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Chapter 1

Seville stared at Vince’s hand.

Or more accurately, the recorder in his hand.

His brown eyes were locked onto it as if it were a weapon pointed at him.

“It’s just a recorder. I was told to just play it for you,” Vince said, closing in on the man quickly. “Is that okay? It’s just a little girl singing. Singing for you. Okay?”

Seville’s eyes widened and his nostrils flared.

The man’s shoulders straightened, and Vince felt the screaming instincts that’d been telling him to run away, go silent.

“Singing,” breathed Seville.

“Yeah. Little girl singing,” Vince confirmed, realizing that he’d cleared the most dangerous part of this mission.

Ryker had warned him that Seville was someone not to mess around with. His instincts agreed with the god.

“Can I push the button?” asked Vince, coming to a stop directly in front of Seville. “Or… can I give you the device to push the play button?”

Seville shook his head, then nodded it. Slowly, his hand came out toward Vince.

Setting it down into his hand, he slowly let his hands fall to his sides.

Letting his eyes drop to the device in his hand, Seville stared at it. Then he slowly hit the play button.

“Could you sing me Steve’s song again? It was very pretty. I’d like to let my wife hear it. Would you mind?” said Runner’s voice from the device.

“Of course not! This is my Steve-song; he’s my daddy,” proclaimed a small-sounding little girl.

No sooner than the girl spoke, Seville’s breathing caught, and he took in a shuddering breath.

Then the little girl began to sing.

A song of profound strength to weather any storm started. A song that was sung without words or accompaniment.

One that was warmth, strength, and determination never-ending. A father figure who would forever be a barrier to the enemies that were in the world.

Of what Vince assumed was this little girl’s perceived belief of what her father was.

Of what Seville was.

“No,” whispered Seville with a slow shake of his head as the song played on. “No, no… Nia… no.”

The song continued on even as Seville shook his head back and forth. As if he could deny what he heard.

Then the song came to an end.

“And that’s my Steve-song!” proclaimed the girl. “He’s my dad.”

“I know he is, Nia,” Runner agreed. “I’m going to save him, you know. I just have to let him know that you, and your whole family, are safe.

“I’m going to play your song for him. I think that’ll make him realize you’re safe.”

“Good! He can come home then. It’s only been a few days, but I miss him,” Nia stated. “Please save my daddy.”

“That’s the plan,” Runner agreed, then the recording went silent.

Seville had closed his eyes at this point and was facing the ground. His arms were hanging limply at his sides, and his entire posture had collapsed inward.

“So… I’m here to give you that, and that was it,” Vince admitted. “I figure Ryker or Runner will come over and… and… you know what, I don’t know.

“They sent me because they thought I might be able to take a hit from you if you weren’t completely serious.”

Seville snorted at that, then started laughing.

Then he sighed and nodded his head.

“Yeah, yeah. I could… yeah,” Seville admitted and then looked over his shoulder. His eyes landed on what looked to be a coffee shop that was somewhat ruined. “Let’s just go have a sit, I guess. Cause you’re right. One of them will come over to chat.

“Probably make plans or… something else. Probably. That, and I need to talk with my wife.”

“Your wife?” Vince asked.

Seville nodded but didn’t expand upon the statement. Instead, he just started walking over to the shop.

Not really knowing what else to do, Vince followed along.

“His wife, yes,” said a female voice from nowhere. “I’m sorry for not introducing myself earlier. I’m… I was somewhat… we haven’t heard Nia’s voice in a long time.

“Anyway, my name’s Nancy. Forgive me for remaining unseen. It’s just easier for Seville and I like this.”

“Uh, sure,” Vince muttered, looking to where he thought the voice was coming from. He could faintly see an odd shimmer in the air there, but he wasn’t positive. “Not a problem.”

“Thank you for being so understanding,” Nancy murmured.

Entering the coffee shop, Vince found Seville sitting down at a table. The recorder was sitting in the center of it.

Seville tapped the play button.

“Could you sing me Steve’s song again? It was very pretty. I’d like to let my wife hear it. Would you mind?” said Runner’s voice from the device.

“Of course not! This is my Steve-song; he’s my daddy,” Nia stated.

Seville laid his head down next to the device and closed his eyes. Clearly listening to it.

Vince thought that Seville had invited him along, but likely needed a few minutes alone with Nancy.

As well as the recorder.

Not really sure of what to do with himself, Vince instead went over to the pastry case. Then he went around behind the bar and opened it.

Picking up several items, he then grabbed a plastic water bottle out of a fridge.

Sitting on top of the counter, he started eating.

Giving the now crying Seville space as he restarted the recorder again.

***

“It seems it went really well.”

Looking up at the speaker, Vince found Ryker standing in the doorway. He was half-hidden there and was only barely peeking around the edge of it.

He had dark hair and dark eyes and looked tired. He had some large dark circles under his eyes, and he was pale-looking.

The Architect is looking a bit worn.

Vince sniffed once, set down the half-eaten pastry he’d been working on, then looked over his shoulder.

A dark-haired woman had appeared from nowhere and joined Seville at the table at some point. He hadn’t seen her face or features, but she was most certainly the woman who’d introduced herself as Nancy.

She and Seville had been involved in a long conversation for a while now.

In the meantime, Vince had been powering through every pastry, snack, and drink he could find. In a little over an hour, he was fairly certain he’d eaten more than he had in months.

Everything was extremely sweet, delicious, and luxurious.

He’d been able to eat some of this food when he’d visited Felix’s world briefly, but that hadn’t lasted.

“Seems like it,” Vince whispered, looking back to Ryker. “Hey, you’re going to need to help me when I go back. That frickin’ avatar is going to kill me. What’s the point in helping you if I go back just to die?”

Alaric, the young boy he’d heard when Ryker was transporting him, had promised to help him. If he could get both Alaric and Ryker to help him, then it was all the better.

Ryker winced, bobbed his head around, then nodded.

“It’s fine. I was thinking about that while everything else was happening,” Ryker confessed. “I know of a graveyard filled with a bunch of corpses. You can have a feast there, and that should give you at least enough power to kick the Hungry One’s avatar’s ass out of Europe.”

Vince clicked his tongue, sighed, then shrugged his shoulders. It was as good a plan as any, and actually fit him.

Though it did sound equal parts disgusting and interesting.

“I’ll send you through that after this is all over,” Ryker muttered, and then looked off and to the left. As if he saw something else entirely. “Oh, you took over all of Spain. Completely.

“I didn’t realize you’d solidified your hold there.

“You even bumped into the Null. Well… that’s interesting. He’d been dormant for so long that I wasn’t sure he’d ever wake back up.

“That’ll make it easier for you to deal with Francia. Though… Prussany won’t forgive you for anything. They’ll try to do their best to kill you outright, even as the Hungry One works to eat everyone and everything.”

Ryker clicked his tongue, got a strange look on his face, then blinked twice. Turning he looked to Vince.

“Your world has always been a sore point for me. I tried to do so much for it, but Zeus never let me get anything done. Hopefully, that’ll end now,” he explained. “By the way, you should just make Zathira your Goddess of Death.

“The Duke has an apprentice who can take over her role as court Necromancer. He’s a nice enough man, young, and devoted to Yosemite.

“I’ll reinforce Yaris’ role as the Goddess of Elves as well, that’ll help move things along. When you get back, make Johanna the Goddess of Magic, and not subservient to Ferris. Tell everyone she’s the pact-keeper.

“Something like… ‘she who holds the pact’ or some nonsense. Blue and Elysia can work the wording to something better.

“That way she can act more freely, and you can get some better security for the whole faith in the future.”

Vince’s mouth was hanging open as he tried to commit everything Ryker was saying to memory. This was moving fast, considering he’d brought it up as an aside.

“I’ll… send a note to Johanna,” Ryker finished with a smile. “As she’s a planar traveler, I can interact with her more directly.

“And before you start fretting over it, you’re not stupid. You have a good brain, you just don’t exercise it enough. You let everyone else do it for you.

“Though… uh… I’d probably do that, too, if I could. It’d be rather nice, in fact. Just to be able to relax for once. Well… it’s fine, the end is near. We’re all rushing toward the conclusion of this.

“Then I can put it all down and take a rest. Take a breather.”

“Kinda dark sounding there,” Vince remarked, picking up the pastry he’d put down and taking a bite out of it.

“Dark? No. Not dark. Bright. Very bright!” Ryker countered with a laugh. “I’m absolutely ecstatic for the moment I can put down the mantle of the Architect and spend some time for myself.”

Vince nodded at that.

He could very much relate to that wish. It felt like a very normal need to him.

Ryker took in a short breath, let it out, then nodded his head once.

He squared his shoulders, composed himself, and entered the front of the shop.

Without an announcement, or even a word, he walked straight over to where Seville and Nancy were sitting. He waved at them and then gestured to the recorder between them.

“Everyone’s safe. We’re happy to return you to your world whenever you like,” Ryker murmured. “We’d like to ask you for your help though.

“You’re welcome to say no and-and I’d just send you home. Your help isn’t required for you to go home to your family.

“The only thing required is that you don’t help Zeus but… well… I don’t think you’re willing to help him even if we didn’t ask it of you.”

“No. Won’t be helping him,” agreed Seville. He pressed play on the recorder again, though the volume was so low now that Vince couldn’t really hear it. “Everyone really is…they’re all safe?

“Nia said it’s only been a few days. How’s that… is that all possible?”

“It really has only been a few days for them. It’s a lot to explain, but we have some time. Then you and Vince are going to go to another world and wait there,” Ryker explained. “Nia will meet you there. You can see her and confirm with your own eyes that everything really is fine.”

“Claire’s looking for you. She knows you’re around right now,” Nancy warned, turning her face toward Ryker.

Vince got a good look at the woman and saw that she was eerily pretty. In a way that almost looked manufactured.

Looking away quickly, Vince focused on the soft drink that was next to him.

“When isn’t she,” Ryker answered. “Now… let’s catch you two up to speed.”

Picking up a candy bar, Vince unwrapped it and started eating again.

So far, his job had been the definition of easy.

He didn’t think that would last, and would rather load up on food now while he had the opportunity. There was the distinct possibility this might not be available to him later.

***

“Ah, there they are,” Ryker said loudly.

Looking up from the table where he was sitting with Seville, Vince saw Ryker, Felix, Faith, a little girl he assumed was Nia, and a woman wearing armor similar to something he’d likely have tried on at one point.

He noted she had two swords belted on at her waist, which made her stand out significantly in this modern world.

Glancing around, he watched Kit, Lily, Goldie, and Miu at the table next to him, all hyper-focused on Felix.

From a glance, Vince could tell that Felix was distressed. The normally intellectually and emotionally strong man seemed beside himself.

He was even more haggard in appearance than Ryker had been, in fact.

The only bright spot about his brother was the pretty little girl at his hip who was latched onto him.

Felix and the small group crossed the street and started toward the cafe.

Seville, or Steve, Vince supposed, had already left the table and was on his way to the little girl.

“Daddy!” Nia shouted with a laugh. She hopped down from Felix’s hip and rushed over to the other man.

Dropping down to his knees, Steve scooped up the little girl and held onto her.

Then he began to sob brokenly as he hugged her. His arms enveloping the small girl’s back.

Nancy reappeared just next to Steve.

She’d reverted back to her invisible state when they’d left the coffee shop to come here. Ryker had left to “go make the pickup” as he’d called it.

The woman dropped down to her knees as well. She quickly hugged Steve and Nia both. Her long black hair hung down around them like a curtain.

“Auntie Nancy!” Nia squealed with a laugh, one small arm looping around the woman’s neck.

The woman with two swords came over and stood over the small group, then bent down over Steve and pressed her forehead to his head.

“My High-King,” whispered the woman. Her hands came up to rest on his back.

“And voila,” Runner said, holding his hands up and looking at Ryker. The Overgod, known as Runner, didn’t look as tired as Ryker, though he did appear to be almost as pale. “Promise kept, all is well. Regardless of how you worried and worried.”

“I’m still worried. This isn’t the right… line. It’s the right event, but the wrong line. There are people missing,” Ryker growled, glaring at Runner. “I need to still go put things to rights. Far too many things.

“The entirety of this line is correct, and also wrong. We’re on a path that doesn’t feel correct!”

“That’s fine, that’s fine. Even you admitted that this was a possibility, remember?” accused Runner.

As everyone else talked, Vince slowly looked at Felix.

The man he regarded as his older brother was staring off into space.

As if he could see or hear something else that no one could.

Then he flinched and put his hands over his face.

“I really don’t know how to even say thank you,” said Steve.

“Oh that’s easy, just help us out when the time comes. Bianca’s ready to join us by the way. So it’s just Skipper and Zeus as the big players on that side,” Runner advised.

Felix let his hands fall away, and his eyes focused on everyone else. Then his eyes wandered over to Kit.

Vince had been pleased to see both her and Lily had returned. Their loss had hurt Felix quite badly.

There was a moment in time when Vince suddenly felt like the world itself had become hazy. That everything had suddenly become insubstantial.

Then there was a ‘tink’-like noise, and everything sped back up again.

Andrea Prime, the gold ring in her ear quite visible, stepped forward and peered into Felix’s face.

Staring at the Beastkin, Vince couldn’t remember her arriving, or that she’d arrived with Felix. Except that, he also couldn’t fathom how she would be anywhere other than at Felix’s side.

Her mismatched eyes were looking at Felix with concern. Her short blonde hair was pulled back and actually styled away from her face. Her mouth was screwed up in a strange pout.

Andrea’s right hand came up to his forehead, and her left hand rested on his neck. Her fingertips rested against his throat.

“Nnn, you don’t feel like you have a fever. Your heart’s racing though,” Andrea said, her eyes flicking down to his mouth. She waited several seconds before she took him by the jaw and carefully pried his mouth open. She peered into it and tilted his head back.

Gazing at the back of his throat.

“What is it? What is it?” asked Second, leaning over Prime’s shoulder and peering into his mouth as well. “Eugh… stinks like broccoli. I thought you said we got breakfast for him.”

“We did. He must have eaten a snack or something. Looks fine,” Prime concluded and closed his mouth with a pat on his chin. Then she looked up. “Well! Looks like Doctor or Nurse Andrea isn’t needed. Is it finally time to bring out… da-da-daaaaaa… head-shrink Andrea?”

An Other stepped out of Andrea Prime, reached into a pocket, and pulled out a pair of fake glasses. She promptly stuck them on her nose, then put her thumb and forefinger to her chin.

“Now… Felix… tell me about… your sex life,” the new Andrea prompted. “In detail. With examples. I’ll be the stand-in for physical recreations.”

Groaning, Vince sighed, put a hand to his head, and hoped Andrea wouldn’t make a scene.

He truly liked her.

As a sister-in-law and aunt to his children, Andrea was unmatched by anyone, really. The problem was that she tended to lose her grip on what was and wasn’t acceptable in public.

“Idiot,” Second growled and punched the new Andrea in the side.

“You misanthrope! Brute!” replied the glasses-wearing Andrea, while landing a body blow on the other.

“Knock it off, you two,” Prime ordered. “You’re ruining this reveal. We’re supposed to — mm!”

Felix snatched Andrea by the face and then kissed her. Holding tight to her head. Clinging onto her, really.

Moaning, Prime moved in closer to him and hung onto him in return.

Buuuuh… huh?

What… what the heck?

Felix pushed Andrea Prime up against a mailbox, even as it looked like he shoved his tongue into her mouth. His arms slipped around her and crushed her bodily against himself.

“Uh, I was supposed to be the stand-in. Not Prime,” complained the other Andrea. “Nnn… lame.”

“Uhm, Felix… this… isn’t really the time?” Faith laughed, stepping up beside him.

Andrea ignored her and moaned loudly as her hands dug into Felix’s clothes.

“— just a minute we can go,” Runner was explaining to Steve, catching Vince’s attention briefly. “I can’t take you back to your own world yet, but I can open a jump point so that you can stay in a place just outside of it. Talk to anyone who comes over.”

“Then… thank you. Yes. That’d… yes,” Steve replied. “That’d be great. I’ll remain there until called. I’ll just act like I normally do when I’m annoyed with… with the other one.

“I owe you all. Thank you. I’ll never…I won’t… I won’t forget this.”

Looking away from Runner, he looked back to Felix. He had his forehead pressed to Andrea’s now.

“— I love you. I don’t care if I’m crazy, if this is a dream, or if the world is ending, I’m not going to let you go,” Felix hissed.

“Hehe… ahh… Felix… you probably shouldn’t be like this. There are people here and mm!” Andrea’s voice was cut off again as Felix started kissing her once more.

“Oh my god,” exclaimed the Andrea nearby. “Is he going to mount us right here? I can’t wait to get the memories later.”

I hope not. I really don’t want to see that.

“I hope not,” the other Andrea concurred with Vince’s thought. “That’ll be something we’ll have to share shame in until we can Death Other it out. Oh! Look! Third is coming back. Maybe we can have pancakes after all.”

“Alright, follow me,” Ryker mumbled, followed by a soft thump noise. A strange portal opened up behind him, and Ryker went through it. Steve, Nia, and Nancy all followed along.

“Okay, whoa my dude,” Runner said with a laugh, walking over to Felix. “I have no idea what switch flipped in your head, but can we not have public sex? This is your new world you know. People are going to get some real eye-catching photos and videos at this rate.

“Alright, uh… we need to go. Next place for you is a jump point, and then, onto the mission itself. The rest of your group needs to go help out with the Legion forces. They’re going to be moving into a ground battle for a few hardpoints that we need to make sure fall.”

“I need… five minutes,” growled Andrea when Felix broke the kiss. “Get me five minutes, Runner. Just five.”

“I… yeah, sure. Why not. I’ll get you an hour, though. Because Kit and Lily are right behind you,” Runner said with a laugh. “I wouldn’t be very godly if I didn’t get you some time together after being separated.”

Then Vince was transported to a space very similar to the one they’d been in on the way here. A black void of nothing.

“Hey, Vince, just give me a second. I'm just going to set them up, and then I’ll get you moving. You don’t even need to go to the armory, do you?” Runner asked.

“I don’t think so?” Vince asked, looking down at himself. He was armed with the equipment he’d want.

“Right. Off we go then. Let’s have a talk. Your job is going to change a bit. You won’t need to protect Edmund after all,” Runner murmured.


Chapter 2

“Okay, sorry, right. Edmund! Edmund,” muttered Runner. Vince got the impression he was being moved somewhere again. “Originally you were going to act the part of the bodyguard. To stick to him and make sure he’s fine.

“Realistically, that isn’t needed anymore. Edmund is able to protect himself and has a few people around him to make sure he’s safe.

“For now, you’ll just need to act as a vanguard. Be the front of the pack. Tip of the spear. Edge of the… whatever.”

“Edmund as in Edmund, Felix’s protege, right? That’s the only Edmund I know,” Vince asked.

“Yeah, that’s him.”

“Okay. Well… sounds like it’s a good thing I don’t have to play babysitter. Any reason you needed me to do that originally?”

“Ah… Edmund has a job only he can do. You and Felix also had jobs only you could do,” explained Runner with a long sigh. “Ryker spent way too long trying to find you all and bring you all together. Just so we could take care of a problem I should have handled better, to begin with.

“Well, anyway, how’re you, Vince? Last I looked over, you had a body count in the triple digits.”

Snorting at that, Vince felt the corner of his mouth curl into a smirk.

“Yeah,” he started, wondering what to say. “Fighting a giant frog god thing… probably going to die.

“Other than that… took over Spain, part of Francia. Was looking at Prussany. Picked up a new goddess named Johanna.”

“Oh. So you did!” Runner said with a laugh. “As to this frog god… oh, the demon of Britain. Yeah, that’s an ugly one.

“I see my son has already reached out to you, though, and offered you help. Right after he freed his mother.

“Seems Ryker is sending you to a graveyard where I disposed of all the gods who broke my covenant, despite me telling him that it needed to be gated off.”

Uh… wait… he knows?

“Of course, I know. Ryker is the Architect and blah blah blah,” mocked Runner. “Who do you think -made- the architect? Hm?

“He didn’t just spring out of nothing, you know. Someone had to make him. It sure as hell wasn’t him.

“It was me.

“I’m the architect of the Architect. I’m not the intellectual he is, but I’m enough of a smart man to know I needed him.

“You think I wouldn’t be trying to keep an eye on everything that’s going on? I just have to play dumb. To act like I’m not aware. Even as everyone plays their part around me.”

“Er… really?” Vince asked, suddenly feeling as if everything wasn’t what he thought it was.

So Alaric really is his son, his mother that he freed was Runner’s wife, and he’s aware of it all? Yet he has to pretend that he doesn’t know?

“For the most part. I do get surprised sometimes. Your little Royal Elf has surprised me at every turn. She was supposed to die a long time ago.

“At some point, she jumped the track she was on and has been on a run-away train ever since. Inadvertently, her continued existence has pushed things into better places than I expected them to be.

“Especially with Berenga. I didn’t think for even a moment that Yaris would be the balance your Fes needed.

“Anyway… yeah, I see what you mean. I’m not going to get involved only because it’d make it all the harder for my son to act.

“If I’m being honest… my biggest difficulty right now is not rushing off to see my wife. I know where she’s hiding.

“Pretending she isn’t free.

“I even caught her peeking at me once. In fact, she’s likely peeking right now, aren’t you dear? But you’re going to play it as you promised you would for our dear boy.”

There was no response.

This sucks.

Whatever.

I’m just going to knock it down.

Stupid.

“Uhm… oh, hey, Runner… I was totally not supposed to tell you, but gee golly, I just can’t seem to keep my mouth shut,” Vince yelled loudly and in a fake way. “Your son freed your wife. Ha ha… oopsie, shouldn’t have said that. Sorry, broke my promise, my bad. Now you know your wife is free and around somewhere.

“Hopefully, you’ll still help me out anyway.

“Sorry, Runner, I’m sure you need to rush off and go find your wife and all that or whatever. Right?”

There was a startled presence in the darkness that was around Vince, followed by a chuckle.

“Thanks,” whispered what sounded like Runner, a second before Vince was suddenly standing somewhere else. It looked a lot like a locker room with weapons laid out everywhere. “Get ready. I’m… hi… Srit… dear.”

“Hello, Runner,” said the female voice from earlier.

Then the presence, or presences, he’d felt, were gone.

Shrugging, Vince began wandering around. He didn’t see a reason not to take anything he wanted while he was here, though he didn’t think there’d be anything of interest.

***

Vince stood amongst a group of what he could only loosely define in his head as “Heroes”.

They all felt like people that were special in one way or another. People who would be the focus of stories, tall tales, or books.

He wasn’t really interested in them or the situation, if Vince was being honest.

Even though he could hear gunfire and explosions distantly, none of that really captured his attention. It wasn’t new or different to him in any way.

He stared off at nothing and didn’t speak to anyone.

“—Campbells. You’re always so fascinating,” said an overly handsome man who was nearby. Vince was fairly certain the man had named himself Sam. “Your sister Melody is a handful.”

“Sister?” asked Felix from not far away. Vince hadn’t even realized that his elder brother had arrived.

Edmund was also not far off, though he looked as bored as Vince felt.

Staring at Sam and feeling like his eyes might fall out of his head, he wanted to know more. More about this “sister” he didn’t know about.

“Excuse—”

“Okay, so, yeah, foolish and stupid to chase Zeus into a cave. Rene’s going to check it out and get back to us,” Runner stated loudly, talking over Felix when he began to talk. Runner had just closed the portal behind himself as well. “Sure as hell ain’t splitting up either. This isn’t the time for stupidity, and none of you are hot enough, or female for that matter, for me to want to attempt a Scooby Doo three-way with.”

Ryker, who had been lurking nearby, stepped forward and looked at Runner.

“Man… I’ve got a thing for Velma. You can keep Daphne. She looks like a mega-Karen in the making,” Ryker grumbled.

“She’s the nerdy one that’s got some weight to her, yes?” Sam asked, and then smiled when he got nods. “Yes, I do like her myself. They’re always so earnest and eager to please.”

“You sure that’s not just cause you’re an Incubus?” asked the younger man who’d been lingering near Sam. He was apparently named Alex, and was his son. “And… you’re not talking about, mom, are you?”

Sam didn’t say anything, he just stared at his son.

“Oh god, you’re talking about mom,” groaned Alex.

“She’s always so willing, my boy. It’s—”

“No! No, no, no. Not talking about Mom. Stop, father. Stop right now,” Alex hissed and jabbed a finger into Sam’s chest.

“Uh, I’d like to talk about your mom. She seems fun,” Ryker offered. “She got any sisters?”

Vince noticed Felix grin at the conversation, but he didn’t find any of this amusing. Or even relevant.

He wanted to talk about his sister.

Right now.

Felix apparently felt the same at some level. He reached out and put a hand on Sam’s shoulder.

He drew him off to the side, and Vince followed.

“Sister?” Felix prompted as Vince closed in.

“Yes, please explain,” Vince asked.

“If you boys are done antagonizing Alex, Rene’s back,” stated the woman who’d been beside Edmund in a flat tone. Apparently, she didn’t really approve of the teasing that was ongoing.

Tearing his eyes from Sam, Vince looked to this “Rene” and found he looked like he knew how to carry himself.

“Indeed, indeed, I’ve gone and come back. I’m afraid though that I’ve found nothing to attack,” quipped the man with the mask, named Rene, in a sing-song tone. Then he sighed. “Ain’t shit there and no one’s home. Place is a damn tomb and really weird as well.

“That’s an understatement by the way. Weird barely begins to describe this. I don’t actually have words for it.”

Weird fucker.

“Yeah… yeah, that’s not surprising. Yeah,” Runner hissed with a small shake of his head. “Before we go in there, just know that we’re not where you think we are. Not anywhere near, in fact.

“We’re in a place that is outside of my powers, in a way. Outside of everyone’s powers. Everything here is as raw as it could be. If you die here, you die. I can’t fix or change that. No one can.”

Edmund snorted quietly and rubbed at his nose with the back of his wrist.

“Whole lot of things are just going to look strange. Things won’t match, physics will be damned, and time is a suggestion, more than a law,” Ryker warned.

“Sounds like a really bad fever dream,” Rene mumbled.

“Uh… yeah? Yeah,” Runner agreed and then nodded his head toward the cavern entrance. “In we go, then. Tempus fucked-off or whatever it is.”

Clicking his tongue, Vince got the hint.

He wanted to ask more about this sister, but he needed to be in the front.

***

As they marched down, they took a slow left-hand turn that curved around.

Vince could faintly hear chatter behind him, but he focused ahead. He was responsible for making sure things went right.

“Fun, fun, in the dark, we march,” whispered Rene. “Trodding through dust and dark where shadows arch.”

“If you want fun, I got a battlefield for ya,” hissed Vince.

“Oh? Oh. Well. I suppose I’m between jobs right now. A battle could be fun,” Rene replied quietly.

Suddenly the world changed around Vince.

They’d gone from a dark and dingy-looking cave, to the interior of a hotel lobby. A very expensive hotel lobby, it looked like.

There was no furniture at all, but you could tell what it should’ve been, even at a glance.

Everyone kept walking along, though Vince felt the hair on the back of his neck standing on end. This was unnerving already.

“It’s a rom-com,” Alex laughingly blurted out from behind, though Vince stared ahead.

“But they’re cute together,” Sam interjected. “They remind me of you and your girls. How in the world did you convince them you needed to come alone, by the way?”

“Didn’t. I ran. Just like you did from my mothers and aunts,” Alex declared.

“Ah… fair. Yes,” Sam confessed.

“Hahahah… ahhh… I remember when it was like that,” Runner murmured, sounding as if he were directly behind. “All flirty cutesy.”

“Shirley and I had a lot of dates killing people in dungeons,” replied Ryker. “A lot of really deep conversations.”

“You two… you two are the worst. You make Hannah and I look normal,” Runner accused.

I mean… does that really matter?

I’ve spent time eating hearts with Red, and killing things with Berenga.

“Yeah, that’s fair,” answered Ryker as they moved to the back of the hotel lobby.

“I interviewed prostitutes with Rose and Pinky,” Rene offered from beside Vince.

“I bribed, blackmailed, and bought my wives,” countered Alex.

What?

Ha.

“Huh. Now I suddenly don’t feel as bad,” Vince stated. “You’re all awful people.”

“I mean, we kinda fit in though. We just do awful things to other people rather than our partners,” Felix countered.

That got a laugh out of nearly everyone around him.

Exiting the lobby, they entered a hall.

Then, just as quickly, exited into a forest. A forest without a sky above, in its place was an inverted mirror of the forest they were in.

Vince kept his gaze forward, feeling ill at ease now.

A forest was a wonderful place to ambush someone.

“Wrong place, back we go,” Ryker instructed.

“This is so fucked,” Rene said with a laugh as he turned around at the same time Vince did. “Kinda fun in a way. This’d be a lot of fun to practice skills in.”

I guess that’s true.

Not a terrible place to host mock battles. Change the battlefield every other go of it.

Everyone began filing back through the doorway. Each person vanished as soon as they crossed the threshold.

In going back the same way they’d come from, they’d gone into what could only be described as a hospital. A hospital room, to be exact.

“This is… yeah, we’re okay here,” Ryker stated, exiting the hospital room. “We’re not far off from where we need to be. Just a couple more transfers.”

They quickly left the hospital room, though Edmund was in the lead now for some reason.

He moved into the next area and then turned left. Moving out of view swiftly.

“Runner? Ryker?” asked a voice.

A voice Vince knew very well, and he felt his skin grow cold at the sound of it.

His mind snapped out of the wary paranoia it’d been cultivating while walking in front of the group.

Vince rushed ahead at the same time as Felix did.

They caught up to Edmund quickly, and Vince felt his breath catch in his lungs.

The voice matched his darkened memories.

A man sitting in a pool of blood was laid out. There was a dagger in his chest, and he was slumped against the wall.

A man that Vince hadn’t ever expected to see again and had genuinely given up hope for. Given up the idea that he was out there somewhere.

Many of the man’s features were those Vince saw in the morning nearly every day.

It was his father.

“Dad?” Vince asked aloud.

“Uncle Miles?” Felix said at the exact same time.

“Ah… no,” whimpered Miles from where he sat against the wall. His eyes fell away from those in front of him as if he’d seen something he didn’t wish to. “No, no, no. This… no.”

“Front door,” whispered Ryker while looking at the others.

Everyone left quickly.

Except for Edmund, Felix, Vince, and Runner.

Runner was staring at Edmund in a strange way. Then he looked down at Miles. He stared at him for several seconds even as Felix and Vince knelt down next to the man.

With a shake of his head, Runner made a small gesture with his hand at Miles and then started to leave.

“Runner?” Felix asked as the God moved to the exit.

“It’s out of my hands,” Runner apologized and kept moving. “There’s nothing that can save him. That’s a cursed blade from a world that isn’t in my control.

“I’m sorry. If there was anything I could do, I would.”

No… no.

Not-no, this isn’t happening.

“It’s okay. This is my end. I deserved this,” Miles whispered, waving a hand at Runner. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry… my lord. I’m sorry, Runner.”

“It’s fine… Miles. I’m sorry, too. I wish things were different. If I could save you, I would, even if only for the man you once were,” mumbled Runner before he moved away.

Edmund watched Runner leave, then frowned, his pale-green eyes moving back to Miles. His pale-blond hair was pulled back and tucked away under his combat helmet.

Turning, Edmund left as well. Leaving Vince, Felix, and Miles alone.

There was a strange tearing noise that Vince heard.

It sounded a lot like leather being ripped apart under a heavy blow.

At the same time, the world became hazy.

Hazy, blurry, and shifting to one side. As if Vince were falling over.

Then with a thump, the world was upright again.

Melody, Vince’s sister, was standing there, staring down at her family.

An odd part of his mind quivered and shuddered about. As if he’d been struck in the head. That this situation wasn’t correct.

Then he remembered. He remembered Melody and how they’d met. As if he’d momentarily forgotten it for some reason.

Ryker had introduced her as his sister, Melody. Or more accurately, half-sister.

She’d been with them since the gymnasium.

She, Felix, and he had spent a great deal of time talking about who and what they were after realizing they were related.

She was pretty, had long black hair and dark eyes, and, in an unmistakable way, shared some resemblance to himself, Felix, and his father.

“Mel?” whispered Miles, looking up at the young woman. “No! This is… no… this is the absolute… no. Heavens no.”

“I… ah… Dad?” Melody whispered, then got down on one knee next to Vince.

Felix wheezed loudly as if he couldn’t breathe.

“Hold… hold still, Dad. I’ll take care of the curse,” whispered Melody. She held up a hand above the dagger and markings began to glow all along her face. Strange markings that looked symbolic and lit up in different colors.

Miles blinked slowly, then his head slowly tipped back and rested against the wall. He’d gone unconscious and was no longer responsive.

“I’ll apply pressure,” Vince muttered and held his hands up. Getting ready to do exactly what he said. “I’ll also try to flash heal it with my magic but… I don’t know if it’ll be enough. This isn’t my world after all.”

There was a sickeningly sounding glug noise, and the dagger came out of Miles’s chest. A flash of purple light slashed through the air around them and then vanished.

It was broken apart by a chop of Melody’s hand with the same dagger she’d pulled free.

Vince moved forward and put his hands over the hole.

He called upon everything that he was, his grove, and the faith of everyone who believed in him. There was a strange shuddering feeling from the grove, and then it woke up.

It’d been dormant since he’d been ripped from his home plane, but they were now awake. Awake and with the powers from the Dragons fluttering around in a curious and confused state.

The backs of Vince’s hands up to his elbows began to glow a bright green, and sweat instantly poured down the man’s face.

Felix was digging around in his pack.

He quickly yanked out a hemostatic bandage, hemostatic gauze, and a saline bag, along with an IV kit.

Damn, he came prepared.

Then again, that’s about right for Felix.

Felix laughed and then began moving forward with the gauze.

Vince pulled his hand away to make room for Felix, who began to pack the wound.

He covered the whole thing with the bandage.

Felix let out a strange hiccupping noise even as he worked. The bandage was quickly stuck in place and then Felix unbelievably hooked up the saline bag.

The saline bag morphed in Felix’s hands to become much larger, and its contents turned bright red.

He’d clearly converted the saline to blood.

“Ha… hahaha, we did it,” Melody said with a laugh, looking at them. “Yeah! Go freakin’ Campbells, am I right?”

Vince laughed, looked at Melody, nodded his head, then looked back to Felix. Even as he did so, he could feel tears running down his face.

The world was suddenly very strange to him.

He’d gone from having no one to a brother, to a sister, and then his father came back. Now all he needed to do was see if he could go dig up his mother’s bones and try to bring her back.

If I found her body, I could have Zathira call her back. I could… I could bury her and infuse the ground. I could try to call her back, couldn’t I?

Felix looked unnerved, though he smiled and nodded his head back at Vince.

“Campbells,” Felix agreed, feeling strange about it all.

“Oooh, I always wanted brothers. Brothers I can rely on,” Melody said while laughing, then she shuffled over to hug the two of them. “You two… I’m going to be such a demanding little sister. You two are going to help me out so much.

“That and I can’t wait to see all my nieces and nephews. You’re lucky I’m not a man, Felix, or you’d look like the crappy uncle in comparison to me. You get a free pass since I’m an aunt.”

Vince hugged them both, holding them tightly. Even as he gazed at his father, who was breathing much more easily.

Though he was still unconscious.

“Oh, by the way,” Melody said with a laugh. “I think I’m banging your sister-in-law, Vince. Her name is Trish. Or you called her Patricia. She was going through a Legion portal and got launched into my world. She’s a nice Elfy-Dryad.”

Patricia?

I don’t… I… I’ll ask Meliae.

“Ryker and Runner won’t let that one die,” Felix muttered. “He already teases us for the cousin-brother-sister thing. Now he’s going to call us cousin fuckers or something.”

“I don’t care,” Melody said with another laugh. Then tried to crush Felix and Vince with all her might. “Brothers!”


Chapter 3

Checking on his dad one more time, Vince gnawed at his lip.

He didn’t want to leave him here like this, but there really weren’t any other options. The best they could do was all that they had already done.

Miles was tucked away into a warm corner with a blanket, hidden away from prying eyes. There wasn’t anything else to be done.

“Come on,” called Melody as she and Felix began moving off.

Rubbing at his jaw, Vince followed after them. He really didn’t want to leave his father’s side, but he knew he had a job to do.

The three of them entered into what could only be described as an office space. Vince had only ever seen the like when moving around Legion buildings.

Everything looked abandoned.

As if whoever had been here had left at a moment’s notice.

Vince spotted everyone huddled about Ryker and looking at him and Runner.

No sooner did Vince, Felix, and Melody reach the group than Ryker held up his right hand above his head.

Computers, desks, and chairs went flying off in every direction. Knocked about and blasted from one end of the room to the other.

Another part of the room began to tear itself up out of the ground. Forming itself into walls made out of carpet, tiles, and underflooring. The centers were then filled with earth and dirt.

“Earthworks to fire from behind. For those who use ranged weapons rather than up close and personal ones,” Ryker remarked, then threw his hands out in front of himself and spread them apart.

The ceiling, walls, and windows were all blown out with a boom. Shattering, tearing it all away, and obliterating it.

Beyond the computer lab they were in, was the infinite nothing of space.

An endless blackness of nothing beyond beckoned Vince into the void.

It left him feeling incredibly small.

Small and insignificant, and far from home.

“Here they come. Vince, Alina, Rene, you three will be doing hand-to-hand work. Felix, Edmund, Melody, Dorothy, use those guns please,” Ryker commanded. “Gus and Warner will be showing up just after it starts and handling their own tasks.”

“What about you?” someone asked from the side.

“Oh, taking care of my own business, of course. Doing exactly what I’m meant to,” Ryker laughingly got out while holding both hands up in front of himself again. Multiple glowing runes began to appear in front of him.

Runner moved up and hunkered down behind a barrier, leaving Vince to wonder where he should go or what to do.

Looking at Runner’s positioning, Vince could somewhat guess at where the enemy would be coming from.

Given that there would be some distance to close before there’d be people up close, Vince moved over to the far side of Runner.

“Should never try to out-think, or out-plot, a wizard. Wizards are conniving, deadly bastards. Make sure you get a best friend who’s a wizard,” Runner suggested. “If they’re your best friend, you never have to worry about other wizards.”

“Ha… well, I suppose that makes me the mad master of this delusion,” Ryker declared while whipping up more and more runes. “Through ages and eons, I made the rules just to break them, tore down angels, and raised up devils.

“While everyone else thought that they could see the end in the far distance, none of them heard the violins begin to play far earlier than they all believed.”

Kinda over the top there, bud.

As Ryker spoke, he continuously threw out more and more runes. They began to create a weird, almost impenetrable shell around him with the sheer volume of them.

Across the way, in the darkness of space, several blue-colored portals began to tear open.

Vince watched as things began shifting and bending in the very air itself.

“Ah… and that’s all there is. The game is over, there’s no more moves to make, no more rounds to bet on, it’s time to pay for the game,” Ryker called, his voice taking on a strained edge. His volume was rising with every word he spoke. “And now, as the sun is gone and the skies have fallen, where the dark is our sovereign, we can all crowd together in the impenetrable cold of the night!”

“Well, that’s not morbid or overly poetic at all. So who’s got the joker?” Runner asked with a nervous laugh.

“Me,” Ryker whispered a second before the world became a blazing golden blue flame.

Endless men and women with weapons began to pour out of the portals that’d opened. All of them had weapons of one variation of another.

Many of them had already lifted them and began firing immediately.

Vince held his left hand up and activated the Legion shield that was there. It wasn’t as good as the one in the Sword of Yosemite, but he could keep this one charged with his own power.

Constant rounds slapped into his shield and stopped. The bullets themselves were mushrooming or flowering apart against the magical construct.

Then falling to the ground at his boots.

Drawing his pistol, Vince eased the muzzle up past his shield and then began firing nearly at random into the mass of people.

There was no point in aiming when he really just wanted to put rounds down-range at his foes.

Ryker finally acted, and the blue flames that’d begun to color the never-ending expanse were smothered.

The countless spells the man had prepared began to detonate, fly off, or vanish away.

Endless magical effects activated.

Explosions, holes in reality, columns of water, walls of fire, all came and went faster and faster.

Even lightning bolts came from the sky and annihilated soldiers as they streamed out through the portals.

All the while, Ryker pulled more and more spells up.

“Come on out then, my beloved wife!” Ryker screamed at the top of his lungs. The slide on Vince’s weapon locked back and he casually exchanged the magazine with a fresh one. “Let’s get a look at you before this end comes for us all!”

“Ryker! My love!” called a voice from everywhere and nowhere at the same time.

A beautiful woman with black curly hair and bright eyes stepped out of the nothingness. Forming from the nonexistence of reality directly, rather than moving through a portal.

“Ryker!” she yelled out, her eyes landing on Ryker himself. She was wearing a smart black uniform that did nothing to hide her impressive figure. Even Vince couldn’t help but stare at her for several moments. “I’m so glad to see you! And… and I… yes! I’m so glad to see you! My love!”

“Claire?” Ryker asked aloud almost to himself.

The woman made no move or attempt to fight Ryker. Her eyes were locked on him.

She finally moved.

Vince watched as she flung herself at Ryker.

She flew straight toward him. Her arms were wide, and a blazing smile was on her face.

The look of shock and incredulity on Ryker’s face was prominent.

So off-track was the Architect, that he didn’t do anything other than hug her back when she landed in front of him and wrapped him up in her arms.

Then she kissed him.

A pale blue bubble of magic encircled them as Claire apparently worked at stuffing her tongue in Ryker’s mouth.

Vince watched for a moment, shrugged, and then started firing into the enemy ranks again. He’d sought comfort in his relationships in stranger times, so he couldn’t fault them for their actions.

Portals boomed open as more and more soldiers from both sides began spilling out into the area. Both those in what looked eerily similar to Legion's black and red colors, as well as uniforms that were black and blue or white and blue.

Then the two sides closed within melee range at certain points.

Vince fired until the magazine was empty, stuffed the gun into his holster, and drew his sword. Standing there for a beat, he released the ever-present control he had on his rage.

More often than not, he felt somewhat deadened to combat until he lost control, or let go of that control. Then his instincts became dominant, and his mind became second fiddle.

With a shuddering beat of his heart, the world gained a red sheen to it. A fuzziness darkening around the edges that quickly began to creep toward the center of his vision.

Everything gained a red hue.

In a flash, he was in and amongst the enemy.

Slashing, stabbing, and cutting through anyone in a black and blue uniform. Anyone that stood out as not being part of the forces for whom he was fighting.

A frenzied attack took a woman’s arm off at the shoulder, only for Vince to stamp a foot forward and swish the blade back in the other direction. Taking the lower half of someone else’s leg off.

Not waiting, Vince pushed on. Deeper into the mad scrum.

His sword was cleaving apart anyone close enough that he could get a hold of.

Someone stepped up to Vince and unloaded an SMG into his torso and stomach. He could feel the rounds tear through his body.

Grimacing, Vince reached out and snatched up the shooter by the throat.

Jerking them forward, Vince didn’t even think about what action to take.

He slammed his face down into the joint where the helmet met the armor, where there was a small section of flesh, and tore it out with his teeth. No sooner had he ripped out a chunk of flesh than he swallowed it whole.

The shriek of a woman filtered through his mind even as he pushed them to the ground and bent over them.

Tearing out another bloody mouthful of their throat.

He felt better almost instantly after another hard swallow.

Stumbling to his feet, he found several enemies nearby.

Slashing downward with all the force he could muster, he split someone in half, from left shoulder to right hip. The strength of the blow knocked the living corpse apart into different halves.

Snatching up the heart from inside the shattered torso, Vince started eating it then and there even as he lunged forward at a new foe. His sword skewered them through the thorax and obliterated a lung.

Chewing, swallowing, and working his way through the heart, he fought on. A part of his mind regretted these actions, but he relegated those thoughts to the trash.

If he had to eat to live, he would eat.

A towering monster of slime appeared nearly in front of Vince then.

He had been so deep in his work that he’d somehow missed it, which seemed rather impossible.

Without a thought, he lashed out with all the force he could put into the swing. His sword whistled through the air and blasted into the creature.

Only to bounce off of it.

It happened with such a rebounding force that Vince staggered to one side.

Staring up at the creature, there was an ugly feeling that rose up inside of him. One that made him feel like he was back home and fighting against The Hungry One.

Then Steve was there.

Moving past him with an axe raised back behind himself.

He swung that tool for all he was worth at the creature looming over the two of them.

There was an incredible thump that accompanied a crack of force. It made Vince’s feet feel as if they were vibrating against the ground while, at the same time, his ears rang.

The monster’s rubbery-looking flesh was indented around the axe.

Then an odd swirling motion accompanied the area and moved in a strange way.

There was a second noise that sounded as if something was tearing.

A great jet of goo shot out of the monster.

Unbelievably, the monster’s body began to turn inside out. Goop sprayed out behind it as more of it was flung out of the hole that’d been rented in the back of it.

“MY NAME IS STEVE!” Steve screamed at the top of his lungs while planting his feet and stepping up behind Vince.

Glancing over his shoulder, he looked at the man who’d given his instincts pause whenever he showed up.

Steve looked back at him, then grinned.

“I suck at dancing, you lead,” Steve remarked.

Vince laughed suddenly. He flicked his sword to one side and then moved forward. Heading straight into the thick of combat.

Leaving his back to Steve, Vince focused entirely on what was in front of him. He took kill shots when he could, but was also happy to dismember or maim.

Anything that’d send someone to the floor.

Sneaking a peak at Steve, Vince watched as the axe was swung.

Anyone it hit was just about evaporated.

People were instantly turned into bologna and red mist with a single strike.

Yeah, instincts weren’t wrong. It would have been really bad to step up to Steve.

Somewhat behind them, Vince noticed a cat-girl trailing along.

She was killing the wounded and unwary as she came upon them, though she didn’t close the distance. Her eyes were locked on Steve as they moved.

Shrugging the strangeness of what seemed to be Steve’s dedicated groupie trailing along, Vince just kept on with his unrelenting massacre of the enemy forces.

“No. This is not possible! IMPOSSIBLE!” declared a voice from where the portals of the enemy had opened.

“Very possible, Zeus you bastard!” Ryker called back. “I’ve worked hard to counter, fix, and fuck you over at every turn! Did you think we’d just sit here and do nothing?”

There was a strange warbling shriek that almost sounded as if it were an electronic device being dropped into a tub of water. Crackling and breaking up even as it hit the surface.

The battlefield became eerily silent, and everyone ceased their activity.

Vince had wanted to continue, but his mind suddenly stilled, and he couldn’t do much of anything.

A vaguely humanoid shape made out of static appeared in front of Ryker amongst the combatants.

With a casual swipe of its arm, it incinerated everyone around it. Each person that was struck was melted.

Or disintegrated.

They came apart in a weird way. As if they were being broken down into small squares and atomized.

Ryker shoved the two women, who were surprisingly on each side of him, out to the sides of himself a moment before a massive blast of bubbling lightning was launched out of the static creature’s hands.

It was easily the size of a truck and the heat it was putting out made Vince feel as if he were standing next to an inferno.

Ryker stood there with a shield in front of himself and was struck by the attack.

A soldier with a wiry look, a savage and almost feral edge to him, dashed toward Ryker. In his hand was some type of melee weapon.

He moved at a speed that was hard to comprehend. As if he’d shattered the limits of what his body could, in fact, handle.

He practically appeared next to Ryker.

Knocking the man off his feet, and sending him to the ground just as his shield failed.

As quickly as the man had appeared, he was gone.

Vanished in the blast that he’d partially knocked Ryker out of.

Whatever it had been was indistinguishable now, as much of it had been disintegrated.

The colossal attack had struck Ryker at a glancing angle. Shearing off one of his arms and part of his torso. He was alive, but it didn’t look like he would be for long.

“RYKER! MY RYKER!” shouted one of the women, stepping toward the static monster. “I’LL KILL YOU ZEUS! I’LL KILL YOU! MURDER YOU! LIAR! TRECHEROUS!”

The monster didn’t respond to her. Instead, it simply slid into the ground and vanished.

Disappearing completely.

“YOU! I’LL, I’LL CATCH YOU!” yelled Claire at the ground. Then she spun around and went to Ryker’s side.

A number of women were all clustered around the Architect.

Vince moved closer as well, but kept his distance, nonetheless.

“I’m not dead?” Ryker asked suddenly and with shock echoing in his words.

“You’re dying!” wailed Dorothy.

“But I’m not dead!” declared Ryker with a loud and sudden laugh. “I’m not dead, I’m dying! Hahaha! That’s a world of a difference!”

One of the women shook her head, her shoulders hunching.

Then Vince lost sight of it all.

Combatants of both sides rushed about. Pushing, pulling, some of them even killing one another again. Leaving Vince without any idea of what was going on.

Shoving his way into the crowd, he started working his way toward where Ryker went down. If he could help, he wanted to.

He didn’t want anyone to suffer the fate he nearly had with his father this very day. Not if he could help it, at least.

Escaping the crowd, Vince laid eyes on Ryker.

The Architect was dead.

Staring lifelessly at nothing above and beyond. In the short time it took him to get out of the mad din of bodies and blood, the Architect had passed.

“I couldn’t… I couldn’t fix it,” growled Runner. Clawing at the air.

He ripped what looked like a medallion off his chest and flicked it at the ground.

He stomped on it twice, then made a gesture at it.

A strange phantasmal being appeared, swept through Ryker’s body, and then vanished. Slipping into the void beneath them.

A portal then began to grow not far away. Slowly rotating and forming into an oval.

“I took his soul and put it in an afterlife I can access even here,” Runner stated, staring down at Ryker. “Given time, I can get him back. Not anytime soon, though. Besides, he asked for a rest too.

“No one is ever really beyond my reach with enough time. Well… almost no one.”

“You can bring him back?” demanded a young woman, looking up at him.

“Yeah. Gonna be a bit. But yeah. Can’t leave my best friend dead,” Runner muttered with a shrug.

“I want to join him,” said the woman who had been trying to put her tongue down the man’s throat. She was holding onto Ryker’s remaining hand. “You can bring me back after, right?”

“I mean… yeah,” Runner agreed.

“I’m going to go fight Zeus. Take my soul away now so when I die it’s fine,” she demanded. “I don’t care if it turns me into a zombie or an undead. Just send me after him when I die.”

“I… you… alright. I can do that, Claire,” Runner agreed. It sounded like he was going to disagree until she turned and glared at him over her shoulder. “We need to move to the next part though. There’s a portal to go through and—”

Speaking of the portal, Vince looked over to where it had been forming.

It was gone.

“Uh… what?” Runner asked no one. He looked confused, concerned, and at a loss.

Ignoring everyone, he began to make finger movements through the air as if he were working a spell again.

Claire leaned over, kissed Ryker’s corpse, then stood up.

“My soul?” she demanded.

Runner grunted, pulled something out of his pocket, and handed it over to her.

“Just keep that on your person until you die. You can hold it in your hand or —”

Whatever he’d given her was popped into her mouth and she swallowed it whole.

“That-that works,” muttered Runner, going back to whatever he was doing.

Lashing out with a hand, Claire tore open a hole in reality.

“My spells are back. I’ll go see if I can’t kill Zeus. Then… then I’ll rejoin Ryker,” Claire said emphatically. She looked to the others. “I’ll give him your love for you. I’m sorry for everything that happened. I look forward to us being a family when I come back with Ryker.”

Claire stepped through the portal she’d made and vanished.

“Uh… now what?” Melody asked. She was standing off to the side with Felix behind a barrier. They were both unharmed. “Weren’t we supposed to do something or some such?”

Runner didn’t answer that question.

Vince rubbed at his mouth with the back of his wrist.

Blood drying on his face always left him feeling itchy. The sooner he got it washed off, the better.

Walking over to Melody and Felix, he gestured at his face.

“You guys got any water bottles or something?” he asked.

“The hell did you do, go bobbing for hearts in a chest?” asked Melody with a nervous laugh.

“Kinda?” admitted Vince. “I found a woman and started necking with her. It got messy.”


Chapter 4

“You’re an idiot,” Felix muttered while looking at Melody.

She grinned at him, showing her teeth, and then shrugged.

“Maybe. But it worked! I now have a harem!” Melody declared. “I’ve got it whenever I want, on tap. It’s like having an eternal buffet at the ready. Sausage, clam, whenever, whatever.”

With a groan, Vince closed his eyes, then coughed, and started to laugh. He put his hands to his head.

“I want to comment or… or… say something… but it isn’t as if I haven’t done the same,” Vince grumbled.

Not far away, Miles twitched on the bed where they’d put him.

All three Campbells looked at the older man. They confirmed he was just shifting around, then looked back at each other.

They were seated on several chairs they’d dragged over.

“He’s not like us,” Vince murmured and hooked a thumb at Felix. “He actually fought all of them at every turn. I can’t seem to go a week without finding someone new and interesting.”

“That makes me the middle one then,” Melody offered, holding up her hands. “I’ve got all my colors, and that’s it. I don’t think Gus would let me add more women even if I brought in supermodel Nobel prize winners with bodies like Dryads.

“Though… I don’t really think I want any more myself either. I guess my dance card is all full.”

Before Felix or Vince could respond to that, Runner entered. He paused in the doorway and looked at Miles, then the three Campbells.

“Surprises around every corner,” Runner murmured then leaned up against a dresser. He folded his arms in front of himself and clicked his tongue. “We were supposed to go on an adventure from here. To go across multiple planes and worlds and launch an attack on Zeus himself.

“There’s no reason to do that now. A lone actor is taking it upon themselves to take the fight head-on. We’ve all been sidelined. Completely. I can’t even reopen the way for us to join in.”

It’s Edmund.

Isn’t it?

He was the bodyguard target.

Then he could take care of himself.

Now he’s missing, and we don’t have a job.

Should talk to Felix about this. I’m sure he knows more, or needs to know more. Either way.

“Oh,” Melody said, then looked to Vince and Felix. She looked back to Runner. “Does that mean we get to go home?”

“Yeah. You can… you can all go back as you like. There’s no reason to keep you here since there’s nothing to do. Your part in my little war is over,” Runner declared. Then he gestured to Vince and Felix. “No limitations either, by the way. You can return to where you were, or go back home, or both. Doesn’t matter now.”

“Great,” stated Felix with a grin.

Vince couldn’t disagree. If the limitations were removed, he could get a lot more done, and very quickly.

Like… visiting that scumbag Emperor. Just knocking over his little shit heap.

Maybe just Dragon rush the east coast. Get it all squared away.

That way I can start pulling troops and moving things to Spain.

Though… that… all assumes I can deal with the Hungry One.

“I’ll take care of Dad,” Melody offered quickly. “I’ll just take him back home and get him set up. He’s got a lot of power there too.”

Oh?

Oh.

That’ll work.

Would be nice to go see him and Melody at the same time, too. I’m sure we can arrange something so that Felix goes, too.

Melody bounced up out of her chair and turned toward Runner.

“Can my brothers come visit me whenever they want?” she asked.

“Yeah, it’s fine. Sam can probably show you how to pop open a portal that’ll take you across. Just be careful,” Runner allowed. “Even if we beat Zeus, some of his people will hold tight to the worlds they’re in. Their power. A victory won’t make everything and everyone go away.”

“Neat. Just uh… just send Warner at them,” Melody said with a casual flick of her hand. “I’m sure anyone working with Zeus probably has a mountain of skeletons to handle.”

“Steve,” Vince said as a simple, single-word counter to Melody’s statement. Not everyone was working for Zeus willingly.

“I… oh… yeah. I guess that’s a good point. I saw them talking earlier, too,” Melody confessed and then shrugged. “Inc-Suc could probably start working on that if you wanted to hire them.”

Runner’s eyebrows shot up, and he nodded slowly.

Apparently, that suggestion was worth considering.

“Yes. That’s a great idea. I’ll go talk to Sam and Alex. If that doesn’t work out, I know a few planes that are filled with Cambion that are lost to the universe. They’d love a fight,” Runner said almost to himself. He smiled and nodded at Melody, and then waved a hand at them. “Just head back to where we fought and go into whatever portal you want. It’ll lock you into it and freeze you into place.

“Once everyone has gone through, I’ll send everyone off and restart everything. It’ll be just as if you’d walked through the portal and instantly came out the other side. Many worlds are currently stuck in a neutral period of waiting for everyone to return.”

Runner left quickly after that. Leaving the Campbell family to themselves.

“So… family reunion soon?” Melody asked, looking at the two men with a wide grin on her face.

“Family reunion,” Felix agreed. “Also… uh… give me your measurements. I’ll have some armor made for you. It just wouldn’t be good to have my little sister running around without what protection I can give her.”

Melody squealed, then got out of her seat and hugged Felix tightly, with almost ferocious force.

“You’ll like my wife, Andrea,” Felix prophesied. “She collects guns, ammo, and is obsessed with pancakes.”

“I love her already,” Melody said, still hugging Felix.

Vince only nodded his head. He could see Andrea and Melody getting along almost too well.

After a hug for each and a promise to meet up soon, Vince wandered off toward the portals. He paused briefly to refill his spent magazines, but didn’t slow otherwise.

Given the promises he’d received, he was eager to see what assistance would be given to him.

Walking up to the portal, he didn’t stop and simply went straight into it. Entering it and finding himself once more in the dark world.

“You broke your word,” came an accusatory voice.

Vince recognized it as Alaric.

“I did. Your dad was pretending to not know. Your mother was there and pretending she wasn’t there,” Vince said with a shrug of his shoulders. “I just facilitated what they both were eager for.”

While there was no verbal response, Vince felt as if the young man behind the voice was glowering at him.

Glaring at him as a child might.

“It’s fine, it’s fine,” Runner said suddenly, his voice cutting into the void. “Alaric, you and I are going to need to have a chat later. Long chat. Lots of chat.

“Many, many, many words. I’m sure I don’t need to really gild the lily any further?”

“Ah… no, Father,” murmured Alaric, sounding very subdued now.

“Great. Good. Now. Go… go help your mother,” Runner commanded.

“Yes, Father,” Alaric replied.

“Parenting is tough,” remarked Vince. He’d missed many moments with his children, but he tried to be active with them whenever he had the time, or chance to.

Even when the parenting required him to be a disciplinarian.

“My daughter… she… I think it’s going to require Fes and I to really come down on her like a ton of bricks,” Vince admitted.

“I’ve done my best with Alaric. As you can probably guess, his mother was… away… for a time,” confessed Runner. “He had lots of family around him. Just not his mother.

“I think that left a mark on him that won’t fade any time soon, unfortunately.

“Well… anyway. Anyway!

“Time to get you prepped and ready to go back. Especially considering you’re fighting the Hungry One.

“I’m afraid I can’t just… show up and stomp the demon dead.

“For one, I don’t technically own your world. It’s still a Zeus planet. Though that’ll hopefully end soon, but not soon enough to help you.

“Second, I’m going to be extremely busy. Incredibly so. To the point that I think sleep will be a luxury.”

“Right… so… graveyard for a buffet of corpses, I guess? Oh, and did Ryker empower Yaris?” Vince asked. “He said he would. That’d probably help because empowering her empowers me.”

Runner sighed, grunted, growled, then sighed again, though much louder this time. Then let out a surprised grunt.

“Actually. I can’t. The graveyard is just… gone,” Runner muttered. “It’s gone, and I have no idea where it went. I’ll have to try and figure out what happened there.

“I need to make sure those bodies remain under lock and key given that, given some faith, they could be restored.

“Whatever. It’s fine. I can give you help of a different kind. Help that I’m sure will level the playing field and make this a non-issue.”

“Oh?” Vince asked.

“Yeah. Given the way it all went down… how… yeah, how it all went down, we can actually get someone to help you directly,” breathed Runner in an uneasy tone. It was obvious he was referring to Ryker’s death. “Bianca is taking over the role of Architect, and things are way better than I ever expected them to be.

“That also gave us the freedom to send Steve home to confirm for himself all was well. That everything was exactly as promised.

“He can also go to other worlds at will now. His first destination is going to be going to your world and helping you out with your demon problem.

“I don’t think the avatar is going to stick around long after Steve shows up. Either Steve just obliterates it, or it’ll run away back to its own island.

“Don’t think he’ll come back after that, either. Steve tends to leave an impression.

“Steve won’t be able to set foot in Britain though.

“Where your weakness is magic at distance, Steve’s is… well, it isn’t my place to say, but suffice it to say, he can’t go there. He can’t really remain in your world either. It’d cause too many problems for him later on. The followers of Zeus aren’t sure where he went.

“Though… you should ask if he can spare a Witch-Knight. A High-King’s Witch Knight. That’d help quite a bit I imagine, since he can’t stay.

“Alright… any questions before I send you back? Any concerns or… anything?”

I need to tell him about Red, Leila, and Sam.

Ryker had been aware of it, but is Runner?

He might not have told him about it at… at… at all.

He needed to tell Runner that they weren’t there.

“Red, Leila, and Sam are missing,” Vince stated with a grimace. “They got pulled into the portal storm or whatever. Vanished.

“As far as we know, they’re not dead, just… missing. I could really… really use them, honestly.”

Runner’s eyebrows went up.

“Oh? Ryker didn’t mention it, but he was probably looking into it. I’m sure Bianca will start looking into it as well,” Runner mused. “I’ll be sure to check in with her about it. Make sure it’s on her radar. I’ll look into it myself as well. That’s really the best I can do for the time being.

“Is there anything else? Anything otherwise that we need to look into or take care of?”

“Other than Red, Leila, and Sam? No. Nothing. Everything’s alright other than that. I think,” he mumbled. “Should I make Zathira my Goddess of Death?

“Do I need to make gods for every race? Should I just… grow my pantheon?”

“Yes and yes? I mean, those are both good things to do. I wouldn’t try to force it like what your Elves are doing,” Runner admitted with a chuckle. “They’re manhandling their own faith, and that’ll make it difficult for themselves in the near future. Though fine in the long run.

“Let things develop on their own. Faith is like that. People will believe in what they believe. It’s just easier to let them do what they want when it comes to that.”

“Then… ah… what do you believe in? You’re the Overgod. What does the Overgod believe in?” Vince asked suddenly.

Runner’s response was immediate.

“Family.”

There was an odd whining noise, and Vince found himself standing in the same field that he’d been in when Ryker had given him the call.

Family, huh?

Family.

Alright.

Well.

Yeah, I guess in the end… whether you’re important, or unimportant, a peasant or an Overgod, you find your family.

Whether they’re blood or not, you find them and rely on them.

The world around Vince was in a strange monochrome. There was black, white, gray, and nothing else.

No matter which way he looked, this was how it looked.

From the now eerily pretty Johanna standing behind him to the three goddesses, Yaris, Dea, and Ferris, who were not far off, and even the Null one, who wasn’t far away.

Dea was the closest of the three goddesses.

Her bright red hair and its flowing curls were loose and sweat-drenched.

Normally, she was quite tall, but at the moment, her shoulders were somewhat hunched. She looked spent.

Even her pale blue eyes, the color of a sky after a rain, looked wary.

Despite all that, she was gorgeous looking.

The plains goddess had gone from an average figure that any normal woman would have, to one that would fight and beat any other Dryad.

The goddess of Dryads looked a lot like a Dryad and was the epitome of one now.

Ferris was just beyond her, the fine features of her blessed and artfully crafted face looking up toward the demon. Bright-blue eyes that were almost white in color were locked there.

Her figure and body ran toward average and nothing out of the ordinary.

Ferris was quite tasteful and modest in fact, compared to other Dragons.

Her white hair was arranged in small coils that ran along her horns and across the front of the crown of her head. Given her white horns stuck straight back from her temples and curled up and partly around her head, they looked a lot like a crown.

Yaris and her Elf-blending of all the races was the furthest from him. Her dark-blonde hair was as equally sweat-dampened as Dea’s, and her eyes were downcast. One hand was holding onto Dea’s shoulder.

She was the weakest of the goddesses, and was visibly spent.

Looking ahead, Vince saw the massive demon, The Hungry One, looming over them all.

The creature had devoured a host of lives in the blink of an eye and grown in power. To the point that even the Null had advised them all to run away.

Clicking his tongue, Vince looked down at himself.

He was kitted out in the same way, though he felt much fresher at the moment than he had previously. Having a chance to unwind, take a nap, spend time with family, eat, and drink had provided him a massive “second wind”.

“Well, that’s a big bastard, ain’t he?” drawled Steve.

Looking at the speaker, Vince saw the man walk out of a portal. Beyond him and inside of that oval, Vince spotted Nia, her family, and a large log cabin. There were lots of smiling and freakishly attractive women in that group.

“Yeah. Apparently, the Null can’t even fight him,” muttered Vince.

“Yeah, he was kind of a failed god. About all he managed to do was keep this bastard out of Europe.

“Though… well… that’s a positive, I guess. Better than the rest of the world managed. Other than your North America.”

Steve looked at Vince, then smiled.

It was a smile that was free, unhindered, and without tension.

“Thanks, by the way. If I was in your position, I’m not sure I’d want to have waltzed up to ‘Seville’ and do what you did,” Steve observed with a slow shake of his head. “So… thanks. For being brave enough to walk up to me. Given my reputation, I can’t imagine that was a real fun experience.”

“I mean, that was the job they wanted me to do,” Vince demurred politely.

“Could have said no. You didn’t. So yeah, thanks,” Steve said and looked to Johanna, then back to him. “Runner told me I could unpause the world when we’re ready. Anything you wanted to cover?”

“Uh… oh, Runner also mentioned I should ask for a High-Witch-Knight-Lord or something,” Vince mumbled with a small shake of his head.

Steve’s eyebrows went up, then he grinned and nodded his head slowly.

“Definitely. I’ll send over a couple. I’ve got lots to spare, and honestly, it’ll be a good way to start with trips off the plane. I have… I have a lot of work to do to fix things I broke,” Steve remarked.

“I can probably help out when I’m done here. I do love an adventure. I get kinda bored if I sit around for too long,” offered Vince.

He felt somewhat of a kindred spirit in Steve.

With a laugh, Steve waved a hand at him.

“You know what, I’ll take you up on that! I could use a hand, and with how strong you are, that certainly would make things easier for me.

“Now, however, we get to deal with that bastard.”

Steve gestured at the demon.

“I figure between the two of us we can absolutely stomp him flat. The question becomes, how bad do you want to whoop his ass?” Steve asked.

Vince thought on that, then realized that he could actually help build out his own mythos in some ways.

“Could… you kick his ass in as flashy a way as you can, dedicate the victory to me as a god, and just leave it at that?” asked Vince.

“Oh yeah. I can definitely do that. I don’t mind at all. It’d be rather fun, actually. I’ll just bail as soon as I finish the dedication if that’s okay?” Steve asked with a laugh. Apparently, he understood what Vince was asking for and approved of it. “What do you want me to call you in the dedication?”

“That’s fine. Thanks. As to what to call me… Vince, lord of Elves, Dragons, and Dryads.

“Beyond that though, would you want to get a drink sometime? Go to dinner with family? Playdate for Nia and my kids?” Vince asked, deciding to act on his feelings. Steve really did seem like he could be a friend. “Not many people I can relate to, and fewer I can fight back-to-back with.”

Steve’s grin bloomed into an even wider one.

“Yeah. Let’s do that. Nia could use friends. Lots of them,” Steve agreed.

The terrifying man that’d been Seville seemed well and truly gone now.

Then he hefted his woodsman’s axe and looked to the Demon.

“Well, let’s get this moving then. That avatar isn’t going to kill himself, and I’m really looking forward to being… being Steve and being home,” Steve muttered and then stomped forward toward the big demon.

With that action taken, the world snapped back into color.


Chapter 5

Steve rushed headlong towards the giant demon.

Who had frozen in place, its eyes turning down to the approaching human. Watching in curiosity and what was likely shock.

After all, what human would dare to rush The Hungry One?

It was the very definition of outside of expectations.

“What?” murmured the Null off to Vince’s side. “Seville?”

“His name’s Steve,” Vince replied off-handedly.

A hand pressed to his back, and he felt Johanna’s presence directly behind him.

Glancing over his shoulder, he looked at the goddess of magic.

She had black hair that was just past her shoulders, dark eyes, and was actually quite good looking. Her figure was also very appealing.

She wasn’t at Dea’s level for her figure, but her good looks had passed by everyone else in a flash. Making her hard not to look at.

Which was odd, she hadn’t been this pretty before they entered the battlefield.

Is it… because she emptied her canteen?

Ryker did mention that she’s screwed up her own faith. That it’s self-feeding at this point, into a cycle.

“No, that’s-that’s Seville,” she hissed.

“Not anymore. His name’s Steve,” countered Vince again. He looked ahead as Steve continued running toward the demon.

He wasn’t moving with incredible swiftness.

Nor did it seem like his steps were heavy in any way.

It was just a man running along.

Ferris, Yaris, and Dea all eased over to stand nearer to Vince.

“What-who’s that?” Dea asked, reaching Vince.

Ferris was looking at Johanna, then eventually tore her eyes off her to look to Vince. He got the impression she wanted to ask her something.

“That’s Steve,” Vince said again. He wondered how many more times he’d have to say his name today. “He’s my friend.”

“Friend!?” hissed Johanna.

“Well, new friend,” Vince corrected himself. “Still a friend.”

“I-you-you need to fill my canteen! Quickly! I can fight him if-I need power!” Johanna growled and spun Vince around. Her canteen was pushed up against his chest. “Quickly!

“Ah… never mind, just, I’ll use my mouth. Just be quick about it!”

Johanna had already started to get down on her knees before Vince grabbed her by the elbow.

“You know what? Yeah, we’ll do that. Just not here, not right now. You don’t need to fight him,” Vince assured her.

Johanna had a strange look on her face, halfway between a crouch and standing, and looking at him.

Oh.

She wants me to do it anyway, despite not needing to fight Steve.

Fuck.

Johanna really did screw up her faith and is entirely stuck. If Red comes back and needs me to feed her, Johanna is really going to depend on other women being ‘milked’ for her.

Whatever.

We’ll cross that bridge when we get there.

Looking back to Steve and the Demon, Vince was just in time to see Steve’s axe swing into the monster’s ankle. At the distance they were at, it was too hard to see precisely what was going on.

The size of the creature had made it seem closer, however.

At least, they could see everything right up until Steve’s weapon struck.

Then the demon’s foot, all the way up to above the knee, was gone.

The whole of it vanishing in a violent spray of gore that shot off in the direction Steve’s axe had been traveling. Obliterating it.

