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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Conquest. An urge to exert power over, an urge to seize, an urge to take—an urge that exists in every being, no matter the sex, no matter the race. The urge may be small or large; how it expresses itself can vary, but the bottom line is, if it can think, it can conquer. Give it even a smidge of power, and it will use it.

      This was the fundamental truth that I understood.

      Trample the body. Win the mind. Seize the heart. Subdue the spirit. All toward one end.

      Those were the words that I could feel in every fiber of my being. 

      Together, this truth and those words were all I had filling my empty mind when I first opened my eyes. Those were the only words I had in all my being when I first laid eyes on her, the beauty sitting atop her throne.

      With my desires the only thing I was sure of, I saw her. A beauty I had never known I would have the opportunity to see, much less stand in front of. She had a light pink hue to her fair skin. Golden spear-like eyes that skewered my very soul. Lips freshly licked by a tongue that seemed trained and eager to drink of the blood drained from the skewered soul. All this was framed by long, straight, silver hair that disappeared behind her shoulders.

      Her body was toned and barely covered, and her well-endowed chest threatened to squeeze the very air from my lungs, lightly rising and falling in time with her breathing; the perfect demonstration of her control and poise, and the humiliating statement that my presence was like that of a speck of dust. Her tummy had the faint impression of abdominal muscles; surely she was a woman that could handle her fair share of exotic activity.

      She sat, calm, composed, and confident, evaluating—criticizing every part of me. Her head softly resting on her left hand, her left leg raised and resting on her right thigh, her inner sanctum thinly guarded by pressed thighs and thin loincloth. The cloth was draped on gold wire that sat on her hips. A gold ring at the center of the cloth’s fixture had a pair of two-finger-wide strips tied to it, hung from a cloth collar around her neck. The strips raced down her body, covering the woman’s nipples in their wake. Cursed, enviable strips they were. 

      The torch-lit chamber we found ourselves in was built from warm stone blocks. The look and texture reflected the refined and timeless nature of its principal occupant, sitting high above me on her ornate throne. From some indiscernible source above, glistening golden oil dripped onto the woman’s shoulders, trickling down her body, some traces guided by the strips of cloth.

      Our wordless stand-still raged for what felt like a millennium. It was broken when she smirked and lifted her head from her hand. 

      “Do you know where you find yourself?” she asked, every word making my heart twist and my ears buzz.

      “I do not,” I replied rigidly, as if compelled to speak.

      “Do you remember how you got here?”

      “I do not,” I replied once again. My memories were blank before her image.

      “Do you see yourself?”

      I looked down and observed my body, wrapped in a mist of blue, red, and black.

      “I-I do,” I said, confused. The sight didn’t seem correct to me.

      She took a heavenly breath and looked around her chamber, seemingly thinking about greater things than I. My eyes were still locked on her despite her lack of care toward me. She eventually seemed satisfied with her thoughts and looked down at me.

      “Do you know who you are?”

      “I do n—”

      “No, not like that,” she interrupted mildly annoyed. “The essence of who you are, the nature of your core. Do you know who you are?”

      I looked to her, awe-struck at such a profound question. I turned inwards; the answer was clear. The words and thoughts that ran through my being—that’s who I was.

      “I do,” I said, a surge of something jolting across my body, as if happy that I had acknowledged it.

      She seemed pleased with the answer, her head lightly swaying from side to side as if she was moving along to a song only she could hear.

      “Do you know what you want?” she asked, her eyes narrowing on me.

      Instantly, the world around me went pitch black, sans the woman on her throne and the wall behind it.

      “I want you,” I said, still awestruck. She had asked a personal question of me earlier; I had merely thought that she was inviting truthful and honest responses.

      Immediately after I uttered the last syllable, the air left my lungs, or rather, it was squeezed out of my lungs.

      Wrapped around my body were her slender fingers, now made huge. Every squeeze, every twitch of their muscles sent buzzing waves of euphoria throughout my body, which was not mine to move. My eyes locked on the fingers that gripped me. But yet, I wanted to follow them, and so I did; through the waves of euphoria I tried to lift my head.

      In response to my desperate rise, I felt the flicker of something inside of me once again. Something that could help me defy her, something that fueled me to defy her. I wanted to defy her, and this something reacted. As I struggled, filled with this strange something, I found familiarity and nostalgia within me. Slowly and stiffly, I lifted my head, every jerk and every inch forward strengthening my sense of self. Tracing along the length of an oversized but still perfectly proportioned arm, I came to meet myself more and more. I reached the shoulders and then the face of the fingers’ owner. 

