this a try.” He drew in a deep breath and closed his eyes. 
 
    Then he nearly drowned. 
 
    Her entire mindscape was underwater. 
 
    A great gout of bubbles escaped his mouth and he nearly jerked himself out of her mind in surprise, but almost immediately he realized that he was breathing just fine despite the imaginary water surrounding him. 
 
    The rushing flow in her mind carried with it snippets of conversation from all over, and for the first time he understood what her people meant when they spoke of the Sacred Current. 
 
    This is so weird. Juni’s voice pulled him away from the secret whisperings of the waters; So... how does this work? 
 
    He looked to see the Undine floating in front of him... 
 
    And saw her scars. 
 
    They extended all down her back and left side; in the real world they would be barely visible on her blue skin, but bared before him as she was, she couldn’t hide them from him. 
 
    She read his shock and flinched away. 
 
    I know, I’m ugly, but- 
 
    You’re not! You’re beautiful! Yana and Booker are both very lucky. 
 
    Able to feel his sincerity washing over her, she shifted in place coyly. 
 
    Why Nameless, I never knew you felt that way! 
 
    Though she was teasing him he could plainly feel the anxiety within her, and decided it was time to get to the point. 
 
    Show me? 
 
    She shifted in place again, the mental projection of herself gnawing on her lip. 
 
    It sucks, like, a lot. 
 
    I know, but I need to see it, which means you need to remember it. I’m sorry but there is no other way. I could get Volka if that would help? 
 
    As if on cue the golden being flooded their shared consciousness. 
 
    I am here, Husband. 
 
    Juni yelped and the water around them turned into a rushing roar for a moment. 
 
    By the Current! Give a girl some warning Volka! 
 
    Apologies, I was in the common room with the others when I felt my husband’s desire for my presence. 
 
    Nameless felt her warmth envelop him and took a moment to once again appreciate how lucky he was to be able to bask in the love of an angel. 
 
    But he couldn’t spend all day inside of Juni, so with some gentle prodding he encouraged her to remember the single most painful day of her life. 
 
    It was like being torn out of the ocean and thrown into a furnace. 
 
    The water around them vanished, replaced with searing flames that made his mental eyes water. 
 
    Dimly he could see the memory of Yana and the others, chasing after the woman who set the fire, the Amazons trusting Juni to put it out. 
 
    But she was out of water, and the flames that she sought to control rose ever higher, the heat likewise rising in the Undine’s mind. 
 
    Have no fear Husband, a memory can only hurt if you allow it. It is this truth that we must share with dear Juni. 
 
    The water elemental in question was curled up in the center of the inferno, whip-like flames now lashing her back and side over and over again as she whimpered and flinched. 
 
    As Volka said, it was just a memory, if a powerful one, and on some level Juni knew this, but the trauma she experienced that day kept her from escaping the lashing flames. 
 
    They clung to her mental flesh like burning pitch, and even worse, they came with the fear that Yana and Booker would both be consumed as well. 
 
    Juni, it’s just a memory. 
 
    She grunted as she struggled to respond. 
 
    I-I know! But it’s always here in the back of my mind! Even when I’m underwater I can feel the fire! It hurts Nameless! It always hurts so much! 
 
    With Volka’s words, he no longer felt any discomfort at the heat, so he stepped closer. 
 
    Stay back! You’ll be burned too! 
 
    No I won’t, there is no fire, and you know that too, look. 
 
    Without hesitation he stepped into the inferno, his arms outstretched. 
 
    He could feel her mind trying to convince his that his flesh should be burning away, but he would not be fooled. 
 
    Juni shook her head vehemently, her eyes half closed, tears streaming down her cheeks. 
 
    She had lived with the trauma for years, so waving his hand through the fire wasn’t about to convince her of anything. 
 
    He pondered over the problem with as much patience as he could, watching her torment herself with her own memory all the while. 
 
    A moment of inspiration struck him then and he implemented his idea without a second thought for the consequences. 
 
    The fire, Juni, is the fire a match for the Sacred Current? 
 
    He thought back on the whispering he had heard in her mind, tantalizingly out of his reach. 
 
    At first it was merely her memory, but as if accepting his invitation the rushing water and all of the secrets it carried suddenly flooded his mind, the whispered voices from a multitude of Undine sang out in greeting as they flowed around his psyche. 
 
    This, he had not intended. 
 
    Husband! Beware! You risk losing yourself in this rush! 
 
    But the innumerable Undine sharing his thoughts spoke as one voice in response to the Valkyrie’s warning. 
 
    He does not. He is welcome in our waters, as are you, Daughter of Light. 
 
    Whoa. 
 
    It was hardly the most intelligent thing he had heard Volka say, but he was just as overwhelmed. 
 
    In all her years she had never experienced anything like this; the sublime beauty of the surging swell of elemental power, the source of Undine magic, was awe inspiring as it flowed through them, carrying with it the voices of all of Juni’s people. 
 
    The vast network of Undines, both living and dead, had welcomed them with a joyous chorus that drowned out all other thought, yet left in its wake understanding: they had always wanted to help Juni, and with Nameless to serve as their conduit, they finally could. 
 
    But the Sacred Current could not be contained by one young Empath, or even the ancient Valkyrie, so it inevitably flooded out of them into Juni, the water instantly drowning the feeble flames that were searing her mind as it dashed into her nightmare with implacable force. 
 
    Her expression was one of absolute bewilderment. 
 
    And her relief was orgasmic. 
 
    Several moments passed as the current subsided, leaving Nameless and Volka’s minds altogether as it took up its usual place in the back of Juni’s. 
 
    H-Husband, what have you done? 
 
    But it was the little Undine that responded. 
 
    He... he touched the Sacred Current. No human- no one other than a water elemental can do that! 
 
    Her mind was filled with swirling water again, the whispering of the Current calling to her as her sisters bade them all farewell for now, leaving behind a promise to return if necessary. 
 
    A spike of apprehension filled Nameless’s mind in the wake of what he had done. 
 
    Is that... bad? 
 
    Juni giggled at the anxiety he couldn’t hide from her. 
 
    It’s impossible! But no, not bad. 
 
    Are you well, Juni? The flames... 
 
    The Undine took a moment to check herself over, right away noticing that the scars had vanished from her mental form. 
 
    “Their gone... it’s all gone!” 
 
    With a gleeful giggle she swam towards them and wrapped her arms and legs around Nameless in a mental hug. 
 
    Apparently she was well. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18: 
 
    Choice 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Nameless came back to himself he was cold. 
 
    Frigid water coated him from head to toe, worried Amazons hovering nearby as his teeth chattered. 
 
    There was some warmth in the arms of the Undine wrapped around him, but it wasn’t nearly enough to stave off the night’s chill. 
 
    Evidently she couldn’t keep herself from hugging him after all, though now that she was in his arms he could feel the scars down her back. 
 
    They may have been gone from her mind, but they remained on her body. 
 
    His concern for her faded as he saw her smiling, so instead he communicated to the Amazons exactly how cold he was, the warrior women quickly stripping his shirt off and wrapping him in a warm blanket while a slightly embarrassed Juni watched on. 
 
    “Sorry, I got a little carried away!” She apologized for the third time. 
 
    “It’s alright, I’m fine.” 
 
    Bundled up in a heavy blanket in front of a cheery fire with an Amazon on either side, he really was. 
 
    “Are you warm enough, Valkyrja-datta?” Escrya asked from beside him. 
 
    He blinked in surprise, she hadn’t said anything as they were settling him by the fire and he hadn’t even realized it was her. 
 
    He nodded silently. 
 
    Though Volka had told him that she had smoothed things over with the young Amazon, they hadn’t actually spoken since their last disastrous encounter. 
 
    On his other side, Tiana could plainly sense the tension between them and coughed delicately. 
 
    “I’m... going to give you two a moment. Come along Juni, you can tell us all about your little adventure!” 
 
    Escrya shot her a grateful look over Nameless’s head as Tiana hoisted the gourd over her shoulders, Juni already talking rapidly into her ear. 
 
    She and the others left them to sit by the other fires, but it was a long time before either of them said anything, when they did, they both spoke at once. 
 
    “We should-” 
 
    “I’m sorry for-” 
 
    There was that awkward pause between them, where each waited for the other to finish their thought. 
 
    “We should talk.” Escrya finally said quietly, one finger pulling a tight braid of tufted Valkyrie feathers behind her ear. 
 
    Volka had gifted them to her back in Kettering when she had been reminded of the Saenga tradition of braiding them into their hair by the young teller. 
 
    He drew in an unsteady breath, though he was distracted by Juni: just around the fire she was out of her gourd and regaling the other Amazons with her mental ordeal, with surprisingly little embellishments. 
 
    Escrya followed his gaze and smiled slightly. 
 
    “Your legend grows, Valkyrja-datta.” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s probably going to tell some people huh?” He shrugged. 
 
    “This bothers you?” 
 
    “Never been very keen on being the center of attention.” 
 
    She laughed, somewhat at his expense. 
 
    “Then you have chosen the wrong path in life!” 
 
    He snorted humorously. 
 
    “Wasn’t much ‘choice’ in the matter.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but we all must live the life that we are given, to dwell upon it would be folly. Besides, is your life really so terrible?” 
 
    “No! Of course not!” He whirled to face her, then turned pink as the intensity of her ice blue eyes forced him to look away again; “Sorry, but no, I may not like the attention, but before was so much worse.” 
 
    “Before?” 
 
    “Yeah, before I knew what I was, before Milly and Erica and everybody. I didn’t even realize how unhappy I was until I think back on it.” 
 
    She shifted in place beside him, her arm brushing against his shoulder and sending a tiny thrill through him. 
 
    “Why were you so unhappy?” 
 
    Arching his back and raising his arms over his head he had a good stretch before answering. 
 
    “Because I was alone. Always alone. I had Ophelia, in small doses here and there, and there were a few people in town that looked out for me and gave me work. But at the end of the day I would go home to an empty apartment.” 
 
    Pinpricks of tears started in the corners of his eyes, surprising him as he swallowed around a sudden lump in his throat. 
 
    He really had been miserable. 
 
    Shaking his head to free himself of the sudden funk, he adopted a smile. 
 
    “But those days are done now. I have a future, a career I never expected. Prospects. And most of all I have my bond-mates, though I don’t believe that I will ever be truly worthy of their love, or the admiration of your people.” He finished wryly. 
 
    “You are more worthy than anyone I have ever heard of.” She said simply. 
 
    “Yeah, that. Never going to get used to that.” 
 
    They watched Juni for a time as another uncomfortable silence settled between them again. 
 
    “I owe you an apology.” Escrya finally said quietly. 
 
    “You don’t.” He shook his head vehemently; “It’s the other way around. You, all of you, offered me your hearts ages ago and I never so much as thanked you for it. I am so sorry for that.” 
 
    She surprised him by wiping away sudden tears, having to clear her throat before she could respond. 
 
    “I don’t wish to- Volka had said that-” 
 
    Escrya stopped and started a few times, until finally she took a moment to collect her thoughts before speaking. 
 
    “Volka told me that you and the others were... considering me.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “I don’t mean to push.” She said weakly. 
 
    “It’s okay, and like I said it’s me who should be sorry for what happened before. I shouldn’t have read you like that.” 
 
    “Don’t say that.” Her hand reached out and settled on his; “I offered you my heartstone, if that is not an invitation for an Empath than I will fall on my spear.” 
 
    Not sure how to respond to that, he settled his hand on hers, his eyes encouraging her to continue. 
 
    “Truth be told, I am not... experienced in these matters.” She admitted with great reluctance. 
 
    “That’s okay, neither am I.” 
 
    She looked at him as if he had grown a shark for a head. 
 
    “I’m not!” He said defensively; “Every one of the girls... jeeze, it’s kind of embarrassing.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I didn’t, this is going to sound bad, but I didn’t choose any of them. They all chose me, except Ophelia, that was an accident. And Nina actually, but that was... all caught up in the moment like I was, I really didn’t see any way of refusing her.” 
 
    “I doubt either of them regrets it.” 
 
    He shook his head as he agreed with her. 
 
    “No, and neither do I. I would have chosen all them, given the chance. I couldn’t imagine my life without them now.” 
 
    Her eyes widened as she clued in to what he was saying. 
 
    “I chose you just as they did. But in my case... for the first time you must also choose me, or choose to refuse me.” 
 
    “We’re saying choose a lot.” He chuckled with nerves. 
 
    She smiled but continued with her reasoning, unwilling to be distracted. 
 
    “It is something you haven’t really had to do before, and at the same time you must weigh how your other bond-mates feel about it.” She shook her head with a wistful look; “Whenever I imagined an Empath I thought only of their ability to bond with anyone. I never considered how they might struggle with such things.” 
 
    “It is a pretty unique problem to have.” 
 
    Again they shared in some tension easing laughter. 
 
    But the mood turned somber when she spoke again. 
 
    “You can refuse me.” 
 
    His mouth fell open at the direct statement, her hand took his and interlaced their fingers. 
 
    “You can. I was selfish to throw my stone at you like that. I was... I am, lonely so far from home. But that is no excuse to display such weakness, especially to you, of all people.” 
 
    His grip tightened as he squeezed her palm, feeling the juxtaposition of rough calluses and soft skin. 
 
    Strong yet sensative. 
 
    He definitely had a type. 
 
    “Escrya, if you can’t be vulnerable with me than I’ll turn in my man card. And my Empath card actually.” 
 
    Her brow furrowed and she tilted her head. 
 
    “Men are given... cards?” 
 
    “Just an expression. With everything that you have done for me, for us, it’s okay for you to reach out. You are our friend, you are my friend.” 
 
    Again there was a long pause, heavy with the emotion of the moment. 
 
    “Thank you.” She whispered, again wiping tears from her cheek. 
 
    He embraced her then, releasing her hand and wrapping his arms around her. 
 
    But as was always the case when the Amazons hugged him, their height difference proved an issue, his face ending up in her cleavage. And since he had been the one to initiate the hug, he had to own it. 
 
    The warmth of her chest enveloped him, and he felt a familiar stirring in his loins. 
 
    Fearing that he might give her the wrong impression, he pulled away before the hug lasted too long. 
 
    But as he did he felt her hands grip his face, strong yet soft, and turn his head upwards to see the hunger in her eyes. 
 
    “Wha-” 
 
    Before he could speak her lips were on his. 
 
    It was the farthest thing from a chaste kiss, her tongue slipped into his mouth and past his teeth to grapple with his. 
 
    Nameless had been kissed many times and knew how to read his partner, but Escrya had surprised him with the sudden advance so instead of focusing on the kiss, panic spreading in his breast as his fear of hurting her again blossomed in his mind. 
 
    Kiss her back. 
 
    Volka?! What are- 
 
    I must confess, I was still with you when you left Juni’s mind, once Escrya sought you out, well, I was curious. Now stop thinking at me and kiss her, she needs it. 
 
    The flurry of thoughts passed between them in an instant, meanwhile he had one arm up between them, resting against the front of her shoulder, the warmth of her cleavage teasing his forearm. 
 
    With Volka’s urging the arm that had been raised to push the Amazon away instead slipped under hers and wrapped around her back, pulling her closer as their kiss deepened. 
 
    But he was far too conscious of the fact that they weren’t alone, Juni and the other Amazons had fallen silent when Escrya had pounced on him, worried expressions on their faces. 
 
    So before long he pulled away from the young teller, the heat of her gaze on his enough to stir his passion, but not enough to forget their surroundings. 
 
    She bit her lip as she read his expression, suddenly anxious. 
 
    “I’m- I’m sorry, Valkyrja-datta. I should not have-” 
 
    “It’s alright.” He interrupted her quickly, though he was still distracted by the taste of her; “I kissed you back after all.” 
 
    They both fell silent for several awkward seconds. 
 
    “Soooo, that just happened.” He finally said in a bid to break the tension. 
 
    Her face was now in her hands as she groaned. 
 
    “It shouldn’t have, forgive me. Witch’s tits, what will your bond-mates think?” 
 
    He chuckled. 
 
    “Well, one of them thought that I should kiss you back. The others are... a mixed bag.” 
 
    Her head came out of her hands rapidly as she looked at him in shock. 
 
    “Wh-what?” 
 
    Laughter bubbled out of him again, he couldn’t help it. 
 
    “Empath remember? Volka was here, or is?” 
 
    Is. As are the others. 
 
    Escrya pursed her lips at the distant look in his eyes, waiting. 
 
    His eyes focused again and he smiled ruefully. 
 
    “Is.” 
 
    The Amazon blushed rosy red, once again looking shame-faced. 
 
    “Is she very angry with me?” 
 
    “No! None of them are!” He insisted; “Like I said, it’s a mixed bag.” 
 
    Everything in her posture screamed vulnerability as one arm came up and gripped her opposite shoulder, reassuringly hugging herself. 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    Once again she had to wait while he reflected inwards on the lights that were his bond-mates’ souls, forever in his mind. 
 
    Knowing that honesty was the only way to move forwards, he drew in a steadying breath as he held out his free hand and began to tick them off on his fingers. 
 
    “Volka is fine with it, she loves everyone though, kind of an angel thing I guess? Ophelia feels pretty much the same, she and Nina are debating the pros and cons of having an Amazon around. Milly isn’t sure what she feels, kind of a long story there, and Erica...” 
 
    He trailed off; this time it was his turn to blush. 
 
    “What? Erica what?” 
 
    He coughed delicately as his blush deepened until the tips of his ears were burning. 
 
    “I’m not going to say that.” He muttered. 
 
    “Say what?” Escrya urged with a frown. 
 
    “Erica cut it out! We said no more of that! It wouldn’t be fair to her!” 
 
    “What is happening?!” The Amazon demanded. 
 
    Allow me, Escrya. 
 
    Volka’s amused thoughts brushed against hers and quickly shared exactly what Erica was inflicting on her husband. 
 
    It was... graphic. 
 
    And with Volka’s aid, the young warrior could now hear exactly what Erica was thinking. 
 
    -already passed up on one Amazon’s offer to blow you. 
 
    “Erica?!” 
 
    Oh, hey Escrya. What’s shaking? 
 
    She cast about, as if expecting the Katje to be hiding behind a tree. 
 
    With her blithe response, not to mention the surprise of her communicating as Volka often did, the Amazon was struggling to separate her own feelings from the horny cat’s. 
 
    Mmmm, yeah, this is neat, we really should do this more often. 
 
    It was Nameless’s turn to hold his head in his hands. 
 
    “Not helping, Erica.” 
 
    Still, the imagined scene of Escrya kneeling before him played out in their minds. 
 
    It was a struggle for the Amazon to control her breathing: with Erica and Volka’s help, she could not only taste him, but she could feel the intense pleasure that he would at such an encounter. 
 
    “This... isn’t the first time you have had such thoughts about me.” She said breathlessly. 
 
    It wasn’t a question, and she was right: back when they were returning from the wilds, Erica and Nina had started a game where they would expose Nameless directly to their fantasies, and he had turned the tables on them by showing them exactly what he would do with the Amazon. 
 
    For his part, he was suddenly keenly aware of the nearness of her, the smell of her, the heat of her. 
 
    He wasn’t the least bit cold anymore. 
 
    With the thought, and accompanying imagery, in their minds, she was having the same problem. 
 
    It was a while before they got their beating hearts under control, and when they did, Volka flipped the world on its head again. 
 
    You have our blessing. 
 
    The air flooded out of Escrya’s lungs as she forgot how to breathe, while Nameless’s jaw fell open. 
 
    “Wh-what?” 
 
    Just as I said, this thing between you, it cannot continue like this. 
 
    You can’t be serious! 
 
    Focusing inwards he intended on communicating with just his girls, though unbeknownst to him, his Valkyrie was still sharing everything with the Amazon. 
 
    There needs to be some kind of resolution. One way or the other. 
 
    His mind flicked to the others, and found them in agreement, even Milly. 
 
    Her voice sounded in his head for the first time. 
 
    Volka’s right. We already know that we will have to share you so there can be more Empaths, this is sort of the same. 
 
    It sounded reasonable, but Nameless knew there was more that needed to be said, to be felt. 
 
    Milly, that’s not right, you know that there would be emotion here that wouldn’t be otherwise. 
 
    Yeah, but we love her too. Her and the other Amazons. And she needs this. 
 
    There was still hesitance in her mind, and Nameless was more reluctant than ever in the face of her uncertainty, but she wasn’t finished. 
 
    Maybe, just this once, we can try it and see how it feels? 
 
    It was... a reasonable proposition. 
 
    But still he resisted. 
 
    We don’t even know if it is something she wants! 
 
    It is. 
 
    Another first: this time Escrya had joined the conversation. 
 
    Coming more aware of the real world again Nameless realized that they had both stood at some point as he turned to face her. 
 
    The Amazon loomed over him, tall and proud, blushing and beautiful, though there was some uncertainty in her as well. 
 
    She was quick to explain the source of it. 
 
    I’ve never... been with anyone, not even a woman, and if we are not to be... than I would at least want this. 
 
    There was a long pause between them as Nameless struggled to stand against the multiple waves of arousal coming at him from every angle in response to Escrya’s admission. 
 
    Holy-fuck-this-just-got-ten-times-hotter! 
 
    Erica gushed all at once and Nameless felt more than heard a tolerant sigh from Ophelia as her voice sounded in admonishment of her bond-sister. 
 
    Dearheart, I know it is a lot to ask, but try to control yourself. 
 
    He swallowed, his heart pounding in his chest once more at the erotic potential building in the air between him and the virgin Amazon. 
 
    The last of his hesitation melted away while he took in the longing expression on her face. 
 
    “I-If you’re sure?” 
 
    He wasn’t just asking her. 
 
    We are. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    They responded all together, with Escrya voice mingling with the others thoughts. 
 
    The charged atmosphere remained, but it was nearly shattered by Kaylee, who very bluntly reminded them that they weren’t alone in the real world either. 
 
    “What the hells has gotten into you two?!” She demanded. 
 
    Their posture had been more than a little odd: both standing and facing each other, and compounding that was the fact that they had been communicating with little in the way of spoken words. 
 
    It was nearly impossible, but Escrya managed to pull her eyes away from Nameless’s. 
 
    “A private conversation, Kaylee. I’ll thank you to butt out.” She said tartly. 
 
    “Private conver- you were necking a moment ago and now you aren’t saying anything at all!” 
 
    But before the other young Amazon could make too much of a scene, Myrina, their leader outside of their village, came around the fire and pulled her away. 
 
    “Enough Kaylee. If Escrya does not wish to share what is transpiring between herself and our Valkyrja-datta, than we will not press her.” 
 
    Despite her words though, she leveled a knowing smirk Nameless’s way. 
 
    Volka’s thoughts found his again before he could read into it too much though. 
 
    It is far too cold in the woods, bring her back to the dormitory. No one will bother you here, I promise. 
 
    WHAT?! I want to bother them! 
 
    Not tonight Erica, let Escrya have what she has yearned for. We owe her at least that much. Afterwards... we shall see how everyone feels. 
 
    Though Erica’s disappointment weighed on his mind, Nameless didn’t let it distract him from Escrya. 
 
    With her cheeks rosy red, she nodded ever so slightly. 
 
    I will follow you anywhere, beloved. 
 
    It was the last thought he heard from her as Volka’s consciousness faded from their minds. 
 
    Ignoring the gasps of shock and glee from the other Amazons, Nameless took her hand and led her out of the camp. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19: 
 
    This Night 
 
      
 
      
 
    They arrived at the dorm to find the other girls gone as promised, though Nameless didn’t miss the washcloths and the bowl of hot soapy water that had been left beside the bed. 
 
    Evidently, someone had anticipated that he and Escrya were going to get messy. 
 
    The charged arousal in the room was palpable, but neither seemed ready to make the first move. 
 
    In fact, Escrya had turned surprisingly bashful when she saw the washcloth. 
 
    “Are we… do you suppose we are really going to need all that?” 
 
    “Does that worry you?” He asked with a hint of amusement. 
 
    “N-no!” She said, her voice cracking; “Of course not!” 
 
    “We don’t have to-” 
 
    She shook her head violently. 
 
    “I want to, I want this more than I’ve wanted anything.” She almost seemed to fold in on herself then; “Sorry. That was a bit much.” 
 
    Her uncertainty confirmed to him that he would need to take the lead, so with a warm smile he reached out and took her hands in his. 
 
    “It’s okay, it’s more than okay. I’ve never seen this side of you before. I like it.” 
 
    “I can- do you want my mouth first?” She blurted out, pink to the roots of her hair. 
 
    The offer, while awkward, was still intensely arousing, but he shook his head. 
 
    “As tempting as that is, I think maybe it’s about time I did something to prove myself to you.” He said with his hands on her waist. 
 
    She audibly swallowed and for a moment looked slightly unsteady as her core heated from the erotic promise in his words. 
 
    “What did you have in mind?” She whispered. 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her and buried his face in her cleavage, taking a deep breath of her scent before letting it out. 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll think of something.” His words came out muffled by her tit flesh; “Why don’t you sit down on the bed?” 
 
    She drew in a deep breath and let it out all at once to steady herself, then smiled at him, grateful that he was taking the lead as she sat in front of him. 
 
    “How do you want me?” 
 
    Standing in front of her knees, he caressed the sides of her head as he leaned in to kiss her. 
 
    With her sitting, their faces were about at the same height. 
 
    The kiss was tender and sweet, but short. 
 
    They both had other things in mind. 
 
    “I want you however I can get you. Lie down?” 
 
    She did as he asked, leaning back as he fell to his knees before her. 
 
    As she settled on the bed he planted a tender kiss on her well-defined abdomen. 
 
    “You have such a beautiful body.” He murmured as his tongue slipped out and teased at her naval. 
 
    “Ah! That tickles Valkyrja-datta.” 
 
    He frowned and nipped her skin gently, drawing a gasp from her as his hands slid up to her top, gently caressing around her breasts. 
 
    “Not in here, not like this. You can call me Nameless, or sweet-cheeks if you want, but please… no lofty titles.” 
 
    His questing hands found the corded leather laces between her breasts that held her top in place and undid them with agonizing slowness. 
 
    She sighed as her top came loose, her breasts swelling with every inhalation. 
 
    “As you wish… beloved.” 
 
    Still moving like a sloth in winter, he kissed his way upwards, tasting her skin as he crawled on to the bed and up her body until his knees were on either side of her waist. 
 
    He wanted to see her breasts when he finally freed them from her top. 
 
    They had bathed together a number of times, seen each other naked a number of times, but never before was there this level of sexual intent. 
 
    Their eyes met and he was surprised to see a single tear tracing down the side of her face and disappearing into her hair. 
 
    Using only his thumb, he wiped away the bit of moisture and raised a single eyebrow at her. 
 
    “You- you are driving me mad!” She protested, wiping at her eyes in agitation. 
 
    He chuckled and placed his hand on her shoulder before drawing it down her muscled bicep and gripping her wrist. 
 
    Very deliberately he pulled her hand to his groin so that she could feel how hard he had become. 
 
    She sucked in a deep breath when she felt his girth in his trousers, cupping it with growing confidence when she saw his eyes flutter in pleasure. 
 
    “See what you’ve done to me?” He spoke softly. 
 
    She licked her lips to moisten them and he took the opportunity to lean down and kiss her again while she began to fondle his length. 
 
    His tongue met hers and their kiss deepened as he groaned into her mouth. 
 
    It was several intense moment before he finally sat up again, with her working his cock through his pants the entire time. 
 
    “Do you like what you feel?” He murmured as he traced his fingers over the swell of her cleavage; “Because I like what I feel.” 
 
    “I do. I have… I do not wish to make you uncomfortable, but I have dreamt of this moment, of your hands upon my body, and mine on yours.” 
 
    “Why would that make me uncomfortable?” 
 
    Her head turned to one side, shame-faced. 
 
    “I have no expectations beyond tonight.” She whispered. 
 
    Clueing in to the source of her discomfort, he used one finger to turn her face back to meet his kindly gaze. 
 
    “Then let’s make the most of tonight.” His thumb slid over her lips before drifting back down to tease at the swell of her breasts; “I want to see you.” 
 
    Her hand had resumed kneading his cock and his pleasure was mounting, but he stayed focused on undoing her top. 
 
    The mood having heated up as quickly as it dimmed, she smiled a coy smile and licked her lips yet again. 
 
    “I want to see you too.” 
 
    He returned her smile, though his was more teasing as he began to pull her loosened top apart, more and more of her tit-flesh spilling into view. 
 
    “What’s stopping you?” 
 
    Her other hand found its way to his groin as well, her fingers fumbling to undo the clasp of his pants. 
 
    She hesitated though when it came to his fly, unfamiliar with the simple zipper that held it in place. 
 
    “How do I-” 
 
    “Here, let me.” 
 
    He paused in the almost reverential act of unveiling her breasts long enough to reach down and pull the tag all the way down with a scratchy noise that made her giggle. 
 
    “What an odd little contraption.” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “I suppose, just don’t play with it too much, the teeth can be unpleasant.” 
 
    She laughed some more, but resumed shifting his pants down. Soon all that separated her hands from his cock was his underwear. 
 
    Her chest swelled as she drew in a deep breath, gripping the edge of his drawers even as he gripped the soft leather of her top. 
 
    “A-at the same time then?” 
 
    He could hear the shudder of nerves in her voice, so with a smile of reassurance he nodded. 
 
    Even as his hands deliberately opened the leather gateway concealing her breast, hers simultaneously pulled his underwear away while pulling his cock out. 
 
    Both of them were in awe. 
 
    Her fleshy bosom was perfectly tanned, framed by her top and the loose laces tickling at her skin. 
 
    Her nipples were dark pink and firmly peaked. 
 
    Meanwhile his cock… was big. 
 
    It was never fully erect when they had bathed together. 
 
    She wrapped one hand around it and reveled in the feel of his sensitive flesh in her palm. 
 
    “It’s so warm, so much warmer than I thought it would be.” 
 
    His response was to cup her breasts in each hand and graze his thumb over her sensitive tips. 
 
    “Do you like it?” 
 
    She was nodding before he finished the question, though her eyes shifted up from his cock to his face. 
 
    “What about you, are my breasts to your-” 
 
    “Yup. Fucking love them.” He interrupted her while firmly kneading her chest. 
 
    She blinked in surprise but then smiled wide as she stroked him in turn. 
 
    He had to get her to stop and adjust her grip, but other than that she was giving a perfectly satisfactory handjob. 
 
    At some point during their unveiling of each other’s bodies, he had shifted up on her abdomen to the point that his cock was right at the bottom of her breasts, so while he was massaging her tits, she was pressing his cockhead into her cleavage ever so slightly. 
 
    “Do you… wish to finish like this?” She asked him bashfully. 
 
    She certainly wasn’t opposed to the idea. 
 
    He sighed heavily, thinking that he would like nothing more than to make a mess of her breasts right then, but he shook his head. 
 
    “No, though I’m sure we’ll get there. Right now… I want to see the rest of you.” 
 
    Her heart quickened and she lost her rhythm stroking him. 
 
    “I’m yours.” She whispered. 
 
    It was a bit awkward for him to scoot down her body with his pants tight around his thighs, so he rolled onto the bed next to her and pulled them off, while she lifted her waist off of the bed and pulled her hide skirt down with her thumbs. 
 
    They had both had enough of the foreplay, a hint of urgency seeping into their movements. 
 
    He got up again and loomed over her, pulling her skirt the rest of the way off of her legs while she got rid of her top entirely. 
 
    With one finger he traced the sensitive junction of her thighs and her groin, avoiding her pussy for now as he reveled in the sight of it. 
 
    “Perfect.” He breathed. 
 
    She was panting rather heavily from the intimate contact, but giggled at his reverent tone. 
 
    Still she was inexperienced and with his cock now out of her reach, she was unsure what to do with her hands. 
 
    “Wh-what do we-” 
 
    “I’m going to taste you.” 
 
    Her breathing halted as he dropped to his knees again. 
 
    “Spread your legs for me, bring your knees up and rest your feet on the bed.” 
 
    She did as he said without hesitation, submitting herself to him utterly. 
 
    Her stomach rose and fell rapidly when she began to breathe again, her anticipation at its peak as his face neared her private. 
 
    The warmth of his breath washing over her sensitive flesh nearly drove her to orgasm right then. 
 
    “AH! That tickles, what-” 
 
    She stopped talked when he boldly drew his tongue through her moist slit in a single broad lick. 
 
    Her eyes fluttered closed at the sensation, but flew open again when he planted a sucking kiss on her hooded clit, his nose tickling the neatly trimmed thatch of downy curls above her privates. 
 
    She cried out suddenly, the pleasure too much. 
 
    “By the ancestors, don’t stop doing that!” 
 
    Once again she felt his breath on her skin, though now it was from his laughter. 
 
    He went over her moist pussy again and finished as he had before, spoiling her clit with his lips and tongue. 
 
    His hands massaged the bottom of her thighs while his mouth worked, driving her pleasure ever higher until, barely two minutes after he started, she let out an explosive cry and thrashed beneath him. 
 
    Wasting no time he pulled himself on top of her while she was still cumming, the ecstasy washing over her. 
 
    “Ohmygoddesswhydidyoustop!?” She demanded with one rapid exhalation. 
 
    Propped up on one arm, his face hovering over her breasts, he laughed again. 
 
    “So I could do this.” 
 
    With one hand he reached down to guide himself to her lips and without preamble drove his cock inside her halfway. 
 
    The orgasm that she had been experiencing suddenly exploded with an intensity the likes of which she had never experienced. 
 
    There was pain of course, she wasn’t lying about being a virgin, but it was nothing compared to the pleasure she felt at being filled by him. 
 
    He waited on her pleasure to subside somewhat before pulling her nipple into his mouth and sucking on it, driving her to the edge again as she panted beneath him. 
 
    “More?” He said around her tit-flesh. 
 
    She couldn’t answer, her hands latching onto the sheets at her sides and her hips lifted to meet his as she groaned. 
 
    He nodded and sighed as his own pleasure rose from the hot and wet tightness of her pussy. 
 
    “More.” 
 
    He pulled out of her, then plunged in again, deeper this time. 
 
    She cried out again, tears of intense pleasure and pain streaming down the sides of her face as his length, and girth, reached parts of her she had never known. 
 
    He grew a bit concerned then, and paused in his movements. 
 
    “Too hard?” 
 
    Again she was unable to answer, though her head rapidly went from side to side as her eyelids squeezed tightly shut around yet more tears. 
 
    She wanted more, so he gave her more. 
 
    After several more gradual thrusts he had worked himself into her to the hilt and she was incoherent from the sensations coursing through her body. 
 
    She came back to herself after a while though when she felt him begin to tense up, his cock a rod of steel inside her. 
 
    Finally finding her words she looked into his eyes, cloudy with pleasure. 
 
    “Finish inside of me.” She whispered. 
 
    It was just the trigger he needed and he let out a grunt as his cock began to spew his cum deep in her slick tunnel, his hips spasming to grind his cock for more stimulation. 
 
    “Ancestor’s spirits! I can feel it, your warmth spreading inside me, oh fu-” 
 
    Her voice was cut off by another cry of pleasure as she hit her peak again, cumming with him as they thrashed together in absolute bliss. 
 
    Sweat beading on his brow, he rested his face against her breasts as the shuddered, little spurts of cum shooting into her as aftershocks of pleasure rocked him. 
 
    Her arms wrapped around him in a tight embrace as she quivered at the feel of him. 
 
    They stayed like that for several minutes, long enough for his to soften inside her, only to begin to harden once more as he started tonguing her nipples. 
 
    “More?” She echoed his question from earlier. 
 
    With a sigh, he pulled out of her, worried about hurting her with too much of a good thing. 
 
    He didn’t miss the way her brow flinched at his movements, she was sore. 
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
    It was her turn to laugh at him. 
 
    “There is pain, but it is nothing, take me again if you like.” 
 
    But he shook his head even as his erection brushed against her clit. 
 
    “No, I won’t enjoy it if you don’t.” 
 
    He could see her lip jut out slightly in a pout, but then she licked her lips and lifted one eyebrow. 
 
    “I’m sure that we can find some way of entertaining ourselves. I enjoyed having you on top of me before.” 
 
    He blinked at the heated offer in her tone, but quickly cottoned on to her meaning. 
 
    “Naughty girl.” He breathed as he pulled himself up her body. 
 
    They ended up in pretty much the same position as they started, with him straddling her stomach and her stroking his flagging cock while he played with her breasts. 
 
    “I am enjoying this night immensly.” She cooed. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes, it has been beyond anything I had ever dreamed, is it always like this?” 
 
    Her hand hadn’t paused in its steady work on his cock and he couldn’t answer right away, already having to do his best not to cum too soon. 
 
    Eventually he drew in a steadying breath and nodded. 
 
    “Pretty much yeah.” 
 
    Escrya felt an enormous surge of satisfaction at the sight of his apparent pleasure, even inexperienced as she was she could see that her handjob had brought him to the edge again.  
 
    “Are you going to cum again?” She spoke low, not wanting to distract him from her work. 
 
    “I am.” He groaned; “I am going to make a mess, I hope you’re ready.” 
 
    She giggled and stroked him faster and harder. 
 
    “After all of that, I am more than ready, please beloved… mark me.” 
 
    She began to alter her tempo a bit, taking long slow strokes before speeding up again, measuring his reaction to everything she did. 
 
    “I’m really close. Don’t slow down, faster, please!” He groaned. 
 
    She urged him on, cooing at him as her grip tightened and she sped up her stroking like he asked. 
 
    “So hot, your cock, it’s so hot in my hand. Shoot your cum all over me, I want it on my breasts, my face, cum for me!” 
 
    “Here it comes! Fuck, open your mouth and stick out your tongue!” 
 
    It was a lewd request but she was eager to comply, her lips parting and her tongue extending down as she tilted her head to face his cock directly. 
 
    The sight of her urgently stroking him, his cock hovering over her breasts while she strained her neck to get her mouth closer to it, was more than enough to finish him off. 
 
    With a strangled grunt he bucked on top of her, the first wad of his cum shooting out and striking the underside of her chin before dribbling down to one side of her neck. 
 
    She adjusted her aim and moaned as she continued to stroke him throughout his release, his second spurt landed on her cheek, her eye flinching closed for a moment at the proximity of it. 
 
    He shifted up slightly and brought his cock closer so that the next spurts struck the roof of her mouth and landed on her tongue. 
 
    Satisfied that she had gotten a large amount of his cum where he so very clearly wanted it, she adjusted her aim again as his seed continued to spit out of his cock. Jet after jet struck her nipples and the swell of her breasts, only to dribble down into the depths of her cleavage as he continued to groan and cry out on top of her. 
 
    Within moments, she was thoroughly basted with his seed; her face, her chin, her neck and chest… she was covered in multiple lines of cum before he was even finished orgasming. 
 
    Thoroughly winded on top of her, he had to reach down with one hand to still hers as she overworked his sensitive flesh. 
 
    “That was incredible.” He panted. 
 
    He was distracted though when she made an inarticulate noise that almost seemed to be a question. 
 
    Looking down in confusion, he realized that the poor girl had one eye basted closed, while her mouth was still hanging open, his white cum a striking contrast to her pink tongue. 
 
    It was plainly obvious that she had no idea what to do next. 
 
    “You can spit it out if you don’t like it. Nina doesn’t like it.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow and the corner of her mouth twitched slightly as her tongue shifted his wad around in her mouth. 
 
    Her unspoken question was clear. 
 
    What did he want her to do with it. 
 
    He smiled as he reflected on the tone of their entire encounter, and not for the first time he told a girl exactly what he wanted her to do with a mouthful of his cum. 
 
    “Work your tongue around it, taste it.” 
 
    He shifted up on to his knees, so that his cock hovered over her mouth, a few dribbles on the tip. 
 
    Once she had spent several seconds doing as he asked he told her what he wanted next. 
 
    “Now lick the last little bit off of me.” 
 
    Again she did as she was told, though her eyes were beginning to water somewhat as the very tip of her tongue swirled around his cockhead and collected more of his seed. 
 
    He shifted back and watched her as she once again waited on further instruction. 
 
    But he didn’t say anything right away; instead he used two of his fingers to shift the wad on her cheek into her mouth, her lips closing on his digits and her tongue swirling around them to clean them. 
 
    “That’s it, suck it all off.” He murmured encouragingly. 
 
    A few seconds of her fellating his fingers later and he pulled them free with a sigh. 
 
    “Okay. I think that’s about enough of that, don’t you?” 
 
    Again it was plain as day to see that whatever he thought was enough was all that mattered to her. 
 
    “Go ahead and swallow it all, if you can.” 
 
    Her chin dipped twice, once as a nod of acknowledgement, the second time as she worked to swallow the bitter wad of cum in her mouth. 
 
    He didn’t miss how her face scrunched up when she did it though, and he had to suppress a smile. 
 
    She didn’t like it any more than Nina did. 
 
    He lifted himself off of her and stretched his legs, sitting with his knees apart and bent for so long had stiffened him up a bit. 
 
    While Escrya watched in bemused silence with one eye, he fetched the washcloths and the bowl of soapy water before returning to the bed. 
 
    Though the water was tepid by then, he still took great care in wiping away the evidence of their tryst from her body, starting with her face so she could see properly again. 
 
    “Was I… was I good?” 
 
    She asked the question with such vulnerability that he didn’t laugh or tease her; instead he leaned in to kiss her. 
 
    Unlike their earlier make out session, this kiss was tender and sweet. 
 
    When he broke apart he could see her eyes were shining with unspent tears. 
 
    “You were, and are, incredible Escrya. That was really special, and I hope that you enjoyed yourself as well.” 
 
    “I did, very much.” She said simply. 
 
    This time she kissed him. 
 
    “I’m glad. To be honest I was pretty nervous when you said you hadn’t… done this before.” 
 
    She smiled as he resumed bathing her with the washcloth, his efforts leaving behind clean skin that prickled in the cool air of the room. 
 
    “I will cherish the memory of this night for the rest of my life.” 
 
    Again she spoke without irony and he couldn’t help but return her heartfelt admission. 
 
    “So will I.” 
 
    She turned away from him though as he wrung out the washcloth. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “You know that the act of bathing is very important to my people, to wash me like this… it is something no one has ever done for me, not with this level of intimacy.” 
 
    Her eyes were downcast and he had to lift her chin with his fingers to meet his eyes. 
 
    “Escrya, tonight was very special to me, I mean that. I don’t know what the future holds, but I want you in my life, even if it is as simply a dear friend, and I know that the others feel the same.” 
 
    The tears that were threatening to fall began to do so as she let out a shuddering sob and without another word he held her while she cried. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20: 
 
    Bushwhacked 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rebecca loved sex. 
 
    She craved it, just as any Lapine does, and had many lovers and flings over the years. 
 
    But sex with Carol was different; it was intense in a way she had never before experienced. 
 
    The cherry-haired woman was confident and attentive, but also commanding, dominating even. They had been dating now for a few weeks and she hadn’t eased up in that regard at all. 
 
    So it came as no surprise that she had taken charge the previous night and seemed to be perfectly happy never to relinquish that role. 
 
    Which was just as well because the enamoured Lapine never wanted her to, swept up in things the way she was. 
 
    After another long night of lovemaking the pair had fallen asleep entwined in each other’s arms. 
 
    And when morning came, so did they, at least twice. 
 
    Now they lay in Rebecca’s narrow bed, naked and sweaty from their exertions as they basked in the afterglow. 
 
    Carol was flat on her back, with the Lapine nuzzled up against her side, no room really for them to both fit any other way. 
 
    Her head was resting above the human’s breast and her ears flopped over her shoulder, while her hand played over Carol’s stomach, drawing little patterns to amuse herself. 
 
    Her exploratory digits found something curious though, which caused her to sit up. 
 
    “Wow, this look like it hurt! What happened?” 
 
    With concern on her face she trailed her index finger over a large and slightly oval scar below one of Carol’s weighty breasts. 
 
    The dark-haired woman’s look turned distant, her eyes haunted. 
 
    “I made a mistake.” 
 
    Seeing her new lover’s mood Rebecca quickly back-pedalled. 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me, I talk too much!” 
 
    Carol let out a chuckle, then ruffled Rebecca’s dyed hair. 
 
    “It’s fine, it happened a long time ago. An... accident in the machine shop. Piece of heated pipe got kicked out of one of the presses, went right through me.” 
 
    The Lapine’s eyes widened and her fingers paused in tracing over Carol’s skin. 
 
    “That must have hurt like the dickens!” 
 
    Carol’s hand shifted from ruffling her hair to stroking the bunny’s floppy ears. 
 
    “Nearly killed me.” 
 
    Rebecca was more than a little uncomfortable with the change in the mood, so she scooted lower and pressed her lips to the scar, kissing it repeatedly, though she had to push her breast out of the way for access. 
 
    “All better?” 
 
    Carol chuckled throatily at the intimate touch, the malleable flesh of her tummy shifting with each breath just below Rebecca’s chin. 
 
    Her hand had followed the Lapine’s movement and was now resting in her blonde hair. 
 
    “Almost.” She said. 
 
    Her palm flattened over the bunny’s scalp and she pushed her lower, not forcefully, but insistently. 
 
    With a little giggle, Becks followed her lover’s direction and kissed her way down her stomach until she reached her most intimate place, the dark curls of rich red hair tickling her chin and lips. 
 
    Carol’s eyes fluttered close and she relaxed back into the somewhat uncomfortable bed. 
 
    “No fingers, just your tongue.” 
 
    Again, it wasn’t a request, it was an order, but it was an order the Lapine was only too happy to obey. 
 
    Her tongue shot out to lash over the delicate folds of Carol’s pussy, parting them as she sought the older woman’s clit. 
 
    One thing Carol had made perfectly clear: she didn’t need much in the way of foreplay. 
 
    Wet noises sounded in the Lapine’s room as the heartstone mounted in her pierced tongue flicked and teased the cherry-haired woman’s pussy, causing her breathing to deepen as she softly moaned. 
 
    “Focus on my clit, suck on it.” 
 
    Rebecca obeyed, finding the tiny nub with her tongue and catching it with her lips before suckling hard enough to make a little squeaking noise whenever her lips lost the seal on the sensitive flesh. 
 
    The reaction was dramatic as Carol’s hand tightened in her hair, almost hurting her as she pulled her tight to her pelvis and began to pant. 
 
    “Don’t- don’t stop, don’t you fucking stop.” 
 
    On the contrary, Rebecca began to flick her little bean with the tip of her tongue as she sucked on it even harder. 
 
    Meanwhile she reached up with both hands and began to knead Carol’s impressive breasts, finding her erect nipples with her thumbs and pinching them lightly. 
 
    “Ah fuck! That’s a good little slut!” 
 
    A confusing wave of shame and pride washed over the Lapine at being called such a name in the midst of what she considered a loving act, but it didn’t hinder her technique in the slightest. 
 
    Her lips were buzzing a bit from numbness and her face was moist as she licked and sucked constantly until Carol arched her back and her breath caught in her throat as she thrashed beneath the attentive bunny’s ministrations. 
 
    Seeing that her partner was in the midst of a truly breathless orgasm, Rebecca took no mercy on her, lavishing her pussy constantly until Carol let out a great gasping moan and the paroxysms subsided. 
 
    “Fuck, ah fuck, that’s enough! Little slut, that’s enough!” 
 
    She slumped back against the bed, the hand that had been holding the bunny’s face in position now pushing her away. 
 
    Rebecca sat up, wiping her forearms across her face to clear away Carol’s intimate juices. 
 
    Their eyes met in the morning light streaming in through the window. 
 
    “Was I a good little... slut?” 
 
    She was still getting used to dirty talk, it wasn’t her favourite, but she would do just about anything for Carol. 
 
    “Mmmmm, you really were. Now come here, it’s kind of cold.” 
 
    She extended her arms and Rebecca folded herself into her side again, happy for the chance to enjoy a good cuddle. 
 
    Sadly their canoodling didn’t last nearly as long as she would like before Carol broke into the silence between them. 
 
    “Thanks baby. You’re really helping me stay sane. This deal I have going on just keeps getting more and more stressful.” 
 
     “Too many moving parts?” 
 
    “In this case, not enough. My silent partner is being a dick, but we don’t really need to talk about it.” 
 
    Rebecca had learned enough about her new paramour to know not to push, so instead she changed the subject herself. 
 
    “You once told me you grew up in the slums, but you never really talk about your family.” 
 
    Carol laughed darkly and shrugged underneath her. 
 
    “Parents both dead, no siblings.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “S’okay.” She slurred, her eyes drooping from the efforts of the morning; “Long time ago now.” 
 
    Her face turned pensive then and she bit her lip as she looked into Rebecca’s pink eyes. 
 
    “I haven’t really found a good time to bring this up, especially since I’m the one that just said we didn’t need to talk about it, but I have a bit of a favour to ask.” 
 
    Rebecca giggled and licked her lips, still tasting the other woman on them. 
 
    “Another one?” She said cheekily. 
 
    The Lapine was a bit proud of her wit, but Carol didn’t seem to share in her mirth. She tilted her head up to meet her eyes and saw that the cherry-haired stunner looked more than a little uncomfortable with whatever it was she wanted to ask, so Rebecca smiled wide in encouragement. 
 
    “Anything.” She promised firmly. 
 
    Carol eventually chuckled at her seriousness before explaining her predicament. 
 
    “I really do hate to even bring it up, it’s just, I ordered some rather delicate parts from Oakridge, the parcel probably hasn’t even shipped yet but I need it, like yesterday. I’m concerned that it might get lost or delayed somewhere along the way, so I was hoping that you might be able to keep an eye out for when it comes into the sorting center?” 
 
    The Lapine thumped her foot in thought against the baseboard of the bed; it wasn’t a small ask, as many packages go through sorting every day, and technically she wasn’t supposed to remove any before they had all been inspected and cleared. But with her still basking in the afterglow of their night, and morning, together she really didn’t see the harm. 
 
    “If it shows up in the center, I’ll find it! Promise!” 
 