“Uh,” Dea pronounced from an intellectual vantage point.

The boom of the strike reached them.

A meaty thwap that reminded Vince of plowing Mouth face down into Meliae with how wet it sounded.

Screaming, the demon collapsed down to one knee. It’s now mangled leg stuck out awkwardly to one side.

Steve leapt forward and brought his axe up in an underhanded stroke. The blade of it struck the demon below the shoulder.

The demon was split in half at the thorax. Its upper half started at the armpits, and the lower half was from there down.

There was a deafening shriek, followed by the demon’s avatar scrabbling ahead a short distance. Only to slow down quickly.

From Steve, there was no escape at this moment.

All the demon was doing was prolonging the situation.

“I… I never… he… is he human?” Ferris asked quietly.

“Yeah. Just not from this world. He’s one of a kind,” Vince murmured.

A Red Dragon spilled out of the demon’s body and rolled free of the corpse. It lifted its head and looked at Steve.

“Oh, she lived,” Ferris remarked. “She’s from the east. She was coming this way because she heard about all the changes.”

Steve caught back up to the Demon’s avatar. It’d stopped moving by this point and was laying still on the grass.

Raising up his axe, he brought it down almost without force on top of the big monster’s head.

It split in half and brain material began seeping out onto the grass.

“It’s a pity he won’t be able to stick around. With that kind of strength we could bring everyone to heel,” Vince admitted. “He can only stay for so long before he has to go back.

“Apparently, it’s more of a risk to his family than it is to him. Otherwise, I imagine he’d be happy to help out.”

“I dedicate this victory to Vince Campbell! Lord of the Elves, Dryads, and Dragons! King of Yosemite of the Legion Empire! May his ears hear your prayers should you need him!” Steve shouted in a booming voice. “The undisputed ruler of Spain and it’s territories!”

It felt as if Steve’s voice was carrying far further than it realistically should have. That he had done something to make it carry as far as it had.

Steve waved his arm back and forth over his head in wide arcs at Vince and then a portal opened not far away from him. The look of it seemed odd from this distance and didn’t quite match what Vince was expecting.

“Sorry, I need Steve to help me elsewhere. Hi, by the way, I’m Bianca. The new Architect,” said a female voice somewhere above Vince. “No one else can hear me right now, so you probably shouldn’t respond to me verbally.

“I know Runner said Steve might be able to come back and help out more, but that’s just not possible. I’m sorry. I really need him to help me out with some other places.

“For that to happen, I need to get him home and decompressed first.

“I’ll drop by later to chat! Ta-ta for now!”

Steve jogged through the portal.

Surprisingly, the Red Dragon stumbled to its feet, then wedged itself into the portal. Then through it, vanishing entirely.

“Alright then, bye, have a great time,” Vince murmured more to himself.

No sooner than that portal had shut, than a new one opened.

Halfway between himself and where Steve had been, a strange red oval tore itself into reality. A twisting, writhing thing, that looked as if it were actually battling itself to remain open or closed at the same exact moment.

Three people rushed out of it and looked back into the portal they’d come through.

“Sam, Leila, and Red?” asked Vince, spotting the three familiar figures.

At the same time, a strange bubbling hiccup escaped him. Rising up through his guts and fighting its way out through his mouth.

Though it sounded more like a sob, really.

Leila made a hand gesture at the portal, then stood there. Only for the portal to suddenly slam shut on itself.

Then all three women turned to look at Vince.

Before he’d realized it, he was jogging their way.

Red and Sam were instantly moving toward him.

One sprinting on all fours, the other flying at him, as if they were a round shot from a rifle. Both of them barreling forward at their maximum speed.

The undead, red-eyed, brown-haired, fearsome monster known as Red reached him first by virtue of not slowing down. In fact, she launched herself off the ground and at him.

It caught him off guard, though he should have known better.

“Bringer!” squealed Red a second before she slammed into him.

Rather than trying to stand there and take the hit, he let himself be knocked off his feet. Flying backward and hitting the turf with his shoulders, and sliding for a foot or two.

Red was kissing him even before he stopped. Her hands held tightly to his shoulders.

“Oh, Vince, I’m so glad you’re here,” Sam got out in a thick voice. It sounded as if she were about to cry.

Red broke the kiss and pushed her face into his neck, practically grinding herself into him on the ground then and there.

Opening his eyes, he saw Sam above.

Sam was, of course, the largest Fae Vince had met or heard of.

Somehow, she’d grown larger than even Leila was at this point. She was now perhaps an inch or two bigger than the gnome.

The large fairy wings that stuck out of her back were putting out a fair amount of air-current with how fast they were flapping, and their size.

Her dark black hair was pulled back in a ponytail and made her azure-colored eyes stand out all the more. A warm and wide smile split her face, and her eyes did indeed look to have tears in the corners.

The Fae blinked several times before her wings went still. Then she landed atop Red and Vince, hugging both of them, though kissing the latter.

A few seconds went by before she also broke the kiss, and put her face into his neck on the other side of where Red was.

“Red is very happy,” whined Red. “Very happy. Red wasn’t sure she would ever get home.”

Nodding his head, Vince hugged both of them tightly and kept them pressed to himself. Lifting his head slightly, he saw Leila trudging up to them.

The gnome warlock and her incredibly large purple eyes looked tired. Tired and worn out.

The glittering sparks that dwelled in the depths of her eyes were dull at the moment, though present nonetheless.

The elegantly sculpted face with perfect features was pale and she was breathing hard.

The attractive gnome woman collapsed onto her rear end next to his head.

Her hair was dirty blonde, looked ragged, and was loose. There were several streaks of either mud or blood in it.

“We’re back,” she said in a soft rush of breath. “It took… it took a lot of effort, and some really messy work, but we’re back.”

“And a helpful man,” Sam added.

“Yes… and a very helpful man that I’m even now highly suspicious of,” agreed Leila. Then she leaned forward and kissed Vince briefly. She put her forehead to his afterward. “Before you ask, he showed up just in time to ask me questions that were too precise, inferred far too much, then practically opened the way for us home.

“Far… far too easily. As if he knew exactly what he was doing, saying, and what the result he wanted was.”

“An enemy?” he asked curiously.

“No. Not an enemy. But… maybe not an ally, either. I didn’t get the impression there was any care for us, he just wanted us… gone,” Sam interjected.

“Red doesn’t care. Red is home. Red will wish them well,” grumbled the Undead beauty.

They all went quiet as everyone just laid there and hugged one another.

“Looks like we missed some things,” Leila remarked after a time. “Want to catch us up?”

Vince grunted and nodded his head.

That was a good place to start, really.

Squeezing Red and Sam, he reached across the two, and snagged Leila. He forcefully dragged her down onto his middle. Pushing the other two women to his sides.

Now that he had all three in his arms, he let his head rest against the grass.

He closed his eyes with a smile.

“Well… let’s see… after you got eaten by the portal storm everything sped up, but also slowed down,” Vince mused. “Got out, found everyone, saved a colony of Ratkin, mostly conquered Spain, made a new border with Prussany, and turned a pretty goddess of magic into a Seed Zombie.”

Leila clicked her tongue, then sighed.

“No, too summarized. In detail,” she demanded, cuddling into him.

“Okay… in detail…”

***

Vince was staring down at the corpse of the avatar of The Hungry One with a sour expression.

“— endless plane. Endless!” hissed Sam. “If it wasn’t for Leila getting us water, me finding things to kill, and Red killing them, we’d have died. Forever ago.”

“Red ate the hearts. Sam and Leila ate the rest,” Red added. “Endless… nothing. In every direction.

“Red felt like Red would fall into the sky. Would prefer flying.”

“Needless to say, it was… very boring and life-threatening at the same time,” remarked Leila with a sigh. “Then that man showed up and… here we are.

“And no, we didn’t see him approach. Didn’t hear him. Didn’t smell him. He just… appeared.”

Sounds like a god to me.

Except Ryker’s dead.

So it wasn’t him.

Runner would have told me if he’d done something.

Bianca, the new Architect, didn’t mention it.

That means there’s someone else messing around in a similar way.

One that’s an ally up to a point.

I’ll ask about it when I get the chance.

“That does sound rather awful,” Dea remarked in a strange tone. “Trees are the lifeblood of an area. Everywhere needs trees.”

“You’re just saying that because you’re a Dryad now. Your eyes even glow like theirs do,” Ferris remarked. “If you’re not a Dryad, I’m not a Dragon.

“I… well… yes. I suppose I really am a Dryad now. I’ve accepted it and embraced my newfound heritage. I like being a Dryad, in fact. It’s quite lovely so far,” admitted Dea. “Still. Trees are needed.

“And speaking of trees and needs, you need to head back to Galicia at some point. It’s become the home city of all Dryads in Europe.

“There are quite a few altars to me and you that’ve been erected. They’re calling it the cradle of Dryad Divinity.

“Since, you know, all those Dryads were resurrected at the exact same time. Apparently, bells have become quite the holy symbol now. They all started chiming in concert after all.

“Just as the lord of Dryads had promised, they all returned.”

“Fine. It’s… fine. I need to do a tour or whatever anyway, don’t I, Yarie?” Vince asked and sighed. He pulled out his energy sword and moved toward the lower half of the dead avatar.

“I-yes. You most likely do. I’m not entirely… aware… of everything that’s going on out here, but you do need to commit to a tour,” Yaris agreed. “Let’s… send you away somewhere to eat that heart and recover. After everything that happened, it would be best to have you out of sight for a time.”

“Alright. That works. I can go home, now, by the way,” Vince remarked. “All the rules are gone. We don’t owe the Overgods anything anymore.”

“Oh? Oh! Fantastic. Then yes, a tour is certainly needed in the near future. You probably won’t be needed here on the front line either for a time. The appearance of that avatar will likely bring everyone to the bargaining table,” Yaris concluded. “You should tour Europe first, then Yosemite. The Emperor in the west is almost completely routed. He’s in his last stronghold. We’ve just left him there because it was easier than risking people.

“The warlords in the East have been completely conquered. We’ve been forced to leave a number of troops as garrison forces but… it’s taken.

“The Tri-lliance in the south has been very quiet. What little we’ve gotten from them is… well… it doesn’t really make sense. It’s all conflicting.”

“Because it’s all true, I imagine,” Ferris said dryly. “Every Dragon there heard me and listened. They simply left, and took with them their wealth and power. The Tri-lliance is likely suffering a power vacuum in some ways.

“Those Dragons who remained are probably unable to maintain their promises and oaths. The prayers I receive are often disjointed and… well, honestly, I can’t hear them as well as I used to.

“I think they’re praying to a version of me that doesn’t technically exist now. As I exist now, the wife of Vince and goddess of Dragons, I’m not the same Ferris I once was.”

“All the better,” stated Vince as he waded into the chest of the avatar. He was looking for its heart. He was going to start with that and see what else he could wolf down.

Power is power.

If I have to eat garbage to do it, then I’ll do it.

“Why thank you,” Ferris cooed with a warm laugh. “I look forward to our marital union! I didn’t think I’d be the last one to get anything from you at all.”

Oh, I guess she’s right.

Huh.

That’ll be fun.

Hey, Dea, I’m praying to you as the goddess of Dryads. Make sure you’re there so I can make you watch me plow Ferris into a bed and try to knock her up.

You can clean me up like the good Dryad you are.

Cause you’re a Dryad now, aren’t you?

Dryads love this sort of thing.

That means you probably love it now.

And if you didn’t want to be the goddess of Dryads, you could have stopped it. Look no further than Johanna. She knew what she was doing to herself.

You knew this too, did you not?

There was a strange gurgling squeak that escaped from behind Vince.

Glancing over his shoulder, he saw Dea staring at him with wide and intensely glowing eyes. She’d most certainly heard him.

“Complaints?” he asked.

“N-none. I knew. I agree,” answered Dea with a quick shake of her head.

“Huh?” Sam asked.

“He prayed at her. Most likely involving me, given how my poor Dryad’s eyes lit up,” Ferris murmured and wrapped an arm around Dea’s hips. “Though I suppose that’s good news for me.

“Okay, so our next move is a global tour. Then what do we do?”

“No clue. I leave that shit to my beautiful Royal Bedroom Elf Queen, wonderful general of cuddly fun, and sexy green Fes,” Vince answered and began sawing at the arteries and veins that held the heart in place. “So look at the most likely blushing and pregnant Royal Bedroom Elf and ask her what we’re doing next since she’s here.

“Oh, and since all my goddesses are here, we should probably hold a religious ceremony. Maybe have all of you at the same time while all the priestesses pray at me. That’d be fun.”

Vince was feeling pretty good as he pulled out the massive heart.

His duty to the Overgods was done.

The lost comrades he worried for had been returned.

Even the limitations he’d been suffering under were gone.

He could even go visit his dad soon, as well as his sister.

“Ah, one more thing. I have a sister, and I found my dad,” Vince said and sat down next to the boulder-sized heart. “You’re all going to get to meet your father-in-law and sister-in-law.

“Felix is also likely back home, or can go back home now too.”

“Oh? Red will call Andrea when we get back. Red wants to make sure her best-friend knows this news immediately,” Red muttered and then started to look around. “Is there anyone from Legion here? Red wants to call now.”

“Petra’s over there somewhere. I’m sure she’s got one,” Vince said and waved distantly back the way they came. Then he patted the heart. “Okay. I need someone to carry this off somewhere for me. I want to dig into this, but I’m going to need time to do it.”

“I’ll summon Renata,” Ferris offered. “She can get you back to Galicia quickly. You can enjoy your meal, rest, and then begin your tour there.”

“I’ll let-I’ll let my Dryads know,” Dea murmured. Her eyes were still burning from the inside out while staring at him. “They will be excited for you to return to the city of Dryads.

“And yes, it really is. All of the trees you end up seeing around the city are all Dryad trees. All of them. It’s a city of trees now.

“Every Dryad that could plant there, that isn’t with you, has done so.”

Vince nodded his head at that.

It sounded like a perfect city to him.

Dryads were amazing.


Chapter 6

Lifting his head up out of the bucket he was hanging his head over as it rested on his knees, Vince groaned.

He’d devoured as much of the heart as he could.

If Red had been here with him, he’d suggest she eat some.

Maybe even try to force her to eat some, in fact.

Because realistically, a great deal of this thing was going to go to waste. The idea of eating more of the heart later, after it’d likely started going south, was beyond what he could manage.

It was already incredibly foul as it was.

He’d managed to knock out half of it. With the other half sitting in the small field next to the manse where he was staying.

It was in the back of the city, next to the castle, and the original Dryad field.

Wincing, he shook his head.

His head was filled with thoughts of finding one of his Dryads and pinning her onto the bed where he was sitting. Pinning her and doing his best to impregnate her.

He was barely hanging onto his need, in fact.

If he hadn’t felt so full, it’d have already happened.

Realistically, he had barely made it into the manse as it was.

Vaguely, it reminded him of the night he’d spent with Caroline. It was a similar feeling of desperate need and feeling full.

“Too much… magic,” mumbled Vince with a sigh.

There was a firm knock on the door.

Letting out another sigh, Vince looked at the bottom of the bucket.

His stomach felt fairly steady, just overwhelmingly full.

“Yeah, hey, I’m good,” Vince called. “Just… resting.”

“Ah, that’s good,” Johanna called from outside the door. “I’m glad to hear that. Would you… ah… would you mind helping me out with my canteen? I’m completely drained from the battle and… I… I need… I need a refill.”

“Johanna, I-I will gladly fill your canteen. Though it’ll have to be in the morning.

“I can’t do it right now. Because right now if you come in here, the only thing you’re gonna get filled up is yourself.

“Not your canteen. So… tomorrow morning,” warned Vince, and then set the bucket back to where it belonged beside the bedside table.

“I see,” Johanna said. Her voice managed to carry through the door. “Okay then.”

Vince nodded his head and then closed his eyes.

The door clacked as it was unlocked, opened, closed, and then was relocked.

“Really? That’s what you want?” Vince asked, slowly turning his head, and looking down the hall to the front door.

Johanna came into view, walking down the hall. As she walked, she was already working at pulling her blouse up and over her head.

By the time she made it to him, she’d shucked it off and was working on her undershirt. It was quite tight across the front of her breasts.

“Really. Because you know what… I’m betting I can convince you to fill my canteen anyway, or I just let you fill me up, and I ‘milk’ myself, as it were,” Johanna said. She grabbed the hem of her pants and started to shimmy out of them. “Repeatedly, until it’s full.

“And besides, we both know you’re interested in this. Every single Dryad I meet when you’re not around tells me as much.

“So, you get me, I get my faith, we both are happy, right?”

“Right,” growled Vince. Looking at the extremely pretty goddess, Vince could feel his incredible need.

Johanna smiled at him, got her pants and underwear to her feet, and then stepped out of them. She’d managed to get out of her shoes at the same time.

Reaching into her clothes pile, she picked up her canteen.

Unscrewing the cap, she held the lip of it up to her mouth and then ran her tongue along the edge. Watching him as she did it.

Then she sent her tongue inside it and back out, only to circle the rim again.

“So,” she said and then licked her lips. “Should I just… lay down on the bed, or do you think I could catch that meal first after all?

“I’d be very appreciative if you let me eat first. You can do whatever you want after that, then my turn again, then yours? Back and forth?”

Vince thought about that, thought about what he wanted.

Then he realized that this would be perfect.

He could take turns with Johanna all night long and eat more of the heart in between. Using Johanna for pleasure and purpose until he was done with the heart.

Looking inward, he found Dea’s dirt and then stuck his awareness into it.

Dea, tell your Dryads to not let anyone into the house I’m in. I’m busy with Johanna.

You’re welcome to send in a few Dryads who have earned your favor if they can watch without being caught.

Alright?

There was a non-verbal response from Dea, but it was a positive one.

“Fine. Come over here and get between my legs. We’ll go back and forth until I’m satisfied,” he confirmed and then set the bucket to one side.

“Wonderful. Feed me lots,” purred Johanna, who quickly came over. She got down on her knees in a flash in front of him.

She patted her hands together excitedly, looked at his crotch, then back up to his face.

“Did you want me to pull it out or are you doing it for me? I don’t mind either way,” Johanna assured him. Even as she spoke though, she’d started working at his belt buckle.

By the time she’d finished speaking, she’d already undone it and started pulling it out of the clasp.

“Sure, go ahead,” he allowed. Then he stood up partially when she grabbed the top of his pants and started pulling at them. Dragging them down to his ankles in a flash.

His rigid member was already up and ready for attention. His mind had been burning with desire for a while already.

Sitting back down, the tip practically pointed at Johanna’s face.

It wasn’t the first time she’d seen it, nor did she seem surprised.

She’d seen him with Elizabeth and others just to get her ‘refill’ as it were.

Before he could say anything, she’d already grabbed his shaft, leaned into it, and licked at the tip. Her tongue flattened out as she ran it along the tip.

“Mm, yes, that’s wonderful,” she murmured, licking her lips loudly. Apparently, the precum blob that’d been right there had been her aim.

Moving her hand back and forth, she began to rhythmically work her hand.

Watching his member for several seconds, she reached under with her other hand.

Her palm cupped him and cradled him. Her fingers curled, and her hand moved up so his bits were held more like a coin pouch. She tentative squeezed him and then eagerly leaned in to his tip.

Another glob of precum had bubbled up.

She licked it clean, then wrapped her lips around the tip. She sucked at him firmly for a moment and came off him again.

Her eyes were locked to the entry of his manhood, her hands never stopping. One stroking him and the other cupping and holding to him tenderly.

Moving her head in again, she began to run her tongue along the sides of his length. Running down from the head to the hilt.

She repeated this several times, pausing at the tip to make sure there was nothing there every time.

Her head came in again, but this time she slid his girth into her mouth. Pausing at the halfway point down his member.

Her lips tightened, her tongue swirled up underneath it, and her cheeks hallowed out as she began to suck firmly on him.

Her lovely eyes glanced up at him, then crinkled at the corners when she realized he was watching her intently.

Not likely able to maintain such eye contact, Johanna looked back down and then moved her head forward. Her mouth was slowly taking him in down to the hilt.

He felt her tongue move out past her mouth and brush up against the top of his sack. One of her fingers moved so her tongue could actually push at the jewels directly.

Then she moved her hand back into position, and her head came away, her hand following her mouth upward as she went.

Oh, my shit. She got lessons somewhere, didn’t she?

Or was she just paying attention when Elizabeth and the others did it?

Fuck, she’s amazing at this.

Johanna let out a low, purring, questioning noise as she reached the tip.

Her hand moved down and made a slow spiral as she went, her mouth chasing it down. When her lips hit her fingers at the base of his abdomen, she came back up again.

“Please don’t stop,” Vince let out a shaky breath. He was sorely regretting not having fed Johanna like this previously.

Johanna chuckled huskily at that and was certainly pleased with herself.

On the next bob of her head, she moved closer to him. Her head was now fully over the top of his lower half.

Unexpectedly, she sped up. Finding a speed that he was certain would get him off in no time at all.

What was also surprising, was she managed to keep the same technique, despite that speed increase.

Her tongue swirled at the tip when she reached it, and scoured the underside of his shaft as she chased her hand down. Her fingers were pulling and pushing at him expertly while moving. Even her hand continued to rotate as she did it.

“I can’t-hold it-I’m there,” groaned Vince in a sudden realization. She’d coaxed him to the end nearly instantly.

Johanna didn’t stop, slow down, or hesitate.

Her head kept bobbing up and down, her hand working at him, and her hair bouncing back and forth as she went.

“Mmm? Mmm, mmm?” she groaned around him.

His breath caught at the noise, and he let out a low and loud moan.

Johanna dove down, until her nose was shoved into his stomach. Her chin crushed up to her hand that held his jewels, then she came back up to the tip.

He began to orgasm wildly, his whole body tensing as he unloaded into her eager mouth. Her tongue lashed out all over his tip as she moved back and forth at a much slower rate now.

She moaned happily, swallowing loudly, and working at him as if she knew just how to pull every drop out of him.

Ten seconds in, unloading completely into Johanna’s mouth, and feeling like he was going to explode, he was shuddering in her grasp. Her tongue hadn’t stopped, and her mouth pulled at him.

Pulling at his overloaded manhood and seemingly demanding more out of him.

Her head tilted to the side, but she didn’t release him.

“I’m your goddess of magic. I’m the only one who can make you truly get off like this. Only me. I have magical skills when it comes to making you… get off. Magical. Only me. For us… this is special. I’m special. Your magical goddess of magic. Magical oral sex,” she mumbled around him. “I truly believe that. You should, too. Believe in it with me. Tell me”

“I believe it. Goddess of blow jobs,” whimpered Vince honestly. Right now he felt like he was experiencing an overload of pleasure and strangely wanted more.

“Good. Yes. Goddess of Vince Campbell’s blow jobs. Believe that.

“Now, I’m going to give you that magic all night long,” she mumbled, his member lodged firm at the back of her mouth. “This is going to be a long night. I’m going to get you off again now. Feed me lots.”

Closing her mouth around him once more, she started to bob expertly up and down again despite him having just gotten off. Her words had hit oddly inside his head, and he suddenly believed her.

Putting one hand in her hair, he held to her as she settled in to get him off once more.

Vince wasn’t sure anymore if he would be the one keeping her hostage here, or if she was keeping him hostage here.

Panting, and making soft purring moans, Johanna worked at him.

***

Standing in front of the Duchess of Galicia, Vince felt weightless.

Leandra smiled at him in a way that felt like her jaw would break. As if she was fighting to hold down the smile and failed miserably.

His memory of the woman was accurate to a fault. The Dryad was an incredibly pretty and well-built member of her species.

She stood at about five foot five, with a full Dryad physique, tanned skin, radiant hazel eyes that shimmered to a sparkling green color in the light, and long black hair, she was decidedly different from what he’d expected.

Dressed in very comfortable-looking clothes, she was practically bouncing in position.

“My-my lord, I’m-I’m-I’m so pleased… pleased… I—”

Leandra’s words fell away, and then she darted forward and hugged him.

Hugged him as if her goal was to break him in half at the waist.

Then she began to sob loudly.

Bawling into his tunic as she hung onto him.

Smiling, feeling awkward, he put his arms around the young woman and hugged her back. Patting her gently and not really sure what to do about the situation.

They were currently standing in her throne room as it were.

For the last thirty-six hours, he’d done nothing but ride Johanna or have her devour him. Endlessly. Until he finally ran out of stamina and avatar heart.

Each time she would let his seed drain out of herself and into the canteen if he’d let himself go inside of her.

She’d worn him out and left his privates more drained than even when Mouth or Meliae attempted to kill him through sex.

Johanna had done exactly what she had said and wanted him to admit in the end.

That she was his goddess of magic, which included magical blow jobs and, inadvertently, somewhat magical sex.

She’d expertly got both of them to believe it.

Believing what she’d said to a fault.

Now she held a power over his release through oral pleasure that was unparalleled in any way and made him crave more of it.

Even now he wanted to drag Johanna off to an alcove and have her drain him again.

It made not thinking horrible thoughts of Leandra an impossibility.

At least, if she wasn’t thankfully crying.

The crying helped a lot.

“You brought everyone baaaaaack,” wailed Leandra.

All around the throne room were Dryads.

He didn’t miss the fact that he saw Flora, the mother or sister of most of the Dryads here. They’d suffered terribly before he’d arrived and died before he could free them.

“The Bells sang, and everyone came back,” whimpered and bawled the Duchess. “The Bells of the Dryads saaaaaang.”

Well.

They did mention that bells had been given a religious importance.

“Everyone said you told them it was time to come back. They all came back,” blubbered the Dryad.

“I know. I did tell you they would, didn’t I? I promised it,” Vince murmured and tried to console the Dryad.

She’d had a world shoved on top of her when she was barely able to be called an adult. Given the situation, she’d held up remarkably well.

Leandra cried for another several minutes and just hung onto Vince.

After a time, she calmed down.

However, then came a never-ending flood of Dryads.

All of them wanted hugs, to kiss his cheek, or those who had planted themselves in his Grove, a much more intimate kiss.

Culminating with Flora, the mother of Leandra, stepping up to Vince.

The older Dryad smiled at him and raised her eyebrows.

“I’m sorry I was late,” he apologized to her.

“Oh, I’d say you weren’t late at all,” said the Dryad with a wave of her hand. “Far be it for me to complain about becoming a woman turned legend to my entire species.

“I’m also quite happy to hear you’ve gone ahead and played rescuer to every Dryad you could. Even my poor daughters at the wall.

“Quite a few have come to visit and chat. I had no idea those who planted themselves in your grove could travel freely.”

Ah, that’s right.

My Dryads can go anywhere.

“I imagine you’ll get a visit from Meliae at some point. She’s… she’s more or less the closest to your goddess as you can get,” asserted Vince. “Every Dryad in North America is subservient to her.”

“Oh, we’ve already met her. Ever since Mr. White started putting in communications for Leandra to use, Meliae called us,” Flora said and then hugged Vince. She took him by the arm after, and began guiding him to Leandra. “I’m quite pleased to know that our station in Europe is actually less than the goal.

“I was already quite pleased with where we’re at. I never knew how elevated we were as a species in the Empire of Legion.

“I hear even your brother has a Dryad wife?”

“He does. Her name’s Faith,” agreed Vince. “Dryads are… Dryads are a deeply rooted tree for Legion all on its own. The Dryads stepped in to give Legion a weapon to use against faith magic.

“I’m afraid my brother has decided Dryads are deeply important to him. I happen to agree, of course, since I built Yosemite off of Dryads.

“Your kind isn’t going anywhere anytime soon I’m afraid. Unless you’re dead set on escaping. Even then I’m going to do my best to convince you to remain.”

All the Dryads laughed at that.

Every single one of them.

Even the ones in his grove seemed to be laughing.

“It isn’t we who are going anywhere. We’re not escaping,” warned Dea from somewhere above him. “It’s all of Yosemite. All of Legion, in fact, that should worry for their Dryad citizens.

“We won’t be attempting to leave either one. It’s the other way around. It’s unlikely either institution will ever shake off the Dryads.”

There was a communal response to that that felt like it spanned across the Dryad world.

Clearing his throat, he laughed, then nodded his head.

He was fine with that.

Beyond that, he was certain that Felix would be more than fine with it as well.

“Now, we’re going to have a meeting about your current expectations for us. I think it’ll be somewhat long,” Leandra warned him. She began gnawing at her lip, her head tilting to one side. “I know these aren’t fun meetings for you but… would you mind?”

“Not at all,” Vince allowed. “I’m likely going to be going on a tour. I’m just waiting for Petra and Yaris to come and tell me the details.

“I imagine I’ll be doing this with a number of cities, so why not start with where Yosemite began here in Europe?”

“Perfect, perfect. Uhm… ah… would… would you mount me in front of my court?” Leandra asked suddenly, her eyes going from normal to lit from the inside as if she had a sun inside of her head. “I would really appreciate you mounting me in front of my court. Preferably also making sure to impregnate me. As they all watch.”

“Oh, good thing I brought my canteen,” chirped Johanna happily from behind him, followed by a loud gulp. “Ah, now there’s room. And you know, I should have more than one canteen. Maybe several.

“Each for a different flavor. Store them in a small storage plane.

“Dryad flavor has always been rather earthy. It’s enjoyable. Elves are a bit acidic, but also enjoyable. Humans seem more savory.

“So far, I enjoy the flavor of Dryads the most.

“You don’t mind helping me out, do you, Vince? For your… goddess of magics?”

He most certainly did not.


Chapter 7

Vince felt like his head was full of nonsense.

Somehow, he’d gotten through the meeting with the Dryads without difficulty. In fact, they hadn’t even asked him to contribute, speak, or respond in any way.

They simply told him about everything that was going on in their city and their lives. Everything that’d changed since Yosemite had shown up and everything that was going on with the Dryads of Europe.

Dea hadn’t offered anything further and he felt like she had been busy.

The fact that Petra, Yaris, and the other goddesses, hadn’t caught up to him yet, left him feeling a bit odd. Like he was somehow doing something wrong.

Yaris knows where I am.

She was going to go talk to Petra.

If they needed me, they’d come get me.

For one reason or another, they think me being here is better for the time being.

I’ll… ask why when they catch up with me.

“Is this what Yosemite is like?”

Vince looked up from his partially consumed meal.

It was late in the afternoon, to the point that it would soon be the evening. The sun was nearing the edge of the horizon.

All around were people moving about in their daily lives.

There were a great many people of every race, he expected. He also spotted a number of Legion of Yosemite soldiers moving about.

They looked just like regular Legionnaires but had the emblem of Yosemite at the collar as well as Yosemite military markings at the shoulder.

As far as he could see, everything looked far better than it had been when he’d first visited here. There were a few unmistakable Battle Dryads here and there as well.

Those who had remained part of the city, had not joined his Grove, and hadn’t joined the Crown’s Guard or the Bellum Dryadum.

They’d been kitted out in Legionnaire armor, though the more common editions of it. As if they were a local police force.

“More Dryads than normal but yeah, pretty much like Yosemite,” Vince admitted and leaned into his sandwich. He took a bite out of it. “Really depends on what part of Yosemite you’re in, since there’s usually a local species that holds the majority, but all are welcome everywhere.

“Everything gets blended until there is no one race.

“Though the Elves always try to push themselves upward. I’ve already told them I’m going to curb that if they try to make themselves be more than equals to the others but so far, they’ve behaved.

“I think it’s just a response to how long most of them served as slaves and the like. A natural reaction to want to put themselves into a place where they can’t be attacked again.”

“That makes sense,” Johanna admitted, then moved in toward her own sandwich and stopped. Then she leaned away from it. “You know, my priesthood crossed the border. They all escaped into your lands. They’ve been practically sprinting to make it down to Fort Legion.

“I want them to make it back to Yosemite and start there. It sounds like there’s a lot of magical races there that aren’t part of the Dryad or Elven race.”

“Smart,” Vince conceded with a sharp nod of his head. “Send a few to Legion as well. They have spell casters, and they’re all Human.

“Actually, are you Human?”

“Yes. I was. Once upon a time. Just a peasant girl,” Johanna said with a grin, then took a bite of her sandwich.

“Hard to imagine honestly,” Vince muttered and popped the last corner of his food into his mouth, clapped his hands together, and stood up while chewing. “You finish up. I just want to go walk around. Not going to do anything.”

Johanna made a noise that sounded like assent.

Leaving her there, Vince started walking.

He glanced over his shoulder in time to see Johanna taking a sip from a canteen. She was watching a group of young Dryads nearby as they played some type of game with a small ball and their feet.

Vince wanted to go see the old tree that’d greeted him when he came here. It’d offered them information as well as his last remaining seed.

An ancient Dryad tree that’d survived their Dryad.

Reaching his destination quickly, Vince was rather happy.

Without any of his entourage and none of his guards, no one bothered him. He was just another faceless human wandering about the city.

No sooner had he found his destination than he realized a change had occurred.

What had once been an empty and lost corner of a plaza had been transformed.

It’d been turned into what he could only think of as a Dryad’s interpretation of a tomb for a national hero. The tree had been trimmed, cleaned, and given a great deal of care.

The grass in front of it, where the Dryad had supposedly been buried, had been changed as well.

There was a small post with a bell attached to a metal wire. It led down into the ground, and a small plaque sat in the grass.

Additionally, there were several Battle Dryads nearby that looked like guards for the area as well.

“Lord,” whispered one of those Dryads as he walked up. “You… you’re here.”

Vince smiled ruefully at the helmeted Dryad.

They weren’t part of his grove, but he was sure they were suddenly frantically praying to Dea.

“I mean… I needed to come to see how he was doing,” Vince said and gestured at the tree. He carefully stepped around the spot where the dead Dryad likely was.

Walking up to the tree, Vince put his hand to it and then sought out the life that traveled about his grove.

The seed he’d been given from this tree responded quickly. It quivered, let out an odd echoing-like call, then went still again.

There was no response from the tree.

It was quiet and still.

Nothing more than a tree.

“It isn’t… it’s not a Dryad tree anymore because-because you took the seed?” asked one of the other Dryads. “He’s silent because he’s hibernating. He’ll wake back up in spring.”

“Yeah. The seed just called out to the tree, but there wasn’t a response,” Vince admitted. Then he patted the tree gently. “It’s healthier than the last time I saw it.”

“We take turns nurturing it. Making sure it’ll come back in the spring,” answered the first Dryad. “It’s a very old tree, and it’s worth keeping alive. It’s like… a voice from the past.”

“Did you come here to wake up Damiana?” asked the last Dryad. She sounded incredibly young to Vince, but he wasn’t sure.

“Damiana?” he replied, looking to the Dryad. Vince gestured to the grave. “Was that her name?”

“Yes. She was… our city’s spirit.”

“I don’t know if that’s possible. She wasn’t really a Dryad,” Vince answered honestly. “Apparently, she had wings and was more akin to a Sylph. Though… she did have a tree. As well as a seed from it. I mean… I can try.”

Walking over to the grave, Vince got down on his knees with the bell directly in front of him.

“The duchess ah… reburied her personally. She did everything that you did,” said one of the Dryads.

Closing his eyes, Vince turned his attention inward. He faintly heard what sounded like someone running, but tuned out the world around him quickly.

He focused on his grove, and then on the seed that had neither tree nor Dryad.

“Dea, are you busy at the moment?” Vince asked aloud.

There was a shuddering from his grove, from the dirt that’d come from the valley goddess-turned-Dryad.

He felt Dea turn her attention to him then.

“What do you think of this… Dryad? They’ve been dead for a time and weren’t part of the following,” Vince explained. “But I hold the last seed of their tree in my grove.”

He wanted to say more, but he didn’t want to voice it in front of the Dryads here. Dea was an intelligent woman and didn’t need him to explain his concerns to her.

Chances were she was aware of what he was nervous about and had even more concerns than he did.

If he brought this Dryad back, this Damiana, would it change or shift the religion of Yosemite? Would it be worthwhile, or detrimental?

Would it even be possible to bring them back?

“Try,” came the quiet response from Dea. The words weren’t heard but spoken in a way he didn’t quite understand. “Hear my prayer, my lord. Try.”

She’s praying to me?

That’s new.

Pushing at the power he held, Vince tried to sink it down into the grave. To Damiana and her resting place.

He found the body quickly and easily.

Leandra had indeed buried Damiana just as he had done for the others. She was surrounded in a way that’d let her breathe and survive if she woke up.

Wooden barricades were erected around her chest and head. The rest of her was covered in earth and dirt. The roots of her one-time tree were within reach, but hadn’t grown out to her.

The body of the Dryad was intact, though withered and brittle looking.

Their head wasn’t attached either and was resting where it should go, rather than actually being attached.

Pushing harder at his power, he tried to tap into what he’d done previously. To call across the grave to his Dryads.

Speaking beyond the veil of death.

“Damiana, can you hear me?” Vince began. “My name is Vince Campbell. I’m the Lord of Dryads, Dragons, and Elves. I call out to you from the world you were unjustly removed from.

“I would like to know if you would wish to come back to the living. If you’d like to rejoin the Dryads and their goddess Dea.”

A sudden thought popped into his head.

“I call to my priestess of Death, Zathira, to walk the bridge between life and death on my behalf and speak with Damiana,” Vince murmured and then hard directed his attention to the Lamia in question. She should be somewhere off with the goddesses. “Please convey my wish to call out to Damiana of Galicia across the veil of death.

“If she’d like to rejoin the living, I’d welcome her back to her own body. Though I’d ask, if she wishes to do such a thing, that she waits for me to finish… healing it.

“Please give whatever response comes back to Dea. She’ll let me know.”

“Try,” came the immediate response from Dea. The response was much firmer this time.

Vince put his attention to the body and wished it to be whole. To direct his power to put it back to rights, as it should be.

The body would, of course, respond to his wishes, as it was nothing more than inert material. Something that would respond to magic easily and without issue.

It didn’t hurt that he believed that, which helped his faith-based power to actually work.

He worked at rebuilding the body. One section at a time, he directed his power to bring it back to whatever the normal for this body would have been.

Thankfully, he didn’t have to direct it much more than that.

The body and his power took care of the detail work.

Vince just had to provide the source for it all to come from, which was himself.

Using his power judiciously and not just unleashing it as a torrent, he felt as if he’d only used a quarter of what was available to him when he finished. And he knew that the body was whole once again.

Taking in a breath, Vince decided to take a break at this point.

Originally, he’d planned on just rushing ahead.

Now, he wanted to just take a moment and recollect his thoughts.

While he didn’t quite know how much time had passed, it’d certainly been longer than he’d originally expected.

Long enough that there was an ache in his knees from kneeling atop the grave.

He wanted to reach out to Dea and Zathira for the next steps.

The body would hold for a few minutes while he took a moment to move around.

Opening his eyes, he realized it’d been longer than he thought.

There were deep shadows across everything, and the sun was setting in the west. The world was moving towards its curtain call for the day.

A groan escaped his lips as he leaned his head back.

The muscles felt stiff, and they screamed at him.

Shifting to one side, he sat down on the grass, taking the weight off his knees. They felt far more painful than he expected.

How the hell did Elizabeth spend all that time on her knees to fill Johanna’s canteen? Damn.

I’ll need to be nicer to my Dryads about this, too.

“My lord… is… is it done?”

Looking at the speaker, Vince saw Leandra not far off. Her mother was there as well.

Vince only now noticed that he was surrounded by a great many Dryads. There wasn’t a single space around him that could have fit another Dryad.

“Done?” Vince asked then coughed. His voice had been rough and dry. He tried again. “Done?”

“Is… Damiana… is she—”

There was a soft chime from the bell next to Vince. Given how light it looked, he imagined that it often would tinkle in the wind.

“I need to—”

The bell rang once more, then began to ring repeatedly. Chiming in a way that could only be deliberate.

Johanna swooped in and got Vince up to his feet. She guided him over to one side as Dryads rushed in to the grave.

Seven or eight of them all began using magic immediately.

The grass pulled away at itself, and the earth heaved upward.

In a flash, before the sun fully set, they’d somehow dug Damiana free. Tearing off the wooden boxes that’d covered her, they then pulled her out of the grave she’d been in for so long.

“I… what?” asked the woman.

She looked to be a womanly, full-figured, and beautifully mature Dryad. Almost in line with the same type of feeling that Meliae’s mother, Mila, gave off.

A woman who’d been around for far longer than they looked, but had more than the youthful looks that Dryads had. An attractiveness that wasn’t just limited to their physical appearance.

Damn.

Dryads age wonderfully.

She had long dark black hair, bright brown eyes that seemed larger than normal, a generous mouth, and a figure that was most certainly a Dryad’s, though she topped out at five-foot-three at best.

Though she was covered in a good bit of dirt, it didn’t take away from her much. Her skin was a pale color with a brownness to it that made her look quite lovely.

Wings similar to Sam’s fluttered out from behind her and hung there in the air.

Then her eyes slowly turned to Vince, and she stared at him.

Slowly, the naked and dirt-smudged Dryad moved toward him. Her wings spread out further as she stared at him.

Her bright brown eyes gained an intensity in them and shone. Shone just as a Dryad’s eyes would, though they were brown, not green.

“Lord of Dryads,” she whispered and got down on her knees in front of him. Her left hand reached out and pressed to his chest.

The response from her seed was instantaneous.

As if a lightning bolt had crackled to life from inside Vince’s chest, it leaped into her hand. There was an instant bond between the seed and the recently returned Damiana.

“Lord of Dryads,” repeated Damiana, as a sexy and wild smile broke across her face. “You’ve brought me back to the world, saved my poor tree, and given me a body that had not been mine in centuries.”

“A… Mistress Damiana, our Lord has returned you to your body as it should be,” Leandra argued politely.

“Yes, that’s what I mean. I am fully restored. Minus all the hurts and injuries I took over my life,” Damiana explained, never looking away from Vince. He felt like there was an actual heat escaping the woman’s eyes. “And a… I have a goddess. I feel her.”

“Yes, her name is Dea,” offered another Dryad from somewhere in the crowd.

Damiana began to laugh quietly, her head slowly tilting to the side.

She was exhibiting signs of most certainly not being a Dryad, while also being one. It left Vince feeling strange.

“Yes, it’s as you’re likely thinking, Vince Campbell, Lord of Dryads. My lord,” Damiana stated. “I’m not a Dryad. I’m an Arborean. One of the last when I was alive, and likely now, the last, after my death and return.

“What an interesting world to be brought back to, though. Very interesting. A world worth investing in.

“It would seem I’ll have to work at repopulating my species all by myself, given the body you provided me and this world.”

Damiana’s eyes had kept growing in brightness to the point that Vince felt like he’d have to look away.

Then she blinked, and the light was gone.

“I have reconnected with my tree… I am whole, as if I were fresh from my mother’s womb,” Damiana purred, then leaned away from Vince. “Such an interesting tale to be living in.

“I think… I think I should speak with someone and find out the state of things. Would someone help me? I find myself out of time and out of place, in a world I can barely recognize.”

Dryads moved in quickly and began cleaning the Arborean off. Someone put a jacket around her, while someone else produced a brush from somewhere and set to her hair.

At the same time, everyone began guiding her over to Leandra and Flora.

“Well, that’s good. I did the work, and now I can leave it to someone else to handle. I love stuff like that,” Vince remarked while getting to his feet. He brushed at his knees and looked to Johanna.

“Yes, I admit, I enjoy that myself. Like setting a teaching curriculum but not having to teach it,” she suggested with a smile.

“This one also enjoys such outcomes. This one is also unsurprised to see her Husband and Lord causing a stir,” remarked Petra from somewhere behind him.

Guess it’s time to go.

Turning, Vince saw Petra standing there.

She was flanked by Fes Berenga and Yaris.

At the moment, her blonde hair was sticking out in an odd way. As if she’d worn a helmet just moments ago.

Her crystalline-blue eyes were tired and worn, and she looked as if she just wanted to go to sleep somewhere.

Fes, the green-skinned warrior, was surprising at this moment, though.

Her long black hair was styled in the current fashion here in Europe. Her dark black eyes were amused.

Her prosthetic arm and leg were covered by very flattering civilian clothes that made Berenga look far more like a Human, than an Orc.

She was beautiful and elegant-looking.

“See? I told you,” Fes said with a chuckle. “He loves me as his Orc wife, but likes it when I dress in Human clothes.

“You can smell it on him. Not that I blame him. I do look good like this.”

“Yes, you do,” Yaris agreed, then she sighed. “Are you ready, Vince? We’ve got an idea of what to do next, but wanted to talk to you and find out what your thoughts about it are.”


Chapter 8

Vince stood in the center of the Dryad grove of Galicia.

The walls had been knocked down and moved back a sizable distance. Expanding it considerably and pushing out the boundaries until it was easily six times the size of the original grove.

There were trees everywhere.

Living trees that were growing very well and without harm.

“This grew very well,” Petra remarked, one of her ant-legs reaching out to lightly tap at a tree. “It’s a good sign of things to come if the Dryads have been able to regrow themselves, and this city, so quickly.”

“Yes. There is no true Dryad city in Yosemite. It’s good for there to be one here,” Yaris remarked. “Given the portal lock between Yosemite and Fort Legion, transport and migration will be simple.

“I briefly feared we’d have a great number of people moving to Legion planet with the portals being all linked again.

“Admittedly we did, but we also received a number of people in return.

“Felix and Felicia have been very careful to balance population migration. Their controls have been considerably well thought out.”

“This one is grateful the two of them work together and for us,” mumbled Petra.

“Stalled long enough,” Fes growled, then sighed.

Petra grunted, then let out a slow breath.

“You’ll be going on that tour after all,” murmured the general. “The frontline suddenly froze after the appearance of that monster.

“The god known as Null vanished at some point and no one has seen them since. Francia, as a country, seems to be undergoing a government change.

“A power vacuum formed after everything that’s happened. Between our attack on their prison, losing a number of troops in their push south, then having Prussany break their brief treaty… they’ve taken too many losses.

“Their ecclesiarchy and its support have deteriorated, and honestly, with the disappearance of the Null, it’s practically a guarantee it’ll end.”

Vince raised his eyebrows in surprise at that.

He wasn’t expecting the government to collapse like that, if he was being honest.

“I take it Prussany is blazing a trail to their capital then,” Vince offered.

“Surprisingly, no,” Petra said while coming to a stop in front of a large tree. It looked very new and fresh, but had the size of an aged tree. “Prussany has moved up to the previous border as well as the one we established with them, and stopped.

“We’re… not really sure why. They’re just holding positions.”

“Like prey sitting in front of a predator,” Fes put forth.

“I honestly don’t know of anything that’d be helpful as to why,” Johanna offered. “But it might be that they’ve taken significant losses of their own.

“The units that Vince decimated, as well as… well, losing me, was a public black eye that can’t really be obfuscated. They also had a number of other units that were lost to Francia in that meat grinder that ended up becoming the current border.

“Honestly, it’s likely Prussany is trying to figure out what’s actually going on.

“They acted on partial information, got knocked through a wall, a Demon they didn’t believe in showed up, and suddenly nothing is what it was.”

“They attempted to kill any messenger I sent their way,” Petra added.

Johanna winced at that and then shook her head.

“I don’t know then. That’s… that’s not something they… I don’t know,” Johanna repeated and held her hands up in a type of surrendering shrug. “I have no idea. Anyone I had ties with that I could reach out to with my godly powers is already within our borders.”

“I could go,” suggested Vince with a feral smile spreading across his face. “Screw the tour. It can happen later. Send me. Send me with some people. They’ll have to deal with me and the Sword of Yosemite.”

Yaris blinked, her head tilted to one side, and she looked thoughtful. As if the idea hadn’t crossed her mind but now was firmly planted.

“Yes,” Berenga stated with a pop as her hands came together. “Yes! Send Vince. He can force them to meet with us and treat him as a ruler.

“I’ll go back to Yosemite and finish off the Emperor. Thera is busy in the east, making sure everything remains under control.

“Petra will keep working here.

“Yarie, you don’t actually need any of us to keep Yosemite running, do you?”

The beautiful Royal Elf’s brow scrunched up, her eyes partially clouded, and then she sighed. Her gaze dropped down and to the side.

“Honestly… I don’t… I think… uhm,” murmured the Elf unnaturally. He’d rarely ever heard her not have the words to describe something. “As the goddess of the Elves, I do not think I can be the Queen of Yosemite.

“Or… or anything… really, relating to the leadership of Yosemite or Legion.

“I can’t maintain either of the positions while being a goddess of a particular race. It’d be no different than if Dea was the queen, or Ferris.

“Realistically, Yosemite is meant to be a nation for everyone. With a goddess at the helm, there’s no denying that that race would have an edge over the others.”

Vince hadn’t thought about that.

Choosing Yaris as the goddess of the Elves was problematic in that regard.

“It’s fine. I’m happy to be the queen of the Elves and the goddess of the Elves,” Yaris said as everyone digested her statement. “It’s no different than how everyone else has their own representative in the Yosemite government.

“I’ve already talked it out with a number of people and the general consensus is… Berenga should be our Fes and queen.”

“Yarie, no,” growled Berenga, stomping over to stand near the Elf.

“Yes,” argued the Elf with a beatific smile. “It’s fine. Realistically, if I go even further into this new persona as a goddess, it’s likely I’ll be even further removed.

“Caroline and I have already been working out a number of contingencies for her to become the regent for the kingdom of the Elves until my children grow of age.

“Before you try to argue this point, Ferris has been working with Dea and I. As mortal deities, we eventually have to find a place to lie ourselves down and work with our religion. Religious duties.

“These ‘lie downs’ can last many years. Especially if our portfolio grows. I’ve been working with Felicia at constructing a vault, deep beneath Yosemite, for us to lie in.”

Blinking, Vince really didn’t know what to say about this.

Turning, he looked at Johanna.

She smiled at him and then gave him a somewhat reluctant nod.

“It’s true,” she confirmed. “Before this, I was able to handle my worshipers even as a mortal avatar.

“I don’t think I’ll be able to do that for… very long. I think, realistically, I’ll be lying down with the others when the time comes.

“This is where minor deities, acolytes, and priests or priestesses convey the word to the flock and the world at large.”

“In other words, you, Ferris, Dea, Zathira, and Yaris, at some point, need to go to bed for a while,” Vince simplified. “Given how rapidly you’ve all expanded, it’s a good bet you’ll be… sleeping for a good while.”

“Yes,” agreed Johanna with a small nod of her head.

“Well, that’s disappointing,” murmured Vince, then laughed. “Whatever. I’m sure we’ll come up with something so that you’re only asleep for a short period.

“I’m the head of all these religions after all. Maybe I can force it so only certain days are for religious observance.

“Anyway… fine. Yaris will step down. Berenga will be the true Fes again. Hope you’re ready to fight Taylor, later,” Vince warned. He didn’t doubt for a moment that the Black Dragon would immediately demand a trial of combat. “Ramona, too, for that matter.

“That’s all beside the point though. Everything else doesn’t change. I’m going to head over to Prussany, right? Me and a group of people are going to go… make friends. Get them to answer to us. Figure out what’s going on.”

“Yes,” confirmed Yaris. “You’ll be taking a number of people who have a better head for such things though. Like Leila, Elizabeth, Blue, Elysia, Zathira, Johanna, and Dea.

“You can, of course, bring others, but I insist on those being there. I think with that grouping we can make sure most situations can be covered.”

“Red and Sam,” Vince said without hesitation. “Renata, of course. Probably Ynes. She’ll be looking for me by this point I imagine.

“When do you want me to go? Is this immediate or is there some wriggle room in there?”

“Why?” asked Yaris curiously.

“I want to go bless the Duke of Denver with health and vitality. I also need to go check and make sure the Ratkin people I met made it to Bilbao.

“Oh, Johanna, did the Nullifiers end up praying to you? Any of them Marie-Louise?”

“Yes, they made contact. She did as well. I sent them all to my priesthood,” Johanna confirmed. “The School of Nullifier magic is being incorporated into my portfolio.”

“Great. Then yeah, Duke of Denver, Ratkin and-oh! I probably need to receive that ball of magic from all the Elves that are part of the Crown’s Guard, don’t I?” Vince asked, looking to Yaris to confirm that.

“That’d be ideal… yes but… well… okay,” she trailed off and looked over to Petra. “When would you want Vince to go to Prussany?”

“Two days from now, this one would say,” Petra remarked. “That’s how long it’ll take for the engineers to reinforce the fortifications and build out our trench lines to completion.

“That’ll be a point where we can argue best for what we want. Which is to have everything up to the point that we’ve taken, recognized as our borders.

“With Prussany at least. This one thinks that for Francia, we might want to try taking over but… that involves a lot more planning that this one has yet to put together.”

“Yeah, as soon as we move on Francia, it’s likely Prussany would do the same and try to carve out at least half for themselves,” growled Fes. “It’s what I’d do.”

“Alright… two days,” Vince confirmed.

Duke of Denver, Ratkin, Crown’s Guard Elves.

That’s not so bad. I can get all that done.

I could even go visit the kids briefly.

In fact, I’m sure this’ll go by faster than I could even imagine.

As if I didn’t have enough time at all.

***

Clicking his tongue, Vince looked at all the video feeds of the Sword of Yosemite. His personalized suit of armor was more like a battle tank in human shape.

Andrea had called it a “mech” at some point, though he wasn’t quite sure what that really entailed.

Around him were Leila, Elizabeth, Blue, Red, Renata, Sam, Zathira, Johanna, and Ynes.

In the end, Dea had been forced to defer to Ynes and Blue to be here for her. She’d been called to religious duties.

As had Ferris, Yaris, and Elysia, in fact.

Even before he’d gone back to bless the Duke, they’d all been called off.

Maybe I underestimated being able to keep them around in the mortal world.

“I still… can’t believe how young Master looked,” Zathira repeated for perhaps the seventh time.

Glancing over to the screen that showed the “danger stay away” black and red coloring of the Lamia.

Her midnight-colored hair was pulled back in the ponytail he came to expect of her. The dark ink-like hair being styled in such a way made the bright red patches in it much more visible.

The burnished orange color of her eyes was focused on the staff in her hand.

Those thin slits for pupils were wide and open at the moment, as if she weren’t really focusing on anything.

Vince couldn’t help but smirk at the comment.

The Duke of Denver had welcomed the blessing and had been forcefully thrown forty years into the past.

He was now a young man in his thirties.

Previously, he’d only briefly considered seeking out companionship and an heir.

Now he was actively seeking one and had asked the Dryads who assisted him to help him find a partner. The Dryad “matchmaker” service had been born in that instant.

Because Dryads were intricately connected to the world of sex and love, as a collective group, they had a fair idea of who might fit with who. All they had to do was set up an introduction and hope it went well.

“— endless prayers,” Johanna said with a laugh. “All of them directed at Vince, though channeled through Dea and myself.

“Though, now that this has happened, he might make a great god of Death, you know. He’s been ‘reborn’ without dying as it were.”

“I like that idea,” Leila stated firmly. “Zathira, you’d be better remaining as a High-Priestess.”

Blue, the beautiful Elven Dryad, lifted a gauntleted hand and put it on Vince’s arm. She was wearing a Bellum Dryadum Legionnaire’s armor set but was clearly uncomfortable.

“Red wants to go home and be fed. Red is hungry. Red hasn’t been fed by Bringer since coming back,” grumbled the Undead. She was clawing at the ground angrily.

“Speaking of, I bought you a gift, Red,” Vince said, looking back to the main screen.

Across from them was the trenchworks of Prussany.

They’d fired a number of things at Vince and his group, only for it to all fail at the shields that were currently erected.

“Bringer got Red a gift? Why?” asked the red-eyed monster, turning her head to look toward him.

“Because I missed you, of course,” Vince answered, then realized he needed to add to that. “I also got something for both of you, Sam and Leila, of course.”

Sam laughed, jumped off of where she sat on Zathira, and landed on Vince’s shoulder. The pretty and extremely large Fae patted him on the back of his head.

“I’m excited to see what you got me!” she proclaimed. “Is it something fun? Is it a ribbon that’s been wrapped around something just for me? Can I unwrap it tonight?”

“No, Red is very hungry. Red must eat tonight. Red is very tired of hearts,” hissed Red, gouging out large chunks of grass and dirt now.

“Red, hello, I’m Johanna. We didn’t really get a chance to talk,” whispered the goddess. She’d eased up to Red as soon as she mentioned being fed.

Ah… is she going to offer up some of her canteen?

“Come this way. I want to talk to you about something,” Johanna coaxed, putting a hand under Red’s elbow.

The two women slowly walked off. Surprisingly enough, Red didn’t even seem to be bothered by the other woman touching her.

“Do you want to be able to eat normal food?” asked Johanna suddenly. They were far enough away that no one but Vince could probably hear them. The sensors in the Sword of Yosemite were incredible. “Because I could easily modify your curse. Make it so you can be just like a normal woman, even while being cursed.

“I’m the goddess of all magic in Yosemite, you know. This includes curses and hexes. You’re well within my purview.”

“Red… Red would still be Red?” asked the Undead.

“You’d still be Red, yes. I spoke with Leila at length about it. In fact, I can make it so you can still enjoy your Bringer meals, but can also enjoy the simpler things in life,” Johanna continued. “In fact, here. Take a sip of this. I brought this along specifically for you to try out. It’s my personal concoction. This is my Earth Blend.”

Earth blend?

Is it more of me, or something else entirely?

Technically Johanna could probably produce something equally potent as the goddess of magic after all.

Johanna had pulled a canteen out of thin air and then held it out to Red.

“Only take a swallow or two mind you. It’s very potent and a little goes a very long way,” advised the goddess.

Red had taken the canteen and unscrewed the top.

Her eyes began to faintly glow as she sniffed at the mouth of it, then she looked to the now smiling Johanna.

“Yes, Red, I heard your prayer just now. If that’s what you wish, you may,” Johanna promised. “You’re a very magical woman, so you’d be welcomed gladly.”

Red grinned at her, displaying her teeth, then took a drink from the canteen. Then, she actually winced, and her face scrunched up.

“Strong,” hissed Red, blinking rapidly. Then she took another gulp from it and started to screw the stopper back on.

“Yes, I—”

Vince tuned them out and put his attention on the trench.

There was a great deal of movement along it at the moment. As if something were happening or changing right now.

Then a long white spear swung into view and stood up straight from the trench.

Prussany had raised up a white flag. It was tied to the long spear and being waved back and forth now.

“Well, looks like they’re finally willing to talk,” he murmured.

“Took them too long,” complained the giant Platinum Dragon who was looming over him. Elizabeth had stated she would remain in her draconic form as a show of force.

The beautiful Orange Dragon named Renata stretched out in front of Vince on the grass. Showing off her incredibly attractive self and bright hair in a way that made him want to lay down on top of her.

Renata was a beauty among beauties.

“Oh? Mmm, I guess my nap’s over. I was having such a fun dream. Vince was riding me, and we were exploring all sorts of things,” purred the dragon in a way that made Vince’s spine tingle.

“Exploring? I’m curious. Where were you flying?” Leila asked curiously. “Out to the East? Maybe south?”

“Flying? We weren’t flying. We were in a bed,” Renata explained, then got to her feet, leaned her shoulders back, and stretched herself out. It pulled his eyes to her chest without him wanting that to happen. Then she looked at Vince with a frighteningly pretty smile. “Well! Shall we get going then?”


Chapter 9

“Remember,” Johanna warned them. “Stay close. Don’t leave the envelope of my formation.

“They have units, deities, and weapons that are just as powerful as what we have. They’ve had a long time to build and expand.

“There’s been a number of times where tech or items would appear as if they’d just found it somewhere without explanation.

“I’d doubt very much if they’ve shown everything they can do yet. We have to be on our toes.”

“Agreed,” Vince confirmed.

He felt confident.

Up to a point, that was.

He’d been reminded as of late that while he was incredibly strong, there were those who were more so. Those that could dominate him in a different way entirely.

Johanna was a glaring and extreme example of that.

Mostly because he hadn’t ever truly managed to develop his ability to work with magic. Until he could defend himself at a basic level, he had a terrible weakness.

“Johanna, I want you to teach me to be able to kill you,” Vince said, firming up his resolve. He needed to change. “If I run into a deity with your ability and strength in magic, I wouldn’t do so well. Need to be able to win a fight like that.

“You’re the goddess of magic and magical instruction so… if anyone can teach me, it’d be you. Wouldn’t it?”

“I’d be absolutely delighted,” Johanna answered excitedly. “Given the way you said that, others have tried?

“If true, that makes this even better for me. It’d increase my mythos significantly. That even for those without talent or when the method of teaching is unknown, I can reach a favorable result.

“Now I’m motivated to do this in addition to just wanting to teach you anyway.”

“Yes, there’ve been several who have attempted to teach him,” Leila confirmed with an annoyed tone to her words. “I did myself. A few elves. Dryads. Pretty sure a Dragon tried as well.

“No one has been able to do much other than to get him to direct all of his power into a general direction or to enact a shield.”

“To be fair, that was enough instruction to give him the tools to take me down,” Johanna muttered. “So it wasn’t a waste. I’ll devote my all to your instruction. We can make it happen when that tour finally happens.”

“If the tour happens,” countered Blue with a long sigh. “I’d like to go visit everyone back home, and introduce everyone to our new members as well, but if Prussany decides to push… well… Vince will be needed here.

“Actually, you know what, I won’t be going on that tour unless Berenga does. I’m rather fortunate already as it is that I’m able to be here with you all right now.”

“I’m sorry,” Ynes offered up, looking over at Blue.

The beautiful Dryad, with a taste that didn’t match what a normal Dryad liked and a smile that could make any living person consider their preferences, had originally been there to help Berenga.

Blue had taken over for her and become the permanent solution.

Berenga was unwilling to take anyone other than Blue now.

At the moment, Berenga and Petra were somewhat distant from this location.

While there was a forward observation post, there was no reason for her to put herself in harm’s way.

It was likely that such an outpost would catch an artillery shell as soon as it was known to exist.

“Such is how it is as a High Priestess of Dea,” Blue remarked with a low chuckle. “It’s fine. This is how it goes.

“It’s well known in the Dryad circles that you can be close to Vince one day, then separated from him for months. He hates it as much as we do, but that’s life.

“It’s a good thing we’ll live eternally with him.”

Renata laughed at that and put her hands on her head.

“You know, it’s odd. Everyone in our inner circle is more or less eternal. Our lives are very different from the vast majority of people in Yosemite,” remarked the Dragon.

“That just means our story will go ever forward as long as we’re careful,” Ynes countered. “Though… dying really wasn’t that bad either.”

“It wasn’t, was it,” Renata agreed.

“Dying was hard if only because of the pain. Being dead was easy,” Elizabeth offered helpfully.

“Oh, yeah. I guess that’s what I meant. I don’t really remember much after I hit the ground,” Renata observed. “Should we stop here? This feels close enough?”

“It is,” Sam confirmed. “This is fairly close to the spark I worked out with Petra and Fes.”

“For what?” asked Ynes.

“Magical bombardment of smoke for everything around us. That way if Johanna does her formation thingie, it’ll be like we vanished into the smoke,” Sam answered smoothly. “I mean, let’s be honest, just because they stopped and waved a flag doesn’t mean they won’t just drop a bomb or something on us.

“These countries were so deep in this war that the list of atrocities is so long that there wouldn’t be a way to rectify it. It’s just… they’ve done everything possible to each other, and there isn’t anything left on the table.”

Vince grimaced at that. There was no way to argue that statement, any of it.

To be fair, each time he’d raised a white flag, he’d been fired on. Today and previously in Spain.

“No one’s coming out,” Elizabeth relayed. “They’re not moving. They’re not even talking. They’re all just… staring at us.”

“Us or you. Cause I’d stare at you,” Vince countered.

“Need to get that Blue,” grumbled Renata. “Need her. Now. I can chat her up when we go back to the city.”

“I mean, I stare at you already as it is, Renata,” offered Vince with a laugh. “Alright… how long do we wait? I don’t want to be standing here just for them to try and drop ordinance on us.”

“Uhm… I don’t… hm,” Johanna whispered and looked upward. She gnawed at her lip and then shook her head. “It’s fine. I had a moment of paranoia, given your statement, but… it’s as strong as I can make it.

“Zathira’s own shield, Leila’s shield, the Dryad shield, and the Dragon shield, all the magic behind it, make this single point likely the strongest location there is.”

Vince had offered power to all of them, but they’d all declined in the end.

Though it did remind him of how he used to power up Elves.

The ones he’d normally empower were being powered by Dryads and Dragons in their partnerships. He was no longer needed for that loop.

In fact… really… the further along we go, the less and less I’m needed.

I’m not the leader, really. I successfully kicked that off to Petra, Yaris, and Berenga.

They don’t need me to give them overwhelming power, Legion tech and each other are handling that now.

As an individual, I can stomp nearly anyone out that isn’t magically based. My Dragons and others can deal with almost all of that now.

Those that are magically based can be handled by Johanna or some of the others.

Even if Johanna does manage to train me in magic, I still wouldn’t be needed.

At this point, I’m nearly just a figurehead.

Someone they can point to as the “King of Yosemite” and attribute it to.

To generate faith toward.

I’ll get my long-held wish to return to my everyday life and enjoy myself one way or the other. At that point… what do I want to do?

“Well, look at that,” declared Leila. “They’re sending a little delegation. Apparently, they’re willing to at least tell us something. Maybe they’ll listen, too?”

Vince blinked, then looked at the screens.

A group of people in uniform were indeed getting out of the trenches.

“What’s in Africa anymore? Supposedly a god of chaos wiped it all out, but there has to be something there, right? Or better yet, where does the Prussany border end? What’s beyond it?” Vince asked curiously.

“Africa? Mostly nothing. It was indeed wiped clean of all life. There’s nothing there at all other than Dragons that roost there,” Johanna answered. “They go elsewhere to get things, then come back.

“East of Prussany is Russia. Russia and more Russia. It’s a lot of very technologically backward peoples and places. They were hit pretty hard by the portals and their government fell apart.

“Prussany took some of their lands, then gave up. There’s too much of it, a lot of it is barren winter wastelands, and there’s almost no reason to go into those tundras.”

Oh?

Oh… oooh.

I like that.

What if I head east of Prussany?

I could vanish into those lands for a time. That’d be fun.

Wander about… maybe… maybe try being a ranger again.

That could be fun.

Only take a few people with me.

If they need me, I can just take a tablet or a phone with me to stay connected to the Legion satellites. That’d keep me in contact, and that’d be that.

Vince’s instincts began to shriek at him, and he found his gaze snapping up to the horizon. To a blue sky that was empty of clouds and had nothing in it.

Reaching out with his left hand, he snatched up the shield that Johanna was holding around them.

Acting on that instinct and aiming for the best result, he channeled power into the shield from his grove. Quickly raising the power it held and hardening it.

His gauntleted fist began to spark wildly as it acted as a conduit for him to the shield.

“Vince?” Leila asked.

“Instincts are going wild. Something is coming. Happening. Don’t know,” growled Vince. “Want as thick a shield as I can put up.”

Johanna reached over and laid her hand atop the gauntlet.

The stream of power coming out of his grove was suddenly rearranged.

Ordered.

What he was outputting was now being built into the shield with precision and care. Rather than just flooding it.

“Oh… I… I think I understand now what everyone means. You’re not a magician,” Johanna remarked. “You never will be. You yourself are a conduit.

“You can never truly be trained. You can’t become a magic user in any way.

“What you can be trained in, what you can actually become, is empowered. To embrace the fact that you’re a conduit.

“I’ll teach you how to use your power to empower yourself. Once we get that worked out, as well as teaching you how to shield yourself in a Null shield… well… magic won’t be a threat to you at any level.”

“Grand,” grumbled Vince. Strange thoughts bubbling up from deep inside his mind. That if he was a conduit, it wasn’t so much being a magician, as it was trying to channel out something that existed. Or so he thought.

Another thought tripped through his head at Johanna mentioning tying Nullifier shields so that they didn’t simply turn off.

“Teach me later,” Vince stated firmly. “For now just help me make your shield ridiculously overpowered. So that whatever I feel like is going to happen, doesn’t.”

A hollow boom resounded behind Vince.

It caught him off guard to the point that he turned halfway around, rather than just looking at the feed of the cameras that were rear-facing.

The sound had been singular at first, but was now a continuing onslaught.

Staring off to the north-west, he wasn’t sure how much, the Sword of Yosemite was changing the way this sounded.

And felt, for that matter.

There was a roiling and thundering to it that could be felt despite there being nothing visual to be seen yet.

Vince felt that it reminded him of a continuous stream of guns, artillery shells, or bombs that were exploding in a never-ending way. It was reminiscent of the portal storm in a way, with overlapping booms echoing out.

“What the heck is that?” Vince whispered.

“His gaze had been hard focused on the view of the sky, even as his instincts continued to rail at him to flee.

“I don’t know, but it’s not good,” muttered Ynes. “The ground, the trees, everything is screaming. Screaming like… like our trees would in their pots… something is horribly wrong.”

Even as Vince stared out into the distance, he could feel a rumbling sensation spreading through the boots of his armor and moving upward.

As if he were experiencing an earthquake.

“The air stinks,” Sam whined, flew down, and landed on Vince’s shoulder. Though she was significantly bigger now, she fit fine when he was in this armor. “I flew just out of the shields and… it’s… it’s disgusting. Like spoiled milk.”

“Spoiled milk?” Renata asked, sounding confused.

The explosions fell away.

Then a cloud the color of blood raced toward them.

Shooting across the horizon and spreading out quickly across the whole of everything. To the point that one could see a shadow racing across the ground, coming toward them as it blocked out the sun.

“Vince… what do we do?” asked Blue, who sounded nervous.

“I don’t know. I wish I could tell you. I have no idea what’s going on,” answered Vince, watching as the world took on a red hue.

“It’s Null and the Hungry One,” reported Ferris from somewhere above Vince. “They’re battling over Francia and England. You… don’t want to be under those clouds.

“Not unless you’re a worshiper of Null. While he’s weaker in some ways than us, he’s really well-off fighting against that Demon.”

“In other words… we need to make sure we declare our border is firm, shore it up with faith and… pull it all in?” asked Vince. “We’ll have to send a message to Prussany another time.”

“I don’t know. That cloud is all magic-based. It’s a lot like those dark clouds that attacked you,” Ferris continued, then sighed. “This is terrifying. I don’t even know what to say about it. This… this is all… yes.

“Fall back to our borders. Give up anything we don’t want to maintain. We’ll…. I don’t… I don’t know.”

Ferris sounded confused and lost.

Bereft of direction and possibly even hope.