      She, as beautiful as she was large, looked down at me, smiling. She seemed interested in my struggle. But it did not seem that she noticed the change within me just yet.

      “A little man like you? Wishes to have me? The gall of it all! Have my charms melted the pink sponge you call a brain?”

      “I won’t just have you.” I slipped my hand out, fueled by my desire, and was able to grab a hold of one of her fingers, at which time a jolt left my body and entered hers, and she noticed. Her eyes instantly flew to the spot that I had dared touch. “I’ll take you,” I said, a devious smirk forming on her face in response to my defiant stare.

      However, my bravado was quickly interrupted.

      She lifted me up and threw me down as if to shatter me like a plate. I fell through the floor that had appeared only for me to break, the bricks giving out beneath me. I fell through darkness for only a second until I hit another floor. The world around me forming out of the darkness began to look again like her throne room. Before I could regain my bearings, and intense pressure and pleasure arose from my loins. Opening my eyes once again I saw the now normal-sized woman stepping on my manhood, wearing slight heels, grinding her foot down region occasionally.

      “Say that again,” she said, taunting me, “if you can even manage that. Poor. Pathetic. Pitiful boy.” Every word, she wanted to sting. 

      She once again ground her foot into my region, and another searing wave of pleasure shot throughout my body. But in that pleasure, I saw the image of me beneath another’s heel, and a spark lit once more in my being. I gazed back up at her, at the lips I would bite, at the breasts I would caress without abandon and at the body I would play like an instrument. My desires overwhelmed this heretical pleasure, and I locked my eyes with her, something… powerful surging out of me.

      “I will conquer you,” I said. A smile that would have been suicidal on any other mortal’s face was my irresistible declaration of war. This may have been the end of me, but so long as I felt the urge to take this woman, I would spend every second trying to inch closer to that outcome, for that was all I knew.

      The woman, however, flashed another interested smile and raised her foot, only to slam it back down with a force that could only have excitement powering it. I felt no pain, I fell through the floor again and into a chair positioned in front of a long table stocked with appetizing food. I scanned the table, and at its end, I saw her, sitting, swirling a glass of wine in her left hand, her head resting on her right fist. Her eyes would be at home on the face of an amused devil.

      “Let us play a game then, a challenge if you will, my dear Auroro.”
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      I awoke to the sounds of exotic birds squawking and the sight of majestically towering grey-barked trees meters upon meters above, their canopy shielding me from the rays of dim sunlight. I lay there on the grassy ground, collecting myself and my memories. I sat up and examined myself. She had outfitted me according to my desires. I awoke wearing black pants, a teal, long-sleeved, button-down shirt, and black dress shoes. This outfit, she’d said, would be most comfortable for me. 

      She was right, but… “There’s something missing…” 

      I stood up and dusted myself off. Closing my eyes, I reached into myself; extending a hand made of thought and focused to the black-wisp enveloped red core I visualized inside of myself; the core of my being, what she had told me was my cultivated power. With my imaginal hand I grasped my power and let it explode into the real world. Black wisps erupted from my chest and swirled around me. From within the swirl I stepped out, moderately changed.

      I now wore a black suit jacket over my shirt, woven from the black wisps that were latched onto the red core.

      “She was right,” I said as I pulled at the suit’s arm, “this power, this substance, does feel like second nature to me.” I brought my arm in front of my face and kept taking stock of it. “This feels right; wrapping myself in my desires.” I tucked my hands into my pockets and swung my head up toward the sky. “I’ll have to remember to thank her.” A devious smile greeted the gentle sunlight.

      My black hair was tied back into a ponytail that reached my mid-back, accented with a thin blue string. All in black except my shirt, I closed my eyes in this strange forest. I thanked my good fortunes with a smile for many minutes until a sudden remembrance woke me up from my moment of gratitude.

      I held out my left arm and quickly pulled back the sleeves to reveal my inner arm. Red numbers plastered on my arm began counting down.

      “Seven hours and sixty-nine minutes left. Wait, 69? Are there not sixty minutes in an hour... Ah. Wait. I see it. 69. What a sick joke... It's a joke right?” I waited for a few moments, observing the other aspects of the numbers. "I suppose I could keep an eye on it for later."

      Watching the timer on my life counting down, I could practically hear her voice.

      “I need to see if you’re worthy of my investing in you,” she’d said before justifying this short time limit as a trial run. “If you can’t conquer spectacularly, then why should you be given a spectacular opportunity?”

      “Right, my conquest; at the end of it is her.” I tucked my hands back into my pockets and looked at the ground below me. “This game of yours, hope you don’t get too jealous.” I walked forward into the dense forest before me. “Conquest—it’s all I can think about; hopefully that means I’m good at it.”

