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CHAPTER ONE







IT WAS A shining afternoon. The trees blazed yellow and orange, and the smell of baking wafted over the grass.

Inya was waddling around her adobe oven. Her enormous belly stuck out beneath her apron, making me slightly nervous because it seemed like the baby was about to plop out.

Lots of other pregnant bellies were sitting on picnic blankets, surrounding a little army of babies. Some were crying. Some giggled. Others slept.

But whatever each of them was doing, they were all adorable as hell.

I was a little biased, of course, considering they were mine. Every one of them. All the babies and all the mamas.

I surveyed the scene with satisfaction. Lady Athalia was reclining beside “the kittens,” as we called them. My son, Rex, crawled around forcefully, his fluffy orange ears perked up, while the girls snuggled together.

Belina, my first lover in the village, was breastfeeding Jack, my second son and a little brother for Milana. Speaking of Milana, the little girl was holding another tiny baby, one with blonde hair, bright blue eyes, and an adorable pout.

Just like the mother, Nunu. My saucy little blonde sat beside Milana, watching. Having a baby had transformed her into a dutiful mom. Which was good because I’d already put another baby into her.

Sitting beside Nunu was Basar. She had also gone through a transformation since her pregnancy. She normally looked like Xena Warrior Princess, with her beautifully crafted armor and sword. But her pregnant belly had grown so big that she had to forego her armor and wear dresses instead.

Five other little ones crawled or slept on the blankets. They came from other women in the village.

I still couldn’t believe they were all mine. But it was true. Things were looking up. The sun was shining. Bellies were bulging. Babies were born. I’d brought the village of Staves back from the brink of extinction.

For the first time in years, these women had hope for the future.

But it was a precarious hope.

It had been three months since we’d defeated the goblins. Even during that short time, my power and skill had grown considerably. I wielded my elemental magic with increasing precision, not to mention my superhuman strength.

I was a Marvel superhero. The goblins wouldn’t have posed a threat anymore, even if they had hostile intentions.

Brunhilda, however, was another matter. Not only was she the most powerful witch in the land, but there were other powerful witches in Hermengildia, too.

Every night I went to sleep wondering what her next move would be. Would her emissary show up again with more threats? Perhaps. But it was probably more likely Brunhilda would finally dispense with diplomacy and attack us. Frankly, it surprised me she hadn’t done that already. I’d taken over her village, after all.

As far as I knew, it was her war in the south that held her back, but I couldn’t assume that would continue.

I had to make a move. No more waiting. No more wondering if the next day would bring war.

Sometimes I suspected that if I could just talk to Brunhilda face-to-face, it would be productive.

I knew little about her. It was hard to distinguish truth from propaganda. But she was a woman; that much I knew. If I could meet her, maybe I could charm her.

It was worth a try.

And if she wanted a fight, I’d give her one.

I took a breath of air and looked at the blue sky. Very well. I’d leave soon. Better to get on the road while the weather was still nice, anyway.

“Boo!”

I started as Fiz threw herself onto my back. She giggled, her eyes twinkling impishly.

“I scared you, didn’t I?”

“No.”

“Yes, I did. You almost jumped out of your skin. Hehehe!”

I grabbed her tiny wrist and kissed her hand. “Maybe a little. I was thinking.”

“What about?”

Before I could answer, the ground rumbled. I dug my heels into the soil as it rocked and bounced. Fiz screamed and squeezed her arms around my neck like she wanted to strangle me.

Women wailed, babies cried, and dust floated up from the palisade walls.

It lasted about 10 seconds. If I had to guess, I’d say it was a five on the Richter scale.

“Alright, everybody, no need to panic,” I announced after it ended. “Just an earthquake.”

I wanted to calm them down and salvage our “baby shower” celebration. Athalia, Gorfa, and Inya had been planning it for weeks.

But the women all glanced around fearfully and chattered about what it meant. Because, of course, an earthquake couldn’t be just an earthquake.

“It’s an omen,” Athalia said, glancing around with her ears flat, and frantically gathering up the litter into her arms.

Everyone looked at Rexella since she was the authority on all things mystical. The healer woman adjusted her gold beetle headband, and then put her hands on the globe of her very pregnant stomach.

“It could be an omen,” she said quietly. “It could also be an attack. Or it could just be an earthquake.”

“An attack?”

Gorfa suddenly came running down the slope from the longhouse, carrying a plate with her famous “meat pockets” that I loved so much.

“What’s happen? What’s happen?” she shrieked. The poor little goblin had never been in an earthquake before.

We ate our cookies in thoughtful silence, and many of the babies continued crying inconsolably. Then clouds darkened the village, and fat drops of rain plopped onto the blankets. We moved to the celebration into the longhouse, where it was dry and cozy, but the rain battered the roof, and thunder rumbled ominously.

In the days that followed, an extraordinary amount of wildlife passed by our village walls. The archers in the lookout towers reported wolves, Wewa Cats, and bears. They all ran through as if they were in a hurry to get somewhere. Even small critters like squirrels and chipmunks were making the same journey.

They all came around from the western side of the wall and then hurried off to the southeast towards the coast.

There was one exception to that pattern.

One morning, the archers spotted a huge black shape moving along the bottom of the palisade. Its inky arms explored the wall like long fingers.

A giant spider.

It seemed to assess our wards, perhaps looking for some gap where it might climb the wall. The archers waited, hoping it would soon give up and continue on its way. But the sight of the monster’s shining eyes and writhing appendages unnerved one of them. She let an arrow fly.

It pierced one of the spider’s legs, lodging below a joint. The creature shuddered and trembled hideously and then scurried away from the wall. Its many legs worked furiously as it hurried across the field and disappeared into the trees, but the one leg the arrow had struck dragged lamely over the ground.

Since this was a significant security risk, the guards informed me immediately. I ventured out with my good friends Snori and Cedri, and a few others. We searched the woods for a couple of hours but found nothing.

As we headed back up the sloping trail towards the village gate, I walked briskly, irritated. I didn’t like to see new threats popping up right when I was about to go away for a while.

Basar stepped through the gate as we approached, carrying her sword. “Did you find it?” 

“No,” I said. “Doesn’t mean it’s gone, though. There are plenty of places for it to—”

I was cut short by the male voice that called out from the woods:

“Sir, please! May I inquire, is this where Mr. David Ashwood resides?”

Scanning the trees, I saw no one.

Snori squinted his one eye at the forest and pulled an arrow from his quiver. “I don’t like this,” he grumbled. “Too much strangeness going on lately.”

“Where are you?” I called out. “Show yourself.”

Leaves rustled, and a red fox stepped onto the road. It looked sleek and noble, with bright orange eyes that gazed at us keenly.

Everyone stared in confusion.

“What’s the meaning a’ this?” grunted Snori.

“Are you going to show yourself or not?” I said.

The fox raised its head. “I’m here. This is me.”

I noticed the animal’s mouth move when the voice spoke.

Gasps of amazement came from the lookout towers.

“Witchcraft!” Cedri choked. He stepped forward, gripping his spear.

I grabbed his shoulder. “Don’t hurt it. Nobody attack it!”

The fox backed away towards the trees. “I mean no harm! I only heard that Mr. David Ashwood had taken a stand against the Witch Brunhilda, and…” He paused to catch his breath. He seemed unwell.

“I… I’ve heard it spoken that Mr. David is an honorable leader, and… We… oh!”

The fox wavered on his feet and then collapsed. Desperate yelping and crying rang out from the trees.

A second fox ran onto the road and crouched beside the first one, yelping and licking his face. It was smaller and daintier, with a distinctly feminine aura.

Walking down the road, we tried to approach the foxes, but the female snarled and snapped at us.

“It’s okay, sweetheart,” said the old codger, Cedri. “We’re tryin’ to help ye.”

However, she wouldn’t let us come near. A few of the women came out, speaking in soft voices. They knelt beside the female fox and the male. After a moment, the women were petting both foxes, and the female was looking at them with pleading eyes.

They assured her we wanted to help. She bowed her head and stepped aside as I came forward and crouched beside the male.

“I’m David Ashwood,” I said. “We’re going to help you as best we can.”

The fox raised his head and looked at me. “My name is Mura. And this is my sister, Kaku.”

I glanced at the little female fox, expecting her to say something. But she only whimpered and watched her brother anxiously. Her eyes had more of a brown hue than her brother’s, and they were rather pretty.

Mura coughed, breathing laboriously. “Thank you, Mr. David… Thank you.”

He dropped his head to the ground and closed his eyes. I picked him up and carried him through the gate as the female fox followed timidly behind me.











CHAPTER TWO







MURA LAY ON a bench in my longhouse, shivering despite the crackling flames in the firepit. I stood watching him with Snori, Cedri, and Basar. 

Rexella sat with her hand on his side. “I cannot cure him,” she whispered.

I saw Kaku’s ears prick up. She was sitting in the kitchen area at the other end of the longhouse. Fiz sat at the table, and Gorfa stood over a boiling pot.

Rexella sighed. “His body is polluted with some… sickness. But it isn’t natural… It has telltale signs of a spell, a very advanced one. Too advanced for me, I’m afraid.”

Kaku suddenly yelped and ran over to us, putting her front paws on the bed, and whimpering at her brother. Her attention seemed to revive him. He coughed and opened his eyes.

“Mr. David… I know I have little time. I’ve come to ask for your help… but also to warn you.”

He stopped to catch his breath. Fiz, Gorfa, and Gertrice gathered around.

“Brunhilda,” he continued. “She’s coming for you. She’s prepared a curse specially for you and your village. It’s more powerful than anything she—”

He fell into a fit of coughing.

I looked at Rexella as Mura struggled to catch his breath. “It’s just like before, with The Turning. She’s doing it again.”

Rexella returned my gaze for a second, her brow clouded with a frown. Gertrice shuffled on her feet. The two women both had their reasons for revering Mother Brunhilda in the past.

This must be hard for them, I thought. Especially Gertrice.

“Exactly right, Mr. David,” Mura said. “It’s just like her last plague so many years ago–- The Turning, as you call it.… Only this time it’s much worse.”

Gertrice’s ears went flat, and her tail bristled. “I mean, we don’t really know Brunhilda made The Turning happen. That was never proven.”

Mura’s eyes widened. “I didn’t expect to find Brunhilda stalwarts still here, least of all in the chieftain’s house.”

“I’m not a stalwart. I just—”

“Let me tell you what your ‘mother’ has done lately,” he interrupted.

The fox told us a lot of things we hadn’t known about. The tribal peoples with whom Brunhilda had been at war were called the Drazen. They were primarily farmers, and that was why Brunhilda needed them.

The truth, according to Mura, was that Hermengildia was amid a severe food shortage. Farm production had collapsed as the men had died off.

“That’s why you were waiting so long for the food delivery,” I said to Gertrice.

She stared at me with her mouth agape.

“Then… the delivery was… never going to come. There was never going to be any food.”

“Not unless Brunhilda could enslave the Drazen,” Mura said.

But the Drazen were a proud and strong race, and they put up fierce resistance. The lowlands they inhabited were also populated by other creatures who joined the fight against Brunhilda’s conquest.

“We preferred to live alongside the Drazen,” Mura said. “We knew Brunhilda would just bring everything to ruin.”

Brunhilda mostly relied on golems to do her fighting— not gigantic ones like the one the goblin sorcerer Glebu had commanded, but man-sized ones. The brawny Drazen stood up well against them. The fighting went on for months. More than 200 witches were killed, with many more injured.

Then Brunhilda snapped.

The recent earthquake was her doing— a testament both to her immense power as a witch, and also her ruthlessness.

The earthquake leveled the Drazen villages. But even before the dust had settled, a foul wind gusted over the lowlands. It lasted two days and two nights.

After that, every man and boy fell ill. Many boys were dead within days. The surviving ones softened until they were almost indistinguishable from girls.

As for the men, they were rapidly losing their vitality and strength. Some reported that their testicles had shrunk and, sometimes, disappeared. Many died.

The same sickness infected Mura’s people.

Not a single female came down with any symptoms.

“That’s Brunhilda, alright,” I said. “Ugh, it’s horrible.”

“But it’s worse than last time,” Mura said. “She’s created a more potent curse this time since her power has grown.”

“Hence the fact that it took effect so quickly,” I said. “Hardly a week!”

Not only was she able to create a more powerful curse. She could make two of them.

One for the Drazen. And one for my village.

According to Mura, the dread witch had already spent the considerable magical energy required to produce the second curse. From her tower in Hermengildia, she’d plotted our destruction. She went so far as to raise her hand to unleash the curse upon us.

But she backed off at the last second. Mura did not know why.

One thing was obvious, though. Brunhilda’s hesitation put her under tremendous pressure from The Council of Witches. The Council formed the government of Hermengildia, together with Brunhilda, who was at the top. The Council was dominated by a faction of extremists—even more extreme than Brunhilda, if that could be believed.

Every day, the Council urged her to unleash the curse on Staves. And every day she came within a hair’s breadth of doing what they wanted.

“One of these days she will do it!” Mura said.

Naturally, we asked Mura how in the world he had got all this information. He claimed the Drazen had spies in Hermengildia. They’d all been found out, but not before two got away and returned with the intelligence they’d obtained.

There was more he wanted to tell us, and much I wanted to ask him. For instance, were the Drazen human? If so, they might be a population my progeny could breed with.

Unfortunately, the fox fell into a slumber. His sister whined and nuzzled his face, but nothing could wake him this time.

“I’m sorry,” Rexella said after a silence.

Kaku whined pitifully and jumped onto the bed, settling down beside her dead brother.

Everyone stood aside to let her mourn. I took Rexella aside, through the beaded curtain, into my bedroom.

I nearly tripped over my son, who was crawling around the room while Athalia watched from the bed. Mura’s warning came back to me.

A new curse, specially designed for my village… my sons. How vindictive did she have to be? How inhuman? I balled my fists so hard that my fingernails almost drew blood.

Rexella’s touch on my arm soothed me. 

“You think he’s telling the truth?” I whispered. “I’m inclined to believe him… Even though he is a fox.”

“Foxes are masterful tricksters. It’s true. But they aren’t always bad. They can be deceitful, but they can also be faithful adversaries.”

“So, you believe him, too?”

“He does seem honest. But the sickness inside him has certain markers in it. I can tell that it was created by a witch trained at the magical academy of Hermengildia. But there’s only one witch with the ability to create a sickness like this.”

“Brunhilda.”

She sighed. “Yes.”

“I’ve got to go to Hermengildia to face her, ASAP.”

I burst through the curtain into the main room. “Gertrice!”

“Yes, Chieftain!” She stood erect, stabbing the floor with the butt-end of her pike.

“Get ready. We’re going to Hermengildia.”

“We are?” the cat girl wheezed.

“Yes. You heard what Mura said. I have to confront Brunhilda. I need you to come since you lived there and worked in the castle.”

“Yes, Chieftain,” she croaked. “But… May I ask, who else is coming?”

“I don’t know yet.”

Rexella grabbed my arm. “David…”

I looked at her. “You’re not coming. It would be great to have you, but you’re way too pregnant.”

“David, I know. I just wanted to tell you, I… I’m worried about you facing Brunhilda. She’s the most powerful witch alive. She’s been practicing magic much longer than you. Please don’t underestimate her.”

“I’m not. But we don’t have a choice. I’ve got to go and either talk sense into her or fight — even if it’s a fight to the death.”

Cedri cleared his throat. He scratched his head with his hook. “Er, I was just thinking, Chieftain. Thinkin’ about what kinda party you’re gonna want to put together for the journey. And I says to myself, ‘David’ll be on the road for a few days, goin’ through the wilds, so he could use a stout bushman.’”

I put my hand on his shoulder. “Sorry, Cedri. I think you and Snori should stay here.”

The old codger pursed his lips, and I could see him straining to hide his disappointment. “Understood,” he said. “There’s not much I can add any more, considering how powerful you’ve become. I just really wanted to see Hermengildia… that’s the truth of it.”

“Don’t count yourself short,” I said. “You and Snori can help with village security while I’m gone.”

I stroked my beard. “There’s one other person I want to bring… Where is she?” I searched the various faces around me, some of them hopeful that I would pick them, and others fearful.

But I couldn’t see the one I was looking for.

“Fiz! You around?”

“Hey!” The imp shouted from the rafters. Everyone looked up as Fiz did a somersault and then landed softly in front of me.

She stood straight and saluted me.

“You’re coming with me,” I said.

“Whatever you say, Chieftain!”

Rexella looked at me with concern. “But… what’s your plan?” 

“Show up at the gates and tell them I’m there to see Brunhilda.”

“And what if she doesn’t receive you? What if they want to put you in the dungeon instead?”

I scoffed. “Let them try.” I was pretty confident after bringing the entire goblin army to its knees.

Rexella crossed her arms. “Brunhilda isn’t the only witch in Hermengildia. There are many others — some of them almost as powerful as she is.”

An unfamiliar female voice piped in, surprising everyone.

“But it’s worse than that!”

Everyone turned to Kaku. She jumped down from the bed, her ears nervously sticking back, fur standing on end.

“Brunhilda has been at war for months,” the fox continued. “She has an army of golems ready to fight. And the political situation is unstable, too. The extremist faction is gaining ground, so it’s hard to predict what might happen.”

Kaku looked around, blinking her eyes, which were quite pretty. Everyone gaped at her in surprise.

“So, you can talk!” Fiz said, gingerly walking up and patting her.

Kaku bowed her head shyly and looked at me. “You should consider my warning.”

I nodded. “I appreciate it, but golems don’t worry me much. As for the unstable political situation, that’s all the reason for me to talk to Brunhilda as soon as possible, before something happens.”

“Oh, I’m not suggesting you shouldn’t go. On the contrary, I think you should go. But I want to help you.”

I raised an eyebrow. “How?”

She padded closer, and a shy dog-like grin came onto her little face. She glanced at me with a sly look.

“I have a plan.”








CHAPTER THREE







THE FOX’S PLAN was as crafty as it was simple. I would enter the city in disguise and gather information about Brunhilda’s state of mind towards me. If it seemed worthwhile, I could reveal my identity and request an audience with her.

But if the climate was overwhelmingly hostile towards me, then I could launch into a surprise attack from within the city; having already passed through the outer defenses, it would be easier to launch an attack on Brunhilda’s castle.

For the disguise, I’d pose as a Dioroban cult leader. As Gertrice and Rexella attested, Diorobus was a minor god worshiped in a faraway land, but his cult had become increasingly popular in the years since Brunhilda had overthrown the patriarchy.

The god himself was rather androgynous, with long hair and flowing, silky robes. Often associated with wine, he represented wild nature, in contrast with the rule-bound life of human society, especially cities.

It was mostly women who joined the Dioroban Mystery Cults, as they were called. Oddly enough, though, it was always a man who initiated women into the cult. These men were known as Leafins. They traveled from town to town, dressed like Diorobus himself. They’d gained the equivalent of rock-star status. Women would often run to them, screaming.

The Leafin would lead the ecstatic women into the forest, where they would supposedly have orgies and rip wild animals limb from limb before eating them raw.

In the days of the patriarchy, these cultists were relegated to the outskirts of Hermengildia, but this was no longer the case, according to Kaku. Now they were welcomed into the city and treated like princes, ironically enough.

They were the only men who still enjoyed a high status under Brunhilda’s matriarchy. Gertrice, Rexella, and Athalia corroborated Kaku’s account.

The only caveat was that some councilors had recently called for them to be banned, saying they were a security threat. But the Leafins were popular, and this idea hadn’t yet gained ground, as far Kaku was aware.

But there was one more component to her plan.

“Let me come,” she said. “I know I don’t look like much, but you’d be surprised by what I can do.”

I thought her plan was a great idea, and it was based on valuable intel that I couldn’t have had access to before she told me about it. It impressed me.

I agreed to let her join the mission. She might continue to be useful.

The women also liked the idea, and they seemed very amused at the thought of me dressed as a Leafin. I wasn’t sure why, at first.

But it soon became clear.


***




“Oh! Oh! It’s too good, it’s too good!” Inya shrieked as I stood up from the throne in my longhouse after Nunu had applied the eyeshadow.

“Are you sure this is necessary?” I grumbled.

Nunu swatted my arm. “Stop arguing! We’ve already been through this. You’ve got to look the part, remember?”

“Turn around,” Inya said from her chair at the table. “Let me see you.”

I did a 360. She laughed uproariously.

So did Gorfa. “David! David! Look so sexy! Hahaha!”

I gave her a wry look. “You too, Brutus?”

I walked to a looking glass that hung on one of the round wooden columns near Gertrice’s bed. The curtain was drawn across Gertrice’s bed, and I could hear her shuffling around in there, changing into her Dioroban cultist disguise.

Looking myself over in the mirror, I winced. My beard had been the first thing to go. Nunu insisted on shaving it off, because a Leafin would never be caught dead with a beard.

Then there was my tunic. It was more ornate than was customary for our village. The loose fabric streamed over my shoulders and flowed over my muscles, and the garment opened up in the middle, exposing lots of chest hair.

An absurd amount of bracelets jangled on my forearms, and at least one ring adorned each of my fingers.

And, of course, there was the eye shadow. I wasn’t thrilled about that part. But now that I looked at it in the mirror, it reminded me of a 1970s rock star.

Overall, the getup made me look like Keith Richards, or maybe some peacocking pickup artist circa 2005.

I can work with that.

“Alright, I wanna see my partner in crime,” I said to the curtain. “How ya doing, Gertrice?”

I heard her fidgeting behind the curtain. “Um, I think I’m, uh, I think I’m ready.”

“Great, come on out.”

The curtain opened, and a long, delicate leg stepped out. I forgot to breathe for a few seconds as I watched her pretty little foot find the wood floor. Another leg followed.

It was a familiar topography. The blue tights Gertrice normally wore for her uniform clung to every curve. But it took aback me how smooth and soft her legs were… Legs that had never been touched or kissed by a man.

The flowing white fabric fell over Gertrice’s legs as she stood up and walked to the mirror. Athalia wrinkled her nose. “I don’t know if you make a very convincing Dioroban devotee. You look too normal.”

“It’s the spectacles,” Inya said. “They make her look so… I won’t say boring. But let’s just say they make her look prudent and safe.”

Gertrice scowled at Inya. “But I’m blind without them. Besides, who says a Dioroban devotee can’t wear spectacles?”

Inya walked up behind Gertrice and eyed her reflection critically. “I’m just teasing you. The spectacles don’t seem out of place. You’re the cult leader’s helper, after all; it makes sense that someone diligent would end up in that position.”

She stepped closer and put her hands on the cat girl’s shoulders. “But there is one thing you must keep in mind.”

Gertrice’s ears crumpled.

“The Leafin’s helper will be expected to do all sorts of… favors for the Leafin.”

Gertrice’s mouth tightened, and her eyes narrowed behind her spectacles.

“She means you’ll be doin’ the nasty!” Fiz said.

For some reason, Gorfa found Fiz’s expression to be riotously funny. “HAHAHAHA. Do the nasty! Why you say like that?”

Gertrice glared at Fiz. “I know what she meant, thank you.” Then she turned on her heel and glanced at me. “There will not be any favors. It’s just an act!”

I put my hands up. “Hey, don’t look at me. I didn’t say anything!”

“Of course, it’s just an act,” Inya said, putting her arm around Gertrice’s shoulder. “I wasn’t suggesting you would do him actual favors. I’m just saying you’ll have to be a little lovey-dovey in public. Otherwise, it may arouse suspicion.”

Inya winked at me.

Gertrice pushed her spectacles up the ridge of her button nose. “Well, yes. That’s true… I suppose.”

We added flowing cloaks on top of our robes, and our disguises were complete.

Fiz wouldn’t need one, of course, since she could make herself invisible whenever she wanted.

As for Kaku, she would pose as my pet. This would not seem out of the ordinary, as Dioroban cult leaders often befriended wild animals.

That evening, we gave Kaku’s brother a proper burial according to the customs of Staves.

We set out on horseback early the following morning with little fanfare.

The blue sky smiled on us on the road to Hermengildia, and the journey was uneventful. For the first three days, the road took us through a forest that looked the same as the country around Staves. But in the last two days, we emerged from the forest into fields and rolling hills. Sometimes we passed hedgerows and old wooden fences.

During the fourth day, the smell of the sea was in the air, and gulls cried over our heads.

I regularly used my scrying ability, taking “flights” to survey the surrounding area. On the last leg of our journey, I spotted a caravan of Brunhilda’s forces coming up from the south.

Soaring above, I saw a dozen women riding in the front on horseback. Their long hair rolled over black leather armor.

Behind them marched rows of men who looked eerily similar, even by the standards of an army. They were all a rusty orange color from head to foot. All were the same size and height. No one seemed to be leading a march, and yet their movements looked uniform.

These were surely the golems I’d heard about.

Swooping a little closer, a shudder ran down my tail feathers as I saw they had no faces; they were as featureless as mannequins. But their bodies looked as hard as brick. Nevertheless, they somehow moved, thanks to the ghastly magic that animated them.

When I returned to my body, we held back a while on the side of the road to avoid encountering them. We watched the dust rise from the road ahead as the caravan came from the conjoining road and turned towards the city. 

Noticing Fiz wasn’t around, I looked at the swaying poplars in the field beside us, wondering where she’d gone.

A minute later, I turned and saw her flying at me like a shot. She crashed into my side, burying her face in my robes.

“Ew! Yuck! The golems are so creepy!”

“What do they look like?” Gertrice said. “Brunhilda didn’t have any golems when I was here.”

Fiz grimaced. “They have no faces!”

Kaku sniffed Fiz and wagged her tail. “You will not like Hermengildia then.”

Fiz’s eyes widened. “Why?”

The fox tilted her head. “It’s a city of witches. Just be prepared for creepiness, that’s all.”

Fiz let go of my robes and stared at the ground. Then she nodded. “I see what you mean. I shouldn’t get so scared, or I won’t be much good to anyone.”

She sucked in a breath and stiffened her lip. “Don’t worry about me, you guys. I… I wasn’t really scared. You can count on me!”

I patted her head. “I know we can, Fiz.”

We made good time. The city walls came into view at the end of the fifth day. Fiz went ahead, covertly entering the city, and reported back that it looked like a ghost town. The streets were practically empty.

A few stars were already twinkling in the sky as we made our way on the dusty road towards the wall of Hermengildia.

It was an impressive structure. Easily over two stories high, it had turreted watchtowers at regular intervals rising even higher. Beyond the wall, in the distance, I could see the towers and spires of the castle, on the top of a hill, pink and orange with the last rays of the setting sun.

The castle and the city’s outer wall were said to be 500 years old, and they looked as though they’d still be standing after another 500 years. Gazing at them, I felt a sense of admiration for the culture that had produced them.

But there was yet another impressive feat of engineering, which stretched across the country for miles when I looked to the right. It was an aqueduct: two levels of high arches, casting their long shadows over the fields for miles.

Even the gate itself was constructed cleverly. The wall receded into a sort of courtyard, at the end of which was the city gate. This meant visitors approaching the gate were flanked on both sides by the wall.

Riding through this area, I looked at the top of the wall on either side and saw guards standing between the turrets, watching us.

I heard sounds from inside the city. Drums and laughter drifted through the iron gates.

“Doesn’t sound so dead in there, after all,” I murmured.

Fiz’s face suddenly formed out of thin air, right beside my cheek. It floated there, disembodied, staring at me.

I started. “Jesus Christ, Fiz, don’t do that!” I hissed.

“Sorry,” she whispered. “I just wanted to tell you it’s getting busy in there now. Lots of people are coming out in the streets.”

“Okay, fine, but disappear before someone sees you. Do you know how weird you look when you’re just a floating face?”

“Oh, yeah. Sorry. Okay, bye!” She vanished.

The cold iron gate stood under a narrow arch in the wall. Two muscular cat girls, wearing similar armor to Basar’s, stepped out, regarding us with a mix of irritation and boredom.

Here was the first test of our disguise. 

I had butterflies in my stomach as if I was going on stage to perform a role in a play. I always wondered if I’d be a good actor. Time to find out.

Admittedly, we did have a bit of help. The book of thief magic, which had been gifted to me by the goblins, was perfect for a mission such as this. I had it in my pocket.

We’d already used one of its spells to strengthen our disguise. It was simply a charm that you attached to a disguise, and it increased the suggestive power of the disguise, making people more inclined to believe it.

Not exactly Jedi mind control, but maybe it would help.

Still, I couldn’t help but swallow nervously as the cat-girl guards approached. They did not look like gullible types.








CHAPTER FOUR







THE GUARDS WERE strikingly different from other cat girls I’d seen — and it wasn’t just their tall, muscular build. Their faces were more catlike, with pink little cat noses and whiskers. Their ears were round, and they also had a dusting of yellow fur with hints of black spots.

“They’re like cheetahs,” I muttered.

“Because they’re cheetah people,” Gertrice said as if it was obvious.

The cheetah guards sauntered towards me, eyeing me keenly. I threw myself into my role. That was only one way to do it. I had to be the cult leader. Pushing away all thoughts of my true identity, I sat up straight on my horse and rode towards the guards with a self-satisfied smirk on my face.

“Hello, ladies,” I intoned. Without slowing my pace, I recited the accustomed calling card of the itinerant cult leaders:

“In the name of Diorobus, I come to thee! Open thy doors for me, or tree and vine will destroy thy city before its time.”

I said the verse with arrogant nonchalance and continued riding towards the gate without slowing down.

“Hang on a moment,” one guard said in a surly tone, grabbing the harness. “Dismount, all of you. We have to ask you some questions.”

“At least he bothered to say the greeting,” the other said, as we dismounted. “Haven’t heard that in a while.”

The surly one regarded me impassively. “Declare who you are and how long you wish to stay in Hermengildia.”

“I am Redock of Weslinj. I don’t plan to stay more than a week at most.”

“And where are you coming from?” the surly guard said. I could see in her face that she believed I was a Leafin. She was just going through the motions.

“Skrilp was my last major stop.”

This part of my carefully prepared narrative had given me doubts. But the girls had assured me it would not seem odd that I’d dropped by the goblin city. On the contrary.

Sure enough, the cheetah girls only rolled their eyes. Goblin-girl fever was universal among all races of males.

They searched us for weapons and found none. Then they made us open the sacks we were carrying. I was worried they’d see Gertrice’s attendant’s uniform and ask about it.

But they didn’t pick through the contents that closely. They only wanted to make sure we weren’t hiding weapons.

“Alright,” the surly guard said. “Enjoy your visit. They’re gonna like you.”

Upon passing through the gates, we found ourselves in a labyrinth of narrow streets. Night had already fallen, but the sky was clear, and the moon’s watery light flooded the streets and buildings. To my surprise, the streets were also lined with oil lamps.

The buildings mostly looked like they were made with a wooden frame and bricks. Some were several stories high. But they all appeared to be in disrepair, and some were ruined — mere shells with vines crawling up the cracked walls and bats fluttering through the darkened windows.

Above the rooftops, I saw a sea of buildings rise up the foot of the hill — which was called Mount Castle — right up to the castle wall. Beyond that, the castle’s spires and turrets seemed ghoulish in the twilight.

The city was like a graveyard.

The rhythmic drumming and laughter that drifted through the streets seemed incongruent.

“Is there a festival or something?” I said to Gertrice.

She looked around with a bewildered frown. “I don’t know.”

A large stable was located near the gates, and Gertrice suggested we leave our horses there, since it was easy to get around on foot, and there were usually carts available for transportation.

Leaving our horses, we followed Gertrice through the narrow, irregular streets. She knew her way around the city well, so I asked her to take us to a decent inn.

Once or twice, she stopped and looked around with consternation. “I can’t believe how different it looks… Things didn’t used to be so run down.”

We came onto a wider street with stately buildings. They had columned entranceways, courtyards, and overgrown gardens.

Marble statues stood half-buried in weeds and unruly hedges. They depicted stern, muscular men with square jaws.

Many of these grand houses were derelict, covered in graffiti, trashed, and gutted.

“This is called Golden Road,” Gertrice said. “It’s where the rich merchants and retired warriors used to live.”

She led us to one of these properties, which was nearly hidden by trees and overgrown hedges.

“This is Mr. Morvig’s house,” Gertrice said hesitatingly. “He used to let rooms to officials. He was very kind… But, my goodness, he’s really let his garden get out of control.”

We made our way along the path to the front door, squeezing past the wild hedges and ducking low-hanging branches. Our feet crunched dead leaves that had already piled up, and a rooty smell filled my nostrils.

Kaku walked with her nose to the ground, her ears flicking at every little sound.

Stepping out of the darkness, yellow moonlight spilled onto our robes. The grand old house was sepulchral. Dead leaves covered the entrance and spilled into the door, which stood ajar.

“I don’t think anyone lives here anymore, Glavin,” I said, addressing Gertrice by her fake name.

Gertrice stared at the house, the frown deepening on her brow. “Yeah… I guess not.”

Kaku whimpered and looked up, sniffing the air. I heard creaking on the upper floors of the house.

“No… somebody’s there,” Gertrice whispered, her nose wiggling as she searched for a scent.

“Probably just squatters,” I said in a loud voice.

A face had appeared out of the darkness of a second-floor window. It was sunken and deeply wrinkled. So much so that it seemed as if the house really was a crypt, and a mummy had arisen from its tomb.

The old face seemed to be stuck in a permanent scowl. 

“Just squatters, you say? Just squatters?”

“Where is Mr. Morvig?” I demanded, assuming this was not the sweet old fellow Gertrice had told me about. “We’re told he rents rooms.”

“He don’t live here no more,” he spat. “It’s just us squatters.”

“Where did he go?” Gertrice said.

“He’s dead. Fell down the stairs. Very unfortunate accident.” He emitted a wheezing sound, which I gathered was laughter.

The cat girl’s ears flattened, and she clenched her fists. She looked like she was ready to haul the old man to the authorities, but I grabbed her wrist and pulled her towards me.

We needed to keep our eye on the mission.

“Come on, babe,” I said with a languid air. “This is boring.” Then, turning to the old man. “Goodnight to you, Sir. I’m sorry we awoke you from your eternal rest.”

As I turned to go, there was more creaking in the house. More shapes appeared in the windows. The door creaked all the way open, and several men stepped out. Others appeared from around the corners of the house.

A dozen men gathered around us, and more watched from the windows. A few of them were middle-aged or older. Like Snori and Cedri, they still looked strong for their age.

Most of them, however, were younger men. Their bodies looked noodley, their faces soft.

And their eyes burned with resentment. But that was understandable, after all. They were casualties of Brunhilda’s curse.

The ones who’d survived.

I stared in amazement. They were just like Spitko, the young man who’d plotted against me after my arrival in Staves.

Armed with crude clubs and daggers, they gathered around us, sneering.

“Relax, guys,” I said. “We’re not from around here.” I put my arm around Gertrice’s waist and began directing her away. “And we were just leaving.”

They eyed Gertrice, and I saw them enviously register the possessive way I was touching her.

“Yeah, we know you’re not from here,” one said sulkily as I was turning to leave. “We know who you are.”

Those were not words I wanted to hear.

But I looked back at him with a smile, making a heroic effort to maintain my composure.

“Oh yeah?”

“Of course,” he said disdainfully. “You’re a Dioroban Leafin-- or at least that’s what you claim.”

I made my eyes burn with all the fire of a true believer.

“Have you heard the song of Diorobus?” I said passionately. “Have you heard it?”

I cleared my throat and drew myself up in preparation to recite the hymn that a typical Leafin would sing while proselytizing. I’d rapidly memorized the key Dioroban prayers, and I was rather proud of myself. It felt like I’d crammed for an exam, and I was confident I could ace it.

I’d sort of been waiting for an opportunity to try converting someone. To be fair, I quite enjoyed the poetic language of the prayers. I’d always had a zest for words, and it made me remember why I’d become a copywriter in my old life back on Earth.

But the men weren’t in the mood.

“Save your prayers,” one said. “We know you’re a charlatan.”

What? How could they possibly know?

Another one sneered, “Give any massages today?” The others guffawed bitterly.

I knitted my brow, baffled. Massages? I had no idea what they meant by that, but my heart pounded harder, partly from sheer annoyance. Was my act that unconvincing?

“Yeah,” another one said. “You’re a phony, just like all the rest of them. We know your routine by now. This city’s been crawling with your kind for years now.”

Aha.

I got an inkling of what was going on. They hated Dioroban cult leaders because the women went crazy for them while they, the remaining men of Hermengildia, were treated like subhuman garbage.

And maybe the Leafins really were charlatans. That was certainly possible.

It didn’t matter. They still believed our act, and that was the main thing. I felt my neck muscles relax a bit.

An older guy stepped towards me. He had broad shoulders and a square jaw. “You just put on those robes because women like it,” he grumbled.

“So why don’t you guys put on the robes yourselves, then?” I said, spreading my arms with avuncular friendliness. “You’re making a persuasive argument in favor of becoming Leafins.”

“It wouldn’t work,” he growled. “They know we’re descendants of the old patriarchs. They hate us.”

“Yeah!” the others said, gripping their weapons and inching closer.

Then, several of them lunged for me.

It was a shame. I felt if I just had enough time, I could persuade them there was a better way.

But they left me no choice. They wanted a fight, and I wasn’t about to be their whipping boy.








CHAPTER FIVE







ALMOST BY REFLEX, a tendril of my mind dipped into the ground beneath my feet. There had been a time, not long before, when I would have inadvertently blown the entire house away. When it was all or nothing.

Not anymore. My practice was paying off.

Now I could exercise control and judgment. I pulled up a small measure of elemental magic from the ground. Just enough.

The dirt broke beneath the men’s feet. Rocks and chunks of clay exploded upwards, battering the men who’d tried to rush me.

They toppled to the ground, shielding their heads as pebbles and dirt continued to pelt them for a moment.

“Magic! Magic!”

“Them cult leaders are just like the witches!” the mummy said from his window. “All sensual-like. That’s why things went downhill— scum like that!”

“Right!” the young men agreed. “Scum like that! Exactly!”

“You don’t wanna fight me, guys,” I said calmly. “That would be a big mistake.”

In a swift motion, the mummy receded into the darkness and reappeared aiming a bow and arrow at us.

It was unexpected since I knew Brunhilda had banned such weapons. But perhaps old-man Morvig had a hidden stash.

I thrust my opened hand towards the window, sending out a gale-force wind that was concentrated and contained within a small area. It carried a barrage of icicles.

The would-be archer was blasted away from the window, no doubt filled with holes. Another man stumbled forward from the darkness with an icicle lodged in his neck. He tumbled over the windowsill and fell to the ground, almost landing on some of the men.

Square jaw came at me first, raising a knotted club. The others followed his lead.

I grabbed Gertrice’s waist and shoved her behind me. Kaku snarled and snapped at the men’s ankles, leaping back as they swung at her.

My fist connected with square-jaw’s face with all the force of falling timber. He dropped onto the ground, probably unrecognizable to his next of kin.

“Kill him! Kill him!” the men yelled.

Batting away blows from clubs, I swung my fists with awful precision, destroying faces and crushing lungs.

But I was screaming inside. I had nothing against these idiots, and it pissed me off they were making me fight them. Given the broader political circumstances, it felt a bit like fratricide. The witches would probably be happy.

More men charged out the front door. Others came from around the other side of the house. Lots of them.

Great. Our mission was getting off to a poor start.

I could have wiped them all out at once, but there was too much risk that such a large discharge of magic would attract the wrong attention. So, I kept using my fists.

In the thick of the fighting, I saw Kaku in the corner of my eye. She was growling and snapping fiercely now. I didn’t know she had it in her, but I figured her fighting instinct must have kicked in. 

A nasty blow must have hit her because she raised a horrible yelp and a frantic cry. But this was followed almost immediately by fearful shouts from the men.

I heard one say: “No… I can’t believe it. She’s a… She’s a kitsu— huuughhhhh—”

Something sliced his throat.

Glancing to my side, I saw the flash of metal as a sleek figure charged towards the house. I thought I saw a mass of orange fur as the figure darted into the door.

A surly young man swung a dagger at my face. I dodged it and grabbed his weedy neck, crushing his throat.

As I glanced around for more challengers, a great commotion came from inside the house. Shouting, screaming, and a sharp blade chopping and slicing.

The few surviving men outside looked at me for a second, hesitated, then turned tail and ran.

I grabbed Gertrice by the arm. “You okay?”

She glanced around at the nearly two-dozen corpses strewn about the grass.

“Yeah… I… I’m fine. Where’s Kaku?”

I turned towards the house. One final grunt came from the upper level, and then the sound of a body hitting the floor.

All was quiet.

I heard the faintest creak of a wooden staircase, and then a small figure stood at the door.

She stepped into the moonlight, sheathing a short sword. She had a youthful face with rosy cheeks and pretty, almond-shaped eyes, still frowning with determination.

Pointing forward above her head were two fluffy animal ears. Big ones. A lot bigger than Gertrice’s and Athalia’s.

She wore a cute sort of kimono skirt that ended above her knees. It looked sexy, but it also allowed for a lot of mobility for fighting.

Her straight orange hair was exactly the color of Kaku’s fur, as were her eyes. A light dusting of orange fur began at her elbows. She had funny little furry hands with claws instead of nails.

There was also a mass of fluffy orange fur trailing behind her.

Seeing me staring at her hands, she held them against her stomach and looked down, evidently ashamed.

“Kaku?” I said.

She glanced up. “Yes. It’s me, Kaku.”

Gertrice stepped forward. “You’re a kitsune?”

“Yes. I… I’m sorry we kept it a secret from you, but… ”

“I know,” Gertrice said sympathetically. “You never know how people will react.”

She nodded, evidently relieved that Gertrice understood. I gave Gertrice a questioning frown.

The cat girl tapped her chin thoughtfully. “Not all villages consider it a blessing when a kitsune comes to their gates.”

“Yes,” Kaku nodded. “We have to be careful.”

Gertrice stretched her neck to look behind Kaku. “May I ask how many tails you have?”

The kitsune pivoted her backside towards us, revealing two bushy tails. Her outfit had an opening to accommodate them.

“Just two. Not like my…my brother.”

Gertrice rushed over to comfort her. Kaku was half a head shorter, but her arms and legs were more built. She seemed like the type of girl who likes to do squats and deadlifts.

“Your brother had more tails?”

Kaku nodded, quickly wiping tears away. “My big brother. He had four.” Her mouth tightened into a straight line, and the frown of resolution came back. “I’m okay,” she said, squeezing Gertrice’s arm. “Thank you.”

“We better go,” I said, glancing at the piles of corpses around us.

It looked like a bloody massacre: a bunch of men killed, and no casualties on the other side.

“Okay,” Kaku said, holding her hands against her ribcage again as if she wanted to hide them. “But I, um, I can’t change back until tomorrow. I’m sorry. That’s just how it works”

“You don’t have to apologize,” I said.

“If I tried to change back now, I’d get seriously ill.”

“Does it matter if you walk around Hermengildia like that?”

“Kitsune are rare,” Gertrice said. “She’d be noticed. It wouldn’t necessarily be bad, but—”

“It would be bad,” Kaku said. “Because my people have been fighting on the Drazen’s side.”

“But there are lots of monster girls in this city, right? Couldn’t she blend in?”

Gertrice stood back and looked Kaku over. “She could almost pass for a cat girl. It’s just the tails.”

“They’re pretty difficult to hide,” Kaku said, turning her hips and swinging her tails towards us. They looked so fluffy it was tempting to stroke them.

“Here,” Gertrice said, taking off her cloak. “Try this on.”

