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      It was the smell of the earth. Not that I knew that’s what it was, now I think back on this moment. I didn’t understand the difference between pleasant or unpleasant. Just that this smell was something that fired off those neurons that made me want to smell it more. I had no idea how long I was smelling it before it changed and I could smell something even more pleasant. Then I felt something for the first time. It was… Is the word… cold?

      … Cold…

      Something cold hit me… Me? What is me? What… What is a question? Why was I now thinking of questions? WHY AM I THINKING?

      STOP!

      I took a deep breath and… I’m breathing now? Inhale, exhale, repeat. I was doing this earlier, but I hadn’t realised. This must be what frustration feels like… Nothing makes sense, except the pleasant smells, and the cold things landing on me. The cold seemed to spread, running across… my skin… This is really getting annoying. I could feel it everywhere now. The cold drips landing all over me. Only, it wasn’t all that pleasant now it was happening a lot. Cold was not pleasant.

      I could make more sense of what I was feeling now. There was something behind me, pressed against my back. But that part wasn’t cold, it was warm compared to my front. In between my front and back, seemed to be something that had other things attached to them. Four… no… Five of them. Though one MUCH smaller than the rest and… Reacting negatively to the cold. And that wasn’t the only thing I could feel. The more the cold things hit me, the better an idea I gained of my shape. But what did it mean?

      Every now and then, the cold touched somewhere that made me feel what I could only assume was pain. Pain was… Unpleasant. Moreso than cold. That pain lanced like gashes across my middle. At first it was one or two, but as I got colder, and the cold happened more and the pain got worse. As it got worse, I felt something… Twitch. I wasn’t sure what that was at first, but the more it twitched, the more I got a sense that the main part of my shape, was solid, but squishy. And that squishy, was twitchy things, and hard things that… ached.

      In fact, I was rather certain of it. With each twitch of pain, I mapped out the specific area that twitched. That specific area seemed to move with each twitch, and I wondered if I could make them move without the twitch. But then that raised a new question. If I was moving, what good was moving? It hurt when I moved… But it was cold staying here, so maybe I could move somewhere away from the cold and then not move again?

      Decisions, decisions…

      I experimented with the twitch and tried to mimic the action. Needless to say, it hurt, but it was manageable. Twitching as hard as I could, I realised immediately that all my bits were attached to… My middle? Yeah… All my bits weren’t solid. They had solid inside them, but each bit seemed to move on their own, but only when I concentrated on them directly. So… Reason would suggest that moving was the idea. Idea and end goals I did not know, beyond moving somewhere away from the cold. But that was something to think about later.

      Twitching everything I could twitch, I felt my bits flicking around. All except that fifth one. It didn’t seem to respond very much, even when I tried to concentrate on it. But it didn’t hurt, so I didn’t put too much thought into it. It was rather small anyway, so maybe it was defective?

      What twitching did, though, was tell me that what was pressed against my back wasn’t entirely solid. It shifted beneath me. The more I twitched, the more it shifted and I could feel it coming up my sides slightly. Almost like if I did this for a very long time, it might just cover me. But if I had to guess, it would take a VERY long time to do it enough to escape the cold.

      With a supreme act of concentration, I focused on the twitchy bits of one of my bits. It was… on my right, closest to the bit of me that smells. And for clarity, that’s smelling the ‘earth.’ Not smelling the ‘me.’ Is that what I am? I am me? No… stupid question. Of course I’m me. Who else could I be? What I am though? That, I do not know. Other than a collection of bits, attached to a central bit and I’m cold, sore and floppy, that is.

      With a grunt of disgruntlement and… How do I know words like…? No… Stop. Cold now, vocabulary later… Yeah, think about it later. Twitching the one bit, on the right of me near the top where I smelled, I felt it shift. Not like before with the random flopping. But I could shift it back and forth. Up, down, up, down, over and over again. Half way down, there was another bit where it could move and I tried that one. That was even more interesting. Not only could I move up and down, but by moving that one, I could move the very end in and out and… There was a whole bunch of the moving bits at the end.

      They were interesting. I could make out what was on my back it was… Crumbly, but kinda sticky with the… with the wet. The cold and the wet made the crumbles sticky. I’m sure that doesn’t mean a lot in the grand scheme of things, but it meant something to me. And it was a little frightening, if I’m being honest. What if I got stuck? And then I couldn’t get out of the cold? Hurting, cold AND stuck sounded way worse than hurting and cold. But… The crumbly on my back was pressed there hard, and I was able to twitch and move making it come off. But I always came back, while the cold hit my front… Unless…

      Concentrating, I moved all those little sensitive bits away from the crumbles and towards the cold. It was… Rather intimidating feeling the nothingness ahead. That nothingness was broken by the cold that hit my bits. But now I could feel that cold moving down my bits towards my middle. Almost like everything was moving towards the crumbles on my back. And if everything moved that way, that meant ‘it’ wasn’t ‘pressed’ to my back, but ‘I’ was ‘pressed’ ON my back against ‘it.’

      I stopped moving my bits and relaxed. Only to immediately regret doing so, as I felt its impact with the bit that let me smell the earth. I yelped loudly, startling myself in the vast silence of the cold and the crumbly and the space. My smeller hurt horribly and I could feel something happening in two places on either side and slightly above it. Like pressure, mixed with a strange aching sensation. Without thinking, I moved my bits to touch it. Swiping over the space, I saw a flash of light and yelped again at the shock. But it was short-lived as stuff went into the light and I felt more pain.

      “Ahhh!” I cried.

      Thrashing about, I shocked myself further by flipping over so the crumbly was now on my front. Now the cold felt even worse on my back, while my front felt slightly warmer, if not stickier. But my light… Seeing… Parts… They still hurt and I moved my sensitive bits up to rub at it. Doing so, I felt the crumbles and wondered if that was why it hurt. Wiping away as much as I could, I blinked, before realising what blinking was. I glimpsed something dark. It was brown, almost black, and I wondered if I could blink again and see more.

      So blink I did. I filled the endless void where the cold came from, with the solid of the crumbly. Blinking, I made out other things. The crumbly was only a small place where I was. It was… Sunken, with sides that went up into the empty where the cold was. But not very far. If I was oriented in a different direction, I could see further. And… Well that was certainly an idea.

      Moving my bits, I pushed into the crumbly and felt my smelling bit and my seeing bits move away. It hurt to do so, but it was progress and I felt a level of satisfaction from it. I felt the parts of me that moved, and the parts of me that didn’t. The parts that could move could twitch, though, so I tried to twitch them. That only made me fall over onto my side. This hurt far more than I was expecting. I blinked to see why it hurt so much. But all I could make out was a lot of red mixed in with the dark brown. It moved from left to right across my middle, but I didn’t know what it meant. Though it seemed to leak and move like the cold did, pooling into the crumbly.

      I was leaking. And it felt bad. So this is probably bad. I needed to find a way to stop the leaking and the pain. And in the crumbly, I would not find what I needed. I slowly worked on my blinking, working on holding my seeing bits open longer and longer. Though when the cold hit them, I couldn’t help but blink. It was unpleasant, but it didn’t hurt like the red marks on my middle did.

      Using my upper bits, I rolled the red, leaking side of my middle back towards the crumbly. Then I concentrated on my lower bits. As usual, the small one in the middle ignored me, but the long ones on either side reacted positively. They weren’t as nimble as my upper bits, but they felt stronger and firmer. Stretching one out, I felt it catch on the crumbly and pitched forward, landing on my smelling bit. It hurt again, but it was something. Using my upper bits, I pushed off the crumbly again and noted that I seemed to have moved slightly forward.

      Pulling my lower bits in towards my middle, I slowly pushed them back out. But this time, I moved my upper bits to catch myself so I didn’t land on my smelling bit again. I kept pushing until I slumped over gently on my middle. I had moved much further this time, but now the pain bits were on the crumbly. So I pulled my lower bits in again and propped myself up. This time, I tried something a little different.

      Pushing with one of my lower bits, I moved an upper bit at the same time. Trying to do both on one side didn’t work, but I found if I used opposite sides, it was much easier. It started slow, one, then the next, then swap sides. I ignored the pain and the cold and concentrated on not hitting the crumbly. Though… As my head poked out the edge… It wasn’t all that crumbly.

      Long things, or… Were they tall? They pointed out into the space with the cold and it made more sense to think that I was oriented horizontally. That this cold stuff was falling down, rather than moving forward, made more sense to me the more I thought about it.

      But there was so much to think about. The tall things were textured and looked hard. At the top, they branched out into bits similar, but unlike my own. These bits didn’t seem to move, they were hard and tipped with green stuff. In fact, they were covered in green stuff. That green stuff seemed to protect itself from the cold that fell from above. Below them were other things. Lots of stuff made of the green from the tops of the tall things. But they weren’t tall and some of the green was coming out of the crumbly. It was all very strange, and yet weirdly familiar all at once. Like I recognised it, but couldn’t tell from where. Which made sense, I suppose. That’s how everything felt right now.

      With a sigh, I continued to make my way out of the… hole… Yes, that sounded right. I made my way out of the hole and paused only when I made it to the first of the green. I paused and examined it. The green seemed to sprout from a central point, not unlike myself. But unlike me, that central point came out of the crumbly. The green bits were long, flat and had a line down the middle. Erring on the side of caution, I moved one of my upper bits out and gently prodded it.

      When it failed to do more than bend under my bit, I smiled… Smile… That signifies good feelings… Interesting. But unimportant for the time being. Placing my upper bit on the green, I pressed down and found it delightfully soft despite being cold. When no harm came to me, I continued. My target, for now, was one of the tall things. I could see from here that less cold got to the tall bit, and less cold meant I could try to do the opposite. So I made my way, bit by bit, to the tall hard thing in the middle.

      As I moved, I watched the green change and shift beneath me. Some green looked different. Different shapes, different shades, and even a few had different colours. These seemed very soft and when I accidentally squashed one, my smelling bit noticed something sweet. I kept that in mind as I kept moving. Every now and then, the crumbly poked through, but usually it wasn’t crumbly. It was hard, grey and kinda pointy or sometimes a little smooth. In other places, I found things that looked like the tall things, but smaller and… Pointier, as I squashed one, making it stab into my upper bit.

      That caused pain and I stopped to check. There was a small amount of the red stuff coming out of a very small hole. So that was confirmation that the red leaking was bad. It was the source of the pain. Though whatever caused it was unknown. As I continued, I noticed the crumbly was coming off my upper bits. As the cold poured over me, it collected and some of it slid down. I was still thinking about it when I noticed the cold had almost completely stopped.

      Looking around, I was close to the tall thing. It had more of itself that spread out into the crumbly. And that sold it for me. Whatever this was, the direction it stood must be up, rather than forward. It was braced on all sides so it didn’t fall on its smelling part, like I had earlier. So that’s how the world was oriented then. How the cold got so far up, I did not know. All I could see up there was solid grey, and that didn’t give me a lot of information.

      Turning back to the tall thing, I moved over to it. The parts that went down into the crumbly were solid and hard on the exterior. I could put my small sensitive bits on them and squeeze. It gave me good purchase, and I could haul myself up into a little hole they made. It wasn’t much, but it was dry… Not wet… Yes. Flopping down into it, I found myself caught in a more… Upright, position. My lower bits were propped up slightly and went over the edge of a hard thing. While my back, rather than being pressed into the crumbly, was pressed into the tall thing. That left my upper bits to move about and touch.

      I started with myself, feeling my smelling bit. Then up over my seeing bits, though I was careful not to directly touch them again. They were attached to a bulbous part that was hard, with a soft, fuzzy exterior that reminded me of the soft green stuff poking out of the crumbly. I couldn’t see what colour it was, though. It wasn’t long enough and when I pulled it, it hurt a little. So I moved down, feeling stiff, flexible bits on the side which… When I covered them, they made the world sound dull. That was odd, I hadn’t really thought about sound all that much yet. Something else to ponder later. For now, I kept feeling my parts. The upper bits were similar, but different from my lower bits. The upper bits ended with flat parts with long thin things coming off it. Those long thin things could curl.

      I noticed that one of them, a little shorter and squatter than the rest, poked out to one side on a different angle. I had one on each of my flat bits, with four long, thin things to match. If I were a betting man… Man? Man… Sigh… If I were a betting man, that looked like it was good for holding things. Which I tested by reaching for the support for the tall thing and taking hold. It was comfortable, firm, and made sense. If it were smaller, I might be able to pick it up.

      Moving on, I felt my middle. It was firm in places and soft in others. It seemed like it had a layer of softness in a couple of places near the top as well. Despite being these odd hard nubs in the middle of them. They firmed up and felt uncomfortable, so I left them alone. Moving down, where it was softest, was also where the red was. It had some crumbly in it, which seemed to have stopped the bleeding. Bleeding? This is ridiculous! Where the fuck is my dictionary?! WHAT THE FUCK IS A DICTIONARY!?

      Clenching my seeing parts closed, I took several deep breaths to calm down. Then opened them and continued. My lower bits were indeed firmer than my upper bits. They weren’t as flexible either, and the flat bit of my upper bits differed from my lower as well. It was longer, stiffer and the five little thin bits were all squat, short bits. I didn’t know their exact purpose, but I couldn’t see myself grabbing anything with them. Moving up to the defective bit in the middle, I touched it gently. It was soft, limp and… odd… Below it was something with a pair of lumps inside it. Those, on the other hand, didn’t enjoy being squeezed at all, so I left it alone.

      With a sigh, I slumped back against the tall thing. I had an ache in my middle, one that wasn’t related to the bleeding. Or at least, not that I THOUGHT was related. More uncomfortable than anything, really. But for now, I could feel my seeing things aching, so I closed them and went with my original plan of waiting while the pain stopped.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      CRACK!

      I opened my seeing things and looked around. Only to freeze in terror. There was a thing. It… It was about the size of the lower flat bit with the stubby things. It was brown and had massive teeth that it was using to bite some small round things off a small green thing and for goodness’ sake, not knowing how to name shit was exhausting. Thing, thingy, things with the fucking thing, Jesus fucking THING! Do I even want to know who Jesus is?

      Shaking my head… Y’know what? I’m just going to celebrate every time I remember something. Head. Makes sense. With a sigh, I watched the thing. If not for it eating stuff off the green things, I would have assumed that with teeth like that, it could be the reason I was bleeding. Though… I looked at my hands… Fuck… I looked at my hands and compared them to the creature. It WAS pretty small.

      GROWL

      I frowned as the creature froze. That sound came from my middle, and it wasn’t pleasant. It felt bad and… The creature was staring at me. Its beady little eyes were locked on me and it held perfectly still. Was this it? Is this how it ended? Was it about to lunge and end me? I looked up into the sky, like it was the source of my salvation, just as something fell into the clearing. It was moving too rapidly to see, but the small creature made a squeak as the falling thing scooped it up into the air. I heard frantic squeaking for several moments until whatever the falling… or… flying? Fuck… Whatever the flying thing was, took the small squeaking thing away.

      “Shit,” I mumbled, then froze. I said that out loud? “Shit.” I said again. “Potato fried chicken weasel!”

      Those were words. I was sure of it. But I didn’t know what they were. Something about ‘fried chicken,’ though, made my stomach rumble again. Biting my lip, I gave up trying to rationalise my shattered memories and used my hands to push myself out of the hole in the roots… Fucking whatever.

      Pushing myself out of the roots, I crawled in the direction of the bush. I glanced up at the sky to make sure nothing was coming to pick me up and carry me off. I did not know if the flying thing was considered large or small. It might have been a baby, and its parent could be up there waiting for something more, my size to carry off. I had the feeling the small creature wasn’t enjoying whatever happened to it. But my stomach… My stomach led me on to the green bush. Fuck, whatever.

      Reaching into the bush, I found a berry and plucked it from the stem. It was firm, with a slight squish to it. Lifting it to my nose… sigh… Lifting it to my nose, I sniffed it and… Nothing. No scent, or at least not one I could detect. So with nothing else, I popped it into my mouth and rolled it around on my tongue. That was also uneventful, as it didn’t taste like anything either. But in my mouth were teeth, so I used to them to pin the berry in place. Then bit hard.

      All at once, an explosion of flavour poured into my mouth. Wet, juicy, mushy… And it tasted like rancid battery acid. I did not know what battery acid was, but I knew that it, alongside the rancid, meant bad. Spitting it out, I felt my guts churn as I gagged from the taste. I felt a burn in my mouth and collapsed, heaving as my middle clenched hard, desperate to get every remnant of that berry out of my system. Along with my injuries, it was too much, and I rolled in the grass, without the strength to be pissed that I’d remembered the word ‘grass.’
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      When I eventually awoke, my mouth felt like rubber. Reaching into it with my fingers, I touched my tongue. It was thick, dry, and I felt dizzy. The world didn’t seem to want to stay still as I tried desperately to make the sick feeling go away.

      Rolling onto all fours, I put distance between myself and that godforsaken bush. I had no idea what it was, but I wanted nothing further to do with it. At least until I spotted an odd pair of feet before me. Two yellow toes, attached to a black foot. They were shiny, smooth, and looked hard. Working my eyes up, the foot turned into ankles also covered in a shiny and hard material. The yellow ankles turned to black shins. From there, I spotted the abdomen and simply flopped onto my back.

      She, and it was obviously a she, stood over me. Her concerned expression meant little to me as she squatted down beside me. Her hand, an odd, three fingered hand, stroked my face and her antenna twitched and prodded me all over.

      “You’re human?”

      I opened my mouth to reply, but my vocal cords were dry and all I could do was croak. I didn’t know if I was human, and I didn’t know what that meant. All I knew was that this angelic woman was not what I was. And yet, she was the most magnificent thing I had ever seen. Her body was angular, but curvy, with a nice bust and large hips. But from her rear stuck a large abdomen. Her entire body was made of a shiny, hard material.

      “You ate something, didn’t you?” She asked.

      All I could manage was a nod.

      “Did you swallow it?”

      I grimaced and shook my head.

      She sighed softly in relief before nodding to herself. “I’m going to look after you, okay?”

      I had no response to her words. And she smiled down at me. Her eyes were enormous, and I could see myself reflected in their compound surface. It wasn’t the most comforting thing, seeing hundreds of my tiny reflections. But that gave way to confusion as she lifted her leg over to straddle my neck.

      “I don’t know why you tried to eat the food here. That was very silly.” I just blinked as she pried a flap open from between her legs. I could see a fleshy hole that… Well, despite how I felt, that defective fifth… Cock… Yeah, makes sense now I was looking at a woman’s crotch. And with the last vestiges of my strength propping up my erection, I slumped back into the dirt as the world spun above me and I slipped back into the darkness that held no more pain.
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      Even with no memories to corroborate my feelings. I still had the distinct impression that this situation was… odd. Though not entirely unpleasant. The taste of her honey was divine, and it contained enough moisture that my tongue no longer felt like a rubber block. By far, the strangest feeling I had about the whole situation was the familiarity of it. I couldn’t quite place why this felt like I’d done it before. But the bee-woman had no complaints.

      Her fingers gripped my hair as she ground herself into my mouth. Something about the action told me she was very much enjoying what was happening. And I had no complaints. Sucking firmly at the small nub between her legs rewarded me with the only thing I had been able to stomach since I’d woken up. I had drifted in and out of consciousness for… A time. Whenever I woke, she fed me herself, milking the honey into my mouth. But as I gained strength and started remaining awake, she taught me to collect it myself. And she was always eager for me to collect.

      “Oh, eminence!”

      “Mmm?” I hummed, making her gasp and twitch.

      This was her latest trick. Her mouth opened, and she tilted her head back. Those cute antennae of hers would stand straight up and judder. Her whole body would lock up in place and she would gasp loudly for several long moments. It was also the signal to suck as quickly as I could, because the moment she stopped, she would shove me away.

      So when I felt the subtle rock of her hips, I gave one final suck as I heard her sharp intake of air. Throwing herself off of me, I swallowed the last of the honey I’d been able to collect while she collapsed to the ground beside me. As had been our routine for the last few days, I waited as she took several deep breaths before sitting up. Her expression was wide, but she smiled when she saw me looking at her. Turning about, she crawled up beside me and settled down in our nest.

      She had built it in the hole I woke in, while I was unconscious. It was relatively soft and comprised several layers of grass, plant matter I didn’t recognise, and some wax that she could produce herself. Though a sharp swat thwarted my efforts to learn more when I started digging. But none of that mattered as she lay down beside me. She pressed her body close and while the initial sensation of cool chitin on my bare skin was uncomfortable at first, she warmed quickly.

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      She smiled and let out a small giggle. “I should thank you.”

      I frowned and wondered how much she actually enjoyed my honey extraction. “Can you explain it to me?”

      She sighed and nuzzled the side of my neck. I enjoyed this sensation as she lightly pressed her lips along my shoulder, making small sucking noises. Something about it made me smile, and I had practised making those same noises while she was off gathering pollen.

      “You make me feel so very good, and yet I’ve neglected to return the favour, several times now.”

      I frowned again and turned my head. “What do you mean? I suck on you, you feed me, right?”

      I wasn’t expecting the soft giggle she let out, nor the softness of her lips as she pressed them into my own. Without thinking, I did the motion I’d been practising, and she pulled back with a wide smile. She stared at me for several long moments before leaning in again. This time, when we pressed our lips together, we held the motion for a few seconds. And when we pulled apart, she was still smiling. I didn’t fully understand… pretty much everything. But I knew I enjoyed doing things that made her smile.

      “I never thought I’d be so lucky to run into a human,” she smiled.

      “I feel pretty lucky you found me,” I shrugged in return.

      She nodded as I pulled her closer. I could smell her faint scent. It was sweet, pleasant and made me feel comfortable. She didn’t like being coddled too much, but after a meal, she was always far more amenable to being touched.

      “What is your name?” She asked.

      I blinked and slowly shook my head. “I really don’t know. What’s yours?”

      She giggled softly and lifted one leg over my hip, covering me in more of her warming body. And I marvelled that despite her hard exterior, she was really quite light.

      “You can call me Rileh.”

      “Ree-leh,” I sounded out the syllables.

      She smiled at me. “That’s right. What concerns me is why you don’t remember your own name.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t remember anything, really.”

      “What do you remember?”

      “That’s even harder to explain,” I sighed. “I woke up and all I could think was the scents and sensations around me were either pleasant or unpleasant. When I started feeling an unpleasant sensation, I tried to work out how to make it stop. I taught myself to crawl, and I hid under a tree.”

      “What was unpleasant?”

      I thought about the cold and I pictured the sensation. “Rain.”

      “You don’t like rain?”

      “It was cold,” I shrugged. “At the time I didn’t even know what I was, that I had eyes, or limbs. It started raining, and it bothered me, so I tried to do something about it.”

      “Well, that explains why you tried to eat something, then.”

      I nodded, “I saw a small thing, eat one, then something bigger swooped down and carried it off.”

      “Describe it to me.”

      I frowned and gave a quick explanation of a furred creature about the length of my foot with long teeth.

      “Rodent of some kind,” she nodded.

      “Are they dangerous?”

      Rileh giggled and shook her head. “No, human. No, they are not, though if you cornered one, they could probably give you a nasty bite.”

      I nodded, feeling slightly foolish, but reassured that I shouldn’t be concerned about them. “So why can’t I eat the berries?”

      “You can’t eat anything in this world,” Rileh frowned. “Well, you can drink water, but you’ll have to be careful you find it from a pure source, like a well. Something may contaminate any rivers or lakes you come across.”

      “Then I’m extremely lucky I found you, huh?”

      Rileh smiled, “In a sense. Humans show up now and then. They cause a big ruckus and then they vanish, only for another to pop up a few years later.”

      “Good or bad ruckus?”

      Rileh smiled, “A little of both usually. I was but a girl when the last one was roaming around. But that was very far away from here. I doubt anyone here has ever seen a human before, except the queen.”

      I saw the frown on her face when she said that word and couldn’t help but want to ask. “Queen?”

      Rileh sighed and nodded. “Yes, Queen. It’s rumoured she’s behind why humans vanish after a while. She keeps an army of enthralled slaves and they roam the endless forests, searching for anything of interest, while crushing anyone who opposes her.”

      I swallowed nervously and let out a sigh. “Wonderful.”

      “I wouldn’t worry about it,” Rileh smiled. “Her scouts haven’t been seen in this area for years and her army has never marched this far south. She has no reason to suspect anything. You’re quite safe.”

      I nodded, but had a pit in my stomach that told me otherwise. The phrase ‘gut feeling’ came to mind, but I kept quiet about it.

      “So what are you going to do once I’m stronger?”

      “I was thinking about that,” Rileh smiled. “I wanted to see if you could stand and walk. You’re much livelier than you were when we first tried.”

      I thought back on that first attempt. My legs just wouldn’t support me, and after Rileh had helped me up, I’d promptly collapsed. She had resisted laughing at me while she carried me back to the nest, but I could see the amusement in her eyes. But right now, she was thinking about something else, something that conflicted with her.

      “When you feed…”

      I smiled and nodded. “Best thing I’ve ever tasted.”

      Rileh smiled, “With no memories of eating besides that berry, I’m not surprised.” Then she shook her head. “But… Do you actually know what it is you’re doing when you extract my honey?”

      I frowned in thought and wondered at what she was getting at. I’ve done a lot of thinking lately. And while I knew she was a woman, and I was a man. I didn’t have any of the specifics beyond that. Our bodies were so very different, it was hard to pinpoint exactly what she was talking about.

      “All I know is that I really enjoy your honey. And you seem to really enjoy giving it to me,” I nodded. What I wasn’t expecting was for her face to drop. “What?”

      “You don’t understand,” she sighed. “I was so excited when I found you, and I’ve been taking advantage this whole time.”

      “How are you taking advantage of me?” I chuckled. “You’re what stands between me and those berries.”

      “That… no, I could get the honey myself and feed it to you properly. I didn’t realise you lacked understanding of what we were doing.”

      “Rileh,” I smiled, taking her hand. “Whatever it is, just know that I enjoy our time together. Whatever it is you think you’ve done, I’m not mad.”

      She smiled softly and sat up. “You might be one day.”

      Before I could try to reassure her, she stood and turned around to face me. “Sit up.”

      I nodded, realising this was her other side. I’d only seen it here and there. She was always feminine in a way that made me want to pay attention to her. But she seemed to have three different moods. The first was the calm, almost motherlike mood. Where she made me somewhere to sleep and used leaves to wash my skin so I wouldn’t smell bad. Then there was her other mood, where she got playful before a meal and affectionate afterward.

      “Hurry up!”

      And then there was this mood. I pictured her with a riding crop, snapping it across her palm. Though… sigh… thanks, memories. I have no idea if there’s even horses in this world to use a crop on. But I digress. For now, I had an angry bee woman to obey. Pushing myself upright, I saw her nod.

      “Turn to face me.”

      I did as she asked, rotating my body so my legs flopped over the side. When we tried this the first time, she had to physically move me, so this was already a significant improvement. I set myself on the edge of the nest and lowered my legs to the ground. The grass was soft beneath my toes and I smiled as all these simple words came easily to me. With a nod, I looked up at Rileh, and she held out her hands. I grasped them in my own and before I could brace, she stepped back.

      I was worried for a moment, thinking I was going to fall. But I tensed my legs, and the action caused me to pivot at the knees. In just a moment, I felt stunned as I was upright, for the first time in memory.

      “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” She nodded.

      I took a deep breath and closed my eyes while I took in the surrounding sensations. The cool breeze through the glade. The sound of the leaves in the trees rustling and the scent of the woman beside me. Opening my eyes, I smiled at her. Where I was expecting, for just a moment, that she would smile back, instead she stepped away from me. I had a terrifying lurch of vertigo as the world shifted around me, and the only thing I could think of was to move one leg forward. I managed it, catching myself before I fell, before I rocked to the side.

      “I gotcha!” Rileh grabbed me as I went down.

      Her face was twisted with concern as she lowered me to the grass, but I smiled at her. “I’m okay. Let’s try again.” She nodded before looking back at the nest. “Just help me up.”

      “Alright,” she nodded.

      With her hands under my armpits, I pulled my legs in and between the two of us. I managed to get myself upright again. This time felt a little easier, and I was thankful that Rileh didn’t suddenly move. Instead, she stuck by my side as I shifted one foot ahead of the other. I used her to help balance as I shifted the other to join it and grinned as I felt the motion. Then, to further my development, I shifted that same foot ahead. One small shift turned into a small step and I quickly gained confidence.

      “You’re doing well,” Rileh noted.

      I nodded quickly. “Whatever happened that lost my memories, when I do or experience things, they seem to come back. At least for the thing I’m experiencing. I forget a lot of context.”

      Rileh frowned, then slowly nodded her head. “That makes sense. I think.”

      “Worry about it later,” I smiled.

      With her still lost in thought, I took another step, but this time away from her. She moved to catch me if I fell, and I wobbled for a few moments. But I got myself under control and took another step. Now Rileh was only holding one of my hands. She was the support I needed in case I fell, but she wasn’t actively holding me up, either. I smiled as I looked over at the bush with the poisonous berries and moved in its direction.

      It really was only a few steps away. It was also so tiny from my new perspective.

      “You’re not going to try to eat that again, are you?”

      “No,” I chuckled. “No, I was just looking. It was so much larger when I was on the ground.”

      She nodded. “Where do you want to go next?”

      “Maybe just a loop and back to the nest.”

      She nodded and steered me off to the left. Things had certainly changed since I had woken up in the hole. Even a simple change in perspective made everything feel different. Far better than before when I woke. I was hungry, and a little dehydrated. But I would have lasted a few more days had I not eaten that berry. I put the unhelpful thoughts aside and kept going. I felt the soft ground shift under my feet. Which made it obvious when I stood on a rock, or the root of one of the large trees in the area.

      Looking up, I could make out the shape of a familiar flying thing and frowned.

      “What is it?” Rileh asked.

      “Those things, are they dangerous?”

      “The hawk?” She smiled. “Fierce predators they may be, they only hunt things they can carry off.”

      “So…”

      She giggled. “So it’s going to stay up there, and you’re going to stay right here. It’s no threat to you and even our children would be born too large for it to carry off.”

      I smiled, thinking about the children, then froze. When I turned to Rileh, she was staring at me in shock and I frowned. “Children?”

      “Come, let’s get you laying down-”

      “Rileh,” I pushed.

      She frowned and let out a small sigh. “This is what I was talking about earlier. You don’t really understand what’s going on, and I have taken terrible advantage of you.”

      “Do I deserve an explanation, then?”

      She opened her mouth, then closed it and slowly shook her head. It didn’t seem like a refusal, more that she was struggling with what she needed to tell me.

      “We have been having a kind of sex,” she mumbled.

      I nodded and started my slow walk again. “Is feeding from you considered sex?”

      “Somewhat,” she nodded. “If I were to extract my honey and feed it to you, that would be a little different. If you were to extract it for me by hand, that would be foreplay.”

      I ignored the word foreplay for the time being. It seemed relevant and would probably come up again, but I still needed more information about sex.

      “I’m guessing there’s a link between sex and children, then?”

      “Yes,” Rileh rolled her eyes. “Sex is the cause of children.”

      “So-”

      “Not that kind of sex.”

      I sighed this time. “This is far too complicated.”

      “Not really,” she smiled. “Despite not knowing all the facts, you seem quite adept at it.”

      For whatever reason, that made me feel proud of myself. And Rileh huffed when she saw me grin. But I put it off and smiled. “So, what’s the difference between sex that makes children, and sex that does not?”

      She continued to lead me around for a few moments, and I wondered if I had asked something that had made her uncomfortable again. So I was very surprised when I heard her next words.

      “I’ll show you.”

      Nodding, I had no concept of what was about to happen. Was there some other part of her I was supposed to suck on? Maybe something to rub like she sometimes did before she allowed me to feed. I was pondering this whole thing when she sat me on the nest and dropped to her knees.

      “So?”

      “Just tell me if this is something that makes you uncomfortable,” she smiled, while her antenna danced across my chest.

      I nodded, and she reached forward to take my cock in her hand. I frowned at the sensation. She hadn’t touched that part of me before, though when it became engorged, she liked to stare at it. She wrapped her hands gently around the base. With one hand, she applied a small amount of pressure, with the other, she gently stroked. The sensation was odd, but there was a weird tingle as well.

      “How is that?”

      “It… doesn’t hurt?” I offered.

      She nodded and continued her motions. I frowned as the sensation started to change.

      “This, when we use our hands, is foreplay.”

      I nodded as I felt myself becoming engorged in her grip. The slight pressure was… pleasant, while the stroking reminded me of… Something.

      “There are lots of ways to have sex,” Rileh continued. “When two people come together, it is best to try to find out what the other enjoys.”

      I nodded, feeling myself getting very engorged. “I’m enjoying this.”

      Rileh smirked and nodded. “I can tell. This is what you use for sex.”

      “That makes little sense,” I frowned, before gasping, as she changed the stroke of her hand. It rubbed up my length and over the tip, before gently sliding it back down again. “If this is for sex, what have I been doing with you this whole time?”

      “You’re a human, and this organ doesn’t produce honey like mine does. But what you’ve been doing is roughly the equivalence of this.”

      I frowned as she opened her mouth, before snapping my jaw shut as she took that small part of me into her mouth. It was warm, wet, and her tongue swirled around the top. All at once, I had a rush of emotion. This was something I was familiar with. I just couldn’t remember it. This was something two, or more, beings did to show love or caring. It was an intimate act that relied on trust.

      I had been doing this for Rileh for days now, eagerly, for a single purpose. And here she was, showing me the same care. I blinked as she pushed me deep down into the back of her throat. She looked up at me and swallowed. The muscles of her throat contracted over my cock, and she slowly lifted away. Her smile was wide as she stroked my cock with both hands.

      “When a male becomes aroused, their cock becomes erect. It is like this, to make it possible to penetrate a female.”

      “And what about females? How do they become aroused?”

      She smiled and reached down between her own legs. I could hear the wet, slick sounds of her fingers as she rubbed herself.

      “Female arousal is different. To make it easier to be penetrated, our bodies become softer and we begin to self lubricate.”

      “The honey?”

      She nodded. “That is part of it. And provides the same function.”

      “So, when I have been feeding?”

      “We have been having sex,” she frowned.

      I nodded. “Should I then penetrate you?”

      Rileh giggled and shook her head. “There’s one last thing to think about.”

      “And that is?” I asked, feeling this pleasure begin to skyrocket.

      “Relax, and I’ll show you.”

      I nodded and simply enjoyed the sensation. Rileh took me in her mouth again and swallowed me deep. She pushed my cock all the way down her throat. I had the strangest urge to grab her and start thrusting, but I held back, not wanting to hurt her. She started doing the motions on her own, rocking back and forth, driving my cock in and out of her mouth until finally I realised something was about to happen.

      “Rileh?”

      “MMM!”

      I opened my mouth to explain, but the sudden hum sent me cross-eyed. I felt a buildup deep inside as she slammed herself forward, pressing her nose to my stomach. Swallowing, she bobbed her head slightly back and forth. I felt my cock harden even further, and she made a small noise before an overwhelming pulse of pleasure ran through me.

      All at once, I felt myself throb. A small jet of something squirted out, and I wondered if she had lied to me about humans making honey. But Rileh’s eyes crossed as she swallowed repeatedly. Each throb of my cock buried deep down her throat was met by the massaging sensation of her throat as she sucked down what I was giving her.

      But like she had reacted in the past, the sensation became too great and I pushed her away. As my cock sprang free of her mouth, I watched a last spurt of white stuff spray out of the head and over Rileh’s face. It hit her eye and was even on her antenna as she gasped for air with a smile on her face.

      But I was hardly aware of what she was doing. All at once, every muscle in my body exploded. I felt them shift, then stretch and expand. The sensation filled me from head to toe and I felt my skin stretching painfully to accommodate the change.

      “What’s wrong?” Rileh asked.