    Carol smiled with one side of her mouth. 
 
    “Perfect.” She lifted her head slightly as a familiar look of hunger took her features; “And now I believe it is I that owe you a favour.” 
 
    With the practiced ease of an experienced lover, she rolled the Lapine onto her back and began to kiss her way down the bunny’s body. 
 
    Rebecca’s breathing hitched at the abrupt turn of events, the feel of Carol’s lustrous hair trailing down her body enough to make her shiver in anticipation. 
 
    Sure her privates were more than a little sensitive from their activities from the last several days, but she wasn’t about to complain about it. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Far away from the cozy confines of Rebecca’s room in Algrade, another monster girl was also in bed, though her thoughts were far darker than the bunny could ever manage. 
 
    Evadne the Chimera sat on the cot in their hideaway; her shirt pulled up and over her shoulders as black bile and oozing pus seeped from her stomach and back, the taint of entropy still preventing her wounds from closing properly and healing as they should. 
 
    With his lips pressed tightly together Jonathan worked to clean the messy injuries around his original stitches, pinching his fingers together to force out as much pus as he could before wiping it away with a wet cloth. 
 
    The Empath was guilty of many things, but having a weak stomach wasn’t one of them. 
 
    He sighed as he finished his work, pulling back from her and tossing the mess of gauze and soiled cloth into a nearby bin. 
 
    “All my contacts have dried up and we’re running out of supplies. The girls we have are half-starved, I tried taking them out to hunt for game in the woods. It was a nightmare, once their blood was up, my grip on their minds slipped and I lost control of them.” He heaved another heavy sigh; “We lost two, the Faun and the Harpy, they tore each other apart.” 
 
    “Then the others should have been able to eat their fill.” Evadne said flatly. 
 
    Jonathan paled and swallowed the lump in his throat, choosing to ignore her ghastly observation while washing his hands at the basin by the bed. 
 
    “If you don’t recover soon, we won’t make it through the rest of the winter.” 
 
    She hissed at his grim prediction, but did not argue with him as he went to the table in the middle of the room to fetch fresh bandages. 
 
    He paused, taking a moment to lean against the table, though he drew no comfort from the solidity of it. 
 
    “It all went to shit didn’t it?” He murmured. 
 
    He was exhausted. Evadne’s emotional landscape was as bare to him now as it had ever been, a constant reminder of how far she had fallen, and how much work it would be for him to get her back. 
 
    Add on to that the constant anxiety of keeping the Tenebrae under control... 
 
    His eyes were red rimmed and bloodshot, and he was getting dangerously thin, he had been giving most of his own rations to the wretched monster girls in the next room. 
 
    With no response forthcoming from Evadne, he did his best to rally himself for the next challenge and turned to finish tending to her injuries. His hands were fumbling with the rolls of bandages on the table when one of them rolled out of his grip and fell to the floor with a barely audible thump. 
 
    As it turned out, dropping the bundle of bandages saved Jonathan’s life. 
 
    A spear, cast with deadly force, shot out of the darkness of one of the side tunnels and would have driven straight through his heart had he not shifted while trying to keep himself from likewise dropping more of their precious medical supplies. 
 
    Instead the weapon impaled him just below his collar bone, making him cry out and spin to the stone floor with a crash. 
 
    Like lightening, the towering warrior woman that had thrown it charged into the room and was almost on him before he even comprehended that he was hurt. 
 
    In all her years Evadne had never seen an Amazon move so fast. 
 
    Her blonde hair was cut short for battle and a band of her own blood was painted across her eyes. 
 
    The mark of a death oath. 
 
    If the Chimera hadn’t already been sitting up she wouldn’t have been able to intercede, as it was she barely managed to scramble to her feet in time. 
 
    She collided with the deadly Amazon in an awkward tackle from her flank and the two monster girls crashed into the heavy table right beside Jonathan, knocking it on its side as they grappled over the top of it. 
 
    The wounded Chimera grunted in pain when she hit the stone floor and the stitches in her belly tore, her black blood flowed freely. Meanwhile the Amazon was unhurt and deftly somersaulted backwards, rolling to her feet in one fluid motion. 
 
    Evadne heard Jonathan let out a clipped scream, having recovered his faculties enough to discover the spear sticking out of his upper chest. 
 
    If he died, her plans were dust. 
 
    So with desperate effort she unfurled her wings beneath her and leapt to her feet to meet the Amazon’s renewed assault. 
 
    Even in her weakened state she was still a Chimera, and her strength was far superior to her opponent’s, but she was sluggish from too much bed-rest, meanwhile the warrior that she faced was in top form, as was readily apparent when they squared off. 
 
    The Amazon met her initial clawed swipe with a ruthless counter, gripping Evadne’s right wrist so her claws had nothing to tear into while simultaneously pulling herself in to slam her opposite elbow into the Chimera’s face, breaking her nose again. 
 
    Evadne let out a garbled hiss and, blinded by tears, let loose with her left arm in a wild swing that would have staggered Nina. But the Amazon ducked under it and pulled Evadne’s right arm down and to the side, forcing the stronger monster into an awkward stumble, slamming her into the overturned table. 
 
    The Chimera’s wrist was released in the move and she desperately wiped at the blood and tears on her face to clear her vision, only to have the Amazon’s spinning kick take her in the ear and smash her face into the table again. 
 
    Her face smeared a dark streak of her black blood down the metal surface as she slumped to the floor, dazed. 
 
    The sudden quiet in the room was punctuated by Jonathan letting out another grunting scream, his eyes wide and his mouth twisted grotesquely in terror at his own injury. 
 
    The Amazon’s chest heaved with exertion as she took in the results of her ambush; she didn’t think she could overpower the Chimera, but she was no fool and didn’t waste time gloating over the unexpected victory. 
 
    Instead Yana Brael drew a broad bladed dagger from the sheath nestled in the small of her back and stalked over to the traitorous Empath with death in her eyes. 
 
    But in the dark of the tunnel system, the brief combat caused no small amount of noise, and several dark eyed girls awoke from their unquiet slumbers. 
 
    Yana gripped Jonathan’s hair and he cried out as she bent his head back, one of his arms battering at her in desperate fear. 
 
    “Fitting that you should die a coward’s death.” She muttered as she brought the dagger under his chin. 
 
    But even as the razor edge of the blade bit into his flesh, she heard the rapidly increasing sound of footsteps on stone approaching her back and her instincts had her rolling over him at the last second to avoid the wild swing of an Antlion’s shovel, narrowly missing out on having her skull caved in. 
 
    When she regained her feet she recoiled in horror. 
 
    Three ant girls had flooded the room, armed with shovels and heavy picks. 
 
    In the light of the lanterns Yana could see that each set of brown eyes was swirling with darkness. 
 
    Her eyes drifted from one emaciated monster to the next, they made no move to attack her, but were blocking her path to her real target. 
 
    “So they found a queen after all. Bastards.” 
 
    From the tools they carried she knew that they were worker caste, not warrior, and she didn’t want to kill them, but her mission was too important. 
 
    She was running out of time though, as Evadne had recovered her senses and quickly regained her feet to push past the Tenebrae. 
 
    Yana’s eyes narrowed as she took in the wounded Chimera. 
 
    “When we met before, I was on the defensive. Unable to fight you like I would have wanted. You killed my war-sister, and I will have your blood for that.” 
 
    “When we fought before, I wasn’t even trying.” The Chimera hissed, black and bloody spittle flying off her lips. 
 
    Without warning Yana burst forwards, again Evadne was startled at the impossible speed from the Amazon. 
 
    The dark monster didn’t even see the knife before it was driven deep into her shoulder, though she certainly felt it as it scraped against bone. 
 
    She grunted in pain and her tail lashed out, but it hadn’t been the same since the Minotaur had stabbed it and so it was too slow to catch the blisteringly fast Amazon as she tore the blade free. 
 
    If she had been alone she would have lost, instead a pair of Antlion shovels blocked Yana’s follow up strikes. 
 
    The Amazon cursed as she shifted her focus to the Tenebrae, preparing herself to kill them. 
 
    “Damn you for making me do this.” 
 
    Together the Tenebrae tried to corral the Amazon, not behaving at all like other fallen girls she had faced. 
 
    But they were worker caste, not warrior. 
 
    She killed one of them before they even knew what happened, catching her shovel mid-swing and pulling herself forward to drive her blade with brutal force into the girl’s throat, bisecting her wind-pipe and throwing her against a wall of shelves. 
 
    Her antennae twitched spastically while her hands clutched at the blood blossoming from her neck, her darkened eyes wide in shock as she slumped to the floor to spend the last few minutes of her life gasping for air. 
 
    “Damn you.” Yana repeated as she turned on the other Tenebrae protecting the downed Evadne. 
 
    Once again she ducked back at the last moment, the girl’s spade nearly taking her nose off. 
 
    Worker caste or not, she was strong! 
 
    While their warriors were amongst the finest in the whole world when it came to ordered discipline and resolve, Antlion workers could easily lift many times their own weight above their heads. 
 
    The Amazon’s back was to Evadne now, still on the floor, and her focus was on the Antlion, so she missed the Chimera fumbling with something that had fallen off of the shelves taken out by the dying ant-girl nearby. 
 
    Though Yana had committed herself to killing the other Tenebrae, she never got the chance. 
 
    Abruptly her body seized up and her brain exploded with pain. 
 
    From the ground Evadne had struck at her, and she wasn’t armed with a shovel. 
 
    The lost-tech rod in the Chimera’s grip crackled again and blue lightening shot out into the Amazon, her muscles no longer responding to her orders as she fell to her knees. 
 
    The other Tenebrae surged forwards and with her body unresponsive Yana was quickly overwhelmed and pinned to the ground by the eerily silent girls as yet more Antlions flooded the room. 
 
    Control over her muscles returned gradually, and even when she was finally able to move again she was fully restrained, forced to watch as a bloody-fingered Jonathan fumbled through the satchel of medical supplies. 
 
    He’d already managed to get her spear free of his chest, and her eyes widened in horror when she saw the little glass vial that he was after. 
 
    “You bled a Dryad?! Neucta scum!” 
 
    A Dryad’s blood could be used in place of her healing magic, but only if the monster girl in question had died in the giving of it. Trafficking or possession of the substance meant a mandatory fifty year dig, so the black market had dried up for it a long time ago. 
 
    The scent of spring filled the underground room as Jonathan poured the greenish blood over his wound with shaking fingers. 
 
    “NO!!” Yana cried out. 
 
    Frustrated tears streamed down her face as she saw his wound closing and her goal rapidly sinking into impossibility. 
 
    The Tenebrae gripping each of her limbs were simply too strong, the dark girls chittered and spat at her when she struggled, but did nothing more to harm her. 
 
    “Keep that shit away from me.” Evadne swore with one hand pressed to her bleeding shoulder and the other her gut. 
 
    “I know dammit!” He snapped back; “And where the hell did she come from?!” 
 
    He gestured wildly at the Amazon, who was still struggling vainly to break free of the dark girls around her. 
 
    “I don’t care. I’m going to fucking eat her.” 
 
    “Don’t be an idiot, look at how strong she is!” 
 
    Evadne turned her glare on Jonathan and snarled at him. 
 
    “Exactly! Look at how strong she is! She is an Amazon warleader! It would take you ages to break her mind, and that’s if you even could!” 
 
    Yana froze mid-struggle at that. 
 
    They want to turn me into a Tenebrae! 
 
    The thought made her blood run cold as the pair continued their argument. 
 
    “Enough! Chain the bitch up for now!” Evadne finally relented with a grimace; “You need to redo my stitches.” 
 
    Her bond-mate ground his teeth together, but did as she said, righting the table and gathering the necessary supplies while the Tenebrae carried Yana off into the darkness of one of the many caves around the large room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21: 
 
    Breakfast Conversation 
 
      
 
      
 
    Escrya woke to find a purring Katje licking her face. 
 
    With each stroke of Erica’s tongue a loud rasping noise echoed around the dorm room. 
 
    “Um, good morning?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    The cat didn’t even pause in her work, merely purring louder as her chin moved with every stroke, her black ears raised high and twisting side to side and flicking occasionally as she worked. 
 
    The young warrior squirmed somewhat, but did nothing to dislodge her. 
 
    “What is happening?” 
 
    “Can’t believe I’m going to say this, but you get used to it.” Nina said drily. 
 
    She was cross-legged on the bed munching on an apple and watching the Amazon. 
 
    The young blonde was more than a little uncomfortable under the giant’s inscrutable gaze. 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    Once Erica finally finished with her tongue bath she pulled away just far enough to get one finger under Escrya’s nose. 
 
    “So… how was it?” 
 
    It would be an understatement to call it a loaded question. 
 
    Escrya smiled shyly, but lifted her chin. 
 
    “It was the greatest night of my life.” 
 
    Nina bit down on her apple noisily before nodding. 
 
    “Good answer. You have nice cans by the way.” 
 
    “O-oh, thank you.” 
 
    While the monsters around her were fully clothed, The Amazon was completely nude, and at some point during the night Nameless had stolen most of the covers. 
 
    “They’re different from Milly’s or Ophelia’s, they’re kind of perky like Volka’s.” The Gigas continued. 
 
    “I’m a fan myself.” Nameless said drowsily from beneath the stolen blankets. 
 
    With her master awake, Erica crawled over Escrya to reach him, deliberately rubbing her own breasts against Escrya’s before jerking the blankets away to give herself room to run her tongue from Nameless’s chin to his temple. 
 
    “Morning lover.” She purred; “Did you have a good night?” 
 
    Again it was a loaded question. 
 
    “You know that I did.” 
 
    “Oh, you know that I know. I can taste you on her, it is exquisite.” 
 
    She scrambled around again, this time bringing her mouth to Escrya’s breasts and scraping her tongue across it before suckling at her pert nipple. 
 
    Escrya gasped at the sensation, turning scarlet at the forward Katje’s hungry lips. 
 
    “Don’t mind her, she’s just saying hello.” Milly giggled from the side of the bed, though there was an edge of apprehension in her voice as she reached out and settled her hand on Escrya’s shoulder; “I’m sorry if I made you feel like you were unwelcome.” 
 
    A single tear traced down the Amazon’s cheek at the heartfelt words. 
 
    “I-I swear to you Milly, I will become worthy of your kindness.” 
 
    She yelped though when someone bit the inside of her thigh, looking down she saw it was Volka, the wily angel having somehow worked herself between her legs without her noticing. 
 
    “You have nothing to prove to any of us, daughter of Alcaia. If you were not worthy, you would not be here.” 
 
    Ophelia leaned in from the other side of Nameless and now Escrya was feeling a little crowded with all the monsters around her, not that she really minded. 
 
    The Flutterby gave her a light peck on the lips. 
 
    “She’s right, dearheart. And now we are going to kick our master out of the room so we can talk.” 
 
    “We are?” Nameless said blankly. 
 
    An unrelenting grip seized his ankle and he yelped as Nina dragged him most of the way out of bed before hoisting him in the air with ease. 
 
    It was not the first time she had manhandled him so. 
 
    “We are. You did your bit champ, now let the girls have a turn. So with all the love that I possess: fuck right off.” 
 
    As she stomped towards the door panic filled him and he scrambled futily in her grip. 
 
    “Nina, wait! Pants!” 
 
    Without ceremony she dumped him outside their room and slammed the door in his face, leaving him sprawled on the floor in the hallway, completely nude. 
 
    And of course, of course, Ginger had to have chosen that exact moment to come out of her room across the hall on her way to the showers. 
 
    Having witnessed the giant chucking him out of his room, the redhead greeted him with a cheerful wink and a broad smile. 
 
    “Dude, your dick is enormous! Congrats.” She kept walking on her way to the washroom, throwing one last thing over her shoulder just to add insult to injury; “And like I said: your life is complicated!” 
 
    He slumped against the door to his dormitory with his elbows on his knees, hearing the other cadets stirring throughout the hall as they too prepared to greet the day. 
 
    He thumped his head against the unyielding door and heaved a morose sigh. 
 
    “Don’t I know it.” 
 
    With nothing to do but wait, Nameless waved blithely at the other cadets as they passed, not bothering to cover himself as they jeered at him. 
 
    After a few minutes, the door opened again and he fell backwards inside. 
 
    “Oh! Sorry!” Escrya blurted as she helped him up; “I had thought you took the opportunity to bathe yourself.” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “No towel, plus I kind of wanted to see how things went in there. So uh, how did things... went?” 
 
    He dearly wished to have something on, since they were still standing in the hall in plain sight. But with Escrya fully dressed and clearly intent on leaving, he didn’t want to miss out on the chance to say goodbye. 
 
    She smiled at his awkward phrasing, ignoring the scandalized look that Celeste, Ginger’s Harpy bond-mate, shot them as she left her room to catch up to her mistress. 
 
    “Your wives will speak for themselves I think. As for myself: after last night I... I am fine with leaving things as they stand.” Escrya said warmly before quirking one eyebrow; “For now.” 
 
    He shuddered at the heat in her tone, before standing on the tips of his toes to give her a relatively chaste kiss on the lips. 
 
    Though she still had to bend down to accomadate him. 
 
    “Then I guess this is goodbye, for now.” He echoed. 
 
    With nothing left to say between them she gave his ass a familiar squeeze and with one final look of longing, stalked down the hall. 
 
    He stepped back into the room and closed the door. 
 
    “Can I just say, you two are fucking hot together.” Erica sighed. 
 
    He smiled at her words, but couldn’t stop the automatic glance he cast towards Milly. 
 
    “Milly, are you-” 
 
    “I’m okay.” She said quickly. 
 
    With his concerned look unabated, she drew in a deep breath as she focused inwards to see if that were really the case. 
 
    It was several seconds of silence later before she spoke again, this time with a warm smile on her face. 
 
    “I really am okay. I thought, I don’t know, I thought I would be upset or something, but Escrya has always been such a good friend, since the day we met. I wouldn’t-” 
 
    She looked away suddenly as her voice caught, and once again there was silence as she regained her composure. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that I’m completely against the notion. And I think it was good practice for when you start making Empath babies.” She admitted with a deep blush. 
 
    Erica sidled up to her, purring intensely as she butted her head against the Minotaur’s breasts. 
 
    “Does that mean I get to fuck her too?” 
 
    Never one to miss the opportunity to voice someone’s name in indignation, Ophelia did just that. 
 
    “Erica!” 
 
    “What?” The Katje said defensively; “He got to!” 
 
    “That is different and you know it!” 
 
    Nameless surprised them all when he interjected himself in the debate. 
 
    “No it isn’t.” They all looked to him as he fumbled with how best to express himself; “If we end up- no, if we choose Escrya, then we do so together. So if she isn’t opposed to it, I say go for it, Erica.” 
 
    “How magnanimous of you.” Nina said flatly. 
 
    He blushed at the giant’s tone. 
 
    “You know what I mean!” 
 
    “Yeah, I do. You enjoyed fucking her, and now you want us to.” 
 
    His jaw worked as he tried to find the words to refute her. 
 
    But then... she wasn’t wrong. 
 
    Fortunately Volka came to his rescue. 
 
    “Would that be so terrible? We are creatures of appetite, though some of us more than others.” She gave both Erica and Nameless a meaningful look. 
 
    Nina frowned slightly and tilted her head to one side. 
 
    Her bond-mate could feel her thinking. 
 
    It was a long time before she spoke again, all of them waiting in silence. 
 
    Finally, she gave a decisive nod and looked to Erica. 
 
    “Sorry babe, but I’m next. She’s an Amazon, so she knows how to throw a punch, but I still need to test her.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Milly asked. 
 
    The Gigas took up her hammer and headed for the door. 
 
    “It means I’m going to kick her ass. Because Volka was wrong, she does have to prove herself. I’ll catch up to you later.” 
 
    Erica extended one hand as she was leaving. 
 
    “Hey wait, Nina! What about... that thing I asked you to do?” 
 
    But Nina was gone, and she then cast a sidelong glance at Nameless, as if hoping to keep her secret… secret. 
 
    For his part he played dumb, avoiding reading her emotions to allow her the chance for some semblance of a surprise later. 
 
    Both knew that they were kidding themselves. 
 
    Shaking off her own personal mission involving her heartstone, Erica looked around the room with a concerned expression all over her face. 
 
    “Is... anyone else really worried about Nina?” 
 
    An angel wing wrapped around her as the Valkyrie sidled up to her. 
 
    “I’m sure she won’t take things too far.” 
 
    But through their bond Nameless knew that Volka spoke with more confidence than she felt. 
 
    “There is nothing we can do about it now, let’s go and get some breakfast.” Ophelia said with finality, though her look turned arch as she turned to face Milly; “Or maybe stay in and get some breakfast?” 
 
    The Minotaur turned a bit pink as she smiled bashfully. 
 
    “If-if anyone is hungry?” She asked coyly as she unbuttoned her shirt. 
 
    Nameless smiled and sent a wave of gratitude Ophelia’s way at the distraction; the girls were feeling a great deal of anxiety at whatever it was Nina intended. 
 
    Now they were just hungry, and a bit horny. 
 
    He strolled over to Milly and helped her unbutton her shirt. 
 
    “I am definitely staying in for breakfast.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22: 
 
    Trials 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chained against the wall of the bunker, Yana was in a bad mood. 
 
    Stalking before her was Jonathan Pym, and the lunatic was ranting as he tried to justify his actions. 
 
    “-you see? The Aegis protects humans more than monsters! They hand out licenses for men to enslave these poor girls!” 
 
    He’d been at it for only a few minutes that morning, but Yana was already fed up. 
 
    She gave a snort of derision. 
 
    “You’re a fool. The overwhelming majority of crimes committed against monster girls are by people without proper licenses from the Aegis.” 
 
    Jonathan clutched at his hair in consternation. 
 
    “No, no, NO! That is wrong! You are just another poor girl duped by a corrupt organization!” 
 
    The warleader gave him a look of contempt. 
 
    “Says the madman abducting bonded monsters from their families.” 
 
    Jonathan’s eyes boggled at her words. 
 
    “We’re not abducting anyone! We’re freeing slaves!” 
 
    The Amazon warrior looked to the Antlions all around her. 
 
    “Funny, all I see here are more slaves.” 
 
    The dark eyed girls wore placid expressions on their faces as she spoke. 
 
    Following her gaze, Jonathan shook his head again. 
 
    “Soon you’ll understand, you’ll stand with them and help us. And when it’s over, I promise you: you’ll awaken to a better world, one where you are truly free.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed and she raised her chin proudly. 
 
    “When this is over, I will kill you, Jonathan Pym. I have endured far worse than whatever one feeble coward of a man such as you can inflict upon me. Your dark whore was right, you will never break my mind.” 
 
    “You will thank me one day for-” 
 
    She turned away before he finished, her eyes going distant, as if he were gone from the world already, or simply unworthy of her notice. 
 
    “I will hear no more of your words. You are Neucta, and your ancestors are ashamed of you.” 
 
    He pursed his lips and nervously fingered the platinum-blue anklet containing her heartstone. Seeing him holding it made her heart burn with rage, but she harnessed it, as a warrior should; tempering and focusing it within herself. 
 
    After several seconds he sighed and drew himself up before her. 
 
    “Then I suppose we’d better begin.” 
 
    Every muscle in her body tensed up as she steeled herself against whatever he intended to do. 
 
    His eyes became unfocused and drifted closed, then… nothing happened. 
 
    They stayed like that for ten minutes, she had no idea what he was even doing, she didn’t feel any different. 
 
    But gradually as she waited her thoughts darkened, pessimism and anxiety seeping into her mind as she dwelled on mistakes from her past: Juni being burned, taking her husband’s eye, the death of Kar, shouting at Milly… 
 
    Failures. 
 
    She was a failure, a failure as a warleader, as a warrior period. 
 
    She drew in a sharp breath and rapidly shook her head from side to side in a vain attempt to cast away these thoughts clinging to her mind like cobwebs. 
 
    Then her eyes widened, and she barked out a harsh laugh. 
 
    “Is this it? Is this what you intend? To show me things I know already?” 
 
    She spat at him, the spittle striking his cheek and making him flinch as his eyes flew open. 
 
    “Failure is part of life. We learn from it, we grow from it! No wonder your dark whore thinks so little of you! You are a child!” 
 
    He wiped off his cheek with a frown, his cheek twitching slightly as she struck a nerve. 
 
    “I didn’t really think that would work, but it was worth a shot. Now we do it the hard way.” 
 
    “There is no hard way! You are a fool if you think-” 
 
    Abruptly her words cut off as her eyes grew distant, mirroring his as he invaded her mind directly. 
 
    Yana was seeing herself from the inside out; equipment racks filled with training gear were everywhere, while echoing all around were the sounds of disciplined Amazons crying out as they thrust in unison, practicing with their mighty spears. 
 
    The memories of her failures were still fresh and playing out in the background, but they had no more effect on her here than they did in the world outside her psyche. 
 
    But she was not alone and she braced herself as she felt Jonathan’s presence. 
 
    His mental form was emaciated, starved for love and affection by Evadne, but as wiry and stubborn as a gnarled root. 
 
    He made a vague gesture around them and his words echoed from everywhere in her mind. 
 
    You know, this is exactly how I ended up in a coma for a decade. 
 
    They were circling each other in the training ring, her form stalking with the confidence and surety of a goddess of battle. 
 
    By being foolish enough to violate the mind of a warrior? 
 
    But he shook his head as he stopped moving. 
 
    She wasn’t a warrior. She was just a Lapine, no mental training, no discipline. But she was so stubborn! And I was exhausted, keeping the Aegis working to save the Tenebrae I created was almost a full time job, especially when I had to maintain the farce by helping Sadie ‘cure’ them. 
 
    You vile little snake! 
 
    She lashed out, throwing her battle rage at him as she charged towards him, kicking up the memory of sand under her sandaled feet. 
 
    But even though he lacked the protection of a Valkyrie, he had his own tricks. Her mental assault slid around his oily presence and she found she could gain no purchase on his mind. 
 
    It won’t work. I’ve learned a lot since then, you won’t hurt me the way the Lapine did. 
 
    After several bitter minutes of trying to force him out of her head by doing just that, she had to stop to collect herself, finding that it was surprisingly draining. 
 
    Why are you telling me any of this?! 
 
    At her words he reeled on her and all but screamed into her mind. 
 
    Because I want you to understand what it is I’m trying to do! I will save you all! We will END it all! No more bonds, no more Tenebrae, no more SLAVES! 
 
    She felt his emotions hit her like a blow to the gut, a ball of foiled lust, ambition and determination, as well as a genuine, if perverse, desire to save her. 
 
    After a minute or so he recovered his composure and gestured at her mental form. 
 
    You are strong, Yana of Brael, I don’t doubt that. In your mind I can see every muscle, every part of you. A beautiful warrior, forged by decades of training and combat. But there are cracks in your façade. 
 
    He smiled a predatory smile and once again he gestured at her, this time she couldn’t help but follow his gaze down at her body. 
 
    Just as he said, her mental form had splinters spidering across it, self doubt, regret, remorse. 
 
    And guilt, always guilt. 
 
    Tell me about this, why weren’t you able to save her? 
 
    While she was looking down he had pulled a memory to the forefront of their shared mind. 
 
    Kar stood between them in the ring, but she immediately fell to her knees, her own spear lodged between her breasts. 
 
    Yana flinched back from it, but stood straight and snarled at him. 
 
    I won’t play your sick game! 
 
    I don’t need you to. But you feel it don’t you? Feel her dying, over and over. You dream of it, not a day goes by where you don’t dwell on it. Why didn’t she catch the spear? It was her spear, you yourself taught her how, so why didn’t she? 
 
    He twisted the memory so that Kar did just that, dodging to one side and seizing the spear mid-flight, spinning gracefully with its momentum. 
 
    And smiling as she did it. 
 
    Yana sobbed at the sight of it, her iron will cracking slightly. 
 
    Jonathan was relentless as they watched, his words never stopping. 
 
    She really was quiet beautiful, wasn’t she? 
 
    With an enormous effort, she forced the memory aside, but when it was gone she was panting on her hands and knees from the exertion. 
 
    All the while he circled her, an oily snake, probing for weakness. 
 
    N-neucta! 
 
    Yes. Shame of my ancestors, you’ve said. Still, you haven’t answered my question: why didn’t she catch it? 
 
    But though Jonathan was working hard to keep her attention where he needed it to be, she slipped free of him long enough to draw strength from another memory, letting it play out in another part of her mind while she strove to show him nothing but weakness. 
 
    The memory was faint, clouded with time, but the parts that mattered were sharp and distinct: her mother’s smell, the warmth of her calloused hands gripping Yana’s tiny wrists, and the feeling of her juvenile muscles as she was guided through one of her first stretching exercises. 
 
    “That’s my girl.” 
 
    Jonathan flinched back as the words echoed around them like thunder, his eyes wide as his machinations broke apart under the weight of one of Yana’s dearest memories. 
 
    In one fluid movement, she rose to her full height, towering over the simpering snake that had dared to slip inside her. 
 
    It seems that two can play at this game. 
 
    A cold smile spread across her face as she drew upon another memory, focusing on it with every ounce of her will. 
 
    An Amazon toddler wielding a little spear with growing confidence stood before him, blocking him from reaching Yana, the girl’s youthful face filled with the unshakable stubbornness of a child. 
 
    He opened his mouth to spealk, but Yana couldn’t hear him. 
 
    Instead her mother’s voice echoed around them again. 
 
    “Now my darling, like I showed you: plant your feet and thrust!” 
 
    Doing as her mother bid, the toddler drew her arms back with a sharp ululating cry just as she had heard the adults around her make, her aggressive little vocalization echoed from all sides by her grown-up self in the countless skirmishes she had seen in service to the Aegis. 
 
    All of it was directed at a suddenly staggered Jonathan. 
 
    The infant Amazon thrust, her spear striking his wiry form with enormous force and hurling him from her mind. 
 
    Yana drew in a sharp breath as she became aware of her surroundings again. She was still chained against the strange wall of the underground bunker, still surrounded by dark-eyed Antlions. 
 
    But now Jonathan was sprawled out at her feet, holding his head in his hands and groaning. 
 
    She began to laugh, low at first but rising quickly as she watched the dark Empath try to recover his faculties after her mental assault. 
 
    By the time he managed to pull himself to his feet, she had tears of mirth streaming down her face. 
 
    “Truly your ancestors are ashamed of you, but not for the reasons I had thought! You are so weak! Beaten by the mere memory of a child! I don’t know why anyone holds any fear of you, Jonathan Pym!” 
 
    He ground his teeth together as he glared at her. 
 
    “This is just the beginning, we will-” 
 
    But his shaky words were cut off when she lunged forwards as far as her chains would allow, letting loose with the war-cry of a fully-grown Amazon. 
 
    He flinched away, stumbling over his own feet as she laughed at him again. 
 
    With cheeks burning with embarrassment, he fled, her taunting words chasing him. 
 
    “Come back any time, little Yana will be sharpening her spear for you!” 
 
    Her humour was short-lived without his presence though, the chains binding her were strong and the vigilance of the Tenebrae was unflinching. 
 
    She looked them each over, her heart heavy at the sight of them, some bore minor injuries from their brief struggle with her, and she wasn’t soon to forget the one she had killed. 
 
    Dropping her head she spoke in a fervent whisper. 
 
    “I’m sorry for what has happened to you, sisters. I swear to you, I will be free of this and do everything I can to save you.” 
 
    But the dark-eyed girls remained unmoving. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    “Get up.” Nina said coldly. 
 
    Flat on her face before her, Escrya didn’t move. 
 
    “M-mercy.” She begged. 
 
    “No such thing, not when you might be all that stands between my master and death. Now get up.” 
 
    Escrya had barely returned to the Amazons’ camp before Nina surprised them all by showing up and immediately challenging her to a fight. 
 
    Both Myrina and Tiana had tried to intervene, but one glare from the mountain had them backing off immediately. 
 
    Tiana especially knew what Nina could be like if angry, having once felt the tiny giant’s wrath nipping at her heels as she chased her up a tree after she had inadvertently interrupted a tender moment between her and Milly. 
 
    But the contest between Nina and Escrya couldn’t rightly be called a fight: it was really more of a never-ending beating. 
 
    The Gigas held back her true strength of course, she wanted to test the Amazon, not kill her. 
 
    With blood and sweat streaming off her brow and stinging her eyes, Escrya managed to push herself up on to one knee, but Nina immediately swept her arms out from underneath her with one tiny yet implacable foot, causing her face to land back in the dirt. 
 
    She was relentless, pacing around the downed Amazon as she once more struggled to rise. 
 
    “You think because I let you fuck my master that makes you worthy of him? Quit wallowing in the dirt and get up.” 
 
    “I... I never said I was w-worthy.” 
 
    Nina’s response was to kick her in the ribs, sending her tumbling into the air only to land heavily, the wind gone from her lungs. 
 
    “Then what the fuck am I doing here?” 
 
    “Stop this! Please!” Kaylee begged from the circle of grim-faced Amazons around them. 
 
    Nina’s answer came as the low rumble that warned of an impending avalanche. 
 
    “I’ve told you already not to interfere.” Without looking away from Escrya’s prone form she leveled her hammer at Kaylee; “Next one who interrupts me can join her in the dirt.” 
 
    But the other Amazon wasn’t deterred, not with Escrya in such evident peril. 
 
    “You’re killing her!” 
 
    This time Nina did look up, her glare causing Kaylee and those around her to pull back warily before the giant shifted her focus back to the battered Amazon. 
 
    “Is that true Escrya? Is this all it takes to kill you? Are you this weak?” 
 
    Her words were as much a challenge as they were a taunt, and in either case they had the desired effect, galvanising the wounded girl to plant her fists in the dirt again as she struggled once more to her knees. 
 
    With a final sharp cry she got all the way to her feet, one hand gripping her ribs as she spat blood to the side and matched the mountain’s placid stare. 
 
    “What this? Th-this is nothing.” She panted out. 
 
    Nina waited, it was clear that the Amazon had more to say. 
 
    Rising as tall as her injuries would allow, Escrya drew in a breath before speaking in a clear and steady voice for all to hear. 
 
    “I am Escrya, daughter of Alcaia. And I swear upon the stories that we cherish, the ones that bind us together, the ones that my grandmother entrusted to me before her death-” Her intonation rose as the teller spoke the most important oath she had ever made; “On the lives of my people, both our mothers and our daughters yet to be!” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed as she brought her oath full circle back to Nina. 
 
    “On the life of he who is most beloved, our Valkyrja-datta... I swear to you, giant: I AM worthy!” 
 
    The corner of Nina’s lip twitched; the barest hint of a smile showing at her opponent’s resolve. 
 
    “Then show me.” 
 
    And she did. 
 
    For another hour Escrya repeatedly rose time and again only for Nina to mercilessly knock her down. 
 
    There were no further interruptions from the others, the Saenga and the Brael having come to accept that, despite how difficult it was to witness, their sister had accepted this trial. 
 
    To interfere would disgrace her. 
 
    It therefore did not end until Escrya was finally unable to rise again, having fallen into unconsciousness from the countless injuries the Gigas had inflicted on her. 
 
    Silence reigned in the impromptu arena as Nina loomed over the fallen warrior, staring down at her with an inscrutable expression on her face. 
 
    For a long time she stared, until finally she gave a single nod of satisfaction. 
 
    “Gracious in victory, proud in defeat.” She murmured before turning to face the Amazons; “Take care of her. I’ll be pretty annoyed if you let her die.” 
 
    With that she stalked away, the circle parting to let her through as Myrina and Tiana raced to Escrya’s side. 
 
    “What was the point of this madness?!” Kaylee shouted after her. 
 
    Nina spoke without turning around. 
 
    “When she wakes up, tell her I’m okay with it.” 
 
    Nothing left to say, she left the Amazons to tend to the proven warrior. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23: 
 
    Throwing Down 
 
      
 
      
 
    After all of the interpersonal drama lately it was almost a relief for Nameless to get back to training with Kavanaugh that afternoon. 
 
    Though when Nina had caught up to them and casually filled them in on what she had been up to, sending Ophelia flying off with her medical bag, he had nearly blown it off to go to the Amazon’s side. 
 
    It had taken Volka’s calming aura to stop him, Milly and Erica from doing just that; Kavanaugh’s lessons were a supremely important facet of their training, so the warrior angel would not bend on them skipping it. 
 
    The cadets had been working with the bald instructor for a few weeks now and were making real progress in their ability to identify and counter the variety of lost-tech weapons they could potentially come up against in the field. 
 
    Their main method of combating them was actually more lost-tech, specifically a series of little canisters, each about the size of a plumb, with different coloured rings on them to identify what they were. 
 
    Every member of the Aegis was trained in the use of the three main types of grenades that modern mechanists were able to reverse engineer: red rings for light strobes, yellow for adhesive bombs, and green for stinger gas. 
 
    In his time in the wilds with Miranda Holt, Nameless had seen all three of them used at one time or another, but witnessing her handle them and handling them himself were two very different things. 
 
    Fortunately, though the monster girls in the academy didn’t attend the ‘lost-tech’ portion of Kavanaugh’s lessons, they did attend the ‘applications’ part, training with their bond-mates in simulated combat as they familiarized themselves with the non lethal tools in the Aegis arsenal. 
 
    The only exception to this was Ophelia, who would eventually be filling a non-combat roll once she completed her medic certification. 
 
    They were working in the largest of the training salles, under the close supervision of Kavanaugh and two other instructors. 
 
    The rectangular building had floors padded with brown leather throughout, with a high domed ceiling supported by numerous wooden beams and rafters. 
 
    The padding protected the occupants from the inevitable trips and tumbles, though it did little for wounded pride. 
 
    Baron’s glower would be intimidating if he wasn’t covered from his neck to his waist in goo from Ginger’s latest toss. 
 
    “Your timing’s still off.” Kavanaugh noted; “You missed him with the bulk of it, also if you’d thrown it a bit higher and you’d have suffocated him. The main concern is to catch up both of his arms, so at least you achieved that. Never forget that a perp with a free arm can still shoot someone. Now get the solvent, you have to help him out of it.” 
 
    “Do I though?” Ginger said while biting her lip. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Do I have to? He looks mad.” 
 
    “You think anyone you throw that shit at is going to be happy about it? He’ll get over it, now get him out cadet!” He barked. 
 
    Their focus today was on the adhesive grenades, colloquially known as goo bombs, so they weren’t practicing with the other two types of canisters. 
 
    The strobes emitted a flashing light that was disorienting and painfully blinding, while the aptly named stinger gas would easily fill the room and make breathing agony as it burned the eyes of anyone who wasn’t wearing a special mask and was also stupid enough not to seek out the nearest exit. 
 
    As Kavanaugh said, the cadets would get to experience both canisters as they neared the end of their training, in order to learn how to fight while under their effects. 
 
    The glint of amusement in his eye was telling, so none of the cadets were looking forwards to that lesson. 
 
    As for the goo bombs, with even a small application of the accompanying solvent the remarkable substance disappeared like magic, without even leaving behind any residue. 
 
    Privately, Nameless had to admit he still didn’t understand how the goo could go from a solid to a gas so readily, despite having listened intently to Kavanaugh’s description of the chemical process. 
 
    They were currently working on take downs through teamwork and everybody was participating. 
 
    Well… almost everyone. 
 
    One of the instructors was doing his level best to be patient while trying to persuade the one glaring exception. 
 
    “You think that shit is going to hold me?” Nina asked with a smirk as she spun Milly’s hat around one tiny fist; “Or are you going to try to teach me how to swing a hammer?” 
 
    “No, but...” 
 
    “You ever even been in a fight there little fella?” 
 
    The man placed his hands on his hips, tucking his clipboard under his arm and pinching the bridge of his nose as he mustered his patience against her condescending tone. 
 
    “The point of this exercise is to establish teamwork with-” 
 
    She turned towards Nameless as he worked with Erica and Milly to try to subdue Volka. The human was standing ready with a canister in hand while the two monster girls tried to corral the wily warrior long enough for him to use it. 
 
    For the purpose of the exercise she was forbidden from using her wings save for short hops, but the veteran warrior was easily putting the trio through their paces all the same. 
 
    Nina gestured towards them with the hat. 
 
    “That’s my team, we work fine. See the little guy with the big dick? He points, I squish. Simple.” 
 
    The instructor worked his mouth helplessly for a couple seconds, then threw up his hands in defeat and stalked away to yell at another group of startled trainees. 
 
    “Something I said?” 
 
    In the giant’s mind, her only role was to train Milly and to keep Nameless and her bond-sisters from getting killed while playing at being heroes. 
 
    She was a pragmatist after all. 
 
    Though as she watched the Valkyrie run circles around her master and bond-sisters she had to wonder who would prevail if she and the golden warrior ever threw down... 
 
    She pondered it for some time, watching Volka’s graceful movements, and especially watching how her shield repelled even the mightiest of Milly’s blows. 
 
    In the end she decided she didn’t want to know who would win in a fight. 
 
    Nina would die before admitting it, but Volka’s glowing sword of light unnerved her to no small degree. She could appreciate a weapon that was solid (or even one that was liquid in the case of the Undines), but one that was formed out of pure divine energy... well, she wasn’t sure how to quantify that, and for the Gigas, being unsure of anything was a deeply uncomfortable sensation. 
 
    Today though the angel was wielding a simple baton against her bond-mates instead of her magic sword. 
 
    As Nina was admired the golden blonde’s form, she saw that the practice bout was coming to a head, and she shook her head as she predicted who the winner would be. 
 
    She was wrong. 
 
    Volka knocked Erica onto her back with a twirl and a thrust from her baton, and without the Katje’s protection she easily toppled Nameless with a hard shove from her shield. 
 
    But Milly surprised her, and Nina for that matter, by ducking low when the angel turned on her and almost dancing across the floor on her knees in a circle, her padded spear sweeping out and taking Volka’s feet out from under her. 
 
    The angel tried to compensate with her wings to recover her balance, but the Minotaur pressed her advantage immediately. 
 
    Ignoring the Valkyrie’s shield entirely Milly dropped her spear and wrapped her in a bear hug. 
 
    With her arms pinned at her side and her baton lost in the scuffle Volka tried to counter by buffeting her with her wings, but the stalwart Minotaur ignored them and let her whole body go limp save for her arms. 
 
    In the end, the ancient warrior was bested not by strength of arms, but by weight of Minotaur, as she was unable to hold Milly up and ended up being dragged to the floor of the training salle. 
 
    With her so pinned, Nameless and Erica were able to recover and assist Milly in restraining their quarry so that inevitably Kavanaugh declared it was their victory. 
 
    Anyone that was looking at the Gigas when the Minotaur won the fight would have been deeply unsettled by her expression. 
 
    She was positively beaming with pride, the broad smile an uncommon sight on her face. 
 
    Meanwhile, Volka was... pouting. 
 
    “Best two out of three?” She asked hopefully, unhappy with the abrupt loss. 
 
    Erica stuck her tongue out at her. 
 
    “Sore loser!” She accused. 
 
    “Brat!” The Valkyrie threw back, likewise extending her tongue. 
 
    Nameless chuckled and Milly covered a smile. 
 
    But the instructor wasn’t through. 
 
    “That was good, you two. But she was still able to reach your tamer, if it had been a real fight with real weapons, Cadet Armstrong would likely be dead.” 
 
    It was as if he believed it was his job to take the fun out of everything. 
 
    Volka sighed as she flexed out her wings to adjust her ethereal feathers, which had gotten somewhat squashed by Milly. 
 
    “You are correct of course, Aegis. Milly, early on you were holding back far too much. Caution is good, but not if it causes you to miss a given opportunity. Erica, you have the opposite problem! You get too close, too often, if I wasn’t expecting our husband to protect your flank with those adhesive grenades, then I would have taken you out much earlier in the fight.” 
 
    Both monsters were attentive as she lectured them. 
 
    The instructor had an eyebrow raised; privately he felt a bit put-off that his job had been co-opted by the angel, but he also had to admit, again privately, that she was doing it better than he could. 
 
    Volka turned on Nameless then, a slight scowl on her face. 
 
    “And Husband, again and again, you hesitate! Not out of caution, as does Milly, but for some other reason I don’t fully understand. More than once you had me dead to rights, tied up as I was in dealing with Milly’s spear and Erica’s antics. Why did you not act?” 
 
    Nameless had a sour look on his face as she berated him. 
 
    “Don’t like the thought of hitting you with lost-tech.” He admitted sullenly after a moment. 
 
    There was a beat of silence as she mulled over what he had said, using her bond with him as well as her own empathic powers to suss out exactly why he felt that way. 
 
    She nodded slowly when she came to understand his reasoning. 
 
    “I can respect that you worry about me having to deal with the weaponry of humans again, but you must realize that the lost-tech you and the others use pales in comparison to what I have faced on the battlefield? The tools that you now wield are actually much the same as what the slavers of the Divine Republic would employ to subjugate their prey without unduly harming them.” 
 
    “That... doesn’t really make it any better.” He complained with a frown. 
 
    “But it does!” She insisted, causing his eyes to widen at the emphatic nature of her words; “To see something that was once used for evil purposes turned towards protecting the very creatures they were made to enslave is a good thing!” 
 
    At that point, Kavanaugh had given up on his job and wandered off to keep tabs on another training bout, so it was just the four of them in the corner, with Nina watching from her perch on her hammer against the wall. 
 
    Volka drew in a deep breath as a look of determination spread across her face. 
 
    “No weapon you wield in practice could ever concern me so much as the thought of you going out into the world unprepared.” As she spoke she walked away from them, mentally counting her paces until she reached ten; “Milly, Erica, take a moment to rest. I would train with our husband alone.” 
 
    “What do you-” Nameless began but was cut off as she let out a battle-cry, surprising a nearby group of combatants. 
 
    He now found himself facing the charge of an angry angel, and he really didn’t like it. 
 
    And unfortunately for him, he couldn’t figure out what to do about it before she slammed into him, knocking him onto his ass on the padded floor. 
 
    “A poor showing, my love. Stand up, we try again.” 
 
    The Valkyrie paced off for another go as he scrambled to his feet, more than a little sore now. 
 
    “Volka what-” 
 
    She charged once again, and again he wound up flat on his back, this time with the wind knocked from his lungs. 
 
    “Again!” She all but dragged him to his feet before walking back to the same spot as before; “Remember, I am your enemy now! If you do not stop me, innocent lives will be lost! So we go again!” 
 
    Most of the other training bouts had paused at the intense display, a lot of eyes were now watching, though neither of them noticed. 
 
    This time, Nameless had the sense to pull a goo bomb from his belt, but as she charged, he didn’t use it. 
 
    Instead he tried to roll to one side, much as he had seen Milly and Erica do to avoid similar attacks. 
 
    But they had practiced the move extensively in advance, he had not. 
 
    Stars burst into his head as Volka easily adjusted her charge to accommodate for his clumsy dodge. 
 
    To make matters worse he could feel her annoyance, and the annoyance of his other bond-mates, with his own powers. 
 
    Even Milly had no sympathy for him at this point. 
 
    Ultimately it was the Minotaur’s emotions that got him past his hesitation. So as Volka set up to charge him for the fifth time, he took up a canister in each hand, keeping his fists behind his hips as his Valkyrie once more let loose with her unsettling war-cry. 
 
    Have to time it right... 
 
    And indeed his timing was perfect, but Volka saw the throw coming and leapt over the grenade... only to hear it skitter harmlessly across the matted floor behind her, the device having never been armed. 
 
    She was mid-leap though, and had no time to ponder the implications as he threw the second one. 
 
    The impact with her stomach was negligible, she hardly felt it, but she smiled wide when she felt her mid-section and right side get enveloped in the sticky goo as the ingenious little device went off, much of its contents splattering harmlessly to the padded floor behind her. 
 
    He dove to the side again, but this time out of necessity as she tumbled down where he had been standing, no longer able to control her jump with her goo-covered wing. 
 
    It was not a graceful landing. 
 
    Though her helmet was knocked off of her head by the impact, the brunt of the impact was absorbed by the gunk as she hit the floor. 
 
    Her right side, wing and leg were covered from neck to ankles, it having already hardened to a rubbery consistency. 
 
    There was a yell and a whoop from one side, followed by enthusiastic applause from Ginger as the confrontation ended. 
 
    “Did you see that?!” She demanded of an unhappy looking Wolfen next to her; “That was a perfect toss! I mean, did you SEE that?! Caught her center mass, while she was in the air!!” 
 
    Despite the redhead’s overweening enthusiasm, Nameless wasn’t proud of the accomplishment; the second he had regained his feet he was kneeling by the restrained angel, helping her to roll onto her back. 
 
    “Volka! Are you alrig-” 
 
    Her hair was a mess and her cheek was red from rubbing against the floor, but the look of pride on her face, and the feeling of it that he could sense from her heartstone set in the center of her shield, caused his words to falter. 
 
    “I am fine Husband. Better than, actually. That was well done.” 
 
    “Indeed cadet, it was exemplary work.” Kavanaugh observed, but then he rounded on the other cadets and their monster girls; “But why are you all standing around and staring for?! I want ten laps around the salle from each of you, and don’t let me catch you using your wings Celeste!” 
 
    As the other cadets broke off to obey his instructions he turned back to face Nameless and his bond-mates. 
 
    “Armstrong! You can do yours once you free your bond-mate. Now get the solvent, double time!” 
 
    “Is it just me or is he really pissed about something?” Erica whispered to Milly. 
 
    Unfortunately she didn’t whisper as quietly as she thought, as became apparent when the irate instructor rounded on her. 
 
    “WHY AREN’T YOU RUNNING ALREADY WHISKERS?!” 
 
    She let out a startled yowl and her tail puffed up, but she did as she was told along with her bond-sister. 
 
    The fact was, the veteran Valkyrie had co-opted the lesson and Kavanaugh felt the need to jingle the chain of command a bit to remind the cadets who was in charge. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24: 
 
    Bedside and Broomstick 
 
      
 
      
 
    Escrya was unconscious for the better part of the day, and when she came to she almost wished she hadn’t. 
 