She threw the cloak over Kaku’s shoulders and did up the clasp. The cloak went to her calves. It stuck out where her tails were, but at least they were covered.

“Alright, let’s get outta here,” I said, turning towards the path back to the street. But something glinted in the grass.

I crouched beside one corpse. “Hmm. Money.”

I held the coins up in the moonlight. They looked old, and the likeness of a king was on them. We’d already brought some goblin coins with us, which would be accepted as currency in Hermengildia. But it wouldn’t hurt to have more.

“Come on, see if the others have any coins too,” I said, searching the dead dude’s pockets.

“We’ve already committed mass murder,” I said sarcastically. “Might as well throw larceny in with it.”

With coins clinking in our pockets, we hurried through the wild garden and returned to the road to resume our search for a place to lay our heads for the night.








CHAPTER SIX







WE PASSED SEVERAL more crumbling houses with elegant columns and statues half-buried in weeds.

Again, we heard the wild sound of a drum beat drifting in the air.

Gertrice kept shaking her head, muttering, “It’s so different!”

A boisterous group of teenage girls spilled onto the road from a pathway behind us. They were tripping all over each other, shrieking and laughing as they overtook us, apparently in a rush to get somewhere.

They fell silent as I glanced at them. A group of wide-eyed school-girl faces stared back at me. They whispered frantically and kept firing glances at me as they hurried past us and turned onto a connecting street, which was alive with people.

“I know where there’s a bunch of inns,” Gertrice said. “At least, there used to be. I’m sure some of them are still there.”

The cat girl directed us to the left as we turned onto the street, just behind a small group of people. Shops lined the street on either side.

“This is Market Street,” Gertrice whispered. “We just have to walk about 10 minutes.” 

Two-story buildings lined the street. Rustic shops were on the ground floor, and the shop-owners lived on the upper floor. However, most of the shops seemed abandoned. Some were boarded up. Others were left open, but they were clearly out of business.

Looking inside one shop, I saw tools hanging from the ceiling. Big, heavy ones.

“Must be a blacksmith’s,” I said.

“It was a blacksmith’s” Gertrice said, shaking her head. “There’s been a severe shortage of blacksmiths in recent years.”

“Hmm,” I sneered. “I wonder why that could be?”

It wasn’t just masculine trades that suffered, though. Peering into another shop, I saw a counter and empty shelves. Broken remnants of pottery littered the dusty floor. Next door, a former textile shop was also empty.

We overtook the group walking ahead of us. Five of them were women, chattering and walking in front. Three were young men, gloomily walking behind.

The women’s heads turned as I walked past, but I could see by their widening eyes that the attention wasn’t bad.

“He’s cute,” I heard one of them say. “I haven’t seen him before.”

The smallest of all these girls walked in the front with an important air. Her dark-brown hair was tied into two very long pigtails.

Whipping one of these pigtails over her shoulder, she turned around with a hand on her hip. She looked me up and down.

The other girls gathered around beside her, while the boys slinked into the background. The way the girls were dressed surprised me. Their asses were barely covered by short frilly skirts, and their nipples showed beneath skimpy blouses.

As for the tiny leader, a black ribbon of fabric clung to her braless torso, leaving her taut little tummy on display. Her smooth olive arms were naked except for gaudy bracelets and rings on her fingers.

Another black slip of fabric clung to her hips. It took a gargantuan act of will not to drool over her sexy legs. She was even wearing heels.

Fitting snugly around her neck was a lace choker, also black. Her face was made up with dark eyeshadow and pink lipstick.

She reminded me of Ariana Grande.

My throat tightened. Wait a minute… Didn’t she look like someone else?

“You there,” she said, jabbing her finger at me. “Are you new here? I haven’t seen you before.”

Her high, girlish voice was slightly slurred, but I recognized it at once.

Marwa!

Holy shit, Marwa! Erstwhile leader of the Brunhilda faction in Staves. Brat. Know-it-all. Busybody. Goblin cock-gobbler.

Marwa! Standing right there in front of me!

Gertrice retreated behind me, hiding her face with her hair.

“I have just arrived this evening, My Lady,” I said with a gallant bow.

Marwa’s eyes wandered down to my jaw and lingered on my neck. She was looking at me like a piece of meat. So were her friends.

There was no spark of recognition in her eyes. She teetered slightly on her feet. Maybe she was too drunk to recognize me. But she was used to seeing me with a beard when she’d looked at me at all, and I appeared quite different without it. Not to mention the goblin charm I’d put on our costumes.

Still, I didn’t want to push my luck.

“I’m on my way to an inn now,” I said, continuing on my way. “Maybe I’ll see you around.”

I saw the boys’ faces staring in disbelief, and Marwa blushed. Her mouth opened, but nothing came out. She opened and closed it a couple more times, like a fish.

I left her like that and marched down the street with my arms around Gertrice’s and Kaku’s waists.

“That was Marwa!” Gertrice hissed.

“I know,” I said through my teeth. “She didn’t recognize me.”

“No, she didn’t seem to. But now you’ve made her interested in you.”

“What do you mean? I did nothing.”

“You were so flippant with her. No males talk that way to women here, not even Leafins.”

We passed other small groups, most of them walking in the same direction we were going. The street brought us to a market square, where a crowd of people were gathered.

The square was bordered by some impressive buildings. Two of these had great stone steps leading up to columns and massive doors. Gertrice told me that was The Great Hall, where The Council of Witches met.

Between those two buildings, somewhat in the distance, I saw an amphitheater similar to what you’d see in ancient Rome.

Crossing the square, we approached the crowd. It was gathering around a raised platform where enormous torches were burning.

A tall, slender figure enrobed in silk stood on the platform, bathed in the fiery torchlight. Her head was covered with a hood, which threw a deep shadow over her face. I saw a pointy chin and thin lips that curled into a contemptuous smirk.

She stood, surveying the crowd, waiting for more people to gather.

“What’s this about?”

Gertrice leaned towards me. “She’s a member of the Council of Witches. You can tell by the robes she’s wearing.”

“Hm. A politician.”

I knew that the Council of Witches had replaced the King’s Council under the old patriarchal system. But the council’s role, at least formally, was only an advisory one. Brunhilda didn’t have to do anything they said.

“She’s gonna make a speech.” I slowed our pace. “Let’s listen in.”

I conducted us around the thickest part of the crowd to a place on the side of the platform, where we’d be close enough to hear clearly.

The crowd had grown to about 1,000 people when the robed figure threw her hands into the air, spreading her long fingers.

Everyone instantly fell silent, and the air buzzed with expectation.

The councilor’s voice echoed over the square. It was deeper and throatier than I expected: “Praise be to Mothrog! May her will be done!”

The crowd answered resoundingly, “Praise be to her!”

“Forever shall I serve her!” the witch shouted.

“And so shall we!” came the fervent response.

“Mothrog!” I whispered in surprise.

I knew who that was. The most primordial of the gods, she was believed to have existed even before Noorut. She was associated with the void and darkness that preceded the universe itself.

Gertrice’s eyes opened wide behind her spectacles.

I whispered in her ear. “I thought the witches were devoted to Noorut?”

“Yes… but there’s a faction in the council–-”

“Let us pray!” the councilor said.

I noticed some severe-looking ladies around us, dressed all in black. They glared at us disapprovingly.

Everyone promptly got onto their knees, which made us stick out even more. But as I glanced around, I noticed that not everyone followed suit. All the women dressed in black certainly did; they practically threw themselves onto the ground.

But others watched with a more skeptical air. They wore normal dresses and tunics, some of them with aprons tied around their waists.

Still, we didn’t want to stick our necks out, so the three of us took a knee and gazed at the witch, waiting.

She kept the crowd in suspense for a moment. Then she raised her hands and spewed out what I suppose were words, but not any I could understand. They were the most twisted, tortured, unseemly noises I’d ever heard come out of anyone’s mouth-hole. She seemed possessed by a demon.

Suddenly, a pointy edge poked my ribcage, and I realized something was squirming around inside my cloak.

I jumped almost to the moon, fumbling to open my cloak.

Fiz’s face was looking up at me, wide-eyed.

“David, what’s going on?” she whispered-shouted. “This is scary!”

“Fiz, shut up!” I said through my teeth.

She squirmed around and poked her head out of the cloak, sucking in a breath as she looked at the stage. I put my hand on her face and pushed her back in, covering her with the robe.

“Will you disappear? Please?”

“Okay. Sorry!”

She vanished.

When the witch finished her prayer, everyone stood up. She threw off her hood, revealing a long, gaunt face with gimlety eyes. She had a receding hairline and… an Adam’s apple. 

It was a man!

Gertrice spun around and stood close to me.

“Oh my gods, that’s Fang Lor!”

“You know him?”

“He was my teacher. At the academy.”

“Take off your spectacles.”

“What?”

“Take off your spectacles and no one will recognize you.”

“Okay,” she said, reluctantly taking them off and putting them in a pocket. She clutched my arm.

“I’m surprised he’s a member of the council now,” she said.

Fang Lor spoke in a shrill voice, gesticulating violently. The crowd was enrapt. He raised the specter of a coming famine.

Then he grinned like a shark. He said he knew the reason for the food shortage. The audience listened intently, mindlessly, like trained dogs watching meat dangle before their noses.

He said it was because they had not implemented a true matriarchal system. They hadn’t trusted nature and let Her take over. No, they still lived under the same old patriarchal institutions, only they called them by different names.

The crowd cheered fervently at this, and there was a sense of rising excitement as if they knew where Fang was going and they couldn’t wait for him to get there.

“This policy of fake matriarchy has left room for a new menace to creep in,” he announced.

“Yes! Yes!” The women in black nodded like bobbleheads. This was the part they’d been waiting for.

“And this menace has a name,” he continued. “Its name is… David Ashwood!”

The crowd broke out into screams. A frumpy woman standing next to me hissed and spat on the ground. “I wish David Ashwood were standin’ here in front of me,” she said. “I scratch his eyes out!”

Fang recounted how I’d restored the old patriarchy of Staves. Apparently, I’d used violence and fear, swinging my big scary penis around and traumatizing all the women.

I’d converted the longhouse into a chamber of horrors, where I kept Lady Athalia chained up. I often whipped her and beat her. And, of course, I had my way with her while she was tied up, helpless.

These lurid descriptions worked the crowd into a perfect frenzy.

“YES! YES!” They screeched, pulling at their clothes and whipping their hair around. “He’s a beast! A monster!”

They ascended to ever greater heights of orgiastic rage as Fang continued to describe my enslavement, rape, and impregnation of all the women of Staves — “Even the elderly!”

One wrinkled creature standing nearby shook her gray locks. “No one’s safe from being violated,” she howled. “Not even an old lady like me!”

Fang’s speech reached its climax when he disclosed my master plan: to enslave Hermengildia and restore the old kingdom.

“He must be stopped!” the women screamed. “Something must be done!”

I’d been inching away from the platform, pulling Gertrice and Kaku along with me. Now we were standing behind the main crowd, out of the red glow of the torches.

“Yes, my sisters, quite right!” Fang yelled over the clamor of the crowd. “David Ashwood must be stopped! We won’t be safe until he’s dead!”

The crowd erupted with cheering and screaming. A chant broke out. It spread quickly, and soon almost the entire crowd droned in one voice, over and over.

“David Ashwood must die!”








CHAPTER SEVEN







GERTRICE CLUTCHED MY arm. “Redock, I think we should go.”

I noticed women casting distrustful glances at me. Not that I feared they suspected I was David Ashwood. But there was probably a good chance they’d still like to rip me apart just for being a man.

“Wait a second. I wanna see what he says.”

Fang raised his hands. The chanting died down. He clasped his hands behind his back and paced the platform with an important air.

“As you may know, I recently raised the issue of David Ashwood in the Council. I tabled a motion, calling for Lady Athalia to take certain measures against this threat. I received near-unanimous support. In response, Mother Brunhilda has already created a new curse that will destroy David Ashwood’s progeny.”

The crowd applauded.

Fang raised his hand. “She did this on the Council’s advice. But she has not yet seen fit to unleash this weapon. Mother Brunhilda, being prudent, is waiting for the right moment. Well, my sisters, the Council believes that moment is now.

“Tomorrow afternoon, we will meet again with Mother Brunhilda, and I will personally urge her to unleash the plague at once.”

The crowd again exploded into paroxysms of enthusiasm.

When the noise ebbed, someone yelled, “But why does Mother Brunhilda delay?”

“Yeah!” others said. “Enough is enough.”

Gertrice gasped. She gaped in amazement. I was just as surprised. Such public criticism of the tyrant-witch was unusual, and probably dangerous.

Fang steepled his fingers and made a show of considering his words. “Mother Brunhilda’s benevolence and mercy are boundless,” he said. “It is not in her nature to harm other beings. However, as we learned during the Revolution, it is necessary to spill blood in order to bring down the patriarchy.”

“Yes!” women screamed. “Blood!”

I’d heard enough. Gertrice and Kaku scurried to keep up as I strode across the square, stroking my non-existent beard.

My stomach was sinking. The decision to go undercover was proving to be a damn good one. Brunhilda was under tremendous pressure to make a move against me. If there was any chance of convincing her not to unleash the curse, it would have to happen in secret.

There was zero chance she would agree otherwise since it would pose a threat to her rule.

“Um, Redock…” Gertrice jogged alongside me, putting her spectacles on.

“That settles it,” I said, ignoring her. “We need to see Brunhilda first thing tomorrow morning. Gotta talk to her before the Council does.”

“Okay, but we’re going the wrong way. The inns are over there, on Owl Street.”

I stopped and stared ahead, then stiffly turned towards where Gertrice was pointing.

“Right.”

The cat girl let out a little giggle, and it was as refreshing as a gulp of cool water in the desert. I made a mental note to tickle her funny bone more often.

Walking down Owl Street, we came to a busy couple of blocks, where more than the usual amount of street lamps lit up the facades of two-story buildings.

A lot of scantily clad women were coming and going, laughing and shrieking like they were having a girls’ night out.

I wasn’t inclined to be fussy about where we stayed. At that point, I just wanted the morning to come.

Passing a few riotous inns, we came to one that seemed a little quieter. The facade was covered in fading blue paint, and an owl was painted beside the door. Below that, “The Night Owl” was written in barely visible letters.

“This place looks fine,” I said.

“It’s cute,” Kaku said with a wistful smile.

Inside, a few tables were occupied by small groups of people, but it was mostly empty. Through a door, I could see a robust woman stirring a boiling pot, and the steam of her soup seeped into the dining area, reminding me I was hungry.

A middle-aged lady approached us. She wore a sparkling-clean white dress with a gold belt around her waist. She introduced herself as Miss Hoggle and looked me over with shrewd eyes.

Gertrice blushed when I asked for one room only, but we’d already decided it would seem odd for a Leafin not to sleep in the same room with his followers.

The hostess didn’t seem to care either way, though. She flashed a charming smile. “Of course. Will you be having a hot meal— or is it straight to bed?”

“A meal, too,” I said, looking around the room.

I noticed a man sitting at one table near the fireplace, regarding me with lazy interest. Now that I looked at him more closely, I realized he was dressed in flowing white garments, much like mine, and he had five adoring women sitting with him.

He gave me a nod, and his eyes twinkled knowingly.

The hostess led us up a creaking staircase to our rooms and then left us. The bedroom had two beds and a small couch with curved legs and clawed feet, making it look like it was about to scamper away. There was also a basin with fresh water near a mirror. Kaku and Gertrice washed up.

In the meantime, I picked up an oil lamp and walked through a door into the adjoining room. It was furnished with a small table and a mirror on the wall, but little else.

But there was also yet another door. I tried the handle. It was locked. I shrugged and headed back towards the other room to wash up for dinner. But a door suddenly opened in the other room, and chattering voices disturbed the silence.

The floor creaked behind the locked door as the women gabbed. I thought I heard mention of Leafins, so I crept back to the locked door where I could eavesdrop better.

“Ohhh! It is a cute room, Bellis. Small, but cute.’’

They commented on the room a bit more, and then returned to their juicy topic.

“Now what’s this about loving Leafins? Really! At our age!”

“Sure! Why not?”

“Imagine carousing with a man in the forest! That’s what they are, after all–- men!”

“Oh, I certainly don’t doubt that.”

“Bellis! When did you become so scandalous?”

Fiz materialized and floated towards me with a questioning look. I pressed my index finger against my lips and hooked a thumb towards the door. She grinned mischievously, hovering near the door to listen.

“Come on, Doria. Don’t be such a prude. We’re not that old. Besides, you don’t have to go carousing in the forest— or anywhere.”

“Well, what do you do with them, then?”

“That’s what I was trying to tell you before.” She lowered her voice, but I could still hear them.

“Vagina massage,” she drawled.

“V-vagina massage?”

Fiz’s eyes widened into saucers. She threw her hand over her mouth.

“Yes, vagina massage. Don’t pretend you haven’t heard about it. It’s all the rage.”

“Well… Yes, I know about it. My sister’s been having them done on herself and her eldest daughters. She has a Leafin come by twice a week to do each of them one-by-one. She swears by it.”

“Oh, it’s wonderful, Doria. You have no idea. It’s because we hold so much tension inside our vaginas, and it just builds up and up… and the Leafins know exactly how to release it.” She let out a long sigh. “They have magic fingers.”

Doria giggled again. “Oh, Bellis. I don’t know if I could go through with that. I’ll bet it’s expensive.”

“Of course! A service like that doesn’t come cheap. But it’s worth it. You know, the last one was performed so skillfully that I expelled a large quantity of liquid at the end of it.”

“You did? Bellis!” Doria’s voice rose into a shriek that was probably heard down in the dining hall.

“Yes. It gushed out like a fountain, all over the Leafin. He said it often happens, but I think he was impressed with the amount of liquid I produced.”

I crept back to the bedroom, chuckling. That explained a few things. In a culture that frowned upon contact with men, the Leafins apparently provided a way for women to sate their sexual appetites. No wonder the other men were jealous.

As I walked into the bedroom, Fiz flew behind me and draped her arms around my neck.

“David,” she whined, burying her face on my neck and giggling foolishly. “I think I have tension in my hehehe… in my hehehehe…. In my vagina. Could you… give it a massage?”

Gertrice and Kaku looked at her like she’d gone mad.

“Maybe you should enlist the services of a Leafin,” I said.

“You are a Leafin!”

I snickered. “No, I’m not.”

Smells from the kitchen wafted up as we descended the creaking stairs. I patted my stomach.

“I’m starving.”

However, Miss Hoggle appeared at the bottom of the stairs.

“Oh! I was just going call for you, Mr. Redock.”

“Dinner ready?”

She lowered her voice and leaned towards me with a confidential air. “Um, yes. It’s ready as soon as you would like, but there’s a lady who wishes to see you.”

I smirked. “There are a lot of ladies who wish to see me, Miss Hoggle. I think she can wait until after my meal.”

I began walking to the dining area, but Hoggle grabbed my arm. She spoke impressively: “But this is a lady of considerable standing. She’s the attendant of a member of the Council of Witches.”

“Oh yeah? What does she want?”

Miss Hoggle’s face turned red. She straightened her dress. “A massage, Mr. Redock. She wants a massage. I told her I would get you right away. I don’t think you want to keep her waiting.”

I sighed. “Alright. Where is she?”

“Down the hall.”

I told Gertrice and Kaku to eat without me, and then followed Miss Hoggle to the room. It was on the ground floor.

I figured it must be one of the two ladies I’d overheard a moment before. Maybe Bellis convinced Doria to give vagina massage a whirl.

But why would they bother renting a separate room? Surely it didn’t go on too long?

Miss Hoggle knocked on the door. “Madam? Mr. Redock is here.”

I heard a flurry of movement in the room. Then a high, girlish voice that had a slight tremor in it. “Show him in.”

Hm. It didn’t sound like Bellis or Doria.

The hostess opened the door for me to enter. I sauntered in as Miss Hoggle silently shut the door behind me.

My stomach sank into the floor.

Marwa.

It was goddamn Marwa!








CHAPTER EIGHT










THE ROOM WAS decorated sumptuously. Red velvet draped the walls. The shiny marble floor reflected the ceiling, which was covered in red and purple mosaics of flowers.

Marwa sat on a divan that looked like it belonged in a 19th Century harlot’s house. She sat with her hands on the cushioned seat and her knees together, holding her nose in the air. An arrogant frown crinkled her flawless forehead.

Marwa was like the most popular girl in high school. Self-absorbed. Vain. Shallow.

And so. Fucking. Hot.

I swallowed thickly. Shit. Please don’t let this little bitch recognize me and ruin my entire mission.

Perhaps I could just strangle her. I remembered the choker around her neck. She’d probably enjoy that.

The brat hadn’t even deigned to look at me yet. She was trying to seem aloof, but I could see from the flush in her cheeks and the quiver in her temple that she was nervous.

Or at least tense.

Guess that’s why I’m here.

I ruffled my hair so that my bangs were hanging over my face like an anime villain and walked towards her.

“Madam.”

She nodded her head, but still didn’t look at me. “Good evening, Leafin.”

Again, there was a tremor in her voice. She couldn’t hide that, no matter how much she turned up her nose.

“You requested me specifically,” I observed coolly. “Why?”

She shrugged. “You’re new, so I thought I’d see if you’re any good.”

“How did you know I was here?”

She smirked. “This is like the most obvious place for a Leafin to stay.”

It is? Shit.

“Also, I saw you leaving the square during Councillor Fang’s speech.”

“Hm,” I said, with a hint of contempt. I adopted an air of cold authority and walked close enough to touch her. “So, you require my services.”

She opened her mouth, but only managed to squeak. She cleared her throat. “Um, yes.”

God damn. Not so bossy all of a sudden, are we?

I put my hand on her bare shoulder. Her breath hitched. Her skin was hot.

Hooboy. I was going to enjoy this.

“Relax and lie down on your back.”

“Yes,” she breathed, squirming her nubile body onto the couch, pulling down the skirt, and blushing horribly. As if she was suddenly modest! The skirt still barely covered her womanhood.

I spread out my fingers and lowered my hands towards her, frowning, clinical. She twisted her bare stomach in anticipation of my touch, but I stopped a few inches above her skin and slowly moved one hand over her thighs, the other over her stomach.

She was getting all hot and dewy. She smelled like freshly cut flowers.

“Hmmm,” I murmured as if to myself. “Interesting.”

I saw her eyes blinking at me. “W-what?”

“Don’t lift your head, Miss Marwa. I need you to relax.”

As she dropped her head back down, I placed my right hand over her collarbone, my thumb grazing the bottom of her neck.

She sucked in a deep breath, and her nipples pebbled into stiff peaks, pushing beneath the fabric of her top.

“Don’t hold your breath,” I ordered. “Breathe.”

She let out a long sigh and rested her hands on her stomach.

“You’re boiling,” I said, still touching her skin. “That means you’re holding a lot of tension inside. Close your eyes.”

She complied, but a bossy little smirk appeared on her lips.

I picked up her dainty wrists and placed her hands at her sides. Her stomach tensed, and I sensed her looking at me again.

“You look familiar,” she said.

Oh. Fuck.

I gave her a sidelong glance and looked away. “Miss Marwa. Please. I told you to close your eyes.”

I was pretending to be irritated for professional reasons–- because I was trying to do my job, but she wasn’t following my instructions.

I hoped that would make her drop it, but my heart started pounding.

“Sorry,” she said, closing her eyes. The smirk was still there.

Why was she so pleased with herself?

“But you really look familiar,” she persisted, albeit with her eyes closed.

“You are mistaken. I’m from Weslinj. It’s the first time I’ve been to this part of the world.”

The smirk grew into a grin. “I know who you like! You know who it is?” A faint giggle escaped her lips.

Shit, shit, shit! Please don’t tell me she’s gonna say the Chieftain of Staves!

“You look like—”

I placed my hand on her tummy.

“Ohhhhh,” she breathed. Her chest rose and fell a few times, then she finished her thought.

“You look like the old statues of heroes— You know the ones. You see a lot of them around the colosseum.”

The mocking tone in her voice couldn’t hide the fact that she liked this. In any case, I didn’t care whether or not she liked it. It was music to my ears. I sighed in relief.

Thank Kem!

Glancing at her face, I caught her gazing at my jaw. She quickly closed her eyes.

I removed my hand from her stomach. “Madam,” I said sharply.

“Sorry.”

That cheeky little smirk was back.

I cleared my throat. “Look. I have a job to do here. I need you to follow my instructions.”

“Okay,” she said in a teasing tone. “I’ll follow your instructions.”

“This isn’t a joke. I’m going to tell you my rules. If you don’t like them, I can leave right now. Outside of this room, you are part of the ruling matriarchy, and I am merely a man. But within these walls, I am your superior. I am above you. You do what I say. Do you understand?”

Her mouth fell ajar, and her eyes fluttered open. She stared at the ceiling and made a little croaking noise, apparently too shocked to form actual words.

The flush in her cheeks deepened.

“I… um…”

“And you will address me as ‘Sir.’ Is that clear?”

She closed her eyes and swallowed. “Are— are you serious?”

“Yes, I am serious, Miss Marwa. If you don’t like my rules, we can end this session right now.”

She was silent.

“Well?”

“Um… How did you know my name?”

Oops.

“Miss Hoggle told me.”

“Oh.”

“Now, what will it be?”

“I’ll follow your rules… Sir.”

“That’s better. Now, I will probe your body to find areas of tension.”

I put my hand on her stomach again. She let out a soft moan, arching her back. Moving my fingers below her belly button, I pressed into her skin.

“There’s a lot of tension in here.”

I massaged lower, pressing my fingers into the front of her pelvic bone, through her dress.

“Can you feel the tension there?”

She was panting at this point. Her bitch-mask was gone. “Yesss Sir,” she breathed. “I… I feel it.”

I moved my hand over her thigh, massaging it, admiring its perfection. Then I gently ran my hands below her knees, down to her ankles.

“We’d better remove these shoes. It’s important you relax.”

She began to sit up, but stopped, uncertain. She still kept her eyes shut.

“Relax.”

She lay back down.

I wedged my fingers under her heels, picking up one foot and slipping off her shoe, running my hand over her dainty little foot. Then I did the same with the other, and I placed her feet side by side.

They were so cute, so perfect— an angel’s feet. I could have kissed each individual toe.

But this was Marwa.

Fucking Marwa!

This thought only made hard-on rage even more. I don’t know why her being my enemy made it so much hotter. But it did.

I lifted her skirt. She moaned and squirmed her legs in anticipation.

“I’m going to remove your panties now, Miss Marwa.” I hooked my fingers into her panties and pulled them off her. I couldn’t stifle a groan as I started rubbing her soft flesh.

“You’re soaked down there, Miss Marwa. That’s going to make this easier.”

It’s a good thing her eyes were closed because I had a big, gloating grin on my face as I made a V with my fingers, spreading her open. Her little clit grew erect. I touched it.

“This little area often carries an unbelievable amount of tension.”

I stimulated her clit, making her arch her back and claw at the couch.

“Don’t worry about the increased sense of tension and excitement. We’re working you towards release. You’re doing really well.”

“Yessss… Sir,” she moaned.

I worked my finger into her, fucking her slick and fast, curling it up to massage her G-spot, and eventually working another finger in. She worked up to greater and greater heights of pleasure.

I already knew I had her in my back pocket. She’d be addicted to my fingers after this.

And I was just getting started.

I stiffened my fingers and slammed into her with rapid, unrelenting speed. And then, with my other hand, I rubbed her clit at the same time.

She moaned, and writhed, and kicked her feet. Forget calling me “Sir.” She would have done anything I told her at that point.

She rolled her hips desperately, and her pussy clenched around my fingers. There was a contraction of her muscles and an explosion of liquid.

I removed my fingers.

“Let it out!”

She screamed, and an explosion of juice squirted all over the divan. I heard heavy breathing behind me. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw Fiz sitting on a chair with her skirt pulled up, legs spread open. She was vigorously rubbing herself off.

I gave her a threatening glare, reminding her not to make any noise. Then I continued working on Marwa. She produced a few more massive squirts.

I stood up and walked to a table, where there were towels and a jug of water. I grabbed a towel and brought it to Marwa.

“That’s all, Miss Marwa. I believe it was… beneficial.” I handed her the towel.

She was already straightening herself out, readjusting her clothes. She took the towel.

“Thank you, Mr. Redock.”

I raised my eyebrows. “How do you know my name? I suppose Miss Hoggle told you.”

She nodded. “Of course.” She cleared her throat. “As for the matter of payment… How much would you like?”

“Settle my bills for tonight with Miss Hoggle, and that will be sufficient.” I turned towards the door.

“Yes, Sss–”

Dang! She almost called me Sir, but stopped herself.

I glanced at her over my shoulder. She was desperately attempting to resume her habitual aloofness, but it didn’t work. Her face was crimson.

“Very well, Mr. Redock,” she said unsteadily.

I opened the door with a smirk on my face and strode to the dining room. I was famished, but it was worth it. I couldn’t wait to see how soon Marwa would come back begging for more.








CHAPTER NINE







WHEN I RETURNED to the dining area, Gertrice and Kaku had already finished their dinner. Miss Hoggle was serving them bowls of chocolate fondue.

A lot of eyes watched me as I sat down. The other Leafin and his entourage were still sitting at their table, which was covered with mugs of mead. He watched me with bleary eyes.

There was also a table of girls, whom I recognized as the group Marwa had been with earlier.

“What’ll it be, Mr. Redock?” the hostess said. “Roast chicken and mashed potatoes or lamb stew?”

“Roast chicken sounds great.”

“And a glass of mead?”

“No. Just water.”

Gertrice stared at me.

“What?” I said.

She swallowed the fondue. Her eyes narrowed cheekily. “How did it go?”

I grinned. “I had fun.”

Gertrice and Kaku exchanged a glance. “I bet,” the cat girl said.

As I waited for my food, I looked around the room. It was more impressive than I’d noticed before, although it was badly in need of restoration.

A fading fresco covered the walls and ceiling. It depicted men killing dragons and other beasts. On the ceiling, Kem and a few other male deities overlooked the hunt approvingly from their realm in the blue sky.

“This must have been a real high-toned place back in the day,” I said.

Marwa sashayed past me, casting a glance over her shoulder. There was a triumphant air about her. Without saying a word, she joined her friends, and they left.

Miss Hoggle approached our table with her hands clasped in front of her chest.

“Mr. Redock, um, I am to inform you that the lady has invited you to dinner.”

“Pardon me?”

“The lady, Miss Marwa. She wants you to dine with her tonight at—”

“Tonight?” I interrupted. “I’m not going.”

There was no way I was letting Marwa drag me away from my dinner again.

Miss Hoggle winced, revealing the crow’s feet beside her eyes. “But, Mr. Redock, that puts me in a rather awkward position. Miss Marwa is the attendant of Councilor Fang, and she’s invited you to dine at his house tonight — now, in fact.”

“Did you say, Councilor Fang?”

“Yes. Her employer. It would be… indecorous to refuse an invitation at his residence.”

The drunk Leafin suddenly piped in. “Pardon me, Sir. Do my ears deceive me, or have you been invited to dine at Fang’s and you don’t wanna go? Shit, I’ll go instead! I’ll bet he’s having one of his little parties.” He chuckled suggestively.

“Miss Marwa said he’s entertaining company tonight,” Hoggle confirmed.

“There you have it!” the Leafin roared, slapping the table. “I’ll go in your place!”

I could see in Hoggle’s eyes that she was surprised by my reluctance to go. But I hadn’t realized it was an invitation to a private dinner with the same politician we’d seen in the public square. Attending his dinner would be a risk, but it was also a chance to gather intel.

Gertrice nudged my foot with her toe under the table. She was thinking the same thing.

I smiled. “Of course I’m going, Miss Hoggle. I just wanted to eat first, but that’s okay. I’ll eat at Councilor Fang’s.”

“Very good, Mr. Redock. My boy will show you the way.”


***




Miss Hoggle’s “boy” was a morose servant who hardly spoke a word. I tried asking him questions as he led the way from The Night Owl, but he became quite testy as if he thought I would get him into trouble.

Gertrice and Kaku stayed at the inn while Fiz followed me covertly. Leaving Owl Street on foot, we took several turns down narrow lanes, gaining elevation as we went. Then we climbed stone steps leading up a steep road that was densely packed with buildings on either side.

Once we reached the top, I looked down at the labyrinth of moonlit rooftops. Turning in the opposite direction, beyond more rooftops, I saw the spires and turrets of Brunhilda’s castle.

I couldn’t help but linger a moment to take it all in.

“Hey Mister, it’s this way,” the boy said in an impudent tone.

The little bugger was getting saucy with me.

Continuing our ascent in the castle's direction, we came to a wood of bare trees that creaked under the cold sky.

“It’s through those woods,” the boy murmured. “Not far.”

I looked at him. “You’re not coming?”

He shook his head resolutely. “I’m waiting here.”

Walking in moonlight over the leaf-covered trail, I found Fang’s mansion ensconced beyond the woods, almost in the shadow of the castle wall.

The hedges in front of the house were neatly trimmed, and the flowers were well-tended. And yet, I understood why the boy didn’t want to come near the property. It felt both empty and watchful, like a cemetery at midnight.

The mansion had two massive wings— enough space to house several families, surely. Walking into the darkness of the portico, I saw the brass door-knocker glinting on massive wooden doors.

I reached for it, but a voice came out of the darkness.

“Mr. Redock, I presume?”

A gaunt, elderly man with sly eyes and thin lips emerged from the darkness on my right. He was dressed in an absurd-looking livery-- gigantic poofy sleeves and equally poofy trunk hose that ended at his knees.

His eyes gleamed. “I’ve been expecting you. Allow me to get the door.”

“Okay,” I said, not exactly brimming with enthusiasm. “Show the way.”

The heavy door creaked open, and I stepped into a drafty hallway. Distant voices carried through the moldy air.

Walking down the long, dimly lit passage, the voices and laughter grew louder as we passed swords and shields hanging on the wall, as well as some suits of armor. Why would Fang keep the trappings of the old patriarchy around, I wondered? Perhaps they were like trophies.

Gargoyles scowled above the doorways. In particular, one larger doorway was populated with several of them. Gazing up at these grotesques, I saw Fiz’s face among them. She winked at me. The old servant walked past without noticing.

The chattering voices grew louder, and we came into a dining hall. Its walls were alive with frescos. Stained-glass windows glowed with moonlight high above, and a glittering chandelier hung from the vaulted ceiling.

A dozen people sat around one end of a very long table. Their faces seemed devilish in the flickering candlelight. Fang presided at the head of the table. He was pontificating, gesturing with his goblet and flashing his shark-like grin.

I caught a snippet of conversation as we entered.

“I’m not as confident about this business as you are, Fang,” a female voice said. “Mother Brunhilda has been different lately.”

“No, no. She’ll come around, believe me. It’s a sure thing. Besides… maybe it doesn’t matter.” He laughed gloatingly.

“What do you mean by that?”

The conversation stopped when the servant announced my entrance.

“Ah, yes!” Fang said with a grin. “Marwa’s Leafin. I know some of you don’t like Leafins. It’s becoming fashionable to think they’re just another male menace. But I love them! They’re soldiers of the Revolution, in my opinion.”

“Humph, you talk such nonsense!” a crusty female voice said.

“It’s true! They’ve always been there, on the fringes, out beyond the city walls, looking for cracks in the edifice. Hahaha!”

Following the servant into the room, I noticed Marwa had a seat at the table. She had her hands clasped on the edge and looked like an intern eager to impress. She watched me with a proprietary air, as if I was a pet that she was proud to show off.

I got the impression that her bringing me as a guest was kind of a flex, showing that she could snag the hot new Leafin. At least, that was how she perceived it.

The old servant pulled out a chair for me opposite Marwa.

The other faces around the table were all female. Fang didn’t introduce them to me, and they barely gave me a second look. But they seemed formidable. Their eyes burned with the sort of confidence that comes with carrying a loaded gun.

It would eventually become clear, based on their conversation, that at least a few of them were some of Fang’s colleagues from the Council of Witches.

“It’s perfectly obvious,” Fang continued. “The Leafins have been like wind and rain, gradually eroding the societal structures. That’s why I say they’re agents of revolution.”

“Did you come here to serve Brunhilda, Leafin?” the crusty voice demanded suddenly.

I saw it belonged to a wrinkled, yellow-lipped witch who hadn’t even taken off her pointy hat. She was staring at me with a malignant gleam in her eyes.

The room went silent as everyone awaited my answer. Tension filled the air. This was some kind of test, but maybe not the one it appeared to be on the surface.

My nerves wavered, and I almost broke character. But I’d been method-acting ever since we approached the gate, so I quickly regained control.

I smirked at the witch through my bangs. “She hasn’t requested my services yet, but I’d be glad to provide them. She probably has a lot of stress built up, the poor thing.”

Fang threw his head back and erupted with high-pitched laughter. “Oh! He’s a cheeky one!”

Most of the other witches cackled approvingly. 

It was a risk, but I’d read the situation correctly. They enjoyed a joke at Mother Brunhilda’s expense.

These witches are living dangerously.

But the crusty old witch glared at me with blazing eyes. “What? You won’t declare your allegiance to our Mother? We could have you chained in the dungeon for that–- or worse!”

There was a hint of mockery in her croaky voice. I saw her game. She was trolling me.

“Sounds kinky,” I said nonchalantly.

Marwa watched me with her lips parted in surprise. There was something like admiration in her eyes. She was impressed with how I was handling the situation.

Fang’s keen eyes glanced at her. “Marwa agrees with me, don’t you, Marwa? That’s the only reason you like them so much, because they serve the Revolution.”

He was obviously messing with her, but Marwa became flustered. She blinked a few times, and I could see she was scared to say the wrong thing.

“Um, yes, Councilor.”

Fang sighed and looked at his guests apologetically. “Her conversation leaves a bit to be desired, but we’re working to improve it, aren’t we, Marwa?”

“Yes, Councilor.”

The old crusty grimaced. “She does say ‘Yes Councilor’ a lot, doesn’t she?”

“Mmm, and little else,” said a fat dog lady with a triple chin.

Fang pursed his lips. “You mustn’t be hard on her. She comes from a humble background. Tell them where you’re from, Marwa.”

Marwa brightened a little. A smile quivered on her lips. “I’m from Staves.”

“We know that already, Fang,” the hag retorted. “It’s all you’ve been talking about for weeks.”

“I didn’t know,” said a woman with ferocious eyes and lustrous blonde hair. She was taller than the others and wore a flowing satin dress. She turned to Marwa.

“I assume you’ve seen David Ashwood in person. What does he look like? Is he very… barbarous?”

My heart was racing again. Couldn’t they talk about literally anything else?

Marwa tilted her head. “Well, he has a beard, and he is very big and strong.”

The blonde leaned over the table. “Is it true he took a goblin woman as a lover?”

Marwa looked down at her lap, fighting a smile. “Yes, that’s true.”

The crusty old hag snorted. She heckled the blonde: “He’d probably take a snake girl, too. That’s what you were thinking.”

The blond slapped her hands on the table. “I was not.” She rose, in a perfectly vertical direction, as if she was floating into the air. Where her dress ended, there were no legs; instead, I saw the scaly body of a snake. It seemed to go on forever.

“Alright, stop bickering,” Fang said. “It’s time… to dine.” A diabolical smile spread across his face.

The snake lady lowered herself back to her seat.

Fang picked up a bell and rang it.








CHAPTER TEN







SERVANTS PLACED SEVERAL steaming pots on the table. I was salivating. The only thing I’d eaten all day was some jerky in the morning. It smelled good, like pork and herbs.

“This is a new recipe,” Fang said, flashing his shark grin. “I want everyone to tell me what you think.”

Servants spooned the soup into bowls and served them out. I looked at mine, eager to dig in, but I couldn’t help feeling a vague presentiment. Chopped green onion and herbs floated in a creamy yellow broth.

Stirring it with my spoon, I saw bits of carrot and chunks of meat. I vaguely wondered what type of meat it was, and whether it was hunted or raised, but I didn’t care at this point. I was hungry enough to eat just about anything.

I spooned some of the steaming broth and blew on it. Everyone else was already eating, so I took a slurp.

It tasted delicious.

But I held back. Something didn’t feel right.

I felt Fang’s gaze on me. “You’re not eating,” he said darkly.

“I am, a little,” I said. “Unfortunately, I’m just not terribly hungry.”

Fang shrugged. “Suit yourself.” He spooned a chunk of meat into his mouth. Then, still chewing, he said, “I’ve given Marwa some books to read, in the interests of helping her become more worldly, haven’t I, Marwa?”

“Yes, Councilor.”

“Tell us about the one you just finished.”

Marwa put down her spoon and straightened her back. “Um, it’s called The Education of a Young Lady. It’s about a poor girl whose parents are killed by robbers. She’s adopted by monks who promise to bring her up in the monastery. But they end up raping her… and…”

“And?” Fang said, swallowing a mouthful of meat. “Don’t be modest! Come, tell us.”

“And they train her body to respond to… to all sorts of, um, pleasure.”

“And how does the story end?”

“Well, we find out that the monks actually worship Mothrog. They take the girl into a hall where there’s a boiling cauldron and a carving on the wall— the symbol of Mothrog.”

“YES!” Fang bellowed. “Exactly!” He looked across the room towards the door, and shouted, “Borgis!” Then he clapped his hands twice.

The old servant appeared, his poofy uniform swishing as he walked towards the wall, a ghastly grin on his face.

Walking up to the red velvet that draped the walls up to the bottoms of the windows high above, the servant took hold of a rope. He yanked it several times, and a section of the red velvet fell to the floor, revealing a carving that was fixed to the wall.

It was a symbol. An inverted triangle painted red. Above the triangle was an eye. The entire thing was surrounded by a ring with runes on it.

“Here it is,” Fang said triumphantly. “The same symbol!”

Marwa looked at it, wide-eyed. “Yes, that’s it.”

The other witches watched gravely, silently. Some put down their spoons to give their full attention.

“Now, Marwa, continue with the story,” Fang said.

“Okay… Next, they prepared a spell. Actually, they’d already started it… That’s what was in the cauldrons.”

A fearful look suddenly came onto her face. She glanced at her bowl of soup, which was already half empty. Then her eyes wandered to the still-steaming pots.

“Stay with us, Marwa,” Fang snapped. “What was the spell?”

Marwa swallowed thickly. “It was a spell to open a portal to the realm of The Never, where Mothrog reigns. They made the portal open in the Cardinal's palace, and they called forth demons to kill him.”

“That’s right, and they did kill him, even though he was a mighty Cardinal. They destroyed him easily, along with all his staff. Then the portal expanded into a fearful void; it swallowed up the palace and anything that came near.”

“Why are you telling us this story?” the snake lady grumbled, crossing her arms. “What’s your point?”

Fang gazed thoughtfully at the pots, ignoring her. “It was a complicated spell. It involved the boiling of three mighty men whose blood was shed on a battlefield, three widowed wives, and one virgin girl, orphaned by war. Finding those ingredients is challenging under normal circumstances. But it’s much easier in times of war.”

Marwa’s face had lost its color. The witches gazed at Fang, like high-stakes poker players waiting for their opponent to reveal his hand.

The crusty old witch suddenly flashed a toothless grin. “You didn’t! You’re having us on! This is another one of your theatrical stunts, that’s what it is.”

She snatched up her spoon and scooped out a piece of meat, popping it into her mouth.

Fang stood up, looking very pleased with himself. “Marwa can attest to the Drazen women and children that arrived here a few days ago.”

