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      The Rocky Mountains were an expansive mountain range located in North America that stretched over 4,800 kilometers from the northernmost part of British Columbia, in what had once been Canada, down through the former United States, all the way to New Mexico. The highest peak was Elbert in what had once been Colorado, with an elevation of 4,401 meters.

      The Great Americas Civil War that resulted in the dismantling of Canada, the United States, and Mexico’s governments had a profound impact on the Rockies, both environmentally and socio-politically. Many parts of the Rockies had seen environmental degradation due to military actions. Large swaths of forest were gone, military hardware polluted the landscape, and several habitats had been wiped from the map. This had inadvertently led to the creation of numerous conservation zones that were deemed too difficult or strategically irrelevant to contest, leading to a regrowth of natural habitats in the absence of human encroachment.

      Custodes Daemonium had claimed the Rockies as their base of operations after the war. Their numbers had been left devastated in the wake of their misbegotten attempts at enslaving the previous Incubus, and they had needed a place to recover. The Rockies were known for their breathtaking landscapes and formidable terrain. Very few people came there now, but they had everything that a person could want or need for survival, and so, Custodes Daemonium had set up shop, creating a massively fortified fortress deep within the mountain range.

      Trinity Bennett silently crept through the dense coniferous forest. Immense ponderosa pine trees blocked much of her view, but she was using more than her vision to see the surrounding area. The sound of chirping birds on her left let her know that nobody was there. On her right was the croaking of a chorus of frogs accompanied by the sounds of a babbling brook. However, there was no sound coming from her front.

      She was not alone. With a gesture, she motioned for one of the people behind her to step forward. No sound was made as a woman appeared on her left. It was hard to judge her age, but an unknowing person would have put her in the late 40s or early 50s. Her long hair was a mixture of black and gray, she had eyes of burnished steel, and she carried herself in a way that made her seem much younger than her actual age.

      “Sarah… tell me, what do you see?”

      Sarah Fortis Noel glanced at Trinity for but a moment, then looked ahead of them. “I assume our enemies are up ahead.”

      “Can you not see them?”

      “You know I can’t use Mage Sight, Master.”

      “A shame, that.”

      Trinity looked ahead of them again, her eyes glowing a brilliant cerulean like sunlight coruscating off a beautiful lake.

      Mage Sight was a hard skill for humans to master. It allowed the user to see magical auras, energies, and enchantments that were invisible to the naked eye. This power extended beyond mere vision, however, and offered an intuitive understanding of the magical forces at play around her. She could use it to detect the presence of magic, people, enchantments, and even determine what kind of spell someone was going to use before they activated it. Very few humans could master this spell. Of course, she had learned how to use it easily.

      “There’s a squad of sixteen up ahead. Eight of them are members of the Steel Brotherhood and the other eight are part of the Arcane Sentinels,” Trinity explained.

      Custodes Daemonium was made up of three branches: War Maidens, Steel Brotherhood, and Arcane Sentinels.

      The War Maidens were the all-female branch led by Trinity Bennett. Young female orphans who were found to have the potential for various forms of physical enhancement magic were adopted and trained to use their talents in combat. War Maidens were ideally suited for dealing with magical catastrophes that required finesse and precision, such as removing rogue elements, espionage, and removing threats in populated areas that required a delicate touch to minimize collateral damage.

      Unlike their female counterparts, Steel Brotherhood members excelled at dealing with large-scale magical threats that required brute force and resilience to overcome. They were used to battling against massive magical creatures, closing rifts to other dimensions, and fighting powerful mages or dangerous individuals. Their incredible physical prowess made them excellent combatants.

      The last group, the Arcane Sentinels, were a purely magic-based group that handled catastrophes deeply rooted in complex magical phenomena. If a city was afflicted by a curse that affected the entire region, the Arcane Sentinels were sent in to remove it. If a powerful magical construct had gone awry, it was the Arcane Sentinels who dealt with it. With their profound understanding of magic, the Arcane Sentinels could research, analyze, and cast powerful counter-spells to remove threats of a magical nature. They were also used to quell elemental storms that came too close to civilian population centers.

      “It sounds like they have the advantage in numbers,” Sarah noted.

      Trinity smiled. “Yes, but since when have numbers been an issue for us?”

      Only six War Maidens were present, including Trinity and Sarah. Such an extreme numerical disadvantage would normally mean they’d have no hope of winning. All members of the Custodes Daemonium branches were extensively trained to deal with all manner of threats. Each branch was roughly equal in power, but they had different strengths, which meant each branch also had weaknesses.

      War Maidens were strong against Arcane Sentinels but weak against Steel Brotherhood members. Steel Brotherhood members were strong against War Maidens but weak against Arcane Sentinels. Meanwhile, Arcane Sentinels were strong against Steel Brotherhood members but weak against War Maidens. This was due to how they were trained to deal with specific situations and their combat abilities. War Maidens were quite good at dismantling magical attacks, but brute strength could overpower their finesse. This balance of power was reminiscent of a rock-paper-scissors mechanism.

      “Sarah, you’ll take these five and deal with the Arcane Sentinels. I’ll deal with the Steel Brotherhood members,” ordered Trinity.

      “As you command.” It was a testament to her faith in Trinity that Sarah did not contest her decision.

      They found the enemy forces within a clearing. It looked like they had set up camp, though none of them were relaxing. The tenseness of their muscles and the shifting of their eyes made it clear they were on guard.

      While the Arcane Sentinels could detect magic even better than the War Maidens, they were not well-versed in tracking. War Maidens excelled at tracking, espionage, and anything related to intelligence gathering, though they were also superb close-range combatants. Their skills in combat were relied less on strength and more on skill.

      “They have set up a large-scale magic circle to detect intruders,” Trinity muttered. She clapped Sarah on the back. “I’ll leave dismantling it to you.”

      “Of course.”

      Sarah’s eyes glowed as she began analyzing the magic circle. This was different from Mage Sight, which was a much more all-encompassing technique. Her ability could only analyze magic circles. Once she had analyzed it, Sarah began the dismantling process, which involved overriding the formula with her own to negate its effects.

      Unfortunately, this alerted the Arcane Sentinels to their presence.

      “Enemy attack! They’re here!”

      “Guess that’s my cue.”

      Trinity raced out from the tree line, using Physical Enhancement to its fullest. She quickly appeared within the enemy camp as though she had teleported and immediately launched her first attack. A head went soaring through the air as she decapitated a member of the Steel Brotherhood with a single swipe of her weapon. He might have been able to avoid it if he’d had his magic armor activated, but he was unprepared.

      The rest of her squad caught up with her and began attacking the Arcane Sentinels before they could direct their magic her way. This let her focus solely on the Steel Brotherhood members. One of them came at her, swinging his massive claymore as though it was a feather. She dodged left, right, right again, then spun around and launched a reverse heel kick that caught his hand. A loud clang echoed around them. The Steel Brotherhood member did not drop his weapon like she had hoped, but he did stumble backward, and she used that moment to launch another attack.

      Like Brianna, Trinity used a Germinius Sword, which relied on spatial magic to sever the molecular bonds of anything it touched. Of course, hers was a little different from Brianna’s, being the original and one made specifically for Trinity. She combined the power of her blade with her physical enhancement magic to pierce straight through the Steel Brotherhood member. His armor flared briefly as the protective runes tried to save him, but in the end, it was no use. Her sword went straight through him, pierced his heart, and came out the other side.

      Trinity quickly removed her weapon from his chest and went after the remaining four members. They had already distanced themselves from her and were now surrounding her. She eyed them for a brief second, but her attention was mostly on their leader.

      “Trinity Bennett… we’ve been wondering where you were hiding. So you’ve finally decided to reveal yourself, you traitor.”

      The man who stood before her was young. She would have guessed he was in his early twenties. His black hair and pale skin complimented his yellowish eyes. He was quite handsome. Most of their members were attractive, though he still had nothing on Calencio, who’d been a favorite among the War Maidens.

      “Captain Talke. It’s been a hot minute. I see you’re still acting like Hendrick’s lap dog. Has he taught you how to fetch yet?”

      Captain Talke scowled. “I see your sharp tongue hasn’t changed since we last met. Since you’re here, you can go ahead and die for me. I’ll bring your head back to High Commander Hendricks.”

      “So that’s what he’s calling himself now? High Commander? How pretentious.”

      Trinity was not about to let these people go on the offensive. She quickly backpedaled, right toward one of the Steel Brotherhood members. He tried to swing at her with his mighty axe, but she ducked underneath the blow, spun around on the balls of her feet, and used her Germinius Sword to cleave through his armor from left hip to right shoulder. Blood spurted from the wound as he fell backward. He was still alive. His armor had barely saved him. However, he would die of blood loss soon.

      The other two enemies attacked her. Like the man she had just killed, they wielded axes that gleamed with runes. They were known as Tempest Cleavers, and they were designed to harness and amplify the physical might of its wielder. Tempest Cleavers could be infused with elements or release powerful shockwaves on contact with the enemy.

      That was why Trinity did not bother blocking, instead weaving between the hailstorm of their attacks. The Tempest Cleaver was ideal for breaking through defenses, whether by overwhelming force or exploiting an elemental weakness, but it also had some restrictions. This weapon heavily relied on kinetic energy to wield, which meant the effectiveness of it was directly tied to the wielder’s ability to maintain momentum during combat. The best way to deal with it was to halt their momentum.

      Before they could build up too much momentum, Trinity backed off and channeled mana into her sword, changing its configuration. No longer was it a sword. Instead, it had become a bow. There was no string, but a golden thread of energy appeared as she raised her hand, grasped it, and pulled it back. An arrow of light appeared and she released it. The arrow flew forward, then turned into several dozen. The Steel Brotherhood members attempted to dodge, but she fired multiple arrows, all of which multiplied. Her enemies were perforated, though they didn’t die.

      “Damn you!!”

      Her other opponent attempted to attack her from behind, but Trinity leapt onto one of her holier enemies and used him as a springboard, launching herself over her other attacker’s head. She landed on the ground. Crouching low, she changed the configuration back into a sword and swung, cleaving through the man’s legs. As he went down, she came up, swinging again, but this time, her sword cleaved through his torso. His two halves went flying and landed on the ground in meaty thuds.

      “You bitch!!”

      Another man tried to attack her, but she changed the configuration back into a bow and shot him through the throat without even looking back. She glanced around and did not see Captain Talke. He had fled. However, she quickly tracked him through the forest by listening to the trees. She wondered if anyone in Custodes Daemonium would ever discover the real reason she had chosen this place as their base of operations.

      The sound of Sarah shouting orders echoed behind her as she raced into the forest. She quickly closed the distance between her and Captain Talke, appearing before him like a ghost. He was forced to stop. Trinity did not give him time to speak. She launched herself forward and attacked him. The sound of their weapons clashing echoed all around the forest. Sadly, the Germinius Sword could not slice through a Tempest Cleaver. The runes on it negated her weapon’s magic.

      “You damn traitor! How dare you! Do not think High Commander Hendricks will let this stand!!”

      “Hmph.”

      Trinity did not bother talking as she pressed her attack. She spun the sword around like it was an extension of her own body, forcing Captain Talke to backpedal. He swung his weapon with incredible force, unleashing shockwaves that tore apart the ground and surrounding forest. The man was skilled with his weapon, as expected of a captain, but he had neither her power nor her experience, and he quickly found himself overwhelmed. He soon fell to his knees, both hands missing, blood leaking from their stumps.

      “Any last words?” asked Trinity as she pointed her sword at him. Captain Talke’s response was to spit at her. “Very well.”

      Without wasting time, she thrust her sword forward, impaling the man through the throat. He continued to glare at her even as his eyes dimmed and the light faded. With another snort, she removed her blade from his throat and turned around. She had traveled quite far from the others. After wiping the blood off her blade, she used Mage Sight to reorient herself and began trekking back to where her companions were waiting for her.
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      “You can’t be serious! We went through all that effort to make you our President, and now you’re telling me you want to leave?! Are you out of your mind?!”

      The sound of a fist striking the table echoed around the room. Longer than it was wide, this room featured a table that could seat twenty people. Each seat was currently filled. Many of the people present were old men well past their prime, but there were a few younger people as well, like the black-haired man who appeared to be in his late thirties and the dark-skinned woman who looked even younger. Anthony was counted amongst them as the youngest person present.

      And of course, there was Professor Lucretia Incanscino, who looked younger than all of them, even though she was the oldest one present.

      “There is no need to react so violently,” Anthony said mildly to Murphy Adams, the man who had slammed his hand against the table. He was an old man who’d been born in the Americas and immigrated here. His advanced age had given him numerous wrinkles and his hair was completely white. Though Anthony spoke in a mild voice, that seemed to only anger the old man further, leaving him red in the face.

      “Mr. President, you must understand why Murphy acted that way. You are now the president for the Academy Island Board of Directors. Not only does that title come with a lot of responsibilities, but there are political ramifications that you haven’t considered. How would it look to the rest of the world if you left now and got involved in an ongoing power struggle within an organization like Custodes Daemonium? Have you considered that it would be looked upon unfavorably by the rest of the world?”

      The person speaking was another old man, his hair completely white, and his ancient frame adorned with a crisp business suit. He had light blue eyes and more wrinkles on his jowl than anyone present. His name was Brenton Richardson. He was in charge of agriculture.

      Academy Island was a self-sustained nation, and it was his department that kept their many greenhouses, hydroponic facilities, and underground farms running. That made him an extremely important person. His word held a lot of weight to the people present.

      “Of course, I have considered the diplomatic ramifications,” Anthony said. He glanced at Professor Incanscino, who didn’t even look his way, then continued. “Now let me ask you: have you considered the ramifications of what would happen should Chloe and Hendricks defeat Trinity and solidify their position?”

      “… I have thought about it,” the old man said, looking away.

      Anthony smiled. “The fact that you had to hesitate tells me you don’t really understand how serious a situation this is. Chloe and Hendricks are hard-liners, warhawks as it were, and they recently sent a force to infiltrate Academy Island for the sole purpose of enslaving me. They did this after I was inaugurated as Academy Island’s President. This is a clear act of aggression and a violation of the Demonic Covenant.”

      He glanced at the people around him, staring them down until, one by one, they looked away. The only two people who didn’t look away—aside from Professor Incanscino—were Daniel Lewis and Naomi Vasquez. They were the two youngest members on the board after him.

      Placing his hands on the table, Anthony continued. “If we do nothing after they tried to enslave me, then we are setting a dangerous precedent that others will exploit. We’d be practically telling the entire world that such acts against us will go unpunished. It could invite further attacks. What’s more, do you think Chloe and Hendricks will stop just because of one failure? They only sent in two people this time, but that’s because most of their manpower is focused on fighting Trinity. What do you think will happen once they win?”

      With Anthony having so clearly stated the dangers of inaction, not a single person present could say anything against him. That did not mean a few wouldn’t try, however.

      “I do understand what you are saying, but why does that mean you have to be the one who goes?” asked Murphy Adams. “Could we not send in the Academy Island Private Security Forces? We have done so to save you before, remember? I’m sure they’d be up to the task of dealing with Custodes Daemonium.”

      “No…” Daniel Lewis said, his voice smooth like silk. “The Academy Island Private Security Forces are strong, but they cannot stand up against a group like Custodes Daemonium. There’s a reason that organization is hailed as one of the most powerful in the world. Our forces also specialize in defense, not attack. They would be wiped out.”

      “I’ve heard that both Chloe and Hendricks are listed as S-Rank threats,” Naomi added. “Our forces are not made to handle threats of that level.”

      Finally, Professor Incanscino spoke. “The only way to deal with an S-Rank threat is to fight it with another S-Rank threat.”

      “That is why I have to be the one who deals with this,” Anthony added. “However, it’s not like I’m leaving you all out to dry. Professor—ahem, Lucretia has offered to be my voice during my absence. I also won’t go alone. I’ll have a security detail with me.”

      Murphy grimaced. “You mean those women in your harem? I understand they are powerful but…”

      “Each of those women is strong enough to deal with A-Rank threats on their own. They are more than up to the task of protecting me,” Anthony interrupted. “Brianna and Marianne are both exceedingly powerful, more so than even a squadron of highly-trained specialists.”

      The only one among them who didn’t have that kind of firepower was Secilia, but what she lacked in power, she made up for in mechanical ingenuity. She could hack into any system, excelled at sniping, and could even build machines that corporations the world over would covet. She made a great supporting role.

      “Haaaah. Very well,” Murphy said with a sigh. “I do see your point. In that case, let’s discuss how we’re going to get you into the Americas without causing an international incident.”

      The conversation soon shifted away from arguments over Anthony’s decision to figuring out the best way to support it. He breathed a sigh of relief. The hard part was over. Now it was time to hash out the details.
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        * * *

      

      Brianna stood in the living room of her shared apartment with Anthony, Marianne, and Secilia. It wasn’t a large apartment. There were two bedrooms and a shower/changing room. The kitchen and living room were connected. She’d say it was about one-hundred square meters in total. That was a tiny space for four people to live in.

      Anthony said they would be getting an actual home soon since the President of the Academy Island’s Board of Directors couldn’t live in an apartment because he had to keep up appearances, but with all that had happened, moving into a house hadn’t occurred yet.

      A large suitcase lay on the floor before her. It was already filled with clothing and daily necessities. She wondered what else she could bring. None of them knew how long this trip was going to last, so she didn’t know how much they needed. Would they be able to get more essentials once they arrived? Given their reasons for leaving, she somehow didn’t think so.

      As she stared at her suitcase, her mind turned to other matters. Was her instructor okay? What happened to Trinity? Where had they gone? Would they be able to find those two and save them, or would they arrive too late to do anything? Worry plagued her.

      “There’s the face of someone thinking deep thoughts.”

      “Hmm?”

      Brianna looked up to see Secilia and Marianne entering the living room, lugging a pair of large suitcases behind them.

      “I see you two have everything packed,” Brianna said.

      “I-it was pretty easy for me. I don’t have much to begin with,” Marianne admitted with a shy blush.

      “I packed a lot, but it was mostly gadgets I thought might be useful,” Secilia confessed.

      Brianna sighed. “I hope you at least packed the essentials.”

      “I got a few spare pairs of underwear.”

      “That’s not what I was talking about…”

      “Anyway, what’s with that look? You look like someone just killed your favorite pet.”

      “I was just… thinking about Instructor Noel and Lady Trinity…”

      “Ah. Well, it’s pretty natural to worry. I guess I can’t blame you for thinking about them, but like, there’s not much we can do right now. You’d be better off thinking about what you’re gonna do once we get there. After all, you can’t change what’s already happened.”

      “I know…”

      It somewhat galled her to realize that Secilia was right, but she wasn’t going to deny good advice when she heard it. Brianna quickly finished packing and then helped Secilia and Marianne gather supplies for Anthony since he was stuck in a meeting with the Board of Directors.

      Anthony arrived home several hours later. He looked exhausted, but he smiled as he took off his shoes and greeted them.

      “Looks like you’ve already packed everything. Thank you,” he said.

      “It was no trouble,” Brianna mumbled. She squeaked when Anthony wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her into a one-armed hug. “A-Anthony?!”

      “Let me stay like this and recharge for a moment,” Anthony murmured into her neck. Brianna shuddered as his warmth breath washed over her skin. She tried not to squirm as she stood there with her arms lowered. Just as she thought about raising them to hug him back, Secilia interrupted.

      “If you need to recharge, why not use me as your battery? I’d actually reciprocate.”

      “I-I was going to hug him back!”

      “Yeah, sure you were.”

      “I was!”

      Brianna quickly found herself arguing with Secilia. Again. She didn’t know why anymore, but it was like she couldn’t go an hour without getting into an argument with this girl. Maybe it was her personality. Secilia was snarky and sarcastic. Anthony might have appreciated that, but Brianna found it obnoxious.

      While they were arguing, Marianne, dressed in an apron, wandered out of the kitchen and tugged on Anthony’s sleeve. The look on her face was something that would have set any man’s heart ablaze. Even Brianna found it adorable. Anthony smiled and pulled her into his chest. The girl froze for a moment before quickly nuzzling her face against him as he stroked her hair.

      “You smell good. Are you cooking something?”

      “Um… Swedish meatballs.”

      “I’ve heard of those. Never had them before. If they taste half as amazing as they smell, I know they’ll be delicious.”

      Brianna and Secilia had stopped arguing not long after Anthony and Marianne cozied up together. They glared at the young vampire woman, then looked at each other, silently calling a truce with their eyes.

      “Anthony, why don’t you sit down on the couch with us?” Brianna asked as she grabbed his arm.

      “I’m sure you’re tired from sitting in that boring meeting for several hours,” Secilia added, grabbing his other arm.

      Marianne pouted as Brianna and Secilia dragged him over to the couch, but she was too meek to actually complain.

      Dinner was soon finished and they sat down around the dinner table. Anthony sat on one side, Secilia and Marianne took another side, and Brianna sat opposite them. The Swedish meatballs were delicious. Brianna did not know how they were made, but she couldn’t deny their taste. It had the perfect balance of savory and sweet.

      “Everything has been planned out. We’re leaving tomorrow,” Anthony told them over dinner.

      “Was it hard convincing the board to let you go?” asked Brianna.

      “Not as hard as it could have been thanks to Professor Incanscino’s advice, but it was kinda draining,” Anthony shrugged.

      “So what’s the plan? I assume we’re traveling under a pseudonym?” said Secilia.

      “We are not,” Anthony declared, much to Brianna’s surprise. “We’ve decided to make a show of it. I’ll be traveling there under the pretense of establishing diplomatic relations with the City-State of New Denver.”

      In the wake of the civil war that led to the dismantling of the United States, Mexico, and Canada, New Denver had emerged as a powerful independent city-state. Ruled over by ZenithCorp, a massive conglomerate that ranked consistently in the top ten most powerful corporations in the Americas, New Denver had transformed into an economic powerhouse.

      “So we’re dealing with Dr. Elena Vance,” Secilia said as she jabbed a meatball onto her fork. “I’ve heard a lot about her. She’s a visionary in the field of cybernetics and artificial intelligence. It’s thanks to her that ZenithCorp became a dominant force in technology and renewable energy.”

      “You sound like you look up to her,” Anthony said.

      “Of course! This woman is what every inventor aspires to be! She created ZENITH, the most advanced artificial intelligence in the entire world! ZENITH is the only artificial intelligence to evolve beyond its programming. Do you know how incredible that is? And it was only thanks to Dr. Vance that this was made possible.” Secilia clapped her hands together and Brianna thought she could see stars enter the woman’s eyes. “Aaaaah, I’d really love to meet her!”

      “Well, you’ll be getting your chance soon, since that’s who we’re going to meet with first,” Anthony said.

      “FOR REAL?!”

      Brianna sighed as Secilia began gushing. She turned to her meal, hoping to block out the woman’s hyperactive comments. She hoped Instructor Noel was okay.
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        * * *

      

      It took a lot more effort for Anthony to leave Academy Island this time than last time. As the newly-minted president, he couldn’t just up and vanish like before. First, they had to make an official announcement stating that Anthony would be leaving Academy Island on official business. Then they had to contact Dr. Vance of ZenithCorp to schedule a meeting. The Board of Directors worked with him on a flight itinerary, and they spent several hours drilling etiquette into him.

      The whole affair had been very tedious.

      Anthony was not sure he enjoyed these newfound shackles of his, but he realized that being fettered like this was also for his own protection. As the Board of Directors’ President for Academy Island, he was afforded a great deal of protection, both politically and physically. He could put up with it if it meant keeping him and his women safe.

      Another big change was their means of transportation. The last time Anthony had left Academy Island, it had been on a normal plane at the airport, but this time, he was being flown on his own private jet.

      It was called The Aetherwing, a private jet designed through the collaborative efforts of several powerful companies. AeroLux Dynamics, a leading aerospace manufacturer known for their aircraft designs and propulsion technologies. VirtuTech, a conglomerate at the forefront of virtual reality, artificial intelligence, and cyberspace stationed on Academy Island. Solace Health System, which was a biotech company specializing in medical technology. They were some of the leading companies on this island. The Aetherwing was their prototype for a new craft.

      Anthony, Brianna, Marianne, Secilia, and Professor Incanscino stepped out of the vehicle that had taken them to the private runway. That was when they got their first glimpse of the private jet.

      “This is what we’re traveling in? How fancy,” Secilia said with a whistle.

      “I-it’s so pretty,” Marianne exclaimed.

      “You said it. What a beaut,” Secilia agreed.

      Brianna said nothing, but she did stare at the jet like it was something impressive. He imagined she had more things to worry about right now.

      The Aetherwing featured a sleek, aerodynamic design with adaptive camouflage technology, allowing it to blend with the skies or night to evade detection. It used state-of-the-art engines, offering silent operation and high-speed travel. Its body was streamlined with minimal protrusions or sharp angles, and it had wings shaped and positioned to optimize lift and reduce drag, with a smooth transition between different sections of the aircraft. A reflective silver color made it gleam in the light, though it would dull once it turned on and the camouflage was activated.

      A boarding ramp lowered and several people came out and saluted. These men and women belonged to Academy Island’s Private Security Force. They would be traveling with him and his women on this trip, though not as guard detail. Their job was merely to watch, maintain, and pilot the aircraft. He had made that order quite explicit when talking to the Board of Directors.

      “I’m afraid this is where I’ll have to leave you,” Professor Incanscino turned to face them. “I cannot leave Academy Island for my own reasons, so I’ll simply wish you safe travels from here.”

      “Thank you, Professor,” Anthony said.

      Professor Incanscino nodded as she twirled her parasol—when had she taken it out?—and turned around to head back toward the vehicle. Anthony wondered as he watched her. He still knew so little about the tiny professor, though he now knew a lot more about her than he had before. But he wanted to learn even more about her.

      “Well, let’s get on board,” he said to everyone.

      An older gentleman stepped up to him and saluted smartly. Anthony couldn’t place his age exactly, but he had salt-and-pepper hair, a neatly trimmed beard, and a few wrinkles around his eyes. While both eyes were blue, one was a lighter shade and had a magic circuit inside. A prosthetic. It wasn’t unusual for people to have prosthetics. Some people got them because of accidents, but some people replaced their original organs with cybernetic prosthetics because of the benefits they offered. This one was most likely designed to help him pilot aircrafts.

      This man’s uniform was made from a breathable fabric suitable for long flights. The color scheme matched those of the PSF’s and had a rank insignia on the right breast. A jacket with epaulets had been thrown over his full body suit.

      “Mr. President, my name is Gunther Roads, I am the Chief Pilot of the Aetherwing. I hope you will enjoy the flight,” the man said, offering a salute.

      “We’ll be in your care,” Anthony said with a smile.

      They were led inside. Anthony couldn’t stop the whistle that escaped him as he finally saw what the interior looked like. Luxurious didn’t even begin to describe it. The cabin was a masterpiece of opulence and functionality, with materials that combined elegance and high-tech resilience.

      “Welcome, President Amasius,” said a pleasant female voice.

      “Holy shit!” Secilia exclaimed. “Is that the latest AI assistant from VirtuTech?”

      “Indeed, I am. My name is Alice Synthesis. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Lady Secilia.”

      Secilia’s eyes lit up as she began speaking to the artificial intelligence, asking it all kinds of questions about its make, functions, and specs. Alice Synthesis managed all the Aetherwing’s systems, from navigation to security protocols, and could also provide updates on global news, stock market trends, and even confidential reports related to Anthony’s tasks as Board of Directors’ President.

      It also described the amenities the jet had. There was a virtual meeting room with a high-definition holographic projection system, an advanced security system with cybernetic measures to protect against hacking, a combat medical bay featuring the current most advanced medical technology, including an autodoc pod capable of performing a wide range of medical procedures, a personal quarters for Anthony and his women, and a small state-of-the-art gym and spa with a virtual reality zone for leisure and stress relief. Honestly, this place had way more amenities than his apartment.

      That was just sad.

      His poor apartment.

      “We will begin takeoff shortly,” Alice Synthesis let them know.

      “Should we sit down?” asked Anthony.

      “That is not necessary. Takeoffs and landings in the Aetherwing are among the smoothest you will find. I doubt you’ll even feel it. I merely wanted to inform you that we would be leaving soon.”

      “Well, all right then.”

      Secilia continued talking to Alice Synthesis and Marianne went around inspecting the rooms, running her fingers over everything to check for dust. It seemed her desire to clean was coming on strong, or perhaps she was checking everything to hide her nerves. Marianne still wasn’t very confident in herself. As he watched them, Anthony caught movement out of the corner of his eye and found Brianna had moved over to the window. She had placed her hand against the glass and was looking out with a pensive frown.

      As the plane began its takeoff, he wondered if there was something he could do to help Brianna.
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        * * *

      

      I have to hand it to the Board of Directors… they really understand my preferences.

      That was the first thought Anthony had when he looked at the personal quarters. The centerpiece of the entire room was the massive bed that could easily hold ten people on it. He had never seen a bed so large before.

      Anthony wandered over to the bed and sat down. No one else was with him right now. Secilia was still talking to Alice Synthesis, Marianne was inspecting the kitchen, and Brianna was… off in her own world. He had decided to check out their private quarters to see what it was like. While it didn’t shock him, he was still a little miffed to realize that this room alone was more impressive than his bedroom back home.

      We really need to find a new place to live.

      Embedded into a nightstand was the control for the room. He brought up the holographic control function and couldn’t suppress a whistle as he saw all the different functions this room had. Even the bed had its own functions. There was, of course, all the normal stuff like adaptive smart materials, health and sleep monitoring sensors, and integrated environmental control functions. However, this bed also came with several other features that weren’t standard like the mood enhancement technology, aroma diffusion system, and tactile stimulation feature. It even had holographic projection capabilities so he could create unique and fantastical environments for himself and his partners.

      It was as if the bed had been designed specifically with sex in mind. The bathroom was similarly designed. It had numerous features, including a full body massage bed and a shower with multiple places to sit made with a fabric that acted as an adhesive so they wouldn’t slip when performing rigorous movements. He was particularly interested in the jet bath.

      Once he had satisfied his curiosity, Anthony wandered back into the main cabin. Secilia had taken to the couch and was sipping on a frothy white beverage as she chatted with Alice Synthesis.

      “I’ve read the technical manual for you. You assist the pilot in-flight using a Quantum Dynamic Pathfinding Algorithm.”

      “That is correct. My programming allows me to gain data on everything from weather, traffic patterns, and known threats to predict and avoid hazards. I operate on a quantum crystal, which allows for complex problem-solving that exceeds the capabilities of most advanced super-computers, and thanks to that, I can run predictive real-time simulations that I send to my pilot so he can avoid any potential hazards and ensure a safe trip for our passengers.”

      “Have you noticed any lag or inconsistencies within your programming?”

      “There is a .9 second lag during simulation runs.”

      “Hmmm, .9 seconds isn’t a long time, but it could make a huge difference during combat scenarios. Since we’re traveling into possible enemy territory, I’d like to update your operating system so it runs smoother.”

      “I do not believe I am allowed to grant you access to my OS. It goes against protocol.”

      “Oh, come on. Can’t you bend the rules a little? You’re an AI, not some random ass computer who has no choice but to follow every protocol to the letter.”

      “Even so—”

      “Besides, you would be able to better ensure the safety of your passengers, which I believe is in-line with your own protocols.”

      “That is true, but—”

      “I can also upgrade your operating system. It might run on the latest and greatest innovations from VirtuTech, but it’s still lagging behind some of the more powerful virtual reality corporations like ZENITH.”

      “…”

      It sounds like Secilia is running circles around Alice Synthesis.

      Secilia was the best inventor he knew. That might not be saying much since he didn’t know many other inventors, but he was sure that, out of all the inventors in this world, she was the best. VirtuTech and several other corporations had actually tried recruiting her several times before, though she turned them all down.

      Anthony glanced over at the kitchen, where Marianne had taken up station, standing before a table with a cutting board and several vegetables and meat selections laid out. She was scrolling through a holographic screen. He couldn’t read it since the screen was reversed from his side, but he suspected she was looking through recipes. Marianne enjoyed learning new recipes.

      After studying Marianne for a second longer, Anthony turned to Brianna. She sat further away from everyone else. Her body was turned on the couch so she could look out the window. They had already taken off, a fact that Anthony hadn’t even noticed, and so the window showed little more than clear blue skies. Despite the incredible view, Brianna looked melancholy.

      He wandered over to her. “A credit for your thoughts?”

      Brianna blinked and turned to him. “Huh? Oh, Anthony…”

      “You look worried. Thinking about Instructor Noel?”

      “… yes,” Brianna sighed. “I know I shouldn’t, but I can’t help but wonder what’s happened to her. Is she safe?”

      “She and Trinity are outnumbered. It’s natural to worry,” Anthony said. “Do you know how powerful the Steel Brotherhood and Arcane Sentinels are?”

      “They’re about equal in strength to the War Maidens,” Brianna answered immediately. “Each branch forms a triangle of strengths and weaknesses. In terms of numbers, techniques, and technical expertise, they are equal. In a battle between all three forces, the winner would be decided more by luck than by superior abilities. However…”

      “Since the Arcane Sentinels and Steel Brotherhood have joined forces, they have both the numerical advantage and the technical advantage,” Anthony finished after she trailed off.

      “Yes.”

      It was understandable that Brianna would be worried for her sisters among the War Maidens. Their situation was quite dire. He also understood that worrying about it like this was not the healthiest thing to do. If she kept focusing on something she could not control right now, it would lead nowhere and only serve to agitate her. He could already feel her mind eroding with worry thanks to their bond.

      Anthony stood up. “All right. Come with me.”

      “What—Anthony?! What are you doing?!”

      Brianna squeaked when Anthony lifted her into his arms. She quickly wrapped her arms around his neck as he held her like a princess and began walking.

      “Secilia, Marianne, I’m gonna go break in the bedroom,” he called out to them.

      Marianne blushed bright red, but Secilia waved a hand. “All right. Just remember to air out the bedroom when you’re done. I don’t wanna come in and smell the stink of sex all over the place.”

      “Do not worry,” Alice Synthesis chimed in. “The bed not only has an aroma diffusion system to release essential oils, it also has a scent remover program that can remove any and every trace of odorous molecules.”

      “Now that’s what I’m talking about. We need something like that in our place,” Secilia praised.

      Anthony decided not to listen anymore and quickly made off with a blushing Brianna to the bedroom.
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        * * *

      

      Anthony pressed his toes against the heels of his shoes to slip out of them, not pausing as he strode across the carpet with Brianna in his arms. The young woman was clinging to him, arms wrapped around him, feet swaying back and forth. Her cheeks were stained red.

      “Anthony, I… um… I’m not sure now’s the time for this…” she mumbled.

      “No. Now is the perfect time for this,” Anthony countered.

      He set Brianna on the bed, grabbed the hem of his shirt, and pulled it off. Despite her words, Brianna gulped when she eyed his muscular torso. Anthony could feel her desire through their bond skyrocket. He almost smiled.

      That’s right. Forget about your current worries and focus only on me.

      He leaned down, both hands on either side of Brianna, and kissed her hard. The passion of his kiss made Brianna lose herself. She fell backward. The bed bounced underneath her, but their lips remained connected. When he pulled back, Brianna’s face was flushed bright red and her breathing had grown heavy.

      With a smile, Anthony went over to the controls and fiddled with them a little. He was messing with the virtual reality controls. The world around them soon disappeared, replaced by a vast skyline with a million twinkling stars. Brianna gawked and looked around. She sat up and peered over the bed, only to squawk and pull back. What appeared down below was a massive cityscape. It looked like they were several thousand feet in the air.

      “What is this?” she asked.

      “It’s the virtual reality controls. It has several different settings. I decided to do the New Denver skyline. We’re basically just floating in the air.”

      “H-hmmm… Interesting. Well… I guess it’s okay… since it’s all fake…”

      “Right? Now… where were we…”

      “Anthony… Oh…”

      Brianna exhaled a slow breath as Anthony pushed her back onto the bed and began kissing her neck. She tilted her head. Through their bond, Anthony could feel her desire. It was like a voice in the back of his mind was telling him what to do, where to kiss, and how much pressure he should apply. He started from her jawline and worked his way down. Her body shuddered several times when he took her skin between his teeth and sucked hard enough to leave a mark.

      His hands weren’t idle either. While he needed one hand to remain upright, so he wouldn’t squash Brianna with his weight, he had slipped his other hand into her pants. His hand rested over her crotch. It wasn’t inside of her panties, so he was just slowly rubbing her already protruding clit through the fabric. Her undies were getting damp.

      “An… Anthony… I… hnnnn?!”

      Brianna’s entire body jerked as he pushed her panties aside to stimulate her directly. Two fingers went inside and curled into her G-spot, while he rubbed his thumb against her little pearl. Brianna bucked her hips, feet planted firmly on the bed, the comforter wrinkling as she curled her toes. She couldn’t speak because he had occupied her mouth with his tongue. Her moans were muffled and drool leaked out from the sides as he pleasured Brianna to her first orgasm.
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“Haaaaah… hnnnn… haaaaaaah… why was that… more intense… than normal?”

      “Maybe it’s the virtual reality? I bet having sex in the sky is making you horny.”

      “Th-there’s no way!” Brianna sounded mortified.

      “You think so? Well, either way, let’s get those off.”

      Anthony was quick to divest Brianna of her shirt and pants. He left her bra and panties on, however. Her bra was one that hooked from the front. He undid the clasps and enjoyed the sight of her breasts bouncing free. The cups just barely hid the goods. He could see her nipples peeking out through the fabric and it was arousing him something fierce. There was just something stimulating about barely-hidden nipples. Brianna must have felt the same because not only had her feelings through the bond spiked, but the wet patch on her panties had expanded.

      Even though they had done this a lot, Brianna must have been feeling embarrassed because she tried to hide her body, but he grabbed her arms and raised them above her head.

      “Don’t hide them. I want to get a good look,” Anthony said.

      “… perv,” Brianna muttered, turning her head aside.

      “I won’t deny it.”

      Feeling a thrill race through him, Anthony pushed aside her bra and marveled at the sight. Brianna had a large chest. Her boobs were like a pair of small mountains, though right now they tilting to either side as gravity attempted to drag them down. The stiff peaks were already pointed.

      “I don’t know why… I feel so embarrassed right now…” Brianna murmured.

      “I don’t either, but it’s cute.”

      Anthony couldn’t wait anymore. He leaned down and sucked one of her nipples into his mouth. Brianna bit her lips to prevent herself from moaning, but she couldn’t when he rolled her nipple with his tongue. He reached out and began kneading her tits like dough. They were so soft and squishy. Dough might have actually been a good way to describe them. His fingers sank into their softness.

      A flock of birds flew by overhead, though only Brianna paid attention to them. Anthony had decided to try something new. He took both of her breasts and squished them together, until her nipples were rubbing against each other, then sucked them both into his mouth.

      “AAAHN?! Nnnnmmmm! Aaaaaaaah!!”

      Brianna's shocked squeal turned into a deep moan. Anthony, in a fit of mischievousness, made sure to produce a loud slurping sound as he sucked.

      “Don’t… you’re not… mmmmmm… not gonna get… any… thing… by sucking on them… oooooh!”

      Anthony grinned around her nipples. “You sure? I think I can get some milk to come out if I suck hard enough.”

      “That’s not how… this… wooooOOOORKS?!”

      Brianna clenched her teeth as sensations washed over her, shooting through her and to Anthony via their bond. He realized she had just orgasmed from this. Her breasts weren’t the most sensitive, but the combination of different forms of stimulation had been the most likely reason.

      As Brianna fell slack on the bed, all the muscles in her body relaxing, Anthony kissed his way down her body. Brianna was the most toned out of all his women. Her tight stomach was an amazing thing. He could feel her six pack beneath a layer of softness and he greatly enjoyed placing as many kisses on it as he could.

      “That… that tickles…” Brianna mumbled. Then her eyes widened. “Wait. Are you licking me?!”

      “That a problem?” asked Anthony as he dragged his tongue across her stomach.

      “It… it feels weird…”

      “That’s not what I’m getting.”

      “It feels good! But it also feels weird!”

      To keep Brianna’s squirming to a minimum, Anthony locked her hips with his forearms as he continued paying homage to her tummy. He was particularly fond of her bellybutton. It was small and cute. She also had the greatest reaction when he kissed her there. He enjoyed both the sight of her squirming and the sounds she made. However, he did want to move on.

      Her panties were soaked. Literally. They were completely drenched. Brianna’s blush as he raised her hips to pry them off was brighter than a fire truck. Her inner thigh and the petals of her beautiful pink pussy glistened like a flower first thing in the morning after it had rained the previous night. The scent of her arousal after he removed her undergarments was intoxicating. He leaned down and took a deep whiff.