“My priests are rushing to the border. As is anyone who can hear me,” Johanna advised sharply. “I’ve instructed everyone to erect a Nullification barrier.”

“Ferris, get ahold of the Whites,” instructed Vince. “I need them to create a device that’ll project a shield based on the Null school of magic. One that’ll go upward into the sky.

“We’ve got lots of magical power lying around to power it, as well as faith. Let’s see if we can’t get that going.

“We’re going back to Petra and Fes. Now.”

“Okay, I can do that. My physical body is in Yosemite right now anyway,” Ferris reported. “Should I do anything else?”

“No. Any type of order I’d want to give beyond this, would need to get their opinion first. I think this changes everything. Changes what we were planning,” Vince finished with a shake of his head. “Back to our lines. Back to our lines and try to figure out what we’re supposed to do about this.”

Not looking to the lines of Prussany, or even the people they’d been hopefully waiting for, Vince and company mounted up on Renata and Elizabeth, then promptly flew back to their own lines.

By the time they landed, Vince could see that Petra was already organizing a withdrawal. Soldiers and citizens alike were rapidly moving through emergency portals that’d been thrown up by Legion Engineers.

“This one is grateful that you’re safe!” Petra called, then gestured to a portal that had just opened up. “We must take this portal and flee. This will take us back to our formal lines.

“Ferris already relayed everything that you and she discussed. We’re actively working to create a fire break of sorts.”

“Fire break?” asked Leila, sounding confused.

“This one heard what Vince requested. The need is to eliminate magic and sources of magic,” Petra explained. “Then we must utilize the last Dragon version of the soul-bombs that we have in storage.

“The portal-storm will act should the cloud advance. That barrier is secure. Here, and to the west where the storm ends, we will detonate local explosive soul-bombs. Though the one to the west is the artificial one that you created, Leila.

“It is regretful, but there needs to be a separation for us. Your plans to determine if you can reverse the non-artificial weapons will become a priority need, Leila.”

“That’s… we can’t… okay. I see,” hissed the gnome, as people began moving in and through the portal. “When do you plan on—”

A shrieking roar sounded from behind them, along with a muffled explosion.

Vince didn’t need to turn and look over his shoulder to know what it was.

That was the last dragon soul-bomb being detonated.

“We need to go. Now. Back to the lines we made, attached to the portal storm.

“We’re going to detonate the bomb at a distance that we determined to be safe for our lines, due to testing with the Tri-lliance bomb,” Fes commanded, moving up to stand next to Petra. “Even as we work to plan for the world around us, everything changes and becomes ever more chaotic.”

Everyone looked at the red cloud as it moved forward.

It didn’t seem to be moving as fast now, though it was, of course, still moving. Creeping ever onward and across the horizon.

“That’s incredibly far away,” Zathira stated. “So… so far away. Yet it already looks so massive. It’ll blanket all of Francia soon.

“All of Europe, in fact. All of it.”

Vince grimaced, looked away from the screen that showed the cloud, then trooped through the portal.

Well, Null… I guess it’s time for you to do what you were brought into being to do.

To fight the Hungry One.

The fact that you went to sleep and your people went wild… tells me all I need to know about ‘going to sleep’ as a god.

All I need to know.

Going to sleep, as Ferris described, has to be avoided.

Or if not avoided, it needs to be sectional. Only a few from the pantheon go to sleep at a time.

That way there’s always a number of us awake and ready for the world.

With that thought though… Prussany uses deities as weapons.

Could I head that way and see if I could break any other gods or goddesses free?

Get them out of terrible situations like what Johanna was suffering under. To pull more deities over to my side.

At the same time… I need to figure out how we fight the Hungry One.

It’s obvious that as long as it exists, we’ll be under threat. Now or in the future, it’ll be a looming danger hanging over Yosemite.

Eliminating the Demon or binding him somehow… well… something to think about.


Chapter 10

Vince nervously scratched at his forearm.

He was sitting off to the side of the command room and listening. All the while, he watched a tablet he’d borrowed from a Legionnaire.

There was a program that was actively running around inside the systems by the name of “Tribune” as of late. Apparently, it was some project Felix had cooked up while he was “off world” and brought back with him.

Supposedly it was a Virtual Intelligence.

Or an Artificial Intelligence.

Vince didn’t really know, nor did he care, in truth. All he knew was that it was actively plotting out the changes in the front somewhere. The result was being projected to a screen Petra and a number of others were crowding around.

It was also on this little tablet that he could zoom around on without troubling the others. Because his curiosity had him zoomed in really close right now to North America rather than Europe.

While everyone else was fussing over what to do about the giant crimson cloud, he was more curious about what was going on with the Emperor and the Tri-lliance.

Realistically, whatever happened here in Europe, wasn’t something he could personally address directly. Not yet at least.

This was some sort of magical attack that would require a magical response.

If the time came to go fight the Demon directly, then Vince would be in the vanguard.

A cloud that was thousands of feet above him, made of magic, that ate magic, and which could only be handled by magic, was certainly not something he needed to bother with.

Panning around, he was currently looking at the lands surrounding the Emperor’s fortress on the west coast. The approaches, the lay of the land, and what the world looked like when the photograph was taken.

Thankfully that was only several weeks ago, so nothing had likely changed. The unmoving siege lines that encircled the location weren’t exactly going to grow legs and walk themselves away.

The screen Vince was looking at suddenly changed.

He had a momentary thought that maybe he’d touched something, but his fingers weren’t near any buttons.

Now though, the tablet was displaying a live feed.

Or so he’d guess from the red “live” header at the top of the tablet. He wasn’t that dense, thankfully.

The view was of the front of the fortress of the Emperor, with the entrance just at the edge of the frame, while most of it was centered around a group of people.

These people were all staring out toward the road that approached the fortress. Vince couldn’t tell who they were, given the view was top-down.

All he could see were helmets and tops of heads.

In the corner, a small red circle appeared with an X through it.

Drone unavailable.

Huh.

Well, that’s interesting. I’ll have to see if we can’t get some drones.

Probably a hardware limitation.

Legion’s resources are stretched so horrifyingly thin.

Should be thankful that they got the armor for me the way they did.

Though why would the Emperor step outside of his fortress? It’s putting himself at risk.

Frowning, Vince tilted his head to the side.

“Tribune?” he mumbled aloud. He knew Tribune was actively listening to everything that was going on.

It was the only reasonable explanation he had as to who would’ve directed his view to this location as well.

“Yes, Vice-Legate Vince?” responded a voice from the Tablet. It sounded feminine and mature, though not old.

“Any reason you directed the view here?” he tried.

“It is current as of this moment. I assumed you’d want to know,” Tribune answered. “Do you plan on solving the issue of the Emperor?”

“I was thinking so, yeah,” admitted Vince. He hadn’t consulted anyone, but he didn’t think anyone would object.

He could include it as part of the tour. When moving about Yosemite, he could go handle the Emperor.

“I understand. Would you like me to put in any requisition needs for your trip?” Tribune asked.

Vince raised his eyebrows.

He rather liked the idea of having Tribune handle it for him, rather than relying on others.

Then he realized that he couldn’t actually do that.

There were people around him who had duties that overlapped with what Tribune was suggesting. He knew without even asking that those individuals took helping him out with such things as a privilege, not a problem.

“No. I have someone in my entourage who probably handles that. Just make sure to help them when it comes up,” Vince asked instead.

He watched the screen for a few moments, then zoomed it out.

He saw that there were a number of what looked to be artillery shells and bullets striking a shield. Some type of magical dome that surrounded the fortress.

Ah… he’s doing it in a display of power.

Yes. He’s a very arrogant and prideful man.

Let’s see if we can’t use that against him.

I’ll drop by Yosemite, then swing west.

Looking up, he saw Petra, Leila, Zathira, Blue, Fes, and Yarris all working over the map of Europe.

Then he grinned.

He was looking forward to taking some time to himself and doing what he wanted. They didn’t need him here.

Then he looked further to the side and found Ynes, Renata, Johanna, and Sam playing some type of game. An ethereal board hovered between them.

Likely conjured up by Johanna.

Red was sprawled out on the ground nearby and dozing.

And there’s my group to go with me. That’ll solve almost everything.

***

“—Dionara and Charla changed groupings. Charla swapped with Renata and Dionara took Antona’s place,” Ynes explained to the bewildered Vince. “Antona is going to join another group entirely, which is what she wanted to do in the first place.

“Renata will join myself, Canae, and Dalia. Oh! And Safina. She’s a Blue Dragon that Renata was recruiting.”

Vince opened his mouth, closed it, gave it a shake, and then looked at Renata.

She never lied to him, even if it was to spare his feelings he’d found.

“It’s true. It wasn’t even hard. Hardly an inconvenience. We just transferred things around in the grove. It was easy! We did it while you were distracted. You didn’t even notice,” answered the Orange Dragon.

Standing next to her was an attractive Blue Dragon, Safina. The one Renata had been attempting to recruit into her group, which now encompassed Ynes and the two previously mentioned Elves.

She had dark blue hair that looked black in anything other than direct sunlight. Her horns were a blue similar to that of the sky, and her eyes a pale ice-blue hue.

To say she was attractive was an understatement. She fit in quite well with Renata and Ynes.

“It really was very simple,” promised the Blue with a wave of her hand and a wide smile.

Sam flew down and sat down on the ground. She put her hands on her hips and looked at the distant fortress of the Emperor.

Rather than going to Yosemite before coming here, Vince had elected in the end to take care of the problem first. Then go home.

To which everyone had quickly agreed.

A victory parade with the Emperor dead or captured was a real winning idea to everyone. No sooner had he suggested it than everyone had immediately agreed.

Apparently, everything they’d thrown at the Emperor so far had failed.

The news of those failures was starting to erode morale.

Coupled with the red cloud over Europe, it was easy to predict that there’d be a further decline in morale. Regardless of the fact that they’d made amazing progress, the simple reality was people would be concerned.

That and they’d been in a near-constant state of war since Yosemite was founded. There was only so much of that a country could withstand before it became war-weary.

Even a country of warriors would eventually want peace.

“Alright. Fine. It sounds more complex than you’re making it out to be, but fine,” Vince allowed, turning to look at the fortress. Gazing at it and wondering just how hard it would be to crack it open.

All the weapons sticking out of it were silent. From rifles to artillery pieces and everything in between everything, it was all quiet.

Quiet and unmoving.

They’d been that way for a long while, too.

The Emperor was acting as if the siege didn’t exist at all. Going about his life as if they weren’t a problem at all.

Other than to occasionally exit the fortress and stand in front of the gate from time to time. As if to goad them into trying to do something.

The Legion of Yosemite was taking the opportunity to expend excess, old, or questionable ammo. If anything, using such ammo might drain whatever source the Emperor was using to stop it, as well as use ammunition that they weren’t sure of in actual combat, so they saw it as a gain even as they let loose the shots.

However, Vince did note there was a team of Engineers from the Legion R&D. A group the Whites belonged to.

He figured they were likely testing out new weaponry, but he had no idea what they were actually here for.

“So what were you planning on doing here?” Sam inquired.

“Dunno. Probably walk over there and smash the door down,” Vince offered as if he’d labored over the plan for a while.

“You… what? You didn’t even bring the Sword of Yosemite,” Safina put in quickly.

“Don’t really need it anymore,” Vince admitted with a sniff. He’d been wondering for a while now just what his physical limits were anymore.

In a quiet moment, he’d tried stabbing himself.

Then tried shooting himself.

His skin was impervious to both and didn’t even leave a mark behind, though they’d both stung a bit.

“Magic is more my issue, and the suit only offers so much protection against that. If I try to use a Nullification shield inside of the suit, it gets a little weird,” Vince continued. “I think… I think it’s at the point where I’m just better off going in my own flesh and bone.

“Besides, Fes can use the Sword of Yosemite too. I left it for her and Petra to figure out what to do with it. I’m sure they can use her as a force multiplier just as they did with me.”

Johanna let out a short breath, then nodded her head.

“Yes, that all makes sense. To be fair, you’ve significantly changed since Seville defeated the demon in your name,” she offered as a possible answer to the unasked question of “why is Vince stronger” that everyone likely had. “Not to mention… well… you did eat the heart of the avatar. It might have been only an avatar, but it was still part of the Demon himself.”

As if to denote the underlying thought she had about the heart, she pulled the canteen off her hip and took a small sip from it.

Noticing this, Red jerked the canteen off her own hip and did the same, watching Johanna as she did so. There was a moment where Red’s eyes flashed, and then she stoppered her canteen and put it back on her hip.

“Alright, time to get this going. Good opportunity to increase my legend. Make myself stronger for upcoming fights,” Vince declared and nodded his head. “I’ll be back. Everyone else just hang back.

“The Emperor has some type of mind ability and clearly had some other tricks up his sleeves. I’m feeling pretty… ah… good… right now. So I’m going to test the waters.

“Test myself. I guess… yeah.”

Flexing his hand, Vince looked at his palm. Since Johanna had commented about him being a conduit the other day, he’d been prodding at himself.

At his powers, to be specific.

He was thinking that maybe he’d finally come up with a way to get a semblance of the results he wanted, even with the limitations he was working under. After being taught by far too many people and having little to no success, he was eager to see if an answer had been found.

Turning his head, he looked out to the siege line not far off.

It consisted of a series of bunkers, dugouts, emplaced weapons, and shield generators. All of them interlocked with the same or similar defenses laid out on either side.

Chaining around until it encircled the entirety of the fortress.

Though it was a significant distance away.

A mile? Maybe more?

That’s still well within the range of weapons. Quite a few in fact.

I can’t pass through the siege shields without having my own in place.

Let’s try out a Nullifier shield outside and a shield like Zathira’s inside. She said it was just mana… magic… essence… right?

Time for a test or two, actually.

It’d be stupid to walk into that circle without being sure.

Vince mentally formed a Nullifier shield. He shaped it, put it together, then brought it to form.

All of it inside of the grove.

Within his source of power itself.

Then and only then did he let it be channeled outward. Outward of the grove and through himself.

Out and into the world.

He left a small tendril from the shield, back to, and through, himself, to the grove. Locking it there so that the shield would remain active.

Doing the same thing with a shield of mana, he shaped it in the grove, launched it out through himself, and tied off a tendril back to the grove.

Two spheres formed around Vince.

One was a bright blue and slowly revolved around him. The outer one was a pale yellow and unmoving.

“You… ah… you’ve got shields up,” Johanna murmured and reached out with a finger. She tentatively reached out and tapped the fingertip to the outer Nullifier shield.

The response was energetic.

A small crackle of what sounded like thunder sounded from it. Followed by a bright light.

Johanna jerked her hand away and looked at Vince with wide eyes, her mouth screwed up in a frown.

“Alright… well… that’s quite a shield,” she grumbled.

“What? Is it bad? Too much? Wrong?” asked Vince.

“No, it’s not bad, per say. Too much… certainly,” Johanna said, slowly leaning forward and peering at the shield. Though she made no move to touch it this time. “Nor is it wrong. It just isn’t what I expected.

“It’s a Nullifier shield but… much in the same way a sword is a dinner knife. It… it ah… it drains whatever it touches, rather than Nullifying. Though that’s essentially the same thing. Or at least, serving the same role and purpose.”

“Like a sword being a dinner knife,” Vince said, repeating her comparison from earlier. He now understood what she meant. “Alright. And this other shield?”

Vince disconnected the outer Nullifier shield and let it dissipate into nothing at all.

Johanna wrinkled her nose, lifted a hand, and hesitantly tapped a finger against it.

Her finger indented at the tip as it pressed to the blue sphere.

She tapped at the shield several times.

Then she lifted a hand and slapped it into the shield.

“Ha,” she hissed, then let loose with a bolt of lightning a foot away from the shield. The spell-made bolt slithered across the shield until it finally faded away into a soft sizzle. “Yeah, your shield is fine. It won’t be breached any time soon. Not sure how much it can take, but I wouldn’t want to actually test it personally in a fight with you. Pretty sure it’d outlast me.”

“Hey, does that mean I can finally take up a fight with magicians and win?” Vince asked with a laugh.

“If by win, you mean, run them down until they’re out of power, then yes,” Johanna confirmed.

“I mean, that’d be a win. I’d be the one standing in the end, and they’d be the one dead and gone. Right? I’ll take it. Far better than it used to be for me,” Vince countered, sighed, and looked to the fortress. “Alright. I’m going to go see about our neighbor. Time for him to move.”

“You’re giving him an option?” Renata asked curiously.

“I mean… if he’s willing to surrender everything and just leave. Go to the Tri-lliance, Prussany, or further and beyond… I wouldn’t care,” Vince answered honestly. “I’d take all his possessions and home in exchange for his life.

“But… let’s be real, that won’t happen. He’ll want to fight for his home, which I understand, and then he’ll have to die for it. That’s really how it goes.”

“Red thinks that’s what will happen,” agreed Red. “Though Red thinks you’re an idiot if you truly believe you’ll be walking out there all by yourself.

“Stupid.

“Moronic.

“Dumb.”

Red finished the last with a grunt, then looked to Johanna.

“Imbecilic,” Johanna suggested. “Ludicrous. Foolish. Naive. Simpleminded!”

“Yes, yes. All those,” concurred Red, then looked back to Vince. “Red goes with you. We all go with you.”

“I mean, good on you for even bothering to tell him,” Renata remarked with a tilt of her lovely head. “I was just going to walk out there with him and not even say anything.

“His thought that he’d just go out for a walk by his lonesome wasn’t even worth acknowledging.”

“Yes, I planned on walking out there as well,” Safina agreed.

“Canae was going to grant us an illusion and follow behind him,” agreed the Wood-Elf, Dalia. She and Canae were both in their Bellum Dryadum armor.”

“I was going to wait and just open a portal from here to wherever he stopped,” Johanna admitted.

“Oh, uh… I guess I was just going to sit here and wait,” Sam confessed with a laugh. “Maybe I’m the placid one in the group. I never would’ve thought that.”

“Well… then… let’s go for a walk, I suppose,” Vince offered with a sigh and a smile, remaking the Nullifier sphere and modifying both shields as he spoke. It really had been somewhat silly to expect to walk out there by himself. “So… I was thinking… maybe when this is all over, or we get to a spot where we can actually do something for ourselves, I was wondering if maybe I could swing up to Russia and move east.

“You said it’s a wasteland filled with lots of open space. Are there villages? Cities? Spread out between? Does anyone run in the areas between them or move people or packages back and forth?”

“Yes, in fact,” Johanna confirmed. “It’s not a very fun job and from what I’ve read and heard of, very few are willing to do it. Too dangerous.

“They’re called Smotritel, or that’s how I saw it written. You’ll have to forgive me if I’ve gotten the pronunciation wrong though. I’ve not heard their spoken language, only the written versions of it.”

“Red thinks that sounds a lot like what you said you used to do, Bringer,” pointed out Red. “Red would like to do this job with you. It sounds like… adventure. Adventure without the weight of a nation on you.”

And maybe that’s it right there.

The weight of a nation.

I wonder if Felix ever feels like this.


Chapter 11

Stepping through the siege shield, Vince pushed out with his Nullifier sphere, followed by his mana shield. Both of which encompassed his group without any effort.

“That felt strange,” remarked Canae. “Not bad… but strange.”

“It was strange,” Ynes agreed, though Vince noted an odd note to her voice.

He hadn’t had to deal with her penchant for wanting to be physically abused since meeting up with her again, though he imagined it was due to happen soon.

“It felt like a series of tiny nibbles running along my skin,” Renata offered. “Or when small animals work to get bugs out of between my scales.

“And since I’m thinking about that, I cannot begin to expand upon how nice it is to be able to use showers and baths in human form.

“It’s much easier to clean with my human hands than dragon paws.”

“Oh, yes, that’s quite nice,” Safina agreed. “Though it hurts quite a bit when I shift into human form after having eaten as a dragon. I lose so many teeth when I shrink down, but the bits stuck between remain the same size.”

“That… yes, that does hurt when that happens,” grunted Renata, sounding as if she didn’t want to think about that.

“Are dragon teeth worth anything?” Vince asked as they began walking toward the fortress. “Like, could I give them to the Whites and tell them to make knives or axes out of them?”

“I… maybe?” Renata mused, sounding thoughtful. “Dragon teeth can certainly be tougher than expected. They are able to cut through a lot of things that you wouldn’t think they could.

“I never thought about it. I’ll have to collect a few teeth and give them to the Whites to see what they think.”

“Given how often we end up sparring for supremacy with one another, there’s always teeth around. I think there’s a full-ranking fight in a few days,” suggested Safina. “We could—”

There was a deafening boom, followed by something slamming into Vince’s mana shield.

Then, a ball of fire rolled around the shield and moved upward as well.

Nothing reached Vince or his people.

Even the heat of the fire didn’t reach them, though it was obvious that there was a great deal of heat around them. The grass instantly blackened as they watched, and some of the ground was kicked up due to the force of the explosion.

“Oh, it seems they were watching after all,” Sam pointed out, then chuckled. “I thought maybe we’d just walk right up, given how they’d been behaving.”

“Yes, their near-instant response to fire on us belies their actual thoughts,” Dalia elaborated as the group started walking again. “They’re very aware of the encirclement, very nervous about it, and watching everyone in every direction.

“They didn’t wait to see if we had anything to say, offer, or do, either. They just opened fire. I have to wonder… just how far are they going to go?”

“Something stupid,” growled Ynes. “Very stupid. Whatever it is.

“Cornered idiots are the worst kind. They’ll try to do anything they think will work, even if it’s going to harm them directly.

“I got really sick of dealing with people like that. Really sick.”

Ah… yeah, I’ll have to take care of her later.

Whenever she brings up her past as… as… whatever they were called when they were used like slave soldiers, she gets weird.

That or she’ll need to beat someone to death, I guess.

Vince reached out with his left hand and put it behind Ynes’ neck.

He slowed his steps by a single pace, then resumed it. Pulling himself and Ynes to the back of the group as they walked on.

Ynes had slowed down with him, but didn’t seem to outwardly change otherwise. Though he could feel her tree in his grove shuddering.

Slowly, Vince increased his grip on her until he felt like it was causing her discomfort. A slight amount of pain to refocus her.

The conversation around them moved from the Emperor to the area and then to North America as a whole. Canae and Dalia were natives and answered questions for Renata and Safina.

“Thank you,” whispered Ynes as they closed to a hundred feet or so out from the seat of the Emperor. “Just… a moment longer and a touch harder?”

Doing as she asked, Vince squeezed roughly, causing Ynes to hold her breath. Then he released her and let go.

Ynes glanced over her shoulder at him, and he could see her eyes weren’t glowing at all, but she looked quite pleased. Her needs for pain didn’t always align with her Dryad nature.

Nodding his head at her, Vince looked back to the fortress.

Just in time to see an artillery barrel swivel toward them and fire.

He didn’t hear the boom it made, though the fire and flame of the explosion washing over the shield was heavier this time. To the point that he actually felt the spell quiver in place for a second.

“Reminds Red of when we stood there in front of Prussany,” Red groused. “Do you think the Emperor will learn faster?”

“Maybe?” Vince tried. He wasn’t sure.

The Emperor had always been a bit of a wild card to Vince. He didn’t understand the man at all.

“Smells like Dragonnewts,” Renata remarked suddenly.

“It does,” agreed Safina. “Is the Emperor a Dragonnewt?”

“I don’t know. Maybe? He has mental abilities that are similar to telepathic or empathic abilities,” Vince reminded them. “Do Dragonnewts keep that from their draconic heritage?”

“Not usually no, but it can happen,” Renata answered as they walked. “The scent is getting stronger. It’s more than one.”

“I wonder if that’s how they’ve held power… a dragon that made their line here. Then slowly bred further and further each generation until the traits that’d mark them as non-human got weeded out,” Sam murmured. “That’d be rather interesting. The genetic pool for Humans could be expanded in a comically diverse way, though it’d blend out everything from the other races.”

“It’s a definite concern,” Canae agreed. “We’ve had many councils about breeding requirements for the majority of our races.”

“Yaris has been very involved in trying to keep all races viable despite the fact that many people have human partners,” Dalia added. “It’s a bit… cynical… a bit draconian, ha… no pun intended, but it’s also needed.

“If the races are to remain, that’ll have to happen. Not everyone can just have a human partner. They’re working through a lot of plans to test and see what might work.”

Vince found the conversation actually rather fascinating.

“Hold there, villains!” called a voice from inside the fortress. It sounded amplified somehow.

“Oh, we’re the villains now,” Red hissed with a chuckle. “Red thinks we should stop being so casual with our approach. Even with white flags raised, we get fired on.

“It’s time to stop being friendly. Isn’t it?”

Sighing, Vince didn’t want to answer that.

There was a fine line between what he wanted Yosemite to be and to not be, and part of that was being open to the idea of talking first. Even if that meant that sometimes he’d get fired on.

That and we didn’t actually wave a white flag this time, did we?

Kinda an oops on our part.

Vince came to a stop at the same time everyone else did.

“My name is Vincent Campbell, king of Yosemite and a lord of Legion. I’ve come to discuss terms with the Emperor,” Vince shouted out. “I’m happy to discuss it in whatever way you like, but it’d be good to discuss it.”

“The Emperor will not entreat with a usurper such as yourself,” replied the voice. “In addition, he would like you to know that the surrounding villages and towns had their citizens brought into the fortress for protection.”

Shit.

In other words… starving out the Emperor, starves them out as well.

But I can’t just leave him here either.

“I think it would be best to discuss terms with me,” Vince tried again. “Because I cannot stop the siege regardless of your hostages. Though we might be able to work out an arrangement of some sort to spare everyone.”

“The only arrangement he’s willing to consider is if you surrender yourself and your country to him,” answered the voice. “That seems unlikely to happen, however.”

It was followed by a large number of cannons, guns, bombs, and what Vince would swear were grenades, being shot, thrown, or lobbed at them.

The shield fluttered and shivered as the explosions continuously went off.

Heat and flame washed all over them.

“Well,” Renata declared as soon as the onslaught ended. She turned her head and looked at Vince with a wide smile. “I guess that answers any questions we had about it.

“We can’t just blow it up unless you’re willing to sacrifice the hostages. However, if we just sit around and wait, they’ll all die anyway due to starvation.

“It doesn’t sound as if they’re willing to talk about surrendering either so… what then?”

Vince let out a slow breath.

He didn’t feel like letting this happen. Either of those solutions seemed quite terrible to him.

Both of those seemed to be awful and wouldn’t be a full win for Yosemite.

“I could just go in there and kill him, that’d solve it,” Vince reasoned. “If my choices are to let the people starve to death, surrender to the Emperor, or blow it up and kill the hostages… I think I’d rather cut a path to the Emperor.

“Likely the best way to save as many people as possible. Wouldn’t you think so?”

“I don’t know. Hostage situations were always incredibly messy and didn’t end well very often,” Ynes admitted. “But… honestly… they usually want to negotiate for things.

“You could offer food and water for people. Argue that it’d decrease their needs while getting him what he wants.

“While it doesn’t do anything but stall the situation out… it does slowly whittle down the casualties. It isn’t that morale boost you wanted though.”

Chewing at his lip, Vince slowly shook his head. He didn’t have an alternative idea, and this genuinely seemed like the best approach at this time.

“It’s a bold plan,” Safina affirmed with a sharp nod of her pretty head.

“The last bold plan I went with got me killed, but I still like them,” Renata offered helpfully.

“Well… then let’s be bold. Johanna, any chance you can handle the shield work? I’m… uh… I don’t think I can fight and hold the shields at the same time,” Vince confided, turning to look at the lovely goddess.

“I’d be delighted to. Thank you for relying on me,” she confirmed, though he knew she’d be collecting a payment from him directly later.

Not that he’d mind.

He awkwardly took hold of his spells and then ham-handedly tried to push them off toward Johanna. So that she could just pick them up from where he had them.

There was a surprised response that came through his connection to Johanna, followed by what almost felt like a mental grunt. Then the spells were in her possession and no longer being fed from his grove.

“That’s some heavy spell-work, Vince,” grumbled Johanna. “Ah, there we go. I lightened it considerably. I should be able to handle it just fine now. Interesting way you handled it though. I’ll have to get some notes from you later. We can talk about it later.”

Yeah… when you collect your price, I’m sure.

Drawing his sword, Vince unloosened the shackles that held down his tendency to lose control. Letting them start to slacken with deliberate slowness.

The expected sensation of slow-burning anger welled up from inside of him. Though it was no longer as mindless as it had once been.

No sooner had he recognized the change, than he knew the reason.

His father was alive, well, and recovering with his newfound sister.

“Renata,” growled Vince. “After this, I need to visit my father, but also find my mother. Or her corpse, at least.

“I’m not going to hold out hope that I can bring her back to life, but… maybe I can have Zathira use her bones to at least let me speak to her.”

“Happy to assist,” Renata agreed excitedly.

Vince cleared his throat, then began forward once again. Steadily closing the distance on the massive gate of the fortress and its wrought-iron portcullis.

Dalia and Canae rushed ahead to the edge of the shield.

The two Elves began putting a spell together between their gauntleted hands. Their metal-covered fingers clicked together once or twice as they weaved the spell back and forth.

A never-ending stream of weapons fire detonated against the shield even as they went onward. Small-arms impacts as well as explosive rounds.

Surprisingly, a never-ending wave of flame encircled the shield and covered it completely. To look anywhere inside the shield was to see only fire.

“You know you’re still feeding this spell, right?” Johanna asked Vince. “All I’m doing is holding it. Can you even feel a drain or anything?”

“I don’t think so. Though there was a brief flicker of something being absorbed,” Vince mused as they reached the gate.

The Elves at the front were close enough to touch it now.

They slapped the spell they’d been building against the massive portcullis that stood in front of them. A lot like they were molding clay onto a wall, they patted and pushed at it.

“Okay,” Canae stated.

“We’re ready,” Dalia finished, both Elves then looked to Ynes. “Your turn, Ynes.”

“Yes, yes, gladly,” answered the Dryad. She skipped forward, then placed her hands on the spell. It flashed a bright green and then began to glow brighter and brighter. “Okay! It’s going to explode. We should move back so it isn’t inside of the shield.”

Before anyone could move, the shield simply shrank. Pulling back into a smaller sphere. Pulling both Elves and Ynes in with it as if it were corralling them.

“Given how big that’s going to be, I’m afraid we’ll need to cuddle in close to make sure this doesn’t go bad,” Johanna growled out. She sounded rather annoyed.

Taking a step to the side, she plastered herself to Vince’s side even as the shield kept coming in closer.

In seconds, the entire group was standing almost atop one another. All of them squished in tight to one another. There was enough room to breathe, but that was about it.

“Uhm, who’s grabbing my butt?” Safina asked.

“Shit, sorry, I thought it was Vince’s,” said what sounded like Sam. “Though hey, nice ass.”

Raising his eyebrows, Vince couldn’t deny someone was indeed grabbing his rear end. Someone else also had a hand on his privates.

“So how long are we playing handy-handy?” Sam asked. “Cause if it’s a bit longer, I’m going to try and find Vince. I’m not tender anymore from the last time he plowed me into the ground like a farm tool, and I kinda wanna get him all ready, if you know what I mean.”

“Not lo—”

Before Johanna could finish speaking, the spell went off.

Vince had already assumed it was some type of bomb at this point and he found he was right.

It was indeed a bomb.

A very big magical bomb.

The explosion was heavy and actually shook the ground. It rumbled mightily and made Vince feel like someone had taken the earth he was standing on and was jerking it back and forth.

“Oh, that was -bigger- than expected,” Ynes murmured. She’d emphasized the word bigger, and it happened to coincide with a firm, rough squeeze on his manhood.

Ah… the Dryad got ahold of me. Leave it to the Dryad to get the best out of a situation like this.

The shield that’d pulled them all together expanded back outward.

“Wedge,” Ynes stated with a sudden and firm tone.

Safina moved to the front of the group. She was flanked by Canae and Dalia.

Renata took Vince by the arm and pulled him up to stand behind the two Elves, taking the spot to his left. On his right, Ynes stepped into place.

Behind him were Johanna and Red.

“We’ll need four more Elves,” Renata said in an offhand way.

“Working on it,” Ynes responded and then laughed. “I’ve got a Snow Elf, Dark Elf, Winged Elf, and a very thin-blooded Royal Elf, all in for transfers.

“Once that all goes through, I can get Dionara back as well. Then we’ll be balanced ratio-wise.”

Everyone was staring at the smoke and dust that completely hid the portcullis and gate from view.

“Red wonders if your group would technically be twice the normal size at that point,” the Undead mused aloud.

“Technically, yes? But I mean… Vince is a lot to handle. Two Dragons, two Dryads, and six Elves feels like the bare minimum. Doesn’t it?” Ynes asked.

“Red… that… ah… yes, Red agrees. Red didn’t think about it, but does agree now,” admitted Red with a chuckle. “Red likes you, Ynes. You can be Red’s friend. Red already has a Dryad wife though, so please respect boundaries.”

“I will gladly do that, Red. Gladly,” Ynes promised. “Oh, looks like that door knocker spell worked out. Good job.”

The smoke finally cleared away and what was revealed was a massive hole.

A large section of the gate, as well as the portcullis, and what looked to be a second gate, had all been removed outright. What was left was an oval-shaped hole that was perhaps seven feet tall and five feet across.

It had all been evaporated or blown inward, Vince didn’t know which.

Either way, it was just gone.

“Safina, if you wouldn’t mind?” asked Ynes.

The Blue Dragon, wearing her Draconic Legionnaire’s armor, pushed her hands out in front of herself. A swirling fog of magic shot out of her hands as if they were flames.

Before rushing into the space beyond, she held that pose for several seconds, then stepped through the wreckage. Entering into the fortress itself.

Not waiting, the two Elves joined her.

Ynes put a hand to Vince’s chest before he could push through.

There was a clack, followed by what sounded like small-arms fire.

“Contact just inside. A few guards,” Dalia reported once the gunfire died down. “They’re down and dead. We can move ahead now.”

“Okay, great. Renata first, then Vince, then me,” ordered Ynes. “And yes, Vince, we know you can handle yourself. That doesn’t change our protocol, now does it?

“Please be a good boy for me, and I’ll make it worth your while.”

Oh?

Fine.

It doesn’t hurt me to listen.

That and Ynes is fun.

Different.

Unique.

“You really do like different,” Renata got out with a deep chuckle. “I’m so glad I’m different, too. Safina, too, you know.”

The Orange stepped through the gate and patted Vince on the stomach as she did so.

“Having fun thoughts about me?” Ynes asked in a purr.

Vince raised his eyebrows at that.

Then stepped through the shattered gate after Renata.


Chapter 12

“Which way do we go?” Renata asked, the Orange Dragon’s head turning slowly in every direction.

Vince followed her gaze and realized that the question wasn’t just pertinent, but just about damning.

There were four hallways that led away from here. Not one of them in a straight line from the gate.

One to the left, the next forward but to the left, the third was straight and to the right, and the last to the right alone.

“Hit the wall in front of us. See if it’s something we can move through,” Vince murmured. “I think the Emperor is supposed to be at the center of this place so… let’s make our own doors.”

Safina sauntered up to the wall and then put out a low kick. Her bare foot slammed into the wall with a thrumming boom. A section of the wall dented inward, and part of it crumbled to the ground, but it didn’t actually give way.

“That felt rather solid,” Safina remarked, then lifted up her foot and put another kick into the same spot. The result was similar, though more of the wall did dent inward and give way.

Grunting, the beautiful Blue Dragon bent down, cupped her hands around her mouth, and then breathed flame straight into the dent she’d made. Exhaling for an incredibly long time.

Canae and Dalia were watching the two hallways on the left. Renata and Red were staring down the right halls.

Sam was fluttering over them. She was holding a small SMG that actually looked right-sized in her hands.

“You should get some Legionnaire armor,” Vince blurted out while staring at Sam.

The Fae laughed and met Vince’s eyes.

“They’re working on it. Considering it’s a one-off, it isn’t a high priority,” Sam admitted. “Though Red’s should be ready tomorrow. They made it so she could run like normal.

“The Deity armor is going to take a bit longer though. Trying to get it to work with, empower, and amplify faith, is harder than the Whites thought.”

Ever further behind.

Ha.

I definitely want to run off to Russia now. I can leave all this to everyone else.

“I’m excited for the Deity armor,” Johanna admitted. “Apparently, they’re trying to make it similar to how they build the Elven armor.”

Safina stood up and ceased her impressive, and what he would have considered impossible, exhale.

The point that she’d blown flame into looked more like lava and nothing else.

“It’s solid. I don’t… that’s a lot of stone,” Safina mumbled and then looked at Vince.

“Concrete,” posited Vince with a small shake of his head. “The walls are filled with concrete. This really is a gigantic bunker. Now I wish I’d questioned Felix about how he would have reached the Emperor.”

“I don’t think it would have mattered,” Johanna countered. She lifted a hand and pointed to a corner of the hall they were in. Or more accurately, the point above where Safina had just attacked. “This was once a hall. Look at the edges. You can see where the frame was.

“At least, that’s what I think it is. What do you all think?”

Vince looked at what she’d been gesturing to, and he couldn’t disagree.

There was wood there that didn’t match the rest of the wall, or what’d been behind the wall. On top of that, the wall was flat and looked to have two different colors of worked stone or concrete.

Work that’d been done at different times.

“In other words, he expected this, and changed things around,” Renata summarized. “Okay. So… we just don’t do what he wants. He wants to funnel us around.”

Renata made a shooing motion to everyone and moved toward the wall.

“Alright. I guess me not being a massive Dragon will pay off again,” she drawled as everyone slowly moved away from her.

Dropping down to all fours, Renata stretched her back out, causing Vince to stare at her rear end.

In the next moment, her armor started to shift around her body even as it began to morph and writhe. She was transforming into her Dragon form right then and there despite the tight and cramped quarters.

Groaning, Renata was already sticking partway out into the two halls on the right as she expanded. To the point that she flopped down to her side before she got to her full size. She pushed her claws out in front of herself even as she lost the space to do much with them.

“Guuuh, hard-to-breathe,” moaned the Dragon. Her chest was partly wedged into one hall and the entry as well. Her head was stuck in the center where everyone had been just standing. The spikes that came out of her brow reached up far enough to have lodged in the ceiling. “Okay.”

Using her claws, Renata began to dig and claw at the wall that Safina had attacked.

With a crunch and rattle, Renata carved out large furrows in the wall. Concrete and rebar clattered and fell to the ground as she went.

Then there was the sound of gunfire from somewhere beyond Renata.

“Hey! Hey… did you just-shoot me-at my-backside?!” asked Renata incredulously. Even as she spoke, her fingers dug away at the wall. Breaking away large sections and sending it crashing to the ground. “You just-keep doing that! As soon-as I’m done-here I’m-going to chew-you all to mush!”

Sam had been slowly prowling back and forth along the edge of Renata and where she met the ceiling and walls. Vince had no idea what she was doing.

Then she paused at Renata’s hip joint.

She wedged her weapon into what was likely a crack, though Vince couldn’t see it, and began firing. Short bursts of gunfire launched casings against the ceiling, only for them to rattle down across Renata’s back and to the ground.

The opposing gunfire that’d been audible died away.

“Thank you-Sam. That-was kind of-annoying,” hissed Renata.

There was a boom as one of Renata’s paws suddenly shot forward.

“There-we go,” hissed the Orange Dragon before starting to shift down into her human form again. Even as she shrunk down, she rolled onto her hands and knees and started to get up to a standing position.

Vince saw several guards rolling around on the ground or laying still as Renata no longer blocked the halls. Sam had done very well in aiming despite not being able to see very well.

Once Renata became human, she stormed over to one of the guards who was moving around. She lifted her foot up, then brought it down on their head.

With a sickening crunch, their skull popped open as if it were a melon being dropped on the ground. Their brain squirted out and splattered across the ground.

“Bastard,” grumbled Renata.

Safina had already gone into the hole Renata had made. The sound of gunfire was loud, and Vince could feel the strange coldness that accompanied Safina’s magic.

“Red, go in after Safina? Canae, follow her. Dalia after that,” ordered Ynes, putting a hand to Vince, and slowly moving him toward the hole Renata had made.

Red looked to Ynes, then nodded her head and disappeared through the gap.

“I know, you’re stronger than all of us, but that doesn’t mean we should put you at risk,” Ynes grumbled. “That’s just asking for trouble when we don’t have to. I’m sure this annoys you, or maybe wounds your pride, but I don’t care.”

“No… no, I understand. I learned that lesson a long time ago,” Vince answered, watching as Canae and Dalia entered the hole.

His missing fingers were a constant and perfect reminder.

He had people with jobs, and that included being on the front lines.

Don’t think like a soldier. Think like a commander.

“His hand,” Sam offered as if there was a question that hadn’t been asked. “His Daphne injury. It was injured when she was.”

Ynes let out a softly whispered “ah” noise of understanding.

Then she patted him on the shoulder after a small burst of gunfire.

“You next, Vince,” she ordered.

Vince unsheathed his sword and activated it. The powered weapon flared to life and thrummed nearly silently in his hand.

Moving through the gap Renata had made, Vince found himself standing in a wide corridor. It went forward a significant distance and looked as though it opened out into a large auditorium-style room.

At the end of the hall was Safina, as well as Canae and Dalia.

They’d clearly sprinted down to the end rather than remain in this narrow space that was just asking for someone to spray a machine gun down it.

Moving ahead at a run, Vince reached the rest of the group.

Canae and Dalia were holding fairly wide angles and had their weapons snuggled up to their armored shoulders.

Safina was standing practically between the two and had her hands up. A massive amount of blue-tinged magic was swirling out of her hands and rapidly filling up the auditorium.

Directly in front of her was a small semi-circle of magic that looked to have been created by the Elves.

Sheathing his sword, Vince drew his pistol and racked the slide. Lifting it up, he held it in front of himself and moved up on Safina’s right side.

He could now see the entirety of the auditorium.

It was filled with enemies, and almost all of them had a gun or were wielding some type of magical weapon. They were all pointed at Safina, though no one was activating them or firing them.

Other than that, it was clearly a throne room.

There were a great many display cases filled with various objects throughout the whole room. As well as a great many tapestries and paintings that covered all the walls.

Felix had described his meeting with the Emperor as having taken place in such a location.

There was something that confused Vince though.

Given the way the defenses were laid out, and the way they were curved, this was all on the wrong side. Everything looked as if it were meant to be used from the side Vince was on, rather than the side they were using.

Glancing back the way they’d come, Vince realized that was exactly the case.

Their enemy was on the wrong side, as Vince and his people were on the wrong side.

Renata had dug through something close to ten to twenty feet of concrete. The hall had literally been partially filled in.

Looking at it from this side, the work done was sloppy and looked as if it’d been done in a hurry. All to take care of what had been a very over-the-top entry point originally, and most certainly far too easy to break through.

When Vince looked back at the enemy forces, their stunned lack of response ended.

As one, they opened up with weapons-fire, spells, and attacks of a magical nature. A barrage of attacks that struck the shield around Safina, and Vince as he was beside her, in a withering onslaught.

Fuck.

You know… if it wasn’t for healing magic, my hearing would be absolutely shot by now. I can definitely see why Felix made sure to make a medical pod that would treat hearing damage from gunfire.

Vince lifted up his pistol, stuck the weapon beyond the shield, and targeted a large woman who was holding a weapon that looked like a machine gun if it were a rifle.

Sighting it on her head, he pulled the trigger.

The slide rocked back though it didn’t move much. Vince held the weapon tight and pulled the trigger again once the sights lined up on his target.

By the time he’d pulled the trigger the second time, the woman’s head had deformed. Dropping to the ground where she stood, the woman was out of the fight.

Picking his shots, Vince slowly began working his pistol toward the left.

Any time he saw someone he could get a shot on, he took it.

He wasn’t concerned about the shield collapsing.

Johanna had arrived at some point and had started working to empower the shield. She had one hand on Canae’s shoulder and one on Dalia’s.

Vince was surprised to see a Dragon, or a Dragonnewt, align in his sights.

Unsure of how the rounds in his gun would do on them, he pulled the trigger.

He watched as a round appeared on their forehead. Then fell to the ground.

Leaving behind a small pink spot.

Clicking his tongue, Vince moved his weapon away.

Another Dragon or Dragonnewt was there.

Again he just moved on down the line.

Except he had to move on again. Then again. And again.

And several more times.

“So many freakin’ Dragon types,” growled Vince.

Reaching the wall, he quickly started going back the other way. He found more people he could put a round into, near the center.

It wasn’t target rich, but he actually had people to shoot at.

However, as he got closer to the right side, it once again became almost entirely Draconic.

Once he reached the end, he realized that was the extent of what he could do with his gun. There was no one else to fire at.

Holstering his pistol, Vince turned and looked at Ynes.

The Dryad was standing there with her maces in hand. She was flanked by Renata and Red.

All three looked as if they were ready to dive into melee combat.

“They’re mostly Reds! Though there’s a few other colors in there!” Renata shouted over the ongoing attacks.

Vince nodded his head and then looked at Safina.

The Blue gave him a smirk, her bright eyes looking at him from the side without turning her head.

“Give me a minute!” requested Safina. “I’ve almost cooled down the area to a point that those Reds will be uncomfortable! Reds are so much closer to fire that this’ll take some edge off their power!

“I’ve also blanketed the area in a field spell so that when they die, they don’t revert to Dragon size!”

Unfortunately, or fortunately, perhaps, that statement was all that needed to be said to draw the Reds out of their cover.

Dropping weapons and rushing toward Vince and his people.

Ripping his sword free, Vince felt his insides quiver with excitement. His heart bounced around wildly at the oncoming fight.

As soon as it was obvious no one was going to bother with ranged weapons, Vince shot past the shield. He let his sword fall backward as he went toward the closest enemy.

A young man with red horns curling up from his brow. He did have wings, which meant he could be a partially shifted Dragon, or an actual Dragonnewt.

An odd thought about why Dragons don’t partially shift more often floated up from the back of Vince’s mind even as he brought his sword around.

The man reached out with a clawed hand to knock the blade away.

Only to lose his hand from the wrist up.

It was cut cleanly off.

Drawing back with his sword, Vince stamped a foot forward, and then thrust with the weapon.

The tip slid into the man’s face, or more accurately, his eye. Slamming into the eye socket and penetrating into his brain.

There was a weird squeak noise from the man before he fell backward. The weight of his body tugged the blade free.

Hearts!

Hearts to eat!

Feeling his blood pounding in his temples, Vince grinned. Grinned and felt the weight of his thoughts and the situation he’d been in fly away.

Nothing more than a piece of paper picked up by a breeze and taken away.

Vince darted toward the next closest foe.

A female Dragon this time, though she seemed more clearly a Dragon. She only had the normal horns and eyes that Dragons had in their human form.

Before the abnormally pretty woman could even open her mouth, Vince had brought his sword up. He’d been carrying it low and to his left, and it was now extended beyond and above him.

The blade had passed through the woman’s face at her jaw and exited near her temple. One of her hands came up and pressed to her mouth.

Even as half of her jaw swung away loosely, her tongue fell out, bouncing off her cleavage and hitting the ground.

Then her left eye partially dangled out of her head as she spun to the side.

With a grotesque gurgling scream, the Dragon crumpled to her knees even as she pushed at her face. As if she could reattach it just like that.

Vince noted where she went down in a heap so he could come back and finish her off, later. In front of him right now was very clearly a Dragonnewt.

They most certainly had an appearance that didn’t lean into that heritage though.

Right now, they had a look that screamed nothing else than absolute terror and fear writ all over their face.

Dread.

Vince, however, was enjoying himself.

His sword was out of position, so instead, Vince reached out and grabbed the Dragonnewt’s horn with his left hand. The man’s eyes widened momentarily before Vince simply jerked his hand down and to the side.

Ripping the horn, and a majority of the Dragonnewt’s skull, clear off their head. Their brain slipped partly out of what remained of their head, their body falling in the same direction Vince had pulled.

Renata shot past him then and closed in on a male Red Dragon. He was wearing some rather expensive-looking clothes for some reason.

Vince felt like he’d seen it somewhere before, in fact.

Surprisingly, she had an ugly and squat-looking weapon.

He had no idea where she’d kept it, but it wasn’t very large. No longer than a forearm, it resembled an ugly piece of pipe with a lever on it.

Jerking that lever, Renata’s body shuddered, and a massive boom went off.

Vince didn’t see what was fired out of the tube, but it was heavy enough that it struck the Dragon, hard. Hard enough that his left shoulder, and the arm it held, vanished.

Dropping the weapon, Renata reached out with her right hand.

She slammed it into the gaping wound that’d been created. The sounds of bones breaking were loud as she did so.

Then she jerked her arm back out and inside of her closed hand was a quivering heart. It even beat once, blood flowing out of it rapidly as it happened.

Laughing excitedly, Renata spun and put the heart down on a glass display case not far away. Then she looked to the other Dragons while scooping up her strange weapon.

She shoved the front of it forward with a clang, reached behind herself to the small of her back, and brought out a fairly large and sharp-looking shell of some sort.

Vince had no idea how it worked, how it fired, or how it managed to hurt a Dragon as badly as it did, but he’d put money on the Whites being involved.

With a thump, Renata pulled the tube back into place, targeted a nearby Dragon, a woman, and pulled the trigger.

There was a boom, followed by the Dragon losing her midsection. The top half nearly fell on her own legs.

“Another heart for me!” squealed Renata as she rushed towards the fallen Dragon.

Feeling his rage cooling by the strangeness of the scene, Vince looked over.

Not far off, Safina was eagerly tearing the heart of a male Dragon, while Red was just a bit beyond her, carving out a Dragonnewt’s heart as they struggled to push her off.

“They’re all eager to feed you. I made a suggestion earlier that you’d love to eat some Dragon hearts. As well as what it tends to do to you,” Ynes purred, standing next to him. She held up a bloody heart in one hand, her other hand holding both maces. “Reward me for the idea, as well as please enjoy this heart I got for you.”

Johanna stepped up, lifted her arms, and several Dragons died at the same time. Their heads literally exploding from the inside out.

Motivation is a terrifying thing.

“Let’s find the emperor,” Vince said instead of replying. “Because up to this point, I haven’t seen or heard him.”

“Red will do it!” announced Red happily and then stuck a quivering Dragonnewt’s heart into Vince’s hand.


Chapter 13

Legion of Yosemite forces were wandering around the fortress, though in a very systematic way.

Moving in squads, they were checking every square inch of the place. Going over it with eye, hand, and magical senses.

They’d found a number of caches, hidden passageways, storage rooms, and even a sex room of sorts.

A great deal of wealth, trophies, and useful objects even.

But no Emperor.

There was an obvious chest missing from what was likely the Emperor’s personal room, as there was a clear and unmistakable position where it would have been. A very heavy chest, given how deep the imprint was on the rug it’d rested upon.

Additionally, there was a general lack of clothes that the Emperor would own.

The realization that was becoming ever more crystal clear was that the Emperor had fled at some point.

Likely, a while ago.

Several Dragons, a Dragonnewt, and some seventy servants were all on their knees in front of Vince as he sat upon the Emperor’s throne.

Next to him was a silver platter Ynes had wrangled from somewhere. Loaded on top of it was a heap of Dragon and Dragonnewt hearts.

Anyone who had surrendered had been spared; anyone who hadn’t was now being carried off to the Duke of Denver.

Courtesy of the nearest Dragon garrison.

Undead Dragons and Dragonnewts would be very helpful to the Duke, so Vince had sped them off with haste.

Fresh corpses are always better, aren’t they? He can likely have them healed up, then resurrect them, and maybe even get something special out of them.

Didn’t hurt that Safina practically froze them before lift-off.

Should arrive in as best a condition as I can manage.

“I’ll make this simple, so my lord doesn’t have to bother,” Ynes declared, stalking away from Vince’s side. She held one mace loosely in a hand. The other was hanging from its hook at her waist. Both were liberally covered in blood. Ynes had single-handedly killed at least two Dragons that Vince had seen. “I don’t care about morals. I don’t care about laws. I don’t… I don’t care. About any of that!

“I just don’t care. It’s that simple. I don’t care. Is that sinking in yet? I don’t care. I-don’t-care.

“You’re all guilty of taking up arms against Vince Campbell, Lord of Yosemite, first to inherit the Imperial crown of Legion.

“So I don’t care. Now… with that said.”

Ynes walked up to the Dragon that Vince had quite literally, though accidentally, left alive with no tongue. Her face was damaged badly, one of her eyes was missing, and she was holding her jaw in place.

Every time she breathed, from the nose down, her face moved in different directions.

Lifting her mace up, Ynes tapped it against the Dragon’s temple.

She winced, peering up at Ynes with her one good eye.

“Your one saving grace, for all of you, is you might have information for me. Information for me, is information for my lord, that is,” Ynes continued. She stood there, staring at the wounded Dragon that would clearly be unable to talk. “For some of you, information might be given through writing it down. You may thank me later for being a generous Dryad to allow you the opportunity to save your life.”

Ynes emphasized her point by tapping the Dragon with her mace again. Then the Dryad slowly looked around the room to everyone gathered there.

No one responded or said anything at all.

Sighing, Ynes looked down to the Dragon.

The woman grunted, blinked her one good eye, then held up her empty hand toward Ynes and made a grabbing motion.

“Oh? Oh! Wonderful. I’m glad for your willingness to help. Let’s get you a place to write things out then. If it goes well, we’ll get you all healed up and go from there,” Ynes promised.

Then she lifted her gaze to the guards on the far wall.

Without saying anything, or even gesturing, several broke away from the formation and came over. They carefully scooped up the wounded Dragon and took her away. Leading her out of the auditorium.

“Alright, well, I guess that’s the extent of it,” Ynes said. “No one else wants to talk? Then… then I guess that’s it.

Then a beautiful smile crossed her face. One that could turn the head of any man or woman that saw it.

She cocked her mace back and brought it down atop the head of a pretty Red Dragon. The metal end of the weapon smashed into the woman’s skull.

The Dragon was propelled face-first into the ground. Planting into the tiles and laying there.

Before anyone could react, Ynes brought her arm back and brought the mace down onto the back of the Dragon’s head. Then she did so several more times.

The body of the Dragon twitched, flexed, and spasmed with each strike. Even though the head had long since been pulped to mush, the body quivered with every hit.

Ynes stopped and then stood there, panting over the body.

Blood had splattered across her face, which gave her glowing eyes, and radiant smile, an awful appearance. The beautiful Dryad was not in her right mind and never had been.

In these moments, it became readily apparent that Ynes was, for all intents and purposes, probably crazy. That most of it was bottled up and barely contained behind her smile at the best of times.

Grunting, Ynes pulled the dead Dragon over onto its back. She then pulled a knife out of her kit somewhere.

With a rough shove, she thrust it down into the chest of the Dragon. Jerking at it one way, then the other, she made a gap between the ribs.

She put the knife down, then smacked her mace against the rib bones. There was a sharp crackling noise as they all broke at the strike.

Reaching in with her free hand, she stuck her hand into the chest cavity of the Dragon. She looked up to the ceiling as she blindly felt around inside.

“Ah! Perfect,” murmured Ynes, before jerking her arm out of the Dragon.

A heart with a long section of what looked like veins and arteries came out with it. She lifted the heart up to her mouth and neatly trimmed off the extra bits with her teeth, until it was just a heart by itself.

Walking over to Vince, she set it down on the platter.

“For you, my dearest,” purred the Dryad. “From your beloved Flower Pot, with love.”

Ynes smiled at him, wrinkled her nose, then went over to the next Dragon in the line.

“I’ll tell you everything I know!” shrieked the man, holding his hands up. “The Emperor went south! To the Tri-lliance lands!”

“Yes! Yes! He’s going to have a government-in-exile there!” added another Dragon.

“We’re all soldiers of the Tri-lliance! We were sent here to help defend the territory!” someone else pitched in.

“Ferris save us!” squealed a Dragonnewt.

There was an odd echo that Vince heard at the same time inside of his head, and then in his grove. A mindless, desperate, prayer for salvation.

From a young Dragonnewt named Tennie who was here in front of him.

“I hear you, Tennie,” Vince said as he stood up out of the throne. He began walking straight toward the Dragonnewt. “I hear you on behalf of Ferris. I hear your prayer. I will give you your safety.

“For, who am I if not your lord?”

“You… Ferris… what?” whispered the Dragonnewt.

Then the prayer she’d made earlier came back, though much louder this time.

He could hear it plainly as if she were speaking to him.

“Lord of Dragons? S-save me and let me live?” prayed the Dragonnewt.

“Yes, Tennie. I’m the Lord of Dragons. I will save you and let you live,” Vince confirmed and stood in front of her. He reached down and put his hand on the top of her head. “Now… let’s start from the beginning again. I want all the details.

“Tell your lord… everything… about the Emperor and the Tri-lliance. Tell me who would know more and give it all to me.”

“Yes, my lord. I’ll tell you everything,” whispered Tennie in a voice that was almost too hard to hear.

The echoing promise that came through her faith was as if she screamed it, even if it was using the same words.

Vince grasped that, fed it back to Tennie through his hand on her head, and blessed her with his grace.

Her eyes shot wide, her pupils dilated, and he could practically hear her soul vibrating inside of her.

“My lord… the Emperor left this fortress as soon as you began to bring the lands to glory,” began Tennie in a strange tone.

***

Vince sighed, looked at Sam, and shrugged his shoulders.

“I’m not any good at summarizing this,” Vince confessed what was likely already known. “Think you can paraphrase it for the comms? I’d probably just sum it up as… Emperor bailed, Tri-lliance responsible, planned as a puppet-war, Emperor is in the Tri-lliance.

“That and I think this violates our treaty, if you ask me. But I’m not a politician or a legal expert.”

“I’ll handle it. Then you can handle me and show me what an expert you are at getting me to moan,” Sam stated, one hand coming up and running two fingers along Vince’s jaw to his chin. “If you don’t do your job as well as you can, you’ll have to keep trying until you meet my approval. I’m sure I can handle your attentions for a while.”

Sam flew off towards where the communications array was in the siege line.

The smaller communication device that came with the Legionnaire’s armor was good for many things, but sending a message all the way back to Europe was beyond its ability.

Especially confidential communications that would be going to Petra.

Vince nodded his head once, then lifted up the heart he’d been eating. Taking a bite of it, he chewed quietly.

This was, thankfully, the last one.

Listening to Tennie, as well as the others, had taken more than a while. The sun was approaching the horizon.

“I feel better,” Ynes pronounced.

“What? Why?” asked Johanna, sounding confused.

Ynes didn’t answer, instead, she hit Johanna with her magnificent smile. She’d thankfully cleaned the blood off her face as well as her armor.

Johanna’s eyebrows rose up though she didn’t say anything else. Instead, she held Ynes’ gaze for several seconds before turning to look at Vince.

He briefly wondered if Johanna had figured out that Ynes felt better for killing people. Perhaps even killing the unarmed Dragon that’d surrendered.

“Well, it’s a goal met, even if it wasn’t the way we wanted it. Or the goal exactly as we wanted it,” Johanna murmured. “It’ll still be a win one way or the other.

“Last I looked at a map, this, and a few minor kingdoms north of here were the only holdouts.

“Now with this location put down, I imagine the forces here will move that way and put more pressure on the Tri-lliance.”

“That’s probably true, yeah,” Vince agreed. “Pretty sure Yaris has made them offers to become Dukes rather than just being cut off at the knees.

“Given this development… I hope they’ll take it. They have to see that there’s no real ability for them to hang on any longer. That continued resistance is pointless and will just make it harder for us to accept any concessions in the future.

“But… we’ll see. We’ll see. I suppose that’s not really my problem since it’s all polite and civil so far. The Emperor just happened to be inside of our territory so we couldn’t leave him alone.”

“Do we need their territory?” Safina asked, tilting her head to one side and looking at Vince.

“Not really. If we’re being honest about it, we can just ensure our border is clear, drop a bunch of magical walls, and call it a day,” admitted Vince. “It’s one of the reasons we’re pushing them, but not outright attacking them.”

Everyone nodded their heads.

“Now what do we do?” Renata asked and put her hands on her head before stretching her back one way, then the other. “Are we done for the day? Should we take the portal back?”

“Aren’t they busy?” Canae asked. “When we came through, the portal didn’t have much of a line, but that was to get here.

“The line to go back looked pretty clogged up. We’re not really on a priority, other than because of who we are. Given how much power it takes to keep them powered and running… well, it’s just harder to push to the front. Isn’t it?”

Yeah, that’s a good point.

Those portals eat up power, and even with mages to power them, or to hook them to power sources, they still have costs.

With all the wars, Felix clearing out his original world, and everything else, the portals are taxed.

“We’ll check and see if there are any groups heading to Yosemite that we can slip into and join,” Vince suggested. “If there isn’t… well… we do have two very fast and sleek Dragons. We can just fly there.”

Renata perked up at that, gave Vince a grand smile, and clapped her hands together. Bouncing in place as she did so.

Her Legionnaire’s armor didn’t do much to prevent her from bouncing splendidly.

“Yay! That sounds exciting and wonderful! Ride me, Vince. Ride me,” purred Renata, moving toward him. “Then you can show me your home and everything there. Where you grew up.

“I’ve heard that your original home is still there. Isn’t it? I’d like to visit it!”

Vince found he couldn’t help but smile at the bubbly Orange Dragon.

“Yeah, it’s still there. Though we all moved out of it to that planar house on Legion World that Petra and Yaris set up. I don’t know what the old house is used for now.”

“It’s a museum,” Safina added helpfully. “I read about it in some down time when I was in the south of Spain. It’d been included in the orientation packets that they were going to give to some of the nobility if they surrendered.”

“Wait, if it was going to the nobility, why’d you have it?” Dalia asked.

“Oh, I just borrowed it. I put it back before they even noticed it was gone,” Safina stated with a wide smile. “No one even noticed it’d happened.

“By the way, did you know that Vince has been shot at least seventy times? There’s even a handful of rounds that’d been dislodged from his body on display.

“Supposedly… there’s even a shrine somewhere in the city where his missing fingers are. They found them after the battle and immediately went to preserve them.

“That wasn’t in the packet, though; that was just rumors I’d heard when working with the front-line soldiers.

“You wouldn’t believe some of the rumors. We’ll have some time to talk as we fly, since I don’t think we’ll find a group with room, so you can tell us what’s true and what isn’t, Vince.”

Let’s see if we can convince Renata to fly ahead. Really fast.

That’s not a conversation I’d really like to have.

***

Walking in through the front gates of Yosemite, Vince was excited.

Incredibly so.

Canae, Dalia, Safina, and Renata, had humored him and put an enchantment on him. For all intents and purposes, he looked like just another Legionnaire soldier in Legion armor.

He wouldn’t stand out in any way.

Even those who were with him weren’t well known.

The only one who could give the game away was Red, who had also been given an enchantment. Right now she just looked a lot like Renata, though disguised as a Red Dragon.

The security which had once been paranoid and extreme, now felt rather lax in comparison.

Yosemite’s gate guards performed a perfectly cursory inspection of the group and what they had on them, but also had clearly been unconcerned with his party.

“Ah, it’s much tamer than I expected,” Safina said as they walked down the street.

The walls that’d once been filled with soldiers now only had sentries in a normal number. The siege machines were manned, but those on duty didn’t look concerned.

There were new towers interspersed along the walls, and each one had a Dragon on it.

“Tamer?” Sam asked.

“I don’t know… I just… well… this is where it all started. This seems more like one giant neighborhood,” Safina explained. She gestured to a patio that had half of its tables filled with families eating a meal.

Almost every family had a child with them, though there were several that had more than three. Safina’s point about it feeling very “neighborhood” was looking to be quite true.

“It was like this in the start too,” Red growled. “Red remembers. It was all… very friendly. United. Red has always felt good here. This is Red’s hometown, and Red would do whatever Red had to to defend it.”

Walking along the road, the bells began to chime from a clock tower that Vince didn’t recognize. It was perched near the dead center of the city and rose up at least twenty or so floors.

He didn’t miss the fact that there was a great deal of Legion tech at the top of it pointing into the sky, either.

Though now that he took a moment to really think about what he was looking at, most of Yosemite had been modernized.

Converted into a Legion city.

With electric lights in nearly every home, and very obvious antennas pitched on top of pillars in the corners of the roofs. They were receiving broadcasts, though Vince didn’t know of what type.

If he had to guess, it was likely both radio and television.

All the Ratkin living atop the houses also had electricity and small warrens wired into the satellites as well it seemed.

Won’t be long before they have internet.

Or the Legion equivalent.

“Ah, that’s Vince’s house. Let’s go, let’s go,” Renata cheered happily. “Vince is going to ride me for the first time tonight.

“In his old bed, in his old room, maybe? That’d be exciting!”

“No, we’re going to keep exploring for a bit,” Ynes countered. “Being here in Yosemite is exciting, and we should go see what sights we can before they close up for the evening.

“Tomorrow we’ll probably have new orders and will be going elsewhere. I don’t think we’ll get to explore much.”

All valid points though… riding Renata.

That sounds like a lot of fun, actually.


Chapter 14

Vince moved up the walkway to his modified childhood home.

Despite living with everyone in the new home on Legion planet, this still felt like his home. It probably would for a considerable time, too.

This was where he grew up, after all.

Even after the expansions and modifications that’d been made to it, it still felt like his home.

However, he imagined that was due to the fact that Meliae and Berenga had gone to extreme lengths for the house to feel the same on the inside, even if it didn’t look quite the same on the outside.

They’d been admitted fairly quickly once Vince dropped the enchantment that’d disguised him. The “Yosemite’s founding” museum had already been closed when they’d walked up.

Vince had explained that he’d wanted to use the bedrooms and had been told very quickly that it was most certainly possible.

The bedrooms and most of the house weren’t actually part of the museum. There was a large building that’d been set down next to his ancestral home that was the actual museum.

His home was just a guided tour that occurred a few times a day.

A set of cleaners came through every morning to make sure everything was tidy and as it should be, so him using the beds wouldn’t be much of an issue.

Though he’d noted the Dryad guard among the squad had watched him keenly when he explained what he wanted. He had no doubt that they’d be trying to peek at him this evening.

“It’s very normal,” Safina remarked.

“I mean, I grew up… kinda… normal,” Vince offered. He was being somewhat generous with that statement toward his parents, but he hadn’t really experienced anything that weird.

Other than Mom.

Mom was the weird one in the end, wasn’t she? Dad just kinda went with everything she said when it came to the eating and testing.

Though… given how they met, I guess that makes sense too.

Just strange over all.

Canae pushed the door open to the house, and everyone trooped inside.

It was exactly as Vince remembered it to be, though it oddly overlapped with where he was currently living.

He smiled to himself, looking around.

Nothing was out of place as far as he could tell. It was as if he’d stepped backward a few months. A few pieces of furniture that hadn’t been changed out yet.

A painting on a wall that’d remained here because they’d found something they liked more. A vase that looked eerily similar to one that Falaein had broken not long ago by running into the stand it’d been on.

“Red is… this feels like home but not home,” remarked the Undead, walking over to a wall. She idly ran her clawed fingers along it and kept moving past. “Red will go to sleep. Very tired… tired to the point that… my curse is weakening.”

The last had been said in the more normal voice that Red spoke in when the curse was failing previously.

“I need to go get some rest,” she continued, the glow in her eyes fading away to nothing at all. She took in a short breath, sighed, then patted Vince on the shoulder. “I love you. I’ll see you in the morning, dear.”

Walking away, Red had a walk that made her hips roll in a way that made her look like an entirely different person.

“I’ll… go handle that. I think I can help her. I also spoke to Leila about it and what steps we might be able to take. She can’t always be around to help Red after all,” Johanna remarked.

Then she pulled out a canteen from nowhere.

The container quite literally appeared in the middle of thin air.

The canteen had a great deal of artwork that’d been carved along the sides of it.

It was a very clear depiction of a Dragon, though the stopper itself was an orange color.

Johanna didn’t even need to say what it was for, Vince understood implicitly.

The goddess gave him a warm smile, kissed him, and then went after Red.

“Is this for me?” Renata asked and then took the flask from Vince’s hands. She looked at the sides, then the stopper. “Ahhh, it is indeed for me. Though I will pridefully note that—”

Renata removed the stopper and peered inside. Then shook it upside down.

“That it is quite empty. Unless I miss my guess, I’ll end up being the only contributor to this,” Renata got out with a giggle. Then she looked at Safina. “I imagine there’s a blue one that only you’ll fill up.”

Safina clicked her tongue, smiled, and then patted the Orange on the shoulder.

Everyone had filed out quickly, and only the two Dragons and Vince were left.

Deciding at that moment to let his wants escape, he grabbed Safina by a horn.

“Go get the blue canteen and hurry back,” he said and gave her head a small tug. Causing the Blue Dragon to stutter-step to one side. Then he let her go.

Only to wrap an arm around Renata’s hips.

She didn’t act like a Dragon anymore, so he wasn’t going to treat her like one.

Escorting her to his bedroom, he could practically feel the bubbly Orange vibrating in his grasp. Her hands were everywhere and settled nowhere.

“I’m in charge,” she said finally after Vince got to the door to his old bedroom.

“Alright,” Vince agreed. He owed Renata and wasn’t about to tell her no.

“Yay! Oh, I’m so excited. First, I want you to get naked, then get on your back,” Renata declared, clapping her hands together rapidly.

Laughing, Vince opened his bedroom door and entered with Renata. He left it open for Safina.

Moving over to his old bed, he started pulling his clothes off.

No sooner had he pushed off his socks and was completely naked than Renata picked him up and laid him down in the bed.

Ah… yeah.

Being strong doesn’t make me weigh more.

I guess that’s also how you’d maybe subdue Steve.

Renata was staring down at him as if she were a starving woman eying a feast. Her eyes wandered back and forth across his body as he lay there.

The beautiful Dragon’s lower lip was caught in her teeth as her hands came up in front of her. Her fingers lightly fluttered in the air as if she wanted to grab at him.

Taking in a short breath, Renata looked away from him. She reached up and started fiddling with several clasps on her Dragon’s Legionnaire armor.

After a few breaths, and her moving her hands to a different set of clasps, the armor came off with a pop.

To him, it still seemed ludicrous that it could shift with them, but he wasn’t about to question the Whites or their magical engineering.

Now naked, Renata put the armor to one side, so it hung on the bookshelf his mother had made for him. It was still filled with all sorts of things his dad had brought back.

Renata looked back to him, then the doorway.

Vince looked as well.

There was nothing and no one there that he could tell.