      But I couldn’t respond with anything more than a pained snarl. Falling back on the nest, I arched my back as it pulled painfully tight. I felt Rileh climb up beside me. She was speaking in a loud, worried voice as she touched me all over. And all at once, as quickly as it started, it stopped. I felt a pulse run through my body and the pain vanished, leaving behind an urge to move. The urge built up, and I felt my cock surge back to life. Snapping my eyes open, I saw Rileh’s concern etched across her face.

      She opened her mouth to speak, and I surged upwards. She cried out in shock as I threw her down beside me and climbed on top. With her laying back on her abdomen for support, I ended up kneeling between her open legs and she looked at me for the briefest moment, before raising her ankles to rest on my shoulders. Taking my cock in hand, I looked at that small hole between her legs. The one below where the honey came from. I had no exact memories, but somehow I knew that was where I was supposed to put it.

      Aiming, I thrust forward. Rileh’s legs shook violently and when I looked at her, she was leaning back with her mouth open, silently screaming at the sky above. The feeling of being inside her was delicious. The warm, tight sensation was distinct from her mouth. And there was some part of me that felt differently about it as well. Sex using the mouth was about making your partner feel good. But this, right now, was on a whole other level.

      Thrusting my hips forward, I rocked my length in and out of her. Her legs pulled tight, preventing me from pulling completely away, even as her hands pressed firmly into my chest. I watched as she used her antennae to clean the white liquid from her face and I blinked as she periodically licked them clean with a long, pink tongue. Something about that was so erotic. I doubled down with the thrusting. I ground myself into her with each thrust and her silent screams slowly shifted to real ones.

      I could feel the sticky, wet sensation of her honey leaking out of her with each thrust. Something inside me came alive, and I reached down between us. Collecting some on my fingers, I reached up and pressed them into her mouth. It must have been the right move, as she suddenly pulsed around my cock. The sensation was similar, but way more intense than when she swallowed. It also repeated rapidly. All at once, that familiar feeling of my own boiled up. Thrusting as deeply into her as I could, I felt my cock throb inside her, like it was being milked by her own actions.

      I rocked gently in place while Rileh sighed and gasped in my arms. She lifted her legs from my shoulders and wrapped them around my waist as she tilted her head forward to smile at me.

      “That is how children are made,” she sighed.
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      It was… strange. I looked over my body and recognised none of it. It hadn’t been the first time I had done so. Those first few days with Rileh, I had taken many hours examining myself. Learning the extent of my body, how it moved, how it looked, how it felt. And now, here I am doing it all over again.

      “I really don’t know what to tell you,” Rileh tilted her head.

      I nodded as I rotated my arm to examine it from all angles. I found this specific motion made a muscle bulge on the back above my elbow. There was a rather thick vein that pulsed with my heartbeat that was visible over its surface. It, like many other bulged muscles and veins, was entirely new.

      “So, this doesn’t happen to all males?”

      Rileh shook her head as she watched me. “No, I’ve never heard of this before.”

      I nodded slowly. “I feel stronger too.”

      Rileh bit her lip and nodded. “Of that, I’m not surprised.”

      We had rested after our brief session. I was still reeling from the sensory input. Rileh just wanted to remain close. So while I examined one arm, I wrapped the other around her shoulders. It had been several minutes, and she hadn’t attempted to move away. Not that I was complaining. This… woman, she was everything to me. Literally. She cared for me while I was weak. She fed me until I was strong and now. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you how great sex is.

      I really had no explanation for what happened, and neither did Rileh. Somehow, during sex, I had experienced a transformation. My body underwent a massive expansion of muscle. I didn’t seem to have changed shape, height or gained anything other than body mass. And it was odd, feeling parts of me that used to quiver, now move naturally. Even just in the few minutes since this had all happened, I felt much sturdier.

      I sighed as the sound of rustling filled the air. A low breeze blew through the glade and I sniffed the air. It was a familiar scent, and one that made me frown.

      “Rain,” Rileh frowned. “I never made a roof.”

      “Can I help?”

      She smiled and went to shake her head, but she paused, thinking better of it. “Maybe.”

      I nodded and slowly got to my feet, while Rileh watched with a small smile. I stretched my arms overhead and felt a satisfying pop in my lower back. Somehow, despite it being completely new, it still felt natural. So I gave my arms a twirl and smiled at the greater control I felt over my body. Looking down at Rileh, I offered her my hand. This was the true test. She took my hand in her own and squeezed gently. I squeezed back before giving her a firm pull. And with little effort, she came up to stand in front of me.

      She leaned forward and moaned softly as our lips met. She was warm, and despite her firm exterior, she was so very soft with me. Every touch was gentle, every movement measured. And I thought strange thoughts involving the passage of time. Which brought me to my next quandary. What on earth was I to do next?

      “What?” Rileh asked in a gentle tone.

      I shook my head. “Just trying to think of a way forward.”

      “Forward how?” She asked, taking my hand.

      I allowed her to lead me around. Unlike before, I felt firm in my movements. Balance came more naturally, and I moved with a lighter step than I thought was reasonable. Especially compared to how I hobbled around just an hour ago.

      “What are we doing?” I asked. “Are you just caring for me until I’m well enough to go off on my own? Or is there something more? And if there’s more, what is it and how do we achieve it?”

      “You keep saying we,” Rileh gave me an odd stare.

      I nodded, “I… I like, we.”

      “We barely know each other.”

      I shrugged. “I barely know myself. But if you’d rather I leave, then-”

      “We,” Rileh interrupted. “At least for now.”

      “We, then,” I nodded, feeling a satisfied ball of tension release in my gut. “So that brings me to my previous question. What are we doing?”

      “Well, right now,” Rileh gestured to a tree with low branches that were rather straight. “We need some of those.”

      I nodded and followed her over. The branches were about half as thick as my wrist and had few twigs. That left them mostly straight. The issue was how to collect them. I reached up and felt the wood in my hand. This might seem trivial to some, but I had little time to explore tactile sensations other than the nest itself. The nest and Rileh, that is… So I spent a moment feeling the wood, before taking hold and giving it a firm tug. The branch swayed in my grip, but didn’t come free.

      “Hold on,” Rileh came to join me. “Pull like this.”

      I watched as she hauled on the branch using her entire body. She rotated her torso while swinging her abdomen around, pulling back and down at the same time. That did the trick, as the branch snapped cleanly from the trunk in a single piece. I nodded and took a second branch, a little thicker than the one she just broke free. I braced against the ground, before giving it a pull, only to slam face first into the ground as the branch came free with only the barest resistance.

      “Are you okay?” Rileh rolled me over before wiping the muck from my face with her thumbs.

      I blinked and lifted the branch. “Yeah, I think so.”

      “Maybe don’t pull it quite so hard next time,” she smiled.

      I nodded and sat up, before seeing her offered hand. She hauled me to my feet without saying a word. I tossed the branch down on the ground and looked back at the tree. With a nod, I reached for a second.

      “Careful,” Rileh laughed.

      I shot her a grin and braced myself properly this time. I used the same twisting motion I had before, but I concentrated on my control. This time, the branch came free with a heavy snap, but I only had to take a step to keep my balance. Rileh gave me a smile as I tossed my second branch by the first and reached for another.

      The scent of rain had increased dramatically while we worked, and Rileh left me to collect branches while she collected something else. When Rileh reappeared, she was holding a large bunch of branches laden with long, thin, leaves.

      “That will be enough,” she smiled.

      I nodded and looked back at the bundle of branches I’d left. It was a rather daunting bundle now I tried to imagine carrying it. With a sigh, I stepped over and slipped one arm under the bunch. And then became very surprised when I lifted them all in a single effortless movement. Rileh gave me an odd look, and I shrugged before following her back to the nest.

      I could feel something cool in the wind as we arrived back. So Rileh got straight to work. I carried while she instructed. Stripping one branch of all its twigs, she stabbed it into the ground before using a twisting motion to help drive it down into the earth. I watched as she used her weight to force it down until she made about the length of her forearm vanish under the surface. I took a moment and set aside the bundle I carried. Grabbing a branch of my own, I stripped it like she had, before looking to where I should set the next one.

      “Make a square around the nest,” she instructed, pointing to the opposite side.

      I nodded and made my way over, before pushing the branch into the ground. Only, it seemed to be far easier for me to work in. With just a single hand, I drove the stick into the ground with only a modicum of effort, while Rileh just stared at me with an open-mouth expression.

      “Where should I put the next one?” I asked as she picked up her jaw.

      Rileh shook herself and pointed, so I grabbed another branch and got to work. When I had that branch in position, she was struggling with the last, so I moved over and gave her a hand, forcing it down into the ground. Rileh gave me an odd smile, but said nothing. We spent the next few minutes quickly tying longer branches to the tops of the ones planted in the ground to make a frame. Strips of green shoots held these up, wrapped around in a figure of eight and covered in a layer of wax. The wax, Rileh, could excrete over her abdomen and she was very grateful for my help in wiping it off as it formed in thick globs over her surface.

      The horizontal beams were lower on one side than the other, and Rileh prodded me on as the first few drops of water fell on us. Stacking the rest of the long branches up the shallow slope, we made a roof that wasn’t at all watertight. That was until Rileh started tossing the branches she collected over the top. The dense foliage was much better at dispersing the water, allowing it to run off with gravity towards the low side, rather than drip on us directly. And we were just in time too, as the rain started properly within moments of her settling the last branch in place.

      She took my hand and pulled me under the roof as the rain came down around us. The spray from the water and the wind made things cold, and I wondered if it was at all possible to cover myself. Rileh didn’t seem all that bothered, but she noticed my discomfort and shoved me into the nest. Before I could complain, she crawled in on top of me. I held her form against my side and we rested as the rain came over the top of us.

      Which was the perfect time for my stomach to rumble. We both heard it and Rileh’s eyes latched onto mine as she suddenly looked uncomfortable. By now it had been several hours since our tryst and with some hard work in between, I had certainly worked up my appetite.

      “So,” Rileh smiled nervously. “About what we spoke about before, with-”

      I rolled her onto her back. Her abdomen laying flat under her legs propped her ass up into the air. She grabbed a hold of me and bit her lip.

      “I… Shit, I don’t even have a name for you.”

      I shrugged, “Think of one. I’m hungry.”

      Pulling her legs up, she squealed as I shoved her up the side of the nest. Her tiny little pussy came into view, despite her weak protest. I gave her no chance to complain as I divided right in. Lapping at her entrance, I groaned at the sweet honey that leaked from what I now realised must be her clitoris. For whatever reason, I had the impression that wasn’t normal for most creatures. But that hardly mattered as I closed my mouth over that delicious little nub. Sucking firmly, I felt Rileh shudder beneath me. But I ignored that as my mouth filled with her sweet honey. It was the most wonderful thing I’d ever tasted, beyond her flesh itself.

      I suckled for several long moments while she writhed below me. Laying with her abdomen under her like she was, caused her hips to be forced upwards, leaving her essentially trapped in position while I took my fill. Not that the hand firmly gripping my hair was any sign she disapproved of my methods.

      After a while, when my belly complained less, I thought of our activities earlier. About how I thrust myself into her, and how much she seemed to enjoy it. She said that using my hands would be considered foreplay, and using my mouth like this was a kind of sex. So why not combine the two?

      Running my hands up her firm thighs, I could feel every twitch as I approached that little hole. It was extremely warm and wet as I touched it. I could feel the stickiness under my fingers as I touched and explored. It wasn’t to the same volume that I could collect by sucking her clit directly, but there was clearly a secondary source.

      “What?” she gasped. “What are you doing?”

      I didn’t reply, as I circled her hole with my thumb. She shuddered once more as she tightened her grip on my hair. Sliding a pair of fingers into her felt like a natural extension of this movement. Rileh’s loud gasp told me she thought so as well. I pushed my fingers in and out of her, feeling her insides as I did. She was soft, slick, and I could feel bands of muscle. These bands would pulse in time with the sounds she made. I explored her depths, mapping out everything I could feel as I rotated my wrist.

      At the top, when I rotated my wrist one-hundred and eighty degrees, was a soft lump. It was only an inch from her opening and it stood out within the confines of her delicious body. But as my fingers pressed against it, she froze. At first, I thought it was in pain until she bucked her hips. Her honey flow increased, and I knew she was getting close to what I now knew was her orgasm. So I pressed into it again. She gasped a second time, and I focussed on it. Massaging that small lump, I suckled as quickly as I could.

      Rileh let out several high-pitched squeaks before her whole body jolted upwards. I clung to her as her fist yanked at my hair. Unlike before, where she would normally have hauled me away, she ground my face into her. I was only too eager to continue to feast and redoubled my efforts. I sucked as firmly as I dared on her clit, while frantically massaging that spot, to increase her honey flow. But that’s not all that was happening. I felt something else being produced. A thick gel. It came from inside her and pushed out around my hand, dripping down between us.

      I paid no mind to it as I feasted on her. But she took a sudden deep breath. That made me pause.

      “Eminence?!”

      I frowned, then sat up. It had been the second time she had said that word. The first time I thought it was a good thing, but now she sounded shocked. Rileh sat up. She had a scared expression on her face as she looked around. But I drew my attention to the nest, where a thick, white fluid had poured. Rileh sniffed and frowned softly to herself.

      “Can you smell that?”

      “This?” I asked, reaching down and touching the fluid. I picked it up and tested it between my fingers.

      Rileh gaped for a moment, then looked down at herself. “How?”

      Now it was my turn to feel concerned. “Rileh, what’s wrong?”

      “It’s not possible,” Rileh frowned.

      I looked down at the white fluid. It was what pushed out from inside her as I ate my meal. I could see it still seeping from inside her.

      “What’s going on?”

      Rileh looked up at me, then back at herself, before rolling to her knees. As her hips raised, more of the white fluid poured from her into the nest. She turned her head to look at me, but all I saw was shock and confusion.

      “I haven’t hurt you, have I?”

      “No,” she shook her head. “No… This is… Impossible.”

      I looked at the white, while she touched some herself and brought it to her lips. I saw her taste it and did the same. Unlike her honey, it had a sharp and bitter taste. Though not entirely unpleasant.

      “It is,” she whispered.

      “What is it?”

      She turned to look at me. “Did you know this would happen?”

      I frowned at her question. “I don’t even know what it is that happened. So please explain it to me? I’m worried I’ve hurt you!”

      Rileh snorted and let out a rather unlady-like barking laugh. I frowned as she turned and suddenly kissed me. It was full of heat as she pressed me back into the side of the nest. I ignored the feeling of the sticky fluid underneath me as she crawled into my lap. Pulling away, I could see pure, animalistic lust etched into her features. Her hand took my cock, and she lifted it to her entrance.

      “I don’t know how,” she hissed. “But you made me a queen.”

      I grunted as she forced herself down on my cock. She held her abdomen high as she raised and lowered her hips rapidly. I growled as she rode me for all her worth. Desperate to cling to some semblance of rationality in a situation I didn’t understand, I growled a single word.

      “How?”

      Rileh paused. “How do I know?”

      I nodded, taking a deep breath as I recovered from the intense feeling of her pussy… Yes, I used that word earlier. That was what it was called, or at least what I liked to call it. There was an odd confusion there, but pussy still felt right.

      “This.” Rileh swiped her fingers through the sticky, white mess at the bottom of the nest. “This is royal jelly. Something I haven’t smelled in some time.”

      “Royal jelly?”

      She nodded, “It’s what we need to feed our queens. And a normal bee like me doesn’t produce it. I can only birth daughters like myself.”

      I frowned. “So, what does that mean?”

      Rileh bit her lip, then leaned in to kiss me. I groaned as she ground her pussy down over my cock. I shuddered at the sensation and leaned back against the side of the nest. Rileh used her abdomen as a counterweight to bounce in place. And who was I kidding? With my limited knowledge of this world, I had to factor everything into two categories. Things I enjoyed, and things I did not. And right at the top of the list, below her honey, was her riding my cock. The firm grip of her pussy as it slid up and down my length was driving me crazy. I reached up, pulling her hips down with each bounce, before I felt my orgasm boiling up inside.

      “Do it,” she whispered, sensing my end.

      I nodded quickly and took her by the hips. Yanking her down on my cock, I buried myself to the hilt inside her and held her there. All at once, I felt her insides pulse rapidly as more royal jelly poured out over my crotch. And as it poured out, I fired back in. Pumping my seed deeply inside her, I held Rileh close as she orgasmed harder than I’d ever seen her before. Her body writhed and her legs slipped out from under her. Which only served to set more of her weight down on my lap, driving me that much deeper inside her. She opened her mouth to scream, and I kissed her hard instead.

      All she could do was cling to me as we came together like some orgasmic explosion. I came down first, wincing as her pussy continued to spasm while I was extremely sensitive. But I held out as she slowly came back to her own. Which she finally did, slowly slumping into my arms.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” Rileh nodded. “I just… Need a moment.”

      I nodded and held her close. I ignored the fact I was still buried inside her while she pressed herself against me. But it quickly became apparent that something was up. It was subtle at first. Her breathing changed, getting deeper, then I felt a warmth building from her core. It slowly permeated her entire body, even warming my cock that firmed up inside her.

      She took a deep breath in and sighed. “I need to lay.”

      I frowned, “What?”

      But Rileh didn’t respond. Instead, she slowly got up, letting my now fully engorged cock fall free. She swayed for a moment, but I saw the look in her eye. I was missing something. She looked around before grimacing to herself. Slipping out of the nest, I clambered to my feet to follow if she headed out into the rain. But she looked around before her gaze turned straight up. She raised her abdomen, and I watched as she pressed it to the underside of the ceiling, over the nest.

      When I saw her pained grimace, I quickly climbed out of the nest and took her in my arms. She grit her teeth and looked at me with those enormous compound eyes.

      “Please, I need to push them out.”

      I frowned and looked up at her pulsating abdomen. At once, I moved around to her rear. I pressed my hands into her chitin. I could feel a bulge that seemed like a tube that ran down the length. It was about the width of my palm and as I felt it, I could feel individual lumps.

      “Rileh? Is this?”

      “Drones,” she grunted painfully, “Please, I need them out.”

      I nodded and felt up near the tip of her abdomen. There was an egg right there, and I massaged underneath it. Pressing my thumbs into her firm body, I pushed upwards. Rileh let out a slight moan as a yellowish-white egg protruded from an opening in the tip she had pressed to the roof. The egg stuck to the roof in question, and as she moved her abdomen away, the egg slipped free.

      “That’s one,” she hissed.

      I nodded as she raised her abdomen once again. I helped her repeatedly, ending with me physically supporting the weight of her abdomen, massaging out each egg as she went. Until finally, I looked at the underside of almost thirty small eggs stuck in place to the underside of the roof.

      “They need to be covered,” Rileh panted from her kneeling position on the ground. “Should have a bigger nest.”

      “It sounds like this isn’t normal,” I offered.

      Rileh shook her head, “It’s not. Only queens can lay drones. I wasn’t expecting it.”

      I nodded and rubbed her abdomen. The sensation caused wax to form as it seeped through special glands between her chitin plates. It started off soft and tacky, which made it easy to scoop off into my hands. But I had only moments to transfer it to the eggs. Smearing it over them, I did my best to cover it all over. Rileh watched with a faint smile as I did my best until finally she waved me off.

      “That should work well enough,” she smiled.

      I looked at the messy, uneven layers covering the eggs and cocked my head. “You sure?”

      “Very,” she smiled. “In a few days, they will hatch, and I will have the beginnings of my swarm.”

      “And… They’re my children?”

      “No,” Rileh shook her head. “Not like that, at least. While I require a male to produce a swarm, they are little more than animals who respond to my wishes. Our children will have different requirements.” I nodded for her to continue, and she smiled. “Our children, who will grow up to be like me, will be birthed similarly to females who lack an abdomen and she will need to be incubated in the royal jelly to form as a queen.”

      I glanced over at the sticky white mess inside the nest and nodded, “So…”

      “So that will take much longer, and I have a little more control over when it happens. This was just the sign I was definitely a queen. Before I met you, I could only give birth to daughters like myself.”

      I blinked, then nodded slowly. “So…”

      “So I’m not, yet. And I won’t for a while, at the very least, until my swarm reaches maturity. So if you’d like to help me back into the nest…”

      Her words trailed off, but her meaning was obvious. I took one more look at the eggs on the underside of the roof before bending over Rileh. She felt impossibly light in my arms as I lifted her. She didn’t seem to expect the ease at which I managed it either, as her eyes went wide as she clung to me.

      Stepping back into our nest, I moved to a dryer spot and settled to the bottom, as my queen steered me back into position. Only to start an internal debate, as to the top spot on my list, as this beautiful queen writhed deliciously on my cock, for the second time.
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      The swarm was really something else. Rileh was still in disbelief even days after they first hatched. I hadn’t been sure what their purpose was before all this. But they made it rather clear in the days after they hatched. I had been too weak to follow along with Rileh’s daily routine when I first came under her care. Confined to the nest for most of it, she would feed me, and then forage to feed herself. It was only now that I accompanied her I learned more about her.

      While the vegetation was horrifically toxic to me, they were completely harmless to her. And she proved that as she chewed on the berry that made me so violently ill. Most of her time, though, was spent searching for flowers. While she could eat berries and sustain herself, in order to sustain me, she required pollen. This, she extracted with the help of her tongue. That dexterous, pink appendage could stretch and thin itself down enough that she could lap at the pollen within the flower. The pollen residue left on her tongue would transfer to the next flower, continuing the cycle of pollination.

      This had continued daily until the first batch of eggs hatched. They were small little grubs at first. White, about the length of my forearm, and did little more than crawl around the nest we had built for them. That was another point of pride. With the two of us up and about, we had expanded our little home. Walls kept out the wind, while we had a small water collection station for the next time it rained. Whatever properties that Rileh’s honey had, it wasn’t the best source of hydration, and I was regretting not taking my fill the day she laid.

      The grubs fed on manually extracted honey. Rileh was militant in her composure when she demanded I help. And I couldn’t blame her in the least, considering what we got up to for my meals. Children were innocent in all things, and I was extremely glad there were expectations in place. And on their steady diet of honey, they grew fat and quickly. In no time at all, their white bodies turned brown, and then into a similar yellow to Rileh’s chitin. Until finally, they all stopped moving one day. I took Rileh’s excitement for a good thing and watched on as each small creature burst through a split in their backs, to expose…

      I held up one of them to take a better look. They were extremely fuzzy and plush, with big bright eyes. Their wings fluttered when I’d hold them up and they curled around like a cat… Cat, that yeah… Cat. Like a cat would, if I stroked their belly. Which was something I had to watch out for, as all six of their tiny limbs ended with a razor-sharp blade. It was like someone had put effort into creating the most adorably little creature they could, and then gave them knives for toes. And with thirty of them flying around in formation, it was rather intimidating at times.

      “Stop that,” Rileh growled.

      I shot her a smile and released the bug. It gave itself a wiggle before its wings beat into life and it took off towards the treeline.

      “They’re just so cute,” I grinned.

      Rileh sighed and nodded, “I know, human, but they have a job to do.”

      I tried not to frown when I thought about how it all went down. It was almost like watching a bird feed its chick, except in reverse. Each little member of the swarm went out and collected pollen like Rileh did. When they were full, they came back and did a weird little tongue thing with Rileh and zipped off again. It was odd, but I had to argue it was efficient. It also meant that Rileh didn’t have to worry so much about potentially poisoning me after going on a walk for a meal. She still took a stroll to collect a few berries and such to complement her own nutrition, but in general, she liked to rely on the pollen her swarm collected.

      That left me to ‘figure things out’ as she put it. So with my cute little swarm member, off doing their job, I went back to our nest. Set out was a hollowed fruit. It was large, heavy with a green exterior and a red interior. The flesh was firm, and it had large seeds that Rileh had scattered about outside. Rileh had also lectured me to ensure I didn’t try to eat it, or the honey it contained. Because after scooping out a good portion of the flesh, I helped Riley milk herself into it, so we had some on hand for the swarm.

      It was a simple system, but effective, and I spent a moment setting everything aside where I wouldn’t accidentally knock it over. Then I looked back at my original project. I was making some simple tools. There was lots of loose information stuck up in my head and I found the more I explored it, the better it seemed to come back to me. So the day I picked up a familiar-looking rock, and chipped it against another rock, I realised how easily I could make a hammer. A hammer led to an axe, which led to me gaining better control of how to cut wood. Hence my project.

      “I still don’t know why you think this is so necessary,” Rileh frowned as I retrieved my axe from where I had left it the day before. I noticed her eyes watching me as I bent over, though, and she quickly turned away when I looked at her. “It seems a bit unnecessary.”

      I nodded and strode over to the section of wall I had already built. It wasn’t much. Just some vertical logs buried in the ground to create a barrier that would stop anything from trampling through. I started at the base of the tree I sheltered under and moved out to the next. I had barely made any progress, but I figured I had time.

      “It has a few uses,” I answered as I moved out of the glade and into the forest. There was a small grove of trees that were the right size that I wanted. “First, it makes it easier to defend.”

      “Defend against what?” Rileh frowned, putting her hands on her hips. “There’s nothing out here except a few animals, and nothing is likely to come near me.”

      “And what if you’re gone?”

      Rileh froze in place, then seemed to scowl, “Are-”

      “I meant temporarily,” I reassured her and stepped close to kiss her. “What if you go on a walk and something comes over?”

      “It’s not likely to ha-”

      “What if we have children?”

      Rileh closed her mouth and shrunk back a little. “Is that something you want?”

      “It’s something I’m preparing for,” I nodded at the trees I was heading towards. “I might not be able to eat the stuff that grows here, but you can, and I’m guessing so would your children. So if I can put up a wall to keep anything nasty out, and use the space to plant some more berries and whatever that thing is, you keep your honey in. Then all the better.”

      Lifting my axe it was a rather brutal thing. Literally a large stone, chipped on one side to make an edge. I had taken a branch, split it part way down from the top and forced the rock between. Then, with the small vines and some of Rileh’s wax, I had bound the rock in place. It wasn’t the greatest thing in the world, and I had the feeling I could break it if I weren’t careful. But the satisfying smack of the stone head meeting the small tree made me smile. My body, whatever happened to it before I woke up in the glade, had felt weak and cumbersome. After my strange transformation, I felt more whole. But it was working those new muscles where I felt most at home. Even if it were monotonous and dreary work, it just felt… good. Swing, hit, pull. Swing, hit, pull. I heard the wet thud that signalled the tree weakening to the point it wasn’t quite as solid as it was before and I pulled free, straight into Rileh’s awaiting arms.

      I turned in her grip and found myself being assaulted by her lips. And while I wasn’t about to complain, I also knew there was a wobbly tree behind me.

      “Ri-” She muffled me with a kiss. “RILEH!”

      She pulled away, suddenly looking concerned. Before she could step away, I gripped her and looked over my shoulder. Without waiting for a response, I took a step to our right, to ensure the loose branches wouldn’t hit us as the tree fell to a thump off to my left. Rileh’s eyes locked on the tree, before she swallowed and turned her attention back to me.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” I smiled. “Now, I have a few more of these to cut down, do you…”

      I felt her flinch in my arms. At the same time, I felt a sudden wrongness. Rileh’s head snapped around, and I felt it too as I stared off into the trees. I heard her shout as I pulled out of her arms. I don’t know what she said, as my heart beat inside my head. Something was wrong, and I could feel it. Almost like a calling. Axe in hand, I rushed through the trees. From the faint sounds behind me, I knew Rileh was coming along too. But if she said anything, I couldn’t hear it.

      Away from the glade, the forest became thicker. It reminded me of old-growth forests back… Back wherever I must have come from. In either case, while this area of the forest harboured a lot of life, very little of it left a permanent or obvious mark. Which was odd, because I could feel something very obvious was up ahead.

      As I came around the base of a large tree, I froze at the sight ahead of me. Out of place, amongst all these trees, was one that looked far fresher than the rest. It stood out like a sore thumb and I took a moment to check my surroundings. The trees beside me were old, gnarled things covered in moss and lichen. But this tree, while certainly old and gnarled, it barely looked like a tree. It was hunched over, misshapen and twisted over itself. There was some kind of purple creeper vine growing up its side and I realised pretty quickly it was the source of my angst.

      The vine must have been carnivorous. The name ‘drosera’ popped into my mind, but I wasn’t really sure what that meant. What I saw, though, was a series of large, bright flowers. Larger than even my head. They were open, inviting, and completely at odds with the vines protruding around the stem. Those vines had fine hairs that grew off them. Each hair was tipped with a clear globe of liquid. And right in the middle, in front of a large flower, was the little bug I had held. Its wriggling seemed to spur on the plant, to curl that vine around, twisting the bug ever tighter. As each small globe touched, I could see it stick firm, making it even harder for it to escape.

      “Lets go,” Rileh whispered, gently taking my arm.

      But I wasn’t leaving the poor creature and set my axe against the closest tree. Pulling away, I heard a sharp intake of breath, but I wasn’t waiting around. Crossing the space, I felt the uneven ground beneath my feet. The texture of the various grasses and the crunch of the leaves from years of autumn falls. I ignored them all as I strode towards the vine and reached up to grab the little drone.

      All at once, the vine exploded. I tried to leap back as thick vines wrapped around my arms and torso. I felt the sticky sap smear over my skin like the bug above and I could hear Rileh screaming in the background. With a snarl, I ripped my arms upward and grabbed the little bug. It didn’t respond to my touch, and I was worried something had happened to it when another vine wrapped around my mouth. Only the sap on this wasn’t sticky. It smelled sweet and pleasant. The little hairs on the vine prodded at my lips as I struggled to keep my mouth closed. If there was one thing ingrained into memory, was that plants in this place are bad.

      With a surge of strength, I ripped my head back, clearing enough space to see the end of the vine wrapped around the little bee. Grabbing it, I pulled it free, while ignoring a strange hiss that came from the plant. Prying the little bug from the vine, it was completely covered it in sticky sap. But something told me it was still okay, just… asleep. It took only a moment to think of the sweet smelling vine around my face, before I realised more were getting into position. I could feel them everywhere now. Around my ankles, knees, hips and shoulders, trying to pull me closer and prevent my escape.

      So I did something unexpected. Pulling back an arm, I punched. A yelp followed the wet smack of my fist smashing leaves and stems. That yelp was followed by the rapidly tightening of the vines, but I wasn’t done. Slamming my free hand into the trunk of the tree, I scrabbled along its surface until I found the main stem of the vine and gripped it tightly.

      As my fingers closed, I swore I heard an angry, “NO!” Before I heaved back. As the vine peeled free, I felt everything suddenly shift. I was moving up, away from the ground, while a low rumbled filled the air. It was like the earth itself was angry and a woman was shrieking somewhere above me. But as I lifted, my legs came loose. To get free, I curled them forwards, before slamming them into the trunk, paying no mind to the vine. As my heels slammed into the hard surface, I did indeed feel several parts of the vine crush beneath my feet, right as several vines snapped under the strain of my body moving away. Tumbling out of the vines, I hit the ground and rolled, curling over the bug with my body at the same time.

      When I finally flopped onto my back to stare up at a shocked-looking Rileh, I held up the small bug. “Here.”

      “We need to go, now!” She hissed, taking the bug.

      I frowned, then looked back at the tree and frowned. The tree was… not a tree. It looked more like a troll. It had two stumpy legs that it used to hobble around on. Two massive arms swung from its headless shoulders. They thumped heavily into the ground to help balance as it moved. But it was the vine that was most striking. Her face was twisted in pain and rage as she examined several snapped vines.

      “You BASTARD!” She screeched.

      I flinched at the sound of her voice and rolled to my feet. The tree thing faced me and I could just make out a small lump in the middle where it had a pair of beady little eyes. It blinked at me as the woman snaked around to sit on his shoulder. Sprouting from the top of her head were the large flowers that I had seen. They acted like a large parasol while she draped herself over the massive tree’s body. Her face was twisted in rage as a series of vines lifted around it in a ready position.

      “Rileh, what is she?”

      “Dryad,” Rileh whimpered. “I didn’t know there was one this close. We need to go. We can’t stay here.”

      I heard the inflection in her voice and frowned. “You’re not just talking here, are you? You’re talking our glade?”

      Rileh bit her lip and nodded. I could see her concern clear as day and sighed. Turning back to the dryad, I stepped towards her. She hissed as the enormous tree moved closer and I tilted my head. It really seemed like it was two creatures, not just one. But that didn’t matter right now.

      “I’d like to talk!” I called.

      The woman bared her teeth. “You will nourish my roots!”

      It wasn’t even her words; it was the crazed look in her eye when she said it. One of her vines flew out towards me. It was far longer than I expected, and I had to dive out of the way as it ripped around horizontally, trying to snare me. Springing to my feet, I was just in time to leap back as a second slammed into the ground where I had been just a moment before. The dryad screeched in rage as she retracted the vine, now covered in sticks and leaves. But she still had plenty more she could use. Thankfully, I also had my axe.

      The direction she had forced me, by luck, had taken me back to the tree I set my axe on. And I wasn’t about to leave any advantage to waste. Picking it up, the tree seemed to hesitate for a moment. At least until she gestured at me and snarled a single word.

      “KILL!”

      The tree let out a low groan that sounded like creaking wood before lumbering forward. Its actions were slow, but I had the feeling it was extremely strong. And where it lost out on speed, the dryad perched on its shoulders would make up with her vines. I realised immediately what kind of situation this was and turned to Rileh.

      “RUN! You can’t hurt-”

      I didn’t hear exactly what she said as a pair of vines thumped down into the ground, forcing me to jump aside. Rileh was waving frantically, but all I could think of was those newest eggs. Not only did we have the swarm, but there were more coming. And while Rileh told me repeatedly that they weren’t actually children, but an extension of herself. I had still caught her occasionally, petting and comforting them like I had. And the idea of leaving her eggs to this monster sent my blood cold.

      So the next vine that howled through the air, I met with my axe. The stone head slammed into the fibrous appendage, causing it to split apart, showering me with goop. Rileh was still yelling in the background, but it was nothing compared to the dryad’s shriek of pain as she snatched it away from me. And almost immediately, I felt something very, very wrong. The air itself vibrated. I could feel it in my chest. Rileh must have been as shocked as I was, as she fell silent. The dryad whimpered loudly, and the vibrations increased tenfold. I could feel them coming from the earth itself, and I stared in horror at the source. The tree, whatever it was, literally vibrated. Despite it lacking a face, I could clearly see the rage in its beady eyes.

      Far quicker than I believed possible, the tree launched towards me. Propelling itself forward on its forelimbs, it closed with striking range. I leaped back, thumping into a tree as its fist shook the earth with a massive impact. Almost as if it expected the strike to miss, it followed with a punch towards me. Twisting to one side, its fist connected with the tree I bumped into, and smashed it down in a shower of leaves and dirt. The roots were still embedded in the ground, while the trunk snapped clean in two.

      The tree creature, at least, wasn’t standing. It had tumbled over as the tree fell and it was face down in the dirt, while the dryad was slumped over its back. I looked around and spotted Rileh watching on with a horrified expression.

      “Go!” I shouted. “Get the eggs and go!”

      Her horrified look turned to a pained one as I rushed towards the dryad. I figured if I could kill her, it would sever whatever control she had over the thing. Best case, it would curl up and die. Worst case, it would chase me and I could lead it away while Rileh ran for safety. Rushing in, I lifted my axe, only to bring it around in a swift arc as the vines leaped towards me.

      “Die, meat!” The dryad shrieked, twisting around to face me.

      She was like an odd growth on the back of the thing. A strange bulb of plant life made of vines and roots that created a pouch that she rested in. But it didn’t look like it was just stuck to the back of the tree creature. There was an actual spot for her that looked natural. Thinking about whatever pair they made would have to wait. First, I needed to kill her or it. Ripping the axe across, I ignored her pained shriek as her vines tore free. More ripped up to catch me and I swung my axe to deflect those as well. But the sudden mass of torn vines flicking in every direction caught me by surprise.