Marwa put her hand over her mouth. Her eyes went wide with horror.

Fang reached for the pot, taking hold of the ladle and fishing around. “As for the slain men, I used freezing spells to preserve their bodies.”

His mouth peeled back into a predatory grin as he delicately raised the ladle, showing us a small human hand.

“Hmm. The girl.”

A scream pierced the air. It was Marwa. She clasped both hands over her mouth and retched.

The snake woman flashed her a look of irritation. “My goodness, child! That was enough to burst my eardrums. Do control yourself.”

The old hag was cackling. “You really did it! I can’t believe it! Give me some more.”

Fang grinned, much pleased, and sat down as the servants scooped out more soup for the hag. She ate gluttonously.

“There’s plenty more for everyone,” Fang said.

A few other witches pushed their bowls forward for seconds. Their eyes beamed.

Others fidgeted nervously. Maybe they were thinking what I was thinking. Was Fang reenacting the story just for kicks? Or was this really a spell? Surely not. It was just a story… Right?

Surely he did not really dare to send demons after Mother Brunhilda?

If he did, I was going to have to stop him. It would be ironic fighting to save Brunhilda, but I couldn’t have her getting killed — not when her death would unleash a plague on my sons.

Reaching down with my mind, I extended the slimmest ribbon of thought under the floor, past the dank cellar, into the cold clay. I wanted to contact the elemental magic, but I didn’t want any of the witches to notice.

Luckily, they were preoccupied. The snake woman wrapped her knuckles on the table nervously. A few other older witches glared at Fang, stewing with anger. I could see they were ready to turn on him, to denounce him for roping them into his dangerous plot.

But Fang wasn’t finished.

“Tell me, Marwa, how did the monks tie the spell to the Cardinal?”

She stared at him, bleary-eyed, confused.

“Come on, child, it’s a simple question. How did they tie the spell to the Cardinal?”

She sniffled. God, she seemed like a helpless little girl now, in over her head. “Um, they got one of the Cardinal’s servants to cut off a piece of his garment.”

“Yes, which they added to the mix. That’s all it takes. Some personal item belonging to the target of your spell.” He raised his eyebrows. “Do you remember what you gave me, Marwa?”

She stared at him blankly, her mouth hanging open. “What I… gave you?”

Fang nodded.

Marwa gasped. “The talisman?”

“Yes, the talisman.”

Hearing that word, a memory crashed into my mind. Little Milana had made me a “talisman” for good luck. It was just a regular pebble she’d found somewhere, but for whatever reason, she’d decided it was special.

Some women helped her tie cords around it and fix it on a necklace. It made my day when she gave it to me. I almost choked up. I wore it all the time until one day I realized it wasn’t around my neck anymore.

It had broken off during the battle against Glebu and the goblins.

Fang cackled gleefully and looked at all the witches’ faces. “It’s not what you’re all thinking, you fools. It was the chieftain’s talisman!”

The tension broke. The fat dog lady with three chins started wheezing laboriously as if she’d been holding her breath the entire time. “You… don’t mean… the chieftain of… Staves?” she said between breaths.

“Of course I do! David Ashwood!”

My stomach quailed. I swore Fang was about to point his finger at me. But when I glanced at him, as coolly as I could, he showed no sign that he was onto me. I was just an inconsequential Leafin.

Besides, my being in Hermengildia would mess up his plan. As far as I could understand, wherever I was when the spell was activated, that was where the wormhole would open. So Fang was banking on me being in or near Staves — not sitting in his own dining room.

“You found the talisman on the ground,” Fang said to Marwa. “You knew it was David Ashwood’s, but you didn’t return it to him because he was your enemy. But you kept it. Why?”

“Milana made it,” she said in a tiny voice. “I… I thought it was cute.”

“So,” Fang announced, spreading his hands in a grand gesture. “David Ashwood will be visited by some troubling guests. The portal will open near Staves — perhaps even within the village. Eventually, the entire place will be sucked into the Void.”

Marwa sobbed, covering her hands with her face. Fang watched her with morbid interest as she collected herself.

“Councilor Fang,” she said humbly, her voice trembling. “Please… Spare the village.”

Fang frowned with mock confusion. “But my dear, it’s too late. I’ve already added the talisman. The spell is complete!”

The witches exchanged glances, murmuring together. Some of them looked displeased.

The fat dog lady drew in a breath. “Do you mean that, as of now, the spell is active?”

Fang grinned. “Marwa, what was the spell’s final step? How was it activated?”

Marwa’s voice trembled. “The… flesh. The eating of the flesh.”

The witches around the table fell into silence. I strained my ears to hear noises from outside the room, wondering if demons would come clawing at the doors.

Some of the witches glared at Fang, stewing with anger. But others positively gloated.

“I must congratulate you, Councilor Fang,” the hag said. “This was daring.”

The fat dog lady pounded her fist on the table. “Insolent, that’s what it is!”

She took deep, trembling breaths, struggling to check her anger. “You know you have my sympathy, Fang, even my support. But for you to bring us all here and implicate us in this… this act of sedition!”

The dog lady was right to call it that. Fang was taking an important policy matter into his own hands, usurping Brunhilda’s role. It was an outright challenge to her rule.

Fang gazed steadily at the dog lady. “I must correct you. You are not merely ‘implicated.’ That is putting it too lightly. Remember, the consumption of the stew is a key part of the spell. It is the thing that brings it to life! Without that part, the spell remains dormant.

“Every person at this table put her mark on the spell. Any witch with the requisite skill will be able to trace it back to all of us. I needn’t remind you, that would lead to automatic execution for all of us.”

“This is much ado about nothing,” the snake lady murmured. “This is just an elaborate joke.”

“It is not!” Fang insisted.

The snake tossed her hair. “Do you mean to say that demons are tearing David Ashwood to shreds at this very moment?”

Fang waved his hand. “I don’t expect it to work that fast. Demons do not instantly appear after being summoned. You know that as well as I do.”

“But even if it does work, David Ashwood is powerful. He killed Glebu. Maybe he defeats the demons and they build a new village somewhere else.”

“I doubt it. These are demons of destruction, not some little goblin magician. Besides…” Fang made a curious snicker. “I say it again, Brunhilda will release the curse after tomorrow’s meeting. You’ll see.”

Some witches demanded that Fang tell them what he was hinting at, but he remained coy, and the conversation lapsed into a torturous silence.

It was time to leave.

I yawned pompously. “I thought your parties were supposed to be fun. This one turned out to be a real downer.”

Fang chuckled, his eyes dancing with delight. “Isn’t that charming? The Leafin’s chief complaint is that I did not entertain him enough! Come now, you can’t say it was boring. How often do you get the chance to dine on human flesh?”

I stood up. “I prefer boar.”

Fang’s grin suddenly vanished. “Remember your place, Leafin. Don’t get any stupid ideas.”

The snake lady rolled her eyes at Fang. “Why would you allow a stranger to come here tonight, of all nights?”

Fang waved his hand. “It’s of no consequence. It’s his word against ours. If he said anything, we’d charge him with sedition against the Council. But he won’t say anything. He has no interest in our politics, do you, Leafin?”

“No, absolutely none,” I said decisively. “And I’m going home. It is late. Goodnight to you all.”

I made a bow and walked towards the door, impressed with how aloof I sounded.

The servant came swishing after me. As we walked down the long passage, every painting and gargoyle that loomed in the candlelight seemed like a demon from The Never, coming to claim my soul.








CHAPTER ELEVEN







I WALKED DOWN the steps into the moonlit garden, picking up my pace. Hunger was gnawing my stomach, and I was tired from our days on the road.

Sleep seemed out of the question, with demons possibly turning up, but maybe I could still get some food from Miss Hoggle’s kitchen if I didn’t get back too late.

Striding past a hedge, I glimpsed a pair of demonic wings as something swooped towards me, landing right in my arms.

A blonde head with little red horns was frantically nestling under my chin, and sweaty little hands pawed at my neck.

“Oh, David, I’m so scared! Let’s get outta here.”

“God dammit, Fiz!” I hissed. “You gotta stop doing that!”

She gasped and lurched away, throwing her hands over her mouth.

“What now?” I said, exasperated.

“I forgot I wasn’t supposed to do that! Oh, stupid, stupid, stupid!” She hit herself on the head with her fists.

I grabbed her hands. “Don’t beat yourself up, just try not to forget again. I’m on edge after what just went on in there. I might accidentally hurt you.”

“Ok, David. I’m sorry.”

Her eyes darted around. She tugged at my arm, flapping her wings. “Speaking about that… Let’s go before the… the — you know, the portal and the demons, and all that.”

“So, you heard the whole thing, eh?”

“Yup, I was mostly floating around up by the ceiling.”

Suddenly, feet swished on the grass behind us. Peering around the hedge, I saw Marwa.

“Hide,” I whispered to Fiz. 

Marwa came hurrying up to my side. Her cheeks were flushed from running, and she looked as pretty as a fairy. The tears were gone already, and she wore her usual mask of shallow aloofness.

I hated her.

Fang’s assassination plot against me was her fault. Sure, she was an unwitting participant, but it was still her choice to come to Hermengildia and get mixed up with people like Fang. And besides, she probably approved of Fang’s plot to kill me, even if the cannibalism part grossed her out.

And yet, despite it all, I felt something like affection towards her. Or maybe just lust. I couldn’t help it after making her cum so explosively. She attracted me more than ever, and she wanted me, too. I could see it in her eyes.

“Listen, I’m sorry about that,” she said carelessly, as if Fang had merely served overly spicy food. “I didn’t know he was planning any of that stuff.”

Searching her eyes, I couldn’t find any of the contrition she’d displayed earlier.

“But you knew about the spell, surely. How could you do that to your own village, your own people?”

She shook her head. “I didn’t know about the spell. When he found out I had the amulet, he demanded I give it to him, that’s all. I didn’t know he was going to kill those people and eat them.”

She let out a little chuckle. Was it just nerves? Or a way of coping, perhaps? I wasn’t sure. The way she spoke of the cannibalism was callous, as if she was already over it.

“But you must have known he was going to use the amulet for a spell,” I said.

She shrugged. “I figured it would just target the chieftain. I didn’t know it would destroy the village… but…” Her face hardened. “You don’t know my village. They all joined his side. It’s not like they tried to stop him from becoming chieftain. They wanted it.”

“So, they deserve to get sucked into The Never?”

She bridled. “Yeah, maybe they do.” She tossed a pigtail over her shoulder. “What do you care, anyway?”

“I don’t. Goodnight, Miss Marwa.”

I saw her forehead crinkle indignantly. Her lip pouted. It displeased her how the night had gone. She’d hoped to impress me. She gave me a needy look, wanting my validation.

Before I turned away, however, she quickly masked her emotions, resuming an attitude of superiority.

Marching back down the leaf-strewn trail, I fumed with anger at Marwa. Psychopath! Narcissist! Bitch!

I was stewing with anger by the time I got back to our rooms. Fiz and I recounted everything to Gertrice and Kaku. Then the girls went to sleep.

As I settled into a chair by the fire — my perch for the night — my thoughts returned to Marwa.

I still felt so drawn to her. Maybe she wasn’t as bad as she acted. I thought about how upset she’d been when she first realized Fang had killed and cooked the Drazen people. Maybe she had some redeeming qualities, buried deep down.

I wanted to believe it.

I jerked awake with a horrible crick in my neck. I’d fallen asleep with my head in my hands.

Looking around the room, I saw Gertrice sitting on one bed, cleaning her glasses. Kaku was still asleep in the other. Faint rays of morning sunlight shone through the shutters.

No demons.

Maybe Fang was full of shit, after all.

We took our time with breakfast since the castle gates didn’t open until the sundials indicated 9 a.m. That’s when we’d enter.

The plan was fairly simple. Gertrice would wear her attendant’s uniform and lead me to Brunhilda’s chambers, where I’d meet the witch. To accomplish this, we’d have to lean heavily on charms from the book of thief magic.

Kaku would stay at the inn, but Fiz would follow covertly. Her spooky magic abilities might prove useful for distracting nosy guards or officials.

After eating an omelet and toast, I headed for the door, wiping crumbs from my garments. But when I looked up, several menacing figures darkened the door.

“You there! We want a word with you,” said a tall, muscular woman dressed in the same armor that Basar wore back in Staves. She stepped in, her boots thumping the wood floor.

Behind her, standing outside the door, I saw three other similarly robust ladies. Their brown leather breastplates shone dully in the morning sun.

They filed in as the muscular woman curled a strand of black hair behind her ear and rested a hand on her sword hilt.

“You will come with us,” she said. Then she glanced at Gertrice. “You too.”

My mind raced. What was this about? Did Fang decide to eliminate me, after all?

“And where are we going?”

“Don’t ask questions, Leafin!”

Another guard peered into the dining room and spotted Kaku, who was sitting over her breakfast.

“You!” She pointed. “Are you with him?”

Kaku shook her head. “No, Madam.”

The guards searched me and Gertrice. The muscular one flipped through my spell book, and it was obvious she couldn’t read the language it was written in. I told her it was an old Leafin prayer book. She seemed to accept this, but she put it in her pocket.

“Your effects will be returned later. Now, come along with us.”

Miss Hoggle appeared, tying a nightgown around her waist. The kitchen staff must have run to inform her of what was unfolding.

“What’s the meaning of this? Is something wrong?”

“We’re rounding up Leafins and arresting them under the authority of Mother Brunhilda.”

“Arresting them. But why? Please, these are my guests. At least tell us the reason.”

“It’s only for questioning. They’ll be released soon enough.”

I ground my teeth, trying to think over my options. The wrong move could make the situation worse. I could run, using my superhuman speed to evade them, but that wouldn’t help. Not only would they still have Gertrice, but they would be convinced I was guilty of something. Every guard in the city would be on the lookout for me.

The best approach, for now, was to try cooperating with them. Hopefully, they’d soon send us on our way.

They took us down Owl Street, and we skirted the public square. Merchants were setting up their fruit and vegetable stands in the square, and a freckle-faced little girl was yelling at the top of her lungs.

“Hear the news, hear the news! Massacre on Golden Road! Come one, come all, and hear the ghastly tale!”

Holy crap.

Was that what this was about? They were investigating the massacre, and somehow they suspected a Leafin? But there were lots of Leafins in the city, and women always accompanied them. Surely it would be hard to prove it was us.

I thought of the few boys who’d survived and run away. Did they go to the authorities?

Passing some of the public buildings, we turned onto a narrow street, at the end of which I could see the colosseum. Making a few more twists and turns, we reached a bland, gray building with a small portico.

As we walked towards the doors, the muscular lady grabbed hold of my arm as if I might try to run away at the last second. This was ridiculous, as I was visibly much bigger and stronger than her. But she had a smug, triumphant look on her face as she led me through the door.

We came into a sleepy room where women sat at heavy oak tables, scratching feather pens on scrolls of paper.

A male guard sat on the edge of one of these desks, reading a scroll. He was about Snori’s age, and equally grizzled.

I figured he was a hard-nosed crime investigator from the old days of the patriarchy, and they just couldn’t afford to get rid of him.

He looked up as we approached. His keen eyes squinted at me beneath bushy brows.

“Where’d you find him?”

“The Night Owl,” the muscle lady said, puffing her chest out with pride.

He put the paper on his desk and glared at me as if to say, “We know you’re guilty, asshole. We’ve got all the dirt on you. The game is up. Your days are numbered.”

Ignoring him, I took a survey of the room. A few Leafins were sitting at some tables. Guards questioned them while secretaries took notes.

Then a strange figure caught my eye. It was standing on the other side of the room beside a pillar, and it could easily have been mistaken for a coat hanger or some weird piece of furniture.

Its body was tall and slender, and its head was too large.

Its face had only one feature: a little rectangular slot, which I took to be a mouth. Its head was facing my direction, and I felt like it was “looking” at me. I confirmed this because it awkwardly looked away when I returned its gaze.

It was certainly a golem, but unlike any I’d yet seen. I didn’t know what to make of it.

A prim lady stood beside it with her hands clasped in front of her waist. She wore a chiffon gown and little spectacles on the end of her nose. It was odd, but she had a maternal air about her.

She touched the golem’s arm and spoke to it, and the golem slouched as if to listen. I swear, it almost seemed like a mother and son standing there together.

“You know why you’re here, Leafin?” the male guard suddenly demanded.

I slowly turned and looked at him. “I was hoping you could tell me.”

Ignoring my question, he lurched forward and thrust his hand at me. “I’m Kenton,” he said, shaking my hand aggressively, albeit with a friendly grin. “Bod Kenton.”

“Redock,” I said.

I knew what he was trying to do. Throw me off balance to make me slip up.

Kenton nodded towards the muscle lady. “This is Zola.”

Zola remained still as a statue, giving me a dead stare. 

“Alright, Mr. Redock, come with us,” Kenton said. “We’re gonna have a talk in private. Just a talk. You can Relax.” He gave me an avuncular slap on the shoulder. Then he pulled out a chair for Gertrice.

“You wait here.”

As Kenton and Zola conducted me through the maze of tables, I noticed that the golem and its apparent handler were speaking with an obese cat woman with floppy, pink ears. They were all watching me as they spoke, and the golem seemed to nod its head.

It felt like the walls were closing in on me.

Glancing back at Gertrice, I could see the anxiety in her eyes. Even if we left now, we wouldn’t make it to the castle gate by 9 a.m. as we’d planned.

Not that it was essential to enter at that time, but it would have been better, for reasons that will become clear later. But time was running out: Brunhilda would meet the Council of Witches at half past noon.

Now they were going to interrogate both of us individually, and I didn’t doubt that Kenton and Zola were good interrogators. We didn’t even have our story straight; they were easily going to find inconsistencies in our accounts.

I had to think of something. But what? I needed some spell to trick them into letting me go. The goblin spell book had stuff that would work, but I didn’t know it off the top of my head. And even if I had the book, it wasn’t as easy as just looking up the spell and popping it off on your first try.

Crossing the room, we came to a long, windowless corridor, dimly lit with candles. A rat scurried ahead of us.

Great, I thought. This way to the interrogation chamber.








CHAPTER TWELVE







AS WE STEPPED into the dark corridor, a bleating voice echoed in the office behind us.

“Mr. Kenton! Mr. Kenton. Wait a moment.”

Looking back, I saw the enormous cat lady hurrying towards us, as fast as her bulk would allow her to waddle between the desks. Her high heels clacked on the marble floor.

Or rather, I thought they were heels. But when she got closer, I realized she had hooved feet! She also had a severely upturned nose, which was just as pink as her big, floppy ears.

This lady was a porker, not a pussy.

The pig woman’s corpulent arms swung menacingly as she drew in great, fatty breaths of air. Her round face was severe yet anxious, like an elementary school principal who didn’t receive the respect she felt she deserved.

“Kenton,” she wheezed, “Bring the Leafin to the Hall of Justice.”

Kenton opened his mouth to say something, but apparently, he thought better of it.

The pig lady put her hands on her hips and scowled at him like he was an unruly child.

He cleared his throat. “Er, my Lady, perhaps it would be better to question them first?”

She snorted. “I know what I’m doing, Kenton.”

“Of course you do, My Lady. I’m not saying—”

“I’ve got a witness here who can positively identify the murderers. His testimony is extremely reliable. This is easily enough for a sentence.”

“A sentence?” I interjected. “Already? You can’t be serious!”

She squinted at me, and brought her big, red face close to mine. “You Leafins are all the same. Snake oil salesmen, rapists, and thieves. Not to mention murderers. I’m going to clean up this city, starting with you.”

Damn. Hermengildia justice was swift as lightning.

The pig lady turned towards the old man. “Now swallow your pride, Kenton, and do as you’re told.”

She drove the point home with a loud snort, and then turned on her hoof and wobbled away. 

“Swallow my pride,” Kenton grumbled. “What’s she talking about? She’s the one who needs to swallow her pride.”

The Hall of Justice was a bland room with a large table in the front. A couple of smaller tables were arranged in front of the bigger one, and a handful of officials waited with scraps of parchment in their hands.

The golem was there, too, sitting with the prim lady. Again I caught it — him? — looking at me as I walked in. It seemed strangely thoughtful.

By now, we had about three hours before Mother Brunhilda’s meeting with the Council. If this thing didn’t end within an hour, it seemed the only option would be to force my way out and then fight my way to the castle and demand to see Mother Brunhilda.

That approach was almost certain to fail.

I racked my brain to think of something else.

A side door opened, and everyone stood up from their chairs. A short, elderly lady emerged, wearing long black robes. Her sallow face looked familiar, and I was pretty sure it was the same hag that was at Fang’s dinner the night before, the one who’d been so enthusiastic about Fang’s political machinations.

Sitting down at the big table, she picked up a parchment paper and pursed her wrinkled lips.

“Hm. Last night’s murders. Already found suspects, eh?”

“Yes, Justice Cribble,” the pig lady said keenly. “We’ve apprehended the suspects just this morning.”

The hag turned her beady eyes to me. They widened for a second, then narrowed into sharp points.

“Hmph,” she said, looking back at the parchment. “Very well, then. These prisoners stand accused of serious crimes, for which the penalty is…”

She paused and glanced around, grinning with relish. Then she completed the sentence with gusto: “For which the penalty is to be hanged, drawn, and quartered in the public square!” Her cackle filled the courtroom.

Gertrice turned deathly pale.

“Hang in there a bit,” I whispered.

She nodded.

“Chief Investigator Poofle. You are the prosecutor in this case?”

The pig lady bowed. “Yes, Justice Cribble, I am.”

“Very well. Present your witness.”

Poofle gave a brief bio of her witness, starting with his background. His name was Derek, and he represented cutting-edge golem magic. Whereas previous golems were mindless drones, Derek could think and feel, and he was highly intelligent.

She went on about this for a while, since it was key to establishing his credibility as a witness. The prim, motherly lady also stood up and spoke to this point. Her name was Miss Pettipoppy, and she was none other than the very witch who had brought Derek into being.

“He is my son,” she said. “That’s how I think of him. He has just as much intelligence and feeling as any person.”

But she went further. Derek wasn’t merely as good as a person. He was better.

“When I brought him to life, I imbued his very being with Justice, Caring, and Empathy — the principles of the Revolution,” she said, placing her hands over her heart. “These principles guide his every thought and action.”

She informed the court that Derek was the prototype for a new kind of golem. These golems would be “education officers.” Their role: to go around “educating” people about Justice, Caring, and Empathy.

“With their help, we’ll take great strides forward,” Miss Pettipoppy said.

Eventually, Chief Investigator Poofle called Derek himself to come forward. He sat awkwardly in a chair at the front of the courtroom, and the pig lady began asking him questions.

He spoke with a strange, swishing voice that sounded like it was full of twigs and dust. But he was oddly cerebral.

Poofle obviously wanted to demonstrate his sentience, so she started by asking him to say his name and other simple things, and then inquired about his hobbies.

He informed us he enjoyed taking walks in the woods because it was “a great place to just unwind and be alone with your thoughts.”

“Wonderful!” Poofle gushed, gazing at him with admiration. “And what do you think about when you’re there? Would you share it with us?”

Derek tilted his head thoughtfully. Everyone leaned forward, eager to hear his words of enlightenment.

“I think about how cruel men are towards one another, even now, after the Revolution, and I feel deep sadness.”

His oversized head wobbled like a balloon as he spoke, giving him an air of prissy arrogance. He reminded me a bit of C-3P0.

He continued, “But then I imagine what the truly Just Society will be like, once men invite Empathy and Caring into their hearts.”

As he said this last part, he placed his hands on his chest, where his heart would be if he had one, and turned his head towards me.

Great, I was getting a moral lecture from a golem!

Chief Investigator Poofle nodded her head, snorting softly. “Outstanding. Simply outstanding.” She paced for a moment, her hooves tapping on the floor. Then she turned dramatically and faced the courtroom.

“There you have it. No one can deny that this golem — No! I will not call him that! This person is not only sentient, but he is the most caring and Revolution-minded person you will ever meet.”

By this point I was imagining all the various ways I’d like to see Derek reduced to scraps. Detach his big, dumb head from his body. Run him over with a steamroller. Hit him with a flamethrower.

This train of thought led to an idea. What if some unfortunate accident were to suddenly happen before he could testify? The case against us would collapse.

But how was I going to make it look like an accident? That was the hard part.

Poofle moved on to Derek’s account of what he’d witnessed the night before, on Golden Road. He said he was taking a walk down the street because he knew that gangs of disaffected men lived there. He wanted to “educate” them about Justice, Caring, and Empathy.

But as he was walking down the street, he heard shouting and screaming. This alarmed him, but he knew he had to find out what was happening.

So he followed the noise to one particular house.

“Walking through the garden, I came to a horrific scene,” he said. “The front of the house was strewn with dead bodies, and a ferocious man was mowing through them as fast as an arrow. They all fell like so many blades of grass before a scythe. It was horrible… horrible…”

His head wobbled around. Apparently, he was overcome with emotion. Jeez. He made me sound like a monster. It was self-defense! What was I supposed to do, let them kill me?

As his head continued to wobble, I looked at the ceiling above him. Making part of it collapse on him was the only thing I could come up with, but that was too risky. It might make the entire ceiling cave in on all of us.

Think, man, think!

“I know it’s difficult, Derek,” the pig lady said. “We’re almost finished. Now, you described this man as uncommonly tall and muscular, correct?”

“Yes.”

“And tell us again, how was he dressed?”

“As a Leafin.”

I had mere seconds to spare. I decided to attempt something I’d never even tried before. It would require some very precise magic casting, and it was unlikely I could do it successfully on my first try.

Plus, if it didn’t work, it would blow our cover and force us into a fight — but we’d have to fight anyway if Derek testified against me, so there was nothing to lose.

“Is that man in this courtroom today?”

“Yes, he is.”

“Can you point to him now?”

Derek turned and looked at me, his head wobbling sanctimoniously. He began to raise his slender arm to point me out.

And then his head exploded into smithereens.

Debris pelted the tables and floors. All the women in the courtroom shielded their faces. Some of the debris hit the ceiling before raining down. 

There were gasps, shrieks, and exclamations of surprise. And then a stunned silence prevailed as the dust of Derek’s head floated in the air. I wiped bits of it off my clothes, trying to look as baffled as the next guy.

Which wasn’t too difficult, because I was shocked that I’d pulled it off.

It wasn’t easy. I’d started by gathering some elemental magic under the ground beneath the courtroom. Then I had to keep a lid on it, so to speak, and move it to precisely the spot where Derek was standing. From there, I conducted it through his body to his head, where I needed one smallish explosion.

If I’d been sloppy at any stage of the sequence, some of the elemental magic could have escaped, resulting in explosions rocking the air or splitting the floor.

And I had to do all that really fast.

But I pulled it off beautifully.

Oddly, Derek’s body was still standing, rocking slightly.

Miss Pettipoppy was sitting nearby in a chair. Her mouth was ajar, and her little spectacles were covered in dust.

“D–Derek?”

She stood up and walked over, examining the golem’s remains. She shook her head sadly. “Oh, dear. This is my fault.”

Chief Investigator Poofle watched with an expression of profound confusion. Her porcine nose snuffed the air noisily, and then she let out a colossal sneeze.

Poofle stood aside and had a brief discussion with Pettipoppy. After a moment, the pig lady came forward, flustered. “I’m sorry Justice Cribble… It seems there’s been an accident. Spontaneous combustion sometimes happens with golems, and it looks like that was the case with Derek.”

She took a deep breath. Her hands were trembling. “My case rested on that witness, Justice Cribble. It was a sure thing!”

Kenton saw his opportunity. He came forward and asked to examine me and Gertrice in turn. 

But that would have meant delving into my whereabouts that night. The dinner at Fang’s would have come up.

“No,” the hag snapped, pretending to be angry at them. “It’s too late. You’ve made a mess of this case. I’m throwing it out. Court dismissed!”

Zola reluctantly led us back to the office room and pulled my spell book out of her pocket.

“You’re free to go,” she said, handing it back.

We hurried out the door into the late-morning sun. Time was running out.








CHAPTER THIRTEEN







KAKU MET US outside. She’d followed us there and waited anxiously.

We ran back to the Night Owl to pick up Gertrice’s uniform. Owl Street was empty and quiet. Presumably, most of the previous night’s revelers were still sleeping.

But the stillness of the street was unnerving.

“I wonder…” Gertrice began. But then she shook her head, glancing around nervously.

“When the demons are gonna come for me? Yeah, I was thinking that, too.”

As we neared the Night Owl, we passed a shadowy alley. The ground dipped on either side, directing water to a drain in the middle. Heaps of garbage were piled on the sides, and wooden sheds stood against the buildings, providing convenient places for a demon to hide.

Just as I glanced into this alley, something lurched towards me out of the shadows — a mass of glistening eyes and black, wiry hair. I shouted in revulsion and raised my fist, drawing a concentration of magic power from the air.

But it wasn’t a demon. It was a giant spider.

The monster fell away from me like a beaten dog. I saw terror in its eyes. It waved its pedipalps around like gimpy little arms, and its gangly legs scrambled to carry it to safety. Shudders ran through its body as if it was sick.

It made for such a pathetic sight that I felt sorry for the creature. I lowered my fist and let it scuttle away into the shadows.

As it painfully scurried away, I noticed that one of its legs was limp, dragging along the ground.

A broken piece of arrow was lodged beneath one of the joints, where a wound festered.

“Did you see that?” I said in disbelief.

“The arrow,” Gertrice said. “It’s the same spider that was at Staves!”

“It followed us all the way here… That is so weird. What could that possibly mean?”

But there was no time to think about it. We had not much more than an hour to get to the castle and see Mother Brunhilda.

When Gertrice ran into the Night Owl and grabbed her uniform, Kaku stayed outside and waited with me.

“Aren’t you going in?” I said. We’d already established that Kaku couldn’t go to the castle with us. It just wouldn’t work.

Her fox ears drooped. She blinked her brown eyes at me and pouted. “I want to come.”

I looked away. Her cuteness made it hard to say no. “We already talked about this, Kaku.”

“Okay. I’ll just walk up there with you guys.”

I said nothing. That she wanted to come on such a dangerous mission was to her credit, so I didn’t mind if she tagged along with us to the castle wall.

Gertrice quickly returned, and we climbed steep streets and stone staircases until we finally came to a densely packed district that was just outside the castle wall. 

The cat girl led the way through the narrow, winding streets, crowded with two-story wooden buildings. Balconies were draped with linen, and the smell of fresh bread and coffee wafted from bakeries.

“This neighborhood is popular with junior officials and attendants,” she said, with a nostalgic twinkle in her eyes. “I used to live a couple of blocks that way.”

She pointed down a street with cute buildings painted yellow, blue, and pink. Flowers and vegetables grew in small gardens below the windows.

“Wow!” Fiz said. I suddenly realized she was flying beside me. “What a cute neighborhood! I wish I could live there!” She grabbed Gertrice’s arm and tugged her towards the side street.

“Come on, Gertrice, let’s go see your old house!”

“We can’t now,” I said. “We gotta go see Brunhilda, remember? It’s probably less than two hours before she meets with the Council.”

The imp’s face turned red. “Oh, yeah. Hehe. I’m such a dumb-dumb.”

“No you’re not,” I said, rubbing her back. “You just live in the moment. It’s part of your nature.”

“I guess. But it makes me so forgetful.”

“I wish I could live more in the moment,” Gertrice said.

Fiz brightened up. “You do?”

“Yeah, instead of always worrying about tomorrow… or yesterday.”

“Yeah, I guess it is pretty nice when you put it like that!” Fiz said, and she flew ahead, spinning in the air and giggling.

I noticed a couple of women watching her from a balcony.

“You should probably stay hidden, though, Fiz. We don’t want to attract attention.”

“Okay. Bye-bye!” She waved and disappeared.

Climbing a stone staircase, we emerged in the shadow of the castle wall.

From there, Gertrice led us along a well-worn trail. “I used to go to work this way every day.”

I stopped and looked at Kaku. “This would be a good place for you to stay and wait for us.”

“But what if you have to fight?” she objected. “You might need my help.”

I sighed. The reason I’d decided she couldn’t come with us was because she didn’t really fit with our game plan. We were going to make use of spells from the goblin book, but that didn’t guarantee we’d get in. The magic was subtle. It was based on mesmerism, diversion, optical illusions, tricks of the mind, and things like that.

You had to work with it, meet it halfway. For example, if we tried to get a full-grown troll through the gate in broad daylight, the spells would probably fail. It would just be asking too much of the magic.

That was why we’d planned on entering at 9 a.m., along with the morning crowd of castle staff. One spell we’d be leaning on was titled “Zebra Invisibility.” It works not by actually making you invisible, but by using a certain glitch in the brain, which many people have experienced.

You’re on a crowded street, and you walk past a friend or family member without even seeing them. They inform you that you “looked right at them” and then walked past. Your brain didn’t identify them among all the random faces because you weren’t expecting to see them there.

“Zebra Invisibility” plays this same trick on the mind, basically hiding you behind a blind spot of the viewers. But it works most effectively under favorable conditions — such as a crowd.

It wasn’t a big deal. It just meant we’d probably have to speak to the guards at the gate. Our ruse was that I was a skilled laborer. Gertrice had suggested I pose as a plumber because she remembered the castle had been having problems with the plumbing.

I looked at Kaku and shrugged. “We already talked about it. I’m sorry–”

“Can’t we say I’m your apprentice or something?”

“That would seem weird,” Gertrice said. “Women have taken over most jobs, but we still don’t do plumbing.”

The cat girl turned off the trail and went behind some bushes to change into her uniform. We’d never altered it, so it was still the same as the Hermengildia attendant’s uniform.

Meanwhile, I started pulling off my Leafin robes, revealing the threadbare tunic and trousers I was wearing underneath. 

Kaku fidgeted. “Well… can’t we trick them into thinking I’m a boy? There’s gotta be a spell for that. Here, let me see the book.” She pawed at my pocket.

Gertrice stepped out of the bushes and walked towards us, wearing her usual uniform. It was as if she’d put her skin back on. Blue tights once again clung to her legs, and the poof-ball trunk hose rustled ridiculously as her hips swayed with each step.

“It would be a big risk, Kaku,” Gertrice said. “If they happen to see your tails, they’ll know you’re a Kitsune instantly. Then they’ll throw us in the dungeon and try to torture us until we explain why we’re here.”

Kaku glared at Gertrice. Her face was turning red.

“Look, Kaku,” I said. “I get that you want to help, but—”

“No, you don’t!” she erupted, turning her back to me. “You don’t get it at all!”

Gertrice and I looked at each other, baffled. Why was she so upset about this?

Kaku drew herself up, suddenly. “I know! I’ll turn into my fox form!”

“Your fox form? But what kind of disguise is that?”

She threw off the cloak and shook her tails, twirling them around. Then she sidled up to me and put her furry hand on my arm.

“I’m your pet, remember? You gotta bring me. It will be more useful than leaving me behind!”

With a giggle, she ran behind the same bush where Gertrice had changed. There was a flash of orange light, and then we heard a cry from Kaku.

Gertrice stepped towards the bushes. “Kaku, are you alright?”

“Stay back!” she gasped. “I don’t want you to… see me–- oh! Ow!”

She moaned and gasped, and it sounded like she was experiencing equal parts of pleasure and pain.

A moment later, she came trotting out in her fox form. She barked and ran up to me, wagging her tail, and leaned against my leg. Almost instinctively, I reached down and patted her side.

She looked up. “See? Man’s best friend.”

Her funny little mouth was open, and she was smiling.

“Awww,” Gertrice said, patting her. “You’re so cute!”

Fiz swooped down at us from a tree and threw her arms around the fox.

“Wow, your fur’s so soft!”

“You guys gotta bring me,” Kaku said. “I can help in my own way. It won’t be easy to get to Brunhilda. You’ll have to enter the castle wall and then go to the Tower and find Brunhilda’s chambers. You might need my help.”

Gertrice sniffed the air thoughtfully. “She’s right. A kitsune has unique talents. She might come in handy.”

That was true. And she’d already proved herself to be useful.

“Alright then,” I said, scratching her behind the ears. “You’re my best pal and I never go anywhere without you. That’s our story.”

Kaku barked and bounded down the trail.


***




The gate in the castle wall was guarded by two cheetah girls. Others watched us from the turrets at the top of the wall.

The guards gazed at me intensely as I approached, not with suspicion so much as curiosity. They saluted Gertrice.

“I have clearance to bring a plumber in,” she said.

“Plumber!” The cheetah girl nodded. “It’s about time. They’re gonna be glad to see you, I’ll bet.”

“Yes, I should think so,” Gertrice said, going along with it.

The guard frowned. “Hm. That’s funny. We weren’t notified you were coming.”

Gertrice reached into a pocket. “Here is the letter of clearance.”

There was a slight tremor in her voice.

I was nervous, too. The piece of paper Gertrice was about to display was completely blank except for three words, written in large characters: Letter of Clearance.

I’d magicked the piece of paper with a spell, and we were following the instructions straight from the book.

All I could do was pray it would work. It seemed too ludicrous to believe, and I half-expected the guard to laugh in our faces.

However, when her eyes fell onto the paper, I saw her pupils expand for a moment. Then they went back to normal.

“Thank you, officer.” She briefly padded us down and then sent us on our way.

My first impression as we walked through the archway was that it was like we’d entered a mini-city within the larger one. Except this one was grander. It was all white stone buildings with red-tile rooftops, trimmed hedges, and soaring spires.

“That’s where we’re going,” Gertrice said, pointing over the buildings to a tower.

We ran down a grand street where the knights and nobles of the old kingdom once lived, then climbed a steep road of switchbacks and emerged on a plateau. There, we followed a gravel path, passing trees, flowerbeds, and hedges that had been trimmed into crisp cubes and spheres.

Finally, we came to the tower. It was a sturdy, hexagon-shaped building topped with turrets and spires. It looked like it was straight out of a fairy-tale. You’d almost expect Rapunzel to appear in one of the windows and toss her hair out.

As I was thinking this, I noticed there actually was something hanging from a window. A soft white thread that glittered in the sunlight. The window itself was covered in a film of gauze.

A moat surrounded the tower, and it was quite large. Crossing the narrow stone bridge, I looked down at the water. Lily pads and purple flowers floated on the black, glassy surface.

“I get the feeling it’s really deep,” I murmured.

“They say it is,” Gertrice said.

Kaku stuck her nose over the edge and sniffed towards the water. Then she sneezed and backed away, growling.

“There’s something in there… Something dangerous.”

“I guess I won’t be going for a swim then,” I said.

Two cat girl attendants stood outside the entrance, one on either side of the enormous doors.

These were easy to get past. They saluted Gertrice, glanced at the “Letter of Clearance,” and let us pass straight through. Then we came into a small lobby with a shiny marble floor and high ceilings.  

On one side of this lobby, massive oak doors stood open. Inside was a chamber with red carpets and red-cushioned chairs.

I took that to be the room where the Council of Witches would meet Brunhilda. Attendants stood on either side of the doors, and I could see there were already some people in the chairs. They were discussing something. A shrill laugh resounded off the walls.

Fang.

He was already there, waiting to make his case to Brunhilda.

On the other side of the lobby, two more attendants guarded a broad stone staircase. As we approached the staircase, the attendant on the right came to attention, slamming her curly-toed shoe and stabbing the floor with the butt-end of their pike.

“You there! State your business!”

Her bright blue eyes blazed at Gertrice, and her furry black ears pointed forward. The tip of her nose was black, making her look like a Siamese cat, I thought.

“Good day,” Gertrice said with a bow. “I have a clearance to bring this plumber in.” She pulled out the “Letter of Clearance” and held it up.

The Siamese marched forward so aggressively that it looked like she intended to plow through Gertrice. But she halted, slamming her foot down.

She leaned her face towards the paper and then straightened up. “I see the letter, Officer. You may put it away.”

“Y-yes, Master,” Gertrice said.

The “Master” was merely a form of address that recognized the other attendant’s superior rank. I could see by the number of lines on her poof-ball sleeves that her rank was higher than Gertrirce’s, even though she looked very young.

The Siamese returned to her post, and Gertrice walked uncertainly towards the door.

“Halt!” the aggressive attendant yelled. She and the other guard pointed their pikes at Gertrice.

“We haven’t finished yet, Officer. This simply won’t do. First of all, why weren’t we informed you were coming? And second, where is your pike? Speak!”








CHAPTER FOURTEEN







THE SIAMESE CAT girl glared at Gertrice with a cold, dead stare.

Gertrice’s ears flattened against her head. She pushed her glasses up the ridge of her nose.

“Master… I… I’m on pike suspension.”

The Siamese’s lip twitched with a smirk, and I saw a malicious glint in her eyes. That’s when it became clear what was going on.

It wasn’t that she suspected anything fishy. She was just being a dick. She was a young girl on a power trip.

“Lost your pike privileges, eh? What for?”

Gertrice swallowed. For a second I thought she couldn’t bring herself to say it. But she choked it out: “Tardiness, Madam.”

I knew it was painful for Gertrice even to pretend that she was a lousy worker, deserving of having her pike taken away, but it was the only acceptable explanation we could provide for why she didn’t have her pike.

“And why wasn’t I notified you were coming? Speak up!”

“I don’t know. This plumber has only just arrived in the city. Maybe because it was such short notice…”

“Alright, well, you better move along then or you’ll be late again. You want to earn your pike back, don’t you?”

“Yes, Master.”

“Remember, if you’re not five minutes early, you’re late.”

“Yes, Master.”

Climbing the stairs, we found ourselves at the mouth of a white tunnel, formed from what appeared to be the same gauzy material I’d seen over the window. It barely gave me enough room to stand up straight.

Another attendant was on duty there. She told us to follow her to the registration room.

“Is this webbing?” I whispered as we walked through the tunnel.

“Looks like it,” Gertrice said.

“Is that normal?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never been in the tower before.”

We emerged from the tunnel into a room with heavy wooden desks and shelves. Most of the ceiling and much of the walls were covered with webbing. Even the desks and shelves were festooned with the stuff. It felt like the room had been decorated for an elaborate Halloween office party.

A woman with a bald, green head and sharp reptile eyes greeted us. She wore the attendant’s uniform, but it wasn’t flattering on her. A snake-like belly stuck out, and her scaly arms were hard and muscular.

A long snout protruded from her face, and it seemed to be stuck in a permanent grin, revealing sharp teeth. A long, heavy tail stretched behind her.

“An… alligator?” I whispered.

“Crocodile!” she fired back, her eyes burning. “State your business!”

Boy, were they grumpy in the registration room.

“Yes, madam, thank you, madam,” Gertrice said, making a bow.

But the crocodile lady squinted with suspicion. “How did you get in? Are the attendants asleep? Why have I never seen you before?”

She swung her pike around and pointed it at us, then yelled over her shoulder: “Guards!”

Two big cheetah girls came through a door to join the crocodile lady. They stood on either side of her, clutching their swords as their muscular tails swung back and forth.

“Now,” she said, slowly walking towards us. “Explain yourself!”

Gertrice stood at attention with her hands at her sides. “Madam, I am sorry the proper protocols were not observed.”

The croc lady shook her head impatiently and jabbed the air with her pike. “Get to the point! I don’t want your excuses!”

Gertrice rapidly tried to explain, her voice trembling. “Madam, I have clearance—”

But the angry croc spoke over her. “You’d better have a good explanation for being here, or I’ll run you through in an instant.”

“Clearance to bring this plumber–”

“Eh? What was that?”

Gertrice adjusted her spectacles. “Madam, I have clearance to bring this plumber—”

“Plumber?”

