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 Introduction 
 
      
 
    Nameless and his bond-mates are making a new life for themselves in the city of Garland, but they can’t forget what brought them there, the final showdown is coming and once it arrives things will never be the same. 
 
    WARNING: This is a work of erotic fantasy, there is nudity, some swearing, a fair bit of violence, and plenty of naughty sex between men (and women) and monster girl/girls. If that isn’t your cup of tea please give this book a pass! 
 
    Otherwise please enjoy! 
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 Legal Notes 
 
      
 
    This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you want someone else to read it please purchase them a copy. 
 
    All of the characters in sexual situations are 18 years of age or older and any resemblance to persons living or dead is both coincidental and unintentional. 
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 Prologue:  
 
    Armstrong 
 
      
 
      
 
    Before he was a husband and a father, William Armstrong was a career criminal. 
 
    He’d never hurt anyone who didn’t deserve it, and he never messed with monster girls. But he was still guilty of a litany of crimes. 
 
    Assault, robbery, fraudulent representation, extortion, the list went on. 
 
    If there was an angle to be found, he was the one looking for it. 
 
    In his youth he and his parents had a falling out, mostly over the kinds of people he was spending his time with and the activities they were getting up to together. He never did reconcile with them, which would later be his biggest regret in life. 
 
    He and his associates carried on like idiots for the better part of his twenties, pulling off a number of capers that would solidify their reputation in the criminal underworld. 
 
    Then he met a girl and everything changed. 
 
    Kendra Wilburn was unlike anyone he had ever known: she was joyous and kind, loving and selfless, and though she had a bit of a temper, it was rarely seen. 
 
    From the moment she first fractured his wrist for trying to steal her bag, Will was done. He bid farewell to his friends and ‘co-workers’ and got an honest job for honest pay, all in striving to become an honest man. 
 
    The only obstacle to his love? 
 
    A Troglodyte named Cass who also loved Kendra. 
 
    For good reason the lizard girl didn’t trust him, even when he and Kendra married two years after they first met she was still frosty towards him. 
 
    But Kendra was in love, and as her best friend Cass respected that, even if it wasn’t with her. 
 
    It took the lizard girl and the reformed criminal years to become something close to friends; it wasn’t until his son was born that she finally acknowledged that, as much of a rascal as he could be at times, he was a decent man. 
 
    Then Kendra was murdered, and they had to become more than friends to survive. 
 
    Even though she was still recovering from childbirth, the selfless mother had blocked the door and bought Cass and her husband the precious few seconds necessary for them to escape the burning house and the dark monster that ruined their lives. 
 
    Neither would ever forget her final words: a simple plea for them to save her baby. 
 
    After that night William became a criminal once more, stealing anything and everything he and Cass needed to keep his son warm and fed, healthy and safe. 
 
    Meanwhile the Troglodyte pushed a stud of iron through one of her ears and pledged a life-debt. 
 
    Neither to her deceased best friend nor the man who had loved her, but to the nameless infant, who had done nothing to earn it. 
 
    Her reasoning was that if he grew up to become an Empath like his mother was he could more than earn it then. 
 
    She was so smitten with her for a reason. 
 
    While on the run the unlikely pair worried for the child constantly, given how small he was. But time passed and he began to gain weight; becoming a healthy, if small, baby under their almost fanatical care. 
 
    And they never forgot the threat the dark monster posed to the boy. 
 
    Both the Troglodyte warrior and the career criminal used every trick they knew, and a few they invented on the fly, to deceive and otherwise throw off their pursuers. 
 
    But still they were hunted. 
 
    Months past, months where they ate, slept and lived together, constantly looking over their shoulders. 
 
    Inevitably, they grew to lean on each other; shared grief for Kendra and shared enmity for the creature that took her away had united them as comrades, as did their shared love for the precious infant. 
 
    One fateful autumn night they sat around a little fire, far away from the big cities where danger always seemed to lurk in every shadow and around every corner. 
 
    Not far, actually, from a small farming town called Kettering. 
 
    “I am carrying your child.” Cass said bluntly. 
 
    Will’s jaw dropped and he paused in the act of burping his son. 
 
    “You, you’re- but, how?” He sputtered. 
 
    She met his shocked gaze, her bearing unflinching. 
 
    “The usual way. It was my choice. I wanted something of Kendra’s and so I took it, the night we... well, you were there.” 
 
    He swallowed and began to pat at his son’s back again when he squirmed against his shoulder. 
 
    “Yes, I was. We were both hurting with her gone, and that thing after us. But I never thought that-” 
 
    “It is done.” Cass said with finality. 
 
    He looked at her for a long time, a slight frown on his face. 
 
    Living on the run with one child was bad enough, but two? 
 
    Finally he sighed and brought his son down off of his shoulder. 
 
    “Reckless and stupid, but then you always say the same of me.” 
 
    The corner of Cass’s mouth twitched, a hint of a smile, her tongue slipping out to habitually taste the night air. 
 
    But what she tasted filled her heart with dread. 
 
    Her eyes widened and she shot to her feet, her massive blade all but materializing in her hand as she looked to the trees, the shadows between them suddenly turning menacing. 
 
    They had been together long enough for William to trust her instincts, so he quickly edged around the fire, setting his baby down and taking up his blaster. 
 
    When he was a criminal he had never drawn the ire of the Aegis, and he absolutely despised lost-tech weaponry. Sure he may have been a crook but he had some standards at least. 
 
    But ever since the murder of his wife he had discovered that there were no lines he would not cross for the sake of his son. 
 
    Cass let out another hiss and spoke in a low voice, her words resigned. 
 
    “It is almost here, along with the human. I can taste them both.” 
 
    William cursed. 
 
    “How? We’ve been so careful!” 
 
    Another voice broke into their conversation from outside the circle of firelight. 
 
    “Not careful enough. Even your oldest friends will give you up if persuaded to.” The words came like whispered death as the bat-winged creature emerged into the light, a cold look on her face. 
 
    At her side stood the same dark-haired man that had knocked on their door that one fateful night before, the stolen Aegis uniform he wore had been all it took to dissuade William and Cass from seeking out the aid of the peace-keeping organization. 
 
    His eyes flicked down to the child bundled up and beginning to fuss with no one holding him. 
 
    “Eve, it’s just a baby, like I said we can wait and see-” 
 
    “It is a threat to my plans.” 
 
    He shifted his weight onto his other leg impatiently. 
 
    “Our plans Evadne, and he might not even be an Empath.” 
 
    “I take no chances.” She said with a menacing hiss; “You of all people should know that.” 
 
    William had finished loading the blaster, a look of stalwart determination on his face as he leveled it at the dark monster. 
 
    “Yer not getting me boy, not ever ya dozy bint.” 
 
    In the heat of the moment his accent slipped back into that of his childhood, even after all the effort he spent with Kendra working to sound respectable. 
 
    “I am. I am going to kill him, keep pointing that toy at me and I’ll eat him too. You don’t have to die. It is not your bloodline that I care about.” 
 
    Abruptly she wheeled in place, bringing up both arms as Cass darted forwards with her massive blade leading the way. 
 
    The weapon stopped cold against the black claws of their pursuer. 
 
    Evadne’s dark eyes narrowed as she felt a ridge of pain along her hardened fingers from the impact. 
 
    “Alright fine, everybody dies.” 
 
    Cass was a Troglodyte warrior, and she fought with all of the ferocity of her kind. 
 
    But the Chimera that had hounded their every step for months had killed many in her time, Troglodytes and otherwise, and so was more than a match for the weaker monster. 
 
    Barely a minute later Cass picked herself up from the dirt, blood trailing from the numerous puncture wounds in her body; all she could think about was that the baby was crying, a good sign in her mind, as it meant that at least he was still alive. 
 
    The injuries were slowing her down, but Troglodytes had a natural resistance to poison, even the venom of a Chimera’s snake tail, and she wasn’t about to let Kendra’s son be taken. 
 
    Like his father, she would die first. 
 
    Except the boy’s sire had other ideas. 
 
    “Cass, take the bairn an’ go.” 
 
    He’d been trying to line up a shot on the shadowy figure, but was naturally leery about hitting Cass by mistake. 
 
    “Never. I will-” 
 
    “Yer preggers.” He said simply, cutting off any protest she might have. 
 
    Cass hissed at him as the Chimera paced before them, her taunting laugh cutting through the night. 
 
    “Little children, there is no escape, not tonight.” 
 
    Part of her enjoyed toying with them. 
 
    But Will was undaunted. 
 
    “Ye soun’ like one of them villains in the storybooks.” He snapped; “Kendra on her moon-time was scarier.” 
 
    The Trog looked to him, desperation in her eyes. 
 
    “I won’t-” 
 
    “On yer life-debt Cass! Ye don’t owe it to me. Ye’ll carry both me bairns away this night, tis what Kendra would want and ye know it!” 
 
    On that point, the Troglodyte couldn’t argue anymore, though she had to state the obvious in a harsh whisper, her blade held up to ward off the Chimera. 
 
    “How am I supposed to get away from her?” 
 
    But Will believed he had found the chink in the other monster’s armour. 
 
    Earlier in the fight, he had not missed the moment when the dark-eyed bitch had thrown her human pet to the ground when he had gotten too close to the Trog’s blade. 
 
    Evadne coiled herself up, bored of listening to their desperate plotting and ready to finish the troublesome pair once and for all. But then her quarry suddenly turned the blaster against Jonathan, and for once her features showed some emotion. 
 
    Fear. 
 
    “Now Cass! Save me son!” 
 
    He pulled the trigger. 
 
    The weapon bucked against the desperate father’s shoulder, while the uniformed Jonathan looked more than a little fearful himself. 
 
    Will wasn’t overly familiar with firearms, so he only managed to wing his target with the first shot, but it proved enough of a distraction for Cass to take up her blade and his baby and book it into the woods while the Chimera was lunging to intercept the second. 
 
    She took the blast with one outstretched wing, saving her bond-mate’s life, though she hissed at the pain of it. 
 
    “You little shit.” She cursed as she stalked towards her prey. 
 
    He levelled the gun at her and tried to shoot her again, but it wasn’t firing and he didn’t have the skill to figure out why before she reached him. 
 
    So he threw it at her with a curse. 
 
    It hardly slowed her down as she swatted it aside, but it bought him enough time to pull a pair of broad fighting blades from their sheaths on the small of his back. 
 
    Cass had taught him a great deal over the last several months, building on his own skill with the weapons to the point that he could hold his own against her in their practice bouts. 
 
    And the cold certainty of his end made all of his fear melt away, so he took up a ready stance while grinning like a madman. 
 
    “Come on then, lets you and me be done with this.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed at his bold mockery as she hissed between her teeth, her tail mimicking the sibilant noise from over her shoulder. 
 
    She lunged. 
 
    It was the finest fight of William Armstrong’s life, or so he would boast if he had survived it. 
 
    Everything Cass had taught him, every brawl he ever had growing up with his brother Davie, every dirty trick he knew from his criminal past, all of it came together in one epic blade dance with a singular goal: to play for time. 
 
    Even Evadne would later admit she had never been held up so much by a human before. 
 
    Inevitably he ended up in a broken heap on the ground, his lifeblood pouring out from the work her claws had done on his chest and abdomen. 
 
    But a smile was on his face as he looked to the pair of little cuts he had managed to open on her cheek; Cass would be proud of him for bleeding the dark bitch, though he earnestly hoped that the Trog was long gone by now. 
 
    He sat up as best he could, blood pouring from his wounds as he fought to speak. 
 
    “Looks like ye lost a-again, droopy-tits. You killed me w-wife, but our boy lives! I dinnae  ken m-much about Empaths, but tis plain to see that yer’ afeared of him! So you best be knowin’ that he is g-going to grow up and kick your sagging arse with feelin’, just like his pater did t-tonight.” 
 
    With one last bit of effort he spat blood at her before slumping against the ground, laughing and coughing in equal measure. 
 
    The Chimera’s snake tail darted out, its fangs ending his troublesome resistance for good. 
 
    With a petulant frown she took a moment to cup her breasts and flex the muscles of her bottom. 
 
    Neither droopy nor saggy. 
 
    Shaking off the ridiculous bout of vanity, the demon-touched monster looked back to her bond-mate, on the ground and pressing a strip of his torn shirt against his own injury with trembling fingers. 
 
    Their eyes met and it became crystal clear that the dead man at her feet had earned his laughter: if she pursued the Trog now, Jonathan would bleed to death. 
 
    William Armstrong had indeed won the day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1:  
 
    Incognito 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yay! I won again!” 
 
    The Katje hopped up and down in her seat and clapped her hands together gleefully. 
 
    “That’s forty five –no! The ante was ten! So, fifty seeds!” 
 
    She counted them out under the light of the lantern hanging from the beam above them. Her nimble hands then scrabbled across the surface of the table, gathering the little pile of sunflower seeds to join her much larger pile. 
 
    The short man across from her smiled at her exuberance, his own pile now almost gone, only a few sad seeds remained. She had nearly cleaned him out. 
 
    “Well played.” 
 
    She stopped her adorable gloating for a second and her look turned apprehensive. 
 
    “You didn’t, um, you didn’t let me win did you?” 
 
    The vulnerability in her widened eyes tugged firmly at his heartstrings. 
 
    “No, I’m just not very good at cards I guess.” 
 
    Her smile returned as he watched her. Her ears were perked up and her tail swished behind her, poking over the edge of her flimsy and well-worn shorts. Even if he hadn’t been able to sense her emotions, her sense of achievement was palpable. 
 
    His own mood darkened slightly as he considered the fact that the pile of seeds was probably one of the few things she had ever won in her life. 
 
    The scant clothing she wore spoke of a life of sex, but the way she kept her ears low and her eyes on the floor when he first entered the room spoke of abuse. 
 
    Never a good combination. 
 
    “Hey! We agreed! No frowning tonight!” She popped a couple of seeds in her mouth and chewed while leveling an accusing look at him. 
 
    His good humour returned as he ran his hand through his long hair before adjusted his loose ponytail. 
 
    The Katje wasn’t one to question the fashion choices of her customers, but she still thought that he had a very... unique, hairstyle: most of his hair was tied back save for an odd little braid that started with his cowlick and ran down the side of his face. 
 
    “Sorry, just thinking of a friend.” He replied. 
 
    Whatever his hair was like, the narrow shouldered yet lean and toned man was the most interesting customer the young Katje had ever met. 
 
    She munched away at her sunflower seeds for a moment; he had emptied the bag on the table for them to use in lieu of coins, she had never eaten them before and now she absolutely loved them. 
 
    “Is this friend… a girl?” 
 
    The leading nature of her question was painfully obvious. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “So, is she your girl… friend?” Her heart was in her eyes when she asked. 
 
    “Something like that.” He murmured. 
 
    Once again he could read her, in this case her obvious disappointment. 
 
    “I don’t get it, if you have a girlfriend, why are you here?” 
 
    “Why indeed.” He breathed, one finger pushing his tiny pile around in front of him absently as he considered the monster girl before him. 
 
    She had been introduced as Jasmine, though he doubted that was her real name. The fur of her ears and tail was a lovely light grey, nearly white in some parts. A large piece of her left ear was missing, the edges jagged as if torn off, and there was a corresponding scar over her left eye, the pupil milky white. 
 
    She quickly became self conscious under the scrutiny of his mud coloured eyes, looking away and popping some more seeds in her mouth while pulling her bangs down over her blinded eye. 
 
    “You know, you are the first um, customer, I’ve ever had that didn’t want to… you know.” Her head tilted to the narrow mattress in the corner of the room. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yeah, and definitely the first to ever play cards with me.” 
 
    Her eyes flicked up to him again, and then back down as he felt a nervous flutter come from the stone in his pocket. 
 
    “So I have to ask, w-why would you rent my heartstone, and for a whole night even! If you didn’t want to have sex with me?” 
 
    “Why do you think I did?” He countered slyly in a bid to keep things light between them. 
 
    “I-I don’t know, I’m k-kind of afraid to know now.” Her voice trailed off to a broken whisper and there was a visible tremor in her lower lip by the time she finished. 
 
    Immediately he regretted his teasing. 
 
    He stood up, not missing her flinch at his abrupt movement, then rounded the table and knelt down, bringing his head lower than hers while at the same time reaching out to lift her chin with one finger. 
 
    “I told you, remember? You are safe with me, safer now than you have ever been in your life.” 
 
    “Okay.” Her voice was still little more than a breathy whisper. 
 
    He nodded at the weak smile his words elicited from her. 
 
    “You don’t believe me, and that’s okay, I’ll just keep saying it until you do. So chin up little sister, and let’s see how long it takes for you to win the rest of my seeds!” 
 
    Her enthusiasm returned at his cheeky tone and she began to gather up the cards on the table. 
 
    Sadly before they could continue their game a meaty fist pounded on the door twice and Leland Brown entered without waiting on a response. 
 
    “Young master! I see you and my Jasmine have yet to find the mattress! You need anything? Anything at all? Please don’t hesitate.” He rubbed his hands together greedily, clearly eager to make off with more of the small man’s coin. 
 
    Jasmine all but folded in on herself at the sudden presence of her owner, while the wiry man scowled at the rude interruption. 
 
    “I already paid you for everything that I need: the girl for the night, with no interruptions. So unless you are here to return my bits, get out.” He snapped. 
 
    For such a small man, his tone was surprisingly commanding and Leland actually stammered an apology, backing out of the door with an awkward half bow. 
 
    Once the door was shut again the little man turned to Jasmine, and was irritated to see her trembling once more. 
 
    “Sorry about that, shall we?” He gestured towards the cards, but it quickly became apparent that she didn’t want to play anymore. 
 
    “Why d-did you pay for me? What do you want with me?” She whispered, her glistening eyes staring at the floor. 
 
    He let out a heavy breath at the sight of the stressful tears streaming down her cheeks and decided that honesty was the best way forwards. 
 
    “To keep you safe.” 
 
    Her face turned back up to his, and there was a long pause as she weighed the simple sincerity of his answer, until eventually confusion replaced her fear. 
 
    “But-” 
 
    A sudden crashing sound came from outside the ramshackle building and several male voices shouting in alarm while Jasmine jumped at the sudden noise. 
 
    The man nodded, his lips tight with determination. 
 
    “That would be what I was waiting for.” As the noise increased, he flipped the table towards the door, scattering sunflower seeds everywhere as Jasmine’s tail puffed up and she let out a startled yowl; “Get behind this Jasmine, keep your head low. And please remember, you are safe now.” 
 
    With that he picked up the cloth wrapped object that he had set by his chair and quickly vaulted in front of the table, placing himself between her and the door while simultaneously pulling a hidden canister from his belt. 
 
    A thumping noise came down the hall and the fat man burst into the room again. 
 
    “It’s the Aegis! Quickly! Give me her stone! Jasmine we’re leaving!” 
 
    The young Katje, now huddled behind the table, peeked over the edge but didn’t move. 
 
    The wiry man had her heartstone so she had to do what he said, and he had told her to get behind the table, but if she ignored Leland’s orders… 
 
    “Not tonight, tonight she is staying with me.” Her mysterious customer announced. 
 
    His voice was so steady that she almost believed him. 
 
    But Leland was too big, and had such a nasty temper when people didn’t do as he asked. 
 
    Sure enough a hateful sneer spread across his face. 
 
    “Are you stupid boy?! You think that I’ll let you steal her just ‘cause we’re in the middle of a raid?! Give me her heart!” 
 
    The terrified Katje whimpered and covered her ears but was unable to look away. 
 
    Leland stomped forwards, pulling a familiar barbed cudgel from his belt. She knew the cruel weapon all too well, as it cost her part of her ear and the use of her eye. 
 
    With speed that belied his size he lunged forwards and brought the cudgel down with all his strength. 
 
    But the little man was ready, bringing up the cloth covered object and blocking his heavier opponent’s blow. 
 
    As the cudgel struck, the cloth was burned away by a blazing golden light and the object was revealed to be a brilliant heater shield, the force of the light exploding outwards and sending Leland careening back to land heavily by the door. 
 
    Stunned beyond words, Jasmine looked at the one who stood between her and the owner who had beaten and abused her for the last three years. 
 
    He moved to loom over the fat man before speaking with authority. 
 
    “Leland Brown, you are bound by law. Try to get up and I will have to hurt you. So please. Try.” 
 
    Sadly the fat man wasn’t conscious anymore, so he couldn’t try anything. 
 
    Jasmine worked her tongue over her lips, and then dared to speak. 
 
    “Wh-who are you?” 
 
    His canister unneeded, the man stowed it back on his belt and knelt down to roughly search Leland for any other weapons, the fat man’s cudgel now no more than a charred stub in his limp hand. 
 
    Once satisfied he stood up again. 
 
    “I am Aegis Operator Third Class William Armstrong.” 
 
    After he spoke he threw her a reassuring look over his shoulder and his gaze held her in place; she was awed to see that his eyes were now a radiant gold, and for the first time since she was a kitten she actually did feel safe. 
 
    He winked at her then. 
 
    “But you can call me Nameless.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2:  
 
    Sunrise 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the pair exited the building the young Katje was still in awe of the Aegis operative holding her tight to his side protectively. 
 
    Immediately after tying up Leland he dipped his hand in his pocket and handed her heartstone back to her. 
 
    It was the first time she’d been allowed to touch the copper coloured jewel since she was eight years old. 
 
    She held it clenched so tight her knuckles were white. 
 
    The second thing he did was wrap her in a blanket from his bag to preserve her modesty. It was warm. 
 
    “You did all of this... just to save me?” 
 
    “Not exactly Jasmine. We didn’t know how many girls were held here so several of us were sent in undercover to keep you safe until the raid began.” 
 
    “Neru.” 
 
    “Mmm?” 
 
    “My name. It’s Neru, only Leland and-” She swallowed; “Only they ever call me Jasmine.” 
 
    “Neru, I like it. Jasmine never really fit.” He said with a warm chuckle. 
 
    “Are you really with the Aegis?” She murmured, her hands bunched under the fabric and cradling the downy wool to her neck. 
 
    She felt tiny in his arms despite being nearly the same height. 
 
    “Yeah. Well, technically I’m still on probation.” 
 
    His eyes was constantly moving as they spoke, scanning the area for danger as he guided her away from the ramshackle whore-house. 
 
    The crude building was tucked away on the edge of a clearing in the middle of a dense forest; if one didn’t know how to find it then one never would, which is how the people that ran it had stayed in business for so long. 
 
    It was organized chaos outside, a few small fires burned and several naked men, as well as a few women, were on their knees with their hands behind their heads while a mixed bag of monster girls and people in Aegis uniforms kept a wary eye on them, the girls menacing them any time they so much as twitched. 
 
    All of the activity had the nervous Katje’s tail flicking repeatedly in agitation. 
 
    A woman in the ubiquitous grey uniform approached them, flanked by a Wolfen on one side and an Amazon carrying a Gripau on her back on the other. 
 
    “Namel- shit. Armstrong, report.” Her voice was authoritative and gravelly, but warm. 
 
    “Aegis Holt.” He saluted in greeting; “One perp, a Leland Brown, is tied up on the second floor, back right room. He’s very excited to meet you.” 
 
    “You left him there?” She frowned. 
 
    “Unconscious, very unconscious actually. Besides, my priority was to get Neru out.” He replied. 
 
    She gave him long enough of a glare to make him start to doubt himself before her eyes flicked to the frightened Katje and she smiled slightly. 
 
    “Right, we’ll talk later. Don’t get cocky just cuz she let you borrow her shield, eh kid? Come on girls, let’s go and say hi to our new friend Leland.” 
 
    Before they left however there was a commotion to one said as a man came stumbling out of the side entrance of the building: he was desperately trying to pull his pants up but his efforts were greatly hindered by a very angry Katje wrapped around his head and shoulders. 
 
    “There is no fucking way I would let you do that to me you nasty piece of shit!” 
 
    Neru’s jaw dropped even as the half-naked pervert collapsed underneath the weight of the enraged cat while a Minotaur wearing a wide-brimmed hat directed a long black spear at him to ensure he didn’t get up again. 
 
    Miranda raised her eyebrow and gave Nameless a pointed look, before shaking her head and moving into the building, her bond-mates smirking at her side. 
 
    Neru’s rescuer coughed nervously and looked a little embarrassed while she watched the whole exchange with wide eyes. 
 
    He shook off his discomfort quickly though. 
 
    “Come on, there’s some people I want you to meet.” 
 
    “Wh-who?” 
 
    He smiled at her and she noticed his eyes were brown again. 
 
    “My friends.” 
 
    With that he brushed past several wild looking Amazons, more than one of which nodded their heads and murmured respectful greetings at him. 
 
    “What does that word mean, Valkyrja...datta?” 
 
    He heaved a sigh. 
 
    “It means I did something really stupid once.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but if you hadn’t than at least two of us would not be here.” 
 
    A gloriously armoured woman stalked out from the middle of the hastily erected tents that the Aegis had set up as temporary housing for the rescued girls; at least twenty monsters were being guided into them by various Aegis operatives. 
 
    But Neru hardly noticed as her eyes boggled at the impossibility of the angel standing before her. 
 
    Nameless fought down a smirk at the poor cat’s reaction. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the usual response. Neru this is Volka, my wife.” As he spoke he handed the armoured woman the shield; “Thanks for the backup, it worked like a charm.” 
 
    “That’s because it was a charm, a simple protection spell, powered by our bond and meant to return any blow fourfold.” The golden being turned from him to face the thunderstruck Katje in his arms; “Hello Neru, I am glad to see that my shield kept you both safe this night.” 
 
    “But all the Valkyrie are gone!” The cat blurted, then winced and swallowed; “Sorry.” 
 
    Volka’s face twisted into a mockery of surprise. 
 
    “What?! Where did they go? Nobody told ME we were leaving!” 
 
    Nameless rolled his eyes as his bond-mate cursed out her long dead kin and waved her arms about dramatically for a few moments. 
 
    Almost as if she were attempting to dispel the expression of awe from the Katje’s face. 
 
    It didn’t work, instead the younger monster found herself confronted with an angel who seemed just slightly touched in the head.  
 
    Volka eventually gave up her little game and chuckled at the continued pole-axed look on Neru’s face. 
 
    “Yes, my sisters are all gone, but they will return one day. Perhaps someday soon, if my husband gives me a daughter, eh? We do have a fantastic amount of sex.” 
 
    She nudged at Nameless, whose cheeks turned a little pink. 
 
    A moment later she took a golden feather and with practiced movements rebraided it into the hair hanging down the side of his face. 
 
    Having gotten over her shock, the Katje soon picked up that the jovial atmosphere between the two of them was forced. 
 
    They were playing it up for her benefit, presumably to help keep her calm. 
 
    Neru was still puzzling over it when a tiny red skinned girl wielding a giant hammer stomped up to them and abruptly grabbed Nameless by the groin and gave a healthy squeeze. 
 
    “Hey babe, what took you so long?” 
 
    “I was waiting for you.” He bent down and kissed her upturned lips by way of greeting. 
 
    She sniffed. 
 
    “Volka wouldn’t let me storm the place, something about wanting to take the fuckers alive.” 
 
    “I do believe that is how our justice system works.” 
 
    “Meh.” Nina shrugged; “My way is quicker.” 
 
    The dazed Katje continued to watch on as the tiny girl snapped a silver bangle around his wrist, her ruby red heartstone set in its ornate surface. 
 
    Together with Volka and Nina, Nameless walked Neru into one of the tents, the young monster girl still trying to come to grips with her newfound freedom and the bizarre collection of monster girls around her that had made it possible. 
 
    “And this is where I leave you.” He quickly moved to reassure her as her mouth fell open: “Don’t worry, this is Ophelia. She’s going to look after you until we get our marching orders. I’ll check in on you later, for now I have to deliver my report.” 
 
    Neru swallowed her objections as she took in the Flutterby with the black trimmed violet wings and kindly smile. 
 
    “Hello dearheart. Let’s get you comfortable for now. Are you hurt anywhere? Any cuts or bruises I should know about?” 
 
    She shook her head as she was guided inside and directed onto a cot. 
 
    “That’s good to know, and how about… this?” 
 
    The Flutterby known as Ophelia reached out and delicately stroked her hand over the Katje’s tattered ear, her fingers tracing her hair back so that her blinded eye was exposed. 
 
    The younger monster’s first instinct was to flinch away, but the canny woman sensed it and began to massage her ear instead. 
 
    It felt… nice, and Neru couldn’t help but start to purr, if only faintly. 
 
    “Um, it’s fine, it happened a long time ago.” 
 
    The mature woman settled on the cot beside her and put one arm over her shoulders. 
 
    “Dearheart, it is many things, and fine definitely isn’t one of them. But we can talk about all of that later, for now you’ve had a bit of an exciting night, are you hungry? Thirsty?” 
 
    Once again Neru’s first instinct was to shake her head to the negative, but those violet eyes were so earnest that she felt the need to be honest. 
 
    “I-I haven’t eaten anything other than some sunflower seeds since this morning.” 
 
    Her voice was ashamed, as if it were somehow her fault. 
 
    Ophelia made a noise of displeasure in her throat, but quickly smiled. 
 
    “Well that just won’t do at all! Stay right here and I will get you something?” 
 
    “O-Okay. Thanks.” 
 
    Neru’s voice was little more than a whisper: she wasn’t used to people taking care of her. 
 
    But the experienced Flutterby at her side had spent a great deal of time around wounded children and she easily predicted everything the young Katje was feeling. 
 
    “Dearheart, you are so very welcome. And just so you know, those women there?” She gestured to the wild-looking Amazons surrounding the tent, one or two met her eye and offered her warm smiles through painted faces; “Those are Saenga Amazons, some of the fiercest warriors in the entire world. And every one of them has the same mission: to protect the girls in here, so you are safe. I promise.” 
 
    Neru nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what… uh, William? Nameless? Said. He said that.” 
 
    Ophelia smiled slightly. 
 
    “He would. And he was right.” 
 
    She leaned in and gave her another side-hug and another quick ear scratch before fluttering away to get her something to eat. 
 
    She returned shortly afterwards with a decent sized pitcher and several cups, which she began to hand out to the other girls in the tent before filling them. 
 
    Neru was a bit puzzled by this given that she said she was hungry, not thirsty, but she wasn’t about to complain. 
 
    Especially once she sampled the creamy deliciousness that was in her cup. 
 
    She gasped in a breath after greedily gulping down the beverage. 
 
    “What is this?” She asked in wonderment, mouth watering for more. 
 
    “Minotaur milk dearheart.” Ophelia smiled as she refilled the hungry cat’s cup; “And don’t hesitate to drink your fill! The Minotaur who gave it would be heartbroken if you held back.” 
 
    Neru didn’t need to be told twice. 
 
    As she watched the young Katje drinking her bond-sister’s milk, the smile drifted off of Ophelia’s face. 
 
    How many more girls just like her were still trapped somewhere, desperate for rescue that might never come? 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Once he had delivered his Katje charge to the capable hands of his bond-mate, Nameless went to speak with his commanding officer. 
 
    For her part, Miranda quickly realized that they weren’t going to get anything out of Leland any time soon, so after dragging him out of the building she sent her girls off to dump the fat lump with the other prisoners. 
 
    And when she saw Nameless approaching, she figured it was as good a time as any to debrief him. 
 
    “Okay then, now that the doe-eyed Katje isn’t watching, here is everything you did wrong.” 
 
    Nameless frowned but stood at attention in front of her, since she outranked him and clearly expected it. 
 
    “While Mister Brown was unconscious, you had no way of knowing for how long, or even whether or not he was faking.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to protest but she immediately snapped at him. 
 
    “Stand at attention probie!” 
 
    His spine straightened and his chin tilted up again, she glared at him for a good five seconds to make sure he was following orders, and then continued. 
 
    “You have no medical training and are thus unqualified to make that call, and as such ‘very unconscious’ just isn’t good enough. Not in the field, when things can go from ‘all clear’ to ‘life or death’ in a second. So while your priority was keeping Neru safe, you left behind a potentially dangerous situation for the people clearing the building. You should have stayed put and waited for help.” 
 
    She paced in front of him, her arms behind her back as she lectured him. 
 
    “Furthermore, and as much as Nina might disagree, there is such a thing as excessive force.” 
 
    This time he kept his mouth shut but she knew he wanted to protest and so she headed him off. 
 
    “In this instance you are in the clear. Volka explained the defensive nature of the charm she utilized before we sent you in, so it’s Mister Brown’s own damn fault for taking a swing at you. That being said, it’s something to watch out for in the future, more than a few of the higher ups have expressed concern over Nina’s behaviour.” 
 
    His ears turned a bit red at that; his Gigas had just suggested killing everyone in the whorehouse, and it wasn’t an idle thought. 
 
    “Finally, and most egregiously in my opinion given how many times we went over it, you forgot the most basic thing when exiting the building...” 
 
    She turned on her heels to face him like a whip cracking, staring at him expectantly while he puzzled over the leading nature of her statement. 
 
    Then he closed his eyes and had to suppress a groan. 
 
    “Identify myself and sound the all-clear with ‘sunrise.’” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “When coming out from undercover you speak the codeword so you don’t get lumped in with the bad guys. The Amazons know you on sight, but they weren’t the only ones clearing the building. If I didn’t see you first you might have ended up naked and kneeling in the dirt with the other perps, though I’m sure the ladies would have all enjoyed that immensely.” 
 
    She waited until she was certain that he had taken the lesson to heart before continuing. 
 
    “Other than that, you did fine with the sneaky stuff, you kept your wits about you for several hours with little actual experience, and most importantly you kept your charge safe and calm throughout. But you still get a ‘B minus’ from me for failing to follow protocol in handling your suspect and in the basics of clearing a building.” 
 
    He nodded his understanding so she continued. 
 
    “Good, now for the boring part. Run me through it.” 
 
    Nameless spent the next five minutes filling her in on the night’s activities, her interest mainly on his interactions with the still-unconscious Leland Brown. 
 
    “Gotta say kid, I actually am impressed. Still not changing the letter grade though.” 
 
    He fought back a smirk: the letter-grade was meaningless, an arbitrary measure she was using to give him a general idea of how he was doing. 
 
    The Aegis probationary period was very much pass or fail. 
 
    “This was the last of the intel from Sinclair’s people so the task-force is officially wrapped up as of tomorrow morning. You might end up working with Semper again when we get back to Garland, but that isn’t my call. Anyways, get some rest. We’re moving first thing.” 
 
    The task-force was a fraction of the size it had been when dealing with the arms crisis in Algrade, at least in terms of official Aegis personnel, but it had been bolstered by the Saenga Amazons to make up for the shortfall. 
 
    Though they lacked formal training, Miranda had argued that they would be following Nameless anyways, so they might as well get put to work. 
 
    After the massacre at Lipton Falls, nobody objected. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3:  
 
    Roll in the Hay 
 
      
 
      
 
    The farm folk in the small community nearest to their operation were shocked to discover the existence of the whorehouse, and were eager to help in any way they could, fully willing to lodge the Aegis personnel and the rescued girls. 
 
    But given that the task-force and the girls, not to mention the prisoners, more than doubled the population of the tiny hamlet, sacrifices had to be made with regards to what one would consider lodging. 
 
    Naturally as the youngest member with the lowest rank Nameless got the barn, though the red-faced owner was kind enough to lend them a number of thick woolen blankets to add to their own. 
 
    They set to work to try to get comfortable in the hay pile below the loft, the dusty smell of the place filling their nostrils whenever they moved. 
 
    Nameless, having never slept on a pile of hay before, stood uncertain at the edge, blanket in hand. 
 
    “Here Master.” Milly took the blanket and gave him back Erica’s dagger; “You need to fold them nice and thick, or it’ll be too pokey.” 
 
    She’d been safeguarding the knife while he and the Katje were undercover, and he was glad to have it back on his belt as he stood beside Ophelia and watched while his cow made up their bedding. 
 
    “You’ve slept in hay before?” 
 
    “Yeah. When I was really little, I remember it being so cozy, so long as the hay didn’t poke through the blanket.” 
 
    “Dearheart, was this before you were… taken?” Ophelia asked delicately. 
 
    Milly paused in her work, a thoughtful look on her face. After a few seconds she shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t know, maybe? I just remember this smell, and feeling warm and safe.” 
 
    The Flutterby shot Nameless a worried look. 
 
    Not liking the melancholy that came from the Minotaur’s heartstone around his neck, he broke through it by kicking off his boots, tearing off his uniform and leaping into the middle of the blanket pile, landing with a comfortable whoosh and an exaggerated whoop. 
 
    It had the desired effect. 
 
    The horned girl giggled as he flopped onto his back and put his hands behind his head, wiggling his hips and crossing his ankles to get comfortable. 
 
    “See anything you like?” He waggled his eyebrows at her ridiculously. 
 
    He was clad in nothing but his briefs and the bulge of his junk was clearly visible. 
 
    “Maaaybe.” She clasped her hands together and twisted side to side coquettishly as she eyeballed his wiry frame. 
 
    Before he could say anything else Nina landed on him, thankfully she left her hammer behind before she jumped, but she still drove the wind out of him. 
 
    “You’re a dork.” The tiny red girl said as she nestled in beside him. 
 
    Erica pulled her shirt off before stepping gingerly onto the edge of the blankets, naked save for her familiar black panties. 
 
    “He really is. But that’s wha- wha-” 
 
    She stopped speaking as her head tilted back and her eyes welled. Finally she let out a huge sneeze at the dust in the air, her head jerking forwards and shaking side to side rapidly with the involuntary movement. 
 
    “-Why we love him. Gah, sorry Milly but hay kind of sucks.” She finished as she wiped at her nose. 
 
    She crawled forwards on all fours and began to knead the spot beneath her rhythmically with her hands to ensure maximum comfort, while Ophelia considered their impromptu bed. 
 
    “Perhaps you should crawl in first dearheart? I’ll fly in once you’re comfortable.” She said to Milly who was giggling at Erica now. 
 
    “Okay!” 
 
    The enormous Minotaur tried to step onto the pile, but her weight was clearly an issue as the blankets bunched together beneath her hooves. 
 
    “Whoo-oaa!” She exclaimed as she tilted forwards precipitously. 
 
    Nina’s eyes widened at the off balance girl. 
 
    “Oh not this again.” She cursed. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time Milly had toppled onto one of her bond-sisters. 
 
    The cow-girl fell chest first and caused the tiny giant to disappear beneath her considerable bust. 
 
    Nameless managed to roll to one side out of the way before she landed and now he and Erica were howling with laughter. 
 
    At first Milly was embarrassed by her clumsiness but she joined in the laughter after the initial shock of her accidental tumble. 
 
    “Sorry Nina.” She said while trying to contain her amusement. 
 
    Even without her hammer the Gigas had a great deal of strength, but with the Minotaur’s weight on her combined with the cushioning effect of the hay beneath the blanket, she was unable to shift the cow. 
 
    She gave up after a few seconds. 
 
    “Okay, haha.” Her words were greatly muffled by Milly’s huge tits; “Off now.” 
 
    Her bond-sister’s lip jutted out at the direct tone and she looked over at Ophelia as she settled next to her, having merely fluttered her wings to carry her over the hay before setting comfortably in, her negligible weight not shifting the pile in the least. 
 
    The Flutterby raised one eyebrow, her lips twisted in a mischievous smirk. 
 
    “Say please.” The Minotaur said with a pout, not looking away from the dark haired beauty. 
 
    There was a long pause as they all waited on the giant’s response. 
 
    “…What?” 
 
    Milly’s eyes hooded as she settled her face on her crossed arms and wiggled her chest to get settled, showing every sign of staying put. 
 
    “You should say please.” She repeated; “Because I’m reeeally comfortable.” 
 
    Nameless and Erica sat up a bit, curious to see how Nina would react to the Minotaur’s uncharacteristic stubbornness. 
 
    They could see the cow-girl’s shoulders shifting upwards a bit as Nina once again tried to lift her. 
 
    “Come on, get off.” 
 
    “I will. Just as soon as you ask nicely.” Milly responded with aloof indifference. 
 
    Nameless had never seen his devoted cow act so superior, and apparently neither had Erica as she was just as rapt as him. 
 
    Ophelia’s smirk widened. 
 
    “You’re the one that fell on me!” Nina objected with exasperation. 
 
    “Yes, and then I said I was sorry. Now it’s your turn to say please.” 
 
    A breathless silence filled the cozy barn, until finally Nina muttered a sullen response. 
 
    “…please.” 
 
    Even through the muffling flesh of the Minotaur’s tits they could hear her gritting her teeth. 
 
    Milly smiled wide, but she wasn’t about to push her luck, so with some effort she rolled off of the sullen Gigas, who in turn scrambled out from under her. 
 
    “Hay sucks.” She repeated Erica’s complaint. 
 
    With yet more rustling Milly pulled her shirt over her head and tossed it in the direction of the rest of their clothes, then pulled the pouting giant’s naked back close to her breasts and pressed her face tight to her dark red hair as she kissed and licked at her scalp in a conciliatory gesture. 
 
    “I love you.” She breathed out. 
 
    The words were as honest and open as the girl saying them. 
 
    Another long pause as Nina squirmed a bit in the Minotaur’s embrace. 
 
    “Love you too.” She finally grumbled as she got comfortable in her bond-sister’s arms. 
 
    Staring up at the beams supporting the loft above their heads Nameless drew in a deep breath. 
 
    Erica purred as she crawled over and nuzzled against his hip. 
 
    They were all set to go to sleep like that, with Ophelia nestled in against Milly’s back, but perhaps inevitably Erica’s purring stopped and they all heard a familiar sound of suction as a sharp spike of arousal came from their bonds with Nameless. 
 
    “E-Erica?!” He gasp as she bobbed her face rapidly on his cock; “We shouldn’t, the blankets…” He trailed off as she swirled her tongue around his cockhead, the slick smoothness of it causing his breathing to stop. 
 
    “Come on baby, you know I swallow.” The Katje teased. 
 
    “Great, now look what you’ve done.” Nina grumbled as she worked herself around in Milly’s arms to face the larger girl, her face just below her chin with her small breasts pressing against the Minotaur’s upper chest; “Now we all have to fuck.” 
 
    She tilted up and pressed her bow like lips to Milly’s mouth, surprising her with an earnest kiss. 
 
    Meanwhile Ophelia let out a sigh and pulled Milly’s hand around behind her back. 
 
    “Sorry dearheart, but I’ll be borrowing this.” 
 
    Nina’s insistent tongue in her mouth kept the cow from responding, so she just let her arm go limp so Ophelia could do whatever she needed. 
 
    With a little fumbling the Flutterby helped the Minotaur’s fingers find her pussy and pressed them deep inside. The position was really awkward for Milly though, so the Minotaur rolled onto her back with her other arm holding Nina on top of her. 
 
    Once the angle was right Ophelia did all the work, slowly grinding herself against Milly’s fingers and palm. 
 
    There was another wet pop as Erica’s mouth came off Nameless’s cock again and he groaned. 
 
    “You hear that lover? We started something, you and me.” She teased with her seductive voice. 
 
    “Then you better damn well finish it.” He growled and gripped her hair between her cat-like ears to press her mouth back over his raging erection; “Naughty kitty, I don’t want to hear another word out of you until you make me cum.” 
 
    Her answering moan was muffled as he pressed harder on the back of her head, his cockhead at the back of her throat and demanding entry. 
 
    Meanwhile on the other side of their little nest, Ophelia had abandoned her attempts at satisfying herself with Milly’s fingers, instead rolling over so that she and Nina were shoulder to shoulder on top of the Minotaur’s chest, her arms wrapped around them both as they shared a luxuriously passionate three-way kiss. 
 
    “Sounds like Erica’s having fun.” Ophelia murmured as her lips trailed down Milly’s jaw while Nina suckled on her tongue. 
 
    “Mmmph. Ahm a wittle ‘ealous.” The cow murmured with her eyes hooded from pleasure. 
 
    Ophelia traced kisses all the way from Milly’s chin to her floppy ear and horn, then lathed her tongue across her forehead to tap into the girl’s social grooming instincts. 
 
    “Yeah? You wish that was your mouth on Master’s cock?” 
 
    She drifted down her body and her hand forced its way into the Minotaur’s shorts to palm her mound. 
 
    Milly let out a deep low into Nina’s mouth, and the Gigas echoed it with a grunt of her own as the cow’s fingers slid into her cleft from behind. 
 
    The warm air of the barn turned warmer as their lovemaking began in earnest, but it wasn’t just about sex: it never was anymore. 
 
    They needed each other, more than ever before, because outside the cozy barn true darkness stalked the night. 
 
    Shortly Nameless was biting his lip to keep himself from being too loud as he gripped Erica’s hair and ears tight, his cum filling her mouth in spurts as she placidly accepted it, her bond-sisters moaning as they felt his pleasure. 
 
    The two of them played this game a great deal, so Erica was no stranger to having his cock lodged in her gullet and spurting out his wad as she swallowed around it. 
 
    In fact she was an expert at it. 
 
    With one last grunt he pulled her face tight against his pelvis and held her there; his cock buried to the hilt down her throat, and her face gradually reddening from lack of air. 
 
    Though her slitted green eyes were welling with tears, she placidly watched him while he deposited the last of his cum inside of her. 
 
    He was a pro too, and knew just how much she could take. 
 
    After that they spent some time just cooling off, their breathing evening out. 
 
    Nameless broke the silence, his fingers absently scratching at Erica’s ears. 
 
    “We did good work today, didn’t we?” 
 
    “Yeah. We were awesome.” The smug Katje agreed while dutifully licking up the residue of his cum from his cock and balls. 
 
    But though she was trying to keep him distracted from it, they all felt how desperately he needed the statement to be true. 
 
    Especially since one of their number was absent. 
 
    Volka, Dominar Volka, had left them shortly after she had reclaimed her shield from Nameless. 
 
    She had meant what she had said in Lipton Falls: she was preparing for war. 
 
    Already assorted warrior breeds were answering her call and amassing in Garland, most numerous being the Amazons. 
 
    Just a few tribes so far as most of the blonde warrior women lived well beyond the outskirts of civilization, in the wilderness where they were most comfortable. 
 
    At Volka’s request, or rather order, Escrya, Kaylee and Helena were seeking them out. 
 
    Volka spent a great deal of her time now with the warriors in Garland, helping them get settled in and preparing contingencies with the various monster girl leaders for the inevitable confrontation with Evadne, the demon-touched Chimera. 
 
    The Aegis council was ambivalent towards her efforts, understandably so as she hadn’t consulted with them about any of it; but they had their hands full dealing with the rising tide of panic that resulted from an entire town being wiped off the map. 
 
    Even before the slaughter people were afraid as monster girls and humans alike had been disappearing for months, now it was like a pot boiling over as everyone everywhere scrambled to do whatever they could to feel safe again. 
 
    Meanwhile the Valkyrie’s bond-mates, grown accustomed to basking in her angelic warmth, found themselves trying to adapt to its absence. 
 
    Nameless sighed into the melancholy that they all felt. 
 
    But then he remembered an enraged Erica, wrapped around a perp’s head as he came out of the whorehouse. 
 
    “Erica, what did that guy want you to do that was so horrible?” 
 
    She froze with her lips around his cockhead, then popped off of him to clear her throat and speak. 
 
    “Not telling.” 
 
    “That bad?” Nina asked. 
 
    The cat gave one last lick on Nameless’s member that made his toes curl before tucking it back into his briefs. 
 
    “Worse.” 
 
    “I’m sorry dearheart.” Ophelia mumbled drowsily; “That must have been hard for you.” 
 
    She was lying across Milly’s pelvis, her arms wrapped around the cow’s waist and her face nuzzled into her abdomen, using her warm and soft skin as a pillow. 
 
    The Minotaur in turn had already dozed off, so they were all speaking in hushed voices. 
 
    “Now you have to tell me.” Nina insisted as she squirmed between Milly’s thigh and Nameless’s knee; “Just so I know whether or not this prick gets to keep his goolies.” 
 
    Nameless blinked back his weariness, his brow furrowing slightly from Nina’s word-choice. 
 
    “His... what?” 
 
    “His goolies. His balls.” The Gigas explained; “I heard someone call them that in Algrade. Don’t change the subject. Erica: dish.” 
 
    The Katje shuddered again before shifting over between Nameless’s legs and whispering into the giant’s ear. 
 
    When she was finished Nina was a slightly paler shade of red, even a bit green, and her eyes were wide with shock. 
 
    “Men like that?” The tiny giant demanded in a strangled whisper. 
 
    “None that I know.” Erica responded curtly. 
 
    “I am sorry I asked.” 
 
    Nameless meanwhile was putting in a conscious effort with his gift not to find out what could have possibly unsettled the stoic giant, let alone the former sex-slave, to such an extent. 
 
    By that point, they could hear Ophelia softly snoring into Milly’s naval, so he stroked the heads of the two girls still awake. 
 
    “We’ve been running all over for the past few weeks, chasing down all the leads from Algrade, but Miranda told me this was it for the task-force. So we’ll be back in Garland in a couple days, then we’ll see what’s what. For now, you should try and get some sleep.” 
 
    Nina sniffed as she and Erica snuggled in on either side of him, the soft rasp of shifting hay filling the barn. 
 
    “Speak for yourself, dork.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4:  
 
    Thunder and Light 
 
      
 
      
 
    A Witch’s curse never moves in a straight line, and nor does a Witch, if ever asked about it. 
 
    Instead it moves with the meandering yet inevitable intent of a bolt of lightning; its destination unchangeable, but the many twists and turns of its path impossible for anyone to predict. 
 
    A death curse is the same, and its arrival is the same: a sudden event, followed by a deep unease that rumbles through the very bones. 
 
    Thunder is a constant apology for not warning of lightning sooner. 
 
    Many miles away from a sleeping dork and his family, Tristan Grove, ex-husband of one Bethany Sinclair and leader of the fake Aegis ordinance disposal team, was staring into the dark and slowly moving water of a narrow creek, its surface sunk deep into the ancient forest’s floor. 
 
    After the bloody mess in the desert, and the more recent and even bloodier mess with a patch of Blomma in the primeval forest, he was in a foul mood. 
 
    “Boss, coffee.” 
 
    Someone nudged at his shoulder, and he looked over to see Joan Dartmouth holding out a steaming metal cup for him. 
 
    She’d been working for him ever since she was kicked out of the university in Algrade, a medic by training and an alcoholic by inclination. 
 
    Her nose was red from too much drink over too long a time, but even without the obvious signs of her vices she was on a first name basis with every branch of the ugly tree. 
 
    He took the drink with a grunt of gratitude, but immediately spat it into the water below when he tasted the liquor in it. 
 
    Realizing her mistake she swapped cups with him. 
 
    “Sorry, that one’s mine.” He scowled at her, but she was the sort of person who just didn’t care what people thought of her, a trait he usually valued; “Your wife leave you because of that snarling puss?” 
 
    “She didn’t leave me.” He growled at her. 
 
    “Sure. Sure.” She waved dismissively, very obviously not believing him; “What is it then? You still raw about the flower garden?” 
 
    There was little else to do on watch aside from stare at the darkness between the massive trees, so she was mostly making conversation to kill time. 
 
    He made a noise of displeasure in his throat as he remembered the prisoners using knives and lost-tech weapons to cut and burn their way through the terrified Blommas’ animated vines and roots, all just to make bloody sport of them. 
 
    “It was unprofessional.” He admitted with a steadying breath; “And just plain stupid.” 
 
    “You’re worried about those Saenga girls.” She guessed, but he shook his head firmly. 
 
    “No, we’re far enough north to avoid their turf. I’m worried about what I don’t know.” 
 
    She kicked at the mossy edge above the water, swishing her potent coffee around in her cup. 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “I thought it would be obvious: who’s going to stumble on those poor flowers.” 
 
    She sniffed and took a long draw from her drink, her eyes darting around the camp amidst the massive trees to see if anyone was listening. 
 
    Most of their crew was asleep, save the ones on watch like her and Tristan, while the prisoners they freed from the Trogs in the desert were out to a man. 
 
    Like Tristan said, unprofessional. 
 
    “They got a few more bodies than us, but our guys still have the better gear.” She muttered towards him, speaking into her cup and keeping her voice low; “Say the word and we’ll cut ‘em loose right now. If we’re quick and lucky it’ll just be knife work.” 
 
    Another of the things Tristan valued about the failed medic was her ruthlessness: she wasn’t squeamish about blood, whether it was from patching someone up or from gutting them in their sleep. 
 
    He was seriously considering it, even fingering the blade on his thigh as he mapped out in his head exactly how it would go down. 
 
    But before he could make the call the camp woke all by itself when one of the sleeping prisoners let out a blood-curdling shriek that even the sacred hush of the forest could not silence. 
 
    Thunder, apologizing for lightning. 
 
    He and Joan spilled their coffee as they armed themselves and sprinted through the trees and undergrowth towards the commotion. 
 
    Soon half the camp was up and likewise armed, watching on as the pair of them knelt at the stricken man’s side. 
 
    “What is wrong with him?” One of the other prisoners demanded. 
 
    His buddy was writhing in obvious agony, foam frothing out of his mouth. 
 
    “Get a stick between his teeth so he doesn’t bite his tongue off!” Joan barked; “Somebody hold him!” 
 
    Spurred into action, three of the others joined Tristan in trying to contain whatever seizure had taken the downed man. 
 
    Once she’d secured a broken stick between his teeth, Joan peeled back his eyelids. 
 
    Only to recoil in horror. 
 
    The whites of his eyes were black, and where they should be red with healthy blood vessels they were instead sickly green. 
 
    He convulsed again, this time with enough force to cause one of the men to cry out as his thumb was bent too far in the wrong direction, then he went still. 
 
    There was a long moment of complete silence. 
 
    The shaken medic leaned in again to check her patient, then pulled a flask from her jacket and looked to Tristan. 
 
    “Dead.” She said tersely, taking a long pull of the burning alcohol. 
 
    He cursed as they looked the man over; she really didn’t need to tell him, because it wasn’t a pretty sight. 
 
    His mouth was agape in a silent scream, his tongue lolled out to a grotesque degree around the stick and coated with sickly yellow foam from his seizure, while all of his limbs were broken and angled in impossible ways. 
 
    Both of his legs had somehow bent upwards at the knee, then bent again at the shin so that his feet were flat to the back of his calves, sharply broken bones jutting out of his skin. Likewise his arms were both twisted up like bloody and tattered rope, while his fingers looked like nothing so much as braided sticks of flesh. 
 
    Several of the people who’d witness his end had to turn away to vomit. 
 
    Despite the horrifying scene, Tristan’s voice was level as he looked to the now slightly inebriated Joan. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    She shifted her neck back to contain a little burp as her booze tried to come back on her a bit, then shrugged. 
 
    “No idea. Twist my arm-” She grimaced at her own phrasing, then chose a slightly different wording; “Make me guess? This wasn’t something he picked up from wiping with the wrong leaves or eating some colourful berries, this was some kind of magic.” 
 
    The man with the injured thumb cradled his hand to his chest and gestured with his chin at the corpse. 
 
    “The hell kind of magic could do-” 
 
    “‘Some kind’ I said! How would I know? I got enough schooling to treat a Manticore sting, not enough to counter whatever the fuck that was!” She gestured at the distorted remains with her flask, accidently sloshing a bit of booze onto the dead man’s face. 
 
    Tristan bit back another snarling curse, instead turning to the onlookers, his eyes blazing as he glared at the surviving prisoners. 
 
    Once he found the one he was looking for, a hulking black haired brute named Carl who’d taken it on himself to be the leader of the bunch, he pulled his pistol out and spoke evenly. 
 
    “Someone found your little flower party. No more fucking with the natives.” 
 
    All around the prisoners were eyeing his crew, every one of which had a weapon in hand and an unfriendly glint in their eye. 
 
    Carl wasn’t stupid; in fact once they were free of the wilds he intended to do everything he could to get in on whatever operation Tristan was running, so he was quick to ingratiate himself. 
 
    “You heard the man.” He turned and barked out at the other escapees; “Next one with his dick out gets dead.” 
 
    A sullen silence greeted his words, until a whiny voice from the back called out the obvious. 
 
    “What if we need a piss?” 
 
    “Then do it in your pants like your momma taught you!” Carl roared back. 
 
    Tristan rolled his eyes and began giving orders of his own. 
 
    “Forget sleeping. We’re breaking camp. Then you lot are going to show me how fast you can run, because anyone who can’t is getting left behind to face whatever did that!” 
 
    His hand gestured violently at the demented carcass before them. 
 
    None of them argued with his thinking, setting to work immediately. 
 
    “Whose mother teaches them to go potty in their drawers?” Joan muttered before taking another long drink from her flask. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    On the outskirts of the city of Garland was a boarding school run by an old friend of Ophelia’s, Madeleine Tillman. 
 
    After word arrived in the city about Lipton Falls, the headmistress and faculty alike were deeply concerned for the safety of the children in their care. 
 
    Which is why when groups of monster girls began to arrive in the city in response to Volka’s call to arms Madeleine quickly volunteered the open field immediately next to the school’s gate, as well as the courtyard within its stout walls, as lodging for the grim-faced warriors. 
 
    Concerns for the security of the place were quickly allayed when the grounds had a variety of fierce monsters patrolling them at all hours. 
 
    The children, bless their little hearts, thought it was the coolest thing since baked beans. 
 
    The most exciting kind of bean. 
 
    Out of respect for their hosts, Volka’s budding army tried to keep the noise down at night, but little could be done about the Valkyrie’s golden wings as she returned to Garland before her family, the glow of her divinity lighting up the courtyard as she landed. 
 
    “Tiana.” She called out in a low voice as a familiar figure came out to greet her from the pavilion they had set up as a command tent; “How many?” 
 
    “Dominar.” The Amazon tilted her head down in deference; “Two dozen came in this afternoon. A war-party sent from the Gael tribe. Young wildlings, but good fighters.” 
 
    Volka pursed her lips and nodded. 
 
    “Not the flood I was hoping for, but a trickle is better than nothing.” 
 
    “Forgive me Dominar, but I think you’ve underestimated the task you’ve given Escrya and the other Saenga girls. In the centuries after the founding of the Aegis most of the Amazon tribes scattered, choosing to dwell in the wilds where they felt most at home, or wandering the world in search of glory as we Brael did.” 
 
    The Valkyrie reached out and placed her hand on Tiana’s shoulder, giving her an affectionate squeeze before shaking her head. 
 
    “Be that as it may, we need numbers. I do not know Evadne’s endgame, if she even has one, but I know that we must have the strength to match it when it comes.” 
 
    “As you say.” Tiana nodded. 
 
    “How are you adjusting here?” 
 
    After Volka had accepted the mantle of Dominar in the ruins of Lipton Falls, the Brael tribe had effectively deserted the Aegis in order to follow her. 
 
    “Well enough, but I still feel my sisters and I ought to be with the Saenga, helping to keep the Vakyrja-datta safe.” 
 
    Volka shifted closer and put her arm over Tiana’s shoulders, then leaned in to kiss her on the cheek. 
 
    “I appreciate your concern, but it is not just my husband’s safety we must see to. I need someone here who knows me and who will act without hesitation if and when a crisis arises. I will not soon forget who it was that fought at my side when Evadne first revealed her treachery! Nor should you ever forget that this place you now safeguard is meant for children.” 
 
    Before the Amazon leader could respond, there was a faint rustle from the little hedge maze beside the command tent, and Volka quirked an eyebrow at Tiana who frowned as her grip on her spear tightened. 
 
    But the Dominar shook her head with a smile and when she spoke again she did so in a louder voice, very obviously speaking to whoever was hiding in the maze. 
 
    “Children who ought to be abed come nightfall, lest they earn themselves a swat on the bum from an angel.” 
 
    There was a little squeak of distress and a trio of little boys sprinted from the maze back towards the dormitories, whispering excitedly amongst themselves at their little adventure. 
 
    Tiana watched them go with a bemused expression before turning back to the angelic leader. 
 
    “They must have been hiding in there since before curfew, waiting on your return. Tomorrow night I will…” 
 
    Her words trailed off when she felt the weight of Volka’s power, the angel’s eyes glowing in the night as she watched the children enter the building. 
 
    “D-Dominar?” 
 
    The Valkyrie shook her head slightly, as if to cast off a distraction, and closed her eyes until she could rein in her might. 
 
    “I have seen far too many dead children of late.” She explained simply; “Whatever horrors are coming to this world, they will not strike at this place.” 
 
    She spoke with such conviction that Tiana could not help but take her words as a commandment. 
 
    “So long as my sisters and I draw breath, Dominar.” She swore fiercely. 
 
    Volka’s arm fell away from her shoulders as she moving towards the pavilion. 
 
    “It is late, but I would like to greet the new arrivals if they are awake?” 
 
    Tiana smiled wide. 
 
    “They are. Like the children, they were waiting on your return.” 
 
    Volka chuckled and lightly pinched the Amazon’s pert ass through her hide skirt, a hint of her mischievous personality coming to the fore amidst their serious preparations. 
 
    “Silly Tiana. I’m eleven hundred years old: you are all children to me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5:  
 
    Trappings of Home 
 
      
 
      
 
    Though most of them thought of the little cottage on Paul Fletcher’s property back in Kettering as their home, after getting booted out of the academy dorms to make room for new recruits Nameless and his family had begun renting in a converted apartment block not far from Divinity Square. 
 
    They had been too busy helping Miranda chase down all of the leads from Algrade to spend much time there, but once they’d delivered the prisoners and freed monster girls to the Bastion the task-force was officially disbanded and they were sent home. 
 
    They arrived at their building to find that Paul Fletcher had sent along many of their belongings from Kettering, along with his well wishes, so the spacious apartment soon felt homey enough once they got everything settled. 
 
    Not that any of them had cause for complaint: with the money they earned from selling Milly’s milk and from their wages from the Aegis their new digs were downright luxurious, just about able to fit the cottage inside twice over. 
 
    They were on the top floor of the four storey building, with massive slanted windows all along one side that let in a great deal of natural light. 
 
    They also had access to the roof so Volka and Ophelia could thumb their nose at their bond-sisters by avoiding the stairs. 
 
    The interior of the apartment was painted in shades of happy yellow and white and had an open floor plan, with a high ceiling and metal stairs for access to the second floor loft where their bedroom was. 
 
    Back in Kettering Nameless had to adapt to living in a cottage without interior doors, now he had to adapt to an apartment without interior walls.  
 
    Again though, he had no cause for complaint: being able to sit in the main room and look up through the railing to see the girls changing or making love was an unexpected perk of their new living arrangements. 
 
    When they arrived home late in the morning the first thing Erica did was have Milly help her peel herself out of her clothing, which was most definitely a spectator event. 
 
    Despite Grant Semper’s original objections, the Katje frequently wore her skin tight battle suit nowadays. Though as a concession towards modesty she now wore a light overcoat that went to mid thigh and was split up the back to conceal her perfect ass while still allowing her tail its freedom. 
 
    Nina had immediately observed that it made her look like a battle-stripper about to perform a show and she had certainly earned a few nicknames to that effect from their comrades in the task-force. 
 
    But she accepted the goodhearted ribbing with aplomb, and any time they sought to tease Nameless about his shameless bond-mate he would simply smile and remind them who it was that she was stripping for. 
 
    With her outfit put away, the naked Katje strolled down the stairs with Milly and stretched out her tanned body, her little breasts jiggling slightly as she arched her back and rolled her neck. 
 
    “I love that getup but it doesn’t breathe!” She complained with a short yawn, her feline tongue curling; “Now I’m for a shower, who wants to wash my back?” 
 
    She gestured at the sole interior door in the apartment, the one that led to the washroom. 
 
    “I’ll take care of you dearheart. I’m in desperate need of a wash myself. We all smell like hay.” 
 
    Ophelia followed her, shedding her clothes as well, her pale skin standing in sharp contrast to Erica’s rich tan. 
 
    Sadly one thing their new apartment didn’t have was the lavish bathroom that Paul had installed in the cottage for his one-time Naiad lover, so they had no tub, only a standing shower. 
 
    Nameless watched the two of them disappear into the washroom, debating whether or not he wanted to test if the shower could fit three. 
 
    But a tap on the shoulder derailed the thought and he turned to see a blushing Milly holding up one of their milking pails. 
 
    She had gotten much better at asserting herself when she needed to be milked or otherwise taken care of, something Nameless was dearly grateful for. 
 
    He smiled as he took the pail, looking forwards to the task. 
 
    “Guess I found something to do.” He said with an affectionate pat to Milly’s ass and a stroke of her black and white patterned tail. 
 
    Nina sidled up to them, openly ogling her Minotaur bond-sister as she shed her button-up shirt. 
 
    “Good idea, I’m suddenly feeling peckish.” 
 
    The milk that Milly produced was so richly packed with nutrients that it could quite easily replace a regular meal, in fact when they were rushed for time it often did. 
 
    The cow giggled and chased away the giant’s tiny hands as they reached up to grope at her tits. 
 
    “After we fill the pail.” She chided. 
 
    Though Nina sulked, she didn’t push, instead she helped Nameless to milk the Minotaur and store the full bucket in the icebox. 
 
    Once done though she barely allowed Milly to sit down before she straddled her lap and began to suckle hungrily at her pink nipples. 
 
    Nameless smiled at the memory of her first time doing so in their tent on their way into the wilds. She had been so uncomfortable and hesitant about it, a seeming impossibility given her behaviour now. 
 
    Milly wasn’t the only one that had grown. 
 
    As he watched the giant’s sexy snacking, Volka came down from the loft where the roof access was, her glowing form drawing his attention. 
 
    “You’re back.” He said. 
 
    She bit back a grin at the obvious statement, coming over to join him in watching Nina drink her fill. 
 
    “Good of you to notice.” 
 
    “Kinda hard not to, you glow almost all of the time now.” 
 
    He gestured at her torso and she looked down to see that she was indeed awash in golden light. 
 
    She sighed and closed her eyes and a few seconds later the glow faded. 
 
    “Apologies. The power I now bear is not a small thing. Nor is the responsibility that comes with it.” 
 
    He stepped up to her and embraced her, savouring the warmth of her wings wrapping around him as she returned it. 
 
    “Don’t ever apologize for being what you are. And I wasn’t complaining about the glowing, just pointing it out.” 
 
    He felt her lips press against his forehead and his arms tightened around her, his face tilting back to meet her lips with his. 
 
    There was a degree of selfishness in the move: ever since she embraced her role as Dominar he could feel her being pulled away from him and it stung far more than he was willing to admit. 
 
    Sensing his discontent, she shook her head from side to side, breaking the kiss. 
 
    “Ah my beloved! My duty to the world supercedes everything else, even you. But I swear to you, it will not always be thus! When peace returns-” 
 
    “I know.” He answered quickly; “Sorry, I wasn’t trying to put any pressure on you. I just… miss you.” 
 
    “We miss you, blondie.” Nina corrected as she crawled out of Milly’s lap, her meal finished; “But you do what you gotta do. I’ll keep the little guy safe.” 
 
    “And I’ll help!” Milly agreed as she came over to them, Volka’s wings spreading to allow her to wriggle in beside Nameless. 
 
    Once the embrace ended they settled onto the plush furniture in the living room, waiting on the other two girls to finish bathing. 
 
    Given the waves of arousal that were coming from their heartstones, not to mention the frequent giggles and breathless cries coming from the shower, Nameless knew they were busy. 
 
    “How are Tiana and the others getting along?” He asked to distract himself. 
 
    Volka was looking to the bathroom door, biting her lip, but she turned to him at the question. 
 
    “The girls that have come in so far have more or less settled and are now making preparations for more arrivals. I’m afraid there is little left for me to do but wait on more monster girls to answer my call.” 
 
    She was understating things a bit; even with Escrya and the others out spreading the word, Volka was far from being complacent. 
 
    Everyone was still holding their breath, waiting for and dreading the next tragedy. 
 
    Nina patted the Valkyrie on the thigh and gave a decisive nod. 
 
    “Good, then you can come out with us. Ophelia says we need to hit the market this afternoon, unless we all want to just feed off of Milly.” 
 
    Volka chuckled and twisted in her seat to kiss the Minotaur soundly. 
 
    “I certainly do not object to that! But I believe I can spare an afternoon to be with my loves.” 
 
    “I wasn’t really asking.” Nina muttered but let it go. 
 
    One thing had become clear to her when Volka had embraced her role as Dominar: there were things higher than the mountain’s peak, so for the first time in her life it felt a bit uncomfortable for the Gigas to tell someone else what they ought to be doing. 
 
    Ophelia and Erica came out of the shower, both flushed from the heat of the water and from their own passions, and the others all had a quick wash before the family set out to buy groceries. 
 
    When she was in Kettering Volka tried to keep a low profile, but that was impossible now. 
 
    And more than that: the opposite was necessary. 
 
    Because Garland was a changed city. 
 
    The first time Nameless walked into the crowded streets he was in awe of the hustle and bustle of the place, of the variety of people and monsters going to and fro amidst the numerous old world spires surrounding the massive tower that served as the headquarters for the Aegis. 
 
    Now the streets were tense and quiet. 
 
    It was early afternoon when they set out for the market, but still people spoke in muted voices, as if to avoid drawing attention to themselves. 
 
    Countless monsters had disappeared since Jonathan woke from his coma, with nearly as many human lives lost. 
 
    And after Lipton Falls the truth came out about the cause of it. 
 
    In the wake of the slaughter, fearful refugees had begun to flood the city seeking the protection of the Aegis from the Chimera and her human pet. 
 
    As a result much of the Aegis’s job of late had been working within the city limits to assist the lawkeepers in maintaining public order. 
 
    Nameless was almost grateful to Miranda for pushing for his continued involvement in the task-force as it kept him out of the pressure cooker that the city had become. 
 
    The hardest part for him was seeing the anxious looks on the faces of otherwise ordinary monster. 
 
    Girls who had lived their entire lives in peace were now moving about in groups, their eyes darting from one unknown face to another, full of suspicion and fear. 
 
    Nameless could read the helpless relief whenever one of them met his gaze, their faces inevitably dipping down to take in his uniform. 
 
    It was little consolation to him that monsters knew they could still trust the Aegis. 
 
    “One life at a time Husband.” Volka said as she felt his frustration. 
 
    She strode alongside him, showing friendly smiles that projected security and comfort to the frightened citizens. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We save one life at a time. It is all we can do. Yesterday it was Neru, tomorrow it will be someone else. You cannot save this world alone, but you can save their world. Don’t give up hope, because only then will we have truly lost.” 
 
    “Big words.” He mumbled. 
 
    He looked into the face of his bond-mate: she was glowing again, her aura soothing the fears of those nearby and bolstering their spirits. 
 
    Though he didn’t say it, in that moment he missed the old Volka; the Volka who quite happily pantsed him, underwear and all, in front of a group of young women who were admiring his uniform back during their days at the academy. 
 
    A wave of guilt washed over him when he saw her mouth twist downwards in displeasure. 
 
    Being able to read each other’s emotions wasn’t always a gift. 
 
    “Volka, I’m sorry.” He said mournfully. 
 
    But she extended her arms and pulled him into a warm embrace, her translucent golden wings wrapping around him protectively as he felt the firm ridge of her breastplate pressing against his jaw. 
 
    “I knew what I was doing when I heeded the call. I know that you love me, that you worry for me and that you want nothing but for me and my bond-sisters to live in peace. But that is simply not an option right now. We had our time of peace. Now we must all do our part if we are ever to have it again.” 
 
    Her thoughts focused again on the fearful inhabitants of Garland, while they in turn looked to the last Valkyrie for hope in the face of such dark times. 
 
    After their hug ended she moved away from him to a group of humans and monsters who were eager to share in her reassuring presence. 
 
    It pained Nameless to feel her pulling away again, but he understood why when he saw desperate hope take root in the faces of the frightened populace. 
 
    He stepped back to let them have her, taking in her profile as she wiggled her fingers at a young boy, too shy to give her the flowers that he had picked. He watched as her aura spread to him, filling his tiny chest with courage enough to blushingly present her with the token of his youthful affection. 
 
    After accepting his gift the smiling Valkyrie tickled him under his chin to make him giggle, then kissed him on the forehead before gently shooing him back to the waiting arms of his grateful parents. 
 
    He had to swallow the lump in his throat at the sight of her. 
 
    Even while indulging a child, her bearing was as proud and magnificent as the morning dawn. 
 
    Nameless drew in a breath and gathered his strength once more, focusing all of his mental fortitude on supporting her, on loving her. 
 
    It was plain to see the moment that she picked up on his mindset: her wings flexed and her lips parted slightly as his heady emotions flooded her. 
 
    Because even though she was a Valkyrie, even though she possessed the unfathomable will unique to her people, she appreciated his support nonetheless. 
 
    “It’s hard.” Erica said suddenly; “Hard to see so much weight on her like this.” 
 
    Milly let out a plaintive moo as she agreed with her sister, but didn’t say anything. 
 
    She and the others watched beside him as Volka stepped firmly into her role of Dominar. 
 
    To shake off the sudden bout of melancholy Nameless casually cupped the Katje’s perfect ass, giving it a shameless squeeze before wrapping her in his arms. 
 
    “You’re asking for trouble mister.” She purred as she nuzzled her nose against his cheek. 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    But before Nameless and his kitty could get up to anything, Ophelia coughed delicately to remind them they were in public. 
 
    “Come along dearhearts, we still have shopping to do. I’m sure Volka will follow when she’s done here.” 
 
    “She better.” Nina grumbled. 
 
    They parted reluctantly and resumed their trek through the streets, though Nameless paused and looked over his shoulder as they left; he couldn’t see Volka at all amidst the throng that had gathered, but he could still make out her golden aura. 
 
    Hope in its purest form. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6: 
 
    Stolen Moments 
 
      
 
      
 
    The following day Nameless and his bond-mates showered in twos, with minimal shenanigans, and enjoyed a hearty breakfast together, preparing themselves for whatever their next challenge might be. 
 
    Nameless was meant to report to one of the Aegis commanders in the Bastion in the late morning, in the meantime he was soaking up as much time with his girls as he could. 
 
    After Volka flew off, Milly was sitting on the sofa with Erica kneeling behind her, the Katje’s arms wrapped around her neck as they both watched their bond-mate. 
 
    He had one of the Minotaur’s hooves in hand and was delicately filed her nails. 
 
    “I wish I had always known that your feet needed this!” Erica enthused before licking the side of her sister’s head. 
 
    “How could you?” Milly said before lowing in pleasure from the attention of her two lovers: “How could you know when I didn’t? Paul showed us.” 
 
    “Man, I love that old guy.” 
 
    Milly giggled. 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “Me three.” Nameless remarked as he set down the file; “But don’t tell him, it would be weird.” 
 
    Erica rolled her eyes at him. 
 
    “Boys are silly.” 
 
    With his work on Milly’s feet done, Nameless kissed each of her four nails before letting her ankles go. 
 
    “All done.” 
 
    “Thank you Master!” She gushed, her eyes shining with absolute devotion. 
 
    In the face of her appreciation it was impossible for him not to smile. 
 
    “You are so welcome baby.” 
 
    He stood up and straddled her lap before giving her a hearty kiss. 
 
    “Wow, someone’s randy! Never knew you had a thing for feet, lover.” Erica teased as she began to massage her bond-sister’s shoulders. 
 
    “I have a thing for Milly. From her perfect hooves to her sexy horns, and every single thing in between.” 
 
    The Minotaur beamed and let out a happy moo before pulling him close for another kiss. 
 
    To Nameless and his family moments like these felt stolen. 
 
    After the slaughter at Lipton Falls the Aegis had become downright militant in their hunt for Evadne and the pitiable monsters that her bond-mate had turned into murderers. 
 
    In a bid to make their daunting task easier emergency resolutions had been passed in most of the city-states so that anyone dealing in prohibited weaponry was immediately sentenced to life in a dig-site. 
 
    Any public outcry at the lack of due process was smothered by the nightmarish stories that came from the small mining town that Evadne’s forces had eradicated. 
 
    And after they shut down the massive lost-tech smuggling ring in Algrade, the Aegis found public opinion had shifted in favour of harsher punishments for those that broke the laws regarding lost-tech anyways, so the rate of such infractions had plummeted. 
 
    The criminal underworld had basically gone into hibernation as a result; the big players were laying low, while the little cockroaches were doing their very best to not get noticed and unceremoniously squashed like those in the hidden whorehouse had been. 
 
    Having spent the morning with Milly and Erica bolstering his resolve against the struggles to come, Nameless found himself standing at attention before an elderly Aegis commander who blinked slowly and frequently, as if always on the verge of nodding off. 
 
    The young Aegis operative was still a bit nervous at having been directed to the man’s office, as he’d never met him before, but figured somebody must know what they were doing. 
 
    “You’ll be assisting the lawkeepers with refugee intake.” He said in a quiet voice without looking up from his desk. 
 
    “Yes sir.” He nodded; “I’m assuming I’ll be focusing on the monster girls?” 
 
    The elderly man looked up to him as if just realizing that someone was even there, his face twisting into a puzzled frown. 
 
    “Why would you assume that?” 
 
    “Er, sir?” 
 
    “You’ll be helping the lawkeepers with refugee intake.” He repeated with a little shake of his head, as if to clear away a minor distraction; “Whatever they need you to do, you do. Monster girls or not.” 
 
    Silence descended as the commander looked back towards the papers on his desk, dragging on until finally he broke it again. 
 
    “I suspect that you think this is a boring assignment, but that’s only because you’re fresh out of the academy and don’t know any better. This is real Aegis work; it isn’t all sexy girls and grand adventures.” 
 
    “No sir. But-” Nameless began, wanting to remind the man that he wasn’t just any rookie. 
 
    He didn’t get the chance. 
 
    The commander absently waved at the canisters on his belt with his pen, still preoccupied with the papers in front of him as he talked over his objections. 
 
    “Turn in your lost-tech at the first-floor dispensary. Then report to the lawkeeper liaison’s office. Dismissed.” 
 
    After taking his leave with a salute, Nameless was a bit dazed by the brusque encounter, but thinking on it he soon understood what had happened. 
 
    He was brand new, and with the shakeup of Aegis personal following the attack on Lipton Falls, he and several other academy graduates had their internships cut short to free up the manpower, but it wasn’t like the Aegis was just going to set them loose. 
 
    All the same though, after all the work he’d done with the task-force Nameless kind of felt like he’d just been benched. 
 
    But if he complained about it to the commander, it would make him seem like an immature rookie with something to prove. 
 
    So he did as he was told, relinquishing his gear to the Aegis quartermasters before seeking out the lawkeeper liaison. 
 
    Nameless spent the rest of the day sequestered in an office, wading through a stack of papers, lists of names and addresses that needed to be double-checked with the lawkeepers’ entry logs. 
 
    It was tedious and repetitive work, and by the time he was finished for the day he swore that he could feel his brain dribbling out his ears. 
 
    But still he didn’t complain, acknowledging the fact that someone had to do it... probably. 
 
    Ophelia was back at her medical training, her intention to certify as a second-tier medic, and aside from her none of his bond-mates had the temperament to do the work he was doing. 
 
    If she’d seen how dismissive he was of her man, Nina would have flattened the Aegis commander. 
 
    Of course, his girls were very aware of his mental fatigue when he got home, and had every intention of helping him relieve it. 
 
    After trudging up the stairs Nameless walked through the door with his eyelids drooping, too numb to even feel the rising anticipation from his girls’ heartstones. 
 
    His soporific daze vanished in an instant though when he saw Milly waiting for him, wearing nothing but a blush and a red bow nestled in her hair against one of her horns. 
 
    A present from his bond-mates. 
 
    With mouth agape he took in the sight of her, his eyes tracing all the way from the freshly polished horns to the freshly filed nails on her feet. 
 
    The shock of seeing her totally exposed so suddenly made his heart leap and called to mind the first time he’d seen her. 
 
    She wasn’t as soft as she was then, with more muscle definition from her training, but her eyes were still the same. 
 
    Her tasselled tail swished behind her, while the curves of her milky skin tantalized him with their promise; the pink nipples of her breasts made his mouth water, and the faint glistening of her pussy lips at the junction between her thighs made his cock stiffen in his uniform pants. 
 
    “Happy birthday Master.” The blushing Minotaur congratulated softly. 
 
    Behind her the other girls were watching, fully clothed and smug. 
 
    But despite the surprise, the wonderful surprise, Nameless’s brow furrowed in confusion. 
 
    “My birthday isn’t for another month.” 
 
    Somehow he managed to tear his eyes away from Milly’s nude body, looking to Ophelia for confirmation. 
 
    The Flutterby shook her head slowly as she explained. 
 
    “Actually dearheart, according to what Sadie and Xalanth uncovered, today is your real birthday.” She chuckled then when she reflected on their shared past; “Which means you were an even smaller baby than I thought!” 
 
    His head drew back on his neck in surprise, but he wasn’t about to argue with her about it. 
 
    Instead he turned his attention back to the Minotaur currently biting her lip and thinking nothing but lustful and loving thoughts about him. 
 
    A smile spread across his face as he drank in her nudity again. 
 
    “If it’s my birthday, then I should probably play with my present.” 
 
    Milly lowed involuntarily as he drew closer, slowly shedding his clothes as he did. 
 
    Once he was down to just his pants, he reached up to cup her face with one hand, feeling the warmth of her cheek as she nuzzled against his palm. 
 
    “The bow was a nice touch.” He remarked. 
 
    “It was Erica’s idea.” Milly’s innocent blue eyes were swimming with absolute devotion; “A little reminder that I belong to you, Master.” 
 
    She leaned over to kiss him, while his hands dropped down to cup her breasts. When their lips met he used his thumbs to tweak her erect nipples, causing her to moo again into his mouth. 
 
    With his power he reached out to the other girls, drawing them in to feel what he and Milly felt, not easing off of them even when he heard Erica yowling with rising arousal. 
 
    “That’s soooo good lover!” 
 
    She squirmed on the couch next to Volka, turning over to press her body against the angel’s as they enjoyed the show. 
 
    Nameless lips shifted into another smile against Milly’s, their deep make-out session coming to an end at the Katje’s interruption. 
 
    That was fine by him, he had other intentions. 
 
    Milly straightened to her full height and Nameless began to kiss his way down her body, avoiding her nipples, though his lips came tantalizingly close. 
 
    Her fingers interlaced into his hair as his tongue dipped into her naval, her warm flesh yielding to his face as he nestled it against her tummy. 
 
    She was squirming a bit, breathing deep as her excitement rose, but he was lingering on her naval, and that simply wouldn’t do. 
 
    In a rare instance, she took charge of their coupling, pushing his head firmly down until his mouth hovered over her glistening sex, then gripping him tight to prevent him from veering off target as she spread her knees for him. 
 
    “Master... lick me.” 
 
    She felt little puffs of air against her pussy from his breath, coming in fits and bursts as he chuckled. 
 
    Rather than saying anything clever though he did as she asked; his tongue darting out and tasting her juices as it parted her nether lips. 
 
    He took his time. 
 
    With her hands still in his hair, he wasn’t going anywhere, but he was still able to shift his head around as he nuzzled his face into her wetness. 
 
    He felt a faint tickle on both sides of his jaw when the velvety hide of her thighs rubbed against him with each movement of his head as he kissed and licked her sex with more energy. 
 
    His cock was fully erect in his pants, the smell of her, the taste of her, fueling his passion even as she let out a deep low to communicate hers. 
 
    One arm curled around her knee while the other snaked underneath his chin to slip two fingers inside of her, his mouth shifting up to plant a wet sucking kiss on her hooded clit. 
 
    She let out another low and ended up standing on the tip of her nails from the sensation, her legs trembling. 
 
    “Whose birthday was this again?” Nina remarked breathlessly as she felt what her bond-sister was feeling. 
 
    “Hush dearheart.” Ophelia threw her arm around the tiny giant’s shoulder and held her close, her eyes welling with joyous tears as she watched two of her dearest loves coming together. 
 
    Milly’s eyes drifted closed as Nameless fingered and tongued her pussy with increasing vigour, the cow squirming from his efforts. 
 
    But her bond-sister’s conversation reminded her of her purpose, so she shook her head and pushed his face away from her crotch. 
 
    “Nina’s right Master. This is your birthday, I should be spoiling you.” 
 
    He licked at her juices on his lips and adopted a bit of a pout, the snug warmth of her tunnel squeezing his fingers one last time as he withdrew them. 
 
    “A shame, I was having fun.” 
 
    She smiled warmly down at him. 
 
    “So was I, but there is something else I want.” 
 
    His eyes hooded and he bit his lip as he looked up at her, thinking he knew the answer. 
 
    “Yeah? You want that cock baby?” 
 
    Dirty talk wasn’t just Erica’s thing, though Nameless didn’t usually go as far with it as his Katje did. 
 
    Milly giggled down at him, but again shook her head as she helped him stand up. 
 
    “I do, but not how you think.” 
 
    She led him towards the couch, Erica and Volka making room for her, but she ended up lying down on the plush rug covering the floor in front of it. 
 
    Nameless wasn’t sure what she was after, but he imagined his pants would get in the way, so he took them off as quickly as he could, causing the girls to laugh at his eagerness. 
 
    Once naked he straddled Milly’s waist and brought his face inches from hers, staring into her wide blue eyes. 
 
    “You want to know something baby?” 
 
    Her chest rose unsteadily as she felt his arousal, and the emotions behind it. 
 
    “What?” She breathed. 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    Before she could say the words back, Nameless pressed his lips to hers once more, their eyes fluttering closed as they shared in another long kiss, the Minotaur tasting her own juices on his lips. 
 
    Milly traced her hands down his back while his fingers played over her horns and ears, briefly encountering the unfamiliar feeling of the fabric bow. 
 
    After a long moment, they finally parted. 
 
    “Master, I love you too.” Her smile was breathtaking as she spoke, though there was a naughty gleam in her eye; “And now I want to make you feel good. Please?” 
 
    He chuckled as she sat up, his hands tracing down from her cheeks to the swell of her breasts. 
 
    “Oh well I guess.” He joked; “How do you want me?” 
 
    Her eyes flicked down to his hands fondling her breasts and she bit her lip before answering with a blush. 
 
    “I want it... here.” She gripped his hands with hers, squeezing them harder into her yielding cleavage. 
 
    A surge of lust shot to his groin, Nameless unable to stop himself from shuddering at the prospect of what she was implying. 
 
    He’d had a tit-fuck before, from Ophelia, but the thought of doing the same with Milly took his breath away. 
 
    When it came to bust size within his family, the Minotaur was unrivaled. 
 
    “Yeah, we all want it between her breasts.” Erica proclaimed. 
 
    As some point she’d removed her shirt, while beside her Volka was completely naked. 
 
    “This is quite decadent.” The Valkyrie observed; “I love it. Make love to her chest, Husband, that your other wives may witness it.” 
 
    “Such naughty wives I have.” His words were unsteady as he fought to control his arousal. 
 
    Practically in position already, he adjusted himself forwards to get more comfortable, his knees between her arms and her sides as his balls dragged across her naval. 
 
    She brought her hands up and took hold of her tits, creating an inviting valley for the erection looming over them. 
 
    Using the tip of his middle finger, he pushed his cock down to allow her to capture it in her cleavage, pressing her tits together to completely hide it from view. 
 
    He sighed at the pillowy warmth as he hunched over her to help keep his cock in place. 
 
    “That’s it baby. I’m done. This is me now, my cock between your beautiful tits forever.” 
 
    She giggled at him, but then pulled her hands closer to her chin, hefting the flesh of her breasts up his length as he groaned. 
 
    “Are you sure Master? I’m okay with it, but I also want it in my mouth, and in... other places.” 
 
    As she spoke she moved her mounds up and down rhythmically, causing her cleavage to stroke his cock. Without lubricant, the loose skin of his shaft clung to her heated tits, but he wasn’t complaining. 
 
    In fact, he was breathing heavily from her attention. 
 
    “I want you to cum, Master.” She said suddenly, intensely; “I want to feel you shoot your entire load all over my boobies.” 
 
    Evidently she had been practicing her dirty talk. 
 
    He groaned at her words, watching her tits wobble around as she moved them with increasing speed. 
 
    Nearby he heard the sounds of kissing and he tore his eyes away from his cow to see his other bond-mates paired off and making out passionately. 
 
    “That’s it Master.” Milly cooed; “We’re yours, so mark me as yours!” 
 
    He grunted and gripped her shoulders tight, grinding his pelvis against her. 
 
    Suddenly Ophelia tore he face away from Nina’s and clapped her hands together. 
 
    “Alright girls, just like we planned!” 
 
    At her signal they each focused with all of their might on how much they loved to be coated in his cum, and on how badly they wanted to see Milly’s tits coated in it as well. 
 
    Caught off guard by the emotional and erotic mental assault, Nameless came almost immediately. 
 
    With a cry of painful ecstasy he drove his cock into the cushion of Milly’s breasts one final time as his cum began to spurt out. 
 
    The Minotaur’s cleavage caught most of the initial release, but the force of his orgasm combined with the thrusting of his hips drove a single line of it to shoot out across her cleft chin and across her lips to the tip of her nose. 
 
    Her tongue darted out without thinking to lick it up as he groaned and shuddered on top of her. With his cum lubricating her breasts his pelvis slapping wetly against her flesh as she heaved her tits up and down almost violently throughout his orgasm. 
 
    He cried out again as another surge of his seed coated her, this time striking her neck and pooling in her clavicle. 
 
    “Fuck those tits baby.” Nina ordered from right beside him. 
 
    He looked around wildly to discover the rest of his bond-mates crowding him as he unleashed spurt after spurt of cum all over the prone Minotaur, until even her voluminous cleavage couldn’t contain it all. 
 
    With a shudder of lust sated, he sat back on her stomach, his cock sliding free of her tits and letting fly with one last jet, striking against the back of Milly’s hand as she continued to massage her breasts together, her actions filling the apartment with the slick sound of flesh and sex as she languished in his cum. 
 
    Stolen or not, the moment was one that he would never forget. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7:  
 
    Reconnaissance 
 
      
 
      
 
    After three days of driving them flat out, Tristan and his crew had gotten free of the oppressive and almost judgmentally massive cedar trees, slowing down their reckless flight only when they got into tighter undergrowth and much smaller pines. 
 
    He and his crew were seasoned pros, so even taking turns carrying the heavy boxes with their payday in them, they kept a steady pace. 
 
    And less of the former prisoners than he expected needed to be disciplined as Carl was driving them onwards pretty well without much help. 
 
    Tristan found it remarkable at first just how far and fast the freed men were willing to run, but then he had to acknowledge that if he’d spent who knows how many years swinging a pick in a dig-site he’d be pretty keen for a jog himself. 
 
    No one else’s limbs had gotten confused as to which way they were supposed to bend, so Tristan was at last convinced they had shaken off whatever had twisted the former prisoner into a pretzel. 
 
    Unfortunately two others had to be left behind as they went. 
 
    They were simply unable to match the headlong pace, and had sadly come down with a severe case of being shot in the face by Tristan, but at least they weren’t going to be telling anyone anything. 
 
    And just to be on the safe side when they set up their camp for the night the cautious crook also had his men break open one of the crates to prepare a nasty surprise for anyone thinking to attack them. 
 
    But various murderous precautions aside, no matter how far or fast they travelled the assorted band of smugglers, murderers, and rapists were still human. 
 
    And no human alive could match the stamina and the loping strides of a battle-hungry Amazon war-party. 
 
    So while the exhausted mob rested in a clearing, a number of unfriendly eyes were watching from the trees, counting and measuring the strength of their forces. 
 
    A few hours later, when night fell, they were deciding amongst themselves what to do about it. 
 
    “If we attack tonight while they are sleeping we will have the advantage.” Sila insisted. 
 
    The Troglodyte had lost more than most to the scum in the clearing, so she and her sisters were eager to repay that debt with blood. 
 
    “They aren’t all sleeping.” One of the more level-headed Amazons warned; “They’ve posted many sentries, since early in the evening. Whoever is leading them is no fool.” 
 
    “Tristan.” Alcaia spoke the name like a curse as she held her hands palm up, fingers curled like claws; “His name is Tristan Grove and with these hands I will kill him.” 
 
    The Amazons were sympathetic, remembering well the sight of their warleader and her wife intimately bathing the man in question. 
 
    “They have also set up a strange weapon on one side of their camp.” The Amazon continued; “I’ve not seen its like before but it must be important as they dug up the ground and moved some brush to form a crude barrier around it.” 
 
    “Describe it to me.” Adrian Shaw instructed with brow furrowed. 
 
    As a highly trained member of the ordinance disposal division of the Aegis, he knew every piece of lost-tech weaponry by sight. 
 
    “It is longer and larger than a blaster, with a narrow barrel and two sticks of metal jutting out of the bottom of it to support the end off the ground.” 
 
    He listened intently, and when she finished he groaned and nodded. 
 
    “A bipod. Which means they have a gatling. Shit.” 
 
    “It is one weapon.” Sila said flatly. 
 
    “Yes, and if we formed a line for the one using it, he could sweep it around and kill every one of us in the span of a few second.” 
 
    As he spoke he held up his fist and turned in a slow circle, jerking his arm rapidly to indicate the weapon’s recoil. 
 
    The Trog bristled at his words and the threatening gesture with a sharp hiss, but didn’t argue. 
 
    “How do we counter it, Adrian?” Alcaia asked. 
 
    He ran his hand through his shaggy hair in agitation, absently longing for the days when Cheri and her scissors would keep it under control. 
 
    “The protocol would normally be to use a combination of strobes and stinger gas to force them to abandon it. But without my gear…” Clutching at the side of his skull he wracked his brain for a solution, but was coming up short; “Charging it is suicide. Even with those Vohan-shield things, if the guy aiming it focuses fire he will tear them apart one by one. If we aren’t careful this will turn into a bloodbath.” 
 
    Sila’s tongue darting out briefly, belying her impatience. 
 
    “Then, what do you suggest sssoftskin?” She demanded. 
 
    He pinched the bridge of his nose as his eyes squinted closed, struggling to find a way to keep the bloodthirsty girls from getting themselves killed. 
 
    After months of pain and mourning and anger, it was hard for him to be the voice of reason, but how to de-escalate a situation was one of the components of Aegis training and he was reminded of it now when faced with so many angry monster girls. 
 
    As much as he wanted justice for his Truffle and his team, he didn’t want it to come at the cost of the lives of the Trogs or Alcaia and her people. 
 
    He stared at the diagram, something tickling at him as he did. 
 
    “Why did they set it up way over there?” 
 
    He was more asking himself, but he got an answer from one of the Amazons that had helped to draw the map. 
 
    “The prisoners and the ones that deceived us are sleeping separately, with a gap all the way through… here.” 
 
    She traced her toe through the dirt, drawing a line straight across the camp. 
 
    Adrian gnawed at his lip as he stared at the divot that represented the gatling, but then the answer came to him so quickly that he let out a noise of incredulity in his throat. 
 
    “They’ve got it set up far enough away so that the prisoners can’t rush it!” 
 
    Sila actually smiled. 
 
    “My people have a sssaying. There is no commonality amongst criminals. This could be a weakness to exploit. When they attacked us in the desert, it was those that we kept in chains that led the charge and suffered the most casualties.” 
 
    “So maybe Tristan and his group are hoarding the best weapons for themselves. But they must be giving the prisoners something otherwise why would they stay together?” Alcaia mused. 
 