      Instead of a bundle of targets, I had a writhing mass that battered almost uselessly at me for several moments. Right until I felt a tremor. Pulling my arms in front of me, the tree creature’s fist slammed into me. The world spun head over heels several times before I found the ground with the back of my head. Tumbling to a stop, I groaned as I felt the rapid thumps of the creature getting to his feet. I rolled and tried not to vomit as the world kept rolling around me. My ears rang and I could see two of the creatures turning to face me.

      It lumbered forward, while the dryad gestured towards me. I felt a firm set of hands grab my arm and start to pull. I had a moment of panic, before turning and seeing Rileh trying to help me up. She screamed, and I could see the terror in her eyes. I rolled towards her, accepting her help to get me upright again. But she suddenly jerked. A pair of green vines snapped around her wrist and ankle. And when I turned, the tree creature bounded towards me.

      I looked around and spotted my axe laying nearby and dived for it. The dryad wasn’t sure which of us to target first, but the enormous creature had it out for me and turned away from Rileh, even as she wrestled to get free. I watched its great arm come back for a second punch, as I wrapped my fingers around the handle of my axe. As its fist swung around to hit me, I swung back. Rileh’s terror filled expression was locked on me, as the Dryad had a triumphant, glee filled smile plastered across her face.

      I thought about my world. My tiny, insignificant world. I’d have died alone and uncaring days ago now. I had nothing, was nothing, wanted nothing. Until I met her. With a yell of my own, I felt my shoulders ache as I forced that axe to swing harder than I’d ever swung it before. The enormous creature, convinced of its strike, didn’t pull at all, as I met the blow with the stone axe head. At the moment of impact, I heard a massive CRACK! All at once, a force shot up my arm from the jolt of the impact, before the handle split in my hand, sending dozens of splinters through my palm.

      But the creature?

      It let out an odd squeal as it reared back and collapsed. It rolled on the ground, completely missing its arm, while it bled a thick, green sludge. The dryad on its back was gripping herself by the elbow like she was missing her own arm.

      Rileh thumped into my side, and I saw the desperation in her eyes. I turned and spotted a large boulder. With a reassuring pat on her arm, I turned and got a good grip on it, ignoring how it prodded the bits of wood buried in my skin. With a grunt and a heave, I pulled it from the earth and hefted it overhead. Rileh stared open-mouthed at me as I turned and strode back to the dryad. I wondered which of them would be the better target before settling on the dryad. She was the squishiest. The big guy would probably take more than one, and I’d rather deal with him alone. So the sudden flash of fear in her eyes as she spotted me coming, followed by her vines wrapping around the enormous creature like a protective blanket, made me pause.

      “Please, don’t hurt him any more!”

      I turned my head and looked at Rileh, who was staring at the dryad like it was going to bite her.

      “Please!?” she begged while prostrating herself over the creature’s body.

      Could a dryad cry fake tears?
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      “RILEH!” I snarled.

      Surging upwards, I felt a pair of hands roughly grab my shoulders. Turning to face the dryad, I snarled and raised my fist, only to freeze at the sight of Rileh at my side. I snapped my eyes from side to side in the darkness. I could make out the nest we laid in, with the swarm above tending over the eggs for the night. There was a cool breeze wafting through the glade, and in the distance something let out a soft, wailing call.

      “Are-ooomhp!”

      I cut her off with a kiss. Pulling her close, I dragged her down into the nest. She moaned into my mouth as I pulled her on top of me. I felt the heat and wetness on my crotch as she exposed herself to me. I reached down and took my cock in hand, steering it between her legs. As I pressed into her entrance, she ground herself back, forcing it inside. I pulled my hand free and gripped her tightly, pulling her down against me as I thrust up into her. This was no gentle lovemaking. I wanted her, and I wanted her to know it. So I didn’t hold back. Rileh writhed above me, struggling in my grip, even as I continued thrusting. But her mouth, plastered to my own, kept me motivated.

      Her hands gripped me as I felt her leaking around me. That warm, viscous fluid only added to the lubrication that made it easier for me to continue. As her pussy clamped down hard, I felt the first throb as she finally pulled away. She arched her back, keeping her hips pressed down against me, and turned her head to the ceiling as she shrieked her pleasure. I didn’t give a single shit as I kept thrusting into her. The soft insides of her pussy throbbed madly, gripping and pulling at my cock with each thrust. It felt like even her orgasm was begging for me to release inside her.

      With a snarl, I shoved forward, folding Rileh over to lie over her abdomen. Pushing her down, her legs wrapped around my hips as I pummelled down into her. With unrestricted access to her body, I bit firmly into the side of her neck and felt her body spasm violently beneath me. Her fingers dug into my shoulders and I finally went over the edge, pumping my seed deep inside her. Each throb of my cock was met with her small whimper, and I released her neck to lay my head on her chest.

      We stayed that way for several minutes, enjoying the warmth and closeness we shared. The swarm above went about their business, filling the air with their soft buzzing. But it was the eye’s I could feel. Lifting myself, I looked around, trying to identify the threat. But the moment my head popped up, the feeling vanished, leaving me along with Rileh, who was gasping softly beneath me.

      “Rileh?”

      She huffed softly and swallowed. “Uh, huh?”

      I gently took her by the back of the head and pulled her mouth to my own, before grinding myself into her again. Her soft moan as she held on ever tighter spurred me onward for another, more gentle round.
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      The sun was high, and the day was warm when I awoke next. Stretching, I wiped off the royal jelly that was stuck to my thighs and slumped back in the nest. Rileh. I still struggled with words and feelings. I was still confused about many things. But she was a certainty. And that wasn’t just for the sex. Whatever feelings I had, there was one that overruled them all, and it was a desire for her. Not to own her, or possess her as a thing. But to want her, nourish her, and make sure she had what she needed. Of course, the sex was phenomenal, but that was beside the point.

      Sitting up, I stretched my arms overhead and felt the tension leave my muscles. Looking around, I couldn’t see any sign that Rileh was around. But that was normal. Or at least, before we found out the closest neighbour was a dryad except… I looked at my hands, then glanced around.

      “How the fuck did I get back?”

      I wracked my memories. I remember the fight, I remember the dryad begging, with tears in her eyes, to leave the big tree dude alone. And then I was having sex with Rileh. There was a sizeable gap in the middle. Which was kinda annoying at this point. Having memory issues sucked. In either case, I’d ask Rileh when she got back. For now, I had an axe to replace. Getting up, I wiped off the last of the royal jelly. The swarm did something with it, though I wasn’t sure what exactly.

      Stepping out of the nest, I gave the surroundings another glance before heading over to my workstation. Which… Well, it was a pile of similarly sized sticks, a large rock, and a bunch of smaller ones. I picked through the rocks for a time and found one I needed. I wasn’t sure what it was called, but I knew that if I struck it the right way, it would chip off cleanly. And while it had taken many attempts to get it right, it still felt vaguely familiar as I picked up a heavier stone and got to work. It was slow, but I wasn’t in a tremendous rush. This was important so I could finish the wall. Now more than ever, I realised how important it was to have. Just that extra level of security.

      Chipping away at the stone, I made another basic edge. Then moved to round the other side and carve a groove, vertically down the middle. I worked at it for a while, enjoying the slow, monotonous work, before I sensed a flutter in the air. Turning my head, I smiled at the little swarm member buzzing beside my head. I paused, checking over the axe head, and nodded that any more I did was likely to make it worse rather than improve it at all. Setting it down, I turned my attention to the little drone and held out my hand. The creature moved over and plopped itself down.

      Before I knew it, the little thing was crawling up my arm, while I laughed and stroked its soft fur. I was gentle around its wings, not wanting to hurt it. But the little drone was quite enthusiastic about my attention. I could only think it was the one I rescued from the dryad the day before.

      “You can stick with me if you like.” I smiled as the little swarm settled on my shoulder. “But I still need to do some work.”

      The only answer I received was a light buzz from its wings, so I took that as permission to continue. I reached over and sorted through the pile of sticks until I found one that was going to be comfortable in my grip. Sitting one end on the rock, I picked up my axe head and placed it blade first, pointing down the length of the stick. With it held in position, I grabbed another stick at random and lined everything up. By firmly hitting the back of the axe head with the stick, I slowly drove the blade down the length of the first stick, causing it to split in half. I had to be careful to take it slow, or there was the possibility it would shear off a section. Which would be fine if I wanted a quick spear, but I needed an axe.

      After splitting the wood part way, I pulled the axe head free and turned it around to face the correct direction. It was a simple matter to pry open the split and push the axe head down into place. With my furry passenger still in place, I got up and headed in the direction I had found those vines. They only took a couple of days to dry, and when they did, they were stiff and couldn’t be bent without breaking. So I had to collect them fresh whenever I used them. It was something I hoped to grow within the walls when I got them up.

      The patch I was harvesting wasn’t all that far. And I was keeping track of how many I used. Despite there being a lot of them, I knew, somehow, that picking them all like crazy was a bad idea. I tried to leave a section attached with the roots to grow back, so I knew that any under a certain length should be left alone. For now, though, there was plenty and I picked what I needed. After stripping off the leaves, I wound the green stem tightly around the base of the axe head, pinning it in place and preventing it from slipping any further down. I then took a second piece, and did the same at the exposed wood at the top, cinching it tight and preventing the axe head from coming loose. Without Rileh’s wax, I’d need to monitor it for the time being. But I figured it was enough to start.

      Crossing over to where I was harvesting my wood, I found the tree I had felled the day before. It was taller than I needed and would make at least a couple of posts. So I started there. A few good hits and I checked the head. Seeing no movement, I did a few more, until finally I separated the trunk into two logs. With my passenger secure, I worked down the length of the tree, taking off the smaller branches. The straight ones I would set aside for construction, while the rest I had a stack set aside for future use.

      Then it was back to the long, slow process of building a wall. I dragged each section back to the nest before going to collect more. It was easier to set sections of wall up in one go, rather than try to handle it one log at a time. After a few trips back and forth, I lined up my row of logs on the ground. Using the axe to dig, I extended a trench from the end of the wall, out towards the next tree. Unlike swinging the axe horizontally, using it to dig was killer on my back. It was also a lot of hard work, and I found myself sweating in the sunlight. Sweat was something I was getting used to, but the headaches and parched throat were not. I could only hope that Rileh wasn’t all that far, because her honey was the only source of hydration I had, though I knew it wasn’t all that much.

      With the trench dug, I lifted the logs, one by one. Setting the base of the log into the trench, I let gravity do the work and lifted from one end until the base slipped into the bottom, holding the wall vertically. With a few knocks from the back of my axe to push it across into the log beside it, I grabbed the next log. By my estimation, it would take me as many days as I had fingers to finish the entire wall. But it would be worth it for the added security.

      “You’ve been busy.”

      I let the last log slip into the hole and turned to face Rileh. She was smiling softly, and I gave her a grin. It was only as she moved towards me, I noticed her odd gait, and frowned.

      “What’s wrong?”

      She brushed her eyes with her antenna, then giggled softly. “It’s fine. After… After last night, I’m a little stiff.”

      I opened my mouth to question it, then paused and saw the smile she gave me. “I’ll try to be more gentle next time.” Rileh shook her head slowly, but didn’t comment, as I gave her a small kiss. “What happened last night, anyway?”

      Rileh frowned. “After the fight, you just turned and left. You barely made it out of sight of the dryad when you collapsed. I thought there was something wrong with you so I hurried you home, but couldn’t find anything. It surprised me when you woke up a few hours later, but…”

      “Ah,” I nodded. “So, that was okay?”

      Rileh nodded slowly. “I’ve never experienced anything quite like it before.”

      I nodded, “So, the dryad. What was the tree thing?”

      “That was a leshy,” Rileh frowned. “If she’s paired with one of them, she’s very old, and very powerful.”

      “She caught one of the drones.” I nuzzled the furry little creature still perched on my shoulder.

      Rileh nodded, giving the creature a small glare that it ignored entirely. “Yes, usually they make their homes on the borders of rivalled queens. Minor conflicts with neighbouring swarms covered any losses and they go largely unnoticed. Finding one this close is… Problematic.”

      “Well, if she comes back, I’ll kill her,” I growled, thinking about the eyes I could feel the night before.

      “I’m not so sure letting her go was the best idea.”

      I nodded, “I know. But I after I beat her...”

      “She was trying to kill you, then she would have killed me, all the swarm and our eggs.”

      “But she didn’t,” I sighed. “I beat her, I beat her… Leshy. How does that work, anyway?”

      “The leshy? Mother told me they were spirits of the forest. They can grow anything, including a dryad’s tree. The more powerful a dryad is, the more likely they can convince a leshy to host them.”

      “I don’t think the leshy was her tree, though. She was a vine attached to the back of it.”

      Rileh shrugged, “I’m no expert. I was taught to avoid them at all costs. Even a weak dryad is a risk to the swarm, and a strong one like her still has me on edge, even after you beat her.”

      I nodded and sighed. “One of the reasons I wanted to get this wall up.”

      “That won’t stop a leshy,” Rileh pointed out.

      I couldn’t help but agree. It wouldn’t stop it at all. “But it will slow it enough that I can grab an axe and fight him again.”

      Rileh nodded slowly. “I was scared.”

      “I know.” I pulled her close. “But it was fight, or lose the eggs, and there was always the chance it would chase us down, anyway.”

      Rileh sighed and nodded before giggling as the swarm on my shoulder moved over to nuzzle her as well.

      “Well, it seems I’ve lost one little member to a new queen,” she smiled, scratching the little ball of fuzz. “It’s a good thing, the new eggs will hatch soon.”

      “Good,” I nodded. “I… I think we have a problem, though, or… At least I do.”

      “You’ve barely had anything to drink since you got here,” Rileh nodded. “I know. It’s been worrying me as well.”

      “If it rains, I can collect some, but I’m not sure what to do about now.”

      Rileh frowned, then tilted her head. “I… Have an idea that might work in the short term.”

      “Whatever you’ve got, I’m willing to try,” I offered.

      “We could hunt.”

      I blinked, then frowned. “You mean like the dryad?”

      “No,” Rileh shook her head. “No, we hunt animals. You said a hawk took a rodent the day you woke up. We can do something similar. There are animals in this forest, unintelligent herbivores, and other things that could sustain you in multiple ways.”

      “You want me to kill and eat something?” I frowned.

      Rileh sighed before nodding. “Yes. At the very least, it will have more moisture than I can provide in my honey. And you can’t live forever on that.”

      “I dunno,” I grinned. “It’s worked out pretty well so far.”

      Rileh grinned and nodded. “But not forever. You need more. You’re not a carnivore like the dryad is, but you’re not a vegetarian like I am.”

      “How on earth do you know that?” I asked.

      “Your teeth.” Rileh gently cupped my chin. “You have molars at the back. They’re for chewing plants. But these front ones, they’re meant for biting and tearing into flesh.”

      “And what if it poisons me like the plants do?”

      “I don’t think it will.” Rileh smiled softly. “I make my honey from the plants that poison you, but my honey doesn’t make you sick.”

      “Maybe I should just eat you then,” I grinned.

      Rileh fidgeted for a moment. “Be gentle, I’m still tender.”

      It was a delicious meal.
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      In the end, hunting wasn’t all that difficult. The swarm was extremely useful. They went out in a… Well a swarm. They roamed the forest until they found a creature they could pick up. I forbade Rileh to let the swarm sting the creature. She had sheepishly told me they were venomous, but it would take many stings to kill even a small creature, and I didn’t want an animal to suffer more than it had to. But even so, as the screaming, wriggling, furry mass was deposited into my lap, I was still unprepared.

      I looked at Rileh and saw the look on her face. I sighed and looked at the creature. It was fluffy, with long ears and a long tail. It squeaked and struggled as it tried desperately to get free.

      “What if-”

      “No,” Rileh shook her head.

      I sighed, “But-”

      “No, you need this.”

      “Shouldn’t I at least cook it first or something?”

      Rileh tilted her head, and I took a moment before I realised I just remembered something. “Ah.”

      “Ah,” Rileh nodded.

      I sighed. “Do you know how to make a fire?”

      “Rub two sticks together?”

      I sighed and looked down at the creature. “What is this thing, anyway?”

      Rileh shrugged. “Some kind of rodent, I’m not entirely sure. Mother only taught me the larger creatures.”

      I nodded. It wasn’t what I had seen that first day. But it shared a few characteristics. I felt silly thinking it was a threat to me that first day. I mean, sure. It could probably bite me. But that hardly made up a threat. I looked around for a moment and took a gamble. Walking over to the nest, I put the creature down and quickly released it. Before I could react, it was off like a shot, launching out of the nest. The moment it landed, it sprinted for the safety of the trees. I stood there like an idiot, aware of the low buzzing of the swarm behind me.

      “Well…”

      I nodded, “Well.”

      “Did you-”

      “Whatever you’re about to ask, probably not.” I shook my head. “Not that it would have made much of a difference. If I’m to cook it, I need a fire first.”

      Rileh chortled softly. I rubbed my face and looked over at my pile of sticks. That was actually a good point, and rubbing two sticks together seemed like it struck some part of me. And so far, my hunches have been pretty on point. With a sigh, a shrug and a small grunt, I made my way over to the pile while Rileh watched on. I found two sticks of a suitable length and spent a moment prying off all the little twigs and leaves. Then I started rubbing them together. I started slow. The sound of grating wood filled the air, and I worked even harder.

      I noticed after a few minutes that the wood at the point of contact was getting smooth and rather shiny. I could also tell the sound it made changed too, from a grating sound to a soft slide with an occasional squeak.

      “How are you doing that?”

      I froze and looked up at Rileh, who was staring at me with shock. “What?”

      “You… Your arms were moving so quickly, they were a blur.”

      I frowned and looked down at the sticks. One had a shiny strip down its length, the other had a dark strip across one side. “I… Don’t know.”

      “Well, it looks like that might work.” Rileh looked around before walking around and collecting a bunch of dry leaves. “Try that again, but keep these on it. They’re dry, they should burn better.”

      I nodded and followed Rileh to a spot behind the nest where it was open. She placed the leaves on the ground and I adjusted my position. The stick with the small black mark I left on the pile. The other, I made a sawing motion over the top, making sure I rubbed it over that one spot repeatedly. I grit my teeth and worked as furiously as I could until I spotted a wisp of smoke. I almost stopped before Rileh stepped in. She plucked a leaf and stuck it right into the gap, before prodding me to continue. I furiously worked the wood back and forth until the smoke started. The wisp turned into a small plume and suddenly I spotted a flash of yellow.

      With a gasp, Rileh stood, holding up the flaming leaf. We both looked at each other and grinned, right as it flashed out.

      “Oh, shit, back!” I pointed at the leaves.

      Rileh dropped to the ground, tossing the leaf down into the pile, and as it tumbled, the flame burst back into life. As it landed on the pile, the nearby leaves caught and I watched the tiny flame turn into a small conflagration. Only it was burning the leaves far too rapidly to continue. All at once, Rileh and I scrambled for more leaves. I scrabbled across the ground, getting a large armful together, and promptly dumped them on the fire. Instantly, it went out, and I saw smoke drifting up from below.

      “Shit,” I snapped.

      “Take them off!” Rileh urged.

      I kicked a bunch aside, only for the flames to burst out of the middle again. I jumped back as I felt the heat on my legs. Rileh and I watched as the flames rose over my head. Rileh and I both stepped back, worried we had done something terrible, when I bumped into the pile of sticks. If the leaves dampened it, maybe these would too? Picking up a bundle, I tossed them into the flames and watched them die down immediately.

      “Let’s not do that again,” Rileh frowned as smoke billowed out from the new pile.

      I sighed and shook my head. Only… The smoke gave way to a few more flames. It cracked and a few sparks shot out. But as Rileh and I sat and watched, it slowly built into a manageable fire. The flames stayed only knee high and were restricted to the pile.

      “Let me try something,” I declared.

      Going over, I grabbed my axe. Then, as carefully as I could, I used it to dig a hole beside the fire. I made it almost twice as wide, and about as deep as my ankles. Then, with the head of the axe, I pushed the pile of burning sticks into the hole, temporarily putting it out. I worried I’d ruined it until the flames picked back up. I spent a few minutes scraping as much of the burning embers into the hole to help contain it. Not to mention preventing myself, or anyone else, stepping on it. When I had it all neatly bundled, I tossed on a few more sticks and watched as they burned nicely.

      “So what now?”

      I blinked, then sighed as I looked in the direction the rodent went. “Y’know, for now, I’m just going to get on with my wall.”

      Rileh smirked and followed over to where I was cutting down the trees. We got into a routine together. I would fell a tree, cut it in half and strip off all the limbs. Then Rileh would drag the trunks over to the wall, only pausing to collect pollen from the swarm as they came in. It made things far more efficient, and I quickly collected enough wood for the section of wall I had started. And with that section prepared, I made my way back and started digging. Rileh watched with a smile as I worked. She even helped lift a few of the logs into place, while I knocked them up against one another to keep them firm.

      As I got the last one into position, I turned to thank Rileh, when I spotted movement in the treeline. Pushing around her, I raised my axe to the ready as I waited for whatever it was to come out.

      “What is it?” Rileh asked.

      I frowned, staring at the spot I knew it came from. “I don’t know. It moved behind the tree.”

      “I’ll send a-”

      “No,” I interrupted. “No, I got it. If it’s the dryad, I’m killing her.”

      Stalking forward, I kept my axe ready. I knew the leshy wouldn’t be around, he was too big. But the dryad had those vines and at the very least, they were toxic to me if they got in my mouth. So I was ready for everything, except the startled, four-legged creature with horns that leaped out in front of me. With a yell, I leaped back and swung the axe. The creature, as startled as I was, lowered its head to gore me, when the stone slammed into its head with a wet smack. The creature’s head exploded, sending a shower of bone, meat, and blood spraying across the glade.

      The thing collapsed on the ground. Its body twitched for several moments before falling completely still. I let out the breath of air I was holding as Rileh approached from behind.

      “That is a peryton.”

      I took in the sight of the creature. It probably weighed more than I did. Its fur was brown and speckled with grey and green. Its horns were jagged and sharp. And it seemed odd that I thought it was strange. But the creature had odd, three clawed toes.

      “And I suppose that’s a source of protein, though… If you drink the blood, that might be better for your hydration problem.”

      I sighed softly, looking at the large animal. At least it wasn’t cute and fluffy like the other thing… No… This one I could eat.
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      “Is it supposed to smell like that?” I asked.

      Rileh approached the corpse and held her nose. It had been only a couple of days since I’d killed the peryton. The meat it provided over that time did something for my hydration. Not a lot, but enough that my head wasn’t throbbing like it had been. Unfortunately, I had woken up this morning to a putrid smell. Flies were accosting it until Rileh set the swarm on them. Her helpful little drones spent hours constantly buzzing the kill to keep them away. But that hadn’t prevented the meat itself from putrefying.

      “I’m not sure that would be safe to eat,” Rileh confirmed.

      I nodded slowly. It was a shame. But I wasn’t looking forward to trying to eat something that smelled that bad to begin with. That just meant I needed to go back to honey while I worked out a way to catch another of these. For the meantime, though…

      “Do you have any idea of how to get rid of it?”

      Rileh looked around and slowly shook her head. “You could dig a big hole and bury it? But that will take hours and you’ll dehydrate yourself all over again.”

      I nodded, thinking about my options. Burying it would be best. That would stop the smell and keep away any predators. I had seen none of those yet, but I figured that was more to do with luck than anything. Of course, if I just dragged it off somewhere and left it to the predators, that might solve the problem as well. But…

      I looked at the remains of the peryton. Most of the skin remained, at least over its back. I had carved off the meat of its legs for the easy meal. That also meant there was little to drip or make a mess.

      “Rileh, I need you to follow, but stay quiet.”

      Grabbing the creature by the antlers, I once again marvelled at my impossible strength. It was an odd feeling. One I was still trying to quantify. My initial guess was that I could use a moderate amount of power for a long time. Or a huge amount of power, for a short time. That was the only way I could explain how I could drag logs, dig holes and lift sections of wall for hours on end. But swinging my axe into the fist of a leshy, hard enough to destroy both, knocked me out. I did not know if there was a way to measure energy expenditure. But it was something I had at the back of my mind. Even as I hoisted the peryton over my shoulder.

      “Where are we going?”

      “To see if we can make friends with the neighbours.”

      Rileh followed along, before letting out a short gasp. “You don’t mean?”

      “I do,” I nodded, frowning as I thought about the direction I needed to go.

      “She’ll probably try to kill you!”

      “Then grab my new axe.” I shrugged, picking the direction I thought was correct.

      Rileh growled in frustration before rushing over to my tools and picking out my axe. She hurried after me, catching up in no time at all. I felt a small bump and looked at my shoulder, where a familiar passenger perched on my shoulder.

      “Should think of a name for you,” I smiled.

      “YOU don’t even have a name,” Rileh sighed in exasperation. “And I don’t know what’s wrong with that one. It doesn’t follow orders like the rest.”

      “Means it’s special,” I grinned. “Should think of a cute name. Fierce but dangerous.”

      “You’re the worst,” Rileh sighed again.

      “Am I?”

      Rileh chose not to respond, before gesturing with the axe to change course. I did so without comment and continued on. It only took a few minutes to arrive at a familiar clumping of trees. It really was a miracle we had lasted so long without realising the dryad was here. I slowed as we approached and I tried to peer through the low shrubs. I didn’t know what would be waiting for me on the other side. Would the dryad be lying in wait? Would the leshy be sitting where it was, like nothing had happened, or…

      I stepped slowly around the tree. I set my axe on and looked on. The leshy was hunched over. Not like it was, where it looked organic. Right now, it was curled into the foetal position on one side, whimpering softly in a gravelly tone. I could feel the rumble in the air all the way from here as it shuddered.

      Sitting in the grass, leaning back against the massive creature’s shoulders, was the dryad. Her face was puffy, like she had been crying, and turned to stare at me as I came into view. I saw a flash of anger behind her expression before she gave up on it and slumped even further against the larger creature.

      “I take it things aren’t going well?” I asked, stepping into their glade.

      The leshy trembled as it tried to get up. I watched as its wounded arm swung around. The limb looked like shattered wood. Splintered, uneven and still leaking that green slime I had seen the first day. As it shifted, the dryad got up and murmured softly to it, trying to soothe the creature and keep it down.

      I watched the interaction. The psychotic madness in the dryad’s expression when we fought was long gone. Right now, this looked like she was trying to soothe a dying loved one. And despite the attack, I felt bad for causing the situation. Not that I would have changed my mind about doing what I had done.

      “What do you want, human?” The dryad asked in a tired voice.

      I took a deep breath. Even her voice was different. The harsh screaming of our fight, then the hysterical begging and crying. And now this, she sounded defeated. It… It didn’t make me feel good about myself.

      “Your… is it a leshy?”

      “Yes,” she replied, not looking at me.

      “I’m sorry,” I offered.

      “Why?” she asked, finally turning to face me. She frowned in confusion as she spotted the peryton still hanging over my shoulder.

      “I don’t know how much help it would be, but…” I lowered the peryton to the ground in front of the dryad, who stared at it with a desperate longing.

      “What is this?”

      “It stumbled into our home and I killed it,” I shrugged. “I ate what I could for a bit of hydration, but I don’t think I can eat it now and I thought maybe you could.”

      The dryad looked at the meat, to me and back, before licking her lips. She frowned and narrowed her eyes as she glared at me. “Is this a trick?”

      “No trick,” I offered, stepping back.

      She watched me carefully before holding out her hand. I watched as her fingers stretched out and I realised that she was completely separated from the leshy. Standing on two firm, human-like legs, she was exceptionally beautiful. That was despite the almost desiccated look she had. When I saw her that first time, she was vibrant, shiny, and smooth. Sprouting from the top of her head were a pair of beautiful flowers she was using to shade herself.

      But now, she looked like she had aged years in a matter of days. All I could think of was that she was pushing all she had into the leshy. Whatever I had done to it was probably far worse than I originally thought. Just because it looked like a tree didn’t mean it behaved like one.

      The dryad’s tentacles slowly prodded at the carcass before they found where I had cut into it. I saw her expression flash to momentary relief, before she stepped back against the leshy. The enormous creature continued to tremble as her body sent small purple roots out, smothering the creature. I had a memory flash through my head about surface area coverage for efficiency. Though I had nothing else to add to the memory.

      “I’m going to go now,” I told the dryad.

      She narrowed her eyes at me, but remained silent as she syphoned nutrients out of the peryton. I stepped away, and joined Rileh, who was waiting with my axe clutched in her fingers. Around here were several swarm members, which reminded me of my own passenger. I glanced at my shoulder and saw the furry little creature still perched in position. I shook my head at the gutsiness it displayed confronting the dryad like that.

      “Come on,” I nodded for home. “I need to finish that wall.”

      We walked back in silence, while Rileh sent off her swarm. She even gave an attempt to move on the one that attached itself to me, but she gave up when it started waving its sharp feet at her.

      “Unbelievable,” Rileh frowned as I approached the section of trees I was cutting.

      “You started it,” I chuckled.

      “How did I start it?” Rileh demanded. “I’m the queen. It’s part of my swarm!”

      “I don’t want to be that guy,” I chuckled. “But you gave this one up to the dryad.”

      Rileh cupped her face and let out a groan before following me. “Still, I’m the queen. And it makes no sense that it’s more attached to you than to me.”

      I shrugged as I picked the next tree to cut down. “How is that so hard to believe? Even you’re attached to me.”

      I ignored her spluttering, and denials as I swung for the tree. The impact felt good, and I quickly found my rhythm. I had made it three quarters of the way around the glade. I had the rest of one section to complete, and then another whole one. Though, that still needed some kind of door so we could go in and out. I hadn’t thought that far, but I’d figure it out as I went.

      With Rileh’s grudging silent treatment, we got to work. I cut as quickly as I could manage without exhausting myself, while she dragged the logs over to the section of wall. But the further I cut, and the further she had to drag, there ended up with a small back load. So after a few hours, I put my axe over my shoulder and grabbed one of the downed logs. Rileh was taking a rest, collecting pollen from her swarm, when I approached. Only, I was surprised at what else was going on.

      “What’s this?” I asked, nodding at the half dozen swarm climbing over one of the logs.

      “They’re helping,” Rileh grinned.

      I watched in fascination. They were slow, but they used their sharp little feet to saw at all the branches. I could do it quicker, but one by one, each twig and branch fell away. Then the little swarm would move on to the next and start all over again. I looked over the rest of the logs and could see they had gotten through about half of what Rileh had brought over.

      “Well, that’s going to speed things up,” I grinned.

      “I thought so,” Rileh smiled and leaned in.

      I kissed her gently, mindful of her tongue that pollen have contaminated. The last thing I needed was to poison myself once again. When I pulled away, Rileh was smiling softly, and I grinned back before looking around. The pile of branches was almost the size of the pile beside the nest. Through making tools and burning, we had used a lot, but we weren’t in short supply.

      “I’ll drag the rest of the logs over,” I announced. “Do you think you could set aside some straight branches and make a gate?”

      Rileh frowned, and her antenna drooped. She sat silently for a moment, before they perked back up. “After everything we’ve done so far, I’ll try it.”

      I smiled, but she was right. We had made this all from nothing. Whatever memories I had came back sporadically. There were many things I didn’t know I could do until I set out to do them. And even then, I was still unsure of my capabilities. The only thing I knew, without a doubt, was that I would do whatever it took to protect Rileh and keep her happy. So that meant getting back to work, at least for the time being.

      With a smile at the bee woman, I turned and headed back to where I was working. Picking my next log, I took hold of the branch and started dragging. Only to feel that familiar prickle that I was being watched. I listened to my surroundings as I dragged, but made no effort to show I was on to them. I had the feeling I knew who it was, just like last time. Only time would tell if she was going to continue to be a threat. For all I knew, she could come bursting through our home in the middle of the night. Though… I somehow didn’t think she would. Clearly she had tried to poison me and she was certainly a match for Rileh if she wanted to be. No, if she wanted to kill me, she probably would have by now.

      I made a few more trips, bringing all the logs over before looking at the cleared stack the swarm had left. I nodded at the number of logs I had and decided a change of pace. Rileh was working on her own project. She had lined up a series of thick branches and was weaving some of the vines around them to make a single panel. I had no input to give her, so I turned to the section of wall I had already built.

      Swinging low, I dug small chunks of earth out of the ground and extended the trench all the way to the base of the next tree. The axe made quick work of any roots that were in the way. Which made up for my lack of spade and… Spade… That was something to think about making, or at least a hoe. If I wanted to grow crops, I’d need some farming tools. Not just the axe and hammer. I sighed, thinking of all the work that needed to be done. It was reasonable to think there was enough rainfall in this area to sustain the plants that grew here. But they would grow better if I had a more reasonable source. Despite that, I didn’t know of one, and Rileh had mentioned nothing.

      With a shake of my head, I put my axe aside and started moving logs again. I repeated the same actions. Drag over the log, set one end in the hole, and use it to pin the end while I lifted the other. When it was high enough, gravity took over and the log would slide down, righting itself in the process. The tops were all uneven, and I had plans to go back with vines and sturdy the whole thing up later. But for now, the barrier was the most important. With a few knocks with my axe to butt the new logs against the previous, I finished this section of wall before the swarm ran out of logs.

      I measured up the last section of wall I needed to build and looked at the pile of logs left over, before moving back to cut a few more. I worked quickly, eager for it to be over. The work was enjoyable, but there was more to be done and the day was almost over. If I could just get the last of the logs dragged over, I could even work into the night thanks to the fire. As quickly as I could, I cut down several more and took them over to Rileh, who was admiring her work.

      A series of vertically placed sticks, similar in thickness to the ones I used for my tools, were laid in a row. Each was wound top and bottom to its neighbour to make a kind of mat. She had then taken several more branches and laid them perpendicular to them, weaving them into place with more vines. A final pair were attached diagonally from top right to bottom left. I looked it over and saw Rileh waiting for my thoughts.

      “Looks good,” I told her. “Now we just have to attach it to the wall and set it so it can open and close.”

      Rileh nodded to herself before adopting a look that told me she was thinking. So I left it to her and went back to my wall. I picked the spot I wanted to start by the first tree and slowly dug my trench to the far side. I kept it as straight as I could, hacking through the dirt, branches and carving out the occasional rock. When I found it hard to see, I turned and saw Rileh messing with the fire. I couldn’t feel those eyes anymore, so I headed over to help Rileh, who grimaced when she saw me coming.

      “I was trying,” she sighed.

      I leaned over and pressed my lips to her temple as her antenna twitched. “It’s fine,” I told her. “I have it. You rest.”

      “I should tell you that,” Rileh smiled. “I sat there and made a gate, while you did all this,” she gestured with her hand.

      I shrugged and took the sticks she was trying to use. I looked them over for a moment and picked up one of the thicker, flatter branches. Instead of rubbing them together, I placed the flat piece down, and then pressed the other stick vertically on top. Rileh watched as I leaned a bit of weight onto the stick. I gave it a few twists and watched as it dug a small hole into the flat stick below. I grinned, thinking this might work better. Rubbing two sticks together created friction. Friction created heat, and that heat ignited the wood. So maybe…

      Pinning the stick between my palms, I rapidly rubbed them back and forth. The stick spun rapidly in my hands, digging further into the first stick. But almost immediately, I spotted the little puff of smoke. With my strength and speed, it was no time at all before Rileh was piling on some tinder, and I stepped back with my stick. The base of it was smooth and black from the heat and I set it aside by the nest to use for next time.

      “How did you know to try that?” Rileh asked.

      I shrugged and grabbed some more firewood. “No idea. These things just come to me.”

      “That must be frustrating,” Rileh patted my side as I crouched down to build the fire up.

      “It is what it is,” I shrugged. “All that matters to me is you, and if my memories help me help you, then it’s all for the best.”

