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"The drama and the slice of life parts of the story are a great respite and help flush out all the characters. The world itself is filled with an interesting mixture of creatures of the cat variety that can’t help but make you chuckle."

- Ranger Frank, Author of Deathworld Commando: Reborn

“I was genuinely surprised that what at first seemed to be an egregious lowest common denominator bait actually turned out to have surprising depth."

- ShneekeyTheLost, Author of Don't Poke the Humans

“I didn’t expect fun characters to become fun people, I didn’t expect the tonal shift, I didn’t expect a more meaningful look at what being a man and being a father means, and I didn’t expect to want to keep reading this all the way through. But all that happened, and here I am.” 


- Golden Brown 


“How dare this story be so good. I’m filing a complaint with the author—it oughta be against the rules to hit me in the feels with a story like this. I love it so much.“ 


- Pastafarian
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Chapter 1
One Cannot Step Twice in the Same River


I’ll be the first one to admit it. I was not looking forward to getting back on a boat. Our last journey ended with Ravyn frying up a herd of fishcats, and I was sure there were plenty of other Encroachers waiting out there to call us dinner.

At least this time, I felt ready. Higher Level, better gear, and a full Party. Still, it was tough to shake that nagging feeling that my encounters so far were only the beginning.

Keke, Cannoli, Ravyn, and I found Portia on the dock, caring for and crooning over her new sloop like a newborn baby. The Bells she’d won from her card games with Cailu had paid off.

“How’s sailing, Portia?” I called with a wave.

“Oh, Goddess above, never been better!” Portia laughed. She hopped from the deck to the dock and greeted us with a smile. The tattoos on her arm flexed and reshaped as she stretched her arms. “She steers like a dream. And she’s big enough to keep the damn roaches away. Most of ‘em, anyway.”

“Heh. I have a feeling that it isn’t just the boat that keeps them away,” Ravyn snickered, coiling her thick red tail around her leg.

“You probably have a point there. Got a few new weapons in the kit to boot.” Portia cracked her neck, and the silver hoops in her left ear caught the sunlight. “What can I do for my favorite customers?”

“We’re on a Quest!” Cannoli announced. Buttons, her blue blazard, scurried into her hair and took a seat on the top of her head, bobbing his head in time with hers. “We need to find the men on the other islands!”

Portia ran a hand through her cropped green hair. “Hmm. Well, ya know where Cailu is. Though his purse is a lot lighter.”

“Right. Not Cailu,” Keke agreed. The ocean breeze blew her dark brown hair back and the scent of her with it. She always smelled incredible.

“Cailu’s the one who sent us on this little adventure in the first place. Now we need to go to Ichi Island and Shi Island,” I explained. “But I’m not sure where to start.”

“Ichi’s dangerous as hell. There’s a lotta high-Leveled Encroachers and more Defiled there than Nyarlothep, as I heard it.” Portia crossed her arms. “And the desert is a pain to cross without the right equipment.”

“I went there once. I’m not looking forward to going back,” Ravyn added.

Portia nodded. “Shi Island is, er, well…” She trailed, chewing in thought. “Shi Island is strange.”

“Strange how?” I asked. After our escapades on San Island, I wondered how much ‘stranger’ Nyarlea could get.

“It’s a pretty harmless island, I think. But the girls there, they’re a weird bunch,” Portia said.

“They can’t be much weirder than Ravyn, right?” Keke asked with a dry laugh.

“Hey. Eat shit,” Ravyn snapped. Ball Gag, her hellkite familiar, snickered from his perch on her shoulder.

I hate that bird.

Portia laughed. “If I had to choose between Ichi and Shi to visit first, I’d say Shi. It’ll be an overnight ride, but the sloop has plenty of room for all of ya. We can take turns on watch.”

“That sounds great. We should have enough Bells for the trip.” I dug through my [Cat Pack] and procured a section of the money left over from our equipment run. We’d made a solid amount off of the four lizard Encroachers we’d hunted the day before, so I knew we’d have enough money for inn stays and food. It was nice not scraping the bottom of the barrel for Bells.

“Oh, Matt, I can pay my own way. It’s okay!” Cannoli said, her fluffy white ears perking up as she rifled through her pack. “We made lots yesterday!”

“Let me have this one,” I insisted. “You girls have done enough for me.”

Cannoli beamed, then tied her [Cat Pack] shut. “Alright.”

I paid, and we swapped to [Combat Mode] before boarding. Portia swiftly had us out to sea, and I sat down with the iPaw. I’d thought about where I wanted my points to go before I’d Leveled, so it didn’t take much time to throw my Stat Point into [Resistance] and the Class Point into [Adrenaline Rush]. After Cannoli’s explanation of [Resistance] on our return from San, and the Shulan Defiled’s Enchantment display, anything to resist that bullshit was welcome.

With that out of the way, I decided to take a look at our Party and see what we had to work with.

Matt

Base Level 5
Warrior Class Level 5
Base Experience: 710/1000
Class Experience: 710/1000
Health Points: 39/39
Myana Points: 5/5
Energy: 20/21
Strength: 3 +4
Vitality: 2 +2
Dexterity: 1
Agility: 1 +1
Magic: 1
Resistance: 2 +3

I grinned from ear to ear. For once in my life, I was making visible progress. Though, something about my Stats seemed off.

Where am I getting 11 more [Health Points]?

I distinctly remembered having 28 [Health Points] before I hit Base Level 5. In fact, my [Strength] and [Vitality] looked higher than I remembered as well. I wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth, but I needed to know what was going on. I thought about asking Keke, but I decided to go straight to the source for the information.

“Hey, Ai,” I said.

Seconds later, a window with Ai’s portrait appeared on the iPaw’s screen. The pixelated, blue-haired catgirl had returned to her Ni Island sailor’s outfit, and the sound of her monotone voice was somehow comforting. “Can you help me out?”

“How may I assist, [User Matthew]?”

I frowned. Start calling me Matt, for starters. “My Stats seem to be a bit higher than I remember. My [Strength] and [Vitality] as well. I didn’t put them up myself, so I was wondering if you knew about some feature I might’ve missed.”

She blinked. “Are you referring to the Class Bonus received at Class Level 5?”

“I don’t know,” I shrugged. “Would that explain it?”

“Possibly. First Classes receive a bonus to their Stats upon reaching Class Level 5.” Ai pointed up with one finger, and the list of notifications started to scroll. It stopped on an announcement detailing that I’d received a Class Bonus. “Perhaps you missed it.”

I scratched my head. “Not sure how I would have.”

“You were intoxicated that night,” Ai said with, dare I say, a hint of motherly judgment in her voice.

“You saw that?”

Ai nodded. “Yes. You dropped me three times.”

I swallowed. “S-so, will the notification explain it, or would you be more helpful?”

“Yes, that is the objective of the notification,” Ai said after a pause. “They are simple in nature. Upon reaching Class Level 5, you will receive a boost to your Stats. Congratulations.”

“Will I get bonuses every five Levels?”

“Not necessarily,” she replied.

Silence.

I see we’re not chatty today. As helpful as the iPaw was, Ai could be frustratingly vague. “Thanks, Ai. That’s all.”

The stern catgirl nodded, her portrait disappearing. I tapped the notification I’d received and skimmed over the Class Bonus. It’d given me a point of [Strength], [Vitality], and 5 additional [Health Points]. No wonder I felt so damn good.

39 [Health Points]. Hell yeah!

With that out of the way, I scrolled up to see if there was anything else I missed, and lo and behold, there was. A message stating that [Axe Mastery] had granted me a new bonus popped up, and I pressed my index finger against it. A large window took up the screen, detailing the new bonuses accompanied with [Axe Mastery], and I rattled them off to myself.

“Efficiency and damage increases to 10%. In addition, user is granted a toggle. When activated, attacks draw more [Enmity].” That was great on its own, but the best part came at the end. “[Enmity]-boosting effects from other toggles stack.”

I hissed through my teeth. I had to call upon Ai. Again. The girls were resting below deck, and I wasn’t about to disturb them. Besides, that’s what Ai was for… Right?

“Hey, Ai,” I started. “I got one last question for you.”

Her portrait appeared once more. “Yes, [User Matthew]?”

“How do I use a toggle Skill?”

The smallest hint of a smile tugged at her lips. “Toggles may be turned on or off at will. Think it, and it will occur.”

“So…like breathing?” I sighed as I realized how dumb that sounded. “What I mean is it’ll just come naturally to me? Like breathing?” I cringed. Still dumb.

Her smile faded. “Yes.”

“Thanks, Ai. I’ll leave you alone now.”

Her portrait disappeared, and I released a sigh as I dismissed the iPaw. I’d need to take a look at the girls’ Stats and Skills soon, but I could wait until we arrived at Shi Island.

I took a seat on the stern near Portia, eager for some company that didn’t resemble angry malware. “Did you have a good time on your own?”

“Saoirse’s tits, yes,” Portia groaned in satisfaction.

I laughed. “Saoirse? Who’s that?”

“The goddess. Who else would I be talking about?” She wrinkled her eyebrows. “Wait. You didn’t know that? You are a curious one.”

“Right. Of course." I’d heard plenty of the girls talk about a goddess and a heaven, but it was the first time anyone had said her name. Was there a temple for her somewhere? Was she a ‘manager’ like Leiana? I made a mental note to ask more about her later. "Anyway, where’d you go?”

“Made it to San and back in record time. Sailed around Ni for a day. I wanted to warm this baby up and get to know her better.”

“Sounds like a great time.” I flinched at the word ‘baby.’ “Hey, Portia, you said your dad was around for a while, right?”

“That’s right.” She took a seat next to me and dug two bottles free from a nearby bucket filled with ice. After passing one to me, she popped the cap and took a swig.

I accepted the drink and did the same. It was ice cold and refreshing beneath the warm sun. “Does that happen a lot?” I had to know. It seemed contradictory to their survival, but Portia seemed pretty attached to her dad. “I mean, dads staying around with their daughters.”

Portia studied me for a time. “No, it doesn’t. I know I was really lucky to have Pops around for as long as I did.”

“How did he manage it?”

After another drink, Portia replied, “From what my mom told me, for most of his kittens, he didn’t. I was the last of his kids, and my mom was his last partner. We had eight great years together.”

“What happened to him?”

She shrugged. “I remember a royal guard coming to the door and calling him away, and he never came home. Mom never told me what happened. She died a few years later.” She clicked her tongue, then took another swig.

Have all of you been alone for so long? “I’m sorry to hear that.”

Portia gestured toward me with her bottle. “I don’t envy you, Matt. The men in this world have a hefty charge on their shoulders.”

“I’m worried about the girls I won’t be there for,” I admitted.

“Don’t be. We’re all more than capable of taking care of little ones. And if there’s trouble, there’s plenty of nyannies to help ‘em out.”

“Right. Still, though. That’s rough.”

Portia clapped me on the back and chuckled. “You’re not a bad guy. Talking with you makes me miss my pops. He would’ve liked ya.”

A brief image of my dad in his army uniform surfaced. Bald-headed, tall, stern, and judgmental as hell. He didn’t take no for an answer, and between him and my mother, it felt like I never had room to be myself. To hear that someone else’s dad would’ve approved of my actions felt…empowering. Like I didn’t mess everything up.

I grinned. “Thanks. That means a lot.”

“Ano sa!” Ravyn called from the steps. “How will the watch work later?”

“Guess we can figure that out now.” Portia shrugged.
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The ride was relaxing, and I’m happy to say there were no roaches on the way to Shi Island. There wasn’t a whole lot of room for five people to sleep, so we took turns on which of us used the two beds.

At least, that was the intent.

What this really meant was that Keke and Cannoli fell into comas while Ravyn ribbed me raw, so I escaped out onto the deck to talk with Portia for most of the ride.

Admittedly though, I caught more sleep than I thought I would once Ravyn was out cold. And when the morning came, we arrived on the island.

The sloop didn’t need to dock for me to realize what I was looking at. There, just a few dozen meters away, were catgirls. Not just catgirls, though. What I beheld was something many men would have committed murder for.

“Hey, Portia,” I said, turning my head toward her slightly but never taking my eyes off the island, “you said they were a bit of an odd bunch?”

“Yeah, keep your wits about ya,” Portia said.

That may be difficult.

The port was small, under half the size of the Port of Meow. The service, though… Oh, the service.

“Welcome to Shi Island.” A pair of catgirls dressed like French maids curtsied at the bottom of the ramp. “We hope you enjoy your stay!”

Amazing. I give this island a perfect ten.

I shimmied my way through from the back of the sloop and descended the ramp. Their eyes lit up, and mouths hung open as I drew closer. The maid on the left, a beautiful girl whose hair was short and deep blue in color, elbowed the other maid on the right. The wounded catgirl mumbled something back to the perpetrator with a look of irritation, sweeping her long, golden-blonde hair behind her.

“Hey there. My name’s Matt,” I said with a brief wave.

Both girls awkwardly shifted and fidgeted with their hands, but I was beginning to wonder if I’d get a peep out of them. 

“Hello?” I repeated.

“Just say ‘Hi’ to him!” Ravyn snapped from behind me.

The girls wagged their tails, a visible hue of pink on their cheeks. “Uh, um,” the blue one started.

“Destiny, Lara, stop wasting time and see to it that our guests are taken care of!” boomed a voice from behind them. A brunette catgirl with her hair tied in twin braids was approaching at a brisk pace, her heels clicking against the stone. She stopped just before running into the two maids, then bowed at the waist, shooting a nasty glare in their direction. “Your nonsensical fantasies can wait another summer. Our guests have just arrived, and I’m sure they are most exhausted from their venture. Have you bothered to find out where they hail from?”

“N-no, Madame Celestia,” the blue one replied.

Celestia shook her head. “A disgrace, Destiny. An absolute disgrace.” 

The blonde catgirl, who I assumed was Lara, slowly began to exit. When her back was completely turned, Celestia grabbed her by the collar without bothering to look at her. “And where do you think you’re going, young lady?”

“Ah!” Lara squealed.

“Told you they’re weird,” I heard Portia whisper from behind me.

“That’s really not necessary,” I said, holding my hand up to reassure her. “I understand if they were caught off guard by my sudden appearance.”

Celestia adjusted the pince-nez glasses on the bridge of her nose and bore her sharp eyes—so dark, I swore they were black—into mine. It was unnerving, and a little voice inside of me said that this was not a woman whose bad side I’d ever want to see.

“Unacceptable,” Celestia said. “Your kindness is noted. However, I do not tolerate such timidity and hesitation in my cloister.” 

Cloister? Is this a religion? 

Celestia spun Lara around by her collar, staring daggers into the poor girl. “I had better not witness such a display of disrespect again. Man or not, you are expected to uphold your duties to the best of your ability. If you are unable, then you shall be replaced. Is that understood?”

“Y-yes, Madame Celestia.” Lara bowed her head. She was shaking in her boots, and frankly, I couldn’t blame her. 

What a hardass.

“Very good.” Celestia drew back and passed looks between them. “The two of you are dismissed for an hour. Since you seem to have forgotten it, I expect both of you to practice our mantra while I take care of our guests.”

“Yes, Madame Celestia,” they said in unison.

I watched them as they walked away solemnly, and I couldn’t help but feel empathetic toward them. I’d worked under bosses like this before, and gee, she had the same crazed look in her eye as a Safeway manager on a short-staffed Saturday.

“My humblest apologies,” Celestia said once more, bowing. “This sort of reaction is abnormal.” She straightened and extended a hand out past the dock and toward the port town. “If you would allow me, I would show you to your suite and a number of our finest eateries.”

“T-thanks,” I said, tilting my head nervously.

As Celestia began her walk, Keke and Cannoli closed in and flanked me, each of them resting their hands on my arms.

“That…was a little weird,” Keke mumbled.

“Maybe we should leave,” Cannoli suggested in a whisper.

“Nah, we got a job to do,” I replied, shaking my head. “Don’t worry. You can depend on me. I’m betting the island is safe with girls like this here. At least they seem to take their jobs seriously.”

“A little too seriously,” Ravyn said with a raised brow.
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After we switched back into [Civilian Mode] at the suggestion of Celestia, she took us on a tour around the town. Portia politely declined, saying she was more than happy to find her own food and sleep on the boat. Save for the catgirls in maid outfits, one of the most noticeable things about the island was how organized everything was. 

The dirt roads had the same tufts of grass hanging over the borders from beginning to end, never breaking in pattern, all virtually identical in size. Hedge animals—or, Encroachers, I suppose—decorated lawns and gardens, and fresh arrangements of flowers sprouted from seemingly every corner of every building. Homes were built with gable arches and points, many of them having one, two, sometimes even three hexagonal structures attached to the building. It reminded me of the old Victorian homes I’d ridden my bike past when I was a little kid.

The entire city was exceptional. Shulan and the Port of Meow were spectacular in their own ways, but this was on a whole other level. This place's architecture and grid-like layout of homes and businesses were close to the level of modern-day Earth.

“They must be loaded,” I murmured.

“I apologize, master. By what do you mean by ‘loaded’?” Celestia asked as she continued to guide us through the roads and alleyways.

I didn’t realize I’d spoken out loud. “Oh, I-I mean, like…ahem. I’m referring to this city looking very, uh, profitable.”

Nice word choice, dude.

Celestia pointed to an alley on her left and continued onward. “If you are referring to whether or not it costs a great deal of Bells to construct our neighborhoods, then no, you would be incorrect.”

“Just exhausting, bone-breaking work,” Ravyn said. I turned around to see Keke and Cannoli shooting her the same look of astonishment as I felt. “Eck, my feet ache just thinking about it.”

Celestia’s sharp gaze caught Ravyn, and for a moment, I thought she was going to go Terminator on her and pull out a shotgun from under her skirt. To my relief, her gaze lasted mere moments.

“From where do you hail?” Celestia asked.

“Oh. I’m from—” I began.

“My apologies, master,” Celestia said in a rather strange monotone voice, “but I was referring to the one in red.”

“The one in red,” Ravyn mumbled, pushing her tongue against the inside of her cheek.

Keke gripped Ravyn by the elbow, casting her a glare. “What are you doing?” she whispered as low as she could.

Ravyn shook her arm away. “Name’s Ravyn. I’m from Shulan. As I’m sure you expected.”

“The third island,” mused Celestia.

“The very same.”

“Do the orphans still commit theft?” Her tone didn’t suggest the previous care or attention, just pure malice. “I have heard that is still quite the problem.”

I really don’t like where this is going.

“Wouldn’t know,” Ravyn lied easily and shrugged. “Left a long time ago.”

“I see.”

To not only my relief, I’m sure, Celestia arrived at our destination—a smaller home than the other elaborate Victorian estates. Smaller, but still ridiculously sized. The front and center were box-shaped, and flanking the sides were two hexagonal towers. A black wrought iron fence surrounded the entire building, and a pair of dragon-shaped hedges flanked the red-brick pathway.

There’s no way they aren’t loaded. How in the hell do they manage something like this?

“This is where you will be staying if you so choose,” Celestia said, presenting the estate with a half-bow.

“What does it cost?” I asked while reaching for my [Cat Pack].

She shook her hand, glancing over at Ravyn. “For you, master, no cost. Naturally, that applies to your companions as well. Venicia is a hospitable town. We take care of our own, especially the men.”

“Um, thank you,” I said, putting away my [Cat Pack].

“What’s the catch?” Ravyn asked.

Oh my God. Can you not leave well enough alone?

Celestia didn’t hide her glare. But it quickly morphed into a smile. “Why, there is no ‘catch’ in the town of Venicia. We strive to provide great service to our men and their fortunate companions. ‘Service, Grace, Urgency.’” Celestia held up a single finger, reciting the words as if counting them to herself. “These are the three pillars that we practice and abide by each day.” Her smile widened. “I understand if it is a shock to someone from San Island. Their greed is reprehensible.”

I could practically hear the teeth grinding in Ravyn’s mouth, and before it could escalate, I raised a hand. “So, uh, where do we eat?”

“Inside. There is a veritable array of fruits and vegetables. Please help yourself and pay no mind to the speed of consumption. If you require more, then you need only ring one of the many serving bells.”

“Where do we find the serving bells?” asked Keke.

“A fine question,” Celestia said. Her tone grew more and more chipper with each question, as if she couldn’t wait to show off. “There is one in each room in the house, including the basement and attic. They are silver and rest upon wooden countertops where available.”

“Thank you, Celestia. I think we can take it from here.” I held out my hand, and Celestia waved her hand in refusal.

“Please. This is fine enough.” Celestia curtsied. “Thank you for visiting Shi Island and gracing this humble town of Venicia with your presence. We wish to serve you again soon.”

With that, Celestia left at a casual pace. I was sure she had other places to be, and maybe the hustle and bustle of retail and food industries had instilled that sense in me, but she was awfully slow-paced for an acting head maid. Manager? Madame?

“Well, why don’t we get inside and talk about what to do next?” Keke suggested.

“Alright, sounds good,” I said, nodding.

Just as Keke reached for the latch around the gate, she pulled back in a yelp. “Ow! What the heck?”

“Are you okay?” I asked, putting my hand on her shoulder.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” she said, shaking her hand. “Just a weird shock.”

“Static electricity,” I said with a chuckle. Her cheeks turned pink, and I reached for the latch this time. Nothing happened. “Looks like an ordinary latch to me.” I flicked it back and beckoned the girls behind me. Cannoli was the last to enter, shutting the gate behind her.

The steps leading up to the home were made of varnished wood. Have to say, I was impressed. As I reached for the door, I noticed it was missing a lock. I thought that was a little strange since even Ni Island had locks on their doors, and everyone seemed to know everyone there.

Guess it’s just a super safe neighborhood?

I reached for the door handle, and this time it was my turn to be struck by the electricity. My hand jerked back involuntarily, and I whispered, “Ow!”

“Your turn!” Keke said with a laugh.

I laughed with her. That would’ve been fine if that had been all that happened, but the spot where my ear was pierced throbbed for a split second. I fingered the earring, and Ravyn shot me a suspicious look, clicking her tongue.

Feeling apprehensive, I went for the handle again and pushed the door open. The inside was just as beautiful as the outside. We were met by wooden floors shined to perfection, white silk drapes, four-panel window panes, and a spiral staircase.

And then I spotted the catgirl to my right.

“Welcome home, master!” she said brightly.

Well, this is going to make things a little awkward.
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Side Quest: Portia's Turkey Day


“What’s a turkey?” Portia leaned on the balls of her feet, snooping over the top of the wooden table at the list Papa was making.

He grinned and turned to grasp Portia beneath her arms, then lifted her to rest on his thigh. Portia tucked her tail to the side, resting it in her lap. “You heard Mom and me talking?”

“Mhm.” Portia glanced over the list, recognizing some of the letters and words, but Papa’s scrawl was difficult to read. She squinted her eyes and wiggled her loose tooth with the tip of her tongue. “Something about fanksgiving?”

“Thanksgiving, yes.” Papa picked up his quill and dipped it in ink, sketching swift circles and curled lines. “A turkey is a kind of bird. Like a chicken, but a lot bigger.” He drew a long neck and a thick body. A half-circle of tail feathers jutted from the bird’s backside, and a thin piece of something dangled from its neck.

“What a weird Encroacher!” Portia giggled. “What’s that part?” She pointed at the dangling bit.

He tapped the point of the feather against the parchment and frowned. “Huh, it’s been a while. A wattle, I think?”

“A ‘wattle’? What does it do?” Portia loved watching the roaches around their house and at the dock, trying to figure out what each of their spikes and claws and limbs was for. But this thing looked useless.

“Makes them look pretty to find a mate, I believe.”

“Hm.” Portia toyed with the fringe on her tail while she considered this. “Does Mama have a wattle?”

Papa barked a laugh. “No. Mom doesn’t have a wattle.”

Portia had more questions but knew she would lose sight of the turkey if she kept going. She forced herself back to her first train of thought. “Hmm. So, what does a turkey have to do with fan— Thanksgiving?” She quickly corrected herself.

“Well, where I was raised, everyone celebrated Thanksgiving around this time of year, and most folks put a turkey on the table for the holiday. Guess I was just waxing nostalgic with your mom.”

Portia narrowed her eyes and looked up at Papa with a mirrored green gaze. “You were what?”

Papa chuckled. “Sorry, baby. I was remembering Thanksgiving, that’s all.”

“Why a turkey? Why not a fish? Or a chicken?” Porta traced the outline of the giant bird with one tiny finger. A drop of ink caught her skin and followed the trail, adding a bit of shade to its feathers.

“You know, that’s a great question. They probably had one at the very first Thanksgiving.” Papa wrapped his arms around Portia’s waist and held her close. He kissed her head, his mustache tickling her ears. “It’s funny. I’ve been here for years, and I still forget how difficult it is to explain where I’m from.”

“I like your stories!” Portia insisted, leaning back against his chest. Papa’s hugs were the best—safe and warm and strong. “What else do you do at Thanksgiving?”

“Well, you give thanks, for one. My family and friends would sit around the table and each name something they were thankful for.”

“Hmm.” Portia stared at the turkey and thought hard, tonguing her loose tooth. She’d be most thankful if that darn thing would come out of her head. “I’m thankful for you and Mama!”

Papa grinned and squeezed her tight. “Well, my dear, you took the words right out of my mouth.”

“What else did you do?”

“Well, besides the turkey, families would cook a big meal. All kinds of fruits, vegetables, fresh-baked bread, pies.”

Portia’s eyes widened. “How did you eat so much food?”

“Slowly,” Papa said. “And then you’d eat the rest for leftovers.”

Portia imagined their small dinner table stacked with steaming fish, mashed spiny potatoes, meozuna greens, and fresh nyapple pie. Her mouth watered, and she licked her lips. “Can we have Thanksgiving? You and Mama and me?”

“I don’t see why not. But we’d have to help her with the cooking. Think you’re up to the task?”

“Yes!” Portia loved helping Mama cook. “But can we really still have one if we don’t have a turkey?”

“Of course, love.” Papa tickled Portia’s sides, and she giggled. “Thanksgiving isn’t really about the turkey. Just spending time with the ones most dear to you and remembering what you’re thankful for.”

“Okay! So, then, why don’t we fish together? And then we can help Mama cook it?” Portia suggested, hoping she sounded helpful. “That would mean we get to spend lots of time together.”

“I’d love nothing more.” Papa set Portia back on the ground and stood. “Why don’t we head out now? Plenty of sun still left in the day, and Thanksgiving dinner won’t catch itself.”

Portia skipped off to the porch in search of their rods and tackle boxes.

This would be the best Thanksgiving anyone had ever had!
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Chapter 2
The Secrets That You Keep


“It is my pleasure to serve you, master,” the newcomer said. Violet braids trailed over her shoulders, distinct against the black of her uniform. Clear blue eyes peered at me behind a dusting of freckles on her pale face. A white flower was positioned above one silky ear on top of her head, and her swishing tail was the same brilliant purple as her hair. “My name is Lynn. My sister Ara and I will take care of you for the duration of your stay.”

“Oh. So you’re a permanent fixture. Great.” Ravyn rolled her eyes.

Keke chewed her lip, and Cannoli’s eyes flickered between us.

“U-um, I’m certain we could maintain the house just fine. I can cook, and all of us can help clean,” Cannoli suggested.

Lynn’s warm smile never faltered. “Please, we would hate for you to lift a single finger during your stay in Venicia. You need only call upon us, and we will ensure your comfort.”

Damn, she’s adorable.

A second maid appeared. She had light blonde hair and teal eyes but shared the same button nose as Lynn. “As she says, I’m Ara.” She bowed, her eyes lingering on me. “If there’s anything I can do to please you, master—”

Keke hauled her [Cat Pack] into Ara’s arms without warning. “If you could show us to our rooms, that would be great.”

In an impressive display of dexterity, Ara caught it without so much as a fumble. She cracked a small smile. “Of course.”

Lynn and Ara led the way. As we ascended the staircase on the far wall, I couldn’t help but gawk. It was like an Airbnb on steroids. With maids. It would be easy to stack the Golden Dragon on top of itself and fit it inside. Plus, we didn’t have to worry about any other catgirls or elf assholes staying in the same place.

Speaking of Cailu, we haven’t asked yet… “There’s already a man on this island, right?”

Lynn glanced over her shoulder. “What do you mean?”

“Are you new here?” Ravyn snapped. “Every island has a man. Where’s Shi’s?”

“No need to be rude, miss,” Ara replied, venom lacing her words. “Shi Island hasn’t had a man in a very long time.”

“That isn’t what we heard,” Keke said.

“I apologize, but you have been misinformed.” Lynn shook her head. “We have awaited a new master since our last one perished years ago.”

The dude a dragon ate? But Cailu said that was a long time ago. It was easy to tell that Ni Island hadn’t seen a man in ages by their low population. But Venicia was a lot bigger, and if nothing else, there was a lot of money here. So, who was populating it? And where were the Bells coming from?

“Are you quite certain?” Cannoli asked quietly, chewing one of her fingernails.

Ara raised a brow. “Why wouldn’t we be certain? You only just arrived. Venicia is our home.”

Cannoli blushed. Buttons appeared from the pocket of her dress and skittered up to her shoulder, bulging eyes narrowing at Ara.

“Oh! What an adorable blazard!” Lynn noted, reaching back to scratch Buttons’s chin. 

He accepted and relaxed.

“Thank you,” Cannoli replied. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“I’m sure there was no offense taken. Right, Ara?” Lynn eyed her sister and continued to the top of the stairs until she paused at a tall, elegant door. The golden handle looked more expensive than my axe. “Here we are. Oh! I realize I do not know your names!”

We introduced ourselves, and Lynn bowed again.

“Thank you.” She smiled and pointed in turn to three more doors down the long hallway. “There are four separate rooms for you to enjoy. All have their own washrooms and equal amenities. Please choose whichever you like. And, of course, you are more than welcome to share.”

“Do we have any reason to stay?” Keke asked. “If there isn’t a man here, we should move on to Ichi as soon as possible, right?”

While I agreed with her, a voice gnawing at the back of my mind insisted we needed to investigate further. I smiled and said as casually as I could muster, “Let’s at least rest the night. Better than sleeping on a boat, yeah?”

Ravyn was already halfway down the hallway, opening the door farthest away from us. “I’ll take this one.” Ball remained oddly silent on her shoulder, beady eyes never settling on one thing.

“Excellent choice, Miss Ravyn.” Lynn nodded.

“I’ll take this one.” I knocked on the third door down, not wanting to split Keke and Cannoli from neighboring rooms.

The two exchanged looks, and Keke gave a nearly imperceptible shake of her head. Cannoli sighed and went into the first room without a word. Keke triumphantly took the room next to mine.

Well, that was awkward.

“Perfect. Dinner is served at seven p.m. and will be formal dress, please,” Lynn said.

“Wait. Formal dress?” All I had was what I was wearing and my combat equipment.

She blinked and looked at me curiously. “Does your Party require formal attire, master?”

I looked at the other girls. “What do we—”

“What a bunch of bullshit,” Ravyn’s voice drifted from her room. 

“There is an expert tailor down the way who can fit you before then. Might I suggest giving them a visit?”

“Is this really a requirement?” Keke asked.

“Lynn, maybe we can make an exception this time?” Ara asked.

Lynn wrinkled her nose at her sister. “It is custom in Venicia that dinners are celebrated together with the highest class and immaculate service—”

“But I don’t think this is truly necessary,” Ara interrupted.

“Of course it’s necessary, Ara. We cannot forego tradition. What would Madame Celestia say?” Lynn countered.

“A new dress would be nice,” Cannoli said thoughtfully.

“But we have dresses,” Keke protested. “The ones Shizen gave us.”

Those are more like bath robes though, right? I couldn’t picture wearing mine to a fancy dinner.

Lynn continued, “Please, I insist. We can have you ready by dinner without charge—”

“Kuso. Let’s go. She’s not gonna shut up.” Ravyn stormed through the hallway and snatched my arm, tugging me along. “You too, ladies.”

I’d only ever owned a pair of slacks and a button-up. Maybe a tie in the depths of my dresser drawers. But the thought of seeing the girls in something fancy was enough to keep me marching down the street. The oddly empty, unnervingly quiet street.

“Where is everyone?” Cannoli asked as we traversed the grass-flanked sidewalks.

It wasn’t for lack of buildings, either. More massive houses lined either side of the walkway, separated by shops with colorful awnings and painted signs. Murmured talk could be heard inside the stores and movement behind the windows of the houses, but we were the only four people outside.

“I don’t like this,” Ravyn murmured.

Smells of fresh-baked desserts drifted through the air: pies, cookies, cakes. They mixed with the scent of tea and honey. Someone laughed inside a nearby café, and it startled me. The normal sounds of a city were absent—shuffling feet, whispers of people passing by, or the relentless onslaught of bird calls. No breeze, no buzz, nothing.

“This must be it.” Keke pointed at a store with pure white awnings and a spool of thread painted on the glass windows.

I opened the door, and bells tinkled in a warning for the shop keep. The girls entered first, and I followed, taking in the colorful dresses posed on mannequins and hundreds of bolts of fabric stacked around the store.

“Welcome!” A petite catgirl with curly auburn hair and hazel eyes hopped down from a stepladder. “Oh! Travelers! It is good to see new faces in Venicia!” Her expression darkened when her stare caught mine.

Four pairs of eyes locked in on her midsection. She was pregnant. Very pregnant. There was no doubt about it.

No men, eh? 

She flushed and looked down at her stomach. The round orb poked out from her slight frame, pushing against her maid uniform. Stroking the outline, she coughed and said, “I-I’ve had a problem with my weight.”

“Keh. Kehehehe. Ahahaha!” Ravyn doubled over with laughter, covering her mouth with one hand and sputtering behind it.

“Ravyn! It’s not nice to laugh!” Cannoli said.

“Is it a kitten problem?” Keke asked, one eyebrow raised.

She tugged at her hair and bowed as low as her stomach would allow. “Let me start over, please. I’m Notch. How may I help you?”

“First, you can tell me where the other man is on this island,” I said.

Notch shook her head furiously. “I-I’m sorry. You are mistaken.”

“Come on, really?”

“Master, if there is nothing I can assist you with, I must ask you to leave.” Notch was growing more uncomfortable by the second. Her knees trembled, and her eyes squeezed closed.

Cannoli tugged on my sleeve and whispered in my ear, “Matt, she’s scared. We’re here for formal attire, remember?”

She’s right. Don’t be a bully. “Sorry, Notch. Lynn asked us to come to you for formal clothes. We’re uncultured or something.”

Notch stood and smiled, the tension evaporating from her shoulders. “That would be my pleasure! Who would like to go first?”

“Oh! Me!” Cannoli raised her hand and hopped up and down.

I jerked my thumb toward her. “Cannoli would.”

“This way, please!” Notch extended one arm, gesturing to the curtained-off portion of her shop, and Cannoli skipped to where she stood.

When they disappeared, Keke, Ravyn, and I huddled together in the front corner of the store.

“Why are they pretending a man isn’t here?” Keke whispered.

Ravyn shook her head. “I don’t know. It doesn’t make any sense.”

“Maybe that’s one of Cailu’s?” I suggested.

“No, I don’t think so. It’s looked down on to populate an island that isn’t yours. And he’s Nyarlea’s golden boy,” Ravyn replied.

My mind drifted to Myrun’s disdain for Cailu. “So, what do we do?”

“I think all we can do right now is wait,” Keke said.

“Unfortunately, she’s right,” Ravyn agreed.

We mulled over in silence until the sound of shuffling fabric and excited murmurs returned to the main room.

“What do you think?” Cannoli asked.

“Woah,” I murmured.

Beyond the cat ears, Cannoli looked as if she’d stepped out of a Victorian party with English royalty. The dress was a floor-length, sky-blue ball gown with a bead-embroidered corset and belled sleeves.

“I feel like a princess,” Cannoli giggled, spinning in place. 

Buttons popped up from inside her corset and licked his eye. Lucky lizard.

“You look wonderful,” Keke said.

“I am not wearing that,” Ravyn grumbled.

Keke went next. Notch fitted her with a similar dress in forest green, tying her hair back into a low knot with a matching piece of ribbon.

I followed Notch after, impressed by the speed of her measurements, pinning, and stitches. Part of me wondered if she’d be able to take accurate measurements for a man, but she moved with intense concentration and focus, making experienced alterations. Even though mine was a black-tie suit, it fit like a perfectly tailored suit should.

“Wow, Matt! You look really handsome!” Cannoli clapped as I emerged.

Keke slowly eyed me up and down, a smile creeping across her face. “I like it.”

“Thanks,” I said with a slight bow. “And thank you, Notch.”

“Of course, master.” She turned to Ravyn. “And now you, miss?”

“I am not wearing the red version of their dresses, damn it,” Ravyn cursed and disappeared. When she emerged, well, it was about as formal as I’d expected.

“Now, this is more like it.” Ravyn posed and cackled. She wore a floor-length dress made of red velvet and black satin, the corset accentuating her ample chest and cinching her already small waist. I wondered how the hell her nipples weren’t showing. The skirt cut high on the thighs at the center of both legs, putting a pair of fishnets on display. Even Ball had a little bow tie.

‘Dominatrix Sorceress’ came to mind.

“Does everything you wear have to double as lingerie?” I groaned.

“Mmm, do you not like it, boy?” Ravyn sidled up to me, leaning her chest into mine. Her lips were only inches from my face, and her purple eyes burned into me. She licked her lips and lowered her voice. “Or would you rather see it on the floor?”

The thought came and went in a flash. I pressed my index finger into Ravyn’s forehead, slowly pushing her away from me. “How much do we owe you, Notch?” I called.

“Baka!” Ravyn barked and stormed away.

“Oh! N-nothing! It’s on the house, master!” Notch bowed again. “Thank you for visiting my shop!”

“Are you sure? We’ve got enough to pay for it—”

“Yes, master, I am sure! To ask anything of you would go against our credo!” Notch insisted.

I thumbed the lining of my jacket. God, I can’t imagine what I’d pay for a suit like this in my last world. 

“Thank you very much, Notch,” Cannoli said, curtseying. “If there’s anything we can do in return, please let us know?”

I’m glad she’s better at this than I am. “Yeah. Anything at all.”

“As you wish. Have a wonderful evening!”
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I’m still struggling to see why we dressed up for this.

It was exactly seven p.m., and the table had been set. An arrangement of silver cutlery, porcelain plates, and a single wine glass was placed at each seat. Beautiful floral patterns were etched into the plates, and judging from the incredible designs on the tablecloth, I had to imagine the setup alone cost a lot more than anything I’d ever owned in my old world.

The smell of freshly cooked food made its way to my nostrils, awakening an entirely different beast in my bones. I was starving. Then I remembered that this was a town that seemed to value the presentation more than the act itself, and I restrained myself as I sat down. The vest was a little tight around my stomach. Is it supposed to be this uncomfortable? 

Lynn gestured at me, motioning for a button around a make-believe vest of her own. I mouthed a ‘Thank you’ and unbuttoned the vest.

Much better.

The girls—that is to say, everyone except Lynn and Ara—seated themselves at the table. Cannoli sat beside me while Keke and Ravyn sat opposite of us. Unfortunately, since this was all arranged seating for God knows what reason, Ravyn sat directly across from me, tracing the rim of her wine glass with one long finger. She grinned and locked her eyes with mine. Under any other circumstances, and from probably any other girl, my heart would be beating a mile a minute. Instead, I frowned and tilted my head sideways, suspicious that she was up to something.

“A girl could get used to this,” she said, raising and dropping her brow repeatedly.

“It almost suits you. Almost,” I said back.

Ravyn narrowed her stare, looking away from me and to the kitchen. “When’s supper?”

“Dinner,” Lynn corrected with a raised finger. She’d been standing at the doorway for some time. I admired her determination to, uh, being a maid, but it was a little strange how dedicated she’d been. I’m sure Ara could handle making dinner just fine, but I thought it odd that Lynn had no hand in the cooking thus far.

“What are we having?” Cannoli asked as she played with the numerous bows and pins on her dress. She struggled to sit still, even after asking if there was anything she could do to help for the eighth time.

You are too precious for this world, Cannoli.

“Oh, it’s a surprise,” Lynn said with a wink. 

I have to admit, even if I didn’t trust her for a second, she sure was cute. I guess I’m a sucker for freckles. They made me think of Saphira.

“Mou ii,” Ravyn groaned. “As long as we get some hard shit in this glass,” she said, tapping the glass with her nail, “then I’ll be fine.”

Lynn gasped and put a hand to her mouth, wide-eyed. 

I admit I was confused. Sure, Ravyn was trashy, but I didn’t think it garnered that kind of reaction. 

“You must not speak like that.” Lynn cleared her throat and adjusted her posture. “Each resident must uphold—”

“Can it, tight-ass,” Ravyn said with a sigh.

Lynn bowed her head, and Keke passed Ravyn a dirty look. Why do those two have to be sitting next to each other?

Even if Keke wasn’t a fan of it, I have to say that while Cannoli was the obvious winner for the formal attire, Keke had that cute girl-next-door look. That kind of look where you’d see the tomboy get dressed up and prettified, and then everyone was amazed at how beautiful she really was. Not that she wasn’t beautiful already, but damn if she didn’t look incredible in that dress.

Keke suddenly jerked toward Ravyn. Ravyn yelped and slowly turned her stare on Keke. 

“You should be mindful of where you are.” Keke seemed to be forcing each word. 

You’re struggling to fit into the mood, too, huh?

“We’re not on Ni Island,” Keke continued, “we’re on Shi Island.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Ravyn said with a wave of her arm.

Ball Gag rested on a perch that Lynn and Ara had set aside just for him. He’d yet to say anything since we first arrived. He didn’t seem particularly bothered, but I thought it weird that not once had he interrupted Lynn or Ara, nor had he said anything, well, typical of Ball Gag.

At least he wears a bow tie well.

I put my elbow on the table and rested my head against my palm. Catching a shake of Lynn’s head, I readjusted my posture to be more ‘proper,’ and fought down a sigh. Just how long was it going to be until we could eat and escape this intense atmosphere?

I released the sigh, unable to contain it any longer. “Do we have an ETA on when dinner’s going to be ready?”

Lynn delivered a single nod. “It shan’t be more than ten minutes.”

“Alright.”

Ravyn and Keke frowned and looked at each other. Then they passed their looks to me. Did I miss something? Suddenly, Ravyn’s high heel struck my shin, and I audibly yelped. Ravyn continued to glare at me, and Keke’s stare was growing in strength.

“Did I do something wrong?” I decided to ask.

Ravyn clicked her tongue, and Keke sighed deeply. I looked over at Cannoli, who seemed to be oblivious to the entire matter.

And then it hit me. One very simple sentence, one very simple term. ETA.

That acronym wasn’t from Nyarlea. It was from Earth.

My eyes widened, and I looked back and forth between Keke and Ravyn. Ravyn stifled a laugh, and Keke smiled wryly.

There is a man here. And one way or another, we’re going to find him.
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Chapter 3
Manners Maketh Man


The next morning, we gathered around the breakfast table under the watchful eyes of our sister maids. It was strained and quiet, and Ball’s continued vow of silence made me more uncomfortable than I wanted to admit. Ravyn fed him bits of fruit and toast from the table while watching Lynn with a deep frown and narrowed eyes.

Lynn either didn’t notice or was the queen of keeping her calm. She smiled sweetly and asked, “Will you continue to stay with us?”

“Yeah. This place is a nice getaway from Ni. Right, guys?” I asked, spooning through my oatmeal without much of an appetite.

“Oh yeah. It’s great,” Keke replied with a smirk.

“Do you, um, have any suggestions on what we can do? Like in town?” Cannoli asked, stroking Buttons’s head and sneaking him some applesauce. “It seems like a lot of places are closed.”

Lynn nodded her understanding. “This does tend to be a quieter time of year. You are the first visitors we have hosted in quite a while. Hmm, let’s see.” She gave the question a lot more thought than it deserved.

Wondering where we can go that we won’t see pregnant catgirls?

“Oh! I don’t suppose you like ice cream?” Lynn clapped her hands.

Cannoli gasped and slammed her hands against the table. Buttons jumped in surprise and rushed up her arm and behind her neck. “I love ice cream!”

I looked at Keke and Ravyn. “Is ice cream hard to come by?”

Keke nodded. “It’s expensive to make and expensive to store for long periods of time.”

“To make things worse, there’s been a sugar shortage,” Ravyn added.

Well, that’s a bummer.

“There is a café just around the corner that specializes in many flavors of ice cream,” Lynn continued. “Felsi would love to see new faces!”

Cannoli turned her pleading gaze and clasped hands on me. “Please, Matt! Can we please go get ice cream?”

With that face? I’d agree to jump off a cliff.  “I don’t see why not.”

“Yay! Oh my goodness! Ice cream!” Cannoli scooped a dazed Buttons into her palms and nuzzled her cheek to his. “You get to try ice cream, Buttons!”

Ravyn tossed a grape to Ball, and he caught it in his beak.

“He’s been oddly quiet,” Keke said, watching the display with mild interest.

“Mm,” Ravyn replied noncommittally.

Is he going to be okay?

“Ice cream! Ice cream!” Cannoli sang to Buttons.

Lynn giggled. 

Never change, Cannoli.
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We made our way to the ice cream shop with Cannoli making up new songs about the frozen dessert along the way. I was surprised that Ravyn remained silent—anyone singing usually grated on her nerves like sandpaper. She’d seemed distracted all morning and lagged behind us as we walked.

“Good morning!” A cheerful voice greeted us from behind a narrow oak counter. A catgirl with a wild mane of bubble-gum pink hair and shining gray eyes waved us in. Over her maid uniform was an apron with a tiny ice cream cone embroidered into the corner.

“Is this the ice cream shop?” Cannoli asked, sounding as if she was about to burst.

“There was ice cream painted on the window,” Keke teased.

“You noticed! I did that myself.” Pink-hair grinned and bowed.

“Are you Felsi?” I asked.

“The one and only!” Felsi skipped behind a row of tubs shielded by glass. 

The setup reminded me a lot of the ice cream stores from home. Uncomfortably so. Large grooves, like buckets, sat behind a glass window, each covered with a clear glass top. Inside each container was a flavor or color for every taste the tongue desired. The floor was made of checkered black-and-white tiles, and comically oversized catgirl faces enjoying the delectable treat painted the walls. I would have bet money that someone from Earth influenced the whole shebang.

“This is pretty amazing,” Keke murmured, leaning over the glass and studying the still-frozen ice cream beneath. “How do you keep them all cold? I imagine that takes a lot of ice?”

Felsi giggled. “No. These bars here are infused with ice magic.”

“You’re a [Wizard]?” Ravyn raised an eyebrow. “And you’re serving ice cream?”

“Squaawk! What a hack! What a hack!”

I think all of us jumped except Ravyn at Ball’s proclamation.

Felsi blushed, but her smile remained. “Owning my own store was my dream. And ice cream makes people so happy!”

“Wow! There are thirty-one flavors!” Cannoli cried.

Alright. This is definitely a Baskin-Robbins knock-off.

A door behind Felsi swung open, and a tiny kittengirl with a mass of pink curls and green eyes cuddling a stuffed animal waddled to Felsi’s leg and tugged on her apron. The four of us watched in stunned silence.

“Oh! Solonie, honey, I’ll be there in just a moment, alright?”

“Mmm,” the kittengirl hummed and nodded, looking up at the rest of us with wide eyes. “Stwangers?”

“Visitors, sweet. I won’t be but another minute.”

“Okie.” Solonie waddled back through the door, letting it swing shut behind her.

“That your kid?” Ravyn asked bluntly, crossing her arms.

Such tact. What a Party face.

Felsi shrank beneath Ravyn’s gaze. I felt bad for her. Solonie was obviously someone we weren’t meant to see.

“I’ll take pawmegranate chip, please!” Cannoli shouted, pointing enthusiastically to a tub of pink ice cream. “Two scoops!”

“Yeah, I’ll have that too,” Keke agreed.

“Of course, coming right up!” Felsi sighed with relief and rushed away from the weight of Ravyn’s gaze.

“Kuso. Why did they interrupt me?” Ravyn growled.

I shrugged. “It was a pretty rushed interrogation.”

“That would have won us an answer,” she snapped. “Whatever. I’ll be outside.”

Admittedly, I hated this too. But this wasn’t the place to ask such pointed questions. I ordered the same ice cream as Keke and Cannoli, then paid for all of us before we joined Ravyn outside.

“This is so good!” Cannoli squealed, licking her spoon with delight.

Watching her tongue work was more than distracting. It didn’t help that Keke gave me a knowing glance with hers still in her mouth. You tease. 

“Matt. Look.” Ravyn punched my arm and pointed off into the distance.

I cleared my throat and readjusted my legs, hoping to ward off Keke’s wandering gaze as I followed Ravyn’s finger.

At the entryway of a particularly large estate, a catgirl slid past the door, then marched down the stairs at a clip. Her outline disappeared over the horizon, but another catgirl came into view just as she did. With the same determined pace, she strode up the stairs and entered the manor.

“Party at that house,” I murmured.

“That’s the third girl I’ve seen go in there,” Ravyn replied. “I think we’ve found him.”

“Time to check it out?”

“Yeah.”

We let Keke and Cannoli finish their ice cream, watching two more girls arrive and leave. Were they swapping the girls out for him that quickly? I had a hard time believing that. Regardless, the four of us made our way to the mansion and took a precursory look around before stepping inside.

There were no maids to greet us, and the entryway was silent. Fine art, decorations, and trinkets from the other islands decorated almost every inch of the damn place. A grand marble staircase at the center of the front room—which reminded me of the Titanic—led to multiple other floors of the estate. I heard a giggle from the back corner of the room and spied a catgirl passing between two carved pillars holding the next floor aloft.

“Do you see her?” I whispered.

“Yeah,” Ravyn replied.

“See who?” Keke murmured.

“She’s right there.” I pointed toward the dark-haired maid in the back. “In that hallway. It’s kind of off to the side.”

“Matt, there’s nothing there,” Cannoli replied, tilting her head in confusion. “It’s just a wall.”

Ravyn and I exchanged looks, and a booming voice sounded behind the four of us.

“Dear visitors! What brings you to the Venicia School of Etiquette?” Celestia had a knack for making her questions sound like demands.

We turned to meet her piercing gaze. I could feel Cannoli shrink beside me, moving closer to me as the fires of Celestia’s stare brushed her.

“We were curious. There seemed to be a lot of activity in here,” Keke replied calmly.

Always the best under pressure. Good job, Keke.

“Of course there is activity! Each and every catgirl in Venicia must attend the Venicia School of Etiquette. It is the highest honor on Shi Island to graduate from our establishment.” Celestia smiled; her glittering teeth looked like fangs. “Service, Grace, Urgency!”

“Uh-huh. And which part of ‘Service, Grace, Urgency’ covers fucking the man you’re hiding?” Ravyn said, staring Celestia down.

“Emergency! Squawk! Emergency!” Ball wailed.

Tact, Ravyn! Just a little tact?

Celestia’s smile only broadened, her eyes cold and hard. “I beg your pardon?”

“Apologies, Celestia, it’s been a long couple of days,” I interrupted, moving to intercept whatever blow may be headed Ravyn’s way.

Celestia clenched her hands, then rested them clasped in her lap. “Of course, master. I completely understand. I do believe it is time for lunch. May I suggest swiftly returning to your quarters? It would be a shame to miss such a wonderful meal.”

“I agree. Let’s go.”

Keke and Cannoli didn’t have to be told twice. They were out the door before I could say another word. Ravyn was a different story. I tugged on her arm, and she yanked it back, fury twisting her expression.

“What you’re doing is wrong,” Ravyn snarled at Celestia.

“Training ladies in the ways of etiquette?” Celestia politely laughed. “I shan’t think so. Though, I imagine a young woman of San Island would certainly have a difficult time understanding manners.”

Ravyn growled.

“This isn’t the time or the place, Ravyn,” I hissed, then tugged again.

At last, Ravyn moved, joining me on the way out. Once we were out of Celestia’s earshot, I dropped her arm and my voice. “Hey, we’re gonna figure this out, okay?”

Ravyn’s anger lingered in the air. But she gave me a curt nod and stormed back to our lodgings.

I joined Keke and Cannoli, and we quietly followed in her wake.
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Night fell. Accompanying us at the dinner table were the chirps and buzzings of grasshoppers and crickets. Ravyn glared at each of us under the candlelight like some tough-as-nails gumshoe.

She put a finger to her lips, and Keke, looking half-ashamed of herself, nodded and bowed her head. I moved to speak, but I received an immediate look of disapproval from Ravyn.

Keke, it’s okay. There’s no way you could’ve known.

Ravyn yanked a feather from Ball’s wing, and Ball twitched and squirmed. He never made a sound, but his squinted eyes and his refusal to keep his attention on anything for more than a couple of seconds said he had bigger worries than the pain of a single feather being plucked from him.

Ravyn dipped the makeshift blue quill into a small ink bottle at the center of the table, then started to scribble on a piece of paper in front of her. Despite the fact that we didn’t have a pair of—albeit cute—catgirls to dictate where we sat, we ended up in the same seats as usual when Lynn and Ara were awake.

Guess I’m a conformist.

Ravyn sure did take her time scrawling her note. We sat there for at least a couple minutes. Keke remained slump-shouldered and heavy-lidded, chewing on her lower lip with remorse. Cannoli played a game with Buttons on the table, trying to make him guess which fist she’d hidden a carrot in for him. There were a few times where I’d raise my hand, but that ‘I’ll fucking kill you’ glare from Ravyn peeking up from her paper kept my arm down and my lips sealed.

After some of the longest few minutes of my life, Ravyn nodded to herself, spun the paper around, then pushed it toward me. With a single finger, I slid the sheet of paper to the edge of the table, then began to read.

First of all, what fucking right does she have, harnessing such impeccable penmanship? My half-assed scribbling would never come close to this. I cleared my throat and silently mouthed the words on the paper.

“As I expressed earlier, none of us are to speak while in this house. Please be sure that the only topics you breach are common knowledge and that you would be comfortable sharing them with a stranger if you must speak.

"As far as Lynn and Ara are aware, we are resting at this moment. Finally, please complete your sentences on this page with ‘this is’ and your name. Is that understood? This is Ravyn.”

I frowned. Who the hell’s writing was I looking at? There were more ‘pleases’ on this paper than I’d ever heard her say aloud. And why did she take so long to write a single paragraph? I looked up at Ravyn. 

She was leaning on her elbow, tapping a single finger against the table with impatience.

It was very difficult not to laugh.

Ravyn’s glare was growing in strength, so I gave Ravyn a simple thumbs-up, and I shifted the paper and pushed it to my left toward Cannoli.

Cannoli looked at it with wide eyes, nodded, then reached out with her hand, opening and closing her fist. The carrot fell free, and Buttons scrambled to its location, munching away happily as Ravyn raised a brow and handed her the quill. Cannoli scratched her own note onto the paper, and even from where I was sitting, it was a far cry from Ravyn’s aristocratic handwriting. 

Cannoli pushed the paper toward Keke. Keke put a hand to her mouth as she accepted the quill from Cannoli.

Keke wrote her own response onto the sheet, then pushed it back over to Ravyn.

Ravyn received the paper, and I watched as Ravyn’s face gradually grew redder and redder. Her brow flattened, and she set the paper flat on the table, practically ripping the quill out of Keke’s hand.

Another couple of minutes passed, and Ravyn pushed the paper toward me. I picked it up and mouthed it off again.

“As far as Lynn and Ara are aware, we are resting at this moment. Finally, please complete your sentences on this page with ‘this is’ and your name. Is that understood? This is Ravyn.”

“I understand! I won’t say a word! By the way, Ravyn, your writing is so pretty! Did you learn that in Shulan? This is Cannoli!”

“You write so eloquently but talk like you do? Also, don’t worry, won’t say a word. So, what’s the plan? This is Keke.”

“Look, you fucks. From this point on, do NOT touch the serving bells again. Keke, Cannoli, I know both of you have already touched them. However, please refrain from doing so from this point forward. There’s something wrong with them, and I need to investigate them further. This is Ravyn.”

I took the quill from Ravyn and wrote the words, “I understand. So, let’s talk. What’s the plan? I think it’s pretty clear that the man is inside the etiquette school somewhere. This is Matt.” Afterward, I passed it to Cannoli.

Cannoli passed to Keke, then from her to Ravyn. Ravyn paused with her head resting on her palm, tapping at her cheekbone in thought. A few minutes later, Ravyn passed the paper back to Keke. Keke scribbled a few short words, then after Ravyn did the same, Ravyn passed me the quill and paper next.

I twirled the quill in my hand as I read.

“I’m not sure about a plan. Should we try and sneak in during the daytime? Because there would be a lot of guards walking around during the night, right? Also, I’m really sorry about touching the serving bell. I had no idea :( this is Cannoli.”

“I think we should go during the evening. Even if there are guards, I can see just fine in the dark. It would also help if we had the veil of darkness to hide us.

"Also, I feel really bad about the serving bells. Do you know what kind of Enchantment it was? This is Keke.”

“Infiltration during the evening will be our best chance. I’m with Keke on this one. As far as the serving bells are concerned, please do not worry. They are smaller, weaker illusion Enchantments. I realized it when neither of you could see the separate hallway in the school.

"The Enchantments may wear off if they’re not applied again within a certain timeframe. So, if we’re lucky, you girls might be better tomorrow. This is Ravyn.”

“Still, though. I’m sorry. This is Keke.”

“It’s fine. You could not have known. Let’s focus on the plan. This is Ravyn.”

I just couldn’t get over the whiplash I felt over Ravyn’s handwriting. I swore I was reading someone else’s penmanship. She used very few contractions, and her vocabulary was a lot kinder—well, save for ‘You fucks.’ If only we could see this version of Ravyn more often.

I wrote my response, and we circled the paper around the group again.

“So, this illusion magic. Can an Enchantment have more than one effect beyond the illusion? I’m worried that there’s more to it than what we’ve seen. Getting into the school is dangerous unless we know what all could happen. This is Matt.”

“It was just that wall, right? That you can't see, but we can? This is Cannoli.”

“It might not be. The only reason the wall was so easy to identify was because it was something that stuck out. We wouldn’t question a gilded spoon or minor differences in color or appearance. This is Keke.”

“That’s a good point. As far as its power is concerned, it should be one of those set-it-and-forget-it types of Spells. The Enchanter could be Lynn or Ara. Such a weak Spell may require them to Enchant the serving bells daily. With that in mind, they should not be able to alter its effects after the victim has touched the bell. This is Ravyn.”

“So, the entire place might be bug—” I scratched the sentence out. How would they know what ‘bugged’ meant? “So, they might be listening to our conversations, too? This is Matt.”

“I don’t like that. Then, what do me and Keke do?”

“You forgot to put your name down, Cannoli. I think we should scout out the manor and talk more tomorrow. Outside of the house. Worst case scenario, Cannoli and I can be distractions while Matt and Ravyn try to locate the man. This is Keke.”

“We have plenty of money to continue staying here, so let us bide our time and be patient. If, at some point, we can confirm the Enchantment has been dispelled, then all the better. That’s not something I can do in a day, though. I suggest we wake up a little earlier than normal and get a head start. This is Ravyn.”

“Alright, I’m game. Let’s do it. This is Matt.”

I took a moment to look over and see what Cannoli was writing. I imagined her with a cell phone, and the thought of her emoji-ridden texts warmed my heart.

“Sorry! I forgot! Then it’s a plan! This is Cannoli :)”

Cannoli passed the paper to Keke, and without writing anything down, Keke handed it to Ravyn. Ravyn took a minute to look over all the responses, glanced at each one of us, then nodded.

Guess I’m about to see if my years of playing stealth games did anything for me.
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Chapter 4
He Is What He Hides


As we quietly picked at our breakfast the next morning, I realized a presence I’d just barely become accustomed to was absent.

“Where’s Lynn?” I asked.

“She was reassigned where her talents are more warranted,” Ara said. She stood in a corner of the room, her eyes and ears as sharp as ever.

“Why? She was doing fine here.” Even if we couldn’t speak openly in the house, Lynn was good at creating topics that we could discuss.

“I apologize for the inconvenience, master. Every need you have will be met to your satisfaction.” Ara glanced downward, and the corner of her lip twitched into a frown. Was it my imagination, or was something bothering her? “Whatever that may be.”

“Hey, we get it. Just stand quietly over there and let me eat,” Ravyn snapped.

Ara averted her gaze and instead focused on dusting the already immaculately clean furniture.

I cleared my throat. “So, what new adventure should we have today?”

“I saw a shop yesterday I’d like to visit,” Cannoli replied timidly. “There were stuffed bunnies in the window. And games!”

A toy store in business with no man present? They’re not very good at this. “Sure, we can check that out.”

“Hmm,” Ravyn tapped a finger against her teacup. “Is there a store for [Cooking] supplies?”

Ara remained silent.

“Ara ara!” Ravyn snapped, then paused. “Ara, you can speak now.”

Ara worked her jaw. “Yes, miss. Indeed, there is. Stationed by the tailor.”

“Oh! What about [Fishing]?” Keke asked.

“Yes, miss. Close to the dock,” Ara said flatly.

“Can we go there, too?” Keke’s eyes shined.

“I don’t see why not.” Better to fill the time with something while we figured out how to navigate the damn school. I finished my drink and stretched. “Let’s get started?”
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Keke crooned over her shiny new tackle box as we browsed the store dedicated to [Cooking]. Sharpened utensils, expensive gadgets, and pots and pans lined the walls and shelves. Cannoli ooh’d and aww’d over every little thing like a kid in a candy store.

“Cannoli, come here,” Ravyn called, ushering Cannoli to a long display of pans.

Cannoli shuffled over to Ravyn’s side, staring at the options in wonderment. She traced the outline of one with her fingertips and shivered. “These are so nice.”

“Pick one,” Ravyn said.

Cannoli’s eyes nearly burst out of her head. “What?”

“You can’t feed this one to wrigglewrots, understand?” Ravyn stroked the quivering Ball on her shoulder.

“I-I couldn’t possibly. They’re too expensive!” Cannoli glanced at the price tags and shook her head. “No. No, no. I can find one on Ni—”

“What about this one?” Ravyn lifted a jet-black cast-iron beast with an inner lining that looked like stainless steel. “It’s made of two different metals. That’s impressive craftsmanship.”

“Might I suggest a piece that is more novice-friendly?” Celestia appeared from behind the counter.

What the hell? She wasn’t there ten seconds ago.

Keke moved to my side and whispered. “Why is she here?”

I shook my head.

Ravyn twirled the pan around her wrist and locked her gaze with Celestia’s.

Christ, please don’t hit her with the pan.

“It’s not for me, madame,” Ravyn spat.

“Yes, so I heard. You wish to purchase one for your friend?” Celestia grinned. “I can only imagine the quality of [Cooking] from a minor outlying island like Ni.”

“Her [Cooking] is better than any of the shit I have eaten here,” Ravyn countered.

“Oh! Might I suggest returning home post-haste, then? If we are not to your satisfaction?” Celestia clasped her hands at her chest. “We live to serve and fulfill your desires, miss. We are a people of culture. I can understand the disconnect.”

“She’s ruthless,” I murmured. Keke nodded.

“R-Ravyn, it’s okay,” Cannoli whimpered.

“Give me the most expensive one you have,” Ravyn demanded.

Celestia peered down her long nose, eyes sparkling through the tiny frames of her glasses. “I am not certain you can afford such a piece.”

“Oh? Now it’s your job to assume?” Ravyn cackled. “I’d appreciate it if you’d wrap it nicely, too. It’s a gift, after all.” She strode proudly to the checkout counter and seized a hefty bag of Bells from her [Cat Pack], holding them aloft and wiggling the pouch back and forth. “We can count them together if it’s too difficult for you.”

The haughty, prideful expression on Celestia’s face dwindled for a split second when Ravyn pulled out the Bells. She pursed her lips, seemingly holding back the things she really wanted to say, but it was clear she’d lost this fight. She procured a pan from the higher shelves and briefly showed it to Cannoli.

While any good salesman would have lived for the pitch, Celestia’s fell flat. “This piece is crafted from an advanced steel alloy. It contains a copper core, which distributes heat more evenly. The lid is perfectly shaped to fit only this pan.”

Cannoli’s excitement bubbled over all the same. She covered her mouth and looked from the pan to Ravyn and back to the pan. “Really?” she squeaked.

“Let’s go, Celestia,” Ravyn snapped her fingers twice. “Time is money.”

Keke and I watched in stunned silence as Ravyn counted out the Bells, and Cannoli squealed in happiness.

Once they’d checked out, Ravyn handed the pan to Cannoli. “Just cook me another dinner with it,” she grumbled.

Cannoli carefully placed the delicately wrapped pan into her [Cat Pack], then tackled Ravyn in a tight embrace. “Thank you so much.”

Ravyn tensed, then hooked her arms around Cannoli’s back in a maneuver that avoided as much contact as possible. “Er, you’re welcome.”

“Wow,” Keke whispered.

“Took the word right out of my mouth.”

We escaped Celestia’s furious huffs and made our way to the other shop Cannoli wanted to see. It was definitely a toy shop: wooden cars, rubber balls, games, and brightly drawn pictures. Cannoli squeaked in excitement and disappeared between the shelves. Keke, Ravyn, and I hung back.

“Strange to have toys for a place with no kittens,” Keke whispered.

“I was thinking the same thing,” I replied. I looked at Ravyn, who was whispering unintelligible words to Ball. “Is he okay? He’s seemed really weird since we got here.”

Ravyn shook her head. “Bally’s sensitive to magic. And it is crawling all over this city.”

I remembered my previous pet parrot, Ferdinand, and his insanely emotional parroty reactions to my mom leaving the house too early or returning too late. Ball’s non-stop trembling began to make more sense. As much as I still didn’t care for parrots in general, I’d grown pretty attached to the blue-feathered member of our Party.

“Hey, is that seriously her again?” Keke motioned behind the counter.

Celestia stood at attention, watching Cannoli peruse and test various games on Buttons.

“She wasn’t following behind us on the way here,” Ravyn murmured. “I had Ball keep an eye out.”

“So, what, she’s a better [Assassin] than Naeemah?” I asked, picturing Celestia sneaking through bushes and behind buildings beneath our attention.

“Or she always knows where we are,” Ravyn hummed. “I think we’ve figured out what else that Enchantment does.”

Keke rubbed a hand over her face. “I just had to touch the bell.”

I shrugged. “We didn’t know. Don’t beat yourself up.”

“We might be able to use this to our advantage,” Ravyn continued. “Matt and I haven’t been affected, and I think Celestia knows.”

“Seems like that’s getting to her,” I chuckled.

“What do we do?” Keke asked.

Cannoli bounced back to us, a giant smile plastered on her lips and a parcel in her hand. From it, she retrieved a fluffy blue parrot plush that could have been Ball’s twin. “I got this for you, Ravyn. As a thank you for my pan!”

Ravyn carefully accepted the plushie parrot, blinking as she studied it. She blushed and cuddled it to her chest. “Thank you.”

“Yay! You’re so welcome!” Cannoli cheered.

Emotions I’d never seen cross Ravyn’s face took their time with her features as she idly stroked the plushie’s soft fur. Keke and I exchanged glances before stepping outside the shop to give them space.

“Weird day for Ravyn,” Keke whispered.

I nodded. “Not a bad one, though.”

“No. Not at all.” She leaned her head against my arm, snaking her fingers through mine. “Hey, can I see you later tonight?”

My heart sped, and I grinned like an idiot. “Yeah, of course.”

“Alright, break it up,” Ravyn called. She and Cannoli joined us outside before she lowered her voice. “I have a plan.”
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We had little way of knowing where Celestia would be lurking, so our only option was to wait until nightfall. After dinner, Ara excused herself for the evening, and we put Ravyn’s plan into action.

Keke and Cannoli stayed in the house while Ravyn and I left through one of the back doors, careful not to make any noise that could alert our housemaid. We trekked behind estates once we were outside, avoiding the main path, using the tall hedges and enormous trees for cover. It felt wrong romping through the manicured lawns, but what about this place didn’t feel wrong?

There were lamp posts along the sidewalk that dimly illuminated the backyard, but Ravyn and I hugged the shadows just in case a certain maid had a sudden stroke of insomnia and patrolled the streets.

“You said we should get a layout of this place. But how?” I whispered while we moved. “They’re not going to let us inside.”

“No. I just need to get Bally in there,” Ravyn murmured.

Ball flew overhead, a dark shadow against the moon. I imagined he was stoked to be so far away from Enchantment hell.

“Ball?” I asked.

“Mm. [Farsight] will let me map the rooms. If I get lucky, we’ll find the guy.”

We hunkered down across from the school behind a line of hedges shaped like stars. “How do we get him through the door?”

“We wait.”

This could be a long night.

I shifted to a more comfortable position on my knees, ensuring that I still had a clear view of the door between two leafy points of a star. Ravyn followed suit, smoothing her dress in her lap.

We sat in silence for a few minutes. It wasn’t exactly awkward, but her thigh touching mine was smooth and shapely and—

Not right now, Kelmer. I forced my eyes away, returning my focus to the school. “That was really cool what you did for Cannoli.”

“Cannoli fed her fucking pan to roaches. Who does that?” Despite her sour words, Ravyn chuckled. “She needed a new one.”

“Still, though. You’ve done nice things for all of us, really.” I feigned a quiet gasp. “Are you going to drop the F-bomb on us? Are we…friends?”

She rolled her eyes, but her smile stayed. “Don’t think you’re that lucky. Not yet.”

“So, you’re saying there’s a chance?”

She lightly bumped her shoulder against mine. “Baka.”

The creaking sound of a door snapped both of us to attention. A catgirl with tied-back hair smoothed her apron and stepped out onto the porch.

“Kehehehe. There we are,” Ravyn snickered, then pointed to the sky.

I followed her hand, and, as if on cue, Ball Gag performed an impressive nosedive into the school’s backyard. His bright blue outline glimmered in the moonlight before vanishing behind the building.

“[Displace]!” Ravyn hissed.

The girl on the porch disappeared, replaced by a preening, unfazed Ball.

“Go, Ball,” Ravyn whispered.

Ball flapped inside, rising high past the door frame.

The bushes around the yard rustled, and the catgirl stumbled through, whipping her head back and forth and brushing the leaves from her skirt.

“Annabelle! Are you fucking with me again?” she cried. “The madame will have your ass!”

Wow. Such etiquette. 

Ravyn closed her eyes and rolled her shoulders. “[Farsight].”

The catgirl visibly shivered beneath the cone of lamplight and covered her chest with both arms. “Annabelle! I swear to fucking Saoirse, if you don’t stop this!” she squeaked.

I remembered very well the feeling of [Farsight] from San Island. Like something was stripping and scanning my entire body inside and out.

“Come on, c’mon, c’mon,” Ravyn whispered and shivered. 

“Anything?”

One curt shake of her head. “I have the hallways mapped out but—” Her words cut short, and she grinned. “Found him.”

“Great, get Ball out of there.” I was afraid if the maid-in-training went back inside, we wouldn’t have an easy time explaining why Ravyn’s very identifiable parrot was flapping around Venicia’s School of Etiquette. 

“[Displace]!” Ravyn murmured.

The catgirl vanished once again, and Ball returned to the sky without hesitation.

“Annabelle!” the shriek echoed through the manor.

“We’d better go before she wakes up the whole damn city,” I said, hustling to my feet. “Nicely done.”

“What did you expect, boy? I’m the real master here.” Ravyn snickered and stood. “Back to the house, then.”
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The four of us once again sat around the dining table with a stack of parchment and a quill for each of us. Cannoli had brought along Buttons and one of the toys she must have purchased from the earlier shop. A tiny wooden ball and an object shaped a lot like a miniature soccer goal. 

“I was able to map the entirety of the school with [Farsight]. I have located the man of this island. This is Ravyn.”

“Nice going, Ravyn! You’re amazing! :D This is Cannoli!”

Cannoli propped the wooden ball in front of Buttons, watching as he rolled it with his face between the posts and into the net. She squeaked with happiness, then clapped her hands over her mouth.

Keke stifled a laugh before scribbling her piece.

“Yeah, good job. So, what’s next? This is Keke.”

Ravyn tapped her quill against the table in thought. 

Buttons swapped his face for his tail, sweeping it around and shooting an impressive goal. Damn, he’s better at sports than I ever was. 

“Before we can even try talking to him, we need to break the Enchantments on both of you. If Celestia finds us inside the school, our time on this island is done. This is Ravyn.”

“How do we do that?” Buttons spun in place, adding more flare to his next tail shot. “Oh my gosh! Buttons is so good at this! Ah! This is Cannoli!”

“Neither of us has touched the serving bells since we talked about it, but Celestia found us just fine. This is Keke.”

“Yes, your fire-lizard can aptly use the ten brain cells the goddess gifted him with. And unless we can get the caster of the Enchantment to break it, we need to find [Dispel] scrolls or potions that will do it. This is Ravyn.”

“I think Buttons is pretty great. Anyway, do any of you have stuff with you that can [Dispel]? This is Matt.”

The note made its way around the table, and the girls shook their heads. Buttons made another shot but missed. Keke blocked the ball with her palm and carefully reached across the table to replace it in front of Buttons’s scaly body.

“I have not seen a magic shop in Venicia. But we can ask the locals tomorrow. This is Ravyn.”

“Wouldn’t it be better if just Matt and Ravyn talked to the man? This is Cannoli.”