“Yes, madam.”

“This man is a plumber?” Her jaw fell open. The reptile eyes looked me up and down. The pike lowered.

“Yes, madam, a master plumber. I have the Letter of Clearance here, if I may—”

“Yes, yes! Hand it over.” She extended her hand impatiently and snatched the paper up when Gertrice took it out.

“I see,” she said, holding it in front of her snout. She handed it back. “Why didn’t you say he was a plumber, to begin with?”

“I… I apologize, Madam.”

“Alright, let’s not stand around. Come with me. Let’s get you registered. I expect they’ll want him up there without delay.”

The croc lady plopped herself onto a stool in front of a desk and started scribbling on a paper.

“They’ll be thrilled to see you, I’m sure,” she said as she was writing.

The cheetah girls walked up to us. “Do you have any possessions on your person?” one said, standing almost eye level with me.

“N-no,” I said, conscious of the spell book in my pocket. “Nothing.”

The croc lady rolled up the piece of paper and tied it with a red ribbon. “Didn’t bring any equipment?” she said, glancing at me.

“No. For today I just came to check it. But if you have tools—”

“Of course. You will find tools upstairs.” The croc lady walked over to a square space in the wall, where there was a little lift for conveying letters and packages between floors. She put the letter there and pulled a cord, which must have rung a bell on another floor.

Wheels squeaked, and the little lift laboriously ascended out of view.

“There,” the croc lady said. “I’ve let them know you’re on the way.”

“Raise your arms and spread your legs,” the cheetah said.

I complied, and she started patting me down. I chewed my lip.

Maybe she won’t find it… It’s small.

Nope.

“What’s this?” The cheetah said with a frown, padding the spell book. “Empty your pockets.”

“Oh, yeah, I do have that,” I said, pulling out the book. “It’s just a plumber’s book.”

The cheetah took it and flipped the pages. Her expression didn’t change, and I was certain she did not know what it was.

She handed it to the croc lady. “Very good,” the croc said, taking the book. “Just a routine check.” She flipped the pages perfunctorily.

But she paused and looked more closely.

“Oh, it’s in Sylminic,” she said with a chuckle. “That’s… curious.”

As Gertrice would later tell me, all the functionaries working at the castle had some understanding of the ancient language.

The croc lady’s face fell. Her eyes scanned the page.

She stood frozen. I knew she’d realized in an instant that we weren’t who we claimed to be.

And she knew I knew.

For a fleeting instant, we both stood on the edge of action, each wondering what the other’s next move would be.

Then, without looking at me, she glanced to her side, and I saw that she’d grabbed hold of a thin red rope that hung from a hole high in the wall.

It must have been an alarm.

She gripped it and lifted her fist. She was about to ring that bell hard.

I acted on impulse, without thinking. I don’t know why I used that particular magical attack. There were much easier ones available.

Maybe it was because it was the last one I did.

It came with surprisingly little difficulty, considering it was only the second time I’d performed it.

As quick as a breath, I drew in an excess of magical energy from the atmosphere outside, and even the water of the moat. I rapidly conveyed it from the floor to her legs, and up her torso to the final destination.

Her head exploded just as she started to jerk her arm downwards. Red mist floated over the desk, and a brief shower of blood and brain matter pitter-pattered on our clothes.

The snout plopped on the ground beside the feet of the cheetah girl who’d searched me.

The guards were shocked. But they recovered fast.

Metal rang in the air as they drew their swords. They were quick and agile. Specimens of athletic prowess. It was a shame I had to break their ribs and crack their skulls, but that was what happened when someone tried to fight me. It was like a normal person picking a fight with Thor.

Having dispensed with the cheetahs, we rushed into a corridor and found a staircase, which had also been given the spider web treatment. This made it into a claustrophobic tunnel.

“All this web worries me a bit,” I muttered as we started up the stairs. “But then, the crocodile lady didn’t think anything of it. So strange!”

“I really have no idea,” Gertrice said.

We came to a landing and looked down a dark corridor. But we kept climbing the stairs, on the assumption that Brunhilda’s rooms would be at the top, or near it.

As we approached the ninth floor, we wondered if we should have a look and see what was there. But an attendant came scampering towards us.

“Ah! I see you’ve found your way!”

Long white ears hung down the sides of her head, and her huge brown eyes had a nervous, melancholy look. Her plump, round cheeks looked like they might be capable of storing food, and her two front teeth were visible between her lips.

I saw that her arms were dusted with soft white fur, and she did not have hands, but furry little paws.

She introduced herself as Miss Bunnika.

She walked over to us with a hop in her step. “Please come this way.”

We followed her down the corridor.

“You don’t know how glad we are to see you,” she said, directly addressing me, which surprised me a bit. “It’s very hard to find plumbers in Hermengildia these days, so we’ve been really… stuck.”

“I can imagine,” I said. “And this must be so close to Mother Brunhilda’s rooms, too.”

“Oh, yes!” she said in a confidential tone. “She’s directly above. She hasn’t been able to use her private lavatories in some time.”

“Well, let’s see if we can fix that,” I said cheerfully. Meanwhile, I was wondering how we were going to lose the bunny girl so we could sneak up to the next floor.

“This is where all the problems started,” she said, opening a pair of doors. Beams of sunlight shone through long windows, illuminating the dust that hung in the air.

The floor was tiled, and stone benches ran along the walls. It looked like a change room.

“It’s just through here,” she said with a grimace. She skipped over to another set of doors. “That way. Please have a look.”

“Okay,” I said, walking over.

Miss Bunnika quickly backed away and seemed to brace herself as I reached for the brass handles.

“These doors haven’t been opened in a long time,” she said, nervously playing with her droopy ears like they were pigtails.

I pulled the doors open and was immediately smacked with a stench worse than death. I held my breath, trying not to vomit in my mouth. Kaku, who was beside me, lurched away from the doors, gagging. Gertrice threw a hand over her mouth and her ears crumpled.

Miss Bunnika held her paws over her nose and made an adorably apologetic face. “I’m so sorry! It’s really horrible! Bleugh!”

All the women evacuated the change room and took refuge in the hallway, leaving me to brave the stench alone.

Holding my breath, I walked through the doors and came into a room with stone toilets along the walls. They were probably something like what the Romans used, except each one had a cord that you could pull to flush it.

Many of these toilets were filled to the brim. The whole system was backed up. Another door led to a room with baths, and they appeared to be backed up, too.

I was impressed that they got running water up there. Maybe the witches used their magic to do it, but I doubted it. Based on my impression so far, I figured they didn’t have a clue how it worked.

Engineers from the old kingdom must have designed it, perhaps making use of pumps to bring the water up.

I didn’t give it much thought. Returning through the doors and gasping for air, I saw that the ladies had ventured back into the change room to see how I was progressing.

Miss Bunnika stood with her paws clasped in front of her, still politely apologetic. “How does it look? Do–do you think you can fix it?”

“Sure, I can fix it. The toilets are plugged, that’s all.”

She grabbed her ears. “Really? Wow! That would be great!”

Kaku wagged her tail anxiously, and Gertrice gave the bunny a sidelong look.

I know, I know. Time’s running out.

I was going to have to try a distraction spell. I’d memorized a couple from the book. I began to think it out.

Then I heard a scratching sound from above. Stone dragging on stone. I heard a little grunt — someone giving a last heave of effort. In a flash, my brain registered that a weighty block of stone had been dislodged from the wall high above, near the ceiling.

And it was falling straight towards poor Miss Bunnika’s head.








CHAPTER FIFTEEN







I THREW MY arm around Miss Bunnika’s waist and jerked her out of the way. Her head whipped back, and then she fell onto my chest. The massive brick smashed into pieces on the floor beside us, making Gertrice scream.

Looking up, I saw a cavity in the wall, just below the ceiling, where the bricks were loose. Fiz was peeking over the edge. She grinned at me, apparently convinced I’d be pleased. I glared at her.

Miss Bunnika swayed in confusion. Her ears drooped over the sides of her face, and her big, helpless eyes were glazed over. Her little paws rested on my chest.

“Sorry about that, Miss Bunnika.”

She looked up at me and blinked. Her round cheeks turned red. “What…happened?” she breathed.

I nodded to the ground. “A brick fell.”

She looked at the broken brick and gasped, her plump little mouth opening to show her buck teeth.

“You — you saved me. I… would have died.”

Her feet became wobbly, she went limp in my arms, and her head lolled while her eyes rolled to the back of her head.

“She’s fainted away,” Gertrice whispered.

“Good, she can have a little snooze here,” I said, laying her down on the floor. “Hopefully she won’t wake up for a while.”

“I know how to make her sleep a long time!” Fiz said, and I heard her grunt as she started pushing another brick.

“Fiz! Don’t do that.”

She looked at me in open-mouthed confusion. “Why not?”

“Because! Miss Bunnika is a nice lady. We don’t want to hurt her.”

She flew down from the wall. “I didn’t wanna hurt her. I just wanted to bonk her, so she’d go to sleep.”

“Well, you can’t go bonking people with bricks, or they’ll go to sleep and never wake up.”

The imp crossed her arms and frowned thoughtfully. “What if I just sprinkled some sleeping dust on her? She’ll sleep all afternoon.”

“You can do that?”

“Yup! I can make her have sweet dreams, too.” She clasped her hands and looked up. “Flowers and fountains and sunshine and—”

“Okay, Fiz. Do it.”

The imp rubbed her hands over the bunny girl’s head. Glittering pink dust sprinkled down. Miss Bunnika’s nose wiggled a few times. Then she let out a long sigh and began snoring.

We headed towards the door, but I paused and looked over my shoulder at the bathroom.

“Hang on a sec,” I said. “Let me see if I can do something about this.”

Marching into the bathroom, I raised my hands and concentrated on gathering air and condensing it in tight pockets over each of the toilets. Then I forced that air into the toilets before quickly pulling it out, creating a vacuum. A magical plunger, in other words.

The toilets made a loud sucking noise and burped up chunks of debris. I heard air sucking and bubbling in the lead pipes behind the walls. After repeating this a couple of times, the system was unclogged.

I jogged out the door, and we hurried down the hallway towards the stairs.


***




The cob webbing got even thicker as we climbed the stairs to the floor where Mother Brunhilda lived.

We emerged in a dark hall with massive pillars. Enormous spider webs stretched from the pillars to the ceilings, and long threads of web hung here and there like vines.

Through the haze on our left, I could see the rainbow-colored light of stain-glass windows high above. On the right, the space beyond the pillars seemed obscured in fog. But I realized it was actually thin curtains of gauze. They were faintly illuminated by an orange light, perhaps a fireplace deeper within the room.

Statues of old kings stood in front of the pillars, covered in dust and webbing. Beneath my feet was a red carpet. It led to a golden throne, which was blanketed with cobwebs.

“You’d think no one’s lived here in years by the look of it,” I muttered.

Kaku sniffed the ground and then put her nose in the air. “No. Someone lives here. And she’s near.”

“Maybe Brunhilda keeps spiders as pets. You know, familiar spirits. Alright, stand back, you guys. I’m going to announce our presence.”

I cleared my throat, but before I could say anything, there was a barely audible woosh, and something slapped onto my mouth. It was light but sticky. As I tried to peel it off, another shot of the stuff smacked onto my wrist; this time it was connected to a thin, glistening thread, which ran to my right, disappearing into the silky curtains.

The thread tightened and yanked my wrist with powerful force. I stumbled forward a few steps before planting my feet firmly on the floor. My mouth was still covered, so I breathed through my nose, irritated that I couldn’t talk.

Leaning back, I gave a mighty tug with my arm, overpowering whatever was on the other side of the gauze. There was a clatter of clicking sounds on the concrete, like multiple women stumbling in stilettos.

I heaved again, but the thread went loose, and I fell backwards. However, a silhouette had appeared behind the hazy curtains. It was a lady with an elegant profile, a large bust, and slender arms. She was sitting on something high off the ground, like a carriage.

Her voice was husky. “What makes you think I won’t kill you right now? You and all your progeny. David Ashwood.”

I jumped to my feet and ripped the webbing off my mouth. “I had to come here and talk to you, Brunhilda. What would you do in my position? It’s the only way I can convince you to cancel your curse against my people.”

Listen to me. Already trying to reason with her. That strategy was not going to work. But what else could I do?

“Ah, so you’ve come to beg.”

“No. I’ve not come to beg.”

“You haven’t? Well, you’d better reconsider. Sneaking into my city, into my tower. I should kill you on the spot. No— I should release the plague first, so that you can see its effects. Yes, I think I’ll do that.”

“No, you won’t.”

“Oh, really? Beg then! Go on, get on your knees and beg. I want to see it.”

“I’ve come to talk, not to beg.”

“The presumption of this man! So talk, then.”

“Presumption?” I choked. “Oh, so it’s ‘presumptuous’ to ask you not to kill my sons and destroy my village?”

“Your village? Oh!”

She huffed, apparently at a loss for words. The clicking stiletto sound started again, and the carriage, or whatever it was, moved towards me. Her arms batted aside some of the silken curtains, but there were still more layers of them between us.

Her progress abruptly stopped, and she backed up slightly. Clickety click click.

“Your village, you say? The nerve! How do you figure it’s yours? Right of conquest, I suppose. Just like a man!”

“As you know perfectly well, the villagers were on the brink of starvation. They needed my help.”

To my surprise, that seemed to stump her. She fidgeted in her seat, and the contraption moved up and down.

“Maybe I could help you, too,” I said cautiously. “We can help each other.”

“If you think you’re going to be sitting on that throne —”

“I have no desire for that. Staves is my home now; I’ve put down roots there. But Hermengildia is unstable — you know that. What’s going to happen when people starve? I can help you, Brunhilda. We don’t have to be enemies.”

She spoke softly, bitterly. “You say that now, when I’ve got a curse hanging over your head.”

“So you want us all to die, then? Destroy Staves first and then watch Hermengildia plunge into chaos?”

Silence. I wasn’t sure if that was good or bad.

“Look,” I said. “Can we talk face to face? I think it would be better that way.”

She was silent for some time, and I had the sense she was paralyzed with indecision. Finally, she said, “Alright, come in. All three of you.” And she backed away, receding further beyond the layers of curtains.

I led the way through the silken curtains. Passing through them all, we came into a large area with a red rug and a massive fireplace, on one side of which was a wall lined with bookshelves. On the other side, there was a window with no glass — only shutters, which were open.

Sweet-smelling air drafted in, and the daylight made me squint. But as my eyes adjusted, I saw the countryside and the ocean glittering in the distance.

But there was no sign of the witch.

“Playing games again, Brunhilda?” I said.

Suddenly, something rapidly floated down from above — a massive spider body. I lurched back in revulsion, but even as I did so, I noticed the beautiful woman sitting on top of the spider.

Is this what Brunhilda does? Rides a spider instead of a broomstick?

That was my first reaction.

But as the spider landed nimbly in front of me, I saw that its body was unusual. It seemed like there was a seat where its head should have been, and that’s where the beautiful woman sat, looking down at us.

She had white hair and a youthful face with high cheekbones. Her eyes were yellow and proud. Above them, four smaller, secondary eyes adorned her forehead like amber rubies.

She carried herself with the aristocratic aloofness of an ancient Egyptian pharaoh’s wife. She gave the impression she’d have a man beheaded just for saying the wrong thing.

But her appearance was softened somewhat by the sexy skirt she wore, the style of which seemed vaguely Bavarian, giving her a homely and traditional look.

Further, despite her ice-cold beauty, her body made you ache with admiration. She sat with her knees pointing to one side, her legs curled under the seat. It looked adorable. Her white thighs were fleshy and round, but she wore curious boots that started above the knee.

They looked like leather, hard and shiny.

She also wore long gloves of the same material, and I could see nasty claws on the ends of the fingers.

But as I looked more closely, I realized her “legs” were exactly in the same place as a spider’s chelicerae — the appendages arachnids use to pull things into their hungry mouths.

And those legs were, perhaps, more chelicerae than legs. Or were they? It was hard to say. But the “boots” were not boots after all… There were no feet on them. Instead, they ended with fangs or hooks.

This shocking discovery drew my attention back to the long, ghastly spider legs, and the gigantic spider abdomen I saw wiggling in the back. Again, revulsion. But then the human portion arched her back and drew my eyes to her breasts… and down her stomach to her legs that weren’t legs.

A burning question popped into my head. If those weren’t legs, then what was between them? Was it a hideous spider mouth… or a pussy?

I needed to know.

Brunhilda giggled and rubbed her thighs together. She was watching my face closely.

I didn’t know whether to throw up or jerk off. I was flabbergasted. My chin was probably on the floor.

Before I could even make sense of what I was looking at, Brunhilda turned and fired globs of webbing faster than Clint Eastwood in a spaghetti western.

Kaku yelped as she slammed onto the floor, her legs tied like a pig. Gertrice flew into the air and smashed into a pillar. Webbing fixed her there in the blink of an eye.

As for me, my wrists and legs were bound together. I lost my balance and crashed onto my side just as Fiz zoomed in and swarmed Brunhilda, kicking her and pulling her hair.

“Don’t you hurt David! You big ugly!”

With a wave of her hands, Brunhilda unleashed a flash of blue energy that sent Fiz flying upwards. The imp landed on a spider web that hung overhead. She kicked her legs furiously.

“Let me down, you!”

Brunhilda watched Fiz with a luxurious smile, and I got the impression she enjoyed seeing a creature struggle helplessly.

“That wasn’t very motherly of you, Mother Brunhilda,” I mocked, straining to break free of the webbing. But it was strong.

“But you’re forgetting the fierce side of nature,” Brunhilda said. “Yes, she is nurturing. But she’s also savage… Violent. She will decompose your body, David. She’ll make your heart and your brain food for the worms.”

The spider lady scuttled over to Kaku, who was writhing on the floor, growling and snapping and foaming at the mouth.

“Hmmm, I think I’ll kill the pooch first,” she said.

Brunhilda raised one of her pointy spider legs into the air and held it above Kaku like a massive scimitar.








CHAPTER SIXTEEN







AS BRUNHILDA RAISED her sword-like leg into the air, I summoned flames and burned her webbing away from my wrists and legs. Then I aimed at the spider’s leg, which was suspended over Kaku, and fired a chunk of ice.

It smashed her arachnid leg with a clang.

Back on my feet, I held my fists in the air as Brunhilda turned and faced me, a look of mild amusement on her face.

“Finished?” I said with a smirk. “Because I can dance all day.”

The lady sitting on top of the spider body threw her head back and laughed, bearing her long, statuesque neck.

“I heard about your elemental magic, David Ashwood. You seem to be getting a decent handle on it.”

Just then, a pigeon fluttered onto the window ledge. Brunhilda glanced at it. “Oh! That will be a reminder for my meeting with the Council. I’d nearly forgotten.”

The pigeon bent its head this way and that, probably unable to see anything in the relative darkness.

“Hello?” it said.

“Go ahead,” Brunhilda replied.

“Meeting with the Council of Witches in 10 minutes, My Lady.”

“Thank you.”

The pigeon made an awkward bow and then flew away.

“I’ve got to go,” Brunhilda said, turning back to us. “But don’t worry, my dears. I haven’t forgotten you. I think I’ll encase you all in ice for the time being. That way you’ll stay out of trouble.”

I wanted to scoff. But I didn’t know if she was serious. Did she actually have the power to freeze me, as powerful as I’d become?

“I don’t think that will work on me,” I said.

Brunhilda looked down her nose at me. “You don’t think so? Let’s find out.”

She raised her hand towards me.

“Wait,” I said.

Shit. Her magic probably was more powerful than mine still. Was it that much more powerful? I didn’t know. But it wasn’t worth risking it.

“Let’s be realistic with one another,” I said. “You know you can’t kill me without a fight.”

She gave me an arch look. “That’s good. I want to keep you alive for a bit.”

“And even if you manage to freeze me, it would make an awful mess of your room.” I made small flames come out from the tips of my fingers. They poofed into black smoke.

“Besides, I don’t wanna fight you. You’re too cute.”

“Cute!” She drew herself up proudly. “Hmph. I’m not cute.”

“Why haven’t you released the plague yet?” I said softly. “Why did you decide to hold back, even in the face of The Council of Witches? There must be a reason.”

She rolled her eyes at my presumption for asking such a question. Then she crossed her arms and looked away. “No reason. I just… didn’t feel like it yet. Maybe I’ll do it later today. We’ll see.”

Something in her demeanor had softened ever so slightly. I felt I could see a crack in the iceberg of her heart.

“Maybe it’s because of the food crisis,” I ventured. “You’ve realized the revolution has gone too far.”

The crack opened further. Brunhilda sighed. Her mask came off for a moment. She still didn’t look at me, but I saw a flash of sincerity and concern on her face.

“Let me help you,” I said.

“How?”

“We can work together. Work towards restoring the male population.”

Her face hardened. “I already have a male population. The Drazen farmers. We’re going to enslave them. They’ll produce food for us.”

“That doesn’t seem to be working. From what I’ve seen, they’ll die before they produce a single grain for you. But what if we made a peace offering, asked them to trade? We’d make it worthwhile for them.”

“You underestimate my curse, David Ashwood. Haven’t you heard?” She spoke in a sing-song voice, watching my reaction with relish. “Their testicles are shrinking into teeny tiny specs, sometimes disappearing altogether. The curse destroys their manhood and their will. They won’t put up any resistance.” womanhood

“But if they’re so enfeebled, how do you expect them to make good farmers?”

“Broken men make the best laborers. They don’t complain or question. And the lash is their motivation.”

There was a faraway look in her eye as she spoke. Somehow, I sensed she didn’t believe her own words.

“Come on, Brunhilda. You can’t go on like this much longer. Your rule is unstable. The only way to shore it up is by making reforms.”

She huffed. “The notion of reform is impractical. It would never work.”

“Impractical?” I said, genuinely surprised. “Not all. It’s completely practical.”

Despite her objections, the witch waved her hand at Gertrice. The webbing dissolved, and Gertrice stumbled away from the pillar.

Then she did the same for Kaku. But the fox had been seething with anger the entire time, struggling and growling to exhaustion. Even though she was free, she remained on her side, panting and miserable.

“Now look where all that struggle got you, you silly pooch,” Brunhilda said. “I wasn’t really going to kill you.”

“Hey! What about me? Lemme down!” I looked up and saw Fiz, kicking her legs and squirming against the web.

Brunhilda waved her hand. The web dissolved, and Fiz fell. But she spun in the air and swooped into her dive-bomb attack mode. I could hear her grunting angrily.

“FIZ!” I roared.

She stopped in midair and looked at me with puppy dog eyes. Brunhilda was watching her with a predatory gaze, practically drooling for an excuse to fight her.

The imp hung her head and flew over to me, landing behind me. She clung to me and scowled at the arachne.

“I must go now or I’ll be late,” Brunhilda said. “I don’t see how you could possibly help me, even if I were willing to try it. But perhaps we can talk about it later.”

“Well, I’ve already unplugged your toilets, so that’s a start.”

But Brunhilda started.

“What did you say?”

“I said I unplugged your toilets.”

She gazed at me incredulously. “You… did?”

“Yeah.”

She drew herself up. “Excuse me for a moment.” And, with great dignity, she scuttled across the room to the door. We heard her clickety-clicking down a hallway. A door creaked open, and a few seconds later, we heard a toilet flushing.

Meanwhile, Gertrice wandered across the carpet towards Brunhilda’s bookshelf.

“I just gotta see what books she reads,” she said, leaning forward and looking at the books. She sucked in a breath of air. “Woah! These are all romances.”

“What?” I said, bemused. “You must be joking.”

We heard the toilet flushing again down the hallway.

“No!” Gertrice said. “She’s got them all. Look— My Master’s Commands; that was a popular Feudal Lord Romance a few years back. Caught by the Huntsmen… And Loving It! That was an MMMF series. My roommate literally read all of these when I was at the academy.”

“Don’t lie. You read them too.”

She shrugged. “I read some of them. Everybody does.”

“Hm. That seems odd for a society of man-haters.” I looked over Gertrice’s shoulder at the titles. “Hey, she’s got The Education of a Young Lady.”

Gertrice looked at me, blinking behind her spectacles. “You read that?”

I chuckled. “No. There aren’t any books like that in the chieftain’s library. Why, have you?”

“No! Are you kidding? Ew. I’ve never been into those kinds of books.”

“The lady doth protest too much,” I murmured.

Gertrice rolled her eyes.

“Wow, these look bad!” Fiz said, reaching for one.

I slapped her hand. “I’m not sure Brunhilda would appreciate—”

My words were interrupted by the blobs of web that slapped onto our faces — Gertrice, myself, and Fiz, slap! slap! slap!

“Step away from the bookshelf, if you please!” Brunhilda said.

The webbing promptly dissolved as we backed away, and Brunhilda clicked into the room, putting herself in front of the bookshelf.

“I — I’m sorry, Mother Brunhilda!” Gertrice said, standing stiffly with her hands at her sides. “I—I shouldn’t have looked. Please forgive my presumption.” She bowed low.

Brunhilda watched Gertrice with her chin in the air. She seemed a bit mollified.

“I didn’t see any of them, anyway,” I said. “Except Caught by the Huntsmen… And Loving It!”

Brunhilda raised her chin even higher. Her nose was practically pointing at the ceiling.

I hooked my thumb towards the hallway. “How’s the toilet working?”

Brunhilda’s shoulders slumped slightly. Genuine gratitude beamed in her eyes — all six of them.

“It’s working very well.” Her voice was filled with disbelief, as if I’d performed a miracle.

I almost laughed. Was that all it took to impress her? Unplugging her toilet? I couldn’t believe it. In a city filled with witches who practice the most advanced magic, no one could figure out how to unplug some toilets?

As silly as it seemed, that was the case. From Brunhilda’s point of view, unplugging her toilets was more hopeless than the 12 labors of Hercules.

I’d done the impossible and made it look easy.

“Thank you, David Ashwood. One good turn deserves another. So I at least owe you enough not to kill you.”

I bristled a bit at the suggestion that she could effortlessly kill me at any time. I’d become so powerful that I wasn’t afraid of monsters, beasts, or armies. And I’d grown used to it. I didn’t like being bested, especially not by some vain lady who was too genteel to unplug her toilet. 

However, I was convinced, now, that she was still more powerful than me. Sometimes when I looked into her eyes, I caught glimpses of her power, and it seemed fathomless–- like a vast ocean.

I could feel the energy of Noorut in there; that was the source of Brunhilda’s power. It wasn’t elemental power, like mine. Brunhilda’s power came from the Eternal Feminine.

I could see no way to beat it. If I tried to use force, it would be like emptying a gun into the night. The Feminine power would simply take in all of my exertions until I was spent, and then Brunhilda would finish me like a Black Widow devouring her mate.

But it wasn’t hopeless. I was sure I could win Brunhilda over somehow. The Eternal Feminine could not be defeated, but it could be subdued — though not through force or reason.

I gave Brunhilda a winning smile. “So, you won’t kill me then? And you won’t release the curse?”

“For now, no.”

“Shake on it.” I extended my hand.

Brunhilda looked at it. A smile played on her lips. “A handshake. How quaint. Very well, David Ashwood.” Her voice was sultry, taunting.

The long legs thumped on the rug, and the beautiful woman moved towards me, sitting on that strange conveyance. The spider body stopped in front of me and tilted forwards, so that it almost seemed like Brunhilda would slide off the seat.

Her thighs pressed over the edge, and her legs curled higher under the seat. Her knees were level to my stomach, but she held her thighs close together and pointed them to the side.

It was such a charming image. Like a playful girl on a tree swing.

Not to mention how tantalizing and perfect her thighs looked. As the spider body jerked to a stop, her thigh brushed against my right hand, which was extended for the handshake.

“Oops.” She squeezed her thighs together.

I sunk my teeth into my cheek. My hand was almost fondling her legs of its own accord.

“Very well. You have my word.”

I gazed into her eyes as she put her hand in mine. It was not a proper handshake. She just gave me the tips of her fingers. But it didn’t matter. A handshake in itself would mean nothing to her. That was a male thing.

I just did it because it was an excuse to get slightly more intimate with her. The touch, the eye contact, the closeness–- those were things that might mean something to her.

Though her hand was dainty, it was hard and cold, and I felt spiky protrusions from her knuckles, pricking me like thorns.

But this did not cool my passion. It was almost part of her allure. She was an amalgam of contrasts: soft and prickly, beautiful and deadly, mighty in her tower— but also lonely. 

I was burning with adoration.

“You’re beautiful,” I said, looking into her eyes.

The spider body moved slightly. Brunhilda’s eyes opened wide. She searched my eyes, as if she was trying to see if I really meant it.

Her cheeks flushed. She could tell I wasn’t trying to flatter her; I was simply telling her how I felt.

“Th-thank you.”

A few seconds passed. Then she suddenly pulled her hand away.

“But don’t think I’ll entertain your notions of us working together. That’s never going to happen!” She turned her back to me and walked to the window.

I was curious to see where the human part of her connected to the spider part, so I looked closely. But the human part actually had a bum — or at least, it appeared to — and it looked like it was sitting on the seat.

“I’m not eliminating the curse, either,” she continued, staring out the window. “I’m keeping it ready. Maybe I’ll release it later, if I feel like it.”

“You won’t.”

She spun around. “It would be what you deserve!”

“Why?”

“Because you’re a man!”

“What did I ever do to you?”

“You hunted us.”

“I never hunted you, Brunhilda. You know that.”

“Men hunted my kind,” she said, seething with anger. “In the old kingdom, they treated us as pests. They hunted us down, even into the remotest forests where we weren’t harming any person. They wouldn’t stop until they exterminated the last arachne.

“I was so traumatized that I disguised my true form even here in Hermengildia, even after the Revolution! But not anymore.” She looked at me defiantly. “Why should I hide it?”

“You shouldn’t,” I agreed.

“No! I go about in my true form now. I go about with pride. I… I don’t care what anyone thinks.” She clenched her fists. “So now you understand! Men are evil, and I’m only giving them what they deserve!”

She was trembling all over. I didn’t know if she was about to break down in tears or erupt with violence.

“Brunhilda, I’m sorry that happened to your people.”

“No! No you’re not.” She spoke rapidly. Her eyes glistened with tears. “You talk nice now. Tell me sweet words, but you’ll leave as soon as you get the chance. Leave forever. That’s what men do!”

I blinked at the beautiful, damaged spider lady, trying to make sense of her ramblings. Gertrice watched with her ears pointing forward and an equally confused look on her face.

Fiz stood beside me with her arms around my waist. The rage had gone out of her eyes. Now she looked at Brunhilda with pity.

“Go,” the spider lady said. “Leave me now. Don’t worry; I don’t think anyone but me knows your true identity. Perhaps we can speak again another day.”

“Alright. We’ll go, but—”

“Please. I’m already late for the meeting.”

“Yes, about that meeting. Councilor Fang is absolutely certain he will convince you to release the plague immediately.”

Brunhilda scoffed. “Is he? Well, I assure you, he is mistaken. I decide what to do with my own spells.”

She walked towards us, as if to shoo us out, but I stopped her again. I apologized and insisted there was one more important thing I must tell her. Then I quickly told her about Fang’s dinner, and his attempt to assassinate me.

Brunhilda did not seem surprised about Fang’s seditious behavior, but I could see the rage building up inside her. She did not seem in the least bit worried about Fang’s bizarre cannibalistic ceremony, however.

“Fang is reaching too far. He doesn’t know what he’s doing. No one has been fool enough to attempt such spells since the days of the cannibals — and perhaps those are merely stories.

“I don’t think his spells will conjure anything. At most, they might make him go mad, and perhaps some demons will torment him at night. But that’s all.”

Kaku was still lying on the floor, panting. I noticed she’d barfed a little on the rug. She was still in no condition to walk, so I carried her.

Brunhilda followed us through the curtains. She was anxious for us to leave now. But it wasn’t just because she was late for the meeting. I saw it in the way her eyes darted around with shame and embarrassment: she felt she’d revealed too much of her personal inner life.

I stopped at the top of the stairs and turned around.

“Oh, yeah, by the way. Uh, I might have killed the attendant in the registration room. And the guards. Sorry.”

Brunhilda rolled her eyes. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll deal with that. Just go.”








CHAPTER SEVENTEEN







AS WE LEFT the castle wall, I strode down the path, still carrying Kaku. My mind was racing, and I broke into a jog. Gertrice ran alongside me.

“Hey, whatdya think she’ll do?” Fiz said, swooping beside me and staring at me. “You think she’ll keep her word?”

“I think so, Fiz. At least for now. I’m still trying to make sense of everything.” I looked at Gertrice. “Why didn’t you tell me Brunhilda was an arachne?”

The cat girl’s ears went back and her face stretched out. “I didn’t know! I’d never seen her before.”

“Well, Rexella’s seen her, but she didn’t mention it. Strange.”

“I’d never heard anyone mention it. I think she must have the ability to conceal her arachne form.”

“Hm. That would explain it then. I wonder why she appeared to us in her true form.”

When we came to the bush where our clothes were hidden, I laid Kaku down on the grass. Gertrice went behind the bush to get changed.

Fiz knelt beside Kaku and petted her. The fox stared into the distance. Her eyes were sorrowful.

“Kaku,” Fiz said in a tiny, sweet voice. “Are you okay?” She leaned down and rested her cheek on Kaku’s fur.

The fox’s eyes brightened, and she smiled a little. “I’m okay… thank you.” She closed her eyes and mumbled something. I thought I heard something like, “I failed.”

“What do you say?” I asked.

Kaku sighed. “Nothing. I’m just really tired. I’ll be okay to walk now. I’ll just have to stay in my fox form for a while.”

Gertrice re-emerged from the bush, dressed in her disguise. I walked towards the bush to change back into my Leafin clothes.

But when I stepped behind the bush, my foot slipped on loose dirt, and I found myself rolling down a steep slope.

What? There was no hole here before!

The ground had disappeared. I was in a free fall.

My mind screamed with confusion and shock. Blue sky and clouds spun around me. Icy wind numbed my ears.

Terror gripped me. Where was the ground? I was lost in the blue sky; it felt like I was going to float into space.

I didn’t know how the hell I got there, but unless I could conjure a parachute — or a pair of wings — I would not survive.

Something loomed on my right. A jagged mountain peak. Twisting my body, I saw a rocky plateau beneath me.

I was about to crash into it and break every bone in my body.

The plateau got bigger and bigger. That’s it. I’m dead.

But just before I hit the rocky ledge, I came to a gentle stop and floated about six feet above it.

“What the FUCK!” I complained.

Whatever was holding me there suddenly dropped me. I crashed into the rock. The frigid wind moaned over the mountainside, and shadows washed over everything. As I got to my feet, angry gray clouds swirled overhead. A burning red light shone onto the clouds, beaming from the other side of the sharp, blunt peaks.

My legs buckled, and I stumbled a moment before regaining my footing. I felt weary, and my head was light.

Looking up, I noticed another even higher mountain peak. How had I not noticed it before? A warm orange light illuminated it, like the rising sun. Its edges stood sharp and tall against the gray sky.

The red light grew more intense. My legs felt like noodles, and my hands trembled. Everything became blurry for a moment, and the mountain became indistinct.

Then the black sky lit up with blinding forks of lightning, and the air exploded with thunder that shook the mountain.

My eyes refocused, and I saw a dread god sitting on the mountain. As the sky flashed with lightning and the fierce wind swirled, the god’s long gray hair and beard swirled beneath his glistening helmet.

Kem!

His keen eyes gazed at me beneath bushy brows, and it was enough to make any man tremble, that awful gaze. He wore Viking-style armor, but part of his biceps and forearms were visible, and it definitely looked like the dude lifted.

He raised a hand, gesturing towards the ground I was standing on.

“Sit.” His voice boomed almost as deep and loud as the thunder.

I damn well sat. There was a rock nearby, so I planted my ass on it.

The thunder moved away and rumbled in the distance, and the howling winds settled down, leaving me alone with the awesome might of Kem. 

“How goes your quest?” he thundered.

“Very good, my lord,” I heard myself say. I was a little nervous.

“I hope so!” he said, making the ground shake with his voice. “It’s all up to you now, David. It’s out of my hands. Believe me, I’ve tried to—”

He suddenly glanced over his shoulder. Then he resumed, but he lowered his voice.

“I’ve tried talking to Noorut, but she won’t speak to me. She’s still angry. I don’t even know what I did wrong.”

His voice continued to drop until it was a faint whisper, scarcely audible above the celestial winds.

“How am I supposed to fix it if she doesn’t tell me what I did? She expects me to read her mind. It’s ridiculous.”

I nodded. “No, I hear ya.”

“There’s no chance of us getting back together unless you can bind the 12 and… take care of Brunhilda. Noorut has all these damn—” He glanced over his shoulder again. “—all these romantic notions: it has to be exactly like in the story of Allowgild or she won’t be satisfied. I don’t know why we can’t just talk it out, but there’s no use fighting it.”

“Well, I think it’s going pretty well with Brunhilda,” I ventured. “I just met with her.”

Kem frowned and stroked his beard. “And?”

“Well, I don’t think I can beat her by force.”

“Of course not! Brunhilda is a favored one of Noorut. Her power comes from the Eternal Feminine. The Feminine is impervious to Reason as well as Might, the primary tools that we men have at our disposal.”

“Yes, I was just thinking about that.”

“But you say it went well with Brunhilda?”

I scratched the back of my head. “Pretty well. I think she likes me, but… I might have to work on her for a while.”

Kem shook his beard. “We don’t have a while, David. Forces are moving against you; I’ve heard whispers, echoes… Ugh.” He shuddered as if whatever he was thinking about gave him the creeps. “I cannot speak on it any more than that.

“And besides, there’s another reason you must hurry: Noorut is fickle. One moment she’s inclined towards you, another moment she sides with Brunhilda’s revolution.”

“Alright, I’ll hurry. I’ve got this,” I said confidently. “I’ll need to spend more time with her soon. Build comfort. Connect with her on an emotional level. But… I need to grow my power. That’s the problem; she’s still more powerful than me.”

“Yes!” Kem boomed. “Of course. You must bind the 12. Focus on that and you won’t go wrong.”

“Right. I will!”

“How many do you have so far?”

“Seven.” I counted them off on my fingers. “Nunu, Athalia, Belina, Inya, Gorfa, Rexellah, and Basar.”

“Five more to go. Get busy. Just remember that who you bind is important. Noorut can be picky.”

“Yes.” I scratched my chin. “I remember you said I should bind Gertrice — that she would be the last one, and then my power would wax to its fullest.”

“No. I don’t think I said that, exactly. I believe I said, ‘Bind the 12 and make sure the stubborn young cat girl is among them. For if ever she bends her knee to you and binds her soul to yours, your power will wax to its fullest.’ Hmph… I was a bit wordy.”

I nodded my head. “True, you didn’t actually say she’d be the last one. Anyway, I was just going to say she’s a tough nut to crack. I don’t know if she’s ever going to want to have my babies, let alone bind her soul to me.”

Kem’s brow furrowed. “Mmm. I see your predicament.” He stroked his beard for a minute. “Why not just ravish her?” he suggested.

“You mean rape her?”

“Well! I wouldn’t use the word ‘rape.’ I prefer ‘ravish.’”

“But isn’t that the sort of thing that led to the revolution in the first place?”

He frowned, and his deep voice rumbled. “Mmm. Yes, that’s true.” He resumed stroking his beard. “Ah! What about a love potion? I’m sure you could cook one up.”

I chuckled. “Wouldn’t that be cheating?”

“I don’t think so… But, hmm, now that you mention it, Noorut probably wouldn’t like that, either. So never mind.”

I thought about it for a second. “I think the situation is good, all things considered. I’ve got Brunhilda’s promise to hold off on releasing the plague, so, mission accomplished there — sort of. At least it buys me some time. Now I can focus on binding some more lovers.”

“Alright David, you do that. I’m counting on you… Hopefully, you’ll get everything sorted sooner rather than later. I’m living in the desert, if you know what I mean. She hasn’t given me a drop of water in… ages!”

I clenched my fists. “You can count on me. I promise you can count on—”

Suddenly, a blinding light consumed everything.








CHAPTER EIGHTEEN










THE NEXT THING I knew, I opened my eyes and saw the castle wall against the blue sky.

Fiz was straddling me and slapping my cheeks.

“David! wake up! What do you mean you won’t let me down? David!”

“Alright, alright,” I grumbled. “I’m awake. Stop beating me.”

She put her hands on my chest and examined my face. “What happened? We were worried!”

Gertrice was beside me, sitting on her ankles with her hands on her lap. She was observing me attentively, and I caught a flash of genuine fondness and concern in her eyes.

But she turned away, self-conscious.

Kaku was lying beside me with her nose pointing towards me. Her tail wagged once when I looked at her, and her ears perked up. I patted her head.

“I’m alright,” I said. “It was Kem. He summoned me for a chat.”

“What did he talk about?” Fiz demanded, moving her face even closer to mine.

“Uh, just Brunhilda and… stuff.”

“What stuff?”

“Just… stuff.”

I changed into my Leafin clothes, but Fiz kept bugging me, and the other two watched me with increasing curiosity. I wasn’t evading the subject of binding the 12, but I wanted to choose my words carefully.

It was a sensitive topic, especially with Gertrice, since I’d already revealed to her how Kem had specifically told me to bind her.

As we walked down the trail towards Gertrice’s old neighborhood, I gently told them about my encounter with Kem and our discussion of binding. I left out the part about Gertrice, though. 

“Well, that makes sense,” the cat girl said. “Well, maybe we should return to Staves. You’d have lots of volunteers there.”

“Hmmm,” Kaku said. “Then you’d lose time. How long would it take? A week at least? A lot could happen before you get back.”

“There are lots of women in Staves who’d bind with me immediately, so it won’t take long.”

I’d been holding off on the binding because it was strategically better for me to bind with girls with magic abilities or other advanced skills. But now the strategic situation had changed, and I’d have to focus more on speed rather than the quality of the candidates.

We walked in silence. Fiz hadn’t said a word. She just hovered alongside me. But when I glanced down at her, I noticed she had a wicked grin.

“Hehehe.”

“What are you grinning about?” I murmured.

The grin spread even further. “Nothing… heheheheh.”

Emerging from a small wood, we came to the steep stone steps that led down to Gertrice’s old neighborhood. The vista of Hermengildia from that spot was worthy of a postcard.

You could see the colorful buildings of the charming streets below us; downhill from that, the irregular streets of the main city stretched out to the wall. The coliseum and public buildings stood out impressively.

Beyond the wall, the aqueducts stretched through the green countryside. The sky was alive with gray clouds, swirling and traveling quickly. But patches of blue remained open, throwing brilliant sunlight onto the green fields.

Again, I got a vivid picture of what it must have been like in its heyday, before the Revolution.

It had been a great civilization. Was this really the end? It didn’t need to be. All the infrastructure was still there. They were needlessly destroying themselves.

“Woooooh, that’s weird!” Fiz said, leaning on my shoulder.

She pointed to a strange weather phenomenon, almost directly above us. A smooth, saucer-shaped cloud formation cast its shadow over Mount Castle.

Mist seemed to be moving over its edges towards the center, which was ashy black and tumultuous. And yet, the sky beyond its edges was clear blue. The wind gusted over us, stirring the grass and carrying dead leaves into the air.

I glared at the formation. “Hmm.”

Kaku put her nose in the air, sniffing. Gertrice adjusted her spectacles and craned her head back. Her ears crumpled. “It is… unique.”

“Almost how you’d expect a portal to the Never to look,” I said.