      “Still, there must be a lot trapped in your head,” Rileh sighed. “Your name, for one.”

      “Who knows?” I gave her a smile. “Maybe I do, maybe I don’t? Maybe I should just take a new name and be done with it?”

      Rileh watched for a time before nodding. “Cael.”

      “Cael?”

      She nodded. “I’m going to call you Cael.”

      I slumped back from the fire and gave Rileh a look as the swarm trickled in for the evening. “Okay.”

      “Just okay?” Rileh chuckled.

      “What else would I say?” I smiled. “I meant what I said. All that matters to me is you. And if you want to call me Cael, then I have no complaints.”

      Rileh’s antenna twitched a few times before she leaned closer. I turned to face her as she shoved me flat on my back. I lost all interest in questioning her actions as I felt her hands take my cock and stroke me.

      “Cael?”

      I swallowed as I felt myself getting firmer in her grip. “Yeah, Rileh?”

      “I care about you, too.”

      “I knoooooo-oh shit…”

      I looked down at the sight of her suckling on the head of my cock. Her antenna flicked down, brushing over her large compound eyes. Despite her lack of pupils, I knew she was concentrating on my face as she slowly bobbed her head. The warm, wet sensation of her mouth sliding over my cock was driving me crazy. I almost missed the dull thump that echoed through the trees.

      “Rileh,” I grunted.

      “Mmm,” she responded, increasing the amount of suction she provided.

      I grit my teeth as I heard the thump again. “Rileh, stop,” I grunted.

      “Mmm mmm!” she hummed, taking me deeper.

      I opened my mouth to tell her I could hear something when she swallowed. The sensation was so great, even as I heard yet another thump, I couldn’t help but convulse under the sensation of her mouth. Rileh pulled right out to the tip, before slamming herself back down.

      “Fuck, Rileh!” I growled.

      But she was adamant, and I couldn’t help but to unleash down her throat. I growled as she hummed in delight. I gripped her head as I spotted movement through the gap in the walls. Rileh must have as well, as she quickly pulled away. Being mid orgasm, that didn’t stop me from plastering her face with a final jet of my cum before rolling to my feet.

      The leshy stood in the gap in the wall, while the dryad stood in front of him. Where he was whimpering and obviously quite ill, several hours ago, now he was upright. Of all things I expected, them to both show up just hours later, was not it. As Rileh got to her feet and the swarm began to buzz, I reached for my axe.

      “You’re looking for hydration?” The dryad called out.

      I froze before I could pick up my weapon. “I can’t drink the food or water here,” I called back.

      “Obviously,” the dryad hissed. “Everyone knows humans can’t consume things from this place.”

      I frowned at the situation. When I first saw her, she was pretending to be a plant. Then she was hysterically trying to kill me. Just this morning, she was a weeping shell of her formal self. And here, now, she was sarcastic and harsh, but… There was no hostility.

      “What do you want?” I asked.

      The dryad tilted her head, before turning to the leshy. She stepped up to his good side. I could see the stump from his shattered limb and I could see what looked like new growth wood in the gaps. Like sprigs regrowing into the area, a branch snapped off.

      “It’s not much,” the dryad grumbled. “I couldn’t spare many nutrients, but I could grow this.”

      She reached up to a strange bulge on the side of the leshy and gave it a firm twist. It popped free of the enormous creature and she turned back to face the two of us. I wondered what it was, as I cautiously approached the pair. The dryad conducted herself like a princess. Haughty, domineering, despite her only being about five feet tall. The leshy, stoic and towered over me by several feet.

      I knew fully that one punch could end me. Just as I was aware, Rileh was by my side. As I approached, the dryad came forward, holding out the… fruit?

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “It grows in the desert, far to the west. They’re not particularly tasty or nutritious, but they hold a lot of water.”

      I looked from the fruit to the leshy. If they followed the rules that Rileh did, it meant I could probably eat it without poisoning myself. “I appreciate this,” I nodded.

      “Good,” the dryad huffed and gave the fruit a wiggle.

      I reached out and took it from her. She let out a relieved sigh as I took the weight and I wondered for a moment. It… didn’t seem very heavy, but then, nothing really did. I could even toss Rileh around, and with her abdomen and height, she probably weighed twice what I did. The dryad gave me an odd look, and I glanced down at the fruit. She sighed and reached out towards me. I offered it back to her, and she reached for the stem at the top. Gripping it tightly, she gave a sharp twist, snapping it off on the fruit, leaving a small hole in the top.

      “Suck,” she grumbled.

      After looking at the hole, I raised the fruit. I half expected it all to come out at once, but nothing did. I was more apprehensive as I brought the hole to my mouth and closed my lips over it. The feeling wasn’t natural as I held it awkwardly over my head. And with nothing to lose, I did as the dryad instructed and sucked. I heard a faint squelch as liquid filled my mouth. It was only vaguely sweet, with a lot of bitterness. I pulled away, suddenly nervous at the reaction I may have. But after a few seconds, I hadn’t had the urge to vomit, and no water escaped out of the hole. Swallowing, I took a deep breath as Rileh touched my arm. Then I looked back at the fruit.

      “You’re welcome,” the dryad hissed.

      “Cael?” Rileh urged.

      I blinked and looked at the retreating form of the dryad as she led the leshy away. “Hey!” I called, jogging to catch up.

      She turned and faced me with a scowl. “What, human?”

      “Cael,” I offered my hand. I didn’t know why, but it seemed natural to do so.

      The dryad looked at my hand for a moment and reached out herself. Though she didn’t touch me at all. “Anuthei. And this is Eugiun.”

      “It’s nice to meet you,” I replied, unsure of why this felt so familiar, and yet so strange.

      “Is it?” Anuthei frowned.

      This time, as she turned and led the leshy away, I didn’t follow her. I just turned my attention back to Rileh, who was staring at the fruit.

      “What?”

      “Do… Do you think you could grow that?”

      I paused for a moment and wondered.
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      Rileh gripped my hair and pulled my harder against her pussy. I moaned, moving my fingers in a ‘come hither’ motion, while I sucked firmly on her clitoris.

      “Cael,” she whimpered. “Oh, eminence!”

      I sucked down her honey as quickly as I could. This is how the game was played and I was a master. I needed to balance my needs with that of this beautiful woman’s. And it was a tightrope. With each pull, I extracted a mouthful of honey, while Rileh fought the overwhelming pleasure I gave her in return.

      “Cael!”

      I moaned again, swallowing quickly before taking another pull. She was so very close, and I always enjoyed my breakfast. Her royal jelly had been pouring down my arm and had finally reached the bottom of the nest, when her grip on my hair, turned into a hard pull. Yanked away from my source of nourishment, I watched her eyes roll up as her legs pulled me close. But I wasn’t done yet. Taking my cock, I pushed into her, to feel the first major contraction as Rileh’s orgasm hit. Her mouth opened to scream, but I silenced her with a kiss. Instead, I left her writhing in my grip, pinned below me as I thrust firmly inside her.

      The royal jelly made an excellent lubricant, and I made no pretence of taking things easy on her. But I had things to do today, and so did Rileh. So there was no time for protracted lovemaking. Pulling her tightly against myself, I felt her legs pull me even tighter. But even with all her strength, she didn’t have a hope of pinning me. Not that she actually wanted me to.

      Fucking her firmly in place, Rileh’s cried turned to whimpers as I continued to drive myself into her as she came, repeatedly. Until finally, I thrust myself in deep and shuddered my own release. Her grip on my hair returned when she felt the first pulse of my cock and she pulled me into a kiss. I ground myself into her as I finished and she accepted me eagerly.

      When I pulled away, her antennae were lightly tracing my face as I stared down at her. She was so beautiful, even with saliva running down the side of her lip while she breathed heavily from her exertions.

      “Cael?”

      “Sorry,” I smiled. “I’m just admiring you.”

      Her yellow chitin darkened closer to orange, and I realised she was blushing. But she didn’t pull away. “You’re just saying that. I’m not even a mammal.”

      “I don’t know what a mammal is, but it has nothing to do with how I feel about you,” I told her.

      Rileh laid there for a few moments as her antennae slowed to a stop. I thought about things for a few moments. How Rileh filled my thoughts. She was the first thing I thought about in the morning, and the last I thought about before I went to sleep. I spent my days working to build us a safe place to live and actively tried to improve our lives, in order to sustain a future together. And there really was only one word I could think of that described how I felt about this amazing woman.

      “I love you, Rileh.”

      Rileh trembled and nodded slowly. “Cael, do you know-”

      “Yes,” I interrupted her. “Yes, I know what love is, and I love you. Why else would I be trying to build us a place to live.”

      “Mutual benefits?” She offered weakly.

      I snorted and shook my head. “Oh, my silly queen.”

      “YOUR queen?”

      “Mine,” I nodded, leaning down and kissed her wonderful lips. “And tonight, when the work is done, I’m going to show you all over again how you’re mine.”

      I felt her pussy contract over my cock as she shuddered softly. I thought about starting again, but I really did have things to do. The gate being the latest priority.

      “Then I suppose, I’m yours,” Rileh whispered.

      We cuddled for a few minutes as we enjoyed each other’s warmth. But before long, I felt the need to relieve myself and got up. The fruit that Anuthei gave me, was sitting where I left it, by the honey catcher. I’d need to explore that once I finished drinking all it contained. The outside was firm, like the honey catcher, but it was ribbed. And those ribs became more pronounced the more I drank. Whatever was inside, acted like a sponge as none of the liquid spilled unless I turned it upside down and shook it. The best way to extract the liquid inside was to suck it out like some strange straw.

      But I ignored that for now as I shot Rileh a last smile. She was leaning back in the nest, with a giddy grin and beamed at me as I left. I strode across our small home and headed for the gate. As usual, there was nothing that drew my attention. The glade was empty except for the grass, the strange berry bush I couldn’t eat from and the buzzing of the swarm as they warmed in the early morning sunlight. I admired the walls and thought about the possibility of adding more support. Some horizontal beams might help the structural integrity, similar to the gate. Speaking of. I checked it was sitting by the wall like it had been the day before. With a nod of satisfaction, I stepped through the open section and walked a short way off into the trees.

      As I relieved myself on a bush that Rileh had pointed out did not grow flowers or fruit she was interested in, I felt that same feeling again. The watcher was back. Though, I really did not know what it actually was. I figured it was Anuthei again, but… She outright approached me yesterday, so she knew where I was, and knew she could approach. So that meant that whatever this feeling was, more than likely, was not the dryad. And that in itself was a fresh worry. Without looking around, I did my best to scan my surroundings, as I turned back for home. As usual, I spotted nothing and the feeling of the eyes slowly vanished as I made it back within the walls.

      “I’ll get to work on this gate,” I called to Rileh, who was scooping the royal jelly out of the nest with her hands.

      Picking up the construct, I moved it into the gap and checked the fit. It was just short of the gap and I realised I was going to need another log. Only the one though and… That was actually a good idea. I set the gate aside and collected my axe, before heading for where I was collecting my trees. It wasn’t the prettiest area any more. The cleared trees made the landscape look unnatural. But Rileh assured me that the forest would recover as long as I didn’t take them all. In fact, she had insinuated that the trees I had left behind, were more likely to survive after removing their competition.

      I made quick work of a smaller than average size tree. The aim, was to leave a bit of room at the end of the gate. I didn’t bother trimming off the branches yet either. And after collecting a few lengths of vine to finish the job, I tossed them over the tree and hauled the lot back, mindful of the watched feeling the whole time. When I arrived, Rileh was stepping out from in the walls and the swarm were doing their thing. A familiar, furry, passenger, after depositing its pollen, zoomed over to me, tackling my shoulder. I laughed at Rileh’s exasperated expression as I gave the small bug a scratch. It trembled as it rubbed itself against me and I left it to sit on my shoulder while I worked.

      I dug two holes on either side of the gap. One much larger than the other. The larger hole, was to insert some stones I was using for tools. It took me a few tries, but I was able to hit them just right, so they split into two halves. That gave me two pieces with a mostly flat side on each. And after repeating this a few times, it left me with six, flat sided rocks. The first, I turned flat side up and dropped into the hole, before using the handle of my axe as a ram to hammer it firmly into the ground. Then, one by one, I slid four more stones into the hole in order to make a box, with the flat sides pointing inwards. By borrowing a stick from the firewood pile, I used it as a brace to put in the hole and beat with my hammer to set the stones firmly into the earth on all sides. When the hole was firm and solid, I took my axe in hand and set to the tree, clipping the branches off one by one.

      Now, it was time to see if my idea would work. Cutting the log into the same height as the rest of the wall, I dragged it within the walls and dropped it on the ground. I spotted Rileh watching on as I placed the gate beside it and pushed the two together so they sat flush. With a length of vine, I bound them in place, knowing that once it dried and was coated in wax, the vine would be solid and refuse to budge.

      With a length of vine in hand, I lifted the log with the gate attached and dropped the longer end of the log into the stone lined hole. Same as with the wall, I let gravity take the bottom half and pushed the whole thing upright. When the fresh log was butting up against the rest of the wall, I tossed a loop of vine over it. It would not hold forever, but I didn’t need it to.

      Using the stick I used to brace the mallet, I slipped it under the raised branches on the gate, allowing one end to stick out the bottom. That end, I jammed into the second hole in the other side of the gate. And between the log, and the stick acting as a rudimentary lock, the gate could support itself vertically with little need for help. Now it was time to see if my experiment would work. I picked a handful of small sticks, sticks smaller than my littlest finger. They didn’t need to be very long either, so a few I broke in half just so I had more of them. But I immediately ran into an issue. What I needed to do, was at the top of the wall. And while I could toss the vine up and over it, I couldn’t physically reach it.

      Which is how I ended up perched on a precarious bundle of firewood, after moving the entire stack over to the wall so I had something to stand on. The original bundle shifted around too much, but I found by hammering a few sticks into the ground to prevent the branches from rolling, they only shifted so far before reaching a level of acceptable stability. And with my added height, it was still awkward, but manageable to test my idea. I just hoped I wouldn’t have to test it again.

      Loosening the vine wrapped around the top, I re-wrapped it into a neat single layer. Then I spent a few moments stuffing the handful of sticks between the vine, and the rotating log for the gate. It wasn’t a perfect solution, but I hoped that either the sticks would roll, allowing the gate to open. Or if they broke, the vine would be dry and solid enough that it would have a small gap, that would allow the gate to open, anyway. In either case, I wanted it as strong as possible, so I wrapped the entire vine around the top, layer over the top of layer until it was thick and strong.

      Dropping onto the ground, I pulled the wooden stake from the far side and gripped the diagonal beam. It was a good height to use as a handle and pulled the gate inward. It was firm and creaked as it shifted, but the gate swung evenly and the loose end didn’t drag at all. Rileh was standing on the opposite side, giving me a smile.

      “You did it,” she congratulated me.

      “Give it a while for the vines to dry and we’ll know for sure,” I grinned. “But I think I have some improvements to make.”

      I widened the hole at the other end. After splitting two more stones, I had enough to line it as well. That left a nice, solid anchor point to drop a branch that would hold the gate closed. I left the pile of firewood there by the gate for emergencies. If something tried to break in, I could hammer more into the ground to block the gate and there was little on the outside to grip. Which would make it difficult to pull. If I had better tools, I’m sure I could install a beam to lock it from the inside, but I wasn’t sure how to affix a cradle to hold it that would be strong enough to make the effort worth it.

      “It looks like it will rain,” Rileh called as she came to check on me as I gave the gate a few shoves to test its strength.

      Looking up, I saw the grey in the sky and nodded. It did look like it was going to rain soon. I just didn’t have any way to store water unless… I looked at the angle the roof was one. It only sloped in one direction and knew the area on that side pooled a bit of water. I didn’t risk drinking it thanks to all the grass and other contaminants that may be present. But it still gave me an idea.

      “Think you can help me dig?”

      Rileh gave me a frown as I threw together another axe. This one I didn’t bother putting an edge on, because I didn’t want it for cutting wood. Instead, I left it to stick out roughly on both sides and handed it to Rileh.

      “I’ll use the axe and break up the dirt. You use that to dig it out of the hole.”

      “Okay, but can you tell me why we’re doing this?”

      “I want to collect water,” I shrugged.

      “What if you can’t drink it?”

      “What if I can?” I shot back.

      Rileh bit her lip as I got to work. I quickly carved out a large rectangle. It was probably about half my height long and my shoulders wide. Then I started churning up the soil. I moved quickly from side to side, hacking up the grass and plant matter into loose clumps. Those clumps were easy for Rileh to scoop out with her makeshift shovel. She loosely dumped them into an ever-growing pile behind her.

      I could smell the shift in the air as the weather approached, and I hurried along. As I got to the far end, I started helping to dig out the dirt, in between lines. Between the two of us, we dug a trench almost two feet deep before I felt the first drop of water. Tossing my axe aside, I rushed over to the stack of firewood left over from what I moved to the gate and brought it over. Then I started lining the hole with the branches, wedging them in place.

      “Cael, this might poison the water for you.”

      “I know, but this is a test and I can’t drink the water if it’s dirty, anyway.”

      Rileh signed, before picking up my axe. She chopped a few down to size, while I positioned them where they needed to go. I collected my hammer from by the gate and used it to lightly tap the sticks into the ground. The more dirt I covered, the cleaner the result was likely to be. And I finished just in time as the occasional drip turned into a drizzle. And as I moved the firewood undercover as much as possible, it became a downpour. All the little swarm members zoomed in from the rain and attached themselves to the underside of the roof where they buzzed amongst themselves for warmth.

      But I wasn’t about to let an opportunity pass. Picking up the fruit that Anuthei gave me, I carried it out into the rain. Setting it in the hole Rileh and I had just dug, I shifted it to collect the first pouring drips from the roof. I wasn’t sure if the fruit would re-inflate or not, but it would be good to know for sure. In the meantime, I was feeling grimy and Rileh must have had similar thoughts as she joined me. As the cool water ran down our bodies, we scrubbed the filth from our skin. As I scrubbed my face, I felt Rileh’s fingers as she used them to comb my hair. I felt the grit that had accumulated from all the digging and logging start to come loose.

      Not to be outdone, I turned my hands on Riley’s exoskeleton. I dug my fingernails into every groove and crevice I could reach and picked out any dirt and debris I found stuck in there. Her front was mostly fine, but when I moved my hands around her back and over her abdomen, she couldn’t help the few moans of delight that slipped out. Now and then, I paused and tilted my head back with my eyes closed. I remembered that first day, with the rain and I laughed at myself for not taking advantage at the time.

      Opening my mouth, I collected mouthful after mouthful, swallowing it down as often as I felt comfortable. Dehydration was a constant threat, but I was satisfied that threat would not be today and hopefully not tomorrow either.

      As the rain set in, and the temperature dropped, neither Rileh, nor myself felt the need to seek shelter. Pressing against one another, I enjoyed the feeling of her body against my own. We shared our warmth as the light of the day faded. It was still early, but the darker the clouds got, the more light they blocked. And within a few minutes, we were in an early twilight. And despite enjoying the sensation of being with the woman I loved, in the rain that I could drink, beside my water trough that overflowed. I couldn’t help the sense that something was deeply, deeply wrong.

      I heard thunder roll in the distance, a large crack, followed by a rolling set of booms. The vibrations came through the air and I wondered how large the storm really was.

      “Cael?” Rileh called over the rain.

      I turned my head to look at her. But she wasn’t looking at me, she was pointing off into the distance, where a brown smudge was visible against the grey’s of the sky. I frowned as I tried to think of what would cause something like that.

      “Isn’t Anuthei’s glade that way?” I asked.

      Rileh looked down at me and I could see in her expression that she had come to the same conclusion I had. The only thing likely to have blown dirt that high was probably Eugiun the leshy. And last we saw, he was still injured.

      “Cael,” Rileh took my arm.

      I looked at her hand and sighed. “I should check.”

      “What if it’s dangerous?”

      “That’s why I should check,” I frowned. “If a leshy can’t deal with it, these walls won’t protect us either.”

      Rileh grimaced and released my arm. I turned away and collected my axe. I just hoped I didn’t need to replace this one as well. The supply I had was getting low, so I needed to find some more. Rileh stomped up behind me as I headed for the gate.

      “Cael!”

      I turned, and she kissed me. It wasn’t a normal kiss, she practically mauled me and I understood the meaning behind it. She didn’t want me to leave, and I pulled away as she frowned.

      “I need to check,” I told her again. “I love you.”

      Turning away, I grabbed the stick holding the gate closed and lifted it free. Pulling it open, I realised my original plans would not work long term. There was no way to close it from the outside if we both had to leave. And there was no way to unlock it if we wanted to come back in. Climbing over was an option, but that would take time and effort. Two things that would be in short supply if we were sick, injured or being chased. I turned back to Rileh to ask her to close up behind me, when she kissed me again.

      This time, it was chaste, and she pulled away, stepping back within the safety of the walls. “I love you, Cael. I’ll never forgive you if you don’t come home.”

      I smiled and nodded. “I’ll see you soon.”

      With my axe over my shoulder, I turned and headed toward Anuthei’s glade. From the couple trips I had taken, and watching her and Eugiun leave, I had the direction memorised. And it certainly helped settle my doubts when I saw a second brown plume tossed into the air. I hurried along as quickly as I could in the downpour. It was getting darker all the time, and I hoped I wouldn’t miss them in the fading light.

      As I got closer, I realised that wasn’t much of a concern. I could hear harsh screaming coming from up ahead. But a series of loud shrieks drowned the screaming out. And those shrieks were far from anything I could have imagined that small dryad making. I hurried along towards the sounds of fighting and tried to keep my breathing under control as the very earth shuddered under my feet.

      The first sign of trouble, was a collapsed tree on the ground. Unlike the one that Eugiun had knocked over the day I fought him, this one was fresh. The roots were dripping with mud as the rain washed them off. The destruction of the glade was obvious as I came around. Someone had carved great furrows into the earth. As if something had been hit and dragged across the ground, churning it up. The more I looked, the worse things were as several more trees were down. There were spots where it looked like something had bounced across the ground, and others where it was obvious two beings had wrestled.

      A massive crash spun me around and I watched the leshy tackle another tree to the ground. The roots as they tore from the earth, threw plumes of mud and dirt high into the air how I had seen them before. But Eugiun wasn’t aiming for me. I doubted he was even aware of my presence. As the thing clutched in his good arm, held all his attention.

      I’d like to say it was black and grey. But it didn’t even seem like that. It was more like whatever light touched it, was sucked away, leaving a void of colour. Even the dirt and grass that clung to it, had lost its vibrancy. It stood almost a foot taller than me, with a feminine frame. Huge, bulging muscles and thick, but short tusks that poked out of its mouth. I’d have described it as an orc. But some darkness had twisted it. The darkness wrapped around its nude form, twisted around from the site of the leshy’s hand. It coalesced to its arm and formed a large scythe-like blade. She reached back and swung around, tearing the air in front of it as Eugiun sprung back.

      Anuthei wasn’t idle, sending her vines along the ground, she wrapped up the figure from the ankles. When it looked down, I could see the blank stare. I expected an expression twisted with rage, anger or determination. But the blank nothingness was even more disturbing. As the thing swung the blade around to sever the vines, Eugiun lashed out with a punch.

      Anchored in place, the demented orc had no defence. And unfortunately, the leshy hit her in my direction. I dived out of the way as its body slammed into the roots of the tree I stood beside. It’s body crumpled into a twisted heap, nestled amongst the wood.

      “CAEL!” Anuthei screamed, “GET AWAY!”

      I turned to see the dryad. Her expression was twisted horror at the sight of me. But the creature was broken, it wasn’t a threat-

      SNAP

      I spun around and saw it staring at me. Its body, broken inhumanly in several places, struggled to free itself. The dark blade turned back into a liquid and swirled around behind. I watched as it violently shoved and pushed, forcing the demented orc out of the roots while Anuthei continued to scream at me. But it was the blank stare that held my attention. That awful look, struck right to my core. It was so familiar to me, in such a horrifying way.

      Without its expression changing for even a moment, it opened its mouth widely. I could see where the tusks vanished up into its gums and the rest of its white teeth. But the inhuman shriek that escaped its lips set my hair on end. A pair of vines slammed into the thing, shoving it back as Eugiun’s footsteps thumped closer.

      “FOOLISH HUMAN!” Anuthei screamed from its shoulder. “YOU NEED TO LEAVE! NOW!”

      I looked at her for the first time and saw the collection of cuts and bruises she was covered in. Even the leshy was battered. Fighting one handed was not ideal at the best of times. And I could see in his eyes that he was feeling his various hurts. But I had a gut feeling. And as I turned to the demented orc, I saw its blank stare locked on mine as it reformed a set of long claws to slash apart the vines holding it.

      “It will not stop,” I shook my head, and hefted my axe. “We need to kill it.”
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      “CAEL!”

      I ignored the cry as I rushed in. The demented orc’s attention was firmly fixed on me as I approached. Slashing out with its black claws, I heard Anuthei scream in pain as it shredded her vines with ease. I bared my teeth as I closed, swinging my axe up at the ready. It felt foolish running headlong into danger. But I felt it was the right decision. The demented orc’s eyes didn’t shift from my face, even as my axe slammed into its shoulder. Sinking deeply into its flesh, I watched as black ichor poured from the wound.

      It was a killing blow. One that I could see no creature staving off. I had carved right down its body to where its heart would be. Which was one hell of a feat considering my primitive stone axe. The demented orc, though, didn’t seem to have gotten the memo. Raising a fist, I realised my mistake the moment I tried to pull the axe free. Its hand collated into a long black spear sticking out of its fist.

      A boulder slammed into the orc, sending it to the ground, while my grip on the axe pulled it free. The black ichor clung to the stone head, like tar. I turned my head and saw the maniacal glare from Anuthei as Eugiun hefted a second boulder from the hole made by the upturned tree. I made the mental note to remember that while he looked big and dumb, he was far more capable than I gave him credit for. That was a direct hit, and he threw it one handed.

      Turning back to the demented orc, it was sitting up, with half its face crushed. It was a mess of flesh and bone that dragged itself back together before my eyes. As its head reformed, I once again became the focus of its attention. Stepping up, I practised a golf swing. One of these days, I’d need to work out how the fuck my memory worked. But for now, my axe slammed into the centre of the demented orc’s jaw, snapping its head back as it collapsed on the ground.

      Turning about, it had that same blank stare locked on me. I had split its entire jaw in half, leaving it hanging to each side of its face as its tongue rolled around. It reminded me of… Some strange alien hunter, only without the weird dreadlocks. I shook my head to clear the memories as the demented orc rolled over onto its stomach. I looked up as the leshy approached with Anuthei perched on his shoulder. She glared at me in a way that told me she wished I was anywhere but here. I glared right back. She and Eugiun were a handful to deal with. If we could overcome this, then I may be able to push for an alliance of sorts. She made hydration easy for me, even if I had a temporary measure at home. And with better access to hydration, I could make efforts to hunt. A win-win for us both.

      She opened her mouth and said something that was drowned out by the crack of thunder in the distance. The flash illuminated the glade for a moment and I turned my attention back to the demented orc. Its face had come back together as it got to its knees. Eugiun stomped up, sending plumes of mud showering in all directions as he reached for the orc. And for the first time since I arrived, the orc’s eyes turned away from me. The black liquid shifted back to the blade in an instant. I opened my mouth to shout a warning as Eugiun’s hand closed in. But the orc was quicker.

      The blade left a dark trail behind it as it blurred through the air. Eugiun roared in pain as several large fingers tumbled through the air. The stiff, slow reactions I was accustomed to, were long gone as the orc exploded towards me. Raising my axe, the dark blade carved the handle in two as it slammed into me. I glimpsed its blank stare as it knocked the wind out of me. The impact lifted me off my feet and I felt myself tumble, before slamming into the muddy ground.

      Rolling to a stop, I sat up as the orc’s knee flew towards my head. I raised my arms to block the impact, but all that did was act as a cushion to soften the blow as it sent me tumbling across the ground again. This time I stopped with the help of a tree, slamming into the trunk with enough force to shake the branches, sending yet more water to the ground below. I looked around and spotted the handle of my axe. I picked it up, admiring the clean break. It wasn’t much of an axe anymore, but it would be killer on a vampire…

      I felt the ground rumble and looked up as Eugiun slammed into the approaching orc. Its eyes swivelled to follow me as he carried it into the next tree, slamming the two of them over. I watched as Eugiun stood back and frowned when I noticed Anuthei was not in her usual perch. I looked around and saw her sprinting towards me.

      “You need to leave!” She snarled skidding to a halt as she grabbed my arm. Anuthei pulled me to my feet and started turning me away from the demented orc. “You need to go, now! Take Rileh and get as far away as possible!”

      I shook my head and planted my feet, causing the slight dryad to bump into me. “What about you?”

      “I don’t matter!” She snapped. “That thing can’t get its hands on you!”

      I turning, despite the dryad dropping her shoulder into my hip to keep me moving. She was surprisingly light as she bounced off me. She snarled, and moved to tackle me, when I reached out and caught her by the shoulder. Anuthei froze, struggling against me, kicking uselessly in the mud. I could see how badly injured she was. Cuts, bruises and massive abrasions. I knew for a fact she had strength in those vines of hers and if she really wanted me to move, she could use them. Which made the situation seem even more dire.

      “Water.”

      Her head snapped up, and she glared at me. “What?”

      “I need water, more of it. I can collect some, but if we have a dry spell, it’ll run out.”

      “Why is this important?” She screamed, beating at my hand still holding her back. “You need to leave, now! While you still can!”

      “Have you seen how that thing watches me?”

      “YES!” She screamed. “That’s why-”

      “That’s why I know running won’t keep me safe!” I snarled.

      Anuthei flinched, before sagging. She gave me a smile and tilted her hips. “How’s about a kiss then?”

      I blinked at the sudden shift in personality. Even as I watched her, she seemed to get rounder and smoother. The roots covering her body thinned, while her breasts swelled, getting firmer and rounder than before. She was still extremely petite, but it was obvious she was making herself look more appealing to me. But what really caught my eye, was her glistening lips. It looked like she was wearing lip gloss… Fuck, again with the memories.

      Back on point, that was the issue. I remembered the vines and the mucus she was trying to get past my lips. She had secreted something in her own mouth. I glanced down at the wooden stake I was still holding and flinched as I heard that terrible shriek echo through the trees once again. Anuthei heard them as well, and I spotted panic flit across her face. But she turned to me and smiled widely, before raising her hands, brushing the leaves away from her breasts. They were perky, rounded with puffy nipples that gave them a torpedo look. I had a moment, where I wondered how wonderful they would be to have in my mouth, and Anuthei must have had the same idea.

      “Yours, all yours,” She grinned. “Just give me a little kiss first, then you can have me.”

      Her hands reached out, taking the sides of my face as she tried to pull me down. She smelled so sweet, not like Rileh’s honey, but her own. And I felt my heart thumping in my chest as I realised how badly I wanted this woman. As our lips closed, I took a deep breath, and tilted my head up, kissing her nose.

      “You owe me that kiss.”

      Her eyes went wide as I shoved her back onto the ground. The illusion broke as her bruised exterior showed itself once more. “NO!” She croaked.

      I gave her a smile. And turned to follow the sound of a crashing tree. I watched it topple, sending a shower of mud into the air as Eugiun hit the ground. The demented orc stood a way off. The black liquid had formed a massive mace that it had used to strike the leshy. But its face didn’t betray a thing as it continued its blank stare. Eugiun groaned loudly as he slowly got up, but the demented orc had spotted me again. With its focus on me, that hammer reformed into the wide blade. And it leaped right at me.

      Dodging to one side, the blade arced past, leaving that black trail I was used to seeing. And if my dodge surprised it, it didn’t show it. Slamming the pointed end of my stake into the thing’s shoulder, it dropped to its knees. I wondered for a moment if I had done something vital, before it surged back up towards me. I leaped back as the blade carved a groove across my stomach. But it wasn’t done yet. Bursting towards me, it aimed to remove my head from my shoulders.

      Twisting I felt my hair flutter as the blade sailed overhead. But I was ready. As I twisted, I coiled up. Turning my dodge into a strike, I drove my fist up into the demented orc’s ribs with all my strength. The solid crunch of bone caught me by surprise, even more than the sight of the orc slamming into the ground, tumbling through the mud as it had done to me earlier. I looked down at my fist and couldn’t see anything different. It just felt like I had punched someone. I had been curious about how I had shattered Eugiun’s fist with an axe. But this was something else.

      As the demented orc sat up, it stared at me with that same, creepy, blank expression. It opened its mouth and shrieked loudly as I burst into action. Running towards it, I spotted the black liquid form into the spear it had tried to use earlier. As it clambered to its feet, the spear shot towards me. It was too soon, and I was momentarily confused, before the spear shot out. It thinned and lengthened in the blink of an eye, flying out to skewer me.

      I could see Eugiun watching with almost a sad expression. And I knew he wasn’t able to help. Anuthei was on her knees watching on while holding her side where I could see a particularly large bruise. Switching back to the orc, I could see the tip of the spear racing towards me. So I did the only thing I could on a moment’s notice. Flicking my wrist up, I caught the edge of the spear. Throwing it aside, I felt pain lance down my arm at the contact. But I didn’t stop. Closing in, the demented orc kept that same blank stare as I drove my fist into its head.

      This time, the plume of brown shooting into the sky, was the impact of its body slamming back into the muddy earth. I caved its face in and its body twitched violently in what I hoped was death spasms. But I wasn’t taking a second chance. I knew that once this calmed, I was going to pass out, and then none of it would matter. I grabbed what was left of the demented orc’s face and hauled it off the ground. Its body continued to spasm as the black liquid flowed up and around my fingers. Whatever it was doing, was clearly bad, so I tightened my grip and took hold of its shoulders. With a roar of my own, I ripped the skull and part of the spine out of its body.

      I tossed both halves aside and stepped back as the black ichor stuck to my skin. It crawled up my arms, and I shuddered as part of it reached a large cut. I grit my teeth as it worked into my body and I furiously rubbed at it, trying to get it out.

      “NO!”

      I looked up at Anuthei’s horrified expression. I had a moment of wonder at how the orc got like this to begin with. If this black stuff was the poison that caused it, then I was in serious trouble. Looking down at the orc, I could see the black liquid stretching from the head, back to the torso. The torso was doing the same, back to the head, and I snarled at the thought of succumbing before I could finish this. Grabbing the torso, I curled my fingers into a claw and slammed them into the demented orc’s chest. I felt the throb of a heartbeat beneath my fingers and took hold. With a roar, I pulled the organ free with a spray of black ichor. I briefly considered if the black ichor inside it was the same as the stuff it used to create its weapons. But I put the thought aside as I watched both parts of the orc fall still. The liquid pulsed for a moment, then reached out towards me instead.

      As it reached out, I swatted at it, but that gave it purchase against my fingers. Fighting it was useless, as I tried to pull away. But it anchored me into the ground. I grabbed it with my other hand, before realising that too was a mistake. I opened my mouth to yell for Anuthei to run, when it slammed into my face. With a cry, I reared back as I felt it flow up my nostrils and into the back of my throat. Biting down did nothing as it flowed through my teeth. I choked and struggled as it forced its way into my body. I felt something throb inside my head and I felt the darkness swirling around my thoughts. They probed strangely, and I felt it sorting through my memories.

      Rileh’s image popped up, and the darkness flowed over her face as everything went cold. The darkness took hold as the last of it forced its way past my lips. I blinked as everything turned stone grey and I felt an oppressive cold pass through my body. I knew I was turning into whatever the orc had been and I knew now why Anuthei had told me to run. There was no fighting this, because if you killed it, you became it.