    She hurt. 
 
    She hurt in ways she didn’t realize a person or monster could hurt. 
 
    Hearing her groan, a delicate and soothing hand wiped at her brow. 
 
    “Shh, dearheart, you’re alright. Or you will be.” 
 
    Her eyes fluttered open to find that she was in the infirmary of the Academy, with Ophelia and a stocky human woman she didn’t know hovering over her. 
 
    “O-Ophelia, what-” 
 
    She trailed off though as the Flutterby wiped away a single tear. 
 
    “As much as I love her, Nina can be unbearably cruel. I am so sorry for all of this.” 
 
    But to her surprise Escrya barked out a rough laugh, though she winced at the stinging pain in her split lip. 
 
    “Don’t be! If this is what it takes, if this is the cost I must pay...  I will, I will do it again if I have to.” 
 
    She spoke with vehemence, but ended up groaning again as her body rejected the notion of moving just yet. 
 
    “Maybe not right away though?” She said plaintively. 
 
    Ophelia sniffled, but smiled wanly down at the earnest Amazon. 
 
    “You don’t have anything to prove. Not to me, and not to Nina, not anymore. But never mind all of that, focus on getting better.” 
 
    She leaned down and her scent filled the Amazon’s nostrils as she kissed her on the forehead, but as the Flutterby was about to pull away, she thought better of it, her lips drifting down to plant a gentle and loving kiss on the uninjured side of Escrya’s lips. 
 
    Ophelia’s lavender eyes stared long into her icy blues, until, with yet one more kiss on her lips, she spoke again. 
 
    “Get some rest.” She repeated in an intimate whisper. 
 
    The awestruck Amazon nodded dumbly as the medic behind Ophelia smirked. 
 
    With the caring moment over, the Flutterby fussed with her pillow for a few seconds before smiling down at her. 
 
    “I’m sure the others will check on you when they’re done with their lessons.” 
 
    With that she left with the medic, leaving Escrya somewhat bemused. 
 
    “Thank you, Brooke, for your help with this.” Ophelia said when they were in the hallway of the medical ward of the academy. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, it’s good hands on experience for you.” 
 
    Ophelia let out a very unlady-like snort. 
 
    “Not the experience I would have chosen! Warriors are so stubborn!” 
 
    Brooke shrugged. 
 
    “That’s the job. As an Aegis medic you’ll spend most of you days patching up people too stubborn to get out of the way before they get hurt. Kind of like your friend in there.” 
 
    The Flutterby smiled weakly, thinking much the same: she spent a great deal of her time these days tending to Milly’s bruises from Nina’s training, not to mention her master’s cuts and scrapes from bailing off of the obstacle course with alarming frequency. 
 
    As she rounded the corner she tensed up at the sight of a familiar red figure coming inside. 
 
    “Hey Ophelia, is Escrya okay?” 
 
    The giant’s nonchalance struck a nerve with the Flutterby though, her expression aghast. 
 
    “Is she- you beat her within an inch of her life!” 
 
    Nina frowned at the Flutterby’s indignation, but shrugged in the face of it. 
 
    “Really, just an inch? I was trying for closer.” 
 
    At her side, Brooke opened her mouth to speak her mind, but Ophelia’s hand settled on her wrist warningly as she got control of her own temper. 
 
    Nina didn’t miss the exchange, and she rolled her eyes at the sight. 
 
    “Kay, both of you, with me, right now. Where is Escrya?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Amazon, really pale blue eyes, great tits? Where are you keeping her?” 
 
    Brooke’s look turned cautious. 
 
    “If you intend to hurt one of my patients I warn you-” 
 
    “You warn nothing.” Nina snapped, causing the windows in the hall to rattle slightly; “Now shut up and take me to my friend.” 
 
    A calming voice sounded behind her as Volka came in then, a frown on her face. 
 
    “Go easy Nina, terrorizing the innocent isn’t very becoming, especially in a place of medicine and healing.” 
 
    The Gigas turned and again rolled her eyes. 
 
    “She was pissing me off, that’s not innocent. Now, why aren’t we with Escrya yet?” 
 
    Brooke and Ophelia, seeing no point in arguing with her any further, and much reassured by the Valkyrie’s presence, did as she said and led them back into Escrya’s room. 
 
    The Amazon was dozing, but woke with a start when Nina stomped on the floor, cracking one of the tiles sharply beneath her bare foot. 
 
    “Hey Escrya, no hard feelings right?” She asked blandly. 
 
    “Never.” Escrya responded immediately, smiling crookedly with one side of her mouth. 
 
    “Good, it would be kinda awkward to eat you out if you were nursing a grudge.” 
 
    “Nina!” 
 
    Even as Ophelia spoke, so did Volka, nearly a perfect match for the Flutterby’s scandalized tone. 
 
    When the elegant woman looked to the Valkyrie in exasperation she merely shrugged. 
 
    “What? You do that a lot, the indignant-name-saying thing.” 
 
    Ophelia rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Forgive me for having class! And forgive me for finding unnecessary violence deplorable!” 
 
    Nina’s hand rose into the air and she spoke seriously. 
 
    “I forgive you. Point is: she and me? We’re cool. So you need to figure out how to be as well.” 
 
    “Of course we are uh, ‘cool’! And the violence was very necessary!”” Escrya sat up as best she could, Ophelia fretting over her all the while; “She needed to know that I would stand against any threat to her bond-mate, and now she does.” 
 
    “Sure do.” Nina said with a nod; “So can we put this silliness behind us, because Ophelia, it would be really awkward to lick-” 
 
    “I get it, Nina.” The Flutterby cut her off sharply before she could finish. 
 
    Brooke watched the exchange with pursed lips, saying nothing. 
 
    Seeing that Ophelia was still upset, Nina drew in a slightly unsteady breath, shocking them all as she wiped away a bit of moisture from her eye before clearing her throat. 
 
    “I’m not a monster babe. Okay, I am, but you don’t need to be afraid of me.” 
 
    The budding medic’s eyes softened as she plainly saw the vulnerability in Nina’s posture. 
 
    “Dearheart, I’ve never been afraid of you! I just thought… I thought this was a bit much, I mean, look at her!” 
 
    She waved at the bruises on Escrya’s face as well as her other injuries. 
 
    Nina set her hammed down beside the bed and hopped on top of it to get a better look. 
 
    “Broken bones?” She demanded. 
 
    It took the Flutterby a second to realize it was a question. 
 
    “Um, none.” 
 
    “Internal bleeding?” 
 
    “No…” 
 
    “Ruptured organs? Brain damage?” 
 
    “You know there isn’t.” Ophelia said with realization in her voice. 
 
    Nina patted Escrya on the arm with surprising fondness; a smile had slowly spread across the Amazon’s face after each question. 
 
    “Working with flesh is much like working with steel. You have to know how far it will bend, how much heat it can take, how hard you can hit it without breaking it.” She looked at Ophelia again; “Just like a weapon, warriors must be tempered, or they will break when the time comes that they are truly tested. This is what I am doing with Milly, and this is what I was doing earlier today with this one, just sort of… all at once. She’s had more training so she can take a lot more than Milly can.” 
 
    Unbeknownst to the three of them, Volka and Brooke had left the room so they could talk. 
 
    “I love you Ophelia, you are my bond-sister and I will do anything and everything to protect you.” Once again raw emotion was in her voice as she looked away from the Flutterby; “But in the hall before… I hate the thought of you despising me for doing what I must.” 
 
    There was a long silence between them, Escrya watching them worriedly as Nina wiped at her eyes again. 
 
    Finally Ophelia broke the silence with a sob, wrapping the tiny girl in her arms and kissing her on the side of her head again and again. 
 
    “I love you too dearheart, I could never despise you! I’m so sorry if I made you feel that way.” 
 
    They held each other for some time, Escrya quickly sitting up in bed and wrapping her arms around them as well to assure them that she really was well. 
 
    Their embrace lasted for some time, and when it ended everything was alright between them. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Far away from the little dramas of Nameless’s family, melting piles of snow decorated the woods as the warmth of spring filled the massive wilderness surrounding the Saenga village, the warmer climate in the lowlands allowed them to break free of winter’s embrace long before the civilized lands to the west would. 
 
    Adrian tugged his worn uniform shirt absently before scratching at the beard that had grown in since he first met Olena and the Amazons. He strode with purpose past the many huts, people and Amazons alike watching him as he walked. 
 
    Alcaia had summoned him to the center of the village: one of her scouts had finally returned, and she wasn’t alone. 
 
    He arrived to see a small crowd had gathered to welcome the lone warrior home, as well as greet the monster girl that accompanied her. 
 
    Standing before Alcaia was a Minotaur dressed in a loincloth and little else, and this was no domesticated dairy cow: she held the same wild edge that the Saenga Amazons had, though she had kind eyes as she took in the arrival of the worn Aegis technician. 
 
    Her rich chocolate coloured hair looked as if it had never known the use of scissors, and was done up in thick braids down her back. While colourful patterns were painted across her sun-bronzed skin and her black and white hide with brilliant dies made from wildflowers. 
 
    She nodded her horned head in respect to him before turning back to Alcaia, having no trouble matching the warleader’s intense gaze. 
 
    Evidently they had been waiting on him, and now that he was there she got straight to the point. 
 
    “I am called Helga. My herd and I were travelling north when we found them. Are you with the Aegis?” 
 
    Though she spoke evenly, her tail swished behind her, betraying some anxiety. 
 
    “I am.” Adrian nodded in puzzlement; “Who did you find?” 
 
    She smiled with apparent relief before explaining. 
 
    “A small group of lizard girls, and a strange man with glasses. Also this really big worm thing, she called herself a… Jubby? I have never seen anything like her before.” 
 
    Alcaia’s eyes widened. 
 
    “This sounds like the Troglodytes that our Valkyrja-datta encountered in his adventure! Where are they now?” She demanded. 
 
    Helga’s tail began to swish again as she turned to the animated warleader. 
 
    “In the grasslands, north and east of here. The Jubby does not move so well out of the Sansee, I doubt she could make it to the edge of the woods in the days since I left them. I came looking for help, as from what little we gathered, someone attacked them with lost technology.” 
 
    She spoke with no small amount of fear, but it was heavily tinged with indignation. 
 
    Adrian was doing everything he could to stay patient: this, whatever it was, this was what they had been waiting so long for. His injuries had healed, but his grief was as raw as it ever was, unhelped by the few occasions he had coupled with Olena since their first time together. 
 
    Fortunately Alcaia had arrived at the same conclusion, turning to face her people. 
 
    “No way is this a coincidence, they must have run afoul of the men who wronged us! Sisters, our time for vengeance is at hand!” At her words there was a resounding cry, but she did not join in as she turned to face Hila, her third behind Myrina; “I want sixty warriors ready to leave within the hour! But for the Vohan, we travel light.” 
 
    “As you say, Warleader.” 
 
    The warrior nodded her head, equally unaffected by the enthusiasm of the younger Amazons as she went to see to the practical needs of the war-party. 
 
    Their reaction was apparently more than she was expecting, and now Helga seemed uncertain, looking with wide eyes towards Adrian in her confusion. 
 
    But he didn’t bother filling her in, as he was just as worked up as the Amazons were; his fists were balled up at his side while his imagination had his hands already around the throats of the people that killed Cheri. 
 
    Olena came into the center of the village at the sudden noise and activity, rubbing one knuckle in her eye as she blithely watched Amazons running to and fro in preparation. 
 
    “I’ve missed something.” She observed calmly. 
 
    Adrian whirled to face her, an almost manic smile on his face. 
 
    The sudden news after weeks- months, of inactivity had him buzzing with excitement, tinged with no small amount of blood-lust. 
 
    “We have them Olena! We have a lead!” 
 
    She lifted one eyebrow at him, then pulled out her familiar bone needle and stepped towards him. 
 
    “Blood of the vengeful. I can do all sorts of things with that.” 
 
    His enthusiasm evaporated as she drew closer and he shook his head vehemently and lifted one hand to wag his finger at her. 
 
    “You are not stabbing me again!” 
 
    “Tch, wuss.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at him, but the needle disappeared into her shawl. 
 
    Helga watched the exchange, her confusion having only mounted. 
 
    “What is happening Aegis?” She asked with great trepidation; “I sought only to find aid for the injured under the care of my herd, not to start a war.” 
 
    “It was they who started this!” A nearby Amazon declared with bloodlust in her eyes. 
 
    Just as Adrian had though, the young warrior’s excitement vanished as Olena now looked to her with needle in hand. 
 
    The Aegis scratched at his itchy face and nodded his agreement with the Amazon’s sentiment, but the Witch’s oft times unnerving behaviour had a calming effect and he faced the Minotaur. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I’ll explain everything, just as soon as we are underway.” 
 
    “You are not coming, Aegis.” Alcaia said suddenly from behind him; “Forgive me, but you will only slow us down.” 
 
    “Then someone is going to need to stake me to the ground!” He snapped. 
 
    Alcaia’s eyes narrowed at his harsh tone and a tense silence descended on them and those around them. 
 
    Olena yawned loudly. 
 
    “Stop with all of this. His leg is healed, he won’t slow anything. Unless you think I will slow you down as well?” 
 
    The surprised warleader looked to the blithe witch as she absently took up a broom leaning against the side of a nearby hut. 
 
    “No Elda, but surely…” 
 
    She trailed off as Olena tested the heft of the household item, picking a few broken pieces of straw from its end as she twisted it around in her hands. 
 
    “With the amount of energy in the air around here I could get there before any of you.” She mumbled. 
 
    Once the Witch she was satisfied with the state of the broom, her needle emerged again and she smirked at Adrian. 
 
    Puzzled, but knowing exactly what she was after, he sighed and rolled up his sleeve. 
 
    “Joined the Aegis only to become a Witch’s pin-cushion.” He groused. 
 
    Her needle pierced his forearm so quickly he didn’t have time to flinch. 
 
    “Don’t forget fuck-buddy.” 
 
    She worked his blood all along the haft of the broom while Alcaia, Helga and several other Amazons watched. 
 
    All his life, Adrian believed that it was a myth that Witch’s could fly. 
 
    Mere minutes after she stabbed him, he learned otherwise. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25: 
 
    My Heart, My Claw 
 
      
 
      
 
    Within a couple days Escrya made a full recovery, just as Nina predicted, while Ophelia and the Gigas patched things up and moved on, the two wildly different monsters growing even closer as a result of the whole ordeal. 
 
    Volka having quite literally knocked some sense into Nameless, he improved steadily in their shared combat training, even in just a few days. In fact, he improved steadily across the board, more focused and determined than ever before. 
 
    An ass-kicking from an angel was apparently just what he needed. 
 
    After another long and tiring day, Nameless and Milly were on the couch in the common room of the dorms. With her arm around him and his face resting against the side of her breast, the pair of them enjoying a good snuggle. 
 
    “Why does it seem like we’re always the only ones in here?” He murmured. 
 
    She jerked against him, evidently she had been on the brink of dozing off, her head resting on the back of the couch. 
 
    “I saw Baron a minute ago. I waved, he didn’t wave back.” 
 
    He sniffed. 
 
    “Dickhead.” 
 
    “Don’t say that.” She chided. 
 
    Though she didn’t disagree with him. 
 
    He shifted against her to make room for his hand to worm its way under the hem of her shirt and settle on her tummy, his finger stroking over her flesh. 
 
    She mooed happily at the attention, but lifted her head off the back of the couch when she felt him shift down again. 
 
    Without preamble, he lifted the hem of her top and, with his hand wrapped around the smooth milky skin of her waist, wormed his way into her shirt as she parted her knees to give him room. 
 
    Soon his face was nestled in the warm cushion of her breasts with his nose against her breastbone. 
 
    He let out a contented sigh and Milly giggled at the warmth of his breath flooding the depths of her cleavage. 
 
    “What are you doing Master?” She asked archly. 
 
    He sighed again, eyes closed. 
 
    His words were muffled by her flesh when he finally answered her. 
 
    “Didn’t I tell you? I live here now.” 
 
    For a moment, he considered taking a nap, his face cushioned so delightfully within her shirt. 
 
    But alas, another voice broke into their intimate moment as Ginger entered the room. 
 
    “Hey guys! Wow! He looks comfy!” 
 
    Nameless started a bit, but Milly wrapped her arms around his back, securing him in place. 
 
    “He is comfy.” She said with an almost haughty tone. 
 
    Realizing that he wasn’t going anywhere until Milly allowed him to, Nameless settled in once again. 
 
    But he had come to learn that Ginger was never one to take a hint, and he stifled a groan when he felt the couch shift slightly as she sat down beside Milly. 
 
    “I just spoke to Theo, and he let it slip that we might be looking at field training soon.” 
 
    That got Nameless’s attention. 
 
    “Which one is Theo?” Milly asked with her arms still wrapped around her bond-mate. 
 
    “Instructor Theo Holbrook, Criminal Law.” Nameless answered; “I don’t know that you ever met. He’s the one that pounded the shifty bits of the Aegis charter into our heads so bad I still can’t walk right.” 
 
    Silence greeted his lame joke and Milly felt his face begin to heat up in embarrassment until Ginger snickered at him. 
 
    “Hey I won’t judge if Theo is what gets your boat floatin’.” She teased. 
 
    He was glad that his face was still hidden by his doting Minotaur’s breasts so that Ginger couldn’t see his blush deepening. 
 
    “They can’t all be zingers. Whatever, back to what you were saying. Field training?” 
 
    But before Ginger could answer he felt his Valkyrie’s presence as she came into the room. 
 
    “Ah, Husband, I have found you. Erica would like a word, in private.” 
 
    She ducked low before the couch to give him an unabashed smack on the ass to get him moving, making him yelp into Milly’s tits. 
 
    “Alright! Alright, just… none of that. That’s Erica’s thing.” 
 
    With Milly’s grip relenting, he pulled himself out of her shirt, the pair of them looking more than a little rumpled. 
 
    The Minotaur’s hands came up to either side of his head. 
 
    “Your hair is a mess.” She fussed. 
 
    But the angel all but yanked him to his feet. 
 
    “A problem for a comb and mirror later. For now, Milly, we should all return to our quarters.” 
 
    Something in the emphasis of her tone told him that she and Milly knew something he didn’t, and Nameless could feel impatient anticipation practically radiating out from her. 
 
    “Volka what is-” 
 
    “No!” She said, drawing close and tilting his face up to meet her gaze; “Do not think, do not feel, just come along! Right now!” 
 
    His thoughts scattered by her outburst, he could only do as she said, Milly following close behind wearing a knowing smirk. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll just be here then!” Ginger called after them sourly. 
 
    Not a one of them had even said goodbye. 
 
    Within a few minutes Nameless was standing in their dormitory, all of the girls on the bed save Erica, who stood before him looking oddly bashful. 
 
    “Hold out your hands.” She spoke just as he was cottoning on to what was happening. 
 
    He was somewhat embarrassed to realize that she had swiped her heartstone from him weeks ago, and that he had been too focused on his training to dwell on what she might be doing with it, but now that he was reminded of it he too shared in the girls’ excitement. 
 
    Who doesn’t like presents? 
 
    He did as she asked and without ceremony she plopped something across his palms. 
 
    It was a knife, locked in place into a black and hardened leather sheath. 
 
    It took him a second to figure out how to free the blade, a pair of metal tabs on the rim of the sheath holding it firmly in place. 
 
    The hilt was the same black colour as the cover and had a wavy texture to it, with Erica’s emerald green heartstone set in the pommel and glinting beautifully. 
 
    Just like Nina’s braclet, more than half of the precious gem was set into the pommel, making it impossible to remove. 
 
    Once he drew it, he examined the wicked sharpness of the curved purple blade and marveled at the way iridescent sparkles came from the light reflecting off of the metal. 
 
    The Katje shifted her weight from one foot to the other, still uncharacteristically bashful as she fiddled with her long purple hair, done up in twin tails just below her ears and a match for the blade of the knife. 
 
    “It’s my heart, obviously, but it’s also my claw for you. It will never dull, never rust and never fail to fuck up anyone that needs to be fucked up.” She looked away blinking rapidly: “I originally wanted to give you something beautiful, but I opted for something practical instead.” 
 
    “Erica... this is beautiful. But I think you missed an obvious use for it.” 
 
    He secured it in its sheath and, once he was satisfied that it wouldn’t come loose without pressing the tabs in the side of it, gripped it by the sheath and deliberately pressed her heartstone up between her legs. 
 
    Her hand gripped his shoulder to steady herself and her eyes widened as she gasped at the intimate pressure through her underwear. 
 
    “How the- why the fuck didn’t I think of that!” 
 
    Watching from the bed with the others, Nina scratched her head. 
 
    “Huh, I thought that was the whole point. You know, when you talked about fucking people up? Why do you think I made the sheath lock, not to mention the wavy bits on the hilt?” 
 
    “You made this Nina?” Nameless asked. 
 
    The Gigas nodded, looking as smug as she ever had. 
 
    “Used the workshop where you humans play with your lost-tech. Almost killed that Kavanaugh guy a couple times though, he’s annoying.” 
 
    By that point Erica wasn’t really listening, instead leaning into their master and purring loudly. 
 
    “Don’t stop.” She whispered. 
 
    Her face was resting on his shoulder with one hand gripping the back of his head, her constant purr almost deafening in his ear. 
 
    Having some free time, and with nothing else in the world that he’d rather be doing, he smiled at her. 
 
    “Panties down kitty.” He murmured; “Are you wet enough?” 
 
    She didn’t bother answering, merely pulling her underwear off with one hand and spreading her legs slightly so that he could work the hilt between them. 
 
    “That escalated quickly.” Ophelia murmured as she daintily wiped away a single tear. 
 
    Nina lay on her side with her head in the Flutterby’s lap as they watched their bond-mate and bond-sister. 
 
    “Did you think it wouldn’t?” 
 
    Erica let out a sharp cry as Nameless drove her heartstone inside her. 
 
    Her fingers threading through the giant’s untidy hair, Ophelia giggled. 
 
    “No I supposed not.” 
 
    “This is so naughty.” Milly observed breathlessly. 
 
    Volka put her arm over the cow’s shoulder and extended her wing to match. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    Meanwhile Nameless was adapting quickly to the new toy; with one hand gripping her taut ass while the other worked the hilt inside her, he could feel his kitty’s legs trembling as her pleasure mounted. 
 
    He soon found that she would shift between yowling and purring depending on how quickly his arm worked. He didn’t dwell on it long though as without warning she rasped her barbed tongue over his cheek and one side of his forehead, causing his own legs to go a bit weak. 
 
    “I love it baby, I love putting your heart inside you like this.” He said intimately as he shifted his off-hand from her ass to catch and stroke her twitching tail; “You remember, don’t you? That first night?” 
 
    “I do! Oh I do! I’ll n-never forget, now shut up and make me cum!” 
 
    One of her richly tanned legs wrapped around his, while her arms likewise wrapped around his shoulders so that he was taking most of her weight as her breasts pressed tight to his chest. 
 
    He chuckled as his wrist pumped harder and faster. 
 
    “Naughty girl, I’ll spank you later for that.” 
 
    But she didn’t answer, or rather couldn’t; with the increase in speed she rapidly found her peak and flew over it. He didn’t let up even as he heard her breathing stop and felt her hips were spasming rhythmically with every thrust of the knife. 
 
    “And there she goes.” Volka said to the others with a broad smile; “Goddess but that is fun to watch!” 
 
    Suddenly the breath Erica had been involuntarily holding came out in a gasping moan of pure bliss as paroxysms of pleasure rocked through her body. 
 
    It was some time before they ended, her body quivering against his as he held her up. 
 
    She said something then, though none of them, not even Nameless, caught what it was. 
 
    “You’ll have to speak up my darling kitty.” He teased. 
 
    Repeating herself made his cock, already straining in his pants, twitch. 
 
    “Pants. Off. Now.” 
 
    Despite his arousal, he felt the need to tease her a bit more, the tone of his voice completely clueless. 
 
    “But why would I take my pants off?” 
 
    She swallowed to moisten her mouth to speak in a more complete manner. 
 
    “Because I can’t suck your cock through them, I’m good but not that good.” 
 
    He shuddered, at the erotic promise and she moaned slightly as he pulled her claw free of her pussy. 
 
    “And what should we do with this?” 
 
    With her arms still around his shoulder she gave him a peck on the lips. 
 
    “Give it to my bond-sisters, so they can fuck each other silly while I gobble your knob?” She suggested. 
 
    Nina sat bolt upright, her hand outstretched. 
 
    “Gimme.” 
 
    Erica giggled as she looked to the eager Gigas. 
 
    “Why should we?” She asked haughtily. 
 
    “Because I made it, and I wanna bend Ophelia over and make her squeal with it.” 
 
    The Flutterby blushed scarlet while Nameless and Erica smiled and spoke in unison. 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    A minute later, and despite her feeble protests, Ophelia was on all fours moaning with her dress hiked up to expose her curvy ass while Nina mercilessly drove Erica’s claw deep inside her over and over. 
 
    Meanwhile Nameless was sitting on the edge of the bed nearby with his pants off, the now-naked Katje stroking his erection while her tongue grappled with his in an ardent kiss. Behind him on the bed, Milly was sitting on her thighs with her arms around his waist as she tongued and licked at the side of his head. 
 
    With one last sucking kiss, Erica pulled her face away from his. 
 
    “You ready to cum in my mouth again lover?” 
 
    She always knew just what to say. 
 
    “You gunna swallow it all for me kitty?” 
 
    “I’m going to damn well try!” She laughed before her head ducked down; “Lie him back Milly, then sit on his face or something.” 
 
    The Minotaur giggled, and quickly shifted around on the bed so that Nameless was flat on his back staring at the ceiling. 
 
    He felt Erica’s presence settle between his legs, her elbows resting on his thighs as they got comfortable. 
 
    “Here it comes lover, I hope you are ready because I am pulling out all the stops tonight.” 
 
    While he was trying to formulate a witty reply a dearly loved moist warmth abruptly enveloped the length of his cock as the horny Katje set to her task, taking him deep into her throat in one rapid move as he groaned and his eyes closed. 
 
    “Such a spoiled master, getting a present and a blowjob on the same day.” 
 
    His eyes opened to find Milly’s upside-down face dominating his vision. 
 
    The Minotaur was kneeling on the bed above his head, and even as Erica pulled her mouth up of his cock with luxurious slowness, the cow’s tongue ran from his hairline and down his nose, ending in a deep kiss on his lips. 
 
    Nameless groaned again, though the sound of it was muffled in Milly’s mouth; the angle made for an odd sensation as she worked the top of her tongue against the top of his. 
 
    He reached up and gripped her horns, pulling her closer to deeped the kiss. 
 
    Nearby they heard Ophelia likewise panting and groaning as Nina showed her little mercy with her latest masterpiece. 
 
    With the charged atmosphere of the room he was fighting not to go off too soon, his toes curling as he squeeze his thighs against Erica’s ribs. 
 
    She tightened her fingers in a ring at the base of his cock helping him pull back from the edge. 
 
    “Not yet lover, I want this to last. Seriously Milly, sit on his face or something, I think he needs to be distracted more.” 
 
    The Minotaur didn’t comply, still working her tongue around in his mouth, her hands reaching down over his naked side and stroking across waist. 
 
    Though nobody saw it, Erica rolled her eyes before engulfing his cock again. 
 
    He lasted ten minutes, a monumental amount of time given that Milly never stopped kissing him and he had to listen to Ophelia orgasm twice from Nina’s efforts. 
 
    But there was no more delaying the inevitable, and Erica picked up on that, placing her palms on each of his thighs she drew herself above him to get a better angle before bobbing her head rapidly and increasing the suction on his cock as she employed every trick she knew to pleasure her master. 
 
    The bottom of Milly’s chin and her neck was all Nameless could see, and with her mouth locked on his he couldn’t warn Erica, so instead he released his cow’s horns and tried to reach down to grip the cat’s pigtails, but Milly pinned his arms at his side, her tongue deep in his mouth. 
 
    When he grunted out his release, the Katje bobbed her head one last time before planting her nose into his pubic hair and taking him deep into her throat. 
 
    Her throat moved as she swallowed rhythmically, his warm cum shooting directly down her gullet. 
 
    He thrashed and squirmed as his cock spurted over and over into the tight heat of Erica’s throat, his hips gyrating spastically as his addled brain couldn’t figure out whether to free himself or drive himself deeper into the vortex of ecstasy that was his Katje’s mouth. 
 
    Eventually satisfied that she had taken the bulk of his load, Erica pulled back so that she could draw in some desperately needed air though her nose. 
 
    Her eyes were watering more than a little, but her mouth was still sucking as yet more cum shot onto her tongue and caused her cheeks to billow out slightly. 
 
    She gave a few tiny bobs just on the head of his cock while shifting both fists to work his length and make absolutely certain that she had drawn out every drop of his seed. 
 
    Finally she pulled off of him, chuckling throatily with a mouthful of cum while her hands still stroked him. 
 
    With an audible gulp, she beamed at the room. 
 
    “I fucking did it!” 
 
    She looked around and her smile dimmed somewhat when she thought no one was listening: Milly was still making out with Nameless, while Nina was still going at Ophelia like a little red bunny monster. 
 
    But then she turned at the sound of Volka slowly clapping, the angel had one eyebrow quirked at her, the flush-faced angel having watched the entire performance from just behind her. 
 
    Erica smile returned in full force. 
 
    “Do you have any idea how long I’ve been trying to swallow his load without spilling any?!” 
 
    Her breathing was coming in shuddering gasps as she licked her lips. 
 
    A hand suddenly fluttered against the side of her head, she thought in congratulation at first, but quickly realized that it wasn’t the case. With his arms once again free from Milly’s grip, Nameless was trying to get Erica to stop what she was doing to his sensitive flesh. 
 
    Her hands had been habitually stroking him while she was distracted by Volka. 
 
    “Oh, whoops, sorry lover.” She giggled. 
 
    He let out a gasp as Milly finally pulled her face away from his, both of their lips and faces slick with each other’s fluid from the prolonged make out session. 
 
    “That was amazing baby.” He managed, his eyes looking more than a little dopey. 
 
    It was a little unclear whether he was talking to Milly or Erica, but in the end it didn’t really matter. 
 
    Beside him Ophelia collapsed flat on her face, her violet wings twitching, a puddle of a woman. Her dress still pulled up to reveal her naked ass, wet streaks glistening down her thighs while Nina loomed over her. 
 
    “Congratulations, I guess.” The Gigas reached out to pat Erica on the head between her ears; “Better you than me.” 
 
    Absently she dropped the glistening knife onto the bedspread beside Ophelia’s hip, the poor woman still unmoving. 
 
    Nina flopped down on her back beside her and joined the others in languishing in the post-orgasmic bliss of the two of them. 
 
    A few minutes later Erica was still between Nameless’s legs, absently toying with his flaccid cock with her head resting on his thigh. 
 
    While massaging Nameless’s naked chest, Milly spoke into the blissful silence. 
 
    “So… Ginger said something about field training?” 
 
    Nameless drew in a deep breath and nodded. 
 
    “Yeah.” He let out a long sigh; “Which blows my mind a bit, just thinking about how far we’ve come from where we began.” 
 
    Though it wasn’t what he meant, he could feel Erica nodding her head against his leg: her cock-sucking skills had come a long way. 
 
    He took a deep breath as he thought on what Ginger had said, finally he shrugged. 
 
    “We’ll wait and see what happens, Theo might have just been messing with her, who knows. Besides, there’s some more work that needs doing tonight.” 
 
    He looked over to the only fully clothed member of the family then, Volka was still wearing her armour. 
 
    Ever the selfless Valkyrie, she shrugged nonchalantly. 
 
    “I am alright, I greatly enjoyed simply watching.” 
 
    Ophelia lifted herself up then, finally recovered enough to move. 
 
    She picked up the black and purple knife by the sheath. 
 
    “Nina, Milly: hold her down.” She said darkly. 
 
    Before the angel could react, the Minotaur and Gigas were on top of her. 
 
    Erica’s heartstone got a lot of work done that night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26: 
 
    Crooked Sticks 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even though half of them were burdened with the enormously heavy Vohan, the Amazons led the way through the trees at a brisk pace, and while the Minotaur Helga was more accustomed to running through fields of wild grass, she adapted quickly to the rainforest’s undergrowth and had stamina enough to match the Amazons’. 
 
    As Alcaia predicted, there was no way that Adrian could keep up with them, not when the eager Saenga warriors finally had a trail to follow. 
 
    Luckily, or perhaps not, Olena had implemented her solution with the broom from the village. 
 
    She now zipped along, floating four feet off of the forest floor while Adrian sat behind her doing his best not to throw up whilst the uncomfortable perch crushed his balls. 
 
    After a few days of this, he was incredibly sore in some very unfortunate places, but no way would he back down now. 
 
    Just like the Amazons, he tasted blood in the air. 
 
    It grew easier for him once they exited the forest, no longer was he terrified of catching a stray branch in a moment of inattention on Olena’s part. 
 
    Instead he wondered at the terrain around them as they travelled; swaying green grass spread out as far as the eye could see, the sky above was wide open and brilliant blue, with puffy white clouds traveling across its vast expanse, providing the grasslands with the rains that Helga’s herd followed. 
 
    The sixty Amazons now followed Helga as she guided them on the unfamiliar terrain towards her herd and within just three days of leaving the village they spotted them at the bottom of a low hill in the distance. 
 
    With a forty foot worm monster amongst the Minotaurs, they were hard to miss. 
 
    The herd was resting in the grass on the bank of a winding stream, enjoying the sun while munching on the plentiful fodder around them. 
 
    The arrival of sixty bloodthirsty warriors had them standing though, and soon another Minotaur stepped out to embrace Helga and welcome her home. 
 
    Adrian dismounted from Olena’s broom in time to catch the gist of their conversation. 
 
    “-took us ages to get the mean one to sit down, she kept insisting on leaving to chase after the ones that attacked them. It wasn’t until the human stepped in that we were even able to see how badly her injuries are and give her some of Annabel’s milk. Did you find the Aegis already?” 
 
    “She did.” Adrian spoke then, injecting as much authority into his voice as he could. 
 
    When she turned to face him he realized then what a poor showing he was for the peacekeeping organization; unshaven and wearing the same worn uniform he had arrived in, he did his best to stand tall, despite the agony in his nether regions. 
 
    Alcaia interjected herself before the other Minotaur could come to doubt his identity. 
 
    “Please, lead us to these Troglodytes. We must know what they know. Though I suspect we can guess most of it.” 
 
    Without delay, the Minotaur complied, and soon they stood before fifteen lizard girls, not a one of which was uninjured, all hanging around the unmoving worm. 
 
    Clearly the travel through the grasslands had exhausted the enormous creature, its rumbling snores echoing around them. 
 
    With one hand gripping her enormous blade, one of the Trog’s knelt next to another who was staring sullenly into a bowl of water with her back to them. 
 
    “Bloodletter. Someone approaches.” 
 
    The Troglodyte leader turned and took one look at Adrian before her eyes widened and she got to her feet rapidly. Even with bloody bandages around her shoulder and side she still moved faster than he could react. 
 
    With a harsh shrieking hiss she bodily tackled him to the ground; the soft grass might have helped to cushion his fall but it did nothing for the claws suddenly digging into his neck. 
 
    “You! You did this! You killed my sisters!” She snarled at him, bits of spittle striking his face. 
 
    “Release him at once!” Alcaia barked. 
 
    In unison the Amazons leveled there spears at the Trogs, who in turn put their backs to the Sandworm, its snoring halting as it began to stir while they brought up their enormous blades defensively. 
 
    Though outnumbered, the grim-faced desert monsters were clearly ready for blood. 
 
    “S-stop!” Adrian called out, his voice cracking from the sudden stress of the situation; “Stop this Alcaia! You know what they must have gone through, have your people put up their spears!” 
 
    The claws in his neck didn’t relent their grip, but they didn’t tear his throat out either, their owner looking to the Amazons. 
 
    The warleader and the bloodletter shared a long look, each taking the measure of the other with hard eyes. 
 
    “This softskin is with you?” 
 
    Alcaia didn’t respond right away, continuing to glare at the other monster girl for another ten seconds or so. 
 
    Finally she raised her arm and gave a sharp gesture for her people to lower their weapons. 
 
    “He is with the Aegis, the real Aegis. Judging by your reaction, you encountered the ones who killed his team, as we suspected.” 
 
    The lizard hissed again, softer now as she turned her face back down to examine Adrian. 
 
    “What is the name of the woman who sent you?” 
 
    He didn’t answer right away, confused by the question. 
 
    “Her name!” She insisted, neither her claws nor her warriors relaxing as she grilled him; “If you are truly with the Aegis, you will know the name of the woman who first came to our digsite!” 
 
    It took him a few seconds but he eventually figured out what she wanted to know and why. 
 
    “Holt, the first onsite contact was Miranda Holt, special operator first class. I don’t know her personally, but she has a solid reputation.” 
 
    The angry Trog grit her teeth slightly, clearly wishing her grip was on the throat of her real enemy, but finally she relented and got off of him, one hand pressing to her bloody side as she rose. 
 
    Behind her, the worm turned over, its segmented jaws opening as a nude pink girl emerged to take in the sight of the new visitors. 
 
    She smiled brightly despite the shadows under her eyes and the tense atmosphere around her. 
 
    “Hello, I’m Jubby! What-” 
 
    “Bask, you’re bleeding again.” The lanky man with the broken glasses fretted, interrupting the enormous Sandworm. 
 
    But the Trog shrugged off her bond-mates concern as she stumbled away from Adrian’s prone form to lean against Jubby’s side. 
 
    “I will live, Martin.” 
 
    “You will not.” Alcaia pointed out; “That wound is deep, and needs proper tending. Minotaur milk is wondrous indeed, but it has its limits.” 
 
    More than a few of the Minotaurs surrounding them pouted a bit at her words, but said nothing to interrupt the drama playing out before them. 
 
    “We take care of our own.” Bask’s voice was guarded at the Amazon’s words. 
 
    Alcaia crossed her arms over her breasts. 
 
    “As do we, but we have a common enemy that we would both see dead. You are needed for that and are therefore no use to me if you succumb to your injuries out of stubbornness and pride.” 
 
    “Let them help you.” Martin insisted quietly While Jubby’s tongue stretched out, vainly attempting to see the pair of them against her side. 
 
    Alcaia didn’t wait on consent from the intractable lizard, instead she nodded her chin towards Olena. 
 
    The Witch had been utterly calm throughout the whole encounter, practically oblivious really, as she plucked individual wildflowers from the deep grass around them. 
 
    “Spring’s first bloom.” She muttered as she considered them one at a time before discarding all but three; “Not overly potent, but with many uses.” 
 
    Alcaia sighed. 
 
    “Elda?” She hinted; “Could you properly dress the bloodletter’s wounds?” 
 
    The Witch looked to the lizard and tilted her head. 
 
    “She is in no immediate danger.” 
 
    “All the same Olena.” Adrian said cautiously as he rose to his feet and brushed off his pants, wincing slightly at the stinging pricks in his neck left by the angry lizard’s claws. 
 
    The Witch shrugged. 
 
    “Very well, but her blood is too full of hate right now to serve as a foci, I don’t suppose one of you boys would be willing to release yourself onto her injuries? Both at once would be best actually.” 
 
    Adrian’s jaw dropped at the absurd request while the bespectacled man blinked several times as he parsed her meaning. 
 
    “You want me to... what?” 
 
    “I could make up a poultice, and apply it with bandages like you want, but that would take time to heal.” She looked the lanky archeologist up and down; “You are perfect. You care deeply for her, yes? I would use an extraction of your love from your urine to bind her wounds with magic. It would last as long as you loved her or until the wound closed.” 
 
    “That’s... idiotic!” Bask hissed, blushing fiercely. 
 
    The Witch nodded. 
 
    “It is. As was tackling my friend Adrian to the ground like a temperamental child. It took some effort on my part to make him whole again and I am somewhat annoyed that you’ve damaged him again.” 
 
    Looks of confusion were shared by all as the Trog’s blush deepened from the rebuke. 
 
    “Wait, Olena, are you... fucking with us right now?” Adrian asked. 
 
    The Witch considered one of the flowers she had selected for a long moment. 
 
    “A distinct possibility.” 
 
    “You would make a fool of me?” Bask hissed, her warriors tensing around her. 
 
    Abruptly the world flipped on its head, the sky turned black with tendrils of green snaking across it like frozen lightening. A deep rushing sensation filled the chests and ears of all present while their bellies flopped as if they had been turned upside-down. 
 
    Dreaded anxiety and fear blossomed into their minds as they looked upon Olena’s form, her shawl flying in ethereal winds as her power filtered out of her. 
 
    She glared directly into the bloodletter’s eyes for the first time, while her own glowed with the same eldritch light that tore through the sky as her words echoed out from behind closed lips. 
 
    “You made a fool of yourself! As you are doing now by thinking your bluster will do anything more than draw my wrath down on you! I am Olena of the Seven Crooked Sticks and Three Lost Stones! My mother was Yolanda of Oaken Ashes, she who was one with the Many Covens, who together shattered the world whilst striving to save it from Man’s folly! I follow no coven, and no man, woman or beast has claim to my soul! Nothing governs my actions save my own will, I bow to the Aegis in this matter only for the good of all! Now cease your posturing, you simpering child! Lest my words alone cause your wound to fester and you to die with their uttered curse!” 
 
    All around her were pale faces: the Amazons had all bowed their heads, the Minotaurs were thoroughly cowed and the enormous Jubby had withdrawn most of her nude pink tongue back into herself as she cringed before the irritated Elder Witch. 
 
    Even Bask and her warriors were shrinking in on themselves with dear, an unfamiliar look on the Troglodytes’ faces. 
 
    As quickly as it came the sky righted itself and the world remembered the kiss of the sun against its brow. The green light faded from Olena’s eyes and the anxiety lifted from their shoulders as she delicately sniffed at her flowers before letting out a satisfied sigh. 
 
    Her mouth opening again and her lips moving to speak like a normal person. 
 
    “In other words, take off your shirt so we can get on with this. The bandaging I mean, the pissing thing was obviously a joke.” 
 
    A tense silence hung over the others... until it was broken by someone with far more curiosity than sense. 
 
    “Fascinating!” Martin exclaimed as he vigorously cleaned his broken glasses with the hem of his shirt; “I have heard of the power of the Witches but to experience it firsthand was a real treat! I must find something to write with!” 
 
    His eyes cast about in search of materials for taking notes while everybody else looked on him as they would a madman. 
 
    “You’re cute.” Olena said with a rare smirk. 
 
    It took some time, but soon enough everyone had settled down and the Witch was bandaging the Troglodyte’s wounds while Adrian and the Amazons listened to her story, the Minotaur herd still watching on. 
 
    “Something was off about them, we all sensed it, and when they started to remove the weapons from the dig…” Her look was grim; “I interceded, and they attacked. They freed the prisoners-” 
 
    “How many?” Hila cut her off suddenly. 
 
    Bask wasn’t offended at the interruption, too focused on giving them the facts as efficiently as she could. 
 
    “We had eighty three when they arrived. They led the charge against us and suffered the brunt of our wrath. Maybe half of them still breathe, but we’re all that’s left. My clan is broken. If it weren’t for Jubby...” The furious Trog trailed off as her vision flicking to her exhausted friend looming over her. 
 
    Alcaia listened intently, her expression grave. 
 
    “So perhaps forty miscreants, to add to the thirty men and women posing as the Aegis. All likely wielding more lost-tech than they can even use.” 
 
    “That is the measure of it.” Bask agreed with a quick nod; “But I don’t care if there are a thousand of them!” 
 
    “Nor do I.” Alcaia said mildly; “But I would see them dead, not us.” 
 
    “They must be heading back to the world of men. We take them in the trees, where they cannot see us coming.” One of the younger Amazons declared boldly. 
 
    Hila shook her head, curbing the enthusiasm of youth. 
 
    “That assumes we can even find their trail and catch up to them.” 
 
    “That is the easy part.” The Troglodyte, Sila, said quietly as her tongue darted out; “Once we saw to our dead we followed them across the sand. We’re not about to forget the taste of their scent.” 
 
    Bask spoke with a hiss, her rage barely contained. 
 
    “They’re heading northwest. We need to move, they have a great lead on us that only grew once we reached the grasslands and my injury overcame me.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong, Bloodletter.” Alcaia nodded; “Except about the ‘we’ part.” 
 
    Bask’s eyes narrowed and she spoke flatly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You are in no condition to continue this hunt, and I think you know that. We will not slow down for you.” 
 
    The Trog hissed, but Martin placed his hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Bask… please.” 
 
    His was the only voice in the world she would ever bow to, so after a tense couple of seconds her head drooped. 
 
    “Fine, I stay behind.” Her chin lifted again as she looked around; “Sila.” 
 
    “I am here.” 
 
    “You are bloodletter now. Take our sisters who are able and avenge my failure.” 
 
    The other Trog nodded firmly. 
 
    “I will bloodlet- Bask. I promise you I will.” 
 
    Alcaia, now satisfied, turned away as the former bloodletter spoke to the current. 
 
    She faced the Amazon war-host, barely fatigued from their rapid journey, fire burning bright in their eyes. 
 
    “Our vengeance is coming war-sisters, we have but to chase these dogs down and take it!” 
 
    There was a great cheer from the various warriors, meanwhile Martin and Jubby shared a look of trepidation; both of them thinking the same thing: At what cost? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 27: 
 
    Turning Points 
 
      
 
      
 
    Garland did not get as much snow as Algrade, and what they did get had long since melted by the time the Aegis council decided that Nameless was indeed ready for his field training. 
 
    At least, most of them decided: there was one notable dissenter. 
 
    In the headmistress’s office at the academy a meeting was taking place between Theo Holbrooke, Booker, and Margaret Bloom. 
 
    The instructor had a clipboard in front of him while Margaret sat at her desk, Booker leaning on the side of it as both councilors listened to his report. 
 
    “He’s got heart, no question. And he works harder than any cadet we’ve had in the last couple years. His aptitude grades were mediocre on a few subjects, history, math and the like. But I’m pretty sure that’s more from a dismal early education than anything, and he has improved steadily on his own. He did have the charter down pat when he arrived. I believe Holt had a hand in that. But he is a little too idealistic, not unusual for a cadet his age, he definitely struggles with the grey areas. If I have any real reservations about him though, it’s his size. Hard to subdue a perp when you’re way below their weight class. But then again, I suppose that’s what the Gigas and the Minotaur are for.” 
 
    Booker’s expression remained inscrutable as he listened, while Margaret prodded the instructor to continue. 
 
    “How about the Katje?” 
 
    He shook his head ruefully as he rustled to another sheaf of paper on his clipboard. 
 
    “She’s a natural at any kind of covert skills, unsurprising for her breed. She’s also more than a little street-smart, which makes sense given her background. But where she really impresses me is in her combat ability, don’t see that much discipline with Katje, I’m told she was trained by two different tribes of Amazons and I believe it, the work she can do with those knives is downright uncanny! Together, the pair would be perfect for undercover work, something he also excels at by the way. When the chips are down that kid can bullshit with the best of them.” 
 
    The headmistress nodded, looking to Booker, who remained unspeaking. 
 
    “And the rest?” 
 
    Holbrooke continued to rifle through his notes. 
 
    “Well, I’m certainly not in any position to judge the Valkyrie. She’s likely forgotten more than I’ll ever know about any given subject, and has more combat experience then the entire Aegis combined. Point of fact, if rumours are to be believed our emblem is based on her shield.” 
 
    Like everyone else he had been awestruck by the angel... right up until she had somehow swapped his uniform pants out with a pair two sizes too small. 
 
    He was more than a little tired of people calling him ‘Theo Tight-Pants’. 
 
    “The Minotaur likewise has excellent combat skills, but needs to work on the more delicate aspects of the job, she’s a bit too… earnest, if that makes any sense. The two of them also really stand out in a crowd, so subtlety is out for them.” 
 
    More paper rustling. 
 
    “As for the Flutterby, she’s whip-smart and already has a ton of experience with grief counseling and the like, she actually has a degree in the subject from the university in Algrade, though it’s over twenty years old. She just completed her certification to work as a third-tier medic, and Merlot tells me she fully intends to continue her training all the way up to first.” He shifted his weight onto one leg as both Booker and Bloom nodded their heads for him to continue; “Combined with her counseling experience she’ll be excellent in dealing with trauma victims after the dust settles. Hell, just being in a room with that woman makes me want to talk about my marriage!” 
 
    He chuckled briefly at his own joke, but neither councilor blinked and so his mirth was short-lived. 
 
    Then Booker spoke for the first time. 
 
    “The giant?” 
 
    The man let out a heavy breath. 
 
    “There is the biggest problem with this team as I see it. She is a Gigas! She’s not built to follow orders! She hasn’t participated in any of the training, beyond the work she’s done with the Minotaur. And getting her to pay attention to the most basic lesson has been an exercise in futility. Teamwork is another major issue, since most of the cadets are terrified of her. You’re no doubt aware she put one of the other examiners through a wall on her first day here. Poor woman was just trying to take her measurements. She’s made a full recovery but still…” 
 
    The one-eyed councilor snorted. 
 
    “I figured as much. She’s a blunt instrument, but the fact that she has the strength by herself to match any one of our tac-teams makes her a valuable asset, provided her master can keep her from killing the people they’re trying to detain.” 
 
    Instructor Holbrooke hesitated as he lowered his clipboard to one side; his eyes flicked to Margaret Bloom, who’s expression had soured somewhat, before looking back to Booker. 
 
    “Sir? Are you really considering putting this bunch into the field? We all know the cadet’s value, and if I may say so, I don’t see this as being worth the risk.” 
 
    But it was Margaret Bloom that responded in a stern voice. 
 
    “As I told the council: I have the final say in the matter.” 
 
    Now it was Booker’s turn to adopt a sour expression. 
 
    The one-eyed man stood and turned to the window of his office, taking a moment to look out over the city of Garland. 
 