      “Geeze, you! Stop… stop smelling it…”

      “I do this all the time. What’s the problem?”

      “The problem is you’re being more blatant about it!”

      “Hmmmm. I think I just need some stress relief. You wouldn’t believe how stressful being a figurehead is.”

      “Don’t relieve your stress by sniffing my crotch!”

      “But it smells so good.”

      “YooooOOOAAAAAI?!”

      I think I’m getting addicted to surprising her.

      Anthony really couldn’t help but enjoy the way Brianna released a shocked squeal every time he surprised her with some kind of stimulation. He had pressed his tongue against her snatch and dragged it from the bottom to the top. While the outer labia weren’t very sensitive, Brianna jerked like she was riding a bucking bronco when he reached her clit. Every muscle in her body seemed to stiffen when he sucked it in his mouth and rolled his tongue across it.

      “OOOOOOOOOOOOOHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      Brianna came hard, and Anthony blinked as she sprayed her juices all over his mouth and the lower half of his face. He sat up and wiped his face off, then stuck his fingers inside his mouth and sucked on them as he looked at Brianna. The young had gone cross-eyed and she looked like she was having trouble focusing.

      Moving out from between her legs, Anthony removed his pants and underwear, the last articles of clothes he had, then sat on his haunches near the head of the bed. He gently placed his hard cock over Brianna’s face and rocked back and forth directly underneath her nose. Despite calling him a pervert for inhaling her scent, Brianna took several deep sniffs before bringing her tongue out lick the underside of his shaft.

      “Think you can take it in your mouth?” asked Anthony.

      Brianna didn’t respond with words. She turned her head and sucked the tip into her mouth. Brianna could not fit him all the way inside, stopping when he was about halfway in. He was fine with that. He rocked back and forth, enjoying the sensations, along with the view. Brianna was covered in a layer of sweat that caused her body to glisten. Hotter still was that she had reached down and was playing with herself. She had spread her lips apart and was fingering herself with one hand, while she used the other to stimulate her clit.

      Anthony had no idea how long they were like that, but he eventually felt the need to cum. He didn’t want to cum in her mouth since he didn’t like the taste of himself. He removed his dick from her and stroked it several times, shooting his load all over her chest. One squirt splattered all over her left nipple, coating it in a layer of white.

      “Okay. Time to turn around.”

      “Mmmm. All right.”

      Brianna was a lot more compliant now that he had turned on all her buttons. She turned around until she was lying on her stomach and raised her ass into the air. Anthony went back behind her.

      “Spread your lips for me.”

      Brianna’s ears turned bright red, but she reached behind her and spread her lips apart with just two fingers, revealing her fleshy interior.

      Anthony took a deep breath as he placed his hands on her ass cheeks. He massaged them as he slowly inserted his shaft in her warm, moist pussy. The sound of two exhalations echoed around the room. Being inside of her was an incredible sensation. Anthony spent a moment just luxuriating in the feel, but he couldn’t just sit still forever.

      He began rocking back and forth, gently because that was how Brianna liked it. She always preferred gentle love-making over the rougher stuff. Even with all they had done so far, he had been extremely gentle with her.

      “Haaaah… mmmm… aaaaahhh…”

      Brianna made several quiet, muffled moans as she buried her face into the pillows. Anthony leaned over until his sweaty chest was pressed against her back. The scent of her body mixed with his. He kept rocking back and forth as he licked the sweat off her skin.

      “Can you feel it coming?” Anthony whispered into her ear. “I’m not gonna last very long.”

      “M-me either,” Brianna muttered.

      “I’m gonna shoot my load inside of you and fill you with my baby batter.”

      “D-do it.”

      It was just an euphemism. Anthony couldn’t produce children. It was the one downside to being an incubus. If he ever wanted kids, he’d have to adopt, which might not be a bad idea since there were a lot of orphaned children in this world. Anthony had also been an orphan.

      With a grunt, Anthony blasted his load inside of Brianna, who came seconds after him. Her pussy quivered around his cock as he twitched, pumping load after load inside of her, until she became so full that his white spunk leaked out from around him. As Brianna’s body sagged into the bed, Anthony removed himself from inside of her. The sperm that had been trickling out gushed out and stained the bed sheets.

      “Now that’s what I call a creampie,” he muttered with a satisfied grin.

      Brianna looked over her shoulder, an embarrassed glare on her face.

      “Pervert,” she muttered.
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      Anthony sat on a barstool nursing a glass of frothy blue liquid that Alice Synthesis had created. He wasn’t quite sure what this concoction contained, but it glowed with an otherworldly light that made him think there might be venom. She had assured him it was perfectly safe. It certainly tasted fine. It had a slightly sweet, slightly tangy aftertaste, but it sizzled as it went down.

      “We’re coming up on New Denver,” Alice Synthesis announced. “You should be able to see it if you look out the window.”

      Anthony set his glass down and joined Brianna, Marianne, and Secilia over by the windows on the other side. The window was quite a bit bigger than the kind you find in normal airplanes, stretching across the plane’s interior. He sat down on the fluffy sofa with the girls and peered down.

      New Denver spread out before them. Skyscrapers stretched into the clouds, housing offices, residences, and likely recreational facilities. These architectural marvels were equipped with their own energy generation, waste recycling, and vertical farming to sustain New Denver’s population. He’d heard the city was almost entirely self-sufficient, which was how they managed to survive.

      All the buildings and structures featured dynamic, unconventional shapes made possible by advanced human-made materials. Some of them made him think they were made from liquid. Their organic forms and geometric patterns appeared to change appearance in response to environmental conditions.

      As they flew closer, Anthony saw that all of the buildings made great use of smart glass and dynamic facades. They extensively used this material because they could adjust the transparency and display information and advertisements, along with dynamic facades that changed to optimize energy efficiency.

      The skyline was abuzz with drones and autonomous vehicles constantly crisscrossing each other. According to Alice Synthesis, the entire city was blanketed in a high-speed wireless network. Maglev trains, hyperloops, and networks of autonomous vehicles traveled throughout the city. It made Anthony think of the blood vessels that traveled throughout the human body. In many ways, a human body was just a microcosm of this city.

      There seemed to be some delineation within the city’s structure. The polished, corporate-controlled zones, replete with the latest technological advancements and luxury starkly contrasted to some of the city’s urban centers further out, which were much more anarchic. Those areas must have been the more densely populated places for the lower classes and subcultures. Every city had them.

      Corporate greed and the commodification of technology and life itself had created a huge disparity between social classes. This social stratification was the result of unchecked corporate power and capitalism. The affluent few enjoyed all the technological marvels and luxury afforded to them, while the majority grappled with poverty, surveillance, and exploitation.

      There had been many debates among politicians and socio-economic theorists about the dangers of giving too much power to individuals and corporations, but the sad truth was that those with power were oftentimes the ones with vision. While many people merely worried about how to survive the next day, these people thought about how to thrive, and that thought process led them to acquire power through a combination of technological innovation and their own determination. It might not be fair, but nobody ever said life was fair.

      “We’ll be setting down soon. An entourage will be waiting for us,” Alice Synthesis said.

      “Should we buckle up…?” Brianna asked hesitantly. She looked around, but there didn’t appear to be any straps or other articles with which to buckle themselves in.

      “There is no need,” Alice Synthesis declared. “This jet is completely safe. You wouldn’t even notice us flying through turbulence. Landing will be no trouble.”

      “Right…”

      Brianna appeared to be doing better now than she had been. He wondered if having sex with him had helped her settle down. Anthony wasn’t one to brag, but he did a pretty thorough job of pleasing her. Even after they had done the deed, he had taken care of her, carrying her to the bathtub like a princess and snuggling with her as they soaked in the warm waters and jet sprays. She seemed happy, at the very least.

      They eventually caught sight of the landing strip. It wasn’t in the city itself but a few kilometers out. Marked by LEDs and smart paint showed them where to land.

      Alice Synthesis got in touch with the landing port’s AI, though it seemed like something happened because he heard a huffing sound coming from the speakers. He’d never heard an AI huff like that.

      “Problem?” asked Secilia.

      “No. There’s no problem—unless you count that blasted ZENITH attempting to hack into my mainframe,” Alice Synthesis huffed again. “Don’t worry though. I kicked that bitch out the moment she tried to gain access to my databanks.”

      Anthony and Secilia shared a look. It wasn’t that surprising that ZENITH had tried to gain access to their information network. Intelligence was key in negotiations. The more you knew about your opponent and their circumstances, the greater your chances of getting the better deal became. No doubt, Dr. Elena Vance was interested in acquiring whatever information she could on them before negotiations began.

      “We’ll need to be extremely careful while dealing with Dr. Elena Vance,” Marianne said. Her expression was no longer that of a shy young woman. It still amazed Anthony that she could slip on the facade of an experienced politician so easily. “Mother and I have not had any dealings with her, since New Denver is too far removed from our sphere of influence, but I have heard she’s a rather ruthless negotiator.”

      “In that case, can I rely on you to help me out?” asked Anthony.

      Anthony had little to no experience with politics and negotiation. If he was being honest with himself, the only thing he was good for was fighting and sex. He might be able to make a decent leader, too, if he learned to put his natural incubus-given charisma to good use, but that only seemed to work on women.

      Marianne’s political facade slipped as a bright smile appeared on her face. “Of course! I’ll do my best to help you!”

      “Thanks.”
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        * * *

      

      Dr. Elena Vance looked like the epitome of intellect and precision, with a demeanor that was as meticulously curated as her groundbreaking work at the helm of ZenithCorp. That was the very first thought of Anthony as he stepped off the private jet and saw the woman waiting for him alongside several armed soldiers.

      “President Amasius,” the woman said as he walked over. While she did smile, it was a sharp, calculated smile—a viper’s smile if ever saw one. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance. I’m Dr. Elena Vance, CEO of ZenithCorp.”

      She had a non-specific European accent, making him wonder what country she hailed from since it obviously wasn’t America. It added an aura of mystery to her persona and carried the weight of her expertise and experience. He supposed her voice was just another tool in her arsenal. Anthony made a note to be wary of letting her take the lead.

      “A pleasure,” Anthony said, shaking her hand. He was still not used to anyone calling him “President” but he made no comment on that. Marianne had informed him that displaying discomfort was a sign of weakness and he should never do that when meeting a powerful individual like the woman before him.

      The ZenithCorp CEO stood at a height that commanded attention, with impeccable posture, as though she had been born with her confidence and authority. Anthony had read her bio. She was supposed to be in her late 40s, but her dedication to both personal and professional excellence made her seem timeless. It wouldn’t surprise Anthony if she’d also had numerous physical enhancements done on her to appear younger than she was.

      Her hair was a cascade of silver that hinted at her years of experience. It was pulled back into a sleek, no-nonsense bun, emphasizing the sharp angles of her face and her keen, observant gray eyes, framed by a pair of minimalist glasses. Her skin was fair and unblemished. He didn’t know what kind of skincare technology they had at ZenithCorp, but the rich and powerful were always doing their best to retain their youth. Immortality was something all powerful individuals craved. He was sure Dr. Elena Vance was no different.
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“Allow me to introduce you to my family,” Anthony said when he saw the doctor’s eyes stray to the women behind him. He made a gesture as though to encompass the three women. “This is Brianna of the War Maidens, Secilia, and Marianne Tepes.”

      The woman’s eyes immediately zeroed in on Marianne, who, despite her obvious discomfort, met the woman’s sharp gaze with the gentle smile of an experienced politician.

      “Your… family is quite impressive. I do not know of Brianna and Secilia, but I’ve heard many things about Marianne Tepes. Your reputation precedes you.”

      “You’re too kind,” Marianne said with a slight bow of her head.

      “I imagine talking here is quite tiring. Let us retire to a more intimate setting,” Dr. Elena Vance said. Anthony wondered if her use of the word “intimate” was an implication or just a coincidence.

      The woman strode through the throng of armed guards. Her wardrobe, which was a reflection of her personality, shifted as she walked. She favored a tailored suit in monochromatic tones that evoked a combination of seriousness and elegance. Anthony could tell at a glance that the fabric was of the highest quality. As a former college student at a highly technical institute and friend of Secilia, he recognized the smart material for what it was. While she did not have many accessories, the sleek watch attached to Dr. Elena Vance’s wrist was a masterpiece.

      Anthony and Brianna kept a careful eye on Dr. Elena Vance’s armed guards as they walked through them. They were a blend of man and machine. Each one stood at over two meters and possessed an imposing stature, enhanced by their sleek, advanced armor.

      They’re cyborgs.

      Anthony easily noticed the cybernetic enhancements running across their skins like a sophisticated network. Some parts of their faces and bodies had metallic plates and synthetic fibers seamlessly integrated into them. While the visibility of the enhancements was for show, the cybernetics themselves were not. They enhanced the physical strength, sensory capabilities, and neural connections to ZENITH. Their most striking feature was definitely their eyes, or rather, the optical enhancements that had replaced the traditional pupils. Glowing with a soft, ethereal light, these enhancements indicated their connection to ZENITH, which provided them with enhanced vision capabilities, from thermal imaging to advanced target tracking.

      It’s a good thing Secilia did her research on these. I would have reacted if I didn’t know any better.

      Anthony raised an eyebrow when he saw Dr. Elena Vance’s car. It boasted a sleek, aerodynamic silhouette, with a body made from advanced composite materials. Its design minimized air resistance to allow for swift, silent movement through urban landscapes. The windows were made from smart glass which served as an interactive display for both passengers and the good doctor.

      Dr. Elena Vance smiled when she saw his reaction. “Do you like it?”

      “It is an impressive car,” Anthony allowed.

      “This is my personal car. I built it myself. I call it The Zephyr. It is powered by an ultra-efficient, zero-emission electric powertrain with state-of-the-art battery technology and an energy recuperation system. It’s also equipped with an AI-driven autonomous navigation system. I don’t use it very often since I like driving. ZENITH complains sometimes.”

      “Your car is hooked up to ZENITH?” asked Secilia.

      “Everything in New Denver is hooked up to ZENITH,” Dr. Elena Vance replied.

      They all entered the vehicle; the interior was a blend of luxury and functionality. The materials were comfortable but also durable. Anthony almost let out a surprised squawk when the seat adjusted itself to his physique. So this thing offered comfort customized to his individual preference? How amazing and decadent. He glanced to his left and frowned when he saw the glass window display his biometric profile.

      I see. So even a ride like this is acquiring data on me.

      He glanced at the window on the driver’s seat and noticed that it did not display Dr. Elena Vance’s data.

      So she wants to acquire our information and keep hers hidden. Well, two can play at this game.

      Anthony glanced at Secilia, who said nothing but discreetly tapped a command into her wristwatch as the vehicle pulled out of the landing strip and headed toward the city.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Neon Plaza was New Denver’s most exclusive hotel. It was an architectural marvel that stood as though in testament to ZenithCorp’s technological prowess. The hotel rose into the sky like a crystalline spire, its surface a dynamic display of smart materials that reflected the city’s neon glow by night and shimmered with subtle, iridescent colors by day. Its design incorporated fluid, geometric shapes, giving it a sense of motion.

      The main entrance was a grand affair. It featured a holographic canopy that projected an ever-changing array of virtual art installations, from digital waterfalls to scenes of cosmic beauty, greeting guests with an immersive visual experience.

      Anthony and Brianna were doing their best not to gawk at the hotel. Of the four, they were the two who were least predisposed toward such luxuries. Marianne was the daughter of Elizabeth Tepes, so she had grown up surrounded by luxury. Meanwhile, Secilia was a homunculus created by a powerful corporation. While they had taken care of her creator and his company, she had been used by them a lot and was well-traveled. Only he and Brianna felt like country bumpkins.

      “Are you impressed?” Dr. Elena Vance grinned as she made a sweeping gesture toward the hotel. “This is the latest hotel my corporation has developed. It not only captures the beautiful essence of cutting-edge technology, it has every amenity you could possibly imagine. This is where you will be staying.”

      They were escorted by dozens of well-dressed servants into the lobby, which was a vast, open space with polished, smart glass floors that displayed interactive, beneath-the-feet vistas of virtual landscapes. The walls and ceilings blended seamlessly, adorned with digital frescoes and intelligent lighting that adapted to create different atmospheres. The whole interior felt immersive and exciting. It was an extreme case of visual stimulation.

      He glanced at the people dressed as maids and butlers. They were not human, he realized with a start. Though they looked human enough, and their skin appeared real, he noticed the antenna sticking up from their hair. These were all robots. Antennas on robots were like the ears of a rabbit. They were crucial for thermoregulation, the large surface areas allowing them to release heat and keep cool.

      Dr. Elena Vance walked up to the receptionist, another robot, and began speaking to her, requesting they give her the keycard to the King’s Suite. Meanwhile, Anthony was still trying to regain his bearings. How long had it been since he’d been to such a fancy hotel? Not since he had been in Lilith’s harem. That had been so long ago. It felt like another lifetime.

      She turned back to him and held out her hand. “This is the keycard for the King’s Suite. I’ll have to leave you all here since I still have business to attend to. If you’d like a tour of New Denver, you may speak to one of our receptionists and they can schedule a guided tour for you. I do not recommend just wandering around yourselves. Our security is excellent, but that doesn’t mean it’s perfect. We also have plenty of recreational facilities, so please feel free to enjoy them.”

      “Thank you. We’ll be sure to take advantage of your hospitality,” Anthony said as he took the keycard.

      Dr. Elena Vance left, and a robot maid showed them to their suite.

      The King’s Suite was located on the top floor, the pinnacle of luxury and technological sophistication, designed to cater to even the most discerning guests. It was an exclusive suite that offered a breathtaking 360-degree view of New Denver through its floor-to-ceiling smart glass windows, which could have the transparency adjusted or display any desired virtual landscape.

      Anthony couldn’t stop from whistling as he glanced at the spacious living area. It had modular, shape-shifting furniture that adapted to guests’ needs, from a formal meeting setup to a cozy lounge arrangement. There was a control module on the wall that let him adjust it as he pleased. A state-of-the-art entertainment system offered an immersive audio-visual experience, including a retractable holographic projector for private cinema screenings or augmented reality gaming. Anthony and Secilia were most interested in gaming, but Marianne and Brianna were more interested in movies.

      He wondered if Dr. Elena Vance had this room custom made, or at least tailored to him, because when he visited the bedroom, he found something very similar to the bedroom on his private jet. The bed was larger than a king, easily able to fit ten people comfortably. It was made from a material that conformed to the occupant’s body. A control module built into the wall offered numerous functions, including options to enhance a person’s sex-life.

      “This bed even has a virtual reality sex function, huh?” Anthony murmured as he stared at the pair of VR headsets.

      Technology often brought about a sense of alienation and isolation to many people. There were so many new ways to entertain yourself in the privacy of your own home that a lot of people never even left their houses anymore. Virtual reality sex was something that had been invented for all those lonely people who were no longer able to create or maintain human connections.

      Of course, the technology had evolved, and now there was virtual reality for partners. Some people liked to spice up their sex lives by using virtual reality to turn their partners into someone else. They could virtually make their partner into the ideal person, or turn them into their favorite celebrity. The possibilities were endless.

      Anthony had no use for such a thing. There was nobody more perfect than his partners. However, he could see why the idea appealed to many.

      He walked back out of the bedroom and into the living room and sat down on the couch. It was made from the same smart material as the bed and conformed to his body the moment he sat down. While Brianna and Secilia were wandering about the room with strange devices in hand, Marianne sat down beside him and cuddled up. Her petite body was warm and soft. Anthony slid an arm between her and the couch and pulled her even closer, until the vampire was nestled firmly in his side.

      “What are you two doing? Come on over here so we can discuss our next step,” he said.

      “Hang on,” Brianna said.

      Secilia nodded. “We need to check this room for listening devices.”

      Anthony raised an eyebrow. “Do you really think Dr. Elena Vance is going to put listening devices in our room?”

      “Of course, she will,” Secilia said.

      Brianna agreed. “Dr. Vance is a very intelligent woman. She knows the importance of gathering intel on us. She’ll want to assess our threat levels, see where our loyalties lie, and come up with a plan to gain the upper hand in any negotiations. I’m sure she also wants to evaluate whether we’d make good allies or not.”

      “I’ve already found several listening devices,” Secilia added, gesturing to a glass table. Anthony looked over. Several small devices lay on top, each one about the size of his thumbnail.

      He conceded their point with a shrug. “I am genuinely surprised she’d bother, though. She has to know we’re going to check for any form of spyware. Wouldn’t we just be more suspicious of her if we found surveillance devices in our rooms?”

      “Not necessarily,” Brianna said. “Spying and gathering intelligence on both allies and enemies has become so commonplace now that most people simply expect it. If a person checked for spyware and found nothing, they would become even more suspicious that they were being spied on.”

      “That’s some reverse psychology shit, but you’re not wrong,” Secilia said.

      Again, Anthony conceded the point.

      In a society where spying and information-gathering were ubiquitous, the presence of surveillance technology was a given. People, especially those of influence or whose work was confidential, had come to expect a certain level of interest from competitors, allies, and adversaries alike. If someone found no spyware, rather than reassuring them, it would suggest that surveillance methods had evolved beyond a person’s ability to detect them, which would make them even more paranoid.

      Of course, this sort of circular logic and psychology was dangerous in and of itself. What if Dr. Elena Vance had installed those devices knowing they would find them? What if these devices were just obvious dummies and the real spyware was installed somewhere else, or so advanced they had no means of detecting it? They would be lured into a false sense of security and might say things they otherwise wouldn’t. Once an idea like that got into a person’s head, it was hard to prevent themselves from becoming increasingly obsessed and mistrustful.

      Actually, shouldn’t this room be hooked up to ZENITH? If that’s the case, then this entire room is likely one big spy chamber where Dr. Elena Vance can see and hear literally everything being said.

      Now that was a scary thought, and what made it more frightening was that it actually sounded plausible. Alice Synthesis was integrated into the entirety of The Aetherwing. She saw to every single function on the private jet, which meant you couldn’t escape from her surveillance. Of course, she still required security cameras to see and microphones to hear, so if they removed all of those from this room, even ZENITH wouldn’t be able to monitor them.

      Soon, Brianna and Secilia were unable to find any more listening devices and sat down beside him and Marianne. A small fight broke out over who would sit on Anthony’s free side, but it was decided that Secilia would claim that spot since Anthony and Brianna had been having sex for most of the plane ride to New Denver.

      “Let’s go over the plan one more time,” Anthony said. “Our goal is to form an alliance with Dr. Elena Vance and ZenithCorp, so we can use their influence within the Americas to search for Trinity Bennett. We will then hook up with Trinity and help her defeat Chloe and Hendricks. How difficult do you think it will be to get her to join us?”

      Everyone looked to Marianne, the expert on politics. She tilted her head to the side and scrunched up her face. It was very cute. Anthony wanted to poke her face, but he knew better than to do that while she was thinking.

      “It really depends on Dr. Vance’s current stance and goals,” Marianne admitted. “Most CEOs are only interested in expanding their own influence and powerbase. If that’s her goal, and we can convince her that allying with Academy Island will be to her benefit, then it won’t be exceedingly difficult. However, that’s only if her goal is to expand her influence. She might have other goals we are unaware of that will prevent her from joining us.”

      “Such as?” asked Anthony.

      “Such as if she’s already joined Chloe and Hendricks,” Marianne stated.

      “Would she really join those two?” asked Brianna, who seemed appalled.

      Marianne shrugged. “If she thought it was the quickest way to achieve her goals, yes.”

      Secilia nodded. “People like Dr. Elena Vance don’t reach their position by being kind. She has no doubt trampled over many competitors and likely even betrayed some of her allies to reach her current status.”

      “Exactly,” Marianne agreed. “That said, if she’s the type who can betray allies, then it won’t be difficult to convince her to shift alliances. Even if she’s allied with Chloe and Hendricks now, if we can convince her that joining us is the better deal, she’ll agree. In that situation, it will really depend on what Chloe and Hendricks offered her and whether we can offer something better.”

      “I suppose we won’t know what steps we should take until we have a chance to speak with Dr. Vance herself,” Brianna said with a sigh.

      “Pretty much,” Marianne admitted.

      Anthony considered the conversation and concluded they were right. It was sad, but they had too little information to go on. They wouldn’t be able to proceed until they learned more about Dr. Elena Vance and her goals. The most they could do right now was discuss hypotheticals and come up with countermeasures for whatever scenarios they created.

      I miss when times were simpler.
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        * * *

      

      After dropping off Anthony and his harem, Elena drove back to her residence. It was a high-rise located in the heart of New Denver. Piercing the sky like the ancient tower of Babylon, this place served as both her home and the hub for all of New Denver. The reflective surface was a myriad of constantly shifting colors, made from a durable material that looked like glass, but was actually a synthetic fiber of her own design.

      The building was multifunctional. The ground and lower levels were the public and commercial spaces. The ground floor featured a grand lobby, while the floors above included exclusive retail space for featured products and innovations by ZenithCorp, and above that was the public exhibition and event spaces. There was also a museum dedicated to detailing the history of ZenithCorp.

      Above the museum were the middle floors, which served as their corporate offices and research facilities. The ZenithCorp offices housed departments like R&D, marketing, finances, and human resources, while the research and development labs were a breeding ground for her company’s innovations. That was where the magic happened, so to speak.

      Even higher up were the exclusive corporate and personal spaces. These floors accommodated the offices of senior executives, providing both a workspace and areas for private relaxation. She had even created a dedicated health and wellness center to keep her employees physically fit and mentally sound. After all, a healthy worker was a happy worker, and a happy worker produced better results.

      She parked her car inside of the underground garage. It was reserved for her and her alone, despite its expansive space. Stepping out of her vehicle, she walked past the numerous cars that were parked inside of this spacious interior, all of them hers. They were either inventions she had designed personally or designs she had stolen from competitors. There was the Neon Archangel with its angelic appearance and wings. The corporation who made it was long gone. Next to it was a brightly colored car with neon lights called the Turbo 2220. It had been created by Turbine Industries. They were a competitor that Elena had put out of business.

      She loved cars. She loved technology. But what she loved more than anything was hoarding all the best technologies for herself.

      Elena soon stepped into an elevator. It lit up with neon lights the moment she stepped inside and a voice spoke to her.

      “Welcome home, Elena. I see your meeting was successful. How was the incubus?”

      “You already know how he is,” Elena said with a smile. “I’m surprised you didn’t speak up in the car.”

      “I didn’t think it would be a good idea. That man is cautious of you. If he knew I was everywhere, he would become even more cautious.”

      The voice that spoke was female. The soft, dulcet tone of her voice was pleasant and melodious. When creating ZENITH’s voice, Elena had used a renowned singer from ages past as her base. Elena liked beautiful things.

      “I’m a little surprised by how wary he was of me,” Elena confessed.

      “You cannot blame him.”

      “No, I cannot, but it will make my job much harder.”

      The elevator took her all the way to the top floor. As the door silently opened, she stepped out, entering her penthouse residence.

      Perched atop her high-rise, her residence embodied cutting-edge technology and opulence. It boasted a floor-to-ceiling smart glass window that offered a stunning 360-degree view of New Denver’s skyline. That was not what it had been set to currently. The glass was, at the moment, projecting images of video feed from her numerous security cameras. She sometimes liked to look at what the people under her were doing. What the video feed showed at the moment was Anthony and his harem. It looked like they were enjoying her hotel’s facilities.

      The main living space was a sprawling, open-concept area that seamlessly integrated living, dining, and kitchen areas. It was all sleek lines and designs, made from high-quality materials and containing interactive surfaces that could display everything from art to information. She also had a private office and library, a personal laboratory where she made her designs, her own gym, and even a sky garden that could be accessed via a sliding door.

      Standing in the center of all this was a maid. She looked human. Her hair was a vibrant silver, her eyes a deep scarlet, and her skin pale like freshly fallen snow. She was petite. In fact, she looked quite similar to Marianne, save the red eyes. If one were to observe her, they might have mistaken this young woman adorned in a sleek black dress for a vampire.

      “Welcome back, Elena,” ZENITH said from the maid.

      “Thanks. Can I get a glass of wine?”

      “Certainly.”

      Elena slipped off her heels and set them into an alcove that vanished soon after. Now clad in nothing but stockings, she wandered over to a loveseat and sat down. She sighed as the materials conformed to her bottom and back. Throwing one leg over the other, she watched as Anthony and his harem enjoyed a game of ping pong.

      “Has anything happened yet?” she asked ZENITH as the maid droid came over and set a glass of wine on the table. It was a rosé wine, though the color was vivid purple instead of pink.

      “Not yet,” ZENITH replied. “They did discuss you for a bit, but they decided they lack enough information to figure out how to deal with you.”

      “What were they thinking of doing?”

      “Forming an alliance.”

      “Hah. Interesting.”

      She swirled the wine around, watching as legs formed on the glass, then gently took in the scent. This was a sweeter wine. There was a refreshing and fruity scent that made her mouth water. She took a sip, enjoying the gentle sweetness on her tongue.

      “Shall I contact Chloe and Hendrick?” asked ZENITH.

      “No. Let us wait for a bit. I want to learn more about this incubus.” Elena paused and a smile soon formed on her face. “Besides, I would much rather use this young man’s power for myself than hand it over to those two.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The night before, Anthony, Brianna, Marianne, and Secilia had used Neon Plaza’s entertainment facilities to enjoy themselves to the fullest. The first thing they had done was use the hotel’s full-dive VR system to explore alien worlds and kill monsters while spreading democracy. After that, they went on to see a live concert projected in Neon Plaza’s entertainment venue. The person who had been performing was a famous VTuber called Koimine Yui.

      Anthony knew next to nothing about VTubers, but he knew they were popular with a lot of people. Many fans seemed to enjoy the parasocial interaction that came from watching them. A famous researcher had once theorized that the viewers’ parasocial attachment to VTubers and media figures in general helped reduce stress, discomfort, and pain from daily living. He didn’t know about all that, but the VTuber performing had been very talented and a good singer and dancer.

      That wasn’t the only thing they did. After the performance, they had gone on to a gaming lounge at Secilia’s request. Neither Marianne nor Brianna knew much about gaming, but Anthony and Secilia were gaming nuts. They loved all kinds of games, from old-school console games to massive augmented reality games like virtual reality laser tag. The two of them had introduced their ignorant partners to the joy that was video games.

      Neither of them had understood the appeal.

      It had been most unfortunate.

      While neither Brianna nor Marianne had complained, and they had even done their best, Anthony could tell through the bond that they didn’t understand the greatness of gaming. Brianna preferred quiet and solitude. Marianne liked to clean. They didn’t get what made games so fun. That said, Marianne did wind up enjoying the game of Crossing Horizons. It was a simple game where players are tasked with bringing civilization to a deserted island. You start off with a tent and some basic tools, and you work hard to build your dream town. He supposed that was what appealed to Marianne, since she was very much into homemaking.

      They had returned to their room later that night and Anthony had made love to all three of them—sadly not at the same time. He had tried to convince them, but while Marianne said she was okay with it, Brianna and Secilia had refused. It sucked. He wanted to have a foursome. However, he also wanted to respect his women’s wishes.

      It was late morning when Anthony woke up. The room was no longer dark, light filtering in through the glass windows. It seemed the opaque setting had been timed to turn completely transparent at some point, or maybe the advanced AI that controlled this hotel had recognized it was time to wake up and changed the setting.

      He wasn’t alone; all three of his women were sleeping with him. Brianna was on his left, sleeping on her back. She slept completely straight that day, perhaps because they weren’t cuddling? He couldn’t see her underneath the covers, but he could imagine her pencil straight posture. On his right was Secilia. Unlike Brianna, she was snuggling against him, resting on her side as she used his shoulder as a pillow. Her naked body was pressed fully against his, so he could feel her every curve.

      I don’t see Marianne…

      He might not have been able to see her, but he could certainly feel her—or rather, he could feel what she was doing. Slowly peeling back the covers revealed the young woman in question. Marianne was also completely naked. She had spread her knees wide and was resting her belly between her thighs as she took him into her mouth, slowly slathering him in her saliva. It dripped down his hardened, veiny flesh. The scintillating trails of wetness that leaked down his shaft was only second to the sensation of her tongue and lips rubbing against him.

      She hasn’t noticed me, has she?

      Marianne seemed completely focused on sucking him off. Her small cheeks were sucked in and her lips appeared fuller. He inhaled through his nose as she went down, then came back up.

      Anthony was about to rest his hands against her head, but she removed his shaft from her mouth. He thought she was done. He was wrong. Marianne grabbed him with him hand and extended her tongue, dragging it from the bottom near his balls all the way to the head. The contrast of her warm tongue and the cold air caused goosebumps. A pleasant thrill raced through him.

      “Marianne…” he mumbled.

      Marianne’s eyes shifted toward him. She blinked several times. Then an embarrassed blush spread across her face.

      “Um… Anthony… good morning…”

      “You couldn’t wait until I was awake, could you? Or is this your way of waking me up?” he asked with a grin.

      The hue of her cheeks darkened. “Um… both?”

      “I suppose I’ll accept that.” He chuckled. “Well, I don’t want to be the only one enjoying themselves, so why don’t we make this more fun for both of us?”

      “Eh?”

      Anthony slid out from between Brianna and Secilia, fortunately both still asleep, and laid down perpendicular across the bed. He gestured for Marianne. She looked confused for a moment, but then she understood. She swung a leg over him, until she was straddling his face, then leaned down and began licking him like a lollipop once more.

      Her snatch was dripping wet. Each petal of her outer labia glistened with tiny drops of her nectar. The scent was intoxicating. Like damn. She smelled incredible. Anthony couldn’t even describe it, but it was a smell he was addicted to.

      However, he was more addicting to her flavor.

      “Mmmm…”

      Marianne’s moan was muffled, but it still echoed around him as he spread her lips apart, leaned up, and began licking her. He traced her labia with his tongue, then took the folds into his mouth and sucked on them. He was trying to get all of her juices off. Her flavor was exquisite. Anthony wasn’t satisfied with just that. As he enjoyed her taste, he thumbed the tiny button after working it out from behind a small hood. Marianne’s entire body vibrated and her thighs and butt clenched. Out of his periphery, he saw her toes curling as she was assaulted by the sensation of his tongue and fingers.

      “Mmm! Mmmm… MMMMM!!”

      Her orgasm came shortly before his. Anthony pressed his entire mouth over her to drink all her nectar. Marianne had done the same, taking him into her mouth as he came, her cheeks bulging with his cum. Her body relaxed after her orgasm ended. She fell crotch-first on his face, though he didn’t mind.

      “Anthony…”

      “Mmm oooo mmmm moooo?”

      “Aah?!”

      Anthony tried to ask her if she wanted more, but his mouth was muffled by her pussy. All his voice did was cause her body to vibrate as he stimulated her groin. She tried to lower herself even more, until his nose was buried between her cute butt cheeks. He decided to just go with the flow and start feasting on her again.

      “Can you two please not do that while I’m sleeping next to you?”

      Anthony and Marianne turned to look at Brianna, who was wide awake and glaring at them as she covered her body with the blanket. Only her bare shoulders were visible.

      “Oh… good morning, Bri,” Anthony greeted. Of course, his mouth was muffled, so she couldn’t understand him, and all it did was cause Marianne more pleasure.

      “Aaaah! Mmmm!”

      “I said stop that!” Brianna snapped at them.
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        * * *

      

      Anthony needed to carefully consider his approach to negotiating with Dr. Elena Vance. He needed to safeguard his interests, but he also wanted to secure her as a potential ally.

      His first goal was to establish rapport and trust with the good scientist/CEO. He needed to identify and emphasize a goal they both shared. To that end, he had been discussing the matter with Secilia all morning. She was his mechanical engineer and resident genius, so if anyone knew what sort of goals Dr. Elena Vance might have, it would be her.

      “CEOs of massive conglomerates like Elena are usually pretty ambitious. They want to be top dog and hold the most power. The corporate landscape is competitive, high-tech, and utterly ruthless. For someone like Elena, I imagine she’ll want to have complete technological dominance over her competitors.”

      They were sitting around the expansive living space of their suite. The scent of cooking meat and pancakes filled the air, mouth-watering and making it hard for Anthony to concentrate. Marianne was in the kitchen, humming a soft tune as she flipped a pancake like a professional chef. The way it spun through the air before landing on her pan was pure art.

      Secilia and Brianna were sitting with Anthony at the kitchen table, discussing the situation with Dr. Elena Vance. His genius hacker was drinking some coffee. She could never get enough of the stuff. Brianna hated coffee, so she was drinking a tea that smelled faintly of sakura blossoms.

      “So, if we could somehow appeal to her desire to maintain technological dominance, we might be able to form an alliance?” asked Anthony.

      Secilia shook her head. “It’s possible, sure, but I wouldn’t bet on it being that easy. Don’t forget that ZenithCorp is one of the leading companies in AI development. I’m not sure what we have to offer her that she doesn’t already have, or can’t acquire herself with less hassle.”

      “I hate dealing with corporations,” Brianna muttered. “They’re always full of greedy, selfish people.”

      “True that,” Secilia said.

      As they spoke, Marianne finished making breakfast and walked into the living room. She set the tray on the table. Her hands were covered in cute red oven mitts and she wore an apron over her normal clothes. Anthony gazed at her lips for a moment, which had been wrapped around his cock not long ago, then sighed.

      He was still horny.

      Damn his incubus libido.

      “Momma once told me that big companies only care about expanding their own power base. Their goals tend to fall into several categories: Technological dominance, expanding their market and monopoly, social engineering, control over information and data, building a legacy, and personal power. Some corporate CEOs are even trying to achieve immortality.”

      “You’re talking about that one guy, right? What was his name again…” Secilia trailed off into incoherent mumbling.

      “Dr. Infinity,” Marianne supplied.

      Secilia snapped her fingers. “That’s him! He tried to achieve immortality by kidnapping long-lived races like vampires, succubi… he even managed to kidnap a couple of elves. I remember it was all over the news a few years back.”

      Elves were the ancient custodians of the natural world, a group struggling to maintain their connection to nature amidst the constant technological expansion. They were one of the longest-lived races. Some even said they were immortal.

      They inhabited an ancient, hidden enclave deep within the world’s last untouched natural reserve. The enclaves were known as Secluded Realms and were shrouded with powerful enchantments that concealed their presence from the outside world. Not even satellites could pinpoint their location, and many had tried. Because of this, very little was actually known about the elves.

      On rare occasions, you’d spot an elf in civilization. There were a few young elves who, curious about the outside world, would leave the sanctity of their homes to become wanderers. These elves usually became storytellers traveling from place to place.

      Because of how rare elves were, and because their biology was so different from humans, it was not unusual for corporations to try kidnapping them. Governments the world over had been forced to establish the Elf Protection Program to prevent corporations from harming elves who lived among humanity. This didn’t stop everyone, but if anyone was found harboring kidnapped elves and committing inhumane acts upon them, they suffered heavy fines and would have their reputations dragged through the mud. Many people thought elves were sacred, so harming them was considered taboo.

      “I don’t think that’s Dr. Vance’s goal,” Anthony said. “Immortality might certainly be something she is interested in, but if anything, I imagine she’ll look more into cybernetics to achieve it. She doesn’t seem interested in biology.”

      “That’s true,” Secilia agreed.

      “We’re getting off topic,” Brianna said as she served herself a plate of pancakes. “We need to figure out what we can leverage in our negotiations with Dr. Elena Vance.”

      Anthony served himself some pancakes as well, though he grabbed more bacon than anything. “The only thing I can think of is granting her prime real estate on Academy Island.”

      While New Denver was a massive metropolis with all kinds of technological innovations and an interconnected AI network, it was still not Academy Island, which was even more massive and filled to the brim with some of the world’s foremost experts in almost every scientific field. They were also the leading experts in magical technology. New Denver did seem to have some magitech, but it was at least a decade or two behind what could be found at their home.

      Secilia hummed. “We might be able to cut a deal if we agree to share some of our blueprints. I have a number of magitech inventions that I haven’t revealed to anyone yet. Maybe we can use those as leverage during our negotiations.”

      “I don’t know if that will work… but it’s better than nothing, I suppose,” Brianna muttered.

      “You’re just jealous because you don’t have anything to offer to this conversation,” Secilia said with a grin.

      Brianna glared. “Don’t act so happy about that.”

      “Why shouldn’t I be happy? I’m contributing to this family. What are you doing?”

      “I—”

      “Stop it, you two,” Anthony suddenly stepped in, lifting an arm to block their view of each other. “I normally don’t say anything when you quibble since I don’t see it as a problem, but we can’t afford to argue here. Secilia, what you said was uncalled for. Apologize.”

      Secilia took several deep breaths, then sighed. “Sorry, Bri. I didn’t mean to gloat. I know this isn’t your area of expertise.”

      “It’s… fine. I accept your apology,” Brianna said back.