“Yeah. We could keep guard or stay here again. This is Keke.”

“I don’t see why not. This is Matt.”

“And what if he does decide to come with us? Do you think the maids will let him go so willingly? Or, if they do, would we truly want them to know our location as we travel? It is too much of a gamble. We would have to [Dispel] the Enchantments on him as well. This is Ravyn.”

“You think they would follow us on the boat? :o This is Cannoli.”

“Celestia does seem pretty determined. I think Ravyn’s right. This is Keke.”

I had nothing of merit to add to the conversation. I pulled the goalpost farther away from Buttons and gestured for him to try again. He scooped the ball up with his tongue, tossed it into the air, then swatted it with his tail. It flew into the net with a tiny swish, and I pumped a fist for him.

“Matt! Quit playing with the lizard, and pay attention!

"Let us locate the nearest magic shop before we attempt to intercept our target. Once we know we can [Dispel] these Enchantments, we can continue our plan. This is Ravyn.”

“Okay! This is Cannoli! P.S. Great job, Buttons!”

“Sounds good. This is Keke.”

“I am paying attention! That’s fine! This is Matt.”

We nodded our silent agreement and packed up our writing implements. Ravyn burned the scribbled parchment while I handed Cannoli the net. She scooped Buttons onto her shoulder with tiny praises and scritches. Scratches. Damn it. 

Keke moved to my side and looked up at me with a mischievous smile tugging at the corner of her lips. She slid her fingertips down my forearm, and a trail of goosebumps followed.

I returned her smile. The night wasn’t over yet.
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Chapter 5
Hot Tails


We waited for the other girls to vanish behind their doors before I followed Keke into her room, which was virtually identical to mine. She closed the door behind me, then took my hand.

“I know we haven’t really talked about it lately, but, um—” She hesitated, searching my face. “How are you doing? After…Yomi?”

Hearing Yomi’s name made my stomach clench. Seeing ‘Enchantments’ written all over the parchment had been enough to drum up the sound of chimes in my ears, and the hazy memory of Yomi climbing into my bed without asking. Like trying to recall a nightmare. I swallowed against the lump in my throat.

“It’s weird, honestly,” I admitted. “Some days are better than others.”

Keke nodded. “I can’t imagine what you feel, Matt. And maybe this is selfish of me.” She raised our clasped hands and kissed my fingers. “But I’ve missed being close to you. I think about it all the time.”

She blushed and I was sure I turned tomato red. Every time she said something that sweet, I waited to wake up in my parents’ house, alone in Washington, wondering who would ghost me next. But I didn’t. And the way she looked at me made my heart skip a beat.

“I’ve missed it too,” I said, and meant it.

Keke grinned. “Wait here.” She disappeared behind an intricately decorated screen in the corner. I felt like a moron, but I hadn’t realized what the hell the thing was for until Keke hung her dress over the top.

“No fun if I can’t watch,” I called.

She chuckled. “Just give me a moment.”

I leaned against a bedpost and crossed my arms. I still didn’t know what to really say in these situations. So, how are you enjoying your time in Ba Sing Se? Sorry, I meant maid hell. But none of that mattered right now. All I wanted was to feel Keke’s skin on mine.

More rustling of fabric, and then Keke made her entrance. My heart skipped. A green corset the same color as her formal dress hugged her waist and carried her breasts high on her chest. Black panties and thigh-highs accentuated her lower half, complete with a pair of high heels. Her tail swayed excitedly behind her, and a playful smile painted her lips.

“Woah,” I whispered, arms falling to my sides.

“Like it?” Keke slowly turned in place, then made her way toward me.

“Love it.”

Her smile widened. “It’s what I have to wear under that dress.”

I closed the distance between us, wrapping one arm around her waist and cradling the back of her neck with the other. “I like it better without the dress.”

She bit her lower lip, cheeks flushing. God damn, everything you do is sexy. I tangled my fingers in her hair and claimed her mouth. She gripped the front of my shirt, parting her lips and immediately reciprocating the motions of my tongue. We were both breathless and desperate. It had been too long and Keke’s form, her scent, her kiss; they felt like home.

I untangled the knots of her corset, savoring the taste of her and shivering with the intensity of her embrace. When I felt the strings give, I tugged the corset off her and tossed it to the side. She all but tore my shirt free, discarding it without a word. I admired her at arm’s length, memorizing the image of her half-naked in her stockings and heels.

“That’s a good look for you,” I breathed.

Keke danced her fingers over the curves of my chest, her ears and eyes flickering with interest. “Same for you.”

I took her hand and slid two of her fingers into my mouth, holding her stare while gently sucking on the tender digits. She gasped, leaning into me before I felt the tip of her tongue gliding across my collarbone, then her teeth sinking into my shoulder.

Playing harder, hm? Don’t mind if I do.

Releasing her fingers from my lips, I snagged another handful of her hair and pulled, craning her head and exposing her throat. While I toyed with one hardened nipple, I kissed, caressed, and bit the length of her neck. She whimpered, her back arching in my embrace in a sweet show of submission.

“You’re mine,” I growled against her skin.

“Mnh...yes,” she gasped, her nails raking lines down my spine.

I grabbed her wrist and, still holding her by the hair, pulled her toward the bed. Plunging my tongue down her throat, I dragged her down to the sheets, living for the quivering in her fingers and the sharp intakes of breath between our kisses. I broke our embrace, craving the taste of her skin. But despite our urgent groping and grasping and the growing intensity against my pants, I wanted to take my time with her.

I started with her throat, tracing the gentle curve with my tongue, then moved to her shoulder, then her abdomen, kissing and drinking in every inch. I drew a heart around her navel and sucked on her hip bone.

“T-tease,” she whispered, goosebumps peppering her flesh.

I laughed and caught the hem of her panties with my teeth, pulling them free from her hips and down below her knees. I kissed the inside of her thigh and tested the vulnerable skin between her legs with the tip of my tongue.

“A-ah!” Keke moaned and spread her knees as she raised her hips.

I parted her folds and lightly licked her clit, sending a shiver rocketing through her. When I flattened my tongue and set to work, my name escaped her like a prayer. She wrapped her calves around my shoulders, the heels of her shoes poking into my back. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t fair how badly I wanted to fuck her, and I couldn’t.

And then it hit me.

I stroked her tail, summoning more moans from her perfect mouth, and followed it to the edge of her spine. Carefully parting her tight ass cheeks, I pressed the tip of my middle finger at the soft opening.

“T-that’s— Nh!” Keke gasped, one hand shooting to my hair while the other gripped the blankets.

“Is it okay?” I paused, the pulsing heat of her impossible to ignore.

“Y-yes. Go slow,” she said.

“Of course.” I returned my tongue to her slit and pushed to the first digit of my finger. Her body clenched, and I moaned. It was a tight, searing fit, and we would need lube for anything bigger. 

Damn it. 

For now, I waited for her to relax and continued to penetrate her, sliding my thumb into her dripping cunt to move in tandem.

“Matt,” she moaned. “That feels so good.”

I sucked at her clit and plied her throbbing voids with increasing intensity, moving up to my knuckles at both ends. Keke’s hips rocked against my jaw, descended hard on my hand, then restarted the rotation.

“I-I’m coming!” she cried at the top of her voice.

Her convulsions swelled around my hand, and I drank in her climax, massaging her depths as I did. She gasped for air, clenching handfuls of the blanket beneath her. The erotic sounds that escaped her echoed against the walls, and I nibbled the inside of her thigh.

Keke’s rocking slowed, and she arched her head up. “Come here,” she commanded. She wriggled her hips free and dug her fingers into my hair, yanking me to the bed.

“Yes, ma’am,” I murmured.

She unhooked the fly of my jeans with dizzying speed. “Off.”

I like this side of you. I did as she said, stripping the boxers for good measure. My erection was finally free of its confines, and I struggled not to throw her down and take her that second.

But Keke had other plans. She nudged my shoulders so that I lay flat on my back and straddled me at the knees. She paused, then blushed. “I want to try something. If you don’t like it, it’s okay.”

Not sure I’m ready to have her fingers in my ass, but what the hell. “Alright.”

She leaned forward, balancing a breast in each palm, then sandwiched my shaft between them.

“Oh, fuck,” I groaned, half in pleasure, half in surprise.

Keke slowly rose and fell, massaging my cock between her tits. Sweat glistened on her skin, and her chest was so fucking soft. She bit her lower lip and watched me with her hopeful, golden eyes. “Is this alright?”  

“That feels incredible.”

She grinned. “Good.”

I relaxed my hands on her thighs, watching her as she tried different speeds and techniques. When she discovered a rhythm that made my eyes roll back, I found myself no longer able to control the thrusting in my hips.

“You’re lasting a lot longer,” she murmured.

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” I moaned.

“You should.” As if to make me eat my words, Keke leaned her head forward and incorporated her mouth with her machinations.

It only took a few rotations of her slick, hot tongue against my shaft between the plush cushions of her breasts before I orgasmed. I couldn’t even warn her. Hot seed painted her chest, throat, and cheeks. “Damn it. I’m sorry.”

Keke giggled, then licked her lips clean.

Well, that’s an image I’ll never forget.

“Here, hang on.” I freed myself from beneath her and went to find a washcloth, wetting it in the sink and returning to clean her off. 

She was still on her knees, one hand in her lap and the other masking her giggles.

I gently wiped her face, then moved to her throat and chest. “What’s so funny?”

“I’m just glad I can still make you do that,” Keke said, stroking her thumb over my cheek. “I was just a little worried, I guess.”

“Worried about what?” I couldn’t take my eyes off her. The slow sway of her tail, the curve of her waist, the silken tendrils of her hair. God, had there ever been a more beautiful creature?

“That I wouldn’t be able to please you like others have, I guess.”

I laid my hand over hers and kissed her. “You don’t ever have to worry about that. I mean it.”

“I’m glad.”

We snuggled under the sheets, and I held her close. We talked about fish and Buttons and whatever came to mind before we both drifted off to sleep.
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Chapter 6
All Purpose Cultural Catgirl


Maybe it was a bit immature, but I insisted that Keke leave her room first when the morning came. Good thing, too, because just as she stepped outside, Cannoli was there.

“Good morning, Keke!” came Cannoli’s sweet voice.

“A-ah! G-good morning, Cannoli!” Keke said back.

Come on, Keke, keep it together. Don’t blow my cover this early.

“Ready for the most important meal of the day?”

“Y-yeah. Lead the way?” I caught the fleeting image of Keke walking away with a hand gesture. After the girls turned the corner and I could hear the sound of descending footsteps against the stairs, I exited the room and faced the door, shutting it quietly.

I looked off to where I saw Keke and Cannoli left.

Hate to see you leave but love to watch you go.

Then the footsteps of another person sounded from behind me. I turned to see Ravyn, who I assumed saw the whole thing. “Good morning,” I said in the most natural way I could manage.

“Morning.” Ravyn didn’t give me so much as a glance as she walked by. She seemed focused on something else, chewing on the end of her thumbnail.

“You okay, Ravyn?”

Ravyn continued on her way and descended the staircase. I guess she’ll tell us later.

When we were in our assigned seats, Ara came to each of us with a filled glass. She must have had a bad night’s rest because she was uncharacteristically slow, and large dark circles hung under her eyes.

Keke furrowed her brow, but Cannoli clasped her hands together with a sparkle in her eye.

“Smoothies?” I asked aloud.

Ara bowed, the metal tray held at her waist. “Yes, master. I thought it prudent that something a bit more nutritious be supplied today.”

I lifted the cup and observed the violet liquid within. How in the hell could someone have the patience to make something like this without a blender? “How did you make this?”

“Oh! Oh! I know how!” Cannoli said, raising her hand. “It’s a painstaking process. You have to mash and beat every vegetable and fruit into a fine paste. You can use a big, long stick if you want, but I prefer a pestle!” Cannoli beamed and looked up at Ara for confirmation.

Ara stared blankly. “Why, yes. That’s exactly how I made it. You seem well versed in the matters of [Cooking].”

Cannoli pressed the glass to her lips, passing looks between each of us. “I just love making delicious meals. Maybe you’ll let me cook with you sometime?”

Ara gaped. “I… I could not permit that, miss. Thank you so very much for the offer, though.” Her tone sounded more genuine than usual. I raised my hand to speak, but a knock came at the door. Ara bowed briefly, then made a brisk escape to the front door.

Ravyn slid her glass across the table, away from her and toward Cannoli. “You can have mine.”

“Wah, really?” Cannoli gaped. Buttons leaped from her shoulder to inspect the second smoothie.

“Hang on,” I started, not knowing what I could actually say without getting us in trouble. We still had no proof one way or the other that Celestia was listening in on us, so after a few seconds of deliberating, I put Ravyn on the spot instead. “You should really eat.”

“I’m not hungry,” she muttered.

“Something wrong?” Keke asked as she reached for Ravyn’s hand.

"I’m fine. I just want to leave." Ravyn swiftly removed her hands from the table and folded her arms across her chest. "I’m not eating a smoothie. And the rest of you shouldn’t either.” She narrowed her eyes and shook her hea

I see. So, we’re going with that angle.

My mother had taught me the vices of wasting food, but considering our circumstances, I had to agree with Ravyn. Who knows what the stuff was laced with. I pushed my smoothie aside and put my hand around Cannoli’s glass. Cannoli grabbed hold of the cup.

“We should get something a bit more filling, don’t you agree, Cannoli?” I said to her with raised brows.

Cannoli looked up, favoring me with a concerned stare, her hand clamped around the glass like a vise.

Ravyn sighed deeply and got up from the table, the legs screeching against the wooden floor. “I’ll be outside whenever you’re ready.”

“Ravyn, wait,” Keke said with her arm outstretched.

The three of us watched as she brushed shoulders with Ara and another catgirl on her way out. The door shut behind Ravyn, and Ara approached with a new maid by her side. “Is something amiss?” Ara asked.

“No, nothing,” I said with a shake of my head.

“Hm. Well then, if I may introduce someone.” Ara took a step to her side and held out an arm to a dark-skinned catgirl with piercing green eyes and jet-black hair. “This is Amira. Since Lynn has departed, she will be my assistant for the remainder of your stay here.”

Each of us bent our heads forward awkwardly in greeting. Cannoli and my hands were still firmly clenched around the smoothie.

“A pleasure.” Amira’s voice was soft, almost monotone. She curtsied longer than the maids usually did, then stood back up to sweep some of her long, black hair behind her. Every movement she made was slow, deliberate, patient.

Not an ounce of haste in this girl.

One awkward conversation and two unfinished smoothies later, Keke, Cannoli, and I briefly explained our plans to Ara and Amira, then went outside to meet Ravyn. She leaned up against the fence, muttering unintelligible words to Ball Gag.

“Take enough time in there? We got work to do,” Ravyn said.

“You should have eaten,” Keke said with a tone of irritation.

“Mou ii. I never started having breakfast until you all showed up anyway.” Ravyn pushed herself away from the fence with her foot, motioning for us to follow. “Let’s go get some ice cream.”
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Seemed like a busy day for Felsi. There was a line of at least ten catgirls by the time we arrived. It was the highest number of people we’d seen outside since we’d come to Venicia. 

“Is it national ice cream day or something?” I asked, standing on my tiptoes to peer over the heads of the girls.

The brunette catgirl in front of me turned and bowed. “We are granted time for ice cream once per week from the School of Etiquette, master. My sincerest apologies if this has created an inconvenience for you.”

“Huh.” I shrugged. “We can wait.”

Ravyn rolled her head and groaned. “Fuck this.”

“Hey, wait! Ravyn!” I cried, but it was too late. Ball jumped off her shoulder and fluttered over to perch on my shoulder instead. He twitched a few times, but otherwise, I let him stay where he was. Not because I liked him, though. “You feeling alright?” I scratched the top of his head.

Ball twitched, and I drew my hand back. He tilted his head at me, squinting.

Keke, Cannoli, and I—and Ball, too, I guess—watched as Ravyn wove through the crowd with relative ease, the bobbing of her black, pointy hat making for a good marker. She remained in [Combat Mode] every time we went outside. Not that I could really blame her. 

Felsi leaned over the counter with a hand to her ear. I couldn’t hear a thing over the clamoring for ice cream.

Then there was a harmony of gasps. The top half of Felsi’s body disappeared for a few seconds as a black-gloved hand reached out and pulled her over the counter.

“Is everything okay in there?” Keke asked.

“Y-yeah, I think so.” I hope so. I stood higher on the balls of my feet and craned my head over the crowd. 

Felsi jerked back in a sudden motion and shook her hands in front of her in a frantic gesture. She bowed several times over, and moments later, the pointed hat started to make its way back to us. 

“Did you find anything useful?” I asked as Ravyn emerged.

She shrugged, and Ball was quick to abandon me for Ravyn’s shoulder, nuzzling up against her neck and cheek on arrival.

“Scared, were you?” Ravyn said, procuring a small treat for Ball. Ball nibbled on the crunchy cone, holding the sugary cylinder in his talon. “And yeah. Sorta. I can tell you this much though—Felsi won’t be able to get us what we need. There isn’t a magic shop for miles. We’re going to have to go out of town.”

“More walking,” I heard Cannoli mumble.

“I’m no more excited than you are, but it’s our only option at this point,” Ravyn said, sighing.

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a retreating length of brown braids cutting the corner of a nearby building. I wondered if it was my imagination, then thought again. Coincidences were not a thing in this town.

“What’s wrong, Matt?” Cannoli said with a hand on my arm.

I would’ve normally enjoyed the sensation of her skin on mine. Bask in the goosebumps and fly off to a momentary land of bliss and wild imaginations. Instead, all I could think of was how much I wanted to get out of this city.

“I think our stalker isn’t far behind us,” I said, just loud enough that they could hear.

“Already?” Keke said with drooping eyes.

“Do you think she’ll follow us out of town?” asked Cannoli.

Ravyn shook her head. “I don’t think she’ll leave her minions for a second. Barking orders like a bitch takes too much time for little miss head maid. Once we’re out of here, the cunt should leave us alone.”

“But somebody else might track us,” reasoned Keke. “Somebody we haven’t seen.”

“Possible, but unlikely. Tracking Spells are tied to the caster in most cases. I doubt we’d have the head maid on our tails if someone else could stalk us instead.”

The logic was a bit iffy in my eyes. At this point, though, there wasn’t much else we could do but move on to the next town in hopes they had the items we needed.

“So, where to, then?” I asked.

“Next town over is Badyron.” Ravyn wiped her shoulder clean of the cookie crumbs and gestured for a stagecoach nearby. “I don’t want to walk either. Let’s hitch a ride.”
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‘Uncomfortable’ was the understatement of the year for our ride to Badyron. The wagon creaked and wobbled the whole way, rolling over rocks every other minute. I was just grateful that it was only a few hours away from Venicia.

“If I see another maid after we leave, it’ll be too soon,” muttered Ravyn. She clicked her tongue and spat into a nearby bush as we watched the carriage leave.

“So, how about finding that magic shop?” I suggested while walking up to the perimeter of the town.

Cannoli was covering her face and shaking her head. “Please!”

Buttons appeared on her shoulder, warbling back and forth like he’d just escaped a Tilt-a-Whirl, which wasn’t all that far from the truth.

Keke and Cannoli took one of my arms, and the three of us worked to move together quickly. Though I’m sure we were mostly just afraid of getting an earful from Ravyn.

“Manipulative, spineless, uptight bitches. All of them,” Ravyn grumbled while the rest of us pretended not to hear.

Badyron wasn’t unlike Venicia, just a constructional downgrade or two. It looked as if the entire town was created with second-hand materials—perhaps the maids didn’t take as good of care of this place as they did Venicia. Cracks, pieces of plaster, and chipped paint stuck out on most of the homes and businesses. Grass poked through the minor crevices and imperfections of the road, and the gardens had their share of weeds.

Despite the imperfections, it felt a lot more like home to me. I wondered if it was too much to ask that Badyron not be as uptight, not as strict. Perhaps they’d be a little more homey or—

“First of all.” Ravyn grabbed a good chunk of my shirt from behind, nearly yanking me backward. “Let’s get a fucking drink.”

“Hey, be careful!” Keke snapped loudly.

“You could hurt him,” Cannoli said in a quieter tone.

“Oh, please. He’ll be fine. I’m sure he’d like a drink anyway, wouldn’t you?” Ravyn’s eyes bore daggers into me, and I felt a strong inclination to agree, regardless of how I actually felt.

I looked away. I suddenly felt very, very tired. Maybe the stress was, at last, getting to me. “S-sure. I’m sure we could all use one, yeah?”

“Time to get wasted, squawwwwwk!”

Our mouths dropped, and an audible gasp escaped from our throats. Initially, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to drink. But now?

“Hell yeah, let’s get a drink!” I said with renewed vigor in my veins. I was relieved to see the hellkite back in form.

Ravyn breathed a sigh of relief and scratched the chin of her feathery companion. A rare smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. Even if it had nothing to do with the rest of us, it was nice to see Ravyn smile so genuinely.

Guess you really do love the little shit, don’t you?

As per usual, we drew the gazes of most of the catgirls in town. Some braver than others tried to strike up a conversation with me. One quick glare from Keke, Cannoli’s tightening embrace around my arm, and a quick-witted comment from Ravyn later, and just about every catgirl within a five-mile radius had lost any and all urge to approach us.

Thankfully, it didn’t take long for us to find a nearby tavern.

“Do you have to use such harsh language?” Cannoli asked, her shoulders scrunched.

“It’s working,” Keke said with a shrug. “At least they’re staying away from us.”

“You’re welcome.” Ravyn was the first to ascend the stairs leading up to the tavern. 

It had a sort of wild west feel to it with the batwing doors. Grains and splinters of wood poked out between corners and crevices within the floorboards and tables, and many of the glasses looked like they’d been simply rinsed and dried out. That last part had me concerned for sanitary reasons, but if it was good enough for the girls, then it was good enough for me. 

Ravyn pushed open the doors with a hand on each wing and held fast to her spot, surveying the room and pointedly staring at each of the patrons.

“Hey, Ravyn,” I whispered to her.

“What?”

“Is it safe to come in?” I asked. 

“Baka. When have you ever asked me that?” Ravyn snickered. 

I swung the doors wide and looked over the room, pointing to a table in the corner to our right. “How about that one?”

“Sure.” Ravyn welcomed herself in like she owned the place, and we meekly followed behind.

We drew looks of timidity, fright, joy, and numerous other expressions on our way to the table. It seemed there wasn’t a single girl in here who was feeling the same two emotions, which brought its own brand of concern.

I turned toward Ravyn, my fight-or-flight response starting to kick in.

“Hey, Ravyn, maybe we should—”

The slamming of a tray twisted my neck around to the source of the sound. A maid with a skirt cut halfway up her thighs stood at attention, a pencil and a pad of paper in her hands. She had a ring pierced into her left ear, bore bright red hair tied up into a ponytail, and stared down at us with steel-gray eyes.

“What’ll it be?” She had the gusto—albeit sexier than expected—that she was ready to take an order. Couldn’t help but feel like it was more of a demand than a question, though.

“Marlene!” came the hiss of another girl from a nearby table. “Master! Master!”

Our waitress sighed. “What’ll it be, master?”

“What do you suggest?” I asked.

“We’re new here!” Cannoli chimed in with Buttons scurrying his way out from underneath her shirt collar.

“Just give me some hard shit. Not too hard, though. Need to be able to walk afterward,” Ravyn said.

“I’ll have water, thanks,” Keke’s reply came as a surprise to me.

“Really? You don’t want anything?” I asked.

Keke shook her head. “No.” Then her voice grew low. “My last hangover destroyed any desire for alcohol I had.”

“Ha! Weak!” Ravyn cried out. “There’s the proof I won last time!”

Keke raised a brow, then looked to the wall with her cheeks puffed out.

It’s okay, Keke. I get it.

Marlene watched us, her plush lips growing into a thin line while she tapped at the rim of her notepad with the pencil. 

“A Blaze of Fury for the well-endowed one, water for the pouty face. Understood.” Marlene scribbled a few notes onto her notepad, turning her attention back to me. “I’d suggest a Caramel Daffodil for the master and a Pink Sunday Splash for the white ears.”

I think I’d be walking out if this was a bar back on Earth.

I raised my hand. “Do you have anything a little less—I dunno, girly-sounding?”

“A Blaze of Fury for the master. Understood.” Marlene flipped the notepad back over and walked away, the clicking of her four-inch heels ringing higher than the chatter of the patrons.

“Kekeke, walked into that one,” Ravyn said.

“Cannoli has a Pink Sunday Splash, and you’re complaining about a Caramel Daffodil?” Keke asked. “Should’ve just gone with it.”

I sighed and looked at Cannoli. “Can we swap seats? It’s, er, uncomfortable not being able to see the rest of the bar.”

Call it an instinct or a man’s sense of danger, but I was certain the vast majority of the girls in the room was staring at me. It reminded me a lot of Shulan. A lot of Yomi.

I didn’t like that.

“Of course!” Cannoli popped up from the table and offered me her seat.

The faster we could get the hell off this island, the better.
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Chapter 7
Broken Blade


Choking down the Blaze of Fury without grimacing was one of my more impressive feats in my lifetime. The name should have been clue enough that the drink would scorch my throat and summon flames in my chest. 

But really, the drink’s name was the understatement of the century. Each taste bud on my tongue felt independently scorched, tears flooded my eyes as if I’d dunked them in a bucket of lemon juice, and an eternally lingering, smoky aftertaste gripped my throat to the point I was afraid I’d open my mouth and breathe fire. I wondered what the hell ‘too hard’ looked like if this was just the ‘hard shit.’

Marlene and Ravyn watched me drink with shared amusement while Keke and Cannoli sipped their drinks with concerned gazes.

No. I can’t let them know how hard this is.

I swallowed against the burning ash in my throat and exhaled. Good, no smoke. “So, magic shop?” My voice scratched and squeaked like my vocal cords themselves were raked over the coals.

“Kehehehe,” Ravyn sputtered, sipping from hers like a favored tonic. “You, boy, need more hair on your chest.”

“Squaawk! Matt’s a lightweight! Stupid Matt!”

I cleared my throat and coughed, then repeated, “Magic shop?”

“Marlene, do you know where we can find the shop for magical items?” Cannoli asked, sipping her adorable pink and bubbly drink.

I really should have just ordered that one.

Marlene chuckled and nodded. “It’s just down the way a bit. Esmerelda’s Eclectics, you can’t miss it.” She leaned forward and pointed out the window, straight down a path outside the bar. “Now, can I ask a question?”

“Master!” someone hissed from behind Marlene.

“May I ask a question, master?” Marlene stood and performed a tilted curtsy.

“Yeah, of course.”

Marlene pocketed her notebook and crossed her arms over her chest. “It’s obvious that you lot aren’t from around here. So what are you doing in Badyron?”

“Marlene!” the same voice that had constantly chided our waitress sounded once more.

“Shove a cork in that trap, Karen! Goddess above,” Marlene sighed. “My apologies. Everyone around these parts believes we should mimic Venicia. ‘Service, Urgency,’ and,” she chewed her lip, then shook her head, “whatever the hell’s the third one.”

“Grace!”

“What did I just say, Karen?” Marlene chucked her pencil at the persistent catgirl. 

A sharp yelp pierced the bar, and Karen’s companion snickered. I caught Ravyn giggling into her drink.

“We’re just passing through,” I said, hoping to stop a riot between Marlene and Karen.

Marlene shook her head. “That’s a load of roach shit. There hasn’t been another man here in years.” 

Keke’s eyes widened, and she carefully set her water back on the table. “Another man?”

“Yeah. Outside of the one in Venicia, of course.” Marlene paused and examined our faces. “Wait, you didn’t see him?”

We shook our heads.

Marlene barked an incredulous laugh. “Celestia is out of her mind. Well, he’s there. Only a few of us in Badyron have ever met him, though.”

“Well, there we are,” Ravyn murmured.

“Is he okay?” Cannoli squeaked.

“I couldn’t tell you.” Marlene collected our empty glasses. “I know it’s not my place to stick my tail in your business, but if you four need help with anything, just ask.”

“Thank you, Marlene.” I paid the tab with plenty extra for a tip, and we made our way to the magic shop.

It was strange seeing so many girls in the streets after the deserted roads of Venicia. Even if Badyron was missing a coat of paint or a few hedge trimmings here and there, the friendly smiles and jovial laughter of those around us made it feel so much more alive.

The magic shop had a royal blue awning and Esmerelda’s name written in intricate cursive on the window. Inside, the lights were dim, and floral scents and spices circled in a low-hanging haze. Lights in the ceiling twinkled above us like a brilliant night sky. I swore that, as I studied them, I saw one fly across the length of dark blue—a shooting star.

The catgirl that greeted us with a smile had green hair down to her waist and emerald eyes. Her attire seemed like an open rebellion against the maid aesthetic of Shi Island. Instead, she wore a tight black corset that cut high on her abdomen and a flowing skirt that settled around her hips. Fur-lined gloves adorned her hands, and her ears twitched toward us as she approached. Her curves were easy on the eyes, and the slit riding up her thigh called my attention like a magnet.

Keke and Cannoli closed in on either side of me, taking a hand and an arm for themselves. I bit back a smile.

“Esmerelda, then?” Ravyn asked curtly.

“Yes, I am Esmerelda.” Her smile widened, and she bowed. “Welcome to my shop, master and mistresses. It is an honor to meet a [Sorcerer].”

Ravyn raised an eyebrow. “You can tell?”

“Oh, yes. I can feel your power like a wave.” Esmerelda held an arm out, and without verbal instruction, Ball flew to her forearm and nuzzled her cheek. “And you have such a sweet familiar.”

“Neat party trick. We’re looking for [Dispel] scrolls. Have any?” Ravyn poked through nearby shelves and displays, rifling through scrolls, charms, and books.

“I do, yes. If I may ask, what are you using them for?” Esmerelda strode to an opposite display, then tugged a basket filled with scrolls free from the shelf.

“None of your damn—” Ravyn began.

“We need to [Dispel] the serving bell Enchantment from Venicia. Please,” Cannoli interrupted Ravyn and bowed. “We heard you may be able to help us.”

That’s risky of you. Well, too late to stop her.

“Ah, I see.” Esmerelda nodded. “There are different levels of Enchantments, you see. Celestia is known to utilize many of them. I only wish to provide an accurate scroll for your needs. I will not interfere with their application.”

“Give us the strongest shit you’ve got. We need five.” Ravyn snatched Ball and replaced him on her shoulder, then returned to the group.

Esmerelda gingerly returned the basket to the shelf, then tapped one long finger against her chin. “Those are created by Third Classes who are masters of their Craft. They are quite expensive.”

“Did I stutter?” Ravyn’s eyes narrowed. “And I need a [Sealing Charm].”

“Of course, miss. As you wish. I have both locked away in my inventory. Please give me a moment.”

Esmerelda turned and walked toward the back of the store. As her hips swayed, the cut in her skirt revealed one firm cheek of her backside. Damn. That’s nice.

Keke’s hand tightened around mine, and Cannoli bumped me with one elbow.

“Hey, now. I’m not going anywhere,” I chuckled.

“You didn’t need to be so mean to Esmerelda, Ravyn,” Cannoli murmured.

“I want out of this town, off this damn island, and a night in my own bed,” Ravyn growled. “I don’t trust any bitch in this place, and the whole damn service routine is getting really old.”

Keke stepped between them. “Ravyn. We all want to go home. Cannoli’s right, though. There’s no reason to take it out on a shopkeeper.”

Ravyn clenched her fists, glancing between them, but kept her silence. As soon as I’d found the right words to say to them, the door burst open. Four harried-looking catgirls pushed through, frantically searching around the shop.

The one at the front of the Party had a silver ponytail high on her head and glowing silver eyes. With the efficiency of a commanding officer, she pointed to the others in her group and issued a slew of orders. “Bridget, go across the way and secure us potions. Nadine, round up any additional fighters we can muster. Violet, with me. Go!”

“Yes, ma’am,” they replied, dispersing as soon as they were dismissed.

“What’s going on?” I asked, drawing the attention of the silver-haired girl.

Her brow furrowed as she scanned our group. “You haven’t heard? There’s a Defiled destroying Sorentina. We need supplies and units now.”

“Aster, I don’t think they’re from here,” the one she called Violet murmured, tugging on Aster’s sleeve.

Esmerelda returned with the scrolls and charm Ravyn requested, carefully placing them on the counter. She glanced at the newcomers and offered a bow. “Welcome to Esmerelda’s Eclectics. How may I help you?”

“Our town is under siege, and we’re going to lose it. We need everything you can give us, please!” Aster returned the bow.

Esmerelda paused, then slowly shook her head. “I can offer a discount, but I cannot gift my wares for free. I’m sorry.”

Aster marched up to the counter and slammed one gloved hand against it. “Did you hear me? My town is being destroyed!”

“I heard you. But my business and livelihood would be ruined. I apologize, sincerely, but if I gave charity each time a Defiled attacked a town, I’d be on the streets.”

That wasn’t good. Are cities really attacked that often? How are Badyron and Venicia still standing? “I think we should help them,” I whispered to the girls.

“This isn’t our fight, Matt,” Keke murmured.

“Besides, we’ve got big enough problems as it is,” Ravyn added.

“But, you guys,” Cannoli whimpered, tottering between the balls of her feet. “We can’t just watch a city burn. Can we?”

Aster turned to us, eyes boring into my soul. “You look like a capable bunch. Sorentina is twenty minutes on horseback from the outskirts of town. Please, we’re desperate.”

“Sorry, we’re sitting this one out,” Ravyn said before I could speak.

Aster smirked and shook her head. “Right. You’re useless. Just like the rest of the goddess-damned men on this island.”

I clenched my teeth and fists, heat rising to my face as I looked to my Party.

“Come on, Violet. There’s no help to be found here.” Aster waved her companion away, and they left the store.
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After Ravyn purchased the scrolls and the charm, the four of us left the shop. The thought of the Defiled destroying Sorentina and killing catgirl after catgirl continued to haunt me.

“Should we use the dispelling scrolls now?” Cannoli asked.

“No,” Ravyn said. “The moment we do, we put a target on our backs. We reveal that we know we’ve been Enchanted. Then the whole fucking city is on high alert, and they kick us out. We’ll need to wait until we get back, preferably after we put the actual plan into motion.”

“Oh, okay! Yeah!” Cannoli nodded with enthusiasm. “That makes sense!”

“I’m exhausted. The sooner we can get that man out of the school, the better.” Keke admitted.

“Let’s take a break,” Ravyn suggested with a clap of her hands. “There’s a table over there.” She pointed, and we followed her gaze.

The girls led the way while I lagged behind. Keke took notice, then fell behind to walk in pace with me.

“Are you upset with us?” Keke whispered, her hands held behind her back.

“Kind of.”

Keke’s stare wandered. “I see.”

When we arrived at the table, we all but collapsed into our seats. Keke and I took one side of the bench while Cannoli and Ravyn took the other. Save for the sounds of our breathing and the occasional sigh, an oppressive silence surrounded us. It took some time before I spoke up.

“I don’t agree with this,” I said flatly. “Sorentina needs help. We’ve proven we can fight against the Defiled. Isn’t this our job?”

“No, it’s not,” Ravyn replied with an equally flat tone, her head resting on the table. Ball Gag fluttered down to the surface and nuzzled his head against Ravyn’s forearm. “We’ve had our share of decent luck up until now. I’m not about to go piss it away on a Defiled. We have a man to save.” She dug a small treat out of her bag for Ball. He snatched it out of her hand, cracking and munching on the crunchy morsel.

“He’s not going anywhere. Whether we fight the Defiled or not, he’ll still be there when we get back,” I argued.

“The longer we’re gone, the more suspicious we’re going to look when we return,” Ravyn snapped.

“I…have to agree with her,” Keke said, coiling a lock of hair around one of her nervous fingers. “Who knows what trouble we could end up with.”

“Fine. I get it.” I stood up and climbed over the bench. “I’ll go by myself. You three go save the guy.”

“Baka!” Ravyn yelled, standing up from her own seat. “Have you learned fucking nothing since coming here? Do you not understand the dangers?”

“I understand full well, thanks. But I can’t just stand back and watch. Not when I can make a difference. With or without you, I’m going to help them.”

“Matt, I—” Keke started.

“Fucking damn it, Matt!” Ravyn pounded her fist against the table, fury searing her features. 

Ball Gag squawked, then flew away to perch on a nearby building. 

Ravyn looked down, slammed her hands against the smooth surface once more, then looked back up at me, violet eyes ablaze.

“R-Ravyn, p-please calm down,” Cannoli begged with her hands held out toward her. “Let’s just t-talk about this. Okay? Please?”

“Ravyn, come on, Matt just cares about the other girls,” Keke reasoned.

“Not enough about us, though!” Ravyn spat back. “He’d rather put his life at risk to go save a bunch of people he doesn’t know! He’d rather put our lives at risk! The lives of his fr— fr— fuck!” Ravyn banged her fist onto the table again.

Cannoli stood up and ran to my side. “I-I-I’ll c-come with you.” She took one of my arms and buried her face into my sleeve. Cannoli was trembling. “I-I’ll h-help you p-protect them. Just please stop f-fighting.”

I sighed. “I’m sorry, Cannoli. I would love your help.”

Keke stood up next. “I can’t let them go alone, Ravyn.” And Keke took to my opposite side.

Ravyn stood with her mouth agape. “Don’t you give a shit about us? Your Party?”

“More than anything in this world,” I countered. “And I’ll never stop protecting you.”

Ravyn searched our faces, fists clenching and unclenching. At last, she barked a frustrated noise and shook her head in defeat. “Fine! We go! But afterward, we follow the plan! To the letter! Is that understood?”

The rest of us nodded in unison.

Ravyn whistled with two of her fingers, and Ball Gag came back to her shoulder. She shared a few quiet words of apology with her feathered friend, then approached us. “You three would be helpless without me, anyway,” she growled.

I smiled. “I know. I hope you’ll roast the motherfucker for us.”

“You can bet on it,” she said.
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Once Badyron was aware of the Defiled situation in Sorentina, all transportation options out of the city stopped. They weren’t our first choice, but we found a stable with a few horses for us to rent.

“Have you ever been horseback riding?” Keke asked with a hint of worry in her voice.

“A little bit. I went more often as a kid.” I vaulted myself over the horse and took hold of the reins. It’d been almost a decade since I’d done it, but much like riding a bike, it felt natural. “I should be fine. I know the basics.”

Keke raised an unbelieving brow. “If you say so.”

It came as no surprise that Keke had experience riding a horse, but my concern grew at the thought of Cannoli riding one by herself.

“Hey, Ca—” I called out, intending to invite her onto mine.

Just as I did, Cannoli hopped onto the back of Keke’s horse and wrapped her arms around Keke’s waist.

Ah, bummer. That would’ve been nice.

Ravyn stood at the side of my horse, her arms folded.

“Do you know how to ride, Ravyn?” I asked. She shook her head, and I held out a hand. “Hop on.”

Ravyn approached with hesitation in her step, her hands held up and fingers wriggling. The horse snorted, driving Ravyn back slightly.

“Just take my hand. It’ll be easier that way. Promise.” I offered my hand once more. Ravyn slipped her fingers into my palm. I gripped her tightly and pulled her just as she hopped up. She was surprisingly light and fit behind me without issue. “See? Nothing to it, right?”

“Hai,” she said in a whisper. Ravyn surveyed the horse like someone riding a rollercoaster for the first time. The horse trotted in place, and Ravyn threw her arms around my waist.

“Haha, it’s okay, really. You’re not gonna fall.”

“Oh, shut the fuck up. I’m not a child.”

“Didn’t say you were.” I motioned to Keke. “I think we’re good.”

“Same here!” Cannoli cheered. “We haven’t done this in forever!”

“I’m looking forward to the ride, at least,” Keke replied.

One thing I’d learned was to let the more experienced rider lead. I gestured to Keke, and she took the lead a good meter or two ahead of us, their black and white-speckled horse trotting along at a comfortable pace.

“Ready?” I asked Ravyn.

“Just go.”

“If you say so.” I kicked the side of my horse, and we were off.

The sudden movement of hooves against dirt and rock prompted Ravyn to hug me even tighter. I could feel her generous bust against my back, and I briefly thought back to the first time she and I met. My face grew hot, and I was grateful she couldn’t see the red that was undoubtedly coloring my cheeks.

“Kehehehe. Like what you feel?” she murmured.

This is going to be a long ride, isn’t it?
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Chapter 8
Attack on Sorentina


Thankfully, Sorentina was a straight shot east from Badyron. After about ten minutes of pure galloping and Ravyn desperately groping at my waist for purchase—a sensation I couldn’t say I minded—we spotted dark clouds rising above the trees in the distance. They didn’t look like smoke; the density and color were off. My stomach twisted with a nervous energy that had evaded me when I’d set my mind to helping this town.

Well, no going back now. Just keep your promise to your girls, Matt.

When we reached the edge of Sorentina, everything was chaos. Catgirls clutching [Cat Pack]s and parcels while fleeing their homes. Screaming and shouting from all corners overlapped in a cacophony of disarrayed horror. The streets were too crowded to push through on horseback; Keke and I pulled up just short of a disheveled wrought-iron gate that served as the entrance to the town.

“What should we do?” I shouted over the din. Even on foot, forcing our way through the panicked crowd would be hard.

“Let’s go around!” Keke cried, turning her horse to the left and kicking off into a gallop.

I followed suit. Ravyn’s cheek was pressed against my back, and her arms clenched firmly around my stomach.

“I want off this ride!” Ravyn yelled.

“Soon!” I replied, focusing on the blonde tail of the horse in front of me.

We rounded the high walls of Sorentina, dashing through the thin growth of trees until our Party caught sight of the Defiled.

“Holy shit,” I muttered, my eyes traveling higher and higher until I found the damn thing’s head.

The Defiled stood at least three stories high—as tall as my last apartment building. It had thick arms and legs embedded with rock and covered with sludge. Its distorted face housed a mouth that gaped open and closed like a fish. Strings of mud dangled from its lips and limbs, dripping onto the catgirls and buildings at its feet.

Is that a fucking mud golem?

It roared and lifted one of the houses in the district—as easily as if it were a pile of Lincoln Logs—before chucking it at a nearby grouping of hills. The house shattered into hundreds of tiny pieces and crumbled to the ground. I prayed there was no one inside.

“It’s so big,” Cannoli whimpered. “How do we defeat that?”

Keke’s eyes narrowed as she watched the golem crush another house with an enormous stump of a foot. “I don’t think arrows will do much to its body, but I can at least figure out where it’s weakest. Ravyn, what about your magic?”

Ravyn jumped off the horse and Ball perched on her shoulder. “Honestly, I don’t know. Fire might just turn him into fucking pottery.” She shook her head. “But we’re already here, so we can at least try something.”

“Agreed.” I hopped down and lent a hand to Keke and Cannoli from their horse. “Let’s see what we can do.”

We ran closer to the mud golem, and the size of the thing just grew more intimidating with every step. Beady eyes beneath chunks of stone peered over Sorentina with fury. It leaned back and inhaled a deep, rasping breath, then opened its mouth and breathed the dark cloud we’d seen from far away into the streets. It reminded me of thick, hazy pollution descending on a crowded city. The Sorentina girls’ screams intensified.

“We do not want to get hit by that!” Ravyn yelled. “It’s infused with magic!”

Great, what else can it do?

The sharp, familiar voice of the warrior we’d seen in Badyron screamed from behind a gate, “Ceres! What the hell are you doing?”

“Stay back, Aster! This battle is mine!” A tall catgirl with blonde hair in a thick braid over one shoulder stood at the golem’s feet, her gauntleted hands clenched around a poleaxe. Her face was spotted with dirt and scratches leaking blood, and her combat attire was blotted by smudge. Unlike our Combat Modes, Ceres’s looked like she’d taken her maid uniform and simply added thick layers of armor on her legs, arms, and chest.

“Don’t fight him alone!” Aster called. “Fall back!”

“No! We make a stand here and now!” Ceres licked her lips and bent her knees, pointing her polearm toward the golem’s center. “Face me, Defiled! You will plague this city no more!”

Keke, Cannoli, and Ravyn all looked at me with varying degrees of wanting to assist and fear. This was my call. Ravyn raised an eyebrow.

Do our lives mean nothing to you? Ravyn’s words played back in my head.

“Keke, get that thing’s weaknesses down right now. Cannoli, we’ll blind it as soon as we get close enough. Ravyn, be ready for anything. All three of you stay behind me, and if shit goes south, you get the hell out and back to safety. Deal?”

“Matt—” Keke began, chewing her lip.

“[Invoke Frost]!” Ceres yelled. A cold blue glow enveloped her hands and her polearm, traveling to the poleaxe’s blade and coating it with ice.

“A [Magic Knight],” Ravyn murmured. “That’s...helpful.”

“Let’s go!” I charged forward with axe in hand, locking my sights on the mud golem and trusting the girls to follow suit.

“[Pinpoint Weakness]!” Keke cried. Moments later, she cried, “Its weakest point is the legs!”

So, we just need to get past the arms, then. We should get Ceres on the same page.

There was no room for error on this one. No Cailu to save us from the Defiled if things didn’t go as planned. My palms were slick with sweat, and my heart raced, but I trusted my girls with my life. We could do this.

“Cannoli, [Illuminate] one of Keke’s arrows!” I called over my shoulder. We had to make sure her [Blinding Light] was high enough to reach the golem’s eyes

“Okay!” Keke drew an arrow from her quiver, and Cannoli Enchanted the tip. 

“Keke, aim for its head!”

“Got it!” She stopped in place, drew back her bow, and aimed for the sky. We watched it fly, and I counted silently to three. “Now!”

“[Blinding Light]!” Cannoli cast on the arrow.

The sky erupted with white light immediately to the left of the golem’s head. It screamed and reared back, covering its face with truck-sized hands. As it shook and worked to clear its vision, globs of mud hurled from its body to the vulnerable city below.

Ceres turned toward us, eyes wide. “Who are you?”

We made it to her side and paused. “We want to help. But we need to get to its legs!”

Ceres looked between our faces, glanced at my axe and shield, then nodded. “Can you perchance hold its attention?”

“I’ll give it my best shot,” I answered truthfully. So far, [Provoke] hadn’t been effective on Defiled, but this one seemed less...coherent. I had a feeling it just might work.

Ceres nodded. “If so, then you and I will keep the arms at bay.”

“Ravyn, can you use [Scorching Ring] with Ball on its legs?” I asked.

Ravyn adjusted the wide brim of her hat and sneered. “Who do you think you’re talking to? Baka.”

“Keke and Cannoli, stay out of the line of fire. I don’t want you two swimming in mud, okay?” I tried to joke, but the tension between us was palpable.

“Right. Come on, Cannoli.” Keke took her arm, then looked back at me one more time. “Be careful. Please.”

“I will. I promise.” I nodded and turned back to Ceres. “Ready?” Whatever I was preparing for, I had to trust that Ceres knew what the hell she was doing.

“At your command, sir!” Ceres saluted and faced the golem.

“[Provoke]!” I shouted.

The mud golem shook its head once more. Then its attention snapped to me. I felt the full brunt of its enmity and sucked in a deep breath.

“[Magic Armor]! [Titan of Ice]!” Ceres held fast to her poleaxe and stepped closer, so our arms touched. The frost around her halberd trickled outward in intricate patterns like the delicate formations of snowflakes. They solidified into a brilliant half-sphere of ice that touched the ground and curved over our heads, shielding both of us from the golem.

The golem cocked one arm back, and I lifted my shield, bracing for the impact. How sturdy can a shield of ice be? At least I could offer one more wall of defense before the golem found flesh.

It slugged its fist against the ice shield and howled with pain. Tiny hairline cracks formed in the ice, but it stayed firm. The golem’s girthy fingers were coated in a thin layer of frost that shattered when he writhed his hand.

“Ravyn! Go!” I yelled.

“From the deepest fires beneath the ground, I call to you. Swathe my foe in a blaze unlike any other. Rend apart the very fabric of its being…”

Another punch and the fractures continued to spread. The golem had more trouble removing the frost from its arm this time.

“I must inform you about when this shield breaks! Everything within ten feet of me will freeze!” Ceres yelled after another crash of mud against ice.

“Everything?” I asked.

“Yes! So, you need to stand back!” Ceres replied.

Fuck. “Ravyn! Hurry!”

The golem’s attention wavered to Ball’s flightpath.

“[Provoke]!” I screamed again and found myself relieved to have its angry gaze back on me.

“Get back! Now!” Ceres repeated.

I didn’t want to leave her alone, but being frozen in place sounded like the worse option. I jumped back to where Ravyn stood just as the ice shield shattered into a thousand glittering shards. Just as Ceres said, a thick layer of frost covered the grass, the dirt, and the golem’s arm.

A deluge of arrows soared from behind the trees, sinking into the frozen mass of mud at the golem’s shoulder. The ice crackled and breaks spread throughout the surface in branching webs. 

Nice shots, Keke!

After a moment of the golem’s confused silence, the arm snapped completely off where Keke’s arrows had landed and toppled to the ground.

“Look out!” I dove forward, grabbing Ceres’s arm and wrenching her to the side. I pivoted and held my shield up to protect us both. While the arm narrowly missed us, chunks of frozen mud broke free on impact and slammed against the shield, leaving tiny dents and marks in the metal. Thank you, Espada.

The golem roared.

“[Scorching Ring]!” Ravyn shrieked.

Ball dove between the golem’s knees and the flames enveloped its legs, searing the lower half of its body into crumbling dust. The chest, remaining arm, and head tipped sideways, then slid backward from the rest of its body.

“[Fire Ball]!” Ravyn charged a blaze from her fingers and focused it on the golem’s head. It rocketed into the black hole of the golem’s mouth, then exploded in a bright orange burst, spraying mud in every direction.

At last, the dust settled, and the golem was still. Keke and Cannoli rushed back to our Party, panting when they reached us.

“I’m so sorry. I thought shooting it would help!” Keke rasped. “Are you okay?”

“We’re fine. And your shooting did help,” I assured her.

Ceres looked at me with wide eyes, then dropped to one knee. “My lord, I owe you my life! Please, allow me to pledge my eternal service to you.”

Ravyn snickered. Keke and Cannoli exchanged looks. I blanked. Do what now?

“Let’s, uh, check up on Sorentina. Then we can talk about it.” I scratched the back of my neck.

“Yes, my lord!” Ceres stood and bowed. “I am at your command!”

New Notifications!

Matt has gained: 160 Base XP!
Matt has gained: 160 Class XP!

Keke has gained: 160 Base XP!
Keke has gained: 160 Class XP!
Keke is now: Base Level 6!
Keke is now: Scout Level 6!
Keke has gained: 1 Stat Point!
Keke has gained: 1 Class Point!

Cannoli has gained: 160 Base XP!
Cannoli has gained: 160 Class XP!
Cannoli is now: Base Level 6!
Cannoli is now: Acolyte Level 6!
Cannoli has gained: 1 Stat Point!
Cannoli has gained: 1 Class Point!

Ravyn has gained: 112 Base XP!
Ravyn has gained: 112 Class XP!

Matt has befriended: Ceres!

Now accessing system memory…

Prim, proper, perfect. Everything has its own place. 
Not a speck of dirt or hint of clutter.
This egregious perfectionism must be stopped. 

Memory storage successful.

[image: Ai Pro Tip: Magical abilities can interact with one another to achieve different effects. Try multiple combinations.]

Ai Pro Tip: Magical abilities can interact with one another to achieve different effects. Try multiple combinations.



[image: image-placeholder]


Side Quest: Yomi's Pact


Yomi combed through the great library in Nyarlothep, adding any books she could find on [Dark Priest] to her growing pile on a nearby table. Cailu had blessedly taken an afternoon off, assuredly sleeping with whoever showered him with the most attention. Naeemah constantly served as his active, unnecessary bodyguard, giving Yomi a rare chance at some much-needed alone time.

Beyond his saccharine-sweet façade and the infuriating level of vanity, the main problem with Cailu was his outlandish expectations of Yomi and Naeemah. They had to be the best in their Classes at all times. She’d seen enough fourth Party members abandoned, ignored, and killed off with Cailu to know what happened if they weren’t. Needless to say, recruitment was closed.

But there weren’t many [Dark Priest]s in Nyarlea to learn from. In fact, Yomi hadn’t met a single one. Every catgirl with an affinity for healing wanted to be a shining example of Saoirse—a pure, glimmering light in the dark. Yomi no longer felt that do-gooder draw. She’d dabbled as a [Mage] before she met Ravyn and liked it well enough. But two [Mage]s in the same Party were redundant, and the thought of Ravyn healing was laughable. So, she’d turned to [Acolyte], half-listening to the Saoirse-worshipers in Shulan until she could escape to Nyarlothep and turn to the darker arts.

Carting the remainder of her book haul to the table, Yomi began thumbing through them in search of anything that would help her understand her Class better. There was a fair amount of books on the history of Nyarlea, the Classes themselves, and the requirements to reach them. So far, she found only one book dedicated to the study of [Dark Priest] Skills.

“This is helpful.” Yomi set the Skill tome aside for closer inspection when another book caught her eye.

Demonology was the title engraved into the leather cover with blood-red ink. At first glance, it appeared more like a forbidden [Necromancer]’s guidebook with its raw leather and eerie penmanship. However, she’d found it with the rest of the [Acolyte]-themed books, and as far as she knew, all [Necromancer] texts were locked away in the royal halls.

“Hmm.” She flipped it open and found the short introduction. 

[Demonologist] is not a Class for the faint of heart. [Acolyte]s who seek the pure path will not find solace here.

“Well, this is interesting.” Yomi knew she still had some time before Level 30, but there was no reason not to look into her future options. Not when she’d worked so hard to get there.

The pages were filled with complex diagrams and intricate magic circles. Spells, Enchantments, even potion recipes to assist a budding [Demonologist]. One Spell, in particular, stood out from the rest. [Summon Demon]. As far as she knew, that wasn’t available to [Dark Priest]. But, according to Demonology, the initial summoning seemed to involve a long and grueling ritual, along with forging a successful pact with the summoned demon.

What if I could do it? Yomi mused. Who needs Cailu’s protection if I have a demon at my call?

The ingredients would be expensive and take time to collect, not to mention the overwhelming possibility that it wouldn’t respond to a simple [Dark Priest]. I’ll brew a potion to increase my [Magic]. Her [Alchemy] was nearly mastered, after all. She supplied Cailu and Naeemah with endless concoctions to boost their Stats; she could make one of her own. What’s the harm in trying?

Yomi brought Demonology and the [Dark Priest] Skill books to the receptionist. “I’d like to borrow these for thirty days, please. You can put them under Cailu’s name.”
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It took two full weeks and a lot of persuasive suggestions of roaches to kill to collect all of the ingredients. Yomi's former best friend had leveled almost as quickly without Cailu's 'guidance,' which reinforced Yomi's decision. Were there any catgirls that had transcended their Class abilities? She prayed she was the first.

Unfortunately, the potion Yomi dreamt of creating didn’t exist. At least, not in her realm of [Alchemy]. In the seedy alleyways of Shulan, she’d met a young woman with emerald hair and eyes who claimed to know ancient magicks. Yomi admitted her desire, and the woman sold her a tincture for a small fortune, promising it would do exactly what Yomi wished.

What do I have to lose?

After restless days and nights leveling and item collecting, Cailu had offered them both a few days to themselves. Yomi jumped at the chance, returning to her modest home in Shulan and locking herself away from curious eyes. She’d cleared out the meager furniture in her common room, leaving only the wooden floorboards visible to the naked eye. Upon them, she painstakingly painted a magic circle with the sanguine essence of hundreds of Encroachers, mirroring the design in Demonology. 

Five candles perched at the pointed ends of the inner pentagram, infused with her hair, fingernails, and blood. It wasn’t the first time she’d considered just how much of her blood this Class would consume, but what did it matter? If her body could be of any use at all beyond being Cailu’s puppet, any cost was worth it.

She’d mixed the magic potion with a fair bit of alcohol in a tankard. Whatever happened, a little liquid courage couldn’t hurt. When the preparations were complete, and she’d checked the locks on the doors for the fourth time, Yomi chugged the potion to the last drop.

No turning back now.

Magic pulsed through her veins and set every nerve on edge while the alcohol burned in her stomach. She snatched the silver blade she’d had specially forged for this very moment and drew a scarlet line from her inner elbow to her wrist.

“With my voice, I call you. With my life, I beseech you. I am Yomi of Nyarlea. [Dark Priest] and servant to your will.” The circle began to emit an eerie glow, shining in Yomi’s heterochromatic gaze. She held her arm forward, tilting her wrist to allow the crimson droplets to trickle downward and splash against the floorboards. “I summon you, demon!”

Her blood sizzled in the circle, and the flames of the candles flickered in a non-existent wind. Yomi felt the pull on her being as if a hand had reached inside of her chest and gripped her heart. Her shallow breathing clenched in her throat as more blood flowed and seeped into the floor. A shimmering void the size of the circle replaced her floorboards, and a dark form ascended to the surface.

Yomi’s eyes widened, and her fingers trembled. I did it. I really did it. 

The ebony creature standing before her was at least three heads taller than Yomi, with an elongated head like a ram’s and horns that curled behind animalistic ears. It had a man’s chiseled torso and arms, but the legs were hooved and covered with thick tendrils of black hair. A leather loincloth dangled between its legs, resting loosely on its defined hips, but it was otherwise nude.

“Yomi of Nyarlea,” the creature growled her name in a deep baritone, flexing its long fingers into tight fists. He blinked, his glowing red eyes picking her out in the dim candlelight. “You call me under false pretenses.” He took a step forward, ensnaring one hand in Yomi’s hair and lifting her to her feet. “I have killed mortals for less.”

Yomi laughed. The grip against her scalp hurt, and the cut on her arm throbbed. But what did it matter? Let them find her as nothing but a smear against the wall in the morning. Let it be known that she successfully performed a Skill beyond her Class. Let Cailu find another healer.

The creature paused, the audible grind of his teeth sounding before a question, “Why do you laugh?”

“These aren’t ‘false pretenses.’”

“You do not have the authority to control me,” he rumbled.

“Then say I don’t want to control you. Say I only wish to call on you in times of extreme need,” Yomi challenged, staring straight into the crimson gaze.

“How does that differ?” The grip tightened.

Yomi fought back her flinch. “You can choose when to assist me.”

There was a silent pause. At last, he released Yomi’s hair. “Interesting.”

“Do you have a name?” Yomi asked.

“Belial.” He fingered Yomi’s ears and hummed. “You also have an animal aspect?”

“Yes.” Yomi hadn’t realized there were other species outside of catgirls until she’d seen Cailu’s pointed ears situated on the sides of his head. She coiled her tail to the front and let it rest in his palm. “It seems we have that in common.”

“I have had many masters. But none that share this quality.” Belial wrapped his own slender tail around his side, offering it for Yomi to examine. It had a tuft on the very end, like a lion’s. 

“I am not your master. You said so.” Yomi traced its length in her hands, playing at the fuzzy ends with curiosity. It seemed… cute, for a demon.

“Yomi of Nyarlea, if you truly wish to forge a pact with me, it will require an additional act of submission.” He gently stroked her tail. 

Yomi shivered. “What do you mean?”

“You must fornicate with me.”

Yomi’s veins turned to ice. Surely, he didn’t just say that. That was the booze talking. “W-why?”

Belial smiled, as much as a ram’s head would allow him to smile, anyway. A furious curling of lips with a glimmer of white teeth. “So we may carry one another’s base essence. It will allow me to hear and feel you calling me.”

He was serious. Why would a creature that could have rendered her an unrecognizable pile of gore lie?

“Would blood not suffice?”

“No.”

She paused. “Very well. I accept these terms.”

“Are you certain?”

“Yes.”

Belial shifted his loincloth over the top of one thick thigh, revealing a gargantuan shaft throbbing with need. “You are a virgin?”

Hell take me. That thing’s the size of my calf. “Is that a question?” Yomi replied, a little indignant.

Belial chuckled, a gruff noise in the depths of his throat. “I can smell it.”

Yomi reached for the bottle of remaining alcohol behind her, sapping as many gulps as she could in one breath. She finished and wiped her mouth, giggling as the warmth rushed to her head. “Then why ask?”

“You have great potential, Yomi.”

“Can you smell that, too?”

“Yes. It would be a shame to break you.”

Yomi swallowed hard, then unzipped her dress and let it fall to the floor. “You won’t break me.”

“I hope that in this you are correct,” Belial growled. He reached around her torso and unhooked her bra before sliding his thumbs beneath the hem of her underwear and pulling it to her ankles. “You are a stunning creature.”

Yomi blushed. It was the nicest compliment she’d received in a very long time. “Thank you.” She stepped free of her panties and slid her bra straps over her arms, tossing it to the side.

“Allow me to prepare you first,” Belial offered.

“A demon with a better bedside manner than mortals? That’s kind of you.” Yomi chuckled, flushing with the alcohol and knowledge that she stood naked to a creature with a cock that may very well split her in twain.

“You went to great lengths to call upon me. Allow me to offer the same.” Belial took her still-bleeding wrist in one hand. He lapped the dripping remnants from wrist to elbow with his warm, lithe tongue, somehow closing the wound in his path.

“I-I—” Yomi stammered. The stinging pain in her arm had vanished behind the trail of Belial’s viscous saliva. “You didn’t have to…”

He lifted her entire body, as easily as if he were repositioning a doll, and sat cross-legged on the floor. Allowing her knees to rest against his calves, Belial positioned Yomi’s mouth over the twitching head of his cock.

Yomi’s heart skipped. “Wait, I don’t know if I can—”

“You will,” Belial replied, pinching her chin with one hand to part her lips.

Yomi gagged as soon as the head of his shaft shifted past her lips.

“Do not tense, Yomi,” he instructed as if she weren’t trying to deepthroat something the size of her fist.

“Nnh,” Yomi murmured, then gagged again. Tears burned at the corners of her eyes, and she forcefully inhaled and exhaled through her nose. If I can’t do this, how am I supposed to take him inside me? 

“There you are,” Belial groaned. His head tilted back, and the tips of his horns brushed his shoulder blades. “Yes, like that.”

Yomi gripped his thighs and relaxed her throat, willing herself to travel further down his cock. This is so much. The veins of his shaft pulsed against her tongue. She eagerly teased at them, and his fingers entwined with her hair.

“You suck at me like a nursing babe,” he groaned. “Your desperation is unparalleled.”

Yomi managed to ease herself halfway down, his cock sinking into the depths of her throat before she had to return for air and try again. But try she did, accepting his girth between her lips and ignoring her instinct to choke in favor of allowing him deeper into her body. Somewhere between fighting to breathe and willing herself to push harder, she succumbed to a dark realization.

I don’t want to stop.

He toyed with her nipples and plied at her breasts with one hand while stroking her hair with the other. “Mmm. Will you accept my seed twice?”

Please. Yomi replied with more licks of her tongue and deeper plunges of her throat.

Belial’s breathing quickened, and both hands moved to her head, thrusting deep into the confines of her throat. Tears trickled down her cheeks, and the wet sounds of her mouth around his shaft echoed in her ears.

He climaxed, ejaculating hot seed into the back of her throat and groaning in satisfaction.

Yomi groaned, gradually swallowing the viscid, stringent fluid and fighting against the tensing of her body.

More!

Belial moaned, then grasped her hips in his gargantuan hands. “We are far from finished.” He lifted Yomi once more as if she weighed nothing and laid her on her back. His long tongue was suddenly between her thighs, lapping at the most sensitive points on her body with searing intensity.

Yomi hissed in a breath as she buried her fingernails into the wood at her sides. “Ah! I—mnh!”

Fingers peeled apart her folds, allowing Belial’s soaked tongue access to the greatest point of her pleasure. His saliva wasn’t like hers at all—it was thick and hot, adding to the heavy lubrication of her own body. The point of his tongue tested her aching void, sliding inside as far as her body would allow, then retreating in a tantalizing rhythm.

“That’s r-really good,” Yomi moaned.

Belial hummed his response, continuing to ply and tease her with his tongue.

Her body quivered and rocked against him, and her nipples hardened with each stroke. His hot breath coated her skin, and his burning eyes closely monitored her face. Three thick fingers slid inside of her, eliciting a fierce reply from her hips.

“An eager master indeed,” Belial chuckled.

Yomi craned her neck to meet his gaze. “I-I’m not—ngh—your master, remember?” she managed between gasps.

Belial barked a laugh—an animalistic sound unlike anything she’d ever heard before. “You are ready.”

Before she could ask what exactly that meant, Belial took her by the waist and turned her facing away from him. He leaned her back against his chest and spread her thighs in his palms.

Oh. 

The broad head of Belial’s sizable shaft teased at the soft edges of her opening.

“That’s huge,” Yomi breathed.

“You are ready,” Belial repeated, his breath hot in her ear. He lowered her down, penetrating her tight breach with ease. 

Yomi cried out in pleasure, her thighs trembling in his palms, and he held her still.

“Don’t stop,” Yomi begged.

“As you command,” he growled, lowering her farther.

Unintelligible words escaped her lips. She reached behind her, gripping the fur around his neck for purchase. I— I can’t breathe.

“I wish to move,” he groaned.

“M-move!” Yomi’s rasped voice sounded so far off and distant. She hardly recognized it.

Belial thrust powerfully inside of her, his hips kissing hers each time he relaxed his grip. Yomi’s cries crashed against the walls as Belial spread her body with his cock, piercing deep into her recesses and throbbing against every inch of her. White flashes flecked her vision, and her fingers felt numb. She was glad that Belial was holding her up, as she wasn’t sure she could reciprocate.

The skin of her lower abdomen peaked with each rotation, and she laid a hand over the outline, relishing the feeling of Belial’s shaft within and without.

“I’m… I—” Yomi couldn’t think straight. She couldn’t tell him. Her body tightened and convulsed in repeated orgasms, but his thrusting extended and chained them into new climaxes. Drool crept down the corners of her mouth and dribbled to her breast. His grip beneath her thighs tightened, and his rhythm grew more desperate.

“Give yourself to me,” Yomi whispered, clutching at the demon’s neck and face. “Give it all to me.”

Belial cried out, plummeting into Yomi’s depths and stiffening with his release.

One thing was for certain; she knew she would never feel this satisfied. Never.

The pulsing between Yomi’s legs refused to cease, but Belial lifted her free all the same, laying her gently on the ground. His eyes shone with satisfaction as he licked his lips and traced a pattern around her navel with his index finger.

“The pact is sealed, Yomi of Nyarlea,” he murmured, a mild stinging sensation framing Yomi’s belly button. “Call my name, and I will aid you where I am able.”

Yomi glanced down as she caught her breath. Belial had carved a runic symbol on her stomach. “Thank you, Belial.”

Belial hummed his response and vanished.

Yomi rolled to her side, quivering with thirst, and stared at the circle.

If I call upon him, will he do that to me again?
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Chapter 9
He Is My Master


With the golem defeated and Keke adamant about carving anything of value from it—though I had to wonder if it was more like mining—Cannoli, Ravyn, Ceres, and I made a circle of the town with Ceres at the helm. The damage was bad. Really bad. Houses lay in shambles and catgirls were splayed around the streets. 

Ceres split off from our Party, mentioning she wished to check in with Aster and her side of town, leaving the three of us alone. 

Cannoli knelt beside one girl who sat beneath the rubble of a destroyed home, knees clenched to her chest. Boils welted on her skin, and she shivered and hacked like her body was rejecting a lung. A thin layer of the pollution lingered on her pale limbs and clung to her hair.

“What the hell was that shit the golem spewed?” I asked.

“It was filled with poisons, I think,” Cannoli replied gently. “This poor girl is suffering from numerous Enchantments and effects.”

“I-I can’t see,” the girl whimpered. “Who’s there?”

Cannoli looked up at Ravyn. “May I have one of the [Dispel] scrolls, please?”

Ravyn narrowed her eyes and looked from Cannoli to me. “Those were expensive.”

“I’ll buy another one, then. This could kill her,” Cannoli urged. “Please.”

Ravyn sighed. “Kuso.” She pulled the scroll from her [Cat Pack] and handed it to Cannoli.

Cannoli unrolled the parchment and laid a tender hand on the girl’s shoulder. She read the script aloud, and the scroll glowed with a soft light. Gradually, the blisters on her skin dissipated, and the hue shifted from sickly yellow to a healthy pink. The girl shook her head and looked at Cannoli with tears in her eyes.

“Thank you so much,” she whispered.

“Of course. May Saoirse watch over you,” Cannoli replied and rejoined Ravyn and me.

The worst of the damage seemed to stop about a third of the way into town. Many houses and shops still stood untouched, and the pollution and mud were beginning to evaporate as the golem’s body disappeared. It was strange to see the exact line where the destruction stopped and normal life resumed.

“This will take a lot of work to rebuild,” I thought aloud.

“Yeah, but they will. We always do,” Ravyn replied.

I wondered what that meant but was too afraid to push it.

“I wonder if there’s a tavern here. Keke should be able to find us if we go there, right?” Cannoli asked.

“Sure. I could use a drink.” Ravyn looked over her shoulder and grumbled, “Hopefully, we’ve ditched the crazy knight.”

“She seemed nice enough.” I shrugged.

Ravyn clasped her hands and performed an exasperated imitation of Ceres. “My lord, allow me to join you!” She cackled. “Horse shit.”

Cannoli flinched but stayed silent. We eventually found the tavern, which was filled with shell-shocked catgirls and three waitresses rushing between the tables. We managed to secure an unoccupied booth and slid in just as one of the hosts arrived to greet us.

“What can I get you?” A thin sheen of sweat glistened on her forehead, and she barely gave us a second glance.

“Something a little on the light side, please,” I said to the waitress.

“Same,” Cannoli said.

“What the lightweights said,” Ravyn said.

“Oh, if a girl comes looking for us, can you please show her over?” I asked.

“Yes, of course.” The waitress gave a tilted curtsey and hurriedly left.

Ravyn turned to me. “You’re insane. You know that?” she said with a raised brow.

“I know,” I said, shaking my head. “But hey, it worked out, right? I couldn’t let them fight alone. Not when I knew I could help.”

“You’re getting better at this, Matt!” Cannoli said and wrapped herself around my arm. “It’s so brave; so endearing. You have such a wonderful heart.”

What do I even say to that?

My mouth hung open. Sounds came out from the back of my throat, but they were grunts and clicks, not exactly words.

Cannoli blushed, looking down and back up into my eyes rapidly. She squeezed tighter and smiled wider.

“T-thanks,” I finally managed.

“Eck,” Ravyn said with a finger pointed down her throat. “Chill it with the sappy shit. What’s actually important here is that we managed to down us a Defiled. Not an easy feat, and when Keke returns, we should have a few nice surprises left over.”

“Like what?” I asked with genuine curiosity.

“Like implements for a summon,” she said as she rested her chin upon her clasped hands. “Though he’ll be a scrawny little thing for a while, and—”

“I request the presence of one named Matt!” a voice suddenly boomed from behind me. Ravyn’s stare widened, and I turned around to see who had just called my name, though I had an inkling. 

There, still dressed like a combat maid, stood Ceres, her hands on the batwing doors, her gaze scanning over the crowd like a well-oiled machine. “If you have seen him, I humbly request you inform me of his present location.”

“Ah, Ceres, yes. Your group is over there!” The waitress waved Ceres to our table.

“You just had to skip Keke’s description to the waitress, didn’t you?” Ravyn hissed.

Well. Shit.

I raised my hand against my better judgment. Ravyn was swift to reach across the table and slam my hand down, but it wasn’t like it would help. I turned toward Ravyn and kept my face averted even while the sound of heels on floorboards fast approached.

Just don’t call me—

“My lord,” Ceres began. 

Oh my God. 

As endearing as it sounded on paper and in anime, it was uncomfortable for me. Cannoli giggled, but Ravyn seemed just as disturbed as I was.

Ceres continued, “It took me considerably longer to locate you than I originally intended. For that, please accept my most profound apologies.”

I didn’t need to look back at her to know that she had just bowed. It felt like the very air itself around her seemed to move with every twitch.

“Y-you don’t owe me an apology,” I said in a hushed voice.

“I must disagree. It is a maid’s duty—a knight’s duty—to be at the side of her lord at all times.”

I tried to make gestures toward Ravyn in the form of strained facial expressions. Instead, she had her attention on a peanut now, clicking her tongue and flicking the shells into unknown corners of the room.

Buttons tumbled from Cannoli’s shoulder and chased after the peanut.

Our waitress appeared with a tray and three large mugs of frothy alcohol filled to the very brim. “Ceres, it’s good to see you! How’s the guard treating you?” She set each mug on the table and tucked the tray under her arm.

“Splendid,” Ceres said. “Though it is with some form of regret that I have decided to leave Sorentina. I have other duties which have called to my very soul.” She steepled her hands together, a solemn expression on her face.

“Oh, I see,” the waitress replied with a slight pause. “Well, I’ll leave you to it.”

The waitress made a rather brisk journey back to the bar, and a short bout of silence passed between us.

“H-how did you find out my name?” I had to ask. I couldn’t recall sharing it in the heat of battle.

“I heard it from one of your companions,” Ceres said quickly. “I have committed to memory.”

That’s…flattering, I think. Or creepy?

“Um, Ravyn said you’re a [Magic Knight],” Cannoli said with a curious stare. “I’ve never seen one! Are they hard to become?”