      I took a raspy breath and tilted my head up to see Anuthei watching in horror. When I felt it twist around my heart, I opened my mouth to yell for her to run. Instead, I gasped and fell back as my heart continued hammering in my chest. I stared at the sky as rain fell on my body. I remembered the feelings that entwined me as I awoke. That cold sensation that impacted my skin. I felt the water sliding across my body and into the mud below me. I reached up and caught a few drops on my hand, as others fell between my fingers.

      My heart pounded in my chest so hard, I thought it was trying to break out. My vision flickered, and I pulled the memory of Rileh. Whatever was about to happen, she was the last memory I wanted to hold. The memory I held firmly in place, was the moment I told her I loved her. It meant everything to me, that she knew. As the flickering got worse, I braced for the end, when I noticed something. My vision wasn’t flickering from grey to darkness.

      It was flickering from grey, to colour.

      Forcing my eyes to stay open, I concentrated on what exactly I was seeing. The flickering was less my vision shifting, but more the swirl of darkness inside as it fought for control. My heartbeat only got worse, and I felt my entire body pulse with energy. I needed a release, and I did not know what. Forcing myself to sit up, I rolled onto my hands and knees as I heard soft footfalls approaching. I looked up and saw Anuthei staring at me with confusion.

      “Fight,” she whispered.

      Only, it wasn’t a whisper, it just sounded so very distant, despite her being so close. I nodded as she reached out and touched me. I took a deep breath as I fought to keep my vision from going dark. As I concentrated on her purple skin, I smelled the soft sweetness of her body. I snapped my head up to stare at her. I could see the terror in her eyes, but I could smell the sweetness of her breath. It was concentrated as she leaned so close. I blinked slowly and reached for her. She flinched as my fingers met her skin and she trembled as I pulled her closer.

      I needed more of that scent. It helped me think. It helped keep me rational as my mind and body rebelled as the black fought for control.

      “Cael, you can’t let her have another one,” Anuthei hissed. “Fight!”

      I let out a low growl and pulled her closer. Her scent was stronger, but it wasn’t enough. My vision flickered more dark than colour and I felt my heartbeat becoming sporadic. Her vines wrapped around my body and I flinched at their cool touch, even as they massaged me.

      “Fight, Cael,” she hissed. “The queen can’t have another, you need to keep fighting!” I looked up at her and spotted the shape of her lips. She quirked them and nodded. “Yes, they’re yours if you want them. All you have to do, is prove you’re strong enough to resist.”

      “Hard,” I spat as my vision dimmed.

      She grabbed my face and pulled me close. My eyes locked on hers as my nose filled with her scent once more. Without thinking, I leaned in and pressed my mouth against hers. I don’t know why I did it, but her response was to kiss back. She wrapped herself around me, as her vines held me. I could smell the scent of her body filling my lungs, while I could taste the sweetness of her tongue as it slipped between my teeth.

      My body shuddered as the darkness swirled, lashing out inside at the new sensations. It fought against them and I knew I had to hold on to them. That feeling, was the antithesis of the darkness inside and I fought to maintain control.

      Shoving Anuthei back into the mud, I kissed her as she moaned into my mouth. But it was her legs snapping around my hips that brought my attention.

      “Fight,” she hissed, as she grabbed my cock.

      She pulled me back into the kiss as I felt cool slickness on the head of my cock. The darkness writhed inside me as I forced my way inside. Anuthei whined loudly, even as her vines tightened around me. I felt her pussy throb deliciously over my cock, spurring me onward. I drove myself into her with long, deep strokes. Anuthei whined and whimpered with each thrust and she clutched me ever tighter.

      The darkness inside swirled and thrashed from side to side, as if stuck in a cage. I threw my consciousness from it, concentrating on the overwhelming feeling of the woman beneath me. She was a dryad, an ancient one, capable of poisoning me and killing me. She had even tried and yet, she stared up at me with gleaming eyes as I slammed my cock into her. This dryad, was completely at my mercy and it all felt so very right. Like taking her was part of the reason I was here at all. Whatever memories I had lost were gone, but I was making new ones. Starting with my beautiful Rileh and now more with Anuthei.

      The darkness rattled its cage as I forced it down inside, even as I forced myself into my beautiful dryad. Her body thickened as her roots shifted and her breasts firmed. Her expression told me she didn’t understand the changes herself, but as her eyes rolled back into her head, she didn’t care. The maddening throb of her pussy turned into vice-like clenches as she opened her mouth to scream.

      As her voice rang out through the trees, I continued thrusting. What liquid came from her, or from the sky I did not know, but I felt it pouring from her as I took what I wanted. The maniacal look in her eye was locked on me, as her vines tightened to prevent my escape should I try. But I had made up my mind as the darkness railed its last. Thrusting deeply inside her, I felt my cock throb as Anuthei’s body pulsed. Her entire body throbbed, and she cried out a second time.

      As each rope of my seed filled her, I slammed my mouth over hers once again. Her cries turned into a frantic kiss as she sought to trap my tongue with her own. I fought against it, catching her tongue between my teeth. I held it in place while she relaxed, submitting to me as I filled her.

      And like that, I felt the connection with the darkness snap. It was still there, coiled inside, like a dangerous animal. But it felt different as it settled inside me. I pressed my thoughts into it, feeling no resistance as it allowed me to probe. Nor did it give up any secrets. Sitting up, I ignored the fact I was still balls deep inside the dryad as I pushed the darkness with my thoughts. It responded like fluid, shifting around and filling whatever shape I wished. I thought about the blade the orc was wielding and I froze as the blade formed over my arm just the same.

      Anuthei’s eyes went wide as she stared at me in horror, so I dismissed the blade, before kissing her firmly. Her surprise was clear as I thrust my hips into her once again. Anuthei submitted as I took her and her body throbbed around me. Her pussy was heavenly as I pushed into her over and over again.

      I pulled away from the kiss and pulled her head to one side, as I bit into the nape of her neck. She squealed as her pussy clamped down and I viciously smacked my hips into her own.

      “More!” She cried.

      I released her neck and pulled her head around to look at me. I glared at her and saw the vicious predator, that she was, staring right back. It was right beneath the surface of her lust and I knew without a doubt she was something else. Whatever had happened to Rileh to make her a queen, had happened to Anuthei, and I knew deep down that she was mine. Forcing my arms beneath her, through the mud, I pulled her close and kissed her.

      Anuthei moaned into my mouth as our tongues duelled and I erupted inside her for the second time. Her body spasmed as she came with me and I continued thrusting until I felt my vision flicker once again. Only this time, it wasn’t the darkness taking control, but my own strength slipping away.

      Yanking my cock free, the last spurts of my seed sprayed over the heaving dryad. I watched as her vines retracted. Only instead of vanishing, they smeared it into her skin while she rubbed herself viciously in front of me. I watched on for a few moments, before I heard a throat clearing. Turning my head, Rileh stood beside a large tree with an odd expression. As I felt my head swim, I blinked slowly. I had a final thought for the darkness inside me, but it remained dormant, deep inside as gravity shifted. I slapped into the mud as Anuthei sat up, staring at me with a strange expression, before noticing Rileh. But rest called for me, and before I knew the conclusion, I was drifting into a familiar unconsciousness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      It was the smell. That unmistakable scent. You only found it in two places. Anywhere that manufactures copper, and… and…

      “You’re okay,” she whispered.

      I blinked, clearing the muck from my eyes. When I looked at my hands, they were red. The source of the smell was obvious now.

      “What?” I choked.

      “It’s okay,” she said again, lightly bruising her claws over my shoulder.

      I turned my head, and… She was faceless. A dark void, but… Familiar. I knew her. She wasn’t a threat to me. It was… like maybe I loved her.

      “It’s okay,” she repeated once again.

      “What is?” I asked, before looking around for the first time.

      It was a city.

      It was burning.

      Only now, did I notice the screams.

      The whole city screamed.

      “It’s okay.”

      I felt the touch of her fingers and swatted them away. I thought she’d be mad, I thought she’d be offended. But… I couldn’t see her face, but I knew she was smiling.

      “It’s okay,” she whispered, raising her hand.

      I felt something bubble up in the back of my throat, and suddenly I couldn’t breathe.

      “It’s okay,” she giggled.

      I clutched at my throat as I vomited up a familiar black liquid. It had no taste, it wasn’t a physical thing. A manifestation of power with no right to exist here. But it did, and…

      “Vesh… It’s okay…”

      Snorting, I sat up, gasping for air, as first one pair, and then a second pair of hands grabbed me. I struggled, thinking of the woman with her claws. She held no fear for me, but her touch wasn’t something I wanted right now.

      “Cael?”

      I gasped and turned my head. The faceless woman wasn’t there, but…

      “Rileh?”

      Only now, did I realise there was a second pair of hands. I glanced down, seeing purple skin. I had a momentary flash of panic, thinking of the dark woman and turned to face her. Only to freeze at the sight of Anuthei.

      “Cael, you need to calm down,” Rileh said in a strained tone.

      I frowned, turning my attention back to the woman I loved. She was staring intensely at me, before nodding her head downward. My arm… I don’t know what… The memory of the demented orc flit through my memories. The black liquid forming a giant blade, before reforming into enormous claws. This… Well it wasn’t quite the same, but the jagged black spines running down my arm, ending with inch-long, curved blades at the tips of my fingers. It was certainly something. And… Something familiar at that. Seeing what I was doing must have been the trick though.

      I wasn’t sure what I was doing, but I thought about the liquid and felt it shift with my thoughts. Like holding a lover close while you danced. I didn’t know why that memory came to mind, but the black liquid flowed with my thoughts, shifting from blades and spines, into a perfectly smooth skin. Within moments, it seeped through my pores leaving my bare arm with no trace of the liquid at all.

      “Cael?” I turned my head, as Rileh trembled slightly. “Cael?” She repeated.

      I realised she was worried about me. Maybe she worried about the orc, and whether or not I would be the same. I had a moment of doubt too, before dismissing it entirely. It… It felt familiar… Almost natural. Like it was always part of me. That was a confusing thought to have, as I clearly didn’t before now. I could feel it, bubbling beneath my skin. Not like it was surging with power, ready to strike out and hurt someone. More like, an over-eager puppy, waiting for a treat and desperate for attention.

      “Cael, please talk to me?”

      “Sorry,” I snapped back to Rileh as I reeled in the dark liquid to sit firmly in my core. “I’m sorry, this is all just… New.”

      Rileh stared at me, before her antennae flicked down and prodded my face. I knew they were sensory organs, but I wasn’t sure how they worked. She flicked them all over my face, before slowly pulling them away.

      “Promise me?”

      “I’m okay,” I smiled softly. “I promise, I don’t understand what happened, but… I’m fine.”

      Rileh sniffed softly before nodding her head. She leaned down and our lips met for a long moment. A soft noise from behind me broke my attention though, and I felt Rileh’s breath as she huffed and pulled away.

      “Now, can you deal with the dryad?”

      I frowned as memories of what we had done together flitted through my mind. It was laying in the nest, and it only just occurred to me, that Rileh and I were sharing it with the dryad. She wasn’t just here within our walls, but IN the nest. Rolling, I looked at her for several long moments. When I had first seen her humanoid form, she looked like a collection of vines, massed together into a more human shape. She was still very appealing to look at while she wasn’t screeching at me.

      But now, she was something else. Her form had smoothed, looking softer and rounder. Her skin was shinier and the flowers she grew from her head were even larger than normal. Even now, one of the little swarm members lifted off from it, buzzing around to Rileh, who accepted the pollen. She was… Well I wouldn’t call it dressed. Her vines covered the important bits, but even as I watched, they shifted, giving me a glimpse of her nipples.

      “Not like that,” Rileh sighed.

      “Sorry,” I flinched, looking away.

      Rileh sighed softly. “Cael… Eminence, help me,” she shook her head. “Kiss her, but only that.”

      I blinked in surprise and saw only a firm glare in return when I didn’t immediately follow her instructions. So I did as I was ordered and kissed the dryad. Anuthei’s lips found mine and I could taste a sweetness in her saliva. Not like Rileh’s honey, but one I recognised on a primal level. Like she was ripe, fertile and extremely willing.

      “That’s enough,” Rileh pried the two of us apart. “None of that until we talk things through.”

      “I already told you,” Anuthei sighed. “I don’t care, I belong to him and where I go, Eugiun goes.”

      “That’s what we need to talk about,” Rileh huffed.

      I opened my mouth to tell them to stop, when Anuthei’s words sunk in. I sat myself up and looked around. The space where I had hoped to grow vegetables had a large misshapen tree in the middle of it. That misshapen tree, I recognised as Eugiun while he was resting. But that wasn’t the only thing she had said.

      “I don’t own anyone,” I frowned, thinking of… slavery. That was a concept I didn’t want to think about.

      “Yes you do,” Anuthei argued.

      “No,” I shook my head. “No, I really don’t. I don’t own you, I don’t own Rileh, I don’t own Eugiun, I don’t own anything.”

      I turned to Rileh for confirmation, only to see her staring at her hands.

      “Rileh?”

      “I’m… I’m a queen,” she mumbled.

      I saw the nervousness in her expression and frowned. When I glanced at Anuthei, she had a small grin on her face like she’d proved a point. With a sigh, I reached out and took Rileh’s hand and felt her fingers trembling as I gave them a small squeeze.

      “Rileh, whatever is going on, I need to understand.”

      “Then understand, that I love you,” Rileh nodded.

      I smiled and leaned in to collect a kiss. “I love you too Rileh,” I pecked her lips a second time. “Just understand that will never change.”

      It was then, my stomach rumbled. I glanced back at Anuthei, who smiled widely. I wasn’t really sure what to do at this point. Because while I had been with Anuthei, and for whatever reason, Rileh seemed to be fine with it. But-

      “Cael?”

      I blinked and looked back at Rileh. “Ah…”

      “It’s fine, Cael,” she smiled nervously. “You should eat. Anuthei explained everything that happened, so I know you need it.”

      I glanced down at her crotch, and back. While I knew, fundamentally, that she was okay with it. Or at least, that’s what she had said, we now had an audience.

      “If I’m making you nervous, I can go,” Anuthei offered.

      I was about to thank her, when Rileh shook her head. “No, this… This is part of it. Part of what we need to talk about.”

      “This again,” Anuthei sighed. “Justify it however you wish. You were here first and I will submit to your authority. But I will not leave unless he orders it.”

      “I wasn’t trying to…” Rileh shook her head, before turning back to me. She shuffled slightly, getting her legs open before giving me a pointed look.

      I glanced down at her arousal. I wasn’t sure what was going on here. Was I, simply a play, in some dominance game? Was this genuine concern for my welfare when she heard my stomach rumble. I wasn’t sure, but… She really was delicious. Putting aside my thoughts of ulterior motives, I accepted that in the end, I really should eat. The fight had taken a lot out of me, and that dream… I had a terrible feeling it was closer to reality than I wanted to admit.

      Shifting away from Anuthei, I rolled over towards Rileh’s slit. Her pussy was well on display and I could smell her sweet scent even before I got close. I leaned over her and admired the sight of her. The puffiness just told me how much she really wanted this, despite the awkwardness of the situation. Leaning in, I dipped my tongue into her folds and listened to her breath hike. With a smile, I prodded deeper, tasting her tunnel.

      “Cael, you should eat,” Rileh complained.

      I nodded slowly and kissed one of her soaked labia. Shifting upwards, I rolled slightly to one side for a better purchase, then lapped gently on Rileh’s clit. It must have been like licking a raw nerve for her, as she twitched and let out a small noise. I let the smile break across my face, as I closed my lips around her sensitive little clit. Suckling, I felt the warm liquid pool in my mouth, as Rileh’s hands stroked the back of my head. We both enjoyed this act for various reasons. And even if I found an additional source of food, this would still be a regular thing. Not just because this was delicious, but because of how much she absolutely loved it.

      Suckling gently, I felt Anuthei shift around in the nest behind us. Rileh made a gesture, and I became aware that the dryad was leaning over my shoulder. I ignored her for the time being, drawing a long pull from Rileh’s clit. Without thinking, I moved my hands up and slipped two fingers into her. Rileh made a noise, but I didn’t bother stopping. Not while her grip tightened in my hair to hold me in place. I rocked my wrist back and forth, rubbing in a ‘come hither’ motion.

      And that’s when I felt it. I almost stopped, when it bubbled to the surface. But it felt natural. The dark liquid within me was just acting on what I wanted for her. I felt it seep between my fingers, firming up and thickening my digits. Rileh’s small whimpers turned into choked cries as her legs trembled and shook.

      “CAE-MM!”

      I turned my head and I could see Rileh’s chin. Perched over her, was Anuthei, kissing my queen with passion. The two women clutched at each other, while kissing furiously. Rileh was moaning loudly, while Anuthei was far softer. And if I had any doubt which of them was in charge, it was Rileh’s hands that released my head, to grab at the curvy dryad. Her fingers sunk into Anuthei’s purple skin, as I swallowed her honey that flooded my mouth. She was cumming hard, and I slowed the thrusting of my fingers into her. I wanted to massage her orgasm, not force her into the next.

      As the pulsing of her pussy slowed alongside her honey, I relaxed my mouth and lifted off. It was only then, I spotted my hand. Where my two fingers entered Rileh, it was now a black shaft. I slowly withdrew as Rileh continued to whimper through Anuthei’s kisses. But what I extracted from her… I glanced from it, to myself and could only assume it was instinctual to make it such a familiar shape and size.

      A sudden shift in the nest and I watched as Rileh yanked Anuthei on top of her. I watched as the dryad’s legs fell open as she kneeled on either side of Rileh’s hips. I watched as Rileh gripped the dryad’s ass. She walked her two fingers around, towards the dryads dripping pussy, and dug in her fingers, as she pulled them apart. I watched as Anuthei’s purple insides were exposed completely to me and whatever reservations I had about the situation vanished.

      Getting up, I climbed over Rileh and settled behind the dryad, who pulled away from Rileh’s kiss to utter three words I didn’t expect.

      “Thank you, mistress.”

      Pushing myself into the delicious woman, I felt her pussy throb around me. I slid myself back out, admiring how her labia tried to cling to me, before driving myself back in.

      “Show me those breasts,” Rileh ordered.

      I watched as the vines around Anuthei’s middle shifted slightly, before she sat up slightly. I took the initiative and grabbed her by the shoulders. While holding her in position, I thrust into her from behind, while Rileh occupied herself with Anuthei’s breasts.

      “I don’t have these,” Rileh sighed. “So I want to enjoy them to their fullest.”

      “Yes, mistress,” Anuthei moaned.

      “Bind them with your vines.”

      “Yes, mistress.”

      I ignored the vines shifting and concentrated on the deliberate thrusts into the dryad’s pussy. She throbbed madly around me as her pussy dripped continuously over Rileh. Speaking of, I glanced down and smiled. Pulling myself out of Anuthei, I shifted back, and drove myself into Rileh, taking her completely by surprise.

      “Eminence!” She cried. “Cael!”

      “Fuck,” I grunted. “Rileh, you always feel so amazing.”

      “But. You’re. Meant-”

      “Rileh,” I snarled, thrusting even harder into her.

      I heard a whispered order, before Anuthei moved. She sat up, before turning around to face me. Her breasts stuck straight out, with her vines wrapped tightly around them. I blinked at the sight, and moved to take a nipple in my mouth, when Rileh’s hands pulled the dryad away. I could see the conflict in her eyes, but she offered no resistance as Rileh pulled her down to lie on top of her. They were laying, so that Anuthei’s ass was atop Rileh’s public bone. All I needed to do, was pull out of Rileh, and I could then take Anuthei at my leisure.

      “Tighter,” Rileh whispered.

      Anuthei’s eyes locked on me, and I saw her desire, mired with discomfort and… Maybe even some shame. I watched as her vines, wound around her breasts, shifted, pulling just that little bit tighter. But it was Rileh who put on the show. Anuthei laid there, atop my first love as Rileh’s fingers danced across her skin. I watched, thrusting into my queen, as Rileh cupped the dryad’s breasts. I watched her three-fingered hands squeezing and manhandling them. Despite me knowing of their softness, they now looked firm. She must have been excerpting quite a lot of pressure over herself to do it.

      “Debase yourself for him,” Rileh hisses.

      “You own me,” Anuthei whimpered, staring at me with glistening eyes.

      “We know that,” Rileh chuckled, between moans as I continued fucking her. “What else?”

      Anuthei bit her lip as Rileh reached her nipples. They stood, pointing straight up and gave Rileh the perfect little holds to pinch between her fingers.

      “I want to be your pet,” she writhed as Rileh rolled her nipples.

      “More, sweet girl,” Rileh kissed the side of her neck.

      Anuthei’s whimpers turned into pants as one of Rileh’s hands pulled free of her breast. “You made me a grove mother,” Anuthei almost sobbed. “But I’m broken. I’m a dryad who cannot bear a seed of my own, an outcast of my own kind.”

      I slowed, as I realised this may not be the sexy talk I thought it was.

      “But our daughters will be mighty. They will have seeds I cannot, and it shames me to be the pathetic matriarch of our lineage.”

      Despite her broken expression, I could see the drooling of her pussy had only increased. It occurred to me that her talking about this must have been a huge social taboo for her kind. It may even explain why she and Eugiun had the bond they did. After all, when I saw her for the first time, she was attached to him. There was no tree, and that felt significant for some reason I couldn’t quite remember. But those thoughts drifted away as Rileh’s fingers found Anuthei’s clit. I watched as they swirled around, massaging her, while Anuthei’s eyes were locked on mine.

      “Say it,” Rileh whispered.

      Anuthei’s purple face turned the same colour as her breasts as she looked everywhere but at me. Rileh’s hand raised for a moment, before sharply swatting down on the dryad’s crotch. Anuthei whimpered, but kept her legs open, as she finally looked back at me.

      “I want it.”

      “Want, what?” Rileh, swatted her a second time.

      Anuthei bit her lip and sighed. “I want you to breed me like a common mule. Keep me in eternal pregnancy, while forcing me to live with the shame my own daughters will all be greater than I. A treeless parasite, to birth a lineage strong enough to rival the queen herself, addicted to the taste of your seed.”

      I watched as she teared up from the words she spoke. But her legs only opened wider. Despite clearly being distraught at giving me this information about herself, it was clear she meant every word. I had a brief thought about whether this was a personal thing, or if all dryads were a bit cracked. But that brought back a few odd feelings, and I pushed it aside.

      Pulling my cock from Rileh’s warm depths, I stood and loomed over the dryad, who smiled brokenly at me. Taking my cock, I pushed firmly into her, while Rileh continued to massage the dryad’s clit.

      “And why do you think you’re worth breeding at all?” I asked.

      Anuthei trembled and bit her lip, but her pussy squeezed down on my cock. “Please?”

      I grinned as I leaned over her. Taking one of her firm nipples between my teeth I bit down, making her gasp. Her hands came up around me and she held me close, even as I mauled her.

      “Use me as you wish,” she whimpered.

      I released her nipple and smiled darkly at her. “I might just do that,” I chuckled. “Or maybe, I’ll just go find a different dryad, and get her pregnant over and over again. In fact, why am I inside your pussy at all, when I bet your ass is so much tighter.”

      Why those words came out of my mouth, I did not know. But it had a profound effect on Anuthei. Right before she started cumming, her eyes opened in panic. Her back arched and her body shook. Her pussy gripped my cock, sucking on it almost like a mouth. The sensation was so overwhelming, I drove myself deep inside her, just to feel it down my entire length. It was so intense, despite my words, I couldn’t help but explode inside her.

      Anuthei came harder than I thought physically possible. She’d have been screaming if not for Rileh covering her mouth. I just held still, and enjoyed the incredible sensations of the bucking dryad, milking my orgasm for me.

      When she finally came down, Rileh pulled her head around and whispered soft words into her ear. The vines around Anuthei’s breasts loosened, before moving back to cover her breasts as they usually did. I slipped myself free of the dryad, seeing no sign of any leakage, as several vines wrapped between her legs, obscuring even that.

      “Okay,” Anuthei whispered.

      “Go on,” Rileh prodded her.

      As I slumped back in the nest, Anuthei sat up, before moving towards me. She had a predatory look in her eye, but it wasn’t for me. At least, not all of me. A combination of three juices was still covering my cock. That was her immediate target as the dryad took me in her mouth. She moaned, sending pleasant vibrations through my still sensitive organ. Her tongue bathed me softly as she slid her lips up and down my shaft.

      I grit my teeth and bared it while the beautiful dryad slowly brought me back to full mast. Rileh watched on with an amused smile before she noticed Anuthei wasn’t just cleaning me, but bobbing her head to bring me to a second climax. I watched her raise a hand, before bringing it down with a sharp smack, right over Anuthei’s ass.

      “Sorry mistress!” Anuthei whimpered, pulling herself off my cock.

      “As you should be!” Rileh huffed.

      I could see from her expression though, she wasn’t actually mad. More… Very aroused. As my first, wonderful love got to her feet, Anuthei moved aside. I could hear the soft, pathetic whimpers that escaped her, as Rileh lowered herself. I just sat still and enjoyed the sight of my lover’s body, sliding down over my cock again. She didn’t get on top very often, but I always appreciated the sight.

      “Thank you,” Rileh whispered, rocking her hips to stir my cock inside herself.

      I frowned as I met her gaze and cocked my head. “What on earth are you thanking me for?”

      “You still look at me, the same way you did when we first met.”

      I blinked slowly, before realising she had been nervous about Anuthei. Their body types were spectacularly different. Rileh was tall, Amazonian in stature, with an abdomen and a lack of breasts, despite a feminine curve to her frame. Anuthei by comparison, was shorter than I was, curvy and, as it turns out, extremely sexually submissive. That last part was the oddest one for me, because I had the feeling that if I were weak, Rileh would have been the dominant force in our relationship. Rather than her acting as my partner.

      “Rileh, I love you,” I smiled, cupping her chin as she sunk herself to the base of my cock. “You are, and always will be the best thing that ever happened to me. There is nothing that could ever replace you.”

      She smiled, before bending down. Her body rocked against me as her lips mashed against my own. This strange, beautiful woman was everything I ever wanted. And while there was certainly a physical attraction to Anuthei, I didn’t love her like I did Rileh. Which made this all the more pleasurable. Rileh wanted my seed, and I wanted to give it to her. Not in some kink situation like with the dryad wanting to be bred and humiliated, but because it was an expression of our love together.

      “Do it,” She mumbled. “In me, please?”

      As her pussy throbbed, I felt my orgasm bubble up for the second time. Thanks to Anuthei, I was already close when we started, and Rileh was wound up from earlier. So it was with a supreme level of satisfaction, as the first throb of her pussy gripped my cock, I fired my first rope of cum deep inside her. We came in unison as Rileh clutched me in a death grip.

      We rocked together for several long moments, before Rileh finally pulled away to look at me. She had a smile, but still looked slightly unsure of herself. I tilted my head and gave her a frown of my own.

      “What?” She asked.

      “Stop it.”

      “I’m sorry,” Rileh lowered her head. “I just… She’s shaped more like you are, and it’s hard to get that thought out of my head.”

      “Oh….”

      We ignored the wet sounds coming from behind her as Anuthei was clearly masturbating.

      “Rileh, I love you. Anuthei’s just hanging around so I can fuck her when I’m bored,” I smirked.

      “Ah!”

      We both blinked, feeling the spray of liquid hit us from behind. Rileh turned and regarded the panting dryad for a long moment. “You’re going to lick up all that mess, right now.”

      “Lick, mistress?”

      “Lick,” I confirmed.

      I heard the sharp intake of breath, before Rileh turned her attention back to me. “Starting with this one.”

      I watched as Rileh lifted herself, letting my semi-hard cock fall free of her depths. Unlike Anuthei, Rileh’s pussy dribbled my cum slowly over my lap. Anuthei’s eyes locked on the two of us and bit her lip.

      “And on the chance you get him hard again, you’re not allowed to suck him. That’s my treat, you can just have what’s leaked out.”

      I spotted the small shudder that ran through the dryad as she stared at my cock. “Yes, mistress.”
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      The sun was high, the day was warm. I could hear the swarm buzzing about the glade as they did what they did best. Rileh had returned from her early morning walk, where she ate her fill of berries. I sipped a handful of water from the storage pond I had dug. But all too quickly, I tasted that foul, toxic chemical that invaded almost everything in this world. Spitting it out, I gagged slightly, earning a reproachful glare from Rileh.

      “That soon?”

      I nodded, “Could be the branches, or something in the earth. Could be better if I dried them out or lined it with concrete.” I blinked, wondering where that memory came from. Man made rock… Wouldn’t that be a marvel?

      “Another memory?”

      “Yeah,” I nodded. “Not sure if I can recreate this one though.”

      Rileh nodded. It was something that happened with more frequency. I had few memories about this place, but I was certain I came from somewhere else. A whole different world, with different rules, peoples, technology. And whenever I thought of it, I had the distinct feeling that I was glad that I was here. Despite the difficulties I had with food and water. And just a day after the rainstorm, the fight and a sensual day with two women… My water source was already undrinkable.

      I sighed, thinking about asking if Anuthei could do anything about it. Maybe more of those water fruit things could be the answer. But she left shortly after dawn and I hadn’t seen her, or Eugiun since. The enormous creature was rather sturdy, despite the colossal beating he had received and even down an arm, he still recovered quickly.

      Straightening, I watched as several members of the swarm burst over the walls. Rileh spun around as they buzzed towards her, and they connected their antennae, rubbing them together. She repeated the action with each little swarm as they came in and I marvelled at the behaviour, even as I grew concerned.

      “It’s nothing,” Rileh nodded, continuing with what she was doing.

      Before I could ask what she meant, I heard something sprint past the glade. With the wall up and the gate closed, I did not know what it was. But the sound came and went again. I rushed over to my pile of tools and grabbed my axe, before turning to the gate. Only, Rileh was in front of me, smiling softly.

      “It’s nothing, I promise,” Rileh smiled.

      “What’s out there?”

      “Just some peryton.”

      I blinked, before moving to go around her. Protein was protein, and I wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth.

      “Cael, stop!” Rileh grabbed my arm.

      I frowned at the contact and turned to face her. “Rileh-”

      “Anuthei already has one,” she cut me off.

      I blinked slowly before sighing. “Sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” the large woman smiled, leaning towards me to collect a kiss.

      As our lips parted, I set my axe back on the pile and made my way to the gate. It was latched closed, and I wasn’t sure how to open it from the outside. For now, just having someone home at all times meant it didn’t matter. But if we all left, that would be different… Unless I got Eugiun to lift me over the wall or something.

      As the sounds of the peryton vanished into the distance, I turned to what I could actually control. Sitting around doing nothing all day, didn’t sit well with me. There was plenty more I could accomplish around our home. It was still essentially a box with a nest in the middle. There was plenty of open space around it before reaching the walls, and I wanted to take advantage of that space. Around the back, opposite the gate, was the flattest spot. So that would be my test bed. Only… I didn’t have the right tools to rip up grass and turn the land into furrows.

      I thought about it and knew that I could make do with an axe and a shovel. It would work, but it wouldn’t be ideal. I did, however, have another option. Looking at my right hand, I felt for that black liquid that flowed around inside. When dormant, it went deep down inside where it sat quietly. But now, it boiled to the surface. I could feel it shifting below my skin and I pictured a large triangular shaped hoe.

      The liquid poured from my skin, jutting straight out like a sword, before forming a hook shaped wedge. I had the distinct feeling it was solid, and gently tapped the ground. It felt like it was attached to my very bones, like an extension of myself. I approached the wall, before gently smacking the tool into the dirt. When the pointed blade sunk into the ground, I walked backwards. And like some strange ASMR video, I watched the grass and earth peel apart, leaving a straight furrow from the wall, to the house, where I finally let up.

      “Cael?”

      I turned and gave Rileh a grin. “It worked!”

      She nodded slowly, before approaching. She kept a wary eye on the black tool as she leaned over and lightly prodded me with her antennae. I held still as I realised why she was doing this. The demented orc was one thing, I was another. And I knew how close I came to being that creature.

      “Rileh?”

      She flinched, before tilting her head to stare directly at me.

      “I love you.”

      Her face broke into a wide smile, before she lightly kissed my lips. She stood tall and moved back, before gesturing for me to continue. I thought about the black liquid and smiled when I thought about all I could do with it. Back and forth, I created more furrows, side by side. Between each one, I created a wide shovel to lift away the turf rolls so I could set them aside. Until finally, I had a plot of land that looked like what I remembered from seeing fresh farmland.

      Even if I couldn’t use this to grow food. Being able to grow the vines I used for construction would be helpful. They had many uses, and I worried about depleting them as a resource. Growing my own would balance my concerns. I set that thought aside though, as I heard the distinctive thumps of Eugiun’s footsteps. The enormous creature was coming home, and that meant Anuthei would be as well.

      With Rileh attending the swarm as she always did, I made my way to the gate and pulled the pin. Swinging it open, I spotted the big creature lumbering forwards. Perched over his shoulder in her usual spot, was Anuthei. The submissive, blushing, sexpot that had plagued me all of yesterday, had been replaced with a familiar expression. She looked manic as she grinned widely. Her vines dragged behind and had an odd lump, like she was holding something.

      “Master!” She screeched. I flinched at the sound and spotted her flinch as well. Because this time, her voice was far softer as she called out again. “Master! I caught one!”

      I frowned, wondering what she was talking about, until the obvious hit me. The lump struggled, and I heard an odd cry. It wasn’t even vaguely human, and I realised almost immediately what she had done.

      When Eugiun stopped in front of me, Anuthei climbed down, while the big leshy took her by the shoulders. With him acting as her anchor, she reeled in her vines. Trapped within, was a peryton, every bit as large as the one I brought down.

      “They came charging past,” she grinned with a manic glint in her eye. “I almost missed them, but this one tripped and hurt its leg, so I brought it back for you!”

      I nodded, seeing the creature. It was as she said, injured. I could see its rear leg, dangling at an odd angle as it kicked uselessly. I frowned, thinking about the suffering it must be going through and turned my attention back to the dryad. Who was staring up at me with such an adoring expression, I hesitated in my initial intent to growl at her.

      “Anuthei, from now on, kill it as soon as you catch it, please?”

      She frowned, “But… The blood is valuable, master. I can kill it quickly, but that would drain the animal, and leave a trail back home.”

      I nodded slowly, before tilting my head. “What about poison then? Can you make it not feel anything?”

      “I can make it sleep?”

      I nodded, “Do that.”

      Anuthei nodded, before frowning. “Should-”

      “Yes,” I nodded, interrupting her. “Yes, make it sleep.”

      Anuthei nodded, before sending out a fresh vine. The vine shot into the creature’s mouth, choking off its cry. I wanted to move forward and stop her from unnecessarily hurting the creature. But it wouldn’t have mattered. Almost instantly, its eyes rolled back, and she pulled the vine from its mouth. The peryton fell limp and its chest rose and fell softly from its slumber.

      “There, master.”

      “Great,” I nodded. “Now, you mentioned blood?”

      “Yes,” Anuthei nodded. “Lots of vitamins and minerals. It will help Eugiun heal.”

      I nodded. This was going to be messy then. “On a different note, that water fruit, can we grow it?”

      Anuthei frowned, before nodding slowly. “If you harvest the seed, I would have to care for the plants directly. The climate isn’t right for them to grow effectively.”

      “And would they poison me?”

      “Not with my help,” Anuthei shook her head. “They are a part of me, and therefore I can control how they grow.”

      “Great,” I nodded. “Because I need them as a water source.”

      Anuthei nodded, “As my master wishes.”

      I shook my head, “Why am I ‘master’ all of a sudden? I thought Rileh was your mistress?”

      “She is my mistress as your first mate. But you are my master,” Anuthei offered. “When you fought against the queen’s corruption, any doubts I had in my mind of your strength left me. I am a simple weed, growing in the shadow of your glory.”

      I frowned, and was going to tell her to knock it off, when Rileh approached from behind. “Our perfect little weed, it seems.”