    “Ammunition.” Adrian snapped his fingers with a broad smile; “Every lost-tech weapon needs ammunition. For the blasters it is a special cell, for the gatling it is metallic projectiles fed into it on a belt.” 
 
    “Where are you taking us with this?” 
 
    He gestured at the diagram again. 
 
    “Setting aside the gatling for now, the amount of lost-tech they have is the problem.” He reasoned. 
 
    Sila crossed her arms over her armoured breasts, but otherwise waited for him to continue. 
 
    “Which means that we- I, have to mitigate that.” 
 
    “How?” Alcaia prompted, willing to embrace any plan that would minimize the danger to her people. 
 
    He pointed towards the center of the rough diagram and looked to the Amazon that had sketched it. 
 
    “The crates are here? In the middle of the clearing?” 
 
    “Yes. Their tents and lean-tos are set up on either side of it. The deceivers here, and the ones from the desert here.” 
 
    “But nobody in particular is actually guarding the crates?” He pressed. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed as she began to cotton on to his intentions. 
 
    “No… the sentries are around the perimeter of the camp, right where they ought to be.” 
 
    Gnawing on his lip, he came up with the only obvious solution. 
 
    “If I can get to them, I can cut off their supply of ammunition, if I can just mess with-” 
 
    But once again Sila hissed at him. 
 
    “You would never have time to sabotage their entire arsenal!” 
 
    He mustered his patience as best he could, staring at the rough map drawn in the ground and working the problem. 
 
    “I won’t need to. I only need to sabotage one. They have all this lost-tech stacked up in one place, which might make them easier to keep track of, but isn’t very smart.” 
 
    “How so?” Alcaia asked, her voice level. 
 
    She trusted that he knew what he was talking about, at least when it came to the enemy’s weapons. 
 
    “When the Aegis stores our lost-tech, we do it in small caches, because even one of these-” He held up his lone remaining strobe for their consideration; “-will explode under the right conditions.” 
 
    Sila looked ready to object again, but then her head tilted to one side as she began to see the merit of his plan. 
 
    “How do you create the right conditions?” 
 
    He held up a simple pair of pliers with a dark smirk on his face, it was one of the few items that he had on his belt when his team was ambushed. 
 
    “Give me two minutes with one of those crates and I will level the center of their camp.” 
 
    They all went silent for a few seconds, until one of Sila’s warriors broke in with a somewhat sarcastic tone. 
 
    “Not very ambitious.” 
 
    “Or sporting.” Olena remarked for the first time. 
 
    The Witch was sitting on a nearby log, cleaning a series of her bone needles in her lap with a little green cloth and deliberate movements of her fingers. 
 
    She barely seemed interested in the discussion at all, but no one dared challenge her on it. 
 
    He rolled his eyes and gestured towards the diagram again. 
 
    “If you attack from the opposite side of the camp from where they have the gatling set up, they may never get a chance to fire it before the smoke clears.” 
 
    “And how will you get past the dreaded weapon to begin with?” Sila demanded. 
 
    He did his best to project confidence when he answered. 
 
    “I’m well-aware of how miserable I look, so if I’m lucky I should fit right in.” Once again he lamented the state of his hair and clothes, and the lack of a bath in the last several days; “I think that all I need is a way to get into the camp without too much fuss.” 
 
    Alcaia nodded and tapped at one side of the map with her toe. 
 
    “If you circle around their camp, there is a gulley… here?” She looked to the scout for a nod of confirmation; “If you are quick and quiet, you should be able to sneak up it and into where the prisoners have been sleeping without being seen by the men manning the gatling.” 
 
    The scout was quick to agree with her warleader, squatting down beside him to offer what advice she could, her fingers gesturing at the map as she spoke. 
 
    “If you approach the crates from that side, Tristan and his ilk shouldn’t be able to see you so easily amongst the prisoners. And given that you are wearing the same clothes as them, whatever their condition, the prisoners would likely see you as one of Tristan’s men and may not challenge you at all. This could work.” 
 
    The Trogs standing amongst them were measuring Adrian with their eyes. 
 
    “Fine.” Sila finally agreed; “We will follow your lead… Aegis.” 
 
    She spoke the title somewhat grudgingly, but had to acknowledge that his plan was a good one. 
 
    Or at the very least it was better than nothing. 
 
    “Assuming everything works out.” Alcaia gestured back at the crude map; “We must still figure out a plan of attack once he pulls off his scheme.” 
 
    Adrian sighed. 
 
    “So… nobody is going to try and talk me out of it?” He lamented to himself. 
 
    Finished with her needles, the Witch came over to kiss him on the cheek and pat his shoulder. 
 
    There there. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8:  
 
    Sneaking, Flirting, Killing 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took the Amazons and Trogs until just after dawn to finalize everything and prepare for the attack. 
 
    It was convenient timing, as the growing light made the tired sentries less attentive while they waited impatiently for someone to relieve them. 
 
    Alcaia knew that this was the hardest part: the waiting, but she was disciplined enough to endure it, and through her example, so too were her warriors. 
 
    On the opposite side of the clearing from where she and her girls were hidden she could see the crude bulwark around the gatling, the men manning it fatigued but ready to unleash the weapon at a moment’s notice. 
 
    Her grip on her spear tightened as she glared death at the oblivious men, but still she waited. 
 
    At the bottom of the gulley Adrian was a taut bundle of nerves, his experience with the Aegis nothing like what he was about to attempt, so he took several deep and steadying breaths, his eyes closing. 
 
    If he failed so many of the monster girls depending on him, perhaps even all of them, would die. 
 
    Which meant he could not fail. 
 
    His thoughts darkened as he realized exactly how far he was willing to go to get the job done. 
 
    Because his plan only extended as far as getting into the camp, he had nothing for after that. 
 
    A strange sort of tranquility descended on him when he accepted that so long as he could destroy the lost-tech weapons, the sole reason he and his team were sent into the wilds to begin with, he really didn’t care about coming back out again. 
 
    With that settled, his eyes flew open and he was moving. 
 
    He scrambled up the dirt and roots quickly, using his hands as much as his feet to climb up. 
 
    To his consternation though, someone called to him from above. 
 
    “Oi! Who is that?” 
 
    “Get over here you idiot!” He shouted back in a harsh whisper without thinking; “They’re coming!” 
 
    “Shit! Where?!” 
 
    By this point he had reached the top of the gulley and was right in front of the alarmed and armed sentry. 
 
    At that moment what kept Adrian alive was the continuing distrust between the two factions within the camp, because when he spoke of danger the man looked inwards instead of out, and so was looking away from him. 
 
    Adrian grabbed him by the shirt and pulled him into a shoulder throw that he hadn’t used since his days at the academy, rolling the man over his back and into a nasty tumble down the gulley. 
 
    He didn’t stick around to see if he was okay. 
 
    Instead he forced himself to slow down, and walk out of the trees, expecting at any moment to be challenged or simply shot as he did his best to blend in with the coarse group complaining about the early hour. 
 
    Half of them were still asleep, but with the rising light even the most exhausted among them were beginning to stir. 
 
    Adrian’s heart was hammering in his throat as he casually scanned around the camp while picking his way towards the crates. 
 
    Then his foot caught on something, a man’s bare foot, sticking out of one of the crude lean-tos. 
 
    “Whozzat?” The sleepy occupant demanded. 
 
    “Shut up if you know what’s good for ya.” He replied in a hoarse voice, flying by the seat of his pants again. 
 
    “Mmm’kay.” The drowsy man grumbled; “Five more minutes.” 
 
    Adrian couldn’t believe he was still alive. 
 
    His eyes found the crates: at least twenty of them in various sizes, piled up to be just short of his height. 
 
    They were forty feet away, and still no one challenged him. 
 
    If he’d been running or sneaking, someone might have taken notice, but he moved with such casual purpose that the few that looked up at him accepted it without a second thought. 
 
    Thirty feet. 
 
    He heard a harsh cough from nearby, followed by the distinctly unpleasant sound of someone relieving themselves in the dirt. 
 
    His face twisted in disgust at the man pissing so close to where everyone was sleeping, but he kept moving. 
 
    Now ten feet from the crates. 
 
    Adrian forced himself to stop again, stretching out his arms and scratching at his stomach as if he had just woken up; he faked a yawn and shifted his neck around to see if anyone had noticed him yet. 
 
    Still alive. 
 
    He walked over to the crates and sat on one of them, putting his back against another as he brought his foot up, making a show of fixing his boot while surreptitiously looking around. 
 
    No one was paying him any attention at all, so he twisted in his seat and set to work. 
 
    His hands steady despite his nerves, he pulled his pliers off his belt and began to pry one of the wooden slats off the side of the box he had been leaning against. 
 
    To the casual observer it seemed like he was just absently carving his name into it. 
 
    Once the wood came free he spotted exactly what he was hoping to find inside. 
 
    It was full of blaster power cells. 
 
    The Aegis mechanist pulled one out, having to wiggle it back and forth to get it free of the orderly stack within the box, then wiped the sweat out of his eyes before continuing. 
 
    “This is by far the stupidest thing I’ve ever done in my life.” He muttered to himself as he worked the tip of his pliers into the casing of the cell. 
 
    “Seemed pretty stupid to me too.” A coarse voice said from beside him. 
 
    He froze when he felt the muzzle of a caster press against his ear, a square jawed woman with blood-shot eyes and a red nose glaring down at him. 
 
    “On your feet pretty boy, Tristan will want a word before I get to make you my bitch.” 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    While Adrian was still wending his way through the prisoners’ camp, at the bottom of the gulley the sentry he’d grappled with picked himself up out of the dirt with a curse and a groan. 
 
    Before he could sound the alarm though, a female voice came from right beside him. 
 
    “Oh no! That was such a nasty fall!” 
 
    He jerked around to face the fretting falsetto; he’d lost his gun in the gulley, so he pulled his knife from his belt as he moved. 
 
    But the beauty standing before him was completely naked, and all thoughts of violence were driven from his head as he looked her over from her tits to her toes. 
 
    She stepped closer, her eyes wide and communicating nothing but concern for his wellbeing, as if he were the center of her world. 
 
    “Are you alright daddy?” She asked, her voice still so very high and innocent. 
 
    He couldn’t speak, didn’t even remember how. 
 
    Despite her naive behaviour, she was a full grown woman, with an emphasis on woman. 
 
    Her skin was pale and clear, with full breasts topped with pert nipples, and hips that swayed with promise as he watched. Her hair was thick and lusciously dark, the colour a match for the little thatch above her sex, and in that moment all he wanted to do was fold himself into her naked body, bury his face in her mane and breathe. 
 
    But her fingers on his chin stopped him, directing his gaze away from her nakedness and into her eyes. 
 
    They were green, unnaturally so, and looking into them was positively… bewitching. 
 
    The sentry staggered towards her, drunk on her nakedness and his own hungers, and while he did Olena’s innocent act fell away as readily as her clothing had. 
 
    “That’s it, big strong man.” She accepted his embrace and crooked her bare leg around his calf; “Will you take what I have to give?” 
 
    Eldritch mist flowed from her mouth and eyes when she asked, seeping into the stupefied man as he nodded. 
 
    With her breasts mashing into his chest, and her skin so smooth beneath his hands, he would do just about whatever she wanted him to. 
 
    “Say it.” Her voice was husky and heavy with erotic anticipation as she moaned and begged into his ear; “Tell me, please! I need to hear it daddy!” 
 
    Why she had chosen that particular moniker was anybody’s guess, but it did the trick. 
 
    “I’m gunna take everything you have!” He swore as he pressed his pelvis hard into hers, his lusty vision clouding with the green mist she was exuding. 
 
    And with the words spoken, she sealed his fate; his entire body going rigid as her power continued to seep into him. 
 
    Once it was finished, he stood before her blank-faced and waiting. 
 
    She casually tossed her clothes back on, all traces of her earlier lust gone, and once dressed her eyes flashed green again as she nodded at him. 
 
    “Run along little boy. They are waiting for you.” 
 
    With his will torn away from him, or rather given away by him, the bewitched man turned and scrambled back up the gulley, oblivious to the little cuts and bruises his reckless clumsiness inflicted as he went. 
 
    “Always wanted to try that one.” She mumbled to herself before following. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Not far away Adrian was licking his lips nervously, mentally searching for a way out of the tight spot he found himself in. 
 
    The medic, Joan, still had her weapon pressed tight to the side of his head as she roughly patted him down, though she stopped at his crotch, rudely groping at him. 
 
    “Nice big cock in here eh? I’ll get some use out of that once Tristan is through with you.” 
 
    Given that she reeked of booze and sweat, the woman’s advances were unwelcome to say the least.  
 
    “What’s a Tristan? Is that a kind of cracker?” 
 
    The gun pressed harder into his skull and she squeezed his balls through his pants. 
 
    “Don’t be cute.” She snarled at him, the stench of alcohol on her breath overwhelming him; “I got no use for cute.” 
 
    Over her shoulder though, Adrian saw Olena’s familiar figure approaching and any concern for his own wellbeing was completely forgotten. 
 
    All the planning and sneaking around and the Witch just walked through the camp like she owned it. 
 
    “That is a shame.” She called out in her familiar lilted voice; “Because I don’t think he can help but be cute, although a shave wouldn’t hurt him.” 
 
    The woman spun around to face her, leveling her weapon at her chest. 
 
    “Where the hell did you come from?!” She demanded. 
 
    Olena didn’t answer, instead she curled her fingers inwards and checked her nails. 
 
    Adrian rolled his eyes, but kept silent, his grip on his pliers tight. 
 
    After a few moments of absorbing the surprise of the woman’s sudden appearance, Joan laughed at her apparent bravado, Olena still examining her nails. 
 
    “Oh this is perfect! None of these pussies can handle what I got.” She sneered at the gorgeous woman; “But I bet they’d love a go at you!” 
 
    The monster girl yawned, bringing the back of the hand she had been examining up to cover her mouth as she did. 
 
    “I doubt that very much. I have no use for ‘boys’, beyond uses they would likely be against.” 
 
    The Witch was so utterly calm despite their grave situation, but Adrian still had his eye on the end goal, so while the drunk was distracted he made his move. 
 
    Joan’s arm swung towards him to stop him when she saw him coming, but he closed the distance before she could protect herself and thrust his pliers at her neck as hard as he could. 
 
    He did what he could to control her weapon arm, but still he flinched when her pistol went off with a resounding crack, tearing a hole in the top lip of one of the crates. 
 
    Joan tried to call out for help, but instead a strange gurgling noise came from her throat, Adrian’s pliers having found a new home. 
 
    Olena scowled at him, evidently she didn’t think she needed his help. 
 
    Truth be told, she probably didn’t. 
 
    Missing the Witch’s disapproval, Adrian guided the alcoholic medic to the ground and held his hand over her mouth to keep her silent while she bled out. 
 
    Olena meanwhile stepped closer and poked her toe at the ghastly wound he had opened in the woman’s neck. 
 
    “Blood of the guilty. Unpleasant, but it has its uses.” She declared with distaste before wiping her toe in the dirt next to the wooden boxes. 
 
    While she spoke, the woman at her feet finished dying and Adrian frantically checked from side to side to see if anyone had taken notice of the shot. 
 
    A few heads had perked up among the prisoners, but from where he and Olena were he couldn’t see Tristan and his men. 
 
    He had to work fast. 
 
    Cleaning his pliers as best he could on his pants, he looked to Olena with fear in his eyes. 
 
    “You know what will happen if any of these people see you?!” He hissed at the nonchalant monster girl; “Get out of here!” 
 
    She raised one eyebrow as she took out one of her needles and a little vial to collect Joan’s blood. 
 
    “Strange how you show your gratitude. Did you intend to die here?” 
 
    Her lips were twisted in a smirk as she spoke, but then she saw him hesitate at her suggestion. 
 
    “You did.” She mumbled, her smile disappearing when she realized the truth; “Even after everything that has been done, by so many, to keep you alive.” 
 
    “Look, Olena-” He stopped himself from making excuses as he took up the cell again, is hands shaking; “It doesn’t matter. Nothing matters except me dealing with this pile of death before they can use it.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed with annoyance, and… pain. 
 
    “Months have passed since your loss, Adrian. Months in which I tried to help you as best as I was able. I am… disappointed my support was worth so little to you.” 
 
    Her words were flat and he stiffened as he heard them, her emotions unknowable to him. 
 
    Feeling more than a little guilty, he opened his mouth to speak, but she shook her head before he could. 
 
    “An apology now is worth only as much as the value you place on your life.” She said simply, still masking her pain; “Finish your task and get us out of here alive. Perhaps then I will give you the death you crave.” 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Despite the sharp crack of the weapon’s discharge the camp was slow to stir, many of the inhabitants simply too tired to care, and many more figuring that it was just Tristan once again proving who was in charge. 
 
    And the ones manning the gatling were distracted by something else: a familiar figure stumbling out of the trees towards them. 
 
    “Is that Darry? What the hell is he playing at?” 
 
    “I dunno, maybe he’s been drinking with Joan.” 
 
    The first man shuddered. 
 
    “Take a lot more drink than we got left to get me with her again!” 
 
    His partner snorted as the sentry stumbled towards them. 
 
    “Oi Darry! You’re supposed to be on watch for another hour yet!” He called out to him; “Tristan will kill you!” 
 
    But he got no reply, the sentry ambling right up to them as they watched in amusement and confusion. 
 
    The two of them still thought he was just drunk. 
 
    They’re amusement ended the moment the man leapt on top of the brush they’d used as a barricade, scrambling his way over the crude barrier. 
 
    “The hell you playing at?! There’s no room in this hole for-” 
 
    Whatever he intended to say next didn’t matter, because once Olena’s most recent paramour settled on top of them, his body bloated rapidly, and his victims shrieked at the grotesque turn. 
 
    His skin quickly split and his insides spilled out all over them, but instead of natural human viscera it was glowing green acid that covered them. It ate through their clothes and flesh, and likewise ate through the gatling on its mount. 
 
    The shot from earlier didn’t draw much notice, but after having seen what happened to the last man that screamed like that, the camp woke up all at once. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9:  
 
    Klael 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What did you do?!” Adrian demanded in almost a wail when he heard the screams coming from the gatling. 
 
    Olena shrugged and dismissed his concern with a wave. 
 
    “I dealt with a problem.” She said unhappily; “Don’t change the subject.” 
 
    “I’m not changing the subject! No matter what, I need to finish this to keep Alcaia and the others from getting themselves killed!” 
 
    His fingers shook as he tampered with the power cell, desperately trying to finish his sabotage before someone in the camp caught sight of him and the Witch bickering and reacted accordingly. 
 
    So it certainly didn’t help when she smacked him in the back of the head, her ire seeming to grow by the moment as eldritch power seeped from her eyes. 
 
    “That is exactly my dilemma you short-sighted dolt!” Her frustration coming through in her voice; “Your blood is useless to me now. I can’t use the medium of someone seeking death to preserve life. I had intended on shielding Alcaia and the others, just as I did on the night we met. Now, because of your selfish desire to be a martyr, I can’t.” 
 
    Shouts of alarm rang out all around the camp and heavy footfalls sounded near them as someone came to check on the crates. 
 
    “Hey! What are you-” 
 
    Olena turned away from Adrian mid-harangue and blew a handful of powder in the man’s face, stopping his words in their tracks. 
 
    A moment later he began to sneeze, over and over again, until he was lying on the ground trying to contain the fit she had triggered, inevitably suffocating from his inability to draw in a proper breath. 
 
    Without pause Olena turned back to Adrian to continue berating him, beginning with another smack upside his head to ensure she still had his attention. 
 
    “Honestly. Has Alcaia wronged you somehow that you want her and her people to die? They will attack soon, and right now I can’t do anything to help them.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you take my blood before?!” He demanded as he did his best not to punch her in the mouth, instead working his pliers to take the top off of the box of power cells. 
 
    “Because it didn’t matter before! The most potent magic lives in the moment. And in this moment I need the blood of a protector to keep those silly Amazons alive.” She spoke haughtily as she lectured him; “Instead I have the blood of a weak-willed and simpering child, too hung up on a dead girl to be of any use to anyone.” 
 
    That did it. 
 
    Adrian tore the lid off the box with a snarl, dropped the cell in and then reeled on her, fully intending on doing something to her that he would likely regret later. 
 
    But he stopped cold when her needle jabbed deep into the front of his shoulder, the flash of pain causing him to cry out as she set her palm against the bleeding injury. 
 
    “Wrath.” She explained quickly; “Only one use for this.” 
 
    Then she turned towards a group of men running towards them with weapons raised and cast her hand out, the blood collected in her palm pouring forth and coalescing into a series of glowing green orbs that shot outwards to collide with the unfortunates that dared to threaten an Elder Witch. 
 
    There was no subtlety or nuance in this curse; the men simply burst apart in a bloody spray of viscera and bone. 
 
    Adrian was too shocked to be angry at her manipulation, at least at first, but a worrying crackling noise behind him reminded him that it was time for them to be somewhere else. 
 
    And as much as he might have wanted to knock Olena over and sit on her, he didn’t want her to die. 
 
    So he rushed the smug Witch, grabbed one of her arms with his, ducked down and shoved his other hand through her legs as he placed the back of his head against her side and heaved her whole body up onto his shoulders in a standard rescue carry, then ran like hell. 
 
    “Hey. Rude.” She remarked in a breathless voice as she bounced around on his shoulders. 
 
    He was far too annoyed with her to reply. 
 
    The crates detonated. 
 
    A wave of hot wind rolled over his back, but Adrian didn’t look back as he sprinted through the shocked prisoners, most of them too busy staring at the results of the explosion to notice him and the irksome package he carried, though a few shouted out uncertain challenges. 
 
    He ignored them all, running into the trees and only slowing when he began to trip over the undergrowth. 
 
    “That was more dramatic than I was expecting.” Olena observed as he set her on her feet. 
 
    As a man, Adrian had never hit a woman in his life, and as an Aegis operative, he certainly had never struck a monster girl. 
 
    But in that moment he was sorely tempted. 
 
    Meanwhile, in the woods on the opposite side of the clearing, Alcaia decided that it was high time for her and her war-sisters to get involved. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Tristan’s day began with a scream and a bang. 
 
    Neither the kind he would’ve preferred. 
 
    He had just reached the edge of the pool of green acid that had been two of his best men when the crates went up from Adrian’s sabotage. 
 
    The result of his work wasn’t quite as instantaneous as the Aegis mechanist had predicted; instead of a singular event it was more of a continuous series of little explosions. 
 
    But they culminated in a massive detonation that even he wasn’t expecting, flattening the tents nearby and knocking a few people standing too close off of their feet as a column of reddish orange hellfire burst straight upwards before roiling in on itself to form a mushroom shaped cloud of smoke and heat. 
 
    The smuggler watched in genuine horror as months of planning and work went up in literal smoke. 
 
    “Beth is going to kill me.” He muttered to himself. 
 
    But his murderous ex-wife was the least of his worries, because through the haze and smoke he saw several dozen black-painted faces emerging from the trees, their intentions obviously the furthest thing from friendly. 
 
    “Ah shit, you’ve got to be kidding me!” Tristan growled, anger replacing his fear; “Form up lads! There’s bloody work that needs doing yet!” 
 
    He ran around the expensive burning mess, his eyes scanning the trees where the Amazons were coming from even as he moved to and fro amongst his crew and the prisoners alike, his boot lashing out to kick any man too shocked from the sudden detonation to move. 
 
    In the center of the line of Amazons, Alcaia lifted her fist. 
 
    “Vohan... brek!” 
 
    As her arm fell her people set the heavy shields at their feet, and with a shared cry of strength the Saenga warriors raised the massively heavy bulwarks and fitted them against each other. 
 
    In less than three seconds Tristan and his men were facing a crescent shaped wall of brownish-white ceramic five feet high. 
 
    That’s when the Amazons started throwing things. 
 
    Several dozen heavy spears landed amongst them, numerous cries of agony greeting the ones that found homes in unguarded flesh. 
 
    “Fire! Open fire!” Tristan ordered quickly even as he backpedalled out of the way of one of the Amazon’s projectiles. 
 
    Despite the spear that nearly ended him, he managed to keep his cool as he directed everyone to open up on any of the women they could see behind the massive shield wall. 
 
    “Come on boys! We’ve been in tighter spots!” He urged his men onwards; “We’ll never outrun them so we have to finish this here! We have the guns, they have the sticks! Pour it on them!” 
 
    Galvanized by his leader, a man with a flamer rushed the left side of the wall, spewing fire indiscriminately and forcing the Amazons to duck behind their shields. 
 
    But his reckless charge was cut short by a spear cast from the other side of the semi-circle; the weapon catching him in the small of his back and the force of it driving him into the wall only to bounce off and to the ground. 
 
    Unfortunately the Amazon who threw it had to expose herself to protect her sisters and died almost at the same time from a lucky shot to the side of her head from Tristan’s pistol. 
 
    There was a cry of grief and rage from behind the wall, but Alcaia’s voice shouted over it. 
 
    “Vohan! Kai!” 
 
    The Saenga women let out another mutual cry of strength as they hefted their shields off the ground. 
 
    Tristan and his men stumbled back into the prisoner’s flattened lean-tos as the wall began to close in on them, slowly at first, than with increasing speed as the Amazons became surer of their footing. 
 
    But the experienced smuggler had regained control of his anger and his men, his orders calling out in counter to Alcaia’s, and everything he said, Carl repeated to keep the prisoners in line, the two factions within the camp uniting against the common enemy. 
 
    “Stand your ground! Focus your fire! Tear those fucking things apart one at a time!” 
 
    The din of battle carried throughout the forest: the screams of the wounded, the coarse shouts of coarse men, the sharp cracks of their illegal weaponry, and above it all the battle-cries of the warrior women hell-bent on ending them. 
 
    Fifty desperate criminals did as Tristan asked; firing into the weak points of the ceramic wall, and despite the chaos of the explosion and the thrill of fear that the Amazons’ cries brought out in them, they held their nerve. 
 
    Even reinforced with leather and bark, the surfaces of the Vohan were starting to come apart from the sustained fire. First one crumpled, then another, the women behind them either falling as well or ducking behind their neighbour’s shield. 
 
    As their cover began to break apart, the Amazons’ advance slowed, and then stopped while they were forced to close the gaps left by their fallen sisters. 
 
    At this point they had come too far into the clearing to withdraw to the safety of the trees, the battle apparently turning against them. 
 
    Tristan smiled wide and stood up straight when he felt the shift. 
 
    “That’s it lads! They’ve lost it! They stole our payday so let’s make them regret it! We’ll sell off the survivors once it’s done! You all know how much the arena masters will pay for a healthy Amazon!” 
 
    With a roar of victory, the hardened criminals with him fired everything they had, forcing the Saenga girls to huddle behind their ever dwindling bulwark. 
 
    Then, just as planned, Sila and her Trogs sprinted out of the trees. 
 
    Tristan and his men were so focused on attacking the improvised wall that they never wondered why the Amazons had forced them towards the other side of the clearing. 
 
    Charging through the smoke and the flattened tents, the fifteen lizard girls hit them from behind with brutal force, their massive blades sweeping through multiple people with each swing, leaving behind gory messes of ruined flesh. 
 
    Confusion swept through the human ranks and the weapon’s fire against the Amazons faltered as they turned in a bid to save themselves from the Trogs’ ferocious onslaught. 
 
    And when the withering punishment from the lost-tech weapons diminished, Alcaia stood from behind her Vohan at the center of the Amazon line. 
 
    “Saenga!” Her voice rang out as again she raised her spear above her head and give her final order of the day; “Klael!” 
 
    Death. 
 
    At her word, the wall of Vohan was pushed over and abandoned as the wrath of her people was unleashed, the surviving Amazons taking up their spears and charging into the fray with resounding cries. 
 
    A few were caught by desperate shots from desperate men, some of them collapsing to the ground, but most kept moving as adrenaline and battle-lust made them ignore their injuries. 
 
    The bloody work of the Troglodyte blades and the Amazon spears that he witnessed that day would haunt Adrian Shaw for the rest of his life. 
 
    Watching from the edge of the trees, Olena’s eyes were glowing green again. 
 
    “My curse unfolds.” The Witch said flatly, all enmity between her and Adrian forgotten in the face of the carnage; “Now we save as many as we can.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10:  
 
    Dismembered 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was chaos on the field. 
 
    Monster girls were everywhere, killing the humans with wild abandon. 
 
    Tristan narrowly ducked under a Trog’s massive blade, falling flat on his back and firing his caster at her desperately. 
 
    His first shot took her in the thigh, but he heard the most unpleasant of sounds from his weapon when he made to fire again. 
 
    Click. 
 
    The lizard girl hissed at him, sending chills down his spine as she stumbled towards him, hampered by her injury but still hell-bent on ending him. 
 
    “Shit, shit shit!” Tristan scrambled backwards across the harsh ground. 
 
    The wounded monster’s blade thunked into the earth between his legs, drawing an unmanly yelp from his lips as she continued to curse and hiss at him. 
 
    Nearby Carl, one of the last prisoners standing, took up a dead man’s flamer and let loose with it, but the deadly weapon was quickly contained in a glowing green cage of force, the fire rebounding back on the hapless man. 
 
    Tristan stumbled to his feet, but everywhere he looked men were dying. 
 
    “Hey buddy!” An unfamiliar male voice called, causing him to turn; “Here catch!” 
 
    The smuggler had good reflexes and snatched the little object before it could hit him, thinking it to be a power cell for his pistol, but the shape was all wrong and as he opened his hand and looked to see what it was he balked. 
 
    “Oh shi-” 
 
    Before he could do anything the strobe Adrian had just tossed him went off, blinding him and searing his hand. 
 
    The widower had finally found a use for it. 
 
    Unfortunately before the Aegis mechanist could be too smug about it, one of the Trogs tackled him to the ground, briefly mistaking him for one of the bad guys. 
 
    After that the blinded Tristan was able to stumble away, though he quickly tripped over the canvas of a lean-to and ended up on his hands and knees in the muck, listening as the sounds of battle tapered off all around him. 
 
    His vision still greatly hampered, he crawled amongst the dead as he strove to escape the fate that was befalling his men. 
 
    Once he thought he was clear of the fighting he stood; blurry trees nearby promised safety, if he could just reach them… 
 
    But then a dreaded voice sounded to one side of him. 
 
    “We meet again, Tristan Grove.” 
 
    He turned at Alcaia’s words, recognizing her voice immediately, even if all he saw of her was shape and colour. 
 
    After all, one of the last times she’d spoken to him was when she and her sisters bathed him and his crew in their village, thinking them to be Aegis personnel and treating them as such. 
 
    Alcaia and her bond-mate had bathed him personally; it remained one of his favorite memories from his time as their honoured guests. 
 
    He suspected that might be one of the reasons she was upset with him. 
 
    “Uh… hey?” 
 
    As last words go, he could have done better. 
 
    Before his mind could properly register the danger and react to it, his grip slackened and his useless pistol fell to the ground when Alcaia drove her spear through his chest. 
 
    But some time ago Olena of the Seven Crooked Sticks and Three Lost Stones had cursed his death, and those of his cohorts, to be as unpleasant as possible. So the Amazon leader, who had never missed a heart-thrust in her life, stumbled on a hidden stick at the last second, her spear going slightly off target and puncturing his lung instead. 
 
    Gripping the bloody haft of her weapon with his uninjured hand, his eyes went wide and he gasped for air that would not come. 
 
    Frowning at her seeming carelessness, Alcaia jerked her spear back and free of his chest, the broad-bladed tip slicing deep into his grasping hand to add insult to mortal injury. 
 
    She stepped forwards to finish him, but a cry of pain from one of her sisters drew her attention and once she returned to the field she forgot about him entirely. 
 
    It would take ten minutes for Tristan to drown in his own blood, gurgling and wheezing in white hot agony the entire time. 
 
    Shortly afterwards the last of the shooting finished and Adrian stood up off of the ground with a groan, the lizard girl had moved on when she realized her mistake, but he blanched almost immediately when he took in the sight of her and her victorious sisters. 
 
    Blood was dripping from their chins as they ate the genitals of their defeated foes. 
 
    With ruthless efficiency the Trogs moved from one to the next, even those who were still alive, especially those who were still alive, and with one jerk of their sharp claws they would ruin them. 
 
    Their screams were agonizing to listen to. 
 
    “It is their way, Aegis.” An older Amazon helping one of her wounded sisters to the ground said from nearby; “These men killed their kin. Worse, they did so with cursed lost-tech rather than their own strength. So they will be unmanned and left to bleed out. It is barbaric, but after all of those they took from us, I have no sympathy.” 
 
    The memory of Cheri’s smiling face was enough for Adrian to agree with her, however reluctantly. Shaking aside the grisly nature of the Trogs’ revenge he moved to help the Amazon tend to her sister. 
 
    Dreary and exhausting work followed the battle; the wounded had to be cared for, the dead seen to, the remaining weaponry had to be collected and the fires Adrian’s sabotage had caused needed to be put out. 
 
    It was some hours later before the exhausted man sat on a log with a bowl of food untouched in his lap. 
 
    Around him, Amazon and Troglodyte alike were celebrating their victory; some with boisterous laughter, others with unchecked emotion. 
 
    “Wishing that you were one of the lucky ones in the dirt?” Olena remarked as she took a seat beside him. 
 
    Reminded of their earlier argument, if it could even be called that, he let out a huff. 
 
    “I don’t want to die Olena. But… maybe I don’t really know how to live anymore either. It’s easier to just keep moving forwards, to focus on something more important than me. For months now that was stopping the people that killed everyone I care about. Earlier, it was destroying that cache of weapons.” 
 
    She heard him out, and then was silent for a while, twisting a needle between her fingers as if she were contemplating using it. 
 
    Eventually she spoke into the night. 
 
    “And so what will you do now I wonder.” 
 
    The way she phrased it didn’t seem like a question, more like she wasn’t talking to him at all. 
 
    Like he really was already one of the dead. 
 
    He sighed as he took up his bowl, giving up on appeasing the Witch and forcing himself to eat. 
 
    “I need to get back to Garland with these weapons. I’ve been gone for way too long and the Aegis needs to know… they need to know everything.” 
 
    He shuddered suddenly at the memory of the Trogs’ gory feast. 
 
    “You will not go alone.” Alcaia spoke from behind him, making him jump; “I will not allow the remainder of this lost-tech to fall into more hands such as these. And it is past time I found Myrina and my daughter. With so many of our people gone, I… they need to come home.” 
 
    He didn’t miss the way her voice caught, nor the stain of fresh tears on her face. 
 
    Thirteen of her warriors and four of the Troglodytes had perished, with another dozen wounded between them. 
 
    And that was on top of all that they had lost before the battle, when Tristan and his crew were posing as the Aegis. 
 
    “Thank you, Elda for your part today.” Alcaia continued; “I witnessed some of the things you did with Adrian’s blood.” 
 
    Olena laughed, low and dark. 
 
    “You should see what I can do with his cum.” 
 
    Nearly finished his food, Adrian choked and turned scarlet. 
 
    “We don’t need to talk about that. Ever.” 
 
    The Witch tilted her head to one side. 
 
    “I will accompany you as well.” She declared. 
 
    Seeing their surprise she shrugged nonchalantly. 
 
    “What? Despite this idiot’s death-wish, this has been the most fun I’ve had in years.” 
 
    Though Alcaia laughed bitterly at Olena’s macabre attitude, Adrian shook his head slowly; the death and destruction they had faced together could hardly be described as ‘fun’! 
 
    “Alright then, I guess we head back to civilization.” 
 
    But even as he spoke the two monster girls saw the conflicted expression on his face. 
 
    Tristan and his men had been about as much ‘civilization’ as the widower could handle. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    While Adrian dreamt of peace, far away a nightmare was playing out. 
 
    In a series of secret caves beneath the mountains south of Algrade, a lone human walked amongst a horde of Tenebrae. 
 
    Jonathan Pym was all skin and bones, unable to stomach food after the things he’d seen from his bond-mate of late. 
 
    Evadne had changed, and not for the better. 
 
    She had always been cold and driven, in her quest for revenge thousands had perished on her claws over the centuries. 
 
    But this was different. 
 
    She was more willing now than ever before to kill, in fact it was not an exaggeration to call it her default approach. 
 
    She didn’t leave survivors behind anymore; even at great effort she would root them out and extinguish their lives with deliberate intent, no matter how insignificant or even nonexistent the threat they posed. 
 
    Lipton Falls was the first time that Jonathan had truly doubted their purpose in decades. 
 
    He’d seen her kill children before, even helped her when it came to snuffing out the other Empaths, but when she massacred the small mining town she sought them out. 
 
    As if murdering them made the pain of her own loss easier to bear. 
 
    Jonathan wrongly blamed himself. 
 
    The technique they now used exclusively to create Tenebrae was to twin the minds of captured monster girls with Evadne’s, then force them to relive the death of her family as if were their own. 
 
    Which meant she had to relive it too, over and over. 
 
    But what Jonathan didn’t realize is that although it was true that she wanted to snuff out as many human lives as possible to placate her grief, Evadne wasn’t the one who had sought out the children in Lipton Falls. 
 
    He didn’t fully understand what it was that he had witnessed when he’d seen her black-skinned doppelganger. 
 
    The… thing, looked just like her, but had a massive cock which it used to ravage her body and soul until her flesh turned just as black. 
 
    Afterwards the blackness faded from her skin, but he swore that he still saw it sometimes, out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    Naturally she’d told him to forget about it, to focus solely on their task. 
 
    She’d never explained it to him, and he’d never dared to ask, so he remained largely ignorant of the source of Evadne’s dark power. 
 
    And his ego had convinced him long ago that it was him and him alone who allowed her to remain sane as a Tenebrae. 
 
    In recent days, he wasn’t so sure anymore; because while he did not understand what entropy was, he’d seen the effect that using it had on her and was therefore afraid of it. 
 
    He swallowed his doubts and his fears as he approached her. 
 
    “Eve, we… we need to talk about the queen.” He began carefully. 
 
    Sitting on a stool in the dark, Evadne didn’t respond, her eyes tracing over the horde that they had created together, mentally tallying their forces. 
 
    “She can’t keep this up much longer.” Jonathan licked his lips. 
 
    Finally she looked at him. 
 
    “What’s the problem?” 
 
    She had always been cold to him, but this was a new level of indifference even for her. 
 
    He used to feel things from her; annoyance or hatred, even the love that bound them together, deep, deep down in her heart. 
 
    Now he might as well have been telling her about his favorite colour for how much she cared. 
 
    “As it is, she won’t be able to come with us.” He explained. 
 
    “Then we leave her.” Evadne directed her gaze at the other monster girls in the room; “By then we won’t need her.” 
 
    With that Jonathan was dismissed, not in words, but he felt her attention leave him and knew that it was dangerous for him to try to regain it without a good reason. 
 
    He shuddered as he went back among the Tenebrae to finish his task for the day, leaving Evadne alone with her dark thoughts. 
 
    Well, sort of alone. 
 
    Taking so many alive was quite the coup for us, my dear girl, but if you’re not careful you might have to deal with your little pet. 
 
    “He’s fine.” She muttered; “And it doesn’t matter if he isn’t, he’ll do what I tell him either way.” 
 
    Ah! Is it vanity I wonder? 
 
    “Don’t be absurd. I have one purpose and one alone. Your purpose.” 
 
    She felt a wave of smug satisfaction in her heart, and silence fell in her thoughts, for a short while at least. 
 
    What is it with you and those things anyways? 
 
    The Chimera blinked and looked to her hand, habitually crushing walnuts one after another. 
 
    She didn’t respond, and it didn’t matter; the herald of entropy got the answer from her mind almost as soon as she noticed what she had been doing. 
 
    Ah of course, the sound of his neck, snapping. So long ago. Poor Evadne, if only I had the power to bring him back that you might snap it again. 
 
    She sniffed, watching on as a nervous Jonathan had the Tenebrae herd more of their fearful ‘recruits’ into the chamber, the poor girls unknowingly waiting to experience the worst day of the Chimera’s life. 
 
    Her black claws crushed another walnut, listening to the sound carefully to see how close it came to the sound of Malcolm Contrail’s neck when she killed him. 
 
    Immediately afterwards she had regretted how quickly his end was, and so for centuries she’d tried to recreate the exact moment, like a child attempting to soothe themselves by sucking their thumb. 
 
    Walnuts had always been the closest. 
 
    You’d think other necks would be, but for whatever reason that wasn’t the case. 
 
    Another snap as she crushed another nut. 
 
    “Wouldn’t that defeat the point? Bringing more life into this world?” She finally muttered without caring in the least. 
 
    The demon chuckled inside of her head, the silent sound grating and vile. 
 
    I’d make an exception for you, my pet. But come, we have more work ahead. Dwell upon the moment you killed him the first time, perhaps it will help get you through the pain your new human has to inflict upon you. 
 
    It would almost seem as though the demon was looking out for her, but that was not the case, that was never the case. 
 
    The ground shook as the monster girls still in possession of their willpower moved, and Evadne made sure to keep a wary eye on them; if any of the massive girls decided to resist she would need to make another example. 
 
    But they didn’t: compassion for the Tenebrae around them had robbed them of their strength. 
 
    Strength that she had a use for. 
 
    Once the girls were in position and Jonathan had all of their heartstones in hand, the danger passed. 
 
    Her pet Empath turned to her, swallowing involuntarily as he met her dark eyes with his. 
 
    His hands were trembling as he held them out to her, the shining blue heartstones pooled in his palms like little spheres of water. 
 
    Evadne drew in a deep breath before casting aside the remains of one last nut. 
 
    “Let’s get this done.” 
 
    She set her blackened stone on top of the pile, the darkness within it spreading to the others, an inky cancer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11: 
 
    Heated Emotions 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was hot. 
 
    An uncomfortable heat wave had descended on Garland in the days following Nameless’s dreary assignment to play book-keeper to the lawkeepers. 
 
    By some miracle he was spared from yet more dreaded paperwork and had been dismissed for the day shortly after lunch. 
 
    He wasn’t wasting the freedom. 
 
    His chest rose and fell as he let out an unsteady sigh, his face and ears flushed and sweat beading on his brow to trickle down his temples onto the pillow. He was lying on his back with Ophelia draped over him, one heavy breast resting on his belly. 
 
    His Flutterby was curled around him, her left arm resting next to his hip, propping her up. All he could see of her was her violet wings and the naked expanse of her back, from the curve of her ass up to the nape of her neck. 
 
    The back of her head kept appearing in his view as she rhythmically bobbed up and down, his rigid cock in her mouth. 
 
    With one hand he traced over her shoulders and spine, his hand frequently drifting low to squeeze her ass cheeks, occasionally slipping between them to slide a finger inside her. Because of the angle he couldn’t get his digit deep enough inside her to really do anything, but he felt the surges of appreciation from her at the attention all the same. 
 
    They were both completely silent, the soft suckling of her lips and wet noises whenever her mouth broke its seal with his cockhead all that could be heard in the muggy room. 
 
    They had been having sex a few minutes prior, but Nameless kept overheating on top of his beloved Flutterby. 
 
    Even with the windows of the apartment open the air was warm and unmoving, its occupants begging for the mercy of a cool breeze. 
 
    His flagging cock had gone soft inside her for the third time before she rolled off of him and set herself to finish what he couldn’t. 
 
    Though he was a bit disappointed in himself for the poor showing, he could feel her overwhelming love for him and the lusty joy she experienced whenever she serviced him, all translated through her heartstone into his mind, so his disappointment in himself soon floated away in the decadent indulgence. 
 
    With his left hand he stroked the arm propping her up while his right massaged the globe of her ass cheek again and as his toes began to curl, his breathing deepening as he sought to prolong the experience. 
 
    Still mostly blocked from his view by her shoulders and the curve of her upper back, her head bobbed with more urgency when she picked up on his impending orgasm, the suction of her mouth increasing as she focused on the head of his cock, prepared to receive a mouthful of his cum. 
 
    The hand on her ass tightened its grip and he began to pant at the familiar build up in his groin, he struggled not to squirm beneath her but couldn’t keep his hips from convulsing upwards to meet each stroke of her hand and mouth, the noises of suction coming fast and louder now as she worked to maintain her rhythm. 
 
    A minute later and the heady silence between them finally broke when he groaned and unloaded into her hungry mouth. 
 
    Ophelia and her bond-sisters had long since grown accustomed to the copious amounts of cum that their bond-mate so frequently unleashed on them, so she easily kept pace with his orgasm as she sucked even harder. 
 
    Though she swallowed as much of his salty seed as she could throughout his release, she still had cum drooling down her chin when she finally released his member from her lips, her hand pumping him as more jets of his seed shot into her open mouth, only to drool off of her tongue while she twirled it deftly around his sensitive cockhead. 
 
    She kept at it for a long time; constantly stroking him while intermittently sucking his head as he squirmed and panted beneath her. 
 
    All good things must end eventually though, and she felt his hand squeezing at her bicep in a bid to get her to leave his sensitive flesh alone. 
 
    She twisted in place to face him, her right arm now supporting her weight as the swell of her breasts came into view, the dark blue nipples at their peaks striking a vivid contrast with her milky skin. 
 
    With his cum dribbling off of her chin and cheek she quirked one eyebrow at him before opening her mouth to show him the wad of his seed pooled behind her teeth. 
 
    She held that pose for a long time as he took in the vista of her, his cock twitching slightly from the sight. 
 
    Finally he gave her a single deliberate nod and her lips closed, her throat moving as she swallowed the last of him before opening again and sticking out her tongue as if to say ‘all gone’. 
 
    He drew in another shaky breath while she wiped the mess off of his lap and her face with a damp towel. 
 
    When she was finished she looked to him to see that a broad and goofy smile had stolen across his face at being so utterly spoiled. 
 
    She couldn’t help it as a giggle broke the silence between them, and soon they were both laughing together, the rich noise intermingling in the heated night. 
 
    “Ah baby, that was incredible!” Nameless limply waved one arm at her before it slumped against the bed again. 
 
    Ophelia crawled over to lie down against his side, her wings fluttering a bit as she did, stirring the warm air.  
 
    “I aim to please dearheart.” She remarked smugly: “And having you in my mouth is a pleasure in and of itself.” 
 
    “Hmm... you’re too good to me.” He hummed, his eyes dopey from the heat and the sexual release; “To think that we could have been doing that for years.” 
 
    She smacked her hand against his shoulder, a gentle admonishment. 
 
    “Don’t joke about that! Any such nonsense before you were fifteen would have been immoral! Not to mention illegal.” 
 
    “Sorry.” He mumbled, a bit surprised at her response; “I just wish I could have been there for you. Whenever I think on it I wonder what it must have been like, at how you managed to hold back for so long.” 
 
    She nuzzled her face against his shoulder at the memories of the long grey period where she’d forced herself to pretend that the bond between them didn’t exist. 
 
    They’d spoken off it generally in the past, but never gotten into specifics as to how she survived it. 
 
    “I was so sad then dearheart, in the quiet moments when the children slept, so very sad. I told myself it was for the best, and I tried to keep busy to hide from it. I... I’m not proud of it but I drank sometimes. Blomma nectar, like the night you and Erica found me. I only did it on a handful of occasions in the period between you leaving and me selling the orphanage. It helped, the overwhelming arousal, but it was always temporary. I was so weak and ashamed.” 
 
    His drowsiness was forgotten at the sudden serious turn of their conversation, and he held her close as he responded. 
 
    “You were in an impossible situation Ophie. If I had known, I would never have left you like that.” 
 
    She sighed as she pressed her nude body closer against his side. 
 
    “I’m glad you did though, because it worked out. Somehow. You found Milly and the others. You brought Volka home.” 
 
    “Let’s not forget that I also awoke the greatest evil in a millennium.” He commented drily. 
 
    “Hush now. That wasn’t on you. No one knew what that man and Evadne were up to. Not the Aegis, not even Sadie, who knew them best. But I don’t want to talk about that right now.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    He pressed his lips to the side of her head in apology, nuzzling his nose into her hair and drawing in a deep breath of her scent. 
 
    After a few moments, she twisted her head up, her chin resting on her shoulder so that her rich violet eyes could look into his. 
 
    “You can be as self-deprecating as you need to with the Amazons, but not with me dearheart, and certainly not with the others.” 
 
    Nameless caressed his hand down her side, tracing across her waist and following the gentle slope of her hips until he reached her tushy again. 
 
    “Yeah, Nina would flatten me.” 
 
    “And I would help.” She declared primly before letting out a contented sigh at the intimacy of his touch; “I could stay like this forever.” 
 
    She shifted herself upwards to snuggle closer to him as they spoke, her cheek settling against his shoulder as she cast one leg over his pelvis, the smooth skin of her thigh resting atop his cock. 
 
    “I would happily let you. But we’re missing something.” 
 
    She let out a more wistful sigh as she took his meaning. 
 
    “Yes, there are meant to be several pairs of breasts in here with us.” 
 
    Their apartment was close enough to the Bastion that the girls were able to make use of the training grounds there while he and Ophelia had their secret little tryst. 
 
    Not that it was much of a secret. 
 
    His hand squeezed her ass again, but then he got cheeky. 
 
    “I meant a cheese platter, but yeah, more boobies would be good too.” 
 
    Ophelia abruptly laughed against his neck, her breath tickling his chin as her whole body shook against his. 
 
    “Oh goodness dearheart! Cheese?” She pinched at the flesh of his ribs teasingly: “I’m going to tell them all that you said that!” 
 
    “Oh no, please.” His words came out as dry as a cracker. 
 
    Abruptly he flinched as she pinched his side harder. 
 
    “Brave man! Which was kind of my point. You earned the love and devotion of so many monsters, all on your own. A different man would no doubt have a willing army of Amazons in here with us you know?” 
 
    He opened his mouth to make another smart-aleck remark, but she placed three fingers over his lips to still him as she sat up, her face looming over his. 
 
    “Don’t you dare tell me you haven’t thought about it. I’ve watched over you when you were dreaming.” 
 
    Instead of trying to refute anything, he parted his lips to gently trace his tongue over her fingertips. 
 
    Her breathing deepened as she watched him. 
 
    But she had unwittingly started something, and now she would have to work through it with him. 
 
    “I sometimes worry there isn’t enough of me to go around.” He admitted quietly. 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean... I’m an Empath. I can bond with any monster girl out there, and I now understand exactly how and why.” 
 
    She interlaced her fingers on his chest and rested her head against the back of her hands, her face just beneath his chin. 
 
    “You do? When did that happen?” 
 
    Both of his arms were around her, most of her weight now on his body, not that she weighed much. 
 
    “Do you remember a while back, when we were talking about Escrya and we all ended up in Milly’s mind?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    His hands were on her waist, and she shifted slightly to get more comfortable, her nether lips giving his resting cock a brief kiss as she did. 
 
    She shook off the distraction of it though as she listened to him explain. 
 
    “Afterwards we found out that Volka wasn’t the same as all of you, she didn’t feel the same way that you did.” 
 
    “Yes, you said that the Valkyrie were unique, that they couldn’t become... Tenebrae.” Her brow furrowed as she remembered the details. 
 
    “It has to do with the divine essence, I think is what Volka called it once. The light within her. It’s the same light that was used to create the Empaths.” 
 
    With her breasts pillowed against his abdomen she waited, her nipples peaked from the surge of arousal she was feeling at the awareness of his cock, which in turn had grown a bit harder from the nearness of her welcoming pussy. 
 
    He cleared his throat to try to get himself to focus, knowing that in a few minutes they would no doubt be writhing together in ecstasy once more; he had a strong desire to make up for his poor showing earlier. 
 
    “That essence that Volka is made of, that selfless love that is in everything she does? The Empaths have some of that within them. It’s hard to explain exactly what it’s like but if I open that part of myself to a monster girl while holding her heartstone, then her soul is drawn to it. Drawn to that love.” 
 
    His control over his Empathic powers had grown considerably since he became aware of them, and with that control he was able to show her through their bond exactly what he was talking about. 
 
    Ophelia let out a sudden gasp as he exposed her directly to the gift that was given to his ancestors, so long ago. 
 
    “Goodness! It’s- it’s breathtaking!” She sobbed suddenly as memories of their past surged forth; “It’s just like when you were little! When I bonded to you!” 
 
    Nameless tightened his arms around her and held her close as she cried joyously against him, though she soon wriggled free of his embrace, sliding her body up his to shower his face with kisses even as she pressed her pelvis down against him. 
 
    The feeling gradually diminished though as he relaxed his focus, allowing the light within his mind to fade. 
 
    By the time it did she was getting ready to take him inside of her once more, so he stilled her. 
 
    “Do you understand now? Do you understand what I mean about there not being enough of me to go around?” 
 
    “Not in the slightest.” She admitted as she forced her passions to cool somewhat. 
 
    Though her pussy remained on his cock, slowly sliding up and down his shaft as she rocked her hips against him. 
 
    The heat be damned, she needed him inside of her again. 
 
    He drew in a deep breath, both to gather his thoughts and because she was most definitely having an effect on him. 
 
    “That light, my gift. It isn’t really mine at all. It was entrusted to me by the Valkyrie, long before I was ever born. And while yes, I have accepted the responsibility of creating more Empaths someday, who am I to say who should get to experience what you just did?” 
 
    Ophelia’s lips twisted into a frown. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” She repeated; “Are you suggesting you have some sort of ancient duty to bond with as many monsters as possible? Because-” 
 
    “No! Of course not, that would be insane! But... what if the part of me that thinks that, the larger part of me, what if it’s wrong?” He let out a huff and dragged one hand through his hair as he struggled to articulate himself; “I’m not explaining this well at all. It’s like I have a pool of water within me, and all around there are thirsty monster girls. What right have I to say which ones get to drink?” 
 
    “Nameless... Master, living as an unbonded monster is hardly the same as dying of thirst! And you can’t simply give yourself away to the world!” She laughed, though more out of exasperation than humour; “Because even if you and Volka have this selfless streak within you, I don’t! You are mine! And Nina’s! And Erica’s and Milly’s! And yes, maybe someday Escrya’s as well. But we’ll have to draw the line somewhere because there are only so many hours in the day!” 
 
    “I know. I do. I just, it’s something I think about sometimes. Life is so random, like, what if I never grew up in Kettering? Would you still be happy and running the orphanage?” 
 
    But Ophelia was beginning to grow weary of the conversation. 
 
    “You say that as if I am not happy now!” She declared incredulously; “And if you hadn’t grown up in Kettering then Milly and Erica would still be living in bondage, if they were living at all. There would’ve been no adventure in the desert, so Volka would still be trapped underground, slowly fading away within her shield. And-” 
 
    “And Lipton Falls would still be standing.” He interrupted quietly. 
 
    Ophelia stared into his eyes for a good couple of seconds as silence fell between them. 
 
    Then she sighed heavily before burying her face in his neck and letting out an exasperated growling noise. 
 
    “We can play this game all night, dearheart. Torturing ourselves with the would-haves and might-have-beens of our entire lives. But it doesn’t do anybody any good. Deal with what is in front of you, which right now is a sexually frustrated Flutterby!” 
 
    He kissed at her hair contritely, remorse finding him and helping him to shake of his melancholy. 
 
    “Sorry. I know I wasn’t supposed to talk about it. I’ll be good.” He mumbled, his hands tracing around her back as he held her tight; “It’s still too bloody hot in here though for proper shenanigans.” 
 
    She bit her lip and thought on a solution for them, her need to get off now matching his from earlier. 
 
    Then she fluttered her wings to get out of bed as the answer came to her. 
 
    “Come along dearheart.” 
 
    Not one to argue against more sex, Nameless allowed her to lead him downstairs from the loft and into the bathroom. 
 
    It was a bit cooler, but not by much. 
 
    Without a word though she turned the shower on, setting the temperature lower than normal. 
 
    Then she knelt before him again and sucked his cock into her mouth, ravenously bobbing on it to get him hard so that by the time she stood he was as horny as she was. 
 
    She stepped into the shower stall, turning the nozzle so that it was mostly hitting the wall instead of her. 
 
    Then she set her hands against the tiles and bent at the waist to offer her ass to him, her wings folded low and twitching slightly in anticipation. 
 
    “Everything that I am is yours.” She whispered; “Now take me, Master.” 
 
    The sight she presented him was incredibly erotic, but his straining cock was demanding more, so he stepped into the stall behind her, his pelvis pressing against her ass as he squeezed her cheeks and ground his cock between them. 
 
    They had been at it for a while now, and Ophelia was well past the need for foreplay. 
 
    With his hands on her body the bracelet that Nina made him, the one containing her heartstone, caught his eye and he felt a sudden urge that the Gigas heartily approved of. 
 
    He pulled back and worked his head between her cheeks, then lower so that her pussy lips could kiss his engorged tip. 
 
    With his other hand he pressed against her shoulder to force her to bend lower, her nipples hardening against the cool tiles as her breasts were smooshed against them. 
 
    Then he told her exactly what she was in for. 
 
    “I’m going to fuck you Ophelia, like you deserve.” He promised darkly; “And even when you cum, I’m going to keep fucking you.” 
 
    “Y-Yes!” She panted out, her breath causing the tile against her face to cloud over. 
 
    She moaned and her face flushed red when she felt his cockhead nudging at her slick entrance, her inner muscles already tensing in preparation to welcome it. 
 
    Then he threw her for a bit of a loop. 
 
    “And when I cum, I’m going to do it in your ass.” 
 
    She actually cried out at the promise, and then had to cry out again when he implacably drove his hips forwards to shove his erection a third of the way inside of her pussy. 
 
    The two of them didn’t usually play much with the dominance stuff, that was more Erica’s speed, but she was thrilled that he was willing to experiment. 
 
    Especially when he took hold of her hips with both hands and thrust into her twice more, until his pelvis audibly smacked into her rump hard. 
 
    If she wasn’t so wet already his cock driving so deep inside of her so quickly would have likely been painful, instead it made her gasp in surprise. 
 
    “Do you like that big cock inside of you baby?” He asked rhetorically. 
 
    His hands on her hips squeezed, not painfully, but possessively as he slowly pulled out. 
 
    “Yes, Master, please! More!” 
 
    He jerked forwards again, another smack echoing over the sound of running water in the small space of the shower stall. 
 
    Nameless was really getting into it now, the feeling of her body willingly submitting to him was incredible, but through his bond he felt her very soul submit, and it was a powerful aphrodisiac. 
 
    He could do anything he wanted to her, and she would quite happily let him. 
 
    It was the part of the bond that somehow always managed to amaze him. 
 
    His pelvis smacked into her ass again, the warm and wet folds of her pussy tightly gripping his cock, lodged so very deep inside of her. 
 
    Feeling the urge to dominate her further, he pressed more of his weight against her, her body in turn driving against the unforgiving tiled wall. 
 
    But there was a limit; Nameless had no desire to hurt her, and with his gift he was able to gauge when they reached that point. 
 
    They hadn’t yet. 
 
    “My Ophie, I’m going to fuck you even harder now.” 
 
    “P-Please.” She whimpered. 
 
    To the casual observer it might seem she was begging him to stop, but in reality it was quite the opposite. 
 
    With the constant cool water flowing so near to them, he was actually a bit chilly now, so he ramped up his thrusting, to the point that the sound of his pelvis impacting her rear-end was a near constant staccato beat. 
 
    Ophelia barely managed to keep her breath, so turned on by Nameless’s bold and aggressive treatment of her. 
 
    Always though, at the back of both of their minds, was that love he had showed her earlier, and at the memory of it, she ran right over the edge. 
 
    He felt her inner muscles squeezing and massaging his cock spastically when she came, but he’d made her a promise and didn’t slow down. 
 
    She thrashed against him, her breasts dragging against the wet tiles and her wings half-way spreading as she cried out again and again, each breath driven from her by his thrusting cock. 
 
    He was breathing pretty heavily himself, but being young and vigorous he had no problem keeping at it, right up until he felt himself reaching that special point. 
 
    “Here it comes baby, I’m going to cum in your ass!” 
 
    She was unable to say anything, still panting as she rode the high of her orgasm, but her head nodded against the tiles. 
 
    He grunted as he pulled out of her pussy, his hand immediately jerking his cock hard as he nuzzled his head against her pucker. 
 
    The first powerful jet of his cum striking the sensitive spot made her cry out again, her pussy convulsing, already missing his thickness. 
 
     With his cum to help lubricate it, he pressed hard against her, using his thumb as Erica had taught him to overcome the tight muscular ring and force his head inside. 
 
    More cum spurted forth as he groaned, pressing only the first inch of himself into her. 
 
    It wasn’t something they had tried before, and so he went as gently as his passions would allow, but what he hadn’t counted on was Ophelia. 
 
    She was so caught up in her own pleasure that she shifted her hips backwards slightly, causing him to let out a hoarse grunt as his cock slid another two inches inside her cushioned warmth. 
 
    Her mouth fell open and her eyes widened at the sudden invasion, and together they cried out when another pulse of his cum flooded inside her. 
 
    Working himself in short jerks, Nameless’s grip on her hips left red marks in her flesh as his orgasm ran its course. 
 
    His whole body relaxed when it was over, the tip of his cock was still lodged inside of her. 
 
    “Are you alright baby?” He asked. 
 
    She couldn’t answer right away, still convulsing somewhat from the powerful orgasm. 
 
    Eventually she nodded and cautiously pushed off of the wall to stand up straight, standing on her tippy toes so that his cock didn’t penetrate any deeper. 
 
    Reading her intentions, Nameless bent his knees slightly so that he could slip free of her. 
 
    “I am alright, my darling. Thank you for being careful about it.” She turned in the stall and kissed him soundly; “I’m afraid I’m not the glutton for punishment that Erica is!” 
 
    She turned the knob for the shower to increase the heat slightly and the two of them took it in turns to wash away their sweat and his cum. 
 
    “Was that... okay?” He pressed as his hands washed her breasts with the same reverence that he always had at her naked form; “We’ve never done it before.” 
 
    “It was a fair bit more than just ‘okay’, dearheart! It was just what I needed, and I would certainly welcome it again. Though I’m fairly certain Erica is going to pout quite tremendously at having missed out on our first time of it!” 
 
    As they stepped out of the shower, he reached out and gave her bare ass one last hearty squeeze. 
 
    “We’ll give her a special performance at some point.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12:  
 
    Hope 
 
      
 
      
 
    While Nameless and Ophelia were canoodling in the shower, Milly was trying her very hardest to kill Nina. 
 
    She didn’t appear to be having much luck: the Gigas repelling all of her assaults, her black hammer swatting aside Milly’s black spear as the implacable giant sought to end the bout. 
 
    It ended, but not how she was expecting. 
 
    While Milly appeared off-balance from a failed counter, Nina moved in for the kill, but the Minotaur surprised her by twisting down, demonstrating more agility than a cow had any right to, and lashing out with one hoof, catching the Gigas hard in the stomach and even managing to knock the wind out of her. 
 
    The giant stumbled back from the hit, her hand on her gut and mouth agape. 
 
    Seeing her obvious discomfort, Milly was quick to move closer, concern on her face; getting knocked around a bit during training was normal, but it usually went the other way. 
 
    Nina shook her head at the cow’s worry as she straightened up again, already more or less recovered from the surprising blow. 
 
    “Did- did you just kick me?” She demanded incredulously. 
 
    “No!” Milly replied, looking a little guilty; “I punched you... with my foot.” 
 
    Nina rubbed at her abdomen and nodded her head in understanding. 
 
    “Whatever you did, I felt it. I might even have a bruise from that. Well done.” 
 
    Given how durable Nina was, it was high praise. 
 
    “Um. Thank you.” Milly smiled uncertainly. 
 
    In response the red-skinned girl tilted down and lunged forwards, as she often did when she thought that her student had dropped her guard, but was surprised again when the Minotaur actually rolled over her back. 
 
    A solid thwack from Milly’s spear across Nina’s tushy told everyone watching that it was her win. 
 
    A first. 
 
    Nina’s eyes were wide as saucers when she turned to face her bond-sister. 
 
    “What the hell was that?!” 
 
    “What? You’ve hit my butt before-” 
 
    “Not that!” The Gigas corrected impatiently; “That move! I didn’t teach you that!” 
 
    Milly shrugged, a bit uncomfortable at seeing her bond-sister so flustered. 
 
    “No, um, Myrina did. I’ve been trying to incorporate the Saenga and Brael fighting styles together. I’m not very good at either of them yet though. At least, not compared to someone like Yana.” 
 
    A voice called out then, pulling their attention away from each other. 
 
    “Do not compare yourself to our warleader, Milly!” 
 
    Tiana and a handful of other Brael girls were smiling wide, having strode into the training grounds in time to witness the tail end of the practice bout. 
 
    “And know that even Yana could not best Nina alone.” 
 
    “Let’s not get carried away.” Nina said; “My cow spanked me, she didn’t really best me.” 
 
    Milly stuck her tongue out at her, then turned to embrace the Amazons, having not seen them in a while. 
 
    Tiana rubbed at her back, their breasts pressing together as she heartily kissed her on the cheek and accepted a couple of familiar licks in kind. 
 
    “Volka told us we could find you here. I am glad to see you keeping up with your training! Well, one of you at least.” 
 
    All eyes looked to Erica. 
 
    The Katje had been dozing in the sun on one of the benches nearby, Milly’s hat providing shade for her face. It was far too hot for training in her humble opinion, but she woke from the familiar voices of the Amazons. 
 
    Rolling onto all fours on the bench she arched her back and gave a feline stretch, her claws audibly cricking into the wood of the bench as she did. 
 
    An arguably inappropriate pose, given that it left her ass jutting into the air, her purple panties exposed as her shirt fell up her torso. 
 
    Not that anyone was arguing. 
 
    “Mwaaah!” Her tongue curled out in a yawn; “Hey girls, nice to see you! Who’s gunna scratch my belly?” 
 
    Once she finished her stretch she rolled over onto her back again, Milly’s hat falling away as she did, her black ears turning this was and that to better here the laughter of the Brael Amazons. 
 
    “Scratch your belly? Sit on your face is more like! Who sleeps in a space meant for training?” Tiana challenged. 
 
    Unapologetic, Erica closed her eyes in the sunlight, her tail swishing back and forth beside the bench. 
 
    “Too hot, gotta sleep to stay cool.” 
 
    The Amazon reached down and massaged at her tummy under her shirt, an indulgent smirk on her face as she felt the cat’s purr vibrate through her sun-warmed skin. 
 
    “Would that someone had a bucket, they could cool you off!” She teased. 
 
    “Hmm? Nooo.” Erica pouted her lips out drowsily; “Mmmm so comfy.” 
 
    Getting a napping Katje to move was an exercise in futility. Only when it was too hot, as it had been in the Sansee Wastes, would she pass up the chance for a good bask in the sun. 
 
    Tiana chuckled, but left her in peace with one final scratch of her stomach. 
 
    “Anyways, Milly, your training. Well done. It took a great many of us to subdue Nina. I’m sure that if you were there at the time, your help would have been invaluable.” 
 
    Nina’s face twisted with displeasure, not at all liking the thought of her and Milly meeting when the Gigas was still a Tenebrae. 
 
    But soon she was tapping her chin in thought. 
 
    “You make a good point actually, Tiana.” She admitted eventually as she measured the Brael girls; “You and your sisters did beat me once.” 
 
    The Amazon leader shrugged noncommittally, not wishing to give offense. 
 
    “That wasn’t really you Nina. But why do you bring it up?” 
 
    The Gigas bent at the waist and touched her toes, stretching out her muscles as they talked. 
 
    “Because one of the things I need to work on is how to fight a mob without killing them, by all accounts that’s what Evadne has.” She came out of her stretch and gave Tiana a little nod of acknowledgment; “Since you and your girls took me down once, you’re probably the only ones qualified.” 
 
    Tiana frowned. 
 
    “We meant only to stop by for a greeting. Volka is keeping us quite busy.” 
 
    “Now who’s shirking their training?” The Gigas countered, still stretching; “Volka won’t mind if I borrow you. And it will give you a chance to see if Milly is up to snuff as well.” 
 
    “There are only six of us here. And we had help from the Dryads when we bested you before, not to mention we had Yana.” Riya, one of the other Brael Amazons, observed. 
 
    As a warrior, she was intrigued with the prospect of a rematch with the powerful Gigas, but at the same time she had to be realistic. 
 
    If Nina held nothing back and fought them for real, she and her sisters would likely all perish; to have a chance against a giant, the Amazons would need numbers. 
 
    Recognizing her objections, Nina was quick to find a way around them. 
 
    “Yeah, but I was also a Tenebrae, all out of control and shit. And this time-” She moved to the side of the ring and let her hammer fall to the ground with a heavy thump; “You’ll have a different advantage.” 
 
    The vast majority of her strength lived in her hammer, without it she wasn’t much stronger than Milly. 
 
    To best her before, the Amazons had to pry her fingers off of it one at a time while the Dryads kept her pinned with their magic. 
 
    A breathless silence settled on that part of the training grounds, the few other monster girls and humans in them pausing in their practice to observe. 
 
    Tiana and Riya, the strongest amongst the Brael girls aside from Yana, shared a quick look. 
 
    There was really only one thing to be done; never ones to back down from a challenge, the Amazons cast their spears to the side in a unified clatter. 
 
    Roused again from her nap, Erica watched with some concern, her tail swishing in agitation. 
 
    “Whoa, is that actually happening?” She called out to Milly, likewise watching breathlessly. 
 
    “I guess it is.” 
 
    “You should come sit with me then lover, because you are way too close.” 
 
    The Minotaur cleared the field, not wanting to get caught up in something that was very likely to prove extremely violent. 
 
    Strolling back into the center of the circle of dirt, Nina tilted her head to one side to crack her neck, before interlacing her fingers and likewise cracking her knuckles. 
 
    “Don’t stop coming at me until I tell you, or until I can’t tell you.” The Gigas ordered, all kidding aside as she focused. 
 
    Tiana nodded and made several gestures at her sisters to get them in position all around the tiny red girl. 
 
    “As you wish. We will not hold back, so neither should you.” 
 
    Nina snorted. 
 
    “Fat chance of-” 
 
    One of the Amazons behind her let out a harsh cry and kicked her between the shoulder-blades, immediately pitching her forwards and to the ground. 
 
    Though she wasn’t expecting it, the tiny red girl managed to turn the sudden momentum into a roll, absorbing the worst of the blow. 
 
    When she was back on her feet she was beset on all sides. 
 
    The Amazons moved with purpose to contain her, but Nina drew on all of her experience in the arenas to evade them; she bit, she slapped, she punched and she squirmed, struggling free of their grasping arms and even diving between their legs like a greased piglet to delay the inevitability of her capture. 
 
    It took the blonde haired warriors almost four minutes to corral her, by the end of which not a one of them wasn’t sporting a nasty bruise somewhere from the giant’s tiny fists. 
 
    Each of Nina’s limbs was held by two of them, spreading her out to hang in the air, only then did she admit defeat. 
 
    “Not bad!” She barked, her exposed naval hollowing with each heavy breath; “Now let’s do it again!” 
 
    They did, and then another time after that. 
 
    While they were at it, Erica went back to sleep and Milly resumed her own training, working through the forms that the Amazons had taught her with her black spear. 
 
    In the middle of working through one of the more intricate routines she sensed someone behind her and hard-won instincts from constant Nina-ambushes made her spin in place and thrust the padded end at them. 
 
    She stumbled backwards in surprise though when her weapon rebounded off of Volka’s glowing shield. 
 
    “A fine strike, my sister!” The Valkyrie complimented; “Though remind me not to hug you from behind anymore!” 
 
    Milly blushed at the mishap. 
 
    “I’ve seen what happens to people you sneak up on.” She countered with a bit of a sulk; “Which is it this time? A mean note? Or is it ice?” 
 
    Volka clutched at her heart dramatically, eyes closed as if mortally wounded. 
 
    “Ah! Such distrust! Though fair.” She moved closer, her eyes warm; “Actually, today it is merely a kiss.” 
 
    Milly pout melted away as they shared a tender embrace, though it was marred slightly by Nina swearing at the Amazons doing their best to stomp her into the dirt. 
 
    “You bitches need to try harder! I didn’t even feel that!” She roared. 
 
    The Valkyrie and the Minotaur broke apart to watch them, but soon returned their attention to each other, sitting together on the end of the bench where Erica was napping. 
 
    “You have grown to be quite skilled with Kar’s weapon.” Volka offered; “She would be proud of you.” 
 
    Milly smiled sadly, but shook her head as she looked down at the spear lying across her lap. 
 
    “I just wish it wasn’t black now. I sometimes feel like I let her down by dirtying her mother’s weapon like this.” 
 
    “Any Amazon would consider the blood of such a foe-” Volka began. 
 
    “I know! I do, it’s just a feeling I get sometimes.” 
 
    One of the angel’s wings wrapped around the Minotaur’s shoulders, a loving blanket of soft feathers that made her feel as secure and protected as her shield would. 
 
    “Milly, precious Milly... Of all of the Minotaurs that I have known, from any of the herds that followed my people into battle, you are amongst the most gentle and kind.” 
 
    Naturally Milly blushed deeply at the blatant and even extravagant praise. 
 
    “Gosh, I mean. I’m not that special.” 
 
    But Volka’s fingers found her lips as her other arm encircled her waist. 
 
    “You are. You really are. Life has taken much from you, as it has from all of us, yet you still hang on to hope where others would have long since succumbed to despair.” 
 
    Her golden eyes, so full of passion and life, held the Minotaur’s baby blues for a long time. 
 
    “Some people would say I’m naive.” Milly mumbled as she finally turned her head away, embarrassed. 
 
    “Some people are buttheads.” Volka declared bluntly, her winged helmet turning side to side slowly as she shook her head; “Hope is our greatest asset in the face of adversity. The most precious thing needed for life to thrive instead of merely continue.” 
 
    As she spoke the Dominar unwittingly released some of her aura, filling the breast of her bond-sister with the very thing she described, to the point that Milly had to take long and deep breaths to keep herself from crying at the joy of it. 
 
    While it was true that Milly the Minotaur was a creature as kind and gentle as Volka described, even her devotion and love towards Nameless and her bond-sisters paled in comparison to what the Valkyrie felt towards the entire world. 
 
    And through the bond they shared with him, Milly knew it. 
 
    But instead of being intimidated or even envious of the angel’s love, it inspired her, inspired her to do more, just as it did Nameless. 
 
    With one last deep breath Milly leaned in and pressed their lips together again, both hands cupping Volka’s face. 
 
    “Thank you, sister.” She whispered with a sniffle once they parted. 
 
    Then she stood and moved towards the Amazons with a fire in her belly. 
 
    Her break was over. 
 
    Tiana was out of breath after she and her sisters managed to corral Nina again, this time it had taken them much longer than the previous attempts, the Gigas learning from her mistakes and exploiting their weaknesses. 
 
    But before Nina could call for another bout, Milly tapped the Amazon on the shoulder. 
 
    “Um, Tiana? Would you spar with me?” She asked with a shy blush. 
 
    The Amazon blinked several times as the heard the request. 
 
    Initially Milly’s training with the spear had come from Myrina and the other Saenga girls, but while they were attending the academy she learned much from the Brael girls, when Nina wasn’t trying to kill her anyways. 
 
    “But of course Milly! I intended to originally, but your pet giant distracted me.” 
 
    The tiny red girl in question was deep in conversation with Riya and the others, Volka soon joining them. 
 
    Shortly thereafter their conversation ended though when Milly and Tiana’s spears clattered together in a blur of motion as they ran through one of the many forms that the Minotaur sought to master. 
 
    Drawn by the sound, the others gathering in a rough circle around them and watching intently. 
 
    Even Erica had sat up, her green eyes narrowed as she followed the movements. 
 
    After a particularly furious exchange, Tiana leapt back with a flourish of her weapon, smiling wide. 
 
    “Good, Milly! Very good! But I can practically hear you counting!” 
 
    “What do you mean?” The Minotaur asked quizzically, her guard still up. 
 
    The Amazon chuckled and gave a nod indicating they should begin again. 
 
    “I will show you.” 
 
    She ran through the routine, this time counting aloud the series of motions. 
 
    “One two three, one two three, one two FIVE!” 
 
    She abruptly changed up the cadence, throwing her student off and immediately putting her on the defensive. 
 
    “You adapt quickly, I give you that!” Tiana grunted as she continued her lesson even amidst her assault; “But you let me set the pace! When you do, you cede me control! Instead you must be the one to change things up! Disrupt your opponent’s rhythm and guide them with your spear to where you need them to be to finish them!” 
 
    Milly nodded curtly even as she rapidly shifted into a counterattack, taking the Amazon off guard for the briefest of moments before she could react. 
 
    In the end it was Tiana’s win, but like Volka she was quick to praise Milly’s progress. 
 
    “For someone who has only been learning for a year and some, you have made great improvement!” 
 
    The pair of them plopped down in the dirt near the fountain and caught their breath while the others resumed their assault on Nina, gluttons for punishment and inspired by the Minotaur’s diligence. 
 
    By the time they caught the Gigas, this time without Tiana’s aid, Riya’s nose was bleeding rather splendidly. 
 
    Tiana took a drink of water before handing the cup to Milly to do the same. 
 
    “Thank you.” Milly said with warm gratitude before likewise quenching her thirst. 
 
    Her throat moved with each long draw as she gulped down the water, the Amazon watching her with a slight smirk until she was finished. 
 
    “Ah, how I have missed this!” She declared suddenly. 
 
    The Minotaur blinked in surprise as she set the cup down between their thighs. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “This! Training with you! Our journey east on the first leg of your quest to find the Lightbringer was one of the most joyous times of my life!” 
 
    Milly giggled at her enthusiasm, once again blushing at the praise. 
 
    And from not far away, Volka smiled, lifting her head up from doodling on Erica’s face. 
 
    “Those with hope cannot help but inspire it in others.” She said to no one in particular. 
 
    After putting the finishing touches on her masterpiece, she snuck away, quietly leaping into the air to fly off. 
 
    Erica, now sporting an obscene and very large drawing on her forehead and cheek, dozed on. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13:  
 
    Invitations 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kriss hissed between her teeth when she felt the ground shake again, the Chameleon’s scales mottling red as she stopped in her tracks. 
 
    She waited, but everything remained still, so with another annoyed hiss she resumed walking. 
 
    Sure enough, a few seconds later she felt the same rumbling beneath her clawed feet, and this time when she stopped she turned right around to glare down the road behind her. 
 
    The ten foot tall mass of blue flesh that was Tora the Ogre was hiding behind a much too narrow tree, her shapely breasts and ass sticking out on either side of it even as she held her breath to stay perfectly still. 
 
    It... was impressive stealth for one of her kind. 
 
    This had been going on for two days now; ever since she’d saved the Ogre outside of the city of Greyhaven the lost monster girl had been trailing the Trog like a giant blue puppy. 
 
    But Kriss was done. 
 
    “Alright enough!” She called out in irritation; “How much longer do you intend on following me?!” 
 
    Silence for a few seconds, then a sudden gasp of air as Tora couldn’t hold her breath anymore. 
 
    “Not following nobody.” She pouted sullenly; “Just happens we go both in same ways.” 
 
    Kriss ground her teeth together as her deadly green eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Aright then, where are you going?” 
 
    Tora stepped out of the trees, shaking the ground slightly, then pointed down the road behind Kriss. 
 
    The Troglodyte crooked a thumb over her shoulder for confirmation. 
 
    “So you’re going that way?” 
 
    Tora nodded mutely, her deep blue eyes showing nothing of her clumsy guile. 
 
    Kriss smirked and gestured behind Tora. 
 
    “Good, because I’m going that way.”  
 
    She walked around the hulking Ogre, who now looked a bit panicked, and headed back the way she came. 
 
    She didn’t get far though before she felt the ground shaking again. 
 
    Kriss bowed her head in hopeless exasperation before turning around to see her stalker, the Ogre’s eyes shifting all around as she tried to look natural. 
 
    “I thought you were going that way?” The Trog observed with a sharp gesture of one claw. 
 
    Tora’s brow furrowing as her simple mind scrambled for an explanation. 
 
    “I... I forgot something.” She licked her lips as she tried to expand on her very obvious lie; “Have to go back for to get.” 
 
    “You forgot something.” Kriss declared flatly. 
 
    The Ogre nodded earnestly, her matted hair dipping as she did. 
 
    “Yeah-huh.” 
 
    “Where did you forget it?” 
 
    The Trog knew the question was a mistake as soon as she saw Tora raise her arm, one thick finger pointing down the road in her new direction. 
 
    “And if I were to turn around and head that way again? Did you forget something over there too?” 
 
    Tora’s eyes lit up at someone else giving her the excuses she needed, plausible ones too! 
 
    “Yes, I forgets stuff everyplace.” She swore with believable innocence; “Momma tells me all the time to renember, buts always forgets.” 
 
    A regular human would quail at the glare Kriss leveled at her, but she was oblivious to it. 
 
    “‘Renember’?” She sighed. 
 
    As she observed the Ogre her tongue habitually darted out of her mouth and her face twisted in disgust at what she tasted in the air. 
 
    “When is the last time you bathed?” 
 
    Tora’s cobalt blue cheeks darkened in shame and she looked away. 
 
    “Normally have wash every day. But can’t now. No tub, no water, no soap, no momma.” 
 
    By the time she reached the end of her list her face seemed to be melting with tears. 
 
    Alarmed at the emotional display, Kriss reached out and took hold of her arm, the Trog not accustomed to giving comfort, but not so heartless as to withhold it. 
 
    Though when Tora scooped her up in her arms and squeezed her tight to her breasts, she was not ready for it. 
 
    Naturally the Chameleon tried to break free, and her scales went through a myriad of colours as they reflected her rising alarm at being unable to. 
 
    Eventually she gave up and just let it happen, her skin changing to the same blue as Tora’s as the Ogre held her in her unyielding embrace while she cried herself out. 
 
    As her sobs turned to sniffles, she pulled away, settling the Trog back on her feet and looking embarrassed again. 
 
    “All better?” Kriss asked with as much patience as she could. 
 
    Tora opened her mouth to respond, but gasped when she saw the colour the Chameleon was sporting. 
 
    “Oh noes! Tora squeezed too muchly! Yous need to breathe! Stay breathing new friend!” 
 
    The Chameleon shook her head slowly and with a mental flex returned the minute scales all over her body to their natural burnt cinnamon colour. 
 
    “You really need a bath, and after you smooshed me into those big sweaty things-” She gestured at Tora’s impressive bust, barely contained in her dirty white tunic; “-so do I. There is a village a few miles that way. I was going to stop there for the night. They’ll have tubs, water, and soap.” 
 
    She left out the last thing on Tora’s list, her mother, knowing that it would just upset her. 
 
    “New blue friend want me to come with?” The giant asked with hope plain on her face. 
 
    Even the hardened Trog’s heart melted a bit under the weight of her puppy-dog eyes. 
 
    She cleared her throat to remind herself how tough she was and looked away. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you are my problem for now.” 
 
    “Tora not problem!” The Ogre declared indignantly, her pleading expression falling away. 
 
    “Whatever, so long as you promise not to cry on me anymore, you can come with me. But only until I can find someone from the Aegis!” 
 
    The Ogre’s demeanour brightened considerably and she once again scooped up the Trog, ignoring her protests as she squished her tight to her sweaty cleavage again. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    As the afternoon waned, Nameless came down off the roof of their apartment, having been up there hoping to catch sight of Volka’s glowing form when she returned. 
 
    To his surprise though, she and the others were already inside, the sneaky Valkyrie having taken the stairs. 
 
    “Oh look, it’s the cheese guy. What was his name again?” Erica said with faux indifference. 
 
    Nina shrugged and gave him a flat look as he came down the stairs. 
 
    “Dunno. That the same guy who thinks he’s so special that he has to bond with every monster girl in the world? Guess we’ll just have to beat it out of him.” 
 
    He sighed at what was obviously happening, but could do nothing to stop it. 
 
    “I shall gladly help you.” Volka agreed with a smile in her eyes. 
 
    Nameless turned to Ophelia, currently hiding a smile of her own with one dainty hand. 
 
    “Nark.” He accused sourly. 
 
    Volka padded over to him on bare feet and booped his nose with her finger as punishment. 
 
    “Husband. Ophelia has indeed narked on you, a word that I have found greatly amusing ever since I first heard it.” The back of the angel’s fingers brushed the feather in his hair aside as she stroked his cheek; “And not just about the cheese.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes. And fortunate for you all that I am here! Because that feeling that you have inside of you, that urge to do everything you can all the time always? That stems from us, as you have surmised. The divine essence of the Valkyrie flows through your veins.” 
 
    She shook her head at him then, almost apologetically. 
 
    “But you are not a Valkyrie, my husband. You are a man. The other Empaths had to cope with this as well, once upon a time. You must find the balance between your wants as a man and the beneficence that has been instilled in you. Just know this: there is no shame to be found in it, in any of it. Because the original Empaths volunteered to take on this burden... and you did not.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to argue, but she shook her head to stop him. 
 
    “Yes, you accepted it. Because you are so very good. But still, it is not the same. You and I discussed this not long ago, in Algrade, about this feeling you had that you were never doing enough. My love, you have already done more than any Empath before you, save perhaps the Lady Essig. But she is several lifetimes ahead of you so we aren’t counting her.” 
 
    Nina sniffed. 
 
    “Pretty sure Xalanth would object.” 
 
    “Yes, but what the Flametongue doesn’t know won’t hurt me.” Volka quipped. 
 
    Nameless took a deep breath and for the first time in weeks he felt the anxiety sitting on his shoulders ease off of him a bit. 
 
    “I’ll admit this new assignment hasn’t helped me with the whole, ‘doing everything I can’ part.” He smiled at the angel, who naturally smiled back; “But thank you.” 
 
    Seeing an opening Erica, who had been mostly silent until then, sashayed up to him as only Erica could. 
 
    “Sooo, speaking of those manly wants of yours...” She purred suggestively as her hands settled on his shoulders. 
 
    But before she could coax him into mischief, Nameless gave her a funny look. 
 
    “Erica, you know you have an enormous penis on your face right?” 
 
    The cat was nuzzling against his neck, only halfway paying attention. 
 
    “Hmmm? Oh lover, you can put your penis wherever you like.” She readily promised. 
 
    Volka snickered while Milly and Nina both fought to look innocent, the pair of them already well aware of the angel’s artwork. 
 
    “Oh you three! This has gone on long enough.” Ophelia chastised them, shaking her head as she took hold of the frisky kitty’s arm; “Come with me, dearheart.” 
 
    The Flutterby pried the Katje off of their bond-mate and took her into the washroom to see herself in the big mirror on the wall. 
 
    She let out a yowling shriek of despair that made Nameless wince and broke the dam of Volka’s mirth, the Valkyrie rolling around on the couch in Milly’s lap, the Minotaur biting back a smile as she watched her bond-sister laugh herself silly. 
 
    It had been some time since she’d behaved like that. 
 
    Nina buffed her nails at the melodrama that Volka had created for her own amusement. 
 
    “What the hell happened to that ‘beneficence’ thing?” She remarked drily. 
 
    The angel simply laughed harder, to the point that Milly was beginning to question her sanity. 
 
    While Erica was cursing their angel out, with Ophelia helping her wash her face, there was a light knock on the door. 
 
    It sobered the room immediately, as no one had visited them at their new home before. 
 
    A moment later Milly and Nina both had their weapons in hand, while Volka took up her shield and put herself between Nameless and the door. 
 
    Such was the time that they lived in, where fear and dreadful violence could cut short a moment of mirth with nary any warning. 
 
    The knock was repeated, a bit louder this time. 
 
    “It’s probably one of the neighbors.” Nameless suggested, though he was frowning; “Maybe we’re being too loud?” 
 
    Volka didn’t relax, instead she gestured with her chin at Nina. 
 
    “Who is it?” The Gigas demanded as she approached the door, hammer ready. 
 
    “I have a letter for a Master William Armstrong.” 
 
    She jerked the door open to find a slight older man in a suit holding a letter with white-gloved hands, due to the height difference he was looking down his nose and past his spectacularly curled mustache at the Gigas. 
 
    They all took a moment to take in the completely unexpected sight, until he wiggled the little square of paper to remind them off his purpose, one narrow grey eyebrow raised as he made a little harrumph in his throat. 
 
    “Gimme.” Nina said rudely, her hand extended upwards. 
 
    The man sniffed and shook his head, holding the letter closer to his chest. 
 
    “My dear lady, my instructions were quite clear. I am to deliver this to Master Armstrong personally.” 
 
    Here’s the thing about Gigas, they don’t like to be told ‘no’. 
 
    Without delay Nina slammed the door in his face hard enough to crack the wooden frame of it, drawing a yelp of surprise out of the poor fellow. 
 
    “Whatever. What’s for dinner?” She called to Ophelia, who had poked her head out of the washroom. 
 
    “What was that about dearheart?” 
 
    “Nothing important. Some prick that got lost on his way to his own funeral.” 
 
    By this point Volka and Milly determined that there was no danger and relaxed, so Ophelia walked past them to the door. 
 
    She tried the knob, but it didn’t budge. 
 
    “Oh you’ve broken it!” She sighed as she tried again; “Nina, could you-” 
 
    “Nope, that snooty old fart can fuck off back to wherever farts come from.” 
 
    She was sitting on her hammer next to the kitchen, looking very unmovable while waiting to be fed. 
 
    Milly cheekily ruffled her hair as she walked past. 
 
    “I’ll get it.” 
 
    She took hold of the handle and gave a jerk, but there was a sharp crack and it came off in her hand. 
 
    “Oopsies.” 
 
    “For heaven’s sake!” Ophelia wailed; “Nina! Open this door right this instant!” 
 
    “I don’t wanna.” The red-skinned girl replied with a slight whine. 
 
    “You have until the count of three!” The Flutterby declared firmly, her hands on her hips now. 
 
    It was a tactic that Nameless had experienced many times in his life. In that time he’d never once heard Ophelia get past ‘two’, and this time was no different; the dynamic of her relationship with Nina had evolved to the point that she could overcome the giant’s legendary stubbornness by sheer force of will. 
 
    The Gigas groaned and slumped her shoulders as Ophelia began her count, behaving like nothing so much as a put-upon teenager. 
 
    Her hammer dragged noisily against the floor, permanently marring the wood surface as she dragged it behind her all the way to the door with an awful shrieking sound. 
 
    “There goes the security deposit.” Nameless lamented. 
 
    Volka elbowed him in the ribs, greatly enjoying the show, her earlier alarm gone as quickly as it had come on. 
 
    “As if we were ever going to get it back!” 
 
    There was a noisome crash and another yelp from the man outside as Nina did as she was told, the door now hanging off of one hinge. 
 
    “What is going on out there?!” Erica demanded from the bathroom, still scrubbing furiously at the dick on her face. 
 
    Nina meanwhile was staring death at the messenger outside. 
 
    “Gimme the letter you puny idiot, or wear yourself as a hat.” 
 
    He didn’t object this time, quickly handing it off. 
 
    “I-I’m meant to return with your reply.” He stated, his mustache quivering slightly. 
 
    Nina handed the letter to Ophelia and glared at him again, causing him to flinch and curl his hands up to protect his torso. 
 
    “How are we supposed to reply? We haven’t even read the damned thing yet!” The whole building shook at her annoyance and she pointed at the corner of the stairwell; “Go over there and stare at the wall until I tell you not to!” 
 
    Despite the absurdity of her instructions, the mustachioed man wisely did as he was told, while inside Ophelia took up her glasses and read the letter with a frown. 
 
    “Oh my. It seems we’ve been invited to a party.” 
 
    “You’re kidding!” Erica exclaimed, coming out of the bathroom. 
 
    The Katje’s face was red from being rubbed raw but at least it was finally dick-free. 
 
    “I am not.” Ophelia said, her brow furrowed slightly as she re-read the invitation; “Kathryn Jacobs, our local city councilwoman, has invited us. Or rather she has invited our master ‘plus escort’, to a fundraiser for the victims in Lipton Falls.” 
 
    Nina scowled as she stared at the back of the stationary in the Flutterby’s hand. 
 
    “What victims? They’re all dead.” 
 
    “Not all of them.” Nameless sighed heavily; “The monsters were taken.” 
 
    They were silent for a few seconds as they dwelled on the fates of those poor girls. 
 
    But Erica was in agreement with Nina about the fundraiser. 
 
    “I don’t see how money will help them right now.” 
 
    “Perhaps it is meant for their families?” Volka suggested, though she too didn’t seem at all confident that was the case; “When is this ‘fun-raiser’?” 
 
    That earned the Valkyrie a few raised eyebrows. 
 
    Erica, still a bit raw about the dick-face, was the one to correct her. 
 
    “Fund.” She pointed out sourly, putting heavy emphasis on the ‘D’ each time she said it; “A fundraiser. For raising funds.” 
 
     “Hmm, that does make more sense, I thought it odd that they would find anything fun about it.” Volka mused aloud, looking up at the high ceiling as she did; “But then again, it is a party.” 
 
    Striving to move past the Valkyrie’s etymological slipup, Ophelia read the invitation yet again. 
 
    “This is tonight!” She gasped; “It starts in a little over two hours! My, but that is short-notice!” 
 
    “So... are we going?” Milly asked as she looked around at the others. 
 
    To her surprise Ophelia shook her head. 
 
    “The absurd timing aside, I know full well that to expect from an event like this! I’m not saying that anything bad will come of it, but neither do I believe much good will either.” 
 
    “Huh, would’ve thought you’d leap at the chance to wear a pretty dress.” Nina remarked. 
 
    Erica rolled her eyes and gestured at the dress Ophelia was currently wearing. 
 
    “Yes, because our Flutterby never wears those!” 
 
    Milly giggled, but then shook her head. 
 
    “If these people are trying to help, I think we should go. I’ve never been to a party before. Well, except the one the Saenga girls had for us, but I’m thinking that this is different?” 
 
    Nameless shuddered at the memory of drinking the potent ambrosia draught, or more from the memory of the head-splitting hangover that followed it. 
 
    Meanwhile Nina pulled Ophelia’s arm down to read the card for herself before nodding firmly in agreement. 
 
    “‘An evening of cocktails.’ Says so right there. That means free drinks.” 
 
    “Oh dear.” Ophelia sighed; “I suppose we could attend, though I have nothing to wear.” 
 
    Half the people in the room made a variety of noises in disagreement and she blushed. 
 
    “I really don’t! All of my gowns are much too casual for an event like this!” 
 
    “I’ll be wearing the same thing I’m wearing now.” Nina said; “And Milly will be wearing just her overalls, the ones that cover her chest.” 
 
    “I will?” The Minotaur blinked in surprise. 
 
    “You will. They’re my favorite on you, especially without a shirt. I love it when you’re rocking mega side-boob.” 
 
    Milly blushed prettily and smiled, always weak to overt praise. 
 
    “And Master will be in his uniform of course, so that’s easy. I wonder if my battle-suit is a good idea?” Erica wondered while thoughtfully tapping her chin. 
 
    Her suggestion was greeted with a resounding chorus to the negative. 
 
    At her pout though Nameless sidled up to her and stroked her ears. 
 
    “I love that outfit baby, but something tells me this isn’t the place for it. For one thing I doubt they’ll let us in with weapons, so all of your knives would have to stay behind.” 
 
    “Speak for yourselves.” Nina said as she hefted her hammer; “And one knife at least is coming.” 
 
    She gestured meaningfully to Erica’s claw tucked into Nameless’s belt, the Katje’s emerald coloured heartstone shining proudly from the pommel. 
 