      The first step to succeeding in this trial run would be to find another person. She was sadistic, that much I would bet my short life on, but she wouldn’t waste her time dropping me here if no one was around. 

      “Eight hours. There must be someone I can reach in eight hours.” I looked in all directions as I continued my stroll into the forest. “Conquering her will require some luck, so here’s hoping I’ve seduced lady luck onto my side,” I joked to myself. I chose a direction and prayed someone would be that way.

      My stroll went by uneventfully for about five hours. Not a single appropriate soul had yet appeared before me. There were, however, many of the local wildlife wandering about, ranging from colorful birds to heavenly-looking white, shaggy deer to timid bunnies. Their occasional visit and prancing kept me company as I traversed this forest of overgrown trees and roots. It eventually became clear to me that the deer no longer feared my presence, as they did nary flinch by the fifth hour.

      “She—is she wanting me to violate a deer?” I mused to myself, grinning at the prank. The deer I was looking at scurried away, as if the thought offended it.

      “Who would want that?”

      At the sound of the voice that came from above, my feet came to a full stop. I couldn’t, however, stop myself from looking up with a toothy grin.

      “Sounds like a real piece of work,” said the brown-skinned, hooded woman sitting on a massive tree’s branch, reclining against the trunk without a care in the world.

      “Heh, shouldn’t have revealed yourself. The course of your life is now forever altered.” I let my intentions slip out.

      “You say something down there, little man?” the woman replied, having missed my muttering.

      “No, no. Just admiring the view from here.”

      “Hoho? You a bit of a creepo, aren’t you?” the woman replied, wincing at my grin. The disgust was palpable.

      I hid my face behind my hand for a moment as I composed myself and only then spoke. “No, no, I am simply overjoyed to see someone else,” I said, smiling. “I’ve been wandering in these woods for hours, without a soul in sight.”

      “Sounds like my unlucky day.”

      “I agree.”

      The woman paused at my cryptic response and stared at me before continuing, “Well, be off with you then. Go wander somewhere else.”

      “Actually, I would like to trouble you for some assistance. You see, I have been branded,” I said, rolling up my sleeve to show her the proof of my curse. “I’ve only a few hours to live. So I would like your help in extending my life.”

      The woman seemed to be mildly amused as she glanced at me before returning to sky gazing, or was it canopy gazing?

      “There’s nothing there, I’m afraid.”

      The sudden response wasn’t what I expected. It seemed only I could see the numbers. A divine prank to be sure. “Oh. Hmm. Embarrassing.”

      “Not as embarrassing as it is for me.”

      “Well, I would still appreciate help. Would you kindly have sex with me?”

      Quiet descended upon the forest. The stranger had definitely heard what I said, I felt as much. Perhaps she was taking time to process it.

      “Haauhh?” she sounded, looking down at me with disgust once more. “Where do you come from that you think you could just proposition that?”

      “Don’t know, but I did believe that it would be nice to start the legend of my conquest with an act of kindness and understanding from both parties.”

      The stranger’s disgust did not subside, and eventually, after seeing that my slight grin would not change, she shook her head, frustrated. “Get out of here. Before I shoot you.”

      At her threat, I took a closer look at her and saw that a quill of arrows was dangling from her hip. On the other, there seemed to be a sword’s hilt poking out from her cloak. I thought I could make out the faint impression of longer-than-human ears poking against the hood.

      “Some type of elf perhaps? How enticing,” I muttered to myself. I looked back to the elf and formulated my next question. “Perhaps we could work something ou—”

      “Hey! Didn’t you hear me, lord creep? Get out of here!” she barked back.

      “Please hear me out!” As she pulled out her bow from behind her, I accelerated my speaking and my request. “A wager! Could we perhaps make a wager?”

      The elf stopped short of nocking her arrow, and I took that as a sign to continue.

      “Let’s make a wager. If I win it, we fornicate, and you save my life.” I paused to try to make out her reaction. She was unmoving. “If I lose, I am your servant, slave, or whatnot. Whatever form of servitude serves your sensibilities,” I said, shooing the idea over to her.

      Making a wager that indentured me to another, on first thought, tasted repulsive, but it carried with it an exhilarating thrill. I found myself looking forward to flirting so closely with disaster. My risky gamble seemed to have paid off, however, as the elf appeared to be pondering my request.

      “You give me full access to your mana and sign yourself off to me, soul and all.”

      It was such an excessive demand that I couldn’t help but to express momentary stupefaction at the implications of the request. But of course, that wore off; life was too short to worry about the details.