      I turned, seeing her expression. She was always rather serious, but when addressing Anuthei, she seemed to adopt a more… royal tone. And Anuthei immediately shrunk back, acting submissive.

      “Thank you, Mistress.”

      I met Rileh’s gaze and saw the subtle shake of her head. I would bring it up later, but for now, I let things play out as they were. Eugiun had to turn himself sideways to fit through the gate, and I made a mental note to make it larger in the future. Anuthei, with my help, dragged the deer into the walls, where we brought it to where the leshy sank himself into the ground to rest. The enormous creature just looked like a malformed tree when he did this and I knew instinctively how he and Anuthei had been able to hunt and sustain themselves. Though, I did not know how they came to be together.

      With Eugiun settled in, Anuthei dragged the deer over to his injured side. The arm, he had buried into the ground like a root and I wondered if that was essentially what he was doing with it.

      “Now we need to bleed it,” Anuthei said.

      I looked at the creature, still slumbering as Anuthei frowned. It occurred to me, she didn’t have any way of doing this. It would make sense. If they had done this before, either Eugiun would have smashed the creature into a pulp, or torn it apart or something. Right now though, options were a little more limited. I thought about the problem, and came to a conclusion.

      “Here,” I offered, reaching out.

      I took the animal by the antler and dragged it closer to the buried arm. Eugiun was watching me as I did. I thought about my arm, and remembered the large, curved blade. In an instant, it was back and Anuthei leaped back with a start. With a sigh, I lifted the peryton’s head, and ran the blade across its throat. With it still unconscious, I felt a small amount of relief that it didn’t have to suffer for this. As its heart continued to beat, the creature bled out in just minutes. Eugiun hummed softly, and I had the feeling it was with gratitude. I patted his shoulder, before taking the peryton by the leg. With a sharp yank of my new blade, I separated the meat and stepped away.

      “The rest is yours,” I nodded. “How long until you can grow me some of those water fruits?”

      Anuthei gaped for a moment, before grinning widely. “I can spare another fruit every day or two without harming Eugiun’s healing. But you better get those seeds ready for me.”

      I nodded before taking the leg over to the firepit. The frame I had made up was still sitting over the top, despite there being no fire. I hadn’t lit one in a few days with everything that had gone on. I did note that I should put a roof over it as well. Considering the rain we had days earlier, this was not the driest part of the world. It would be hard, in particular if the weather cooled, to stay warm if I couldn’t have a fire.

      With that thought in the back of my mind, I set the leg on the stand and thought about what I needed to do. I thought about using a smaller blade, but the liquid didn’t want to respond like that. It felt… Almost like trying to fill a glass with too much water. I could form the blade, but the rest spilled over, making it cumbersome and more like a short sword instead, jutting from the end of my arm. I frowned, thinking about how to do this, before remembering the claws I had woken up with. With a nod, I tried that, and felt the liquid pool over my skin.

      As the blade retracted, and the claws formed, I had a clearer picture on how to do this. I thought about the fluid moving back up my arm, to create more armour. But I tempered that by concentrating on just my pointer finger. As the black liquid flowed over my skin, the blades on all fingers, but the one I wanted, retracted as well. I now effectively had a small knife that was better suited for the job.

      It pleasantly surprised me at just how sharp it was. As the large blade, it didn’t occur to me as I cut the peryton’s throat. But here, as a small knife, running it down the leg, separating the skin from muscle was… Effortless. The blade just slid through the meat like it was nothing. Pulling the skin away, I looked up, to see Anuthei watching with interest. I thought about it for a moment and offered the skin to her. She took it with a grateful smile, before returning to Eugiun. It was odd seeing how it worked.

      She had vines that were extending out from her back, that went over to Eugiun. The big leshy had them wrapped around his torso, reminiscent of a root system. Those same vines then wrapped around the peryton, pinning it in place. I shuddered thinking about the possibility of the poor creature being stuck like that while still alive. She really was a monster, but… She was MY monster. I watched as she returned with the piece of skin and tucked it into a gap between her vines, before she swiftly returned.

      “Thank you, master.”

      “You’re welcome,” I smiled grimly.

      Putting those thoughts from my mind, I severed the hoof and tossed it to her, earning a second grateful smile. She was a plant in the end, and her rationale was likely entirely different from my own. Even Rileh and I had our existential differences. With the leg set and ready, I collected some more wood and sat down to start the fire.

      It took a few minutes, spinning the dowel around like I had the time before. Anuthei watched on with some amusement, while Rileh continued her work with the swarm. It was a constant effort on her behalf, but it kept me fed and moving in the absence of meat and other vegetables. When the smoke finally poured out of the wood, the dryad became nervous. But I had it under control. She ended up moving back as the orange flames jumped into life and remained over by the stoic leshy while I set my meal to cook.

      With the leg resting over the flames, it was time for the second part of my plans. I had left the water fruit beside the nest in the end. It was completely empty and mostly dry from what I could tell. Even after being left in the rain it wasn’t able to refill itself. The ribs that made up the structure of the fruit, was all that remained. With the fleshy walls sunken in, it looked almost like the head of a flanged mace, only rounder. But that gave me a good handhold. Taking two of those ribs, I gave the fruit a twist. It was extremely tough, but I felt something click and the fruit sheared apart in my hands. Left with two halves, I could see a collection of large black seeds within the remains of the fruit.

      They were about the size of my thumbnail and shone like polished stones. I plucked them out one by one until I had a handful. And after tossing the remains of the water fruit into the flames, I carried my potential lifeline over to the furrowed ground. I thought about if for a time and summoned the black liquid once again. I used the lessons I had learned and allowed it to flow back up over my arm, leaving a small blade extended from my first finger. Only this time, rather than a knife, I let it take shape of a pointed skewer.

      I moved up and down the first few rows. First, I would poke a hole into the top of the berm. Then I dropped a seed in, before brushing a bit of dirt over to cover the hole. I took a single step and made a second hole. One by one I filled the entire row, before moving to the next. The seeds I had only filled two rows, before I stood up and turned to collect some of the water. It took some time, while Anuthei, Rileh and Eugiun watched on. But with the help of the black liquid forming a bowl shape in my hand, I collected water. And section by section, I watered the farming plot as best I could. It wasn’t perfect, but Anuthei’s satisfied nod told me I had done it at least well enough she could take over when she was ready.

      With that taken care of, I made my way back to the roasting leg and turned it over. It was far from done, and it would take a few more turns before it would satisfy me I could eat it safely. So for the time being, I headed out the gate. I heard a murmured instruction between Rileh and Anuthei, before a series of fast footsteps signalled the dryad’s arrival.

      “Where are we going?” She asked.

      I smiled and nodded at the grove of cut trees. “Just there.”

      Anuthei held her tongue, before I frowned. “Weren’t you feeding Eugiun?”

      “I was,” Anuthei nodded.

      I sighed and shook my head. “We’ll make this quick then so you can get back.”

      “Yes, Master.”

      I rolled my eyes and started picking a few of the vines. They were more scarce than the trees I had been cutting. Anuthei watched on with a level of confusion, but she remained silent as I pressed the plant into her arms. I was gentle as I pulled them away from the trees and grass they were attached to. I wanted to keep as many of the roots intact as I could. It would be far simpler to transplant a living vine, than trying to convince it to regrow itself after the fact.

      When I had enough to satisfy myself, I helped Anuthei carry the rest back into the glade, before I directed her to set them by the farming plot. While she did that, I closed the gate, before joining her. This time, I worked differently. I used lengths of firewood from my pile, to stake the ground. I made neat rows of sticks along the berms. With the stakes in place, I took the vines. With the help of the now familiar single bladed gauntlet, I cut the vines into lengths. I kept one end with roots and removed most of the leaves.

      It then became a series of monotonous plantings. Dig a small hole, place the rooted end in the ground and cover it over. Then I had to wind the vine around the stake to hold it in place and give it something to grow on. Then I was onto the next. Every few minutes, I’d stop and go check on my meal, turning it when necessary, before returning to my task with a scoopful of water.

      By the time I had finished planting all the vines, the air was filled with the smell of slightly overdone meat. I rushed over to check and it was only a little crispy on the outside. Originally I used a pair of sticks to handle the hot meat, but I was struggling with how round it was to pick it up safely. So I substituted the sticks for my clawed gauntlet. The black liquid flowed over my hand and after quickly checking, I could ignore the heat entirely and easily plucked the leg off the open flames. I carried it over to the stack of firewood and set it on the top to cool, before noticing I was the centre of attention between Rileh and Anuthei.

      “What?” I asked.

      Anuthei glanced at me, to the meat and back. “I have never seen such a thing done.”

      “I just hoped for a bite or two,” Rileh shrugged.

      I nodded, before forming the gauntlet again. Rileh had refused to eat much of the last meat I had cooked up. She had insisted I eat the majority, as she could survive on the berries she found. So after slicing off a couple of chunks, I handed one to Anuthei, who yelped and frantically juggled the hot piece of meat between her hands. Rileh was smart enough to set her piece down to cool, while I kept the gauntlet in position and ate it caveman style. It was hot, but the inside was still slightly pink and it was very juicy. I hoped, like last time, that this would provide a measure of hydration as well.

      So it was a complete surprise, when something thumped into the gate. Anuthei and Rileh whirled around, while Eugiun let out a low groan as he shifted in his hole. I set the meat aside on the stack where I originally left it and slowly approached the gate. I could see the shadow of something on the other side, but it wasn’t moving.

      “Cael?” Rileh hissed softly.

      I turned and gave her a nervous smile, before I took hold of the wooden peg that held it closed. Pulling it free, the gate shifted to move in. I leaped back as whatever was on the other side, leaned heavily on the gate and promptly collapsed at my feet.

      “What the fuck?” I blinked.

      It was male, shirtless and covered in long fur. There was an open wound on his back and another down the length of his arm. Like he had attempted to defend himself from a bladed weapon, that was then used against him as he fled from his attacker.

      “Oh, goddess no!”

      I looked up and made eye contact with a woman. She was blue and covered in scales. Her waist had a dark blue, stained bandage wrapped around it. Beside her, clutching the woman’s hand, was a smaller version of her in a tattered dress. The two creatures stared at me in horror, or… More to the point, they stared at my black gauntlet. The two women stepped back away from me, as someone went running past through the trees. They spotted the movement and took off after them.

      Without thinking, I stepped out of the gate and immediately into someone’s path. Their eyes flicked down at my gauntlet and they whirled away, shrieking loudly at the same time. I turned to watch them flee, before noticing several more people running through the trees. These too, were wearing tattered clothing, though there were differences. Some of them really were wearing rags. Others had much nicer clothing, including leather and even a few women who looked like lesser nobles rushed past in long, tattered, gowns.

      But it was the shrieks that caught my attention. Those awful shrieks. Unlike Anuthei’s maniacal screaming when I fought her, there was only one other time I had heard this sound. I turned my head and met Rileh’s terrified expression from the open gate, as someone approaching me, screamed and rushed in a different direction.

      “Cael?” She called softly.

      I held up my gauntlet and extended the claws into the long blades I remembered from the demented orc, before retracting them again. A series of loud shrieks rang out, closer this time and I cringed, before turning towards their source.

      “CAEL!”
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      “NO! PLEASE!”

      The strange, scale-covered woman held up a hand as the… werewolf? I wasn’t entirely sure what it was. It looked like a wolf stood up on its hind legs and all the fur on its head fell out looking like some strange cross between the aforementioned wolf and some kind of vulture. When you added in the black liquid claws, giving it truly monstrous reach, the woman certainly believed she was about to die.

      At least right up until the creature was distracted, by me slamming into it from the side. One moment the woman was lying on the ground, holding up her hand in a last ditch effort to ward off her death. The next, she was staring in shock and horror as I loomed over her. Pulling my clawed arm away from her, I reached down with my normal hand and took her arm. Yanking her upright, she gaped in astonishment.

      “Run!”

      She nodded and turned on the spot. The moment she was moving, I turned my attention back to the vulture-wolf thing. It was already picking itself up off the ground as its head swung around to lock on me. It had that same, blank stare the demented orc did. But this creature by default lacked the unsettling expression. Its mouth hung open, showing a twin row of sharp teeth on the top jaw. And a single row of sharp teeth on the lower.

      I spotted movement as its legs flexed, right before it burst into action. Snapping up my claw, I caught the spear aimed for my head. It happened so quickly, I wasn’t sure I had survived at first. One moment I was staring at the creature, the next, I was barely holding back the force of a black spike hovering in front of my face. If the demented orc had been fast, this thing… This thing was on a whole new level.

      With a snarl, I yanked the creature sideways. If the move surprised it, its face betrayed nothing. The wolf went down hard and I heard something crack. I didn’t hold my breath though, I knew already that was unlikely to cause more than a few moments of distraction. What I wasn’t expecting was for the second one to blur into the fight.

      I spotted the dark streak and dived to one side as the sound of shrieking air howled overhead. Rolling onto my feet, I sprung up to catch the first wolf spring towards me. I was ready this time, and rather than rely on instinct I formed a spike of my own and lunged. The wolf twisted out of the way, but my spear tore through its side, spraying the ground with ichor. If the creature was capable of feeling pain, it betrayed nothing as it sprung, whirling those claws at me once again.

      Snapping my arm around, I reformed the gauntlet in an instant, catching those claws in my own. And that’s where I spotted it. The black ichor from the creature’s wound was moving. But it wasn’t moving towards the wolf, it was coming back to me. I stood for just a moment, two immovable objects attempting some strange arm wrestling move as the wolf sought to overpower me, while I fought to remain standing.

      I heard the screech of the intruder and reacted. Spinning, I didn’t release the wolf. Instead, I used its body as a weapon, hauling it through the air. I launched it into the path of the intruder and I watched them both go down in a heap. Only now, in the relative stillness, did I realise they had a gender. The larger of the two who I had fought with was male. While the faster one that liked to blind side me was female. I had a fleeting thought about whether that was intentional. Maybe whatever this black liquid was, had some kind of purpose or thought behind it. But now wasn’t the time to explore such thoughts. Right now, I had to worry about the third, who stepped into view.

      Like the first two, it locked its eyes on me. Unlike the first two, this one wasn’t a wolf-vulture thing. This demented creature had three arms and a single eye. It was taller than Eugiun, but far more slender. It was roughly human in appearance despite being completely nude and… Oddly disproportionate in a way that made me think this creature would be better off finding a female my size, than its own. In the middle of its forehead, was a single eye that stared at me with that same blank expression I knew these things for. And sprouting from between its shoulder blades, was a four jointed third arm that reached over its head like the tail of a scorpion. And if my memories could hurry the fuck up and make sense to me, that would be just lovely.

      The big creature, unlike the wolf things, launched himself through the air in a mighty leap. I saw him coming as the wolf things hauled themselves up. I had to think of something or I was going to be fighting three of them at once. With a snarl, I dug my claws into the ground and scooped up a handful of earth. Hurling it into the air, I watched as the cyclops formed a massive hammer out of the black liquid, right as the dirt obscured his vision.

      That at least seemed to make the creature react, and he mistimed his strike. Instead of swinging to bring the mass down as he landed, the creature swung early, causing himself to tumble face first onto the ground as I burst into action to take the wolf-things before they were ready. The male with the chunk taken out of his side raised his claw in readiness, but the female was still getting up. Their impact must have broken something, because she stumbled as her leg refused to support her properly.

      I knew it would heal eventually, but I wasn’t about to let an opportunity slip past. Rushing in, I spun away from the male at the last moment, ignoring his screeching as I turned to the female. She saw me coming and raised a black claw to defend herself. But with the way she was hunched over, I didn’t need to strike a mortal blow. I just needed to make sure she would not get back up anytime soon. I concentrated on the large blade, rather than the claws, but imagined it longer, rather than like a scythe.

      The blade extended instantly, a long blade, curved forward like a crescent moon. And it was perfect to hack into the wolf-thing’s leg, slicing through her femur as I darted out of range of the male. And it was a good thing too as he wasted no time in trying to open me up from behind. I wasn’t about to strike back though, as the cyclops had regained his footing far quicker than I gave him credit for. The lumbering giant was already in motion, coming towards me with his hammer held low.

      I flicked my eyes from the cyclops to the wolf and braced for the impact. Whatever I did next, I was likely going to take a hit. If I dodged the wolf’s next strike, I wouldn’t have the time to recover before the cyclops. If I defended against the cyclops, I’d have the wolf at my back. Spinning on the wolf, I went on the offensive, slashing at the creature’s head. If I ended this quickly enough, I could get one down at the very least. But it wasn’t to be, as the wolf raised a single blade of his own, deflecting my strike.

      To make matters worse, his arm was in a position to strike back. So now I had to contend with two attacks at once, almost guaranteeing one would hit. Trying for that first trick, I reformed my clawed gauntlet and caught the blade as the wolf stabbed it straight at me. I deflected the killing blow as the tip cut a furrow across my chest, going under my arm as I pushed it aside.

      And, while it was still going to hurt, it was better than nothing. Gripping the wolf’s arm, I spun him, bringing the blade around to point at the cyclops where it would impale him as he bowled me over. Bracing for the impact, I flinched as a boulder crashed into the cyclops, knocking him sideways where he tumbled to the ground.

      Continuing my twist, I hurled the wolf over my shoulder in the direction the cyclops was coming from, before I whirled around to see Eugiun lumbering into the fight. Behind him was two more the demented creatures. Another orc and something that resembled… A triceratops?

      “RUN CAEL!” Anuthei screamed as vines whipped out from Eugiun’s shoulder. The vines slammed into the female wolf, driving her to the ground where she had been crawling towards me with that large claw of hers.

      More screeches rang out, and I quickly realised that this fight must have attracted the rest of them as well. Those people hadn’t been fleeing a single attack. There must be a mid-sized town out here and these things had driven the population out. Unmistakably, they’d gone for cover, running into the trees as a last-ditch attempt to escape the monsters hunting them. And now in the fight, the rest had caught up.

      Even as I watched, a swarm of familiar bees rushed over me. I turned and saw them swarm over the cyclops. They aimed their tiny toe knives for the creature’s eye. He screeched, but didn’t seem to be all that concerned by the attack, choosing to ignore them for the most part. But if Rileh was here…

      I turned and saw my beautiful lover over by a tree in the same direction Eugiun and Anuthei had arrived. Her expression was grave as she eyed me. I could see in her expression, she wanted me to flee, but I had the feeling she wouldn’t follow. I remembered Anuthei’s warning before. That I ‘couldn’t let her have another one’ and I looked down at my arm as I reformed my gauntlet. Whatever this was, all of it, it came down to me. I had to assume the ‘she’ that Anuthei referred to, was the queen. And Rileh had already said she used an army of enthralled slaves. Maybe… I frowned, thinking about the feeling of the black liquid invading me for the first time.

      A scream broke my thoughts, and I looked up to see Anuthei torn from Eugiun’s back by the combined efforts of the orc and the triceratops. Whatever the hell it was, it stood as tall as me, with a massive frill and three horns sticking out of its face. And it was trying to gore my dryad as she fought against the orc with her vines. Eugiun let out a bellow, but he was trying to hold back the cyclops that was still being harassed by the swarm. That just left-

      “Urk!”

      I blinked as I felt the blade. I looked down and saw it sticking out of my chest. Despite the mirror finish, it felt jagged and rough as it tugged on my flesh. It had gone right through the middle of me, missing my heart, but from the feeling welling up in my lungs, causing more than enough damage.

      “CAEL!”

      I blinked, before feeling that dreadful tug as it cruelly pulled the blade free. I glanced down at the red line that drew down my torso. With a shuddering breath, I tasted blood. I looked up at Rileh and could see yet more of those things coming. We were dead. We were all dead. I’d been stabbed. Anuthei was moments away from being gored, Rileh would be taken down shortly after. And whatever was left would take down Eugiun, before they went back after the townsfolk they had started with.

      “CAEL!”

      I glanced up as Rileh sprinted towards me. She held a simple, wooden, spear and was clearly trying to take the wolf creature on her own. That was a death sentence. Her strength was in the swarm, against natural opponents that felt pain and fear. These things though, they had no weaknesses. None except their strange slowness when they weren’t actively attacking or pursuing.

      Pulling the black liquid back into me. I dropped to my knees as the air howled over my head from the blow I accidentally dodged. And with a thought, I fired a blade straight out of my back, impaling the wolf standing behind me. It happened in an instant and the creature didn’t make a sound. For just a moment, we were connected, and as the ichor in our blood mingled, I felt a sense that the creature wasn’t quite done. But neither was I.

      I reached around behind me and grasped the blade, holding it still as I turned myself around. Concentrating on the tip of the blade still buried inside the wolf, I imagined it turning into hundreds of needles firing in all directions. And as the creature almost literally exploded from hundreds of spears shooting out in all directions, I felt that familiar hit. The black ichor that first slammed into my face and tried to corrupt me, instead pushed into the blade buried in the wolf’s chest.

      I felt it as a surge, pulsing from within as it rushed through the middle like a high pressure pipe. When it hit my torso, I felt it explode inside rushing to fill me, plugging the hole in my chest as it tried to take control. But it wasn’t fighting me like the first time. That’s not to say it wasn’t fighting. But it was like the black liquid within was subduing the majority of it, leaving me clear-headed enough to recognise Anuthei’s pained scream.

      I snapped my head up to see the female wolf lunging for me. The spiked ball sticking out of my back, impaling the male, rushed through me before forming a new spear that raced down my arm. Unlike the male that was only stabbed in the chest, I impaled the female through her eye where the spear pushed right through her body, stopping somewhere near her torso. The damage must have been enough that she fell limp, and I felt a second surge.

      This felt like the last time. Where it filled me from the inside, using the black spear at the mode of delivery to fill me from the inside without me being able to fight it. I reared back, trying to escape the probing sensation that filled my head and tore through my memories once again. While my vision flickered, I held it down. I recognised Rileh standing in front of me. She was screaming something while shaking me vigorously, and all I wanted to do was devour her. But even that didn’t make sense. Part of me wanted to taste her flesh as I tore through her exoskeleton. The other part of me wanted to feast on her honey before taking her as my woman.

      But a single word broke through my rolling, tumultuous thoughts.

      “ANUTHEI!”

      Anuthei… Anuthei, my dryad… MY DRYAD!

      Turning, I spotted the small woman, clutching her shoulder where the triceratops had gored her. She was backing away as the orc closed in with a claw raised. I saw her sprout another vine from her back, but she wouldn’t need to use it. I slammed into the triceratops with not one, but two clawed gauntlets. The creature made no sound as I tore it bodily in half. It was now or never as the ichor flowed into me, bolstering the strength of my transformation, while fuelling my anger. Turning back to Anuthei who stared at me in horror, I fused all the black liquid to one limb.

      When I threw my arm forward towards the orc, the liquid formed an extension, tripling my reach. I grabbed the orc, despite it being several arm lengths away and sucked the black liquid back into me. At first it was a struggle as I lacked the mass to pull the orc cleanly. But as the liquid retreated into my body, I anchored myself to the ground with a series of spikes. My vision flickered almost entirely grey now and I could feel myself losing to the absolute fury that pulsed through my core.

      I just needed to keep control long enough to keep my women safe. And to do that, I needed to kill these things as quickly as possible. And as the orc was already in my grip, the moment I got that creature close, I hauled it into the air, and slammed it back into the ground. With an inhuman screech of my own, I fired spears of black liquid through its body. Just like the wolf creature, it died instantly as its ichor flowed back up the spines and into my body. The grey in my vision now flickered black, but Anuthei was safe and it satisfied me for a moment.

      “We can do this!”

      I turned and saw a woman. She was short, maybe four feet tall. She carried a bow that was as tall as she was, but drew it without a struggle. I watched as she took aim and fired. I tracked the arrow easily as it impacted a man who resembled a bear. He was muscular and strong. His claws emphasised by the black liquid gauntlet. Even in this state, I could recognise the leather apron he wore and figured he was probably the town’s blacksmith before all this.

      And as he roared, I felt it like a challenge. Screeching back, I forced the liquid into my legs. Rather than flow through me, it flowed around me, pushing off the earth, sending me dozens of metres through the air, straight at the creature.

      It saw me coming and as I formed a pair of claws to fight the thing. It swung one of its deceptively long arms and knocked me sideways in the air. I tumbled, feeling the world spinning out of control before I hit the ground. Bouncing, the second impact made me roll. It was a tree that finally brought me to a stop. I blinked as the blackness tried to take control. But I still needed to see my loved ones’ safe. Fighting, I got my legs under me only to notice my entire body was covered in the black ichor. It was only a thin coat, just enough to protect me while I rolled across the ground.

      With a thought, it flowed back up to my arms and I rushed back towards the bear while the small woman shouted at a group of others who were fighting back against the things. I didn’t know where they came from. I only knew that without my help they were all dead.

      Rushing back in, I watched as an orc, this time a pale green rather than the grey of the demented orcs I had fought. I watched as the man was snagged in the demented bear’s arms. He let out a yell as the bear grabbed his head and twisted it off effortlessly. I heard a furious cry that sounded like a woman’s voice, before another orc, this time a woman rushed in with a sledgehammer. The bear didn’t block as she brought it down on his chest. The demented creature flicked out a paw and snagged the front of her shirt as she pulled away.

      The fabric held firm as the small archer screamed orders for the others to get away. The demented bear raised an arm to pummel her, and I spotted her fury turn to fear, right as I slammed into them both. It wasn’t more than enough to make the bear pause in his strike. Suddenly given two targets, his eyes switched to me. Which did him no good as I shredded his arm to the bone, taking it off at the elbow.

      Tumbling back, I caught the sight of Rileh tending to Anuthei, who stared at me with worry. Eugiun loomed over them both, while casually batting away what looked like a bipedal sheep that rushed in to fight them. The smaller, fluffy, demented sheep landed heavily nearby and immediately turned its attention towards me. I saw those blank stares as she rolled onto all fours and kicked her feet in the dirt for purchase. But as she did, an arrow slammed into her side.

      “Get the onikuma!” The small woman screamed.

      I blinked, feeling the black liquid twist inside my gut. It fought for control of me, but it also fought the compulsion to be controlled by anyone else either. It was enough of a distraction that my, almost-black vision, flickered back to grey. I could see now that the sheep was at the least distracted and I turned back to the bear who had dropped the orc woman. She was back on her feet, staring at me with wide eyes, despite palming the sledge she had come in with.

      But the bear. He was focussed on me. The flesh on his arms was reforming, like watching a banana peel in reverse. His lower arm was still missing, and I didn’t want to give him the opportunity to reform a whole new one… If that were possible to begin with. Bursting into motion, the bear threw a punch that connected with my shoulder. It drove me to an immediate halt, but didn’t stop me as I brought my claws around to slash him once again. But I didn’t get very far, as his stump whirled around. Despite it only being half reformed, the black liquid surged around the limb, forming a long blade.

      Twisting, I got my claws up to block the strike, but that left me exposed for his other arm. And while that lacked the black liquid, the second impact slammed me into the ground at his feet. Slapping the ground either side of my hips, I sprung into a reverse roll, avoiding the overhead slash that pummelled the ground viciously. With the bear hunched over, I used some black liquid to anchor myself into the earth, while I used the rest to form a larger version of the scythe-like blade that first demented orc had used.

      With a scream, I swung, hacking into the demented bear’s shoulder, carving deeply into its body. Despite me anchoring myself into the ground, the bear wasn’t a pushover. It was probably as strong as I was and buckled at the knees as it absorbed most of my attack. Its arm was mostly severed, hanging by a strip of flesh. My blade was buried partially into the bear’s ribcage. And for a split instant, with most of the black liquid pulled free of the bear’s body, I recognised a flash of emotion behind its eyes.

      Pain.

      Whatever was still in there, felt pain. I didn’t know if it was constant. Or if it was only because I had separated enough of the black liquid that it regained part of its consciousness. But for a moment there, it was like staring into the eyes of someone who knew they were dying. And the moment the black liquid surged back up into the gaping wound in its torso, the creature’s expression went blank.

      It exploded towards me, digging furrows in the ground and slammed into my torso. Despite only having one arm, it picked me up and pinned me to its chest. I had a flash of confusion, before I noticed its jaws opening. Throwing my forearm into the creature’s mouth, it bit down hard as the black liquid formed around its teeth. It was desperate to do something. Anything. It wanted to harm me, to get that last edge, and unfortunately, I had two openings. Pulling back my arm, I reformed a smaller scythe, and slammed it into the already gaping wound in its side.

      I imagined the blade twisting and felt it corkscrew into the creature, while I formed the gauntlet over my arm trapped in the demented bear’s mouth. Its remaining paw grabbed me and tried to pry me off, but I was stuck firm. Even as it tried to spit me out, I wouldn’t let it. With a scream of my own, I pumped as much of the black liquid into the creature as I could. Unlike before where I had some room to explode it with spikes, I was trapped against the creature’s front. I couldn’t risk that, or I’d probably harm myself in the process. And I had the suspicion the moment I did something like that, I would lose the fight and control of the ichor inside me.

      So I did the next best thing, and used my arm to aim a cone of spears that would lash out inside the creature, before violently retracting. With my arm inside it, there was nothing it could do but try to desperately pull me away. But the more I shredded its insides, the more of its power I felt, flow into me. The more that flowed into me, the stronger I got, but the more my vision flickered to the black. I felt like I was going to lose, one way or another. But I refused to give up, until my loves were safe.

      And when the bear finally collapsed with me on top of it, I rolled my eyes at the raging inferno trapped within me. It struck out angrily, surging into my head while it demanded control. I clenched my jaw and blinked at the fight still going on around me. There was the sheep thrashing about while the orc woman went back to work, breaking her legs to prevent her from getting back up.

      I staggered over where Anuthei and Rileh were being held back by several large men. That they dared touch my mates sent a spike of anger through me and I stormed over to the sheep. She screeched as I came into her vision. The orc woman turned and raised her sledgehammer to strike me. But unlike the bear, I caught the end and yanked it from her grip. Tossing it aside, I swung my hands overhead. At the apex, the black liquid flowed around them, extending out so they were long enough my knuckles would have dragged on the ground. And with my two massive fists swinging around, I slammed them down on top of the sheep, crushing her into the earth with a heavy thud.

      Turning my attention to the men holding Anuthei and Rileh, I snarled as I felt the black liquid from the sheep boiling up inside me for one last strike at my consciousness. But I bit back against it and glared at the men holding my loved ones and growled one word.

      “... Mine…”
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      “It’s okay!” Rileh begged.

      I blinked as those words struck a point in my core. They seemed so very familiar, and yet so very wrong. It was enough to make my flickering vision pause, and I took in the sight of Anuthei and Rileh being shoved back by several large men. They were a collection of different types. One looked like an orc, only uglier and larger, another had the horns and lower body of a goat. Others still had more arms, fewer arms one even had a tail. These things, men and women surrounded me and they all had one thing in common.

      “Mine!” I snarled, before crossing the ever-increasing gap between my mates and I.

      Raising my hands, I felt the black liquid pool down my forearms as my claws solidified over my hands. I could hear a low growl, and I realised it was coming from me. Whatever was happening made little sense to the part of me that was still rational. The rest of me simply wanted my mates, and these men kept shoving them back. The more my mates struggled against them, the angrier I got. I could even see Eugiun being herded to one side as I stalked towards them.

      The small woman with the bow was shouting something as she raised her weapon towards me. That made her my first target, and I switched to head in her direction. She must have realised it as well as her eyes went wide. I felt the darkness swallowing me as I felt my control slipping away. I wondered if I would feel the hurt and pain that the onikuma did. Or if that was a unique situation. But none of that mattered anymore as my consciousness moved to step aside.

      I made a silent plea for whatever this black liquid was, to spare the women I loved, when I heard a voice cut through the darkness. Everything came to a sudden halt as the voice carried a long, wailing tone. It rose in pitch, before lowering again. I was only vaguely aware of my surroundings, which was actually an improvement. I couldn’t feel a thing for just a few moments. But now, now I knew I was standing perfectly still as I listened to the singing.

      I felt the black liquid tremble over my skin as my muscles twitched beneath. My vision slowly returned as my hearing improved. The forest remained silent in this moment, allowing me to listen with all my heart, to this wonderful song. It spoke of love, comfort and desire. It spoke of a willingness to submit, while remaining in control and it reached the part of me that was still human. I felt anger surge in my core as I fought for control.

      “No,” I growled.

      I shook my head and clenched my fists. I felt the black claws cracking against one another with the force of my grip. Suddenly, I could hear two more voices. They weren’t singing, but they were shouting my name. I turned my head as my vision flickered from predominantly black, to predominantly grey. I looked down at myself and took in all that I could see. The grass beneath my feet. My still naked torso. The black liquid pooling from my elbows down into the claws barely hanging above the ground. I could see insects crawling over a rock jutting up from a thicker bit of grass.

      I closed my eyes and inhaled. It was faint, but I could make out the smell of the earth. The life trapped within the ground, the plants and pollen drifting in the wind. I could also smell bodies. The blood made me cringe, while the sweat made me wrinkle my nose. I could hear more now. The puffing of exhaustion from those around, to the chirping of birds in the distance. The leaves rustled in the trees above while that voice… That melodious voice called to me, even as my mates did.

      I blinked, enjoying the flash of colour vision I saw for just that moment. My mates were still behind several of the men, and even as I watched, Anuthei slipped past one. They made a grab for her and I snarled, shifting to head in their direction. That was the distraction the small woman with the bow needed and I felt something thump into my chest.

      “NO!”

      I glanced down at the arrow buried only a fraction into my skin. I snarled, turning my attention back to the small woman as the arrow tumbled to the grass.

      “Look at me!”

      I blinked at the tone. It was that same voice that sung to me in the darkness, but… I turned my head… And there she was. The voice was real and I could feel how it clutched at my psyche. It wasn’t the hard, forceful thrashing of the black liquid, pooling beneath my skin. This was a loving caress. An invitation to walk through an open door. That voice came from the mouth of a blue-scaled woman. Her hair flowed around her, as if drifting in water currents as her ears flicked forward and back like the fins of a fish. She wore a torn blouse and a simple loincloth around her waist as she strode, slowly towards me with her arms out wide.

      She sang her song, and I felt the air in my lungs tremble as something soft and warm touched my side. I turned my head and smiled at Anuthei standing beside me. She smiled softly at me, before snapping her head around. The suddenness caught my attention, and I looked as well. Eugiun had taken the men holding Rileh back and threw them to the ground. With the way clear, my beautiful queen rushed to my side where she took my opposite hand.

      “Cael?”

      The black liquid receded as my vision flickered back to colour. I smiled, having my mates beside me and turned my attention back to the blue woman as she stepped between us and the rest of the crowd. I took a deep breath as her song washed over me and willed the last of the black liquid to return to the depths of my core. And when I opened my eyes, I could see the pure, abject terror plastered across the young woman’s face.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      She blinked in shock, before trembling. “It worked?”

      “You gave it away,” Rileh gaped.

      The blue-scaled woman nodded slowly, before giving me a once over. “How…?”

      “It’s wonderful,” Rileh smiled and gave her a nod. “We will do our best to keep you comfortable.”

      “As mistress commands,” Anuthei gave a small bow.

      “So… That’s it?” The small woman with the bow interrupted, breaking our little moment.

      I felt the black surge within, but it was more like the sleepy kick of a kitten, than a violent surge and I pushed it away as the woman eyed me critically.

      “You shot him!” Anuthei snarled.

      “I was trying to protect…” The woman sighed as she looked over the small group of people standing around.

      I counted them. Including a few children, there were only twenty. And considering wherever they came from had a blacksmith, that number was probably missing a zero. It took me all of a second to put two and two together. This woman saw me as a threat to the remaining people of whatever town they came from and took a chance to end that threat. While I wasn’t happy about it. I could hardly blame her.

      “Let’s go,” I shook my head.

      Only, as I looked around, I really didn’t know what direction I was supposed to head. Everywhere I looked was bodies, blood and destruction. At least I couldn’t see any more of the black liquid anywhere.