“DAVID!” Fiz screamed, hitting my arm. “Don’t say that! You’ll make it come true!”

I messed her hair. “I don’t think it works that way, silly.”

She floated down and crossed her arms. “I’m not silly, you’re silly.”

Gertrice looked at me doubtfully. “I mean… Brunhilda sounded certain Fang wouldn’t be able to… open the portal.”

I started down the stairs. “Well, it could just be a funny cloud.”

“David, wait for me!” Fiz said, swooping beside me and taking my arm. “You really think it’s just a funny cloud?”

Her little face looked up at me anxiously. I put my arm around her. “I don’t know. But I’ll protect you either way.”

***

After we passed through Gertrice’s old neighborhood and started down the second set of steps, we heard screaming and shouting coming from the lower city. Smoke billowed above the commercial district, and flames lapped at some of the rooftops.

“What is going on down there?”

“A fire!” Fiz said, flying up to get a better look.

Kaku snuffed the air intently. “There’s fighting down there. Blood is being spilled.”

I could sense that was true. The air seemed to thicken with hatred as we descended the stairs. We planned to head to the Night Owl to settle our bills, and then set out on the road. But I decided to investigate what was happening first.

We hurried along narrow streets towards the public square. Women rushed past us in the opposite direction. Frantic screaming rose beyond the buildings in front of us.

Looking down a connecting street, something caught my eye on the next block. Rows of golem soldiers stood in formation. Each one held a long club.

Passing the coliseum, the square came into view. I saw crowds of women swarming, flailing their arms, screaming, and falling to the ground.

Fang’s black-clad followers were clashing with what I could only describe as normal-looking women. They were the types I’d seen in the shops behind the counters. Many were humbly dressed — probably the owners of modest fruit and vegetable stands. Others wore fine clothing.

None seemed ready for the violence.

And it was ugly.

Weapons were banned in Hermengildia, but Fang’s followers swung sticks and threw rocks at the merchants. Some women were on the ground, and they were being beaten and trampled.

We stopped on the edge of the public square, standing under the great columns of the Council building.

Across the square, I could see smoke and flames rising from Market Street. And some shop owners were being dragged into the street by Fang’s followers. 

“Holy shit, it’s a pogrom against the merchants,” I said. “I didn’t think things would boil over this quickly.”

Formations of cheetah guards marched in from surrounding streets and converged on the square. Golem soldiers marched behind them but didn’t follow into the square. Presumably, they were following orders from the cheetahs.

I didn’t see any of the guards draw their swords. They carried clubs instead. They targeted Fang’s supporters, pulling them away from the merchant women and beating them with their clubs.

A deep shadow fell over the square — and the entire city. Dark, tumultuous clouds had blackened the sky. Looking back towards the mountain, I saw they seemed to extend from the strange saucer shaped-formation, swirling around its black center like a giant whirlpool in the sky.

Shrill cries broke out. The black-clad women suddenly became even more hysterical.

“Murder! Murder!” they screamed.

The crowd parted, and I saw several women on the ground in pools of blood. All were dressed in black.

A woman ran up to a row of cheetahs. “Killers! You cut us down with your swords! Go ahead, cut me down, too, killers!”

But the guards only stared at her in stoic silence. They’d broken up the rioting on the square. I saw a formation of guards marching into Market Street, followed by formations of golems.

We ran back towards The Night Owl.

“I’d like to find out what’s going on before we leave,” I said.

“There’s always been tension between the merchants and the academy witches,” Gertrice said. “I guess it finally boiled over.”

“I know, but why now? What provoked it?

I already knew a bit about the divisions of Hermengildia society, based on conversations with Gertrice, Athalia, and Rexella.

The Council of Witches wasn’t as homogenous as the name suggested. When it was founded, it had 30 seats, all of which were reserved for senior witches from the magic academy. The academy was the intellectual center of the Revolution; the academy buildings and the surrounding neighborhood were packed with true believers of the Revolution, Brunhilda’s most rabid supporters.

When the Council of Witches consisted entirely of those types, the council tended to pull Brunhilda towards more extreme positions.

But the academy was not the only powerful interest in Hermengildia. There were also the merchants and guards. Brunhilda understood that her rule could not be secure without the support of all three elements.

So she added more seats to the council, seven for the merchants, and six for the guards. Both the guards and the merchants were naturally more conservative.

The guards were largely composed of cheetahs who were brought in to restore order and consolidate Brunhilda’s rule. Their values were loyalty and social stability. Ironically, they tended to worship Kem, and Brunhilda tolerated this as long as they weren’t too public about it.

But despite their Kem worship, the guards were strongly inclined to be loyal to Brunhilda, since she was effectively the monarch.

However, they distrusted the extremist elements in the council. They wanted the Revolution to be finished once and for all so that society could return to some kind of normalcy.

But it was among the merchants that the discontentment really grew — even to where they grumbled about Brunhilda’s rule. She put a stop to that by implementing broad laws against sedition.

Still, it was an open secret that many merchants missed the days before the Revolution. Business was better back then.

The upshot: Brunhilda was pulled in opposite directions by the merchants and guards on the one hand, and the academy witches on the other.

In short, the political situation had been a powder keg for a while. But it seemed like some spark had finally set it off.

And I was willing to bet Fang was behind that.

As we walked towards the entrance of The Night Owl, the other Leafin came out the doors with his sack on his back and two female followers.

“Checking out?” I said.

He stopped and looked at me confidentially. “I’m hitting the road, and I suggest you do, too. A crackdown’s coming.”

“A crackdown on Leafins?”

He nodded. “The revolutionaries don’t like us. They’ve decided we’re a counterrevolutionary influence. Even saying some of us are agents for that chieftain they’re always on about — that David Whatshisname. I don’t know where they get these ideas, but it’s got them into a frenzy. Better get out while you still can.”

“Yeah… Thanks.”

Inside, Miss Hoggle met us at the stairs.

“There were men looking for you, Mr. Redock.”

“Men?”

“Yes, two old-timers. They didn’t know you by name. Asked for the big Leafin. They were really cagey and secretive.” She hesitated and then pulled out a piece of paper. “They wanted me to give you this.”

I took the paper. It was blank.

I glowered at Miss Hoggle. “Is this a joke?”

Gertrice touched my hand. “Wait. Look again.”

I cocked an eyebrow at her and then held up the paper once more. Writing appeared on it for a second and then vanished.

It read:




Long live the King!

Meet us in the alley at dusk. Alone.




My eyes widened in surprise, but I quickly concealed my reaction. I rubbed one eye. “That’s interesting.” I sniffed the air. “Is that stew I smell?”

Miss Hoggle gave me a look of concern. “Yes, it’s stew. But, Mr. Redock–-”

“I’ll have some.”

“Of course. But, Sir, you don’t intend to meet those men, do you?” She placed her hand on my forearm and dropped her voice to a whisper. “I believe they’re radical types.”

“What do you mean?”

She backed away, shaking her head like she feared naming them. “I wouldn’t get mixed up with them, Mr. Redock,” she said breathlessly, hurrying towards the kitchen. “If you get caught, they’ll hang you, and maybe worse!”

I generally try to avoid meeting shady characters in creepy allies. Maybe it was ill-advised to do so this time, too, but I had to take the risk.

What if they had something important to tell me?

So I ate a bowl of stew with the girls and waited for dusk.

The darkness was thicker than I expected when I left The Night Owl. The sky was black, and not a single star shone through. Night had fallen fast because of the weird weather pattern that totally wasn’t a portal to The Never. The wind swirled through the street, dragging dead leaves on the ground and tossing my robes.

A lamplighter climbed his ladder in front of the inn and lit the streetlamp, which cast its fiery light onto the stone road.

Turning into the alley, I blinked at the darkness. I could smell the garbage, but nothing seemed to stir.

I cleared my throat. “Hello? Anybody here?”








CHAPTER NINETEEN







THE ALLEY WAS silent except for the sounds of dripping water and the gently moaning wind. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I thought I saw something move.

“Hello?” I said, raising my voice.

An angry whisper hissed out of the blackness. “Shh! Be quiet, man! Are you alone? You weren’t followed?”

I glanced over my shoulder. The lamplighter was climbing his ladder under the lamp across the street.

“No,” I whispered.

The shape moved a few steps towards me. “Well, come in, then. Hurry!”

“And who are you?” I murmured. “I don’t usually make a habit of meeting strangers under such circumstances.”

“Dammit, step out of the light and we’ll tell you.”

“How do I know it isn’t a trap?”

If they were just normal men, I might not have been as cautious. But the fact that they’d given me a magicked letter made me wary.

“It isn’t a trap,” the man said. “This is much riskier for us than it is for you.”

“Alright.”

I stepped into the alley. Two shapes came forward, cautiously moving closer. They looked me over.

“We’ve heard of you,” one of them said. “But not yet seen you… You look big for a Leafin.”

I said nothing.

Suddenly, the lamp across the street came on, and its orange light flooded into the alley, giving me a better look at the two men.

Both wore cloaks. The one who’d spoken had a firm, fighting mouth and an aquiline nose. He had a powerful build, though he must have been well into his sixties.

The other guy also wore a hood and cloak. He stood with his frail arms on his hips, and I could see that he was very thin. But his eyes were sharp and quick.

They backed away from the light.

“You dress like a Leafin,” the thin one said. “But I’ve never seen a Leafin like you. You have the stature of a warrior.”

“And?”

The stocky one said, “We’ve heard the talk going around. About how David Ashwood has Leafins here working for him, spying and whatnot. Well, I don’t need to say anything more. You know what we’re driving at.“

I stood in silence, neither confirming nor denying.

“Listen,” the stocky fellow continued. “The resistance isn’t dead. We have people on the inside, in the Council. In the castle.” He gestured towards the public square. “I take it you saw what happened this afternoon?”

“The riots? Yeah, I saw.”

“Well, I don’t know how much you know, but it was all arranged — orchestrated.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean somebody is pulling the strings.”

“Who… Fang?”

He moved closer, whispering even more softly. “Yes. Fang’s behind it all. He’s been riling up his followers for the past year, making them think David Ashwood is around every corner, and that Brunhilda secretly wants to walk back the revolution.”

As they filled in more detail, it became clear that Fang’s goal was to provoke a coup against Brunhilda.

By portraying the merchants as sinister enemies of the revolution, Fang goaded his followers into carrying out a pogrom against them.

But the master stroke was the killings of the Mothroggers in the public square. If what the men said was true, these killings were a false flag operation, arranged by Fang himself. 

When the cheetah guards came to restore order, there were witches in a nearby building, watching from a window. They waited until the clash between the cheetahs and the Mothroggers reached its peak, and then they cast a spell that killed several of the Mothroggers.

To all appearances, it seemed like they’d been slain by the cheetahs’ swords.

Fang was hoping this would foment broader support for the academy’s extremism. He wanted to incite Revolution 2.0 to destroy all remnants of the patriarchy. And it would start with a coup against Brunhilda. As far as Fang was concerned, the merchants and the guards had her in their back pocket.

That was the gist of what the two old timers told me, and I was inclined to believe them.

“Listen,” the skinny guy said, tapping my chest. His eyes blazed at me. “Logard is watching. He knows what goes on. He knows of David Ashwood.”

I had no idea who Logard was, but I nodded solemnly. “I see.”

“Yes. You must tell David Ashwood this message: If you come as a friend, Logard welcomes you with open arms. But if you come as a conqueror, Logard will fight you to the end.”

I weighed his words for a moment. “I can tell you now that David Ashwood has no designs for the throne of Hermengildia, if that’s what you mean.”

The man’s lip tightened. He slapped my shoulder. “Good. Then you’re a friend.”

When we parted, I wasn’t completely convinced they were friends, but I was quite sure they weren’t foes. Everything they told me had the ring of truth to it.

They did not give me any way to contact them, but they said they would be around.

Returning to the room, I told the girls every detail.

“Logard,” Gertrice said. “I don’t know who that is.”

“I do,” Kaku said. She looked at Gertrice. “What about Hoogan? Do you know who that is?”

“Yes, of course. He was the last king, who was killed in the revolution.”

“Yes, except he wasn’t killed. He escaped and lived in exile across the sea. He had a son–- that is Logard Blackwater, the Young Pretender.”

Everyone gaped at the kitsune, astonished.

“How do you know this?” I asked.

“It’s common knowledge among the Drazen. There’s always been a pretender to the throne of Hermengildia, first the exiled king, and then his son. I expect most people outside Brunhilda’s realms know it.”

“But how did he survive the curse?”

“Logard was born and raised across the sea, beyond its reach. He has never set foot in this country, as far as anybody knows. But they say he will one day return and claim his throne.”

I couldn’t believe Gertrice had never heard about this, but it seemed that the revolutionary government had invented an alternative history in which the king was beheaded.

Which seemed somewhat surprising. Wouldn’t it be good, for propaganda purposes, to have the specter of an enemy lurking on the horizon?

“Maybe,” Gertrice said. “But it also might encourage counter-revolution sentiment.”

I sat on the bed, stroking my chin as Fiz nestled beside me and hugged me. She was so goddamn clingy, but I loved every second of it.

It was great having a pet imp.

She squirmed around and slid onto her back so that her head was resting on my thigh. I looked down at her funny little face, staring up at me.

“What are you thinking about, David?”

“I’m thinking we’ll have to stay here, after all. I never thought I’d say this, but if there’s a rebellion brewing against Brunhilda, we’re gonna help her crush it. Can’t have her dying on me.”

“True,” Gertrice said. “And even if she doesn’t die, she might give in and start her attack on Staves if the pressure is too much.”

“Exactly,” I said. “So, Long live Brunhilda!” I ironically raised my fist in a revolutionary gesture.

Gertrice snickered.

But Kaku, who turned back to her humanoid form, scoffed in disgust. She whipped her hair and glared at me over her chair by the fire.

I saw anger and hurt in her eyes before she turned back towards the fire.

I got it. She wanted revenge for Brunhilda’s war against the Drazen and the Kitsunes. But surely she could see it from my point of view. Did she expect me to kill or dethrone Brunhilda and trigger plague and destruction against my own village?

That wasn’t an option for me.

If she couldn’t understand that, to hell with her.




***




I went to bed that night with a restless mind, despite my exhausted body. Gertrice was on demon watch.

Eventually, I fell into an uneasy sleep. I dreamed I was trying to run underwater. I needed to get somewhere, and time was running out, but I couldn’t move fast enough.

Then there was a big fish beside me, worming around against me. I woke up, wondering why the damn fish wouldn’t leave me alone.

And I realized there was actually something squirming around beside me.

I grunted in surprise. The thing put its clingy arms around me and whispered in my ear.

“David, did I scare you? Heheheheh. I’m sorry I woke you.”

I sighed and dropped my head on the pillow. “No, you’re not.”

“Oh, David,” Fiz whined and spooned against me. I felt her little tits against my chest.

“Are you naked?”

I ran my hand over the small of her back and caressed her bare bum.

“You are.”

“I wanted to be comfy,” she mewled.

“I didn’t know you were a nudist.”

“Only in bed… with you.” She pawed at my underpants. “You should… be comfy, too.”

“There’s other people in the room, you know,” I whispered in her ear.

She made a whining sound and tugged at my underpants. I took them off. I needed to bind as many girls fast, and Fiz would be a great addition, being a fey.

Putting my sperm in her would take us one crucial step closer to binding.

Gertrice and Kaku would just have to be our audience. A gloating grin spread over my face as I put my arms around Fiz’s slender body and pressed her against me.

In such a naked embrace, it didn’t take long for us to start kissing and caressing each other.

Fiz threw her leg over me and started rubbing herself on my thigh. She was soaking wet. She panted, and her wings tried to flap underneath the blanket.

Kaku was in the other bed, under the blanket. In the dim light, I could see her hair on the pillow. She was facing the other way, but I could somehow tell she was awake.

Gertrice was sitting by the fire, reading a book by candlelight. She’d selected it from a bookshelf down in the dining room. She went rigid, and I could see her eyes staring at the page, not reading anything.

I groped the imp’s pussy and worked a finger in. “God damn, Fiz, you’re so tight.”

“I’m sorry, David.”

I put her on her back, dove under the blanket, and lapped at her little cunt. I plunged my tongue inside her, getting her good and wet.

Then I fucked her with my finger, gradually working two digits inside her.

“Oh, yeah!” she blurted out. “Yeah, yeah, faster, faster!”

I obliged, throwing the blanket off to make it easier. The slick sound of my fingers slamming in and out filled the room. I grinned with a sort of vindictive satisfaction, knowing that Gertrice and Kaku were hearing it, and perhaps getting turned on.

“David,” Fiz whined. “Why don’t you give me your sperm? Don’t… Don’t you want to bind me, too?”

“Of course I do, sweetie,” I growled. “I’m gonna give you my seed right now.”

“Yes, David!” She squirmed around, desperate for it.

I plunged my finger in and gathered the moisture deep inside her, spreading it on her pussy lips and using it to lube my throbbing member.

Then I pushed into her.

She squealed with shock. Her hands fell on my shoulders, and her tail curled up and wrapped around my legs.

I started fucking her, loosening her up. Her tight, wet, fey pussy felt like heaven. Her juices flowed, I pushed farther in. She moaned and dug her nails into my neck.

Her pussy clenched my cock, squeezing me so tight that I knew I would not last long. Which was just fine. We’d have many long nights in which to partake in horizontal exertions. Hopefully with many participants.

But that was only if things didn’t go awry. I had to stay focused.

Pushing Fiz’s thighs up, I pressed into her to the hilt.

She gasped and threw her head back on the pillow. “That’s… so deep,” she whispered.

I fucked her. The bed creaked, and the headboard started hitting the wall. I let the pleasure build up until I slowed down and pressed in all the way, gazing down at Fiz’s beautiful little face, her cherry lips open, her blonde hair shining on the pillow, her cheeks flushed red.

I exploded into her, shooting my load like a bullet deep inside her.

“Oh, yeah,” I grunted as more ribbons of cum shot into her. “You’re gonna be pregnant for sure, Fiz. Your womb is full of cum right now.”

“Mmmmm, good, good.” She worked her pelvis, eagerly milking me.

When I pulled out and lay on my back, I saw that Gertrice had changed her position, so that she faced the fire. I could only see the side of her face.

Kaku had covered her head with the blanket. I wondered if they were angry, but ultimately it didn’t matter, under the circumstances. Gertrice, at least, would understand that I was hoping to bind Fiz asap.

But the thought occurred to me, I also needed to bind Gertrice, and I still couldn’t see her agreeing to that.

I wondered if her hearing me and Fiz fucking would help that cause, or hinder it.








CHAPTER TWENTY







IT WAS GERTRICE who woke me up the next morning, with considerable effort.

“Chieftain. Wake up. David — Reddock, wake up.”

She was shaking me. I slowly opened my eyes, emerging from a deep slumber. Fiz was clamped onto me like a clothespin. She squeezed me tighter when I started to stir.

The wind was moaning outside. It sounded like a storm coming.

I sobered quickly when I saw Gertrice’s face. I could see from her expression that she had something urgent to tell me.

“Mr. David,” she whispered. “Please look out the window.”

Putting my feet on the cold wood floor, I pulled on my underpants and hurried to the window. The shutters were open. I shivered as I put my hands on the chilly window ledge and felt the wind gust over me.

Fallen leaves swirled in the street and drifted against the buildings. Dark clouds churned overhead, gray and black, illuminated with flashes from an electrical storm.

I was about to close the shutters, when nearby shouts caught my ear. There was a tremendous smashing of glass, accompanied by screaming.

Fiz gasped and sat up in bed. “I hope that wasn’t the Sleeping Inn!”

The Sleeping Inn was farther down the block, and it had beautiful stained glass windows on its facade.

Leaning my head out, I saw a group of Mothroggers running across the street nearby from the Sleeping Inn, tittering and cheering as they charged down a side street.

I noticed flakes in the air. Snow? It didn’t seem that cold. But then I noticed an ashy smell in the air. Searching the skyline, I saw smoke billowing from some other district not far away, on the other side of the parade square.

Then I saw more ashes floating by, along with black smoke. No, there was another fire nearby, perhaps even next door.

I closed the shutters. “Looks like things are escalating.”

I quickly got dressed. We decided to drop the Leafin disguise, given the anti-Leafin sentiment rising among the Mothroggers. Instead, I donned my laborer’s clothes, and Gertrice put on her attendant’s uniform. I was the plumber again, and Gertrice was the attendant tasked with escorting me.

Kaku stayed in her humanoid form for the time being as it wasn’t likely many people in the streets would ask questions.

When we went downstairs, Miss Hoggle was standing at the front door, clutching a cast-iron pan. She started when we approached.

“Oh! Mr. Redock. You startled me.” Her eyes went wide as she glanced at our clothes.

“We have to disguise ourselves,” I said, prepared for a big explanation.

But she raised her hand. “I understand, Mr. Redock, and I don’t blame you, with everything that’s going on. There’s going to be blood in the streets, I’m afraid. Why don’t you get out of Hermengildia? But that’s none of my business.”

We took a quick breakfast and then stepped out into the gusty street. Miss Hoggle bolted the door behind us.

The black sky roiled like a witch’s cauldron, glimmering and flashing with electricity. The wind swooped down and howled through the streets like so many ghosts. It felt like the city was under siege.

We walked down the block, past the Sleeping Inn. Its windows had, indeed, been smashed. The proprietor stood outside, but she was more concerned about the building next door, which was in flames.

We explored the streets a bit to get a sense of where things stood. At the coliseum, several statues of gladiators had been toppled. Down at the square, a small crowd of black-clad Mothroggers was gathered at the steps of the public building, clearly up to no good.

Market Street was in shambles. Vegetable carts had been pushed over. Textiles and other goods had been taken from the shops and trampled. Two shops had been destroyed by fire, and several others damaged.

Shopkeepers moved about, cleaning up or talking together. Some of them were bruised and bloody.

Walking past a hairdresser’s shop, I felt the glare of the two women standing outside the door. But when they saw the castle attendant beside me, they forgot about me and stopped Gertrice.

“Miss! Miss! What’s to be done? Look at this destruction. We can’t afford to fix this damage; we can barely keep our businesses open as it is. What’s Brunhilda gonna do about it?”

Gertrice vaguely assured them that Brunhilda would do all she could to restore public order. I don’t think they were convinced, but Gertrice’s poof-ball trunk hose and formal manner seemed to comfort them.

Heading back to the square, we spotted the weird phenomenon over the mountain.

“Look!” Gertrice said. “It’s changed.”

I gulped. “You noticed that too, eh?”

The hole was a perfect circle, pitch black inside, and it had definitely grown bigger. The cloudiness around it was flaming blue, melting into purple.

“It’s pretty,” Fiz said. She was standing beside me; I didn’t know how long she’d been there.

I squinted my eyes. “Hey, something is coming out of the hole in the sky — look.”

Kaku, Gertrice, and Fiz all saw it too: A wispy column of light extended down towards the mountain, but it became fainter the lower it got.

“Great,” I said.

Fiz flew up and threw her arms around my neck. “What–What do you think that is, you guys?” She looked around anxiously at each of our faces. “You–you don’t think it’s the — the portal, do you?”

Everyone avoided eye contact.

“Do you?” She looked around, wide-eyed, and then threw herself onto me. “David! I’m scared.”

I patted her head. “If you get scared, you can always disappear.” She lifted her head. Her lip quivered. “But, David. What about you?”

I smiled. “I’ll be fine.”

I looked back at the light beam. “I wonder if that’s going to the castle.”

“It didn’t seem like the cloud was above the castle when we were up there,” Gertrice said.

“No, it didn’t.” I rubbed Fiz’s back. “Hey, can you go check it out and see where the beam is pointing?”

Fiz’s lip tightened, and she frowned with determination. “Okay, David!”

“And in the meantime…” I glanced around to see if anyone was within earshot. “We need to take out Fang,” I whispered. “He’s the mastermind behind all this.”

Kaku’s ears perked up. I was speaking her language.

Gertrice shifted on her feet and adjusted her spectacles. “Fang is a powerful sorcerer,” she said hesitantly. “Certainly not as powerful as Brunhilda, but still…”

“Well, I’ve bound seven of the 12, and that’s already made me powerful enough to take out whole goblin armies. I’m sure I can give Fang a run for his money.”

I thought it was a fairly subtle hint. But the cat girl tossed her head disdainfully, as if I’d just come right out and asked her to bind. Fiz, on the other hand, blushed and played with her fingers, looking up at me with puppy-dog eyes.

It was a good sign.

But the crowd of Mothroggers was growing, and guards were also showing up, so we got moving immediately.

Fiz shot off ahead of us, vanishing as she went. We made our way through the streets towards Fang’s mansion.

After climbing the steep road to the upper city, I looked farther uphill–- beyond more rooftops and trees — and I saw the castle’s turrets and spires against the roiling sky. The weather phenomenon was off to our right. I still couldn’t tell if it was directly above the castle or not.

In good time, we reached the wild, lonely hill where Fang lived. As we ventured towards the wood, powerful gusts of wind stirred the grass and carried leaves down from the trees ahead. Kaku and Gertrice shivered and hugged themselves.

“Almost there,” I said. “It’s just on the other side of this charming forest.”

Just as we started walking under the bare, creaking branches, Fiz swooped out of nowhere and landed in front of us.

She didn’t surprise me this time. This was the scariest time she could have picked, so I was kind of expecting her.

“It’s not shining onto the castle,” she said, talking rapidly and breathlessly. “It took me a while to figure it out because it’s hard to see up close, but it’s just outside the castle wall.” She pointed ahead of us. “Right over Fang’s house. That’s where the beam of light is shining.”

“Alright. Let’s see what’s going on there.”

I led the way through the forest, Gertrice and Kaku jogging to keep up. Fiz flew alongside me and held my hand.

Stepping out of the trees and into the garden, the hedges and trees were tossing violently in the wind. The dark hole in the sky was directly above us. I couldn’t see the beam of light, but if it was still there, it must have been shining right onto Fang’s mansion, or very near it.

Bracing ourselves against the wind, we hurried around the hedges towards the portico and the big wooden doors.

Fiz kept squeezing my hand and looking up at me. Finally, she flew in front of me and pressed her hands against my chest.

“Wait, David.”

I looked at her, but she averted her eyes.

“What is it, Fiz?”

“Um…”

I glanced at the wooden doors, and then led Fiz and the others back behind some hedges.

The imp floated down to stand on her feet. She held my hand. “David… I was thinking. You said you needed to… to bind more girls. And Gertrice said Fang is really dangerous. So, maybe you could… bind me?” Her eyes fluttered up at me and quickly looked away. “I know I’m just an imp and everything, but—”

“Fiz,” I said, lifting her chin. “Of course, I want to bind you.”

There was no time to be sentimental or ceremonial about it, so we got right to it while Gertrice and Kaku kept watch.

I put my hands on the sides of Fiz’s face and looked into her eyes. Then I reached inside her with my mind. Her soul was completely open to me, yearning to connect.

I felt myself flooding into her, my soul intertwining with hers.

She held my wrists. Her eyes moistened with tears of joy.

“I love you, David,” she whimpered.

“I know.” I kissed her hair. “You’re gonna have a loving home now, forever. With people who treat you the way you deserve.”

Her face crumpled into tears. She threw herself against me and sobbed.

The binding was complete. A warm tingling feeling rushed through me. Yellow and blue stars sparkled before my eyes.

My legs buckled, and Fang’s well-manicured garden lawn flew up and body-slammed me.








CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE







MAYBE IT WASN’T the best timing to bind with Fiz right before an encounter with Fang. I knew beforehand that I might be weak for a while. But then, you could just as well argue it was worth it— even necessary — to take on extra power if it was available.

Besides, there probably was no good time to do it. Shit was hitting the fan. I needed to bind girls whenever I got the chance, and fast.

So I wasn’t too annoyed at Fang’s lawn for body-checking me. I groaned and rolled onto my back. Pain shot into my temples.

Fiz was all over me. “David! Are you okay?”

“Feel like I’m in university again,” I said, rubbing my head. “That’s a helluva hangover.”

There was no time to lose, hangover or no hangover.

I stumbled up the steps of the portico and reached for the brass door-knocker, banging it a few times against the door.

Almost immediately, the latch clinked and one door creaked open.

It was Borgis, the gaunt-faced servant. His thin lips stretched into a smile.

“Hello… Mr. Redock. I’ve been expecting you.”

He put a peculiar emphasis on the name, and his eyes gleamed maliciously.

“Where’s Fang?”

“Why, Councilor Fang is out, but I presume you came to see the young lady.”

“Yes.”

“Come in.”

“My two friends are gonna come, too, if that’s alright.”

“Very well.”

He looked Gertrice up and down as she came in after me. He raised his eyebrows. “You’re accompanied by a castle attendant?”

“I said, she’s my friend.”

He smiled and bowed. “Of course, Sir. Leafins make friends in high places. But, the gentleman will forgive me for noticing that he is no longer wearing his Leafin uniform.”

I glared at him. “The gentleman would appreciate it if the servants didn’t ask so many damn questions.”

His face contorted into a grotesque smile. He bowed. “But of course, Sir. Forgive my presumption. Now, if you’ll follow me.”

He turned and led us down the long passageway. I couldn’t help but look at his ridiculous poofy trunk hose, which swished even louder than Gertrice’s. The swishing of their two poofy uniforms seemed almost deafening in the tomb-like stillness of the hallway.

The old man’s skinny, stockinged calves came down like chicken legs from his marshmallow-like trunk hose. I shook my head, appalled at how idiotic he looked.

Looking away in disgust, I saw Fiz, “hiding” beside a gargoyle that crouched over the entrance of a room. Her head and shoulders were sticking out from the wall right beside the gargoyle, and she stared stiffly ahead.

But her eyeballs rolled and looked at me, then glanced away.

I dragged a hand over my face. Fiz, you idiot! I clenched my fists. Dammit, if she kept being such a dumbass, she was going to give us away one of these days.

I gritted my teeth. But just as my anger soared to an unreasonable height, I suddenly felt a flood of affection for Fiz.

That stupid, loveable idiot. God, I love her!

Just the thought of her filled me up, and I suddenly had a tent in my trousers.

What is going on? My emotions are all over the place.

I was about to turn and admonish Fiz with a whisper, but Borgis suddenly lurched around and gestured towards a corridor on the opposite side.

“The young lady’s rooms are just through these doors.”

I shot Fiz a stern look as we followed the servant around the corner, but she was still staring ahead, pretending to be a gargoyle.

Again, a flood of anger, adoration… and burning lust.

What the hell? Why am I experiencing such extreme emotions? It’s gotta be from the binding.

I noticed my muscles were pumped as if I’d just had an intense weight-lifting session. Maybe it had given me another massive boost of testosterone or something.

Borgis swished over to a door immediately on the left and knocked. It opened, and a waxy young face looked at him with wide, anxious eyes. A chambermaid. Marwa was living pretty high on the hog.

“Miss Marwa’s Leafin friend is here to see her. And he is accompanied by two young ladies– friends of his.”

The maid’s nervous eyes flitted over us. She bowed her head. “One moment, Sir.”

She began to shut the door, but Borgis suddenly pressed his hand against it. His eyes lost their sly intelligence. His voice droned, as mindless and persistent as a machine.

“Did you make your oblations to Mothrog this morning?”

The girl swallowed. Her voice trembled. “Y-yes, Sir.”

“You know we mustn’t miss any of our oblations.”

“I– I didn’t miss it, Sir. I—”

“Alright,” I interrupted. “Surely you can address this later.”

Borgis seemed to return to his senses. He grinned. “Of course, Sir. Forgive me.”

The chambermaid shut the door, returning a moment later and inviting us in. I mussed up my hair, letting it fall over my face.

Thankfully, Borgis bowed and went off down the hallway, returning the way we’d come. The chambermaid peaked out as if to make sure he was gone, then shut the door behind us.

We were in a sort of drawing room, with couches, a fireplace, and a harp-like instrument. It should have been nice, but it had the ghostly feeling of being a memory from the past, like a display in a museum.

“Miss Marwa is in her private room, Sir,” the chambermaid said. “She invites you to come in. Alone.”

Gertrice and Kaku sat down on a couch while the servant girl led me through the doors into the bedroom.

The room was set up for maximum prettiness and sensuality. Frilly pink lace and dried flowers hung on the walls. Fluffy white fur rugs were sprawled on the floor. In the middle of the room was a huge bed, draped with pink curtains. Beside it was a vanity table filled with make-up and toiletries. I also saw a ribboned box I recognized as being from one of Hermengildia’s fancy bakeries.

You’ve come a long way, Marwa. Good for you.

Marwa was sitting on a divan beside the fireplace. She wore a pleated skirt and a halter top. Her long hair was done up on top of her head, and it flowed down over her shoulders.

I noticed shiny stones on her fingers. Being a Councilor’s attendant must have paid well.

She gazed at the fire, looking aloof and pleased with herself. But she still wore the choker. That was the key to conquering her.

I already know your secret desires, Marwa. Better than you know them yourself.

“You’ve got a lot of nerve coming here uninvited,” she said without looking at me.

Her chest was heaving, and there was a flush in her cheeks. I knew perfectly well that she’d just been preening herself in the mirror a moment before, and then rushed over to the divan seconds before I entered.

I regarded her coolly. “Pardon me? That is not how you will address me. We’ve been through this already, Marwa.”

She tilted her head towards me, but still resisted the urge to look. A little giggle escaped her. “Shut up. Y-you’re not serious.”

I raised my eyebrows. “What did you just say?”

She faltered. Her cheeks reddened even more. “I… um…” She glanced at me and did a double-take. Her eyes fluttered as they traced over my bare arms. The muscles and veins were popping. I felt like a can of beer that had just bounced on a trampoline for an hour. I was ready to explode.

But I took a breath, and kept it all contained. Barely.

Marwa’s brow crinkled with confusion. “Your garments…”

“I’ve disguised myself as a laborer, because of the political situation.”

“Oh,” she breathed. Her eyes wandered over me, and then she looked away, playing with her hair. “You look even more like those statues now.”

“This doesn’t change things between us. It doesn’t change what we agreed on.”

She tossed her head and smirked as if it was a joke.

I scrutinized her face, and then nodded gravely. “Hmmm.”

“W-what?”

“That’s a rather nervous smile you have.”

“It… it is?”

“Mmm. Twitchy. Perhaps I shall have to administer some spankings.”

“S-spankings?” She giggled. “I can’t believe you’re serious.”

“Of course I’m serious. Spankings on the buttocks can be highly beneficial for a young lady’s nerves, provided they’re administered properly.”

I walked towards her. The smile left her face. She looked up at me.

“Stand up.”

She scoffed but obeyed. The top of her head didn’t even reach my chest.

“You shrunk.”

“I normally wear heels,” she breathed.

“Marwa. Look at me when I’m talking to you.”

She looked at me coyly, her plump, flower-petal lips parted.

“We’ve already reached an agreement.”

She squished her eyebrows into a sarcastic, condescending expression. “Oh, really? And what agreement was that?”

Her moist lips curled up at the corners, and her eyes gleamed, daring me. I put my hand around her throat. Her mouth fell open, her eyes glazed over, staring up at me hungrily. She panted and trembled with excitement.

“When we’re behind closed doors, I am your master. Remember?”

She nodded dutifully, returning my gaze all the while. I released her.

“Please pull up your skirt and remove your panties.”

“Yes, Sir,” she breathed, watching my face as she said it, looking for my reaction. She wanted to please me.

I sat on the divan as Marwa pulled her panties down to her shins. “Sh-should I take them all the way off?”

“That’s fine. Lie across my knee.”

“Okay.”

She lay over my knees, and the beautiful sight of her bare ass presented itself to me. I caressed her bum like a doctor examining a patient, as if I was making some assessment.

Then I raised my hand. “This will sting a bit.”

Marwa drew in a breath. I swiftly slapped her cheek. She was already panting, struggling to contain herself.

I repeated this several more times, filling the room with the crisp sound of my hand connecting with Marwa’s flesh, and leaving red marks on her bottom.

She was moaning and writhing against my knee.

“That is all for now,” I said. “You may put your panties back on and sit down.”

She pulled up her panties. Then, as she sat down, I stood up and began untying the rope belt around my trousers.

“You have an attitude, Marwa.”

She watched my hands pulling the strings loose. Her eyes glazed over. I started pushing down the trousers. Her mouth fell open.

“I need you to demonstrate your compliance. Will you do that?”

She looked up at me submissively. “Yes, Sir.”

“Good.”

I pushed my trousers down so that my stiff cock bounced free.

Marwa gazed at it the same way she’d looked at Glebu’s disgusting goblin cock. She ran her tongue over lip and squirmed on her seat.

I moved my pointing member towards her face.

“Kiss it.”

Marwa leaned forward and started sucking my dick like it was a spigot in a dessert. I pushed her away. She gasped for air and wiped spit from her mouth.

“Marwa. Look at me.”

She looked up, her face flushed and lewd.

 You did not do as you were told. I said, kiss it.”

“Yes, Sir. I’m sorry.”

Then she took the base of my cock, leaned forward, and pressed her lips against the tip. It leapt up in her hand.

“That’s better,” I growled. Then I put it away, which was a challenge, given how stiff I was.

“Where’s your boss?” I said, doing up my trousers.

Marwa’s eyes widened. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “He’s at the Great Hall… W-why?”

“Why is he there? I thought the Council was in recess for the next week.”

“They were.” She readjusted herself on the seat and pulled her skirt down. “But Councilor Fang called an emergency meeting for this afternoon.”

“Aren’t you going?”

“Yes. I’m… leaving shortly. The driver will come get me when it’s time. But why do you suddenly have a mania for politics?”

Her eyes were soberer now, and she scrutinized my face. I looked away, hiding behind my hair. I sat down beside her.

“I’m not. It’s just… It’s hard not to be with all that’s going on.”

“So you are then.” She stood up and walked in front of the fireplace.

I scratched my chin. “I’m guessing the meeting will be behind closed doors.”

“No,” Marwa said, turning to look at me. “Fang specifically wants it to be open to the public. So you can sit in the gallery and watch it if you really want.”

Open to the public! Fang must be planning some fiery speech to rile up the masses.

Perfect! I could let him talk a bit and then do a John Wilkes Booth on Fang.

Or at least try.

Marwa was watching me closely. “Are you working for another councilor?”

I chuckled. “No.”

“Who are you working for, then?”

Her face went red, but this time it wasn’t from lust, but shame. Humiliation. Her hands trembled. She felt like a fool. I’d just been using her all this time, she thought.

Her eyes were wet with tears. Her lip quivered.

She was genuinely hurt.

It made me want to kiss her little face until it resumed its usual arrogant aloofness.

I stood up. “I’m not working for anyone.” I walked over and took her hands. “Everything that went on between us was real.”

Her little hands were clammy and limp. My hands were hot and pulsing, trembling. I pulled her closer.

“You can’t deny what’s between us. I know you feel it.”

“But… Why do you always look away like that? Who are you?” She struggled to move away again. I let her go.

She turned her back to me and walked several paces with her arms crossed. She had a right to be angry.

I sighed. What could I tell her? Was she ready for the truth? I doubted it.

Marwa suddenly started. Her arms fell to her sides, her body went stiff.

“What’s wrong?” I said.

She whispered, “What… is… that?”

I walked towards her and followed her gaze up to the corner of the ceiling, where two cherubs leaned on either side, each holding a bow and arrow.

There was something else that did not belong there.

An imp.








CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO







FIZ LEANED OUT beside one of the cherubs. Her midriff disappeared into the wall, but her wings were visible. She was staring ahead, just like the cherubs, and sort of trying to mimic their pose, though she didn’t have a bow and arrow.

Marwa kept staring, dumbfounded.

Without looking at us, Fiz slowly receded into the wall until only her face was showing. Then her eyes moved and looked at us, and she disappeared into the wall.

Great job, Fiz.

Great.

Job.

“Oh, God,” I muttered, pinching the bridge of my nose between my eyes. “I’ve never seen that person before. No idea.”

But Marwa stood motionless, still staring at the spot where Fiz had been. I could sense her mind working. Thinking. Putting things together.

Remembering where she’d seen that little horned woman before.

Then she slowly turned around. Her eyes stared at my chest, then at my chin. I didn’t look away. When she looked into my eyes, the light of recognition lit up her face.

Her mouth fell open. Her eyes became saucers. She stepped back.

“You… You!”

She whipped around and charged towards the wall, where I saw a golden rope for summoning the servants.

I rushed over and gripped her wrist, putting my other arm around her waist and pressing her into me.

She looked at me, eyes wide. “No, let me go.” Her voice trembled. “I’ll scream.”

“Will you?”

I took both of her wrists and held them behind her back with one hand. She stared at me with terror. Her chest was heaving.

“What are you gonna do to me?” She whispered.

“I’m gonna make you mine, Marwa.” I kissed her, and she moaned into my mouth, letting her body go limp. I released her wrists and pushed her away.

“Are you gonna scream?”

She turned her head away. “Fuck you.” She reached for the rope.

I grabbed her wrist. She writhed her body and beat her free fist on my chest.

“Stop it,” I said. “You know you can’t fight me, because you don’t really want to. You want to surrender to me.”

She stopped for a second, on the edge of giving in. But then she squirmed again and looked at the rope.

“Fang can’t give you what you want. How many men have ever made you cum — tell me?”

She went still and looked at me, her chest heaving.

“Just you. So, what?”

She started squirming again.

“Why work for Fang when what you really want is cock? All day every day.”

This time she couldn’t suppress the smile, but she threw her head to the side to hide her face and kept writhing her body.

I pulled her against me and spoke into her ear. “I saw the way you sucked that nasty goblin cock, Marwa. We all saw it.”

Her breath hitched. I saw that she was dying to submit to me that instant — at least sexually.

“It wasn’t just because you were hypnotized. You did it eagerly. You loved sucking that disgusting old goblin’s cock and swallowing his load. The entire village saw it. We all know you’re a little cock slut.”

Her head lolled back. Sweat glistened on her forehead. Her cheeks were almost feverishly red. “Yeah… So what?”

“So, you’re a cock slut, just admit it. You love cock.”

She closed her eyes and let her head fall back, bearing her neck. “I love it so much.”

I put my hand around her throat and slammed her against the wall. Her eyes opened wide, looking into mine. They were alive with excitement.

I dragged my fingers over her thighs and up her skirt. I groped her pussy, pushing my fingers against her panties. She was dripping wet.

She threw her arms around my neck. All the pretense of fighting was gone now. She looked at me with all the passion of a lover.

“I want your fingers,” she mewled, opening her legs.

“You’re gonna have more than that.”

I picked her up and carried her to her bed. She pushed the pink curtain aside. I tossed her onto the bed and curled my fingers inside her panties, yanking them down.

My hormones were raging, and so was my hard-on. I could feel the Eternal Masculine pulsing inside me, and I was sure I’d become even more fertile than before.

I was also pretty sure I was growing again. I had pangs in my legs.

Pushing down my trousers and underwear, I let my massive rod bounce out. I used spit to lube it up. Then I gave Marwa another “massage” to prepare her as well as I could for the inevitable pain. Again, time was short. We couldn’t be late for the Council meeting, and the driver would surely come knocking any time.

So I shoved myself right into her virgin pussy with a few thrusts, breaking past all her tight muscles. Then I fucked her fast and rough.

It was the most luxurious little princess pussy anyone has ever seen.

Just looking at her face was enough to make me bust a nut. I gazed at her like she was a pagan idol. “You’re so amazing. So… perfect. You… little… bitch.”