    “Fair enough.” He looked to Ophelia; “I guess that means we’re going then, sorry baby. You’ll have to make do with your best gown. Go with that lavender number, I like that one.” 
 
    “What about me?” Volka said with a faux pout; “Don’t I get a pretty dress?” 
 
    “Makeovers!” Erica exclaimed as she clapped her hands together happily; “I’m on hair! Ophelia can pick out dresses for the two of us, since Milly and Nina are being fuddy-duddys about it.” 
 
    Though she was teasing them, simply put none of them could picture the six foot six Minotaur in anything other than jean shorts or overalls. 
 
    And Nina in a dress? 
 
    Yeah, no. 
 
    But Volka’s endearing pout faded away and she shook her head with a sigh as she set aside her joking demeanour. 
 
    “Actually, I’m afraid you will have to make me over some other day, Erica. I have a prior commitment that simply cannot be put off.” 
 
    The jovial atmosphere that had come about at all the talk surrounding clothes faded, and Nameless felt the sting of her duty calling her away again. 
 
    “What is it?” He asked low, not wanting the messenger outside to here. 
 
    Volka pressed her lips to his forehead in apology before explaining. 
 
    “Miranda asked for my help with something, something that once upon a time she should not have had to ask for. There are not enough Valkyrie to see to all of our duties anymore, but this one at least I must attend to.” 
 
    Feeling Nameless’s unhappiness, Nina opened her mouth to demand obedience, but the angel’s eyes met hers before she spoke and made it clear that there would be no swaying her. 
 
    “Fine.” The Gigas muttered sullenly; “Then I’ll drink enough for the both of us.” 
 
    Before anyone else could comment on the Valkyrie skipping the party, there was a polite cough from outside that drew their attention. 
 
    “May I inform the councilwoman of your intention of attending her gala?” The messenger called in faintly. 
 
    Already annoyed with Volka’s adamance, Nina wheeled on him in response. 
 
    “WHO GAVE YOU PERMISSION TO MOVE?!” She roared. 
 
    The power of her words overwhelmed the remaining hinge and the door flew off to lodge in the stairwell. 
 
    “I haven’t!” The terrified man shrieked; “I swear I haven’t!” 
 
    Ophelia set her hand down on Nina’s head to still her. 
 
    “Leave him alone dearheart!” She looked up and called towards the door; “Yes, sir, you may inform her that we shall be there, although we may arrive a bit late.” 
 
    Silence greeted her words and they all looked out into the stairwell: the messenger needed to walk past the opening again to leave and he hadn’t yet. 
 
    Nina cursed under her breath. 
 
    “Hey pipsqueak, that was Flutterby-speak for piss off.” She translated, giving the sorely shaken man the permission he so desperately needed to flee. 
 
    Erica sidled up to Ophelia as the echoing sounds of his feet pattering down the stairs faded away. 
 
    “We shall attend shall we?” She mocked gently; “Quite the lady we have here.” 
 
    The messenger’s gentlemanly behaviour had seemingly brought out the Flutterby’s well-mannered upbringing. 
 
    She kissed the Katje on the brow and pulled her into a hug. 
 
    “Yes, and if you keep teasing me I shall punish you accordingly.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” Erica mused, her taunting tone undiminished as she put her mouth next to Ophelia’s ear; “I wonder if you can still call yourself a lady when Master’s cock is stuffed up your bum?” 
 
    Their makeovers had to wait a good twenty minutes while Ophelia administered a firm spanking to a purring cat. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14: 
 
    Hearty Parties 
 
      
 
      
 
    The party didn’t start until later in the evening so Nameless, Nina, and Milly were left at loose ends while the others prepared. 
 
    Nameless opted to milk the Minotaur, since he wasn’t sure when the party was supposed to end, and having just expressed her appreciation for side-boob, Nina helped. 
 
    “It always amazes me how much of this stuff you make. And every day at that.” The Gigas commented as she carefully stored the pail in the icebox; “Doesn’t it ever get old?” 
 
    “Not one bit!” Milly said with a blissful smile, her eyes swimming with devotion; “It’s kind of hard to explain, but having you all drink your fill of my milk every day makes me so happy!” 
 
    Nameless kissed the upper swell of each of her breasts and pulled the straps of her overalls back in place on her shoulder for her, having just finished cleaning, and indeed suckling on, her pink nipples. 
 
    With the surprise party invite, they had decided to forgo their dinner so that Erica and Ophelia would have more time to get ready. 
 
    “And I would love nothing more than for us all to get fat off of your cream baby.” He promised her in earnest; “Though it would make the job a wee bit harder.” 
 
    “By order of the Aegis! You are bound by law!” Nina joked suddenly; “Now get over here so I can bind you.” 
 
    Nameless and Milly shared a laugh, it wasn’t often the Gigas told a joke, or did an impression as was the case. 
 
    After having so much fun dealing with the snooty messenger, she was in a good mood. 
 
    Some time later they arrived at the address specified to find a palatial home in an upscale neighbourhood  past the market district, the streets sloping upwards as they city neared the base of one of the mountains around the city. 
 
    They were greeted in the entryway by a narrow-hipped woman in her late forties wearing a dress with a shocking neckline that went all the way down to her naval. 
 
    “So glad that you could make it, Aegis Armstrong! I was worried about the short notice. I am Kathryn Jacobs.” 
 
    She held one hand out daintily, palm down and fingers draping. 
 
    “Thank you for inviting us.” He murmured. 
 
    Unsure whether he was supposed to shake her hand or kiss it, he hedged, gripping the ends of her fingers and wiggling them side to side with all of the grace of the small town kid he was. 
 
    His social misstep was forgotten immediately though when Nina made her presence known. 
 
    “I was told there would be beer.” She declared flatly despite having been told no such thing. 
 
    The councilwoman was unsurprisingly taken aback by the giant’s brusqueness, her arm falling away from Nameless’s awkward handshake. 
 
    “Ah, of, of course. The bar is over there, we have a lovely selection of wines and spirits for you to...” 
 
    She gave up as Nina stomped past, her massive hammer cutting a broad swath through the crowd as scandalized people scrambled to get out of her way. 
 
    Ophelia opened her mouth to apologize for her bond-sister’s rudeness, but Nameless squeezed the small of her back with his hand and very slightly shook his head. 
 
    Just as she had said earlier, Nina had flatly refused to wear anything different than she normally did, not even putting on shoes. 
 
    She was doing nothing less than being herself, and Nameless was done apologizing for that. 
 
    Well, except for that poor messenger; if they saw him again he intended on apologizing. 
 
    Having picked up on his emphatic reasoning through their bond, Ophelia recovered quickly. 
 
    “Councilwoman Jacobs? I would love to hear more about your fundraiser.” 
 
    She was the only one amongst them with any experience in human high society, so they followed her lead. 
 
    Milly put her arm around Nameless’s shoulder, she was dressed just as Nina wanted: with generous side-boob, and tall as she was she stood out in the crowd, drawing a great many appreciative looks. 
 
    Erica was wearing one of Ophelia’s gowns, though it was a tad too large for her so it was draped on her body like a silk bed sheet rather than a dress. 
 
    Everyone that mattered agreed that she looked delightfully slutty in it, and all of them were looking forwards to getting her out of it again once they were back at home. 
 
    They were also the only ones that knew that Kar’s knives were strapped to her upper thigh underneath it. 
 
    Their hostess showed them to where the bulk of the people were, a massive ballroom that wrapped all the way around a courtyard with a garden full of Blomma at its center. 
 
    They weren’t the only monster girls there either: a great many Flutterby moved amongst the party goers, laughing and chatting elegantly. 
 
    Now Nameless understood what Ophelia was talking about; her ‘sisters’ gowns were far more elaborate than hers, to the point of absurdity. 
 
    “They look like they should be standing on top of a cake.” Erica noted. 
 
    She might have felt self-conscious in her borrowed dress, but through their bond she picked up that Nameless also thought the Flutterby’s outfits were a bit much. 
 
    “This is where I leave you.” Kathryn said, either ignoring or missing the Katje’s comments; “Please, mingle. There are a great many people here tonight that have been dying to meet you.” 
 
    Nina came back, two frothing pitchers of beer held in one hand and a foam mustache already on her lip and cheeks. 
 
    “Cool. Here’s hoping they don’t piss me off. Otherwise they will be dying to meet my weakling.” 
 
    She tipped one of the pitchers up, taking a long draw while the other sloshed beer over her shoulder. 
 
    “I can’t take you anywhere.” Ophelia sighed, but she was smiling. 
 
    Once again their hostess didn’t know what to say to the Gigas, so instead she smiled weakly and made her escape. 
 
    What followed was exactly what she described: so many people wanted to talk to Nameless that there was an odd sort of line forming across the room. 
 
    As the evening wore on the young Aegis rookie was a bit overwhelmed with meeting seemingly every person of note in Garland, and a few from other cities besides. 
 
    “A magnificent piece, may I?” A stout man with a walrus mustache noted, gesturing at Nameless’s hip. 
 
    In response he gripped the hilt of Erica’s claw tight and brusquely shook his head. 
 
    “You may not.” 
 
    Nina belched and nodded, halfway through the second pitcher of beer. 
 
    “My bond-sister’s claws are for cutting up bad guys, not for strangers to fondle.” 
 
    One of the quirks about Gigas, they loved to indulge in drink on occasion but they couldn’t get drunk. 
 
    “Oh I’m sorry, I didn’t realize it held her heartstone.” He gave a short bow of his head in apology towards Erica before speaking to the Gigas; “Are you the crafter then?” 
 
    Nina measured him, for once impressed that one of the dandies, as she called them, at this shindig seemed to know something about her trade. 
 
    “I am. You know which end of a hammer you’re supposed to hold?” 
 
    She said it a bit drily, the hammer at her side far too large for a mere human to even lift. 
 
    He chuckled though, unoffended. 
 
    “Aye, I am a smith by trade. Leon Marshall, of Marshall’s fine Silverworks. A family business.” 
 
    The Gigas let out another belch that caused the other smith to raise an eyebrow at her manners. 
 
    It was plain to see that she could care less. 
 
    “Jewelry?” She asked. 
 
    “Some, though we made our name with dinnerware. Marshall’s Flatware?” He floated the name as if they might be familiar with his brand. 
 
    Nina meanwhile was fondly thinking back on melting down Ophelia’s cutlery to make the bracelet on Nameless’s wrist. 
 
    “Sorry little fella, if a Gigas didn’t make it, it never got made.” 
 
    He surprised her by letting out a great belly laugh. 
 
    “Isn’t that the truth! I witnessed the work of one of your sisters down in Karmest, a long time ago now. Spent the next twenty years trying to match up to it.” 
 
    By that point Nina had warmed up to him, the man reminding her of the smith in Kettering, Rory, who she also got along with. 
 
    “I like you. You can buy me a drink.” She declared with a broad smile. 
 
    His eyes lit up at her proposition and he gestured grandly towards the bar. 
 
    “My dear girl, they are free! So I shall buy you two!” He matched her grin as the two of them left Nameless and the others behind. 
 
    “Awww, Nina made a friend, that’s cute.” Erica remarked, curling herself against her master’s side. 
 
    “I hope he survives the night.” Milly said with a hint of worry. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    While Nina and her new friend were hitting it off at the bar, a few miles away in a different sort of bar a Wolfen was having a drink. 
 
    Lilly dropped her empty mug on the counter with a gasp, catching her breath after having drained it in one long draw. 
 
    “Ahhh, that’s good stuff!” 
 
    Starting with her head of blue-grey hair, her whole body wiggled from side to side as if to help the alcohol spread through her system. 
 
    She held the mug up and playfully twirled it in the air to get the attention of the barkeep, her tail wagging slightly behind her. 
 
    “Hey buddy! Fill me up again would ya?” 
 
    But he frowned and shook his head at her; his place was usually pretty mellow and he didn’t care for her boisterousness. 
 
    “I’m afraid I’ll need you to pay for the first two before we can talk about a third.” 
 
    Her frosty eyes narrowed when he didn’t comply immediately. 
 
    “Just run me a tab!” She barked. 
 
    His posture stiffened and he came over so that the two of them could have a more private conversation, setting his hands on the bar to lean closer to her. 
 
    “Word’s out on you wolf lady. You got canned from the Aegis, which means you got no money coming in for drinks.” 
 
    It was the truth; she and her pack had been expelled from the Aegis once the council found out about them killing Bethany Sinclair. 
 
    It was one of the reasons why the Saenga Amazons had joined the task-force in chasing down all of their leads: with the Wolfen gone, Miranda had asked for their help to bolster their numbers. 
 
    Lilly growled low as he struck a sore spot, reaching out to grip his collar and pull him close. 
 
    “Pretty sure I misheard you just now.” 
 
    He swallowed reflexively at the big wolf’s hold on him, but stood his ground. 
 
    “Snarl at me all you want. I got a family to feed. In these troubled times I can’t afford to get stiffed just so you can get blasted.” 
 
    Lilly’s growl abated and she looked him over, a bit impressed that he hadn’t backed down. 
 
    He was of middle years, with a bit of a gut, but his features were still quite a bit to her liking, and more importantly to the Wolfen he smelled good. 
 
    A smile spread across her face as a different vice came to mind. 
 
    “Alright, forget the booze. What say you and I go somewhere dark and we’ll see if you can draw a howl out of me?” 
 
    The barkeep’s eyes boggled at the proposition and he swallowed reflexively again, her face inches from his. 
 
    It was a good ten seconds before he shook his head at her. 
 
    “I’m married.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” Lilly replied immediately before teasingly licking at his cheek; “Go fetch your missus and we can make a party of it.” 
 
    Her tail wagged faster now as her anticipation built. 
 
    He drew in a deep breath and let it out with a huff, then carefully pried her fingers off of his collar. 
 
    She let him, figuring he was about to acquiesce. 
 
    But again he shook his head. 
 
    “Sorry to disappoint you, but my missus is far too busy at home with our two kids to make a party of anything. You owe me twelve bits for the drinks.” 
 
    With the sting of rejection, Lilly’s mood fouled again and she slammed some coins down on the bar hard. 
 
    “Fuck you.” She snarled one last time before leaving, her tail no longer wagging. 
 
    The barkeep sighed at the scrapes and scratches that she’d left on the polished surface of his bar with her claws and the coins, but collected them and tossed them into the change drawer. 
 
    In the street outside Lilly was fuming. 
 
    A large part of her wanted to tear the innocent bartender’s face off, but the look that he’d given her even as he refused her advances stopped her. 
 
    It was full of pity. 
 
    She growled deep in her chest and tried to shake it off, looking around the street for a distraction, any distraction. 
 
    Her eyes settled on a couple having a heated argument; it appeared pretty one sided, a man berating his wife for something or other. 
 
    Lilly didn’t care about the details, she was just looking for an excuse and with the smell of the woman’s anxiety and her husband’s anger hanging in the air, she found it. 
 
    Without delay she rushed over towards them, the waggling finger that the man was directing at the anxious girl only adding to her annoyance. 
 
    He grunted when she collided with him, her strong grip taking hold of his shirt as she slammed him into the wall of the building behind him, his feet now dangling off the ground. 
 
    “How about me tough guy?” 
 
    But as she growled her challenge at him, hoping for a fight, all she caught from them both was the smell of fear. 
 
    The woman screamed. 
 
    “Help! Attack! It’s an attack!” 
 
    “Wendy r-run!” He wheezed out, tears standing in his eyes as he clutched at Lilly’s arms, trying to keep her busy long enough for his wife to escape. 
 
    All of the aggression in the big Wolfen melted away when she realized how completely in the wrong she was. 
 
    She set him down immediately, her claws going limp to her side as he stumbled into the arms of his wife. 
 
    “I’m... I’m sorry. I thought that-” 
 
    “Just leave us alone!” The woman cried out as she helped her winded husband towards one of the buildings nearby. 
 
    Lilly opened her mouth to apologize again but closed it after a moment, unable to find the words. 
 
    She turned and ran, shame creeping up on her and searing into her soul, only for her anger to rise to meet it. 
 
    And watching from above, a pair of golden eyes narrowed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15: 
 
    Duty and a Weirdo 
 
      
 
      
 
    Before the Wolfen’s confused emotions could be unleashed upon another unsuspecting couple, an angel landed with a whoosh and a thud in front of her. 
 
    “Why are you here?” Lilly blurted out in surprise as Volka’s glowing form lit up the empty alley. 
 
    “Because there are those that still care about you. Miranda and some members of your pack sought me out, fearing the path that you have set yourself on. Seeing you for myself, I can agree that their concern was warranted.” 
 
    The Wolfen drew herself up at the judgment, her lip curling slightly and her tail low in agitation. 
 
    “The fuck is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    The Valkyrie’s response was to spread her wings and bring her shield up, adopting a defensive posture that was both a warning and a challenge. 
 
    “We live in a world now where everyone must fear the Tenebrae, out of control monster girls that would attack innocent people.” As she spoke her condemnation became much clearer; “And you choose now to let loose with your temper and set upon those very innocents?” 
 
    Lilly let out an instinctual whine, still trying to fight off her guilt with anger, but Volka wasn’t finished, her words cutting deeper into the pack-leader. 
 
    “Tell me, are you a mindless beast or are you a Wolfen?” The Valkyrie demanded; “Think carefully before you answer, as the pride of your ancestors hangs in the balance.” 
 
    Despite the Dominar’s presence, the pack-leader’s answering growl was thunderous as she charged at her: she’d been looking for a fight and she’d found one. 
 
    Or at least, she thought she did, in reality all she found was an ass-kicking. 
 
    Volka spun to the side and her shield smacked into the side of the big wolf’s head, knocking her sprawling and making her ear sting from the harsh impact. 
 
    As she paced around the downed girl, the angel spoke, almost conversationally. 
 
    “The Wolfen that I knew once upon a time were brave and loyal monsters who rushed headlong at life, their hearts full of fierce joy and love. It was that relentless passion that made them so dangerous on the battlefields. With every drop of blood in their bodies they protected their bond-mates and their sisters.” 
 
    Lilly stumbled to her feet and lunged at her again, but as Volka had told Tiana: the Wolfen was a child to her. 
 
    She countered her easily, striking her elbow with the rim of her shield to deflect the attack as she seized her wrist to jerk her off of her feet to land on her belly on the unforgiving cobblestones. 
 
    “Compared to them, you are a mere puppy. Ignorant, foolish and arrogant.” 
 
    The fight not quite knocked out of her yet, the Wolfen flipped onto her back. 
 
    But Volka was suddenly looming large over her, her glorious shield low at her side while her sword of light was pointed directly at Lilly’s throat. 
 
    She was through with the child’s tantrum. 
 
    Her eyes blazed gold as her aura washed over the troubled girl at her feet, filling her heart with the joy and hope that she had lost sight of. 
 
    The big wolf’s ears flattened and she let out a whine of pain. 
 
    “Speak, beast.” Volka ordered implacably; “Convince me that you still have it in you to run with your sisters. Show me why I ought to spare you.” 
 
    Lilly said nothing, a whine escaping her throat from the guilt raging within her heart and her tail tucked firmly between her legs, so Volka repeated herself, louder this time. 
 
    “Wolfen! Speak!” 
 
    At the Dominar’s command, Lilly had to respond. 
 
    “You shouldn’t!” She cried out. 
 
    “And why not?!” 
 
    The wolf broke down, sobbing on her back as her whole body went slack. 
 
    “Because I failed my pack! I led Katie to her death, and then I led the rest of them into losing the trust of the Aegis when I killed that blasted woman!” 
 
    Volka was silent for several seconds as she watched the bigger girl sob, wracked with the weight of her perceived failures. 
 
    Finally she relaxed her defensive posture and released the mental hold on her sword, the light of it dissipating into nothing. 
 
    “Would you take it back? That woman, Sinclair, who was responsible for the deaths of so many, including precious Katie... would you restrain your jaws were they on her throat once more?” 
 
    She was a Valkyrie, a creature of sacrifice and righteous judgment; were she forced to choose between the two of them, than Bethany Sinclair would have died on her sword just as readily as she had on Lilly’s fangs. 
 
    The Wolfen’s tears abated as she remembered the sweet taste of the arms dealer’s blood flooding her mouth, the feeling of her teeth sinking into her flesh. 
 
    She growled again, but this time not at Volka. 
 
    “Not a chance.” She stated firmly. 
 
    The angel nodded, her expression softening as she reached down with her sword-arm. 
 
    “Then stand again, Lilly. The Aegis may have given up on you but I have not, and neither has your pack. Gather them and follow me, so that the next time an innocent is in danger you can act like the proud Wolfen I know you to be and protect them.” 
 
    Lilly sniffed once, a bit petulantly as she took the angel’s hand and got back to her feet, wincing from the pain of the bruises that Volka had so easily handed out to her. 
 
    “Couldn’t you have said all of that before mopping the street with me?” 
 
    She flinched when the Valkyrie leaned closer, but Volka simply leaned up on her toes to kiss her on the cheek, the warmth of her compassion making the bigger girl’s throat close with emotion. 
 
    “You weren’t ready to listen. Now come along. We have a world to save.” 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Back at the party, the number of people clamoring to meet Nameless had tapered off, and in the lull that followed he and the girls were left alone. 
 
    “I need to visit the washroom.” Ophelia announced, handing her glass of sparkling cider off to Nameless and tugging at Erica’s arm. 
 
    “Uh, what do you want me to do about it?” The Katje asked as she tried to wriggle free of her bond-sister. 
 
    “Silly girl! Women don’t pee alone at functions like this.” Ophelia looked around at the Flutterby moving through the crowd. 
 
    None of them missed the pitying looks she had been receiving from them; evidently her lavender gown, however much Nameless liked it, wasn’t up to their high standards. 
 
    Through their bond he gathered that she was a mite worried about getting mobbed in the lavatory. 
 
    As a man who would never have to face such a dilemma in his life, Nameless conceded to himself that women were really fucking weird. 
 
    Not far away Nina was getting louder by the minute with her new friend at the bar; she couldn’t get drunk, but he certainly could, and the louder the pair of them got the more people were distracted from Nameless and the others. 
 
     And now that Ophelia and Erica were off to the loo, Milly was the last girl standing at Nameless’s side, the pair of them both too self-conscious at the party to risk going it alone. 
 
    Having greeted most of the people that wanted to talk to him, they soon found themselves standing in the middle of the room, feeling a bit out of place and even lonely now without Ophelia’s calming presence. 
 
    “I think maybe we shouldn’t have come here after all.” He sighed as he took Milly’s hand in his; “A long time ago Miranda warned me about people trying to use me. But I didn’t expect them to be so obvious about it.” 
 
    He’d been fairly good at deflecting the various interests that had descended on them; from relatively minor things like someone trying to negotiate with him regarding the sale of Milly’s milk, to a pushy man who wanted him to intercede with the Amazons on his behalf concerning a territorial dispute his trading company was having in the wilds the to the south of Bramblewood. 
 
    “It is the nature of those in power to exploit every angle they can find.” A rich male voice sounded from behind him. 
 
    Nameless and Milly turned to face a tall gentleman with neatly trimmed salt-and-pepper hair, his hand outstretched with a platter of appetizers that he’d evidently swiped from one of the numerous servers. 
 
    “These are really good, assuming you like mango.” 
 
    “Never had it. Thank you.” Nameless said carefully as he measured the stranger. 
 
    Out of reflexive politeness he and Milly each took one of the tiny ornate leaf boats filled with a mixture of diced mango and sharp cheese. 
 
    The mystery man smiled as they bit into the appetizers, taking a moment to pop one into his own mouth as well. 
 
    “These people know how to get some things right, at least.” 
 
    Milly chewed and swallowed the richly flavoured treat, then pursed her lips at the man who provided it. 
 
    “You talk as if you aren’t one of them.” She observed. 
 
    He let out a disarming laugh. 
 
    “I assure you, I am not a businessman, and I am certainly no politician! But where are my manners? Tiberius Augendus.” He shook Nameless’s hand, but oddly never extended the courtesy to his bond-mate; “And I know well who you are, Aegis Armstrong and... Milly, I believe?” 
 
    The Minotaur nodded. 
 
    “An unusual name, Mister Augendus.” Nameless remarked as the other man popped another mango leaf-boat into his mouth. 
 
    “A hand-me-down.” Tiberius said with a strange smirk; “A relic of the past. Some things need to be preserved.” 
 
    “I... see.” 
 
    Given that Nameless had officially adopted his father’s, on paper if not in practice, he could understand the desire to carry on the family name. 
 
    But he still found himself at something of a loss. Tiberius’s bearing was proud, but he lacked the casual arrogance that the wealthy people around the room all possessed. 
 
    His suit was well-made, even if the cut of it was simple and functional, but the way he wore it was almost akin to a uniform: his back straight even when his posture seemed relaxed. 
 
    Like a soldier. 
 
    He extended the platter to them again, but neither of them took another appetizer from it, so he passed it off to a nearby server and wiped his hands and mouth with a cloth napkin. 
 
    “In any case, I’m here much like you, by invitation of our hostess. Kathryn is an old friend.” 
 
    They had bumped into their hostess a couple times during the course of their evening but hadn’t spoken with her long enough to get a measure of her character; she never seemed to stop moving, constantly soliciting after the enjoyment of every one of her guests. 
 
    “What line of work are you in?” Nameless asked politely. 
 
    “I’m a broker, of sorts. So I have attended a handful of these parties in the past.” Tiberius chuckled through another genial smile and offered them a wink; “That’s how I knew to go for the mango first.” 
 
    “Did you know someone in Lipton Falls?” Milly asked. 
 
    The smile faded from his face. 
 
    “No, I did not. And neither did anyone else in this room. The poor devils in that town... it is unfair how their memory is being used tonight. I tried to talk Kathryn out of it, but she would not be dissuaded, at least her heart is in the right place, even if I can’t say the same for these others.” 
 
    On the rare occasion that he needed to be, Nameless was a talented liar, Miranda would not have sent him undercover if he wasn’t. 
 
    And as a talented liar he recognized that, while his remorse over Lipton Falls appeared genuine, Tiberius had a similar skill-set. 
 
    Whoever he was, the man had secrets. 
 
    Through their bond Milly picked up on her master’s caution, so she became silent and just watched. 
 
    After the lull brought about by the heavy topic, Tiberius turned to face Nameless directly. 
 
    “You were there, weren’t you?” He asked in a low voice; “You saw the horrors that are being misrepresented tonight?” 
 
    The memory of Lipton Falls still haunted the young Empath; carrying limp bodies from the wreckage of their homes was not something he could so easily forget. 
 
    He drew upon the strength of his bond-mates to keep his emotions in check, still wary of the taller man. 
 
    “I was.” He said simply. 
 
    Tiberius closed his eyes briefly as if in pain himself, then nodded sympathetically and patted him firmly on the shoulder. 
 
    “I cannot imagine how difficult that was for you. It is no easy thing to look upon the ravages of war. Thank you for your service, Aegis.” 
 
    Nameless didn’t reply, not certain how to. 
 
    People had congratulated him for joining the Aegis, but no one ever thanked him like that; it was a peculiar way of thinking that he had never encountered before. 
 
    And it was the first time anyone had mentioned war tonight. Aside from Councilwoman Jacobs’ unvarying efforts to extract donations out of them, most of the wealthy elites were barely talking about Lipton Falls at all. 
 
    With the silence between them becoming awkward, Nameless opened his mouth to carry on with the bizarre conversation but was distracted as a little gong sounded. 
 
    As he looked around people began to make their way towards the open-aired Blomma garden at the center of the building. 
 
    Tiberius adopted a pained look as he realized what was happening. 
 
    “Ah, this is where I make my escape. If you stick around much longer you’ll understand why. It was a pleasure to meet you. Both of you.” 
 
    Neither of them missed how he threw in the last part almost as an afterthought. 
 
    Everything about the man just seemed slightly skewed from the norm, but Nameless couldn’t quite put his finger as to how or why. 
 
    “Likewise.” He mumbled as the man departed. 
 
    Once he was gone, Milly pulled her master close again. 
 
    “A strange fellow. What do you think he was doing here?” 
 
    He had an answer ready, though he wasn’t sure how he knew. 
 
    “Gathering information. It might be a bit of an exaggeration, but that man was spying tonight.” 
 
    “On... us?” 
 
    He shrugged, deciding it really didn’t matter in the scheme of things: he had nothing to hide anymore. 
 
    “Haven’t a clue. Not like we talked long enough for him to learn much. Come on baby, let’s go find the others and see what’s happening in the garden.” 
 
    They gathered up Nina, her drinking buddy having already very recently gone over his limit and retired for the evening, then met Ophelia and Erica underneath one of the arches abutting the garden. 
 
    There they learned that the rich and powerful in Garland lived very differently than they did. 
 
    Once the majority of the party-goers were watching, a human servant dressed in a slightly more ornate uniform than the others gently struck the little gong again and the Flutterby in their elaborate gowns filtered out of the crowd and made their way into the garden where the flower girls bloomed to greet them, their brilliantly coloured petals spreading wide in invitation. 
 
    Suddenly it was crystal clear what the gong was announcing. 
 
    Blomma nectar had a very potent effect on Flutterby, as Nameless and the others had seen firsthand with Ophelia, so he knew full well what to expect. 
 
    “Was this whole fancy party just a prelude to an orgy?” Nina asked as the winged girls embraced the waiting flowers. 
 
    “I’m afraid so dearheart.” Ophelia sighed; “There is nothing wrong with it, per se. But I always shied away from events like this, much to my mother’s consternation.” 
 
    “Why?” Erica asked as she watched with rapt fascination. 
 
    The increasingly aroused Flutterby had begun to shed the many layers of their dresses as they giggled and traded kisses with the naked Blomma, so it was damn-near impossible for the Katje not to be interested. 
 
    But she shook it off when Ophelia nudged her and directed her attention back to the watching humans on all sides of the courtyard. 
 
    “Because it’s a pageant, and there is the audience.” 
 
    Nameless didn’t miss the smug and haughty looks coming from the men and women as they watched the monster girls indulge themselves. 
 
    Nina’s eyes narrowed and she nodded. 
 
    “I know Volka likes to have an audience. But there is something... icky about this.” 
 
    “Power.” Nameless said simply; “It’s all about power for them. Never mind the pretense about openness and generosity. Half this lot don’t give a damn about any of those girls.” 
 
    The increasing sounds of passion coming from the monster girl garden was doing nothing for his libido now that he had sussed out what was bothering him about it. 
 
    “All too true, dearheart. Most Flutterby I know live in high society and this is one of the roles they play.” Ophelia said sadly; “As for the Blomma, well, have you ever known a flower girl to turn down sex?” 
 
    “Milly told me such good things about the neighbour’s garden.” Erica remarked in a bid to inject some levity into the situation. 
 
    Her attempt fell flat. 
 
    Ophelia took Nameless by the hand and squeezed it tight. 
 
    “Can we leave? This spectacle will continue for some time. And I doubt anything else productive will get done now that it has begun.” 
 
    Nameless nodded. 
 
    “Yeah. I’ve seen enough.” 
 
    He felt a swell of pity in his heart for the Blomma and their Flutterby lovers, but ultimately they had chosen this life for themselves. 
 
    It reminded him very much of the Cat-House in the wilds, a brothel full to bursting with Katje prostitutes. 
 
    Sex and corruption went hand in hand just as readily as sex and love. 
 
    “I can hear you judging us, Aegis.” One of the wealthy women nearby said suddenly with a biting tone as she turned away from the show, annoyed at the distraction. 
 
    “You should be judged.” Nameless muttered back. 
 
    Her chin turned up as she glared down her nose at him. 
 
    “I won’t be lectured by-” 
 
    Nina leveled her hammer at the haughty lady, nearly bowling her over just with the strength in her glare. 
 
    “Keep talking and I pull out your eyes. You’re not worthy to look upon my mate with your disgusting face.” 
 
    The suddenly pale-faced woman swallowed nervously as a faint rumble shook the building, accompanied by a high pitched tinkling noise from a nearby table where a pyramid of fluted glasses stood vibrating precariously amidst the giant’s ire. 
 
    A few of the other people muttered to each other worriedly at the disturbance but the orgy continued, the monster girls far to engaged with each other by then to notice the minor quake. 
 
    “Nina, enough. We’re leaving.” Nameless said firmly to prevent a scene. 
 
    Milly bent down to kiss the little Gigas on the top of her head and coax her towards the exit. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve seen how the other side lives. Kettering is better.” 
 
    Thinking back on the boisterous and joyful flower-girls in Janet Skinner’s garden neighbouring their cottage, Nameless agreed whole-heartedly. 
 
    Disturbed far more than he cared to admit, he and the girls made their escape. 
 
    But whatever discomfort they faced at the party was completely forgotten when they returned home that evening to find a familiar face waiting for them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16: 
 
    Telling Tales 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kaylee was standing at the front door of their apartment building under the light of a street lamp, and when she caught sight of the young Amazon, Milly let out an excited low and started running towards her. 
 
    “Escrya’s back!” She enthused, her cheeks rosy with uncontainable excitement. 
 
    Erica’s face likewise lit up, as did Ophelia’s, albeit with more poise. 
 
    Having heard the Minotaur coming, the Amazon shook her head in wonder. 
 
    “And so too is Kaylee!” The young warrior objected with a laugh. 
 
    But any offence she might have taken was forgotten when Milly embraced her fiercely, even going so far to kiss and lick at the side of her face. 
 
    “Euagh! That tickles!” Kaylee giggled as she returned the hug; “I am glad to see you as well!” 
 
    It had been weeks since any of them had seen her, so there were more hugs to follow. 
 
    And when Escrya and Helena returned from the market district with packs full of provisions, they were given much the same treatment. 
 
    Once the greetings were finished they hurried the three fatigued Amazons inside and up to their apartment. 
 
    They expressed some concern at the state of the door before entering though; Nina had reattached it before leaving for the fundraiser, but it wasn’t hanging properly at all. 
 
    Nameless had very little desire to get in touch with the landlord about it. 
 
    Soon they sat in the living room, Erica purring beside Kaylee as she combed and braided her hair with fresh Valkyrie feathers, and Milly behind Helena making the Amazon groan with a vigorous shoulder rub, the two of them having exchanged such favours on multiple occasions in the past. 
 
    When Volka returned Nameless shot a questioning look at her, but she simply winked at him rather than explain the situation with Lilly, her focus quickly turning to Escrya. 
 
    While her sisters were being spoiled, she knelt before the Dominar, just as she had in Lipton Falls, to give her report on their journey. 
 
    “We have set things into motion, as you asked Dominar. There should be several more war parties arriving in the coming days.” 
 
    Volka nodded. 
 
    “Yes, I’ve met with a steady stream of Amazons since last we spoke, as well as others. It is small, but we have enough now to call it a reactionary force.” 
 
    “You three seem exhausted.” Ophelia fretted, bringing the Amazons each a large glass of Milly’s milk from the icebox and urging Escrya to stop prostrating herself and rest on the couch. 
 
    If they were, none of them were saying it. 
 
    “Our quest remains unfinished. We have gotten the word out, so there are runners from every tribe in the region calling our people to the Dominar’s side.” Escrya shook her head and sighed heavily; “But they will be few, nowhere near the numbers we fielded before the world was broken.” 
 
    Nameless sat down beside her, setting his hand on the back of hers as she drank, sensing that there was more to what she was saying. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    She turned her hand over to interlace her fingers with his, a smile on her face as she met his warm mud coloured eyes with her icy blues. 
 
    “My people spread to the winds after the Aegis was founded, most seeking out new lands to settle in. But there was one group that returned to their ancestral home, determined to rebuild and restore their former glory.” 
 
    “Sorry, I don’t mean to be dismissive, but it’s just one tribe... right?” Erica asked. 
 
    Escrya let loose with a sudden laugh that surprised them, and shook her head as she set down her now-empty glass. 
 
    “Yes, Erica, one tribe. But they were the first and the largest. The tribe from which all others were born, once upon a time.” 
 
    They found themselves being drawn in by her words as the storyteller explained the Katje’s mistake. 
 
    “You speak of the Darkwood?” Volka remarked with some surprise; “The Matriarch’s line still endures even after all this time?” 
 
    “I do. And it does. The strongest of the Amazons, warleader of warleaders. We intend to seek her out.” 
 
    The Valkyrie shook her head though. 
 
    “She may well kill you! If her people still live, they will cling to the old ways. Before the tribes broke away. To them, you are all traitors that abandoned your homeland.” 
 
    Escrya accepted the danger with a determined nod. 
 
    “Yes. But by all accounts they loved and respected the Valkyrie as much as any of us. I would see that allegiance renewed, at any cost.” 
 
    “I don’t get it, why did all the other tribes leave this homeland place?” Milly asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “The ravages of war.” Volka explained; “The Divine Republic used many different weapons against the various monster girl breeds that they found too unruly. In a gambit to wipe out the Amazons they unleashed... something. It caused a massive crater to form in the very heart of what became known as the Darkwood. Out of this crater many strange things emerged, flora and fauna alike, but perverted with wretched science. Many of which were not unlike the indiscriminate Maneaters. Though if rumours are to be believed, the Maneaters are cuddlesome compared to some of the nightmares that came out of that crater.” 
 
    Escrya nodded. 
 
    “The Darkwood is a truly ancient forest, some miles to the south and west of here. Older even than the woods where the Saenga dwell. It was changed by the energy the empire unleashed: the flesh of the ancient trees turned black, yet remained alive. Fearing this perversion of nature, the tribes broke away from the Matriarch when she refused to leave. It was a dark time for our people.” 
 
    “And this was all going on while the war was being fought?” Erica asked, incredulous. 
 
    “Yes.” Volka answered; “But you have to understand: the war went on for hundreds of years, the ferocity of it ebbing and flowing, so there were periods of relative peace where other squabbles took the fore in people’s minds. I was not even born when these events occurred, it happened even before the Chimera were wiped out. Truly, I am amazed that Amazons still dwell in that place.” 
 
    “They do.” Helena said firmly, though she groaned as Milly pressed her thumbs harder into her shoulders; “A great many of them. If whispers are to be believed, the Saenga tribe many times over could not match their number.” 
 
    Volka nodded slowly, then brought her wing around and plucked one of her flight feathers, much as she had done for Nameless, and handed it to Escrya. 
 
    “If you are truly set on this path, present the Matriarch with this, it will at least improve your chances of being heard out. In better times I would never presume to command them to leave a home they have clung to for longer than I have been alive, but the aid of the Amazon Matriarch and her warriors would go a long way towards upsetting Evadne’s schemes!” 
 
    As Escrya took the feather and tucked it away, Ophelia fluttered into the middle of the room and set her hand on the young Amazon’s shoulders. 
 
    “You’re not leaving tonight.” She declared firmly, not brooking any disagreement; “If this journey is going to be as dangerous as you say, you need to begin it fresh and ready! You can leave in the morning, or even the morning after that!” 
 
    Volka stood up to join the Flutterby. 
 
    “I agree, rest, warriors of the Saenga. The task that you set upon may well become legend some day, and you will therefore need your strength.” 
 
    Ophelia rolled her eyes, an uncharacteristic display of exasperation. 
 
    “I literally just said that.” 
 
    While the Amazons shared in a laugh at his Flutterby’s expense, Nameless took their cups into the kitchen. 
 
    Milly followed him. 
 
    When he was finished with the sink he turned to find her waiting. 
 
    “Oh! Hey baby, is everything alright?” 
 
    She had a pensive expression on her face, the kind of look he’d seen from her before; she wanted something, but was hesitant to ask for it. 
 
    He opened his mouth to reassure her but she spoke before he could, keeping her voice low so no one else could hear. 
 
    “The rest of us talked about this, a while ago. And we all agree. We missed out on you bonding with Kar.” She explained, shaking her head with determination; “We’re not going to miss out on Escrya too.” 
 
    His eyes and mouth widened in surprise. 
 
    He and the young Amazon had one night together, back when they were still in the academy, and though he thought on it fondly sometimes, he’d come to feel that they’d missed their moment. 
 
    So naturally he was taken aback by the Minotaur’s sudden resolve, not to mention her abrupt declaration. 
 
    “Are you-” 
 
    “I’m more than sure Master!” She interrupted him before he could finish; “Didn’t you feel how happy we all were to see her again?” 
 
    “I... yes, I did. But we don’t need to rush.” 
 
    “We’re not.” She objected with some indignation; “We took too long already. We- I, want her, so go and get her.” 
 
    The whole conversation was happening so fast that Nameless was struggling to keep up. 
 
    But after a few moments, a broad and genuine smile spread across his face. 
 
    “Well it’s not like I can say no, now can I?” He quipped. 
 
    Milly bit her lip and her cheeks reddened further as she looked away in embarrassment. 
 
    But she smiled as well. 
 
    “Do you want to tell her?” He asked, still smiling. 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “We already have a plan for that too.” 
 
    He quirked his brow at her. 
 
    “How much ‘planning’ do you girls get up to when I’m not around?” 
 
    His Minotaur giggled and she turned coquettish. 
 
    “Nina told me that if I tell you I have to kill you. So I’ll never tell, Master!” 
 
    They had escaped from the party early, but it was still quite late in the evening, and with their journey ahead of them the Amazons took it in turns to wash up before settling in for the night. 
 
    It felt strange to them to bathe alone, but the needs of the moment overrode their cultural preferences. 
 
    Escrya came out of the shower last, bemused by the strange contraption that allowed for rain to fall indoors; it was one thing to be aware of such a thing, another to experience it directly. 
 
    With a towel wrapped around her nude body she made to go into the living room where Helena and Kaylee were already asleep. 
 
    But she never made it there. 
 
    In the moonlight filtering in through the windows stood Ophelia, waiting at the bottom of the stairs, wearing one of her fluttery nightgowns and a mysterious smile. 
 
    Without a word she offered her hand, palm up, towards Escrya. 
 
    The Amazon’s breathing hitched at the implications. 
 
    Her fingers were trembling slightly when she settled them in the Flutterby’s welcoming palm. 
 
    And when she was slowly led up the stairs, her body began to tense up, a fearful hope rising in her breast. 
 
    On the bed were Nameless and the rest of the girls, naked and waiting; all eyes turned to her, welcoming her in silence as her gaze settled on his face. 
 
    A smile and a simple nod from him told her unequivocally that her hope was not without cause. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17: 
 
    Moonlit Bonds 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a struggle for Escrya to maintain her composure, a struggle which she inevitably lost. 
 
    Standing beside her, Ophelia heard the quiet sob as her emotions overcame her, joyous tears trailing down her face. 
 
    And hers wasn’t the only one; sitting on the edge of the bed Milly sniffed quietly, while at her side Erica was blinking rapidly to fend off her own emotional response. 
 
    A faint tug at her hip told Escrya that the Flutterby wanted her to lose her towel, and a moment later she felt it fall away, her nakedness revealed to the man and monster girls in the loft, her tanned skin paling in the moonlight. 
 
    Before they joined the others on the bed, Ophelia turned the tearful Amazon’s head to face her and stood on her toes to kiss her gently on the lips. 
 
    “We want you.” She said simply. 
 
    With the dearly sought after words spoken aloud, Escrya had to pull her close with both arms in order to lean over the shorter woman and kiss her properly, though her lips were wet with tears. 
 
    Once they broke apart, she allowed the somewhat dazed Flutterby to lead her onto the bed with the others. 
 
    Leaning against Volka’s shoulder, Nina reached out and gentle pressed her balled fist against her jaw, as if punching her in slow motion. 
 
    “You earned this, don’t be weird about it.” She mumbled into the heavy silence; “And after this you, me, and Milly are going to be wrestling a bunch more, until I’m satisfied that the only one who can get past you is me.” 
 
    Escrya was the story teller for her people, their oral history remembered through her words, so it was a strange thing for her to be unable to speak. 
 
    Instead she pressed her lips to Nina’s tiny mouth, a bold move given how badly the Gigas had kicked her ass once, but she was into it. 
 
    After that the other girls greeted her in turns; Erica by purring and tonguing at her cheek and lips, Milly by hugging her fiercely, their breasts squeezing tight together. 
 
    “I’m sorry I made you wait so long.” The Minotaur spoke thickly into her ear. 
 
    “Don’t-” Escrya sobbed, finally able to speak, however thickly; “Never apologize for anything, you beautiful Minotaur!” 
 
    When their hug finally broke apart, the Amazon turned to face Volka, the angel had her knees curled up under her, sitting on her thighs. 
 
     For Escrya it was like worshiping at an altar as she approached the Valkyrie, her golden wings wrapping around her as they embraced just as fiercely she had with Milly. 
 
    “I told you this before, daughter of Alcaia, but I shall repeat it: you are worthy.” 
 
    A few stressful tears trailed down Escrya’s cheeks as her lips met with the angel’s, sharing in a long kiss. 
 
    A bit too long, in some opinions. 
 
    “So are we doing this or what?” Nina complained. 
 
    “Shh!” Erica hissed at her; “Or I’ll sit on your face.” 
 
    The moment of levity allowed the overwhelmed Amazon a moment of tension easing laughter as she broke off her intimate moment with the angel. 
 
    When she turned from Volka all that was left was Nameless. 
 
    The girls all shuffled around as she met his eyes in the dim light, seeing nothing but acceptance as he extended his arm towards her. 
 
    The Amazon reached out, but not to accept his hand: her fingers encircled his erection and his eyes widened when she gripped his heated length firmly, her fingers pressing it tight to her palm. 
 
    At first her smile was coy, but she bit her lip as her eyes fluttered with the warmth of his flesh, and with the joy at having the ability to so freely touch the one she had yearned after for so long. 
 
    There was only one thing left. 
 
    She managed to keep her fingers steady as she freed her heartstone from the thong around her neck and held it out for him to take. 
 
    The icy blue stone reflected the moonlight in the air between them, while the faint inner light that was her soul called to Nameless. 
 
    He sat up onto his knees, his cock still in her grip, and the others did the same, until they were all gathered around her on the bed. Then he took the precious gem in his fingers and carefully considered it, as much with his eyes as with his mind. 
 
    She could feel the faint tickle of his consciousness sifting through hers, looking for that special place in her heart that all monsters hope someone will find, and that an Empath can do as easily as taking a breath. 
 
    All of the girls felt the mounting anticipation, all of them knew what it was that Escrya was about to experience, and they wanted to be a part of it. 
 
    Milly was on Escrya’s right, her massive breasts pressing into her shoulder as her strong arm wrapped around her waist. 
 
    Erica was standing behind her now, purring quietly with her hands gently kneading her shoulders. 
 
    Ophelia was on her left, mirroring Milly’s pose, save for tracing little kisses on the muscles of her upper arm. 
 
    Nina was next to Nameless’s hip, one hand on his ass and the other resting gently on Escrya’s fist, wrapped around his dick. 
 
    The Gigas was eager to get to the fun part. 
 
    And kneeling behind him was Volka, her wings extended around them, her angelic aura tightly contained to just the loft, washing over the six hearts besides hers as she presided over the impromptu little ceremony. 
 
    Escrya felt it, the moment Nameless found what he was looking for within her, she felt the potential, her yearning heart already reaching out to see her part of the bond fulfilled. 
 
    With his muddy brown eyes locked on her icy blues, he slowly raised her heartstone to his lips. 
 
    Her breathing hitched and her lips parted, her hand shifting forwards absently to stroke his cock. 
 
    And when he kissed her heartstone she felt him open that part of himself to receive her, felt him open his heart to her and claim a precious piece of her soul as his own. 
 
    The bond taking hold of her was like slipping into a hot bath after a long winter without one, of finding yourself exactly where you were always meant to be. 
 
    She was home. 
 
    She let out a short cry and her back arched as for the first time in her life she felt whole; and more than that, she felt what he felt. 
 
    They’d done this before, the night they first coupled together, when Volka had shared all of their minds with hers so that she could take part in their conversation. 
 
    But this was something altogether different. 
 
    Deep, deep inside of herself, she felt his wants, his love, his hopes, his dreams... 
 
    And above all of that she felt his lust, and it stoked a mirroring desire in her, a burning flame of passion that made her want to fold herself into him, to press every inch of her skin to his and be marked in every way he cared to mark her. 
 
    She’d happily wear a collar for him, or brand his name onto her flesh, or walk around in public wearing nothing but his cum. 
 
    Anything to show the world who it was that she now belonged to. 
 
    All of this took place in the span of a few seconds, the others watching on with a mixture of amusement and arousal. 
 
    When Escrya opened her eyes again she looked upon the face of her husband and she wept with joy at the sight. 
 
    “Master.” She whispered in reverence, knowing that it was a word that he treasured, but also recognizing that it was a statement of absolute fact. 
 
    A moment later her lips were on his, her tongue plunging into his mouth as he grunted from the abrupt escalation. 
 
    She felt the other girls around her, through her fresh bond with him she felt what he felt, and as an Empath he in turn felt what all of his bond-mates felt. 
 
    Things escalated quickly from there. 
 
    Without a word spoken, Volka pulled Nameless down to lean back against her, while Erica urged Escrya to straddle him, in between licking and biting at her ears of course. 
 
    Everyone in the room wanted his cock inside of the Amazon. 
 
    But with the bond so fresh she was shaking uncontrollably with the rising need, so Ophelia and Erica helped to hold her steady, while Nina took hold of the root of his cock and Milly reached down to splay her pussy lips with her fingers until all together they got what they wanted. 
 
    When her new bond-mate’s erection slid inside of her snug tunnel, Escrya shattered the hushed silence of the loft with a sharp cry, unintentionally waking Helena and Kaylee in the living room below. 
 
    At first the two of them looked to each other with wry amusement at the sounds of passion coming from their hosts, but they quickly realized that Escrya was not sleeping with them, and so amusement turned to a wistful kind of joy as together they quietly celebrated their sister finding her heart’s mate. 
 
    In the loft above, the young Amazon began to roll her hips to massage Nameless’s cock with her inner muscles, her arms now wrapped around his shoulders as she held his face tight to her breasts, his hands in turn cupping her tits to press as much of her warm flesh to his face as possible, his mouth kissing at her cleavage and his tongue flicking over her nipples. 
 
    Her slick pussy spasmed around his cock when she came, and a moment later she felt a flood of warmth deep inside of her when he too was pulled over the edge, his cum spurting from his cockhead in powerful pulses as he grunted into her breasts. 
 
    With each release of his seed his shaft strained and shifted inside her, even that miniscule movement enough to make her toes curl as her orgasm continued. 
 
    When she was finally spent she slumped on top of him, his erection still deep inside her and the odd sensation of so much of his cum in her pussy making her feel strangely fulfilled. 
 
    She looked into his eyes, hazy from his recent pleasure, and couldn’t stop herself from shoving her tongue into his mouth again to make out with him in the shared afterglow of their mutual release. 
 
    But they weren’t making love in a vacuum, and the desires of her bond-sisters had been growing from the moment Ophelia led her up the stairs. 
 
    Fingers delicately pinching at one of her nipples drew her attention away from kissing her new man and she looked to see Erica, now lying down beside him. 
 
    “Sit on my face?” She begged. 
 
    It was not what the Amazon would have expected, not with her cunt so full of their bond-mate’s cum. 
 
    But she couldn’t say no, not to Erica, and not to any of the others. 
 
    So she lifted herself off of Nameless, the young man sucking air between his teeth when her pussy’s inner walls slid against his shaft until his cock slid free of her. 
 
    A bit of manoeuvring and soon she was straddling Erica’s face, the Katje’s tongue straining to reach her messy pussy. 
 
    “Erica, are you certain you-” 
 
    But she didn’t finish, behind her Nina let out an impatient huff and pushed down on her shoulder so that her groin came down on the cat’s mouth. 
 
    “Oh!” Esrya’s eyes boggled and her breathing hitched when she felt her new bond-sister’s eager tongue go to work drawing out Nameless’s cum; “Yeah, okay, s-sure.” 
 
    She shivered from the vibration of Erica’s purring, having not expected the sensation to be so pleasurable, while the green cat-like eyes between her thighs watched her every reaction. 
 
    And when her mouth fell open in a gasp, suddenly Volka was there, her tongue a most welcome invasion. 
 
    While Erica and the angel tended to Escrya, to one side Nina and Ophelia were panting as they kissed with increasing hunger, and to the other side Milly had bent over to suck Nameless’s cock into her mouth, bobbing rapidly to clean off his shaft and to reinvigorate his flagging flesh. 
 
    Seeing all of the activity around her, all while the Katje was still happily licking cum out of her, Escrya suddenly blushed; the Amazons were not a shy people, but she had little experience with sex, and hadn’t expected them to be so... depraved, in their inclinations. 
 
    Not that she was complaining. 
 
    “Madness.” She moaned into Volka’s mouth as she rocked her hips against Erica’s face; “Utterly delicious madness.” 
 
    “Yes, and beautiful as well.” Volka replied before kissing her delicately on the side of her mouth, sending a thrill down the Amazon’s spine; “Enjoy us, my sister. We are yours now, just as you are his.” 
 
    With the memories of Nameless’s cock inside of her so fresh, not to mention with a frisky Katje’s tongue deep inside of her, Escrya was just as aroused as she was when Nameless first entered her. 
 
    “I would take you in every way you will let me!” She whispered between frantic kisses; “To be loved by a Valkyrie... a dream.” 
 
    Volka chuckled as she nuzzled into her neck. 
 
    “You’re not so bad yourself.” She quipped before her words turned breathless with desire; “Goddess... can you feel their eyes on us?” 
 
    At some point the others had stopped their various shenanigans to watch the two of them groping at each other’s tits while Erica did her thing between Escrya’s legs. 
 
    Nameless was of course spellbound by the spectacle of the Valkyrie and the young Amazon together. 
 
    And they all knew how much Volka liked to be watched. 
 
    With a moan the angel sucked Escrya’s tongue into her mouth to deepen their kiss as her hands wrapped around to clutch at the cheeks of her ass.  
 
    “Come to me, my newest love. There is something I would like to try.” 
 
    The Amazon was panting with need, and looked down at Erica, still purring beneath her pussy. 
 
    The Katje winked, as if giving her permission. 
 
    Nameless was sitting up now, with Milly at his side, her arm around his shoulders while her other hand was stroking him leisurely as they watched the two blondes shift around. 
 
    “Whew!” Erica exclaimed as she licked her lips clean, very smug; “Master, you never disappoint, you left so much in her for me.” 
 
    “I’d say ‘you’re welcome’, but that doesn’t make sense to me for some reason.” He replied quietly before addressing the blondes; “What are you two up to anyways?” 
 
    “I do not know, but it is something new to me, and beautiful!” Escrya panted as her head dipped down to suck on Volka’s nipple. 
 
    “Cool.” Nina nodded in approval; “See that babe? We get a private show.” 
 
    “Then I suppose our Volka and our Escrya should keep going.” Ophelia suggested as she wrapped her arms around Nina from behind, leaning down to kiss her on top of her head. 
 
    By that point they needed no urging, their kissing having reached the point of frantic hunger as they pawed at each other’s bodies. 
 
    It turned out that Escrya liked to be watched too. 
 
    So the rest of them got out of the way and as Nina suggested, they just enjoyed the show. 
 
    A good thing too, as the Valkyrie and Amazon were getting almost violent in their movements; Volka’s wings spreading wide to make room as she flopped onto her back and pulled her legs apart to allow Escrya to scissor hers into place. 
 
    “This is incredible!” Milly breathed, her hand still absently stroking Nameless’s erection. 
 
    The Amazon and the angel both sucked in a breath when they finally got into position and their pussies mashed together. 
 
    And when Volka bucked her hips, Escrya threw her hair back and let out a cry. 
 
    Erica casually began to finger herself, her eyes hooded as she watched. 
 
    “That escalated quickly.” 
 
    “Oh dear, I hope we don’t wake the others.” Ophelia fretted as she firmly massaged Nina’s tits. 
 
    The Gigas rested her head back against Ophelia’s cleavage and shook her head. 
 
    “If we do they better pretend to be asleep.” 
 
    Using her hand on his cock, Milly pulled Nameless closer to the action, until he was kneeling right over where Volka and Escrya’s glistening pussies were thrashing together, their juices mingling as they moved. 
 
    “He’s watching you.” Milly told them in her innocent bell-like voice; “Don’t hold back.” 
 
    With a shared cry they bucked their hips harder tribbing with more vigour, their moans and sighs accompanied by the gentle pattering sound of Milly’s hand on Nameless’s cock as she began to stroke him off deliberately and firmly. 
 
    “Can you feel it Escrya?” Volka moaned; “Can you feel his hunger for us?” 
 
    “Ahh! I can! I can s-sister!” 
 
    “It’s true.” Nameless groaned as Erica took up position opposite Milly and began to massage his balls; “If you weren’t fucking each other I’d be all over you right now! Fuck that angel Escrya, fuck her hard!” 
 
    Volka tossed her head back as the Amazon redoubled her efforts, her hair flinging upwards in a golden fan before settling behind her head, her mouth open and her eyes closed as she basked in the plethora of sensations around her. 
 
    “He will cum soon, sister! Can you feel his pleasure growing? He is going to mark us as his! We are his, you are his!” 
 
    Through their bond Volka was watching the events unfold through Nameless’s eyes, watching herself make love to the young Amazon and it was bliss. 
 
    Escrya whole body seized up as her orgasm arrived first, then seized Volka’s foot and wantonly lathed her tongue over the sensitive arch. 
 
    Nameless hit his limit, Erica’s palm working his scrotum and Milly’s rapidly jerking fist taking him over the edge as well. 
 
    And the feeling of his hot spunk landing on their spasming pussies set Volka off to complete the triangle. 
 
    She cried out as she joined the Amazon and their bond-mate in mutual bliss, her vocalization loud enough to make both Helena and Kaylee snicker, both of them doing their best to pretend to be asleep. 
 
    Escrya flopped onto her back, half wrestling and half fucking the angel as she mashed their sopping cunts together with even more force, the heat of her bond-mate’s pleasure driving her wild. 
 
    It was one of the most incredible things Nameless had ever seen in his life, and he had seen some incredible things. 
 
    Their bellies and pelvises were a mess of white cum, sweat, and female ejaculate, their stomachs hollowing with each ragged breath as they came down from the heights of ecstasy. 
 
    “I love you Escrya.” Nameless said into the ensuing silence; “Don’t know if I said that yet.” 
 
    “You haven’t, my beloved.” She said thickly; “But that’s alright, you showed me well enough.” 
 
    He had been fascinated with her since the night she had told him and his other bond-mates the story of the fall of the Valkyrie, before he woke Jonathan from his coma, before they had even found Volka. 
 
    It felt like another life, so much had happened since. 
 
    Intentionally bonding with her as he did was like reclaiming a piece of that other life. 
 
    It was a life they all wanted to return to, and thanks to her, for that one night they were able to. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18: 
 
    Reunions and Reconciliations 
 
      
 
      
 
    The following morning Escrya woke in the faint light of dawn, and for a brief moment she thought it had all been a dream. 
 
    But a faint sigh to her left from Milly told her otherwise and she had to keep herself from letting out a girlish squeal of glee. 
 
    “Morning shnookums.” Volka reached out and gently flicked her nose. 
 
    “Good morning Dominar- no.” She immediately corrected herself; “Good morning, my sister-wife.” 
 
    The golden woman smiled widely and scooted carefully around Erica, purring in her sleep with her arms wrapped around Nina and Ophelia. 
 
    The three of them had gone to town on each other after the show Escrya and Volka had put on, the hilt of Erica’s dagger having gotten a lot of work done. 
 
    Once at her side the Valkyrie hugged Escrya, her ethereal golden wings wrapping around her as she squeezed her tight. 
 
    “I must be both, I’m afraid. But here, ‘Volka’ would be best. Or sugar-tits.” 
 
    Escrya snorted in amusement, the sound causing the others to stir. 
 
    Then she let out a wistful sigh as she and Volka looked upon Nameless’s sleeping face. 
 
    “A lifetime of imagining what it would be like, and it somehow was not enough. How do you deal with such constant joy? I feel ready to... to dance and sing and rave about my good fortune!” 
 
    “That’s easy. Sex. Lots of it.” Milly giggled from nearby, having woken up at their conversation. 
 
    Escrya turned, Volka’s wings withdrawing to give her room, and looked upon the Minotaur’s face. 
 
    Her simple wholesome beauty stole her heart, and without asking permission the Amazon pushed her backwards onto the bed and climbed on top of her, the cow letting out a little moo of surprise at her sudden aggression. 
 
    Stretched out on top of her, their breasts pressing together, Escrya kissed her as passionately as she had Nameless and Volka the night before, until the two were panting into each other’s mouths as they made out. 
 
    “So much for sugar-tits.” Volka mumbled, but bit her lip as she watched the two of them. 
 
    Nameless rolled over on the bed until his body was next to Milly’s, the Amazon now kissing at the Minotaur’s neck. 
 
    He smiled at the sight. 
 
    “Good morning girls, I’m glad to see you two having fun.” 
 
    Escrya pulled her mouth out of Milly’s cleavage to face him, and when her eyes met with his she let out an odd moaning grunt from the sudden wave of absolute arousal that his features engendered in her. 
 
    “Good morning, my Husband.” She said in a low voice. 
 
    The heat of the bond was still upon her, and the look she was giving him now was downright predatory. 
 
    With her eyes still locked with his she extended her tongue and licked Milly’s pert nipple one last time, causing the Minotaur’s low to reverberate in the air around them. 
 
    It was as if the previous night had just resumed as he rolled over to join his new Amazon on top of his beloved cow. 
 
    But with the morning light came the harsh reality that they couldn’t stay in bed any longer, especially when they heard Kaylee and Helena stirring downstairs, so they dressed and went down to join them, the other two Amazons constantly having to hide their grins of amusement while they ate breakfast. 
 
    Inevitably, the time came to part. 
 
    They all left the apartment together, standing in an intimate circle in the street around Escrya and Nameless as they said goodbye. 
 
    “To bond in the evening, and be gone by morning.” She lamented as she held both of his hands in hers, but she was smiling. 
 
    “Stay safe, Escrya.” Nameless urged, blinking rapidly as he turned to Helena and Kaylee; “And you too, girls.” 
 
    Kaylee winked. 
 
    “You hear that Helena? They remembered we were here this time!” 
 
    “Ah, the woes of being an afterthought!” Helena bemoaned, joining in her war-sister’s teasing; “But come, Kaylee! The sooner we set out the sooner you and I can force Escrya to tell us everything!” 
 
    Nameless’s newest bond-mate flushed at their teasing, but her smile was unabated. 
 
    “If I tell you anything Helena, it will only make you jealous. My husband and my bond-sisters are ravenous in our bed.” 
 
    “That’s a good word for it.” Nina agreed, her hand casually reaching up Escrya skirt to massage one of her ass cheeks; “And like the little guy said, stay safe. If this Matriarch chick gives you any trouble, let me know so I can smack her around.” 
 
    “We’ll be waiting for you to get back, dearheart.” Ophelia kissed her on her cheek. 
 
    Erica soon followed suit, though she also licked at the Amazon’s neck and jaw before whispering in her ear. 
 
    “Yeah, because I have some unfinished business with that juicy pussy of yours.” 
 
    Escrya shuddered at the memory of Erica’s tongue inside of her, eagerly chasing after every hint of Nameless’s cum. 
 
    “I... I will be dreaming of your tongue I think.” 
 
    “We’ll be dreaming of you too.” Milly promised as she hugged her from behind. 
 
    With their goodbyes said, Escrya shared one final embrace with Nameless, burying his face in her cleavage and holding him there long enough for him to think she wasn’t going to leave after all. 
 
    Hugs like this were something he had come to cherish from the Amazons; nothing like a face-full of warm tit-flesh to say hello, or in this case goodbye. 
 
    The difference this time was that the tits now belonged to him, so even with all of the other girls watching he had no problem nuzzling as deep as he could and kissing her cleavage all over. 
 
    Ophelia had been spot on about his Amazon fantasies. 
 
    Before they could get carried away though, Escrya stooped down to kiss him one final time and broke away from him with a little sob. 
 
    Unable to speak, she and her sisters rapidly stalked off into the streets, leaving him standing there with tears welling in his eyes. 
 
    “Come then, family.” Volka declared after the Amazons disappeared from sight, distracting him; “We too have our rolls to fill.” 
 
    The reminder of the work that likely waited for him at the Bastion made Nameless’s mood instantly sour, but he agreed with the Valkyrie’s thinking and dried his eyes before setting out to do his duty. 
 
    By lunchtime, he was thinking that his duty sucked. 
 
    The mess hall on the third floor of the Bastion was more crowded than usual as he set his tray down with a heavy sigh, glad for a chance to take a mental break before throwing himself at the seemingly meaningless paperwork. 
 
    For sure the work was dreary and depressing, but he’d managed to keep his spirits up by focusing on his newest bond-mate, and however drudging the work was he felt a bizarre feeling of pride that he’d been able to keep at it without a word of complaint. 
 
    With Nameless stuck essentially doing paperwork, his bond-mates were once more left to their own devices. 
 
    His girls kept at their various training: Ophelia spent most of her time pouring over medical texts as she prepared for her exam to become a second tier medic, while Erica, Nina, and Milly were back to grappling with the Amazons in the training grounds at the base of the bastion. 
 
    Tiana and her sisters visited often to work with Milly and Nina, but mostly they had been practicing with the Saenga girls. 
 
    Like the Brael girls, the wild Amazons didn’t have any orders to follow aside from Volka’s, so they were helping Nameless’s bond-mates the best way they knew how. 
 
    It was always a comfort to all of them having them nearby, especially now that there was such an intimate connection with them through Escrya. 
 
    A connection that Myrina and the others were thrilled to learn about. 
 
    The whole of the Aegis was still in something of an anxious holding pattern, like when one expects a blow and tenses up in preparation for it, but then it never comes. 
 
    Though they felt guilty for thinking it, many wished for news, any news, so that they could take action. 
 
    Nameless hadn’t seen Volka since they all said goodbye to Escrya, Helena and Kaylee. But that was normal these days. Most of the time he didn’t know exactly what the Dominar got up to, though he suspected that the council still did not approve of her taking independent action. 
 
    Especially after he learned that Lilly and her Wolfen pack had gathered at the Valkyrie’s side, having so recently been expelled from the Aegis. 
 
    Nobody said anything to him about any of it, it was just a feeling he got; he was good with feelings. 
 
    With the drudge-work he had been assigned it almost seemed to him like the council was playing an awkward balancing act between keeping the rookie Aegis member under their thumb and not pissing of his glorious bond-mate. 
 
    He shook off the sudden somber mood and looked to his lunch. 
 
    With so much on his mind he was just glad to be able to enjoy the simple comfort of a good bowl of soup. 
 
    He winced though when a familiar voice called out to him. 
 
    “Hey Nameless!” 
 
    Ginger Bennett, a perpetually talkative redhead that had graduated the academy with him, had evidently decided that now was the time for them to catch up, plopping her own tray on the table across from his. 
 
    “Hi... Jenny.” 
 
    He did his best not to seem displeased with the company, but it didn’t matter as she was already launching into a longwinded recounting of her experience with her training officer during her internship. 
 
    “-really respected her, but she never shut up! I mean, let a girl get a word in ya know?” 
 
    While she spoke she dolloped a healthy amount of butter on a thick slab of bread before dunking it into her soup. 
 
    Nameless was the very definition of tolerant, but the chatty redhead strained even his limits. Though today she seemed especially agitated, almost manic, so when she stopped talking long enough to take a bite of her food, he spoke up. 
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Arm frine!” She protested around a mouthful of soggy bread, making him wince before she swallowed; “I’m fine, probably.” 
 
    “Probably?” 
 
    She wiped at her mouth with a napkin and he noticed her face flush a bit. 
 
    “I... It’s the job, Nameless. I was expecting to be hanging out with sexy monster girls like my Celeste all day, getting fingered after swooping in and rescuing them, you know?” 
 
    “Can’t say as I do, but go on.” 
 
    She stirred her soup absently with her bread, gathering her thoughts. 
 
    “I completed my medic certification at the academy. Third-tier, like your butterfly, so I knew I’d be dealing with... bodies. Sometimes. Part of the job right? But not like that.” 
 
    He drew in a heavy breath when he realized what she was getting at. 
 
    “It was a shitty day for all of us.” He offered sympathetically; “I think about it a lot too.” 
 
    Ginger sniffed, then turned her attention back to her soup. 
 
    They ate in silence for a minute, until he began to grow uncomfortable, even concerned. 
 
    So he extended one hand without thinking to rest on hers. 
 
    “Hey, look, if you need someone to talk to or-” 
 
    Before he could finish she jerked her hand out of his as if he had burned her. 
 
    “Whoa, hey, man. Look, you’re cute and all, but I’m kind of dealing with my own stuff right now so I couldn’t possibly think about starting another relationship.” 
 
    His eyes boggled and his jaw fell open. 
 
    “That isn’t what I- No!” 
 
    But as usual, she kept right on speaking over top of him. 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt your feelings, but I’m into taller guys, or shorter ones with tits. Not that you’d look better with tits or anything, but maybe a dress-” 
 
    “Ginger!” 
 
    As his indignation made war with his compassion though, she suddenly grinned at him. 
 
    A few seconds later he adopted a scowl when he realized that she was having fun at his expense. 
 
    “Gotcha!” She stooped over her bowl and crowed; “That was for your golden girlfriend shrinking my bra!” 
 
    Nameless pursed his lips as he watched her, it was plain to see that she had chosen to put on a brave face about her experience at Lipton Falls, but it wasn’t his place to unmask her if she didn’t want him to. 
 
    So instead he went along with her game. 
 
    “Har har. Here I was thinking we were having a human moment.” 
 
    “Nope! No moments. Though if you want to go put on a dress I’d be happy to peg you!” 
 
    “No thanks.” He declined drily; “I should finish eating though. My break will be over soon.” 
 
    He hunched over his bowl to practice what he was preaching, but her eyes widened as she looked over his shoulder at something behind him. 
 
    “Looks like it already is.” 
 
    He turned to see Theo Holbrook, the criminal law instructor from the academy, weaving his way through the tables towards them with purpose. 
 
    “Armstrong, Bennett.” They got to their feet and snapped salutes to their chests at his greeting, waiting at attention; “At ease. I have an assignment for you.” 
 
    “Both of us, sir?” Jenny asked with some interest. 
 
    Since Lipton Falls they had been operating mainly in Garland and with less oversight than they would normally. 
 
    Evadne’s actions had essentially cut their internships short, so Nameless and his former classmates were now acting, and being treated, as if they were well into their probationary periods. 
 
    Whether they were ready or not, the world wasn’t waiting. 
 
    “Not you Bennett, sorry. We need a cadet with a rather unique skill-set.” 
 
    Technically they were third class operatives, but since Theo had taught them both at the academy they didn’t bother correcting him. 
 
    Ginger’s eyes widened and her mouth fell open as she grasped what he was saying. 
 
    “Ooooh, right.” She winked meaningfully at the now-scowling instructor as she spoke in a needless whisper; “This is an ‘Empath’ thing.” 
 
    Rather than voicing the word, she mouthed it, as if that would help keep it secret. 
 
    Theo let out a huff. 
 
    “Ginger, remind me to invite you to my next card game. Finish your soup.” 
 
    The redhead gave Nameless a knowing nod, then winked again at Theo before taking her seat. 
 
    Nameless made to leave with the instructor, but the bemused man shook his head. 
 
    “Actually, no. You come along as well Bennett, it’ll be good experience for all of you. And since you know about Armstrong’s ability, you can back him up.” 
 
    Ginger all but leapt out of her seat. 
 
    “Yes sir!” 
 
    Nameless and the guileless redhead followed the instructor out of the mess hall, their food forgotten. 
 
    “When I found out what they had you doing I nearly pitched a fit.” Theo explained as they walked down the stairs; “I imagine you will agree with me when I say that your talents are being underused in your present assignment?” 
 
    “I do as I’m told, sir.” Nameless replied immediately, having no desire to step on any toes. 
 
    “Heh, very diplomatic of you. Regardless, I’m reassigning you along with another cadet- pardon, another third class operative. You know him, Baron Watts.” 
 
    Given how the two of them had butted heads while rubbing elbows at the academy, Nameless wasn’t soon to forget him. 
 
    “I do sir.” 
 
    “Like yourself, he’s a talented young man with good judgment, but he’s still new.” 
 
    “I get it sir!” Ginger tossed from right behind them; “Stick three newbies together so they can catch each other’s mistakes! Though Baron probably isn’t going to like that.” 
 
    Nameless saw Theo’s cheek twitch at her words, but he didn’t disagree with her.  
 
    “Let’s just say that Aegis Watts could benefit from some, shall we say, emotional support?” 
 
    Nameless stifled a groan at Theo’s phrasing, thinking that he ought to attend that card game himself. 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    Shortly afterwards he led them into a briefing room where they found Baron and his trio of Raiju waiting, the three blue-furred cat girls absently rubbing up against their bond-mate and each other to maintain a charge in their velvety fur. 
 
    Theo wasted no time in spelling it out for them. 
 
    “We are ridiculously short-staffed, hence why I’m wearing two hats right now. We’ve had to pull half the Aegis away from other assignments. So you three are heading out to one of the auction houses in the city to relieve the moderator there.” 
 
    Even Baron couldn’t hide his surprise. 
 
    It was an enormous responsibility. 
 
    But Theo kept right on going with the briefing. 
 
    “Ginger, you might not know when to shut up but you did hit the nail on the head this time.” 
 
    Before he could continue, the redhead jumped on him. 
 
    “Hey! I know when to shut-up! Oh, wait, no I see what just happened.” 
 
    Accustomed to her chattiness after being her instructor at the academy, Theo stayed on track. 
 
    “As you surmised you’ll be working closely together to make sure the job is done right, we can’t afford for monster girls to lose faith in the auction houses, or in the Aegis itself for that matter.” He turned to Baron and gave him a look loaded with meaning before he continued; “As you might know, Aegis Armstrong is a rather gifted individual?” 
 
    “An Empath.” The young man said with a nod; “Yes sir, I’m aware.” 
 
    “Good. It will make it easier for all of you to ensure the best results for the monster girls that will be in your care going forwards.” 
 
    Though he felt put out that they were talking about him as if he weren’t even there, Nameless was distracted by the purring Raiju: two of them had peeled themselves off of Baron and were nuzzling against him. 
 
    One of the breeds incapable of speech, the feline Raiju were nonetheless attractive, and having the essentially naked girls all over him in front of their bond-mate felt a bit… inappropriate. 
 
    But Baron seemed used to it as Theo gave him the specifics of their new assignment, only reaching out to stroke at the girls’ ears to get their attention once the instructor was finished. 
 
    By that point a good deal of Nameless’s hair was standing on end from the static charge and Ginger was very obviously trying not to laugh at him. 
 
    With the briefing over, they joined up with the Harpy Celeste and headed downstairs to join Nina, Milly, and Erica. 
 
    Given that Myrina and the other Saenga Amazons were much less tolerant of kitty’s nap time than Tiana had been, the Katje for one was eager for the chance to do something other than hang out with her bond-sisters and get her ass kicked. 
 
    And when Milly heard about what they were doing, she smiled with genuine enthusiasm, as happy as Nameless to be doing something important again. 
 
    “Neat, I’ve never been to an auction house!” 
 
    Ginger smiled wide at her enthusiasm; the innocent Minotaur just had that effect on people. 
 
    But as they left the Bastion’s courtyard and crossed Divinity Square it quickly became a competition between her and her Harpy as to who could be more annoying. 
 
    Though still capable of flight, the yellow-skinned and red-haired Harpy was otherwise quite similar to Paul Fletcher’s Cockatrices; her posture was hunched low to the ground on taloned feet and she had brilliantly feathered wings instead of arms. 
 
    And as talkative as Ginger was, her scarlet winged partner was worse. 
 
    “-gave my stone to the Aegis at one of the houses! That’s how I met my Ginger-Boo!” 
 
    How Celeste could be so oblivious to the irritated look on Erica’s face was anybody’s guess, though Milly didn’t seem to mind the chatter as she nodded along politely. 
 
    Nina meanwhile lacked the Minotaur’s patience as she took in the blushing redhead. 
 
    “Hey Ginger-Boo, does your bird-brain ever shut up?” 
 
    The Minotaur sighed at the predictable interruption and Ginger turned even pinker at the giant’s words, while the now-offended Harpy turned on the Gigas with a stern look on her face. 
 
    “Hey! My name is Celeste, not Bird-Brain! You nasty little bully!” 
 
    “You called me that before.” Nina observed with a yawn; “I don’t really mind the nasty bully part, but call me ‘little’ again and I’ll be having talkative-turkey for dinner.” 
 
    Celeste’s face turned as scarlet as her bond-mate’s and she ruffled her feathers as she glared at the Gigas with impotent rage. 
 
    “Nina, leave her alone.” Nameless ordered with a sigh; “We need to focus on the assignment.” 
 
    The Gigas shrugged as she looked to her man. 
 
    “What’s there to focus on? Anyone steps towards the girls in the auction house, I kill them. Easy.” 
 
    Ginger and Celeste exchanged worried looks at the giant’s careless bloodlust, the former thinking she had perhaps been a bit too familiar with the Gigas in the past and the latter thinking she should maybe talk less around her. 
 
    “Minotaur tail hair?” Baron asked out of nowhere, gesturing at Nameless’s neck where Milly’s braid was. 
 
    “Uh, yeah, Milly made it for me.” 
 
    “Not very practical having your girl tethered to you like that.” The young man noted. 
 
    Nameless felt a sharp spike of annoyance from the girl in question, and was quick to defend her. 
 
    “She braided it for me long before we had any intention of joining the Aegis. At the time, neither of us were thinking about practicality.” 
 
    Baron sucked air between his teeth, but didn’t argue the point. 
 
    Nina was walking along at Nameless’s hip, and as she had so recently demonstrated with Celeste, she wasn’t one to just let things slide. 
 
    “You got a big mouth on you kid.” The Gigas remarked as she loosened up her murder-arm, jiggling her hammer back in forth in preparation of using it; “You gunna talk shit about me next?” 
 
    Baron drew in a deep breath and shook his head. 
 
    “No. And I wasn’t talking shit about her either. Just an observation of fact.” 
 
    Milly let out a huff, her annoyance growing even plainer and her glare nearly boring a hole in the back of Baron’s head. 
 
    “Can I scratch him, just a little?” Erica whined. 
 
    In response to the rising tension, the other three felines let out a low growl, their blue fur bristling and crackling with electricity as their ears flattened. 
 
    Ginger and Celeste shared a look and wisely, and uncharacteristically, kept silent. 
 
    “Enough, girls. All of you.” Nameless stepped in before things could get worse; “We have a job to do, and it’s an important one.” 
 
    No one disagreed with him, so he continued, striving for diplomacy. 
 
    “I know where my strengths lie, and I’m pretty sure I know where yours do.” The corner of the taller man’s mouth twitched, but again he didn’t argue as Nameless continued; “Every heartstone that passes through that place while we are assigned there will go through my hands before it leaves, agreed?” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” Ginger shrugged, though she was watching Baron. 
 
    He frowned. 
 
    “Is that how it works? Your… ability?” 
 
    “You can call it a gift.” Nina observed; “In fact, I insist.” 
 
    Nameless could see the other man’s ears flush, whether with embarrassment of annoyance, he didn’t know. 
 
    Losing patience, he tried to be as direct as he could. 
 
    “Look, Baron, you and I never really meshed. I think we can at least agree on that, but if something bad happens because you and I are bickering over nothing, I won’t forgive myself. And I doubt you will either.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean-” Baron began, but stopped himself with a curse, finally turning to face Nameless; “Yes, it is true that we got off on the wrong foot at the academy, and I will accept the blame for that. It was my mistake to think that your only qualification was your bond-mates. But right now you all seem to think I’m being passive aggressive or something, and I assure you that I am not. I am trying to focus on our assignment. If we’re working together, Jennifer and I need to know exactly how your gift works!” 
 
    It was Nameless’s turn to blush, having mistaken Baron’s behaviour so very badly. 
 
    Insanely he wished that Volka were here to give one or both of them a wedgie to ease the tension, but the Valkyrie was off trying to shape the mob of monsters that had responded to her call into an effective fighting force. 
 
    “Some Empath I am.” He sighed; “I’m sorry, you’re right.” 
 
    Baron stared at him for a few seconds, seemingly measuring his sincerity, before turning away and resuming their trek. 
 
    “Uh, Baron. My name is Ginger.” The redhead corrected from behind them; “People just call me Jenny because of my hair.” 
 
    He didn’t bother answering, though once again they all saw his ears turn red. 
 
    Nameless took it as a good sign that the professional young man could make mistakes just like anyone. 
 
    They spent the rest of the walk to the auction house discussing how his powers worked, Baron seeming especially interested with his ability to communicate with his bond-mates directly. 
 
    “Are you able to see what’s going on in the real world when you are completely in their mind like that?” 
 
    “Yes and no. It’s sort of like how you can effectively blind yourself by focusing all of your attention on a different sense. I am aware of what’s going on, but-” 
 
    “When he’s doing it you’ll know.” Erica promised; “He looks just like he does when he busts his nut, all slack jawed and dopey-faced.” 
 
    “Here’s to hoping I don’t become overly familiar with the sight.” Baron remarked drily, finally displaying something close to humour. 
 
    Embarrassed, Nameless mentally scolded Erica for her indiscrete phrasing. 
 
    Then Milly broke in, trying to be helpful as she pointed at his face in excitement. 
 
    “Just like that! He’s doing it right now!” 
 
    This time Baron actually snorted out a laugh. 
 
    “Alright, I think I have the gist of it. You focus on the heartstones. We’ll focus on the prospective buyers.” 
 
    With a rough understanding of their respective roles, they arrived at their destination. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19: 
 
    At Auction 
 
      
 
      
 
    The auction house was an enormous circular building with multiple stories, the stone and wooden structure painted in joyous shades of yellow and green, while the emblem of the Aegis proudly displayed on large banners to either side of the main entrance marked it as an officially sanctioned house. 
 
    Baron nodded as he looked up at the building. 
 
    “That must be the pl-” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s it!” Ginger interrupted; “It’s just like the one where I met Celeste! Wow, it’s really busy though huh?” 
 
    It was something of an understatement as the place was swarming with hopeful monsters and equally hopeful tamers. 
 
    Many monster girls had flocked to the city in the hopes of finding safety in numbers, not to mention a potential bond-mate, so the auction houses were all bustling. 
 
    The interior was a spacious crescent around a raised stage where the bolder girls could show off their attributes in a bid to catch a buyer’s attention, while an upstairs catwalk surrounded the high ceilinged central chamber, with wooden railings and access to a number of small rooms for… taming purposes. 
 
    Though it was faint, even over the chaos inside they could hear cries of ecstasy coming from the private rooms. 
 
    On top of that though, it was chaos inside. 
 
    The monster girls in the crowded auction house ranged from bawdy to bashful in temperament as they sought owners for their precious hearts, while the tamers there likewise ran the gambit from keen-eyed and cautious to downright lascivious. 
 
    A particularly energetic water spirit had taken to the stage just as they entered and collapsed into a puddle only to reform a moment later, beaming hugely to the enthusiastic applause of the onlookers. 
 
    “Naiads are so cool!” Ginger enthused, clapping her hands together excitedly. 
 
    Nameless and Baron were a bit more reserved, both maintaining their professional decorum, but the excitement was contagious and both of their girls loosened up as they joined in the clapping at the water spirit’s antics. 
 
    It took them a few minutes but eventually they located the worn out Aegis moderator, whose face lit up when he realized that help had arrived. 
 
    They then spent an hour running over everything that Theo had told them with their senior, and then another hour more with him observing them quietly while they performed their duties. 
 
    Every sale that happened in a sanctioned auction house had to be approved by a representative of the Aegis, this meant that every seller and buyer had to have their paperwork checked and every monster girl had to sit down for an interview and a heartstone inspection in one of the little cubicles pressed against the walls all around the first floor. 
 
    The buying and selling of heartstones was actually a remnant of the system used by the Divine Republic, but where they employed it as nothing more than a means of acquiring and exchanging slaves, the modern world viewed it as a good way for monster girls to meet as many different people as possible who they might then bond with. 
 
    To the average human the bond was just as sacred as it was to monster girls, and the Aegis was steadfast in its resolve to see it remained that way. It was a bizarre setup, but in the thousand years since the war, no one had bothered to come up with an alternative, so deeply was it ingrained into their culture. 
 
    For an ordinary Aegis operative conducting heartstone checks and interviews with the monster girls coming through the house would be a challenge, they’d have to rely on their training and intuition to ensure that the girls were happy with her situation. 
 
    For an Empath sick to death of paperwork, it was both an easy task and an oft-times delightful one to be working with monsters directly again; all it took for him was a couple minutes of holding a girl’s stone and a few well-thought out questions to know whether or not everything was in order. 
 
    But even though it was a fruitful day where he and the other probationary Aegis operatives approved the sale of nearly three dozen girls, he still felt that faint twinge in his stomach that told him he didn’t believe he was doing enough. 
 
    He was still working at a desk. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    “Tora, why?!” Kriss cried out in an uncharacteristic wail. 
 
    The Ogre was currently sitting in the middle of what used to be a storage shed for the watermill in the abandoned village the two of them were staying in, though it would be more accurate and less kind to say that they were squatting in it. 
 
    “Wanted for to get higher to see what for smoke was come from!” Tora whined. 
 
    She had climbed up on top of the shed, but her weight had proven to be too much for the thin wooden panels of the roof and she had promptly flattened it. 
 
    Now the massive blue girl was covered from the bottom of her breasts to her calves in partially milled flour. 
 
    “But why are you naked?!” Kriss demanded. 
 
    With the Trog’s help Tora scrambled out of the ruined shed, spreading broken boards and dusty flour everywhere as she did, then shrugged as she sought to explain her logic. 
 
    “In case fall into water, didn’t want for to get clothings wet.” 
 
    At that point Kriss gave up trying to follow the other girl’s thinking; the shed was easily thirty feet from the water and even if the Ogre fell off the very top of it she would have remained perfectly dry. 
 
    “Just… come on, you’re going to have to go into the water now.” 
 
    It had been several days since they had met outside Greyhaven and their journey had been filled with similar mishaps that drove the young Troglodyte to distraction. 
 
    It seemed that every time she turned around Tora was getting up to some sort of innocent mischief, which Kriss would have no problem with if it didn’t mean constant delays in their journey towards Garland and the Aegis. 
 
    Oblivious to her new companion’s suffering, Tora’s face brightened. 
 
    “Bath time?” 
 
    Kriss hissed out a sigh, her tongue darting out and tasting the area for any hint of danger. 
 
    “Bath time.” She confirmed. 
 
    Tora’s face split into a broad smile and she scooped the Chameleon up into a chesty hug, covering her front with flour. 
 
    By this point in their relationship, Kriss wasn’t resisting the hugs anymore, figuring that they were a smile price to pay to keep the Ogre happy. 
 
    Though she was none too happy about being coated in flour like a lizard-girl dumpling. 
 
    They skirted the trough of water that fed the massive wheel of the mill, making their way towards the bank of the sluggish river. 
 
    But as they reached the edge, Kriss frowned. 
 
    “Wait, Tora… what smoke?” 
 
    The Ogre was already ladling palmfulls of water to splash on her swaying breasts, washing away the flour and leaving her blue flesh slick and glistening even as her darker blue nipples peaked, but her brow furrowed at the Trog’s question. 
 
    “Ups over there.” She gestured downriver. 
 
    Sure enough when Kriss looked where the big blue babe indicated she quickly spotted a thin winding line of wood smoke coming from with a strand of trees that hugged a curve in the meandering flow of the water. 
 
    The Trog’s frown deepened and she paused in the act of unbuckling the harness that held her massive blade in place on her back. 
 
    Who camps just outside a village like that? 
 
    With a few deft movements she pulled her red sash free of her waist and set it on top of Tora’s tunic. 
 
    “Bath time will have to wait for me.” 
 
    “Aww, was look forwards to washing yous nice brown skin.” Tora said as she adopted an impressive sulk. 
 
    “Yesss, a pity.” Kriss muttered, her tongue darting out again, the Trog on her guard now. 
 
    She was the sort of monster girl who would be quite happy to just be left alone, but given what few rumours she’d heard about what was happening in the world, about a mad Empath and an evil Chimera, she couldn’t ignore that someone might need help. 
 
    It was how she’d met Tora after all. 
 
    “I’m going to go and see who is skulking in the woods.” 
 
    “Mmmkay.” Tora said happily as she continued to splash about in the water; “Yous come rights back though!” 
 
    Kriss bit back an acidic comment, the Ogre’s words made it seem like she was the one that needed supervision! 
 
    The tiny scales covering her skin shifted to blend into her surroundings and Tora squinted as she tried to follow the Trog’s movements. 
 
    Kriss left her to play in the water and headed towards the trees; she left her blade sheathed on her back to keep it hidden from whoever might be in front of her. 
 
    Well, mostly hidden, the thing was huge. 
 
    Once she was in the woods her skin mottled in varying forest hues to maintain her camouflage, while she walked on the balls of her clawed feet to make as little noise as possible. 
 
    Soon she tasted the smoke in the air, the sound of the blissfully ignorant Ogre faded, and Kriss began to move with even more caution, her tongue darting out more frequently. 
 
    Five minutes later she froze when a bawdy laugh disrupted the stillness of the woods, listening intently to hone in on the source of it. 
 
    She was ready for anything, but what she found was less concerning than she thought. 
 
    A group of four teenage boys, nursing a little fire and exchanging really bad advice about women. 
 
    “I’m telling you! The girls love it!” One of them was arguing. 
 
    “You’re nuts, it would hurt like hell.” 
 
    “No it doesn’t!” The teen insisted; “You start with your hand like this, in the shape of a duck, then just curl it into a fist! And then-” 
 
    To demonstrate, he rapidly pumped his fist in the air, causing the Chameleon watching and listening to adopt a pained expression at what he was proposing. 
 
    The other three laughed at his ludicrous suggestion. 
 
    “Are you trying to beat her insides to death? Give it a rest man.” 
 
    Kriss listened for another minute or so as the argument continued, the Trog increasingly bemused by what the young idiot was proposing. 
 
    Finally she decided to make her presence known. 
 
    “Your friend is right. That would hurt too much.” She hissed drily. 
 
    The four teens jumped in surprise when she seemingly appeared right beside them. 
 
    “Holy shit! Are you a Witch?!” One of them blurted at her sudden arrival. 
 
    She decided to ignore the truly idiotic question, instead looking between them as the rest sized her up. 
 
    “What are you doing out here?” She eventually asked. 
 
    A reasonable enough question, but their response was anything but. 
 
    “Who’s asking?” 
 
    At the rude response her scales mottled red with irritation and she glared at the pugnacious teen that so challenged her. 
 
    Trog’s respected strength and courage, but they didn’t respect bluster and arrogance. 
 
    “I am. What are you doing out here?” She repeated flatly. 
 
    “None of your business.” He sneered at her. 
 
    “Yeah, why don’t you just pretend you didn’t see us, and we’ll pretend we didn’t see you?” The wannabe fister suggested, then looked her up and down; “Shouldn’t be hard with your weird magic trick.” 
 
    At that point she noticed the bags around them; not rucksacks for hiking or camping, but actual cloth sacks. 
 
    She kicked at one of them and the faint jangle of metal greeting her clawed foot. 
 
    “Hey, leave that alone!” Fister ordered. 
 
    The Chameleon looked to each of the four of them and came to the only conclusion that made sense. 
 
    She couldn’t suppress a hiss when she voiced it. 
 
    “Why? It’s not yoursss.” 
 
    The most aggressive and largest of them stood and shook his head at her. 
 
    “It is now. Mind your own business.” 
 
    Though world-wise, Kriss was still young, and so she didn’t handle the situation as well as she otherwise might have. 
 
    “I’m making it my business.” She kicked the bag again, harder this time; “Return what you took, or I will.” 
 
    The problem with teenage boys is that they think they’re invincible, and with their leader standing up to her, the others united behind him. 
 
    “You might be a monster girl, but there are four of us.” 
 
    “Four scrawny little thieves.” She snapped back immediately; “Four children, taking what isn’t theirsss.” 
 
    Tension mounted ever higher at the blatant accusation and out of the corner of her eye she saw one of them trying to angle around behind her, a thick branch in his hand. 
 
    She shrugged, raising the hilt of her blade to more easily get a grip on it, deciding that it was past time for her to draw the weapon. 
 
    “You want to threaten me with a stick? I hope you are willing to accept the consequences.” 
 
    They were little more than children, but after listening and talking, she could plainly see the mean streak in them and had no qualms about possibly using her weapon. 
 
    But while she was distracted by the improvised cudgel, the aggressive one pointed an odd black stick of his own at her. 
 
    A moment later the Trog seized up when blue lightening shot into her and a moment after that she collapsed to the ground, her minute scales presenting every colour imaginable as her body reacted to the shock. 
 
    She heard footsteps and felt the presence of the four teens around her. 
 
    “What are we going to do with you then?” Fister asked while gnawing at his lip. 
 
    Meanwhile, down at the river Tora waited, happily splashing her feet to stay cool in the warm sun. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20: 
 
    Longinus 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been a few days since Nameless started work at the auction house, and if it weren’t for that constant edge of fear he felt from the girls whose hearts he handled he would be greatly enjoying himself. 
 
    Bringing monsters and humans together was what the Empaths were created to do, and he swelled with pride with each successful match-up, the monster girls joyful smiles alone nearly enough to sustain his soul. 
 
    It was a bit of wishful thinking, but Nameless couldn’t help but imagine all the girls who would now find bond-mates because of him. 
 
    Despite the sense of fulfillment he was finding with his work though, it still seemed to him as if he’d been sidelined. 
 
    He couldn’t quite account for it, but whether it was the journey east into the Sansee or working with the task-force in Algrade, it always seemed like he was at least near the center of things. 
 
    Now the center of things seemed to be Volka, and she was far too often absent from his side. 
 
    Usually one or two of the girls would come with him to help out with the work at the auction house, Erica being a constant while Nina, Milly and Ophelia took it in turns as they kept at their respective training. 
 
    After helping Baron and Ginger close up for the day, Nameless, Milly and Erica headed home. 
 
    Despite their new assignment, every day Nameless and his bond-mates anxiously waited for news of another attack or word of a Tenebrae in need of saving, and each day that went by without it added to the knot of anxiety living in their bellies. 
 
    So they did their best to alleviate the stress, whether that be with intensive training and discipline, or with stolen moments of passion. 
 
    And they weren’t the only ones. 
 
    The private rooms upstairs in the auction house were pretty much in constant use and more than once they had overheard cries of ecstasy while walking through the streets of Garland, tamers and Aegis operatives alike striving to help their agitated monster girls find relief. 
 
    Because as horrible as the constant fear was for their human companions, it was so much worse for the monster girls: death was preferable than the utter blackness that Jonathan brought. 
 
    Today though there was a different sort of distraction. 
 
    Every major road in the city inevitably found its way to Divinity Square and the Bastion beside it, with numerous side streets weaving laterally to connect them like a Drider’s web. 
 
    As they were emerging from one of those side streets they caught wind of a commotion ahead. 
 
    “What’s going on over there?” Nameless wondered aloud. 
 
    Erica’s tail swished behind her with her agitation and her ears twisted on her head as she sought to hear whatever it was. 
 