      “You’re leaving?” The goat legged man frowned.

      I met his eyes and glared, remembering he was one of the men who held back Rileh and Anuthei. He saw my expression and looked away, clearly not wanting things to start up again. I didn’t let slip for even a moment that I didn’t either. Whatever this black liquid was, seemed to become docile once I took control. It was only the initial surge that I struggled with, and by taking on so much at once, it nearly consumed me.

      “Come on, I’ll lead us back,” Anuthei nodded in a particular direction.

      I looked over the small crowd. They had many expressions, most were suspicious. A few were simply scared. The woman nervously watched on, with her bow hanging limply from her fingers. But none moved to stop us. And with no resistance to our leaving, I was content to let the situation go. Anuthei led the way in silence, while Rileh held my hand as her swarm buzzed overhead. The heavy thumps from Eugiun following behind were a comfort as the blue-scaled woman sidled up beside me.

      “Thank you.”

      I turned to face her. Admittedly, I hadn’t been paying much attention, but now in the quiet, she looked familiar.

      “I told you to run, didn’t I?”

      She nodded and frowned softly. “You did, but… There were more of them and I got turned around with some of the others. When I came back, you had killed most of them already.”

      I nodded, “And what you did before, you…”

      “I sang for you,” she nodded. “I… Hope that’s okay.”

      I thought about how her voice made me feel and nodded, “I liked it.”

      The blue woman’s face darkened considerably, and she stumbled. Without thinking, I caught her around the hip and steadied her. That made her face darken even more, and I realised she was blushing. She regained her composure and walked beside me for a time while I pondered an unasked question.

      “What’s your name?”

      “You can call me Alamisa,” she smiled softly.

      I glimpsed sharp, triangular teeth and set that aside. All the people in this place had their peculiarities. Anuthei outright tried to kill me, pointy teeth on a woman who was friendly meant little.

      “Well, Alamisa,” I started. “Why are you following us?”

      She frowned, and looked like she was lost for words, before Rileh chimed in. “She has to, Cael.”

      I nodded and turned to give Alamisa my full attention. “Forgive me. My memories are broken and I have nearly no knowledge of anything in this world.”

      The blue-scaled woman nodded slowly, before letting out a long sigh. “Then… Do you promise to treat me well?”

      I frowned, “What does that mean? I will not hurt you, if that’s what you mean?”

      “Cael,” Rileh prodded me. “She needs to hear it.”

      I frowned, but I could read the room. Alamisa looked on the verge of tears while even Anuthei had her head tilted to listen on.

      “Alright,” I nodded. “Alamisa, I promise, whatever is going on, whatever you tell me and whatever you do. I will treat you with kindness.”

      We all slowed to a stop, as Anuthei turned to face us. Rileh moved to stand beside me while I stared at Alamisa’s nervous frown.

      “I’m a siren,” she whispered. “We can only have one song, and it only affects one being at a time.”

      I nodded, “So, your song, that you sang. You sang it for me?”

      She nodded, “I could see what was about to happen. Those idiots were going to attack you, and you would have killed them all. Then… I don’t know what would have happened then.”

      I had a flashback to the memories of the dream I had. And that voice…

      “So I sang for you. You saved me, and I wanted to help.”

      “Okay,” I nodded, trying to piece together what she was, and wasn’t quite telling me. “But what now, if you can only sing once?”

      “I can sing as much as I want,” she shook her head. “But I only have the one song, and it’s for you.”

      “This…” I frowned. “This sounds almost like…”

      “We will accept her,” Rileh touched my arm.

      I frowned and saw the nervous look in Alamisa’s eye. “No… How do we break it?”

      Alamisa trembled and shook her head. But it was Anuthei who spoke up this time. “You die.”

      I looked at the dryad and saw the calculating gaze of a predator staring right back. Despite my taming her, she was still the vicious, flesh-eating monster she was before. She just wasn’t that towards Rileh or myself. And that’s when it sunk in.

      “You use your song to lure prey, and kill them?”

      Alamisa shook her head, before slowly nodding. “We can. And in places we still do. I don’t. My mother and younger sister don’t either, but…” She suddenly looked very sad.

      I thought about the two I spotted as I came out of our home and took her hand. “Were they the only ones from your town?” Alamisa nodded. “I saw them. They escaped.”

      The blue-scaled woman let out a squeak, before throwing herself at me. She thumped into my chest and I grimaced at the sudden cool sensation of her scales. But she hugged me with all her might for several long seconds. When she pulled away, she was crying as she took my hand. “Where did they go?”

      I frowned and shook my head. “I don’t really know. When I came out, they saw me and ran. I can point the way, but I don’t know for sure.”

      Alamisa nodded as she wiped her eyes. “It’s okay. I… I can sing for them.”

      “I thought you could only sing for me?”

      “It will be your song,” she nodded. “But unless there are more of my kind out here, I’ll be the only one and maybe… Maybe my mother will hear me.”

      “That sounds lovely,” Rileh nodded, before giving me a nudge.

      Anuthei spotted the movement and turned to continue leading us. This time, with Rileh holding my hand, Alamisa clutched my elbow. I couldn’t recall running this far. But I was on a mixture of whatever the black liquid did to me, and adrenalin while I did so. The passage of time meant little when I was sprinting towards a fight.

      “What actually happened?”

      Alamisa sighed, “Attacks have been getting more common. A few nearby villages were destroyed. A few survivors came by. We were discussing what we should do about it.”

      “Was your village very large?”

      “We were a small town. Maybe a thousand people.” Alamisa shuddered as she recalled what had happened.
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      I watched mother take Talorinia from the river bank. My little sister was still growing into her gills and she tired rather quickly. Mother shot me a glare that I ignored. The whole town had been busy for weeks now. The wall was only partially complete and the latest batch of survivors had stumbled into town just the day before. Demons were getting more common. There was talk amongst the traders that someone had spotted them out in the wilderness. They wandered far and wide, spreading their corruption. And they were getting closer.

      The whole town was in a panic. Farms were picking early, while the hunters salted whatever they caught. The wood cutters had been clearing as much land as they could, trying to supply the logs that would make the walls. They had employed even the children to collect as much firewood as possible. They went with a few adults and searched the undergrowth for fallen branches and occasionally came back with baskets full of berries, mushrooms and edible roots.

      Which led to today. The mayor, Bhelmi, had called for a break. He could see the town struggling to keep up with the day’s toil. But the ring of the blacksmith’s hammer continued, regardless. I, on the other hand, demanded that mother allow us to swim for the first time in weeks. We all had access to the town well for bathing and water. But being able to actually swim was a rare treat. Even a dip in a pond was better than nothing and with all the work on, we hardly had the time to bathe.

      And despite Talorinia’s early exhaustion and mother’s glare when I refused to leave when she did, it was the right call. My scales had taken on their natural gloss and even mother was looking healthier. Being dry for too long wasn’t just an inconvenience, it was unhealthy, and I was going to bask in the river for a little longer.

      Rolling in the water, I dived to the bottom. It was easy enough, and I filled my gills with the fresh water. It was calm below within the natural curve of the river. This section got deep and wide so it slowed considerably. There was talk of putting in a dock to promote more trade along the river. But that was a distant priority with the threat of the demons. I settled amongst the weed at the bottom and let the water flow through my open mouth and over my gills while I rested. It was eternally peaceful. And as I rolled onto my back, it gave me the perfect view, of a grey-furred figure swimming above me.

      I froze in terror as the demon went overhead. It’s four limbs kicked through the water as its tail flapped uselessly behind it. The demon hadn’t spotted me at the bottom and I wanted to keep it that way. I didn’t know if it could swim below the surface, and I didn’t want to find out. But… The rest of the town needed to be warned. I closed my eyes and sent a silent prayer that someone. Anyone. Just ANYONE had spotted it coming and that mother and Talorinia were clear and safe. If it was just the one, maybe we could fight it off. We had a few weapons stored for the occasional bandit attack. Not that bandits had been a problem in recent years.

      I watched as the demon crawled out on the other side. The creature wasn’t natural, simply moving off without even shaking itself dry. I hid at the bottom of the river for several heartbeats, before lifting off the bottom and slowly making my way to the surface. I listened hard for any disturbances within the water. But all I could hear was the town bell as I rose. Breaching the surface, I could already hear the screams. I had never heard a demon before, but that sound would haunt me until the end of days. Several people leaped into the river from the direction of the town. I recognised them, and they recognised me. But none spoke as they frantically crossed the river.

      I wanted to go with them, but I wanted to find my mother and my sister first. Kicking hard, I made my way to the town side of the river and hauled myself out. Unfortunately, my clothing was in the demon's way as it climbed out and the shredded remains of my dress were all that remained. My blouse, though, was mostly intact, and I pulled it on to cover what I could.

      People were streaming out of the town in all directions except where the wall was. That meant most were heading into the trees. Our home was on the far side. We felt so safe when the wall first went up, covering the furthest side of the river first. It was the logical choice to cover the side of the town closest to the mountains where the queen lived. Nobody for a moment thought a demon would swim across the river into town.

      A scream rang out and an elderly man, Mr. Tobial, the baker stumbled from a side street. He saw me and froze, before mouthing the word ‘hide.’ I threw myself back around the corner of the nearest building, before I heard the scream of the demon, followed by the pained wail of the dying old man. I didn’t want to wait around while the demon did whatever it was doing. So I ran in the opposite direction. I found a line of washing from one of the women in the village and snagged a sheet to use as a loincloth and I paused only just long enough to tie it in place.

      I skirted the outside of the village, passing by a few terrified people. Some were hiding, others were packing. A few looked like they were getting ready to fight. There was chaos everywhere. Nobody expected the fight to come so soon and with no warning. The stories told us that demons would scream as they roamed and we all assumed that we would hear them coming. The silent entry to the town was a complete surprise and all our town planning was for nought.

      I came around to the side of the town where I lived and slipped into a familiar alleyway. It was a shortcut I used as a girl when I attended school. It would lead me most of the way home, but… Now there were bodies within. I knew that Talorinia and mother used this same path at times and I searched the faces of those I passed. I recognised them all. Elley, one of my childhood friends, was missing most of her face. Her father lying nearby had been torn in half. Her mother’s body was bent and twisted, half buried in a collapsed wall up ahead as if struck by a tremendous force.

      I could see bodies so twisted and deformed from injuries I couldn’t recognise and I moved on, only paying enough attention to determine if they had our families blue scales. I had my hopes up when they failed to appear by the time home was in sight. But as I rushed across the street, I heard a small grunt. Freezing, I turned and spotted the demon. It was chewing on Mrs. Sooter, who gasped in silent agony, while reaching towards me with a single, clawed hand. Her husband, the blacksmith, was nowhere to be seen, and I felt horrible as I listened to the crunch and smack of her flesh being torn from bone as the demon continued to feast.

      “Get back!”

      A massive clawed hand, shoved me aside, and the big blacksmith roared as he tackled the demon. I looked down at his wife as she stared helplessly at me. I cowered as I heard the demon’s terrifying screams and scrambled to my feet. Mother and Talorinia weren’t here. There was no chance, which meant they most likely ran. I turned and headed in the only direction they could have fled that wouldn’t have brought them to me.

      Running through the town, I ignored the bodies. None were the familiar blue, and I didn’t want to meet the eyes of any more dying friends or neighbours. But I couldn’t help but recognise a few. The mayor, his blank expression as another demon feasted on his guts. The grey exterior of Kelee, who would be horrified at the dullness of her wool. Her eyes tracked me as I ran through the square and I heard the screech as she charged after me. I dodged at the last moment and the thing that used to be a friend slammed into a closed door.

      Screaming came from inside, but I didn’t stop. I wasn’t a warrior, I was barely a woman. I broke out of the edge of town and headed for the trees as I listened to the huffing and snarling of a predator closing in. My vision blurred as I realised I was going to die and I flinched when I heard the scream coming from right behind me. Twisting, I changed direction, trying to put obstacles between me and my pursuer. But it would do no good. I ran until my lungs burned and I heard the sounds of approaching footsteps.

      I knew then, I was going to die. I was going to be eaten alive like Mrs. Sooter and bleed out in agony. But maybe if I fought, I could earn myself a mortal wound that would end me quicker. Spinning about, I stumbled and fell back over a rock hidden in the grass. The demon, the very one I watched swim over the river loomed over me. Its face was entirely blank and devoid of emotion. It raised a hand as if to slap me, and I saw the mighty, black claws that would end me. I felt a flash of relief that I would not be eaten, before the icy fear of death sunk into my bones.

      “NO! PLEASE!” I shouted, raising my hand in a last-ditch attempt to save myself.

      A blur of movement sent the demon flying away. In its place, stood a man… Not just any man. But… A human. He was tall, completely nude and with a certain rugged handsomeness. But, as he turned his attention on me, I could see the mark of the demon on him. That black claw hanging from his side. I flinched as he took my hand and hauled me upright. I saw my whole life flash before my eyes, before his gaze locked with my own.

      Those eyes held intelligence, worry and anger. They weren’t the blank stares of the demon, they were filled with life. And as he opened his mouth, instead of the demonic shriek I was expecting, came a single word.

      “Run!”
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      That unmistakable scent. It was everywhere. I looked at my hands and it flowed over my skin. It pooled, shifted and twirled into the familiar shape of the claws.

      “It’s okay.”

      I shook my head, knowing the truth. Those words meant nothing. They were only a distraction to the truth.

      “Vesh… It’s okay.”

      I turned to the speaker and only saw a void. A dark shadow of a being on the edge of a consciousness I couldn’t recall.

      “Who are you?”

      I could make out no features, but I knew they smiled. There was something so distinctly familiar about them. Like I’d known them for centuries, intimately or otherwise.

      She, and I was certain it was a woman, opened her mouth to speak. But instead, I heard the soft, droning song that tugged at my very soul. And as the vision collapsed around me, I found myself staring at a blue scaled woman. She stood before me, dressed only in a pair of panties, just outside of arm’s reach. We both stood, in the cool morning rain as the sun only barely lightened the sky. She looked scared, but determined as she sang the song her ancestors would have used to kill me. And despite knowing that, I made no attempt to pull away.

      Gradually, I felt the pull of the black liquid that poured over my skin. It was all part of my dream. Or… Memory? Vision, perhaps? In any case, I felt it pull back beneath my skin, before I took a deep breath to settle the last of the visions flicking behind my eyes.

      “Thank you, Alamisa,” I sighed softly.

      Her lips quirked as she slowly let her song die away. And as silence took the forest, I regained my composure. Almost immediately, I glanced at her breasts. They were rather small, but perfectly proportioned. I imagined she was built slender to aid her in the water. But with my obvious distraction, she realised how exposed she was and covered herself with an arm.

      “Ummm.”

      “Sorry,” I shook my head and turned aside. “You’re very beautiful.”

      “She is,” Rileh confirmed, touching my shoulder.

      I turned my head and smiled at my first love and took half a step back to lean against her. The dreams came with more frequency. I still didn’t know what they meant. But they always felt so very real. The problem with it was the black liquid. It chose those moments to take control and without one of my ladies here to help, I genuinely feared what I would do. I glanced at the fresh-looking patch in the wall. It was from the first night after I rescued the townsfolk and Alamisa used her song to calm me only after I broke through the wall in search of an enemy that didn’t exist. At least I didn’t target my loved ones in my nightmares.

      “We’re all here for you,” Alamisa smiled, before turning away.

      I watched her leave and enjoyed the subtle sway of her hips as she walked back to the small nest she slept in. Despite her beauty, and the way she got on with the others. I had made it known there was no pressure for us to be together. But that didn’t mean I didn’t admire her beauty.

      “Soon, Master,” Anuthei whispered from Rileh’s side.

      I hadn’t even heard my dryad approach. And she grinned at me. I shook my head, not wanting to think about it. The idea of being with multiple women was… odd. There was a familiarity to it, but it still felt like a taboo. Like I should let Rileh and Anuthei have their say before I did so. And though we hadn’t actually spoken about it. I had noticed that Rileh enjoyed looking at the blue woman almost as much as I did.

      I shook my head to clear my thoughts. If I needed the release, Rileh was always eager and Anuthei… Well eager was her default setting. My sociopathic, murderous dryad if she wasn’t trying to hunt and kill something, was trying to get into my pants… Not that I had pants. The only one of us that regularly wore anything at all was Alamisa, and even then she only had the one set. Maybe that was something I could address?

      “How are the plants going?” I asked.

      Anuthei smiled and gestured to the row of swelling fruit. They grew on an odd vine with triangular leaves. The plant looked spiky. But all those fine needles were extremely soft. I noticed dew collecting on them each morning and Anuthei had told me that was how they collected the moisture to survive in the dry climate they came from.

      One of these days, I was going to have to ask where exactly she came from. Despite her manic rage when it came to hunting, she was both well educated and travelled. She knew a lot about the natural world and seemed to have an answer for everything. Rileh’s talents were more in planning and decision making. While I was the worker of the group. If something needed doing, we all pitched in, but it was usually me that started it.

      Eugiun, spent most of his time resting. Anuthei wasn’t concerned when he didn’t move for days on end. Apparently it was all very normal and before she met me, she did much the same, clinging to his back like a creeper vine. She still had a leafy pouch attached there, but she used it less often. Preferring more often than not to spend her evenings in the nest with Rileh and I.

      “How long will they last?” I asked.

      Anuthei smiled. “Some of them are ready now. But as they ripen, they grow larger and when the vine dies, the fruit will remain behind for months.”

      “And do we know if they’re safe for me to drink?”

      That made her pause, but she nodded slowly. “I think so.”

      That was probably as good a guess as anyone had. They weren’t natural fruit. But ones she had grown herself, straight from Eugiun’s massive form. I hoped that meant that whatever made the food and water here so violently poisonous to me, didn’t include them. I could consume the flesh of animals, or fresh rainwater without a problem. But water stored in a ditch becomes poisonous after just a couple days. So even storing water when it rained became impossible for me. There were options though. Possibilities to explore. I just had to sort what was a memory, from my speculation and determine the best course of action.

      For now though, I was thinking about ways I could improve our home. And the best way I could see to do that, would be to get access to better tools and materials. While I had tested using the black liquid to form axe blades, hammers and saws, it wasn’t my preferred method of doing work. Not to mention, the few times I had been doing so, when I ran into someone in the forest, it usually ended with a lot of screaming and running. Something I wished to avoid while Alamisa sang for her mother and sister.

      Speaking of…

      “Alamisa?” I called, approaching her now she was tidying up her top.

      “Yes, Cael?”

      “Your home,” I frowned. “Is there anything you would want to collect?”

      She paused, then nodded slowly. “There is a lot I could collect. At the very least, I could leave a note for my mother, to tell her where I am.”

      “Do you think we could find anything we could bring back then? To make this place more comfortable?”

      “At the very least, we have blankets we could use,” she nodded. “But if we found a working cart, we could bring a lot more. It will probably be years before the town is back to the strength it was.”

      I frowned wondering if there was some kind of taboo about looting a destroyed town. But I figured it hardly mattered at this point. There were so many people roaming about in the forest these days, it was possible the town was completely deserted.

      “Do you have anything to cover up?”

      I blinked, before glancing down at myself. Being nude all the time hadn’t bothered Rileh and Anuthei who were essentially naked most of the time as well. Rileh, covered in her chitin and Anuthei with leaves. Nudity was just part of our life. But she was right. She along with everyone else I’d run into wore clothing and if I was going to go back into their world, it may be to my advantage to do the same.

      After explaining the plan to Rileh and Anuthei, they both decided to stay behind. Rileh so she could continue to collect honey, which to this day was my primary food source. And Anuthei, to help tend to the plants, Eugiun, and keep an eye on the immediate surroundings. Not that she had any faith in her ability to hunt while so many people roamed around in the trees. She also settled on quickly weaving some vines together in an approximation of a loincloth for me to wear.

      “It’s a shame, really,” I frowned, looking at the wall.

      Anuthei tilted her head as she worked. “A shame about what?”

      “Seeing how easily you can grow and weave vines like that. It makes me think of how much stronger the wall would be if it were still living wood.”

      Anuthei paused in what she was doing, before glancing around. She had a look on her face like she was thinking, before moving back to completing the first item of clothing I would wear in this world.

      “I didn’t think of that,” she admitted. “You have strengthened my bond with the forest by making me a grove mother-”

      “GROVE MOTHER?!” Alamisa gasped.

      She was loud enough, even Rileh was paying attention.

      “Yes child,” Anuthei nodded, before shooting me a beaming smile. “My master made me a grove mother.”

      “But…” Alamisa looked around.

      “I know,” Anuthei nodded. “It’s the way of things. And when I find an unbonded sister, I will give her the chance to join us.”

      I heard the tone of her voice change for a brief moment and saw the manic gleam in her eyes. Dryads were not the most stable creatures if my feelings served me correctly. Anuthei was on the far end of the spectrum and I could only hope that whatever her culture demanded, didn’t end poorly for anyone. It would break my heart if something happened to her, but if she started killing dryads, or others, it would break my heart having to stop her as well. I just hoped it wouldn’t come to that. Rileh had a firm grip when I wasn’t around and despite knowing Anuthei could overpower my wonderful queen, she was extremely submissive to the larger woman.

      My feelings on the matter subsided when I spotted Rileh’s expressing while she regarded the dryad. My fears subsided somewhat as Anuthei turned back to me with a smile.

      “Be safe, Master.”

      “And you,” I smiled, leaning down to kiss her.

      She moaned softly into my mouth, pressing the loincloth into my hands. I took it with a smile and noted the long ends to tie it into place. The cloth actually wrapped entirely around my waist, overlapping by about half. The two ends easily tied from there and it sat comfortably. Or at least as comfortably as I could imagine, considering I hadn’t had to wear anything since I had woken up.

      “I’ll keep her out of mischief,” Rileh smiled stepping close. “Do you need to eat before you leave?”

      I smiled and shook my head. “I had my fill last night and I’m sure I can find something to eat back at the town.”

      “We had a larder of dried meats,” Alamisa confirmed as she listened in.

      I glanced around our walled off glade and let out a small sigh. That was going to be an issue when I returned. Whatever we brought back would need to be kept dry and there wasn’t much room left under our roof since putting in Alamisa’s nest.

      “Alright,” I nodded. “We better get going. I think we may stay the night in the town and come back in the morning.”

      “I’ll expect you before noon,” Rileh nodded.

      “Eugiun and I will come looking if you aren’t back by nightfall,” Anuthei growled softly.

      I smiled at the dryad, knowing that predator instinct was still lurking beneath. She may be docile, but she was still a monster. And I best remember that fact. Alamisa certainly did, as she took half a step away from her.

      With a final round of kisses, I opened the gate and led Alamisa outside. We had nothing to carry. The town was only a couple of hours walk at a steady pace. I let Alamisa take the lead. But it pleasantly surprised me the direction she chose was where I would have picked as well. I did not know how far I ran that day, and the only reason I got back was because of Anuthei and Rileh leading me. And it was nice to know my sense of direction was improving.

      “Any idea why hunters or loggers never came out this way?”

      Alamisa shook her head as we walked. “Probably more luck than anything. Its easy to hunt if you have a water source, you just follow the river. Dawn and dusk the animals stop to drink, during the day you fish. Logging was on the other side of town though. Carrying wood over the river without a bridge is rather difficult.”

      I smirked at the slight sarcastic tone she used. It was nice to know she had a bit of a backbone, even when she wasn’t pushed into action by my nightmares.

      “Would you leave, if you could?”

      She sighed softly, and we walked in silence for a time. I kicked myself for asking her that question. Our situation was unique, in that I had saved her life and she had essentially saved mine. But now she was stuck with a song that only affected me. And the only way to make herself available to sing for anyone else, was to kill me. I wouldn’t blame her in the least if she thought about it. But I couldn’t imagine Rileh or Anuthei forgiving her for trying. So she lived with us in this strange limbo where she could never truly live in peace, no matter her options.

      “May I sing?”

      I blinked at the question, but nodded slowly. “I apologise if I have upset you. And please, whenever you would like to sing, please do. I love listening to it.”

      “That is the point,” she smiled sadly.

      As her voice rang out, I drifted on the currents of the music. As far as I could tell, there were no words. It was singing like a bird, only rather than the rapid chirps of varying pitches, it was long, drawn out tones. They echoed through my mind and I couldn’t help but feel that all the problems in the world had vanished. If she had ever intended to harm me, I’d simply have stood there and let it happen so long as I died listening to her voice.

      One thing that broke me from my trance though, was the others. I noticed them poke their heads through the trees as we travelled. Members of the town who had escaped and were camping in the trees. Some saw me with an air of fear and panic. Others, merely confusion. Some still called out questions I wasn’t capable of answering. The only reason I paid attention to their existence at all was because Alamisa paused her song long enough to check who they were each time. Most often she simply ignored them, returning to her song, but once or twice she called an answer, or asked a question. None of which I heard properly as she delved back into her music.

      When I stepped into the cool of a river, Alamisa stopped singing and I snapped back to consciousness. Looking around, I could tell the sun had moved across the sky, and there were a couple people moving through the town. But there wasn’t much else I could remember.

      “Can you swim?” Alamisa asked, slipping into the water.

      I watched her form as she moved fluidly through the water. Rileh walked with an air of power. Anuthei with seduction. But in the water here, Alamisa was, without a doubt, majestic.

      “I… Don’t know,” I admitted softly.

      “I’ll help then,” she smiled, coming closer.

      As she stood, I took her hand, and she led me further into the water. It wasn’t all that far as I looked, but as the water rose up my body, that thought shifted. Part of me wanted to fight her, but her calm insistence carried me on.

      “In a moment you’re going to lose your footing. Put your arms around my waist and kick with your legs.”

      I nodded as the water reached the top of my chest. She was right too, I was starting to bob in the water and it made me nervous. Alamisa was already swimming, and I did as she instructed. Leaning into her, she lifted partially in my arms and I rested my chin on her stomach. She leaned back in the water and gave me an encouraging smile. I held her close, before noticing the curve of her breasts through her wet clothing. There was no way to hide it and she realised at the same time.

      I tried to diffuse the situation, buy remembering her instructions. Kicking my legs though, proved interesting. At first, nothing really happened. But I had a familiar pulse run through my body and I changed what I was doing just a little. When we started moving across the surface, I could feel Alamisa’s legs shifting beneath me as she kicked as well. Her kicks were far more powerful than my own, driving water down my body with ease.

      I thought about it and concentrated on my legs. All at once, the resistance through the water vanished as my full strength made itself known. We surged forwards and Alamisa blinked in shock as I powered us across.

      “You can swim?”

      “I can kick,” I corrected her.

      She grinned and glanced over her shoulder as the bank approached. There were several people on the other side watching us approach. I continued on my way until Alamisa gave me a pat on the arm. I stopped kicking, and she gave me a smile before righting herself in the water. Only now did I realise it was shallow enough to stand. Releasing the siren, I got onto my feet and looked at the people waiting on the banks. The first of which was the short woman who had the bow.

      I tried not to glare too much, remembering when she tried to kill me. But there were others too. The goat legged man was nervously looking at the ground, while others looked more imposing.

      “What are you doing back here?” the woman asked.

      “Picking up a few things from home,” Alamisa frowned.

      “Is that all?”

      “I was hoping we could scrounge a cart, get some other supplies together,” I told them.

      She narrowed her eyes, “Looting?”

      I glanced at Alamisa who was frowning. “Is it looting if it’s for survival?”

      “It depends on if you’re breaking into people’s homes to take their things.”

      “You realise, every one of us would be dead without him, don’t you?” Alamisa asked the small crowd. “We owe him our lives-”

      “Don’t pretend like he wasn’t going to kill us before you cast your little spell on him,” the woman snapped.

      “You shot me,” I growled back.

      “What is going on here?” A booming voice called out.

      I turned and looked at the figure that approached. She was the orc I remembered from the fight. She glared at me for a moment, before turning her attention to the small woman.

      “Well?”

      The woman shuffled nervously, “They want to loot the town.”

      The orc woman’s eye twitched, before she turned and regarded Alamisa and I. “Looting?”

      “Please,” Alamisa held up her hands. “We just wanted to collect some things from my home, leave a note for my mother if she returns and if possible we wanted a cart and some other supplies to help build our new home. We don’t want to cause trouble.”

      “You’re Phiophonos’s daughter, aren’t you?”

      “Yes,” Alamisa nodded. It wasn’t a difficult guess, there were only the three sirens who lived in the town.

      “She was a decent woman. I hope she and your sister got away safely.”

      “So do I.”

      The orc turned to the elf and shook her head. “You aren’t the sheriff anymore-”

      “Excuse me?!”

      “You heard what I said!” The orc woman snapped. “This attack happened under your watch. And while I can’t fault you for it happening, it came from the side of town you deliberately ignored.”

      “The river is a natural defence!”

      “A defence that did NOTHING!” The orc spat. “Half the town is dead or missing. It will be generations before we fill these homes, and that’s if we don’t pull them down for firewood to survive the coming winter. Let them take what they need.”

      The small woman looked like she wanted to argue, but she glanced around at the people beside her and saw most of them weren’t willing to back her. Not that they looked happy with the situation, but she sighed and shook her head.

      “Get what you need and leave,” she turned on her heels and left.

      The orc woman glared at her, before turning that glare to me. Her expression softened as she nodded at Alamisa, before she too turned and walked into town.

      “Come on,” Alamisa prodded me along.

      We walked through the remains of the town. I could smell death in the streets. And there was plenty of blood soaked into the dirt. But there were no bodies. At least, none along the main street. Most of the town was silent. We only passed a single person on the street and they nodded slowly at Alamisa as she gave a small smile. This was the kind of town where everyone knew everyone, at least in passing.

      Alamisa brought me through a town square that looked like it had been the focal point of the attack. There were stands still laden with wares and other goods. The food was mostly gone by now, and many more had been toppled, smashed or otherwise destroyed. A home was a burned out husk, while a few more looked to have been nailed shut. I shuddered when I thought about why that would be the case. The orc was certainly right. This place would take generations to repopulate.

      As we continued through town, I noticed we were being followed. Or… Well, not exactly followed. But someone from the short woman’s, group was moving along and just ahead of where we were. The only cart I had spotted was swiftly collected by a familiar man who hauled it away as quickly as he could. Despite the woman’s acceptance, we were in the town. It seemed like she was doing everything in her power to prevent us from taking anything we couldn’t carry over our shoulder.

      I still wasn’t all that sure how we’d get a cart across the river to begin with. But that hardly mattered if we didn’t have one to begin with. For now, I followed along with Alamisa as we approached the far side of town. And Alamisa directed me to a small home. Or at least, it looked small for a singular building amongst all the others.

      She didn’t hesitate as she opened the front door and stepped inside. I followed behind her and glanced around. The home was rather sparse, with a simple dining table, kitchen, two wardrobes presumably for three women’s clothing and a large bed. It was a stuffed straw mattress with several pillows and blankets strewn about on top. I thought about it for a moment and realised that all three women would share the bed at once. It made me think of home and whether or not I had pressured her into sleeping in her own nest. I didn’t want to force her into any situation she was uncomfortable with, but perhaps I had done so accidentally?

      “It’s not much,” Alamisa sighed as she walked through the room. “But it was home. And it doesn’t look like mother has been back with my sister.”

      “That doesn’t mean they’re gone,” I offered.

      “No,” Alamisa shook her head. “But it means they haven’t come back.”
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      I awoke sometime in the night. I wasn’t sure at first. But as time went on, I realised it was both the dead of night. And I wasn’t the only one awake. I could hear Alamisa’s song. It was soft, barely a whisper. And it held my attention perfectly. I tilted my head and looked around the room. The siren wasn’t on the bed where she had laid to wish me goodnight. From my spot on the hard packed floor, I could see the rest of the room. And she was sitting in a chair, staring vacantly out the window.

      I could see the pale blue of her skin from the moonlight as her voice became a focal point for my attention. Sitting up, I rolled my shoulders to release some of the tension that had built up. I could see her better from this position. She was wearing just her undergarments that she liked to sleep in since I had met her. And while she sat, staring out into the darkness, I could see the glint of a tear rolling down her cheek.

      She flinched as I got up, but she didn’t turn her head or waver in her song. I moved across the small room and stepped up beside her. She continued to sing for a while before tapering off in a long, wavering note.

      “I do this almost every night,” she whispered.

      I tilted my head as another tear rolled down her cheek. “I’m sure they’re out there.”

      Alamisa’s lips quirked, and she slowly shook her head. “I know. But that’s not what I’m talking about.”

      “Then…”

      “Cael, am I too young for you?”

      I blinked at the question and shook myself. “What?”

      “Rileh and Anuthei. They’re both older. Anuthei in particular.”

      “I don’t even know what to think about that information,” I sighed. “I woke up in the forest with no memories, and Rileh found me. One thing led to another, and…” I shook my head. “I don’t really know how to answer that.” And I really didn’t. This felt so familiar, but so foreign at the same time. I frowned, thinking about the dreams I had. It felt like there was a history I wasn’t aware of. Like I’d done this, or something similar, in the past.

      “Do you find me attractive?” She turned her head to look at me and saw my expression. “I’m of age,” she blurted. “Mother has been looking for a husband, but… It’s been hard.”

      “Because if you sing for them, you’re committed, or you have to kill them, you mean?”

      Alamisa nodded slowly, then took a deep breath. I felt the power of her song come over me as she reached across the table. Almost without input, I gently took her dainty little hand in my own. Her fingers were long, slender and had webbing between them. All hallmarks of an aquatic creature. But it was the subtle tug that snapped me back to attention.

      While the song mesmerised me, she had gotten to her feet. I followed her to stand as she led me back towards my bed. Without stopping her song, she plucked the pillow and blanket that I had been using and deposited them on the bed. I saw the action and part of my brain that was still functioning, became concerned. I still didn’t resist as she pulled me down onto the mattress, but as I felt her cool skin press against me, I closed my eyes.

      Struggling with myself for a moment, I reached up and cupped the side of her face with the palm of my hand. She smiled as she continued singing. While I held her cheek, she slipped her top off, letting her petite breasts spill free. They were perfectly proportioned, with pointed nipples at the tips. She smiled nervously when she realised the point of my concentration. But that didn’t stop her from wriggling her hips as she slid her underwear down her thighs.

      “Don’t,” I choked out.

      Alamisa froze as her song came to an abrupt halt. “What?”

      “Not unless you want to.” I shook my head. “Don’t force yourself.”

      She smiled softly and nodded her head. “I think mother would approve of you.”

      Before I could respond again, her voice picked up, louder this time. I felt myself relax as she slid down my body. Her skin, while cool, was perfectly smooth, and it felt wonderful as she moved over me. She shifted, blocking the small amount of light that came in through the open window. All I could see was her silhouette as she reached down and took the loincloth I was still wearing.

      Tugging it free, she tossed it open, allowing my erection to lift unrestricted before her. I groaned as her hand closed around me. Her fingers, like the rest of her, were cool to the touch. But the impossible smoothness of her skin made the gentle up and down strokes feel amazing. She shuffled forward on her knees, pressing my now fully erect cock up against her mons. I was enraptured, not just by her song, but by the way she gently rubbed herself against the underside of my cock.

      Like the rest of her, she was silky smooth. But paired with the coolness of her body temperature, it was a whole new experience. Even had I had full motor control, I’d still have decided to lie here and let her take the reins. Her rocking became faster and more frantic before I glimpsed a flash of light between us. As she raised her hips, I could see the silhouette of her ass, followed by my cock, as she hovered above.

      Her fingers pushed me back into position, and I felt an ocean of liquid engulf the head of my cock. Alamisa rocked herself with just the head pressed into her opening. Despite the impossible slickness of her pussy, I could already feel how tight she was. Her song rose in pitch for a heartbeat. Before she dropped her hips. I must have slid half my length into her as her song wavered.