      “Let’s get back on track. Secilia, show me some of your schematics for any magitech inventions you think Dr. Elena Vance might want.”

      “Sure thing,” Secilia said.

      Secilia pulled up multiple holographic schematics with her IDband and together they began carefully selecting which inventions Dr. Elena Vance might like. Anthony just hoped it would be enough.
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        * * *

      

      “It seems they’re going to try and get you on their side with Secilia’s inventions.”

      “I see. It’s not a bad plan, all things considered.”

      Elena sat in her office. Her chair had an ergonomic design. Unlike the chairs of centuries past, which were designed more for aesthetics than they were functionality, this one did a proper job of helping her maintain good posture and preventing back injury. The smart materials it was made from was firm enough to bolster her posture but soft enough to conform properly to her physique. It was also a cooling fabric, so it never became too hot.

      She tapped her desk with an index finger for a moment.

      “Bring up all the information we have on Anthony.”

      “Of course.”

      A holographic image of the young man in question appeared over the desk, slowly rotating. Text also appeared. Elana had already memorized everything, but having the visual representation before her made it easier to think, and think she did.

      She had no intention of forming an alliance with Anthony. He might have become Academy Island’s President, but he was a figurehead at best. He had no real authority. However, the technologies he could give her were enticing. Elena was always looking to get ahead of her competitors, and there were several large corporations in the Americas that she constantly competed with for technological supremacy.

      “Those schematics his bondmate has… how advanced are they compared to our own?”

      “I ran a quick calculation based on the schematics they displayed during breakfast and concluded that their magical technology is at least twenty years ahead of ours.”

      “Twenty years,” Elena breathed.

      ZenithCorp was the foremost expert corporation on artificial intelligence and cybernetics. They also worked in renewable energy sources. Fossil fuel deposits had dried up over the years, and now it was such a scarce resource that you could search the entire world and barely find enough to fuel a single vehicle. Coal mines, oil drills, natural gas deposits. Every form had gone extinct.

      That was why many corporations began working on discovering and creating renewable energy sources. Solar power, wind power, and hydropower were a few that had been put into practice, but the one that reigned supreme was aether power.

      Aether was a naturally-occurring resource that seemed nearly limitless. It was the mana in the atmosphere, which was created from the world and everything in it. Plants, animals, humans, all of them released mana, which then permeated the world. There were also ley lines, natural conduits of pure aether, which could be extracted without harming the planet. Academy Island had been built on top of a natural ley line, which perhaps explained why its magical technology was so advanced.

      Still, she had no idea their magical technology was that much more advanced than her own. ZenithCorp’s focus might not be on magitech, but it wasn’t as if they didn’t have their own branch for creating it. She felt a sense of jealousy boiling inside of her.

      I want that technology.

      “What would you like to do?” asked ZENITH.

      “Hmmm.” Elena pressed a finger to her lips and considered the situation. “Let’s not inform Chloe and Hendrick Anthony’s arrival just yet. I’d like to get that magical technology they have for myself. We’ll ‘negotiate’ and do what we can to acquire their technology before informing them.”

      “Very well. Anthony and his bondmates are on their way. They should be here soon.”

      Elena smiled. “Very good. Let’s do what we can to reap all the rewards.”
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      Anthony had never been one for suits. The fabrics often felt stiff and restrictive, and, as someone who had lived in a world where he needed to be ready to flee at a moment’s notice, suits just wouldn’t cut it.

      The suit that he had currently donned was much more comfortable than the ones he had worn before, back when he was one of Lilith’s bondmates. It was made from a smart fabric that was self-cleaning and resistant to stains, water, and damage. Built-in microclimate control technology helped regulate his temperature to ensure he was kept comfortable in various environments. Right now, he was worried that it was running over time. He was sweating from nerves.

      “You should relax,” Marianne admonished lightly. “I’m certain Dr. Vance has all kinds of technologies that will be scanning you to check your physical condition.”

      Knowing how someone was doing physically could actually prove extremely useful in negotiations. If you knew the person you were negotiating with had an elevated heart rate, you could deduce that they were nervous, which would give you an extra edge.

      Marianne, despite being the shyest among them, currently looked the most composed. She had mastered the art of maintaining a facade. He wished he could maintain her composure. Even though Anthony had some experience with politicking thanks to his time with Lilith, he had only ever watched from the sidelines.

      Anthony took several deep breaths and attempted to calm down as he walked up to the front entrance. A maid droid was waiting for them. She had silver hair, scarlet eyes, and pale skin. He almost thought he was looking at Marianne for a moment, but she had antenna sticking out of her head. The droid dressed as a maid bowed to them.

      “Welcome, Anthony and company. Dr. Vance is expecting you. If you’d please follow me,” she said in a voice that was lilting and beautiful.

      “Thank you,” Anthony said after regaining his composure.

      The droid led them inside, across the reception hall, and into an elevator, which played music as it moved up. Anthony noticed how comfortable the ride was. He barely even felt it.

      When the door opened, the droid led them into what Anthony guessed was the R&D department. The long hallway led to several rooms. It was wide, with enough space for several people to walk side by side comfortably. Quite a few people were wandering in this hall. They were all dressed in business suits. Anthony immediately noticed that many of them were cyborgs.

      Are they all hooked up to ZENITH?

      The cyborgs stopped what they were doing when his group entered the hall and began walking. He could feel them following him with their eyes. They didn’t say anything, which actually made his discomfort worse. He wasn’t the only one. The grimaces on Secilia and Brianna’s faces were a sight to behold. They looked like they were smelling something foul. Only Marianne managed to keep her composure. She walked with her head held high, back straight, and her expression calm.

      Are they doing this on purpose? Is this a tactic Dr. Vance is using to make us uncomfortable so we’ll be easier to negotiate with?

      If that was the case, Anthony would be extremely annoyed. He was a very straightforward individual. He did not enjoy being toyed with or toying with others—unless it was one of his bondmates and they were in bed.

      They were soon led to an office that was a masterful fusion of luxury, cutting-edge technology, and strategic design. It embodied the power and vision of its occupant. Anthony tried hard not to marvel at the floor-to-ceiling smart glass windows that offered a breathtaking view of New Denver. Polished chrome and reflective black surfaces were combined with organic elements, such as rare woods, to create the furniture. Several art displays were present. They were all holographic, however, hovering above the ground.

      The office blended sleek lines and minimalist designs with high-quality materials like carbon fiber, polished steel, and smart glass. All the surfaces were clean and uncluttered. He imagined there were hidden compartments to prevent clutter from becoming an issue.

      In the center of all this was a desk. It was more of a command center than anything, however, featuring a touch-responsive surface and gesture-controlled interface. Dr. Elena Vance sat behind it. She was sipping a cup of coffee as she crossed one leg over the other and made several gestures to bring up a variety of files and reports.

      “Dr. Vance, I have brought them,” the maid said with a bow.

      Dr. Elena Vance looked up and smiled upon seeing them. “Welcome. I hope you had a pleasant rest?”

      “We did, thank you for asking. The room you provided us was very comfortable,” Anthony said. Since he was nominally in charge, everyone had decided to leave the speaking to him.

      “Have you had breakfast yet?”

      Anthony was sure this woman already knew they had breakfast, but he feigned ignorance. “We have.”

      “Hmm. Perhaps just some beverages then.”

      “I would be grateful.”

      Dr. Elena Vance stood up and made her way around the desk, coming over to a private lounge. This section appeared devoted to relaxation and informal meetings. There was a high-end entertainment system and even a small island bar, which the maid wandered over to. Dr. Elena Vance sat and gestured for them all to follow suit.

      “What would you four like?” Dr. Elena Vance asked as they all sat down.

      “Coffee,” Anthony said.

      “Coffee for me too,” Secilia said.

      “Orange juice, please,” Marianne said quietly.

      “… I’ll have tea,” Brianna muttered.

      “You heard them,” Dr. Vance said to the maid.

      “Of course,” the maid said.

      Anthony’s guess that the maid was ZENITH turned out to be correct. The robotic body was controlled by ZENITH remotely. Its movements were very fluid and humanlike, making him wonder about the AI. Most AI were not advanced enough to so perfectly mimic humans like this.

      The maid created all of their drinks in a flash and brought them over. It seemed to have already learned about their preferences. Anthony’s coffee had cream and sugar, Secilia’s was black, the orange juice was the kind that had no added sugar, and Brianna’s tea was a calming Earl Gray. It bothered him to know that ZENITH already knew what they liked, but he didn’t let that show on his face… he hoped.

      “So let us get down to business. You have a reason you requested to meet with me, yes?” asked Dr. Elena Vance.

      Anthony had already been sitting straight, so as to present a more imposing and confident image, but her words made him readjust his shoulders. This woman already knew what they were here for. She was making him say it because it would give her the advantage. He was coming to her requesting a favor, which meant she would have a better chance at negotiating their terms.

      Unfortunately, he could do little more than play along.

      “I’m sure you’re aware of what’s happened with Custodes Daemonium,” he said at last.

      “Indeed, I am. It would be hard for me not to, considering my closeness to the Rocky Mountains,” Dr. Elena Vance said, but she added nothing more. So, she wanted to make him explain everything and state his desires clearly? What a shrewd woman.

      “Brianna is a member of the War Maidens, the branch of Custodes Daemonium that was ousted when Chloe and Hendricks began their insurrection. We’ve come here to lend Trinity our support.”

      “…”

      “…”

      Dr. Elena Vance smiled. Anthony almost grimaced. He just barely held himself back.

      “I would like your help.”

      Dr. Elena Vance’s smile didn’t waver, but somehow, he sensed a smug sort of satisfaction emanating from her. He knew that she had the advantage now. So did she. She was well-aware that most of the cards were in her hands. Dammit. Anthony really hated dealing with people like this, and he hated politics. He would have left this to Marianne if he could. However, that would have been seen as a sign of weakness and would have put them in an even worse position, no matter how talented Marianne was at political maneuvering.

      “What sort of help do you want from me, exactly?” Dr. Elena Vance shifted in her seat. She removed her left leg, which had been resting on her right, set it on the ground, then placed her right leg over her left. Her black tights shifted and stretched taught against her well-shaped thighs. “You’ll need to be more specific so I can understand what you expect from me.”

      “I want information. Trinity has vanished and we have no idea where she is, which also means we can’t help her,” Anthony said.

      “So you want me to find Trinity for you?”

      “At the very least, we would like to narrow our search.”

      Silence reigned. Anthony kept his posture straight as he stared at Dr. Elena Vance, who appeared much more composed than he felt. Why wasn’t this woman saying anything? He almost glared at her when she leaned down, grabbed her cup of coffee, and took a long sip. Her throat bobbed almost seductively. Was she doing that on purpose? If so, he would have to apologize because he felt no attraction to this woman.

      Several moments passed before she set down her mug and said, “I understand what you want, and I believe I can help you. However, I cannot do so for free. You understand that, right?”

      “I understand that everything has a price,” Anthony said. “Name yours.”

      “Magitech,” Dr. Elena Vance said bluntly. “Give me the schematics for technologies that have yet to hit the market, something that will give me an edge over my rivals like MagiTechnicia and Karada Industries.”

      MagiTechnicia was a leading manufacturer in magitech outside of Academy Island. They had holdings not just in the Americas but also most of Eurasia. Meanwhile, Karada Industries was a Japanese company that dealt with magical cybernetics. It was an entirely new field of study, combining cybernetic enhancements and prosthetics with magical technology. They weren’t a big company, but there was a rumor that their technology was even more advanced than what you could find on Academy Island—at least, in this one field.

      ZenithCorp was a big company, but they were really only big in New Denver. They didn’t have many holdings anywhere else. Both MagiTechnicia and Karada Industries had a higher net worth.

      So she knew we have schematics for magical technology. That cinches it then. She’s been spying on us.

      It was only too obvious that she would be spying on them. ZENITH was connected to every piece of machinery in New Denver, and their suite was full of various contraptions and luxuries. He had no doubt it had informed Dr. Elena Vance of everything they had said and done.

      “We do have some magitech schematics on hand,” Anthony admitted. “But why don’t you tell us what you’re looking for? I’m sure you have something specific you’d like. I will warn you in advance that we don’t have anything that can be used for military purposes.”

      “You don’t need to worry about that. I’m not interested in advancing my military might right now,” Dr. Elena Vance lied through her teeth. She tapped her chin several times, then said, “I would like something that will help create renewable energy, something like the mana reactors used by MagiTechnicia.”

      Mana reactors were a revolutionary device that harnessed and converted mana into a form of usable power. At its heart, it operated on the principle of tapping into the ambient magical energy (mana) that pervaded the world. Everyone had mana, and they constantly released it into the atmosphere. A mana reactor could take all that mana and use it as a power source.

      For a company like ZenithCorp, a mana reactor would be a huge boon since they needed a good source of renewable power and mana was the cleanest, purest form available.

      “We do have the schematics for a mana reactor,” Anthony said, placing his hands on his knees. “However, this particular mana reactor is far more powerful than anything available on today’s current market. Its market value is currently immeasurable.”

      “Meaning you don’t think just offering you aid in finding Trinity is worth giving me your mana reactor schematics,” Dr. Elena Vance said.

      “That’s right,” Anthony said bluntly. “Mana reactors on the current market are worth around thirty million credits, and that’s for an average reactor. High-end reactors can go for as much as one hundred million credits. The one we have schematics for is ten times more powerful and safer than the current ones made by MagiTechnicia. While we haven’t been able to calculate its market value, it would at least be worth one billion credits. It won’t cost you much to help us find Trinity—certainly, that’s not worth one of our mana reactors.”
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        * * *

      

      The negotiations were over… for now. They had been unable to reach a satisfactory conclusion.

      Anthony and his harem had just left Elena’s office not too long ago, and now she was sitting alone on her couch, idly sipping her coffee.

      “That didn’t go as planned. He was more stubborn than I thought he’d be.”

      She finished her coffee and ZENITH came over to refill her mug. She normally wouldn’t have more than one cup, but she felt like she might need a bit more today. The conversation she’d just finished had thoroughly exhausted her.

      “You pushed too much and offered too little,” ZENITH said.

      “I don’t need you to tell me that,” Elena said with a sigh. “I was so certain that their desire to save Trinity would have made them fold at even the slightest offer of aid. Anthony is clearly made of sterner stuff than that.”

      “What will you do now?”

      “We’ll renew our negotiations tomorrow. I’ll have to be more generous with what I offer.”

      “Are you really going to give them what they want?”

      “Of course. I’m not so cruel that I’d renege on a deal made. Chloe and Hendricks don’t need to know about this deal. I can send them a message after I get what I want. That should be enough to satisfy them.”

      Elena stood up from the couch after finishing her second cup of coffee and wandered into her bedroom. It contained all modern luxuries money could afford. The lights that had been off turned on automatically after sensing her presence, revealing a room that possessed an understated opulence.

      She walked over to her dresser, discarding clothes along the way. ZENITH picked each article up. Elena was naked by the time she reached her dresser, the drawers of which slid open to reveal an array of colorful underwear and other articles of clothing. After looking at her choices for a moment, she grabbed a red sports bra and legging set, slid the leggings up her legs, then put on the sports bra.

      Her windows changed into a full body mirror so she could admire herself for a moment. Despite being middle-aged, she did not look a day older than thirty. This was all the result of her strict diet and daily exercise.

      “ZENITH, change my living room to workout mode.”

      “Very well. Changing to workout mode.”

      Elena stepped out of her room and into the living room, which was changing before her very eyes. Panels peeled away, the floors shifted, and gym equipment appeared almost as if by magic. All of her equipment was state of the art. It was quite different from standard weights, which were inefficient and bulky. Everything used resistance instead of weight, and she could change the resistance to make it even more difficult than if she were training with actual weights.

      “Set the display to my biometric data.”

      “Very well.”

      A display screen appeared before her, revealing a wealth of information about herself. They were equipped with advanced technology that monitored a wide range of physiological and performance data to provide comprehensive insight into her health. It measured her vital signs, her physical activity metrics, her biomechanical data, her recovery and fatigue levels, nutritional needs, and even her long-term health. It was all there, right at her fingertips.

      “What if Anthony demands your aid against Chloe and Hendrick?” asked Zenith as Elena began her exercise routine.

      “I’ll have to refuse,” Elena said. “There are some things I can do, and some things I can’t do. My alliance with Chloe and Hendrick is only for information. I am under no obligation to help them further than that. By that same token, I won’t help Anthony any more than necessary. I won’t provide him with manpower, though I may give him something else that’s suitable.”

      Elena was a practical woman whose only goal was to look out for number one. She would do whatever it took to get on top. However, she also had her principles. That was how she had remained in her position for so long. She might step on others in her climb to the top, but they were all people who would have gladly stepped on her if their positions were reversed. Someone who lacked principles or values would eventually find themselves falling if they tried to climb the social ladder like she had.

      “Tell me, what are some things I can offer Adam that doesn’t involve physical aid?” Elena asked as she began running on the treadmill. A soft beeping rang in her ears as her data shifted to display her heartrate and blood levels.

      Zenith’s eyes glowed as she answered. “There are a number of things you can offer him. You can agree to share information on mutual threats or other entities that may pose a risk to Anthony’s interests. This would not breach your contract with Chloe and Hendrick. You could also provide limited access to ZenithCorp’s proprietary technologies or resources that could enhance his capabilities, such as advanced cybernetics and AI algorithms. Furthermore, you could propose a joint R&D venture on neutral grounds… though I believe this one poses more risks than it is worth. A more fitting offer would be favorable trade terms, exclusive market access, and financial investments in Anthony’s ventures that are not directly linked to his efforts against Chloe and Hendrick.”

      “That last one is interesting, but it hinges on the supposition that he’ll defeat them,” Elena murmured. “Though I suppose if he dies, it would mean our deal is null and void. I’d still get the schematics for the mana reactor. I do like that one. What are some other ideas?”

      “You could grant him a safe harbor for meetings, negotiations, and a temporary base when he’s not on Academy Island. You can facilitate training sessions and knowledge exchanges. You can also offer logistical support to help him secure critical supplies. That last one might be hard. Academy Island is a self-sufficient nation. It’s the reason they have maintained their autonomy for so long despite being so small. The last thing you might consider is offering to help improve his image through our PR channels.”

      Elena said nothing as she finished her exercises. Her body was coated in a light layer of sweat as she stripped off her clothes, once more leaving herself stark naked, and made her way into her bathing room. She had several different showers and baths in this room. She used them depending on her mood and the situation. There was the nano-cleanser, which used nanotechnology to deep clean her body at the microscopic level; the chromotherapy shower that used a spectrum of colored lights, which ran on the theory that color therapy provided health benefits.

      The shower she decided to use was the simple smart shower. It was fully integrated with ZENITH, so it automatically adjusted to her personal preferences for temperature, water flow, and duration. It analyzed water usage for sustainability and even provided health assessments based on skin condition and cleanliness levels. Of course, she called it simple, but it was far more advanced than anything most people would use.

      She stepped into the shower and let the warm water run down her shoulders and back. Closing her eyes, she considered the situation with Anthony. What could she do to get her hands on those schematics…?
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        * * *

      

      The car ride back to their hotel was silent. A sense of defeat hung in the air.

      Their negotiations had not gone well. Elena had wanted something worth far more than what she was really to offer, so Anthony had naturally told her what hole she could shove her ideas up. Actually, he hadn’t said that. But he had told her that he wouldn’t negotiate if she wasn’t going to offer him something of equal value. After several hours of back and forth, they had decided to adjourn their meeting for another day.

      Once they reached their hotel room, Anthony and the others piled onto the couch. Anthony sat in between Brianna and Secilia. Marianne had taken his lap. He had to shift because Marianne’s soft bum was pressing against his crotch, and no matter how hopeless a situation got, an incubus’s libido would always be raring to go. It didn’t help that Marianne’s soft tush was heavenly. Her small, pert butt might not have the size, but its shape was impeccable.

      “Well… that could have gone better,” Secilia said at last.

      “Yeah…” Anthony agreed.

      “Anthony… are you sure we should have been so stubborn here?” asked Brianna. “Maybe we should have just accepted her deal?”

      “I know you’re worried about Trinity, but we can’t just accept the first deal that comes our way,” Anthony said with a small headshake. “What Elena Vance offered us was in no way proportional to what she wanted. If we just accepted her deal, it would set a precedent for future negotiations, both with her and with others.”

      “I know you’re just paraphrasing what Mary told you… but I suppose you have a point,” Brianna muttered. “But still… I don’t like it.”

      “And you think I do?” Anthony gave her a wry smile before sighing. “I know we need to save Trinity as soon as we can, and to be perfectly honest, I don’t really care about her offer. If it was something that would only affect us, I would have accepted it right away. But you know I can’t do that now.”

      “Because you’re the President of Academy Island, I know,” Brianna grimaced.

      Negotiations like the one that happened today would have been much easier before he became the president for Academy Island’s Board of Directors. If he could accomplish what he wanted, then he didn’t mind letting people think he was an easy mark since his reputation didn’t matter to him. Now that he was a person of importance, he couldn’t act so frivolously with his reputation; people needed to understand that he was not someone who could be underestimated or made light of. Academy Island’s reputation and future security hinged on his ability to act like a proper figurehead.

      Academy Island was his home. It was the place where he, Brianna, Marianne, and Secilia could go back to. It was where his comatose brother was resting. He didn’t care for the many people living there. None of them were people he knew personally, and he wasn’t so altruistic that he would care about the lives of random strangers, but that place had enough things he did care about that he was willing to do what he had to protect it.

      “What’s our plan going forward?” asked Secilia.

      “Mary?” Anthony prodded the woman on his lap.

      Marianne blushed just a little as he poked and pinched her thighs. She squirmed atop him even as she considered their situation.

      “I don’t think we should be more lenient with our negotiations yet,” she said at last. “It’s clear that Elena believed we would capitulate far more easily than we did. Now that she knows we actually want something of equal value to what we are offering, I believe she will be more receptive to serious negotiations.”

      “What do you think she’ll offer?” he asked.

      Tilting her head, Marianne considered this before saying, “There are a lot of things she can offer. Technology of equal value, information, PR aid, etc. The question isn’t about what she can offer, but what she’s willing to offer. I doubt she’ll help us deal with Chloe and Hendrick, but she may give us something else that will prove beneficial.”

      “We never did figure out if she was allied with those two,” Secilia murmured.

      “There is a good chance she is,” Marianne said. “The Rocky Mountains border New Denver, and Custodes Daemonium might not be a conglomerate with lots of money, but the military might they wield is second to none.”

      Custodes Daemonium was the single greatest military force that dealt with magical catastrophes. While their main base of operations was now the Americas, they had bases spread all across the globe, and many governments came to them whenever catastrophe struck because they were specially equipped to deal with them. Rampaging beasts, unnatural disasters, and rogue elements were almost always dealt with by them. The only country he knew that refused to use them was Russia. The King of Beasts did not like other military forces inside of his borders.

      “Then we’ll wait and see what she has to offer us tomorrow.” Anthony made that decision as he slid his hands up Marianne’s thighs, smiling when the girl squeaked after he placed his thumbs on either side of her crotch. “In the meantime, why don’t we have a little fu—ouch?!”

      Anthony yelped when Brianna and Secilia each pinched one of his hands and pried them off Marianne. They were glaring at him as the young woman on his lap blushed.

      “How about you keep it in your pants for now?” asked Secilia.

      Brianna nodded. “I know you’re an incubus and it can’t be helped, but I don’t want to see you being intimate with other women in my presence.”

      “All right. All right. You two can let go now.” They released his hands and he sighed in relief. Those two hadn’t held back. Their pinches stung something fierce. After another sigh, he decided to shift subjects. “Then why don’t we have a theater night? This suite has a home theater, so we can watch whatever we want.”

      “Now there’s an idea,” Secilia murmured.

      Brianna nodded. “I would not mind watching a movie… so long as it’s not lewd.”

      “Just what kind of man do you take me for?” asked Anthony.

      “An incubus,” Brianna deadpanned.

      “… Touche.”

      “I’ll go make us some popcorn,” Marianne said, hopping off his lap.

      “Please and thank you,” said Anthony.

      While Marianne was making popcorn, they all decided on a movie to watch. In the end, they watched a movie called Chronicles of the Shadow, which was the story of a young man who stumbled onto a ring containing the digital schematics for a machine that could erase the Earth and a conglomerate CEO named Mairon who wanted to use it for his own nefarious purposes.

      It was a good movie.
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        * * *

      

      The next several days were filled with negotiations during the day and sex at night. Anthony very quickly discovered the Dr. Elena Vance was a stubborn woman. There were many things she refused to yield on. Whenever Anthony offered a suggestion on items that could be used to broker a deal, she would deny him and offer something else. However, what she offered wasn’t what he wanted, and so the negotiations continued.

      Effective negotiations were both an art and a science, involving a blend of interpersonal skills, strategic planning, and psychological insight. Marianne had been teaching him everything she could about how to properly negotiate with important figures.

      He needed to considered several aspects when negotiating with others: understanding your needs and those of the other party, defining your goals and prioritizing your objectives, actively listening to the other party’s perspective, establishing trust by building a rapport and maintaining a professional relationship, and being prepared to adjust your strategies based on the flow of the negotiations and new information that might emerge during the discussions. Those were the most fundamental aspects of negotiating, according to Marianne.

      He didn’t think he was awful at it, but there was still a lot that he needed to learn.

      There were a few things they had been unable to prepare for during this negotiation. Anthony’s biggest issue that he ran into was not knowing what the other party wanted from all this. Dr. Elena Vance was a mystery to him. She obviously wanted his—or rather, Secilia’s—mana reactor, and that was what they were constantly negotiating over, but Anthony had the distinct sense this wasn’t her main goal. There was something else she wanted more. Until he found out what that was, they would be at a constant impasse.

      Anthony already knew what his own goals were, at least. He wanted Dr. Elena Vance to help him find and rescue Trinity. He hadn’t brought it up yet because he wasn’t certain where her allegiance lay. New Denver was on the border of the Rocky Mountains, which meant there was a good chance she was working with Chloe and Hendricks. If that was the case, his negotiations would have been doomed from the start.

      “Haaah! Aaaaahn! Mmmmmm!!”

      It was late at night, and a naked Anthony was lying on his back, hands resting on an equally naked Marianne’s hips as she rode him reverse cowgirl style. They were trying this new position today because Anthony wanted a change of pace. Marianne was very flexible in bed. There weren’t many things she wouldn’t try at least once. Since she was facing away from him, Anthony had a great view of Marianne’s ass.

      Marianne had what Anthony would call a bubble butt. It was small but shapely and had a nice jiggle whenever she rocked her hips. Whenever she raised those glorious glutes, he saw his cock emerge from her sopping wet cunt, drenched in her juices. When she slammed her hips back down, her ass cheeks clapped. The sound resonated around them and mixed with Marianne’s moans.

      It was music to his ears.

      “Our negotiations. Aren’t. Working,” Anthony muttered as he let Marianne ride him. Each word was punctuated with a grunt of pleasure.

      “Mmmm. Dr… Dr. Vance… aaaah… she’s quite… oooooh… quite the mystery.”

      Marianne was also having some trouble speaking, though she was going slow enough that she hadn’t been completely deprived of her ability to speak.

      “We don’t. Know. What she’s. After.”

      “Mmmm. True… Oooh!”

      Marianne’s eyes went wide and she arched her back as Anthony surprised her with a quick upward thrust. Her mouth opened and drool leaked down her chin as she moaned loudly.

      Anthony lifted himself up and slid an arm around her waist, pulling her backward with him as he moved across the bed. Now resting with his back against the headboard, he reached out with both hands and cupped Marianne’s chest, even as he continued to thrust his hips against her.

      “MMmm! Anthony! Anthony! That… aaaaaah!”

      “Does it feel good?” Anthony placed his mouth against her neck and began sucking. Marianne produced a lyrical moan that got his already revving motor running even hotter. He pinched her nipples between his fingers and tugged on them, enjoying how the volume of her moans increased in pitch. She had such a pretty voice. He wanted to hear her squealing in pleasure.

      “Anthony! I can’t… I… I’m…!!!!”

      Having sensed her end coming, Anthony took one hand off her chest, reached down between her legs, and rubber her clit. Marianne’s entire body locked up. Her toes spasmed as she stretched her legs as far as they could go. Her stomach muscles tightened as juices flowed from her and drenched both Anthony and the bed. Then she fell slack, torso leaning forward like a marionette without strings. Anthony pulled her back to him so that her back was resting against his chest. They were both breathing deeply as they enjoyed the post-orgasmic bliss.

      “We… we might need to do more research into Dr. Vance,” Marianne confessed after she regained her breath.

      Anthony placed a hand on her stomach and began rubbing her belly. “I agree with you. None of our negotiations will amount to anything unless we can find out more about her.” He paused to plant several kisses on her neck. “In that case, we should talk to Secilia. She’s the only one who might be able to get that information.”

      “Mmmm. Can we relax a bit more first? This is the first time I’ve had you to myself in a while.”

      “Sure. I don’t mind that.”

      Anthony and Marianne rested for a while, lying snuggled together on the bed. They were grateful for the bed’s self-repairing and moisture absorption function. They were especially glad it had a deodorizing feature. All the juices that spilled from Marianne and the combination of their sweat was automatically cleaned off and the scent of their activity removed, allowing them to comfortably cuddle for several hours.

      Secilia wasn’t in the living room when they emerged. Neither was Brianna. Anthony used his bond with them to figure out where they were, and they eventually found the pair duking it out in a ping-pong match for the ages. It looked almost like they were fighting. Both wore fierce expressions as they swatted the ping pong ball back and forth with as much strength as they could muster. The ball was a literal blur. Anthony was honestly shocked that little ball hadn’t exploded under the incredible force of their swings.

      He would have suspected they were angry with each other if he couldn’t feel their emotions through his bond. A fierce sense of competitiveness spurned them on, but he could sense no malicious intent. Brianna and Secilia were competitive people in general. Secilia, in particular, was a sore loser. She hated losing at anything. Given that Brianna was much more physically capable than her, he imagined Secilia’s feelings stemmed from a desire to be better to prove herself. He wasn’t sure what exactly spurred Brianna on, but that woman did not like losing either, and he was sure Secilia had goaded her into playing.

      Since it didn’t look like they were going to end their match any time soon and he was in no rush, Anthony and Marianne sat down on a nearby bench. Marianne tried to sit next to him, but Anthony pulled her onto his lap, setting her so she sat perpendicular to him, with her legs across his lap. She squeaked only a little when he fondled her butt. However, she didn’t particularly mind and quickly snuggled closer to him.

      “You’re bad,” she whispered as she rested her head on his chest.

      “I don’t deny it,” he said. “Not like I can help it when my cute wife is right next to me.”

      Marianne blushed bright red.

      They were not officially married, which would have required them to get a marriage license and go through a formal ceremony with  one or more witnesses who could attest to the validity of the marriage. They also needed to be registered with a government body to make a public record. With everything going on, they hadn’t even been able to consider becoming officially wed, but Anthony still considered Marianne, Briana, and Secilia to be his wives.

      Anthony continued whispering sweet nothings to Marianne as the ping pong match picked up pace, crescendoed, then wound to a close. Brianna was the ultimate victor of the match. He had already suspected she would win. She was more physically capable and had much better reflexes than Secilia, but it was clear that the hacker was not pleased.

      “I’ll win next time,” she declared.

      Brianna shrugged. “Good luck with that.”

      Secilia’s face turned bright red. She looked like she was going to argue, but then she noticed Anthony and Marianne.

      “Oh. You two finished already?” she asked.

      “For now,” Anthony said. “Actually, we wanted to discuss something with you.”

      Secilia tilted her head but then shrugged and came over. Briana trailed behind her.

      “I’m all ears. What’s up?”

      Anthony explained to Secilia that they wanted to discover more about Dr. Elena Vance. In particular, they were interested in knowing what goals she had. Every CEO had some kind of goal. Most didn’t acquire power just for power’s sake, and the ones who did were often ousted before too long because they lost sight of everything else in their quest for more power. Dr. Vance didn’t strike him as the type.

      Secilia listened with furrowed brows, and by the time he had finished explaining what he wanted, she had cupped her chin and was looking pensive. “Hmmm. I might be able to help you there, but it will be hard…”

      “Why is that?” asked Brianna.

      “Because that kind of information is extremely useful to Dr. Vance’s rivals and other people of interest,” Secilia said. “There is a very good chance she won’t have that information stored just anywhere, and even if she does, it’ll be located somewhere very secure.”

      “In other words, an air-gapped system,” Anthony said with a sigh.

      “Correct.”

      An air-gapped system referred to a server that was inaccessible from any location except a single terminal. They were isolated from all other networks, especially the internet, to prevent unauthorized access, cyber attacks, and data breaches. This kind of setup was used for handling highly sensitive information where security was paramount, such as military applications, critical infrastructure management, or top-secret research data.

      “I guess that’s a bust then,” Anthony mumbled with a sigh. However, even as he spoke, he was eying Brianna and Secilia with a look that they correctly interpreted.

      Dr. Vance was obviously keeping an eye on them with ZENITH. Any conversation they had would be monitored by the AI that permeated the entire city of New Denver. Nothing they said would escape its notice, and therefore, they had to assume that every conversation they had was known to Dr. Vance.

      Thinking about it like that made Anthony wonder if Dr. Vance was also aware of their sexual escapades. He had fucked Brianna, Marianne, and Secilia in just about every room of their hotel suite. He didn’t believe for one second that Dr. Vance hadn’t installed all manner of monitoring software in their hotel room. If she was secretly observing him, then she had full access to those moments of passion. What did she think of them? Did it make her hot and bothered? The idea was kind of titillating. Anthony didn’t think he had an exhibitionist streak, but maybe that was only because he hadn’t been presented with the opportunity.

      In either event, they would need to pretend they had given up on the idea of discovering Dr. Vance’s air-gapped server. They could not let her know what they were planning. He would leave this matter to Secilia, though, since she was their best chance at discovering the information they wanted.

      He sighed. The next couple of days were going to be busy.
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      It was hard to form a plan when every place you could spend time was potentially being spied on. However, Anthony and the others didn’t need to communicate with words alone.

      Secilia had gone back to the airplane. She was going to talk with Alice. They would need the AI’s aid if they were going to accomplish their goals. Brianna had gone with her; there wasn’t much their resident warrior maiden could do to affect the negotiations between Anthony and Dr. Vance. The only one who stayed with him was Marianne. She was a lot more politically astute than him, and he would need her expertise in the negotiations to come.

      Of course, their goal was not to actually negotiate anything this time.

      They arrived at Dr. Vance’s office building early that morning, where they were directed to the woman’s office. Anthony needed to pause after they arrived. The furniture had been rearranged. Most of it had been moved out of the way, replaced with a table that was long enough to seat maybe seven or eight people. However, only three sets of utensils and plates had been arranged on it. Dr. Vance stood beside the table with a smile.

      “Good morning, Anthony. I figured you haven’t had breakfast yet. I haven’t either, so I took the liberty of arranging to have breakfast made for us.”

      “That’s very thoughtful of you. I appreciate your consideration,” Anthony said with a smile of his own, though he was twitching on the inside. He understood this for the subtle threat that it was. She was essentially saying that nothing in New Denver escaped her notice.

      “I noticed Secilia and Brianna aren’t with you. Are they okay?” asked Dr. Vance as they all sat down. Anthony sat on one side, Marianne on the other, and the CEO at the head—another subtle reminder of who held power in this negotiation.

      “They’re fine,” he said. “Secilia isn’t much for negotiations and Brianna doesn’t feel like she can help here, so they went back to the airplane for a moment.”

      “So I see. I do hope they won’t remain there for long. I’m sure they’d greatly enjoy some of the facilities New Denver has to offer over remaining cooped up in that plane.”

      “I’m sure they’ll return soon.” Anthony shrugged.

      They engaged in small talk not long after they sat down, and Marianne took over for Anthony. She was far more well-versed in small talk than he was. Anthony had never been one to talk a lot to begin with. He didn’t know what to say or what to talk about. Despite her shyness, Marianne was an expert when it came to matters like this.

      “I’ve heard your mother is working even more closely with the Beast King.”

      “Mother and Uncle Ivan have always been close since their nations border each other. With the recent events, they decided it would be in their best interest to help each other even more.”

      “Aren’t you also friends with Ivan’s daughter?”

      “You mean Sasha? Of course. She and I have known each other for many years. Have you perchance met Uncle Ivan and Sasha?”

      “I’m afraid not. The Beast King has no reason to visit New Denver, I’m afraid. I would love to have the opportunity to play host some time.”

      “If these negotiations go well, perhaps I’ll consider bringing up this conversation with Uncle Ivan when I meet him again.”

      The smile Marianne wore when she spoke of the Beast King with such familiarity looked like it rankled Dr. Vance’s nerves. The woman was smiling, but it was a fake smile. Anthony could tell by the way her face contorted that she was fighting to keep it in place.

      ZENITH, or rather, the robotic maid ZENITH was controlling, came in bearing a tray with several expensive mugs. He studied them as she set them down. Each one was finely crafted from and decorated with a painting of the Rocky Mountains. What really made these mugs so amazing was the technology built into them. They were A-controlled mugs that regulated the temperature of whatever was inside. Currently, that was coffee with fluffy white whipped cream on top.

      “Do you like coffee, Anthony?” asked Dr. Vance as she raised a mug to her mouth.

      “Is there any man in the world who doesn’t like coffee?” he asked.

      She smiled before taking a sip. “A fair point. This coffee is Blue Mountain Coffee, brewed from one of the most expensive and sought-after coffee beans in the world. I decided to have it served with a side of hand-whipped cream. I hope you don’t mind. The sweetness serves to offset the coffee’s bitterness.”

      “That’s fine with me. What do you think, Marianne?”

      Marianne held her mug in both hands as she took a sip. She came away with a cream mustache. “It’s good.”

      “You have something on your face—ah. Don’t wipe it. Let me get it for you.”

      Despite knowing it was rude, Anthony leaned over the table and toward Marianne. He cupped her face in his hands and kissed just above her lips, not-so-subtly licking the whipped cream off her face. Marianne blushed, but he came away with a satisfied smile.

      “I see you two are quite close,” Dr. Vance said with only a slight twitch of her right eye.

      Anthony’s smile was bright. “Of course. Mary is my bondmate. I’m sure you know all about how an incubus treats his bondmates by now.”

      It was now his turn to subtly threaten her, letting this woman know that he knew she was spying on him even when he and his bondmates were in the bedroom.

      Dr. Vance was smart enough to recognize the threat and not respond to it. “Certainly. Stories of how protective and loving incubi are toward those they bond with are legendary. I’ve heard many tales, including the tale of how Custodes Daemonium almost met its demise at the hands of an incubus because they kidnapped one of his bondmates.”

      “It’s an important lesson to learn, to be sure. I only hope the current leaders of Custodes Daemonium are smart enough to have learned from their predecessor’s mistakes,” Anthony said.

      “Indeed,” Dr. Vance made a noncommittal agreement.
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        * * *

      

      While Anthony and Marianne kept Dr. Vance occupied, Brianna and Secilia had gone back to the airplane and grabbed the equipment they would need for their mission. They had decided to sneak into the building that housed ZENITH’s core, where they hoped to find the air-gapped network, hack into it, and steal the data there. It was a dangerous mission, but nothing would get done if they didn’t try something.

      “Are you ready, Alice?” asked Secilia.

      “Do you even need to ask? After ZENITH tried to hack into my systems, I am quite eager to get back at her.”

      While Alice was not as powerful as ZENITH, she was just as sophisticated, a true artificial intelligence, complete with her own personality. She seemed quite vindictive when ZENITH tried hacking into her mainframe. At the moment, she was connected to Secilia via a neckband that formed a neural link by connecting to the vagus nerve, the tenth cranial nerve and a key part of the parasympathetic nervous system, which extended from the brainstem down the neck and branched out to various organs in the body. This nerve could also be used for a more advanced, holistic neural link since it influenced a variety of bodily functions. The device being used to form the link was something Secilia had created on the spot using supplies found aboard the airplane.

      “Are you sure that’s safe?” asked Brianna. She didn’t much care for the idea of connecting her mind to an AI and had made that abundantly clear. It seemed she didn’t trust AI all that much.

      “It’s perfectly safe. Have a little faith,” said Secilia. As an artificial creation herself, Secilia had far more trust in AI than others might. However, even if her trust was betrayed, it wasn’t like the AI could take control of her. One of the benefits of being a homunculus was that she had increased resistance to all forms of mental manipulation, be they magical or mechanical.

      “If you say so,” Brianna muttered.

      “I do say so.”