“I’m waiting for Fina,” Renata whispered. “She’s with me in this. So I just need— ah… there she is.”

A few seconds after she finished speaking, the Blue Dragon came through the door. In her hands was a canteen with a blue stopper.

She paused in the open doorway, her eyes going wide at the scene.

Then she promptly closed the door, put her canteen down next to where Renata had put hers, then began undressing. Faster than Renata had managed, Safina was now naked as well.

“Uhm… what—” Safina began, but then fell silent as Renata moved forward suddenly. She got down on her knees next to Vince’s head and then leaned in and kissed him.

The Orange Dragon’s tongue pushed into his mouth quickly, and she began earnestly making out with him. Her lips melded to his and her right hand pressed to his chest.

A warm and wet sensation rolled over his privates, and he felt two hands press to his thighs. Safina had apparently taken a cue from somewhere he hadn’t noticed, or decided to start giving him head on her own.

She was moving in a leisurely and slow manner. Her mouth was tight and firm around him as she went from the very tip all the way down to the hilt and stopped there.

Oddly enough, her tongue and lips felt much cooler than expected.

Doubly so, since Renata’s mouth felt quite a bit warmer.

He knew that Red Dragons were linked with fire, but it seemed Orange also had some connection with fire or heat. He’d never looked into it, but he was somewhat curious now.

Reaching up, Vince put his right hand behind Renata’s head and, with the left, reached down into Safina’s hair.

Holding onto both Dragons, one with care, and the other quite firmly, he didn’t let them pull away.

For Safina, he made sure she kept moving up and down just as she had been. Renata couldn’t pull away, and he’d slowly battled her tongue back into her own mouth.

Letting out a purring moan, Renata carefully pulled away from Vince. Though not far enough that his hand came off her jaw.

The Orange gazed at him with a smile that equaled one from Ynes.

Then she glanced down at Safina, who was still going up and down.

“Oh, look at you go, Fina,” Renata said with a chuckle.

“Mmm-hmmm,” moaned Safina, bobbing along on Vince’s shaft steadily. Her tongue rolled and writhed along the underside of his member, and her lips were tight and firm around him.

Vince had to wonder which Dryad had taken it on themselves to instruct the Dragons. He momentarily thought of Mouth as the likely culprit.

Chuckling, Renata looked to Vince.

“I’d planned on riding you, but I think… I want you to mount Fina. Push her face down in your bed and really show what it’s like to have a mate. Put your seed nice and deep in her,” whispered the Orange. She looked delighted with the situation. “Fina will be the appetizer. The snack to be eaten and devoured. To use and finish with quickly.

I’ll be the main course. To be enjoyed leisurely, to be luxuriated over, during a long period of time. Where you and I both really get to know one another and how we can care for each other.”

“Mm-hmm,” agreed Safina, sucking loudly at Vince after moaning. The Blue Dragon was working at him steadily. Her right hand came up to wrap around his hilt and bob along with the motions of her head.

“If that’s what you want,” Vince allowed, his fingers tightening in Safina’s hair.

“It is. I’m the senior partner. I’ve already spoken to Elizabeth as well as the other Dragons who are close to you,” Renata confirmed. “I’m not as strong as others but… I’ll be the wing leader. So this is fine. I’ll just… slowly bring in a few Dragons here and there for mating purposes.

“You need more… color… in your diet. One of every color, in fact.”

Vince laughed at that and began to force Safina to go faster. Her head was moving back and forth quite swiftly now. A wet swishing noise sounded out each time she went down on him.

“Do I now?” he asked.

“Yes. You’ve only taken a Black, a Platinum, and now an Orange and Blue. You have lots of unfulfilled colors. You’ll need one of each for our council,” Renata explained. Then she leaned in and gave him a tender kiss. “Now… pull the pretty Blue off your dick and push her down into your bed.

“Don’t rough her up too much, just enough to remind her that she’s your mate. She’s not a Black or a Red that needs a bit more.”

Vince complied, though, only after pushing Safina’s head down to the hilt. She swallowed at him, gagged, and then began to continuously swallow at him. His tip deep down her throat.

Releasing Safina, he grabbed her by a horn. Shifting around in the bed, he pulled her up to the top of it.

Wrangling her around by his hold, he got her pushed down into the bed face first. Vince put his hand down to her shoulders and eased her down until she had her shoulders against the bed, and her rear end raised up in the air.

Taking hold of his tip, Vince moved forward and got his head fit to her entry. Then he pushed forward.

He watched as his manhood penetrated into Safina and spread her lips apart.

“Uuunnngh,” groaned the Dragon, as the pink edges of womanhood stretched around him.

Not stopping, Vince moved forward until he got all the way down to the hilt. He could feel his tip snuggled up tight inside of her.

Safina was letting out soft little grunts. Her lower back and shoulders looked rather tense and taut.

Vince gently pushed some of his power into Safina, and she instantly relaxed.

Her whole body sank into the bed in a single instant. As if she’d been held up through a hook in her back and it’d now been cut free.

Reaching down, Vince reached out to grip Safina’s right horn with his right hand, then the left with the left, and took a firm hold on her. Pulling back slightly, he bent Safina partially upward at the head.

Then he began to pull back, only to push forward. Moving his manhood through Safina firmly while slightly bending her as he did so.

“Like this?” Vince asked, looking to Renata even as he continued to run himself through Safina.

“Nnngh, nnn, nguh,” groaned Safina with each and every time he entered her.

“Yeah, that’s perfect,” Renata murmured, one hand on her chin. “Though… let her go just a little. She’s a bit of a softy when it comes to Dragons.”

Vince let his hold on her horns slacken a touch, and Safina unbowed a few degrees.

“There we go,” Renata said, then patted Safina on the rear end twice. The Orange Dragon then looked to Vince. “Thank you, my dearest.”

Smiling, Vince continued to push deep into Safina while holding Renata’s gaze.

She leaned in and gave him a kiss, then clambered up into the bed behind him. She pressed herself up against his back. Her right hand set the blue canteen down beneath Safina’s hips, her left hand coming around to cup Vince’s jewels.

“Oh, she has a lovely back,” Renata purred, looking down at Safina over Vince’s shoulder. She tilted her head slightly to put a kiss on Vince’s cheek. “Just a little faster.”

Doing as Renata asked, Vince pushed and pulled himself in and out of Safina with a bit more speed. The soft pat and pop of the Dragon’s rear end clapping into Vince’s lap was still fairly quiet.

“Unnnn, nnnn, nnneee. Rennie, please?” whined Safina. It was now obvious to him that she was pushing back at him. Forcing him into her with a bit more force and speed on her part.

“Faster, Vince,” urged Renata. “Time to finish in her. She’s ready.”

Renata kissed him again, squeezed his jewels, then put her mouth in his ear.

“Tell her to nest tonight, hand her eggs over to the keeper, and return to service,” whispered Renata. It was a clear demand. “She’ll do it and be fine.”

Keeper?

I thought they were all nesting and roosting on their own.

Grunting, Vince began to pummel Safina. Knocking his member down into her depths and grinding himself against her entry.

“Safina, my Blue, nest for me. Clutch for me. Tonight,” Vince demanded even as he pumped away at her. Thrusting down into her while Renata gently kneaded his privates as if she were working him like a bellows. “Give our eggs to the keeper and return to service.”

“Yes-ahhhhnnn-yes, lord,” whimpered Safina, her body quaking as she threw herself rear-first at him as he thrust forward. The slap of their flesh together was quite loud now.

Then he began to release. Emptying his load deep into Safina.

With every thrust, he did his best to pack it into Safina and at the back of her. Roughly grinding himself at her after each pump to make sure of it.

Only to pull back and do it again.

“Mmmmm,” moaned Safina loudly as she lay there in his bed. Her rear end hanging in the air as he pumped her full.

Renata lightly squeezed at his jewels, then gently pushed and stroked at his hilt, only to squeeze his jewels again. Gently working at him as if she were coaxing every drop out of him and into Safina.

Vince slowly pushed into Safina and felt his shaft expand. A final spurt shot into Safina’s depths and he found his orgasm completely spent.

Not stopping, Renata continued to stroke and squeeze at him. Her hands gently massaged every part of his manhood and jewels.

“There we go,” purred Renata. “All better. You’re all full Fina. I hope you lay some wonderful eggs.”

Moving her hands off Vince, Renata gently caressed Safina’s rear end and patted her hips. Then the Orange’s hands dipped down to the canteen.

Renata quickly unstoppered it, then put the lip of it against Safina’s entry and Vince’s hilt.

“Okay dearest, pull out. Make sure you put any last-minute drips in for me,” Renata requested, putting another kiss on Vince’s cheek. “And then, when we’re all done here… it’s time for the main course. A young, smart, and pretty Orange Dragon that’s all yours.

“One that wants desperately to be loved, enjoy sex, and not experience an ounce of pain. It’s your duty to show her how amazing sex can be. All night long.”

Not waiting for him to pull out, Renata gently tugged on Vince’s manhood. Pulling him out of Safina.

She stuck his tip into the canteen’s entry and gently tapped his member against it. As if knocking seed loose.

“For now, I need to milk Fina for Johanna. You just stay here and watch with me,” ordered Renata. “I’ll have to do this often, I think. Each color will end up with their own canteen though, given that, per your preferences, it’ll only be one Dragon for each color.”

Unable to look away, Vince did indeed watch as Safina’s entry, which was a bit more spread open at the moment, was milked of his seed.

Renata pushed the lid of the canteen a bit more firmly up to Safina, even as her entry slowly contracted in on itself.


Chapter 15

“Blessings to Vince.”

Grunting, Vince ignored the voice.

He felt warm and comfortable right now.

The last thing he wanted to do was start the day.

“Vince, we need to talk,” came the voice again.

Except he wasn’t hearing it with his ears.

The voice sounded a lot like a prayer.

In fact, now that his brain was turning on, it sounded like Dea.

Letting out a soft groan, Vince moved deeper into his blankets.

Or what he thought were blankets.

The warmth he was experiencing was Renata beneath him. His head was pillowed on her shoulder, and her arms were around him.

“You can hear me, I assume. I’m not sure if you can communicate back though. Could you pray to me so I know you hear me?” asked Dea.

Renata let out a soft, sleepy moan, pulled Vince closer, and then pushed her cheek to his temple. After a few seconds, her hold slackened, but she didn’t let go.

“Blessings to Dea, my wife. I’m here,” Vince tried, praying to Dea in his head. “I heard you. What do you need, my pretty Dryad goddess?”

“Oh! Ah… hmm… mmm… what I need?” Dea said, her words growing into a slow purr. “I could certainly use your attention. In person. Several times.

“This isn’t my poor Dryads trying to do things on the side either. This is my genuine feeling.

“I may not actually be a Dryad, but I certainly feel like one as of late.”

“I mean… happy to, but you’re not here. That leaves other things that I can help with,” Vince prompted, trying to redirect Dea.

“Yes. We’ve reviewed everything you sent over with Sam. She’s running messages for us on the front line and… well, it’s unlikely she’ll make it back to you any time soon,” Dea explained. He was thankful for that since he had expected her back already and had been wondering where she’d actually gotten off to. “So… yes, we reviewed everything that’s happened.

“We spoke with Ferris and formally summoned the Tri-lliance ambassador. After denying the situation, they were dismissed, and we’ve asked for a new ambassador to be dispatched.

“We’re honestly stalling for time to figure out what the possibilities are on our end, rather than theirs.”

“Our possibilities?” Vince replied and closed his eyes. He snuggled in close to Renata and relaxed against the beautiful Dragon.

“We have no troops to spare. Legion has no troops to spare. There are no resources to spare,” Dea stated in a way that left no room for interpreting the statement otherwise.

These were just the current state of affairs and reality.

“Alright. So we’re looking for time, here,” Vince replied. “Everywhere?”

“Yes. That-yes. In the west, we’re pulling out all the troops we can afford to, and are working toward a diplomatic solution, but we still need some troops there,” Dea confirmed. “In the east, it’s practically a wild waste all over again. All our soldiers out there are to keep the peace.”

What Dea didn’t say was “put down bandit revolts”, which, from what little Vince had heard, was a near-constant thing.

Given their troops were spread too thin and without the proper resources, quelling this situation wasn’t an immediate possibility in the longer term.

They were working with more of a “tamping down” result that only lasted a short while.

Spain was in a similar situation, and the front line in Europe was quite large.

This was to say nothing of the Legion troops that were all tied up with their own needs and requirements.

The simple fact that Felix hasn’t needed to touch Yosemite in any way is likely a blessing.

“Right, well… how about—” Vince began, his mind going in an odd direction. “How about I play ambassador?

“Paper me up with credentials as the lord of Yosemite, send me south into the Tri-lliance with a good number of bodyguard forces. Along with an emergency portal team to get out if I need to, and I’ll stall for time.

“I can run them around in circles promising nothing, doing nothing, offering nothing, while getting information. I’m sure I can plant a bunch of sneaky Legion stuff all over so our thinkers and the like can get information.”

“Let me talk to everyone. That’s a really good idea. I’ll get back to you,” Dea said, then he felt as if her presence faded away.

Sniffling, Renata turned her head, put her face in Vince’s hair, and inhaled. Then pulled him closer to herself.

Vince went back to sleep.

He didn’t see a reason to do anything at the moment.

Rubbing her face against Vince’s brow, Renata held him.

There wasn’t anything to do, and it felt amazing to be held by Renata.

***

Standing on the bow of the ship, Vince looked to his left.

They were being paralleled by a patrol boat of the Tri-lliance. Upon reaching Tri-lliance waters, the boat had come out to meet them.

A brief conversation and handing over documents ensued by Ynes and the Tri-lliance boat captain. There was a pause of several minutes before Vince’s ship was invited to proceed further.

Likely just long enough of a delay for the captain to read said documents.

Yaris and Berenga had agreed with his suggested action. In a matter of an hour, he’d been in the Gulf of Texas and then heading south by boat.

It was a Legion-type ship that was more of a floating armored vehicle rather than what Vince traditionally thought of as a boat. Doubly so when one considered the massive cannon on the front and back of it.

“It’s like watching a cat stalk a tiger,” Renata murmured from where she was sprawled out on the deck. She was nude and sunbathing.

They were hidden from the prying eyes of the sailors, and she’d quickly taken the opportunity to strip.

As if laying in the sun was the most natural thing in the world for her.

“What, the enemy boat?” Ynes asked from Vince’s other side.

“Technically, they’re not our enemy,” Vince muttered.

“Yes. It’s amusing. They have no idea what they’re going on about, but they’re pushing in awfully close,” Renata continued as if Vince hadn’t interjected. “That’s just talking about the boat since that’s all they’d likely know about.”

Letting out a soft exhale, Renata rolled over onto her front and then arranged her hair so it wasn’t lying across her neck. She shifted around and went still there.

“We should make more sea trips,” the Dragon murmured. “This is lovely. I love the smell of the air and being on a boat. The sun is wonderful.

“If we had more time, I’d want to see if we could catch some fish. That’d be rather nice.”

Vince raised his eyebrows at the thought and considered it.

“There are some islands we could explore. Even a big continent that’s like an island,” Vince suggested. “Maybe do that during the winter in Russia? That could be a fun distraction. Do ranger work and the like in Russia, leave for winter, go to the other side of the planet, and hit the seas?”

“I still find it odd to hear the lord of Yosemite planning his retirement,” Canae called from behind them.

The elves, the original two, plus two more that they’d picked up at the harbor, were all on the mid-deck. Forming a type of cordon around the front of the boat to keep everyone else back.

Vince had yet to learn the names of the two new ones, but he was hoping to avoid all four elves for the most part if he could.

Safina was with them as well as, surprisingly, Zathira.

Johanna was somewhere else, but Vince wasn’t too concerned about her. Last he’d seen her, she’d been working on some type of spell construct to assist with Red.

The two of them had grown close, rapidly, and were more often than not discussing Red’s curse, or magic.

In the end, Red decided to join Leila and Blue. Apparently, the Undead had missed the Dryad and wanted to see her.

“I mean, I’m just a figurehead,” Vince asserted. “I’m just there helping finish consolidating everything. I did the early work and pulled it all together.

“Now I’m rapidly heading towards retirement. I’m looking forward to it. I’m sure I’ll have jobs that they need me to do but… I’m a smart man.

“Or at least, smart enough to know there are those more qualified to lead than I.

“That means my goal is to put myself out of a job, because I’m smart enough for that. Fill Yosemite with leaders, minds, and fighters, and get the hell out of the way.

“Now… we’ve talked about this enough. Let’s not bring it up again.”

“See, Claudia? I told you,” whispered one of the elves. Vince had only barely heard it and couldn’t figure out who it was. None of them were wearing their helmets at the moment, as everyone was enjoying the “sea air” as it were. “You too, Aliza.

“Told you. Off the lines and eventually with him when he leaves. Best kind of retirement.”

“Because he’ll get bored of everyone else, and eventually look to his elves,” added a different one.

There was a sudden bout of laughter at that from all the elves, and Safina, but Vince found he couldn’t really argue it. He grinned in fact.

Good plan.

“They’re sending more boats out,” Ynes remarked. “They seem like they wanna talk more. That or something else.”

“Mm? Do I need to end my dozing session and fly up?” Renata asked.

“No,” Ynes answered after a long pause. “No, I think we’re alright. Let’s just see what happens. Maybe it’s an honor guard of sorts.

“It’s something we’d do for an incoming diplomat. I can’t imagine they wouldn’t do the same thing. The question becomes, how did they communicate it ahead?

“Thoughts?”

“Magic,” said Dalia immediately. “I’m sure they have some type of magic they can use. They’ve already demonstrated they are no strangers to it, since they made those stones that repel the water monsters.”

“Oh, yes. That’d be my guess as well,” replied Canae.

“I saw several birds flying in that direction,” Safina offered. “That’s a possibility, isn’t it? I didn’t think anything of it at the time. I’m sorry.”

“Even if it was a bird, I don’t think attacking it or capturing it would have been a good idea,” Ynes said with a sigh. “That’d just have made them extremely wary of us, and perhaps hostile.”

Vince took in a short breath and let it out.

There wasn’t much to be said further.

He’d just wait.

When the other ships reached them, nothing unexpected happened.

They circled around them and joined the original Tri-lliance patrol boat.

Nothing changed otherwise, though their original destination was no longer the current one. The ships all circling Vince had moved ahead and to the sides.

Clearly guiding them further to the south rather than to the port where they’d originally been heading.

Hopefully, Vince was being conducted elsewhere, though he was somewhat concerned. He’d picked the port he had in the hopes that he could travel along the Tri-lliance territory.

The Legion tech the elves were carrying with them would have been gathering data the whole way.

Ah well.

Best laid plans and whatever.

***

Stepping off of the ship and onto the pier, Vince found his breath of Tri-lliance territory to be somewhat foul. It reeked of fish guts, trash, and stagnant water.

Not far away, where the pier met land, there was a congregation of people all standing around. Clearly waiting for Vince and his people.

“It’s terrible,” Ynes murmured in French. Peering into the water below them. “I’m no Nyriad, but I can tell you right now, this is… very… foul.”

“I wonder if it was always like this,” Renata questioned, also in French. They’d agreed that their conversations were best done in French, since English and Spanish were common in the Tri-lliance.

“I’m not sure, though I would hazard it’s those magic stones they stuck in the piers,” Johanna theorized. “The piers of Yosemite did not have such stones. They only exist on the boats.”

“Meliae and Yarris were concerned about long-term effects. Seems they were right,” Vince allowed.

“Ah, distinguished guests!” called the person in the lead of the group of people waiting for them. It’d been spoken in English. “Welcome, welcome. Please, come this way. We’ve already prepared quarters for you!

“We didn’t think it would be right to host you in the Yosemite embassy, so we put you into the Winter Palace, which is only a single-hour ride from the capital itself.

“After all, you’re a visiting head of state, you deserve courtesies unique to yourself.”

“My thanks,” Vince said after coming to a stop in front of the man. Having chosen to speak in the language spoken to him, Vince felt that it was appropriate.

Without really looking at the speaker, Vince dipped his head to the functionary.

It was a show of acceptance and acknowledgment from a king to a lesser individual.

While Vince didn’t like to ascribe to the stylings of nobility, here, in the Tri-lliance, these types of things were quite expected.

The functionary bowed deeply at the waist to Vince. It wasn’t quite the same as kneeling before a king, but it was close enough for someone who might rank high in the Tri-lliance.

As he lifted his head, Vince noted that it was a male human whom he was addressing and re-thought a few things as he did so.

The man was overly dressed, fashionably so, with dark brown hair, pale blue eyes, and a refined look to his features. Vince had the impression that there was more in his lineage as well by the way he smelled.

That and he looked at Vince with a look that most humans didn’t have.

As if they were a small predator sizing up a larger one, realizing they wanted none of it, and were ready to happily run away or hide. All the while putting on a brave face and smiling at Vince from ear to ear.

Perhaps he isn’t a low-level functionary, or someone sent out in a hurry to greet me.

Maybe this is someone who holds some sway after all.

They’re certainly not trying to insult me or demean me.

I think that’s likely a good thing.

“Thank you. That’d be wonderful. I’m admittedly rather tired, and I’m not very well suited to the sea,” lied Vince, returning the smile to the ambassador. “Having a chance to refresh myself, have a lie down, and a light… a very light… meal, would be well met.”

The man blinked, the false smile on his face remaining frozen as if it were a mask. Then he dipped his head fractionally, turned to several of the people with him, and gestured at them.

As if they were the answer to Vince’s statement.

Then the man started, his body jumping as he looked back at Vince.

“Ah, that is, yes! Yes. Not a problem,” the man murmured. “I’m sorry, I’ve forgotten nearly everything it seems!

“My name is Harvey Bist, Chancelor to the Supreme Tri-Council. I’m here at their direction, of course, and they wished to extend every courtesy to you.

“These here are to be your personal servants for your quarters and will take care of anything you need. Food, drink, or otherwise.”

As the man said otherwise, he shifted where he was pointing to a beautiful woman with black hair and bright blue eyes. She was short and more geared towards a Dryad’s type of figure, though not as extreme.

For a human, she was incredibly pretty.

Ah.

Yes.

I can understand the implication.

“Many thanks. Please convey my sincere thanks to the Supreme Tri-Council for their generosity,” Vince confirmed. “Would it be possible to be conveyed to the location I’ll be staying at?”

“Yes, yes, of course, of course,” Harvey assured him. “Just right this way. We’ll be heading down this boulevard here. We’ve prepared a number of very splendid coaches for you to travel and arrive in.”

“Smells like a trap,” whispered what felt like Canae somewhere behind him in French.

“Helmets on, shield deployment, foreign land, foreign threats,” warned Ynes, also in French.

“Ah?” Harvey asked, sounding very confused at Ynes’ words.

“Do forgive us,” Vince said in English with an easy smile on his face. “We’ve picked up a lot of people that speak different languages. I’m sure you can relate in some ways, given how large of an area the Tri-lliance spans across.”

Harvey’s smile went from fake to real at that moment. The man had a genuine look of joy at the words. As if Vince were complimenting him directly.

“Ah yes, we have four spoken languages! You’re quite right, quite right,” Harvey said and then began walking away down the boulevard.

The mannerisms of the man spoke to not deferring to many, and those he did, didn’t include Vince or foreign dignitaries.

Felix would probably be trying to figure out if it’s an insult or an accident the way Harvey’s acting. To figure out if it was a case of them sending someone they didn’t want to due to my sudden appearance or if they wanted to make a point by sending them.

Well… doesn’t matter.

Honestly, it is irrelevant given that they’re the enemy. I’m here to waste time and cause problems, really.

Vince followed along without a word, though he did glance back to the Legion ship. It bobbed along in the water while the crew watched.

He made a hand signal to them and put his attention ahead.

The captain saw it, put the boat into motion, and left the pier quickly. Not bothering to wait for permission from the other ships or to give them any opportunity to say otherwise.

It wouldn’t be coming back, given that the elves were carrying the pieces of a portal. They’d be putting that together and then traveling back that way.

The gateway itself would self-destruct and “melt” after it was used.

He had no idea how that was possible and once more, didn’t ask.

Far simpler to never question the Whites and simply send another thank you note.

“Ynes?” Vince asked even as the two Dragons bracketed him.

He could feel Johanna directly behind him, even as the four elves fanned out and made a square around him.

“No concerns,” Ynes answered, though once more in French. “Johanna, would you please?”

A shield of elven magic sprung up around him in the shape of a square. He couldn’t see it, but could feel it quite strongly. It was clearly created between the elves, moving from one to the other.

Just outside of that, a nullification shield formed. It was also in the shape of a square, as well as being invisible to the eye.

Harvey was standing next to an overly ornate and gaudy-looking coach.

I wonder if someone will try to kill me.

That’d be interesting.

It’d also give me cause to stall for more time.


Chapter 16

Unfortunately, nothing happened on the ride into the capital proper.

Nothing happened either when they’d arrived at the Winter Palace directly after exiting the city and moving out the gates and into the countryside.

Though countryside was slightly misleading, as Vince could see there were guard towers and walls in the distance.

This was indeed a palace with the guards and defenses to match.

Everything went exactly the way Harvey had seemed to want it to go.

What’d been obvious though, was that the Tri-lliance was far from what he’d been expecting. What the group as a whole had been thinking they’d be riding into.

The buildings were well made, the streets were built straight and with a mind towards proper drainage, alleys were non-existent, and there didn’t seem to be any areas that would invite a seedier element.

Which made the trash everywhere, the clogs in the drain-ways, the people lying unmoving in the filth without a clear indication of whether they were alive or dead, and the fact that there was a visible security presence at all times, all the more shocking.

It was as if the whole of the nation was under a type of martial law, though, as far as he could tell, no such declaration had been made. The country was operating as it normally should.

Looking at Ynes, then Renata, he wondered if they were thinking the same thing he was.

Stretching after exiting the carriage, Renata put her hands behind her waist, pushed, and leaned her shoulders back. It was an eye-catching thing to do that showed off how beautifully put together the Orange Dragon was.

“I think we should have sex,” Renata said, looking at Vince with a look that was thoughtful. “Maybe from behind this time.

“Oh, and yes, I noticed how weird everyone was. How everything was… secured. Something is going on. Going wrong.”

In other words, same thing I was thinking, but also not at all.

Because that’s how Renata is.

“Right?” Renata asked with a laugh and then wrapped herself around Vince, pressing herself bodily up to his side. “I’m just Renata, and I’m different. Now. Look at the pretty Dryad. She has more to say than I did.”

Renata kissed his cheek, patted at his chin, and continued to do so until he was looking at Ynes.

“It’s definitely a form of security. Like martial law,” Ynes murmured. Everything so far had been in French.

The Dryad glanced to the side, and Vince followed her gaze. Harvey and his group were slowly getting out of the carriage.

“Maybe not martial law, but close to it. I don’t think it’s new,” the Dryad concluded.

“Not new at all,” stated a tall elf. Vince was fairly sure it was Claudia, but he wasn’t certain. She had her helmet on as well. “There are signs of there being magical enforcement at some point.”

“A lot of magical enforcement,” Dalia confirmed. “Like they had large sections of the city roped off.”

“Riots?” suggested the other elf Vince couldn’t identify. They were smaller than the other three.

“That’d be my guess,” Ynes confirmed, then clicked her tongue. “Cull the chatter for now, keep an eye on things.”

Vince put on his best Felix smile and turned to face Harvey.

“Ah yes, here we are, here we are,” Harvey murmured. He looked somewhat nervous. As if his words really didn’t match his thoughts at the moment. “I’ve scheduled some time for you to meet with the Supreme Tri-Council for tomorrow. It isn’t a long meeting, but it isn’t short either.

“About the time to get to discuss your visit, have a meal, and maybe a few other miscellaneous topics that might come up.”

Oh?

Rather helpful.

Almost too helpful, isn’t it?

I… aren’t… they the enemy?

“Thank you very much,” Vince said.

“Of course, of course. We’re having meals brought in quickly, as well as a store for future meals,” Harvey continued, then he gestured to the palace. “I’ll leave it at that so you can get your rest.”

“Thank you again, then. Though… what’s the protocol for going out into the city?” Vince asked. “At some point, I’m sure I’ll want to go wandering about the capital.”

Harvey’s face froze in place before he let out a chuckle.

“I’ll be sure that’s on the agenda for your conversation tomorrow. Do excuse me, your highness,” Harvey said and then bowed deeply at the waist to Vince.

Turning, the man ran off quickly, leaving behind all the servants that he’d brought for Vince.

“Curious,” Vince murmured in French when Harvey was far enough away. Then Vince looked at the palace. “Let’s wander around and have a nice evening. I’m sure some of you have work to do and things to set up.”

“Yes,” agreed Ynes. “Lots of work. Though, I’m hoping Dionara, Lorraine, and Sheena show up tonight or tomorrow.”

“Huh?” Vince grunted out, looking at the Dryad.

“Final transfers. I mentioned it previously. If they can join us here, they will be. I kept in touch with them,” Ynes purred, then took his elbow. Pulling at it, she guided him toward the palace.

***

Riding into the capital again, Vince noted that they were taking a different route this time. One that’d most certainly been prepared in advance.

Someone had cleaned up to a degree.

The trash was gone, the clogs were removed, and there weren’t any bodies or ill-looking people lingering around.

However, the stains remained.

There were visible signs of recent problems that weren’t able to be taken care of overnight.

Potholes in the road, cracks in the buildings, and hasty repairs that nearly looked as bad as damage.

“I can’t tell if this is better,” Safina whispered. “Or worse.”

“I imagine it’s both,” Dalia stated and peeked out the window around Safina. “Better for the image, worse for the fact that it makes the need for the image obvious.”

“That and whoever had to do all this likely hadn’t volunteered for it,” finished Canae with a grunt. “Honestly, I’m rather surprised they were able to put up a fight against Yosemite at all in the way they did.

“They seem destitute… destitute and broken from a morale standpoint.”

“This might be the results of that fight and what happened after,” Renata murmured, then laid her head on Vince’s shoulder. “I mean, they lost their goddess, Ferris. Vince gained a wife, and a great number of Dragons left to join.

“They all came from the Tri-lliance, you know. It’s not a surprise that there’s a problem here now.”

Ah, Dragons came with their hoards and families.

They don’t like to spend, they prefer to hoard.

Even then, they’d still spend when they wished.

To remove all of that wealth from a country, as well as the people… yeah, I could see that being a problem.

I know for a fact, now that I really think about it, that Yaris would go to great lengths to make sure such a thing didn’t happen.

“Ah, yes. That would make sense. I’m from the southern part of the Tri-lliance,” Safina admitted. “My uncle convinced us to leave the very same day that Ferris joined your pantheon.

“Our entire family came. There is no one with any blood related to me in any way still in the Tri-lliance. My grandfather even dug up the bones of his ancestors and packed them away to bring them over.”

“And all your hoards,” Vince said.

“Yes. Ferris was able to negotiate quite well for us to buy land all around Yosemite and put down our vaults,” Safina agreed with a chuckle. “My family was able to manage to get into a really great neighborhood.

“Every roof has an established Ratkin population, and the Dryad services are fully formed. Admittedly, our taxes are a bit high, but it’s very worth it.”

“Oh? How lovely. My family clan moved to Nevada. There’s an outpost going up in the southern tip that we like quite a bit,” said Claudia. He’d figured out that she was a snow elf. Which made it sound weird for him to hear that they liked Nevada.

“I think we’re stopping,” Ynes stated. “Assume a standard formation. Really wish the second half of our squad was here already.”

Half a minute later, the coach rolled up onto a pathway and came to a full stop.

Vince and company had been following a carriage that’d been sent by Harvey to reach this location. An escort to take them to the capital building where the Supreme Tri-Council was waiting for him and their meeting.

While awkward at times, and perhaps not giving a full measure of courtesy to a dignitary, it was obvious Harvey wasn’t doing it out of malice. Nor was it even disdain.

It felt more like ignorance.

As if the Tri-lliance really didn’t deal with other nations and had no experience in it. That this was their first real experience of it in living memory.

Looking out the window, he saw a very large building. Easily six or seven times the size of the Yosemite government building.

The look of it was considerably ostentatious. With sweeping domes, archways, and a number of carved statues dotted about.

At the ground level, there were a number of plazas, patios, and lawn decorations, such as beautifully growing plants and hedges shaped into designs.

Honestly, Vince thought it was all a waste of money that could have probably been better spent elsewhere. He also didn’t have an eye for design of the like, though, so it was possible he was looking at master-level artistry, and he’d never know it.

His entourage filed out and found that Harvey was nowhere to be seen.

Though there was a group of people waiting for them. They were arranged in a column, all of them servants or well-dressed individuals.

Not one of them had a weapon or looked to be aggressive in any possible way.

They were perhaps as far as they could be on the other spectrum as was conceivable to be.

Each and every one was attractive, well-dressed, young, and had a pleasing and inviting disposition. Doubly so for the women, who seemed to be of every type of “flavor” possible and whose attention seemed to be solely focused on Vince.

It’s on both sides.

Accidental dismissal and then attempting to tempt me in over-the-top ways.

Neither side said anything; each just stood staring at the other.

“Their thoughts are ridiculous. Most of them want to know how big your member is,” Safina murmured with a chuckle. “Most are spies. They’re also curious.”

Yes laughed brightly at that, then reached out and bumped a gauntleted fist into Safina’s shoulder. The Dragon turned their head and grinned at the helmeted Dryad.

“Yes, hello, good morning,” said one of the women. “I’m here to escort you to the Supreme Tri-Council?”

The last was said in a way that sounded like a question but really wasn’t.

Nor had they waited for him to respond in any way. They started to move down the walkway toward the building.

Vince followed, though he did hesitate for a moment.

He turned his head and looked over his shoulder, down one of the streets that led away from the government building.

They were empty, devoid of life, but didn’t feel as if they were truly void.

Looking intently for several seconds, he couldn’t pick anything out as actually being wrong or out of place.

All the same, his instincts were telling him that this was bad.

That being here right now, at this moment, was a problem.

Yet none of those feelings were coming from his hosts.

Nor had they come from Harvey.

Chewing at the inside of his lip, Vince turned away and began following his guides. Something was bothering him, but it didn’t seem to be the Tri-lliance itself.

His mind drifted off back to England and the demon that waited there.

What he’d heard from Ferris though was that the Tri-lliance was quite similar to Yosemite. That many of the citizens in either could easily move to the opposing nation and have a fairly similar life.

Except that had been when Ferris had been active here.

Now it seemed a great many changes had occurred.

“— will be meeting you here in just a moment. They blocked off their time before your meeting just in case you arrived early,” announced the very pretty blonde-haired, green-eyed young woman in front of Vince. “All we ask is you please limit your personal guard to one person.”

Vince only thought on that for a single second, then looked to Ynes. He really didn’t think he needed a bodyguard, but he wanted to make sure he gave Ynes the chance to gather information.

“Aliza, you’re our girl,” Ynes murmured. “You know the drill. Do the royal elf thing while you’re in there. No sense in stopping it here.

“You’ve got your satchel and everything you’ll need? Don’t need anything?”

“Goodie, goodie,” replied the elf while nodding her head in response to Ynes’ questions. At the same time, she moved over to stand next to Vince. She let her weapon hang in front of her, her helmeted head swiveling around to look at him.

Oh? She’s the royal?

I wonder how much she looks like Yaris.

“Too much, unfortunately,” purred Renata in French, just as Aliza and Ynes had. Then she reached over to scratch at Vince’s head with her long fingers. “Just put a thought in your head if you need us. Fina and I can be through those walls in a tick or two.”

“I’ll be taking her,” Vince said and put an arm around the armored elf’s shoulders. To which she just looked back to the guide.

“Yes. He’ll be taking me,” Aliza confirmed, though in Spanish.

There was a brief sign of recognition in the guide’s eyes, but she didn’t comment.

Instead, she turned and began walking, along with the rest of the guides, toward the heavy doors that were off to one side.

At the moment, the doors were wide open, though guarded. The soldiers that stood there reminded Vince of what he’d seen back in Vegas.

Not acknowledging them, Vince, Aliza, and his guides, trooped past them and into a large and open room.

It had a great many chairs and benches set out. Spread across one side of the room entirely to the halfway point.

The middle was empty and bare of anything.

On the opposing side was a semi-circle-shaped table with three chairs at it. Each chair had an occupant.

In front of that was an ornate work desk and a chair placed at it. A dining table of sorts had been slid into the desk to make an L-shape, and it was laden with food and drinks and a second chair.

Well, once again, they actually seem quite generous, all things considered.

These actions aren’t really matching up in the way I was expecting.

“Ah, Your Majesty, a pleasure to meet you,” stated an older man at the semi-circle. He stood up and gave Vince a warm smile.

He looked to be in his later years, likely sixty racing towards seventy. With pale brown hair that was only a short hop from being pale blonde. His eyes were a flat brown that looked beyond the definition of weathered.

To his right was a Dragon that looked quite old as well. Vince had never met an old-looking Dragon.

He had green horns coming up from his temples, green hair, and matching green eyes. His face sported a number of wrinkles around the eyes, mouth, and brow as well.

To the left was a Lizard-man race and they looked fairly common for their type. Though they were wearing leather armor that looked rather ceremonial.

Reaching the table, Vince wondered how to proceed with the situation.

He honestly hadn’t considered getting this far without having to cause a problem, or having a problem being caused for him. The fact that everything was going so smoothly really had left him on a strange footing.

Then the three stood up and bowed at the waist to Vince, in a way that felt similar to how one would address an equal.

Vince smiled, bowed to the same level that they did, and stood back up.

“Thank you for the greeting,” Vince began. “It’s a pleasure to meet you all as well. Your cordial response and generous offers have given me a chance to recover quickly.

“Additionally, I appreciate the Supreme Tri-Council meeting me so quickly. I’ll admit that I didn’t expect to be given such a chance to speak with you within twenty-four hours of arriving.

“Genuinely, I was expecting that I’d be given the brush-off for a time until I was finally deigned to be allowed to see you.

“Or that’s at least the type of response my mind conjured up. It isn’t as if it’s happened, or you gave me any reason to think that.”

Vince realized he was rambling, and his mouth shut tight with a click of his teeth coming together.

The Dragon laughed at that and nodded his head several times.

“You know, I’ll be honest with you, had this been before Yosemite beat us back… that’s likely how we would have responded,” he admitted. “Being given such a humbling loss has been educational.

“Doubly so when it’s obvious that you could have simply gone down along the coast and set off more of those… bombs… and attempted to wipe us out as a nation. Or send us back to the stone age, one could say.

“It’s now quite obvious that you have your own way of moving along the coast with warships, and they have the appearance of being quite… advanced.”

“Yes. The kingdom of Yosemite has formally joined the Empire of Legion,” Vince explained simply. “My brother is the Emperor. The Empire is… it’s… it’s a lot more technologically advanced than anything seen before anywhere on the face of the planet.

“I can say that with absolute belief and likely be under-selling it. Legion is… Legion is beyond your understanding, and Legion’s motto is, Legion First.”

All three council members had various looks of surprise or shock at this. However, the Lizard didn’t seem to be as surprised as the other two.

“I… see,” murmured the Human with a small shake of his head. Then he took in a short breath, let it out, and then took in another to hold it for a bit before resuming normal breathing.

“Is… you… ah… Mr. Campbell—” started the Dragon.

“Vince is fine. I was just a dirty ranger before I became what I am,” Vince put in quickly.

“Vince,” the Dragon tried again, the corner of their mouth turning up into a smirk. “Have you come to discuss the Tri-lliance joining Legion?”

I… ah… uh… what?

“It’s one of the reasons we did indeed come, my lordships,” Aliza murmured quietly. She reached down to her hip bag and opened it. Rifling around in it, she eventually came out with a packet of papers. “Do forgive me for being presumptions, but I have that information right here if you wish it.

“My name is Aliza Campbell, bride of Vince Campbell, of the Royal Elf lineage. I’m a very distant cousin to the queen of Yosemite.”

Oh? You’re my bride, are you?

Whatever.

Probably just bullshit to feed to them, so she has a reason to step in like this since it’s obvious they already planned for this possibility without telling me.

Or someone did at least.

Aliza pulled off her helmet and set it down on the desk next to the packet she’d removed.

She was most certainly related to Yaris now that Vince could see her. She shared all the same normal traits that the feisty Royal Elf did, though she had slightly more angular features.

As if she was a bit more of a predator than Yaris was.

Her blonde hair was cut quite short, and her blue eyes seemed to glow.

Looking back to her satchel, she removed another packet and several pieces of loose paper.

“We wouldn’t presume to give you an ultimatum or anything of that nature,” Aliza continued, arranging the paperwork. “Our only statement to be given along with the suggestion of joining Legion is… Legion First.

“That would include recovery efforts, economic balancing, trade agreements, and markets becoming open. Open in ways that cannot be discussed with outsiders, but that you will underestimate in every way until the moment you were told what they are.”

The beautiful elf smiled then, and it felt like he was looking at a younger Yaris, one that didn’t have all the political polish but had more brashness in her.

“May I approach and offer you this?” asked the elf, holding up the papers.

“I-that’d be wonderful. Please approach,” stated the Human, who then glanced at the guards that ran along the walls of the room. “A Royal Elf you say. There aren’t many of those that I’m aware of.”

“There aren’t,” agreed Aliza. “Every single one that is known of, is in Legion in some capacity. Most of us are in Yosemite, there’s two in Legion itself, and one has been transferred to our newest conquest, Europe.

“We find that spreading ourselves out decreases our natural friction with each other and brings in more elves.”

All three councilors’ eyebrows had gone up at the mention of Europe.

Whatever their information network was, it hadn’t been able to discern the current ongoings of Yosemite. Likely settling another deep-seated fear in them now.

“Please cancel the rest of our meetings for the day,” asked the Dragon councilor, moving over to stand next to the Human.

Aliza handed over the papers and then turned around to move back to Vince.

The Lizard also moved over to join the other two.

Vince realized they planned on reading it right here and now.

Shit.

Is the Tri-lliance in so much of a hole that considering the offer is immediate?

They’re not even hiding that they’re considering it.

Aliza returned to him and hit him with a sexy smirk that he’d never seen Yaris have before, ever.

“Husband, sit. I’d love to fill a plate for you. We have some time to chit-chat,” Aliza whispered huskily. One gauntleted hand came out and turned the chair to the table where food was laid out.

Then she gently pushed at Vince’s back and guided him to the chair.

In a second, she put a plate in front of him and started loading it in a way that reminded him of Meliae. Loading it up with a number of different items quite quickly.


Chapter 17

“— what about this clause in regards to tariffs?” asked Harvey. The man was standing next to the Dragon and reading over the packet across their shoulder. “Tariffs pertaining to, or relating to, the growing, creating, or maintenance of wheat, straw, and flour.”

“There’s an extensive area of arable land in the middle of Yosemite,” Aliza stated in a clear voice. “The goal is to make sure that industry remains valid and able to operate freely.

“Please note that there are no export tariffs on those products for the same reason. To encourage those products to be sold abroad.

“Admittedly, you could very well have similar concerns, so I would expect you to enact your own tariffs.”

“Yes, that makes more sense,” Harvey muttered and nodded his head. “That’s all listed in the rights respected sections for kingdoms.

“Though, it doesn’t say how many kingdoms there are?”

“Technically, there would be three, if you include the original Kingdom of Legion, which became an empire. Two, without including them,” Vince answered. “Yosemite and Spain. Though we have eyes toward France and Prussia at the moment.”

“And Africa,” Aliza added. “Though to be fair, most of Africa was exterminated of life. Now it’s mostly elemental life-forms that don’t have normal needs or requirements.”

“Exterminated?” asked the Lizard, looking up a stack of papers they’d been going through.

“A deity of chaos went through,” Aliza answered. “Ah… since we’re changing topics to a degree, there is a clause at the very back of the packet that I’d like to bring up while you’re still going through it.”

Only ten or so minutes had passed since they’d started to read through it, but they hadn’t gotten very far.

Vince couldn’t blame them.

He’d read over some of these things, and they felt like a different language. Written in a way that only someone proficient in law would be able to decipher well.

“Yes?” asked Crad, the Dragon. He took hold of the papers in the packet he was reading with Carlos, the Human councilor, and began flipping to the back.

Vince had scooped out their names from their heads while they were reading, and their defenses had fallen.

“We want the Emperor of the West,” Aliza declared. Her words were said with a great deal of steel in them. There was no budging on this one. “He’s operating a government in exile here in the Tri-lliance.

“All the Dragons and soldiers you sent up to support him were wiped out. Killed or imprisoned. We’re willing to discuss an exchange for the prisoners, but we’re not willing to budge on the Emperor.”

“Emperor?” Carlos asked, sounding confused. “We don’t have the Emperor. We have no love for the man, nor would we want to entreat with him.”

Next to him, Crad was nodding his head.

Vince frowned at the words.

He’d been paying attention to the man’s emotions and his mind as he spoke.

The words were the absolute truth.

A flicker of emotion came from Crad that matched the Human’s words as well. There was no love lost for the Emperor, and if anything, they resented the man.

“He refused to take prisoners and killed all of our soldiers out of hand,” growled Crad after a slight pause. “There are so many crimes the man has committed that we would be loath to consider him as anything other than an enemy.

“Though, that brings up a question. You’ve attacked him? We had soldiers there? Were they prisoners that he took and forced into subservience?”

I don’t even… that… what?

“No. Not prisoners,” Vince clarified with a shake of his head. He’d spoken to the prisoners himself. “They were sent by the Tri-lliance to assist the Emperor directly.

“All to resist Yosemite. They made regular contact with your patrol boats coming up the west coast.”

The Human and Dragon both lifted their heads at that. Looking at Vince.

Then they both turned and glared at Tash, the Lizard council leader.

Sitting there without moving, the Lizard was staring back at Vince.

Tranquil and unassuming surface thoughts continued to swirl and flicker across the man’s mind. What would be for lunch, Vince’s visit, going home to see his wife in the evening.

Not a single thought was actually about the current conversation in regard to the Emperor. Nor the boats.

Or the fact that it seemed that the other two councilors were now looking at him.

It didn’t match at all.

These weren’t his thoughts.

There was no way they could be. They didn’t match the situation or what was going on at all.

Safina? Renata?

Something going on out there? Anything strange from the guards?

“Tash? You’re handling the navy. Do we have boats operating in the pacific?” asked Crad at the same time Vince threw out the mental request to his escort.

“Haaa,” sighed the Lizard expansively.

He sprang out of his seat in the next moment, snatched up a decorative piece on the desk, and rammed it into Carlos’ eye.

The man shrieked and spun away, taking the object with him as he went. Colliding into Crad, the man fell away behind the table.

“Guards!” shouted Crad, who then held up both hands in front of himself. “Arrest Tash!”

Surprised, stunned even, Vince just stood there.

Watching.

Tash had pivoted, ripped a sword out of a guard’s belt, then beheaded that guard. Brandishing the weapon, the Lizard killed another guard.

Guards were quickly moving away from their posts on the wall toward Tash and formed into a group.

At the same time, another group of guards were all racing toward Tash from the other side of the room.

Then they went past him and began attacking the other guards.

What the fuck?!

Every guard avoided Vince and Aliza and focused entirely on each other, and the councilors. The group that started attacking the other guards was doing it in a way that spoke of training and awareness of one another.

The group defending the councilors were looking at each other warily and seemed absolutely shocked at what was happening. To the point that one of them lashed out at another for getting close to them.

Tash had fled from the group and was now moving away and out of a side door. One that Vince hadn’t even realized was a door until this moment.

“Vince?” asked Aliza, clearly looking for orders.

Not that he could blame her. The situation right now had quite literally deteriorated to the point of being only recognizable as chaos.

Crad was fending off attackers with his Draconic abilities and magic, even as more began pouring in from the sides. Except that it wasn’t easy to determine which side was fighting for whom.

Only those that were attacking their comrades, the traitors themselves that was, truly knew who was fighting for Tash.

“Protect Crad and Carlos,” Vince decided in that instant.

He’d explain his reasoning later.

Turning, he looked to the door.

“Ynes! I need you here now!” he boomed out at the top of his volume.

Even as he called out, the door was smashed inward.

A massive Orange claw encircled with magical energies blasted through the point where the two doors met together. Knocking them inward and off their hinges.

Safina came in right after that in her Human form.

Through the doorway, Vince could see that Renata had shifted into her Dragon form and most certainly didn’t fit. She’d ended up facing away and kicking the door open with a rear leg.

Her head was twisted in nearly the wrong direction just to squeeze it into the hall so she could knock the door open.

Canae, Dalia, Zathira, Johanna, and Claudia all came in right behind the blue Dragon. The group formed a magical wedge between themselves, with Zathira surprisingly at the lead.

They were all in their Legion armor and helmets, though Zathira was without.

Ynes was in the center of the group and was looking around in every direction, her maces held in each hand in a loose grip.

Aliza had already made it to the Dragon councilor and was looking down. It was likely at Crad, who was on the ground.

The Elf turned and made a hand chopping motion, and the table that they’d been sitting at was split in half. It was right in front of Aliza and gave Vince a view of her feet and Carlos on the ground.

The man was writhing around with his hands on his face. Harvey was right above the man, with one hand on his shoulder, and looked confused and scared.

“Ynes, gather up Crad and Carlos,” Vince ordered and went to move into their wedge as they reached him. The magic that surrounded them parted around him as he entered.

Passing between two Elves, he moved in to stand next to the Dryad, since that’s where he probably should be.

A magical shield snapped into place around the whole of the group the moment he did.

“Safina, Johanna, councilors,” ordered Ynes, putting a hand on Vince’s back. Her mace dangled from her wrist from the loop around its bottom. “Claudia, how’s that exit looking?”

“No response so far. There’s something seriously wrong with… everything,” reported the Elf. “Something is really screwing with our stuff. Short-range is fine, but long-range is fucked.”

Vince hadn’t heard the Elf curse before, but he found himself smirking. He couldn’t deny there was something fun about pretty women spouting terrible things.

Safina and Johanna bolted ahead, rushing off to Aliza, who was getting Carlos to his feet. The Royal Elf had gotten him into a hunched standing position.

Safina reached out and grabbed Crad by the collar and began dragging him back toward Vince.

At the same time, Johanna threw up a dual-layered shield around. The outer layer was a nullification barrier, and the interior was a magical physical shield.

“Down!” screamed Canae as a group of soldiers rushed in from the side door that Tash had exited from.

Not arguing it, Vince instead dropped down onto his chest in a flash. Hitting the floor at the same time as the rest of his group did.

A whooshing boom left the group as soon as a strange yellow pipe came up and pointed toward Vince and his people. The tube itself was easily as wide in diameter as the thickest part of his thigh.

There was a moment frozen in time as the pipe turned a bright blue color in the split-second Vince saw it, before it discharged whatever it held.

Vince didn’t even see what it was, but he felt it pass over his head.

Rushing by him and leaving by a whipping wind that reminded him of standing too close to a car moving past at high speed. It made his hair flutter about.

Then a crash, clatter, and boom, behind him made Vince look backward.

A hole the size of Renata in dragon form had been made in the solid concrete and brick wall. Knocking open a passthrough to the next room.

The wall beyond that also had a hole, though somewhat smaller.

Which gave way into the room beyond that, and the next wall.

Unable to see any further than that due to the dust and debris in the air, Vince was suddenly sure of the fact that whatever had been shot had kept going even then.

“Some type of magic shell!” Ynes called. “Don’t let it strike a shield, deflect it! Upward!

“Claudia, Zathira, magical slant! Canae, Dalia, Nullifier, same slant!”

Even as the group got to their feet, Vince saw the magic that Ynes ordered spring to life.

Johanna, Safina, and Aliza were dragging the councilors into Vince’s group.

The guards and soldiers were still locked in a death struggle with one another, but they were all clearly watching the councilors leaving. Both sides looked like they wanted to move to engage.

Groaning, Carlos fell to his knees in front of Vince the very second Aliza stopped guiding him along.

Up close, Vince could see that it was a terrifying injury.

The decorative object looked almost like a name placard or some type of paperweight. It wasn’t very sharp and had likely been stabbed in by force alone.

“My eye!” shrieked the man, his hands partially covering the wound and most of his face. “Ahhhhhhhh!”

Ynes growled, then jerked the man’s hand away from his face.

“Your eye is pulped,” she hissed and then looked away. “We leave it in until we can do something about it if he starts to bleed.”

Crad looked like he wanted to argue about it, but the Dragon was looking at Safina strangely. Then swung his gaze to Vince.

“It’s a coup,” hissed the councilor.

“No shit,” Claudia answered immediately as if she were being addressed.

“Button it,” Ynes ground out, then turned to look at the Vince. She needed direction on what to do.

“We’re leaving. They can figure out what they want to do afterward, get me the fuck out of here, Ynes,” Vince said.

“Safina, Renata, make that hole a tunnel,” Ynes ordered and pointed to where the shot had gone through the wall. She grabbed up Carlos and began hauling him onward as she made the order. Harvey followed meekly along and said nothing. “Claudia and Johanna, shields on the rear as we go.

“Rest on sides and forward.”

Everyone began moving with speed. Running toward the hole that’d been made with the two Dragons in the lead.

“Damnit, now I hate being the smaller one,” called Renata, pushing ahead of Safina in a dead sprint.

“Get in there, Rennie!” shouted Safina as the Orange pulled away.

Shifting into her Dragon shape as she met the wall, Renata dove at it. The large hole became larger still.

Once she’d cleared the wall, Renata halted her shift and went back to her Human shape. She had only partially transformed.

Managing to keep most of her speed, she raced on to the next wall. Dodging around a partially overturned work desk.

No sooner had she reached the next wall than she did it again.

This time though, she went down in a tumble. Her limbs getting tangled in some wooden beams that were in the walls.

“I’ll get the next one,” Safina declared as she shot past the Orange.

Everyone else followed along quickly.

The sounds of fighting were fading behind them, though Vince could also hear it at each door they passed. Just beyond those wooden doors, soldiers were fighting one another.

Damn, this whole thing was in the works.

Our arrival made it go off early I’d bet, though it doesn’t seem like “early” wasn’t ready. They moved with purpose.

A strange bolt of magic tore through the wall to their right and angled up into the ceiling. It left behind seared edges and molten stone.

As if it’d cut through everything it touched outright.

He could clearly see outside through the hole that’d been made.

Then the stump of a Dragon’s neck flopped down over the wall that the attack had come from.

The attack had clearly been aimed at the Dragon’s head, and had removed it outright. Either obliterating it or cutting it off that cleanly.

Blood pumped out of the neck in fascinating spurts.

Maybe it was more of a timing thing, rather than due to resources.

Ready to do it and having everything in place, but not the right timing.

Cause this seems terrifyingly ready to take out everything.

Even Dragons.

Safina transformed fully into a Dragon as she blasted through a wall and exited out into what were most certainly the gardens around the government building.

Renata was behind her a second after that, and both Dragons were looking around.

“Report,” demanded Ynes. They still had another room and a half to cross before they reached the Dragons.

“We’re not flying out of here,” Safina reported. Vince just barely heard her say it, which meant she was wearing some type of com system that piped the response to Ynes’ helmet. “They’re targeting any Dragon in the air with those… magic… weapons.

“It’s punching right through magical shields as well as the Dragon themselves.”

“Yeah, most of them are trying to land as fast as possible,” Renata added. “Sounds like we need to act the part of a land animal and charge our way out of the capital, or find somewhere safe in the capital.

“Given that we’re strangers in a strange land, I really prefer the former. If we can get out of this perimeter ring, we can just fly home. To hell with this.”

Vince couldn’t really argue that point.

They weren’t part of the Tri-lliance, and they had no allegiance to them.

Dying here, in this place, didn’t serve the cause of Yosemite or Legion at all.

“Damn right, out of the capital,” Vince agreed.

“You heard the man, route out. I want Johanna and Claudia in the lead with Renata,” ordered Ynes. “Safina take the rear with Zathira, the rest, on the sides, VIPs in the center.

“Zathira, how’s that army looking?”

“Oh not too bad,” remarked the Lamia, her eyes an abyssal black and without whites. Looking further behind them, Vince saw that there were indeed a number of people following along behind them.

He didn’t doubt they were all dead, though some didn’t quite look like it.

“Collecting all I can from further afield, but they’re also running into fights at the same time. I’m avoiding fights for them just in case they come across innocents,” Zathira continued, then turned her head slightly toward Vince. Her smile blossomed in that moment, then looked away again as Safina joined her at the back.

“This is a coup,” murmured Crad as he kept pace with everyone. “A coup. Tash is actually launching a coup. I never had-I never-there weren’t any signs.”

“His thoughts and emotions didn’t match what he should have been feeling. I get the impression there’s more than meets the eye here,” muttered Vince as they reached Renata, who’d shapeshifted into her Dragon form now.

She watched them approach, then swung her head around, and began moving at a slow jog away. Everyone made to keep up with her as they began loping along the grounds of the building.

“I can’t leave, I need to stay here and organize a defense,” Crad said in a strangled voice.

“Feel free,” Ynes said and gestured to the city proper, past the walls that surrounded the grounds. “Looks like all hell is breaking loose.”

A Dragon that was flying low over the houses was knocked out of the sky by a flash of blue light. One of their forelegs simply vanished and a hole opened up in their chest.

Guts began to spill out as they fell out of the sky.

Crad said nothing more, and they continued moving.

Ahead of them, Renata plowed through the fields and went through a wall. She avoided the major streets and instead chose a much smaller path that she barely fit into.

It’d make it harder for others to see them though.

In no time at all, they exited that alley and were near a heavy exterior wall.

Or the remains of it.

Renata had started to, quite literally, dig through the wall. Her claws acted like giant shovels as she burrowed her way through it.

By the time the rest of the group reached her, there was a hole just large enough for them to squeeze through. Though it was at the top of the wall.

Twenty or so feet off the ground, in fact.

“We can make the jump,” huffed Ynes and began pushing at Renata’s left leg. “Transform and go through. We’ll have to catch Carlos or cushion him with magic. Everyone else, just jump.”

Renata transformed, and everyone else followed along through the crack.

Freedom was just beyond it, though Vince wasn’t quite sure what would come after that. He just knew he didn’t want to be in the city.

With that in mind, they escaped.


Chapter 18

Situated some distance away from the capital city, Vince was watching as Ynes and Canae were looking Carlos over.

The man had made fewer and fewer noises as they’d gone along.

Eventually, to the point that he’d simply collapsed, and Crad had been forced to carry him. The Dragon hadn’t seemed bothered by any of it, though he had an odd look in his eyes whenever Vince met them.

“He’s dead,” Ynes said with a shake of her head and then stood up to look at Vince. “I have no idea why, but, you know, that thing in his head probably did way more than we thought.

“Even if we’d stopped to try and help him though, I’m not sure we could have. This isn’t something casual magic and some well-wishing can fix. This feels more like a Legion injury.”

“Yes, I would agree,” Canae declared and then sighed loudly. “Despite you blessing him repeatedly.

“That makes me wonder if… this was more than just a physical injury.”

Canae turned her head to one side, then faced away toward a bush that wasn’t too far off. Getting up, she walked over to it and peered at it for a second or two.

Reaching into it, she pulled out several branches with a crackling pop.

Moving back over to Carlos, she’d worked the branches into a small loop. Wrapping it around the object still stuck in Carlos’ head, she then jerked it out.

With a disgusting noise, it popped clear of the man’s head and dangled there in the loop, before falling away into the grass. It didn’t seem out of the ordinary to him.

Canae, however, had taken a step backward, while Zathira and Johanna drew closer.

“That’s vile,” Johanna whispered, staring down at the item. She formed a rod of magic in her hand and reached out gingerly to prod at the decorative desk-top item in the grass.

“Yes, it is most… evil… in its design,” added Zathira. “I didn’t even notice it. It’s subtle to the point of it being the definition of underhanded.”

“Uh, is something wrong with it?” Vince asked.

“Bewitched,” Canae growled. “In a foul way. It’s beyond a curse. Beyond death magic.”

“Yes. I have no words to describe it,” agreed Johanna. “It drained his very soul from him, I think. It did what even necromancy won’t.”

“Goodness me,” Harvey whispered, standing next to Crad.

Everyone who wasn’t staring at the magical item, was looking at Vince.

“Plan?” Ynes asked, putting voice to the question they all had.

“I mean, our primary course of action is kind of done,” Vince said with a shrug. “Seems like the Tri-lliance isn’t very much the Tri-lliance anymore. This is an internal matter to them. There’s nothing for us to do with them, is there?”

Everyone but Harvey and Crad shook their heads.

“Not really,” Safina stated, slowly walking over to Vince. The blue-eyed Dragon was watching him curiously. “It would seem exactly what my father thought was happening, is happening.”

“What’s that, Fina?” asked Renata, coming over to stand next to Vince.

“Too many losses in the war with Yosemite. Then too many Dragons leaving to join Ferris,” Safina supplied, coming to a stop standing next to Vince. “The Tri-lliance was built on all three sides being equal.

“The Lizard people didn’t… suffer… or leave… like the other two did. They were able to avoid most of it.

“Not to mention how normally combative they are. Father thought they would attack. I honestly didn’t believe it. I thought for sure they wouldn’t dare try it because, even with their numbers, the Dragon race would cause far too many casualties for them.”

“Given that we saw them casually drop a Dragon through a wall, it would seem that isn’t that much of a concern,” Aliza stated with a sigh. “Given this little doodad here, the weapons they were using, and the magic I felt, I’d say they’ve found a new style of fighting, new weaponry, a new school of magic, or a new deity to pray to.”

“Definitely something,” Vince muttered with a grunt. Then he looked to Crad. “So, what are you going to do? One of your numbers is dead; the other has betrayed you. Your capital seems lost to the enemy.”

“Go to the seat of power of the Dragons, of course,” Crad answered as if it were an obvious thing to say. “I’ll assemble my forces, reach out to the Humans, and move to push back their forces.

“There’s no way I could do anything less, of course. This is my home.”

Uh-huh.

Sounds more like you don’t want to give up on your power, but I don’t blame you for that. I’m not sure I could just walk away either if I’m being honest.

“Alright, well, best of luck with that,” Vince murmured and waved at the Dragon.

“We’ll join Legion,” Crad declared with a shake of his head. “Help us, help me, and we’ll join Legion. As a kingdom under the stated terms you gave us.”

Groaning, Vince leaned his head back and stared up at the sky above.

He knew that Yaris and Fes would tell him to take the agreement. To get back in there and do what he had to, to make it happen.

The problem was, he was short on troops.

Short on troops and without many resources.

Right now, he was the proverbial pauper, and there was no end to that in sight.

“I suppose it’s time for me to flex a bit, isn’t it?” Zathira asked in a warm tone.

“What?” Vince asked suddenly, turning and looking to the Lamia.

“I’m your personal necromancer,” Zathira replied, holding her hands up at her sides. “I was picked specifically for you.

“And no… not in that way… before you… before you say something like that.

“I was picked for you specifically though. I’m what the Duke is tentatively calling a War Necromancer.

“In situations like what’s going on in Francia, I can’t do much. That magical… fart… of theirs just steals my magic out of my soldiers.

“Here though? Here I’m perfectly able to act. Count on your Necromancer. Count on me.”

“Oh? You going to win me a war just by yourself, Zathira?” Vince asked with a grin.

“I most definitely am,” whispered the Lamia, her eyes going fully black. Her head slowly rolled back, and she looked up at the sky.

Unable to look away, Vince found his eyes moving down the slim figure of the Lamia. He was currently rather curious about just exactly what her body was like under her clothes again.

He couldn’t deny he thought she was pretty in her looks, that she was rather unique, and that as of late, she’d had a sense of humor.

“I’ll milk you after this if it’s impressive,” Vince offered. He hadn’t actually helped the Lamia with her need to poison something in a bit.

“Ah? Johanna? A favor if you don’t mind? I need a portal to two locations,” Zathira said suddenly. “Standard?”

“Of course, of course. My pleasure,” Johanna replied moving over to the Necromancer. She put a hand on Zathira’s shoulder, and two portals immediately opened up.

No sooner had they done so, than an endless horde of undead creatures began to pour through. Walking endlessly through and to the other side.

“By the way, the Duke sends his regards,” Zathira remarked quietly. “It seems prayers to him as the god of death for Yosemite have begun to reach him.”

“Of course they have,” Ynes said with a chuckle. “The Dryad information network spread it far and wide, then began teaching everyone how to pray.

“We are the priests of Yosemite right now. All of us are. We help guide all the prayers.”

Skeletons, zombies, ghouls, and some creatures Vince had no name for, meandered through the portals.

“Definitely going to milk you,” confirmed Vince. Then he looked to Crad. “Seems you have a deal, Councilor. Though I’m not sure you’ll be the Tri-lliance after this. Maybe just the Alliance?”

Crad gave Vince a mirthless smile, though his eyes looked pleased.

“I’m sure we’ll come up with something suitable,” he replied.

In less than thirty minutes, Vince was indeed very impressed with Zathira’s actions. Apparently, she’d been building up this army and keeping it in check at all times for a moment like this.

Zathira moaned happily, practically perched on Vince’s arm. Her jaw flexed as she gnawed at his arm.

Unlike Petra, Zathira needed to bite to feel better.

She allowed him to drain her venom sacs into a jar so he could use it later, but then demanded to bite him. Just as he’d allow her to the first time.

“You’re not going to die?” Crad asked, eying the Lamia as she continued to bite at him. “Even if you did empty the venom, she makes more. Does she not? It only takes a few drops to kill, I’ve heard.”

“That’s all true. It just won’t affect him,” Johanna remarked, then snorted. “He’s also been stung by a Soldier-Ant and a number of other things. None of it lingers for long.”

Ynes turned away from the undead army that’d been pulled to the location and turned toward Vince.

“Something close to fifteen thousand, I think,” said the Dryad. “More than enough to be a problem. Though, what’s our next move?”

Vince nodded at that, then looked to Crad.

“You mentioned a city that you needed to get to. How do we get there? How far is it?” Vince asked.

“Fly. It’s the fastest way,” Crad admitted. “We’ll just stay far away from any city that could be a problem.”

“Alright,” Vince allowed, then scratched at his nose with a finger. “I suppose that means I’ll stay here. See if I can’t make anything happen. No sense in leaving my army.

“Ynes, send a few people with Crad just so we can keep in touch.”

“Safina, Johanna, Aliza, Canae,” Ynes listed out quickly.

Crad was shifting into his Dragon form now.

Safina did so in a blur and then moved over to the others. Johanna, Aliza, and Canae quickly got up onto her back.

Once Crad had finished his transformation, he picked up Harvey in one hand and the corpse of Carlos in the other.

The councilor looked to Safina, who tilted her head to one side.

“I know where we’re going, you don’t need to worry about me,” proclaimed the Blue Dragon. “Let’s make this fast so I can return to my lord’s side quickly.

“It isn’t as if he needs me there, but I wish to be there. I state this on my Dragon’s word, that if you waste my time, force me to be away from my lord, I’ll make you regret it.”

“Safina,” Vince began. He needed to correct her behavior as it wasn’t appropriate.

The Blue Dragon looked at Vince, chuffed, then leaned forward and pushed the top of her head against Vince’s chest. It was an unexpected move to say nothing at all, quite different from a Dragon’s normal attitude.

It left him feeling odd about trying to rebuke her.

You changing things, Ferris?

I give blessings to Ferris, my dear wife.

Ferris, are you prodding at the Dragons in Yosemite?

They’re becoming more and more passive.

“Blessings to Vince, my husband. That’s rather fun that we can chat like this, though it does tax me a bit,” came the response from Ferris. “And yes, yet no. I’m just answering their prayers and questions earnestly. That Black Dragons like Taylor are less likely to gain favor with you, and Yosemite as a whole, but that Orange Dragons like Renata are.

“After hearing that, most of them are trying to understand Humans. Many of them have sought out Elizabeth, who is the current ‘Human expert’. The Dragons are making the changes on their own. Both male and female.

“I’m just providing them a reason to make those changes, without any material, moral, or religious reasoning.

“Just as I know you’d want it to be done. I know Dea and Johanna are doing similar things.

“Oh! By the way, Gerard is already performing his role in a wonderful way. We’ve already established a number of rituals and holidays around the dead and their spirits.”

Vince cleared his throat and patted Safina on the head. Then pushed his hands hard against the base of her horns.

“Go on, my big Blue. Get moving. Play nice. Keep everyone safe,” he commanded, and then thumped her between the horns with a pat of his palm. He had to do it with a bit of force so she’d actually feel it.

“Yes, I’m going,” Safina reported, then turned to face Crad again.

“See you soon,” Johanna said with a smile for him atop the Blue’s back.

Aliza and Canae both waved a hand at Vince.

Safina didn’t wait for Crad any longer but instead leapt into the air and began beating her wings. Flying away to the south-east.

Crad watched her go, then looked to Vince.

“Until next time, Your Highness,” stated the Dragon with a formal dip of his head. Then he launched into the air, still holding onto Harvey and the dead Carlos.

Zathira grunted, watching the Dragon fly away.

He realized he’d stopped rubbing at her jaws when Safina bumped him.

Reaching around, he began to push, stroke, and knead again at Zathira.

“Dear me, I seem to have become venomous. I’ll need help,” Renata lamented and then collapsed to the ground next to Vince on the grass. “Oh me, oh my. Whatever shall I do?

“A poor, young, not-so-innocent Orange Dragon, looking for the kindness of a man? Her man specifically?”

Grinning, Vince chuckled, rubbing away at Zathira.

This was an unexpected break, and he was trying to enjoy it.

“You’re such a dork,” Dalia said with a laugh. Followed by Claudia laughing as well.

“Yeah, but it gets her laid,” Ynes countered with a pleasant tone to her words. “I look forward to being there. I’m the only Dryad here, after all. That means I officiate for the deities, and especially, Johanna.”

Claudia and Dalia weren’t laughing anymore.

They were instead watching the squirming and moaning Orange Dragon that’d wriggled her way into Vince’s lap. Her head was resting against Zathira’s stomach with her horns passing by either side of her waist, but neither the Lamia nor Vince seemed to mind the Dragon.

Even as she cuddled closer to both of them.

Then her hand vanished between herself and Vince, and slid down between his legs.

***

They couldn’t just throw Zathira’s army against the capital.

While Vince had a numbers advantage, they were outgunned.

Outgunned, and the quality of the enemy troops was better in a simple and unarguable way.

Undead were great in a rush, and as a mob to quickly punch through certain targets. An army that was entrenched and in defensive positions would cause far more casualties than they’d take.