I slapped her face. Then I went on passionately praising her. Then I slapped the other side of her face.

She moaned with ecstasy, thrilled by the adrenaline and excitement, the sting of pain and the euphoria of pleasure.

“I’m gonna make you mine right now, Marwa. I’m putting my seed inside you, and you’re gonna be pregnant for sure. You’re gonna give me sons.”

Her head fell back and her fingers clawed my shoulders as she felt my hot cum blasting into her and filling her up.

***

The knocking came soon after that. The maidservant spoke through the door.

“Gordic is waiting for you outside, My Lady.”

“Thank you, Brendel.”

As I was doing up my pants, I faced Marwa. 

“Listen. I meant everything I said before… about you and me. I was playing a role, but everything that happened was still real. Everything.”

She adjusted her halter top, avoiding eye contact. Her bitch mask was back on, but now I could see through it.

“I thought you hated me,” she said quietly.

“I did. You hated me, too.”

A little smirk appeared on her lips. She sashayed to her vanity table and brushed her hair in front of the mirror. “So, what’s your point?”

I walked behind her and looked at her in the mirror. “Are you happy here?”

She met my gaze. “Yeah… sure, I am.”

“You don’t sound very certain of that. And you don’t look happy. Come back to Staves with me. Let me take you home.”

A faraway look came into her eyes, and I thought she was about to cry. “Why?” There was a hint of suspicion in her voice. “Why do you want to bring me… back home?”

“Because it’s where you belong.”

She swallowed thickly, and her face hardened. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter. It’s too late for me. I’ve made my choices… I’m a bad girl. There’s no going back.”

“That’s ridiculous. There’ll be some gossip, sure, but nobody’s going to say you should be exiled. They’ve known you your whole life.”

“I know that. I’m not talking about Staves.” She waved her hand at the luxury of her room. “You see all this? It wasn’t free. I had to make a bargain.”

“What kind of bargain?”

Her shoulders slouched. “Fang owns me.”

I waved my hand. “That doesn’t mean anything. Just leave. Run away with me. I’ll protect you. If Fang wants to enforce the contract, he’ll have to come to Staves and deal with me.”

A look of despair came into her eyes.

“It’s more than that… He owns my soul.”

“Oh.” I scratched my chin.

She sat on the divan and slipped her feet into high heel shoes. I watched her doing up the straps. Then she stood up. The emotion was gone from her face.

“So forget about trying to rescue me.”

She walked past me to the door, but I touched her shoulder.

“You’re wrong. I can free you from Fang… I think.”

She looked up at me. “You want to bind me?”

“Yeah.”

“What makes you think that would work, even if I agreed?”

“I’m not sure, but…. What kind of magic did Fang use to take possession of your soul?”

“There’s a spell for it. You obtain a little piece of the person — hair, fingernails, whatever. Then you do a ritual. Mix in the blood of the two parties, and—”

“That’s just witchcraft. The binding I do comes from Noorut. I’m sure it will overpower Fang’s spell. It worked with Athalia when the goblins enslaved her.”

She looked away. “I don’t know. I’ll think about it.”

This puzzled me. What was there to think about? Surely I was a better master than Fang. But I didn’t press it any further for the time being.




***




Borgis escorted us out. He walked close beside me, gazing at me with something between a smile and a sneer.

“Mr. Redock, I recommend you return this evening for a visit. Councilor Fang will be entertaining guests.”

I frowned at him. “Does Councilor Fang approve of you inviting guests?”

The old man’s eyes gleamed. “I assure you, he wouldn’t mind in this case.” He moved even closer, making me instinctively recoil.

“Mr. Redock, I must insist that you come. You really won’t want to miss tonight’s gathering.”

“Yeah? Why, what’s going on?”

His grin widened, and his eyes burned with some mysterious insinuation. “You’ll see, Mr. Redock. You’ll see! It will be… beautiful!”

He walked ahead, much to my relief. I shuddered. Just then, we walked past a dark corridor. A hand reached out and grabbed my wrist.

I nearly shouted. But it was Fiz.

Of course.

The urgency in her eyes made me disregard my anger at her for being sloppy and blowing our cover. Not that it turned out badly–- but it could have been disastrous under different circumstances.

I put that aside. Fiz tugged on my wrist and led me into the dark, windowless hallway.

Her hands were shaking, and I knew her well enough to see that she was terrified. “D-David… It’s really scary!”

“Shhh. What’s scary?”

“It’s over there,” she nodded into the darkness of the hallway. “You have to see it.”

“Alright, let’s go. Quick.”

Fiz held my hand and led the way. But Borgis immediately appeared in the corridor behind us.

“Mr. Redock!” he yelled, with the tone of a strict school principal. “You are not to go down there!”

Fiz had already vanished, apparently before Borgis caught sight of her. The old man aggressively swished past me, and planted himself in front of me, blocking the way. His head wasn’t even up to my chin.

He gestured back to the larger hallway. “Please! After you.”

“No. I’m going to see what’s down there. Get out of my way.”

“NO!” he howled.

Gertrice, Kaku, and Marwa stood behind me, watching. I glanced at Marwa. She was gazing down the hallway with a mix of curiosity and fear. She apparently had no idea what was down there.

Borgis’ gaunt face twisted with maniacal determination. “Mr. Redock,” he said through his teeth. “I must insist…”

He grabbed my forearms and dug his fingers in with strength that surprised me. His glassy eyes gleamed with inhuman luminosity.

“Get out of my way,” I grunted, sweeping my arm and knocking him to the ground.

I marched down the dark hall. It was almost pitch black, but I had the feeling something was lurking in the darkness ahead.
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UNABLE TO SEE, I slowed almost to a stop, straining my eyes. Then Fiz took my hand.

“This way,” she whispered, pulling me along.

Walking a little farther, we turned a corner, and I saw a ghoulish light at the far end of a hall.

“Mr. Redock.” Borgis’’ voice came in a nervous whisper, behind me. “Mr. Redock. Please!”

The hallway grew clearer as we came closer to the light. Up ahead, I saw a faded floral carpet in the center of the hallway, and the stone floor on the edges. But there appeared to be large lumpy things lying along the wall.

The light was very dim.

“Mr. Redock,” Borgis hissed at my elbow. He dug his fingers into my arm again.

I turned and saw him leaning his face towards my arm, bearing his teeth. He was going to bite me! I shoved him, and he slammed into the wall, then slumped onto the floor, letting out a little whimper.

I continued towards the weird shapes, unable to take my eyes off them.

I could tell they were not inanimate objects, but living things. Shivers of disgust ran through me as their outlines became clearer, illuminated by the sickly light that filled the hall.

They were as big as about four feet long and a foot or two tall.

Maggots! That’s what they looked like. Giant maggots.

Fiz hid behind me, clinging to my clothes.

“Ewww,” Gertrice said, wringing her hands with revulsion. She took tiny, tentative steps towards us, as if she was afraid she might step on something disgusting. Kaku’s reaction was much the same.

I looked at Marwa, who followed behind them.

“What are these things, Marwa?”

She shook her head, a look of horror on her face. “This is the first I’ve seen or heard about them.”

Fiz suddenly screamed and covered her mouth. “It moved.” She pointed.

I looked at the fleshy, translucent skin. Something was squirming inside it.

“Alright, everybody get out of here,” I said. “Back into the hall, quick.”

I helped Borgis to his feet. He was still mumbling his protests as the girls dragged him back to the main hallway.

Then I turned back to the maggot things. They began writhing violently.

It was as if they knew what I was about to do.

Stepping back, I summoned fire. Heat crackled and smoldered. The hallway became an oven.

The girls looked at me hopefully when I stepped back into the hallway, red flames roaring behind me.

“Did — did you get them?” Fiz said.

I patted her head. “I got them.”

Borgis was sitting on the floor with his face in his hands, blubbering.

“Our… Our babies. Our beautiful babies. They would have been born tonight.”

“What are you talking about, Borgis,” I demanded.

He sniffed. “You killed our… Our babies.”

“Stop jabbering.” I grabbed him by the collar of his jerkin and picked him up, slamming him against the wall. “What do you mean?”

“They were demons!” he said, and he started laughing hysterically. “Demons from The Never! They’re coming! There’ll be more… Mr. Redock.” Again, he said my fake name with a peculiar emphasis. “Many more, soon. Soon! Hahahaha!”

I dropped him onto the ground, and we hurried out the front doors. Drops of rain dotted the gravel as we came down the steps of the portico and climbed into the carriage. As the horses clomped down the forested lane, I wondered how long it would be before the demons came after me.




***




As soon as the carriage rolled up to the impressive Council building, I cast the Zebra Invisibility spell.

We climbed the massive steps along with other latecomers and entered the oaken doors. Inside, we were directed to an oak staircase.

On the second level, we found our way into the crowded public gallery that overlooked the Great Hall, where the Council conducted its business. There were many black-clad Mothroggers in the gallery, but just as many merchants.

More people kept arriving after us, and the audience spilled out into the hallway.

I squeezed into a spot where I could see over the banister. We looked down on an amphitheater-type set up. The councilors sat in a semi-circle bowl of benches, which was opposite and below the gallery. In front of them was the floor where someone could get up to speak.

Nobody had yet taken the floor, but the Great Hall echoed with the screeching and cackling of the council members, who were all arguing amongst themselves. I recognized a few of the witches from Fang’s dinner. The guards and the merchants each sat together as blocs.

Councilor Fang — who, I confirmed, was the only male councilor — soon took the floor.

The bickering immediately died away.

Fang launched into an angry, passionate speech about the need for a “new revolution” to “continue the fight against injustice and inequality.” He gesticulated wildly, his voice shrill. The Mothroggers were mesmerized. The merchants were first appalled and then horrified.

Fang did not name them directly, but he used phrases such as “anti-revolution elements” and “the exploitive class.” Everyone knew he meant the guards and especially the merchants.

I plunged threads of my mind down, through the lower floor, reaching into the ground. I collected elemental power from the ground and condensed it into a golf-ball sized point.

I was ready.

But I waited to see what Fang was getting at. In short, he proposed an emergency order to wrest control of the golem army out of the hands of the guard. Council would then use the golems to “deal with the anti-revolution elements before they crush the true sisterhood under the boot of oppression.”

“Can he do that?” I whispered to Gertrice.

“I think he can. Brunhilda already granted the Council the authority to create and maintain a force of golems. The Council temporarily delegated that authority to the Guard, but—”

“Shhhh!” A sour-faced Mothrogger scowled at Gertrice.

I’d heard enough. It was time to stop Fang before he pushed Hermengildia into civil war.

I knew I was going to have to do this fast. In a room full of witches, chances were high one of them would detect what I was up to.

As Fang beat the air with his fist and his harsh voice echoed off the walls, I conducted the point of elemental power upwards from deep underground, as fast as I could. It was a bit like doing an egg race in elementary school.

Except, instead of an egg, it was a little ball of destruction that would blow like a grenade with one assertion of my will.

Almost there. I charted the path. From the floor, up Fang’s legs, to his chest. Then, boom. I could see it in my mind.

The ball swooped up, right towards Fang’s feet.

And then it was gone. Vanished!

I panicked. How the hell did I lose it? Did I drop it?

Fang put his hands behind his back and paced the floor slowly. “But let’s not forget, friends of the Revolution. The greatest threat of all…. David Ashwood!”

His voice rose to a yell. “My friends, do not panic, but I must tell you… David Ashwood is in our midst right now!”

Gasps and cries of alarm sounded from the gallery and the councilors.

“What?”

“David Ashwood? Here? Now?”

Fang screamed, “GUARDS! Find him!”

Damn, he must have sensed my attack coming and deflected it.

Confusion swept through the Council members. It seemed that even the academy witches were wondering if this was just a stunt of Fang’s or if it was true. Surely he couldn’t be serious!

Even some of the Mothroggers in the gallery stared, dumbfounded.

Fang whipped around and looked up at the gallery. His eyes swooped over the crowd, passing me over. The spell worked even on him. I felt a little swell of admiration or gratitude — or something positive towards the goblins for having that rare spellbook and giving it to me.

But Fang thrust his hand into the air, pointing. He could sense me, if not see me. “The gallery! Search the gallery!”

We headed for the doors. I would have loved to confront him directly, but not in front of an audience. Too much risk that it would damage Brunhilda’s rule by giving credit to Fang’s conspiracy propaganda.

As we maneuvered through the crowd The Mothroggers were searching. And the merchants cast their eyes around. Many of them looked right at me but saw nothing.

Thank you, goblins!

As we came to the stairs, four guards were bounding up the steps. They glanced at us and then shoved past, annoyed that we were in the way.

A bunch of drivers waited outside the Council building with their carts, knowing there would be lots of customers when the meeting ended.

I hailed one and we piled in.

“To the castle,” I urged.

The driver scratched his gut and looked over his shoulder sleepily. “Very good, Sir. Main entrance, I take it?”

“Yes! Hurry up!”

He gripped the reins. “Very good, Sir. Right away, Sir.”

With a lurch, the horse started clip-clopping away from the Great Hall. But then a cry came from the top of the steps.

“Wait! Wait!”

Marwa was rushing down the steps as fast as her high heels would allow. Her face was crumpled, and it looked like she had two black eyes from the eye shadow that was running over her cheeks.

She strode down the steps, meeting my eyes with a hopeless, pleading look. With the final step at the bottom of the stairs, her ankle twisted and she collapsed onto the stone ground with a scream.

“Wait, stop!” I told the driver, springing out and rushing towards the stairs.

I didn’t ask Marwa what she wanted. It was obvious enough. I scooped her up and put her in the cart. We rolled out of the square as shouts of alarm and confusion came from inside the Council building, and cheetah guards walked down the steps, methodically scanning the square.

We drove down a familiar side street towards the colosseum. Marwa slouched in her seat, despondent.

I put my arm around her. “It’s okay, Marwa. You’re with us now.”

She shook her head, seemingly too hopeless to speak. “No…”

Gertrice reached across and touched Marwa’s knee. “I know Lady Athalia will welcome you back, Marwa.”

She shook her head. “No… it’s too late. I shouldn’t have come. He’ll kill me. As soon as he knows I’m gone, he’ll…”

She sobbed on my arm.

“It’s okay,” I said. “You’re mine now.”

I put an arm around her and chewed my cheek. This might not have been the best moment for her to leave Fang. I couldn’t bind her until she was pregnant, and that would take a bit of time, even with my magic fertility.

I understood why she did it, though. The demon maggots. Fang’s speech. The craziness that followed. She was scared.

I just hoped Fang would be too distracted with other things to realize she was gone.

The driver took us down Owl Street, it being a major thoroughfare. The air was clear of smoke and ashes, and the stones of the street glistened from recent rain.

There was shouting and fighting on other streets nearby, and the sky was blacker and angrier than ever. But at least it seemed like Owl Street was enjoying a rest from the chaos.

However, when we passed the Night Owl, I noticed the front door had been smashed in.

Shit. Miss Hoggle.

I told the driver to stop.

“Wait here,” I said to the girls.

Striding towards the entrance, I heard a muffled scream and the noise of something thrashing around, throwing things. I sprinted inside.

The dining area was trashed. One table was upside down. Another was broken in two. Earthenware was smashed all over the floor.

A great clatter came from the kitchen, where it sounded like someone was ripping it apart, throwing pots and plates on the floor.

“You devil!” Miss Hoggle screamed. “Out, devil! Out!”

I charged into the kitchen.
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IN MISS HOGGLE’S kitchen, there was a monster unlike any I’d seen.

It was squat and ugly, like a toad. Its back was towards me — a back so hunched that I could not see if it had a head. Long, wiry arms extended from its sides. They seemed ill-fitting for its body.

It swung these long arms across a table, sweeping everything off it. Then it opened a pantry and started rooting through everything.

Miss Hoggle lifted her frying pan and walloped its gleaming, wart-covered back. Luckily for her, the creature didn’t take any notice.

“Miss Hoggle!” I said, striding into the kitchen. “Get back!”

The monster started.

“Mr. Redock!” Miss Hoggle ran past me out the door, but she poked her head back in.

The monster lurched about and looked at me. It didn’t have a head, after all. Just beady, gleaming eyes, dripping nostrils, and long, wrinkled lips.

“What the fuck is that thing, Miss Hoggle?”

“Demons, Mr. Redock! Demons!”

I heard strange yelling coming from upstairs. The demon in front of me emitted the same yell, with a disturbingly human-sounding voice.

I heard more than one set of claws scampering on the wood floor upstairs, and heavy beasts came lumbering down the creaky staircase.

“I don’t know why they’ve come here,” Miss Hoggle shrieked. “They’re searching for something!”

The demon lurched towards me, peeling back its lips and revealing three sets of shark-like teeth.

I summoned a blast of wind that would have cut down a dozen men. But the demon bore the blast, shutting its eyes and puckering its lips, and wrapping its arms around its squat legs.

“Hrrrrmmm!” It yelled.

It appeared unhurt by the onslaught, but it definitely got crankier. It stumbled forward, slamming a table out of the way.

This calls for heavy ammunition. I drew another charge of magic from the sky.

The demon grunted frantically as it leaped off the ground towards me. Raising my palms, I sent a massive volley of icicles that burned like comets.

The demon fell backwards. Chunks of its rancid meat rained down. One of its arms slopped onto the floor, writhing. Its body toppled with a wet thud, eyes rolling back and tongue hanging out.

Unfortunately, I blasted a few holes in Miss Hoggle’s wall in the process. I could see the damp red bricks of the next building over.

I turned to her. “Get in here!”

She screamed as I grabbed her wrist and pulled her into the kitchen. I stepped into the dining room just as two more demons tumbled down from the stairs, claws slipping on the stone floor as they sniffed and snorted.

“Aaahhhhh!” One of them intoned in its creepy human-sounding voice. They scampered into the dining room and caught sight of me.

“Ah! Ahhhhhhh!” it said again.

“AHHHHHH!” the other agreed.

They charged towards me.

In retrospect, maybe I could have tried to be more precise and clean in my magic casting so as not to get any stains on Miss Hoggle’s sheepskin rugs and whatnot.

But that was hardly my priority.

And those demons were tough fuckers. By the time I was done, I’d plastered one of them all over the dining room walls. The other one took a ride outside on a thunderbolt, but he took a chunk of the door frame with him.

Miss Hoggle seemed thankful I’d killed them, but I was sure the fuzzy feeling would disappear when she looked at the property damage.

I settled our bill and promised I’d return to pay for the cost of repairs, although I’m not sure she quite understood why.

We continued towards the castle. The driver took a different route than the one I’d taken previously. Instead of turning up the steep road, he continued around the base of Mount Castle, taking us into a crumbling district I hadn’t yet seen.

Finally, he turned onto a road that climbed the hill in tight switchbacks. It was a much longer route, but the horse couldn’t have handled the steeper road, the driver said.

This switchback road was crammed between tight rows of buildings that climbed the hill on either side. Thunder rumbled in the clouds overhead as the cart trundled around the first corner. I saw no signs of life around the buildings. They seemed dead. And yet, I wondered what they concealed.

I felt like a floating duck, out there on the open road.

We climbed higher and higher until we had a fine view of the lower city. Then, as we rounded a switchback corner, something reared out of the bushes just off the road.

It leaped up and stretched into the air. I only had an instant to glimpse its obscenely long, shiny black arms before one of them slammed down onto the horse’s back, snapping its spine.

Another hand grabbed the driver out of his seat and crushed him, before slamming him onto the road.

Planting its hands on the ground, it curled its legs against its chest and lifted itself, ape-like, swooping onto the driver’s seat. All I could see in that split second was a pair of staring, bloodshot eyes that seemingly did not have eyelids.

I gave it a one-two punch, landing on an extremely solid jaw. Despite my weariness, I could tell I was packing an even more powerful wallop than before. The demon stumbled back, buying me the seconds I needed to cast some elemental magic.

Given all the turmoil and thunder in the sky, it was easy to dip into that power source. A hurricane-force burst of wind and lightning flowed through my palms and slammed into the demon.

The impact hurled it backwards. It rolled on the ground, crumpling like an insect. When it came to a stop, it twitched and convulsed as electricity crackled and sparked over it.

As I was fighting, Kaku threw off her cloak and leaped into the air, alighting on the ground with her sword drawn and her tails flicking.

“Let’s go!” I said. “Run to the buildings.”

I was hoping the demon was dead and there wouldn’t be any more, because I could feel the drain on my magic ability, and the growth pangs I was experiencing were slowing me down.

I took Marwa by the hand and helped her out. Gertrice jumped out and started running with Kaku towards the derelict, ruined buildings.

Marwa balled her fists and attempted to run, taking tiny rapid steps, her heels clicking on the road. “I can’t run in these,” she said, stopping. “I have to take them off.”

“No time for that.”

I scooped her up and sprinted past the demon, which was scorched. It had stopped convulsing and lay still.

“Looks like it’s dead,” I said. “All it took was enough power to kill five horses.”

As I ran past it, one of its long arms flailed out, catching my leg in its hand. I dropped Marwa just as it yanked my leg back and dragged me over the ground with the power of a semi-truck.

Before I knew it, the demon was holding me on top of its spiky, exoskeletal body. Its eyes stared at me while it pushed me towards its snapping jaws. I avoided them by pushing against its body, but I was close enough to smell its breath.

Its spiky shell dug into my palms, cutting them open. I raised one hand over its face and blasted it with a charge of fire. I was reluctant to do that at such close range, but I simultaneously encased myself in a shield of deflective wind.

Even so, it was still risky. But I was desperate at that point.

This fucker was strong, and I was exhausted.

Flames blew over its face for a good 10 seconds. Through the sweltering heat, I could see its eyes bulging and cooking as boiling liquid oozed out.

Its grip loosened. I wrenched myself free.

Picking up Marwa again, I ran with Kaku and Gertrice through long grass and into a narrow alley between ruined buildings. 

By reflex, I glanced back to the road, even though there was no way the demon could have survived.

Wrong.

It was already back on its feet, and I could see the whites of its eyes moving around, looking for me. How? Did it grow fresh eyes?

It seemed to fix on me. Then it started bounding towards us, using its legs and its gangly arms.

“It’s coming! Run!”

We came to a steep street that ran straight uphill. On the opposite side stood a corner building with three stories. Apparently, it was once a fancy inn. Now it was ruined, with gaping windows and a missing door.

“In there! Come on!”

We charged across the street and through the rotting doorway of the building, praying the demon hadn’t seen where we’d gone.

The air smelled of mold and rotting wood. We climbed the staircase to the third floor, where there was a big parlor with connecting rooms. It was empty except for a massive rug and lots of dust.

“We need to hide here till I recharge some power,” I whispered, setting Marwa down.

She sat with her legs curled under her, looking like she was about to cry. Gertrice and Kaku sat beside her.

Fiz flew in through the window, then turned around and peeked out.

“It’s coming, you guys,” she whispered. “It’s on the other side of the street.”

“Okay, shhh. Come in here.”

She flew over to me and put her arms around my neck. “I’m scared, David. What if it finds us?”

It wasn’t a question of if but when.

And probably sooner than later, I guessed. The time it would take it to climb a few sets of stairs was certainly not enough for me to regain power.

And what if even more of them came?

My thoughts turned to the goblin spell book. I remembered the last chapter addressed the subject of traveling in haunted or forsaken places. Lands of the damned, where most men feared to go.

It provided a ritual for creating a protective circle, which was supposed to protect against spirits.

And demons… if I remembered.

I whipped the book out and flipped the pages. And there it was. The illustration showing exactly what circle to draw on the ground, with its accompanying symbols and runes.

I rapidly read the text. Yes! Demons, too!

I hurried to the fireplace and plunged my hand into the cold ashes. Finding chunks of charcoal, I started drawing a circle on the floor around where the girls were sitting.

Fiz floated beside me, watching.

“Do not go outside this circle,” I said sternly. The spell would break the second any of us strayed over the line of the circle.

We heard a creak on the stairs below. Then another.

Fiz’s face lost its color. “It’s… It’s coming!” she whispered.

Closing the circle, I began scratching the markings around it, trying to keep my cool. If I got a detail wrong, the spell wouldn’t work.

The old wood planks of the second floor creaked under the weight of the demon. We heard its fingers scratching on wood, and then a door creaking open. It moved around a room, seemingly right below us. The floor creaked as I shifted my weight, scratching the markings.

“Shit.”

There was a worrying silence down below. I kept writing. Taking a step, the floor creaked again.

The demon let out a loud hiss and walked out of the room. Then the stairs groaned again. It would be with us in seconds.

I finished writing the last rune, then looked at the phrases that had to be uttered. I knew I was going to butcher the pronunciation. But Gertrice could read and write basic Sylminic. She’d studied it at the academy.

I thrust the book in front of her and pointed at the text. “Read that.”

A loud hiss filled the room, and the charred black head of the demon appeared, its jaws agape, its white staring eyes rolling around.

Gertrice pushed her glasses up. “Sylgor de rehor vestuvic….”

The demon planted its hands on the floor and swung forward in its chimpanzee-like style. Fiz hid her face on my chest. Marwa flinched as if she wanted to run, but I planted my hands on her shoulders.

Gertrice finished the phrases just as the demon reached the edge of the circle. It smashed the invisible shield and flew back, convulsing like it had walked into an electric fence.

It crashed onto the floor so heavily that I thought the rotting boards would give way. But they didn’t.

The demon got up, but it didn’t charge us again. It simply stood there, staring at me without a trace of thought in its eyes. There was only intent. Unswayable, ironclad intent.

It would wait. Eventually I must leave. It knew that. So it would wait as long as it took.

And then it would kill me or be killed in the effort.

After all, that was why it had been summoned.








CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE







“UGH! IT’S STILL staring at us!” Marwa said, pouting and hugging herself.

“Stop looking at it then,” Gertrice said, and then immediately looked at the demon despite herself. She shuddered.

A few hours had gone by, and the demon had been staring at us unblinkingly the entire time.

It was a little unnerving.

Fiz stood up and stuck her tongue out at it. “Go away, you big ugly!” she yelled. She walked up towards the edge of the circle. “Leave David alone, you… you… you stupid!”

I almost laughed. “Fiz,” I said, grinning. “Come here, get away from the edge.”

She turned around, red with anger, and marched over, plopping down beside me.

Everyone fell silent.

The demon had nostrils — two slimy slits above its mouth — and they were whistling as it drew in long breaths and exhaled. Rain began drumming gently on the roof. And then it picked up and started to shower. Its fresh scent drifted through the window.

Kaku fidgeted. She’d been quietly sitting for the past several hours, hugging her knees, frowning thoughtfully. 

“David,” she said without looking at me.

“That’s my name.”

“You need to bind four more girls, right? To become all-powerful and defeat Brunhilda and put a stop to all this mess?”

“I don’t know about ‘all powerful’, but yeah, we’ll go with that.”

“And you have to fuck the girl first, right? Get her pregnant?” She looked at me. An indulgent twinkle was in her eye as if she was about to bestow a rare privilege upon me.

I raised an eyebrow ironically. “Uh, yeah. What are you getting at, there, Kaku?”

“Do it.”

“Do what?”

“Fuck me.”

“Now?” I said it jokingly. Surely she didn’t actually mean now… Did she?

She gazed at me with lewd eyes and opened her legs, giving me a view inside her skirt. She wore no panties.

“Why not now? This is the perfect time, I would think. It’ll give you more power.”

Marwa sighed self-indulgently and curled up in a fetal position. Gertrice sat cross-legged, awkwardly looking around the room. Fiz gazed at Marwa with her mouth ajar and a befuddled frown.

The demon still stared at me, as patient as a tiger laying in wait for its prey. I saw no sign that it understood our conversation, and I certainly hoped it did not.

Kaku scooted closer.

Fiz leaned in front of me and examined my face to see my reaction.

“First of all,” I said. “I’m surprised you’re so casual about this. You understand you’re talking about binding your soul to mine?”

Kaku shrugged. “That’s basically what Kitsune marriage is.”

“So you’re gonna marry me for the sake of defeating Brunhilda and Fang?”

“That’s a good reason! Sure, we haven’t got my father’s permission, but he’ll forgive us under the circumstances.”

“Wouldn’t he want you to marry out of love?”

“He’ll be proud I married a chieftain and a hero — the Second Allowgild.”

“Besides,” I added with distaste. “You couldn’t possibly want to fuck me when that thing is watching us. “

“It’s not ideal, I know. But it’s a means to an end.”

I sighed. “Well, there’s a mechanical issue. I’ve gotta be able to get it up. And I don’t know if I can under these… conditions.

To tell the truth, I actually had a halfer from seeing her open her legs. But still. I just couldn’t do it.

No way, no how.

Kaku dropped it after that.

A couple more hours passed, and I was sure I had more than enough power to get rid of the demon, and at least one other similar one, despite my hunger and soreness.

I felt power and energy coursing through me. I jumped to my feet, and I swore I was an inch taller. The girls all stood up and said I did look taller.

If I keep growing like this, I’ll be as tall as an NBA player soon.

I felt like bouncing off the walls. Running up the mountain. Getting in a fight–- with a demon.

“Everyone get ready to run to the other side of the room, but don’t move yet,” I muttered, watching the demon in my peripheral vision. It had hardly changed its position since it arrived.

Rapidly plunging my mind into the clouds, I gathered elemental power and let it explode out through my palms as hundreds, maybe thousands, of ice shards.

The demon bounced around on its feet, like in the movies when a gangster gets taken out by machine gun.

Ice broke on its hard exoskeleton and ricocheted, but I had already constructed a shield of wind around us. The circle’s magic was gone, now that I’d broken it, but my air shield deflected all the ice.

God damn, I’m a frickin’ virtuoso!

However, the demon merely staggered back in a daze. I drew another store of power from the sky and pummeled the demon again for several seconds. It did the funny dance once more, and then staggered, but regained its balance.

Daylight shone through holes in the wall behind it.

I decided to go nuclear. Use my new head-explosion trick. But it took a second for me to gather a massive store of power. Enough time for the demon to swoop forward. Its hand was about to grab me. I ducked its long reach, running straight towards it, kicking it in the chest.

This sent it toppling over the stairs, but it grabbed me by the ankles and took me down with it. I ended up right beside it on the floor below.

Its fingers dug into my arm, piercing my flesh and crunching into bone. I wailed in pain and anger, as it dragged me towards its jaws. Through it all, I’d somehow managed to keep my grip on all that elemental power I’d gathered.

But I had no protective shield, and it wouldn’t have worked anyway, not when I was in physical contact with the thing I needed shielding from. Besides, it would have taken seconds to conjure it, and I didn’t have seconds.

So I looked into its gaping mouth as it drew me closer. Its rancid breath blew over my face. Then I raised my palm and fired foot-long icicles into its throat — one of the few places where it was soft.

It went into convulsions, swinging its long arms and battering me. But its eyes stared at nothing. Filled with sudden revulsion, I flew into a rage. Almost without thinking about it, I drew in power from underground, beneath the building.

Then I fell onto the thing, punching its face over and over with my left hand. There was a cracking noise. When I stopped punching, its face was just a pile of broken skull fragments and blood and goo and eyeballs.

How did I not break my hand? I looked at my fist. It was encrusted with rock.

Amazing!

I had willed the rock to form there, and beneath it was a protective pocket of air.

The rock crumbled onto the wood floor as I ended the spell.

I looked at my shoulder. The shirt was torn and stained with blood, but my wounds were already closed. Was that from binding with the imp? My body could rapidly heal now?

Even more amazing!

I stood up and looked at the dead demon at my feet. Power and energy coursed through me. I felt like I could explode through the roof like a rocket and blast off into space.

I was unstoppable.

I bounded up the steps. Gertrice, Fiz, and Marwa were huddled together on the other side of the room. Kaku faced the stairs with her sword drawn, a look of determination on her face.

“David!” Fiz flew to me, followed by Marwa and, to my surprise, Gertrice.

They gathered around me, their eyes still wide with fear. Kaku nodded and sheathed her sword. I looked her up and down, my gaze smoldering. Her eyes widened for a second, and she shifted on her feet, suddenly self-conscious.

She turned her back to me, but then sent me a coy look over her shoulder and stuck her rump out, her bushy tails sticking up in the air.

Marwa and Gertrice tactfully backed away, pulling Fiz with them.

I strode over to Kaku and lifted her kimono skirt. Her tight butt was like two basketballs in a vice.

I gave it a spank, then undid my trousers. Kaku wiggled her hips and shook her ass, making my dick stiffen as hard as steel.

I turned her around and made her suck me for a bit, plunging down her throat so that I was nice and slick.

Then I rutted her from behind.

When Kaku had made her proposal, she’d acted like it was purely practical. It was only “a means to an end,” she’d said.

But she sure seemed to enjoy herself. Her snug pussy quickly lathered my cock with juices, and the slippery sounds of me fucking her filled the dusty old room.

She moaned frantically. “Oh my…. Gods, it’s so… deep.”

When I pulled out, gasping for breath, watching my jizz dripping out of her, I suddenly thought about Gertrice.

Oops. Banged another girl in front of her. And I was a fucking animal.

I still didn’t know if that put her off or not.

She was the one I really needed to bind. Not to mention I wanted it very much. Maybe it was because she still seemed so distant, even cold towards me at times. So many other women threw themselves at me.

I should have been building intimacy, trying to woo her at every opportunity. But instead of comforting her when she needed it, I fucked Kaku like a savage, when my clothes were still wet with demon gore.

I would not win her over that way. Feeling like a brute, I led the girls out of the old, rotting inn, and we started up the hill towards the castle wall.

A misting rain came down, gradually sticking our hair to our foreheads. Daylight was already retreating. We followed a trail along the castle wall.

At one point, a squat, sturdy creature burst out of the dusky bushes and charged us. My first impression was that it was a boar, but it was actually another demon.

“Aaaaahhhhh!” it said, staring at me with small, beady eyes and a gaping mouth.

Thankfully, it was similar to the ones that had come after me at The Night Owl. I destroyed it relatively easily.

By the time we approached the castle gate, our path was obscured in darkness. The torchlight quivered, splashing light on the frowning faces of the cheetah guards.

There were more on duty than before, and they were on edge. I saw a greater number looking down at us from the top of the wall too–- cloaked and hunkered against the angry gusts that swept down, carrying ribbons of rain.

The cheetahs let us in without issue, even though the public could no longer enter without some pressing reason. They’d received orders to let us pass — orders from the very top.

I passed through the archway, shaking water from my shirt, and my thoughts turned to Brunhilda. At that very moment, she was up in her tower, perhaps sitting at a window, looking down at her dominion.

She must feel alone. Embattled. She had allies, to be sure. But the revolutionary element was so predominant among the witches, so uncompromising, that anyone inclined towards moderation would be afraid to stick her neck out.

Brunhilda needed me. Would she finally put aside her man-hatred and let me help her?

Or was I so loathsome that she’d rather be dethroned and exiled, or even killed?

With these questions swirling in my mind, we ran towards the inner castle.








CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX







AS WE MADE our way across the long, narrow bridge that spanned the moat, I reviewed my plan. It was pretty simple. Help Brunhilda defeat Fang and crush the rebellion against her. With our forces joined, I was sure we could win.

I was hoping the demons wouldn’t be able to follow me in. The castle walls were magicked with wards that were orders of magnitude more powerful than the ones protecting Staves.

But then again, it was hard to predict what would happen when you were dealing with The Never.

The sound of the rain pattering over the water beneath us was pleasant, despite the gusting wind. I looked down at the dark surface, dimpled by the rain. I noticed the water rising and falling. Waves suddenly rippled through, and the water sloshed against the bridge, sending spray into the air.

“What’s going on down there?” Fiz said, peering over the side.

“I’m not sure,” said Gertrice.

The water became even more tumultuous as we neared the entrance to the tower. There was a great sucking and bubbling noise, and I saw the water level decrease against the tower. And then it rose again.

“What the?”

We all turned and looked into the black water, just as the sucking started again.

“Look over there!” Fiz pointed.

About midway across the moat, water was pouring down a circle-shaped hole, as if it was going down a drain. Lily pads and any other junk poured into the vacuum.

But then it stopped. The water bubbled and then bulged upwards. The girls all screamed and scurried back towards the tower entrance. A circle shape became visible below the surface — it was a large enough area for six or seven people to lie down in.

The circular thing broke the surface of the water, and I realized it was a mouth. Massive fishy lips rose as water spilled off them. A wet, fishy eye rolled around and looked at us before the slimy giant receded back into the water.

“What the hell was that?” I said, personally offended by its sheer absurdity.

A cat girl attendant came forward from the doorway hesitantly. It wasn’t the same one from the previous time, but I had the impression she knew about the fate of the crocodile lady from the registration room.

“That was the Grobugrobu,” she said.

Gertrice looked at her in surprise. “That was the Grobugrobu?” She put her hands on the sides of her head. “How did it get that big so fast?”

“Grobugrobus grow. A lot,” the attendant said.

“I know. I just… didn’t think it would grow that fast. I was here six years ago when they put it in there. This is how big it was.” She held her hands out, not even a foot apart. “That was about seven years ago.”

As we walked up the tower’s stairs towards the upper chambers, Gertrice explained that the Grobugrobu had been procured to keep the moat clean of sewage.

Apparently, the moat had some kind of drainage system built in, but it had been backed up for years. It became such a stinking cesspool that no one wanted to go to the tower, not even the people who worked there.

Grobugrobus were sometimes used to clean sewers. They were bottom feeders, and they especially liked to eat poop. They just swallowed everything whole and dissolved it in their stomachs. Their own poop floated to the surface, took the form of foam, and gradually dissolved.

I pushed the giant poop monster out of my mind as an attendant led us up the final cobwebbed flight of stairs.

When we came to Brunhilda’s floor, Kaku rushed in front of me. “Wait,” she whispered. “Bind me. Bind me now. Do it.”

I put my hands on her shoulders. “I think it’s too soon, but let me try.”

I sent my essence into her, probing around. But her soul slipped away; it wouldn’t connect with mine. I removed my hands.

“Later.”

She grabbed my sleeve, her mouth tight. “Why? You said it yourself, you have to bind four more.”

“You’re not pregnant yet. It won’t work.”

I followed the attendant into the shadows of Brunhilda’s sanctuary. Orange candlelight flickered against the pillars, and there was a haze floating in the air.

Candlelight illuminated a smokey haze that floated in the air. Incense. I could smell it. A smooth soprano voice began chanting a melody that was simple and beautiful.

Walking between the pillars, and down the red carpet, I saw that a gauze curtain was now hung across the final pillars, veiling the throne.

Passing a pillar, I saw the priestess standing on the other side of it. A small altar to Noorut was fixed to the pillar. The priestess sang in front of it, holding the smoking censer in one hand while making signs with the other.

I thought the attendant would turn and lead us through the various curtains to the fireside and bookshelves where we’d met Brunhilda the first time. But she continued down the red carpet until she reached the curtain.

Then she turned to face us, pulling the curtain where it parted in the middle. “Mother Brunhilda awaits you.”

Stepping in, I peered through the gloom and saw candlelight reflecting on the shining gold of the throne.

I wandered towards the throne and looked around. No sign of Brunhilda. Why was she playing games at a time like this? 

The girls filed in and stood near the curtain. Gertrice, Fiz, and Marwa looked like bewildered children on a field trip in some grand and majestic museum.

But not Kaku. Her eyes darted around, alert. Her mouth was tight, combative.

I turned back towards the throne.

“Brunhilda?”

“Lookout!” Kaku yelled, and I heard the ring of her sword being unsheathed.

In the same instant, Brunhilda came soaring down from the ceiling above the throne, flying on a thread of web.

She alighted gracefully, sitting with her “legs” curled under the seat of her arachnid conveyance, and modestly holding her skirt down as the air threatened to blow it up and reveal the secret she kept hidden underneath.

She wore a gauze veil across the bottom half of her face. A strip of the same transparent material was draped across her breasts, molding to the shape of her areolas and her nipples.

“Don’t you know it’s rude to stare, David?” she said, tossing her head. “Men are such pigs. I thought maybe you were different, but I was wrong.”

I scoffed. “You’re walking around with your puppies sticking out and you expect me to—” I sighed. “Never mind.”

Oops. Gotta keep my cool. Don’t fall for her B.S.

And you come here with your dirty mind right at the moment the Vespers to Noorut are finishing up — when this space has been sanctified, you come in and sully it.”

The hall was silent. The priestess had presumably finished the prayer.

“We don’t have time for this, Brunhilda. We need to talk.”

I stepped towards her, and I could see something in her relent a tiny bit. She really wanted to talk. She just didn’t want to make it easy for me.

Suddenly, an orange blur blew past me, swishing towards the wall behind Brunhilda.

It was Kaku — in ninja mode.

The kitsune ran up the wall and did a flip towards Brunhilda’s spider-behind. Her sword sliced the air, but it clanged against an invisible shield, and some unseeable force carried Kaku backwards and slammed her into the wall.

She landed on her feet, albeit doubled over with pain, but the invisible power gripped her again. Kaku screamed with rage. It was the same rage I’d seen burning in her eyes before when she’d spoken about Brunhilda.

The witch slammed Kaku into the wall again, but this time she held her there. Kaku screamed in pain but still held onto her sword.

Brunhilda turned about, clickety-clicking on her spider legs, and faced the Kitsune.

“I’ll deal with her,” I said. “Let her go, Brunhilda. Please. I’m sorry she attacked you.” 

An apology seemed appropriate, I thought, since Kaku really was trying to kill her. It was only reasonable for Brunhilda to fight back, even if it was an extremely lopsided fight.

“You should keep this bitch on a leash, David,” the arachne said, raising her hand towards Kaku and closing her fist.

The fox girl choked. Her sword finally fell from her hand.

“Brunhilda!” I boomed. “Release her!” 

The witch didn’t seem to hear me. She was watching Kaku with a sadistic smirk. She opened her hand. Kaku gasped for breath, her chest heaving.

“Kill me then,” Kaku said. “Kill me or I’ll kill you.”

Brunhilda wrinkled her brow with a mocking expression. “But why do you hate me so much?”

Before Kaku could answer, Brunhilda closed her fist again, and Kaku choked.

I strode up to the witch so that we were face-to-face. I grabbed her fist.

“Stop.”

Brunhilda looked at me. Her eyes widened.

“Have you gotten taller?” she breathed.

Kaku fell onto the floor in a heap, gasping for air.

“Yeah, I seem to be having a growth spurt,” I said, seeing a potential opportunity.

She looked me up and down, her eyes glazing. But then she strained her spider legs, pushing herself up as high as she could — the spider version of being on tip-toe. Now she towered above me. My eyes were level with her abdomen.

I looked at her cute, shapely legs, dangling over the “seat” of the spider body. They looked delicious. Enthralling. Like a pair of sirens calling sailors to jump overboard.

Every curve pointed my thoughts to the space between those thighs. The more I allowed myself to think about it, the more it consumed me.

I had to see, touch. Kiss.

It didn’t help that the effects of binding Fiz were hitting me hard; my hormones were raging with what amounted to puberty all over again.

My cock was pulsing as hard as my muscles, and it was currently trying to rip out of my pants, Hulk style.

But I didn’t know what I was getting into. What if it had teeth? What if it wasn’t a flower between her legs, but a venus flytrap?

Penis flytrap is more like it.

I smirked at my stupid dad joke and bit my cheek. Brunhilda lowered herself, unable to stand that tall for long. But the spider legs still stood high enough that she was taller than me.

She frowned with a haughty look that said, “Don’t look at me. You’re not worthy,” and pulled the skirt down, pointing her knees to the side.