“Yes, if I may be so bold to say. There is much training involved in the art of combining both war and magic.” I glanced to see Ceres shut her eyes and put a plate-covered hand over her chest. “I spent many nights reading, studying, practicing. Were it not for the support of my mentor, I would have surely perished.”

“We’ve got a dramatic one,” mumbled Ravyn, tossing a shucked peanut to a thrilled Ball.

Buttons made a grunting noise and scrambled around the table in search of more peanuts.

Ceres shook her head slowly. “I speak, not in turn of arrogance, but of understanding. It is not a pursuit I would advise without careful consideration.”

Ravyn grabbed another peanut and flicked its shell. “Uh-huh.”

“It was worth it, though, right?” Cannoli asked. “I saw what you did! You and Matt took the hits from the golem like it was nothing!”

‘Like it was nothing,’ she says.

“Yes. My persistence paid off.” Ceres relocated to the bench beside Ravyn. 

Ravyn shot Ceres a glare before shuffling as far away as she could. She dropped the shell in the process, and Buttons gobbled it up.

“I apologize if I have done something to offend you,” Ceres said.

Ravyn clicked her tongue.

Ceres’s navy-blue eyes stared directly into me. She had high cheekbones and a shapely face. Her golden braid remained over one strong shoulder, and she gathered her gloved hands on the table, adjusting her posture so she sat perfectly upright. As beautiful as she was, I couldn’t shake the uncomfortable feeling I had about this entire exchange.

“Lord Matt,” Ceres said. “I never received a direct answer. Please allow me to stand by your side and protect you. I owe you at least this much.”

Ceres was much the devoted knight, fighting for a cause no one else would. She used words I hadn’t heard for years.

“You don’t owe me anything,” I mumbled. I shook my head and released myself from Cannoli’s grasp, intertwining my fingers in her hand instead. 

Cannoli stared down at our clasped hands with heated cheeks. 

“We’ve got a pretty merry band already,” I continued. “Besides, we won’t be staying here for very long. We travel a lot, and there’s a friend of ours who will be expecting us in the coming days. So, we don’t really—”

“I will go with you,” Ceres said immediately. “My apologies for cutting you off. That was exceptionally rude of me.” She bowed her head forward.

Ah, geez. She’s not going to let this go, is she?

“Ah. I see. That’s…that’s very thoughtful of you. I couldn’t ask you to do that, though. We, um. Well, that’s to say.” Damn it, help me out here, Ravyn. I looked toward our [Sorcerer], praying she could read the desperation in my eyes.

“Get lost,” Ravyn said to Ceres. “Party’s full. Go see if the other man on this island wants your eternal devotion.”

“If I may be somewhat impolite, I do believe I was inquiring to Lord Matt directly.” Ceres’s tone was sharp, laced with a hint of venom. As polite as she was, it didn’t seem she took well to people intervening in her conversations.

“Please, you don’t have to refer to me as ‘lord,’” I said as I shook my head. How the hell do I get rid of her? Do I just tell her to get lost? “What could you do for the group?” I found myself asking instead.

“Matt,” Ravyn said, standing up and pushing Ceres’s shoulder so she could escape the booth. “Can I talk to you for just a moment?” 

Ball Gag hopped down from Ravyn’s shoulder and approached Ceres’s hands with an interested eye. He nibbled at a groove in the plate armor. 

Ceres seemed indifferent—to Ball, that is.

“If I may, I would very much like to continue my conversation with Lord Matt,” Ceres said, frowning at Ravyn.

“Can it, temptress. He’s a member of my Party,” Ravyn spat back.

Ceres opened her mouth but shut her eyes and rested her hands in her lap. “I understand.”

“Matt, are you okay?” Cannoli put her spare hand over our entwined fingers, rubbing them gently with her thumb.

“Yeah, I think so.” I released my grasp around Cannoli’s hand, and the two of us shared a smile before I stood up and shuffled away from the booth. Cannoli reached for her mug, and Ceres stepped aside for Ravyn to follow me. 

I stopped about ten feet from the booth, and I shrugged. “Okay. Let’s hear it.”

“Privately,” Ravyn whispered, grabbing my arm and leading me out of the tavern.

Under any other circumstances, I would’ve been hot and bothered if a girl told me to meet her behind the alleyway of a bar so we could speak privately. However, given that this was Nyarlea, and I was speaking to Ravyn, the thought left as soon as it came.

Ravyn peered around each corner of the building. Then after a short while, she leaned up against the wall. “We can’t take her in. We can’t take anyone from this island in. Do you get that?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“Do you? Cause you sure aren’t acting like it. She’s insane. I’m gonna scream if she keeps talking about the debt she owes to you.” Ravyn pinched the bridge of her nose, sighing. “This place is fucking nuts, and we can’t trust a damn soul. Not even if she’s in pretty packaging and calls you ‘my lord.’”

“I just don’t know how to turn her down,” I said as I leaned against the wall opposite Ravyn. “She just seems so forthright and genuine.”

“Where are you getting that from?” she asked in bewilderment. “She’s not acting any differently from the rest of the batshit crazy bitches on this island. Even if she is telling the truth, she’s just as obsessed with the whole servitude thing as the rest of them. You see that, right?”

I rolled my eyes. “So, she’s a little on the stranger side. Tell me a part of Nyarlea that isn’t.”

“Matt, she’s a maid. For all we know, she’s been following us on Celestia’s orders.”

“She’s not in Venicia, and a lot of people here in Sorentina seem to know her. She helped fight off the Defiled when the others fell back. There’s nothing to gain by putting on a show like that. She could’ve easily lost her life. I think that’s proof enough that we have nothing to worry about from her.”

“Baka! We can’t afford to fuck this up,” Ravyn said under her breath.

“I know that!” I said, pounding the back of my fist against the wall behind me. “You think I don’t know that? Of course, I do! But really, we need all the help we can get!” I looked down with a sigh. “I wish you’d trust me more.”

Ravyn’s voice caught. “I do trust you. I just—”

“It’s fine. It doesn’t matter. I’ll turn her down. I just wanna get off this island.” I turned to leave, but after a few steps, I felt a tug at the hem of my shirt. When I turned around, Ravyn was still farther behind me and had both of her hands behind her back.

For a split second, it looked like she had more to say. But the fury returned to her face, and she growled. “Well, hurry up! Cannoli’s still stuck with the psycho, and you’re blocking the way!” She shoved her way past me, marching away in a huff.

Did she stop me, or was that just my imagination?

I swallowed my frustration and followed her back inside.
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Chapter 10
Party Cat


When we returned to the booth, Cannoli had taken the seat next to Ceres. Keke had rejoined us, and an empty glass stood stalwart before her, the foggy sweat of its absent contents still present.

“Careful, there. We have more traveling ahead of us,” I said as I slid in beside Keke.

Ravyn squeezed in beside me, her shoulder and thigh pushing into mine. It wasn’t really a booth for three people, but I wasn’t about to tell her to sit next to Ceres.

Keke looked up at me with haunted eyes and flushed cheeks. “Matt,” she murmured.

My heart skipped with worry. Instinctively, I threw one arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. “Hey, what happened?”

She shook her head. I looked at Cannoli but couldn’t catch her gaze.

Ceres adjusted her braid and squared her shoulders. “Many catgirls perished to the beast’s polluted breathing prior to your valiant arrival. There is not an exact count as of yet.”

“Fuck,” I breathed, tightening my grip on Keke. She was trembling.

Keke leaned her head on my shoulder. Cannoli snagged one of her hands from across the table and held it tight. Ravyn returned to idly shelling peanuts for Ball. Buttons had curled up on Cannoli’s shoulder.

“Some of them looked like they were burned to death. Others’ faces were purple. Like they choked,” Keke whispered.

The waitress brought another drink for Keke. She immediately lifted it to her lips and threw back half before setting the glass down and returning her head to my shoulder.

“All of Sorentina owes you a great debt,” Ceres said to Keke. “Without your assistance, we may all have suffered the same fate.”

“Mattaku, why isn’t anyone around here protecting this damn place?” Ravyn snapped a peanut shell in half.

“Our ranks are thin and spread between the four major cities and three outlying towns of Shi Island.” Ceres took the bowl of peanuts and spread them on the table, grouping them into seven clusters. “Venicia, Sorentina, Jeona, and Catania are the major cities. Badyron, Leche, and Anyona are the three larger towns.” She positioned the peanuts far enough from one another that it helped me build a better mental map of Shi Island. “The number and strength of the Defiled has increased drastically in the last few years. The more our population dwindles, the harder it becomes to reassign our forces.”

“Where do the Defiled come from?” Had I really never asked this question before?

The girls exchanged looks, then shook their heads.

“Anywhere. Nowhere. It is impossible to say,” Ceres continued. “Much like Encroachers, they appear and coexist on our island. However, while many Encroachers do not display aggressive behavior patterns, I have never seen a complacent Defiled.”

“She’s right,” Ravyn replied begrudgingly. “Even in the libraries of Nyarlothep, there are only guesses at the origins of Defiled. No one knows.”

“We have fended off many a Defiled on our own. However, the damage is often devastating.” Ceres stared longingly at the table as if she were looking at her companions rather than a few stacks of peanuts. “We have lost too many.”

“Why aren’t more people fighting?” Cannoli asked. “It seemed like there were a lot of girls in Venicia who knew how. And at least a few in Badyron.”

Ceres sighed. “Too many are torn between the defense effort and Shi Island’s values of service, grace, and urgency.”

The color was beginning to return to Keke’s cheeks as she finished her second glass of ale. She licked her lips and sat up straight. “Can’t you do both?”

“That is my firm belief, my lady. There is no need to sacrifice one for the other. However, Celestia sees things very differently.”

I bumped Ravyn’s foot beneath the table with mine and caught her eye. Her wrinkled facial expression said she still refused to let Ceres into our Party, but the knowing glimmer in her gaze told another story.

“So, you know Celestia?” I asked when Ravyn poked her tongue out at me. She clearly wasn’t going to help on this one.

“Every catgirl on Shi Island knows Celestia,” Ceres said, her tone flat.

Cannoli gasped and clasped Ceres’s arm. “Did you know she’s hiding the island’s man away?”

“Cannoli!” Ravyn growled.

Keke and I stared at her wide-eyed. We know you like to make new friends, Cannoli, but that was a little…forward.

Ceres’s eyebrows raised, and a smile twitched at the corner of her lips. “We have all harbored suspicions, yes. However, this is the first confirmation of such a rumor. Much as I detest to admit, it is not out of Celestia’s character to do so.”

“I feel so bad for him. Being locked up like that.” Cannoli’s shoulders slumped, and she moved Buttons from her shoulder to the table. “I want to help him.”

Buttons wandered into peanut island before scooping one up with his long tongue and snapping it with his jaw.

I cleared my throat. “Ceres, I think it’d be best if we stayed overnight before heading back to Venicia. Can I give you an answer tomorrow about joining?”

“My life is yours, my lord. I will wait however long you see fit.” Ceres nodded. “I shall continue to assist in Sorentina’s restoration efforts until you call upon me.”

“Where can we find you?” Cannoli asked. Her eyes shimmered when she stared at Ceres—like she was looking at her childhood hero.

“The Guild Hall is just across the way. Any of the girls there will easily be able to relay me a missive.” Ceres stood and bowed. “I await your response.”

“Thanks, Ceres,” I replied.

After she left, Ravyn took her seat and slammed a fist into a stack of peanuts. Buttons jumped and skittered back to Cannoli.

“She can’t join,” Ravyn said.

“Why not? You heard her! She doesn’t agree with Celestia!” Cannoli frowned and guarded Buttons against Ravyn’s wrath. “She’s so strong! And cool! And pretty!”

“It’s a really high risk,” Keke said, resting one hand on my thigh. “She could be playing us all for fools.”

“No one plays me for a fool, bitch,” Ravyn growled. “I don’t trust her.”

“You don’t trust anyone!” Cannoli whined.

“I think we’d be making a mistake by not giving her a chance,” I said before Ravyn could yell at Cannoli. “She knows a lot about combat and the island as a whole. We’ll have more strength in numbers. Hell, that’s why we’re trying to break this guy out, isn’t it?”

“And what happens if she turns our asses over to Celestia before we can get him out, hm? Mission failed?” Ravyn snarled and stood. “You want to be the one to explain to Cailu that we fucked up because you couldn’t say no to a pretty face?”

“Hey! That’s not nice!” Cannoli said, tugging on Ravyn’s sleeve.

“Baka!” Ravyn tore her arm away. “If we’re staying here anyway, I’ll get my own damn room.” She scooped Ball to her shoulder and stalked out of the bar without another word.

We watched in uncomfortable silence.

“Matt, don’t leave her alone like that,” Keke advised after a time.

“You sure?” To me, it seemed like I was the last person Ravyn would want to see.

“Yes, Keke’s right. Go talk to her,” Cannoli added. “Something’s really wrong.”

I pulled a handful of Bells from my [Cat Pack] and left them on the table. “Take your time to rest up and enjoy a few drinks, alright?”

Keke kissed my cheek. “Thanks.”

“Don’t get charred to a crisp, okay?” Cannoli said brightly.

I chuckled. “I’ll try.”
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Thankfully, Ravyn was the only fiery, red-headed catgirl with a bright blue bird to grace the inn that afternoon—or probably ever—so the maid running the inn led me right to her room. I waited for the hostess to leave before I knocked.

“Fuck off, Cannoli,” came the response.

“It’s me.”

There were a few heartbeats of silence, and then the door creaked open. Ravyn had changed into [Civilian Mode] and hugged the stuffed parrot Cannoli had gifted her against her chest. “What?”

I wanted to say something about the plushie but figured this wasn’t the time. “Can I come in?”

Ravyn narrowed her eyes, then swung open the door and stormed back to the bed. Taking a seat on the edge, she stared at me expectantly as I closed the door. I leaned against the wall across from her and folded my arms.

“How do you know Japanese?”

Ravyn blinked. “What?”

“You’ve been here for every choice, mistake, and step I’ve made in Nyarlea. I want to understand you better.” I shrugged. “I want to hear your side of things, Ravyn.”

Ravyn hugged her plush tighter. Pain twisted her features, and she grimaced. “I— Mou ii, I just…”

I waited.

“I learned it from Finn. The guy on San Island before Cailu,” she murmured in a voice barely above a whisper. “He taught me.”

“You two were pretty close?”

Ravyn nodded, avoiding my eyes. 

It was weird seeing her like this—vulnerable Ravyn. I wanted to hug her or tell her everything was okay, but I was too afraid to do either. “What happened?”

“He was impulsive.” Ravyn’s gaze locked onto mine. The fire I was so accustomed to seeing there had returned. “He trusted the wrong people, and that got him fucking killed.”

“I see.” Well, that answered a few questions. “I’m guessing he went against your advice?”

Ravyn paused and chewed her lip. “I didn’t speak up.” She reset her jaw. “And I won’t make the same mistake again.”

I nodded. “I know I said before that I don’t trust you. But that’s not true. I trust you with my life. So, if you really think Ceres is bad news, I won’t let her join.”

“Really? Just because I said so?”

“Just because you said so.” I moved to the bed and took a seat next to her. “Don’t let the power go to your head.”

Ravyn tugged on my sleeve, mirroring the sensation I’d experienced behind the inn. “Hey.”

“Hmm?”

Ravyn leaned forward and kissed me on the cheek. 

I froze, and the moment ended just as it had begun. 

She grinned and stood, making her way back to the door. “Don’t let that go to your head.” Opening the door, she puppeted the plush parrot in flight and pitched her voice up like Ball’s. “Get out, Matt! Squawk!”

I ran a hand through my hair and stood, trying to steady my breathing. “What do I tell Ceres?”

“Let me think about it, okay?”

Well, it’s a start. “Alright.” I left the room with the echoes of her warm skin on mine.
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Side Quest: Finn's Starbirth Celebration


Sheets of snow and ice covered the roofs and streets of Shulan. Snowflakes fell from the sky while catgirls garbed in scarlet coats peddled on the streets for the Starbirth Celebration. Musicians played under the safety of awnings while others clapped along, the occasional catgirl tossing a Bell into the respective donation hat.

Kittengirls pointed and pleaded with their mothers as their eyes lit up at the numerous toys and gadgets on offer in the windows of stores. It was a joyous occasion that Nyarlea only saw for one week out of the entire year—one whole week where Nyarlea’s birth was celebrated, and its citizens made shows of goodwill with a mere moment’s notice.

“What about this one here?” Finn pointed to an expensive gold ring in the case of a jewelry store. The band was thin, designed to look like a pair of snakes intertwined with one another, their gazes locked where a small, elaborately cut ruby in an oval shape was set.

“Goodness. Can you afford it?” Yomi leaned over the case. Her silver-touched hair tumbled over her shoulders, and her breath fogged up the glass. She stared wide, stifling a laugh. “I know you care about her, but—”

Finn shook his head. “No, Yomi. ‘Care’ is not the word I would use to describe how I feel about Ravyn. I want her to know how serious I am about us.”

His sudden dire tone caught her off-guard. Yomi cleared her throat and drew her face away from the glass. “Ravyn knows that. We both do.” She wrapped herself around his arm and pulled him closer, her cheek firmly planted against his. “What are you so worried about?”

“Everything,” he admitted.

“Finn. If I know Ravyn—and trust me when I say I do—then I know she’ll love whatever you give her. Bells are not the way to her heart, believe me.”

“I know, I know. She’s talked about her mom a lot. Tough relationship there.” Finn ran a hand through his golden-blonde hair, frowning at the very thought of meeting Ravyn’s mother. “I hope they can amend their differences someday.”

“Maybe you’ll be a part of that,” Yomi said, winking. “She doesn’t like to admit it, but she gets lonely easily. Angry easily, upset easily, cries easi—”

“I get it, thank you,” Finn said with a halfhearted laugh. His gaze remained locked on the ring.

After a while, Yomi waved to one of the jewelers. “Excuse me!”

“Wait, what are you doing?” Finn said in a panic.

“If you have to think about it that long, then you should at least have them hold it.” Yomi shrugged. “You should put your own touches on giving it to her, though. You don’t want her to think you’re trying to buy your way into her life.”

Finn hesitated, then nodded. “I’ll do my best.”

A young woman with ocean-blue hair tied into a braid across one shoulder approached, her hands clasped at her hips. “Yes, how may I help you?”

“Oh! Maya! Can we put this on hold?” Yomi asked, pointing to the ring in the case.

“Ah, my sincerest apologies. Due to the high demands of the Starbirth Celebration, we are unable to put anything on hold at this time. If you’d like, though—”

“I’ll take it,” Finn said. “It’s worth it.” He nodded with resolve. “She’s worth it.”

“Ah, Finn.” The young woman bowed at the waist. “It’s been some time. If you would like, I could offer you a discount.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Finn said with a shake of his head. “I have the Bells for it.”
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It was the third day of the Starbirth Celebration—the day set aside to celebrate love. As Finn had come to understand it, love didn’t carry the same meaning in Nyarlea as it did on Earth. Love was demonstrated by goodwill, friendship, and the bond between mother and daughter. Finn’s version of love was lost when he was reborn in Nyarlea.

As Yomi and Ravyn had explained, the very idea of staying with a single person for the rest of one’s life was not only unusual; it was expressly forbidden. Punishments varied from island reassignment to death. Few would understand Finn’s feelings, and even fewer would ever admit to the same. Men were simply too important to Nyarlea’s propagation.

But the way he felt about Ravyn…

Finn’s hands shook as he sat on the edge of the bed, a small velvet box in his hand. His toes squirmed, his mind raced, and sweat collected between every crevice of his skin.

The door creaked open, and Finn shot to his feet, hiding the box behind him. He straightened his back, sucked in his gut, and puffed out his chest.

“Hello?” came Ravyn’s voice. Her head poked through the crack in the door’s opening, and a wry smile played on her lips.

“H-hi!” Finn shrieked. It didn’t matter how many times he saw her. His nerves always got the better of him.

Ravyn raised a brow for but a moment, her smile quickly returning. She slipped her head out of sight, pushing the door open slowly. Before Finn could protest, Ravyn welcomed herself in and shut the door behind her, grinning wide.

Finn swallowed hard and took in every one of Ravyn’s features. She wore a one-piece dress that left little to the imagination—a red and shimmery number, hugging her well-endowed features and cutting just below her hips. Feathery white fur lined her dress over her chest and thighs, and a pair of pom-poms hung with strings rested on top of her cleavage.

Ravyn took one of the pom-poms in her hand, eyeing it expectantly. “One yank and this whole thing drops to the floor.”

Finn breathed deep and loud through his nostrils. “B-baka,” he muttered. He squinted his eyes and looked away.

Ravyn neared closer. “Ara ara. The boy’s weird words are bleeding through again.” She stopped barely a step away from him and reached for his chin, pulling him toward her. “But you know, I think it’s cute.”

Finn opened his eyes. Was she blushing? Her gaze flicked from his face to his chest, and she licked her lips. Despite her usually confident disposition, she seemed just as nervous as he was.

“Ravyn!” Finn took her hand in his, reminding himself not to grip too tightly. He drank in the soft touch of her skin, her passionate violet eyes, her brilliant red lipstick. Then he let go, taking a step back. He’d rehearsed this a dozen times before she’d arrived. He had to get it right. “W-where I’m from, the truest love one can show is their dedication to the person they care about the most. The promise that they’ll be together forever.”

Ravyn froze, and her voice lowered. “What are you going on about now?”

“One person, and only one person.” Finn balled his free hand. “There is no one else. You are the one. My only.”

Ravyn shook her head. “Stop it, Finn. You know you can’t say these things.”

“Please, just listen to me.” Summoning his courage, Finn took the box out from behind him and snapped it open. “You’re my light. My fire. My everything. I can’t think of spending a single day without you. Let this ring demonstrate that. Let this be the bond between us.”

Ravyn stared down at the ring. “This must have cost a fortune. Finn—”

He shook his head. “It could’ve been copper or a piece of straw. I picked this one because it reminded me of you—of us. Please accept my love.” Bowing his head forward, he awaited her answer.

Ravyn stared at the ring in silence for a long time. At last, her words cut between them like a knife. “I don’t understand what you’re asking me. Be clear.”

Finn steeled his resolve. “Run away with me, Ravyn. Forget the Defiled and the expectations. We’ll make our own life together somewhere quiet. Just you and me. A-and I’ll protect you, I promise!”

“Goddess above, Finn!” Ravyn ran to the door and cracked it open. No one was in the hallway. She slammed it shut and pulled Finn up by the collar of his shirt. “This is fucking suicide. Do you understand that?”

“Kuso. If it means I get to stay with you, it’s worth it.” Finn refused to release her gaze. “Ravyn, I’ve never felt this way about anyone.”

“I…” Ravyn slowly let go of his collar. “I haven’t, either,” she murmured.

“Besides, dying in each other’s arms is rather romantic, don’t you think?” Finn said with a sheepish smile.

“I concede that the idea is…appealing.”

Finn snatched Ravyn’s hand and pulled her close. He could feel the warmth of her skin against his chest and smell her perfume. “Be mine. And only mine.”

“I-I, um. Shit. Fuck.” Ravyn returned Finn’s embrace, the mischievous smile returning. “F-fine.” She buried her face into his chest, snatching the small box away from his grasp. “I’ll be taking that.” Then she looked up at him. “If that’s how it is, I’ll burn you to a crisp if I ever catch you with another girl again.”

“Is that a promise? Or a threat?”

Ravyn hummed. “Why not both?”

Finn tipped his forehead against hers. “I love you, Ravyn.”

She leaned in and nibbled his lower lip. “I love you too, Finn.” She ran her fingers between his legs. “You owe me a proper fuck when we finally get away.”

Finn gasped. “You’ll be lucky to leave the bed.” He snatched the pom-pom of her dress and yanked. “We’ll have the biggest family in all of Nyarlea.”

[image: Ai Pro Tip: Starbirth Celebration is a week-long festival of Nyarlothep’s founding. Each day is dedicated to one of Saoirse’s seven blessings.]

Ai Pro Tip: Starbirth Celebration is a week-long festival of Nyarlothep’s founding. Each day is dedicated to one of Saoirse’s seven blessings.



Chapter 11
Pondering the Orb


Like clockwork, Ceres was waiting at the Guild Hall by the time I arrived the next morning. After a few short words between us, I escorted her to the tavern where the rest of the girls were waiting.

Keke, Cannoli, Ravyn, and I sat in a booth in the far corner.

Ceres retrieved four pouches from her [Cat Pack] and set them on the table. “Before we begin, I received these from the Guild Hall for the four of you. I understand there can be no value on your saving Sorentina. However, please accept this token of our gratitude.” She handed each of us a pouch.

“Bells!” Cannoli cried with glee. “Thank you, Ceres!”

Ceres shook her head. “Please, no need to thank me. It is a meager one thousand Bells per person, but it is what we could muster in our time of rebuilding.”

It was more than we’d made in Shulan for the tiger attack. “This is great! Seriously, thanks.” I briefly wondered how Sorentina was able to scrounge up more money than the great city of Shulan.

Ravyn put the Bells away and sighed. She stroked Ball’s throat with one finger, avoiding Ceres’s gaze. “You can join us.”

Ceres’s face lit up, and she gasped in surprise. She cupped my hands in hers, looking frantically from me to Ravyn. “Oh! My deepest thanks to you both. I will work tirelessly to appease you, my lord.”

I laughed nervously, trying to slip my fingers out of her tight grasp.

Damn she’s strong.

Cannoli squeaked her excitement, and Buttons spun around on the table in a mirror of her happiness. Keke swirled a finger in her tea, watching the exchange with halfhearted interest.

I hope she’s alright with this.

“However,” Ravyn held a finger up and narrowed her eyes, “you can’t come with us to Venicia.”

At first, I was going to speak up on Ceres’s behalf. But when I really thought about it, it made sense. “Ravyn’s right. Arriving back in Venicia with you in tow could complicate things and bring up a lot of questions we don’t want to be asked.”

“Celestia will think we’re building a damn army,” Ravyn grumbled.

I nodded. “Just the thought of going back to Venicia with the four of us gives me enough anxiety.”

“I understand,” Ceres said. She smoothed her skirts behind her legs and slid into the booth beside Cannoli. “It seems fate has destined it so, as I have matters in which I must attend to in Sorentina before I depart. Where must I wait to be reunited with my lord?”

“Just Matt, please,” I half-begged.

“Hmm. That’s a good point. We hadn’t planned to come back this direction.” Keke nibbled at the end of her fingernail. “Are there any other ports on Shi Island?”

Ceres released my hands and turned to Keke. “There is. Shi Island has two opposing ports. There is one in Venicia and another in Anyona.”

“Then why don’t we meet up there?” Keke suggested. “We get our target out of the school, find Portia, then circle the boat around to Anyona.”

“I would advise against that,” Ceres said.

“Why is that?” I asked, flexing my fingers to get the blood flowing back into them.

Ceres shook her head. “As far as we have gathered, the current Defiled threat originated from Anyona. Thusly, it is the most infested. Our scouts have determined that not one soul has departed from that port in months.”

“If it’s not one thing, it’s another,” Ravyn mumbled.

There had to be something there still standing. “Do you know if the dock is still intact?”

“I admit, we do not know. It is unlikely, though, my lord.” Ceres clasped one hand over another into a fist and placed them on the table. “My deepest apologies. I seem to have complicated your stay here.”

“No more than any other bitch on this island has so far,” Ravyn grumbled.

“Even if there is a dock, we can’t have Ceres go there by herself,” Cannoli said, her eyes wide. “With multiple Defiled? That’s too dangerous.”

I chewed the inside of my cheek. Oh. Right. “Yeah. Of course.”

Ravyn rolled her eyes, rested her chin on her palm, and drummed her fingers across her cheek. “Having to drag our guy across Shi Island and then swim out to Portia’s boat from Anyona is not ideal.”

“We can’t just use the dock in Venicia?” Keke asked.

“We can, but where do we put Ceres in that case?” Ravyn countered.

“Is hiding her really impossible?” I asked.

Ceres raised a hand. “I do not wish to add further difficulty to our predicament. However, Celestia is skilled in Enchantments and their utilization. No stranger passes through Venicia without her knowing.”

“Great,” I mumbled.

“Do we know how we’ll get him out of the school yet?” Cannoli wondered, touching her finger to her lips.

Somehow her asking it out loud felt like it added salt to an already open wound. “No.”

“Mm.”

Cannoli twiddled her thumbs while Buttons played and launched peanut after peanut at her with his tail. Keke directed her gaze to some imperfection in the floor, and Ceres directed her attention to each girl as if looking for a lead to follow.

The five of us sat this way for some time. The silence was broken at last by a waitress approaching our table.

“So, who died?” the waitress said in jest. 

I admit, her sudden appearance startled me, and my knee jerked. A unified sigh escaped our throats.

The waitress frowned.  “Did I speak out of turn?”

I waved my hand. “No, just a rough morning, sorry. I’ll take a water.”

“I’ll have some tea,” Cannoli said.

“Hard pass,” Ravyn said.

“No, thank you,” Ceres said.

“More tea here, please,” Keke said.

The waitress nodded and walked away, leaving us with a renewed blanket of silence. Ceres tapped a single finger against the table, and then, finally, someone spoke.

“Here’s what I think,” Ravyn began. Ball jumped onto the table from Ravyn’s shoulder, tilting his head at the playful blazard. “If we’re still insistent on having Ceres join our group, then she can’t come with us into Venicia. Are we all agreed on that?” 

We nodded in unison. 

“Great. Ceres stays here, the rest of us go back to Badyron and pick up another [Dispel] scroll from Esmerelda, then we make our way back to Venicia. If we’re asked why we left, we tell them we wanted to explore the island. Does everyone get that?”

We all nodded once more. 

Ravyn continued. “We infiltrate the school during the dead of night. We rescue our man. Once we’re out, then we use the [Dispel] scrolls. Do we all remember why?”

Cannoli’s hand shot into the air. “To avoid suspicion!”

A rare smile crossed Ravyn’s lips. “You remember. Very good. We wanna play the role of idiots, so we’re going to use the Enchantments to our advantage. Bally here,” she said as she scratched at his neck, “got us a layout of the building. We will lead the charge since Matt and I have seen where this guy’s imprisoned, and we are not Enchanted. Depending on how it looks, we may need a distraction.” Ravyn looked at Keke. “Can you handle it?”

Keke smirked. “You bet I can.”

“What if they fight back?” I asked. “I doubt they’d leave him alone in the room, so we might have more people to deal with.”

Ravyn put a finger to her lips and looked up at the ceiling.

“It’s still four against two, though,” Cannoli said.

“Three, if I need to cause a distraction,” Keke corrected.

“You might need to stay behind in the guest house, Cannoli. We still don’t know his Level, either,” Ravyn pondered aloud. “For all we know, he’s been maxed out for some time. He could easily turn the tables if we don’t get the jump on him.”

“What if we drugged him?” It was meant to be a thought, but somehow it gained a voice. I froze, scared of the judgmental stares I might receive.

“That might be a good idea.” Ravyn shrugged.

“What? That’s horrible!” Cannoli said, standing up in protest. At that moment, our waitress returned wearing a scowl.

“Here’s your water and tea.” The waitress put down each glass at the center of the table, looking at all of us in turn. She raised a particularly large eyebrow when her stare met mine, then walked away, glancing behind her shoulder a couple of times on her exit.

When she was out of earshot, I continued in a lower tone. “I’m just saying. Ravyn’s right. We have no idea what Level he might be. He could kill us for all we know. If we’re going in there, then we need to be prepared to take him down if push comes to shove.”

Keke folded her arms in thought. “How long has he been here?”

Ceres shook her head. “I cannot say. However, if the rumors are to be believed, then at least three years.”

Three years of Experience, Levels, and who knows how many catgirls he’s banged.

This plan was starting to sound more akin to a suicide run than a rescue mission. “I’m going with the drug idea, like it or hate it.”

Cannoli frowned somewhere between sad and angry. She sat back down, puffing out her cheeks and crossing her arms. “If he likes it in there, why can’t he stay in there?”

Cailu’s quest, for starters. But even in my thoughts, it didn’t sound like a good enough reason to drug a guy and drag him away from his home against his will.

“Cannoli, if I may,” Ceres said. “Madame Celestia has kept him locked away. Very few faces outside of Venicia have had the privilege to meet him, and even then, only by the madame’s invite. This is a choice that has endangered my island. My sisters.”

That was way better than anything I could come up with. I gestured to Ceres and nodded. Exactly. Listen to the lady knight.

Cannoli pouted. “I still don’t like it.”

Ravyn reached across the table for one of Cannoli’s hands. 

Well, that’s new.

Cannoli dipped her hand into Ravyn’s with a bit of apprehension. 

Ravyn smiled. “I know. I’m sorry, Cannoli. But it has to be done. You don’t want anything bad to happen to us, right?”

“No,” Cannoli whispered.

“We have to get him out of there, one way or another. This can’t go on,” Ravyn reasoned. “You heard Ceres. It’s not right.”

“I… I understand.” Cannoli blinked.

Ravyn and Cannoli let go of each other’s hands. Ravyn’s cheeks were furiously red as she straightened her back, and I’m proud to say that I knew better than to poke fun at her.

“So.” Ravyn cleared her throat. “I’m sure Esmerelda has something useful in her wares. So, we drug the dumbass, throw him over Matt’s shoulder, and vacate. Get it?”

“If I may.” Ceres raised a hand to speak.

“Of course.” We’re all going to have to get used to this.

“Mou ii! What now?” Ravyn snapped.

“Drugging would require the consumption of a tonic or tainted food or drink, would it not?” Ceres clasped her hands together. “How will you achieve this?”

Ravyn and I exchanged looks, and I chewed my tongue in thought. Who wouldn’t accept a drugged cake from strangers, am I right? 

“You could coat an arrow with it,” Keke suggested.

“You want to drug him and shoot him?” Cannoli squealed.

The waitress looked over to our table, the color draining from her face. Ceres laid a hand on Cannoli’s shoulder, and Cannoli clapped her hands over her mouth.

“Cannoli,” Keke hissed.

“Sorry!” came Cannoli’s muffled apology.

“Ara ara! Maybe Esmerelda has something else we can use in her shop. Let’s not discount it quite yet, but we can continue to plan on our ride back. We still have time,” Ravyn hissed.

“What’s our escape plan?” Keke asked. “That’s how this whole conversation began. And I get the feeling that getting in will be the easy part. It’s the escape I’m worried about. I don’t want Matt to carry all the burden.”

“He won’t,” Ravyn said defensively. “I want to put Matt and the other man in as little danger as possible.”

“Then how?” Keke said once more.

After our first venture around the mansion, it’d be reasonable to assume that just about every maid within a mile of the school would be on high alert for some time—especially with our absence. Even if Keke or Cannoli could distract the maids, it was only a matter of time before they realized it was a ruse. By then, their first mode of operation would likely be to see if their man was safe. Then everything afterward would be a mess.

Ball Gag and Buttons walked circles around the table, glaring and competing with one another. Occasionally, Buttons would scoop up a peanut and chuck it in Ball’s direction. Our feathered friend had some incredible agility, blocking each of the shells with his wing with minimal effort.

Buttons turned red with frustration, with little puffs of black smoke rising from his mouth. I couldn’t help but smile at our animal mascots. And then it hit me.

[Displace]! What if they swapped with Ball and Buttons?

“I have an idea!” I said, standing up and slamming my palms against the table. 

Buttons hissed and ran the length of Cannoli’s arm before nestling around her neck. Ball flapped his wings, squawking and retreating to the edge of the table.

“What in the hell, what in the hell, squawwwwk!”

“Does the word covert mean anything to you?” Ravyn snapped, not bothering to hide her irritation.

I coughed and lowered my voice, sinking back into my chair. “What if you used [Displace]?”

Ravyn sighed. “And then what? Bally flies around back so I can [Displace] him again? Then some maid puts an arrow through his skull?”

I shook my head. “No, no, no. Well, yes, Ball too. Ack, I mean, here. What about Buttons?” I said, pointing to the little blazard who had yet to be accounted for. “Buttons is so small that he shouldn’t draw much attention. He could run out the door or escape through a window.”

Ravyn frowned. “I can tell Bally what to do with ease. Buttons seems to do whatever he likes.”

“Not true!” Cannoli exclaimed. “I’ve taught him lots of tricks! I could teach him to help us here, too!” She raised her arms and balled them into fists as she shook them.

I love how enthusiastic you are to prove his worth.

“This isn’t going to work.” Ravyn crossed one leg over another. 

I put my fingers to my cheek, the simple peck she’d delivered the previous night resurfacing to my thoughts. Ravyn seemed to have caught my glance and, as her stare locked with mine, a knowing smile crossed her features. “Sorry to burst your bubble, boy, but I need line of sight. That room doesn’t have a single goddess-damned window in it.”

With my confidence deflated, I looked up at the ceiling in defeat. “Well, I’m open to other ideas.” The sensation of a heel rubbed against my shin, and from across the table Keke was smiling at me. Our encounter in Venicia called goosebumps to my arms, and I shivered.

“This is a fucking nightmare,” Ravyn said, breaking me away from my daydream. “Our skill sets are too narrow to make much of a plan here. I say we go to Esmerelda’s, then work out a plan from there depending on what we can buy. She may have some scrolls that could help us.”

“I regret that I cannot be of much help.” Ceres put a gloved hand over her chest. “Pray forgive me for my limited usefulness.” 

“You’re just barely coming into this. No apology necessary.” I waved a dismissive hand. “For the time being, why don’t we meet back in Sorentina once we have him. We’ll call on you through the Guild Hall.”

“Be prepared to leave at a moment’s notice,” Keke added. “At any time of day or night.”

“Of course.” Ceres shuffled over to one end of the booth and stood up, bowing at the waist. “I will tend to Sorentina’s restorations and the last of my necessary errands for the time being. I await your return with fervor, my lord.”

There’s no getting that out of her vocabulary, is there?

Ceres left, and the rest of us tended to our drinks with little to talk about.

God, I hope Esmerelda’s shop can help us out.
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Chapter 12
"S" Stands For?


The scent of burning herbs and incense filled my nostrils as I opened the door to Esmerelda’s. As the bell jingled, Esmerelda glanced in our direction with pursed lips and a raised, albeit lazy, brow.

“Welcome to Esmerelda’s Eclectics.” Esmerelda’s flat tone had me looking away, scratching the corner of my elbow. Even if she’d said our business wasn’t hers, I couldn’t help but feel…guilty. Keke busied herself at my side, and Cannoli stayed behind me where it was safe. Esmerelda continued her conversation with a pair of maids at the counter, and we began our search for anything that might help break our man out.

“Search there.” Ravyn pointed to several shelves on my left, then pointed to an old rickety door to our right with strange violet fumes billowing out onto the floor. “I’ll search in there.”

“Wait, are we even allowed to be in there?” I reached for Ravyn’s shoulder, but she was already walking away from me, her heels clicking and clacking against the hardwood floor.

All business today, huh?

“Matt, do you want me to help you look?” came Cannoli’s voice.

“I’d appreciate that.”

“I’ll take this aisle,” Keke said.

“Then we’ll check the next one over.” The motion of Cannoli’s bobbing head rubbed against my back, and with a chuckle, I took her over to a couple of shelves situated in a corner of the shop.

Each of the shelves felt old and looked even older. I was afraid to touch anything out of fear that one of the jars would fall and crash to the ground. Knowing my luck, it’d probably be some ancient newt that Esmerelda had been pickling for about a decade worth my entire savings of Bells. And there Matt stayed, working retail in a world far, far away from Earth until the end of his days.

Just the thought of being forced to work retail in Nyarlea was enough to keep my hands off of most anything I saw.

“Matt, what about something like this?” Cannoli pointed to a small box shaped like a treasure chest. A paper tag tied to it with a thick piece of twine labeled the box as ‘Invisibility Enchantments.’ Cannoli took the box into her hands and pulled open the lid. Inside were at least ten scrolls, the emblem of a fox traced onto each scroll in faded yellow ink.

My eyes lit up. Then as I turned the tag over, my jaw dropped. “Ten thousand Bells? That’s highway robbery. There’s no way we can ask Ravyn to pay for this.”

“Well, wait! It might just mean for all of them. I, uh, umm, I’ll go and ask!” Cannoli closed the box and pitter-pattered her way over to the counter before I had a chance to stop her. 

It didn’t take long, though. Cannoli made her way back to me and held out the box. “The price is for a single scroll.” She frowned. Buttons wandered up her arm and sniffed at the fading parchment.

“It’s okay, Cannoli. Really.” I accepted the box from her petite hands before Buttons could do a taste test that would cost us everything. Cannoli’s fingers brushed against mine. So soft. I put the box back onto its shelf, sliding it into position with the utmost care. Buttons resumed his position on Cannoli’s shoulder. “We’ll find something—”

Cannoli wrapped one of her arms around the bend of my arm and weaved her fingers between mine. My skin warmed to her touch, and my breath hitched.

“Matt,” her voice came in a whisper, but I held onto every word. “When I get this Enchantment off, could we spend a little more, um, p-personal time together? I-if that’s okay.” 

I looked down at her, and her striking red eyes bore into me with an intense passion that stole my breath. 

Cannoli’s face was beet red. She drew a deep breath. “I…I want to get closer to you. Please.”

“I would like that, too.”

The two of us stayed that way for a few minutes. I could feel the uneasiness of our recent predicaments melting away. Cannoli’s chest rose and fell, and I could hear the soft sound of air entering and leaving her nose. She leaned her weight into me, and I rested my chin atop her head, smiling.

“We should do this more often,” I suggested.

“Then I suggest we do. Doctor’s orders,” she whispered.

“Doctor might be a stretch. Nurse is probably more in line.”

“Hey, that’s not true.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry. Nurse-in-training.”

“Mmf.” Cannoli jabbed me with a light and playful poke. “Meanie.”

“Sorry.” I laughed and patted her on the head. “You’re my favorite doctor.”

“Well,” Cannoli started, letting go of my hand and putting a few paces of distance between us, “we should probably keep looking.” She grinned, and the blush returned to her cheeks.

“Yeah.”

Cannoli and I took opposite sides of a shelf and continued our search through the dust. There was no feasible way I could overstate what sorts of Spells and strange concoctions I saw and smelled. Anything you could think of—and not think of—was there. Scrolls to command a person to do one’s bidding, another to transmogrify one into an Encroacher—some even had the same Spells I’d seen Cannoli and Ravyn use, like [Blinding Light] and [Fire Ball].

I wonder if I could make good use of these. Would I need a high Magic Stat for them to be effective?

I made a mental note to ask Ravyn and continued my search. Many of the apparatuses, potions, and herbs had oddly specific uses. One stated that it could renew one’s strength, but it had to be consumed under the full moon after being sexually rejected.

Is some unearthly force at work rolling the dice and spinning a wheel to determine this stuff?

I shook my head. Then, I heard the voice of Ravyn. I peeked around the shelf, and she seemed to be having an enthusiastic conversation with the shopkeeper. No surprise with how loaded Ravyn was. I’m sure Esmerelda would do anything to get on her good side. Perhaps it was presumptuous of me to assume, but I had the distinct feeling that Esmerelda also hailed from San Island. Then I had to wonder why in the hell she chose to be on an island like this.

Whatever. None of my business.

At a loss for what may or may not be helpful, I walked up to the counter to see what Ravyn and Esmerelda were talking about.

“Any leads?” I asked.

Ravyn slouched over the counter. She beckoned me with a hand, and I made my way over to her side.

Her eyes narrowed, and a big grin spread across her face. “Oh, I think so. The plan will change a bit, but it’ll be much more fun. Much more entertaining.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. “Fun is a property of our mission, then?”

“More like an added benefit. You’ll get a new experience out of it anyway, so no complaining.”

Esmerelda’s gaze shifted to look at me. It started below, gradually rising until reaching my face. The entire time she wore a look of mild interest, the corner of her lips twitching and her tongue clicking in her mouth. “He has no experience, then?”

“None,” Ravyn confirmed.

I frowned. Where the hell is this going?

Esmerelda’s ‘smile’ grew wider. Not by much, but definitely wider. “The agreed-upon amount will do.”

“You want to fill me in?” I asked Ravyn.

“Later, boy.” Ravyn sifted through her [Cat Pack] and withdrew two bulging sacks of Bells—I dared not ask how much she was paying for this.

Esmerelda gave a curt nod and reached underneath the counter. She procured four bottles and five scrolls. The bottles were filled to the brim with a murky white liquid. For a moment, I thought I saw something moving inside, but I wasn’t sure if I wanted the answer to that question.

Imprinted on the scrolls was the visage of an outlined catgirl. One half of the drawing was red, while the other was blue. It was exceptionally simple in design, with small, scooping waves surrounding the outline.

Some sort of changing Spell?

Esmerelda pushed the hoard forward, and Ravyn accounted for each item, pointing to them individually and mumbling incoherent words. A moment later, Ravyn slid the two sacks of Bells across the counter and placed each bottle and scroll into her [Cat Pack] with utmost caution.

“We got what we need! Grab Cannoli. Hey, Keke! We’re outta here!”

“Did you find something useful?” Keke asked.

“Kehehehe. Oh, yes. Very useful. Let’s go.”
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Ravyn took us to a dilapidated house up the road and squatted down in one corner to go through her inventory. Keke, Cannoli, and I waited against the wall opposite her.

“Looks like she got the drugs at least,” Keke said.

“So, we’re drugging the poor man after all?” Cannoli said with clear disappointment in her voice.

“Maybe, maybe not,” I said, unsure. “Not sure why she couldn’t just tell us already. I don’t like it. She’s always going for the biggest reaction.”

“So suspicious of her,” Keke said with a giggle.

I sighed. “That’s just Ravyn.”

“Thank you so much for waiting!” Ravyn approached with her hands behind her back and a mischievous smile playing on her lips.

She looks like a game show host. “What did I tell you?” I asked, looking at Keke.

“Oh, hush,” Ravyn said. “You’re going to enjoy this, I promise. You get an opportunity to experience something very unique. Something that’ll give you quite a rush.”

“The audience is waiting,” Keke said.

“What do you have?” Cannoli said with bright eyes. Buttons poked his head out and over her collar, his tiny nails holding firmly to the edges.

Ravyn held out one of the scrolls I saw earlier. “I got five of these. That way, we can practice and go through the motions.”

“Why five?” asked Keke. “Wouldn’t it be better to get four or six? No, wait, what do these do? That’s the better question.”

“Two for practice, two for the real thing, one in case something goes wrong, or we need one for our man. As for what they do, well—it would be unfair of me to test this on someone else before offering myself up as tribute. Matt, would you be so kind as to follow my instructions?”

I pushed away from the corner and closed the distance between Ravyn and me. “What do you need me to do?”

“Just hold my hand.” Ravyn offered a hand, and I took it with a bit of apprehension. “Higher. Up here.” She grabbed my arm with her free hand, guiding it up her forearm until it was just beneath her elbow. She mirrored me, holding mine in the same place.

“Okay. Now what?” I asked.

“Now, stay still.” Ravyn gripped the scroll tightly in her hand, crunching the paper. 

Ball was sitting in the corner, flapping and pacing about. 

Guess something about this unnerves him.

“[Impersonate Soul]!” Ravyn cried.

A golden-white light enveloped my vision. My eyes felt like they were on fire, so I shut them. Heat lit my veins, and the hairs on my arms stood on end. When the light faded and I opened my eyes, I gasped.

“Is that…me?” Just before my very eyes was the spitting image of myself, down to the mole underneath my left eye and the single red streak in my hair. There was just one issue. “Now I know what I look like in Ravyn’s outfit.”

Keke burst out laughing, and Cannoli covered her bright red face. Ravyn’s hand was still grasping at my arm. She, er, he stared and smiled big. 

Okay, mental note. Don’t ever smile like that. 

“You look awful in a dress!” Keke cried, slapping one of her thighs.

“Just one last touch,” Ravyn said in my voice. In the palm of Ravyn’s Matt hand was the same insignia I saw on the scroll. It glowed with red and blue light. She brought it to the side of her neck. When she removed her hand, the rune remained. “This is our hourglass of sorts. Unfortunately, it’s also a dead giveaway that we’re impersonating someone else. For that reason, I suggest you put it somewhere…discreet.

“Now it’s time to talk about the caveats to this Enchantment. As any Spell, it has its pros and cons.”

Here’s hoping this doesn’t get me on Nyarlea’s Most Wanted.

[image: Ai Pro Tip: Scrolls are items created by masters of multiple Classes. Their expense is warranted.]
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Chapter 13
We Are Not the Same


The sun’s rays filtered through the dust-covered windows of the vacant home as we all sat in a circle and listened with undivided attention while Ravyn—that is to say, my double—spoke. For every boon this [Impersonate Soul] Spell had, there was a crippling drawback to go along with it. Even so, it seemed that this was just the type of Spell we needed to get our man out of that mansion.

“So, let me make sure I understand this,” I said with a raised hand. “We need to be touching the person when we first cast the Spell. Afterward, we’ll take the form of that person, and an insignia will appear in the palm of our hand.” 

Ravyn nodded. 

“Okay. Then we put that insignia somewhere on our new body, and it acts as our timer. Er, hourglass. Clock. Whatever.” Sundial? Have I seen a clock since I got here?

“Yes. Good boy,” Ravyn cooed in my voice.

The hairs on my skin rose, and not in a good way. It was creepy seeing her mannerisms in my body.

“But the Spell only works on the body,” Keke said next. “So, if we don’t have the right clothes, then we’ll look out of place.”

“Like how Ravyn looks right now.” I was hoping she’d stop sitting with one of her legs popped out in front of her. I’m never going to unsee what I look like wearing panties, am I?

“I’ll have you know there’s a handful of girls out there who wouldn’t mind seeing a man dressed like this,” Ravyn said as she shifted her gaze between Keke and Cannoli. “Many would be too shy to admit it, though.”

Keke blushed. “Let’s put your antics aside for a bit and finish discussing the Spell, please.”

“That’s exactly what we’re doing, darling,” Ravyn said with a giggle. “You have the right of it, though. Which is why we’ll need to procure ourselves some clothes.”

“Does it copy their abilities or Skills?” I wondered if somehow this would be useful in creating several copies of someone like Cailu for wars against the Defiled. Even if just one Cailu was more than enough for Nyarlea.

Ravyn shifted one leg over the other, and I looked away. “No. Only the appearance and physical functions of that body type. Your Stats remain exactly as they are, as do your Skills and other features unique to you. It’s exceptionally limited,” Ravyn sighed.

“Physical functions?” Cannoli asked with a raised brow. Buttons ran a few circles around Cannoli’s collarbone and shifted his weight side to side, bobbing his head as if listening to a tune. “What do you mean by that?”

Ravyn looked at me. “Meaning, all the physical functions that one would expect from another catgirl or a man.”

The hue of red on Keke and Cannoli’s features turned deeper and darker than I’d ever seen before. Cannoli fidgeted with her fingers and bowed her head forward. Keke rolled her shoulder and looked away to a floorboard sticking out of the ground.

I covered my face with one hand as I spoke. “Okay. Putting that particular mental image aside for a moment, how bad are the side effects you mentioned?”

Ravyn’s smile turned upside down. “Bad. Very bad. Chaining this Spell or using it for too long can cause considerable damage to the mind. Then, if you find yourself getting a little too comfortable in the body, you can expect major headaches, loss of balance, amnesia, dysphoria, and all kinds of shitty sensations.” She leaned back, granting me a generous view of my own body from the waist down.

I put my hand out so that I could block Ravyn’s show from my vision. “Way to put my whole body on display. Making me extremely self-conscious here.” I could feel the heat rising to my cheeks, and frankly, the clone of me in Ravyn’s getup with Keke and Cannoli in the room was enough to make me want to jump into the ocean and fight a dozen Defiled.

Ravyn’s cheeks flushed. Oh, holy shit, I look like a creep. Stop that.

“Sorry.” Ravyn crossed her legs and sat up, hissing through her teeth. I guess she had an unpleasant brushing of the jewels down below. Save for the clothes, though, she looked more natural and very much how I pictured myself whenever I sat the same way. “It’s because of the dangers of this Spell that I made sure to get the scrolls that only last an hour. Any more than that, and the effects could be irreparable.”

“Should we really do this, then?” Cannoli said, putting a hand on Ravyn’s shoulder. “I mean, if it can be that bad, maybe we should come up with a different plan.” Cannoli’s voice gradually plummeted in octaves and volume. “I-I know we’re frustrated, but maybe…”

“No.” Ravyn guided Cannoli’s hand away before resting her arms over her knees. “There’s only one person at significant risk here, and it’s Matt.”

“What? Why me?”

“The effects are quadrupled for those who switch to the opposite sex. There isn’t a man in Nyarlea who can get through that school without alerting the entire fucking Venician maid squad to come barreling down the halls and throw you out of the building.” Ravyn’s fingers squirmed and balled repeatedly. “So, you’ll need to go in as one of them. Depending on how long it takes, the effects could really start to mess with you.”

“Then let me go!” Keke said, rising to her feet. “We can’t push Matt to do that if it’s truly that risky. I don’t want him to get hurt.”

“We don’t have a choice at this point,” said the shrugging Ravyn. “You and Cannoli are still Enchanted, and we can’t dispel it without alerting the maids. No. It has to be Matt and me.”

“You can’t be serious!” Keke said, aghast.

“I’ll do it.” Call it a fool’s errand, but I couldn’t watch Cannoli and Keke worry without any of my input.

No matter how I reasoned with it, Ravyn was right. There wasn’t any real practical way to get Keke and Cannoli in there without the risk of blowing the whole plan apart. Their intentions were great, but there wasn’t anything they could do in this situation.

“Ravyn’s right. Think about it. She and I have seen the inside. The real inside. We know where the rooms are; she has a layout that I can understand.” I looked up at Keke, then over to Cannoli. “It just makes the most sense. I’ll take care of it.”

Ravyn cleared her throat. “Trust me when I say I don’t want to put you in any danger. First chance I have to get the other man displaced, I’ll take it. Then we book it.”

“But, I—” Keke started.

“Mou ii,” Ravyn said with a hand to her forehead. “Just let it go. We have no other choice.”

Keke balled her hands. “Fine.”

A few seconds of silence surrounded us until I broke it. “What do I need to be concerned about?”

Ravyn’s brow lifted. “First of all, the Enchantment is very strong. Most [Dispel Magic] scrolls won’t work to take it off before our time is up. But only having an hour means you’ll need to be quick. The sooner we get you out, the better. That way, we can leave you to yourself for a while.”

I frowned. “Why would you do that? Wouldn’t it be better if you girls stayed with me?”

“Not…particularly,” Ravyn replied.

“I don’t like that tone,” Keke hissed.

Ravyn coughed. “You’re going to have a fucking avalanche of thoughts and feelings swarming through your body. If you were turning into Cailu, you wouldn’t have as much of a problem. Mostly muscle and height differences to get used to. But as a catgirl, you’ll have to deal with every sensation a woman handles without thinking—” She took a deep breath, her nails digging into her palms. The gap between her words was widening, and her eyes narrowed.

This is really fucking with her.

“—That’s in addition to your own shit,” Ravyn finished. A clammy sweat was collecting around her forehead, and she looked pale as a sheet.

“An hour. That’s how long it lasts. That’s what you said.” Keke’s tone came off accusatory.

As Keke folded her arms, Ravyn eyed her up and down. I knew what that look was, and I can say she was absolutely awful at hiding it. Any guy could tell you what was going on in a dude’s head when they saw someone look at a girl like that.

“You said quadrupled,” I said, hoping to steal Ravyn’s attention away from Keke. “So, four times more of what, exactly? General effects? Emotions? Like how that person feels and acts? Be specific.”

Maybe if I can distract her thought processes, it’ll help ease her down from the Spell.

“Ah, uh, it’s…sorry.” Ravyn breathed in through her nose and out through her mouth. “Both general and emotional. There are general effects, but they’re more about what the person usually feels in those situations. That’s what can mess with the mind to such a severe degree.”

“Ravyn, are you okay?” Cannoli put both of her hands on Ravyn’s shoulders and nuzzled up against her.

So if I understand this correctly, it compounds the emotional effects of the person she copied? So, right now, what Cannoli’s doing…ah, hell.

“We don’t have a scroll strong enough to dispel this?” I asked.

“Esmerelda, hah, didn’t, um, have any scrolls of that strength,” Ravyn struggled to say. She licked her lips and stared at Cannoli.

Keke’s eyes widened, and she quickly turned around to take a few paces away from our circle. 

“Wait, don’t go,” Ravyn pleaded, her gaze snapping to Keke.

“Hey, listen to me. Stop looking at her,” I said, snapping my fingers in front of Ravyn. “How much longer do you have left?”

“F-five minutes.”

“Why did you use me as a demonstration and not one of the girls? That was stupid.” I beckoned Cannoli over, and although she tilted her head in confusion, she took a seat beside me. I leaned over and whispered to her. “Don’t go near Ravyn right now. The best thing we can do is leave her alone.”

“Sorry, the Spell is hitting me much harder than I thought it would,” Ravyn said with a shake of her head. “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.”

I cleared my throat. “It’s okay. Just please don’t do that again. Talk to us first.”

“It was just meant to be a joke.” Ravyn continued. “I didn’t mean to creep Keke out or cause you more problems.”

How very unlike Ravyn. “You didn’t,” I reassured her. “Why don’t you see what Bally is doing over there in the corner? He should keep you distracted.”

“Shit. Alright. Okay.” Ravyn got on all fours and made her way over to the corner in a strange sort of silent act of self-deprecation.

“What just happened?” Cannoli asked, her crimson eyes lit with concern.

“It’s just a very strong Spell. Ravyn needs some time to herself, I think.”

Holy shit. That is not a Spell to take lightly. How the hell am I going to manage through that?
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Side Quest: Espada's Throne of Glass


The road to the Royal Guard was paved with blood, sweat, and tears. Training began before the break of dawn and pushed long past dusk. The knights of Nyarlothep honed their bodies and minds into perfect weapons, praying to Saoirse that they would one day receive the call to join the ranks of the Royal Guard.

Which was why only three months after Espada had joined the knight’s order, her summons to meet with the queen was hailed with frustrated murmurs and narrowed sideway glances.

However, those who were present bearing witness to Espada’s chivalric deeds knew the truth of it—there was no one more deserving. Throughout the taverns in Nyarlothep, songs both true and—more than slightly—embellished were wailed and belted at all hours of the night about the warrior who feared nothing.

Espada battled every Defiled that threatened the kingdom straight on, greatsword in hand and a wicked smile on her lips. She wore each scar she earned as a trophy, and every day that she still lived was a victory. A particularly ravenous Defiled snatched a bite from one of her ears. Another carved rivers of blood into her face. How she’d lost a portion of her tail was still up to debate amongst muses—some claimed a Defiled with a scythe, others believe she cut it off herself.

Regardless, a single fact remained. Espada belonged in the Royal Guard.

As she approached the castle flanked by two of the Queen’s Own, Espada maintained a perfectly straight posture and drank in her surroundings. Ivory towers soared through the clouds, bedecked with stained glass windows and sculptures of Saoirse and her devout welcoming all who would enter. Knights of the Order were rarely invited into the queen’s presence for matters outside of promotion. It was the first time Espada had ever seen the castle, or its queen, up close.

The gates of the main entrance were thrown wide to welcome her. Women of all ages in regal attire fanned themselves in the main hall, their conversations halting at the appearance of the Queen’s Own and the newcomer. Espada held her chin high, maintaining even strides down the lush carpet leading to the steps of the dais. When they reached the bottom step, she knelt.

“Your Majesty,” Espada greeted, daring to steal a glance at Nyarlea’s ruler. For the first time in her life, Espada’s heart skipped.

Queen Melasia rose from the throne, silencing her subjects with a single glance. Her long white hair was braided back in intricate plaits complemented by streaks of blue as they twisted into a tight bun. Her eyes were a clear blue, and her skin white as snow. Her appearance was as if glass had decided to take a conscious form. Her lavish dress reflected a similar aesthetic, subtly shifting from white to pale blues and greens depending on the angle of the light. Even the fur of her ears and tail shimmered in patterns that suggested that Queen Melasia didn’t harness a single, solid color, but a glowing palette. That should the sun vanish, so would she.

It was only meant to be a glance, but Espada couldn’t take her eyes away.

Queen Melasia lifted her thick skirts and gracefully descended the steps in clear, glass heels. Her stare never wavered from the members of the court; she held her chin high and shoulders perfectly straight. The train of her dress dripped over the steps, descending like a waterfall.

Espada remembered her place and dropped her head, focusing instead on a handful of individual golden threads woven through the rug beneath her.

“Lady Espada. Tales of your bravery have reached mine ears.” Queen Melasia’s silken voice carried throughout the hall with ease. It was clearly a practiced skill, but it surprised Espada to hear such authority from her petite form. “Your peers speak most highly of your accomplishments.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Espada replied.

“I would see your face.” Cool fingers caressed Espada’s cheek, and a hushed murmur washed over the royals.

Goosebumps prickled on the back of Espada’s neck as she allowed her queen to lift her chin. Melasia’s eyes pierced hers as if reading the depths of her soul page by page. The sensation was more terrifying than any Defiled she’d ever faced.

Queen Melasia’s lips drew into a slow smile, and she lowered her voice like they were sharing a secret. “Perchance you do not remember, but you saved my life.”

Espada’s eyebrows raised, her mouth suddenly dry. She wracked her memories for encounters near the castle, or a Defiled that had managed to slide past the borders, but emerged fruitless. “My deepest regrets, but you are correct, Your Majesty. I do not recall.”

Melasia’s smile widened. Her fingers lingered a moment longer on Espada’s cheek before she returned her arm to her side. “I would regale you with my story in more polite company. Pray allow me to invite you into the ranks of the Royal Guard?”

“Of course, Your Majesty.” Espada’s heart pounded against her chest. She was certain she could hear the sound echoing against the walls.

One of the members of Queen Melasia’s court brought her a glittering scabbard—the Sword of Ascension—and the queen unsheathed it with ease. She rested the edge of Saoirse’s holy blade on Espada’s left shoulder. “Espada of Nyarlothep, beneath the eyes of Saoirse and unto the ears of those present, do you solemnly swear to serve and protect your queen and country to your dying breath?”

“I do so swear,” Espada replied.

“Do you swear to respect and regard your peers and superiors as equals, present fair and honest counsel, and uphold the laws and customs of Nyarlea wherever your travels may take you?”

“I do so swear.”

Melasia raised the sword and rested the point against Espada’s face, just below her left eye. “Let this be the final wound you receive without swift and just recourse.” The queen flicked her wrist, drawing a sharp, thin cut down Espada’s cheek. It would heal into the narrow, unmistakable scar shared by all in the Royal Guard. 

Blood trickled down Espada’s jaw, but she didn’t flinch. Compared to the myriad battles she’d experienced and wounds she’d suffered, this was nothing.

“Let it be known by all that I, Queen Melasia of Nyarlea, raise Espada of Nyarlothep to the rank of Royal Guard by virtue of her honor, loyalty, valor, and skill at arms.” Melasia tapped the blade against each of her shoulders. “Rise, Royal Guard Espada.”

Espada stood, pride swelling in her chest. Only then did she realize she stood nearly a head taller than the queen. But the way Melasia carried herself would never suggest a modicum of inferiority to any in the room.

“Your captain will have your assignment for you on the morrow. For the evening, I pray you carry yourself with pride and celebrate as you see fit.” A mischievous smile played at the corners of Melasia’s mouth. Espada wondered if it was a trick of the light or if perhaps she was reading too deeply. “You are dismissed.”

The Queen’s Own escorted Espada from the castle, releasing her to the cheers and praise of her fellow knights and Royal Guard.

The ale flowed free in the tavern that night, and a number of musicians were invited to serenade the patrons. Many royals joined in the festivities, and the feast was unparalleled.

Late into the evening, a kitten weaved through the crowds and found Espada deep in her cups.

“U-um, my lady.” The kitten tugged Espada’s sleeve. “I’ve a message for you.”

A short, perfect script lacking a name requested Espada’s presence at an unfamiliar address. Seeing as most of the attendants had left or passed out around the tavern, Espada tossed the girl a few Bells and secured her sword. She’d never allow herself to be so drunk that she couldn’t fight, so if someone with ill intent awaited her, they’d have another thing coming.

However, when Espada arrived at a cabin offset from the city and surrounded by lush, night-blooming gardens, it didn’t appear to be a potential crime scene. She closed the wooden door behind her, eyes adjusting to the dim candlelight, when a form rounded the corner.

“I am glad you decided to come,” Melasia’s luxurious voice filled the room.

“Your Majesty!” Espada gasped and dropped to her knee. “Why are you— How did you—” She stammered, unable to complete her thoughts.

“Please, stand. And call me Melasia?” Melasia moved to the table and poured two glasses of deep red wine from a waiting decanter. “This place is, how shall I call it, a retreat? My refuge?” She hummed and took a seat at the table.

Espada slowly rose to her feet but stood stalwart. Was this a test? Was one of the Queen’s Own waiting outside to slit her throat if she failed?

“Won’t you sit with me?” Melasia beckoned to the chair across from her.

“Your Majesty—”

“Melasia,” she corrected patiently.

“M… Melasia. I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve a private audience. If I’ve offended you in any way, please accept my sincerest apologies.”

“No. Quite the opposite, really. Come, sit. You are not in danger.”

Espada walked stiff-legged to the table, pulling away one of the chairs and sitting on its edge. 

Melasia had loosened her hair to one long braid trailing over her shoulder. She wore a deep blue dress that hugged her shoulders, held in place by a black corset. The candlelight wove yellow, red, and orange hues into her hair and fur, flickering as if reflected in a mirror.

“How did you leave the castle unnoticed?” Espada asked. “I know it’s late, but there are still a lot of people out there.”

Melasia smirked and took a drink of wine. After replacing the wine glass, she raised one hand to her forehead and closed her eyes, murmuring a string of unintelligible words. When she reached for her wine again, it was as a different person entirely. A tan young woman with short red hair and dark tattoos patterning one arm. But her eyes remained the same pools of translucent blue.

Espada felt the color drain from her face. Enchantments were far from unheard of, but she— this girl— “Selene?”

Selene—no, Melasia—grinned. “I still feel terrible about your tail.”

Espada snagged the glass of wine and drained it. Images flooded her in quick succession. The armored Defiled whose arms formed two enormous swords. The red-headed woman who insisted she was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Shoving the lost stranger out of the way only to have her tail cut in twain. Selene reappearing after its defeat and personally tending to Espada’s injury. Selene’s lips on hers.

Grabbing the bottle of wine, Espada poured more and drained a second cup.

“Espada, I truly am sorry. I understand that I committed the gravest of deceit.” The Enchantment dissipated, and Melasia returned to her true features. “I could not find an opportunity to tell you.”

If Espada found comfort in nothing else, the sudden attachment she’d experienced during the ceremony made sense. She chuckled, if a little incredulous. “I thought I’d seen that smile before.”

Melasia laughed. “I will tell you that this was the earliest my council would allow your ascension to a Royal Guard. And, if you will accept, I wish to have you as one of the Queen’s Own.”

Espada ran a hand through her cropped hair. “Is such a quick promotion wise? They may think you’ve gone mad.”

“Perhaps I have.” Melasia stood and rounded the table, her footfalls making no sound against the wood. She took a seat in Espada’s lap and locked her gaze. 

Espada’s breathing hitched in the back of her throat. “Your Majesty—”

“I can think of no one I would trust more at my side, Espada,” Melasia whispered, tracing the line of Espada’s collarbone. “Please?”

“If someone should find us…” Espada shook her head. “I took an oath, Melasia.”

“By no way are we trespassing upon it now,” Melasia purred. “Is a queen prohibited from keeping a consort?”

Espada blinked. The scent of Melasia’s perfume muddled her thoughts. “I— I don’t—”

“We can forge a new path. Together.”

The last drops of Espada’s inhibition evaporated as she cupped Melasia’s face in her palm and captured her kiss. Melasia hummed her satisfaction and slid her hands beneath Espada’s tunic.

Espada gasped.

“Please?” Melasia repeated against her mouth, mapping the lines of her abdomen with a feather-light touch.

“Yes,” Espada breathed, reaching for Melasia’s corset strings. “Yes.”

When the announcement came of Espada’s quick ascension to the Queen’s Own, it caught the attention of more than just the Royal Guards and the Royal Council.

Even Nyarlothep’s most well-regarded [Crusader] could not turn the eyes of her queen away from a man.
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Chapter 14
Petting My Cat Before the Nuclear Blast


The discomfort of the ride back to Badyron was made worse by Ravyn’s silence and sharp sideways glances in my direction. She melted into the corner of the carriage, seemingly trying to shape herself to the angles of wood and leather. Her hands sat balled into fists in her lap, and her skin still looked concerningly pale, but she was back in her own body. Ball perched on her shoulder, nuzzling her cheek like a worried guardian. She offered him a scratch here and there, moving as if by automation and not a conscious effort. 

We’d offered her potions and snacks ever since the Spell had worn off, but Ravyn was having none of it. So instead, we did our best to occupy the time with broken conversations and awkwardly avoiding one another’s gazes.

“S-so, if using the scroll is that worrisome, should we wait until tomorrow night?” Cannoli asked. Buttons perched in her lap, cocking his head in the same curious way Cannoli did.

“It’ll be late by the time we get back anyway,” Keke agreed. “It would be best to rest up, I think.”

I nodded. “Once we jump in, there’s no backing out.”

Another long pause.

Ravyn broke it, her voice cracking and hoarse. “Ara ara. I’m fine to do it tonight. The less time Celestia has to react, the better.”

Keke crossed one shapely leg over the other. “We should take some time to get set, though. Like packing what we need—”

Ravyn rolled her eyes and cut in. “Mou ii. What could you want to pack from this miserable shithole?”

Keke leveled her gaze. “Food, for starters. We don’t know if we’ll be welcomed into the other taverns after we do this. We’re going to have Ceres and the new man with us, after all.”

“There are also a few potions and tinctures in the house I’d like to, um, take with,” Cannoli murmured.

The ghost of a grin parted Ravyn’s lips. “You mean ‘steal’?”

Cannoli blanched. “N-no! They would be used for good causes, a-and they’re for the guests anyway! Right?”

The carriage hit a steep divot in the road. We simultaneously jolted from our seats, then grimaced. Cannoli’s right hand shot forward to steady Buttons, and her left gripped my thigh, assumingly to steady herself.

I cleared my throat and rested my hand on hers. “I think you can take whatever you like from the house. Within reason.”

She looked from my face to our hands, then back again. A brilliant smile that warmed me to my toes broke on her face, and she nodded. “I won’t take anything we don’t need.”

“Hm,” Keke hummed impatiently, tapping my shin with the toe of her shoe. “The next problem is finding two girls for you to impersonate.”

Oh. Yeah. That’s a thing. “Waiting outside the mansion probably isn’t the most reliable way to do it,” I said. “Especially in broad daylight.”

“What are we going to do with them?” Cannoli’s smile faltered. “You won’t hurt them, will you?”

“Baka, no.” Ravyn shoved a hand in her [Cat Pack] and withdrew one of the bottles filled with milky white liquid. “A little of this in their tea will put them out for a few hours, at least. Just a nice nap. The question is who.”

Ara and Amira would be too obvious. It was a given that Celestia’s watchful eye would be on them at all times. Felsi and Notch were questionable allies at best, and even if they were willing to assist, one was pregnant, and the other had her hands full with her daughter.

Keke twitched her ears and narrowed her eyes. Cannoli hummed a tuneless melody and stroked Buttons from head to tail, her thumb moving similarly across the back of my hand. I picked at a stray thread at the knee of my jeans while my thoughts teetered between Cannoli’s skin and the task at hand. Ravyn replaced the bottle in her pack and reformed to the corner.

“What about the two girls on the dock? The ones that greeted us when we got here?” I remembered suddenly. “They both seemed like they were on Celestia’s shit list.”

“Wouldn’t that mean she’s paying close attention to them?” Cannoli asked.

Keke’s eyes flickered to Cannoli's and my hands, a frown tugging at the corner of her lips. But she leveled her stare to ours and shook her head. “Not necessarily. She seemed more annoyed with them than keen on their progress as maids.”

“The bitch is mortal, just like the rest of us,” Ravyn spat. “She’s only got two eyes to monitor this place. She can’t watch everything at once.”

I pictured Celestia sitting in a room, sipping a cup of tea, her face lit by two dozen monitors fueled by security cameras set up on every corner of Venicia. Big Mistress is watching. “Actually, how does she monitor these Enchantments?”

“It depends on the Enchantment and the Class. However, if I were trying to watch a whole fucking town, I’d link each Enchantment to a dot on a map,” Ravyn explained. “As if you were watching the place from Ball’s point of view.”

I thought I remembered seeing a map like that in a movie about a wizard. But I’d watched it only once and might have been more focused on trying to put my arm around the girl I was with than the teenage edge-wizard. “Can she see the names of everyone?”

Ravyn shrugged. “Maybe. Depends on the skill of the user.”

“To be safe, we should probably assume that she can, then,” Keke said. 

Cannoli squirmed uncomfortably. “Then, would she see two sets of the dock girls?”

“No. Because we’re not Enchanted, remember?” Ravyn replied.