Instead, they’d swung down to the south and moved onto a training camp.

Ynes had been able to coax a location out of a nearby tree that could chat with others. It’d only taken a few minutes to figure out which way to go, to build their army further.

They’d also informed her of a large, unmarked, mass grave.

A battle that’d occurred long in the past had been finished there, so it held several hundred bodies that could be reanimated to fight.

Standing outside the military encampment in the dead of night, Vince took in a slow breath and listened. Focusing his senses on the world around him to hear what he could hear in this deathly still night.

“There’s at least two thousand people in there,” Ynes remarked quietly. “Their numbers… that’s a lot of people for a single training camp.”

“From the records I read, the war with the Tri-lliance was significant when it came to the number of soldiers involved,” said Renata, wrapping an arm around Vince’s shoulders and putting her horned head under his chin. She somehow always managed to do it in a way that didn’t seem to be uncomfortable for either of them. “They outnumbered the entirety of Yosemite, the Emperor’s people, and the kingdoms in the East.

“It became somewhat of a continental war with everyone battling the Tri-lliance.”

“That’s about right,” confirmed Vince. “I wouldn’t want to repeat it. It felt like we were drowning in soldiers.”

“Then that’s what we should do, isn’t it?” asked Ynes. “Camp to camp. Fight them, take them, convert them. We can slowly increase our numbers and take from their own numbers.”

“Assuming they’re traitors,” Vince put in quickly.

They couldn’t just slaughter everyone.

There would be those who didn’t wish to rebel after all.

“Not this camp,” Ynes countered quickly. “This is a Lizard camp. I’m betting every single one in there will be working for the enemy.

“After all… this isn’t like normal training camps. Or so the trees told me. Normal camps have all three races and others. Not just… one race.”

“Ah… in other words… this really was long in coming. They were ready for this and then some,” Vince summarized.

“They weren’t going to do a physical take-over unless they had to,” Renata offered after a pause. “Their goal was to take over in a bloodless coup.

“Where they had such an overwhelming amount of force, that resisting wasn’t even considered. Or so that’s what I gathered as we were leaving.

“It didn’t seem relevant at the time, so I didn’t bother to bring it up. Who cares what their motivations were? They rebelled and that’s the end of it with that action.”

“I’m going in,” reported Zathira. “I’ll use the new troops to offer them a chance to surrender. Then we’ll have our beautiful Orange Dragon poke at their heads real quick to see if they mean it or not.”

“Aren’t you sweet,” purred Renata. “I’d be glad to. That’ll be more interesting than lying around naked and trying to coax Vince on top of me. He’s far too serious right now to ever actually do it.”

That’s… not incorrect.

I’d love to get at you, Renata, in case you’re listening, but the idea of doing that while people are dying not that far away… yeah, I don’t think I could pull that off.


Chapter 19

Renata’s long fingers gently slid across Vince’s jaw. Her palm rested on his chin, and she gazed at him with wide orange eyes and her lower lip stuck between her teeth.

Pushing down firmly, he could feel her ankles gently pulling at his hips at the same time.

“Mmmm, Vince,” moaned Renata, her other hand pressed to his side and stroked him.

Bottoming out inside the beautiful Orange as his shaft expanded a final time, Vince let out a shuddering breath. Then he laid down atop the Dragon and put his head on her shoulder.

“That was wonderful,” purred Renata, her arms closing around him. Her ankles unhooked from his hips, and her legs splayed open. “I can see now why Elizabeth told me to make sure to tell you I want it like a Human.

“That’s rather sensual in its way. I enjoy it a great deal. And you’re so big and forceful. Sex is amazing.”

Buoyed by compliments, Vince could feel his ego inflating rapidly. He pulled his hands up from Renata’s hips and put them on her shoulders instead. The bedroll they were on top of rustled as he did so.

Renata turned her head and then began kissing him. Repeatedly in soft small pecks. Her lips never leaving his for more than a second or two.

Vince felt Ynes’ hands appear near his privates.

She stroked his jewels several times, then his inner thighs, before reaching in and pulling him out of Renata. He felt his tip tap what was most assuredly a canteen several times.

Then he felt it move away and knew the Dryad was likely now milking Renata.

“Errr, do you need to clutch?” Vince asked when Renata eased up for a moment with her insistent kissing.

Safina had needed to do so after their first pairing, yet Renata seemed perfectly fine.

Now that he had put some thought into it, though, he realized that it was rather variable. Taylor had held up for a long time, yet others hadn’t at all.

“I’ve made an agreement with Ferris so that I can wait until we’re at a point where I can do so comfortably,” Renata replied while nuzzling him.

“Ah, my lord, Zathira’s almost done raising the camp,” reported Claudia from outside the tent they were in. They’d taken to raiding the camps they took over for anything they’d needed.

There was an entire supply depot that they’d put together near the north coast that was laden with the resources that an undead army would need. Which was mostly arms and armor rather than food or anything else.

All of those resources were being put into a separate depot with a cage of preservation magic as well as illusion magic.

Just in case they needed them later.

“Got it. What’s our next target?” Vince asked. Zathira being done meant it was time to leave.

“An actual military encampment. They’re on the outskirts of the capital, but don’t seem to be aware of what we’ve been doing over the last week. That or it’s a trap,” Claudia finished. “Zathira thinks it’s worth it, but I think she wants to discuss it with you.”

“Understood,” Vince murmured. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

There was a grunt somewhere behind him, followed by a hand taking his spent member and pulling it down.

Then a warm mouth wrapped around him.

Clearly, Ynes wanted to use that minute to her advantage.

In no time though, Vince was dressed, ready for the day, and looking toward the rising sun as he walked over to Zathira.

Zathira preferred to strike during the night when her army could see perfectly, and the enemy had problems.

“Ah, there you are,” Zathira whispered.

She was situated on several camp beds that’d been pushed near one another. Laid across them with her upper half, and her snake coils off the bed and around her.

Her eyes were open and completely black, denoting she was clearly deep in her magics at the moment.

“Of course. I was told my personal Necromancer needed me,” Vince answered, coming over to stand near her. He looked out to the south.

Somewhere, miles away, Zathira was slaughtering whoever was still alive. Ever increasing her troop count.

Last he’d heard, it was upwards of forty thousand soldiers.

Unfortunately, they were undead, and without much in the way of intelligence or tactics. Their losses were always significant given that.

“I do need you,” said the Lamia. Her voice had an echo to it that made Vince a little nervous if he was honest. As if there was something wrong with her physical body. “I’m worn out and need a break, but there’s a camp that I really want.

“From the minds of those I’ve recently taken, a number of veterans are there. As well as shamans with limited magical capabilities.

“On top of that, there’s a whisper or two that there’s actually intelligence officers there. I want them all.

“It’ll help me plan further as a general in service of Yosemite.”

“I understand. How can I help my dearest Necromancer?” Vince asked, looming over the Lamia.

She didn’t even seem to be aware of her body or where he was.

He imagined she was inhabiting the rotting minds of so many undead that her own body likely felt like a distant memory at times.

Her hair had blown over her face at some point and partially covered her open eyes. Which honestly looked quite dried out, given that he couldn’t remember if she ever blinked when like this.

Reaching down, he pulled the hair out of her face and tried to tuck it into place. So that it wouldn’t just do it again in a few minutes.

“Do you need to blink or anything?” he asked when Zathira had yet to respond to his question.

Slowly, Zathira’s eyes closed, stayed there, and eventually reopened.

“Yes. Thank you. As to what I need you to do, I need you to break the camp gates open. To make enough entrances so that I can flood them,” Zathira explained.

“Sure. Not a problem. I’ll go in with one of the Elves. We’ll make a few corpses for you to use, too,” Vince offered. “Any particular way you want us to kill them? What makes the most usable corpse?”

“Ah… yes, that would be helpful,” Zathira confirmed. “As to how, suffocation. That is ideal. I can use them as if they were still alive. Thank you.”

Vince couldn’t help himself when he found his gaze pulled down to Zathira’s chest.

Or more accurately, down her cleavage.

“Naughty, naughty,” Ynes murmured, coming up to stand next to him. The beautiful Dryad was in her armor again. “And we could suffocate them. I can mix something up that should take their breath away in seconds. Then it’s just a matter of making sure they can’t breathe ever again.

“I’m sure Zathira will take them the moment she can. That’ll be how we know when to stop.”

“Not an issue,” Zathira hissed quietly. It sounded as if she was concentrating elsewhere at an extreme level. “Target is… north-east of the capital.”

“I’ll find it, don’t you worry. There are some really chatty saplings I’ve found,” Ynes stated, then she hooked an arm through Vince’s. “We’ll be ready by nightfall, Zathira.”

***

Vince was thankful for Claudia’s and Dalia’s magic at the moment.

They’d dropped a spell on his head that let him see through the darkness that cloaked the land.

He was standing between them, with Ynes directly behind him.

Renata was with Zathira to make sure the Necromancer didn’t have any issues while she marshaled her troops.

“I like that wall,” Claudia grumbled and pointed a gauntleted hand. “It’s tall, reinforced, and ignored. They’re confident in it doing its job.”

“Yeah… other than the fact that it’d take a bit to get over it,” Vince murmured. He couldn’t fault her idea, but it also didn’t quite seem like the right approach. They needed to get in quickly and tear open entry points.

Even if it meant not being sneaky about it.

“Dalia, Claudia, take that wall. I’ll take Ynes,” whispered Vince.

“You will? Please do. I’m quite ready,” Ynes answered quickly, before gesturing to the Elves. “You heard him. Hit the wall, get in, do it quietly. Wait for the noise.

“Split up if it makes sense, don’t if it doesn’t. We’re looking for as many breaches as possible.”

Both Elves looked from Vince to Ynes, to each other, then took off. They moved low to the ground and silently.

Even with the spell they put on him, Vince had a hard time picking them out against the gloom. As if they quickly became part of the shadows.

“So, you’ll take me right here and now? Your willing flowerpot is eager to be used,” whispered the Dryad. If it wasn’t for her helmet, he imagined her eyes would be glowing like green coals. “Use your flowerpot and maybe crack it? Crack it and put it back together?”

“Later, if you’re especially good,” Vince promised. “Okay. How confident are you at causing a problem and making an opening by yourself?

“I can make one myself, I’m certain, but… I don’t want you to be alone unless you’re sure of yourself.”

Ynes’ head slowly tilted to one side.

He heard a low chuckle from her then, and she nodded her head fractionally.

“I’ll be fine. I can make a gap. Especially since you promised to widen my gap,” Ynes stated. “I want the front gate. It’s more heavily defended, but I can use that to my advantage since it’s bigger anyway.”

“Alright. Get to it. I’ll take the back then. I’ll wait for the noise, as you put it,” Vince murmured. He reached out and put a hand on Ynes’ shoulder. “Be safe, Ynes.”

“Oh ho ho ho, look at this, look at this. You’re making me feel special,” said the Dryad. She didn’t wait any further but instead hustled off.

Vince frowned, thinking about her words, then turned away and made his way toward the back of the camp.

Though calling it a camp was an understatement in a rather large way. This was easily the size of four or five of the camps that they’d taken previously.

This had the look more of an actual military base than a camp or anything like that. As if multiple smaller camps had been combined into this one.

Which didn’t sound implausible now that he thought about it, given how many of their other camps they’d already lost. If they were all this large, it’d be harder and harder for Zathira to utilize her forces as easily.

Pulling out his sword, Vince didn’t activate it.

Until he actually turned it “on”, it would function like a somewhat dull sword. Given his strength and ability, it wouldn’t be too hard for him to utilize it, even in this state.

He hesitated for a moment, but then drew his pistol into his left hand. He’d already chambered a round earlier but now disengaged the safety.

Leaning his head down, he peered into the optics and saw that the red-dot sight “woke up” due to him moving it.

Moving forward in a low crouch, Vince approached the back gate of the massive camp. He really didn’t know what he wanted to do, but he had a vague idea in his head.

His goal was to wait for things to go bad somewhere else, then blow up a section of the wall. All he had to do was form a spell of air and fire in a shield in the shape of a sphere, shove it past the wall, and leave.

He’d tested a few spells to see what would work for him, and for whatever reason, locking air and fire into a small space and fueling them with mana created a significant explosion.

Looking ahead, he saw a building on the other side of a wall section that wasn’t too far from him. He could easily angle his approach to get right in front of it.

Working with that in mind, he turned.

It didn’t take long for him to reach his destination and he found that it was an ideal location. The building he noted was much closer than he’d thought, which suited him just fine.

Even better was that there was a small dip in the land right here.

Whoever had put down the walls for this camp hadn’t really cared about the placement. Or at least, didn’t care that much.

If they’d expanded the wall another seven or eight feet outward, that would have put the wall at a slightly raised point.

Rather than there being a small cleft he could duck down into and be partially obscured.

Which is what he did.

Getting down low in a crouch right there, Vince contemplated how to carry out his plan.

Then he shrugged.

Building the spell inside of his grove, he then called it forth.

He held the ball down low and in front of himself. Trying to shield the light it put out between himself, the wall, and the cleft.

Staring down at it, he decided to keep pouring power into it.

Condensing the fire and air closer together with every second while pushing more into the shield. It got brighter, but the force being exerted on the shield didn’t really seem to be increasing.

It was exactly the same as when he’d first cast the spell.

Hm.

I mean… uh… maybe condensing doesn’t actually make it a bigger explosion.

Just a hotter flame?

Maybe.

I’m no elementalist.

Actually mm… I wonder.

“Ahem, Johanna, my dear magical wife, blessings to you,” he tried in a low whisper.

There was a startled response in his grove to that.

He knew she’d been soaking her magic into it and given her believers the idea that she was part of the grove. That she was part of the ties that brought everyone together inside of it, that didn’t have a material piece of themselves there.

“B-blessings, husband,” Johanna’s voice came. She sounded nervous and confused. “Ah… what… can your magical wife do for you?”

“Well, that’s an obvious question. Share that magical body of yours with me, but you’re not here so… I could use some magical guidance,” Vince whispered, glad to be able to flirt with her. It helped shift the tension he was feeling about their movements.

“Of course! I admit I-I’d really like to spend some time with you. I find myself missing your clumsy flirting,” Johanna confessed with a soft laugh. “Well, what can I help with exactly?”

“I’m making this little spell I was messing with. Got fire compressed inside of a sphere with air,” Vince explained. “I want it to explode a wall. What do I need to add otherwise to make sure that happens?”

“You… you what?” Johanna asked. “No. No that won’t really explode. It’ll just be really hot fire that’ll expand rapidly.”

“Oh, but it tends to blow up pretty well?”

“Likely the air collapsing, then expanding outward rapidly. It isn’t really an explosion in the way you’re probably thinking of it.”

“Ah, got it. You know, at some point, I’d love you to give me a course on elements and how they all interact. It’d be nice to blow things up.”

“Of course, of course. My prices for lessons are quite simple. I’m sure we can come to an arrangement,” purred the goddess of magic with a throaty laugh.

“Oh aren’t you in a fun mood,” Vince murmured.

“Thank you, I’m working on it. One of my followers told me I need to break out of the bookworm personality and move towards the ah… uhm… something else,” Johanna said, losing her confidence.

Now Vince was really curious about what her follower had suggested she become.

That thought was lost as the sounds of shouting started up. Vince could hear people yelling and screaming.

He couldn’t really tell which direction it was coming from, but it sounded scared and angry. As if someone had just found a pair of Elves, or a very nasty Dryad.

“Guess that’s that,” Vince muttered and then looked to the wall. He shrugged, then pushed the spell he’d been fiddling with through it. He felt like he had moved it far enough that it was between the building and the wall.

With any luck, the explosive force would be directed quite nicely back at the wall.

“Blessing’s husband! It’s a trap! Get out!” came a panicked and over-excited voice. He was fairly certain it was Dea, but he wasn’t really sure.

Before he could form a response or a thought, his spell went off.

There was a thump and a bright light shooting skyward.

The wall he’d been next to burst outward and several of the wooden sections crackled and splintered away. It wouldn’t take much to rip it out of the way.

And then the whole world shook and shivered. Moving one way and then the other.

Everything turned bright blue, and it was as if everything was suddenly the same hue without end in any direction.

In the same moment, Vince realized something had gone horribly wrong, that he couldn’t even feel his body anymore, that he lost his grasp on his consciousness.

Slipping straight into impenetrable darkness and knowing nothing of anything.


Chapter 20

“I’m hungry,” Vince blurted out as his consciousness snapped back into reality.

He opened his eyes and found himself in a place he couldn’t identify.

Or more accurately, a reality he couldn’t identify.

He stood on a plain in the middle of nowhere. Tall grass surrounded him and came up to his waist in every direction.

There were a few trees dotted here and there, though there was also a distinctly destroyed city not too far off. One with destroyed buildings that looked ancient.

Even a pyramid that reached up to the sky.

What was shocking about this was a number of things.

First of all, there were massive splotches of color that simply existed. Sprayed wildly over things that they shouldn’t be.

Part of the plains, a tree, and the sky were all a disgusting purple color that reminded him of something that was sick.

Those unnaturally colored sections bled off into a bright yellow that covered a large chunk of the sky, and a touch of the ground.

There also was no sun above him, nor was there a moon. There was no source of light that could exist, yet the world was as bright as could be.

As if the noonday sun were beating down on him.

Yet when he looked down, he had no shadow.

“Oh shit, did I die?” he asked as his brain made a jump in logic. There was nothing else that fit the situation as well as the possibility that he was dead.

He looked down at himself and touched his body.

Everything felt normal. His chest rose and fell with each breath.

When he took a breath in and held it, he felt his heartbeat after a few seconds.

Letting it out in a whoosh, he slowly spun in place and looked at the world around him. Everything was more or less the same as what he’d seen when he’d opened his eyes.

A world of splattered colors in every direction that didn’t make any rhyme or reason to what they should be.

There were also a number of strange orbs moving through the air. Also all different colors.

Beyond those, there were even oddly shaped pieces of what he could only describe as reflective glass. Shards of it were shooting off across the sky.

There were likely things in the grass as well, but given the density of it, Vince couldn’t actually see the ground itself.

Grunting, he reached down and parted large sections of the grass to either side.

Inside of that small cleft he’d made, he found balls of green mud slowly rolling across the surface of the ground. Pushing right through and over the grass, as if it wasn’t there at all.

Letting go, Vince stood back up and folded his arms across his chest.

Then he put his focus inside of himself. Toward the grove, the Dragons, and the Elves who were all tied up together inside of him.

There was an immediate response from inside of him just as he’d always felt.

Warmth and well wishes from nearly everyone.

Though there was something different from Dea and Ferris.

Confusion.

“Well, if I’m dead, at least the grove is fine,” Vince murmured and let his hand fall away. “Everyone is still as they were. I admit I was rather nervous about what would happen if I died.

“If I’m dead, and the grove is well, then… all is well, I suppose. Though I really didn’t expect to meet my end like this.

“Was one hell of a trap if it did me in though. I wonder what it was.”

Sniffing, Vince looked toward the ancient, ruined city.

He felt incredibly hungry despite the likelihood that he was dead. Which meant that the best course of action was to start looking for a meal.

As, if he found others who could feed him, they’d also be able to provide him with answers. Which were a meal all their own in a way.

With a shrug, Vince began to walk toward the ruined city and its massive pyramid. Though as far as pyramids went, he found it odd.

The top of it looked flat, and it had a very “squared” look to it, rather than coinciding with the ones he had in his head. He always had pictured them as perfectly made into a pyramid shape, with sharp lines from bottom to the top.

“Well, at least the weather is nice,” muttered Vince.

***

Having walked for the better part of several hours, Vince had finally reached the edge of the city. Though it was a city unlike any he’d ever seen.

It reminded him of several “clay villages” that’d been in one of the many books his father had given him. Though the memory of such things were long since faded, and his recollection was dim.

Walking up to the nearest wall, he tapped at it with a fingertip.

“Most certainly made of clay but… it feels like steel,” Vince remarked as he began to push harder and harder with his fingertip.

There was a creaking sound that felt as if it were coming from everywhere all at once, but the wall didn’t move.

It didn’t even dent.

“That’s because it isn’t truly there,” chided a voice from above him. “Well, it is there, but it isn’t. A cultural memory as it were. Faith of something that’d passed into lost memory.

“One long since passed, faded, obscured, dug up again, and faded once more. Though it’s hard to break even now.”

Raising his gaze, Vince found himself looking at a strange animal.

It reminded him of a very thick-bodied wolf with short legs, though its face was covered with the mask of a human. One with tusks and bulging eyes.

He had an idea of what he was looking at and dealing with.

That this was a land of perhaps myths, legends, gods, and beliefs. As the creature had said, something that was now faith.

“Oh,” Vince replied, then looked back to the wall. He wondered how to proceed. If this was an ally or an enemy, he was speaking with. “Interesting. Can I ask you questions?”

Chuckling, the animal seemed very amused at the situation.

“You could ask me questions, I could answer them,” offered the thing.

“I’m Vincent Campbell. Lord of Yosemite, brother to the Emperor, Lord of the Dragons, Dryads, and Elves. Husband to the goddesses Dea, Ferris, and Yari, and leader of the Yosemite mythos,” stated Vince with formal rigidity in his words. He had a guess as to where he was now, and he felt this was the right way to begin the conversation. “Whom do I have the pleasure of addressing?”

“I-I don’t know? I don’t know!” responded the animal with a laugh. It looked to be quite shaken at Vince’s words. Their body quivered like a pebble on the ground as a cavalry charge passed by.

“I see you and your mighty presence, Vincent, but I cannot answer you,” cried the creature. “I’ve been lost to time and no longer have a presence. I exist here, as I am aware that I exist, but that is the extent.

“Maybe I once was a deity, maybe I wasn’t. I feel the echoes of faith as if people think about what I had once been?”

Thinking over those words, Vince wondered if this was an opportunity.

A crossroads where he could bring another into his pantheon and gain an ally here that might help him.

Maybe even twist it so this being became his very exit from here.

“I see. Well… shall we name you?” Vince asked, raising his eyebrows. “And where is here, by the way? Do you know that?”

From the way the thing had spoken earlier, Vince had the feeling that this was a sly, cunning, or trickster god. Something that delighted and enjoyed in being mentally superior to another.

“You can’t just name me, for I am what I am, even if I no longer know what I am,” countered the monster who flopped down onto its stomach. Its masked face was directed at Vince. “As to where we are, we’re in the ether. The nothing. The void. The after, yet also the before. Nowhere.”

“Is this the afterlife of a sort? Where faith comes to end?”

“No. It’s between the betweens. A liminal space. To be here is to be neither dead nor alive, though worse than either, too.”

That makes this easy, then.

If this is what I think it is, and this whole thing is indeed a cultural memory as they said, then this is all faith. Faith and belief.

That means this thing was, is, or could be still, a deity of some sort.

One that lost its vessel and mortal body both.

Does that mean this is where the others go when they sleep?

What a strange thing to consider.

Well, let’s leash the beast to our cause if they’re willing.

“Oh? Fantastic. Then your name is simple, though it does mean I need to just keep moving on. An exit will present itself with time I imagine,” Vince said with a laugh. He started walking away from the city and toward the south. “Would you join me? My pantheon? If yes, I’ll give you that name and title.”

The monster appeared at Vince’s side.

His fur was a deep brown color that shifted to gold depending on the light in a strange way. The masked face, which was flat like a human’s and without an elongated snout, turned up to him.

“I suppose I could at that, since you’ve joined me in the nothing, how can I not join you to do something?” retorted the beast.

“Ah, you see? That way with words. The way you tease and play,” Vince pointed out and let loose another laugh. He was feeling rather good despite the situation. “I name you the guard of limbo. The one who herds the faithful back.

“The one that is nothing and yet something. Who doesn’t know who they are, but also must, therefore, be someone by not knowing who they are.

“You’re the snicker in the dark, the single spark to strike the match, the waypost to show the way. You’re Wayward, the one who travels the ways to bring others back out.

“A creature of many masks to be donned as needed. Its worst day is when it’s needed by all, and its best is when it has no work at all.

“The leader of the lost who calls for home.”

As soon as he finished speaking, Vince felt a soundless clap of power around him. There was a high-pitched whine that followed it that slowly died away.

“Well, Wayward, which way do we go to find others?” Vince asked, glancing at his companion. The stone mask that it’d been wearing had changed. It was now porcelain white and depicted what Vince considered the “classical” representations of drama.

Right now it was a mask that looked to be shock.

Then it swapped to a fully upturned face, morphing in place.

“Yes! I-yes! I’m not who I was, but who I was was no longer an is. The I I am now is Wayward, who was himself lost and found,” cried the monster. Rapidly moving ahead in a run and then turning around to run circles around Vince endlessly. “A deity of tricky ends and a guiding light to return to the path!

“A lost and found to find the lost, haha, yes! Yes. We must go to the south then. South, away, and away. Are there others we should find?”

“I don’t know. Would they know they’re lost?” Vince argued with a laugh. “You tell me Wayward. Your job is to find the lost as you yourself said. Perhaps even before they know they’re lost.

“I’m certainly lost though. I’d need you to find an exit for me. An exit I can use to get back home.”

Snickering and laughing, the newly named deity peeled off and away at incredible speed. Shooting off into the horizon like an artillery round fired off. Toward the east instead of the south.

Vince decided that he would continue south as Wayward had indicated.

“Best hunting, Wayward. May those who call out find you even if they don’t know you’re there,” Vince intoned, laughing yet again. “I bless you in the name of the Pantheon of Yosemite and grant you your portfolio.

“So it is spoken, so it is done.”

A clang sounded from deep within Vince’s grove, and he realized that he’d done what he wanted.

Another deity had been born into his pantheon.

“Well, since we’re here, why not gather a few more? I should have asked Wayward to find a few others that might be suitable,” Vince murmured to himself with a smile. The warmth of this world felt incredible on his skin.

Even though he hungered, he wasn’t uncomfortable.

“I should run. That’d-that’d be fun. I’m gonna run,” Vince said and then set off at a full-on run. Feeling the distance burn away behind him as he settled into a fluid pace.

***

At some point, Vince had found a road. One that led him along a worn dirt path that’d been made through countless generations of trodding.

Except, only an hour after that, he’d found the world breaking around him.

Shifting in one direction, only to snap together in a different one.

It was as if, with every third step, he’d started to move somewhere else and in a different direction. Almost as if he were moving not just through the physical realm but somewhere else entirely.

Soon, every single step had him breaking through realities and coming out in a different one. As if he were running through some type of nightmare.

Which, honestly, had been rather fascinating to him.

Rather than slow down, Vince had decided to speed up.

Moving at a full-on sprint, he was quite literally tearing through time and space, as if he were a beam of light piercing the darkness of the universe.

He kept going for several minutes of this, and it all came to a flashing stop.

The change, or rather, lack thereof of change in the scenery was so sudden that Vince came to a stop. His boots skidded across paved stones as he halted.

“Ah-ha!” snickered the sly voice of the Wayward. “You ran so fast and so far, that I had to put forth great effort!”

The masked creature slithered out of a hole in the side of a building and pranced over to him. Looking more like some type of a show-pony. His mask was a laughing face with tears streaming down from the corners.

“But I’m Wayward, am I not? You are lost here, and I have found you,” continued the monster. Dancing around Vince. “I also found others and have brought them here.

“To this place, the place at the end, and the beginning. The place of returns and departures.”

“Neat. Is this where people get reborn then?” Vince asked, looking around again.

There were a number of people moving around, but they were all quite out of place with one another. Vince could discern more than a few different time periods of these individuals.

Some were most certainly not human as well.

“Yes, and yet no. This is where births certainly occur, but it’s also where many come to die. A lost city to the lost,” Wayward murmured. “He he ho ho ha ha, perhaps I’m a bit too concerned with the lost now?”

“I mean, considering your portfolio is that of a shepherd, I’d say it fits,” Vince remarked and gestured at their surroundings. “People? Gods? Monsters?”

“Any and all of the above? Yes. There are many that inhabit this place though, for untold and numerous reasons,” Wayward explained and then stopped right in front of Vince. “Some are gods. Some are people. Some are monsters. The ways they arrive are too many to count.

“Most don’t even remember how, but here they are. There is another place with many more but… but… they’ve… forgotten even that they’ve forgotten.

“They are not even shadows of what they once were. Just a mere outline. A whisper. A scuff mark in the dirt, signifying someone might have come through once upon a time.”

The mask had swapped from its laughing hysterically persona to one that was half a smile and half a grimace.

“Oh? I’m sure you’ve already figured out what I did, Wayward. You’re a clever god aren’t you?” Vince asked.

“Yes, of course. I wouldn’t have followed if I didn’t already know what you were about. Your presence here is… that… it is like attempting to take a mountain and push it into a pocket,” confirmed Wayward. “You are not, can not, be mistaken for anything other than a master of multitudes.

“You also… bear… you… you smell like… the Architect… and the Overgod.”

As Wayward said the last, a number of eyes and faces swung their way.

“Them? Yeah. I know them. Runner and Ryker,” Vince lied. He was well aware that Ryker had died, but he doubted that anyone here would know it. “I don’t hang out with them that often, but I’ve worked with them often.”

Wayward let out a yipping high-pitched laugh at that. It repeated for a while before he turned and began leading Vince off.

“Yes, yes, Wayward is a crafty and cunning one,” chirped Wayward as he strutted his way down the street. “All the other little lost ones scurried and scampered. Hid and fled from you.

“I could see you for what you were and thought it was an opportunity. I thought it was a chance. Gambling has always been a thrill.”

“Ha, remind me to add luck and chance to your portfolio as well then. As it would need to be chance and fortune for you to find someone when they’re lost enough to end up here,” Vince remarked. “Since you can do such things so easily, that’d fit.”

“Hahaha, yes, but no. No, thank you. I prefer to gamble where the odds are equal,” Wayward said, then turned. “We must head into here, in here. You should eat. We will talk about what to do next.

“We’ll need to discuss further about what you wish and how to escape.

“We must break you free from this prison so that I complete my first job.

“To establish my own mythos in your religion. The lost Wayward, found by Vince, who Wayward found, only to return him to where he belonged to.”

“Come, come, come, the Fulcrum waits! And you, my lord, are flush with coin and don’t even know it.

“As well as the fact that I’ve found your exit. I’ve found your way amongst the lost, and I will share the news.”


Chapter 21

Vince followed Wayward into the building.

The outside had looked a lot like a run-down warehouse, with bits of the roof missing and collapsed inward.

Inside, however, it had the appearance of a very luxurious barroom.

Filled with a large number of people in various states of drinking, eating, or conversing. It gave him an odd feeling of strangeness since there were, much like outside, so many different people here.

Wayward went straight up to an empty spot at the bar. It was big enough for four people, thankfully, so Vince wasn’t going to have to elbow someone if he turned too fast.

A strange figure that looked to be made of shattered stone crunched over to stand in front of Wayward.

“Ahhh, yes, yes, hello, fair ‘tender, I am Wayward,” announced Wayward. “I’m part of the Yosemite pantheon, and I am here by choice. My portfolio has me here, in the ether, to shepherd those of my faith back to their home.

“This is my lord, he will cover my tab as he is the leader of my pantheon.”

The last was said with glee, the large paws of Wayward patting against the countertop repeatedly.

Vince moved to stand beside Wayward and looked at the bartender.

“I have no idea what counts for coin here. I’ve just arrived,” he offered as an apology of sorts. “Wayward said I had lots but… I don’t even know how to pay you.”

“Faith,” ground out the monster made of stone.

It didn’t look like a golem to Vince, but rather, a living being made of rock.

“Right,” Vince said with a grunt. He had no idea how that actually explained how he was supposed to pay.

Instead, he laid a hand to his grove and then asked for a piece of faith bestowed to him by his believers. Nothing more than what he’d probably get to bless someone or heal them.

The response was instant and violent.

An explosion of faith blew out of him and swirled into his palm.

It felt like he was holding onto a squirming thing that was attempting to slip away from him. Gripping onto it tightly, Vince held it out to the bartender.

“Alright, is this faith then? How much am I expected to pay?” Vince asked.

There was a squealing wail from everywhere around him. As the world itself squirmed and bent inward on itself.

Before his very eyes, the interior of the bar began to explode, reappear, and reform into something he was beginning to recognize.

It looked a lot like the most popular bar in Yosemite by the second. Vince had visited it a few times with some of his people in the earliest days.

As the size of Yosemite had increased it’d been harder and harder to make time to go, but he could recognize the decorations of it immediately.

Nor did it hurt that a massive flag of Yosemite was on the wall behind the bartender all of a sudden.

“Ahhhahahahahahah,” crowed Wayward. “Oooh, dear lord of my pantheon, that’s not needed. Please, put that away.

“You likely consider it nothing more than pocket money, but it’s a bit more than that here, I’m afraid.

“You only need to offer your hand to the ‘tender, dear lord of my pantheon. Hehehehe hoo hoo hoo hoo.”

The crying-while-laughing mask of Wayward had reappeared. He was also beating his paws against the counter even as he laughed.

Vince frowned at the faith in his hand.

He could already tell that he couldn’t really put it back, as the gap had already been refilled. His personal ability to hold so much was drastically limited.

Reaching out, he instead pushed it into Wayward with a smirk.

“Trickster that you are, consider your teasing repaid,” Vince remarked as the faith snapped into the deity that seemed more foxlike than any wolf he would have thought.

His mask became a wide-eyed face without a nose or a mouth. Just two wide-open eyes.

Then it became a face with two Xs for eyes and a squiggly line for a mouth.

Wayward promptly fell over and lay twitching on the ground. His paws kicked in the air.

“Anyway,” Vince said, then looked to the bartender. The stone-man slowly held his hand out to Vince as if he were afraid to do so.

Vince shook his hand and didn’t feel anything at all happen.

“So… this is Fulcrum, huh? Can you explain it more to me?” Vince asked. “My guide is… well, he’s a trickster.”

Glancing around at his surroundings, Vince noted that the flash of the bar in Yosemite was fading away quickly.

Quite a number of the patrons were all staring at Vince openly.

Eyes wide, mouths open, and gazing at him. Most likely for his mishandled attempt to pay Wayward’s bill.

Vince nodded his head at them, then turned back to the bartender.

“This is the Fulcrum,” ground out the bartender. They had a voice like the sound iron made when being bent with a hammer. Sharp, heavy, and pounding. “The ether is… where lost things collect. It can be anything from deities, myths, legends, or even people who are truly unfortunate.”

“Got it. So if they didn’t die outright as a god, they could have ended up here,” Vince summarized. “The rest of it is just a strange combination of faith and misdirected faith. That about it?”

“Mostly,” agreed the stone-man.

“Great, good enough for me. I’m not dead?”

“You’re not dead. Not alive.”

“That’s fine. But this isn’t my body either, is it? This is some type of projection?”

Vince had emphasized that by patting his chest.

“Yes. It’s not your actual body. Though some do make their way here in their body.”

“Great. And the Fulcrum?”

“Some end up here without being forgotten. Many will end up having needs given who they were in life. Some crave sex. Others food. Drink. Gambling. Worship,” the bartender continued to explain. “The Fulcrum can cater to all those needs. There’s usually a place like this in most… cross-over areas. Where multiple points of the ether crisscross over one another.”

“Got it. I’m hungry,” Vince declared. “I need something that’s magical. Preferably was once alive. A heart. Magical heart. Happy to kill something to make that happen.”

There was a scraping of chairs and rustling of clothes.

Glancing over his shoulder, Vince saw a great many people were making their way to the exit. Leaving without a word.

“There are no laws here,” the bartender said in a subdued voice. “Might makes right. You’re a predator deity… they are all much weaker than you.”

“Oh, alright. Good to know. So. Food?” Vince pushed. He was hungry.

He’d been hungry.

Hungry for a while, in fact.

Hunger had suddenly become the all-encompassing facet of his existence at this moment.

“I’m… hungry,” Vince stated in a flat tone and put his palms on the top of the counter.

“So what can you do for me?” Vince said with a heavy growl in his voice.

He hadn’t realized it, but he’d leaned in close to the bartender as he spoke.

The corners of his vision had started to gain a red hue.

“Let me see what I can do,” the bartender whispered.

***

Vince chewed, swallowed, picked up the last fourth of the massive steak he’d been served, and tore another chunk off it.

Chewing happily as he did so.

He felt truly better with every bite.

Wayward was happily seated across from Vince directly on a table. A strange creature made of hands and arms was petting him from head to tail tip and back again.

Swallowing roughly, Vince pushed the rest of his meal into his mouth and began chewing. Before he’d fully ground it up, he swallowed.

After it sluggishly crawled down his throat, he looked at the plate and sighed gratefully. He felt a lot better.

“Wayward,” he said, then picked up his napkin. He dabbed at his face, then suddenly burped into it, the pressure in his guts feeling much better.

“Yes, oh lord of Yosemite?” asked Wayward.

“You said you had news. That you found my exit,” he said in a simple way, looking at the trickster’s mask. It was a rather smug-looking happy face.

“Yes, yes, and yes. Indeed. I’ve been working on it, heeheeheehee,” Wayward admitted. “I found someone connected to you. They were much closer to life than you were. You were much closer to death.

“Harder to find your exit on its own. The one I found is part of you, and you’re part of her. Much easier using them as the exit. Hoo hoo hoo.

“They were surprised to see me, but quite happy, too. Was quite surprising for me, though. They even had your body. Tending to you.

“They asked me to relay simple news. The war continues, you are safe.”

Vince raised his eyebrows at that.

“Okay… and they can pull me over to the other side? As you said, my exit?”

“Yes, yes, hehehe. They can as soon as we meet up with them. This’ll be a good gateway for me in the future, as well,” Wayward murmured and stretched out as the hand-creature continued to pet him. “I’m waiting for an opportunity when the ether grows thin. When it’s thin, they can pull you over much easier, with much more clarity.

“And safety.”

“Who is it? Who’s this exit?”

“No, no, hehe ho ho haha. Not until it’s time,” Wayward declared. “How can I be the one to snicker in the dark if I don’t keep my games running until the end?”

“Fine. That fits,” Vince allowed with a chuckle. “Alright… I need gods. Deities. I need to get a few more while I’m here since… well… they need me, and I need them.

“Sounds like a great place for me to find some people.

“Your next task, since you’ve completed the first, Wayward, is to find people I need. Deities.”

“Hahaha, to find the lost and provide them with an exit? Yes, that would be I, Wayward,” agreed the creature with a cackle. “What’re we looking for, hehe?”

“Honestly? A full pantheon,” confessed Vince after a second. He leaned back in his chair and put his hands to his stomach. “I have a goddess of Dryads, Dragons, Elves. A god of Death and a goddess of Magic. Then there’s you, Wayward.

“I’m afraid that’s it. I could use a lot of deities to fill all the roles I can’t even begin to think of. Like warriors, farming, woods and the sea. Fishermen and hunters.”

“Ah, yes. I see, I see,” Wayward mused. “I can find many who will fit, I understand Yosemite and your needs. I’ll take measures to find some people.

“Do you care about their previous alignments and pantheons? Or where they are now?”

“No. Though… we need a god of evil. Of bad things. Because while I want to believe our people are good and great, I’m sure that won’t always be the case. It’d be good to have someone they whisper their secrets to, only for them to turn around and let us know if it’s something we need to know.”

Wayward’s laughing face vanished and was replaced with a surprised look.

Wide eyes, an open mouth, and raised eyebrows.

“Ah!” Wayward got out, then started to laugh. “Yes, yes! What a wonderful trick! I love it. Yes, hahahahaha, yes. Quite amusing, quite wonderful.

“I’ll start there! It’s so funny that-that I have to go now! I need to tell this joke immediately so that I can begin laughing at it.”

Wayward jerked forward off the table, shot forward, and dashed out the door. Vanishing in a blur of nothing.

Leaving Vince alone in the Fulcrum without many others here.

More people were coming in, though it wasn’t anyone who’d been there when he’d arrived. Those never returned.

Leaning back, Vince looked at a troop of knights in armor who’d come in. They’d pulled their helmets off and trodded up to the bar.

“I wonder if I could make a deity of the ether itself,” he whispered to himself. “If I could make the ether just… another plane of control for Yosemite.

“Hm… in fact… I could probably bug Bianca about it. She’s the only one I’d have to worry about bothering.

“I don’t think she’ll be too upset about it. In fact, I could offer to help maintain it, so it was something she didn’t have to worry about.

“I can’t imagine this is a section of my world she’s quite happy with watching over. In fact… Bianca, dear Architect?”

There was no response to his call, though he did feel as if something had paused at his question. Paused, but couldn’t actually divert their attention.

“Sorry, I’m sure you’re busy. I just wanted to ask about the Ether,” Vince explained.

The pause he felt hesitated a moment longer, then fled. Though he didn’t get the impression it was angry or annoyed.

Just regretful.

He shrugged his shoulders at the exchange. He felt like it’d been positive in the fact that it didn’t seem to bother Bianca with his suggestion.

She just couldn’t help.

“’Tender,” Vince called, waving a hand at the bartender. Vince had finally learned that the man’s name was literally… Tender.

“Yes?” asked the rock-man coming to stand over Vince’s table. “Is there a god here in the ether? A god of the ether? Anyone that someone would go to if they wanted to see ‘the boss’ so to speak?”

Tender thought on that, then slowly shook their head.

“A few people who like to think they’re in charge, but not really. No one believes it,” Tender explained.

“Hm. Might makes right, right?” he asked, looking at the stony face.

“Might makes right,” agreed Tender.

“Thank you, Tender,” murmured Vince.

Vince began to think on that quietly. Turning all his thoughts inward.

The idea that he could convert the ether into something for Yosemite and Legion had taken hold in his mind. That he could use faith and belief to twist and wring ether around until it fit his needs.

Smiling, Vince folded his arms in front of himself, leaned back in his seat, and stared up at the ceiling.

Tender cleared off the table, hesitated as if waiting for Vince to stay something, then left. Leaving him alone with his thoughts.

Which was a good idea, since Vince didn’t even notice that Tender had taken the plate away.

He was deeply considering how to make the ether his.

Another province taken by Yosemite, perhaps converted to a kingdom, and then shoved into Legion.

After all, why would Vince need to do anything for it?

His brother was perfectly capable of handling it.

Vince could reap all the rewards with little effort after the initial take-over.

As he thought, Vince slipped in and out of actual situational awareness of the Fulcrum. Sometimes noting people walking in, sometimes not.

Just sitting there and going through the possibilities of how to get the ether onto his side. He was rather motivated to try and figure out how to make it work.

In his view, the ether was filled with untapped and unused resources.

Countless forgotten myths of history that’d slipped into nothing and were forgotten. All just waiting for someone to bring them back to the front of the cultural zeitgeist.

Whoever did that, would be the one to wrangle the control over it from the outside in. If he could make sure that he controlled it from the inside out, that’d be all the better.

“—the hell, Tender!” shrieked a voice, jolting Vince out of his reverie. “Hurry up already.”

Vince took his eyes off the table he sat at and looked at the bar. There were several people standing there.

Two were strange short, squat, monstrous things. With long arms that reached the ground. They were easily twice the size and thickness of their legs, which gave them a very “knuckle dragger” type of look.

The third was an angry-looking bear creature. The voice had been somewhat effeminate, but the look was that of a large, furry, muscled, bear-humanoid.

It walked on two legs and had clawed paws, which one would expect. Though they seemed to have fingers that were elongated and not what you’d expect from a bear.

The head was shaped almost entirely like that of a bear, though there were some humanoid features to it. The nose was somewhat more human-like, as were its eyes and the mouth.

It had lips that were human-like, as well as a clearly shifted jaw that would likely make it easier for it to speak instead of growl and grunt.

There was an odd lighter-colored splash of fur in an x across the face.

“Ah, you’ll need to wait for a time. We’re unfortunately out,” the Tender apologized.

“Out? Out!? What do you mean you’re out?! It’s mine! How could you be out of it!” screeched the bear woman.

“It isn’t yours, Ukua. You just happened to be the only one to order it for a time,” Tender explained with a shake of the stony head. “I’ll get more in stock, of course, but it won’t be here for a time.”

“Isn’t mine? Of course, it’s mine! It’s always been mine! Mine and mine alone!” roared the bear woman named Ukua, apparently. “Go get it back from whoever bought it! I want it now!”

The last was spoken in a bear-like roar.

Tender only shook their head. They didn’t look as if they were happy with the situation, but they also didn’t have a cowed demeanor to them.

“It’s been sold, eaten, and no longer available, that’s all there is to it,” Tender stated firmly. “What else can I get for you? There are lots of other things I can give you. It isn’t the only meat I have, you know.”

Ukua turned around and stood up to their full height. An impressive stature that easily could reach Petra’s height, he’d bet.

Outside of the size, Vince didn’t feel anything that’d make him wary of this individual. None of his instincts told him that they were a problem.

Even when they were trying to be intimidating.

Vince felt extremely confident.

Doubly so when he considered how this person had established their reputation and how they were keeping themselves able to afford such things.

Faith.

Faith that they can carry out their threats and faith that they are as dangerous as they say they are.

Even here, faith is generated by those who no longer receive faith.

How fascinating.

I’m sure I’m not the only one who sees it.

Maybe they all see it.

They just can’t help themselves either though.

Believing something is like that.

“Who ate my steak!? Who? I’ll eat them and then eat it out of their guts!” shouted Ukua, glaring around the bar. “I’ll find out eventually! If someone wants to tell me who ate it, I’ll give them a gift!”

Vince laughed at that, stood up, and met Ukua’s eyes.

“I can tell you who ate it. I’ll even point them out. What do I get if I do it?” Vince demanded.

“Ha! See?” Ukua exhorted, looking to Tender. Who was staring at Vince with wide eyes. “Someone is willing to tell me after all.

“As for you, I’ll grant you the nobility of claiming something of my vault. Who am I to be stingy as Ukua?

“Ukua bows to no one. Ukua is Ukua. No one can stand before me!”

“Oh? Alright. Something from your vault,” Vault agreed with a grin. Then he pointed at himself. “I ate your steak. I think. Did I Tender?”

Tender nodded their head at that.

“Yeah, I did. Ukua. So… what’re you going to do about it? You said you were going to eat me? Well. You look pretty edible yourself,” Vince stated. “Maybe I should kill you, eat you, and sell whatever I don’t eat to Tender.”

Ukua stared at Vince for several seconds and then rushed him.


Chapter 22

Vince looked straight at Ukua as she came toward him. He tried to pay attention to her shoulders and torso as well as her waist.

He wasn’t expecting her to use her legs, given that she was a bear, and using her mouth would likely also be more of a last resort.

As a man who’d bet his life on knowing how to deal with monsters, things like Ukua weren’t outside of his wheelhouse. This was a fairly normal situation, in fact, for anyone who’d live in the wastes.

They were going to attack him with their paws and claws first. Those long blades that could split the skin and break a bone with ease.

Regretfully, Vince didn’t have his gun or his sword.

He only had his wits and himself.

Oh, and magic.

I do have magic.

An idea struck him then. One that provided him with a starting point to taking the ether for himself.

He’d have to morph his personality just a touch, but he could pull it off, so long as he was careful.

“Yes, quite,” Vince said in his best Felix impersonation.

Standing there, he waited as Ukua came down on him like a collapsing wall.

The monster’s right arm came out in a wide swipe. The claws fully extended and aimed at his throat.

Tilting his head to the side, Vince let it pass by without an issue, though he did feel the hair on his head flutter.

Ukua stutter-stepped to recover from their own attack. Their left arm then came up from below in a cupping motion.

This time, Vince actually took a step to the side, putting himself to the left of Ukua, and then put his arms behind his back.

“Stop dodging, you coward!” screamed Ukua, which genuinely made Vince laugh. At the same time, Ukua took a step backward, then rushed right at him bodily.

Mouth going wide as if to bite him this time.

Vince held his left hand up, fashioned a spell of air in the shape of a bubble, and snapped it down tight around Ukua. He’d done it all in a flash, rather than step by step as he had previously.

He’d made it large enough so that it encompassed them entirely and with just a touch of extra room. The spell was a constant feed, just as Johanna had instructed him with things like shields.

The inside of it was lined with a shield just to make sure she wouldn’t punch right through the spell of air.

Slowly, he was gaining proficiency as a conduit and utilizing his grove as a way to manifest magic. Given his situation and that he was without weapons, he was glad for the change.

Ukua was spinning head over heels now.

The air bubble around her had stolen her momentum outright.

“Alright. Come on then. We should make this a show. I’ve learned from my wives that demonstrations are always best done with the most number of eyes on you,” Vince remarked and then left the Fulcrum.

Walking out to the center of the street directly outside of the Fulcrum, he paused there. Looking around, he saw a great number of individuals looking at him.

Creatures, men, women, animals, and things that quite literally looked like they had no material form at all.

“Great. I needed an audience. You can all spread the word while you’re here,” Vince called in a loud voice. “Ukua here decided they wanted to kill me. So I’m going to kill them. Eat their heart. Then turn the rest of them over to Tender so he can serve it to me as needed for dinner.

“This is the fate of anyone who decides to take this route. Run up, get done up. Any questions?”

“Who… who are you?” asked a fluttering ball of light.

“I’m Vince Campbell, king of Yosemite, brother to the Emperor of Legion, lord of the Dragons, Dryads, and Elves. Husband to the goddesses Dea, Ferris, and Yaris.

“Leader of my pantheon, which includes Wayward the Ether Tracker, Johanna Mistress of Magic, and Gerard the Duke of Death.

“I’m here to take over the ether and make it a realm of my own. I’m recruiting deities to serve me. Many of which will leave the ether with me. Though not all.

“If you’re interested, seek out Wayward, or… I guess… come to the Fulcrum. I’ll be back eventually. I’m open to applications.”

Vince sniffed, made eye contact with several people, and then looked back to Ukua.

“Last words?” Vince asked.

Ukua was shrieking wordlessly. Screaming. Slashing at the shield as she tumbled about in the spell.

Shrugging, Vince brought a second spell into the world.

A hardened rod of fire with a sharp tip.

Bringing Ukua around until her head was level with his hand, he aimed his nasty little spell at her forehead.

“—kill you and—”

Vince stabbed Ukua through the head with the spell. Pushing it straight through her head and out the back of her skull.

There was a sizzling sound, and a pool of blood began to fill the bottom of the bubble. Ukua was most certainly dead, or should be if they were anywhere else but here, but he wasn’t quite sure if this would kill her.

He’d have to talk to Wayward about it later.

Maybe I’ll have to kill her a few more times.

Maybe not.

Such a strange place.

Though… somewhat exciting, too.

It’s all new.

New and free to explore. I know nothing, I know no one, and I have to figure it out.

Maybe… maybe that’s why I want to go to Russia.

Pulling the spell back out of Ukua’s head, Vince peered at the hole he’d made in her forehead. Blood began to gush out of it as she hung there.

“Hm, alright,” Vince muttered and released the spells.

Ukua hit the ground with a thump and lay there, unmoving.

Squatting down atop the bear-thing, Vince summoned another spell. Quite similar to the last, he brought forth another slice of fire and shaped it into a blade.

This time it was more like a combat knife.

Splitting open Ukua’s chest with the first slice, he then got a view of her ribcage. Peering at the bloody muscle and bones beneath.

Smiling, he lifted his left hand and broke the ribs outright.

He wondered how her heart would taste.

***

Walking along the streets, Vince was doing his best to make sure everyone saw him. That everyone knew he was here.

He wanted them all to know that Vincent Campbell, the one who’d killed Ukua as if she were nothing, was on the streets.

So far, no one had bothered to challenge him.

Which was unfortunate.

He was hoping that someone else would attempt to take him down, thinking that him killing Ukua was a fluke. That they could kill Vince, then take Ukua and Vince’s reputation both for their own.

No such incident occurred.

What did happen was that Vince noted a number of people getting an eyeful of him, watching for a time, and then scampering off. Most of them never came back, in fact, though a few innocent-looking types brought others to look at him.

Those seemed more like the looky-loos he’d come to expect whenever he did anything. There would always be those who just wanted to come see him.

It was those that didn’t come back that he was interested in though. He imagined some of those people were trying to get information on him, then left to report on it to others.

Just because might makes right in this location, didn’t mean there weren’t groups or people in charge.

Or so Vince thought. There was the distinct possibility of him being wrong.

Stepping up to the front of Fulcrum, he saw a number of people gathered about. All of them looking like they were pretending to be busy with other things.

Talking to other people, looking at their nails, fussing with equipment.

Maybe my statement has spread already.

People looking for a way out of here.

Because after all, if I’ve got a ticket out, and it’s true that I can give others a ticket, why wouldn’t they be interested?

“If you’re here for a chance to join me… great. I welcome you. I’m going to go pay Tender for the use of their bar; then I’ll begin inviting you in,” Vince called, looking from side to side to everyone around. “I’m not going to waste my time… so be direct and honest with me in your answers.”

Vince didn’t wait around for questions and instead walked into the Fulcrum.

Reaching into himself, Vince carefully coaxed a small fraction of faith out.

It was hard to siphon only a piece out. He could feel all of Yosemite thrumming with extreme faith. All of it pumping into him with extreme belief.

There was a moment as he felt that faith, that he had a moment of panic. A single flicker of concern and worry.

His mind was filled with all the assumed personality traits that Yosemite ascribed to him.

Bold decision-making and never being afraid of the situation.

To push forward even when others would crumble.

An unrelenting curiosity into the unknown in the world.

That even if he was to suffer harm, he’d simply heal up to the point that he was practically an immortal.

I’m being changed by their faith.

Just like Dea was.

Why didn’t I see this then?

I didn’t even consider it.

I should have known better. It’s not as if I’m really human anymore.

I’d be changed by faith just as they are.

Felix probably is experiencing the same thing, though in a different way, maybe. His planet isn’t as built on faith leading the way, but rather on it being a source of power.

Clicking his tongue and now understanding why perhaps he was unperturbed by the ongoing situation, he strolled up to the bar.

Holding out a fragment of faith to Tender, Vince smiled.

“I’d like to rent your place,” he said.

“For… how long?” Tender asked, their rocky head tilting to one side.

“Well, if we’re asking a question like that, my answer is, in turn, a question. How would you like to be the resting place of the lost of my people?” Vince offered. “Such that Wayward will bring back those who are lost to this place, and that you would become the gateway back to the real world.

“If not, I understand completely. Though please forgive me if I open up a bar counter to yours to fulfill the role I just described.

“I’ll also likely open them wherever else Wayward tells me to.”

“Ah… then… make me the god of travelers and unknown rests,” Tender stated. “If you can do that, I’ll dedicate this bar to you, and I’ll run every bar in the Ether for you.”

Vince grinned at that.

“Then allow me to name you Tender, my god of travelers and unknown rests,” Vince began, lifting his head and staring into Tender’s face. “A god to those who seek a rest while on a journey. A journey that is neither the end nor the beginning. A waypoint in the middle to provide momentary solace. A through-point for many and a chance to gain their bearings. A guarded rest.”

“Yes,” whispered Tender, going stone-still.

“So it is spoken, so it is done,” Vince proclaimed and then held out the fragment of faith to Tender.

Who took it and pushed it into their face. The faith vanished immediately.

Tender the rock-man rapidly shifted even as he stood there.

Large sections and chunks of his form broke away and clattered to the ground as others grew and shifted.

In a handful of seconds, the rocky form had become more distinct.

Their face was a clear granite color. Though they had no mouth or nose, their eyes and the orbital bones and foreheads had become broader and more detailed.

Hard black stones were at the center of his eyes now.

The rest of his body had bulked out, though the fingers were split apart into three now. Able to likely use a weapon with ease or carry a bottle, drink, or platter of food as needed.

Vince could also see they would easily act as clubs and bludgeons on their own.

“Yes,” voiced Tender in a much deeper and smoother voice. Lacking the grinding quality it’d held previously. “Yes, I am The Tender. I offer a place of rest to recover. A signpost that will provide guidance and shelter. I tend to the seekers of refuge, or those the god of the lost, Wayward, brings to me.

“For even those, I’m not the final destination. Just a crossroads back to another path.”

At the same moment, Wayward thunder-cracked into existence not far away.

With him was a group of people that, oddly enough, looked a lot like an Orc patrol out of Texas. They were wearing the colors of Yosemite in their pre-Legion days.

Each of their uniforms was scruffy, distressed, and damaged. Clubs held in loose hands were the only weapons they held.

“Lord… Lord Vince?” asked one of the Orcs, looking to Vince in a wide-eyed stare.

“Oh, ho ho ho ho!” chortled Wayward. He sauntered about in a circle and then jumped up. Putting his front paws on the bartop. “Welcome, Tender. The Tender. Yes, yes, welcome. He he he he.

“I’m glad for you to be my partner here in the Ether. We will work quite well together I think.”

The six Orcs all dropped their weapons, folded their arms across their chests, and saluted Vince. All of them stared at him with wide eyes.

“I found these poor lost souls on the fringes of the continent to the north!” Wayward proclaimed, even as he mimed pointing at a bottle behind Tender. “I was searching about for a goddess I once heard of up there and found them instead.

“They were truly lost. I felt them, you see, he he he he. I felt them, as they were so truly lost, they were my flock. So what did Wayward that crafty fox do? He ran away in the opposite direction!

“Because the trick to finding the lost, is to become lost, ha. I snickered, and clucked. I chuckled and mucked about.

“Then practically ran into them! They were just outside a grand and glorious city of golden faith that I had no idea existed.

“Lo and behold, I am a god there! He he he ha ha! Wayward the wayward god had found Yosemite. I’ll need to make another trip up that way. There are others of my flock. But I felt The Tender arrive.

“It felt best to relieve myself of my followers here, get a drink, and return, ho ho ho. A chance for Tender to become their portfolio as well.

“Though this won’t be a chance for you to return yet, my lord. Your exit must be done in the way I described previously, with your follower, when you’re ready.”

Vince finished his salute in return to the Orcs and now was grinning at Wayward as he spoke.

Tender had gotten the god the bottle he’d pointed to and set it down in front of him.

“I see. Well, that’s fine in a way. It’ll help me establish my goals here as well,” Vince murmured and looked to Tender.

He had no idea how to do this other than brute force.

“Dea, Ferris, Yaris, Gerard, Johanna, Wayward, I’m invoking The Tender’s powers to send home some lost citizens,” Vince intoned and directed at his Grove.

There was a wild shudder at the words, followed by a new outpouring of faith that felt blisteringly hot compared to what it’d been only moments ago.

“Heh heh heh, I can feel that,” Wayward chittered, snatching up the bottle with his mouth and then tilting his head back. He began chugging it with the bottom up.

Taking the faith that was being dispersed with a firehose, he redirected it to Tender. Reaching out with one hand and putting it on the stony protector’s shoulder.

There was a tearing sound, followed by a hollow gong-like noise.

“Send them back to Yosemite, Tender. Wayward has brought you his lost, and it’s time for you to send them on from the rest you gave them,” Vince remarked. The “rest” the Orcs had been given was inadequate and not actually real, but it’d be something Tender could build on in the future. Right now, it was more about establishing the “way” this would happen.

Tender held a hand out toward the wall of the barroom next to the entrance.

A door formed from the wall itself.

The boards peeled away one by one and bent backward without breaking, somehow. The nails were sticking out of the ends, though nothing had broken.

On the other side of that sudden portal were the gates of Yosemite.

Several guards in Legionnaire's armor jumped to attention. Rifles came up and pointed inward.

Vince walked over to the door and looked inside.

“Lord Campbell!” squeaked what sounded like an Elf in Legionnaire armor. One of the taller soldiers let their rifle fall to the sling. “Lord, what’re… what’s going on?”

“I’m just watching a lost patrol come home,” Vince remarked. “Wayward found them, The Tender is returning them.

“If anyone asks, I’ll be back soon. Just doing work in the Ether.”

“Yes, Lord!” shouted all the guards, providing a Yosemite salute and crossing their arms in front of their chests.

The Orcs, who seemed to be in a shocked and uncomprehending state, shuffled forward. Moving past Vince without seeing anything around them other than the portal.

“I hope you enjoyed your rest, and may continue on your journey,” the Tender announced as the Orcs trooped out of the Fulcrum and back to Yosemite.

There was a heavy faith response at the Tender’s words as the Orcs crossed over. It felt like when Vince finished cleaning a weapon or tidying a space.

A finishing.

A task completed.

Once all the Orcs were across, Tender closed their three-fingered hand and let it fall to their side.

The portal-way closed in on itself. The boards hammered themselves back home where they should be. The nails sank into their original placements without issue.

“I am The Tender,” whispered Tender, looking at Vince.

“You sure are. Now… Wayward,” Vince said and looked at the masked monster. They were shaking the bottle back and forth to get whatever was left in the bottle. “Did you find anyone?”

Laying the bottle down on its side on the countertop, Wayward looked to Vince.

Then laughed in a cackling way.

“Yes, yes, he he he. They will be arriving as they arrive. They aren’t so much lost as they were forgotten, so I couldn’t guide them here, ho ho.

“I also found an enemy,” remarked Wayward. “It is a belief, though not a person. A long-held tradition, that has no persona.”

“What’s that then?” asked Vince. The idea of having something to fight with sounded great. It’d further his plan for the Ether.

“The Lizard’s belief that their race is superior to all others. That they will win the war and beat out everyone,” Wayward explained, getting down from the counter and looking at Vince with a mask that was a shocked “O” face. “That they will not only become the true seat of the Tri-lliance, but conquer Yosemite.”

The shocked face was replaced with a crying while laughing mask.

“You should have seen the look on the face of the guards protecting it when I urinated on it and ran off, ha ha ha ha,” Wayward chortled. “Ah yes, yes. I’m off! More lost to find.

“I also want to cavort through Yosemite and see if I can’t find a site for an altar. I’ll find a spot for you too, Tender.”

“Wait, where’s the enemy? I’d like to go take a crack at it,” Vince put in quickly before Wayward could leave.

Turning to look at him, Wayward paused.

“I will guide you after I return, Lord,” Wayward said in a tone that was almost pleading. “I can actually hear others that are lost now. They call out. I have to go, but I will return. When I do, we’ll go find this belief from the living Lizards in themselves.”

Wayward turned, took a step away, and vanished in an explosion of thunder once again.

The bottle on the countertop spun around with the force of it until it slowly pointed toward the doorway.

“Oh,” said a female voice in the same direction. “It would seem I’ve won the human game of spin the bottle. How exciting!”


Chapter 23

Vince turned and saw a brown-skinned woman standing in the doorway.

She had light brown skin, long brown hair that reached her waist, and dark brown eyes. Her clothes were rich in color, though the quality of the fabrics appeared no more luxurious than modest handwoven cloth. They were decorated in bright vibrant colors, though all in sharp lines with hard edges.

The clothes had clearly taken well to the dyes, but also looked somewhat worn and were starting to fray.

As if they had been made from plant fibers or similar materials, yet woven together by inexperienced, tentative hands.

“I’m here to-ah… hm… is it audition? To… apply? I’m not quite sure what the word is that you would use,” said the woman with a deep laugh and clapping her hands together once.

There was a beauty to her that Vince couldn’t attribute to her physical appearance. It was something else entirely.

As if she were a flower in a lonely garden bed.

“Either of those would work. Do you… know who you are? What your portfolio was?” Vince asked.

“No. I don’t. I think I was part of a mythos that was a long time in the past though. I vaguely remember being a goddess of love, though not much else,” the woman admitted with a sad smile.

Vince noted that she was shoeless as well, though that didn’t seem to be accidental.

“I think I was married thrice, but I have no memories of them at all. I also have no desire to be married again, despite having no memories of it, I have a heavy feeling that it wasn’t pleasant,” the woman continued and tilted her head to one side. “The name I go by here is Tilly.”

Vince was positive that her name wasn’t Tilly, but something that sounded very similar to it. Close enough that he couldn’t hear it as anything other than Tilly, but knew it wasn’t.

“Tilly?” he asked to confirm.

The woman blinked slowly, then shrugged, her smile growing wider.

“It isn’t quite that. It’s T-lee. Can you—”

The woman’s words fell away, and the smile fell apart.

“Tilly is fine. It’s—”

“Tli,” Vince stated, making sure to mimic her name as clearly as he could. Then nodded his head. “Thanks for being clear. Tli. So… goddess of… love? Maybe beauty and colors or something like that?”

He was guessing based on her attire and look.

She didn’t seem to be over-the-top, or what he’d call pretentious.

“Flowers, maybe?” he blurted out.

“Yes,” hissed the woman, her eyes widening. “Yes! Flowers… beauty… love. Yes. Those all feel correct. I-yes. Yes.”

“Great,” Vince murmured, then hesitated; he had no idea how to actually go through this. He imagined there were a lot of people outside, all waiting to enter.

Shrugging, he realized all he could do was be himself.

“Have a seat, Tli. We’re going to just do this hot-seat style. I need a goddess of love,” Vince affirmed. “I have a goddess of sex and Dryads, but not of love.”

“Dryads? Oh! Like earth spirits? I would be quite happy to leave all the… the… ah… sexual aspects to them,” agreed Tli. “I truly don’t have an interest in that. It makes my heart quite heavy.

“Love, I’m quite happy to take on. Love and flowers, please. Beauty.”

Tender pushed up a rather large and comfy-looking chair, then shuffled off to the rest of the room. It looked like it had emptied out at some point, though Tender didn’t seem to mind.

In fact, they were slowly going about and moving things around.

Wherever they went, the decor changed and shifted.

Like when one would push on the screen of one of Legion’s tablets or computer monitors with some force. A strange liquid-like look that spread out from your fingertip.

Vince walked to the door as Tli took a seat.

“Alright!” Vince called out to the rather large crowd gathered there. “I need all gods or goddesses of love to come to the front. We’re doing this hot-seat style. You’re compared to whoever I like best. That person sits in the chair and remains until they get replaced! That’s it! Line up!”

Vince came back inside and was momentarily shocked.

There were a number of people suddenly in the inn.

Tender was serving them drinks and food.

“Wayward came through,” rumbled Tender as they went to the back room.

“I’m a god of joy, I don’t think I qualify for love,” said a young man at a table. “I shouldn’t get up yet, right?”

“Right. Not yet,” Vince agreed. Then, he sat down on a stool near Tli and looked at the door.

Realizing that he was probably going to make mistakes, he put one hand to his chest, and let the other rest in his lap.

He’d opened a doorway to the other deities in his pantheon.

At the very least, this should be a discussion for everyone to take part in.

A young and overly handsome man walked into the bar.

***

Vince had honestly tuned most of the process out by this point. He’d ended up keeping Tli, realized this was going to be annoying, and then asked for deities that dealt with efficiency or resources.

When he’d gone to the door to call in the next grouping, an old man had stepped up and advised Vince that hiring a deity of wisdom would be wise.

Smiling, Vince had agreed, then went ahead with his plan anyway.

He didn’t need a god of wisdom.

In his head, the people of Yosemite had their own minds, for good or ill. They would need to be trusted to their own devices.

The rest was up to the law to interpret and handle.

There would be no religious law, either. Other than that there would be no outside deities allowed to be worshipped inside of Yosemite.

People would choose to believe or not, though given the founding of Yosemite was so deeply tied to Vince, he wasn’t concerned.

Even if there might be particular precepts within each religion and priesthood, he imagined, joining any would be done by choice.

And so the day went.

The number of deities he selected and had set to the side was already at nine.

Many of their positions were minor, however.

Things that people could choose to pray to, or not, as they wanted. Deities that could help, or might not.

Since all faith flowed upward in some way, like a pyramid scheme, he wasn’t concerned with the dilution of having so many others in his pantheon.

“I’m-I’m so pleased to be selected!” the old woman said with a low chuckle. Sitting atop the chair that’d been the “hot seat” so far.

She was dressed in an odd outfit that Vince couldn’t really place.

An outfit that felt equal parts antiquated and official.

A black shawl that ended with red trim at the elbows, and a long black flowing gown that went down to her ankles. Her neck had a white scarf around it, and she gave off the feeling of astute authority.

Her hair was an iron gray that was pulled in a strict way behind her head and braided into a circular bun at the back.

Her eyes had been a light brown that lacked softness.

Vince had questioned her about her beliefs and how she planned to handle justice and law if she was given the portfolio.

Her responses had been immediate and swift in all things.

The point that stood out to him in the end, had been an almost passing comment she’d made about justice.

That the law was an imperfect medium and needed to be adjudicated with care. That while a system that relies on previous court rulings provides fairness, a rolling line in the sand must move with the times.

Yaris and Ferris had felt she would be an ideal candidate.

Dea wasn’t too sure, though she admitted that it could have been due to her dealings with the law in her past, as well as having to enforce a lot of bad laws and being subjected to them.

“Of course, Maria,” Vince said and gestured to the rest of the inn. There were several tables where the other recently onboarded gods and goddesses were sitting, watching the process continue.

There were also several smaller “aspects” that weren’t quite deities but assisted with duties in between portfolios.

Helpers, of sorts, that really didn’t fit into one general category.

Like a classic grim reaper.

They were not a god, nor were they a deity of a portfolio, but worked to migrate souls from one location to another.

No one seemed to be bothered by simply waiting in the bar with Vince.

Since this was a world without rest, day, or night, it wasn’t as if there was somewhere else for those waiting to be.

All in all, they actually looked quite pleased with the situation.

There was a whump of thunder a moment before Wayward appeared at the doorway.

Not waiting, he trotted into the bar, went right up to Vince, and then began laughing. His masked face swapped between several before any of them could be identified.

“Sorry, sorry, ahhh… I just ran down an old friend of mine. Ran them down, made him drop everything, stole it all since it was then lost and who am I if not the one who finds the lost, then fled.

“All while laughing, of course, he he he he,” Wayward explained. He sat down on his haunches right there and then tilted his head to one side. The mask on his face became a generic smiling face. “I almost… almost… just fought him outright.

“I’m strong enough now. Strong enough to slam them around, and there would be little they could do about it.

“This feels more… fun. I even felt them lose their confidence and some of their sanity. They lost it, and I took it. Ha ha ha ha. Yes. Yes.

“Now! Now the time is ripe for another thing. We should launch an attack on the cultural belief we spoke of previously. They’re preparing for a large battle.”

“They are? Huh. When I left it felt like everything was still sorting itself out,” Vince remarked.

“You’ve been gone a month or two at this point,” Wayward answered quickly and then tilted his head to the side. “Time flows differently here. It can be slower, it can be faster. Sometimes neither!

“I know it only feels like three days, ha ha, but it’s been much longer in the world.”

Blinking several times, Vince was surprised.