    “Having an Empath on the payroll is a major win for the Aegis. Lady Essig has never hesitated to step up when needed, but ultimately she’ll always do what she thinks is best. And technically we’ve been squatting in her bond-mate’s house for the last few centuries, so it’s not like we could ever press the issue. We considered recruiting Jonathan way back before he turned out to be a fuck-head, so that’s obviously not going to happen now. But this boy, Nameless, even if we set aside the things he’s already done…” 
 
    He trailed off as he had to take a second to compose himself: he would be forever grateful for the young Empath helping his bond-mate overcome her fear of fire. 
 
    He got back on track quickly enough though. 
 
    “Sadie as much as told us that he’s more powerful than her or even Jonathan ever was. And I know this much for sure: he doesn’t want any special treatment, just as with the other cadets, he has earned his place in the field. We take that away from him, how is he going to react?” 
 
    The instructor was shaking his head long before Booker finished talking. 
 
    “But still, setting aside the Valkyrie, this bunch is the very definition of a ‘rag-tag band of misfits’ how do we know that sending them into field training won’t be a major blunder?” 
 
    Booker turned from the concerned examiner and stared at the scar-faced councilwoman. 
 
    Margaret sighed as she gave in to the pressure from the one-eyed man. 
 
    “Only one way to find out. Pair them up with Semper, he’s got the right temperament for this, not to mention firsthand experience with Tenebrae, in the unlikely event that should come up.” 
 
    “I would suggest someone more-” Booker began but was cut off immediately. 
 
    “The council may be ignoring my wishes to keep him out of the field, but who he partners with is still my call. Grant is cautious, and patient. Two traits you could stand to have more of. He remains third class by choice, because some people are better suited to teaching.” 
 
    She said the last part rather pointedly. 
 
    Feeling decidedly uncomfortable in the tense moment between his seniors, Holbrooke subconsciously held his breath. 
 
    Eventually, perhaps inevitably, the frowning Booker soon gave a nod of acquiescence and the headmistress repeated her orders. 
 
    “Pair him up with Semper. You’re dismissed, thank you Theo.” 
 
    “I... Yes ma’am.” 
 
    After the door closed behind the retreating instructor, Booker took a moment to crack his back with a grunt; though he kept himself in top notch shape he wasn’t a young man anymore. 
 
    Once again he lamented his missing bond-mate: normally Yana worked with him to keep him from stiffening up like this. 
 
    “You better be right about him.” Bloom warned. 
 
    He looked to her scarred face, the severe look in her eyes enough to give him pause. 
 
    Scratching at the patch over his missing eye, he nodded his agreement with the statement. 
 
    “That is the hope.” 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    In a person’s life there are countless innocuous little moments that have no meaning whatsoever. 
 
    A slight stumble, a sneeze in public, a leaf blowing along in the wind and brushing against one’s face; each little event is over and done with without anyone giving them a second thought. 
 
    Indeed people would be hard pressed to remember the time they had to blink rapidly because a stray dewdrop fell off of a branch above them and landed too close to their eye. 
 
    But sometimes, in some lifetimes, something might happen without anyone noticing at all, and yet these insignificant little events can have far-reaching consequences beyond anything anyone could ever imagine. 
 
    Such was the case when Rebecca the Lapine courier arrived at work determined to finally locate Carol Reindel’s missing parcel. 
 
    For three weeks she had been routinely checking the shelves marked ‘Oakridge: Incoming’, but hadn’t seen it come up at all. So she had come to suspect that Carol’s fears of the parcel getting lost were justified and ducked into the sorting facility proper in search of it. 
 
    Normally the couriers only went into the ready rooms for outgoing packages. These were the smallest sections of the massive building where they stored the variety of letters, packages, and parcels that had already been given the blue stamp of approval that meant the sorting inspectors had done their jobs. 
 
    But it was not unusual for the couriers to go into the warehouse itself, to help someone with a particularly heavy parcel, or if there was some overflow from the ready rooms. 
 
    As such, with the exception of one particularly young warehouse worker who gawked at her figure as she searched the tall metal shelving units, no one gave her a second glance. 
 
    Since she knew where the parcel was coming from and the name of the recipient it did not take long for the Lapine to locate the little package, she rolled her eyes and huffed in exasperation when she saw that it had actually arrived over a week ago but had been randomly flagged for inspection. 
 
    Lazy inspectors! 
 
    She shook her head at her own foolishness for not checking for it sooner and slipped it into her bag. 
 
    But whatever misgivings she had about how long it took to find the parcel were drowned by a great swell of anticipation and satisfaction that filled her breast at having it safely on her hip. 
 
    She was greatly looking forwards to her lover’s gratitude. 
 
    Her bag wasn’t empty as she had yet to begin her route, and distracted as she was imagining how exactly Carol would show her appreciation, Becks bumped hard into another courier on her way out. 
 
    An innocuous little moment. 
 
    While neither was injured and they quickly exchanged cheerful apologies, the package in her bag rolled over on its side. 
 
    And another nearly identical box shifted down in its place. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 28: 
 
    Convocation 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ophelia fussed with his collar, striving to get it just right as he stood patiently before her. He was wearing his uniform, freshly cleaned and pressed in preparation for today. 
 
    “You look so very handsome dearheart.” 
 
    “Huh? Looks the same to me.” Nina shrugged. 
 
    “Yeah: handsome.” Milly said with a quick nod of her chin. 
 
    Volka stepped beside Ophelia and gave her a kiss on the ear. 
 
    “We’re going to be late if you keep fussing love.” 
 
    The Flutterby pulled back from him with a sniffle, dabbing her hanky against her cheek. 
 
    The bittersweet moment was ruined though when they heard an odd snapping sound from one side. 
 
    Four sets of eyes turned to see Erica sitting on the bed, impatiently rolling her fingers in a wave over her thigh one after another. 
 
    Like Nameless, she was dressed for the occasion in her full body catsuit, and the skin-tight leather made a hard crackle each time the pads of her fingers struck it. 
 
    She paused with all of the eyes on her. 
 
    “What? I like the sound! Are we leaving or what?” 
 
    “Erica, are you-” Nameless paused as he tried to find the right words regarding her outfit, but balked as he felt a twinge of anxiety from her heartstone; “Are you… sure you have enough knives?” 
 
    It was a really stupid question. 
 
    With Kar’s warm brown leather sheath standing in contrast to the otherwise black garment, she had a total of seventeen knives strapped to her body. 
 
    And if she ran out of those, she always had her claws. 
 
    “I think she looks great.” Milly declared. 
 
    The Minotaur shifted over to loom over the Katje and give her a big kiss. 
 
    “None of that you two.” Nina said drily. 
 
    Erica made a disappointed yowling noise deep in her chest, but regained her composure quickly enough. 
 
    “Uh, yeah, I guess you’re right. This is a big deal right? Field training I mean?” 
 
    She hopped to her feet and kissed Milly on the nose before offering a mischievous wink. 
 
    After taking a second to languish in the familiar love the two shared, and to get over his own hang-ups regarding his Katje’s clothes, Nameless stepped towards the dresser to take up his bracer and Erica’s claw. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s kind of important. We’ll be getting our mentor assignments today, unless I’ve missed something.” 
 
    One arm around the cow’s waist, Erica made a face. 
 
    “Blech, boring.” But then she tilted her head to one side and thought about it for more than a second; “Actually, not boring, I wonder who their going to dump us on. I mean, even I’ll admit that we’re a handful!” 
 
    Once Nameless found a home for the purple blade alongside the numerous lost-tech canisters on his belt, they made their way out of the dormitories and through the academy towards the convocation hall. 
 
    There they joined the rest of the cadets who had completed the first phase of their training as they filtered into the crowded hall. 
 
    At the front of the room was a raised dais with a podium, behind which were a number of uniformed men and women, all standing at attention in a neat line against the back wall. 
 
    A posture the cadets mimicked when Margaret Bloom stalked up to the lectern, her cane sharply rapping against the wooden floor with every other step. 
 
    “Alright people, listen up.” 
 
    An unnecessary request given the sudden silence that filled the room as she scanned the faces of the nervous cadets. 
 
    She paused only briefly to meet Baron’s eyes before she continued. 
 
    It was a little-known fact that he Aegis had been stretched thin for years, so the academy had been fast-tracking their best recruits for some time to make up the shortfall. And as such more than a few looked ready to throw up, but Margaret Bloom’s grandson wasn’t one of them. 
 
    With their undivided attention on her scarred visage, the headmistress’s voice reverberated throughout the hall. 
 
    “Each of you swore an oath, one that makes you part of something far greater than yourselves. And today you join the ranks of the thousands before you that put on the same uniform and made the same sacred covenant, far too many of whom gave their lives to see it upheld. Everything you do, every decision you make, every mistake... all of it reflects on those honoured elders that came before you. Together we are their legacy. Never forget that.” 
 
    She paused in the silence of the hall, once more scanning the faces of the cadets and their bond-mates, as if to ensure they did not miss her point. 
 
    None of them had. 
 
    “From this day on, you will comport yourselves as Aegis operatives. When you leave this hall each of you will begin your field-training. This, as you are well-aware, means a six month internship with a senior operative, followed by an internal review, then a year and a half probationary work on your own. In a moment, Instructor Kavanaugh will read out your names and the names of the Aegis operatives you will be paired with for your field assignments. The men and women standing behind me each have at least ten years with the Aegis, and know exactly what they are doing. Trust them. Learn from them! But also know that they have the authority to end your careers before they begin should you prove yourselves unworthy of this uniform.” 
 
    Without another word she stepped back from the podium and paced from the hall, her cane once more echoing around the chamber. 
 
    Kavanaugh almost immediately took her place and filled the room with his booming voice, clipboard in hand. 
 
    “I will call your name, then the name of your training officer. As soon as you have your assignment, exit the hall. They will meet you there.” 
 
    He proceeded to do just that, reading one name after another from his list in his booming voice. 
 
    The list on Kavanaugh’s clipboard was alphabetical so Nameless didn’t have to wait long. 
 
    “Armstrong, Nameless! You’re assigned to Grant Semper! Assad, Bianca! You’re assigned-” 
 
    Nameless didn’t catch the name of her instructor though as he left the hall as instructed. 
 
    Within a minute of stepping into the crowded antechamber outside the convocation hall with his girls, a voice called out his name from behind. 
 
    “Cadet Armstrong?” The young man turned to find an athletic man with dull brown hair looking at him expectantly. 
 
    Nameless shook the extended hand and his senior smiled as he gestured to his two bond-mates with a nod of his head, a Grizzly and a Gnome respectively. 
 
    “I’m Grant Semper, this is Bruti and Linda.” 
 
    “Um, hi, and it’s Nameless sir.” 
 
    For once somebody didn’t make a fuss over his lack of name. 
 
    “Alright, Nameless it is then.” 
 
    At that moment the massive bear girl let out a gruff growl and opened her mouth wide. Nameless’s eyes boggled at the thick incisors revealed while she yawned. 
 
    Grant didn’t miss his trepidation and chuckled slightly. 
 
    “Don’t mind Bruti, she just came out of hibernation, so she’ll be a bit grumpy for a while.” 
 
    The Grizzly was slightly taller than Milly, maybe six foot eight, with furry rounded ears sticking out of her dark brown hair. Her forearms and forelegs were covered in a thick coat of fur that matched her hair and ended in large paws with enormous black claws. 
 
    Her clothing was rugged and functional, with her little stubby brown tail poking through a hole in the back of her thick shorts. 
 
    She rubbed at one of her rich brown eyes, still bleary from her long sleep. 
 
    “Fuck off.” She said with another growl. 
 
    Meanwhile the Gnome caught his attention when she deliberately nodded her head, and now Nameless had to work hard not to stare at the earth spirit. 
 
    Though she was as attractive as any monster girl he’d met, her curvy figure looked to be made of clay. 
 
    She just seemed so... solid. 
 
    “Hello… I’m… Linda.” She spoke slowly and deliberately. 
 
    Both girls considered the smaller man while their master continued his introduction. 
 
    “Anyways, I’ll be your training officer for the next six months. So we’re going to be seeing a lot of each other. Also, stop standing at attention. Once you complete this training and your probationary stint, you and I will be the same rank.” 
 
    Nameless hadn’t even realized that he was standing with his back straight and shoulders squared, the last few months of training had made it a habit. 
 
    “Right, sorry sir.” 
 
    “Grant, or if you have to, Aegis Semper. Not sir. Same rank, remember?” 
 
    “Yes si-” Nameless cleared his throat; “Grant. Yes Grant.” 
 
    Grant considered the young man in front of him for a moment. He was small to be sure, but he could see the fierce determination behind his eyes. 
 
    “Don’t worry, every cadet I’ve ever had takes about a week to relax, after all the stuff being drilled into you at the academy, it’s natural. But school’s over, time for the real world. You ready for it?” 
 
    This time Nameless didn’t hesitate. 
 
    “I am. What’s next?” 
 
    Grant pursed his lips; normally his trainees were shitting themselves with nerves at this point so he had to admit the kid had moxie. 
 
    He glanced to the assortment of girls behind Nameless and nodded slightly. 
 
    “First thing, why don’t we get out of this crowd and you can introduce me to your bond-mates?” 
 
    The room was rapidly filling up and the girls were being forced to bunch around him in the press of people. 
 
    Nameless nodded, looking around he spotted Nina, or rather Nina’s hammer, making her way to the door, the Gigas already having lost patience with the crowd. 
 
    He took the opportunity for an aside with Grant. 
 
    “Sounds like a plan. I should warn you though, one of my bond-mates can be… a handful.” 
 
    Volka was standing close enough to hear him over the din and smirked at his words. 
 
    Grant gestured to the exit and Nameless’s girls led the way while they talked. 
 
    “The giant? Yeah I’ve heard the horror stories. Is it true she put Danielle through a wall her first week here?” 
 
    The younger man shrugged. 
 
    “Yeah, but in her defense- well, actually there is no real defense. I guess her hand brushed up against her during the physical.” 
 
    The incident in question happened on their second day at the academy, and had instantly cemented Nina’s reputation as one not to trifle with.  
 
    Grant gave a low whistle. 
 
    “Not too shabby. Probably why I was assigned to you, my Bruti here has also had a few dust-ups like that.” 
 
    “Did not. Fuck off.” 
 
    The bear girl’s eyes were still bleary as she reached out with one powerful paw and cuffed Grant’s shoulder, nearly knocking him sprawling into another Aegis instructor. 
 
    “Did… too… funny.” Linda said with a deliberate shake of her head. 
 
    It was odd, though she spoke slowly and her head moved just as slowly, the earth spirit had no problem keeping up with them as they moved towards the exit, although more than once he saw her feet sort of shift through the stone of the floor as they walked. 
 
    A few minutes later they were outside where it was less chaotic, and they were able to make their introductions properly. 
 
    Grant took out a folder and considered the five girls with his cadet. 
 
    “This is quite the force you have here, practically two tac-teams all by yourselves huh? Major overkill for our first assignment but that’s alright. Too much is better than not enough.” 
 
    “So where are we going and who are we after?” Erica asked while trying to hide her excitement. 
 
    Grant’s gaze flicked up to her and the knives bristling from her skin-tight leather suit. 
 
    The corner of his mouth twitched briefly before he looked back to the page in front of him. 
 
    “We’re headed east. Wool-poachers. Five farms have been hit in the last week so it’s past time we shut them down.” 
 
    Ophelia’s wings fluttered in agitation at the news. 
 
    “Oh dear. Are the Lambda alright?” 
 
    “Pretty shaken up, but so far no major injuries, doesn’t look like there is a sexual component to this.” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “That’s not how those poor girls would see it. Lambda are very selective about who shears their wool. It’s very intimate for them.” 
 
    Grant gave a slight nod of acknowledgement. 
 
    “All too true. At first, the people doing this hit them at night. But now they’re being more brazen about it. The last report has them jumping a girl in broad daylight.” 
 
    “Fuckers.” Bruti and Nina said at the same time. 
 
    The two shared a glance at that, matching frowns on their faces. 
 
    “We’ll be leaving right away, you lot geared up? Stupid question, you look geared up.” 
 
    As he considered the group he had to admit he was somewhat impressed. 
 
    Nameless had the same uniform as Grant did, albeit cadet-white instead of grey. He also had the same sturdy belt around his waist, with a number of canisters already attached and easily accessible in front of his hips, not around behind his back like a lot of rookies wore them. 
 
    The knife in its sheath was hardly standard issue, but Grant could plainly see Erica’s heartstone glinting in the pommel and didn’t give it a second thought as he looked to the monster girls at his side. 
 
    Milly wore her brown leather hat, as well as jean overalls and a sturdy pack which likely held most of their supplies, and unlike any cow girl Grant had ever encountered, she was armed: Kar’s black spear resting easily against her shoulder. 
 
    He didn’t look twice at the Valkyrie or the Flutterby, as both appeared capable; Volka wore her armour and carried her shield with a quiet confidence that he would be hard-pressed to match. Meanwhile, filling the role of the team’s medic, Ophelia was dressed in simple traveling clothes, a satchel of medical supplies over her shoulder. 
 
    He pursed his lips though when he took in the Gigas and the Katje. 
 
    Nina carried nothing but her hammer and was wearing a simple black tank top and cargo shorts, with no shoes to speak of; while Erica looked like a leather porcupine with all of the knives sticking out of her skin-tight suit. 
 
    “You look like you’re off to bed.” He pointed first at Nina, and then shifted his finger to Erica; “And you look like you’re off to murder someone in a sex dungeon.” 
 
    “I have my hammer. I’m good.” 
 
    “I fight better in this!” 
 
    Nina buffed her nails indifferently and Erica shifted her weight onto one leg with her hand on her hip. 
 
    Grant raised an eyebrow at Nameless who shrugged. 
 
    “Nina crossed the Sansee dressed like that, twice. Weather doesn’t bother her. And Erica looks sexy no matter what she wears.” 
 
    “Sexy.” Linda echoed. 
 
    The Gnome’s eyes were hooded as she slowly looked the Katje up and down. 
 
    Grant sighed. 
 
    “All the same kids, this is the Aegis, a certain degree of professionalism please. I’m not going to insist on shoes for the giant but no sexy death-suit for the Katje.” 
 
    Erica hissed at him and Bruti growled in response, the bear girl bristling more than slightly. 
 
    Despite Bruti’s warning growl, the Katje was still ready to argue, but she backed off in surprise when Nina put a hand on her arm to still her. 
 
    When she looked to the Gigas she saw that she was watching the Grizzly carefully, her grip on her hammer tight. 
 
    Erica shook off the distraction with a roll of her eyes. 
 
    “Fine! But if you get killed because I run out of knives I don’t want to hear any complaints!” 
 
    She began to strip right there in front of everybody, a few other Aegis personnel walking by with their own assignments made catcalling noises and whistled while Nameless planted his face in his palms and Grant’s eyes boggled. 
 
    “Sexy…” The Gnome repeated, a little breathless this time. 
 
    Standing naked save for a pair of lacy black panties, Erica held her hand out to the Minotaur. 
 
    “Milly, give me something appropriate for mister stodgy-pants over there.” 
 
    She ended up throwing on her usual long shirt, loose over one shoulder, with Kar’s brace of knives on her upper thigh. 
 
    When Grant saw her again his jaw worked in consternation. 
 
    “Who’s my sexy kitty?” Nina smirked. 
 
    “Don’t you have any pants?” The training officer protested. 
 
    Erica held up the tight leather suit, still bristling with most of her knives. 
 
    “I did, you made me take them off!” 
 
    Before Grant could say anything else Volka stepped between them. 
 
    “Aegis Semper, if I may. The longer you two spend bickering over her wardrobe, the more Lambdas will be victimized. Besides, our husband is correct, this is about as unsexy as Erica can pull off without throwing herself in a sack.” 
 
    He met the angel’s amused stare and sighed. 
 
    “My own damn fault for trying to tell a monster girl how to dress.” 
 
    “Does that mean I can wear this?” Erica held up the suit again. 
 
    “No!” Several voices responded. 
 
    With the dispute over the Katje’s wardrobe resolved they left the bustling convocation building behind and made their way out of the Academy with Nameless, Volka and Milly in the front beside Grant and his monster girls. 
 
    Meanwhile Nina lagged behind, snagging the hem of the sulking Katje’s shirt. 
 
    “Erica, you need to be careful of that bear.” 
 
    She received a sullen look as the cat’s pout intensified. 
 
    “What? Cuz of the hibernation thing?” 
 
    The giant shook her head slowly, unusually earnest as she explained. 
 
    “The closest I ever came to killing someone in the ring was fighting against a Grizzly.” The tiny red girl pulled up her shirt to show off a faint trio of scars on her side; “Doesn’t look like much, but when you’re as durable as I am it’s not nothing. They are pretty placid most of the time, but if you rile them up they won’t stop coming at you until one of you is dead.” 
 
    Flying lazily just beside them, Ophelia swallowed at the implications. 
 
    “Goodness, Nina-” 
 
    The Gigas interjected before she could finish. 
 
    “Took a few good whacks with my hammer to finally knock her out. But like I said, it was close.” She pointed one finger at the Katje as she turned to her; “No more hissing at her, especially now. I don’t know much about their hibernation, but the one I met went into the ring like I did: willingly.” 
 
    Erica crossed her arms, her lip jutted out in a pout. 
 
    “He started it! Telling us what to wear like that!” 
 
    “I don’t care what he said, don’t poke the bear. I don’t want to have to kill her just because you can’t control your temper.” 
 
    The irony of the statement was truly staggering given the number of times they had to keep Nina in check after someone pissed her off. 
 
    Indeed it was the irony of the situation that got through to the irritated cat. 
 
    “You’re serious aren’t you? Are Grizzlies really that bad?” 
 
    The Gigas nodded and Erica crossed her arms, her pout returning as quickly as it left. 
 
    “How come nobody worries about pissing off a Katje?” 
 
    “Because a Katje won’t pull your arms out their sockets just for hissing at her, Grizzlies are known to do that.” 
 
    Erica and Ophelia both had worried looks on their face, and therefore missed the tiny smirk on Nina’s. 
 
    Meanwhile Nameless, Grant and the others were having a different, though equally serious conversation. 
 
    “The village of Fairbright is about thirty miles southwest of Algrade, so we’ll need to move it. It’ll take us a couple days just to reach the scene of the crime.” 
 
    “There is no one closer?” Volka frowned. 
 
    “I’m afraid not. Algrade has its hands full as the epicenter of lost-tech crime and the whole area around Fairbright is nothing but farmland, so a major Aegis presence has never really been necessary. There is a small compound maybe five or ten miles north of the village. That’s where the incidents were first reported by the local lawkeeper. But the senior operative in residence is semi-retired and in no shape to chase this down. We’ll be reporting in to him once we’ve wrapped everything up.” 
 
    “How come he is retired?” Milly asked. 
 
    “I’ve never learned the details, some kind of accident on the job, lost an arm. His bond-mate Julia was badly hurt in the same accident.” 
 
    “Oh no! But they are alright now?” 
 
    Grant smiled at the Minotaur’s concern. 
 
    “Oh they’re fine, living the good life actually! I’ve met them a couple times. The pair of them run that compound by themselves, serving mostly to resupply teams passing through on their way someplace else. Not much happens in Fairbright so when Kyle isn’t checking to make sure the locals’ taming licenses are in order he’s either fishing or telling war stories to the kids in the village.” 
 
    Seeing the serious look on Milly and Nameless’s faces as they absorbed all of the information, the training officer couldn’t help but chuckle. 
 
    “This should be a good assignment for you to cut your teeth on. No indication of lost-tech in the report, and once the bad guys see my Bruti they tend to fold before they get in over their heads.” 
 
    “Fuck off.” Volka said at the same time as the grumpy Grizzly. 
 
    The big bear girl rumbled a deep growl at the smirking angel, but Volka simply drifted over to stand in front of her. 
 
    Before Bruti could react, the Valkyrie stood on the tips of her toes and leaned in to give her a peck on the end of her nose, her golden aura washing over her. 
 
    Though they barely knew her, the bashful smile that lit up the bear’s face from the Valkyrie’s presence seemed wrong somehow. 
 
    “You are not the first Grizzly I have met, dear Bruti. I befriended a few of your ancestors, long ago, I’m sure you and I will likewise be friends. Won’t we?” 
 
    The enormous monster never stood a chance against the angel’s sincerity, the smitten girl nodding slowly, but earnestly. 
 
    Though she had to take two or even three strides to keep pace, Nina and the others had caught up to them by that point, the giant giving a little wiggle of her hammer as she voiced her opinion. 
 
    “Even if the bear somehow isn’t enough for this shit, I’m here.” 
 
    Grant’s pursed his lips in thought as he considered the powerhouse. 
 
    “Nina, I don’t doubt that you can handle just about anything we might come up against. But this job is about keeping the peace, not disturbing it. So I’m going to give you a standing order to adhere to whenever you’re in the field with me and my team.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed dangerously and she pointed at Nameless. 
 
    “I only take orders from-” 
 
    He interrupted her with an agitated wave of one hand. 
 
    “Fine, don’t call it an order. But you have to realize that if you screw up, your master gets blamed for it. Right?” 
 
    She didn’t say anything, just stared at him with her eyes wide enough for the whole of her red irises to be visible. 
 
    The same look she gave anyone she was planning on hurting. 
 
    Her glare was deeply unsettling so he didn’t push his luck waiting on a response; though technically his subordinate during Nameless’s field training, she was still a Gigas. 
 
    “A-anyways.” He continued with a nervous hitch in his voice; “Going forwards I want you to follow Bruti’s lead. Unless you spot some sort of imminent danger, you are to hang back and just observe.” 
 
    She crossed her arms over her breasts, her glare intensifying as her eyes narrowed again. 
 
    “Nobody puts baby in a corner.” 
 
    He shook his head in bemusement. 
 
    “I don’t know what that means.” 
 
    The tiny Gigas didn’t bother to clarify, the standoff lasting for another ten seconds or so before Ophelia stepped in, ever the diplomat. 
 
    “Dearheart I think what Aegis Semper is getting at, in his own clumsy way, is that you’re our backup for when things get serious. There’s no need for you to deal with every little thing that comes our way, after all.” 
 
    At her bond-sister’s words Nina relaxed almost immediately. 
 
    “Oh, why didn’t he just say that?” 
 
    The senior operative blinked as the weight of the mountain’s glare eased off of him and his eyes went to Nameless for a moment. 
 
    “I… thought I did?” 
 
    Nameless let out a breath he didn’t realize he was holding as the tense situation was resolved and without a word he reached out and gave Ophelia’s shoulder an appreciative squeeze, grateful that she interceded before he had to. 
 
    With the standoff over they continued on their way, passing through the city of Garland, only stopping once at the Bastion for some last minute provisions before leaving the city behind. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 29: 
 
    Wrong Address 
 
      
 
      
 
    While Nameless and his people were well on their way out of Garland, all the way in Algrade Rebecca was literally running way behind schedule; her delay in the sorting center to find Carol’s parcel had set her back when she already had a full bag of deliveries to make. 
 
    As such she wasn’t as careful as she should have been when she arrived at Renaldo’s bakery to deliver Cordelia a parcel from her family in Kettering. 
 
    Another innocuous mistake. 
 
    “Becks wait! This isn’t the right parcel!” Cordelia called after the bunny’s heels. 
 
    She had opened the box without thinking, the weight was close enough to what she had come to expect. 
 
    Rebecca turned back, already halfway out the door. 
 
    “Oh, whoops, I guess I mixed them up in the sorting center, that one is for Carol! Sorry Cordy!” She giggled. 
 
    But the young baker didn’t answer, her attention locked on the metal pieces wrapped in a worn rag that she had pulled out of the box. 
 
    A cold weight had settled into her gut as she realized what she was holding. 
 
    “Rebecca, you know that Christine studies lost technology?” Cordelia asked slowly, cautiously. 
 
    “Yup!” 
 
    The bunny nodded blithely, not really paying attention as she rooted through her bag looking for the correct package. 
 
    “I’ve seen her text books and I recognize some of these parts.” 
 
    “Pieces of a coffee machine?” The bunny joked. 
 
    She was still flying high from her success at the sorting center that morning, and was looking forwards to delivering the package. 
 
    Though it would have been funny to see her face if she opened the artisanal flour that Cordelia’s father had sent her! 
 
    But the brunette was silent for several seconds as she turned one of the pieces over in her hands. Her continued silence caused the Lapine’s smile to falter until the baker slowly shook her head. 
 
    “I can’t be certain…” She gnawed on her lip anxiously as she spread the rag out and separated the pieces on the table; “Rebecca, I think this is the trigger assembly for a caster.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “A caster- a pistol, Becks. These parts are illegal.” 
 
    The Lapine gave a short laugh and waved her hand dismissively. 
 
    “Don’t be silly! Carol told me ages ago that she ordered the package herself! That’s why she wanted to make sure it didn’t get lost!” 
 
    Cordelia took a long time to answer; her face was grey as she considered the lost-tech parts on the counter before her. 
 
    The more she examined them, the more certain she became; she believed that she could even identify the specific components. 
 
    “Look, see this? This is the spring array. See how the coils meet here? This is the trigger junction. That’s what resets the trigger after the weapon is fired. And this-” She pointed at the two largest pieces of metal that fit together like a clamshell; “This is the trigger housing, everything here fits between these two plates before attaching to the receiver assembly, which I guess is being shipped separately.” 
 
    Rebecca slowly shook her head in disbelief. 
 
    “No, you’re wrong.” 
 
    “Becks-” 
 
    “You’re wrong Cordy! Why are you saying all of this? I thought we were friends!” 
 
    “We are Becks! But I swear I’m not lying! Look, you know Oldeera works with the Aegis, I’ll have her come take a look at it and she can-” 
 
    “NO! I’m not leaving this with you! There has to be an explanation, there just has to be! I need to talk to Carol about all of this, she runs a machine shop so she’ll… she’ll know what this is.” 
 
    Cordelia’s eyes widened in concern. 
 
    “Becks, no, what if I’m right? This woman, she isn’t who she says. She might…” Her voice trailed off at the uncertain thought. 
 
    Rebecca leveled an angry glare at her concerned friend. 
 
    “Might what? Might, hurt me? We’ve been dating for months! I trust her and you don’t even know her!” 
 
    The baker stretched one hand out, but Rebecca was done talking, she scooped up the components and wrapped them back in their cloth before dropping the bundle back into the box with shaky hands. 
 
    “You should never have opened this! Mind your own business!” 
 
    The Lapine all but threw the correct package at Cordelia before whirling in place and storming out of the bakery, the alarmed brunette calling after her. 
 
    She’s wrong! She has to be! Carol... Carol can explain everything. 
 
    The image of Carol’s face smiling at her was all she could see. 
 
    She couldn’t see the calculating gleam in her eyes. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Rebecca arrived at the warehouse late in the day, well past the time the courier service usually made their deliveries. 
 
    She had all but sprinted through the rest of her deliveries after arguing with Cordelia so she was more than a bit out of breath, she pressed on though as she had to talk to her lover, had to have her make this okay. 
 
    The large doors were slightly ajar when she arrived, but before she could knock, she heard the sounds of an argument from inside. 
 
    Anxiety bloomed in her gut and she chewed on her lip as her long ears turned towards the building. 
 
    The words were faint, but with her superior hearing, she could make them out. 
 
    “-that’s two operations blown in less than a year! And now you’re telling me that the retrieval team is overdue?” 
 
    It was a woman’s voice, an older woman she didn’t recognize. 
 
    “Calm down, you’re making it out to be worse than it is.” 
 
    Rebecca’s heart fluttered as it always had at hearing Carol speak. 
 
    “Worse than it- are you being thick Bethany?! How many thousands of coins have you lost so far this year?” 
 
    Bethany? Who’s Bethany? 
 
    “My name is Carol. Keep it straight in that old brain of yours.” 
 
    Rebecca wanted to knock on the door, to be greeted by Carol or even the night manager Gregory just as normal, but now… 
 
    The anxiety in her gut tightened its grip and she swallowed. 
 
    She needed to understand what was going on. 
 
    With care she eased her face into the crack between the enormous doors; if she could just see Carol’s face she knew everything would make sense. 
 
    Through the opening she saw several well-dressed people standing beside the crucible, maybe forty feet away; while to one side of them, the more familiar rough looking men and women who worked there were sitting or standing on the exiting tables for the enormous presses. 
 
    She recognized Gregory, as well as a few other faces, many of whom were fidgeting at the argument playing out in front of them. 
 
    Amongst the well dressed people was an older woman leaning on a cane who was currently shouting at someone just out of Rebecca’s line of sight. 
 
    Where is Carol? 
 
    “This isn’t getting us anywhere, you know that the team I sent out to the Sansee-” 
 
    “The overdue team. The one that cost me a fortune.” The old woman interjected. 
 
    “-will be back soon, and if that haul is half what my intel suggests, we will recoup all of our losses many times over.” 
 
    Carol! 
 
    Rebecca dared to sneak the door open another few inches, a deafening creaking sound made her flinch, but the humans inside didn’t have her ears and she relaxed, if only slightly. 
 
    With the door open more she could now see the confrontation. The elderly woman was wagging her ornate cane at Carol, who was leaning against the press so that all Rebecca could see of her lover was her back and side. 
 
    The older woman was all but snarling at her by this point. 
 
    “You mean my losses Bethany!” She spat out the name; “I bankrolled all of this and you, my little slum-rat, have so far shown me nothing but failure!” 
 
    The muscles of Carol’s jaw tightened. 
 
    “Look, your majesty, you have to spend money to make money, and you of all people know there are no guarantees in this business.” 
 
    It was her voice, but it was ice cold, not the Carol that Rebecca thought she knew. 
 
    She blinked back tears as her eyes watered from the stress. After she wiped away the moisture she saw Carol’s hand slip behind her back, ostensibly scratching at her waist, but the Lapine's angle was such that she saw her grip something stuffed in the back of her pants. 
 
    The old woman didn’t catch the movement and continued with the argument. 
 
    “Enough! I am tired of these endless excuses! You owe me nearly three hundred thousand coins, and I expect to be paid in full by the end of the month!” 
 
    “Or?” 
 
    Her voice was colder than ever and the eavesdropping bunny swallowed at the intense exchange. 
 
    The old woman’s eyes narrowed as she leaned forwards with both hands on her cane and smirked. 
 
    “People disappear in the slums every day. Do I really need to say it?” 
 
    Carol drew in a deep breath as the silence widened between them. 
 
    “No I suppose you don’t.” 
 
    Without flinching, she pulled a lost-tech pistol out of her waistband and shot the old woman between the eyes. 
 
    Rebecca’s world ended. 
 
    She drew in a sharp gasp, both hands shooting to her mouth to stifle her own scream of horror at the sight of the old lady’s face turned into a bloody crater. 
 
    The dead woman fell backwards, her cane clattering to the cold stone floor before she followed it with a thump. 
 
    The Lapine’s eyes were fixed on her still form. 
 
    The murderer turned and leveled the weapon on the well-dressed men now looking distinctly surrounded standing by the crucible, a few had weapons drawn, though none had them aimed at Carol. 
 
    “Looks like it was your boss that got lost in the slums. She thought that money meant power. But I know better. Between money and guns, I pick guns every time. Now, you can either come and work for me, or get lost with her. What’s it going to be?” 
 
    Rebecca didn’t catch their response, when Carol had turned to face them, her face was also revealed to her bunny lover. 
 
    Already fighting to repress a scream, she couldn’t hold back a sob; this definitely wasn’t the woman she knew. 
 
    She had just killed someone, and it meant less than nothing to her. 
 
    After the men had apparently agreed to her terms she lowered the weapon and turned to the others, her own rough employees were all standing now, some openly smirking at the dead woman. 
 
    “Yes, we lost a fortune when the operation in Oakridge was blown. But the dumbasses used an elemental to get the fire under control, so there was nothing left there that could have lead them to us. Business resumes, and now we can continue without that old bag of bones holding us back. Once Tristan and his people get back from their desert adventure, then we’ll be rolling in the dough.” 
 
    Carol tossed the lost-tech weapon off to one of her lackeys and kept talking. 
 
    Rebecca was sick, she wanted to flee, but she couldn’t move. 
 
    This is the woman who she had considered gifting her heartstone to? 
 
    The thought ran through her head over and over as her heart broke into a million pieces. 
 
    Her love for Carol was still there, she could feel it, but now it was heavily tainted with fear. 
 
    She had no idea who that person was. 
 
    “What about the courier?” One of the men asked. 
 
    Rebecca flinched at his words, holding her breath for a long moment as she awaited the response. 
 
    “Our people say she found the parcel, but she should have been here hours ago, so something might have gone sideways. It’s a minor setback. I still think using the shipping companies can work if we can get a toe in the door.” 
 
    “It’s risky.” One of the well-dressed men said cautiously. 
 
    “Hence the experiment with my pet Lapine.” She said confidently before turning to Gregory; “I want bodies on the street, find her. But play nice. Bring her to me, I’ll think of some explanation to give her.” 
 
    “And if she doesn’t buy it?” The same man crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    Carol shrugged and her response was enough to shatter Rebecca’s heart all over again. 
 
    “Then she gets lost in the slums too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 30: 
 
    Assaulting Midnight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Over the course of the day Nameless and the girls had gotten to know their three travelling companions. 
 
    Bruti and Linda were both laconic and spoke in short sentences, when they spoke at all. While in contrast Grant was garrulous and outgoing; when he wasn’t drilling regulations with Nameless he was telling stories about his work with the Aegis. 
 
    His personality was a far cry from the stern instructors at the academy, though Nameless never doubted the man’s role as his training officer. 
 
    As they traveled he constantly felt that he was being measured: Grant would be telling one of his stories and would turn to Nameless or occasionally one of the girls and casually ask what they would do in his place. 
 
    With each time it happened Nameless’s answers grew more confident as Grant was quick to tell him when he was right, or wrong, and if he was wrong then the patient man would walk him through the why of it instead of simply berating him. 
 
    Not wanting any more Lambda to suffer, they traveled until the sun began to disappear on the horizon. It was a warm night with no hint of rain, so they opted not to bother the occupants of the numerous farmhouses they passed and ask for shelter, instead they simply pitched their tents for a bit of privacy. 
 
    “Goodness! How can she stand that much sweetness?” Ophelia said. 
 
    With their camp set up she sat with Nina and Nameless, the three watching Bruti as she ate. 
 
    The Grizzly sat cross legged on the ground, a heavy clay jar with ‘Bruti’s Honey Pot’ scrawled across the face of it nestled against her groin. She was hunched over it and repeatedly dipping her massive paws in to scoop out the honey within. 
 
    The sticky goop was getting all over her face, but she was unconcerned with the mess as she placidly licked it off of her thick black claws. 
 
    She’d been at the jar for several minutes already and showed no sign of slowing down. 
 
    Munching on a cracker, Grant offered an explanation. 
 
    “Like I said, she just came out of hibernation, so she’ll be stuffing herself for the next week or so. Make sure you seal whatever food containers you brought with you, and don’t leave any of it in your tent.” 
 
    Without looking he held the rest of his cracker out, Bruti snatching it away with one sticky claw before it quickly found its way to her mouth. 
 
    “You’re joking.” Ophelia said with an incredulous expression. 
 
    He reached over and rubbed the back of the bear’s head, taking a moment to scratch at her ears. 
 
    Though she let out a murfling sound of appreciation at the attention, she didn’t stop eating. 
 
    “Don’t blame me if you wake up with a hungry Grizzly nuzzling through your leftovers. Oh and if you do, for your own safety don’t try to stop her.” 
 
    Nina’s snorted with a frown. 
 
    “Strange women in my tent should be more concerned about their own safety.” 
 
    Grant gave her an exasperated look. 
 
    “Fair enough, but all the same, she can’t help it. It’s her instinct to forage right now, so if you would kindly take a few precautions.” He directed the request to Nameless and Ophelia. 
 
    He had quickly learned that the two of them were more reasonable than the little red powerhouse. 
 
    “No midnight snacking. Gotcha.” Nameless nodded. 
 
    Nina crossed her arms and huffed. 
 
    Unfortunately, the three of them neglected to mention the ban on midnight meals to Erica and Milly, which led to a very awkward moment when night fell and they all sought their bedrolls. 
 
    As she had countless times before, Erica woke up late in the night and had a drink of Milly’s milk, the Minotaur sleepily holding her close to her breast as she fed. 
 
    But this time, shortly after the Katje had her fill and had dozed off again, they were all brought wide awake by a panicked low from the Minotaur. 
 
    When Nameless got their lantern going they all saw the Grizzly latched on to Milly’s exposed nipple, suckling hungrily in a bid to get at her milk as the cow watched in wide eyed panic, her hands held up next to Bruti’s head as she tried to figure out the best way to get the bear off of her. 
 
    She needn’t have bothered. 
 
    “Oh you mother-FUCKER!” 
 
    “Nina, wait!” 
 
    But Nameless was too slow to stop her, and Bruti roared in startled annoyance as she was torn off of Milly’s teat with a wet pop and bodily hurled out of the front of the tent to crash into the trees thirty feet away. 
 
    Fortunately a shirtless Grant scrambled out of his tent at the sudden disturbance and was able to intercede before his irate bond-mate could charge back at a naked and furious Gigas. 
 
    To say that he was embarrassed would be an understatement, though Linda kept laughing that odd laugh of hers, tears streaming down her face. 
 
    While surprised, Milly was ultimately unharmed by the Grizzly’s invasive snacking and she was able to keep Nina’s anger in check until Volka smoothed the whole thing over with her calming aura. 
 
    They made a mental note to give the hungry bear a healthy portion of Minotaur milk before they bedded down in future, while Erica’s late night cream-cravings would simply have to go unfulfilled. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    While Nameless and company were dealing with the hungry bear, Rebecca fled through the streets, Carol’s package forgotten in her bag. 
 
    For what seemed like ages she simply ran under the harsh orange light of the grid above. 
 
    Over and over in her mind she saw the old lady’s face cave in and saw Carol’s indifference to it, and heard her supposed lover’s promise of death for the bunny girl. 
 
    Tumultuous feelings of grief and fear had spurred her on well past the point of exhaustion and she inevitably tripped over her own feet, stumbling to her knees with a startled cry. 
 
    She couldn’t get up. 
 
    She wasn’t hurt, at least not physically, but she couldn’t bring herself to stand. 
 
    It was near to midnight and the street was nearly empty, but one man stopped at the sight of the broken hearted Lapine sobbing on the ground. 
 
    “Hey there little missy, you alright then?” 
 
    She didn’t hear him at first, too trapped in her own mind, but he startled her when he tentatively laid his arm on her shoulder. A harsh scream tore free of her chest and she lashed out with one powerful foot, taking him in the stomach and sending him sprawling. 
 
    Her instinctual fear was quickly replaced with remorse when she realized that he was just trying to help. 
 
    “I-I’m so sorry!” She begged. 
 
    His only response was a painful groan, but her emotional turmoil and outright fear of the men in Carol’s employ had her running again before he had regained his feet. 
 
    Her headlong flight was cut short a second time a few minutes later when an intense buzzing noise surrounded her and she was suddenly gripped from either side and lifted off of her feet. 
 
    “Be at ease Rebecca! We have been searching for you for some time, you are safe. The queen-of-our-queen sent us to ensure it!” 
 
    Too stunned to even struggle in the grip of the two Hornets that now held her, Rebecca slumped and let them carry her away. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Elsewhere a Hornet queen’s antennae were wiggling back and forth as she kept tabs on her hive, her eyes distant. 
 
    “Honey? They found her, she’s okay.” 
 
    Queen Oldeera hugged Cordelia from one side. 
 
    They were on the main floor of the hive, Hornets everywhere, along with Christine and Miranda Holt with her bond-mates. 
 
    After Rebecca’s hasty exit earlier Cordelia had sought out her sister to confirm her suspicions, then brought everything to Oldeera. 
 
    The Hornet queen wasted no time in ‘abducting’ Miranda Holt and her bond-mates from the local Aegis compound. 
 
    Together they had been waiting for news for several hours. 
 
    “Fuck! That’s a relief!” The brunette let out her breath explosively. 
 
    Oldeera squeezed her tighter. 
 
    “They’re bringing her in now.” 
 
    Miranda crossed her arms, still irritated at being flown into the hive against her will. 
 
    “And you’re absolutely certain that it was a trigger assembly?” 
 
    Cordelia swore and her Hornets glared at the grey-haired woman. 
 
    It had to be the fifth time she asked. 
 
    “Yes I’m sure! Christine!” Her voice came out in a whine as she whirled to face her sister. 
 
    Acting the part of the voice of reason, Christine stepped in and spoke in her defense. 
 
    “My sister has been helping me study since she was thirteen, and I trust her judgment. She isn’t one to make this kind of thing up, or jump to conclusions.” 
 
    She was wearing the full body beige overalls that were the ubiquitous uniform of the Algrade University students, the fabric tight across her breasts. 
 
    She had been brought to the hive in much the same way Miranda had, the Hornets snatching her even as she was on her way home from her last class. 
 
    Miranda sighed. 
 
    “Fine, fine, when your friend is brought in she can-” 
 
    “She’s here.” Oldeera interrupted. 
 
    Two Hornets burst into the building through the entrance above, a shell-shocked Lapine held between them. 
 
    Cordelia was at her side in seconds. 
 
    “Becks! Are you alright?!” 
 
    It took her several minutes to rouse the bunny out of her stupor, at which point the poor girl quickly became a sobbing mess as she tried to explain all of the truths that she had uncovered that evening. 
 
    “What? Becks, slow down, you aren’t making any sense! She shot someone?” 
 
    Miranda was suddenly taking the situation a lot more seriously. 
 
    The bunny nodded and gasped for breath. 
 
    “Like it was nothing. She said… she said, between a gun and money, she’d take the gun every time.” Her voice came out in a whimper as more tears fell. 
 
    “Do you still have the parcel?” Kala asked. 
 
    Cordelia shot the Amazon a glare, but unslung the bag from the limp bunny’s shoulder and handed it off to the troubled warrior. 
 
    While her bond-mate tried to get more information out of Rebecca, Kala located the box in question, holding it as if it were a live serpent before gingerly opening it in front of the mechanist student. 
 
    It took Christine mere seconds to identify each of the parts. 
 
    Cordelia had been right. 
 
    Once Rebecca had composed herself somewhat, Miranda sat her down and took her hands in hers. 
 
    “I’m sorry kiddo, you gotta be beat, but I have to ask some questions. You up for that?” 
 
    The Lapine sniffled, but nodded. 
 
    “Alright then, do you know how many were in the warehouse?” 
 
    She sniffled again, the baker girl holding her from one side, her arms reassuringly tight around her friend. 
 
    “Maybe thirty or forty people work there? I don’t know, I’ve never counted. I just wanted to talk to Carol.” 
 
    Miranda’s cheek twitched, betraying her agitation as she looked to Jan, her Wolfen partner. 
 
    With Jezebel the Gripau clinging to her back, the Wolfen whistled low. 
 
    “Shit, if even half that number are armed we need to go in full force, this could get messy.” 
 
    “My hive is ready to act, just say the word.” Oldeera’s voice was grave. 
 
    The operative shook her head. 
 
    “Not yet, we need more information, we need to know what kind of weapons they have. Ten men with flamers could stop any raid we launch cold. Above all else, we need backup, because if this woman is who I think she is, than that kind of firepower is a distinct possibility.” 
 
    Kala’s eyes lit up. 
 
    “You think she is the one who torched the warehouse in Oakridge?” 
 
    Still looking at the Lapine, Miranda tilted her head to one side questioningly. 
 
    “Physical description fits. Dark hair, big tits?” 
 
    “Yes.” Rebecca whispered. 
 
    The operative patted her knee kindly as her eyes softened. 
 
    “It’s going to be alright kiddo. I know that doesn’t mean much right now, but you’re safe. You sure nobody saw you?” 
 
    “No, they were all looking at C-Carol.” 
 
    Miranda’s eyes narrowed as she measured the bunny’s mental state, the poor girl still looked ready to fold in on herself, and being surrounded by strangers certainly wasn’t helping matters. 
 
    “Okay, and the woman that she ki- that she was meeting with, had you ever seen her before?” 
 
    “No, Carol talked about her a lot though, at least I think it was her. She called her an old b-bitch and said she was her silent partner.” 
 
    “I would bet my left nut that was Anika Gardner.” Jan observed seriously. 
 
    “Who?” Cordelia asked. 
 
    Miranda ran her hands through her hair. 
 
    “Old money. Her family has been here since the founding. We’ve been looking into her, heard a rumour that she was funding all of the arms trafficking in the city. The spider at the center of the web, though we can’t find anything to prove it.” 
 
    “Guess there’s a new spider.” Jan snorted. 
 
    Miranda didn’t miss the way Rebecca flinched at the oblique reference to her lying lover. 
 
    “B-Bethany.” The Lapine blurted. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The old woman kept calling her that: Bethany.” 
 
    Miranda nodded with satisfaction. 
 
    “And that brings it full circle! Bethany Sinclair. Former owner of a warehouse in Oakridge, now a heap of ash, and supposedly deceased for the last eight years, according to her citizenship papers. Clever bitch was using her real name as an alias.” 
 
    Once again she saw the Lapine flinch, and she sighed. 
 
    “Alright, I have enough to send up the chain.” Once again the normally gruff woman softened her demeanor for the traumatized bunny; “When’s the last time you ate anything kiddo? You’re looking rather peakèd.” 
 
    “I’m not hungry.” 
 
    The reply was automatic, and immediately belied by a faint gurgle from the Lapine’s knotted stomach. 
 
    “I’ll get you something.” Christine offered before turning to head to the hive’s kitchen while Cordelia hugged Rebecca from the side again. 
 
    Seeing that the two sisters Lapine’s best interest at heart, Miranda turned to the Hornet queen. 
 
    “I need you to get a message to Commander Dawn Morrow at the Bastion, tell her everything we know.” 
 