“Wait. Cannoli makes a good point, though. That means we need to leave them somewhere that makes sense.” I squeezed her hand, and she giggled. “If we’re going in at night, that would mean in their homes.”

Keke leaned forward and clasped her hands between her knees. “But we don’t know where they live. And I don’t see a late-night visit to muddy their tea going over well.”

Ravyn stared out the window, eyes locked on the rolling landscape slowly passing us by. She sighed, then said, “We should do this during the day, then.”

My heart sped. “Seriously?”

She nodded. “Everything we’ve done so far has only set the bitch on high alert. We’ve paid too damn much and spent too much time in this goddess-forsaken place. Let’s not fuck it up now.”

“Then we should plan this to the last detail,” I said. “If we run into trouble, then we can improvise. But let’s at least have a few backups for that.”

The girls nodded, and I ran a hand through my hair. My stomach was twisting with uneasy knots. We were really going to go through with this. 
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As we guessed, we arrived back in Venicia after the sun had vanished and the evening’s chill had set in. I shivered as we made our way back to our temporary estate. 

“My, you were gone for quite some time, master and misses,” Ara greeted us at the door with a bow and what felt like a forced smile. “Did you enjoy your journey?”

“Yeah. It was just fucking peachy,” Ravyn snapped. “Can you and Amira make us food, or do we need to dig through the trash like peasants?”

Keke hid her laugh behind a cough. Cannoli’s hand slid between my elbow and my waist, and she silently clung to my forearm. Was that her racing pulse I felt, or was I imagining things?

Ara’s smile faltered. “We’d be delighted to,” she said through clenched teeth. “A few moments while we’re in the kitchens if you please. Take your ease in the dining hall. Formal attire is unnecessary at this hour.”

“Oh, you’re too kind,” Ravyn said, her voice overly pompous.

“Ravyn,” I cautioned.

Ara bowed again without another word and disappeared through the expansive hallways and into the kitchens. We made our way to the dining room and sat in exhausted silence until the food arrived. Ara and Amira remained silent and stalwart as we ate, then wished us a good night when we made our way back to our rooms.

Keke kissed my cheek and disappeared behind her door. Ravyn shuffled into her room without a word or a parting glance. Cannoli lingered at my side, timidly bouncing from one foot to the next. She bit her lower lip and looked up at me with expectant, shining eyes.

Her heart really is racing as fast as mine.

“C-can we…?” she whispered.

I nodded, then took her hand and led her to my room, quietly closing the door behind us. Once we were alone, I asked, “You sure about this? Didn’t you want to wait until we get the Enchantment off?”

“I’m sure.” She stood on her tiptoes, twined her hands around my neck, and pulled me into her kiss. Her lips were even softer than I remembered, which seemed impossible. She tasted like the strawberries we had for dessert and the sweet scent I always picked up on her skin. “I can’t wait that long, Matt,” she murmured against my mouth.

Recalling her last request for a long make-out session and cuddles, I wasn’t sure what all was off-limits this round. The last thing I wanted to do was make her uncomfortable, even if the desperate voice in the back of my head kept screaming at me to rip her clothes off.

Without breaking our kiss, she walked me back toward the bed, perching on the side and situating me between her thighs. She dropped her trembling hands to my wrists, guiding them from her shoulders to her chest.

The plush curve of her chest beneath her top rested against my palms, rising and falling with her shuddering breaths.

“I need you,” she whispered, arching her back against my hands. “Do you want me?”

“Yes.” I gently kneaded her breasts, growing more frustrated by the moment with the thin fabric blocking me from her flesh.

“Harder,” she purred, breathless. “Please?”

Woah. Alright. “Then take this off.” I tugged at her top.

Cannoli pulled back from our embrace and whipped her tunic over her head before moving to unhook her bra. She froze, her wide-eyed gaze carefully studying my face.

“We can stop,” I said quickly. “Don’t do anything you don’t want to.”

The blush in her cheeks deepened, and she shook her head, strands of white slipping over her shoulders. “N-no. I want this. More than I can say.”

“Alright,” I replied, running my fingers through her hair. “Just tell me what to do,”

She stripped her bra and looked up at me sheepishly. “I-I know they’re not as big as Keke’s or Ravyn’s, b-but—”

The gentle ascension of her chest peaked with perfectly pink nipples before rounding into the curve of her taut stomach. Her hip bones poked above the hem of the skirt guarding the last of Cannoli’s naked form. “You’re perfect,” I marveled.

“You’re not just saying that?” Cannoli whispered.

I shook my head. “No.” I kissed her, cradling her lower back with one hand and cupping one breast with the other. I massaged her skin and drew high moans from her throat, pausing only to tease her nipple between my thumb and forefinger.

“Mmh… That feels really good,” Cannoli crooned, sliding her hands beneath my shirt. “Can you take yours off, too?”

“Sure.” I tossed my shirt to join hers.

Cannoli stole long glances at my abdomen and hips, then licked her lips. My heart skipped. She traced the outlines of muscles that I myself was still getting used to, and I shivered.

“Can I tell you a secret?” she asked.

“Mhm.” I drank in the picture of her on the bed, her hand on my chest. The feather-light sensation of her fingertips traced goosebumps along my skin. Her whole body was a pure ivory that seemed too flawless to touch. Even my gentle massaging against her chest showed light pink reflections of where my hand had been. Her ruby eyes searched my face and chest with a mixture of desire and curiosity.

Cannoli chewed her lip. “I, um, don’t really know what to do from here.”

I took her free hand and kissed her palm. “What do you mean?”

“Like—hng!” she squeaked as I sucked her fingers. “T-this is how kittens are made, right? B-but, Keke hasn’t gotten pregnant. And, um, I probably shouldn’t get pregnant yet. So, what else can we do?”

I nibbled her fingertips, winning another pleasant squeal from Cannoli, then chuckled. “Do you want me to lead?”

Cannoli gasped and quickly nodded. “I-if you don’t mind.”

But I still don’t want to go too far. “If you don’t like something, say stop. Okay?”

“Alright.”

I gently laid her down on her back, moving onto the bed at her side. I knelt on the comforter, slowly losing my logical thoughts to the bestial need throbbing between my legs. I mapped the topography of her body with my fingertips, relishing her quivering form. “Do you ever touch yourself?”

“W-what?” Cannoli flushed.

I descended to her hips, beneath the hem of her skirt, and caressed the thin damp fabric between her legs. “Like this,” I growled.

Cannoli gasped and shivered, her thighs parting to accept the delicate stroke of my fingers. “I—mnf—yes!” Her answer hitched with the moan in her throat.

“What do you think about when you do?” I barely recognized my own voice. I’d never asked a girl questions like this before. But the craving glimmer in Cannoli’s eyes fueled my own desires like gasoline to a bonfire.

“That’s embarrassing!” she squealed.

“I mean, I can stop.” I shrugged and drew my hand away.

Cannoli snatched my wrist and looked at me with an expression I’d never seen on her face before. A mix of desperation and depravity so deep I could drown in it. “Please don’t.”

I hooked my thumb through the seat of her underwear and shifted it to the left. The heat of her swept over my hand, and her thighs trembled. “What do you think about, then?”

“Y-you,” she said, voice barely audible.

I delicately stroked her folds with my middle finger. She gasped. “What about me?”

“You…touching me instead,” she admitted so low I could barely hear it.

I parted her skin and rubbed the length of her searing clit. “Like this?”

Air hissed between her teeth as Cannoli grasped my thigh with one hand and the comforter with the other. “Y-yes!”

I slipped the first knuckle of my finger inside her, letting her panties rest against the back of my hand to free my thumb for other attentions. “What else?”

“Matt… I-I couldn’t—”

I slid two fingers into her depths, massaging her clit with my thumb while I watched her beautiful face. She was an intoxicating blend of embarrassment and longing, forcing her eyes to stay on mine instead of rolling back into her head. Her hips rolled against my hand, and her grip tightened. “Tell me.”

“Y-you holding me down while you do it.” The words came in a rush, as if connected together in one sound instead of a sentence.

I corralled her wrists with my free hand and pinned them above her head, slipping another finger into her yielding body. She brought her feet to the edge of the bed, letting her knees butterfly out to spread her thighs farther apart. “Like this?”

“Mmh! Yes!”

I withdrew my hand to her desperate whimpers of protest, tearing away her skirt and panties to leave her naked on the bed. “You’re beautiful, Cannoli.”

Cannoli squirmed beneath my grasp, toes curling as she returned to her previous position to give me easy access between her legs. “Please don’t stop,” she whimpered. “Please.”

I plunged my fingers back into her, rewarded with a satisfied squeal. I leaned in and teased her nipple between my teeth and with laps of my tongue. Every muscle in her petite form tensed, rigid with pleasure, and her hands twisted against my hold.

She bucked and writhed, her breathy squeals and moans music to my ears. I added another finger, sliding in and out of her with ease. She was soaked. I stroked her clit with my thumb and lived for the gasps between her sounds.

“I-I’m coming!” she cried, her back arching with the climax.

I thrust my fingers as far back as I could, seemingly bottoming her out with just my hand. Her strained cries echoed against the walls, and the evidence of her pleasure dripped down her inner thighs. She clenched her hands into fists, closed her eyes, and rolled her hips against the palm of my hand. I moved my head from her chest and stole her kiss, pushing my tongue past her lips.

Cannoli tipped her head back, welcoming the kiss as her rhythm slowed. For a few seconds, her breath was mine. All of her was mine.

She stilled and nipped my bottom lip. As I pulled away and released her wrists, she grinned and wriggled her hips away from my fingers. Her thighs trembled with the effort.

“Was that okay?” I asked, worried that I may have hurt her.

“Better than okay,” Cannoli purred, her smile widening. “You should feel good, too.” She dove for the button of my jeans, clumsily unhooking it before unzipping the fly and tearing at my pants.

I helped her out, discarding my jeans and boxers to the side. I sat on the bed, and she situated herself into my lap, her back facing me. My erection stood firmly between us, and I cleared my throat. My confidence was beginning to fade.

“If you don’t like this, tell me, alright?” Cannoli said.

I mean, how many things can we do in this position? “Okay.” 

Cannoli’s long, swaying tail curved around her back, then wrapped around my shaft. It was a strange feeling, definitely different from what I was used to. Like a downy, fluffy Fleshlight. I didn’t hate it. “That’s new.”

“Is it alright?” Cannoli asked, apparently returned to her constant state of one-step-from-panic.

“Yeah, it’s fine.”

And then she started to move her tail. I had clearly underestimated how dexterous their tails could be. She’d wrapped me from base to tip, encasing me in a velvety, firm grasp that toyed with my skin and teased the sensitive head with the tips of her fur. I leaned back on my hands and watched her work with curiosity.

“Does that feel good?” Cannoli murmured.

“It does,” I said, unable to help my surprise. “It feels really good.”

Cannoli giggled. “I’m glad.”

“Can you squeeze harder?”

Her eyebrows raised. “I think so.” She did.

I groaned. My thighs tensed, and the feeling left my feet. “Yeah, like that.”

Cannoli continued to pump me with her tail. She blushed and avoided my gaze. “Y-you can come on me. If you want.”

“Would you like that?” My excitement resummoned my confidence. I ran my fingers down her spine, leaving thin red lines imprinted on her skin. She shivered.

“Yes.”

“Then go a little faster.”

Cannoli increased her pace, and I gripped her hips, sinking my fingernails into her hips.

Shit, why does that feel so good? “You sure this is your first time?”

Cannoli giggled. She somehow managed different pressures with separate sections of her tail, adjusting it by the sounds she dragged out of me. I didn’t have a chance to warn her before she forced me over the edge, continuing to pump me with her tail despite the hot seed painting her back. She watched me over her shoulder for the full duration, chewing her lip and breathing fast. Wide eyes seemingly memorizing me as I did her.

“Matt,” she murmured as I caught my breath.

“Hm?” I brushed the loose strands of hair away from her shoulders, admiring the graceful curve of her spine.

“I think I love you.”
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Chapter 15
Tea and Sympathy


I blinked, and my mouth went dry. I was still trying to figure out what exactly ‘love’ looked like, and Cannoli just laid her whole hand on the table. “Cannoli…”

She smiled, her eyes downcast, and she loosed herself from me. “I know that I shouldn’t really feel this way. I just don’t know what else to call this.” Her shoulders slumped as she slid from the bed and made for the bathroom, murmuring as she went, “It’s not allowed…”

“Hey, hang on!” I called after her. 

The reply was the squeaking sound of a faucet turning and then running water. 

You’re choking, Kelmer. Follow her. I grabbed my boxers and hopped to the bathroom while simultaneously throwing them on. “You know I care about you, right?”

Cannoli perched on the side of the tub, running a cloth beneath the water. She nodded without meeting my gaze. The low lighting danced along her ivory form, accentuating her curves and tender skin. Her hair trailed to her waist, glimmering brilliantly in the soft glow. She looked stunning.

“Here, let me.” I took the washcloth from her and wrung it out.

She turned, pulling her hair entirely over one shoulder. I gingerly cleaned her lower back while I searched for the right words to say.

“I’ll be honest. I don’t know the best way to respond to this. Especially considering the circumstances,” I admitted.

“I feel like Saoirse is testing me,” Cannoli whispered. Her expression fell, and she closed her eyes. “I’ve stayed faithful all my life, and with you, I… I don’t know.”

“We’ll take this slow, alright? There’s still plenty I don’t know about you that I want to learn.” I dipped the cloth back in the water and stroked her back. “We can keep this between us. I’m not going anywhere.”

Cannoli idly braided a thick section of her hair. “I’m so sorry, Matt. I feel like I messed this all up.”

I kissed her shoulder before moving to clean her tail. “You didn’t mess anything up.”

A small smile played at the corner of her lips. “Promise?”

“Promise.”
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I slept restlessly that night, both Cannoli’s confession and thoughts of everything that could go wrong with our quest plaguing me. Hearing the knock on my door for breakfast was both comforting and infuriating—I couldn’t have slept more than a couple of hours, but at least the night was over.

Cannoli dressed without a word and left first, apparently just as preoccupied with her own thoughts as I was. Maybe it was for the better.

Breakfast was filled with empty conversation under the watchful eyes of Ara and Amira. Ball shivered in Ravyn’s lap while Buttons made a game of tossing berries with his tail and catching them in his mouth. He seemed like the only one able to escape the heavy tension in the room.

Once we’d finished, Keke and Cannoli stayed back in the house as we’d planned, and Ravyn and I made for the docks.

“You and Cannoli okay?” Ravyn asked in a rare moment of caring about forces outside her control.

“That obvious?”

“Mm.” 

Ball soared overhead; I could just barely make out his wings against the sky. “I think so.” I wasn’t sure how much I could tell her. I didn’t want her blowing up in either of our faces. “She’ll talk to me if not.”

Ravyn studied my face and shook her head. “Baka,” she murmured.

“What?”

“Nothing. You need to focus on this right now. Here.” She handed me one of the scrolls and two of the white mixtures. “Remember, these [Trance] potions don’t take a lot. One bottle can knock out a handful of catgirls.”

“Got it.” I shoved all three items into my [Cat Pack]. My heart pounded against my chest, and goosebumps prickled on my arms. This was finally happening.

Portia’s sloop was still situated at the dock. Her outline was dark against the sunlight, and she held a fishing pole over the bow, sitting cross-legged with a beer at her side. Can I be doing that instead?

Two heads caught sight of Ravyn and me, and the twins raced toward us and bowed deeply.

“Master Matt! We apologize for our behavior,” Destiny—she was the blue-haired one, right?—said.

“We understand our service was not up to standard and wish only for your forgiveness,” Lara added. Her voice had an airy tone to it—like she was never wholly grounded in what she was saying.

“Mou ii.” Ravyn crossed her arms and rolled her eyes. “Kind of ironic, eh Matt?”

We’d expected that they’d apologize. I was glad that our plan was starting off smoothly. 

Lara’s gaze flickered back and forth between us, her hands clasped and wringing. “Ironic?” she asked meekly.

I shrugged. “Yeah. What was it? Grace, service, urgency? Ever since we’ve come to Venicia, not one maid has invited us in for coffee or tea. It’s all closed doors around here.”

The twins exchanged looks. Destiny chewed her lip, bowing deeper, “W-would you like to join us for tea, master?”

“Kehehehe. Now that’s more like it,” Ravyn snickered. “See? I told you they’d want another chance.”

Lara flinched. “That’s very kind of you, miss.”

“Lead on, then?” I said, gesturing behind the twins.

“Of course!” they replied in unison, turning heel and guiding us away from the dock.

“You won’t get in trouble just abandoning your post?” Ravyn asked with a raised brow.

Destiny shook her head. “M-Madame Celestia would much rather us be training at school.”

“Why aren’t you there, then?” I wondered aloud.

“We have not attended in quite some time.” Lara glanced back at me, touching one finger to her chin. “Truly, we thought the madame had given up on us and our futures in Venicia entirely.”

“The day you arrived was the first time we spoke with her in days,” Destiny added.

“I see,” I replied.

“She’s a bitch. I don’t blame you,” Ravyn said bluntly.

Destiny and Lara both winced. 

Trouble in paradise?

The ocean remained to our left as we walked, and the lines of ornate houses diminished in size the farther we traveled. They never quite reached what I was accustomed to seeing on Ni—like Keke and Cannoli’s homes. However, the dwellings set off from the mansions of Venicia were ivory hovels in comparison.

“I assure you, Madame Celestia has been n-nothing but kind to us,” Destiny squeaked. “I-it is just…”

“We are from Leche. Lest we ever forget,” Lara sighed.

Ravyn and I exchanged looks but said nothing.

“Here we are!” Destiny said brightly, turning up the pathway of one of the meager homes. 

A freshly manicured lawn and a line of miniature hedges flanked either side of us. Lara opened the door and welcomed us inside with a bow. The place was still far nicer than anywhere I’d ever lived before. Plush rugs and furniture decorated the main room, and paintings of landscapes lined the walls and hallway. I felt a nostalgic pang in my chest and hoped Saphira was doing alright.

I stopped in front of a larger canvas with bright blue flowers and purple butterflies. “Did one of you paint these?”

“N-no!” Destiny squeaked. “I-I mean—”

“They were gifts from a friend,” Lara said. She tilted her head to the side, her gaze wandering the room, then she giggled. “Yes. A friend.”

O…kay.

“Please, sit anywhere you like,” Lara said.

“You’re making tea, right?” Ravyn asked.

“Of course,” Destiny said.

Ravyn stepped around the furniture to where the twins stood. “Then we’ll come to the kitchen with you.

Lara tipped her head to her other shoulder, watching us curiously. “You should make yourselves comfortable.”

“Ara ara. I’m comfortable knowing my tea’s being made just how I like it. Let’s go, ladies,” Ravyn snapped.

I followed Ravyn’s lead. Guilt trickled down my spine for these girls, but this had to be done.

The kitchen was immaculately clean, albeit cramped. But there was still a round wooden table with four chairs, assumedly for Destiny, Lara, and any guests. I took a seat while Ravyn hovered around the twins, heckling them at every turn as they lit the stove and prepared the leaves.

“That’s all you use for tea? Baka, double that amount, at least,” Ravyn barked. “Otherwise, you may as well serve plain hot water.”

“O-of course, miss!” Destiny whimpered.

Lara grabbed a silver tray and placed it on the table alongside a sugar bowl, a saucer of milk, and four cups. 

“Do you two drink milk with your tea?” I asked.

Just as Lara nodded and opened her mouth to reply, Ravyn snapped over her shoulder, “Every respectable catgirl drinks milk with their tea.”

Lara frowned. “As the mistress says.” Her right ear rotated to the side, and she blinked. “Yes, she is quite fiery…” she murmured.

“Hey! Get back here and tell your sister that five minutes is too damn long to steep tea!” Ravyn demanded.

The confused girl turned back to the stove, adding her voice to the choir of Ravyn’s shrill commands and Destiny’s weak grumbling. 

I realized I wasn’t going to get another shot at this. I slowly reached for the saucer of milk and pulled it beneath the table while all three girls had their backs turned. There wasn’t enough room to pour the [Trance] potion in with it, and I was sure someone would notice if I dumped it on the ground. So, I turned to the side and threw back the saucer, draining its contents with two swallows. 

“Oh, Master Matt—” Destiny began to turn.

I nearly choked on the cool liquid. Ravyn realized what was happening and growled. “Hey! Don’t worry about him right now. We have tea to make.”

“R-right! My apologies!” Destiny abandoned her plan and returned her eyes to the kettle.

Dropping my hands back beneath the table with the empty saucer, I waited a few heart-pounding moments to make sure their attention was still on the tea. That was too damn close. Satisfied that I had at least another minute, I withdrew the potion from my [Cat Pack] and popped the cork with my thumb. I dumped its contents into the saucer and shoved the emptied bottle back into my pack before replacing the saucer. 

“How’s it going over there?” I asked, hoping to sound impatient but coming off breathless instead. Didn’t spec very high into sleight of hand, did I?

“Maybe it would be better if they went to the etiquette school,” Ravyn cackled. “Can’t make a decent cup of tea to save their lives, it seems.”

Destiny squeaked. “I-I’m so sorry! Please, we are doing our best, master!”

“Hm,” Lara hummed, shaking her head. “I agree. It is very loud today.”

Who is she talking to? I sighed. “Aren’t you being a little hard on them, Ravyn?”

“Mattaku. You may enjoy tasteless hot water, but I don’t. Besides, future guests can only benefit from my personal guidance.”

Ravyn’s war on tea continued, and by the time they joined me at the table, Destiny looked utterly defeated. Her eyes remained in her lap with her head bowed, ears flat against her hair. Lara seemed indifferent, her gaze never settling on one thing.

“Here, let me. Please.” I took the teapot and served them as gracefully as I could, though the delicate handle felt awkward in my bulky fingers.

“Master Matt! You musn’t!” Destiny insisted. “You are our guest!”

I chuckled and continued pouring. “We’re not doing a great job of that. It’s fine.” After filling all four cups, I swiftly took the milk and generously filled Destiny’s cup, then Lara’s, followed by Ravyn and mine.

Ravyn looked at me expectantly, and I gave her a nearly imperceptible shake of my head. Thankfully, Destiny and Lara were scooping sugar into their teacups and didn’t seem to notice.

“Perhaps Madame Celestia is right. We shall never be proper maids,” Lara lamented into her tea.

Destiny sighed and lifted her cup. “I wish to disagree with you but find it difficult.” She blew a measure of steam away from the surface and took a sip. Her eyes widened, and she glanced at Ravyn. “Goodness! This is perfect!”

“Hm? What’s that?” Lara’s ears circled around. “Matt…?”

“Sister, not now,” Destiny hissed. “Try the tea. It’s excellent.”

Lara blinked, then nodded. She took slow sips from her cup. “Ah. This is quite good.”

Ravyn grinned. “See? Practice makes perfect.”

Destiny and Lara both drank deeply from their cups while Ravyn and I stole pretend sips from ours.

“What’s Leche like?” I asked, hoping to spark more conversation while we waited.

To my relief, Lara refilled her cup with more tea and more of the potion. “Hm. We were very young when we were brought to Venicia. But I remember the cool spring days when the butterflies arrived.”

“Butterflies?” Ravyn asked.

Once Lara was finished with the sugar, Destiny did the same, accepting more of the tea and potion. “Yes. During the same time each year, hundreds of purple butterflies would migrate to Leche for its flowers. There’s a festival and a feast to celebrate.”

“Oh. That’s what the painting’s of?” I motioned over my shoulder.

Destiny blushed deeply. “Yes.”

“It looks beautiful,” I replied. I bet Cannoli would melt for something like that. “Why did you leave?”

“Our mother perished in battle against a Defiled,” Destiny murmured. “Bringing us to Venicia was her final wish.”

Lara yawned and blinked. “Ah, excuse me. As she says, we were brought here. To be kept safe from Defiled attacks.”

“Hm? Have the Defiled never attacked Venicia?” Ravyn traced the mouth of her teacup with one finger.

“Not for many years. It is the best-guarded city on Shi Island.” Destiny rested one elbow on the table and leaned her chin on her hand. Her lids were heavy, and she stifled a yawn. “My sincerest apologies. I find myself quite tired.”

“You, too?” Lara’s shoulders slumped, and she rubbed her hands on her face. “Wind…was right.”

Wind?

Destiny slowly looked between us, fighting to keep her eyes open. “What…what have you done?”

I’m so sorry, girls.

Before they could say another word, both girls were asleep. We stood and pulled the twins from their seats, laying them carefully on the floor.

“Alright, let’s get to work.” Ravyn found the clasps of Destiny’s dress and unfastened them, divesting it with impressive speed. She turned to me and snapped, “Hey! Don’t just sit there! We have shit to do!”

“Right. Sorry.” I nodded, finding similar clasps on Lara’s dress and unhooking them with trembling hands.

Saoirse forgive me.
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Chapter 16
The Birdcage


Ravyn and I knelt beside the girls in our underwear, having already swapped Lara’s clothes for Ravyn’s. The nervous twists in my stomach forced my focus on the task at hand over Ravyn’s lacy lingerie. She draped Lara’s arm over her shoulders and unfurled one of the scrolls, lying across the unconscious girl’s stomach. 

“Hope this works,” Ravyn grumbled. Holding another scroll in her free hand, she touched Lara’s shoulder. “[Impersonate Souls]!”

The gamble paid off—she and Lara’s bodies shifted and realigned themselves to the shapes of one another. Lara’s chest filled in Ravyn’s dark dress while Ravyn shrank to Lara’s petite size. I held my scroll in one sweaty palm, staring at Destiny’s sleeping face. Let’s go, Matt. Ravyn survived an hour. You can, too.

I touched Destiny’s forearm and closed my eyes. “[Impersonate Soul],” I murmured.

The effect was immediate and bizarre. It didn’t hurt, but I could feel my skin and bones morphing to recreate the image of Destiny. My muscles dissolved into lithe lines and soft flesh. Thick threads of hair jutted from my head and fell around my shoulders in blue waves. My chest filled out, and I realized that I was sitting topless as a woman.

“Whoops,” I whispered, heat rushing to my face. The soft, feminine voice that escaped me was Destiny’s, and my mouth went dry. I idly covered my chest with one thin arm and turned away from Ravyn’s gaze, then wondered why I’d done it. Because I’d seen girls do it before? But this reaction just seemed so quick and natural.

“Matt, don’t overthink things. Stick to the plan,” Ravyn cautioned in Lara’s voice. Meanwhile, Lara—now Ravyn—was still asleep on the floor. “I told you before. You’re going to feel weird as hell. Do not get stuck in your head.”

“R-right.” Well, at least the stammer sounded like Destiny’s. Another set of entirely foreign sensations tingled on my scalp and at my tailbone. As if I’d gained feeling in three new areas. My tail wrapped around my waist, and I squeaked in surprise. I ran my fingers over the soft cat ears sprouting from my head and immediately groped at the empty sections where mine had been.

“Matt!”

“Sorry!” I picked Destiny’s clothes off the floor and redressed myself in the dark maid uniform of Shi Island. I strapped my [Cat Pack] to my side and stepped carefully into the black heels.

Just don’t think about it. Stick to the plan.

Christ, boobs are heavy. And this dress is itchy.

Hey! The plan, Kelmer! 

“Don’t forget to move the sigil,” Ravyn prompted.

I felt a warm sensation in the palm of my hand. I touched it to my lower back, figuring that someone would have to lift the damn dress to find it. “What about hers?” I pointed to the glowing symbol still on Lara-now-Ravyn’s throat. 

“Hm.” Ravyn puppeted Lara’s limp hand around the sigil, but it didn’t move. “I guess it has to be a conscious effort.” She situated the Mandarin collar of her dress higher, pulling the knot at the throat taut to cover it entirely. “This will have to do.”

I frowned, but there was nothing else for it. 

“Help me carry her,” Ravyn commanded once she’d redressed as Lara.

I carefully stepped over Destiny, landing awkwardly on the other side. I had to steady myself on Ravyn’s shoulder. “I, er, have never worn high heels before,” I admitted sheepishly.

“Mou ii. Men really do have it easy.” Ravyn shook her head. “You’ll have time on the walk to the school to figure it out. Come on.”

I grabbed Lara-now-Ravyn by the opposite shoulder and heaved her over mine. In my body, it would have been easy to lift her on my own. But Destiny didn’t have my height or muscle mass, even if my [Strength] had carried over.

“I don’t know if I can do it,” I said. The sudden, crushing weight of inadequacy washed over me. I couldn’t lift Lara. I couldn’t help Ravyn. I couldn’t save anyone. Hot tears threatened behind my eyes, and I sniffed. “I don’t know if I can do anything.”

“Matt! Those aren’t your feelings, remember?” Ravyn snapped her fingers to snatch my attention. “Those are Destiny’s emotions quadrupled. We can do this. Stay. Focused.”

I shook my head to clear it, shoving down the tears and fighting off the looming shadow of doubt. “School. We’re going to the school.” I took a deep breath and shifted Lara’s arm more evenly across my shoulders. “Okay. Up!”

Once we both found a comfortable position to hoist Lara up, it wasn’t too bad. We shuffled out of the kitchen and through the front door, finding a rhythm in our steps as we walked. The walkways were vacant as usual, and Felsi’s ice cream shop was blessedly empty—though I did feel a heavy sentimental pull as we passed it by. Seemed Destiny felt a strong attachment to the shop.

I’m proud to say that I only tripped twice on our way to the school, earning angry side glances from Ravyn. We remained silent as a precaution in case anyone was watching or listening to us. A thin sheen of sweat glistened from our brows and necks by the time we finally breached the door of Venicia’s School of Etiquette.

A handful of girls traversing the halls and grand staircase stopped in their tracks, staring daggers into the outcasts loitering in their doorway. You’ll never be good enough for this, a voice in the back of my head urged. None of them want you here. See the way they look at you?

“Madame Celestia!” I called. “Please fetch Madame Celestia!”

One of the girls with more sense than pride snapped to attention when she laid eyes on the motionless body between us. “I will summon her!”

Within moments, Celestia stood before us, assessing the situation with pursed lips and narrowed eyes. She adjusted her glasses, her frozen gaze flickering between our faces. “Destiny. Lara. What is the reason for your interruption?” 

I licked my lips—I was scared as hell. More terrified than I’d ever been of any Defiled or roach. This woman was like fighting the boss of the goddamned island. “M-Madame Celestia, we found this traveler spying outside the school.” I gestured to our unconscious quarry.

“Is that so?” Celestia stepped forward and tipped Lara-now-Ravyn’s chin up to study her. “Ah, it is the filthy one, as expected. Where is her loathsome pet?”

“Ba— I mean, pardon me. The bird flew away, madame,” Ravyn said. “We caught her by surprise, and rendering her unconscious was our only hope of taking her in.”

“Yes, a wise choice indeed.” A smile tugged at Celestia’s lips. “Perhaps now we may have some answers from these travelers.” She stepped forward and cupped Lara-now-Ravyn underneath the armpits, hauling her over one shoulder like a bag of flour.

Holy shit. She must be stacked beneath that dress. 

“I shall take it from here, ladies,” Celestia said. “You have done me a great service this day.”

“Thank you, Madame Celestia,” we said in unison, then curtsied. It was a foreign gesture but felt well-practiced in Destiny’s body.

Celestia hauled her prize away, snapping at the others to go back to their daily schedules. A few more curious glances and hushed words were exchanged between the ones witnessing the affair, but we were left alone.

Ravyn caught my eye and offered the slightest tilt of her head. I hummed a response and quietly followed behind her as she led us through the halls. My heart raced, and the small hairs on the back of my neck stood on end the further we traversed into the school.

There were multiple rooms filled with girls in various areas of study—some at desks with books, some surrounding long dinner tables and measuring the settings; one room was dedicated to cleaning and polishing. Needlecraft, wine tasting, cooking, baking; it seemed endless.

You don’t belong here. You are nothing. I swallowed the thought.

The classrooms grew sparser until we came to a hallway that didn’t seem to have any rooms at all, just two long expanses of walls with tapestries, paintings, and decor. We took a right, following one more lengthy corridor before finally coming to a halt at a door that looked just like the rest.

“He’s in here,” Ravyn whispered.

“It doesn’t look like anything special,” I remarked. And behind door number three, we have Shi Island’s best-kept secret!

“Why would it? They’re trying to hide him, remember?” Ravyn rolled her eyes. “Alright, I’ll go get the last piece. This part’s up to you.”

“Got it,” I said breathlessly. Before anxiety got the better of me, I knocked.

“Come in,” came a distinctly male reply.

“Matt. Don’t fuck this up,” Ravyn said. “We only get one shot.”

I nodded and entered the room.

Going from the dim hallway, I was assaulted by waves of light and had to blink the white clouds from my vision. A towering glass window that rose from the carpet to the ceiling spanned the entirety of one wall, and brilliant sunlight flowed in. Except the scene behind the glass wasn’t the manors and hedges of Venicia, it was an expansive beach with swaying palm trees and bright white sand. Far off the coast, I spotted a pier with a glittering Ferris wheel slowly making its rounds.

Wait. Is that California? 

“Oh! Destiny!” From behind a towering bookcase, a pale young man with tousled blonde hair and bright blue eyes carefully picked his way through neat stacks of books around the floor. When we were face to face, he barely stood a few inches taller than me. And Destiny was pretty short.

Oh my God. Is this legal? A spattering of freckles painted his nose. He was at least a couple of years younger than me. “M-master. You remembered my name,” I said. I felt a sharp tugging in my chest, like a sad, desperate yearning.

He laughed. A bright, musical sound that displayed two perfectly straight rows of white teeth. “Why would I forget your name? And why the formality?” He tilted his head, his brow furrowed in playful confusion. “Just ‘Tristan,’ remember? Are you feeling alright?”

My hands writhed behind my back on their own. My heart hammered against my chest. The overwhelming desire to leap into his embrace tugged at my nerves, and heat rushed between my legs. No. No fucking way. I cleared my throat. “Of course, Tristan. It is good to see you again.”

“Likewise, but I just saw you last night.” Tristan rested his hand on my shoulder, and I shivered. “You’re earlier than usual. Surely you didn’t come here for me?”

“What if I did?” I tried to sound coy, but it sounded more nervous than anything. I quickly disengaged from his touch and wandered the enormous room. 

I’d had apartments smaller than this place. A king-size, four-post bed stood in one far corner, its sheets disheveled and splayed across the surface. A clothed table was set for two in the center of the room and two bookcases stacked to the brim with thick tomes and scripts opposite the bed. Another corner held a desk and an easel surrounded by a mind-numbing number of paints, pencils, sketchbooks, and clay.

Painted by a friend, huh, Destiny?

Tristan smiled and approached the window. “I know you prefer the city.” He placed his hand against the glass and closed his eyes. The beach scene changed, and the sun disappeared, replaced by a night filled with a sparkling New York skyline. 

I didn’t bother hiding the gasp. This was some next-level Enchantment shit. “I, um, I’d forgotten how pretty it is,” I said. The draw to him was getting worse. Echoes of fingers on my skin pulsed beneath the surface, and goosebumps danced along my arms. I had to figure this out, and fast.

“I’m really glad you came,” Tristan said, looking over the skyline. “How’s Lara?”

“She doesn’t know I’m here,” I said quickly. “Y-you know how she gets.”

His brow wrinkled with concern. “Have you been fighting lately? I thought you told each other everything.”

Shit. “She wouldn’t approve of this, I think.”

He nodded. “If you say so.” He didn’t seem convinced, but he didn’t push the matter further.

An idea struck me. It wasn’t my finest work, but if I knew one thing about dudes, this was going to do the job.

“Um, Tristan? Don’t peek for just a second, okay?” I stepped over the books behind one of the bookcases.

“You’re in a weird mood today. Are you sure you’re alright?” he asked.

“I-I’m fine.” I reached into the [Cat Pack] and grabbed another [Trance] potion before unhooking it and setting it on the floor. Next came the dress, which I ruffled copiously as I stripped it away to give the very clear impression that clothes were coming off. “Just wait.”

“Hm. Alright.” His hum of understanding solidified that he knew what was happening.

Good. 

“Destiny, I don’t—” he started.

“No peeking!” I practically screamed.

“Okay, okay.” He chuckled nervously.

I popped the cork on the potion and threw as much in my mouth as I could. Don’t swallow. Just hold it. I stepped away from the bookcase and approached Tristan in nothing but underwear and stockings. I slid my hands up his shoulders and swept my arms behind his neck. Before I could have second thoughts, I shot to my tiptoes and kissed him.

My back arched, and I pushed my chest into his. His hands slid down my spine, tracing the curves, while his tongue danced across my lips. I twisted my hands into his hair and tilted his head back, parting my lips and allowing the potion to dribble into his mouth. 

He hummed in surprise and swallowed, pulling back to look at me with an awkward grin. “And what was that?”

“It’s supposed to, um, how did she put it, ‘enhance your experience,’” I said, having no clue if something like that actually existed in Nyarlea.

He shook his head. “I didn’t think you wanted this, Destiny.”

“I do. More than anything.” I hated that it wasn’t completely a lie.

He blinked, his slow smile returning. “Last time I tried one of those potions, it took the whole bottle.”

It does exist?! “Oh! Um, I have the rest if you’d like.”

He toyed with my tail, and I suppressed a groan. “If…if we’re really doing this, shouldn’t you drink some, too?”

“I-I already drank mine,” I panted. Jesus Christ. Please let me out of this body before it’s too late.

“Then, please. I’ll take my share.”

I backed away, careful to keep the sigil out of his sight. I shuffled and retrieved the bottle near the discarded dress, my hands quivering, and returned to him. I don’t want to call this easy, but really? I held the bottle out to him.

“Honestly…I prefer how you gave it to me,” Tristan said while dexterously stroking the length of my tail. The sensation sent chills from the tips of my ears to my toes. “But no kittens, right?”

The question caught me off guard, but I decided to go along with it. “No kittens,” I murmured.

I fed the rest to him mouth to mouth until the bottle was empty. His tongue slid down mine, eager to steal every last drop, while his hands wandered my body. I kept my hands on his shoulders, but he kept busy kneading my breasts and hips before reaching for the bra clasp on my back. Yes… No! Wait! The air between us was cloying, and my thoughts were suffocating inside of it.

His embrace lost its tension, his kiss its desperation. He gave up on the clasp, paused, and stepped back. “Destiny? Are you sure that was the right—” he yawned, “—potion?”

The door burst open, yielding to Ravyn’s shoulder as she dragged a sleeping Lynn over the threshold. “Great news! I found a window close by,” she hissed, kicking the door closed behind her.

“Lara?” Tristan asked, backing into the Enchanted glass before slumping to the floor. “What is… what’s happening?”

Ravyn looked between Tristan and me and frowned. “You okay?”

I took a deep breath and ran a hand through my hair. Every inch of my body was trembling, throbbing, or pulsing. My underwear was embarrassingly damp. I wanted to curl up in a corner and die of inadequacy and confused frustration. “I-I’m okay.”

“Good. Get dressed. We don’t have much time left.” Ravyn ferreted the last of the [Impersonate Soul] scrolls and a [Dispel] scroll from her [Cat Pack].

“Des… tin…?” Tristan mumbled, then lost consciousness.
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Chapter 17
The Room


I donned Destiny’s black dress with its white apron and lacy frills once more. Ravyn had stripped Tristan of his jeans and T-shirt in exchange for Lynn’s outfit, leaving her in her underthings and him in a French maid uniform. They were positioned on the floor side by side, placing their hands on top of one another.

“That was quick.” I’d expected Ravyn to need my help in the clothes swap, but she apparently had this down to a science.

Ravyn’s devilish smile looked strange on Lara’s gentle face. “Stripping people is an art.” 

I blushed, and she snickered, unrolling the [Dispel] scroll.

“Where did you find Lynn?” I wondered aloud once Ravyn had disenchanted Tristan.

“In fucking time out,” Ravyn spat in Lara’s airy voice. “They had her shut away in her own room at the other end of the hall. Like a cell.”

The mention of this ‘cell’ twisted knots into my stomach and wrenched my heart. I shifted uncomfortably and chewed my lip. My eyes dropped to the floor, and I toyed at the hem of my dress. Chills prickled the hairs on the back of my neck and my forearms, and my tail tucked between my knees. N-no. Not there. Please! I’ll behave! One look at Ravyn told me she was experiencing a similar sensation.

“Celestia’s one fucked up bitch,” Ravyn murmured, slapping the next scroll against Tristan’s chest.

“Yeah,” I murmured.

Ensuring that there was no contact between herself and Tristan or Lynn, Ravyn shook her head and called, “[Impersonate Soul]!”

Tristan’s body reconfigured itself into Lynn’s soft curves, his blonde hair twisting into the twin violet braids. Soon, Lynn’s exact copy slumbered beside her.

“That’s where the window is, though,” Ravyn said. “High up in that room.”

I shivered, despite having no personal memory of this cell. Hot, familiar tears threatened behind my eyes, and I visibly shook. “Ravyn, I-I don’t know if I can go in there.”

“Hm. Destiny must have spent time in there,” Ravyn hummed, grabbing Tristan underneath the arms while clicking her tongue. “Fine. Leave the school and turn left. Around the side, you’ll see a shop with a green awning and a hedge with blue flowers. Stay right behind the hedge but stand up straight so I can see you. Understand?”

“Y-yes.”

“Repeat it.” Ravyn dragged Tristan toward the door, and I followed.

“U-um. Leave the building, turn left. Go around until I see blue flowers and a green awning. Stop and just stand there,” I replied demurely, bowing my head. God damn it, can I have my body back, please?

My own thoughts were answered by a snappy, cruel voice. Why? Because you’re not good enough? You’re right, you know. You’re not good enough for anything. Or anyone. Not Tristan, not the school, not Venicia. Go back to Leche, you ugly mutt.

“Matt!” Ravyn snarled. “Go.”

“R-right!” I shook my head and skipped away from the room. 

Ravyn had a far better handle on the school's layout. Once I reached the fork of the hallway and stared down my options, I realized I hadn’t paid enough attention to the directions we’d walked. Thankfully, Destiny’s legs took hold. I wandered through the hallways with an acute muscle memory that suggested my feet had walked them dozens of times before. I passed the same rooms we’d seen on our way to Tristan’s room, the classes still in session. Two other catgirls crossed my path, but both went out of their way to snub my presence.

Because you’re worth nothing.

No! This is to my advantage! We couldn’t have picked a better pair to infiltrate the school—no one wanted anything to do with us. Keep walking, Destiny. Guide me. We were outcasts; not a word would be murmured to the madame because it would mean that they were close enough to see us. This was high school bullshit all over again. I couldn’t help but laugh under my breath.

Before I knew it, I was at the grand double doors of the entrance. Almost there. I skipped down the steps and walked left, rounding the school until I found myself traversing a path of hedges with blue flowers. I followed it until I reached a line of storefronts, the closest of which had a green awning. I positioned myself between the hedge and the store, hoping that at least my upper body was visible to Ravyn’s Spell. 

I wasn’t really sure what to do to look like I was occupying myself outside of the Venicia School of Etiquette, so I tried to take an interest in the blue blooms of the hedge. They smelled fragrant and sweet, more potent than any rose I’d ever sniffed. Lule misri. A potent ingredient for an [Alchemist]. The thought emerged like a fond memory, and the desire to run at breakneck speed tingled in my toes.

“Destiny? Hi!” An unfamiliar voice chimed from my right. “It has been quite some time since you’ve come this way!”

“Ah, hello!” I looked toward the greeting and was met with the cheerful face of a tall, golden-haired girl with coral eyes. “U-um–” I didn’t have her name. What the hell was I supposed to call her? What could I say? “How have you been?”

“Very well, thank you! I find myself often thinking of you and Lara. Dock work must be perilously slow.” She bowed low, then straightened. “You are quite missed at the school, though today is my day of rest, as usual.” She smiled and rolled her eyes as if I knew exactly what that meant. “If only we could study each day of the week.”

“O-of course. If only we were so lucky,” I murmured, praying that Ravyn wouldn’t show up now. How do I tell her I’m busy? Busy doing what? “What are you doing on your day of rest?” I asked, fishing for anything I could think of.

“Well, I thought I would—” she began, then vanished. The limp body of Tristan-now-Lynn appeared in its place, slouching to the ground in a heap of arms and legs.

“Ah!” I squeaked. Holy shit. Stop squeaking, Kelmer. I knelt and lifted Lynn’s arm, throwing it around my shoulders.

I hoped Ravyn had an explanation ready for the newcomer. Though, honestly, I’d probably glean little more than a maniacal giggle out of her. I thought I heard the name ‘Annabelle’ shrieked at an unnerving decibel but convinced myself it was nothing more than my imagination as I started toward the road. I had to get Tristan-now-Lynn to the dock as soon as possible.

The streets of Venicia were bare. I kept expecting alarms to sound or Celestia to jump my ass at any second. But all I could hear were my unsure footsteps coupled with the limp drags of Tristan’s feet beside me. The heels of Lynn’s outfit caught on the path, and I tried to fix them while bearing the slack weight of a sleeping body. But after the second time they caught, I decided they weren’t worth it and pressed on, leaving them behind.

Eventually, a breathless Ravyn caught up to my side and took Lynn’s other arm.

“Not all according to keikaku, eh?” I asked as we quickened the pace.

“According to what?” Ravyn demanded.

Ah, there’s still more to learn after all. “Nothing. Never mind. How did you get her off our tails?”

“Annabelle seems to have quite the reputation in the school,” Ravyn sneered. “That should keep them busy for the next twenty minutes.”

I felt as if the wind had been knocked out of me. “Is that all the time we have left?”

“Just about. Don’t panic. We can make it,” Ravyn huffed in an uncharacteristic display of encouragement. “Just keep going.”

I matched my steps to Ravyn’s, and we marched around the bends of the city, through the marketplace, past Felsi’s ice cream shop, the cooking store, Notch’s tailor services. No one left the comfort of their homes or storefronts to question the twins carting an unconscious Lynn toward the docks. It seemed so easy. I could make out Portia’s boat just in the distance—we were almost there.

“H-hey! Wait!” Cannoli’s desperate squeal sounded from behind us. I looked over my shoulder to see her and Keke with shouldered bags adorned in their [Combat Mode] attire as they jogged to catch up with us.

“Oh shit,” Ravyn breathed.

“Lynn?” A familiar, alarmed cry stopped me in my tracks.

I turned and froze.

“Lynn? Lynn! Answer me!” Ara, pale-faced and slack-jawed, had suddenly blinked between us, cradling the face of the one she thought was her sister. “Please!”

Shit.
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Chapter 18
Betrayal of the Dove


What the hell do we do now?

Ravyn and I stood frozen with our mouths hanging open. For all of the planning and calculating we’d done, Ara was never meant to be a part of it. Any other catgirl checking on our unconscious friend could have been easily waved off. But not Lynn’s sister.

The footsteps of the approaching Keke and Cannoli were closing in on us. We needed a plan, and we needed it fast. Just as I was about to speak, Ravyn took the lead.

“S-she was in one of Celestia’s rooms like this,” Ravyn said clumsily. “She wouldn’t respond when I tried to speak to her through the door.”

“Oh, Saorise, what won’t Celestia do.” Ara sucked in her lips, tears threatening to fall from her eyes. She sniffed, then looked up at me. “Where are you taking her?”

“I-I, that is—”

“Somewhere away from here. These young ladies offered safe passage.” Ravyn motioned to the boat. “M-maybe for good.”

Ara’s stare wandered pensively. “I see.” She straightened her back. “Wait! I’m her sister! Lara, were you not planning on telling me?”

“W-we were,” I said next, “but as I’m sure you can imagine, it might be best if we kept this quiet. Who knows what anyone might say to Celestia.”

“The same thing they always do,” Ara replied, furrowing her brow. “It’s not like this is any big secret. Celestia would have done this to anyone.” She sighed. “Fine. Take me with you. The very least I can do is see my sister off.” Ara knelt down one last time and cupped Tristan-now-Lynn’s face between her hands. “I’m so sorry. I’ve been such a poor sister.”

And now I’ve won a first-class ticket to hell. Nice one, Kelmer.

Cannoli and Keke followed us in silence. It had come to my attention that there wasn’t any way for either of them to tell who was who, but I’d hoped that our prior conversations and my gestures were enough to get the message across that the girl dragged between Ravyn and I was our man.

The crushing feelings of guilt and the embarrassment I’d felt in front of Tristan were finally starting to fade. I was beginning to feel more like myself, and from the look on Ravyn’s face, I had to assume we were fast approaching our time limit.

By the time we reached the dock, we were panting and wheezing while the length of Portia’s figure was sunbathing on the sloop. She was humming some tune that had a vague resemblance to a sea shanty I probably learned from watching too many pirate movies as a kid. I couldn’t remember which one.

“Portia!” I called out with an absent mind. Fuck.

“You know each other?” Ara asked.

Ravyn-now-Lara shook her head. “No. Of course not. We learned her name from these two young ladies.” Ravyn motioned to Cannoli and Keke. 

The two squirmed uncomfortably, looking away from Ara’s piercing gaze.

“And you’re sure we can trust these buffoons?”

“Yes! They’re very kind people!” I said with a quick nod.

The sunbathing Portia flipped over onto her belly and squinted in our direction. “Aye, whatcha got there?”

“This young lady needs our help!” Cannoli said with an exaggerated wink. “Can’t you see?”

Portia raised a brow and scanned over each of us. “What the hell? Where’s Matt and Ravyn?”

“They’re fine! They’re just busy! We’ll come back for them later,” Keke said. “For now, though, we need to get this girl off the island. She could be seriously hurt.”

I didn’t chance any glances at Keke or Cannoli the entire time, but based on Portia’s sudden change in tone, I had to assume Keke or Cannoli were gesturing madly behind my back to reassure Portia of the situation.

“You lot are a tiresome bunch.” Portia pushed herself up and hopped to her feet. Now that she was standing up, I could see she was wearing a simple white bikini tied at the center of her bust and on the sides of her hips by sky-blue string. There were some major tan lines where her shirt usually rested, and while I could objectively say that she had an incredible body, I didn’t find myself in the least bit attracted. More of Destiny’s emotions, I’m sure. “Well, hurry on up. If you’re going to disturb my day, then at least show some urgency.”

I think I could go the rest of my life without hearing the word ‘urgency.’

Ravyn and I carried Tristan’s body aboard and into the small lodging below the deck. As taxing as the experience had been, Ravyn did more than her part to take Tristan all the way down. Partnering up and carrying the guy felt very natural. I wondered for a moment if she had any history of doing such unscrupulous acts.

A question for another time, I guess.

Now that Tristan was in his own bed and off of our shoulders, Ara practically shoved her way through to get down on her knees and clasp one of Tristan-now-Lynn’s hands. She shot us a glare that told us we weren’t welcome, and rather than share in the uncomfortable moment that was bound to occur not too long from now, Ravyn and I appeared back on deck.

“Is everything okay?” Keke asked.

“Yeah,” I replied. “But more importantly, it’s time to get those [Dispel] scrolls out. We need to use them before we leave.” 

Keke tilted her head in a way that said she was trying to figure out who she was talking to.

“Mattaku, that was a real fucking pain,” Ravyn sighed. “But at least we pulled it off.”

“That certainly makes it easier,” Keke said with a grin. She pointed to me and stated, “Matt.” Then to Ravyn. “Ravyn.”

We nodded. “Not that it matters. We’ll be changing back in a few minutes. Let’s get the hell outta here before anyone starts to suspect something.”

Cannoli bowed her head. “I feel horrible tricking Ara like that.”

“Me too,” I admitted.

“Huh? What are you girls going on about?” Portia asked as she tied up the remainder of the rope and threw it onto the deck. She kept her distance from Ravyn and me, instead dropping her voice and talking directly to Keke. “So spill it. Where’s Matt and Ravyn?”

“Matt.” I raised my hand.

“Long story,” Ravyn said, “but I’m Ravyn.”

Portia paused. “I’ll…get us out of here.”
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“Take me back!” Ara roared. “How dare you impersonate my sister and abduct me! And not only me, but Tristan!” Her voice escalated in octaves with every word.

“Yeah, no. Ain’t happening,” Ravyn said, now fully back to normal and in her combat attire. “We’re in control now.”

“They’ll find you,” Ara hissed.

“No, they won’t. Your Enchantments have been removed,” Keke said flatly.

Ara took a step back, glancing over the railing.

“Don’t even think about trying to swim back,” Ravyn warned. “That’s suicide, and you know it. Saoirse knows you’d get eaten by some Defiled, or worse. Then Lynn gets to live on without a sister.”

“She needs me! They need me!” Ara gestured wildly. All of her previous composure evaporated into thin air. “How could you even think of kidnapping Tristan!”

“Seems to me we freed him,” I said next, thrilled to be back in my own skin. “You hide him away like he’s some forbidden treasure. What the hell are you all planning to do with him, anyway?”

“That is not your concern,” Ara growled.

“I think it is,” Ravyn said, nuzzling Ball Gag’s chin with a faint smile. Looks like you’re just as happy as I am. “Say what you will, but he hasn’t left that room in days. I know. I smell it.”

“He does need a bath. Poor young man,” Cannoli murmured. “Let me tend to him. Make sure he’s alright.”

“Don’t touch him!” Ara screamed.

Cannoli stopped dead in her tracks, and Keke, Ravyn, and I moved to bar Ara away from Cannoli and Tristan.

“Go check on him,” Keke said.

“R-right,” Cannoli whispered. She made her way below deck, and Portia’s chuckle followed soon after.

“You think this is funny?” Ara snapped, looking pointedly at Portia.

“Kinda, yeah. But hey, leave me outta this. I’m just the sailor. Continue on.” Portia waved to Ara as if batting a fly out of the air. Ara grumbled.

“Can we just talk about this for a minute?” I asked. “We’re doing this for the good of Nyarlea.”

Ara clicked her tongue. “Some good you’re doing. Very fine work. I give you top grades.”

Ravyn shook her head. “I don’t think we’re going to have any luck getting to her.”

“Well, you’re not going anywhere for a while. Sorry, but we can’t risk it.” An idea struck me. “However, we are going to make a few stops around the island before we’re through. I wonder, have you seen what the rest of the island looks like?”

Ara paused, then admitted sourly, “Not in many years.”

“Maybe a good lesson then,” I mused.

“What are you scheming?” Ara asked.

“Not a scheme. But I think it’s important that you see what’s really going on here. How Shi Island is truly suffering.”

“Matt, you’re not serious,” Keke said with skepticism in her voice.

“We can’t take her back. Not yet. Not until we can talk with Tristan,” I reasoned. “Huh, that reminds me. Has Tristan ever been outside of Venicia?”

Ara raised her nose at me.

This is going to be a long ride.

[image: Cannoli Pro Tip: It seems that Tristan just needs a bath. He looks perfectly healthy otherwise. He looks so young!]

Cannoli Pro Tip: It seems that Tristan just needs a bath. He looks perfectly healthy otherwise. He looks so young!



Side Quest: Naeemah's Rule


Naeemah toiled over a pile of journals and records spread across the great table. She carefully placed her quill back into its inkpot and massaged her temples. 

Two months. Sixty, agonizing days had passed since her world turned upside down.

“‘Tis puzzling how you can stare at the same stacks of parchment for so long,” the source of her headache called from the door. “Should you not rest and refresh yourself?”

Naeemah’s ears flicked, and she bit her lip, swallowing against her first response. Then her second. “Magni, if we do not straighten these accounts, the people of Rājadhānī will starve.”

Magni leaned against the doorframe and sipped from a glass of dark red wine. “So you have claimed. And if I recall correctly, our stores will carry us for a number of years, will they not?”

“We can’t live on stores alone. It isn’t sustainable,” Naeemah countered.

He laughed. “You will see. My learned techniques for cultivation will soon take root. You trouble yourself for nothing.”

Anger flooded Naeemah’s veins. She stood from her seat and turned toward Magni, crossing her arms over her chest. “Nearly every single one of our farmers informed you that your efforts are in vain. Your ‘techniques,’ as you call them, are not fit for the arid climates of Ichi Island.”

Magni ran a dark hand through thick dark hair, fondling one of the thin black braids that fell to his shoulder. Twin horns protruded from both sides of the top of his head, curling backward in a graceful S-shape. Glowing white irises studied Naeemah from beneath a tuft of his bangs, and a scale-like patterning beginning below his chin decorated his throat. “All but one, if you will recall.”

Yes. Khepri will say anything to earn a place in the vizier’s pocket, foolish man. Naeemah cleared her throat. Krethik would have scolded her for speaking such venom. “Khepri aside, if your knowledge fails us, we must eventually purchase food from outlying cities or islands. Which takes from much-needed funds.” Naeemah glanced over her shoulder. “Funds you decided would be best utilized on the expansion of the palace and building of walls.”

Magni stole another drink. “More rooms and beds would allow for the caring of offspring.”

“Rājadhānī already has contingencies in place for the care of your children, Magni.”

“Away from their father. Where I am from, this is unacceptable.” He sighed. “Must we rehearse this conversation every single day? It is most tiresome.”

Naeemah ground her teeth and flexed her fingers against her palms. “It would please me to show you the books, sir, so that you may see, with your own eyes, the consequences your swift decisions and bold changes have wrought.”

Magni chuckled in a low baritone and polished off his glass before shaking his head. “Changes are necessary for improvement. Rājadhānī is improving; you shall see.” He wandered to a corner shelf where a decanter filled with wine and two fresh glasses awaited the parched. “I must say, it would bring me great joy to see your improvement, Naeemah.”

Naeemah’s eyes narrowed. She watched him open the decanter and pour two glasses. “What do you mean?”

“You work far too hard.” He capped the decanter and carried the glasses to the table, handing one to Naeemah before seating himself in the chair next to hers. “On the day I arrived, you informed me that you have freely given twelve years of your life to this palace.”

She pinched the glass’s stem but drank nothing. “To this island.”

“Right, of course. But is it not time for you to step away from your post? It has consumed many years of your life, and it would be a shame to waste the rest of your days with letters and tomes.” His gaze wandered from her face to her bare midriff. “What about children of your own?”

Naeemah suppressed a shiver and fought back the knots twisting in her stomach. Four men she had loyally ushered into the palace since Krethik, helping them learn the traditions of Nyarlea, Ichi Island’s way of living, and assisted them in governing Rājadhānī to prosperity. During the brief interims between untimely passings, she’d acted in their place. For twelve years, she was respected and revered for her knowledge, teachings, and ruling.

“Pardon my saying so, Magni, but I believe you should better your understanding of this world before disposing of an ally,” she countered.

“Ally?” Magni laughed as if her choice of title was utterly incredulous. “My only allies in this world are the other men I’ve yet to meet. Besides, you would not be disposed of, as you so tactlessly state. You may keep your personal quarters or move to the ones newly built.”

“Why do you speak of this as if a decision has been made?”

He grinned, twirling the stem of his glass between his fingers. “Think on it.”

You can’t do this to me. “I am not resigning my post.”

As if he didn’t hear her, Magni continued, “Speaking of allies. One of the men accepted my invitation to meet at last. We will host him here in the palace next week. Perhaps decide by then?”

Naeemah’s lips drew into a thin line. She glanced at the assorted papers and bindings on the table, then at Magni. Setting her untouched wine beside the opened register, she covered her fury with a curt nod and left the room. She had to do something about the pounding in her head.
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Thwack!

Not an ally. Shall we be enemies, then? Naeemah had changed into [Combat Mode], favoring the safety of her leather armor and dark fabrics over the bright, wispy silks and satins of her palace garb. She was stationed in the training grounds out back, whipping her set of throwing knives at a line of archer’s targets with lethal accuracy. I know more than one way to pierce a heart.

Thwack! Thwack!

“Difficult day?” Eshe, one of the vizier’s many attendants, appeared from around the corner. She cupped both hands beneath her very round belly, lifting it as she took a seat on a hay bale.

“Yes,” Naeemah replied, hurling another knife at a far-off target. The blade pierced the center with another satisfying thwack. “I thought the [Bishop] advised you to stay off of your feet, Eshe.”

Eshe giggled and waved a hand in front of her in dismissal. “I’m off my feet every day. It is good to take walks now and again, I think. She’s very restless.” She curled her fingers over her navel, gently stroking the taut skin. “I can’t wait to meet her.”

“I’m sure she will be beautiful just like her mother,” Naeemah said, offering Eshe a small smile before flinging another blade.

Thwack!

“You’re always so kind. I don’t know how Rājadhānī will manage without you,” Eshe said quietly.

Naeemah froze. “Without me?”

“O-oh. I thought Magni had already told you.” Eshe chewed her thumbnail, avoiding Naeemah’s gaze. “He wishes to run things by himself. I’m so sorry, my lady.”

Sweat trickled down Naeemah’s spine, and her headache returned in full force, pounding against her eardrums and assaulting her temples. 

Shall we be enemies, then?

Thwack!
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It was strange, sitting at the palace table with two men. Magni introduced the traveler as Cailu Raloquen, hailing from San Island. His yellow hair and ivory skin stood out against the rich browns and blacks of those living each day beneath the sun. He had long, pointed ears and a calculating disposition. Naeemah found him difficult to read.

“Your missive said you arrived in Nyarlea two months ago?” Cailu asked, his tone level and his face expressionless.

“That is correct. There is much work to be done, but I am confident that I can change Ichi Island for the better,” Magni boasted, toasting his drink to no one in particular. “We have made quite a few changes already—”

“And this is?” Cailu interrupted, gesturing to Naeemah.

“My name is Naeemah. I am—”

“She is the palace scribe,” Magni said.

How dare you? A sharp heat rocketed to her face, and Naeemah clenched her fists beneath the table. She worked to keep her ears from flattening against her head, though her tail ticked furiously beneath her chair.

Cailu watched her carefully. “I cannot imagine a simple scribe receiving an invitation to such a meeting of import.”

Naeemah kept her eyes on her empty plate and bit her tongue.

“Who are you, really?” Cailu asked again. Magni opened his mouth to respond, but Cailu held up a hand in a request for silence. “I believe she can answer for herself.”

Taking a deep breath, Naeemah replied, “I have helped maintain the palace, Rājadhānī, and Ichi Island at large for the last twelve years.”

Cailu nodded. “That is much easier to believe.”

“However, now that I have been named Vizier of Rājadhānī, I plan to take the affairs of the palace into my own hands,” Magni said. “I am eternally thankful for Naeemah’s service and wished to give her an apt send-off.”

Naeemah blinked, and her heart pounded against her chest. As Eshe had said, there was never a decision to be made on her part. Magni had decided for her long ago. She studied his careless smile and lackadaisical gestures. You will kill us all.

“I see,” Cailu said. “Well, then. Tell me of your plans to handle the increasing population of the Defiled?”

Magni fed Cailu the same haphazard responses to questions regarding Ichi as he had to Naeemah. Words that sounded meaningful but were entirely empty. Ideals and promises that may have worked in other regions yet could never come to fruition in the barren deserts of Ichi.

Your fantasies are Ichi’s doom, Magni. An idea struck her like a bolt of lightning. An idea that could very well see her banished, hanged, or worse. However, if it meant sparing the lives of thousands, she would gladly forfeit her own existence.

Forgive me, Krethik.

“Please excuse me. I will fetch us more wine,” Naeemah injected into their conversation as she stood.

“Do you require assistance?” Cailu asked, locking her gaze.

Naeemah paused. There was more to his question that he wasn’t saying. She shook her head. This was a task she must complete alone. “I am well, sir.”

Magni continued to regale Cailu with the ridiculous notions of his visions for Rājadhānī. It flamed Naeemah’s resolve as she marched to the kitchens.

The servants and aides were accustomed to Naeemah’s presence and appearance in all areas of the palace and paid her no mind. She weaved her way through the cooks and servers to find a fresh decanter of wine before walking it to an unoccupied corner. From her [Cat Pack], she extracted a poison she’d used successfully against Encroachers and Defiled—a full bottle of it would certainly be enough to silently kill one man.

Naeemah uncorked the vial with trembling hands. He deserves worse. You’re doing him a kindness this way.

All life is precious, Naeemah. Krethik’s words rang in her ears.

She sank her teeth into her tongue. Not this one.

Her pulse raced as she extended her palm over the decanter. 

A warm hand caught her wrist, and a voice whispered, “It seems my presentiment was correct. You are in need of assistance.”

Naeemah jolted in surprise, nearly dropping the whole bottle into the wine. “Cailu! Sir!” she gasped. “I…I didn’t—”

“Do you know the punishment for killing a man?” he hissed.

The others in the kitchen took notice of the scene, their conversations halting and gazes averting.

Cailu released her with a rushed, “Not here.” He looked around the room and flashed them all a disarming smile. “Please be at ease, ladies. I only wished to check on Lady Naeemah.”

Naeemah quickly corked and pocketed the vial, lifting the decanter and turning away from the crowd. “Will you tell him?” she murmured.

“No,” Cailu replied. “Let us speak after dinner. I have a proposal that may benefit us both.”
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Chapter 19
Ocean of Obstacles


A couple of hours passed, and still, not a word of useful information came out of Ara’s mouth. We’d hear the occasional grunt, and sometimes a colorful comment would escape under her breath. But she stayed in the same place, motionless, staring daggers across the sloop into all of us.

I meandered to Portia’s side, keeping enough distance so I wouldn’t interrupt her navigation, and admired the strong curves I’d assumed she worked very hard to maintain. And what amazing curves they were. Damn, tan lines look good on her.

And glory be that I was by myself in my own head again. Never again would I take having full control of my body for granted. No strange movements, no intrusive thoughts of crippling insecurities; not an ounce of Destiny left in my brain. Well, physically, anyway.

Damn, now I’m worried we got them into bigger trouble.

“Hey, Matt. Got your head in the clouds again?” Portia smirked, raising a brow.

Had I been staring all this time? My face grew hot, and I looked away. “Yeah. I guess you could say that.”

“What eatin’ at ya? Talk to Auntie Portia. She’ll set you right. For a nominal fee, that is.” Portia winked, taking her eyes off the ocean for scarce a moment.

I forced a smile. “Thanks. Just a lot going on, I guess. Being in Destiny’s body was rough.”

“What was that all about anyway?”

“Long story. But I guess we got nothing but time at the moment. The short of it, though, is that we found the man and broke him out using magical disguises.”

Portia wrinkled her nose. “Sorry, ‘broke him out’? He in jail or somethin’?”

I guess that does sound weird. “They were keeping him locked away from the rest of the island.”

“That, uh… Huh.” She shook her head. “Told ya these girls didn’t have their ears on straight.”

That was a new one. “Yeah. Well, that’s why we went in to get him.”

“And ya had to be a girl?”

“Mhm.” I scratched an itch on my cheekbone. “Ravyn made it pretty damn clear that the magic could mess you up if you aren’t careful, especially if it’s for the opposite sex.”

“Sounds complicated,” Portia said with a half-hearted laugh.

“Pretty much. Interesting, confusing, exhausting. The emotions, though.” I shuddered. Destiny’s self-deprecating thoughts resurfaced. Though this time, they were much easier to accept and dismiss as mere memories and not the thoughts of my own conscience. “The Spell makes you take on their body in just about every way you can conceive. For better or worse.”

“Does it read minds?”

I shook my head. “Nothing that in-depth. But it was almost like Destiny herself was talking to me sometimes. Or like her body recognized what was going on and reacted. If that makes any sense.”

“A little,” Portia admitted.

I shrugged. “I’m still trying to put it together myself. Destiny’s muscle memory mostly guided me. But it got me thinking about Celestia, all of the girls who go to that school, and this room they all seem to be scared of.”

“A room? What the hell for?”

“Dunno. I knew the door when I looked at it, though. Felt this overwhelming fear. It’s fucked up.” I found my stare drifting to where Tristan rested. I could only see Cannoli’s bottom half from where I was. She’d taken a seat next to him, humming a lullaby. “I hope Tristan understands what we’ve done.”

“What about Ara? Seems real antsy to get back to her paradise.”

I turned my head around and caught Ara’s glare. I held the stare for a few seconds, then broke away with a sigh. “Just kinda winging it right now. We’ll see, I guess.”

“Everyone! Quick! He’s waking up!” came Cannoli’s voice.

“That’s my cue,” I said with a quick wave to Portia. I stepped around her and approached the stairs leading down to where Tristan slept. Keke, Ravyn, and Ara joined in, and a small crowd formed around the stairs.

Tristan put a hand to his forehead, moaning and groaning, then, slowly, one of his sapphire-blue eyes opened, squinting and looking around. First to Cannoli, then to each of us in turn. His stare stayed on me for some time.

Both eyes snapped open, and Tristan shot up and pointed at me with a gaping stare. “Another man!”

“Easy now,” Cannoli said with a hint of red on her cheeks. “Don’t move too fast.”

Tristan bowed forward and clapped a hand to his mouth. “Oh my God, why do I feel so—”

Ravyn was standing beside me, her arms crossed. “Seems you downed the whole damn bottle, so I’d take it slow if I were you. Baka.”

That wasn’t exactly his fault.

Cannoli rested a hand on Tristan’s shoulder, and my toes squirmed. She looked so concerned. A pang of jealousy ignited in my chest. Easy now. She’s just trying to take care of him, that’s all.

A sheen of sweat was collecting on Tristan’s forehead. His breathing slowed at Cannoli’s suggestion, and after some time, he finally managed to speak. “Where am I?”

“That’s a reasonable first question,” Ravyn mused. “You’re on a boat.”

“A sloop!” Portia corrected from above.

“A sloop,” Ravyn said with a roll of her eyes. “We’ve taken you away from Shi Island.”

Tristan blinked once. Then twice. “What?” he exclaimed. “Why? How did… but Destiny was—” He winced, then pushed himself away from Cannoli and scrambled to a corner of the wall. He looked crazed, though I can’t say I was surprised after being stuck in one place for so long.

“How long were you locked up inside the school?” I had to know. When the hell was the last time this guy went outside? He was so pale, so pure-looking. It made me feel like a criminal for busting him out.

“I was not locked up. Take me back! Now! Please, I beg of you!” Tristan cried.

Ravyn shook her head. “Not happening, little boy. We’re going to get you as far away from those insane bitches as possible.”

“How dare you!” he said, wide-eyed. “They’ve taken care of me! Made sure I was safe! They live wondrous, enriched lives! They won’t survive without me!”

“Life finds a way,” I said. “They’ll make it somehow. They did before you, and they’ll do it again.”

Tristan shook his head rapidly. “No. No, no, no, you do not understand. All they’ve worked for will crumble without my presence. You must take me back! Now!”

“And to that, I say I agree,” Ara said from behind me. “You have no right to force him out of his home as you did.”

“And you’ve no right to lock him up and poison him with infantile fantasies,” Ravyn spat back.

“Stop!” Keke bellowed. “Can we please just calmly talk this over? Please?”

I shot Keke a glance from the corner of my eye. “I think that’s for the best. There’s a lot to cover.”

“I will not hear of it!” Ara screamed out. “Take us back! At once! He has no desire, no wish to leave! I must see to my sister, and Tristan must fulfill his duty!”

“And what duty would that be?” Keke asked pointedly.

Ara stuck her nose up and shut her eyes.

Clammed up again. Let’s see if this guy is any better.

“To propagate the island,” Tristan said simply. “It is the singular duty of all men. Isn’t that right?”

Ravyn snorted.

Boy, that makes us sound like cows to be milked when the situation fancies our owner.

“That is correct, Master Tristan,” Ara said with a micro-bow. “For that reason, I insist we bring you back to Shi Island so that matters can return to normalcy.”

“I agree,” Tristan said with a nod. “So please. Take me back. We have no desire to stay here. There are at least two girls who require me tonight.”

Jesus Christ, how often does this guy get laid?

“Need I remind you that you are breaking the law?” Ara hissed. “The queen’s law.”

An uneasy silence surrounded us. Ravyn had made it clear that impeding a man’s will was tantamount to suicide. That we might as well lay our heads on the guillotine at that very moment. But the girls were not the only ones involved here—to execute them would be to execute me. And although it was a massive gamble, one that I had to admit made me feel way more important than I had any right feeling, I was willing to wager they wouldn’t dare touch me.

I was too valuable.

“This was my plan,” I said. “All of it. So if you’re going to punish anyone, it’ll be me. Like you said—the queen’s law. To disobey a man is essentially illegal. I forced these girls to obey me. Refusing my orders would not be in their best interests. If the queen has an issue, she can take it up with me.”

Ravyn hadn’t said it directly, but if men were as valuable as everyone had claimed, then interfering in their affairs was likely a gray area. Two men who argued opposite sides. How were the girls supposed to know who to obey? We could use this to our benefit.

“This is between us, Tristan.” I marched down the steps and motioned for Cannoli to take the bed opposite his. He seemed to have his heart in the right place. Perhaps I could talk to him and, hopefully, make him see reason. “I just want to get to the bottom of this. Nothing bad will happen so long as you just listen. Can we start over?”

He looked between me and Ara, slowly relaxing from his corner. “…Fine,” Tristan relented.

“For starters. How long have you been on Shi Island?”

Tristan paused. “Three years.”

Holy shit. So you were how old…? Okay. No. Not important. Moving on.

“Did you get—” My face grew hot at the thought of how many times he must have completed the catgirl breeding Quest. “No. Better question. Do you have an iPaw?”

Each one of Tristan’s responses was slow and spoken carefully. As if he were giving the question some thought before jumping to the answer. “Yes. I do. Appear, iPaw.” A near-identical copy of the iPaw appeared in mid-air, dropping into his hands. “I’ve had it since the first day I arrived.”