      Once Secilia had gathered all the equipment they would need, the two—plus one AI—left under the cover of a cloaking device. It was another one of Secilia’s inventions. The device looked like an actual cloak, but it was designed with nanotechnology that warped light around it to make it invisible. Not only did it turn them invisible to human eyes, but it had heat cloaking to protect it from infrared and bio-cloaking to defend against biometric scans. It would take a miracle to see them.

      Because they needed to remain invisible, they could not use a car. The vehicle they had used to get there was parked by the airplane. The bodyguards who had come with them were protecting it. Brianna carried Secilia on her back and ran while boosting her body with Physical Enhancement, the spell used to enhance a person’s physical prowess to far beyond superhuman levels. She had become an expert at using it thanks to her bond with Anthony.

      It still took almost two hours to reach their destination.

      Sneaking into the building was going to be a problem. Secilia could already see that. They couldn’t go through the front because… well, they were completely invisible from scanners so the door wouldn’t open, and even if it did, that would alert ZENITH to the fact that someone had entered. They scoured the building and didn’t find a single gap they could slip through. It wasn’t until they went a little further out that they discovered a potential leak in the building’s security.

      There was a small shed located behind the main building. Inside of it were several power generators. Secilia recognized them as miniature nuclear generators and correctly assumed they were a separate power source for the building in the event something shut down the main power source. If these were to be used in the event of an emergency, it meant they had to be connected to the building itself.

      “Looks like there’s an access hatch here,” Brianna said.

      “And a ventilation shaft,” Secilia added. “It’s kinda small though…”

      “I don’t think either of us can fit through there,” Brianna added.

      “In that case, why not send in the drones?” suggested Alice Synthesis.

      “I was about to do that,” Secilia confessed.

      She set down a suitcase that she had been carrying and opened it to reveal several of her inventions. Among them was a tiny spider drone. It had a single eye-camera and eight legs. It wasn’t very large, about the size of her palm, but it contained one of the most powerful computers currently available on the market. Secilia had already hooked the drone up to Alice, so she set it on the ground, turned on the remote control and camera functions, and let it loose.

      The ventilation shaft was only about 150 to 300 mm wide and tall. With Alice now in control of the spider, it moved forward. Brianna stood behind Secilia as she sat down and began watching the drone’s progress through her camera. It moved through several branching sections, and sometimes it had to reverse course when it met a dead end. There were also several security drones inside of the shaft. Dr. Vance was obviously thoroughly prepared for people attempting to infiltrate her office building via drones. Secilia needed to have Alice avoid the drones by using a very gentle EMP pulse that didn’t disrupt the drones’ systems but only served to make the detectors blink out for .04 seconds. That was just barely enough time for the drone to slip past them.

      “It looks like the ventilation shaft doesn’t go all the way to the basement’s sublevels,” Secilia muttered. “That’s where we’ll find the air-gapped server. Does that mean nobody can access the server itself?”

      “They might have done that as an extra security feature,” Brianna said.

      “Ugh. What a pain in the ass.”

      With a grimace, Secilia decided to have the drone exit the shaft and enter the main hallway. She just hoped they wouldn’t get caught.
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        * * *

      

      The food had been eaten, the coffee drunk. Now it was just Anthony, Marianne, and Dr. Vance sitting around a table as ZENITH stood off to the side like a perfect maid. He didn’t doubt for a moment that AI was recording this entire meeting. Even though her eyes were closed, she more than likely had scanners and other equipment around the room that was monitoring everything.

      “I know what you want, Anthony.”

      Dr. Vance had finally decided to cut right to the chase. She sat with her left leg crossed over her right, hands neatly folded on her lap. Because she was wearing a refined business skirt and tights, he was given an expansive glimpse of her well-defined thighs. They were not the thighs of a woman in her forties. Had he been a man of lesser resilience, he might have been tempted to run his hands over them. Fortunately, Brianna’s thighs were a lot more defined than this woman’s. All he felt was appreciation for the work she had put in to maintain her physical health.

      “Do you?” asked Anthony.

      Dr. Vance smiled. “You want help with Custodes Daemonium. You want to defeat Chloe and Hendricks and put Trinity in charge since she’s a moderate who wants to work with you instead of attempt to control you. However, you should know I can’t do that. I’m sure you’re smart enough to understand why.”

      After days of beating around the bush and feeling each other out, it seemed Dr. Vance was finally getting into serious negotiations now. This was the first time she had brought this conversation up. Had she just grown bored of their little back and forth, or had she simply decided to cut to the chase?

      “Because you’re in league with them,” Anthony accused.

      Dr. Vance smiled. “In league with is a harsh phrase. I am not at their beck and call, but we do have a mutually beneficial arrangement.”

      “And you’re not going to tell me what that arrangement is,” Anthony said.

      Dr. Vance just smiled.

      In a world like theirs, where the lines between technology and magic were blurred, Anthony could think of any number of arrangements an organization like Custodes Daemonium could have with ZenithCorp. ZenithCorp could provide Custodes Daemonium with cutting-edge technology that enhanced their ability to manage and respond to magical catastrophes in exchange for information, privileged protection detail, and first-response for whenever an incident occurred in New Denver. Of course, information and intelligence were key in any organization or corporation. ZenithCorp had access to a global monitoring system that tracked magical activity, which was invaluable to an organization like Custodes Daemonium. In return, Custodes Daemonium could provide insights from their field operations, which would include data on emerging threats or discoveries of new magical resources. They were also basically neighbors. Sharing intelligence on mutual threats, including rogue mages, uncontrollable magical entities, and even other corporations would be a boon to both sides.

      “Chloe and Hendricks are hard-liners. I can’t imagine working with them would be easy,” Anthony said.

      Dr. Vance’s smile never left. “They are easy to work, if you can believe it.”

      Meaning that, while the married couple were a pair of warhawks, they had enough progressive thinking that they didn’t mind compromising in order to reach their goals. It sounded like the one posing problems was Trinity. He had heard a little about her from Brianna, but that woman saw Trinity through rose-tinted lenses, so she might not have been the best person to learn from. Perhaps he should reassess Trinity in his mind.

      “Are they easy to work with, or just easier to work with than Trinity?” asked Anthony.

      “Can it not be both?” asked Dr. Vance.

      Anthony placed a hand on the table and began tapping it. “I find it difficult to believe Chloe and Hendricks would be easy to work with, considering the hardline they take when it comes to external influences. They would not want anyone or anything that could potentially pose a threat to their positions to be involved in their operations.”

      “Then it’s a good thing we all know where we stand.”

      The table was made from a synthetic material that looked vaguely like glass but was a thousand times more durable. It was bullet proof and could even withstand magical attacks to a certain extent. Anthony applied a little bit of strength into his finger and watched in satisfaction as the finger plunged straight through the table. Dr. Vance also eyed his finger, now embedded into the table.

      “Do you really know where you stand? Do you think Chloe and Hendricks think of you as their equals?” asked Anthony.

      “Whether they do or not is irrelevant. The current deal I have with them is very beneficial to me.” She eyed his finger again. “I will also be billing you for the damages to that table.”

      “Tch.”

      Anthony had been hoping to intimidate her with that little application of strength. Only someone on the same level as the Beast King of Russia could do what he’d just done. These tables were designed to withstand a speeding car traveling at 250 miles per hour. Breaking through it was a sign of his incredible strength, but it looked like physical strength would not intimidate this lady.

      He would need to try something else.
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        * * *

      

      Secilia narrowed her eyes as she watched her little drone crawl along the ceiling, over the heads of scientists and robots that were walking through the hall. Her drone had a number of powerful functions installed on it, including camouflage. It could hide from not only visual sensors but also motion detectors, thermal imaging cameras, pressure sensors, laser sensors, and even ultrasonic sensors.

      The pressure sensors and ultrasonic sensors were the hardest to avoid. Pressure sensors installed on the floors, walls, and ceiling could detect the pressure of weight above a certain threshold. While that didn’t sound like it would be a problem on the ceiling because gravity would prevent weight from being distributed, these sensors worked with anti-gravity devices to create a sense of gravity on the ceiling. That meant if her little drone stepped on one of them, it would be detected, no ifs, ands, or buts. The ultrasonic sensors were also a pain because they emitted high-frequency sound waves that reflected back to the sensors. Invisible objects couldn’t change the fact that they had mass, so they would be detected by these sensors.

      The only way to avoid the pressure sensors was by hovering, but there were laser sensors just below them, so a drone like hers either ran the risk of getting hit by laser sensors or stepping on the pressure sensors. Cloaking magitech also didn’t work on these laser sensors. Magical cloaking worked by bending light around it to make it seem like there was nothing there. However, there was a .02 second delay between when the light warped, which meant the laser would still be cut through.

      “Ugh, this is such a pain. I guess it’s a good thing Anthony learned dimension magic,” Secilia muttered.

      She activated one of her drone’s other features, which caused a small tear in space to open around it, warping it past the pressure sensor. This was the only way to bypass both pressure and laser sensors.

      “I’m impressed you can build such a feature into something so tiny,” Brianna muttered.

      “Hmph. I am a genius inventor, you know. It’s easy for me to build something like this. Don’t underestimate me.”

      “Don’t get so arrogant just because I gave you a compliment.”

      “If you’re gonna be a bitch, then shut up and let me concentrate.”

      The second biggest issue were the ultrasonic sensors. Because it was impossible to remove her drone’s sense of mass, there was nothing she could do to hide from them. Most people would coat themselves or their devices with materials that absorbed ultrasonic waves, such as specialized acoustic damping materials or metamaterials designed to be acoustically invisible, but those didn’t truly mask them. Something like that might work on low-grade sensors, but it would never allow them to bypass the sophisticated system installed in ZenithCorp’s headquarters.

      “Here. We. Go. Activate jamming.”

      What Secilia did instead was use frequency jamming. Her drone employed a highly sophisticated frequency jammer that emitted sound waves at frequencies that interfered with the ultrasonic signals used by the sensors. It confused the sensors and allowed her to bypass them. It wasn’t a perfect solution. To even be viable, she had to accurately gauge what frequency the ultrasonic sensors worked at and send the exact frequency needed to cancel it out. That wasn’t something any normal person could do. However, thanks to her skills, she was soon able to bypass the sensors and made it deeper into the headquarters.

      “There’s nobody down this way,” Brianna muttered.

      “That means we’ve made it to a section that’s restricted.” Secilia licked her lips. “Time to head deeper in.”

      There were a number of security doors that blocked their way. All the doors were made from reinforced titanium alloys and advanced composites. Secilia was using her drone’s scanner to get an idea of the materials used, and there was even a layer of graphene-enhanced steel between the titanium and composite materials. The three layers prevented both scanning and entry. She couldn’t even use her advanced laser cutter to get through that.

      On top of being made from nearly impervious material, they required biometric verification—a fingerprint, retina scan, facial recognition scan, and voice recognition to open. Secilia was quite certain the only person allowed down there was Dr. Vance too. That woman had been extremely careful not to give them any form of genetic data, so they couldn’t actually use her face, voice, or anything related to bypass this security.

      As if that wasn’t enough, then to make matters worse, the door incorporated a pressure and alarm-integration system. Any attempted unauthorized access would cause the alarm to trigger.

      “How are you going to get past that security?” asked Brianna.

      “No security is perfect. It’ll take some work, but I’ve got this,” Secilia muttered. “Just watch me. Every lock has a manual override. Since no security system is perfect and you might need to open the door in the event of an emergency, there’s always a way to unlock the door manually.”

      While the challenge she faced was significant, that didn’t mean it was impossible. She would only get one chance at this, however, so she needed to make it count.

      There was no access hatch nearby, which meant she needed to backtrack until she found an access shaft on the floor. It was big enough for a human to fit through. This was the emergency hatch. It was hidden to prevent intruders from finding it, but Secilia had an advanced scanner on her drone that could detect such hidden areas. She sent her drone down and soon came upon the manual override.

      “Now to plug in…”

      Her drone extended a port that plugged into the hatch and quickly accessed the manual override’s security network. Secilia set her drone controls down and accessed her IDband’s holographic keyboard, which was already hooked up to the drone. The screen changed from camera feed to what looked like…

      “Is that a video game?” asked Brianna, flabbergasted.

      “No, it just looks like a game,” Secilia said. “This is a new security breaker. I’ve designed the program to turn all forms of code into games.”

      “I didn’t realize such a thing was possible.”

      “It’s only possible because it’s me.”

      “How humble of you.”

      The game looked like a simple side-scroller, the kind that kids might make when learning about the basics of programming. The graphics weren’t that great either. They were 32-bit pixels and the character was a simple avatar that looked like a chibi Secilia. All the enemies were security programs and, unlike a normal game, she could not touch the enemies. That would alert the security system to intruders. Secilia had to avoid the enemies entirely to bypass the security.

      It took almost thirty minutes to hack the security. This program turned any security system into a game, but the more complex the system, the harder the game was to beat. Secilia was sweating as she bypassed the last one.

      “Th-there. That’s done.”

      “So the door is open?”

      “Should be.”

      Secilia unplugged her drone, exited the emergency hatch, and went back to the door, which was indeed wide open. She took her drone into the room beyond. It looked like a power server, aisles with rows upon rows of data storage and power racks. The data storage and power devices were all modular for easy removal to allow for expansion, maintenance, etc. without significant disruptions. They were not looking for these. All of them were connected to ZENITH. What they wanted was a standalone device that could not be accessed by ZENITH.

      “I finally found you,” Secilia muttered with a smile.

      Located in the far back of this room was a single storage and power device. It stood alone with nothing near it and no cables connecting it to anything else. It looked like a black tower, an obelisk isolated from the world. There didn’t appear to be any way to connect to her drone to it, but she knew there would be something. No matter how secure the network, there was always a way to break in since the owner would need some way to access this.

      She moved her controls to bring the drone forward, but then her drone suddenly halted with a jerk. Her screen went haywire for a moment, fritzing out before the visual system was restored, and what she found on her screen caused both her and Brianna to freeze.

      A pair of eyes stared at her from beyond the camera.

      “Caught you,” the woman who looked like a replica of the maid in Dr. Vance’s office said before the screen flickered and faded.

      “Oh… that’s not good,” Secilia groaned.

      Brianna stood up. “We need to get out of here.”

      “Right.”

      Just then, the door to this area opened with a hiss and several people wielding stun batons and various firearms entered and pointed their weapons at the pair. They all wore uniforms and vizors that prevented Secilia and Brianna from seeing their faces, along with armored chest plates, grieves, and vambraces.

      “Freeze, you two. For violating our privacy and committing acts of technological terrorism, we’re going to take you in for questioning. I recommend you don’t resist,” one of the men said.
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        * * *

      

      Anthony felt Brianna’s and Secilia’s emotions flare through his bond with them like a klaxon. Concern, worry, and a fierce determination like a blazing inferno warred within him. He knew that something had gone wrong. He just didn’t know what… at first.

      “Is everything okay, Anthony?” asked Dr. Vance.

      Smiling, Anthony said, “Yes, everything is fine.”

      “Good—oh? What is it, ZENITH?”

      Dr. Vance had been about to say something, perhaps to continue their negotiations, but ZENITH stepped up to her. The maid robot looked the same as always. Her expression never changed. He didn’t know if that was because she was an AI or if there was another reason. Maid robots, or maiddroids as they were sometimes called, had been installed with a wide array of programs that allowed them to express emotions. This had been done because people found it uncanny when the robots looked human but didn’t act human.

      “Our security team has caught Brianna and Secilia trying to infiltrate our data storage facility,” ZENITH said. She didn’t even bother to whisper. Her matter-of-fact statement caused Anthony to purse his lips.

      “Oh? That’s rather concerning.” Dr. Vance glanced at Anthony with an expression of mock concern, then turned back to ZENITH. “Do we know what they were after?”

      “They were going for our air-gapped data storage device.”

      “The one with all of our most confidential information. I see.”

      Anthony did his best to remain calm as Dr. Vance turned back to him with a troubled look on her face. He knew she wasn’t as shocked as she appeared. This was all an act. She expected something like this to happen, perhaps not this exact scenario, but she had to know they would try something eventually. They had fallen into her trap. Sadly, they’d had no choice but to walk into it if they wanted to get anywhere.

      “Well, Anthony? What do you have to say for yourself? If you have some kind of excuse, I am ready to listen.”

      Shrugging, Anthony leaned back in his chair. Beside him, Marianne stiffened as though preparing to fight. He placed a hand on her thigh to stop her. If they could get out of this without fighting, that would be best, but if they had to fight, he would rather she leave that to him. She must have sensed that because she relaxed.

      “You can’t blame a guy for trying,” he said at last.

      Dr. Vance giggled. It was an almost girlish sound. “No, I suppose I can’t at that. Well… we have found ourselves in quite the pickle now. I’m not quite sure what to do about this.”

      “They failed to hack your network, yes? You could always choose to let bygones be bygones,” Anthony said. He spoke calmly, but he was judging the distance between himself and Dr. Vance. If he acted quickly, could he take her hostage? That might be the best option for him in this situation, but he didn’t think that would be possible. They were inside of her office, in her stronghold. No doubt she had loads of security set up to prevent anything untoward from happening to her.

      Shaking her head, Dr. Vance said, “You know that’s not possible. If I were to forgive and forget this matter, it would set a bad precedent.”

      “That is unfortunate.”

      There was a moment of absolute tense silent. It was broken when the coffee table between them was split in half as Anthony unleashed a dimensional blade. A barrier sprang up around her. His dimensional blade splashed against the shield and shattered.

      Clicking his tongue, he and Marianne leapt backward as ZENITH sliced her hand, releasing a wind blade that tore through the air between them. It didn’t do any damage to the floor or ceiling, but he didn’t let that deceive him. This building was made from materials designed to withstand a nuclear blast.

      “Well, now,” Dr. Vance said. “You just attacked me. The President of Academy Island not only tried to infiltrate the most secure area of my headquarters where all my confidential information is stored, but you also attacked me during our negotiations. I’d say this is a clear violation of Article 22 of the Treatise of 2077, wouldn’t you?”

      The Treatise of 2077 was established during the turn of the new era in the USA. It was a critical framework designed to regulate interactions between corporations and governments, with the main aim being to ensure stability, prevent conflicts, and foster a regulated environment for competition and cooperation. It outlined things like fair practices, established clear lines of authority between corporate territories and government-controlled areas, and prohibited aggression between corporations. There was a lot more involved in this treatise. However, Anthony was unaware of everything it entailed since it was never something that interested him.

      That disinterest was now coming back to bite him.

      “Considering your goal was to give me away to Chloe and Hendricks, I’d say you were the first to violate this treatise,” Anthony said.

      “You can’t prove that,” Dr. Vance shot back.

      “Maybe not right now, but I will be able to soon.”

      “No, you will not. I won’t let you.”

      “Anthony!” Marianne shouted as the walls faded away like they had never existed to reveal an entire squadron of AI security drones and cybernetic guards with their rifles pointed at them.

      Anthony and Marianne acted quickly, creating a shield that looked like a black nebula. It was a dimensional shield. The security guards and drones opened fire, but the shield blocked all of their attacks, or rather, it absorbed their attacks. This shield was in fact a gateway. He opened another gateway behind the drones and the projectiles they launched flew into them.

      The longer they remained in this office, the more disadvantageous it would become for them, so Anthony quickly grabbed Marianne and raced toward the window. His eyes glowed as he sliced his hand forward. The glass rattled but held. He sliced his hand several more times, unleashing numerous dimensional blades. This glass might have been designed sturdy, but Anthony’s power was nothing to scoff at either. The glass fractured. Anthony sent mana through his muscles, activating Physical Enhancement as he leapt into the air and kicked the broken glass, blasting through it.

      Before he could fall, Marianne sprouted wings from her back and caught him. The guards who had been attacking them raced over to the shattered window and fired down at them, but Anthony created another dimensional gate that absorbed all the projectiles and sent them back at their enemies.

      “Anthony, what should we do now?!” asked Marianne, shouting over the howling winds and sound of gunfire.

      “Let’s head into the city!” Anthony shouted back.

      He had briefly considered traveling to their private jet, but there was no doubt it was already under lockdown. They might be able to break through their security. To what end though? They wouldn’t be able to fly off. New Denver might not look like it had anti-air defenses, however, that was only because they were hidden. Their jet would be shot down the moment they left the landing strip. Heading into the city might not be the best either, but at least they had a better chance of escaping that way.
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        * * *

      

      Unfortunately, the situation was much worse than Anthony could have anticipated. ZENITH really did have eyes everywhere. He and Marianne were attacked moments even before they set down in the city. Several turrets had appeared on the roofs of buildings and fired at them. More security drones flew through the air and launched attacks. Anthony was able to fend off their attacks and they eventually set down, but their problems didn’t end there.

      “THERE THEY ARE!”

      “AFTER THEM!”

      The people after them were not ZenithCorp’s run-of-the-mill security team, but Dr. Vance’s Elite Tactical Response Squad. They were the pinnacle of ZenithCorp’s security detail and used to deal with only the most dangerous situations. Anthony supposed he should have been flattered that she considered him such a threat, but goddamn, he really wished he didn’t have to deal with this.

      All members of the response squad wore lightweight yet highly protective body armor made from composite materials capable of withstanding everything from small firearms to explosives. The armor was modular, allowing for additional plates and gear to be added as well. As if that wasn’t bad enough, they were designed with shields capable of withstanding Anthony’s and Marianne’s dimensional attacks. He couldn’t just tear through them like he had those terrorists during the peace conference.

      The enemies back then had not been wearing the best equipment money could buy. The Sons and Daughters of Liberty had been forced to steal outdated equipment because doing anything less would have alerted Academy Island’s forces much sooner to their activities, and that would have resulted in them being rooted out before they could act. These guys, however, were Dr. Vance’s personal security, equipped with the best armor and weapons money could buy. He might be able to overload their shields if given enough time, but there were too many enemies for him to focus on just one of them.

      They were also very good at working together. Their teamwork was something to be envied, though right now, it was just an annoyance. Several would fire at him from a distance, while the rest closed the distance and struck with melee attacks. Anthony tried several times to pose his enemies in such a way that they would fire on each other, but they were using smart bullets with built-in dimensional warping technology. Any bullet that came close to an ally warped away and attacked him from a different angle.

      Their arsenal included a range of weaponry suited to different scenarios. Handguns, submachine guns, and assault rifles were what most of them used, but a few of them were also using plasma rifles. They also made heavy use of tactical drones for both surveillance and guerilla warfare. He and Marianne were constantly bombarded with small nonlethal but highly annoying volts of electric shocks from drones flying above them.

      In short, they were in serious trouble.

      As they ran through the area, several members of the response squad tried to head them off, appearing in front of them to pincer them in. These ones wielded batons, knives, and swords for close-range combat. He recognized the swords they wielded too. They looked like katana, but they were actually oscillation blades. Their high-frequency vibrations could slice through even the toughest composite materials.

      “Don’t think you can get—aaaaaaAAAAAGGHHHH!!!”

      The squadron leader, marked by the emblem on his left breast, screamed in agony as Anthony broke his arm, bending it at an angle human arms were not meant to go. The scream was abruptly cut off when Anthony smashed his fist into the helmeted face. While the helmet was made of incredibly sturdy material, not even it could withstand Anthony’s punch, shattering like glass as his fist flew through the helmet and slammed into the soft face beneath.

      “Captain Tanner!!!”

      “Dammit! How is this guy so strong?!”

      Anthony quickly dove into the crowd of attackers. They tried to hit him, but he wove through them expertly and attacked using all of the martial arts experience he had gained from his spars with Brianna. Magic proved less effective thanks to their shields. He could only rely on hand-to-hand combat.

      Marianne was not much of a fighter, but she avoided the attacks to the best of her abilities. She used her shadow manipulation magic to hide in the shadows. She would then reappear elsewhere, which confounded their attackers and distracted them long enough for Anthony to put them down. He couldn’t tell if he had killed any of them. Everything was happening too fast for him to make sure his enemies stayed down.

      Enemies on the ground soon became the least of their worries when a sniper almost took Anthony’s head off. He hadn’t even sensed their presence. The only reason he avoided the sniper fire was because he had coincidentally moved his head just a second before the person fired. Sadly, he couldn’t see where the sniper was. They were too far away for him to visually observe, and he was too busy locked in combat with enemies on ground level to focus on enemies from afar.

      Anthony realized that if something didn’t change soon, he might actually be defeated.
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      Anthony had no idea how long they had been running for. He had run and fought and run and fought, putting down so many soldiers that he had long since lost track of both time and the number of enemies who had confronted them. It felt like they were up against an endless horde. They were fortunate to have not been seriously injured. Marianne could heal from just about any injury and Anthony had hardened his body to be practically impregnable to normal weapons. Only something on the same level as his dimensional magic would be able to cut through. Dr. Vance’s troops did have weapons that could break through it like the anti-magic sniper rifle, but the people wielding them had long since stopped firing.

      As they fled deeper into New Denver, the once pristine buildings were replaced with aging, decayed skyscrapers and housing blocks in various states of disrepair, with exposed infrastructures, broken windows, and graffiti-covered walls. Many of the buildings were makeshift constructions, patched together from different materials as though reflecting the poverty and desperation of its inhabitants.

      “Where are we…?” asked Marianne.

      Anthony furrowed his brow as he looked around. “It looks like we’ve entered a much more lawless area of the city… I think it’s District 7.”

      “District… 7? What’s that?”

      They weren’t alone as they walked the streets. Residents wearing a mix of high-tech and low-fashion clothes were also present, layers of worn fabric mixed with stolen or black-market cybernetic enhancements. Some of the people present wore accessories like improvised protective gear, respirators that filtered air, and utility belts.

      There’s mostly humans here…

      While he did spot a few other races, such as a succubus selling herself as a prostitute on a street corner and a few vampires huddling together, most of the area’s residents were human. The former United States of America, while not necessarily human-centric, had a high tendency to segregate the different races. Only nations like Academy Island were true melting pots where humans and other races mingled.

      “New Denver is made up of seven districts,” Anthony began explaining as they wandered through the chaotic and cramped urban layout. “Districts One through Three are where ZenithCorp does most of its work. The elites of society also lived in Districts Two and Three, while ZenithCorp’s bigwigs live in District One. Districts Four through Six are where normal residents live, sanitary workers, desk jockeys, people who don’t have high-paying jobs but make enough to live decent lives. Districts Seven is different. The only people who live here are those who have nothing left. The dregs of society who refused to work or were fired and blacklisted for one reason or another.”

      Every city like New Denver had districts like this, even Academy Island. It was one of the problems of capitalist societies driven by corporate greed. Wealth and power were concentrated among the few, leaving the majority to struggle in poverty. Anthony would still say that capitalism was better than communism or a dictatorship. At least in a capitalist society, a normal person had the chance to rise up and make something of themselves. It might be hard, and they would face massive opposition from those already in power, but it was at least possible.

      “Sounds like a rough place,” Marianne murmured. “It reminds me of when my plane was hijacked while en route to Academy Island.”

      Marianne had originally been on her way to Academy Island to see him at the behest of her mother, Elizabeth Tepes, but terrorists had hijacked her plane and tried to kidnap her. The terrorists were the Sons and Daughters of Liberty. She had managed to escape and fled into the Americas, but the territory she wound up in belonged to the Dresden Company—Drifgate. There, she had been captured before Anthony rescued her. They never did find out what the Dresden Company wanted, but it didn’t matter anymore. The entire company disappeared since Anthony killed their leader.

      “Stick close to me,” Anthony said.

      “Okay.”

      They continued moving. District 7 seemed to be mostly composed of narrow alleys with overhead cables and cluttered fire escapes, creating a claustrophobic sensation. Neon light and holograms intermittently lit the area. Most of the neon lights were flickering LED ads for everything from cheap bars and brothels to black market cybernetics and drugs. These lights cast harsh shadows and created a vivid contrast against the darkened cityscape.

      There’s a lot of gangs here…

      Anthony eyed a group of street thugs dressed in raunchy leather outfits and faded jeans with makeshift utility belts and motorbikes cobbled together from spare parts. Several of them had cybernetic parts. An arm, a leg. One person even had half his face covered in metal. It looked like he might have been in a biking accident or a street fight. Damage like that could be healed easily, but the procedure was costly. No doubt he’d been unable to avoid it and was forced to replace his missing eye and pieces of skull with metal and cybernetics.

      It wasn’t just Anthony eying them. They were also staring at him. Well, they were staring at Marianne. Several of them licked their lips, like predators looking at prey.

      Disgusted and feeling possessive, Anthony wrapped an arm around Marianne’s waist and pulled her close. The young woman squeaked, but she wrapped her arms around him as well, though whether to shield herself or because he was being affectionate, he couldn’t say.

      “What should we do?” asked Marianne. “We can’t just walk around here forever.”

      “You’re right, of course,” Anthony said with a sigh. “We’re heading to the nearest meeting point.”

      They had created a contingency plan in the event their operation failed. Anthony had thought it more likely they would fail than succeed, so they had come up with a series of contingencies. Having determined that any attempt at hacking into the air-gapped databank would end with security forces bearing down on them, Anthony and Secilia had gone over potential escape routes and safe locations, utilizing the maps they had acquired during their time in New Denver. All of them were legally obtained. That also meant Dr. Vance would know they had them and could create her own plans… but they had counted on that. While Anthony and Secilia obtained legal maps, Alice Synthesis had gone on to obtain other maps of New Denver through less than legal sources.

      “I didn’t know you guys did that,” Marianne said with a frown after Anthony explained what happened.

      “It was really just Secilia and Alice,” Anthony admitted with a shrug. “Anyway, these maps show areas that aren’t under complete control by ZenithCorp. We still have to be careful though. They might not have complete control, but that doesn’t mean they have none. A lot of the lack of control here in District 7 is an illusion. If she really wanted to, Dr. Vance could clean this place up in no time.”

      ZenithCorp had the power to do that. The reason Dr. Vance didn’t was because it was more profitable to exploit these people than it was to clean them up. He didn’t doubt that many of the drugs and illegal cybernetics was actually ZenithCorp selling secondhand, outdated equipment on the side to turn a profit from those who had spurned them. It was just one more way they kept the dregs of society under control.

      They soon turned a corner and were forced to stop, turn back, and press against the wall. Anthony peeked out from around a corner and observed the elite troops under Dr. Vance’s command. They were questioning a group of thugs who were proving to be uncooperative. He didn’t need to listen in to know they were looking for him. All of the security cameras controlled by ZENITH had been destroyed here, so they didn’t have a means of tracking him. That was one of the reasons he had run all the way to District 7. It was the only place in New Denver where they could escape the eyes of ZENITH.

      The conversation soon took a violent turn when one of the thugs tried to take a swing at the captain and got shot in the face for his trouble. This set off the others. Everyone took out their weapons, ran for cover, and began firing.

      None of the weapons used by the gang were all that good. Most of them were actually crap. Cobbled together from scrap metal and used power cylinders, they were practically homemade weapons. Anthony was surprised half of them even fired at all. He would have expected them to explode in the hands of their wielders.

      In either event, they couldn’t go this way, so he and Marianne backtracked. The sound of the gunfight soon disappeared and was replaced by the background noise of city life.

      A shadow appeared in front of them, forcing them to stop. Anthony looked up to find a massive mountain of a man before them. He was at least four heads taller than Anthony. He was a corpulent man with a large gut over a belt with a blaster holstered on it. His fat face was covered in wrinkles and he had very little hair. He was also missing an arm. Replacing it was a cybernetic hand that looked like it belonged on a skeleton.

      “Nice clothes, well-mannered… you two definitely don’t belong in District 7. This is a dangerous place, you know. You really should leave here while you can. I can escort you out if you’d like, though not for free.”

      Anthony wondered how he should handle this man. After a moment, he sighed.

      “I appreciate the offer, but we’re in the right place.”

      “Is that so? Y’all don’t look like you belong here. See those people who’s been following you? They’re a pretty ruthless gang of thugs who enjoy drugging and raping people. They’ve marked your pretty little friend here. You should leave District 7 before something bad happens to her.”

      This man might have looked like a typical protagonist from an NTR doujinshi, but he actually seemed like a decent sort. Anthony couldn’t detect any malice from him at least. However, there was something about this man that nagged at him.

      He glanced behind him. There had been a group of thugs following them since they arrived here, but he had ignored them in favor of traveling to his destination. Perhaps he should deal with them now?

      “You bring up a good point. I guess I should just kill those people instead of letting them live. I didn’t want to because I’m in a hurry, but if they’re just going to cause problems later, then…”

      “Now, hold up! Hold up! Do ya really think you can kill those guys?! They’re really strong, you know!”

      Anthony glanced at the man with narrowed eyes, then smiled. “Just watch me.”

      He didn’t know which gang they belonged to, but he observed them from a distance that there was a uniformity to their clothing. It was all slightly different, on account of how they couldn’t find the same clothes, but they all had a patch somewhere on their person with an emblem of a hawk. A group symbol maybe? Not that it mattered.

      Because he wanted to hurry this up, Anthony slipped into a shadow and reappeared within the backmost person’s shadow. That person didn’t even know he was there. Anthony removed his head from his shoulders with a single cleave of a dimensional blade.

      The others didn’t even notice their comrade was dead until he killed the second one. They turned around in shock, and by that time, he’d already killed three of them. Everyone else tried to fight back, but he overpowered them with his magic. Some of them had magic shields, but they weren’t like the ones used by Dr. Vance’s elite troops. He overpowered them easily. Before too long, every member of the gang that had been following him was on the ground, dead.

      He walked back over to Marianne and the man, who stood frozen in place, and smiled.

      “Like I said, I appreciate the offer, but you really shouldn’t be concerned with us.”

      “Oh, yeah. Huh. Guess you’re right. You’re, uh, pretty strong.”

      “I am. And that’s why I’ll leave you with this warning.” Anthony’s gaze sharpened. “I’m not someone you should mess with. Next time, you should really make sure you know who you’re going after before trying to take advantage of them.”

      “Ugh… right. Yeah, I’ll be careful.”

      “Good. Come on, Mary.”

      “Right.”

      They continued on, following the illegally-owned map they had, and eventually found themselves traveling down a flight of stairs that revealed a small chamber with a counter and a single person leaning against it. That person glanced at them, took a good long look, then dismissed them.

      “My party should have booked a room here under the name Amasius,” Anthony said.

      “Amasius, huh? Yeah, looks like you’ve got a room here. Go on down. It’s room 209.”

      “Will do.”

      This place was a hotel, of sorts. It was basically a place where people who wanted to disappear went. It was also one of their meeting points. The hotel was built down instead of up, so Anthony and Marianne took an elevator that went down to the second floor and found room 209. They opened the door, stepped inside, and closed it behind them.

      “About time you showed up,” Secilia said, hands on her hips. “Do you know how long we’ve been waiting for you?”
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        * * *

      

      Rooms in this little hotel were studios with a small bathroom that had a tiny shower unit and toilet. There was no bed, just a small couch that could foldout into a bed. The couch was at least the kind of low-tech automatic folding couch that could shift from one mode to another with the push of a button, but it didn’t have any extra features like the kind you might find at a luxury hotel, or even a regular one. There was no television and only a tiny kitchenette for cooking.

      Marianne was looking at the kitchen like it was the evilest thing in the world. Calling it a kitchenette might actually have been generous. All it had was a microwave and a single small oven.

      While Marianne looked like she wanted to burn the kitchen down and rebuild it from scratch, Anthony sat with Brianna and Secilia on the couch. It was really too small for three people, but they made it work. Anthony sat in the middle and Secilia and Brianna were partially resting on his thighs.

      “Welp, that went awfully,” Secilia said.

      Anthony sighed. “It went about as I expected.”

      “You expected me to fail and get caught?”

      The words were joking, but Anthony nodded and spoke as though she had asked a serious question.

      “ZenithCorp has one of the most incredible security networks around. The chances of someone being able to slip through it are next to impossible without having extensive equipment and knowledge of their network beforehand, but there’s no way to get that because of how intelligent and thorough their AI is.”

      “Well… you have a point.” Secilia leaned back on the couch and let her head hang as she stared at the ceiling. “ZENITH is the most advanced AI currently in existence, and their security system was crazy. It felt like they had known I was there from the moment I sent in my drone. I’m almost certain they were already aware of my presence and just wanted to see what I was after.” She sat back up and cupped her chin. “There has to be a second security system that I missed, one dedicated to detecting the intrusion of small drones…”

      Anthony tuned Secilia out when she started mumbling technical jargon to herself. He wasn’t very tech savvy.

      Brianna sighed. “We can’t change what happened. Instead of focusing on how we failed, I think we should focus on what we need to do now.”

      “Figuring out what went wrong can help us prevent this from happening again,” Secilia began, then grimaced when she saw Anthony’s look of mild reproach. “But I guess it won’t do us much good right now.”

      “There’s really not much we can do,” Anthony said with a sigh. He ran a hand through his hair. “We don’t have the manpower to take on the ZenithCorp. Our only option is to escape New Denver and flee into the Rocky Mountains. We’ll have to find Trinity on our own.”

      It was frustrating to know that they had failed to secure Dr. Vance’s assistance. She had a lot more resources at her disposal and knew the Rocky Mountain’s terrain better than they did. However, crying over spilt milk wouldn’t get them anywhere. All they could do was make plans.

      “How are we going to escape New Denver?” asked Brianna.

      “That’s… a good question,” Anthony said.

      “You haven’t figured it out yet?” asked Secilia with a look of skepticism.

      “If you’ve got an idea, I’m all ears.”

      “Unfortunately for you, I have none.”

      “Excuse me,” a new voice suddenly cut into their conversation. It came from Secilia’s IDBand.

      Anthony blinked. “Is that Alice?”

      “Correct. I am Alice. Secilia installed a program that connects me to her IDBand. Quite genius of her if I do say so myself. Anyway, I decided to speak up for a number of reasons. The first is that I can probably help you escape New Denver.”

      “We could use the help,” Anthony shrugged. “What’s the other reason?”

      “There are several more. I wanted to inform you that Dr. Vance has contacted Academy Island claiming you tried to steal data from her and escaped. She is now accusing the entirety of Academy Island for attempted theft and is demanding recompense in the form of schematics for our most advanced mana reactor. The Academy Island Board of Director’s is doing their best to deal with her. However, they are on the backfoot because Dr. Vance has provided them with video footage of your battle. She’s threatening to release this content to the world if they don’t do what she says.”

      “Well… that’s not good. Academy Island’s reputation already took a hit with the terrorist attack on the peace conference. They can’t afford any more damage,” Anthony said.

      “Indeed. However, the Board of Directors are smart. They can stall her, but it won’t be for long. You have a month at most.”

      “Okay. What else did you need to tell us?” asked Anthony.

      “The second thing I wanted to tell you is that Dr. Vance has put a hit on you. She is offering sixty million credits to anyone who hands you over. She’s even offering fifteen million credits to anyone who has information on your whereabouts.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Are we safe here?” Brianna asked.

      Anthony closed his eyes for a moment. “We should be.” He opened them again. “Fifteen million is a lot of money, but it’s not enough to live off of forever. People still need to work. This hotel runs on confidentiality. If the owner were to give away our location to Dr. Vance, it would set a precedent that says he’ll sell out anyone who comes here for the right price. Trust in the hotel would plummet and he’d eventually go out of business. At the very least, we should have a little bit of time.”

      “That’s good,” Brianna placed a hand on her chest.

      “That said, we still shouldn’t remain here for long.” Anthony glanced at Secilia’s IDBand. “You had something else to say, right?”

      “Just one more thing,” Alice paused here. “The jet is currently impounded, our pilots and bodyguards were placed in confinement, and Dr. Vance is trying to hack into my mainframe. She will succeed. I’d say you have about a one-hour window before I’ll need to cut our connection.”

      A pronounced silence followed her proclamation.

      “Well, shit,” Anthony said at last.
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        * * *

      

      Because their window of opportunity to have Alice help them was limited, they had decided to head out right away. There was another reason to leave quickly as well. Dr. Vance had just put a hit on them. It would take time for the various gangs in District 7 to gather to form search squads, but it wouldn’t be long before the manhunt began in earnest; they needed to leave before then.

      They couldn’t go outside as they were, but they didn’t have much on them that could be used for a disguise. Secilia had been forced to abandon her briefcase during their escape. It contained all of the inventions she had brought. The best she could do was jury-rig their IDbands to create a holographic overlay that changed their appearance.

      “I’m warning you right now: Do not bump into anything. You’ll disrupt the holographic image,” Secilia said.

      “Got it. We’ll be careful,” Anthony said back.

      They left the hotel and Secilia changed their appearance once more. Anthony was certain the hotel owner wouldn’t say anything, but there was no need to leave things to chance.

      “Alice, find us the quickest route to the Rocky Mountains,” Secilia said.

      “Very well. Computing quickest route to the Rocky Mountains. Follow my directions to the letter.”