    The Hornet nodded. 
 
    “My sweets know every Undine in the city. I’ll have one or more of them here within the hour.” 
 
    Miranda ran a hand through her hair as she looked to her grim-faced bond-mates. 
 
    “The challenge for us then is finding a way of infiltrating this operation. Without setting off any alarm bells.” 
 
    “You could pose as a customer. It is a tool store right?” Jezebel said with one dainty finger on her chin. 
 
    Miranda reached out and stroked her damp green hair for a moment before shaking her head. 
 
    “No dice baby, she may have been half-blind when we raided her warehouse, but the men with her weren’t, we can’t risk them recognizing me. And given the fact that they used Tenebrae in the past, we can’t trust them not to snatch up any monsters that we send in to poke around.” 
 
    Thought they spoke quietly, Rebecca had excellent hearing, and her stomach flipped on itself at what she heard. 
 
    “T-Tenebrae?” She gasped; “Car- Bethany created… Tenebrae?” 
 
    Miranda winced at their carelessness, having been too distracted to remember how good Lapine hearing was. 
 
    She looked to the bunny, but despite the horror in her eyes, she couldn’t bring herself to lie to her. 
 
    “Not directly, but I’m afraid so kiddo. This woman is seriously bad news and she keeps even worse company.” 
 
    She left out the part involving Evadne and Jonathan, since it was privileged information and would only add to the Lapine’s already troubled mind. 
 
    But while Rebecca’s mind was troubled, something else had taken root in it. 
 
    Anger. 
 
    Genuine rage that beat her other feelings into submission. 
 
    Messing with lost-tech was bad enough, but turning a monster girl into Tenebrae was the most despicable thing a human could do. 
 
    The fire that had started in her belly quickly spread and her back straightened as she stood from the circular couch to face the operative. 
 
    She took a moment to draw her forearm across her face to wipe away the last of her tears before setting her jaw. 
 
    “I’ll do it.” 
 
    Miranda’s eyes narrowed, but it was Cordelia that responded, having stood when the bunny did. 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “I’ll find out whatever you need to know.” 
 
    The brunette’s eyes boggled. 
 
    “Absolutely not!” 
 
    The senior Aegis operative shook her head in tandem with the baker. 
 
    “Miss Rebecca, while we appreciate the offer, I’m not comfortable sending a civilian into-” 
 
    “Who else could find out what you need to know?” The bunny demanded. 
 
    The people in the hive went silent, surprised at her vehemence. 
 
    She drew in a deep breath to steady her nerve before she pressed her point. 
 
    “Carol trusts me. Or at least she has no reason not to. I’m just a courier to her.” Her throat closed momentarily when she realized how true the statement was, but she swallowed and quickly continued on; “And besides, if I don’t show up, or just suddenly disappear, then she’ll definitely know that something is up, right?” 
 
    “She… has a point.” The Wolfen murmured. 
 
    Her bond-mate frowned, but didn’t say anything for a long time, simply staring at Rebecca, measuring her resolve. 
 
    “You do understand that if you make one misstep, one mistake, this women or one of her cohorts will very likely kill you?” She said seriously. 
 
    “I… I understand that. But someone has to stop her, and if not me, then who?” 
 
    Miranda’s answer was as immediate as it was blunt. 
 
    “Trained operatives who are fully prepared for the kind of undercover work that you are proposing.” 
 
    The bunny’s lip trembled as she yet again felt the sting of rejection from the Aegis, but she raised her chin and set her jaw. 
 
    “Are any of them sleeping with your prime suspect?” 
 
    The operative opened her mouth to argue, only to close it helplessly. 
 
    But Cordelia had been holding her tongue for long enough. 
 
    “No way!” She leaned in and shifted forwards a bit, placing herself between Rebecca and the Aegis; “Becks, you can’t be serious, this is way too dangerous! Please, just let them-” 
 
    “I know!” The Lapine interrupted her sharply; “I was there when she told her men that if I found out what they were doing she’d kill me!” 
 
    “Then why are you doing this?!” 
 
    “Because she isn’t going to find out! I’ll play the stupid little bunny, I’ll even fuck her again if I have to! I will do whatever it takes to keep her from hurting anyone else!” 
 
    Cordelia released Rebecca’s shoulder, her hands balling into fists as she held them to her chest. 
 
    The Lapine’s determination continued to surprise her. 
 
    “Arlight, enough.” Miranda said; “If we are going to do this, IF. It isn’t happening tonight. Or even tomorrow.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “But nothing, I can’t authorize something like this alone, I’ll need to contact the council. And you need food and a decent night’s sleep, and after that we would still need time to prep you.” 
 
    Rebecca voiced her objection again, pressing past Cordelia to stand before the grey-haired woman and state the obvious. 
 
    “But she’ll know something is wrong!” 
 
    Miranda smiled with one side of her mouth and shook her head. 
 
    “No. She won’t. Because we are going to come up with a plausible lie, and we are going to drill it into your mind to the point that you believe it too. Though again, that is assuming we receive the go-ahead from the council.” 
 
    She pinched the bridge of her nose and shook her head slightly as she considered the prospect of sending an untrained Lapine into such danger. 
 
    When she again looked to measure Rebecca’s resolve she barked out a sharp laugh. 
 
    “The hardest part for you is probably going to be your ears.” 
 
    “My- wait, what?” 
 
    “Rebecca, your ears have been flat to your head since the Hornets brought you in.” 
 
    She blinked rapidly, realizing that the Aegis woman was right. 
 
    It took a bit of effort but she managed to straighten them most of the way back to normal, struggling to mentally override her own body’s natural response to stress. 
 
    Miranda nodded. 
 
    “Better, but still needs work. Simple things like this can give you away instantly. It’s just the kind of thing undercover operatives train to repress.” 
 
    The bunny swallowed as she focused more on her ears than she probably had since she had them pierced. It flew in the face of her every instinct, like exposing your belly to a predator, but she managed to straighten them completely. 
 
    Then, at a hidden gesture from her bond-mate, the Amazon sharply clapped her hands together and Rebecca’s ears went flat to her head again when she flinched. 
 
    “And now you are dead.” Miranda said bluntly. 
 
    “I’m trying!” 
 
    The operative held her hands up placatingly, but Cordelia stepped in then. 
 
    Having determined that there was no talking Rebecca out of her current course of action, she had decided the only thing to do was help her in any way she could. 
 
    “What if she had a reason to be nervous?” 
 
    Miranda pursed his lips. 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “A few weeks ago I was mugged. Well, more like poorly threatened by a scared kid, but whatever.” Her eyes flickered to the Hornets around her; “So what if she was attacked? It would explain away any nerves or jumpiness.” 
 
    The operative’s eyebrows rose and her eyes widened in surprise. 
 
    “That… might work. No, actually, that would definitely work. And it would also explain her brief absence; the lawkeepers would take you into protective custody while they contacted the Aegis.” She scratched at her chin for a moment, then gave a decisive nod; “Alright, you were attacked while passing through part of the slums on your route, by a pair of women who looked just like us.” 
 
    Despite the seriousness of what she was attempting to do, the Lapine had to suppress a giggle at her words. 
 
    “It’s not enough though.” Cordelia said slowly. 
 
    “What do you mean?” The Aegis operative asked with a puzzled frown. 
 
    The baker stepped in front of Rebecca, her head tilted to one side. 
 
    “She needs proof.” 
 
    The Lapine blinked. 
 
    “Proof? What pro-” 
 
    She was cut off when Cordelia drew her arm back and her fist made contact with the bunny’s face. 
 
    Several things happened at once. 
 
    The Aegis operative, quick as a whip, seized the brunette and pulled her away while the others let out startled exclamations. 
 
    “Cordelia!” Christine gasped, dropping the plate of neatly sliced carrots she had just brought in from the kitchen. 
 
    “Honey!” Oldeera likewise cried out. 
 
    Meanwhile Rebecca stumbled back as her hands cradled her cheek. 
 
    “Sonofabitch that hurt!” 
 
    “Like I said: proof.” Cordelia said smugly as she shook out her hand. 
 
    “That wasn’t necessary!” The operative said severely. 
 
    She had the sense to release her though when she saw Hornets bristling all around them. 
 
    Rubbing at her jaw and wiping surprised tears from her eyes, Rebecca surprised them with a short laugh that quickly diffused the tension in the room. 
 
    “No, it’s fine, she’s right. Look!” 
 
    Standing up straight again she indicated her ears with her thumb, both quite firmly flat to her head. 
 
    The operative drew in a deep breath, before letting it out explosively and shaking her head with a chuckle. 
 
    “You got spunk kiddo. Let me see?” 
 
    With her hands she gently cupped the bunny’s face and tilted it to one side, examining the rapidly reddening mark just under her eye. 
 
    Rebecca heart nearly stopped when she locked eyes for the first time with Miranda’s steely greys. 
 
    “That was a hell of a hook Queen Loskins, this’ll be a proper shiner by morning. Though I would strongly advise you to avoid physically assaulting monster girls in front of the Aegis in future.” 
 
    “Duly noted.” She responded drily before turning to one of her Hornets; “Can you get us some ice please lovey?” 
 
    “At once my queen.” With a buzz she flew past the flummoxed Christine towards the hive’s kitchen. 
 
    “Alright, now that your cover is established it’s past time I found out whether or not we’re going to use it, here’s hoping you didn’t get decked for nothing.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 31: 
 
    Felled in Darkness 
 
      
 
      
 
    Yana was exhausted, physically and mentally, but pride swelled in her breast. 
 
    Jonathan had invaded her mind several times since she had first driven him back, consistently trying to use her own regrets against her. Each time he met with failure, her mother’s encouraging words proving to be a powerful talisman against his dark efforts. 
 
    And after every attempt he seemed weaker for the next. 
 
    Once again he stood before her, his eyes had dark circles under them and if possible he had lost even more weight. 
 
    “Back for another beating eh?” She said cheerily. 
 
    He didn’t say anything, so she shrugged indifferently and began to marshal her defenses by bringing the memories of her childhood to bear. 
 
    But he didn’t enter her mind. 
 
    She waited, but it didn’t happen. 
 
    When she finally looked towards him she saw that he was holding her heartstone anklet in his palm with the closed fist of his opposite hand hovering over it like a hammer waiting to drop. 
 
    Though she didn’t like to talk to him more than necessary, it was fair to say she was curious. 
 
    “I haven’t got all day.” She prodded blithely. 
 
    “If I cross this line, she might kill us both.” 
 
    Yana frowned, her gaze drifting back to his closed fist, still hovering over her heartstone. 
 
    “Whatever you attempt, you will fail.” 
 
    “No.” He shook his head; “I’m certain this will work, but the cost might be too great, even for her.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at him, she couldn’t help it, she had long since stopped taking him seriously. 
 
    “You’re deluding yourself. Though that wicked creature will surely kill you someday, and probably me as well, you will fail. You know that you can’t break me, I’m-” 
 
    His head snapped up and he glared at her with his dark eyes. 
 
    “Enough! I’ve had enough! I’m done trying, I’m so sick of all of this! I just want it to be over!” 
 
    Yana froze as she heard a faint clink; his fist had opened and dropped something into his palm next to the anklet when he shouted at her. 
 
    Her eyes widened when she saw that it was a pitch black heartstone, darker than any she had ever seen. 
 
    A chill she couldn’t account for ran down her spine, as if she was staring into a dark gateway within which lurked some terrible danger. 
 
    Her mouth opened to demand answers, but after taking a moment to collect himself he turned to the ever vigilant Tenebrae around them and gestured towards her chains with a nod of his head. 
 
    “Bring her.” 
 
    Naturally she struggled, but the other monster girls had every advantage as they bodily dragged her into the room with the sleeping Evadne. 
 
    Jonathan slipped over to the bed and gently traced one finger through the monster’s hair. 
 
    After a few seconds he planted a whisper of a kiss on the side of her brow and turned to face Yana again. 
 
    He held the black heartstone up so that she could get a good look at it, working it between the pads of his fingers slightly. 
 
    “Maybe you have endured far more than I can imagine. But I doubt you’ve endured more than she has.” 
 
    Yana’s eyes widened but before she could say anything Jonathan was once again pulling her into her mind… 
 
    Or at least, someone’s, mind. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    The desperate Chimera’s heart pounded in her ears while the muscles in her back strained as her wings battled the air. In her heart she knew there was no hope, but she could not accept it and raced through the sky anyways. 
 
    As she crested the ridge and looked down into the ravine the air suddenly stopped fighting her. 
 
    The silence around the village was deafening and her mouth fell open at the sight of the place as she glided towards her family’s den. 
 
    In the twilight caused by the human’s device she could see her people, her friends, now nothing more than frozen statues of ash littering the various shelves of the broad canyon. 
 
    Some had already crumpled in on themselves to form little piles of grey dust. 
 
    “No no no no. Maybe, maybe they got to safety, they are safe, they have to be safe.” 
 
    She swooped down to the shelf where her mother first taught her to fly, where she was teaching her own eager children that very morning, where someday they would teach her granddaughters. 
 
    But as she rushed inside her heart grew cold at the eerie silence of the place. 
 
    “K-Kaylen! Petra! Mama!” 
 
    She called for her family as she stood in the rough ovoid front room, dominated by the thick rug her great grandmother had made. 
 
    A soft squeak from one side made her heart skip and drew her attention to the kitchen. 
 
    In that moment Evadne would swear for all time that she heard the faint sound of her children laughing in the eerie silence. 
 
    She stepped to the door and pushed it open with one hand. 
 
    The creak of the heavy wood door swinging open was the sound that heralded the end of her world. 
 
    Her mother was sitting in her usual rocking chair by the stove, while at her feet were Evadne’s children. 
 
    Statues of ash. 
 
    She fell to her knees, a hoarse sound tearing from her throat as her new reality overwhelmed her. 
 
    Pain struck her midsection as her body rejected what her eyes saw, her stomach heaving as she fell to all fours and vomited on the stone floor. 
 
    Once her convulsions seized, she crawled forwards until she was inches from Petra’s frozen features. 
 
    With one shaky hand Evadne reached out, intending to caress her daughter’s cheek, desperate for any hint that the child somehow lived. 
 
    But with the faintest brush of her finger Petra crumbled before her eyes, closely followed by Kaylen and their grandmother in her chair. 
 
    With a clipped scream Evadne scrambled to hold their remains together even as hope died inside her. 
 
    She could taste the ashes of her children on her tongue. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Hours. 
 
    Days. 
 
    A toxic mixture of sorrow and guilt wracked her heart and suspended it into forever as she wept and clawed into the floor, leaving deep gouges in the solid granite even as her claws bled. 
 
    Her vision faded, going black around the edges as grief was all she knew; no longer could she even see the cold kitchen where her children had died. 
 
    This was her fault, all of her family, all of her people, were dead because she trusted a human. She could feel the shame darkening her soul. 
 
    The only course left to her was to lie down and die too, once her tears were spent. 
 
    But in that dark place where she wailed awoke another will, an ancient malice that saw a use for the Chimera’s boundless agony. 
 
    Your soul is falling, give it to us, that you may pursue your vengeance. 
 
    You’d think a demon’s voice would be terrifying, but it wasn’t. 
 
    It was soft, sympathetic even. 
 
    Evadne wailed again and languished in the pile of ash that was everything in the world to her. 
 
    “I-I don’t want vengeance! I just want to die! To be with my babies again, to hold them tight and feel their little tails slither around my arms!” 
 
    Her claws dragged through the ash as she wept, still futilely searched for life where none could exist. 
 
    But surely the men who did this must pay? Surely you want them all dead? 
 
    Still soft, but more persuasive now. 
 
    The image of Malcolm’s face floated into her mind: his uniform showed him to be a spy, the calculating coldness she had discovered in his eyes showed her to be a fool. 
 
    “I know what you are.” She said faintly. 
 
    Her cheek pressed into the remains of her family while hollow emptiness filled her breast. 
 
    Yes, you know why I am here. Your kin woke me, seeking my power. If they had not than I would be as oblivious to your existence as you would have been to mine. 
 
    “I don’t care.” 
 
    Shhh… poor, wretched creature. Regardless of the circumstance, I am here, and with my presence you now have an opportunity. 
 
    It was nothing more than dull curiosity that nudged Evadne to respond. 
 
    “An opportunity for what?” 
 
    Vengeance. Justice. Whatever you would call it, I can give it to you... 
 
    Once again Malcolm’s face, only now his eyes were wide with terror as her snake tail buried its fangs into his guts and tore him apart for murdering their children. 
 
    It was some time before the broken Chimera was able to respond; when she finally did it was a single pitifully whimpered word. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Evadne woke with a start and sat up with a hissing gasp. 
 
    “Get out of my head human!” 
 
    With her good arm she threw her pitcher of water at Jonathan, the porcelain object smashing into his forearm with a sharp crack as he cried out in pain. 
 
    “Shit- Eve stop! It worked!” 
 
    The dark monster snarled at him as she tore the covers off, she had to hold her wounded stomach as she stood but didn’t care about the pain. 
 
    With the memory of her dead children so fresh in her mind she fully intending on finally killing him. 
 
    But the dark-eyed girl kneeling beside him gave her pause. 
 
    She leveled her glare on her bond-mate, her teeth grinding together. 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “I told you it would work, and it did.” He said carefully around a grimace of pain. 
 
    Once he was convinced that she wasn’t going to attack him again, he slowly got to his feet while cradling his injured arm. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. 
 
    “You twinned her mind with mine.” 
 
    “Yes, and she fell in moments. A true warrior, turned Tenebrae. In moments.” He spoke with great emphasis, clearly pleased with himself; “I could do this with however many girls we need! Hell, I could do this with a dozen girls at once! All I have to do is share your mind with them! This is the breakthrough we’ve been searching for!” 
 
    Evadne’s crippled tail let out a garbled hiss, which the Chimera echoed, clearly not caring about Jonathan’s latest achievement. 
 
    But another presence in the bunker gave her pause. 
 
    Dearest, I don’t want to see you suffer anymore, but the boy is right. Remember what you seek, the world must burn for what was done to you and your children. 
 
    Though it spoke rarely, the falsely soothing voice in her head had been her companion for centuries, and while it brought her no comfort, it did stop her from killing her bond-mate. 
 
    Instead she turned to look into the pure black eyes of the once-proud Amazon. 
 
    She couldn’t help but feel a certain degree of smugness at seeing Yana on her knees before her. 
 
    Having torn her stitches yet again, she wiped her hand in her own blood and smeared it across the other monster’s face, a cruel imitation of the Amazon’s war-paint. 
 
    Finally she nodded her approval. 
 
    “A warleader for my army.” 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Once Jonathan had changed Evadne’s bandages he took Yana out of the room to get her settled with the other Tenebrae, leaving the Chimera alone save for the demon in her head. 
 
    My dearest girl. I meant what I told you before, I don’t want you to suffer from your injuries anymore, please, allow me to bear the burden for you. 
 
    The wheedling in the demon’s voice made the Chimera snort out loud, her forearm covering her face as she rested. 
 
    “I know what you want from me. You’ve always wanted it.” 
 
    The voice responded quickly and with conviction. 
 
    I won’t deny that, I’ve never understood why you resist the notion. If you will but let me replace the last dregs of your soul, the power that I could pour into you would be insurmountable! And the destruction of the foul humans that murdered your babies would be assured. 
 
    The ghosts of Kaylen and Petra’s faces drifted across her vision, the shadow of Malcolm’s close behind. 
 
    “But I wouldn’t get to see it.” She hissed; “I am not a fool. What good is my vengeance if I cannot taste it for myself?” 
 
    A sound like shale rubbing together filled her mind. 
 
    Demonic laughter. 
 
    Dearest girl. You WOULD taste it! After all we’ve been through together I would not deny you that! However- 
 
    Evadne shifted her arm off her face to stare at the stone ceiling as the demon’s voice took on a sudden edge. 
 
    -if you do not accept this gift, after everything I have done for you, then your crusade will end. I will find another vessel, a more… reasonable, vessel. And your mind will sink into the darkness I saved it from so long ago before your body succumbs to its injuries. 
 
    “I-I will heal. With enough time.” A hint of trepidation nestled its way into Evadne’s breast. 
 
    But how much longer can you hide like this hmm? Your body broken, an angel returned and with Amazons dropping in to try to kill your little pet? Dearest, you have no more time. 
 
    The demon’s logic was undeniable: the Valkyrie had hindered her twice now, and where there was one Amazon, there would inevitably be more. 
 
    With the fresh injuries that Yana had inflicted she simply wasn’t strong enough to prevent them from killing Jonathan if that was now there aim. 
 
    “I will still be me? I will be in control?” 
 
    The arm that had been resting on her face turned black as the dark power of the demon inside her seeped out, using her own claws to caress her cheek. 
 
    You won’t just be you, my dearest. You will be so much more. You will be… me. But of course you will be in control! Have you forgotten about the bond with your pet human? I cannot take what isn’t yours. And while I may know your body as well as you, I cannot USE it as well as you. 
 
    The dark well of power that had lurked inside her for centuries surged and Evadne gasped as strength returned to her limbs for a brief moment. 
 
    But all too soon it faded to nothing, leaving her as weak as ever. 
 
    However, I cannot gift you anything if you don’t open yourself to me, fully. 
 
    Her blackened arm drifted from her cheek to caress her breast through her nightshirt, lightly pinching her nipple and causing her to shudder as it drifted lower. 
 
    So I ask you, Evadne Contrail, and this WILL be the last time. Do you want your vengeance? 
 
    The hand had tossed the blanket off of her, pulling up her shift and revealing her injuries before sliding two claws over her clit. 
 
    Tears trailed down the side of Evadne’s face from her tightly closed eyes as she finally let go, a thousand years of tension flowing out of her as she gave up the fight to preserve her mind. 
 
    “Yes.” She whimpered. 
 
    Her eyes opened and suddenly she was staring at a shadowy mirror image of her body above her, clawed fists on either side of her head. 
 
    She could feel it: the power inside her was gone, it had all seeped out of her with her acquiescence. 
 
    “Good. Now spread your legs.” The voice that lived in her head suddenly spoke from the dark creature. 
 
    But it did so with her voice. 
 
    “Wh-” 
 
    The shadow leaned back and tore the nightshirt off of her with undeniable strength. 
 
    “Your submission must be absolute.” Dark lips spread into a smirk as an equally dark tongue slide out around venomous fangs; “Words are such empty things, I need you to show me your commitment.” 
 
    Even with all that she had endured, Evadne was willing to endure far more to punish those she deemed responsible for Kaylen and Petra’s deaths. 
 
    Which was pretty much everybody. 
 
    So despite the agony in her ribs she spread her legs, her eyes drifting down to see that the shadowy version of her had a very large cock. 
 
    Without warning the demon thrust it into her pussy, knocking the wind from her lungs with the violent force of the penetration. 
 
    The pain of its dark cock spearing into her was enough for her to scream. 
 
    She felt her weakened ribs give out, re-breaking as the demon claimed her with rapid thrusts that would crush stone. 
 
    Dark-Evadne slid her tongue out and licked the wounded Chimera’s face. 
 
    “Take it, you little whore of darkness! Come on! Squeeze your pussy around that cock! Make me cum! Earn the gift I offer you!” 
 
    The face above her was both recognizable and completely foreign; she had never seen herself when she accepted the dark power, never seen the fangs or the look of malice in her eyes. 
 
    But as the creature pounded into her with ever more rapid thrusts, she could hear the laughter of her dead children so her resolve never wavered. 
 
    She ground her teeth and clenched her battered pussy tighter, the slimy tongue once again slavering over her face. 
 
    With the additional tightness around an already girthy cock, the dark Evadne grunted out as she got her orgasm, her cock spewing forth ropes of black cum inside the broken creature beneath her. 
 
    “Ah! Fuck you Evadne! Fucking… tight!” 
 
    Her hips spasmed as yet more cum burst forth, the wet suction of Evadne’s quim could be heard around the cave as the demon cock pistoned in and out of her. 
 
    Evadne felt the demon bite down on her injured shoulder as one last surge of cum flooding her pussy. 
 
    It was more pain, but she had so many other injuries screaming for her attention that she hardly noticed it. 
 
    Their breasts pressed together as her dark counterpart settled its weight on her, working its cock in slow circles inside her while her ribs screamed in agony. 
 
    “Ah, I have been saving that for eleven hundred years.” Its long tongue slavered all over her face again; “And I want more.” 
 
    “Th-that wasn’t enough?” The battered monster girl wheezed. 
 
    “Enough? I don’t know this word! That was just the first.” The dark Evadne trailed her claws over her cheek and cooed down at her; “But I can feel that I broke your ribs again, poor girl.” 
 
    Despite its sympathetic words, it was clear the demon held no kindness for the battered monster girl. 
 
    The weight lifted off of her, and suddenly she realized that her pussy didn’t hurt, instead a soporific numbness was spreading in a wave from her pelvis. 
 
    In the weak light she saw the shadow of herself standing at the side of her bed, it’s erection undaunted, and she looked down to see her skin turning black, starting with her pussy and moving down her legs and up her stomach. 
 
    “You can feel me now, can’t you dearest?” 
 
    Shadow Evadne stroked its cock and squeezed one of its black breasts hard. 
 
    The relief that the broken Chimera felt when the numbing darkness reached her ribs was palpable. 
 
    “Yes.” She replied softly; “I can feel you.” 
 
    “Good. Now get up. I have only a short time to enjoy this and I intend to make the most of it.” 
 
    “Yes… Master.” 
 
    The rictus grin that greeted her absolute submission would have been terrifying to behold, but the wave of numbness was gone, and it had left behind a power she had never known. 
 
    Like the demon claiming her soul, she too wanted more. 
 
    Without delay she stood before her demon self, whose grin somehow grew even wider. 
 
    “I always loved those dark lips of yours. Open.” 
 
    She did as she was told, her lips parting to allow the dark creature to plunge its tongue down her throat, instantly choking her as it gripped her head and pressed their lips together in a dark mockery of a kiss. 
 
    She swallowed reflexively around the wriggling muscle in her throat, the shadow letting out a deep moan into her mouth at the sensation. 
 
    Their breasts pressed together tight once more and the creature’s cock nestled itself between her thighs. The demon savoured the various sensations for a moment, plunging its tongue down her slave’s willing throat again and again before finally allowing her to breathe. 
 
    Evadne gasped in a shuddering breath. She stood fully nude; the spreading darkness had stopped just below her breasts. 
 
    The demon once more licked her face, but this time she welcomed it. 
 
    “Ten thousand years and you are my greatest triumph. Now you are ready for the next part. On your knees, slave.” 
 
    She didn’t hesitate, falling to the floor, her wings spreading behind her with new strength. 
 
    The massive erection was right in front of her, but she felt her double’s claws take hold of her scalp, pulling her away. 
 
    Without being told what to do, she opened her mouth as wide as she could. 
 
    The cock forcing its way down her gullet was much less painful than the first thrust into her pussy. And all discomfort was forgotten as the promised power spread within her. 
 
    “Oh yes! Oh. Fucking. YES!” 
 
    The demon was moving her head as it pleased with one hand while the other pinched its own dark nipples. 
 
    Evadne had given exactly one blowjob in more than a thousand years, and she had never taken a cock so big. She could feel her teeth dragging along it, but the demon didn’t seem to mind. 
 
    In reality, it wasn’t a blowjob at all; it was a brutal skull-fucking that would have killed a human woman. 
 
    With each long thrust, Evadne’s nose was pressed tight to the creature’s pelvis, and each time it withdrew it would pull out so that just the meaty head of its obsidian cock was inside her mouth, its shaft coated in her slobber. 
 
    She loved it. 
 
    Her eyes were rolled back in her head as the power continued to spread inside her, healing old wounds and making her strong where before she was weak. 
 
    “Here it comes! You swallow it all! I want-urgh- taste it!” 
 
    The demon took three more massive thrusts, then pulled its length out completely, Evadne’s lips popping off the head as she gasped in a desperate breath. 
 
    The first jet of black cum plastered her face before the orgasming demon thrust back into her mouth and fired more over her tongue. 
 
    “Fuck! FUCK! FUCK! Swallow or DIE bitch!” 
 
    The demon’s head tilted back and it snarled. 
 
    Despite her new power, the Chimera was helpless in the grip of the creature whose cock was flooding her mouth and she desperately swallowed, taking all of the darkness inside of her. 
 
    It tasted of smoke and ash, of desolation and despair, but mostly it tasted of the power that caused it. 
 
    Still Evadne wanted more. 
 
    Jet after jet emptied into her mouth, the demon’s hips spasming and rocking the cock into her mouth in gruesome ecstasy. 
 
    Once again numbness spread within the Chimera, claiming all that she was as power not meant for mortals likewise filled her breast. 
 
    Finally the spurting subsided, and the demon looked down at Evadne, now hungrily suckling at the cock stuffed in her mouth. 
 
    Her skin was entirely black now save for her face, though dark cum was plastered over her nose and cheeks. 
 
    The demon smiled at the continued suction on its cock. 
 
    “Greedy little Chimera.” 
 
    The sound of shale rubbing together echoed through the room as it laughed and began to pump its cock down her throat again. 
 
    Hidden in the darkness of the tunnel leading to the Tenebrae room, Jonathan wept in terrified despair. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 32: 
 
    First Binding 
 
      
 
      
 
    Just like Nameless’s home town of Kettering, the main exports of the little hamlet of Fairbright were a mixture of grain crops and Lambda wool, so it was a little like coming home for him. 
 
    In fact, he would’ve sworn he’d seen that exact weathervane hanging on the gable of Wayne Charlton’s farmhouse… 
 
    When they arrived at his office they found out from the alarmingly skinny lawkeeper that there had been another attack the day before. 
 
    Grant took the news a lot better than Nameless did, but his instructor didn’t miss the anguished look on his face. 
 
    “We do the best we can, but we can’t be everywhere. So focus on what you can do now.” 
 
    At his instructor’s urging Nameless quickly shook off the misplaced sense of guilt as they headed out towards the farm where the latest victim lived. 
 
    “Might not seem like it, but this was a spot of good luck for us.” 
 
    Erica yowled in her throat slightly. 
 
    “How the hell do you figure that?” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “Because now we have fresh intel instead of going over week-old information with Kyle at the outpost. These clowns are way too sloppy, mark my words: we’ll have this wrapped up soon.” 
 
    Countless roads spider-webbed all around the farming community, and not being overly familiar with the area they had to backtrack a couple times before they located the farm. 
 
    They made their way up a winding driveway to a large farmhouse and were soon introducing themselves to a pot-bellied but broad-shouldered man in his sixties. 
 
    “Ethan Davis?” 
 
    As usual there was that brief moment of shock when the man caught sight of Volka, but word of her return had long since spread so he didn’t make much of a thing of it. 
 
    “That’s me, you’re the Aegis?” 
 
    “We are” Grant confirmed. 
 
    The man grunted and gave a nod over his shoulder. 
 
    “Best come on back then. The girls’ll be in the field.” 
 
    Nameless’s training officer lifted an eyebrow at the terse greeting, but followed the farmer around the back of his house and out into the pasture where several Lambda were grazing, huddled together in the long grass. 
 
    “This is Grete, she was- well you can see for yourself.” 
 
    Sitting on her thighs alongside her sisters, Grete looked thin and waifish devoid of her wool. Her spiral horns seeming all the more prominent on her bald head even with the shawl she wore to hide it, her cheeks were constantly flushed and her eyes were unable to meet theirs for more than a second at a time. 
 
    They could all plainly see the scrapes and dark bruises on her jaw. 
 
    Without even thinking about it, Nameless reached out and put his hand on Nina’s shoulder. 
 
    He could feel here anger mounting. 
 
    “Grete, hun, these folk are the Aegis, come to lay a beating on the ones what jumped you.” 
 
    Though the farmer’s words were far from gentle, his tone was, and it was clear to Nameless and the others that he cared dearly for his flock. 
 
    Not wanting to crowd the nervous Lambda, Grant had the others back off while he introduced himself in a warm and soothing voice. 
 
    The others waited as patiently as they could while he took her statement, taking notes and asking the occasional question, at one point the poor girl broke down and he held her while she sobbed. 
 
    Nameless privately admitting to himself that Grant was probably better at this part of the job than Miranda was. 
 
    Once her spate of tears had ended and she had recovered as much as she was able, the experienced operative looked over his shoulder. 
 
    “Bruti?” 
 
    The Grizzly had been in the process of tearing up and munching on some dandelions when her master called her, but in a rare instance of self-control she dropped the quick meal and shambled over to the Lambda who quickly tensed up again. 
 
    Though she rudely shoved Grant to one side, Bruti moved with gentleness when she pulled the shawl back over the girl’s head. 
 
    “Just sniff, very safe.” 
 
    With that brief explanation she nuzzled her nose against the wide-eyed sheep to snuffle all along her neck and shoulders. 
 
    “Wh-what is she doing?” The Lambda meeped breathlessly. 
 
    “Don’t worry.” Grant said as he picked himself up off the ground; “Grizzlies have the best sense of smell of any monster girl. Even if it was yesterday, you struggled with those men, so they-” 
 
    “I have it. Two of them, male.” Bruti interrupted him with a snort as she leaned back, pulling the shawl back up for the Lambda and giving her head what she clearly felt was a reassuring pat with one massive paw. 
 
    Erica popped up to surreptitiously give the lambda a few sniffs herself. 
 
    “My nose is nowhere near that good, but maybe Jan’s?” She said uncertainly. 
 
    “What’s Jan?” Bruti grumbled as she wiped her paw across her face and yawned. 
 
    “Um, a Wolfen?” 
 
    Erica didn’t get a response as it was apparent that the bear had already lost interest when she went looking for more dandelions. 
 
    Silently Grant held up three fingers and mouthed ‘number three’, which left Nameless and the others wondering which breed had the second best nose. 
 
    Turning his attention back to Grete and her pot-bellied owner he gave them a quick nod. 
 
    “That’s all we need, there may come a time where we need Grete to testify, but we have a lot of evidence already.” He paused, and gave the Lambda a short nod; “I’m sorry this happened to you, but I promise we’ll do everything we can to make sure it doesn’t happen to anyone else.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She said with a wan smile as her flock crowded around her again. 
 
    On the walk back to the house, Ethan gave them a sidelong look, particularly at the Grizzly, Valkyrie, and Gigas. 
 
    “I’m glad the Aegis decided to take this seriously, though much as I want these sumbitches caught-” He jerked his thumb at the powerful girls; “-why’d you bring an ocean to put out this brush fire? Wouldn’t a puddle have done ya?” 
 
     “We have our reasons Mister Davis. For now though we have a job to do. Once this issue is resolved the Aegis will contact you.” 
 
    With that they set out once again, Bruti’s nose leading the way back into Fairbright. 
 
    “One of them is here, his smell is all over town.” 
 
    She snuffled at the air for a moment, earning some nervous looks from the locals, before directing them to a squat building. 
 
    When they stepped inside a bored teenager called in greeting. 
 
    “Welcome to Morty’s Emporium, the finest reliquary of general merchandise in all the-” He stopped midway through his rehearsed spiel though when Bruti stomped right up to him. 
 
    With one massive black claw she poked the suddenly white-faced young man in the chest. 
 
    “Him.” 
 
    His eyes darted around at the other exotic monster girls now flooding the shop, and not even Nameless missed the way he eyeballed the swinging door behind the counter. 
 
    “You run. I chase. You die.” Bruti warned with a glower. 
 
    Staring him down, she scooped up several pieces of hard taffy from a bin on the counter, clearly intended for children to beg their parents to purchase for them. 
 
    Her teeth crunched down on them hard, the noise reverberating through the shop. 
 
    “Bruti, we’ve talked about threatening suspects.” Grant said as he took out some coins and set them on the counter, his expression stern as he looked to the terrified clerk; “As for you, I’m going to need you to come out from behind the counter, right now.” 
 
    Eyes still darting to and fro and looking incredibly trapped, the teen clerk licked his lips. 
 
    Again, none of them missed the way his shoulders tensed up. 
 
    “He’s gunna book it.” Nina remarked. 
 
    A half second later he did just that, diving for the back door with an unmanly squeak. 
 
    They all watched him exit, then Grant turned to Nameless, who was waiting to follow his lead. 
 
    The instructor lifted one eyebrow. 
 
    “Well rookie? You going to let him get away or what?” 
 
    It took him a second to realize what Grant intended, but once he did he didn’t hesitate as his training took over. 
 
    “Right! Erica with me! Milly, Volka, go out the front and head him off!” 
 
    With dexterity hard-won from the academy’s unforgiving obstacle course Nameless vaulted the counter alongside his Katje and charged through the storeroom and out the gaping back door. 
 
    They heard their quarry before they saw him, panting and gasping as he awkwardly sprinted towards the mill beside the river. 
 
    “Stop! By order of the Aegis you are bound by law!” Nameless shouted. 
 
    “Don’t be a fucker!” Erica said right after him. 
 
    She was a much faster runner than her bond-mate, but for perhaps the first time in her life her reflexes failed her. 
 
    The clerk stumbled to one side just as she caught up and leapt at him, so instead of nailing him like she intended she overturned a bin full of freshly milled flour next to the mill and went down in a heap. 
 
    Nameless was right behind her though and his tackle was better aimed, his arms encircling the panicked clerk’s legs and dragging him to the dirt. 
 
    Though his nerves were stretched tight, his voice was level when he addressed the teen beneath him. 
 
    “As I was saying! By authority of the Aegis you are bound by-” 
 
    He didn’t get to finish. 
 
    His suspect wasn’t done struggling and rattled his teeth with a lucky elbow to the jaw before kicking himself free of his grip and scrambling up to flee again. 
 
    By that point though Erica had recovered and rejoined the chase and this time the two of them were able to subdue him properly. 
 
    “Motherfucker! He said you are bound by law! Now stop struggling and be bound!” The Katje gripped his wrists tight and planted her knee in the small of his back to ensure he couldn’t escape again. 
 
    At that point the clerk went limp and started to blubber. 
 
    Barely twenty seconds later and the others were at their side. 
 
    “You two look ridiculous.” The Gigas remarked as she took over from the Katje, one foot easily pinning their suspect in place. 
 
    Nameless white uniform was soiled with dirt from the brief scuffle and when he stood he had to straighten his belt at his hips, while Erica was covered in flour and looked like nothing so much as a pissed off powdered cat-pastry. 
 
    But aside from that, the pair of them were feeling pretty satisfied with themselves. 
 
    At least, they were until Grant gave Nameless a stern look. 
 
    “Congratulations on your first arrest, but why the hell did you tackle him? Are those canisters on your belt just for show?” 
 
    Nameless rubbed at his jaw as he glanced to Erica, struggling to respond. 
 
    “I, I was going to but he seemed pretty harmless, so it felt like overkill.” 
 
    The instructor shook his head vehemently as he reached down and pulled a straight-edged blade free of the clerk’s belt. 
 
    “Exactly the wrong response. I only let you chase him because I thought you clocked this.” He waggled the little knife in front of his eyes; “It might just be for opening boxes, but it could have opened you up pretty good if he decided to go for it. Your first instinct is usually the right one, you need to learn to trust it.” 
 
    Nameless turned a bit pink at the admonishment, but stood a little straighter as he nodded his understanding. 
 
    “I will sir- er, Grant.” 
 
    A gawking crowd had formed around the spectacle of the Aegis apparently arresting the local shop boy, so they quickly dragged him to his feet to take him away. 
 
    But before they could get him to the lawkeeper’s office, Bruti’s head snapped up and she began to sniff the air again. 
 
    “The other one, he’s here now too.” 
 
    Her eyes swept the crowd, people recoiling at her intense glare as she drew closer. 
 
    An older teen wearing a gaudy yellow shirt suddenly turned and began to walk away, trying his very best to act casual about it. 
 
    But Bruti had his scent, and within a couple seconds he found himself hemmed in on either side by a Grizzly and a Minotaur. 
 
    “I think I’m supposed to say you are bound by law mister.” Milly said with a frown as she bounced her spear against her shoulder. 
 
    Though of above average height, he was dwarfed by the powerful pair of monsters. 
 
    “Fuck.” He mumbled as his shoulders slumped. 
 
    Bruti brought her face alarmingly close and took a good sniff. 
 
    “You eat too much salt.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 33: 
 
    Two Lying Liars 
 
      
 
      
 
    The main room of the hive looked much different than usual, definitely much busier, which was saying something for a Hornet hive. 
 
    While Hornets were everywhere, preparing weapons and maintaining armour, several people in grey uniforms were there with their own monsters, and those not likewise preparing were talking quietly while referring to a bulletin board that had various pieces of intelligence pinned to it. 
 
    As Oldeera had promised, a pair of Undines had been drafted into helping, both were sleeping in a large tub in the corner after expending so much energy communicating with the Aegis command in Garland. 
 
    Rebecca and Miranda were given a wide birth, the pair of them standing by the exit as the courier received her final instructions. 
 
    “All I want you to do today is be curious, you were just assaulted and you’re trying not to think about it, so ask a few questions, but don’t really hear the answers.” 
 
    The Lapine nodded along, one foot tapping anxiously. 
 
    “Be distracted and listless, I can do that.” 
 
    “Who attacked you?” The operative demanded suddenly. 
 
    “It-it was two woman, they were so dirty.” She said with a shudder; “One of them had grey hair I think, I don’t know, I was just so scared.” 
 
    “Dial it down a bit, we both know you have bigger balls. And you can leave out the dirty part.” Miranda said with a smirk; “Plenty of places in the slums have running water, especially with the spring thaw not yet over in the mountains. Even muggers have self-respect.” 
 
    “Right, two well-bathed muggers.” 
 
    “Don’t be a smart-ass, focus.” She said firmly. 
 
    Rebecca swallowed and shifted to one side, her ears once more going flat to her head. 
 
    “I-I’m sorry, I don’t know, I’m just trying not to think too much about this.” 
 
    With a gentle grip on her shoulders Miranda turned the bunny to face her, eyes concerned. 
 
    “Becks… if you aren’t up for-” 
 
    “I am.” She said firmly; “I can do this.” 
 
    The gruff woman looked at her a long time, measuring the resolve in her pink eyes until she was satisfied. 
 
    “Alright, remember, this is a game of patience, so no risks today. The most I want you to find out is the general layout of the place, especially how many exits there are and where to find them. We have the original blueprints, just confirm them for us.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    With her hands still on her shoulders, Miranda gave the Lapine a reassuring squeeze. 
 
    “First and foremost I want you focused on getting out of there safely! Don’t take any unnecessary risks.” 
 
    Again the bunny nodded. 
 
    “Necessary risks only. Gotcha.” 
 
    That got a laugh from the older operative. 
 
    “Smart-ass.” 
 
    Without thinking she pulled her into a hug. 
 
    The impulsive move surprised them both, but the stressed-out monster girl hugged her back firmly, their breasts pressing together as she drew on the other woman’s strength. 
 
    A minute later the hive went silent as everyone watched the brave Lapine hop her way out of the room. 
 
    Jan gave Miranda a sly look, causing her to roll her eyes. 
 
    “Don’t start puppy, if anyone deserved a hug it was her.” 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Rebecca straightened her shirt for probably the fourth time as she stood before the door to the machine shop. 
 
    The last time she was here she was witness to a murder. 
 
    She still struggled to reconcile the woman who had so recently shared her bed with the woman who could kill someone so casually. 
 
    Her hand shook slightly as she rapped her knuckles against the door and she had to take another long breath to steady her nerve. 
 
    Remember what’s at stake. 
 
    “A-Algrade Courier Service!” She announced with only the slightest hitch in her voice. 
 
    A few moments later and the night manager Gregory opened the door for her. 
 
    “Look who it is! The boss’s favourite courier! We’ve all been worried about you.” 
 
    His attempts at being disarming were painfully awkward before Rebecca knew he was a criminal. 
 
    “Uh yeah, hey. Is she here? I have a parcel for her.” 
 
    He gave her a funny look at her nervous demeanor, his eyes pausing on the bruise under her eye. 
 
    She did her best not to squirm under his gaze, and eventually he nodded. 
 
    “Good, hopefully it’s the one she’s been waiting on. You might have to leave it with me for now though, she’s in a meeting.” 
 
    “Oh, uh, okay.” 
 
    She reached into her bag, feeling decidedly trapped as she wracked her brains for some way to get inside. 
 
    Fortunately it wasn’t necessary. 
 
    “On second thought…” Once again his eyes were on her injured face; “Why don’t you go and wait in her office? I’m sure she’d love to see you.” 
 
    She swallowed the terror that came with the invitation, feeling as if she were standing on the precipice. 
 
    Instead of saying anything, she nodded her agreement while mentally reminding herself that she was supposed to be nervous. 
 
    She stepped inside and walked up the stairs; once he saw her enter the office Gregory left to let Carol know she was here. 
 
    In the office, Rebecca did her best to control her nerves; she had been there many times, she knew the boundaries, knew that it would be normal for her to raid the little ice box, that Carol had started keeping carrot juice in there for her. 
 
    But she couldn’t bring herself to act normal, fear and doubt chasing each other around in her mind until her girlfriend arrived. 
 
    Having been forewarned of the wayward Lapine’s appearance and behaviour by Gregory, the buxom woman was at Rebecca’s side immediately, her hands cupping her bruised face. 
 
    “What happened?” She asked in a level town while turning her head slightly to get a better look at the bruise. 
 
    The Lapine could tell that she was working to not be too pushy with her, which was just as well, given her nerves. For a moment she was deeply conflicted: she almost thought she could recognize the Carol that she knew in the concerned look on her face and the worry in her voice. 
 
    But at the same time she couldn’t shake off the memory of what this woman was capable of. 
 
    Though the Lapine didn’t know it, her hesitance and the way she automatically flinched back from the memory actually served to reinforce her cover as she tried to remember the lie. 
 
    “I-I, it was, I was a-attacked.” She swallowed as the details she had rehearsed over and over with Miranda came back; “Two women jumped me in the slums, it’s no big deal, I’m okay.” 
 
    Carol’s eyes narrowed and for a moment Becks thought she was done for, but it quickly became apparent that the other woman’s anger wasn’t directed at her. 
 
    “No big- are you serious?! This is a huge deal baby! Come on, sit down, I’ll get you some ice.” 
 
    She did as instructed while Carol turned to the little ice box in the corner. 
 
    “What were you thinking going into the slums alone?” 
 
    She was ready for the question, her mind having retrieved all of the details she needed. 
 
    “I wasn’t, thinking I mean, one of the other couriers hurt her leg. I was covering her route and I was way behind.” 
 
    Carol was frowning when she turned around with a bunch of ice wrapped in a cloth. 
 
    “So it was a short cut?” 
 
    Becks had to swallow her nerves again as she felt the chill of the ice press to her face. 
 
    “It was supposed to be. Didn’t end up that way.” 
 
    “Did you go to the Aegis?” 
 
    Though she had rehearsed over and over with Miranda’s help, the timeline they came up with was a jumbled mess in her head, and she couldn’t keep her eyes from widening as she tried to remember which lie to tell next. 
 
    Rebecca knew that without the ice covering half of her face, Carol would see her alarm, so she did something drastic. 
 
    She started to cry. 
 
    She knew her ploy had worked when she felt arms wrap around her, though the embrace brought her little in the way of actual comfort. 
 
    “Ah shit, baby. You’re okay now, I promise.” 
 
    “I-I’m sorry, I had your parcel on me too.” 
 
    The buxom woman sucked in a breath. 
 
    “Did they take it?” Her voice was level as she clearly sought to hide her own deceptions. 
 
    Rebecca sniffled and pulled away from the embrace, reaching for her bag as the phony-facts once more got straightened in her head. 
 
    “No, I have it here. I just couldn’t bring it while the lawkeepers had me in a safe-house waiting for the Aegis to send someone. I only got out of there last night. I was going to surprise you with it.” 
 
    She handed the parcel off to Carol, who set it on the desk with a grateful smile. 
 
    It was painfully obvious that she wanted to open the parcel immediately and be sure of its contents; Rebecca could see her fighting down the urge as they spoke. 
 
    “It’s here now, and thank you by the way, for finding it. But I’m just glad that you’re safe.” 
 
    In that moment she knew without a doubt that Carol cared more for the little box and its contents than she did for the Lapine in front of her. And even though the cherry-haired stunner’s greed served as a distraction and helped her maintain her cover, the bunny hated the lying woman before her as her heart finally finished breaking. 
 
    “Do you have any more deliveries? Maybe you could sit with me for a bit.” 
 
    Again she could tell that Carol would rather she left immediately, she was only keeping up with the charade to ensure Rebecca stayed in the dark. 
 
    “I have one more delivery after this, but I’d like to see you, at least for a little while.” 
 
    “Why don’t I take you out tonight?”Carol offered; “We’ll go someplace fancy and get ourselves pampered.” 
 
    “That sounds…nice.” Her reticence was painfully apparent, but once again it only served to reinforce her story; “Um, I have to pee, i-is there a bathroom somewhere?” 
 
    “Yeah but it’s for employee’s only.” Carol said seriously. 
 
    Rebecca blinked in surprise, panic flooding her momentarily before she caught the twitch at the corner of the woman’s mouth. 
 
    Humour Becks, go for humour. 
 
    “Okay then, do you have a bucket I could borrow? Or maybe keep?” 
 
    She nearly jumped out of her skin when Carol laughed, having to take a moment to remind herself to smile at the success of her joke. 
 
    “Down the stairs and around the left behind the presses, just keep to the wall, you’ll find it.” 
 
    “Thanks!” She chirped and leaned in to kiss Carol on the cheek. 
 
    It turned her stomach to do it, but it was the right play. 
 
    “Hmmm, hurry back and maybe I’ll put that wonderful piercing of yours to work before you have to get back to your route.” 
 
    She was dearly grateful that the woman pulled her into another hug and therefore missed the sickened expression that blossomed on her face. 
 
    “R-right.” She said airily. 
 
    Something in her tone must have seemed off though, and Carol pulled away from her before the Lapine could fully school her features. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” 
 
    Once again she felt that surge of panic. 
 