He’d suspected something like this on some level, but he was still surprised by the confirmation. That his world, his body, had been left in an in-between state for two months.

Well.

I suppose that makes sense if their goal was to separate me from my body.

To kill me without killing me. My body would have wasted away all on its own.

Whoever set the trap up, whatever they used, however it was planned, it was all done to eliminate someone who was like a god, or as strong as I.

Maybe even… maybe even Steve.

“Now, the time is come for us to commit to battle,” Wayward stated with a high-pitched chitter. “I should think we might wish to bring our new deities along, too!

“It would help solidify them into the portfolios. Or at least, the ones who can fight. No offense Maria, but you are best served in the heart of Yosemite, not the front line.”

“You’ll have no argument from me,” agreed Maria with a small smile.

“Actually, let’s not risk anyone,” Vince countered. “Please transmit everyone here back to Yosemite. I don’t mind handling it by myself. If anything, better to keep them all safe.

“This is my job as the leader of the pantheon. That and I could use the chance to break down some stress. I suddenly find myself wanting to do something. Do anything.”

“Ho ho ho, yes, this certainly does fit the lord of Yosemite, doesn’t it,” Wayward proclaimed. “Then… then off we go! First to the golden city of Yosemite, then to our final destination.

“Off and off and off we go!”

Wayward turned and sprinted toward the tables, and then there was another thunderclap.

Vince suddenly found himself outside Yosemite.

Staring at the walls of the city.

Wayward hadn’t been teasing when he’d called it a golden city.

Everything was blisteringly bright. Shining upward and into the sky above.

A beacon of extreme light that felt almost as if one might be looking into the sun in a way.

“By the… heavens,” whispered one of the deities Vince had hired on. He couldn’t tell who. “It just-it-I—”

“Yes!” Wayward shouted with a laugh. “It almost burns, does it not? I went in only briefly, but even then, it was nearly overwhelming.

“The faith of a nation channeled toward one spot. The birthplace of Yosemite as a nation is the font of its faith. He he he, try not to-ha ha ha- try not to get mobbed if you make an appearance.

“The Dryads will catch you eventually.

“I showed up only briefly to confirm a spot for a temple. In that short time, that fragment of a minute, a priest found me. They knew who I was.

“I was asked if I could please remain so that the theologian council could be called so they could discuss my worship.

“Our lord has been communicating all this as it happens. Yosemite knows us and already those who would pray to us, pray.

“I hear the calls of many who have lost people in the wastes. Those who want only to find a body, or a clue.

“I’m a very busy god already, but it’s a joy. A joy!”

There was a grunt from someone.

“Off again we go!” Wayward proclaimed and then spun. Once more, a thunderclap blasted down atop Vince. Shattering reality.

He came to on a flat plain outside a strange city.

A city that oddly enough reminded him of several sections of Vegas before he’d taken it over.

“Looks like a Tri-lliance barracks for the Lizards,” Vince remarked.

“Surprise, surprise, ha ha, you’re right, yet wrong!” agreed Wayward. “The military might of them is here! It’s there! It’s everywhere!”

Vince raised his eyebrows at that.

He hadn’t really thought about what to expect in this encounter. What a belief would manifest itself as and how it would be presented here in this realm.

Even then, there was no way he would have actually expected it to be some type of massive complex.

“Right,” Vince murmured, looking around.

He saw military camps, statues of what looked to be soldiers, as well as Lizards not in armor, and even a number of statues in plain garb.

“Before you ask, we can attack this because you are in opposition to it. It’s been deemed, he he he, a holy war!” Wayward proclaimed. “Beyond that, their beliefs are in direct conflict with ours. Even without the holy war, we could impact them.

“The ether can be dangerous in some ways, but also not others.

“Even if we break this cultural belief, this faith, into nothing, it won’t win us a war. Won’t win a fight or a battle. It’ll just prevent them from receiving any type of faith bonus from such a belief.”

Vince nodded his head at that.

“In other words, this is a tertiary front,” summarized Vince.

“Yes, yes, ho ho. Tertiary! Quaternary! Quinary! Regardless of the front type, it remains the same. A good target to be struck while we’re here.”

“Yeah. It is. Think I hired enough deities?”

“Mm hmm? Yes, yes. I do. Ha ha. It’s enough. If there’s a need for more, you can always just ask me to find more and I can bring them to the cross-over at the Fulcrum,” Wayward offered. “Now, he he. Shall we go burn this place to the ground? I can use some minor fire magic, and that’s enough to set things on fire.”

Vince snorted at that, his eyes picking across the strange complex in front of him. Here and there, he noted how sometimes buildings suddenly morphed into other things.

A barracks building that randomly became something that looked like a government location. A hodgepodge of things overlapping in how they were laid out.

“Why does it look like it’s been melted together?” Vince asked.

“Unguided cultural belief,” Wayward answered. “Not everyone gives such direct instructions to their clergy, to then push it out again.

“The Dryads are the upper layer of the religion of Yosemite. All other levels of it report up to them. They control the direction and scope.

“They make sure it’s concentrated, clear, and objective. It’s impressive.”

“Always my Dryads,” Vince muttered with a grin. “Always end up being the center, one way or another.”

“Yes, they’re very bright, he he. They glow with fanatical belief,” agreed Wayward. “I saw one and… I… ah… I ran.”

Wayward said the last without laughter or mirth.

He sounded afraid, in fact.

“I may approach one later. When I’m stronger. I don’t… anyway… here we are. Just as you asked. What would you like to do?” Wayward asked, still not quite sounding like himself.

“Kill it,” Vince answered plainly.

Moving forward, he began walking to a statue of a Lizard with what looked to be a bag over its shoulder. As if it were hefting a large sack of potatoes or some such.

“Ah ha ha ha ha, yes, I shall go… kill it!” Wayward announced and shot away. Vanishing in between buildings and out of sight.

Vince had no idea what Wayward was planning, but for himself, he was just going to take his normal approach. Hit it all until nothing was left.

Bringing his arm back, Vince threw out a punch with all the strength he could at the statue. It slammed right into the center of the stone Lizard’s head and turned it into nothing more than fragments.

Chips, chunks, and dust blew out in every direction from the impact.

The entirety of the head vanished, while the torso broke off at the waist and hit the ground with a heavy thud.

Bringing back his left leg, Vince threw a kick out into the legs of the statue.

He’d lost any care for damaging himself after feeling how strong his fist felt slamming into the carved rock. There’d been a firmness to the blow, but nothing that made him concerned that his bones would break, or that his skin would tear.

His leg blasted through both of the statue’s and sent the bottom half of it to the ground. It hit the pedestal it’d been placed on and landed in the grass.

Letting out an exhaled breath, Vince waved a hand in front of his face to clear the dust.

Then he simply activated a spell from his grove. One of air that would push out in every direction.

Simple spells like this weren’t outside of his ability to utilize any longer.

There was a whoosh as the spell activated and spread out. Pushing the cloud of broken statue particles that’d surrounded the area away.

It also cleared Vince’s vision, as well as his ability to breathe clearly.

A number of statues had stepped off their plinths and were now moving toward him.

“Oh? Oh! Fantastic. That’ll make this at least mildly interesting,” Vince remarked. “Then… hey… maybe I could use you all to form a connection to wherever your deity is.

“Maybe if I stack everything up then offer it as a sacrifice to myself, then invoke your deity, I could catch a ride there.”

Vince flexed his hands, then grinned.

“Let’s try it. There’s no reason not to.”


Chapter 24

Vince smashed his fist into the last moving statue.

It shattered apart, the fragments showering the rest of the statues that Vince had broken previously. The statue fell to pieces and joined the rubble pile of its compatriots.

“Damn. You know, I’m a little letdown. They weren’t even a problem,” Vince muttered and looked at his hand. There weren’t even scratches on it.

As far as he could tell, there wasn’t even a red spot on any of his knuckles.

It’d been no different than punching a flesh and blood person.

“To be fair, dear lord of Yosemite, he he he, their faith is shaken,” Wayward pronounced from above.

Glancing up, Vince found the creature half on and half off a building, his upper half partially dangling over the edge. It reminded him of a cat.

“The priestess of death has been quite brutal after your wounding,” Wayward reported. “Her armies of undead scour the land for enemies.

“In every direction, no less.

“The undead armies of Yosemite hunt endlessly. Dodging the enemy’s armies and striking all the targets where they wouldn’t want to be hit. Ha ha ha.

“I like the priestess, by the way. She’s fun! I’ve spoken to her several times.”

“Ah, that means she’s the one with my body. That’s not a surprise. Though… why reveal that now? You were trying to hide that,” Vince remarked as he stepped onto the rubble pile.

Reaching down, he prodded at the remains. Trying to see if there was anything to break further.

“Because she’s right over there,” Wayward admitted, and then snickered loudly. “It’s time for you to head back to the land of the living. All the requirements to move you back into your body have been met, and you can now formally join your consciousness back to your body.”

“Oh, neat. So… what was it in the end? A curse? Spell? Tech?” Vince asked.

He spotted the torso of one of the few statues that’d given him a momentary surprise. They’d dodged his first attack and responded with a kick.

Picking it up, Vince wondered if there was a heart inside of it that he could eat.

Turning it around, he looked at the part where the head and arms had broken off. The inside of it was solid, and there would be no meal here.

“All of the above? Ho ho ho. They really wanted to kill you, my lord of Yosemite,” Wayward stated. “They were willing to do anything to kill you. That complex had been filled with lost tech from other worlds, curses, magic, bombs, everything.

“Anything that might have caused you a problem, was put there.

“All those poor fools in the camp had no idea they were a trap to lure you in either. Over seven hundred lost their lives just for the chance to hit you with it.”

Vince raised his eyebrows at that.

He couldn’t imagine sacrificing seven hundred of his people just to take out one individual. To him, the lives of his people were worth more than that.

Then an ugly thought bubbled up from the depths of his mind.

Would I spend seven hundred lives to kill the Hungry One?

That’d make everything else a lot easier. It’d spare the lives of my soldiers on the front line. As well as others.

Damn… now I can’t even deny that I’m considering that it’d probably work out in my favor. Seven hundred lives to ensure the safety of everyone… yeah.

I get it.

Though-though I’d want those I’m sacrificing to know what I’m doing. To know the price that I’m asking them to pay.

That they didn’t even know is-that’s a betrayal.

A betrayal as a leader.

“Ha ha ha, yes, Lord of Yosemite. I can see your thoughts as plainly if you spoke them. I would agree with you,” Wayward got out with a long-lasting chuckle. “It’s one thing to ask soldiers to go and die for you, another to kill them out of hand.”

Vince grunted at that, nodded his head, then shook it.

“Alright. Well. Before that then, any chance of me summoning their deity and clobbering them?” Vince asked.

“Alas, no. The Ether is not a place for gods and goddesses unless they’re lost or forgotten,” answered Wayward. “He he he, unless you’re like me, and this is your forte.

“We were able to attack this at all because the belief in it was somewhat shattered. Remember? It is what it is.”

“That’s somewhat of a letdown,” Vince remarked.

“Then rejoice! My understanding is there’s a great battle about to happen between the Tri-lliance and the Lizards. Ha. They’re fighting one of many battles I imagine, but this’ll be the first large-scale one.

“It might even set the tone for the remainder of their war. Which, from what I’ve gathered as I snuck about, is likely going to last a while. The whole continent is rising up against itself, in one way, or another.”

“That’s a shame. A lot of innocent people get hurt that way,” Vince murmured, then turned to face Wayward fully. “Though it’ll be nice to get a chance to act.”

“Yes, you’re cooped up here, ho ho ho. Like a fox in the henhouse who’s had his fill. You likely feel quite odd here, too. Those with bodies shouldn’t linger in the ether,” Wayward advised. “Especially those with bodies still in the real world, who are here without them.”

Vince couldn’t deny that he’d been the one to decide to stay a bit longer to find more deities, but the warning was well received.

The Ether wasn’t a place for the living.

“It isn’t a place for anything or anyone with a place,” blurted Vince as he crystallized his thoughts.

“He he he, yes! Except for I, Wayward. I’m the wandering lord of the Ether. I come, go, and leave as I please. As mandated by my lord,” Wayward countered. “Though, it seems the time is nigh. Your Warlock and your Necromancer will wait no longer it seems.”

Vince felt a strange and warm sensation in the middle of his chest.

One that grew in heat while, at the same time, it felt as if someone was pulling him forward. A tug that wanted him to come forward.

Except after a few moments, that tug vanished, and it was replaced by feeling like he was falling.

Falling faster and faster.

He shot across the plains at high speed, in a way that made him feel like he was slowly going faster than his eyes could actually perceive. That the time it took for the light bouncing off of everything to hit his eyes was too short. Everything was a blur.

Then it went dark.

Vince’s eyes shot open, and he took in a deep shuddering breath.

Then coughed several times.

He felt weak and rather sickly.

Everything felt dry, and his body ached.

On top of that, it didn’t seem like it wanted to do as he wished. His arms and legs weren’t willing to respond to him.

The hell?

Grasping hold of the faith granted to him by his people, Vince turned it inward. He channeled it into himself to be exactly as he should be.

Whatever was wrong with him right now wasn’t normal. There was no reason to not take care of the problem immediately.

There was a moment where it felt as if his entire being took in a breath and held it, then let it out in an extreme rush. His body felt exceptionally light only a second afterward.

“That feels better,” Vince grumped and then sat up. He looked around at his surroundings to try and figure out what was going on.

Leila and Zathira weren’t far off. They were seated on the grass and staring at him. Both of them panting.

There was a great deal of grasslands stretching out all around them.

He could distantly see what looked to be a line of soldiers facing away from him.

Closer was a group of Undead as well as, surprisingly, a number of small demon-like creatures.

“So it’s just as Wayward said,” Vince remarked, then stood up. He walked over to the Gnome and the Lamia. He smiled at them, looking from one to the other. “Thanks. I assume I have you two to blame for keeping me alive and then guiding me back over?”

“He he he,” chittered Wayward a second before oozing out of thin air. Stepping out of it as if it were nothing out of the ordinary. “It is indeed, Lord Vince. Yon Gnome cursed your body with unending life, and the Necromancer tethered your soul to it.

“They were quite the experts in their work. Ho ho ho, though, they’re quite tired. Do forgive them.

“Ah! Dryads… I… should go. Before they run me down. They’ve already captured all the other deities I took to Yosemite.”

Wayward laughed loudly, pranced about in a circle, and looked at Vince.

The wide smiling mask was on his face from the get-go. In fact, it was the mask that the deity almost always wore anymore.

“A chase, a chase, there’s always time for a chase,” Wayward remarked and then bolted off. Every other step had him phasing in and out of reality, jumping ahead further and further. “I am Wayward!”

The voice trailed along behind him as he fluttered across the plain and into the distance.

Glancing over his shoulder, Vince saw what Wayward had been talking about.

The Crown’s Guard were converging on him, and rapidly.

Unless they were all Dryads, then their armor had changed.

They all had a similar appearance and looked like one another, though they most certainly had different body shapes and sizes.

I’m more willing to believe that they finally got a set of armor that works for Dryads, Elves, and Dragons, than them all being Dryads.

“You’re here,” whispered Leila, causing Vince to look back at her.

She’d stood up by this point and had her large purple eyes locked on him. Her left hand was held up and there was a swirling mass of magic there.

Her right hand held a book, and she was dressed oddly.

Almost provocatively, he’d say. With gold shoulder pads that looked metallic and a slit in her dress that went up to her hip.

“As I promised,” Leila said loudly and with force. “There were those who doubted my words.

“This moment was broadcast deliberately for all to see it occur. Across Legion, no less. All those who doubted, you will all know your shame in your own hearts. Take it to your graves or carve it into your soul.

“Never doubt the Lord of Yosemite again. He is no different than his brother, and you should expect the same resiliency from either of them.”

With that said Leila stared at him with a wide flirty smile. Then she slowly closed her hand and snuffed out the magic.

“And you all, you precious few who knew he was well and merely in limbo,” Leila said, looking toward the oncoming soldiers. “Do not hold the others who doubted with disdain. You’re all blessed to feel him as clearly as others do their fingers.

“Now… now I need… I need to—”

Leila stopped speaking and tipped forward.

Vince caught her easily.

Sliding a hand under her rear end, he stood up and stuck her against his side. His other hand went and rested upon her hip.

Zathira rose up out of her coils at that moment to slither over to move to stand beside him.

Grinning at her, Vince caught her eyes.

“Thank you, Zathira. You and Leila worked hard to make sure I didn’t lose my life. I won’t forget it,” he promised.

Zathira grunted, blinked slowly, and let out a sigh.

She nodded her head and blinked several times but didn’t respond.

Apparently, she was nearly as exhausted as Leila.

“Alright. So… I was told there’s a war going on,” Vince murmured and turned to look at two soldiers marching up to him. “Who do I need to chat with to get in on it?

“I figure there’s some general or political head that’ll try to tell me it’s best not to, so it’s better if I get in front of them first. Wouldn’t you think so?”

“Probably, Lord Vince,” said the woman at the front. Vince was fairly certain it was Brianne, given the way she sounded. Though there was the possibility the armor was distorting the voice.

As far as he could remember she’d more or less taken over as the leader of his guard, so her being here with the Crown’s Guard made sense. He couldn’t think of anyone else it would be.

Given that Elves were immortal if they had enough magic in them, mixed with the fact that she was one of the Elves bound in his grove, she would live as long as he did.

“I’ll lead you there,” she said with a dip of her head.

“Thanks, Brianne,” Vince replied, now positive it was her after hearing her again. That and he’d felt a flicker of a response inside his grove from the magic she’d deposited in him there. Bound up in a Dragon’s oath and a Dryad’s tree.

***

Vince had passed Leila off to several Dryads who were apparently proficient in healing as well as their paired Elves and Dragons. They would care for her as if it were him.

He knew that was the truth.

Since coming back to the real world, Vince had found he’d been changed by his trip through the ether. And it wasn’t just a physical change.

While he did feel healthier than he’d ever been, perhaps a touch taller, and even heavier, that wasn’t what’d been the most surprising.

What was the most surprising to him was that he could feel faith moving around him. He could practically see it if he focused on it.

A great deal of it was always moving towards him. Towards him and the belief in him.

Or, more accurately, what everyone thought ‘Vince Campbell’ was.

The reason why he was certain that they’d care for Leila dutifully was that there was faith generated for the warlock directly.

Faith from the soldiers to Leila.

When he had focused on it, he’d found it was faith for “the Lord’s Warlock”.

There was no other warlock that could be above her, as she was his personal Warlock. There would be none more skilled than her, or capable.

That faith carried a touch of reverence with it.

She had kept his body safe as Wayward brought him back, while Zathira maintained the connection.

The three of them were bound up in a new legend.

Probably something like… the Lord Campbell was dishonorably attacked and sent to the ether. Where he battled other gods and goddesses, subdued them, and was called back by his faithful warlock, necromancer, and his newfound god, Wayward.

Or something like that.

“Ah, it would seem we’re not going to get that chance to talk to anyone after all,” Brianne muttered from his side.

Vince blinked and refocused on his surroundings. He’d been lost in his thoughts if he was being honest.

That and testing every bit of faith he could reach.

Or is tasting it a better way to say it.

Vince looked ahead and found the two armies were now clinched in battle. Several forces of cavalry were wheeling around with one another, two different lines of infantry were clashing with one another, and magical spells were being lobbed over both sides at one another.

“Well… that certainly does make it harder, doesn’t it,” Vince remarked, staring out at the mad scramble of people dying.

There was a great number of Humans, Dragons, and other races, all battling against Humans and Lizards. Each side was wearing a uniform that stood out, at least, enough so Vince could tell who was who.

“That’s alright. Our dear Vince likes unique things as much as he does difficult things. It’s a good thing I’m unique, given how easy I am for him,” Ynes declared behind him.

Turning, he found his “group” standing there.

Canae, Dalia, Ynes, Renata, Safina, Zathira, Claudia, Aliza, and Dionara. There were two others he didn’t recognize.

All of them were dressed in armor similar to the soldiers of the Crown’s Guard, though none of them had their helmets on.

Likely the transfers she told me about… but I’ve forgotten their names.

“Exactly,” Vince agreed with a nod of his head.

To which Ynes laughed and came over to him, a smile lighting up her face.

“Dionara has joined us as you can see… along with Lorraine and Sheena. My group is complete!” Ynes said quickly. “We also have all-new armor that matches the Crown’s Guard.

“Isn’t it all exciting? Now you can have a wonderful orgy with all of us, and Dionara and I will keep everyone ready to go!”

Vince snorted at that, nodded his head, then put an arm around Ynes’ shoulders and pulled her into his side. He dragged her up close and looked out to the battle ahead of him.

“Wait, really? You don’t mind?” Ynes asked suddenly, her eyes sparking with light and then becoming more akin to glowing green coals with how brightly they glowed.

“No reason not to, since you wouldn’t be saying all that if Meliae hadn’t already put the idea in your head. I know you, Dryad. I know all your kind. You all chatter endlessly in my grove. I don’t eavesdrop, but I do know you’re all talking,” Vince admitted.

Though now that he thought about it, since coming back to the real world, he could feel the grove more definitively as well.

He reached out and gently wrapped himself into the grove, encircling it with his faith. Cocooning it and holding it tightly.

There was a shared squeak throughout it. As if one and all suddenly felt his presence and what he was doing. Each and every Dryad there suddenly directed their attention toward him.

Then he let go of them all.

There was a resounding response from the Dryads who all prayed at the same time to him and Dia. All asking for Vince to come claim them immediately.

A second after that was the Dragons praying to Ferris to demand mating rights.

Then he stuck a mental finger down on Ynes, or more accurately her tree, and pushed. Pushed until he felt her tree groan under the pressure.

Even as Ynes herself moaned loudly next to him.

“Admit it to me,” Vince demanded.

“Meliae wants me to get them all pregnant for another child wave,” groaned Ynes, panting and moaning at the physical discomfort he was causing her. “Aliza will be the Royal Elf center for this one.”

Ynes was quite happy with the pain he was throwing her way. He could tell it was what she wanted.

He eased up on Ynes and then put a hand on her head.

“You’re a lovely flower pot, Ynes. You and Mouth are going to be fighting for that second place, aren’t you?” Vince asked.

“I win by virtue of being able to fight at your side. Mouth would win otherwise,” Ynes got out between heavy breaths. “She’s third, now, by our own agreements, but I include her in all things.”

“Fine,” Vince allowed. Then he ruffled Ynes’ hair for a moment before he stuck a finger in her mouth and pulled. Forcing her cheek to one side and her head to tilt.

He was rather fond of Ynes. She was like a toy he could play around with that always wanted more of everything.

“Get everyone ready. We’re going to go kill some Lizards. I feel feisty.

“Feisty and like I want to blow off some steam. Maybe it’s just because I heard far too many Dryads all pray to me at the same time asking me to push them into a bed and show them they’re mine.

“Or was it the Dragons? Could have been them rather than the Dryads.”

“Bof of’em. Shoul’ haf a bih orghee wif ahl,” Ynes tried to answer, followed by her tongue licking at Vince’s finger even as he pulled at her mouth.

He didn’t have to look at her to know her eyes were glowing as bright as they could be by now.

Dryads are the best.

Can’t ever tell them I have a preference though between the races.

Even if they think I have one, I can never confirm it.


Chapter 25

Vince watched as those around him began pulling on their helmets.

Only to realize that he didn’t have his equipment. He was missing his sword and his pistol.

“Ah, here you are,” came Renata’s voice as one of the soldiers stepped up to Vince. He couldn’t be entirely sure it was Renata who was in the armor if he was being honest.

They all looked alike now.

In the arms of the soldier was his pistol and his sword. They were both sheathed.

“I took ownership of them. As your personal mount, it’s my duty to make sure your weapons are cared for,” Renata explained. Vince was now assured that this was indeed Renata. “Also, you should know this now: the group of bodyguards, as it exists today, is likely who will always be with you. There won’t be substitutions going forward.

“We’re all here to death and beyond. Canae, Dalia, Ynes, myself, Safina, Claudia, Aliza, Lorraine, Sheena, and Dionara. That’s who’s assigned before you ask.”

Ynes’ comment about another child wave with Aliza at the center made sense with Renata’s statement paired to it.

Meliae tended to want to bind him up with children and sex. Her belief that he would be happier surrounded by those who were with him for more than just a job.

That if those he fought with were mothers to his children, he would be happier.

While she wasn’t quite wrong, it was also her own biased life view.

Dryads are the best and the worst.

Though, this is fine. It’ll be nice to have a permanent contingent.

“Ah… that’s not true. There’s one small difference. A caveat,” Renata interjected as Vince took his weapons from her. “Other Dragons may or may not rotate in for Safina to take time off. Dragons are a bit different than other races, you know.”

“But not you?” Vince asked as he finished arming himself. It had only taken a few seconds.

“Not me. I’m different,” Renata agreed with a chuckle. “Now, how do you want to do this?”

“Dunno. I just want to go kill Lizards and see if I can’t curb this battle,” Vince murmured as he considered it.

He looked over to the distant battle and how he might go about it.

“Throw me,” he said suddenly. “Pick me up, Rennie, and toss me.”

There was a soft cough that escaped from the Dragon when he used her nickname for the first time.

“After that, Ynes, do what you feel is best for the battle. I’m not one for tactics or strategy. I’m more like Steve,” Vince remarked, then felt the side of his mouth curl up. He pulled his pistol out and racked the slide. “He still owes me a Witch-Knight or whatever it was.”

“Oh, she arrived. Three of them. Apparently, they’re new recruits that Steve had created just for us,” Renata interjected. “While you were gone that is. They’re currently training with Johanna. Apparently, their style of magic is new to her, and she’s teaching them how to use other schools of magic that might apply to them.

“Though it’s more warlock stuff. And speaking of that, Leila is officially Johanna’s saintess. All this magical stuff is too much for my simple mind anymore.”

“Saintess?” Vince asked.

There seemed to be ever-new deity things popping up all around him.

“Yes. It feels like it’s always getting more complicated. Saints, saintesses, priests, priestesses, and so much other stuff,” growled Safina, coming to stand next to Renata. “Not that I fault them for creating it all, but for us Dragons it’s just… Elizabeth and then Ferris. That’s all.”

Vince reached up and put a hand to Safina’s helmeted head. Right where her horn should be, but wasn’t. He took hold of the helmet and pulled her head down fractionally, then released it after a moment.

“Good to see you, Fina,” he remarked. “Now, one of you beautiful Dragon maidens of mine, toss me already.”

“I don’t think that’s a great—” began one of the Elves.

“Reward me later,” hissed Safina a moment before rapidly transforming into her Dragon self. The black and heavy Legionnaire armor had shifted with her and covered a great deal of her hide.

She grabbed up Vince in one clawed hand, then flung him.

The strength of it had made his body creak and his bones groan. If he was still a human, he imagined he’d probably be dead or broken into many pieces.

Grinning, Vince squinted against the rush of the air as it pressed against his face. He did his best to align his body so that he’d land with his feet first, rather than his face.

Which realistically he imagined was a possibility if he wasn’t trying to prevent it.

Then he was approaching the line of battle.

Safina had thrown him either really well or really badly because he was going to land amongst the lizards’ battle lines.

Almost like a cannonball.

Slamming into several Lizards in armor, Vince hit them with a great deal of force. The sound of the impact was lost in the mad din of battle, even though to his own ears and those of the soldiers he crashed against, it’d been pretty loud.

Somehow, Vince got his feet on the ground and steadied himself.

Jerking out his sword, he whipped it around in front of himself, stepped forward, pivoted, and brought it around in a circle around himself.

“I call upon my goddess, Henata!” Vince cried as he stabbed his glowing blade through the chest of a lizard. “Behold! A battle that your people have joined, I dedicate it to you for having joined my pantheon!”

“Battle!” came a shout from the heavens above. He recognized Henata’s voice immediately. She sounded incredibly excited.

There was no power in it, or her, but she was indeed now present.

Which was how he planned to empower her.

“HENATA!” Vince shouted at the top of his lungs and then his pistol snapped up out of its holster in his left hand. He sighted it on the closest Lizard and pulled the trigger. Moving it around, he quickly began to drop every single enemy around him.

When the slide locked open, he simply thrust the weapon back into its holster.

His sword came back up, and he began to carve his way through the enemy group surrounding him. Working across it and laying waste to everyone he came across.

More than half were engrossed in battling their enemies rather than being aware of him. To the point that he couldn’t help but laugh as he ran them through from behind or in the side.

War was hell, he saw no reason to be kind at this moment.

That and the red haze that always presented itself when he got into a fight had crept in slowly. Bracketing his vision until everything had a red shimmer to it.

Screaming wordlessly, Vince hacked away at everyone he could reach. His sword took arms, heads, and chunks of torsos in equal measure.

Until there was nothing around Vince. There was a wide circle around him even here in the backline of the Lizards.

They weren’t surrounding him, so much as keeping away from him.

“Hahaha! Are you all afraid!? Are you afraid of me?” Vince screamed and then thrust his sword into the ground at his feet. He popped out his pistol, disconnected the magazine, put the second one in, and let the slide slam home. “I, Vincent Campbell, challenge anyone to step up to me!

“I welcome anyone! Gods, goddesses, kings, peasants, slaves, soldiers, your fucking grandmother’s ghost! Step up to me and fight me!”

There was a clang as if someone had struck a large and deep bell. It rang loudly and carried across the field of battle.

Vince put the pistol back into the holster and stood there, glaring at the Lizards around him. He felt like he was going to have to run at the enemy command group at this point to get a fight.

“No one dares to stand up to the might of the god of Yosemite!?” accused Vince, picking up his sword again. “Cowards! Cowards and fools! Not worth my time or care!”

Vince suddenly had an idea, and he wanted it completed immediately.

After seeing Safina in her Legionnaire’s armor, he figured that the Dragons of Legion, and therefore Yosemite, were a class above normal Dragons as far as durability and strength went.

He reached into the grove and felt out where Ynes and the others were.

They were currently working at turning the flank of the enemy and curling it. Bending it on itself. They weren’t taking losses in the doing of it, as they were staying outside of melee range.

The Dragons were mostly standing around.

“Burn the line wherever it’s safe to do so,” commanded Vince to his grove. Targeting all the Dragons whom he’d received their word and a chip of their horn from.

There was an immediate response, though, from an unexpected source.

Ferris.

The beautiful Dragon goddess materialized beside him.

Dressed in a perfectly white set of Legionnaire armor and in her human form, she was a sight to behold to be sure.

Leaning her head back, and drawing up her shoulders, she then thrust her head forward. Letting out a roar that made Vince’s spine want to curl momentarily.

It was accompanied by a wide cone of blue flame that washed out into the nearby Lizards. Frying them instantly whenever it touched them.

The heat coming off it was tremendous.

No sooner had she finished, than Ferris stepped over to stand beside Vince. Or more accurately, a single step behind him and to the left.

There was an odd crackling noise, and then Dia was there. Wearing a similar suit of armor, except it was green.

Then Johanna stepped forth out of a portal. Dressed in a Legionnaire’s set of armor that reminded him of the original Elven version, though it was blue.

Even Gerard, the “Duke of Death” and Denver, appeared. Arriving through a blackened hole in existence.

Though his form was that of a black shadow wreathed in a black cloak.

More and more deities appeared, all of them lining up behind Vince.

Even Wayward showed up.

The mask was different, of course. It looked horrific, with wide sharp teeth and flat eyes like dashes that were red.

As casual as could be, Wayward danced sideways up to a Lizard, tore the lower part of its leg off with a bite from its odd mask, and then ran away.

“How delightful, the gang’s all here,” Johanna said with a laugh. “It’s wonderful to be part of such a strong pantheon.”

There was a ground-shaking roar before flights of Dragons in Legionnaire armor rose up from the battlefield. All of them moved straight toward Vince.

“Oh, I suppose it’s my turn,” Johanna continued, and then lifted her hands up. “Dia, please help me?”

The goddess of Dryads lifted her hands up as well, and then Gerard did.

The three of them stood there with their hands up.

Vince wasn’t quite sure of why, though he imagined it had to do with the Dragons moving toward them.

Waves of Dragon fire began to spew down from them. Bathing the entirety of the Lizard’s backline in it.

Then Vince and company, as they moved on.

While the attack would likely be devastating, they weren’t pushing it close enough to affect the front of the battle.

It’d be dangerously close to allies at that point.

“That will break them, my lord,” Henata remarked from somewhere above. As the presiding goddess of War, he imagined she hadn’t joined them to remain where she was.

“That’s a shame. I was hoping to goad out their pantheon,” Vince growled. “I wanted to tear out their hearts and eat them.”

“I’m afraid they would never endanger themselves against you,” Ferris hissed with a shake of her head. “After I left, their religious strength was diminished significantly. What they worship now is quite weak. They can’t risk fighting you.”

“Pity for them, because I feel like sticking around until we fight,” Vince answered.

“I’m afraid that really isn’t possible,” murmured Yaris somewhere behind Vince. He hadn’t even noticed that she’d arrived. “Vince… we need you back in Europe. Everything else needs to be put on hold for a time.

“The war… it’s fine for us, but for Francia, it’s going badly. Prussany as well. The crimson cloud is expanding eastward, and it seems like the Null is losing.”

Vince let out a slow breath he’d been holding.

That didn’t really sound surprising when he thought about it, he was just disappointed. Frustrated and disappointed.

Hungry, too.

Hungry in a way he could barely understand and wasn’t going to tolerate.

He glanced at the immaculate beauty that was Ferris and his mind came to a sudden and complete stop.

There was a need to bed Ferris, still.

She alone amongst his original goddesses was yet to be bedded.

He now suddenly understood that he had a hunger for companionship rather than food.

The Dragon goddess was staring back at him curiously, even as his thoughts raced along.

Then her mouth made a sudden and dramatic small O, as if she realized what was going to happen at this moment.

Vince dropped his sword, reached out, took Ferris by the jaw, and dragged her over to himself. Kissing her hungrily, he pushed his tongue into her mouth.

Moaning, the goddess of Dragons leaned into him, her hands pressing to his chest. Kissing him in a way that blew away any doubt that she absolutely wanted this as much as he did.

“Oh-oh, I’m so glad I made a goddess flask,” Johanna said excitedly from somewhere off to the side.

“I’ll handle this. This is part of my duties. Everyone, please go about your portfolios,” commanded Dia, even as Vince pulled Ferris out of her armor.

The modest bust of the Dragon goddess quickly filled his hands as he groped at her, his tongue pushing hers around inside her mouth.

Vince continued to rapidly undress Ferris, sparing her not at all despite where they were and who was around.

The beautiful Dragon wasn’t idle, though, and had quickly unbelted him, his pants slamming down to the ground under the weight of his weapons.

In a single breath after, Vince pushed Ferris to the grass. Her legs came up as he did so and spread apart before him, revealing her womanhood to him and his desire.

Fondling her chest with one hand and holding her hip with the other, Vince continued to kiss her in a way that was barely described as rough. His tongue mashed all over hers as his hips pushed up between her thighs.

There was something being said not far away, but Vince was lost to the words. He was certain it was Dia, but he didn’t care.

Pushing ahead, he felt his tip crush up against something that was most certainly not Ferris’ entry, but more likely her taint.

A warm hand grabbed his shaft and guided his tip away and up a fraction.

No sooner than the head found the hole, Vince thrust himself forward.

Quickly pushing Ferris’ insides apart as he ran down to the hilt into her. The tight insides of the Dragon goddess clenched against him, and the woman quivered beneath him.

She broke the kiss, pulled his head down to her shoulder, and wrapped her arms around him. Holding tight to him with her ankles resting against his hips.

“— may his seed find fertile ground and give birth to many children,” intoned Dia off to the side as Vince drew his hips back and ran himself back into the moaning Ferris.

“Nn, oh, oh,” whimpered the Dragon as Vince started to pump rapidly back and forth into her. Holding her down against the grass as he ravaged her. “Yes, that’s, wonderful.”

Then Ferris growled, and Vince was reminded that while he was quite strong, Ferris was quite strong herself. She lined up as maybe third, only falling behind the Hungry One.

Her hands flexed, and Vince felt a great deal of strength exerted on his back.

“Harder, Vince,” demanded Ferris, her thighs flexing. As if promising to lock him down. “You better earn what you’ve already taken, or I’ll break you in half.”

Grinning, Vince took his hand off Ferris’ chest, grabbed a horn, and bent her head to one side. His other hand pushed harder on her hip, locking her much more firmly to the ground.

Leaning his head down, he bit Ferris’ shoulder. Bit down and hard. Hard enough that he didn’t just break the skin, but he was quite likely to tear a chunk out.

He then sped up, trying to thrust himself right through Ferris. To break her hips and shatter her insides.

Groaning, Ferris squirmed in his grasp and nearly broke free. The Dragon was incredibly strong, unsurprisingly. Only the hold he had on her horn had kept her from wriggling away from him.

Doing his best to keep thrusting even as she did, Vince could taste her blood filling his mouth.

She was delicious even as he pumped into her.

Ferris went limp beneath him, suitably subdued now that she’d tried to break free. Much as many other Dragons did when he bedded them.

Releasing his bite, he let go of her neck and leaned back. He stared down into the beautiful Dragon’s upturned face as he thrust wildly in and out of her.

Her slick and warm walls pulsed and closed tight around him as her ankles pulled at him with each thrust.

“Yes,” hissed Ferris, watching him. “That’s-my-lord.”

A drop of her blood fell from Vince’s chin and landed on her cheek, staining her pale skin and sliding down. To which the Dragon only smiled at him, her eyes glittering.

“Give me-my brood-Vincent Campbell,” demanded Ferris as he pummeled away at her.

“— blessed with strong seed,” Dia said. The Dryad goddess was kneeling down beside them, her hands held up over their heads.

Ferris’ eyes screwed shut as she seemingly fell into what he assumed was an orgasm as he continued to thrust away.

Moving down, he kissed her and felt himself climax.

His tip was jammed in tight to her depths as he began painting her insides. His thick seed spurted out and filled her up rapidly.

Thrusting in between spurts, Vince kissed the Dragon goddess. His tongue pushed at hers once again as she moaned beneath him.

Maybe half a minute passed as he kept pushing into her, his member spasming wildly. Dia continued to pray over them as he worked.

When he finally felt spent, he laid down atop the goddess and went still. His manhood still plunged deep into her.

“Ah, that will be a very successful ceremony,” Dia stated above them. “Congratulations in advance, Ferris.”

“Yes, congratulations,” Johanna said somewhere from behind them. Then he felt a hand gently easing him out of the Dragon. “I suppose I’m next for that little ceremony at some point.”

Ah, she’s going to milk her.

Such a fiend for my seed.

Semen Demon.

Whatever, I enjoy it.

Fits a weird spot in my head.

A lovely dark psychological pit.

“Normally, yes. You’d be next. You’re already pregnant, though. You don’t need much help from me. I’ve already been timing my own pregnancy with yours,” Dia offered with a chuckle. “Ferris will be slightly behind us, but it’ll be fine.”

“Ah. Well. That’d explain some things,” Johanna muttered. “I thought I was just getting fat. My boobs were getting heavier. Rounder.

“And my clothes weren’t fitting very well, no matter how much I exercised.”

“That was rather sweet, it brought back memories for me of becoming Fes,” Yaris remarked from not far away. “My knees ached for days after that, though it was a pleasant pain.”


Chapter 26

“You see?” Yaris asked quietly, then sighed.

Vince could only nod his head.

The group stood at the border between Spain and Francia.

Francia looked to be an apocalyptic hellhole of all things.

The very trees and grass were turning pale comparatively to how they should be. As if the life force of the country was being drained away.

Above all that, the skies were still covered in crimson-colored clouds.

They were now pouring a bloody rain over swathes of the land in the distance.

“It’s like something out of a horrible fairy tale for a cursed kingdom,” Vince murmured.

Distantly, the clouds flashed with bright light and a red glow. Ominous lightning skittering across the clouds before dipping below the horizon.

“More so than we likely think,” Johanna whispered from just behind him. “I can… feel… somewhat of what’s going on in there.

“The Null is battling The Hungry One. They’re locked in combat.

“Though… I don’t think The Null is winning. He doesn’t seem to be outright losing either, but it isn’t going in his favor. I think as soon as Francia falls, this cloud will move over either Spain or Prussany.

“This is just the opening move. Not a final play. We can’t even cross over into Francia.”

“Wait, we can’t?” Vince asked, confused.

“There’s a barrier around all of Francia,” explained Ferris. “I think this is their theological end-times. It’s a two-religion affair, anyone that isn’t part of those religions or fight can’t seem to get in.”

Vince clicked his tongue and thought about that.

If he couldn’t join the battlefield to fight the enemy, all he could do was go to the enemy’s home, kick the door in, and burn it down.

“So I guess we’re going into the land of the Eng,” Vince muttered. “Because if we can’t fight that demon bastard here, we have to go find him in England. Don’t we?”

There was a collective silence after Vince suggested the course of action.

Looking over his shoulder, he saw a majority of his pantheon there, as well as Petra, Fes, and Felicity.

“That seems extremely dangerous,” Fes remarked in an odd tone that Vince just couldn’t place. The closest he felt it sounded like, was concern mixed with regret.

“I mean, we can’t wait, can we?” Vince countered, raising his eyebrows. “If we let Francia fall, that’ll just empower the demon. He’ll grow ever stronger.

“We can’t join the fight, and Prussany has gone dead silent. They won’t even respond to us, and they don’t even shoot at us. They’re just ignoring us for the most part.

“It’s like they’ve got their own problems and aren’t looking our way anymore.

“This feels like the right choice. Doesn’t it? Is there an alternative?”

Slowly, everyone shook their heads.

Most looked down, away, and generally were unable to meet his gaze as he looked from person to person.

Johanna met his eyes, pulled a flask from nowhere, and took a quick sip. Then smiled at him as she put it away.

“I think you’re right,” she offered as Vince held her gaze. “You should put together a team strong enough to cause problems, but not taking enough of our forces away in case the front changes. Or Prussany attacks.

“Or… anything else that might happen.”

“Honestly, I don’t think the numbers matter,” argued Vince with a small shake of his head. “No one here could fight the demon other than me anyway. He seems to be a hard counter to gods and magic, not so much to physical damage and strength.

“Outside of Steve, who else could take this on? A Dragon’s strength is magical, as far as I know.

“That big frog bastard ate a dragon as casually as I’d pop one of those chocolates I steal from Felix’s desk.”

Ferris winced at that and nodded her head.

“Dragon strength is magic imbued. I don’t think Dragons would do much to the Hungry One,” she agreed.

“So… there it is. There isn’t anyone else who could do this other than me or Steve. Since no one brought up Steve when I mentioned him earlier, I assume he’s rather busy?” Vince asked.

“He’s trying to rebuild his world. He apparently broke it while an agent of Zeus and… he’s trying to rebuild it,” Yaris advised. “We’ve actually sent a few resources from Yosemite and Legion to try and help, but a lot of it is stuff that he has to handle as a leader.

“To be there to solve firsthand and make changes by his own will.”

“Then there it is. I’m heading off to England,” Vince summarized and looked out to the border. “I’ll take my bodyguard group, Zathira, and whoever is qualified as a Nullifier to fight off evil clouds, oh, and that pacification spell.

“You’ll have to arrange that part of it for me, dearest Johanna.”

“No need. The elves in the group are versed in Nullifier magic,” Johanna quickly stated with a laugh. “I already assumed you might come afoul of those things, so I trained them up personally.

“As to the pacification spell, Leila has already created a number of ward-stones to take care of that. She’s already done testing as well.”

“Oh? Well. I’ll have to reward you for your forward thinking, shouldn’t I? Let’s make sure we connect and get you taken care of before I leave,” Vince murmured, his eyes moving across the horizon. “Who knows how long I’ll be gone for, after all.”

That was just an excuse though.

Vince just wanted Johanna to use her mouth on him again.

Repeatedly.

When he glanced at her, he could tell she had the same exact thought.

***

Sailing across the ocean was boring.

Leaving from Spain and heading for the coast of England, they were moving around Ireland’s coast to land in the south-west corner of the English Isle.

It was boring to the point that he’d indulged himself in that suggested orgy with his bodyguard team. Though it really was just him waiting in the bedroom as pairs of women joined him in it.

For hours on end, he had quite literally pumped his way through them all.

One moment, trying to make Dalia scream and finishing inside of Canae, who’d come with her.

Then, watching Aliza take his hilt deep down her throat only to spray it into Safina’s mouth and make Ynes clean it up.

Alternating between them until he had mounted, filled, and absolutely explored every possible position and combination of two women with them.

Thankfully, Zathira would be joining them after they landed.

That meant Vince didn’t have to worry about anyone not part of the all-day ongoing orgy with Vince at the eternal center with Ynes and Dionara watching.

When they finally arrived, Vince was glad for it.

While sex was fun, two days non-stop was enough for him for the time being. Doubly so when there wasn’t anywhere to go or anything for him to do otherwise.

“It’s a port,” Ynes said, the group as a whole looking at the odd concrete, stone, and wooden buildings on the edge of the beach. One of the Elves, he couldn’t tell who since they were wearing their armor today, had a spell held in front of them. It was like having a massive pair of binoculars on his face. Though the zoom was insane. “But… why have a port if they don’t have any boats? We haven’t seen any at all.”

“Don’t know, but definitely a good question,” Vince said with a sigh.

“Honestly, I feel like it’s a bad thing. We should swing wide around it and put to shore further up,” Aliza countered, her helmet under her armpit. “But that’s just to make sure you’re safe.”

“I think if we took the port, it’d give us a good base of operations to work out of,” Dionara replied, standing not far off.

Vince found himself nodding his head. That wasn’t a terrible idea.

“Canae, Dalia, Dionara, Safina, get out ahead of us and infiltrate the port. If you can, take it,” Vince ordered. “If you can’t but could if we all joined, let me know. If it’s a complete no-go, tell Dea or Ferris to tell me that.”

The ordered four women simply jumped into the water, Safina transforming into a dragon form as soon as they hit. All of them clambered on top of her, and they set off quickly.

Some distance out, Safina ducked under the water, and they were simply submerged. No longer visible in any way.

“Hm. Should put Dragons in the navy,” Vince teased with a chuckle. “An entirely new type of ‘marine’.”

“No reason to,” disagreed Ynes with a shake of her head. “All those colonies of mermaids and the like off the islands to the southeast of Florida are already volunteering for those types of roles.

“The military just fits them with the magical repulsion stones, and suddenly, the mermaids can go anywhere. They’re going island to island now and are spreading the word of Yosemite and Legion on their own.”

Standing there, everyone waited.

They watched through the spell.

In silence, as the boat bobbed back and forth in the water.

Vince had some complicated feelings about the attack. He felt like he should be there with them, but he wasn’t exactly qualified for an amphibious attack.

If he’d been able to bring the Sword of Yosemite, he would’ve been one of the first to hop onto Safina’s back.

Unfortunately, it hadn’t responded to him when he had gotten in.

Given his recent near-death experience and changes in godhood, it needed to be modified heavily to work with faith.

Felix was currently extremely busy right now though, and the Sword had been put in the emergency queue. Even then, it would’ve taken quite a while.

Safina leapt out of the water and landed on the concrete. Those on her back slid off and rushed into the nearby buildings.

The Dragon sauntered past them and moved into the areas behind it. Clearly looking for anything that would require a Dragon’s attention.

After perhaps five minutes, one of the members came out and waved toward the boat. There was also an appeal he felt from the individual.

Dionara.

She was begging him to come to her, pin her against the concrete, and do his best to give her more children for the future.

“Guess that’s that,” Vince muttered. “We’ll settle in, make it our home base, put down communications for the time, and get Zathira.

“After that… I guess it’s time to find a city and see what we can determine. We’re nearly bankrupt on intelligence and could use as much as we can get.”

***

Vince, Ynes, Aliza, and Renata walked along the road. They were dressed in some of the low-class clothes that they’d seen from satellite views of England and were hoping to fit in with that.

Everyone was under illusionary effects to look quite mundane compared to how they normally looked. So that if anyone saw them, they wouldn’t mark them as anything other than ordinary.

The rest of the squad were trailing behind or back at the port. Providing support, recon, and a home base station.

Zathira was currently at the port, gathering the dead that were filling the coastline. At some point, a slaughter had been committed there, and the bodies had been rolled into the ocean.

Many were likely washed away, but quite a few were stuck in the muck and covered over with sand. Readily available for her to collect.

“This is rather nice,” Renata said, with her hands resting on top of her head.

While she looked like a normal peasant to everyone else, to Vince, she was the beautiful woman she always was.

He threw a sharp expectation of lust and indulging in her carnally at her. Enough that Ynes tripped over her own feet and caught herself by grabbing Vince’s elbow.

Renata had turned her head, and flashing Orange eyes stared at him for several seconds before the corner of her mouth peeled back, and she showed her teeth in a grin at him.

“It’s enjoyable,” Aliza agreed. Completely oblivious to the extreme amount of sexual desire Vince had slung around. “It’s actually quite a nice temperature, and the sun feels lovely.

“It’s rather strange though. From what we know, and have seen, it’s as if the inhabitants have no idea at all about the situation.”

“Maybe they don’t at that,” Vince allowed. “Maybe to them, it’s an unknown, and they just live their lives.

“How would one know they were in a prison if they were always in a prison? It isn’t as if you’d be able to tell that something wasn’t as it should be, not if it’s all you’ve ever known.”

“Plato’s cave,” commented Aliza. Then she clicked her tongue. “If you’re chained to a wall and can only see shadows on an opposing wall, you assume those shadows are real.

“The only way you find out they’re not is by being released from the cave. Like thinking the whole world is contained in one book, only to discover it’s in a library.”

“Oh,” Ynes murmured, then shrugged her shoulders. She hit them all with her trademark libido-heightening smile. “Doesn’t matter, does it? We just need to figure out where this demon is, or what he considers important, then crush it.”

“Attack where they are unprepared and be where we are not expected,” Aliza confirmed.

“Is that another smart girl thing?” Ynes asked, turning to look at Aliza.

“Yaris commands all Royal Elves to constantly improve ourselves,” grumbled Aliza with a frown. “We have constant lessons across everything. I promise I’m not trying to be… pretentious.

“Just finding that a lot of what she makes us learn actually holds value in the world. I honestly just wanted to run Meliae and Mouth down, learn all I needed to about Vince and his needs, and be a dumb bedroom Royal Elf.”

Ynes laughed at that, stuck an arm around Aliza’s hips, and pulled her up to her side.

“I like you, Aliza. You’re really pretty like Yaris, but really down to earth. Maybe even my earth,” Ynes remarked and held the Elf. At the same time, she looked at Vince. “Your flowerpot would like to inform you she has news. The trees have told me there should be a village along this road. They’re not really sure about distance, but it’s ahead of us. Somewhere.”

“Really? Great,” Aliza confessed. “I was honestly getting tired of walking. We’ll hopefully get some information there but… in the same breath, I’m really not sure about our backstory.”

“I think it’s fine,” Renata said, sauntering along the road, her hands still on her head. She’d been watching him the entire time, her eyes locked on him.

He knew that she was molten on the inside right now without even checking on the bit of horn that was vibrating away inside of him.

“We’re from a land called Spain, we speak Spanish and English, we crashed here, we don’t know where we are,” summed up Renata, who still stared at Vince.

Aliza then cleared her throat.

“I’ll be your wife. Ynes is my personal attendant. Renata is your mistress,” Aliza added quickly. He wasn’t sure why she threw all that in there.

None of that was actually part of the original cover story, but it didn’t really matter. It’d work well enough, and he knew Ynes wouldn’t mind it.

Marching ever onward, the group chattered about non-important things.

The path wound one way, then the other. A large mountainous region was off to their right, or east as far as Vince knew.

Ahead, a village of sorts slowly came into view.

“A very nice tree told me the name of the place is apparently Crowlas,” Ynes reported. “As well as the fact that… they’re very closed off from the rest of the world.

“They don’t get many visitors. If ever. The few they ever get are often people looking for a new life in a quiet place.”

“Great,” Vince muttered. He half expected it, really, but that just meant that they weren’t going to get much in the way of relevant, up-to-date information.

Everything would be generalized or outdated.

“Should we skip it? We can just go past it and stop for a rest somewhere in the forest.” Aliza asked, voicing the question they were likely all thinking at the same time.

“I kinda feel like it might be best,” Vince admitted. “It doesn’t seem like it’d add anything to our trip, and just perhaps be an issue.”

“Agreed,” Renata asserted. “It’s not as if we can’t hunt or find things to eat in the wild. Not to mention, the trees would be our sentries. It would be safer for us to camp in the wild anyway.”

“Yeah… people aren’t good. I’m sure they’d think about robbing and raping us,” agreed Ynes. “Let’s skip it. Move past it. We can just cut through the wilds along the side of it and rejoin the road further ahead.

“It wouldn’t even be much of an issue. In fact, most of the information we would’ve gotten from the village, I’m sure I can tease out of the trees. They’ve been there a long time. They’re slow to talk to me or pass information along, but it’s progress. Slow but progress.”

“Okay. Let’s do that then. We’ll move right around Crowlas and on to the next stop. With any luck, it’s a bit more of a city center. Something where we can get information on the going’s on of the world,” Vince murmured. “Trees mention anything about a local city center?”

“There was something about Wessex, but that was it. It’s a day or three to the east. I think,” Ynes answered. “It’s hard to tell, of course, but… I think that’s about right.”

“Then let’s make for there. Wessex. I wonder what kind of place it is,” Vince murmured.

The group marched onward, their plans made.


Chapter 27

“You know, this is quite lovely,” Ynes remarked as their group slowly walked around Wessex.

It was a purely human city, but it was strange.

It wasn’t quite a Legion city, but neither was it a city that would’ve normally belonged in this world.

Or at least, the world as Vince knew it before Yosemite.

The technology of the city was at a point that made Vince feel like it was a glimpse into the past of his world, though a slightly darkened and twisted version of it.

Electricity, a few cars owned by the rich, goods that ranged from carved wooden dolls to things that looked mass-produced, and a noticeable amount of food that looked to be readily available.

Vince had tried to figure out pricing, but he didn’t understand the denominations. Though he did note that he saw someone who was very down on their luck given the way they dressed, had purchased a loaf of white bread without seeming to be distressed about it.

Which meant that somehow, someway, food was not priced at a point where the poor would starve. Unlike many places he had seen and visited before creating Yosemite.

“This doesn’t feel like… like…” Aliza’s voice trailed off even as they passed a small family group that went into a building that was most certainly a toy store.

“Doesn’t feel like somewhere the demon has control of,” Renata finished while nodding her head. “The last time Vince met someone from here, they didn’t seem to know about the situation either, he said.

“They were just… people. People going about their lives without even an awareness of the world around them.

“Though there was that pacification spell. The rock things Leila gave us are for that. But… beyond that… it just seems to make everyone rather nice and happy?

“The only concern they ever have is their neighbor to the north, but even then, that just sounds like neighbor troubles. But… could that be more?

“If it was, why would they want to incite a war? That doesn’t make any sense at all.”

“Could be. Could be any of that. But we’re not sure. Maybe it’s exactly what it is and nothing more. A border dispute. That lull isn’t affecting us though, thanks to the ward-stones Leila gave us,” Vince concluded and dipped his head to a woman who had passed him and gave him a warm smile.

They’d changed their clothes before entering Wessex to match the lower middle class. Once again, Legion’s satellite had helped them prepare for this mission.

To the point that they even had clothes to act as if they were highborn.

Unfortunately, those same satellites hadn’t provided them with any information on where to look for the Hungry One. They weren’t much help to find where he might be lurking or where to even start.

“I don’t think we’ll find anything here,” Aliza murmured as they continued to walk along the sidewalk. “Nor do I sense any elves. At all.”

“I haven’t had a whisper of anything other than humans from anything,” Ynes added.

“Haven’t smelled anything,” Renata finished. “Just humans. Endless… humans. Nothing of anything else. Not even a Ratkin. Just rats. Mice. Though… no birds.”

“No birds?” Vince repeated. That sounded rather strange to him honestly. Birds were everywhere at all times. “Maybe the wyverns got them all?”

“No birds at all. No wyverns either, for that matter. There also doesn’t feel like there are any real… big… animals. Not any wild ones, at least,” continued Renata.

“Where’s the rest of my team, my pretty flowerpot?” Vince asked, turning to look at Ynes directly.

“Inn on the edge of the city. It has a green space behind it that we’re using to get in and out,” Ynes answered quickly, smiling at him. “Dionara and I have been able to chat easily with the trees there since there are no Dryads here.

“They’re all very happy to talk to us and very quickly!”

“Maybe they’ll be how we figure out where we need to go,” Vince mumbled almost to himself.

Yes slipped into the front of the group and led everyone away from the city center. No one bothered them, no one approached them, and by and large, everyone seemed quite friendly.

Vince did note several police officers who were quite aware of their surroundings. To the point that they stared at Vince and his group and likely noted them as “off” somehow.

Thankfully, they didn’t bother them at all, despite the notice given to them.

Ynes didn’t lead them into the inn, though.

Instead, she took them beyond it and into the green space behind it. Leading them into a small somewhat sheltered valley that ran parallel to the inn.

Half of the remainder of the group was sitting around. Clearly enjoying the respite and quiet of the shade.

They weren’t surprised to see Vince and his people coming.

When Dionara lifted a hand and waved at him, he knew why, of course. She and Ynes had been chatting through the trees.

Whatever happened to the other Dryad that was with them… I forgot her name.

Hm.

I wonder if they ended up trading and exchanging Grove-wives around. I knew they did that on occasion, but I didn’t much pay attention to it.

“Not much to see?” asked Claudia. “No intelligence?”

Zathira and Safina were the only ones who had remained at the port.

Between the two of them, there was more than enough power to deal with anything that showed up.

“Not as far as we can tell,” Vince answered honestly. “Everything seems really normal. As if they weren’t in a country that hosted the Hungry One. That regularly had big nasty clouds shoot out over their heads to abduct people from Francia or elsewhere.”

Aliza made a “huh” type of noise at that.

“That’s a very good point,” Renata agreed. “Not so much that no one has mentioned them, but that we haven’t seen them, either.

“The clouds that is. We haven’t seen them at all. Nor have we felt them. Wouldn’t we have felt them?”

Given how strongly connected to magic and faith those clouds were, Vince couldn’t deny that point. There was no lingering feeling of anything that even hinted at the clouds.

“Actually,” Claudia interjected. “Actually… isn’t it more than that? There isn’t even magic. At all.

“There’s no magic in anything or anyone. No faith, no magic, nothing. It’s all just very… human. Base human. Human pre-portal-event, given what we’ve learned of the world.”

There was a communal nodding of heads at that.

“Why?” Aliza asked aloud. “Why is that so? We can’t find any trace of our foe, nor is there any magic or faith to be seen. Everything is… mundane.

“Yes, mundane. That’d be the way to describe it.”

“Is… the reason for the latter, the former?” Canae asked, lifting her head up and looking around at everyone. “The lack of magic is because of the Hungry One. The Hungry One is hard to find, due to the lack of magic.

“There is no knowledge or awareness of the demon from these people, so there’s nothing to track or trace. In fact… in fact, you could almost argue that the Demon is completely supported by Francia’s belief in him.”

“It’s a good thing Vince made sure to push us all in how to think of our enemies in a religious sense,” Ynes interjected, wrapping an arm around Vince. It didn’t feel sexual, just possessive. “Otherwise, we would be a font for others as well, wouldn’t we?”

“Then do we bait a trap?” Dionara asked with a grin. “We should start dropping tales of Vince. Maybe Ynes or I should drop our disguise, hit a bar, turn our appeal up to the maximum, and throw out tales of Vince and Yosemite?

“It’d start generating faith. Wouldn’t it?”

“It would,” Canae agreed. “What if we also dropped claims that there was a Demon in the world he was fighting? The Hungry One. Weaker than Vince and needing to be hunted down?”

Ynes bounced up and down against Vince’s side.

“Yes! Then it would generate faith. It’d have to travel to the Demon, wouldn’t it?” she gushed, looking up at Vince.

He had told his people about his ability to feel—or taste as he preferred—faith.

The plan was sound, and would most certainly generate faith.

“If you’re going to do such a thing, you should do it with a spell ready to become invisible or hide,” advised Aliza. “You Dryads are too beautiful. You will most certainly have men chase you out of the bar.”

Ynes smiled widely at that, her eyes practically glowing as she looked at Aliza. A beat after that and Dionara was doing the same thing.

“We’ll go together to be safe,” Ynes promised. “A pair of traveling sisters who met a boat on the coast. We’re heading east to go meet family. We’re from a small holding west of Crowlas.”

“I like it,” Dionara agreed. “Let’s go spread the word of our beloved Vince. We can move about somewhat and continue to pitch the stories.”

“It won’t take long for stories of two beautiful women wandering about and talking about me to spread,” Vince agreed, then looked from Ynes to Dionara. “Just try to make sure you stick to the lines we want. If you go off-topic and get all Dryad on me, I’ll make sure you’re not included in any fun we have going forward for a time.

“Do it right, do it really well, and I’ll make sure you both get your needs met. And that goes for all of you with whatever future tasks you might receive.”

Ynes and Dionara nodded quickly at that.

“Other than me. My job is to be your personal mount,” Renata purred, then pushed up to Vince’s back. Pressing herself against him. Her hands reached around his front. “I get my needs met by meeting your needs. So you’ll need to let me do that, to make sure I do my job, and that is my reward.”

Vince put his hands on top of Renata’s.

He didn’t need to say that he would most certainly take care of someone who had willingly given her life for him without a question.

***

From Wessex to Bristol, to Oxford, to Londurry, Vince and company moved ever eastward. Ynes and Dionara continued to spread the stories exactly as they had said.

Though they’d disobeyed and spread it with Vince becoming a massive deity of extreme proportions fighting for the good guys.

He hadn’t carried out his promise in the end, either. When he questioned them, they’d said they’d purposefully dialed it down.

At least, comparatively to what they wanted to say.

All of which spilled forth from them as soon as he started to question them.

Working their way back to the northwest, they still hadn’t had any actual response in faith, or information. Nothing had changed at all.

Despite the fact that stories were spreading.

However, something else happened with the spread of the stories.

As his name was bandied about, another story started surfacing.

Of Duke Henry of Kent meeting the very same Vince.

That additionally, he was a king from the empire of Legion. This deity had come to speak with the leader of England.

And that the king hid.

He hid in his treasury and never came out that day or the next.

To the point that Vince, king of Yosemite, a god from the south, never returned after having been spurned by the king.

There hadn’t been much of an upswell at the time, but suddenly, with this new story of Vince visiting and now fighting, the populace was becoming agitated.

Old hurts were being voiced now, old grudges and complaints.

They’d only just arrived in a city called Coventry and there were already very visible signs of public unrest. The police were out in force and watching the streets.

They were also armed and surprisingly so, with rifles as well as swords.

Armored from shin to jaw and looking tense.

Vince didn’t really want to deal with them at the moment.

Or anyone for that matter.

Where there weren’t police, there were a number of angry-looking people. Eying each other, the police, or nothing, though still filled with anger.

The sudden and extreme turnaround in just over a few days was frightening.

Frightening and left Vince wondering what was actually happening.

“I think maybe we should leave,” Ynes grumbled as they continued to walk down the street. “This… it’s become like a box of matches put too close to a fire. It was a mistake to come in here at all.”

“Maybe. We needed to come inside to know what was going on,” Aliza countered, then sighed. “We should try to find an inn, and quickly. Being on the street isn’t advisable.”

“Let’s try to find one that’s somewhere we can escape from easily,” suggested Renata. “I still remember listening to Taylor talking about her sewer escape. We should make sure we have an exit.”

The fact that Renata had practically said that in triplicate, left Vince somewhat cold at the idea of not having an exit. Her insistence had drilled home to him that even a Dragon could feel the tension here amongst Humans.

“Maybe Ynes is right, and we need to get out,” Vince considered aloud. “Maybe we’ve confirmed what we need to know and—”

There was a crack of a rifle that made Vince duck down. The rest of his group did the same. It sounded close, but one could never really tell with a gunshot.

Sometimes, sound did weird things, and one could never truly tell.

Doubly if not triply so, given all the hard surfaces around them, like buildings, that would easily reflect sound back and forth.

Though one shot was all he needed to know that it was indeed time to get to an inn or get the hell out.

Turning, Vince started going back the way they’d come from.

And paused.

Down the long boulevard, all the way back to the entry, he could see a great number of police. All of them moving along in line with raised weapons.

“Unless we want to reveal that we’re here, I think… we need to use invisibility magic,” suggested Vince. “Because we can’t use that and fly, can we?”

“No. We cannot. We can certainly find a place to hunker down in and camouflage ourselves though,” Aliza replied, looking to Renata.

“Yes,” agreed the Dragon. She looked on edge. “If this starts to go wrong, I’m grabbing Vince and flying away. Immediately. I’ll take you two with me if possible, so stay close.”

There was an agreement from everyone at that.

Looking around, Vince saw the clearest way to remain out of this was to take to a rooftop. One that wasn’t too high, but wasn’t the lowest, either.

From there, they could stay out of it and keep an eye on things as well.

This was happening far too fast and with far too much violence.

It was unquestionable that something else was happening here, and he was nearly dead certain that he and his stories were the cause of it.

He just had no idea why.

Yet.

Turning, Vince sprinted toward a building. One that was easily three stories tall, though in the shadow of one that was six stories up. It would be perfect for what he wanted.

Reaching it, he began climbing up. Forcing his fingers into small crevices and making them into hand holds regardless of whether there was actually room for it or not.

He powered himself upward, quickly scaling the wall in only a handful of seconds.

Reaching the top, he went to the center of it and sat down. He reached into himself and brought forth a spell for invisibility.

Additionally, he crafted a nullifier veil to cover the exterior of this spell so that there would be no magical leakage that might attract attention.

Crafting it inside of his grove, he then pushed it outward. To cover the entirety of the roof. Such a spell really wouldn’t survive moving, but if they were going to be holding still, this was a perfect choice.

Everyone joined him, though in an unexpected way.

Renata had climbed up the building, and Aliza, Ynes, and Dionara were all clinging to the beautiful Orange Dragon. Grinning from ear to ear, she came right up over the top of the building’s edge and joined Vince.

Not even bothering to shrug off the other women but instead acting more like they were a coat.

One that felt light and without an issue to her.

Vince smirked, knowing that she was showing off.

Aliza dropped off Renata and quickly reached up and patted Renata several times. Then even gave her a hug that lasted several seconds.

Followed by the Dryads quickly doing the same thing.

Then all four women went to each corner of the building, sat down, and took a part of it. Their magics intersected quickly with his spell.

In short order, they’d strengthened it, tied it down, and then blanketed the area in a repulsion magic to make sure no one else would see it.

Especially those crimson clouds.

Below them, the police officers moved through the streets.

All the streets.

In a full sweep of the city, and leaving no area left unchecked.

Vince could see that there was magic at work on them. They were moving in perfect lockstep, their eyes glazed over, and their responses robotic.

Which was even more eerie, as they proceeded to shoot every single person who didn’t move out of their way as soon as they got close.

“What the hell,” Vince whispered to himself. Watching in disbelief as things continued on around him.

What he was seeing just really didn’t make sense to him.

At all.

Things had taken a turn that wasn’t just unexpected, but outright strange.


Chapter 28

“It’s strange,” Aliza whispered, watching the streets below them.

The shield they had put up was now firmly in place. Locked by several spells and being fed by Renata and her immense amount of mana, which was well above what others could access due to her being a Dragon.

That left them all able to watch the situation as it unfolded through the city.

“They operate cohesively,” continued the Elf. She lifted a hand and gestured at a group that was patrolling along the road below them. “This group moves in tandem with the other, without communication, magical, or otherwise.

“As if they were working as one mind with one goal, despite that lack of communication between them all. Even the smaller groups move in sync, as if they were one.

“Look, they even march in unison as other things happen. They displace, shift, and recombine all at the same time.”

Vince turned and looked to the example Aliza had been attempting to point out, her hand still held out to the street below and guiding his eye.

A line of guards was marching across the street in a perfect line. Each of their steps was rising and falling in tandem. Weapons were leveled as their heads swept back and forth across the road in front of them.

This particular street had already been walked six or seven times.

The bodies of fallen citizens had been taken away, as well as those who had been wounded but not killed by a second wave of guards. Those in the first wave had kept marching along.

“You’re not wrong. It reminds me of when Zathira was showing off and had her zombies do that little jig,” Renata remarked. “It’s eerie that it’s so perfectly coordinated.”

At that moment, something stirred in an alleyway. The group that was next to it had one person from the group rush off toward it with the gun leveled in front of them.

Two people from a nearby group sprinted off to a location that looked to be connected to that same alley.

There was no denying that these people were moving in concert.

“Maybe it’s tied back into that pacification thing,” Vince thought aloud. “When we started talking about other things it seemed to break a number of people out of it.

“Then this all happened, and here we are.”

“Yes, though this all feels reactionary,” Ynes murmured. “It wasn’t there to begin with, and the guards seemed perfectly normal until now. As if they were people. Now they’re not.”

Vince opened his mouth, then closed it.

He’d had a rather odd thought and had been about to voice it.

Only to feel like it would be a lot like a saying he had often found true. It was better to remain silent and look the fool than open your mouth and remove all doubt.

As he chewed on the thought for a few seconds longer, he realized that he might actually be right.

“What if we’re thinking of this wrong,” Vince offered, his thoughts coalescing slowly. “We came here expecting to find the Hungry One and attack him. Him or his religion.”

Everyone nodded their heads at that.

“What if there is no religion here because this isn’t the base of his religion? Or even of the portfolio he supports,” continued Vince. “What if this isn’t his ‘place’ or even his ‘region’?

“What if England as a whole is more like… the front of his altar? Or hell, just the altar itself. What if this is more akin to the inside of a room rather than a land that we’re looking for a building in?

“That we crossed over into the interior of his religion without even realizing it. That this whole thing is more like all the altars in Yosemite, rather than Yosemite. We’re already inside of the Hungry One’s domain. This is all his and his control.

“It’s like being inside of the grove, inside of me, rather than outside of my body. We’re inside.”

There was a collective moment of frozen thought at that.

Everyone on the rooftop was considering his words and what they meant.

“I get it,” Ynes murmured. “I get it. It makes sense. We were looking for a flower bed while walking around through a field of flowers, never realizing the field was the flower bed.”