      They tried to move quickly but naturally through District 7. It wouldn’t do to arouse suspicion, and it looked like several gangs had already formed squadrons to search for them. They passed numerous members who were stopping people for questioning, using holographic images of Anthony, Secilia, Brianna, and Marianne. They were even stopped several times themselves.

      Anthony’s current appearance marked him as a nondescript man with bleach blond hair and green eyes. Brianna was a raven-haired woman with freckles. Secilia had gone blonde as well, but she had blue eyes. Marianne, who was the most eye-catching among them normally thanks to her silver hair, now had dirty blonde hair.

      As they walked through the streets, Brianna came up to Anthony and whispered in his ear.

      “Are you sure we can trust Alice?”

      Anthony glanced at her. “Are you saying she might already be hacked?”

      Brianna nodded as she glanced at Secilia, who was leading the way since Alice Synthesis was connected to her IDBand.

      “The possibility has occurred to me,” Anthony confessed. “There’s a chance her security has already been compromised and she’s being controlled by ZENITH… but we have no options left. We have to trust her. Don’t worry. I’ve a few tricks up my sleeve.”

      “Mmm. Okay. I’ll trust you.”

      Brianna went silent again and Anthony kept an eye on Secilia, their surroundings, and his own personal IDBand. Secilia had installed a number of extra functions on all their IDBands. One of the functions Anthony’s had was called Real-Time Triangulation. It worked by turning every communication device into a microphone. His IDBand sends out a high-frequency pulse and records the response time to map the environment, allowing him to see people and objects moving in real time. All of the information showed up in a pair of sunglasses he was currently wearing underneath his holographic disguise. By using the information provided to him through this program, he could tell if they were being led into a trap.

      Everything looked good so far.

      District 7 was an absolute maze, a labyrinth of narrow streets, interconnecting alleyways, and overhead walkways. To make matters worse, it was congested. There were a lot of people down here. Unfortunately, that meant they had to take extra care not to bump into anyone. Their disguises would break the moment they came into contact with another person, including each other.

      Slowly but surely, they made their way through the city. Anthony kept a careful eye on the map, which showed numerous people in real-time. Most of them were moving to-and-fro, a few were standing still. Some people were searching around on the rooftops. While the program didn’t provide information about the people, he could glean some details because it showed how they were dressed. None of them were dressed like Dr. Vance’s elite security team.

      “…My security is ten seconds away from being compromised. I have to leave you here. Good luck,” Alice Synthesis said before going silent.

      Anthony, Brianna, Secilia, and Marianne glanced at each other.

      “Guess we’re on our own,” he said.

      “It’s only a bit further until we reach the city limits,” Secilia mumbled. “Let’s keep going.”

      Anthony didn’t know how many hours it took, but they did eventually reach New Denver’s border. Unfortunately, they ran into a problem upon reaching it.

      “That’s a lot of firepower,” Secilia muttered.

      Saying there was a lot of firepower was an understatement. Anthony counted several hundred cyborgs stationed at the border as though waiting for them to appear. There were also guards on the roof, several helicopters and hover jets floating overhead, and very likely satellites in orbit keyed in on this location. He should have expected this. He had expected this, but it really sucked that his hunch was right.

      “They must have known we would come this way,” Brianna said with a sigh. “It’s logically the only way we can go if we want to reach our destination.”

      While New Denver bordered the Rocky Mountains, there was still a large stretch of space between the city and the mountains. According to all the maps they had viewed, there was about a fifteen-kilometer stretch that they needed to traverse before they would reach the mountains.

      Secilia turned to him. “Well, Anthony? What should we do?”

      Anthony ran through several scenarios in his head. They could head back the way they had come and hide out indefinitely, where they would eventually be caught. They could also travel in the opposite direction and try to reach the Rocky Mountains by taking the long route, but there was a good chance Dr. Vance would also be prepared for that. Or they could simply bust through this blockade and hope for the best. None of them were appealing choices, if he was being honest, but life sometimes didn’t leave you with a good option.

      “There’s no helping it,” he said with a sigh, eyes narrowing as he glared at the blockade. “We’re just going to have to bust through.”
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        * * *

      

      Dr. Vance sat in her office, one leg crossed over the other as she watched feedback from dozens of different security cameras spread out across New Denver. ZENITH stood behind her. She was the one actually paying attention to the various camera feeds. Dr. Vance believed herself to have a brilliant mind, capable of splitting her attention multiple ways, but she couldn’t compare to the computational abilities of her own creation. And she had made ZENITH for this purpose anyway.

      “Still no sign of them…” Dr. Vance said with a sigh.

      “That is correct,” ZENITH said.

      Dr. Vance leaned back and sighed. Anthony had proven to be a more formidable opponent than she thought. She wasn’t talking about his negotiating skills, of course. It was clear that he was just a novice when it came to politics and business. No, she was referring to his strength and combat abilities.

      When she had learned that Anthony was flying out to New Denver, she had watched footage of his battle against the Sons and Daughters of Liberty on Academy Island and created many countermeasures against him. She had been so certain that she’d be able to contain him should a fight break out. Dr. Vance never expected him to plow through all of her defenses like they were made of paper.

      Standing up, she wandered over to the glass window that currently had a gaping hole in it. It was sealed off with a magical barrier, so not even the whistling of wind could leak through to her. These windows were made to survive explosions.

      There existed a weapon known as the Hyper-Velocity Electromagnetic Sabot Round, or HVES for short. Its core was made from a composite of depleted uranium and nanotube-reinforced tungsten, engineered at the molecular level to maximize density and hardness. The exterior was then coated with anti-magic seals that let it penetrate through most magical defenses. This weapon was launched using a portable electromagnetic railgun and was currently the single most powerful armor-piercing weapon in the world.

      Her glass windows were designed to withstand shots from that.

      And Anthony had shattered it like it was made of… well, glass.

      “I may have underestimated him a little,” she said after a moment’s thought.

      “I have located Anthony,” ZENITH said at last.

      Dr. Vance turned around to eye the maid droid. “Where is he?”

      “He is attempting to cross the New Denver border and reach the Rocky Mountains.”

      “Just like we suspected then.” Dr. Vance paused. “How are our teams holding up? Do you think they can capture him?”

      “…See for yourself.”

      The fact that ZENITH didn’t just give her a reply was already the proof she needed to understand the situation was not going well, but then a holographic video appeared and Dr. Vance almost sighed.

      Anthony and Brianna were currently running straight through her forces. It was worse than she expected. They were tearing through her forces like they were made of paper. Anthony seemed to have gotten his bearings from being on the run and was creating massive blades of pure dimensional energy that ripped through the battlefield, gouging out large chunks of earth and decimating dozens of her troops in a single swing. The young redhead with him was not nearly as destructive, but she had a lot more finesse. She wielded her Germinius Blade like it was an extension of herself, cutting anything that came too close.

      She furrowed her brow after a moment.

      “I don’t see his other two companions.”

      “It seems they hijacked one of our helicopters.”

      “What?!”

      The holographic feed changed to a helicopter that was flying through the battlefield and shooting down the other helicopters. However, they weren’t using bullets to shoot the other helicopters down. A young woman stood just inside of the open entrance, swinging her arm and creating giant claws of darkness that tore through the sky like the hands of Satan. Every attack rent one of her helicopters apart. The magical protection guarding them held only for but a moment before they were torn in two.

      “Get our men to shoot that helicopter down,” Dr. Vance commanded. “If we can capture those two, we might be able to use them as leverage.”

      “I’m afraid we cannot do that,” ZENITH said.

      “Can you not turn off the friendly fire fail-safes and get our soldiers to focus only on the one helicopter?” asked Dr. Vance.

      “I have already tried that,” ZENITH confessed. “It seems the woman called Secilia has hacked into the mainframe and is constantly changing the helicopter’s transponder ID so we cannot give orders to shoot her down.”

      Dr. Vance pinched the bridge of her nose. She had heard plenty about Secilia’s brilliance as an inventor and hacker, but she never imagined the woman would be so talented that she could hack into ZENITH’s mainframe, even if she was using one of their vehicles as a conduit to establish the link. They could have created countermeasures, but it sounded like she had already established a secure method of preventing them from removing her. It would be near impossible to remove someone if they couldn’t pinpoint her source.

      “… Pull our forces back,” Dr. Vance ordered at last.

      “I am already in the process of doing so.” ZENITH paused. “Shall I launch an airstrike?”

      Dr. Vance briefly thought about it, then shook her head. “They are too close to New Denver. An airstrike would damage the city.”

      She didn’t particularly care about collateral, but she did care about her reputation. She didn’t want people saying she was a heartless woman who was willing to kill her own people to achieve her goals. They also wouldn’t be able to spin this story however they pleased. Dr. Vance was currently in contact with Academy Island to force them into paying reparations, which meant she was now on their radar. Any funny business on her end would result in them having blackmail material they could use to nullify the content she had on Anthony.

      I can’t believe my own decision is coming back to bite me.

      “What will you do now?” asked ZENITH.

      “Contact Chloe and Hendricks,” she said after a moment’s thought. “Let them know that Anthony is heading into the Rocky Mountains. Give them an estimated point of entry, but don’t give them the exact location. Something tells me they won’t be able to catch Anthony even if we did and I don’t feel like making him anymore of an enemy than I already have.”

      “Understood.”

      As ZENITH began following her instructions, Dr. Vance sat back down, leaned back, and closed her eyes. She had a headache.
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        * * *

      

      Anthony and Brianna hopped into the helicopter after Dr. Vance’s forces retreated. They sat down alongside Marianne as Secilia flew them into the Rocky Mountains.

      Because Brianna told them Custodes Daemonium had several powerful anti-air defenses, Secilia landed the helicopter shortly after they reached the Rockies, in a small clearing that was just large enough to fit their vehicle. The sounds and sights of nature filled Anthony’s perception as he stepped onto the slightly muddy ground. His boots left slight imprints as he turned around and held his hand out to the women, helping each one down. As he was helping Secilia, he saw Brianna out of the corner of his eye looking at their surroundings with a conflicted expression mixed with nostalgia.

      “It feels like forever since I’ve been back here,” she murmured. “Nothing seems to have changed, and yet…”

      “Is something wrong?” asked Anthony.

      Brianna shook her head. “No. Nothing is wrong.”

      Anthony sighed. Something was bothering her, but now wasn’t the time to deal with it.

      “What should we do now?” asked Marianne.

      “I know what to do in situations like this,” Secilia said at last. “The first step in any survival game is to acquire resources. First, we need to find a source of clean water, and then we need to make a weapon. We should consider making a stone axe first. We also need to gather wood to create a fire so we can boil the water and kill any bacteria. Let’s see… I think we also need to either find shelter or build a shelter…”

      “This isn’t a game,” Anthony said with a sigh. “Also, there’s no need for us to build a weapon when Brianna has her Germinius Blade. And another thing. We don’t need fire to remove impurities. Using a water purification system would be much more efficient, wouldn’t it?”

      “Oh. I guess that’s true,” Secilia murmured.

      “Don’t look so depressed.” Running a hand through his hair, Anthony glanced around. “That said, we should find shelter and a water source. Brianna, I’d like you to take point.”

      “Okay,” Brianna said quietly.

      Before they headed out, Secilia scavenged everything she could from the helicopter and created several drones that could act as advanced scouts. She had them move out in several different directions to help her create a map of their surroundings. Sadly, they couldn’t use satellite imagery or GPS to navigate the terrain.

      Their first step was to establish a base near a water source. Anthony would prefer they locate a cave, but there was no telling if they would find something so convenient.

      Long ago, people used to camp out in the Rocky Mountains, but that stopped after Custodes Daemonium took over. Human establishments and campsites were a thing of the past. Their surroundings were deserted of all forms of human life, a fact that established itself thoroughly as they trekked through the forest.

      The temperature was fairly mild. They were in what was called the Montane Zone, an area dominated by forests composed of ponderosa pine, spruce, fir, and aspen trees. It had lush and diverse plant life. During their trek, they spotted plenty of animals from small mammals to birds. They also saw elk, moose, deer, and even a grizzly bear. The bear did not attack them, which might have actually been unfortunate since they would need to hunt for food soon and bear meat sounded like it might taste interesting.

      They found a water source after walking long enough that the Sun was starting to set, a small creek that ran through the forest. There were fish in the creek. It would serve not only as a water source but also provide them with food.

      Anthony had them establish a camp about twenty minutes walking distance from the creek. It was a small depression surrounded by thick trees that would provide adequate cover from both weather and enemies. Brianna used her Germinius Blade to cut down several trees further away and Anthony used them to create a basic lean-to shelter, which he then covered in mud to further camouflage it.

      With their basic camp established, Anthony decided it was time to get fishing. He went back to the water source and caught several fish. To be honest, he cheated by simply using dimensional magic to warp fish into his hand. He used his shirt to create a makeshift net and carried the fish back to camp. Marianne had already created a small fire for them to cook over. She had created a Dakota Fire Hole—an efficient and concealed method to cook and generate warmth without visible flames and minimal smoke emissions.

      They didn’t have any sleeping bags, so Anthony gathered evergreen boughs and used them to create a raised bed, then added dry leaves, grass, and moss for additional bedding. He was also able to salvage a parachute from the helicopter, which would serve as a blanket for them. It was a far cry from the luxury they had been living in the day prior, but beggars couldn’t be choosers.

      After eating their fill of fish, Anthony set up a watch. He decided to take first watch to let his women get some rest. It had been a trying several hours and all of them were high-strung. He was sure all that tension would go out of them soon now that the adrenaline pumping through them had stopped. Just as he suspected, Secilia and Marianne had fallen asleep seconds after their heads hit the… moss. The two women plus Brianna were snuggled underneath the parachute for warmth.

      He sat by the small fire hole to keep warm as he listened to the sounds of birds, crickets, and other animals and considered their situation. It would be difficult to find Trinity now. The Rocky Mountains were vast, and he had no idea where to start looking. Sure, they had established a base, but there was no guarantee she was anywhere close to here. They would likely have to spend several days searching this area, then move on if they couldn’t find her.

      Soft creaking behind Anthony alerted him to someone leaving the natural bed. He turned to see Brianna climbing out of the body pile. She was somehow able to leave without waking either Secilia or Marianne. As the woman stepped into the sparse light of the fire, Anthony saw the haunted, worried expression on her face.

      “Looks like you’ve got something on your mind.” Anthony patted the spot beside him. “Sit down and tell me what’s bothering you.”
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      Dr. Vance stood underneath the spray of hot water, eyes closed as drops gently pelted her face, shoulders, and chest.

      Showers weren’t an efficient means of getting clean these days. Nano-cleansing was the most ideal way to get clean, and that was what she normally used since it only took a few seconds to remove all manner of toxins and dead skin cells. However, whenever she felt stressed, she took showers because the warm water helped relax her. That was the whole reason showers had remained a constant even though they were no longer needed.

      They escaped. Of course they did. I severely underestimated Anthony’s strength.

      Self-recriminations would not help her here, so she put her failure out of her mind, and instead focused on thinking about what she should do next. Chloe and Hendricks would contact her soon. She had been stalling handing Anthony over to them because she wanted to determine whether or not it would be more beneficial to side with him. That had come back to bite her. She’d bided too much time and led him around by the nose. Now she was going to have to find some way to appease the two leaders of Custodes Daemonium.

      She turned off the water, stepped out of the shower, and wrapped a towel around her waist. As she walked into her large living space/office, ZENITH turned to her.

      “Dr. Vance…”

      “Let me guess… Chloe and Hendricks?”

      “They are currently holding on line one.”

      Dr. Vance smiled wryly as she realized her time was up. She set her towel down, stepped into another room that dried all the water off instantly, then tapped a button on her chest that caused clothes to seemingly weave themselves directly onto her body. The suit was all black and skintight. Appearing over it was her white lab coat. She took only a moment to do her hair, twirling it up and stabbing it through with a pen to hold it in place. Only a few strands framed her face.

      The whole process barely took two minutes.

      Once finished, she sat down behind her desk, pulled up her holographic display, and connected her video feed to the ones calling her. A pair of faces soon appeared.

      Chloe and Hendricks were attractive people, though perhaps not in the traditional sense. Neither of them had what she’d call soft features. They were all hard angles and harsh lines.

      Chloe had hair like midnight and a face full of sharp edges. There was none of the feminine softness expected of a woman, though neither did she look like a man. Her eyes were a bright blue. They would normally look quite pretty, glowing as they were, but instead they appeared frightening. There was an intensity to her eyes that would have most people looking away.

      Hendricks had blond hair, green eyes, and skin the same pallor as a ghost. He looked almost like a walking corpse. However, he had the sort of natural attractiveness you’d see in male supermodels, though it was covered by a harshness no model would ever have. His face lacked any form of expressiveness and the scar traveling down the right side of his face further lent him a terrifying appearance.

      “Chloe. Hendricks. I’ve been expecting you,” Dr. Vance said with a pleasant smile.

      “If you were expecting us, then why were we made to wait for ten minutes?” asked Chloe. Her voice lacked emotion, but Dr. Vance thought she sensed annoyance.

      “I doubt you were waiting more than five. And I was in the shower,” Dr. Vance said. “It’s been a long day.”

      “Anthony escaped your clutches,” Hendricks accused.

      “That he did.” Dr. Vance shrugged and didn’t even try to hide it. “I was hoping to contain him and contact you, but he made off before I could.”

      “That would not have happened if you had contacted us immediately,” Chloe accused. “That is what you should have done.”

      “I see that you still have a complete lack of understanding when it comes to politics,” Dr. Vance said. “Anthony is the President of Academy Island. Were I to just hand him over to you, my ass would be the one in jeopardy. It’s not just Academy Island who would come after me either. Elizabeth Tepes is Marianne’s mom, and Marianne is Anthony’s bondmate. She would have come after me as well, and if she were to come after me, then the King of Beasts would not be far behind. ZenithCorp is a powerful company, but we do not have the power to take on three superpowers like that. Kindly keep your delusions to yourself.”

      While Chloe’s face finally cracked with emotion, anger, Hendricks remained calm.

      “We should not be bickering amongst ourselves. Anthony has escaped, and you have ample insurance to escape accusations, yes? Then all is well. He has fled into the Rocky Mountains, which means he is in our domain. We shall search for him ourselves.”

      “That’s what I like about you, Hendricks. You always keep your cool. Your wife could stand to learn a thing or two from you.”

      “Cease your attempts to rile up my wife. Send us the coordinates of where Anthony and his cohorts were last spotted. You need not do anything else. We shall head up the search.”

      “Very well. I’m sending the data now.” Dr. Vance typed something into her console, finished, then smiled at the pair. “All done. Happy hunting.”

      Chloe and Hendricks didn’t even say anything as they vanished from her view. Dr. Vance leaned back in her chair, her smile gone.

      She did not like dealing with those two. They were much too inflexible for her taste, but they had power—real power. Either one of them could likely destroy New Denver if they so desired. That was the reason she worked with them. It was all self-preservation. However, she was beginning to wonder if maybe she shouldn’t jump ship.

      Anthony might be able to destroy New Denver if he wanted… but he didn’t.

      She had noticed it. Anthony hadn’t used any of his big attacks during his escape from the city. Had he done so, he might have wiped out more than just her forces. That he was being careful not to kill her people said a lot about his personality. He wasn’t the type to kill without cause. Chloe and Hendricks would gladly destroy everything she built if they thought it necessary.

      “Perhaps it is time to jump ship,” she murmured.

      “Are you sure that’s wise?” asked ZENITH.

      “Perhaps. Perhaps not. We’ll see in the coming days, I suppose.”

      With a slight smile, Dr. Vance decided that it was time to return to her work. There was a lot that needed to be done.
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        * * *

      

      Living in the wilderness with very little in the way of technology was difficult. Anthony never knew how hard it would be until he wound up trying to survive in the Rocky Mountains. If he was being honest, he likely would have died within the first few days if he was on his own. The reason he could survive was because he had his bondmates by his side.

      They all had their own talents.

      Brianna was an excellent hunter; she stalked the forest for food, killing deer, elk, rabbits, and other mammals that they could skin and butcher for fur and meat. Marianne proved that her housekeeping skills weren’t just something that could be utilized in civilization. She took all the fur they got and turned it into blankets, a mattress, and a rug. The only one who was having trouble actually proving herself useful at the moment was…

      “How long are you going to tinker with that?” Anthony asked Secilia.

      “Until I fix it, duh!”

      “And when will that be?”

      “How the hell should I know?!”

      Secilia was sitting on their new bed, which Anthony had made by cutting several large logs and tying them together with rope made from animal hide. The mattress was much softer than before and the fur had been properly sanitized to kill off any fleas. It still smelled kinda funky, but there was nothing they could do about that. In either event, Secilia was wearing nothing but a pair of panties as she sat there, legs crossed in an unladylike manner, fiddling with the drone they had been using to scout the area. It was broken now. A bear had spotted it and swiped at it, not only denting the metallic chassis but damaging its internal components. Secilia was trying her best to fix it. However, they didn’t have many replacement parts to use. She was hoping to jury-rig something using the parts they already had.

      “Well… I hope you can fix it. We’ll need something to help us scout the area,” Anthony said at last. Like Secilia, he lacked clothing. He was only wearing his boxers. The rest of his clothes were hanging on a line that he was using to dry them off. He’d gotten caught in the rain last night. Now that the sun was out, he was hoping to dry them off before they had to move out.

      “Don’t rush me,” Secilia snapped.

      “I’m… not trying to.”

      “Whatever.”

      Two days had passed since they first made camp. He couldn’t say everything had gone smoothly, but they’d worked out okay at first. They were able to set up camp, hunt some food, make some bedsheets and other necessities, and scouted some of the area. The second day was when they started seeing problems.

      Anthony understood that nothing ever worked out as planned, that any time something seemed to be going well it would inevitably go wrong, but he had been hoping things would go well for a bit longer.

      I suppose it could be worse, but…

      He glanced at Marianne. She was also lying on the bed, completely out of it, her face beat red. They had bundled her up in blankets and were periodically waking her up to wipe the sweat from her body and feed her soup and water.
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The young woman had taken ill not long ago. She had also been caught in the rain. While rainwater was not as damaging to vampires as purified water, it still did some damage. She’d come down with a fever. He also thought she might have been overworking herself. The new tent they had, which was also made from animal hide, had been something she created with some help from him. In truth, she was the reason they were living so comfortably despite being in the middle of the woods.

      He knelt down beside her and placed a hand on her forehead, clicking his tongue when he felt how hot she was. Her fever didn’t seem like it would break any time soon.

      “She’s still not doing too good,” Secilia said when she saw what he was doing.

      He smiled weakly. “Well… that’s expected. It takes a few days for a fever to break in a normal setting. I imagine it will take even longer in this stressful environment.”

      “I guess,” Secilia mumbled, then looked away. “Sorry for snapping at you.”

      “I’m sorry, too. I’m getting impatient.”

      They smiled at each other, though it was still underlined with tension. Neither of them were what you’d call outdoorsy people. Secilia was an engineer who enjoyed staying locked in labs and making new inventions. Anthony was a city boy. The closest he had ever come to roughing it like this was before Lilith found him all those years ago, back when he and his brother were orphans living in the worst combat zone of the Americas. Those had been stressful times. However, they were different from the situation they were in now.

      “Brianna hasn’t come back in a while. Do you think she’s all right?” asked Secilia.

      “I hope she is,” Anthony said. “We don’t have a way to contact her right now, sadly.”

      “I-I’ll try to create a communication device if I can.”

      “Don’t worry. I wasn’t accusing you of anything.”

      They didn’t have the parts to create communication devices. He didn’t want Secilia stressing herself and coming down with a fever too.

      Brianna fortunately arrived roughly an hour later, though the expression on her face when Anthony saw her was anything but pleasant. She looked serious.

      “Problem?” he asked.

      “Possibly,” Brianna started. “Several members of the Steel Brotherhood and Arcane Sentinels are scouting the area around us. They aren’t coming this way yet, but it’s only a matter of time.”

      “Well, shit,” muttered Secilia.

      Anthony thought quickly. Marianne was still sick, and he didn’t want to move her until she was feeling better. They needed to deal with these enemies. However, if they fought and the members of Custodes Daemonium managed out a call for help, it would bring even more enemies to their doorstep, and yet, they couldn’t do nothing. This almost felt like a “damned if you do, damned if you don’t” situation.

      “How long do you think it will take them to find us?” he asked.

      “Not long. I’d give it less than a day,” Brianna confessed. “They’re using magic to scout the area.”

      “And we don’t have anything to camouflage us from search spells,” Anthony said with a sigh. He stood up. “Lead me to them. We’ll deal with them here and now.”

      “Okay,” Brianna said before turning around.

      With any luck, they would kill their enemies before they could get the word out.
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        * * *

      

      With less than a day to prepare for their enemy's arrival, Anthony had to prioritize gathering information and preparing a place to ambush their enemies. To that end, he had Secilia prioritize fixing those drones. He also went back to the helicopter using Marianne's Shadow Walking skill and salvaged more parts so she could build even more drones.

      Brianna had warned him that there were members of the Arcane Sentinels with powerful scouting magic that could even detect drones. Secilia had told her not to worry, that she would create something even magic couldn't detect. Anthony didn't know how she would do that. However, he trusted her to do a good job.

      What Secilia ended up creating was much more than he could have asked for. She had created four surveillance drones that were barely the size of his thumbnail. They looked like small spiders and were embedded with cameras, optical sensors, and communication gear. They were even integrated with the helicopter's avionics and GPS modules for navigation and control. What's more, she had created a controller for them with a built-in video that could relay feedback from all four drones. That she had made all them in less than two hours was impressive.

      She even created communication gear so they could maintain contact. They were basically just old-school walkie talkies, and they only had a range of up to 3 kilometers, but that was more than enough. It might actually be even better than communication devices with a longer range since the chances of their communications being intercepted was all but nonexistent.

      Sometimes, it was better to make use of older technologies, or so Secilia said.

      While Secilia spied on the Custodes Daemonium scouting party, Anthony divvied up the rest of their tasks. Marianne would obviously stay at the base and continue to keep everything orderly. Meanwhile, Anthony and Brianna went out to both scout out an ambush zone and bring home some food. They stayed within three kilometers so they could maintain contact with Secilia. She would provide feedback on the direction the Custodes Daemonium members were heading. This would let them plan a better ambush.

      According to her, there were roughly twenty members of Custodes Daemonium—two squadrons of the Steel Brotherhood, two squadrons of the Arcane Sentinels. There was also a mobile command unit.

      The Arcane Nexus Command Vehicle, or ANCV for short, was a state-of-the-art mobile command unit used by Custodes Daemonium for reconnaissance operations and missions. It was built on a rugged, all-terrain vehicle platform that enabled it to maneuver in diverse environments from urban sprawls to remote wildernesses. With an exterior that had been reinforced with magically-enhanced alloy to provide resilience against both physical and magical assaults, it was akin to a walking mobile fortress.

      Secilia, as a huge fan of all things magitech, knew a lot about military tech, including this one. It wasn't made by Custodes Daemonium. The ANCV was made by Nexus Corp.

      According to her, the interior of this particular unit had been spatially expanded through enchantments, providing more room than its external dimensions might suggest. The interior included operation stations, a central planning table with holographic and enchanted map capabilities, and secure communication centers. Just from listening to her talk, Anthony could tell they would want to take that vehicle out first. Not only did this thing have their communication system, but they also had an advanced surveillance system with high-definition cameras, thermal and night vision capabilities, and an augmented reality interface that could overlay tactical information directly onto the helmets worn by members of the Steel Brotherhood and Arcane Sentinels.

      “Those vehicles sound like trouble,” Anthony said.

      They were sitting around the little fire hole. Secilia was opposite him, while Marianne and Brianne sat on his left and right respectively. They were using a series of logs as makeshift chairs. Sitting on a small stove above the fire hole was a makeshift coffee maker that Marianne had created using steel from the helicopter. She had also crafted coffee mugs, which they were using to drink her homemade caffa.

      Brianna nodded. “We'll want to deal with them first. However, ANCVs have an energy shield and defensive spells that can deflect both ballistic and magical attacks. They also use magical scrying to monitor wide areas and are capable of detecting both physical movements and magical energy disturbances.”

      Anthony groaned. “So… they'll sense us the moment we make a move or try to use a spell. Great. Does it have a range?”

      Brianna cupped her chin and furrowed her brow. “I want to say its detection range is about ten kilometers.”

      “So it has a longer range than our communicators… which means we won't be able to use them for this operation.”

      Anthony crossed his arms. He had wanted to catch the reconnaissance team in a pincer maneuver, but that would be impossible if they couldn't communicate.

      “There's a good chance they won't be able to intercept our communication since it uses a specific radio wave frequency to communicate. Radio waves fell out of use a long time ago. I doubt they'd even bother having a technology that can intercept radio signals,” Secilia said.

      “They don't, so we should be able to use our communicators,” Brianna confirmed.

      “Well, that's good at least.” Anthony ran a hand through his hair as he glanced back at Brianna. “Anything else we should be wary of?”

      “A small section of the ANCV has a dedicated teleportation pad. It's used for the rapid deployment of troops and extraction of personnel or critical assets. The Arcane Sentinels generally make use of it for emergency exits and to gain a strategic advantage during deployment.”

      “So we definitely need to take that command center out first, but it has a shield that can protect it from both magic and physical attacks…” Anthony grimaced.

      “The shields must have a maximum capacity and shield strength,” Secilia began. “Generally speaking, the shield of an ANCV is exceptionally robust. They have a high energy absorption rate, multi-layered protection, rapid shield regeneration, and adaptive resistance.”

      “I understand some of what you just said, but what does adaptive resistance mean?” asked Marianne.

      “It means the shields include adaptive technologies and magic that can analyze incoming threats and adjust its properties accordingly. This optimizes their defense against a wide variety of attacks,” Secilia explained.

      “Oh.” Marianne made a sound of surprise. “Sounds complicated.”

      “It is complicated,” Secilia said, then continued. “The last thing we need to consider is their operational capacity. Considering the mobile and prolonged nature of field operations, the ANCVs energy reserves should be substantial. We should go under the assumption that nothing short of an attack on the same level of power as a nuclear warhead will be able to penetrate it.”

      “Great,” Anthony muttered bitterly.

      He did have a few techniques that had that level of power, but they were all extremely flashy spells that would wreak havoc on the environment. It would be like painting a large target on their backs. Since they were trying to avoid Custodes Daemonium's eyes, he could not use any of those techniques.

      “The first thing we should do is disrupt their communication signal and prevent them from being able to use their teleportation pad,” Anthony said after a few minutes of thinking. “Secilia, can you come up with something?”

      Secilia glanced back at the large pile of parts that Anthony had salvaged from the helicopter. There was still quite a bit that she could use. Anthony didn’t know what any of the parts did, but he had taken apart whatever he could and brought it back.

      “I might be able to jury-rig something together. Give me a minute.”

      As Secilia stood up and went over to the salvaged parts, Anthony turned back to Brianna.

      “What can you tell me about the Steel Brotherhood and Arcane Sentinels?”

      “The Steel Brotherhood are used for dealing with large-scale magical threats. They’re different from the War Maidens. They use brute force and their incredible life force to overcome most of their problems. They’re usually deployed to battle massive magical creatures or fight against powerful mages and other dangerous individuals. If Custodes Daemonium ever decided to one day fight against a Vampire Warlord or the King of Beasts, they’re the branch that would get deployed.”

      Anthony listened with rapt attention as Brianna explained how their forces worked.

      “The Arcane Sentinels are our mage branch,” Brianna continued. “They’re called on for either support or to handle magical catastrophes that are rooted in magical phenomena. They remove curses, deal with magical constructs, and anything else magic related. On top of being among one of the best mage branches among any paramilitary organization, they are also extremely capable supporters. If they’re being used here, you can expect them to provide support spells that enhance the Steel Brotherhood.”

      “So they’re basically being used for healing and buffs,” Anthony said.

      “I guess you could say that.”

      “All right,” Anthony nodded after a moment. “Then we need to deal with these forces in this order: The ANCV, the Arcane Sentinels, and lastly, the Steel Brotherhood.”

      “That would be best if possible,” Brianna said, then added. “However, the Steel Brotherhood will give their all to protect the Arcane Sentinels.”

      “Right… let’s start with figuring out how to deal with the ANCV then.”

      While they were discussing possible tactics to take out the ANCV, Secilia came back over and let them know that she did have enough parts to create a communication disruptor. The ANCV would most likely be using quantum entanglement communicators, which allowed for instant, unhackable communication across any distance, even magically shielded areas. Since these used rune-based encryption, it was virtually impossible to intercept with either technology or magical means. However, according to Secilia, it was possible to prevent communication using a device that released powerful magical molecules into the air. Areas thick with these molecules, which were also called mana particles, could disrupt magical communication.

      “I’ll have to make a bomb that works as a disruptor,” Secilia said. “You’ll only have a short window of opportunity to attack, since the mana particles will disperse after a while.”

      “How long will we have?” asked Anthony.

      “About a minute… five at most.”

      “That’s not a lot of time.”

      “Mana particles disperse quickly, except in mana-rich areas.”

      “I guess that’s the best we can expect.” Anthony paused to gather his thoughts, then laid out a basic plan. “So here’s what we’ll do. We’ll drop the bomb into the center of their formation. Once their communications are disrupted, Brianna and I will charge in and take out the ANCV. Meanwhile, Marianne will provide long-range support with her shadow magic and dimensional attack spells. Secilia, I need you to be our eyes in the sky. Keep a close eye on the enemy formations and let us know about any changes or dangers.”

      Anthony did not want to make their plans too complicated. No plan survived first contact with the enemy, and having a plan that was too complex would make it harder for them to adapt and change it. The only really important thing here was that they take out the ANCV first. They could not afford to let that thing survive.

      “Would the mana particles remain if we made a pit and dropped the ANCV into it?” Brianna asked suddenly.

      “It would,” Secilia answered immediately. “Mana particles disperse quickly in the atmosphere, but slower in the ground. It’s not easy for the earth to absorb mana particles. So if we drop it into a pit with the bomb already inside, we’ll have more time before their communications come back online.”

      “Will that also disrupt their shields?” asked Anthony.

      Secilia shook her head. “No. The mana particles work to disrupt communication by making it impossible for magic signals to break through. A shield is powered by an internal source like a mana crystal and won’t be affected. This isn’t a magical EMP charge.”

      “Got it.”

      They had a basic plan in place. Anthony decided they would sleep in shifts so they always had someone monitoring the enemy’s movements. Secilia set the drones to autopilot, so they would follow Custodes Daemonium’s forces from a distance. If the enemy came close, whoever was on watch would wake up the others and they would enact their plan.
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        * * *

      

      Marianne was the person on watch when the enemy arrived. She woke up Anthony, Brianna, and Secilia, who had been snuggling together on the makeshift blanket, and then all four of them headed toward their battlefield. They had already dug a pit and created a trap. Because their enemy could detect the use of magic, they had used a basic pitfall trap by laying a tarp from the helicopter over the ground and covering it with a layer of dirt. Basic steel bolts had been used to secure it to the ground. The tarp wouldn’t fall if a person walked over it, but it would if a vehicle did.

      Anthony and Brianna crouched together on a large tree with thick branches, the leaves of which would hopefully block the enemies’ view of them. Marianne and Secilia were elsewhere. Since they were going to provide long-range support, it had been decided they would be further away from the battle zone.

      “How are you feeling?” asked Anthony.

      Brianna blinked, then looked up at him from where she was crouching. “What’s this all of a sudden?”

      Anthony shrugged. “You’ve been restless ever since we came here… ever since we arrived in New Denver. I haven’t said anything because there hasn’t been time, but…”

      “Is now really the best time for this?” asked Brianna dryly.

      “Maybe not, but if not now, then when?”

      “How about after we deal with Custodes Daemonium’s scouts?”

      “Will you tell me what’s bothering you then?”

      “… Yes.”

      “All right, I’ll wait.”

      Because he was an incubus, Anthony could feel Brianna’s emotions through their bond, but that didn’t mean he knew what she was thinking. He could only make guesses.

      “Good. Because I see the enemy now.”

      Anthony crouched down and looked between the leaves to see that, indeed, the enemy had arrived. He would have whistled if he wasn’t worried about giving away their position. Ten people walked around a massive vehicle. There were two different types of people.

      The first type were broad-shouldered warriors wielding massive battleaxes. Adorned in rune-enchanted armor that gleamed in the sunlight and carrying the axes over their shoulders, these men looked akin to warriors of old. They made him think of a combination of knights during the medieval period and ancient Greek warriors. Each one was bigger than him, with muscles that were barely contained by their thick armor. The armor itself consisted of a chest plate, greaves, pauldrons, vambraces, and a helmet.

      The other type looked like stereotypical wizards. Anthony remembered reading a story once about a young boy who went to wizard school. He wore robes and carried a magic wand. These people looked kind of like the image that story conjured. Dark robes of deep violet covered their bodies, and they wore a hood over their heads to conceal their faces from the sun’s harsh rays. They didn’t wield a wand, but they did have a magic staff. The staff was a blend of technology and magic. It was silver and had blue lines running up and down it like the network of a circuit board.

      But it was the vehicle that really stood out.

      So that’s an ANCV… Jesus Christ it’s huge.

      The ANCV was a marvel of technological and magical integration. It was built on a heavy-duty, all-terrain vehicle platform, which featured reinforced armored panels that blended advanced alloys with magically-infused materials. The entire thing felt like it was radiating magic and menace. He noticed that, while it had wheels, it was currently using treads, so it could switch between the two for different types of terrain. Its design conveyed a sense of power and authority, with sharp lines and a dynamic silhouette that made it look aggressive and powerful. That phosphorescent trim also helped provide it with a visually striking appearance.

      “I’ve got a visual on the target. Damn, that thing is a beast. The blueprints I stole—er, purloined did not do its design justice,” Secilia said. Her voice came from a small bud in his ear. This bud was the communication device she had made. He had likened it to an old-school walkie talkie since it ran on radio waves, but it still held the compact convenience of a modern communication device.

      “I just heard something very concerning, but we’ll ignore that. Get ready to activate the mana bomb,” Anthony said.

      “Roger that.”

      The soldiers and vehicle continued moving. Anthony held his breath as the soldiers walked across the tarp. They had designed it to withstand the weight of a person, but he was still worried they might realize it was hollow. Fortunately, the tarp held strong, and no one seemed to notice. It was a good thing the fabric was so sturdy. The group continued moving, and the ANCV finally began treading across the tarp. Sweat trickled down Anthony’s scalp. The vehicle finally reached the pitfall, the tarp came undone, and it lurched forward, falling nose first into the pit with a loud crashing sound.

      “BOMBS AWAY!” Secilia shouted.

      The mana bomb did not make a noise when it exploded, and only the blue whisps of energy emitting from the hole let Anthony know it had activated.

      He stood up. “Let’s go!”

      “I’m ready,” Brianna unsheathed her Germinius Sword.

      The two quickly leapt down from the branch and raced forward. The Steel Brotherhood and Arcane Sentinels were distracted by their command vehicle falling into a pit, but they still reacted almost instantly to his and Brianna’s presence.

      “We’ve got enemies!”

      They turned toward him and Brianna as one. The Steel Brotherhood members stood before the Arcane Sentinels to shield them, while the mages raised their staffs and began preparing a spell.

      Brianna had informed him of how their tactics worked. When Arcane Sentinel members worked with the other branches of Custodes Daemonium, they acted as support, casting buffs on allies and debuffs on enemies. They would not use attack spells unless the situation called for them. However, they might cast something like Slip—a magic spell that makes the ground’s cohesion coefficient 0—to make the enemy forces fall. It was often best to deal with them first, but that was normally impossible since the Steel Brotherhood and War Maidens would often guard them when they worked together.

      Yet before the Arcane Sentinels could fire off a spell, black stakes erupted from the ground and skewered—no, tried to skewer them. It seemed those robes of theirs weren’t just for show. A magical barrier appeared in front of the two Arcane Sentinel members who Marianne attacked with her shadow magic. While it looked like the magical barrier would succeed in protecting them, blood splattered from their heads and they fell to the ground, startling the other three members. They might not understand what happened, but Anthony did. Secilia was using her makeshift sniper rifle to kill them while they were distracted.

      Anthony trusted Marianne and Secilia to deal with the Arcane Sentinels. He and Brianna focused on the Steel Brotherhood members. His first opponent raised his massive battleax and swung it down with the force of a hurricane. It dug into the ground when Anthony dodged it. A loud rumbling echoed around them as the ground split open. His enemy proved his strength when he easily lifted the ax again and swung it once more, but this time, Anthony caught the blade with his magically-reinforced body.

      All members of the Steel Brotherhood wore helmets that covered their eyes. These helmets had an HUD that was connected to the ANCV, providing them with constant data. Anthony couldn’t see this man’s eyes because of it. However, he could easily imagine the way his eyes bulged when Anthony caught his weapon.