“Well, you’re still too short,” she said disdainfully.

I looked at the curve of her butt where she seemed to be sitting on the “seat.” Then I took her hand and gently pulled.

“If you’d come down from there, you’d be tiny,” I said. “I’d tower over you.”

She yanked her hand away. “I can’t come down from here. This is all me. These legs are mine. She scuttled her spider body towards me, lifting one of the spider legs towards my face.

I touched the hard, skeletal surface, fascinated. Then, looking up, I saw Brunhilda’s eyes watching me, searching my face to see my reaction. For an instant, I glimpsed raw emotion — loneliness, fear, self-loathing.

But the vulnerability quickly disappeared, plunging back beneath the surface. Hatred burned in her eyes. She rapidly pulled her leg back, cutting my fingers on the thorny protrusions.

“You think I’m disgusting!” she said, jabbing her finger at me. “Monstrous. I know. You like the human part of me, but the spider part makes you want to run away.”

“Brunhilda, I don’t care that you’re an arachne. There’s no reason we can’t work together, and even… get to know each other.”

Now, while Brunhilda and I had been talking, Kaku had slowly regained her breath, tried to get up, collapsed, and finally struggled to her feet. Then she limped over to her sword, picked it up, and turned towards Brunhilda, still gasping for breath. She set her gaze on the witch and gripped her sword.

Brunhilda was so upset that I don’t think she noticed, but I did. I’d been watching Kaku from the corner of my eye.

“Kaku, no,” I said, striding towards her.

Brunhilda started and turned her gaze on the Kitsune. “You again! You little bitch!” She scuttled between us. “Back, David!” She swept her hand in the air, and an invisible blow clubbed me in the gut. I doubled over.

Then she snapped her fingers once, and Kaku’s sword flew out of her hand and stuck to the wall. She snapped her fingers again, and Kaku’s clothes ripped away, leaving her bare tits bouncing.

Kaku yelped in shock. Then Brunhilda moved with dizzying speed, binding Kaku’s arms behind her back, wrapping web around her legs, shooting ropes of webbing up to the ceiling. Kaku lurched into the air.

And there she hung, suspended about six feet off the ground, squirming helplessly, angrily yelling through a gag.

I turned and saw that Brunhilda was holding a tassel whip.

She looked at Kaku with a sadistic smile. “Now, little doggie. It’s time for your punishment. Ohhhhh, this is going to be delicious!”








CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN







BRUNHILDA THREW HER head back and laughed, kicking her human legs gleefully. Then she swung the tassel whip, brushing it over Kaku’s breasts, which bobbed around as she squirmed.

“Brunhilda, cut it out,” I said. “We don’t have time for this. You don’t have time for this. Aren’t you worried about the— huggghh!”

A strangled noise came out of my throat. I tried to speak again, but all I could do was bray like a donkey.

The witch glanced at me with a gleam of cruel humor and then swatted Kaku’s bottom.

“Such a nice body you have,” she said, practically eating Kaku with her eyes. “So young and healthy.” She ran her fingers over the Kitsune’s haunches.

“Baaaahh!” I said, meaning to yell, “This isn’t funny!”

I took a breath. Alright, let me see if I can break this spell. She may be a witch, but I’m a wizard.

But how? I wasn’t exactly sure, but I could guess based on what Rexella had taught me about magic. There must be some trace of the spell inside me, some little edge sticking out I can grab onto.

Plumbing my mind, I found something that didn’t fit—something furry and floppy-eared.

This disgusted me. It wasn’t hard to gather up my anger and all the other emotions swirling inside me, and cast out the foreign essence like I was performing an exorcism.

“Brunhilda! Stop it.” I walked towards her.

She was spanking Kaku’s bum and swatting her tits with the tassles. Kaku was moaning despite herself, but still wiggling and glaring at Brunhilda.

“Why?” the witch said. “I know you’re enjoying it, David Ashwood. And she clearly is, too. Just look at her nipples.”

Kaku’s nipples had, indeed, become erect. Brunhilda reached for one of them. Kaku shook her head, protesting through the gag. Brunhilda pinched Kaku’s nipple and rolled it between her fingers.

Kaku went stiff. She frowned with determination.

“Don’t fight it, honey,” Brunhilda said, whipping her tits with the tassel.

Kaku’s body started spasming. She whimpered helplessly.

“I’m not enjoying it,” I said. “And you’re a sicko.”

Brunhilda glanced at my crotch. “Oh really? What’s going on down here then?” The spider body lowered itself and she reached for my groin.

I shoved her hand away. “I can’t believe you! You’re in here playing the fiddle while your city burns!”

Faster than I could blink, a rope of webbing flew out of nowhere and slapped onto my mouth. A second later, my clothes ripped away and flew out of sight, just like what happened with Kaku.

Before I knew it, my ankles were bound and my hands were tied behind my back.

Ropes of webbing came down from the ceiling near Kaku. “I’ll put you right here, beside your foxy friend,” Brunhilda said.

She held out her open hand, and an object flew into it from some corner of the room.

It was a dildo.

“I may not have released my curse — yet — but there’s more than one way to unman you, David.”

She motioned with the dildo, conjuring a wind that knocked me over and carried me across the floor towards the webbing.

No. Fucking. Way.

Channeling my strength, I grunted and tore through the webbing that bound me, then ripped the gag off.

Brunhilda was momentarily taken aback. “Hm! You must have gotten stronger. That webbing was even more powerful than last time.”

She fired more webbing at me, but I conjured a shield of wind and batted it away.

Then I charged at Brunhilda at super speed, my bare feet slapping on the floor. I grabbed her wrists. She let out a yelp of surprise.

“N-no. You can’t overpower me! No man in this world is stronger than me.”

I sensed her building up a magical attack, dipping into the well of rage from the Eternal Feminine to strike me like a mother bear slashing a threat to its young.

I had to act fast, but I was walking a thin line. If I got into a full-on physical fight with her, she might impulsively release the plague and earthquake upon Staves.

Not to mention, I felt especially vulnerable with my junk flapping around.

I conjured wind, bringing it beneath her and upwards so that it lifted her into the air.

“Ohh!” she exclaimed as the tips of her spider legs left the ground. Her human arms flailed around in surprise, and her human legs kicked wildly.

I suddenly paused the wind. Brunhilda fell to the floor like a brick. She landed on her spider belly, with her long arachnid legs limply splayed out on the floor.

The dildo rolled across the stones, and the whip landed beyond her reach. Her hair was disheveled, her eyes wide, more with shock than anger.

“Oh! Goodness… I… Oh dear…” She fussily scrambled to fix her hair and straighten out the veil that covered her face, and the top that covered her breasts, apparently more concerned with her appearance than anything else.

The “seat” of her arachnid body was practically on the ground. Her human legs were still folded beneath her, but her “shins” were splayed on either side. She couldn’t have looked more helpless and girlish.

Even the spider body seemed so vulnerable, lying flat on the floor, its long legs splayed out.

Her skirt was riding very high.

She glanced up at me and gasped, pushing the skirt between her open thighs. “Don’t look!”

“I wasn’t looking,” I said, even as my cock lengthened like Pinocchio’s nose. “Get up.”

“I will.”

Her spider bum pointed to the ceiling, and I saw what sort of looked like a butt-hole protrude upwards. It opened, and a tiny gush of webbing pooped out and plopped onto the floor.

Brunhilda gasped and looked behind her.

“Oh, great,” she muttered.

“Run out of webbing?”

She gave me a furious look, as if I’d just said the most indelicate thing imaginable.

I walked towards her, my erection bobbing stiffly. I extended my hand. “Here, let me help you.”

“I don’t need your help,” she said irritably. “I’m getting up right now. I mean, I… I will if you just stop pressuring me!”

“Alright, alright,” I said. “I’m sorry.” I backed off to give her space.

“Okay,” she whispered to herself. “Here we go.” She took a few breaths and then started squirming around. She clenched her fists and tried with all her might. But her skinny spider legs just scrambled feebly.

“You sure you don’t want a hand?”

“No!” she snapped. “I mean yes! Stay back!”

“Alright, alright. Sorry.”

Brunhilda redoubled her efforts, making sad little grunting sounds as her spider legs scraped the floor and her human legs kicked wildly.

Finally she stopped, her heavy breaths making the veil poof out. She crossed her arms and glared at the floor.

I knew she would never ask for help, so I thrust my palms upwards, conjuring another gust of wind.

“Wooo!” she cried as the pillow of wind carried her into the air until her spider legs dangled. Then I eased it down until she stood on her spider feet, disheveled, staggering and fussing with her hair.

She searched the floor until she spotted the whip.

“Come!” she commanded, opening her hand.

It flew towards her, but I snatched it.

She narrowed her eyes and extended her hand towards me. “David. Give me that whip.” Her tone was like a schoolmarm.

I tried to look at her sternly, but a smirk twitched at the corner of my mouth. “No.”

I whipped her thigh with the tassel. Her cute little legs involuntarily kicked out. Her hands shot down and smoothed her skirt. She sat up stiffly.

“David,” she chided. “Stop that. You’re being — oooh!”

I swatted her again and ran the tassel ropes down her leg. She shivered, but then snatched my hand and tried to wrest the whip away.

We struggled.

“David,” she grunted through clenched teeth. “Stop. Being. So. Stubborn!”

“You’re the one being stubborn,” I retorted, reaching for her thigh. I pinched it. Her skin felt softer than the gauze curtains she made from her silky webbing.

She let out a shriek. “David! How dare you?” She dug her nails into my hand that held the whip and tried even harder to wrest it away. I noticed her veil had moved to the side, and I could see the string where it was tied into a knot. I grabbed the string and pulled it, undoing the knot.

The veil fell from her face.

Her face flushed. She puckered her lips angrily. I grinned. “It’s only fair.”

Her tits were knocking around like crazy under the thin gauze strip. That was my next target. With a gloating grin, I reached for the covering.

But our tussle was interrupted by the strangled sound that came from behind me.

Gertrice cried, “Marwa!”

Turning, I saw that Marwa had her hands around her throat. Her eyes were filled with horror. She wasn’t breathing.

“It’s Fang!” Gertrice said. “It has to be! He must have somehow realized she left!”

How did he figure it out so fast?

I strode over to Marwa and pulled her hands away from her neck. She looked at me, pleading, as tears streamed over her cheeks.

Fang had got his hands around her throat, remotely, by way of the occult connection established by the magic contract.

I needed to get inside her and take over her soul before Fang killed her. It still seemed too soon for her to be pregnant, but it was her only hope of survival.

I wrapped my hand around her throat, but I could not enter her there. Fang was blocking my way.

Marwa’s face turned purple.

I shoved two fingers into her mouth and let my soul pour down her throat. With my other hand, I pushed her thighs apart and gripped her pussy. “This belongs to me, Fang,” I grunted. “Fuck off.”

Marwa opened her legs for me, and I pulled her panties aside. She was wet.

Doesn’t surprise me at this point, knowing Marwa.

I pushed my middle finger inside her pliant pussy. Then I let my soul extend through my hand right into her channel, spreading all over her pelvis and thighs, and then throughout her body.

As my soul filled her up, Fang’s grip loosened. Marwa started gasping, and gradually she breathed normally again.

I took her soul, intertwining it with my own. She was mine now.

The connection with Fang was destroyed. His touch was gone, and he couldn’t reach her anymore. She fell into my arms.

Nine bound. Three to go.








CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT







MARWA’S HANDS CLUTCHED greedily at my throbbing cock. She dropped to her knees and started licking and sucking with abandon.

“Oh, yeah,” I grunted, as she sucked on my head. “Suck that cock, you little slut.”

Marwa pulled her lips away with a smacking sound and looked up at me. “Yes, Sir.”

Then she dove onto me again, plunging my cock to the back of her throat. As she worked on me, and I felt the pleasure rising, there was also something else growing. Another infusion of power, the result of Marwa’s binding.

My entire body felt as full, hard, and veiny as my pulsating cock, which was straining inside the soft channel of Marwa’s throat.

I heard a moan behind me.

Turning around rather suddenly, I caught Brunhilda watching us with a wanton expression. Her cheeks and neck were flushed red. Her chest heaved. She squished her thighs together.

Still looking over my shoulder at Brunhilda, I grabbed Marwa’s hair and pulled her off my cock.

“That’s all for now. You’ll get more later.”

“Yes, Sir,” she mewled blissfully.

I turned towards Brunhilda, pointing my cock at her. She gazed at it hungrily.

I marched towards her, gazing into her eyes. 

“You like seeing Marwa suck me?”

Brunhilda’s eyes fluttered, and she stumbled on her spider legs. “I… Um…”

“My goodness,” I said with a smirk. “I’ve never seen you so flustered. You’re like a little girl.”

She was holding the whip, which I’d dropped earlier. She fidgeted with it nervously. “You’ve… grown again.”

“Have I?” I murmured.

I reached for the whip and pulled it out of her hands. Then I started whipping her thighs lightly. She panted, clenching her hands beside her face and pressing her forearms against her tits.

I tossed the whip and grabbed her wrists, pulling her towards me. Then I felt her breasts beneath the gauze strip, squeezing and rubbing my fingers over her hard nipples.

I dropped my hands onto her thighs.

“What are you doing?” she breathed in a teasing voice. Her head lolled to the side. She looked at my cock, which still glistened with Marwa’s saliva.

She bit her lip.

I gripped her knees. “I’m gonna spread these… legs. If that’s what they are. I don’t even care.”

“No,” she mewled, shutting her legs tightly.

I thrust them apart. She let out a moan of excitement, spreading them all the way open, bearing her beautiful flower of a pussy.

Yes, that’s what it was, thankfully. A cute, glistening slit, and not a monstrous spider mouth. My cock leapt.

I stepped forward, taking hold of her waist. She widened her legs even more, panting, staring into my eyes.

I lined my shaft with her entrance. She threw her arms over my shoulders. My tip pushed against her lips.

But just when I was about to plunge into that warm, wet heaven, my ear picked up the minute sound of metal singing through the air.

My forearm flew back and crashed onto Brunhilda’s wrist. She clutched a glistening blade in her black-gloved hand. She threw her head back orgasmically, eyes burning, and strained with every ounce of strength to push the dagger into my neck.

I smacked her across the face. She gasped, her chest heaving.

“Oh… yes, daddy! Yes!”

Daddy?

Where did that come from?

I squeezed her wrist, pushing the dagger away, but she was still gripping it, trying with everything she had to cut me.

I slapped her again and then wrapped my fingers around her throat.

“Oh… daddy, oh, daddy, yes!”

She loosened her grip on the dagger. It clattered on the stone floor.

I squeezed her throat, making her choke. Her eyes blazed with lust. Thrusting my hips towards her, I put an arm around her waist and pulled her towards me.

She opened her legs. “Yes, daddy. Fuck me… fuck me.”

Her pussy was so tight, I had to squeeze into her. Which figured. I had to be her first fuck. Not counting dildos.

She threw her arms over my shoulders as I thrust deeper, and I felt her needy pussy convulsing and sucking my shaft. But I grabbed her wrists and moved her hands behind her back, holding them firmly.

Just in case.

Then I fucked her fast and hard.

Her spider body moved. The eight legs staggered, clicking on the floor. I looked at them, wondering if I was about to have the best orgasm ever, and then die.

Or maybe her pussy had teeth. Maybe she’d take my load, and then my cock.

Suddenly, she threw her legs around me, and I felt something pierce my buttocks on either side.

Her fangs! The ones on the ends of her legs.

Or rather, her chelicerae. That’s what they were; arachnid appendages, not human legs.

Alarmed, I tried to pull out, but she held me in place with tremendous strength, and her fangs were hooked into me.

Besides, one attempt was all I could muster. It felt too good. I didn’t want to stop.

It felt so good that I heard myself grunting and groaning frantically.

“Oh my God, Brunhilda. Fuck! Holy shit that pussy’s so good.”

My hips pistoned like mad. I thrust with an insane, animal energy. All I wanted was to put my seed in her. Even if she killed me, I didn’t care. It would be worth it.

That was when I noticed the numb feeling in my butt cheeks where her fangs held me.

Oh, shit. She’s injected me with something.

Whatever it was, it must have made my pleasure more intense, because it was almost too much to bear. I felt my orgasm rising rapidly.

My vision went black, and my shouts filled the throne room as my load squirted out and splashed deep into her.

Brunhilda spasmed and convulsed, her body shuddering. She cried, delirious with ecstasy. Eventually, her pussy finally stopped spasming along my shaft, and she pulled her fangs out of my butt cheeks, releasing me.


***




Without a word, Brunhilda made my clothes reappear. The room was silent as I got dressed. Marwa watched me and Brunhilda with eager eyes. She had that look of the keen intern again.

Gertrice awkwardly stood there in a formal manner, as if she was an attendant on duty in the castle.

Fiz was reclining on the king’s throne with a satisfied smile on her face. I’d noticed her there while I was fucking Brunhilda. She had one leg draped over the arm of the throne, and she was rubbing herself off.

As for poor Kaku, she was still hanging from the ceiling with the gag in her mouth.

“Free her,” I said, tying the belt rope of my trousers.

Brunhilda sighed. “Let’s see what she has to say for herself first.”

The gag dissolved. Kaku seethed with rage and humiliation.

“Well?” Brunhilda said. “What’s your problem?”

Kaku gazed at her defiantly. “You killed my mother and my sister.”

Brunhila rolled her eyes. “Child, you are mistaken. I did no such thing.”

“You did!” Kaku said hotly. “Twenty years ago, you sent orders to kill every male fox in the farmlands surrounding Hermengildia. Is that true, or not? Speak!”

Brunhilda assumed an air of great dignity. “To be sure. I made that order, on the advice of the Council, following careful deliberations. It was brutal. Of course it was. But… we thought at the time that it was the only way to achieve the Revolution’s goals.”

I tried to mask my surprise, but I couldn’t believe how much Brunhilda had just let slip in that last sentence. We thought at the time…. Did she regret her actions? Did they weigh on her conscience?

Kaku strained against the webbing, her boobs jiggling. “Was it the goal of the revolution to kill mothers and sisters? Was it?”

Brunhilda shook her head. “You’re talking nonsense.” But she sounded less sure of herself now, and I saw hints of anxiety in the corners of her eyes.

However, she buried it quickly. “You’re trying my patience, Kitsune,” she snapped. “Hurry up and tell me whatever it is you’ve got to say. Out with it!”

Kaku sighed and collected her thoughts. “My family lived in a field not too far from the city walls, overlooking the ocean. I still remember it clearly even though I was practically a baby at the time… still feeding from my mother’s breast.

“In those days, your cheetah guards hunted my people relentlessly. Why? We never threatened you. We had nothing to do with Hermengildia. Anyway, one evening, my mother went out walking with my big sister. They went to–-” Kaku suddenly choked up. It made her especially pitiable, given how she was hanging from the ceiling naked.

She sniffled and continued. “They went to watch the sunset, and they walked right into a whole troop of cheetahs. They must have been heading back to Hermengildia after a day’s killing. Well, they thought my mum and my sister were boys, and… they killed them on the spot.”

Brunhilda’s mouth tightened. She squeezed her hands together compulsively.

But she didn’t take her eyes off Kaku.

The Kitsune blinked, sending tears onto the floor. “They realized their mistake, but it was too late. They tracked down our burrow. I remember when my dad answered the door. It was late by that time… We were so worried. And then my dad opened the door, and the cheetahs were there holding my dead mother and sister. They graciously apologized ‘on behalf of Mother Brunhilda.’

“Then they assured my dad and brothers that they wouldn’t try to kill them, to make amends for their mistake. How kind of them!”

Kaku’s face twisted with anguish.

Brunhilda stared at her in horror, her mouth ajar. Her eyes misted over, and I thought she was about to cry, too.

She waved her hand. The web ropes dissolved. Kaku slowly floated down. Her clothes flew back to her, and Brunhilda dressed her — remotely, using her magic.

I ran to Kaku. She collapsed into my arms, trembling. She’d fought as much as she could. Now she seemed like a poor, frightened, broken creature. I hugged her and kissed her head.

“It’s okay, Kaku. You can make a nice home in Staves and be a mother. You’ll make the memories you should have had with your mum. She would have wanted that.”

I heard Brunhilda gasp.

Turning towards her, I saw she was trembling all over. Tears pooled in her eyes. But sorrow gave way to self-hatred. Her face crumpled with tears, but she quickly turned and scuttled to the window so we couldn’t see.

After a moment, she collected herself and turned back towards us.

“Kaku,” she said. “You may not believe me, and it may mean nothing to you. But I truly am sorry. If I could do the revolution over again, I… I…”

She looked down at her hands, which were clasped in her lap. We watched her, hanging on her words.

Was she about to say she regretted it? All the suffering she caused, even to the men? Was she truly repentant?

Before she could collect her courage to say anything more, a frigid, ghostly breeze whispered through the throne room, making all the gauze curtains billow.

The temperature suddenly plummeted. It must have dropped about 20 degrees within seconds. An icy wind swept through.

Looking at the window, I saw no daylight shining through. Night must have fallen already.

“Brunhilda,” I said. “If this is you playing around again…”

“I’m not playing around,” she whispered, casting her eyes around. “This is not my doing. Someone else is here.”








CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE







BRUNHILDA WAVED HER hands, and the candles burned once again.

“A demon?” I said, casting my eyes around. “I didn’t think they’d get in here.”

“It’s not a demon,” Brunhilda muttered.

I sensed a fiendish power seeping in, taking shape beyond the curtains. A dark form appeared behind the gauze, moving towards us. But it was still recruiting more power.

I could feel the power coming down from the sky, but it wasn’t elemental power from the clouds. I knew elemental power; it was alive. It sang with the energy of roaring rivers, shifting plates, and thundering skies.

This was something else. It did not sing. It had no presence. It was more like a terrifying absence. A deafening silence.

An irritatingly high-pitched cackle jangled through the room from behind the curtains.

I scoffed. “That dorky laugh ruined your entrance, Fang.”

I motioned for the girls to get behind me. They scrambled over to the throne, huddling up on the side of it. Kaku drew her sword and stood in front of the others. Fiz disappeared.

“But I laugh for joy,” Fang said, emerging through the curtains.

He was draped in a stiff black cloak that looked like it was made of wet dirt. Moss was even growing around the shoulders. And yet, it still flowed like a fabric.

Fang had grown massively. He was taller than me, though his face was still gaunt. I could not see his eyes, because a ghoulish light shone from his sockets.

He held a long, twisted piece of wood.

Grinning his usual shark grin, Fang moved across the floor, seemingly floating rather than walking. As he got closer, I noticed his cloak was alive with worms and maggots, crawling in and out.

Appalled, I summoned a blast of wind — strong enough to knock down a gorilla. Of course, I could have made it much stronger, but I didn’t want to destroy the tower. Fang flicked his wand and a layer of purple glowed around him. The blast of wind flew past him, deflected by his shield.

“Protecting Brunhilda, are you, David Ashwood? And you—” He pointed at Brunhilda. “I heard you just now. You regret fighting for the Revolution. You never truly believed in it. I always knew that. The Revolution never would have happened at all if the academy hadn’t forced your hand.”

“Nonsense!” Brunhilda spat, drawing herself up and clenching her fists. “Treason!”

“It’s true!” Fang shrieked. “You rose to your position because of your reputation and your talents, but you were an outsider. You didn’t come from the academy! Hermengildia needs a ruler from the academy, someone who truly understands Revolutionary theory—”

“Someone like you, I suppose?” Brunhilda said. She held out her hand, and a wand rapidly came under the curtains, flying and landing in her hand.

“And by the way, I don’t need a man to protect me. Certainly not from you!”

A flash of hot, blinding light filled the room. I heard Fang wailing. Opening my eyes, I saw Brunhilda pointing her wand at Fang. Electricity crackled around Fang’s purple shield of magic and seemed to strain it to the point of breaking.

But Fang suddenly croaked out a bizarre language. My skin crawled. It sounded like tongues from Hell.

Brunhilda’s spell broke. A blast of sickly light followed the point of Fang’s staff and poured onto the spider woman, sending her crashing against the wall.

I ran towards Fang at extreme speed, body-checking him with my shoulder. Dirt and worms spilled off his cloak as he stumbled backwards, coughing with pain. I ran with him, landing a punch square on his jaw.

He tumbled onto the ground, his cloak crumbling and leaving clumps of dirt and writhing worms on the floor.

I heard him praying desperately, greedily, like a junkie begging a dealer for a freebie: “O Mothrog, I beseech thee, give me more. Please. I empty my mind. I open myself up for thee.”

I raised my hands, drawing power from the sky, but Fang suddenly doubled over and lurched with a ghastly crunching sound. Then he threw his head back and looked at me.

His eye-sockets shone with bright, unseemly light. The skin on his cheeks and neck seemed to writhe.

Maggots. There were scores of them moving under his skin, and in some places, breaking through and wriggling around.

He grinned, and a massive explosion of black light crashed into me, sending me across the room. I smashed into the wall and hit the floor.

I heard Marwa and Gertrice screaming. Kaku stood in front of them, holding her sword, trembling.

Bunhilda swung her wand. An invisible force crashed into Fang like a wrecking ball. Again, he fell to the floor and rolled from the force. I thought he’d crumple into a pile of dirt and bones and maggots.

But he rose and sent a yellow, unwholesome mist wafting over Brunhilda. It hung around her head, condensing on her skin into a bilious yellow film.

She threw her hands onto the sides of her head, apparently reeling from the effects. “What… Ugh, damn you!”

Having gathered power from the storming clouds above us, I charged at Fang and unleashed a blast of water, which smashed into him and turned his dirt cloak into mud, which spattered onto the floor and dripped off Fang as he rolled on the ground, screeching.

I would have liked to torch him, but that would have been idiotic, with all the curtains and webbing around.

He rose, even taller than before, clothed in shadow that clumped around his legs up to his waist. Above the waist, his flesh reminded me of a compost heap that was well on its way to transforming back to dirt. His body was mossy and earthy. Worms writhed in and out. The flesh of his face had become even sparer, making it look skull-like.

His eyes were still just two points of gleaming light.

I swung savagely, revolted by the sight of him. My fists pummeled his face. Mud and worms flew off. It seemed to break apart, but then it would reform, and those ghoulish points of light would stare at me again.

But I knocked him down.

Then he threw up his arms. A black shadow raced forward and clung to my neck like a spectral hand. It sent a cold tremor through me. And fear. Its touch made me feel the same fear I felt as a child when I was alone in the dark.

The hand flung me backwards, smashing me into the wall once again. I struggled to my feet. Fang limped forward and then collapsed, overcome with weariness. His eyes dimmed.

He was hurt. His spells were immensely powerful, no doubt about it. But he was draining his power and taking a beating at the same time.

Maybe he could have beaten one of us alone. Maybe. But certainly not me and Brunhilda together. It was the tag-teaming that was wearing him down. 

Brunhilda scuttled forward, bristling with rage.

We had him. It was game over.

Fang huddled on the floor, crouching like a toad. Then he chuckled. He had something up his sleeve.

“Mothrog, Mothrog, Mothrog! I offer thee a sacrifice — young flesh!” He rose and spread his arms. “Take what is yours!”

That diabolical language poured out of his mouth again. I tried to run towards him, but it was like I was stuck, like time was suspended. I saw Brunhila raise her wand to cast a spell, but she appeared to be hampered too.

All the candles blew out. The room was plunged into darkness, except for an unseemly light that glowed around Fang. The entire tower shook, and a section of the wall beside the throne blasted outwards. Bricks and debris flew out into the night, falling to the dark waters of the moat far below.

I heard a scream. Gertrice.

Forcing myself to turn, fighting against the inertia, I saw my beloved cat girl being dragged across the floor by an invisible force. Marwa huddled at the foot of the throne, covering her ears, crying. Kaku was holding Gertrice’s hands, trying to prevent her from being taken, but she was only being dragged along with her.

Fiz flew around in circles over Gertrice, screaming with panic.

Fang’s grating laugh rang out. It was the only thing about him that was still recognizable — that and his sharkish grin.

“You’re about to witness a wonderful thing, David Ashwood. It is a great privilege. Your beloved will be taken. Taken by Mothrog into The Never. Watch. She will presently be conveyed to my property where the portal to The Never has already opened.”

So the portal was open.

That was probably what led Fang to figure out my true identity. It was a pretty big hint. The portal to The Never opening at his property could only have meant one thing: that David Ashwood was present when he performed the spell.

He would have realized instantly who the Leafin really was. And he would have suspected Marwa, too.

Fang continued: “And she will be sucked into the portal, David. Her body will explode into a million pieces and her soul will become part of the eternal Nothing, the Mothrog-consciousness. She is lucky. You are lucky.”

Anguish, rage, and panic welled up inside of me. I remembered the first time I saw Gertrice. When she answered the door of the longhouse and poked her head out, sniffing the air. The way she looked at me shyly, behind her spectacles.

I remembered how depressed she’d been when she thought she had to return her attendant’s uniform. And how I’d cheered her by telling her she was the official attendant of Staves, and she would damn well continue to wear an attendant’s uniform.

I also thought about how much I liked her. How much she would be missed. And finally, I thought about how she was the one girl that Kem specifically said I should bind. I would not reach my full power otherwise, and perhaps I wouldn’t defeat Fang, bind the 12, and reconcile Noorut and Kem. The entire world could be sucked into the wormhole, disappearing into The Never.

Perhaps it all hinged on Gertrice, and all would be lost without her. She floated towards the gaping hole in the wall, her legs kicking. I could see the stormy night behind her, rain coming down, lightning flashing in the distance.

Fang began droning his demonic litany, completing the prayer to send Gertrice to the Never.

But I would not let that happen. I gathered up all my emotion, all my rage, bundled it into a tight ball, and then used it to explode through Fang’s restraints.

I burst forward with such force that I stumbled into Fang, cutting him off before he could finish his prayer.

Gertrice fell to the floor, close enough to the hole that rain gusted onto her, wetting her hair. 

Kaku and Fiz threw their arms around her protectively. Brunhilda also broke free of the restraining spell and scuttled forward.

I dropped my hand onto Fang’s collarbone, squeezing. My fingers dug into what felt like hard clay. I raised my fist and pounded his face.

“Too late,” I heard him croak between punches. He spat out a tooth and coughed. “The portal is open… You can’t stop it even if you kill me. Which you won’t!”

He thrust his arm up. I’d already noticed that he’d been clutching his fist by his side, and it was glowing purple. But I was quicker at the draw, and so was Brunhilda. Our twin attack sent him sailing backwards and crashing into a pillar.

He crumpled onto the ground. Brunhilda and I strode forward. Both of us had the cold gleam of an executioner in our eyes.

Fang rolled onto his side, coughing out blood. But the light that shone from his eye sockets had come back, shining more intensely than ever. They seemed to be focused, staring at something far away.

“Go ahead and kill me,” he said. “The portal to The Never will continue to grow without me. It will consume all of Hermengildia. You can’t stop it. Hehehehe!”

“You’re lying,” I sneered. “Why would you do that? There’d be no point in having a revolution.”

The shark grin spread across his face. “But it is the final revolution. Everything will be dismantled, disintegrated, obliterated, returned to the forever-darkness of Mothrog.”

“I’ll dismantle you,” Brunhilda said, raising her hands. Dark shadows rushed around her fingers, and the air quickened.

I summoned a compact ball of power from the sky and rapidly prepared to obliterate Fang’s head.

Brunhilda and I were both recruiting terrifying forces with astonishing speed. But at the same time, Fang was preparing for an escape.

I noticed the slimy ectoplasm appear around him. He was about to slip away like an eel, evading our attack. Brunhilda saw this too, and she rapidly diverted the magical energy she’d gathered towards a different purpose: she hurled a spiritual goo onto Fang. It instantly burned up the slippery ectoplasm, destroying his means of escape and pinning him to the spot.

Then she raised her arms and clenched her fists, a look of fierce concentration on her face.

“Naaaarrgh,” Fang wailed, squirming.

“Kill him!” Brunhilda said. “I can’t hold him long.”

I raised my palm, channeling enough glass-sharp icicles to turn Fang into chop suey.

But then, behind me, I heard screams.

I turned and saw Fiz and Kaku sprawled on the ground, knocked down by a blast of magic. Gertrice was flying backwards, carried by an invisible force.

She screamed, her arms flailing as she tried desperately to grab hold of something. But she was carried into the windy night, where the rain beat down upon her.

But this time she was not in the clutches of an invisible hand reaching out from The Never.

No, it was simply Fang using his own magic power. That explained the strange far-away look I’d seen in his shining eyes. He’d been preparing this move. Storing it up so it was ready, and it only needed a simple act of will to set it in motion.

“You must make a choice, David Ashwood,” Fang taunted. “Preserve Brunhilda’s reign or save this girl’s little life. Which is more important to you?”

In her fear, Gertrice called out. To me. In her time of desperate need, it was my name that spilled out of her lips.

“David, David! Help me!”

I dropped the icicle spell like a hot poker — not wanting to make Fang lose his magical hold of Gertrice — and sprinted towards the window.

But she was already gone.

Fang had dropped her, and she was falling through the darkness towards the icy waters of the moat.

In that same instant, many other things happened almost at once. Fang slipped away, just missing a pulse of energy that Brunhilda let loose; it went into the floor where he’d been lying. The ground shook, and a crack ran up the pillar.

Fang arose near to the throne. Brunhilda flung another blast of pulsing, destructive energy, but Fang threw his shield up and blocked it.

His shrill laugh rang in my ears as I leaned through the hole in the wall, peering down at the dark waters of the moat. 

I spotted Gertrice bobbing on the roiling surface, her arms flailing. The water around her seemed to rise like a hill.

Lightning flashed. I saw the glistening, fishy lips of the Grobugrobu break the surface, envelop Gertrice, and drop back down to the depths.








CHAPTER THIRTY







I SEIZED KAKU’S shoulder. “Get them out of here!” Then I ran towards the edge and leaped into the cold air, trusting Kaku to lead Marwa and Fiz out of the tower while Brunhilda faced Fang alone.

I plunged into the icy, slimy water, falling for what seemed like forever into the deep.

I kept thinking my feet would touch the bottom, but they didn’t. Swimming back up, I gasped for air and glanced around, looking for signs of the giant poop monster.

“Where are you, you cocksucker?”

Large drops of rain dimpled the surface all around me. Thunder cracked in the sky. But the waters seemed still now, more or less.

A horrifying thought came to me. What if the monster was full? Maybe it had retired to its resting spot and wouldn’t emerge until it was hungry again.

But no. That couldn’t be. Wasn’t it supposed to eat everything all the time?

“Come on, come on!” I shouted.

I took a deep breath and dove beneath the surface, casting looking around, but the frigid water stung my eyes, and it was hazy and dark. I saw nothing.

Coming back to the surface, I gasped for air, my stomach sinking with dread.

Then, without warning, water was rushing and roaring around me, and I was falling into a channel that stunk of the worst dad breath you’ve ever smelled.

Utter darkness enclosed me, and I felt myself sliding down a soft, slimy surface. The air stung my eyes and burned my skin. I landed with a splash, knee-deep in a slimy liquid.

“Gertrice!” I yelled into the smothering darkness.

Silence.

I sloshed around, plunging my hand into the water. I felt it start to burn my skin. “Gertrice!”

Finally, I tripped over something that was lying in a heap. I felt hair, a face, and soaking-wet cat ears.

“Gertrice!”

I grabbed her slender arm and pulled her up, but she was unconscious, having breathed water into her airways. Hugging her close to me, I conjured a wind shield around both of us. And then I summoned flames.

The fire enveloped us, burning just outside the shield of air. I saw a cave-like space, glistening red.

As it turned out, this Grobugrobu did not like spicy food. Our exit from the monster was much quicker than our entrance. We went sliding up its slimy throat and then shot out into the water like a torpedo.

I broke the surface and swam to the shore, pulling Gertrice’s lifeless body. I lay her down on the bank.

She was dead. I knew that. But it wasn’t too late. It couldn’t be.

I worked on getting the water out of her, breathing into her mouth, and pressing on her chest. Soon, water poured from her mouth, and she was breathing again.

I was bringing her back to life, but not with magic. Just with regular old CPR. But the task wasn’t over yet. She was soaking, running all over with freezing water. The rain drummed on her body. The icy wind buffeted her.

She was back, but she could easily slip away. I picked her up, casting my eyes around. A fanciful garden surrounded us, filled with geometrical hedges and statues.

I needed a safe, dry place to take her.

Finally, a light caught my eye some distance away. I rushed towards it until I came to a gravel path. This led to a small house. The window was warm with candlelight.

A grizzled old man answered my knocking. He said he was the master gardener. Though he was a big, burly fellow, he was kind. He let us in right away. It was a small dwelling, but cozy and homely. He put more logs on the fire and told me to help ourselves to the pot of soup on his stove.

Then he left, out of delicacy for Gertrice, insisting that he would sleep in the stable hand’s quarters.

I put Gertrice down on the furry hearth-rug. The fire was crackling behind the grate. Her eyes were open, and she was looking around, but she seemed out of it.

She’d lost her spectacles, and she was shivering. She whimpered, suddenly glancing around fearfully. Her ears, still wet, were flat against her hair.

“David…”

I touched her. “I’m here.”

She sucked in a breath. She looked so scared, so hunted.

“We’re safe now,” I said. But she didn’t seem to hear me.

The horrid smell of the moat water still clung to our clothes. And worse, the rotting, acidic breath of the Grobugrobu.

I got to work undressing Gertrice. All her clothes had to come off or she could get pneumonia. Then I padded her down with a towel and wrapped her in blankets.

I got up to look for the mead that the gardener said he kept near the stove. I found it and poured myself a shot. Then I poured one for Gertrice.

When I came back to her. She was trembling and whimpering. I poured the mead into her lips. It seemed to revive her instantly. She blinked and turned her face towards me. She raised a hand, running her fingers over my nose and mouth.

“D-David?”

“Yes.”

Her lip quivered. “What happened?”

“Fang dropped you into the moat. You almost drowned, but I got you out.”

“You… You dove in… to get me?”

“Yes.”

“But… What about Fang? What about Brunhilda?”

Her eyes stared blindly, but she kept her fingers on my face. Her other hand joined, and she kept caressing and feeling the contours of my cheeks, eyes, mouth, chin.

I stood up. “I’ll go back.”

My thoughts were tugging me back to the battle. Gertrice seemed like she’d pull through now, but the others might need me.

Her ears crumpled, and her nose wriggled as she sniffed the air. “Okay. I… I’ll wait here.” The fear returned to her face.

“I’m not leaving yet. Not physically. I’ll do a scrying flight.”

I plunked myself onto a chair, my clothes still dripping wet, and left my body, taking flight in my spiritual eagle form. Soaring over the moat, I flew up the height of the tower and swooped through the hole in the wall.

All was quiet. A few candles burned. The evidence of battle lay here and there — piles of bricks, torn curtains, a toppled throne.

But Fang was gone. Flying through the curtains, I saw Brunhilda by her fireside, looking battered. Miss Bunnika and two nurses were at her side, tending to her wounds.

Brunhilda raised her head.

“David Ashwood! Are you a Peeping Tom now? Go back to your damsel. The battle is over for today. And don’t worry about the other girls; Miss Bunnika has prepared rooms for them.”

That gave me some comfort.

Returning to my body, I stood up wearily, intending to take my own wet clothes off and put on a housecoat the gardener had left for me. It would probably fit poorly, but it was better than nothing.

“David?” Gertrice said. “Are you back?”

“Yes. I’m back.”

I told her what I’d seen.

“Thank the gods,” Gertrice whispered. She hugged the blanket around herself. The fire crackled and the rain beat on the roof as I pulled off my wet shirt.

She fidgeted. “Did I take off my clothes?”

“No. I did. I didn’t want you to get sick.”

Her hand reached out, grasping in the air. “David?”

“I’m here.”

She suddenly reached both hands out and sat up straighter. The blanket opened, revealing her breasts. Her body was so pale and delicate. Her lips parted, and I could see her little cat fangs. She shuffled forward, grasping in the air.

Her ears crumpled, and her eyes were wistful.

“David,” she whimpered.

“I’m still here,” I said, coming towards her. “I’m not going to leave you. Ever.”

Her fists grabbed my wet trousers, pulling me towards her. I stared at her, wondering if she was out of it.

No, she seemed fully aware now. But she had that dreamy, urgent look in her eyes. 

I couldn’t resist her. I wanted her to know she was safe.

I leaned my face towards her. She put her arms around my neck.

“You love me,” she said like it was a revelation. Her eyes flashed with passion. “Yes! You love me. You love me.”

I kissed her, and she held me like she would never let me go. Then I took off my wet clothes and put on the ill-fitting housecoat.

I lay down beside her and we slept in each other’s arms. Gertrice purred softly. Every once in a while, she would wake up and touch my face as if to make sure it wasn’t all a dream. Then we’d kiss and she’d settle down beside me again.




***

I was awoken by a knocking, gentle yet persistent. I thought it must have been morning, but the night was still thick when I opened the door.

An attendant stood before me, very apologetic. Mother Brunhilda had sent her. I don’t know how the witch knew we were there. Perhaps she found out from the gardener.

The attendant carried an elixir, which she said would counter infection. She also brought a brand-new attendant’s uniform for Gertrice and a set of clothes for me.

These acts of kindness from Brunhilda shocked me, and I hoped they were a sign she was warming up to me.

But that wasn’t all. Waiting behind the attendant was the castle optician. She shuffled in, stifling a yawn, and sat beside Gertrice. She quickly determined the specifications for Gertrice’s spectacles, and left, promising a new pair of spectacles before noon the next day.

Gertrice became lively after that. She insisted on trying the new uniform on. I turned away as she got dressed.

“It smells so fresh! So new.”

It looked almost the same as her old uniform, but the colors were brighter. 

I peeked and saw her pulling the blue stockings over her legs.

When I looked a second time, she was doing up the poofy trunk hose, standing in front of a mirror, even though she could hardly see anything.

I looked at her naked back — the delicate shoulder blades, the slender waist. And her furry tail, flicking with contentment.

Once she had the entire uniform on, she seemed almost herself again, but she was buzzing with unusual energy.

“How does it look?”

“It looks gr—”

She suddenly put her hands on my face. Her nose wiggled, sniffing me. Her eyes became wistful again.

“You love me,” she whispered. I felt her fingers trembling. She was transported, ecstatic.

But then she drew in a quick breath. Doubt flickered in her eyes.

“You love me… don’t you?”

I grabbed her svelte hips and kissed her. She threw her arms around my neck, returning my kiss passionately, urgently, as if she thought I might change my mind.

She ran her hands down my abdomen and parted the folds of the housecoat, taking my cock into her trembling hands.

Her ears went back and her eyes closed into slits. The tip of her tongue pointed out the corner of her opened mouth.

“David,” she mewled. “Hurry.” Her butt involuntarily stuck out, and her tail curled in the air.

I took her hand and led her over to a dresser.

“David,” she kept whining. “Hurry!” She was sticking her butt out even more, wiggling it around.

I leaned her over the dresser and undid the trunk hose, letting them fall to the floor. Then I pulled down the blue tights, revealing the wet folds of her womanhood, and a cute, puckered hole between those taut cheeks.

Grabbing her slender waist, I worked my way into Gertrice’s tight channel as she moaned and arched her back.

Her pussy got wetter and wetter around my cock, and she began whimpering and moaning as her legs trembled. She had four orgasms, one after another, thrusting her butt against me.