      “Won’t you hear the wager first?” I replied, trying to take back control of the conversation.

      “Of course!” she replied quickly, then paused to consider her next words. “I wouldn’t take a wager so easily and irresponsibly.”

      She was lying. The damage was done. She was practically salivating at the prospect of having someone beneath her. I could relate somewhat.

      I chuckled at the good fortune in presenting such a tantalizing bait and having someone so hungry before me. I looked at her affectionately and continued, “I think you will like the terms of the wager.” I looked around to find trees suitable for my scheme. “An archery contest. Two trees side by side. We will make some type of target. Mine and yours. Perhaps a leaf on the trunk or something similar. We have up to three shots to hit a target. We alternate between shots. If my target is hit, I win. If your target is hit, you win.”

      “Hah! Creepo, do you know what I am?”

      “A woman in a tree.”

      The woman jumped down from the tree as gracefully as a bird would and walked up to me. “I’m a wildland elf. A member of a race renowned for our marksmanship among other things. You’re either stupid or a master so far ahead of myself I cannot even begin to comprehend the magnitude of your skill.”

      I couldn’t help but smile at her.

      “Neither; I am a dying man.”

      My declaration earned silence and a look of concern from her for a second before she spoke. “Hmph? Any more conditions? You might need them. No offense.”

      “None taken. I do have one, however.” The elf nodded and I continued, “I would like to go first.”

      The elf sized me up for a few moments before stifling a laugh and consenting to my condition.

      “All right, let’s do it,” she said, her laugh rebelling against her attempts to police it.

      “Excellent. My name is Auroro,” I replied, extending my hand. “A handshake to cement this deal.”

      The elf took a few moments to look at my hand and then me. She knocked her hood back to reveal the face hidden within. Sharp-looking grey-blue eyes and a straight nose were the first things that caught my attention. Her face had soft edges, a contrast to her bold talk. Her lips were thin and painted a dark blue, most likely dyed by some substance. Her dirty chestnut hair, tied into a messy ponytail that reached her shoulders, framed her soft, marked face. She grasped my hand while I was enthralled. “My name is Rynissie. And you consent to the conditions I set out?”

      “Only if you consent to mine.”

      “Then, by the authority of the elder spirits of this forest, the pact is set, the contract is made. May the elder spirits of the forest bear witness to our competition and the results thereof.”

      A strange breeze blew through the forest as if in response to our deal. Along with the wind around us, I felt as if a wind blew through me, invigorating me, marking me.

      She was right. Contracts are serious business.

       I looked to Rynissie to see if this was all normal, but what I saw filled me with a strange mix of relief and concern.

      Her face—there was not a shred of fear or doubt, only hunger. She looked down on me as prey, she the predator. She could barely hide it as she released my hand. In her mind, I was walking to my doom. 

      From my perspective, however, there was only a fifty-fifty chance I was doomed. From my perspective, she had fallen for my trap the moment she touched my hand. Experimenting during such an important wager; definitely foolish but also exhilarating.

      “May I use your bow and three arrows?”

      “Why of course, dear Creepo.”

      Together, we went to set up the targets on two equidistant trees, and as we did, I took a better look at this wildland elf. Her cape looked in places like it had been clawed and bitten by beasts. She had thrown it off as we began working, revealing the beautifully toned body hidden within it. Beneath the hood she wore various disconnected garments. Thin, brown, fingerless gloves extended up to mid arm. They seemed to be fashioned from leather straps. Her midriff was exposed, showcasing the toned abs you’d expect from someone who could jump from a tree so easily. Her chest was covered by an absurdly tight crop-top that extended to and covered her neck but revealed her shoulders and her upper back. It seemed to be made from the same material as her gloves. Her lower body was covered by a mid-length skirt of silver fur, her legs covered in leather straps, and her feet, again, wrapped in thin straps. Her toes, however, were exposed to the ground.

      The tools she had strapped to her gave her the air of someone who knew of nature’s terrors. On her right hip, a quiver of many arrows of colored feathers. On her left hip, a shortsword. Strapped around her waist, next to the quiver, a beaten pouch. 

      The most noteworthy thing about her, however, was that she was covered in mahogany-red tattoos like angular vines that crawled all over her body. Her cheeks were encroached by two vines, one on each, and from those cheeks the vines spread down her body, passing over her torso and slithering down her arms. It was a heavenly accent, made for tracing.

      It was one thing to hear of something calling themselves a wildland-anything; it was another to see one dressing the part so well. I could barely contain myself as we walked back to our standing area. She handed me the bow, which I graciously received, lightly grazing her hand in the process. She jolted slightly at the touch.