“Great. What have you been doing all this time? Why not seek out the other men?”

Tristan shook his head. “Pointless, really. Why look for the other men when our job is the propagation of the islands. One man for each island, is that not so?”

“That is so. Who told you that?”

“Celestia.”

Of course. I sighed and cracked my neck to the right. “Alright, hear me out. I have a proposition. There’s a lot about this island—about all of Nyarlea—that I’m willing to bet that you don’t know.” That we both don’t know. But no reason to tell him that yet. “There’s more to our role than simply banging out kittengirls.”

“What could possibly be more important than ensuring the future generations of catgirls, big and small?”

Fucking diplomat, this one. “I think if you just let us show you around the island, you’ll see that your job isn’t as simple as Celestia made it out to be.”

Tristan frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Better if you see it for yourself. Then, if you’re still convinced that living in that room for the rest of your days is what you’re meant to do, so be it. We’ll take you back and never return.”

Ravyn hissed through her bared teeth. “You can’t be serious.”

“Whatever you want to do afterward is up to you,” I continued, ignoring her.

I hope this works.
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Chapter 20
The Forest


That night on the sloop was one of the worst I’d spent in Nyarlea thus far. The lack of a proper spot to set up and cook meant we were reduced to fishing and having Ravyn cook it for us using short bursts of her fire magic while it was still on the hook. Portia only stored enough food away for herself. Which was understandable, but her muffled cackling while we chewed on charred fish skin added a lot of salt to the wound.

On top of that, Celestia had undoubtedly found out about Tristan’s absence by now, which forced us to spend the entirety of the night in pitch-black darkness to avoid being caught by any catgirls who may have access to a boat.

Thankfully, Portia had assured us that not a single boat had arrived or left during our absence. Shi Island really did feel disconnected from the rest of the world.

I’ll just say it. It is absolutely awful to share a sloop with six other people. The boat should have held four people max.

Each of us took turns on watch, including Portia. After a lengthy lesson on how easy it would be to knock people overboard if I turned the wheel too hard, she also caught a few hours of sleep while I kept the ship’s steering straight. Ara and Tristan were the only ones we didn’t allow a chance to keep an eye on our tails. Though, admittedly, I was less concerned about them than before. My offer to take them back if they didn’t change their mind seemed to have the desired effect, so all I could do was hope they’d understand.

After all, there was a certain parrot-and-sorceress combo waiting for the chance to char me alive if my plan didn’t work out. Throughout the night, she shot constant glares in my direction. For a short while, I thought she might throw me overboard and sail away to San Island with Tristan and the girls. But—dare I say it—I think I was beginning to understand her a little better.

I was at the wheel when the sun rose. The murmurs and snores of the sleeping girls made their way to my ears. As miserable as the night was, the moment brought me a certain level of peace that I hadn’t felt since we arrived on Shi Island.

Then there were footsteps—one after another. Keke appeared, rubbing her left eye.

“Good morning,” I said, no doubt suffering from the same large bags I could see wreaking havoc under her eyelids.

“There’s nothing good about it,” Keke mumbled. With her eyes half-open, she strode to my side. She leaned her head against my right shoulder, nuzzling her face against my sleeve. “Can we just go back to Ni Island and sleep?”

“Wouldn’t that be great?” I let my fantasies run away from me for a time. She and I would be in bed together naked, her skin against mine. We would spend a long, drowsy morning just like that. Eventually, we would get up, and maybe we’d make breakfast together. I could make her one of Matt Kelmer’s signature coffee brews. The afternoon would come, and we’d enjoy a walk through the town hand-in-hand.

Shit, dude. When did you get so touchy-feely?

I reached around her back and ran my fingers through her hair. “We’ll have a date like that soon. Mark your calendar.”

“Mhm,” Keke groaned.

We stayed like that for some time. Keke never struck me as the type to fall asleep standing up, but I’m pretty sure she did just then—even if it was only for a few minutes. 

Soon enough, each of the girls began to wake. Tristan was the last one to join me on deck.

“You’ve done enough, Matt,” Portia said with a yawn. She waved Keke and me away with both of her hands the same way you’d tell a dog to ‘get.’ 

We took a seat on the deck against the railing and leaned our heads up against each other.

“We almost there?” Ravyn said with a tone of impatience.

See, the night has just made you grumpier.

“Aye. Maybe an hour. Can see the port from here,” Portia said.

“So, it is still intact?” I asked.

Portia shook her head. “Nay. The thing’s busted up pretty bad. But not so much that we can’t dock at it. You’ll need to be careful. Bloody thing’s barely holdin’ together, looks like.”

Something is better than nothing.
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Portia wasn’t kidding. By the time we arrived at Anyona’s port, the sun was shining bright, and we were five or so meters away. There was something left resembling a dock, but it looked rickety, tilted, and it swayed from side to side.

My hopes were beginning to sink with the remainder of the wood.

“Eck,” Ravyn said.

The group shared a few words of skepticism, mostly concerning whether we’d all fall into the ocean to be eaten by a Defiled. All the while, Tristan was barely paying attention. He tapped his foot and crossed his arms in thought. I ducked out of my conversation with the group and touched his shoulder.

“You okay over there?” I asked.

“Yes. I’m fine, thank you. I’m just behind, is all.”

“Behind?”

“On my quota.”

This guy has a fucking quota? Are you— I mean, I— what the hell, man?

I cleared my throat. “You don’t think that’s strange, having a quota?”

Tristan shook his head. “Not at all. Celestia made me a schedule, bless her heart. I’m behind three girls now. I’ll have to work extra hard to make up for the ones I couldn’t couple with last night.”

She plans out his sex schedule? “I don’t even know where to start with that statement. Just get into [Combat Mode].”

Tristan looked at me, furrowing his brow. “[Combat Mode]?”

I paused. “You’re not serious. [Combat Mode]. You know, when you switch your clothes and gear into something more manageable for fighting? Surely you’ve used it before, haven’t you?”

Tristan looked as if he were trying his best to remember. “I’m sorry. It’s been so long. I’ve only ever fought a couple of times, and that was years ago. It’s all such a blur to me that I can barely remember what it was like my first few days after arriving in Venicia.”

“Okay. Then, today you’re going to relearn. All you have to do is think about it and say, [Combat Mode].”

“That’s it? But what if I don’t have any weapons or armor?”

“You should. Check your [Cat Pack].”

Again, Tristan shook his head. “Oh, that! Celestia has it.”

I’ve changed my mind. Let’s take him back.

I took a deep breath. “Alright. Let’s get on the island first. Then we’ll figure out what to do next. Maybe Ravyn or Keke have something you can use. Do you at least know what Class you are?”

Tristan nodded. “A [Mage].”

Another backliner. Great.

I was beginning to look forward to meeting Ceres again. While protecting my girls was top priority, I had silently hoped that Tristan would’ve taken some sort of melee-oriented Class like Cailu and I did. Though it seemed Celestia had drilled the idea into his brain that he must be protected at all costs. So that probably wasn’t helping.

“What Spells do you know?” Ravyn suddenly chimed in.

Were your ears burning?

“[Fire Ball],” Tristan replied.

Ravyn and I waited for him to list any others. Instead, we just stood there in uncomfortable silence as the realization slowly sunk in.

“That’s it?” I asked.

Tristan nodded sheepishly and clutched his left arm at the elbow. “That’s it. Sorry.”

Talk about a fixer-upper.

Before we could continue our barrage of questions, Portia called out to us. “We’re here! Best be off as soon as possible!”

I turned and gestured my gratitude. “Thanks, Portia. You alright waiting around until we come back?”

Portia waved me away. “I’ll be here, Matt. Just…not so close to the dock.” With one last wary look at the dilapidated wood, she shook her head. “Now go!”

The girls and I took our time stepping off the sloop, one by one. As awful as the dock appeared, it was still holding together. Somehow. A handful of resilient nails and a dream, maybe. Keke was the first to test its stability. My heart nearly leaped out of my throat when she jumped up and down on it.

“It’s fine! We should be okay so long as we go one at a time!” Keke said with a reassuring gesture.

You’re going to give me a heart attack.

“Great! Now stop jumping!” I called, hoarse from worry.

“I’ll go next,” Ravyn said.

And just like that, we crossed the battered wooden planks and reached the stone walkway of the town. 

The town itself had definitely seen better days. Entire sections of buildings were eroded or carved out. Debris littered the ground in stony, dirt-covered chunks. It looked as if the whole place had been bombarded by cannon fire.

Streaks and splatters of dried blood painted the streets and what remained of the walls in a chaotic array. Through one of the open windows of a nearby building, I caught a limp arm hanging out.

“One sec!” I jogged to the spot, hoping to find at least one person alive in this place.

On the other end of the arm was a half-eaten catgirl, her right arm twisted as if she had been cradling a bundle. Most of her face—fixed into an eternal scream of fear—remained intact, but the right eye and back section of her head were gone, replaced by dark, flat gore and hungry maggots. The sight wasn’t one I’d forget for a long time. The stench was overwhelming.

“Shit,” I whispered, cupping a hand over my mouth. My stomach tied itself in knots. My ears began to ring. I felt like I was going to vomit.

“Matt, what’s wrong?” Cannoli was approaching. My stomach was still in fits as she made her way over.

I put my hand out. “Stop!”

Cannoli did as I said, though she looked frightened at my sudden outburst. “Ah, I-I’m sorry.”

I shook my head and hurried over to her side, turning her around so she wouldn’t see the mess behind me. “Let’s just keep going. It’s nothing.”

“Okay,” she said in a barely audible whisper.

Cannoli and I rushed to catch up with the others. While we kept our voices down—as if speaking too loudly would wake the dead—Ara and Tristan were especially quiet. However, Ara kept twisting her head left and right, her eyes never settling on one thing.

“Is something wrong?” Keke asked.

“No. Nothing,” Ara said flatly.

In addition to the sad state of the dock and the piecemeal houses, half of what used to be a nearby forest lay in ruin. A wide-open clearing up the hill displayed a sprawling thicket of stumps, fallen trees, dried wood, and the distinct scent of charcoal.

Black and white ash and soot covered everywhere the eye could see. There wasn’t a lick of green left.

“This is Anyona, right?” I thought aloud.

“The outskirts, yes,” Ara confirmed. “But I— I heard things were getting better,” Ara said in little more than a whisper.

Guess this holds some history for you, too.

We followed what used to be the road in and out of the port, the scalded stems of dead flora crunching beneath our shoes. As we trekked further and further along, living plants and weeds started to appear again, and after a few minutes of walking the path, the sound of something eating caught my attention.

“Wait. Shh,” Keke said just before I could. “There’s something in the bushes up ahead.”

There wasn’t anywhere for us to hide. Although if it was an Encroacher, it couldn’t have been very big. Maybe this was just the right opportunity to get Tristan back into the swing of things.

“Hey, Tris—”

Before I could get another word in, a dagger flew right by my face, nearly slicing my cheek open on the way. I looked to where the blade flew and watched it disappear inside of the bush, silencing whatever was in there. I turned around to see Ara with a set of knives held in front of her face, one between each finger of her hand.

Ara looked at me for only a second, but her sharp gaze bore a level of determination I found in very few others. “Please stand back, young master. I will protect you.”
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Chapter 21
Let Us Cling Together


Putting aside the matter of Ara nearly adding to my growing collection of scars, I had to wonder if Venicia’s school taught such tricks. Somehow, ‘Throwing Knives 101’ didn’t seem like a course one would take at a school of etiquette.

Maybe it was an elective.

“What are you doing?” Keke shrieked, her eyes wide. “You could’ve hurt Matt!”

Ara looked in Keke’s general direction without turning her head. “I had no intention of hitting him.”

“Likely story,” Keke snapped.

“If I wished to put a dagger into Matt, I would have done so on the sloop,” was Ara’s flat reply.

While I recovered from the shock, I looked over to where the dagger had soared. There was a sharp yelp, but beyond that, we’d heard nothing more.

“Let’s check it out,” I said.

“Be careful. Please,” Cannoli replied with clasped hands. Keke and Ara were still too deep in their bickering to hear us.

I made my way to the bush with slow and careful steps, lest a wounded beast leap out from behind it. I peeked over the hedge and saw a bleeding…something. It was almost as round as a ball, with blue fur covering its entire body. Its claws—if you could call them that—were pointed and looked razor-sharp. As stubby as it was, I had a hard time believing it would ever have a chance at reaching any higher than my knees. A pile of half-burned berries rested beside it.

Sorry, little buddy.

“It’s okay. It’s dead.” I waved Keke over. “Mind taking a look?”

Keke whipped away from Ara and breathed deep, then approached the bush without a word. She peered over it, and her face contorted in confusion. Murmuring something unintelligible beneath her breath, she moved around the bush and knelt down beside it. “I’ll try to carve it,” she said.

“What was it?” Tristan asked with boyish curiosity.

“Dunno. Looks like a fluffy blue soccer ball.” I shrugged and moved to stand beside Tristan and Cannoli.

“Soccer…ball?” Cannoli asked, frowning.

Tristan laughed. “A soccer ball. That’s a great mental image. Not very threatening then.”

Ah, right. You’re from Earth. You actually know what a soccer ball is.

“It’s a gophbur. Unsightly little beasts,” Ara said, retrieving her dagger. “If you carve it like that, you will not have the desired results.”

“Just stand back and let me work, would you?” Keke shooed Ara away.

Ara hummed but left her to it.

“Since we’ve got a moment,” I started, glancing at Keke deep in her work. “Where were you from? I mean, originally. Before Nyarlea.”

Tristan blinked and tilted his head. Then his eyes lit up. “Oh, I see! Earth. Were you from Earth too? Your clothes look name-brand. I mean, if that makes sense.”

I fought back the strong rush of emotions at coming face-to-face with someone from my original world. “Yeah. Washington.”

“Ah!” Tristan said with a big grin. “I grew up in California! West Coast buddies!”

My face grew hot, and I could feel a big, stupid smile coming on. I guess I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed Earth until now. “That’s great. Where in Cali?”

Ravyn stepped between us. “We can talk about this later. Let’s focus on what’s ahead.”

“Right.” I shifted uncomfortably and coughed into my fist. “So, Tristan. Why don’t you switch into [Combat Mode] like the rest of us, and we’ll see what happens.”

“Do I just say it?”

I nodded. “That’s it.” A vain voice in the back of my head pleaded that he still had his starter gear. I’d noticed that my combat equipment didn’t take up spots in my [Cat Pack]. So assuming nothing had happened to his gear, then he would at least have the beginner set.

“[Combat Mode]!” Tristan put his hand out, palm facing down, and a bright light enveloped him. I don’t know if he was expecting the wand or whatever weapon he had to come out of the ground, but the pose reminded me of an awful lot of an anime I’d watched way back.

Tristan’s clothes—thankfully—switched out for some tanned, shoddy-looking robes. They looked a step down from the part of a magician’s apprentice, maybe closer to the part of a beggar. He had what remained of a cape, stained at the edges with…something, and several tears had eaten away at the hem. The belt was barely holding together around his waist, and his shoes were replaced with sandals.

There was no weapon in his hand.

“You don’t have a weapon.” It came out as a statement, though it was meant to be a question. “Didn’t you start off with a weapon?”

Tristan’s gaze wandered. He shut his eyes and tapped his forehead in thought. “Ah! I sold it.”

“Why?”

“I don’t remember her exact explanation, but Celestia said I wouldn’t need it anymore. So, I…sold it.”

I understood the words, but I couldn’t comprehend what I was hearing. Clearly, Ravyn was also having reservations about the situation, as her mouth hung half-open.

“Dumbass is going to get killed! Going to get killed! Squawwwwk!” Ball Gag cried out.

Keke returned, pocketing a couple of fuzzy scraps she had skinned off the Encroacher. “I managed to get a few good pieces of meat. We may be able to use the hide for gear.” She looked Tristan up and down with a blank stare. “Jeez, is that all you have?”

“Please refrain from insulting the young master,” Ara said pointedly. “I am perfectly capable of protecting him as a [Rogue].”

I sighed. “Okay, let’s see if you can at least view Ara’s Stats. Get your iPaw out.”

“Appear, iPaw,” Tristan said in a meek voice.

Moment of truth. Can I read his screen?

I moved so that Tristan and I were beside each other. He pulled up the window to his main screen, and, to my elation, his HUD displayed legible English in perfect HD clarity.

“Well, Ara’s already in your Party,” I said, pointing to the portrait underneath his.

Ara went beet-red, gasping and dropping a knife in the process. “I-I-I, uh, I, that is—”

Keke sidestepped the blade with a hiss, staring at Ara with unabashed fury. It thudded to the ground where Keke’s foot had been just moments before. 

I stared at Ara with a big grin. “Charming. I received my first Party member as a surprise, too.” Keke handed the knife back to Ara, her expression softening. I looked back down at Tristan’s screen. “And look at that, she’s your only Party member. You must like her a lot.”

“She’s a great friend! Ara makes the sandwiches,” Tristan said with all the whimsy of a bright-eyed child.

Ara gasped again. Her lips trembled. She looked down at the ground.

“[Rogue],” I said next, taking absolute delight in her embarrassment. “That explains the whoosh whoosh dagger.” I pantomimed the throw.

“It’s [Throw Dagger]!” Ara bellowed in what I was sure was a few octaves higher than she intended.

I clicked her portrait and scrolled down to her Skills. “Ah. So it is.”

Ara made a number of amusing sounds while Tristan and I discussed some of her talents. As behind as Tristan was, there were a few silver linings.

First off, he had a [Rogue] in his Party. And a pretty damn good one, it seemed. Ara sat at a comfortable Base Level 15. So, at the very least, Ara’s proclamations weren’t just talk. She was stronger than Ravyn, which did offer a bit of comfort as to the concern of Tristan’s safety.

Secondly, although Tristan had no gear and no Skills past [Fire Ball], he was Base Level 22. Taking all of his ineptitudes into account, he could at least rely on his Base Stats to carry some of his power. Level 1 of any Skill sucked, but it sucked a lot less if you had the Stats to make up for it. I reviewed his current Stats screen.

Tristan

Base Level 22
Mage Class Level 10
Base Experience: 0/20000
Class Experience: 0/MAX
Health Points: 26/26
Myana Points: 77/77
Energy: 150/150
Strength: 1
Vitality: 1
Dexterity: 1 +2
Agility: 1
Magic: 2 +2
Resistance: 1 +1

I whistled. “Level 22 off of one Chain Quest. I’m impressed. That’s, uh, a lot of catgirls.”

Tristan frowned. “Don’t say it like that, please.”

“Sorry. But hey, look at the bright side. We just need to put in your Stat Points and Skill Points, and you’re golden,” I said. Remembering that no one else could see his screen, I elaborated. “He has twenty unused Stat Points and nine unused Skill Points.”

“Keh. We can work with this,” Ravyn said. She reached into her [Cat Pack], muttering to herself. After a few moments, she smiled and pulled out a small wand with an uncut red stone adhered to the top. It looked a little well-loved, and I had to wonder if this was one of the few wands Ravyn started with. She snapped her [Cat Pack] shut and held out the small stick. “Take it. It amplifies fire magic. It should help.”

Though Tristan was a bit reluctant, he took the wand and held it to his chest with both hands. “Th-thank you.”

“There. Crisis averted.” I shrugged.

Tristan looked at me with a concerned eye. “How do I put these points in?”

I guided him through the menus using my finger. While I did so, I let him hold the device while I explained how to see certain features about his Party makeup, what some of the Stats meant—at least, as far as I understood them—and provided my suggestions.

When we were finished, Tristan pinched his chin in thought. “Think I should just throw them into [Magic]?”

I grumbled. “Ravyn, can you help me out here? I’m not very experienced with magic Classes.”

“That depends on if he wants to become a [Sorcerer] or a [Wizard].” Ravyn motioned for Ball Gag, and the blue hellkite of a bird fluttered down onto the top of her hand. “If you become a [Sorcerer], you can make better use of familiars, like Bally.”

“Bally? That’s a cute name,” Tristan said, stroking the bird under the chin.

Not his full name, but yeah, sure.

Ravyn smiled. “Why, thank you. [Mage] Classes can also use familiars, as can the [Wizard] Class. But their utility is limited. Only by becoming a [Sorcerer] can you learn to tap into their full potential.”

“And [Wizard]?” I asked.

“[Wizard] can harness the elements to a greater degree than the [Sorcerer] or the [Mage]. Think of bigger flames, freezing enemies on the spot, blowing them away with powerful gusts, ripping holes in the very ground itself.” As Ravyn spoke, her smile grew. Her tone grew huskier and darker. “There is a catch, though.” Her tone resumed that of a teacher, and she lifted one finger. “Many of their Spells are on the weaker side if they don’t have access to special gemstones. Keep that in mind.”

Wonder why she went [Sorcerer]. [Wizard] seems more her type if it does what she claims.

Cannoli came to Tristan’s side and put encouraging hands on his shoulders. “Don’t worry! We’ll support whatever Class you decide to go with.”

I straightened my back and clenched my jaw.

“Yeah, it’s going to be a while. You’ve got some time to think about it,” Keke said with a reassuring smile.

“Thank you. All of you.” Tristan beamed. I bristled. 

“Y-young master. You do not have to worry about protecting yourself. O-only in a worst-case scenario,” Ara stressed again.

I breathed a heavy sigh, glad to have the attention refocused. “Ara. The dude has to learn to protect himself. You won’t always be there.”

Ara frowned, and her expression darkened. “He will not be leaving the island.”

“Ara,” Tristan cautioned.

Ara composed herself. “Yes, young master.”

Tristan surveyed the destroyed buildings and burned forests. “Are all of the cities outside of Venicia like this?”

“Sorentina was attacked when we visited. According to the girls there, they’re one of the few places still standing,” Cannoli supplied quietly.

Tristan frowned. “I see.”

An awkward silence followed. 

“Venicia is doing its best to spread its culture and wealth to the other cities on the island,” Ara said as if reciting a handbook. “I would imagine that since Anyona is the farthest away from Venicia, it is naturally the worst off as it is the least protected.” Her expression was hard to read. It was as if she didn’t believe her own words.

Tristan looked at his only Party member. “Ara.”

“Yes, young master?”

“I’m eager to return as well. However, I want to see more. I want to see what they’re struggling with. If there’s something I can do to help, I want to do it. Please assist me?”

Ara paused. She scrunched part of her dress between her fingers, and I wondered if she thought we’d brainwashed him. “As you wish, young master.”
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Chapter 22
Lost Kingdoms


After our discussion about how to distribute Stats and Skills, I decided to take a peek at my own Party while we walked. Considering the mess around us, and the great potential for Defiled interference, I wanted to make sure I knew what our options were.

I started with Keke.

Keke

Base Level 6
Scout Class Level 6
Base Experience: 1082/1250
Class Experience: 1082/1250
Health Points: 26/26
Myana Points: 13/13
Energy: 36/36
Strength: 2 +5
Vitality: 2
Dexterity: 2 +2
Agility: 3 +2
Magic: 1
Resistance: 1 +2

Skills

Pinpoint Weakness Level 3
Low-Light Vision Level 1
Encroacher Lore Level 1
Improve Accuracy Level 1

I was glad to see she strayed away from [Vitality]. If memory served, her newest point was thrown into [Strength]. I wondered briefly how that would help an archer until I recalled the draw weight of a longbow I’d tried out in a hunting shop.

[Pinpoint Weakness] being at Level 3 brought a smile to my face. No wonder so many of the threats had dropped so quickly.

With that out of the way, I moved to Cannoli next.

Cannoli

Base Level 6
Class Level 6
Base Experience: 1058/1250
Class Experience: 1058/1250
Health Points: 18/18
Myana Points: 36/36
Energy: 33/33
Strength: 1
Vitality: 4 +1
Dexterity: 1 +1
Agility: 1
Magic: 3 +5
Resistance: 1 +5

Skills


Illuminate Level 1
Blessed Light Level 3
Stabilize Level 1
Myana Focus Level 1

I breathed a sigh of relief. At last, Cannoli’s [Health Points] were starting to catch up to Keke’s. She was still much weaker in terms of defense when compared to the rest of the group, but I didn’t have to worry about a stray breeze hurting her anymore.

I had to admit, I was surprised she hadn’t thrown more points into [Stabilize], but considering its history, she likely felt it wasn’t worth the effort. Perhaps Second Class would be kinder.

That just left our resident witch.

Ravyn

Base Level 11
Sorcerer Class Level 6
Base Experience: 2989/3250
Class Experience: 1189/1250
Health Points: 49/49
Myana Points: 113/113
Energy: 37/37
Strength: 1
Vitality: 2 +1
Dexterity: 3
Agility: 1
Magic: 8 +4
Resistance: 1 +3

Skills


Fire Ball Level 3
Summon Familiar Level 3
Myana Focus Level 1
Invigorate Level 3
Pact of Flame Level 1
Displace Level 2
Fire Pillar Level 1
Chanted Spell Level 1
Galvanize Level 1


Familiar Skills

Scorching Ring Level 3
Farsight Level 3

No wonder she’d roasted everything. Even knowing little to nothing about [Sorcerer], I didn’t need to understand the specifics to know that [Scorching Ring] being at Level 3 was a godsend. Seeing [Farsight] at an equal Level helped clear a few things up that I’d been thinking about.

I wondered what this other Skill—[Galvanize]—was. As I was about to tap it, the witch herself motioned for my attention, and I tucked away the thought for the time being.

At Ravyn’s suggestion, Tristan came to a middle-ground decision in spending his remaining points. Regardless of whether he was to become a [Sorcerer] or [Wizard], [Magic] was going to be important. With that in mind, of the 20 points he had, he threw 8 of them into [Magic] and threw 2 of them into [Vitality]. The other 10 points would be spent depending on which Class he chose.

It turned out [Mage] also only had four Skills to start. With [Fire Ball] being Tristan’s only option for attacking, Ravyn insisted he max it and get a single point into each other Spell to see which of the Skills and fighting styles he liked most.

“[Myana Focus] is great!” Cannoli said with encouragement. “Even with just the single point I have of it, I feel such an improvement!”

“Thank you, Cannoli!” Tristan said.

“Don’t forget about [Invigorate] either. [Invigorate] will strengthen an ally. Like this.” Ravyn turned to me and held her palm out. “[Invigorate]!”

A golden-brown light swept over Ravyn’s hand, and moments later, the same light outlined my body for a few seconds. When it faded, I felt a bit more spring in my step. I pumped my bicep a few times and found it significantly lighter—like the axe in my hand had lost half of its weight.

“Holy shit,” I said wide-eyed. “Why haven’t you ever used that before?”

“When was your [Strength] ever an issue?”

I was falling into her trap again. “What does [Invigorate] do exactly?”

Ravyn smiled. “Asking the proper questions. I’m proud of you, Matt.” 

Is she being sarcastic? I can never tell with her. 

“It strengthens the receiver’s highest Stat. In this case, it’s your [Strength].” Ravyn pointed to me as if she were displaying me on some TV infomercial, and I curled my bicep for effect.

Keke snickered.

“Cool,” Tristan cooed.

“Still, though. Why never use it on Keke or Cannoli?” This honestly bothered me. She had what sounded like a strong support Spell, but we’d never seen it. Why not?

“It’s exhausting among a slew of other issues. My Spells cost a ton of [Myana]. I can’t afford to spend it frivolously,” Ravyn explained.

“Hey, this means Tristan can summon a friend like you and Cannoli now, right?” Keke asked with a small smile. “What kinds of Encroachers do you like, Tristan?”

“Encroachers are the animals of this world, right?” Tristan looked at me.

“Yeah, you got it.”

He nodded. “I may not have the field experience, but Celestia did secure me a multitude of books.”

Cannoli gasped and clapped her hands together. “You’re so lucky!”

“Yeah, Destiny said the same thing.” Tristan’s face fell.

The pang of guilt for leaving Destiny and Lara behind with Celestia returned. I cleared my throat. “Did you read much about fighting them?”

“I’m sure there were a few that might have mentioned it,” Tristan said, averting his gaze, “but I know practice is much different than theory.” He stopped for a moment as his face turned pink. “Between reading, I…had a lot of girls on my mind most of the time.”

My kin.

“So?” Keke said, getting closer to Tristan. “Tell us! What, erm, animals do you like?”

“Oh, um, hmm. I really like birds!” Tristan’s claim decorated Ravyn’s cheeks ever so slightly with a hue of red. “Oh, and lizards!”

Cannoli gasped. “Do you like blazards?” 

Tristan tilted his head in confusion. 

Cannoli demonstrated by reaching down her shirt to pull Buttons out. “He’s a little sleepy, but this is Buttons!”

Buttons squinted at the sudden light in the palm of Cannoli’s hand. Cannoli’s scaly friend coughed, and a puff of black smoke shot out from his reptilian mouth and into Tristan’s face.

“Young master!” Ara cried out with a gasp. “Are you okay?”

Tristan coughed and waved the smoke away from his face. “I’m fine, I’m fine. Really. Come on, Ara, don’t look at me like that. Really, it’s fine!”

Ara sighed. “Perhaps Buttons should be trained.”

Cannoli pouted. “He is trained! He’s just sleepy. Aren’t you, Buttons? Mommy’s sorry for waking you. Back in you go.” Cannoli poked and prodded Buttons, and the little lizard disappeared inside her sleeve.

“Buttons is cool!” Tristan said after going through a few more coughs. “But gosh. An animal companion? Err, Encroacher companion. Hmm.” He thought for some time, each of the girls eagerly awaiting his answer. “Probably a cat.”

This smooth motherfucker.

“I knew all sorts of cats back where I came from.” Tristan looked up as if recollecting a fond memory. Then his expression became complex. I wondered if something soured the memory. “I saw them a lot.”

“Then, a feline companion!” Cannoli said with her hands clasped together.

“Alright.” Tristan looked at Ravyn. “So, how does this work?”

“Like any other Spell,” Ravyn said. Just as Tristan opened his mouth to recite the Spell, Ravyn continued, “However, you must have a picture in your head of what this companion looks like. Make it a good one because you won’t be able to summon a different one without another [Mage]’s help.”

“Sounds technical,” Keke said.

“Welcome to magic,” Ravyn said.

Cannoli nodded as if she understood. Though I wondered just where her pool of knowledge started and ended being an [Acolyte]. Besides, it wasn’t like she’d summoned Buttons. We’d found him for sale in a damn spice shop.

“Young master—”

“It’ll need a name, too.” Ravyn jumped at the chance to silence Ara.

“Needs a name, too… hmm. Got it.” He crossed his arms and shifted his weight to one leg as he thought. After a while, he nodded. “Okay, I’m ready!”

Ravyn returned the nod, observing him. Her attention to detail and willingness to help was quite unlike the Ravyn I first met. This Ravyn seemed to revel in the instructor’s role. She would reply to Tristan’s questions without issue, giving him informative and thorough answers. It was nice to see her capable of a response other than dissatisfaction.

An instructor…

The image of Ravyn in a tight-fitting office uniform and bright red high heels surfaced. With a single raised brow, she tapped a riding crop against her open palm. ‘Looks like you’ll need to stay for detention, young man.’

The thought of doing anything remotely intimate with her was quickly dashed away by an array of bright lights materializing in front of Tristan. His eyes were shut, presumably to think of his new familiar companion. Moments later, the glow faded, and a magic circle with foreign symbols and shapes appeared. The circle steadily shrank, leaving the vague outline of a cat in its wake.

“You’re almost there,” Ravyn said. “Maintain your focus.”

Tristan grunted, and a bead of sweat trickled down the side of his head. He kept his palm held out, just as Ravyn had shown him. She continued to observe, tapping at the end of her elbow while she held her breath.

The circle at last vanished, and a short pop followed. There, standing before us, was a cat just like the ones I used to see back on Earth. Its coat was plush and black, its tail long and downy. A pair of silver-blue eyes turned to regard us with curiosity.

“A Chantilly cat!” Tristan exclaimed.

“A what?” Ara and I asked in unison.

“Baka!” came Ravyn’s voice. “Name it! Quickly!”

“Oh, right! Sorry! To the familiar I have summoned, hear me! Henceforth, you shall be named Dest— Desiree!”

Each of us frowned at the name but said nothing. The Chantilly cat walked in a circle with pride, sticking its nose up in the air. With nimble maneuvers, it hopped toward Tristan once, twice, then made a third jump into his arms.

“Hahaha! Well, hello there, Desiree!” Tristan said with a big goofy grin. Desiree prowled around his shoulders with indifference, stopped to lick its paw, then used that same tongue to lick at Tristan’s cheek.

Why do I feel like we’ve tainted an innocent child?

Ravyn breathed a sigh of relief. “Congratulations. You just summoned your first familiar.”

“Another [Sorcerer] in the works, it seems,” I said.
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Ravyn spent some time explaining how to control Tristan’s familiar and utilizing his Spells to the greatest effect. Turns out that being a [Mage] was a lot more complicated than simply calling out a Skill and waiting for the aftermath. Once they’d finished, we set on our way to investigate the remains of Anyona.

“So, what was Anyona like?” I asked in hopes of getting an answer from Ara.

The maid said nothing and continued to stick to Tristan’s side like glue. I rested my hand on the blackened bark of a tree snapped in half.

“Please, Ara?” Tristan said before I could.

Ara glared. “Anyona was a major city of commerce for many years. Even before I was born.”

I motioned for the girls to continue following me into what looked like a centralized market resembling the one from Shulan.

Ara continued, “Marketplaces like this one were commonplace in Anyona. There were but a few items one could not find from its vendors.”

“But you can find them in Shulan,” Ravyn said matter-of-factly.

Ara’s face twisted with frustration. “You do not know which items I speak of.”

Ravyn grinned. “Don’t have to. Shulan’s got it all.”

“…Yes. Shulan and the Port of Meow were our direct competition,” Ara growled.

We approached a nearby stall. “Hold that thought.” I waved my axe behind the counter to test for any Encroachers. For so much devastation, it was eerily quiet. When nothing happened, I peered over the end of the stall to see a flipped wicker basket, a pile of rotting fruit covered with insects, and a broken necklace with shattered green stones on the ground.

I turned to the others. “Nothing.”

“You were saying?” Tristan said to Ara.

“Yes.” Ara rolled her shoulders. Her attention never stayed on one spot for very long. She’d look at Tristan, then at me, then at some other vacant shop stand, then to the distant forest. She had the same baffled look I’m sure I was wearing when I saw the Enchanted mirror in Tristan’s room. “Anyona and Shi Island continued to compete with San Island. With Shi being the farthest away from the other two islands, our quality had to outdo San Island to stand a chance of competing.”

“Which it didn’t,” Ravyn mumbled.

“...Correct. In the eyes of many merchants, there was little reason to travel to Shi Island when similar, and sometimes even better, wares could be purchased and traded without an extra trip. This left us with no choice but to trade and deal with San Island. Prices continued to rise. Anyona—and Shi Island, for that matter—could not keep up.” Ara looked up. “It seems we will have rain.”

Clouds as dark as concrete covered the sky. I put my hand out and watched as a droplet landed in my palm. “Weird. Wasn’t the sky clear just a few minutes ago?”

Ravyn frowned. “I don’t like this. Let’s find shelter.”

It took some time, but we managed to find an abandoned house that still had its roof, though its door was torn off the hinges. While massive holes were bored into most homes and shop stands around us, this remained one of the few that were still intact.

“Looks clear,” I said as I entered.

Desiree purred around Tristan’s leg and welcomed herself inside. Ravyn and Keke followed closely behind me. A single candelabra stood at the center of a table in the middle of the room. Ravyn moved past me, taking in the details of the house, and lit the remaining candles with a small flame extending from the tip of her finger.

Signs of a struggle were evident. Chairs were toppled on their sides, chunks of the building’s support beams were missing, and streaks of dried blood led from one room to another. Something on the floor sparkled in the candlelight. I knelt and grimaced. Decorated fingernails with scabs of flesh still stuck to the depressions littered the ground in varying colors. Each was somehow damaged, and I found marks left in the wooden walls where they’d most likely snapped off.

What the hell happened here?

“I’m scared.” Cannoli was still standing at the doorway.

I got to my feet. “It’s okay, come here,” I said with my hand extended. I glanced at the nails and brushed them with my boot into the nearest room, outside of the candlelight. 

Cannoli took cautious steps toward me and slipped her hand into mine with a nervous smile.

“Look there,” Tristan said, pointing to the table. “And there.” He pointed to a dirty, discarded tablecloth on the floor next to it. “Isn’t that odd?”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

Keke’s brow raised. “I see. Someone set this up.”

“Explain,” I said.

“There’s a tablecloth on the ground,” Tristan supplied, pointing to it again, “and there are candles on the table. Shouldn’t the candles also be on the floor? They would’ve been knocked off the table during the commotion.”

We got a regular ace detective here with us. “That is weird,” I admitted. 

The entire time, Ara and Ravyn were silent. I wondered what was going on when I noticed Ravyn’s skin was littered with goosebumps. Her breathing was rapid, and Ara wore a fierce look, never resting her eyes on anything in the room for very long.

“I recommend we leave. Now,” Ara said.

“I-I’m not liking this,” Ravyn said in an uncharacteristically timid tone, “I can feel it. There’s something dark here. Beyond dark. We’re not ready for this. We’re going to fucking die if we don’t get out of here. Now.”

“We’re leaving,” I said without hesitation. I didn’t need proof that there was something dangerous and evil down here—Ravyn’s reaction said it all. I ushered the girls past me and out of the house. “Let’s go. Now!”

Ravyn was right. We weren’t ready for what was waiting for us.
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Chapter 23
The Last of Us


Like most horror fans, I’d seen a lot of zombie movies. The ones based on chemical and biological warfare, the ones where some evil entity pulls them up from the grave, you name it. If it existed, then there was a strong chance that I’d seen it.

Despite all that, words couldn’t describe the terror that gripped my gut. Without a moment’s hesitation, I rushed to stand in front of the girls when I realized something was very wrong. I pushed between them, and then my feet rooted to the ground, frozen to the spot.

“What the—” My breath hitched, and my body shook.

Catgirls. Actual dozens of catgirls stood before us, stares screwed on our faces. Their vacant eyes searched us lazily with their mouths hanging open—or, for some of them, what remained of their jaws. Old scabs pocked their grayed skin. Bits of bone and sinew poked out of crevices and gaps in ways they weren’t meant to. Dark stains of blood covered their bodies and maid uniforms in varying patterns—from splotches, to streaks, to speckles.

It was one thing to watch zombie movies. A whole different monster to experience one.

I nearly jumped out of my skin when I felt something wrap itself around my arm. I looked down and to my left to see Cannoli. Her teeth chattered, and her lips quivered. There was a look in her eyes I’d never seen. It wasn’t fear or fright—it was despair, unparalleled horror. Her grip tightened around me. She tried to speak, but mere clicks and squeaks came out instead.

“There’s no fucking way,” Ravyn whispered somewhere to my right. “I-I can’t burn this many.”

“F-f…[Fire Ball]!” Tristan was standing just behind me when he called out the attack. 

I ended up pushing Cannoli backward and away from us, narrowly dodging the ball of flame myself. Cannoli and I fell to the ground together, and I covered her with my body. Tristan’s attack must’ve made direct contact—a miniature explosion detonated to our left. I just had to hope it was a clump of the zombies and not my Party.

“Are you okay?” I screamed over my ringing ears.

Cannoli forced a slow, shaky nod of her head.

I turned around to see two of the zombies set ablaze, seemingly indifferent to the inferno. They looked at each other with blank stares, then back to us.

“Idiot!” Ravyn bellowed. “Do you want to take the fucking awning and the house down and burn us all to a crisp?” Ravyn grabbed hold of Tristan by the collar and shook him hard.

“Fucking idiot, squawwwwk!”

We need to get the hell out of here.

“I-I’m sorry! Undead are weak to fire, though, right?” Tristan stammered.

“Do you see how many of them there are, you fucking twit?” Ravyn shrieked. “Do they look weak to fire to you?” She gestured wildly at the unimpeded girls.

“Food,” one of the zombified catgirls mumbled.

Silence fell over us.

“Oh, Saoirse,” Keke muttered, taking a step back toward the house, her bow readied.

“I hate to advise this,” Ara said with her hand on Tristan’s shoulder, “but we should retreat back inside. Ravyn, please let go of the young master. We need to move. Immediately.”

An undead catgirl with a ribbon in her hair shambled forward, muttering the same word, “Food.” Another stepped forward, and another.

“Fuck!” I hurried to stand, pulling Cannoli back up to her feet by her wrists. “Ara’s right. Let’s get back inside!”

Ara led the charge. Ravyn and Tristan were behind her, with Desiree at her master’s heels. After Keke was inside, I swung my arm underneath an unresponsive Cannoli’s legs and carried her, bridal style, back into the house.

“We’re going to die! Close the fucking door! Squawwwwwk!”

Ravyn plucked the bird from her shoulder and held him in her hands, screaming, “There is no door, dumbass!”

Keke tore the tablecloth from the floor and kicked the destroyed furniture aside. “Here!” She buried her fingers beneath the wood and threw open a trap door.

I cursed under my breath.

Oh, yes. There’s no way anything bad is down there. No, not at all. Might as well run right back out into the catgirl horde.

“I don’t like it, but we don’t have a choice,” Ara said in agreement as if reading my hesitation.

“M-Matt,” Cannoli’s soft voice came.

“It’s going to be okay. Just hang on. We’ll get out of here.”

“T-turn me around.”

“What?”

“Please!” she squeaked.

This is stupid. This is so very stupid. This is not a good idea!

I did as she asked and turned back toward the catgirl army. The others had already jumped to safety underneath the trapdoor, screaming at us to hurry and get inside. Standing still against a horde of zombies went against my better judgment, but I had to trust that Cannoli knew what she was doing.

“[Blessed Light]!” Cannoli held out her hand, and the room was suddenly blanketed in a blinding white light. 

The undead moaned and groaned; the sudden shock caused at least a half-dozen to fall to the ground in twitching fits. Some of them managed to continue standing but wandered in a blind stupor, chewing on anything their hands could find. Trails of smoke rose from their heads, as if they’d been momentarily singed. The zombies behind them outside of Cannoli’s cast range clawed their way over the first line of defense, snarling their frustrations at the roadblock.

I turned back to the trapdoor and rushed down the staircase, never once glancing over my shoulder until Cannoli and I were well below ground. I set her safely to the side as Keke and Ara reached for a pair of straps and yanked the door down, then slid the locking mechanism into place.

The thumping and crunching of bodies landing on top of the door made me visibly jump. Their muffled gurgles accompanied the pounding, and I wondered if the door would hold. Ara and Keke padded down the stairs to join the rest of us, and we all watched in anticipation, no doubt each of us wondering when we’d have to start running again. How could we fight a horde that large? Tristan hadn’t battled anything in years, Ravyn had admitted it was too much for even her, and I wasn’t sure if I could tank forty pairs of teeth gnawing away at my limbs.

The sounds began to fade. When the thumping at last stopped, Tristan fell to his knees in a shaking sob.

“I-I’m so sorry,” he said. “That was so stupid of me.” 

Desiree purred and approached him. She licked his cheek, nuzzling against him. 

“Y-you’re so sweet,” he whimpered.

Cannoli wrapped her arms around my neck and began to cry. I wanted to say something, anything I could think of to comfort her. But we weren’t safe. Not yet. I held her tight and rested my cheek atop her head.

“Young master,” Ara said, kneeling to lay a hand on his shoulder. “Please, you were only doing what you thought was best. You tried to protect us, and for that, I am grateful.”

“Yeah…great fucking job,” Ravyn muttered just loud enough for us to hear.

“Now’s not the time, Ravyn,” I hissed.

“Can we please just be grateful that we’re alive?” Keke reasoned.

With Cannoli still sobbing against my chest, I turned to meet Ravyn’s glare. I shook my head. Ravyn clicked her tongue and kicked away a nearby pebble. “Shit. This place reeks of dark magic.”

“More importantly,” Keke continued while looking around, “where are we?”

“An old cellar?” I asked.

“Likely so,” Ara said, looking around to survey the area. “However, they are not typically this large.” She tilted her head to look past me, then turned at the waist to look behind her. She hissed through her teeth. “It appears as if it continues forever.”

“You may be right,” Keke said. “Even with [Low-Light Vision], I can’t see a definitive end. But we should find something to spark a light with. That way, I’m not the only one who can see.”

“I-I—” Cannoli stammered. “L-let me.”

“Cannoli, are you sure? Ravyn could light a stick of wood or something,” I suggested.

Cannoli rubbed her face against me in protest. “—me help,” I could barely hear her say. She leaned back and blinked. “Let me help,” she repeated.

“Alright. Then I’m gonna let you go, okay?” I had a feeling I knew where she was going with this, but I’d need my hand. I summoned my axe, then held it out with the blade facing down. “Light me up.”

“[Illuminate],” she whispered with her hand to the flat end of the blade.

Within moments the blade glowed brilliantly with a soft white light. The finer details of the cellar were starting to come in, and now that I could see it better, it was less of a basement and more of an expansive cave.

“This may have been an emergency escape,” Ara said in a low voice as she stood up. She wore a fierce look and balled her hands. “This place should lead us to the coast.”

The thought of being surrounded by so many Defiled that an emergency escape was necessary sent a shiver down my spine.

Tristan found his way back to his feet, taking deep breaths and wiping away his tears. “They really had to think of everything,” he murmured, mirroring my thoughts. “How long has it been this bad?”

“Let’s get out of here first, and then we can figure that part out.” I turned one way, then the other. “Which way?”

Ara shook her head. “I do not know.”

“Well, it’s not doing us any good just standing here,” Ravyn snapped. “Let’s get the hell out. Preferably before the zombies waiting to munch on us learn how to open a door.”

“At last, we can agree on something,” Ara said with an equally ugly look.

Tristan’s eyes were bloodshot, and his cheeks were flushed. “I’m sorry. I hope you can forgive me.” He bowed his head, his features still quivering. “I should’ve known better.”

Cannoli left me and moved to his side. “It’s okay,” she said in a soft voice. “We all make mistakes. What’s important is we learn from them. Right?”

Tristan looked at her with his mouth agape. I thought he was going to cry again, but instead, he furrowed his brow and raised his head to look at her directly. “You’re absolutely right.” He breathed through his nose and brought his attention to Ara. “Let’s keep going. The sooner we can get out, the better.”

Ara’s expression relaxed, and a smile made its eventual arrival. “Yes, young master.”

Ball was quiet.

Ravyn glared at the bird, then sighed. “I’m going to die an early death, aren’t I?”

As much as I wanted to smile to help ease the stress, I couldn’t do it. I turned to the opposite path and stared into the darkness.

A nagging voice at the back of my skull said this was all a part of some bigger plan. Something, someone was luring us down here. Waiting.

Ravyn’s feelings had always been spot-on until now. Venicia was its own can of worms, but to see Ravyn shiver and panic the way she did was…unsettling.

This isn’t where it ends, is it?
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Chapter 24
Diablo


The journey through the cave proved to be an epic series of winding tunnels and caverns. I’d never traveled through a cave, but I knew what a man-made tunnel looked like when I saw it. Corners had been sanded, the ground was smooth—well, smooth for a cave, anyway. Any of the ‘natural cavern’ details that I’d expected were missing. We had yet to come across anything jagged or pointy, sudden drops in elevation, holes in the floor—maybe I was expecting a dungeon, but this wasn’t it.

From time to time, we’d catch a stray unlit lantern hanging from an old iron hook wedged into the wall. We went through the trouble to check them, but I didn’t know what I expected to find. Each lantern had been exhausted of its fuel. And judging from the light film of dust and dark stains, I had to assume it’d been ages since they were last refilled.

No matter which way you looked at it, this place was deserted. And yet, the hairs on my skin ceaselessly stood on end. I rubbed at my bicep, hoping it was just an effect of the cold. The goosebumps would disappear briefly, then reappear seconds later. Latent anxiety slithered beneath my skin, and my breathing felt labored.

Is this what claustrophobia feels like?

Another room to our left appeared. I peered around the corner with caution, extending the axe to light my way. Inside was an old cot—years old by the looks of it—a pile of rusted utensils splayed out on the floor and a rickety-looking table with two lanterns turned over on their sides.

“Nothing in here. Let’s move on,” I suggested. As I withdrew my weapon to turn my attention back to the hallway ahead of me, the light on the blade began to flicker. “Ah, Cannoli. Mind helping me out?”

Cannoli’s pitter-patter of feet quickly approached. She came to my side, her eyes wide and her lips a thin line across her face. She held out both of her hands and spoke, “[Illuminate].”

The glow returned in full force, and I forced a smile. “Thanks, Cannoli.”

“Mhm.” She shivered.

You really worry me.

Tristan and the girls had grown awfully quiet, though Keke and Ara seemed the only ones clammed up for pragmatic reasons. Keke carried a furrowed brow the entire time, her ears twitching every so often at the slightest sound, the slightest movement. To her credit, Ara was just as attentive, never once leaving Tristan’s side, a dagger held in each hand for the moment an attack would spring. They both seemed to be in their element.

“Ravyn—” I called.

“Eep!” Ravyn squealed, squeezing her hands tighter around Ball Gag. 

Ball Gag gasped, and a series of chokes, groans, and swallows followed suit from the poor parrot. 

“W-what?” she shrieked in the quietest tone she could muster.

I blinked. “I, uh, just wanted to hear what you thought.”

“About what?” she snapped back.

I scratched the back of my neck. Ravyn had caught not just my attention but everyone else’s as well. “You mentioned dark magic before.” I only knew of one dark magic user, and the thought of her brought the goosebumps back. “Like [Dark Priest]?”

“[Dark Priests] can’t raise the dead,” Ravyn replied. “Besides, there’s too many undead outside for one catgirl to manage.”

I tried again. “Then it’s a Defiled, right? Creating the zombies?”

“Not necessarily,” Ara said. “There is a small possibility that it could be the effects of an incredibly potent [Necromancer].”

“Doubt it,” Keke said. “You would be hanged or have your head chopped off by the queen if she caught wind of it.”

“If,” Ara stressed. “No queen has, to my knowledge, ever visited Anyona—or Shi Island for that matter—in my lifetime.” Ara’s grip tightened around the dagger in her hand. “Much too busy, I am certain.”

Ravyn loosened her grasp around Ball Gag, and he desperately gasped for air. Which, might I add, sounded a lot like one of those inflatable camping mattresses. “This is beyond what a [Dark Priest] can do. We’re dealing with something much, much darker.” Ravyn’s eyes widened, and she tightened her grip around Ball Gag again. “Fuck, it’s damn near suffocating.”

I think Ball feels the same way. I frowned and turned to Cannoli. “Do you feel anything?”

Cannoli shook her head. “No.”

A little odd, I would think, being an [Acolyte].

“Guess we keep going,” I relented.

“Down there?” Ravyn hissed, aghast.

I looked past Ravyn, down the path we just came, then turned to the literal only other path we could possibly follow and pointed in that direction. “Where else? This is the only way.”

“I-I know that,” she stammered.

Okay, something’s up with her, I thought. Something more than just the zombies and dark magic.

I sighed. “Look, I’m at the front. I’ll stop anything from approaching us.” I gestured toward Ara. “A word?”

Ara pointed to herself with one of her knives, raising her brows and looking from side to side like there was anyone else I could be gesturing to, then performed a dainty jaunt over to stand in front of me. 

I was surprised, as I’d expected her to stick her nose up or throw some sort of protest instead of talking with me. “Ara,” I whispered close to her ear. “Keep an eye on Ravyn, too, please. Something’s up with her. She’s not usually like this.”

“This is a stressful situation,” Ara whispered back. “Her reaction is shared.”

I shook my head. “I’ve never seen her like this.” Ara raised a brow. “Please?” I repeated before she could protest.

A short pause followed.

“If you insist.” Bowing at the neck, Ara made her way back to Tristan’s side, positioning herself between him and Ravyn. Ravyn glared, but she made no effort to stray from her.

Alright, good. Let’s see what else is down here.

[image: image-placeholder]


The next half hour was uneventful. We found the occasional extension from the main hallways, filled with old or rotten food stores, emptied potion bottles, bloodied bandages, or scrolls whose ink had been lost to time. In rare circumstances, we’d come upon the odd article of tattered clothing, rotting wooden toy, or rusting piece of jewelry.

Then something caught my attention—an old heart-shaped pendant with a picture inside. I’d assumed photography didn’t exist in this world, and this seemed to cement the idea. Inside was a miniature painting of an undisclosed kittengirl. If the real thing looked anything like the photo, she was a beautiful little girl.

“Hey, Ravyn,” I said as I stood up. “Check this out.”

Ravyn had calmed down a little since we’d last talked. She shouldered past Ara, Tristan, and eventually Cannoli, then appeared before me. “What is it?”

“What do you make of this?” With the pendant resting in my palm, I held it out for her to see. “My earring didn’t go off, so I’m assuming it doesn’t have an Enchantment.”

“Baka. It could also mean the Enchantment is too powerful to be detected or stopped by normal means.” Ravyn leaned in closer, tilting her head, squinting, and making all sorts of facial expressions. She neared it with her finger, then quickly pulled back. Did she even know how she felt about it? “Bad. Don’t touch it. Put it back.”

“If you say so.”

I snapped the pendant shut and set it back on the floor where I found it. Maybe it was all in my head, but I swore I felt a strange pull toward the jewelry.

When I turned back around, my heart skipped.

Everyone was gone.

“What the?” My feet carried me outside of the room in a flash, and my fingers gripped the doorframe. I looked down one hall. Nothing. Down the other hall. Nothing. “What the fuck?” I muttered.

And then I heard something. Something horrible. Cannoli’s screams. 

“Cannoli,” I hissed. I darted down the hall, following the sounds. It was getting closer with every step. My muscles tightened, and beads of sweat began to trickle down my face. The entire time I kept my axe held in front of me as my guiding light.

The screams grew damn near deafening. My legs forced me on the only path I knew. I stopped just short of dropping down a staircase to my death. “Fuck!” I licked at my dry lips and squinted in desperation. If I could just see what was down at the bottom…

Cannoli’s cries grew louder.

No, I had to get down there. She needed my help. In the most careful way I could manage, I bolted down the stairs toward the origin.

Please be okay, please be okay, please be okay.

I reached the bottom, where candlelight poured through the expansive room. When I arrived, my axe dropped to the ground. There, pinned to three crosses, were Keke, Ravyn, and Ara. An array of gurgles and shrieks made their way out of my throat. I gasped and swallowed, unwilling to accept what I was seeing.

“No,” I managed to say quietly. “Not like this.”

Blood dripped into a collection of cups where their limbs were pinned. The sound of each drop pounded in my head like a jackhammer.

“No.”

Keke’s face was rent to unrecognizable shreds. Ara’s was frozen in a fit of defiance. Ravyn’s, though… Ravyn’s was the worst. Her eyes were bloodshot from tears; her face stuck in perpetual terror. Her tongue had been cut out, and her throat gouged.

At the center of the room was Cannoli, sitting on her knees and sobbing. I ran to her and put my hand on her shoulder. “Cannoli! Are you okay?”

The crying stopped.

Cannoli sniffed and turned around to face me. Her eyes were closed, and streaks of fresh blood leaked from their corners, carving red rivers into her cheeks. When she opened her eyes, two black holes burned into me. “Did you come to play?”

“Oh, God!” I pulled back and stumbled backward.

Cannoli rose to her feet and approached.

“Stay back!” I screamed.

The visage began to fade into streaks of violet smoke. A seductive smile played on Cannoli’s lips, and her hips swayed from side to side. Bright blue eyes appeared in the fog. Knee-length hair painted in white. Pointed fingernails. Tattered clothes barely covered her flesh. She was there, and then—as if someone had hit fast forward—she was crawling toward me on her knees.

“I’ve never had a man,” Cannoli hissed. “You are so delicious to look at.” She reached out with one hand, her fingertips brushing against the skin of my cheek. In a flash, she pulled one of her fingers back, drawing a bead of blood in the process. Lapping the sanguine hue from her nail, she smiled. “And more delicious to taste!” 

Cannoli descended on me.
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I screamed.

“Matt!” Ravyn yelled, her hand on my shoulder.

I was breathing fast, and my heart pounded against my chest. I was on my side, cold and shivering.

The images continued to paint my vision, and I shoved Ravyn away from me. Bolting upright, I staggered backward on all fours until the back of my skull hit the wall behind me. “Fuck!” I hissed, keeping one eye open. As I rubbed the spot where I hit my head, my wits slowly returned to me.

Each of the girls wore a horrified expression, Ravyn’s the most haunting of all. Their hands trembled as if they wished to help but were too afraid that they would hurt me.

A million different thoughts batted against the confines of my head. Ravyn was yelling at me, but everything was muffled. I could put together what she was saying, but it was vague, and pieces of it were missing. As if I were in a fog.

Maybe this is how people feel after a near-death experience.

My body moved with all the athleticism of a slug. Like someone had attached weights to each of my limbs and told me to run for a few hours. My arms and hands were numb, and my calves prickled as if they’d fallen asleep. I worried that I would fall unconscious at any moment. My heart beat a mile a minute and, for a few seconds, I wondered if my wits truly had returned or if I was still just imagining everything. 

“—att!”

I leaned my head against my hand and shut my eyes, groaning. Damn, did my head hurt. Someone put their hand on my other shoulder. I steadied my breathing, then looked at the person it belonged to.

“Keke,” I mumbled.

“Matt, please tell me you’re okay,” she said with tears streaming down her face.

I looked away, rubbing the side of my neck. I was sitting down, leaning up against the wall. Couldn’t remember how I got that way. I was sure that I was standing when I went to pick up the pendant. “Yeah, I think I’m okay.”

Ravyn shook her head. “No. No, you’re not. I can feel it.” She took a step back.

“Ravyn, really. I’m fine,” I insisted. “I did see a terrifying image, though.” Each time I tried to remember a piece of the picture, it felt like parts of my head were set on fire. It would ache, and suddenly I was struck with extreme vertigo.

The pull I experienced earlier returned, and my gaze locked onto the culprit.

The pendant.

“Hey. Talk to us,” Ravyn demanded, her breath hoarse.

“Matt?” Keke and Cannoli said in unison.

“Don’t touch it,” I whispered.

Ravyn turned where I was looking. “Fucking cursed, isn’t it?” She said it as if she herself had been wronged. Her eyes lit up in a storm of fury. With her palm held forward, she bellowed, “[Fire Ball]!”

A furious blaze erupted from where the Spell landed, swathing the pendant mercilessly. I watched with a sense of relief as the metal melted and the voracious flame ate away the portrait within. Perhaps it was my mind playing tricks on me, but I was sure I saw the horrifying image of a demon smiling at me before disappearing into the haze.

Ara clicked her tongue. “I believe we now understand the foe we shall face, hm?”

Ravyn took a deep breath, her trusty bird companion held in her hands. “A [Necromancer].”
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Chapter 25
Sunshine Felt Like Rain


I raised a brow. “A [Necromancer]?” As I thought about it, the idea made sense. Tons of zombie catgirls, dark hallucinations, an abandoned village.

Really, I hadn’t thought such a Class would exist. It just didn’t seem like, well, a Class that Nyarlea would be too thrilled about.

“A forbidden profession,” Ara said quietly.

Ah.

“One cannot become a [Necromancer],” Ravyn continued for Ara. “Not without the explicit permission of the queen or breaking many, many laws.”

“A [Necromancer],” Cannoli whispered from behind me. I turned and watched as her blazing-red eyes searched the room. “Why would anyone choose such a Class?”

“So you’re saying it’s something you can become?” I asked. “Laws be damned?”

Ravyn’s shoulders slumped. “Yes. If you want it bad enough, you can become a [Necromancer].” Then she quickly shook her head. “But you should never so much as contemplate it. Ever. Not once.”

“What about [Dark Priest]? That’s fine?” Chimes rang in my ears, and I blinked them away.

Ravyn sighed. “You don’t understand. Yes, [Dark Priest]s and their Class extensions can make pacts with demons and devils. [Sorcerer]s can too.” The look on my face must’ve triggered some latent insecurity because Ravyn changed her tune almost immediately. “To some extent, I mean. I wouldn’t do that. [Necromancer] is on a whole different level, though.”

“They raise the dead,” Ara said in a dark voice. “Something we do not condone in Nyarlea.”

I rested my hand on Keke’s and tried to put on my best smile. All I wanted to do was reassure her, but she bowed her head and knelt beside me.

Guess I can’t fool her. “So we’re dealing with a [Necromancer].”

Ravyn released Ball Gag and, as soon as he landed on the ground, she put a finger to her lips. Ball Gag breathed a few ragged breaths, squinting his eyes, but showed no sign of fleeing. A valiant effort on his part after the chokehold Ravyn had subjected him to.

“What do we do?” I asked.

Ravyn frowned. “It’s likely that we’re already within her snare. [Necromancer] has too many damn tools at its disposal to explain in one night.” She crossed her arms, holding them at the elbows with a pensive stare. “For starters, [Necromancer]s feed off of fear. Curses, incantations. They win their fight before it begins. It is not unusual for the victim to die without ever knowing their killer’s face.”

So I could just drop dead right now? What the hell? “Is there anything we can do?”

“Touch nothing.” Ravyn turned her head and pinched her nose. “Even that’s not enough sometimes. They have auras and can transfer their Spells through their minions and other unusual means.”

“For example?”

Ravyn clicked her teeth, then inhaled deeply. “Through trinkets, weapons, voices, sight. Fuck, just about anything!” She stomped her heel against the ground in frustration, hissing through her teeth.

“Ravyn, please stop,” Tristan said. He shouldered past me and came to stand in front of Ravyn. “We’ll figure it out. We can get out of here. If there’s a way in, there’s a way out!”

A sardonic smile played at the edges of Ravyn’s mouth. “Heh. Right.”

I sighed. “Look, why don’t we spend the rest of Tristan’s points first? I know he was trying to be careful just in case he wanted to be a [Wizard] or [Sorcerer], but it won’t matter if we’re dead, right?”

“I…am afraid I must agree with Matt,” Ara said with reluctance. “If we are, in fact, destined to come face to face with a [Necromancer], then we’ll need raw power in its purest form.” She curtsied and held the pose as she continued. “Young master. It is my humble opinion that you place your remaining points into [Magic].”

Ravyn shook her head and looked away. She spoke in a low, husky voice. “It’s our only chance. You’ll have the highest [Magic] Stat of anyone here. Your [Fire Ball] will hit with a much greater force than mine.” She looked at Tristan, then at me. “We have to acknowledge that the [Necromancer] is at least Level 30. But it’s far more likely that it’s higher than that.”

“In that case, let’s get your Skills figured out, too.” I leaned over Tristan’s iPaw with him. With Ravyn’s snappy remarks, we managed to get the guy a solid build going.

My senses at last recovered in their entirety, allowing me a levelheaded look. Then, an idea occurred to me. Many of the Defiled we’d fought up to this point had to be higher in Level than us. But it never seemed impossible. They were rough, tough as balls, sure. But every fight had been manageable so long as we were smart about our plays. Even Cailu had required help to down a Defiled despite his Level.

“Is there any form of Level scaling in Nyarlea?” I asked.

Ravyn’s mouth hung open in confusion. “I don’t know what you mean.”

I turned to Keke, and she shook her head. “Me neither.”

Cannoli took her spot at my opposite side and laid her head against my shoulder. Not a peep came out of her, so I could only assume she didn’t know what I was talking about either. I really hoped she was okay. We’d been through so much since coming to this island that I’m sure—like the rest of us—she just wanted to go home.

“Oh, I know what you’re talking about,” Tristan said. In my mind’s eye, I could see the lightbulb flashing above his head. “You mean like how it was almost impossible to defeat enemies several Levels higher than you, right? In games? Like, take a swing, and miss! Even if your Stats weren’t much different?”

“Yes!” I said with a little more enthusiasm than I intended. “S-sorry. But yes.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Ravyn said. 

Ah, there’s the Ravyn I missed.

Tristan flashed the most disarming smile I’d ever seen. The little bastard. “Allow me to explain,” he said, holding up a single finger. “Matt means to say that if the Level differences between two entities are wide enough, then regardless of their Stats, the Party with the lower Level is at a significant disadvantage.”

“In what manner, young master?” asked Ara.

“For example, I’m Level 22. This would hypothetically mean that if I were to fight you, then you would never be able to land a hit on me.”

Ara scoffed. Her eyes widened, seemingly at her own reaction, then she coughed into her hand. “If I may be so bold, young master—if we were to fight, I would undeniably be the victor.”

Tristan gave a curt nod. “Eventually, you would, yes. Even with you at Level 15.”

Ara tilted her head. “I am afraid I still do not follow.”

“Oh, I get it,” Cannoli said. “So, the Level difference basically determines if an Encroacher or a Defiled is a fair fight? Kind of like how Experience is divvied out?”

“Exactly!” Tristan said, snapping his fingers. “If Level scaling existed, despite Ara’s prowess in battle, the amount of damage she would do to me would be far less than if she attacked, say, Matt. And that would simply be because of my Level.”

Please don’t attack me, Ara.

“Great. That’s not confusing at all,” Ravyn grumbled. “Mou ii…”

Tristan chuckled. “It’ll make sense in time. To answer Matt’s question, I don’t believe there is Level scaling. At least from what I’ve read.” Tristan pocketed his hands and winked at me. “So, if we just keep at it together, we can take any quarry down eventually.”

“Thanks,” I mumbled.

Then we got a chance. Level 30, Level 50, doesn’t matter. Just our wits, perseverance, and our numbers.

I stood up, careful not to step on either Keke or Cannoli’s tails in the process. I dusted the dirt and grime from my gear and smiled at the two girls, helping them up beside me. “If it comes to it, we can do this.” Tristan and I shared glances. “Dump those Stats all into [Magic]. You’re going to be our glass cannon.”

“Ahaha.” Tristan scratched the back of his head with a nervous hand. “Now that’s something I’m well acquainted with.”

“Ravyn, do we have any other gear that we could outfit Tristan with?”

Ravyn shook her head. “No. But that stick I gave him does boost fire magic.” She drew a sharp breath and put a hand to the necklace she’d purchased in Shulan. “This also boosts fire magic.” She reached around and reluctantly unhooked the clasp. Admittedly, my hormones got the best of me, and she caught me watching her.

Ravyn flashed the knowing smile I’d attached to her persona, then approached Tristan. When she was done fitting the necklace around his throat, she took a step back and looked him up and down. “It looks like garbage on you.”

“A-ah,” Tristan said, forcing a half-open smile.

Get used to it, buddy.

“So what’s the plan?” I said, looking at Ravyn.

“Step one, avoid the [Necromancer],” Ravyn spat.

“And if we can’t?”

Ravyn took her time to answer. “We protect the boy. At all costs. I’ll act as support this time around.”

I frowned. “Is that a good idea?” She returned my look. “I mean, you as acting support. Usually, you just go scorched earth and roast everything.”

Keke snickered.

Ravyn shot Keke a dark glare. “Between Ball Gag and me, we can do anything we want. There’s more to [Sorcerer] than just fire. I’ll teach both of you boys a lesson today.” The image of Ravyn dressed like a teacher resurfaced, riding crop and all. “Now that we know what we’re dealing with, let’s review.”

You really can’t handle having control wrestled from you, can you?

Ravyn found a small stick on the ground and dropped down to draw a big circle in the dirt. “Matt and Ara will handle the front lines.” She drew two X’s inside the circle, close to the edge. “Keke and Cannoli will stand in the middle.” She drew more X’s, behind the first two. “Tristan and I will stand in the back and provide the damage the group needs.” With the last two people drawn in the dirt, Ravyn looked up. “Any questions so far?” There was a unanimous shake of our heads. “Good. Cannoli. We’ll be relying on you to blind the enemy if shit goes south.”

Cannoli frowned. “Um, if w-what?”

“She means if things get bad,” I translated.

“O-oh. Okay.”

Ravyn sighed. “Sorry, Cannoli. You’ll need to wait as long as you can. Don’t cast it unless I call out your name. Keke will poke and prod with her arrows. Keke, please let us know where the weak spots are.”

“Aye-aye!” Keke responded.

“Matt will act as our guard. Do not leave our sides, and only ever use [Provoke] if the enemy grows distracted by us.”

“Got it,” I said, nodding. “Though, if it is a [Necromancer], will [Provoke] work?”

“Try it anyway,” Ravyn shrugged. “Ara will engage the enemy freely, acting as our distraction. She is our free agent.”

Ara nodded curtly. “Of course.”

“That leaves Tristan and me. I will get in whatever damage Spells I can muster, but Tristan will mostly be on his own. I’ll act as an assist and use Bally wherever I can to distract the enemy.” Ravyn tossed the stick away and rose to her feet. “Any further questions?”

“None,” Ara said.

“No,” Cannoli muttered.

“I’m good,” Keke said.

“Not yet,” Tristan admitted through a nervous laugh.

I shook my head. “I’m ready.”

“Then let’s get out of this fucking cave,” Ravyn said.
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Chapter 26
Old Cellar Dweller


Our plan was set in motion. All that was left to do now was carry it out.

Although Ara’s knowledge of Anyona’s emergency tunnels was limited, she proved a master navigator within the dank confines. We’d yet to run into a single dead-end thus far. She’d stressed that, most of the time, these types of tunnels were made with a single pathway leading to an exit. All other paths or rooms diverging from the trail were more likely to send us around in circles. Apparently, it was designed this way on purpose so that escape was easy if necessary. The only exception was the branching path we’d seen when we first entered the cave.

I thought back to that alternate path. It was difficult to believe that it could’ve been the correct one when we had yet to run into any issues. Ara agreed, and although the possibility was low, it was still conceivable that we’d been walking a road that led nowhere.

“Fuck, I’m hungry,” Ravyn complained.

“Me too,” Keke agreed.

I was famished. It felt like we’d been scouring these tunnels for hours. Just the idea of sitting down at a tavern and digging into some of the local food helped keep me going. Or Cannoli’s godly [Cooking] around a campfire.

“Hang in there.” It was meant to come out kinda husky, low, reliable. I wanted to sound the dependable part. Instead, the words dragged across my tongue like a hoarse pre-teen who couldn’t finish the morning jog. I sighed.

“It’s okay, Matt. I’m parched too,” Cannoli reassured from behind me.

I cleared my throat and moved my dry tongue around my mouth. “Thanks.”

“Wait,” Keke said in such a way that, at first, I was concerned. She sniffed the air, closing her eyes in concentration. “Do you smell that?” Her eyes fluttered open with newfound excitement.

I sniffed the air. Nothing. “No.”

Cannoli shook her head. “Me neither.”

“Shit, I smell it too,” Ravyn said, a slow grin forming across her face. “Seawater.”

“No fooling?” I asked.

“The nose knows,” Keke said, tapping a finger on the end of her nose.

Cannoli giggled. It seemed she was finally coming around too. “Keke always had the better nose. It’s why she makes such a good hunter.”

“Heh,” Keke giggled nervously. “But hey! That means the exit is nearby. So maybe we can avoid the [Necromancer] after all!”

Ara wore a gentle smile. “I hope so. Young master will be safe.”

“Ara. Please.” Tristan waved his hand in front of her. “Please.”

“Alright, we can do this.” I tightened my grip around the axe and took a single step forward. “Don’t let your guard down just yet. We’re not entirely out of this until we’re outside. Even then, the undead could still be chasing us down.”

Tristan and the girls gave me their own forms of affirmation, and we continued off on our path, slower than before. We came to a staircase, where wet droplets began to trickle from the ceiling and slide down the cavern walls. The sound of running water was quiet but noticeable, thanks to the acoustics. I motioned for everyone to stop, placing my fingers against the cool rock to my right.

It wasn’t much, but an intermittent stream of water brushed by my fingers, just barely covering my fingertips. The stream continued onward into the darkness, descending the stairs to who knew where.

“Water,” Keke murmured. “We’re right around the corner from the sea, then?”

I shook my head. “That’s too obvious. We have a saying for things like this back in my old world. Don’t know if Nyarlea has a similar saying, but if it seems too good to be true—”

“Then it usually is,” Ravyn finished. I turned to see that she was wearing a wry smile.

Surprising me every day.

With the axe held in front of me, I descended the stairs, Ara following closely behind me. She would periodically glance behind her, presumably to ensure that Tristan was safe. Maybe it was just me, but she seemed irritated.

Not that it really mattered right now.

“Wait,” Ravyn whispered.

I stopped dead in my tracks as if frozen, my muscles waiting for the approval to move again, my eyes darting around every which way to see if there was something she noticed.

“I can sense it,” Ravyn continued, wincing. “Ahead of us.”

I took a deep breath to calm down my already accelerating heartbeat. “Focus,” I said just loud enough so that they could hear.

“Ah!” Keke screeched.

I spun around in a flash, and to my horror, a pair of skeletal hands protruded from the wall and clasped around Keke’s neck.

“Keke!” I rushed up the stairs, Ara right beside me.

Cannoli and Ravyn were already trying to help her, each of them gripping one of the boney wrists.

“Let me!” I motioned to Cannoli, and she stepped aside. Her face blanched, and her hands trembled. I threw my axe to the ground and snatched an arm, snaking my hand between the skinny fingers and Keke’s throat. Ara took over Ravyn’s share of the work, and together we pulled as hard as we could.

“H-hel—” Keke gasped, the veins at her temples growing more prominent with every passing second. She flailed one of her arms around.