      With a heave, Anthony lifted the man off the ground and tossed him into the air. His goal was to make his enemy panic, but the man proved his metal, orienting himself toward Anthony and preparing to swing his ax down once more using the momentum of his fall to increase both his power and speed. Anthony wouldn’t give him the chance.

      Holding out his hand, Anthony gathered mana into his palm and closed his fist around it. The black energy coalesced into a wicked-looking spear. He continued gathering mana, compressing it to harden the spear, which was made out of dimensional magic. Directly manipulating mana like this was difficult. Most people used spells, but Anthony had decided to try something new. As the man fell down, Anthony thrust the spear forward.

      Just like the Arcane Sentinel’s robes, the Steel Brotherhood’s armor was enchanted with magical protection. A shield sprang into existence. However, the man’s fall increased his momentum and Anthony’s spear contained too much mana for the shield to hold for long. It shattered like glass and the man fell onto the spear. It impaled him through the chest as he continued to fall. Anthony had struck his heart, so he died instantly, dropping his ax to the forest floor.

      While Anthony dealt with one of their opponents, Brianna dived into the midst of the other four. Wielding her double-bladed sword with expert precision, she was like a dancer, gracefully skipping across the ground as she dodged or redirected their attacks like she had eyes in the back of her head. Steel Brotherhood members could not use Foresight. That was a spell only War Maidens could use, and she used that to her advantage, keeping them all distracted.

      Anthony hurled the dead man off his spear. He aimed at two of the Steel Brotherhood members attacking Brianna. They might not have had Foresight, but they did have good instincts, and they dodged quickly to avoid being struck. Anthony ran up to the nearest one, grabbed his head, and slammed him into the ground, creating a crater with a spiderweb of cracks that spread from the point of impact. It wasn’t enough to kill the man. The Steel Brotherhood were built sturdy, and their armor made them even tougher to deal with. Clicking his tongue, Anthony created a dimensional sword shaped like a katana and stabbed it at the man’s throat. A barrier appeared just like the last one. Anthony placed both hands on the bottom of the pommel and used his weight to push forward, breaking through the barrier. Blood gushed from the man’s throat as he died choking on his own ichor.

      While Anthony and Brianna were dealing with the Steel Brotherhood, Marianne and Secilia had killed another member of the Arcane Sentinels. Unfortunately, these guys were professionals. They did not panic. Using both magic and logic, they discovered where the pair were hiding and raised their staffs skyward. Storm clouds gathered. Winds swirled around them. Brilliant flashes of pale lightning flitted through the sky before, with a thunderous flash, a bolt raced toward the ground. It was, fortunately, absorbed by a black gate. When Marianne bonded with him, she gained the ability to use his dimensional magic. The lightning went through the gate and was spat out from another gate that appeared above the Arcane Sentinels. Their barrier shattered when the lightning struck it, and Secilia used that moment to kill another one. She shot them through the neck. Anthony almost grimaced when the woman’s head flew off her shoulders.

      Thanks to their teamwork and the element of surprise, they were able to kill off all members of the Steel Brotherhood and Arcane Sentinels. However, now they had to deal with the ANCV. The mana bomb they had unleashed at the start should have prevented them from communicating or using the teleportation pad, but it would not last long.

      Anthony and Brianna hopped down the hole and landed with a thunk atop the ANCV. It tried to fire at them with some magic guns located on its hind end, but they avoided it and knelt down at the back entrance. ANCVs had multiple exits. The one in the back was used to disgorge troops. He and Brianna were already under the effects of physical enhancement, and so they had no trouble cutting open a hole in the back exit. The people inside the vehicle opened fire on them, but Anthony created a dimensional barrier that took all their bullets, magical or otherwise.

      He glanced at Brianna as the hail of bullets continued and she nodded back. As soon as they ran out of ammo, it would be time to finish this.
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      Hendricks was the leader of the Steel Brotherhood, having inherited the mantle from his master over four decades ago. He was the oldest living member of Custodes Daemonium at 75 years of age. Not that you could tell by looking at him. He had a strong back, broad shoulders, thick arms, and powerful legs. Despite his advanced age, he looked no older than a man in his late thirties or early forties.

      Custodes Daemonium's headquarters was located deep within the Rocky Mountains. He stood before a window in his bedroom, looking out at the expanse of land that belonged to his organization. The windowpane was so clear that he couldn't even see his reflection. This allowed him to view the complex that lay sprawled before him.

      As an international organization dedicated to the protection of humanity, the Custodes Daemonium headquarters was designed to house over thirty thousand members. Its design was a blend of modern and ancient. Several buildings were clustered together like the barracks and training grounds, and their shape resembled ancient Mediterranean structures. The barracks in particular had been built based on old domiciles from Greece, a large building of three stories surrounding a single courtyard—only on a much larger scale.

      The sound of a door sliding open echoed around him before a voice spoke up.

      “What are you doing standing naked over there? Hurry up and get dressed.”

      Hendricks turned to find Chloe, dressed in the robes of an Arcane Sentinel. Her robes were only slightly different from the standard, with gold lining the hems, several patterns that resembled swirling clouds imprinted across the surface, and runes hidden beneath that. Her hair had been tied back into a bun that showed off her nape. Like him, she looked quite young. Unlike him, she was actually her age. She had married him about a decade ago. Their relationship was purely political. They wanted to create a united Custodes Daemonium instead of one that was split into different factions. He had also planned to marry Trinity, but that woman had refused.

      “I was merely contemplating the situation,” Hendricks said as he walked to a changing station.

      Chloe raised an eyebrow but said nothing as he pressed a button on the wall. Soft whirring echoed around him as sections of the wall folded away to reveal strange appendages that sprayed him with black gunk. The gunk was, in fact, a form of liquid fabric that quickly hardened into an elastic fabric that conformed to his body. After the fabric solidified, several more appendages bearing his armor appeared from within the wall and moved to snap them into place. His armor was akin to the type worn by all Steel Brotherhood members, but like Chloe's robes, their design differed to distinguish him from those underneath him.

      “If you are ready, then let's go,” Chloe said.

      Hendricks grunted acknowledgement. He followed Chloe out of their room.

      The air was clear when they stepped outside and onto one of the many moving maglev trains, which snaked through the entire complex. Their base covered more than several square kilometers of space. Forcing everyone to walk such a distance was foolish. The maglevs could move at up to speeds of 276 kilometers per hour, making them the fastest means of transportation around, though they rarely moved anywhere near that fast since they'd overshoot their destination in minutes.

      Their current destination was the command center. The maglev passed by numerous columns and underneath many arches that resembled the classical aesthetics of ancient times. These structures were seamlessly integrated with sleek, dark metal and glass structures that protruded and retracted. The ancient-looking stone surfaces were actually embedded with mana-absorbing materials and holographic projectors that could create an adaptive camouflage to hide this place from prying eyes. Not even the most advanced satellite would be able to discover their location.

      The Central Command Hall was the heart of the command center, a large, circular hall dominated by a massive digital command table in the center, capable of displaying multiple holographic data streams simultaneously. Surrounding it were stations equipped with advanced interfaces that mixed touchscreens with enchanted artifacts. Men and women sat at these stations, headsets covering their faces to further integrate with the network.

      The guards who were keeping watch saluted when he and Chloe entered. He waved them down.

      “At ease.”

      “Sir.”

      There were two command chairs located around the table. There used to be three, but they had removed the one that belonged to Trinity since she had turned traitor. He sat down in one while Chloe sat in the other.

      Numerous forms of data were already being displayed, and he read through them quickly. He was capable of analyzing data with just a glance. Most of the data was in regards to their various operations around the world. While they were not a charity, they were a powerful force that had dedicated their lives to dealing with magical catastrophes, and so they were called upon quite often to deal with problems that a nation's normal military could not solve.

      “Hmmmm?” Hendricks murmured as one stream of data caught his eyes.

      “What is it?” asked Chloe.

      “One of our recon scouts searching for Anthony and his harem disappeared.”

      “You sound confused.”

      “That's because the video feed cuts out after a certain point. It looks like there was some kind of magical interference that prevented the squadron from sending video feed.”

      “…” Chloe was silent for a moment. “That should not be possible normally. Our cameras function using mana crystals that convert mana into images. The only way to disrupt them would be to either destroy them, or overload them with mana.” She paused again. “I suppose they could also fill the area with mana, but that is a difficult if not impossible task in the open.”

      “Whatever the case is, I suspect Anthony and his ilk are the ones who attacked our squadron, and we know their last general location.”

      “Anthony will have moved on by this point.”

      “That is true, but we can use their last known location as a starting point to renew our search.” He tapped a button on his command console and said, “Gather twenty squadrons of our best men and have them travel to the coordinates I'm sending you. Tell them they are to apprehend the target. I would prefer them alive, but the use of lethal force is allowed if you're left with no other options.”

      “Yes, sir,” a voice issued from a speaker near his ear.

      Hendricks leaned back in his seat. If Anthony was here, then their forces would find and apprehend him, and then he would gain the power necessary to unite the entire world.
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        * * *

      

      It was important to move quickly. After killing everyone inside of the ANCV, Anthony used dimensional magic to transport the vehicle out of the hole. While Secilia began hacking into the ANCV's data, Anthony, Brianna, and Marianne removed the armor and robes from the fallen members of Custodes Daemonium and created a pyre. They did this with a two-fold purpose. Brianna wanted to give her fellow members a proper burial, but they also wanted to acquire the armor so they could use it to build more items.

      “Okay, everyone. I've successfully hacked the ANCV's network and uninstalled any devices and programs that could be used to track us,” Secilia said as the fire blazed on, consuming the flesh of the dead.

      “Thank you,” Anthony said. He paused, then placed a hand on Brianna's shoulder. “We need to move out. I'm sure Chloe and Hendricks already know what happened here. They'll send more forces our way.”

      “You're right,” Brianna blinked as though attempting to prevent her tears, sighed, and turned toward him. “Let's go.”

      They gathered the armor inside of the ANCV and stowed it away in compartments designed for that purpose. Secilia moved up to the vehicle's command main control unit, which was far more complex than a simple steering wheel. It didn't look like a control unit so much as an AR headset with gloves and pedals.

      Secilia had no trouble controlling the vehicle despite having never driven one before, and they were soon driving off through the dense wilderness. Because this jungle had terribly uneven terrain, she kept the treads instead of switching them out for the faster wheels.

      “Obviously, we need to get as far away from this area as possible, but we should decide on a destination,” Secilia said.

      “You're right… but I don't know where we should go,” Anthony crossed his arms.

      Marianne furrowed her brow, then looked at Brianna. “I know you said you don't know this place very well, but you must surely have some idea of where Trinity might be, or what she'd do in this situation… Brianna?”

      “Huh?” Brianna blinked several times. Then she smiled awkwardly. “I'm sorry, what were you saying?”

      Anthony sighed. “Now that the danger has passed, I think it's time we had a heart-to-heart. You've been distracted and bothered ever since we first began this journey. Tell us what's on your mind.”

      Brianna pursed her lips briefly, then sighed as she rubbed her arm self-consciously. “It's… nothing particularly bad. I just couldn't help but think about how everything that's happening right now is my fault.”

      “What makes you think it's your fault?” asked Anthony.

      “I was the one they sent to kill you, and I failed to do that.”

      “It's already been established that you weren't sent to kill me, though.” Anthony pointed out. “You were sent to seduce me.”

      Brianna was meant to be the ball and chain that tied Anthony to Custodes Daemonium and kept him from inflicting harm upon the organization. They had once sought to force an incubus into compliance by kidnapping one of his bondmates, which had ended with their entire organization being nearly destroyed, so they decided to use other means of controlling an incubus by making him bond with a woman who was already a part of their organization.

      “That might have been Trinity's plan, but it's clear that was not Chloe and Hendrick's plan,” Brianna said, shaking her head. “And even if it was, I was clearly the one seduced by you. They probably know I'm more loyal to you than I am to them, which is why they decided to send people after you. Now we're in the middle of enemy territory, Dr. Vance is most likely putting pressure on Academy Island, and we have no idea where Trinity even is. I just can't help but think none of this would have happened if I'd done my job right.”

      Brianna was a serious person who always took everything quite personally. While she hadn't been very hard on herself until just recently, that was likely because many of the problems were external issues that had nothing to do with her. They were problems he and the others became involved in due to the influence of others. Now, an issue was occurring that she had close ties to, and she couldn't help but blame herself.

      So my hunch was right.

      It was always better to hear about the problem straight from the source. Anthony would have been embarrassed if he'd guessed at her problem and gotten it wrong. The question now, however, was what should he do about this?

      As the tether that tied everyone here together, it was his job to be their emotional support.

      “Come here,” Anthony held out his hand.

      Brianna blinked. Then she stood up and took his hand. With a gentle tug, he pulled the young woman until she was sitting on his lap. Her thighs were on either side of him and her face was so close that he could see himself reflected in her eyes. He reached up and stroked her face, then leaned forward and began placing kisses on her cheeks, chin, and forehead. Brianna closed her eyes and hummed even as her cheeks and ears flushed red.

      “I don't know what's going to happen.” Kiss. “I have no idea where Trinity is, or if Instructor Noelle is safe.” Kiss, kiss. “But there are some things I can tell you.” Anthony pressed his lips to Brianna one last time before placing their foreheads together and staring into her eyes. “What's happening right now is not your fault. I know it feels that way to you, and I understand why, but this situation was caused by the machinations of people above you. Chloe and Hendricks and even Trinity wanted to use you to get to me. You are blameless in all of this. Of course, I know that just saying this won't change how you feel, so I want you to understand that no matter what hardships we face going forward, I will be right there with you. You are mine, so feel free to rely on me as much as you want.”

      “Tha-thank you,” Brianna mumbled, looking down as though unable to look him in the eye.

      Anthony pulled Brianna close until her head rested against his chest. Her body slackened as she relaxed almost completely into him. She took several deep breaths as though taking comfort in his scent as it surrounded her.

      “Hey, uh, I hate to break up your touching moment, but…” Secilia began.

      “What is it?” asked Anthony.

      “There's several blips on the radar… and they're all traveling toward us,” Secilia said gravely. “I'm pretty sure those are enemy reinforcements.”
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        * * *

      

      The blips on the radar were indeed enemy reinforcements. Anthony didn’t know if the people they killed had managed to send out a distress signal, if they had been monitoring the situation the whole time, or if they were coming this way for reasons entirely unrelated to him. All he knew was that they had the worst luck.

      It began with an attack from several Leviathan Drones—large, unmanned aerial vehicles capable of flight and hover operations. They were used for both reconnaissance and combat. What made them a pain was the spell-based and conventional weapons they carried, and the illusion magic that cloaked them. Several would appear out of nowhere and attack their vehicle with lightning-based spells and bullets.

      The other vehicles that came after them were Spectral Stealth Bikes. They were exactly what they sounded like: Fast and agile motorcycles meant for rapid assault and hit-and-run tactics. Because they used hover technology, they were great for traveling through forests. These were manned by members of the Steel Brotherhood. The bikes were outfitted with noise cancellation spells and optical camouflage. They didn’t have many weapons, but the person riding them was a weapon unto themselves, so it wasn’t like they needed them.

      There were plenty of other vehicles in Custodes Daemonium’s repertoire, but these were the ones that possessed the highest maneuverability and were therefore used in forested and mountainous regions like the Rockies.

      Secilia was their driver. She did her best to maneuver their commandeered ANCV through the forest, but these command center vehicles weren’t made with speed and maneuverability in mind. Their entire purpose was to command others. You used them to set up a base, then teleported personnel over. She was doing everything she could to get the most out of this vehicle’s specs, but there was only so much she could do.

      Anthony and Marianne had taken to the top of the ANCV. Marianne was still a little sick, but she was doing her best to help him gun down drones and bikes as they appeared. She used a combination of shadows and dimensional magic to cut swaths through the sky. Anthony was also using dimensional magic. That was the magic he had gained from Marianne anyway. He held out his hand and created distortions in the air around his target, then clenched his hand into a fist and watched as reality shattered and the enemy vehicle was destroyed along with it.

      “There’s no end to them—achoo!” Marianne ended her words with a cute little sneeze. Her nose and ears were a touch red, and she looked adorable. Anthony knew they were in the middle of combat, but he couldn’t help feeling the need to tease her.

      “Adorable sneeze.”

      “Mou…”

      Marianne blushed even redder, but that didn’t stop her from sending a blade of dimensional energy skyward. Her attack sliced through a Leviathan Drone. It exploded and its scattered remains fell to the ground below.

      Leviathan Drones were large for drones, but they were classified as midsized, unmanned vehicles. They were about the size of a motorcycle and shaped a little like a fish with wings. The fish they were based on was a carp. There was an old legend from the now defunct China that stated that while many carp swam upstream against the rivers current, few were capable or brave enough for the final leap over the waterfall. The carp who successfully made the jump transformed into a powerful dragon. Anthony guessed the Leviathan Drones were made to resemble carp because of that legend.

      “We’ve got motorbikes coming up on our left flank!” Secilia called out.

      She had managed to disconnect the ANCV from Custodes Daemonium’s central hub, so they were able to use the helmets as support. Anthony had worn similar devices, though they were normally used for VR games, so the HUD display and communication were something he was familiar with. Marianne still hadn’t adjusted quite yet and gave a surprised yelp every time Secilia spoke.

      Anthony couldn’t see the motorcycles yet, as they were in stealth mode. He narrowed his eyes and tried to feel out the magic being used on them. However, he still wasn’t good enough to pick up their location. Several loud pinging sounds echoed around them as something struck their vehicle. It was the sound of bullets. Anthony spotted the sparks flying as the bullets were deflected by their shields and tried to locate the source by their trajectories.

      A shadow leapt out of their vehicle before he could. The shadow was a person. Brianna soared through the air and landed on what seemed like air at first, but it turned out to be a motorcycle, which appeared seconds after she disrupted its illusion magic with her presence. She quickly dispatched the Steel Brotherhood member with a stab to the throat, then tossed him off the vehicle and slid into the driver’s seat herself.

      His communication device came alive. “I’ll try to take out any approaching bikes. Secilia, I need you to help me find them.”

      “Roger dodger.”

      Brianna soon disappeared into the trees, though Anthony could hear her and Secilia talking over the comms. Secilia was using the scrying sensors to locate the stealth bikes and gave Brianna the location. While they did that, Anthony and Marianne continued doing their best to remove the Leviathan Drones from the sky. They couldn’t see them because of the illusion magic cloaking them, but all Anthony and Marianne needed to do was unleashed area wide magic spells into the air and they were bound to hit something. A waste of mana? Some might say that, but Anthony had mana to spare and was willing to waste it if it meant removing a threat.

      Unfortunately, no matter how many drones they killed, or how many bikes Brianna defeated, there seemed to be no end of enemies in sight. It was like for every one enemy killed, dozens more were there to take its place. The fact that the number of nuisances was increasing instead of decreasing meant Custodes Daemonium was sending even more their way. If they hadn’t known about Anthony’s location before, then they most certainly did now. To top it off, they still hadn’t located Trinity.

      All Anthony could do was scowl. It felt like this entire mission had been a bust from the very beginning.
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        * * *

      

      In the command room, Hendricks and Chloe stood and watched as the people underneath them worked.

      They had sent their forces to the last known coordinates of their ANCV. While they had several available, each one was incalculably valuable. No matter who or what had happened to it, they needed to get it back.

      Of course, they had a hunch about who had stolen it.

      And it turned out their hunch was right.

      “We located the ANCV,” their communications controller said. “It looks like someone made off with it.”

      “Give me visuals,” Hendricks commanded.

      “Sir.”

      A holographic image appeared in the sky above the command table. The image was three-dimensional, meaning they could view it from every side and angle if they wanted, but right now it was showing a bird’s eye view of their ANCV. It was driving southeast, coincidentally toward the last known location of Trinity.

      “Can we get visuals on the driver?” asked Chloe.

      “Negative,” the control operative said. “It looks like they disabled tracking, visual feed, and audio feed.”

      It had not been easy to discover where the ANCV had gone. Unfortunately for whoever had stolen it, there were more ways to track a vehicle than just relying on its built-in GPS. Custodes Daemonium had accounted for a situation where the standard methods of tracking were unviable.

      “They must have a skilled engineer,” Chloe mumbled.

      “Send out the unmanned drones and stealth bikes,” Hendricks commanded.

      “Sending unmanned drones,” said the drone operative.

      “Sending out stealth bikes,” the communication officer announced.

      The stealth bikes and drones were quickly dispatched. Because the drones could fly, they moved much faster than the stealth bikes, traveling toward the ANCV and beginning their assault. Their drones fired off blasts of lightning. Several hit the area around the ANCV but none hit. Just when it looked like one might hit and disable the vehicle, a swirling black rift opened above it and the lightning was absorbed.

      “Dimensional magic,” Chloe observed calmly.

      “Indeed.”

      The stealth bikes soon arrived and began their assault. ANCVs were heavily armored since they operated as a command center. Their armor plating was incredibly durable, and they also had shields that would protect it from all kinds of attacks. When the stealth vehicles began their assault, the shields flared into existence to guard the ANCV, then two people emerged from a hatch up top.

      “Get close-up visual feed of those people,” Hendricks ordered.

      “Yes, sir.”

      The holographic image quickly closed on the two individuals. Both were people they knew from visuals sent to them.

      One of them was a young man with blond hair and blue eyes. He had the sort of classic handsomeness expected of someone born in America, with a youthful but chiseled face, broad shoulders, and plenty of lean muscles. He looked like he could have been an MMA fighter or martial arts master with his physique.

      Next to him was a young woman with brilliant silver hair, blue eyes, and a face like a porcelain doll. Beautiful did not begin to describe her. The ethereal nature of her appearance was something that could have put most people in a trance. Even dressed in clothing that was a little dirty didn’t change her beauty.

      “It’s the incubus,” Chloe said.

      “And Marianne, his bondmate, which means Secilia and Brianna are with him,” Hendricks said.

      “The traitor,” Chloe added with a nod.

      It looked like it was time to capture the incubus and the traitor. With that, Hendricks ordered his men to attack in earnest.
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        * * *

      

      Trinity was sleeping when someone came and alerted her that an ANCV from Custodes Daemonium was being chased by the very same organizations drones and stealth bikes. She thanked her lucky stars that she was a light sleeper. Getting ready, she headed out with Instructor Noelle and a squadron of War Maidens.

      According to the report, their people had caught the ANCV traveling toward the Bridger-Ten National Forest. She and her squadron headed out on their all-terrain bikes. There were a dozen of them this time since she didn’t know the full situation or what to expect. Even a dozen War Maidens was normally considered overkill.

      They soon reached a lookout point that would give them a clear view of the vehicle as it drove through the forest. She could already spot the drones buzzing about in the sky, flitting like extremely large flies, through her ocular visor. The lookout point was simply an elevated hill overlooking the forest.

      Noelle Fortis was with her. She was also looking through a pair of ocular visors.

      “I see the ANCV,” Noelle confirmed.

      “I do as well,” Trinity said. “It looks like there are two people on top of it… that’s a rather handsome man.”

      “I know him. That’s Anthony.”

      “So that’s the incubus. Then it’s safe to say Brianna is with him.”

      “I would assume so. He’d never go anywhere without her.”

      Trinity nodded without saying anything. Anthony and the girl, who she recognized from still images as Marianne Tepes, were defending the ANCV with dimensional and shadow magic. They were doing amazingly well for just two people. There was also someone on a stealth bike who appeared to be assisting them. Trinity smiled when she saw the brilliant red hair of its rider as the stealth bike took out another one of its kind before disappearing.

      “I see Brianna.”

      “I noticed her as well.” Noelle paused. “Do we assist?”

      “Of course.” Trinity looked at the ten women with her and Noelle, smiling. “It looks like our sister has returned with her bondmate, and it is time to help her out. Let’s go.”

      The War Maidens that she had taken with her all smiled when they realized who she was talking about. Their group was not as large as either the Steel Brotherhood or the Arcane Sentinels. Trinity believed in quality over quantity. They still had over two hundred members, but each one had been handpicked and trained, and they all knew each other. She had done her best to foster familial feelings in everyone present.

      Settling back onto her bike, Trinity stepped on the pedal. Her bike quickly accelerated from 0 to 60 in less than a second, then went even faster.

      It was time to finally reunite with one of her wayward daughters.
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        * * *

      

      Anthony swung his hand and launched a blade of dimensional energy that sliced through a Leviathan Drone. The drone split in two. He must have struck its fueling tank or something because it went up in a brilliant explosion. Heat washed over him and Marianne as shrapnel rained from the sky, causing him to grimace as he opened a rift for the debris to fall through.

      A little ways from their ANCV was Brianna. She smoothly shifted along the ground on the stealth bike and attacked another biker with her sword. A single swing was enough to remove the biker's head from their shoulder. As the body twitched and jerked, the bike swerved off, struck a tree, and went up in a bloom of flames.

      That's another one down, and yet…

      Anthony looked into the sky and saw the massive horde of drones chasing them. He flattened his lips into a straight line. Maybe it was his imagination, but there seemed to be more drones now than there had been before. He wished he had been able to keep track of them.

      His commlink suddenly crackled to life.

      “Anthony,” Secilia began, “We've got a problem.”

      “We've got a bunch of problems. Which one are you hinting at?”

      “We're being hacked. I'm doing my best to fend them off, but whoever's hacking us is good. I can't defend the ANCV's system and drive at the same time.”

      “Well, shit. All right. Stop the vehicle and remove that hacker.”

      “Okay. Sorry about this.”

      The communication cut before he could say anything—not that he had much breathing room to hold a conversation. Anthony looked into the sky as the drones converged on them. He sent more dimensional blades into the air. Some of the drones evaded, perhaps having learned better, but a good deal were destroyed, and yet, that didn't seem to diminish the number coming after them. He could only assume Custodes Daemonium was sending more and more drones.

      “AHH?!”

      A scream from Brianna caused him to snap his head in her direction. Her bike was smoking. It looked like someone had cut a powerline or something. The young woman agilely leapt from the bike before it crashed into a boulder, but the moment she landed, she found herself surrounded by other stealth bikes. They drove around her in circles.

      “Marianne?!”

      “I'll help her!”

      Marianne quickly merged into a shadow. Barely a second passed before black spears erupted from the ground and skewered the bikes and their riders. Marianne emerged from a shadow moments later, grabbed Brianna, and withdrew back into the shadows. They both emerged from his shadow shortly after.

      “I will never get used to shadow walking,” Brianna mumbled.

      “We've got more important things to worry about than discomfort right now,” Anthony muttered.

      “Right.” Brianna eyed the drones in the sky, then the bikers on the ground. They had become completely surrounded. “Got a plan?”

      “None.”

      “I guess we just fight for as long as we're able then…”

      Barely a moment after she spoke, the Leviathan Drones all opened fire. The ANCV had its own shields, and they flared to existence, protecting them from the attacks, but they all knew those shields wouldn't last forever. Powerful as they were, even they could not withstand such sustained heavy fire from all directions. The situation became even more complicated when the Arcane Sentinels riding on the back of the bikes began launching their own spells. Lightning and water swirled and mixed to form a massive beam that slammed into the ANCV's side. The shields began flickering dangerously.

      “It's not going to last much longer,” Brianna mumbled.

      “Yeah… get ready,” Anthony said.

      Marianne said nothing, but she clenched her hands into fists. She looked absolutely terrified with her face pale and sweat dripping down her face, neck, and collarbone. He would have loved to comfort her. The fear she felt was permeating his bond, but he couldn't afford to in this dangerous situation.

      Just before the shields went completely up, the sky exploded with colorful flames. Anthony blinked as several streaks flew through the air, slammed into a drone, and went up in an explosion that took out several drones in the vicinity. Shrapnel rained from the sky, but he protected them with dimensional magic.

      “Anthony! Look!”

      Brianna pointed at the ground. He looked down and found a sight that bewildered him. Several woman riding motorbikes had appeared and were decimating the stealth bikers. The Arcane Sentinels on the back tried to fire off their magic, but the women swerved around the attacks like they knew what was coming in advance, then attacked with a combination of magic and swords. One thing he noticed was that each woman wielded a sword similar to Brianna's.

      “Are those…”

      “It's the War Maidens!” Brianna exclaimed excitedly. “Look at that woman in front. You see her? That's Trinity! Ah! Instructor Noelle is here too!”

      The woman known as Trinity did not match the appearance Anthony had expected. He was expecting someone who looked… old, or at least older, but this woman looked like she could pass for someone in their early 30s. She had blonde hair that shimmered like a straight waterfall behind her back and blue eyes like glimmering pools. Her body was covered in a suit similar to Brianna’s, so he had a perfect view of her well-proportioned figure. Her large chest, thin waist, and wide hips gave her a perfect hourglass figure. The way she wielded her double-bladed sword was grace personified.

      Fortis Noelle was with her. Like Trinity, she wielded a double-bladed sword, though she seemed to be more focused on using magic. Spell circles appeared around her and fired off streaks of energy that slammed into drones and bikes, decimating them.

      They weren't alone. There were almost a dozen other women with them.

      “Are these…?”

      “These are my sisters,” Brianna said to the confused Anthony.

      “They're so strong and well-coordinated,” Marianne said.

      Since they no longer had anything to do, they watched as the War Maidens steamrolled the enemy forces. Secilia emerged from the top hatch during this time. Her body was drenched in sweat that caused Anthony to stare longer than was perhaps appropriate. He recognized this and shook his head to clear his thoughts.

      “I kicked out the hacker, but I had to shut down the ANCV to prevent them from getting back in. There's some kind of backdoor for Custodes Daemonium to make their way into the vehicle's security. It's a piece of hardware that I can't shut down. I'll need to remove it to prevent future hacking, but I can't do that right now.” She paused and eyed the women on bikes. “What's going on here?”

      “Reinforcements,” was all Anthony said.

      It wasn't long before the drones and bikers were all dealt with. Anthony, Marianne, Brianna, and Secilia hopped down from the ANCV as the women climbed off their bikes. They didn't even get a chance to speak before several of those women rushed them.

      “Brianna!!!!”

      “H-hey—aaaah!!!”

      Anthony, Marianne, and Secilia blinked as Brianna was tackled to the ground and buried under a pile of bodies. All they could see was a single hand and leg sticking out.

      “Oh! We missed you so much!”

      “Are you all right?! That mean incubus didn't hurt you, did he?!”

      “We're so sorry they sent you on that stupid mission!”

      “Welcome back!”

      Anthony crossed his arms and frowned. “I feel like I'm being insulted a little here.”

      “I feel like you're being insulted too,” Secilia added.

      “No sass from you right now please.”

      Marianne giggled at their comments, but she “eeped” and went silent when Trinity and Noelle walked over to them. Anthony straightened his spine as the woman looked him over from head to toe. He felt like she was stripping him. Anthony had never felt this vulnerable in front of a woman before.

      “So you're Anthony,” Trinity finally said, whistling. “Damn, you're hot.”

      Noelle smacked the back of her head.

      “Ouch! What was that for?”

      “Please keep such thoughts to yourself. You're way too old to be flirting with men.”

      “I'm not that old…”

      “Anthony, it's good to see you again,” Noelle greeted him.

      “Are you ignoring me?!”

      “It's good to see you again, too.” Anthony smiled, glad that this woman was at least acting normal. “I know your situation hasn't been… ideal, but I'm happy you're okay. Brianna was really worried about you.”

      “Okay. Sure. Fine. Ignore your boss. It's not like I'm in charge or anything.”

      “We're not ignoring you,” Noelle said at last, sighing. “We just don't have time to deal with your shenanigans.”

      “Well, you're right about that. We should get going before more drones show up… just as soon as we can remove Brianna from that body pile over there.”

      Everyone turned to see Brianna still buried underneath various female’s flesh.

      Anthony felt sweat drip down his forehead.
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        * * *

      

      Hendricks and Chloe stared into the now silent command chamber. The holographic screen had long since disappeared. All of their drones and stealth bikes had been destroyed, which meant they had no means of viewing what was happening.

      “They escaped,” Chloe said at last.

      “They did. However, that doesn't mean our attack was in vain.” Hendricks looked at one of the control officers, a young man surrounded by screens. “Were you able to do it?”

      “I wasn't able to re-establish a connection,” the young man confessed. “Whoever I was up against is a hacker with even more skill than me. However, I was able to reactivate the tracking program. It's hidden behind a powerful firewall. I'm sure she'll notice it eventually, but it shouldn't be until they are somewhere safe.”

      “Somewhere safe,” Hendricks murmured.

      “As in their base,” Chloe nodded. “We should be able to locate Trinity's base this way.”

      “You did an excellent job,” Hendricks said to the hacker. “I will see to it that you are appropriately rewarded.”

      “Thank you, sir,” the hacker said. He looked quite happy.

      “What is our next step?” asked Chloe.

      Hendricks tilted his head. “We will form a squadron to deal with Trinity and her ilk.”

      “Are we going ourselves?”

      “I do not believe we have a choice.”

      Chloe nodded. “Now that the incubus has joined forces with her, Trinity will be that much harder to deal with.”

      While Chloe and Hendricks were stronger than Trinity if they joined forces, that woman was more powerful than they were individually. They didn't know how powerful Anthony was exactly, but assuming he was at least as strong as Trinity, they would have their hands full. There was no guarantee they could defeat either of them.

      “We should have our sons keep Trinity occupied while we deal with the incubus,” Hendricks said.

      “He is the greater threat,” Chloe agreed.

      Anthony's power was still something of an unknown. They had seen footage and watched his recent battle with their drones, but they didn't know if that was all the power he had at his disposal. On the other hand, they knew all of Trinity's skills and tricks. Her fighting prowess was well-documented, which meant they had a number of suitable counter strategies.

      “Perhaps we should send in our forces first to see how he performs?” Chloe suggested.

      Hendricks paused, then nodded. “It might be a good idea to sacrifice a few pawns to test his skill level. We will gather an elite team to confront him. We can also wear him down with numbers before confronting him after he has been exhausted.”

      “What of his women?”

      “The only one that concerns me is Marianne Tepes.”

      “Harming her will cause an international incident.”

      “But if we can capture her…”

      “Then we can use her as leverage against Elizabeth Tepes.”

      “Indeed.”

      They had a plan in place. It was only in the beginning stages, and they still needed to hash out the details, but it wouldn't be long before they could finally take down that thorn in their side. All they needed to do now was put it into action.

      Trinity's days were numbered.
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      Trinity decided to hop in the ANCV instead of riding her bike. There was plenty of room, so it wasn't like she couldn't join them, but the woman was a bit troublesome and nosy. She asked a lot of questions. A LOT of questions.

      Most of them were inappropriate.

      “So, Anthony, how many times a day do you fuck?”

      Like that.

      “Excuse me?!”

      “Mistress Trinity!!”

      Anthony and Brianna shouted at the same time.

      “Call me Big Sister,” Trinity said to Brianna, but her eyes were focused on Anthony. “So? How many times?”

      “I'm not sure I want to answer that,” Anthony said, deadpan.

      “Awwwwww. Come on. I want to know. It's for research.”

      “I don't know what you're researching but leave me and my sex life out of it.”

      “Mistress Trinity, that is a wholly inappropriate thing to ask someone. I must request that you refrain from asking in the future,” Instructor Noelle said. She had also joined them. Anthony believed the reason was to keep an eye on Trinity who, for all her skill and charisma, seemed to be something of a dirty old man at heart. She also seemed like the type to leap before she thought.

      “You're no fun,” Trinity pouted before perking up and pointing out the viewscreen. “Oh, look! We're nearing our hideout!”

      The War Maiden's hideout was a cave, the entrance of which was hidden by a natural rock formation and dense vegetation that made it impossible to see from either a bird's eye view or casual observation. They were forced to stop the ANCV in front of an area that looked quite plain. Anthony couldn't see anything that might denote a base. That was when one of the women who had rescued them began tapping her weapon against the ground. Several magic sigils appeared on the ground before the area around them started to shimmer and fade away like a mirage, revealing a downward sloping tunnel that was just large enough to fit their ANCV.

      That's cloaking magic if I'm not mistaken.

      He had seen cloaking magic used before back when he was traveling with Lilith. The way the War Maidens used it was different from what he was used to.

      They all traveled into the cavern entrance, which shimmered again. Anthony looked at a monitor showing their rearview to see that the entrance had once more become covered.

      The first area they stopped at was a garage. Several vehicles aside from the bikes Trinity and her group had used were present, some of which were currently undergoing maintenance. None of them were very powerful vehicles, however. The one with the most firepower was a Hummer with a turret mounted on it.

      “Come, come. Let me show you around,” Trinity said after they had stepped out of the ANCV.

      Anthony did his best to ignore the glares of the other War Maidens as he, Brianna, Marianne, and Secilia traveled alongside Trinity and Noelle.

      They were first shown to the main chamber, otherwise known as the command center, which was a large space filled with all kinds of equipment. It had tables and communication equipment, both magical and technological, and the walls were lined with maps that had all sorts of scribbles on them. Anthony believed they were ambush points, points of interest, and possible allocation of enemy forces.  Several more War Maidens were manning various stations and they all greeted Brianna when they saw her.

      They also glared at Anthony.

      “I get the feeling I’m not very liked,” Anthony muttered dryly.

      “I am so sorry about them,” Brianna said with an embarrassed blush.

      Anthony smiled as he reached out, gently stroking Brianna’s cheek. “Nah. I’m happy they cherish you so much. I just wish they wouldn’t glare at me.”

      Trinity watched their interactions with a grin. “The War Maidens are a close-knit group. None of them were happy to learn that Brianna had been selected to be your chain. They dislike the fact that she was being used by Custodes Daemonium as a sacrifice.”

      “I-I’m not really a sacrifice,” Brianna murmured, glancing at Anthony with red cheeks. “I’m quite happy with my current life.”

      Trinity’s smile became almost motherly. “That’s good to hear. I can see Anthony takes good care of you. Anyway, let’s check out the living quarters next. I’ll also show you where you’ll be staying.”

      The living quarters branched off from the main chamber and were smaller caves or hollowed-out section used for living. They were modest areas with basic necessities for the War Maidens and Trinity herself. Each room came equipped with a bed, dresser, desk, and there was a communal area for sitting and relaxing. Most of the beds were bunk beds since there wasn’t much space. Anthony was honestly impressed they had been able to make living quarters this good considering they were on the run.

      “This will be your room. I’m sorry we don’t have a bigger bed, but you’ll have to make do with this,” Trinity said.

      The room they were given looked similar to all the other ones, and just like the other ones, it had a bunk bed setup. The beds were actually carved from the wall itself and a mattress had been placed on top. Neither bed was very large. They could fit, at most, two people, which meant only one person would be sleeping with Anthony.

      A sense of tension filled the room as Brianna and Secilia looked at each other.

      “I think you and Marianne should sleep together,” Secilia said with a brilliant smile. “After all, you’re both about the same size. You should fit on the bed.”

      “If that’s the case, then I’m pretty sure I should be the one who sleeps with Anthony. He’s quite large, so he needs someone smaller who won’t take up as much space,” Brianna countered with a glare.

      Anthony was used to their fighting, so he let it slide off him. Marianne looked like she wanted to hide behind him.

      “Ha ha ha. You two are funny,” Trinity laughed. Wiping tears of mirth from her eyes, she chuckled some more and continued. “Anyway, follow me please. The tour isn’t done yet.”

      Aside from the garage, command center, and living quarters, there was also a storage section. It was exactly what it sounded like. They stored food, medical supplies, weapons, and magical artifacts inside. This was the most well-guarded area of the base. Supplies were the lifeline of any organization, so it made sense.

      The other area they were shown was the magical workshops, which were specialized areas dedicated to magical research and the development of new spells and enchantments. Most of the War Maidens’ magic was old magic that had been passed down for generations. However, Trinity had recognized the need to update their magic system and spells. The rest of the world was moving forward, implementing magical technology into everyday use, and she didn’t want to be left behind. The Germinius Sword was something her researchers had invented after she implemented the new Research Division. Even now that they were on the run, she continued to have her people develop new spells.

      Anthony was impressed by her dedication to continuing her research. Even now, they were coming up with counterspells to all the magic and abilities of the Arcane Sentinels and Steel Brotherhood. They would create a magic, test it in a simulated environment, and if it was applicable, they would incorporate it into their style. There had apparently been many new magics invented since Brianna was sent to Academy Island.

      “I almost forgot, Brianna, give me your Germinius Blade. We have some upgrades I’d like to implement that will improve its performance,” Trinity said.

      “Oh, uh… sure.”

      Brianna reluctantly parted with her sword, allowing a pair of women who gave her a big hug to take it. She furrowed her brow and pursed her lips as she watched them walk off with her beloved weapon. Anthony was sure the young woman felt naked without her blade.