      I did my best to hide my grin; already it seemed like I had won. But I couldn’t get ahead of myself. My plot here required a nebulous move that there was no telling whether I would be able to pull off. But it was just so exciting to even be able to try it.

      This is it, my power; show me how much you will allow me to take.

      I nocked the arrow as best as I could—I couldn’t help but lament not asking Rynissie to show off her incredible skill before we began. I could have tricked her to do it just fine. Perhaps if I had, we would not have had to see such a pathetic display. What I did could not be called “shooting” an arrow, as it barely flew two meters.

      “I guess I really am useless on my own,” I dejectedly muttered, slumping forward, recalling what that woman had told me before sending me here.

      “So, it turns out you’re just foolish,” Rynissie said from behind, at which I stiffened up again, remembering where I was.

      “Haha, can’t win them all I suppose.”

      “You got that right,” she replied, extending her hand to receive the bow. I handed it over, grazing her again, to confirm that she would still jolt. Satisfied, I put my hand on her shoulder as I walked past her and she prepared.

      “Don’t go too hard on me now. Perhaps you could pity this dying man and let me win,” I whispered, loudly enough for her to hear.

      She jolted and squirmed again beneath my touch before turning to look at me. “Too late for that,” she said, smiling triumphantly. We locked eyes for a few beats, my hand having run down her arm before departing at her elbow. “I’ll have this done without breaking a sweat,” she added, her voice sweetening.

      “Without looking?” I playfully egged on.

      “Don’t be stupid; I need at least a glance,” she said before quickly whipping her head back toward the trees, nocking and releasing an arrow and turning back to face me.

      Swwk. 

      The sound of an arrow piercing a tree sounded out beneath the chorus of the forest.

      “So,” she said, looking at me again with dreamy eyes, “on target, Mister Dying Man?”

      “Wow, yeah,” I said, sincerely impressed.

      “I told y—”

      “Thanks for letting me win,” I said, patting her on the back.

      “Huh?” she yelped, my words snapping her back to reality immediately, dispelling whatever clouded her judgment. 

      Rynissie’s head snapped back toward the trees so that she could see what I could; the arrow in a tree, right on the mark.

      “It’s on the mark, I—I win!” she stammered as she looked back at me. Both hands gripped her bow.

      “No,” I said, wagging my finger. “Recall, I said I win if my target is hit, not if I hit my target. I mean, there was very little chance I was going to hit it after all. I don’t think I’ve ever held a bow before now even.”

      Rynissie’s shocked anger quickly morphed into a look of sad embarrassment as she remembered my exact words. She looked back and confirmed that her tree was still untouched.

      As she made sense of what happened, I celebrated that my plan mostly worked and that my power was as flexible as I hoped it was. Where Rynissie had sheer skill, I had a power that allowed me to interfere with judgment.

      I looked at my hand as I recalled the feel of hers when we shook. A wisp of scarlet red and black flickered out of it. 

      When we shook, I used my own energy to spark feelings of passion or infatuation within Rynissie. Like a tree, the wisps spread their roots through her body, igniting her emotions. Every touch after that only served to confirm that she was heated by the wisps from me. The final step just required a bit of finessing. I couldn’t control minds; at most, I could only nudge and suggest.

      I grabbed her shoulder, igniting passion, infatuation or happy feelings within her—positive feelings overall—and then gently moved her over so that she would be facing my target as opposed to her own. That she didn’t react to my hand trailing down her arm was a good sign. With her judgment skewed by warm, fuzzy feelings, I goaded her, which led to something I didn’t expect. She only looked at the target for a second and still succeeded! She was truly someone to be feared. In this case, it seemed I got lucky that she was overconfident; her judgment was already compromised before I started riling up her emotions. I thought I was going to have to work on her more, but that was a happy miscalculation. 

      “Bu-but-but…” What started as exasperation died down into silence as she looked at the ground. “Gaah! Fine, yes! You win, Auroro. A wager is a wager! The contract must be observed,” she said, turning around. “Okay, so where do you want—gah!”

      Before she could finish speaking, I turned her toward a nearby tree, planting her palms against the tree as I stood behind her, my pelvis pressed against her firm ass.

      “Whoa, wait—I’m not ready!” she yelped, whatever composure she had regained immediately lost as she looked back at me.