    Behind the ‘concerned’ face Carol wore, she could clearly see her real face, the calculating face of a cold-blooded murderer. 
 
    “N-no. No.” She brought her hand up to cradle her cheek as she felt her ears go flat to her head under the weight of her gaze; “I just can’t stop thinking about… the other night.” 
 
    It wasn’t a lie: she was thinking about the night that she saw Carol shoot the old woman. 
 
    Her gratitude for Cordelia punching her in the face knew no bounds in that moment as her girlfiend’s expression softened and she took the bunny’s hands in hers. 
 
    “If I ever find out who these shitheads were I promise you their tits will end up in the presses downstairs.” 
 
    Rebecca threw her arms around her shoulders and held her tight once more, her skin crawling all the while as their breasts pressed together. 
 
    “Thank you.” She whispered, kissing her on the cheek again with tight lips. 
 
    “You’re welcome baby. You’re so tense from this, why don’t we forget about going out? I’ll send that tubby roommate of yours packing and we can stay in, so that you can feel safe at home.” 
 
    Becks held the hug for another couple of seconds as Carol rubbed her back in a bid to comfort her that had the exact opposite effect. 
 
    “That would be great actually, I’m sorry.” She sniffed as she worked to bring her priorities back into order. 
 
    “Don’t be, whatever you need.” 
 
    Their eyes were locked together. 
 
    I need to see you in chains you evil bitch! 
 
    She swallowed bile and wiped away sudden anxious tears. 
 
    “Well, anyways, I better go, um, to the bathroom, then I guess back to work.” 
 
    By this point they had broken apart and Carol’s eyes were tracking her every move. 
 
    Keep it together Becks. 
 
    She looked straight into her one-time lover’s face and lied her ass off. 
 
    “I love you.” She said with all of the sincerity and passion she could muster. 
 
    It was the first time she had said the words out loud, and they hit the mark. 
 
    The cherry-haired woman looked surprised at first, but smiled wolfishly as her eyes hooded. 
 
    “I love you too baby, now scoot before you lose control of your bladder!” 
 
    Fuck you. 
 
    Rebecca smiled as brightly as she could before ducking out of the office and heading down the stairs. 
 
    She had to restrain herself from heaving an enormous sigh of relief though: she wasn’t out of the woods yet. 
 
    Gregory was coming up the stairs as she was coming down, and she couldn’t help but flinch as they passed each other. 
 
    In her office Carol was in the midst of opening the parcel when she looked up at the night manager’s frowning face as he entered the room. 
 
    Her orders were to the point. 
 
    “Find me the slum rats stupid enough to touch my little pet. Make an example of them.” 
 
    “Right.” He looked out the door and down the stairs, to ensure the rabbit was out of earshot; “And… if I can’t find them?” 
 
    She scowled as her eyes narrowed. 
 
    “What, you think they’re stupid enough to jump her, yet somehow smart enough to get out of my city afterwards?” 
 
    “That, or… maybe they don’t exist.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to snap at him, but then closed it slowly as her canny mind began to mull over the Lapine’s nervous behaviour in a different light. 
 
    With a sour look on her face she was forced to admit that she had to consider every possibility. 
 
    “Alright, come at it from both angles then. What was the name of that fat lawkeeper, the one who has a soft spot for little boys?” 
 
    “Wainwright. I think his first name was Christopher.” 
 
    She nodded, unconcerned by the man’s vices, her only interest in how they could be exploited. 
 
    “Reach out to him, check her story.” 
 
    “Will do boss.” 
 
    Oblivious to the critical conversation in the office above her, Rebecca was following Carol’s directions and heading towards the bathroom, all the while looking around and taking mental notes about the place. 
 
    But as she did she quickly spotted one of the workers following her. 
 
    She imagined it was not unlike being stalked by a hungry wolf, the greasy-faced man shadowing her steps might have just been trying to make sure she wasn’t lost, but… 
 
    What should I do? What would I do? 
 
    Her eyes widened as inspiration struck and she whirled to face him. 
 
    “I’m sorry but very recently some people attacked me, and now you seem like you’re following me to the bathroom, so can you go away or something?” 
 
    His mouth fell open and his face reddened as he scowled at her. 
 
    “I was just going to show you where it is!” 
 
    “I know where it is!” She snapped back, her stress adding vehemence to her words; “Carol told me. You know Miss Reindel right? My girlfriend, your boss!” 
 
    She had never been one to name drop, but she landed this one perfectly: the flushing man backing off almost immediately, as fully aware as Rebecca what his cold-hearted employer was capable of. 
 
    He muttered something about her overreacting, but turned on his heel and went back to wherever he was supposed to be. 
 
    Alright Becks, that’s one hurdle overcome. 
 
    Courage filled her as she watched the man’s departure, waiting for him to round the corner of the press before she turned back to her task. 
 
    Her eyes never stopped moving. Whenever someone looked to her she pretended to be fascinated by the presses, or by the massive kiln in the middle of the main room. 
 
    Occasionally someone would leer at her, her response then was to make a rude gesture until they laughed and looked elsewhere. 
 
    Within a few minutes she knew the layout of most of the place as Miranda wanted, but no one was bothering her, her face a familiar enough sight, so she got bold. 
 
    There was a closed door marked storage just past the hall that led to the bathroom. 
 
    In her mind she could hear Miranda repeating herself: no unnecessary risks. But she reasoned that it was close enough and she was distracted enough to make an ‘innocent’ mistake. 
 
    I’m just looking for the bathroom, like Carol said, nothing suspicious about that. I opened the wrong door, that’s all. 
 
    With her heart beating in her ears she pushed the door open and slipped into the dimly lit storage area. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 34: 
 
    Hidden Stores 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nameless and the others were in the lawkeeper’s office while the skinny man filled them in on the disposition of their prisoners. 
 
    “Marvin Green and Patrick Hardy.” He said while looking through the glass at the pair of them. 
 
    “Marvin is the one you took down, never would’ve guessed he’d be involved in any of this, his uncle is going to kills him if his mother doesn’t do it first.” He shook his head ruefully before looking at the one in the ridiculous yellow shirt; “Patrick I can see though, fancies himself a bit of a rogue, as should be readily apparent from his fancy new duds.” 
 
    Volka was on her knees beside her husband, holding a bag of ice to his throbbing jaw for him, a slight smirk on her face. 
 
    Evidently she felt the bruised chin made for a good teachable moment for him. 
 
    “No way these two knuckleheads were working alone, it has to be someone who knows the market right?” Erica said as she cleaned the flour off her face with a wet towel; “I mean how much could they possibly hope to collect doing this anyways?” 
 
    “Yes, and I agree with what Grant said before, there isn’t a sexual component to this, at least on their side of things.” Volka concurred; “That shop boy seems mostly naive, not truly violent.”  
 
    Nina gave a quick nod and took up her hammer. 
 
    “I’ll get them to talk.” 
 
    But before she could take more than a couple steps, Grant caught her shoulders. 
 
    “I think… a more delicate touch is what is needed here.” 
 
    “My hammer is delicate.” She said, glaring at him until he took his hands off of her. 
 
    His expression shifted into bewilderment at Nina’s matter of fact declaration. 
 
    “Once again, I don’t know how to answer that.” 
 
    Before Nina could say anything else, Ophelia stepped forwards. 
 
    “Dearheart, and Aegis Semper, perhaps I could try?” 
 
    Grant scratched at his chin for a moment, glad to have the giant’s attention off of him as he mulled it over. 
 
    “How about it rookie?” He turned and asked Nameless; “The clerk was your collar after all.” 
 
    After a quick glance at Ophelia, who was practically oozing confidence at him, Nameless nodded, not speaking for fear of hurting his jaw. 
 
    Grant smiled knowingly. 
 
    “Alright, the Flutterby is up, show us what you got.” 
 
    “Not going to call me a rookie too?” She asked archly. 
 
    He snorted. 
 
    “Just get to it. We need to know who else they were working with.” 
 
    The Gigas was pouting pretty fiercely though and still blocking the way into the interrogation room. 
 
    “Nina, I can do this.” Ophelia assured. 
 
    The little red monster had a sour look on her face, but after a few seconds she sighed. 
 
    “Fine, but I’m in there with you. And stop using your reasonable voice at me.” 
 
    The graceful Flutterby smiled and spoke in a sing-song. 
 
    “Where hammers fail, reason prevails.” 
 
    “And quit rhyming.” Nina groused as she opened the door and glared at the prisoners. 
 
    Ophelia smile widened, but she said nothing, instead stepping into the room where Milly and Bruti were guarding their captives. Nina followed right behind her while the others watched through the large window in the hall. 
 
    The Flutterby sat on the little bench across from the two young men and took a moment to smooth out her shirt before addressed the prisoners, her focus on the clerk. 
 
    “I know you didn’t want to hurt those poor Lambdas, maybe you got into a tight spot and you couldn’t see another way out? Or maybe someone put you up to it?” She suggested gently. 
 
    Nameless recognized that tone, he was a well behaved child, but on the rare occasion when he wasn’t, Ophelia was more than capable of coaxing a confession out of him. 
 
    Indeed, Marvin the shop boy was fighting to hold back tears, though he kept shooting desperate looks at his sullen friend. 
 
    But the other one in the yellow shirted just stared ahead, stony faced. 
 
    And so, with no cues from his compatriot, he cracked almost immediately. 
 
    “I-I can’t go to a digsite! I just can’t!” he blurted out. 
 
    “Shut it Marv! Don’t nark!” His friend finally hissed, only to let out a yelp when a Gigas stepped on his toes. 
 
    “You shut it, or I’ll squish your foot.” 
 
    Ophelia ignored them and placed her hands on the panicked youngster’s arms. 
 
    “I’m afraid that isn’t up to me dearheart, your past actions are not likely to be ignored. But whether or not you spend time in a digsite could very well depend on what you do here and now. So why don’t you tell me what you were doing with the wool?” 
 
    “I swear if you say anoth-” The older one’s threat ended in a hoarse scream as Nina deliberately set her hammer down on his foot.  
 
    “Told you.” The Gigas said flatly. 
 
    “Nina!” Ophelia exclaimed in shock. 
 
    “What? I warned him didn’t I? Isn’t that the rule? One warning, then I can hurt people?” 
 
    “That sounds made-up.” Milly said uncertainly. 
 
    Nina huffed. 
 
    “Fine! Then that’s the rule going forwards, now everybody shut up so Ophelia can finish torturing the other one.” 
 
    By the time she finished speaking Grant had his face in his hands. 
 
    “This is going to mean paperwork.” 
 
    “I-I am so sorry!” A red-face Nameless stammered. 
 
    His superior sighed, but shook his head. 
 
    “It was a foregone conclusion with a giant. The first time I took Bruti into the field we were scooping the crims up with a bucket. Never mind that now, our priority is ensuring that this crew doesn’t victimize any more girls. Pay attention.” 
 
    Evidently, seeing the Gigas smoosh his friend’s foot had been all the incentive the younger teen needed as he was currently spilling his guts on the other side of the glass. 
 
    “Ethan’s ranch! There’s an overgrown shed in the back of his south field, that’s wh-where we were bringing the wool!” 
 
    “Ethan… Davis?” Milly said and the young man nodded; “But isn’t that-” 
 
    “The latest ranch to be hit.” Ophelia finished Milly’s thought. 
 
    Nameless’s worry about his superiors’ disapproval vanished as he took in the information. 
 
    “A smokescreen.” He heard Volka mutter beside him even as the girls in the room came to the same conclusion. 
 
    Ophelia tilted her head to one side and pursed her lips in thought. 
 
    “So, to avoid suspicion, he had his own Lambda attacked?” 
 
    “Why that- oh I am going to whack him but good!” Milly proclaimed indignantly before either of the young men could say anything. 
 
    This elicited some strange looks from the others. 
 
    “‘But good?’” Nina asked. 
 
    The Minotaur’s cheeks turned a bit rosy but she put her hands on her hips and stood by her words. 
 
    “It’s what Paul would say!” 
 
    Despite the situation, Ophelia let out a short chuckle. 
 
    “She’s not wrong.” 
 
    After the Flutterby bandaged their ashen-faced prisoner’s foot, having determined that it wasn’t broken too badly, Milly and Bruti got them settled in separate cells. 
 
    “Now what?” Nameless asked. 
 
    Grant’s reply should have been predictable, but he missed it. 
 
    “You tell me.” 
 
    “Back to the ranch?” He said with some hesitation. 
 
    “Is that you telling me or-” 
 
    “Back to the ranch.” Nameless repeated more firmly. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Rebecca nosed around the shelves and stacks of boxes in the storage room, her heart still in her throat from being somewhere she knew she shouldn’t be. 
 
    At first she didn’t know what she was looking for, her decision to check the place out having been made on impulse, but then she remembered something from several weeks ago. 
 
    The crate that Carol’s employers dropped the night she had delivered late… given the anxiety the men had inspired in her that night she even remembered the markings clearly. 
 
    She knew, she just knew, that it was that crate, or one like it, that she needed to find. 
 
    Just like everything else in her life, Carol liked things kept orderly so even in the dim light it didn’t take Becks long to find the stack of boxes behind a large shelf at the back of the room. 
 
    Putting the shelf between her and the door she levered a stolen pry-bar against the lid of the topmost crate. 
 
    The squeak of the nails in the wood was deafening in the storeroom and her ears, already low on her head from tension, went even flatter. 
 
    In a a panic she all but dove over the stack of crates to hide behind them, her back to the cold metal wall of the place as she squeezed into the narrow space and ducked down to pray that the roar of the crucible and the hissing of the presses was enough to cover the racket she was making. 
 
    It was a couple minutes before she was satisfied that no one was coming to murder her, and she got to her feet and lifted the lid enough to see the box’s contents. 
 
    Miranda had shown her illustrations of a number of different weapons in preparation for this eventuality, and it was just as well that she had. 
 
    Blasters. 
 
    At least a dozen of them in a row, as well as a few flamers and another weapon she didn’t recognize sitting perpendicular to them in the box: a large tube with a strangely bulbous knob on the end of it. 
 
    “Carrot sticks.” She cursed breathlessly. 
 
    A tiny part of her still clung to the idea that this whole thing might somehow have been a crazy misunderstanding, but not anymore, not with the evidence right beneath her nose. 
 
    She quickly put the lid back as she looked to the other crates, her body still squeezed in tight behind them. 
 
    There were six of them with matching labels: this was what the Aegis had wanted her to find out, what they desperately needed to know. 
 
    A weak smile spread across her face when she realized that they weren’t expecting her to find out today! 
 
    Then her heart stopped when she heard the door to the storage room open again and she ducked down again, her side now flat to the floor behind the crates as she heard voices coming towards her. 
 
    “-followed her like Gregory wanted, the little snot chased me off though.” 
 
    “But you’re sure she went to the bathroom? She wasn’t there when I checked.” An unfamiliar voice responded. 
 
    The two men were hauling something heavy, she could tell just by their heavy breathing as they drew near to her hiding place. 
 
    Her heart was in her throat and she nearly screamed when she heard them heft another box on top of the one she was hiding behind, the rough wood scraping together was almost deafening. 
 
    Her grip tightened on the pry-bar as she waited on a reply. 
 
    “You think I want to end up in the crucible like that Gardner woman? I’m sure, where the hell else would she go?” 
 
    She could smell their sour sweat they were so close, just a few inches of wood and a few hundred pounds of murder between her and them. 
 
    “Whatever, I guess she must have left already. I’ll let Gregory know. Come on then. This is the last of the ‘special’ crates.” His words came out loaded with meaning. 
 
    “Don’t wink at me, it’s weird.” The first man complained as they left the room. 
 
    When the door closed Rebecca let out the breath she’d been holding in a long shuddering gasp. 
 
    Then she nearly jumped out of her skin when she heard the storage door lock with a harsh click. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Nameless and his team had arrived back at the Davis Ranch late in the evening, but no one was tired, just eager to settle this. 
 
    The house on the hill had a single lantern burning in the front window, but even as they came within sight of it someone inside blew it out. 
 
    Grant turned to him before they went any further. 
 
    “Alright Probie, what’s next?” 
 
    Nameless was expecting the question, and had his answer ready. 
 
    “We detain everyone, we don’t know how many of the hands are involved in this.” 
 
    “And the protocol?” 
 
    “The evidence we have is enough to justify a no-knock entry. But thus far offenders have been reasonably non-violent, so use of force should be kept to a minimum.” 
 
    He was proud of the fact that he didn’t look at Nina when he said that. 
 
    Grant chuckled. 
 
    “Yeah, all of that is exactly what the manual says. And we are doing none of it.” 
 
    Nameless blinked rapidly in response to the unexpected statement so the training officer took a moment to explain himself. 
 
    “You don’t think the first thing we should do is check to see if the wool they dropped off is still there?” 
 
    Nameless’s mouth fell open, it was such an obvious thing to overlook, but Grant didn’t let him suffer long. 
 
    “Back of the south field he said?” 
 
    “Y-yeah.” 
 
    “Let’s get moving already.” Nina said impatiently; “It’s getting dark and I’m getting sleepy.” 
 
    It didn’t take them long to find the shed, though it could barely be called that; two of its walls were missing, and the sagging ceiling was overgrown with ivy. 
 
    They found the wool immediately, barely hidden away against one of the standing walls. 
 
    Erica smiled smugly once she had used one of her knives to split open one of the tightly wrapped bundles and confirm its contents. 
 
    “That was easy.” 
 
    But Grant was frowning. 
 
    “It was, maybe even, a little-” 
 
    “Don’t you fucking say it.” Nina snapped. 
 
    The senior operative lifted an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “-too easy.” 
 
    She groaned. 
 
    “Ugh. Cliché.” 
 
    “Always wanted to say it though, thanks for ruining it for me.” He replied drily. 
 
    Wanting to get them back on task, Volka poked at the heavy bundles. 
 
    “So we were meant to find these?” 
 
    The senior operative nodded carefully. 
 
    “Maybe. Bruti, you have anything?” 
 
    The bear’s head had been drooping, evidently Nina wasn’t the only one getting sleepy, but she shambled over and stuck her face into the topmost bundle to take a sniff. 
 
    “The two from before.” She said immediately, then shifted the bundle slightly as she snuffled at it some more. 
 
    The others waited as patiently as they could for her to finish, Milly’s hand gripping Nameless’s so tight it hurt. 
 
    Eventually the bear stood and nodded firmly. 
 
    “The two from before and one other, smell is fresh.” 
 
    “Like… on the ranch fresh?” Erica prodded. 
 
    Bruti let out a rumbling growl at being rushed, but finally nodded to Grant. 
 
    He reached up and scratched at her rounded ears, her eyes drooping as she nuzzled into his hand. 
 
    “Alright then, let’s go wake the house.” He turned to Namless and the others, now all business; “Every operative knows that the most dangerous perp is a cornered perp. So we keep this civil until we know what’s what. But once Bruti’s sniffed them out we’ll see what happens. Linda, I want you with Milly around the back porch in case anyone tries to rabbit.” 
 
    “Oh… kay… Master.” The Gnome said with a beatific smile. 
 
    Ethan Davis did not appreciate being drawn from his bed as the Aegis flooded his home, but once the enormous bear girl loomed over him his indignation vanished, replaced with alarm. 
 
    Before he said anything, Bruti gave one sniff towards him and shook her head. 
 
    “Not him.” 
 
    Grant lifted one eyebrow and offered a knowing nod. 
 
    “Mister Davis.” He said mildly; “I do believe you are being framed. Rather clumsily too.” 
 
    “You’re joking!” 
 
    “I wish I was. We found the wool, or at least a large quantity of it, in a shed on your property. How many other people in the house?” 
 
    Ethan swallowed and shook his head. 
 
    “It’s just me and my granddaughter, the hands all sleep in the bunkhouse attached to the laundry.” He mumbled with a vague gesture to one side. 
 
    “I need you to get everyone who lives on your ranch in this room, right now.” 
 
    Grant spoke with authority and the rancher did as he was told, while Ophelia and Erica relit the lanterns in the main room of the house. 
 
    A few minutes later all of the ranch hands were standing around, a few looking like they had just gotten to sleep, most looking a mite nervous as the exalted Valkyrie sternly watched them, shield at the ready. 
 
    Grant wasn’t the only one being no-nonsense. 
 
    It didn’t take long before Bruti shook her head once and growled. 
 
    “Not here.” 
 
    It was hard to tell if she was frustrated or not given her generally dour demeanor. 
 
     “You’re sure?” Grant asked. 
 
    Rather than respond she just glared at her bond-mate. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Okay, you’re sure. Mister Davis, this is everyone that lives on your ranch?” 
 
    “It is.” The farmer responded, but almost immediately his look turned troubled and he scratched at the whiskers on his chin; “Well, actually no. My… my granddaughter. She’s sleeping upstairs. Bin out of sorts lately, what with the pooberty and all. But she wouldn’t have anything to do with this nonsense.” 
 
    Even as he said it they all heard a sharp cry and a scuffle from the back of the house, followed by a loud moo from Milly. 
 
    Volka and Erica were the first to react, dashing from the room towards the noise, bowling over several of the hands in their haste to reach their bond-sister. 
 
    The others followed, Bruti and Nina both amped up for a fight. 
 
    They would be disappointed. 
 
    “-off of me you big dumb cow!” 
 
    Just off the back porch a girl, barely even a teenager, was kicking and thrashing vainly in the air. Milly had hold of her by the scruff of her nightdress and was keeping her at arm’s length while wearing an irritated expression. 
 
    When she spotted Nameless and the others, the horned girl’s lip jutted out and she spoke over the squalling girl. 
 
    “Master! This little…brat, she bit me!” She extended one unmarked finger as evidence, her tough hide more than a match for teenage teeth. 
 
    “Heavens no.” Volka said with a smirk before washing her aura over the girl; “Calm yourself, child. Or by the light of my goddess I shall give you such a noogie.” 
 
    “What the hell is this?!” The rancher demanded; “Get yer hands of my Alice!” 
 
    Nina grabbed him by the seat of his pants to keep him from jumping on the Minotaur, while Linda put herself between him and his granddaughter. 
 
    “We… only...stopped… her… from… leaving.” Even in the excitement of the moment, the Gnome still spoke with deliberation. 
 
    “Leaving? Why the hell- Alice! What have you been up to?!” 
 
    The teen, now hanging limply in Milly’s grip, matched the Minotaur’s pout tenfold. 
 
    “Nothing.” She said with a sullen whine. 
 
    But as she spoke Bruti loomed over her, taking a short sniff to catch her scent, then poking her none-too gently in her budding chest. 
 
    “Her. Was mixed up with the males, couldn’t tell it was female.” 
 
    “Ow! Hey!” She cried out, but the bear ignored her. 
 
    Still trapped in Nina’s unrelenting grip, the rancher wagged his finger at the girl. 
 
    “Alice so help me you tell the truth or I will take my belt to your hide!” 
 
    “No you won’t! You’re too much of a chicken! Always talking about how I remind you of mom.” She jutted her jaw out pugnaciously; “I told you and that stupid judge I didn’t want to live on some dumb farm! I wanted to go to the city and live with my dad! At least there I could do things!” 
 
    “‘Things’ are overrated child.” Volka said. 
 
    “Stop calling me child!” 
 
    “Oh are you an adult then? Can we try you as one?” Erica asked. 
 
    Alice stopped talking as her blush deepened from the misstep. 
 
    “We’ve talked about this, your daddy: he ain’t fit to care for you.” Ethan said with worry in his tone. 
 
    Nina had since released her grip on his pants. 
 
    The Gigas had her arms crossed over her chest as she glared, having no patience for the bratty girl’s tantrum. 
 
    “Mister Davis. As much as I don’t want to interrupt your family crisis. A crime has been committed, several crimes actually.” Grant said. 
 
    “Nu-uh!” Alice was suddenly looking rather smug; “I never did anything! It was Marvin and Patrick, not me!” 
 
    “Heavens protect us all from the ignorance of children.” Volka murmured before tilting her head and explaining the situation; “Setting aside your admission of knowing the other two, as the apparent ringleader of this little conspiracy you are as culpable for these crimes as they are.” 
 
    “Yeah, w-well, you can’t do anything to me because I’m underage!” 
 
    But Ophelia, Mistress Ophelia, was done holding her peace. 
 
    “Enough of your nonsense!” The Flutterby declared as she lifted the girl’s chin to face her scowl directly; “You have caused a great deal of grief already, how many Lambda were victimized by your idiocy? Not to mention your two compatriots who are likely to end up in a dig-site over this mess!” 
 
    Alice blinked rapidly, her eyes shining as her pout intensified. 
 
    But the stern woman would have none of it. 
 
    “Don’t try that on me young lady! or I will tan your hide. This is not a game! Monster girls were hurt and people could have died! Do you think the Aegis will take this lightly just because you’re fourteen?” 
 
    “Almost fifteen.” Alice whined. 
 
    “Even closer to being tried as an adult.” Erica insisted. 
 
    Ophelia ignored them both as she continued. 
 
    “Tell us the extent of your little scheme right now. Or I swear I will sick my bond-sister on you!” 
 
    Nina perked up then, her arms uncrossing as she audibly cracked her knuckles. 
 
    “Oooh, I hope she means me.” 
 
    Finally cowed, Alice slumped in Milly’s grip, genuine tears seeping down her cheeks. 
 
    “None of them were supposed to get hurt, I told the boys to make sure of that.” She muttered. 
 
    Her grandfather was sitting on the stairs, his face in his hands and looking older than he was, meanwhile his employees were all around on the porch watching the drama unfold, but giving him a wide berth. 
 
    “What were you going to do with the wool?” Grant asked after giving a sidelong look at Ophelia to make sure he was allowed. 
 
    Alice sniffed again. 
 
    “Sell it. Then go to the city to find my dad.” 
 
    “Not much of a plan.” Nina said drily. 
 
    “Who were you going to sell to?” 
 
    “Everyone in town. Marvin’s been adding it to the bins at his uncle’s store, a little bit at a time, then pocketing the extra coins and fudging the logbooks to keep anyone from noticing.” 
 
    “Clever.” Grant admitted; “But my guess is you were severely restricted in the quantity your friend could move through his store like that?” 
 
    She squirmed in place, distinctly unhappy that Grant saw through everything so easily. 
 
    “Yeah, we’ve only made like a hundred coins so far, and Patrick spent half of it on that stupid shirt!” She said sourly. 
 
    “And you were keeping the wool here in case things went sideways? To use your grandfather as a scapegoat?” 
 
    Her eyes boggled and she looked to the old man in alarm. 
 
    “What?! No! That shed was just the best option we had! Nobody uses it for anything, it’s where me and Patrick would go to have se- er… to kiss and stuff.” She finished with a mumble and a blush. 
 
    Her grandfather shook his head in his hands as if to unheard what she had just said. 
 
    By that point though, the activity on the ranch had drawn the Lambda out of their comfortable enclosure, the dozen or so girls hesitantly drawing closer as Ethan lifted his face and looked towards Grete with an anguished expression, his granddaughter’s sex life forgotten. 
 
    Silence fell over everyone, even the girl as the vulnerable Lambda looked between her and her owner. 
 
    “She… did this to me?” 
 
    The rancher had to look away, unable to meet her hurt expression. 
 
    Ophelia broke the silence, fluttering over to the Lambda. 
 
    “I’m afraid so dearheart.” 
 
    “For money?” 
 
    The Flutterby nodded once, putting a comforting arm over the sheep’s shoulders. 
 
    “We knew she didn’t like us, but we loved her mother so we were patient with her.” One of the other Lambda said; “But this… how could a child do this?” 
 
    For once the child in question didn’t object to being called such, a look of absolute shame on her face as she literally came face to face with her crimes. 
 
    Grant stepped over to the Lambda flock, his expression kind. 
 
    “I know this is a lot to take in, for everyone, but it needs to be said.” His words came out, and they were all business; “It is my judgment that while Mister Davis had no knowledge of his granddaughter’s actions, and has shown himself to be a compassionate and capable tamer, as her legal guardian he is still culpable for her activities.” 
 
    Ethan’s head came out his hands again, his eyes wide and mouth open in shock. 
 
    “It is therefore necessary for me to inform you that it is your right to reclaim possession of your heartstones from him, if you so choose.” 
 
    The Lambda looked just as surprised as their owner was, one of the older ones already shaking her head. 
 
    “Most of us have lived on this ranch our whole lives, this is our home! Where else would we go?” 
 
    Grant nodded, but answered her rhetorical question. 
 
    “Anywhere you wish. The Aegis would assist you with finding another situation.” 
 
    “I don’t want another situation!” Grete cried out with a stomp of one hoof; “I want this one! Ethan… Ethan is like a father to me, so I’m staying!” 
 
    The rancher stood abruptly and approached his flock, tearfully embracing the bald Lambda. 
 
    With his input in the situation unneeded, Nameless watched the emotional scene unfold, shaking his head in bemusement. 
 
    “Hard to believe this whole criminal conspiracy was simply a teenager acting out.” He said to no one in particular. 
 
    Bruti startled him though when she responded right next to him. 
 
    “Muh. It happens. My claws aren’t dripping blood so-” She shrugged as she sat on the ground cross legged and leaned her head against his arm, her eyes shuttering; “Better than other cases.” 
 
    With some trepidation, he lifted his hand and scratched behind her rounded ears, just as he had seen Grant do. 
 
    He almost stopped when he felt her vibrate with a low growl, but the way she was leaning into him made it clear she approved of the head scratch. 
 
    “You smell nice.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 35: 
 
    Secrets Revealed 
 
      
 
      
 
    With no word from Rebecca, Miranda and her girls were pacing a hole in the Hornet hive’s floor. 
 
    “How long ago was she supposed to check in?” The operative asked. 
 
    None of Oldeera’s playful demeanor was present: dressed in her armour and with her Hornets ready to act, she was all warrior queen. 
 
    “She’s almost three hours overdue.” 
 
    Kala placed her hand on her shoulders. 
 
    “Between the Hornets, the locals and us, we have enough to go in and get her, just say the word.” 
 
    Miranda looked to her bond-mate, and she didn’t need to say what she was thinking, as Kala felt it. 
 
    “You worry too much! Jan and I alone would be enough!” The Amazon insisted. 
 
    But the Wolfen in question let out a little whine. 
 
    “Do I get a vote on that?” 
 
    Sitting with Christine on one side and her wingless Hornet on the other, Cordelia didn’t say anything, simply watching Miranda and waiting. 
 
    Though anxious worry for her friend gnawed at her gut. 
 
    A scowl was creeping across her face and her patience was wearing thin as the ‘professionals’ continued to argue and hum and haw over what to do next. 
 
    It came to a head a minute or so later when it was clear that no decisive action was forthcoming. 
 
    “I should never have sent her in there.” Miranda lamented. 
 
    “But you did!” Cordelia snapped, leaping to her feet and drawing a yelp out of her sister; “Now go and get her out!” 
 
    Miranda stiffened as she faced the angry baker, but before she could say anything a dearly sought after voice echoed through the room. 
 
    “Hey guys what’s the fuss about?” The Lapine said breathlessly. 
 
    She had sprinted into the hive so quickly not even The Hornet queen knew she was there until she announced herself. 
 
    They all looked to the stairs leading up from Christine’s shop, shock on their faces, but it quickly turned to relief as she was swarmed with bodies and questions. 
 
    “Are you alright-” 
 
    “-happened to you?!” 
 
    “Scared the crap out of me!” 
 
    “How did you get past my sentries?!” Oldeera demanded. 
 
    “Enough!” Miranda yelled to get everyone to stop swarming the poor girl. 
 
    Within a few minutes Rebecca was settled on the couch, Miranda before her trying to get the facts out of her. 
 
    But the Lapine was vibrating with nervous energy and talking way too fast. 
 
    “-and this guy was following me, but I was like ‘back off mister if you know what’s good for you!’ So I went into the storage room instead, I know I wasn’t supposed to Miranda! But I found the lost-tech and then these guys, I think the guy from before, they locked me in there but they didn’t know I was in there, so I just waited and then broke the lock with this!” She proudly displayed the stolen pry-bar, still clutched tight in her fingers; “And then I got out of there, there’s a back entrance down the hallway from the bathroom so no one saw, not the door on the right though, that’s a closet, but the one on the left, or maybe it would be the right if you were coming in that way, but I don’t think you can, it’s a big metal door and there is no handle on the outside!” 
 
    Suddenly she ran out of words, her eyes bright and shining as she panted. 
 
    “So… you found the guns and no one saw you?” Jan summed up from over Miranda’s shoulder. 
 
    One of the Hornet’s wordlessly passed the Lapine a glass of water; gulp after gulp she downed the whole thing in a few seconds, all eyes in the room on her. 
 
    Finished her drink she opened her mouth to answer, her foot thumping rapidly against the floor, but Miranda’s finger shot up in front of her. 
 
    “Slow down kiddo, take a breath… then answer.” 
 
    It took some effort, but Rebecca nodded and drew in a steadying breath. 
 
    “Yes, I found the guns.” 
 
    “What kinds?” 
 
    “All kinds.” She replied, but was quick to elaborate as Mirand’s expression turned pained; “Every one I remember you showing me. Blasters, flamers, uh those little castor pistol things. Plus some more I didn’t know.” 
 
    Miranda sighed, the situation being just as she feared. 
 
    “I want to slap you silly for being so reckless but this is what we needed to know. How many?” 
 
    The Lapine had to swallow before continuing, the adrenaline that had her motor-mouthing when she arrived had since dissipated in her system and she was beginning to feel kind of shaky. 
 
    “Seven crates in total, I don’t know how many in each, but that’s a lot right?” 
 
    Jan’s tongue lolled out as she smiled. 
 
    “Oh I don’t know, depends on the size. We talking bread boxes or-” 
 
    “Crates, I said.” Rebecca insisted, though the corner of her mouth twitched with faint amusement; “It took two of them to carry one.” 
 
    “That would be a lot of bread.” Christine remarked. 
 
    Several people turned and gave her odd looks, making her shift in place uncomfortably. 
 
    “Oh thbbbt! It’s late and I’m tired.” 
 
    “That’s a good point actually. The tired part, the bread was stupid.” Miranda turned to the tub of Undine in the corner to address the excited elementals within; “Can you report all of this to the Bastion?” 
 
    “Already did!” 
 
    The operative frowned at the excitable blue-skinned girl that responded. 
 
    “Just the Bastion.” 
 
    “We did! Honest!” The gossipy monster’s voice turned defensive. 
 
    After a long look at both of them to ensure they were indeed telling the truth, Miranda turned back to the others, absently cracking her knuckles. 
 
    “Alright then. Until we hear from headquarters, we’re on standby. Which means we’re not moving on the place tonight, so everyone get some sleep, especially you Becks.” 
 
    “I’m not tir-” 
 
    But Miranda cut her off. 
 
    “You will be, this shit has a way of catching up to you all at once. Thank you by the way, for everything you’ve done. Now go home and go to bed.” 
 
    “Is that a good idea?” Jan asked. 
 
    Her bond-mate sighed. 
 
    “Maybe not, but it’s necessary to maintain her cover. For all we know Sinclair has eyes on her home, so if she isn’t there come morning…” 
 
    “She might know we’re on to her.” Kala finished. 
 
    “Its fine, I’d rather be in my own bed anyways.” 
 
    Miranda smiled at the punk bunny’s continued gumption. 
 
    “Just remember what we talked about, any deviation from your normal routine, any unexplained absences, it all comes back to you getting jumped. Simple excuses: you went for a walk to clear your head, you had to stretch your legs, you needed a run-” 
 
    This time it was Rebecca’s turn to give Miranda a strained look. 
 
    “You know that Lapine do other things right?” 
 
    The operative turned a bit pink, but smiled. 
 
    “Fair enough. Just remember to keep your lies simple. You start getting convoluted you’ll end up with inconsistencies.” 
 
    After another surprising hug, Miranda sent her on her way. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    A half hour later a drained and exhausted Rebecca was opening the door to her loft and stepping inside. 
 
    Her heart nearly stopped though when she came face to face with Carol, sitting at her kitchen table with her arms crossed over her breasts. 
 
    “Where have you been?” 
 
    In all the chaos of the day, Rebecca forgot one critically important detail: they had a date that night. 
 
    “I let myself in. I was worried about you. Because you know, you weren’t here.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed as she took in the sight of the bunny: tired as Rebecca was and with no time to prepare herself for the encounter, her ears were flat to her head and her eyes were fearful. 
 
    Carol stood and stepped towards her, her face growing colder by the moment. 
 
    “Seems like a simple question, easy to answer, but you don’t have an easy answer. Do you?” 
 
    With chills going down her spine Rebecca tried to smile, desperately wracking her brains. 
 
    “N-no, sorry, I um. I forgot about tonight. Sorry. The uh, lawkeepers had a suspect in custody, they wanted me to identify them.” 
 
    “Did they now? Past midnight and the lawkeepers wanted you to ID someone, is that the story you’re going with?” 
 
    Rebecca nearly bit her tongue off: so much for keeping her lies simple. 
 
    The Lapine’s mouth was dry as Carol’s gaze seemed to strip everything away, but after a moment she smiled and pulled her into a quick hug. 
 
    “It’s okay, I get it. Violence has a way of throwing you for a loop. I just wish you didn’t decide that late night runs were the way to deal.” 
 
    If she hadn’t been so afraid, Rebecca would have repeated the same thing she had told Miranda. 
 
    Their embrace over, Carol stepped towards the door. 
 
    “Now you better go wake up that tubster of a roommate and let her know you’re okay. She was worried about you too.” 
 
    The anxious bunny would have been relieved, but something in Carol’s voice was setting off alarm bells. 
 
    With no other choice if she wanted to maintain her cover, she did as she was told. 
 
    “Hey S-Sandra?” She called as she opened her roommate’s door with a gentle knock; “Sorry to wake you like this but-” 
 
    Her throat closed when the light spilled into the room. 
 
    The first thing she saw was the blood, there was so much of it, all over the bed in the middle of the room. 
 
    Sandra’s body was on the floor on the opposite side of the bed, so that all Rebecca saw of her was one arm limp on the mattress. 
 
    “Blasters do make a mess.” 
 
    She turned back to face Carol. 
 
    Several people that she recognized from the machine shop were looming beside her in the front room; she had just let them in. All of them were armed and all wearing unfriendly faces, Gregory foremost amongst them. 
 
    Carol took the blaster from one of the men and approached her slowly as she cringed away. 
 
    “You think we wouldn’t check up on your story? Or notice a broken lock on a door hardly anyone knows about? You dumb little bunny, you are twenty years too young to put one over on me.” 
 
    Becks opened her mouth to say something, anything, but before she had time to construct another lie a violent light lit up Carol’s eyes and she cracked her in the temple with the butt of the weapon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 36: 
 
    Briefed 
 
      
 
      
 
    All Aegis compounds have the same general layout, and every Aegis member has, at least officially, the right to make use of their facilities as need. 
 
    So when they arrived at the compound to the north of Fairbright the following morning the girls immediately got settled in the spacious front room while Nameless and Grant sought out the ranking officer to report on their success. 
 
    They found the one-armed man on the back porch, the retired station manager standing up as soon as he noticed them. 
 
    Grant snapped a perfunctory salute to the older man before reporting on their success. 
 
    “Hey Kyle. Case is wrapped up nice and neat for you. Two suspects are in custody with the lawkeeper, with a third stuck with her granddad, she’s a minor. Fair bit of family drama there but-” 
 
    The officer raised his hand to stem the tide of information. 
 
    “I’m sorry Aegis Semper but it will have to wait, while you were at it I received standing orders to pass on to you. You are to report in to the Bastion immediately, through whatever channels available. In this case that channel is a trio of Undines down at the river. Follow me.” 
 
    Grant was more than slightly taken aback by his senior’s abrupt pronouncement: the wool poachers were a problem to be sure, so it wasn’t entirely unusual that their commanding officer wanted a report on their progress, but there was something in the urgency of the man’s tone that gave him pause. 
 
    Nameless, not experienced enough to know whether this was normal or not, simply followed Grant’s lead as the three of them left the compound. 
 
    Shortly thereafter they found themselves at the edge of a placid stream, where three naked Undines were swimming in lazy circles as they gossiped, giggled and splashed water at each other. 
 
    The officer coughed gently and tried to get their attention. 
 
    “Girls, if you’re finished playing ar-” 
 
    One of the blue-skinned water elementals gasped and pointed at Nameless with one delicately webbed hand. 
 
    “Sisters! It’s him! The one who touched the Sacred Current! Oh he is a cutie!” 
 
    Her sister behind her placed both hands on her head and pushed her below the surface of the slowly moving water, raising herself up to get a better look at the young man. 
 
    “I think you’re right Tali! Nalia and Juni both said he was really short!” 
 
    The last Undine scrambled out of the water and stood in all her naked glory before him, one hand on her hip as she nibbled on her pinky finger delicately. 
 
    Nameless imagined that it was not unlike being eyeballed by a hungry shark. 
 
    “I want to see his ‘oh’ face.” 
 
    Her eyes were hooded with desire, and the young man couldn’t help but blush a bit as the other two humans looked at him with raised eyebrows. 
 
    “What the hell are they talking about? And what are we, chopped liver?” Grant shook his head in puzzled amusement. 
 
    “Long story.” Nameless replied wearily. 
 
    He never could understand why everywhere he went monster girls made a fuss over him. 
 
    The officer rolled his eyes and waved his arm to get the attention of the distracted Undines. 
 
    “Ladies please! Focus. This is important. You need to contact the Bastion at once. Tell them you have a priority one communiqué from outpost two-two seven.” 
 
    Grant’s eyes boggled at that. 
 
    But the three girls pouted in front of them, still looking longingly at Nameless. 
 
    “What’s in it for us?” The first Undine to speak, Tali, asked with arms folded over her perky breasts. 
 
    The one that had just dunked her sister glared at the officer pugnaciously. 
 
    “Yeah! What do we get out of it?” 
 
    “We wanna see his dick!” The last girl proclaimed aggressively while pointing at Nameless’s groin. 
 
    Grant buried his face in his palms while the officer tried to talk sense into the stubborn elementals. 
 
    “Be reasonable! This is too important to screw around!” 
 
    But Tali shook her head firmly. 
 
    “If it’s so important than you should have been more polite, brought us a gift or something nice! No, if you want our help, we get to see his boy-parts.” 
 
    The one-armed officer’s face twisted in consternation while the young Aegis cadet just stared at the three expectant faces. 
 
    With all the time he spent with the Amazons, not to mention his own bond-mates, he had come to expect the blatant sexuality of monster girls. 
 
    But that didn’t mean he was overly comfortable with being ambushed with it. 
 
    It took all of three seconds for the selfless young man to come to a decision. 
 
    “If you touch it, my Gigas will kill you.” He sighed as he undid his pants and reached inside. 
 
    The three girls were breathless for a moment, then nodded as one, eyes wide and locked on his groin. 
 
    Grant blinked. 
 
    “Seriously Nameless you don’t have to- holy fuck!” His trainee had pulled out his cock for the girls’ consideration; “The hell do you need all that for?!” 
 
    “It’s just above average.” Nameless said flatly. 
 
    He was not appreciating the two men gawking at his junk alongside the three suddenly salivating monster girls. 
 
    “For a guy my height maybe.” Kyle mumbled as he averted his gaze. 
 
    “I want it.” The Undines said as one. 
 
    “Well you can’t have it. Gigas, remember?” Nameless said tartly as he tucked away his package. 
 
    With the show over, the three horny Undines put their heads together and began to whisper to each other excitedly. 
 
    “Maybe if we give her a gift and ask nice she’ll-” 
 
    “-mean as a Dragon-” 
 
    “-probably just a rumour that they eat people.” 
 
    Kyle coughed once to get their attention. 
 
    “Girls, if you’ll please do as I asked?” 
 
    Tali looked up from their huddle at the expectant man. 
 
    “Huh? Oh we sent the message when we saw you coming, we’re just waiting for-” She stopped mid-sentence as her eyes grew distant; “Ah! There it is! Sisters, the Current calls to us!” 
 
    “And we respond!” The other two answered in a unified sing song. 
 
    In perfect sync the three girls began waving their arms in midair as water flowed out of the river in a sideways wave, forcing Nameless and the others to duck to avoid getting soaked as it completed a full revolution around them before coalescing in front of the elementals’ outstretched hands. 
 
    Nameless watched in fascination as the last of the wave formed an enormous sphere in front of them. 
 
    He’d seen Undine magic before, but it was still interesting to watch, especially since they were summoning a lot more water than he had seen other girls do in the past. 
 
    Once the sphere was large enough it suddenly plummeted down to the ground, with the trio of blue-skinned monsters weaving their webbed hands inside the mass to shape it into a broad wall. 
 
    Within a few seconds Nameless and Grant stood before the enormous wave-like shape, inside which the faces of the Aegis council looked back at them. 
 
    Grant was stunned. 
 
    Even with the priority communiqué he had been expecting to see his commanding officer, even one of the councilors would have been a surprise. 
 
    He and his trainee stood at attention along with Kyle, their fists snapping to their breasts automatically at the serious faces that greeted them. 
 
    “At ease.” Booker ordered. 
 
    They relaxed, if only slightly. 
 
    “Sir, what is-” 
 
    “We’ll be brief as time is short.” Margaret Bloom said as she turned to address Nameless; “We need your help.” 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    The three Aegis members came from their meeting at the river and returned to the compound. Once in the big room with the girls, Nameless and Grant made a beeline for the Gigas, who was watching the embers in the fireplace with a bored expression on her face. 
 
    Without preamble the senior operative got right to the point. 
 
    “Nina, how durable are you?” 
 
    The little giant looked at him like he was nuts. 
 
    “Geeze, buy a girl a drink-” 
 
    “Stop screwing around and answer the question cadet!” Grant snapped, his expression no-nonsense. 
 
    Now she glared at him like he had a death wish, but Nameless stepped in. 
 
    “Nina, answer him please. It’s important.” 
 
    Finally picking up on the seriousness of the situation she turned from the fire to address them, crossing her arms over her little breasts. 
 
    “Give me a frame of reference.” 
 
    Grant nodded then tilted his head to one side speculatively. 
 
    “A direct hit from a blaster?” 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    “Took a few of those in the wilds, barely left a mark.” 
 
    “How about a flamer?” 
 
    “I don’t know what that is, but given the name-” 
 
    She leaned over and reached deep into the remnants of the fire and took out a glowing piece of charcoal with two fingers. 
 
    And popped it into her mouth. 
 
    With a placid look on her face she chewed deliberately for a few seconds before spitting it back into the flames. 
 
    The reactions of the others to her insane stunt were fairly predictable... mostly. 
 
    Nameless gaped, Ophelia drew in a sharp breath and put both hands to her mouth, while Erica let out a low whistle of respect. 
 
    “Show off.” Volka muttered with a smirk. 
 
    “HOLY FUCK!” Milly shouted. 
 
    Everyone turned to stare in astonishment at the gentle girl who was rapidly turning pink. 
 
    She licked her lips before speaking again, now appearing decidedly sheepish. 
 
    “I-I... wasn’t expecting it.” 
 
    “I ought to wash your mouth out with soap. Yours and Nina’s.” Erica shook her head side to side slowly in wonder. 
 
    “Milly, wow. Just wow. Erica’s right with the soap. And I’ll at least need a glass of water.” Nina spat into the fire again and wiped at her ash covered lips before vaguely waving at Grant and Nameless; “But back to whatever this is.” 
 
    Grant, not having known Milly long enough to really appreciate how uncharacteristic such an outburst was from her, cleared his throat and explained the situation. 
 
    “We were just briefed by the council, the full council. At our discretion we are to move to assist a special Aegis taskforce. Well, my discretion really, hence the questions.” He blew out a nervous breath before shaking his head; “If a Gigas wasn’t part of this team there is no way they would send us, not with a trainee. And especially not with this trainee! But with so many assets tied up looking for Jonathan and Evadne, the council must be desperate.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” Volka asked with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “Algrade.” 
 
    Ophelia winced and Nameless felt a stab of apprehension from her heartstone, but she shook her head at him sharply: whatever it was could wait. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Erica asked while nervously spinning one of her knives between her fingers. 
 
    Nameless answered before Grant could. 
 
    “It looks like Miranda finally caught up to her arms dealer.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 37: 
 
    Form Up 
 
      
 
      
 
    Having been made fully aware of the urgency of the situation, Grant, Nameless and their girls made good time and arrived at the rendezvous location outside Algrade late in the afternoon; the hope being to avoid tipping off their quarry by having a number of Aegis personnel flood the city. 
 
    There they met up with Lilly and her pack, some two dozen hungry eyed Wolfen, who had practically sprinted to Algrade from parts unknown when Miranda contacted the Aegis a few days prior. 
 
    Along with the pack there were nine other Aegis operatives and their monster girls, pretty much every agent that was close enough and experienced enough had been summoned to take part in this operation. 
 
    Once they had all arrived Miranda whistled to get their attention. 
 
    “Listen up! You’ve all been briefed by the council, but here are the finer details. You’ll all probably remember when Booker’s Undine got burned and Yana skewered the one responsible? Well it turns out the bitch survived. Bethany Sinclair, alive and kicking.” 
 
    Nameleess’s jaw fell open at the startling revelation, but someone else spoke before he fully processed the implications. 
 
    “Not if I have my way. If my sister knew she yet lived...” Kala trailed off for a moment as dark thoughts filled her mind, finally she drew in a breath and finished her thought; “I will slay this wretched coward on her behalf.” 
 
    “Or take her alive. You know, like we’re supposed to. Whichever.” Jan remarked drily. 
 
    But Kala didn’t look dissuaded in the least so her bond-sister gave a shrug. 
 
    “Cross that bridge when we come to it I suppose.” The Wolfen muttered. 
 
    Miranda largely ignored the exchange, choosing instead to concentrate on continuing her briefing. 
 