    “Something big! Let’s go and see!” She urged them. 
 
    “Wait Erica!” Milly called, but gave up immediately as her bond-sister disappeared into the gathering crowd of people coming out of their homes and businesses to investigate. 
 
    Tired from a long day of work, Nameless sighed and took hold of his Minotaur’s hand. 
 
    “Come on baby. We better check it out, whatever it is.” 
 
    They chased after the curious cat, pushing through the crowd of onlookers to reach the edge of one of the main boulevards. 
 
    They caught up with her again, but there was no time to chastise her as they took in the sight. 
 
    Volka, you better get over here. Something big is happening. 
 
    Nameless repeated Erica’s words from earlier as he reached out to the Valkyrie. 
 
    It was a moment before she replied. 
 
    Is there a crisis my love?” 
 
    He shook his head, though she couldn’t see it, and communicated to her what he was seeing. 
 
    A host of Antlion soldiers were marching through the boulevard, approaching Divinity Square in lockstep, their booted feet sounding a unified crunch every half second of their march. 
 
    I don’t know if it’s a crisis, but it is definitely something. 
 
    From the grim looks on their faces, the ant girls hadn’t come into the city to sightsee. 
 
    Once she absorbed his concern and the image causing it, her reply was succinct. 
 
    I will be there as soon as I can. 
 
    “Come on.” Nameless tugged at his bond-mates; “We should get to the Bastion, if that isn’t where they’re headed then I’ll eat Milly’s hat.” 
 
    “You will not.” The big cow huffed; “I love this hat!” 
 
    By taking a shortcut through the side-streets the three of them were able to arrive at the square shortly before the Antlions, linking up with Nina and Ophelia when they got there. 
 
    The Gigas had once again been grappling with the Amazons, this time a mixture of Saenga and Brael girls, and had a little bruise under one eye that the studious medic was fussing over. 
 
    Before Nameless could ask about it though, the Antlions arrived. 
 
    All around the square people watching in bemusement and some concern at their military discipline. 
 
    They were armed with tall shields and short spears, with short and broad-bladed swords hanging on their hips. 
 
    Much like Oldeera’s hive the individual Antlions were lithe and athletic, though they had well-defined muscles on their shoulders and biceps from their no-doubt rigorous training. 
 
    At their front marched their scowling queen: she was fully two feet taller than her warriors, taller even than Milly, with breasts to match her size and a full booty, though both were covered with thick chitinous armour. 
 
    A pair of antennae protruded from her short brown hair while she wore a circlet of beaten iron on her brow, at the center of which shone her deep red heartstone. 
 
    “Are they here because of Volka?” Milly asked, her grip on Nameless’s shoulder tight. 
 
    He shrugged in her grip, knowing as much as she did, but the Empath sent a silent call out to the Valkyrie to see how far away she was, just in case. 
 
    Nina planted herself in front of him and shook her head. 
 
    “I doubt it. Those girls are looking for trouble.” 
 
    From the irate expression on their leader’s face Nameless had to agree, so he and the girls withdrew into the training grounds to join up with the waiting Aegis as the monster girls marched through the square directly towards the Bastion. 
 
    The Antlion Queen led her soldiers into the courtyard before the massive structure where they fanned out in two neat ranks to occupy the place. Word had reached the Bastion of their approach and the full council was waiting for them on the steps, most of them frowning at the military display. 
 
    The imperious queen lifted her chin as she took in the assortment of Aegis personnel that had come out of the Bastion to greet her, while behind her the soldiers’ march halted with one last unified crunch when they assumed their formation, standing twenty abreast and two rows deep. 
 
    Seconds after the sudden silence filled the place, the queen spoke. 
 
    “The Aegis has failed in its duties.” She proclaimed loudly, accusingly; “And now my daughter is in grave peril. You are to help me save her.” 
 
    Not a great start to a conversation. 
 
    Give them credit, Booker and the other councillors maintained neutral expressions at her words. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear about your daughter.” Margaret Bloom said, leaning heavily on her cane; “But I’m afraid we have a long list of missing girls.” 
 
    “That is why you fail.” The queen snapped. 
 
    To annunciate their ruler’s displeasure the forty soldiers at her back rapped the hafts of their spears against their shields. 
 
    Once the unified clatter subsided, the headmistress of the academy tried again. 
 
    “We are now facing a crisis worse than any we have ever seen. It is the stance of the Aegis to ask for the cooperation of all monster girls until we can resolve it.” 
 
    “Cooperation?” The Antlion Queen declared flatly; “You seek my cooperation when my daughter’s life is imperilled by your negligence?” 
 
    Aegis Booker scratched at his eye patch in agitation. 
 
    “This isn’t getting us anywhere, why don’t you come inside and we can sit down and discuss this?” 
 
    Again the Antlions slammed their short spears against their shields, this time much harder. 
 
    “I will discuss nothing! You will do your duty and you will save my child!” 
 
    The standoff lasted for several seconds, the flustered councillors struggling to find a way to placate the angry queen. 
 
    Then a familiar golden aura washed over them all as a glowing Volka flew overhead and landed between the angry monarch and the council. 
 
    The Antlion Queen’s mouth fell open slightly and she let out a slight gasp as the Valkyrie stood before her, eyes awash with golden light. 
 
    “You demand much, mighty queen. Yet you offer little. Not even a name.” Volka’s words were stern. 
 
    The various insect breeds all had similar hive-like structures, each led by a queen, every one of which behaved, and was treated, as royalty. 
 
    But once upon a time they all followed the Dominars of the Valkyrie into battle, and that allegiance was not so easily forgotten. 
 
    The ant-girl was taller than the winged angel, but her posture was suddenly cowed. 
 
    “I-I must find her.” She said pitifully, for the first time displaying an emotion other than self-righteous anger. 
 
    A distraught mother, desperate to protect her child. 
 
    “Then cease this pointless display.” Volka cast her hand towards the phalanx of warriors; “And help us do so. Time is everything in war, something you should well know.” 
 
    With that she turned and swept towards the Bastion, her wings folding to her back as she took the steps into the building two at a time. 
 
    Not for the first time, the men and women of the Aegis council threw each other uncertain and unhappy looks at the way Volka had so readily usurped their authority. But she had meant what she said in Lipton Falls, and it seemed to all present that the time of exclusive human leadership within the Aegis was at an end. 
 
    At Volka’s silent invitation, Nameless and his bond-mates followed her and the Antlion Queen inside, the angel leading them into one of the large briefing rooms on the main floor. 
 
    Happy or not, the Aegis council soon joined them. 
 
    “I... apologize for my abruptness. My name is Julia Antonia Longinus. My daughter is Avita Antonia Longinus; she has been missing for several weeks now.” 
 
    “And why is that a failure of the Aegis?” One of the councillors asked, trying and failing to keep his tone neutral. 
 
    The queen’s eyes flashed with anger. 
 
    “Was it not you that kept a secret from the rest of us? I have heard of the Chimera Evadne and your unsuccessful hunt for her. Or did you think no one would notice when she slaughtered an entire town?” 
 
    There was no hiding the accusation in her tone. 
 
    And Booker couldn’t argue with her about Evadne, because she was right, the Aegis had kept the secret in hopes of preventing a panic. 
 
    Given the ever growing number of refugees flooding the city, that plan had blown up in their faces. 
 
    Queen Julia turned away from him to address Volka again. 
 
    “Please Dominar, please help me find my child.” 
 
    “Where was she last seen?” Booker asked with a frown, trying to get to business. 
 
    One of the Antlion’s antennae twitched at another question from a human, but she answered. 
 
    “My Avita was establishing a new colony in the mountains south of Algrade. From surveying the area she suspected that there was a system of caves beneath the rocks and wished to exploit it. I was leery of her decision to leave my side so young, but I could not deny her ambition, nor could I deny her birthright.” 
 
    “Understandable.” Margaret Bloom said sympathetically; “And the countryside in that area is mostly unoccupied. On the surface at least. Much too rocky.” 
 
    The queen swallowed and wiped away a sudden tear. 
 
    “She was not ready. I should have... she was not yet at the stage where she could produce her own soldiers, only workers. One day all word from her stopped, so I sent some of my legionnaires to find out why.” She had to take in a breath to steady her nerve before she finished; “They found her colony in ruins, all of the tunnels collapsed and no trace of her or her workers.” 
 
    Heavy silence filled the room as the seven foot tall ant bowed her head and clenched her fists in helpless frustration. 
 
    Milly reached out, as only Milly would, and pulled the enormous woman into a warm hug. 
 
    At first Julia made to push her away, but instead she held her tight for a long embrace as she shed a few more tears for her missing child. 
 
    “Thank you, Minotaur. For your kindness in my moment of weakness.” 
 
    Milly shook her head firmly. 
 
    “It isn’t weakness to be sad. Or afraid. We’ll find your daughter. I promise.” 
 
    As the Minotaur made the ill-advised pledge, Booker looked like someone shoved a lemon into his teeth and squeezed it. 
 
    One of the things both Grant and Miranda had told Nameless and his girls on more than one occasion: never make promises on the job, because all too often they simply can’t be kept. 
 
    “Were there any signs of a struggle? Blood? Bodies?” 
 
    “No. But for an Antlion to collapse her own colony? It makes no sense!” 
 
    Margaret Bloom scratched at her scarred cheek. 
 
    “Maybe she found a better location? Or her workers struck groundwater in their digging and were forced to abandon it. Maybe they found those caves and decided to occupy them. 
 
    “None of that would explain why she never contacted me!” Queen Julia exclaimed. 
 
    “We speak too much of hypotheticals.” Volka shook her head; “We must deal with what we know. Queen Julia, can you lead us to her colony?” 
 
    The Antlion nodded. 
 
    “It took weeks for my workers just to locate her original digs. They are there now, excavating them and I would know if they found anything. But I could not just sit and watch while my daughter could already be-” 
 
    Her hand moved swiftly to cover her mouth, forbidding herself from giving voice to the unthinkable. 
 
    They all gave her a moment to regain control of herself, Milly silently taking the queen’s hand in hers to once again support her. 
 
    “Her colony is still the best and only place to start an investigation. You need trackers of some kind.” Booker mused. 
 
    “I know a couple.” Nameless volunteered, but immediately regretted it when the entire council turned on him; “Ah, assuming the Aegis can spare them.” 
 
    It was very clear that more than one of them wanted to demand what the rookie Aegis member was even doing there, but none of them dared in front of his Valkyrie. 
 
    Somehow oblivious to the awkwardness in the room, Volka dipped her chin in acknowledgment. 
 
    “Bruti and Jan. Which means Miranda and Grant.” 
 
    “That ties up an enormous amount of manpower for one missing girl!” 
 
    Queen Julia wrenched her hand out of Milly’s and wheeled on the councillor who’d spoken, looking about ready to murder him. 
 
    “She is not a missing girl! She is a queen of the house of Longinus!” She snarled; “I would have you kneel before her, even if I have to sever your legs myself to make it so!” 
 
    “This is getting good.” Nina remarked; “Twenty coins on the queen.” 
 
    Erica smirked. 
 
    “I’ll take that action. She looks like a badass, but he seems pretty scrappy.” 
 
    “Girls, please.” Nameless pinched the bridge of his nose; “We need to stay focused.” 
 
    “I will accompany you, Queen Julia.” Volka declared, setting her hand on the angry Antlion’s shoulder before she could deliver on her threat. 
 
    Curbing her anger with the aid of the Valkyrie’s aura, the Antlion dipped her head in gratitude. 
 
    “I would be grateful for your aid.” 
 
    “We were about due for another adventure.” Erica declared brightly; “Watching our master sit on his ass all day and shill monster girls is hot, but it gets super boring, so it’ll be good to get out in the field again.” 
 
    “He’s not going.” Booker shook his head; “There are too many unknowns in this for us to risk our only Empath.” 
 
    “Hate to make you look like an idiot there Book-Book.” Nina declared while cracking her knuckles; “But my Empath goes where I go. Or did you miss the big ass Valkyrie talking?” 
 
    “My ass is hardly big.” Volka pouted quietly, but no one heard her. 
 
    Booker turned on the Gigas, his one healthy eye set in a severe glare. 
 
    “Miss Nina, I realize that you don’t consider yourself under the authority of the Aegis, but your bond-mate is, and do you really want me to demote him just so you can prove how strong you are?” 
 
    “I dunno. Do you want to find out what your spine tastes like just so I can prove how strong I am?” She retorted flatly; “My angel is going, so I’m going. And since he’s wearing my heartstone on his arm, our man is going too. The math is pretty simple, so figure it out numb-nuts.” 
 
    The thick silver bracelet she was referring to held her heartstone, embedded in a raised image of her hammer set against a depiction of Volka’s shield, and she didn’t bother telling him that she could remove it if she wanted. 
 
    Recognizing the potential for a serious argument, Volka gripped Nina’s shoulder and intervened. 
 
    “Our focus now needs to be upon young Avita. I’m sure that on that point we can all agree?” 
 
    Booker ground his teeth together in frustration, but couldn’t argue against that. 
 
    Then Ophelia spoke up to point out the obvious. 
 
    “Since we finished working with Miranda and her task-force, my bond-sisters and I have been pretty much left to our own devices, while our bond-mate has either been sitting behind a desk or working at the auction house. Respectfully, I must point out that our ‘manpower’ is being underused as it is.” 
 
    None of the councillors could argue with that, in fact, a few of them looked like they had just been found out doing something they shouldn’t. 
 
    Nameless frowned when he realized that he really had been sidelined. 
 
    Margaret Bloom stepped in. 
 
    “Yes, and everyone here knows why that is.” She turned to Nameless; “I’m sorry Aegis Armstrong but Booker is right, you must be kept safe at all cost.” 
 
    He surprised most everyone when he firmly shook his head at her. 
 
    “Begging your pardon ma’am, but I’ve never been safer than when I’m standing next to my bond-mates. Unless anybody here wants to challenge Nina to an arm-wrestle?” 
 
    The Gigas nodded firmly and dropped her hammer on the floor with a heavy thud, kneeling beside it and setting her elbow on top of it to get in position for what he proposed. 
 
    “Taking all comers.” She wiggled her fingers in invitation as she looked around the room; “Anybody? No? Here, I’ll even close my eyes.” 
 
    “Insubordination is not a laughing matter young man.” Booker scowled at Nameless, but notably didn’t accept Nina’s challenge. 
 
    Watching on with a bemused expression, Queen Julia shook her head. 
 
    “I do not care how or where it comes from, but I need help to find my daughter!” She reminded the room. 
 
    Margaret Bloom sighed, giving up. 
 
    “Very well. But we can’t afford to send both Holt and Semper, so we will only send Holt. A Wolfen’s nose isn’t as good as a Grizzly’s but she should still be able to find an entire colony of Antlions! And besides, Miranda was assigned to protect you once before so it seems a fair... compromise.” 
 
    Nina shrugged indifferently as she gave up her arm-wrestling posture. 
 
    “Not really a compromise. I told you what we’re doing. Don’t really care what you do.” 
 
    Before his bond-mate could talk him into getting demoted, Nameless clapped a salute to his chest as if taking the academy’s headmistress’s words as an order. 
 
    “Yes ma’am. When do we leave?” 
 
    He was trying his very best to hide it, but he was desperately glad to be doing something important again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21: 
 
    In the Dark 
 
      
 
      
 
    Using her knife, Helena carefully peeled back the black crust of the massive tree, Escrya and Kaylee watching on warily. 
 
    “I think it is safe to say that we are here.” The oldest of the three Amazons announced when she pried a piece of the exposed trunk away. 
 
    It was black, and as she worked it between her fingers it crumbled like charcoal. 
 
    The three of them had traveled fast from Garland, their destination set and their resolve unwavering. 
 
    But their headlong journey came to a halt when they reached the massive black cedars of the Darkwood. 
 
    “Safe is not the word I would choose. How can these trees still live?” Kaylee wondered. 
 
    Escrya took up her spear and looked into the darkness between the towering monoliths. Five feet back from where they stood the trees were smaller, young and healthy. 
 
    It was as if the Amazons stood upon a dark precipice. 
 
    “A mystery that we three will certainly not be able to solve.” The young teller declared; “Come sisters, we must press on.” 
 
    Kaylee chuckled and nudged at her ribs. 
 
    “You’ve become so decisive since you bonded! Why, it is as if Alcaia herself was here to command us!” 
 
    “This is no time for jests Kaylee.” Helena chided quietly as she wiped the charcoal-like wood off on her skirt; “The moment we trespass underneath these trees, we will be under a sentence of death from the Matriarch.” 
 
    Kaylee’s good humour evaporated, but she squared her shoulders against the dark. 
 
    “So be it. At the very least, she will need to meet with us to deliver upon that sentence.” 
 
    “Now who sounds like my mother?” Escrya muttered. 
 
    The three of them stepped into the dark. 
 
    Immediately they felt a change; the atmosphere grew oppressive, the air thick and cloying all around them. 
 
    But it wasn’t until they were far enough from the healthy growth that they noticed the real worrying part. 
 
    “There are no birds.” Helena murmured, unwilling to speak in a normal tone amongst the dark sacred hush of the alien forest; “No crawling animals. Nothing that should be in the woods dwells here.” 
 
    They listened, but the only sounds they heard were the deep and ominous creaks of the massive trees around them swaying in the muted wind. 
 
    The Saenga warriors trained their whole lives to seamlessly blend into the wilderness, to move without making a noise even on a bed of dry and crackling leaves. 
 
    But here the quiet was so total that even their practiced footfalls could be heard amidst it. 
 
    And after two hours of walking, another sound joined their steps. 
 
    A quiet and constant rasp, just barely within the range of their hearing. 
 
    “The ground!” Kaylee hissed suddenly; “Look to your feet!” 
 
    The others flinched, no one had said a word in some time, and immediately afterwards they did as she asked. 
 
    Were they not hardy warriors, panic would have filled their hearts. 
 
    Snakes. 
 
    Countless tiny white snakes, no longer than the span of their feet, squirming around and atop their sandals, drawn out of the ground by the warmth of their bodies. 
 
    “It’s alright.” Escrya breathed, her heart hammering in her ears belying her words; “They are harmless. They have no mouths.” 
 
    “How do they feed then? And what upon in this wretched place?” Kaylee queried. 
 
    “It is not known. At least, not to me. My grandmother only told me tales of the white snakes of the Darkwood, but she never dared set foot here to see them.” 
 
    Helena lifted one of her feet and gave a little jerk to shake off the strange snakes. 
 
    “With good reason. If I did not fear the trees more than the snakes I would be halfway up one by now!” 
 
    Feeling their resolve shaken, Escrya extended her arms and nudged at them both. 
 
    “Do not forget our purpose, my sisters! We must locate the Matriarch’s people, and it will do us little good if they see us behaving like frightened children when we do!” 
 
    To help remind them of their quest, she pulled her bond-sister’s feather from within the hem of her skirt where she had tucked it for safe-keeping. 
 
    Though she had to suppress a shudder when she did; as they walked the feather had shifted over within her skirt so that when she pulled it out it tickled across her bare pussy lips. 
 
    Regardless of the sudden longing she felt to experience the angel’s touch again, Escrya held up the golden feather. 
 
    “This is our path. And one day our daughters’ daughters will speak of it around the cook-fire. So let us hope they leave out the part where we trembled in fear at these fangless-snakes!” 
 
    Helena and Kaylee reached out and clasped their hands around her fist, the feather suspended between them. 
 
    “Then we adapt to this place.” Helena suggested; “That maybe we find the reason the Matriarch and her people stayed here for so long.” 
 
    “Perhaps there is beauty here that we are too ignorant to see.” Kaylee offered hopefully. 
 
    As they stood in the heavy silence, where the sun’s kiss was barely able to filter down to reach them and with cold white snakes writhing around their feet and ankles, they very seriously doubted it. 
 
    All the same, they pressed on. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Despite the circumstances it felt good to be traveling with Miranda and her girls again, though they had barely cleared the city when she rounded on Nameless. 
 
    “Alright kid, what the hell did you say in front of the council? I’ve never seen Booker look so annoyed during a briefing.” 
 
    “Does that guy have a first name?” Nina asked before her master could respond. 
 
    “Not one that I know.” Miranda shrugged but kept her focus on Nameless; “Now answer the question probie.” 
 
    “I didn’t really say anything. It’s just gotten a bit... awkward, since now two of my bond-mates don’t really recognize their authority.” He uneasily looked over his shoulder as he spoke, but Volka was too deep in conversation with Queen Julia to hear him. 
 
    “Hey, I’m fine with following their orders.” Nina protested mildly; “You know, just so long as it’s something I was going to do anyways.” 
 
    Erica was habitually spinning one of her knives in hand as they walked, dressed in her full-body leather outfit. 
 
    “Can I be a rebel too? Nina always makes it look like so much fun!” 
 
    “You don’t have the temperament for it.” Jan tossed out. 
 
    “Yeah.” Jez agreed from Milly’s back; “You need to be cool like me if you want to be a rebel. I’ll show you!” 
 
    Her whitish pink tongue shot out and the bulb on the end swatted Ophelia’s ass, causing her to yelp and flutter into the air for a moment in surprise. 
 
    Most of them laughed, but when she landed again the Flutterby stormed over to Jez, who suddenly didn’t look so smug. 
 
    “You are not going to try to eat me again young lady!” Ophelia sternly chastised the tiny frog. 
 
    Meanwhile the Gripau scrambled around on Milly’s torso, trying to keep the Minotaur between her and the upset Flutterby. 
 
    “Kala help! I started a rebellion but I don’t think I can finish it!” 
 
    “I’m afraid you are on your own this time, little warrior.” The Amazon smirked. 
 
    Miranda sighed and shook her head. 
 
    “You know what kid, forget I said anything. I hope everything works out between you and the council.” 
 
    Having been distracted from her conversation with the Antlion Queen by the commotion, Volka frowned when she heard the senior operative’s words, but she didn’t comment on them. 
 
    They traveled until quite late, passing through little hamlets and farming communities as they went, far too many of which had been abandoned in fear of the Chimera. 
 
    Nobody said anything about it, but they all knew. 
 
    They settled in for the night, bunking down in a series of simple tents that the Antlions set up in perfectly ordered lines. 
 
    Within their tent though, Milly was struggling to get to sleep. 
 
    “What’s the matter lover?” Erica murmured, not wanting to wake the others. 
 
    The Minotaur hugged her close, taking comfort from her lithe form and the deep purr that her embrace elicited in the Katje. 
 
    “Just thinking too much I guess.” 
 
    Erica nuzzled against her chin and neck, her tongue gently rasping against her jaw as she began to groom her. 
 
    “Feel free to elaborate.” The Katje teased while rubbing their cheeks together. 
 
    She waited patiently; knowing that Milly would tell her whatever it was that was bothering her so long as she was given the time to work through it. 
 
    “I know I shouldn’t have told Queen Julia that we could save her daughter. But she was so upset, and I just... I wondered if my mother felt like she did.” The Minotaur finally admitted with a sniffle; “I’d never thought about it until that moment. I missed a mother I never knew, but she lost a child.” 
 
    “Oh baby, that’s-” Erica’s purr faded as she looked into Milly’s eyes; “Okay, I don’t know what that is. I don’t remember anything about my mother except maybe the two of us playing with yarn. Assuming that was even her.” 
 
    “It... whenever I think about it now, I feel sad. Aren’t you sad?” 
 
    The Katje rolled on top of her, their bare breasts pressing together, their nipples exchanging loving kisses. 
 
    “I’ll admit, I don’t really think about it much. We have our master and we have our bond-sisters.” 
 
    But she could tell that the Minotaur was still discontent about it, so she nuzzled against her some more. 
 
    “One day Milly, when all of this stuff is over, I promise you that together we will find your mom. And heck, we can even find mine while we’re at it! Because maybe I do have some questions for her!” 
 
    Milly’s eyes brightened and she smiled, her melancholy forgotten as she kissed the cat over and over and held her tight. 
 
    Erica sighed and tamped down her body’s natural reaction to such affection, knowing that the two of them needed rest more than sex at the moment. 
 
    “But first we need to focus everything we have on helping our master and Volka save the world. Starting with this Avita chick.” 
 
    The breasts beneath her rose as Milly drew in a deep breath. 
 
    “You’re right. Let’s get to sleep, and then tomorrow we’ll do our best!” 
 
    Nearby, the angel watched them, her brow slightly furrowed as she remembered making a similar promise with Milly regarding her mother. 
 
    But in the end she too had to sigh as her priorities were organized against the Minotaur’s quest. 
 
    “After we save the world.” She repeated Erica’s words as an oath, too low for anyone to hear. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22: 
 
    History Repeats 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the morning of the third day after setting out from Garland they passed through Fairbright, where Nameless and Grant Semper had dealt with a teenager-driven wool poaching ring only a few weeks ago. 
 
    This time though they turned south and headed up into the mountains rather than following the road northeast towards Algrade. 
 
    “My bond-mate remains at my colony, protected by my Myrmidons.” Queen Julia was explaining to Erica as morning waned into noon; “I love my daughter but I could not expose her father to danger, no matter how much he begged me to.” 
 
    “Wait, there are more of you?” The Katje blurted out. 
 
    “Of course. These are but one dispatch of the Longinus legions.” Julia said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Antlions are the most numerous of the insect breeds.” Miranda commented from nearby; “If you were thinking of Oldeera without wings, you were thinking wrong. I suspect that one Hornet hive would barely make a tenth of Queen Julia’s family.” 
 
    The Antlion monarch adopted a slightly smug expression. 
 
    “I do not know this Queen, nor how her numbers would stack up against mine but I would not say if I did, as only a foolish sovereign would reveal her strength so readily.” 
 
    Erica bit her lip as she thought on that, until finally she shook her head. 
 
    “But don’t they need to be close to your heartstone?” 
 
    Miranda sighed at the questions, but Queen Julia readily answered them rather than argue with the curiosity of a cat. 
 
    “No. Though it is a burden to communicate with my girls if the distance is too great, and eventually they would weaken and fade away if I do not return to them. But they can survive for some time away from my heartstone. I do not mean to be rude, Katje, but did you not learn of this in school?” 
 
    Erica shrugged. 
 
    “Nah, was too busy getting laid.” She replied drily; “I’ll stop with the questions though if they’re bugging you.” 
 
    “Actually, I... I appreciate the distraction. But we are nearly there. My workers await us over that rise.” 
 
    Following her directions through the mountainous terrain they soon reached a large plateau. At this point they were a few miles south of Algrade and from their vantage point they could actually see parts of the city in the distance. 
 
    When they arrived at the location of her daughter’s colony the queen’s antennae twitched as she received the reports of her waiting workers and she gnawed at her lip. 
 
    “They’ve excavated most of my Avita’s colony. But have yet to find anything.” 
 
    “Let’s get down there then.” Miranda suggested; “Call your workers out. It’ll be easier for Jan to sniff around without other scents muddling up the place.” 
 
    Julia frowned at having to rein in her frantic searchers, but agreed and without delay they followed the Wolfen’s lead and entered her daughter’s colony. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time that Nameless and his girls had been underground, the last time being when they found Volka’s shield beneath the Sansee Wastes. 
 
    But following the course of a methodical excavation like that was different than following the whims of an Antlion queen’s colony; without Queen Julia to guide them through the rough-cut stone passages they would have very quickly gotten lost in the winding labyrinth. 
 
    And somehow Nameless had forgotten the muted feeling of so many tons of rock above his heads in the claustrophobic space. 
 
    Following the queen’s lead, they delved into the longest of her daughter’s tunnels. Mostly it was sandstone around them, but once they reached the bottom they inevitably hit a hollowed out space that ended with walls of solid granite, largely untouched by her daughter’s workers and their tools. 
 
    “This is it. This is the deepest tunnel she had.” Julia fretted as she looked to Jan, already snuffling around; “Please, there must be something!” 
 
    But all too soon the Wolfen sighed and shook her head. 
 
    “I’m sorry Queen Julia, but all I smell is your workers and us.” 
 
    The Antlion’s chin trembled and she wrung her hands together. 
 
    “I... I don’t know what we do now.” 
 
    While they talked though, Nina moved around the room, tapping at the walls and floor with her hands and feet, her brow furrowed in concentration. 
 
    “Dearheart what is it?” 
 
    “Shush. Antlions aren’t the only ones who understand the bones of the earth.” 
 
    A bit indignant at being shushed, Ophelia crossed her arms over her breast, but said nothing. 
 
    Erica gnawed at her lip and shook her head. 
 
    “No offense to the old dog-lady, but maybe Grant would have been a better choice, not for Bruti’s nose but for Linda’s ability to-” 
 
    “SHUSH!” Nina repeated, much louder this time, the ground around them shaking alarmingly. 
 
    All eyes looked to her as she glared at the harsh granite wall, her fingers moving through the occasional gouge from an Antlion’s tool. 
 
    Queen Julia drifted closer to her, the handful of soldiers that had accompanied them into the excavated colony eyeing the tiny red girl, gauging the level of threat she might present to their sovereign. 
 
    Eventually Nina turned to the queen and shook her head. 
 
    “Are you sure this is the deepest part of your kid’s colony?” 
 
    “Yes, why?” 
 
    But the Gigas didn’t answer; instead she took up her hammer and lightly struck the wall, a few chips of fractured stone falling away as once again they felt the vibration of her strength through their feet. 
 
    Immediately after hitting the wall she set her palm against the smooth stone and closed her eyes. 
 
    Everyone in the little chamber was breathless as they watched her. 
 
    Finally she nodded her head firmly. 
 
    “Cool. Your daughter was right, there are caves down here.” 
 
    Miranda drew closer to her, the glowing lost-tech orb in her fist sending the giant’s shadow dancing across the solid wall. 
 
    “I’m not going to ask how you know, but are you sure?” 
 
    Nina nodded, choosing not to get prickly about the inane question. 
 
    “I’m sure. But they’re above us. It looks like Avita’s workers missed it with this tunnel and gave up once they hit the granite.” 
 
    “So what does that mean?” Jez asked impatiently from her perch on Kala’s back. 
 
    After her rebellion against Ophelia, she had opted to stick closer to her Amazon bond-sister. 
 
    The Gigas shrugged and turned towards the desperately hopeful queen. 
 
    “It means you need to show us the second deepest part of this place.” 
 
    Erica looked back at the sloping tunnel they just came down, distaste on her face at the idea of climbing back up it, but out of respect for the worried Antlion Queen she didn’t complain. 
 
    Not long afterwards they were standing in a similar little node within the colony, except here the walls were sandstone again. 
 
    Jan sniffed around, but once more shook her head helplessly, any scents of the former Antlions overwhelmed by the latter ones. 
 
    “Spread out!” Julia ordered her soldiers and a small group of workers she’d summoned from the surface; “If Avita found a way into these caves it must be near here!” 
 
    Nina set to work examining the walls, but Nameless felt a growing sense of frustration from her. 
 
    “I know it’s here somewhere, I can feel the open space.” She muttered to herself as she moved around the room, then back through the tunnel that lead to it. 
 
    Feeling useless, Nameless just did his best to stay out of the way. 
 
    But a few minutes later he felt a jolt of excitement from his Gigas as she stopped in her tracks. 
 
    “Light! Somebody bring me light!” 
 
    The tunnels of the colony were certainly more spacious than an actual ant-colony, but they were crowded now as everyone converged on Nina to see what she’d discovered. 
 
    Unable to get past the press of bodies, Miranda tossed her glowing orb to Ophelia, standing closer to the giant. 
 
    “Yep. Fucking hell I deserve a promotion or a cake or something.” 
 
    “What have you found?!” The queen demanded, her girls moving aside to allow her through. 
 
    “Look here, this isn’t natural.” 
 
    Nina smacked her palm against the wall, a chunk of loose sandstone falling away. 
 
    “Was that... plastered in place somehow?” Ophelia asked as the Gigas kept digging with her bare hands. 
 
    “Mortared.” Nina corrected; “But let’s not split hairs. Now everybody quit crowding me so I can do this thing.” 
 
    Soon she had cleared away the plugged up hole, revealing a narrow opening, where presumably Avita’s workers had initially discovered the hidden caves that they now sought. 
 
    Once again Nina asked for light, and this time tossed the light orb through the opening. 
 
    “Bit of a drop. We’ll need rope for the squishies.” 
 
    The Antlion workers came prepared and once they had helped Nina to widen the opening, they tossed down a ladder made from rope and solid planks of wood. 
 
    As soon as the Gigas leapt through the opening with her heavy hammer and proclaimed it to be safe, the rest took it in turns to climb down, Ophelia and Volka of course simply gliding down into the wide-open space below. 
 
    And once they had more light in the place it became instantly clear that this was not a naturally occurring cave. 
 
    It was some kind of subterranean passageway, the ceiling easily fifteen feet above their heads and curving down to either side to meet the floor, while the passage itself extended as far as their light could see in either direction. 
 
    “These walls look familiar.” Milly remarked as she ran her hand against the smooth and perfectly even stone. 
 
    “Yeah, just like the bunker in the desert!” Erica agreed from beside her; “Man, I hope there aren’t more of those Seeker things down here.” 
 
    “You encountered a Seeker?” Julia said in surprise, the cat inadvertently distracting her from her worries again. 
 
    Naturally Erica was incredibly blasé about it. 
 
    “Sure did. Milly kicked the snot out of it. My sister is a badass.” 
 
    Before Julia could follow up with more questions though, Kala shook her head as she looked into the dark tunnel extending in either direction with no sign of an end. 
 
    “These strange caves could extend for miles. And if it branches off and we aren’t careful we could get lost down here and never find our way out again.” 
 
    “We will do no such thing!” Julia promised with some indignation; “Antlions do not get lost underground. Even now I can point to where the sun is in the sky.” 
 
    “Yeah, and as long as I know which way ‘up’ is, I can dig us out.” Nina affirmed. 
 
    While they spoke Jan was hard at work, sniffing at the air and all along the floor. 
 
    She frowned suddenly and looked to the queen. 
 
    “Were any of your workers hurt down here? Like a major injury?” 
 
    The Antlion’s antennae wiggled for a moment before she shook her head. 
 
    “No, a few minor cuts, but that was in the excavation far above. 
 
    The Wolfen sighed and she nodded. 
 
    “I was afraid of that.” 
 
    She moved her foot against a spot on the floor, sweeping aside the broken bits of sandstone from Nina’s digging to reveal an ugly dark stain. 
 
    Immediately they all knew what it was. 
 
    “Antlion blood.” She explained unnecessarily; “It’s weeks old, but-” 
 
    “Avita!” The queen cried, moved into motion in the direction Jan had found the blood. 
 
    “Wait!” Miranda called out, risking injury at the hands of the soldiers by putting herself in front of their queen; “We have to go carefully Queen Julia! We have no idea what we are walking into.” 
 
    The mother’s longing to charge into the darkness was plain to see, but she was wise enough to hold back. 
 
    “There was a fight here, some time ago.” Jan continued as her keen nose found more evidence, a few more spots of blood coming into few as she shifted the dust around; “But I can’t tell much more beyond that, I’m sorry but the old scents are getting all muddled together with all of ours.” 
 
    “I... I will call the rest of my soldiers down.” Julia turned away to hide the tears on her face, her antennae wriggling to summon her Antlions. 
 
    “So her colony was attacked.” Miranda mused, scratching at her chin. 
 
    “Seems like it. But they were attacked from below which is really spooky.” 
 
    “Maybe it is Seekers then?” Ophelia suggested worriedly as Nina put herself between her bond-mate and the darkness. 
 
    “This close to Algrade? Not bloody likely!” Miranda exclaimed; “It’s amazing enough that these tunnels haven’t been discovered with all of the digs going on around the city. If there was a swarm this close, no way would it have gone undetected for so long.” 
 
    Volka was frowning as she mimicked Milly from earlier, her hand on the wall. 
 
    “What if this tunnel doesn’t go near Algrade?” 
 
    “You find something?” 
 
    The Valkyrie’s glow brightened, making the lost-tech orbs that Nameless and Miranda were still using for light unnecessary. 
 
    “Perhaps.” She mused. 
 
    Her eyes grew distant and Nameless felt a swirl of vague memories from her past overtook her mind. 
 
    Memories of war. 
 
    He made an effort to keep his breathing steady to avoid distracting her as she delved into the pain of her bloody past. 
 
    After several seconds Volka turned from the wall, her eyes wide with realization. 
 
    “The capital. By my goddess how did I miss it?” 
 
    “Okay, cut it out.” Nina huffed; “Explain.” 
 
    “The landscape of this world has changed much over the millennia, and never more so than when the emperor of the Divine Republic fell, his final act unleashing the arsenal of man-” 
 
    “Yeah yeah.” Nina waved impatiently; “He was a dick, the magic tribes tried to stop him, world got busted. What does that have to do with this?” 
 
    Volka sighed at her bond-sister’s impatience, but nodded. 
 
    “Wars are not fought with one side and then another each taking half of a perfect board. Wars are fought over the complicated topography of the world. I believe that we are now standing within an underground network of tunnels constructed by the Divine Republic... around their capital city.” 
 
    Miranda shrugged. 
 
    “You’re talking like that’s a big reveal, but I’m pretty sure that it’s the prevailing opinion of the history buffs at the university. Hence why the dig-sites in Algrade are amongst the richest known. But like the red girl said: so what?” 
 
    Volka pulled away from the wall, her light dimming somewhat when she realized her mistake. 
 
    “Forgive me, I was distracted. I was going to suggest that the reason this place was never found is because that network I spoke of was built outside the capital. It was a staging area for their armies and supplies. But I suppose that it isn’t relevant to our present circumstance.” 
 
    From the heartstone set in her shield, Nameless felt a twinge of embarrassment and even remorse at her memories distracting them from their purpose. 
 
    “It might be actually.” Queen Julia declared with a nod as she looked around, no longer bothering to hide her tears; “If my daughter stumbled upon something down here that put her and her colony in danger, she could have ordered her workers to seal them in, to spare the rest of the world.” 
 
    Her throat closed as emotion overtook her, meanwhile her soldiers advanced into the darkness on either side of them and set their shields against the unknown threat. 
 
    Nina took her hammer in both hands and rudely elbowed past the defensive line. 
 
    “Alright then. Let’s assume it’s something like those Seekers and be super-duper-extra careful about it. Jan, you find any more blood? If there were any survivors it could tell us which direction they went.” 
 
    The Wolfen nodded. 
 
    “I was about to suggest that actually.” 
 
    “Too bad I beat you to it, so I get all the credit.” The Gigas declared bluntly; “Which way?” 
 
    A bit sullen, Jan resumed her tracking efforts and soon found more blood, moving towards one side of where they entered. 
 
    Finally she pointed into the dark tunnel heading to the right. 
 
    “That way, whatever hit them seems to have come from there; this is where the signs of combat are the heaviest. 
 
    “My daughter.” The Antlion Queen sobbed; “What nightmare did you uncover down here?” 
 
    “There is only one way to find out.” Volka declared as she drew her sword of light, her wings spreading wide as her aura extended outwards to bathe the tunnel in angelic radiance; “Lead on, Jan. And let us seek out this nightmare for ourselves.” 
 
    “I will stand with you against it Dominar.” Kala pledged as she readied her spear. 
 
    “And me.” Milly agreed as she took up position on the other side of the angel. 
 
    “Guess that means you and me are stuck guarding Master.” Erica quipped towards Ophelia. 
 
    At the oblique reference to him, Miranda turned to order Nameless to prepare some lost-tech countermeasures just in case, but had to bite back the words when she saw he already had a canister ready in either hand, having handed off his light orb to Ophelia. 
 
    She felt weirdly proud of him, but quickly looked to Jan. 
 
    “Alright then, you follow your nose Jan and we’ll follow you. Nina, could you-” 
 
    “I’ve got her back, you just keep one eye on my man in case shit gets serious.” 
 
    “I will protect him myself if it means finding my Avita!” Queen Julia swore; “But please, let us hurry!” 
 
    They proceeded like that into the darkness: Jan crouching low in front with Nina at her side, followed by Volka, Milly and Kala and a wall of Antlion shields. 
 
    Barely ten minutes later, they encountered what Kala feared earlier: a wide open space with a number of tunnels branching off into different directions. 
 
    The cavernous chamber was easily forty yards across, with a half-dozen other openings leading out of it. Each was identical in size and structure to the underground boulevard they had come in from. 
 
    “If that archeology guy from the desert were here, I think he’d shoot in his pants.” Erica observed as she looked around; “Because this is pretty incredible.” 
 
    While they spoke Jan sniffed around the massive room. 
 
    “Yes.” Volka agreed, though she seemed sad; “The Divine Republic always excelled at construction. The fact that the Bastion in Garland wasn’t the tallest structure they built is testament to that!” 
 
    “You getting anything puppy?” Miranda called to her bond-mate, her voice echoing around the open space. 
 
    Investigating one of the passages nearby, at first the Wolfen shook her head, but suddenly she stiffened in place. 
 
    “No.” She breathed out; “Oh no.” 
 
    Nina stepped in front of her to protect her from the darkness, not looking away from it as she spoke. 
 
    “Gimme more than that. What do you smell?” 
 
    Jan turned to face the main group, now a circle of forty Antlion soldiers around a squishy core of humans, not to mention the Katje, Gripau and Flutterby. 
 
    “We were wrong. It’s not Seekers.” 
 
    Erica flinched beside Nameless, and suddenly she had a knife in each hand. 
 
    Jan had a much better sense of smell, but her hearing was superior. 
 
    “Something’s coming!” She hissed out in warning. 
 
    “Where?” Miranda replied tightly. 
 
    Erica’s eyes reflected the light of the orb gripped in the older woman’s fist as her ears swiveled on her head. 
 
    “Everywhere!” 
 
    “What is it dearheart? Seekers?” Ophelia whispered. 
 
    Queen Julia slumped as they all heard the chittering cacophony of the approaching mob. 
 
    “No.” She lamented with yet more tears; “It is my Avita.” 
 
    Seconds later the chamber was flooded with Tenebrae. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23: 
 
    Fallen Monarch 
 
      
 
      
 
    The well-trained legion of ant-girls brought their shields to bear, forming a solid circle to protect their queen and her allies. 
 
    Meanwhile Antlion workers swarmed out of the various branches of the tunnels, seeming to be never ending. 
 
    From behind the wall of shields Queen Julia’s heart was broken. 
 
    “Give me back my daughter!” She cried irrationally. 
 
    “We will save her!” 
 
    She looked down and to the side to see Nameless watching the dark-eyed workers with his jaw set in determination. 
 
    Every time he encountered a Tenebrae, every time he entered the mind of a girl so tormented by negative emotions, his resolve grew. To the point that now he showed no fear at all for the workers about to collide with the queen’s soldiers and his bond-mates. 
 
    “Them being here means that she is still alive! Hold them. Subdue them where you can. We will save your daughter!” He repeated as his face turned upwards to meet hers. 
 
    His eyes were glowing gold as his bond-mate’s divine might reacted to his resolve. 
 
    It was a surprising turn, but Queen Julia regained her royal dignity as she reached down and set her hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Thank you, young Aegis.” She whispered. 
 
    “Thank me when I have actually accomplished something.” He muttered. 
 
    “Look sharp kid!” Miranda snapped at him; “Focus on containment for now until we can get a handle on this!” 
 
    “Yes ma’am! Nina, Milly, strobes are coming!” 
 
    “Yeah yeah.” The Gigas replied placidly as she carelessly knocked over the forerunners of the mob. 
 
    There was a great woosh as Volka flapped her wings once to bring her higher in the chamber. 
 
    “My sisters! Calm your hearts and step back from this nightmare that you face!” She cried out as she released her aura in its entirety, making the light orbs completely unnecessary and bolstering the hearts of everyone in the chamber. 
 
    The Tenebrae-Antlions hesitated, their blackened eyes glossing over momentarily in the face of the glorious love that Volka’s aura promised them. 
 
    But it wasn’t enough. 
 
    The moment of doubt passed and they surged forwards, hungry for blood. 
 
    “We are outnumbered! But my workers are coming through the tunnel now to bolster our forces!” Queen Julia declared in a clear shout; “House of Longinus! Guard well your daughters!” 
 
    Volka’s aura had filled her heart with the hope that she had nearly lost and her soldiers let out a unified grunt and took a step forwards, their shields slamming into the surging horde of Tenebrae and pushing them back, a dark wave breaking on unyielding rocks. 
 
    Because while their hearts were filled with rage and hate, they were worker caste, and Queen Julia’s soldiers were more than a match for them. 
 
    And that wasn’t even counting Nina, Milly, Kala and Jan. 
 
    The four of them worked seamlessly together, swirling within the mass of bodies and putting them down two and sometimes even three at a time. 
 
    Meanwhile Miranda and Nameless were sowing chaos in the horde with strobes and goo-bombs, blinding and binding the fallen girls. 
 
    “Where is Erica?!” Ophelia demanded suddenly from behind him. 
 
    Amidst the chaos, the Katje had disappeared. 
 
    Distracted from the pitched battle, Nameless reached out with his heart to feel his kitty slinking off down one of the tunnels and he nearly died from the fright of it. 
 
    Erica had cleared the chaotic mob of Tenebrae when they were distracted by Volka and her light. 
 
    But his concern was unwarranted, as she was a Katje and stealth was what she was born for; her black leather suit and her natural night-vision helping her hide in the shadows. 
 
    Once past the last of the Antlions swarming into the chamber her thoughts reached back for him. 
 
    You guys take care of the hard stuff! I’ll find the queen!  
 
    He wanted to call her back, but by that point she was actually safer than the rest of them. And though her nose wasn’t as good as Jan’s, with so many ants to follow it wasn’t hard to backtrack where they had come from. 
 
    While the slinky cat slunk through the dark, the Tenebrae hesitated to strike at the light that was Volka, but she struck at them, using her shield to bowl them over as she joined the other four girls fighting in a slow circle outside the wall of Antlion soldiers. 
 
    “We’re lucky that Avita is a young queen! All I’m seeing is workers!” Kala declared as she grappled one of the girls to the floor. 
 
    Milly bellowed at her side as she fought with two others. 
 
    “Workers or not they are pretty strong!” 
 
    From atop one of the stout soldiers protecting them, Jez’s tongue lashed out and bound up one of the girls angling to brain the Minotaur with a shovel from behind, dragging the girl towards the shield wall. 
 
    “Ah’ve goth won!” She declared proudly. 
 
    “Good! Now grab twenty more!” Nina roared at her. 
 
    The hard part for her wasn’t the Tenebrae piling on top of her, it was throwing them off without hurting them. 
 
    She was enormously grateful to Tiana and the other Amazons for helping her practice. 
 
    As desperate as their situation seemed, the Tenebrae they fought were not doing well either; their numbers had been steadily dwindling since the fight broke out and it only got worse when Queen Julia’s workers arrived from the surface. 
 
    They didn’t have the training that her soldiers did, not to mention the doughty shields, and a few of them were torn apart by their dark counterparts. But while it pained Julia greatly, it helped them turn the tide when they waded into the mess of Tenebrae to reach their queen. 
 
    Nameless suddenly stood bolt upright when he felt another thought from Erica. 
 
    Found her! Wow she doesn’t look good! You better get here quick lover! 
 
    Erica! Are you safe?! 
 
    I’m fine, I’m pretty sure that all of the Antlions are with you. 
 
    “Queen Julia!” Nameless shouted once he’d absorbed everything from Erica; “There! That tunnel! Avita is there!” 
 
    It was all he needed to say. 
 
    The soldiers maintaining the shield wall began to move immediately, somehow keeping their formation solid even while fighting off the Tenebrae. 
 
    But Nameless felt a sudden surge of surprise, fear and pain from Erica. 
 
    His eyes widened and he threw his thoughts at the others. 
 
    Erica is in trouble! 
 
    “I felt it Husband!” Volka called out even as she brained yet another Antlion with her shield. 
 
    If they were keeping score, the Dominar and Nina would be neck in neck. 
 
    Though when she heard that her precious sister was in danger, Milly bellowed aggressively and set her sights on the passage that led to the Katje and soon she very rapidly caught up to Nina and Volka’s numbers when she plowed over anything and everything in her path as only a charging Minotaur could. 
 
    Not to be outdone, Volka gave one flap of her wing and risked breaking her neck by flying over the mob to reach the tunnel in question. 
 
    “Shit!” Miranda cried out when it suddenly got very dark; “Lights!” 
 
    She and Nameless cracked the last of their light orbs to illuminate the chamber again, by which point they had all converged on the tunnel in question. 
 
    He felt a surge relief to see Milly and the others alright, but was still dreadfully afraid from what he still felt from Erica. 
 
    She was alive, but from the mess of emotions he felt from her, he knew she’d been found by some of the Antlions. 
 
    “My soldiers will hold the rest of them here!” Queen Julia proclaimed; “Lead me to my daughter young Aegis!” 
 
    With Erica fighting for her life, he didn’t need to be told twice.  
 
    “This way!” 
 
    The tunnel had many smaller passages that broke away from it, but following her heart in his mind, Nameless led them through the many twists and turns until they arrived at a spacious dome-ceilinged room with numerous crates pushed up against one wall and countless tiny ovular husks set against the opposite one. 
 
    Inside Erica was fending off two Tenebrae, relying on her superior speed and reflexes to evade their shovels and picks while her tail behind her was bloody and hanging at an odd angle. 
 
    Her stealth had failed her quite spectacularly. 
 
    “I cannot reach her!” 
 
    Near where the rest of them entered Volka was fighting through a half dozen more Antlions to try to get to her bond-sister, but they were holding her off too well. 
 
    When one of the Antlions became aware of the Katje, they all had, so a group of them had rushed to protect their dark queen and they fought with even more ferocity than before to protect her. 
 
    Frantic to save Erica, Milly got creative. 
 
    “Jez! Help her!” She seized the tiny monster off of the back of the soldier she’d been riding. 
 
    “Wuh-oh.” The Gripau ribbited once just as the Minotaur flung her over the heads of Volka and the Tenebrae locked in combat with her. 
 
    The flying froggy sailed through the air towards the embattled Katje, and right before she landed she shot her tongue out to wrap around one of them, dragging the dark girl down with her. 
 
    “Milly!” Jan growled out a whine at the cow’s side; “No throwing things!” 
 
    Now that he fight was suddenly one on one, Erica began to fare better, pulling herself close to the Antlion so that she couldn’t bring her shovel to bear and using everything she knew to grapple with her until she had her on the ground in an arm-lock, the Katje’s chest rising and falling rapidly. 
 
    “Kid!” Miranda shouted from one side; “Here! The queen is here! End this!” 
 
    Slumped to one side of the room was the Antlion Queen, her dark eyes were vacant as she directed her horde of workers in their losing battle against her mother’s forces. 
 
    With his girls protecting him from the Tenebrae in the room, Nameless pushed his concern for Erica down and rushed to save the queen. 
 
    Surrounded by the same broken husks that were adhered to the walls, she looked dreadful; her eyes were shallow in her skull, while her flesh was emaciated. 
 
    “Get it done Nameless!” Miranda barked from beside him. 
 
    With others having taken up her struggle, Volka joined her husband and together they loomed over the defenceless queen. 
 
    She still hadn’t reacted to their presence. 
 
    “Poor and wretched creature.” The Valkyrie declared as she took up the girl’s crown and handed it to Nameless; “Come back into the light, your mother awaits you!” 
 
    With her heartstone in Nameless’s hands, they entered her mind together. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Immediately they knew something was off. 
 
    Just as they had discovered in Kettering, the Antlion Queen’s mind was paired with another. 
 
    But this was in the mind of one who already shared her thoughts with that of her colony. And this time the added layer of torment from being forced to share someone else’s thoughts had happened after she was already a Tenebrae. 
 
    More of Jonathan’s experiments. 
 
    As a result of the mental chaos Nameless’s mind was forced through a faceted kaleidoscope of sensations, emotions, and broken memories. 
 
    Not for the first time, and sadly not for the last, his Valkyrie saved him. 
 
    Husband, be calm. You are in control here. Govern her mind with yours, show her stillness. The pond by our cottage in the early morning. Water as calm and sacred as glass. 
 
    With each whisper the fragmented imagery faded from his thoughts as he focused on what she directed, drawing upon the light of his bond-mates’ hearts to hold himself steady. 
 
    Soon they floated together in the middle of the maelstrom within a safe bubble of their own creation. 
 
    Then Volka let out a mental chuckle. 
 
    Hey. That actually worked. Cool. 
 
    You didn’t think it would?! 
 
    I’ve told you: Empathic magic is new to humans. And you have done more with it in a few short years than most before you. Breaking new ground comes with risk. 
 
    Nameless sighed as he looked upon the madness still happening outside their bubble, able to focus on it now without fear of being torn asunder. 
 
    Now she tells me. How do we do this? 
 
    His angel’s golden presence at his side was as warm as ever, though he definitely felt her concern for the creature whose mind they had invaded. 
 
    Just as with Jonathan, it may be necessary for you to put her mind back together for her. To sort out what emotions and memories are her own, and cast aside those forced upon her. But this time we need not move about within her fractured psyche. Jonathan was human, while she is a monster without a bond. Her mind is more flexible. She will seek us out if we give her reason to. 
 
    That explains how I ended up bonded to Erica and Nina. The rules for this magic crap seem to change every time I get into it. 
 
    Together they watched as all around them scenes from the battle played out while the Antlion workers strove to overwhelm their enemy. 
 
    Why are they your enemy, um, Queen? 
 
    Nameless cast the thought out into the maelstrom; a clumsy beginning but he had to start somewhere. 
 
    The mental image of Volka at his side shook her head. 
 
    She is royalty. She is owed allegiance and respect. 
 
    What? I called her ‘Queen’ didn’t I? 
 
    You mistake me. She is owed these things. She expects them. She is used to them. 
 
    Slowly Nameless clued in to what she was saying, or rather thinking, to him. 
 
    I gotcha.  
 
    This time when he cast his thoughts out into the chaos, he made sure to colour them with Nina’s bluntness and a fair bit of Erica’s sass. 
 
    Yo Avita! Get your skinny ass over here! 
 
    Neither of them was prepared for the vehemence of her reply. 
 
    All of her thoughts, and all of the thoughts of her many workers, turned inwards, until it felt like they were being glared at from every direction imaginable. 
 
    VENGEANCE FOR MY CHILDREN!! 
 
    The booming roar hit their bubble like a tidal wave, again coming from all sides. 
 
    But Volka stood firm, and thus so did Nameless. 
 
    They both balked somewhat though when the Antlion Queen’s meaning became clear in their minds. 
 
    They saw her hands reaching out, except they weren’t her hands, to caress the statues of ash that her children had become. 
 
    At his side Volka sucked in an ethereal breath. 
 
    By the light of my goddess! The pain of it! Steady Husband! 
 
    It hit him then as well, a wall of grief so black and all-consuming that it made him want to throw up all over the Antlion’s mind, which definitely wouldn’t have helped matters. 
 
    But the image of the Chimera’s children, dead and ash now for centuries, felt wrong in a different way than the tragedy it presented: it didn’t belong here. 
 
    Plain as day to him, the memory was not hers, it couldn’t be hers. 
 
    So he cast his thoughts out again, responding to the wave of rage and hate and sorrow with firm patience and unconditional love. 
 
    There is only one enemy here. And you know it, proud daughter of the house of Longinus. These are not your children. 
 
    With all of his focus he dragged the queen’s all-encompassing attention towards a single Antlion worker, currently being pinned to the stone wall by a grim-faced Milly. 
 
    This is your love. See her pain? See what you are doing to her? 
 
    He felt the mental sob as the queen broke, felt a chink form in her already fractured mental armour. 
 
    NO, I MUST... I MUST KILL EVERYTHING! 
 
    Why? 
 
    She didn’t respond, instead his simple question reverberated in Avita’s thoughts and he felt her confusion swelling all around as a result. 
 
    Outside of their shared minds the others were having a much easier time of it: the remaining workers had become dazed as their queen’s control slipped. 
 
    Emboldened, Nameless pressed on. 
 
    Explain to me why you must suffer for the Chimera’s dead children. Why must your workers fight? Why must YOU fight? 
 
    That was all it took. 
 
    Over the course of the next few seconds he watched as the multi-faceted mind of the Antlion colony cleared. 
 
    Though he was surprised by what was left: 
 
    Order. 
 
    A painful degree of order. 
 
    The unrealized structure of an entire society: rigid and unchangeable, but beautiful in its simplicity. 
 
    Worker, Soldier, Myrmidon, Queen. 
 
    But it was fading, and he knew why. 
 
    A whisper of a thought reached out to them, the queen’s final words as she slipped ever closer to oblivion. 
 
    Thank... you. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24: 
 
    That Which Sustains 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nameless and Volka returned to their own minds with a start, surrounded by the others. 
 
    He sprang into action immediately. 
 
    “Milly! Milk! She needs milk! She’s dying!” 
 
    “Wha-” 
 
    But Volka was already pulling her off of the worker, now slumped against the floor, and pushing her towards the young Antlion Queen. 
 
    “Beloved sister, there is no time! Even now she fades! Evadne and Jonathan forced her to produce far more workers than she was capable of sustaining, her body needs nutrients!” 
 
    “My daughter!” Julia wailed as she rushed to her side; “Please, the Dominar is correct, please save her!” 
 
    With her confusion gone, Milly shrugged the straps of her overalls off of her shoulders and pulled her shirt up to expose one breast. 
 
    With great care she held the emaciated queen to her chest, positioning her pink nipple at her lips. 
 
    “I don’t understand. They were so strong a moment ago, what changed?” Erica asked as she gingerly paced over to them. 
 
    Midway down, her sleek black tail was kinked at an unnatural angle from where an Antlion’s shovel had struck a clipped blow, but with the young queen fending for her life, she didn’t complain about it. 
 
    The Valkyrie had taken a step back to allow room for Julia to go to her daughter and turned to answer her bond-sisters question. 
 
    “The will to live... it is no mere thing. Poor Avita and her colony were filled with Evadne’s twisted purpose, her hunger for vengeance, the same hunger that has sustained the Chimera for so long despite the demon inside of her. And now that it is gone her body is failing.” 
 
    Milly didn’t give up, still pressing her nipple between the Antlion’s chapped lips and mooing at her gently as Nameless helped her coax some of her cream into her mouth. 
 
    Kala spoke then, her voice subdued as she inspected their surroundings. 
 
    “It’s not just her. Half of the workers down here are already gone.” 
 
    “Talk to her Queen Julia! I can’t reach her anymore, but you’re her mother, your voice-” Nameless settled his hand on the woman’s hip as he urged her to do what he said; “Remind her of everything that she is, and everything she wants to be!” 
 
    The tearful queen nodded as she cradled her daughter along with Milly. 
 
    “My darling Avita, my proud Avita! Live! You were forming a legacy of your own! You had plans, such grand plans! An underground network to connect all of our family’s colonies together! You used to draw them, do you remember? Now please, please drink!” 
 
    A tense silence fell as everyone waited, hope in their throats. 
 
    At her mother’s urging, Avita managed a single swallow, the rich cream from Milly’s breast reinvigorating her almost immediately, colour returning to her cheeks as she swallowed again. 
 
    Ophelia gently pulled Nameless back to take his placed so that she could reach the Antlion Queen and check her over for injuries, at least as far as she was able while the critical girl was still cradled in Milly and Julia’s arms. 
 
    “Not too much dearheart. She is starving. If you give her too much too quickly she might get sick. One mouthful at a time.” 
 
    Milly lowed in compassion at the thought of having to deny the hungry mouth on her teat, but she trusted Ophelia’s judgment above just about anyone’s and so pulled it away. 
 
    Avita swallowed again, stronger this time, then gasped in a ragged breath. 
 
    “What about the workers?” Erica asked as she looked back at the girl who had broken her tail. 
 
    Despite the pain she felt, it saddened her to see her unmoving on the floor. 
 
    Queen Julia shook her head. 
 
    “Focus on Avita, her workers cannot survive without her. And while it pains me to say so, it is what they would want.” 
 
    “My queen speaks true.” A nearby soldier agreed quietly; “Our lives are inconsequential compared to that of our sovereign.” 
 
    It was the first time any of them had heard one of the other Antlions speak, which made the words that much more impactful. 
 
    While Milly, Ophelia, and Julia tended to the fallen queen, Miranda looked to Nameless. 
 
    He sighed when he saw the expression on her face, desperately hungry for information. 
 
    “Jonathan isn’t pulling girls into his mind anymore, or invading theirs. He found a better way. A faster way. He’s forcing them into Evadne’s, twinning them like he did before with the Lambda and Lapine you rescued in Oakridge. By burying their psyches with hers he is forcing them to feel her pain at the loss of her children as if it were their own. Her grief... it’s unbelievable. Like nothing I’ve ever felt.” 
 
    What Nameless didn’t say was that her pain was as disturbingly familiar as Volka’s at the loss of her kin, but Evadne lacked the Valkyrie’s selfless courage and indomitable will and so had crumbled before it. 
 
    The angel’s expression was pensive as she followed his thought process. 
 
    After a steadying breath, Nameless continued. 
 
    “I knew that she lost her people, but this? Now I understand exactly why she became a Tenebrae, why she hates everything.” 
 
    “To experience what she did, I too understand.” Volka shook her head to cast aside any doubts; “But what she is now, this thing that she has become... the last Chimera must be stopped. And the demon within her heart must be expelled from this world.” 
 
    Nina shrugged in the midst of splinting Erica’s tail, unable to ignore the way her bond-sister’s chin was trembling from the pain. 
 
    “Sounds to me like nothing has changed. Regardless of how tragic her back-story is, I plan on hitting her so hard everything inside of her is going to be expelled from this world.” 
 
    They had all heard her make the same promise many times, so they were used to her blatant bloodlust by now when it came to Evadne. 
 
    “The big question then, where the hell is she?” Miranda asked, looking around at the crates of supplies that Jonathan had amassed to feed their growing army. 
 
    “Gone.” A coarse voice whispered, causing all eyes to turn to the downed Antlion Queen; “They... left me here. Made my workers hide the entrance from within... I couldn’t-” 
 
    “Avita! Save your strength my daughter!” Queen Julia urged. 
 
    The girl’s eyes were bleary as she took in the faces of those fretting over her. 
 
    “M-Mother?” 
 
    “I am here, darling!” 
 
    “I heard you... calling for me. They left... that way. The human and... her. Cold. She was so cold.” She finished in a whimper, one emaciated arm pointing towards a narrow doorway leading out of the room. 
 
    Inevitably though, she didn’t have the strength to keep the arm raised, and it fell to her side as the young Antlion Queen slumped into unconscious. 
 
    Julia cried out in alarm, but Ophelia was quick to reassure her. 
 
    “She should recover. But we need to give her time for her body to rest and absorb the nutrients before we can give her more.” She looked to Milly and nodded to reassure her as well. 
 
    Meanwhile the others spread out and began to search the place, and they did not at all like what they found. 
 
    “The crates in here are empty now, but it looks like they were full of food.” Jan remarked. 
 
    Jez held up an empty can, the preserved fruit within long since having been eaten before it was cast aside. 
 
    “They were! Apricots!” She agreed; “The ones that they grow special for canning!” 
 
    “Jez, that isn’t- never mind.” Miranda gave up immediately on correcting yet another of the frog’s misconceptions; “The amount of supplies they’ve gone through down here... if this was their base of operations we need to report on it, and soon.” 
 
    “You think they intend on coming back?” Nameless asked with some concern. 
 
    “No.” Nina answered as she came back into the room; “Pretty sure I found the way out that the little queen was pointing at. The ants sealed it up, just like with her colony. It’ll take me a few minutes to clear it.” 
 
    Volka nodded, taking a moment away from helping the Antlion soldiers tend to Avita’s surviving workers. 
 
    “By all accounts they have been using this place for a long time, and it concerns me greatly that they no longer feel that they need it.” 
 
    While the others searched the place Ophelia milked Milly into a number of bottles that the Antlions emptied of water to help with the young queen’s recovery, Queen Julia watching over them until they finished. 
 
    While her soldiers carefully loaded her precious daughter onto an improvised stretched, she stood to her full height before the Minotaur, her eyes inscrutable. 
 
    After a few moments she settled her hands upon her shoulders and slowly shook her head. 
 
    “Minotaur... Milly, that which you have done for my daughter this day, I-I will never be able to repay you for it. When I return to my colony my workers will carve your likeness in stone that you shall be remembered always by the house of Longinus.” 
 
    The bashful cow blushed, her cheeks reddening as she blinked at the prospect. 
 
    “Oh, well gosh. You don’t need to do that! It was my pleasure, I’m just happy that my milk could help at all!” 
 
    The queen leaned in and kissed her once on each cheek before pulling her into a fierce hug. 
 
    “All the same, thank you.” 
 
    After their embrace, they soon followed Nina as she led them out of the secret bunker, climbing a long narrow tunnel that she’d cleared to emerge into daylight through a hinged piece of stone, designed to blend in seamlessly with the cliff-face. 
 
    “And I thought I was sneaky.” Erica remarked when they looked back on the secret hatch. 
 
    Once all of the Antlions were clear, Nina swatted it once with her hammer, taking it off its hinges just as easily as she had the door in their apartment. 
 
    “You are. And now Jonathan and Evadne have one less place to hide.” 
 
    While they had been underground the afternoon had waned on and now the sun was high in the sky. 
 
    Standing in the light, Queen Julia looked towards Nameless and Volka. 
 
    “Just as promised, you saved my daughter. You have saved my heart and my hope.” Her words were heavy with emotion as she spoke; “If I was not already bonded I would beg you to wear my crown, young Aegis.” 
 
    Nameless smiled wanly, familiar by now with being so popular amongst monster girls. 
 
    “It’s alright, it’s why I exist.” He shrugged helplessly; “It’s why the Valkyrie created the Empaths. It is my duty. But there are so many more monster girls that need saving and we can’t do it alone.” 
 
    She nodded at the implied request in his words, her eyes shining with grateful tears as she knelt before them, her soldiers and workers doing the same. 
 
    “The legions of Longinus are yours to command, Aegis. And yours Dominar.” 
 
    “Better let her do the commanding.” Nina said with a sniff; “He’s a bit of a boob.” 
 
    Despite her sarcasm she felt pretty smug having so-called royalty bow down before her bond-mate. 
 
    Ignoring the Gigas, Volka reached out and settled her hand upon the Antlion Queen’s shoulder. 
 
    “Thank you. I fear we will soon have need of your aid. Though we learned much this day, Evadne and Jonathan are far from defeated.” 
 
    Julia nodded again as she stood to her full height. 
 
    “We will face them together. Once I have secured my daughter and the safety of her surviving workers, I shall muster the rest of my family and stand beside you as my forbears once did.” 
 
    She embraced Volka, and then scooped up a surprised Nameless to plant a firm kiss on his lips, his legs dangling awkwardly beneath him. 
 
    “And when my daughter has recovered from this ordeal, you should seek her out.” She murmured into his ear in a husky voice; “You are worthy of her heart at least.” 
 
    “Oh dear, here we go.” Ophelia sighed. 
 
    “Nope.” Nina said flatly; “He’s capped at six, assuming Escrya ever gets her ass back to us.” 
 
    Julia set him down with a slight pout. 
 
    “A king ought to keep as many concubines as his appetite allows, but I will not press the issue. Regardless, I must take my leave of you now. Until we meet again, dear friends.” 
 
    As the Antlions left all eyes turned to Nameless. 
 
    “I’m not calling you ‘majesty’.” Miranda said drily. 
 
    Milly giggled. 
 
    “The Nameless King and his Nameless God.” 
 
    “Heh, I forgot about that.” Erica said as she sidled up to him, though she winced when her splinted tail brushed up against his leg; “You okay there lover?” 
 
    He nodded, wrapping his arm around her waist and hugging her. 
 
    “Just tired. Evadne’s memories kind of knocked the wind out of me.” 
 
    Miranda nodded her head sympathetically. 
 
    “No rest yet kid. We should report back with what we’ve learned. I know it isn’t much but every ounce of intel we collect on her makes a difference. I know some Undines in Algrade, we shouldn’t be too far from there.” 
 
    “Good. Because I can’t sit down right now, and for all the wrong reasons.” Erica complained. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25: 
 
    The Baking Queen 
 
      
 
      
 
    While Garland was swarming with monster girls, both locals and refugees, Algrade was bristling with mechanists and lost-technology. 
 
    As such when they arrived they discovered that it was not the same city from just a few weeks ago. 
 
    It was the very center of lost-tech research in the world, and the university students and faculty had set to work like nobody’s business to ensure the safety of the city. 
 
    “What is that noise?” Milly asked as she looked around. 
 
    A strange crackling buzz permeated the air, making their whole bodies tingle with strange nervous energy. 
 
    Miranda frowned, but then her eyes lit up and she pointed upwards. 
 
    “Looks like those loonies at the university have been busy. Look.” 
 
    At first none of them could see what she was pointing at, seeing nothing but blue sky, but then a different hue of blue caught their attention as a current of lightening sparked from one wire to the next in the grid that powered the lights above the city. 
 
    “An air defense web.” Volka noted with a look of distaste; “The means by which the Divine Republic countered flyers such as myself during the war. Ophelia, it would be best if you kept your feet firmly on the ground while we are here. I can tell you from experience; it is not a pleasant sensation.” 
 
    She took up a nearby stone and casually tossed it upwards, causing all of them to flinch when multiple sparks of electricity shot towards it with a sickening pop, reducing it to powder. 
 
    “Goodness!” The Flutterby exclaimed; “They’ve been trying to get it working on and off since I was a child to better understand the-” 
 
    “Oi!” Someone nearby shouted; “You scamps stop messing with that! I swear I’ll sick the Aegis on- holy smokes!” 
 
    A man wearing university overalls, instructor orange rather than student beige, came storming towards them but pulled up short when he caught the culprit who had thrown the rock. 
 
    “My apologies.” Volka said mildly; “I was merely demonstrating the danger to my bond-sister.” 
 
    His embarrassment was obvious given his blush, causing Miranda and the others to smirk at his distress. 
 
    “Right, er, yeah, that’s fine then. Just don’t do it again. Makes me jump out of my skin every time I hear that sound. The slum-rats have been throwing everything but money at it since we turned it on.” 
 
    As they entered the city proper they saw that it wasn’t just the air defenses that the university had activated. 
 
    Ancient fortifications, built into the very streets of the city, had been refurbished and put to use; the walls that separated the city proper from the slums now bristled with all manner of mechanisms, many of which Miranda and even Volka knew nothing about. 
 
    “This is what happens when you let a bunch of bright boys loose.” The Aegis operative sighed as she examined some of the contraptions; “I think this thing here is meant to spit out some kind of liquid, but no idea what.” 
 
    She gestured at a series of pipes in the wall that came together at a number of ominous protrusions that each resembled the barrel of a gun. 
 
    “Adhesive foam.” A familiar voice called from nearby. 
 
    They looked to see Christine Loskins coming towards them, a clipboard in hand and grease smeared across her nose. 
 
    “Foam? Not gel like the goo bombs?” Jan asked. 
 
    “No, this is different. We suspect it was the precursor to the substance in your adhesive grenades. It hardens on contact, and there is no easy solution to clear it up. It took a work crew three hours in shifts to free the first dumbass that tripped it.” 
 
    “Seems... drastic.” Nameless observed. 
 
    “Maybe. But after we heard about Lipton Falls-” Christine’s voice caught and she rubbed at her eyes suddenly; “Anyways, what are you guys doing back? Also hi.” 
 
    Though Nameless and his girls were familiar with her sister, they didn’t know Christine very well. 
 
    Which was why everyone was glad when a pair of Hornets landed beside her after they had exchanged greetings, cutting short the need for small talk. 
 
    “Greetings from our Queen!” One of them declared; “If you have no other business, she would like to extend an invitation for you to visit our hive.” 
 
    Miranda was about to respond, but Nina cut her off. 
 
    “Quite the fashion statement you bugs are making.” She nodded her chin at the Hornets. 
 
    The pair of them were wearing strange shiny metal hoops on their wrists and ankles. 
 
    One of the Hornet’s eyes went a bit distant as her antennae wiggled, her queen now addressing them through her surrogate. 
 
    “Yes, not very fetching.” She agreed somewhat sourly; “But it’s preferable than getting struck by multiple bolts of lightning just for stretching our wings. You’ll need to go to the university if you want some, it’s a whole process.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be necessary.” Volka said; “We aren’t here for long. Aegis Holt?” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re just here to send a message along, grab some grub and bunk down for the night. Then back to Garland first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “Oh? That’s a shame, I know my Queen would love to see you all.” Her looked turned coy as she examined her nails; “And I also know of a certain Lapine who would love to see you, Miranda.” 
 
    Miranda’s cheeks turned pink and Nameless and the others had to hide their smiles; the gruff woman blushing was a rare sight. 
 
    “Oooh, can we?” Jez hopped off of Kala’s shoulder to make her plea right in front of her bond-mate. 
 
    “Pretty please?” Jan echoed with her tongue lolled out in amusement. 
 
    But Miranda shook her head at them. 
 
    “This isn’t a social call. We’re on duty girls.” 
 
    The Hornets each quirked one eyebrow up as their antennae wiggled, but they said nothing. 
 
    The Aegis operative huffed as the weight of her bond-mates’ disappointment fell down on her; even Kala was looking crestfallen. 
 
    Rebecca the Lapine courier had made an impact on all of them, but after Lipton Falls they had only been able to exchange a couple of letters to check up on her, too busy with their duties. 
 
    “Maybe we’ll go say hi. But only if we have time!” 
 
    They could all hear Jan’s tail wagging. 
 
    “Is she staying with you still?” Erica asked the Hornets; “I didn’t really get to meet her much.” 
 
    “Yes, she is. She keeps trying to leave, but my Queen won’t have it. Who knows though, perhaps she’ll find a new home for herself soon enough.” 
 
    “You’re getting way ahead of yourself.” Miranda sighed; “I thought I was past the point of chasing skirts.” 
 
    “Maybe you are mistress, but I’m not.” Jan said with a broad smile; “She’s so easygoing and fun, when her life isn’t in danger anyways, plus she’s a bunny, and I would love to chase me some bunny!” 
 
    Kala laughed at her bond-sister’s zeal, nodding in agreement. 
 
    “She demonstrated true courage in dealing with that wretched Sinclair woman. She is worthy of any lover, even ours.” 
 
    “I like her big floppy ears!” Jez proclaimed with enthusiasm, then continued defensively when she got some odd looks; “What? You two already said the important stuff! Now let’s go and get her!” 
 
    Christine threw in her two bits, feeling a little left out of the conversation. 
 
    “If it helps, she’s been thinking about you a lot since you left.” She volunteered. 
 
    Jez abruptly hopped in place, spinning halfway around in the air and facing her when she landed, her face excited. 
 
    “Really?! What’s she been saying about me?!” 
 
    It was obvious to everyone except the Gripau that she had been talking about Miranda, and now Christine was a bit trapped; the frog’s strange slanted pupils threw her off, especially given how wide her eyes were with excitement. 
 
    “Oh... um. She’s, wow, I mean. I can’t remember specifically.” She finished with a lame shrug at being put on the spot so unexpectedly. 
 
    Jez bobbed her head, flinging bits of water from her hair, still damp from a creek she’d found on their way out of the mountains south of the city. 
 
    “That’s okay! I accept general praise as well! Whatever you’ve got!” 
 
    The others hid smirks while Christine floundered, her face reddening as she looked around for someone to save her. 
 
    No one did. 
 
    “She... she said she liked your bathing suit?” She finally tossed out, more of a question than anything. 
 
    Question or not, it worked for Jez, who hopped in place again with excitement. 
 
    “Cool! But wait, this one is new.” Her hopping stopped as she found the logical flaw in Christine’s white-lie; “How can she like it if she hasn’t seen it yet?” 
 
    There was a rising distrust in her tone that told the poor mechanist that she was running out of wiggle room. 
 
    “She must have been talking about your old one.” Miranda finally stepped in; “I’m sure that she’ll want to see the new one. So why don’t we stop yammering here and go show her?” 
 
    Jez faced her mistress and the elder Loskins sister looked at her with grateful relief, mouthing a ‘thanks’ when the Gripau wasn’t looking. 
 
    The Hornets, having watched the whole thing for the entertainment of their queen, buzzed their wings and hovered off of the street. 
 
    “Come along then, we will escort you to our hive.” 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    “Here try this and tell me what you think.” 
 
    The wingless Hornet took a nibble of the tiny pastry that Cordelia Loskins was holding out to her, then smiled wide. 
 
    “It is delicious, my Queen.” 
 
    They were in the kitchen of the Hornet hive in Algrade, the young baker practicing her craft. 
 
    “It’s not too sweet?” 
 
    “Not at all, but we do have a sweet tooth.” 
 
    Cordelia’s brow furrowed at the royal ‘we’. 
 
    “Wait who am I speaking to right now, you or Oldeera?” 
 
    “Both, my love, always both.” 
 
    “Man that is such a trip.” She muttered; “I’m sorry Muffin, I love you to bits but I might never understand how your mind works.” 
 
    “Most humans don’t. But I could say the same to you: it wasn’t until I lost my wings that I understood what it was like to have to walk everywhere, like you do.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Cordelia repeated, this time for the Hornet’s loss. 
 
    “Don’t be. I feel the wind still through my sisters and my Queen.” 
 
    “Okay, that is definitely not Oldeera talking!” The brunette accused with a slight whine. 
 
    Muffin winked very deliberately. 
 
    “I’ll never tell.” 
 
    Sadly Cordelia’s boss Renaldo had relatives in Lipton Falls, and he had closed down his bakery a few weeks prior while he went to be with his surviving family. 
 
    Which meant that the young baker was out of work for the first time in her life, something she was not accustomed to. 
 
    She’d offered to keep the place running, but the nervous man had insisted on closing up shop, not knowing for sure how long he would be gone. 
 
    So she kept busy by baking up goodies for her sister to give away at the university, as well as good wholesome bread to donate to one of the dispensaries in the slums. 
 
    Her generosity hadn’t gone unnoticed either; whenever she went out with her Hornets she was greeted warmly as ‘Queen Loskins’ or ‘Your Highness’ by random locals. 
 
    And certainly no one tried to steal her crown again! 
 
    After what happened to Renaldo’s kin though, she couldn’t shake the heavy dark pall on her heart that the massacre in Lipton Falls had engendered in everyone’s. 
 
    “Cordelia!” Christine suddenly called; “We have some guests so you better be wearing pants this time!” 
 
    Safe to say the elder Loskins sister had walked in on some things since living in the hive. 
 
    Immediately Cordelia turned to Muffin, surprised that she hadn’t warned her. 
 
    “We do?” 
 
    The Hornet did her best to look innocent, but it was clear she knew something that she wasn’t telling. 
 
    The answer came moments later though when they stepped out into the main room of the hive to find a familiar bunch of monsters and humans inside. 
 
    “Nameless!” 
 
    “Hello Cordeli-aah!” 
 
    She surprised him, and herself, by rushing forwards and wrapping him in a firm hug, though she did her best to keep her sticky hands away from his uniform. 
 
    It was just that good to see someone from home. 
 
    After the massacre she and Christine both had sent letters to their father begging him and their other sister Helen to come and stay with them and the Hornets until Evadne was stopped, but they had yet to hear back. 
 
    With her arms wrapped around him his face was smooshed against her collarbone, his chin pressing down into the top swell of one of her breasts. 
 
    Somehow she’d forgotten how short he was. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” She demanded when she finally broke away, a bit flustered now as she’d never hugged him before. 
 
    But he wasn’t the one to answer. 
 
    “Aegis business. Butt out.” Jez said in a weirdly gruff voice. 
 
    “Jezebel!” Ophelia exclaimed in shock; “There’s no call to be rude!” 
 
    “What? I was just trying to sound cool!” The frog whined. 
 
    “Aaand I forgot how bonkers you lot were.” Cordelia said with a roll of her eyes as she turned to Miranda and her bond-mates; “Nice to see you.” 
 
    Though she said the words, it was plain she was just being polite. 
 
    She’d never forget who it was that sent Rebecca into danger when Bethany Sinclair was still running the criminal underworld in the city. 
 
    “Sorry for barging in.” Miranda murmured. 
 
    “They were looking for Becks.” Christine explained with a smirk; “Is she around?” 
 
    Jez nodded excitedly. 
 
    “Yeah, she wants to see my bathing suit! Do you think she’ll like it?” 
 
    Distracted from her complicated feeling regarding the Aegis operative and her Lapine friend by the rapid questions, Cordelia looked to her sister. 
 
    “Shopping, I needed more cinnamon. I was going to make some more rolls tonight for you to take to school.” 
 
    Christine huffed. 
 
    “Cordy, most of the professors and at least half of the students are putting in orders to size up their overalls. You don’t need to fatten up the whole friggin university!” 
 
    But Cordelia wasn’t listening; her eyes, wide with excitement, had fallen on Milly. 
 
    “Milk! Can I buy some of your milk Milly?! Please!” 
 
    “Oh!” Milly blushed, but quickly smiled; “Of course! But you don’t need to buy it.” 
 
    “That’s bad business.” Nina remarked, bored of the reunion already; “Where’s the big bug at? The one with the bazongas? I thought she’d be here.” 
 
    All eyes turned to her, but no one dared question her word choice. 
 
    “She’s... out.” 
 
    Cordelia had just remembered the last conversation she and Oldeera had about the young Aegis trainee and her cheeks turned a bit pink. 
 
    Oblivious to her discomfort, he smiled at her and there was a sudden awkward lull in the conversation, during which Kala and Jez slipped out onto the streets in search of Becks. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26: 
 
    This is Me Flirting 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rebecca walked down the streets, lost in thought. 
 
    In one hand she had a little bag of groceries, including the cinnamon for Cordelia, in the other was her application to the Aegis academy. With Miranda’s endorsement she had a real shot, but rather than filling her with hope as it once did, it now filled her with apprehension. 
 
    What if she couldn’t cut it? 
 
    What if she had to stay in Algrade? 
 
    Could she even go back to being a courier again given how her last job ended? 
 
    What about- 
 
    Her cavalcade of doubts were suddenly cut off when something warm and wet wrapped around her midsection, gooseflesh spreading across her exposed naval as she looked to see a strange fleshy cord around her. 
 
    “What the heck?” She mumbled. 
 
    Then a familiar voice sounded behind her. 
 
    “Ayffe caughw hew! Amb thews mo esthcape!” 
 
    She turned to see Jezebel, crouching ten feet behind her, her posture showing off the gentle curves of her green body in her skin-tight pink bathing suit. 
 
    Like an angler reeling in a catch, the Gripau flexed her tongue and slowly began to pull the startled bunny towards her open mouth. 
 
    Stumbling a bit, Becks took hold of the slick tongue with both hands as she tried to keep her balance. 
 
    “Wh-what are you doing Jez?!” 
 
    “Cwaiming hew fow mye mithtress!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She was right in front of the frog now, Jez’s face inches from her tummy, but the frog did not release her tongue, and her nearness did not make her garbled speech any more comprehensible. 
 
    Then a pair of strong arms wrapped around Rebecca’s waist to join the Gripau’s appendage as someone hugged her from behind. 
 
    “She said she is claiming you for our mistress, which isn’t entirely accurate.” 
 
    The Lapine looked up and over her shoulder to meet the face of Kala the Amazon, her smile warm and welcoming. 
 
    “Yeth ith isth! She’th ouws mow!” The Gripau argued into her naval. 
 
    Kala reached around Rebecca’s back to ruffle the Gripau’s damp green hair. 
 
    “No. She is still hers. We are simply here to visit. Not to kidnap her.” 
 
    “Aaaww!” Jezebel whined, her tongue finally going slack and retreating into her mouth rapidly; “Alright, but if she tries to get away I’m going to catch her again!” 
 
    Though she appreciated being released from the frog’s bizarre grip, the bewildered bunny was still playing catch up. 
 
    “We are here in the city with our wife, and when we heard you were still in the city-” Kala shrugged as she explained; “We thought you might appreciate a visit from some familiar faces. Everyone is waiting for you at Queen Oldeera’s hive.” 
 
    “I think technically it’s Queen Cordelia’s.” Rebecca mumbled, but allowed them to lead her back to the hive in question. 
 
    As they walked Rebecca was both nervous and excited about seeing Miranda again. 
 
    The operative had been her rock throughout her ordeal with her horrible ex-girlfriend; especially afterwards, when she broke down in her arms in the Aegis compound. 
 
    So when they entered the living room of the hive and the Lapine heard Miranda’s gruff voice again, a thrill of excitement shot through her and her heart began to pound. 
 
    With Kala and Jez right behind her, she stepped down into the sunken part of the floor at the center of the room where the circle of couches were. 
 
    Though there was only face she wanted to see at the moment, when she caught sight of Nameless’s she perked up a bit; the Empath having helped her deal with the tangled mess of emotions that Bethany Sinclair had left her with. 
 
    “Wow, hey, so it’s really nice to, I mean, I was thinking that I don’t know if- eep!” 
 
    Jan surprised them all by cutting off the bunny’s floundering by tackling her to one of the couches with a feigned snarl, Erica having to roll to one side to avoid the scrum, a quick hiss coming out of her throat before she could stop it. 
 
    Jan didn’t care, her tongue already going to work on the Lapine’s face as she greeted her as only a Wolfen would. 
 
    “Hi yourself!” She said between cheerful licks; “We’ve been thinking about you too!” 
 
    Becks began to giggle almost manically, trying and failing to fend off the wolf’s affections. 
 
    Within a few seconds though she found herself leaning into it, the feeling of being in someone’s arms again pushing her inhibition aside as Jan’s tongue-bath slowed and their breathing deepened. 
 
    Finally the wolf stopped and looked down at the bunny, her amber eyes seeking out Rebecca’s warm pink gaze. 
 
    Her brow raised quizzically as she settled more of her weight on the bunny, their breasts mashing together while their hands on each other’s bodies was just short of inappropriate. 
 
    Together they were toeing the edge and debating crossing over it. 
 
    But Miranda had seen enough by then and Jan let out a whine when her bond-mate gripped her by the ear and firmly pulled her off of the breathless bunny. 
 
    “Bad Wolfen.” She chided firmly, though she offered a smile to the monster girl beneath her; “It’s good to see you again Becks.” 
 
    Rebecca licked her lips as she tried to regain control, finally having to take a deep breath to do so. 
 
    “Hi, um, h-hello Rimanda. Am glad of good see too.” 
 
    Mostly she’d regained control. 
 
    It didn’t help that Miranda could quite clearly see the Lapine’s hardened nipples peaking the fabric of her sleeveless shirt. 
 
    Becks followed her gaze down, and upon noticing what she was staring at she flushed to the base of her pierced bunny ears. 
 
    Though despite her embarrassment, she arched her back slightly, pressing her breasts tighter against her shirt as she bit her lip. 
 
    “See something you like?” She asked coquettishly. 
 
    She might be one to get tongue tied, but Lapine were as famously lascivious as Katje, so she had no problem showing off her goods. 
 
    Miranda’s mouth suddenly went dry as she looked up from the attractive bunny’s assets into her pink eyes. 
 
    But they weren’t alone. 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m the one who has to say this. But get a room.” Erica interrupted loudly from her new seat nearby. 
 
    They jolted out of the moment they were having, looking around to see a lot of faces watching them. 
 
    The worst part for Miranda was the look of absolute smugness Nameless was directing at her. 
 
    The senior operative cleared her throat to buy herself time to cast aside her embarrassment. 
 
    “Right, listen Becks, we were heading to the Aegis compound to see-” 
 
    “Yes.” The Lapine cut her off as soon as she felt there was an invitation coming; “I mean, what?” 
 
    Miranda had to bite back a grin before continuing. 
 
    “-see about bunking down for the night.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Of course you’re welcome to walk with us.” She added quickly as she watched the bunny’s ears flatten. 
 
    “Yeah, she has to come.” Jez said from beside her hip; “We have so much to talk about! Like how much she likes my new bathing suit!” 
 
    “I do?” Rebecca blinked, her eyes tracing over the Gripau’s body reflexively; “Wow, I really do! It looks really cute on you.” 
 
    “I can’t take much more of this.” Nina complained; “You lot need to fuck off before I start hurting people.” 
 
    “Yeah and I need to get back to school.” Christine sighed; “I won’t be back until very late Cordy, the profs need people managing the grid overnight now that it has the extra burden of the defense net drawing off of it.” 
 
    “I’m sure that means something to someone.” Nina muttered as Cordelia’s older sister took her leave. 
 
    Her exit gave Rebecca time to regain her composure, and with the distraction Miranda turned to Nameless. 
 
    “I’ll report in and see about securing a room for you as well. Feel free to... visit in the meantime.” 
 
    Given how utterly crowded the main room of the hive was with four humans and ten monster girls, not including Oldeera’s Hornets, visiting was a lot easier once Christine, Miranda, and her girls left. 
 
    “At least she’s having fun.” Cordelia declared with a sigh as she watched the excited Rebecca follow Miranda out, the baker still little leery of the operative. 
 
    “They all are.” Volka said suddenly, a broad smile on her face; “They are also excited and very horny. Budding love is a joyous thing. And these days joy is in high demand.” 
 
    Cordelia had to take a breath suddenly, Volka’s aura having filled the room. 
 
    “Um, wow.” She swallowed; “Something’s different about you, V-Volka. Did you change your hair?” 
 
    The angel had inspired a certain degree of awe in her before, but this was something else; a palpable weight accompanied her mere presence, a metaphysical authority that the mortal Cordelia couldn’t account for. 
 
    Realizing that she had let her power get the best of her again, the Valkyrie closed her eyes and focused to get a handle on it, the glow of her aura fading a few seconds later. 
 
    “Yes. I grew it just slightly longer.” She said seriously; “Very keen of you to notice.” 
 
    Cordelia swallowed again and nodded. 
 
    “Right. Longer. That must be it.” 
 
    Oldeera though buzzed her wings and approached the angel. 
 
    “Longer hair isn’t the only change.” She mused; “I felt it through my girls before, but there really is something different about you Volka.” 
 
    “The correct form of address would be Dominar Volka.” Nina corrected her; “Which means she outranks you, feel free to curtsy at any time.” 
 
    Oldeera’s eyes widened, and to the surprise of her bond-mate, she actually did kneel before the Valkyrie, every Hornet in the hive doing the same. 
 
    “Dominar.” They proclaimed in greeting. 
 
    Volka closed her eyes as the responsibility of her reality settled on her shoulders again. 
 
    “Fucking hell that is satisfying.” Nina mumbled; “Now bow to my weakling next.” 
 
    “Enough.” The Valkyrie’s eyes flew open as she spoke the single word with stern authority, her aura slipping free of her again as she leveled a strict gaze at the Gigas. 
 
    The hive grew silent and Nina actually squirmed in place under the weight of Volka’s eyes. 
 
    “You make light of something that you ought not to because it unsettles you, my sister, but you need not fear the power I bear. Remember the words your mother taught you. Be steady as the flames in your furnace.” 
 
    Everyone in the hive was frozen in place as they watched the interaction between the two monsters play out. 
 
    “I get it, alright? I won’t do it again.” Nina complained quietly; “Quit picking on me.” 
 
    Volka extended one of her wings and traced her ethereal golden feathers over the giant’s cheek. 
 
    “The irony of that statement from you is staggering, my love.” She shook her head wonderingly; “But come, there is something else that we must address. Our hosts have need of something from us.” 
 
    Her aura faded again and Ophelia pursed her lips while Milly and Erica furrowed their brows, all three of them looking towards their hostess. 
 
    Cordelia gasped in a lungful of air, having forgotten to breathe while the Dominar confronted the mountain. 
 
    “Holy moly. How do you get used to that?” She whispered harshly at Erica. 
 
    The cat let out a little meow and shrugged weakly. 
 
    “You really don’t, you just accept it. But what did she mean? What do you need from us?” 
 
    The baker looked to Oldeera as the Hornet Queen buzzed her wings to shift herself back on her feet and stand beside her bond-mate. 
 
    “I... we, I mean, um-” 
 
    “It’s alright honey.” Oldeera encouraged as she stammered; “The Dominar clearly already knows, and it’s something we all need.” 
 
    Her hands interlaced with her bond-mate’s, while a pair of her Hornets drew closer to help bolster her wavering resolve. 
 
    Cordelia’s face flushed as she tried to figure out how best to word what she and Oldeera had talked about, the eyes of Nameless’s bond-mates on her not helping. 
 
    Finally she jerked her hand upwards to indicate him awkwardly. 
 
    “The last time you were here, you told me about how you n-needed to have kids with a human?” 
 
    She coughed nervously, made doubly so when she saw that pretty much everyone in the room had already cottoned on to what she was about to suggest. 
 
    The clueless Nameless made a face. 
 
    “Yeah, that was a thing wasn’t it? Why do you bring it up?” 
 
    By now Cordelia’s blush had turned her face nearly scarlet. 
 
    “B-Because I’m a human and I want kids!” She blurted out all at once. 
 
    Everyone in the room watched Nameless work through her words. 
 
    His face shifted from bemusement to shock, then to embarrassment in the span of five seconds. 
 
    Erica snickered and Milly swatted at her arm to hush her. 
 
    Meanwhile Nina snorted. 
 
    “Good idea. Let’s all pick on him now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27: 
 
    Pierced 
 
      
 
      
 
    Miranda and the others had barely left the hive when one of Oldeera’s Hornets swooped down and told her that she didn’t need to find Nameless a room at the Aegis compound, her queen having graciously invited him and his bond-mates to spend the night in the hive. 
 
    If she were on her game she might have been suspicious, but as it was she was too distracted with watching Becks while her girls flirted with her. 
 
    As the Lapine walked, her ass moved in the most interesting ways in her tight shorts, her poofy tail bobbing along and holding the senior operative’s attention away from whatever her junior was getting up to. 
 
    After delivering the message, the Hornet left as quickly as she came. 
 
    “We had heard that you were still staying with them.” Kala remarked as they watched the Hornet fly away; “Have things gotten back to normal for you yet?” 
 
    “Oh... yeah. I, um, except I sort of lost my job.” 
 
    “What?! Why?” Miranda demanded. 
 
    Rebecca looked down and to the side, embarrassed for real now. 
 
    “I broke protocol when I took Car- that... woman’s package out of the sorting facility. Especially since it was flagged for inspection. So they sacked me right after you left.” 
 
    “That is a tremendous load of bullshit!” Jan snarled; “You’re a big hero! They ought to have given you a naked bunny parade!” 
 
    Becks giggled, the Wolfen’s enthusiasm too infectious to avoid. 
 
    “Naked bunny parade?” 
 
    Jan nodded firmly. 
 
    “Yup. You. Naked. Carted through the city so everyone can see how great you are.” 
 
    “Jan.” Miranda said with an uncharacteristic whine; “You’re being way to obvious puppy.” 
 
    “No, it’s alright.” Becks said as she made eyes at the Wolfen, speaking softly now; “I like it.” 
 
    Once again the space between the two monster girls heated with an erotic charge, their mutual attraction obvious. 
 
    Truth be told their two breeds were perfect for each other: Lapine love to run, Wolfen love to chase. 
 
    By the time they reached the Aegis compound and had secured lodging for the night, the pair of them were holding hands. 
 
    After Miranda delivered her report via Undine to the expectant council and an investigative team was dispatched to the bunker from the compound in Algrade, she inevitably invited Rebecca to hang out with them in the spacious room provided. 
 