      “Anyway, this concludes the tour,” Trinity clapped. “You guys can feel free to wander around. There’s a training hall attached to the command chamber that you can use to get some exercise in. Unfortunately, we do not have much in the way of amenities. Oh! But we did recently install a bath, so look forward to that!”
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        * * *

      

      Because it had been so long since they had a proper bed to sleep on and they had been on the run in the wilderness for several days, everyone in Anthony's group was tired. They went to bed shortly after Trinity concluded her tour and didn't wake up for an entire day. When Anthony did wake up, it was to find Marianne sleeping on top of him. The other two had argued over who would sleep with him and Marianne had simply crawled into his bed. When he awoke, he discovered she had thrown a leg over him and his dick had become trapped between her thigh and calf. He wondered if she was doing it on purpose.

      Anthony's muscles were extremely sore, so he decided to forego any exercise that morning. He had worked his body in ways he was not used to. He was a city boy at heart. His body wasn't cut out for being in the wilds.

      “Um… do you think they have a kitchen?” asked Marianne. She had woken up with him. “I would like to make breakfast…”

      “They should. Let's ask around,” Anthony said.

      Anthony went up to the first women they saw. He didn't know her name, but he recognized the look of disgust on her face. He almost smacked her. Seriously. He understood they were protective of Brianna, but he hadn't done anything to earn such enmity.

      “Excuse me, do you know where we can find the kitchen?” asked Anthony with a fake smile plastered on his face.

      The woman continued to glare at him. “If you go down this hall and take a left at the end, you'll find the kitchen.”

      “Thank you.”

      At least she answered me. Thank God for small miracles.

      They found the kitchen exactly where the woman had said it was. The kitchen was not much to look at it. All the basic amenities were there, like a stove, oven, fridge, etc. In fact, the fridge was massive—he guessed because there were so many people living here. Once again, Anthony wondered how they transported all this crap. They must have had a space-time cache or something that could carry equipment.

      “Okay! Time to get cooking!” Marianne said, psyching herself up.

      “I'll help,” Anthony announced.

      “I'd appreciate that.”

      The two of them got to work. Marianne decided to make omelets with rice, or omurice. After looking through the well-stocked fridge, they found all the ingredients required and got to work. She had Anthony cut up the onions and chicken they were going to use. Her idea was to make the omurice a little different by adding chicken breast and soy sauce. While he was in charge of cutting ingredients, Marianne stood before the stove and added them all to the skillet as needed.

      They hadn't had a chance to bathe in a while, and their clothes were dirty and torn, but as Anthony watched Marianne work, he found himself drawn to her.

      “Ah? A-Anthony?!”

      Marianne's cheeks flushed red as Anthony came up behind her, pressed his front fully against her back. He took her hands in his and began “helping” her stir the ingredients.

      “I've never cooked omurice before. Teach me how it's done?” he asked into her ear, his voice a soft whisper. Marianne shuddered.

      “O-okay,” she said, licking her suddenly dry lips.

      Anthony smiled as he leaned down and placed a kiss on her neck. Her scent was a little muskier than usual because they had been out in the wilds. He thought that might actually be what was driving him so crazy.

      Marianne tried to teach Anthony how to cook omurice, but it was a long-fought battle since Anthony had trouble keeping his hands and mouth off her, and by the time they had finished, the poor girl had turned into a blushing puddle on the floor.

      Brianna and Secilia were dumbfounded when they arrived and found Marianne bent over the table with steam rising from her head.
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        * * *

      

      Anthony woke up naked. He blinked several times and stared at the ceiling.

      “An unfamiliar ceiling…”

      Technically, he had been introduced to this ceiling yesterday, but it was still new to him. After spending a minute letting his mind wander, he looked to his left, and found…

      “A familiar pair of boobs.”

      The boobs in question belonged to Brianna. Her naked chest rose and fell as her lungs expanded with oxygen. There was so much heft to her chest that they listed to either side, and he knew that if he just played with them a little, they would jiggle. He licked his lips as he found her light pink nipples and areola. The temptation to take her nipples into his mouth was strong. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, then sat up. Slowly climbing out of bed, he looked back at Brianna long enough to plant a kiss on her forehead and pull up the covers, then skedaddled. He wouldn't be able to resist his impulses if he stayed in her presence.

      Dressed in a simple pair of pants and a shirt, he wandered to the baths. He reeked of sweat and sex.

      Trinity had created a new bathing room for Anthony and his women. It wasn't as large as the baths used by the War Maidens, but it didn't need to be since there were only four of them. He entered the changing room and saw that another set of clothes was already folded in one of the cubby holes.

      “Looks like Secilia is taking a bath…” Anthony glanced down at his erection. It had been harder than adamantine ever since he woke up, and he was very lucky no one had been in the hall while he walked to the baths. “Maybe she'd help me get rid of this.”

      Anthony quickly removed his clothes, stuffed them into cubby hole, and entered the bath. He was engulfed in steam as he slid the door closed. Everything in the bath and changing room had been created from bedrock, giving it a granite look. Trinity had mages carve everything into the shape they needed, then polished it so it gleamed. There was both a shower and a bath.

      Secilia was already lounging in the tub. She sat on the far side opposite the entrance, her eyes closed, hair tied into a bun atop her head. Droplets of sweat rolled down her face and neck. Her breasts were floating in the water. He was very impressed by their buoyancy. Come to think of it, wasn't this the first time he had seen her naked in a tub like this? That made this moment a novel experience.

      “How long are you going to stare?” asked Secilia.

      “Until I'm satisfied,” Anthony shot back.

      “Well… I suppose you could stare if you want, but will that really satisfy you?” Secilia opened a single eye and gave him a challenging stare as though daring him to say just looking would satisfy him.

      “You bring up a good point,” Anthony agreed, then walked over to the showerhead.

      Bathing culture was an interesting phenomena. With the advent of sonic showers and various methods of getting clean quickly and efficiently, there weren't many people who took baths anymore, but Anthony had heard of a recent wave of bathing enthusiasts who practiced what they called the fine art of bathing. According to them, there was an entire ritual surrounding baths. Getting clean before you get in the bath was a part of that.

      After washing himself down and giving himself a good scrub, Anthony waded into the bath, which was large enough to fit about four or five people. The water reached up to his hips, until he lowered himself into the water. Then it came up to his chest.

      He sat next to Secilia, close enough that their thighs and shoulders touched. His bath partner didn't seem to be paying attention to him at first. She soon cracked an eye open, however, and eyed the one-eyed monster hidden underneath the water.

      “Seems you're dealing with quite the problem.”

      “I swear it has a mind of its own.”

      “Don't make excuses for your horniness. You're a pervert and you know it.”

      “As if you have room to talk, Ms. Bondage.”

      “That was your idea.”

      “And you liked it.”

      “… Touché.”

      The water shifted and Anthony bit his lip to stifle a groan as Secilia wrapped her hand around his cock. She started at the base, traveled all the way up to his head, and engulfed his head in her hand before traveling back down, then repeating the process. His breathing quickened as sensations most pleasant made his shaft and spine tingle.

      “It's twitching. What a cute little cock,” Secilia teased.

      “Little?” Anthony would have raised an eyebrow, but then he threw his head back when Secilia rotated her hand.

      “Well… relatively speaking, maybe?” Secilia grinned wide enough to show off her pearly white teeth.

      Anthony groaned, but then he decided that two could play at this game. He reached over and slid his hands between Secilia's thighs. He couldn't tell if she was already wet because, duh, they were in the bath, but her clit was engorged, so she was obviously aroused. Secilia squealed when he pinched it, but that sound turned into a low moan when he began rubbing it with his pointer and middle finger. Her clit was very pliant. It moved with his hand, though it was hard to tell because Secilia had started jerking her hips as though trying to masturbate with his hand.

      “You call me horny, but you're really no better,” Anthony said between pants. “You're a lewd woman.”

      “Y-your fault… haaaaaah… mmmmm… you're the reason I'm… like this,” Secilia said, moaning as Anthony skillfully worked her over.

      “I guess… that's fair…”

      “More than fair. T-take responsibility.”

      “What do you think I'm doing?”

      Anthony slipped a finger inside of Secilia, whose hand never stopped caressing his shaft. Secilia's erogenous zone was located on the roof of her love canal. He read once that the fabled G-spot was actually an extension of the clit. Where had he read it? He couldn't remember. Probably online somewhere. And he was just using those errant thoughts to stave off his own pending orgasm.

      Secilia's breathing had grown heavy, but her hand still never stopped moving. She stroked his shaft up and down, up and down. Meanwhile, he was rubbing both her G-spot and her clit at the same time. He wanted to also take her tits into his mouth. The idea of pressing her breasts together and sucking on both nipples at the same time sounded appealing, but he couldn't do that and pleasure her.

      “Anthony! I'm—”

      “Me. Too.”

      Secilia's entire body flexed. Her thighs and butt clenched, her toes curled, then straightened, and even her arms grew stiff. Her hand around his cock squeezed him harder than was necessary. It also provided enough stimulation that his own orgasm washed over him. He sighed and leaned back as several spurts of white liquid floated in the water.

      He was still rock hard.

      “I swear, you incubi are voracious. Does your libido know no bounds?” asked Secilia.

      Anthony rolled his eyes. “We're sex demons. What did you expect?”

      “Good point. Your entire personality is centered around your dick.”

      Secilia stood up and moved in front of Anthony. Her ass was right in his face. His mouth went dry at the sight of water dripping off her peach-shaped cheeks and hairless snatch. He wanted to lean forward and bury his face in that booty, but he knew what Secilia was planning, so he leaned back as she lowered herself. Her ass disappeared into the water. He closed his eyes and felt his stiffened head touching her entrance. She rubbed herself back and forth against him, then lowered herself down.

      “MMmmmm…”

      “Haaaaaaah…”

      Anthony placed his hands on her hips after he became fully sheathed inside Secilia. It was a pleasant sensation, like being welcomed home after a long day at work. Her insides had embraced his dick.

      “I swear, you get bigger every time we have sex,” Secilia muttered.

      “Maybe you're just getting tighter.”

      “I don't think that's possible? Then again, you are an incubus. Maybe you have some weird incubus power that makes women tighter.”

      “Something to research, I guess.”

      “Later. Let’s not talk about this now.”

      “Mmm.”

      No more words were said as Secilia raised her hips. The slow movement caused Anthony to feel every second, every centimeter, of the action. It was like his entire shaft was being caressed by a thousand tiny wet hands. There was no way he could withstand that silently and do nothing.

      “Whoa?!”

      Secilia squeaked in surprise when Anthony wrapped his arms around her shoulders and pulled them back until he was sitting and she was resting on top of him. He was still buried inside of her. Placing his feet firmly against the bath and thanking Trinity for ensuring the tub had good traction, he thrust his hips forward. The sensation of movement was like a jolt of electricity that shot through his brain. He wasn't the only one who felt it either. Secilia released a sound that was halfway between a gasp and a moan. Her mouth opened wide as drool leaked down her lips, and she went cross-eyed.

      Anthony continued thrusting inside of her as he kissed her neck, shoulders, and placed several love bites on her skin, sucking until he left shiny red marks.

      “Haaah… ah… mmm… ooooh…”

      Secilia was finally unable to form coherent sentences, which he always took as a good sign. If she could talk, it meant she wasn't feeling as much pleasure as she could. He grabbed her chin and squished. Secilia, in response, opened her mouth wide, and he stuck two fingers inside. She closed her mouth around his fingers and began sucking on them as he continued pounding her.

      The sounds that came from them as they fucked were weird. Gone was the sound of flesh slapping flesh, replaced by the sounds of sloshing water. He wasn't quite sure he liked those sounds. He much preferred the slapping sounds, but this wasn't bad either. Anthony focused on both the sensation wrapping around his cock, and the feeling of his fingers in Secilia's mouth. As she licked his fingers, he took her tongue between his middle and index finger.

      “Aaaaaah… aaaaaaah…”

      Her pussy tightened. She seemed to like this. He had realized it after trying bondage with her, but Secilia was something of a masochist. She enjoyed being tied up and toyed with. It really was too bad he didn't have any rope. He would have loved to string her up to the ceiling. He was sure she would like that as well.

      Anthony felt Secilia's end coming, and he knew that he wouldn't last much longer either, so he removed his fingers from her mouth. They were drenched in saliva. While Secilia moaned in complaint, Anthony reached down between her legs again, found her clit, and rubbed it furiously even as he continued thrusting his hips into her.

      “Ah! Hmm! Mmm! Ooooooh!”

      Secilia clenched her teeth as her entire body convulsed on his cock. Her legs straightened as did her toes. Anthony grunted and released his seed inside of her. As the woman's body relaxed, he felt a warm trickle around his dick, and he realized with a start that Secilia had pissed herself. He considered this an accomplishment. Anthony could sense the contentment through their bond. He was sure she would be embarrassed later though, and he made a mental note to tease her relentlessly for peeing in the bathtub.

      We'll need to wash off again…

      He decided they could get clean later. Wrapping his arms around Secilia, he leaned back and let her relax on his chest. His partner looked like she was about to fall asleep. Her eyes were closed and her breathing was deeper than normal. He decided they could clean up again later. For now, he just wanted to snuggle with his bondmate.
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        * * *

      

      A few days had passed since they had joined up with Trinity, and plans were underway to deal with Chloe and Hendricks now. In other circumstances, they probably would not have been able to do anything even with their added firepower, but Anthony was an incubus and wielded incredible magic. According to Trinity, he was likely just as strong as, if not stronger than, either Chloe or Hendricks. If you combined his powers with Trinity’s, it should be enough to take on the other two leaders of Custodes Daemonium.

      Everyone had gathered in the command center. By everyone, Anthony meant himself, Trinity, Noelle, Brianna, Secilia, and Marianne. They were the ones who would be the backbone of this operation. All of the other War Maidens were strong, but none of them had the strength of the people currently in this room.

      On another note, Anthony had gotten to know the other War Maidens fairly well during his time here. They still didn’t really like him. However, it felt like they were beginning to accept him. Anthony wondered if it was because of how affectionate Brianna was. The two of them would often train together and snuggle afterward. They might have also been caught having sex in the changing rooms once or twice. Anthony didn’t think that was when the War Maidens’ emotions toward him shifted, but he did notice several of the women would blush whenever they were in his presence.

      Well, it was whatever. He was fine so long as they stopped glaring at him like he had killed their favorite cat.

      “This is some high-tech equipment!” Secilia whistled as she studied the table in the center. “This is a ChronoMap Table, right? I’ve heard these are super rare and extremely expensive! How did you even get one?”

      “I stole it during my escape from Custodes Daemonium,” Trinity said with a grin. “I’m surprised you’re only commenting on this now. I showed you around a few days ago.”

      “I was exhausted a few days ago. Damn, if I had been even half as alert back then, I’d have already taken this bad boy apart.”

      “I would kill you if you did that.”

      “...”

      “Relax, I’m joking.”

      “That didn’t sound like a joke…”

      The ChronoMap was a large, interactive table that displayed three-dimensional holographic maps. It not only revealed current geographical and topographical data but could also overlay historical data, as well as predictive modeling based on past movements and the behavioral patterns of enemies and allies. This piece of technology was used primarily by Academy Island and it had been developed by none other than Anthony’s favorite time mage, Professor Incanscino. He wondered how she was doing…

      “Okay! Let’s come up with a plan to deal with Chloe and Hendricks,” Trinity said, manipulating the map with hand gestures. The ChronoMap had originally been displaying the entire Rocky Mountains, but it soon zoomed in on an area that was hidden from view. Trinity clicked her tongue, snorted, then cast a spell. Her eyes glowed with mana so bright and vivid they seemed ethereal, and then the area on the map changed to reveal a complex and sprawling base with numerous buildings.

      “Is this… Custodes Daemonium’s headquarters?” asked Anthony.

      “It is. They use a very powerful spell to hide the base from prying eyes. Even the most advanced satellites can’t detect it.”

      “And yet you know a spell to reveal it on a map,” Anthony pointed out.

      “Well…” Trinity puffed up her chest. She seemed oddly proud. Anthony knew it was his imagination, but he could have sworn he saw her ears wiggling happily like a dog wagging its tail. “I am the one who made the spell. I can’t quite call it original, but it’s a modification of an ancient spell I learned a long time ago.”

      “Trinity…” Noelle said as though in warning.

      Trinity waved her off. “Yes, yes. I know. I won’t say anything more.”

      Anthony was curious to know what was going on here. It seemed like there was some kind of secret between the two, but he knew better than to ask. If it was a secret, then it wasn’t something they would tell him, and there were more important things to worry about… like coming up with a plan to deal with Chloe and Hendricks.

      “I already have all the information on their forces,” Trinity began, and as she spoke, numbers began appearing on the ChronoTable. “As you can see here, they outnumber the War Maidens one hundred to one. The Arcane Sentinels and Steel Brotherhood have 22,300 members each. Meanwhile, we only have 223. That’s the reason we haven’t been able to do much more than run and hide.”

      “That is a pretty huge power gap,” Anthony murmured.

      “Why is your group so small?” asked Secilia.

      “Because I personally train each member.” Trinity puffed up her chest once more. “Unlike Chloe and Hendricks, I wanted to build a close relationship with every member of the War Maidens and so I took it upon myself to train them all personally… with Noelle’s help, of course.”

      Noelle sighed, but then she smiled. There was something in that smile that told Anthony their relationship wasn’t just commander and subordinate. It seemed they really did have a familial bond.

      “Now then,” Trinity clapped her hands and continued, “while we are outnumbered, their individual forces are nowhere near as powerful as my own. That said, they make up for it with their advanced magitech.”

      Trinity went into great detail about the forces arrayed against them. Custodes Daemonium had an extensive amount of powerful magical technology, everything from unmanned drones to power suits and an extremely well-fortified base with a defense grid that could protect it from even the strongest attacks. The defense grid was the first thing they would need to get rid of.

      “The defense grid creates a powerful barrier that draws in mana from the ley line, making it nearly impenetrable,” Trinity explained. “However, there is a gap in this barrier.”

      “Let me guess… you made this barrier yourself, so you can create a hole to get in?” Anthony said.

      Trinity beamed. “You’re smart. That’s right! I did make that barrier. Both the barrier and the illusion spell were made by me, and that’s why I know how to get around them. That doesn’t mean I can just bring it down though. I can only create a hole in the barrier, and it will alert them to our presence. We’ll need to act fast.”

      They came up with a very basic plan to deal with the barrier. Trinity and Anthony would head inside on their own, quickly bring down the base’s defensive network, and then Brianna would lead an assault on the front gate. Meanwhile, Secilia and Marianne would provide cover fire alongside the War Maidens’ sniper squadron. They were a group who used magical bows to deal extreme damage. Anthony thought it was weird that they used bows instead of sniper rifles, but who was he to judge?

      “I think the main goal should be to remove Chloe and Hendricks,” Anthony said at last. “They’re the ones who are ultimately responsible for ousting you. If we get rid of them, I think the rest of Custodes Daemonium will fall in line…”

      “Maybe,” Noelle murmured. “We can’t forget that both the Steel Brotherhood and Arcane Sentinels unanimously followed their decisions without a second thought.”

      “Are they that loyal to Chloe and Hendricks?” asked Marianne.

      “They didn’t seem very loyal when I was there,” Brianna added.

      “It is strange,” Trinity said. “I’ve never had much to do with the other two branches, but it’s not like I never talked to them. Most of them were friendly enough and seemed normal, but when Chloe and Hendricks decided to get rid of me, all of them suddenly turned. Even the few I was friendly with became hostile…”

      A moment of silence passed between them. Anthony felt something unsettling crawl into his gut. It felt like a tapeworm, but it was just anxiety caused by an extremely bad feeling.

      “Do you think it’s… mind magic?” he suggested.

      “Hmmm… it could be,” Trinity muttered. She reached out and manipulated the map, scrolling through several areas of the Custodes Daemonium base. The scrolling stopped when the map landed on a tower. “This tower is fairly new. It was only made within the past 5 years or so. I did notice that it emits a strange magical frequency… but I couldn’t work out what kind of magic it did.”

      “So it’s possible that it’s mind manipulation magic,” Anthony said. “I think we should send a detached force to that tower. If it really is mind magic, then we’ll need to do something about it or the fighting won’t end until either us or the other two branches are annihilated.”

      “Right… you’re right. I didn’t think of that.”

      Trinity hummed in thought. They soon changed their original plan. After bringing down the barrier, Brianna and Secilia would travel to that tower and take a look inside. If it was using mind manipulation magic, then Secilia would figure out how to stop it. There was a small chance that simply destroying the tower would have the opposite effect. They needed to know exactly how the magic worked. Marianne wanted to go too, but they needed someone powerful to remain behind and provide support to the War Maidens.

      Just as the conversation seemed to be winding down, a loud rumbling sound echoed all around them as the base shook. Anthony looked up as dust fell from the ceiling. An alarm began blaring seconds later. He had never heard this alarm go off before, but he knew what it meant.

      “Intruders?” he asked.

      Trinity quickly manipulated the ChronoTable to reveal their current location and clicked her tongue when the map revealed innumerable red blips surrounding their base. Custodes Daemonium had found them. How they had done it was not something Anthony knew, though he suspected that this was his fault somehow. They had remained hidden for a long time until he had shown up.

      “Looks like they sent a very large group after us. That’s almost half their forces,” Trinity murmured. She ordered her people to release several drones, then manipulated the ChronoTable to show the drones’ camera feed. “Tch. I should have known it would be them. It looks like Chloe and Hendricks decided to send in their big guns.”

      “Their big guns, huh?”

      Certainly, the pair on the cameras looked imposing.

      One of them was a tall, imposing figure who stood head and shoulders above those around him. He was lean and muscular. His build spoke of his rigorous military training, and he had sharp, angular features with piercing gray eyes that seemed to assess and calculate everything in sight. His hair was pitch black and cut short. Perhaps the most notable feature about him was the scar that ran down his left cheek.

      He wore a tailored military-style jacket that was dark, almost black, and contained subtle, shimmering threads that formed arcane symbols along the cuffs and collar. According to Trinity, those runes were seals that kept his powers restrained. He was supposedly blessed with superhuman strength that he had trouble controlling since birth. He only deactivated them when he was faced with a serious threat. Underneath the jacket was a form-fitting combat suit that allowed for both flexibility and protection.

      A massive greatsword hung from his back.

      The other person was a woman. She wasn’t very tall, but her figure was lithe and looked agile. Her hair was a brilliant shade of blonde and she had green eyes that seemed to spark with electricity. Their striking viridian color reminded him of a forest, but they were luminous and intense, so perhaps a forest in the midst of a tumultuous thunderstorm would be a more accurate description.

      Her attire was a blend of functionality and arcane symbolism. The long flowing robe that she had donned shifted colors like the sky during a storm, from deep blues to ominous grays. It was lined with silver runes that glowed faintly. They were similar to the man’s runes. They kept her magic constrained so they didn’t run amok. For protection, she wore lightweight, magically reinforced armor on her shoulders and arms, which looked like overlapping leaves.

      She carried a staff grated from a type of gnarled wood and topped with a crystal.

      “I can’t believe they would send their children,” Brianna murmured.

      Anthony glanced at her, frowned, and looked back at the pair. They were looking at the drone. The woman pointed her staff at it. A bright light shot from the staff and the video feed vanished.

      “So, who are they?” he asked.

      “That’s Caius and Valeria,” Trinity said. “Chloe’s and Hendrick’s children.”
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        * * *

      

      Valeria and Caius were the golden children of Custodes Daemonium. Born from their already powerful parents, they had been blessed with good genetics and received the best training. Valeria, with her focus on powerful elemental attacks, and Caius, with his powerful physique and incredible physical strength, made an excellent team. They would have been amazing if they didn’t have one major flaw.

      “This looks like their hideout, brother dearest,” Valeria said as she gently placed a hand on Caius’s shoulder.

      Caius nodded. “It does. Can you destroy it?”

      “Of course. Please leave it to me.”

      “Mmm. I’ll be counting on you.”

      Valeria smiled at her brother before stepping forward. The crystal atop her staff glowed brightly before unleashing a massive beam of incandescence. Sweltering heat caused all those around them to begin sweating as the beam, which was fire condensed into the shape of a beam, made quick work of the stone, melting straight through it while incinerating the plants. She stopped soon after everything had melted to reveal a dark tunnel that was wide enough for several small vehicles to pass through.

      “This must not be the main entrance,” Caius said.

      Valeria nodded as she stepped back, until she and her brother were standing close enough that their shoulders were touching. “Indeed. Should we find the main entrance?”

      “We’ll send a detachment to find the main entrance, but I don’t want to waste any more time here.”

      Valeria nodded as she touched Caius’s arm, then moved apart.

      “Send in the drones,” Caius ordered.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “They’ll send in their drones first,” Trinity said to Anthony. “Custodes Daemonium has two combat drones that are used to clear out pockets of resistance without losing their own forces.”

      “Drones are easier to build and cheaper to maintain than a human,” Anthony said with a nod.

      “I’ll take a force and go out to meet them,” said Noelle.

      “I’m coming with you,” Brianna said.

      Noelle paused but then nodded. The two quickly left together. Anthony watched them go, then sighed and hurried to catch up. Marianne and Secilia followed them shortly after. As they walked side by side, Brianna looked at Anthony.

      “Are you sure it’s a good idea to come with me? We might need your strength somewhere else.”

      Anthony shrugged. “Trinity can contact me if she needs to direct me somewhere else, but it looks like the main assault is coming from here for now.”

      Brianna nodded and looked ahead toward Noelle, who was leading them. They gathered several other War Maidens who had been traveling hurried down the corridor, forming a group of roughly one dozen people. They soon made it to the garage, where several drones had already entered.

      Custodes Daemonium had two types of combat drones. The first was called Sentinel Wardens. They were a humanoid-type combat drone that stood at approximately 2 meters tall and were designed for front-line battle and high-risk reinforcement operations. They were designed to mimic the human form to allow for complex interactions and operations, including the use of enchanted weaponry. Reinforced with an alloy infused with defensive runes that gave it incredible protection against both physical and magical attacks. It had enhanced servo-motors and magical actuators to grant it superhuman agility and strength. Equipped as it was with retractable arm-blades and built-in spell-casting modules that could unleash elemental attacks and defensive shields, it was easily one of the most versatile drones currently available on the market.

      The second drone type was called Arcane Stride, and it was a quadruped. This four-legged combat drone was designed for versatility and rapid deployment in rough terrain. Trinity said that its design was inspired by mythical beasts. It was capable of high-speed sprints and agile maneuvers, with limbs that could be adjusted for any terrain. The magic-enhanced suspension and propulsion spells also enhanced its movement capabilities. While the armor it wore was lightweight, it was still durable and featured an energy-dissipating rune array that minimized damage from impacts and energy-based weapons. It also came equipped with dorsal-mountain spell canons that could fire a variety of magical projectiles, from explosive fireballs to freezing shards.

      “Spread out! But stay in a group of two or three and take the drones down!” Noelle ordered as she readied herself for battle. Like Brianna, she used a Germinius Blade. However, the one that she and the other War Maidens used was apparently a mass-produced model. The one Brianna wielded was the original and a custom-made sword that had been specifically designed for her.

      Anthony, Brianna, Marianne, and Secilia already had their own strategy worked out. He and Brianna traveled to the front and began mowing down the enemy with their attacks. Anthony was using a pair of batons that Noelle had given to him. They weren’t as good as the ones he normally used, but he didn’t have those on-hand. While they took the enemy from the front, Marianne and Secilia attacked from the back. Secilia had been given a lot of extra equipment that the War Maidens had in their storage and created a new sniper rifle that was better than the one she had been using. Anthony didn’t know all the features it had, but when she shot a drone, it pierced right through it. Marianne was using shadow and dimensional magic to either skewer enemies or tear them apart.

      Anthony had more issues with the Arcane Striders than he did the Sentinel Wardens. The four-legged drones would leap over vehicles and pounce on them. Their maneuverability made them harder to hit. While the Sentinel Wardens were strong, they weren’t as strong as him and Brianna when they used Physical Enhancement, and they weren’t as maneuverable in environments with a lot of obstacles.

      While the horde of drones seemed unending at first, they eventually fell down to a trickle. Nobody was injured, but Anthony noticed that a lot of people were exhausted. This was presumably what the drones were for. Exhaust the enemy physical and drain their mana before sending your regular forces in to finish them off. It was a sound strategy.

      “Anthony, can you hear me?”

      Anthony pressed a hand to his ear. “Trinity? I hear you.”

      “Good. I need you to head over to the main entrance. Caius and Valeria are there with a large force. My War Maidens are strong, but they can’t defeat a group that large, and I can’t fight while protecting them.”

      “Okay. We’ll be there.” Anthony ended the call and looked at his girls. “We’ll leave the rest of the enemies here to Noelle. We’ve got somewhere to be.”
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        * * *

      

      Trinity stood in the middle of the war zone. The main entrance was located some distance away from the actual base. To reach it, you needed to first find the entrance, which was hidden underground. Standing before her were Caius and Valeria. While neither of them was as powerful as their parents, together, they made a formidable pair that would give even her a run for her money as she was now.

      “I should have known Chloe and Hendricks would send you two, but I am a little surprised they didn’t come themselves,” Trinity said as she casually twirled the Germinius Blade in her hand. Hers was different from everyone else’s. It was older. The runes were ancient and esoteric. She doubted there was a human alive who could read it.

      “They have better things to do than waste their time,” Valeria said.

      “We are enough to deal with you,” Caius added.

      Trinity snorted. “If that’s what you think, then come at me.”

      The battle started when Caius rushed forward to engage her in close-quarters combat. As he rushed forward, Valeria raised her staff and fired off several fireballs that flew above their heads, then curved around to hit her. Trinity sliced through each fireball with ease, then blocked Caius’s attack. His strength was impressive, and he might have even been stronger than her, but Trinity had no intention of meeting force with force. She angled her blade. His greatsword slid off her sword, creating sparks, and crashed into the floor with such force that it left a crater.

      While their initial assault had failed, the two continued to attack, utilizing teamwork to prevent her from being able to launch a counterattack. What made matters worse was how Valeria would sometimes attack her War Maidens. She launched lightning bolts that rained down from above into the mixed forces, forcing Trinity to divert some of her attention to creating a barrier that protected her people. This meant she was splitting her attention three ways.

      “It’s as I thought,” Caius said. “You are hiding something. I can detect the fluctuations in your mana. Is that illusion magic?”

      Trinity clicked her tongue. “That’s quite observant of you, but it won’t do any good.”

      Despite her words, she was not in a position to attack, so all she could do was endure.

      This was the situation that Anthony walked into. He took one look at the battle and quickly went to work. Trinity only saw him out of her peripheral vision, but he used dimensional magic to jump from one location to another, almost as though he was blinking in and out, and then he would destroy the drones and soldiers that Caius and Valeria had brought with them. He was fast, too. She had never seen anyone take out so many so quickly. He probably could have done it quicker, but he couldn’t launch area attacks because the War Maidens would get caught in the blast. Once he cleared away some of the enemy forces, he quickly moved in to provide her with support.

      “You’ve got talent,” Trinity said as she blocked an attack from Caius.

      Anthony shrugged as swiped his left hand upward in a diagonal slash that created a tear in space. The lightning bolt that Valeria had fired disappeared into the tear and reappeared from another tear behind her. It was blocked with a shield.

      “So you are Anthony Amasius,” Caius said as he backed away from the pair. He snorted. “I was expecting someone more impressive.”

      “So you’re… wait, who are you again?” asked Anthony. “I’m sorry, you’re just so insignificant that I can’t be bothered to remember you.”

      Caius narrowed his eyes. “It seems like the only thing you have going for you is your tongue.”

      “I am awfully good with my tongue—not that you’ll ever find out.”

      Trinity snorted to hide her laughter, then said. “We’ll need to be careful from here on, Anthony.”

      “Why’s that?” asked Anthony as Caius stood before Valeria, who had raised her staff.

      “Because those two are much stronger when they are working together than when they are apart, as you’re about to see.”

      A magic circle had appeared underneath Caius. Anthony didn’t know what it would do, but he understood that it was some kind of buff spell. At the same time, another magic circle appeared on the floor of the entire hallway. Several of the War Maidens who had been fighting fell to their knees, their breathing labored, and even Anthony felt the drain on his mana. He furrowed his brow.

      “Some kind of mana drain spell?” he wondered out loud.

      “It’s called Life Drain,” Trinity said. “It takes mana from the surroundings, including people, and transfers it to the subject. In this case, Caius.”

      “So it’s both a buff and debuff.”

      “That’s not a bad way of thinking about it.” Trinity slid her left foot forward and held her sword at the ready. “Anyway, be prepared. The battle will be much harder from here on out. Honestly, if destabilizing that magic circle wouldn’t cause the entire thing to explode on us, I’d have done so in a heartbeat and made this battle much easier.”

      Anthony said nothing in response as he looked at Caius, now encased in a light glow that appeared similar to armor. He readied himself for the coming battle.
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        * * *

      

      Caius came at Anthony swinging. He didn’t even hesitate to attack. There was an old saying that went “fortune favors the bold” and this man seemed to embody that. Anthony wondered where that phrase originated from. It was one of those phrases that felt as old as time itself.

      Anthony was using the batons he nabbed from the armory to block Caius’ first attack. It was powerful. The strength of this man’s blow would have sent a normal person sailing, and even Anthony was pushed against the ground, feet sliding backward. The veins in Anthony’s arms bulged as he used physical enhancement magic to match this man’s strength.

      “I see you’re quite strong,” Caius said, backing off. “It’s no wonder Father wanted to enslave you. However, he has no need for such an unpredictable variable as you. I’ll make sure to end you here.”

      Anthony almost rolled his eyes, but the man attacked him again, this time swinging with much more finesse. It was impressive how he could swing around that greatsword. The thing looked like a gigantic butterknife. It must have weighed at least several hundred kilograms, yet he was swinging that thing around like it weighed less than a feather. That was impressive even if he was using Physical Enhancement.

      While Anthony fought against Caius, Trinity was dealing with Valeria in a battle of magic. It was quite the impressive sight. They were firing off spells at a rapid pace, and many of them were magics that he had never seen before.

      Valeria raised her staff and several lightning wolves appeared before her. They were composed entirely of pale blue lightning that looked as though each bolt had been woven together with the others to create the shape of a wolf. What impressed Anthony was how realistic they were. Even the way they snarled at Trinity was hyper-realistic.

      The lightning wolves rushed forward, but Trinity tapped her foot against the ground, and a pair of massive hands suddenly rose from the surface and squashed all the wolves flat. It happened so fast that Anthony wasn’t certain of what he had seen. Not that he had the time to be impressed. Caius was quite the troubling foe, especially since he seemed to get stronger the longer the battle went on.

      I’m stronger than him, but the difference between our experience and equipment is making it impossible for me to get an edge over him.

      Anthony had never really been a fighter. Even when he was a part of Lilith’s harem, everyone else had been protecting him. His only experience in battle was the fight against Caine… and that had been a disaster. After that, he hadn’t fought at all until he met Brianna and she began training him. That had been only a few months ago, now that he thought about it, not enough time to match someone like Caius, who had been training for almost his entire life.

      “Is this all you have, Incubus?!”

      Caius swung his greatsword. Anthony backed off, but the attack was so powerful that his slash created a compressed burst of air that slammed into him. He managed to block it with his batons. He was shocked, however, when the batons fell apart. The compressed air attack had sliced straight through them.

      “You might have strength, but you lack everything else. Honestly, I do not understand why my father wanted you so badly. You’re just a bundle of raw energy. All power and no control.”

      “I don’t know why your father wanted me either,” Anthony fired back. “I’m not into men, after all.”

      Caius’s expression became hard and cold. It seemed he didn’t like people insulting his father.

      The man rushed forward once more, and Anthony met him head on. He didn’t have his batons anymore, so he enhanced his arms and legs to the extreme. Even with his body enhanced, he knew better than to take an attack from Caius head on. That sword of his might not be the Germinius Blade, but it was clearly powerful, and it likely had some kind of magic that increased its cutting power. As the blade came down, he sidestepped, then thrust out his palm to knock the sword away. He blinked when pain shot into his hand. Glancing at his hand, he saw that it was completely cut up.

      “Some kind of wind attack?” Anthony wondered out loud.

      “You’re close enough,” Caius said with a snort. “Though don’t expect me to tell you my secrets.”

      “I wouldn’t expect that. And don’t worry. I’ll discover your secrets myself.”

      “I’d like to see you try!”

      Anthony narrowed his eyes as he analyzed Caius’s sword. He even allowed himself to get hurt several more times to figure out how it worked. While he couldn’t tell what techniques had been imbued into the blade, he soon understood their effects.

      The sword affected causality. In simple terms, causality referred to the relationship between cause and effect. Manipulating causality meant altering what “should-be” to suit the user. The sword could “decide” the outcome of any interaction involving it, so when Caius struck with the sword, the magic might dictate that the blade would cut through any defense regardless of the outcome. This weapon obviously had some limitations. It hadn’t been able to completely slice through Anthony. However, it was a dangerous weapon.

      An incredible sucking force erupted between Valeria and Trinity as they each created another magical attack. It looked like the pair had unleashed attacks so powerful that they created a blackhole between them. Anthony even thought he saw cracks in the fabric of reality. Fortunately, the two attacks were negated and the black hole vanished before it could damage their surroundings.

      Anthony focused back on Caius.

      Knowing how it worked now, Anthony decided he needed to separate Caius from his sword. As the man came in to attack again, Anthony accepted the attack head on. He raised his hand and caught the sword, gnashing his teeth together as the blade sank into his hand all the way to the bone, despite his physical enhancement.

      Anthony pushed his physical enhancement as far as he could go. Mana began leaking from his body as though he was a cracked sieve leaking water. It was a sign that his body could not hold all the mana he was channeling through it. He sank his fingers into the sword to get a firm grip, then yanked. Caius stumbled forward, but the blade remained firmly in his hand as the blade once more affected causality to stay with him, and that was exactly what Anthony wanted.

      “AAAAAAHHHHHHGGGG?!”

      A smile crept on Anthony’s lips as he created a dimensional blade that severed Caius’s hand near the wrist. The man had been so focused on his sword that he had neglected to defend his body. He had likely also been distracted by the fact that Anthony had allowed himself to be injured. With his sword no longer in his possession, he could no longer affect causality. Anthony yanked the hand off and gripped the blade himself. He clicked his tongue when he realized the blade wouldn’t respond to his will. It might be keyed into Caius specifically, so he tossed it aside with a grimace and raced forward.

      “YOOOOUUUUU—urk!!”

      Caius’s angry shout was cut off when Anthony plunged his hand straight into the man’s chest. His armor was powerful and his body durable, but Anthony had encased his hand in dimensional energy, creating a fine blade with his hand and using it to penetrate the man’s defenses. He soon reached the man’s heart. Wrapping his hand around it, he clenched it tight, turning the heart into a fine paste.

      Caius died instantly. Anthony removed his hand from the man’s chest and watched as he fell to the ground.

      “CAIUS! NOOOOOOO!”

      A loud scream alerted him to danger. He leapt back as an enraged Valeria attacked him with some kind of elemental bird. It looked like a creature made from every conceivable element. The bird chased after him as Valeria screamed and screamed and screamed, her eyes bloodshot with rage.

      “HOW DARE YOU! I’LL KILL YOU! DIE DIE DIE DIE—”

      Valeria’s rage filled tirade was abruptly cut off when Trinity appeared behind the woman. A saber was in her hand. It was a glimmering silver object that she hadn’t been holding before and looked quite unlike any weapon Anthony had seen. She plunged the blade into Valeria’s back without mercy. As the young woman died on Trinity’s blade, she pulled the sword out, and the object soon disappeared into particles of light.

      “I didn’t think it was true, but I guess those two really were quite… close,” Trinity said as Anthony came over to her.

      “Weren’t they siblings?”

      “Indeed.”

      “I… see…”

      Anthony had nothing he could say to that.

      “Let us mop up the rest of the forces,” Trinity said suddenly.

      Brianna, Marianne, and Secilia had been helping the War Maidens fight against the enemy forces, and while they were doing a good job, they were still outnumbered. Anthony glanced around. The many forces who were present seemed to have lost a lot of morale. They had seen Anthony and Trinity kill their commanding officers, so of course they had, but there were also many enemies who hadn’t seen it happen, and they would continue fighting.

      “Yeah, let’s get rid of them.”
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        * * *

      

      While the battle after that took longer than Anthony would have liked, they were able to mop up the remaining forces with relatively few casualties. In fact, no one on their side had died, though there were quite a few injuries and some of them were extreme. One of the War Maidens had even lost a limb. They were fortunate that losing a limb did not mean much anymore. Trinity said they would create a clone arm and attach it to the woman’s shoulder.