      I gripped her neck from behind, my excitement spurring the wisps of my power to invade her body from the palm of my hand. She didn’t know what was going on, but she could feel the change occurring in her own body. Her skin heated up a few, her back squirmed, and her butt ground against me before she forced it to cease its rebellious behavior. Meanwhile, my wisps of crimson and black afforded me an insight. Through them, I had connected with her essence. We were joined as one. Her breath, her heart, her rising temperature, her spots which yearned for a touch; I could feel them as well as my own. Her desires, her happiness, her passion—they were presenting themselves to my senses. My own desires resonated with hers, igniting her slumbering passions. Her body bloomed open before the window of my mind, and it was up to me to make the best use of this information.

      What an overwhelming power. This is my power?

      I gripped her neck a little bit harder, turning it into an erogenous zone with a flicker of red. A whimper of a moan slipped her lips, and she tossed her head back before immediately tossing it down against the tree as if to hide her shame.

      “Someone will see,” she wanted to say, I knew, but couldn’t work up the nerve.

      “There’s only you and me here,” I whispered, having brought my face close to her long ear. The words caused another jolt to run down her body and, by extension, down mine due to the sense-sharing afforded by my power. 

      She kept her face hidden and the whimpers from my touch stifled, but her butt dug more into my groin as her back arched to reach closer to me.

      The hand that gripped her neck let go, and slowly and purposefully, a finger ran down the channel of her spine, tracing the trail of the tattoo to its end. Below the tingling touch she squirmed and moaned, her breathing heavy and hot.

      My finger, now at the base of her spine, rested for a few moments before suddenly departing. In one fell motion I took hold of the undergarment beneath the skirt and pulled it down, careful not to rip it in the process.

      The sudden motion took her by surprise as she flung her head back up and her voice squeaked. She looked back at me with teary eyes, hands still clawing into the tree’s bark without my direction. She was anxious, her heart was beating faster and faster, and her chest was tightening beneath the even tighter garment.

      “I’ll do my best to be gentle,” I said, looking down at her. She could only bite her arm and nod.

      My pants were undone under the manipulation of my wisps, and I prepared myself to pillage. I hiked her skirt up, revealing the firm ass that shamelessly pressed against me. My hand slid over top of it, squeezing and pressing to get a sense for how much abuse it could take. I invaded it too with wisps from my palms, making it more sensitive for Rynissie. Again, at the sudden change in sensitivity she could only squirm below my touch; I wondered how much more she would be able to take. With one hand on her ass, the other slipped to her underside and lightly touched the skin above her womb. Here, too, I invaded, igniting the senses in this area. Caught by surprise she let out an audible moan. No doubt my wisps had touched and tickled her most sacred chamber in a way that she had never experienced before. Through our shared senses, I could sense that her entrance had flooded. The heat between our groins had increased, and had the forest been any quieter, we would have heard the sound of drops falling on leaves.

      With her body primed and ready, I took the first of many plunges into her. My senses were immediately overloaded. Connected to her, it felt like I could feel the entirety of her body, every place that yearned to be touched. My body came alive with a buzz shared between me and her.

      This is fun.

      As I was falling further and further and deeper and deeper into Rynissie, the black weave that made my jacket began losing its shape, tendrils creeping over Rynissie’s body. They slithered and crawled, covering the brown skin beneath. Some seemed to disappear into her body of their own volition.

      I’m not the one controlling those?

      The sight of tendrils that I did not command helped me ground myself, my hands gripping Rynissie harder in response. The stimulus I was receiving from Rynissie seemed to threaten my hold over myself; I was nearly lost in the heat of the moment. 

      Careful to not be swayed by the reality afforded to me by my powers, I took charge of the situation and retracted the tendrils by force of my will. 

      In response, Rynissie stifled a moan. The renegade tendrils seemed to have had an effect on her, but their influence had seemed to pass. 

      I collected myself and refocused on my movements and Rynissie. Her warm and slippery tunnel allowed me to move in step with her heartbeat, her moans in time with the apex of my thrust. The hand on her underside climbed up to her chest and claimed a feel of the chest she hid behind her leather. The combination of the measured thrusts and the sneaky feel proved to be too much for her system as the moans were now loudly assaulting the tree in front of her as she wildly shook her head as if denying the fact that she could feel this ecstatic. Despite her denial, her pleasure built, and she climaxed as if in time with the shaking of her head.

      My assaults on her were not over yet; there was still so much I wanted to learn. I brought my wayward fingers into her mouth, and she sucked on them for a few thrusts before I pulled them out. I ran down her back once again, stopping at the middle of her back. My power afforded me a new sense. I could touch something that no one else could; the ignited passions of another. The energy that represented their stimulus, their wants; an energy entangled with their lifeforce. 

      Those tendrils were able to disappear into her.