“To believe we know how all religions operate would be foolish,” stated Aliza with a sigh. “This is more assuredly what you’re thinking. That this is an entire religion and body of faith that we have no true understanding of.

“In fact… in fact, I bet I can take this a step further. We’re not just inside of the religion, we might be inside a meta-physical body of the Hungering One.

“Those… guards… soldiers… are acting like white blood cells. Attacking anything that threatens the body.

“Eliminating anything that might be an issue for the long-term health of the body. As if they were viruses.”

Vince’s eyebrows went upward as he thought about that.

He looked upward at the evil almost cartoon-like clouds circling the city.

Some of them zipped about at high speed, while others slowly slid across the sky. Looming over the city like personal rain clouds looking for someone without an umbrella.

“It’s a good thought,” murmured Ynes. “I wonder if we’ll ever learn the truth. For now, it’s just idle thoughts.”

The Dryad opened and closed her hands slowly. The corners of her mouth quivered for a moment, and then her mouth smoothed out again.

It was obvious to Vince that she wanted to go fight. Fight and take lives.

That or get Vince to do something painful to her.

He wasn’t quite sure what was causing her the stress, but there was certainly a growing pressure on her. Something that was gnawing at her in some way.

“You’re right, of course,” Aliza agreed with a heavy sigh. “Well! It seems like whatever all this was, is finally starting to end. Or at least ease up. Do you think we’ll be up here past nightfall? Until the morning arrives, perhaps?

“We can’t fly away, and we can’t escape on foot. Regardless of how strong we are as individuals, I think they’d drown us in a way that we can’t keep up with.

“They aren’t normal humans, and this is certainly above and beyond what one would normally expect. I mean, those floating farts apparently drain magicians in a few seconds flat. I don’t even know what they’d do to you, Vince, but it’s possible they could end up killing the grove.”

Vince felt his entire body shudder at that sudden thought. As if his very soul had blinked in the moment.

He could most certainly survive most things thrown at him. To the point that he could shrug off mortal wounds that’d drop most people by the handful.

That didn’t apply to attacks that might be at a spiritual or magical level.

There really was the distinct possibility of the grove being damaged or killed, even if he survived. The thought of it only reinforced the knowledge that he was responsible for far more than just his own life now.

The timing had been quite good for Aliza’s statement as well.

Vince had been briefly considering just telling everyone to escape while he made his own exit. That there was no possibility of anyone stopping him in any way.

What would happen if I was shot in the grove? Or stabbed in it? I’ve never considered it. Was I just… risking them this whole time?

Damnit.

Have I just been careless and never really thought of it?

Chewing at his lip, Vince could only shake his head. This wasn’t the time for such a thought, but it was worth investigating later.

With Meliae, Dea, Ferris, and Yaris. They were the primary people involved in his Grove now, and they would know best about it.

“—morning? Seems like that’d be the right time,” Renata remarked with a yawn. She turned and looked to the western horizon. “It’ll be a few hours before the sunset, then the whole night. I think I can power our shield until the morning, though I’ll need someone to rotate with me at some point so I can sleep.”

“Of course,” Aliza confirmed without a pause. “I will gladly step in and take up a watch. I would prefer it if it was just after sunset if you don’t mind. We won’t really be able to have any fun on this rooftop and after sunset is hardest on our poor Dryad, but not an issue for an Elf such as I.”

Ynes clicked her tongue, smiled, and reached out to pat Aliza on the back.

“I’ll take the shift after Aliza then. We can get Ynes to the point of taking over just before dawn so she can rise with the sun. Our sunflower,” Vince suggested.

Ynes made a squeaking noise and started bouncing in place, putting her other hand on Vince. She was now actively rubbing at both of their backs in a way that was very far beyond friendship.

Then she wrapped her arms around the two and pulled them up against herself. Promptly dropping her face into Aliza’s chest.

“I think we made our Dryad happy,” deadpanned Aliza, looking over the top of Ynes’ head to Vince.

Vince only grinned, nodded his head, put an arm around Aliza, and pulled her in closer.

Then Renata was there, her arms around all three of them.

“I wish we could fool around up here, but it’s too risky,” Ynes said, still face down in Aliza’s chest. “We could have such a messy fun time with all of us.”

There really was no possibility of doing anything up here.

The evening didn’t hold any sexual adventure, though it did hold a great deal of conversation. Idle chatter about Yosemite, the world, and the changes they were all being forced into.

Vince had been left with a multitude of questions for himself that he couldn’t answer after the discussions.

On top of that, much as they’d predicted, nothing changed until the sunrise.

And when that change came, it was as if a switch had been flipped.

From a strange feeling in the air, guards watching with guns and an odd gaze, to the city returning to absolute normal. Citizens, guards, and the animals that lived on those streets all came out as if nothing had happened at all.

“Is this the fever breaking then?” Ynes mused, sitting next to Vince at the edge of the building.

The clouds had taken off just before the break of dawn, and the guards themselves had pulled out. Leaving only a fraction of their forces behind.

“Everything going back to the way it was,” Vince confirmed with a slow nod of his head. They’d watched the patrols the night before and in the pre-dawn morning.

There really was no doubt that whatever this was, it was tied directly to the Hungry One. As if this were indeed his altar or his body.

Vince leaned more toward simply not understanding it at all, since he couldn’t find any faith here. There was no faith for him to touch, taste, or follow.

It was a religious dead zone, while also being quite hostile to Vince.

“We should get down and blend in as best as we can,” Aliza murmured from behind them.

“I think we should do that as well, but… follow the bodies,” added Renata. After a moment, she continued, “The dead and wounded. I want to know where they took them. I don’t think they could remain in the city, could they?

“That’d likely just… uhm… ‘reinfect’ everyone, wouldn’t it? So they’d have to take it all elsewhere. Maybe there’s another corpse pit like what we found at the port?

“Maybe even larger? If so, we could get Zathira to interrogate all those dead. They’re fresher, so we might learn much more?”

Vince had a similar thought as well. That their only lead from here was the dead, but only because of Zathira.

“I had the same thought,” Vince admitted.

“It’s a good thought,” echoed Aliza. “The plan is settled then. We wait for noon and the busiest part of the day, escape, and then see if we can’t track down the dead or wounded.

“The idea of the wounded not being killed wherever they went seems a bit silly, but they did carry them off. Rather than killing them right there. If they weren’t killing them then and there, and carrying the wounded who were quite loud through the streets… well… they were all very economical in everything they did.

“The wounded weren’t killed. That doesn’t seem like an oversight to me.”

With a grunt, Vince nodded his head at that. It was a reasonable enough statement that made sense.

“Let’s do that then. Renata will find the missing members of the virus, and we’ll see where the white blood cells take them,” Vince ordered.

***

Standing a few miles outside of the city, Vince and company were in a conundrum.

“Well, that’s frustrating,” Safina complained and gestured at the fork in the road in front of the group.

She and Zathira had joined them.

Dalia, Lorraine, and Sheena had gone back to the port to act as their home base.

Claudia, Dionara, and Canae were acting as the furthest possible communication relay point.

The squad was already over-divided, but they were at each group’s minimum strength requirements.

That was all to say that Vince was at his maximum strength at the moment without handicapping the other groups.

“Yes,” Zathira said and then sighed. “The dead were taken to the right, however. I can feel them.”

“The trees are telling me the wounded went to the left,” Ynes confirmed.

“So we must split up already?” mumbled Safina. “This is frustrating. I only just reunited with you all.”

“Our reinforcements should be arriving in a day or two,” advised Aliza.

“The dead could possibly lose their worth by then,” admitted Zathira regretfully. “Sometimes it stays, sometimes it doesn’t. All the dead off the coast held nothing, by the way. I couldn’t even call out to their souls for their names, let alone anything more than that.

“Their bodies were, of course, able to be utilized, and I added them to my army, but… no intelligence. Nothing to glean from their lives. They were empty vessels.”

“I hate being an empty vessel. Flower pots always need seed,” countered Ynes with a small nod of her head.

It got a chuckle from everyone, even Zathira. The Lamia’s humor had turned, and she seemed to appreciate somewhat bawdy jokes.

Collectively, everyone then sighed.

The moment of levity was lost to the situation.

“So, Zathira is, at the minimum, going to where they took the corpses,” began Vince. “Ynes is heading toward where the wounded were taken since the trees seem to be rather chatty now.

“That means we need to split up the rest of everyone to figure out what’s going on here.”

“I’ll go with Zathira,” Safina stated with a firm voice and a small shake of her head. “Renata should always be with Vince. Always.”

“Of course,” Renata agreed. “That’s where I belong. You also belong with Vince as his Blue, Safina, but we have other duties at this time.

“Though, with that said, do Aliza and Ynes come with Vince and I? Do we remain how we were? Does nothing change?”

“I should go with them,” stated Aliza, looking at Vince. “I’m not as useful to you, but I’d be more useful to them.”

“Whatever you feel is best,” encouraged Vince. “I’m sure you’ll figure out some interesting questions to ask the dead.

“Though I’d really try to focus on the differences in their beliefs and emotions from the day before they realized there were issues and the day they suddenly weren’t so complacent.

“Try to figure out what the change was and why. Why it resonated so deeply with them?

“It’d be nice to be able to quantify that into something we can consider going forward. I’m not sure if we’re going to be able to handle the Hungry One today, or tomorrow.

“In either situation, having that information would be great.”

“Yes, that’s my goal,” Zathira confirmed with a grunt. “I’m going to focus particularly on their beliefs. What they think of the Hungry One.

“Now that these individuals have crossed over, they’ll be free with their words. To the point that they’ll speak of things that maybe they didn’t even know.

“Well… that’s the plan at least.

“Does that mean we part ways again here?”

“Yeah,” Vince confirmed and looked to the fork in the road. “We’ll split up. Let’s reconvene in seventy-two hours. If that time isn’t possible, then seventy-two hours from then.

“If someone arrives after that and the other party isn’t here, return to home base. We’ll figure out what we’re doing from there.”

“Understood,” Safina acknowledged. “Then… I’ll wish you well on your task. Please be safe, Vince. You have many children to return to. Both those who already know of you and those in the future.”

In other words, the eggs you put away in the vault.

Yeah… yeah… I need to… yeah.

A swirl of thoughts about his kids, Vince being somewhat selfish in his desires, and what he really wanted to do, raced up to greet him. To try and drown his mind in unpleasant thoughts and pull him down into the quagmire he’d already fought free from once on top of the building.

“Be safe. I don’t want to drag any of you back from the grave just yet. And really, beyond that, I’m not even sure I can do that here. I’m not positive I could pull you back to the land of the living,” Vince warned them. “For all we know, this is a no-religious-power zone, and we’re all living our one and only life. So if you want to keep enjoying all the stuff you can do while alive, remain alive.”

That was a sobering thought for the group, he could tell.

Apparently, when one thought your god could drag you back across the veil, death lost some of the fear that most mortals would have of it.

“Seventy-two hours, then, seventy-two hours,” reconfirmed Vince. He then made sure to hug Safina, Aliza, and Zathira in turn. Pulling them tight against him and holding onto them.

He’d regretted not doing the same for Dalia, Lorraine, Sheena Claudia, Dionara, and Canae.

Let alone everyone else back in Europe or North America.

There were a great many people he owed and he suddenly felt like he had maybe been failing them.

A great many people that he owed time, attention, and several conversations to.

None of which could be had until he finished up his mission and returned.

Which really only left getting a move on.


Chapter 29

“You know,” Vince muttered, then sniffled. He reached up and rubbed at his nose. He felt like he was maybe getting sick. That or the pressure change that’d come with the weather was messing him up. “Of all the places they were going, I wasn’t expecting a damn valley.

“And not just any valley, a valley that’s been carved out of the earth and made into a one-way, prison-like, cliff-walled canyon. Oh, and yeah, where there’s only one way in or out.”

“It is… ah… yes. It’s not ideal in any sense of the word,” agreed Ynes. “Doubly so that there aren’t any trees, shrubs, or anything. There’s nothing down there to even catch a whisper from.

“The dirt ramp leading down into it is also completely devoid of anything resembling life. It’s all just… dead.”

“It smells like open earth,” Renata whispered, staring down at the canyon oddly. “Open earth. Like caves. I think there’s a cave system beneath all those buildings as well.”

“That sounds even worse, honestly,” replied Vince with a small shake of his head. “I’m not really sure this is worthwhile. This feels stupid. Like walking into the lion’s den with steaks tied around our necks.

“There’s nothing down there that would be worth the three of us trying to get into there. I mean… look at it. It’s more like a prison than anything else.”

“A prison,” Ynes agreed with a slow nod of her head. “A prison. A prison? Would we want to attack a prison for the undesirable element of this nation?

“Would it be people who work against the Hungry One? Are they people with information about the resistance and why they stood up the way they did? If this has happened often?”

With a sharp exhale, Vince groaned. Then he reached out and put his hand on Ynes’ head. He idly rubbed his fingertips through her scalp.

“Ynes, you’re a smart woman,” complimented Vince. “I looked at it as a prison and wanted nothing to do with it. That it wouldn’t be very helpful for us.

“Now I realize it’s the opposite. It’s a prison filled with the very people who are the enemy of the one we’re attempting to bring down.

“Because if we don’t, Europe is going to end up getting drowned under those crimson clouds. Just because we haven’t been attacked yet, doesn’t mean it won’t happen tomorrow.”

“Yes,” Ynes whispered in a thick voice. “Your flower pot yearns for your attention. She is ever eager to please to be… to… that… to be punished.”

Renata glanced over at Ynes, then to Vince, then back to the prison below.

She was entirely uninterested in the fact that Ynes wasn’t a normal Dryad.

Of course, she doesn’t care.

Her entire life revolves around being happy, sunbathing, sex, and relaxing. She’s a gigantic scaley housecat.

“I’d be happy to help with that you know,” remarked the Dragon when no one said anything. “I’m not sure how I’d help, but I’ll at least make the offer.”

“Oh, ah… thank you! I’m not sure how long I’ll be around once we go home though. Meliae and Mouth are quite… dominant… in our Dryad society,” Ynes admitted. “I’ll be able to claim some of Vince’s time as his bodyguard captain but… there are others with a greater claim than I.”

Renata grunted at that, then chuckled.

“Beg, barter, and deal to a higher position,” suggested the Dragon, then looked back to Vince. “Do we want to try and crack the prison? If so, what are you thinking? I haven’t felt any of those nasty clouds, but that doesn’t mean that they’re not around.

“I’m not sure how we’d fare against those with just you to utilize nullifier magic. No offense, but your spellcasting is limited, if strong.”

Letting out a sigh, Vince looked down at the grass in front of him.

“I dunno. I think fighting our way in is a bad idea. I think fighting our way out is equally bad after we’ve gotten in,” mused Vince aloud. “That leaves sneaking in or breaking in.

“You mentioned caves. Any chance you would be willing to burrow your way through the earth and find those caves for us from a different approach?”

“It’d take me a while, but we could do it. Though, at that point, we’d miss our rendezvous,” confirmed Renata. “On top of that, there’s no telling what we’d actually be digging into, or if there really are caves.

“I’m mostly guessing based on what I can scent of the area. I have no idea if there really are caves down there. I could be entirely wrong.”

Vince clucked his tongue and thought.

Really thought.

“No, I’ll believe in you, Rennie my dear,” Vince finished after a long pause and looked to the Dragon. Then he looked to Ynes. “Can you get a message to Dionara and have her meet up with the other team?”

With a grimace, Ynes shook her head.

“Too far, and the trees aren’t really used to passing messages around these parts. They barely understand I’m not a tree but a Dryad,” Ynes answered.

“Right… then… we’ll start digging. We’ll see how it goes for two days, then you’ll head off to the meetup point. Maybe they can head over this way at that point and help us out,” ordered Vince and looked to the area surrounding them.

There didn’t seem to be a lower area to dig from.

Everything other than the canyon around these parts was all quite level.

“Let’s go find a suitable dig spot, get some supplies, and settle in for a time. I can practice my magical screening in a fixed location for us,” Vince mumbled and nodded his head. “Let’s go.”

***

Vince carefully leaned in close to the hole while bending over at the waist and peered through it. On the other side, he could see a flickering light.

It was faint.

Faint to the point that it was more like a trick of the eye than actual illumination. Whatever Vince was looking at, it wasn’t actually what he thought.

Given how little light there was, he couldn’t see anything at all through the hole.

Vague flickers that could be light or movement across it or just shadows from nothing. Which could be some sort of vague side-effect because of the night-sight spell Renata put on them both.

Pulling away from the hole, Vince looked at the naked Orange Dragon and then shrugged. He had no idea what was there, and he couldn’t see it.

Vince glanced to the hole, then deliberately cast a nullification spell to wipe out the night-sight. Peering back through the hole, he couldn’t see anything different.

If anything, it was worse.

Letting out a very soft sigh, Vince stood up.

He could just somewhat see in the dark given his abilities, but it wasn’t as good as the night-sight spell. It was still well enough, though, that he saw a naked Renata push herself up to the hole and peer through the hole.

Unable to help himself, Vince looked all over Renata’s body despite the darkness. Ynes had left two days ago, and he had been left alone with the Dragon.

If they weren’t digging and taking a break for one reason or another, their time was spent tangled up with one another, or just talking.

Renata shook her head, pulled away from the hole, then began walking away. Vince fell in with her.

They couldn’t talk here in the cave because if there really was a hole that led to where they wanted to break into, it was likely the occupants would be able to hear them through it.

At a slow walk, they made their walk back down the tunnel.

They took a turn some distance away that led into an enclosure. One that was angled to dampen sounds going up and out, or down and in. With hard turns and a sloped surface at both exits of the enclosure.

Vince had even knocked down a few trees to put branches up along the walls to obscure sounds.

Here in this alcove, Vince and Renata had made their camp.

It was a lot easier than hiding on the surface.

“I can’t see anything through that hole,” Vince admitted.

“I can’t either, but I can smell people through it,” Renata stated simply. “A lot of people. A lot of dirty people. Unwashed bodies, sweat, and shit.”

Raising his eyebrows at that, Vince chewed at his lip and glanced back the way they’d just come. Everything Renata had just said made it sound like they’d found who they were looking for.

Those were all qualities one could expect from prisoners who were being badly treated. People who had no value other than being locked away without being killed outright.

“In other words, there is a cave system beneath after all, and it’s also likely where the prison is,” surmised Vince.

“That’d be my guess but… no way to tell. Not without making contact. And once we do that, there really isn’t any going back,” agreed Renata. “When we talked this out, you said you wanted to take that risk. Going any further would certainly give us that risk.

“I didn’t dig with those annoying sound shields in front of me all this time to not make contact though, so… it’s just a question of when and how.”

“Agreed,” Vince muttered. He hadn’t stood between Renata’s legs holding that spell and being splashed with constant dirt and rock to give up here. “I say we wait for nightfall.

“Then break into whatever chamber that is. If we get lucky, we can try to throw up some type of… I don’t know… spell… to make it look whole. Right?”

“I think so. I’m not really a magician,” Renata said with a grin. “Maybe you should pray to the priestess of semen you call a goddess?”

Letting out a short breath, Vince couldn’t deny that was probably a good idea at any other time. Now, however, he didn’t feel like it would be that good an idea to do so.

“Praying to a goddess in what we’re fairly certain is the interior of the faith of the Hungry One feels dumb,” he said simply.

Renata made an “oh” face and nodded her head at that.

“Then… we just take a long break and see what happens. Is that right?” she asked, tilting her head to the side and looking at him.

“More or less. Let’s… kill some time while we wait, since nightfall is a few hours off. Then a bit until everyone is probably asleep,” he suggested, his eyes moving down Renata’s figure.

To which the Dragon grinned at him, her teeth practically glowing in the dimness of their enclosure.

The time flew past in the blink of an eye.

Vince was thankful for the stress relief and the ability to not think about what they were likely going to be doing until no sooner than the midnight hour rolled around.

Standing back at the hole and actually dressed, the two could see each other were still unsure. Vince knew this was the whole reason they’d done this, to find out information, but in the same breath, it left him feeling cold.

Renata was most certainly feeling the same, he imagined.

With a grunt, Vince realized he needed to take the lead. This was all for him and his Yosemite after all.

Hefting the sharpened tip of the Dragon’s claw he’d used to make the hole, he carefully began working at the wall. Pushing with his arms and using the strength of the claw, it wouldn’t take him that long, given how thin the wall was right here.

Renata had quite literally come within an inch of bursting through when she’d stopped. Relying entirely on a strange sense of caves that Dragons seemed to be born with.

Keeping the hole small, small to the point that he’d have to crawl through it, Vince worked quietly.

Wriggling his fingers through part of the hole, Vince wanted to pull it away rather than let it fall forward.

The rough circular shape seemed like it could easily come through the hole and not be an issue at all.

Slowly, Vince began putting force into the rock. His arm flexed as he built up force on it.

Then, with a sudden pop, the rock came free from the wall.

Pulling the rock out Vince set it to the side. Letting it rest against the wall.

With any luck, he could put it back in the hole and at least make it harder for people to realize there was actually a hole there.

Sounds a lot like wishing on a star there, bud.

Getting down on hands and knees, Vince crawled through at a snail’s pace. Coming out the other side, he found that he was inside of a darkened cell.

It had iron bars, a gate, a blanket, a bucket, and nothing else.

The cell was one amongst three, though all were empty of inhabitants.

A small corridor led away from the trio of cells, into the darkness. The dim light had been coming from a flickering and dim lightbulb in the ceiling.

Dangling above and providing almost no light at all.

Moving to the side, Vince stood up and moved over to the gate.

It had a heavy locking mechanism that he didn’t recognize and looked as if it could only be unlocked from the exterior side. There was no keyway from the interior.

Reaching around, he found there was even a flap that covered the keyhole that he had to push to the side.

Letting the flap move back into place, he turned to look back to the entry hole.

Renata was now standing up and looking around.

“It reeks of bodies. And bodily fluids,” Renata stated, looking to Vince. “Blood, meat, semen, and vaginal fluid. It’s everywhere. This isn’t just a prison, this is something else altogether.”

“Uh, it smells like sex and violence?” Vince asked.

Renata nodded her head.

“Maybe it’s just a really awful prison then. The type where they just dump everyone into a pit and then wave their hands at it,” suggested Vince with a heavy sigh.

He really didn’t like the idea of leaving this place behind and moving on. It made him feel sick, in fact. Sick in a way that he couldn’t really understand.

A sickness that made his body ache.

To the point that he had to clench his jaw and keep his teeth together. That if he even let go for a second, he’d throw up violently.

Breathing through his nose in long steady breaths, he tried to focus on nothing at all. To let his mind unclench and free itself.

“Vince?” whispered Renata, coming up to stand at his side. “Are you okay?”

“Dunno. Sick,” he got out between his teeth.

Renata then stood directly in front of him and put her eyes at a level with his own. Staring into his eyes as if she were gazing into a well.

“Hm? Sick?” she inquired. “You look okay. Everything smells bad but not poisonous. Nothing that would make you sick in the cell.

“Not magical. We ate the same thing, and you can eat worse things than even I could.

“Whatever is wrong it’s… you… or the grove. Or… something related to your godhood?”

Me, the grove, or… my godhood?

No sooner did he have the thought, than he realized it was most certainly the last. It was the idea of not freeing the prison if it was full of falsely imprisoned prisoners.

That they were being treated as slaves or worse.

He was Vince Campbell, the man who’d freed the Wastes.

Many worshiped him on a personal level for freeing them from their life in chains. A life that would have had them stricken from the possibility of having a normal life and their own choices.

As he considered all that, he now understood the limitations of deities. Grasped what’d been a nebulous “why not” that’d always drifted at the edges of his thoughts in regard to the gods.

“Why not” be one and truly leverage it for all it was worth?

He knew there were drawbacks, though; he’d been using them against the gods up to this point. Though it’d all been in the ways of faith and belief.

Now he was suffering from a similar problem.

Faith that he was someone who would champion those not given the opportunity to live a life stolen from them.

Prisoners were one thing.

Prisoners no longer even being given the dignity of being a person was an entirely different matter. As soon as he had thought of what they’d suspected, and what he believed, he immediately suffered for the realization.

“If they’re… slaves then… we must… free them,” Vince stated in between steady breaths. “I cannot… leave them.”

“Ahhh,” Renata said with a rueful chuckle. “Yes. Yes. That makes sense. You’re not human at all anymore. You’re a god.

“One that has a portfolio that uplifts those bound in unworthy shackles. These prisoners are more like slaves. You must act.”

Vince nodded his head briefly at that.

He was starting to get control over himself now that he’d resolved himself to the choice. That he would free these people should they be unjustly enslaved here.

He wasn’t sure if the rules of Yosemite would apply here, or the laws of England, and he’d have to see how he felt in both situations.

“Alright. You should speak with your pantheon first,” advised Renata. “Besides… I can smell Ynes. She’s coming with others.”

A grunt was all Vince could manage before turning his awareness to his grove.

To leverage that to propel his awareness into a space with Dea, Ferris, and Yaris in the grove, rather than invoking them as goddesses from within the enemy god.

Except, rather than his awareness, it felt as if he quite literally was suddenly now standing in a wide-open field dotted with a great many trees spread around him.

He couldn’t tell if it was a forest with fields spread throughout or a massive field that had a number of groves in it.

Everywhere were large manifestations of magical power and individual trees.

There were also a number of presences that felt much more profound.

In the moment that he considered them, he realized they were all deities from his pantheon itself. All of them were gods and goddesses, though also, to a lesser extent, those who were likely a saint or saintess or lesser beings that held a part of the religion.

On Vince’s arrival, there was a sudden and heavy thrumming that reverberated throughout the area, as if it were a drum being beaten in a heavy and steady rhythm.

The glade began to fill with people.

Dryads, Dragons, Elves, and deities, all appeared.

Looking at him and clearly able to see him.

“Lord Vince!” cried what sounded a lot like Henata, which while surprising, made some sense in this moment.

After all, his pantheon was here in its entirety.


Chapter 30

There was a brief moment where Vince wasn’t sure that whatever he had done was the right thing to do. That maybe even this wasn’t exactly the best choice of action while in enemy territory.

“How extraordinary,” Johanna remarked, looking at her hands and slowly walking over to Vince. “This is a realm that we have a presence in, but it isn’t physical. I’m breathing, but I can clearly discern that I don’t need to.”

Coming to a stop in front of Vince, the incredibly attractive goddess looked up at him with a smile.

He hadn’t seen her in a short period, and it seemed as if her constant changes due to her own beliefs had reached a new stage.

Johanna was beauty made manifest in figure and features.

“It’s a new realm,” Ferris said while squatting down and gently digging at the grass. “This existed previously, but not in this form. It’s clear that this is the grove, yet also not the grove.

“The earth was made from my old body and Dea’s old field. All of it bound together in the roots of our Dryads and nourished with Elven magic.

“Bound together all in belief and faith.”

Ah… yeah.

It’s just the grove then, but no longer just a mental space or a magical one.

Now it’s a… uh… err… meta… physical… space?

I think?

Looking to the side, Vince saw a horde of Dryads, Elves, and Dragons moving about. They seemed quite happy to be here and were all exploring.

“They can’t see us or hear us,” Yaris murmured coming to stand near Vince. “They were brought here because it’s their grove as well, but they’re at a different level.

“Though I imagine our priestesses see us. As well as those who are quite close to the religion. They’re just trying not to let it show, since the others can’t see us.”

In only a second, Vince found what he was looking for.

Blue, Elizabeth, Elysia, and even Zathira were all standing in a group, though they had a number of other people in their group as well.

Blue was hard staring at Vince.

Followed by Elizabeth sneaking a look his way.

Doesn’t that mean Meliae is somewhere around here?

I’d love to see her.

“So, why’d you call us here, my lord?” asked Maria, walking slowly with her hands behind her back. She was looking up into the treetops above them with a smile. “I admit I enjoy this location a great deal, and this is a welcome break, but there is much work to do, and you’re a busy man.”

“Oh, ah… I didn’t mean to, but I also was trying, I suppose,” Vince began. “I found a prison that feels more like some type of slave camp.

“I briefly thought about the fact that I don’t have the forces to free everyone. I’d probably have to leave without making sure people here, who are likely being treated as slaves, are freed.

“And I felt incredibly sick. Sick to the point of wanting to throw up right then and there.”

“Ah… you likely discovered how that is very much against your portfolio,” Dea murmured, quietly standing over Ferris as she continued to quietly dig at the ground. “Then came to Ferris and I to ask about it, only to end up here. That about right?”

“Yeah, that’s pretty much it. I really didn’t mean to make this happen,” confessed Vince.

“It’s fine. This is a good thing. It’ll make communication across the religious aspect of Yosemite even easier,” Yaris murmured. “We’ll need to create a conduit to speak with Felix though.

“He’s not technically part of the Yosemite pantheon, he is in the Legion pantheon.”

“There’s a great deal of overlap there,” Ferris mused. “Faith seems to slosh around fairly wildly when it comes to Vince and Felix, the rest of it is directed at individuals.

“The conduit will definitely be a need, but I don’t think it’s much of an issue if I’m being honest. I think that’ll exist all on its own through Vince and Felix. I would wager that the casual worship of Felix is more in the belief of his person. The cult of personality.

“Where Vince is more actual religious observation. That it’s through and to him. Both can exist freely and easily.

“The conduit will form on its own since they view each other as brothers, so too does everyone else then.

“It’s Romulus and Remus all over again, though I doubt very much either one of them would wish to kill the other.”

Vince shook his head at that.

He knew that they were only saying that due to the original mythos of the two brothers, but still, he didn’t even like to consider the idea of it.

“Well, yes, you’re right. You can’t really leave the prison without ensuring that there are no slave-like prisoners there or who aren’t there rightfully,” stated Dea. “I have no idea what qualifies as slave-like, or those who aren’t there rightfully, but that’s something you’ll have to look into as the Lord of Yosemite.”

Wayward was sprinting one way along the trees, then down another. Dancing amongst them and then chasing after a Dragon that started running off.

Only to appear next to Vince.

He was wearing a rather lighthearted looking mask that sported a massive smile.

“He he he, even I, the lost Wayward, am not lost here. I appear to have been… -found- in fact. How delightful, de-light-ful. Ha ha, ho ho, he he.

“As for your own portfolio, I might be able to help? As those who are slaves would be considered lost to you, would they not?

“And who am I, ho ho ha ha, if not Wayward! Wayward shall travel with you and attempt to find the lost.”

“I don’t think anyone else would be able to make such a movement,” Ferris said quietly. Whatever she’d been digging for, she had found it. “Alas, given that we are all now… uhm… physical.”

“And pregnant,” Dea interjected.

“And… and… pregnant,” Ferris mumbled with a small shake of her head. Whatever she’d been digging for no longer seemed interesting to her with those words. She quickly put all the dirt back in place and patted it down.

Grass grew over that spot instantly, the section of ground looking as if it had never been disturbed.

“Off we go then, ha ha, as your direction is now set! You, my Lord Vince, are no longer… lost,” Wayward stated. With the final word the world crumpled around Vince, and he was standing once more in the cell.

Wayward was now suddenly here.

As were Ynes, Aliza, and Safina.

The four women were all quietly working at unlocking the cell door.

Safina was sounding rather frustrated, and her temper was starting to rear its head. She was often cool, calm, and collected, but when things started to impact any type of timetable, or the efficiency expectation in her head, she would get frustrated.

Hissing, Safina grabbed at the lock on the cell-door, wrenched her hand around, and pushed.

With a soft clack, the lock mechanism fell into Ynes’ and Aliza’s waiting hands. The two moved to the corner and put it down delicately without making a noise.

Wayward shot through the now open door as it slowly swung open. Vanishing as he went, with a silky chuckle floating through the air.

“Was-was that… Wayward?” Aliza asked.

“Yes. He’s here to find if I need to free anyone,” Vince answered and moved toward the door. “As more than likely they’re a lost person. Those who seek to find their way out of here. Who better than Wayward?”

The metal that held the lock had been twisted around and wrenched out of its position. He hadn’t wanted to do such a thing himself so that they could re-use this cell.

Now that wasn’t really an option.

There would be no going back from this point, but given that they were considering freeing prisoners, that seemed like a moot point anyway.

“This is our exit,” Vince stated, and then looked to the group he was with. “That means we need to hold it.

“I need someone to hold the entry point to this location. Regardless of wherever it exits. This will need to stay open so we can move back out of it.

“Where we dug into here from is pretty hard to get to, and all but invisible to anyone stationed at the prison’s walls.”

“I believe I can hold it,” stated Safina.

“Great,” Vince murmured and then sighed. “Renata, please leave. Leave and… go make sure that they can’t go for reinforcements or help.

“We already made sure that there wasn’t any electricity going into here. That means that if they’re going to go for help or call for help, it’d be on foot or by magic.

“If you can make sure that no one leaves on foot, I’ll handle the magic side of it.”

“You will?” Ynes asked, looking at Vince curiously.

Nodding his head, Vince realized this was the moment that he had to become more than even he was previously.

His recent progress and success rate with magic had left him feeling confident. To the point that spellcasting wasn’t daunting in the least, or even a passing concern.

“I will,” Vince confirmed and then looked at everyone around him.

His mind had been churning away at several different things, and he was slowly coming to a number of realizations.

A handful of conclusions that he didn’t want, but knew that he needed to do.

As a father, a man with more wives than he could count, and millions of lives depending on him, he just couldn’t continue as he had been any longer.

Changes needed to occur, and he couldn’t sidestep it any further.

“You able to handle that for me, Rennie?” Vince asked, looking at the beautiful Orange Dragon.

“Of course. Not a problem at all. Except that realistically, I shouldn’t be leaving your side,” Renatta countered, giving him a level look.

Vince clicked his tongue and held Renatta’s gaze. She was right, but he was lacking forces.

“I’ll do it of course. As you asked me directly. You even used that cute pet name,” Renatta murmured with a grin. Her nose wrinkled, and she gave her head a shake at the same time. “Just remember that I’m your mount. You’re a strong man, but even you can’t go as fast as I.

“Just give me… five minutes. I assume I’ll notice whatever you’re going to do at a magical level, so I’ll just act after that point.”

Renatta moved past him and patted him on the hip as she went, exiting the cell.

“Are you going to push out a nullifier shield in a sphere?” Aliza asked, her eyes curious.

“Pretty much,” confirmed Vince with a grin for the Elf. “I find that spellcasting isn’t that hard anymore. I just build it in the grove, use that as my medium, and move it out from there.

“I’ll just off-load a chunk of mana into the sphere so it can keep active. That and drain anything it crosses over and add to that ‘battery’ as it were.”

Aliza, Safina, and Ynes stared at them. Then all three women began nodding their heads at that.

Amazingly, there was even a positive response from the grove.

Or more accurately, the divine space in the grove that he had somehow created.

There was a distinct impression from it that Johanna absolutely approved of what he’d just stated. Approved and was enthused to see it occur.

Now that he was paying attention to the grove, he could, in fact, feel multiple deities all gazing through that shared space to see what Vince was doing. Most of them were all who he expected to be there, Dea, Ferris, Yaris, Johanna, of course, though Tli was also there.

Given how far outside of her portfolio this likely was, he found that curious.

Standing there, Vince let his mind continue to chew away at the choices he wanted to make soon.

Chew, tear up, swallow, then regurgitate again just to go over it once more.

A never-ending cycle of trying to find another answer that fit better than the one he had, but finding nothing. He wasn’t upset with his answer, he just wanted to make sure it was the best one for everyone involved.

Feeling as if roughly five minutes had passed, Vince focused inward on his grove. Both on the physical aspect and the meta-physical side.

He took in what Yaris had tried to teach him about magic from an Elven perspective. That it was part of who he was and what he was.

Shifting once it felt as if that started to provide a result, Vince then tried to use the grove as his medium. Just as Leila had instructed him when she’d discovered that he was certainly not a human magician.

As the Elven process linked into the medium he’d chosen, Vince then built the spell. In the same way that Johanna had taught him to do and where he’d actually had the most success.

As the three different processes came together, Vince then put his will to it all. He focused his desire and wish for this spell to come into reality.

There was a deep thump as a nullifier shield appeared around Vince.

He was at the center with only a foot or two of space around it from the top of his head. It had partially bisected Ynes and left the busty Dryad looking down at herself in surprise.

Vince wrestled away a lump of mana and tagged a line from it to the nullifier shield. Letting it begin to flow out to the shield and feed it.

Given the rate of decrease, he figured it’d be able to last an hour. An hour was more than enough for Vince, he figured.

If it wasn’t, he could try to just push out another nullifier sphere. It wasn’t as if he didn’t have enough mana.

The moment he’d built the spell in the grove, there was a massive amount of mana available to him. Vince suspected that it had to do with the faith of his pantheon likely now filling the grove.

Holding the nullifier spell, Vince then expanded it. He blew it out to a considerable distance, expanding it until he felt Renata passing through the sphere.

If the sphere was big enough to include Renata, the chances were good that it was large enough to have covered the entirety of the prison.

Vince pushed it out a little further, then released it. Letting it lock itself in place.

As he’d expanded it, there had been several points where it’d stripped, cleared, and drained magical sources.

The prison knew that there were now people who didn’t belong here, and there was no possibility of hiding that fact now.

“The prison break starts now,” Vince murmured and looked to the others. “They know we’re here and our goal is the prisoners, not the guards or anything else here. Let’s get a move on.”

Ynes grinned from ear to ear, drew both of her maces and went forward at a skip. Hopping along the hall toward the prison proper.

Safina and Aliza followed along behind her, and Vince brought up the rear.

Ynes vanished at the intersection ahead.

Seconds afterward, there was a thump followed by a groan, another thump, and then a dark and low laugh that was Ynes.

“She’s so very unique for a Dryad,” Aliza whispered and glanced back at Vince. “Good thing you really do like unique and different.”

Vince smirked at that and didn’t respond.

Reaching the very same intersection, they found Ynes was currently bludgeoning a man’s skull repeatedly. His legs twitched with each slam of the weapon.

Standing up, Ynes slipped over to a nearby body, prodded the smashed-in head with her mace, and got no response.

There were a total of three bodies here, and they all had pulped skulls.

“Ahhh, I feel better,” murmured Ynes and looked up to Vince with a wide smile. Blood had splattered across her face, from her jaw, up across her nose, and to the other side of her temple. “Always a good day when I can… can kill… people who deserve it. Mm… yes.”

Looking around, Vince saw the intersection was some type of checkpoint. There were several paths that led away from the intersection, not including the one they’d come from. Leaving them with three paths to explore.

Though now that he was really looking, Vince was certain he knew which one of these paths led out into a more generalized section of the prison, rather than another cell block.

Several pieces of furniture littered the area and had been clearly in use when Ynes surprised the guards. A still spinning chair was next to a desk, while a table was in the middle of a few more chairs, all upturned as if they'd been thrown back in their hurry to get up.

The torch on the wall showed him that this furniture hadn’t been moved in a long while as well, despite the fact that it’d all been jumbled up with the Dryad’s arrival.

On the ground were clear lighter-colored spots where the legs of all the furniture had been. The largest of those spots clearly matched the feet of the desk.

Behind that desk, or in front of it possibly, though Vince doubted that, was a path that led off and away. There was light coming from that direction as well.

The other paths were dark and silent and were more similar to the direction where Vince and the others had come from.

“Hold here, Fina,” Vince ordered and then gestured to the other passages. “You two, take those two. Confirm what’s there and come back.”

Vince drew his sword and then stepped up to the hall he assumed was the exit. Gazing down it and waiting just in case someone decided to come to investigate any sounds they heard.

Aliza and Ynes scurried off behind him, and he was left alone with Safina in the space.

“I took a tour of the vaults when I deposited our eggs,” Safina murmured quietly. “The next generation of Dragons and Dragon-Newts from you will be… vast.

“Vast and very strong. It’s good that they have Ramona and Taylor to act as their nest-mothers and guide them.

“My own upbringing was… bad. I don’t think I’d be good for the children’s upbringing.”

“Taylor ate people,” Vince remarked offhandedly. “If you think you’re a worse mother than her, then you’re a fool, Fina. Make sure you’re part of our children’s lives.

“Do I need to go stamp on a few other Dragon heads as well? Does anyone else have similar thoughts?”

“Probably?” Safina admitted.

“Then fine. I’ll go make sure they all understand I expect them to actually be mothers,” said Vince. His words echoed a sentiment he had been chewing on only minutes ago.

A change in his life he was determined to now make, rather than what he had originally planned.

“Prisoners,” Ynes whispered as she re-entered the checkpoint. “Though they knew nothing at all. They didn’t even know where they were.”

“Likewise. No idea where they even were,” asserted Aliza, rejoining them as well. “Though… they didn’t speak to me. They barely seemed to acknowledge me.”

“Agreed. It was more as if they were animals than people,” mused Ynes. “They spoke English but… I’m not sure they’re human, anymore.”

“Why’s that?” Vince asked.

“Not in their minds at least, that is,” Ynes clarified. “They looked at me in a weird way, then asked if I was their breeder this time.”

“Breeder,” mumbled Vince.

This suddenly seemed far worse than he’d thought it was.


Chapter 31

“Breeder,” Aliza hissed, then sighed. “So a prison and a place to make slaves after all. Just through having them born into slavery.”

“Or worse,” Vince whispered, looking down the hall he was guarding. “This isn’t… our foe is a cruel demonic thing that is always hungry.

“The Hungry One.

“What else could be a source of food other than people? People like us? People like those on this island?

“You’d have to make sure you don’t eat too many, or the population numbers would fall. It’s why he was keen on trying to take Europe or emptying it of people.

“It’s why all those people we spoke to had no idea what was going on and behaved oddly. They’re breeding stock that aren’t touched.

“But what about dissidents that are already problematic? People you’d already be rid of? You could eat them and be done with them, sure. But you could also breed them endlessly for more, and at an increased rate.”

There was a collective intake of breath at Vince’s words.

He was fairly certain that his suggestion was the right one.

That all of this was just another way the Hungry One whet his appetite. Another way he fed himself and expanded his influence.

“No different than what I’ve done for my own religious power, you realize,” added Vince. “It’s just far easier for me to grow my faith since I don’t have to feed on people to make it happen.

“Though now we certainly understand why everyone reacted the way they did. That they were indeed well and truly ‘inside the altar’ as it were.

“Partly because they are the altar, after all. They are the religion, the faith, and the end result all at the same time.

“I just wonder where all the priests are. Or… or are they the clouds, so to speak? They herald the will of the Hungry One and take people away to feed to him.

“Rather than leading people in prayer and religious belief, they just… drop it off for the Hungry One.

“With that in mind, we should figure out where those nasty bits of fluff come and go from. I’m wondering if we might find a central point to all this.”

“That all makes sense. Too much sense,” agreed Aliza. “Then… let’s clear this prison and go from there. We have work to do and we’re technically on a time limit.

“Though… I don’t think much of this will be an issue. I think it’ll be a lot of skulking around from room to room, silencing guards, and pushing forward.

“Despite your nullifier shield moving through everything, it doesn’t seem to have changed anything. They seem not to be shocked, concerned, or even bothered by it.”

Vince couldn’t deny that. It didn’t seem as if anyone was panicked or on alert.

“Let’s move up. Fina, come with,” ordered Vince as he stepped into the hall.

Walking down it, they eventually came to an empty intersection of five passageways. There hadn’t been anyone in it either.

“I think each of these junctions save one has another checkpoint, and then cells for each,” surmised Aliza, gesturing at the open ways around them. “We should have a group of two go clear them all one by one. The rest of us should stay here.”

“Ynes and I will go,” stated Vince. “You two remain here. If something happens, just join us or head back the way we came from.

“Our goal is to make this go down quietly, and quickly. If everything goes to plan, it’ll be boring. Boring and unremarkable.

“And if we make that take place, I’ll be sure to reward each of you somehow. Regardless of what that is.

“And yes, Fina, before you ask, that includes giving you a bath in your Dragon form. I know Taylor often talks about getting that reward from me herself.”

There were head nods from everyone around.

“Alright. Let’s go learn what we can. Maybe we’ll find prisoners who actually know a thing or two,” Vince said and then moved off, hoping things would be quiet.

Half an hour flew by as they worked. Their plan going nearly perfectly and without any hitch.

Looking up the stairs, Vince let out a slow breath. It looked like the rest of the complex so far. Stone walls, stone ceilings, some bracing beams, and a single torch.

It was hard to see from where he was, but he didn’t think it would be much different from what they’d already found.

Which wasn’t much, as they went cell to cell, hall to hall.

They truly had found nothing at all that was worth their time. None of the cells had a single person who had any information of use.

Every single person they spoke to, man or woman, existed to have sex, breed, and do nothing else. They were all fairly young as well and had no awareness of the outside world.

The entirety of their lives revolved around waiting, breeding, and more waiting. Endlessly moving between the two activities and nothing else.

All language here was fairly simplistic. The words chosen and used were ones that’d be used with children or those with low intelligence.

There had been a number of times when Vince didn’t understand what they had said at all, though that hadn’t happened often. The language here was shifting and becoming blunted.

“They don’t seem to know we’re here. It’s as if they didn’t even notice the Nullifier shield,” Aliza whispered, standing just beside Vince.

“Yes. It’s… odd. Very odd. Maybe whatever the Nullifier spell went through, wasn’t actually a person. Maybe an item?” tried Vince aloud. Things weren’t making sense so far.

The entirety of this mission had been strange.

He was suddenly very glad that they’d started with this, rather than landing an army or anything larger than a squad. They wouldn’t have known which way to go, or what to do.

“Kinda glad we came here first,” Ynes whispered, voicing his own thoughts. “Imagine dropping an entire army on the beaches with what we know now.

“We know enough to know we know nothing at all, but that’s more than what we knew before we arrived.”

Vince clicked his tongue, took in a breath, held it, then let it out.

“Alright. Let’s go see what’s up there,” he said and began making his way up the stairs.

Upon exiting the stairwell, Vince confirmed it was more of the same.

Another stone interior without anything of note.

Surprisingly, there wasn’t even a guard here though.

Nor was there any of the similar furniture that they’d found repeatedly.

“There’s a window. Did we finally find an exit into the open area?” Safina asked.

Given that they had singularly cleared everything behind them, Safina had been able to move up with them to hold their exit much further up.

Strangely enough, what little defenses they’d found had been facing outward. As if they weren’t expecting a prison break out, but were more concerned with a break-in.

Looking at the window that’d been mentioned, Vince found that it did indeed lead outside. The building they were in had been built into the side of the canyon itself and wasn’t quite visible from above.

“We really were in the wall,” he whispered. “Wall of the canyon, that is. There’s the possibility of more of this.”

“Sunrise is in a few hours, we have time to work, but not a lot. What’s our plan?” asked Ynes. “Do we just go through the whole camp? I don’t see a reason not to.”

Vince nodded his head slightly at that. Wayward had yet to return and Vince was starting to feel like this was infinitely more important than he’d first thought, and yet, also was less of a recent development. Peering out the window into the facility, Vince saw another window not far away.

Then another.

And another.

And yet another.

Fuck.

This is so much more… so very much more. This is something that’s been ongoing since the portals opened up. Anyone who disagreed at all was brought here to breed.

In fact… actually… is… this where those clouds bring them?

“What if this is where they deposit all the people?” Aliza asked aloud. It was obvious she’d been having the exact same thought Vince had. It was rewarding to know that he was keeping up with everyone else.

“Yeah, had the same thought. Maybe those clouds drop people here from all over. Because all those windows… they look a lot like what we’ve already cleared,” Vince muttered. “This isn’t just a prison, this is probably… the… prison. Doubly so if it’s this secluded and the normal religion holds them all in sway.”

“Sounds like you’re about to give us a different direction,” Aliza remarked.

“Yeah… we were here to get information from the prisoners and free anyone who shouldn’t be here. Now… we’re here to get information from the guards as well,” growled Vince.

“Agreed,” Ynes confirmed. “I think I can make this a bit easier. I’m a Dryad, after all. I’ll just be the sweet and beautiful thing I am. Let’s go on a clock-like perimeter sweep and do all the dungeons. I’ll head in first and distract them; Aliza or you come in next, and there we go.

“Safina can hold up here and we just… keep going. By clearing all the lower prisons, we can make sure we’re not going to have anything else happen.

“Like if one of those is actually a barracks. That’d be an issue. Would it not?”

Vince grimaced and realized this was just too much. Doing what they were trying to do with the forces they had just wasn’t enough.

“Yeah,” Vince grumbled. “We don’t have enough people. We just don’t. I’m going… I’m going to go to the front. Cause a scene, draw their forces, and create a flashpoint.

“You two and Safina are going to find whoever’s in charge and take them. Question them and find out more information.

“Me sneaking around is just… it’s not who I am. Not what I am. I’m not being used effectively, as Felix would say.”

Shaking his head, Vince felt better instantly at the idea of just being who he was. Of leaning into what he did and was.

Holding his unpowered sword up, he smiled to himself.

Just like this, huh?

Using it wrong.

Powering up his sword, Vince then drew his Legion pistol. Holding them both and feeling confident, Vince began walking towards the front of the prison.

Every step felt like an affirmation of his being.

Of Vince Campbell of Yosemite.

Smirking, he passed by a number of buildings in his slow walk, his thoughts coming back to his earlier concerns.

When this is all over, I’m going to go live in Yosemite.

With my family.

My kids.

Going into the wastelands?

A job for someone else.

For someone else to do and take up the reins for.

I need to go be a father, figurehead, and husband.

I can’t just live for me anymore. That type of lifestyle ended the moment I decided to make a country.

A kingdom.

I now live for others.

More so as a deity.

With a snort, Vince reached the ramp.

He could see Renata at the top of it. The Dragon was in her Dragon form and crouched low at the lip, peering down at him.

Vince smiled at her and nodded his head.

“Stay there,” he said loudly, then turned back to the camp. Then he lifted his pistol and fired a single round into the air.

The crack of it tore through the stillness of the air with a promise of absolute violence.

“Alrighty,” Vince said and waited. He knew that he could possibly be going up against people with firearms, so he created a small physical shield of mana.

It would be more than enough to prevent him from getting shot or stabbed.

He’d been in a whirling never-ending melee and had been on the receiving end of pointy objects repeatedly. While he survived it and it hadn’t been much of an issue, it hadn’t exactly been pleasant either.

In seconds, people began boiling out of the buildings. Many of them with weapons in hand and little clothes.

“Well,” Vince murmured, a smile curling his lips. “At least they have their priorities straight. I would rather have my weapons than clothes too.”

Lifting his pistol, Vince sighted it in on the first people who showed up and began shooting. Most people dropped in a single shot or two.

Vince felt better.

He let his rage, something that was always there just beneath the surface, rise and boil up.

Right to the point that it nearly took absolute control over him. To the point that his vision was hazy and covered in a red haze.

His heartbeat was heavy and fast, pounding at his temple.

Though his mind was still his own.

He didn’t lose his control but was leashing a tool that was available.

Vince, for the first time, felt as if he was truly in complete control of himself.

“Let’s fucking go,” he hissed, waiting for more people to show up.

Slowly, more people left the buildings, exiting with their weapons raised.

Only to be instantly put down by Vince. Right up until the slide locked back on his pistol.

Hesitating, Vince wondered if he should bother reloading. No one seemed to be rushing him, but for all he knew they could be waiting for that reload.

While he trusted in his shield, he didn’t want to rely on it.

Watching for several more seconds, and seeing nothing, Vince flipped his sword around so the blade was pointing away.

Reaching over, he tapped the magazine release and pushed it into its spot on his belt.

At the same moment, people rushed out from cover and began charging toward him.

Grinning, Vince shook his head.

Rather than finish the reload, he just tucked his pistol into the holster. It wasn’t the first time something like this happened, though he could hope it might be the last.

Soon enough, he figured he could finally retire after all.

The guards, in various states of dress, came on.

Despite his body boiling with his rage-induced strength, he felt perfectly at ease and cool-headed.

The man closest stabbed out at Vince with a spear. To which Vince calmly flicked his sword out and knocked the end of the spear cleanly off.

Technically, Vince was here to cause a disturbance. Killing everyone who had rushed out had already set the stage for what he wanted.

Killing people now wasn’t the end goal, but a side-product of it.

A sword was now heading toward Vince. Speeding toward his chest.

Then again… what would be an even greater disturbance?

Vince twisted his chest around and hunched his shoulders. Letting the sword slice through the air next to him.

Striking out with his left hand, Vince caught the man around the neck and squeezed. Slashing out with his sword, Vince brought it around in a circle.

Tracing a flat arc that went right to left.

Bisecting the man just under his ribs.

By the time the man was now in two parts, he’d already passed out from Vince crushing his throat. Only for the neck to break outright from the intense pressure of Vince’s hand.

Holding onto the upper half, Vince thrust it out at the next guard coming toward him. Who was very quickly trying to back up.

Slamming the not-quite-dead-yet guard’s head into the other guard’s shoulder, Vince heard an ugly crunch. He wasn’t sure if it was from the head or the shoulder, but one or both had broken.

Whipping his hand to the left, he launched the upper part of the guard at another person, bowling them over and sending them to the ground outright.

Everyone had backed up from Vince quickly and were now looking at him in a very nervous way.

Someone stepped out from a building, lowered a firearm of some sort at Vince, and pulled the trigger.

A series of rapid-fire booms echoed and made Vince’s ears ring. Each and every round slammed to a halt against the shield and then dropped to the grass.

There was a steady drain on the mana that held the shield up, but it didn’t threaten to over-run his supply. Nor did it seem the shield was losing any of its strength at all.

There was a clack that was audible as the rifle expended the last round and the weapon locked with the bolt open.

And when the rifle ran out of ammunition, and the shield around Vince stabilized, everyone could see plainly what’d happened.

Rather, the utter lack of results from discharging such a large number of projectiles on him.

Other than the rounds that were embedded in the dirt in front of Vince.

“Well,” Vince said with a grim smile. “We should continue this, shouldn’t we? Because until I get answers, or at least the right person, I need to keep killing. Killing and killing until I get them. Then I can stop.”

Though, to be fair, it’s likely I’ll kill you all anyway.

What’s going on here in this prison… there’s very little chance that anyone running around freely in here isn’t guilty of terrible things. I can’t imagine anyone being part of this location having a moral compass in any way, shape, or form.

Well… one thing at a time first.

Or I suppose, one corpse at a time in this case.

If they’re going to hold, I will attack.

Gotta keep them on their toes. Keep them engaged with me and keep them wondering about what I’m doing.

Not let any of their attention go backward or toward what’s happening behind them.

Vince snapped out the pistol, snatched a magazine, and slapped it into place. He knocked the slide free and let it run the weapon into the battery.

In the next instant, the pistol was up again, and Vince was providing unhealth care to everyone he could as quickly as he could.

I’ve got another two magazines before I need to refill them.

Already, though, there are a lot more soldiers and guards than I expected.

Far more.

There really was a garrison underground here, wasn’t there?
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Stabbing out with his sword, Vince pushed the tip through the guard. The weapon punched through their armor and exited their back. Causing the material to tent out around the blade’s end.

Jerking the sword back out, Vince looked at the clump of guards all facing him.

The corpses that were spread out all around were a testament to Vince using all of his ammo. Every magazine was empty and there hadn’t been a chance to refill them as he normally would.

He had only attempted it once. A trio of guards had immediately rushed out at him the second he had moved to fill a magazine with blood. They weren’t sure of what he wanted to do, but they most certainly didn’t want him to do it.

Groaning, the most recently stabbed guard clawed at Vince’s pant leg. His fingernails dug into the fabric.

With a grimace, Vince glanced down. The man was certainly dying, just not immediately.

Looking back to the other guards, Vince made sure they weren’t doing anything. He made it seem as if he were entirely focused on them.

Without looking away, he pulled his leg back and snapped a kick across the back of the man’s head.

The solid thump and the way the man instantly went limp told Vince that he wouldn’t be aware of his own passing. Which was the goal.

Taking in a breath, Vince wondered what would come next.

His red-hazed world had slowly bled away. As if his ability to exert absolute control over it had, in turn, removed its ability to remain active.

It’d left him feeling somewhat worn out, despite not having done much at all. As if there was a set penalty just for letting himself dip into that rage, regardless of how he used it.

He knew without testing that he could easily get it to activate again if he tried.

The idea of becoming increasingly tired prevented him from wanting to test that out, however. One of the few things that wore him down was his berserker mode.

Everything else he recovered from almost as quickly as it happened.

Wonder if it has to do with the fact that I’m not really known as a berserker. It’s more of a human thing than it is related to anything that I am for my deity stuff.

Probably.

Sighing, Vince looked to the remaining guards and made a shrugging motion.

“Well? You going to hurry up and make this happen or what? Cause I’m more bored than anything else at this point,” Vince proclaimed.

Renata came up behind the guards and rapidly transformed into her large Dragon form. She slashed out with her claws and decimated several of them.

Her mouth dashed out and slammed shut around another. Her head tilted to one side, and her jaw flexed with a horrific popping noise coming from inside of it.

All eyes turned toward her as she acted.

Vince had immediately knelt down and began filling his magazines with blood from the dead around him. Even going so far as to scoop a chunk of bloody meat into one of them.

Once they were full, he slammed each home one by one until they were all reloaded.

As he’d done that, Renata had continued to slaughter her way through the guards that remained. Using her claws and mouth in equal measure to tear them limb from literal limb.

Once Vince had reloaded his magazines, he launched himself back into the fight. Charging into the backs of the enemies that were now focusing on Renata.

His sword came out in a sideways slash that took a leg off at the knee, followed by a lunge to the person next to them.

By the time Vince finished and drew his sword back, he saw Renata staring at him.

“It’s done,” she said in a rumble. “The whole of it is cleared. There were… many enslaved people here. Many.

“They’re a breeding population, as well as prisoners. Many people are forced to live and have children here.

“The elderly and people, in general, were randomly sent away. Ynes thinks they were sent off because they hit a population cap.”

“I… what?” Vince asked, not really understanding.

“Humans are bred here,” Renata said, moving closer to him. “As sacrifices. Sacrifices to the Hungry One. We’re not sure where they go from here but… they’re taken from here.”

Vince felt a horrible knot that’d been living just under his shoulders unclench. Unclench, unwind, and relax.

“This place is free and safe?” Vince asked.

“For now. But… I don’t know for how long. Or if we can even truly give them freedom,” Renata remarked with a shake of her head. “This land is ever stranger and more dangerous. There were a number of very nasty surprises down there. Some that could have even harmed you if we weren’t coming in from the direction we were.”

“Even me?” repeated Vince in surprise.

“Yes. This is something that is rapidly growing out of control for us,” Renata huffed. “It is at the point where Aliza has suggested that maybe it’s time for us to head back to our starting point.”

Vince shook his head at that.

That wasn’t an answer Vince really wanted to hear or even consider. He needed to find the Hungry One’s place of worship, where those sacrifices were going, and end this.

End the Hungry One.

Otherwise, this situation would just go on.

“We’re already locked out of a portion of Europe,” Vince began in a voice that felt heavy to his own ears. “Locked out and unable to intervene. They’ve locked us out and made it so we can’t join one side or the other.

“If this goes poorly for them, it’ll just happen again to someone, or somewhere, else. What if they did it to our forces in southern Europe? Where we couldn’t reinforce them?

“No… no, this is our best chance. When he’s looking elsewhere and fighting the Null. Null is his rival up to this point, and will likely be the best distraction we could hope for to keep him busy.”

“Then… what do we do?” Renata inquired, getting low to the ground and closer to Vince.

“We figure out where those sacrifices were going. You, me, and Ynes will continue on. Aliza and Safina will join the other team. I’m sure they’ll be able to do a lot between all of them while the four of us can run down almost anything.

“Nature? Ynes. Dead? Zathira. Need to fly? You. Need to kill it? Me.

“Oh, and what’s their guess?

“By there, I mean our tricky Royal Elf or our pretty snake because I’m sure one or both of them have a guess based on some things they picked up.”

“North,” Renata answered immediately. “North. Likely to the front line. A war is a great place to get sacrifices. Both from your own army and the enemy’s.

“Aliza was reading correspondence and got some hints about the war in the north. Zathira interrogated some of the dead. Or at least the dead she could.

“There were also some hints that pointed to the north, both for the war and for shipments.”

Even as Vince heard it, he felt like that was the right answer. Northward and to the border.

“Go get Zathira and Ynes. We’re leaving immediately. We’re also going to avoid other places like the prison. The last thing I need is to get tied down somewhere because of my deity powers or whatever,” growled Vince.

“Yes… okay,” Renata replied and then turned away from him.

“Off we go. Ever faster. Ever onward. Rushing straight to the end,” Vince whispered to himself. “Straight to the end.”

Pausing for a moment, he chuckled to himself.

A strange and odd snippet of a song popped into his head.

One his father had sung more than a few times when things were getting weird.

“Are the fires of hell a glowing… is the grisly reaper mowing… yes, the danger must be growing. For the rowers keep on rowing. And they’re certainly not showing. Any signs that they are slowing.”

***

Ynes grunted, stood up, and brushed her hands off on her knees.

“Wagons going through here. Often. At least once a month, I think,” she reported, looking at Vince. “Always filled with people and moving along the road with guards.

“It was hard to tell, but I think it was the same guards coming back with empty wagons later. You can never tell with trees. Especially ones that don’t talk to Dryads too often.

“I hear the ones in Yosemite talk non-stop. Non-stop, in full conversations, and always chattering endlessly.”

“There’s a lot of Dryads,” Renata said with a chuckle. “So many Dryads. They’re just swarming out of every possible direction and joining the groves.

“As you yourself have found out, after all, you’re a priestess of Yosemite.”

Ynes hummed softly at that, then looked to Vince.

“The trees continue to point the way north. If we assume the map we have is accurate and we’re where we think we are, we’re only half a day away,” Ynes murmured. “Do we continue?”

“Yes. We continue. Along this very road,” Vince ordered. “We’ll keep asking the trees as we go. They’ve been providing a lot of information, all things considered.”

“Indeed. I only wish we found something I could assist with,” Zathira remarked and then blinked slowly, looking at Vince.

“Hey, I’m just glad you’re here so I can look at you. Between you, Renata, and Ynes, I’ve got a lot of beautiful to look at,” Vince offered with a wide smile that felt fragile.

Fake.

He was trying to be his normal self despite the fact that he was feeling rather hard pressed as of late.

The way Zathira blushed, Ynes chewed at her lip, and Renata lifted her chin, they hadn’t noticed his dilemma. In fact, if anything, they all seemed rather pleased.

Vince nodded his head back toward the road and started down it once more.

They walked along the road for several more miles, stopping here and there to discuss the situation with trees. In some cases, some very old bushes, as they had more to say than the trees.

Except, the further they went, the stranger the responses got.

Less so because the closer they got to the border and the war, the less they heard about the border and the war.

“Alright, this is wrong,” Ynes grumped, still knelt down next to the tree she’d been talking to. “This old fellow here told me there is no war. There hasn’t been a war in a long time and that he’d know.

“This is the border and north of this is where they all get ‘uppity’ about being Scottish. Apparently, it’s right where that big stone is.”

“That’s the border?” Renata asked, her head slowly tilting to one side. “Then… then the war is… fake?”

“It would seem so,” Zathira murmured. “Nor do I sense dead. I’ve sensed no dead, in fact. If there really was a war, I’d most certainly have found dead.

“There aren’t any. Aren’t any at all. Not even a dead traveler killed by a bandit or a heart attack. Nothing.”

“In other words, we’re walking a trail that no one takes, and no one tries,” Vince said and threw out a heavy breath. “Is this once again that strange mind control we saw in the city? Where they just refused to see anything of what was going on?

“Because that’s the only thing that makes sense to me. If I had a church, would people susceptible to my will do as I commanded them in it?”

“Yes,” Ynes answered immediately, looking up at him. “Yes. I can guarantee for a fact that anyone in the holy city of Yosemite is almost certainly a believer. If you were to let them set foot in your original home, they would almost certainly fall prey to any demand you put upon them.”

“It just seems so far-fetched,” Vince muttered with a small shake of his head.

“That’s only because you didn’t believe in anything but yourself,” Renata answered with a laugh.

“I’ve spoken with Dryads and Dragons who knew you both before and after you became a god. As well as those who only ever knew you afterward,” Ynes offered, watching Vince in an odd way from where she knelt. “Those that only knew of you afterward or found you afterward are extremely vulnerable to you, I’d imagine.

“There’s a standing law that newly inducted Dryads aren’t allowed to come near you for a time, now. You exert too much pressure on them.”

“Dragons, too,” Renata offered with a shrug. “Young Dragons aren’t allowed to approach him, or they’ll get their instincts broken off early. Females would submit immediately, and males would flee as far as they could.”

“Sounds like I can’t go to Yosemite any time soon,” Vince remarked.

“I mean, there’s a reason many gods limit their interactions with mortals past a certain point. That they no longer exist on a mortal’s plane,” Zathira reminded him. “They remain apart and often secluded. Withdrawn to a degree.”

“Boring as fuck, is what it sounds like,” grumped Vince.

All three women laughed at that.

“Though, this does make me wonder,” Ynes began and then stood up. She wiped her hands off against her hips. “If the border doesn’t exist, there is no war, and everyone remains in the south, did the Hungry One separate himself to the north? Is this not what we were just talking about?”

Vince raised his eyebrows as he considered that and turned to look down the road. If he wanted to be near but also distanced, he could easily see himself doing something like what Ynes suggested.

“I suppose so,” Vince offered, then started walking again. Moving along down the road. “I guess we’ll find out soon enough, won’t we? Because that map we got from Felix and Legion showed that there were a few cities up this way.

“Not many, but a few. That means there are people up here. If there are people up here, that means there’s likely a religion here. Probably even one dedicated to the Hungry One.”

“That makes sense,” Renata said, moving in to stand at his side. “I wonder if we’ll stand out more or less up this way. I mean, it isn’t as if we fit in all that well down south either.”

“Yeah, we kept getting looks,” Ynes agreed with a laugh. Putting her hands atop her head.

“Beautiful women will always get looks. Not for the first time, I worry and wonder at the fact that I’m always seemingly surrounded by women as attractive as you are,” Vince remarked.

“It’s frustrating at times,” Ynes confessed after a pause. “There’s so many incredibly attractive Dragons, Dryads, and Elves always around. Have to work really hard to stand out and be unique enough to keep your attention.”

“Right?” Renata asked with a long and loud laugh. “I’m so glad I’m his personal mount and that I’m not very Dragon-like. I’d have ended up like so many other Dragon Maidens he met and didn’t show much interest in.”

“Ahhh… I never really looked into it but- but…”

Zathira’s voice fell away as they walked past the rather large boulder.

Vince felt what Zathira had likely felt.

An incredible shift, almost an attack really, in Vince’s perception, left him standing still in his tracks.

“Oh that’s just… ugly,” Ynes growled, her body shivering from head to toe once. “Slimy, almost. It’s definitely the same feeling as what we felt in the south, just much worse. Much more potent, I guess you could say.”

“Feels like I’m being attacked,” Vince hissed, taking mental hold of his Grove and holding on to it. He felt better within seconds of the action, and the general feeling of unease sloughed off him.

“I don’t think that this is directed,” Ynes said, her face turned up into a pretty frown. Her eyes were glowing faintly as well while she spoke. “I think this is… holy land. Holy land, and something that they consider as core to their religion. More so than even where we were earlier.

“Maybe we were wrong. Maybe that wasn’t their altar, but more like… their church? Perhaps this is the altar, that’s inside of the church?”

“Maybe,” Renata said, laughed, and shrugged. “I mean, church, altar, holy land, whatever. Regardless of whatever it is, it tells us exactly what we needed to know.”

“And what’s that?” Zathira asked.

“That this is exactly where we need to be. If this is stronger than the south, more in line with what we’d expect, then this is clearly where we need to go, to kill the Hungry One,” explained Renata, grinning from ear to ear. “I mean, we were trying to find out where he was. Feels like we found him. Now we just need to get the exact location and make this happen.”

“That’s a great way to look at it, you beautifully brain-dead bird,” Ynes growled and unhitched a mace from her hip. “Except for the fact that, you know, we’ve got company heading our way. The trees are telling me about it. Lots of people with swords and guns.

“They’re from… a building up the way. They described it as a stone building, so I assume it’s concrete of some sort.”

“Alright,” Vince said and looked at the brush on either side of them. “Let’s hide for now and see what they’re about. If we decide to take things further, we can get answers from them. Alive or dead.

“After all, we’ve got someone who speaks dead person. We’ve got an advantage we should make use of.

“Let’s make them dead so we can speak a common language and then do our best to get all the information out of them that we can.

“Beyond that… honestly, I don’t have much of an idea of what to do. We need information.”

“Yesssss,” Zathira agreed.


Chapter 33

Shifting where he knelt, Vince stared at the group of twenty soldiers.

Because that’s exactly what they were.

Soldiers.

Dressed in uniforms, carrying firearms, belted swords, and even wearing some sort of armor. They had a similar appearance to those he’d seen in the south of this island, but they were most certainly different as far as their point of origin.

As if they came from a different country entirely.

“That’s them,” confirmed Ynes in a delicate whisper. “From the stone house. It’s a normal number of them, as well.

“They come back later in the day. Around sunset. I guess it’s a patrol of a sort?”

“Then the question becomes, do we attack on the way in, or on the way out,” Renata offered as a question, turning to look at Vince.

“Both,” Vince answered quickly. “We let them pass, attack the stone house, rest, eat their supplies, then kill them when they come back.

“Because that’s a large patrol size. Isn’t it?

“I feel like it is.

“That means that the remainder at the stone house are resting. We can probably catch them unaware for the most part.

“In fact, I’m sure I could muster up a massive sleep spell. I’m not that ineffective at magic anymore.”

“True,” Ynes agreed, then tilted her head to the side. Then she made her way deeper into the foliage they were hiding in.

Everyone dipped out of their position when she moved, and they went deeper into the brush. Pushing saplings, bushes, and, in Renata’s case, a tree out of the way.

To which the Dragon had immediately apologized, not realizing it’d break when she’d tried to move past it.

Vince had begun suspecting that the beautiful Orange Dragon was somehow increasing in power as of late. That something was pushing her along outside of her normal boundaries.

After a time, they returned back to the road and Ynes began leading them along it. Moving in the open and without a concern.

In only ten or twenty minutes, she took them down a path that’d been beaten into the grass. Stomped upon until it’d become dirt and little more than a few blades here and there.

A desire path that went straight from the road to the concrete structure the soldiers were using.