    “As I said, our target is Bethany Sinclair. Believe it or not the sneaky bitch has been using her real name as an alias for her operations abroad. Within Algrade she goes by ‘Carol Reindel’. She grew up in the slums, so she knows the underbelly of this city better than any of us.” 
 
    She took a beat to look around and make sure everyone was paying attention. 
 
    “She’s operating out of a sketchy machine shop on the edge of one of the shanty towns. The location is remote enough that I don’t expect a lot of people to be around that don’t belong there, but all the same watch out for civvies once the fun begins. We’ll be linking up with a Hornet hive and a few more of our people in the city. Remember, our goal is to not let this shit-storm spill out into the slums or the city proper! But these fuckers nearly cooked me and mine back in Oakridge so don’t doubt they’ll be willing to do the same here.” 
 
    She had to take a second to draw in a steadying breath when she got to the next part. 
 
    “We also have someone on the inside. A Lapine courier, her name is Rebecca and she is one of the best people I know. She’s just a regular civilian that stepped up, which makes her one of ours. We found her roommate dead this morning. Since she wasn’t with her we have to assume her cover was blown and she was taken. We extract her at all costs. Benjamin, I want your team on that.” 
 
    One of the agents in the field, a sturdy-looking man with salt and pepper hair who was flanked on either side by a pair of pointy eared Spriggin, nodded in affirmation. 
 
    The elfin monster girls adjusted their bows on their shoulders in agitation as their master acknowledged their role. 
 
    A distant cousin to the Dryads, the four foot tall Spriggin were quick, with supernatural reflexes and unerring aim with their little arrows. Unlike their cousins, the Spriggin wore clothing, simple tunics in forest hues. 
 
    They observed the world faster than everybody else, even now their eyes were darting around like hummingbirds while they took in their surroundings, as such they could survey a room and zero in on their targets before anyone had a chance to even see them. 
 
    If anyone could spot a lone Lapine in a crowded machine shop it was them. 
 
    Miranda continued, if anything her words more dire than before. 
 
    “These people have been linked to Jonathan Pym and the Chimera Evadne, so keep an eye out for Tenebrae. Take them alive if possible, get them to Volka and Cadet Armstrong.” 
 
    She nodded her head to gesture to Nameless and the Valkyrie, at which point there was a bit of shuffling and rustling as most everybody in the clearing turned to look at them. 
 
    More than a few frowns greeted the attendance of the white-uniformed tainee in such an important operation, so Nameless did his very best to look like he belonged beside the ancient warrior angel. 
 
    Whatever concerns they had were quickly put to rest by Volka’s serene presence and once their curiosity had been satisfied they turned back to Miranda. 
 
    She looked around at all the solemn faces. 
 
    “The ones we are up against are highly organized and armed to the teeth. They will have no compunctions about putting any one of us in the dirt. Nina, where are you?” 
 
    Nina lifted her arm in the air, but was simply too short to be readily spotted in the crowd. 
 
    Miranda rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Just stand on a stump or something would you?” 
 
    The Gigas let out a few curses but did as she was asked, putting her hammer on its head and hopping on top of it so that they could all see her. 
 
    Miranda pointed to the diminutive Gigas and the assorted Aegis personnel again turned to look at her. 
 
    “Nina is the tip of the spear, or more of a brick really. She goes in first, hard and fast to get their attention. Once the shooting begins, and make no mistake people, there will be shooting. Go lethal on anyone holding a weapon once she announces us. We give them one chance to throw down arms. If they ignore that chance, be fast and don’t hesitate. She can take the hits, you can’t.” 
 
    There were grim nods from everyone, and more than a few eager growls from Lilly’s pack. 
 
    With her briefing mostly finished, Miranda took a few seconds to gather her thoughts, her eyes trailing over the grim Wolfen faces. 
 
    “We’ve lost people because of these fuckers. They’ve bled us. Now it’s time to return the favour. Check your gear, we move out in ten minutes. Cadet Armstrong, a word?” 
 
    Curious, he made his way through the crowd to her side. 
 
    The grey-haired woman gave him a long look. 
 
    “Uniform suits you.” She admitted grudgingly; “But are you ready for this kid?” 
 
    “Yes ma’am.” 
 
    She snorted. 
 
    “Should’ve known better than to ask, you always did have more heart than sense. I want you and Volka on standby, if there are any Tenebrae to be found in there I’ll need you two to move fast. Keep Milly and Jez with you as well, together they’ll be enough to overpower and restrain any of the girls they might unleash on us. But I’m not going to be responsible for the deaths of the last Valkyrie and Empath on the same day, so you four only engage if I give the signal, Jez will know. We clear?” 
 
    He nodded his understanding, having no illusions that she would let him into a warzone. 
 
    Despite his selfless nature, he at least knew how important his life was by now. 
 
    “Good. Have Ophelia link up with the medics once we’re in the city, they know their stuff so I’m not going to micromanage. And kid? Don’t die. I’ll fucking kill you if you die.” She finished gruffly before turning to pass on some more orders at some of the others. 
 
    “You too.” He mumbled, too low for her to hear. 
 
    He had to swallow a surprising lump in his throat; he had missed the brusque woman and her gravelly voice. 
 
    A few minutes later and they were just about ready to leave, though Miranda had one last set of orders to give. 
 
    “Erica, where are you, you dirty- What the fuck are you wearing?!” 
 
    In anticipation of the coming fight the Katje was wiggling into her sexy death-suit, complete with knives bristling all over. 
 
    “It’s my battle dress.” The Katje answered sullenly; “You’re throwing my bond-sister into a fight Miranda! So don’t you think for a second that I’m not-” 
 
    Miranda raised her hand to forestall the coming tirade. 
 
    “I was just going to say, I’m sending Jan with Lilly’s girls, so I need you with me and Kala. You know her moves so you can watch our backs.” 
 
    “Oh.” Erica sniffed; “Right. Sure.” 
 
    It was clear she was surprised so Miranda explained, as patiently as she could. 
 
    “We’re understaffed. And even I’ll admit how good you are with those knives. Don’t be weird about it.” 
 
    Erica sniffed again. 
 
    “Bitch.” The Katje muttered under her breath. 
 
    Miranda pursed her lips, hiding her amusement. 
 
    “That’s the spirit. Now do you two need me to rustle up some lube so you can squeeze your ass into that getup?” 
 
    Erica gave one last heave to pull the skin-tight leather over her shoulders before she pulled the zipper up. 
 
    “No. But if you can, find me some anyways? I’m running low.” 
 
    Miranda rolled her eyes as she stalked away. 
 
    “Fucking cats.” 
 
    The sexy Katje watched her as she walked away then turned to Milly’s worried expression. 
 
    “I think I might almost not hate her anymore... almost.” 
 
    “Erica, when you’re in there-” 
 
    “I’ll be careful. Don’t worry lover. It’s not like I’m gunna run out of knives!” 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    “I’m not staying behind.” Cordelia declared with a scowl. 
 
    Oldeera’s eyes narrowed and she pursed her lips. 
 
    “This is going to get messy, and I want you well clear of it.” 
 
    The Hornet queen was leading her hive into battle and as such her usual demeanor was set aside as she mentally prepared herself for the coming violence. 
 
    “I’m not saying I want to be in the middle of it! I just want to be close in case-” 
 
    Suddenly she couldn’t finish. 
 
    A lump had formed in her throat and she felt the stinging prickle of tears in her eyes. 
 
    “In case?” Oldeera murmured. 
 
    Her bond-mate turned her face away, hurriedly wiping away a few tears as she found her voice again. 
 
    “I jumped in with both feet.” She said seriously; “I bonded to a warrior, and I won’t sit all by myself in the hive waiting to hear whether she’s coming home or not.” 
 
    Silence stretched between them, broken only by the nervous buzzing of Hornet wings all around. 
 
    “My Queen… We will return to you.” One of the Hornets promised. 
 
    “Nothing, not even the all-consuming hunger of entropy, would keep us from doing so.” Another swore. 
 
    Oldeera said nothing, her Hornets having articulated her thoughts for her. Instead she merely quirked one eyebrow, her matching antennae dipping low to meet it, as she waited on her bond-mate’s response. 
 
    Cordelia looked all around, the faces of her Hornets greeting her with serene smiles of reassurance. 
 
    “I’m coming.” The brunette said again, this time with finality; “Whatever you need to do to make that happen. I’ll keep Muffin with me, she can’t fly with you anyways.” 
 
    The wingless Hornet’s antennae twitched nervously, unaccustomed to the new name, particularity since it was so silly. 
 
    Cordelia had given it to her a couple weeks prior, since she was the only Hornet in the hive other than the queen that she could recognize on sight. 
 
    It was a long time before Oldeera spoke, a long time where she stared directly into Cordelia’s hazel eyes, measuring her resolve. 
 
    Finally she drew in a deep breath, her shoulder lifting and her breasts swelling in her chitinous armour. 
 
    “You will keep her with you… and five others.” Cordelia’s mouth opened in protest but the Hornet queen’s hand came up to forestall any of her objections; “Five of my sweets will make little difference in the coming conflict, but will do much to ease my concern for your safety. I was planning on leaving at least that many with you in the hive anyways. Or did you think I would leave our home undefended?” 
 
    Cordelia closed her mouth and drew in a deep breath of her own, then threw her arms around her Hornet and pressed her face into her breasts. 
 
    “Promise me you’ll be careful.” 
 
    Her tearful words were muffled by Oldeera’s cleavage, but the Hornet caught them. 
 
    “I will, and I will find Rebecca and keep her safe as well. You don’t need to worry so much honey! This is what I was born to do.” 
 
    The shorter brunette snorted out a half-laugh, then sniffled. 
 
    “I was born to bake cookies, so forgive me if I’m not used to seeing you off to battle yet.” She said plaintively, her words still muffled by tit-flesh. 
 
    Holding her worried bond-mate tighter, Oldeera let out a chuckle of amusement. 
 
    “And such sweet cookies you make, honey. I will nibble on those later… right after I nibble on you.” 
 
    As she finished her sentence one hand drifted down Cordelia’s back and gave her bottom a healthy squeeze. 
 
    “But for now, we need to leave if we are going to link up with the taskforce on time.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 38: 
 
    Capital Punishment 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rebecca came back to consciousness slowly, her mind addled from the head injury. 
 
    She was sitting down, she could tell that much; her neck hurt from the way her head had been hanging limp for who knows how long, while her equally limp ears formed a curtain over her face. 
 
    Her eyes rolled around as she tried to focus; the side of her head and face felt tacky, dried blood indicating just how hard Carol had hit her. 
 
    Someone was talking to her, someone she loved, or perhaps… didn’t? 
 
    “-idea was to ship them in pieces, so that the inspectors would just see harmless machine parts.” 
 
    As she took in her surroundings the Lapine came to realize that they were in the office in the machine shop. 
 
    Somewhere she definitely shouldn’t be. 
 
    She jerked in place with the realization, only to feel hands settle on her shoulders and arms, firmly keeping her in the chair. 
 
    Head throbbing but fully conscious now, she looked across the desk, watching as the other woman deliberately assembled a familiar item. 
 
    “We even have a plausible explanation as to what they’re for to cover our asses. These-” Carol gestured with one of the little pieces before sliding it in place inside the weapon; “Are parts of the control mechanism for our presses. That explains the trigger and the springs and such to the uneducated.” 
 
    Her face darkened as she finished the trigger housing by putting the clamshell pieces together and Rebecca’s heart began to pound in her chest as their eyes finally met. 
 
    Carol was gone: Bethany was glaring at her now. 
 
    “It was a good plan, so what I need to know now… is how a dumb bunny like you figured out what they really were.” 
 
    The words stung, and she turned her head away as an involuntary sob escaped her lips from the crushing weight of her situation, all of the lies between them having been stripped away. 
 
    The grip that Gregory and the other man had on her arms kept her from moving as Bethany combined the parts she had just put together with the receiver and finished assembling the caster. 
 
    “And more importantly, who have you told?” 
 
    “Nobody.” Rebecca whispered immediately. 
 
    The arms dealer’s lips twitched into a slight grimace at the obvious lie as she looked to the night manager. 
 
    “Make sure everyone is armed up in case we have to deal with company, if it’s the lawkeepers we more than have them outgunned.” 
 
    “What if it’s the Aegis?” 
 
    Looking a little like she bit into a lemon, she sucked in air between her teeth with a grimace. 
 
    “Then we’ll see won’t we?” 
 
    She stood and stepped around the desk as Rebecca shrank in on herself, her ears flat to her head. 
 
    This time it was the cherry-haired woman’s grip that forced the bunny’s ears to straighten as she cruelly used them to force her to face her. 
 
    “As for you, sweetness, I’m sorry to say you won’t be making any more deliveries any time soon. Too bad, I really did love that piercing of yours.” 
 
    As the world crashed around her, the only thought that the young Lapine could formulate was a simple question. 
 
    “Was any of it real?” Rebecca whispered. 
 
    Bethany looked up and to one side as she thought back on every date they had shared, every truth she might have let slip to the Lapine in a rare moment of tenderness. 
 
    Inevitably she dismissed it all with a shrug and a smirk as she released her ears. 
 
    “I did grow up in the slums.” 
 
    With that she took a step back and leveled her pistol at the bunny’s head as a cold expression settled on her face. 
 
    Rebecca steeled herself, with strength she never knew she had filling her breast, she matched the other woman’s glare unblinking. 
 
    If this was her end then she intended to meet it with both eyes open. 
 
    The evil woman smirked. 
 
    “Brave little bunny. So very dumb, but brave.” 
 
    But just as she was about to pull the trigger, the whole building shook as something very large impacted it... 
 
    Or rather, something very small. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Downstairs no work was getting done, the presses were silent and the crucible unlit. Workers were milling about with weapons in hand all over the machine shop, talking and laughing in the surety and arrogance that their employer had instilled in them. 
 
    Then everything changed. 
 
    The thick steel doors exploded inwards as a tiny red figured barreled through them with an enormous black hammer taking the lead, the heavy doors and the girl that broke them smashed into the crucible with implacable force, crushing it and sending ceramic shrapnel everywhere. 
 
    Once the clattering of the big doors had faded, the thunderstruck inhabitants of the machine shop all looked to the unexpected visitor now standing in the wreckage of the crucible. 
 
    “THROW DOWN YOUR WEAPONS AND DIE!” The Gigas roared at them. 
 
    In the midst of sneaking in with Erica and Kala through the now-broken door down the bathroom hallway, Miranda cursed into the startled silence. 
 
    “Or die Nina, for fuck’s sake.” 
 
    There was a long moment of stillness as the giant looked around at everyone, red eyes wide and hammer raised to show them she meant business. 
 
    All at once men began to scramble, a few ran for the exits, while a couple more dropped whatever arms they were carrying and lifted their hands high in the air, smart enough to recognize a Gigas for what she was. 
 
    The rest lifted their weapons to their shoulders and did something stupid. 
 
    There was a sound of thunder as they lit up the little red girl from all sides, while a couple men stalked forwards with flamers and poured the heat on her. 
 
    One especially reckless man on a catwalk above the presses towards the back of the room placed the odd tube that Rebecca had found on his shoulder and fired into the fray, the bulbous end separating and flying towards the Gigas with a terrible hissing sound. 
 
    Even through the haze of flame and heat Nina saw the strange projectile coming though and swatted it out of the air with her hammer, the rocket slamming into one of the presses before detonating and indiscriminately killing several people as the explosion blossomed outwards. 
 
    There was an awful screeching noise as the multi-ton machine began to crumble from its own weight. 
 
    The weapons fire halted after the explosion, the armed men too shell-shocked to keep up the pressure, while several had to scramble to get out of the way as the press collapsed. 
 
    When the smoke cleared from the blast there Nina stood; bleeding slightly in several places and stark naked, her clothes having succumbed to the blaze of the flamers. 
 
    She looked down at herself; the eyes of all still present followed her gaze to her naked form. 
 
    “That was my favourite shirt.” She complained. 
 
    Without delay she threw herself at the man with the strange cannon, crushing him instantly before he could blow anyone else to pieces. 
 
    Though it could be argued that she swung a bit too hard given that she took the catwalk out with him, the metal railing and reinforced ceiling mounts snapping like dry sticks under the weight of her wrath. 
 
    Her landing was less than graceful as she had been expecting her hammer to slow down in her overhand swing; instead she flipped ass over teakettle and landed on the stone floor flat on her back in the midst of a shocked group of workers. 
 
    There was a brief pause before they leveled their guns at her. 
 
    “Don’t even think-” 
 
    They thought about it, and then did it, bursts of red light accompanying their weapons fire. 
 
    But to no avail. 
 
    “OW! You almost got me in the eye you little turds!” 
 
    Still flat on her back she spun her hammer around her, sweeping their legs out from under them and using the weight of the weapon to help her get back to her feet in an odd spinning maneuver. 
 
    Then she closed her eyes, because while she might not have been able to recite the criminal statutes she was supposed to have learned at the academy, she did at least know that when the Aegis made entry into a building, they led with strobes. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Upstairs, panic reigned. 
 
    “They’re here already!” 
 
    “They brought a fucking Gigas! We don’t have anyone outgunned!” 
 
    In all the chaos brought about by the explosion, Gregory closing the door to the office and locked it. 
 
    As if that would keep the giant out. 
 
    Still held in place by the other man, Rebecca licked her lips frantically as she looked for an out. 
 
    “Y-you should turn yourselves-” 
 
    But she was cut off when the night manager rounded the chair and ruthlessly punched her in the stomach, causing her to fall out of the seat, retching on all fours. 
 
    Bethany talked over the unpleasant sound. 
 
    “The others are on their own. You two have enough sense to follow me out of this shitstorm?” 
 
    They didn’t move right away, too focused on listening to the drama downstairs, but then their eyes flipped to the pistol she was rhythmically tapping against her thigh. 
 
    She leveled her best glare at each of them. 
 
    “You want to avoid the digsites? I’m still your best option.” 
 
    Left unspoken was the fact that if they didn’t help her neither of them were likely to live long enough to dig anything. 
 
    Despite the chaos of the Aegis raid, the cherry-haired woman didn’t appear worried, though there was a certain urgency in her movements that betrayed her nerves. 
 
    Inevitably the pair as she said, tossing whole sheaves of papers off of a long box in the corner while she turned and knocked over the shelf in the back to reveal a hidden exit cut into the wall next to the icebox. 
 
    Desperately hoping to slip out while they were distracted Rebecca crawled on all fours to the door, reaching to the lock with trembling fingers. 
 
    But Gregory spotted her and snagged her by her ankle to drag her away from the exit. 
 
    “And her?” 
 
    Bethany looked over her shoulder as she worked to undo the rusted latch on the hidden exit. 
 
    “We take her for insurance. She makes a fuss, hurt her some more.” 
 
    “You r-really are a b-bitch.” Rebecca wheezed with hot tears of pain and anger spilling down her face. 
 
    “Tell me all about it later. Let’s go!” 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile there was a series of pops and snaps as the task force flooded the shop below, the main room filling with blinding light that disoriented their targets as they lead the way with their lost-tech canisters, most shouting almost the same thing Nina had. 
 
    Kala and Erica were wrestling with a trio that had tried to sneak out through the bathroom hall, the brief tussle ending badly for the criminals, while Miranda slipped past them to toss a stinger into a cluster of people by the collapsed press. 
 
    “Drop your weapons!” Her words were muffled by her breather mask, but they still heard her. 
 
    A dozen or so men were now dead from a severe case of Nina, and several more were otherwise incapacitated by the Aegis team’s lost-tech. 
 
    But the fight was far from over. 
 
    Barely finished speaking, Miranda had to duck behind one of the warped belts leading to the demolished press when the teary-eyed workers blindly leveled their weapons at the sound of her voice. 
 
    Covered by their braver or more foolish compatriots, the bulk of the forces scrambled away from the Aegis team towards the only viable exit at the back of the shop. 
 
    Even the ones who had initially surrendered had rearmed themselves, their survival instincts overriding their own judgment as they were driven into the scrap-yard by the blinding strobes and stinging gas. 
 
    Just as the Aegis intended. 
 
    While the operatives within pursued them, in the open air they were set upon by a Wolfen pack and Oldeera’s hive. 
 
    Then the real bloodshed began. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 39: 
 
    In the Thick of It 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nameless and the girls with him were struggling valiantly to keep their cool. 
 
    It had been especially difficult for Milly to let Erica go in with Miranda, but there was no stopping the feisty Katje. 
 
    They were standing just outside an empty warehouse across the street from the machine shop, inside which a team of medics were setting up to prepare for the eventuality of dealing with the wounded. 
 
    “She’s okay.” Nameless once again made to reassure her; “She’s okay, I think it’s over in there.” 
 
    The sudden rapid sound of continued weapons fire from the scrap-yard on the other side of the shop put the lie to his words. 
 
    Volka shifted at his side, her eyes vigilant and her shield ready to be brought up at a moment’s notice to protect her master, her bond-sister, and the little Gripau attached to Milly’s back. 
 
    A sudden crash from the side of the building drew their attention; Jez reacting first, her arm shooting out to point excitedly towards the disturbance. 
 
    “She’s getting away!” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Volka demanded. 
 
    “I saw her! Sethany Binclair! She’s right over there!” 
 
    Volka took up her shield and drew her glowing sword. 
 
    “Alright, let the people inside know, Binclair is that way, and that’s her name now!” 
 
    She paused only for a moment to smile and wink at Nameless before she gave a flap of her wings and took off in pursuit. 
 
    “Wait, Volka!” He called in vain. 
 
    “Why? How do you say it?” Jez said at the same time he did. 
 
    Milly looked to her master, a torn and worried expression on her face. 
 
    It took him all of two seconds to decide on a course of action. 
 
    “Miranda is going to kill me. Milly! Leave Jez with me and go back her up!” 
 
    She nodded, all but hurling the little frog girl into Nameless’s arms. 
 
    “Hey! Watch the hands buddy!” 
 
    “Come on! Erica is in the middle of that shit, I won’t risk distracting her by trying to fill her in on the fly like this!” 
 
    Somehow Jez had scrambled up and over his shoulder, then flipped herself back around so her legs were wrapped around his waist. 
 
    “So, what does that mean?” 
 
    He was already running towards the broken doors of the building, a canister in each hand, though both were trembling. 
 
    “It means we have to tell them about Volka and Milly chasing Sinclair!” 
 
    “Hang on! You’re too important! Even I know that!” 
 
    Despite her protests Jez did nothing to stop him. 
 
    “We just need to find somebody, anybody!” 
 
    But he had barely entered the shop when a stocky man in greasy overalls burst out of hiding under the stairs and came to a halt right in front of the pair, surprised panic writ on his face. 
 
    When the fight had spilled outside he had hidden in desperation, hardly believing that the main Aegis force had overlooked him in their efforts to not get shot. 
 
    The shouting and weapons fire had ceased from inside as the taskforce pursued his compatriots into the scrap-yard, so he had decided to make a break for it. 
 
    Now the only thing standing between him and freedom was a snot-nosed Aegis cadet and a tiny frog girl. 
 
    Nameless took a solid punch to the face before he knew what hit him, falling back and rolling over the railing of the stairs as his canisters clattered harmlessly to the floor. 
 
    Jez cried out as she was knocked away from him as he fell. 
 
    “WATCH OUT! IT’S A RAPIST!” 
 
    She had to hop away though as the probably-not-a-rapist took a swing at her instead, a frantic gleam in his eyes. 
 
    Nameless meanwhile was struggling to recover his faculties, but he didn’t get the time as the man drew his leg back and kicked him in the shoulder. 
 
    He rolled away with the force of the blow; Kavanaugh’s training kicking in as he scrambled across the floor in a bid to get some distance between him and his assailant. 
 
    But the man was relentless, chasing him down in a bid to finish things with another kick from his heavy boot. 
 
    Nameless brought his hands out in time to block the worst of the blow, but it still sucked, the force of it snapping his head back and rolling him onto his back. 
 
    “Sorry kid, but it’s you or me!” The greasy man said above him. 
 
    When the Aegis cadet got his bearings all he could see was the sole of a boot about to crush his face. 
 
    But it never fell as Jez’s tongue lashed out and entangling the man’s ankle, pulling him off balance. 
 
    “Eave im aoone!” 
 
    With the perp distracted, Nameless recovered enough of his faculties to help her the only way he could think to; his hands grappled with the man’s leg and he managed to spin around on the floor to bring his own feet to bear, knocking the man off balance until he tumbled down beside him. 
 
    Once he was down, Nameless reached for his belt, scrambling to grab one of his canisters, instead he came back with Erica’s claw. 
 
    He hesitated, and it nearly cost him everything. 
 
    Even with Jez’s tongue tying up one of his opponent’s legs, he still had arms, and each one was half again as big as Nameless’s. Without delay the bigger man took hold of his wrist and wrestled the knife out of his hand, rolled over on top of him, bringing the blade up over his shoulder in preparation of killing the little shit. 
 
    But Jezebel had released his legs. 
 
    And Jezebel routinely trained with an Amazon. 
 
    “FROGGY KICK!” 
 
    Her foot may have been tiny but she drove it into the side of Nameless’s assailant’s head with enormous force after jumping against the wall and thrusting herself laterally at him. 
 
    He toppled off of the beleaguered cadet, the purple-bladed knife clattering across the floor as his grip slackened. 
 
    As quickly as he could manage, Nameless pulled himself to his feet and snagged the first canister he could off of his belt. 
 
    “Jez! Clear!” 
 
    The frog leapt straight upwards as the dazed worker, now on all fours, shook his head to cope with the sparkles she had set off behind his eyes. 
 
    Then a strobe skittered across the floor and went off right in front of his nose. 
 
    He shrieked with the agony of being so close to the blinding light, rolling over onto his back and gripping his eyes with both hands. 
 
    Nameless winced, but with one palm pressed tight to his bleeding head, he was ultimately unsympathetic. 
 
    “Hey! You still with me bucko?” Jez asked him. 
 
    “Yeah, y-yes!” 
 
    Adrenaline surged in him from the scuffle, but fortunately the Gripau knew her business. 
 
    “Good, because like you said, we have to tell the others!” She declared as her tongue shot out and quickly bound the screaming perp, only finishing her thought once she had a tongue-full of criminal; “Ow et oing!” 
 
    “R-Right.” 
 
    His hands shook even harder as he took up the knife and his dropped canisters and darted towards the sound of weapons fire coming from the back, running out into the yard. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    In the thick of the melee outside, Miranda was shouting orders in between throwing out canisters. 
 
    “Box them in! Oldeera! Don’t let them take the high ground!” 
 
    Hornets swarmed everywhere, their lances already bloodied from the conflict, but they kept having to veer off as the men below unleashed their flamers wildly in the air in a bid to keep them at bay. 
 
    Miranda was distracted suddenly when Kala tackled two men to the dirt immediately to her left so she didn’t see a third taking aim at her with eyes tearing from the noxious smoke in the midst of their ranks. 
 
    Erica did though. 
 
    “Miranda down!” She cried out even as she let fly with a pair of knives. 
 
    The veteran operative didn’t hesitate to drop to the earth even as the man’s weapon bucked against his shoulder and the Katje’s knives found his chest. 
 
    “Ah fuck me.” Miranda groaned with one hand pressed to her side. 
 
    “Shit! You’re hit!” Erica slid into the dirt at her side. 
 
    Kala was nearby still wrestling with her perps, but she was sidetracked by the spike of pain she felt from her bond-mate. 
 
    “Erica! Is she okay?!” The Amazon demanded. 
 
    “She’s fine!” Miranda growled as she brought her bloody hand to her face; “Just a graze, stupid cat saved my life.” 
 
    Fighting with the other Wolfen nearby, Jan likewise felt her mistress’s distress and tore free of her latest victim, blood covering her face around her mouth while she darted over to reach her side. 
 
    Erica’s face was pale. 
 
    “You and I have very different definitions of what constitutes a graze!” 
 
    With Jan’s help the Katje pulled her behind a slab of solid stone torn from the ground by a nearby earth elemental. 
 
    “Whatever! This is a complete clusterfuck! How are we doing?” Miranda asked while Jan fumbled with a bandage. 
 
    The nervous cat-girl poked her head over the slab, taking in the scene. 
 
    As Miranda said, it was utter bedlam. 
 
    Weapons fire was coming from everywhere, but so were the shouts of the Aegis, the snarling howls of Lilly’s pack, and the buzzing of Oldeera’s hive. 
 
    As the cat watched, two Hornets darted down and snagged one of the flamer-wielders by his skull and hefted him off his feet only to twirl around each other in midair, snapping his neck before tossing him back down to be torn apart by a waiting Wolfen. 
 
    At this point, anyone still holding a weapon was given no quarter. 
 
    “We’re winning, I think.” 
 
    But even as she said it she saw one of the Aegis operatives take a shot to the gut from somewhere and crumple in on himself, his two bond-mates howling in rage and agony as they felt the piece of their souls living alongside his die within him. 
 
    Erica felt queasy as she watched the grief-stricken pair recklessly tackle the man that killed their master and tear him to pieces, only to be engulfed by an explosion a moment later launched from another of those odd cannons wielded by a man huddled against the side of one of the scrap heaps. 
 
    “Oh fuck that guy!” The Katje snarled as she leapt out from behind cover and sprinted towards him. 
 
    “Wait!” Miranda called after her, her hand outstretched under Jan’s arm. 
 
    But the furious cat either couldn’t hear or wouldn’t listen, instead ducking and weaving through the melee, letting loose one knife after another into any foe that blocked her path towards her chosen target. 
 
    Franticly trying to reload his devastating weapon, the man didn’t see the leather clad Katje sprinting towards him. 
 
    Only when he placed the cannon back on his shoulder did he finally spot her, but he was too late to do anything more than yelp as she threw herself at him, her knives bisecting his windpipe as his devastating weapon fell into the pile of assorted metal with a heavy clatter. 
 
    She tarried beside him just long enough to ensure he was dead before launching herself back into the fight with a spitting hiss. 
 
    Despite the death of the Aegis operative and his two bond-mates, Erica hadn’t been lying: the taskforce was steadily and ruthlessly dismantling all resistance. 
 
    The weapons fire was more often than not blocked by a Golem, her earth magic working in tandem with Linda’s clay to erect solid barriers just like the one that Miranda was huddled behind, the thick slabs popping up like dominoes all over the place to protect the Aegis personnel and hem in their quarry. 
 
    They would likely have suffered worse casualties though if it weren’t for Nina keeping nearly half of the attention on herself, the criminals simply had no answer for the little giant; even their biggest weapons only seemed to piss her off. 
 
    “COME ON YOU PUSSIES! IS THAT ALL YOU’VE GOT?!” She roared and brought her hammer down and crushing yet another unlucky perp, the impact shaking the earth. 
 
    Meanwhile, the pair of tiny Spriggin were invariably targeting their little arrows at those whose weapons posed the greatest threat, just as Erica had. 
 
    And when their opponents tried to rally around the perimeter of Nina’s rampage, Bruti found them.  
 
    In the heat of the pitched battle, the Grizzly had let loose with all of her rage, and it made Nina look only slightly miffed in comparison. 
 
    Whoever the circling Wolfen pack didn’t take down, the enraged bear tore apart with brutal force, her thick talons dripping with blood and gore as her bestial roars resounded around the scrap-yard. 
 
    Like the mighty Gigas, she drew no small amount of weapons fire, but what injuries she suffered did nothing to slow her down. 
 
    Within a few minutes of Miranda getting shot, workers were throwing down their arms, while the last few who were committed to fighting to the bitter end soon got their wish. 
 
    In the lull immediately after the last couple men died or surrendered, Miranda sat up from her place on the ground to take stock of the situation, her hand clutching her bloody side. 
 
    All over the scrap-yard Bethany’s cohorts were being stripped and restrained. 
 
    “Anybody who can move help those who can’t! Our workday isn’t over yet!” The wounded operative shouted; “Benjamin! You alive?” 
 
    From his place on the back of someone he had just taken to the ground, the stout man responded tersely. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    He had a nasty cut on his cheek and a burn on his shoulder, but was otherwise unhurt. 
 
    “Good. I’m wounded, don’t know how bad yet. You’re in charge now!” 
 
    “Copy.” The even tempered operative nodded as he smoothly began giving orders; “You heard her people, anybody got eyes on Sinclair?” 
 
    There was a chorus of negatives as the Aegis swarmed the scrap-yard and some headed back into the shop, searching for the wanted fugitive. 
 
    With the shooting done, Nameless gingerly poked his head out from behind cover; when he had come into the scrap-yard and seen what was happening he had one thought above all else. 
 
    Fuck that shit. 
 
    He had then unashamedly hidden, knowing that trying to get involved in the Aegis team’s coordinated assault would very likely result in his own death or someone else’s. 
 
    Neither were outcomes he could live with. 
 
    “V-Volka has her! She’s in pursuit with Milly!” 
 
    Benjamin whipped around, his eyes searching for the face to go with the words. 
 
    “On your feet cadet! Which way?” 
 
    As ordered Nameless scrambled to stand, then closed his eyes, silently feeling for his Valkyrie. 
 
    “East, not far. Where the scrap-yard meets the cross-street, she caught up to them but she still has a couple men with her, they are heavily armed, some kind of rapid-fire weapons.” 
 
    He could see Benjamin working his jaw as he came to a difficult decision. 
 
    Like Miranda, and most everyone else present, he knew the value of the young Empath. 
 
    “Lead on, but if there’s any more shooting get behind Semper and his girls.” 
 
    Grant was there in an instant with Bruti and Linda, bleeding from a scrape to his forearm but otherwise unharmed. 
 
    And he did not look happy to see Nameless. 
 
    Nameless swallowed, but nodded. 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 40: 
 
    The Cost of Justice 
 
      
 
      
 
    Volka braced her shield as the two gatlings unleashed their fury on her, the rapid fire weapons spitting their projectiles with deadly intent. 
 
    But the shield of Volka Gundrsdotter had withstood far worse, and the glowing woman braced her shoulder against it as she slowly pushed her way ever onwards, the weapons pelting uselessly against her shield non-stop. 
 
    Why neither of them aimed at her exposed legs was a mystery. 
 
    After a full minute, the onslaught halted as the two shocked men took in the sight of the still standing Valkyrie. 
 
    She called out to them in a voice as clear as a bell. 
 
    “Throw down your arms brothers! Do not die for this vile woman’s greed!” 
 
    Carol, dragging a terrified Rebecca along by the forearm likewise screamed at her subordinates. 
 
    “I told you to kill her! She’s just one monster girl!” 
 
    “We tried! Her shield is like magic or something!” 
 
    Having lost her cool at the arrival of the armoured angel, the arms dealer stomped her foot in the dirt of the street like a petulant child. 
 
    “I don’t care if it’s made of cheese! Take her out you morons!” 
 
    Peeking over the brim of her shield, Volka smirked. 
 
    “Hey now. A cheese shield would just be silly.” 
 
    She had caught up to them mere moments after taking flight, but sadly, being a glowing winged woman they spotted her at the same time she had them. 
 
    Now the canny warrior was on the defensive, she knew that with all of the Aegis people in the area all she had to do was keep their attention fixed on her and play for time. 
 
    Though her heart burned with righteous fury at the sight of the terrified Lapine and her obvious injuries. 
 
    She bolstered her shield as Gregory and his friend took aim at her again, but before they could fire they heard the rapid clip-clopping of metal-clad hooves on the cobblestones to one side. 
 
    Volka’s eyes widened as an angry Minotaur burst out of an alley and slammed into them, the pair going down in a broken pile together from the force of her flanking charge. 
 
    With an aggressive moo Milly smashed the lost-tech weapons off of their mounts with her spear and hurled the remains against the men as they tried to stand, bowling them over again with the now useless weapons. 
 
    Snorting aggressively, the cow girl turned to see a pistol aimed at her chest, held by the cherry-haired woman gripping the terrified Lapine. 
 
    Her breathing steadied and a deadly calm filled her as she pointed at the pistol with her spear. 
 
    “You get one shot.” She shook her head slowly; “And it won’t be enough to stop me.” 
 
    Never before had Milly the Minotaur spoken with such intense and threatening conviction. 
 
    Even Volka was given pause, her heart having nearly stopped when her bond-sister put herself in the line of fire. 
 
    Though the way she had dismantled her men without hesitation was impressive, of all things it was her hat that really sold it for Bethany. 
 
    Any woman who could pull off a hat like that was a woman not to be trifled with. 
 
    The standoff lasted a half minute before she cursed and pulled her weapon-arm closer to her breast, her other still wrestling with Rebecca. 
 
    The cornered woman looked all around, desperately seeking a place to flee to. 
 
    But by delaying to witness the failure of her final trump card, the rapid-fire gatlings, the fugitive had unknowingly doomed herself as the remaining Aegis force caught up to them, guided by Nameless. 
 
    She was surrounded. 
 
    And she was all that remained, her entire criminal empire taken apart in less than a half hour. But she still wasn’t ready to give up; instead she held her pistol tight to the side of Rebecca’s head as she put her back to a wall. 
 
    “Back off! All of you! I’ll kill her!” 
 
    Frightful tears spilled down Rebecca’s cheeks at the deathly promise, she had hope again when the Valkyrie had arrived with her angelic aura, and with hope comes the fear of losing it. 
 
    A lone figure broke away from the Aegis forces, his face a controlled thundercloud. 
 
    “Bethany Sinclair. You are bound by law. Surrender now and you might escape the death sentence.” Benjamin ordered sternly. 
 
    His Spriggin both had arrows notched and aimed at the woman, though they would not shoot without their bond-mate’s order. 
 
    Likewise, Erica had a knife in either hand, ready to loose them at any sign of danger to her bond-sisters standing so close to the standoff. 
 
    Bethany’s response held a manic edge as tears spilled down her cheeks, her eyes reeling from one unfriendly face to another. 
 
    “Go ahead and hate me you fuckers! I have survived a father’s disgusting affections and a mother who loved drinking more than she did me! I even survived the tip of an Amazon warleader’s spear! You think I will lay down now just because you turn up your noses at me?! Now back off or I will fucking end her!” 
 
    At that point, Miranda arrived, propped up by Kala on one side, a bloody bandage pressed tight to her injury by Jan, the stubborn woman determined to see it through. 
 
    She took in the situation with narrow eyes, but then her look turned cunning. 
 
    “Hey Becks! Did you make that delivery like you were supposed to?” Her gruff voice rang out in the midst of the stalemate, startling everyone. 
 
    Rebecca sniffled miserably in the grip of the raving woman, but then her eyes widened as realization struck. 
 
    Before returning the parcel to her to give to ‘Carol’ Miranda had some of her people looking at it… 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about?!” Bethany snapped even as Jan and Kala shielded their bond-mate with their bodies. 
 
    But before her captor could suss out the meaning of the operative’s words, Rebecca bit down on her forearm just as hard as she could, her powerful incisors digging deep into the desperate woman’s flesh and causing her to scream and release her. 
 
    The Lapine whirled in place to face her, barely two feet away. 
 
    Despite the injury to her arm, the furious Bethany leveled her gun at the girl and pulled the trigger. 
 
    There was a sound of straining metal, followed by a pop, and the whole trigger assembly collapsed to the ground, leaving the criminal woman holding nothing more than a worthless piece of scrap metal. 
 
    “What the-” 
 
    She didn’t finish as Rebecca let out a snarling spitting noise that only an angry rabbit could make and threw herself at the treacherous woman, her powerful legs providing more than enough force to carry her back and slam her into the wall behind her before taking her to the ground. 
 
    “Get off me you little shit!” Bethany cried out, punching and kicking at her one-time paramour while she bit her arm again and scratched at her face. 
 
    But the punk bunny’s fury was too strong to be stopped by a few ineffectual punches and she quickly corralled Bethany’s wrists and began slapping her face with her own hands. 
 
    “Stop hitting yourself! Why are you hitting yourself?!” She taunted with a snarl. 
 
    “Ow! Fuck- off!” 
 
    Overpowered as she was, there was nothing Bethany could do against the childish treatment. 
 
    “Shouldn’t... we stop them?” Nameless asked uncertainly, looking between Miranda and Benjamin. 
 
    The gruff woman let out a relieved sigh before answering. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Probably.” Benjamin agreed without making a move. 
 
    Grant frowned at the senior operatives. 
 
    “Yes we most definitely should.” 
 
    Miranda raised her eyebrow. 
 
    “It was Grant right?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Well Grant, that woman has it coming. Believe me.” 
 
    “All the same ma’am, we do have a cadet here.” 
 
    “What, him?” Miranda glanced at her former student; “Nah, he’s a knucklehead, won’t learn a thing from any of this.” 
 
    Nameless shifted in place uncomfortably as Grant rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Bruti, Linda.” 
 
    He made a vague gesture toward the tussling pair and the blood-smeared bear girl shambled forwards to hoist the snarling and struggling rabbit off of the arms dealer while Linda began to encase Bethany’s wrists and ankles with her clay, trapping the bleeding and defeated woman against the ground. 
 
    But as the Gnome worked to bind the arms dealer, a snarl sounded all around and suddenly Lilly and her pack swarmed them, shoving anyone and everyone aside as the pack-leader lunged for the bound woman. 
 
    Bruti growled as her earlier rage returned for a moment, but she pushed it down and pulled away, keeping the Lapine in her arms clear of the suddenly aggressive monster girls. 
 
    Meanwhile a startled Linda let out an oddly slow clipped scream as the powerful Wolfen tore her stone away and gripped the now-terrified arms dealer’s face with one powerful hand. 
 
    Lilly’s claws dug deep into Bethany’s cheeks as she hefted her screaming into the air, the human clutching her wrist helplessly. 
 
    “Turn away, all of you. You don’t need to see what comes next.” Her words came out in a barely comprehensible snarl. 
 
    Grant’s mouth was held open in shock and Bruti growled again at the harsh order from the deadly pack-leader. 
 
    “Stop! It’s over!” Benjamin cried out, his indifference at the bunny girl’s revenge was set aside as he tried to shove his way past the other Wolfen. 
 
    “Almost.” The monster growled again; “However indirectly, she took one of my pack. Her life is mine!” 
 
    Rebecca’s own anger was forgotten as she saw the blood trickling down Bethany’s face, she couldn’t help but turn into Bruti’s strong embrace and hold her ears close to her head as a muffled cry came from the struggling woman. 
 
    “P-please!” The broken criminal begged, all of her bluster gone as death stared her down. 
 
    Lilly’s eyes narrowed as she listened to her beg for her life. 
 
    But then a golden aura of calm washed over her as Volka stepped beside her, the other Wolfen not daring to stop her. 
 
    The wolf turned to face the Valkyrie’s neutral expression. 
 
    “If you do this, I will not allow you to shield the act with your rage. This will be a conscious choice, one that you will have to live with.” 
 
    Her words were neither approving nor condemning. 
 
    Even with her feelings held in check by the angel’s aura though, Lilly made the decision in seconds. 
 
    “For Katie.” She whispered. 
 
    Her arm twisted Bethany’s head to one side, allowing room for her teeth to close on her neck with a violent snarl. 
 
    With one final scream, Bethany Sinclair was no more. 
 
    “Dammit Lilly.” Miranda cursed quietly. 
 
    Even the veteran operative had to turn away from the grisly sight as the Wolfen tore out her victim’s throat. 
 
    There was a shocked silence from everyone, broken only by the sound of the pack-leader chewing. 
 
    With blood on her face, Lilly tossed the fresh corpse to the ground at her feet then looked to the sky and let loose with an echoing howl of vengeance finally sated. 
 
    Volka sighed and hung her head. 
 
    “So be it.” 
 
    Lilly’s wolves quickly mirrored their pack-leader’s howl before descending on Bethany’s body and tearing her to pieces, each of them making the same choice she had. 
 
    Even blocked from his sight as it was, the sound of the pack taking their revenge on Carol, or Bethany, or whoever, made Nameless more than a little queasy. 
 
    From the expression on his face, Benjamin looked ready to do more than simply curse at the Wolfen, but Volka’s calming presence descended on him as well. 
 
    “The warrior tribes have always had their own means of meting out justice, while my people have ever strived to ensure their souls could withstand the cost of it.” Volka said quietly; “It is done, Aegis. And there are wounded that need tending.” 
 
    Benjamin turned back to the angel and met her calm expression. 
 
    A moment later he nodded as he found his priorities again, quickly looking to the other Aegis personnel. 
 
    “She’s right. Sound the all clear for the medics, triage protocol, all of you. And someone get those two with the other prisoners, no more bloodshed today.” 
 
    He gestured at the two men Milly had knocked over, his words made even more affecting as they were punctuated by the sound of the Wolfen pack’s grisly feast. 
 
    “I-I’ll do it.” The slightly green looking Minotaur promised. 
 
    Handing her spear off to Volka, she hefted one of the stunned men over each shoulder; both were either too hurt or too afraid to struggle against her as she carried them off to join the other prisoners. 
 
    And just like that, they won the day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 41: 
 
    Their Sacrifice 
 
      
 
      
 
    With the fighting over and the medics doing their work, the Aegis descended on the machine shop and the scrap-yard adjacent to it with gusto, scouring the place for every piece of illegal technology present. 
 
    Miranda was helping, though she was doing so against the wishes of her bond-mates. 
 
    Sitting on an overturned barrel and directing them in their work, she paused when she caught sight of the lonely looking Lapine: the poor bunny’s arms were hugging herself as she looked to and fro, clearly lost as to what she should be doing in the midst of all of the activity, her ears wilted against her head. 
 
    “Hey, uh- shit. Jan!” She turned her head to her bond-mate; “Has anyone seen to her yet?” 
 
    The Wolfen looked to the sad bunny and shook her head, uncertain. 
 
    “I don’t know, she was kind of awesome wasn’t she?” 
 
    “She was.” Kala agreed as she cast aside the sheet of metal she had been examining. 
 
    “Hey Rebecca!” Miranda called, making her flinch before she cautiously came over. 
 
    The bunny looked nervous, as if expecting a reprimand, so the gruff woman softened her normal demeanor more than a little. 
 
    “I wanted to make sure you were alright, when we found your- when we went by your place and you weren’t there, we were worried.” 
 
    “I’m okay.” She said, one arm holding her opposite bicep. 
 
    One of the medics had bandaged her head and given her a shot of something that made the tips of her ears tingle. 
 
    Hoping to draw out a bit more of a reply than that, Miranda continued. 
 
    “You helped save a lot of lives by doing what you did, I hope you realize that.” 
 
    The lone monster blinked, holding herself tighter, clearly her emotional injuries were much deeper than her physical ones. 
 
    “I don’t, I mean, I didn’t... do anything!” 
 
    The seasoned Aegis operative’s eyes narrowed at the admission. 
 
    “The hell you didn’t! Everything we knew was from what you told us! If we had to do this shit blind it would have been a bloodbath, and that was even if we did it at all! I wouldn’t doubt you get a civic citation or something out of this. Point of fact I’ll be arguing for just that!” 
 
    But the poor girl wasn’t convinced, shaking her head as a hopeless tear trailed down her cheek. 
 
    “I was wrong, I was wrong to think I could join the Aegis, to do what you people do. Carol was right: I’m just a dumb bunny.” 
 
    With a grimace of pain, Miranda stood, hand held to her side. 
 
    “Carol was a cunt!” She barked, again causing the rabbit to flinch; “Carol didn’t know the first thing about sacrifice, or loyalty, or putting your ass on the line for your friends. Carol was one of the worst things to ever happen to anyone, so her words are crap. Mine aren’t. You want to join the Aegis? I’ll swear you in myself! You got the stuff, no question.” 
 
    She sighed as she eased off of the wide-eyed Lapine. 
 
    “Look, you’ve been through some shit- no, that’s not right: that bitch put you through some shit. It’s going to take you some time to process it all. You have someplace to stay tonight? Family? Maybe some friends in the city?” 
 
    Rebecca almost nodded out of reflex, but then she remembered poor Sandra, and the state of her home… 
 
    Reading the reticence in her posture, not to mention the source of it, Miranda nodded. 
 
    “Okay, you’re spending the night with us.” 
 
    “What? No! I couldn’t impose, I- EEEK!” 
 
    The Lapine’s protests were cut off when Jezebel hopped onto her back, her little green legs wrapping around her waist and her hands immediately going to work on her shoulders. 
 
    “Yeah! You’re a hero! You can even have sex with our mistress if you want!” 
 
    “Jez!” Miranda protested, her cheeks going slightly pink. 
 
    “What? You’re good at it! And she needs it. Just feel how tense her shoulders are!” 
 
    “You’re making them tense!” Rebecca exclaimed, her voice high. 
 
    The irrepressible frog’s head pulled back on her neck as she pressed her fingers to her lips, a lady caught off guard. 
 
    “Oooh, you want to have sex with me?! So brazen!” 
 
    A moment later Kala pulled the Gripau from the not-brazen rabbit’s back, meanwhile Jan stood before her and looked her up and down. 
 
    “Wh-what?” 
 
    A smile slowly spread across the Wolfen’s face. 
 
    “What are your opinions regarding mud-wrestling?” 
 
    “I-I’ve never been.” 
 
    “That’s enough! All of you!” Miranda snapped 
 
    “But I-” Jez began. 
 
    “Her cute little tail...” Jan whined at the same time. 
 
    “Give the girl some space! I meant she can spend the night with the Aegis!” She turned from her disappointed bond-mates and gave Rebecca an apologetic look; “I’ll need to debrief you anyways, and I thought that maybe you’d feel more comfortable around some friendly monster girls who at least know something about what you’ve been through.” 
 
    A bit less flustered now that the Gripau and the Wolfen had backed off, or been made to back off, Rebecca took a few seconds to think about her alternatives before nodding. 
 
    The memory of Carol’s eyes glaring at her, so lifeless and cold even before she was actually dead, was one that she would not soon forget, and the thought of facing the memory by herself terrified her. 
 
    Recognizing the haunted look on her face, Kala stepped forwards. 
 
    “Come little warrior.” The Amazon offered, her muscular arm going over Rebecca’s shoulders; “I will take you away from here. Fear not, for no harm shall befall you in my company.” 
 