      She rolled on the balls of her feet as she continued to sing for me. I took her by the hips to steady her. She was almost frantic and even with the compulsion of her song, I could recognise that she was hurting herself. And with my hands steadying her, she moved slower and far more naturally. The inside of her pussy felt like crashing waves. Impossible slickness shifting and rolling around my length. Those feelings became more intense as she lowered herself further, and her song grew louder as her nails dug into my chest.

      She tilted her head towards the ceiling as her song broke and a scream erupted from her mouth. Like a slap in the face, she forced herself down, impaling herself fully as her pussy throbbed violently around me. I snapped back to full control as she hit the peak of her orgasm, and I grabbed her by the shoulders. Rolling, I pressed her down onto the bed and perched myself above her.

      Alamisa’s eyes were wide as she gripped my arms. Her legs came up, and she held them against my sides. Rocking my hips, I firmly but slowly drove my cock part way in and back out of her. She opened her mouth, and I didn’t know if it was to scream or to sing. But I silenced her with a firm kiss. Her mouth, like the rest of her, had that familiar cool sensation. Her tongue, far thinner and more dexterous than I was expecting, invaded my mouth.

      I could hear the small whimpers that escaped as I slowly drove myself into her. We were both at our peak. Alamisa from her previous orgasm. And me, from the delicious feeling of her pussy while she came around me. It was all too much, and I pulled away from her mouth as she gasped below me.

      “I’m going to cum,” I grunted.

      She nodded frantically and tightened her grip around my hips. If there were any indications she didn’t want it, she was doing a great job of hiding them. But she confirmed it as she opened her mouth and began to sing. I drove myself into her, determined to cum, even as her song washed over me. But I needn’t have bothered. I felt something shift inside her. Something moved around, pressing against my cock. Even if I wanted to question it, I wasn’t really capable.

      The organ, whatever part of her was in control, opened, sliding over my cock. It felt almost like when Rileh or Anuthei would suckle on the head of my cock. But with far more power than they could achieve with their mouths. Alamisa’s song continued, even as she started to orgasm all over again. But this time, the pulsing sensation of her pussy was translated to whatever organ had me trapped. The tight ring of muscle pulsed, gripping and sucking my glans, even while the rest of her massaged around my length.

      I erupted inside her. It wasn’t just a pulse and a throb. But I felt like she was sucking my very soul out through my cock. If it killed me, I was dying a happy man. Her pussy milked my orgasm deep into itself. It was unrelenting, massaging, pulling, and sucking all at once. It was bliss and Alamisa must have agreed as her song broke back into a second scream. Free’d from her enchanting voice, I began thrusting, desperate to continue the overwhelming sensation. And Alamisa’s body sang for more.
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      It was the morning sunlight that woke me. I was far more comfortable than I had been before the night changed. The softness of the bed wasn’t quite the nest I was used to sleeping in with Rileh and Anuthei. But that didn’t take into account the blue-skinned woman nestled within my arms. Her breathing was soft and quiet, a far cry removed from the singing and screaming of the evening before. I thought about letting her continue to sleep, but a loud series of thumps interrupted us on the front door.

      Alamisa squeaked as she came awake. I set her aside on the bed while I reattached my loincloth. Alamisa pulled the blanket over herself while I moved to the door. Pulling it open, I was met by the harsh glare of the elven sheriff… Or ex-sheriff depending on how you looked at it.

      “I thought it was you,” she snapped. “I thought I told you to get what you needed and leave?”

      “We arrived before nightfall. Did you expect us to walk back in the dark?” I saw the subtle shift in her expression and I realised that was exactly what she wanted. “Fine,” I sighed. “Give Alamisa a chance to get dressed, then we’ll go look for a cart or something.”

      “You won’t find one,” the small woman spat. “They’re all in service of the town and with their owners. You can take what you can carry.”

      I wanted to growl. But I felt a cool hand touch my bicep. When I glanced down, Alamisa was standing beside me, untidy, but dressed.

      “I respected you once,” she murmured.

      The elf’s eyes narrowed. “You have an hour.”

      “That’s all we need,” the orc woman called.

      I looked over as she wheeled a two-wheeled cart towards us. The elf descended into fury. She clenched her fists and stormed towards the orc, opening her mouth to scream. But the orc wasn’t having it. I watched as the elf tumbled to the ground, clutching her face where the orc had slapped her. The orc didn’t even slow her pace either, hauling the cart to Alamisa’s house.

      I could see an assortment of goods onboard. A few hand tools would be better than the ones I had constructed out of stones. But there were other things as well. A collection of saws, a bucket of nails. Wads of fabric and what looked like a weaver’s loom. I turned my attention to the orc, who was glaring at me.

      “Are you coming too?” Alamisa asked.

      The orc switched to the siren with a small smile. “Indeed, I am. I don’t feel comfortable here in this town anymore.”

      “Shagar! I can forgive you for slapping me, but see reason!” The small woman shouted.

      “Had you seen reason, this might have all been avoided,” the orc snapped back.

      “You know as well as I do, that walls wouldn’t have stopped them!”

      Shagar shook her head. “But if you’d paid more attention, more people would have escaped.”

      “I made a mistake!” the elf shouted. “What do you think you will accomplish by following that monster?”

      The orc grimaced and turned away. Her eyes met mine, and I had the feeling like I did around Anuthei. She was a predator. Something dangerous. But she didn’t strike me as the kind to fear outright. More, like a sleeping bear, wanting to be left alone. She eyed me for a few long moments before sighing.

      “You know my people,” she called softly. “I do what I must.”

      The elf looked like she was about to fight someone. But she let out an exasperated sigh before turning on one foot and storming off.

      “Shagar,” Alamisa smiled. “Nobody would fault you for staying.”

      The orc woman nodded, “But he would.”

      I had the distinct feeling that she wasn’t referring to me. But the orc woman stepped around me and moved inside. Alamisa followed her in and not wanting to be the odd one out, I came in last. The two women packed just about everything they could. But I noticed several things were being left behind. Enough kitchenware, bedding and clothing to cater to two women, along with some food left in the larder that would keep for a time. I remained silent on the subject as I realised Alamisa was leaving things behind in case her family returned.

      They relegated me to muscle. Alamisa would bundle something up and hand it to me. I would carry it to the cart and set it out. Shagar occasionally shifted things around for balance. And when I offered to carry things for her as well, the glare she shot in my direction had me focus all my attention on Alamisa for the rest of the time we spent packing.

      When the cart was fully loaded and Shagar was testing the balance, the three of us took one last look at the small house. It wasn’t much, even by my standards. But it was Alamisa’s home for what was likely her entire life. So I left her to it, as I stepped out into the midmorning sunlight.

      There was only the slightest activity going on out here. A few people moving around in the distance. But none of them close. At least, none of them close enough for me to think they were doing anything other than getting on with their lives. Shagar stepped out behind me, with Alamisa following as she wiped her eyes. I almost asked if she really wanted to come with me. But as Shagar took the handle for the cart, the siren pressed herself into my side and gave me a smile.

      “Let’s go.”

      “How are we going to get the cart over the river?” I asked.

      “A few miles upstream, there’s a ford,” Shagar answered.

      It seemed like a reasonable compromise. The three of us set off. I was happy to see the cart was easy for Shagar to move on her own. At least where it was flat. Part of the town had been destroyed. The demented creatures were strong, and the cyclops was a walking tank. When we reached the town square, the destruction was worse. It was also where most of the surviving townsfolk congregated.

      They sifted through the rubble of homes and stores, while collecting still-useful wares. The sheer amount of blood on the ground was the harsh reminder of how bad it was when the attack fell. As we passed by an open doorway to a large home, I noticed Alamisa shudder. I offered her my hand, and she took it with a sad smile. I didn’t want to pry, but I knew she had seen horrible things while she escaped. Her mother and sister would have been one of the first to get out, but she was much further behind.

      Unfortunately, this was the main road where the bodies had been set aside. Sheets, some white, others stained red. Some were blankets, tablecloths, and curtains. All covered a body. I tried not to think about them as we passed. I didn’t know if the tiny figure was a child, or someone that had been mostly eaten. And I didn’t want to know.

      I could feel the black liquid swirling inside, as if it wanted to lash out. It wanted an enemy. An excuse to fight, to kill, and to grow in power and strength. But I forced it down as Alamisa clung to my side as we travelled.

      And as we reached the edge of town, there was one last hurdle. The elf, along with several other people, blocked the road. And Shagar hissed in annoyance as we came to a stop.

      “Shagar,” the elf tried again. “We need you.”

      “You didn’t need me before,” she answered angrily.

      “We can start again!” The elf pushed.

      But Shagar wasn’t hearing it. She pointed down the road we had just travelled and glared at the small woman. “They can’t start again.”

      “Shagar, please?”

      “How many, Syllia?”

      “... We-”

      “HOW MANY!”

      “…I don’t know…”

      Shagar shook her head. “Get out of our way.”

      “I can’t just let you leave,” the elf, I now knew as Syllia, shook her head. “You’re too valuable. Then there’s all the tools and equipment you’re taking.”

      “It was my husband’s cart, my belongings, and whatever we took from Phiophonos’s home.” Shagar shook her head. “You have no cause to stop us under the laws of this land.”

      I saw a few of the group moving out to the sides and I realised they were trying to encircle us. I grit my teeth as the black liquid boiled under my skin. The elf’s eyes drifted to mine as I glared at her. Her angry defiance at Shagar refusing her seemed to melt away into fear.

      “Syllia,” the orc woman called softly. “I suggest you pull your people back.”

      “He’s going to kill you and everyone else.”

      “He’s shown remarkable restraint up until your people started acting threateningly.”

      The elf looked around and saw her people with hands on hilts. She looked back at me and saw my stare. It was there now. The unmistakable scent of fear. She would run, and I would chase. Her blood would be delicious as I drank my fill. I would-

      “Cael?”

      I blinked and turned my head to Alamisa as she prodded me along. It was then I noticed the cart was moving and the road ahead was clear. With a shake of my head, I caught Syllia’s terrified expression as she tried desperately not to look at me. But with no reason to delay any further, I nodded.

      “Right, sorry,” I smiled. “Got distracted by my thoughts.”

      “It’s okay,” Alamisa smiled. “It happens.”

      I nodded, glad she didn’t ask me to elaborate. We moved through the group as they twitched nervously. I half expected to feel a knife or an arrow take me in the back as we cleared the town. But they remained firmly behind as we exited the town.

      It was a short walk to the river. The road followed it in the opposite direction of home. It left me with an uneasy feeling in my gut as I got further away from Rileh and Anuthei. But I understood it was necessary. It would have been far easier with some kind of bridge, but that just wasn’t available.

      “Are there other towns?” I asked.

      Shagar gave me an odd look before Alamisa nodded. “There are plenty. We get a big trading group come through on their way across the plains.”

      “And what’s out there?”

      “After the plains?” She saw me nod and smiled. “The plains give way to the sands of the desert. It gets really hot, and you see more lamia.”

      “Lamia?”

      “How do you not know these things?” Shagar asked, cutting us both off.

      “Sorry,” I frowned. “I have no memories.”

      When I saw her confused expression, I explained my situation for the second time in a matter of hours. Shagar looked thoughtful when I was done explaining everything that had happened. She seemed reluctant to ask questions, though. That may have been because she wasn’t sure if I could answer them.

      “I admit, I’m not an expert.” Shagar nodded along. “But it would make sense why humans are so rare here.”

      “Ever met one before me?” I asked.

      But both ladies shook their heads. Which was… Disappointing.

      “It’s said humans come from another world. And it’s always men, no women have ever come to our world,” Shagar said in a practised voice. Almost like she had heard the same thing for years and years.

      “How does the world know so much about humans, if I’m not even sure I am one?”

      That made Shagar frown for a moment before Alamisa smiled and grabbed my hand. “I don’t care what you are.”

      “And why’s that?” I asked with a smile.

      “Because I know what kind of man you are.”

      That made Shagar scoff, but I saw nothing but honesty in her eyes. She stared at me with an odd smile before tilting her head. “You don’t love me. Not yet.”

      “What-”

      “You would kill for Rileh and Anuthei. No force in this world would spare someone that harmed them. You are completely devoted to them. Even my song would not dissuade you from them if I was to use it to hold you back while another brought danger.”

      “How do you know this?”

      Alamisa smiled and shrugged. “I… I feel different today. Like… Like I know what people are thinking. Syllia is terrified of you. She thinks that if she were to kill you quickly before you could defend yourself, she would redeem herself for failing to secure the town.”

      Shagar scoffed and let out a dark chuckle. “She may in the eyes of a few. But a failure such as hers is difficult to forgive.”

      “Shagar’s people believe that ownership of a wife is passed through the-”

      “Enough!”

      We both stared at the orc. She shook her head, then let out a shuddering sob. I moved forward without thinking and tried to pull her into a hug. But I was met with the orc’s elbow, slamming into my gut.

      “I don’t need to be coddled!” She snapped.

      “Sorry-”

      “Nor do I need your apology!” She took a few deep breaths before letting out a long sigh. “It is as Alamisa was saying. In my culture, we fight for our mates. My husband best me in combat, and I became his. When he turned into that thing, I followed hoping he would kill me, or turn me into whatever he was. Instead, he died by your hand.”

      “You don’t have to-”

      “I do.” She shook her head. “On my honour, I do. You don’t have to love me. You don’t even have to like me, and while I would want children, you don’t even have to provide me with that. Just a roof over my head and let me stay close and I will be viewed not as a failure in the eyes of my people.”

      With her words, I stepped back and allowed the proud orc to lead us on. The town was far behind, and just over the horizon, when the river slowed and widened. As promised, there were some shallows and a low bank. When Shagar stepped down into the water, I grabbed the rear of the cart and held it steady while she hauled it into the current. The water moved quickly, but it was only ankle deep for the most part. The ground was craggy stone. With pits in it that made me think of volcanic activity. It was still slippery in a few spots, but we could cross relatively easily.

      I spotted Alamisa’s hungry stare towards the water and made a note to bring her back at some point. At the very least, to do something about her affinity for water. It would be nice to make her a place where she could swim. Even if I can’t drink the water, I could consider digging a small lake for her to bask in at the very least.

      “I’d love that.” She smiled, not looking at me.

      I nodded to myself before remembering that whatever strength I had seemed to increase dramatically when I slept with a new woman.

      “Let’s get home,” I smiled as I helped push the cart back out of the river onto dry land.
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      I wiped the sweat from my brow as I rested on my haunches. From my spot on the roof of my new home, I could see all around us. And… well, it was rather unique. It started with one. A woman, middle-aged, but with tinges of grey. She was rather short, with slightly in-human proportions. She asked if we had space for her to live and offered to work for her own protection. I wondered for a moment if I should even accept or send her back to town. But it was Alamisa who stepped in and took the woman under her wing… fin? Whatever…

      While we weren’t looking for a maid, or whatever she was aiming for. She was extremely hardworking and even now, I could see her weeding around the water fruit. She was on her hands and knees in the rows within our walls, working diligently, as always. When she wasn’t tending to the plants’ needs directly, she wove the vines into baskets. Said baskets were extremely useful for jobs like what I was doing now, installing shingles on our new roof.

      “Sir?”

      I blinked and realised I had been staring directly at her long enough she had noticed.

      “Sorry, Flair.” I shot her a smile. “Was miles away.”

      “Miles?” she looked around. “But…”

      I grimaced and shook my head. These things still slipped out now and then. I’d make an obscure reference to something that didn’t exist, or a saying from… Wherever it was that I came from. And I only realised I had done it when they started asking questions. It also wasn’t the first time I had subjected poor Flair to it. The first time was rather confusing, but she had come to accept that sometimes I said strange things.

      As she got back to work, I looked out over the walls. That was something I hadn’t considered before. But according to Anuthei, they were growing. I hadn’t been sure what she meant before, but I could see small sprigs as the green shoots extended from the trunks. Even those dried vines I used to bind them all together were looking green again. It made little sense to me, but if the wall was going to come back to life, set down roots, and grow into a single solid, I wasn’t about to complain. At the very least, having living roots would anchor it more securely in place and being live wood would make it harder to burn.

      But that wasn’t the only change happening in our little… commune. After Flair had arrived, others had. Singles at first. Some stayed, like a young man who had separated from his family while they fled. Then, a couple who had left the town for the same reasons Shagar had. They weren’t as lucky as I was, arriving with only the clothing on their backs and an armful of supplies between them. And with three more guests to sleep, and a discussion with my wives, it was decided that we needed to upgrade our living arrangement.

      For the time being, the guests slept in makeshift lean-tos on the inside of the wall. But we had worked together to put up homes for them. With Shagar’s new tools, specifically the saw, we could cut boards which, while time-consuming, made our construction more efficient. Boards made for more efficient designs for walls and then with another series of cuts, they also made shingles. Which led me to today.

      Without nails, I had a half dozen swarm members around me. Rileh, my beautiful queen, was down below, producing wax on demand. I gave the closest drone a nod, and it buzzed off to collect the next glob. Picking up the next shingle, I gave it a cursory check over. If I found one that was split, it went over the side to be burned. Over the wall, I could see Neagils and his wife Ufa setting branches over their roof spars. With Rileh’s limited capacity to produce wax, we agreed to start with our home. There was talk about using mud, but that still required some kind of backing to stick it on. Which those branches would provide once they had time to dry out.

      I smiled as the little bee flew over the edge of the house and I held out the shingle while it deposited its load. It always surprised me at how much they could carry, as the glob was more than enough to set the shingle in place. But they rested after each run, which is why I had several around me all the time.

      Using a knife I had borrowed from Shagar, who was the one cutting boards, I smeared the wax over the shingle and turned it over. Moving it into position, I pressed it down firmly so it overlapped the two shingles below it. I then used a hammer, also borrowed from Shagar, to tap in a wooden pin to hold the top in place. Between the wax and the pin, we hoped the occasional storm that rolled over wouldn’t simply blow them all away.

      I continued in my work until I ran out of shingles and slid down to the edge of the roof with the empty basket. Looking over the edge, Eugiun was crouched in his familiar spot. The enormous creature’s arm was coming along nicely. The jagged, twisted mass that was before was now a mostly rounded stump. Anuthei praised it daily, and I had a hope that they would restore it to a fully functional limb. Especially as he tilted up to look at me.

      With a groan, he pushed himself to his full height and deftly plucked the basket off the roof with his good hand. Placing it on the ground, he took the next full basket and lifted it up for me, while Rileh loaded up the now empty basket from the pile of shingles Shagar had delivered.

      “Thanks Eugiun.”

      He hummed in response before settling back down into the earth. And with basket in hand, I went back to my task of shingling the roof. It was long, slow work. One small bee deposit, a few taps with the hammer, then repeat. Over and over again. And it wasn’t even like this was the same small hut it was before. No, since Shagar had arrived and Alamisa had joined Rileh and Anuthei, I had upgraded. Our nest was the first change. Made larger and a little flatter, it could now comfortably fit the four of us with room to spare. Room that was handy to have, when one of them wanted a little more attention than the others. Not that it was common for one to refuse at any point.

      The second nest we had put together for Alamisa was fixed up and walled off for privacy. That was a place for Shagar. She considered herself my wife, and while the others had taken her under their wings, she had shrugged off their concerns. Politely, I might add. What the future held for the orc and me, I did not know. But at the very least, I could consider her family. She worked hard, never complained, and only spoke up when she needed to. And when she did, we all listened, including Rileh, who felt like the head of the women in my life.

      “How long has Alamisa been gone?”

      “Don’t worry, husband!” Rileh called from below. “Anuthei went with her. They will be fine!”

      I wanted to argue the point about the infected beings still possibly on the loose. But they made an awful racket, and the forest had been rather quiet… At least until construction started. From my own wanderings through the forest, I knew the sound echoed a fair distance. Anyone passing through the area would be drawn here like a beacon if they were looking for shelter or… Well I didn’t know if there were bandits out here, but if there were traders, I couldn’t imagine there would be nobody preying on them. At least not in the long term. The town had a sheriff after all, that implied there was a law to uphold and when there was law, it was because there was a society to protect. And there was always someone who despised society.

      As the day drew on and the shadows lengthened, my concern about my two wives only grew. Alamisa was correct, in that I didn’t love her like I did Anuthei and Rileh. But the beautiful siren held my attention like no other could, and I found myself thinking about her with more frequency. I was worried about it at first, but after a discussion with Rileh, she put my thoughts at ease. It wasn’t that I was putting her above the others. I was considering her the same as I did the others. I just worried about how her song affected me and if it was causing a rift in my own thoughts and feelings.

      Case in point. I was more concerned about her whereabouts, while Anuthei went on daily walks without a single thought of her safety. But I, at least subconsciously, understood that while Alamisa was relatively harmless, even with a weapon. Anuthei would be a truly horrific opponent to anyone who threatened her, myself included. While I had no doubt that I could overcome her. It would take me using that black liquid to do so.

      “CAEL!”

      I snapped my head around so quickly, I felt a crack. That was Alamisa’s voice. With a snarl, I pushed the black liquid through my legs and rushed to the edge of the roof. I didn’t bother climbing down, nor did I need to. With a leap, I landing heavily at a run. I burst through the treeline, racing towards where I heard Alamisa’s voice coming from. I could hear the sounds of a struggle as I approached and burst into one of the many natural clearings. Sliding to a halt, I could see Alamisa standing nervously beside Anuthei, who puffed and heaved with exertion.

      “What?” I asked.

      Anuthei gave me a wide grin and heaved on her vines. Those purple vines snagged a pair of green ones that shot out before she snarled and turned back to restrain what she had captured.

      “Mine!” she cackled, even as she sent more vines to drag along her capture.

      I watched in horrified confusion as the struggling figure slowly came into view. Now and then, a green vine shot out to grasp at a tree. But Anuthei shot out her own vines to restrain it. Coiled within the purple vines was a figure. She was bright green with long spindly hair that dragged behind on the ground, unlike Anuthei’s flower-like head coverings.

      “I found one!” Anuthei cackled.

      “Anuthei,” I growled. “Let her go!”

      “She can’t,” Alamisa sighed.

      I frowned and saw the conflict in Anuthei’s eyes. “Explain.”

      “She can’t survive here.”

      “And why not?”

      Anuthei shifted a little before the captured dryad made another desperate attempt at escape. Anuthei howled in rage while she reined in the desperate green vines and hauled the green woman closer. The dryad in the coils locked eyes on me. And rather than the sheer terror I expected at being captured and hauled away, all I could see was rage. It was the maddening rage I remembered from Anuthei the day we fought. She was a predator. A creature of death. Though, what kind I didn’t know.

      “What is she?”

      “One like me,” Anuthei growled.

      “It’s why we can’t let her go,” Alamisa shifted, looking uncomfortable with saying it out loud. “If she plants her seed, she’s another predator in the area. One we’ll have to kill.”

      “What if we take her away, then? Leave her somewhere?” I offered.

      Alamisa pursed her lips, while Anuthei gave me a look like I’d said something offensive. “These vines of hers,” she snarled as she wrestled off another vine. “They are trying to seed already. It is our instinct to remain free. It will be extremely difficult to contain her long enough to move her a safe distance.”

      “So, what? Drag her home, and then what?”

      “If she seeds near Eugiun, she will be part of my grove.”

      I sighed and shook my head. “This feels wrong.”

      But I accepted there was little I could do. I followed along behind while Anuthei led the way. Alamisa offered to sing for me as we walked, but as I watched the innate fury in the dryad’s eyes directed at me, I decided against it. The last thing I needed was to be distracted if she slipped free of Anuthei for even a moment.

      “Where did you find her, anyway?”

      “She was roaming the forest,” Alamisa sighed. “Some of the quieter types band together, but she’s like Anuthei and was pushed out.”

      “Like Anuthei?”

      Alamisa nodded. “Dryads are all a bit… Odd. But you can usually approach the quieter ones, like the apples, as long as you don’t steal anything or harm them.”

      “Ah, so she was looking for somewhere to plant her seed?”

      “Yes,” Alamisa confirmed. “It would have been difficult for her in the forest. Her kind’s tree will need a lot of sunlight.”

      I wondered if that would also be the case with Anuthei as she hauled the green dryad along. She didn’t make seeds, though, so it would be impossible to tell. In either case, I kept an eye on the struggling dryad as we approached town. I knew we were getting close when Shagar burst into view, holding an axe. Anuthei barely paused as the orc stumbled to a halt, and suddenly we were a small train, surrounding the irate dryad.

      “Can she not talk?” I asked as the wall came into view.

      “She can talk,” Anuthei called out. “She just won’t.”

      I shrugged, not sure what to make of the information. Rileh was waiting by the gate, watching on with a level of concern as we approached. Anuthei was heading right for the gate where Eugiun would be. I didn’t question it. She would know best, after all. My desire to release her apparently would end in death, so I followed along, even with the pit in my stomach. But it was as Rileh stepped aside for Anuthei that it all went wrong.

      A green vine shot out. But unlike before where it scrabbled for a branch. This time, it was right for Rileh. I watched in horror as the vine wrapped around her neck before yanking her forward. The dryad screamed in rage as the front of her from nose to crotch literally opened up like a massive set of jaws. Even with Anuthei’s vines, I watched them bulge and struggle to contain her as those massive jaws opened wide.

      I saw the panic in Rileh’s eyes as she lost her balance and fell forward. But not before I reacted. Bursting into motion, I sent out my own tendrils. The black liquid flowed down my arms, slamming into the green woman. I could feel the jaws biting and chewing at them. She was trying to free herself, even as I pressed closer. Anuthei pulled her own vines free before working to rescue Rileh while I kept the dryad occupied. She struggled, frantic to get away, but I could see it now. The desperate fear in her expression. There was still the rage fueling her emotions. But now she understood there was no situation where she was going to win.

      I heard Rileh’s gasp as Anuthei got her free. Alamisa rushed over to help my queen, and the two of them retreated from the fight while Anuthei rounded on the younger dryad.

      “That was a mistake,” she hissed angrily.

      Hearing the unmistakable fury in my dryad’s voice, I snapped back to attention. Before Anuthei could move, I closed in, grabbing the upper portion of the dryad’s face. Above the nose, she still looked human as she stared right back.

      “Seed, or death!” I snarled.

      She frowned, and I felt her jaw strength increase as she tried to bite through the black liquid to get to me as I was perched over her. And that was the wrong answer. Tightening my grip, I felt her body tense as she fought against the overwhelming pressure. But this had gone far enough. I didn’t fully understand dryad culture. But if she was going to be a threat, I was going to kill her. Rileh was my world, and I wasn’t about to let her go unless I knew she was going to be safe.

      Increasing the pressure, I felt something inside the dryad crack as her eyes bulged in pain. It would not give her a second chance.

      “Cael?” I turned my head and saw Anuthei gently touching my arm. “Loosen your grip.”

      I frowned, ready to snap at her. But I saw the odd expression in her eyes and softened slightly. When I relax my grip, a green vine shot out. But it didn’t reach for anyone. It sped off towards Eugiun, who watched this whole situation with a level of interest above boredom. The vine whipped up and speared into the ground before I watched a small bulge pass down its length. I held her steady as the vine slowly retracted and the dryad let out a small shudder beneath me.

      “Do you understand, child?”

      “Yes, grove mother,” she replied in a voice like silk.

      “Very good,” Anuthei smiled. “Cael, you may release her.”

      I grunted and pulled the black liquid back inside myself, pushing it down deep enough to ignore its complaint. It wanted blood, destruction, and pain. But I didn’t. I wanted none of that, but the women I loved and the home I had built. It felt like more of a struggle some days. The less I used my power, the more it seemed to prod. But if I used it for more mundane things, like cutting wood, it was like it struggled to go away again. Like familiarity caused it to become more pronounced. Like a balancing act, where ignoring it wasn’t the answer, but frequent use wasn’t either. Moderation was key, and I hoped that if ever I got it wrong, that Alamisa was nearby to calm me down again.

      As the dryad on the ground sat up, the two halves of her remained partially open. She was smoothe inside, with no visible openings. But there was a row of teeth around the edges that looked sharp and hooked. I had the feeling they were more for biting and holding than chewing. So whatever she liked to eat needed to be small enough to fit inside herself. She noticed my eyes and shifted nervously as she pulled her oversized mouth closed. That left me staring at a very nude, green woman with only a faint line down her middle.

      “You may have her later if you wish,” Anuthei purred.

      I blinked and looked at the purple woman, while the green dryad shuddered and let out a small sigh. That was… odd…

      “You attacked my wife-”

      “I’m sorry!” She dropped to the ground.

      All at once, my anger diminished. The anger and fury, like for Anuthei, it was all gone. Now, she was submissive, and as she pawed at my feet, I had the distinct impression she was begging me to harm her.

      “Anuthei?”

      “Up child,” my dryad chided her. “You know your place. We will work on earning your forgiveness later.”

      “Yes, grove mother,” the new dryad nodded.

      “Hmmm,” Anuthei smiled, a predatory smile. “You will grow into a fine tree, my dear.”

      “Muscipula, grove mother.”

      “Such a pretty name,” Anuthei continued to smile. “Come, let’s get you settled in.”

      I watched them both move off towards Eugiun and the newly planted seed. It was kind of in the middle of the space we’d set aside for farming, so I hoped whatever grew wasn’t too large. That being said, if too many more people joined, it wouldn’t matter anyway. We’d need to clear some trees for farming, or at the very least, the dryads that joined would have to grow…

      “Fruit.” I nodded to myself.

      “Cael?”

      I turned and saw Rileh with Alamisa. I hurried over, taking my queen gently by the cheek and checking her over.

      “I’m fine,” she chuckled. “Caught me by surprise. There’s not even a bruise.”

      I sighed and nodded before pulling her down for a kiss. Our lips met, and I smiled as she held me close. I heard a small noise from Alamisa and Rileh pulled away before giving me a small push. I turned to the siren and saw the hopeful smile on her face. It was innocent, and she was exquisite. That smile was full of hope and caring.

      “What?” she asked softly.

      “You’re… Just so very beautiful,” I smiled.

      Her face dropped a few shades darker as she blushed. But I didn’t care. Stepping closer, I took her in my arms and pulled her close. Her head snapped up to mine as I kissed her softly. She would make a good wife, and she was so very willing. She would be easy to love, and I let my growing affection for her flourish. Rileh enjoyed her company, and Anuthei didn’t care as long as she remained here with me.

      “Alamisa?”

      We paused and said siren gave me a radiant smile, before she pulled away to face the pair of dryads who approached. Anuthei gave her younger counterpart a nudge, and Muscipula cleared her throat.

      “I saw two more, like you,” she mumbled nervously, before glancing up at me.

      I realised at once that she was worried about my reaction, more than the others. I had overpowered her so easily after all. She lacked Anuthei’s versatility, even if she may be physically stronger if she got up close.

      “Two more?” Alamisa asked. “Women, one older, and one just a girl?”

      Muscipula nodded. “I… I tried to catch them. But they escaped. They were following the edges of the forest heading North.”

      I felt Alamisa’s nervous twitch when the dryad admitted to trying to harm them. But I let it go with the rest of her explanation. Alamisa must have as well, as she released a relieved sigh.

      “I don’t know if I should thank you or not,” she admitted softly. “I appreciate you telling me you saw them.”

      “Is there anything out there?”

      “It depends on how far you go,” Anuthei frowned. “If they keep travelling north, they will ride the edge of the forest. It covers half the continent, but… It’s also closer to the queen.”

      I frowned, thinking about the few times they had mentioned her. They had warned me repeatedly not to end up in her clutches. But never the reason. Only that she took humans. And if Alamisa’s family was heading towards her, it may not be wise to follow them.

      “And how far away is the queen?”

      “Many, many weeks of walking.” Anuthei frowned. “I have wandered most of this forest over the centuries with Eugiun. It has been years since I was that far north. But it would take many weeks if I led you there directly. Less if we had a mount.”

      “Are mounts common?” I asked, thinking about horses.

      Anuthei shook her head. “No. This close to the deserts, you can find the occasional strider. But it’s too wet for them for most of the year, so they employ haulers to move carts like Shagar did when you came back from town.”

      Lack of mounts would restrict mobility in a world without machines. But I wouldn’t put any bets on it. If there were mounts that could be used in this part of the world, I expected the ruling class to have access to them. If that just meant the queen, then so be it. But I would not fall victim to the assumption that mounts didn’t exist. But there was a safe bet they wouldn’t be common enough that a band of raiders would have them.

      “Would your family have any reason to travel north?” I asked Alamisa.

      She bit her lip and shook her head. “No, but if she reaches a town, she might see if she can follow a caravan to the east.”

      “The coast is to the east,” Anuthei offered, seeing the question on my lips.

      “That makes sense,” I nodded, thinking about the stories from my past.

      Sirens, mythological women who would lure sailors to their death on rocks by way of singing to them. It may be possible to do that in a river. But any large populations of sirens would be by the coast.

      “We’ll keep an ear to the ground then,” I nodded, before noticing the collection of blank stares all the women were giving me.

      “He does that,” Flair chuckled as Muscipula looked like I’d said something otherworldly.

      “So does an old friend of my mother’s,” Muscipula added, blinking slowly as she chewed her lip.

      I thought about the dark figure in my dreams and frowned. “Tell me about her, please?”
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      Growing up in a broken home, the only person Kevin felt connected to was his mother.

      When a terrible accident, orchestrated by the actions of an alcoholic father, destroy that connection, Kevin finds himself looking to the end.

      But the soft cries, of an injured kitten make Kevin reevaluate his situation.

      Years later, Kevin stumbles across a rather feisty kitty. Not to be denied, he proves resourceful and takes in his latest rescue.
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      It has been some time since Kye fought for the loves of his life.

      They have a new home, a new respect for their adversary and a set of new information.

      With the government getting involved, the media stirring the pot and a system quickly falling apart, Kye has just one question to ask himself.

      How does it end?
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      Wanting to go into business with his best friend, Evie, Calon never could have expected how his lift would turn in an instant.

      Rushing into the burning home of a neighbour, the unthinkable happens and our fearless main character dies a hero. Only... He doesn't quite make it to the afterlife.

      Thrust back in time, and into an alternate reality of South East Queensland, Australia, Calon finds himself in a world, familiar in only the vaguest sense. Before he can come to grip with his new world, Calon is captured by a host of wolf-riding goblins.
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      And accidentally calls forth someone... Familiar.

      

      Contains: MF, MFF, MFFF, elements of taboo, unrealistic time travel, blood, gore, violence, sarcasm and the occasional stat sheet!

      

      books2read.com/u/47Yp68
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      With the memories of a promise weighing on him, Ryan tries not to lose hope.

      Their small group, is now a functional town. A little piece of Heaven nestled in the bowels of Hell. And like all small towns battling for survival, there's always someone who's willing to take what they want. So when a cult rears its head, and Ryan learns they have kidnapped the one person in charge of it all, he will do everything he can to get her back.

      With the fate of millions of lives, resting on Ryan's hands, not everything is as it seems. And it may just be time to wake up.

      So join Ryan and his wives, as he meets new friends, fights new enemies, and tames new pets.

      It's one Hell of a ride!

      

      Contains a harem, MF, MFF, violence, gore and everything you could expect after reading book 1.

      

      https://books2read.com/u/4EL2r0

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOK FORMATTING

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Book formatting at a reasonable price.

        The person who formatted this book and all of the Montgomery Quinn books!

      

        

      
        “I make your words look pretty.”

      

      

      

      
        
        https://www.nmalone.net/formatting

        https://www.fiverr.com/share/vdQVkN

      

      

    

  



    
        Don't miss out!

        
            
                Click the button below
            
            and you can sign up to receive emails whenever Montgomery Quinn publishes a new book.  There's no charge and no obligation.
        

        
            
                
                    
                        [image: Sign Me Up]
                

            
            https://books2read.com/r/B-A-MOJN-UHIBC

        

        
            
            [image: books2read]
            

            Connecting independent readers to independent writers.
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