    “Becks.” Miranda spoke suddenly when the door clicked shut, her words oddly stilted as she sought to make the situation plain; “This... thing that’s happening, it’s pretty clear that there is a lot of attraction, especially between you and my puppy. If you want to explore that, we’re into it.” 
 
    It certainly wouldn’t be the first time she let her Wolfen of her leash, though there was definitely a level of intimacy present here that wasn’t on the other occasions. 
 
    Rebecca bit her lip and nodded, though suddenly she sniffled, wiping at her nose as they watched with concern. 
 
    “I know the timing is terrible, but the last woman I had sex with sucked. Like, a lot. Not at the sex, though that was a bit of a mind-fuck, but at being a good person. I want to have sex with someone who isn’t secretly a big jerk, and maybe Jan is being obvious about it but I’m totally up for it if you all are, I mean, I know that you’re all bonded so it’s not like I have any expectations beyond good sex but I really want to because I haven’t gotten laid in weeks and Jez also really looks good in-” 
 
    “Becks!” Miranda interrupted her babbling with both hands raised, an exasperated smile on her face; “I literally just said we were into it! You can relax kiddo. Nobody is looking for a chance to bolt.” 
 
    The Lapine blinked, surprised at Miranda’s words, but reassured by them nonetheless. 
 
    “I guess it was me being obvious this time.” She laughed weakly. 
 
    “Wife, I know just the thing to help.” Kala offered in a husky voice; “Our dear Rebecca here could do with a nice massage I think.” 
 
    “Oh no! I couldn’t!” 
 
    But before she could give voice to why not, an impatient Gripau’s tongue wrapped all around her torso again, making her yelp. 
 
    “Ah’ve gow hew, mow fow thwa mathwage!” 
 
    “Or we could have been polite about it.” Miranda sighed, but she took up position behind the trapped bunny; “Kala’s right kiddo, just relax and let us take care of you for a bit, okay?” 
 
    Given that Jezebel’s tongue was already massaging her, albeit in the strangest way imaginable, Rebecca could only manage a nod. 
 
    Miranda and Jan led her to the bed and she sat down with Jez’s tongue still working over her torso. 
 
    The feel of so many hands on her body, not to mention Jezebel’s exotic appendage, was a tad overwhelming to the Lapine, but after a few minutes she began to relax into it and they lay her down on her stomach. 
 
    And a few minute after that, she was sighing heavily with her eyes closed, deciding right there that she didn’t care what they were doing to her so long as they didn’t stop doing it. 
 
    With four women working on her body, she was very soon a puddle of blissful pleasure, so when Jez relaxed her tongue long enough for Jan and Kala to remove her shirt, she didn’t resist. 
 
    “I loved these titties of yours Becks.” The Wolfen enthused, reached under her from one side to grip her breast. 
 
    “Thanks.” She slurred; “I like yours too.” 
 
    “You haven’t even seen them yet.” Jez complained, eager to put her tongue back to work. 
 
    Meanwhile Kala carefully lifted the limp bunny’s waist so that Miranda could tug her shorts down to her thighs and reveal her perfect little ass. 
 
    “Tits are good. But if I’m being honest.” Miranda said as she kneaded Rebecca’s lower cheeks; “This is my favorite. This and this.” 
 
    Since her hands her busy she brushed her forehead against the bunny’s poofy tail, the little appendage wriggling in delight at the attention. 
 
    And since her face was so close to it, Miranda began to pepper her ass cheeks with kisses and little nips, until Becks moaned from the attention. 
 
    “Noooo, I want-” The Lapine had to swallow and start again; “I want to make you feel good.” 
 
    The older woman chuckled and placed one more sucking kiss on her ass, a sharp squeal echoing around the room from the suction of her lips on her flesh. 
 
    Rebecca giggled at the tickling pain of it. 
 
    “Did you just leave a hickey down there?” 
 
    “A little something to remember me by.” Miranda admitted without any hint of embarrassment. 
 
    “She did that to me to.” Kala admitted; “Once upon a time.” 
 
    “Eah! Eee hoo!” Jez agreed, her tongue still extended and flexing, looking for an opening. 
 
    “It’s a thing.” Jan admitted; “But you said you want to make our mistress feel good right?” 
 
    Becks nodded against the mattress. 
 
    “Good, because I want to watch.” 
 
    At that point clothing began to come off and soon Miranda was lying on her back against a pile of pillows and the headboard, her legs spread and her neatly trimmed pussy exposed to Rebecca. 
 
    Their eyes met and the Lapine’s heart fluttered as she crawled towards Miranda’s privates, though she paused when she spotted Jan’s amber heartstone, nestled in Miranda’s naval. 
 
    “That’s really cute.” She remarked shyly; “I didn’t know you had any piercings.” 
 
    Miranda teasingly traced her knee against one of the Lapine’s grey ears, numerous bits of shiny metal cold against her skin. 
 
    “Just the one, for my puppy. You have me outnumbered there. And these are really cute too you know?” 
 
    The bunny turned a bit pink from the kind words, then let out a wistful sigh. 
 
    “You’ve always been so good to me, ever since we met.” Her eyes were shining with appreciation as she spoke; “Now I want to pay you back some.” 
 
    The Aegis operative smiled but shook her head slowly. 
 
    “You don’t owe me anything kiddo, if anything I owe you. Jan was right, you deserve a naked bunny parade.” 
 
    Becks eyes were smoldering as she drew nearer to her goal, her warm breath flooding over Miranda’s cunt. 
 
    “Still, I better make sure I earn it.” 
 
    With that she closed the gap and extended her pierced tongue to lick at Miranda’s clit, never breaking eye contact as she did. 
 
    “Ah, that’s good.” The woman sighed, her eyelids fluttering as the other girls watched with breathless anticipation. 
 
    They wanted Rebecca to eat their mistress’s pussy as much as she did. 
 
    Lapine were prolific lovers, as much as Katje even, and so this Lapine knew what she was doing; rolling her head in a circle to add to the pressure of her tongue on Miranda’s clit, while below her chin she brought up two fingers and parted Miranda’s nether lips, soon tracing around the slick opening of her tight tunnel. 
 
    And when she was ready she drove her fingers in to the second knuckle and kissed her clit full on, sucking on it while simultaneously battering it with the hardness of her piercing. 
 
    A sharp cry split the air, loud enough to be heard outside their room. It was not an unfamiliar sound in the Aegis compound though, so those few that heard it merely smiled and got back to their duties. 
 
    “That’s it, Becks.” Jan encouraged while licking at the side of Jez’s head affectionately; “Fuck that pussy with your mouth.” 
 
    She and Kala had the Gripau on her back, the three of them needing an outlet with their mistress’s pleasure mounting so near. 
 
    Miranda was moaning now from the constant sucking kiss on her clit, not to mention the two fingers the bunny was delightfully pistoning in and out of her snug quim. 
 
    She could feel the familiar pleasure rising within her, hips bucking up and down beneath the diligent Lapine’s working mouth. 
 
    Not long now... 
 
    But in the midst of the older woman’s thrashing Rebecca suddenly sat bolt upright, her pierced ears flat to her head and eyes as wide as saucers as both hands clapped over her mouth. 
 
    “Fuck, don’t ah!” The haze of ecstasy slowly faded from Miranda’s eyes; “I was right there! Why did you stop?” 
 
    But her urgent sexual need was quashed when she saw that the Lapine was crying. 
 
    Kala and Jan turned to face them, distracted from their work on little Jez. 
 
    The Wolfen was at Miranda’s side a moment later, looking back and forth between her bond-mate and Rebecca. 
 
    “What happened? What’d we miss?” 
 
    “I am so sorry! Oh carrot sticks!” The bunny cursed; “How could I be so stupid! It just felt so warm and welcoming!” 
 
    “You’re talking like you put a finger somewhere you shouldn’t have, but that isn’t really a thing with this bunch.” Miranda said wryly. 
 
    But her humour vanished when Rebecca’s hands pulled away from her mouth and she could see the girl’s tongue piercing. 
 
    “I’m so sorry... Mistress.” 
 
    The one containing her heartstone. 
 
    Instantly Miranda understood, and through her so did her bond-mates. 
 
    Of which Rebecca was now one. 
 
    While she and the girls absorbed that fact, the Lapine continued to wring her hands and lament her own foolishness. 
 
    “I’ve never given a second thought to using it during sex, and I wanted to make you feel so good and you liked it so much that I... didn’t... stop...” 
 
    She trailed off at the expressions the other women wore. 
 
    Kala was smiling, Jan was trying not to laugh, and Jez was practically vibrating with excitement. 
 
    And Miranda... her eyes were filled with nothing but acceptance, though there was also a degree of sheepishness. 
 
    “I’ll admit, it was pretty reckless of us.” She annunciated the word to make sure that Becks knew it wasn’t her fault entirely; “But we’d already talked about this amongst ourselves, so this kind of just... accelerates things a bit.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Red faced and heart pounding with hope and a desire the likes of which she had never known, it was the only syllable the bunny could get out. 
 
    Miranda groaned though as another thought crossed her mind, flopping onto her back and clapping both hands to her face. 
 
    “Nobody tell the kid. He’ll be so smug, since I gave him shit no less than three times for doing the same thing.” 
 
    Jan’s tongue lolled out as she laughed, she was the only one present for each of those occasions where Miranda yelled at Nameless for recklessly bonding to Erica, Ophelia, and Nina. 
 
    “Are you kidding? I can’t wait to tell him!” While she spoke she scooted over to Becks and gave her a quick kiss full on the mouth; “You and me are mud wrestling in the very near future, sister.” 
 
    A strong hand settled on her opposite shoulder as an Amazon sat beside her, her grip firm yet reassuring. 
 
    “If you wish it, I will teach you everything I know about being a warrior so that you will never doubt your place at our wife’s side.” Kala pledged as she leaned in to likewise kiss Rebecca, on the cheek this time. 
 
    “Come and sit on my face!” Jez exclaimed excitedly, staying flat on her back and expecting complete obedience as she extended the bulb of her tongue just past her lips. 
 
    Tears streaming down her face, Rebecca laughed at the horny frog’s demand. 
 
    “Thank you, thank you all so much! This warmth, I-I knew it was supposed to be beautiful, but the strength of it!” 
 
    Miranda shifted in front of her and pulled the emotional bunny into her arms, resting her forehead against Rebecca’s as they shared a deep and steadying breath. 
 
    “That’s the bond, baby. It will never go away, never fade, and mean that you will always have a place in this world. In our hearts, at our sides, and in our bed.” She shifted to bring her mouth around to whisper into one of her upright ears; “And if I’m not mistaken, you’re now hornier than you have ever been in your entire life... yeah?” 
 
    The Lapine quivered at the heat of her new bond-mate’s words as much as from the sensation of her breath on the sensitive flesh inside her ear. 
 
    “Yes, oh carrot sticks yes! I need you so badly!” She responded. 
 
    “Good, because I didn’t finish earlier.” Miranda put her hands on Rebecca’s shoulders and held her back so that she could look into her eyes; “Now you’re going to put that beautiful heartstone of yours back to work, and afterwards me and the girls are going to fuck your brains out.” 
 
    “Please Mistress!” The poor Lapine whimpered at the promise. 
 
    The other girls drew even closer, multiple hands finding her body as they welcomed her with loving caresses. 
 
    “It’s going to be a long night.” 
 
    Jan said the clichéd words, but they didn’t sound rueful at all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28: 
 
    A Secret is Born 
 
      
 
      
 
    While Miranda and her girls were celebrating the newest member of their family, Nameless and Cordelia were both red in the face and having a conversation about her maybe starting one. 
 
    “So anyways, are you giving out free babies or not?” The blushing baker asked in a bit of a whine. 
 
    “Uh, huh?” 
 
    Safe to say Nameless wasn’t on top of things at the moment. 
 
    Cordelia drew in a nervous breath. 
 
    “You need to have kids. I want kids. Oldeera doesn’t have a penis. Come on man, don’t make this weird.” 
 
    Erica snorted. 
 
    “Because that statement wasn’t weird at all.” 
 
    She was lying on her stomach on one of the couches, Ophelia replacing Nina’s crude splint on her tail with a proper one, the cat having already drank some of Milly’s milk to help mend the fracture. 
 
    Everyone in the room was watching Nameless now, waiting for him to articulate a response, but when he was unable to, his angel did. 
 
    “It... is for the best, husband.” Volka said quietly; “The world needs more men and women like you in it.” 
 
    “Yeah, but-” He finally sputtered, gesturing somewhat wildly at Cordelia; “I mean, we know each other!” 
 
    The baker dipped her head in acknowledgment of the issue, but remained undeterred. 
 
    “We do. So you know that if I have your baby, they’ll be taken care of.” Her chin lifted with confidence and her eyes brimmed with sincerity; “I’ll be a good mother Nameless. I swear on my bond. And any child of yours would be good too, because so are you.” 
 
    Her face was still flushed, but her determination was plain to see. 
 
    “And I will do everything in my power to keep the child safe. So there is that as well.” Oldeera proclaimed; “He or she will be safer than any infant ever to walk this world. Safe and loved.” 
 
    Nameless’s eyes stung as a lump formed in his throat, unable to refute either girl’s words. 
 
    But there was still the other thing. 
 
    “Cordelia, you know we’d have to... you and I, sex I mean.” He gestured awkwardly between them again. 
 
    Her mouth fell open as she gasped, eyes wide with mock surprise. 
 
    “We would?!” 
 
    Nina let out a short laugh at her faux reaction as Nameless turned a bit pink. 
 
    Giving him a break, Cordelia abandoned her joke quickly. 
 
    “Yes, I am aware of the mechanics of it. More than you are, I bet. Here, let’s both draw a diagram of the reproductive system, someone time us.” 
 
    “Okay dearheart, I think you are getting off topic.” Ophelia interrupted tartly, the perceptive Flutterby seeing through her attitude; “And I’m afraid that you won’t be able to keep deflecting his concerns with humour.” 
 
    Cordelia looked at her and drew in a breath, but instead of saying anything she instead let it out all at once, her cheeks billowing. 
 
    After a moment, she tried again. 
 
    “Nameless. You are the best man I have ever met. And I know this is selfish of me to ask, but please... I-I want to have a baby. I’ve always wanted to have a baby. And I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have one with.” 
 
    Silence filled the hive at the honest weight of Cordelia’s words, her wide and hopeful hazel eyes locked on his. 
 
    The moment stretched out, the brunette’s determination unwavering. 
 
    “Let’s do it.” Milly broke the deadlock with a firm nod; “We knew this was coming, and Cordelia is a friend.” 
 
    She earned a few surprised looks, but no one commented on her acquiescence. 
 
    “I... agree dearheart.” Ophelia said as she pulled away from her patient to put her arm around Milly’s waist. 
 
    Volka’s stance had already been made clear, and with Escrya absent it fell to Nina and Erica. 
 
    And since Erica was already biting her lip and ogling Oldeera’s cleavage, her opinion didn’t need to be spoken. 
 
    As for the Gigas... she just shrugged. 
 
    “Why are we still standing around for?” 
 
    “Wait, you mean- now?” Nameless asked. 
 
    “Her pussy is here, your cock is here. Good a time as any.” The red girl insisted. 
 
    “You don’t want to talk about this?” He said in a stage whisper. 
 
    The tiny giant rolled her eyes and gave him a painful pinch on the ass. 
 
    “We talked. All that’s left is the doing. So do.” 
 
    Volka lifted a hand to forestall her however. 
 
    “There is something to discuss.” 
 
    “There is?” Erica said as she tore her gaze away from Oldeera’s tits. 
 
    Sore tail or not, the rising sexual tension was having an effect on the frisky kitty. 
 
    The Valkyrie nodded. 
 
    “As our husband pointed out, he and Cordelia know each other. So whether they want to or not, there will be affection here. And yes, no small amount of awkwardness.” 
 
    “Where are you taking us with this golden lady?” Cordelia asked. 
 
    “Nowhere sinister, just a recommendation to perhaps make the situation easier.” 
 
    “Spit it out.” Nina demanded with an impatient huff. 
 
    “Simple. I believe, in this case at least, it would be best if we all participated. To help mitigate any awkward feelings.” 
 
    Silence fell upon the room again, though that was partly because Oldeera bit her lip to stay silent. 
 
    The Hornet Queen already had every intention of participating, as did her hive. 
 
    Cordelia slowly shook her head. 
 
    “If you weren’t an angel I would assume you were just angling to start an orgy.” She looked to all of his bond-mates as she continued; “You sure you lot don’t want us to just... get it over with? I mean, why complicate things?” 
 
    Ophelia sighed and drifted over to the young baker. 
 
    “That’s the point dearheart. Things already are complicated. And as has yet to be pointed out, it’s not always a one-and-done scenario. It can take several... sessions, for a human to get pregnant.” 
 
    “You can say bone. They might have to bone more than once.” Nina sniffed and looked at her nails, still largely indifferent. 
 
    She knew who her man belonged to. 
 
    But Nameless shook his head, his blush mostly gone as he had to address the harsh truth of the matter. 
 
    “Evadne hunted the Empaths to near extinction once already.” He said seriously; “Which means that no one outside this room can know. No one.” 
 
    Cordelia was right there with him, nodding her head as he spoke: not soon would she forget the dark monster that attacked her Hornets in the woods of Kettering. 
 
    “No one does. Not even Christine has a clue that we’ve been thinking about this. And we already have a story in place when- sorry, if I get pregnant, to throw her off.” 
 
    “You’ve thought this through.” Milly observed. 
 
    “We have. One of the biggest obstacles to my relationship with Oldeera was my desire for kids. Like an idiot, I got it into my head that I had to choose one over the other.” 
 
    The two Hornets still looming behind her hugged her tight as she spoke, but she didn’t get distracted. 
 
    “I’ve always known I would be a mom. Ever since I was a little girl. I said that already, but I just wanted to make that clear. My whole life has been building up to this. And I would do anything to keep my child safe, including lying to everyone I love.” 
 
    Volka pursed her lips as her eyes narrowed. 
 
    “How many children, exactly, were you planning on having?” 
 
    Cordelia blushed at the higher-angel’s attention, but she was quick to answer the question. 
 
    “Minimum two. I want them to grow up like I did with my sisters. Besides, one cute baby for all of my Hornets to spoil? They’d grow up to be a total shit.” 
 
    The Valkyrie smiled at her humour, dipping her head slightly in acceptance. 
 
    “Even if you were to get pregnant by my husband, the child would only have about a one in three chance of being born an Empath.” 
 
    “I would love them either way.” The baker replied immediately. 
 
    “Of course. But the more children you have with him, the better. If you are willing of course. 
 
    “Can’t we just start with one?” Erica whined, eager to get things moving; “Isn’t that how humans work? One at a time?” 
 
    Cordelia laughed, the release doing wonders for her nerves. 
 
    “Yeah, usually. You were born in a litter I take it?” 
 
    The Katje shrugged. 
 
    “Couldn’t tell you. I didn’t have much of a childhood.” 
 
    The smile fell off of the brunette’s face and her expression grew concerned, but Erica waved it off. 
 
    “Look all this talk about kids is sort of ruining the fun part about you two making them. Are we doing this or what? Because, far as I can tell, no one here is a stranger to group sex. And even though my tail smarts like crazy right now, I am all kinds of curious about your bond-mates.” 
 
    Still lying on her belly, her eyes trailed up the body of one of the Hornets near her. 
 
    Then all eyes turned to Nameless, as he had yet to actually agree. 
 
    With a sigh he shook his head as he looked to Volka. 
 
    “I kind of want to talk about this privately before diving in. But I suppose keeping everything out in the open is probably best.” He turned to face the anxious baker and her hive of Hornets; “You will make a good mother Cordelia, I would never doubt that. And I guess in the end, that’s all that matters.” 
 
    She sniffed and wiped at a sudden tear on her cheek when the heady realization that her lifelong dream of motherhood was to become a reality. 
 
    “Thank you.” She had to take a second to clear more tears from her face, but once she did she smiled so warmly and sincerely that it took Nameless’s breath away. 
 
    Once the poignant moment had passed, there was only one thing left. 
 
    Nameless turned to Oldeera as he extended one hand towards the bright yellow heartstone set in the crown on Cordelia’s head.  
 
    “May I?” He was asking the voluptuous Hornet as much as he was her queen. 
 
    It wasn’t a small request, and he knew that, but he was an Empath, if they wanted this from him, then he needed to know that Oldeera was truly okay with it. 
 
    She smiled and dipped her chin in assent. 
 
    “It’s alright honey, I trust you. If I’d had my way, before I met Cordelia it would have been your crown.” 
 
    “Are you trying to make me jealous?” The brunette pouted. 
 
    Nameless gently pressed one finger against the Hornet Queen’s heartstone, closing his eyes as he felt what she felt. 
 
    Given that the last queen whose mind he entered had been a Tenebrae, he was a bit anxious, but although Oldeera’s mind was multi-faceted, the structure was far different from Avita’s. 
 
    And there certainly wasn’t any of Evadne’s reckless hatred. 
 
    Instead there was love and a sort of wistful acceptance; Oldeera was glad that her bond-mate was getting what she so badly wanted, even if it wasn’t from her. 
 
    Needing to be absolutely clear about it, he sent an earnest plea to the Hornet their shared mind. 
 
    Oldeera, if Cordelia has a child I hope that you will think of it as yours, more than it is mine. I don’t know what the future holds for me, and so I can’t promise that I will be around to help her raise it. In fact a certain distance between us would probably be safer. But you will be there, won’t you? 
 
    She drew in a shuddering breath, her heart swelling as much as her massive breasts as she smiled at him again, this time with tears standing in her eyes. 
 
    The thought she sent back at him carried with it every bit of the regal authority that she wielded, if rarely displayed so directly. 
 
    On the strength of my bond. On the lives of my sweetlings, and upon my very name. I swear to you, Valkyrja-datta, I will love and protect your child as my own. 
 
    Though it was a bit unusual for someone other than an Amazon to call him by the title, with the palpable weight of her sincerity in his thoughts he needed no further convincing. 
 
    “And who knows.” Oldeera declared casually for everyone to hear; “Maybe I will want to bear a daughter as well someday.” 
 
    Having missed the important part of the conversation, Cordelia whipped around to face her bond-mate. 
 
    “What? What just happened?” 
 
    Nameless was glad that she turned away from him, as it gave him a chance to school his features after the Hornet made her little joke. 
 
    Except that they both knew she wasn’t joking. 
 
    “Someday, Queen Oldeera.” Volka promised, the only one in the room privy to their mental conversation; “You have our word.” 
 
    Despite having six bond-mates, Nameless, and by extension his girls, had been fairly traditional in the sense that they largely stayed within the bounds of the seven of them. 
 
    There was Kar of course, and later Escrya before she bonded, but they had been outliers. 
 
    After all, when Queen Oldeera had first introduced herself to Nameless he had the chance to bed her and her entire hive, but at the time it was unthinkable to him. 
 
    Though he had been through a lot in his life, Nameless was still only twenty one, and he was aware of that fact. 
 
    His emotional maturity stemmed largely from his empathic abilities combined with the overwhelming drive to see to the needs of his bond-mates before his own. 
 
    While Nameless absorbed the weight of Volka’s promise to her, the queen bowed regally towards the Dominar, then clapped her hands together. 
 
    “My sweets! We have distinguished guests! Ones who are currently wearing far too many clothes for my tastes!” She bit her lip to hide a wicked grin; “Show them the hospitality of a Hornet hive!” 
 
    A rising crescendo of buzzing wings answered the queen’s call to arms. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29: 
 
    Royal Welcome 
 
      
 
      
 
    Erica looked around at the swarm of monster girls, rapidly stripping off their armour in accordance with their queen’s command. 
 
    “Dibs!” She suddenly called out when her eyes found Oldeera; “I call dibs!” 
 
    The Hornet Queen’s antennae waggled as she gave her a questioning look. 
 
    “Dibs on what, honey?” 
 
    The Katje’s pointed deliberately at her massive breasts. 
 
    “Dibs on those! Because I have met few women whose tits were as big as Milly’s and I want you two to smoosh me between them!” 
 
    The heated look she gave the voluptuous queen was enough to make her shudder, while Milly blushed and bit her lip to hide a coy smile as her eyes trailed over Oldeera’s chest. 
 
    Erica wasn’t the only one curious about the Hornet’s massive assets. 
 
    Watching the conversation play out, Cordelia blinked several times at the overt overture towards her bond-mate from the Katje. 
 
    “Wow, okay, so I guess we’re starting? 
 
    Nameless was in front of her, and he reached out to offer her his hand. 
 
    “We’re in your hive, so I’ll follow your lead.” He promised. 
 
    She swallowed, but shuddered as the arousal in the room filled the air with potent musk; her bond-mates were helping his out of their clothes, even Nina had set her hammer down as she disappeared in a crowd of obedient Hornets. 
 
    She accepted his proffered hand in hers. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re definitely starting.” Cordelia repeated more firmly; “I want my kids to be conceived with love, even if we can never tell them it was during an orgy!” 
 
    “Why not?” Nina said as she stroked her hand down one of the Hornets’ thighs; “Seems like that would be something for them to brag about.” 
 
    Cordelia didn’t answer, too distracted by what was happening all around them. 
 
    Milly and Oldeera had removed their tops and were running their hands down each other’s arms, shyly exploring while Erica stood next to them drooling at the sight of their exposed breasts. 
 
    “Can we...” Cordelia began, then shook her head; “Never mind.” 
 
    Instead she enlisted the help of two of her girls to pull her apron dress over her head until she stood naked before the fully clothed and somewhat gobsmacked Nameless. 
 
    “Wow, C-Cordelia, you are really-” 
 
    Whatever he intended to say next was forgotten when she dropped to her knees and with shaking fingers began to undo his uniform pants. 
 
    Feeling a twinge of jealousy from nearby, he looked up to see Ophelia watching him along with Volka. 
 
    Though in the heat of the moment, when Cordelia finished pulling his cock free of his pants, he couldn’t say exactly who the feeling was coming from. 
 
    And when the brunette took the flaccid head of his cock in her mouth, he forgot all about it. 
 
    It was the first time he’d ever gotten a blowjob from a human and there was something different about it, though he had trouble putting his finger on exactly what it was. 
 
    As he looked down at the top of her head, where a few strands of her hair had come free from the neat bun at the nape of her neck, the whole thing just felt strangely... real. 
 
    For Cordelia the feeling of his cock against her tongue, the growing fullness in her mouth as it hardened, and the taste of his flesh... all together it was an itch she didn’t realize she even had, finally being scratched. 
 
    She’d only come to appreciate the female form recently, and before that she was all about the dick; though the dick she was all about at the time was attached to an even bigger dick, her ex-boyfriend Brandon Dixon. 
 
    But Nameless’s cock was different: for one thing it was thicker, and for another she genuinely cared about him, so she stretched out her jaw to take more of his erection between her lips than she ever had before, her tongue cradling his shaft as she bobbed against his pelvis. 
 
    This was the man who intended to father her a child, he deserved the very best that she had to give.  
 
    Meanwhile, Ophelia had turned away from the show and was getting to know the members of the hive around her, reaching out to touch the lean forms of the athletic Hornets. 
 
    And Erica was getting her wish; her purring muffled by four massive breasts all around her head, content even with the dull pain still radiating from her damaged tail. 
 
    Over her head, Oldeera and Milly were trading sweet little kisses, the Minotaur still shy. 
 
    Nearby Volka was acting completely wanton. 
 
    She had more life experience than anyone in the room and that was before spending a thousand years trapped in her shield underground, so she knew the importance of embracing a good thing. 
 
    She also knew how much fun it was to be an active participant in an orgy. 
 
    As such she had a mob of Hornets all around her, her aura filling the room with love and hope even as they filled her pussy, ass, and mouth with their fingers and tongues, worshipping her just as Escrya had. 
 
    “This is so weird and hot.” Nina complained as she slipped her hand further up between the Hornet’s legs and began to finger her; “A large part of me wants to kill all these bitches pawing at my angel and going after my man, but another part wants to see them drown in his spunk.” 
 
    “Focus on the second part.” Oldeera suggested breathlessly, her words a bit muffled as the kiss with Milly became more earnest, their tongue’s wrestling over Erica’s head while the Katje licked and sucked at their nipples. 
 
    Ophelia was a bit more reserved about things, though she too had gotten naked and was likewise indulging in the Hornet hive’s promised hospitality. 
 
    With everything going on with his bond-mates around the room Nameless’s arousal spiked, overwhelming him as Cordelia bobbed her head faster on his cock while he watched. 
 
    “Wait stop-” He grunted. 
 
    Recognizing the danger, his hands pattering against her hair was the only warning she got before he unloaded into her mouth. 
 
    No stranger to the act, Cordelia swallowed at first, but her eyes boggled as he kept writhing his hips to drive his cock into her mouth; the copious amount of his cum quickly becoming more than she was ready for and she lost her seal on his girth with a cough, his spunk still shooting over her lips and tongue only to dribble down onto her naked tits. 
 
    “Holy fuck!” She coughed again, and had to turn her head as yet more seed sprayed forth to spatter against her cheek and into her eye; “Gyah! Too much!” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess we could have warned you.” Nina nodded. 
 
    “Where’s the fun in that?” Erica teased as she turned away from tonguing at one of the Hornet Queen’s nipples; “She can handle him.” 
 
    The Katje had been alternating suckling on Oldeera and Milly’s tits while the chesty monsters continued to make out, none of them going much beyond that though. 
 
    Though she felt her bond-mate enjoying himself, and she was enjoying the casual make-out session with the Hornet Queen, it was strange for Milly to step outside their family like this. 
 
    Taking Erica’s words as the challenge they were, Cordelia turned her open mouth back to his cock and kept up her stroking as he shot wad after wad into her mouth. 
 
    She swallowed what she could as she intermittently suckled on his head, but she had never been with someone who could produce so much cum. 
 
    “Where do you even keep it all?!” She demanded with an incredulous laugh. 
 
    With his eyes shut and his orgasm upon him, Nameless couldn’t answer. 
 
    Eventually it ended, and Oldeera shared in her bond-mate’s astonishment. 
 
    “I don’t know honey, but you look amazing right now glazed in his cum.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.” Cordelia lamented as she held her arms out to either side to keep the mess on her face and chest from spreading. 
 
    “Sorry.” Nameless mumbled; “It’s been a stressful day, and I wasn’t expecting this.” 
 
    “No worries.” 
 
    Cordelia shrugged, then shuddered in carnal delight when a dollop of his cum fell from one of her nipples to land on her thigh right next to her naked cunt. 
 
    “As fun as that was to watch, even I know that isn’t how humans make babies.” Milly said as she rested her cheek against Oldeera’s. 
 
    Cordelia nodded as she wiped some of his cum off of her face, her cheeks red with embarrassment. 
 
    “My fault. I... wanted to show my gratitude.” 
 
    Erica pulled away from her little cleavage festival and knelt beside her to lick a gob of cum off of her cheek, purring as she did. 
 
    “If that is how you say ‘thank you’, I can’t wait to see how you say ‘please’!” 
 
    Nameless shook his head slightly, his eyes taking in the lascivious sight of Cordelia’s cum-coated chest. 
 
    “Cordelia, I’m the one who should-” 
 
    Nina moved over to him suddenly and slapped her hand against his ass, making him yelp and causing his half-erect cock to flex upwards and fling a bit more cum to join the mess on their host’s face. 
 
    “Nope. No more talking. Time for you two to get this thing done.” She looked to Oldeera who had an eyebrow, not to mention an antenna, quirked at her; “Not that I don’t appreciate the hospitality or anything but the world isn’t going to wait. We need to pump your girl with as much of my man’s spunk as she can stand. Then I’ll hold her out the window by her ankles until it takes.” 
 
    “Hard pass on that last part.” Cordelia protested weakly. 
 
    But her hand settled on Nameless’s cock again and she began to knead and roll it between her fingers in a bid to instil further life into his flagging flesh. 
 
    With the erotic sight of his cum still decorating the blushing brunette baker’s cheeks, it didn’t take the passionate young man long to respond to her efforts. 
 
    Though there was still something different that was bothering him about her, his brow furrowing as he puzzled over it. 
 
    When he realized what it was he felt like a complete idiot. 
 
    He couldn’t feel what Cordelia was feeling. 
 
    Always before he had operated with the certainly of knowing what his bond-mates desired, with her he didn’t. 
 
    In other words, he was as helplessly clueless as every other man when it came to the feelings of this human woman. 
 
    But though it threw him at first, his mind latched on to the first time he and Escrya had sex and he realized that this was not that different. 
 
    Human or not he cared for this woman, and so long as he remembered that fact, he had the confidence to build on that affection with sexual intimacy. 
 
    And regardless of his little epiphany, Nameless’s cock was hard again from her purposely stroking and the sight of their monster girls getting to know each other. 
 
    He was actually almost afraid for Volka given how much she was cutting loose; her wing’s stretched wide and her entire body writhing amidst the buzzing mob. 
 
    With an entire hive of eyes upon her, her ardent behaviour made a certain amount of sense. 
 
    He sucked in a breath, finding himself closing in on that special place already. 
 
    “I’m going to make another mess.” He warned as he grabbed Cordelia’s wrist to still her; “Get on the couch?” 
 
    He’d told her that he was going to follow her lead, but Nina was right, they needed to get things started for real. 
 
    “Yeah, okay.” She blushed and nodded, Erica having licked most of his cum off her; “Just... go slow okay? I don’t imagine anyone has complained to you about it, but you kind of have a big dick.” 
 
    Nina’s cheeks darkened at the memory of her humiliating experience with Nameless’s cock when they first tried to have sex. 
 
    “We’re not talking about that.” She declared flatly; “Now would you please wreck this girl already?” 
 
    Cordelia crawled onto the couch on all fours, presenting her naked ass to him while blushing furiously. 
 
    “Cute tushy.” Erica joked before leaning in to affectionately lick at one cheek, her tongue rasping against Cordelia’s skin. 
 
    “Ahh!” The baker yelped; “Piss off Erica! This ass isn’t for you right now!” 
 
    The Katje laughed and gave her ass a light spank before holding her cheeks apart and winking up at Nameless. 
 
    “Nope, it’s for my master. Now be a good girl and just enjoy your dicking.” 
 
    Moving with purpose, Nameless knelt on the couch behind her and nestled his cockhead between her ass cheeks. 
 
    “I’ll go slow.” He promised. 
 
    Again he felt a twinge of uncertainty, as he had no means of gauging exactly how much she could take. 
 
    Soon his slick head found the heat of her opening and she sucked in a breath in anticipation, her inner muscles spasming before he even entered her. 
 
    As promised, he went slow, giving her just a few inches to start with and rolling his hips back and forth to ensure that she was comfortable with it. 
 
    “Okay, maybe not that slow.” Cordelia noted, one eye looking at him over her shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah lover, she isn’t made of glass.” Erica added, her paws still kneading the baker’s ass. 
 
    So he gave her half of his length, not hard as he would have his Katje, but definitely insistent. 
 
    “Aaaahh!” Cordelia moaned; “Whoa that is a big dick!” 
 
    Nameless felt several hands settle on his hips and shoulders as multiple Hornets came over to still him. 
 
    But the baking queen was quick to shake her head and chase them off. 
 
    “Deeper is good.” She panted; “As deep as I can stand is best.” 
 
    Most of the other girls had stilled and were watching as their two masters came together. 
 
    Moving with care now that the Hornets had their eyes on him, Nameless rolled his hips back and drove forwards again, implacably going deeper as Cordelia began to pant from being so thoroughly filled. 
 
    “Oh, fuck Oldeera! I’m being fucked!” She whined out nonsensically. 
 
    The Hornet Queen chuckled warmly, one arm around Milly’s waist as the two of them watched. 
 
    “I can see that Honey, it looks amazing.” 
 
    “You’re really tight.” Nameless groaned as he drove three quarters of his erection inside of her; “I’m not going to last long.” 
 
    Cordelia moaned in a confusing mixture of disappointment and relief. 
 
    “Give me that cum.” She insisted. 
 
    Still moving with deliberate slowness, Nameless barely thrust into the baker a half-dozen more times before he cried out, his cum spurting forth deep inside of her as she bit her lip and moaned from the warm rush of fluid. 
 
    It had been a long time since she had a cock inside of her, and as a lover her ex-boyfriend Brandon had nothing on Nameless. 
 
    With Cordelia’s pussy full of his seed, Erica’s mouth was watering but Milly shifted away from Oldeera to pull at her shoulder and bring her face back into her tits. 
 
    “Not this time kitty, Master’s stuff needs to stay right where it is.” 
 
    Erica sighed with obvious longing as the mess between Cordelia’s thighs, but then her eyes took in the orgy around her, Volka, Ophelia, and Nina having gotten into it for real with the mob of Hornets. 
 
    “Our life is fucking crazy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30: 
 
    Bunch of Goofs 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morning came to the city of Algrade, because it had to, and the light of the sun soon spilled through the narrow windows of the Aegis compound, until eventually it fell upon the face of a blissful Lapine. 
 
    She flinched away from the glare at first, but then bolted straight up in bed, looking around to see that she was alone. 
 
    Becks felt a little surge of panic that perhaps the whole thing had been a dream, but just as she felt it she also felt unusually grumpy; or rather, her bond-mate was feeling grumpy and she squealed with glee at the realization of emotions not her own. 
 
    It took her a few minutes to compose herself, after which she went looking for her new family, shyly stepping out into the hallway in search of their familiar faces. 
 
    It wasn’t long before she found them, in the commissary with others in grey uniforms, none of which she recognized despite her having helped the Aegis before. 
 
    Though uncertain, she sidled closer to her bond-mate, not wanting to crowd her while at the same time needing the security of her presence. 
 
    “Morning Becks.” Miranda greeted with a smile, her mood greatly improving; “Salad for breakfast?” 
 
    The Lapine was a bit distracted watching Kala eating her breakfast quite heartily along with a few other monster girls. 
 
    “Um, yeah... please.” 
 
    She had joined a family, but she didn’t yet know where her place was within it, so she had that to worry about along with all of the faces she didn’t know. 
 
    Any apprehension she had vanished though as soon as Jan hugged her from behind and brazenly cupped her breasts through her loose shirt. 
 
    “You’re so sexy Becks, I wish my tits were this perky.” She squeezed them heartily while kissing and licking at the Lapine’s neck. 
 
    “I like your tits!” Jez chirped; “All eight of them!” 
 
    Miranda rolled her eyes, her cheeks a bit pink as one of the other operatives coughed over his plate, clearly hiding a laugh at her expense. 
 
    She set the plate of food down next to Kala and gripped Rebecca’s shoulder to get her to sit. 
 
    “Dig in kiddo, we got a long day ahead of us.” 
 
    While the bunny did as she directed Miranda bent at the waist and nuzzled her face into her red streaked blonde hair, kissing her several times before pressing her lips to each of her pierced ears. 
 
    It was a simple gesture of affection, but her bond-mate’s touch all but melted the Lapine into her seat as she struggled to remember which end of the fork to hold. 
 
    There were more smirks from around the room, but no one commented on it, they all understood. 
 
    An hour later Becks was in a jubilant state as they retrieved her belongings from the Hornet hive, and received some distracted congratulations from an oddly fatigued Cordelia. 
 
    Rebecca didn’t know it, but her blissful attitude ended up serving as a buffer for two young humans who weren’t exactly sure how to act around each other anymore. 
 
    Once Kala and Jan helped Becks pack the last of her meager possessions, they all shouldered their burdens and headed towards the exit of the hive. 
 
    Nameless and Cordelia shared one final awkward look, the memory of him cumming inside of her multiple times the night before enough to make direct eye contact a challenge. 
 
    There was still so much that needed to be said, or at least ought to be said, but there just wasn’t time. 
 
    “Be well, Cordelia.” He finally spoke in a low voice before turning away. 
 
    It was all he had to give her. 
 
    But in the end it was all she needed from him: Oldeera would take care of the rest. 
 
    “You too.” She mumbled as they disappeared into the streets of Algrade, but a moment later her eyes widened; “Fuck! I never got any milk from Milly!” 
 
    Muffin, her wingless Hornet, patted her on the shoulder consolingly before guiding her back inside. 
 
    There was no rest for the Aegis, no matter how much sex was had the night before, so Nameless and company moved with purpose through the streets. 
 
    Soon they were leaving the city, and Miranda pursed her lips as she watched the pensive Nameless, the two of them a short distance away from the others. 
 
    He could be a bit dense at times, but even after the crazy events of the previous day he couldn’t miss the beaming Rebecca cheerily bouncing along beside Miranda’s other bond-mates, not to mention he had been there when she was packing up her things at the hive. 
 
    “Alright kid.” Miranda sighed; “Let me have it. I know you have an opinion on my new bunny.” 
 
    Her words jerked him out of his own heavy thought, and he chuckled as he shook his head slowly. 
 
    “Not really. Though yes, it is kind of hilarious. Erica especially has been enjoying hearing all about it from Jez.” 
 
    “I bet she has.” The elder Aegis operative remarked sourly; “Though I suppose since she saved my life I can forgive her judgement.” 
 
    “No judgment.” Nameless was quick to assure her; “Just amusement. And as for Rebecca, all I will say is that she’s happy, even if she’s still nervous about the bond and how it formed.” 
 
    Miranda cheeks reddened and she scowled at him, but he merely chuckled. 
 
    “I didn’t enter her mind and see! I’d need her heart for that. I just caught the broad strokes through Volka.” 
 
    The gruff woman’s look didn’t ease up in the least, but Nameless found that her glare didn’t quite have the same impact that it used to. 
 
    She sighed when she made the same realization. 
 
    “I liked you better without all the hard-won self confidence.” She griped for a moment before her expression turned towards concern; “How nervous are we talking?” 
 
    He shrugged carelessly. 
 
    “Not overly, however the bond came about, you handled it really well. It’s just a little overwhelming for her after what she went through with Sinclair. But that will fade quickly I think. The important thing is that she’s happy and so are you.” 
 
    In that moment Miranda realized her normally schooled demeanor had slipped and she was smirking slightly as she thought about her new bond-mate. 
 
    Sighing somewhat at the absurdity of it, she shook her head at her one-time protégé whilst rubbing the smile off of her face. 
 
    “I’m too old to be acting this goofish.” 
 
    “Paul bonded to his flock at ninety seven and hasn’t been able to get anything productive done since.” Nameless disagreed with a shake of his head; “Monster girls have a way of bringing out the stupid in us, as well as the best in us.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at him. 
 
    “Alright kid, stow the wise Empath crap. You’re still little more than a trainee, not to mention barely old enough to drink.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am.” 
 
    There was a spell of companionable silence between them; everything they had been through since they had first met had bonded them in an unusual sort of friendship. 
 
    She would always be his mentor, not to mention his superior within the Aegis, but they had both gotten involved in each other’s personal lives to the point that all of that stuff was secondary. 
 
    Miranda let out a happy sigh as her smirk returned without her knowing it, then she gave him a speculative look. 
 
    “You know what kid? The first day I met you I thought you were made of cotton candy and lamb farts. Now you strut around like you’re made up of pure testosterone and bear semen.” 
 
    He grimaced at the... compliment? 
 
    “Thanks, I guess. But that isn’t me. That’s my girls. They don’t just bring out the best in us, they deserve the best from us.” 
 
    She nodded and clapped him on the shoulder by way of farewell. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Now if you will excuse me, I suddenly need to go find my bunny and give her my ‘best’.” 
 
    While she walked away, Nameless thought back upon the circumstances that brought them together, but down that road lay only melancholy, so he didn’t dwell on it long. 
 
    Instead he delighted in watching Miranda sneak up behind Rebecca while she was distracted by Jan and grip her waist with her clawed fingers, making the Lapine shriek with laughter at being ambush-tickled. 
 
    ‘Goofish’ indeed. 
 
    But despite the welcome bit of joyous nonsense, his mind inevitably turned back towards Cordelia and the child she might very well already be carrying. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Just a few days in the Darkwood felt like a lifetime for the three brave Amazons; the oppressive monotony of the place wearing on them greatly, as was the fact that they had yet to find any sign of the Matriarch or her people. 
 
    Their bush-craft had proven to be as utterly worthless in the alien forest as they feared, but they carried with them enough provisions to not yet have to discover whether the ever-present white snakes were edible. 
 
    They were resting again, not sure at this point whether it was day or night beneath the ominous bows of the massive black trees. 
 
    Helena and Escrya were eating, forcing themselves to do so despite a lack of appetite; meanwhile Kaylee was repeatedly cutting at the blackened bark of the tree roots they were resting against, as if just to spite the ominous things. 
 
    Conversation was sparse between them, but it was sometimes necessary. 
 
    “Kaylee, you need to eat something.” Helena said as she held out a pair of dried biscuits. 
 
    The younger Amazon made a face, but put her knife away and took them, eating them as lifelessly as her sisters had. 
 
    Escrya opened her mouth, but couldn’t say anything, having no words of encouragement left to give. 
 
    They would go on, because at this point there was nothing else for them but to continue, but the recently bonded teller was worried for them all the same. 
 
    Their dark thoughts were suddenly disrupted however by a lengthy piercing scream. 
 
    They jumped up, their hearts pounded and spears pointed outwards at the sharp cry, amidst the blackness of the place it was a heretofore unknown sound that sent ice down their spines. 
 
    “Where did it come from?” Escrya whispered harshly. 
 
    At her left elbow, Kaylee looked around wildly. 
 
    “I don’t know!” 
 
    They waited a few minutes, but heard nothing so their guard remained up. 
 
    The sounds around them, such as they were, resumed as if the scream had never happened: the faint dry rasp of the snakes squirming around their feet, the occasional deep creak of one of the black trees swaying in a breeze so high off the ground that no one could feel it, and the sound of their own breathing, short and fearful as they waited. 
 
    After a good ten minutes, a mocking female voice cut through them as readily as the scream had. 
 
    “What have I found? Three Amazons, huddled together like children? Such an embarrassment!” 
 
    As one they whirled to face the woman that spoke. 
 
    She was tall, close to seven feet, leaning on her spear with one leg bent inwards so that the sole of her bare foot was resting against the side of her opposite knee. 
 
    Her skin looked as if it had never known the kiss of the sun, and was fully revealed to them as she wore no clothing beyond a couple of woven white leather cords to hold a sheathed knife and a simple pouch at her waist. 
 
    Her short blonde hair was tied up in a bun atop her head with a similar strip of white leather, while numerous black hand marks were made on her body from painted palms. 
 
    Yet as strange as she appeared, even in the dim light her eyes were just as blue as any Amazon they’d seen. 
 
    “Who are you?” Escrya demanded, her spear still raised. 
 
    The answer she got was another scream, the woman spreading her mouth wide and expelling what seemed to be an entire lungful of air to shriek at them. 
 
    It was unnerving to say the least. 
 
    Worse, it was soon echoed from behind by another, and then yet one more. 
 
    The Saenga girls looked around to find themselves in a ring of mostly naked Amazons; by and large their height and complexion a match for their sister, while their expressions ranged from arrogant amusement to naked hostility. 
 
    Helena let out a heavy sigh and lowered her spear, Kaylee and Escrya soon following. 
 
    There was no fighting their way out of this. 
 
    The first of the Darkwood Amazons that they’d seen strode forwards and methodically relieved them of their weapons, handing them off to her sisters. 
 
    She smirked once they were disarmed, then oddly began to count off syllables on her fingers as she spoke. 
 
    “Frightened little girls. Come to die between dark trees. I pity your kin.” 
 
    She’d barely finished speaking when several of the others hissed at her, evidently not liking her little poem. 
 
    “Too many! Frightened is three, not two!” One of the more hostile looking Amazons argued vehemently. 
 
    Her challenge was met with equal passion to the contrary, the sudden argument confusing the Saenga girls. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what they’re talking about?” Kaylee muttered to Helena, leaning close. 
 
    “Not the slightest.” The older girl replied while the pale-skinned Amazons continued to squabble. 
 
    Escrya though, remembered their purpose. 
 
    “Sisters of the Darkwood.” She interjected loudly; “I am Escrya whose-” 
 
    One of the pale-skinned ‘sisters’ turned from the debate just long enough to spin in place and launch a high kick that connected with Escrya’s jaw, knocking her off her feet as the others began to hoot and jeer at her weakness. 
 
    Their apparent leader, the one who’d composed the controversial poem, pulled Escrya’s assailant off of her and let out another sharp shriek that stilled the wrath of her followers. 
 
    “I found them, so their deaths are mine!” 
 
    Dazed on the ground, the teller propped herself up while Helena held Kaylee back from protecting their downed comrade. 
 
    “We must speak with your Matriarch!” Escrya called out firmly once she’d stumbled to her feet. 
 
    Silence greeted her words. 
 
    A moment ago the pale Amazons looked upon them with contempt, now their faces were lifeless masks, their thoughts and emotions a mystery. 
 
    Their leader looked them over, her face as guarded as any of the rest as she measured them. 
 
    A full minute later she shoved her fist into the air in some kind of symbolic gesture that all of her pale sisters mimicked. 
 
    “You will meet her;” She promised, still without any hint of emotion; “But only so that her eyes might reflect your death by my hands.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31: 
 
    Home Sweet Home 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nameless, Miranda, and their girls got back to Garland in the early afternoon a couple days after saying goodbye to Cordelia and her hive. 
 
    Since the senior operative had already reported everything they knew to their superiors within the Aegis, neither of them had to return to work until the following morning, which gave Miranda a chance to introduce a certain bunny to her new home. 
 
    She and her bond-mates lived a short walk outside of the city, just within the edge of a large strand of trees and towards the mouth of the valley where the main thoroughfare led into the city from the southwest. 
 
    The house was modest, one story, and painted in earth tones, with a lily-pad shaped pool in the yard. 
 
    “This is your home?” Rebecca asked as she looked around. 
 
    She bit her lip when Jan’s hand squeezed her ass, the Wolfen obviously a big fan. 
 
    “It’s your home too sweetness.” She promised as she leaned over the Lapin’s shoulder to lick at her neck and cheek; “Though we don’t get to spend much time here.” 
 
    There was a joyful cry right before a sudden splash as Jez landed in her pool, her legs flexing inwards and shooting back out again just like the frog she was as she swam the entire rim of it in no time at all. 
 
    “There’s so much space!” Becks marvelled when she was able to tear her eyes away from the strangely mesmerizing sight of the girl swimming underwater. 
 
    The Lapine had lived in Algrade long enough to become accustomed to the cramped buildings and busy streets, but she’d grown up in her family’s warren in the countryside and appreciated the return to a more open setting. 
 
    “And privacy.” Miranda added a bit smugly; “The main road is back that way, on the other side of those trees. So look forwards to lots of naked sunbathing.” 
 
    Rebecca giggled, her cheeks turning a bit pink, but then she looked to the pool. 
 
    Jez was jetting along the bottom of it, and she hadn’t come up for air since she went in. 
 
    “Is she alright down there?” 
 
    “The hard part is getting her out again.” Her bond-mate assured her; “Come on, we should introduce you to the neighbours before we head inside.” 
 
    “Neighbours? But I thought you just said-” 
 
    “Privacy from the city.” Miranda explained; “Garland has many Dryad groves around the outskirts.” 
 
    A short walk later and Rebecca was standing in the middle of a tranquil meadow in the forest, a ring of tall trees around its edge. 
 
    “Bad timing on our part.” The operative mumbled with her hand on one of the trunks, frowning; “They’re communing right now in their trees. Normally they don’t all do it at once though...” 
 
    As she spoke the rich scent of growing things washed around them like an unmoving wind and Rebecca drew in a deep breath, unable to help herself. 
 
    Miranda sighed, likewise enjoying the scent of nature. 
 
    “At least they know you now. Even if you don’t get to meet them in person yet. Are you hungry? It’s about time for lunch.” 
 
    The Lapine fought down a giggle at her bond-mate’s solicitous behaviour, enjoying not only receiving it, but feeling Miranda’s concern for her through their bond. 
 
    “I could eat.” She replied archly, making it clear that she knew what Miranda was doing. 
 
    Her bond-mate bit her lip, catching on that maybe she was coddling the Lapine a bit too much, which of course caused Rebecca to frown when she picked up on her anxiety. 
 
    “Spoil me more, Mistress.” She insisted earnestly; “I won’t ever complain.” 
 
    The corner of Miranda’s mouth twitched into a grin and she threw her arm over the bunny’s shoulder, pulling her in a side-hug and guiding her back towards the house. 
 
    So far as she could tell, Nameless had been completely right about Rebecca, and she was glad to get her alone with her other girls to give her some time to adjust. 
 
    Things got a bit tense the following morning though. 
 
    Becks was thrilled to be bonded, obviously, and that enthusiasm translated into pure energy. 
 
    She was used to running to burn it off, her breed was practically born for it, and since Miranda was in such good shape she figured that she would enjoy running with her... 
 
    Unfortunately her new bond-mate hated mornings more than an indolent teenager, so when she enthusiastically woke her up it was much akin to stepping on a Dragon’s tail. 
 
    Becks ears were flat to her head as she languished in misery in the living room of her new home, now understanding fully why the other three girls had left their bond-mate in bed to sleep. 
 
    But she didn’t wallow long; Miranda had woken fully and realized how badly she had fucked up in snapping at the overly eager bunny and so threw on a robe and went out to meet with her to assuage her guilt. 
 
    “Sorry Becks. I didn’t mean to snap at you.” She tried. 
 
    The bunny shrugged, her pierced ears twitching slightly as she felt her bond-mate’s sincere remorse. 
 
    “I-I’m okay.” 
 
    “I know this has been a lot for you, and we really don’t even know much about each other.” 
 
    “I know the parts that matter.” Rebecca said with a shrug, though it was clear she was only trying to seem blasé about it. 
 
    Miranda chuckled and took hold of her hand, squeezing it gently. 
 
    “So do I, but the other stuff matters too.” 
 
    “Like you not being a morning person?” 
 
    Miranda nodded. 
 
    “I’m sorry I snapped at you. For a relationship to work, two people need to make room in their lives for each other. And here we are, a fivesome! It’s not always going to be all sunshine and roses.” 
 
    Rebecca leaned against her, the Lapine’s arm going around her waist. 
 
    “Maybe. But it just feels right to call you Mistress and to hold you like this. Monster girls always talk about the bond, but we never understand it, not really, until we have it. I think so anyways.” 
 
    “You like to run in the morning?” 
 
    Becks nodded. 
 
    “I’m sorry I woke you.” She said with naked vulnerability in her voice. 
 
    “And I’m sorry I snapped at you.” Miranda replied before kissing her brow, the bunny’s long ear tickling her temple as she did; “Kala’s always the first one up. She trains first thing, I’m sure she would be happy to run with you.” 
 
    “So would I.” Jan volunteered; “Sorry Mistress, you can spoon with Jez tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Miranda chuckled. 
 
    “I guess that’s all settled then. For now I need to write you an introduction letter for the academy. And after that the rest of us need to get to work.” 
 
    “Be careful.” Rebecca said. 
 
    Left unsaid was her desire to go with them, but she knew she wasn’t ready. 
 
    The human was about to brush off her concern with a joke, but thought better of it, instead kissing her brow again. 
 
    “Always. And your time will come once you’re through with the academy.” 
 
    Despite having bonded to the senior Aegis operative, Becks had no training, so she would have to go through it like any other cadet if she wanted to join her bond-mate in the field. 
 
    At least now that she was bonded to an existing member, her acceptance to the Aegis was guaranteed, so no more nerve-wracking applications to fill out. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Despite their assignments being typically very different, by late morning Miranda was seeking out Nameless again, Jez riding on her back. 
 
    Her commander, Dawn Morrow, had heard a disturbing rumour and had asked for the senior operative to check it out. 
 
    She found him and his bond-mates just as they were going to break for lunch at the auction house where he’d been assigned. 
 
    Her timing was fortunate, as Ophelia had arrived to accompany them home just before she got there, but lunch was forgotten with Miranda’s interruption. 
 
    She got right to the point. 
 
    “Nina, do you know anything about Ogres?” 
 
    “Giants. Like me, only smaller.” 
 
    Miranda briefly closed her eyes and gave a quick shake of her head to dispel the confusion that always seemed to surround Nina conflating size with strength, all while typically being the smallest person in the room. 
 
    “What’s up?” Nameless prompted. 
 
    “The Aegis has had some reports of an Ogre not far outside the city, on the road towards Greyhaven, they want me to investigate.” 
 
    “Just you?” Nina frowned; “No offense to Kala and Jan, but an Ogre isn’t a joke.” 
 
    “What about me?” Jez demanded indignantly from over Miranda’s shoulder. 
 
    The Gigas smirked at the little frog, quite fond of her for her ability to create drama out of nothing, not to mention for saving Nameless’s life in Algrade. 
 
    “You’re not a joke either squirt. But you still can’t take on an Ogre.” 
 
    Jez sniffed and adopted a superior look. 
 
    “Probably maybe I could.” She muttered. 
 
    Before the frog could extol on her combat prowess further, Ginger interrupted them by poking her head around the divider that separated Nameless’s desk from hers. 
 
    “Hey Nameless, did you finish your interview with that- oh!” She stopped herself when she spotted Miranda and Jez, but she recovered quickly to snap a salute to her chest; “Sorry ma’am, what’s going on?” 
 
    “Aegis business, butt out.” Jez declared in the same gruff voice she’d tried on Cordelia just days prior. 
 
    It didn’t work any better this time, eliciting only a giggle from the not-even-remotely intimidated redhead. 
 
    “Heh, you’re a little cutey aintcha?” 
 
    Miranda ignored the interruption while Erica snickered at the frog’s pout. 
 
    “Yeah, an Ogre isn’t a joke, but we still need to check it out.” 
 
    Nameless squeezed past her to hand the interview report off to the burningly curious Ginger. 
 
    “You want us to come with you… ma’am?” 
 
    The senior operative frowned as she looked towards Nina. 
 
    “I’d like her to at least.” 
 
    “Cool.” Nina nodded; “And since he’s got my heart stuck to his wrist forever, that means he has to come too.” 
 
    Miranda’s frown deepened as her eyes narrowed into a glare, not falling for the same lie that she’d used on the council. 
 
    “Bullshit Nina. We both know you can remove it.” 
 
    “Huh, maybe I could at that. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to. Oh well. Should we stop wasting time and head out?” She finished innocently. 
 
    The Gigas knew that Nameless wasn’t happy about being stuck in an office, even if the work was fulfilling, and she also knew that he would never complain about it, so if she could spring him for an afternoon stroll by being stubborn, she would. 
 
    The operative rolled her eyes but assented. 
 
    “Fine, but if he gets smacked around by an Ogre, that’s on you.” 
 
    “Like that’ll happen.” Erica smirked; “She’ll be too busy trying to get into his pants.” 
 
    Not wanting to get into it, Miranda shook her head and left, forcing Nameless to scramble to keep up. 
 
    Meanwhile Ginger watched them go, a look of longing on her face. 
 
    “Why can’t I go on any adventures?” She muttered in complaint. 
 
    Outside they linked up with Kala and Jan and headed out, though Nameless took a moment to reach out to Volka and let her know what they were up to. 
 
    In all honesty, he was a bit puzzled at the Aegis response to a simple rumour, especially given how busy they were. 
 
    But when he voiced his confusion, he earned a long-suffering sigh from Miranda. 
 
    “Do you know why the Ogres trashed the Aegis’s old headquarters?” She asked. 
 
    “Not... exactly. History wasn’t a big part of the training. All I remember from school was that it had something to do with a proposed law, one that was later struck down.” 
 
    The operative snorted, expecting the half-ass response. 
 
    “The law in question was regarding the age of consent for Ogres. And whoever proposed it was a complete nincompoop. Since Ogres mature physically much faster than mentally, some members of the Aegis were uncomfortable with allowing them to have sex with humans before their intellect was fully developed. Which basically meant that the Ogres would have to wait decades before being able to look for a bond-mate.” 
 
    “An ill-conceived idea, I take it?” Erica remarked drily. 
 
    “They were conflating regular intelligence with emotional intelligence.” Ophelia interjected primly; “Ogres are monsters and monsters love sex. As much as any human. And telling children they can’t have something they desperately want can be a nightmare, believe me. How would you have reacted if someone told you that you weren’t allowed to bond with our master until you were at least forty?” 
 
    Erica nodded her agreement. 
 
    “Truth.” 
 
    “I would... probably have broken some things.” Milly admitted. 
 
    Miranda shrugged, causing Jez to wobble on her back. 
 
    “That’s exactly what they did. No one was badly hurt, but they were rather heavily censured for it.” 
 
    “Explains why we don’t see Ogres around the city I guess.” 
 
    “There is no law keeping them out, at least not formally, but they’ve always steered clear of Garland because of the Bastion.” 
 
    Ophelia’s feet briefly touched the street as she half-flew along beside Milly, the Flutterby not hiding her indignation. 
 
    “It really isn’t fair for them to be so ostracized, but such is the world we live in.” 
 
    Nameless felt her discontent through their bond, and reached out with his heart to reassure her. 
 
    “A battle for another day.” He promised aloud. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32: 
 
    Feeling Blue 
 
      
 
      
 
    As it turned out, finding a giant who wasn’t trying to hide was as easy as one would imagine, though finding one sitting on the side of the road and crying was also as heart wrenching as one would imagine. 
 
    Nameless knew that Ogres were large, and yet somehow he had always just pictured a blue-skinned Amazon, since every one of the blonde warriors that he’d met had towered over him. 
 
    But the Ogre would dwarf any of them, as she was ten feet tall if she was an inch. 
 
    She was dressed in a simple tunic cinched at the waist with a simple brass buckle, while her skin was a rich shade of blue, with her hair a slightly darker shade. 
 
    It was bizarre, but she reminded him a great deal of Nina. 
 
    She was sobbing while holding a tattered red sash to her cheek, a forlorn and piteous sight. 
 
    Before Miranda could say anything, Ophelia was moved to action, flying to bring herself to eye-level with the bereft monster. 
 
    “Hello dearheart, what’s the matt-” 
 
    She didn’t finish as the blue-skinned girl abruptly reached out and seized her with both hands around her hips. 
 
    “So pretty!” She gushed as she held Ophelia close and rubbed her cheek against the Flutterby’s breasts. 
 
    “Serves you right.” Miranda muttered as she crossed her arms, annoyed at Ophelia’s careless approach. 
 
    The kindly woman squirmed in discomfort but managed to maintain her composure despite the operative’s words. 
 
    Which is more than can be said for the Ogre when Nina’s hammer hit the ground and drew her attention with a minor quake. 
 
    The Gigas glared at the other suddenly wide-eyed giant. 
 
    “Yes, very pretty. Also mine, so let her go you dumbass.” 
 
    The enormous blue girl was a formidable sight, but at the three-foot-tall Nina’s words she immediately let out a shriek and released Ophelia, who had to awkwardly flutter her wings to regain her balance in the air. 
 
    “Really Nina, I’m sure we were fine-” 
 
    Even as the Flutterby spoke the Ogre leapt away, gripping a startled Miranda by either shoulder as she sought to hide behind her and Jez, crouching down to make herself as small as possible. 
 
    “Biggest giant! Please no squishing me!” Her echoing voice came out in a pitiful whine. 
 
    “I changed my mind! I can’t take an Ogre!” Jez wheezed out as the big girl’s breasts smooshed into her back, pinning her in place. 
 
    Miranda could feel the raw strength in the girl’s enormous hands, but remained calm and patted her fingers. 
 
    “It’s alright, we’re with the Aegis. So no one is going to squishing you- er, squish you.” 
 
    She continued to sob over her though. 
 
    “Red one is! I can feel it in the earth, like, like before a ground-shake! She angry with me.” 
 
    The Gigas shook her head in disgust. 
 
    “So this is what passes for a giant around here? Pathetic.” 
 
    The Ogre flinched at her words, while Ophelia drew in a sharp breath. 
 
    “Nina! That is enough!” She cried out sharply. 
 
    The Gigas had her arms crossed over her chest as she glared at the whimpering girl still trying to hide behind the much smaller Miranda. 
 
    “Well she is! You are not Gigas, but you are still a daughter of the mountain! Where is your pride, giant?” 
 
    The poor girl gave a big sniff before she blubbered out a response. 
 
    “I-I lost it, with my momma and my aunties. Dark lady came and took it all away! I ran, but human lands is confusing, and now I lost my new sister too.” 
 
    She held up a tattered red sash as if presenting evidence, but Nameless barely saw it. 
 
    Ice had filled his veins and he stepped in front of Nina as if to shield the frightened Ogre from her wrath. 
 
    “What do you mean? What dark lady?” His eyes flicked to Miranda’s, both of them dreading the answer. 
 
    The Ogre wiped her forearm over her face. 
 
    “She came to our den with wings, but not pretty wings! She say mean and scary things and so momma and my aunties try to squish! But she no squishes! She make night come and sickness in my belly, then auntie tell me to run and she take them all away!” 
 
    Releasing Miranda and Jez, she flopped down on the ground, her legs spread like a child as she balled her fists in her eyes again. 
 
    Nina was about to say something else but Ophelia stopped her. 
 
    “Dearheart, we just talked about this! Ogres gain intelligence very slowly, their oldest are as smart as anyone, but that takes decades. This girl is probably only in her forties or fifties and doesn’t understand what is happening, be patient with her.” 
 
    Nina groaned. 
 
    “This is stupid. I’m in my forties.” 
 
    “All the same.” 
 
    Nameless stepped closer to the crying girl, Miranda holding up a hand to advise caution, and his presence soon distracted her from her tears, her deep blue eyes wide now as she took in the sight of him in his uniform. 
 
    “You, you’re pretty too.” Her cheeks darkened in a blush; “But not girl-pretty! You’re boy-pretty!” 
 
    Nina and Jan both snorted with laughter while Miranda’s palm found her face. 
 
    “Okay, this definitely isn’t stupid.” The Wolfen’s tongue lolled out in amusement; “Tell us all about how boy-pretty he is.” 
 
    The Ogre nodded earnestly. 
 
    “He very pretty, makes me warm all over.” 
 
    Her eyes were hooded and she gave Nameless a very familiar look. 
 
    “Ooooh, we can sex? I promise I no squishes, am good at sex! You be on top!” 
 
    With that she flopped on her back and spread her legs to reveal her pussy previously hidden beneath her simple tunic. 
 
    Erica let out a possessive yowl and Nina’s mood soured again. 
 
    “Not funny anymore.” 
 
    After the ever patient Ophelia made it clear that sex with Nameless was not on the table, the Ogre opened up to them and recounted her story. 
 
    “-And then there was a man and he said he was safe, but was a pockpicker and took my heart from me! But then new sister hit him and make his head fall off! I hope he okay...” 
 
    “He isn’t.” Nina, Erica, and Jan all said at the same time. 
 
    The Ogre sniffled again, wiping at her eyes with Milly’s polka-dot hanky while Kala loomed nearby, trying her best not to startle the girl, while at the same time wanting to keep her bond-mate safe from any threat she might pose. 
 
    “Now me lost again, I told new sister to come right back. But I never told her how much many right backs to take so she got lost I think. Now I look for her for much time, but still no find!” 
 
    Her bottom lip trembled as she finished her story and her eyes welled with fresh tears. 
 
    “Oh would you just get a grip already!” Nina said in exasperation, causing the big blue girl to flinch back. 
 
    But as she approached the frightened Ogre a barely discernible blur shot out of the trees, Kala called out in warning, but was too late to stop a massive blade as it whistled through the air and struck the Gigas in the cheek, causing her head to snap to one side. 
 
    Had she not been holding he hammer the blade would have taken her head off, as it was it left her ears ringing and her eyes spinning in their sockets. 
 
    Milly was standing closest to the Gigas and reacted quickly; with a startled bellow she leapt forwards and parried the follow up strike with her indestructible spear, the pair soon dueling across the road while Nina tried to shake the stars out of her eyes. 
 
    The shock of the sudden ambush had frozen most of the others in place, but Tora broke free of it quickly when she recognized the one Milly was fighting. 
 
    “HEY! No squishes!” 
 
    The ground shook slightly as the voluptuous Ogre leapt in the middle of the fray, seizing both combatants and pulling them away from each other with implacable force. 
 
    Milly’s opponent was revealed to be a young Troglodyte, her minute scales darkened with her ire as she glared at the Minotaur. 
 
    “Releasse me!” She hissed. 
 
    “NO! New sister no squishing new friends! Where for has you been?!” 
 
    “I told you not to trust anyone!” 
 
    “AND I TOLD YOUS TO COMES RIGHT BACK!” The Ogre roared. 
 
    Silence fell and the big blue girl abruptly released Milly and pulled the Trog into a breasty embrace. 
 
    “Yous supposed to come right back.” She repeated in a whimper as she sat in the middle of the road and hugged her missing friend with all her might. 
 
    “I... I had to take care of some things.” Kriss explained into her cleavage. 
 
    Whatever ‘things’ she had to take care of had put up a struggle as the Trog looked like she’d been through a rough couple of days. 
 
    Her hardened leather chest-piece had a number of odd little burn marks on it, and the rest of her clothing was bloody and torn in a number of places to match an equal number of cuts and bruises on her skin. 
 
    “Did these things have names?” Miranda asked cautiously as she took in her appearance. 
 
    “If they did, they don’t anymore.” The Trog replied flatly as she glared at the assortment of monster girls crowding around her and Tora. 
 
    Once the Ogre finally set her down, her head turned suddenly to stare at Nameless, her forked tongue slipping out to taste his scent. 
 
    “You, you are of my bloodline!” She exclaimed. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Who was your sire?” She demanded with her blade leveled at him. 
 
    It was clear from her words and bearing that she was just pointing at him to highlight her question, but Nina certainly didn’t see it that way, the Gigas quickly stepped in front of him and knocked the weapon to one side with a swat of her hammer. 
 
    “You’re going to meet yours if you keep pointing that thing at my weakling!” 
 
    She was using her angry voice, and the Chameleon took a wary step back at the rumbling timbre of her words even as she righted her blade. 
 
    Nameless reached out and set his hand on her shoulder to still her. 
 
    “Nina, it’s alright.” 
 
    “No it isn’t!” The giant roared; “First the dumbass fucks with my Flutterby, then this little shit cheap-shot me. I’m going to have a bruise!” 
 
    She rubbed at her face sullenly. 
 
    While still wary of the Gigas, the young Troglodyte hissed at her in irritation. 
 
    “You were frightening her!” 
 
    They all looked to see the enormous blue girl trying to catch a butterfly with hands the size of serving plates, a big smile on her face at the sudden distraction. 
 
    “Then use your words you little shit! Don’t jump straight to decapitation!” 
 
    “I will not be lectured by a little whore who bullies the weak!” 
 
    Nina’s eyes narrowed and Nameless felt her anger growing to a dangerous degree, but his own anger got away from him and she flinched when she felt it. 
 
    “Enough! We have enough enemies without making more for stupid reasons! Put your weapons away already!” 
 
    A tense couple of seconds followed, the monster girls exchanging wary glances. 
 
    Eventually Nina dropped her hammer, Milly and Kala both lowered their spears, and even the strange Troglodyte’s weapon found its sheath on her back. 
 
    He rubbed at his temples, the beginning of a stress headache coming on. 
 
    When he looked up again, he faced a lot of anxious faces. 
 
    With a sigh, he brought his temper under control and tried to organize his thoughts. 
 
    “The Ogre-” 
 
    “T-Tora.” The blue girl volunteered with one hand raised nervously. 
 
    She’d abandoned her pursuit of the brightly coloured insect at all the shouting, nervous again. 
 
    He closed his eyes again for a moment. 
 
    “Okay, Tora. How many Ogres did you live with?” 
 
    “Um…” 
 
    Miranda set her hand on Nameless’s shoulder and interjected. 
 
    “How many did she take with her, the dark girl with the not-pretty wings?” 
 
    “Sh-she took momma and all my aunties, um-” Her face screwed up in thought as she helplessly tried to count on her fingers; “Momma said we about sixty once, but don’t know how much many that is.” 
 
    Her eyes welled and she looked ready to cry again, so Ophelia fluttered over to comfort her. 
 
    “Sixty Ogres. That’s bad right?” Erica said quietly. 
 
    “Yeah. That’s really bad.” Miranda agreed as she watched the Trog measuring her protégé; “Okay, so now that we’ve all calmed down, what was that about your bloodline?” 
 
    Without looking at Miranda, the Chameleon’s tongue slipping out again to taste Nameless’s scent, confirming what she already knew. 
 
    “I meant exactly that. He tastes of my blood. Who was your sire- your father?” 
 
    Her gaze was intense and he answered her cautiously. 
 
    “William Armstrong, who the hell are you?” 
 
    She was nodding even before he finished speaking. 
 
    “Then we are kin. I am Kriss. My mother’s name was-” 
 
    “Cass.” Ophelia whispered as the pieces finally fell together in her mind. 
 
    The Trog nodded in confirmation. 
 
    “Holy shit.” Milly said. 
 
    Nameless’s jaw dropped, though more from the Trog’s revelation than Milly’s language. 
 
    “We really need to work on your swearing lover.” Erica muttered. 
 
    “I’ve been searching for you since my mother was taken from me.” 
 
    It took him a good ten seconds to formulate a response. 
 
    “So we’re... siblings?” 
 
    She nodded solemnly. 
 
    “My mother was friends with yours, in truth, she was in love with her. I don’t know all the details, but she bred with your father after your mother died. I believe it was when they were on the run from the one that killed her.” 
 
    “A Chimera. And a Tenebrae.” He said to fill in the gap in her knowledge; “Her name is Evadne.” 
 
    The Trog’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “A name, at last! I was just a girl when she took my mother from me, I barely saw her. Mother handed me her blade and told me to hide.” 
 
    Her skin mottled as she briefly faded into her surrounding, causing Nameless to blink and shift his head side to side in an attempt to make her form more visible. 
 
    “I’ve been looking for you so that you could explain to me why my mother is dead. And after you do, you can direct me to this... Chimera, so I can finally kill her.” 
 
    “Get in line.” Nina snapped. 
 
    “Easy Nina.” Miranda warned; “We need information, not more fighting.” 
 
    Ophelia settled her arms on the giant’s shoulder, pressing her thighs to her back and massaging her gently to assuage her temper. 
 
    Erica meanwhile looked to her bond-mate, his face a confused mess of emotion from all of the surprises coming at them. 
 
    “Hey lover, I know this is terrible timing what with all the earth-shaking revelations.” Her eyes flicked between Tora and Nina, both having shaken things so recently; “But we should really report all of this stuff to someone, right?” 
 
    “Erica’s right Master.” Milly agreed softly; “Tora picked me up like I was nothing, if... if Evadne has sixty girls like her now, we need to let the Aegis know!” 
 
    “Is yous going to help Tora’s family?” The Ogre asked suddenly, naked hope in her eyes. 
 
    Milly opened her mouth to respond, but Miranda stopped her before she could make any more promises. 
 
    “We’ll do what we can. For now we need to get back to the Bastion and report in.” She sighed and shook her head at Nameless; “I know you just met a long lost sibling kid, but your girls are right. We need to move. The Aegis needs to be briefed about this, a clan of Ogres being turned could be the most disastrous thing to happen in centuries.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33: 
 
    Dressing Down 
 
      
 
      
 
    While they walked back into the city, Nameless had a hard time keeping his eyes off of his sister. 
 
    If it weren’t for the pressing issue of a missing Ogre clan, he would be asking her a million and one questions about her life, about his parents and their shared history. 
 
    But as he made to give voice to one of them, she narrowed her eyes and hissed at him, deliberately turning looking away from him. 
 
    “The last thing my mother told me before stuffing me in a closet was ‘find your brother’. So while you might have some softskin feelings about us being siblings, just know that I only found out you existed by watching and listening as my mother was tortured to death. If it meant she would be returned to me I would gut you this very moment.” 
 
    “Yeah, because we would all be totally cool with that.” Erica interjected with a roll of her eyes; “Why is every Trog we’ve met so obsessed with blood?” 
 
    Naturally, the Chameleon answered her rhetorical question. 
 
    “Because we can taste it. All the time.” She explained as her tongue darted out to do just that; “I can taste yours now.” 
 
    “It’s true.” Miranda added; “Trogs are right up there with Wolfen when it comes to tracking, though they do it by taste instead of smell. You’re my first Chameleon though.” 
 
    “Lucky me.” 
 
    By the flat tone of her voice, it was clear Kriss didn’t feel that way about it. 
 
    They left her alone after that. 
 
    Miranda refocused her attention on the Ogre, relying on her years of experience and all of the patience she had cultivated while working with Nameless to get as much information out of the innocent monster as she could. 
 
    Once they were back in the city, the senior operative led them straight into the Bastion before turning to hers and Nameless’s bond-mates. 
 
    “Why don’t you lot get some lunch while me and your man take Tora and Kriss in?” 
 
    She received several flat looks at the suggestion, so she rolled her eyes. 
 
    “The room is going to be packed to capacity with just Tora in it!” 
 
    “It’s alright girls.” Nameless nodded; “I can fill you all in later.” 
 
    Erica snickered at the obvious opening. 
 
    “You better fill me later.” 
 
    Along with Milly and Ophelia she gave Nameless a peck on the cheek and ruffled Nina’s hair, the Gigas showing no sign of doing as Miranda asked. 
 
    The operative gave her a pointed look, which of course was ignored. 
 
    “Whatever, come on.” Miranda sighed. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “To where I work when I’m not being led around by the nose by you and yours.” She replied irritably. 
 
    A couple minutes later they were in a converted briefing room where a dozen men and women in grey uniforms were working, with seemingly every scrap of information they had gathered about Jonathan and Evadne pinned up all over several large boards mounted on the walls. 
 
    “This is basically the nerve center for the hunt for Evadne and Jonathan.” Miranda explained to Nameless; “You’ve met Commander Morrow?” 
 
    The room had gone silent at the arrival of the Ogre and the commander in question quickly made her way over to them to see what was up. 
 
    Nameless and Miranda both saluted the uniformed woman, while Nina yawned, though she kept one eye on Kriss when she did. 
 
    The woman’s uniform was the definition of neat as she returned their salute, a puzzled frown on her face. 
 
    “Yes, we have met, once. At ease. What’s this about?” 
 
    She was looking as much at Tora as she was Miranda, the Ogre meanwhile looking very out of place as she did her best not to break anything in the crowded room, the enormous girl already having to hunch to avoid hitting the ceiling with her head. 
 
    Kriss wasn’t much more comfortable; her eyes were constantly darting around at all the unfamiliar faces while her scales frequently blended with the background of the room, causing Nameless to squint at her whenever he noticed. 
 
    A half hour later, the commander knew as much as any of them, and the news of an entire clan of missing Ogres proved exactly as alarming as expected. 
 
    Afterwards the conversation turned towards Nameless and Miranda’s experiences in the search for Avita Longinus. 
 
    “We have a team there now, with an Undine on site to relay everything they find. But that network of tunnels is beyond anything we’ve ever seen.” Dawn Morrow offered a sympathetic expression to Tora as she filled them in on their progress; “If there were any Ogres there, they are long gone. Along with who knows how many other monster girls.” 
 
    Tora sniffled at the mention of her clan. The simple girl hadn’t been able to follow everything that they had talked about, but by now she at least knew that the Aegis genuinely wanted to help her. 
 
    Without really thinking about it Nameless reached out and took her enormous hand with his, the giant smiling wide at him when he did. 
 
    Kriss’s eyes narrowed when she noticed the kindly gesture, but she didn’t make a thing of it. Not knowing anything about Tora’s clan, she’d only been able to answer a handful of questions about her mother Cass’s connection to Evadne, and even then the information she provided had more or less already been discovered by the Dragon Xalanth and Lady Essig when they were looking into Nameless’s past. 
 
    Finally they were dismissed, with instructions to temporarily board the Chameleon and the Ogre at the auction house where Nameless was assigned. 
 
    It wasn’t ideal as the place was already brimming with all of the monster girls who had come into the city seeking safety, but the building was built sturdily enough to accommodate a wide range of monster girls, including Ogres, even if they had never been seen in it. 
 
    After saying goodbye to Miranda and her bond-mates again, Nameless and his girls were soon alone with the two other monsters, and the questions that he so desperately needed answered began to bubble to the surface. 
 
    Not important questions, at least not in the grand scheme of things, but important to him. 
 
    Most of them circled around who Kriss was as a person, but the one he wanted answered the most was as simple as it was hard to articulate. 
 
    Do you have love in your life? 
 
    Having lived without it himself, Nameless knew how critical that was. 
 
    Soon they were on the ground floor of the auction house, Nameless and his bond-mates deftly avoiding the painfully nosy Ginger while they got Kriss and Tora settled in. 
 
    “You’ll be safe here.” Nameless promised; “We’ll figure out what comes next for you two later. Would you, uh, like something to eat?” 
 
    Since he’d yet to have lunch himself, it was all he could think to ask to keep the conversation going. 
 
    The Trog let out an unhappy hiss. 
 
    “I don’t need you to tell me what is next. And I don’t need you to take care of me.” 
 
    “And I don’t like people arguing with my mate.” Nina countered with a glare; “Be grateful you still have all your limbs.” 
 
    The grumpy lizard girl had made a very poor impression on the Gigas. 
 
    But Nameless interrupted before the two of them could start bickering again. 
 
    “Look, Kriss, I-we need to talk right? I mean, we’re family!” 
 
    Her eyes widened and her scales turned scarlet with ire at his words. 
 
    “We are not family.” She replied harshly; “My mother was my family. She is dead, and as far as I can tell, she is dead because of you.” 
 
    Milly and the others drew in a sharp breath when they felt the stab of pain from the harsh words through their bond with Nameless. 
 
    Even a few months ago such an accusation would have been devastating to him, but now he recovered quickly and replied without shame or hesitation. 
 
    “So is mine. And our father. And my friend. The number of people and monsters whose deaths you could hang around my neck isn’t a short list.” 
 
    He didn’t sound sad, only tired, but his Gigas felt differently. 
 
    “Start listing them and see what happens.” She grumbled, the building shaking slightly with her annoyance. 
 
    It was going to take her a long time to get over the Chameleon’s ambush, though she was more angry with herself for being so caught off guard. 
 
    Before anyone could debate further, Ophelia drifted over to Nameless’s side. 
 
    “Dearheart, why don’t we leave it at that for now? We can talk about all of this once everyone has had a chance to get settled.” 
 
    He was about to argue, but the unfriendly expression on the Trog’s face remained, so he allowed his bond-mates to lead him out of the room. 
 
    “Goodbye Tora.” Milly waved awkwardly just as the door closed behind her. 
 
    The Ogre, having silently fretted throughout the brief but tense conversation, waved back with an honest smile, though Milly didn’t catch it. 
 
    The pair of them now alone in the spacious room, Kriss watched as Tora sat on the massive bed. 
 
    The Chameleon frowned as she considered all of the things she had learned today, about herself, but also about her big blue friend. 
 
    “He seem nice.” The innocent monster suggested when she noticed the other girl’s attention. 
 
    Kriss sighed as she took off her sword harness and rolled her shoulders to loosen them. 
 
    “That... isn’t important.” 
 
    Suddenly Tora was giggling, as if the Trog had made a joke. 
 
    “Yes it do! It only thing portant! He nice. But he also sad. Yous be nicer to him!” 
 
    Once again the Ogre was behaving as if she was the one looking after Kriss. 
 
    The Trog made a noise in her throat but then her look turned contemplative. 
 
    “We were together for a number of days, why didn’t you tell me about your clan?” 
 
    The blue girl shrugged, her good mood evaporating at the reminder. 
 
    “Yous not ask. Yous always want go places, and I want follow.” 
 
    Her jaw began to tremble slightly, and Kriss sighed at the pitiful sight. 
 
    Without hesitating she held her arms out, and Tora brightened again as she pulled her into a much needed hug, the Trog’s legs and tail dangling as she was enveloped by the big girl’s cleavage. 
 
    “You still could have said something.” Kriss’s voice was muffled by blue tit-flesh, so it was easier for her to conceal that her words came out thick with emotion. 
 
    Tora had been a pain in her ass since they’d met, but she’d quickly grown used to her, even fond of her. 
 
    She’d been on her own for a long time after her mother was killed, so even though her efforts were clumsy, the fact that Tora was trying to look out for her felt... nice. 
 
    Which led to more complicated feelings when her thoughts inevitably returned to the physically underwhelming, yet still somehow imposing, figure that was her brother. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    While Nameless and the other were dealing with Tora and Kriss, Volka was in the Bastion, responding to a summons that she had known had to come eventually. 
 
    She stood before the Aegis high council, her helmet under one arm and a questioning eyebrow raised, while to one side Lady Essig looked unhappy, Xalanth at her side. 
 
    The white haired woman had met Volka in the hall and followed her inside, earning a few scowls from the councillors at her uninvited presence, not that they dared complain about it in front of her Dragon. 
 
    “Volka- pardon. Dominar Volka-” Margaret Bloom began, clearly trying to be diplomatic. 
 
    “That is who and what I am.” The Valkyrie replied mildly. 
 
    “The Aegis has stood for centuries. As you well know. And in that time we have always maintained a strict chain of command. Having fought in the war I’m sure you can appreciate the necessity of that.” 
 
    “I can.” Volka nodded, her usual cheekiness gradually fading. 
 
    Now Booker spoke, his expression stern. 
 
    “In the midst of this crisis we’re up against, you and yours have been acting more or less without oversight. Don’t think we’ve forgotten how you absconded with the Brael and Saenga tribes, not to mention Lilly and her pack.” 
 
    The Valkyrie was outright frowning at the accusations, but she let the one-eyed man continue. 
 
    “When it comes to Evadne, we can’t be working at cross-purposes.” He insisted in a more conciliatory tone; “That chain of command? Aegis Armstrong is at the very bottom of it. And since you are his bond-mate...” 
 
    The way he trailed off made his meaning clear to the Dominar, and she sighed at the folly of what he and the other councillors were suggesting. 
 
    “I could argue that Lilly and the Saenga were not under your jurisdiction, but that is beside the point.” All of the mirth was gone from her posture as her back straightened; “Aegis Booker, esteemed councillors, I am Dominar of the Angelic Hosts. My knee bends to no one, not even my husband. As it must be in this. Forgive me, but you are simply not prepared for what is to come.” 
 
    One of the other councillors shook his head in exasperation. 
 
    “Did ya not just hear us say that the Aegis has stood for centuries? Angel you might be, but it is our sworn duty-” 
 
    The Dominar’s eyes flashed with light, while the council nearly had the wind knocked out of them by her sudden ire. 
 
    “Do not lecture me upon duty! Or have you forgotten that your oath calls upon the blood of my people?” She demanded, glaring at the councillor until he swallowed and had to look away. 
 
    Volka slowly shook her head as she looked to each of the human leaders. 
 
    “How many battles have you waged?” She asked with her voice now deadly calm; “How many times have you stood shoulder to shoulder with thousands, knowing many or perhaps all of you were marching to your deaths?” 
 
    Her sacred armour showed little signs of the struggles she described, but they could not doubt her words. 
 
    She began to pace slowly before the suddenly anxious council, her helmet still tucked under her arm. 
 
    “And how many times... have you picked your way through the dead and dying, desperate to save as many as you can even as exhaustion claims your limbs?” 
 
    It was a grim and deliberate reminder of the state of Lipton Falls when the Aegis arrived to find the result of Evadne’s unleashed rage. 
 
    Volka paused in her pacing, taking a moment to meet each of their gazes once more. 
 
    “You speak of the founding of the Aegis as if I was not present for it. I know well your mandate, as I helped the original council draft it. And I also know well your duty!” 
 
    The five councillors were beginning to look like children being rebuked by the irate angel, while Sadie wasn’t bothering to hide her smirk at their expense. 
 
    “As for the warriors I am assembling, do not misunderstand my intentions. I do not seek out war. I have seen far too much of it already, lost too much to its fury. But war is what Evadne intends, and indeed, it is what she has already brought against this world. Or have you already forgotten about the tribulations faced by the Longinus family?” 
 
    She sighed again as she turned her shield to consider her heartstone in its center. 
 
    “When I tell you that you are not ready for this, it is not a critique of your courage or abilities. No one is ready for war, not even those who have seen it and know well its indiscriminate wrath.” 
 
    With firm movements she set her helmet on her head and strapped her shield to her arm again, as if preparing to go to battle right in that moment. 
 
    “I will act now as I must, as I should have done from the moment Evadne revealed herself. I admit it was my mistake to delay accepting the mantle of Dominar. But now we can only move forwards, and no longer can we do so with half-measures! Real preparations need to be made, stocks of food and medical supplies need to be assembled, as well as caches of weapons. And above all else we need to take account of our disparate forces.” 
 
    “Many of the preparations you’re talking about, we’ve already made. But at the end of the day, the Aegis is a peace-keeping organization.” Margaret Bloom said carefully. 
 
    Volka drew in a deep breath, her eyes still glowing as she looked at the headmistress of the academy; in hindsight she regretted the silly prank that ended with the woman in the Undine training pools. 
 
    And in that moment she made a decision that would drastically change the landscape of the Aegis forever. 
 
    “Just so. But there can be no peace to keep so long as Evadne lives. To that end, I must now take command of our efforts to regain it.” There were a few gasps of surprise at the decisive words, but she spoke over them; “I hope that I do so with your blessing and assistance, because no one living knows the burden. Save the very special few such as the Flametongue. If you understood as well as she, you would not object.” 
 
    “I will follow you, daughter of light.” Xalanth said with a slight bow of her head; “As I once did your ancestors.” 
 
    That gave the council pause. 
 
    It was a heady thing for a Dragon to submit to anyone other than their bond-mate. 
 
    Booker drew in a heavy breath. 
 
    “Alright, Dominar Volka. I’ll... admit you’ve given us a lot to think about. Would you allow the council some time to discuss this?” 
 
    The Valkyrie met his eyes, her bearing still stern and proud even as she nodded her head. 
 
    “Do not take over long. Our enemy does not wait for us.” 
 
    If only she had known how true her words would prove to be. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34: 
 
    Touching Off 
 
      
 
      
 
    After having spent the morning getting accustomed to her new home, Rebecca gathered her nerve and headed out to the Aegis academy in the early afternoon. 
 
    Soon she was taking in the sight of the sprawling academy grounds as she followed the signs leading towards the administration building, Miranda’s letter clutched in her fist. 
 
    Her bond-mate had offered to go with her and make the introductions, but Becks wanted to prove that she didn’t need any hand-holding. 
 
    As she watched a nearby group of cadets running through a nasty looking obstacle course under the watchful eye of a pair of instructors, she lamented that decision. 
 
    “Can I help you?” A gruff voice sounded right beside her. 
 
    Her ears went flat to her head and she let out an odd little squeak at being surprised, turning to look up into the frowning face of a scarred and muscular bald man. 
 
    She coughed to clear her throat before holding up the letter, almost like she was afraid that she was in trouble somehow. 
 
    “I’m Rebecca sir. Miranda, my bond-mate Miranda, she um... I’m supposed to learn here?” She finished lamely. 
 
    Instructor Kavanaugh’s frown softened, if only a tiny bit, and he took the letter. 
 
    “So you’re a legacy?” He asked. 
 
    Becks didn’t have a clue what that meant, so she shrugged noncommittally. 
 
    Whatever her response was, it didn’t seem to matter as his attention turned to the letter. It was so crinkled from her nervous hand-wringing that he had to rub it back and forth against his thigh to smooth it out before reading it, causing her to blush deeply. 
 
    “You recently bonded to Special Operator Miranda Holt…” He trailed off in a mumble as he read the details. 
 
    As he read his frown dissipated, and soon his eyes even widened slightly in surprise. 
 
    When he turned back to her, he was actually smiling slightly. 
 
    “We were briefed about that mess in Algrade. I’m sorry you ended up in that situation and good on you for getting out of it again.” He congratulated, but his look turned measuring as he took in her nervous posture; “But that and this are very different things. Are you sure you’re ready to join the academy? We’re not going to go easy on you just because of who you’re bonded too.” 
 
    She swallowed, and with a concerted effort forced her pierced ears to straighten from her head. 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to serve the Aegis, sir. But now I just want to help my bond-mate.” 
 
    He clucked his tongue, again measuring her resolve. 
 
    Finally he jerked his chin down in a quick nod. 
 
    “Alright then. My name is Instructor Kavanaugh. You won’t get to meet me yet though.” He turned and pointed towards a nearby entrance; “Through that door, then up the stairs on the right. That’s where the secretary is for legacy intakes.” 
 
    She smiled brightly, having determined that the big man was, in his own gruff way, a nice guy. 
 
    Rebecca was eager to get started though, so she immediately turned to go where he told her. 
 
    “Thanks!” 
 
    She got about three two steps before he took the wind from her sails again. 
 
    “Cadet!” He barked, again causing her to jump as she turned to face him; “You’ll need this.” 
 
    He held up the letter beside one raised eyebrow. 
 
    Once more the blush returned to her face as she took it from him. 
 
    “Thanks.” She mumbled again. 
 
    Kavanaugh watched as she entered the building, mentally comparing the jumpy and uncertain girl that he’d just met with the courageous one he’d heard about in the Algrade briefing. 
 
    Finally he shook his head and resolved to get on with his day: legacy or not, she’d just have to prove herself like any other cadet. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    While Rebecca was joining the Aegis, one of its most senior members was coping with how its role in the world needed to change. 
 
    Booker rounded the last corner as he headed back towards the council chamber after a short break for lunch; it felt like all he did these days was attend meetings, but after what Volka had said in the last one they had a major decision to make. 
 
    Juni his Undine bond-mate was at his side, she’d sought him out after feeling his anxiety from his encounter with Volka. 
 
    “I’ll admit the Dominar caught me off guard. But I think I also have to admit that she’s right.” He was saying. 
 
    With Nameless’s help the water elemental had overcome her fear of fire, and though she still cherished the comfort of her gourd she much preferred being at Booker’s side now that she did not fear being out of it. 
 
    Especially now that there was no one to carry it around anymore; Tiana had apologized to her profusely about it, but Juni didn’t resent her choice. 
 
    “Right about what?” 
 
    He paused at the door to the council chamber, shaking his head slowly as his hand moved to the handle. 
 
    “About war. The entire time I’ve served the Aegis, every step of the way, the path forwards was clear.” He shook his head as he pulled the door open; “It wasn’t always easy but-” 
 
    Whatever he was about to say was forgotten in the face of what awaited him in the room. 
 
    Margaret Bloom was staring at him, her eyes and mouth wide and her scarred face slack. She was held aloft by an enormous spear, impaling her from behind, her cane lying useless next to her swaying feet. 
 
    A moment after Booker opened the door the spear was jerked out of his oldest friend’s back, causing her body to collapse to the floor to join those of the rest of the council. 
 
    Her killer turned to him, and he knew her well. 
 
    His Amazon was skinnier than he remembered. Leaner. With a black band of Chimera blood smeared across her face to accompany the pools of ink that were now her eyes. 
 
    But there was no mistake that it was her. 
 
    “Yana.” He gasped hoarsely in recognition. 
 
    She had drawn her spear back, intent on killing him too, but the utterance of her name gave her pause. 
 
    Booker needed it. 
 
    The shock of Margaret’s death was enough to drive out everything else as he tried to reconcile what his eyes told him to be true with what his heart told him could not be true. 
 
    “Master! Get back from her!” 
 