    It was such a high-handed pronouncement that a faint smile of amusement almost found Rebecca’s lips, though when she felt the corded muscles of the warrior woman’s arm she also couldn’t help but believe her promise. 
 
    Leaning sideways into the reassuring embrace, a lump found her throat as she mumbled her gratitude for the Amazon’s sincere offer of protection. 
 
    She so very badly needed to be held. 
 
    Miranda’s eyes followed the bunny as her bond-mate led her away, a bemused look on her face. 
 
    Privately she had to admit, the self-effacing Lapine had impressed the hell out of her every step of the way with her courage. 
 
    And she also had to admit that Jan was right about her tail. 
 
    “She does have an amazing ass.” She muttered. 
 
    The Wolfen surprised her with a quick lick to her cheek from behind, her head resting on her shoulder as she embraced her wounded bond-mate. 
 
    “I know right. I don’t know if it’s her ass, her tits, or her balls. But I’m digging her hard!” 
 
    Miranda sighed as she leaned back into Jan’s arms and flicked her in the nose with one finger. 
 
    “Down girl.” 
 
    A moment later Jan released her, though not because of the nose flick, but rather when she felt Miranda wince from the pain in her side. 
 
    “You need to get someone to look at that properly.” She whined. 
 
    “I’ll live. The medics have worse injuries to deal with. No Dryads in Algrade, too much tech, interferes with their nature mojo.” 
 
    Another whine started low in Jan’s throat as she once again sensed her mistress’s pain through their bond. 
 
    Before the inevitable argument could start, a rush of air surrounded them as Volka landed at their side, stirring up dust before her wings settled at her back. 
 
    “Oldeera’s Hornets have ensured that none have escaped our perimeter.” She reported, then looked to the blood on Miranda’s side; “And now we must see to your injuries, Aegis Holt.” 
 
    “I’m fine really-” 
 
    “You are not.” The Valkyrie overrode her objections; “Erica told me of your wound, but she said you believed it wasn’t serious. Seeing you for myself I can tell you’ve lost a concerning amount of blood. We need to get you off of your feet.” 
 
    Despite Miranda’s protests the Valkyrie, with the help of Jan and Jez, all but carried her out of the scrap-yard and into the warehouse they had set up for triage, there they helped her get settled onto a cot. 
 
    With Jan holding Mirada’s arm over her head to keep it clear, the Valkyrie set to work. 
 
    “This is ridiculous.” She muttered as Volka took up some scissors from a first aid kit and cut through her bloody uniform to expose the wound on her side; “Do you even know what you’re doing?” 
 
    With deft fingers the Valkyrie cleaned the wound and carefully examined the severity of it. 
 
    “You mean do I have any experience with battlefield injuries?” The veteran angel spoke drily as she quirked one eyebrow; “I might have seen one or two.” 
 
    Miranda squirmed on the cot for a moment, a slight flush in her cheeks. 
 
    “Right. Stupid question I suppose. You’re bonded to a kid, so it’s easy to forget that you’re probably the most qualified person here for this kind of shit.” 
 
    Volka clicked her tongue and nodded in satisfaction at the state of Miranda injury. 
 
    “Worry not, I do not offend so easily. And you were right, you will live. The wound was merely a graze. Ugly, but no internal damage.” 
 
    While Miranda hissed in pain she cleared away more oozing blood before applying a tight bandage, with Jan helping her bond-mate to sit up so she could wrap it all the way around her naked waist. 
 
    “Good to know, I still have work to-” 
 
    Once more Volka cut her off. 
 
    “Any tasks you think you must perform are already being seen to. I have spoken with Benjamin and find him, and his elfin bond-mates, to be more than capable to take command of this endeavour. Your only job now is to recover. The injury itself may be relatively minor but as I said before, you have lost a fair amount of blood.” 
 
    Sitting cross legged on the cot with her, the tiny Jezebel nodded her head vigorously. 
 
    “Yeah! What she said!” 
 
    Miranda let out a dissatisfied noise from her throat, then turned her head down and to one side as a question she had been dreading bubbled to the surface of her mind. 
 
    “How many did we lose?” She asked quietly. 
 
    She could hear the urgent voices of the medics around them, but she couldn’t bring herself to look. 
 
    The Valkyrie was silent as she finished the final knot in the bandage, only opening her mouth to speak once Jan had helped Miranda into a fresh shirt. 
 
    “Five. And one more who is not likely to survive past the hour.” 
 
    Miranda drew in a shuddering breath as her eyes closed in a bid to keep her stinging tears from falling. 
 
    “Six, then.” 
 
    Before her, the ancient angel stood to her full height, her own eyes distant. 
 
    “A terrible price, but one that had to be paid to stop this woman’s machinations. I did not know them personally, but I am sure the fallen would agree.” 
 
    With her ears flat to her head, Jan let out another whine as she carefully hugged her mistress from her uninjured side. 
 
    Volka extended her hand down and stroked the Wolfen’s ears. 
 
    “We will remember their sacrifice. That is all we can do for them now. I must return to my husband. Despite his past misadventures and his recent training, he is not overly accustomed to this life.” 
 
    “Of course.” Miranda spoke gruffly as she looked up into the radiant being’s eyes; “Make sure the kid keeps it together eh?” 
 
    Volka smiled a sad smile. 
 
    “I shall.” 
 
    Not far away, Nameless was dealing with his own crisis. 
 
    As his angelic bond-mate had predicted, the other wounded operative had succumbed to her injuries and he was now holding her bereft bond-mate in his arms as he did everything he could to blunt the overwhelming pain of her loss. 
 
    Standing around him in a loose circle were several of the dead woman’s comrades, as well as Ophelia and the other medics that could not save her. 
 
    Where before the Aegis members looked on him with skepticism, now they watched with nothing but respect: without his powerful bond-mates many more would have died, and seeing him now using his own power to help the poor girl was enough for him to earn their admiration. 
 
    Though her love was dead, the grief-stricken monster was in no danger of turning into a Tenebrae, but she was a flickering candle compared to the radiant star she once was. 
 
    Part of her soul died with her bond-mate, and now she would have to learn to live without it. 
 
    The greatest fear of any bonded monster. 
 
    He was still in her mind when Volka caught up to him, joining him in comforting the poor creature. 
 
    Working together with his angel, the young Empath soon had her in a state where her friends and colleagues could take care of her through her grief. 
 
    Which was just as well, as Nameless needed to take care of himself; he was physically and emotionally drained from the day’s activities and from dealing with the wrecked monster girl. 
 
    As Volka feared, he was coming apart at the seams just a little bit. 
 
    “Husband?” 
 
    She phrased the single word as a question as she reached out to his bruised cheek. 
 
    He pressed two fingers from each hand into his eyes, he and Volka were sitting on another cot, the others at a respectful distance. 
 
    “I’m okay.” 
 
    Despite his words, his voice sounded miserable. 
 
    “That’s a relief.” She remarked drily as she folded one wing around him. 
 
    He looked up, staring straight ahead with red-rimmed eyes. 
 
    “I have to be.” He wiped at his nose with the back of one hand as he sought to focus; “Where are the others?” 
 
    She tilted her head down and sideways to examine his haunted features. 
 
    He had dealt with the grief of monster girls before, but never when it was so fresh, and never through the loss of a bond-mate. The guilt and rage of the Tenebrae he had encountered was almost trivial compared to the inescapable sorrow brought about by losing the center of one’s world. 
 
    “They are still helping with the search of the machine shop.” She answered after a few moments; “They are working under Grant’s supervision. He will keep them out of trouble.” 
 
    She nudged against him, her arm going over his shoulder as her wing folded itself tighter around him. 
 
    “You did well today, every step of the way. We are all proud of you. Your parents would be proud of you.” 
 
    He felt as if she was trying to make him cry, and indeed she was attempting to draw out his emotions. 
 
    Better he process them now, with her, then let them build up inside. 
 
    And so, at her coaxing, he asked a question that he had been struggling with for some time. 
 
    “Why does it never feel like I’m doing enough?” 
 
    She absorbed his words, and felt the emotions behind them through their bond, but didn’t say anything for a long time, merely held him tighter. 
 
    Eventually she turned and kissed the side of his head, then pressed her lips to his ear. 
 
    “Because you are a fucking moron.” 
 
    With her tongue she pulled his lobe between her teeth and pressed them together slightly, not enough to cause pain, but enough to remind him that she had little patience for self-pity. 
 
    He tensed up at the reminder that there were others who had far more to worry about, but didn’t shy away from her. 
 
    After a moment she released his tender flesh from between her teeth and let out a heavy sigh. 
 
    “My love, my husband... my heart. You are but a single man, however gifted. We each of us have our roles to play... and our limitations. I, for example, cannot rub my belly and pat my head at the same time, but that is my burden to bear.” Despite the silliness of her words, her tone was serious; “Today you did everything that you could be reasonably asked to do, plus some more besides. Now stop moping. If you really feel you need to do more, then let us go and do more! We can join up with the others and help with the search of the machine shop.” 
 
    He drew in a deep breath to steady himself, then nodded. 
 
    “Alright, let’s go do more.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 42: 
 
    In the Dark 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a long day after that, with an enormous amount of work to be done cataloguing all of the weapons and processing all of the prisoners. 
 
    A few of the less hardened ones were selling out anyone and everyone they could in hopes of getting lighter sentences when all was said and done. The task force made a few more arrests that very day, even in some of the fancier neighborhoods as decades of corruption were unearthed. 
 
    While the Aegis toiled Cordelia and Christine had taken it upon themselves to feed everyone, since they were operating out of the hive as much as the local Aegis office. 
 
    Renaldo would have a lot of baking to do the following day, as even Bruti was full. 
 
    As it turned out Cordelia’s worry was unnecessary, as not a single Hornet was lost, Oldeera and her hive having learned the harsh lesson regarding flamers in the past. 
 
    When night finally fell, Nameless was dog tired. 
 
    Together with his bond-mates they sought their bunks in the Aegis compound. Before they got there though Grant took him to one side to check in with him. 
 
    “Hell of a day cadet, you doing alright?” 
 
    Stifling a yawn, Nameless shrugged, unsure of what to say. 
 
    Grant nodded, scratching at his neck. 
 
    “Yeah, it was a hell of a day, we won’t be doing much tomorrow. Bruti is going to be asleep until well into the morning, so don’t expect to be up at dawn or anything.” The training officer stifled a yawn; “I sure won’t be.” 
 
    Still Nameless didn’t say anything, just nodded. 
 
    Grant grimaced slightly. 
 
    “Look, I know this is kind of awkward, we’ve known each other for like three minutes, but I am responsible for you. Today was… way more than any cadet I’ve ever worked with had to face all at once, so if you need to talk or anything, I’m here.” 
 
    He was right, it was awkward. 
 
    Fortunately, Volka specialized in awkward. 
 
    Grant yelped and stood on his tip toes when the angel gave him a monstrous wedgie from behind. 
 
    “My thanks for your concern Aegis Semper, but worry not for my husband, his sanity remains unshaken. Besides it is past time you should be in bed. Unless I am mistaking her, I believe the lovely Linda has intentions for you before you will get any sleep tonight.” She suggested archly while he struggled to fix his underpants situation. 
 
    Grant froze as he processed her words, then a slow smile spread across her face. 
 
    “Right, well, anyways, I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    Volka watched him walk away, a slight smirk on her lips. 
 
    “I like him.” 
 
    When they got to their quarters they found the others, trying to make sense of the day each in their own way. 
 
    Milly hadn’t let go of Erica for what seemed like hours. 
 
    The Katje didn’t mind as she boasted of her achievements on the field. 
 
    “Totally saved Miranda’s life!” She said for perhaps the fourth time. 
 
    Ophelia smiled at her, but the light of it didn’t reach her eyes as she dwelled on the patient she had been unable to save. 
 
    Drained from his earlier ordeal with the widowed monster girl, and with the chaotic swirl of emotions coming from Erica, Nameless found it a bit hard to focus, but he managed to get a feel for Ophelia’s mental state. 
 
    What he found there made no sense. 
 
    Stubborn pride. 
 
    Lots of it. 
 
    “Ophelia?” He asked. 
 
    Meanwhile Nina, fed up with Erica’s boasting, seized her by the ankle and threw her into bed before she and Milly jumped on her, the three of them finding an outlet for the Katje’s manic energy. 
 
    The Flutterby had to tear her eyes away from the sudden threesome taking place on the bed. 
 
    “Dearheart?” 
 
    His eyes were unfocused as he puzzled over her emotional state. 
 
    There was regret for the loss of her patient, but she had wisdom enough to know that she and the other medics did everything they could. 
 
    But that swell of pride inside her made no sense to him. 
 
    “Why were you dreading coming here?” He asked suddenly as he remembered her anxiety when he told her of their mission. 
 
    Her smile faltered slightly, her eyes going a bit distant. 
 
    “As you know, many of my people live in the fancier parts of Algrade. I grew up here.” 
 
    With the context she provided he could see it now: her pride was that of a child that had succeeded despite the disapproval of her parents. 
 
    She tsked at him though as he thought to explore further. 
 
    “Now now, don’t you think there are more pressing things we ought to be doing?” 
 
    Despite his fatigue, the looks she and Volka were giving him were enough to bring him fully awake. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    It was close to midnight, and the compound was quiet. 
 
    With the pain of her injury keeping her from sleeping, Miranda stole away from her bond-mates intending on catch some air in the compound’s yard. 
 
    She didn’t make it there though. 
 
    On her way out she heard quiet sobbing coming from one of the guest bunks. 
 
    Rebecca was crying her heart out, though she was apparently trying to be quiet about it. 
 
    “Fuck.” Miranda muttered. 
 
    She was hardly the tenderest touch, but if anyone in the city of Algrade needed her to be, it was the courageous young bunny. 
 
    With one knuckle she rapped on the door. 
 
    The sobbing halted and silence reigned for several seconds. 
 
    “Wh-who’s there?” The bunny’s voice sounded from inside. 
 
    Plain as could be, the operative recognized the sound of someone trying to keep it together. 
 
    “It’s Miranda, can I come in?” 
 
    There was another beat of silence, then some rustling. 
 
    “Just a second!” 
 
    Everything about the situation had her at her most patient, so she waited without complaint. 
 
    It was a good twenty seconds later before the door opened to reveal the Lapine’s bruised face, her eyes red-rimmed from her tears. 
 
    “How you holding up kiddo?” 
 
    “I’m okay.” She answered right away. 
 
    Girl’s got moxie. 
 
    Miranda smiled with one side of her mouth at the Lapine standing in the door. 
 
    “Can I come in? Little weird hanging out in the hall like this.” 
 
    “Oh! O-of course.” The monster girl turned away to allow Miranda to step inside. 
 
    The bunny took a moment to wipe at her eyes when she thought the older woman wasn’t looking. 
 
    The gruff operative sighed. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re not okay.” 
 
    Becks whirled to face Miranda, surprise and fear all over her face. 
 
    “I-she!” She seemed to trip over whatever she was trying to say, her mouth working as tears began to fall; “She was going to kill me! I can still feel the g-gun, here.” 
 
    With a violent gesture she drove two of her fingers against the side of her head where Bethany Sinclair had earlier held the sabotaged pistol. 
 
    “And now, n-now all I can hear is those wolves! Tearing her to pieces!” 
 
    Damn you Lilly. 
 
    Miranda’s eyes narrowed as she mentally cursed out the pack-leader, but she stayed focused on Rebecca. 
 
    “You feel raw? Like if someone made a loud noise you’d die?” 
 
    The Lapine’s head nodded emphatically. 
 
    “Yes! It’s like I’m going mad with all these different feelings, I keep seeing her pull the trigger! I keep seeing her kill me! I keep dying over and over! I don’t- I can’t, I can’t breath!” 
 
    She gasped and sobbed as she began to hyperventilate, quickly devolving into a mess of a Lapine. 
 
    Ignoring her own injury, Miranda grabbed hold of her as she fell apart. 
 
    She didn’t shush her as one would a child; instead she gave her a much needed lifeline by simply squeezing her tight, one arm around her waist and the other hand cupping the back of her head. 
 
    The fragile creature in her arms broke her heart as she clutched at her, wracked with violent and desperate sobs. 
 
    Miranda waited a few minutes, mentally cursing herself out for having sent the untrained bunny into such a dangerous situation. 
 
    It was several minutes before Rebecca regained control of herself, holding the operative tight the entire time, their breasts pressed firmly together. 
 
    In the silence of the room their breathing seemed to synchronize, and the embrace softened, then heated. 
 
    Recognized the potential for a serious mistake, Miranda finally pulled her head off of Rebecca’s shoulder. 
 
    But before she could say anything, the Lapine’s lips were on hers. 
 
    Wet with her tears, but warm and soft nonetheless. 
 
    The kiss ended quickly, though the heated potential of the moment hung over them, the pain in Miranda’s side helped her keep her priorities straight. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have done that, I’m so stupid.” Rebecca murmured. 
 
    Miranda laughed as she felt her lips, though she stopped when she felt the Lapine flinch in her arms. 
 
    “It’s alright, honestly. It’s actually a common reaction to trauma. And it’s not like I don’t find you attractive, but now isn’t really-” 
 
    “I know! I’m sorry, I just… I just want someone to love me. I feel so alone now. The only person I’ve ever truly loved, turned out to be a… a-” 
 
    “An evil cunt?” 
 
    Rebecca swallowed, then nodded as she smiled shakily. 
 
    “And now I’m in an Aegis compound, with an actual Aegis operative. My whole life I wanted to be here, but not like this, never like this.” 
 
    Miranda could feel her going to pieces again, and she was glad that she hadn’t released her when the bunny had stolen that kiss. 
 
    She allowed time for the monster girl to calm down before speaking again. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I should have realized that with all of the wounded… you were holding yourself together well enough with Kala, so I didn’t see how badly you needed to talk to someone.” 
 
    “I-I’m okay-” 
 
    “The hell you are.” She muttered, finally breaking away from the timid bunny; “With all the shit you’ve been through, you have to see someone. Now.” 
 
    Rebecca almost looked ready to panic again at the older woman’s words, but she shifted into confusion when Miranda let out a bitter laugh. 
 
    “Fortunately for you, I know someone more than qualified. Let’s go and wake his ass up.” 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Lipton Falls was a bustling mining town, east of Greyhaven and northwest of Garland. It had been enjoying a recent boom when rich deposits of copper were discovered in the local iron mine. 
 
    But even with its newfound success it was still a small town, and didn’t have much of a night life. 
 
    Which is why no alarm was sounded, no warning was given, and no one was spared when a host of Tenebrae, led by a demonic Chimera and a black-faced Amazon, descended on the sleepy hamlet. 
 
    The thunder of clawed feet and hooves as the wave of dark monsters poured into the village was soon accompanied by screams. 
 
    They moved quickly, spreading out and breaking into several houses at a time and within an hour the only ones alive were the unfortunate monster girls that Evadne was intent on claiming. 
 
    Them... and a single human woman, kneeling in shock over the corpses of her two infant sons in the middle of the street. 
 
    She had tried to flee with them, but carrying them both she wasn’t fast enough and the poor souls were torn from her arms and killed before her eyes. 
 
    Now the Tenebrae swarmed all around her, though they did not touch her. 
 
    The dark creatures parted and the shadowy Chimera suddenly loomed over her. 
 
    Evadne considered the woman’s grief for a long time, an echo of her own, inflicted so long ago, yet felt keenly every time Jonathan turned a monster girl. 
 
    Eventually she knelt at the bereft mother’s side and placed her claws gently on the back of her neck. 
 
    She spoke, and her voice was not as it once was: now it echoed with a deep and hollow darkness. 
 
    “This is familiar to me. The sense that what you are seeing cannot be real. The helplessness, the hopelessness. Everything that you are feeling was all I knew once upon a time.” 
 
    The woman said nothing. 
 
    Her world had ended with the broken bodies before her and she couldn’t take her eyes off of them. 
 
    Evadne nodded slowly at the non-response. 
 
    “You are fortunate, for you get what I was denied.” 
 
    She flexed her dark claws and the woman didn’t even whimper as her neck broke. 
 
    With a tenderness that stood at odds with her actions, the Chimera lay the woman down with her children and finished her thought. 
 
    “You get to die with your babies.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 43: 
 
    Catching Up 
 
      
 
      
 
    Adrian and the Saenga Amazons had been pushing hard to catch up to their quarry, and had closed the gap substantially when they arrived on the scene of one of their recent camps. 
 
    But to their great lament, the little grove within the woods had been occupied before the men they were pursuing arrived. 
 
    A patch of wild Blomma had lived and played within the same clearing for nearly a hundred years, but they had awoken from their winter hibernation only to be greeted by a group of most unwelcome human visitors. 
 
    The overwhelming majority of criminals that had escaped from Bask’s people were either rapists or murderers. 
 
    Or both. 
 
    It crushed their spirits to look upon the remains of the innocent flower girls the prisoners had made sport of. 
 
    The mixed group of Trogs and Amazons quickly spread out to search for survivors, but found only one. 
 
    All of the ellow skinned girl’s petals had been forcibly removed, and she had numerous shallow stabs that had sapped her life blood to the point she was barely conscious. 
 
    Alcaia and Olena set to work on her, but both soon realized that there was nothing they could do. 
 
    “As if we didn’t already have reason enough to hunt these wretched scum to the ends of the earth!” Hila cried out, tears streaming down her face as she cradled one of the dead Blomma in her arms. 
 
    “How could the Aegis let this happen?!” One of Bask’s Troglodytes demanded, her eyes locked on Adrian. 
 
    The Aegis technician was pale and heartbroken in the face of the atrocity before him. He couldn’t meet the angry warrior’s gaze. 
 
    “We tried to stop it. My team, my love... they all died trying to stop it.” He spoke helplessly. 
 
    She hissed in frustration, unable to argue against his loss. 
 
    But once again the world flipped upside down. 
 
    Darkness took the sky, emanating from Olena. 
 
    Kneeling next to the now-dead Blomma, both of her hands were drenched in the poor creature’s sap-like blood, her fingers writhed together, working the slick substance all over. 
 
    She began to mutter while the others fought to breathe in the strange atmosphere that came about as a result of her unleashed powers. 
 
    Her chant rose in cadence as green lightening speared across the blackened sky, coalescing into a blindingly brilliant ball directly above their heads, promising nothing but calamity. 
 
    The Elder Witch rose to her feet, her arms reaching out to either side with balled fists as her chant continued to rise ever higher in volume until she was all but screaming at the sky. 
 
    The ball of energy darted away with a whooshing roar, leaving behind a deafened crowd. 
 
    Just as before, the world righted itself almost instantly and the various monster girls stared with wide-eyed apprehension at the shockingly silent Witch; with her thumb she tried to wipe away a single tear from her cheek, but managed only to smear Blomma blood across her face. 
 
    “What-” Adrian began. 
 
    Alcaia cut him off. 
 
    “A death curse.” Her demeanor was fearful, an unnerving sight on the powerful Amazon; “The darkest power that the Witches possess. The ones who did this... the will never escape it. Each and every one of their ends will be violent, even should they manage to evade our wrath.” 
 
    “That way.” Olena pointed towards the trees where the light had gone; “My curse pursues them. And the man who brought about this Blomma’s death will die when it catches them. A life for a life.” 
 
    She sounded tired, as unfamiliar on her as Alcaia’s fear had been. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Adrian asked. 
 
    She didn’t respond right away, a sad look on her face. 
 
    “Some magic… we do not use so much. That may well have been the first death curse cast since the war. It is a burden to be the one to enact such a thing.” 
 
    “Then why do it? We will catch them soon…” 
 
    “Because it is what they deserve. Now come, as you said, we will catch them soon.” 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    As they had the night before, Cordelia and her sister fed the Aegis the following day, hosting lunch in the hive for the weary but grateful task force. 
 
    Like everyone else the baker was pretty tired, though she was also worried about Rebecca, having only spoken to her once very briefly the previous day while delivering food. 
 
    During lunch she had a chance to check in with her, but found that she was doing much better than she had expected. 
 
    Miranda’s Wolfen partner was flirting with her shamelessly, and she even heard the Lapine laughing, so Cordelia opted to leave her to it and took the opportunity to catch up with Nameless and his bond-mates, it having been several months since she had last seen them. 
 
    The changes she saw in him were dramatic to say the least! 
 
    Like the other women in his life, she appreciated the uniform, but it was the surety and focus in him that really impressed her. 
 
    When last she had seen him he was wracked with grief for the death of his friend, now he seemed to be thriving under the tutelage of the Aegis, even despite the heartbreaking events of the previous day. 
 
    And he wasn’t the only one changed; Cordelia reached up and flicked the brim of Milly’s hat. 
 
    “I love your hat by the way, where’d you get it?” 
 
    The Minotaur naturally beamed at the praise as she self-consciously adjusted the hat on her horns. 
 
    But as they were finishing eating, a breathless lawkeeper was led inside by Oldeera’s Hornets, his eyes wide and demeanor urgent. 
 
    “I wonder what that is about.” Erica said as she indicated the man with her fork. 
 
    Ophelia’s brow furrowed as she watched him whispering urgently with Miranda and Benjamin. 
 
    “Oh dear, it can’t be good.” 
 
    Nameless didn’t say anything, just waited, while beside him Cordelia gnawed on her lip and Oldeera’s eyes narrowed, her antennae twitching as she communicated with her hive, having them ready themselves for whatever challenge came next. 
 
    But even her girls closer to the conversation didn’t catch what was happening, so she shrugged. 
 
    “Whatever it is, the Aegis will handle it I’m sure.” 
 
    In a minute a grim-faced Miranda turned to them all, silence having spread as people realized something was up. 
 
    She didn’t mince words. 
 
    “Get your shit and get off your asses. We’re heading out. Right now.” 
 
    The way she said it, no one challenged her, or complained that they were too tired, though Nina looked at the table against the wall that had been filled with food. 
 
    The little giant had been considering a third helping. 
 
    “So much for our day off.” 
 
    Rebecca and the others watched as Miranda and the Aegis task force left the hive, all that they were able to glean was that apparently there was some kind of emergency to the west, but for once the Lapine wasn’t in the middle of it so she trusted in Oldeera’s words that the Aegis would handle whatever it was. 
 
    With the taskforce having all but fled the hive without explaining anything, Cordelia was now making awkward small talk with Oldeera as Rebecca helped Christine clear up the remains of their luncheon. 
 
    Trying to find a sense of normality again after so much activity and bloodshed was a challenge she doubted she would ever get used to. 
 
    The Hornet queen looked at her with one eyebrow raised to meet her drooping antennae while they talked. 
 
    “-so what you are saying honey, is that Nameless needs to have children with a human?” 
 
    Cordelia nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, he seemed pretty stressed out about it. I don’t even know how it came up!” 
 
    The Hornet queen nodded, giving her bond-mate a funny look. 
 
    “Uh-huh. And didn’t you once tell me... that you wanted to have children?” 
 
    It took a second but her meaning did eventually sink into the baker’s head. 
 
    At which point her eyes went wide. 
 
    “WHAT?!” 
 
    “And there it is.” Oldeera murmured to herself. 
 
    Cordelia seemed incapable of any other words beyond the one, so Oldeera sat on the circular couch and patted the cushion beside her while a pair of her Hornets helped their stunned bond-mate to sit down next to their queen. 
 
    Oldeera tapped her chin thoughtfully, a smile growing as she considered the possibilities. 
 
    “Oh honey, this could be so much fun! We both noticed how good he looked in that uniform, and if half the rumours I’ve heard about his ah... ‘other’, attributes are true, than it could be just the thing to scratch that itch for us.” 
 
    Cordelia was scarlet by that point, she had seen for herself the truth about Nameless’s equipment in the bathhouse in Kettering. 
 
    Then the last part Oldeera said hit her in the face. 
 
    “Wait... us?” 
 
    “Of course, or did you think I would just sit back and watch?” 
 
    “That’s not- but I-” 
 
    Oldeera chuckled at her stammering queen. 
 
    “Don’t worry honey, you hold my heart, always. But if you’re getting a taste...” She hinted. 
 
    Cordelia groaned and hid her face into her hands. 
 
    “I can’t believe we’re even talking about this!” 
 
    “Talking about what?” Christine asked as she strolled into the room from the kitchen, munching on an apple. 
 
    “Nothing!” Her little sister’s head snapped back out of her hands before Oldeera could answer. 
 
    The Hornet laughed. 
 
    The mechanist student looked around the empty seeming hive, scratching her head at the difference. 
 
    “I wonder why they left so quickly?” 
 
    “We don’t know, Miranda wouldn’t say.” Rebecca shrugged. 
 
    Having grown up with two sisters, Christine couldn’t help but tease her a bit. 
 
    “Oooh, ‘Miranda’ is it?” 
 
    Becks turned pink, but smiled shyly at the normality of it. 
 
    “Yeah, it is her name you know.” 
 
    “Maybe, but when you say it it’s more like…” Her eyes fluttered closed and she mimicked the Lapine in the throes of ecstasy; “Oh Miranda! Don’t touch me there!” 
 
    Cordelia burst out laughing while Oldeera smiled wide. 
 
    Rebecca’s blush deepened, but then she offered the elder Loskins sister a speculative look. 
 
    “You make that sound really good, are you sure you aren’t into girls? It does seem to run in your family!” 
 
    Now it was Christine’s turn to blush, though she laughed it off well enough, tapping her chin in thought. 
 
    “Hmmm, you’re right, my dad and my sisters do all seem to have an aversion to the penis.” 
 
    Cordelia shook her head violently and chucked a pillow at her sister. 
 
    “EW! Christy don’t talk about dad’s funny business!” 
 
    With Cordelia and Christine distracted with teasing each other as only sisters could, Rebecca gave a wistful sigh as she juxtaposed the cheerful atmosphere with the horrors of the last few days. 
 
    She shuddered at the thought of Carol’s bitter end, not to mention Sandra’s, but with the help of the strange Empath, Nameless, she was able to focus on other things. 
 
    Her mind inevitably drifted to the mature Aegis operative. 
 
    “Miranda... Holt, huh?” Two fingers went to her lips as she remembered the emotional turmoil of the previous night; “It’s a good name.” 
 
    There was a twinkle in the woman’s eye that Rebecca hadn’t failed to miss; even a little spark between them, though it had nearly gotten lost in the press of other, more destructive, emotions. 
 
    She wasn’t about to forget that kiss, even with the awkwardness surrounding it. 
 
    It was certainly too soon for her to dive into anything, but just knowing that Miranda thought she was attractive was enough. 
 
    She had some healing to do, for sure, but there was no longer any doubt in her mind that she would heal. 
 
    With the help of the little Empath, the emotional injuries that Carol had inflicted on her were fading, and she would love again. 
 
    Of that she was certain. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 44: 
 
    Ascendant 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the sun slowly set, silence reigned where the children of Lipton Falls once laughed. 
 
    The place would have been picturesque; the orange and golden rays of the dying sunlight spilled across the rooftops of the small village in the mountains and highlighted the numerous little waterfalls cascading down the mountain in the distance. 
 
    But the scores of dead bodies in the streets and buildings ensured that nobody could appreciate the natural beauty surrounding them. 
 
    It seemed like half the Aegis was present as they worked through the bodies, searching for any sign of life. 
 
    They would find none. 
 
    The task force was there, Nameless and his team with Grant, Miranda, Benjamin and the others. 
 
    Even Booker and Margaret Bloom were there, the place being closer to Garland than Algrade; the two councilors were accompanied by both of the Amazon tribes tasked with protecting the academy. 
 
    Myrina, Escrya and the other Saenga Amazons had not been happy to learn of Nameless’s misadventures, not after Volka had convinced them not to abandon their current duties with assurances that the field training was necessary for Nameless’s personal growth. 
 
    But the warrior women had no time to worry about him when the reports began to come in about the little mining town. 
 
    Nameless was somewhere beyond numb as he helped an operative he didn’t know carry a man’s body into the street. 
 
    Once outside he tried to spot his loved ones, but what comfort could he offer? Their hearts were as broken as his at the desolation around them. 
 
    Milly was white as a sheet as she lifted debris off of yet another victim, the stoic Nina at her side, no comfort to offer but that of her raw strength, though even she had tears standing on her cheeks. 
 
    Erica had broken down and was weeping into Ophelia’s arms, her pain nearly overwhelming Nameless as the sensitive Katje struggled to make sense where there could be none. 
 
    He spotted Baron just as the proud cadet had finished vomiting beside one of the ruined buildings, his Raiju around him in a protective circle; he had likely been drawn there along with his own training officer. 
 
    Baron caught Nameless’s gaze, his face was grey and hands shaky as he wiped at his lips. 
 
    Any hint of animosity between them was gone, with their eyes they shared nothing but hopelessness. 
 
    Here and there he spotted other people and monsters he knew, some on their hands and knees silently weeping like Ginger and Celeste, others gritting their teeth and gripping their weapons in impotent rage like Tiana and Myrina. 
 
    The young Empath’s foot caught on something, and he looked down to see that it was a bit of bunched up fabric, a woman’s nightdress. 
 
    She lay in a broken heap alongside the bodies of her children. 
 
    He swallowed the bile that came up in his throat at the tragic sight. 
 
    After the success of the Aegis raid, and despite their losses, he had felt that he had his feet solidly grounded beneath him. 
 
    But now, even with his training, even with all that he had been through, the horrors of the ruined village were too much for him. 
 
    Everything that had happened since the day he woke Jonathan from his coma, everyone that had perished, the weight of them all nearly crushed him to the ground. 
 
    But then his heart began to pound and his face felt hot when a will not his own tightened like steel, indeed, stronger than steel, stronger than Nina or Xalanth, stronger than anything in the entire world. 
 
    A Valkyrie’s resolve. 
 
    A flicker of light caught his attention and his chin tilted up almost involuntarily to look upon Volka’s glowing golden eyes. 
 
    In the time they had spent together he had felt her sorrow, her joy, her humour, he had even shared in her righteous fury. 
 
    But this... 
 
    This was something else, something ancient and vast. 
 
    “V-Volka-” 
 
    The lone angel turned her gaze on her bond-mate and his words faltered on his tongue at the expression on her face. 
 
    After a moment, she spoke, her clear voice cutting through the muted conversations around the village. 
 
    “The Aegis has been trying to safeguard the world by keeping people ignorant of the dangers they face. They have been trying to hunt a pair of mere fugitives.” 
 
    Drawn in by the power of her voice and the light of her soul, the others paused in their gruesome work and began to drift closer. 
 
    She turned slowly to look into each of their eyes as her words increased in volume. 
 
    “This was a mistake, and the Aegis is no longer enough for this task.” Her eyes grew distant and Nameless felt the weight of the world lift from his shoulders and settle on hers; “I have been far too passive, trying to convince myself that the world was different, that the battle was all but won and I could let others take the lead against this new threat... I too was mistaken. And it is long past time that I assume the mantle my mother once held.” 
 
    She drew in a deep breath and her glowing sword gradually materialized at her hip even as a brilliant nimbus permeated her form to light up the desolate village. 
 
    Despite the death surrounding them, hope burned bright as the last Valkyrie embraced something within herself that the others couldn’t comprehend. 
 
    Her head tilted up and the radiance increased to the point it was hard to look upon her as the air charged with power. Tears of blazing gold trailed down her cheeks and she let out a slight gasp as her arms and wings outstretched, the light lifting her feet a few inches from the earth. 
 
    An ethereal wind picked up, growing more powerful by the second until those nearby were leaning and hunching into it to stay on their feet. 
 
    Abruptly the charge building in the air was released with a deep whooshing roar and a brilliant beam of energy descended from the clouds above to collide with Volka’s glowing form, causing her to arch her back and cry out to the heavens as the divine might of her people cascaded into her. 
 
    Her face still pointed at the sky, she spoke into the torrent of golden power. 
 
    “By the will of my ancestors, I accept this burden! I am Volka, whose mother was Gundr, and I am Dominar of None!” 
 
    The proclamation reverberated through the air with finality, accompanied by the sound of ghostly trumpets as the light continued to pour into her. 
 
    Nameless, Booker, Grant, Miranda, Milly, Erica, Nina... everyone watched in stunned awe as she glowed ever brighter. 
 
    The light flooded into her for a full minute before the flow of it began to taper off. 
 
    As the last dregs of power fell from the sky to suffuse her being, a wave of golden energy radiated out from her, causing the humans around her, already struggling against the ghostly wind, to stumble back from the force of it, either losing their footing altogether or clinging to more powerful monsters nearby. 
 
    There was a shocked silence as the charged atmosphere gradually faded and the light slowly dimmed, leaving Volka pulsating with divine power as her feet settled back on the ground. 
 
    It took a couple minutes for everyone else to regain their footing and come to grips with what had just occurred. 
 
    The Amazons were the first to move. 
 
    As one they stepped forwards and drove the shafts of their spears into the dirt as they fell to their knees, gripping their weapons with two hands, their elbows cocked out and heads bowed with their foreheads pressed to the hafts of their upright spears. 
 
    “Dominar.” They declared in unison. 
 
    With tears still standing on her cheeks she watched them for a long time, her face inscrutable. 
 
    Finally she gave a slow nod of affirmation. 
 
    “Escrya, to me.” 
 
    The power and command in her voice could be felt in the chests of all present, even Nina’s head bowed in the face of it, and so the young Amazon obeyed quickly, standing up and taking a step forwards, her eyes still lowered. 
 
    “Your will, Dominar?” 
 
    Even with her gaze averted she could feel the weight of the now higher-angel’s attention bearing down on her. 
 
    “We monsters have relied too much on the humans within the Aegis to lead us, growing complacent under their devoted care. This must change. I have need of your skills as a teller. Go forth and gather your sisters.” 
 
    Escrya’s forehead scrunched up slightly. 
 
    “Which sisters, Dominar?” 
 
    With one glowing finger Volka raised Escrya’s face to meet hers. 
 
    “All of them. By the bonds that we all cherish, I call the Amazons to war.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue: 
 
    Talking to Strangers 
 
      
 
      
 
    What a prize! 
 
    Cole Lewis couldn’t believe his luck. 
 
    After his taming license was revoked by the Aegis three years ago it didn’t take long for him to hit rock bottom, associating with just the kind of people reputable tamers normally avoided. 
 
    Drinking, gambling, and generally carrying on like an idiot, he owed money to a half dozen people, each one worse than the last, and if he didn’t come up with the coins, he was a dead man walking. 
 
    Which is why he thanked his lucky stars when he came across the crying Ogre in a little meadow a few miles east of the city of Greyhaven. 
 
    The enormous blue skinned girl was sitting with her legs stretched out in the grass in front of her, her face in her hands and her shoulders heaving as she wept like a broken hearted puppy. 
 
    Even just a few years ago Cole would have been at her side comforting her, his own wants and needs forgotten at the sight of a young monster girl in distress. 
 
    But that was then; that was before he knew the taste of failure, and before he knew how much the arena masters would pay for a healthy young Ogre. 
 
    Now, when he approached her, his kind words hid ulterior motives. 
 
    “Who’s there?!” 
 
    The Ogre shifted in place as she heard him coming, her hand wiping snot and tears off of her full cheeks, baby-blue eyes widened in alarm. 
 
    Cole stopped a good twenty feet away from her, with his hands held up and patting the air in a soothing gesture. 
 
    “It’s alright, I’m a friend. You’re safe with me.” He cooed gently, inwardly marveling at her appearance. 
 
    She’s got to be ten feet tall! 
 
    Her dark blue hair was in long tangled snarls framing her rounded face, the locks a darker shade than her skin. She was clad in a one-piece tunic made of white linen that went over one shoulder, leaving the other bare. The garment was open on either side, her naked cobalt skin from her thighs to her armpits standing in stark contrast to the light cloth. 
 
    A broad leather belt around her waist kept the tunic in place, while her enormous bosom was barely contained by the homespun fabric, luscious blue cleavage spilling out of the top and inevitably drawing the eye. 
 
    “Please no hurt me.” She burbled, fresh tears tracing down her cheeks. 
 
    The irony of the statement was staggering, given that she could easily crush him with a single blow of either of her enormous hands. 
 
    Cole squatted down, bringing himself lower to seem less threatening. The sheer presence of the vulnerable giant had his heart hammering in his chest, though he kept his voice calm and reassuring. 
 
    “Oh sweetheart, I would never do that! Do you maybe need some help?” 
 
    Once again she wiped at her face with an enormous sniffle, her scared eyes tracking him all the while. 
 
    “I dunno.” She gave a noncommittal shrug, still uncertain of the unkempt man’s intentions. 
 
    He had to skip more than a few meals of late to keep his creditors at bay, and he inwardly cursed when he saw her nose wrinkle at his unwashed scent. 
 
    “That’s alright, maybe we can help each other. My name is Cole, what’s yours?” 
 
    “T-Tora.” She mumbled. 
 
    “Tora, such a pretty name!” 
 
    She didn’t respond and he inwardly cursed at his own incompetence: empty words and empty deeds meant nothing to monster girls, as did empty flattery. 
 
    A real tamer’s job was to find the girls who were at least partly willing to relinquish their heartstones and convince them that they could be trusted. First and foremost in their mind must be the wellbeing of the girls in their care, which was why Cole wasn’t a tamer anymore. 
 
    If this was going to work, he had to be manipulative, had to distort and pervert everything that he had ever learned. 
 
    He stood while heaving a mournful sigh. 
 
    “Well, Tora, I can see that maybe I’m scaring you, and that’s not okay. So I’m just going to go alright? I hope that someone comes along who you can trust enough to help you out. Goodbye.” 
 
    He turned to leave, heart still hammering, though now for a different reason: if this didn’t work he didn’t know what he would do. 
 
    Purposefully walking away, he made it five or six steps before the ground shook slightly beneath him and she called out to him. 
 
    “W-wait! Please! I not know where I am...” Her voice trailed off helplessly. 
 
    Turning back, he saw her, on all fours now, one hand outstretched towards him, her face desperate. 
 
    It took him some effort not to stare at the cleavage spilling out of her tunic in that position. 
 
    “Oh honey!” He gave a helpless laugh to reinforce his harmless facade as he strolled back to her; “I can tell you that! We’re not far from a big city called Greyhaven.” 
 
    He didn’t mention that he was camping out to avoid the shady people he owed money to, or that if she simply went into the city the Aegis people there would see to her every need. 
 
    Instead he motioned for her to sit back down, then waited as she crossed one leg under the other. 
 
    “But never mind that for now, more importantly, do you have your heartstone? It’s so important that you keep it close! Greyhaven can be a dangerous place for the unwary.” 
 
    Lies. 
 
    For the unlucky like him, yes it could be dangerous, but for a helpless young Ogre the city would be about the safest place in the world: she would stand out far too much for any unsavory type to prey on her, and ever since the Ogres collectively wrecked the Aegis’s old headquarters, the local operatives would certainly take notice of one in their city! 
 
    She nodded earnestly. 
 
    “I gots my heart, is safe.” 
 
    He frowned. 
 
    “Are you sure? You can’t keep it anywhere obvious, the city is full of pickpockets.” He was right beside her now, his eyes looking right and left as if for any sign of danger. 
 
    She blinked, her brow furrowing in confusion as she leaned in closer to him. 
 
    “What’s a pockpicket?” 
 
    “A pickpocket.” He corrected; “Thieves that specialize in taking things from people’s pockets and the like. They’ll steal your heart from wherever it’s hidden and you won’t even know!” 
 
    She gasped in fright, her hand reflexively going to the simple brass cinch for her belt below her navel. 
 
    “I not want that! I hate pockpickers! What do stop them?” 
 
    It seemed the more agitated the girl became, the more her syntax suffered. 
 
    He faced his palms skywards and gave a helpless shrug. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m sorry, but I can’t help you if I don’t know where you keep your heart.” 
 
    She scrunched up her face, evidently working through the logic of his words while he held his breath. 
 
    Finally she nodded vigorously. 
 
    “Okay. I show you, then you helping me?” 
 
    Her innocent sapphire blue eyes were wide and pleading, and in that moment Cole hated himself. 
 
    But staying alive trumped all of his other compunctions at that point, so he smiled his most trustworthy smile and agreed. 
 
    She leaned back, fingers already working at her belt. 
 
    “Momma told me never to show. But momma not here.” She mumbled to herself logically. 
 
    Not sure if he was supposed to respond or not, he simply waited as she loosened her belt enough to get her arm into her tunic from the side and reach her fingers under where the cinch held her clothing together. 
 
    Seconds later she had her hand out of her clothing and outstretched towards him, her deep blue heartstone looking miniscule in her enormous palm. With her other hand she fumbled to redo the cinch in her belt; her eyes, and her attention, on her waist. 
 
    Lightening quick, Cole shot his own hand out and snatched the stone out of her palm. 
 
    She drew in a sharp breath, eyes widened in shock and her attempts to redo her belt one-handed ended. 
 
    Her shock quickly turned to indignation and she scowled at him. 
 
    “Hey, I no say you take!” 
 
    “Don’t m-move.” He ordered in a shaky voice. 
 
    Tora froze in place while a wave of exultation overwhelmed him at the unexpected success of the simple ploy and he laughed strangely for a couple of moments. 
 
    Fear quickly took the place of her annoyance and her words came out in desperation. 
 
    “Give back! Please! Momma said I shouldn’t-” 
 
    “Be quiet!” He snapped. 
 
    She flinched away from him as if he’d struck her and his expression softened as the last vestiges of his morality reminded him that he was a decent man once. 
 
    The internal struggle was brief, but inevitable: she was simply worth too many coins to the desperate ex-tamer. 
 
    He lifted her heart up to the sky between his thumb and forefinger, admiring the colour in the light of the sun for a few seconds before he spoke again. 
 
    “You have no idea how valuable you are, do you Tora?” 
 
    She didn’t say anything, unable to make a sound as per his orders. 
 
    “Whatever, I don’t want to hear another word about your momma. Is that understood?” His tone was hard and demanding, causing the gentle giant to whimper. 
 
    When she didn’t respond right away his eyes narrowed and he took a menacing step towards her, his fist balling around her heart as if to strike her. She flinched again, her chin ducking low and her arms coming up tight to her breasts as she curled in on herself. 
 
    “I said... is that understood?” 
 
    “Yes.” The single word came out pitifully as hopelessness filled her breast. 
 
    Rather than making him feel sorry for the girl, her despair only cemented his thinking: the sooner he got rid of her, the sooner he could get drunk and try to forget about the hurt look in her eyes. 
 
    But they weren’t alone in the meadow. 
 
    “You are a worm, speaking to a hatchling so.” A voice hissed from behind him and caused him to jump in surprise. 
 
    Somehow, neither he nor Tora saw the lean and willowy Troglodyte sneak up on them. Which was remarkable given the size of the blade she had strapped to her back; even by lizard-girl standards it was enormous. 
 
    Before their eyes her skin changed from the vibrant greens of the meadow to a rich bronze and her stealth suddenly made sense. 
 
    “You, you’re a Chameleon!” 
 
    With almond shaped eyes that were a sharp and deadly green, everything about her screamed exotic. A sub-breed of Trog with the ability to camouflage themselves into their surrounding, Chameleons were a rarity this far from the Sansee. 
 
    If they had been paying attention at all, the only thing he and Tora would have seen would likely have been the Trog’s sword on her back coming across the ground towards them. 
 
    The Chameleon’s natural hair colour was that of burnt cinnamon. And the scales on her forearms, forelegs and tail were a match for it. 
 
    She carried a simple bag over one shoulder, her small breasts concealed by an equally simple hardened leather chest-plate. 
 
    A worn and ragged red sash hung loosely around her waist, with the ends draping down well past her left knee. 
 
    Absently Cole noted that she walked on the balls of her clawed feet. 
 
    With her harsh glare on him, he opened his mouth to try to explain, but she hissed at him, a forked tongue slipping out from between her lips to taste his shock and fear in the air, the brilliant red muscle slipping back into her mouth as quickly as it came. 
 
    After a moment she nodded to herself. 
 
    “I was right, you are a worm. You die as such.” She reached one hand over her shoulder and drew her blade. 
 
    At the fatal promise, the desperate man found his words again, turning back to the wide eyed and confused giant. 
 
    “Tora! Kill her!” He said desperately while pointing towards the Trog with one trembling hand. 
 
    The Ogre didn’t move, didn’t even flinch. 
 
    No monster could be ordered to violence, even the youngest of children knew that, but in his panic the failed tamer forgot everything he ought to have remembered. 
 
    A sudden wooshing noise behind him caught his attention. 
 
    Abruptly, he was flying. 
 
    He didn’t know how or why or when, but he spun wildly in the air, the blue sky above coming into few once, then twice, then a third time. 
 
    While his body crumpled into the grass, Cole Lewis’s severed head hit the ground with an audible thump before rolling over a few times and coming to rest amidst a bed of wild daisies. 
 
    “A better resting place than you deserve.” The Troglodyte noted indifferently. 
 
    The waifish monster girl used her sash to wipe the blood from her blade before sheathing it on her back and turning to the massive blue skinned girl still sitting in the grass before her. 
 
    “Why didn’t you just kill that bastard? You could have flattened him with one hand.” 
 
    The giant sniffled and wiped her forearm over her face again in another vain attempt to clear the mess of her snot and tears. 
 
    “Momma tol’ me not to squish anyone. Not ever. Said it would make the Aegis mad at us again.” 
 
    Her eyes were on the headless man who moments ago had filled her heart with terror, a confused look on her face. 
 
    The lizard girl’s tongue flickered out quickly, tasting the young girl’s scent. 
 
    “Foolish. It’s not your fault these softskins die so damn easy.” 
 
    Uncomfortable with the notion of her mother being declared foolish, Tora didn’t know how to answer her, so instead she asked a different question. 
 
    “Who, um, who am you?” 
 
    The Trog considered the innocent faced Ogre for long enough to make her squirm in place. 
 
    Finally she sighed and looked back to the fresh corpse in the grass. 
 
    “My name is Kriss. And I am searching for my brother.” 
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