      I wrapped my fingers in black and red as inspiration for my next move came to me. With my wisp-clad fingers, I entered into that hidden realm, the realm that lay within Rynissie’s soul. My fingers disappeared into Rynissie’s back, as mind-boggling a sight as it was.

      “Mmm-auuhhh.”

      The forced entry caused Rynissie’s body to stiffen, and her back to arch, pleasure running down her column culminating in a wet climax as her mouth hung open, unintelligible moans freely escaping. Her lower mouth, too, was affected and continued to convulse and twitch, tightening around my tool like a snake tightens around its prey, as if she were trying to squeeze more climaxes out of me.

      With the fingers I plunged, I fished it out from her being; a thick red thread, laced with black streaks. This thread, I understood instinctually, transmitted touch, pleasure and sensation throughout the body. I seized this thread and pulled on it, manipulating it as I saw fit.  My grip on the thread peeled it from her body, every significant peel bringing her to a climax without rational basis. Pulled from her body, the thread had two ends, one end connected to her neck and the other end disappearing into the base of her spine. I massaged the thread into complying with my sense of aesthetics, and in a chorus of moans and twitching, around her neck manifested a collar made of red and black energy. Pulling the thread toward me caused her neck to be pulled along with it, much like a collar and leash would.

      I pulled on the leash as I thrust deeper into her; she couldn’t help but release her grip on the tree and bring her entire body closer to me, as if compelled, as the rampant orgasms made her legs shake. Her rational thought was lost, and now she lived life one second at a time. I took a grip on her breast with my free hand to support her while groping her and prepared for the next step of my scheme.

      Her back only inches from my chest, her butt firmly pressed against me, I stopped moving suddenly and ceased my invasion of her senses. Her moans devolved back into heavy breathing as her senses slowly returned from a euphoric high. Meanwhile, I had urged the thread not only to connect to her neck but also her wrists. I had felt it before, that this power seemed to be second nature to me, but the ease of manipulation solidified the thought in my mind. I released her breast, and in a quick movement, took hold of the new connections to her wrists and yanked them toward my other hand, so that her hands now had no choice but to be behind her head pulled down by the same hand that had a hold on her leash. 

      There she stood, butt pressed and squirming, hands sealed, armpits exposed, with a stranger’s being plunged within her. All that was left was for her chest to be laid bare and she would have been visually surmounted.

      She breathed heavy before drawing up the courage to speak, “What’s wrong, are we done? Tired yourself out?” Her personality still shone through, in spite of her false posturing. She craved more, but she wasn’t going to say it. Too bad I had a vested interest in winning her mind over.

      It’s time I follow that woman’s advice.

      “Hey,” I whispered into her ear, sending shivers down her spine and freezing her thoughts. She stood at awkward attention, her butt the only place making direct contact with me, trying to entice me into moving with the temptation of its movements. “I’ll continue with you, if you make a contract with me.” The word made her shake; she knew the implications better than I did. She knew I spoke like a demon trying to ensnare its victim. Every word I uttered, laced with temptation, directed to the very core of her being, the core behind all the bravado. “It’ll be a good deal; we’ll be partners and work together. I will take care of you like I would any asset. In more ways than one,” I said as I brought my hand up to lightly caress her face. She shuddered beneath my touch and grunted as she tried to wrestle herself free from the pleasures of the flesh. “You help me, and I help you.”

      “I’m not so cheap,” she muttered as she was racked with frustration over the tension whose climax seemed so far away now.

      “It’s not a matter of being cheap. It’s a proposition that would be beneficial for us both,” I whispered again as I brought my hand back to the area over her womb.

      I again invaded her senses, and with a turn of my hand I made a surge of ecstasy arise from her nerve endings. Not enough to provoke a climax, but enough to make her legs buckle. She wanted to fall, but my grip on her vital threads forced her to stay upright.

      “If you say yes, you’ll reach your climax and have many more to come,” I tempted.

      “Ahh-ohh,” she sounded as she stamped her feet and swung her head around. She was frustrated, she was pent up, she was proud. To break so thoroughly in the face of carnal pleasures wasn’t doing anything for her pride. Of course I wasn’t helping by teasing her with waves of pleasure that wet her flower. Occasionally I would also throw in a twitch of my muscle, which, if her own tunnel wasn’t so tight, would not have provoked so much temptation within her.

      I lightly took hold of her and made her look at me with a sideways glance. “Just say yes, and a world of pleasure and passion is yours,” I said, staring deep into eyes filled by new sensations. She closed them and appeared to swallow something mighty.

      “Yes! Yes, whatever, just finish me!” she relented.