Fuck! What the hell is making these things so strong?

My breath quickened. I couldn’t fathom what was making this so hard. It seemed no matter how hard I pulled, the skeletal hands’ grip remained resolute. All I could do was prevent it from squeezing any tighter. But for how long could I manage that? Could a skeleton ever get tired?

No, I’m not going to lose you. God damn it, pull!

At last, Ara seemed to be making some headway with her side. She gritted her teeth and wore a look of absolute ferocity. Then she cried out, “[Swindler’s Gambit]!”

Instantly, Ara snapped the skeletal wrist in half, ripping it away from the wall and tossing it to the ground, where it vanished in a cloud of dark smoke. “Get out of the way! Now!”

I did as she said, stumbling to the side.

Ara moved with the speed of a striking snake, repositioning and leveraging her weight against the wall with her leg. She ripped the arm from the stone in the blink of an eye, then threw it down the opposite hall. It vanished in the same virulent cloud, and Keke fell to her knees in a coughing fit.

“Keke, are you alright?” I cried as I put my hands on her shoulders.

She coughed a few times before she answered. “Y-yeah,” she panted, “I’m okay now. I think.”

“I’m so glad you’re safe,” Cannoli said with tears in her eyes. She clamped her hands over her face. “I was so afraid that we were going to lose you.”

“I, too, am glad you are safe.” Ara put a hand to her head, squinting. She seemed a bit unsteady on her feet. “I have not used that Skill in some time. I had forgotten how awful the side effects could be.”

“Ara!” Tristan cried out, wrapping his arms around her. “Are you alright?”

Ara let out a dry laugh. “I will muster the strength to continue. Do not worry yourself over me. The vertigo will pass.”

“I can’t thank you enough,” I said as I wrapped Keke in an embrace. “You saved her life.”

“What was that? That Skill,” Ravyn asked.

Ara moaned. “It has a chance to convert a portion of my [Dexterity] to my [Strength].” She steadied her breathing and leaned into Tristan’s embrace for support.

“How long do we have until the effects wear off?” Ravyn asked.

Ara shook her head. “A mere minute.”

“I’m fine, really,” Keke assured me as she stood up.

Not once did I take my hands off her on the way up. I wanted to be sure I could steady her just in case she started to fall. I needed to feel her breathing.

Keke exhaled. “I’m glad that’s over with.”

Cannoli still had her hands over her face. Slowly, she parted her fingers so she could see between them, then rested her head against Keke’s shoulder. “You can’t leave me. You’re like my s-sister,” she whispered.

Keke’s face fell, and she ran a hand across Cannoli’s head. Cannoli’s ears drooped over the sides, and we watched in silence as the two shared a warm hug.

As much as I hated to be the bad guy, there was a good chance there would be more problems along the way. And the last thing I wanted was another strangulation. “We should keep moving.”

“I agree,” Ara said, shaking her head. “The side effects are beginning to fade.”

“Great,” I said with a nod. “Let’s keep going then. The sooner we get out, the better.”

[image: Ai Pro Tip: Unapproved practices of necromancy are punishable by death in Nyarlea.]
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Chapter 27
Horny Devil


The scent of the sea air was steadily growing stronger, enough that everyone could smell it. When the sound of crashing waves reached our ears, our spirits were lifted, and at last, there seemed to be an end to this horror.

However, we knew all too well that leaving couldn’t be that easy. The skeleton in the wall had been enough to prove that.

We descended yet another series of stairs, followed the winding path, and at the end of the hall…a door. Light peeked through the crevices of the dilapidated wood, casting shadows on our side of the wall.  Shadows of two legs—a person—shifted and moved, painting stripes of darkness over our group.

With apprehension in my step and my heart—and my brain, my legs, my everything—begging me to turn tail and run, I looked back to the group behind me. They seemed to have their reservations as well.

Ravyn wore a complex expression. There was confidence, but there seemed to be something else, too—maybe understanding. Cannoli fidgeted with her fingers, though Keke was brimming with determination. Tristan wouldn’t stop blinking. He was muttering something to himself, but for the life of me I couldn’t tell what. 

Ara came to my side with her lips drawn into a thin line and, without looking at me, said in a whisper, “If it comes down to it, I will give my life to save the young master.” Then she locked my gaze, her eyes burning with a fiery passion. “You nor anyone else will stand in my way.”

If there was anything I’d picked up about Ara, it was how headstrong she was. Convincing her otherwise would be a waste of my time. A waste of her time. From her perspective, Tristan was safe until we came into the picture and took him away. So I said the only thing I could think of. “I’m sorry.”

“Hmph,” Ara replied simply.

I took a deep breath, motioned to the group, then peeked through one of the cracks in the door. There was indeed a person, though they looked to have a short and thin build. The unmistakable tail of a catgirl bounced as the figure strode back and forth in the room, muttering, groaning, cursing.

I put my hand up, and just as I was to begin the countdown, the figure spoke.

“Stop hiding. Come in.”

My breath caught. A young girl’s voice. She knew we were here the whole time. I took a step back and whipped my head around toward the group. “S-she knows.”

“Maybe we can talk it out,” Cannoli said in a hushed voice.

“Don’t be naïve,” Ravyn said. “This is a trick. We must be ready to fight.”

“I agree. She would not have set such traps otherwise,” Ara added.

“Well, she already knows,” Keke said, swallowing hard and touching her throat. “Let’s go in. Carefully.”

I couldn’t blame her. The terror I’d felt from the locket lay just beneath my skin.

“Stick to the plan, right?” Tristan murmured, eyes never staying in one place for long.

“Yeah, if it comes to that.” I put my hand against the door and pushed it open, flinching at the low groan of ancient hinges. “Let’s get out of here alive,” I whispered.

I poked my head through the door and caught the image of a petite catgirl. I pulled my head back, then slowly pushed the door open all the way. I was grateful that Ara moved with such speed. She was at my side in a moment. If the [Necromancer] or her minions wanted to get to the others, they’d have to go through Ara and me.

Inside the chamber, a mess of runes and symbols were scrawled on the floor in scarlet. Half-spent white candles were lit and positioned to form a circle around the larger, more intricate characters. On the walls were varied sizes of catgirl skulls—tiny ear bones protruded from their crowns, and beside them were banners of red fabrics with black unintelligible writings painted on them. At the center of the magic circle, a fire cradled a black cauldron large enough to fit a man.

“Welcome,” the small girl said with a giggle. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

She was not what I expected—she didn’t appear to look any older than twelve. The kittengirl wore her head of white hair down to her ankles. Her skin was ashen-gray, like a corpse. Blue eyes bored into me while she used her finger to pull at the corner of her lips, smiling. I'd seen those eyes…

“What the hell is this?” I asked.

Another giggle. “My home, of course. And it’ll be yours too…soon enough.”

I shook my head, half laughing out of terror at the situation. “I don’t think so.”

“Oh, but why not? Feel how warm it is in here compared to the rest of the cave. Isn’t it cozy?” She wrapped her arms around herself and wriggled on the spot as if someone had just thrown a coat around her. “I love it here,” she whispered, “and you will too.”

“State your reasoning for attacking us,” Ara said with a sharp gaze. “What you have done is atrocious.”

She tilted her head in confusion. “Atrocious? I’m just making friends.” The girl tucked her arms behind her back, and with the most sinister smile I’d ever seen, she said, “[Mark for Death].”

The screams of Cannoli and Tristan echoed through the caverns, reverberating against the walls of the room. Ara and I spun around, and all of us watched as blood-red sigils carved themselves into Cannoli and Tristan’s shaking palms. They continued to scream, and we rushed to their sides.

“Cannoli!” I took hold of her wrist. What in the fuck? Her skin was searing hot. The skull of a catgirl appeared at the sigil’s center. In a foolish attempt to help, I tried to wipe and press away at the mark to no avail. I squeezed her wrist hard, thinking that whatever was happening would inevitably travel up the rest of her arm and that, somehow, I could stop that from continuing. Buttons wriggled beneath her shirt with strange noises, and I prayed he would stay put.

The screams grew louder.

“Stupid bitch! Squawwwwwk!”

“Stop it!” Keke bellowed. “Please stop hurting her!”

The girl smiled. “Oh, you’re the one that got away. Naughty kitty!” In a flash, the kittengirl drew a dagger from seemingly nowhere and thrust the blade through her own palm, a manic light dancing in her eyes. “[Blood Snare].”

Blood trickled from the kitten’s hand, and once it hit the ground, it slithered its way toward us with lightning speed. I dropped my axe to the ground and used both hands to try and block its path. It was useless. The blood wriggled its way through my fingers in streams, making a beeline for Keke.

Keke hopped back from Cannoli, serpentining her way around the droplets of blood. “Damn it!”

“Don’t stop moving!” I cried.

Cannoli’s screams were growing hoarse, and Tristan cowered behind us in tears as Desiree hopped between us to stand in front of me. Her back arched and hackles raised, a deep hiss tearing from her throat.

Shit, what the hell are we supposed to do?

“Stop it! Please!” I begged. “What do you want?”

“Hmm,” she pondered, slowly pacing the room. “I wish to make a deal.” The droplets of blood gave up their chase, returning to the kittengirl in a pool at her feet. The sigils burned into Cannoli’s skin faded, and Tristan’s whimpering eased.

“W-what was…?” I heard Tristan murmur. Desiree left my side, sneaking into Tristan’s lap.

“You fucking wretch,” Ravyn growled with her hands balled. “Quit toying with us.”

“Fucking kill you we will, squawwk!”

“Ravyn,” I hissed.

But the girl smiled. “The snarky one.” She giggled. “I’m talking to this man here. Not you.” She glanced at Ravyn, then looked at me with a stare that pierced my very soul. “I have so many friends now. But I’ve never had a lover.” She looked up as if she were revisiting an old memory.

As she spoke, her head gradually tilted to the side until her cheek was inches from touching her shoulder. “Decades. Decades in this disgusting world. And not once did I ever share a bed with a man. So many regrets, so many lives taken, how they placed men up on a pedestal! Oh, how I would love to feel a man’s embrace.”

Her neck snapped back up with a sickening sound. “Be my slave,” she continued. “If you agree on that, then I shall let all of them go. Even the other man. Ah!” She laughed as if she’d misspoken. “Sorry, not man. Boy.” Her twisted smile showed off a row of perfect white teeth. She drew her tongue along a sharp canine on the upper row, drawing blood and then slurping it away.

Disgusting. What the fuck kind of proposition is that?

“And if I refuse?”

Her smile grew wider. “Then you all die.”

What the hell was I supposed to do? No, I knew the answer. I was just too afraid to admit it. I couldn’t put a price on saving my friends. If staying behind was the cost, then I would gladly pay it. “How do I know you’ll hold to your end of the bargain?”

“Matt!” Ravyn said in disbelief.

“Don’t do it,” Tristan said in a pained voice.

The girl shrugged. “You don’t. But you have borne witness to what I can do. Marking you all for death would be so simple. You’d be the most fruitful harvest I’ve ever claimed.” Her smile returned. “They hang well, don’t they, Matt?”

The vision from the locket returned, slamming into me like a tidal wave. The girls on crosses, their blood dripping into cups. The wind was knocked from my chest, and I had to put a hand on the wall to steady myself.

“Matt,” Keke whimpered.

“Unless you somehow think that you, the snarky one, and the maid over there can somehow stop me.” She poised the dagger over her palm once more. “I am ready when you are.”

I stood, not even chancing to reach for my axe. “And what does being your slave entail?”

She licked her lips. “You would please me in every sense of the word. Do as I say, never leave, never try to escape, live forever alongside me.” The girl bent over behind the cauldron and retrieved a wooden paddle large enough to stir the entire pot. “It would start with you jumping into this pot. You see,” her voice lowered, “I must first Enchant you if I am to make you my slave. Can’t have you going about having your own free will and all.”

So, I’m to become her undead sex slave? I paused and scratched the back of my neck. “You let them all go, and I’ll do it. I’ll get in the damn pot.”

“Matt! No!” Cannoli whined.

“Wonderful!” The girl turned around, speaking with a yearning that made my skin crawl. “Oh, the things we’ll do at night. I’ve never seen what a man looks like naked. Mmm, how delectable.”

“Listen,” I heard Ara barely whisper over my shoulder. “The pot. Tip it over.”

“Are you insane?” I hissed. “She’s going to fucking kill us if I do that.”

“I need you to trust me. She may be decades old, but she acts like a child.” There was something fierce in Ara’s eyes. Despite that, this was a trust fall I wasn’t sure I was ready for.

Then again…what’s stopping her from getting out of here alone with Tristan this instant?

I decided to take the risk.

“But don’t leave just yet,” the girl said as she turned back around, “I want you all to watch as he boils alive.”

I narrowed my eyes. “You said they could go.”

She waved her hand, swatting the very words from the air. “I keep my promises, slave.”

“Can I at least know your name?”

She pursed her lips. “I have no name. It was taken from me.”

“What should I call you?”

“Master. Mistress. Queen. L-l-lover.” Her cheeks flushed like bruises.

I grimaced. “Fine. Have it your way.” I glanced at Ara. She motioned back to me with a nod of her head.

With my heart in my throat, I approached the cauldron. “I just, uh, hop in?”

She nodded enthusiastically. “Hop in, lover.”

Ugh. Well. Here goes nothing.

I lifted my foot, making a show of stepping over the lip of the enormous pot. Her smile widened, and I stole one deep breath. At the last possible moment, I thrust the sole of my boot against the cauldron and shoved it over. The girl’s eyes widened, her smile quickly turning to fury as the hot liquid poured out toward her, burning her from the waist down. I never imagined the contents of the cauldron would be so potent. The girl’s flesh melted from her bones, causing her to collapse onto the ground in a fit of pain. Her screech filled the air, and I dove for my axe.

“[Invigorate]!” Ravyn cried out.

In an instant, Tristan was on his feet and screaming, “[Fire Ball]!” The roaring flame soared past me, and damn, was it an epic blaze. It singed my hair on its journey before exploding against the kitten’s chest.

Fire engulfed the girl, burning and cooking her limbs to ash. Daggers and arrows soared through the air and nailed her in the gut, the heart, the lungs, and the forehead.

The girl screeched. Her eyes liquified into black pools pouring from the corners. “[Mark for Death],” she said in a gurgling mess of her own words.

Cannoli and Tristan collapsed once again, and before the girl could get another word out, I rushed forward, screamed, “[Adrenaline Rush]!” and cleaved the blade of my axe through her throat.

Now accessing system memory…

What’s it feel like to have someone stroke your hair and tell you it’s okay?
What does a real, true friend feel like?
All of the ones that answer my calls are so cold…

Memory storage successful.
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Chapter 28
Wizards and Zombies


My axe stayed half-buried in the stone floor for some time. My ears were ringing, and I had trouble looking away from the pained expression on her face. There was a muffled parade of voices bombarding me, but there were so many aspects about the encounter that my brain was having trouble comprehending.

I finally snapped out of my haze when Keke grabbed me by the arm and gently yanked me away from the scene.

“Matt! Are you okay?” She was yelling, and I finally realized just how loud she’d been screaming up until now.

I turned around, letting go of my axe, and rotated my pinky finger into my left ear, the one that received the biggest brunt of Keke’s concern. “Y-yeah, I’m fine. Sorry about that. I don’t know what came over me.”

“You beheaded a demon,” Ravyn said with a serious tone. “It’s to be expected.”

Ravyn and I locked gazes, and dare I say it, I think I actually saw a hint of concern. Or maybe I was just delirious. “Thanks.” I think I was feeling the effects of shock. I was short of breath, shaking, and anxious.

I looked over my shoulder and back at the beheaded girl. She was so small, so fragile. Mere droplets of blood oozed out from the orifices of her body where the daggers and arrows had struck—the consistency was like honey. Even from this distance, I could tell it was sticky. “Hey, Ravyn,” I said, collecting my thoughts, “can…a [Necromancer] become a lich?”

“How do you know that term?” she hissed.

Her voice had me turning back around. The girls wore varying expressions of concern, shock, suspicion. “Long story. In the world I came from, such a term existed.” My breath caught when I realized I hadn’t gone to see if Cannoli or Tristan were alright. My eyes stung from not blinking for so long.

I rushed to Cannoli’s side and put my hand on her shoulder. To my relief, Keke was already sitting beside her with a hand on her opposite shoulder. “Are you okay? Are you hurt anywhere?”

Cannoli looked downcast. She didn’t look at me. “I’m fine,” she whispered. “Check on Tristan.”

Keke nodded, rubbing Cannoli gently.

Tristan was rising to his feet, a hand on his wrist. He flexed it in a slow circle and shook his head. “No permanent damage here. I think, anyway.”

“Are you sure?”

Tristan nodded. “I believe so.”

I knew that look. No, he wasn’t sure, but he didn’t want to make a big scene of things. Ara was at his side in a flash, cradling his hand in hers.

“Young master, allow me. Please,” Ara said sternly.

“A-Ara, I don’t think it’s a big deal.” Color returned to Tristan’s face.

“We can decide that together.”

With Ara looking after Tristan, I returned to Cannoli’s side, taking her hand in mine and examining the palm. Nothing remained of the blood rune or outline. “Do we need have you two looked at?”

Cannoli shook her head and smiled, though it looked forced. Buttons weaved around the back of her neck and smushed his cheek against hers. “I don’t think so. I’m fine. I’m fine! Really.”

“Tell me if it gets any worse.”

“O-okay.”

“It seems they are both out of immediate danger,” Ara announced, releasing Tristan’s hand. “We can find a healer once we return to town.”

“Hey.” Ravyn touched my shoulder—just a fleeting brush of her fingertips. “How the hell do you know what a lich is?”

I stood up and looked at Ravyn. She was frowning. “Liches were just an idea in the world Tristan and I came from. Not actual things. They were more like—” I grappled for a description of a video game or tabletop concept that the girls could understand, “—like a fairy tale or scary story.” I motioned to Tristan, hoping he’d back me up.

Tristan nodded. “Undead slaving the undead, right? That’s how they were known in our world.”

“I didn’t think either of you understood any of this. Undead magic is expressly forbidden in Nyarlea, so it’s best to avoid the topic altogether.” Ravyn’s frown deepened, and she bowed her head. “Mentioning a lich could get you in massive trouble.”

“Noted.” I shuffled past Ravyn when a hand caught me by the shoulder.

“Matt,” Keke said. I looked over my shoulder at her. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m fine.” I shrugged.

She chewed her lip, tilting her head as her golden eyes pierced my skin. “If you say so.”

Rubbing her hand, I brushed it away with a forced smile and approached the embedded axe. The vision of the girls on crosses still crawled at the edges of my thoughts, alongside the bloody cuts of death in the palms of Cannoli and Tristan. I’d been so ready to dive into that pot for the rest of them. A zombie pleasure slave for the rest of my existence.

I felt the corpse’s touch would still curse me if I touched it. I shivered.

The stone shifted and screeched as I wrestled the axe from the ground. A scoff escaped my lips when I saw how little damage had been done to the weapon.

Just how the hell does Espada make such damn good weapons?

“Hey! Ara! You got a Level!” Tristan called, poking through his iPaw in his palm. “That’s great!”

Ara’s cheeks pinked, and she rolled her shoulders. “T-thank you.”

Oh yeah, I guess that would probably give us a ton of Experience. I summoned my iPaw and glanced at the notifications. 

New Notifications!

Matt has gained: 450 Base XP!
Matt has gained: 450 Class XP!
Matt is now: Base Level 7!
Matt is now: Class Level 7!
Matt has gained: 5 points of Energy!


Keke has gained: 445 Base XP!
Keke has gained: 445 Class XP!
Keke is now: Base Level 8!
Keke is now: Class Level 8!
Keke has gained: 3 points of Energy!


Cannoli has gained: 430 Base XP!
Cannoli has gained: 430 Class XP!
Cannoli is now: Base Level 8!
Cannoli is now: Class Level 8!
Cannoli has gained: 3 points of Energy!


Ravyn has gained: 400 Base XP!
Ravyn has gained: 400 Class XP!
Ravyn is now: Base Level 12!
Ravyn is now: Class Level 8!
Ravyn has gained: 2 points of Energy!

Two Levels for Cannoli, Keke, and me, one for Ravyn. Damn.

“We should leave before the horde catches up with us,” Ara said with a bit of impatience in her voice. “I don’t want to see Tris—the young master hurt.” That last bit caught my attention, and I was lucky to see a gentle hue of red on her cheeks. Seeing her glare at me with such murderous intent was a price of admission I was willing to pay.

“Would the zombies still be active if that girl was controlling them?” Tristan asked.

“It is better to be cautious, young master,” Ara replied with a bow.

“Ara’s right. Let’s get going,” Keke agreed.

Guess I’ll distribute these later. “Disappear iPaw.”

“Let’s try over there,” Ravyn motioned to a rickety old door at the back of the kitten’s room with a flick of her head. “Old witch has to get out somehow.”

“Sure.” I came to the door with axe in hand and laid my palm on the splintered wood. I noticed my feet were beginning to grow colder, and I looked down to see that the stream of water we saw earlier was exiting through the gaps below like a series of small veins. “Huh.” I put my ear against the door. “Pretty sure it’s safe. Hey, Ara—”

The sounds of flesh parting and bone-cracking echoed through the small room as Ara plucked her daggers from the corpse of the kittengirl. How she could do that with such indifference was beyond me.

Soon after, Ara came to my side, a dagger held surely in each hand. A vivid image of Ara pinning me to a bullseye and throwing daggers at me with a sinister smile painted my vision. I was glad she was on our side.

“I am ready,” she said with a curt nod.

“Alright.” I pushed open the door, surprised to find it unlocked. Guess she trusted no one would ever leave. I turned my head and motioned with my axe for the remainder of our group to follow. “Cannoli. Looks dark down there. Do you mind helping me out?”

Cannoli didn’t gesture, didn’t speak. She simply walked up to me, put her hand on the side of the blade, and murmured, “[Illuminate].”

Cannoli’s quiet, detached demeanor was concerning. The sight of blood and gore seemed to bother her more than the rest of the group, and this was far worse than anything we’d encountered so far. You’re really worrying me. I wanted to say it, but I couldn’t manage. Not when enemies could still be nearby, not when we were still in dangerous territory. Best not to complicate the issue. Time would allow it later on.

Keke nocked an arrow across her bow, and Cannoli moved to stand behind her, wand held upward. Tristan and Ravyn flanked Cannoli, Desiree slithering between Cannoli and Tristan. Ball Gag fluttered about on top of Ravyn’s shoulder, seemingly desperate to say something, but ultimately stayed quiet at Ravyn’s request.

I brought my attention back to the old door and pushed it wide open. A series of stone steps descended downward, and even as I held the axe outward, I couldn’t see the bottom.

“Watch your step,” I said as I took one step down, testing the stone. I slid and almost lost my footing. Swinging my other leg forward to make up for the awkward landing, I ended up performing my own rendition of ‘the splits.’ God damn, did it hurt. Just glad there were walls on both of my sides. “Fuck.”

“Careful!” Keke said from behind me.

“I know, I know.” An idea occurred to me. “Hey, Ara. You mind leaving a hand free? Just in case? Seems a bit slippery.” Out of curiosity, I looked down at Ara’s feet and noticed she was wearing Mary Janes.

Though, with shoes like those, she might be the one that’s gonna need help.

She paused. “Of course. A moment.” Taking one of the blades from her right hand, she repositioned it so that she held both daggers between the fingers of her left hand.

“Thanks.”

We began our descent. The sound of crashing waves grew louder as we dove deeper, and soon we found another door at the bottom. The gentle streams of water brushed by my foot as I neared, and I was grateful that the ground felt more rigid down below. I pushed on the door with an extended hand, and it creaked open.

I gasped, gritting my teeth in anticipation. Scattered around the floor were the bodies of at least a dozen catgirls. Ara and I readied our weapons.

“More zombies!” I called.

There was a thick tension clinging to the air. How anticlimactic it was when we all sat there for several seconds, ready and waiting, suddenly aware of how— well, how dead they were.

“They’re…not moving?” Keke questioned aloud.

Ravyn clicked her tongue. “Must’ve suffered their final death when the [Necromancer] kicked the bucket.” I glanced behind me to see Cannoli and Keke shoot Ravyn perplexed glances. “The kittengirl? [Mark for Death] girl? Fuck. When the bitch died!”

“So it did work that way,” Tristan noted quietly.

I stifled a laugh. I looked back to the valley of unmoving corpses. Wanting to be on our best game just in case they decided to stand once again, I asked, “Did you girls distribute your points?” Each of the girls hummed a response, though Cannoli’s was on the quieter side. 

“Not me,” Tristan said.

“Hm. I’ve got an idea.” I cleared my throat and enunciated, “iPaw, distribute one point into [Strength] and another into [Vitality].”

What happened next was bizarre. It was as if someone had hijacked my hearing. Ai’s monotone voice rang between my ears.

“You will be distributing one Stat Point to [Strength] and another to [Vitality]. Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

I hope I’m not getting weird looks right now.

“Will there be anything else, [User Matthew]?”

“No, thank you,” I said.

I felt the effects immediately. My axe felt lighter, my lungs felt stronger, and my heart beat quicker. This feeling never gets old.

“It works, Tristan,” I said, never taking my eyes off the dead horde. “Just announce to your iPaw how you want to distribute your Stats.”

“Thanks, Matt!” Tristan’s voice fell. “I, uh, didn’t Level up, though.”

Oh. That bodes ill for my future.

[image: Ravyn Pro Tip: One [Necromancer] wouldn’t have been able to control all of these undead. A [Lich], though…]
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Side Quest: Yomi's Judgment


A month had passed since the Defiled fight in Shulan. A month since she’d Enchanted Matt to sleep with her.

More than a month since she’d seen Belial.

Yomi lay across the inn bed, staring up at the sheer, softly swaying canopy. She traced the slight curve of her stomach with the tips of her fingers and allowed the myriad thoughts that plagued her to each spend time at the forefront of her mind.

What would her child be like? Her body hadn’t changed so much visually yet, but a slew of other side effects were taking hold. The morning ills that cramped and nauseated her came more consistently, and the pendulum of emotions she suffered was difficult to suppress. Was Matt upset? She shifted between guilt and resolution often, wishing she could apologize and thank him in equal measure.

Where was Belial?

Yomi turned to her side, her thin black shift pooling above her panties. She’d been away from home for so long, and she missed her own bed, her own four walls, and the scent of her house. Cailu’s frustrations with her when she’d left him were palpable. Enough so that the thought of going home and finding a guard waiting for her to drag her back to his side plagued her nightmares. 

But when she finally did return… Maybe then she could start to make her own way as Ravyn had. She could move to Ni, and maybe Matt would take her into his Party.

No, that was too much to ask. Yomi was certain his forgiveness would be a hard-won thing.

A cool breeze slipped through the cracked window, caressing Yomi’s bare legs and tail. Goosebumps followed in its wake, and she shivered. She’d pulled the curtains closed, but even they couldn’t hide the fact that it was the middle of the day outside. Her sleep schedule was erratic, often consuming afternoon and early evening hours. She was tired, but sleep was deterred once more by her own thoughts.

While a reprieve from fighting and Cailu’s constant criticism was welcome, it also offered time to think. And feel. Yomi wasn’t sure she enjoyed doing either.

The breeze continued past her, flowing to the room’s vanity where she’d stacked the three remaining books on [Dark Priest] and [Demonology] that served her any use. She’d returned to the library only to pay for all of them without a word. The catgirls in charge seemed more than happy to let them go. Ever since, she’d read them cover to cover multiple times, memorizing every word and diagram within them all. They were the only companions she had left. 

The gentle current whipped into a strong gust, propelling the top book from the stack onto the floor. Yomi raised herself from the pillows, watching as the cover snapped open and the pages turned with the torrent. As quick as it had begun, the wind came to a halt, leaving the book spread to the design the [Dark Priest] had drawn on the floor of her house so long ago. A violet glow emitted from the circle and enveloped the tome. Opaque streams of purple vapors emerged from the pages, rising higher and higher until they widened and sculpted themselves into a familiar shape.

“Belial,” Yomi whispered, swinging her legs over the edge of the bed.

Crimson eyes blinked behind jet-black fur. Polished ebony horns swept back from his head. The demon shuddered, adjusting his great maw as if waking from a deep slumber.

“Yomi. You have need of me?” his dark baritone resonated in her ears.

Yomi was torn between tears and laughter. Incredulity won over them both. “I needed you four weeks past,” she snapped. “Where were you?”

Belial clenched his fists and unfurled his fingers. The lion’s tail whipped behind him, and he shifted on his mighty hooves. “You are not my only master, young one.”

She stood, and weeks of anger bubbled in her stomach, searing her veins before escaping her throat. “You’ve promised to be there for me when I need you. You’ve never abandoned me before.”

He blinked again, watching her carefully. “I did not abandon you, Yomi. Have I not satisfied your pleasures when you request? Defeated your enemies when you call my name?”

A furious blush darkened her cheeks. It was true; she’d lost count of the times Belial had answered her lustful beckons and aided her in battle. But that’s why… That’s why… “Yes! And that’s why I trust for you to come when I summon you!”

“When we forged our pact, your offer was my free will.” A cold like the chill of a graveyard at midnight punctuated his words. “I am here, Yomi. I did not abandon you.”

“Why did it take so long?” Yomi cried. “We nearly died in that fight! When we survived, I thought I’d die by Cailu’s hand anyway.” Hot tears threatened behind her eyes as she dropped her gaze and touched her stomach. “I had to take matters into my own hands.”

Belial approached her and inhaled deeply of her scent. A low growl rumbled in his throat. He covered her hand with his and murmured, “This progeny does not belong to Cailu.”

“No,” Yomi admitted quietly.

“Then who?” Belial asked, his voice still carrying a cold blade.

Yomi bit her lip, then said, “Another man in Nyarlea.”

“Has he a death wish?” Belial dropped his hand and stepped away from her. “Your accounts of Cailu would suggest as much.”

“Cailu is not a problem anymore.” Still, Yomi felt her resolve melting into guilt. “I… I forced Matt to sleep with me.”

Belial’s eyes widened infinitesimally, but the reaction was enough to tie knots in Yomi’s throat. She could hear his teeth grinding behind his lips and see the tension building in his throat.

His next words were slow, careful, dangerous. “Do you know the duty of a demon in Hell, Yomi?”

Yomi had a few guesses but thought it better to keep them to herself. She shook her head.

“To punish the damned for eternity,” he snarled. “There is a special place for those who force their will thus onto the innocent.”

Her toes curled, and a shiver ran down her spine. She had never seen him so angry.

What have I done?

Belial brought his arms to his chest, shaping each hand into a half circle as if preparing to cast a Spell. The muscles of his abdomen flexed, and an ancient, unfamiliar language rumbled from his mouth.

Yomi took a step back, bumping into the bed and gripping the sides. “Belial—”

The chant continued, and a black blaze radiated from the demon’s hands. More purple vapors coated the floor, warping and morphing into a growing collective of thick tendrils. The smoke vanished, leaving behind a blood-red, undulating mass writhing on the slick floorboards. A dozen tentacles emerging from its surface squirmed in the air as if seeking purchase.

Yomi squeaked and leaped onto the bed. “What is that? A Defiled?” she squealed.

“Your Defiled would not last a day in our care,” Belial snapped. “And nor, I believe, would you.”

“Belial, wait!”

As if hearing her voice, four of the tendrils turned toward Yomi, their bulbous heads bending in her direction. They launched forward and snapped around her wrists and thighs as she scrambled backward. 

She struggled against the hold, kicking and flailing with myriad grunts. “Let me go!”

Two more sinuous limbs laced around her ankles, forcing her legs straight and rendering her vulnerable.

“If you so wish to be damned, you will see what eternity holds for you,” Belial growled.

A separate tendril slipped beneath Yomi’s shift, sliding beneath her breasts until it reached the hem at her neck. She trembled as the tip bent forward, then tore the fabric away from her body.

“I’m sor—ngh!” The same tentacle that disrobed her thrust inside of her mouth, stilling her tongue and sliding down her throat. She gagged, the tears she’d been hiding breaking free from her lids.

“You would service any demon that wishes to take you,” Belial continued as he watched. “Their wills, too, would be forced.”

Two tentacles mapped her stomach as they slithered to her breasts. The small orifices at their tips dilated and latched around her nipples. They were warm and damp, like eager mouths at her skin. Yomi’s ragged gasps and unintelligible whimpers around the tendril in her throat went ignored. Her toes curled, and her nails dug into the palms of her hand. 

No! This isn’t what I wanted! Please!

Narrow lengths inside the tentacles at her breasts poked and massaged her hardening buds like tongues. Despite her disgust with the creature and Belial’s judgment, a carnal heat was building between her legs.

Belial!

“Should you survive to carry their spawn, you’d birth their broods.”

Another tendril slid over her right thigh, beneath the string of her panties at her hip, then ripped them away. The remnants of her underwear slipped downward, catching on the tentacle wrapped around her left leg. The tip continued on its journey, nuzzling the soft, damp head between her folds before widening and clamping around her clit.

“Mngh!” Yomi choked and coughed. The tentacle in her throat took the opportunity to slide deeper. It was so impossibly deep. Her whole being trembled with pleasure. I can’t— No, I just—

“You will keep your mind and wits for a time. But you will break. They always break,” Belial growled.

The pleasure was so much. Too much. Her hips rolled into the machinations between her legs with intentions of their own. The simultaneous stimulation of her breasts made it impossible to concentrate on anything else. Not Belial’s threats nor her fears. The methodical violation of her throat was slowly adding to her pleasure. The tension in her jaw eased, and she allowed it to sink as far as it pleased.

“Yomi,” Belial murmured. “Do you truly enjoy this?”

Do I?

Two more tendrils weaved their way between her legs, one teasing the soaked opening at her core, the other gliding across the crevice of her backside. Yomi quivered in anticipation. It seemed to sense her acceptance, and both tentacles penetrated her yielding body from both ends. As they pumped and thrust inside of her in time with the tendril in her throat, the sounds that escaped her became more desperate.

“Mmnh…mngh…ngh!”

“Yomi…”

The demon warred with itself for space inside of her, advancing and massaging every inch of her body. The tiny tongues at her nipples and clit sucked and lapped desperately at her skin. The first orgasm gripped her from head to toe, and bright lights exploded in her vision. She wanted to scream with pleasure, and the noise came like a chaotic giggle against the appendage in her mouth.

More! 

Words were unnecessary with this demon. It repositioned the [Dark Priest]’s body, the tendrils on her arms leaning her forward while the ones on her thighs stretched her further open. She was perpendicular to the floor, her head the height of Belial’s knees. Her hair fell on either side of her face, and her eyes rolled upward, meeting the sanguine gaze of the ram’s head. When the tentacles thrust farther inside of her, she groaned in satisfaction, allowing her eyes to roll back further.

“Perhaps Hell is your rightful home.”

Was that a hint of humor? It didn’t matter. 

Another climax rocked her hips and clenched her muscles. Then a third. Drool slid free from the corners of her mouth, dripping from her chin and onto the main body of the demon. Belial stepped toward her and the mass. He bent at the waist and brushed his slender tongue from the nape of Yomi’s neck to the end of her spine. It was blessedly cool on her searing skin.

Yes! A desperate hum escaped her with Belial’s sudden affection. Her flesh glimmered with sweat, her body pulsed with lust. It became impossible to tell the end of one climax from the start of a new one. The convulsions strung together with delicious harmony.

Belial wrapped his hands around her waist. He murmured another incoherent incantation, and the tendrils lost their strength, falling away from Yomi’s arms and legs, sliding free from her orifices and unlatching from her flesh. Her torn panties dropped to the suddenly empty floor.

It was gone. Just like that, it vanished. Yomi groaned in protest as she gasped for newly granted air. “Please,” she whispered. “More.”

Belial lifted her to the bed on her back and tore away his loincloth. He grabbed her thighs and bent them toward her stomach, spreading her wide.

She grinned, her head dizzy and her breathing short. Her chest heaved with effort, dark nipples rising and falling in quick succession. “Your turn, hmm?”

Belial grunted and thrust his cock to the hilt inside her cunt.

As her back arched, Yomi grasped the blanket with both hands, and a piercing cry echoed against the walls. Claim me, my demon. You can’t stand to be outdone.

With his fingers digging into Yomi’s skin, Belial plunged into her with a furious pace. He groaned and sighed, sweat dripping from the tight muscles on his chest.

“Belial!” She clenched with another orgasm, words turning to pleas on her lips, and felt him climax with her.

The last of her convulsions throbbed from the tips of her ears to her toes. His rhythm slowed, and the work of the two demons spilled onto the blanket. She didn’t want him to stop.

She never wanted him to leave.

Belial carefully drew away from her before sinking to the floor and crossing his legs.

Yomi stared at the canopy while she caught her breath. The high descended inch by inch, and logic gradually returned with it. A new breeze caressed her skin and hair, and she traced Belial’s markings around her navel.

“Why did you call it away?” Yomi asked quietly.

“Hell may befit you after all, Yomi of Nyarlea,” Belial replied.

Yomi smirked. “Did it anger you to see me pleasured by another demon?”

He was silent.

Her smile disappeared. She had expected another curt answer regarding his lack of feelings for those who walked above. The same kind of answer she’d received each time before when asking about matters of Hell. “Belial. I’m sorry.”

“I do not wish to see you damned. And I do not wish to see you hurt.” Belial stood and collected his discarded loincloth. “I will not abandon you.”

“Belial—”

But he was gone.

[image: Yomi Pro Tip: Belial…]

Yomi Pro Tip: Belial…



Chapter 29
Cliff Dive


Ravyn’s assurance that the zombies were dead for good was encouraging, but there was just no way for me to walk over a corpse with such casual disregard. Not when they were up and about a couple of hours ago.

Just the thought of one snapping awake to munch on my ankle prompted me to crawl and creep behind each body whenever possible. My actions drew pitiful looks from Ravyn, and I didn’t care. Didn’t help that the echoing drops of water pooling into the center of the room were putting me on edge.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, hurry up!” Ravyn stomped the heel of her boot, her arms held straight down at her sides.

“Don’t push him,” Cannoli murmured.

I frowned and gave Ravyn the middle finger. Sure, there was a strong chance she didn’t know what it meant, but I didn’t care.

A twitch pulled at the corner of Ravyn’s mouth. Eventually, it morphed into a toothy smile, and she reciprocated with a middle finger of her own. I returned the smile and watched as Tristan shuffled uncomfortably on the spot, scratching his cheek.

Ah, right. My kin.

To no one’s surprise, the other girls traded confused looks. What fun it was to have at least one catgirl who had some semblance of understanding regarding Earth.

I continued my venture across the bodies of dead catgirls, glancing at the pool of water every so often. There were some interesting-looking crystals growing at the bottom. They glowed with a blue-green luminescence, giving the basin an aura of magic and mysticism.

“Unremarkable rocks,” Ara said. “‘Fool’s Myana.’ Fetches a high Bell from the ignorant.”

I raised a brow. “‘Fool’s Myana’?” I asked. The term would’ve made me laugh before. What the hell was happening to me that I could take such a ridiculous term so seriously now?

“Stones of similar appearance can regenerate Myana,” Ravyn supplied next. “Incredibly rare stones, though. Nyarlothep hoards them for the most part. They use them as a tribute to the academies and religious congregations.”

The thought of snatching up a few of the taunting rocks to trick some unsuspecting fools came to mind. A few more Bells could only help us in the long run.

Nyarlothep is already a nasty enough place to live in.

The thought left as soon as it arrived.
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Our journey led us to a hallway where the honey glow of light hit the turn of the corner. I breathed a sigh of relief and let my shoulders slump.

“Saoirse be praised. Is that the exit I see?” Keke’s tone gave me the impression that she was doing everything she could to not jump for joy.

Cannoli shouldered her way through the group to stand beside me. “We’re finally getting out,” she mumbled.

We’re almost there. Just hang in there. It only gets better from here. Right?

“Overconfidence is a slow and insidious killer,” Ara warned. “Let’s wait until we’re out of here before we celebrate. We cannot afford complacency.”

Tristan beamed. “So reliable. Thank you for the kind reminder, Ara.”

Ara’s gaze veered somewhat. “Ahem. You are too kind, young master. Shall we carry on?”

“Yeah, let’s.” I flashed a smile and poked my head around the corner. 

Our escape was a clear shot from where we were. The sun had set during our adventure, and the sky was littered with orange and purple clouds. A gentle rain cleansed the ground, but as far as I could tell, there wasn’t any danger to be had. 

“Looks good. But let’s be careful.” I was not about to be fooled again.

Cannoli fell behind Ara, walking in tandem with Keke and the others while Ara and I led as the vanguard. My heart was practically living inside my throat as she and I approached the exit with steeled resolve. I glanced at her, and—to be frank—her unwavering courage put me to shame. Her eyes were lit with determination, and her gaze never faltered. I had to admire it.

She’s a keeper.

As we neared the exit, a spray of water pattered against my skin. Puddles had collected at the foot of the cavern’s entrance. A swathe of relief swept over me, and just as I was ready to leap to safety, I realized something somewhat important. There were, maybe, about three steps between me and the face of a cliff.

I gasped and reeled back, the axe falling from my hand and clanging onto the ground. My ears rang with the sound. “Holy shit!” If I had taken another step, I would’ve fallen to my death. “That was close.”

“What’s wrong?” asked Keke.

Ara moved to stand in front of me with a raised brow. I couldn’t help but feel like she was judging me. With a slow, vigilant pace, she came to the entrance, paused, then backstepped with a speed I’d never seen before, nearly running into me, then Cannoli on the way back.

“I r-regret to say that we may need to turn back,” Ara said.

“Hah?” Ravyn said with an incredulous tone in her voice. “Don’t be fucking stupid. The exit is right there. Come on, chop-chop, let’s go!”

“Hurry up, you cowards! Squawwwwk!”

“It cannot be done,” Ara said flatly. “I am most sorry for the inconvenience, but considering the circumstances, fleeing the cave back through the way we came from should be feasible as the [Necromancer] is now dead. With that in mind, it is my suggestion that we abandon the current course and set a new one.”

You’re getting overly wordy. But I couldn’t blame her. Seeing that drop had scared the bejesus out of me.

Ara brushed by the back of the Party, and just as she was passing Ravyn, our [Sorcerer] caught her by the arm. “Where the hell do you think you’re going?”

“Like I said, we must abandon—”

“Yeah, I heard you. I don’t agree with it. What the fuck is over there?”

Ravyn and Ara continued to bicker. After a while, Keke rubbed her face, bags hanging under her eyes, a look of exhaustion plastered over her features. Without a word, she squirmed between the others to make it through, scuffing up my hair on the way with a tired smile. She peeked over the edge next, then turned around, shaking her head. She looked even more exhausted than before.

“Hey, Matt, are you afraid of heights?” Keke’s tone was low. Too low for anyone else but us to hear. Guess she had to conserve energy wherever she could.

“Uhh, a little bit.” The insane cliff edge Ravyn lived on resurfaced, and the wind that swept by me at that time came back as if it were in the room. “We’re not exactly on great terms.”

Keke sighed. “There’s plenty of room to walk, so long as we stay single file.” She put a hand on her hip and shifted her weight to one leg. “I’ll hold your hand,” she said playfully.

“I don’t—” I could feel my face growing hot with embarrassment.

“Hush. It’s fine,” Keke retorted. “Hey, Ara! Are you afraid of heights?”

I looked over my shoulder to see the collar of Ara’s uniform grasped in Ravyn’s hands. Keke’s sudden question sent a wave of silence over the crowd. Several seconds passed. It was a simple question, though the longer Ara took to reply, the more evident her answer became.

Afraid of heights. Guess her and I have more in common than I thought.

“Nonsense,” Ara said. Maybe I was reading into it too much, but I was sure she stuttered.

Ravyn snorted. “Afraid of heights, eh? So our fearless maid has a weakness after all?”

The shimmering glint of Ara’s dagger found itself below Ravyn’s chin. “Not another word.”

Ravyn was undaunted. “Try it, bitch. Fuck around and find out.”

“Oh, is that all?” Tristan’s tone was chipper, and a soft laugh escaped his lips. “That’s nothing to be ashamed of. I had lots of friends who were scared of heights when I was a kid.”

I give Tristan a gold star.

“I am not afraid of heights,” Ara insisted. She said that, but her cheeks were growing more flushed by the minute. “I merely proposed we…we turn back so as to avoid slipping away from the cliffside. It would be most unfortunate for any one of us to lose our lives after such a perilous—”

“You’re avoiding it,” Ravyn said.

Getting on all fours, I crawled toward the alcove and held my palm out. “Just a light sprinkle right now. Yeah, actually, the clouds seem to be disappearing too, so it might be safe.” A well-timed ray of light came to my defense, illuminating my palm with a gentle warmth. Why, thank you, Saoirse.

I stayed like that for a time, the petrichor calming my nerves. After a while, I noticed Keke was looking down at me, staring at me in a way I hadn’t seen before. Gotta admit, the viewing angle was pretty choice.

Then Keke whispered, “That’s a good look on you. I think I want to see that again later.”

I didn’t know what she meant at first. When it hit me, I snapped back into a seated position, my hands in my lap.

Keke giggled.

Ara cleared her throat. “The cliffside will be s-slippery for some time. I do not want someone’s death on my hands when we could have prevented it.”

Keke brought her attention back to the rest of the group. “Then we wait,” she said with a shrug.

Again, with the silence. I turned my whole body around to join in on the conversation. As much as this wasn’t my favorite exit strategy, the desire for a good meal and a shower was too strong. “C’mon, guys. It’s not so bad.” That was not a crack in my voice.

“That is not a risk we can take,” Ara said.

“Keh. Kitty got her tail between her legs?” Ravyn’s face was coming closer and closer to Ara’s, a smug smile plastered across her mouth.

“I understand, Ara,” Cannoli chimed in. “I’m afraid of loud noises and hangnails.” She put a finger to her chin in thought. I was glad to see she was starting to come back around. “Maybe you wouldn’t be so afraid of heights if you lived on Ni Island? In fact, Ravyn lives on the face of a cliff.”

Ravyn’s smile grew wider, if you can believe it.

“I’ll hold your hand,” Tristan offered. “In the cities, we’d have these huge buildings,” he emphasized his words with a wave of his arms, “packed full of hundreds of people. Actual hundreds! We call them skyscrapers! You can see the whole city from the top of some of them!”

Ara turned to Tristan, pale as a ghost. “Your people were insane!”

She’s not wrong.

Desiree nuzzled Tristan’s leg. He patted his thighs and held out his hands. The cat leaped up and nestled into his arms. “Look, Desiree will give you some company too!”

Ara went from pale in the face to bright red. She averted her gaze, sheathing her dagger and pinching the hem of her dress.

But Tristan just kept on smiling. He held out his hand expectantly. “Come on. We’ll go together.”
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Chapter 30
How Quickly the Tide Turns


After a lengthy discussion about cliff scaling safety, due in no small part to Ara’s barrage of questions, we traversed the ridge in relative silence. We had our backs to the mountain and moved step by step, with our hands linked together. The wind was stronger than it had been on the other side of the cave, and it would build into an occasional gust.

The worst part of the journey was the random specks of dirt or dust in my eye, thanks to said gusts. It was an alarming sensation, especially being actual hundreds of feet up in the air with nothing to stop us from falling. I just had to hope there wouldn’t be a random alcove with bats hiding in it. Knowing my luck, they’d send me right over the cliff in their panicked flight.

“Everyone okay so far?” I called without looking. 

I heard Ara yelp. Some mumbling followed, and then came Tristan’s voice, “We’re okay back here!”

“Great! You’ll be fine, you’ll see!” Keke took the charge this time, leading me by the hand. Cannoli followed behind, holding onto my other hand. It helped calm my nerves, though the protector in me felt ashamed.

My previous visit to Ravyn’s cliffside home was a gentle reminder of just how badly heights and I got along. A drop like that would kill me, and I couldn’t imagine the managers upstairs would be too thrilled to see me a second time so soon. ‘Oh, what happened this time?’ Catgirl zombies and cliff diving. Can I try again?

As we traveled the narrow path along the cliffside, it expanded outward, little by little. We were able to move faster and face forward. Made it feel more like a hike than a dangerous trek to a terrifying death.

At last, the path was almost as wide as any carriage-bearing road on the island, and I could feel all of us relax. When we made it to the top, the trail wrapped around, leading to a signpost.

“Hey, look at that,” I said, pointing. I dropped Keke and Cannoli’s hands and jogged to the post, elated to once again be on wide solid ground. I read the words aloud. “Left to Anyona, right to Catania.” My hand veered off to the right, and I glanced behind me to get some input. “Catania. That’s where we’re going next. Are we all in agreement?”

I got words and gestures of approval. Mostly.

“If I may,” Ara began, her legs quaking as she stepped away from the cliff, “I don’t believe we should jeopardize Tristan’s safety any longer.”

“I agree. Nothing left but zombies and burned-down houses in Anyona. So, let’s move on to Catania,” I said.

Ara narrowed her eyes. “I believe your intended message is quite clear.”

“Mhm.” I took a few steps in Catania’s direction, and the firm grip of Ara’s hand clutched me at the bend of my arm.

“Take us back to the boat,” Ara said. “That is not a request.”

I shook her grip away from my arm, and Keke and Ravyn were quick to flank her. Instead of combatting Ara, I brought my attention to the remainder of the group and locked eyes with Tristan. He seemed a bit uncomfortable, so I thought I’d give him a little boost of courage. “Hey, Tristan.”

“Yeah?”

“You said you wanted to see what was on the rest of the island, right? Do you still want to?”

A sheepish nod followed.

“Well, there you go,” I said, looking at Ara this time. “Guy wants to see the rest of his island.”

“I must advise against that,” Ara said with a firmer tone.

“I’m sure I heard somewhere that it’s illegal to tell a man no.” I had no intention of forcing anyone into anything, but I did want to offer a gentle nudge to those who seemed in need of it. And Tristan was practically screaming for it. “Willing to break the law?”

Ara paused. “You snake.”

I raised a brow. Snake, huh? “Is that a Nyarlean term? Or did you pick that up from him?”

Ara didn’t seem to know how to respond. I looked to Keke for support. She looked away, scratching the back of her neck nervously.

“Nope,” Ravyn said. “That’s not a Nyarlean term.”

Thank you, Ravyn.

“What does it matter?” Ara clicked her tongue. “I must take him back. He’s in danger here.”

“I can definitely agree with you on the second part. Gonna hard pass on that first request, though.” I smiled wide. “What would you like to do, Tristan?” The guy had to say it. I could only push it so far.

“I…” Tristan burned red, looking between Ara and me. “I want to go to Catania.”

“There. See? Tristan has made his decision.” And we need to retrieve our [Magic Knight].

“Preposterous! We were nearly killed in that cave, and you would take him further still?” Ara was shouting now. “I cannot believe you! What man would charge into the wilds and endanger Nyarlea’s population as a whole? Do you not see the bigger picture?”

I didn’t answer her immediately. I had to think about it. It was something I thought I was getting a little better at—that whole ‘seeing the big picture’ thing. I’ll be the first to admit that I wasn’t the best student.

“Where I came from, guys had to suck it up and swallow their pride when something needed to be done. I’m sorry, but I don’t think you’re seeing the big picture.” I folded my arms and gestured to Catania with a flick of my head. “Tristan needs to know how this world works. That includes Catania, Anyona, Venicia, San Island, Ni Island… Hell, all of Nyarlea, for that matter.”

“We have a plan,” Ara argued. “We keep him safe. We establish our population in Venicia, build outward, and adopt the other cities. It is a plan that may take several generations, but Shi Island will prosper from it in the long term.”

And here we go again.

“That should be Tristan’s choice,” Keke said. “No one should take that from him.”

“We did not take that from him,” Ara snapped back. “We reasoned with him and came to an agreement.”

“Ara, I do want to see what the rest of the island is like,” Tristan said at last. Desiree did figure-eights between his ankles. Tristan looked down and smiled. He picked the cat up and held it up. “See? Even Desiree agrees.” 

As if on command, Desiree meowed back.

Ara shot Tristan a glare but did nothing more. She looked at each of us, assumedly seeking some sort of validation. To her dissatisfaction, no one came to her defense.

“Fine,” Ara said. “It is as you say. I cannot stop him. But I will continue to protect him. I was hoping our venture into the cave and coming so close to death’s door with a [Necromancer] would change his mind, but it seems as though I was incorrect.”

“None of us are perfect.” I shrugged and started to walk. “To Catania?”

[image: image-placeholder]


“There! It’s in the bushes!” Keke cried out with her bowstring held back. “[Pinpoint Weakness]!”

The Encroacher leaped out of the bushes, slashing at Ara with one of its serrated claws. Ara sidestepped, cutting across the back of the beast’s neck.

The creature stumbled into a roll, backing up with one of its hands held to where Ara’s dagger cut it. It backed up slowly, inhaling deeply and inflating its throat to twice the original size. A fiery-red hue rose from its abdomen, traveling the length of its body until lighting its face.

“Get out of the way!” I motioned to the rest of the group, though Cannoli was slow on the uptake. I moved to stand between her and the beast. A roaring flame sprayed out of its mouth, colliding with my shield.

“[Galvanize]!” I heard Ravyn call out. A shield shaped from thousands of miniature hexagons formed around me in the shape of a transparent bubble. “Matt, now!”

“Right!” I let my shield down, and the Encroacher continued its onslaught. The flames evaporated into steam at the collision point, leaving me untouched. With my newfound magic shield, I charged through the stream of fire. I used the momentum to swing one leg forward, nailing the Encroacher right below the chin with the toe of my boot. 

The creature careened backward, its head striking hard against the ground. Running to its side, I lifted my axe high, then let it fall on the Encroacher’s inflated throat.

The beast managed to roll away from my swing, barely sustaining little more than a paper cut to its rubbery flesh. What the hell is this thing made of?

Ara was ready. She wrestled the roach to stay still while holding a thin line of…something between her fists. It drew blood from the creature’s skin whenever it struggled. Ara quickly sidestepped the Encroacher’s attempts to slash back at her. 

During the whole struggle, Ara’s expression never changed. She wore a look akin to someone organizing a calendar rather than fighting for their life.

“Keke!” Ara called. “Finish it!”

Keke held a few arrows between her fingers, letting loose one right after the other in rapid succession. The arrows flew true, nailing it below the breast, then the forehead, then directly in the eye. The roach struggled for a few seconds more, and then its body went limp.

“Well done,” Ara said, letting the beast down from her grasp.

“You too,” Keke said, running to her side and kneeling next to the creature.

“That’s the last one, right?” Tristan asked, who, unfortunately, wasn’t of much help in the fight.

“Yeah,” I said with a nod, “I think so.” I approached Cannoli with quickened breath and a hand on her shoulder. “Are you okay?”

Cannoli’s cheeks grew bright red. “U-uh, yeah.” She averted her gaze from mine. She was still pretty quiet, but at least the color was coming back to her face.

Ravyn, on the other hand.

“That little shit got me,” I heard her mumble. “Hey, Cannoli! Help a girl out?”

“Of course, Ravyn!” Cannoli ran past me and arrived at Ravyn’s side quicker than I could. When I reached them, Cannoli was already hard at work to heal the bleeding from Ravyn’s arm.

Damn Ravyn, you have luck with your arms like I do my legs.

“Little fuck better not leave a mark,” Ravyn said with a more sullen look than I would’ve expected.

Cannoli shook her head. “It won’t! Not with my magic!”

I motioned to Tristan. He jogged over, glancing over at Keke and Ara on the way. “Getting more comfortable?” I asked.

“Ahaha, I don’t know. Maybe. I would’ve preferred if we fought something that wasn’t strong against fire, though.”

“You and Ravyn both.”

Catania wasn’t far now. We had our fair share of Encroachers on the way, but after the [Necromancer], we had yet to run into any new menaces. Of the Defiled nature, that is. Ceres had made it a point that Anyona was likely the worst off, though I had my doubts now. I wondered whether it was just a matter of time before they breached Badyron and Sorentina’s defenses.

We’d have to discuss it later. Night was falling. And being prone at night was never a good thing.
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Chapter 31
Why Are We Still Here? Just to Suffer?


New Notifications! 


Matt has gained: 33 Base XP!
Matt has gained: 33 Class XP!


Keke has gained: 26 Base XP!
Keke has gained: 26 Class XP!


Cannoli has gained: 26 Base XP!
Cannoli has gained: 26 Class XP!


Ravyn has gained: 10 Base XP!
Ravyn has gained: 10 Class XP!

“Disappear, iPaw.” I looked over where Keke, Cannoli, and Ravyn were sitting. They were still a bit out of breath, but I was proud. This marked the fourth Encroacher we’d dispatched since leaving the cave. Our synchronization was improving, and I had a distinct feeling that Ara was finally beginning to come around. She still disagreed with me, but at least we fought well together.

I was grateful just to have another person standing at the frontlines with me.

Once our Stats were replenished, we made our way down the west road, rarely straying far from it. There were several forests on our flanks, so Keke—using [Low-Light Vision]—and Ravyn—using [Farsight]—kept a weather eye open for anything suspicious.

Ball soared through the air with speed a bit unfitting for a parrot. I wondered whether parrots were agile in general or if Ravyn’s was just special. Ferdinand, my mom’s hellkite, had been the laziest creature with wings I’d ever seen. Maybe familiars received extra benefits from their masters.

Ball landed on Ravyn’s shoulder, and she thanked him with a quick peck on his cheek.

“Stay on the path, squawwwk!”

And so we did. Each of us was on high alert, and I could see it in their faces that they were determined to see this through. Thankfully, Ara didn’t voice many concerns on the way. At least, not when it came to topics like leaving the island or taking Tristan back to Venicia.

“There!” Ara threw a dagger into a nearby shrub over on our left. The dagger struck something solid, but it didn’t sound anything like flesh or bone. She took a few cautious steps forward, another dagger at the ready. “Wait here.” She neared closer and closer, waiting a few heartbeats between each advance.

“I think it’s gone,” Cannoli whispered.

Ara didn’t seem as sure. She never let her guard down. To me, she came off like she was always on edge, always convinced that something new and terrible was lurking nearby. Her eyes were always moving. I couldn’t imagine this girl showing a weak side to anyone, not even Tristan.

After almost a minute of waiting in silence, my muscles began to relax, and I could see the others were starting to ease up as well.

“Come on, Ara, let’s move on,” I said.

“No. It’s here. Something is here. It’s following us,” Ara insisted.

Are you sure about that?

“[Farsight] didn’t see anything,” Ravyn whispered. “Right, Bally?”

Ball nodded.

Staying still for so long didn’t sit right with me. It was only a matter of time before the next Encroacher or Defiled found us. And if the [Necromancer] was anything to go off of, there was no promise that our next foe would be any weaker.

“I know we’re all still on edge after the [Necromancer] bullshit, but it’s getting dark, and we shouldn’t stay out in the open. We’ll give it one more minute,” I said.

Ara said nothing—didn’t offer even a gesture. I just had to hope that she heard me. She retrieved another dagger from the holster around her shapely thigh, glancing behind her at Cannoli. The look said she was expecting Cannoli to react in a moment’s notice, and the motion set me on edge. Ara moving on her own without any input from the rest of us smacked of my behavior when I’d first arrived in Nyarlea, and we saw where that got us. The scar on my leg prickled with the memory.

And then it happened. There was rustling in the bushes behind me, a few feet away from where Cannoli was standing. I was quick, but Ara was quicker. There was a glint of gray, blades clanging together, and the after-image of a spear flying out of the bushes. The attack occurred so quickly that I had trouble registering what was going on. Save for the fact that Ara and an unfamiliar catgirl were coming to fisticuffs.

The two rolled along the ground, and the rest of us jumped back. Ara shoved the assailant in her gut with both feet, launching the catgirl backward. The attacker reeled and landed awkwardly on her feet, seeming otherwise unharmed. 

For a moment, I thought I was watching a scene from WrestleMania.

Ara’s opponent looked like a savage animal. Thin arms and an emaciated stomach showed a lack of consistent food. The dirtied rags around her chest and hips barely covered the vulnerable segments of her body. Dirt was plastered on her skin in streaks and splatters, and her hair was tangled and matted from sweat and grime. She snarled, snapping her tail back and forth, and her muddy ears flattened against her head.

Ara whipped her bangs from her face and stood, glaring at the wildling with eyes that could kill a man. The two circled each other with their hands held outward and empty. Ara’s daggers gleamed at different points on the ground, lost in their tumble.

We exchanged unsure glances and tiny gestures. Who was this girl? Was she a Defiled? No, she looked like a hungry catgirl, that was all. But then, did we attack? Did we let Ara take her? Though if you were to ask me who I thought would win, I’d put my money on Ara any day of the week. There was a level of concentration and precision in her movements that I’d only seen in Naeemah thus far. Her opponent may have been wild, but Ara’s calculated patience came off like she was designed to kill.

I’d grown so enraptured by their scuffle that I didn’t notice the bushes behind me moving.

“Look out!” Keke cried, snapping around with a nocked arrow.

Another girl sporting a filthy blonde ponytail—and a look just as wild as the first—leaped out with a half-broken sword and a wooden barrel lid for a shield. I rushed to stand between Keke and Ponytail and dug my heels into the ground. I didn’t have the knowledge or the bravery to parry the attack, so I curled my shield arm against my pecs and braced myself.

The catgirl’s attack bounced off the rigid metal, and just as it did, I rushed forward to try and run her down with my shield. Whatever nimble spirit embodied these girls was impossible to catch. The blonde rolled to her side, evading me with ease. Her attention shifted between Keke and me, and I had to hope Keke and I shared the same idea.

Keke let loose an arrow, prompting the wild catgirl to jump to the side.

That was my moment.

With two swift steps forward, I rammed my shield against the side of the catgirl’s head. Well, that was the plan, anyway. Instead, my guard slammed into her well-timed block, metal ringing loud against wood, and a sharp crack filled the air. Now I had her where I wanted her. The wood of her barrel lid had cracked and splintered when we’d collided. With a shield that frail, it wouldn’t be difficult to rip it away from her.

I overpowered our tussle with my superior [Strength] and hooked the bottom curve of my axe to the edge of her shield. She tried to pull away, but it was too late.

“[Adrenaline Rush]!” With a yank, I pulled her close and came down on her neck with the elbow of my shield arm. The girl went motionless, and just as it seemed Ara was about to win her fight, more outlines came into my view.

One, two…five…ten. They surrounded us with a variety of improvised weapons, circling us like we were an enormous prey animal to be subdued. I stood and readjusted my shield in front of my chest, backing to the center of the ring with the rest of my Party. A high-pitched keening escaped from Cannoli. Ara growled. Tristan hugged Desiree to his chest. Ravyn and Keke remained poised for a fight. 

“We don’t mean any harm!” Keke yelled.

One of the catgirls spat and pointed at the motionless blonde. “Looks like ‘harm’ to me.”

“You attacked us,” Ara hissed.

I lowered my shield, axe still firmly gripped. “Hey, come on now. Let’s talk this out like civilized—”

The end of a spear was suddenly inches from stabbing me in the eye. At the blunt end was a catgirl with short, brown hair. Unlike the others, a series of plates covered her left arm, and a single-plated cup rested over her left breast where her heart would be. I’m guessing you’re the leader of this merry band. 

I slowly turned my head to see each member of our group dropping their weapons. I mimicked them, setting my axe down, then raising my hands in peace.

“You going to start spouting that nonsensical ‘Grace, Service, Urgency’ shit?” The leader looked at Ara, a wicked smile pulling at the ends of her mouth.

“Service, Grace, Urgency,” Ara corrected. 

Really, Ara? Now’s the time?

“Oh, shut up!” spat the leader. “I don’t care about any of that garbage! None of us care about it.” The girl looked me up and down. “It’s our lucky day. Two men. You should fetch plenty of coin from the queen.”

Help, I’m being held against my will by an army of catgirls. …Huh, has anyone ever said that before?

“Please let us talk about this?” pleaded Cannoli. “We never meant to do anything bad!”

The catgirl standing beside her jabbed Cannoli sharply between the ribs with the butt of her spear. “Psh, talk about a coddled little brat.”

Cannoli gasped and brought her hands to her stomach.

“Cannoli!” Keke cried before getting a strong jab of her own. I didn’t have to turn around to know that the two had fallen to their knees into coughing fits.

I gritted my teeth and fought the urge to lunge at the girl before me. “Don’t hurt them,” I warned. “They haven’t done anything wrong.”

“Oh, we got someone tough here,” she said with a giggle. She stuck the end of her spear into the ground and approached with a hiss in her voice. “You and the other—” She frowned, looking past my shoulder at Tristan, then back at me. “Man? He is a man, right?”

The question threw me. I wanted to laugh, but at the same time, I wanted to deck this bitch for letting her cronies hurt Keke and Cannoli. “Y-yeah. Yeah, he is.”

“Huh.” The girl drew back and said, “Stand down!” Once the women were at ease, she came close to my face again. “So long as you and the other man do as we say, then I promise we won’t hurt you again. At least, until you meet Jazz. Afterward, whatever happens isn’t my problem. You’ll have to take it up with her.”

Hope she’s as smooth as her name implies.

“Fine. And I won’t go down gutting each and every one of you so long as you don’t touch them again.”

I expected her to combat me. Instead, she smiled. “I think we’ll get along just fine.”

The shaft of another catgirl’s spear nudged itself into the gap between my spine and shoulder blade. “Get a move on!”

Can’t we ever catch a break?
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Side Quest: What the Hell, Annabelle?


The Venicia School of Etiquette was a joke. Ladies pricking their fingers on embroidery needles, burning themselves on cookware, memorizing which utensils went to what side of the plate. Why couldn’t any of the classes teach something useful? Like what kinds of Encroachers and Defiled were on the island. Defense tactics. The current shaky economy between the other cities due to the constant attacks.

No. Instead, Annabelle had made the arduous journey from Catania, losing her sister and mother in the process, only to have her wrists slapped when her posture wasn’t straight.

She’d begged her mother to take them to Sorentina and let her continue her training as a [Sorcerer]. A kind, older woman had helped her hone the basic Spells to get by—minor offensive tactics and her personal favorite, [Displace]—but that was before she and the rest of Catania were reduced to ash.

“Venicia has plenty of warriors to protect us,” Annabelle’s mother had reassured her. “We’ll live together in peace as a family without the fear of the Defiled. Please, just a little farther…”

“Annabelle! Pay attention!” Mistress Edith snapped, cracking the end of a ruler over Annabelle’s knuckles.

Annabelle grimaced as the girls nearby giggled behind their hands. The girls of pure Venician blood. Not an ‘import’ like Annabelle. 

“Mm, Annabelle’s leeching off her education once more,” Justine crooned to her cronies. “As I understand it, squashing leeches is the only way to get rid of them for good.”

Annabelle caught sight of another girl in the hallway, marching past the classroom toward her next lesson.

“[Displace],” Annabelle whispered.

Justine vanished, replaced by a perplexed girl from the hallway.

“What the hell, Annabelle?” Justine shrieked.

Annabelle cackled, wriggling her tail in triumph.

The ruler descended once more, snapping the backs of Annabelle’s wrists and carving bright red welts into her flesh. The searing pain was worth it.

“To Madame Celestia’s office with you! Now!” Mistress Edith bellowed as Justine exchanged places with her classmate.

“I hope she expels you,” Justine hissed so only Annabelle could hear.

Annabelle chewed her lip but said nothing. Let Madame Celestia expel her. Then she could make her way back to Sorentina, knowing that she’d at least tried to make the best of things.

Did you really, Anna? Or did you act foolishly on purpose? The voice in her head was her mother’s. Would I be proud of your accomplishments? 

Annabelle blinked away tears of frustration and continued down the hallways with her chin held high. She breathed deeply when she arrived at the head madame’s doorway, then knocked three times.

“Come in,” Celestia called.

Annabelle crossed the threshold and closed the door behind her.

“Annabelle. Again?” Celestia sighed and adjusted her glasses.

“My deepest apologies, madame,” Annabelle recited automatically.

“This is the third time this week,” Celestia continued. “Who has sent you this time?”

“Mistress Edith.”

“What was your transgression?”

Putting Justine in time out. “Interrupting her most intriguing lecture on the correct method of folding bedsheets.”

Celestia slid her glasses from her nose and carefully laid them on the desk. “You disgrace the name of Venicia, and you mock the integrity of our credo. Service, Grace, Urgency. While your marks in your classes are acceptable, you lack the graceful nature of a true maid. You show no urgency in correcting your faults, toppling both pillars that hold service aloft.”

Expel me. Say it. ‘You are hereby exiled from Venicia.’ Annabelle waited. 

Celestia’s eyes narrowed, and she stood. “Come with me.”

Annabelle paused, unsure of what to expect. Perhaps Celestia wished to show her to the door herself? “Madame?”

“Do not speak unless spoken to,” Celestia growled, striding past Annabelle and opening the door.

Annabelle swallowed and followed the head madame down a winding series of hallways and corridors she’d never traveled. She’d heard it contained more advanced classes and larger dorms for the ladies with children. Neither interested her, and she preferred to take her leisure in the courtyards or recreational halls.

As they proceeded farther along, Annabelle realized the ambient sounds of teachers and students faded with every step. Soon, the only audible sounds were her shallow breathing and their soft shoes against the carpet. She wondered where they were headed, but after Celestia’s previous remark, she feared to ask.

“Here we are,” Celestia said, opening a heavy door at the end of a final hallway. “You shall spend the evening in here. No food nor drink will be served to you until the morrow.”

The tiny room smelled of musk and fear. Dim light penetrated two windows the size of Annabelle’s hands; one on the far wall and one on the door. A cold chill rocketed through her veins, and the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. “M-Madame Celestia, please—”

“There is a chamber pot for your use in the corner. As you can see, there is no room for a bed, and so you must make do without one.”

Memories of hiding in her own filth, praying that the Defiled would not sniff her out beneath the floorboards of an abandoned house resurfaced with vivid clarity. She began to tremble. “Truly, I will not act out again. If you would just—”

Celestia placed a hand on the small of Annabelle’s back. “I trust you won’t.” With a sharp push, Annabelle stumbled inside the room, and the door was locked behind her.

“Wait!” As the word left her mouth, Annabelle doubled over in pain. It was as if an invisible foot had kicked the air from her lungs.

Celestia’s icy gaze appeared in the door’s microscopic window. “I would very much suggest meditating on your misdeeds in silence. You will be expected in class tomorrow. On time.”

The screams of Annabelle’s sister as she was devoured by the Defiled rang in her ears. The cloying stench of blood and gore as it dripped onto the floorboards flooded her nostrils. “Please,” she begged, falling to her knees as her pleading was met by another painful blow. An Enchantment?!

“Service, Grace, Urgency!” Celestia sang as she exited the hallway. “Bear them in mind!”

Annabelle crouched on the floor, gathering her knees to her chest and burying her face in her skirts. No. Just expel me. Please. 

Long, agonizing hours ticked by. What little sun passed through the window quickly dissipated with the oncoming night. The room grew freezing cold without the heat of the day, and Annabelle’s shivering intensified.

I’ll run away. I’ll never come back. Saoirse help me. Mother forgive me.

The sound of footsteps on the carpet dragged Annabelle out of her own head, and she leaped to her feet. She could see through the door’s slot if she stood on her tiptoes. It seemed Justine was headed to a room on the opposite end of the hallway.

This is my chance.

Justine knocked on the door just as Annabelle hissed, “[Displace]!” Pain rocked her innards, but the Spell worked. She stood on the opposing side of the dreaded room while Justine screamed and gasped in immediate pain. Annabelle turned heel to run, but a voice stopped her.

“Hey. Did you get cold feet?” he chuckled and opened the door wider. “We can just talk if you want. It’s okay.”

Tristan. She’d heard his name plenty of times while living at the school. The honor of carrying his children—one Annabelle had never cared to receive—was given to those with high marks and perfect manners. Having never known her father, the heroism and importance of men was all hearsay. No man had saved her family, comforted her in that dark abandoned house, or protected Catania.

Annabelle chewed her lip and glanced behind her. The opposing door’s window was too tiny to make out any movements behind it, and Justine’s shouts had already come to a close. But she couldn’t escape beneath Tristan’s gaze—the whole school would be up in arms.

“Alright, master. We can talk,” Annabelle said, striding past Tristan into the wide room.

No luxury seemed to be spared for the island’s only man. Leather-bound tomes filled bookcases almost twice her height and littered the floor. A bed that would have fit her entire family stood on the opposite side, at least four strides from the bookcase. Paintings, blank canvas, and vases of fresh flowers covered every surface. At the center of the room was a table with a freshly ironed cloth, set with a chilled bottle of wine and two glasses. 

But what captured her attention was the far wall, where the scene of a foreign landscape played from one edge to the other—a stunning beach with pure white sand and crystal blue waters.

As Tristan closed the door behind her, Annabelle traipsed toward the glass. “Is this not a window?” she asked.

“Er, something like that,” Tristan laughed and rubbed the back of his neck with one hand. “It’s an Enchanted mirror. You can see whatever you want, really.”

Annabelle touched the glass, wondering if she’d be able to feel the warm sun on its surface. Her hands were freezing. Instead, the ocean and sand vanished. In its place, stone walkways appeared, flanked by lush trees and lule misri bushes in full bloom. Quaint houses lined the background, surrounding a fountain that doubled as the area’s freshwater source. Kittens balanced on the edge of the fountain, waving their arms in circles to stabilize their footing. Annabelle blinked and stepped back, her mouth and throat going dry. “Catania,” she whispered.