Standing outside of it, Vince hesitated.

There wasn’t anyone outside of it, though he could tell there were people inside of it.

Sleeping, resting, or otherwise, people were certainly inside.

“I think they’re sleeping,” Renata murmured with a frown. She turned and looked at Vince. “I can hear heavy breathing. Deep, heavy breathing.”

“Yes… it feels like they’re sleeping. Their heart rates are very low,” Ynes confirmed with a small nod of her head.

“Well then,” Vince said, then hesitated right as he started to form a spell. He canceled it and quickly scattered the working before it became more than a speckle. “Actually, rather than using magic, we should do it physically, shouldn’t we? Using magic is just asking for those cloud-things to come back. Isn’t it?”

“A very good point,” Zathira agreed with a sigh.

“I’ll go in,” Renata quickly put in. “There isn’t anything they could do to hurt me, and I can do it the safest.

“Other than you, Vince, at least. You could do it more safely, but realistically, it is best you not go in. Just in case there’s something odd in there.

“After all, you can just bring me back if something kills me so… it’s just best if you don’t go in.”

Vince wanted to argue with that, but realistically, she was right.

On top of that, his reasoning to fight her words wasn’t very valid, either.

He wanted to argue it wasn’t that he was worried for her, either, but because he really didn’t like sitting in the back waiting. He’d done a lot of it as of late and found it more annoying every single time it happened.

“Yeah,” Vince got out in what felt more like a grunt. “Yeah… go… go get’em Rennie. Ynes, front door. Zathira, back door.”

“But I like getting it in the backdoor,” Ynes complained, pulling one of her maces free and giving it a twirl. Her other hand withdrew the pistol at her hip and thumbed the safety off.

Then she began to smile from ear to ear.

In the way she always did when given the possibility of violence. Her strange and broken nature bubbled up to the top once again.

Renata formed wings on her back and leapt into the air. Flapping twice as she did so, she landed on the roof of the building.

Zathira had quickly slithered around the building and moved to the rear of it.

Standing there, Vince waited.

He listened.

No sooner than Renata had hit the roof than she’d gone through the top of the three-story building. Slamming into what was likely the top floor.

There were muffled shouts, a scream, and then several gunshots.

Immediately, Vince could smell blood after that.

A lot of blood.

Human blood, thankfully.

Whatever was going on didn’t seem to be bothering Renata in any way or causing her problems.

“Well, just another step I suppose,” Vince murmured to himself. “Seemingly inconsequential, yet ever closer to the goal.

Folding his arms, he waited.

Because there wasn’t much else he could do at the moment.

Thankfully, he only had to wait about an hour for everything to happen. From the moment it started to Zathira dragging all the corpses into the woods beyond the building.

“There, see? The door’s fine,” Ynes proclaimed and stepped away from the door.

When someone had rushed out of it, she’d run in. Hitting them under the armpits and carrying them back inside the building.

At the same time though, she’d ended up breaking one of the hinges right out of the frame. The screws were torn away outright.

Only for the second hinge to rip itself out due to the weight of the entire door being put on it.

Ynes clapped her hands together, hit him with a smile as hot as the sun, and tilted her head partially to one side. Trying for the extremely hot and cute angle at the same time.

There was a pop, followed by the door slowly falling to the ground with a bang.

Ynes blinked several times, still smiling at him.

“It’s perfectly fine,” she said, as if she didn’t hear the door just slam to the ground behind her.

Then she spun around and kicked the door several times while cursing under her breath.

“Well, I see she’s feeling better,” Renata remarked as she strolled over to stand beside Vince. She was holding two slim pieces of wood in the shape of a wedge. “Violence is just about her permanent expression of life.

“It’s in these moments that I find my death to be something to be incredibly thankful for. That it’s given me a deep and unshakable understanding of life.”

Vince snorted at that, tilted his head partially to one side, and looked at the Dragon.

“Hard to keep anger pent up, or negative emotions really, when I know at the end of the day… it doesn’t matter,” explained Renata. “I’ve seen what death is. What it’s like. Life is but a short and brief flicker of things compared to the eternity of what comes after.

“Need to make the best use of my life I can with that frame of reference. It’s like… enjoying the daylight hours while not thinking of nightfall.”

Vince stared at her for several seconds and forcefully exhaled the breath he had unknowingly been holding.

“Zathira’s almost done with questioning the dead. They didn’t know much of anything,” Renata reported. “Other than they’re supposed to patrol the road, arrest anyone they find on it, and ship them to the next checkpoint north of here.

“Apparently… there’s a large number of checkpoints on the road. There are also a number of them in the surrounding areas.

“It’s like a blanket meant to make sure no one gets across easily.”

“Well that’s just great,” Vince grumbled. “Though it does actually give us an idea that we’re clearly heading in the right direction.”

“Doesn’t it, though? Alright. I’m going to go hand these to Ynes so she can wedge the door in place. It just has to look good rather than… rather… than—”

Renata turned and looked to the north.

At the same time that she’d stopped speaking, Vince had also turned and looked to the north. He could feel something coming their way.

A number of somethings, in fact.

After only a few seconds, Vince knew exactly what it was. His senses were becoming more and more otherworldly, and this was yet another demonstration of that.

He knew they were the manifestations of the Hungry One’s Will. The clouds that abducted anyone they could catch.

“They’re coming. Right?” Renata asked.

“Yeah. I can’t tell if they’re coming for us though, or just passing by,” answered Vince. He put a hand on Renata and started guiding her to the door Ynes was working on.

He only made it halfway there before he felt a heavy and imposing presence press down on him. On him and his grove.

There was a communal groan from everyone across the entirety of his connections. As if everything in him felt that grave and ugly push against what Vince could only guess was his godhood.

“Coming for us!” Renata hissed and quickly transformed into a Dragon. She dropped down to the ground in front of Vince. “We must fly away now!”

When Vince looked to help Ynes on Renata, he found she was gone. Likely having gone inside of the house.

“Ynes!” he shouted.

“We have to go now! They’re coming much faster!” Renata urged him. “You’ve never fought one, and we have no idea what’ll happen!”

Grimacing, shaking his head, Vince wanted to find Ynes and Zathira. Leaving them here seemed like a terrible idea.

Looking back to where he had felt their approach, Vince saw they were indeed coming directly at him. There was no mistaking it at all.

They would also be here in just seconds.

“Fine,” he growled and stopped trying to hold his powers, as well as the grove, back. He let it run free just as he had done so everywhere else.

Climbing onto Renata’s back, he grabbed on, clenched his legs to her, and made himself ready for her to take off.

Her rocketing into the sky at extreme speed was the expected response, and Vince got exactly that. Renata had careened into the sky so fast that there had been a moment where Vince felt like if he hadn’t been holding his breath, he might’ve passed out.

Renata was flapping powerfully, flinging them through the air and gaining altitude at the same time. Hopefully putting a great deal of distance between them and their pursuers as quickly as possible.

Looking over his shoulder, Vince could see that while they’d managed to keep a distance between them, it wasn’t increasing. Thankfully it wasn’t decreasing either.

The moment he had felt the pressure all over, he had lost contact with his grove.

It wasn’t harmed, nor did it seem to be in danger in any way, but Vince was effectively cut off from it. It was beyond his reach and not something he could grasp a hold of.

“I can’t feel you!” Renata shouted.

“Nor I you!” Vince answered. “Seems like we were much closer than we expected, and inside of his domain? Maybe the Hungry One had more control over that space?”

“Maybe!” Renata called back as she continued to fly them onward. “We’re going to go west! Going south will just cause issues for everyone else!

“If we lead them out to sea, then along the coast, we can hopefully confuse them!”

“Or that island that we saw? The big one?” Vince suggested.

“Maybe. I don’t think it’s inhabited, remember? It’s full of creatures, no sentient peoples,” Renata replied.

Vince did remember vaguely that he had been told that it was uninhabited, but he couldn’t place where or when.

“Whatever you think is best! I trust in you absolutely!” Vince finished.

Renata laughed and continued to flap her wings.

Ascending at an incredible speed in fact.

Pushing upward until they were above even the clouds, which, given the cloud cover had been thick, had blanketed the world as far as Vince could see.

He had never quite seen the like of it.

There were only three things up here above the clouds.

Vince, Renata, and the sun.

No sooner had he realized how beautiful it was, than Vince realized it was considerably harder to breathe at this point.

“Glorious! But this is as high as we can go. It gets hard to breathe at this point,” Renata shouted as she leveled them out. She then immediately dropped into a dive. Her wings slid out into a fixed position and angled themselves.

Slicing down and straight into the cloud bank.

Vince could see nothing now.

“Is this what a raindrop would feel like?” he muttered to himself.

Renata laughed at that, apparently having heard him.

“No. A lightning bolt! Getting ready to descend and destroy something!” she countered as they soared through the clouds.

She would flap several times, then glide until they neared the bottom of the cloud bank, then would begin flapping again.

Keeping them deep inside of it, to the point that Vince really had no idea what was going on anymore. It felt a lot like being in the dark, but in a cloud instead.

The pressure that had been entirely focused on him was slowly fading away.

Diminishing in its force and strength.

It left him feeling like the distance they were putting between themselves and the Hungry One was exactly what needed to be done.

On top of that, he could finally feel that the Hungry One’s clouds were falling behind. Unable to track them effectively through the cloud.

“I think we’re doing the right thing!” huffed Renata as they flew. “I’m only a little tired, so we can keep going, but I have no idea where we are!

“But if we drop out of the clouds, we might just end up inviting those clouds to chase us again!”

Vince could only nod his head. Renata’s assessment was, of course, correct.

The longer they flew in the cloud, the further they could end up being from any place that would actually be useful to them.

“Did we fly along the coast or out toward that island?” he asked.

“The island,” she answered immediately. “The cloud cover moved to the west, there was a lot less to the south. We wouldn’t have been able to hide like this if we’d gone that way.”

“Then… do we do a quick visual check?” Vince asked. “Just enough to see where we are, then right back into the clouds? It’s a risk, but it’d be more of a risk to end up far out over the ocean without any idea of which way to go, wouldn’t it?”

Renata groaned, huffed, blew out several breaths, then groaned a second time.

“You’re right. Okay. We’ll do a quick dip beneath, then right back up. Right back up and into our happy little cloud,” Renata grumped as her wings turned slightly.

Slowly they began descending on a glide while picking up speed at the same time.

“I wish I could fly,” Vince said to himself. He wanted to be able to experience the world in the way Renata could without having to rely on someone else.

They broke through the clouds, and Vince saw nothing but water directly beneath them.

Looking back the way they’d come from, he could distantly see land.

“Ah! There!” Renata said and began rising again, her wings repositioning and flapping once more.

Vince did a rapid scan in every direction, wanting to see what she had before they went back into the clouds.

Distantly, to what he thought was the south, he could see land.

As if to match that, Renata turned.

Just before he lost sight of the land, he found that the Dragon had turned them around to face directly toward it.

What was the name of it again?

They told me what it was once on a map, but I’ve completely forgotten it.

Vince turned the thought inward toward his grove, only to remember that he couldn’t feel any distinct part of it.

He knew it was there, it was healthy, and there was nothing wrong with it at all. Vince was just cut away from it, as if he were locked in a separate room.

In fact, as far as he could tell, the grove was acting as if it could reach out to him.

Feel him.

That to them, there was likely nothing wrong at all, as he hadn’t been responding much anyway.

He wanted to reach out and see if he could contact people in his pantheon, but given the strange pressure on his grove, he thought that maybe that wasn’t the best idea either.

After trying to escape from everything that was going on, doing something like that might be like firing off a flare.

Now that he thought about it, Vince carefully pushed his powers, his pantheon, his core, everything he was, back into the quiet version he’d been practicing.

Just in case, somehow, the Hungry One had a better idea of where he was and what he was doing with it.

Then they flew onward in silence. Renata flapped away as they moved through the cloud bank.

Trying to put ever more distance between them, their pursuers, and the ugly and intense feeling that the Hungry One was putting onto Vince.


Chapter 34

Without any warning, Renata and Vince popped out of the cloud bank they’d been flying through.

One moment, they were in a world of pale gray, and the next, out over open water.

Looking back, Vince saw that the clouds had ended rather abruptly.

As well as the fact that they’d overshot the land that they’d been flying toward. It was now behind them and some distance away.

“Damnit,” hissed Renata as she rapidly brought them around in a turn.

As she did so though, Vince felt the puppets of the Hungry One suddenly begin closing on them. Despite their best attempts, they hadn’t managed to actually escape them.

Though, thankfully, the pressure exerted by the Hungry One had fallen away.

Vince had already tested reaching out to the grove to contact it, only for the pressure to start to return. Since that moment, Vince was pretending that the grove didn’t exist.

It seemed at the moment that any type of godlike powers, or usage of such, brought the attention of the Hungry One. Vince had no idea how far that reach went, but he was fairly certain it covered the entirety of the islands up here.

Probably all the way down to where Europe is, in fact.

Attacking the Null and his people might have been the worst idea possible in the end for us. All we ended up doing was limiting the very people who had built up a weapon to fight the Hungry One.

Though… it wasn’t as if we knew better at the time.

They attacked us outright.

Besides, Ryker mentioned the Null had screwed up. Let his religion get away from him.

“I think… we need to make… a choice,” panted out Renata. “I’m starting to tire. You could charge me up… but that would only prolong the inevitable… since it’d be magic use.

“They’d follow us… from that alone.”

Nodding his head along with Renata’s words, he couldn’t deny what she was saying. She was right.

“Charge you up and head to Europe, double back and hope we can pass by them, betting on your stamina… or… is there a third option?” Vince asked.

“Not that I can think of,” Renata answered with a pant. “Honestly… I feel like either choice… sucks. And not in the fun… way.”

Snorting, Vince considered their two options and whatever else they might be able to do.

Except that, realistically, he couldn’t think of another option. There were just those two possibilities.

“How tired are you?” he asked instead.

“Tired, but… but not worn out. I could… go for another hour or two,” she answered. “Why… wanna… rail me when we… land?”

“I mean, yes, but that’s beside the point,” answered Vince honestly. “If we land… could you defend yourself?

“Because realistically speaking, if we go to land, those problems that’ve been on our back will catch up to us. Not even a question on that.

“So if we land, we fight.

“If we go to Europe… we get chased all the way back, and probably fight. I’m not even sure how long it’d take to fly back, or how many times I’d have to refill your energy. Given how fast you’ve had to fly I… I don’t even know.”

“Neither option… is good,” summarized Renata. “I choose to land and… and fight. You?”

“We’ll land and fight. Though I’m not sure how we’re supposed to fight those clouds,” grumbled Vince.

“Magic, I’d… assume. Since physical attacks… don’t do much,” Renata mused, huffing and puffing as she flapped away. “I’ll breathe fire… on them. Then try some-some spells. See if… any of those work.

“Your sword is different and… that might work. I don’t think your… gun will do much. That’s a purely physical… thing.”

“Fair. I’ll try some spellwork, too, but I have doubts,” Vince added.

“Agreed.”

Renata flew onward for a short while. Moving through the clouds.

After a time, she slowly let them sink below the bottom of the clouds.

The land was directly beneath them.

On top of that, the manifestations of the Hungry One, those evil-looking clouds as big as Dragons, were speeding toward them.

There would be no avoiding this fight.

Letting out a slow breath even as Renata began guiding them down to the ground, Vince could feel his heart rate speeding up. The beats were coming with a great deal more force.

At the edges of vision, he could feel a narrowing coming on.

A precursor to him losing himself in rage and allowing his anger to take control.

Which was something he really didn’t want right now.

Honestly, a fight full of vigor and anger was the last thing he needed now. Because he didn’t know what would and wouldn’t work, this would be a battle reliant on him cudgeling his thoughts into a weapon.

Renata had more or less pulled them into a steep dive and leveled out briefly before they hit the ground. Her wings popped out to become air brakes and slow them down.

To the point that they landed on the ground with a soft pat and almost no velocity. Marking the landing as being nearly perfect in execution.

Vince hopped off her immediately, drew his sword, and powered it up. The edge of it growled as it took on a life that he still didn’t understand.

The truth of the matter was that Legion itself wasn’t quite sure how it worked, but they’d been able to replicate some of it.

He had stolen the weapon from a Super Hero a while back as a trophy of sorts. As long as it cut well and worked, he hadn’t really cared to know more about it, other than how to maintain it.

Surprisingly, Renata had shifted into her human form and was now directly behind Vince. She was in a hybrid form that was far closer to a Drake’s. Clawed hands, horns, wings, tail, and a Human’s body otherwise.

Several of the rather large servants of the Hungry One flew straight toward them.

Grimacing, Vince threw out his left hand.

Not utilizing the Grove was no longer an option. He needed to harness its power if he was going to be able to cast Nullifier spells.

Pushing his awareness into the Grove, he quickly built up a large cone of Nullifier magic. He shaped it just as he would if it were fire, or air, built it out as Johanna had instructed him, then cast it outward.

Since the spell wouldn’t be enclosing anything, he didn’t feel the need to tie it off. Instead, he gave it a steady supply of mana.

With a boom, the cone of Nullification magic spread out in front of him from the palm of his hand. It widened rapidly and frayed apart as it did so.

The very shape of the spell was negated by the spell itself as it was released.

Vince was sure if he was looking at it from the outside, it would look less like a cone and more like an electrical current zapping out in a wild spray.

The nearest minion of the Hungry One was struck by its full force. A bolt of Nullifier magic twisted through it, then stitched across to the side.

It blew apart into nothing. Fragments of what it was scattered about onto the grass beneath Vince’s feet. Strange cotton-candy-like material hit the ground without a sound.

Several more of the clouds came onward. Swerving to try and dodge the attack Vince had thrown out.

One more of them was caught in it though, and half of it was disintegrated into nothing at all. Causing the strange thing to flip to one side and hit the ground.

As his enemies reached him, Vince flicked his sword around in several quick slashes. The tip of his sword neatly parted through the manifestation that was closest.

Which somehow caused it to stagger backward as if it were struck.

The next one, however, quickly enveloped Vince before he could bring his weapon across further. Wrapping around him, he quickly returned to being able to see nothing at all, just as he had been when he was flying with Renata.

Vince felt his feet leave the ground within a second, losing all ability to control his movements at the same time. Without the ability to push against the ground, Vince was unable to generate much force either.

At the same time, he could no longer feel any ability to reach out to the grove or generate spells. It truly was as if he was trapped in a gray room without a door or a window.

Vince’s sword was swung weakly at the surrounding cloud. He managed to cut part of it, but it didn’t do enough damage for it to drop him.

Part of the manifestation that was cut landed on his face.

Unfortunately, it did something then, and Vince couldn’t move his arm anymore. It was seemingly trapped at his side.

To Vince, it felt more as if the sword couldn’t be moved, rather than his arm. He could move the muscles and actually pivot his elbow or shoulder, but his hand went nowhere where it met the hilt.

A weird thought squirted out from the locked gears that was Vince’s brain, and he tilted his head to the side. Snatching up the bit of the monster that’d fallen on him with his teeth, Vince quickly began chewing at it, then he swallowed it.

There was an odd sensation the moment he did so.

A shuddering ran through the puppet of the Hungry One that held him.

In that same moment, Vince felt a connection to his grove. A faint trace of it that felt like a shouted voice through a foggy day.

“Ha,” Vince breathed, then lunged out with his head.

As if he were headbutting the cloud.

He snapped his teeth down on the non-material entity as if he actually could bite it.

And suddenly, he did.

A shriek sounded out from all around him, and Vince felt something substantial in his mouth.

With a jerk of his head, Vince tore off the chunk, chewed thrice, and swallowed hard.

The faint whisper of the grove had become a voice at the edge of understanding.

Lashing out again, then again, Vince continued to take bites out of the manifestation. To the point that it felt more like he was just inhaling the creature.

Without warning, the cloud fell apart and dropped down all around Vince. Revealing that he was actually quite high up in the sky.

Before he could even contemplate the fact that he was likely going to begin falling, he spotted Renata not far off from him.

Grasping hold of the grove, Vince threw up a Nullifier shield, which he probably should have done in the first place now that he thought about it, and blew out a jet of air with a second spell.

He launched himself straight toward where the Orange Dragon was floating along in the Hungry One’s tool. The distance was short enough that he didn’t even have to think too hard about how to aim himself.

Vince slammed into Renata, who jolted to wakefulness the instant he did so. He wrapped his arms around her, then his legs, and held onto her.

The cloud that’d held her had dissipated into absolutely nothing. The Nullifier shield eradicated it into nothing at all.

“Ah!” Renata squeaked, her arms shooting closed around Vince. Her wings unfolded outward and spread themselves.

Her head dipped to one side, then the other, only for one of her wings to tuck inward. Causing them to dive toward the earth distantly below them.

“As ever, thank you. I honestly was shocked at how quickly they were able to carry you off!” Renata said as they sped toward the ground.

As they got closer and closer to a terminal stop, Vince started to get a bit nervous. He had never seen Renata fly in this form, and he wasn’t sure if she could stop as quickly as she did in her normal form.

He needn’t have worried however, as she began to beat her wings to slow them down much sooner than she braked them previously. Her wings pumping hard repeatedly causing them to reach the grass with a somewhat rough landing.

Rough, but safe.

No sooner did Renata set both feet to the ground than Vince let go of her. Putting his feet to the ground and quickly looking back to the skies above.

A horde of the Hungry One’s manifestations were speeding toward them.

Despite Vince’s shield of Nullification magic visibly winding around himself and Renata. They were undeterred by it and didn’t even seem to mind it.

Another stray thought bubbled up from the depths as he stood there staring at the incoming enemy. A thought that could give him a great deal of power if he didn’t miss his guess.

“Of course I trust you. You shouldn’t even be asking me,” Renata mumbled. Apparently, she was actively peeking at his thoughts or emotions. He had just been thinking about the fact that he should check in with Renata before he went forward with his plan.

“Yeah, yeah. As if I wouldn’t check in with you first. That’s just stupid,” he replied, then canceled the Nullifier shield. Doing so by letting it run out of mana in a stuttering way.

As if he couldn’t hold it up on his own anymore.

The manifestations sped up. Moving toward him at a speed that felt eye-wateringly quick. Shooting toward Vince as if they were afraid of him escaping.

Seven or eight of the things were all that were left, and Vince was going to make sure to take each and every one of them.

As they got within fifty feet, he rebuilt the Nullifier spell. Throwing it out in a massive sphere so that it would keep each of those tasty-looking manifestations stuck in there with Vince.

The manifestations didn’t even seem to notice it.

They didn’t recognize that Vince had trapped them inside so that they couldn’t leave.

Vince tied off the shield to the ground beneath him and made sure to keep feeding it mana. So that it would continue to siphon off power to keep it up and prevent the manifestations from escaping him.

An old and strange line popped up in to his head.

“Oh yes, the time has come, my little friends, to talk of food and things,” he quoted to himself, a smile spreading across his face.

Laughing, Vince held still as one of the puppets descended on him and wrapped itself up around him.

Exactly where he wanted it to be, in fact.

Leaning his head back, Vince then threw it forward.

Eagerly, he took a large bite of the insubstantial thing.

And again, came away with a mouthful.

Chewing eagerly, Vince smiled, then swallowed.

Going to give my jaw a workout today.

Oh!

I’ll have to give Johanna some crap later about this.

Or maybe Elizabeth.

Laughing, Vince snatched another mouthful out of the manifestation.

Surprisingly, he could feel the thing circling around the edge of the Nullification spell. It was seeking a way out.

One that didn’t exist.

All the while, Vince just kept eating away at the thing.


Chapter 35

A sudden burp escaped Vince and left him feeling a touch better.

“It’s been a long while since you were this full,” Renata remarked. “They don’t even look that filling. Like cotton.”

“Yes. They… for their size, they’re far more filling than I expected. Far more filling. It’s simply inconceivable,” complained Vince. The last manifestation hung in his fingers.

After Vince had slain and eaten all the puppets he’d locked into the sphere with himself, Renata had led him to the one he’d killed in the air.

Once he had eaten that one, she then took them back to the one he had killed with his sword. By this point though, he felt full to burst.

Groaning, he held up the football-shaped chunk and took a bite out of it.

There was no way he was going to give up such a powerful meal like this one.

Full or not, he needed to eat every bite he could.

Leaving anything behind at all would just be wasting something that couldn’t be given a value. Something that wouldn’t be easy to attain at any point going forward, either.

“What should we do now?” Renata asked. “I feel like if we head back east, we might end up in the same situation.

“Admittedly, you can fight them, but if it happens in the air, I’m not sure it could go as well. It felt hard to think at times when I got close to that shield.

“That and it honestly felt rather difficult to use any ability that isn’t just… part of who I am. Like breathing fire or using magic.”

“Really?” Vince asked in a muted voice. “Hm. It wasn’t like that with others, was it? You’ve been around Nullifiers.”

“To varying degrees. You’re the strongest so far, by an easy margin,” answered Renata, staring out to what Vince assumed was the east. “It’s rather surprising how far down the food chain I am as a Dragon.

“I didn’t really think that I’d be all the weaker compared to so many other things. That I wouldn’t even be concerned about other Dragons, but deities.”

“Just the world we live in. This world seems strange and unhinged at times,” Vince remarked, then lifted up the manifestation and took another bite of it. He chewed as he thought, swallowed, and then huffed. “I mean, I was just a human with a bit stronger than average durability at the start.

“Looking back at my starting point, it feels almost as if I’m looking at a different person. A different lifetime.

“Different life entirely. As if Vince the Ranger never truly existed. Never was. A faded dream hours ago in the morning, and I’m wondering about what tonight’s dream will be.”

“You know, that’s a really good point. Hopefully, my being sanctified as your loyal mount will grant me ever more power,” Renata said with a laugh. “They’re even starting to attribute a lot of things to me. Swifter than any other Dragon, able to survive mortal wounds.

“That even in death, I would serve. That my dead body would carry out whatever order was given until my soul was recalled.

“This world is so strange with faith. With belief. I never would’ve thought any of it was possible. I admit though, I’ve been attempting to spread the rumors I want so that they’ll benefit me.”

“I mean, I’d do the same,” Vince murmured, took another bite, then another. Stuffing his mouth with the remainder and chewing with the entirety of his jaw.

He genuinely felt like he was going to throw up, but this needed to happen.

“Well, seems like you’ve made a choice on what to do,” mused Renata with a chuckle. Looking at Vince and waiting for him to finish chewing. “Are we going to go find our companions and risk another encounter? Or do we try to head south to Europe? Link up with everyone else and move back north.

“Or even maybe go back to the port city where we established our home base? We could easily go there. Wait for everyone.”

Vince swallowed roughly, shook his head, gagged once, and swallowed again.

“Ugh, no… no. We need to… I don’t know, actually,” Vince muttered. “At this point, I’m wondering if it isn’t just a better idea to fly straight into the teeth of the Hungry One.

“He knows we’re around. Knows we’re snooping about. The longer we wait, the more likely he’ll find the others. I can fight with Nullification magic. Maybe it’s time to just… go fight him.

“I’m a lot stronger than I was when we faced off against the avatar of his. That and he’s probably weaker than he was fighting the Null and his people.

“Maybe… maybe this is that one moment in time. Where it’s the only possibility of making this happen as a direct confrontation.”

“That makes sense. Like coming after you when you were a Ranger kind of thing?” Renata asked.

A small nod was all Vince could offer in return. He was currently fighting off throwing up everything he’d eaten. Practically chewing at his tongue to make that happen.

“Well, do we just fly off to the north end of the island then? I’m sure we could find them if we did that. Though that’d put us in direct conflict with more of those clouds if they spotted us,” Renata asked.

“Fly,” Vince agreed with a grunt. “Fly over it all, figure out where we need to be, then be there. As far as the clouds go… I’ll just push out a really large Nullifier shield. A really large one. That way it won’t affect you. Or at least, I hope so.”

“I mean, we can test a bit. See what distance it needs to be at… then… get going,” Renata offered. “Because this is possibly that one moment, right? We just defeated a force that they sent, expecting to take care of us and bring us back as snacks.

“The Hungry One may not even know what’s happened. For all we’re aware of, he might be blind, deaf, and dumb to what actually happens with them. No?”

Nodding his head, Vince tilted his chin up. As if that would keep everything he ate down. Keep it from shooting outward with force and velocity.

“Let’s give it a few minutes, then get going,” Renata advised, then flopped down into the grass. She stretched herself out in the sun, groaned, then went slack. “I’ll just… lay right here and enjoy the weather for a moment.”

***

Flying once more to the east, toward the very head of most of the problems of Europe, Vince felt a stranger fluttering in his stomach.

He was nervous.

Incredibly so.

Amongst every enemy he’d ever gone up against, only two had ever given him pause. Two that made him reconsider his actions and not push immediately forward.

The first was now an acquaintance.

Steve.

The second was the Hungry One.

Which he was flying straight toward, to get into a confrontation that was likely going to be the end of it all. He was expecting that there would be a final showdown between himself and the Hungry One and it’d all be over.

One way or another.

A shudder ran down Vince’s spine as he truly considered that.

In this situation, he was at his greatest danger, and it was entirely possible he wouldn’t be returning from it.

Then I just need to make sure that even if I don’t return, neither does the Hungry One. I can’t let him escape this, regardless of anything else.

I suppose it’s… maybe… no different than what happened with Ryker.

Ryker died for his own cause.

Died to accomplish his goals.

Maybe that’s my own fate as well?

What would happen to me if I died?

Would I go into the spiritual realm?

Somewhere else entirely?

Vince shook his head briefly to clear the morose thoughts.

They weren’t going to do him any good, weren’t going to give him a good mindset or give him any benefit whatsoever.

It was only a negative loop that offered nothing other than a falling outlook.

“Oh, I felt that,” Renata grumbled.

Vince had, too.

In the moment she’d said it, Vince felt an incredible pressure being pushed down on him again. That the Hungry One had once again aware of their presence.

Aware, angry, and very much wanting them to leave.

Which was surprising to Vince.

If the Hungry One wanted them to leave, it meant that he wasn’t as confident as he would like to be. That he wasn’t so sure he wanted to mess with Vince in a straight-up fight.

“He really wants us to go away,” Renata continued with a chuckle. “It reminds me of a barking dog that’s scared. Scared and trying to keep people out of its backyard.”

“Yeah. I got the same impression. Why don’t we use it as an echo-locator? Try to fly around until it gets stronger?” Vince suggested.

“I was thinking the same thing,” Renata agreed and banked to one side as they flew forward.

Slowly, Renata began to work back and forth in wide angles as they approached. In a cone-like pattern that seemed to be narrowing slowly each time.

Vince hadn’t felt any distinct change even as they flew, but it seemed Renata did. As if she was acutely aware of the pressure and if it was increasing or decreasing.

To Vince, it was just a general feeling of heaviness across his senses.

Especially the grove.

A general feeling that didn’t change in any discernible way.

“It’s this way. Northeast. Even more so than where we were previously,” said Renata after they’d flown in silence for a good twenty minutes. “I can genuinely feel an increase in the mind-altering fear that I’m constantly feeling.

“Haha… just about the only thing keeping me from flying away in utter terror is the god sitting on my back!

“Somewhat hard to not be his mount if I was ruled by fear. I suppose that this is the goal you wish for, I’m unable to deviate.

“But boy… it sure is… much… more… when we’re flying in this direction. A lot more. To the point that I swear I think I’d go crazy if I actually had to experience it, rather than it just sliding off me.”

“That bad?” he asked.

A shudder ran through Renata from the tip of her nose down to her tail. As if she were in a fierce wind and couldn’t hold herself still.

“It’s incredibly potent,” she answered, her voice taking on a strange edge. “And getting worse by the second in fact. I don’t… I think… I can’t… I can’t think.

“I think I made a mistake.”

Before Vince could even form a response, Renata went limp, and they began to fall out of the sky. Tumbling end over end without any ability to slow it.

“Ah shit, not this again,” cursed Vince.

Thankfully, he had actually thought about just this sort of thing.

Because as strong as Renata was, as fast as she was, there was no guarantee they wouldn’t run into something that’d cause her to lose control. Temporarily or permanently.

Snatching up the grove, Vince pushed back at the Hungry One.

For the first time, he directly contested his pressure and what it was doing to Vince’s ability to reach the grove. To utilize it, contact it, and feel his connection with all of those who had become part of it.

The idea that the Hungry One could keep Vince out of his own godlike portfolio was laughable in Vince’s mind.

It’d be no different than preventing someone from thinking thoughts inside their own head.

Vince just hadn’t tried to push back against it.

Apparently, the Hungry One disagreed with that, though, as the intensity of the pressure being pushed on the grove shot up.

Up and up until it felt like Vince was trying to take a breath into his lungs while at extreme altitude.

Or, more accurately, perhaps, as if he were in space.

That there was no oxygen at all and what he was attempting to do was simply stupid.

Redoubling his own efforts with the absolute belief in himself, Vince clawed at the Grove. Demanding that it be within his power, as it was his power and part of him.

He was his own living, walking, talking altar to himself.

A sudden and powerful boom shook Vince from the top of his head down to his feet. Leaving him feeling as if the very soles of his boots were going to shoot off.

At the same instant, he suddenly could feel the grove.

As if it had always been there and had only been behind a curtain.

The response he got back from the Elves, Dragons, Dryads, and deities that inhabited it, was that of confusion. As if he’d just suddenly let out a really loud sneeze.

Or a fart?

Vince grinned at his own humor.

The Nullifier spell that’d been encircling himself and Renata this entire time didn’t flicker or shift at all.

He had built it before they’d come under the influence of the Hungry One, and the stream of power Vince fed it had kept it up without an issue.

Moving swiftly, he built up the spells he wanted. Guiding them through the grove and then into the world at large.

As several different spells built around the idea of raw power and wind activated, then activated again, and then several more times, Vince felt the speed that they were falling at noticeably decrease.

They slowed until it felt as if they were floating down, rather than falling.

Nodding his head, Vince continued to pull out spells and activate them. Keeping a manual hold on them so that they could get to the ground with some speed, but not so much that’d be terminal speed on landing.

If Vince wasn’t concerned about the Hungry One overpowering the others in his pantheon, he would have called up Ferris to help him out as they fell out of the sky.

Except that really wasn’t an option.

Concentrating on just landing, Vince worked to bring them down.

Looking to the ground, he constantly managed their speed. Letting them fall rapidly, slowing them down, and doing it again.

As far as he could see, there was nothing other than grass directly beneath them. Though not far off was a rather large canyon.

With large broken brown rocks jutting out in a strange way. Almost as if the ground were a wide-open maw and waiting for an unlucky person to fall into it.

The grass grew right up to the edge of the canyon, and the bottom of it was covered in shadow.

It vaguely reminded him of the prison that they’d visited not long ago for some reason. Perhaps it was a much larger version of it.

Vince didn’t have much time to look at it or think about it, as they’d managed to reach the ground in what felt like no time at all.

Renata slumped into the grass awkwardly and laid there unmoving, while Vince hopped off her back and took a few steps away as her body laid itself out.

Except the Orange didn’t stir upon touching the grass. She was still quite unconscious.

A grimace spread out on Vince’s face, and he began to gently push and pull at Renata. Trying to wake her up, while also trying to get her laid out in a more comfortable position at least.

Which, in the end, was the unfortunate conclusion of the attempt.

She didn’t wake up regardless of how much he moved her.

Nor could he feel her mind in the grove as being anything other than asleep.

Thankfully she was breathing and was fine otherwise.

Just unconscious.

“Right. Well,” Vince said and looked around himself. There wasn’t anything that could be seen in any direction. A wide-open plain that ran in every direction with endless grass.

As he looked though, it felt unnatural.

Strangely so.

Distantly he could see that there was nothing much other than rolling hills and even some small rises that rose up a significant way.

Where he stood right now was oddly flat, though as he inspected it further, he slowly came to realize it had what felt like a curve to it the further it went away from where he was standing. There were also no trees anywhere nearby.

The biggest vegetation was small bushes.

Apart from the plants that felt strangely empty, there didn’t seem to be any life of any sort.

Even bugs seemed to be absent here.

This whole area seemed to be the definition of “devoid of life”.

Vince brought the Nullifier shield in a bit closer, then locked it in place around Renata. Given how much it’d been draining while he held it, he guessed approximately how much power he would need to attach to it for it to last a few hours.

Because for all he knew, this might take some time.

If he left Renata here, she’d need a way to stay safe and not be noticed.

Standing next to her, he quickly brought out a spell that would camouflage her. That’d make her look like nothing more than the empty feeling of grass and open air.

Given that the spell was being constructed inside of a Nullifier shield, he imagined any vestiges of the spellwork would be hidden.

Once he’d built the spells and fed the power into the Nullifier shield, Vince realized he had nothing else to do here.

Nothing else to wait or work on.

The time was now to go find the Hungry One.

“Right,” Vince said, clicked his tongue, and stepped through the shield. “On my own. By myself. Again.

“Haven’t really been alone, much less on a mission, in a long while. A long, long while. To the point that I honestly can’t remember the last time I was truly alone.”

As he stood there, contemplating what to do next, the pressure that’d been settling over him grew to a fever pitch.

It left him with a feeling of “hearing” something as well.

Or maybe it was similar to having heat being blown at him.

It vaguely matched up with the pressure that the Hungry One had been pushing out at him.

Unsurprisingly, it seemed to be coming from the direction where he’d seen the canyon.

“Heh… a nice nature walk,” Vince murmured and began walking forward. “Really. Right back to my roots.”


Chapter 36

As he walked along, Vince could feel the pull of the Hungry One.

“Or is it… a push? It’s not like he wants me there,” Vince mumbled to himself. “In fact, it’s like walking up a path littered with ‘stay out’ and ‘no trespassing’ signs all over.

“Might as well be shrieking at me from a window that they don’t want me here. Go away. All the rooms are filled. No room for the night.”

Snickering at his commentary, Vince marched on.

There were no manifestations in the sky.

No devouring clouds moving toward him.

Nor did Vince even see a living person, creature, or bug.

“Was it all devoured? Is that it?” he mused as he continued to walk.

Shaking his head, he let his thoughts wander into idle things. Things that didn’t matter at all but for how much time they could pass.

Slowly, the canyon crept into his view.

Vince stared at it without really seeing it.

Acknowledging it was there, but not truly understanding that it was.

His idle thoughts and the strange overbearing presence pressing on him to leave had just about blinded him to anything other than moving forward.

It wasn’t until he could see partway down into the canyon itself that he realized what he was looking at.

“Okay… is that fat bastard at the bottom then?” asked Vince aloud. “Hungry One is the dark fat one? Stuck down there and unable to do much?”

“You dare!?” shouted a voice. It sounded a lot like the Hungry One from the last time Vince had encountered him.

“I do dare. It’s the very reason I’m here, you gigantic damn mouth,” Vince responded and held his arms out at his sides. “I dare to want to fight you, kill you, and eat you.

“I do indeed dare. I’ll just stay right here until you decide that it’s a good idea to fight me. Otherwise, I’ll just go find out whichever way your religious goons use to come to see you and start killing them all.

“Because your floating farts can’t bother me anymore. In fact, I ate them. They were tasty.

“Like cotton candy but way too filling. Wanna offer me some more? I could eat again now. Finally.”

“You… what?” growled the Hungry One.

“I was hungry. So I ate your puppets,” Vince stated with a chuckle. Then he drew his sword. He didn’t bother to pull out his pistol as he was certain it wouldn’t do anything. “Well? Are you going to show yourself your sorry excuse for a Pacman frog?

“Or do I need to walk on down to my nearest Hungry One’s restaurant and chow down on a baker’s fucking dozen of priests.

“You wouldn’t think it by the way, but human hearts can be really… chewy. Chewy, chewy. It’s kinda surprising really.

“Well, it was surprising to me at least.”

There was a subtle rumbling sensation that shook Vince to a degree. As if he were standing on a vibrating steel plate.

It took Vince a few seconds to realize it was laughter.

The Hungry One was laughing.

Before Vince could figure out a response to give, a shadowed figure that looked as if it’d once been a person but was now not much more than a living shadow, sprang out of the ground itself.

“You poor bastard, you’re one of those Devoured ones, aren’t you.”

Shooting through the air at a speed Vince couldn’t even track; it instantly closed the distance between himself and it.

And went right through him.

As if it were nothing but a breeze, all it managed to do was ruffle Vince’s hair.

“Uh,” he said, looking down at himself, then back to the Devoured. It was ten feet away and spinning around to face him.

Vince rushed the Devoured and flicked his sword out.

It neatly parted its head from its shoulders.

Snatching up the arm of it as it fell to the ground, Vince cut it free at the shoulder. The cutting edge of the weapon made short work of it without any resistance at all.

Without contemplating what he was doing, he pulled the strange limb up to his mouth and tore a bite out of it.

It tasted like cold dirt, strangely enough.

Looking at the point where he’d cut the limb free, he saw there were no internals to it.

No bones, no veins, no muscles, nothing.

A single color throughout with not a single blemish or deviation.

There’d be no point in trying to find the heart and eat it, as there probably wasn’t one.

After all, if there weren’t bones, muscles, or otherwise, there was most likely no heart. No organs at all.

Wanting to make sure of his thoughts, Vince casually sliced open the Devoured’s chest as he swallowed. Taking another bite, he peered into the carved open torso.

It was just as he’d assumed.

A solid state that came in one color.

Probably one flavor, too.

Dirt.

Grimacing, Vince swallowed, then tore another chunk off and began chewing at it.

“Hey, this one tastes bad. Send the clouds out, huh?” Vince grumbled as he chewed. “But hey, it tastes better than your avatar did. That tasted like shit.”

An entire army of the Devoured sprang out of nothing.

Appearing from the ground, they charged at Vince from every direction. Mobbing him from every direction and possibility.

There were even a large number of hands grasping at his legs from the ground itself. Their clawed fingers dug at him and grasped his ankles.

Or at least, they tried.

Everywhere they touched Vince, they simply passed through him. Zipping past, through, under, over, and without ever making contact with him.

Snorting, Vince enjoyed several more bites of his Devoured drumstick.

At the moment, he didn’t see a reason to interrupt their attempts. It was giving him a chance to continue to eat.

Because with every bite, it seemed as if these creatures became more and more insubstantial to him. To the point that they didn’t even have enough force to make his hair move about anymore.

With a nod of his head, he simply ate in silence.

It took what felt like an entire five minutes before the Devoured finally accepted that they couldn’t do anything to him. That their attacks were without merit and were a waste of time.

In that time, Vince had worked his way through the entirety of the arm. Popping a clawed finger into his mouth as the entirety of the Devoured slunk away from him.

Getting low to the ground and becoming absolutely still.

“Come on, Hungry One. You seem really… scared, to me,” Vince remarked, looking around. While he sounded confident, he didn’t feel that way.

Even as he stood there, with the Devoured attacking him, his heart had thudded away heavily in his chest. His hands were sweating, and it felt like a river of sweat was rolling down his spine and right down into his underwear.

The grove fluttered and flickered under the extreme pressure that the Hungry One was putting out. Leaving Vince in a strange mental place.

As if he were nothing but a mouse, cowering in a hole, while staring up at a monster. Regardless of how strong Vince felt, and was, he was pitting himself against a creature that’d been a demon-like deity.

One that’d been in their role for decades.

If not longer if he’d come through a portal from elsewhere, which, given how he handled himself, seemed quite probable.

“Well?” Vince blurted out. “Whatever. I’m going to go find some of your priests. I’m hungry, and I feel like devouring your religion.

“Because there’s nothing I can’t eat, you know. Ate your clouds, ate your Devoured, ate you, in fact. I wonder how many I’ll kill and eat before you decide to show up.”

As he said the words, Vince’s eyes fell on what was a camp across the way from him. It was part and parcel of a large section of trees, and he hadn’t noticed it until this point.

Staring at it for several seconds, Vince smiled.

“I’ll start right over there,” he blurted out and gestured to the camp.

There was a ground trembling roar at that.

One that echoed oddly all around Vince and made him feel like he was standing atop one of the enormous speakers Legion tended to use for large gatherings.

Even as the roar carried on, Vince could feel the Hungry One gathering himself. An avatar formed out of the ground and clawed its way up out of the dirt.

It was easily twice Vince’s height by the time he even understood the Hungry One was forming. Seconds after that, Vince had to crane his neck to follow it upward as it stood up.

Moving ever higher and growing taller by the second. Stretching upwards until Vince couldn’t even see their mouth over the bulge of their chest and gut.

“You know, from down here, it’s really obvious you’re compensating,” Vince blurted out and gestured at the lack of genitalia. “You don’t have bits or a bob, that means you’re just… lacking.

“That’s gotta be why you’re so big. Right? You feel intimidated by mortals with privates? It’s alright. You don’t have to feel threatened. I won’t judge you.

“It’s not your fault you’re an abomination.

“You big ugly fucking croaking turd.

“Do you know how hard it was to shit you out last time I had you for dinner? Like a damn cork in my asshole for an entire day.

“I don’t even know what I’m going to do when I eat your whole damn corpse. I don’t think my guts will ever be right again.”

As the gargantuan deity fully stepped out of the ground, without even disturbing the earth, they leaned their head back. Roaring in a way that made Vince’s skin prickle, his spine stiffen, and his toes curl inside of his boots.

A roar that made everything quake about wildly. More so than any other time in his life, Vince was violently thrown about.

He had an instant to think about how insane this all was before The Hungry One lifted a foot up.

Faster than Vince could contemplate it, it came down. A whooshing whistling sound accompanied it.

There was a moment in which Vince attempted to open himself up to spell work. To throw up a Nullification shield.

Nothing happened.

Nor did a Nullification spear come to his command, or the cone he’d utilized previously.

The magic, all magic, didn’t respond. Nothing did at all. As if it didn’t exist at all. That he’d never once been able to access magic.

There was no time left though.

Now the very same foot he’d been attempting to hit with Nullification was considerably closer than it had been.

It was so large and wide that Vince had to sprint to one side to dodge the foot. Sprint as fast as he could, as if his life truly depended on it.

Since it did.

Looking over his shoulder as he ran, Vince had the barest of moments to realize he wasn’t actually going to make it out. That the Hungry One’s foot was going to crush him.

Twisting to the side, Vince turned and dove.

His best bet at the moment was to get himself wedged into the space, the hopeful crack, between the big demon’s toes.

Come on! Please!

Landing somewhat on his back, Vince grasped his sword with both hands and held it against the ground beside him. He didn’t dare hold it above himself as he envisioned the hilt going through his body.

There was a flash of darkness, and then Vince felt the crushing weight of the monster’s foot against him.

Vince had at least managed to get himself into the space between its toes. The pressure of it all compacted him in tight without the ability to move around at all.

To the point that he couldn’t even draw a breath and he immediately could see spots, despite being in the darkness of the Hungry One’s toes.

The spots that’d been small at first were starting to rapidly become sparkling white flashes. On top of that, the pressure that had been constant, surprisingly somehow was growing.

Doing the two things he could, Vince spread his lips and tried to bite at the Hungry One’s flesh. At the same time, he wriggled his sword around. Trying to get it to carve into the monster even as he was pinned.

The Hungry One suddenly pivoted and moved to the left.

Vince was drug along against the ground.

Only the death grip on the hilt of his sword and his teeth that were lodged in the rough flesh kept him between the creature’s toes. Otherwise, he would have been dragged underneath the foot and ground down against the grass.

Then the Hungry One slid its foot the other way.

To no avail, the Hungry One was working to dislodge Vince and crush him.

Almost as if the demon was trying to stomp Vince out like a cigarette butt on the ground.

Right around the time that Vince could hear nothing other than the pounding of his heart in his ears, the foot was finally lifted off the ground.

In his head, Vince was reminded of when he would lift his foot up to check the underside of his boot after stepping on what could have been a nail.

Relaxing his jaw, Vince put his boots to the bottom of the Hungry One’s foot and pushed.

He launched himself away and toward the ground, even as the foot continued to go upward.

Hitting the ground, Vince rolled head over heels twice and then sprang up. Lifting his sword up beside himself.

In front of him, the massive Hungry One was gazing at the bottom of his foot. Only to realize Vince wasn’t there but wasn’t far off when his gaze flicked to him.

Vince, however, was elated.

He hadn’t missed the fact that there was a trickle of blood weeping out of the wound he’d caused in the monster’s foot.

“If you bleed, I can definitely kill you. Kill you and eat you,” Vince growled, lifting his sword up. While this would be difficult, it was still doable.

The Hungry One’s shoulders hunched up and his head moved back in a strange way.

Reminding Vince of a Dragon about to hose him in a breath of fire.

As well as the entire area around and behind him.

Not waiting to confirm his thoughts, Vince raced ahead. Straight back into where he’d escaped from.

Dodging in close to the monster’s ankles, Vince began swinging his sword repeatedly into the ankle joint of one foot.

Each heavy slash carved deeply into the strange rubbery flesh. Peeling it away in jiggling chunks. Several of them hit the ground with a thud.

Unfortunately, Vince didn’t see anything in that flesh that made it look any different than what made up the Devoured. The flesh he was hacking away at didn’t actually have any infrastructure.

Attacking a joint was pointless.

There was nothing there to attack, other than flesh, and it wouldn’t amount to anything other than hacking away at him.

As if the Hungry One were a tree and not much else.

Fine.

Fine!

That’s workable.

Just shitty.

Slashing madly at the monster, Vince tried to lay on as many attacks as he could. The edges of his vision had darkened in a way that reminded him of his rage, though he didn’t feel out of control.

Even as the creature let out a black smoke-like flame that washed all over the ground, Vince cut and chopped.

Unfortunately, he didn’t get to do it as long as he’d liked since the Hungry One realized quite quickly it was being attacked.

The black cloud it unleashed faded immediately as it jerked its head back after having thrown it forward to attack. Its feet stuttered stepped backward with more agility than Vince had been expecting.

Not wanting to lose this chance, Vince had a sudden and stupid-sounding idea. That his advantage in this fight was his size, relative to that of the Hungry One.

Having made himself so large, the Hungry One would be having to deal with something the size of a mouse or smaller, relative to himself.

Vince had to deal with mice a lot in the past.

They were quick, hard to catch by hand, and often it felt like they were clairvoyant. Predicting where a hand or boot would be coming down.

Reaching the foot, Vince snatched out his dagger from behind his belt.

Jamming it into the ankle, he pulled himself up with it a fair bit. Lifting his sword up, he slammed it home into the creature at an angle.

A lot like how he’d often tried to position nails to hang picture frames from. He’d made sure to have the blade face away from himself so that the blade’s edge wouldn’t slide downward with his weight.

Getting his feet down against the bend behind the Hungry One’s knee, Vince propelled himself upward. His blades came free as he did so.

Leaping upward with some force, he gained some distance along the Hungry One’s leg. Only to plunge both the dagger and sword in once again.

Strange black blood sprayed across Vince’s face and chest. Liberally coating him and even blinding him.

Without meaning to, he swallowed some of it, dragged a wrist across his eyes to clear his view, and leapt upward again.

Vince managed to make it to the monster’s rear end at this point. He hung in place precariously, with his feet dangling below and both weapons wedged into the lowest edge of the Hungry One’s buttock.

This would likely be the moment one would slap a hand down to crush an insect-like Vince.

Grinning, he looked up to the shoulders of the Hungry One.

The right one had bunched up and bent oddly.

Just as if an arm was coming around to swat at him and where he hung on.

Vince’s heart slammed and banged around in his chest. Thumping in a way that hurt strangely enough.

He could hear a ringing in his ears, and it felt like the blood vessels in his temples might burst, given the pressure of it all.

The Hungry One’s head couldn’t turn around and look over its shoulder. In fact, it didn’t seem as if it could even look backward, with how bulbous and large it was.

It was yet another opportunity for him to get things done.

Swinging around wide, the strange arm came backward toward Vince.

In the movement, he had a strange revelation.

That this monster, this creature, the demon known as the Hungry One, had at one point had a mortal body.

At the moment it didn’t have bones, muscles, tendons, or ligaments. It was a body that lacked everything and anything that was required for normal movements.

However it was powering itself had nothing to do with physics or how a body would normally move.

Yet it moved as if it did indeed have bones and muscles.

Bending its arm around as if it couldn’t just reach around behind itself against the joint directly. As if he weren’t made out of elastic and rubber.

Watching, Vince saw the arm come around, pull back, and shoot toward him. The stubby fingers spread wide to try and make sure he wouldn’t escape.

Except, Vince had a different idea.

Pulling his feet up, he crouched low and got his boots stuck fast to the monster.

Only to jump toward the incoming arm.

Pushing hard with his feet, he propelled himself toward what he hoped was the elbow joint. The distance between himself and his destination was short.

Very little force had bled off Vince by the time he arrived.

On top of that, the Hungry One’s arm hadn’t stopped quite yet.

When he collided with the horrible flesh, he nearly bounced right off it. Only his outstretched dagger and sword kept him from shooting past or bouncing off it.

The boom of the Hungry One’s hand clapping to its own rear was loud, to the point of being similar to a thunderclap.

Not wanting to lose the opportunity he was given with an actual running surface, Vince quite literally began climbing up the interior of the arm to the backside of the elbow.

Once his boots were planted and he was stable, he sprinted right up the arm.

A fat black eye on the top of the Hungry One’s head was turned his way.

Even as he ran along its arm, it tried to jerk its arm away, except that didn’t do much of anything. Vince jumped rather than lose his momentum.

He sailed over the short distance from the now-gone arm to the back of the Hungry One’s head.

“Bastard!” the Hungry One shouted as Vince began to run up to the top of its head.

While it had no muscles, no bones, and no organs, it did have eyes.

Eyes, fingers, toes, a mouth, and a tongue.

Of all those possible targets, there was one that stood out in Vince’s mind.

Rushing toward the large eye, he didn’t hesitate. The very second he was within range, he cocked his arm back and swung for all he was worth.

The sword slid right through the eye near the midway point, tearing through it at full speed and without any resistance. Powering out the other side, with a splash of black fluid spraying out wildly.

Which splattered across Vince’s entire front.

Having been yelling, he once again got a mouth full of foul blood in his mouth. He quickly spat what he could out, wiped at his eyes with one hand, and got down in a squat.

Vince quickly stabbed his sword down into the monster’s head.

The Hungry One’s response to being blinded in one eye was instantaneous. A hand slapped up toward its eye. Covering it quickly with its palm as it shrieked loudly.

It’d also jerked around quite forcefully. Launching Vince to one side as if he were a flag on the flagpole that was his sword.

A grimace curled his mouth severely as he hung on.

Once the Hungry One had hunched forward, and gone still, Vince jerked his sword back out. He darted across the top of the Hungry One’s head to the other, still undamaged eye.

And thrust his blade right into it.

Running the weapon right up to the hilt against the pupil of the Hungry One’s eye.

“Fuck you,” hissed Vince, and then jerked his blade to the side.

The top half of the eye flopped to one side in a horrifying way.

Blood and strange liquid sprayed free of the eye and Vince got another blood bath.

Only to suddenly be knocked down and forward.

The light went out as well and Vince didn’t really understand what’d happened.

There was an ugly squishing noise from all around him, even as the pressure on his back continued to go up.

Thankfully he could still breathe, but it reminded him of when he’d been stepped on.

Oh.

He fucking slapped me like a fly, and I ended up in the bottom of his eyeball.

Didn’t I?

Holy fuck.

Still gripping his sword and his knife, Vince started stabbing into the bottom of the monster’s eyeball. Slamming both weapons in and just being more than willing to carve his way into their skull.

All the while, he was more or less being forced to drink the disgusting blood of the monster. Every breath nearly filled his mouth with the vile sludge.

Spitting it out didn’t do him any good either.

The Hungry One continued to roar.

Suddenly, Vince could see what was going on. Everything was suddenly well-lit.

Then the darkness came back along with a booming slap.

Now the Hungry One was slapping at its own head to try and kill Vince, even as the latter bore his way down into the monster’s head.

Light came and went several more times as Vince struggled to carve a way through.

A strange feeling overcame him, and he suddenly felt his Grove.

Felt it and that he could reach into it.

Vince immediately summoned up a massive cone of Nullification magic, aimed it down into the Hungry One’s eye socket between his boots, and unleashed it.

There was a whooshing sound that accompanied the spell going off as it began to burn and boil its way through the top of the Hungry One’s head.

Everything turned a strange hazy blue color. As if he were looking across the top of a metal surface that’d been left out in the sun.

Closing his eyes, Vince kept the spell going and, if anything, was trying to make it bigger.

As he crouched there, a blinding blue light hurting his eyes even behind his eyelids, Vince gagged. He’d been drinking so much of the foul liquid that he was actually feeling sick.

Feel like a damn parasite.

Living in a frog’s eye.

Vince suddenly started to fall. Fall into the same space he’d been casting the spell into. Only to stop.

Then fall.

And stop.

And fall again.

In a series of abrupt starts and stops, Vince ended up falling a great deal.

Only for the entirety of the Hungry One to vanish.

Into nothing at all.

Blinking, Vince had a single second to process that the Hungry One was just gone before he felt the pull of gravity and dropped once again.

Thankfully he only fell twenty or so feet.

While it’d likely be problematic for a normal human, Vince was anything but that.

Upon hitting the ground, Vince let his knees and waist take the fall and bend. Bend and bow until his butt hit the ground.

Standing right back up after stabilizing himself, he looked around.

The Hungry One’s avatar was gone.

There was no part of it as far as Vince could see, in any direction.

Nor were the Devoured around or about.

Vince stood alone here in the field.

Even the chunks that Vince had cut off were all gone as well.

A glance down at himself revealed that even the blood that’d been all over him was gone. He was no longer covered.

Though the taste in his mouth remained.

Snorting, Vince then hacked several times and coughed out a mouthful of black blood. Spitting it into the grass.

A soft breeze blew across him and left him wondering if he’d won.

It didn’t feel like he’d won, to him.

From below him, below the ground, a deep rumble shook Vince from head to toe. As if the ground itself was bellowing at him.

Wait… what?

Blinking, Vince felt a concentrated pressure against his grove. Trying to stifle his ability to utilize magic once again.

Except it wasn’t coming from just below, but also from the massive canyon not far off.

Then, suddenly, a hill that lay just beyond the canyon shifted.

It literally lifted itself up and came away from the ground.

A gigantic, scaled, clawed hand and arm appeared.

It dwarfed the avatar of the Hungry One that Vince had just fought against.

As casual as could be, the massive, clawed hand reached off and to the side. To a point that Vince couldn’t actually see.

Only for the truly massive arm to swing back.

The clawed hand that was easily the size of several houses was curled. The fingers pressed together without much room between them, and nearly closed.

Even at this distance, Vince could see things falling out of the hand.

People, falling out of the hand.

Humans were quite literally tumbling away from the massive claw.

Moving swiftly, the hand moved over the canyon, opened itself, and dumped its contents into the gulch.

Only for the sides of it to slam closed, dislodging dirt, rocks, and grass in a massive spray in every direction. A huge tongue slithered up and out of the canyon and tongued at the rim of its mouth before moving back in.

Oh fuck.

This whole… area… is the Hungry One!

That canyon is his mouth!?

I’m more like the size of a parasite!

Fuck!

How the shit do I fight that!?

Vince felt despair welling up from the depths of his heart.

Dread.

He slowly began to shake his head just as he considered the enormity of what he was looking at.

His mind caught on a thought he’d had only a moment ago, however, and it provided him with a memory.

A memory that refused to budge in any way.

When he almost died because he didn’t boil his water enough and a parasite had started eating him from the inside out.

Vince continued to shake his head as he let the memory play itself out.

In the end, it’d gotten so bad that he had stumbled into a village, collapsed, and had been tended to while unconscious.

A doctor had quite literally crammed him full of tonics, potions, and other things, that eventually got rid of the parasites.

Along with most of Vince’s body weight and a month to recover enough to leave his bed.

“Well,” Vince mumbled, staring at the massive mouth.

Behind him, he could feel a new avatar being summoned from the ground.

He was left with only two choices.

Become the parasite, or hope he could out-endure the Hungry One.

Given that the monster had casually grabbed a small village's worth of people and tossed them in like popcorn, he wasn’t so sure about the latter.

Testing his spellwork, Vince pulled up a small Nullifier shield around himself. An oval that would only barely cover him.

Or at least, he tried to.

What he ended up summoning was more akin to a second skin than a shield. It was so compacted and pressed in on by the Hungry One that it rested atop Vince’s skin.

It didn’t feel like it would fail though, and felt incredibly strong.

Just small.

“Well… I guess… it’s a siege. From the inside out,” Vince blurted out and then began sprinting for the giant mouth of the Hungry One.

He had already proven that he could devour the Hungry One. He had eaten directly from the monster more than a few times.

Yet every attempt the Hungry One had made to eat Vince, failed.

That concept quickly formed into a full belief in his mind. One that he forced out into the Pantheon and the Grove.

Almost faster than he wished, Vince met the edge of the canyon.

Without thinking, he dove headfirst into it.

“I’m going to become the nastiest fucking tapeworm,” he said to himself as he plummeted into the Hungry One’s mouth.

Nothing else mattered from here on out.

There wouldn’t be a struggle.

Nor a fight between gods.

In fact, there wouldn’t even be a visible conflict.

Either Vince would eat the Hungry One from the inside out, or the Hungry One would Devour him.

Then Vince snorted.

Nah, I’d win.


Epilogue

Groaning, Vince stuffed another chunk of the Hungry One’s heart into his mouth and began to chew.

This was after slashing it to pieces and flinging parts and bits in every direction. Breaking it down into quivering chunks and doing his best to obliterate it.

Except it always healed quickly.

To the point that it was hard to qualify if he was doing any lasting damage at all, in fact.

Even when he had tried to hack out the massive veins that led into the heart, the damage was healed almost instantaneously.

Though given that it was the size of five or six Dragons put together, it was hard for him to tell one way or the other.

Dropping down to a sitting position, he made himself comfortable on the quivering lung of the Hungry one.

The heart quivered and beat oddly above him.

His ability to see in the absolute darkness of this location had gotten better, but it was still pretty hard to make things out.

He could nonetheless tell that the massive muscle was healing.

Even as it bled all over itself and attempted to get back into a normal rhythm.

Blood lay coagulated all around in heaps and humps.

Endless hours and days of slashing, eating, and resting were Vince’s life here in this small space. The heart of the Hungry One received all his physical attention.

Laying himself out against the lung as it inflated, Vince rolled onto his back and just laid there and chewed.

He wasn’t really sure what way was up, given how things were laid out. Lungs were normally in front of the heart, but Vince had somehow ended up making a lung his plane of existence.

Which was certainly better than how this had all started out.

It’d taken him the better part of six months to gnaw his way out of the Hungry One’s stomach. All the while just about swimming in stomach acid and the Hungry One’s religious magic that continually tried to break through his Nullification magic.

Even as other people fell into the stomach, were immediately dissolved, and Devoured, Vince struggled on.

Cutting, eating, and digging his way out of the stomach.

When he did finally break out, he found himself in what he assumed was inside the abdominal cavity.

Even after exiting, his journey to find what he wanted took time. An entire month of just trying to navigate around in the dark and figure out where the damn heart was.

Once he did find it, he’d more or less set up shop right next to the house-sized organ. As massive as it was and with it seeming so grotesquely misshapen, he had managed to find a spot to lay out on a nearby lung.

Since that moment, Vince had been doing little else other than eating said heart.

Or at least, doing so when he didn’t decide to have a break from the routine and eat a large portion of the lung he resided on.

When he had his full, he always tried to cut down deep enough for a rush of air to fill the cavity. Puncturing the lung and causing issues for the Hungry One.

The reason was simple.

While Vince hadn’t had any issues breathing, for which he didn’t have an answer for, it was just nice to have fresh air.

Sniffing, then hacking twice, Vince shifted around and reached out to his Grove.

The only reason he knew how long it’d been since he’d entered was he had thankfully been able to chit-chat with his pantheon through the Grove.

Johanna and Dea had been almost always available to talk. In the few instances when they weren’t, Ferris or Yaris were there.

At first, he hadn’t been able to talk to them much.

When he was eating his way out of the stomach had been the worst of his “siege” inside the Hungry One.

Now it wasn’t that bad at all. Having people to talk to had changed the dynamic significantly.

That and I’m not constantly being submerged in stomach acid.

Ugh.

As was his habit for the last four months of eating the Hungry One’s heart, he got comfortable and closed his eyes.

Despite there being nothing but darkness around him, he still preferred having his eyes closed whenever he ‘called in’ to the grove.

The response to his presence in the Grove was immediate as soon as he touched it though. Someone had been most certainly waiting for him and he already knew who it was.

“Hello, dear Husband,” purred Dea without actually speaking to him. It was transmitted in a way that he heard it, but it wasn’t actually audible.

Being a deity was as strange as ever.

“My beautiful Dryad,” Vince replied in the same way, pushing the words to Dea with his mind through the Grove with a grin as he chewed.

“I… well, yes. I really am a Dryad anymore. Ah well,” Dea said with a laugh. “Besides, we all know you like Dryads best. I’m glad to bend that to my own desires.”

“Don’t tell Ferris or Yaris, they’d try to fight you to the death over that. The Dragons and Elves all argue that they’re the favored race,” Vince warned. “I hear their prayers as often as I hear yours, you know.”

He also heard more than a few of his Dryad wives crying over him. They missed him.

All he could do was give them attention in the grove, but that wasn’t a great answer. It was as if he were on a different planet, to them.

“That’s fine even if they try. You wouldn’t let them. You love Dryads,” Dea teased with a laugh. “You love me! There’s no way you’d ever let them harm me.

“I’d just… promise you all the Dryad things you love, hit you with a big pout, and… let you handle it for me.

“Then I’d act all ashamed that I used you like that, promise you some very fun times with Dryads and myself, make you feel better, and wander off again.

“Being a Dryad of Yosemite is a… delight. Though I do hear the prayers of the Dryads in Legion. They’re quite a bit more martial, but their prayers are earnest.”

Vince could believe that.

The Dryads from that grove he’d met had been particularly aggressive in a physical way. Like a drawn sword, which was pretty far removed from the Dryads he knew.

“How’s Europe looking today?” Vince asked, deciding he didn’t want to address what she said.

Because it felt almost too accurate, and he suddenly had an extensive response of guilt.

“A lot better, actually. Ferris and a flight of Dragons were able to penetrate quite deeply into it and were slaughtering Devoured,” Dea answered with a chuckle. “The clouds break often, and we’ve made contact with the Null and his people.

“They were shocked to hear of your position. I’m certain that they are all praying to you through Johanna and the Nullifier schools she raised up.”

“Oh? Well. That’s good,” remarked Vince after swallowing. Lifting up his right hand, sword held aloft, he began hacking at the heart in a casual way. He was too tired at the moment to put much effort into it, but he never liked to leave the heart alone for long. “How’s their land looking? As destroyed as we theorized?”

“It’s bad, not as bad as we feared, but not much better, either. Realistically, it’ll take a long time for them to gain their population numbers back.

“Yaris has already theorized a number of critical needs that they’ll have and how we can help them, while also benefiting from it. The Legion has, of course, been most interested in this situation.”

Vince snorted at that. He could certainly believe that.

Legion would get the most from the situation, and do it in such a way that the other party would somehow be thankful for it.

“Other news?” he prompted. He didn’t think there would be much. The truth of the matter was that he had probably been slashing away at the heart for a good ten or twelve hours. Not a lot could have happened since he spoke to her last.

“Prussia is doing some weird things in the East in the last day or so. Reports are vague but, it’s something about an undead wasteland.

“Our plan remains the same. Build up our borders and keep them as they are. No sense in over-reaching as we move into Africa.”

Africa had become a home for Dragons, and Ferris was determined to make it more so. Just with a number of Legion of Yosemite cities scattered throughout with portals and normal amenities.

The Dragons of the world were changing and becoming far more Human through their worship of Ferris.

Much of Yosemite’s focus had been on expansion there, instead of Europe.

There was no one opposing them in Africa, after all.

It was just easier.

The Hungry One’s heart made a strange noise, and its beat stuttered.

Stuttered in a way that Vince had never heard before.

“Hm?” he mumbled and started stabbing at the heart with a bit more force.

It responded by shuddering and attempting to regain its rhythm.

Only to immediately fall back into the strained and strange stuttering.

Quickly, Vince sat up.

He began to struggle his way to the top of the heart. Climbing his way up it as one might a cliff, even as it thumped and pumped beneath him.

When he reached the top, he lifted up his sword.

Beneath his feet, the heart quivered and quaked.

He slashed at the gigantic veins that led blood in and out of the heart itself. Swinging for all he was worth at them.

They were so large that he wasn’t able to cut them down in a single swing, regardless of how he tried. In the past, by the time he had worked around to hack at the other side, the previous side had healed up.

Putting his body into the attack, Vince powered right through the flesh. He quickly shifted to the other side while attacking again and again.

Blood splashed out in every direction as he worked, shooting out with a gushing amount that nearly knocked him clean off his strange perch.

Launching several more attacks, Vince ended back where he started. The slash he’d made had started to heal.

But it hadn’t fully done so yet.

Slashing immediately at it, Vince wore a massive grin.

Only for the heart to quite literally tear itself out of position and flop down into the chest cavity of the Hungry One.

Vince was washed away in a literal wave of blood.

“Fuck you!” he screamed even as he was washed away.

There was an unmistakable moment as the massive body that was the Hungry One began to die. Spasming wildly all around him as its heart was quite literally cut free.

A long, strange groan escaped the monster, that made everything tremble and rumble as well.

“Someone tell me what’s going on in Europe!” gasped Vince at the grove.

Surprisingly, a large number of people immediately responded.

Previously he’d only ever been able to speak with one deity at a time.

Now all of them were answering in surprise that they could hear him.

“The clouds are all falling away!” Johanna interjected loudly. “The Devoured are all fading away, and the manifestations vanished!

“What’d you do!? Did… is it over?”

“I fucking cut his heart out! Now… someone come get me! I get to go home! Go home and… be a father. A husband,” Vince said with a loud laugh as he was washed ever deeper into the guts of the Hungry One.

It’d finally be time for him to rest for a time.

At least until something else happened.

Or someone else needed him.

He’d gotten the news that Felix had apparently died and been reborn as a true god, though he’d mentioned he had also been given something new to do.

Vince was determined to look into that.

In a year or three, after he’d gotten some solid parenting time in and been there for his family.

Laughing, Vince wondered if he’d end up somewhere near the Hungry One’s lower intestine and what that all entailed.

He apparently would be exiting exactly as a parasite would in the end after all.
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