And then I reached my ecstasy. My mind shattered. Seed spurted from my tip, gushing out plentifully, despite my recent activities with Brunhilda.

After that, I gathered Gertrice in my arms and placed her on the hearthrug, where we slept blissfully until the attendant returned early the next morning.








CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE







WHEN THE ATTENDANT knocked at the door at sunrise, the wind was blowing more violently than the previous day. The clouds were even more tumultuous.

The attendant took us to the tower, up to the rooms that Miss Bunnika had provided for Fiz, Kaku, and Marwa. They were on the floor below Brunhilda’s, with windows that looked out to the sea.

Strangely, I saw a blue sky on the watery horizon. Far out on the sea, the waters were calm. But the city’s port was besieged by a deluge of crashing surf. It looked like the prelude to a hurricane.

The optician came with Gertrice’s new spectacles after breakfast. After Gertrice put them on, she kept gazing at me with a curious expression, almost like she was seeing me for the first time.

We did not see Brunhilda that morning. Miss Bunnika accidentally let slip that the witch had been hurt in the battle with Fang, and we were not to be allowed to see her.

She did, however, meet with a few of her close advisers.

When we pressed her, Miss Bunnika assured us Brunhilda would recover, but she could not engage in another battle for some time. It took everything she had to repel Fang’s attack, but she probably didn’t kill him. He jumped through the hole in the wall and plunged into the moat.

His body wasn’t found. Miss Bunnika optimistically thought he must have been eaten by the Grobugrobu. This was doubtful. If I could escape it, I was sure Fang could, too.

Brunhilda didn’t keep us in the dark entirely. A top cheetah guard came after breakfast and apprised us of the situation.

“Fang has opened a hole to The Never on his property. This is where he gets his power; it’s transforming him, turning him into a kind of necromancer. Every night, his power will grow exponentially.”

Luckily, Fang had left behind remnants of his cloak, as well as blood. That was more than enough, supposedly, to construct a ward that would keep him out. The challenge was to do it fast enough. The castle witches were racing to complete it before nightfall.

I grew restless. It was annoying that Brunhilda met with advisors but would not see me. So I marched up the stairs towards Brunhilda’s private room, thinking I’d just barge in.

But I met her doctor on the stairs, and she told me it was imperative that Brunhilda got a lot of rest and avoided stress.

I followed the doctor’s advice.

Leaving the tower, I walked around the castle grounds, observing the guards. They were out in full force, busily making preparations for a potential siege. It annoyed me I couldn’t take command of them.

But the political situation was still extremely volatile, and it was important to keep a low profile for the sake of preserving Brunhilda’s support.

Next, I took stock of the situation downtown. Kaku and Fiz came with me to the public square.

A large, angry crowd had gathered there–- merchants on one side and Mothroggers on the other. They were all screaming at each other, and no one could hear what anyone was saying. Cheetah guards stood around the edges but did not intervene, even when people started fighting.

The wind howled across the square, carrying leaves, dust, garbage, and even roof tiles.

Through the chaos and noise, I heard a childish voice ringing out. It was the little news girl. She stood on the edge of the square, calling to passersby.

Her eyes were bulging with surprise, and her cheeks were rosy with excitement.

“Hear the news! Hear the news! The Fang House is vanishing! Black hole sucks in everything! Fang’s whereabouts unknown!”

I thrust some coins at her, and she told me the story.

“Last evening, our reporter went to Councilor Fang’s residence and discovered a dark hole in his yard — what appears to be a kind of portal. It was not much bigger than a man’s head. The reporter felt a strong suction pulling him towards the portal, and lots of small objects were getting sucked into it.

“He knocked at the door for a comment, but there was no reply. When he returned this morning, the hole had already spread over most of Councilor Fang’s garden and part of the area where his house stood. As a result, more than half of the house had disappeared.”

I asked how the reporter avoided getting sucked in. She said there were several other men with him. They tied a rope around his waist and stayed back in the forest as he ventured forward. If it hadn’t been for the rope, his reporting days would have ended.

The girl’s report also included a few other important things.

An emergency Council meeting was currently underway, and it was Fang who called it. But he was absent. Some residents were leaving Hermengildia, but there was no exodus yet. Most people hadn’t yet heard the recent reports about the portal, and they were too caught up in fighting amongst themselves.

“Thanks,” I said to the girl, handing her another coin. “You should get out of here. It’s dangerous.”

She glowered at me. “Are you crazy, Mister? This is the biggest news day ever!”

We jumped in a cart and rode back to the tower. On the way, sitting on the hard wooden seat, Kaku scooted close to me. She’d been solemn all day.

“Think you can bind me now?”

“I can try. You sure you still want to? I mean, even if we’re trying to work with Brunhilda rather than fight her?”

Kaku nodded. “You think I’d sooner let Fang annihilate everything? How insane would I have to be?.”

I didn’t waste any more words. The binding was quick and unsentimental. I immediately felt a strange rush of power and a shift in consciousness. The realization hit me: I’d discounted what a boon it was to bind Kaku since she was a Kitsune.

I hadn’t even thought of that. I’d been so focused on binding Gertrice and getting to the number 12.

My head swam, and my heart pounded in my stomach. I suddenly had a more acute sense of all the motion around me. I could hear, see, and smell an incredible amount of detail.

It was overwhelming, but I adjusted quickly. By the time we drove up to the castle gates, I was feeling pretty normal again.

It was afternoon by that time, and things started escalating quickly. The Council meeting resulted in a majority vote to declare Mother Brunhilda an enemy of the Revolution. With the help of the Mothroggers, the golem army began rounding up and detaining merchants.

Summary trials and mass executions were planned for the coming days. To my surprise, the Guard did not stop these arrests. Instead, they all returned to the castle to shore up defenses there.

Brunhilda’s orders, I was told.

Hundreds of merchants and other moderates flooded to the castle gates, seeking a haven. They were all admitted into the castle grounds and housed in various buildings. 

The wind, or rather, the suction from the wormhole, or whatever it was, became dangerously powerful. Pieces of roofs and branches flew through the air. People shut themselves up inside.

The night seemed to fall early. It had been a dark day to begin with, but the shadows thickened in the afternoon.

A steady trickle of refugees continued to come through the gates, but Mothroggers also appeared, collecting around the gate in a mob-like fashion, carrying pitchforks and sticks.

The golem soldiers also marched along the trail, taking up positions along the wall.

Enough was enough.

I marched up to Burnhilda’s rooms. An attendant tried to stop me as I came up the stairs.

“Mr. Redock… The doctor said—”

“Excuse me.” I forced my way past her.

“But Mr. Redock!” she stammered.

I walked down the red carpet, into the throne area and then made my way through the curtains into Brunhilda’s private room.

She was resting on a silken hammock, just as I’d seen her during my scrying flight. Her spider legs were bandaged in many places, and she had stress lines under her eyes.

She lifted her head languidly. There was a strange, remorseful glimmer in her eye. “Hello, David.”

The attendant came in after me. “I’m sorry, Mother Brunhilda. I tried—”

Brunhilda raised her hand. “That’s alright. Leave us.”

“Why did you call the guards back from the lower city?” I demanded. “Why didn’t you stop the arrests?”

She looked away. “It’s nice to see you’re so relieved I’m alive,” she muttered.

I blinked in surprise. “Of course, I’m glad you’re alive, but—”

“Of course! Because if I were dead, the curse would be released.”

I faltered. “Not only because of that.”

Brunhilda rubbed her temples. “Never mind. To answer your question. It was a hard decision, but we must be prepared for the siege. It’s coming. And I don’t believe Fang is dead.”

“No, neither do I.”

She stared at the fire. Her lip quivered. Her eyes were bitter. She lay her head down, apparently overcome with despair.

“Fang’s power is growing unnaturally fast. He has sold his soul to Mothrog. It took all my strength to cast him out, and that was after you had helped to weaken him. Tonight he will return, more powerful still. But I’m in no condition to fight.”

“Brunhilda,” I pleaded. I came to her side and took her hand. “Let’s join. Bind with me. Imagine my power — imagine our power together. I cannot defeat him alone. But if you and I unite…”

She stared into space with dead eyes, as if she wasn’t hearing my words.

“No,” she mumbled, hardly able to speak, she was so depressed. “It’s… impossible.”

“But why, Brunhilda?”

After that, she was silent. I couldn’t get her to speak on any account, so I left her alone. Walking back to the throne room, where the wind howled through the hole in the wall. I looked out at the falling darkness.

Fang was near. Soon he would try to break the castle wall. And even if he failed, the wormhole would soon eat all of Hermengildia, and there was no way to assume it would stop there.

Bind the 12.

That was the answer. Bind the 12. But surely Brunhilda had to be one of those 12. I would need a lot more power to have any hope of defeating Fang. There was no woman around more powerful than Brunhilda, and yet Fang’s power was about to surpass even hers.

Besides, it wasn’t just a matter of binding 12 girls. Noorut had to approve of the final result, and she certainly wouldn’t be pleased if I just bound some Jane Doe and called it a day. I had a strong intuition she wouldn’t accept anything less than Brunhilda.

Considering those reflections, it seemed weird that Kem only had specifically told me to bind Gertrice.

Why Gertrice?

For if ever she bends her knee to you and binds her soul to yours, your power will wax to its fullest.

Maybe I had to bind her before I could bind Brunhilda! Could that be what it meant?

I rushed down the stairs and ran to find Gertrice.








CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO







I FOUND THE girls in our rooms. Gertrice was standing at the window, holding the shutters open a crack, watching the tumult outside.

Kaku sat at the table, cleaning her sword and scabbard.

Marwa was lying on the hearth-rug, resting her head on a pillow. She stared at the fire with a surly expression.

Fiz was sitting beside her, peppering her with questions while Marwa mumbled answers.

“You really think so, Marwa?” Fiz said.

“Mmm.”

“No! Y-you’re just saying that to scare me!”

The two of them had been forming an odd and rather lopsided friendship. For whatever reason, Fiz found Marwa fascinating. She’d often gaze at her admiringly, and she seemed to seek her approval.

Marwa reacted to this like a teen constantly followed around by a younger sibling.

She’d say things to shock Fiz, sometimes telling outlandish lies that the imp would believe with wide-eyed credulity.

As I walked in, Fiz flew into the air and landed at my feet. She grabbed my tunic and looked up at me. A torrent of words spilled from her mouth.

“David! You’re gonna stop it, right? Marwa said you can’t stop it and everything’ll be destroyed by the blackhole and we’ll all get sucked in and die and there’s nothing we can do, and, and, and she said the blackhole makes imps turn inside-out! And then it sends us back to the world, but we’re stuck inside-out!”

Marwa continued gazing at the fire languidly, but a smirk of satisfaction appeared on her lips.

“Marwa, don’t fib. Or I’ll spank you.”

I touched Gertrice’s arm. “Speaking of wormholes and the end of the world and all that…”

She took a deep breath and looked at me. She opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out, so she pushed her new spectacles up the ridge of her nose instead.

Something crashed into the tower just outside the window. Gertrice yelped and jumped into my arms. I closed the shutters, but the wind rattled them as if it wanted to break in and snatch us.

“Come on, let’s move away from the window,” I said, leading the cat girl to the bed.

We sat down together.

“I know what you want to talk about,” she said, looking at her hands, which were folded in her lap.

The wind wailed and gusted outside, and I could hear the destruction already taking place. Shrubs being uprooted, fences flying in the air, roofs being ripped apart.

What is there to “talk about”? I thought. Let’s do it before the goddamn sky falls on us!

I put my arm around her. “You know how I feel. If you’re ready, I think now would be a good time for us to bind… If that’s what you want.”

She put her hand in mine. “Yeah. It’s what I want.”

“Okay.”

Finally!

A knock came at the door. Fiz answered.

It was an attendant. “Hello, Mr. Redock. A message from Chief Paddish” — that was the high-ranking guard I’d been talking with. “She wanted me to inform you that Councilor Fang is now outside the gate.”

“Already?” Kaku said, looking up from her sword.

“Yes. And he appears to be working on destroying the ward.”

The attendant left. I immediately laid my hands on Gertrice and entered her, reaching for her soul. Her breath hitched as our souls touched.

We heard an explosion in the distance.

Kaku leaped to her feet. “He’s blasting the wall!”

Gertrice grabbed me and pulled me closer. “Never mind that. Finish it. Hurry! Bind me.”

“I… I’m trying.”

The tendrils of my soul touched hers, but her soul spilled away like mist.

“It isn’t working,” I said, letting her go. “You’re not pregnant.”

Fiz’s face turned white. Kaku paced back and forth. Even Marwa suddenly didn’t look so apathetic.

Gertrice put her hands on her head. “Oh, no. I… I’m sorry.”

“It’s alright. It’s not your fault. I’m sure you’ll get pregnant. We’ll try again soon.”

“Okay.”

“In the meantime, I need to get out there with the guard.”

Gertrice, Fiz, and Kaku came with me to the castle wall while Marwa went to Miss Bunnika’s room.

An attendant led us across the moat, through the gardens, to the nearest point in the castle wall where we could climb to the top.

From there, it was a 15-minute walk along the wall to the front gates. It was the safest route, as the turrets provided some shelter from flying objects.

As we came around a curve in the wall, we looked to our right over the forested hillside where Fang’s house had been located. The night-shrouded tree tops were rocking. Farther out, the blackness thickened. One area, in particular, was as dark as deep space.

I tore my eyes away and tried to shake off the profound sense of despair that seeped into my bones.

As we neared the gates, we saw blue and yellow light flashing on the treetops outside the wall. The wall became increasingly crowded with Cheetahs. They crammed into the lookout spaces between turrets. Or ran to and fro, relaying urgent messages from their superiors.

When we got closer to the gates, a cheetah moved aside to give me room to peer down. Rows and rows of golems were assembled, stretching down the road out of sight.

These didn’t worry me. I could dispense with them if it came to that.

The mob of Mothroggers was still there, too. They were unconcerned about the wormhole, a guard told me, because they believed it was Mothrog’s punishment for the enemies of the Revolution. Fang and his supporters would surely be spared.

These fanatics didn’t frighten me either.

What did give me pause was the giant Fang standing in front of the gate.

I almost doubted my eyes. Was it some illusion Fang had contrived? A Wizard of Oz kind of trick to intimidate us?

He was so gigantic he could have reached up and touched the treetops. He was clothed in robes of moss and clay that somehow moved with him. His face was like a skull, his eyes stared, unblinking, shining with ghastly light.

Whenever he swung an arm or took a step, clumps of mud would fall from him, along with massive maggots that flopped onto the ground.

His stature grew in proportion with his power. Kind of like me, except Fang was much bigger than me now.

“David Ashwood!” He bellowed. His voice still sounded grating and shrill, but it was much bigger now.

“You will be punished for conspiring to reverse the Revolution. And so will Brunhilda!”

He raised one of his rotting, compost-hands. It glowed and crackled with horrible light.

I could sense the awesome power he was calling forth — power from the Never. A colossal explosion boomed in the air like thunder. Everything was consumed in a flash of hellish light.

I threw up my hands, summoning the most powerful shield of wind I could muster in an instant.

An explosion split the air. Fire and lightning flashed in my eyes. The wall trembled violently, knocking me and everyone else off our feet.

I scrambled back to my feet, amazed that the wall was still standing. Flame and black smoke dissipated into the air. The shield had held.

But it wasn’t just my shield, it turned out.

A guard informed me that “The Three Masters” had constructed a magic shield that afternoon.

“The Three Masters? Who are they?”

She pointed. “Look!”

Gazing at the sky over the treetops behind Fang, I saw something rapidly flying. Then I caught sight of another — and another. Three of them swooping around so rapidly they might have been invisible to the unskilled eye.

One slowed down, high above Fang — enough that I could see the outline of a pointy-hat-wearing woman sitting on a broomstick.

“The Three Masters!” Gertrice exclaimed. “The castle’s most powerful witches, after Mother Brunhida.”

Fang jerked around and raised his arm defensively, just as a crackling fork of electricity shot down from the hovering witch. The other two swooped over and sent their own basts. Fang flailed his arms as the magic energy zapped him.

“Stand back!” I bellowed at the guards.

I shoved them out of the way and aimed my hand, sending forth a massive volley of giant icicles. I aimed it at Fang’s legs so as not to hit any of the witches.

Fang staggered under this blast for a few seconds. Then he thrust his arm into the air, repelling the attack.

He stumbled, and then spread his fingers in the air, emitting tendrils of green light that glowed like swamp gas. Two of the witches were each caught by a tendril.

My heart sank as I heard them screaming. They spiraled out of control and crashed into the trees.

Cheetah archers were shooting at Fang from their positions on the wall, but the arrows didn’t hurt him. They might as well have been spit balls.

The surrounding archers backed away, gladly letting me take up their position in the wall. I summoned a massive store of power from the sky — as much as I could quickly take in. I focused on a narrow channel of space between myself and Fang. Then I released the blast of lightning, wind, ice and fire.

It crashed into his abdomen. He doubled over. I kept it up. He took a knee.

It was hurting him, but the problem was I couldn’t keep it up for long or I’d use up my power too fast. So I stopped.

Fang fell forward, putting his hand on the ground to prop himself up. The third witch swooped towards him decisively, glowing with power.

Yes! Tag-team the fucker.

She raised her wand, and purple light stretched upwards like a magical sword blade destined for Fang’s prone neck.

In the meantime, I started gathering elemental power for a follow-up. 

But Fang suddenly turned and flicked his hand up, clawing his fingers in the air. The witch stopped as if she was caught in an invisible net.

Fang closed his hand into a fist and then slammed it into the dirt. The witch went sailing in an arch and slammed hard onto the dirt road in front of the wall.

I released a blast of elemental magic, but Fang, now on his knees, anticipated it. He raised his forearms in front of him, and my attack dissipated around a shield of blue energy.

Then he raised his boulder-sized fist into the air and leaned forward over the witch, who was lying on the ground.

His fist came down like a wrecking ball, crushing the witch and grinding her into the ground.

The Mothroggers shrieked and danced wildly. They scampered over to the witch’s broomstick and picked it up, jeering. One large, buxom woman took it and snapped it over her knee.

Fang slammed one foot onto the ground, then the other, and stood up.

Fiz flew down from where she’d been watching and hid behind me.

“He’s even bigger!”

It was true. He’d suddenly grown even more. The night was getting darker. The last hints of twilight were disappearing from the sky, Fang was drawing more power from Mothrog.

I drew a tremendous amount of power from the stormy clouds.

“Everybody get back!” I bellowed.

As guards scrambled out of the way, I leaned between the turrets and opened the spigot to a flood of water, wind, and lighting.

It crashed into Fang, pouring down off him. Scores of Mothroggers and golems were carried off by water or electrocuted. But Fang remained unscathed.

He countered with a blast that shook the wall, making chunks of it crumble. The magic shield was only partially absorbing his blasts.

I still had a lot in me, but I could see it would be useless. Fang was already too powerful.

He raised his arms in a meditative pose, like some evil monk, and the white light of his empty eyes intensified.

He visibly grew. Within seconds, his head was above the treetops. Then he sent a wave of black and blue light towards the gates.

Everything shook on impact. It lasted several nerve-racking seconds. Then as dust floated in the air, I heard the guards relay a message: The magic shield was destroyed.

Another impact again made the wall tremble. I heard the sounds of bricks falling.

Fang would bring the wall down within minutes, and it was useless to fight him at this point.

“Come on!”

I gathered Gertrice, Kaku, and Fiz, and ran back the way we’d come. As we rounded the corner, another blast rocked the wall. Because of the curve of the wall, we should have been able to see the inside of the gates when we looked back.

Instead, we saw a massive cloud of dust rising into the night air and a blur of falling rocks and rubble.

“He’s done it already!”

The pull from the black hole’s suction became so strong that I had to put my arms around Gertrice and Kaku. Fiz disappeared into her spiritual form.

Large pieces of roofs, fences, and trees smashed into the wall or flew overhead, on their way to the wormhole.








CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE







RUSHING DOWN THE stairs from the top of the wall, we ran into the castle garden. But the wind was so strong that Gertrice and Fiz were almost swept away. I had to carry one of them in each arm.

The trees and shrubs writhed violently, and some were uprooted right in front of us. As we crossed the moat, water sprayed and flowed over the bridge like we were on a stormy sea.

Straining to counter the wormhole’s pull, I hurried to the other side. Once we were finally inside the relative calm of the tower’s lobby, I set Kaku and Gertrice down.

Then I put one hand on Gertrice’s cheek, the other on the skin of her waist. She knew what I was doing. There was no need for words.

This time it worked. Within a few moments, we were bound, and I felt new energy coursing through me.

I sprinted up the many flights of stairs, huffing to catch my breath by the time I reached Brunhilda’s floor. The gauze curtains were tossing around in the wind that swirled from the hole in the wall.

“Brunhilda!” I yelled.

No answer.

Running along the red carpet towards the throne, I saw flashes of light through the hole in the wall. Glancing out, I saw the rooftops and turrets near the castle wall lighting up with flashes of blue and purple light.

“Brunhilda!”

I ran through the curtains into her private room. But her hammock bed was empty. The fire was still burning as if someone had recently been in the room.

Kaku and Gertrice came running in.

“Where is she?”

“I don’t know. Dammit!”

We were about to go down the hallway that led to her bathroom when a chambermaid came into the room carrying a tray with towels and herbal medicine.

I had to press her, but she eventually told us that Brunhilda was up in the bell room, and she did not wish to be disturbed. I hadn’t even known until that point that the tower had bells.

“How do we get up there?” I asked the servant.

She shook her head and looked away. “I… I can’t say.”

“Do you want us to save Hermengildia or not?”

“I… I…”

Something smashed into the tower, shaking it so hard that the servant girl dropped her tray.

I ran to the hole in the wall. Fang was still relatively far away. I saw him in the distance as the ground flashed with lightning and sparkled with Fang’s own magic attacks.

He indiscriminately fired magic attacks at various structures. He must have lobbed one at the tower while he was at it.

“Okay, okay!” the servant said, and she led us down a hallway to a small door.

Following a winding staircase, we emerged in the bell tower. It was enclosed by a vaulted ceiling and large stone archways which were open to the outside, giving us a 360-degree view of the city.

A complicated wooden structure, from which five or six bells hung, rose in the middle.

Because the wind was so strong, Gertrice, Kaku, and Fiz waited below. I walked across the creaking floorboards and found Brunhilda on the other side of the bell structure, huddled against the column between arches, gazing at the battle below.

“What the hell are you doing?” I said, shouting over the wind, my anger rising.

She continued staring down below, her eyelids heavy. She shook her head, apparently unable to muster enough will to speak.

“You’re still doing this?” I touched her shoulder. “Come on, Brunhilda, snap out of it. We can stop Fang — together!”

She hugged herself, still staring down at the battle, but not really looking at it. Her eyes were just blank.

She mumbled something, but I couldn’t hear it over the wind.

“What?” I said, leaning towards her.

“You left me.”

I looked at her in surprise. “What do you mean? When did I leave you?”

“You did. You left, just like all men.”

“Oh… You mean last night, when we were fighting Fang?”

“Never mind. It doesn’t matter… Soon nothing will matter.”

“Brunhilda, I didn’t leave you, exactly. I mean, I had to rescue Gertrice. I knew you were strong, and you’d be able to fight Fang.”

She mumbled something.

“What?”

“You will leave me.”

I sighed. “I’ll go back to Staves, but… I can visit. Look, can we talk about this later?”

A streak of light flashed through the air, and an explosion rocked the tower again. Blue flames and sparks flew. Brunhild toppled and fell into the pillar. A couple of her spider legs slipped over the edge of the tower.

I grabbed her around the waist, putting my other hand on her spider butt, and pulled her in while the tower swayed like it was made of Jenga blocks.

Brunhilda finally looked at me. “Aren’t you disgusted by touching my spider body?”

“No,” I said, grinding my teeth. “I’ve got other things to worry about.”

She looked me up and down. “You seem different… More… complete? I don’t know.”

I touched her hair. “Because I just bound Gertrice. That’s 11. You’ll be the last one.”

She recoiled, hugging herself again. “No.”

Just then, rising above the howling winds, I heard the shrill sound of Fang’s laugh in the distance.

Looking out, I could see him striding through the city, his form lit up by a ghoulish glow. He stood taller than most of the buildings. 

“Look!” I said, my heart pounding in my throat. “He’s coming. And if he doesn’t kill us, everything’ll be sucked into The Never. Is that what you want?”

She looked away. “Yes. It’s… better that way.”

“How could you say that?”

The tower suddenly shook again, but it wasn’t from one of Fang’s blasts. It was the wind — or rather, the pull of the wormhole.

The wind screamed louder and louder, and the sky cracked with thunder. I stood up, looking out in a different direction, towards the woods where Fang’s house used to be. I saw the massive pool of pitch blackness, darker than night.

The city was pouring into it, piece by piece. Looking through the other arch, within the castle walls, I saw some rooftops ripped off, bricks from the wall flying away, and guards soaring through the air towards the wormhole.

Farther away, the lower city was in a similar state. Meanwhile, Fang was unaffected by the suction. He walked towards us, blasting a tower here or a building there.

I tried to think clearly. Alright. Try to understand her. What is she so upset about?

“Tell me why you think I’ll leave you.”

“Because you’re a man.”

“But why do you think like that? Who betrayed you? Was it your dad?”

She flinched and looked away.

Bingo.

“Your dad left you?”

She looked at me. Anger flashed in her eyes. “He left us, my mother and me. He left us all alone in the forest to fend for ourselves.”

The emotion inside her bubbled up. She wiped the burgeoning tears from her eyes. “He was kind to me. I looked up to him. And then he just left me without even saying goodbye.”

Her lip quivered, and she pushed me away, turning around so that I couldn’t see her crying.

“Brunhilda… I’m sorry that happened, but not all men are like that. Some people just suck.”

Fang yelled, but his voice was deeper, slower. “David Ashwood, Brunhilda. Hail Mothrog! Hail Mothrog! Hail Mothrog!”

I saw him, plodding through the gardens surrounding the tower. But he’d grown yet again. He must have been three stories high.

Rain poured down onto his long mossy robes. His face looked like mud molded into a skull.

“Can you feel her presence? Can you feel Mothrog?” he cried, throwing his arms up to the sky. “Watch as I grow!”

The lurid light glowed brighter, and I watched his form stretch higher, his arms grow longer.

“It’s better that way,” Brunhilda said. “End it all. Men have caused too much suffering.”

Suddenly, I was aware of another presence in the room with us. I’d vaguely noticed it before, but only on the edge of my awareness. Now I felt it acutely.

Glancing over my shoulder, I saw long black appendages curling around the wooden structure that held the bells. They felt their way around from the other side, bringing with them a set of spider eyes that looked at us fearfully.

The giant spider again! The one that had been following us all that time.

“Please don’t hurt me,” it said in a timid female voice, as it slowly came around from the other side and made its way to the floor.

Apart from being afraid, the creature appeared to be in very poor health. The injured leg didn’t move at all and was swollen with infection.

Brunhilda drew back defensively, her hands over her chest. “Who are you?” she demanded. “How did you get in?”

The spider shambled forward, looking at Brunhilda with a motherly air. I don’t know how she pulled that off, being a giant spider, but somehow she had a kind demeanor towards Brunhilda.

“You wouldn’t remember me,” Brunhilda, she said. “But I certainly remember you. I often visited you when you were a baby.”

Brunhilda’s eyes widened. “Auntie Greta?”

The giant spider’s eyes sparkled. Her pedipalps went up in an exclamation of surprise, revealing a small mouth, which was twisted up at the corners, making a funny little smile. 

“You do remember me!”

“But it can’t be you. My mother said you died. I used to ask about you, but she’d just say you were dead and there was nothing more to talk about.”

“Well, I assure you, I’m not dead. I decided it was finally time to see you. Time to tell you the truth. But I was afraid of coming to the city, and… I didn’t know how you’d react.

“So I found out where Staves was and went there. I’d heard all about David Ashwood… I thought maybe if I told him the truth, it would… help somehow. Oh, I don’t know.”

It was a shame we didn’t try talking to her earlier, because it was clear she was just a simple old lady, er, spider.

And we’d shot her. We’d scared her so badly that she couldn’t even talk when she approached us. God, I felt like a monumental jerk.

Still, as heartwarming as this meeting was, it wasn’t exactly the time for a family reunion. Fang was growing. His hands were still raised to the sky as he received the infusion of power from Mothrog. He was becoming so gargantuan that he was almost as tall as the tower itself.

“Listen, Greta, I’m sorry to spoil the moment, but—”

She waved her pedipalps around frantically. “Wait! Please listen! I — I must tell Brunhilda. I was eavesdropping just now, and I overheard you talking about your father.” She sighed. “Brunhilda, your mother lied to you. Your father didn’t leave you!”

Brunhilda’s face showed no emotion. Then her eyes slowly widened. “But… Mother always said…”

“Your mother lied to you, Brunhilda. I’ll tell you the truth now, but it isn’t nice. Your mother ate your father.”








CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR







BRUNHILDA THREW HER hands on her cheeks and gazed at her Auntie Greta. “She… ate… him?”

“Yes. She got into revolutionary ideas about Noorut and the vengeance of the Eternal Feminine, and so on. She became more and more radical. And then she made up reasons why Bobric was a bad man. But he wasn’t bad! He certainly wasn’t perfect, but no one is.

“Anyway, she started talking about how the ancient spider custom of eating one’s husband should be brought back. I was against it. I tried to talk sense into her, but it was no use. She ate Bobric and cut off all relations with me. She took you and moved to Hermengildia soon after.”

I watched Fang anxiously. The strange light faded away as his power infusion wound down. He lowered his hands and looked towards the tower.

His massive form was a black silhouette, but his eyes shone like searchlights. He moved through the gloom like a towering ice-breaker cutting through dark Arctic waters.

He raised a palm towards the tower. It glowed with a brilliant blue light that quivered with increasing intensity.

“Oh, shit.”

“So, he wasn’t bad?” Brunhilda said to her aunt.

“No, sweetie. He was kind to you, and he loved you very much. I remember.”

Brunhilda cried into her hands. “He really was nice, just the way I remembered. She… took him from me…”

I gathered as much power as I could from the sky and earth. I’d already been storing it up, but I gathered even more.

Fang’s blast flooded everything in a blinding flash. I sensed it coming, so I countered with my defense at the same time. All I remember is a deafening explosion, ear-splitting winds, and the tower shaking. I thought it was falling, crumbling to dust.

But the darkness of night came back. The air was filled with dust. Rocks crumbled from the tower, falling off and getting sucked away by the wormhole.

But it was still standing.

I collapsed onto the floor, not an ounce of power left to muster even a tiny spell. I’d used it all; it was the only way I could have blocked Fang’s blast.

“Impressive, David Ashwood,” I heard Fang’s transformed voice say. “But why do you still resist?”

I painfully moved to look outside. Fang’s fists were glowing again.

“David,” Brunhilda said, scuttling over to me. “Are you okay?”

“I’m gonna be dead in about two seconds! We all are!”

“Well, okay. You can bind me.”

It’s about time.

“Give me your hand,” I grunted, unable to get up.

She crouched her spider body down, leaned forward, and took my hand. I extended my soul into her body, filling her up. I felt my soul intermingling with hers.

There was a pause. I think it only lasted a fraction of a second, but time seemed to stand still. I heard nothing and saw nothing. I only felt Brunhilda’s essence, including all the pain and anger she’d lived with for so many years — which was now just beginning to dissolve away.

Then I saw watery moonlight — gentle, mysterious, and feminine. It washed over me, soothing me.

Noorut. She was there with us, blessing our union!

And then a brighter light flooded in — golden, bold, bursting forth. Kem! The two of them intermingled harmoniously like they were in a beautiful dance.

Then came an explosion of joy and hopefulness. It was the most amazing thing I’d ever felt, and hard to describe. I can only compare it to a field flooded with sunshine where bright flowers bob their heads and birds sing merrily, and a brilliant blue sky smiles overhead.

My eyes popped open, and I jolted up like a dead dude getting his heart restarted by those defibrillator thingies in the movies.

Deafening, musical notes rang out, making Auntie Greta scream in surprise. The bells! They were ringing melodiously, joyfully.

We looked out. The storming sky was settling down already, and the suction from the wormhole rapidly decreased until there was no wind at all. Beams of yellow moonlight shone through cracks in the clouds.

Fang waved his arms angrily. “What? What’s happening? Morgoth! Morgoth! I beseech thee! I… I command thee, dammit! Nooooo!”

Big chunks fell off of him, landing in the tower gardens as dirt and clay. His searchlight eyes dimmed until all that remained were dark, empty sockets.

I gathered a massive charge of power from the sky and then smiled at the full, yellow moon, which was emerging from behind the rapidly dissipating clouds.

“Thank you, Noorut! Thank you!”

Almost laughing for joy, I raised my hands and released the blast into Fang’s middle. He shuddered as it cut into him, and an avalanche of dirt and clay crumbled off him.

An arm fell, disintegrating into dirt when it hit the ground.

He staggered backwards and toppled, crashing amidst the trees and hedges of the garden. A massive pile of dirt was all that remained. I stared at it, unable to believe it was over.

“David!” Fiz flew in from outside and hugged me. “That was scary! But it’s gone now! It’s all gone!”

I hugged her. “You mean the wormhole?”

“Yeah. Look!”

She flew to the other side of the tower and pointed. The sky was almost clear now, and the land was bathed in light from the moon and stars. Over where the wormhole had been, there was only a bare patch of ground.

“See!” Fiz jumped up and down and clapped her hands.

Brunhilda smiled. “Such a delightful creature.” She reached down to pat Fiz’s head, but the imp recoiled.

“No!” Fiz cried, slapping Brunhilda’s hand. Then she ran and hid behind me.

“Whatever is the matter?” Brunhilda said.

“Actually, I was going to bring this up,” I said. “Fiz’s parents were taken when she was a girl. I was hoping you might know where they are.”

Brunhilda’s eyes widened. “As a matter of fact, I believe I do.” She looked at Fiz. “Come with me, dear. I have something to show you.”

We followed Brunhilda back down the winding stairs, meeting up with Gertrice and Kaku on the way. She led us back to her own floor, down a corridor, and into a dark room.

“Light!” she said. Candles suddenly burned, revealing a stone table in the middle of the room. A small basin was carved into it, and it was filled with black water.

Fiz flew over and looked at it. “It’s a peeping pool!”

“Scrying pool, peeping pool — call it what you like,” Brunhilda said.

She leaned forward and dipped her finger in the water. When the ripples settled down, an image appeared.

It showed a parlor, well decorated with finery. In one corner there was a large cage, like a birdcage, and inside were two little people, a man and a woman.

Except they weren’t people. They had little horns, demon-like wings, and long tails with arrows on the end.

They sat in each other’s arms.

Fiz threw her hands on the table and leaned towards the pool like she wanted to dive in. 

“Mummy and Daddy!”

She turned her face to me appealingly. It was all crumpled with tears.

“Don’t worry, Fiz,” Brunhilda said. “They have not been maltreated. They are in the care of a well-to-do lady who lives very near here. You will see them at once, and they shall be set free.”

Fiz turned back to the pool and stared at it, tears falling like a fountain.

“Mummy and Daddy,” she croaked. “Still alive…. I never thought I’d see them again.”

She buried her face in my tunic and wept.

We all accompanied Fiz to the home of the lady who had acquired two pet imps some years prior.

She was a high-level castle official, and she lived within the castle walls, on the outer edge of the garden surrounding the moat.

Her yard was strewn with debris, and part of her roof was missing. She was standing on her lawn with other women when we arrived.

“Mother Brunhilda! It is an honor!” She curtsied.

Brunhilda got straight to the point, and Fiz’s parents were brought out right away.

Her father’s hairline had receded past his horns, and his gut protruded considerably beneath his tunic, though his arms and legs were pencil thin. His wife, in contrast, was as round and shiny as a glass bulb ornament on a Christmas tree, and equally merry.

“Goodness me!” she exclaimed. “Must have been one heck of a storm!”

Her husband’s eyes twinkled with good humor, and he gazed around at everything with child-like fascination. “That’s for sure! Wow!”

I chuckled. They already reminded me of Fiz. At the same time, it was a sad thing to see them caged.

Their “owner” seemed to agree, deep down, because she tried to justify herself. “I adore my little darlings,” she said defensively. “I daresay I took good care of them. They never went hungry, I assure you!”

Fiz timidly walked over to her parents. “M-mum? Dad?”

Her dad blinked and stared at her, then rubbed his eyes as if he thought he was dreaming. Her mom gasped.

“Fiz? Oh, my dear Fiz!… I can’t believe it!”

They gathered their daughter into their arms and all three of them bawled their eyes out.


***

Few people in Hermengildia slept much that night. An odd mood prevailed — one of sadness mixed with joy and celebration. Deaths were in the hundreds, casualties in the thousands. Many grieved the loss of friends or loved ones.

But at the same time, it felt like a miracle we’d pulled through. And there was a sense we’d passed through a crucible and now we were starting a new beginning.

The tower bells continued ringing magically until the sky was completely clear and a gentle breeze gusted over Hermengildia. It turned out that all the bells throughout the entire city had rung out in the same manner.

Word quickly got around that this had happened without the aid of any hand, and everyone believed it was Noorut who did it, to show that she was back together with Kem.

Ever since that night, it’s been the custom to ring all the bells on the same night each year to symbolize the union of Kem and Noorut. This is accompanied by the biggest celebration in Hermengildia, known as The Night of the Bells.

Thankfully, the fighting ended fairly quickly after Fang’s fall. A bit of skirmishing continued in the lower city throughout the night and the following day. But the radical witches of the academy either fled or surrendered by morning.

They knew they had no chance now.

With the closing of the wormhole, Mothrog’s link to the world had been severed, and no one would be able to re-establish it as long as Noorut and Kem remained united. When the two gods were apart, the melody of the cosmos ceased, the balance of the world was thrown off-kilter, and the slow, mindless droning of Mothrog began to vibrate within the moon’s orbit.

When that happened, it became possible for a powerful sorcerer to open a portal to The Never.

But when Kem and Noorut were together, harmony prevailed, and Mothrog’s eternal hum was relegated to the outer reaches of space.








EPILOGUE




BRUNHILDA BECAME VERY lovey-dovey with me the night I defeated Fang. Many people were surprised by her public displays of affection. It was all the more shocking because word rapidly spread that I was neither a Leafin nor a plumber, but David Ashwood, the man who had restored the patriarchy of Staves.

However, they also knew that Noorut had approved of me as the Second Allowgild and that her ecstasy with Kem was rekindled. This put a different perspective on things, so most of them accepted Brunhilda’s displays of affection, despite a significant number who sniffed with disapproval.

Brunhilda didn’t care. She couldn’t keep her hands off me.

I figured it was probably a good time to bring up the old curse-a-rooney.

“Hey, Brunhilda,” I said, as she snuggled up to me while Fiz and her parents were embracing.

“Mmm?”

“You know that plague of yours?”

“Plague? Hmmm, let me see. Did I prepare a plague?”

“You know, the one that would kill all my sons?”

“Oh, yes, that one.” She squeezed me tighter and snuggled her head on my shoulder. “What about it?”

“Think you could do me a solid and get rid of it? And then, like, never do that again?”

She looked at me with a smile. “Already did.”

“Really? When?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe a week ago.”

“A week ago! Before I even arrived here.”

She nodded. “Mmm hmm. I was feeling really rotten one day… About everything. And I just destroyed the curse, kind of on impulse. But I didn’t tell anybody.”

This was very much to Brunhilda’s credit. It showed that she had been truly repentant, even before I confronted her.




***







In the morning after the battle, practical reality asserted itself. There was a lot of work ahead:

repairing the damage to infrastructure, healing political divisions, restoring institutions, establishing a proper government… The list went on.

Frankly, it was a mess that I was happy to let someone else clean up. I was eager to return to Staves, to get back to little Milana, my other children, and my girls. But Brunhilda kept coming up with reasons for why I had to stay longer. She acted as if she didn’t know how to run the city and needed my help, but I knew she just didn’t want to be apart from me.

In the days following, we received word that Logard Blackwater, pretender to the throne of Hermengildia, was approaching with a fleet of ships.

Here was the perfect opportunity.

I met with Blackwater, acting as an intermediary. He was a clumsy fellow, but I liked him. His heart was in the right place. Most importantly, he agreed to limit the scope of government in Hermengildia. The Council would be turned into an assembly, elected by people who owned a requisite amount of property, and the king would not be able to raise and spend taxes without the assembly’s assent.

I wrote up a sort of bill of rights, with the right to a fair trial, the freedom of speech, the freedom of religion, the right to bear arms, and so on.

Blackwater readily agreed to all of this.

Perfect!

Brunhilda put up some resistance, as I knew she would. But it was all for show. Her deepest desire was the same as it had always been: to have a man who really loved her and wouldn’t leave her. 

So I knew she’d leave Hermengildia and come live with me in Staves, if I could be persuasive enough. 

And that is exactly what happened. Within a few days of the government transition, she packed her bags and couldn’t wait to hit the road.




***




Nowadays, looking back on it, it’s clear that we left the kingdom in good hands. The Drazen have repopulated much of the farmlands outside of Hermengildia, restoring food production.

And King Logard has induced a wave of male settlers to come from the land across the sea, where he grew up in exile. I’ve met them, and they’re good men. Stout, cheerful, forthright, and courteous. 

Brunhilda created a sort of anti-plague to counteract the effects of her initial curse on the Drazen. She released it on them, and their natural stoutness and virility were restored.

As for my life, it’s pretty hectic. The longhouse turned into an absolute zoo: Arachne babies scampering around and cat babies cavorting with the kitsune litter. Tiny half-goblins playing with cherubic imps.

Brunhilda has taken very well to village life, all things considered. Most of the village women had viewed her as royalty their entire lives, so they readily accepted her. There had always been at least some tension in the village between the old loyalty to Brunhilda, and the new gratitude they felt for me as their chieftain.

Many were overjoyed to see that conflict reconciled.

Brunhilda’s Aunt Greta is in good health. A surgeon had to remove her infected leg, but she says she gets on fine without it since she has seven others. She now lives in the forest near Staves. I offered her a hut in the village, but she insisted she was happier spinning a web in the woods. She comes into the village almost every day for tea, though.

As for Brunhilda, she spun a web up in the rafters of the longhouse, and that’s where she likes to sleep.

Everyone gets along surprisingly well. My 12 bound ladies have themselves bonded through the experience of pregnancy and motherhood.

Petty squabbles still break out sometimes, especially between Gorfa and Fiz. But the ladies resolve most of their jealousies and pent-up emotions by having frequent bake-off competitions, which they take extremely seriously.

All in all, it’s a good life. Sure beats my old days as a corporate copywriter.

I hope I don’t sound boastful, but I’ve become one of the most famous and celebrated people in the land. They’ve already put up a statue of me in Hermengildia, which is kind of embarrassing, but it looks cool.

In the streets of that great city, men bow and scrape before me, crying “Lord Allowgild!” When I go to Skrilp, the goblin metropolis, goblin men call me Fizzlepuss, which doesn’t sound terribly complimentary in English. But it actually means “Superior One,” a title reserved for the most glorious warriors and wizards.

Sometimes it all gets a bit cringey, so I just smile, shake their hand, and say, “Please, call me David.”

But the best place to be is right here in Staves, where I’m called by my favorite titles, Chieftain and Papa.








THANKS!




THANKS FOR READING PRIMAL IMPERATIVE 3.

If you had fun, please leave a review.

-Quentin Kilgore
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