“That’s pretty,” Tristan remarked, moving to stand next to her. “Is that where you’re from?”

Annabelle nodded, unable to find the right words. Her house was the farthest one on the right. The faint outlines of her and her sister’s handprints on the fresh paint were visible if she looked close enough. “It… It doesn’t look like that now.”

Tristan lightly touched her arm. “What do you mean?”

Annabelle glanced at Tristan, his gentle face contorted with concern, then looked back at the once beautiful Catania. Her mother’s promises of Venicia’s protection and the dying wishes of keeping her daughters safe throbbed in her ears. Annabelle tucked her tail between her legs. 

What was she thinking? She couldn’t get expelled. This was the safest place for her to be. What would racing off to Sorentina to join the ranks of warriors and earning her an untimely death prove? How would anyone carry on the memories of her family if there was no one left to do so?

Tristan ran a hand through his hair and grinned sheepishly. “I just realized that I didn’t ask your name.”

Annabelle shook her head. “The fault is mine. My name is Annabelle, master.” She needed to stay in this school. But as soon as Justine went running to Celestia, it was over.

“Would you like a drink, Annabelle?” Tristan wandered to the table and opened the bottle of wine. “They brought one of my favorites tonight.”

It was strange how nonchalantly Tristan behaved. Annabelle had never bothered drafting a mental image of the man, but her expectation was somewhat…taller? More powerful? This young man had an easy smile and a thin frame. His blue gaze was friendly, if a little sad, and his blonde hair fell into his eyes. Everything about him seemed tender. “If it pleases you, sir.”

Tristan shook his head. “Call me Tristan. Please?” He brought her a glass and retook his place beside her.

Annabelle sipped at the sweet, bubbly concoction as the beginnings of a plan formulated. The maids who became pregnant earned their own quarters and special amenities. They were cared for and revered. She’d never imagined having a kitten of her own, but if it meant winning her safety…

“Do you like it?” Tristan grinned, stealing slurps from his glass.

Annabelle couldn’t help but return his smile. “I do.”

He took another drink and lowered his glass. “I’m sure this is a little awkward for you. Honestly, it’s hard for me, too.”

Annabelle raised a brow. “Why would that be?”

“Everyone’s different. In what makes them comfortable, what they’re expecting, the things they like… All kinds of stuff, really. I wish I could wave a magic wand and make it all okay.”

She stared into the depths of her glass, recalling something similar her sister had once said. “Yes, as do I.”

“I-I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to upset you!” Tristan turned to face her, his cheeks pinking. “I just meant that I want you to feel safe. I won’t hurt you.”

A complicated wave of emotions came over Annabelle. She drained her glass and locked Tristan’s sapphire eyes. The frigid chill of Celestia’s prison faded away beneath Tristan’s smile and the sweet wine. “I believe you.” She stepped forward and chanced touching his chest. The skin beneath was warm and firm. “I am at ease. Truly.”

Tristan stroked her hair, fingering the base of her right ear and lowering his voice. “Would you rather keep talking?”

Annabelle’s heart pounded against her breast, and her breathing sped. What was this heat? This excitement? Her cheeks flushed, and she squirmed as his fingers massaged her ear. “I-I… That feels nice,” she admitted.

“Yeah?” He mimicked the motions with her left ear, stroking and teasing the fluffy cartilage from base to tip. “Want me to keep going?”

Goosebumps prickled at the back of her neck, and her tail quivered behind her. She could worry about Celestia later. So long as Tristan did not stop touching her. “Yes. Please,” she pleaded, breathless.

Tristan abandoned one of her ears in favor of cradling her face, delicately brushing his lips against hers. Annabelle shivered, parting her lips while wrapping her hands around his waist. The overwhelming desire to touch and feel him consumed her, offering her a courage she’d never experienced before.

“You like it when I do this?” Tristan asked, continuing to finger her ear.

Annabelle shivered. “Yes.”

He nibbled her lower lip and kissed her throat. The hand on her face fell to her tail, and he stroked the length of it with deft fingers. “What about this?”

She sighed in delight, her skin aflame with his touch. “Yes.”

“You smell amazing,” he murmured. “May I have more of you?”

Dizzy with alcohol and the giddy sensation of his touch, Annabelle nodded her assent.

Tristan undid the seams of her dress, shifted it over her shoulders, and let it slide to the floor. Annabelle blushed, toying with her dark hair as he drank her in.

“You’re lovely,” he marveled. His fingers mapped her collarbone, breasts, taut stomach, and hips.

“Do you like what you see?” Annabelle asked, her voice shaking.

“Yes,” Tristan breathed.

“You’re going to make me blush,” Annabelle murmured and meant it.

“I hope so.” Tristan took her hand with a smile and a quick wink of his eye.

He guided her to the bed, where he laid her down and positioned himself between her legs. For a moment, Annabelle was afraid this was it. He’d move her underwear aside and take his pleasure, and there’d be nothing more. Mating was a simple ritual described by those around her. It benefitted the men alone and ended in gravid catgirls ready to produce their kittens.

But then Tristan knelt.

“You’re not even undressed yet,” she teased.

“We’ll get there,” he chuckled.

Tristan pulled down her panties, slipping them carefully away from her feet. His lips caressed her inner thigh and she gasped, not expecting his touch. He drew circles with his tongue, slowly moving higher and higher toward his mark. Her breathing quickened, and she grasped at the bedsheets.

“Is this okay?” Tristan asked.

“Y-yes,” she murmured.

He parted her folds with his tongue, then slid his fingers inside her yielding body. He licked, sucked, and teased at her clit while pumping her at a slow, tantalizing pace.

Like anyone else, Annabelle had touched herself before. Everyone needed an outlet. But Tristan’s practiced fingers and tongue massaged her in ways that offered bursts of pleasure she’d never dreamed of. As if he knew exactly where to stroke and press to send waves of longing over her entire body.

She never wanted him to stop.

Her breaths came in pants, and her voice broke into whimpers. She spread her legs as far as she could, offering as much access to her as he wanted. Tension built in her thighs, her lower stomach, and around Tristan’s fingers. His tongue caressed and manipulated her body as if they’d been intimate for years. He worked her like a well-practiced instrument.

“I’m— I’m gonna come!” she squealed.

Tristan chuckled, and his breath was hot on her skin.

The climax rocked her body and tore cries from her throat. She bucked into his mouth, and he plunged his fingers mercilessly deep. One orgasm chained into the next. Into a third. Annabelle’s eyes rolled back, and her knuckles turned white.

When the pleasure grew so intense that she was on the verge of asking him to stop, he pulled away as if able to read her mind. He stepped back for a moment to remove his clothing. Once he’d undressed, he lifted her hips and motioned for her to get on her stomach. She complied, positioned on all fours.

Tristan planted a series of kisses down her spine, then spread her thighs. The erect head of his cock teased her opening, and she shuddered. He slowly slid himself inside of her, inch by painstaking inch, and they both gasped.

“You’re so deep.” Annabelle squirmed beneath him.

“You feel amazing,” Tristan breathed, rotating his hips to test moving inside her.

Annabelle’s body trembled and shook, and her whimpering failed to create coherent words. 

Tristan sped, plunging into her depths and increasing his rhythm in time with her cries until she orgasmed again. And again. The bedclothes grew damp with their sweat and her pleasure. Logic and wit were replaced by bestial need and carnal appetite.

He turned her onto her back, propping one leg over his shoulder and pulling the other around his waist. When he penetrated her once more, Annabelle groaned with satisfaction. He held her thigh with one hand while the other toyed with her tail.

“I’m close,” he panted, thrusting into her with the same energy as they’d begun.

“Climax, then, master,” Annabelle crooned. “Please.”

A half-smile toyed at Tristan’s mouth, and his grip on her thigh tightened. “As you wish.” His eyes slammed shut, and a strained moan escalated into a desperate cry.

Annabelle’s hips bucked desperately against his, and she gripped his hands, clenching around him as she shared his orgasm.

Has anything ever felt this good?

She felt dizzy with pleasure as his movements slowed. He released her, bending forward and lying against her chest. Their breathing and heartbeats were in perfect synchrony, if not for just a moment. 

Annabelle stroked his hair, wishing this wasn’t simply a one-time affair. At least for tonight, she could pretend that Tristan was hers and hers alone. He dozed in her embrace, and she in his until an early-morning ringing woke them both, and he was forced to usher her from the room.

[image: image-placeholder]


After an evening spent with Tristan, Annabelle sat outside the room where Justine was held. Celestia rounded the corner with a smug grin plastered on her face that disappeared as soon as she spied Annabelle.

“Y-you! How did you—?” Celestia spat, momentarily losing her composure. “The Enchantments should have rendered you immobile!”

Annabelle shrugged and stood, smoothing her dress over her thighs. “I suppose it did not work as intended. I do, however, suggest opening the door.” As much as part of her wished for Justine to live in that room for eternity, no one deserved such a fate. Not even Justine.

Celestia paled and rushed to the door, swinging it wide. Justine shuffled forward, hastily rubbing her hands over her forearms for warmth. “S-so cold,” she whispered, then squeaked and braced as if expecting a blow.

“Justine!” Celestia steadied the girl, turning her furious gaze on Annabelle. “What have you done?”

Annabelle watched with mild amusement. “Nothing she did not deserve.”

“I shall leave you for a week in this cell—” Celestia began.

“Not if you wish to murder one of Tristan’s children,” Annabelle interrupted. It was the highest bet she’d ever wagered—that Tristan’s offspring was worth more than her life.

Celestia’s face contorted and twisted with rage, confusion, then understanding as her eyes flickered to Annabelle’s stomach. “You insolent, slatternly, unwholesome—”

Annabelle smiled. She’d won. “Please. Take it up with him.” Without another word, she left Celestia and Justine in the hallway.

No matter what happened, she was safe. 

I’ve kept my promise, Mother.
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Chapter 32
The Way I See It


Night fell upon us, and as the woods turned pitch-black, I was reminded once more of just how different the darkness was in a world without light pollution. Starlight sparkled above, but its soft glow didn’t help me see where I was going. Our captors used torches to light their own way, but the illumination didn’t carry well behind them.

The sound of our soft footfalls and a choir of insects marked our progress, and the only other noise was the occasional rustling of bushes. I about jumped out of my skin every time a critter stirred, but neither our captors nor the rest of our group seemed to pay much mind.

Is this where I tell myself that it was just the wind?

Whenever any of us dared to pause, the wild catgirls would butt us back into line with the blunt of their spears. We would wear those bruises for days, and it was starting to piss me off.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“To Jazz,” a black-haired one to my left answered. “She is the one who leads our group.”

“And this…Jazz is going to decide our fate?”

The catgirl smiled and said nothing. I set my jaw and swallowed my reply.

After a few more minutes of walking through the darkness, we came upon an enormous iron gate with double doors. The spires along the top were filed to sharpened points, glittering maliciously in the torchlight. One of the gates was missing the top hinge and dug into the ground at an awkward angle.

What a shoddy job. Is no one here seriously able to fix this thing? They’d spent the time turning it into a weapon; they could have at least straightened the damn door.

“Is this your clubhouse?” I asked.

The black-haired girl glanced at me with a frown.

I sighed and tried again. “Your hideout?”

“You could call it that,” a red-headed girl at the front said. “We prefer to call it home.” She neared the gate and bucked her spear into the ground two times, hard. We all stopped while we waited for the girl at the head of the pack to release the chain around the gate. I took this time to check on the others.

Cannoli was closest. Her head was bowed, and she wore a sullen expression. Keke was right beside her, casting glances my way every so often. She seemed to be distracted. All I could see of Ravyn was her hat, while Tristan and Ara were too far back to get a visual.

“Come along,” said the redhead.

The group ushered us in, and we continued along a dirt road. Flanking us were numerous box-shaped buildings. They reminded me a bit of Badyron, though maybe a few steps down in quality. There were similar marks of chipped paint, and chunks of wood and stone were missing from their walls. However, unlike Badyron, these buildings were barely livable.

As we walked, I noticed the fence wrapped around the entire perimeter. With the size of the dwellings and the expansive protective barrier, it finally dawned on me. “Are we in Catania?”

“We are,” the redhead stated flatly.

“Guess it’s seen better days,” I mumbled. “How is the Defiled threat?”

The redhead hit the ground with her spear two times and turned to me. “You ask a lot of questions. Too many. Why don’t you ask Jazz instead?” It was less a question and more of a demand.

Her tone put me on edge, so I looked away.

“Let’s get a move on,” she snapped.

If Venicia lost its upkeep and was attacked by the Defiled for about a decade, it would look just like Catania. Most of the run-down estates had a smattering of broken windows, and we had to have passed by at least five or six abandoned storefronts by now with ripped awnings and smeared paint. Despite the dilapidated appearance, I found it pretty easy to imagine kittengirls playing in the streets, merchants peddling from their stalls, and Bells readily exchanged with locals and travelers.

We weaved around the strings of broken bricks and shattered glass until we entered a house across from what looked like had been a fountain once upon a time.

“We’re here,” said the leader. At least, I assumed the redhead was the leader. She was the one always ready with the quips. 

She led us to a trap door toward the back of the building.

Shi Island really likes its trap doors.

With the butt of her spear, she tapped at the door once, then thrice, then once again, waiting about a second in between each motion. Seconds later, I heard the familiar sound of metal scraping against wood, and then the door slowly creaked open.

“You may enter,” whispered a squeaky and not-at-all intimidating voice from below.

The redhead frowned. “Cecilia, you are not on guard duty today. Get the hell away.” The pitter-patter of feet scurrying away echoed below, and the leader snapped open the entrance with her foot. “Come along.”

I wondered when the hell we’d get to meet this ‘Jazz.’ My stomach was cramped with hunger, and my throat was parched. This seemed like an awful lot of work just to see one person. We walked in single file down a staircase that brought back bitter visions of the cave we just left. I shivered. The descent took some time, but eventually, we reached another room.

This one was huge. My eyes had to adjust from the sudden bright light. Sconces with torches hung from the walls inside what felt like a giant dome. There were numerous branching pathways and rooms, some of them a little less welcoming than others. From where I stood, I caught sight of lines of cots, rooms filled with storage containers, and one lined with prison cells that held ferocious-looking catgirls.

Please don’t throw us in a cell.

Our arrival caught the attention of several catgirls who were standing guard with their spears held at their side. Most of them didn’t seem to care. But a few abandoned their posts to get a closer look.

One with dark brown hair tied into a braid approached. “Sanaia! Who are these people?” Her eyes lit up at the sight of me. “A man?”

The redhead sighed. At least I know her name now. “Not now, Marianne. I need to take them to Jazz.”

Marianne laughed. “But they look harmless.”

Sanaia procured my axe from her belt. “And this? Does this look harmless?”

Marianne shrugged and waved her spear around. “I got one. Does that make me a criminal too?”

Finally, someone with some sense around here.

“Look, I don’t have time for this. Our orders are clear. Step aside.”

Marianne rolled her eyes. “Whatever you say.”

Sanaia holstered my axe back around her belt. As she led us to a tunnel, I caught Marianne winking at me.

Glad they’re not all wild.

As we proceeded deeper, several of our captors left without a word, leaving only a single girl per person. One extra guard carried a furiously squawking Ball Gag in a sack, but Desiree and Buttons were allowed to remain with their keepers. I silently toyed with the idea of escape, but when I couldn’t come up with how we’d safely fight our way out of the cave without it turning into a bloodbath, I resigned myself to my fate. Maybe Jazz would listen to reason.

Sanaia took us down more winding pathways, but it was a much shorter trek than it was down the staircase. We approached a rickety old door, and I could hear the sound of muffled voices through the splintered wood.

Sanaia knocked with one knuckle and waited.

“Enter,” came another’s voice.

Sanaia pushed open the door and welcomed herself in, grabbing me by the bicep and leading me across a narrow red carpet. It was ludicrous how nice it looked compared to the bare walls of the rest of the cavern, even if the fabric was frayed at the ends and littered with moth holes. Sanaia brought me to the end of the carpet then forced me down on one knee.

“Easy on the goods, jeez,” I said, rolling my shoulder.

And then I saw her. Upon a gaudy throne of gold—or brass, I couldn’t tell; the thing was covered in skulls and furs and who knew what else—sat a catgirl with long, luscious locks of red hair, firetruck-red lips, bronze skin, and piercing gold eyes. She tapped the corner of her mouth with a long fingernail, her expression impossible to discern.

“What prize do you bring me, Sanaia?” She asked. Her voice was low and flowed like liquid velvet across my skin.

“Jazz, I bring you a number of suspicious individuals who were hunting around the outskirts of Catania.” Sanaia said without ever lifting her head.

I couldn’t bow. Couldn’t look at anything else in the room. Holy shit.

“Like what you see?” Jazz rested her head on the tips of her fingers, a slow smile curling the corners of her perfect mouth.

That was the understatement of the century. She wore a pair of shorts that were torn on the bottoms and rode high on her shapely thighs. So high, in fact, that it left very little to the imagination. Her lithe tail swayed back and forth behind her with a hypnotic rhythm. Two tight-fitting leather cups shaped around the bottom half of her generous bosom, offering a peek of her cleavage. Straps wrapped around her torso in crosses, rings of silver joining them at the branches. To complete the ensemble, she wore a pair of black boots that reached up to her calf.

Jazz caught my gaze, then deliberately lifted one long leg over the other, crossing them. I could feel Keke, Cannoli, and Ravyn’s eyes burning into the back of my head. I cleared my throat.

“Yes, er, mistress? Jazz? My queen? How should I call you without offending you?” My question was met with Sanaia’s elbow between my ribs. 

“Do not patronize her,” Sanaia hissed.

“I’m not!” I gasped. 

Jazz chuckled beneath her breath. “Jazz will do nicely.” Her gaze ran the length of my body, then darted to the others in the crowd. “And what of you girls? For what reason do you trespass on my land?”

“Your land?” Ravyn’s tone was incredulous. A thud followed her words, and a yelp escaped her lips.

“Please. Stop hurting them,” I pleaded.

“My questions first. Your time will come,” Jazz said, inspecting her manicured fingers. Compared to the dirt-bathed catgirls that had captured us, this woman looked like royalty.

“W-we came here to help in the Defiled defense effort,” squeaked Cannoli. “Er, Your Majesty.”

Jazz laughed, the melodious sound echoing against the chamber walls. “Now, there is an offer we’ve never received. Actually…” Her expression turned dark, and her eyes flickered to Tristan. “He is the ‘man’ of this island, is he not?” The word ‘man’ could have easily been replaced with ‘insect’ or ‘leech’ with the way she said it.

“Y-yes, I—” Tristan stammered.

“Take him and his maid away. Perhaps he may atone for his negligence among us.”

“What?” Tristan’s voice echoed against the walls. “B-but I haven’t even done anything! Can’t we talk about this first?”

“We just did.”

Two of the guards snatched Ara and Tristan.

“Please! If I may!” Ara cried, struggling free of the guard and taking a step forward. “I’d much prefer that you take only me instead. Tristan has done only what is told of him. His negligence is partially my doing.”

“Oh? You believe that it should be so easily forgiven?” Jazz rolled her eyes. “I suppose ignorance truly is bliss.”

Silence followed. Ara cleared her throat. “Please, mistress, if you would just listen to me—”

“No. Away with them both,” Jazz said, flicking her hand in the air twice.

“Wait!” Ara’s protests went unheard. They were both carted away from the chamber. 

“She has a point—” I began. My words were met by the end of another spear. I grunted. God damn it, come on!

Jazz looked at me with heavy-lidded eyes but remained silent until Ara’s cries disappeared behind the slamming door. “Now. Back to business. You. White-haired one. Stand.”

There was a shuffling of unsteady feet on the carpet and then Cannoli’s timid voice. “Y-yes?”

“There isn’t a ‘Defiled defense.’” Jazz’s tone suddenly turned sour, and the look on her face gave me the impression that one small misstep could mean a dagger through the heart. “The ‘defense’ you speak of fell years ago. If you are all the help Venicia could send, then I’m happy to send your pretty head back in thanks.”

Cannoli made a series of uncomfortable squeaks and hums, shuffling her feet and fingers.

“Let me explain—” I tried again, taking a thrust to the back of my skull. Lights exploded in my vision, and I groaned.

“I trust no man,” Jazz crooned, voice balancing on the edge of a blade. She looked back at Cannoli. “This girl seems willing to tell me the full tale of it.”

Cannoli spoke up. “U-um! Venicia d-didn’t send us! W-we came here because we— I mean, just our group, wanted to help you.”

A half-truth, but I’ll take it.

“Cannoli,” Keke whispered in a reassuring voice, “it’s okay.”

“How monumentally virtuous of you.” Jazz readjusted her legs, smiling at me briefly. “I must say, your standing here, your bravery to arrive bound by my guards and then preach your peace has truly swayed my heart.”

“R-really?” Cannoli squeaked.

“No. Not really.” Jazz made her way down the stairs from her throne to stand in front of Cannoli with all the grace of a runway model.

I looked to my side just in time to see her cup Cannoli’s chin in her hand.

“You don’t have a single scar on your body, I’d gamble.” Jazz growled. “Never been cut open by the edge of a blade, never watched someone you love die before your eyes.” Her voice escalated. “Never been beaten by your own flesh and blood! Betrayed and left for dead!”

Jazz struck Cannoli across the face, and it took everything I had not to jump up and tackle this bitch to the ground.

“Hey! Hands off!” Ravyn shrieked. “I’ll burn you alive, you stank-ass bitch!”

“Quiet!” Cannoli bellowed. “Please, Ravyn!”

Angry tears slid from the corner of Keke’s eyes. I balled up my hands and clenched my teeth.

We obeyed. Not even a whisper. Then Jazz asked, “Have you ever drank water from a sewer? Eaten rotten food? Hoped that maybe, just maybe, you wouldn’t vomit up lunch that day? Do you know how hard it is to find food right now just to keep everyone alive?” Jazz clicked her tongue. “You don’t know a single thing about the real world.”

Cannoli balled her fists and locked Jazz’s gaze. “Let me help.”

This seemed to set Jazz off her guard. “Excuse me?”

“Let me help! I can’t fight very well, I’m not a good hunter, and I’m not very smart. All I can really do is blind stuff and light up caves.” Cannoli chewed her lower lip, a dozen expressions passing through her eyes.

She didn’t seem like she was sad or upset—no, it looked as though she was disappointed. It was how I looked whenever I was afraid I’d let my parents down.

“But I’m a great cook,” Cannoli continued. “If you would let me, I can transform your trash into treasure. And I’ll teach you how to do it, too. I can— I can at least do that much for you.”

Cannoli puffed out her chest and straightened her back. “And I know Matt, Keke, Ravyn, Ara, and Tristan feel the same way. We just want to help. So, please,” Cannoli took Jazz’s hands into her own, “please let us help you.”

Jazz studied her intently, searching her face for, well, something. Validity? One of the guards raised their spear to strike Cannoli, but Jazz shook her hands free and held up one hand to stay her, then clicked her tongue. “You don’t go anywhere or do anything without the supervision of a guard. I don’t trust a Saoirse-damned soul in this entire land outside of my clan. Is that understood?”

“Yes, miss.” Cannoli nodded.

“Alright.” Jazz crossed her arms and sighed. “What did you have in mind?”

I had to stop myself from laughing. I couldn’t believe what Cannoli had just pulled off.

Cannoli rolls a natural twenty for diplomacy.
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Chapter 33
In the End, Our Choices Make Us


After a whole lot of pleading from Cannoli, Jazz finally agreed to let Tristan and Ara rejoin our group.

We left her chamber and returned to the main hall to collect them with a less stringent guard. Ball was released from his bag and settled on Ravyn’s shoulder, squawking and snapping at any of the spear carriers that came too close to her bubble for his taste. Cannoli held Buttons to her chest and kept her eyes straight forward, her gaze set with a resolve I’d never seen before. We had a plan. Maybe it wouldn’t be the next coming of Catania, but at least they would eat better.

The situation in the prison cell was not pretty. Tristan was huddled in a corner, holding Desiree in his lap, while a furious Ara stood guard at his feet, her eyes never leaving the other catgirls sharing their quarters.

“He abandoned us!” one shrieked, clawing at Ara’s forearm.

Ara rolled her wrist, catching her opponent’s arm in her hand, then boxed the woman in the jaw with lightning speed.

The inmate shrieked and jumped back.

Now, this is a cage match I would pay to see.

“You who live in the grandiose manors of Venicia would dare to defend this weak excuse for a man?” Another pointed at Tristan, noticeably remaining out of arm’s reach of Ara. “You’re just as fucking guilty.”

Sanaia—who was, unfortunately, the guard with the keys—watched the exchange with a cynical smile.

“Hey! Get them out of there!” I grabbed her shoulder.

Sanaia looked at my hand as if I’d just slapped her and swatted it away. “Mind your place.”

“Follow your orders,” I growled. I was starving, exhausted, and losing my patience with this tribe. 

Narrowing her gaze, she stepped forward and unlocked the prison cell. “You two, out.” She jabbed her fingers at Ara and Tristan. “The rest of you, stay back.”

“What the fuck, Sanaia? They get to leave before me?” The girl Ara hit ran to the bars, her tail whipping back and forth behind her. “All I did was take some fucking bread!”

“You know the rules, Tori. Stealing rations is a week’s repentance.”

Ara and Tristan rushed away from their prison and grouped up with the rest of us. Closer up, I noticed streaks of dirt on Tristan’s cheeks. His eyes were bloodshot and defeated. I felt for the guy; I couldn’t imagine what he was feeling.

“Have anything we can eat?” I asked Sanaia once she’d relocked the prison door.

“Are you fucking deaf? Were you not listening to a word Jazz said?” Sanaia flicked the side of my head and locked my gaze. “We. Don’t. Have. Food.”

“I-I should have enough for us,” Cannoli spoke up, balling her hands beneath her chin. “We just need somewhere safe to light a fire.”

Sanaia frowned and set her jaw. “You’ll find a fire pit in your quarters.”

“Mou ii. Could you please just take us there, bitch, and stop wasting our damn time?” Ravyn snapped. Hangry Ravyn was a dangerous force of nature.

“Jazz should have thrown you in a cell,” Sanaia spat, then jerked her spear in a direction farther into the cave. “This way.”

We followed in relative silence, drawing more gazes and whispered words from catgirls that hadn’t seen us enter earlier. Keke snaked her arm through Cannoli’s elbow, and, to my surprise, Ravyn hooked her fingers through the bottom hem of my shirt. She held on tight but refused to meet my gaze. Seeing as we’d almost Party-wiped just a few hours prior, I found the gesture comforting and didn’t draw attention to it.

“Here. There should be enough blankets.” Sanaia stopped suddenly and drew back a gigantic dusty curtain dangling over one of the alcoves. “There’s your fire pit in the center and buckets in the back for you to piss in.”

There’s no place like home. There’s no place like home. There’s…

“One of the guards will wake you at daybreak, and you will begin your…whatever the fuck it is that you’re doing then.” She dropped the curtain and eyed Cannoli. “Oh, and lastly, there are some crawly Encroachers that like sleeping in the hair of pretty girls. Sleep tight.”

Cannoli shivered. Buttons licked his lips. I was pretty sure even if what Sanaia said was true, Buttons was going to feast that night.

Our ‘room’ was a rounded-out section of the cave that barely fit the six of us and the firepit in the middle. We’d have to sleep with two people side by side and three people head to foot. Nothing decorated the walls outside of the dirty curtain, and two wooden buckets lay on their sides in the far back.

“Let’s make the best of it,” Keke said, taking a stab at the tense silence that fell over us.

“Right! Let me see what I have!” Cannoli bounced to the opposite side of the meager tinder, and Ravyn released my shirt to quietly start a fire.

I put a hand on Tristan’s shoulder and gestured for him to hang back with me. I dropped the curtain to give us some semblance of privacy—even if I could hear every person breathing on the other side—and lowered my voice. “Hey, you okay?”

Tristan held Desiree closer and shook his head. “They hate me, Matt. Maybe leaving Venicia really was a mistake.”

“Hey, no. You can’t look at it like that.” I rubbed the back of my neck with one hand and shook my head. “This is your chance, man. This is how we show them that you do give a shit about them.”

“B-but you guys are going to do all of the work here. Just like you did all the work in Anyona. Damn it. I’m useless.”

I wracked my brain. There had to be something Tristan could do to show them he wanted to get better. That he really was going to help beyond bedding every girl he came into contact with. I remembered his room back at the school and recalled the piles of art supplies stacked in the corner. “You like art, right?”

“I love it. More than anything, really.” He rubbed a fresh set of tears from his eyes and sniffed. “I, um, used to decorate some of the storefronts in San Francisco. And do the art on the buildings.”

“No way. That’s great!” Better than I thought. “Look, the walls in this place are totally empty. Doesn’t art make other people feel better? Raise morale?”

Tristan slowly nodded. “I would draw a lot of the catgirls back at Venicia, especially if they were feeling down. Some of them enjoyed posing nude.” A smile finally tinged his lips. “But yeah, they really liked that.”

…Naked drawings? And we didn’t take them with us? I pushed the thought out of my head. “What if you drew the girls here? On the walls? Clothed, I mean.” I gestured behind me in the general direction of the girls. “We’re going to be here a couple of days. Help me out during the day and draw at night. Get to know them. They’ll come around, you’ll see.”

His smile widened, and he nodded. “That’s a great idea, Matt. Thank you!”

“Yeah, don’t mention it.” Let’s just hope it works. “I’m sure more of them are going to fire some shots, but just take them in stride, okay? No more crying.”

“You’re right. I need to be strong.” He readjusted Desiree in his arms, and she nuzzled her cheek to his face. “I really do want to fix this.”

“I know, man.” I clapped him on the shoulder and pulled the curtain back. “I know.”

Cannoli managed to conjure up enough vegetables and spices for a sizeable stew. Keke added a few pieces of the meat she’d carved from our roach hunts, and Ara had, apparently, held on to a loaf of bread since Venicia.

“You never know when you may need it,” she reasoned as we stared at it greedily.

“She understands me!” Cannoli gasped, eyes sparkling at her newfound friend.

The atmosphere grew a lot cozier with the warmth from the fire and the smells of cooking food crawling the walls. I spied two hungry catgirls peeking around our curtain, eyes lingering on the simmering meats.

“I think we have enough for two more,” Cannoli murmured. She glanced up at the newcomers and motioned them inside. “Come in. Share with us!”

One was young—still in her early teens, if I had to guess—with deep blue hair and silver eyes. She licked her lips and sat cross-legged near the fire. The other was older—looked to be around my age. Her brown eyes flickered to each of us in turn, and she nervously toyed with her auburn hair. Every girl in the place seemed dressed in whatever scraps they could pull together and bind with a thread. Tops that protected their chests, paired with simple side skirts or loincloths. The auburn-haired girl’s shirt had one long sleeve while the other end cut beneath her armpit. Dirt and grime marred their skin and pooled beneath their fingernails, and I wondered how long it had been since any of them had bathed.

“What are your names?” Tristan asked kindly.

“I’m Amara,” the blue-haired girl said.

“Kira,” said the other.

“Have you lived here all your lives?”

Amara and Kira exchanged glances, then nodded.

“We was born here,” Amara replied. “We go up to the surface sometimes. With everyone else. But Jazz says it’s too dangerous to live up there anymore.”

Kira glanced toward the ceiling and sighed, pulling her knees up to her chest. “I lived in a house with my mama up there. I didn’t recognize it last time we went up. It was all broken up.”

“We have many in Venicia who have been through similar situations,” Ara said gently. “I am sorry for your losses.”

“The guards talk about Venicia sometimes. Is it really run by a demon?” Amara asked with wide eyes.

Before Ara or Tristan could reply, Keke, Cannoli, and Ravyn said, “Yes” in unison.

I chuckled under my breath.

“That is rude to say,” Ara snapped.

“Maybe it’s rude. But it’s not wrong,” Keke replied easily.

The girls giggled. The sweet sound, I think, lifted everyone’s spirits.

Cannoli passed around helpings of the stew, and Ara sliced off pieces of the bread to go along with it. While most of us ate with spoons, the younger girls slurped it straight from the bowl, breaking the bread to dip in the broth one tiny piece at a time.

Enjoying Cannoli’s cooking again made our nightmarish day feel just a little bit easier. My hunger was sated at last, and I started to realize just how long it’d been since I slept. Even with two paper-thin blankets and a flat cave floor, I was certain there was little that could wake me that night.

Amara and Kira thanked Cannoli with tight embraces and warm smiles. Cannoli glowed with pride as she cleaned her pan with a strip of cloth and packed up her things. Just as they were about to leave, Tristan called to them.

“I want to help Catania look just like Venicia again,” Tristan continued. “I hope you’ll let me.”

The two exchanged glances, then looked at Tristan and nodded.

Solid start, Tristan. You can do this.
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Chapter 34
Think Games Are Silly Little Things?


Sanaia wasn’t kidding. Another set of guards shook us awake as soon as the sun appeared on the horizon. Which was impressive, considering we were underground. I wondered who the hell they stationed up top for sun-watching, but I let it go.

As expected, I was sore from head to toe but had slept like a rock. It seemed the others had managed the same. All except Ara. Dark circles under her eyes suggested she hadn’t slept a wink. She sat at the entrance to our ‘room,’ holding a fork in one hand and a butter knife in the other—they still hadn’t given us back our weapons—and glared at the guard who dared lay a hand on her shoulder. Now here’s a season of Black Butler that could catch some attention.

“How did you sleep?” Keke had claimed the spot beside me the night before, and I attributed a lot of my ability to sleep to her familiar warmth and scent.

I stretched my arms and rolled my shoulders. “Really well, actually. You?”

Keke nodded. “The same once I fell asleep.” She jutted her chin toward Ara. “I think she was up the whole night. She was still awake when I fell asleep.”

I frowned. So, my guess was right. “Can’t take the bodyguard out of the girl, I guess.”

Tristan yawned, then his eyes snapped wide as his gaze landed on the bucket. “O-oh. We should empty those. I know I had to use one last night.”

As if she was standing right there to remind me, Shizen’s teachings slapped me in the face. I didn’t like what I was about to say, but it was the truth. “Hang on. We can use them for fertilizer.”

All eyes turned on me. Ravyn’s lips and brow contorted into a wrinkled picture of disgust. “You’re joking.”

“No. They need to learn how to farm if they want to eat. And if they don’t have farm roaches or a ready supply of fertilizer,” I grimaced as I recalled what Shizen told me, “‘people are the next best thing.’”

“That is–” Ara’s thought was broken by a yawn, “–ah, foul.”

I shrugged. “That’s farming. Appear, iPaw.” Scrolling through the menus, I found the notepad program Ai had given me during my time on Shi. “Alright. We need a plan of attack here.”

Cannoli stroked Buttons from head to tail and was the first to speak up. “Keke and I will take a group of girls to hunt and forage.”

“We need a better idea of what they’re dealing with out there,” Keke added with a nod as she stretched. “It’d be naïve to think that they haven’t tried to hunt. If there is a river, I’m hoping it runs through the gate.”

“Once we’ve found where the girls can find more food, I’ll show them the best way to cook everything.” Buttons ran from Cannoli’s palm to her shoulder to huddle against her neck. “A little part of me believes that there’s more outside than Jazz says.”

“I feel the same way.” I turned to Ravyn. “What do you think?”

“First of all, I’m not carrying the shit buckets anywhere,” Ravyn grumbled.

I rolled my eyes. “No one asked you to. I’ll take care of it.”

“Good. Next, I have a hard time believing that none of the women here know any magic.” She shook her head. “A simple ward above the gates could alert them to the presence of an Encroacher or Defiled. Instead, they fucking live in this miserable shit hole.”

Tristan flinched. “You don’t have to be so forceful, Ravyn.”

Bad move.

Ravyn spun on her heel and cleared the space between her and Tristan in three furious steps. She snatched the front of his shirt and yanked him closer. “I have traversed this whole fucking island to get you away from your babysitters and make you see how bad things really are. You wanna see forceful—”

Before she could continue, Ara thrust an arm beneath Ravyn’s elbow and drove it upward. Ravyn was forced to release Tristan’s shirt lest Ara snap her arm. Ara took the advantage to position herself between them, shielding Tristan with her body. She held the fork to Ravyn’s throat and snarled, “Do not lay another hand on him.”

“Oh? Wanna dance, bitch?” Ravyn’s eyes glimmered with malice while Ball Gag flapped wildly behind them. “I’m so itching for a fight.”

“Fight! Fight! Squaawk!”

Keke grabbed Cannoli’s arm and stepped behind me. There was only so much I could do to shield them from Ravyn’s rage, but if it came to it, I’d do it without a second thought.

“Hey! Stop it!” Tristan put a hand on Ara’s shoulder and pulled her back so that the fork was at a safe distance again. “We’re here to help. Not fight. Okay?” He moved in front of his bodyguard, his hands held up. “I’m sorry, Ravyn. You’re right to be mad.” 

Ravyn cackled and drove one long finger into his chest. “I could char you to a crisp, little boy—”

“Ravyn,” I called. “Let it go. This accomplishes nothing.”

Ravyn frowned, and her glowering gaze flicked between Tristan, Ara, and me. She shoved Tristan back into Ara’s arms, strode away, and leaned against the wall. “Baka.”

“What were you saying about [Mage]s?” I prompted. I felt Keke and Cannoli relax behind me.

With a deep breath and another glance of contempt at Ara, Ravyn continued, “I doubt anyone here has the power to generate or maintain a wall of protection. But they could live above ground if they had some kind of warning.” She stared at the fingernails of one hand. “I’ll find out who can do it.”

“Great,” I breathed. “I’ll take another group up top and find a place where they can safely set up a farm. Wards and walls can only help them, so Ravyn, keep us updated.”

Ravyn nodded but said nothing.

“Tristan and Ara will come with me. Everyone clear on what they’re doing?”

Warbly sounds of assent were murmured from each of them. Whatever, commitment enough. “Alright. Let’s go.” I picked up one of the buckets and coughed with the smell. Just breathe through your nose. Tristan grabbed the other, and we made our way back to the main hallway.

Here goes everything.
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With our weapons returned, we set off to solve the issues of Catania.

After some brief questions, we split up into groups. Turned out there was a stream nearby, so Jazz went with Keke and Cannoli to show them the stream and keep a close eye on their progress. Sanaia kept watch over Ravyn as she searched through the cavern for any with magical aptitude. My farming group had seven girls, including one I recognized from earlier—Marianne.

The overgrowth of grass and weeds made it difficult to discern the condition of the ground, and I often found myself jabbing at it with my toe or the point on the top of my axe. Apparently, there was one shovel amongst the entire Catania clan, and it was entrusted to Sanaia. God forbid I ran off with their treasure.

“Some of you must have lived up here before, right?” I asked, recalling Kira’s story.

“Most of us, actually,” Marianne replied. I noticed she’d stayed close to me while we walked.

“What forced you down below?”

She took a deep breath of air and fingered her long braid. “Honestly? The Encroachers. There are a lot of Defiled out there, but they usually leave the gates alone. The roaches, though, they slip through the cracks in packs and consume everything in their wake. We tried to fight back, but we had no choice but to retreat into the emergency tunnels.”

Well, that’ll make an interesting challenge for Ravyn. “I don’t see any right now.” I thought back to the dark walk the night prior. “And I know it was dark, but I didn’t see any last night.”

Marianne nodded. “Some days are better than others. Like I said, they came in packs. If you see one, you see them all. Makes them difficult to hunt. We’re always in danger of being outnumbered.”

Keke was pretty good about setting traps, and her [Encroacher Lore] had helped us understand what it was we were dealing with. “Are any in your group [Scout]s? Or [Hunter]s?”

“You’re from another island, right?” Marianne asked.

Maybe it was my impatience or hungry belly talking, but I just wanted a straight answer. Even so, I entertained the question. “Yeah.”

“Then I’ll try to explain this as best I can. If the other man is with you, then you’ve been to Venicia, yes?”

I nodded.

“Catania once was much like Venicia. Our island’s appeal is the service and hospitality we can offer to others. We’ve never had to fend for our lives like this. Many of us are skilled in trades, like tailoring, writing, or cooking.” Using her spear as a walking stick, Marianne placed it confidently before her with each step.

“Then why the food shortage?” I wondered aloud.

“Our supplies always came from other cities and islands. For example, Badyron specializes in hunting and foraging, Leche is known for farming, and Jeona manufactures textiles.” She glanced up at the sky, appearing to search for a distant memory. “In exchange, Catania traded luxury goods made from its imports.”

They’ve never learned the basics, then. “Then there isn’t a single farm here.”

Marianne smiled sadly and shook her head. “Not a one.” She raised her spear to the sky. “And before the attacks, I’d never killed a single Encroacher.”

“So then, no [Scout]s or [Hunter]s, either,” I circled back to my original question.

She chuckled. “Not a one.”

Baby steps. It certainly explained the slew of improvised weapons and shields that the girls carried. They were running on empty. “Well, let’s start with farming, huh? One thing at a time.”

That won me a smile, and Marianne’s gray eyes warmed. “One thing at a time.”

“Matt! Look!” Tristan called and pointed to one of the decrepit houses.

From where I was standing, it looked like one more giant, destroyed house among dozens. Cracked walls overgrown with grass and vines, smashed windows, and chipped paint flecked from what remained. “What am I looking at?” 

“Follow me!” Tristan said excitedly.

I gestured for the others to stay outside as Tristan, Ara, and I carefully crossed the threshold. I sliced away crooked nails from the doorframe with my axe and took wide steps through the tall grass to scare off any critters that may have taken residence. I realized what Tristan had found once we were ‘inside.’

Any carpet or furniture on the first floor was burnt to ash, leaving more grass and flowering weeds behind. Two stories of seemingly sturdy walls stood stalwart, devoid of a ceiling and allowing an ample amount of sun to shine on the ground.

“There’s grass and wild mushrooms growing inside,” Tristan pointed out. “And the walls should protect it pretty well on their own. They’d just have to make up a door, and I think it’d make a good spot to start some crops.”

I nodded. “Nice find, man.”

Tristan flushed with pride. 

Leaving the bucket in one of the far corners, I set aside my axe and squatted over the ground to paw through the ash. Sure enough, the house’s foundation was missing, leaving only cool soil between my fingers. Something had gone scorched earth on this place, and it was to the girls’ benefit.

“This is perfect. We can till the dirt and mix it with the ash, and it should help the plants some. I’ll just need the shovel.” I brushed my hands on my thighs and stood.

“How do you know so much about farming?” Ara asked.

“Ravyn introduced me to a great teacher,” I admitted truthfully. “I know she can be rough around the edges, but her anger comes from a place of care. Try to keep that in mind, alright?”

“Hm.” Ara looked away.

I went to find Marianne and the shovel.
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It was late afternoon by the time we finished. I used a handful of my precious spice seeds given to me by Shizen, and two other girls reluctantly gave up a splash of fruit seeds they’d planned to chew on later. We were all covered in sweat, dirt, and ash, but it looked like the start of a real garden when we were done.

I gave them watering instructions and ideas on how to construct a temporary door while they figured out a more permanent solution. Maybe we can put one together tomorrow before we leave. One of the guards escorted Ara on a detour while the rest of us made our way back to the cavern. It took a lot of convincing, but Ara finally agreed to let a very tired Tristan go back and rest under my watch.

Though, Tristan didn’t rest at all when we got back. Kira and Amara cornered him, surrounded by a group of young catgirls with curious faces and excitedly waving tails.

“They, um, wanted to meet you,” Amara explained.

“We said you were nice,” Kira added.

Tristan took the opportunity to use my suggestion. “Do any of you like drawing?”

Many of the younger girls nodded excitedly. One declared, “I made my own paint!” Her confidence deflated with the sharp gazes of her friends, but she added, “I-I can show you if you want.”

I followed the ensemble as they herded Tristan down the hallways and into an area that was set up for recreation. One makeshift shelf held a handful of well-worn books. There was an uneven table filled with catgirls playing cards, and a splintered coffee table covered in pieces of fabric that one very focused young woman was sewing together. Tristan’s fan club rushed him to the opposite side, digging out pieces of charcoal, pots of dyes, and containers of paint.

“This is my favorite brush.” The one that made her own paint handed Tristan a stick with delicate bristles attached at the end. “You can use it if you’re real careful.”

“Thank you. I’ll be delicate with it.” Tristan accepted it with reverence, then flashed a winning smile at the girl. “Should I draw you first?”

She flushed, and her eyes grew as wide as saucers. “Really?”

“Really!” Tristan laughed.

“Y-yes, please!”

What a charmer.

As Tristan set to work, I enjoyed the show. He was a natural with kids. I wondered if he ever had the chance to spend time with his own or if that was just as off-limits as the outside world. It was good to hear them laughing. Good to hear him laughing. I could understand Ara’s ferocious protection a little better.

“Hey,” a smooth voice purred in my ear. “We could both use a bath, don’t you think?”

Marianne leaned over my shoulder, the heat of her breath on my neck. I shivered.

“This isn’t my island,” I murmured.

“So?” She laughed. A low, sensual sound that gave me goosebumps. “It’s just a bath.” She walked her fingers from my lower back to the nape of my neck. “Anything else that happens is an accident.”

I was quickly losing the battle to the heat between my legs. “There’s a private bath here?”

“Just for Jazz. But she’s not here right now.” The tips of her fingers stroked the line of my spine.

“That’s risky as hell.”

“What, are you not up for a challenge?” She hummed her disappointment. “Is all that bravado just for show, then?”

I stood and ran a hand through my hair. With a sigh, I waved down Tristan. “I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere.”

Tristan nodded enthusiastically. “Okay!”

Marianne gently touched my arm. “That’s what I thought.”
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Chapter 35
The Oscillation


Marianne led me away from the others, down the long hallway leading to Jazz’s chambers. When we’d slipped away from the sight of curious guards and wandering catgirls, she twined her fingers with mine and flashed me a smile.

“You’re not the kind to back down from a challenge,” she said. “I like that.”

My heart hammered against my chest. I’d be a liar if I said I wasn’t nervous as hell for whatever awaited us in Jazz’s room. A small voice kindly reminded me that there might be an ambush ready to catch me doing something I shouldn’t be doing. Like Marianne, for example. But the heat in her gaze and the strength of her hand around mine suggested otherwise.

Really, though, Jazz could do whatever she wanted with me if she found me. I deserved it. What I was really worried about was everyone else. “If the others get in trouble for this—”

Marianne shook her head. “She may kill us, but she’d leave the rest of your group alone.”

That’s…slightly reassuring. 

We stepped carefully through the corridors, speeding past drawn curtains and clinging to the shadows. I’d gone from creeping through a manor as a catgirl, to hiding from packs of zombies, and now sneaking underground with Marianne in hand. Shi Island really had it all.

Jazz’s door was unguarded. Marianne stepped away from me and traced the wall directly beneath a flaming torch.

“Sanaia doesn’t keep a guard posted?” I wondered.

“Since Jazz is out, no need to guard the door.” Marinnae shrugged. “Besides, only the guards know about the key.”

I hope Keke and Cannoli have plenty for Jazz to do.

“Ah, here we are.” She pushed aside a section of stringy moss, revealing a hand-sized alcove. From it, she withdrew a lanky key that she fit into the door’s lock. She grinned and opened the door. “We’re royalty for the day, eh?”

I looked around the familiar room, my eyes falling again to the vivid red carpet and ornate throne. The chamber smelled heavily of incense and perfumes—a far cry from the dusty, sweaty residents lounging just down the hall.

“Hey, lighten up, Matt. Have some fun.” Marianne prodded me with her elbow.

I pictured Jazz’s icy gaze, imagined her holding the hilt of a dagger she’d plunged into my stomach. “Yeah. I’m trying.” Was this really worth the risk?

Marianne crossed her arms over her chest and sighed. “We can leave right now if you’re too scared.”

I locked her steely stare and flashed my best smile. “Wouldn’t want to disappoint you.”

Her lips twitched at the corners, and her eyes glittered with mirth. “That remains to be seen,” she crooned, then turned heel and motioned for me to follow. “Come on.”

The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, and I shivered. Her confidence was contagious, and the sway of her hips and tail was slowly chipping away at my fear.

Marianne lifted a torch from the entryway and lit select ones as we walked. During our introductions, I’d only seen the main hall of Jazz’s room. I had no idea that her chambers branched off far deeper into the cavern.

Decorated screens that must have been salvaged from the old Catania served as partitions for separate ‘rooms’ within the antechamber. A four-post bed with surprisingly clean sheets flanked by night tables and a wardrobe made up a bedroom. Another section was furnished with a sofa and recliners surrounding a low table.

“Why does she get to live like this?” I asked before I could stop the thought from leaving my mouth.

“What do you mean?”

I gestured to the opulent furniture and tapestries on the walls. “I’m guessing she brought a lot of this stuff from up above. But everyone else sleeps on futons or low cots. Your recreation room is one strong sneeze from falling apart. And she gets her own bath?”

The sound of flowing water caught my ear when I mentioned the bath. We rounded a corner, and I froze, gawking at the best thing I’d seen in the last three days.

“Her own hot spring, actually,” Marianne chuckled, nodding her chin toward the ‘bath.’

A pool twice as long as I was tall with a steadily flowing waterfall lined the right wall. Steam rose from its crystal-clear surface. A strained noise escaped my throat, and I recovered, licking my lips. “My question still stands. This isn’t right.”

Marianne tugged her braid over one shoulder and pulled the twine holding it together free. She chewed her lower lip in thought while unraveling the tightly bound sections of her hair. “The truth is, we’d all be lost without her.”

That was difficult to imagine. Sanaia was a fierce combatant, and despite Marianne’s telling of their humble origins, a group of their guards had easily subdued our Party. Besides Jazz’s attitude, I’d yet to see anything specific that set her apart from the others. “Why?” 

“Jazz’s work in Catania wasn’t exactly…befitting of Shi Island’s code of service. The goods she handled and exported didn’t abide by Nyarlea’s laws. We all knew it but allowed her to continue all the same. It helped our economy if nothing else.” Marianne stroked her fingers through her hair, then tossed it over her shoulder. The shining tendrils were the color of fresh coffee grounds and softened her angular face. “These caverns were built long before the Defiled and Encroachers destroyed Catania. She used them for storage and meetings with others in her group. Like Sanaia.”

That makes sense. “So, she’s like your landlady.”

“Our what?”

Damn. Worth a shot. “You’re crashing in her house. She let everyone live here.”

Marianne nodded. “Those who did know how to fight defended Catania with all their might. Jazz helped stave off the Encroachers until the rest of us could move down here to safety. We owe her our lives.”

That explains the decadence, at least. She’s been at this for a while.  “Alright. So, if your name isn’t Jazz, how do you get a bath around here?” I had a feeling I knew the answer, but I wanted to ask.

Her smile returned. “We go in groups to the stream that runs through Catania. On most days, we can’t leave because of the Encroacher infestation. We often have to wait much longer than we’d like.”

“I see.” And I thought my rent was steep.

“This isn’t the first time someone’s snuck a quick bath in Jazz’s hot spring,” Marianne giggled. “Though you are the first man.” She stepped toward me and slid her fingers beneath my shirt. “You can ask questions later. We have more important things to do.”

I stroked her hair with one hand and traced the line of her bare throat to her shoulder. “Just an accident, right?”

Marianne smirked. “Of course.” She yanked my shirt over my head and tossed it to the side.

“And what about the kid?” I couldn’t, in good conscience, do this without thinking of what life our daughter would have. Even if it wasn’t a great answer, I needed some answer.

“You let me worry about her,” Marianne cooed. “I might not look it, but I made a great nyanny before Catania fell apart.”

“That’s a little more reassuring.”

I was wearing far more clothing than she was. I kicked off my shoes and socks, unfastened my pants, and then pulled her patchwork top over her head. I stripped my jeans and boxers before slipping her skirt to the ground. We stood naked before each other, both taking time to silently drink the other in.

Marianne wrapped her arms around her chest, her gaze slowly exploring me from head to toe. Her voice lowered, and she licked her lips. “Sorry, I’ve never seen a man naked before.”

I blushed in spite of myself and smiled sheepishly. “You have a really intense stare. It’s pretty.”

She brought her eyes back to mine, her cheeks flushing. “Thank you.”

Goosebumps surfaced on my skin, and I carefully stepped into the water. I’d never been to a hot spring before, and this one came up to my chest. My whole body tingled pleasantly, and the heat worked magic on my sore limbs. I reached up for Marianne. “Come on in. The water’s fine.” Careful, Matt. That reference is an antique.

She took my hands and sat down on the side of the pool with her feet dangling in. “That feels really nice,” she sighed, then scooted forward until she sank down into the pool with me.

I bent my knees and dipped below the surface, rubbing my hands through my hair and over my face. When was the last time I’d had a chance to take a bath? Damn, it’s been too long. I resurfaced and gasped while Marianne watched me.

“It would seem you needed this as much as I did,” she laughed, then disappeared beneath the surface.

Beside the trickling waterfall, I found a soft, clean cloth next to a tiny glass bottle. Using the contents of the bottle was out of the question. The washcloth, on the other hand…

If you move it or soak it, Jazz will probably know.

I warred with myself until Marianne reappeared. Dirt still streaked across her face, and it made my decision easier. I grabbed the cloth and dunked it beneath the water before stroking it against Marianne’s cheek. Just rinse it off and fold it nice.

“She’ll notice if that’s dirty,” Marianne echoed my thoughts.

“Then we’d better take care of it afterward,” I replied, gently drawing lines down her throat. “We want to be clean, right?”

She grinned and took the washcloth from me. “Right. Squeaky clean.” She drew small circles over my chest, then my abdomen, gradually lowering her hand until it disappeared beneath the water. “Everywhere.”

I gasped when the fabric enveloped my shaft. Her long fingers cradled and stroked me deliberately through the washcloth. I embraced her and bit into her shoulder. Dust and water mingled with her sweet skin, and I moaned against her.

“Does this feel good?” she asked.

“Very,” I breathed.

She grasped my wrist with her free hand and guided my fingers to her breast. “You can touch me.”

I complied, kneading her skin and teasing the dark, hardened nipple between my fingers. A low groan hummed in her throat. I kissed her deeply, capturing her tongue as soon as our lips met. The cloth disappeared, and her naked fingers returned to their machinations, pumping my shaft with tantalizing strokes.

I slid my hands beneath her arms and lifted her to the side of the hot spring. I was surprised how easy it was to carry her. Her legs still dangled in the water, and her soaked tail dripped behind her.

“Kicking me out already?” she teased.

“Not quite.”

I parted her thighs and buried my tongue between her folds.

“Ah! Nnnha!” Her surprise melted into sounds of pleasure that echoed against the empty walls. Her fingers snared my hair, and she spread her knees wide.

I slid two fingers inside her tight cunt and lapped at her glistening clit. She wrapped her calves and tail around my neck and leaned backward, her breath hitching on squeals when my fingertips reached her depths.

“That’s…so good,” she whimpered between gasps.

I pushed and plied, playing to the sounds I forced from her throat. She tensed and tightened her grip on my hair, her moans punctuating the waterfall’s rush.

The wet heat against my fingers and the taste of her sex on my tongue pushed me to the brink. I needed her. Now. 

I drew away from her, earning a groan of disappointment, and pulled her back into the pool. “Turn around,” I growled.

Marianne was trembling. She did as I asked, and I grabbed her thighs, lifting her higher so her chest rested over the edge of the hot spring. I positioned my cock at the juncture of her thighs and brought her down around me. Her body readily sheathed me, and our moans coated the chamber.

“Y-you’re so deep,” she breathed, quivering against my grasp. “That’s i-intense.”

“Good.” With the help of the water, I lifted her thighs as I thrust in and out of her. She leaned on her elbows and rocked her hips with our rhythm, creating more tension each time our bodies collided. 

I pushed her long hair over her shoulder, and the damp, golden arch of her back reflected the torchlight in a hypnotic gleam. I trailed kisses on her spine, followed by the tip of my tongue. Beads of sweat trickled from the nape of her neck, and she shuddered, her quickened breaths growing more desperate.

Then we heard the door open.

We both froze, bodies pulsing and tensing around one another. Marianne glanced over her shoulder, panic flecking her gaze.

Murmurs from an unfamiliar voice carried through the partitions and barely reached our ears. Well, it’s not Jazz. I clapped a hand around Marianne’s mouth and thrust hard.

She gasped, covering my hand with hers. I bucked into her again.

Footsteps approached. “Did I already light the torches?”

Definitely not Jazz. “Don’t scream,” I teased in a voice that barely reached a whisper. I gripped her thigh and yanked her down on me. She tensed and breathed hard against my hand but didn’t make a sound.

“That’s so strange.” More words followed, but the footsteps turned and made their way back to the door.

Marianne reached behind her with her other hand and groped my shoulder. Her fingernails dug into my skin, and her hips rocked wildly against mine. She was close. 

The door opened and closed again.

I released her mouth and snared her thighs, pumping into her as fast as the water let me.

“I’m coming!” she squealed. Her knuckles at my shoulder turned white.

“Then come with me,” I groaned.

She throbbed with release, and I called her name as she dragged me over the edge. For a few perfect seconds, there was nothing else. No one else. Just me and Marianne in a hidden paradise.

We both descended from the high, heavily panting, and I carefully lowered her back into the water.

“That was so close,” she laughed, turning to face me and leaning her head against my chest. “I can’t believe you kept going.”

“What can I say?” I embraced her and kissed the top of her head. “I enjoy the challenge.”

Marianne giggled, reaching for the cloth. “Let’s finish what we started?”

“Oh. Right. For cleaning.” I grinned and brushed her bangs away from her face. “Thanks, Marianne.”

“I owe you just as much, Matt. You’ve brought something to Catania that I haven’t seen in years.”

“A man?” I quipped. “Two men?”

She shook her head. “Hope.”
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Marianne and I managed to sneak back to the others in one piece. Tristan had finished drawing two of the younger catgirls on the wall and, despite a lack of tools, he’d painted near-perfect portraits. I whistled, impressed as hell, when Ara’s face was suddenly inches from mine.

“Where were you?” Ara hissed.

“I’ll, uh, leave you to it,” Marianne said, eyeing the enraged maid before making herself scarce. 

“I was busy. You were busy. We were all busy.” I shrugged. “Why? Did something happen?”

Ara’s gaze flickered to the retreating Marianne, then back to me. “This is not your island, Matt.”

“I’m aware.”  I was getting real tired of Ara and Ravyn’s short fuses. “Look, what’s your problem?” Ever since I’d stepped foot on this island, a constant stream of catgirls made it their business to tell me what to do and how to act. The novelty was wearing thin.

“You left Tristan alone with them!” Her tone jumped an octave, and she fingered one of the blades in her hand. “You promised me you’d watch him!”

“You’re right.” I put a hand on her shoulder and gently turned her toward the group of young catgirls surrounding him. Pitching my best impression of David Attenborough, I murmured, “Just see how the savages render him vulnerable!”

Ara slapped my hand away and faced me once more. “What if they had? What if they’d hurt him?” 

She’s like an overprotective mother. I set my jaw and matched her stare. “Here’s the deal, and you’re not going to like hearing this, alright? Tristan can make his own choices. He needs room to breathe. You,” I pointed at her for effect, “and the rest of Venicia locked him in a cage. Having him under constant surveillance isn’t helping.”

“You know nothing,” she snarled, raising her blade.

I caught her wrist. “And how do you know what’s best for him? Because Celestia told you so? Look outside, Ara. The rest of your island needs him. And they need people like you.”

That made her flinch. She relaxed, and I released her arm, letting it drop to her side as my words sunk in. “People like me?”

I nodded. “That’s right. To support him and fight for them.” I pointed to Tristan’s fan club. “These girls need homes and someone in their corner. You can help make that happen. Or you can lock Tristan back up in a room and let them all die.”

“I… I just—” She searched the floor as if the words she sought would appear at her feet.

“Tristan,” Jazz’s voice carried through the hallways, and every other girl in the room stopped talking. 

Tristan looked up from his work, then shot to his feet and bowed when he realized who addressed him. “Y-yes, Your Majesty?”

Jazz, looking as pristine as she had the night before despite a day spent outside, sashayed across the room. The others made a path for her, allowing her to approach Tristan unimpeded.

Ara stepped forward, and I caught her shoulder. Her chin snapped to the side, and she issued a glare that probably should have killed me, but I gave a single shake of my head.

Jazz tipped his chin up with her thumb and forefinger. It was then that I noticed she was almost a head taller than him. She tilted his face to the left, then to the right, a frown marring her beautiful face. She leaned forward and whispered something in his ear. Tristan turned five shades of red, ending with a deep crimson comparable to Jazz’s hair. When she drew away from him, she wore a sardonic smile and one eyebrow raised.

“Do you not believe you’re up for the task?” she asked. “How unfortunate.”

Tristan swallowed hard, then rubbed the back of his neck. “No. I can. But are you certain?” He looked around the room at the younger girls and sighed. “You know the, uh, consequences, right? Is this place okay for a kittengirl?”

Holy shit. My surprise was second only to Ara’s.

“It’s perfectly safe. And I would ask you not to question me again.”

Tristan glanced at Ara and me, then back at Jazz. “Alright.”

“Come along, then.” Jazz laid a hand on Tristan’s back and led him down the hall toward her chambers.

Keke, Cannoli, and Ravyn joined our group shortly after the exchange.

“We took some time to wash up in the stream,” Cannoli announced happily. “Matt, we found so many wonderful things!”

“The stream is filled with fish, and many wild fruits and vegetables grow on its banks. Plenty of the roaches around here have good meat on them, too,” Keke added. “The girls in Catania don’t have to starve at all.”

“That’s great, guys. Seriously.” I had plenty of questions for all of them, and I knew our night was far from over, but I was worried about Ara. Even more worried about Tristan.

“What’s with you? You look like you’re gonna be sick.” Ravyn asked Ara.

“Please excuse me,” Ara whispered, the dagger in her hand trembling. She smoothed her skirt, offered barely a bow, and disappeared into our room.

“Is she okay?” Keke asked.

“Well, whatever.” Ravyn shrugged. “I have good news about the ward, too.”

Cannoli stood on her tiptoes and peered over the other girls in the cave. Buttons crawled to her shoulder and mimicked the movement. “Where’s Tristan?”

“Why don’t we go up top and talk about everything? If it’s still clear outside?” I suggested.

“The only Encroachers we ran into this afternoon were fairly harmless. We should be fine,” Keke reassured us.

“I’m going to check on Ara,” Cannoli said. “Keke can tell you about our group before we start dinner.”

Cannoli, the great equalizer. “Alright, sounds good. Let’s head up.”

Ravyn and Keke followed me while Cannoli disappeared behind the curtain.

Tristan’ll be alright, Ara. If there’s one thing he’s an expert in at this point, it’s this. I willed the thought toward her.

Never a dull moment on Shi Island.
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Side Quest: Smooth Jazz


Jazz led Tristan by the hand down the long hallways to her chambers. His palm felt clammy and nervous in her warm grasp; he chewed his lower lip while his free hand fidgeted at his side. Anxiety emanated from his thin form in waves, and Jazz chuckled beneath her breath.

Delicious.

She’d had many partners before, Sanaia chief among them, but never a man. Precious few seemed to venture outside of Venicia, and she was burning to discover what was so damn special about this one.

On a strategic level, keeping him close ensured a steady population. However, there had to be more to it than that. More to Tristan than that.

“Why are you so nervous?” Jazz teased over her shoulder. “Surely you have done this hundreds of times before.”

“I-it’s not that, really.” Tristan laughed—the sound dry and jittery—and scratched the back of his neck. “I guess it’s been a long time since I was afraid of disappointing someone.”

She raised a brow. “Oh? Is that so?”

He blushed a deep red and dropped his gaze. “Yeah. I can’t stop thinking that I’m dead meat if I fail you.”

“Dead meat,” Jazz repeated with a chuckle. “That’s an interesting turn of phrase. Well, then you had best not disappoint me, hm?”

Tristan hissed a breath through his teeth and said nothing.

The truth of it was that she expected very little from the tryst. A kitten of her own, of course, but nothing he could physically give her that she hadn’t experienced before. He was too valuable to kill—not when she’d been gifted the potential to help resculpt Shi Island. The right words whispered into the right ears could mean the safety of her closest companions and her business practices.

So, she allowed Tristan to worry that his very life was on the line. It would certainly make him more agreeable and his exploits more desperate.

They reached her room, and she closed the door behind him. Dropping his hand, she sauntered to the foot of her four-post bed, then leaned against it. “How shall we begin?” she purred. “Am I to lead as I do in all things?”

Tristan stared at the floor and breathed deeply, his shoulders rising and falling with it. When he looked back up at her, the apprehension in his features had all but vanished. Determination glittered in his blue eyes, and he closed the distance between them in four confident steps.

“Ah, there is a carnal side to you after all,” Jazz murmured. “I was beginning to wonder.”

Despite his height ending at her nose, he held her stare without flinching. “You want me to lead?”

Jazz smirked. “You are the expert here, are you not?”

Tristan reached for the leather belt holding her shorts to her hips, unlatched the clasp, and pulled it free in one smooth motion. “As you wish, then.”

He reached for her wrists and moved them behind her back. She rotated her left wrist, twisting his hand with it, and yanked him forward until their chests touched. “You’ll have to work harder than that,” she purred into his golden hair.

Tristan furrowed his brows, and a smile turned the corner of his mouth. “Alright.” 

He used his right hand to wrap the belt around both of her wrists, then around his left hand, binding them together. Once he was satisfied, he stepped aside and laid his free hand on her waist.

Jazz hummed her curiosity.

The sound was interrupted by Tristan yanking his left arm back and pushing on her waist so that she faced the bed, before pinning her in place with his thighs.

“Stronger than you look,” she remarked.

“Where it counts.” Tristan held her bound wrists tightly in place against her back, the weight of his body warm on her bare skin.

“Stronger than you look,” she remarked.

“Where it counts.” Tristan held her bound wrists tightly in place, the weight of his body warm on her bare skin.

“Well, you—ah– ngh!” She’d begun to retort when his fingers played along her tail like a practiced instrument. The sensation gave her goosebumps and drew a cry from her throat. She quickly masked it by biting down on her tongue. His lips met her bare spine, trailing tender bites and laps of his tongue up her back while continuing to toy with her tail.

She balled her fingers into fists, her back arching against his mouth. How did this boy know exactly where to touch her?

“Is that all?” she breathed, struggling against the belt at her wrists.

Tristan’s laugh was hot against her skin. Releasing her tail, he instead danced his fingers along her inner thigh, crept beneath her shorts, and then moved the seat of her underwear to the side. Her breath hitched in her throat at the cool touch of his fingertips. He slipped between the vulnerable skin with two long fingers and slid them inside her heat.

“Mmnn!” Another moan tore its way from her throat.

She hadn’t realized she’d stopped fighting against his hold until the sensation of his tongue trailing the length of her spine returned.

“You sure you don’t want this?” Tristan murmured against her skin; all traces of the light-hearted, locked-up boy had vanished. “It certainly feels like you do.” He slowly withdrew his fingers before plunging them inside her once more.

Sanaia would never have dared try something so… So… Jazz couldn’t finish the thought. Her skin sang its responses to his machinations. And yet…

“You think that– that you can control anyone,” she said between panted breaths. “That will get you in trouble.”

“Will it?”

“Hm.” Jazz would not be bested so easily.

She coiled her tail around the back of his neck before uttering, “[Double Image].”

A perfect copy of Jazz appeared behind Tristan. It would only last a few seconds, but that was all she needed. The clone dragged him away from her and ripped the belt free from their wrists. Jazz stepped aside, and the clone shoved Tristan to the bed.

Jazz snatched the opportunity, taking the belt from her clone and binding his wrists above his head. By the time the Skill had ended, she had him straddled at the hips with one hand restraining his bound arms. The look of surprise on his face was a more than sufficient victory prize.

“That’s better,” she crooned.

“Don’t you get tired of controlling things all the time?” he asked.

“No.” Jazz grabbed the edge of his top and yanked it upward before stuffing the fabric into his mouth. “My turn.”

She dragged her nails from his collarbone to his hip, delighting in his squirms and the thin red lines that contoured his pale skin. It was smooth and unmarked—unblemished territory for Jazz to mar as she pleased. This was someone who had never wanted for anything.

Bending over his chest, she teased one pink nipple with her tongue while allowing her hand to slide between his legs. The makeshift gag muffled his groans, but his eyes stayed on her. Curious. Burning.

Vulnerable.

His moans intensified while she stroked the fast-hardening bulge beneath the fabric of his pants. She sucked hard at his skin and dug her nails into his arm.

Well, he certainly wanted her. Right this instant, if his body was any indication.

Jazz chuckled at the thought, then unfastened the button on his pants. He kicked in protest and hummed loudly against his shirt. She leaned back and tugged the fabric free from his lips.

“Is there a problem?” she mused, unfastening her shorts and letting them fall to the floor with her panties.

“I should be servicing you,” he breathed, eyes wandering below her navel. “I don’t want to disappoint you, remember?”

“You’ve passed the test, Tristan. Don’t be a sore loser.” She inched his trousers free. “Now shut up.”

Tristan’s hardened shaft emerged, and she grasped it, applying a similar pressure as he had to her tail. He gasped and shuddered beneath her grip. Every sound she won from him summoned more heat between her legs. The tension grew until she couldn’t stand it any longer.

She crawled on top of him, then shifted her hips so they aligned with his. Before he could protest, she thrust down around his cock.

“Oh, God,” Tristan cried, his back curving in a starved arc.

“Ngh…” Jazz’s breath hitched, and she swallowed the moans threatening the back of her throat. She couldn’t tell him how good he felt. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

But… She rocked her hips, drinking in the sensation of her depths stretching to fit him. Her tail went rigid, and her thighs trembled. She’d never felt anything like it. Her head bent forward, and she softly moaned her satisfaction between her breasts.

In that moment of vulnerability, Tristan bent at the hips and threw his arms over her head, snagging her by the neck with his bound wrists and pulling her down to him.

“Tristan—!” Jazz snapped, but his lips found hers.

He penetrated her mouth with his tongue, holding her close as he buried himself between her legs over and over again. She tangled her fingers in his hair, warring against his tongue with her own and responding to his thrusts in kind. They were hooked in one another’s grasp, control both held and relinquished.

Tension built between Jazz’s legs with every gyration, her very breath shared and influenced by Tristan’s. Their gasps became more desperate, their groans uniting between their tongues. Jazz’s climax touched every nerve, numbing her lips and toes. Tristan bucked against her with bestial need, and his cries joined hers.

Jazz relished in the pleasure rolling over her like waves, the sweat shared between their skin, Tristan’s sighs locked inside her own. Her body throbbed, and her heart hammered against her chest, punctuated by the fast beating of his pulse. Today, he was hers.

And she was his.

Tristan lifted his wrists from her neck, allowing her to sit back and study him for a few quiet moments. She was pleased to find him observing her in a similar manner. A thin sheen of sweat coated them both. He licked his lips as he relaxed his arms above his head.

“I really didn’t disappoint you?” he asked, hints of his fear edging their way back into his voice.

Jazz shook her head. “No, you didn’t disappoint me.” She traced his lips with her fingertips. “You were correct, though. There are times that I do tire of controlling everything.”

“Why keep doing it, then?”

She leaned forward, kissed his forehead, then worked to undo the knots she’d created with her belt. “Because no one else will protect them.”

Tristan hummed in thought, then caught one of the leather cups of her top with his teeth. He swept his now freed hands to the clasps holding it together at the back. “I didn’t say we were done.”

“Well, then. By all means.” Jazz helped him divest her top, then repositioned herself against the line of pillows at the headboard.

Tristan grinned, then captured her kiss, his fingers descending between her thighs.

I see why they hide you, Tristan.
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Chapter 36
Again From Scratch


Keke, Ravyn, and I found shade beneath a tree close to the underground base. The sun was low on the horizon, and a handful of long clouds drifted through hues of oranges and violets. I shivered with the evening chill and pulled my jacket tighter around my chest.

Keke sat cross-legged at my side, resting her thigh against mine. Her familiar warmth was comforting, and I wanted so badly to be somewhere we could share a bed again. She wrapped her tail behind us, and the tip rested against my thigh. Ravyn stood across from us, leaning against the tree with her arms crossed. Ball flew high above, out of sight, probably just happy to not be inside a cave.

“Let’s start with you, Keke,” I opened the floor.

She nodded. “So, like I was saying, the stream is more of a river. There’s plenty of fish, both shelled and free-swimming. I did warn them against casting a net for more than a couple of hours at a time, though. Pulling everything out at once could disrupt the populations and leave an empty stream.”

“So they’ll have to balance fishing and hunting.” I leaned back on my hands, snaking Keke’s tail between my thumb and forefinger.

A tiny smile she tried to suppress teased her lips. I’d come to realize their tails were fairly sensitive, and I wondered if this was slightly inappropriate in public.

“Right. It would be important for them to forage the plants available, hunt the roaches worth eating, and alternate fishing days,” Keke explained.

“Except these girls have no fucking idea how to hunt. Or fish. And their [Mage]s would burn every roach to ash with their magic,” Ravyn spoke up. “We can’t stay here forever and teach them how to function.”