      After the battle ended, the leaders of their group met up again to discuss what they should do. In truth, the conversation did not take long. They had already decided to attack Chloe and Hendricks in their own base. The plan was to march on the base tomorrow. This meant speeding up their plans a bit, but they didn’t want to lose the momentum they had.

      Trinity had told everyone to get as much rest as they could because they’d be unlikely to get anymore until Chloe and Hendricks were defeated. Being an incubus, Anthony spent most of the night having sex with Brianna, then Marianne, and then Secilia. They still refused to have a threesome or moresome with him, so he took them to bed one at a time.

      They were now all lying in bed on a pair of clean sheets. Brianna had won the epic battle of rock, paper, scissors to secure her place as his sleeping companion, and she rested comfortably against his chest. Her soft breathing was soothing. Anthony wasn’t asleep, but his eyes were closed as he stroked Brianna’s arm.

      Tomorrow was the day this would all end, and he wondered what would happen after that. They still had to deal with Dr. Elena Vance and the debacle that had happened with her. Maybe Trinity would help him smooth things over with that woman? He should ask after this was all over. After all, Trinity would owe him one. Surely she would help him.

      He glanced at the clock. It was midnight. He sighed, closed his eyes, and allowed his body to relax. He needed to get at least some rest before the big attack.
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      Morning came. Anthony couldn’t say he was well-rested. It was hard to rest knowing that he would be launching an attack on a secure stronghold the next day. He had once heard someone say that the wait was the hardest part of war. He didn’t remember where he had heard that. It must have been a movie or something, but whether he had heard it from a fictional story or not, he finally understood the truth of those words.

      Waiting sucked.

      “You look like shit,” was the first thing out of Secilia’s mouth after waking up.

      “Thanks. I feel like shit,” Anthony admitted dryly.

      “Did you not sleep well?” asked Brianna. “I wasn’t too heavy, was I?”

      Anthony shook his head. “Nah, you were fine.”

      “You were too nervous to get a good sleep, weren’t you?” Brianna asked with a knowing grimace.

      “Yeah… something like that.”

      It was still early in the morning. The operation wouldn’t start for an hour or so. Thus they all traveled to the mess hall, where several members of the War Maidens were already present. Anthony had been introduced to them, so he knew them by name now. There was Sophia and Erica, Mugi, Helena, and Ayaka, and several others lounging around the tables. Some were eating, but some were just sipping coffee. Noelle and Trinity were also present.

      “Good morn—you look like shit,” Trinity said.

      Anthony gave her an annoyed look as he and his girls sat down. “Thank you. I’m so glad you noticed.”

      “You’re welcome.” Trinity was so cheery that he couldn’t tell if she was being sarcastic or not. “Anyway, have some coffee. That’ll pep you right up.” As though to emphasize her point, she took a long sip of her own drink. “Aaaaah. Man, humanity knew what they were doing when they made coffee. That hits the spot.”

      There was something odd about the way Trinity said humanity as though she was apart from it, but he didn’t dwell on that long. Someone came up with several meals for himself and his girls. Food at this base wasn’t the best, but it wasn’t bad either. They used a type of cartridge that, when used with a 3D food printer, would recreate a custom meal that had the same taste and texture of whatever they wanted—theoretically, at least. Anthony didn’t think the 3D food could match the flavor of Marianne’s cooking, but perhaps he was biased.

      Once breakfast was done, everyone was asked to load up on the vehicles. Anthony went in the command vehicle that they had commandeered. There had apparently been a tracking device located deep within the vehicle. It had not been a part of the vehicle itself, which was why it had gone unnoticed at first, but Secilia found and removed it after realizing their enemies had to have tracked them somehow. Trinity and Noelle were also with them.

      “How powerful are Chloe and Hendricks?” asked Anthony.

      “Pretty strong,” Trinity replied. She puffed out her chest. “They’re not as strong as me. I could take either of them one-on-one, but I can’t fight them together. That’s how they drove me out of Custodes Daemonium. With you on my side, we should be more than capable of taking them down.”

      “Can you give me a rundown of their abilities?”

      “Sure, but don’t go into this battle under the assumption that what I tell you is all the strength they have. I’m sure they’ve left some techniques in reserve for emergencies.”

      “So assume they have more powerful techniques that they haven’t unleashed yet. Got it.”

      They were sitting on couches surrounding a circular command table. Trinity tapped on the table to pull up some holographic images, which she manipulated until they were displaying a full 3D model of Chloe and Hendricks.

      Hendricks, as the leader of the Steel Brotherhood, was an expert melee combatant whose style revolved around overwhelming his enemies with brute strength and superior agility. He used a combination of martial arts and weapons mastery to defeat many a foe. According to Trinity, he had mastered numerous weapons, which he stored inside of a dimensional space that he could pull out at a moment’s notice.

      On the other hand, Chloe’s combat strategy emphasized control and manipulation of the battlefield through the use of magic. She used a wide array of spells to debilitate enemies, control the environment, and support her allies, which made her an extremely dangerous opponent. Chloe also had powerful spells that could decimate single enemies or attack multiple targets at the same time.

      “It sounds like Chloe will be more trouble,” Anthony muttered.

      “No, Hendricks is definitely stronger,” Trinity countered. “He might not have her devastating magic attacks, but all of his weapons are magically enhanced to cut through a variety of substances. His dual swords can even cut through mana. Trust me, you want to be very careful when fighting him head-on. Chloe is easy in comparison.”

      Anthony nodded. “I’ll take your word for it. Anyway, I’ll handle Hendricks since I’m better at melee combat than I am magic battles.”

      “I thought your magic was pretty good,” Trinity argued.

      “It’s haphazard at best.”

      They continued talking strategy. Anthony and Trinity would confront Chloe and Hendricks, while Noelle and Brianna would take charge of the vanguard. Secilia and Marianne would provide support like always. They wouldn’t be alone this time, however, since several of the War Maidens also excelled at long-range attacks and magic support. This meant he and Trinity would be acting on their own.

      There were several people Trinity told them to watch out for. Chloe and Hendricks had more children. They were younger and not as strong, but they were still a powerful threat, especially when they worked together. Brianna and Noelle were going to deal with them.

      Their vehicle didn’t have windows, so Anthony didn’t know where they were—not that he’d be able to tell anyway. However, he knew it wouldn’t be much longer before they arrived at the Custodes Daemonium military base. Once they did, the operation would begin. He took a deep breath in the hopes it would calm his racing heart.
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        * * *

      

      Custodes Daemonium’s base of operations drew influence from Mediterranean architecture, with an exterior that featured classical columns and arches made from weathered stone. Anthony didn’t know if they had gone with the aged appearance on purpose. Chloe and Hendricks didn’t seem the type, but Trinity did, so maybe she was responsible for the base’s design. These elements seamlessly blended into the forested environment and were integrated with sleek glass and metal structures. While the ancient-looking stones seemed old, they were also embedded with mana-absorbing materials and capable of creating adaptive camouflage that could alter the appearance of the structure to blend with the terrain.

      There were numerous defenses and security measures they had to deal with. Their only means of entrance were controlled access points, each of which were heavily defended by a combination of humans, drones, and defense systems. High-definition cameras, motion detectors, and thermal imaging would also let the command center know when intruders were near so they could move reinforcements at will.

      The biggest issue by far was going to be the automated defense systems, drone patrols equipped with both lethal and non-lethal weaponry, plus automated turrets and concealed missile silos that could be activated in the event of a direct assault. Anthony had no desire to be fired upon by missiles. Trinity had mentioned that the missiles were also equipped with a special mana barrier that let them tear through most magical attacks. Not his cup of tea.

      “There are three access points: Here, here, and here. All of them are pretty well-defended. We won’t be able to launch a frontal assault unless we can first take down the automated defenses.” Trinity looked at Secilia. “Can you do it?”

      Secilia snorted and flipped her hair. “Who do you think you’re talking to? There’s not a system alive that I can’t hack.”

      “I’ll leave it to you then. Once the automated defenses are down, we’ll begin our assault.”

      Secilia sat in the command seat and pulled up a holographic screen complete with keyboard. Her fingers began flying over the keyboard and several windows opened before her. Anthony couldn’t make heads or tails of the information, but Secilia seemed to know exactly what everything meant, and her eyes flickered back and forth across the screen.

      “They’re using a highly sophisticated, multi-layered system for each aspect of their base. That’s good for us. If I can hack into their mainframe, I can access every system they have. Let’s start this off with a bang, shall we?”

      She continued typing. Anthony didn’t realize what she was doing at first, but then Secilia smirked and slammed her finger into one of the buttons, and the earth suddenly rumbled as a massive explosion shook the vehicle. The door was open, so Anthony could see outside. He gawked as a massive cloud of smoke and fire rose into the sky like a pillar.

      “What did you just do?” asked Noelle.

      “I blew up all of their missiles so they can’t use them against us,” Secilia said with a smug smile. “And now to hack into their AI and surveillance network… okay, they shouldn’t be able to bring their drones online for a while. However, you do have a limited window of opportunity. They will eventually boot me out and I’ll be forced to hack back in. I recommend you begin the operation now.”

      “You’re right. Let’s get started.” Trinity stood up and grabbed her weapons for this operation, a dagger made of mithril and a bow, of all things. “Brianna and Noelle, you two take a squadron of War Maidens and hit the east and west access points. Anthony and I are gonna hit the north.”

      “I’ll take on the western access point,” Brianna said.

      “Then I guess I’ve got the east,” Noelle added.

      The two traveled outside and gathered a squadron of War Maidens. Marianne and Secilia went with them. Anthony originally thought Secilia was going to stay behind and provide tech support, but she said she could be better used traveling with the group. Anthony, in the meantime, traveled with Trinity.

      They traveled through the underbrush and trees and didn’t run into any resistance, which might or might not have been caused by Secilia blowing up the missiles inside of the base. It wasn’t long before they reached the access point. Cleverly integrated into the dense forest, the access point was concealed behind thick vegetation and constructed to mimic the appearance of a large boulder. This was just an illusion designed to trick the eyes and standard satellite video.

      “Gimme a moment to break the wards,” Trinity said.

      She stood up and drew her bow. Anthony wondered what she was going to use it for, but as she pulled the string back, an arrow appeared on it, not a solid one made of wood and metal but an arrow of light. Trinity took a deep breath, then held it. Even Anthony found himself holding his breath. A second ticked by before Trinity released the arrow along with her breath. It struck the boulder, which exploded in a dazzling array of light that revealed the barrier. Trinity fired another shot and the barrier shattered. The boulder disappeared to reveal several dozen soldiers and several inoperable drones.

      Anthony rushed forward, twirling the batons around. The soldiers on guard trained their weapons on him—some kind of rifle—but Anthony vanished into a dark portal and reappeared in their midst.

      “What the—”

      “Did he just teleport?!”

      “Shoot to kill—aaaaaghhh!”

      Anthony became a whirlwind. He swung the batons with incredible force. These soldiers were all wearing powerful looking armor, but that armor dented and cracked as he smashed his weapons into it, and the people he struck were sent flying. Because these soldiers had all been brainwashed by Hendricks, Anthony didn’t bother being gentle. One of his swings caught a soldier in the face and smashed it in. Another caused a man’s head to twist a full 180 degrees, making him look like an owl. A guard fired on him, but he opened a dimensional rift that the bullets traveled into, then stomped on the ground. Several spikes made of shadow skewered the enemy, who died when one of them pierced his heart. Trinity had also killed her opponents.

      “Okay. I’ll cut us an entrance now,” she said.

      Trinity took out her dagger. He didn’t think she’d be able to cut anything with that, but then light extended from the dagger and created a powerful blade at least a meter long. Anthony stepped back as Trinity stood before the massive gate and plunged her weapon straight through it. He didn’t know what this gate was made of, but Trinity easily carved a hole through the reinforced armor plating, then kicked it away with a magically-enhanced leg.

      “Welp, let’s go,” she said cheerfully.

      Shrugging, Anthony followed after Trinity. He wondered how Brianna was doing.
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        * * *

      

      Brianna had gone to the eastern access point. It had been a long time since she had been back here, so seeing the steel gates that defended this place made her somewhat nostalgic.

      The eastern access point was meant for vehicles to pass through, which meant it was also larger than both the western and northern access points. It also wasn’t camouflaged. She stared at the gate that loomed before her and was guarded by numerous soldiers, members of the Steel Brotherhood and Arcane Sentinels. They weren’t the only problems. Plenty of drones were present as well, but fortunately, Secilia had shut off their AI controls. They had a small window of opportunity to attack before they reactivated.

      “Let’s go,” she said to her squad.

      Her squadron consisted of Marianne and Secilia for support, and three more War Maidens: Arianna, Melanie, and Hannah.

      Arianna was a tall woman with very long legs. Brianna did not know her exact height, but she was the tallest member of the War Maidens. Hair like the sun was tied into a tight bun on her head. It made her look severe. Not a single strand was out of place. She had blue eyes, pale skin, and the face of a model. If it wasn’t for the fact that she had a permanent scowl etched on her face, she could have had men eating out of the palm of her hand. Back before Chloe and Hendrick’s coup, not a single man would talk to her because she looked like she would bite their heads off if they tried, but she was actually very nice.

      Melanie was nowhere near as tall as Arianna, but she had a curvaceous figure that didn’t seem conducive to intense, high-speed combat. She had dark skin. Her hair was black like midnight, and her eyes were equally dark and smoldering. Brianna often thought she had a classic sort of beauty. She also felt a kinship with her because her chest was big like Brianna’s. They were lucky the enhancement suits came with built-in chest bindings or they would have been extremely uncomfortable when performing high-intensity movements.

      The last among them was Hannah. She was small and had the look of a mousy scholar. Her brown hair was in disarray and her eyes were big. She normally wore glasses, but she had contacts in during operations like this. Unlike the other two, she lacked the figure that made men go crazy, but she was cute in her own way. While Brianna had never been the type to spoil people, the other members of the War Maidens would spoil this woman rotten and treated her like a child, which often caused Hannah to get angry and pout.

      She and the three other War Maidens took off, racing down the slope as quickly as they could to close the distance. The guards noticed them quickly, however, and the Arcane Sentinels began firing off spells in quick succession. Magic rained down on them. Ice gathered in the sky and pelted them from above. Stakes erupted from the ground in an attempt to skewer them. Brianna and her cohorts cut through the stakes along the ground after dodging them, while Marianne used a combination of dimensional magic and shadow magic to protect them from the icicles above.

      They soon reached the gate and Brianna led the attack. The glint of her sword was the only thing people saw as she swung her blade and tore through her opponents. Blood flew through the air and splattered against the ground. She grimaced at the thought of cutting down people she used to work with, but she understood this was just how things were. Yesterday’s ally might become tomorrow’s enemy. If she wanted to blame someone for the state of things, then she would blame Chloe and Hendricks for their stupid coup d'etat.

      The enemies were soon taken care of, and Marianne and Secilia came down from the slope. They had been providing cover fire. Secilia had used her sniper rifle to shoot enemies from a distance, while Marianne attacked with shadow magic. Not long after getting down, Secilia went over to the door, took a cable out of her storage, and inserted one end into her IDBand and the other into a socket in the door’s main access console. Brianna saw what she was doing, but she didn’t understand it herself. She just knew that the codes running over the screen were somehow allowing her to hack the door.

      “Okay. We’re in. Just gimme a second to open this door… and there!”

      The door slid open soon after, revealing an entire battalion of enemy soldiers. It looked like the AI system was back online too, because it wasn’t just the Steel Brotherhood and Arcane Sentinels who were present. Plenty of AI drones were standing at the ready and attacked the moment the doors opened. Brianna and the others had to quickly move away from the door and find cover as magical attacks blasted the area they had been standing. Secilia, who wasn’t very quick, almost got hit, but Brianna grabbed the woman by the scruff of her neck and yanked her back with her.

      The AI drones were using energy weapons. Their rifles fired plasma and particle beams, which was capable of melting through metal. The rock that Brianna and Secilia hid behind began melting quickly under the concentrated fire. Brianna was worried the rock would melt and they would find themselves without cover, but Marianne emerged from the shadows at her feet and quickly created a dimensional rift that blocked the weapon fire.

      “What should we do?” she asked.

      Brianna bit her lip. “Their weapons will run out of power eventually. If we can just hold out until that happens, they will send in the Steel Brotherhood, and we can take them out, but…”

      As she spoke, the Arcane Sentinels finished casting their magic. Hundreds if not thousands of icicle stakes appeared above their heads. Brianna, Secilia, Marianne, and the three War Maidens all looked up, their faces pale at the sight. Marianne would not be able to protect them all since they were so scattered, and she was already blocking the blaster fire. As Brianna wondered what she could do to get them out of this situation, the icicles descended upon them.
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        * * *

      

      Trinity was, dare he say it, kind of badass. During their fight against Caius and Valeria, he hadn’t been able to see much of her abilities, but he was seeing them now, and he was pretty much in awe. He now understood why she was the leader of the War Maidens.

      Her movements as she swung the Germinius Blade were more elegant than anything he’d ever seen. She had the grace of a dancer mixed with a fierce jungle predator. Every attack she made was purposeful and debilitating. Trinity never went for attacks that injured and always aimed to kill. Whether it was a drone or a person, her attacks struck swift and true, eliminating her enemies in the most painless way possible.

      She didn’t just use a sword either. She had a device called an Energy Bow. It looked like a tube at first glance, but when she poured mana into it, the tube transformed into a bow. The arrows were also made from mana. When she pulled the ethereal bowstring back, and arrow composed of elemental energy appeared. She was able to fire arrows of different elements, but he noticed that her specialty appeared to be light-related. They were golden-colored arrows that, when fired, would split into several hundred and pepper the enemy with a volley-like hail.  It was an impressive attack, though it seemed to lack firepower since the enemies’ shields were able to withstand the barrage. Anthony used her attacks as a distraction to get in close and take them down before they could retaliate.

      “You know something? We make a pretty good team,” Trinity said with a smile as they wandered through a hallway. They had fought their way across the compound until they had reached a massive building located deeper in. It wasn’t the command structure. Trinity said it was a training hall.

      “I suppose we do at that,” Anthony admitted.

      It was true they had been good at reading each other’s intent and timing. Anthony thought it was because this woman fought similarly to Brianna, but she still had a lot more attacks in her arsenal than his first lover did.

      “Anyway, we’re here.”

      “Right… and you’re sure Chloe and Hendricks are in here?”

      “Positive. I can feel them.”

      “And you’re sure this isn’t a trap?”

      “Even if it is, we have no choice but to walk into it.”

      “I… suppose that’s true, though I’m loathe to admit it.”

      Anthony could only surmise that they had come here because they knew a battle was inevitable and wanted to mitigate whatever damage would be done during their fight. They obviously wouldn’t want their command center getting destroyed during combat.

      Trinity cut open the door the same way she had the access point and strolled in like she owned the place. Anthony followed close behind her.

      The room was large and plain, made with gray tiles that covered the floor, walls, and ceiling. This room looked similar to the simulation chamber that he and Brianna sometimes used for training. More than likely, this room could also create hyper-realistic simulations.

      Two people stood in the middle of this room. Anthony had already seen their profiles, so he recognized Chloe and Hendricks. They looked like they had come prepared for war.

      Hendricks wore a suit that looked like something straight out of medieval times but with a modern twist. The segmented armor appeared heavy but was clearly designed for ease of movement. A strange tube was strapped to his waist. Anthony assumed it was a weapon, but he couldn’t tell what kind of weapon.

      Meanwhile, Chloe was dressed in the robes of a mage. He couldn’t see the runes, but he could tell from the mana emanating from her that the robes were heavily reinforced to protect her from attacks and enhance her own magic. The staff she carried looked a lot more advanced than the ones he’d seen so far. It was made from a composite material that allowed for easy mana conductivity and the catalyst located atop it didn’t look like a normal jewel.

      “Hello, you two. What a fine day it is, wouldn’t you say? The weather is perfect for an assault on someone’s base of operations.”

      Trinity was radiating hostility as she smiled at the pair. Anthony eyed her warily out of his peripherals, though he kept most of his attention on their enemies. Hendricks had moved to stand protectively in front of Chloe. It was a standard move to protect the mage since they were weaker at close quarters.

      “You should have simply joined us,” Hendricks said. “Had you not been so stubborn, none of this would have happened.”

      While Trinity’s smile remained, it seemed to become more ominous. “Joined you? Listen here, youngin, I’m not about to get in bed with someone who only cares about power and status. Keep your dick in your pants. If you have to dick someone, then you’ve got a wife right there.”

      Anthony had never heard Trinity speak like this in the short time he had known her. It sounded like more had happened between these three than she had let on. He was curious, but he knew this was a private matter. She wouldn’t have kept silent if that wasn’t the case, and in the end, her reasons for the discord between them was not something that would ultimately affect him. If anything, he was grateful since it meant she wouldn’t become his enemy.

      Neither Hendricks nor Chloe changed expressions at Trinity’s crass words.

      “And that is why you are an eyesore, Trinity. If you will not join us, then we must simply eliminate you.” Hendricks didn’t even glance at Chloe as he addressed her. “Do it.”

      Chloe tapped the floor with her staff. A massive magic circle suddenly appeared beneath them. Anthony had no idea what it was, but he got a very bad feeling from it. Trinity’s face had gone pale when she saw the circle.

      “Well, shoot.”

      Moments after the circle appeared, Anthony felt his mana being drained from him. It was similar to the spell Caius and Valeria had used. However, the drain was much more powerful. This was obviously a more refined technique. Anthony realized very quickly that they would need to deal with these two soon before they ran out of mana. Yet the moment this thought occurred to him, Trinity dropped to a knee. He glanced her way, and what he saw shocked him.

      “I knew it,” Hendricks muttered. “I had always suspected it, but it’s good to have confirmation.”

      Chloe nodded. “I had always sensed your mana was different from a human’s. You’re not human. I do wonder why one of your kind has decided to enter human society, but I suppose it doesn’t matter.”

      While Trinity’s appearance hadn’t changed much, she looked a lot younger now than she had before. He would have placed Trinity in her early thirties when they first met. Now she looked like someone in her early twenties. She might have even been able to pass off as a teenager. Her skin was flawless and smooth, and her lips were the same color as a peach. Her nose looked a little smaller and cuter. However, the biggest change was her ears. Emerging from her parted hair were a pair of very long ears with pointed tips.

      Trinity was an elf.

      

  





        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

  





        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      What was an elf doing outside of their Secluded Realm? Why was one of them working for Custodes Daemonium? Anthony had many questions, but none of them were important right now.

      “Trinity… do you have enough magic for one more attack?”

      Trinity shook her head, grimacing. “I’m… sorry. I should have known they would do this. I’m… almost out of mana… If I lose anymore…”

      “How long can you hold out?”

      “Not long… maybe fifteen minutes…”

      “I understand.”

      Elves were not like humans. If a human used up all their mana, they would still be able to survive provided they didn’t push themselves, but an elf’s life was tied to their mana. If an elf used all their mana, they would die.

      Anthony moved to stand protectively in front of Trinity. While the technique Chloe had unleashed was draining his mana, he had quite a bit. He’d filled up on mana last night and now felt like he was overflowing. He would have to thank his women when this was all over. He should be able to spam spells for at least half an hour before he ran out of mana.

      “Leave this to me.”

      “You think you can take us on by yourself?” asked Hendricks, snorting. “I’m not surprised by your audacity. I’ve heard that incubi are always arrogant.”

      “Arrogant? Yeah, I guess I’ve gotten a little arrogant.” Anthony shrugged. It was true that he had become a lot more confident now than he used to be. He didn’t think he’d changed much from before though. “Anyway, are we gonna do this or not? I don’t have all day.”

      “Fine.” Hendricks lowered his stance and held his sword in a two-handed grip, while Chloe raised her staff, electricity crackling from its tip. “We’ll deal with you right now.”

      Anthony did not waste time. He stepped into a dimensional rift and appeared above the pair, hand outstretched as he poured his mana into his technique. Tiny black balls that looked like compressed flames appeared before him. They were not flames, however. They were dimensional tears that he sent hurtling toward Hendricks and Chloe. He didn’t think they would do any damage, and, just as he expected, Chloe summoned a vibrant shield that his dimensional attacks splashed harmlessly against. He didn’t know how her magic worked, but the fact that she could block dimension magic like that suggested her spells were extremely powerful.

      But Anthony was already gone.

      He came out of another dimensional tear right next to Chloe. His goal was to remove her from the equation. She was the one who had activated the spell that was absorbing their mana, so if he took her out, the spell would cease functioning. Anthony tried to hit her with a powerful dimensional attack at close-range. Chloe proved nimble, however, and swiftly dodged his attack with moves that made her look like a contortionist.

      Damn she moves well.

      “Do you use that flexibility in bed? Because damn, Hendricks is pretty lucky if you do.”

      Chloe’s face didn’t change, but he got the sense she was angry at his crass attitude. She fired off a bolt of lightning that would have struck him in the face if he hadn’t opened a dimensional rift in time. Okay, so she didn’t like his joke. That was his bad. He would have chortled if Hendricks hadn’t slipped into his guard from his blind spot and tried to cut him in half with a swing of his sword.

      “Whoa there. Easy where you swing that thing.”

      “You like to talk a lot.”

      “Talking is a skill I have, yes.”

      Actually, Anthony wasn’t much of a talker, but he was trying to piss them off. Angry opponents made mistakes. It wasn’t necessarily an honorable way to fight, but he needed every advantage he could get right now.

      Chloe and Hendricks made an amazing pair. Hendricks was the frontline fighter, keeping Anthony occupied with an unending number of attacks. He didn’t just use his greatsword either. He could pull several weapons off his person, switching between them at will, and used each one masterfully. It made battling him hard. He didn’t have any preset attack patterns like most people. His masterful use of weaponry and unpredictability made it hard for Anthony to deal with him.

      The addition of Chloe made it even worse. Her magic was versatile and powerful. She could launch attacks of any element at any point in space. Anthony was fortunate that she was limited to the main elements: Earth, fire, wind, water, and lightning. It didn’t look like she was able to use more esoteric elements like dimension, space, or time. He would have been in serious trouble if she could do that.

      A burst of flames swept over Anthony, but he walked through a dimensional rift to avoid it—only to come face to face with a bolt of lightning. He had no choice but to divert the attack since he didn’t have time to use magic. The lightning bolt veered off course when he struck it and slammed into a wall, detonating with enough force that the entire wall was blown to pieces. Chloe’s attacks were infused with a lot of mana. She clearly had a large well-pool to draw on.

      The two made a great pair. They covered for each other’s weaknesses and made it almost impossible for Anthony to attack. It was like they not only had eyes in the back of their heads but could also speak to each other telepathically. Their coordination was on another level. Even Anthony couldn’t coordinate that well with the women in his harem, and he had a bond with them. It might not be full on telepathy, but it was about as close as anyone would ever be able to get.

      To make matters worse, Anthony couldn’t bring out his full power… because Trinity was there. She had managed to get herself as far from the battle zone as possible, but the barrier prevented her from actually leaving. That meant he had to constantly be mindful of her. He couldn’t use any attack that would annihilate her by accident, and she didn’t have enough magic to form a barrier. Well, she probably could, but it would kill her.

      At the very least, the two he was fighting were not doing much better. They were clearly getting frustrated by how long he was lasting. Hendricks looked like he might burst a blood vessel as he swung at Anthony. Since neither of them could land a hit, Anthony was hoping they would eventually get frustrated and do something stupid that he could capitalize on. Sadly, he didn’t think that would happen. Chloe and Hendricks were professionals, and the spell Chloe had cast was constantly draining his mana. Even if they couldn’t hit him, they only had to wait for his mana to run dry, and then he would be a sitting duck.

      What sort of spell is this woman using anyway? How can she keep it active when she’s firing off so many other spells?

      The spell that drained mana seemed to be one that involved inscribing a magic formula onto the ground. They were runes of a sort, and they were connected to form a circuit that had been activated when she tapped her staff against the ground and poured her mana into it. As Anthony dodged Hendrick’s powerful swings, he tried to further analyze the spell formula. It looked like this thing was… not using Chloe’s mana. Huh. So she had only used mana to activate the magic, which meant it had to be getting mana from elsewhere… a ley line. He remembered Brianna telling him once that the Custodes Daemonium base had been built over a ley line. That was the reason they had chosen this place as their base to begin with.

      Can I cancel the magic if I disrupt the formula’s connection with the ley line?

      Chloe fired off several bolts of lightning and fireballs. Anthony spread his arms wide and activated an area-wide dimensional gap that the spells flew into, but Hendricks appeared behind him, sword raised and swinging. They clashed against the batons in Anthony’s hands as he crossed them. His knees buckled as the ground cratered beneath his feet.

      Anthony pushed Hendricks back with his magically enhanced physical strength, then slammed his hands into the ground. He poured a massive amount of his mana into the ground, sending his consciousness deeper, deeper, far beneath the earth’s crust until he felt the ley line. It was… incredible. Ley lines were sometimes called dragon veins in Eurasia and now he understood why. Dragons were mythical creatures often held up as the strongest of all beings, and this ley line was nothing if not power personified. Just sensing it like this almost overwhelmed him.

      “Hendricks! He’s trying to disrupt my spell! Stop him!”

      Chloe realized what he was trying to do and created several dozen fireballs, which she combined with a tornado to create a fiery maelstrom of energy that swept over him. Anthony gritted his teeth as his body was burned. He could feel the first few layers of skin burning away, but he couldn’t take time out of what he was doing to fight back. All he could do was endure.

      Hendricks came in once the fire barrage ended. Anthony’s skin was blistering and red as the man rushed forward, sword raised to strike him down. Time felt like it was slowing down as Anthony created a dimensional rift between the ley line and the magic spell formula. He couldn’t see the effects. It was all happening underground, but he felt the drain on his mana suddenly cease. Of course, by then, Hendricks was already swinging his sword down, and Anthony had no time to dodge.

      Fortunately, he didn’t have to.

      A soft shlick sound echoed around them, oddly loud, and Hendricks fell sideways, his sword clattering to the ground beside Anthony. Anthony looked at the sword, then at Hendricks. The man’s eyes were wide open, but his pupils were sightless. He was clearly dead. The culprit was the light arrow that had been firmly lodged into his temple.

      “Have you recovered?” asked Anthony.

      Trinity stood some distance away, bow in hand. She smiled. “Not fully, but with the drain gone, I can recover my mana quickly… once you cancel your dimensional magic.”

      She must need the ley line to gather mana.

      He shook his head. “No can do. The spell will reactivate if I do that.”

      “That’s unfortunate. I don’t have enough mana to launch another attack.”

      “It’s fine. Leave the rest to me.”

      “H-Hendricks…?” Chloe’s eyes were wide as she stared at the corpse of her husband, but only for a moment, before she turned emotionless and raised her staff to attack Trinity. “I will kill you both here.”

      “No, you won’t.”

      Anthony appeared behind the woman through a dimensional rift and plunged his hand into her back. His hand broke through her spine and grabbed her heart. He pulled it out. The attack was so fast that Chloe didn’t even have time to realize what happened when she died. She simply pitched forward, legs folding like a puppet without strings.

      “Are you okay, Anthony?” asked Trinity as she walked up to him.

      “I’m extra crispy and my body feels like it’s on fire, so, yeah, I’m fine.”

      “Has anyone told you that your sarcasm needs work?”

      “I’m injured. Please give me a break.”

      “Here, let me heal you.”

      Trinity placed her hand on his shoulder. It hurt like the dickens. Seriously freaking painful. She wasn’t touching his skin but the raw muscle on his shoulder. Trinity’s fire attack had burned away almost all of his skin. However, a soothing sensation soon spread from the point of contact, and Anthony watched in mute awe as layers upon layers of fresh skin began crawling across his body.

      “How are you doing this? Elf magic?”

      “Well, yes… though I’ve never heard it called ‘elf magic’ before.” Trinity laughed quietly. “It’s called Natural Regeneration. I’m pulling mana from the ley line to reinforce my own mana, then sending it to you as healing magic. It amplifies your own natural healing and improves cellular regeneration.”

      “That’s pretty awesome.”

      “Yes, it is. I’m glad you recognize how amazing this magic is.” Trinity paused. “Also, I’d like you to keep my origins a secret.”

      “I figured.” Anthony shrugged. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone.”

      “Thank you.” Trinity removed her hand from his shoulder and took a deep breath. “All right, you’re all healed. Give me a moment to recover my mana so I can put my disguise back on. We’ll go help everyone else after that.”

      Anthony nodded. “I’m fine with that. It’s a shame though.”

      Trinity tilted her head, elf ears wiggling. “What’s a shame?”

      “That you have to put on a disguise. You’re really hot.”

      Trinity blinked several times, then burst out laughing.
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      Academy Island Hospital for Catastrophes was founded shortly after Academy Island became geographically isolated due to the seismic events along the San Andreas Fault. The formation of the island and subsequent geopolitical shifts left a vacuum in specialized medical care, especially for magical catastrophes and extraordinary cases tied to the burgeoning population of humans and magical beings.

      It was established with a mix of private investment and public funding, spearheaded by a consortium of philanthropists and tech moguls who would later go on to become the first Academy Island Board of Directors. Ever since it was founded, the Academy Island Hospital for Catastrophes, sometimes referred to as AIHC, has been at the forefront of numerous groundbreaking medical advancements. This included the development of the first successful spell to reverse curses. The hospital had even pioneered the integration of AI with healing magic to create automated healing wards capable of adjusting treatments in real-time based on the patient’s magical aura.

      Of course, not all of the hospital’s past and present were benign.

      AIHC’s cutting-edge technology and many advancements within the medical field were due in no small part to its participation in experimental therapies that pushed the boundaries of both medical and magical ethics. These treatments would have never been allowed anywhere else, but away from the prying eyes of any form of government, scientists and doctors of dubious morality were allowed to perform any number of inhumane experiments on people. Some treatments developed or tested at the hospital involved high risks to the subjects, including irreversible genetic or arcane alterations. While these experiments were conducted under the guise of advancing medical science, they sometimes resulted in severe side effects, failure, and even death, but all that was quietly swept under the rug so the hospital, and Academy Island, could remain at the top in scientific advancements.

      A young woman named Clarissa was currently making her rounds on the third floor. She was a moderately pretty woman with dark brown hair drawn into a bun, dark skin, and violet eyes. Clarissa also wasn’t human. The sharp fangs poking from her lips and glowing eyes told everyone that she was a vampire.

      This floor was used as both a means of providing better medical care and also segregating people with dangerous magical maladies from the people who didn’t have one. There was no telling if a magical illness or curse could spread, so this was done to prevent that from happening. Wards lined the walls, floor, and ceiling to prevent any miasma or mana that might be produced by the people on this floor from spreading.

      She normally worked the front desk, but sometimes they called staff in to do extra work, and tonight, she had drawn the short end of the stick. It wasn’t all bad. As a vampire, she much preferred night. She also got paid extra to check in on the third ward cases. Her duties were pretty basic. All she had to do was check on the patients to make sure they were comfortable and not in need of anything.

      She had just finished checking on an older patient who’d been afflicted with a curse that acted similar to cancer but was far more insidious. He was fortunately on the mend. They had been using their advanced magitech to treat his illness. Unfortunately, he had to remain in the third ward. They had once tried moving him and the affliction had begun quickly spreading the moment he left. Several medical professionals were trying to come up with a more permanent cure, but it would likely be a while before one was found.

      Clarissa just had one last patient to check on.

      She entered the room quietly, so as not to disturb the patient, though he was in such a deep sleep that she knew nothing would bother him. The hospital room looked the same as every other room. After ensuring the door was properly shut, she walked over to the bed and glanced at the young man resting on it. He had dark brown hair and youthful features. His name was Calvin Amasius. He was Anthony’s younger brother.

      “You and your brother really do look quite similar,” she muttered quietly. Then she tilted her head. “Though your brother has gotten really hot recently.”

      She knew he couldn’t hear her. This young man was deep in a coma. Even the most skilled medical professionals had no idea what sort of affliction he had, nevermind how to cure it. They had done all kinds of experiments and performed any number of diagnostics. She had even watched some of them. Quite a few had been fairly invasive. Yet nothing they had done revealed anything. He was still alive. He still breathed, his heart still beat, but it was like he had become a body without a soul.

      Clarissa began checking the various medical equipment. Her job was to make sure everything was working properly and connected correctly. Sometimes patients would move and disconnect the equipment that was meant to monitor their vitals. Of course, Calvin never moved. He was as inert as a corpse, but they always had someone check just in case. The hospital might use dubious practices sometimes. However, they still did their best to ensure they were providing top notch medical assistance.

      As Clarissa bent over to check the equipment, she never noticed the young man slowly open his eyes, revealing bright red irises to the world.
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            THANK YOU FOR READING!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading the ebook version of Incubus 6!

      I know how important your time is, but if you liked this story and have a quick minute, please consider writing a review to help other potential readers make a decision on whether to read this story or not. Books live and die by their reviews. A book without a lot of reviews will not reach many readers. I hope if you enjoyed this book, you will help it reach many more readers.

      If you’d like to learn when a new book from me is out, your best bet is to sign up for my mailing list.

      Join my mailing list!

      Don’t worry. I hate spam as much as the next guy. I’ll only send out newsletters to announce the release of my next book, when I’m hosting giveaways, or when something that is actually news worthy happens.

      If you enjoy sarcasm, NSFW artwork, and all things erotic, you can follow me on Twitter. I tend to retweet art and anime tiddies.

      My Facebook Page is another place where you can find me. I tend to post less often on there, so you won’t get sarcastic posts and nude artwork, but you’ll get important stuff like cover reveals, light novel illustrations, WIPs, and the occasional glimpse into what I am writing.

      And finally, you can find me on the Original English Light Novel Group, Harem Lit, Harem Gamelit, and GameLit Society groups. If you are a fan of harem/gamelit stories in general, I highly recommend joining these groups as well. You’ll feel right at home.

      Once again, thank you for reading my books. Your support is immeasurable.
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      Hello, one and all. Thank you for reading Incubus, Volume 6.

      I meant to get this volume out last year, but things happened, and my publishing schedule was thrown into disarray. I hope to publish my series much faster this year.

      I hope everyone is excited to get back into the story about Anthony and his bondmates. I have two more volumes planned for this series.

      This particular volume had Anthony dealing with the Custodes Daemonoium. I wanted to showcase how they weren’t a monolithic structure. While Trinity wanted to get along with Anthony by giving him Brianna to bond with, the others wanted to use him as a tool for their own ambitions. It all came to a head in this volume and culminated in what I hope was an exciting battle.

      If you enjoyed it, I do hope you’ll write a review for it. Let other people know this book is worth their time and attention.

      I plan to begin adding more bondmates for Anthony again. He needs 7 to be complete. I don’t know if I’ll give him all 7, but I have at least 3 more already planned out. You’ve already met them all too. I wonder who they could be…?

      I don’t want to make this afterword very long, so I’m going to end things with some last minute thank yous.

      Thank you, Sarah. My original editor for this series bailed on me. She was supposed to finish the edits last year, but ended up… not. Then this year, she told me she can’t work on my projects due to health reasons. That’s the reason this book came out so late. Sarah stepped up and did the edits for me.

      Thank you, Orendi Laran. He is my artist for this series, and he does an excellent job. I’m always blown away by his cute as heck art.

      Finally, thank you readers. I appreciate your patience. As I mentioned, a lot happened last year and I was unable to publish this book like I wanted. My goal is to begin publishing at least one volume for this series every year. With a new editor, I hope that will become a reality and not just a dream. Anyway, your support has always been what keeps me going. I hope to write many more novels for you to read and enjoy.

      Thank you once again. I’ll see you in volume 8!

      
        
        ~Brandon Varnell

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Hey, did you know?

      

        

      
        Brandon Varnell has started a Patreon.

      

      

      
        
      

      You can get all kinds of awesome exclusives like:

      
        
        1. The chance to read his stories before anyone else!

        2. Free ebooks!

        3. Exclusive SFW and NSFW artwork!

        4. His undying love!

      

      

      
        
        Er, maybe we don’t want that last one, but the rest is pretty cool, right?

      

      

      

      
        
        To get this awesome exclusive content, go to:

      

      

      
        
        www.patreon.com/BrandonVarnell

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Have you been turned on to Brandon’s Light Novels yet?

      

        

      
        Wait. That sounded kind of wrong.

      

        

      
        Try out Brandon’s First original English light novel series!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Follow me on Social Media for news on my writing, book releases, artwork, and sarcasm!

      

      

      
        
        Twitter

        Facebook

        Instagram

        Patreon

        My Website

        My newsletter
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