    Juni’s shriek pulled him back into the present moment where he belonged just in time to duck below the Tenebrae’s thrust. 
 
    Booker and Yana had trained together for thirty years. He was an extremely talented hand-to-hand combatant to begin with, and having her to practice with honed him into a terrifying monster amongst men. 
 
    Yet he was not a real monster. 
 
    He defeated Yana exactly one time, and that was only because she was arrogant and he was reckless enough to sacrifice an eye to do so. 
 
    And he was also much younger then. 
 
    So the older and wiser Booker slammed the door to the council shut and braced himself against it, a temporary barricade between him and the Amazon as his mind scrambled for the means to save her. 
 
    His eyes locked on his Undine’s fearful face. 
 
    “Juni! Get word to Armstrong! We need his-” 
 
    The door jerked hard against him as the Tenebrae within snarled at them, knocking him to the floor of the corridor and driving the air from his lungs. 
 
    Yana’s next kick took it down entirely, Booker’s efforts barely buying them a few seconds. 
 
    But it was long enough, because she wasn’t the only monster girl in the corridor. 
 
    Every pipe on that floor of the Bastion suddenly burst as an Undine called for water. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Nameless and his family regrouped at their apartment so that he could finally eat lunch, and so that Nina could eat a second lunch, but after Volka returned from meeting with the council they had a lot to talk about. 
 
    Once she brought them up to speed, the Valkyrie took Nameless’s hand in hers. 
 
    “I am sorry Husband, if my behaviour today puts you in an awkward position.” 
 
    He squeezed her palm with his fingers, then shook his head and once again opened his heart to show her nothing but love and support. 
 
    “You do what you need to do baby, and I’ll have your back no matter what. I didn’t join the Aegis for the sexy uniform. I joined because I thought it would be the best way to help. If a better way comes along, I have no problem losing the duds.” 
 
    “But what of your oath?” 
 
    “When I spoke the Aegis covenant it wasn’t to swear allegiance to an organization, it was a promise to uphold the words themselves. And as far as I am concerned no one knows what that should mean better than the angel who was there when they came up with them. Besides, I doubt they’re going to kick me out just because my bond-mate gave them a stern talking-to.” 
 
    “One they deserved.” Nina threw in as she finished the last of the little sandwiches that Ophelia had made for them. 
 
    Milly nodded firmly in agreement. 
 
    “Honestly, it sounds like that Booker guy got a little big for his britches today, calling you in like that!” She noted indignantly. 
 
    Ophelia tittered into her hand while Erica groaned. 
 
    “Milly! You don’t have to talk and act like you’re wearing your hat all the time!” 
 
    They all shared a bit of mirth, but it was short lived as they dwelled on the sudden uncertainty of their career paths. 
 
    “It would be a shame to have wasted all of that training.” Ophelia suggested. 
 
    “All that matters is that Evadne gets dead.” Nina disagreed; “After that, you lot can ditch the uniforms and the duties and we can all go back to Kettering.” 
 
    Ophelia stretched her arm out and hugged the Gigas from the side. 
 
    “You don’t like it here in the city? There is certainly more culture to take in!” 
 
    “The shower here sucks.” Nina shot back; “And if by ‘culture’ you mean those fuck-heads at that party, I’ll pass. Besides, we had a lot of great sex in Kettering.” 
 
    Not for the first time, Nina’s straightforward attitude helped them overcome any uncertainty, and they finished their meal without any more debate. 
 
    “Can we talk about a certain pissy Troglodyte now?” Erica suggested; “Because I reeeally wanna.” 
 
    Nameless sighed and shook his head. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m still… taking in the fact that I have a sister who doesn’t seem to like me very much.” 
 
    Volka rested her hand on his thigh and squeezed. 
 
    “I regret that I could not be there to help smooth things over for you.” She lamented. 
 
    “Give her time dearheart.” Ophelia suggested kindly; “I’m sure she will open up eventually, even without a Valkyrie forcing her to!” 
 
    Milly hummed in agreement and opened her mouth to speak, but as the Flutterby stood to clear their plates they all heard and felt a faint rumble from outside, and she grabbed Milly’s shoulder to steady herself, cutting off whatever the Minotaur was about to say. 
 
    “Oh my! Is it an earthquake?” 
 
    The shaking ended quickly, and they looked around, puzzled. 
 
    Then the light coming through the large bank of windows dimmed noticeably, and Volka frowned at the change, getting up from her seat and looking out to see if there were storm clouds rolling in. 
 
    “Thunder perhaps.” She mumbled. 
 
    But she soon knew otherwise. 
 
    A black figure hung in the skies outside, twenty yards away from their apartment windows. 
 
    Shadows were dripping off of Evadne as she met the Valkyrie’s gaze and smiled to reveal venom covered fangs. 
 
    Volka’s eyes widened and she darted back to the table to take up her shield, only to immediately toss it into Nameless’s arms. 
 
    “Everyone get to the door!” She yelled as the figure outside cast both hands forwards with murderous intent. 
 
    A broad beam of pure night burst from her palms and came down the center of the building, colliding with the Valkyrie’s form as she folded her wings around herself, her glowing aura spreading out to match the darkness in place of her shield. 
 
    Meanwhile Nina flipped the dining table on its side in response to her warning, nearly severing Nameless’s toes, and used it to plow him and the other girls towards their broken door and the relative safety of the well-built stairwell just beyond it. 
 
    A second later half of the building collapsed and the Valkyrie and Gigas disappearing from view. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35: 
 
    Exposed 
 
      
 
      
 
    In a little cafe near the edge of a small grassy park in Garland, Grace the Katje was enjoying a rich cup of coffee while her adopted daughter Mishka was eating a jelly sandwich from the middle like only a child would. 
 
    The cat-girl smiled indulgently as she watched the Dormaus obliviously smearing sticky red goop on either side of her mouth. Rather than making a fuss over her by assaulting her face with a napkin though, she let her eat in peace. 
 
    Noticing her attention, Mishka paused and swallowed, then titled her head to one side. 
 
    “What?” She demanded in a defensive whine. 
 
    Grace sniffed, her smile widening. 
 
    “Nothing. Enjoying your sandwich?” 
 
    “It’s the best thing I’ve ever eaten!” Mishka nodded enthusiastically, but then she grew suspicious of the cat’s continued smirk; “Why, what’s it made of?” 
 
    “Girls that don’t obey their Katje mothers.” Grace said absently. 
 
    She winced though when Mishka’s mouth fell open to reveal a chewed up mouthful as she gawked at her. 
 
    “Wow! Really?!” 
 
    Thinking that she perhaps made a mistake Grace was about to correct her, but then Mishka’s face became incredibly smug as she stared at her sandwich. 
 
    “Haha! You girls didn’t behave, so now I’m eating you!” She opened wide and took another enormous bite. 
 
    Grace burst out laughing, she couldn’t help it, but Mishka was too preoccupied with chewing to notice. 
 
    But then everything changed when the whole building shook as an enormous blue skinned monster girl crashed through the wall with a terrifying roar, knocking them to the floor along with their table and chairs. 
 
    Ears flat and ringing from the sudden noise, Grace lay in shock on the floor for several seconds, not even able to hear the screams as the eleven foot tall Ogre roared and lay waste to the place, one of the walls collapsing and the roof slumping down as it lost the support. 
 
    Coughing from the dust, the Katje came to her senses and pulled the table out of her way in her haste to get to Mishka, checking the shocked Dormaus for injuries with both hands. 
 
    “Mishka!” 
 
    The child blinked several times as she gingerly sat up on the floor, all the while her mother was frantically patted her all over. 
 
    “I’m okay.” The mouse complained blearily. 
 
    Not understanding what had just happened at all, she was more bemused than afraid; looking around at the changed landscape of the little cafe, her eyes drifting upwards to the ceiling, now much closer to them and creaking worriedly. 
 
    Mishka didn’t have time to dwell on the structural integrity of the place though, as a moment later she met the gaze of their server, picking himself up off the floor. 
 
    And therefore witnesses the massive blue arm as it punched through the ceiling and ripped him out of the ruined cafe, though mercifully she didn’t see what came next as the Ogre threw him with terrific force to splatter against the building across the street. 
 
    The Katje pulled her adopted daughter close. 
 
    “Mishka! We need to get out of here!” She whispered urgently; “You can’t freeze up on me baby okay?!” 
 
    “O-Okay.” 
 
    As a Dormaus her instinctual reaction to danger was to feign death so convincingly as to fool just about anyone. 
 
    But to do so when the building was collapsing and an Ogre was throwing a tantrum just outside would no doubt prove fatal. 
 
    Accompanied by screams and shouts of alarm from the street, the two of them picked their way out of the building, having to get out through a broken section of the wall. 
 
    “Be careful of the glass.” Grace extended her hand and helped to pull the mouse through a narrow opening that used to be a window; “We need to keep moving baby. Alright, stay close to me and don’t-” 
 
    She was interrupted by a squeak from Mishka as she felt her daughter go rigid against her hip, the girl having seen something she hadn’t. 
 
    The roaring of the Ogre had gone silent. 
 
    Grace felt the impending threat in her neck and shoulders, her tail likewise puffing up from the anxiety of it as she slowly turned her head... 
 
    The massive blue girl was now staring at them with her black eyes, panting from her rampage as she considered the pair. 
 
    A predator, waiting on its prey to flee. 
 
    “Move. Mishka move!” Grace said in a strangled hiss as she pushed at her daughter. 
 
    But the girl wasn’t moving, and she looked down to see her frozen face: the terrified mouse’s instincts had overridden everything, even her mother’s orders. 
 
    Moments later Grace’s pleas for her daughter to wake up were drowned out by the Ogre’s roar as it charged them. 
 
    The Katje sobbed out in fear and threw her body over Mishka’s unmoving form in a last desperate attempt to protect her, her eyes closing tight as she waited for death. 
 
    There was pain, but not as much as she was expecting; just a sharp pinch in her upper arm. 
 
    Then a lilting voice sounded right beside her. 
 
    “Pretty cat. Thank you for helping me demonstrate how the blood of a protector is supposed to work.” 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Nameless and most of his girls scrambled down the stairs to get free of the partially destroyed apartment building, his mind already searching for Volka and Nina’s. 
 
    With the Valkyrie’s shield in his arms and the giant’s bracelet on his wrist it wasn’t hard to reach them. 
 
    Nina was basically indestructible and Volka had wrapped herself in a protection spell a moment before Evadne attacked, so she too had only minor injuries from the collapsing building, but they were both pinned under it. 
 
    That didn’t stop Nameless and the other girls from frantically digging at the rubble though, the urge to free them too strong to ignore. 
 
    Never mind us! Get to the bastion Husband! You must raise the alarm! 
 
    But Nameless still hesitated, so Nina threw in her two cents. 
 
    We’re fine! Now move your ass you puny fuckwit! 
 
    Her mental roar was enough to calm his panic, and to hurt his feelings more than a little. He paused long enough to share a helpless look with the other girls. 
 
    “I’ll stay here and begin triage.” Ophelia told him firmly; “Get out of here dearheart!” 
 
    There were many injured people in the street from the collapsed building, and the trained medic was already helping a dazed man with a head injury to sit down. 
 
    Leaving Nina and Volka was one thing, but the vulnerable Flutterby... 
 
    He felt a tug as Erica took her claw off of his belt, then slapped him on the ass. 
 
    “I’ll protect her, get moving already dummy!” 
 
    Nameless choked down the lump in his throat as he did what was necessary. 
 
    “Stay safe.” He ordered them before he and Milly turned away. 
 
    “You too dearheart!” Ophelia called after his fleeing back. 
 
    To separate like this during a crisis felt unnatural, but it was necessary. 
 
    And they all knew that if Evadne clapped her eyes on Nameless again, it would mean the end of him. 
 
    So he and Milly sprinted through the streets, past panicked and confused people coming out of their homes and businesses to see what all the commotion was about. 
 
    “Get back inside!” Nameless ordered; “It isn’t safe! Everyone get inside and lock your doors!” 
 
    It was fortunate that he was still wearing his uniform; most people did as he said when they accepted his authority as a member of the Aegis, though more than a few scholars simply gawked at him and the Minotaur sprinting past them. 
 
    With every step it felt like Evadne was going to land on his back, but Nameless did his best to put the terrifying thought out of his head. 
 
    Milly tugged at his sleeve to stop him a moment later. 
 
    “Master, we’ll be completely exposed in the square!” 
 
    He followed her worried gaze to the wide-open space, the entrance to the Bastion’s courtyard on the opposite side of it. 
 
    They could skirt around the edge... 
 
    He shook aside the thought. 
 
    “We’ll have to risk it.” 
 
    She lowed involuntarily, a sign of her nerves, but nodded. 
 
    They crossed the square feeling utterly vulnerable, he and Milly both eyeing the sky all the while to see if Evadne was going to attack them from above, but she was nowhere to be seen and they reached the other side without incident. 
 
    They arrived at the Bastion in time to witness a surge of Aegis operatives flood out of it like ants from a mound that had been kicked. 
 
    Looking from one face to the next he spotted one of the senior commanders. 
 
    “Sir!” He called out breathlessly to get his attention; “We’ve got a collapsed building on Hazel Street! Evadne brought it down! Two of my bond-mates are on-site enacting triage protocol.” 
 
    The man’s eyes widened and then narrowed as he took in Nameless’s stature and the dust covering him, not to mention the glorious shield he was carrying and the Minotaur at his side with her black spear held tight and one eye still on the sky. 
 
    Everyone in the Aegis knew who he was by now, and even if they didn’t know him personally they at least knew how short he was, not to mention who he was bonded to. 
 
    To his credit, the man didn’t hesitate for long; immediately he turned to the others and started barking orders. 
 
    “Three relief teams, Hazel Street, now! The rest of you, security sweeps outwards from here! Prepare for imminent Tenebrae assault! If you encounter the Chimera, fall back and report on her location, do not engage until we can assemble a proper tac-team!” 
 
    Evadne and her bond-mate were the most wanted fugitives in Aegis history, and after Lipton Falls the protocol was to assume that wherever they were spotted, there would likely be Tenebrae. 
 
    Hands were clapped to breasts as the men, women, and monsters of the Aegis sprinted, hopped, and flew to get it done. 
 
    The commander looked down at Nameless, doubled over now as he caught his breath from the mad sprint to the Bastion. 
 
    “Aegis Armstrong, you and your bond-mate get inside and get safe. I’m assuming I don’t need to tell you why.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” Nameless nodded, saluting quickly before doing as he was told. 
 
    Just as he and Milly entered the building though, an explosion of water occurred on one of the upper floors, punching a hole in the wall as it flooded out of the massive old-world structure, drawing several sets of eyes upwards. 
 
    Oblivious to this, Nameless and his Minotaur rushed up towards the third floor mess hall, one of the designated muster areas during a city-wide crisis. 
 
    Given that Evadne wasn’t likely to stop with just blowing up their apartment, a city-wide crisis seemed likely. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36: 
 
    Run Bunny Run 
 
      
 
      
 
    The muscles in Tiana’s arms flexed as she pulled herself up onto the thick wall around the boarding school, moving quickly to join Myrina and Lilly after the Wolfen’s howl sounded the alarm. 
 
    “Our day just turned to shit.” The pack-leader said plainly, an unhappy look on her face as they watched the Ogres in the distance drawing closer. 
 
    The group of fifteen giants weren’t being subtle about their approach through the cultivated valley outside of the city, and already people were shouting in alarm and fleeing deeper into Garland. 
 
    “I fear the city is being attacked elsewhere.” Myrina noted grimly. 
 
    Tiana’s lips pressed thinly together as she counted the charging Tenebrae; they weren’t slowing down, and would be on them in minutes if they did nothing. 
 
    “Perhaps. But our fight is here.” The de facto leader in Volka’s absence said decisively. 
 
    Myrina nodded in agreement. 
 
    She looked over her shoulder at the disparate groups of monsters scrambling to arm themselves and get the children into shelter: it was a mixed bunch of tribes, adding up to just shy of three hundred fighters, less of an army and more of a disorganized mob, really. 
 
    But it was all they had. 
 
    “Do we have to? That’s a lot of hurt coming our way.” Lilly muttered, not taking her eyes of the giants. 
 
    Tiana set her hand on the Wolfen’s shoulder and squeezed. 
 
    “Our Dominar has made our task plain Lil. We protect the children. We will meet the Ogres in the open. Separate them from one another and use their rage against them to take them down one at a time.” 
 
    “Can we even afford to take them alive?” 
 
    They could all feel the ground shaking now with their approach, and with her keen eyes she could see their faces, hungry for blood. 
 
    Ogres were not as powerful as Gigas, but they were still far stronger than any individual monster amongst those that had assembled in answer to Volka’s call. 
 
    “Until we have no cause for hope, we can’t afford not to.” Tiana snapped back; “Now gather your pack and aid me. Or get the hell out of my way.” 
 
    The two of them had butted heads a few times since Volka had dragged the Wolfen to join up with Tiana and her sisters. 
 
    Though the Valkyrie had curbed the worst of her self-destructive impulses, Lilly still fought and fucked with as many of the other girls as she could. 
 
    The big wolf sighed, but didn’t push it. 
 
    “When this is over, you both owe me a drink.” 
 
    “If we yet live, I shall give you two.” Myrina promised with a humourless smile. 
 
    She stood to her full height and let loose with a reverberating ululation to call her sisters to battle, and a moment later the Wolfen likewise drew in a deep breath and howled at the sky. 
 
    Then the two of them followed Tiana’s lead and leapt off the wall to pit themselves against the coming Tenebrae. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    On the opposite side of the city, Rebecca’s legs pumped frantically, throwing the bunny girl into a frantic burst of speed. 
 
    Even as the street she was on cut sharply to the right, she didn’t slow down. 
 
    “I’ve got two!” She shouted out in warning between rapid breaths. 
 
    One of the buildings sat at a forty-five degree angle right at the corner, so she threw herself into a leap, twisting in midair to get her legs in position, then hit the wall above the door with both feet as her thighs curled up to store the energy. 
 
    A split second later they extended and she threw herself at a right angle from where she had been running, tumbling onto the cobblestone street in a painful roll. 
 
    Meanwhile the two Ogres chasing her couldn’t correct their course in time and smashed into each other and the front of the building, tearing the wall down on top of themselves. 
 
    “She’s done it! Get on them! Focus on their limbs!” 
 
    Nine Aegis cadets, at the direction of Instructor Kavanaugh, surged forwards on either side of Becks and cast their adhesive canisters onto the pile of broken bricks and blue Ogre-flesh in a desperate bid to restrain them as the Tenebrae wrestled with the rubble and each other to get back on their feet and continue their rampage. 
 
    Propped up on her elbows, Rebecca watched on with wide eyes, her chest rising and falling in short rapid breaths. 
 
    She wasn’t in the least bit tired, too scared to be tired, and she needed to know if the Ogres were okay. 
 
    As much as she was terrified of the Tenebrae that they had become, she knew that wasn’t who they really were, and her gentle heart couldn’t bear the thought of them getting hurt while chasing her. 
 
    Sparing a moment from overseeing the cadets’ efforts, Kavanaugh reached down and gripped her hand to help her to her feet. 
 
    “Any injuries girlie?” 
 
    “No. I’m alright.” She replied immediately. 
 
    Right after she spoke, the bunny girl quickly checked herself over to make sure that she wasn’t lying. 
 
    Kavanaugh made a sound in his throat and nodded, then together they moved to check on the Ogres. 
 
    When the call had come into the academy that Garland was under attack, Becks was just leaving after finishing with the legacy induction process, terrified and excited to go through training with the next round of prospects in a couple weeks. 
 
    But as the students and faculty scrambled to arm themselves to deal with the threat, Rebecca’s doubts fell away; because while every person at the academy had more training or experience than her, not a one of them could run as fast as she could. 
 
    Miranda was in the city, training could wait. 
 
    “Oi! You dimwits! Get her legs!” Kavanaugh shouted suddenly; “Contain her movement!” 
 
    The Ogres had landed one on top of the other against the side of the damaged building, and the cadets had succeeded in securing the bottom one, the poor girl essentially glued to the broken stonework below her. 
 
    But the one on top was already back on her feet and raging with one arm stuck to her side and half of her face covered in the adhesive substance. 
 
    “Shit, fall back and regroup!” Kavanaugh ordered curtly. 
 
    To cover their retreat he expertly tossed a strobe right into the towering monster’s face, but luck wasn’t on his side: the adhesive goo held one of her eyes closed and the angle was wrong for the light to fully blind the other. 
 
    So all he did was piss her off even more. 
 
    Before anyone could comply with his order, the Tenebrae swung wildly downwards with her free arm, her fist clipping the shoulder of one of the cadets and sending him sprawling to the street. 
 
    With everyone scattering and the Ogre lumbering over to crush him, Becks didn’t even think, she just moved. 
 
    She took three powerful strides and then kicked off the ground hard to hop up and fly past the blue girl’s face, barely clearing her shoulder as her poofy tail tickled the Tenebrae’s nose. 
 
    “Over here dummy!” Becks squeaked in mid-air, feeling very foolish indeed when her eyes met the dark madness in the giant’s; “I’m the one you want!” 
 
    The half-blind Tenebrae turned away from the injured cadet and roared at the bunny’s back when she landed. 
 
    “Mister Kavanaugh! I’ll take her for another run around the blo-aah!” 
 
    Her words were cut off when the Ogre reached into the building and grabbed a heavy armchair to chuck at her, narrowly missing her as she tumbled to the ground. 
 
    The ground shook all around her as the giant stepped forwards to finally squish the irksome bunny, while Becks scrambled on all fours to get away. 
 
    Before she could regain her feet she felt an enormous hand grip her ankle and knew she was in trouble. The Ogre roared and yanked her off the ground, twisting her leg painfully as it lifted her high into the air and made to swing her like a club. 
 
    She heard Kavanaugh shouting orders, but couldn’t tell what he was saying as she rapidly kicked with her free leg at the Ogre’s knuckles. 
 
    But before things could get really serious for her, a green blur landed between the Ogre’s shoulders and the hulking monster girl was driven all the way down to the street. 
 
    Lucky Becks actually landed on the plush chair the Tenebrae had tried to kill her with, the damaged furniture tilting back slightly before settling with its startled occupant gripping both armrests tight. 
 
    Though her knee hurt from being twisted around, the Lapine was more or less alive. 
 
    There was a plaintive roar from the Ogre that helped her get her bearings again and she looked up in time to witness a clawed gauntlet of a fist grip the staggered Tenebrae by the back of the head and smash her face into the street again. 
 
    The big blue girl stopped moving after that. 
 
    Rebecca let out a little squeak as a Dragon’s glowing green eyes looked to her in her impromptu seat. 
 
    “I commend your efforts, brave Lapine. Would that they alone were enough to stop this insanity.” 
 
    Her clawed hand settled on Rebecca’s wrist and helped her out of the chair, though the raw power of it was making her knees shake. 
 
    The Ogres turned Tenebrae were terrifying, but this? It was a struggle just to stay upright in sudden the presence of the Dragon. 
 
    “Am good of well thanks.” She said nonsensically. 
 
    Xalanth chuckled in her throat and surprised the bunny by stroking her claws affectingly over her flattened ears before turning away to address Kavanaugh. 
 
    “I go to stretch my wings only to find my city under siege.” Xalanth spoke through a growl; “The Dominar’s forces are holding the west side, but a great many other Ogres came in from other directions. Two score at least remain to be dealt with.” 
 
    Rebecca shuddered, having seen up close what one of the dark girls was capable of. 
 
    “We were heading towards the Bastion when we encountered these two.” Kavanaugh remarked after making sure the Ogre Xalanth downed was still alive; “We’ll take them to the Bastion and link up with the Aegis response.” 
 
    Xalanth nodded. 
 
    “From what I have seen the streets are clear from here to there, though they may not remain so. And I fear the one who orchestrated this is here as well. I must ensure the safety of my lady. Then I will hunt for the Chimera. You and the Aegis must do what you can to keep the city out of the grip of the fallen girls she has enslaved.” 
 
    The Dragon nodded by way of farewell and took flight, a minor shockwave greeting her leap into the air as she did. 
 
    Standing just slightly too close to Xalanth when she took off, Rebecca was shoved backwards and ended up sitting on the broken, yet comfortable, chair again. 
 
    “Carrot sticks.” She cursed in a bit of a daze; “Did anyone see a Dragon here just now?” 
 
    Kavanaugh barked out a laugh. 
 
    “Missed that part didja? Come along then, you got more running to do, assuming you still can?” 
 
    He looked to her leg where the Ogre had grabbed her, his brow quirked questioningly. 
 
    Rebecca licked her lips and twisted her injured knee from side to side, then nodded. 
 
    “I’ve got a few miles left in me.” She faked a cheerful smile. 
 
    “Good. Then get your ass out of that chair and fall in, cadet.” 
 
    With no training yet, she didn’t quite understand what he meant, but the brave bunny got up all the same. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37: 
 
    Stand Together 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nameless and Milly were in for a shock when they arrived on the third floor of the Bastion. 
 
    Evadne was waiting for them. 
 
    Or rather, the Chimera happened to be there, casually murdering anyone and everyone in the mess hall that caught her attention. 
 
    They weren’t the only ones that knew about the muster point, and the Chimera had decided to disrupt the Aegis response to the crisis outside, so she had emerged from darkness right in the middle of their preparations. 
 
    The assembled men, women, and monster had put up a fight, but she was on them too quickly for them to react effectively. 
 
    “Less than I expected.” She muttered as she cast aside another body, the man’s throat gouged out by her merciless claws; “But these things are like weeds.” 
 
    Before the Chimera could find another victim though, a steel-clad hoof hit her in the side of the head, its owner having vaulted off of the floor with her black spear and committed her entire body into a dropkick the likes of which no Minotaur before her had ever pulled off. 
 
    It rang Evadne’s bell hard. 
 
    But in preparation for attacking Garland, the Chimera was already wearing her demonic armour, and having given all of herself to entropy, she was far stronger than she had been the first night that she and Milly had fought. 
 
    Holding the side of her head, Evadne hissed at the pain in her scalp, but was distracted from it when she saw the Minotaur and recognized who she was. 
 
    “You!” She snarled as Milly came to her feet and raised her spear; “I know you!” 
 
    “No you don’t. But I know you.” The brave cow declared firmly; “You are a coward and a bully.” 
 
    Her normally bell-like voice was low and steady while she stalked at the edge of the Chimera’s reach in a bid to keep her attention away from Nameless and the other non-combatants. 
 
    Crouching low behind a counter, the Empath was franticly beckoning for members of the kitchen staff, likewise cowering from the Chimera, to come towards him and escape down the stairs. 
 
    Milly’s distraction worked, as Evadne would not soon forget the pain of being impaled by the cow-girl, not to mention the weeks of being laid up in bed that followed, desperately trying not to die. 
 
    “I’m going to take that thing and fuck you to death with it!” She pronounced as her eyes fell on the Minotaur’s spear, black from the Chimera’s tainted blood. 
 
    Despite the gruesome threat, Milly’s chest filled with a warrior’s courage. 
 
    “Bring it on.” 
 
    They charged towards each other. 
 
    But this wasn’t the same Minotaur that Evadne had met before: this Minotaur had been regularly trained by a Gigas to know when she was outmatched. 
 
    At the last second she slid on her knees across the floor while Evadne’s claws audibly swiped through the air above her horns. 
 
    The Chimera’s snake tail darted out, it too remembering the bitter sting of that spear, but it got tangled up in one of the low benches by the tables, so Milly was able to bat it aside before its deadly fangs could pierce her. 
 
    She came back to her feet afterwards and whirled to face her off-balance opponent. 
 
    “You are slower than I remember.” She taunted as she began to circle out of her reach again. 
 
    Her movements were taking them towards one side of the room, luring the Chimera away from the stairs to help her bond-mate get the survivors out. 
 
    At his silently insistent urging, the kitchen staff finally darted out of hiding and past Nameless, going down the stairs as quickly and quietly as they could. 
 
    Once they were clear the Empath drew in a breath and moved out into the cafeteria, using the tables and support pillars for cover as he picked his way through the bodies. 
 
    He knew how important his life was, but he valued Milly’s more. 
 
    No way was he leaving without her. 
 
    “I’m going to pull your lungs out and eat them while you die gasping!” Evadne roared from nearby as she drew back an arm and surged forwards to launch another powerful swipe at Milly. 
 
    But once again the canny Minotaur was too quick, ducking beneath the attack and lashing out with her spear, cracking against the Chimera’s armoured thigh as she swept past, flowing around her opponent as water would, or as a Saenga warrior would. 
 
    Her blow did no damage, yet it was an infuriating insult to her already-infuriated opponent nonetheless. 
 
    The snake lunged towards her again, coming in sideways now to sweep Milly’s legs out from under her, but she dove over it into an expert roll across the top of one of the tables. 
 
    The Chimera hissed and her eyes narrowed at the elusive cow. 
 
    “Someone has been practicing. Fine.” She drew herself up, seeking to take control of her rage as she reached out one hand to grasp at oblivion. 
 
    Milly’s eyes widened at the sudden threat as the Chimera launched a broad wave of darkness at her. 
 
    But Nina threw trees with less wind up. 
 
    She took cover behind the one of the thick support pillars in the otherwise open room, and though the wave unmade much of it, it wasn’t enough to make it all the way through. 
 
    Once it ended the proud Minotaur rolled out from behind cover and stood tall as she shook her head slowly. 
 
    “That’s cheating. But then I guess when you aren’t good at something, you have to cheat huh? Also your hair is dumb.” 
 
    It was the closest the gentle creature could come to proper trash-talk. 
 
    But the Chimera was not alone, she was never alone. 
 
    She is toying with you Evadne. Get a grip and end her or I will. 
 
    The demon inside of her was old, but it was not known for its patience. It allowed its host to control her own body only because she was more familiar with its workings, but if the Chimera couldn’t concentrate... 
 
    Evadne took the warning to heart. 
 
    A cruel smile split her features as she considered their surroundings. 
 
    She’d only been in the mess hall for a few minutes before they arrived, but in that time she had killed a dozen humans and half that many monsters. 
 
    And she wasn’t stupid; she’d heard the people fleeing down the stairs. 
 
    “You’re trying to keep me occupied. It won’t work. I will kill you, and then everyone in this wretched building. Dodge this, if you can.” 
 
    Suddenly her entire upper body was suffused with darkness as she cast her arms out to either side, both of her clenched fists gripping cold nothingness. 
 
    She laughed at the wide-eyed look on Milly’s face as she instinctively backed away, seeking a means of escape when she realized the scope of the attack. 
 
    “Bye bye, little cow, it’s been fun.” 
 
    With an aggressive cry the Chimera swung both arms forwards and a massive wave of darkness many times larger than the previous one launching forth, unmaking tables, benches and everything else in its path. 
 
    But just as Evadne released the attack she caught a flash of gold out of the corner of her eye as Nameless made his move, his Valkyrie’s shield in hand. 
 
    A hollow gong sounded as the might of entropy collided with the light of creation for the second time that day. 
 
    And for the second time, the light won. 
 
    Blazing gold lit up the ruined chamber, causing Evadne to hiss and flinch back as she looked upon the source of the dreaded radiance. 
 
    She was expecting the Valkyrie, but was surprised to see Nameless standing between her and the accursed Minotaur. 
 
    With the dark attack over, he straightened from his bracing posture, though he kept the shield pointed at the evil monster. 
 
    Five feet tall at best, hardly as intimidating as an armoured Valkyrie, though his eyes were glowing with her golden radiance. 
 
    Evadne smiled when she recognized him. 
 
    “There you are little meat! Didn’t I throw you out a window once?” She mocked. 
 
    It was a challenge for him to keep his breathing even, but with Milly’s courage bolstering him, he managed. 
 
    “Can’t recall. Guess you’re just not that memorable. Eva-dine, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Cordelia had called her that once, the memory of that night at Paul’s flashing through his mind absurdly. 
 
    The Chimera laughed at the obvious farce, seeing him trembling even as he gripped the troublesome shield tight. 
 
    “You know, I only really came here to ensure my pet Amazon killed the council. Finding you here was just a bonus.” 
 
    Nameless glared at her as he fought to maintain his composure, even with Milly at his back: outside of his nightmares it was the first time he had seen the Chimera since the battle in Divinity Square. 
 
    If anything, she was more terrifying now than on the day he had watched her kill Kar. 
 
    “Lucky us.” He muttered. 
 
    His heart nearly stopped then when Evadne took three rapid steps forwards to close the distance, reaching down and throwing a broken table out of her path before her tail flashed towards him. 
 
    As it struck the middle of the barrier though it was forcefully rebounded by the Valkyrie’s magic imbued within it, hissing indignantly. 
 
    “A protection charm? How quaint. But where is the caster? Oooh, did I force her back into her shield when I wrecked your dining room?” 
 
    Nameless’s blazing gold eyes had yet to look away from her black orbs, struggling to stay focused when he felt all of his other bond-mates become aware of what he and Milly had gotten themselves into. 
 
    “We only bring her out when things are serious.” He quipped shakily; “Guess you’re not that important.” 
 
    “Master...” Milly said warningly as she gripped his shirt tighter. 
 
    Her heart was screaming at her to switch places with him, to be the one shielding him from danger. 
 
    But only he could wield Volka’s shield. 
 
    Any nerves he had were forgotten in that moment when he remembered what he was protecting. 
 
    “Stay behind me baby. I’m on defense. For once we’re doing this shit together.” 
 
    The Minotaur shifted her hand up to his shoulder to keep herself in position as she bent into a crouch, her spear held up with one arm, hovering over them both like a scorpion’s tail. 
 
    An aggressive fighting stance used by the unyielding Brael Amazons. 
 
    “Together.” She echoed as their bond burned fiercely with mutual and unconditional love. 
 
    He swallowed back a lump in his throat in the face of her devotion, but remained focused. 
 
    “We’re going to be okay.” He turned his head slightly as he spoke, still not daring to take his eyes off of the circling Chimera as he addressed his bond-mate. 
 
    “You really aren’t.” Evadne hissed as she stared daggers at him; “Unless you actually believe that your cute little charm will keep you safe from me forever?” 
 
    “Yup. Though nothing will save us from your breath. Seriously, when was the last time you brushed your teeth?” 
 
    Her rage mounted and her upper lip curled up as she bared her fangs at him, dripping with black venom. 
 
    With his right hand Nameless popped one of his canisters off of his belt, keeping it behind the shield so she couldn’t see it. 
 
    But his preparations did nothing to dissuade Evadne; and after recovering her temper again she simply laughed when she recognized that his courage wouldn’t be broken by her words alone. 
 
    “How like your father you are!” 
 
    “Thanks, I’m told he had a pretty big dick too.” Nameless replied immediately, having no interest in hearing anything the Chimera was saying, only that she was still saying it. 
 
    Stall for time. 
 
    Milly wasn’t the only one who understood her role. 
 
    Evadne lunged again, with deadly purpose this time, her tail darting around in wide sweeps to get around the shield’s edge while she swiped at the barrier with her claws. 
 
    But each time she attacked her claws were repelled by the charm Volka had put on her shield and her snake tail was likewise parried by Milly’s spear. 
 
    Finally she had to retreat back a couple paces when the Minotaur’s weapon nearly poked out one of her eyes. 
 
    An opening. 
 
    “Here catch!” Nameless snapped. 
 
    Evadne let out another mocking laugh as she bent at the waist to duck beneath the canister he threw at her chest, her reflexes far beyond his meager skill. 
 
    But he hadn’t activated that one. 
 
    Her laughter abruptly ended when the strobe he’d kicked her way with one foot ricocheted off of the metal legs of one of the benches and went off to one side of her stooped face. 
 
    “Volka fell for that too.” Nameless said almost sympathetically over her screams of rage and pain. 
 
    His Minotaur spun around from behind him and struck at the distracted Chimera, her black spear catching her in the scalp and glancing off to leave a shallow cut in her shoulder, drawing more of her black blood to stain it forevermore. 
 
    “Milly get back!” 
 
    With one eye temporarily blinded, Evadne recklessly drew both of her hands through shadow again and Nameless had to lunge forwards to protect his exposed cow from another assault of entropic magic. 
 
    And this time the light in the shield didn’t repel it, the power of the charm expended so that he and Milly had to absorb the blow with their own strength. 
 
    When the darkness again faded from the room, the Chimera unexpectedly retreated as her face went slack, her tearful eyes closing as calm flooded her body. 
 
    When they opened again, it wasn’t Evadne looking at them. 
 
    The demon was out of patience. 
 
    “Ah, the last Empath. And a... I’m sorry I’ve forgotten what you are, some manner of animal given the power of speech?” 
 
    Milly and Nameless both felt the change in the other monster girl: her feral edge faded away like mist in the wind and was replaced with a gnawing coldness that sank into their very bones. 
 
    The Minotaur was the first to truly realize just what they now faced. 
 
    “You... aren’t Evadne.” 
 
    “I am not.” The demon confirmed as it stretched out the Chimera’s arms, enjoying the sensation of occupying her form so utterly once more; “I am inevitable.” 
 
    “Inevitable? Cool name. Wish I had one.” Nameless muttered, but the demon wasn’t listening to him. 
 
    It was too busy massaging Evadne’s breasts with her black-clawed fingers. 
 
    “I must say, I do enjoy these meat sacks that the females all have.” Its hands fell away again as the Chimera’s black eyes looked to Nameless’s golds; “But despite the pleasure that such diversions bring me, my purpose is the same as ever it has been. All will be dust that we may return to the eternal quiet we knew before. Life is noisome. Life is flawed. Life ends.” 
 
    Milly let out a derisive snort from behind her bond-mate, the hope that Volka had helped to encourage in her surging forth and causing her heart to beat strongly in her chest, a beacon that refuted everything the demon was saying. 
 
    “Yeah of course! But then it begins again!” She challenged boldly; “And again, and again after that! Even if you kill us here, others will take up the fight! You will never get what you want!” 
 
    The hollow voice that used to belong to Evadne chuckled, an unpleasant sound, like shale rubbing together. 
 
    “Brazen little creature. I think it is about time for you to end, don’t you?” 
 
    Nameless’s jaw tightened at the threat to his beloved cow, but he kept his cool. 
 
    “Not really. We have plans later.” 
 
    Again that horrid laughter greeted his words as the Chimera made a broad gesture with one clawed hand. 
 
    “As we speak my precious Evadne’s Ogres are rampaging through this city! Even if you escaped me somehow, there is no way you can stop all of my slaves from reaping countless lives!” 
 
    Nameless drew in a steadying breath as he received the signal he had been waiting on in his mind, his shoulders almost sagging with relief. 
 
    “That’s the difference between us. You have slaves. I have friends.” 
 
    The demon tilted Evadne’s head down and hissed at his words, drawing back for another assault. 
 
    Then the wall beside it suddenly exploded outwards under the force of Nina’s hammer. 
 
    Having felt it coming, Nameless and Milly ducked behind Volka’s shield and were spared from the flying debris, while one of Evadne’s bat-like wings came up instinctively to do the same. 
 
    “FOUND YOU!” The Gigas roared as she charged through the sudden opening. 
 
    The next swing of her hammer collided with the Chimera’s arms, held up in a guard, flinging her whole body backwards into one of the few undamaged parts of the walls. 
 
    The little red powerhouse put herself between Evadne and Nameless, her red eyes blazing with rage. 
 
    “This ass-kicking has been coming for way too long!” Nina rumbled as she stalked forwards. 
 
    The dark monster was a bit unsteady on her feet as she picked herself up off the damaged floor, even needing to shake her head side to side to clear the stars from her vision. 
 
    The demon ceded control once more in the face of the new threat, and once Evadne was back in charge of her body she saw something Nina didn’t: all of the magical attacks she had been flinging around in trying to kill Nameless and Milly had taken a toll on the structure surrounding them. 
 
    There was a long crack in the floor, which now had a noticeable slope in it towards the wall she had just collided with. 
 
    The wall abutting open air outside the Bastion. 
 
    “Nice knowing you.” The Gigas said firmly as she brought up her hammer to finally finish things. 
 
    But before she could swing, Evadne let out a wide fan of darkness from her hands, aimed at the floor. 
 
    Nina’s eyes went wide when the entire building shook, her swing disrupted as she struggled to keep her balance. 
 
    “Likewise.” The Chimera sneered as her feet came off the floor with one lazy flap of her wings. 
 
    Realizing what was about to happen, Nameless cried out in warning. 
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    The weakened floor and wall gave out, the slab that Nina was standing on lurching once before sliding away from the rest of the structure, the Gigas forced to ride it down like snow off a roof. 
 
    “This is bullshit!” She roared out in complaint as she gave one hapless swipe of her hammer at Evadne’s feet. 
 
    It was in vain, and she was dragged from view by the avalanche of rubble as a large portion of the room broke away from the Bastion and fell to the training grounds three stories below. 
 
    Nameless and Milly scrambled backwards to avoid following the Gigas as Evadne landed back inside, the pair of them now feeling distinctly cornered in the ruined mess hall. 
 
    “She seemed fun.” Evadne gloated at the shock and fear on their faces. 
 
    Though she was massaging at her forearms, the armour visibly cracked from the powerful blow Nina had landed. 
 
    “She- she’ll be back.” Nameless promised. 
 
    “Good. Someone will need to clean up your blood.” 
 
    Evadne winked and stuck her tongue out at him, again dripping with venom. 
 
    “Leave us alone!” 
 
    The broken metal leg of a table hit her square in the mouth, cast by a desperate and pissed off Minotaur. 
 
    “Mother-fucker!” The Chimera cursed as she rubbed at her bleeding lips and chin before glaring at Milly; “Everybody dies!” 
 
    But as she stalked forwards, golden light erupted from Volka’s shield and it began to vibrate in Nameless’s hands, to the point that he was having trouble holding on to it. 
 
    The Chimera paused, startled into caution by the sight. 
 
    “Master! What is it?!” 
 
    “I-I don’t know! Stay behind me!” 
 
    Before he could give in to panic, all three of them heard heavy wing-beats in the air. 
 
    There was blood matting Volka’s hair to her head and she had lost her helmet under the rubble of their apartment, but nonetheless her bearing was as fierce and proud as the morning dawn when she flew through the ruined wall where Nina had inadvertently made her ignominious exit. 
 
    Her knees bent to absorb the impact as she landed between her bond-mates and Evadne. 
 
    Her eyes blazed with divine wrath as she glared at the Chimera. 
 
    “Dick move dropping someone’s house on them.” She remarked coldly. 
 
    Nameless and Milly’s relief at her presence was palpable. 
 
    A chill ran down the Chimera’s spine as she felt the weight of the higher-angel’s gaze. 
 
    Something was different, she was different, and Evadne could feel the demon within trying to hide from her, something that had never happened before. 
 
    Volka extended her arm back towards Nameless, and a moment later her shield flew out of his hands and was returned to her. 
 
    “Go, Husband. And you Milly.” She said calmly as she strapped it to her arm with practiced ease; “Your part in this is done. I will finish this.” 
 
    “Be careful.” Nameless murmured as Milly pulled him away. 
 
    But even intimidated by the angel as she was, the Chimera would have none of it. 
 
    Whip-like, she cast her hand forth again, sending a narrow beam of darkness to strike at the exposed Empath before Volka could intercept it. 
 
    Her reflexes on a hair trigger from the earlier fight, Milly tackled him to the floor at the last moment, the blast of entropic magic passing a hairsbreadth from his neck and her face. 
 
    Neither of them would soon forget the numbness of non-being felt so close to their skin. 
 
    Quickly adjusting her position to better cover them, the Valkyrie all but tore her glowing sword from its ethereal sheath as the air around her crackled with the might of her people. 
 
    “Foolish child! You would have been better off aiming that at me, for I am your undoing!” 
 
    Despite the uncharacteristic behaviour of the demon inside her, Evadne laughed, stretching her arm out above where the floor was missing, as if to check if it were raining outside the broken room. 
 
    “Funny, you’re all glowy but I don’t really feel anything.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t.” The Dominar countered coolly; “Your heart is long dead. Your body soon to join it.” 
 
    Abruptly she dashed forwards, faster than she had ever flown, a harsh cry escaping her lips as her blazing sword slashed at the smug Chimera. 
 
    No more would she fight on the defensive. 
 
    The smirking Evadne brought her claws up, sheathed in the same darkness that had never before failed her and set to parry the blow. 
 
    But a moment later she was stumbling back and screaming in agony, four fingers shorn from her hand. 
 
    “Simple fool! I wield the very antithesis of what you have become!” Volka’s eyes grew distant as she looked into the face that no one else could see, still cowering behind the Chimera’s black eyes; “Spawn of entropy! You cannot hide from me! Leave this poor husk behind and return to nothingness, for you are not meant for this world!” 
 
    Volka drew her shoulder back and swiftly lunged again, her sword seeking Evadne’s heart. 
 
    “And you are a whore for the humans that took my children from me!!” The Chimera sobbed out between gritted teeth as yet more darkness enveloped her chest. 
 
    This time she shifted back with one shoulder so that her armour managed to deflect the Valkyrie’s thrust, the ethereal blade skittering to one side with a shriek as chips of obsidian broke free and burnt away into nothing under the might of the golden blade. 
 
    Undeterred, Volka’s light blazed ever brighter, her wings lashing forwards to launch a barrage of glowing feathers as she struck again and again with her sword. 
 
    Despite Evadne’s rage and bluster, despite her malice and her grief, and despite her stubbornness in persisting long after the rest of her people were dust, the light Volka wielded against her was dissolving her dark armour faster than the demon inside of her could form it. 
 
    Eons ago Volka’s goddess led the first Dominars of the Valkyrie into the field of battle to pit themselves against the heralds of entropy. With her divine might and her daughters’ indomitable will together they cast the Unmakers from the mortal world so that life could flourish upon it. 
 
    Despite the story being lost to time, and although all but one of the Valkyrie were gone, the being inside of Evadne remembered well its defeat at the hands of her forbears. 
 
    And it was afraid. 
 
    With a cry of frustration at being thwarted yet again by the angel, Evadne, or more accurately the creature that now controlled her dark heart, opted to flee from the mighty Dominar, diving out of the destroyed chamber and taking to the sky. 
 
    But Volka was quick to follow, her golden eyes tracking her foe. 
 
    “Not this time!” She swore as her powerful wings carried her in swift pursuit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38: 
 
    Chaos, Above and Below 
 
      
 
      
 
    While Evadne sought to escape from his bond-mate’s glowing sword, Nameless picked himself up off the floor in the sudden silence, but as he did he felt an odd tickling sensation on his neck as something slipped free. 
 
    His hand reflexively snatched at it, only to come away with the remains of Milly’s braid. 
 
    About a quarter of it had been consumed by the Chimera’s magic. 
 
    “Master! Are you alright?!” The Minotaur demanded as she checked him over frantically. 
 
    “Milly...” 
 
    Stricken, he held up the braid that meant so much to both of them. 
 
    “Oh!” She blinked rapidly for a moment, stunned. 
 
    “I’m so sorry baby, I-” 
 
    But she interrupted him before he could finish his thought. 
 
    “Why that! Dumb... dumb...” 
 
    Her face was beet red with a mixture of indignation and frustration as she tried to find words strong enough to describe the Chimera. 
 
    With a huff of air out of her nose and a hearty stomp of one hoof, she found them. 
 
    “That dumb-dumb!” 
 
    “I know how you feel.” He offered sympathetically; “But we need to check for survivors.” 
 
    He shuddered though as he remembered the nearness of Evadne’s magical attack, trying to focus by looking out into the open air where a good portion of the room used to be. 
 
    “Is Nina okay?” Milly asked with a sullen sniffle. 
 
    She was pretty sure she was, but she still felt some relief at Nameless’s nod. 
 
    “Yeah, just... angry. She’s not happy to have two buildings dropped on her in the span of an hour. She’s digging herself out now.” 
 
    While he spoke he checked amongst the still bodies on the floor, but his hopes were soon dashed; there were no survivors, and his heart ached for them. 
 
    But they had to keep moving forwards. 
 
    “Come on, it’s not safe.” 
 
    Milly sniffled again and pointed out the painfully obvious, highlighted by the dead around them. 
 
    “Is anywhere safe anymore?” 
 
    He opened his mouth to respond, but then gasped when he remembered what Evadne had said. 
 
    “The council! She said something about murdering the council! We need to-” 
 
    “They’re dead.” 
 
    He turned to face Sadie Essig, his friend and mentor as well as the only other known Empath. 
 
    She came out of one of the levitator cars, her shoulders slumped as she looked around at the bodies in the ruined room, her expression hopeless. 
 
    “I found them a few minutes ago, I… Xalanth was in the city, if she was here we could have-” 
 
    “Don’t.” Nameless said as he pulled the frail woman into a hug; “We don’t get to second guess, not yet. We don’t even know if this is over.” 
 
    Nameless was more right than he knew, because down on the streets it was chaos. 
 
    A frightened mob of people had taken cover in the auction house, while just outside of it Baron, Ginger and their girls were doing their very best to fend off the Ogre that had kicked in the front door. 
 
    A Naiad was blasting her watery form into the Tenebrae’s face whenever she could to distract her while Celeste swooped in to peck at her head and Baron’s Raiju franticly rubbed against each other to build a strong enough charge to take down the massive girl. 
 
    On the other side of the building Tora was rolling over with one of her cousins, sobbing and begging her to stop even as the girl bit, punched and kicked at her. Meanwhile Kriss was on the dark Ogre’s back, relentlessly hitting her in the temple over and over with the hilt of her blade to try to knock her out. 
 
    And three streets away from them, Grant Semper and his bond-mates were enduring the fight of their lives. 
 
    Nameless’s training officer was on the ground with his Gnome on his chest, protecting him with a half-dome of her clay from the two Ogres hell-bent on crushing them. 
 
    The blue-skinned girls were raining heavy blows down on it, distorting the rim of it and trapping Grant beneath it. 
 
    “Aa-aa-aa-aa-aa-aa-ah!” Linda shouted out in the same oddly slow cadence with which she did everything. 
 
    Despite her bizarre outcry, it was a genuine expression of fear that her bond-sister Bruti recognized, on the ground not far away after having taken a brutal hit from one of the Ogres. 
 
    But there was a reason that Nina was wary of the big bear girl when they first met: she knew what a Grizzly could be like when riled. 
 
    And with her bond-mates’ lives in such jeopardy, Bruti was riled. 
 
    Below the dome, Grant had tears standing in his eyes as he coughed away the dust from the destruction around them, his hands helplessly pushing upwards against the bottom of the clay. 
 
    With Linda screaming above him and being blind and disoriented he saw no other way but to give the order no Aegis operative ever wanted to give. 
 
    “Bruti! G-Go lethal!” 
 
    He had no idea if she could even hear him, but it didn’t matter, because at that point the bear wasn’t asking for his permission. 
 
    Once she was back on her feet she roared at the Ogres as only an angry bear could, the pair of them turning away from trying to pummel Grant and Linda flat, unable to ignore the smaller monster’s challenge. 
 
    The both towered over her, but she outmatched even their dark ferocity as she charged at them and latched her thick black claws into the leg of the taller of the two. 
 
    The Ogre swatted at her back, but Bruti tore deep into the dark girl’s flesh and climbed her as readily as she would a tree, leaving deep bloody gouges in her wake. 
 
    The other Ogre likewise tried to strike her with her massive blue fists, but succeeded only in pummeling her giant sister instead. 
 
    And once she reached her shoulders Bruti wrapped both of her massive paws around the Tenebrae’s neck, digging into her flesh before tearing back again. 
 
    A massive goat of blood flooded from the grievous injury as the giant let out a piteous whine, mortally wounded by the Grizzly’s savagery. 
 
    Again the other Ogre swatted at her, and this time her fist landed a glancing blow across the bear’s back, but she barely felt the hit, too deep into her bestial ferocity. 
 
    Instead she threw one paw back and latched onto the Ogre’s fist, pushing off of the dying girl with her feet to pounce onto the other’s chest, her claws tearing into her face with relentless purpose. 
 
    Soon two dead Ogres were lying in the street, shocked people all around watching as the Grizzly that ended them roared again, this time with a plaintive note of grief amidst the rage. 
 
    Bruti was a grumpy girl most days, but something that few other than Grant and Linda knew: she was amongst the kindest of souls. 
 
    But today no one could afford to be. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile in the air far above the stricken city Evadne and Volka were trading magically charged attacks. 
 
    Bolts of darkness and enchanted feathers flew back and forth between them as they ducked and wheeled through the sky. 
 
    “Can you afford to keep chasing me?” Evadne taunted in a strained voice; “A whole lot of people are dying right now!” 
 
    “We both know that a great deal more will die if I let you escape!” The Valkyrie shouted as she darted in and swung with her glowing sword. 
 
    The tip of the blade whistled past the Chimera’s face as she flinched away from the light of it. 
 
    “And I know your story now, Evadne Contrail! I know the depths of your grief, and the source of it!” 
 
    “That, that name means nothing to me!” The off-balance Chimera hissed as she flapped her bat-like wings furiously to try to put some distance between them. 
 
    “I know of Malcolm’s treachery!” Volka countered; “I know of what he did to your children! To your babies!” 
 
    The demon within her breast still hid from the Valkyrie, her aura as toxic to it as her sword, so Evadne was free to feel everything, all of the pain that had driven her into accepting the demon’s promises. 
 
    Dreadful agony and rage twisted inside of her, each emotion striving to drown out the other and pull her into chaotic madness. 
 
    But before the advent of the Empaths it was the Valkyrie’s duty to confront the Tenebrae, so the Dominar’s aura seeped into the broken Chimera like life-giving water into parched earth. 
 
    As such, Evadne’s jaw shook while she struggled in vain to control herself, her teeth grinding together as she remembered her daughters and the man who once upon a time held her heart in sway. 
 
    They flapped their wings, circling in the air not far from each other as Volka concentrated more power into her aura and forced the other monster girl to open her fractured heart. 
 
    Never before had the dark Chimera spoken openly about Malcolm’s betrayal, such was the might of the Dominar’s compassion. 
 
    “He was always distant with our children, I thought it was the nearness of my mother, who never liked him, never trusted him! I now know he kept himself aloof so that when the time came he could stand by and let them die.” Black tears traced down Evadne’s face and her eyes blazed with grief and hatred; “Show me a monster who could do the same!” 
 
    Volka shook her head as she called out over the sound of the wind in her ears. 
 
    “I’m looking at one! You lost your children, which should have been tragedy enough. But how many children have you now slain Evadne? Let go of this madness, find peace in death as you should have done so long ago! Your people are waiting for you!” 
 
    For the first time in centuries the Chimera felt something other than rage and hate: temptation. 
 
    But the compassion of a single Valkyrie, no matter how powerful, was not enough. 
 
    Evadne was too far gone, and the fleeting thought of release was squashed beneath the weight of a millennium of twisted desire cultivated by the malevolent being that dwelled in her breast. 
 
    “I will have my peace when all is dust!” She threw one arm out to the side, her fist wreathing in shadow as she cast out another bolt. 
 
    The Valkyrie raised her shield reflexively, blocking the wild attack with careless ease. 
 
    “There is a word for what you have become Evadne!” Volka cried out, her tone holding a hint of exasperation; “Evil! You must see that what you are is evil!” 
 
    The Chimera let out a throaty chuckle as more black tears streaked down her face, her madness swallowing what little reason the Valkyrie’s aura had drawn out of her. 
 
    “I am past caring! I will have my vengeance! The world will burn until there is nothing left! No one can feel the pain I feel if they are all dead!” 
 
    A beat of silence hung in the wind between them as Volka accepted with absolute finality that she could not save the dark creature before her. 
 
    “The corrupted logic you use to justify yourself is an affront to the memory of your children.” She called out sternly. 
 
    Her voice was lower than before, but even over the wind the black creature heard her condemnation. 
 
    And she felt it keenly. 
 
    “Do not speak of them!” Evadne snarled. 
 
    Volka raised her sword and braced her shield again as she committed herself to fulfilling her duty, now using her words as cruel weapons to unsettle her foe. 
 
    “The Amazons would call you neucta, but you are beyond even that. Your ancestors would turn their backs on you, of that I am certain, but so too would your precious babies! Petra and sweet Kaylen would fear this thing that their mother has become! As well they should!” 
 
    “DO NOT SPEAK OF THEM!!” 
 
    Evade surged forwards with a feral shriek, blackness engulfing her entire form as her uninjured fist struck at Volka’s shield. 
 
    Her shadow was broken apart by the Valkyrie’s light, but much of it remained, hanging in the air as a dark cloud over the imperilled city. 
 
    Silently directed by a frantic demon’s will. 
 
    She attacked again and again, but the Dominar was imbued with the power of all of the Valkyrie that came before, and had grown far beyond her. 
 
    Once again a part of Evadne craved the release that Volka’s glowing sword offered, craved the peace of the grave, but the darkness inside of her had too strong of a hold upon her soul. 
 
    It forced her to pull back from the Valkyrie’s deadly weapon and taunting words, to push down her grief and to fight with purpose. 
 
    And when the time came, that purpose was fulfilled. 
 
    There was a massive concussive wave as the cloud of shadow that the demon had been releasing throughout her reckless assault detonated all at once. 
 
    It was a stronger version of the same attack Evadne had once used against Oldeera and her hive, to devastating effect. 
 
    But the Hornets were not imbued with the same divine protections as the Valkyrie, nor were they as cunning in battle as Volka. 
 
    Reading the intent of the attack a moment before it came, she folded her golden feathers around herself and crossed her arms behind her shield as she dropped a couple dozen feet in an instant to fall free of the cloud of shadow. 
 
    Afterwards she unfurled her wings to regain control of her fall, bringing her shield to bear against any follow up assault. 
 
    But the Chimera was gone. 
 
    She caught sight of her just as the last of the shadows she wrapped around herself pulled her into the realm of shadow within the veil between life and death, somewhere the living angel could not follow. 
 
    Volka ground her teeth together in frustration at Evadne’s escape, but she couldn’t dwell on it long. 
 
    Screams of terror coming from Garland far below were calling her away. 
 
    “Your death is coming.” She vowed into the wind, the memory of Nina making the same pledge innumerable times before filling her mind. 
 
    With a flap of her wings she turned and flew back to face the carnage in the city to save as many lives as she could. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39: 
 
    Triage 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kavanaugh and his team had enlisted the help of several stout folk to carry the goo-bound Ogres towards the supposed safety of the Bastion, and once they reached Divinity Square they found a sea of people, Aegis and otherwise, working around hundreds more wounded and dying streaming in from every part of the city. 
 
    A scene from a nightmare. 
 
    “Becks?! What the hell are you doing here?!” 
 
    Miranda came running towards them with Jan and Kala, Jez preoccupied keeping an Ogre’s wrists and ankles contained with her tongue. 
 
    She had beads of sweat on her forehead from the effort it took to keep the Tenebrae from escaping, but she was nothing if not stubborn. 
 
    At the sound of her bond-mate’s words, Rebecca tore her eyes away from the nightmare, her ears straightening hopefully in relief. 
 
    “Mistress!” She called out as she surged forwards to meet her; “I was at the academy when the call came in! Are you alright?!” 
 
    “Am I- fucking hell Becks!” 
 
    The grey-haired Aegis operative sighed while pulling the bunny into her arms. 
 
    “Helluva girl you’ve got here Holt, your Lapine saved a lot of lives today.” Kavanaugh offered. 
 
    Miranda pulled away from her and nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, but we’re hardly done yet.” She looked to the two Ogres they had bound; “Nice job with the take-downs, but it will be for nothing if I can’t find our damn Empath.” 
 
    “Nameless is missing?” Kavanaugh asked with some concern. 
 
    “What? You know him- what am I saying of course you do.” Miranda ran her hand through her hair to gather her thoughts; “Not so much missing as I don’t know where he is yet. His apartment block was one of the first places hit, but I’ve had reports that he made it into the Bastion. Hopefully the kid just has his head up his ass in a closet somewhere. Even more troubling is that we haven’t heard anything from any of the council.” 
 
    Volka landed beside them then, she was grim-faced at having lost the Chimera but still her presence evoked a hush from those nearby as her aura told them that not all hope was lost. 
 
    But the silence couldn’t last long, not with so many injured. 
 
    “I need gauze over here!” Brooke Merlot called from nearby, Ophelia’s former teacher doing her job amongst the other medics. 
 
    “My husband’s head is not anywhere it should not be, despite Evadne’s efforts.” Volka pronounced; “The Chimera attacked the Bastion, the council is dead.” 
 
    While she spoke the angel walked towards the two Ogres, the one still conscious snarling and straining mightily to be free of the goo. 
 
    Several of the cadets with Kavanaugh let out gasps of shock at the news about the council, but he was quick to bark an order to silence them. 
 
    “Take these girls to the training grounds in front of the Bastion.” Volka continued; “He will meet you there. But many more Ogres rage throughout the city for us to deal with. I will track them from the air.” 
 
    Volka knelt down and arched her wings in preparation. 
 
    “Go, please.” Miranda said with a nod, the professional choking back any feeling she had about the council being gone; “We’ll start assembling teams and do what we can on the ground.” 
 
    The Valkyrie nodded and took flight, and suddenly Rebecca was being squeezed hard by her bond-mate. 
 
    “When this is over, you are in so much trouble.” She whispered into the bunny’s pierced ear; “You got too much brave in you Becks. Too much for your own damn good.” 
 
    “S-Sorry.” Rebecca replied lamely. 
 
    Nearby Kavanaugh and the cadets were doing their best not to eavesdrop, though the instructor interrupted their embrace before it ended. 
 
    “We brought a number of people from the academy, after getting these girls situated we’ll raid the armory in the Bastion. Assuming someone hasn’t already. After that, we’ll get back into it on the streets.” 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    The open field just outside the boarding school was a mess. 
 
    The fighting had been fierce, but the last of the Ogres was on the ground, six other monster girls on top of her to keep her from getting up again. 
 
    Amidst the roars from the captured Tenebrae, a mournful chorus of groans reverberated around the field from the wounded. 
 
    Sitting propped against the wall of the school, Tiana’s breathing was ragged, her spear broken and her left side a wreck from being on the wrong end of an Ogre’s foot. 
 
    “She’s here!” She heard Lilly call out, leading a pair of naked green Dryads to her side; “Tee? You still alive?” 
 
    She was barely able to nod. 
 
    If the Dryad groves had not come out of their woods to help, the battle against the fifteen Ogres would have been a bloodbath. 
 
    Once they joined the fight they quickly overwhelmed the Tenebrae with their nature magic, massive enchanted roots surging out of the ground to bind the Ogres to the blood-soaked field. 
 
    It took some doing but the nature spirits soon stabilized her, and Tiana looked to the Wolfen looming at her side. 
 
    “I-I’ll take that drink now.” She wheezed. 
 
    Within the streets of the city, the chaos continued; members of the Aegis were evacuating who they could and striving to contain the Ogres still running amok. 
 
    Evadne and Jonathan had sent Tora’s entire clan into the city, from all different directions, and it was three hours before their rampage was ended. 
 
    Three hours of terror and destruction in the once peaceful seat of the Aegis’s power. 
 
    And even after the last of them fled or was killed, the dying continued. 
 
    Just like Nameless’s apartment, countless homes and buildings were destroyed around the city from the rampage, with innumerable people trapped beneath the rubble, living and dead alike. 
 
    Volka took it upon herself to unite the disparate rescue efforts, flying to and fro and directing the personnel on the ground. 
 
    In the market district a group of enterprising workmen had managed to draw one of the rampaging Ogres into a blind alley, then box her in with an enormous metal storage container that had to be moved by an even larger lost-tech mechanism. 
 
    The giant’s angry strength fell short of budging the steel box, so instead she raged within the confined space until Nina was able to subdue her for Nameless. 
 
    The giant was in a truly foul mood at having had to dig herself out of two separate piles of rubble. 
 
    Even still, were it not for Xalanth, the Ogres’ rampage would likely have gone on for far longer. 
 
    Once she found her bond-mate safe with Nameless, the ancient Dragon returned to the streets and began her hunt, swatting the giants down as if they were impetuous children. 
 
    Tenebrae were creatures of rage and hate, but still they came to fear the lone Dragon; with her wings they could not escape once she caught sight of them, not when they were misbehaving so close to her lair and within the bounds of her city. 
 
    Sadly there were far too many of them to contain, and when she came to realize this she stopped holding back, killing every Ogre that she encountered. 
 
    The Dragon was old, countless Tenebrae had fallen before her in the past, and she understood the necessity of it, had strength enough to bear the weight of their lives on her soul. 
 
    But it still pained her greatly. 
 
    With Volka’s help, Miranda and Commander Dawn Morrow eventually managed to coordinate the Aegis response, while Nameless dove into the minds of what few Ogres that were able to subdue, wrenching them free of their nightmare. 
 
    Even without his Valkyrie to shield him from their pain, he was familiar enough with Jonathan’s work by now to undo it alone. 
 
    She was needed elsewhere. 
 
    Tora and Kriss had helped Ginger and Baron bring the two Ogres that they had managed to subdue to Nameless in the square, and afterwards Kriss watched as her brother pulled them free of Evadne’s mind. 
 
    And the Trog thought she was conflicted about him before... 
 
    While Tora was embracing her surviving kin and sobbing with them, Nameless took several gulps of water from a canteen before turning towards his sister. 
 
     “I’m glad you two are alright.” He said with a weak smile. 
 
    Kriss hissed at him, annoyed without really knowing why as he tried to hide the trembling in his hands. 
 
    “I told you before that I don’t need your protection softskin. I need only to get my claws on the one who did this.” 
 
    “Fat chance of that.” Erica muttered as her eyes flicked to the dust-covered Nina, now glaring at the Chameleon. 
 
    But having to deal with the Tenebrae meant that Nameless was unable to keep his emotions in check, his cheeks reddening with anger even as he rolled his eyes at the Trog’s recalcitrance. 
 
    Though weakened from the ordeal of curing the Tenebrae without Volka’s help, he spoke with energy. 
 
    “Kriss, can’t you understand the odds that we overcame to get here?! I know you don’t... need me, but I thought that every relative I had was dead! So while you might not think this is a big deal, just know that it is to me! I’m... I’m a brother, I’m your big brother. And even though I haven’t had three fucking seconds to think about what that means, just know that I will always be there for you, whether you like it or not.” 
 
    With Tora and the other Ogres huddled together so close by and sharing in a tearful reunion, it was hard for Kriss to argue with his heartfelt declaration. 
 
    And it was plain to see to anyone that his words were having an effect on her; despite her cool attitude she was blinking rapidly to stave off tears. 
 
    Naturally she tried to shake it off. 
 
    “I-I am a warrior. I don’t need anybody to protect me.” She repeated with less conviction. 
 
    Risking life and limb, he wrapped his arms around her waist and held her tight. 
 
    “I know. But I’m going to anyways.” 
 
    She hissed at him again as her clawed hands settled on his shoulders, making to push him away. 
 
    Once he relented she shook her head and with one hand held up the edge of the tattered red fabric around her waist. 
 
    “All I care about is Evadne. This sash has soaked up enough blood to dye a river. It absorbed the blood of my mother the day she was tortured to death. One day, it will soak up her blood too.” 
 
    “No it won’t.” Nina declared, her arms crossing over her breasts. 
 
    “I don’t care how strong you are, no one will deny me my vengeance.” 
 
    “I’m not denying you anything. I’m saving your life. She’d kill you with her eyes closed. That’s a fact, so best you get over it now.” 
 
    Kriss ground her teeth together in frustration, unable to refute the giant’s words but unwilling to let it go. 
 
    Nina, realizing this, turned to Milly. 
 
    “Hey babe, gimme your spear.” 
 
    Wordlessly, Milly did as Nina asked, or rather ordered. 
 
    The tiny girl held the weapon in front of the fuming Kriss. 
 
    “This belonged to my friend Kar. Evadne killed her with it. Here, take a good long look.” 
 
    The Troglodyte did as she said, taking the black spear and examining the length of it. 
 
    “So what does this mean?” 
 
    “Nothing. But this is as close to Evadne’s blood as you will ever get.” 
 
    Kriss was taken aback, examining it closer for a time, but eventually she hissed and glared at the giant. 
 
    “Why do you keep standing in my way?” 
 
    “Because my master will lose no one else. He promised to protect you, and as such you will be protected, even if I have to pull your damned legs off to keep you safe. Good luck sneaking up on anyone while walking on your hands like a doofus.” 
 
    But before they could continue the discussion, or rather argument, word came of the Tenebrae that had been subdued by Tiana and the others, so their private moment had to end as Nameless’s duty called to him. 
 
    By the time he was finished, he was ashen faced and sick to his stomach, having endured over and over the agony of Evadne’s children turning to dust. 
 
    Just like she had so long ago, he felt the ash of their remains on his tongue, and it was some time before he was able to get the taste out of his mouth. 
 
    More bitter than even that though: thirteen. 
 
    Thirteen Ogres, of the sixty that entered the city, were all that they were able to save. 
 
    Though at least some of the others survived; for reasons unknown a large group of them fled when Evadne had, but the rest were killed either by Xalanth or by Aegis operatives who’d done the same grim work in the past, like Miranda and Grant and their respective monster girls. 
 
    To maximize the destruction, the Ogre clan had been directed to split into small groups and come at the city from several directions, but Evadne and Jonathan hadn’t counted on part of the city being so well guarded, so the largest group never made it into the streets. 
 
    A small mercy. 
 
    Tiana and the monster girls fighting beside her had succeeding in keeping the Ogres away from the boarding school, the pitched battle they waged turning completely in their favour when the groves of Dryads began to emerge from their precious woods to aid them with their magic. 
 
    As it turned out the reason Miranda’s neighbours were communing with their trees was to gather their strength in preparation for the next Lipton Falls, and the nature spirits needed every bit of the magic they had drawn out of their groves to help cope with all of the wounded in the city. 
 
    Sadly many of the monster girls that followed Tiana into battle met their end there. 
 
    Two of the Saenga girls were critically injured when their effort to take one of the Ogres alive failed, and if Tiana hadn’t interceded than Lilly would have once again been forced to mourn for one of her pack. 
 
    And their names were few amongst many on an ever growing list. 
 
    On top of that, the damage to the Bastion from Evadne’s reckless magic was extensive; the structure had to be evacuated while a team of earth spirits set to work within in order to ensure that it was still sound. 
 
    If even part of the ancient spire had collapsed amidst the crowded city the death toll would’ve doubled in an instant. 
 
    As it was Garland was cast into mourning. 
 
    An Ogre’s rampage would have been terrible to behold, but a whole host of them, all fueled by rage and grief at the loss of Evadne’s children... it was the worst disaster ever to befall any of the city states. 
 
    To make matters worse Aegis Booker was now the only surviving member of the original Aegis council. Evadne, wherever she was hiding, had struck a terrible blow at the very heart of the peace-keeping organization, and she had more or less gotten away with it. 
 
    Booker was found along with Juni in a corner of the training grounds at the base of the Bastion, the pair of them lying amidst a soaking wet pile of rubble. 
 
    When Yana had attacked the council the Undine had used her magic to flood herself and her master out of the side of the building and into what would have been a fatal drop had she not used all of her power to form a massive pillar of water to fall with them and cushion their landing. 
 
    Booker broke his leg in two places and shattered his hip, while the elemental was completely exhausted from expending every bit of her magical strength. 
 
    Yana escaped, though nobody was sure how. 
 
    The one-eyed man looked terrible: gray faced and trembling on a cot while Miranda, Kavanaugh, Dawn Morrow, Theo Holbrook and the Valkyrie did their best not to get in the way of the medics and Dryads bustling around him in the temporary canvas shelter. 
 
    “We should never have argued with you.” He spat out bitterly; “We should have recognized what you were doing and got in line behind you weeks ago.” 
 
    Raw tears streaking down his face at the memory of his friends on the council, all dead. 
 
    So many people, dead. 
 
    Volka extended her aura over him to shield him from his bitter grief, his trembling stilled and his lips parted in shock at the wash of joyous light enveloping him. 
 
    Once he’d regained control of himself, he wiped the tears from his face and looked to Dawn Morrow. 
 
    “Commander, by my authority as representative of the Aegis high council, I am directing you to do whatever it takes to move the Aegis into a wartime footing... under the leadership of Dominar Volka.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes widened at the order, but she soon clapped her fist to her breast in acknowledgment. 
 
    “Yes sir.” She turned to face the Valkyrie and repeated the salute, the others quickly doing the same; “Ma’am, your orders?” 
 
    The Valkyrie quirked an eyebrow at being called ‘ma’am’, a human conceit, but let it slide and got right to the point. 
 
    “After this attack, we need to take stock of ourselves and do a complete tally of our numbers, both those within the Aegis and those monster girls that have already responded to my summons. Coordinate with the lawkeepers in the city, many of the Aegis’s duties will need to fall upon them.” 
 
    “They don’t have the same training.” Kavanaugh warned tiredly. 
 
    He hadn’t stopped to take a break until it was confirmed that all of the Ogres in the city had been brought down. 
 
    “No, but they must step up and do the best they can. Everyone who is able must step up. Along with taking stock of our forces, put out a call for volunteers. As the people are even now demonstrating around the city, there are many roles to be filled in war.” 
 
    “What should I tell them?” Dawn asked. 
 
    Volka looked to Nameless, assisting Ophelia not far away with one of her patients, and smiled sadly before repeating the same words she said to him some time ago. 
 
    “Tell them if they want their peaceful lives back, they will have to earn it.” 
 
    A brief silence greeted her words as they all took in their meaning. 
 
    “Fair enough.” Miranda mumbled finally, Dawn soon mirroring her nod. 
 
    “Additionally I want every cadet and monster girl in the academy counted amongst our numbers. No matter their level of training.” 
 
    “Some of them haven’t even finished orientation!” Theo objected. 
 
    “Yeah, but we don’t need them to know how to salute or how many criminal statues there are.” Miranda reasoned. 
 
    His mouth worked as he continued to sputter, but before he could articulate the innumerable problems he saw with putting a hodgepodge of inexperienced cadets into the field, Volka turned on her heel and glared at him. 
 
    “At the moment all anyone needs is the knowhow to take a Tenebrae off her feet without killing her, and the courage to do so.” 
 
    The way that her eyes were glowing made it absolutely clear that she wasn’t asking. 
 
    “Yes D-Dominar.” Theo stammered and awkwardly bowed at her without really understanding why. 
 
    “I’ll have the instructors shift their training towards take-downs.” Kavanaugh promised; “We’ll get it done, Dominar. 
 
    “Good. Also inform them to expect a lot more students. Because when those volunteers start pouring in, we’ll need to get them organized somewhere.” 
 
    The way that she was rattling off orders one after another made even Nameless nervous, half-expecting her to round on him and do the same even though he was still helping Ophelia. 
 
    “What makes you so sure there will be so many volunteers?” Miranda asked. 
 
    Volka looked to the veteran operative and gave her a weak smile. 
 
    “Because if there aren’t, than we might just lose. So call it faith, Miranda.” 
 
    At least one good thing came of the attack, if it could even be called ‘good’: no more was there any doubt that they were at war. 
 
    Wealth and influence proved a poor barrier against the Ogres, and the affluent amongst the city had suffered as much as anyone. 
 
    Amongst the dead were Kathryn Jacobs and her family, their palatial home flattened by several of the enormous girls as they stampeded into the city. 
 
    By some miracle the Tenebrae had bypassed the garden full of Blomma at its center, though the flower-girls would be a long time recovering from the trauma of it. 
 
    The surviving masters of Garland’s many districts helped to coordinate with the Aegis in rescue efforts, scrounging medical supplies and finding shelter for people who had lost everything but their lives to the Ogre raid. 
 
    All watched over and directed by the tireless Dominar, her golden form flying to and fro over the city providing the only hope that many had to cling to. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 40: 
 
    The Matriarch 
 
      
 
      
 
    Though she could feel the bond with her husband within her, the distance between the two made Escrya’s sense of his emotions hazy at best. 
 
    And she had her own problems to worry about. 
 
    When Nameless first met the Saenga Amazons he found them to have a feral age to them, a touch of untamable wilderness that could never be contained. 
 
    The Amazons escorting Escrya and her war-sisters were the very embodiment of that wildness. 
 
    Most of them were topless, and some wore no clothes at all, their naked bodies painted with swirling dark patterns, likely made from the bark of the ubiquitous black trees. 
 
    None of them wore anything on their feet, treading amongst the white snakes without seeming to notice them at all. 
 
    Together with Helena and Kaylee, Escrya’s hands were bound by white cords made of braided snakeskin as they were led into the strangest Amazon village imaginable. 
 
    The residents of the Darkwood lived on massive raised platforms encircling the black trees, presumably to avoid sleeping amidst the snakes that had so vexed the Saenga Amazons while they tried to sleep. 
 
    Connecting the platforms were simple rope bridges that extended from tree to tree to form an arboreal highway high off of the ground. 
 
    They walked for ages below the platforms, while pale-skinned faces peered over the edges to see who their war-sisters had returned with. 
 
    “There are more of them than I thought.” Helena muttered, only to earn a harsh cuff from one of their captors. 
 
    “We are many.” The leader of their captors sneered at her; “But you will not get to count our number before your death.” 
 
    After that there was no more talking, and finally they were led into the open-aired husk of a staggeringly massive tree stump in the center of the settlement. 
 
    Against the back wall of the hollow stump was a raised stone plinth, upon which the tallest Amazon any of them had ever seen watched them approach; the muscles of her legs and arms were a match for her height and her bearing was as stern and unreadable as the crude throne upon which she sat. 
 
    Her skin was as pale as any of the Darkwood Amazons, while a thick furred mantle lay across her shoulders, and the skull of some manner of large beast sat upon her head. 
 
    If this wasn’t the Amazon Matriarch, Escrya would eat her own hair. 
 
    All around the inside edge of the stump unfriendly glares were coming from the Darkwood Amazons waiting on their arrival, while the ones in the warparty soon fanned out to join them. 
 
    The Amazon that led them there knelt on both knees in front of the stone throne before looking up at the woman atop it. 
 
    “My Matriarch. That you might know me, I am Alia. I found these three interlopers. I wish to kill them that I might become a blooded warrior in your eyes.” 
 
    One of the other Amazons, the one that had objected to the syllable count in Alia’s poem, quickly stalked forwards and matched her kneeling posture. 
 
    “My Matriarch! That you might know me, I am Krista. There are three of them and many of us who wish to be blooded.” She gestured around at the circle of Amazons, several of whom were nodding their heads in approval; “I ask that we share their deaths!” 
 
    Alia tensed up at her side, but didn’t argue against her. 
 
    “Do we get a vote?” Kaylee asked plaintively. 
 
    Without a word one of the naked ones watching from the ring of warriors walked up and slugged her across the face, causing her head to snap to one side as her feet moved reflexively to keep her body upright. 
 
    She then looked to the Matriarch, as if silently seeking approval. 
 
    The massive monster girl had yet to speak, but she did nod her head at the Amazon that had struck Kaylee. 
 
    So another strode up to Helena, her eyes as cold as her sister’s as she pulled a stone knife from a white leather sheath under her arm. 
 
    Again without speaking she brought the blade up and cut the older Amazon below her clavicle, her blood flowing freely into her cleavage. 
 
    Helena grimaced at the injury, but glared her defiance at the one who inflicted it. 
 
    She and the others had picked up on what was going on: the Matriarch was testing them. 
 
    All around them wild warriors watched intently for any hint of weakness, while Alia still waited on her knees for approval to kill them. 
 
    “We’re wasting time!” Kaylee shouted when she recovered; “So many have died already, listen to-” 
 
    Another of the pale Amazons let out a high pitched scream and pounced forwards to deliver a brutal kick with both feet that connected with Kaylee’s breasts and launched her to the ground. 
 
    “You cowards! Stop attacking my sisters!” Escrya snarled as she wrenched her bound hands, causing the tough snake-leather bindings to cut into her wrist before they broke; “It was I that lead them here! Strike at me if you dare!” 
 
    In response she got a fist to the gut, but she was expecting it and absorbed the blow with a heavy grunt, doubling over afterwards to catch her breath. 
 
    A moment later she was laughing. 
 
    Finally one of the Amazons spoke. 
 
    “You have courage to mock us so, trekdotter. Or is it stupidity?” 
 
    Trekdotter: daughter of traitors in the old tongue. 
 
    “I’ve been hit harder.” Escrya boasted with a smirk, ignoring the ancient insult; “One of my bond-sisters is a Gigas.” 
 
    She shrugged her shoulders and raised her chin in invitation. 
 
    In response to her challenge, one by one the Amazons in the circle stepped forwards and struck her a mighty blow, but after each of them had a chance she was still able to stand, if unsteadily. 
 
    Having regained her footing from the latest punch from the circle of attackers, the beleaguered young Amazon spat blood to one side then regained her breath in order to shout at the surrounding warriors. 
 
    “I am Escrya who Weathered the Mountain! She whose mother is Alcaia, Warleader and Chieftess of the Saenga! As teller for my people my voice WILL be heard this day! Even if I must fight every one of your number that it may be so!” 
 
    Kaylee and Helena both let out fierce ululations at her sides, their cuts and bruises forgotten as they stood proudly in support of their teller. 
 
    Once their warcry ended there was a long silence as the rabid Amazons considered the brash young women breathing heavily before them. 
 
    A moment later the Matriarch leaned forwards and nodded her head, gesturing for the two kneeling Amazons to move to the sides as she spoke for the first time. 
 
    “Tell us your story then girl. You have earned a few words at least before I give your deaths to my sister-daughters.” Her voice was deep and feminine, while her words could not be mistaken for anything but a command. 
 
    Escrya wiped the blood from her face and her expression turned grim. 
 
    “Matriarch, forgive me, but I must call your people to war.” 
 
    Gasps of shock sounded from the wild Amazons, and more than a few harsh insults, but their leader silenced them with a sharply raised fist so that the interloper could continue. 
 
    “And by what right do you call upon us?” The Matriarch demanded with eyes narrowed dangerously; “Of what importance is the one who sent you that we should not kill you now?” 
 
    This one Escrya had a pretty good answer for. 
 
    “I come at the behest of Dominar Volka Gundresdotter, she who flew with the Fourth Heavenly Host so many years ago.” The teller straightened with pride as she remembered her golden bond-sister; “And I come for the sake of my beloved, William Nameless Armstrong, our Valkyrja-datta, who returned her to this world! I stand before you as a warrior yet blooded and bring dire tidings. The dark Empath Jonathan Pym has created an army of Tenebrae, girls stolen from their families and forced into shadow by his twisted heart! Dominar Volka and the Aegis intend to stand against him, as do my people and many others besides. If the Matriarch and her kin are not willing to stand with us knowing all of this, then I will proclaim you to be the trekdotters! And say that the world would be better off if you stayed here clinging to your crumbling traditions and cowering in your blackened trees!” 
 
    There was a long silence from the gathered crowd. 
 
    Then the massive Amazon leapt down from her stone throne, her feet striking the ground with a heavy thump as her muscular legs bent to absorb the impact. 
 
    With all of the gravity of the Matriarchy she strode forwards and loomed over the bold young warrior, more than a full head taller than her as she glared down at her with piercing eyes that almost perfectly matched the colour of Escrya’s. 
 
    Abruptly she brought her fist up and seized the smaller woman by the jaw, gripping tight as she measured the resolve in her face. 
 
    “Trekdotters? Courageous or stupid indeed. I would crush you now, but I have heard whispers of this... Valkyrja-datta, and of course we all have heard also of the return of the golden one. But we have heard whispers before. What proof have you that this isn’t some human deception?” 
 
    Escrya didn’t blink, a tear tracing down her cheek as she brought forth Volka’s flight feather from the hem of her skirt, again drawing a gasp from the Amazons. 
 
    Valkyrie feathers were rare and priceless treasures to the Amazons, reverentially handed down through the generations. 
 
    But none of those came from a living Valkyrie, and so none of those possessed the golden sheen of Volka’s feather. 
 
    “If the feathers in our hair are not enough to convince you, than perhaps this one will.” Escrya challenged. 
 
    The fist holding her jaw released her and the Matriarch took a half-step back to get a closer look at what she was presenting. 
 
    At first she was scowling, but then it was like someone had punched her in the stomach. 
 
    “How can this be?” She asked, her words thick as for the first time she showed some emotion beyond disinterest and contempt; “Tell me truly, young warrior, or I will strike you dead here and now: have the Valkyrie returned to us?” 
 
    Escrya’s eyes locked with hers once more, ice blue meeting ice blue, and her gaze was unyielding as she spoke only the truth. 
 
    “One, at least, has. And she faces war. Will she stand alone?” 
 
    The shaken matriarch brought her hand up and touched the feather with trembling fingers, and then clenched her jaw tight before speaking once more. 
 
    “Indeed, she will not.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 41: 
 
    Tainted Pair 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hiding within a kitchen in one of the many abandoned farming communities to the east of Garland, Evadne was seething with rage and pain after her confrontation with Volka. 
 
    Calm down pet. 
 
    “Calm down?” She hissed incredulously; “Did you not see what just happened?!” 
 
    I did, which is why I know that right now we need to be calm. 
 
    “You told me you had made me the strongest!” Evadne wailed. 
 
    And you are. With this one notable exception that I didn’t foresee. The angel has embraced the mantle of Dominar. Which means I cannot touch her anymore. But it isn’t anything we can’t adapt to. 
 
    Remembering the glorious strength and unyielding prowess of the Valkyrie, Evadne’s eyes widened incredulously. 
 
    “How are we supposed to adapt to that?! Especially if she has the Gigas with her, not to mention Xalanth!” 
 
    Suddenly her body seized up and her features became blank when the demon’s forbearance ran out again. 
 
    After being forced to hide from Volka, its grip on Evadne had weakened significantly, so it was necessary to reassert dominance once more. 
 
    We adapt. Your missing fingers aside, the Dragon is no match for you. And neither is the giant so long as you see her coming. 
 
    With the demon’s hold on her, Evadne had to speak through her teeth. 
 
    “But what about the angel?” 
 
    She will be too busy. Nothing has changed. Nothing. We struck a decisive blow today. Now we prepare for the next. 
 
    “And what would that be?” 
 
    She felt cold all over when the demon’s irritation against her softened to the point that she could move again. 
 
    Originally we were going to spread as many Tenebrae out as possible, a never-ending plague that could only have one conclusion, but with a Dominar in play we need to change that plan. 
 
    Evadne’s eyes widened at the thought, and a moment later a cold smile spread across her face. 
 
    “Rather than sowing chaos all over, we give them one large target, draw her out and overwhelm her with numbers?” 
 
    Precisely. And not just her. We’ll use the remaining Ogres to even out the odds a bit. Assuming your human pet hasn’t lost his nerve. 
 
    “He’s fine.” 
 
    He’s squeamish. With so many dead he’s having serious doubts, doubts that have been building for a while now, something you well know. 
 
    “What do you suggest I do about it?” 
 
    You? No, not you. I will handle it. 
 
    The thought of what the demon intended fluttered through Evadne’s mind, and she opened her mouth to object, but couldn’t. 
 
    Her will was not her own, and her body was not her own. 
 
    The demon could do with it what it willed, that was the deal they made after Yana nearly killed her. 
 
    Having recovered its composure after their escape from Garland, it took stock of its prized possession. 
 
    We’ll need to patch you up before anything though. 
 
    The worst of Evadne’s injuries were her severed fingers, blackened stubs now from the higher-angel’s wrath. 
 
    Her brow creased in concentration and black armour formed tight around her hand; the fingers of the new gauntlet might not be able to bend but they were strong. 
 
    Rigid, straight, and ending in deadly points. 
 
    “It will have to do.” She muttered aloud. 
 
    With the demon’s control reasserted, the unproductive emotions that Volka had drawn out in its slave had been squashed and Evadne was able to focus on her task again. 
 
    Though Nameless and Milly’s continued survival was regrettable, as was the entire encounter with the angel, she was ultimately pleased with the result of the raid: trading one clan of Ogres for the countless dead and dying, not to mention the lives of the Aegis’s precious council, was a fair deal in her mind. 
 
    And the fear that the people of Garland must be feeling! 
 
    Shortly thereafter Jonathan found her humming an ancient lullaby to herself as she used her remaining fingers to paint Yana’s face with a fresh coat of her black blood. 
 
    The Amazon stood perfectly still and accepted the mockery of her battle-paint without any complaint, her spear still red with the councils’ blood and her mind trapped forever in the day that the Chimera’s nightmare began. 
 
    “I know you’re there.” Evadne called out suddenly, making her bond-mate flinch. 
 
    Once it had been pointed out to her by her demonic patron, she could sense his wavering feelings: ever since he had witnessed her surrendering herself utterly to the entity that now more or less governed her every move he had begun to truly doubt their purpose for the first time in decades. 
 
    And she needed him still. 
 
    With hesitant steps he came into the room. 
 
    The demon that dwelled now behind Evadne’s eyes retained the Chimera’s consciousness, but her submission had been absolute and so her body was only hers to control when it allowed it. As such it shooed Yana away and shed her blackened armour, save the gauntlet hiding her ruined hand. 
 
    With a few deliberate movements she pulled off her shirt and shorts to reveal her pale nakedness to the nervous human, her snake tail hissing in sibilant promise. 
 
    As Jonathan’s eyes took in her exposed form, the demon further schooled Evadne’s features into what was necessary, and then knelt before him. 
 
    “I have been unfair to you Jonathan. And for that I am sorry. You are tired. For once... for once let me tend to you.” 
 
    As a being of manipulation and malice, it knew exactly the words the confused Empath needed to hear to stay focused on his task. 
 
    Jonathan Pym never stood a chance. 
 
    The sight of the Chimera on her knees before him, submitting to him, was a fantasy he had clung to his entire life, and it drove out everything else. 
 
    His hands shook as he struggled to free his cock from his pants, his haste making the simple task take longer than it should. Once it was free he let out a hoarse grunt and gripped Evadne by her short black hair to shove his erection into her face, his cockhead rubbing against her cheek. 
 
    The demon silently laughed at him even as it shifted Evadne’s head around to capture the wayward cock with her tongue and mouth. 
 
    When she did the Empath cried out at finally getting what he had wanted for the vast majority of his life, his hips rapidly pistoning his shaft in and out of the wet heavenly warmth of the Chimera’s seemingly willing mouth. 
 
    It didn’t last long. 
 
    He wheezed and moaned in equal measure as his cum shot out across her tongue, though he gripped her hair tight and kept his cock in place until she swallowed all of it. 
 
    He wanted her to taste it, wanted her to take him inside of her. 
 
    But what he didn’t know is that no one tasted it; Evadne was numb to everything by that point, while the demon had no desire to and so simply didn’t. 
 
    He had her use her lips and tongue on his balls and cock until he was at full hardness again and the charade continued. He wanted so badly for her to be his in totality, to be his bitch, and so was unwilling to give up this chance to make it so. 
 
    Reading the dark urge, the demon was happy to accommodate him. 
 
    “I can be your bitch, if that is what you need.” Evadne cooed as she licked the mess of saliva and cum from her lips; “You are my bond-mate. Act like it and claim me. I won’t resist. I can’t resist.” 
 
    Physically, the demon still felt nothing from the act. It was simply a chore that needed doing in order to keep a crucial asset motivated. 
 
    As for Evadne... she was mentally cracking walnuts, numb and indifferent. She was aware of what was happening, but all of her reservations had been burned away by the demonic entity within her. 
 
    Jonathan wanted to finally master his bond-mate, but everything that he was master of amounted to dust. 
 
    A pitiable existence, if anyone could forgive his crimes long enough to pity him. 
 
    Once his cock was rigid again he pulled her to her feet, his emaciated strength barely able to do so. 
 
    “Bend over the table, bitch.” He panted. 
 
    There was a crash of plates as she did as he asked. 
 
    “Oh yes, mount me!” She groaned. 
 
    Meanwhile her snake tail began to coil around him once he was in position behind her, its cool scales rasped faintly against his skin and made him shudder as his cock hardened even more. 
 
    “C-Call me master. I am your master.” 
 
    “Whatever you want, Master.” 
 
    Internally the demon was still laughing at the fool who actually believed the words to be true. 
 
    Jonathan meanwhile grunted as his cock, wet with her spit and his spunk, thrust inside of her pussy to the hilt. 
 
    It was better than he had ever imagined. 
 
    With his hands gripping her hips as tight as he could he drove into her mercilessly, his cock making wet noises against her flesh with each thrust as he selfishly claimed what he believed to be his. 
 
    The snake hissed, its head now resting on his shoulder, its tongue darting out to kiss at his cheek and neck. The weight of the massive serpent tail slowed his thrusting somewhat, but its cold embrace urged him onwards. 
 
    So much of Jonathan’s life had been about Evadne denying his sexual urges, and so he unleashed them on her now without restraint. 
 
    As his cum flooded inside of her, the Chimera’s body moaned and thrashed like he wanted, but inside of it Evadne still felt nothing. 
 
    And as the demon grew bored of the event it began to fantasize with her about all of the different ways they could hurt him. 
 
    Even when he pulled his cock out of her and forced her to the floor again to lick and suck it clean, he remained unaware of her innermost fantasies. 
 
    Because despite Jonathan’s powers as an Empath the demon hid the thoughts away from him so that all he felt was the false desire to pleasure him. 
 
    As for Evadne: she had no more pride, nor qualms about being soiled by a human, nothing except her mission. 
 
    To destroy all life. 
 
    One day soon, that would include Jonathan’s. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 42: 
 
    Enduring Hope 
 
      
 
      
 
    The morning after the attack, Nameless was holding Milly close; he and his girls had slept in one of the temporary shelters erected the day before, with their apartment gone it was their only option. 
 
    The nightmarish events of the previous day made Nameless fear sleep, and indulge in little of it when it finally came, but now that morning had come he really didn’t want to get up. 
 
    He drew in a deep breath of Milly’s familiar scent, his face buried deep in her cleavage. 
 
    Where it belonged, in her opinion. 
 
    As he exhaled, again into her breasts, he felt her strength as she held him tight. 
 
    He never felt more at peace than when he was in her arms. 
 
    Sharing in Volka’s mind could bolster his willpower and shield him from the emotional carnage within the minds of the Tenebrae, but he could not dwell in her thoughts forever, especially not now, not with her occupied coordinating the combined forces of the Aegis and the monster girl volunteers in the city. 
 
    “Better?” Milly asked quietly. 
 
    “Better. Thank you.” 
 
    He drew in another breath, before turning his head to one side to kiss at one of her breasts. 
 
    She lowed gently and rubbed at his back. 
 
    “If you keep kissing me like that I’m going to misbehave.” She warned in a weak jest. 
 
    No way did they have time for that. 
 
    His chin lifted so that his muddy brown eyes could meet her baby blues, a sad smile on his face. 
 
    “Later baby. Always later.” 
 
    Together they got out of the uncomfortable cot, but once they were dressed she pulled him close again, leaning down to press her soft pink lips against his for a moment. 
 
    “My master, before I met you I didn’t know what I was meant to do, or to be. I do now. We’re here to save as many as we can. Like that Katje, Neru. And that poor Lambda before, the one with the glasses.” She sniffed suddenly and he was surprised to see her eyes wet with sudden emotion; “And like those poor girls yesterday. And Erica and Nina.” 
 
    “Milly, I’m-” 
 
    “I don’t remember if I ever thanked you Master.” She whispered suddenly as she blinked back her tears; “Thanked you for saving my sister.” 
 