I nodded. The thought had occurred to me while I’d spent time teaching my group how to garden. Even Shizen’s crash course had taken a couple of weeks, and I still felt like there was plenty I could learn. I recalled my first terrible day fishing and the epic failure of my first Encroacher encounter.

There was really only one way around this. “They need help from another city. Even if just a few experienced people could stay here until Catania can move back to the surface. These girls have proven they can fight, but the other stuff really needs a constant mentor.”

Keke’s brow crinkled. “Where can we find the girls? Badyron and Sorentina seemed spread thin already.”

I hummed in thought, toying with Keke’s tail and enjoying feeling her wriggle beside me.

To my surprise, Ravyn spoke first. “What if they traded places for a time?”

“What do you mean?” Keke asked.

“Like you said, Catania can fight. Hell, Sorentina’s guards ran to Badyron to find more fighters for that gross Defiled. The girls at the Guild Hall could further train Catania’s girls for combat in exchange for people who can hunt, fish, and farm.” Ravyn brushed an escaped tendril of her long hair back over her shoulder. “Not for forever, like you were saying. Just until Catania’s out of the damn ground.”

It was a solid plan that only had benefits from what I could see—open trade with another city, contact with more girls outside of their cave. They could join their forces instead of working solo. “That’s a great idea, Ravyn.”

She smirked. “I know.”

“What did you find out about the wards?” Keke pressed.

“Right. Wards. Well, there are four girls here who could control their magic without blowing the place up. Two others could conjure up a few party tricks and one that might be able to use healing magic, but Cannoli would be a better judge of that.”

You’re being uncharacteristically helpful today. “I’m guessing you worked with the four, then?”

“Mhm. By the time we were done, they could each conjure up a minor ward that’ll last a couple of days. This city’s huge, though. They’ll have to pick and choose where to put them.”

“If the Encroacher problem’s as bad as they say, it could be constantly triggered,” Keke added. “We ran into a fair few today, but nothing that would force them to stay underground if they know how to fight.” She paused in thought, and I noticed a string of goosebumps against her throat. “Is there a way to adjust what the wards react to? Like a Defiled versus an Encroacher?”

“That’s some advanced shit. Nothing four brand new [Mage]s could figure out in a couple of days,” Ravyn said.

I recalled my conversation with Marianne earlier as we worked. “Marianne, er, one of the guards said it’s not the Defiled that give them the biggest problems. It’s mostly the roaches since they seem to come in packs.”

Ravyn cackled and stared at me knowingly. “Glad one of us is getting comfortable around this miserable place.”

Keke leaned harder against me and cleared her throat. Without awarding Ravyn even a glance, she pressed on. “Then we need to figure out where the wards would be best placed. It would help if we knew the size of the threat they face.”

I shrugged. “Maybe tomorrow. It sounds like clear days like this are rare.”

“How’d your time in the dirt go, Matt?” Ravyn asked. “You’re awfully clean for someone digging up seeds all day.”

I felt my face flush, and I glanced toward the ground. “Yeah, I cleaned up afterward. Anyway, we found a great house for them to start with. We just need to build it a door. Which reminds me, how far is the stream from here?”

Keke pointed north. Funny how easily accustomed I’d become with cardinal directions. On Earth, I’d get lost at my own college without a GPS. “It’s that way. It’s only a fifteen-minute walk or so.”

“Then it’ll take multiple girls with buckets to water that garden. Damn.” I recalled the broken-down fountain when we’d first come to the city. It likely hooked up to the river, but I’d gamble that the pipes were toast. “Too bad the fountain—” I stopped and shook my head in disbelief. There was a natural hot spring right under our feet. There was no reason they couldn’t use it for the plants. Except for Jazz. “Actually, there’s a solution. But Jazz isn’t going to like it.”

“Oh? Do tell,” Ravyn grinned. “Anything to make that bitch squirm.”

“Her room has a hot spring in the far, far back,” I replied, rubbing the back of my neck. “But she doesn’t let anyone else use it.”

Ravyn’s smile widened. “And how do you know that, boy?”

“That’s not important,” Keke snapped. “Certainly, she has to understand that could mean the difference in starving or eating that night, right?”

“I would hope so. But her attitude so far doesn’t exactly inspire a lot of confidence,” I admitted. “I’ll talk to her after she’s, well, done with Tristan.”

Ravyn barked another laugh. “What I wouldn’t give to see how that’s going.”

“I didn’t know you were into watching,” I joked.

“There’s a lot you don’t know about me, baka.”

“I just hope he’s alright. Same with Ara. She looked crushed,” Keke sighed.

“We should head back down, anyway. It’s getting dark.” Ravyn called out for Ball, and a flash of blue descended from the sky to her shoulder. “Coming?” she asked when neither of us made a move to leave.

“Yeah, we’ll be right there,” I replied. I hadn’t had a chance to talk with Keke alone in what felt like ages. She nodded her agreement.

“Suit yourselves.” Ravyn shrugged and made her way back to the entrance of the underground city.

We both watched her leave. Once she was out of sight, I slid a hand around Keke’s waist. She tilted her head against my shoulder. “How are you doing?” I asked.

“I’m tired, Matt,” she replied. “I wish we were home.”

“Yeah, me too.” I abandoned her tail in favor of taking her hand and entwining our fingers. “A warm bed, a warm meal, and less clothes would do us some good.”

Keke chuckled. She traced circles on the back of my hand with her thumb. “You know, back in the cave with that horrible [Necromancer]… I’ve never been so scared in my whole life. What she did to Cannoli, and then your offer to stay with her… I just—” She shuddered, and her words quivered. “I thought I was going to lose you both.”

I kissed the top of her head, inhaling and memorizing her scent all over again. My time spent with Marianne was terrific, but sitting here, quietly at Keke’s side, felt safe. Like home. “I promise you’ll never have to worry about me actually jumping into a pot of God knows what.”

I was hoping for another laugh, but Keke tilted her head up, golden eyes packed with concern. Her voice dropped to a whisper, “I never want to lose you, Matt.”

I tilted my head so our foreheads touched. “Hey, if you’re next to me, I can do anything. I’ll be by your side so long as you’ll have me. I promise.”

She tipped her chin up and kissed me. Her lips were soft and warm and welcoming. I embraced her tightly and felt the tension in her shoulders relax.

“Hurry it up, you fucks! It’s dark!” Ravyn’s call screeched through the silence. “Saoirse’s tits, do I have to chaperone you two?”

Keke pulled away and laughed. “She’s right. We can find more time later.”

Yes, please. I nodded and took her hand. “Lead on.”
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Keke and Cannoli disappeared into one of the caverns the natives had dubbed ‘the kitchens.’ Though, from what I saw, it was little more than a big fire pit, sparse cookware, and a single stack of wooden crates. I wondered if the boxes were leftover contraband from Jazz’s adventures in criminal dealings—they shared an odd, curved symbol branded into the corner of each crate. But it didn’t seem to matter either way.

Ravyn returned to her group of new [Mage]s, seeming to enjoy teaching more than she let on. 

My favored mental image of her with a riding crop resurfaced, and I lingered on it for a moment before I saw Ara emerge from behind our room’s curtain. She glanced wearily from side to side, frowning with indecision. Her face was still intensely pale, and the dark rings circling her eyes were more prominent. This girl needed sleep.

Feeling a lot calmer than I had in our last conversation, I decided to break the silence between us. “Hey.”

She straightened her back and faced me head-on. “Hello.”

“I’m sorry about earlier. You’re right. I did promise to watch him, and I left. That was my bad.” I paused and ran a hand through my hair. She waited, silently studying my face. “But I meant what I said. You have to let the kid spread his wings a little. I told you once before—he has to make his own decisions now. He won’t learn otherwise.”

Ara gave me the slightest nod. “I know,” she murmured. “It is very, very difficult. I’ve spent most of my life in the service of Venicia, learning how to best act in the School of Etiquette. How to knit, how to write, how to cook, how to raise a family that would give back to our society. How to protect the young master if the worst were to happen.” Her ears flicked back, and she avoided my eyes. “Never once before had I wondered how he felt about the arrangement.”

That checked out. Small wonder that so many of the citizens of Venicia treated Tristan like a precious commodity. “How do you feel about it now?”

“I want the young mas—” Ara stopped short and sighed. “I want Tristan to be happy.”

I was pretty sure that was the first time I’d heard Ara call him by name. We really are making progress. “Yeah?”

“Yes. I will continue to protect his life with my own. Should he wish me to stay at his side with wherever this may lead, so it shall be.” She clasped her hands in front of her apron and stared up at me. “Our island is a shade of what it used to be. I… I wish to assist him in restoring it.”

“I’m glad to hear that, really. And I know he will be, too. Just talk to him, Ara. I think right now that would help him more than anything.”

Ara nodded slowly. She shifted from one foot to the other, her sluggish balance veering farther to the side than I liked. 

I caught her by the shoulder and steadied her. “And get some sleep tonight. Okay?”

She blinked. “Yes. Very well.”

Our conversation was interrupted by a breathless Marianne by my side. Her words were split with laughter. “Matt. You have to come see this.”

I looked at Ara, hesitant to leave her side. “Are you going to be okay?”

Ara yawned behind one hand, then blinked her eyes a few times. “Yes. I’m well enough to join you, and I could use the stretch.”

“Alright.” I didn’t like it, but I didn’t put up a fight. I looked back at Marianne. “Lead on.”

We traveled down the winding corridor until Marianne stopped short at one of the larger alcoves. Inside was a series of narrow tables stacked from end to end, then side to side, a lot like a tavern. At the head of one of the tables was Jazz. With Tristan in her lap.

Ara’s tension was electric. Her eyes locked on Jazz, and her hand whipped one of the daggers free from its sheath.

Leave it to Ara to go from zero to Red Wedding in a heartbeat.

Jazz’s arms curled around Tristan’s waist, and she flashed me a brilliant smile as we passed through the curtain. “Matt. Good. Sit. We have much to discuss, it seems.”
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Chapter 37
Young Master in the Shadows


I placed a hand on Ara’s wrist and caught her furious eyes. With a quick shake of my head, she slowly sheathed the blade and returned her attention to the salacious redhead.

“If you would be so kind as to release the young master,” Ara hissed.

Jazz stroked one long finger down Tristan’s cheek. “Ah, but little Tristan and I were having such fun. Isn’t that right?”

Tristan turned deep red while he studied every other inch of the room that didn’t have Ara standing in it. “Yes.”

“You okay, Tristan?” I asked, taking a seat next to them at the narrow table.

Tristan nodded. “I’m fine.”

Jazz giggled, dipping her head near his throat. Tristan shivered and closed his eyes. 

Who has who wrapped around their finger right now?

Ara took a seat next to me and cleared her throat. “Why don’t we discuss what we’ve found.”

“Allow me to start.” Jazz traced her nail down Tristan’s spine, eyes glimmering when he shuddered. “I seem to have lost one of my coveted bath cloths. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you, Matt?”

Shit, I forgot to put it back. I shrugged. “I was farming all day.”

“Someone had lit my torches before Amara could do so as well. No one here would dare go into my rooms—”

We don’t have time for this shit. “Speaking of. One of the guards told me you have a hot spring in your room.”

Jazz blinked, but her calm composure otherwise remained. “That’s true. But I don’t see how it pertains to you—”

“It has nothing to do with me. You need to let the girls take water from it.” I laid both arms on the table and leaned forward. 

She narrowed her eyes. Her nails dug tiny indents on the top of Tristan’s thigh. He squirmed beneath her grip. “Oh? Do I?”

“If you’d like to stop starving, yes. We found a great place nearby for a small farm that just needs a door. But the stream is a fifteen-minute walk and, from what I understand, not very safe.” You may have your claws in Tristan, but that mask of yours is beginning to fade. “Your crops will need constant watering from a reliable source.”

Jazz’s lackadaisical smile vanished, and her lips reformed into a hard, thin line. “How many girls must enter my chambers?”

“However many buckets you have should be brought and carried at a time. It’s a sizable plot.” When did I turn into the farming simulator protag? “If you have to limit them, at least bring everything you can.”

She stared at Tristan and hummed in thought, her grip on his thigh loosening. Tristan remained unusually silent. Ara vibrated with frustration beside me.

“You’re lucky I’m in a good mood. Fine. They may access my hot spring.” Her sharp smile returned. “I understand your other girls are preparing food as we speak?” She inhaled deeply. “It’s been a long time since we’ve experienced such alluring aromas.”

Is she talking about the Tristan or the food? “Yeah. They found quite a bounty, as I heard it. But there’s something else we need to talk about.”

“More invasions of privacy in my future?” Jazz quipped, stroking Tristan’s hair like a pet.

“I would suggest a trade with a few girls in Sorentina. A handful of your fighters that can train with their guard in exchange for an equal number who are knowledgeable in hunting, fishing, foraging, and farming. Girls that can stay here and guide you in our place.”

“Leaving so soon?” Jazz rested her chin on Tristan’s shoulder. “Did my girls not learn enough in your teachings today?”

Surely she couldn’t believe that a single day’s training in anything would amount to perfection. “Things like this take time to learn. Time we can’t give you right now.”

Jazz watched Ara in amusement, moving her hands over Tristan in ways that fueled Ara’s fury. “Time is most important. However, so are our lives. And crossing into Sorentina is a fool’s errand.”

“Why?” I had a feeling I knew the answer, but I was doing my best to distract her from Tristan.

“The Defiled and Encroachers, of course. They run rampant between Catania and Sorentina. We would need an army to stand a chance.”

I clasped my hands on the counter and looked pointedly around the room. “You have one.”

“Excuse me?”

“You have an army. The girls here can fight. We’ll come with you and secure the exchange. They’re in as desperate need of fighters as you are for people who know the land.”

Jazz paused and rested her hands around Tristan’s waist. “You want us to risk our lives? For what? We’re safe here.”

“You’re dying in here,” Ara replied icily. “Your people are starving and living in squalor. They see you as their leader, you tra—”

“Ara,” I cautioned.

Ara stopped herself before the words could reach the air. She swallowed and continued. “They depend on you. We, as outsiders, have offered you an excellent chance to rebuild what you have lost. We, too, would be risking our lives to help Catania flourish once again. You would be a fool to refuse our aid.”

Jazz’s stare bored holes into Ara, and I swore I could see the lasers shooting between their locked gazes.

“Uh, Jazz? May I please, erm, get down?” Tristan murmured, breaking one hell of a staring contest.

Jazz spread her arms wide in silence, and Tristan hopped away from her lap. He shuffled to our side of the table and took a seat next to Ara, head still bowed as if in prayer.

“Tristan. What do you think of the plan?” I prompted. Besides Jazz, we needed Tristan to back this plan, too.

Tristan took a deep breath and looked at Ara and me for the first time. “I think it makes sense, really. I mean, in any strategy game, you would spread your resources, right? There are a lot of fighters here, but we need more farmers.” He looked back at Jazz. “I know what he’s asking of you is difficult, but your people could start to heal.”

Before Jazz could reply, Cannoli parted the curtain, wearing a brilliant smile and a short apron. “Dinner’s ready!”
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Keke and Cannoli had prepared an absolute feast. Two enormous pots of stew with fish and vegetables they’d procured during their foraging. Keke had used one of the storage rooms to hang salted strips of Encroacher meat over sections of rope to dry them for jerky.

“How did you get so much water for the broth?” I asked, admiring the giant cooking pots that hadn’t been there when I’d first glanced in the kitchen.

“Thankfully, they’re not short on buckets,” Keke said, grinning.

Well, that’s a relief. I just hope they were cleaned thoroughly.

The tables in the dining area were packed with catgirls. Not everyone could fit in at once, so they counted off and took turns. Bowls were licked clean, then passed along for the next girl in line to enjoy. For a group of half-starved women, I had to give them credit for their patience in waiting for their chance to crack into Cannoli’s cooking.

The jovial mood was contagious—I even caught Ara smiling at something Tristan said to her. Laughter and excited conversation filled the air. It was a completely different atmosphere from the dreary cavern we’d encountered the night prior.

At Tristan’s wise suggestion, we had our meals last and took our bowls together to our room.

“So, three girls have licked this bowl now?” I asked wryly. “Think I’ll catch something?”

“Now you are worried for your health? Not while you were with the guard you’d just met in a room that was not yours?” Ara jeered with a sly smile. “You have interesting priorities.”

“Ara? Making a joke? Do my ears deceive me?” I made a show of cupping my ear with one hand. “Impossible.”

“How did the talk with Jazz go?” Keke asked, scooting closer to me.

“Better than expected. But maybe that’s because she was fondling Tristan in her lap the whole time.” I scooped a lukewarm heap of stew into my mouth. Didn’t matter. Still delicious.

“H-hey. I was just trying to be nice,” Tristan said. Desiree licked at the remnants of his empty bowl. “She’s, well, intimidating.”

“Did something happen?” Cannoli tilted her head in confusion. Buttons chewed on a yellow root she’d saved for him, running circles in Cannoli’s lap. “Are you alright, Tristan?”

Tristan flushed and waved his hands in panic. “I’m fine! Really! Nothing happened!”

“Kehehehehe. Sounds like you met your match,” Ravyn snickered. Tossing her empty plate aside, she lay back on her blankets and threw her hands behind her head. “Can we leave this fucking place yet?” she asked no one in particular, letting the words echo against the walls.

“Well, I think that depends. Was Jazz open to the idea of taking in girls from Sorentina?” Keke asked.

“I think so. She said the Defiled threat between here and Sorentina is pretty damn bad. We may need them to fight them off after all.”

“Mou ii, is this little field trip really worth it?” Ravyn whined.

“Yes,” I said before anyone else could speak. So far, we’d kept Ceres’s existence under wraps from Tristan and Ara, and I intended to keep it that way until we reached Sorentina. The less they knew about her, the better, in case Ara turned tail and went running back to Celestia with Tristan in tow. “It only stands to help them.”

“Um… I’m sorry, I’m lost. What’s happening?” Cannoli asked. 

“Right. You were gone. Sorry.”

I explained our plan with the help of the others, then Jazz’s reaction with Ara’s assistance. Ravyn rehashed her experience with the [Mage]s, and I told Cannoli about my farming group. 

Buttons flipped the bowl over his head, startling himself. He sneezed, and a ring of flames enveloped the metal’s edges. Ara slipped one of her blades beneath the bowl and tipped it away from the blazard. Buttons dove after the bowl, as if it had slighted him.

“What do you think, Cannoli?” I asked.

“Well, I think the girls are still hungry. None of them should have to travel that far and fight on just one good meal.” Cannoli paused, stroking Buttons’s head in thought. “I would like to make sure they eat twice tomorrow, and we could leave the day after that? Would that be alright?”

“That’s a good point. We want them in the best possible shape,” I agreed.

“Fuuuuck, two more days in this pit?” Ravyn groaned. She crawled to her blankets and curled up on the floor. Ball landed at her head and preened her hair. “This is the trip that never ends.”

“It’ll give you more time with your [Mage]s, me with my farming, and Keke and Cannoli can help them build their stores for when we’re gone. Come on. You’re having fun playing teacher. I can tell.”

Ravyn raised one hand to the sky and flipped me the bird.

“What is our purpose in Sorentina?” Ara asked suddenly. “I understand they need girls, but you speak of it as if you’d already meant to go there.”

Well, shit. “I, well—” I struggled to think of something.

“That’s the way back to your precious Venicia, right?” Ravyn called. “You really wanna go back through Anyona to get there?”

Ara studied me carefully, her brow furrowing. “No, I suppose not.”

She knows something’s not right. Damn it, I wish I could just trust her with this. But we were too close to getting Ceres and getting the hell out of this place. A turncoat Ara could destroy everything we’d worked for.

Tristan yawned and stretched. Desiree hopped in his lap and circled until she found a comfortable position. “I need some sleep. It’s been a busy day.”

“Yeah, we should all get some rest. We can talk more tomorrow,” I said, thankful for the change in topic. Hang in there, Ravyn.

Ravyn’s loud snores echoed against the walls. Cannoli cupped a hand over her mouth, suppressing her giggles.
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Chapter 38
He Who Fights With Monsters


The next couple of days were some of the most hectic in my life—or lives, I guess I should say. It was much of the same, but now many of the girls in Jazz’s company had newfound enthusiasm, thanks in no small part to Cannoli. Their focus was stronger, their reflexes faster, and most importantly, their morale had seen a significant improvement.

The food they’d eaten, the skills they were learning—it emboldened them. But, as Ara reminded us, overconfidence could quickly kill a person. The line between bravery and recklessness was achingly thin, and it was important to remind these girls of that. In some ways, the extra morale was to Jazz’s dismay, and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t concerned.

As they’d warned us, the Encroacher threat was far worse on the days that followed. Packs of snarling beasts slipped through the gates at all hours of the day, finding shade near the streams or hunting for smaller roaches to eat. We hunted in tight-knit groups with Keke at the helm and deployed as many strategies as we could think of to keep the girls safe.

I was proud to say that none of the girls had died in our company. However, many were wounded while going overboard in their vengeance on the Encroachers. I couldn’t really blame them—it would make sense that they wanted to continue to fill their bellies after Keke and Cannoli left. I spent a lot of my time wishing the girls would practice their stealth more. Keke kept my expectations in check and was a natural leader when hunting.

Even so, a few went out of their way to disobey not just us, but Jazz. One precarious encounter with an Encroacher nearly ended with the severing of a girl’s right arm. To our relief, while the damage was significant, it wasn’t anything that wouldn’t mend in a month or so. Still, it spooked us all and was a nasty reminder of just how dangerous a bold personality could be when encouraged. Not an experience I’d like to relive any time soon. Scratch that—not an experience I’d like to relive ever.

Marianne was always close to my shadow, exchanging quick glances and sly smiles between quips and questions. Keke tolerated her, but I did my best to keep the PDA limited. Though, when Marianne and I went to check on the garden alone, her hands found a way up my shirt and her tongue down my throat. I hoped no one was around to see what followed.

New Notifications!

Matt has gained: 2 Levels of [Harvesting]!

Cannoli had gone above and beyond the call of duty. She’d barely stepped outside since we arrived. While many of Catania’s survivors knew how to cook for themselves or small groups, Cannoli helped them learn to craft filling meals for large groups with few ingredients. They begged her to stay, and Cannoli turned them down. They didn’t give up without a fight, but she was firm in her decision to leave. Once she had made it very clear that she wasn’t sticking around, many more approached her and copied down a number of her recipes.

Ara finally got a wink of sleep, and I do mean just a wink. It was clear she needed a lot more. Her increasingly clumsy expressions and mannerisms gave me the impression that she was on her last legs. She could kill me for it later, but thanks to Keke and Ravyn, she finally got a full night’s rest once we’d sprinkled a handful of calming herbs into her drink.

Tristan continued to contribute in his own way. Almost half the wall was covered in painted portraits and sketches of the inhabitants. More and more joined his group each day to have their likeness added to the wall. It added the extra life the cave needed, and the excitement of those depicted was palpable.

That just left Ravyn. I’d never seen her so passionate. Her aristocracy bled through like nobody’s business. Most of the Catgirls were [Warrior]s and [Fighter]s. The very few that were [Mage]s were clumsy, had poor impulses, and were…well, less than literate. There was no way she’d make a group of perfect [Mage]s in a few days. To her credit, though, if I had to grade them, I would’ve said they were at least brought up from ‘burn the cave down with a sneeze’ to ‘passable.’ Ravyn was a natural instructor.

That led us to our final day. The day we marched to Sorentina. We spent some time debating exactly how we’d go about it. Eventually, we concluded that it was best to send out a few teams at a time in groups of six. Marching a whole damn army sounded well and fine, but our tools and weapons were lacking, and in the worst-case scenario that a swarm of Encroachers or Defiled were waiting for us, then we needed to be ready for a major pincer attack or to retreat.

I had to admit, I was of the opinion that Jazz should stay behind. Losing your leader was a fantastic way to destroy your morale and, with it, any chance of ever rebuilding Catania. She seemed to catch wind of this even though I hadn’t said a word. So, before we could protest, she insisted—no, demanded that she lead one of the groups to Sorentina.

Jazz was coming whether we liked it or not.

Once our bellies were full and our supplies readied, the four chosen squads made their way to the entrance of the cavern with Jazz leading the way. Our group was the last to leave, and before I followed, I turned around to take one last look at the cave we’d spent a short eternity in.

Several of the younger girls had drawn Tristan and our Party in varying degrees of emotions and poses. Somehow, every one of us had at least one negative or mean emotion thrown up there, with Ravyn and Ara being the dictators of their makeshift canvas. Except for Cannoli. She was revered as a goddess, typically pictured with wings and bright rings of light around her head. In her illustration, she offered loaves of bread to the lowly refugees.

You got your own church here, Cannoli.

A smile tugged at the corner of my mouth as someone snaked their fingers between mine. I turned to look at Keke, happy to have the familiar weight of her hand in mine.

“You okay, Matt?” Keke’s golden eyes bore into me.

“Yeah, I’m okay.” It wasn’t a hundred percent true. I had a lot on my mind, but all that was left to do now was make the trek to Sorentina. Hopefully safe and sound. I scratched the back of my neck and, as Keke and I were the last to leave the cave, we both waved to the remainder of catgirls who stayed behind to hold down the fort.
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The ‘wurgler,’ as Ara had loudly called it, flailed its stick-like appendages at me as I tried to hold it at arm’s length with my shield. This thing was the stuff of nightmares. Its entire body was a deep russet brown—as long as I was tall—and tubular like an earthworm. It ran unnervingly fast on its six sticky legs, then reared back on two of them while swinging the other four at me.

It was a slippery bastard, and ‘wurgler’ did not feel like a proper name for this hideous monstrosity. Each time I’d swing my axe, its neck and head would recoil into itself. If I swung for the midsection, it curved its back as if it didn’t have a spine, narrowly avoiding my blade.

The damn thing chilled me to the bone. I swung once more, and again it dodged. Only this time, Keke was ready. Three arrows found their way into the beast’s back, and it elicited a menacing cry. Sharp teeth gleamed from a gaping maw, and spittle splashed onto my axe. Despite my best efforts, I could not find a single eye on its head. But it turned its attention on Keke all the same.

“Hey, what are you looking at? [Provoke]!” I screamed out.

The creature swiveled its slimy head back toward me, and this time, I anticipated it. It screeched as it reared its head back and bared its fangs.

No thanks. I’m not on today’s wurgler menu. As the roach recoiled, I swung my axe into its path, decapitating it just below the mouth. Bits and pieces of insect meat and juices sprayed onto my shield arm.

I shoved the slumping body to the ground and watched as it wriggled in place for a few more seconds, milky-white blood and goo pouring out of its body.

“I need a bath,” I said as I peeled pieces of wurgler skin off my arm.

“They’re getting meaner. We’ll need to be quieter,” Keke warned as she approached me. She wrinkled her nose and swished a hand in front of her face. “Eck, that smells awful.” 

“Yeah, and its blood looks like, uh, well—”

“Keheheheh.” Ravyn pressed the tips of her fingers to her lips, giggling.

I could feel my face turn red-hot. “Alright, let’s get a move on. We don’t want to stay in one place for too long,” I said, sighing.

Keke nodded. “That’s right. It’s important we keep moving. That should make it harder for any Defiled to track us.”

“I hope you’re right,” Ravyn said.

“Keke knows! She learned from her mom!” Cannoli cheered.

I blinked, then looked at Keke. “Your mom taught you how to hunt?”

Keke’s gaze wandered. She took hold of her ponytail and whipped it back behind her. “Mm. Yeah. My mom taught me a lot.”

Out of the corner of my eye, Cannoli had a hand clapped to her mouth like a child who’d been caught saying a bad word.

Not a great topic of conversation, it sounds like. Now’s not the time anyway.

“I agree, let’s keep going,” Ara said, knives at the ready. “The sooner we can get back to Sorentina, the sooner life can resume its proper course.”

I hope she’s not seriously still thinking of taking Tristan back to Venicia.

New Notifications!

Matt has gained: 22 Base XP!
Matt has gained: 22 Class XP!


Keke has gained: 22 Base XP!
Keke has gained: 22 Class XP!


Cannoli has gained: 22 Base XP!
Cannoli has gained: 22 Class XP!


Ravyn has gained: 22 Base XP!
Ravyn has gained: 22 Class XP!

After the uncomfortable encounter with the wurgler, Keke continued to guide us through the woods. Periodically, we’d catch the silhouette of a catgirl from one of the other groups and motion when it was safe to continue. Jazz’s group was the farthest out at this point. Seemed she was a natural when it came to stealth.

The Encroacher threat had been minimal up until now. A few skirmishes here and there, but nothing too dangerous yet. That wasn’t to say that the threat wasn’t significant—it was. We’d passed by at least a few dozen Encroacher nests. But thanks to the silent movements of our army and the occasional thrown rock—often by Keke, as the minotaur fight still haunted me—it was a reasonably simple task to remain hidden from most of them.

Turns out a lot of them here were skittish by nature, much like the wildlife back on Earth.

“How much farther?” I heard Cannoli whisper.

“Maybe another hour,” Ara said. “Remain vigilant.”

“Shh, wait there,” Keke warned.

We did as instructed, each of us bending on one knee, camouflaged by overgrown foliage. Keke’s attention caught on something between the grass, and she chanced to raise a few inches higher. She gasped and shot right back down.

“What’s wrong?” I whispered.

“A Defiled,” she whispered back.

“What the fuck’s going on up there?” I heard Ravyn say next.

I motioned for silence. “Did it see you?”

Keke shook her head. “No. But one of the other groups is heading straight for it.”

Shit. “Can we lure it away?”

Keke rolled one of the pebbles between her fingers. “Maybe. Defiled are far more intelligent than simple Encroachers, though. We could end up drawing it over here if we throw one of the rocks.”

I gestured for the others to come closer, albeit quietly. I explained the situation as best as I could, hoping to get another answer.

Ravyn bit the end of one of her fingernails, chancing a glance over her hiding place. “That fuck is barring our way,” she hissed. “How far is the other group?”

“They’re going to run into it any second now. We don’t have time to plan,” Keke said back, her chest rising and falling rapidly.

Shit, now I’m finding it hard to concentrate.

Damn it, the fear of another minotaur-like battle had returned anyway. It was anyone’s guess what Level this thing could be. As organized as we were, if we made a wrong move here, it could wipe both of our groups. We were too far apart to call them without alerting the Defiled to them first, then us. We couldn’t—

“Time’s up. I say we throw the rock,” Keke said decisively. “Alright, here I go.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa! Stop. Stop,” I hissed, gesturing for a time-out. I shook my head. “Nuh-uh. I say we don’t.”

“Matt, seriously. They’re going to run right into it. If I just throw the rock—”

“And lead them right back to us? Without a plan? Then we’re dead,” I finished for her.

Ravyn and Ara also voiced their disagreement with Keke’s decision, Tristan backing them up with a bit of meekness in his voice.

“Throw it,” Cannoli said with timid eyes.

“That’s all the approval I needed,” Keke said.

“No.” I snatched the wrist holding the rock, and pulled her into my embrace. Was this the right thing to do? Was I sending that group of girls off to their deaths? They were tough as nails, so surely, they’d be able to escape. As much as I tried to reason with myself, I knew the truth. I was trying to save our skins. 

I wasn’t able to stop Keke in the end. Through some sort of Houdini sleight of hand, she slithered her way out of my grasp and threw the rock before anyone had a chance to protest.

My eyes widened, and my breath caught. It felt as though someone had frozen my feet to the ground.

Keke stood and breathed a sigh of relief. “The Defiled ran away.”

As grateful as I was, I was as shocked as if Keke had thrown the rock at my head. And from the looks on the others’ faces, I had to assume they felt similarly.

Except for Cannoli. She hung her head, averting her gaze whenever Keke or I tried to look at her. The six of us stood there in silence.

And then, as if nothing had ever happened, Keke gestured for us to follow. “Let’s get going. We don’t want to fall behind.”

I blinked, then forced my feet to move. When I caught up to her, she lowered her voice and glanced at me from the corner of her eyes. “Their lives are just as important as ours, Matt. Please don’t forget that.”

I swallowed hard and continued in silence.
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Chapter 39
The Calamitous Blob


There was an uncomfortable air around the Party after we’d led the Defiled away. We continued on as we discussed tactics, fought in the occasional skirmish, and did our best to avoid tough-looking fights whenever possible. So far, it’d paid off.

A panting Ara whispered to us, “We shouldn’t be far from Sorentina now.”

“That’s great,” I whispered back.

The stress I felt wandering through these woods was nothing like I’d ever experienced. We’d counted no less than five Defiled on the way through, each with Encroachers surrounding them in the dozens like a castle wall. And those were just the ones we saw. Who knew how many more there were out there?

This is insane. Going out here alone is suicide.

“About how much longer do you think?” I asked, then turned around when I didn’t get a response. Ara had stepped in something green and viscous.

She stuck her tongue out halfway and stepped off to the side to wipe it on the grass. “How vile.”

“You okay, Ara?” Tristan’s voice followed.

“I’m fine, young master. Please do not worry yourself.”

“Right,” he replied a few octaves lower.

Keke turned around. “What did you step in?”

“Some weird goop,” I answered for her. “Looked really thick and sticky. Like…slime.” Then a realization hit me. “Ara! Throw that shoe away! Get away from the puddle!”

“What?”

“Just do it!”

Ara blinked once, then tossed the shoe into a nearby shrub as we formed a circle around the puddle of slime in the small clearing. The fluid reverberated and rippled, twitching one way and then another.

Keke, Cannoli, and I stood at one end while the remainder of our group stood at the end opposite the strange moving liquid. 

“Get the fuck out of my way,” Ravyn said as she pushed Ara and Tristan to the side. She held out her hand and yelled, “[Fire Ball]!” 

A great blaze shot from her palm and nailed the clump of slime dead-center. The blast created a blooming cloud of black smoke that obscured Ravyn, Ara, and Tristan from my vision.

With my arms held at my sides, I took a step backward, gesturing for Keke and Cannoli to do the same. They followed suit as I took another step. And then another.

When the smoke faded away, I gasped. There were two of them now. Smaller, though—like someone had sliced a big ball of cookie dough in half. That is, if cookie dough looked like a giant boulder of snot. And had sentience.

“Is this an Encroacher?” I asked.

“[Encroacher Lore] isn’t coming up with anything,” Keke warned, her eyes wide. “Not Stats, Skills, weak points—I’m coming up blank. We need to be careful.”

Slimes had always been a video game staple. However, if I had learned anything at all about slimes, it’s that they had wildly varying degrees of power. There was a ludicrous amount of difference between gelatinous cubes with mind-control abilities that could melt you apart within seconds, and balls of slime with big dopey grins that knew little more than how to hop around and drop jellybeans. And if there was anything I’d learned about Nyarlea, it was that even the cutest, fluffiest roaches could bite my leg clean off.

Considering I had never seen a slime-like Encroacher up until this point, I had to assume the worst.

“W-what is it, then?” Cannoli asked in a trembling voice.

“I don’t know,” I said honestly.

“Little fucker’s strong,” Ravyn said, her palm lighting up with another [Fire Ball].

I couldn’t decide whether I should stop Ravyn or not. In games, slimes were usually weak to magic of almost any kind, especially fire. Usually. I’d stopped setting expectations in this world a long time ago.

Just as I raised my hand to object, I saw it. As soon as Ravyn had called out the name of her attack, the slime changed color. It was no longer toxic green; now, it was a dark, sort of amber hue. I had a bad feeling about what would happen next, and I readied my shield in front of me.

Just as the [Fire Ball] was about to hit its target, the slimes joined together and caved inward at the center, creating a deep groove. The [Fire Ball] was swallowed whole. There was a moment where it visibly swirled around inside of the slime’s body. After a second or two, the [Fire Ball] disappeared.

Then the slime began to glow.

“Get ready for a fire attack!” I screamed. “Get behind me!”

“You two as well!” Ara cried out. “[Double Image]!” An exact duplicate of Ara appeared in a puff of purple smoke. The clone stood at the front while Ara, Tristan, and Ravyn lined up behind it. Ball Gag flew away to a nearby tree, and Desiree found her way underneath Tristan’s shirt.

I put one foot in front of the other and dug my heels into the soil. I prayed this wouldn’t scorch the skin off my bones.

The slime continued to glow and writhe. My stomach twisted into knots, and my neck prickled with sweat. Inside the puddle, a pair of very human eyes appeared. Then a full set of lips popped into being. The facial features floated listlessly for a short time. Until the lips spoke.

“[Release],” it said with a hint of whimsy in its gravelly voice—a man’s voice. The slime twisted and swirled until it reformed itself into the shape of a cannon—aimed at me.

My breath caught, and the voice in the back of my head screamed for me to run. But running was not an option. Escape was not an option. Fear was not an option. I had to defend my girls. I had to.

I drilled my heels farther into the ground and braced.

“Matt!” Keke and Cannoli screamed in unison.

Please don’t. I can’t concentrate when you two worry.

The [Fire Ball] Ravyn had launched into the slime blew from the barrel, soaring toward me with far more firepower than the one Ravyn let loose. As it approached, the heat grew with incredible ferocity. I could feel the flames on my face and arms long before they reached me.

My poor shield didn’t stand a chance.

“Fuck! Fuck!” I cried. The shield was on fire; it was melting, it was crackling, sizzling. I could barely tell what was happening. All I wanted to do was get the damn thing off of me. At last, I managed to slide the leather brace away from my arm and jump back. It fell to the ground in a useless pile of molten metal, burned wood, and seared leather. But my gauntlet was on fire, too.

“Get it off!” Cannoli screamed. She ran to my side, and I had to stop myself from batting her away in the chaos. As good as her intentions were, there was nothing she could do for me in this instant. She was only getting in the way and putting herself in danger.

Keke yelled out similar concerns, and out of the corner of my vision, I could see that the other half of our group was panicked.

Don’t look at me like that! Damn it, I can’t concentrate like this!

I ripped the gauntlet off and threw it to the ground, stomping on it to put out the flames. Setting the whole forest on fire would’ve been the cherry on the shit sundae, and I was not about to be responsible for such a thing.

Ravyn looked at the melting shield and me stamping out my gauntlet before screaming, “[Invigorate]!”

A golden glow wrapped around the real Ara as the fake version threw a dagger at the Defiled, lodging the knife in its body.

The eyes and mouth reappeared, cackled, then ejected the dagger from its body in the same fashion it had relaunched the ball of fire. Ara and her clone didn’t bother dodging the attack. The ejected dagger flew right through Ara’s clone like a phantom.

I breathed a sigh of relief.

“[Pinpoint Weakness]!” I heard Keke shout next. The eyes and lips disappeared as Keke pulled back an arrow, paused, then clicked her tongue. “It doesn’t work! I can’t locate a weak point!”

Of course we’d end up with the king of slimes.

The eyeballs and mouth reappeared and laughed, spinning around inside seemingly effortlessly. Four or five arrows found their way into the body of the slime, but to no avail. Two disintegrated within the body of the beast, and the remainder floated inside as the fire had.

“Hee, hee, hee!” The slime laughed, and the remaining arrows were expelled from its body in our direction one by one.

Keke sidestepped to my right while I kept Cannoli behind me. With no shield to block the incoming pair of arrows, I held the flat end of my axe’s blade toward the slime and turned my body sideways.

Hope this works.

The first soared toward me, and I twitched my wrist, sighing in relief as the point struck the axe’s blade and fell harmlessly to the ground. And then I felt it. The point of another arrow found its way into my leg and split apart the folds of flesh between muscle.

The pointed tip dug deep through my calf, sending me down to the ground on one knee.

You’re fucking joking.

Cannoli rushed to my side and yanked the arrow out before I even had a chance to protest.

“Shit!” I hissed through my teeth and blinked the dark edges away from my vision. And what the hell? Had Cannoli never heard of how much blood a person could lose by pulling an arrow out too early? The pain shot through my leg like lightning, and blood flooded the soil.

“[Stabilize],” Cannoli whispered with both of her hands held to my wound as she knelt on the ground. A brilliant white light gathered around her wrist and scepter. The particles slowly made their way from the scepter and the tips of her fingers, sliding around and inside of my wound.

The blood stopped moments later.

A lot more effective than I was expecting. “Thank you, Cannoli.”

For the most part, Ara held the slime’s attention. Judging from the sweat dripping down her face, she was struggling with the creature nearly as much as I was.

“Fuck! How the hell do we kill this thing?” Ravyn screamed, her hand still held outward as if readying another Spell. But the hesitation was plain and clear on her face.

“Invincible! We’re all fucking dead! Squaawk!”

“Not with projectiles!” I called back. “No more projectiles!” It just throws everything back out at us. How the hell?

“I tire of this!” Ara threw her dagger into the ground with a thud and looked around. Sprinting away, she yelled over her shoulder, “Keep it busy! But don’t attack it!”

“What? Are you crazy?” Ravyn screamed back. The slime moved toward her, albeit slowly. She leaped to the side and took Tristan by the hand, guiding him over to a nearby shrub. The slime didn’t give chase. “Shit, this thing has to have a weakness.”

It ‘turned’ back to us, and its eyes and mouth came back to the surface. “Hee, hee, hee! Do your worst!”

But it didn’t attack. It moved from side to side menacingly. The blob squelched, burped, laughed, taunted. It trudged its way toward us at the speed of—well, slime—and the fear was beginning to leave me. I had a working theory.

“Stay back!” Keke yelled at the slime and raised her bow.

“Keke!” I shook my head. “I said no more projectiles. It’ll just throw them back.”

“I know, but— We have to do something!”

“No, we don’t.” I furrowed my brow and locked my gaze with the uncanny eyes. “Do we? That’s your trick, isn’t it?”

“Hee, hee, hee! Hee, hee! Hee!” The slime continued to laugh, never answering.

Ara came back to the scene, a makeshift spear in her hand. She raised one brow. “Did you figure it out too?”

The slime moved one of its eyeballs to look at Ara, the corners of its mouth drooping, clearly no longer in a mood to laugh.

“Yeah, I think so.” I rose to my feet, then plummeted right back down when my leg reminded me of the arrow it had just received.

“Don’t move too much!” Cannoli warned.

“I’m so sorry, Matt,” Keke said.

“Don’t worry about it. It’s only the second time one of your arrows has found its way into my person. I could probably take a few more,” I laughed, but nobody else seemed to think it was funny.

“Fucking moron,” I heard Ravyn murmur.

Ara sighed and pointed the spear at the slime, a shadow on her face that I was sure wasn’t there before. “Your time’s up, fiend.”

“Hee, hee, hee! Just try—”

Try, she did. Ara speared one of the eyeballs inside the slime’s form and plucked it away in one swift movement. She slammed the point to the ground, piercing straight through the fleshy orb and deep into the soil. Blood gushed from the opening and overflowed to the ground.

The lips screamed.

Ara stabbed the eyeball once more, then ground the sole of her shoe into the remainder of the slime’s eye. Ara pointed the spear back at the slime. “What’s wrong? Is this not funny anymore?”

The slime didn’t respond. The eyeball and lips disappeared.

Ara clicked her tongue.

“What? What just happened?” Cannoli squeaked.

Ravyn sighed. “So, that’s what it was. Fucking thing can’t even fight.”

“Ahh, I see,” Tristan said, his forefinger held upward. We really need to get this kid a lightbulb. “It can only reflect ranged attacks!” The single eyeball appeared again, bobbing inside the slime and staring straight at Tristan. “It can’t hurt us!”

Well, it probably can. But at a speed like that? I could probably take a nap before it reached me.

And then the eyeball disappeared once more.

“Yeah. But it did melt some of Keke’s arrows. I think it’s safe to say you shouldn’t touch it.” My gaze met Ara’s. “Hence, the spear.”

“That is correct,” Ara said with a nod.

“So, how do we kill it then? I don’t like the idea of just leaving it here.”

Ara put a finger to her lips and watched carefully for the remaining eyeball’s reappearance. “It is not our problem. The others are safely ahead of us, and we need to catch up. Let us leave.” She winked at me.

Ara? Trying to misguide a monster? That’s new.

Everyone in the Party voiced their concerns about leaving him behind, but Ara finally ‘convinced us.’ We left the area. Or so the slime thought.

By the end of the afternoon, it was nothing more than a harmless puddle of green ooze, courtesy of Ara. Who triumphantly reclaimed her shoe before we continued toward Sorentina.
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Side Quest: Ceres's Cherishing Day


The restoration of Sorentina following the Defiled attack continued at a slow pace with all available hands set to task. Walls were rebuilt brick by brick, roofs thatched and tiled, and the inventory of shops and markets was gradually resupplied. It was difficult, grueling work, but that didn’t stop the excited whispers of the approaching Cherishing Day.

Of the holidays dedicated to Saoirse, Cherishing Day was the one the citizens of Nyarlea most looked forward to. It was a day to pass one’s love and appreciation to those around them in the form of handcrafted, thoughtful gifts. All relationships, whether friends, neighbors, or family, were expected to put forward an effort to remind their peers of the care and positive impact they had on the world.

The origin of the holiday was written in the oldest Nyarlean tomes. Saoirse herself had descended to Nyarlothep with a hundred baskets in her presence. Each of her followers present received a gift befitting of their generous deeds. Clothing spun from golden thread, sweets baked with flour harvested from the very clouds, and jewelry crafted by divine hands. Saoirse declared that her followers were the most cherished piece of her existence and bade them pay her joy forward. And so, on the same day each year ever since, every catgirl in Nyarlea celebrated her visit and spread her generosity.

A gnawing voice in the back of Ceres’s mind had reminded her countless times it was coming, but she continued to push it away. Her days were kept busy by the constant overseeing of other soldiers and citizens in their tasks. Her nights were spent penning yet another day in her journal that her lord, Matt, had not returned.

Ceres drew meaningless patterns on a blank page in her journal, lost in thought. Does my lord know that Cherishing Day quickly approaches? Had he had the time to assemble gifts for his companions? She doubted that greatly. If his efforts in Sorentina and their plans were to be believed and carried out, he would have little time to do aught else than travel.

Not that her luck was much better. Aster had already begun spending her nights sewing new aprons for her companions weeks past, and Violet was known for growing beautiful bouquets of lule misri to enrich their homes. Usually, Ceres would polish and improve the armor of her closest companions, but even that would be a late gift due to perpetually conflicting schedules.

And an increasingly nagging part of her wished to do something special for Matt. 

Certainly, there must be something I can do. Beyond his axe and shield, his armor was crafted from mainly leather—an area that Ceres was unfamiliar with. Cloth or steel were her specialties, and cleaning the shield of her savior seemed…mediocre.

Ceres sighed and glanced down at her journal. At some point in her idle thoughts, she’d drawn multiple hearts along the page. She recalled the tempting aromas of Sorentina’s bakery. When she was young, her mother would often surprise her with heart-shaped confections for Cherishing Day, and the sweet flavors of the cakes echoed across her tongue.

What if she baked Matt a cake? Would he enjoy such an offering? Sugar was difficult to come by, but surely she had enough Bells stashed away to afford the necessary ingredients for a cake. Even if she’d never baked a cake before…

But it could not be so difficult, could it?

It had been so many days since he’d left. She was certain he’d return soon, in enough time to still enjoy a freshly made dessert. At least if he didn’t, she could share it with her friends.

With a resolute nod, Ceres closed her journal, crawled beneath the neatly laid blankets of her bed, and fell into a fitful sleep.
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The following day after posts were assigned, Ceres slipped away to the best-known bakery in Sorentina. By Saoirse’s blessing, it was untouched from the attack—Ceres herself had helped clean mud from the roof and give the inside a good sweeping the week prior. The proprietress was an older woman named Julia, with graying hair and orange eyes. The same proprietress that had sold Ceres’s mother cakes when she was a child.

Ceres found Julia organizing the day’s pastries for display on wooden racks. With the sugar shortage, her inventory consisted mainly of loaves of bread and tarts sweetened with fruit. A gathered white cap perched on her head, and her gray cat ears poked through slots on either side. 

“Good morning, Julia.” Ceres bowed deeply as she greeted the baker.  

Julia glanced up from her work and beamed, wiping her hands on her apron. “Ceres, dear! It’s wonderful to see you.” She chuckled as Ceres bowed again. “Always so formal. You know there’s no need.”

“I will always show reverence to those who deserve it,” Ceres replied. “I have a favor to ask of you, should you have the time.”

“I’ll make time, dear. What can I help you with?”

Ceres paused, her nerves momentarily getting the better of her. She clasped her hands together and swallowed her anxiety. “I wish to learn to bake a cake.”

Julia blinked, then chuckled. “Is that so? There must be someone special you have in mind for Cherishing Day.”

“Yes, there is.”

“How many summers have passed us now since your mother was here buying sweets for you?” Julia waxed nostalgically, eyes shining with the memory. “And now you want to learn how to bake.”

The tips of Ceres’s ears burned with embarrassment, and she flattened them to her head. Her tail tucked between her legs, and she nodded. “Many summers, miss. If it is too much of a hassle—”

“No, no. I’m just teasing you, love. It’s not a hassle at all. But, you know about the sugar?”

Relief flooded Ceres’s shoulders. “Yes, I am aware. I am prepared to pay for any ingredients required for this endeavor.”

“Are you sure?” Julia raised a brow. “It’s…exorbitant right now.”

“I am certain.”

Julia studied her carefully before approaching the swinging door leading behind the display. “Well, alright then. Tighten your apron strings and come on back.”

“Thank you so much! I will be an attentive student, I promise you.”

“Yeah, that’s not what I’m worried about,” Julia added. “Let’s begin.”
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Ceres sliced a sharp knife through the first batch of cooled cake. It cut easy enough, to her relief, and she reached for a fork.

“Careful now,” Julia advised.

Ceres nodded, a thin sheen of sweat forming on her forehead. There were so many steps to baking a cake! And they hadn’t even begun to discuss toppings like icing and decorations. Many times had she drafted plans for battle, but never had an outline seemed so intimidating as the recipe Julia fired off from memory.

She slid the fork between the baking dish and the cake itself, hooking the bottom of the dessert before raising her wrist. But the cake didn’t come with it.

Ceres froze. “It’s— hm. It’s stuck,” she murmured.

Julia furrowed her brow and studied the dish. “Did you butter the bottom of it as I instructed?”

Ceres nodded. “Yes. Just as you said, I set a cube of butter at its center before pouring the batter over it.”

Julia’s eyes widened, and she masked a smile behind one hand.

“What? Was that not what you intended?” Ceres asked, alarmed.

Julia shook her head and averted her gaze. She took a deep breath, still stifling a laugh, then said, “You use the cube of butter and coat the bottom of the dish in a thin layer. Like painting a wall.”

Ceres looked back down at the cake. “Oh.”

“I don’t think we’re going to want to eat that, either.” Julia pointed to the fluffy brown concoction. “That’s a lot of butter.”

Ceres nodded solemnly. “I understand.”

Julia placed a soothing hand on Ceres’s shoulder. “No one gets it on their first try, dear. Come now, let’s try again.”
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“There must be something wrong with me,” Ceres said, staring at the four failed cakes on Julia’s narrow baking table.

Julia leaned on her elbows, frowning at each baking dish in turn. Her tail swished back and forth behind her in thought. “I think you’re taking too many liberties with each one.”

“My changes are not satisfactory?” Ceres mumbled.

“The thing about baking is that it’s very exact. With cooking, you have a lot of room to improvise. As you see here,” Julia gestured to the pans, “that isn’t the case.”

They’d sampled every one after Ceres’s first failed attempt. Too much flour, too much flavoring, too much sugar. One was dryer than a tile roof on a hot day; another wasn’t baked long enough and fell to ruin as soon as a fork penetrated the surface.

Ceres hung her head in her hands. “Perhaps I am making a monumentally expensive mistake.”

Julia pulled the most recent cake toward them. “I don’t think so. This one was almost perfect. If you’d measured out the right amount of cocoa extract, we would have had a winner.”

“Cherishing Day is in two days,” Ceres muttered through her fingers. “I apologize for wasting your time, Julia.”

“Nonsense. You’re learning! This is the most fun I’ve had in years,” Julia laughed. “Give yourself a day’s rest and come back the morning of Cherishing Day.”

“But you shouldn’t be working on the holiday—”

“This isn’t work, girl. Consider this an early present.”

“You are too kind to me.” Ceres stood and bowed deeply before another thought occurred to her. “Will that be enough time? I do not want to occupy your kitchen and waste your ingredients a…fourth? Fifth? Time.”

Julia shook her head. “You won’t. Trust me.”

Ceres frowned, but Julia’s certainty was contagious. At last, she offered a slight nod and said, “As you wish.” She reached into her [Cat Pack] to procure coin for the sugar she’d squandered.

Julia waved an emphatic hand. “No, dear. We can worry about that when you’ve finished your cake.”

“Are you certain? I am sure I can pay—”

Julia placed her hands on Ceres’s shoulders and playfully pushed her out of the kitchen. “Come on. Out with you.”

Ceres laughed and made her way to the door. “Fine, fine! I will see you in two days!”
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On Cherishing Day, all work was put on hold for the holiday. Girls of all ages went door to door, handing out their gifts. The melancholy atmosphere that hung over the city since the day of the attack had dissipated, replaced by air vibrating with excitement and joy.

Ceres stood at Julia’s counter, her stomach twisting into knots at the thought of blundering her final attempt at her gift for Matt.

Julia greeted her with a warm smile and a mug of hot chocolate. “Come on back, love. We’ll get it this time.”

Ceres was precise in her measurements and forced herself to move through the steps more slowly, taking care to follow Julia’s every word to the letter. She shifted nervously from foot to foot when they slid the baking dish into the oven.

“Goddess above, girl. You looked less scared when you stood at the feet of that awful Defiled,” Julia noted, then winked. “You did perfectly. I watched.”

“I certainly hope so.”

While it baked, Ceres and Julia made the icing together. Ceres remained just as astute, terrified that she’d go through six batches before creating the perfect consistency. Thankfully, this one only took two.

“That’s it, you’ve got it, dear! Taste it. You’ll see what I mean.” Julia gestured at the bowl.

Ceres touched two fingers to the surface of the icing, then carefully lapped the creamy mixture away on her tongue. It was fluffy and sweet, but not overly so. Memories of sharing cakes with her mother resurfaced, and she smiled. “It is delicious.”

“That it is. And now it’s time for the real test.” Julia moved to the oven and slid the cake free. “It looks wonderful, Ceres. But we can’t taste this one if you’re going to gift it.”

“Right,” Ceres conceded. “If you believe it looks adequate, then I am confident.”

“Oh, it’s more than adequate, love. I’m certain.” Julia laughed. “Let’s decorate it.”

After spreading the icing over the surface and coating the sides, Ceres took a moment to admire her handiwork.

“You should write something in the center in another color,” Julia suggested.

Ceres recalled many of the pastries from her mother. They, too, had donned beautiful words in elegant script. ‘My Love.’ ‘For Ceres.’ ‘My Heart.’ She accepted the piping from Julia and carefully wrote the first thing that came to mind.

My Lord.

“Goodness, they must be important,” Julia murmured, reading once Ceres was finished.

Just as Ceres was ready to explain, an unintelligible shout came from outside. Then another, clearer this time. “Matt’s back!”

“They’re back! They’ve come back!”

“Matt’s here!”

Ceres nearly dropped the piping. Her heart felt as if it had stopped, then fluttered alive again. “He’s returned,” she whispered.

Julia crossed her arms and gazed at Ceres with a tilted smile. “At the perfect time, I see?”

Ceres nodded and plunged her hand into her pack. “What do I owe you? Please, allow me to pay for all of it.”

“You saved our lives, girl. You owe me nothing.” Julia shook her head. “Go give that man his gift.”

“I— But, I—” Ceres stammered, looking from the cake to Julia.

“Go!” Julia laughed.

Ceres carefully scooped up the baking dish and marched to the door. She followed the cheers and points of the other girls in the town. Her heart hammered in her chest and ears, and her golden braid bobbed with each step. She approached a growing group of catgirls and weaved her way through them. At last, Matt and his companions came into sight. He caught her eye and smiled. Her breath caught.

Matt waved and approached her. He looked tired and in much need of a bath, but his smile never wavered. “Sorry to keep you waiting.”

“My lord!” Ceres exclaimed, searching his face and sorting the myriad emotions fighting in her chest. She suddenly recalled her efforts on his gift. She dropped to one knee and presented the cake to him. “Happy Cherishing Day, my lord.”

“Oh, fuck. I completely forgot,” Ravyn groaned, stroking the parrot on her shoulder.

“Not like we’ve had a way to remember,” Keke added.

Matt’s eyes widened, and he accepted the cake. “Wow. This looks amazing. Did you make this yourself?”

“Yes. I, um,” Ceres stammered and rose to her feet. “I hope you like it.”

“If you made it, I’m sure it’s delicious. Thank you, Ceres. Really. You sure know how to welcome a guy.” He chuckled, then looked around. “Why don’t we share this at the tavern and catch each other up?”

Ceres felt as if her heart had grown wings. He was here. He’d really come back for her. “I would like that very much.”

The return of her companions was the best Cherishing Day gift Ceres could ask for.
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Chapter 40
Red is Everything


Ceres’s stunning smile and a freshly baked cake were more than I could ask for on our return to Sorentina. I had no idea what the heck Cherishing Day was, but hey, praise Saoirse.

I accepted the gift while Ravyn mumbled about the price of sugar and something about ‘ostentatious displays’ beneath her breath. Ceres glanced from me to the rest of the Party, and her wandering gaze froze on Tristan.

“It was true, then,” Ceres murmured. “Venicia hid him away.”

“Unfortunately,” I conceded. “Like I said, we have a lot of catching up to do.”

“Ceres!” Cannoli burst from behind me and wove her arm through the hook of the [Magic Knight]’s elbow. “It’s so good to see you!”

A fangirl now and always.

Ceres laughed. “It is good to see you, too.”

Tristan appeared by my side, holding Desiree close to his chest. His stare wandered between Ceres, Cannoli, and me. “Um, is she someone I should know?”

Ara was close behind him, her hot breath streaming down my neck. “Another improper match upon this island, Matt?”

I sighed. “That’s Ceres. And she’s coming with us.”

“What?” Ara hissed.

I laid a hand on her shoulder and held one finger to my lips, like a parent hushing a child. “Hush now. Let’s get something to eat and talk about this.”

Ara swatted my hand to the side and shouldered her way past me. She’d clearly connected the pieces of the puzzle long before Tristan stood a chance.

“Did I say something wrong?” Tristan asked, clinging tighter to his cat familiar.

“No. Not you.” I glanced over my shoulder. We were the last group to leave Catania, so it stood to reason that everyone else had already made it. “Hopefully, the others are waiting for us.”

The tavern was abuzz with excitement. Seven girls from Catania mingled with citizens of Sorentina like old friends. Five others, Jazz included in their number, had staked claim to a booth in the farthest corner. Jazz watched the interactions in calculative silence, her golden stare never remaining in one place for too long.

Twelve. We were missing six girls. I looked in every alcove and checked every table. And I didn’t see Marianne’s face anywhere. The noise of those present dulled in my ears, replaced by hammering heartbeats. No, you’re overthinking it. Just breathe. 

“Matt?” Keke called, touching my arm. “You okay? The color just drained from your face.”

“I-I’m fine. Can you hold this and find us a table?” I passed her the cake.

“Of course.” She nodded and looked over her shoulder. “Hey! Let’s go this way. I found a table.”

The rest of our Party followed her, and I somehow convinced my legs to step toward Jazz. It was like moving twin sandbags across the room. My fingers and toes tingled, and the room suddenly felt cloyingly warm. Come on, man. Stop panicking.

Jazz paused her methodical surveillance to look up at me. “What do you want?”

“We’re missing a group,” I said.

“We are indeed. What powerful skills of observation you have, Matt.”

I frowned. “Why are you not worried?” The words that escaped were angry and cold. They sounded disconnected from my throat—like it wasn’t me speaking them.

Jazz narrowed her eyes. “Because I saw what happened to them.” She folded her hands on the table. Her fingers were coated with dried blood, and some flecked away with the movement. Dark red hunks of something were caked beneath her nails. “There was little more we could do without following in their footsteps.”

Maybe I’d noticed it the moment I’d laid eyes on her table, but as I looked at her companions, it registered at last that their eyes were bloodshot, and tears streaked the dirt on their cheeks. Two girls nursed large mugs of ale while another pair held their hands clasped and their heads bowed as if in prayer.

No.

“Where are they?” I demanded. “Where’s Marianne?”

“Must all things be spelled out for you, fool?” Jazz hissed. “She’s dead. They’re dead. Piecemeal all, and in the bellies of the two Defiled that got to them first.” She stood and pointed at the table where my Party relaxed. “Someone decided to throw rocks in their direction.”

Jazz may as well have knocked the wind out of me. But we’d seen where the rock had gone. The Defiled ran off, and it was a done deal. Keke did it to protect us all. She would never…

I worked to replay the scene exactly as it had transpired over and over, focusing on the moment Keke escaped from me and chucked the rock. “That’s impossible. She threw it into a clearing.”

“A clearing near a dense thicket where Marianne’s group was waiting on my signal.”

“But we didn’t hear anything,” I argued. “Why didn’t we hear you fighting?”

“Because we led the Defiled west. Our initial plan was to attack it with Marianne’s group and mine in a pincer formation, allowing the third group to continue unharmed.” Jazz’s anger lingered in her words.

“Why didn’t you signal us?” I snapped.

“I did.” Jazz retorted. “Instead, you went east.” She clicked her tongue with impatience.

“We should have heard you,” I repeated.

“Did you truly not have any distractions that would have masked our fighting?”

The slime. My limbs were numb, and my throat parched. I couldn’t think. Couldn’t breathe. “I—”

“Do you know nothing of combat, Matt? Was this really your grand plan of ‘saving’ us?” Jazz shook her head and laughed wryly. “Six of my finest warriors lost to incompetence. What a waste.”

The others at the table flinched. One of the girls lost in prayer looked up at me with hollow eyes. My stomach wrenched into my throat, and my hands trembled. “I didn’t… She didn’t…”

“Save your prattling for your own misguided girls. I have nothing more to say to you,” Jazz spat.

The edges of my vision clouded, and I couldn’t seem to catch my breath. Marianne… Everyone should have been safe. We were so fucking careful. So why…?

A soft hand touched my bicep. “Why don’t you come sit down?” Keke asked.

“Yes, feel free to regale to them your group’s impressive exploits.” Jazz flicked her wrist in dismissal.

I tore my arm away from Keke.

“Matt, seriously, what’s wrong?” Keke gently shook my arm, then gasped. “Matt! You’re crying!”

Am I? I touched my damp cheeks. I didn’t have a name for the hurricane inside of my chest. Like a coil around my heart, squeezing relentlessly while it leeched off of my air.

“You should have listened to me!” I bellowed.

Keke stepped back and blinked. “Matt…”

God damn it. “God damn it!”

The room quieted, and all eyes fell on me. Had I screamed? What did it matter? I forced my heavy legs to the stairs. Everything became a blur. I couldn’t see, or think, or hear anything.

We failed them.

To Be Continued…
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Blue Screen


[Initiate ping: USER MATTHEW KELMER…]

[USER MATTHEW is not responding.]

[VITAL SIGNS: STABLE]

[Initiate ping: USER TRISTAN ERATO…]

[Connection successful.]

[Transmitting feed…]

A thousand questions were already clouding Tristan’s head, and a hundred more joined them when Matt disappeared.

“What just happened?” He looked around at the girls’ blanched faces. Ara sat closest to him, rotating her jaw as if chewing the event itself. Ceres—the newest warrior to apparently join their ranks—gave Tristan a slight shake of her head.

Jazz stood from her table and sauntered to theirs. Without asking permission, she slid into the seat beside Tristan, forcing him to scoot over. Ara frowned but silently did the same.

“I’ll…go check on him,” Keke said, butting her shoulder against Ravyn so she could escape the booth.

“I don’t recommend that,” Jazz replied, twining her fingers together and leaning her elbows on the table. “I can’t imagine he’s in a fit state to speak to any of you.”

“What do you want, bitch?” Ravyn snarled.

Tristan flinched. His eyes wandered to the dark red streaks on Jazz’s fingers.

“Ravyn,” Ceres warned.

“No. Fuck that,” Ravyn snapped. “Speak plain, Jazz, or go back to your hole.”

Ceres sat back, recognition flickering in her eyes, and hardened her stare.

Jazz only smiled. “I would think you would all show more compassion to a leader who’d lost six of her tribe.” The smile widened, and Tristan shivered. “Especially when it’s your fault.”

Cannoli, who’d sat watching the exchange with watering eyes and lowered ears, held her blazard close to her chest. Her mouth formed a tiny ‘o’ shape, and she blinked in confusion. “That…couldn’t be, though,” she murmured in her angelic voice. She looked to Keke, Ravyn, Ara, and then Tristan for clarity. “Could it?”

Jazz reached across the table and took a tendril of Keke’s long brown hair between her fingers. “Why did you do it, hm? What is it you’re trying to prove?”

All eyes turned to the [Scout]. Tristan replayed the dangerous walk from Catania to Sorentina again in his head and could tell the others were doing the same. They’d stalked between tall grass and thickets, shying away from uncovered areas. They’d fought the slime and avoided a number of Encroacher nests and Defiled approaches. So, when could Keke have possibly shifted the attention of a monster to another group?

“I-I don’t understand,” Keke stammered.

Ball Gag hopped from Ravyn’s shoulder to Keke’s, snapping his sharp beak in warning mere inches from Jazz’s fingertips.

“Hands to yourself, cunt! Squaaawk!”

“Naughty bird.” Jazz flicked the top of his beak, and the blue parrot yawped in anger. “You threw that rock where Marianne’s group was hiding. You saved your own skins in exchange for six of mine.”

Tristan had seen Keke’s terror when facing the skeleton and the [Necromancer]. How her skin lost its color to the point where her lips turned gray. But the look on her face now was worse than either situation. Her mouth hung open, and her eyes glistened. Her whole body slumped as if the strings holding her up suddenly snapped.

“That’s why…” Keke murmured, her voice small and detached. “That’s why he said…”

“Keke wouldn’t have done that if she saw them!” Cannoli protested. Buttons nodded his enthusiastic agreement, though Tristan was certain the blazard would agree with anything his master said. “She was just keeping us safe!”

“Oh? Is that all?” Jazz’s smile vanished, replaced by the fearsome expression they’d witnessed their first night in Catania. “Not out of spite? Jealousy, perhaps? As I understand it, Marianne had so recently enjoyed the pleasure of Matt’s company.”

Keke’s ears flattened, and she shook her head. “No. No. I didn’t know. Please,” she begged. “I had no idea. I’m so sorry.”

“If only apologies were enough to restore their lives,” Jazz mused. “I can’t imagine Matt is taking the death of an unborn kitten well, either.”

Keke made a strained noise in her throat that pierced Tristan’s heart.

“Enough!” Ceres slammed her armored hands against the table, her long braid bouncing against her shoulder. “I trust my lord and his companions with my life. If Keke says it was unintentional, then it must be true. Your provocations are unnecessary and unwelcome.”

“And what is it that I gain in this exchange, hm?” Jazz replied. “From where I’m sitting, the only ones who have benefited thus far are your allies.”

Silent tears streamed down Keke’s cheeks. Cannoli clasped her shoulder and murmured words of assurance in her ear. Even Buttons, Cannoli’s blazard, worried at Keke’s cheek. Ravyn accepted Ball back to her shoulder and looked behind her in the direction Matt had disappeared.

The sounds of comfort and merriment from the other girls grated against Tristan’s ears. 

Tristan traced the familiar shape of Desiree in his lap. Ever since they’d removed him from Venicia’s School of Etiquette, he’d felt out of place. As if he’d just entered Nyarlea for the first time all over again. Matt had served as their Party leader and face, and right now he was completely out of the picture. I have to show them I’m not worthless. Matt can’t do this alone.

“You’re right, Jazz. You have risked and lost souls that can never be replaced.” The surety of his tone surprised him. Ara’s stunned gaze emboldened him. “But you came here for farmers and foragers, right? And you still have plenty of girls willing to stay and fight.”

“Young master is correct. There’s still much you can do for Catania. Their deaths will not be in vain,” Ara added.

Ceres clasped her hands together and looked from Tristan to Jazz. “Allow me to clarify. You wish to leave your women here and take ours back with you?”

“Ah, she does listen. Yes, little warrior. We leave a few fighters to train with you and help guard your precious Sorentina in exchange for your knowledge of farming and foraging.”

Ceres frowned. “For lawful purposes, I assume?”

“So, you’ve heard of me,” Jazz laughed. “I’m flattered.”

“Just answer the fucking question,” Ravyn groaned. “This isn’t Nyarlean court intrigue, for fuck’s sake.”

“None of Sorentina’s people will be subject to anything unlawful. You have my word,” Tristan said.

“And as we all know, Tristan’s word is gold,” Jazz teased.

Tristan locked her gaze. “Jazz. Please.” He’d seen a side of her that he was sure very few had before. All he could do was hope that gave him some weight in the conversation.

Jazz held her silence for a few heartbeats, then relented at last. “Yes. You have my word.”

Tristan sighed in relief. Keke wiped the tears from her cheeks and touched Ravyn’s arm. “Excuse me,” she whispered.

“Yeah. Sure,” Ravyn said, stepping away from the booth to let Keke free. Cannoli moved to follow, but Ravyn put a hand on Cannoli’s shoulder and shook her head. “Let her go.”

Cannoli chewed her lower lip, and Tristan couldn’t imagine the war she was fighting with herself. But she conceded to Ravyn and slid back into the booth next to Ceres. 

“I am well-acquainted with the Captain of the Guard. I can arrange the exchange and have our people ready in two days,” Ceres continued. “If your Party is comfortable sharing room arrangements, we can split them between the inn and the Guild Hall.”

“We have resided in cramped spaces for years. They’ll appreciate the change of scenery, I believe,” Jazz said.

That’s an interesting ‘we’ considering your gigantic room, Tristan thought but bit his tongue.

“Excellent. I will help pay for food and medicine for your injured. The guard should be able to assist me with the remaining costs. And,” Ceres gestured to the provocative leather armor hugging Jazz’s lithe body, “we will find you more suitable attire.”

“Back to playing servants, are we? What a glorious day indeed.” Jazz gestured grandly.

“Mattaku! Just thank her, you ungrateful twat!” Ravyn shouted.

It was Cannoli’s turn to flinch.

“Yes. Thank you. Saoirse bless you.” Jazz tapped Ceres’s forehead. A piece of dried blood flecked away and clung to her yellow hair. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have six rites of death to organize.”

Jazz stepped away from the table and looked over her shoulder one last time. “Oh, yes.” She curled one finger inside the cake Ceres had presented Matt and scooped a hunk of the chocolate to her lips. “Happy Cherishing Day.” She smirked as she licked her finger, then returned to her table.

Cannoli carefully plucked the blood from Ceres’s hair.

“Thank you,” Ceres bowed her head toward Cannoli, glancing at the cake. “Jazz is more terrifying than I ever imagined.”

“I’m surprised Tristan escaped her gross clutches alive,” Ravyn noted.

Tristan blushed. Ara saved him from having to reply.

“I take it the aim was to retrieve you all along?” Ara said, staring straight at Ceres.

“I do not understand what you are insinuating,” Ceres replied. Her voice was level and polite.

“Your comrades dragged us through every hell on this island under the guise of showing the young master the poor conditions of the cities.” Ara’s hand moved to one of her daggers’ sheathes. “No one thought to mention that we suffered so that Matt could steal another woman from this island?”

“‘Steal another woman?’” Ceres scoffed. “How could you say such a thing after my lord saved my life?”

“No, Ceres, it’s okay.” Tristan rested a hand on Ara’s wrist and shook his head. “I don’t think the whole thing was a lie, Ara. I needed to see what Shi Island looked like, and it’s really bad.”

“Yeah, no shit,” Ravyn spat.

Tristan ignored Ravyn’s comment, focusing only on Ara. “Don’t you think we should fix it?”

Ara paused but dropped her hand away from her weapon. “It is my purpose to ensure your safety.”

“I know. But what do you want?”

Cannoli let Buttons roam free on the table. He dove into a bowl filled with peanuts and wrestled two into his mouth. 

“You have some time to decide,” Cannoli said softly. “But the original reason we came here was to find Tristan so all of Nyarlea’s men could meet safely in one place.”

“Why?” Ara asked.

“Because the Defiled are fucking everywhere, and it’s getting worse,” Ravyn supplied. “And as much as I hate agreeing with a waste of good air, the man who suggested it has the right idea.”

Ceres nodded. “A united front will be much more powerful than, well, being locked away in a school.”

“I don’t want that. Ever again,” Tristan said with heated resolve in his words. “I will never close my eyes to this again.”

“Young master, we must return to Venicia—” Ara began.

“Eventually, yes. But we’ll meet with the others first and then decide where to go from there.” Tristan scratched the back of his neck. He didn’t want Ara to leave, but if it was what she wanted… “If you’d rather go back alone, I’m sure we can find someone to go with you.”

“No. My place is at your side.”

He nodded. “Then come with me. Please.”

Ara’s cheeks reddened, and she placed a hand on her chest. “O-of course. You can always count on me.”

“Mou ii,” Ravyn whined. For the first time that afternoon, Cannoli smiled.

Please be okay, Matt. I can’t do this without you.

[image: Cannoli Pro Tip: You’re doing a great job, Tristan. I know this is hard but thank you.]
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