    Nameless laughed suddenly, causing her to flinch before he put both hands on her cheeks, his thumbs gently grazing below her eyes to wipe away the moisture. 
 
    “You thanked me, just by being in my life you thanked me.” 
 
    As he stood on his toes for another kiss his hands shifted from her cheeks to the sides of her head, cupping her floppy ears and stroking them gently as they made out with easy intimacy. 
 
    When they broke apart once more his hands fell from her face, briefly pausing to give her massive tits a hearty grope through her shirt before he stepped away from her. 
 
    “When this is over. We’ll go back to our cottage in Kettering, I’ll start in on that garden like Ophelia wanted, and spend my days watching you in the field. Grazing and basking in the light with your bond-sisters.” 
 
    She smiled, knowing full well that he was telling her a lie, or at best a hopeful fantasy of the life they both longed for. 
 
    “That sounds nice. Erica is really good at basking. It might take some doing with Nina though.” 
 
    “We can teach her together.” He promised. 
 
    Her fingers intertwined with his and, refreshed once more, Nameless and his loyal cow stepped out into the city, ready to face whatever was to come. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    “Aegis Holt! You are a hard woman to find amidst this chaos! We have been searching for you since yesterday!” 
 
    Miranda’s head snapped up at hearing her name, her eyes scanning the bustling street for the source. 
 
    When she found it, her jaw dropped. 
 
    “Alcaia! What the hell are you doing here? Did Escrya get word to you?” 
 
    The warleader had come with Adrian and Olena along with a half-dozen of her people, and together they closed the distance quickly. 
 
    She was frowning though by the time she stood before Miranda. 
 
    “I was not aware that she was looking for me.” 
 
    The gruff Aegis operative scratched at her chin as she measured the group of monster girls, until her brow furrowed when she saw the scruffy-looking man in the midst of them. 
 
    He let out a sigh, understanding her confusion. 
 
    “Miranda Holt?” He extended his hand to clasp hers; “Adrian Shaw, with the ordinance disposal unit.” 
 
    She had shaken the man’s hand out of reflex, but with his unshaven face and unwashed state, she nearly didn’t recognize the tattered uniform he wore. 
 
    “Right. You are way overdue. And I think you lot have a story to tell.” 
 
    “From the irate Ogre we met when coming into the city, not to mention everything we have heard since, I think so do you.” Alcaia responded pointedly as she and her warriors took in the ever-present signs of destruction. 
 
    Miranda slowly nodded. 
 
    “We’d better get you to the Bastion.” 
 
    The building had at last been pronounced sound, and so the Aegis had reoccupied it. 
 
    A short while later, Adrian and the others were standing in front of the provisional Aegis council, though out of respect for the dead they weren’t meeting in the usual council chamber. 
 
    Booker was still part of it; despite his injuries and Juni’s strident objections the stubborn man was hobbling around on a crutch and glaring at anyone who tried to help him. Meanwhile Theo Holbrook had taken Margaret Bloom’s seat as headmaster of the academy, while Commander Dawn Morrow was spearheading the Aegis response to the crisis under the leadership of Volka, with Tiana serving as a representative of the monster girls that had already been following the Valkyrie. 
 
    “Tristan Grove. Bethany Sinclair’s ex-husband and business partner.” Miranda noted with grim satisfaction when Adrian and the others had finished their tale; “The last big question-mark left over after the machine shop in Algrade.” 
 
    “It seems that you and Aegis Holt had been working two sides of the same case.” Booker observed, but then he let out a heavy sigh; “The whole team is gone?” 
 
    Wearing a fresh uniform for the first time in months, Adrian simply nodded. 
 
    “This is... a blow. I knew Derrick Killian since he was at the academy.” 
 
    Juni reached out with one wet hand and rubbed at his shoulder to console him. 
 
    So many friends, gone. 
 
    Booker patted her finger and shook off his melancholy as he turned to face the dark haired woman standing next to Adrian. 
 
    “And you? Olena, correct?” 
 
    “I’m afraid it must be.” The Witch said placidly. 
 
    “How are you involved with this? We reached out to the covens months ago to help combat Evadne’s magic but haven’t heard anything from them since.” 
 
    Olena frowned. 
 
    “That is not unexpected. There is a reason I stand alone. After the devastation their magic caused during the war the covens vowed to protect themselves and their bond-mates above all others. If what you have told me is true and entropy is spreading across this world, I think it unlikely you will receive much aid from them, not until they themselves are under threat.” 
 
    “How about you? Can you help us?” Miranda asked. 
 
    The Witch looked long into her eyes, neither of them blinking. 
 
    “I do not know. Entropy is one of the primal forces that govern our world, it exists to balance the light of creation. It is dangerous beyond words and shouldn’t be meddled with. Beyond that I cannot say.” 
 
    Dawn Morrow shook her head. 
 
    “Maybe you can’t help us against Evadne’s magic, but surely you can use yours to help restrain the Tenebrae Jonathan has created!” 
 
    “I’m not one for crusades.” 
 
    “We’re not asking you to join a damned crusade.” Booker snapped; “We’re asking you to help stop one.” 
 
    The Witch lifted one eyebrow as tension mounted in the room. 
 
    She moved towards Booker and he let out a grunt as her bone needle jabbed him in the forearm. 
 
    Adrian rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Not this again.” 
 
    Olena stepped back as the surprised Aegis councillor held his bleeding arm, the Witch tapping the end of her bloody needle against the rim of a vial she had produced from nowhere. 
 
    “The emotional nuances you humans carry in your blood is invaluable for-” 
 
    A big gob of water splashed into the side of Olena’s head, cutting her off; twin coils of more water flowed above an enraged Juni as she glared at the Witch. 
 
    “Stab my man again and I’ll drown you in your own blood!” The normally effervescent girl snarled. 
 
    Blinking away the wet, Olena looked down at her vial, swirling now with a mixture of blood and Juni’s water. 
 
    With a huff the Witch upturned the vial. 
 
    “Useless now.” 
 
    “Serves you right.” The elemental growled as Booker patted at her arm placatingly. 
 
    Olena tilted her head to one side and twisted her mane of thick dark hair to get the water out of it. 
 
    “If my people had ever found a way to harness the power in an elemental’s blood we would have won the war. Such passion.” 
 
    Before Juni could retort, Miranda stepped in. 
 
    “Look lady, I get that you have this whole aloof and mysterious shtick going for you, but everyone in this room very recently lost a lot of friends. So either get your head out of your ass and help, or get the hell out of here before I start force-feeding you knuckles.” 
 
    Olena bit her lip, a flash of remorse coming across her features as she spotted Miranda’s clenched fist. 
 
    “My... apologies. I have lived most of my life in the wilds, having only encountered a handful of humans in that time. I am not used to being around so many at once.” With her hair as dry as she could make it she righted her posture and nodded her head; “Yes. Of course I will help. I didn’t save Adrian’s life just for him to die here.” 
 
    “Why am I dying all of a sudden?” He mumbled. 
 
    Though she was frowning at the Witch’s behaviour, Tiana chose not to comment on it, instead she address Alcaia. 
 
    “Warleader, I am Tiana of Brael, and I have spent a great deal of time with some of your people. I can direct you so that you might speak with your second.” 
 
    The Saenga leader nodded. 
 
    “I came here to ensure that Adrian and these weapons were returned safely. Now I must see to the safety of my warriors, and I am most eager to see my daughter again.” 
 
    After she spoke though, Tiana adopted a pained look, causing the Amazon leader’s eyes to narrow. 
 
    The council had many things that they had to do, and bickering with Olena simply wasn’t one of them, so after Tiana and Alcaia left the meeting soon broke apart. 
 
    Shortly thereafter, the Saenga leader was standing beside the cots where two of her warriors were recovering, having a serious talk with her second. 
 
    “I had assumed that you and the others were enjoying your time away from the village, an adventure to further the growth of the younger ones like Kaylee and my daughter.” 
 
    “We were, at first.” Myrina shook her head mournfully; “But then this evil awoke, and we sought to aid the Aegis in combating it.” 
 
    “You should have sent word to me Myrina!” Alcaia rebuked her sternly; “If I had known I would have led all of the Saenga to your aid!” 
 
    Myrina hung her head in shame, but Volka came to her rescue, having sought them out after learning of Alcaia’s arrival. 
 
    “Do not be over harsh with Myrina, Warleader.” The Valkyrie declared as she picked her way amongst the many injured people in the tent; “We cannot see all ends, and the Chimera is something none of us could have predicted. Ever has Myrina sought only to keep my husband safe.” 
 
    The reaction of Alcaia and the Amazons she brought with her served as a reminder that the last time she’d seen Volka the Valkyrie’s soul was still trapped in her shield. 
 
    Once she had recovered her composure, she shook her head. 
 
    “I dreamt of adventure and war when I was a girl, as we all do. But now I stand before a Dominar of the Valkyrie and long for nothing but peace.” 
 
    “Such are not the complaints of a warleader!” Volka chuckled, the warmth of her mirth causing the people and monsters recovering around to perk up; “Peace will come again, though we shall have to fight to obtain it.” 
 
    It was a statement she was getting a lot of use out of. 
 
    “I will follow you.” Alcaia promised immediately; “I wish I had more of my people though. And I wish I knew where my daughter was.” 
 
    Myrina had since informed her of Escrya’s quest, and she was greatly troubled by it. 
 
    “We all have wishes. I wish I did not need to send her out as I had.” Volka admitted. 
 
    “Helena and Kaylee are with her.” Myrina assured them both; “Kaylee is not much older than Escrya but she is already a canny warrior, and Helena is wise enough to keep them out of trouble.” 
 
    Alcaia bit her lip, but accepted it, leaning over to kiss one of the wounded Amazons on the brow. 
 
    Though the medics appreciated the presence of the Valkyrie and her soothing aura, the press of bodies from their conversation was much less desired, so they stepped outside. 
 
    “There is something else that we must discuss.” Volka began; “Something of some import, Alcaia.” 
 
    Myrina brought her hand up to cover her mouth and hide her smile, knowing what was coming. 
 
    “What is it?” The warleader asked. 
 
    But she blinked in surprise when Volka pulled her into a hug, shuddering as the softness of her feathered wings wrapped around her. 
 
    “By human custom, you would now be considered my mother in law, and it is only appropriate that I greet you as such.” 
 
    Their hug broke apart, the Amazon as confused as before. 
 
    “Mother in- what does that...” Alcaia trailed off as her mind worked through what Volka was saying and how it might relate to the smirk on her face; “My daughter has bonded?!” 
 
    “She has.” 
 
    “T-To the Valkyrja-datta?” She demanded with voice shaking from emotion. 
 
    “To my Husband, Nameless.” Volka corrected; “I appreciate you venerating him with the lofty title, but given that you are his family now, it would be better that you use his name. I know that he would prefer it.” 
 
    Alcaia readily agreed, and was quick to follow the Valkyrie, but paused as Volka caught sight of Adrian. 
 
    The Aegis technician had been directed to the medics for a checkup after his injuries in the wilds and afterwards he lingered outside, uncertain what to do with himself. 
 
    Olena had given up on him, and he had no real connections with anyone anymore, at least none that he could lean on. 
 
    And that hollow feeling within his chest was impossible for the angel to ignore. 
 
    Seeing her approaching the wounded man, Alcaia drew back discreetly to give them a moment. 
 
    An ordinary Valkyrie, if an angel could ever be called that, would see to the root of Adrian’s distress, but a Dominar had the power to do something about it. 
 
    “Outside of the fear of yesterday, people will still laugh in the streets, while their children will make light of things they don’t understand.” Adrian looked up in surprise, his mouth falling open slightly at the unexpected address; “And all of it galls you. It isn’t fair that they should be smiling while she no longer can.” 
 
    He had to look away as the Valkyrie’s words cut deep into the root of his unhappiness, a bitter swell of anger rising within him. 
 
    But her sheer presence forestalled any protest from him. 
 
    “Life persists, even despite your suffering, Aegis Shaw. Find hope in this. I am so very sorry to have learned of your loss, but there is a time to grieve... and a time to live again.” 
 
    “What the hell are you saying?” He muttered as he continued to avoid looking at her. 
 
    His breathing became ragged though when she approached him from the side, one hand settling on his shoulder while the other pressed against his chest, over his heart. 
 
    “I’m saying you need to find something, anything to keep that spark of life inside of you from going out. Because that was what she loved. That precious part of you that contained all of those things that now irk you so.” 
 
    She leaned even closer, speaking in an almost reverent hush that stood greatly at odds with her words. 
 
    “And I’m saying that if you don’t, I’m going to grab your undies and give you the mother of all wedgies.” 
 
    He snorted and finally turned to face her, though the kindness in her eyes nearly broke him. 
 
    “Joke’s on you blondie.” He said with a weak smile; “I’m not wearing any.” 
 
    She chuckled and leaned in to kiss him on the nose. 
 
    “Good. Hang on to that. Humour is a precious tool when it comes to healing.” She sighed then; “But I’m afraid I must leave you now to check on my husband.” 
 
    “Lucky guy.” Adrian mumbled without thinking. 
 
    She was a beautiful woman. 
 
    Volka arched one eyebrow and kissed him again, on the cheek this time, trailing her lips over to whisper directly in his ear. 
 
    “Buddy, you have no idea. I do this thing with my thumb that makes his toes curl up and his hair stand straight on end.” 
 
    Adrian actually laughed at that, and she winked at him before stalking away, catching up to Alcaia. 
 
    Nameless was dead on his feet, and at Ophelia’s insistence he was resting in the parlour of one of the cafes on the edge of Divinity Square, the owners had opened their doors to provide shelter and water to those working outside. 
 
    Though he was all but napping at one of their tables with Milly and Nina, no one challenged them on it, his uniform enough of a reason not to. 
 
    Having felt them coming, his face brightened when he saw Alcaia and Volka come inside, and he stood to greet them. 
 
    The Amazon stomped up to him and scooped him up into her arms to plant a fierce kiss on his lips that made him blush scarlet and drew a number of looks from the numerous people in the cafe. 
 
    Milly and Nina watched with amused smirks, fully understanding Alcaia’s reaction as she hugged him tight. 
 
    After several long seconds she set him back on his feet and placed her hands on his shoulders. 
 
    “It feels wrong to say this, but I must. Despite all of the chaos and death in recent days, you have made me the happiest I have been since I first found my bond-mate. Thank you for choosing my daughter!” 
 
    Her smile was so broad she almost looked like a crazy person, so Nameless squeezed her hands on his shoulders awkwardly. 
 
    “We chose each other. I just used my powers to make it official, that’s all.” 
 
    She laughed and pulled him into a bosomy hug, his stature once again causing his face to get buried in Amazon tits. 
 
    “Downplay it if you must, my dear Nameless! I will not challenge your humility! Not after this.” 
 
    As she noted, it felt strange for her to be experiencing anything close to happiness in the wake of the attack on the city, but the snippet of joy from her was critically important. 
 
    It reminded people that witnessed it that life would go on, and that they could recover again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 43: 
 
    Grace and Creed 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Found it!” Nina declared as she pulled herself out of the pile of rubble that had once been their home. 
 
    She was holding Ophelia’s teddy bear, looking more worn than ever, inside of which was her heartstone. 
 
    She’d promised to recover the precious item as soon as she could, and they were all glad when she did. 
 
    “Oh thank goodness!” The Flutterby exclaimed as she took the dirty little bear and hugged it tight to her breasts once she confirmed her heart was still safe inside of it; “And thank you dearheart.” 
 
    It had been stressful enough acting as a medic in the wake of the attack on the city, add onto that the anxiety of knowing that her heartstone was buried beneath their apartment and Ophelia had started to come a bit unglued. 
 
    Nearby several heads were raised as people heard the Gigas make her discovery, many of the other residents of the building likewise picking through it in search of treasured possessions. 
 
    Seeing the Flutterby smiling rejuvenated the subdued people and they quickly returned to their search with more energy than before. 
 
    Another tiny piece of joy, to help tide them over. 
 
    Just as she had once upon a time for Kar Brael, Volka presided over a memorial vigil held for the fallen when night fell on the second day after the attack, a sea of candles filling Divinity Square to reflect the Valkyrie’s softly glowing form; for those that fought and died, for the Aegis council, and for the countless collateral victims of Evadne’s plot. 
 
    Divinity Square had seen much damage in recent years. 
 
    It started with the first fight with the Chimera; the deep scores in the cobblestones left by her dark magic had yet to be repaired, and now they were the least of the damage, with rubble and blood in equal measure decorating the once-proud city square that had become the center for triage in the besieged city just hours before. 
 
    Despite their heartbreak at the loss of so many of their kin, not to mention the shame they felt at the destruction they had wrought, Tora’s clan members helped with rescue efforts within the city once Nameless had restored their minds to them, and now they stood with the other mourners. 
 
    The survivors of the Ogre clan hung their heads low, but no one blamed them: everyone knew what a Tenebrae was. 
 
    A little boy approached one of the more emotional ones, reaching up to hand her one of the candles his father had entrusted to him to hold in vigil for his mother and older brother. 
 
    Without a word, the Ogre handed the boy her heartstone in trade. 
 
    Those who witnessed the exchange would remember it always. 
 
    Once the vigil ended Nameless and his family made to leave, but were interrupted when out of nowhere a flying blur shot out and hugged Erica around her midsection. 
 
    The Katje yowled and flinched back, but stopped short of clawing at the little creature holding her tight. 
 
    “What the fu-wait, is that Mishka?” 
 
    She reached down and shifted the Dormaus’s face up to meet her smile. 
 
    “Yup! It’s me! Hey, why are you dressed like this?” She leveled an accusing glare at the Katje in her skin-tight leather as her tone reflected her suspicion; “Are you doing grown up stuff for money now like my momma used to?” 
 
    “No! I work for the Aegis. Where the hell did you come from?” 
 
    Not really listening to the Katje, Mishka kept right on talking. 
 
    “We almost got crushed! But then this weirdo made everything go all green and stuff! It was my fault, I went all stiff again.” Her voice fell as she finished in a shameful tone. 
 
    Coming out of the crowd, Grace hugged her to her thighs from behind to comfort her. 
 
    “It was a Witch, if you can believe it!” She stroked her fingers through the Dormaus’s hair as she smiled at Ophelia; “It’s good to see you all again. This little terror has been looking for you for ages.” 
 
    “We get around.” Nina joked as she sidled up to Mishka. 
 
    “What are you doing?” The tiny girl whined at the giant’s nearness, her eyes flicking to the enormous hammer. 
 
    Nina shrugged. 
 
    “Nothing. You’re just not any bigger than the last time I saw you. That’s smart. Get stronger, not larger.” 
 
    Mishka blinked her enormous eyes and then let out a giggle. 
 
    “You’re a weirdo too!” 
 
    “Call me that again and I’ll-” 
 
    “And I think it’s time we left!” Ophelia interrupted loudly in an attempt to head off her bloodthirsty bond-sister. 
 
    A fruitless attempt. 
 
    “-pull out your spine and make you eat it.” Nina finished while throwing a puzzled look at the Flutterby. 
 
    But rather than fill the Dormaus with fear, the giant’s threat just made her laugh harder, which in turn earned her another smile from Nina. 
 
    “Heh, I like this one. She’s got guts.” 
 
    The spark of levity that the child brought with her provided them with another emotional reprieve. 
 
    And as it turned out, Alcaia and Mishka weren’t the only familiar faces to show up in the city, because the next morning Volka’s faith was rewarded when Queen Julia returned. 
 
    And as promised, she did not come alone: just as they had the first time, the Antlion soldiers marched in perfect lockstep behind her. 
 
    Only now there were more of them, a lot more. 
 
    There was nothing quite like three thousand marching Antlions to project strength into the stricken city. 
 
    At the front of the column were the five queens of the Longinus family; Julia and four of her daughters, along with a portly man in a garish dress uniform. 
 
    The fat man was huffing and puffing as he walked, but he managed to keep pace with the Antlions until they reached the Bastion and could present themselves to Volka. 
 
    “Dominar. I can see that our arrival was poorly timed.” Julia greeted with a frown at the state of the city. 
 
    “Poorly timed or not, it is well appreciated!” Volka disagreed. 
 
    Julia stepped to one side in deference and gestured towards the man standing at the head of the Antlion column. 
 
    “May I present my lord and consort, Barnabas Rosenbaum Longinus.” 
 
    Everything about the short and plump man screamed ridiculous. 
 
    He had innumerable medals pinned to his chest while the ornate plumed helmet perched on his head wobbled dangerously every time he moved. 
 
    Though to the tubster’s credit, he met Volka’s gaze unflinchingly as he offered her a florid bow that made his face red from the effort of it. 
 
    “Greetings Dominar Volka, I’m told I have you to thank for the rescue of our daughter, Avita?” 
 
    “No thanks are necessary, Master of Longinus.” The Valkyrie replied, the relief on her face plain to see even through her serene mask; “Though the assistance of your legions and those of your daughters’ will help greatly in our struggle.” 
 
    Cornelius looked around at the damaged building and the rubble still strewn about the courtyard as Volka spoke, then leaned in to address her in a lower voice, his royal façade slipping slightly. 
 
    “Er, is the city supposed to look like this?” 
 
    While they conversed, not far away Tiana and Erica watched, the Amazon biting her lip with an almost covetous expression on her face. 
 
    “What is it?” Erica asked as she noticed her attention. 
 
    Milly had only been able to spare a single glass of her milk to their dear friend to help her ribs heal, but the Amazons were hardy folk and she was well on the mend after a brief visit from a Dryad. 
 
    Tiana casually placed her arm around the Katje’s shoulder, squeezing her into her uninjured side as she sighed in obvious longing. 
 
    “Antlion soldiers are amongst the most well-trained in all of the world. And those are Myrmidons. The personal guard to their queen and her bond-mate.” She gestured with her chin towards a group of larger Antlions, gathered around the queens at the front of the column; “See the length of their antennae? Not to mention the height difference between them and the regular legionnaires? Only the most elite of the soldier caste evolve to become them.” 
 
    Erica snuggled closer in the crook of the Amazon’s arm, purring slightly in her throat at the casual affection in her embrace. 
 
    “Okay, so why do you look like you’re pining after them?” 
 
    Tiana chuckled as she scratched at the Katje’s ear. 
 
    “Because just about any Amazon I know would love the opportunity to test their mettle against such an opponent. Myself included!” She sighed again as she shook her head slowly; “But such a contest will never be.” 
 
    “Why not? I thought all the warrior breeds were up for a challenge.” 
 
    “Not them. They have no ego at all. No desire save serving their sovereigns and enacting their will.” 
 
    Erica’s tail swished behind her as she watched the Antlions. 
 
    She huffed and then pinched Tiana’s ass. 
 
    “Can’t you just pick a fight with the queen then?” 
 
    The Amazon initially yelped, but began to laugh at the mischievous cat’s suggestion. 
 
    “I could if I were mad! The entire colony would fall on me all together! One does not insult a queen. I thought you would have known that what with your dealings with Oldeera and her hive. Even Yana addressed her with respect.” 
 
    Her face fell as her mind was called to her warleader, dragged into darkness by Jonathan and Evadne, but she shook off the morose thought before it could distract her, ruffling Erica’s hair in recompense for the ass-pinch. 
 
    But the cat was undeterred, now acting a bit smug. 
 
    “Oldeera got on Nina’s bad side by snagging our man when we first met. I don’t want to offend the most-high Longinuses and their Myrmididians over there, but my mountain trumps any queen alive.” 
 
    “Keep talking me up like that and you’re in for a real spanking.” Nina called from one side, her hammer resting casually on her shoulder; “Volka’s asking for you, Tiana. Think she wants you there with Myrina and Alcaia while everyone makes words with the Antlions.” 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Given the number of individuals attending the meeting, it was necessary to hold it in the mess hall where Milly and Nameless had encountered Evadne. 
 
    The pillars and damaged walls were repaired, though instead of the strange and perfectly smooth stone they were now an amalgamation of different strata of rock, the magic of the Gnomes and Golems that repaired it making it appear more like a natural formation than an artificial one. 
 
    Standing before the gathering of monster girl and human leaders, Volka drew in a deep breath as she gathered her thoughts before speaking. 
 
    “Most of the warrior breeds know that in a friendly contest there is no shame in defeat, for to wallow in it is to disgrace the one that bested you, to whom you owe all of the glory. But here it cannot be about shame nor pride, because here the consequences of defeat are unthinkable. No matter how many of us fall, Evadne and her puppet must be brought down and they must be brought down now. Afterwards it shall behoove those victors that still stand upon the field to venerate the glorious dead.” 
 
    “But not Evadne?” 
 
    The Valkyrie turned to Xalanth, the two of them sharing a long look before she finally shook her head, her eyes sad. 
 
    “No. For her there are no more tears left to shed. There was a moment, one tiny moment, when we fought above Garland where I saw in her eyes the pain of the mother she once was, the pain Jonathan uses to twist the hearts of so many of our sisters... But it was gone a breath later, nothing but vengeful wrath existing in its place. The kindest thing we can do for our enemy is end her.” 
 
    Queen Julia’s head dipped down firmly in agreement. 
 
    “After what was done to my Avita...” She had to pause to take a breath to compose herself before continuing, knuckles white on the sword at her hip; “I will focus on saving the lives of the monster girls in their sway rather than seeking vengeance, but the Chimera and her bond must die for their crimes against my house.” 
 
    It was not so much a declaration of what should be as it was a demand or even an order of what must be, from the Antlion Queen to the Valkyrie. 
 
    In the midst of this though, Nina was growing impatient. 
 
    “We keep saying that. Again and again. But she keeps being not dead. It’s pissing me off, so let’s stop yammering about it and figure out how to go and make it a thing.” 
 
    Volka nodded. 
 
    “We must bring the fight to them. Too long have we been on the defensive, with terrible consequences. But with the arrival of the Longinus legions and with the brave volunteers that now stand beside the Aegis, we can finally end this.” 
 
    “Even if we found out where they were, Evadne will see us coming.” Miranda warned; “From everything I’ve heard she seems to be able to pop in and out of darkness without warning.” 
 
    Again Volka dipped her head. 
 
    “Yes, but Milly faced her before and gravely wounded her. And from what I’ve seen for myself she is barely hanging on. Powerful, but dying. Entropy will eventually consume her utterly.” 
 
    Abruptly Olena the Witch stood up and headed towards the stairs, seemingly intent on leaving while a great many eyes watched. 
 
    Oddly though, Volka ignored her and kept right on talking. 
 
    “So she will face us, she cares more for our deaths than she does her own life. It is what she wants. Or rather, it is what her master, the demon that has consumed her soul, wants. And at least if we go out to meet her, then we can spare the non-combatants in Garland from further suffering.” 
 
    While the conversation shifted towards more practical matters, Nameless and his other bond-mates waited, not having much to offer beyond support to Volka. 
 
    But as she was passing them Olena paused, her strange green eyes looking Nameless over intently as she fingered with a bone needle. 
 
    “Your blood...” She murmured, her brow furrowing quizzically. 
 
    “Um, can I help you?” He replied quietly, his eyes darting towards where Volka and Booker were still talking. 
 
    She shook her head quickly, casting off the distraction of his words. 
 
    While she pondered him though, Nina had come over, her hammer at the ready. 
 
    “Yo, blackie, you see the golden lady with the nice tits, she’s talking so you should-” 
 
    Abruptly Olena turned away from Nameless and swooped towards the Gigas. 
 
    There was no other word for it, she swooped. 
 
    She rapidly moved forwards while bending at the waist until her face was right in front of Nina’s, rocking the giant back on her heels. 
 
    Her glowing green eyes darted back and forth between Nina’s, and oddly the Gigas began to faintly tremble. 
 
    They held that pose for several seconds, until Olena turned back to Nameless and seized him by the arm, turning his wrist as she examined his bracer. 
 
    “An interesting charm, but where did you get it?” She asked him intently. 
 
    He didn’t try to pull his arm free, though his posture definitely became defensive. 
 
    “It was a gift from a friend.” 
 
    “This... friend, was she a Witch that didn’t like you? Or was it someone else, someone who maybe had a series of misfortune befall them all at once before they parted with it?” 
 
    “What? No!” 
 
    “Hmmm.” She pursed her lips and released him. 
 
    “What is this all about?” 
 
    “There is a curse upon this object.” The Witch stated simply. 
 
    His jaw fell open and he looked at the bracer as if he had just discovered it was made of spiders. 
 
    “The h-hell are you talking about lady?” Nina asked, displaying uncharacteristic hesitance in the face of the other monster girl. 
 
    “Just as I said. A curse. Pay it no mind.” 
 
    Erica’s tail had puffed up at the dire words. 
 
    “Pay it no- how are we supposed to ignore something like that?!” 
 
    Olena sighed. 
 
    “When it comes to curses, intent is everything. For what purpose do you wear this bracer?” 
 
    “To protect the hearts of monster girls.” Nameless said immediately. 
 
    “Not to enslave them?” 
 
    “Of course not!” 
 
    “Then as I said, pay it no mind.” 
 
    “But... a curse?” Ophelia asked nervously. 
 
    Her heartstone was set in one of the bracer’s indentations; after their apartment was destroyed she had taken it out of her teddy bear in order to avoid getting separated from it again. 
 
    “Don’t concern yourselves with it, it will only trigger on those that deserve it.” 
 
    “Deserve it according to whom?” Volka asked from behind her. 
 
    It seemed the meeting was breaking up into several smaller ones, and so the Valkyrie had come over to investigate what had caught the Witch’s attention. 
 
    “Clint...” Milly said suddenly. 
 
    They all turned to her, most with puzzled expressions, though Nameless’s eyes widened as he realized what she meant. 
 
    Despite still being unnerved by the Witch, Nina crossed her arms over her breasts. 
 
    “What the hell is a ‘Clint’?” 
 
    “The guy that whipped Milly, and me. He was arrested, a couple times actually. Milly threw him off a bridge.” Nameless shifted his weight onto one foot as he remembered the details surrounding the unpleasant man; “After that Paul had, uh, words with him about how he had treated her. He gave me this to keep everyone’s hearts safe when we were looking for Volka.” 
 
    Olena nodded, her curiosity satisfied. 
 
    “A curse of misfortune, brought about by one’s own actions.” 
 
    “Guess that explains how he ended up buying an arena-fighting Minotaur that refused to fight in the arena. Didn’t you break both of his legs?” Erica asked a suddenly blushing Milly. 
 
    “Do you know where it came from though?” Nameless fretted; “Maybe I should give it back to whoever made it?” 
 
    Olena gave him a long look. 
 
    “We Witches are few in number, but we don’t all know one another.” He turned pink at her admonishing words as she continued; “It serves the Aegis now. That would be enough for whoever charmed it... probably.” 
 
    “Then why even bring it up?” Nina asked in exasperation. 
 
    She nearly folded in on herself though when Olena’s eyes found her and held her in place again. 
 
    The Witch smiled slowly, unnervingly, before reaching down and delicately pinching one of Nina’s ears and slowly rolling the tiny lobe between the pads of two fingers. 
 
    “You are... so very small. I could tuck you into my pocket, and no one would know.” 
 
    Abruptly she turned and walked away. 
 
    “What a bitch! She doesn’t even have pockets!” Erica protested in a strained whisper. 
 
    She was pretty sure the departing monster wouldn’t hear her, but didn’t want to take any chances. 
 
    Nina shuddered as the others looked to her with concern. 
 
    “Babe, are you alright?” Nameless asked worriedly. 
 
    She rolled her shoulders and oddly wiggled from side to side, trying to shake free from the unnerving feelings that the Witch Olena had so easily instilled in her. 
 
    When she couldn’t, she had to be honest to her man. 
 
    “That woman scares the hell out of me.” She admitted in a tiny voice, shamefaced. 
 
    Volka set her hand on Nina’s head, gently massaging her scalp as she watched the Witch head down the stairs. 
 
    “With good reason. The curses I have seen unfold on the battlefield were terrible to behold. And her people are as willful as yours.” 
 
    “But… she is going to help right?” Milly asked worriedly, not at all liking the effect that Olena had on her bond-sister. 
 
    The Gigas was supposed to be the scary one. 
 
    “We can only hope.” Volka pronounced as she shifted her hands to massage at Nina’s shoulders; “Suffice to say she will act however she deems necessary, and there is not one thing I could say that would sway her otherwise. In truth, we might never see her again.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 44: 
 
    Ham amidst Crisis 
 
      
 
      
 
    The changes that came over the city in the following days were drastic. 
 
    Though it was still being used to house monster girls, the auction house was closed indefinitely. There was simply no feasible way of keeping it open in the wake of the attack. 
 
    And no longer were any of the higher ups in the Aegis trying to keep Nameless busy in another office somewhere; there were too many things that needed doing to worry about him, especially when it came to dealing with the injured and dead. 
 
    Although Nina, Milly, and Erica refused to leave his side, he worked mostly with Ophelia, her medical training on hold as the two of them helped deal with the physical and emotional fallout from the attack. 
 
    The humble young orphan never thought of himself as wise, but when it came to destructive emotions like survivor’s guilt, he was a pro, even when it came to humans. 
 
    Helping to ease the burden on the city was the arrival of the Longinus family, because no one understood logistics like an Antlion Queen. Just as Miranda had told Erica, their colonies were the largest of any of the insect breeds in terms of numbers, making even Oldeera’s hive seem tiny by comparison. 
 
    At Queen Julia’s suggestion, food was being collected and strictly rationed by the lawkeepers, while a tent-town sprang up in Divinity Square where the legions of Antlions had bivouacked alongside the temporary medical shelters. 
 
    All in all, the city was in a state of grim readiness, a mindset that stood at odds with the pleasant summer weather. 
 
    Playing guard duty outside of the medical tent where Nameless was helping Ophelia, Erica turned Milly’s braid over and over in her fingers to determine if it was salvageable. 
 
    Finally she shook her head. 
 
    “It’s no use lover. Evadne wrecked it.” 
 
    “I was afraid of that.” Milly sighed as she took the broken braid back; “Well then, I’ll just have to make another one from scratch!” 
 
    Erica snuggled up against her and began to purr, glad of the cow’s resilience. 
 
    “She’s wrecked a lot.” She remarked, casually twirling one of Kar’s knives around her knuckles. 
 
    She would never forget the look on Nameless and Milly’s face when they found each other again after they had faced the Chimera. 
 
    They’d all been through so much… 
 
    The purring stopped. 
 
    Milly lowed quietly and shook her head. 
 
    “Yeah, but we’re stronger now. Stronger than she is. And stronger than we were.” 
 
    Briefly the two reminisced about their shared history, about Brant, their asshole of an owner that brought them together only to tear them apart, and Erica’s time as a Tenebrae that resulted from it. 
 
    “We’re stronger now.” Milly repeated firmly, turning and hugging the Katje. 
 
    She didn’t let go until Erica was purring again, and when she did she pressed the broken braid back into the Katje’s hands. 
 
    “Here. Until I get a chance to redo it, why don’t you hold onto it? I’m sure Master won’t mind.” 
 
    Holding her bond-sister’s heartstone tight, Erica’s mood improved further and she kissed her on her adorably dimpled chin, then on her lips several times. 
 
    “You know, there is one good thing about this…” She began suggestively. 
 
    “What?” Milly’s eyes widened with innocent curiosity, while the Katje’s hooded with desire. 
 
    “I can find out what having your heart inside of me feels like.” 
 
    The Minotaur blushed, but retuned her smile. 
 
    “I’d really like that.” She promised; “Ooh, let’s use Ophelia’s too!” 
 
    Erica giggled, then let out a plaintive yowl at the thought. 
 
    “Ah man, we should stop talking about it. You’re making me too horny!” 
 
    Milly cheekily flicked at her bond-sister’s nose, only to have Erica counter by tweaking at one of her nipples through her shirt, drawing a resonating moo out of her. 
 
    But just before their mischief could stumble completely out of professional bounds, the Minotaur’s eyes boggled and her jaw fell open as she looked over Erica’s shoulder. 
 
    “Paul!” She blurted out in absolute astonishment. 
 
    With one mental foot already in the bedroom, Erica let out another little yowl at the sudden outburst and the change of direction it represented. 
 
    “Paul? What about Paul?” 
 
    “Howdy Moon-Pie.” The old farmer drawled from behind the Katje. 
 
    “Ah! Oh, okay! That about Paul!” 
 
    There they were: him and his Cockatrices standing amidst the medical tents, as if this was just another day in Kettering, though the city around them was hardly the same backdrop, especially with the rubble in the streets. 
 
    Milly was on him moments later, letting out an emotional bellow as she hugged him tight to her chest. 
 
    “Now now!” He laughed as he struggled to get free of her embrace, slightly flushed from her overt affection; “No need to lose your composure sweetheart. Lovin’ the hat by the way!” 
 
    She lowed again as she hugged him tighter to keep him from escaping. 
 
    At the outburst, both the vocal one and the emotional one, Nameless came out of the tent only for his jaw to fall agape. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he finally sputtered, flabbergasted. 
 
    Finally managing to finally pull free of the teary-eyed Minotaur, Paul offered him a wry smirk. 
 
    “Hello to you to, my boy! Ophelia’s still working on your manners, eh?” 
 
    He offered his hand for Nameless to take, but once again was surprised when the young man hugged him around the middle almost as enthusiastically as Milly had. 
 
    “Tarnation!” He exclaimed; “You city-folk are too handsy for my tastes. Gitoff!” 
 
    Nameless released him quickly, surprised at his own response at seeing the old man after so long. 
 
    A moment later he was distracted though as a couple of the Cockatrices pressed against his legs, cooing and buffeting him gently with their wings in greeting. 
 
    He smiled down at them; his eyes stinging with nostalgia as he remembered helping Paul locate them so long ago after a nasty storm had wrecked their coop. 
 
    Meanwhile Erica likewise gave the farmer a hug, though much more composed than Nameless and Milly. 
 
    “They were worried about you.” She explained to the dear old farmer, quite a bit more in control of her emotions than the others, though she gave him a couple of tiny licks on the cheek; “Nobody has heard anything from Kettering in a while, we thought you went missing or something!” 
 
    Paul gave up on avoiding the hugs and patted her on the back, then shook his head, bemused at her leather outfit. 
 
    “Not missing. Hiding. Once we heard what happened to Lipton Falls I started hollerin’ at anyone who’d listen to skedaddle. Made a real nuisance of meself to Magnus and that block-head of an apprentice of his.” 
 
    Magnus was the lawkeeper in Kettering, but Nameless wasn’t sure what Paul was talking about: last he’d heard he didn’t have an apprentice. 
 
    “That must be why Cordelia never heard back from Tom.” He speculated, his brow furrowed. 
 
    Nina came out of the tent then, shortly followed by Ophelia. 
 
    “Oh hey, it’s the old guy. We like the old guy.” The Gigas remarked. 
 
    It was at that point that they noticed that Paul’s face wasn’t the only one they recognized from Kettering. 
 
    Standing amidst the mixture of Antlions, Cockatrices and medics, a great many people in the crowd were from the small farming town. 
 
    Brandon Dixon, wearing the uniform of a lawkeeper, was standing next to Magnus, who in turn looked a great deal thinner than Nameless remembered. 
 
    “We do like the old guy. But he still hasn’t answered the question!” Ophelia rebuked as she finished her own hug with Paul; “Why are all of you here?” 
 
    His face fell and he shook his head. 
 
    “Because we got to talk to the Aegis. Wayfelt…” The old man had to take a second, clearing the lump in his throat; “Wayfelt is gone. And a whole mess of angry monster girls are squatting where it used to be.” 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Because Paul told them about the destruction of the farming community within earshot of several dozen Antlions, their queens all knew about it, and through them so did the leaders of the Aegis. 
 
    So it wasn’t a surprise that they were soon back in the mess hall, though now it was filled with even more people as several of the prominent citizens in Kettering crowded inside. 
 
    Nameless spotted Tom Loskins and his daughter Helen and felt a sudden stab of embarrassment tinged with guilt when he remembered what he’d gotten up to with his other daughter Cordelia. 
 
    But he couldn’t dwell on his family circumstances long. 
 
    As the story went, Paul had taken the entire population of Kettering into the woods northwest of the town to camp out. The children thought it was a blast, but that’s because children aren’t very bright. 
 
    The weather was nice, and the fear coming from civilization was all too real for them to risk traveling far, not to mention they were burdened with Janet Skinner’s Blomma garden. 
 
    It was while they were hiding out in the woods that they witnessed Wayfelt fall. 
 
    “-could have been a lot worse.” Paul was saying; “Had some forewarning from a number of terrified Lamba, fleeing their farm as the Tenebrae swooped down on it. So they at least had a jump on running away. Most of ‘em got out in time.” 
 
    “Most?” Volka suggested, knowing she wouldn’t like the response. 
 
    The old man drew in a deep breath, and surprisingly had to wipe away a few tears. 
 
    “A dozen or so of the stouter folk took a stand, bought time for the monster girls to get the kids and old-timers out.” 
 
    Volka’s eyes closed briefly as she thought on their sacrifice. 
 
    But she had a job to do. 
 
    “And the Tenebrae are still there?” 
 
    “Yup. And with so many of them hunkering down so close to where we was hunkering, we figured it was high time we got somewhere with a proper roof. So you got half the population of two different towns waiting downstairs for someone to tell ‘em what in tarnation is happening.” 
 
    There was a bunch of muttering from the other people from the towns in question; they’d mostly let Paul do the talking, seeing as he was their elder in every conceivable way, but their discontent was plain. 
 
    Silence gradually fell as the members of the Aegis and the assorted monster girls mulled over the fact that they didn’t have a good answer ready for their concerns. 
 
    “Why Wayfelt?” Dawn Morrow broke the deadlock; “We had an outpost there, but it isn’t that populated. So why there?” 
 
    “Because I grew up ten miles away.” Nameless spat out bitterly, speaking for the first time. 
 
    A number of heads turned towards him, curious, but it was Miranda that replied. 
 
    “We don’t know that kid, and even if we did this shit isn’t on you, so don’t even start.” She countered firmly. 
 
    He wheeled to face her, his jaw working as he tried to find the words. 
 
    But as much as he hated to admit that she was right. 
 
    The news from Wayfelt just hit a little too close to home, figuratively and literally. 
 
    “I must agree with Aegis Holt.” Alcaia proclaimed, Myrina and a couple of her senior warriors nodding at her side; “You are our Valkyrja-datta, and my daughter’s precious bond-mate. If this place fell to harm as a means to harm you, then you must stand firm against such vile cruelty while we take up arms to end it.” 
 
    She’d only very recently learned about Evadne, and she already wasn’t a fan. 
 
    Tiana nodded along with the other Amazons before speaking up. 
 
    “Our warleader has fallen into the Chimera’s grip, and terrible things has she wrought as a result of it, yet I bear no shame for it. If she is in Wayfelt, then I would end her suffering as well, one way or another.” 
 
    Volka spread her wings wide and silenced any further discussion with her aura, making it plain that she intended to speak. 
 
    “And I will not allow us to miss our chance to strike. However the Tenebrae came to be there, we have our target. We’ll need scouts in the air for an up-to-date report on Evadne’s forces. Until we have it, prepare everything and everyone that we have to face this threat.” 
 
    The meeting began to break apart as Volka’s orders were followed, though Paul stuck around, approaching Booker. 
 
    “I hope she’s counting us in that mix.” He said mildly as he filled his pipe; “Because there is only so much suffering folk will take afore they stop waiting around for someone to do something about it. Our lot might not have your training and your fancy lost-tech gizmos, but we’re here to help. And that is with or without your say so.” 
 
    Booker’s eye tracked over the determined faces attached to nodding heads in the crowded mess hall and could plainly see the old man wasn’t exaggerating. 
 
    “Fair enough, Mister Flet-” 
 
    “Paul. If I bite it tomorrow the least you could do is call me Paul. Speaking of which, never did catch your first name.” 
 
    Booker smiled thinly. 
 
    “Nobody uses it. Not even my bond-mates. Clarence.” 
 
    “Yeesh. I can unnerstand why. Yer mammy must have had a difficult labour to punish you with such a moniker. Booker it is. Where do you want us?” 
 
    “You’re asking the wrong person. Dominar Volka is in charge now.” 
 
    “Huh, smart man. Well, guess I’ll go and make a nuisance of meself to the winged lady.” 
 
    Just as Paul said, they wanted to help however they could, and they weren’t the only ones. 
 
    The Ogres remained in the city, working to clear the rubble from Evadne’s assault on the bastion. And so Tora and Kriss were hanging around the base of the spire along with the other giants when the people from Kettering came out of it. 
 
    The blue skin of Tora’s cheeks darkened slightly in a blush and her eyes hooded as she looked Brandon Dixon over. 
 
    “I like shape of that one.” 
 
    At her side Kriss looked towards the young man. 
 
    “He’s handsome, and the muscles are a plus. But he looks like a dick.” 
 
    “I like dick.” Tora replied, mistaking her meaning. 
 
    “Don’t we all? But that isn’t-” 
 
    The Ogre wasn’t listening, instead she walked over to Brandon, doing her best not to shake the ground too much as she did. 
 
    Kriss hissed and rolled her eyes. 
 
    “This should end well.” 
 
    After an incident in the woods involving a group of hibernating Blomma, Brandon had laid off the skirt-chasing in a big way, focusing his energy into learning everything he could from Magnus. 
 
    As such it had been a long time since a woman had flirted with him, and the Ogre wasn’t the least bit subtle about it. 
 
    In fact, she was so obvious that it was much akin to getting hit with a ham. 
 
    An enormous blue sexy… ham. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 45: 
 
    Avalanche 
 
      
 
      
 
    Things proceeded quickly after Paul’s arrival, and soon what seemed like half the population of Garland was on the move. 
 
    A sharp screech from above announced the arrival of a Griffon; a hybrid monster girl with the wings and talons of an eagle and the legs of a lion. 
 
    They also had pride enough to match a Dragon, but that wasn’t important in the moment. 
 
    The flyer landed with a heavy thump at the top of a rise, beyond which the gathered Aegis and monster girl forces were waiting on the order to move. 
 
    They were only a few miles away from Wayfelt, the entirety of their forces having mobilized quickly at Volka’s order; from grim-faced Aegis members to naked Dryads under the watchful protection of their Spriggin cousins. 
 
    A variety of warrior breeds had heeded Volka’s call, Griffons, Amazons, Wolfen, and of course the backbone of their forces: the Antlion legionnaires. 
 
    Even Xalanth and Sadie Essig were there, the Dragon refusing to part with her bond-mate in the final stages of the hunt for the Chimera. 
 
    It wasn’t easy for them, Tora especially, but Volka had asked the Ogres from Garland to stay and protect the city, just in case. 
 
    In truth, she felt that it would be too cruel for them to be forced to battle the very thing that they themselves were, mere days before. 
 
    They would have needed to kill Kriss to keep her from coming along though, the Chameleon joining the mixed bag of monsters that Tiana had led against the Tenebrae in the city. 
 
    Nameless had already begged the Amazons to keep his sister safe, without telling her of course, the young man still determined to forge some kind of a relationship with her. 
 
    Once the world wasn’t ending anyways. 
 
    The scout’s massive eagle wings folding behind her as she knelt before Volka on her cat-like legs. 
 
    “My Dominar. I have found them, right where we expected.” 
 
    She had blood trailing from a number of scratches, and a nasty injury on her thigh that had another monster girl’s broken claw sticking out of it, so a medic set to work on her immediately, but the Griffon was stoic and continued with her report. 
 
    “The town suffered much damage, and it is swarming with Tenebrae even as we speak. A number of Harpies set upon me and I had to withdraw. But they gave up the pursuit not long after, returning to the town. They are just… waiting.” 
 
    “For us. I suspect.” Volka pronounced; “As Miranda surmised, Evadne knows we are coming.” 
 
    The hybrid monster girl bowed her head again. 
 
    “There is more though. As you directed I flew a circuitous route so as not to lead them to our position, and discovered a downed Ogre to the west of here, she looks injured.” 
 
    The Valkyrie’s eyes widened and she looked to the gathered Aegis council, likewise waiting on the scout’s return. 
 
    “She was alone?” Booker asked. 
 
    In just a few days since his injury he’d gotten quite adept at using his crutch and had refused to be left behind, though he’d taken Theo Holbrook off of his feet just to show him that the older man was still better in a fight, even hampered with his injury. 
 
    “Yes, languishing in a field several miles away.” 
 
    Dawn Morrow bit her lip. 
 
    “Can we afford the detour necessary to check this out?” 
 
    Queen Julia was there as well, with her silly bond-mate and his silly uniform still at her side; somehow the man managed not to look superfluous, very rarely dropping his regal bearing, especially when his queen spoke up. 
 
    “We cannot. It could very well be a ploy to pull us out of position so that they can slip away.” 
 
    “We can’t just leave her though.” Miranda objected; “She could be bleeding out as we speak.” 
 
    “Or she could just have collapsed from exhaustion. Ready to wake up and rampage again.” 
 
    “If that’s the case I’ll stop her.” Nina shrugged; “If she’s a Tenebrae than she will need my man to fix her anyways. So there you go. Look at me, solving everyone’s problems.” 
 
    Several people were ready to object, but the Dominar was in agreement with Nina. 
 
    Again Volka spread her wings and her aura to cease the discussion, a tactic some would argue that she was overusing. 
 
    Not out loud though: silently argue. Safer that way. 
 
    “I would rather you were there at the start of this. But I suppose Xalanth is mighty enough. The Aegis and the Longinus forces will head towards Wayfelt to ensure the Tenebrae do not slip away.” She declared before looking to Nameless; “But perhaps we should send additional forces with you just in case?” 
 
    “No need.” Nina sniffed; “I can handle one Ogre.” 
 
    “Yes, and by all accounts you’re going to need everybody you can get once you arrive in Wayfelt.” Nameless agreed. 
 
    Volka smiled sadly. 
 
    “Go. But catch up to us as quickly as you can, my husband, for we will need every ounce of your strength before this day is through.” 
 
    While Nameless left with all of his bond-mates but his Valkyrie, Miranda ran her hand through her hair. 
 
    “Hate to say it, but it’s probably better this way. Get the kid out of harm’s way until we have a handle on the situation in Wayfelt. Then bring him back into it.” 
 
    Paul took a long draw on his pipe and shrugged. 
 
    “Kinda figured that was the whole point. I love that boy like he were my own son, but he’s got more heart than sense.” He shot a speculative look at the Griffon. 
 
    “I didn’t lie.” The winged monster protested with some indignation; “Not even an order from my Dominar would permit me to show such disgrace.” 
 
    Commander Morrow stepped beside Volka as the Valkyrie watched her husband leave. 
 
    “We should get moving, ma’am. Every second we delay-” 
 
    “You’re right.” The angel cut her off; “Of course, you are right. Queen Julia! Take the van, if you will. I will be in the air.” 
 
    She stretched out her wings and gave a powerful flap to soar into the sky, her focus already shifting away from her bond-mates and towards finding Evadne and fulfilling her duty. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    In one of the few houses still standing in Wayfelt, Evadne was eating placidly while sitting at the same table that Jonathan had bent her over after the attack on Garland. 
 
    She took no pleasure from the mundane act, as it was merely another necessary bother, just as much as getting fucked by Jonathan had been. 
 
    You were right to let the Griffon escape. I expect we will have some visitors very soon. 
 
    “Yes.” The Chimera replied; “But you have yet to tell me your plan for dealing with the Valkyrie.” 
 
    The demon chuckled in her head, the grating noise too familiar to be irksome. 
 
    A problem that will solve itself. The Dominar is beyond you. She is beyond even me. But she is not beyond her own foolish instincts. We bide our time, remain hidden from her until she is tied up trying to save everyone and everything around her. She won’t be able to help herself. And who knows? Maybe we’ll get lucky and one of the slaves will kill her. 
 
    “That… isn’t really a plan.” The Chimera complained as she set her fork down. 
 
    It was a minor annoyance to be eating with her off-hand, her rigidly clawed gauntlet not up to the task of managing cutlery, and she let some of that annoyance bleed through into their conversation. 
 
    But the demon didn’t object to her objection, too thrilled with knowing how much more death and destruction was soon to be wrought. 
 
    Eyes up. Your puppet approaches. 
 
    The door to the house opened and their conversation ended. 
 
    With a certain amount of swagger, a sweating and out of breath Jonathan came into the kitchen as if he owned it. Having regularly indulged with his seemingly willing bond-mate, his doubts had been forgotten and he was determined to see things through. 
 
    “We’re ready. It took some doing but I buried them all.” He announced with jubilant pride as he cast aside the shovel he was carrying; “We couldn’t be more ready at this point.” 
 
    “I’m glad… Master.” The demon said while spreading Evadne’s lips into a semblance of a smile; “When this is over, I want for the two of us to go away somewhere, so that I can make up for the time we’ve lost by spending the rest of my life pleasing you.” 
 
    Mentally Evadne rolled her eyes, thinking that perhaps the demon was laying it on too thick. 
 
    But it fit into the fantasy narrative that Jonathan wanted: he truly believed that he had finally reached her. 
 
    The Empath returned her smile eagerly and traced the back of his hand against her cheek, her face moving closer to accept the condescending little stroke. 
 
    If she was in control in that moment, he would have lost a finger. 
 
    “When this is over, we will.” He promised; “You’ll be spending a great deal of time on your knees for me, and I for you.” 
 
    Below the table her snake tail hissed out the annoyance that Evadne was feeling, but he merely took it as a sign of her passion for him. 
 
    He’d gone down on her once, and the whole time behaved as if he was being magnanimous somehow, while the demon in turn masterfully acted as if he was good at it. 
 
    Another dry chuckle in her mind. 
 
    Delusional idiot. When this is over I’m going to let Evadne eat your eyes. 
 
    “Mmm, I can’t wait.” The Chimera cooed out loud, totally in control again. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    “The Griffon said she was less than a quarter mile past that farmhouse… which means she should be around here somewhere, right?” Erica mused as they looked around the open field. 
 
    The owners of the land had been forced to leave it unplanted, so it lay fallow until next year, which was a small blessing as it meant the keen-eyed cat soon spotted the blue skinned giant, lying on the other side of it next to a strand of pines. 
 
    “There! She’s over there, but she isn’t moving!” 
 
    “Is she asleep maybe? Tenebrae… sleep, right?” Milly asked hesitantly. 
 
    “Of course they do dearheart! But never mind that, let’s go and help her.” 
 
    With Milly and Nina in the lead they sped across the field, until they all soon saw their target. 
 
    “As soon as Nina gives the all clear, we find her heartstone and pull her out of it.” Nameless ordered; “I want to get back to Volka and the others as quickly as possible.” 
 
    The Gigas sniffed. 
 
    “Should be easy. I’ll sit on her right away just in case she’s playing pussy.” 
 
    “Possum.” Erica corrected; “It’s playing possum.” 
 
    “Why would anyone want to play with a possum? Those things are nasty. Pussy makes way more sense.” 
 
    The silly debate ended as they reached the downed Ogre’s side, but it was clear immediately that they were too late, she was already dead. 
 
    “I’m getting really tired of dealing with bodies.” Nameless lamented as he watched Nina close the poor girl’s glassy eyes. 
 
    “May you find your way back to the forge of your mother, sister of the mountain.” The Gigas prayed simply. 
 
    Milly put her arm around Erica while they stood over the body, or rather next to it, as the girl was huge even lying down. 
 
    But they didn’t have the time to mourn for her properly. 
 
    “Come on.” Nameless ordered; “We need to get back to the others.” 
 
    Ophelia frowned though as she checked the dead girl over. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” She muttered; “These bruises, and her neck is… broken?” 
 
    Erica sniffled as she pulled away from Milly. 
 
    “But, the scout said she just did a flyby so… what killed her?” 
 
    Nina paced around the body, her eyes narrowing with each step. 
 
    Then her head jerked up and she met Nameless’s gaze when he felt her alarm. 
 
    “The only thing that could have.” She declared flatly; “Another Tenebrae.” 
 
    Right after she made the realization, the giant spun around, hammer at the ready as she searched for any hint of danger. 
 
    And a moment later, the hint came. 
 
    Standing in the open field next to the woods, they all felt it: a rumbling deep in the ground, but only the Gigas knew what it meant. 
 
    She gripped Milly’s wrist so hard it hurt and gave her a look tinged with fear, a rarely seen expression on the giant’s face. 
 
    “Take him and go!” 
 
    “Wha-” 
 
    “Go now and don’t look back!” The Gigas roared as she squared off against the woods, putting her diminutive frame between whatever was coming and everything she loved in the entire world. 
 
    The shaking ground had gotten so much worse, trees swaying from side to side, some even cracking from the strain. 
 
    The Minotaur took her words to heart and tossed him over her shoulder like a sack of breakfast, ignoring his objections as she ran, Erica close behind while Ophelia took to the sky, leaving Nina standing beside the dead girl. 
 
    If they had delayed even a moment, it would have likely proved fatal for one or more of them as a host of dark eyed Ogres poured from the trees. 
 
    The Gigas crouched into her battle stance with her arms spread wide and sucked in a breath. 
 
    “COME ON!” 
 
    The shockwave of her challenge rolled across the ground, tearing up the scrub grass growing in the fields before hitting the approaching wave of Ogres. 
 
    But their weight and rage were enough to lean into it, because they were mountains too. 
 
    Just, you know, smaller ones. 
 
    So Nina raised her hammer and lunged forwards, desperate to keep the attention of the Tenebrae away from her squishy bond-mates. 
 
    It worked. 
 
    For Nameless watching over Milly’s shoulder it was like witnessing an avalanche falling on his littlest love as the ten-foot tall Ogres met in battle with the lone Gigas. 
 
    A tiny spark of red amidst a mob of blue flesh. 
 
    Nina would never admit it, not even to her bond-sisters, but it broke her heart that she couldn’t afford to hold back on the fallen girls: fifteen against one, and each Ogre was easily more powerful than a half dozen Amazons without the enhanced strength of being a Tenebrae. 
 
    If they were back in the arena, she would bet on the Ogres. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 46: 
 
    Full Circle 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the Aegis neared the town of Wayfelt, they soon found evidence of Evadne and the girls she had with her; homesteads that had been ransacked, buildings damaged or even destroyed with claw and fang, and families massacred, too stubborn to abandon their land. 
 
    “How do we even recover from this?” Ginger asked aloud, not seeing an obvious answer for herself. 
 
    Her Harpy’s reply was immediate and unflinching. 
 
    “By kicking ass and returning as heroes. Obviously.” 
 
    But the redhead sighed as they left the barn to rejoin the main force, shaking her head at their commanding officer to communicate that they had found no survivors. 
 
    “Not what I meant baby. Just… look around.” 
 
    “At what?” 
 
    “At the crops! Most of the fields we’ve passed haven’t been planted. And the ones that have-” Her throat closed with grief. 
 
    The fields that had been planted were inevitably the ones where people had chosen to stick it out, and had thus been killed when the Tenebrae had swept through the area on their way to Wayfelt. 
 
    “The growing season is far from over.” Baron called out, overhearing their conversation as they rejoined the group; “And plenty of people’s lives remain more or less normal, to the west anyways.” 
 
    He stopped talking though when he noticed Ginger giving him a funny look. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing, just didn’t see you as the type to be all comforting and stuff.” 
 
    Baron’s ears turned red and he scowled at her, but his expression softened when she took his hand in hers. 
 
    “I’m sorry about your loss by the way. I don’t think I’ve gotten a chance to say that yet. I always looked up to her, even before I joined the Aegis.” 
 
    Margaret Bloom was his maternal grandmother, and like many families, Baron’s had been forced to mourn for her. 
 
    He nodded curtly, but said nothing. 
 
    “You know, if you want, I could have Celeste sit on your face.” She jokingly offered; “That always makes me feel better.” 
 
    The Harpy ruffled her feathers and shook her head. 
 
    “No way! No offense to tall dark and handsome over there, but his face looks way to rocky for me to perch on!” 
 
    “High cheekbones are hot!” Jenny disagreed. 
 
    “Don’t die, either of you. I want to kill you myself later.” Baron grumbled by way of farewell, his amused Raiju following him. 
 
    Not long afterwards they reached their destination. 
 
    The town of Wayfelt sat within a depression between the banks of a slow moving river and a large forest that extended all of the way to Kettering. 
 
    The very woods where Nameless rescued his first Tenebrae, Erica, and subsequently bonded to her and thereby pissed Miranda off. 
 
    As fate would have it, they were also the same woods where his father and Kriss’s mother had fought Evadne, two decades prior. 
 
    They approached from the northwest though, so the land they moved through was mostly cleared for farming. 
 
    Now their forces were arrayed at the top of a gentle rise, looking downwards across unsown fields towards the river sluggishly moving through the remains of the silent buildings. 
 
    Most of them had been destroyed by the Tenebrae, but a few were still standing. 
 
    “I don’t see any movement.” Alcaia pointed out. 
 
    Miranda sucked air between her teeth as her eyes scanned for their quarry. 
 
    “The scout placed them here less than an hour ago.” 
 
    “You can cover a lot of ground in an hour.” Myrina reasoned. 
 
    Like her warleader and her sisters, her face was painted for battle, their imposing figures made all the more so with the fierce patterns. 
 
    Volka was frowning and gnawing at her lip, but oddly she had one eye behind them towards where the medics and Dryads were setting up in preparation for the coming conflict. 
 
    “What is it?” Booker asked her. 
 
    The Valkyrie shook her head slightly. 
 
    “I don’t know, I’m waiting… there!” 
 
    As one they looked to see Nameless and his girls sprinting down the road towards them, quickly catching up. 
 
    “Never a good sign.” Miranda sighed. 
 
    Five minutes later they passed the medics and reached the command group, the Myrmidons protecting it parting to let them through. 
 
    “I felt your distress, what is it? Where is Nina?” Volka demanded, eyes wide with worry. 
 
    Nameless’s heart was pounding in his ears from the desperate flight from the Tenebrae; through their bond he could feel Nina’s battle rage, but little else. 
 
    “Nina’s fighting a whole bunch of Ogres!” Milly explained while he fought to catch his breath. 
 
    “Trap! It was a trap! The dead Ogre was bait.” Erica added unhappily; “To draw her away.” 
 
    “Then it worked.” Xalanth rumbled unhappily; “Dominar, look to the village.” 
 
    At the Dragon’s direction, Volka turned from her bond-mates and looked down the gentle slope towards Wayfelt; at first dozens, and then hundreds, of Tenebrae began to emerge from within the ruined buildings and the trees beyond them. 
 
    “Longinus! Form ranks!” Queen Julia ordered immediately, her daughters echoing her; “Hold the high ground at all cost!” 
 
    The sound of marching Antlions came from everywhere as the perfectly ordered legions did as their queens directed, placing their shields together to form a barrier between the Tenebrae and those they wanted to kill. 
 
    “By my goddess’s very breath, there are so many of them.” Volka mumbled as she took stalk of the horde. 
 
    “Aegis! Form up behind the Antlions, support them!” Booker ordered; “Kavanaugh! Get them moving!” 
 
    The instructor nodded and quickly repeated his orders, until a mass of white and grey uniforms, accompanied by an even larger mass of assorted monster girls, moved quickly into position. 
 
    Volka’s concern for Nina weighed on her heavily as the Tenebrae fanned out to mirror the Longinus’s formations, but she had to push it to the side. 
 
    Nameless felt her do it, and even though he understood why, it still broke his heart. 
 
    “We can do nothing but trust in Nina now. Paul! Get the volunteers back to support the medics!” She looked then to the three hundred monsters that had answered her call, already divided into three groups; “Tiana, Lilly! Safeguard the right and left flanks! Alcaia, support the middle!” 
 
    “Your will be done Dominar!” The warleader called. 
 
    Soon more shouts went down the line as people and monsters got themselves where they were supposed to be. 
 
    “How are they so in control?” Dawn Morrow demanded, the host of Tenebrae still forming; “It’s like they are waiting for something.” 
 
    Gripping his crutch tight, Booker’s good eye narrowed as he scanned over the challenge laid before them. 
 
    “Or someone. Evadne seems a likely suspect.” 
 
    Nameless was far too preoccupied worrying about his Gigas to add anything to the discussion, so Ophelia put her arm around him and whispered in his ear. 
 
    “I have to go and join the medics now dearheart. I’m afraid for her too, but we need to focus on what is in front of us. And let’s be honest, if there is anyone in the world we shouldn’t be worrying about right now, it’s Nina!” 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    They should have been worried about Nina, because Nina was getting her ass kicked. 
 
    If the Ogres in the city had all attacked Xalanth like this even she would have been in trouble; the Dragon was able to stop so many only because the city wasn’t so open and her prey were too distracted trying to change that. 
 
    Plus she could fly. 
 
    Nina was flying too, but only because an enormous blue foot had just struck her in the chest, sending her into the air with enough force to topple a number of trees before she set down again. 
 
    The fighting had spilled back into the woods that the Ogres had come from, partially by design, partially by luck. 
 
    Nina needed the trees: they were the only cover she had, though the Ogres were finding them useful too. 
 
    After recovering from the kick, Nina brought her hammer up to block a projectile ripped from the forest and cast at her from one side. 
 
    Somewhere in her mind she wondered if Milly would find it amusing watching her dodging chunks of the surrounding trees, just as the Gigas once had her do. 
 
    The fleeting thought didn’t stick around long, the giant too focused on using the momentum of her latest dodge to spin and bring her hammer with unyielding force against the ankle of the Ogre currently trying to pound her massive fist through her back. 
 
    The creature howled in agony and toppled off of her useless leg but the reprieve was short lived as another came from the other side and swung a log up and into her ribs and gut, driving the wind from her lungs with a grunt and sending her into the air again. 
 
    Though the Gigas maintained an unyielding grip on her weapon, it still hurt like a motherfucker. 
 
    “Good hit.” She wheezed as she regained her feet and brought her hammer back up with two hands despite the pain in her side. 
 
    It was a good hit: she felt the crackle of a couple of ribs yielding to the blow and had most of her breath knocked out of her. 
 
    Her face was bruised and covered in blood, too much of it her own, as she scanned her remaining opponents. 
 
    The once idyllic woods next to the field were now fraught with destruction; eight blue-skinned bodies were strewn about, along with dozens of fallen trees and deep divots in the land where the angry Gigas had brought her hammer down with all of her strength. 
 
    Each Ogre that she felled was a weight on her soul that she already knew she would never recover from. It was one thing to kill someone in a fair fight, or who had really pissed her off, but these poor girls were not to blame for their shadowy state. 
 
    Tears brought about by an equal measure of rage and grief streamed down her cheeks. 
 
    She had managed to halve their number, but her hammer arm was shaky and her eyes burned with the mixture of blood and sweat on her brow. 
 
    Meanwhile the rage of the Tenebrae she fought continued unending as they readied themselves for another assault. 
 
    The only reason she was still alive was because of that rage: they weren’t coordinated at all, shouldering each other aside to reach her, each wanting the kill for themselves. 
 
    And the arena-hardened Nina was smart enough to use that against them. 
 
    “Come on! I’ve got shit to do!” She roared out another challenge at all of them. 
 
    They charged. 
 
    Abruptly a wall of green force enveloped them, causing them to trip and stumble into each other within the sudden trap, their faces mashing almost comically against the translucent barrier. 
 
    “Now now. You are still needed, little girl.” A familiar lilting voice called out. 
 
    Nina let out a groan when she realized the identity of her saviour. 
 
    But her arms were heavy from combat, and her soul was even heavier from the consequences of it. 
 
    She fell to her knees with a sob. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 47: 
 
    Wily Witch’s Wiles 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun shone down on the arrayed Aegis and monster girl forces, the beautiful sky a stark contrast to the grim scene below. 
 
    Around a third of the gathered force was now made up of Antlions; a solid wall of shields between them and the Tenebrae, their discipline and order instilling confidence and hope in the ones behind them. 
 
    And at the very top of their hierarchy was their fat lord, Barnabas Rosenbaum Longinus, standing in the midst of the command group near his queen and their daughters, though he was letting them do all of the commanding. 
 
    With Ophelia having left to join the medics and Volka preoccupied preparing for the worst, Nameless, Erica, and Milly were somewhat at loose ends as the Empath waited for a chance to save the dark-eyed girls facing them. 
 
    Without taking his eyes off of the assembling Tenebrae, the lord of Longinus reached out one pudgy hand and patted the younger and thinner man on the shoulder. 
 
    “Steady lad. My Julia has never failed in her life. And neither have my daughters. Steady.” 
 
    The pronouncement was out of place coming from the chubby uniformed consort, but the distraction of his words actually helped Nameless hold his nerve. 
 
    He’d felt Nina’s fight end, and could feel her being ravaged by the guilt of it, but at least he knew she was safe, even if he would feel a lot better to have her at his side again. 
 
    “What is with those medals anyways?” Erica asked out of nowhere. 
 
    “Medals of prowess!” The lord of Longinus puffed up his chest to better display them as he spoke. 
 
    Milly looked him up and down, her eyes lingering on the short sword hanging on his hip. 
 
    “You... don’t look like much of a fighter.” She suggested with as much tact as she could. 
 
    “What? Oh!” He blinked in surprise before figuring out what she meant, his thick fingers playing with the hilt nervously; “Wouldn’t know what to do with the silly thing! No, not that kind of prowess.” 
 
    “My lord is a master of cunnilingus.” One of the Myrmidons proclaimed from nearby; “Each medal on his chest was awarded for his accomplishments in that field.” 
 
    Again Barnabas’s chest puffed up with pride. 
 
    “It’s all about the alphabet.” He smugly assured Nameless. 
 
    The younger man turned and glared at Erica, who blushed and pretended to be distracted by fiddling with her many knives. 
 
    “I fucking knew it.” He mumbled bitterly. 
 
    The distraction was short lived as the last of the dark girls emerged from hiding, thousands of Tenebrae now arrayed against them. 
 
    “They’ve been busy.” Booker noted, resignation in his voice as he measured the enemy ranks with his one good eye. 
 
    “How did Jonathan do this? It’s beyond insane...” Sadie breathed. 
 
    Xalanth let out a low growl and put one arm on her shoulders to comfort her. 
 
    Nameless could feel it in the air: despair gripped the Aegis and the volunteer force assisting them. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter how! It’s on us to fix this!” He shouted with far more courage than he felt. 
 
    “Master... a lot of people are going to die today.” Erica said quietly. 
 
    With the house of Longinus on their side, the Aegis and their allies outnumbered the Tenebrae, but it would be foolish to think that they could be stopped without bloodshed. 
 
    “We do what we can to keep that number as low as possible.” Miranda swore with determination, though her voice was shaking a bit. 
 
    She might be a veteran Aegis operative, but this was way beyond anything she’d ever dealt with. 
 
    To counter the rising alarm, Volka unleashed the entirety of her aura. 
 
    “It is our duty to save as many as we can, they have rage and strength but we have numbers and skill!” The Dominar flapped her golden wings and drew herself several feet into the air as she addressed them all; “Warriors of the Aegis! Never forget the oaths that you have taken! We will stop those girls down there not only because it is our duty but because it is what they would have us do! Your ancestors are watching you! Stand firm!” 
 
    She flapped her wings and alit on the ground slightly in front of the Antlions to show that she was not afraid of the coming fight, her sword of light appearing at her side for her to draw and hold aloft, her glowing figure a fierce beacon of hope. 
 
    Shoulders that were slumped firmed up as the gathered men, women, and monsters tightened their grips on their weapons and shook off their gloom while the last Dominar’s aura filled their hearts with the courage they so badly needed. 
 
    There was a sudden disturbance down amongst the gathered Tenebrae, and a moment later Jonathan emerged from the dark-eyed horde. 
 
    “Well this is a hell of a thing! What took you so long?” He shouted across the field, a hint of smugness in his voice. 
 
    After finally coupling with Evadne, the dark Empath had become convinced that he had all but saved her, more determined than ever before to finish what she started so very long ago, so that he could finally begin his life with her. 
 
    “Jonathan! Stop this madness! Let us save them!” Sadie’s voice faltered as she called out to him, barely carrying back to her one-time protégé. 
 
    “Is that Sadie?” He lifted his hand to block the sun in his eyes as he searched for her; “Been a while, teacher mine. But don’t you see? I am saving them! This is the day that we have been working towards! A day that will never be forgotten! After today, no one will dare to push a monster girl so far! Fear will keep humanity’s darkness and cruelty at bay!” 
 
    “Oh you fucking moron!” Erica screamed at him, her face red and her tail puffed up with anger; “This won’t accomplish anything but heartbreak!” 
 
    She knew exactly what those girls endured. 
 
    But Jonathan wasn’t swayed. 
 
    “Poor little girl, I will save you too!” He promised. 
 
    He raised his hand, and there was a collective intake of breath. 
 
    A moment later he dropped it, and the controlled rage of the Tenebrae was suddenly unleashed with a deafening roar. 
 
    Volka took to the air again, shouting out orders as she did. 
 
    “Queen Julia! Hold them at bay until we can find a way to stop this! If needs be, we might have to restrain every single one of these girls!” 
 
    A daunting proposition, but the way she said it made it seem possible. 
 
    “Your will be done, Dominar! My daughters! Do not sully our name this day!” Julia proclaimed loudly from behind the line as she raised her fist; “Legionnaires! Brace!” 
 
    In unison the five colonies of Antlions fitted their shields together and bent one knee to shift the wall of treated wood and iron towards the mass of charging monsters. 
 
    Each of them had set aside their traditional spears and swords in favour of simple cudgels; it put them at a severe disadvantage, but their aim was to subdue, not kill. 
 
    “Aegis!” Instructor Kavanaugh barked out, not to be outdone; “Canisters at the ready!” 
 
    Behind the shield of Antlion bodies lost-tech measures were being readied. 
 
    “No stingers!” The lost-tech instructor continued; “The wind isn’t on our side. Focus on control and containment!” 
 
    “My warriors!” Alcaia called out as well; “Subdue the Tenebrae! Beat them into the ground if you have to! For the Valkyrja-datta!” 
 
    A great ululation came from the Amazons on the field, their natural battle-lust rising in their blood. 
 
    Nameless actually blushed at being used as a battle-cry, but what was he going to do, ask them to stop? 
 
    The thunder of the charging Tenebrae grew ever louder as the charged up the gentle slope. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Nina came to her senses to find an unpleasant sight waiting: the Witch Olena sitting cross legged beside her. 
 
    “Ah fuck I’m dead.” She whined. 
 
    “Not yet. But you tried ever so hard.” 
 
    The Witch’s tone wasn’t sarcastic but Nina felt the bite of it all the same; it was much like she was consoling a child for failing to achieve a sought after goal. 
 
    Oh but sweetie you were sooo close! 
 
    Bitch. 
 
    “How long have I been out of it?” 
 
    “A quarter hour at most, it seemed that you really needed to have a good cry.” 
 
    Deeply uncomfortable with being talked down to so obviously, Nina got to her feet, though she winced at the pain in her side from her ribs. 
 
    “Thanks for the rescue weird lady. But I have to go, I need to find my family.” 
 
    “Yes you do.” Olena agreed; “The fighting has already begun, and if we do nothing I fear the worst.” 
 
    “So you decided to help out after all huh?” Nina grumbled. 
 
    She regretted it immediately though as the Witch stared at her, holding her in place like no one save her mother ever had before. 
 
    It was a long ten seconds before Olena spoke again. 
 
    “I always intended to help, little giant. But I forgot my comically oversized hammer at home.” 
 
    Nina cleared her throat, once again striving, and failing, to shake off the discomfort the Witch so easily engendered in her. 
 
    Then Olena surprised her by letting out a sigh, a mortal moment of weakness that didn’t suit her, though she followed it by pulling the Gigas over to sit in her lap, Nina simply unable to resist. 
 
    “Always the warrior breeds charge forwards. Never thinking, never looking anywhere but directly ahead. Witches help sideways. We protect the blind spots that the enemy would otherwise exploit. The one time we failed in this marked the ruin of the Valkyrie. And the Amazons weep for them!” Olena laughed darkly, sending a strange chill down Nina’s spine as eldritch light seeped from the Witch’s eyes; “Given half a moment I would take your bond-sister over my knee and spank her bottom raw for the stupidity she and her sisters displayed so long ago in keeping such a secret from us.” 
 
    “You! I would-” Nina sputtered as her instincts warred within her. 
 
    Part of her wanted to murder the impertinent woman for talking smack about her angel, while the larger part was instinctively paralysed by the Witch and her chilling wiles. 
 
    “You would... what?” Olena cooed as she stroked one finger across the giant’s brow; “You would kiss between my thighs? Kind you are to offer, but we have not the time.” 
 
    A trapped volcano, the Gigas burned with humiliation, unable to do anything as the other monster girl held her in sway. 
 
    At last Olena took pity on her, or grew bored of her game. 
 
    “Why do you think I am here, little Nina? I was tracking those Ogres so that the attack on Garland could not be repeated while your brave and stupid bond-sister leads her brave and stupid army into the Chimera’s very obvious trap. We Witches help sideways.” She finished, repeating her earlier claim. 
 
    Suddenly she leaned over, as if unable to help herself, and licked the sweat off of Nina’s cheek with a moan. 
 
    “Ah! The power in your anger and pride! I could wield even the forgotten Wyrds if I could put a harness on it!” 
 
    Olena grabbed her chin and licked her again, seeming to savour the taste of her. 
 
    The tiny giant was no stranger to having her face licked by other monster girls, having grown just as accustomed to it as Nameless. 
 
    But it was a sign of loving affection when Erica and Milly did it; their instincts and kind hearts driving them to care for her and the others, to groom their hair, or sweep away their tears. 
 
    This... was not that. 
 
    This was lewd and selfish and just fucking awful. 
 
    “You suck.” Nina said with a sniffle as she trembled in place. 
 
    “Only once in the last fifty years. And my… former fuck-buddy wasn’t really into it. As for your contempt, I ask that you consider this-” Olena swallowed suddenly as genuine emotion found her again, having to take a deep breath before she could continue; “My son recently lost his child to wasting sickness, and his wife after she tried to kill him in her own grief. And instead of being at his side, I am here. Forced to listen to one immune to that dreadful disease whine because I do not fear her enough.” 
 
    Nina’s jaw trembled as she was unable to refute the heartfelt words, but she couldn’t back down. 
 
    “You could kill Evadne right?!” She demanded in tearful desperation; “Can’t you just take some blood and give a wave of your hand to make her die?!” 
 
    Even emotional as she was, the Gigas still couldn’t struggle as Olena held her tight in her lap, even while the guilt of killing so many innocent monster girls emerged amidst her emotional crisis. 
 
    Safe to say, the Witch would have been her last choice for consolation, but misery makes for strange bedfellows. 
 
    Olena pulled one of her bone needles out and tapped it hard against the swell of one of Nina’s breasts, the flesh yielding to it only up to a point. 
 
    “If my needle could pierce your skin I could curse half the world with the passion and power in your blood. And if it ever pierced the flesh of the demon-touched, I would wither and die in moments. Life cannot spring forth from ashes. Magic cannot come from death. Nor can magic influence death. Entropy is not magic. It is nothing. I fear nothing, and so should you.” 
 
    “What does that even mean?!” Nina demanded, her pain making her forget her fear of the strange Witch. 
 
    “It means the Chimera is not mine to kill. Something you well know.” Olena gripped her tighter in her lap, whispering intently into her ear; “Harness this. You have done so all your life with your rage. Don’t puss out on me now.” 
 
    It was at that point that the Gigas finally accepted that the Witch was helping, just in the weirdest and shittiest way possible. 
 
    Finally Olena pushed her out of her lap and stood. 
 
    “Now you must go. And I must follow. But not you. My curse kept the surviving Ogres in place, but it has since failed. I think they will return to Evadne, but I do not know for certain. I will find them and do what I must, just as you did.” She made a dismissive wave of her hand to send Nina off; “Go, cute little red girl. Whack the Chimera with your silly hammer and spank your glowing sister for me.” 
 
    Nina shook her head in wonderment. 
 
    “You are so fucking weird.” 
 
    “I’ve been called worse. Now run along.” Olena paused and slowly licked her lips, pinching her nipple through her shawl; “Unless you want to mess around? I’m sure the Ogres and the big evil demon lady will keep for at least one good orgasm.” 
 
    It was almost hurtful how quickly the mortified Nina fled, Olena’s eyes glued to her ass as she did. 
 
    The Witch let out a mournful sigh as she traced her fingers over the saliva on her lips. 
 
    “Foiled lust. Worthless. I really need a new fuck buddy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 48: 
 
    Drowning 
 
      
 
      
 
    Already some of the faster moving Tenebrae had slammed into the wall of Longinus shields with predictable results, but a few of them had chosen to bypass it altogether; because although the legionnaires were dauntless, far too many monsters were agile or athletic enough to simply leap right over them. 
 
    Tactically speaking such a reckless assault was unwise, as the humans and monsters waiting immediately pounced on them when they landed on the other side, but it often came with a terrible cost. 
 
    There was a painful scream as a young Aegis cadet was taken down by a charging Wolfen, darkness in her eyes as she ignored the glancing blows from the Antlions’ cudgels and proceeded to rip the poor woman apart. 
 
    The first casualty of the day. 
 
    Meanwhile one of Alcaia’s Amazons grappled a struggling Lapine to the ground, the pitiful creature hissing and spitting at her as the much stronger warrior restrained her with sheer strength. 
 
    “Bind her! Quickly!” The Amazon called out. 
 
    Amidst the Aegis group supporting their center, Grant sent Linda over to trap the girl’s hands and legs with her clay. 
 
    They had barely carried the bound girl off when the bulk of the Tenebrae slammed into the Antlions’ shields and combat began in earnest. 
 
    The pride of Longinus held, but the assault continued unending, with more and more Tenebrae trying to claw or push their way through to take revenge for children not their own. 
 
    And just as she had with Avita’s workers, Volka was right there to meet them; she would fly to wherever the fighting was fiercest and the Tenebrae would quail as her aura seeped into them, making it that much easier for her to lay into them with her shield and a narrow baton. 
 
    The first of the captured girls was soon brought to Nameless, but a problem emerged when the Amazons carrying her arrived. 
 
    “We cannot find her heart! She doesn’t have it on her!” 
 
    Booker’s expression soured as he looked around the field, the ever increasing pressure on their legions keeping the Antlion queens occupied. 
 
    “If she swallowed it than these girls are as good as dead!” 
 
    “No.” Nameless disagreed immediately as he set his palm against the struggling Lapine’s exposed belly; “I think I could still reach them if that were the case. Her heart isn’t with her at all.” 
 
    “It can’t be far though.” Milly reasoned. 
 
    Her black spear was gripped tight in her hand, and she very badly wanted to be fighting amongst her Amazon friends, but without Nina to protect Nameless… 
 
    “How are we supposed to reach them all anyways?!” Erica cried out in frustration; “It’s not like Volka’s aura is doing anything more than making them sort of… woozy!” 
 
    She was amongst the most desperate to save the Tenebrae, her memories of being in a similar state still able to haunt her if she dwelled on them to long. 
 
    Nameless chewed on his lip as more and more captured Tenebrae were brought to him, until the Myrmidons had to shift their formation around to better protect their queens. 
 
    “Don’t panic Erica.” Sadie Essig urged; “The heartstone have to be here somewhere.” 
 
    But panic seemed an appropriate response. 
 
    Yes, the Aegis had them outnumbered, and a great many Tenebrae had been subdued already by its skilled members; but the problem was keeping them that way, because every girl that they captured tied up more and more of their resources. The stronger the girl, the worse it was. 
 
    The Longinus line couldn’t help with it either, too preoccupied ensuring that there still was a line. 
 
    Like a drowning person pulling the one saving them under, the captured Tenebrae were a weight around the waist of the Aegis forces and the effects were starting to show, with increasing numbers of wounded needing to be taken to the medics behind the command group. 
 
    “We’re drowning.” Nameless mumbled as he looked over the girls, while the people in charge fretted as they sought to find a solution. 
 
    “What? What did you say?” Booker demanded. 
 
    At this point, Nameless and Sadie were the experts when it came to Tenebrae, and the senior Aegis councilor was desperate for them to prove it. 
 
    “We’re drowning!” Nameless repeated, eyes wide. 
 
    An idea had struck him and he all but threw his thoughts at Volka, heedless of the fact that she was a little bit busy. 
 
    Her wings beat several times as she was forced to withdraw from the fighting to process what he was suggesting, the roiling mass of Tenebrae was emboldened by her departure. 
 
    “Will it work?” He called out with his voice and his mind as she landed at his side. 
 
    “I… I don’t know! Such a thing has never been attempted!” 
 
    “We have to try!” He said. 
 
    “What do you need?” Commander Morrow barked. 
 
    She was in charge of their evac units, and things were getting desperate as the wounded piled up, so her patience was nonexistent. 
 
    “Time! And as many Undines as you can give me!” 
 
    Booker was listening and immediately turned to Juni, who nodded and used her magic to put out the call. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Sadie asked as Xalanth kept a pair of Katje subdued. 
 
    The temporary ties that held them had come undone and the Dragon held them immobilized so that Milly and Erica could redo them. 
 
    “What do you think?” Nameless smiled like a maniac to show more confidence than he felt; “I’m going to save the world!” 
 
    It had been a promise he and Volka had repeated many times, but for once he actually believed it himself. 
 
    Water was already forming around him as several Undines heeded the call and a minute later he was explaining the plan. 
 
    “Listen up girls! We’re going to use your Sacred Current! We need rain, lots of it! Volka, I’ll need you, because I’m making this up as I go!” 
 
    The Valkyrie made a noise in her throat as she looked back towards the fighting, but she had to trust that whatever her husband was proposing was their best option. 
 
    “I am yours, my love. How shall we proceed?” 
 
    Abruptly there was a harsh scream from not far away as the barbed tail of a Manticore tore into someone’s unguarded flesh. 
 
    The sound served to remind Nameless of the weight of his choices. 
 
    What if he was wrong? 
 
    “Focus! My Husband! You have chosen a path, let us walk it together!” 
 
    It took some doing, but at her urging Nameless was able to push down his emotions, to ignore the sounds of the mayhem around them, a must if he wanted to have a shot at stopping it. 
 
    Once in control of himself again he had the Undines and Volka join hands around him, then sat in a crouch and reached out with his thoughts. 
 
    Immediately he felt the steely warmth of his Valkyrie’s mind against his. 
 
    I am here Husband. 
 
    It chafed her greatly to be away from the conflict, but it was what was necessary. 
 
    Unfortunately, it was also what Evadne was counting on. 
 
    When it became clear that Volka wasn’t returning to the fight a dark tornado appeared above the Tenebrae, and suddenly the Chimera was there; flapping her wings as she watched the chaos unfold, her arms spread wide and the sound of her laughter drowned by the din of battle. 
 
    And the moment that she spotted her, Xalanth leapt into action. 
 
    “Queens of Longinus! I leave my lady in your care! I go for Evadne, for she has lived far too long!” The Dragon rumbled as she squatted down, preparing to take flight. 
 
    There was no response from the queens, though that was to be expected: they were far too busy directing their forces to mince words. 
 
    “Be careful!” Sadie called right as Xalanth took to the sky. 
 
    Only partially aware of what was happening, Nameless focused ever inwards, Volka doing likewise. 
 
    Tiny blue dots of light filled their mind as the Undines joined them, similar to how they had helped him heal the mental trauma that Juni had suffered from nearly being burned alive. 
 
    Remember girls, we need your water to touch all of their stones, wherever they are hidden, or this won’t work. Bring the rain! 
 
    A swelling chorus of voices echoed in his mind as the Undines combined their psyches to bring about his will. 
 
    Juni’s voice chirped above the others, as he knew her best. 
 
    It will be as you say Aegis, the Sacred Current shall guide us this day! 
 
    Gone were the silly gossip girls he was used to, instead he was surrounded by the raw elemental power of water and the majesty befitting it. 
 
    Meanwhile Xalanth exploded ever upwards, her roar shaking the ground at their feet as she called out their true enemy. 
 
    “Evadne! Last of the Chimera! Wretched whore of entropy! Your madness ends here! I am Xalanth! Flametongue and shaker of the earth, scourge of the very darkness you wield with such impunity! Come forth and die on my claws!” 
 
    Her roar actually caused the Tenebrae to hesitate for a moment, forgotten survival instincts overriding the hateful emotions that Jonathan had instilled in them in the face of the Dragon’s wrath. 
 
    But the overwhelming memory of their children crumbling into ashes in their arms quickly spurred them onwards. 
 
    Evadne’s eyes narrowed when she spotted the Dragon and heard her challenge, a predatory smile spreading across her face. 
 
    She was only too happy to oblige. 
 
    Her dark wings flapped to bring her high up in the air to where Xalanth hovered, a cloak of shadow surrounding her as the demon brought out every ounce of its power that it could. 
 
    “Ah, Dragons! Always so dramatic!” Evadne’s voice taunted from within the shadow. 
 
    A moment later she emerged from the darkness again, and she was terrible. 
 
    All but her face was now wreathed in armoured blackness, her snake tail hissing and whipping back and forth in a frenzied rage. 
 
    There was no preamble beyond that. 
 
    Xalanth breathed fire at her, and this time, far enough away from the humans and others fighting below, she held nothing back. 
 
    Evadne cast her arms forward and formed a shield of absolute darkness just before the inferno engulfed her. The whooshing roar of Dragon-fire lit the sky and everything below in an orange haze. 
 
    Even high in the air as it was it still warmed the battlefield considerably as one of the oldest monster girls in existence let loose with her power. 
 
    The furious Dragon breathed and breathed on the demonic Chimera, intent on ending her once and for all. 
 
    Once her fiery breath ended there was a long pause as the air crackled and snapped with hazy heat. 
 
    Evadne’s shield of darkness was not unscathed: shadows dripping down and off of it like melted candle wax. 
 
    But it held. 
 
    Her taunting voice cut through the crackling haze as her cold and shadowy miasma began to seep out to replace it. 
 
    “I told you Xalanth! You are not the strongest anymore!” 
 
    Evadne threw both arms forth, palms first, her remaining fingers curling into claws as she answered the Dragon’s breath with a beam of darkness that would have punched a hole through a mountain. 
 
    Her attack slammed into Xalanth as she crossed her scaled arms in front of herself defensively, absorbing the blow with a grunt. 
 
    The icy cold touch of nonexistence sought to claim her, but she was a match for it. 
 
    As Volka would be quick to point out, some things are meant to exist. 
 
    Once the shadows of entropy faded Xalanth uncrossed her arms and roared. 
 
    “WRETCH! You seek to unmake ME?! One whose bones were forged in the fiery heart of this world?!” 
 
    The Dragon lunged forwards and with a crackling boom her fist connected with Evadne’s armoured chest and cast her backwards. 
 
    But just as with her fire the Chimera shook it off quickly, her bat-like wings halting her freewheeling flight before she spat black blood to one side and snarled at her enemy. 
 
    “Then I guess I’ll just have to beat you to death you overgrown lizard!” 
 
    She was smiling again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 49: 
 
    The Folly of Yana Brael 
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite the magnitude of the conflict above, the one below continued, the circumstances growing more desperate by the minute, to the point that even the working medics were under threat as the Tenebrae rolled around the edges of their defensive line and inevitably out-flanking Tiana and Lilly’s teams. 
 
    But it wasn’t just the Amazons that Volka asked for help, and it wasn’t just the warrior breeds that answered. 
 
    While the Dryads and the medics were treating the wounded, their elfin cousins were covering them. 
 
    Dozens of Spriggin formed a short but effective ring around the triage center, firing their tiny arrows into the Tenebrae to hobble them and make it easier for others to subdue them. 
 
    Aiding their efforts was Paul Fletcher, moving faster than most of the people decades his junior; his Cockatrices paralyzing any Tenebrae that came too close to him as he covered the volunteers who were assigned to evacuate the wounded to the waiting medics. 
 
    And in the midst of this mess, Helen Loskins was wondering just what in the hell she had been thinking. 
 
    She had a bit of first-aid training from a midwife in Kettering, enough to know how to staunch bleeding and even to set a broken bone. And against her father’s wishes she was putting that training to use today, working alongside Ophelia and the Aegis medics to keep the death toll down while they all hoped for a miracle. 
 
    As she was working there was a warning shout and a moment later an Echidna burst into the middle of their triage center, her eyes black and spines quivering as she shrieked at them. 
 
    Helen backpedaled away, the Echidna snarling as its spines struck in the mud, drawing a line that stopped short of impaling the terrified young woman. 
 
    Then another shriek sounded, this time coming from the Griffon scout who swooped down to land on the Echidna’s back and roll over her into the mud, the two monsters clawing and biting viciously. 
 
    “Hot-stuff coming through!” Someone shouted from behind Helen. 
 
    She turned in time to see a Lapine fearlessly leap over her and sprint into the scuffle, hopping off the ground again at the last second to land with both feet on the back of the Echidna’s head, knocking the girl into the mud and into unconsciousness. 
 
    Helen looked to the rapidly breathing Lapine and the bleeding Griffon, her heart pounding in her throat. 
 
    “You saved me. Thank you.” 
 
    The Lapine looked back at her and smiled nervously. 
 
    “All in a day’s work?” 
 
    “My thanks as well, Lapine. But the battle continues with or without me, and I’d rather it be with, for I have a score to settle with some Harpies.” The Griffon pronounced. 
 
    But before she could leave, Helen grabbed her arm. 
 
    “Wait! You’re hurt!” 
 
    Rather than address her concern, the proud and bleeding warrior turned and pulled her into a sudden kiss that knocked the wind right out of the baker’s youngest daughter. 
 
    It was brief and hungry and altogether out of place in the middle of a pitched battle. 
 
    But it bolstered the monster girl’s resolve. 
 
    Once they broke apart, the Griffon very deliberately winked at Helen and took to the sky again with a triumphant shriek, soon disappearing from sight in the chaos. 
 
    “Come on, uh, medic lady.” The Lapine called to bring the dazed teen back into the moment; “Let’s get this spiky girl somewhere she can’t hurt anyone.” 
 
    Shaking off her befuddlement, the human turned to the bunny with the pierced ears. 
 
    “Helen, my name is Helen.” 
 
    Together they worked to get the Echidna on a stretcher, binding her hands and feet together carefully to avoid the spines. 
 
    Once they were finished, the Lapine smiled at her. 
 
    “Becks.” 
 
    Unfortunately, though the people filling the support roles were doing their jobs admirably, Evadne was not the only leader amongst the Tenebrae forces. 
 
    And in the midst of the fiercest fighting, things took a turn. 
 
    The Longinus line suddenly buckled as a dark Amazon slammed into it, her spear a whirling maelstrom of death that overwhelmed even the doughty shields of the legionnaires, striking several dead in rapid succession. 
 
    She was Yana Brael, and her heart was black. 
 
    As the Antlions struggled to reform their defenses and contain the breach, two Aegis members tried to stop her with a combination of strobes and goo bombs. 
 
    They died within seconds of each other on the tip of her spear, their bond-mates following shortly after as the rest of the Tenebrae exploited the break in the shield-wall and showed no pity for their grief. 
 
    But Yana was not the only warleader on the field. 
 
    Not far away another Amazon held the line as the battle slipped towards chaos, flowing around the surging horde of Tenebrae and exploiting their single-mindedness to great effect; already dozens were unconscious and incapacitated from the work of her twirling spear. 
 
    Upon spotting the breach in their lines, Alcaia gave a resounding shout and slammed the butt of her weapon into the temple of yet another Tenebrae, leaving her unconscious in the mud. 
 
    “Mightiest daughter of Brael! Leave our sisters alone and face me or be labeled a coward!” 
 
    The dark Amazon whirled, her short hair a tangled mess, her eyes like twin pools of night and her face a storm cloud of hate, stained black with Chimera blood. 
 
    “I’ve met your sister Warleader, and she is mighty.” Alcaia continued; “She bested my second, so let us see then which of us is strongest!” 
 
    Alcaia readied her spear and Yana let out a bestial snarl as she charged. 
 
    In the midst of the battlefield, two peerless Amazon warriors collided. 
 
    While Xalanth battled Evadne in the sky above, people gave the two Amazons room as a massive ring of bodies naturally formed around them. 
 
    Like many of the warrior breeds, Amazons train practically since birth, and they never stop: their prowess growing to allow them to pit themselves against nearly any creature living, and only their greatest combatants could call themselves warleaders. 
 
    Rarely do two such Amazons fight, so the whirling dance of spears as they came together would have been a sight to behold if anyone had the time to witness it. 
 
    Yana was enhanced with the dark energy of being a Tenebrae, which gave her superior strength, but her blind rage caused her technique to suffer. 
 
    Meanwhile Alcaia was in top form, the mightiest Amazon in her village and a veteran of many conflicts in defense of it. 
 
    The Brael tribe’s fighting style was firm and rigid, while the Saenga fought like a rushing river, fluid and adaptable. 
 
    But the Saenga warleader’s aim was to save Yana, not kill her, which put her at a severe disadvantage. 
 
    The clatter of their spears came so fast that it was hard to tell where one strike ended and the next began. 
 
    Alcaia’s was the first to shatter. 
 
    With the canniness of a seasoned warrior she was undeterred and spun around Yana’s opportunistic thrust, twirling to one side and seizing the Tenebrae’s weapon before throwing both feet against the other woman’s ribs to wrench the spear away from her. 
 
    Her victory was brief though as Yana snarled and threw herself back at the other Amazon before she could bring the stolen weapon into play. 
 
    The dark Amazon brought her to the ground and they rolled over each other in the mud, now exchanging vicious punches and kicks. 
 
    Yana’s spear was soon lost to either of them in the churned earth, but they were Amazons: their bodies were weapon enough. 
 
    With a grunt Alcaia got her legs under Yana and threw her off, then rolled backwards and to her feet, her eyes scrambling to find her opponent. 
 
    She was already charging at her and so the Saenga warleader brought her arms up in preparation for the assault. 
 
    They half-grappled, half-boxed their way around each other, further churning the earth as the battle raged around them, mostly oblivious to their contest. 
 
    To the Aegis, Alcaia was keeping the dark warleader occupied while the Antlions reformed their defenses to contain the breach, the best and only option at the moment. 
 
    And to the Tenebrae, Yana had claimed her as prey. 
 
    There battle lasted another minute or so: another desperate minute of countless blocks and counters that would one day become legend. 
 
    Then Alcaia’s foot caught on something, Yana’s spear, buried in the muck at their feet. 
 
    She died less than a second later. 
 
    One moment she was trying to duck under Yana’s arm, forced on the defensive by the Tenebrae’s ferocious strength, the next and her opponent had taken advantage of her stumble to bring her other arm around her neck. 
 
    Even in the clamour of battle there was an audible crack as the dark Amazon twisted her head too far to one side. 
 
    And watching on in horror was Kala, Yana’s sister, come too late to help. 
 
    With Becks helping the medics, Miranda and the rest of her girls had rushed forwards when they saw how badly the Longinus line had been penetrated. 
 
    Now they stood opposite the Tenebrae, with Alcaia’s body on the ground between them. 
 
    And the fallen Amazon warleader wasn’t the only one. 
 
    Yana had killed a dozen people and monsters in the span of a couple minutes, the danger she posed as a Tenebrae terrible to witness. 
 
    Miranda knew the order she had to give, but she couldn’t say the words. 
 
    How could she order her bond-mate to kill her own sister? 
 
    “Enough Yana!” Kala cried out suddenly, her cheeks red with rage and grief; “You have done enough!” 
 
    Over and over for weeks Jonathan had forced Yana’s mind into a loop of tactile sensations: the taste of vomit after she retched upon finding her dead family, the pain of her claws tearing into the granite floor as she expressed her grief. 
 
    All of it surrounding the image of her children as ashen statues at the feet of her mother in her favorite chair. 
 
    Her mother... 
 
    That isn’t... her mother. 
 
    The voice pleading with her to stop had woken something buried within her heart and another memory blossomed in Yana’s tortured mind, momentarily drowning out that of Evadne’s children. 
 
    Now my darling, like I showed you: plant your feet and thrust! 
 
    Her mother, teaching her the spear, which she would later teach to her younger sister. 
 
    Another memory, a painful one. 
 
    Her sister clinging to her and weeping as together they mourned their mother’s death. 
 
    Telling Kala that their mother was gone was the most painful day of her life, but it was also the day that she vowed to become the strongest, to lead and protect the Brael tribe. 
 
    The Tenebrae that she had become shook her head in a vain attempt to cast aside the memory, but it was a part of her, no matter how much Jonathan tried to smother it with the Chimera’s pain. 
 
    Questions began to bubble to the surface of her addled mind as her will resurfaced for the first time in ages. 
 
    How could she have forgotten her sister? 
 
    Who were these poor children that she was being forced to weep for? 
 
    “Keep talking to her Kala.” Miranda ordered, noticing the effect she was having; “Jan, Jez. Get in position for take down.” 
 
    The breach in the Longinus shield wall had been closed, and the mob of Tenebrae that had made it through had been more or less dealt with. 
 
    All save Yana. 
 
    “I still carry the spear that you made for me!” Kala called out with unchecked emotion, tears trailing down both of her cheeks; “You must remember that much at least. Come back to me, my sister! Tiana and the others have been waiting for you as well!” 
 
    Yana shook her head again, her hands gripping her matted hair as her face twisting with confusion and anger. 
 
    But getting free of Jonathan was not so easy, and she struggled mightily as she mentally fought against the sticky tar-like hold that he had on her mind. 
 
    “Go now!” Miranda barked. 
 
    It would have been better if she had given the order silently. 
 
    Yana reacted on instinct, her well-honed body countering Jan’s flying tackle and flipping the Wolfen up and over her to land hard in the mud with a harsh yelp of pain. 
 
    “Froggy kic-rk!” 
 
    The warleader’s powerful backhand caught Jez in the upper chest just below her clavicle before she could deliver her signature move, the Gripau landing in the mud even more painfully than Jan had. 
 
    Not seeing another option, Miranda tossed an adhesive grenade at Yana, but the Amazon danced to the side of it before leveling a glare at the Aegis operative. 
 
    Miranda sighed. 
 
    “Yeah, I didn’t think that would work either.” 
 
    As Yana’s attention narrowed onto Miranda, and with two of her bond-sisters already down, Kala made the decision that her bond-mate couldn’t, her heart breaking as she silently stalked forwards with her spear ready to end things. 
 
    But out of nowhere a Chameleon emerged, her skin turning orange with stress as she bodily tackled Yana around the midsection, catching her completely off guard. 
 
    They went down together, but by the time they hit the ground the canny warleader had already reversed the grapple to land on top of her unexpected opponent and deliver several heavy punches. 
 
    Before she could well and truly beat Nameless’s sister to death though, Jan, Kala and Jez all piled onto her. 
 
    Once she was immobilized for long enough, the Gripau set to work with her tongue. 
 
    “As tight as you can Jez. We can’t afford to have her break free again.” Jan grunted while her tiny bond-sister wrapped the dark warleader up with every inch of her tongue as she was able. 
 
    “Ah’ve gow thisth!” The frog promised with tears of pain standing in her eyes, her whole body tense from the effort; “Bwech, thews mubdth im my moufth!” 
 
    Meanwhile Miranda offered the dazed Trog a hand and helped her to her feet. 
 
    “Thanks for the assist. But how long have you been hiding?” 
 
    Kriss’s tongue shot out nervously. 
 
    “Was hoping to find a chance to ambush Evadne.” She admitted unhappily. 
 
    Both she and Miranda looked skywards to where the Dragon and the Chimera were tearing into each other. 
 
    “How’s that working out for you?” 
 
    The Chameleon sniffed and began to fade from view again, this time out of embarrassment. 
 
    “I guess I could have listened to the bitchy little red girl.” She admitted finally. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 50: 
 
    Reckoning 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elsewhere the circle of Undines that had gathered around Nameless struggled under the weight of the task that he had set them. 
 
    But they were many and soon they were joined by Undines from all over the shattered world, answering their call and bolstering the Sacred Current with their magic. 
 
    A massive column of water formed in the center of them, with Nameless’s hands slipping into the bottom of it, as if holding it off the ground above his head. 
 
    And then the blue-skinned Undines unleashed their power and the water shot upwards, forming a colossal spout thousands of feet high, much higher even than where Xalanth and Evadne fought. 
 
    At the top of the magical waterspout the moisture dispersed, quickly forming an ominous cloud of grey. 
 
    Then the elementals cried out together and the rain came, a torrential downpour soaking the field, each droplet of water a piece of the current the Undines held most sacred. 
 
    The field was quickly drenched, and the water permeated the soil deep, far more than was necessary to reach the large pile of heartstones that Jonathan had buried, the disturbed earth actually making it easier for them to foil his plot. 
 
    Inevitably, the glowing water saturated the hearts of all of the Tenebrae on the field, and through that touch, Nameless gained access to their souls. 
 
    Husband, my love, they have done it! 
 
    He felt Volka’s presence around him, and he needed it, because with the combination of Empathic and Elemental magic, it was akin to floating in a dark space, surrounded by innumerable stars and tiny black holes. 
 
    The stars were the girls fighting tooth and nail to save their sisters, while the black holes were the Tenebrae, their pain calling out and drawing him towards them. 
 
    They did, but now what? 
 
    Nameless cast his mind around, trying to find a means of saving them. 
 
    If he and Volka were to do this piecemeal, it would take hours, maybe even days. 
 
    But before he could decide, they both sensed another presence, flittering between the broken minds of all of the monster girls. 
 
    And both of them knew him well, having reassembled his mind once upon a time. 
 
    The other Empath didn’t notice them, too preoccupied with maintaining his connection with the Tenebrae. 
 
    In the next instant Nameless was on him. 
 
    The younger of the two men hadn’t been in many fights; he’d never thrown a punch at someone in anger, not even as a child. 
 
    But he had no problem kicking Jonathan in the balls so hard that his mental form almost split in half, while his physical form doubled over and threw up from the imagined agony of it. 
 
    It was one of the most satisfying things Nameless could ever remember doing, and a great chorus of cheers came from the Sacred Current connecting them all together as every one of the girls that shared his mind heartily approved. 
 
    He felt Jonathan try to slip away, somehow making his mind oily, a tactic he had developed to protect himself from the rage and hatred of the Tenebrae he created. 
 
    But Nameless was an Empath, not a monster girl, and emotional nuance was his jam. 
 
    Shedding the emotions of the present moment to make it harder for me to find purchase with mine? Clever. 
 
    Then he imagined Erica’s claws, only several times their normal size, latching onto Jonathan and sinking deep into his psyche, fueled by Nameless’s hate for the man for all that he had done. 
 
    But you’re forgetting who it was that risked his life to put your mind back together. You can ignore or throw away all of your shallow feelings, but I know where you really hurt, and I have no problem using that against you. 
 
    He mercilessly tore into Jonathan’s deepest memories and brought out the one of him as a child watching Evadne murder his parents, pinning him in place within the shared starry hellscape that he and Volka had created together with the Undines. 
 
    Jonathan cried out, both mentally and in the real world where the foul taste of vomit in his mouth only adding to his discomfort. 
 
    And it would only get worse for him, because Nameless’s wrath was nothing compared to his angel’s. 
 
    Husband, allow me. 
 
    A golden light burned with as much ferocity as a sun blooming in the darkness, and very quickly Jonathan was hyperventilating as the weight of the higher-angel’s wrath bore down on him. 
 
    Glad I am to see you again, Jonathan Pym. 
 
    The condemnation in her tone was impossible to miss. 
 
    The dark Empath desperately tried to fight back, throwing a ball of his most bitter and negative emotions at her, drawing on the decades of neglect and abuse he’d suffered at the hands of Evadne. 
 
    The Valkyrie burnt it away like it was nothing, impervious to his human weakness, and he shrieked out in agony at the damage she did to his psyche by doing so. 
 
    You would direct your power at me? Why, it’s almost as if you don’t know where it came from to begin with! Allow me to remind you. 
 
    The Valkyrie spoke to him almost conversationally, but he still couldn’t escape her. Even when he threw all of his desperate power into trying to wriggle free of Nameless again, Jonathan remained pinned and forced to face up to everything he’d done. 
 
    Very quickly he was blubbering from the judgment in her mind’s eye searing through him. 
 
    Still she did not relent. 
 
    I’ve wanted a private chat with you ever since you had my husband thrown out of a window. 
 
    The mental judgment intensified, and Volka’s chatty demeanour vanished as she stepped back into being a Dominar to finish things. 
 
    By the light of my goddess, entrusted to you through your ancestors, I find you lacking Jonathan Pym. And I take back what was given. 
 
    His torment worsened as the light within him, the light Evadne had worked so hard to corrupt and twist to her purpose, shifted away from his center in response to the Dominar’s call, burning its way free of him as it did. 
 
    Outside of the mental landscape, Jonathan was seized up, his every muscle taut as miniscule pinpricks of gold shone forth through his skin, growing brighter by the second until it was like Volka was pulling tiny beads of molten metal out of every one of his pores. 
 
    Agony couldn’t even begin to describe what he experienced. 
 
    A moment later it was done, and Nameless was holding onto nothing, Jonathan’s mind gone. 
 
    Come Husband, our true task awaits us. Dwell no more upon that man, for he can do no more harm in this life. 
 
    Right. But still, how do we do this? 
 
    He turned his attention back to the countless black holes surrounding them, both of them straining to find a solution while the Undines maintaining the Sacred Current fretting as they watched on, their power unable to help any further. 
 
    One at a time for now, unless you can see an alternative that I cannot? 
 
    He couldn’t. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Grant Semper was on a stretcher being carted away from the fighting by Brandon Dixon and his father Rory, the pair of them working with the other volunteers to evacuate the wounded. 
 
    The water pattering down on Grant’s face was a comfort to him, as was the heavy weight of Linda’s clay, packed tight around the stump of his right leg to staunch the bleeding. 
 
    In a daze from blood loss, he was trying to figure out where in the hell Evadne and Jonathan had drummed up a Manticore, the fierce monster girl whose barbed tail had so recently cost him a limb. 
 
    Technically it was actually Bruti’s thick black claws that cost him the leg; the bear was fully aware of how fast Manticore venom acted and couldn’t see another way to save his life in the midst of the melee. 
 
    “You’re…going…to… be… alright.” Linda swore, miserable tears rolling down her face belying her worry. 
 
    Bruti was there as well, hanging back and looking forlorn as she carried his leg in her claws. 
 
    Grant made to reassure her, but was cut off by the blacksmith on the front of the stretcher. 
 
    “The Gnome is right, he’s gunna be alright.” He said gruffly; “We got a whole mess of Dryads working double-time, and the best medics out of Garland. Your man is going to be fine.” 
 
    Grant was actually a bit put out that this stranger was saying all of the things that he wanted to say, especially when he saw Bruti nodding her head in agreement, still clutching his leg tight. 
 
    But when he opened his mouth again to tell them all that, a stab of pain unlike anything he’d ever felt came from where his leg used to be and he hoarsely cried out instead. 
 
    His voice joined the many others amongst the wounded and dying, forming a grim chorus to accompany the harsh shouting and snarling of those that could yet fight. 
 
    Grant had already decided that he didn’t like the music. 
 
    But then something happened to change his mind. 
 
    It was subtle at first, barely at the edge of his range of hearing, but even gravely wounded as he was it filled his breast with that most precious of things: hope. 
 
    Because amidst the horrible symphony of the continuing melee, two thousand Amazons from the Darkwood arrived on the field to change the tune. 
 
    At their front stood Escrya, daughter of Alcaia, a broad band of black warpaint covering her eyes as she surveyed the ghastly scene below, while on her right was the hulking presence that was the Amazon Matriarch, her face similarly painted. 
 
    There were a number of gasps of conflicted shock and joy from the Darkwood Amazons, because even though the Valkyrie was huddled in the midst of the Undines with Nameless, many of them had already caught sight of her golden wings. 
 
    “I did not dare to believe.” The massive Amazon leader murmured. 
 
    “It would seem I don’t get to kill you after all.” Alia agreed from the other side of Escrya, looking only slightly unhappy about it. 
 
    “I’m sure that you will get your chance to prove yourself down there.” Helena advised with a nod of her chin. 
 
    Kaylee said nothing, her lips thin and her eyes focused on the conflict. 
 
    Ignoring the younger warriors, the Matriarch turned to Escrya and bowed her head, deferring to the one who had summoned them. 
 
    “Battle calls to us, daughter of my sister. Show us the way.” 
 
    Escrya drew in a deep breath and began to walk purposefully forwards, casually tossing her spear aside, and soon her stride became a loping run, then an all out charge, all of the Amazon nation at her back. 
 
    The other warriors had copied her in discarding their lethal weapons as they set forth to pit their strength against that of Jonathan and Evadne’s dark army. 
 
    For their Dominar and for the Valkyrja-datta, both of whom the young storyteller wouldn’t shut up about, they were intent on taking the Tenebrae alive. 
 
    The rolling thunder of their charge shook the very bones of the earth as their ululating battle-cries resounded off of the heavens above. 
 
    Suddenly the Tenebrae were the ones who were in trouble and the Antlion legions within the Aegis forces rallied as their queens became aware that help had arrived. 
 
    The wild pale-skinned Amazons sprinted into the fray, and when they reached the edge of the line the front runners bodily tackled any Tenebrae that caught their eye, the tide of battle shifting abruptly as the wave of blonde warriors collapsed the Tenebrae’s chaotic assault. 
 
    For every girl tainted by Jonathan’s power suddenly there were two or even three monsters to bring them low, not that they were going down easy. 
 
    And even amidst the dramatic turn Evadne and Xalanth fought: the titanic struggle in the sky a match for the wrath of any storm. 
 
    But the Dragon was bleeding. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 51: 
 
    Embracing the Light 
 
      
 
      
 
    Evadne tore herself away from Xalanth’s grip, the Dragon’s massive clawed fist casting aside a piece of darkness as it disintegrated in the air like broken glass. 
 
    “You disappoint me Evadne, if this is the all the strength you gained from selling your soul!” She spat out in contempt. 
 
    But the Chimera merely ran her tongue over her clawed gauntlet to taste the blood she had drawn from the Dragon’s cheek, the shadowy armour reformed to replace what had been torn away from her shoulder. 
 
    “Hardly.” She hissed. 
 
    She lunged forwards again, a swirling blur of shadows that slammed into the Dragon, catching her off guard and carrying her back and down through the air. 
 
    A moment later the pair smashed into the midst of the battlefield like a comet touching down, the surrounding combatants thrown away from the crater that formed while the debris and mud cast upwards was quickly settled by the steady rainfall. 
 
    Evadne regained her feet first and quickly laid into the Dragon with lightening fast blows. 
 
    “This is my power! Can you feel it?!” She slammed her fist into Xalanth’s gut as she struggled to rise. 
 
    There was a deafening crack as one of her abdominal scales broke. 
 
    Xalanth roared in pain and at last managed to regain her feet, throwing Evadne back by unfurling her powerful wings. 
 
    More blood was trickling from her stomach now. 
 
    “How long has it been Xalanth?!” Evadne screamed, she had sunk into an aggressive crouch on all fours in the mud, her snake tail writhing madly above her; “How long has it been since you’ve felt pain? Since you’ve bled?!” 
 
    A brave, or foolish, Aegis cadet tried to take Evadne from behind with a goo canister but her tail lashed out and struck her down, the deadly venom quickly overcoming the girl as foam emerged from her mouth. 
 
    Evadne laughed while Xalanth narrowed her eyes and roared in rage. 
 
    “Curse you Evadne! How many must perish before you are satisfied?!” 
 
    “HOW MANY ARE THERE?!” The Chimera threw back with a roar of her own. 
 
    She lunged forwards again, and there was no technique in their fight now; both combatants sought only to end the other, their clawed fists slammed into each other with such force that shockwaves radiated out from them, bowling over any who still dared to approach. 
 
    To call Evadne a Chimera at this point would be a mistake, with Volka occupied it was a demon of entropy that the Dragon fought. 
 
    And it wasn’t going well for her. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Still largely oblivious to the goings on around him, Nameless mentally cursed as he and Volka re-emerged from the latest girl they pulled free of Evadne’s nightmare. 
 
    This isn’t working! We’ve only saved a handful, and every second we waste more people are dying! 
 
    Volka didn’t disagree with him, but she simply didn’t see another way but to treat each girl individually. 
 
    The young man scoured his brain for any trick he’d used as an Empath, anything that might serve to help them all. 
 
    Calm, husband, be calm and think rationally. I know how difficult that is to suggest, but it is all we can do. 
 
    It was difficult, but as always her serenity helped. 
 
    He threw his mind back to the very first time, remembering what it was like with Erica, the shame she felt at being a sex-slave, focusing on how he had helped her. 
 
    But he came up with nothing, so instead he remembered Nina, remembered recklessly diving into her minds and leaving his anchors behind, nearly losing himself… 
 
    Another dead end. 
 
    Even with the angel in his mind, dread filled him when he realized there might not be an easy solution. 
 
    The angel in his mind… 
 
    His mind. 
 
    A memory popped into his head all on its own to suit that line of thinking: the first time he had deliberately entered the minds of his bond-mates, when Milly needed him to. 
 
    And more importantly when he had in turn pulled them all into his. 
 
    He felt Volka gasp beside him when she read his intent, a wave of remorse coming from her heart to his before she could suppress it. 
 
    Because while she recognised the terrible danger, she also knew that it was their only chance. 
 
    And above all else, the Valkyrie valued sacrifice. 
 
    You know that what you seek to do here must come with a cost, I won’t be able to shield you from yourself. No Valkyrie could. 
 
    Despite her efforts at concealing it, there was great sadness in Volka’s mental voice. 
 
    I know, but there is no other way. 
 
    She choked out a sob as she felt the moment that he committed himself to the course of action. 
 
    I love you, my Nameless Lord, for all time. 
 
    Her words, even in his mind, came out thick with tears. 
 
    And I you. If I… if I don’t… look after the others for me? 
 
    He couldn’t bear to give voice to the thought, but she knew what he was asking. 
 
    She sobbed again, but quickly drew upon her angelic will, determined to support him to the very end, whatever that end might be. 
 
    Always. 
 
    With that Nameless focused himself utterly on the task at hand. 
 
    He held no anchors but Volka; they would instinctively try to shield him from what he intended and he couldn’t allow that. 
 
    Then he opened his heart to the minds of the surrounding Tenebrae, and didn’t flinch when he felt them inexorably drawing closer, their ravaged souls unable to resist the beacon of love that he presented to them. 
 
    Outside of Nameless and Volka’s shared hearts, outside the protective circle of Undines around them, the battle continued with unrelenting violence, the pooling water on the ground was mixed heavily with blood. 
 
    Even with the Darkwood Amazon’s help, so many were already dead… 
 
    So Nameless Armstrong, beloved of the Valkyrie and monster girls everywhere, cast aside everything that he was and welcomed the chaotic hearts of every Tenebrae on the field into his. 
 
    Every Tenebrae save for one, who was weighed down by a numbing blackness which he could not touch. 
 
    For an agonizing eternal moment, Volka’s light in his mind, unwavering as it was, was a mere candle against the darkness and pain of the innumerable Tenebrae that he drew within himself. 
 
    And then suddenly, her light was all that he could see. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Milly and Erica were feeling superfluous, standing just outside the ring of Undines and watching their master and their bond-sister labour away in their minds. 
 
    “Little help!” Someone called. 
 
    They tore their eyes off of Nameless long enough to see Miranda and the others approaching with Yana, the warleader still bound up in Jez’s tongue. 
 
    Not that she wasn’t struggling: it was a bit awkward for Jana and Kala to carry her with the frog sitting on her, so they rushed over to aid them. 
 
    But before they could reach them there was a sharp cry to one side and several of the captured Tenebrae broke loose. 
 
    Their resources had been stretched thin, and evidently they had just snapped. 
 
    Miranda threw one of her canisters with a curse, stumbling back even as the sticky goo exploded out of it to containing two of the escaped Tenebrae. 
 
    But it wasn’t enough to stop them all and suddenly she and her girls were in the thick of it as rest of the Tenebrae set upon them. But at least they weren’t alone for long, Milly and Erica quickly joined them while Kala and Jan were forced to drop Yana, Jez making a whining noise of protest when she fell with her. 
 
    Milly battered and threw her opponents down with bellowing lows, her aim to get them away rather than to hurt them, while Kala did similar work with her spear, tripping and swatting the charging girls aside instead of stabbing into them. 
 
    Jan had less wiggle room when it came to weaponry; her strength wasn’t a match for the Minotaur or the Amazon so she was forced to use her claws and teeth, though she sought to maim rather than to kill. 
 
    It was nearly her undoing as a Katje emerged from nowhere, leaping over another Tenebrae and landing on Jan’s back, tackling her to the ground with a yowling hiss as her claws dug deep. 
 
    But Erica rushed in and pulled the smaller cat off of the Wolfen and rolling around in the mud with her, biting and clawing with vicious hisses and snarls, her leather outfit providing some measure of protection for her. 
 
    Jan quickly regained her feet and moved to help, and the two soon disabled the cat as a number of Myrmidons broke formations to contain the threat. 
 
    “Thanks.” The Wolfen panted, her tongue lolled out. 
 
    “I still hate you!” Erica called back as she stalked back to Nameless’s side. 
 
    “Naturally!” The Wolfen replied, managing a grin as Miranda checked over her injuries. 
 
    The setback with the runaway Tenebrae aside, the battle had definitely shifted in their favour, and obviously the girls from the Darkwood were a big reason for that. 
 
    Yana Brael was widely considered to be amongst the most dangerous of Amazons, her dedication and the results of her training unrivalled. 
 
    But the Matriarch of the Darkwood was the penultimate embodiment of what an Amazon is. 
 
    Which is why, while her warriors were working in teams to take down the more dangerous monsters, she acted alone. 
 
    She had no problem matching the fury of even the fiercest Tenebrae on the field with a deep-throated battle-cry so resounding that every Amazon nearby was emboldened by it. 
 
    Without breaking stride she headed towards the Manticore that had cost Grant his leg, the large monster girl on all fours while its tail lashed out at everyone and anyone nearby. 
 
    That changed in an instant when the Matriarch’s knees locked in place on either side of the girl’s head before she could react and gave her the perfect leverage to strike down with her elbow in a blow that would shatter stone. 
 
    From that single hit, the powerful Manticore collapsed in a heap and the Matriarch fluidly rolled off of her to immediately move to the next threat, as if she were merely out for a stroll. 
 
    Meanwhile at the back of the Tenebrae line, Jonathan was on his knees and sobbing into his hands, unable to watch as his bond-mate’s schemes began to come apart. 
 
    The Valkyrie’s judgment had been absolute, and the guilt he felt was all-encompassing in the face of the carnage he had unleashed. 
 
    “What have I done?” He blubbered, his emotions raw after being stripped of his power. 
 
    “Well for one thing, you royally pissed me off.” A cool voice sounded suddenly from beside him. 
 
    He jerked his tearful face out of his hands and looked over in time to witness a tiny red fist collide with his chin, wrecking his jaw and instantly rendering him unconscious. 
 
    “Stay down for a bit, kay?” Nina chirped. 
 
    Her clothes were tattered and covered with blood from her battle with the Ogres and she had nasty bruises all over. 
 
    But she was a fighter, and it looked like there was a halfway decent scrap going on not far away that she ought to get in on. 
 
    Almost absentmindedly she knocked over a shed with her hammer and wedged his legs underneath it to keep him from squirming away somewhere. 
 
    “After all the shit you pulled I really want to yank out your spine. But this time, just this once, I think it isn’t my right.” 
 
    She looked up at the sound of Xalanth roaring in pain, and her face set into a fierce scowl. 
 
    “I’m definitely going to kill your girlfriend though.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 52: 
 
    Titanic Threesome 
 
      
 
      
 
    Outside of the mounting chaos within Nameless’s mind, a Dragon’s roar of pain and fury echoed around the battlefield. 
 
    Evadne laughed, her voice strangely high and cruel. 
 
    “That’s it you scaly bitch! Bleed for me!” 
 
    Their furious exchange had finally ended, and Xalanth was now on one knee, her armoured hand holding her side as Evadne tore her rigid armoured claws free of the Dragon’s flesh. With her other hand the Chimera seized a fistful of Xalanth’s hair and gloated as she tilted her face upwards. 
 
    “Tell me Dragon, when is the last time someone killed one of your kind?” 
 
    The wounded monster spat at her. 
 
    Evadne laughed as she wiped the bloody spittle away with the rigid claws of her damaged hand. 
 
    “Not nice, you should die better than-” 
 
    Abruptly a massive black hammer struck the Chimera and sent her careening away from Xalanth’s kneeling form. 
 
    A tiny mountain had barreled out of the melee into the open area around them and swung her weapon with both hands, sending Evadne into an awkward tumble in the mud. 
 
    While the dark monster tried to make sense of the sudden shift, Nina took the opportunity to help the wounded Dragon up. 
 
    “Better question, when was the last time someone took down a Gigas and a Dragon fighting together?” She inquired flatly; “Oh wait, that’s never happened before.” 
 
    Xalanth let out a humourless snort, blood trailing from her lips. 
 
    “My thanks, mountain-daughter. I’m afraid I have been found lacking, but together we shall end her.” 
 
    Nina nodded. 
 
    “Normally I don’t like uneven fights, but this asshole keeps slipping away from me and she needs to be in the ground already.” 
 
    The Dragon’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    Once Evadne had picked herself up out of the mud Nina gave her a level look before calling out to her. 
 
    “This is the third time we’ve met, but we never have been properly introduced. I’m Nina. And you’re Dead.” She hefted her hammer and her voice dropped dangerously low, causing the ground to rumble and shake as she imbued it with her wrath; “Nice to meet you, Dead.” 
 
    Evadne hissed as her tail lashing back and forth, one arm hung useless at her side; the giant had landed a solid blow and had held nothing back. 
 
    “I see the Gigas live up to their reputation! Useless Ogres!” She cursed with a snarl; “Whatever, I don’t care who you are! Everyone dies today!” 
 
    But as she spoke she became aware that the sounds of battle around them had tapered off, moans of pain were all that could be heard now. 
 
    “What the- fight! Keep fighting!” She screamed at a nearby group of Tenebrae surrounded by pale-skinned Amazons. 
 
    They didn’t move, instead they stood stock still as the darkness that swirled in their eyes began to flicker with golden light. 
 
    As the blonde warrior women put themselves between Evadne and the Tenebrae, she wheeled about in desperation. 
 
    “You have to keep fighting! What, what is this?!” 
 
    “Looks like you losing.” Nina noted as she likewise took in the sight. 
 
    It was the same all over the field: what few pockets of Tenebrae that still stood against the combined wave of Aegis, Amazons, and Antlions had frozen in place, some had actually fallen over, their muscles rigid. 
 
    “No! This isn’t how it’s supposed to be!” Evadne cried out, suddenly sounding much more like a monster girl than a demon. 
 
    But darkness rose around her. 
 
    Nina lunged to prevent her from escaping again, bringing her hammer down in a mighty overhand swing, but under the demon’s control the Chimera whirled in place, her tail wreathed in shadow and smashing into the side of the giant’s head with incredible force, clothes-lining her into the ground. 
 
    Demon-touched or not, no way would her snake’s fangs be able to puncture the giant’s skin. 
 
    “Ow.” The little red warrior complained, giving her head a shake as she woozily got to her knees in the muck. 
 
    The Chimera would have been on her then but Xalanth roared and slammed into her from the side and the winged pair tumbled through the mud, once more exchanging vicious blows. 
 
    But while the weakened Dragon’s claws screeched against Evadne’s armour, the Chimera’s were cutting deeper into Xalanth’s scales with each and every strike. 
 
    The circle around them grew wider as those that were able began to drag, pull, and carry the motionless Tenebrae and wounded clear of the three-way brawl. 
 
    Nina regained her feet in time to see a wave of darkness slam into Xalanth and throw her back again. 
 
    “That’s cheating! My weakling’s right, this magic crap needs better rules!” She groused before throwing herself at Evadne again. 
 
    It went on like this for some time. 
 
    The thunderous pounding of Nina’s hammer was met with Evadne’s whip-like tail strikes and vicious claws. Blood flowed from all three combatants, though it soon became clear that even with only one good arm, Evadne was a formidable foe. 
 
    A thousand years or more of malice could not so easily be undone. 
 
    “You stupid cunts! Do you even realize what I have become? I will- I will kill everyone myself if I have to! Starting with you!” 
 
    “You sound like a budget villain. Shut up already, it’s annoying.” Nina panted out, spitting blood into the mud around them. 
 
    Evadne’s claws had torn into her skin from her forehead to her chin, narrowly missing one of her eyes. Blood and muck had caked into that side of her face so she couldn’t see clearly as she wiped at it with one shaky hand. 
 
    And her injured ribs were screaming at her to cease whatever the hell she thought she was doing. 
 
    “It really is.” Xalanth wheezed plaintively. 
 
    She coughed and an alarming amount of blood spattering out from her mouth. 
 
    The Dragon was gravely wounded now and was kneeling once more, one wing broken and useless while the other trembled with fatigue. 
 
    In all her years she had never been so hard pressed, not even when fighting the Dragon-killing weapons used by the Divine Republic during the war. 
 
    But something had shifted in their opponent: she was off-balance. 
 
    Far too much of their fight had been at the direction of the demon within her, and now it had all but turned away in disgust, recognizing the inevitable. 
 
    With the loss of the Tenebrae, Evadne’s ultimate goal was very clearly out of reach, and black tears streaked down her face as her bottom lip quivered with real emotion. 
 
    “Why can’t you all just die!” She wailed; “Why do you fight so hard to carry on with lives of grim misery and pain?!” 
 
    “Because sex is a thing dumbass.” Nina snapped irritably; “Maybe if you’d gotten laid more you wouldn’t be such a twat.” 
 
    Clawing at her hair with her good hand Evadne was quick to refute her. 
 
    “Tell me that once you’ve had your children stolen from you!” She spat out, raw pain in her words. 
 
    Having to relive the moment over and over in her head in order for Jonathan to create the army of Tenebrae made the deaths of Kaylen and Petra that much more immediate to her. And with Jonathan unconscious and her demonic patron sulking within her, she had no means of shielding herself from it. 
 
    Nina huffed out an impatient sigh. 
 
    “It really blows what happened to your kids. But you can’t punish the whole world for it. That isn’t cool.” 
 
    “I have to!” Evadne sobbed, ever more black tears streaking down her face; “Don’t you understand that?! There is nothing else left for me! I have- I am nothing! Nothing!” 
 
    The Gigas slowly nodded as her breathing evened out. 
 
    “Yeah. I get it. Which is why I have to kill you.” 
 
    In once last desperate bid to accomplish as much destruction as possible, the demon within Evadne once more flexed its power to swallow her despair and replace it with the same seething hatred she always felt, causing her to hiss and drop back down into her predatory crouch. 
 
    Meanwhile Xalanth had recovered what strength she could, and Nina cleared the last of the muck and blood from her vision by mopping at her face with the remnants of her tattered shirt. 
 
    Again they both felt the shift in their opponent. 
 
    No more words. 
 
    “Hey ‘Lanthy, I have a crazy idea. I’m tired of this dipshit, help me end her?” Nina asked with her eyes locked on Evadne. 
 
    “Thought that was what we were doing?” Xalanth held one hand to her side, her breathing coming with difficulty; “I’m open to suggestions.” 
 
    “Good, I’m gunna need some more of that fire of yours. In fact, I need every bit of it.” 
 
    Without explaining further, she began to move deliberately towards the Chimera, shaking out her hammer arm in preparation. 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “No time. Breathe on me. Now!” 
 
    With that Nina shook the ground with another mighty roar and made one final reckless leap towards Evadne. 
 
    Though taken aback, Xalanth didn’t hesitate: she threw her arms back and drew in a painful breath and unleashed it with everything she had left, the billowing wave of fire quickly engulfing the Gigas as she soared through the air. 
 
    The Chimera hissed and shielded her eyes from the radiance of the flame, too slow to bring up another shield of shadow. 
 
    And blinded as she was, she couldn’t see Nina’s hammer as it descended on her head with all of the mountain’s strength and rage behind it. 
 
    For her sisters. 
 
    For her bond-mate. 
 
    For Kar... 
 
    And above all else for every one of the Ogres that she had been forced to kill. 
 
    The curtain of flame billowed over them, both monsters disappearing from view. 
 
    And within it Evadne was pounded into the mud under the weight of the giant’s long-delayed vengeance; her snake tail limp at her side, the armoured shadows that coated her finally shattering under the relentless assault of Dragon-fire and Gigas-iron. 
 
    Xalanth slumped forwards onto one hand just after her breath ran out, her other still holding her wounded side as she coughed up more blood while the last of her fire quickly dissipated in the persistent rain. 
 
    Her fiery attack hadn’t lasted nearly as long as it had earlier, but it had been enough. 
 
    The now naked Nina loomed over the stunned Chimera, lying prone on the battlefield. The giant’s skin actual glowed cherry red from the heat of the Dragon’s flames, as did her massive hammer. 
 
    Flat on her face, Evadne’s vision was limited to one eye, and it was dominated by her own arm, limp and splattered with muck and black blood. 
 
    Neither the Chimera nor the demon within her could will it to move even an inch. 
 
    “C-Can’t you see th-tha’s the only way?” She slurred out; “If I don’t k-kill you all, he will.” 
 
    She could feel the impotent fury of the demon trapped within her broken body, feel its smoldering disappointment at her failure. Its power and malice had been all consuming to her for so long... 
 
    But it could not stand in the mortal world without a willing host. 
 
    And while the Chimera whimpered out her warning into the mud, standing over her was her undoing. 
 
    “I’m supposed to be gracious in victory.” Nina remarked while looking to her glowing hammer, bemused; “That is the pledge that was handed down to me. But you make it really fucking hard... Evadne.” 
 
    “You d-don’t get to decide for-” The dark monster rasped out blearily, blood matting her hair along with the rain and mud. 
 
    But the Gigas didn’t let her finish. 
 
    Instead she punctuated her own words by bringing her glowing hammer down again and again on the broken girl’s head and back. 
 
    “I’m - talking - DEAD!” 
 
    When the giant’s assault ended Evadne was still forever, and the demonic shadows of hate that had held her in sway for over a thousand years dissipated from her lifeless body, washing away like ink in the rain as finally, fatalistically, the Chimera were truly extinct from the world. 
 
    Dark blood sizzled on her weapon while Nina looked up into the rain, the water likewise hissing and spitting against her heated skin as the weight of her actions settled upon her. 
 
    But she was the mountain, and she would carry it. 
 
    Shaking off the grim thoughts, Nina turned from Evadne’s remains and approached the kneeling Dragon. 
 
    Xalanth bowed her head to her. 
 
    “Without your aid my story would have ended this day. You have my thanks, Drakkan-freend.” 
 
    The Gigas sniffed. 
 
    “All good. You dead?” 
 
    With great effort the ancient monster girl regained her feet again, one wing trailing limp behind her as she raised her head to smile at the Gigas. 
 
    “Not as yet. How did you know-” The Dragon coughed and spat out another gob of blood; “How did you know you could withstand my flames?” 
 
    “Didn’t.” Nina grunted, then winced as she traced her fingers over the claw-marks across her face. 
 
    Before Xalanth could respond though, cries of alarm sounded from all around. 
 
    “What’s happening to them?!” One of the volunteers screamed. 
 
    The Tenebrae were convulsing; the golden light that had been a flicker in their eyes now spilled out and burned the darkness away with its radiance. 
 
    “I have a pretty good idea.” Miranda staggered through the mud towards Xalanth and Nina. 
 
    She and hers had headed back into the fight after securing Yana, but now she was limping. 
 
    Of all the things that could have happened to her she had slipped and rolled her ankle, and she wasn’t happy about it. 
 
    “Armstrong succeeded?” Dawn Morrow asked, leading a number of people in search of wounded. 
 
    “Seems to be the case.” 
 
    “Miranda, is my lady safe?” Xalanth demanded. 
 
    “She’s still got five Antlion queens with her. We came to see what all the screaming and fire and death was about over here.” 
 
    “Just me settling things with Evadne, wanna see?” Nina gestured at the Chimera’s grisly remains in the mud. 
 
    Miranda chuckled darkly. 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it. Your people were worried about you, something about some Ogres? And why do you always end up in the buff when shit goes down?” 
 
    Nina didn’t bother to answer the second question as there was little humour in Miranda’s words, and she had even less desire to address the first. 
 
    Meanwhile the convulsing of the Tenebrae ceased and the light faded. 
 
    “Is it over?” A grizzled looking Wolfen asked from nearby, blood matted her hair as she scanned the field for any threat. 
 
    “Almost, we still need to catch that prick Jonathan, and make sure the kid is okay.” 
 
    “I broke his jaw earlier. Jonathan’s I mean, not my guy’s.” Nina said. 
 
    She frowned as she licked her fingers and touching her still-glowing hammer with a faint sizzle. Her own skin had cooled in the rain, but evidently the heat of Dragon-fire was slower to fade from her weapon. 
 
    “Good.” Dawn Morrow began to give orders again; “Miranda, take Nina and secure the murderous bastard. The rest of you, the medical teams are up to their eyes in wounded, so if you can walk and talk you can help with triage. Move it Aegis! There are still lives to save!” 
 
    Though only a few days prior she was much lower in the Aegis’s command structure, humans and monster girls alike scrambled to obey her orders now. 
 
    The Tenebrae were still unconscious, though their eyes were no longer black or gold but had reverted to their natural colours. 
 
    But as they walked towards Wayfelt and the shed she collapsed on Jonathan, Nina’s head snapped up. 
 
    “Master…” She whispered, fear naked in her voice. 
 
    “What is it, what’s wrong?” Miranda demanded. 
 
    “Someone else can help you with dickbag! I need to get to my man!” The giant shouted even as she ran off. 
 
    “Nina!” Miranda cried out at her fleeing back. 
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 Despair 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nina sprinted through the muddy field and up the hill towards where she’d last felt Nameless, the giant having to dodge between the wounded and those helping them as she ran. 
 
    No!! Master please! 
 
    Her heart ached: emptiness had taken the place where her bond-mate had lived. 
 
    Less than a minute later she pulled up short of plowing through the protective ring of Undines. 
 
    They were all crying. 
 
    With her heart in her throat she pushed past them as she heard her bond-sisters doing the same. 
 
    Milly was lowing non-stop in desperation, while Erica was likewise yowling in despair. 
 
    Only Volka shed no tears, her head slumped and her arms wrapped tenderly around the form of William Nameless Armstrong. 
 
    He was still. 
 
    “No…” Nina whimpered. 
 
    Her hammer fell from her nerveless fingers, the Dragon-heated iron hissing as it landed in the churned up earth. 
 
    All around heads hung low as the monster girls mourned, the overcast sky a grim reflection of the hearts of the sudden widows. Milly dragged her hands through the mud, her deep moos of grief echoing around them all, Erica reached out and the two clung to each other desperately. 
 
    Nina collapsed to her knees in the mud, her hands gripping the earth tightly. 
 
    “But I fought so hard.” She said pitifully. 
 
    There was a rapid patter of feet and suddenly Escrya was there, looking just as lost as any of them, Helena and Kaylee at her side, just as they had been from the beginning. 
 
    A good thing too, as they caught her under her arms when her knees buckled, holding her close as she began to hyperventilate. 
 
    This was not the reunion she had dreamt of. 
 
    All the while Volka held Nameless to her breast, her heart broken. But still she shed no tears, merely wiping the water from his face as the last of the rain fell. 
 
    “How?! How did this happen?!” Nina suddenly burst out, stumbling towards the Valkyrie. 
 
    Volka finally raised her head, drawing a heavy breath as she did. She had lost all of her sisters and now she had lost her husband. But she had endured, and would continue to endure. 
 
    Her duty was clear, and she had not forgotten his final plea to her. 
 
    She had to take care of them now. 
 
    But first they needed to know the truth. 
 
    “Our Husband… our love… his power is not limitless. With it he stirred the primordial laws and the laws of the divine. And such a feat could not come without cost.” 
 
    “Wh-what do you mean?” Milly sobbed out. 
 
    “You know what it takes for him to save a single Tenebrae Milly. Erica, and you Nina, you two especially know. Our husband saved thousands of monster girls today, excepting those that died on the field before we could reach them. Such a feat is unprecedented. It would have taken five hosts of Valkyrie at full strength working together with no distractions to accomplish this…” 
 
    “But what did you do?” Erica wailed. 
 
    “The only thing we could. He opened himself utterly to their pain, drawing in all of their false memories, all of their rage and grief, and trapping them within his mind.” She drew a shuddering breath, a single tear trailing down her cheek; “And then I opened the sacred gates within myself, as my sisters did so long ago to create the first Empaths, and I flooded him with my divinity. It burned away the memories that did not belong, and everything that he was. Saving them, and ending him.” 
 
    “You… you killed him?” Escrya whispered, finding her voice. 
 
    The look of absolute betrayal on her face was staggering. 
 
    But Volka accepted it, nodding slowly. 
 
    “He told me to, it was his choice, I will not ask for your forgiveness. It is what needed to be done. Our husband- no, our Nameless Lord... has ever been about what was needed.” 
 
    The Amazon stumbled away from Helena and Kaylee brought her fist up as if to strike the angel, but ultimately she couldn’t. In her heart she knew that she was right, they all did. Instead she collapsed into Volka’s arms, Nameless’s body shifting to one side as she cried over him. 
 
    “What is this, what’s all the fuss?” 
 
    Having passed off the task of retrieving Jonathan, too concerned with Nina’s abrupt race to her bond-mate, a limping Miranda broke through the circle of monster girls to see them huddled around him. 
 
    It was as if someone had knocked the wind out of her as she took in his prone form. 
 
    “Ah no… shit kid, what did you do?” 
 
    Her voice faltered as she slumped into Kala, who supported her weight while Jan took up position on her other side, nuzzling into her shoulder with a plaintive whine. 
 
    “He saved them, he saved them all.” Sadie whispered, her words filled with equal measure of awe and sorrow. 
 
    Coming from where the medics and Dryads were working, Ophelia flapped her wings in desperation to reach them. 
 
    She landed in the mud and was on her knees beside him immediately, her normally pale complexion somehow even paler. 
 
    “Ophelia...” Volka began. 
 
    “Get back!” She shrieked; “All of you get back!” 
 
    The Flutterby slapped her hands away and tore Nameless’s uniform open, exposing his scarred chest. 
 
    She seemed barely in control of herself, but she remembered her training and began chest compressions, Volka’s eyes closing in pain as she looked away from the futile effort. 
 
    At the Valkyrie’s side, Escrya sobbed at the very obvious pain her bond-sister was enduring, but she didn’t try to stop her either. 
 
    The Flutterby’s wings, already weary from carrying her around the battlefield in the heavy rain, were limp at her back as she bent over and began to breathe into Nameless’s mouth. 
 
    After three deep breaths she resumed pressing against his chest. 
 
    “You can’t.” She sobbed out; “You don’t get to leave us!” 
 
    “Ophelia, he’s gone.” Volka’s voice broke as she set her hand on the medic’s shoulder. 
 
    The Flutterby turned away from Nameless long enough to slap her across the face, hard, and then went back to her life-saving efforts. 
 
    It was a stunning turn to witness, but no one dared interrupt her again. 
 
    Even when her tears flowed so freely that they dripped off of her nose and onto Nameless’s face. 
 
    “Erica, my bag! Get me the big needle with the red plunger!” 
 
    The Katje didn’t move, still frozen with shock, but Milly did, rustling through the satchel before finally giving up and dumping its contents in the mud beside her motionless bond-mate. 
 
    If the Flutterby wasn’t giving up, than neither would she. 
 
    Ophelia snatched up the desired needle and clenched it in her fist, then splayed her hand out over Nameless’s chest to count his ribs. 
 
    Everyone watching flinched when she stabbed it downwards into his heart. 
 
    “You don’t get to die!” She screamed down at him again as she cast aside the empty syringe and began to pound her fist into his chest. 
 
    It was horrible to watch, and it broke the hearts of the already heart-broken widows. 
 
    “YOU DON’T GET TO DIE!” She shrieked at him again, more out of control than ever. 
 
    And evidently he heard her, because a moment later his head lolled to one side and he let out a weak cough. 
 
    The movement was slight, so slight that some of them missed it, but Volka hadn’t. 
 
    “Impossible!” The Valkyrie exclaimed with mouth agape. 
 
    Picking up on the shift in her attitude, the other girls stared with naked hope at Nameless, though tears still stained their cheeks. 
 
    This time when he coughed they all saw it and exclamations of shock and joy came from all around him. 
 
    “Nameless! Can you hear me, my darling?!” Ophelia cried out after she brought her fist down on his chest one final time. 
 
    “Whozzat stop hittin’ me.” He slurred out, his hands rising limply out of the mud to fend her off, his eyes still closed. 
 
    The girls gasped at the sound of his voice, their relief palpable. 
 
    “Beloved? Speak to me!” Escrya urged. 
 
    “‘Scrya? What…” He coughed again, with more energy this time; “Chest hurts.” 
 
    The wave of relief that went through his bond-mates likewise went through the watching Undines, who began chattering at each other in excitement. 
 
    Seeing that he was alive, Miranda took a second to experience some of that relief herself, before turning on the spectating crowd, her priorities taking over. 
 
    “What the hell are you all standing around for?! We got wounded on the field! Triage protocol! Now!” The authoritative woman barked; “Show’s over, the kid is alive so get your asses in gear!” 
 
    As much as she wanted to scoop Nameless out of the mud herself, she had a job to do. 
 
    Though she wasn’t stupid enough to try to order any of his bond-mates to leave his side. 
 
    While the others carefully helped Ophelia load her husband onto a stretcher, Volka stayed on her knees in the mud, stricken. 
 
    “Volka?” Milly asked. 
 
    Concerned for the Valkyrie, she turned away from their bond-mate as Escrya, Nina and the others took him towards one of the hastily erected medical tents. 
 
    “I-” The Valkyrie looked to the Minotaur and slowly shook her head in wonder; “I was certain that I had killed him.” 
 
    The Minotaur reached down and helped her to her feet, then pulled her into a hug. 
 
    “I think maybe you did.” She replied with a worried frown; “I... I don’t feel him anymore, not like we did before.” 
 
    Volka nodded as they caught up to the others. 
 
    “That is because the divine essence has been scoured from his soul. He isn’t an Empath anymore.” 
 
    “He’s also probably blind.” Ophelia spat at her, her bitterness hard to contain. 
 
    While Nina and Escrya carried his stretcher, she’d taken a moment to flash a light into his eyes, only to find them cloudy and grey, barely a hint of his original muddy brown colour remaining. 
 
    The Valkyrie flinched back as if the Flutterby had thrown acid on her, but she recovered quickly as concern rose within her. 
 
    “Blind? You are certain?” 
 
    The Flutterby rounded on her and she drew back again. 
 
    “Of course I am certain you dolt! Just as I was certain that he needed help and you just… you were just sitting there!” 
 
    Of all of the emotional pains that Volka had experienced in her life, being cursed out by the kindly Ophelia was amongst the worst. 
 
    As a Valkyrie she had an infinite capacity to bear such pain, but she still felt it keenly. 
 
    Especially since the Flutterby was absolutely right: she had been so convinced of the scope of their bond-mate’s sacrifice that her inaction very nearly brought it about. 
 
    Heedless of the Dominar’s pain the sun burned through the last of the Undines’ clouds, and it was much like the first dawn for the former Tenebrae as all over the field their eyes began to open from the nightmare they had been subjected to. 
 
    They remembered their lives, their loves, and everything that they ought to remember. 
 
    But they also remembered him: the one who called out to them in the dark, who showed them naught but selfless love, and endured their pain thousands of times over to spare them from it. 
 
    And they loved him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 54: 
 
    The Ripple Effect 
 
      
 
      
 
    Olena looked over the seven bleary eyed Ogres, sitting in confusion in a strand of trees at the edge of the battlefield where she had kept them trapped with her magic. 
 
    “Where am we?” One of the big girls asked fearfully. 
 
    The Witch drew in a deep, deep, breath and spoke with a heavy sigh of relief. 
 
    “Awake. At last.” 
 
    Glad she was that the Undines’ rain reached their heartstones and that Nameless’s soul had found them. 
 
    She was tired from holding them with her magic for so long, but her weariness was inconsequential; none of the blue-skinned giants saw when she slipped her largest bone needle back into her shawl, nor could they conceive of just how relieved she was not to have been forced to use it. 
 
    A Gigas was one thing, but the Witch had strength enough to pierce the jugular of an Ogre if needed. 
 
    It would have taken two arms and all of her weight, but it was doable. 
 
    Whether she had the strength of will to do it seven times though... 
 
    She pulled her shawl close as she shuddered from the thought. 
 
    “The Aegis is there. Just through those trees. Go. They will look after you.” 
 
    The Ogres turned and left, though the first one to speak looked back at the Witch and smiled uncertainly. 
 
    “Thanks for help us?” 
 
    Based on her speech she was clearly on the younger side amongst the surviving giants. 
 
    Olena slowly shook her head, though she smiled a genuine smile at the innocent girl. 
 
    “Do not give thanks for a curse.” She chided; “Now shoo, precious darling. Before I gobble you up.” 
 
    Unlike Nina, this giant saw no cause for alarm in the Witch’s strangely accented words, merely smiling wider before chasing after the others, the ground shaking slightly as she went. 
 
    Once the Ogre was out of sight, Olena looked up at the sky: the Undines’ rain was spent and so now she had no excuse for the moisture trailing down her cheeks. 
 
    “Sideways or not, I need to get laid.” She complained thickly. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    While Nameless was carried off and most of the others left to tend to their duties, Kriss’s scales shimmered to their natural cinnamon colour to reveal that she had been there the whole time, her tongue slipping out to taste the air. 
 
    Wet dirt, churned earth, sweat… blood. 
 
    She’d heard the news about Evadne’s passing, and now she was torn about whether or not she wanted to see the body for herself. 
 
    For so long she’d sought only vengeance for her mother’s death, now a great hollowness filled her breast where that drive had been. 
 
    Without it, she was free to think of other things, one of which inevitably had to be her brother, or rather her relationship with her brother. 
 
    If she wanted one. 
 
    It was confusing to her: though she had searched for him on and off for years, she never desired an emotional connection, but when she thought that he was gone… 
 
    Her scales flashed white at the thought, and a moment later she made her decision, stalking towards the tent where he had been taken. 
 
    She knew what he had done, with so many gossipy Undines present for it, word spread quickly. 
 
    Girls who only an hour before would have torn a child to shreds in their madness were now free because of him, so the Trog was forced to accept that he was a good man. 
 
    And with that acceptance came the realization that she could do a lot worse for a family. 
 
    But as she thought back on the four terrified teenagers she had killed when she had gotten separated from Tora, she had to ask herself if he could do better than her. 
 
    Plagued with uncertain emotions, she disappeared from view again, assuming a silent vigil outside her brother’s tent. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Standing amidst the ring of Myrmidons, the leaders of the Longinus family were taking stock. 
 
    Or, at least, the queens were. 
 
    “This has been an adventure! We ought to leave the colony more often.” Barnabas Rosenbaum Longinus pronounced happily. 
 
    The wiggling Antennae of one of his daughters paused as her attention shifted from her soldiers having injuries treated by the Dryads and medical teams. 
 
    “I love you as my mother’s bond-mate and as my father.” She replied with some exasperation; “But you truly are a big fat stupid idiot.” 
 
    She at least had a sense for the gravity of the situation. 
 
    “Do not disrespect your father.” Queen Julia chided with a smirk. 
 
    Without taking his daughter’s complaint to heart, the silly man plopped his silly helmet back on his head. 
 
    “I’ll admit, I had my doubts. But you were right Jules. He is good enough for Avita.” 
 
    “What else could anyone possibly do to beat him out?” One of his other daughters asked rhetorically. 
 
    It seemed absurd for the royal family to be having the conversation in the middle of the battlefield, but in truth the Antlion Queens were contributing more than most, their colonies hard at work assisting the Aegis even while they seemed engaged in idle chatter. 
 
    Julia stretched out her arms and cricked her neck to one side, having stood still too long during the fighting. 
 
    “Yes, I was right. But don’t get your hopes up too much, my husband. The Gigas has already stated that they aren’t looking for any more monster girls to join their family. And given what we just witnessed her do to that wretched Chimera, I’m not going to press the matter.” 
 
    Barnabas sucked air between his teeth in annoyance as he conceded that his bond-mate had a point. 
 
    “Still, she needs a bond-mate to help her through this, and if it isn’t going to be him, than we will have to find someone else to suit her.” He announced firmly; “Avita deserves the same happiness that we share. And if it takes my dying breath to make it happen, she will get it.” 
 
    Something that Nameless and pretty much everyone else had missed about the man was the look of cunning behind his eyes. 
 
    Sometimes a fat idiot only wants you to think he is a fat idiot. 
 
    A secret of their family, the little fat man helped his bond-mate rule their family far more than people realized, because although the queen led their colony, Barnabas was not the trophy he pretended to be. 
 
    That isn’t to say that he couldn’t be a horny fat idiot from time to time. 
 
    “Come then my darling.” Julia proclaimed while directing bedroom eyes at him; “Let us retire from the field and see if you can earn another medal for your uniform.” 
 
    His face brightened and he wobbled after her, their daughters rolling their eyes at the loving couple, but smiling nonetheless. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Not all of the people on the battlefield could afford to be so jovial though. 
 
    Nameless was unconscious again, and showed no sign of waking up. 
 
    But they had all found the bond within themselves again. As Volka soon explained to them, what was missing was his Empathic connection; the way that he subconsciously held his anchors, always reaching out to them and dwelling in their minds. 
 
    It was an absence they all lamented, just as Milly had, but mostly they were just thankful he was still alive. 
 
    With their bond-mate safe, Ophelia turned her attention to Nina, using a wet rag to wipe her body clean of blood and mud before bandaging her injuries, particularly her ribs and the nasty claw marks across her face. 
 
    Just outside the tent, the giant’s hammer still glowed dully in the mud, no one able to touch it. 
 
    “I’m glad that you are alright.” She said softly, hugging the Gigas close when she was finished tending to her. 
 
    “Yeah, me too.” Nina murmured, once more feeling the sting of killing the innocent Ogres. 
 
    Nearby Erica was milking Milly, both for the sake of the giant’s ribs and for the other wounded that could benefit from her cream. 
 
    Volka hovered by the flap of the tent, torn between spreading her aura within to comfort her sisters and being as inconspicuous as possible to evade Ophelia’s notice. 
 
    The Flutterby had not met her gaze once since they last spoke, still angry with her for nearly killing Nameless. 
 
    A strong arm encircled the Valkyrie’s waist though, Escrya reaching out to offer her some solace. 
 
    Her husband was alive, so the young Amazon at least had no desire to hold a grudge about it. 
 
    But a few minutes later, the world outside caught up to them and a hand settled on the Amazon’s shoulder. 
 
    “Escrya, come.” Myrina spoke softly into her ear, her hair plastered to her cheeks from sweat and blood; “I hate that I need to pull you away. But you must see to your mother.” 
 
    Somehow the older Amazon maintained her composure despite a bloody bandage over where her left eye used to be. 
 
    And any concern Escrya felt for her friend’s injury was soon overshadowed as her words began to sink in. 
 
    “My mother? What is she-” Her breath caught as she saw the grief on her war-sister’s face; “Take me to her! Please!” 
 
    Volka watched her go with a pensive expression on her face, but she couldn’t bring herself to leave their husband’s side, no matter how upset Ophelia was with her. 
 
    A decision that she would later regret. 
 
    Once Erica was finished milking Milly, she took Escrya’s place at the Valkyrie’s side, likewise not holding any ill-will towards her bond-sister, recognizing the futility of it. 
 
    “Ophelia said that he is blind.” The tired Katje remarked; “Did you do that too?” 
 
    There was no accusation, only the question, which Volka answered after a moment. 
 
    “Yes. It is my fault. Through me he was forced to look directly upon the divine.” 
 
    “But that was only in his mind though right?” Milly objected. 
 
    “Yes and no. If you want me to explain the workings of the aether to you, I’m afraid we will need much more time. Suffice to say, the essence within him was but a spark, and he beheld the blazing sun that was the source of it, in a place that is without form. Something no mortal is meant to do.” 
 
    “I oughta put your eyes out for blinding him.” Nina snapped bitterly; “I killed Evadne, that should have fixed everything without this crap right?” 
 
    Escrya, Erica and Milly might have been over it, but Gigas invented grudges, so Nina was still pretty raw about how things had turned out. 
 
    “No. Even with her dead, the Tenebrae would still be Tenebrae, and if we tried to do this piecemeal than so many more would have perished in the fighting.” 
 
    Suddenly a hoarse voice cut into their muted conversation, surprising them all. 
 
    “My choice.” Nameless coughed out from the cot; “My fault, don’t... mad at her.” 
 
    “Master!” Nina scrambled to join Ophelia at his side; “Baby are you alright?!” 
 
    But he was unconscious again. 
 
    After fretting over him for a time, finally the Flutterby looked up into Volka’s eyes, remorse writ upon her face. 
 
    And with that gaze, the Dominar felt safe enough to spread her aura within the tent, to bolster her bond-sister’s spirits, and to ensure that Nameless could rest comfortably. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    While Escrya experienced a great surge of relief when she felt Nameless awaken, however briefly, it was greatly tempered by shock and grief. 
 
    She now stood over the body of the former Saenga warleader, laid out on a stretcher amongst the dead, covered in mud and countless bruises from her final desperate battle. 
 
    Someone had closed Alcaia’s eyes and crossed her arms over her breasts, but there was no mistaking her eternal repose for sleep. 
 
    As Escrya looked upon the body of her mother, another form drew the teller’s attention and she turned to witness Yana Brael on her knees before her. 
 
    “My life is yours to take.” 
 
    Her words were lifeless, and she spoke as a broken woman confessing a terrible crime. 
 
    But the young Amazon had already been informed of how her mother died, and was not so ready to condemn her killer. 
 
    “No. It is not.” Escrya replied through gritted teeth and a veil of sorrowful tears. 
 
    Then, some distance away, she saw Jonathan being escorted through the field and her eyes filled with hatred as she identified who he was by the hateful stares of those around him. 
 
    “But his is.” 
 
    The former Empath was a shell of a man; his bloody jaw swollen and hanging at an odd angle, dislocated, not broken as Nina thought. 
 
    After they pulled him out from beneath the shed the Gigas had felled, Ginger and Baron dragged him right past the remains of Evadne, and with the sight of his bond-mate, her tragedy finally over with, the last dregs of hope crumbled to dust within him. 
 
    Which is why he made not a sound, not even a whimper, when the furious young Amazon rushed away from the body of her mother and tore him from the grip of the two young Aegis members to throw him to the ground. 
 
    “H-Hey! Cut it out!” Ginger protested as she reached out. 
 
    But a hand seized her wrist as the pale-skinned Amazon Alia interceded on Escrya’s behalf, several of her sisters joining her and blocking the two Aegis members and their bond-mates. 
 
    “She has claimed him.” She said severely; “Do not interfere.” 
 
    Ginger’s cheeks turned red with ire as she rounded on the monster girl from the Darkwood. 
 
    “Claimed him?! He isn’t a piece of meat!” 
 
    Alia sneered. 
 
    “From what I have learned, that is all that he is.” 
 
    The argument behind her barely gave Escrya pause when she knelt over Jonathan, her thighs on either side of his torso as she proceeded to rain blow after blow into his already broken face, howling out her rage and grief all the while. 
 
    Of the people around, a few wore looks of shock and horror, but most accepted it, his end as satisfying as any they could hope for. 
 
    But if Escrya’s bond-sisters had been less preoccupied they would have stopped her, not wanting her to bear the weight of the man’s death. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 55: 
 
    Colonial Ambitions 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once she was satisfied that Nameless was resting as comfortably as he was able, watched over with fanatical care by Ophelia and the others, Volka finally felt the need to go amongst the wounded and take stock of the people and monsters that she had led into the field. 
 
    She paused at the entrance to the tent though, frowning as she looked to one side, her eyes squinting. 
 
    Finally she chuckled, if weakly. 
 
    “You must be Kriss. I am glad that my husband has such a devoted guard to watch over him. But you must know that you are welcome inside?” 
 
    There was no response from the unmoving Chameleon, though her camouflaged form shifted slightly at the Valkyrie’s address. 
 
    Volka sighed. 
 
    “Suit yourself. I will not force the issue. He will live, by the way. But there are others that will not, so I must take my leave of you. I hope in the future we can get to know one another… sister.” 
 
    Again there was no response so she stalked away, though there was a strange glint of red that went all along the Chameleon’s scales, betraying her disguise. 
 
    The angel just had that effect on people. 
 
    Not far away the Valkyrie spotted Xalanth and Sadie Essig, deep in discussion with a Dryad who was treating the Dragon’s injuries. 
 
    With a worried frown, Volka approached them. 
 
    “-can save her life but I cannot save her wing.” The nature spirit was saying, her words tinged with regret; “She is far too powerful for our meagre magic to work such a change in her. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Sadie and her bond-mate took the news as one might expect; the Dragon stoic, while the human broke down and cried openly. 
 
    “Forgive me, Flametongue.” Volka lamented as she considered Xalanth’s ruined appendage; “I was forced to choose between facing Evadne or helping my husband save her victims.” 
 
    Xalanth drew in a raspy breath and shook her head, wiping away a single tear. 
 
    “Never doubt your choice Dominar. For it was the correct one. I may have lost the sky, but I would gladly make the trade again. Nina and I managed to end the wretch well enough without your aid.” 
 
    Volka dipped her head in acknowledgement. 
 
    “That you did, daughter of fire and magic. And your victory this day will echo throughout the ages.” 
 
    She leaned in and kissed the wounded Dragon on the forehead before letting the emotional Sadie take her place in Xalanth’s embrace. 
 
    “Rest now, hold your beloved lady tight. Others will take up the struggle from here.” 
 
    “You ought to do the same.” The Dragon suggested as her arms gripped her lady close; “I am given to understand that the deeds your lord achieved this day have taken a hefty toll on him.” 
 
    She nodded sadly, the extent of the toll yet to be known. 
 
    “The price had to be paid. He would have it no other way. Which is, of course, the very thing that makes him my lord.” 
 
    With that she and the Dryad took their leave, though Volka spared a moment to give the green-skinned girl an unsolicited hug to bolster her spirits. 
 
    Many were the spirits in need of bolstering. 
 
    Shortly afterwards she met up with Grant and his bond-mates, and was able to help him assuage Bruti’s guilt at tearing off his leg. 
 
    With Nameless’s Empathic abilities gone, the Dominar slipped into the familiar role; going amongst the wounded to ease their burdens however she was able as the day inevitably waned onwards in the wake of the battle. 
 
    Soon afternoon faded into evening, and Escrya was once more pulled away from someone she loved, this time by a summons from the Amazon Matriarch. 
 
    She and the other leaders amongst the Aegis forces wanted to figure out what came next. 
 
    But on the way to the meeting, Escrya once more crossed paths with Yana Brael, though this time she wasn’t alone. 
 
    Tiana was laying into her like nobody’s business. 
 
    “-fought beside you, trusted you, loved you! Then you left us! And when you did it broke our hearts! Can’t you see that?!” 
 
    “You are warleader now, Tiana.” Yana’s words were still lifeless; “May you be a better one than I.” 
 
    The other Amazon ground her teeth together. 
 
    “I do not accept that.” 
 
    “You must.” 
 
    “No! We have been through too much!” Tiana snarled; “You do not get to give up so readily!” 
 
    Yana was silent, her features placid as her angry friend continued to speak her mind. 
 
    “We all of us would have followed you into hell and back! But when the time came, you left us behind, left me behind! How many times have I fought at your side?! How many Yana?!” 
 
    She lunged forwards and seized her by her top. 
 
    “If I am to be warleader than it will be because we followed our traditions! Because I bested you, just as Kar did me before Evadne struck her down!” 
 
    “Then best me Tiana.” Yana whispered. 
 
    The other Amazon drew her fist back to strike her, but her hand shook and she was ultimately unable to. 
 
    “You behave like you are neucta already! But no one has declared this to be so!” 
 
    “If my mother saw me this day, saw the choices that I made that led us here, she would be ashamed of me.” 
 
    Finally Escrya had heard enough. 
 
    “It is not for you to decide that, daughter of Brael.” She said as she strode up to them; “Hate yourself if you must, but your war-sister is right: your ancestors have not cause to turn their back on you as of yet.” 
 
    Yana’s eyes were downcast at the teller’s words. 
 
    Of all those that she had wronged, Escrya she had wronged the most. 
 
    Or so she believed. 
 
    “My mother died in battle against a Tenebrae. Not an Amazon. She died a warrior’s death, and she will be remembered as such.” Escrya had to swallow a lump in her throat before she could go on; “I will not suffer her memory to be tarnished by the vain wallowing of a fool. You were great once, Warleader Yana. I do not care if it takes you the rest of your years, for my mother who died for you, you will be great again.” 
 
    Her voice was choked with tears by the time she pronounced her sentence, and she turned away to hide the renewed grief from the Brael girls. 
 
    But they had the intended effect, Yana’s chin lifting slightly as the debt she owed forced her into action. 
 
    “There you have it, Warleader. Now come, your Husband and bond-sister have been too long without your presence!” Tiana urged. 
 
    All together they joined the circle of men, women, and monsters at the crest of the hill overlooking the field of battle and the ruined town abreast of it. 
 
    Though Yana would have much preferred not to make a spectacle of it, when Juni and Booker saw her alive they immediately mobbed her, the one-eyed man displaying far more emotion than anyone had ever seen from him. 
 
    And she wasn’t the only one set upon: Paul Fletcher was there with his cockatrices, and as soon as Helena spotted him she all but tackled him, kissing him fiercely. 
 
    The two had a tryst once upon a time, and it was just that good to see each other again. 
 
    But despite the poignant and amusing reunions, there was much that needed doing and discussion was soon underway as to the logistics of sheltering the wounded and caring for the dead. 
 
    Once those decisions were made, Escrya stepped forwards into the circle to speak her mind. 
 
    “There is something that I have thought upon a great deal in the last several weeks. And I wish to express that thought now.” 
 
    Dawn Morrow gave a quick nod of assent. 
 
    “Given how badly you and these other Amazons saved our asses today, I’d be happy to hear you out.” 
 
    Escrya offered her a quick smile of gratitude, but it was weak with the loss of her mother still felt so keenly. 
 
    She took a deep breath before explaining. 
 
    “As most of you know, at the Dominar’s behest I sought out aid from the Amazon tribes. But as we feared, they were too scattered. Though I don’t doubt that many are on the move even as we speak, only a comparative handful of warriors arrived between the time that Lipton Falls was attacked and now.” 
 
    “What are you saying, teller?” The Matriarch asked with a frown, a hint of warning in her tone; “You know that we do not count ourselves amongst your tribes.” 
 
    Escrya nodded, knowing that without the Matriarch’s approval what she was going to propose would ultimately fail. 
 
    “A grievance that has stood for centuries, and one which I will not ask you to forgive now. But for too long have we all dwelled on the fringes of human society. We drifted away in a bid to cling to our old ways while trusting in the Aegis to protect our sisters, as was once our duty.” 
 
    “So what? Would you have us abandon our customs entirely and wear... pants, as the humans do?” Alia spat the word as if it were a curse. 
 
    She and many of the other pale-skinned Amazons from the Darkwood were still more or less nude. 
 
    “No, that would be absurd. But how many lives could have been spared if we were as closely involved with the Aegis as we were during the founding?” 
 
    “I still don’t-” 
 
    “A home. A new home. Within the bounds of what they call ‘civilized’ lands. A home for any Amazon or monster that wishes to dwell there, a place where we can be nearby should the Aegis need us, and where we can be nearby should the Dominar need us. I am not suggesting that we abandon our beloved woods entirely, be they dark or not. But rather we establish a... I don’t know the right word for it.” 
 
    “A colony? Like the Antlions call them?” Miranda offered, speaking for the first time. 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    “Wayfelt.” Paul Fletcher said suddenly, though it was a bit of a challenge for him to speak, given that Helena and as many of his Cockatrices as were able were clinging to him. 
 
    The Amazon aside, the flighty girls were a nervous bunch before the battle. 
 
    Dawn Morrow blinked and shook her head in confusion. 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    The old farmer gently wrestled himself free of his clingy Cockatrices to better articulate himself. 
 
    “Seems the obvious choice. The woods hereabouts are lovely enough for those keen on them to appreciate. And the townsfolk here, those what escaped, they’ll need help puttin’ their lives back in order once they come back from Garland, assuming they even want to. It’ll be an adjustment, but I’ve never met an Amazon who’d shy away from a challenge.” 
 
    Miranda ran her hand through her hair, then gave a short laugh. 
 
    “And I’m sure the fact that we’re just a few miles away from Nameless- pardon, the Valkyrja-datta’s hometown wouldn’t hurt.” 
 
    The hulking Amazon leader didn’t look very keen on the idea though. 
 
    “You ask much of us Escrya. As you have since we met. If we leave the Darkwood now-” 
 
    “I am not suggesting that, Matriarch. But surely some of your people might want to see more of this world, for further opportunities for glory, and to stand at my bond-sister’s side and help keep it safe?” 
 
    The Matriarch pursed her lips as she pondered the suggestion, looming over the humans around her. 
 
    Finally she looked to the tufts of feathers that Escrya had braided into her hair and nodded, if still a bit grudgingly. 
 
    “There is some wisdom in this proposal. Many of our young folk would be glad to offer their strength to rebuild the lives of that... creature’s, victims. And to be near to the Dominar and her exalted husband.” 
 
    Despite the fact that they had never met, Nameless made an impression on every monster girl on the field that day, including the Matriarch. 
 
    Miranda shook her head, feeling the need to clarify. 
 
    “He grew up in Kettering, he doesn’t live there. I think he has an apartment in the city. And exalted might be a bit of an oversell, the kid’s dick is big but not that big.” 
 
    “You insult him? In front of so many of my people who love him?” The Matriarch asked with incredulity. 
 
    Volka’s voice sounded then as she strode into their midst to stand beside Escrya. 
 
    “If anyone has the right to, it’s Aegis Holt. She helped to shape him into the man he is. Without her, I would still be trapped underground in my shield and my love would be a nameless orphan living in obscurity.” 
 
    The big Amazon immediately bowed, her sheer presence almost seeming to dim in the face of the angel’s. 
 
    “As you say, Dominar.” 
 
    “Now you’re overselling me.” Miranda complained; “All I did was give him some advice and the occasional boot in the ass.” 
 
    Paul snorted in amusement, having given the young man in question his share of both as well. 
 
    Volka surprised her then by wrapping her in a hug, the warmth of her golden wings nearly a match for that of her soul. 
 
    “Both things that he desperately needed.” She murmured into the gruff woman’s ear before giving her a sudden kiss on the lips and releasing her. 
 
    There was a brief silence to accompany a few amused smirks from those that had witnessed the exchange, but then Paul asked the Valkyrie what they were all thinking. 
 
    “How is he?” 
 
    Volka drew in a steadying breath as she felt the rawness of her husband’s mental state. 
 
    “Resting. He will be slow to recover from this. What he went through to save those girls... there is simply no precedent for it. And on top of that it will not be easy for him to adjust to his new situation.” 
 
    “My people will aid with this in any way we can.” The Matriarch pledged immediately. 
 
    Gone was the cold titanic warrior that Escrya had met in the Darkwood, the Matriarch as smitten with the angel as any of them. 
 
    Volka smiled and placed her hand on the Amazon leader’s bicep. 
 
    “Thank you. And if I might add my thoughts to this matter, I believe Escrya’s colony idea is a good one. It will be a great comfort to our husband to know that your people are so nearby. He loves them dearly.” 
 
    “Who are you kidding? That guy loves everyone dearly.” Jan said with a grin. 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “Seriously.” She insisted; “It’s a miracle that I’ve never humped his leg!” 
 
    “Jan, behave.” Miranda said almost habitually. 
 
    With the serious part of the discussion obviously more or less over with, people began to leave to see to their duties, Volka amongst them. 
 
    “A moment, Dominar.” Booker stopped her as she spread her wings; “With everything that has happened, with my Yana. I will be stepping down from the Aegis council. She needs me now. And it’s time for new blood to take over anyways.” 
 
    It was obvious that it pained the proud man to admit it, but she understood his reasoning. All of the original councillors were dead, and by the hand of his bond-mate no less, that coupled with the injury to his leg during the Ogre raid and it was clear that his days of service to the Aegis were coming to a close. 
 
    “I am sorry to hear that, but what-” 
 
    “The provisional council and I have already agreed that you should replace me.” 
 
    She lifted one eyebrow at him as she waited for him to elaborate. 
 
    “We made the decision before we even left Garland. It was unanimous. There wasn’t even really anyone else to consider. You were right about the Aegis: somewhere along the way it became far too reliant on human leadership. And if we have learned anything from this nightmare, it’s that your people were born to lead.” 
 
    Her lips pursed in thought and it took her a few seconds to formulate a response. 
 
    “Thank you for your trust, Aegis Booker. But I must see to my husband’s wellbeing before I can commit to anything.” 
 
    “Of course. It’s a standing invitation, which is enough for now. I’m sure Commander- pardon- Councillor Morrow will follow up with you later.” 
 
    “She is welcome to.” Volka agreed, but then smiled suddenly; “Just let her know that even assuming all goes well with my husband’s recovery, I still have some promises that I must keep.” 
 
    A bit confused by her words, Booker watched her fly off before hobbling over to Yana and Juni. 
 
    The Amazon had not been able to bring herself to meet Volka’s gaze even once. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 56: 
 
    Beginning Again 
 
      
 
      
 
    Having claimed one of the houses in Wayfelt as temporary shelter for her bond-mate, Nina slept next to her hammer in the corner of the bedroom upstairs. 
 
    She wanted to be able to defend him at a moment’s notice, but with all of the swinging she had been doing with it lately her murder arm needed a break. 
 
    Not far away Ophelia was sitting on a chair and humming a lullaby over Nameless’s prone form on the bed where he slept wrapped in Volka’s wings and softly glowing aura. 
 
    The Flutterby was just as weary as anyone, but she couldn’t bring herself to sleep, too afraid of the haunting dreams that would likely come if she did. 
 
    Dreams of Nameless’s lifeless lips against hers. 
 
    “How’s our boy?” Paul asked quietly from the door, the only one brave enough to enter the house. 
 
    She looked up at him and smiled a tired smile. 
 
    “Still out of it. I don’t know when he will wake up.” 
 
    Left unsaid was whether or not he even would: after reprimanding them for getting angry with Volka, he had fallen so deeply unconscious that they couldn’t rouse him. 
 
    The other girls were downstairs, forcing themselves to eat even as Helena, Milly, and Erica comforted Escrya after her loss, the four of them surrounded by Cockatrices. 
 
    Disturbed by the noise in the room, Volka shifted slightly; her golden eyes opened, but upon seeing that everything was safe, soon closed again. 
 
    Ophelia and Paul both lowered their voices. 
 
    The old man came over to the bed and put his arm around the Flutterby’s shoulders, squeezing tight and giving her a reassuring little shake. 
 
    “You should get some kip yourself. You look ready for it.” 
 
    She smiled again, but didn’t look ready to comply, so he didn’t push it. 
 
    There was a long minute of silence, wherein the farmer pulled up another chair to sit in vigil. 
 
    In fact there was a hush all around them, enforced by the ring of fierce Amazons standing guard outside the house, hell-bent on ensuring that their Valkyrja-datta’s rest remained undisturbed by the goings on of the world. 
 
    The only reason they’d let Paul and his flock inside was that Helena was with them, and even then they’d entered under threat of violent death should they break the rules. 
 
    He would find the whole thing bloody hilarious, if worry for Nameless hadn’t prevented it. 
 
    Ophelia drew in a deep breath as she absently stroked her bond-mate’s cheek with the back of one finger. 
 
    “We’d like to take him home, if that’s alright.” She finally sighed as she looked to Paul again; “None of us have any interest in going all the way back to Garland right now. And technically we’re homeless anyways.” 
 
    He snorted as he took up his carving knife and began to whittle away at a random stick he’d picked up outside, making sure that the shavings all landed on a little cloth he had laid out in his lap. 
 
    “Not so long as I’m breathing. I already did the paperwork, cottage is his. Truth be told, it’s just about been his since he and Milly first set foot in it.” 
 
    Unsurprised, the Flutterby simply nodded. 
 
    Even if Nameless took it somewhat for granted, she knew how much he meant to Paul. 
 
    Moving with care she lay down on the bed, half of her body on top of her bond-mate, Volka’s wing shifting to give her room. 
 
    Things were still a bit strained between them, but they both knew that they would get past it, eventually. 
 
    “It will be good to be home again.” Ophelia slurred as her eyes drifted closed, the Flutterby trusting the beloved old man to watch over them. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    In the days that followed the historic battle outside Wayfelt, a great many things happened. 
 
    For one thing, the massive pressure that was within Garland eased off as fearful refugees returned to their homes, though a few of them had actually made a life for themselves there and chose to remain. 
 
    Their numbers were more or less balanced out by others who now struggled to recognize the broken streets as the city they once knew, the pain of loss clinging to the very stones of the place and making it impossible for them to remain. 
 
    And yet more felt that they did not belong anywhere at all anymore. 
 
    Such was the case for Adrian Shaw. 
 
    His task was done, and now he had nothing left to keep him going. 
 
    With no bond-mate and having already endured so much, he’d been assigned to protect the city when Volka led the others to face Evadne. 
 
    Which was just as well, because returning from the wilds to discover yet another enemy that needed to be dealt with was too exhausting for Adrian to imagine. 
 
    Everywhere he looked there was evidence of the troubled times: destruction wrought by the Ogre raid on the city, a couple arguing in the street, a small child crying for a mother nowhere to be found. 
 
    It soon overwhelmed him and he sank onto a damaged bench, his weight making it shift and creak beneath him. 
 
    Despite what Volka had told him, it was so much easier not to care. 
 
    He didn’t want anything anymore. 
 
    There was no more life left in him, just dark thoughts and dark emotions. 
 
    Were he left alone in that moment it was very likely that he would have followed his beloved Truffle into death. 
 
    But fate had other things in store for him. 
 
    A hand settled on his shoulder, clawed fingers gently squeezing him to rouse him from his spiral. 
 
    “Are you okay sugar?” 
 
    He lifted his face out of his palms to see a cream-coloured Katje looking down at him, a worried frown on her face and compassion in her eyes. 
 
    Some small part of him must have realized that he made for a sorry sight, so Adrian wiped at his face and stood up, the Katje’s hand falling away from his shoulder as he did. 
 
    “I’m alright.” He tried to reassure her, but there was no energy in his words. 
 
    She nodded slowly at his obvious lie. 
 
    “You guys have had a rough time of it lately.” 
 
    It actually took him a minute to remember that he was in uniform and he shifted on his feet self-consciously when he did. 
 
    “Oh, um, yeah. I guess it has been kinda rough.” 
 
    It was an enormous understatement, but the beautiful monster girl accepted it without complaint. 
 
    After a few seconds of awkward silence, she extended her hand, a coy smile spreading on her face. 
 
    “I’m Grace.” 
 
    He took it without thinking, introducing himself almost reflexively. 
 
    “Adrian Shaw.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you... Adrian Shaw.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to say the same, but paused when a pair of rounded ears poked out from behind the cat-girl’s hip, soon joined by two yellow eyes set in an adorably rounded face. 
 
    Noticing his attention, the Katje reached behind her to pull a cautious Dormaus into view. 
 
    “This is my daughter, Mishka.” 
 
    There was a joke there somewhere about a cat raising a mouse, but Adrian couldn’t find it, instead he plastered a smile on his face and strove for politeness. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Mishka.” 
 
    After the briefest of handshakes, Mishka sniffed and rubbed at her noise, then spoke with all the tact of a child. 
 
    “Your face is too hairy.” 
 
    Grace rolled her eyes, but her daughter’s rudeness was exactly what the unshaven Adrian needed in that moment, the fake smile he wore becoming genuine at the cheeky girl’s complaint. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess it is huh? I’ve been out of town for a while.” He explained. 
 
    Learning much about him from the short interaction, the former whore pulled her daughter to her hip and squeezed her tight by way of chastisement. 
 
    “We were about to have lunch, if you’d like to join us?” She suggested with vulnerable hope obvious in her tone. 
 
    Adrian opened his mouth, but closed it again just a second later. 
 
    He was going to politely refuse, again out of reflex, but some faint spark of life inside of him prevented him from doing so: a voice in his heart woken by Mishka’s endearing temerity and screaming at him not to blow it with her mother. 
 
    A voice that sounded just like Cheri’s. 
 
    He swallowed the familiar lump in his throat at the memory of his deceased Truffle, but nodded at the kindly Katje’s offer. 
 
    “I think I would like that very much.” 
 
    A short while later they were enjoying a pleasant walk together through the rubble strewn Divinity Square, their bellies full and Mishka chattering between them with one of their hands in each of hers. 
 
    Theirs was not the only meeting in the city either. 
 
    Amongst the Ogres that Nina fought was Tora’s mother, and it was a small mercy that she survived the conflict with relatively minimal injuries. 
 
    Their emotional reunion was so raw and poignant that those that witnessed it had to turn away. 
 
    A scant few days after the battle, the survivors of the Ogre clan left the city together. At Volka’s urging they had decided to settle in Wayfelt and lend their strength to the foundation of Escrya’s colony. 
 
    After much internal debate, Kriss opted to accompany her friend Tora, ostensibly to keep the Ogre out of trouble, but also so that she could get her head straight about Nameless. 
 
    While their initial entry into the city had been under the worst imaginable circumstances, the Ogres’ dedicated sincerity and hard work in helping the residents recover meant that there were a great many tearful embraces when they left Garland, their days of ostracization for their centuries-old sin against the Aegis hopefully over with. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    “The trick is to not show any fear.” Jezebel insisted; “Even if the guy is bigger and meaner looking, just be like. ‘Watch it buddy! This sandwich is mine!’” 
 
    She had her legs wrapped around Rebecca’s waist, her ass essentially sitting on the bemused bunny’s pelvis, while her little green hands were interlocked behind her neck to hold the Gripau in place in front of her. 
 
    “That’s… good advice?” 
 
    The frog didn’t weigh much, but she wasn’t made of feathers, so the Lapine had to constantly lean backwards to keep from toppling over from the way Jez had hold of her. 
 
    It was something she would have to get used to. 
 
    “I’m serious! The cafeteria here is a battleground! And if you don’t stand up for yourself, you’ll starve!” 
 
    Along with Miranda, Jan, and Kala, they were standing in front of the Aegis academy, the four of them seeing Rebecca off before she started the first few notoriously hellish weeks of her training. 
 
    Given that they wouldn’t see her again until she came out the other side of them, they were lingering perhaps a bit too long. 
 
    “I’m going to be alright Jez.” Becks promised; “And if anyone tries to take my lunch, I’ll drop your name to make them think twice.” 
 
    “Oooh! Good idea! Because if anyone messes with you, I will kick their butt!” 
 
    “Alright froggy, my turn.” Jan insisted, pulling her bond-sister off to hand her to Miranda before kissing Becks by way of farewell; “You take care of yourself. And enjoy the mud! There’s gunna be a lot of it!” 
 
    “I will think of you every time I’m coated in it.” The Lapine swore before turning to face Kala. 
 
    The Amazon kept things a bit more composed; kissing her newest bond-sister and gripping her ass tight without saying a word. 
 
    Mostly composed. 
 
    Then all that was left was Miranda, Jez seamlessly hopping out of her arms to land on the Amazon’s shoulders. 
 
    The grey-haired woman’s advice was as useful as it was succinct. 
 
    “Make your bed neat, do as you’re told, and try not to talk back to the instructors. You’ll make it through kiddo. I told you before, you’ve got the stuff.” 
 
    After she spoke they shared a lingering kiss; the Lapine’s pierced tongue exploring her bond-mate’s mouth for a good long while before they finally broke apart. 
 
    With nothing more left to say, Rebecca turned away from her loves and, spirit bolstered by their embraces and their words of encouragement, promptly marched into the wrong building and got yelled at by the instructor inside. 
 
    Everybody had to start somewhere. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    As Milly had so stoutly declared to the demon possessing Evadne, life begins again and again, and after the conflict was over this proved to be as true as she promised. 
 
    But Nameless was not the same man that he was. 
 
    He was blind and he was broken. 
 
    The price that had to be paid. 
 
    After the initial shock was over, he was lucid only for a few hours before the weight of his deeds pulled him under. 
 
    Every waking and dreaming moment he was more or less catatonic, while the black voice of despair that had been Evadne lived on in him, whispering and dragging him inexorably towards cold oblivion. 
 
    But throughout it all his bond-mates were there to coax him back to life. 
 
    Milly all but drowned him in her life-saving milk, the only thing he could stomach for weeks. Erica massaged his temples and purred when his head ached. And Ophelia’s familiar voice soothed his nightmares as she wiped away his sweat when he awoke from them. 
 
    Nina, strong, fierce warrior giant that struck down the last Chimera, held him tight and informed him in no uncertain terms that he was going to live even if she had to beat him to death to make it happen. 
 
    Even then, the despair that he lived with was unfathomable. 
 
    He would likely have fallen to it, and taken all of his bond-mates down with him, had Volka not constantly wrapped him in her golden wings and forced desperate hope into his chest. 
 
    The last Dominar of the Valkyrie sustained them all through that dark time. 
 
    As for Escrya... duty called her elsewhere: with so many dead Saenga warriors from the various conflicts, she needed to return to her village with Myrina and the others to lay her mother to rest. 
 
    But she left with the promise of a swift return, intent on establishing the Amazon colony in the ruins of Wayfelt. 
 
    And so the final month of the most violent summer in a millennium passed, and as fall descended the people of Kettering began to prepare themselves and their homes for winter. 
 
    It was nearing sunset and Nameless was sitting on the porch of the cottage, a blanket over his shoulders to ward off any chill and a faithful cow at his side, holding his limp hand in hers. 
 
    He stirred against her, his fingers twitching in her palm. 
 
    “Milly.” He mumbled. 
 
    The Minotaur froze, her heart pounding harder in her chest from hearing her name spoken aloud. 
 
    She waited, and a few moments later he said it again, stronger this time. 
 
    “Milly, where am I?” 
 
    A deep low reverberated around him as her emotions got the better of her, but she quickly got hold of herself and explained. 
 
    “You are home Master, at our cottage where you belong.” She replied shakily, tears already seeping down her cheeks. 
 
    His hand came to life again, his fingers gripping her palm tighter. 
 
    “Is that... the sun I feel on my face?” 
 
    “Yes.” She sniffed and quickly wiped her face, smiling now; “We’re on the porch, watching the sunset together.” 
 
    He drew in a deep breath, his blank eyes closing as he let it out in a long sigh. 
 
    “It’s warm.” He mumbled and snuggled up against her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue: 
 
    Legend 
 
      
 
      
 
    As was already a matter of course, the various Amazon tribes loved and revered Nameless. 
 
    While the Undines could not stop talking about the size of his cock after he showed it to three of them during his first mission with the Aegis, never mind all that he had accomplished with their Sacred Current. 
 
    On top of that, members of the Aegis decades his senior respected him as one of their own, while the esteemed Longinus family of Antlions wanted him to bond with their youngest daughter. 
 
    But none of that compared to the monster girls he had pulled out of Evadne’s worst memory. 
 
    Because although they remembered little from their time as Tenebrae beyond blood and horrible violence, they remembered him. 
 
    They remembered his voice when he called to them, the selfless love he showed to drag them back into the light, and above all they remembered the pain that he endured to save them. 
 
    If things had gone just slightly differently in the maelstrom of their shared psyches, he could have found himself with several thousand bond-mates. 
 
    Milly would have been thrilled. 
 
    Were he still an Empath, he would suffocate in their feelings for him: desperate gratitude, fanatical devotion, and always overwhelming love. 
 
    Before the Battle of Wayfelt, he was the new Empath, a rising young star in the Aegis, a mysterious hero, beloved by the Amazons. 
 
    Now, even outside of those he saved, monster girls lusted after him and revered him even to the point of making their own precious bond-mates slightly jealous, an unprecedented occurrence. 
 
    Soon his deeds were known across all of the city states, his story becoming as commonplace as that of the goddess of creation who was believed to have brought the monster girls into being. 
 
    Myrina One-Eye was soon named warleader of the Saenga Amazons, and despite her misgivings about it, Tiana likewise became the leader of the Brael tribe. 
 
    With Yana disgraced, Booker stepped down from the Aegis council to help her recover her spirit again, the two of them and Juni going into a sort of self-imposed exile. 
 
    Their long struggle finally over, Xalanth and the Lady Essig soon disappeared from the Bastion, but not before formally leaving the massive structure in the hands of the Aegis as a parting gift. 
 
    Nameless and his bond-mates had retired to Kettering intent on living out the rest of their lives together in peace, their days of service to the Aegis more or less cut short with his new disability. 
 
    The orphan had a long way to go in order to come to terms with the loss of his powers, not to mention his blindness, something that not even the magic of the Dryads could rectify. 
 
    It helped that after a time, and a lot of soul-searching, Kriss the Chameleon began to visit on occasion; her new home in Wayfelt was only ten miles from her brother’s cottage, so she really didn’t have an excuse not to. 
 
    With the deaths of Evadne Contrail and her human puppet, Jonathan Pym, the world settled again. 
 
    For a time at least, as Nameless was young and his story was far from over, while the costs of the conflict the wretched Chimera had orchestrated were both far-reaching and unpredictable. 
 
    If one wished to call this an end, they could, but for those willing to press on, just know that there are more stories yet to come: 
 
    The revelation of Tiberius Augendus’s true identity and the recounting of the impossible truths surrounding the Armistice Crisis that followed. 
 
    An Antlion Queen’s quest to find her autonomy again amidst the well-meaning machinations of her family. 
 
    The heartbreaking account of a broken Alchemist, trying to salvage his soul. 
 
    The tale of Volka Gundrsdotter seeking out the halls of her ancestors, as well as aiding Milly and Erica as they delved into their respective pasts. 
 
    And let us not forget the greatest adventure of them all that Nameless himself would soon face: fatherhood. 
 
    But these are stories for another day. 
 
    For now: rest... 
 
    As your dick must hurt something awful. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End... For Now 
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