      “Yes, ma’am.” The deal was done, and I was pleased. An otherworldly wind again seemed to rush through the environment as if observing that the deal was struck.

      “Huh?” Rynissie gasped. The wide-eyed looking around seemed to imply that she was caught off guard.

      Seizing the opportunity for a surprise, I quickly released my grip on her vital thread and instead grabbed both arms with my own hands. With Rynissie firmly within my grip, I thrust into her wildly. Her unrestrained moans again echoed throughout the forest along with the sounds of my lower body slamming into her ass. Her pussy again had flooded, and movement was easy and painless. The tunnel had loosened its grip as the climax it had waited so long far was not being delivered with haste and efficiency. Every thrust was the start of a new climax for Rynissie. As I saw her quivering back arching beneath me, a visual overtook me.

      The image of a red flower bud on black leaves, born of a perverse seed. I shook the image from my mind and shifted my focus back to Rynissie’s writhing body. Seeing her mesmeric movements, a heat started to build in my own loins. A climax was coming.

      Not like this. Not yet. This doesn’t feel… right just yet.

      I reclaimed myself from my own temptations and reeled in my wandering mind. I was not pursuing my own satisfaction as much as I was guiding Rynissie to hers, and that’s what I wanted the flavor of this encounter to be. An idea came to mind of how I could give Rynissie a nice ending.

       Through her vital thread, I could deliver her orgasms without physical origin; orgasms that she felt throughout every fiber of her being, her soul included. I plunged into her faster, and her moans changed into short-worded yells that it was too much. Every thrust built the ecstasy within her, and with the urging of my own energy pulsing into her, I brought her to a high. From various spots around her body, loose, red threads sprung out, which I gathered toward the main thread.

      A yank from the thread pulled Rynissie’s arms backward again. I plunged deeper and rougher into her body as the threads resonated with the song composed from Rynissie’s disjointed praises and moans. The threads became their most vibrant, pleasure flowing through them. With one final thrust of the hips, a noticeable pulse traveled through the threads into Rynissie’s body. Her system was overwhelmed; her head throbbed with pleasure, and she fell silent, all the pulses of ecstasy still circulating throughout her being. Her quieting moans signaled that she was beyond her limit. 

      I stopped my movements and caught her in my arms. My suit jacket changed form, at my direction, releasing my arms from its cover, and instead became a cowl that wrapped around me and Rynissie. Holding her against my chest, I lowered us to the ground with her firmly in my embrace, resting.

      The deed was done, a contract was made, and we were lying there beneath the tree that had absorbed so much of Rynissie’s carnalities.

      With Rynissie resting in my embrace, I couldn’t help but reflect on the talk that had gotten me here. The talk with that goddess of love and pleasure.
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      “Let us play a game then, a challenge if you will, my dear Auroro,” the goddess said.

      “A game?”

      The world around this table again formed like a fire spreading on a dry field. In this room of similar style to the throne room sat I, the man she called Auroro, and the divine beauty. Between us, dishes, trays and plates of appetizing food.

      “What do you have in mind?” I continued, my eyes fixed on hers.

      “You say you want to take me, yet I don’t believe you can.”

      “An error in your judgment, to be sure.”

      “Be careful, you’re getting a little bit ahead of yourself,” she sang back before taking a sip of her red wine. She turned her eyes back to me. “I will cast you down to the world below. And you will conquer and take until you find your way back here to my sanctum.” She smiled deviously, as if relishing the trial she was placing before me. “By then, you may certainly be almost worthy of an evening with me.”

      “I ac—” Before I could finish, I felt a light touch on my shoulder and found myself sitting on a stool, the tantalizing woman behind me.

      “There’s a catch, however,” she said, lightly massaging my shoulders, every tug threatening to send me to an early euphoric demise. “You see, I plucked you out of the cycle of reincarnation. The power that was forged from your desires made manifest was just that inviting, I must profess.” Her mouth came closer to my ear—I could not turn to greet her—the heat of her breath tickling the canal. “I plucked you out from the cycle of rebirth while the other gods weren’t looking and dropped you into my chamber. Normally, you would have been stripped of all your identity, your fledgling power would have been broken and reforged into some more balanced and appeasing, and you would have been sent off to live a dream life before eventually dying and being sent back to the human world.”

      The woman transitioned from standing behind me to straddling my lap in one motion. Her slender arms wrapped around my neck. We were sitting once again on an ornate dining chair.

      “You get all that, my dear Auroro,” she said, her eyes staring deep into mine. Her sudden arrival on my body sent me into such shock that I could only muster the strength to nod. Seeing my struggles beneath her influence urged her to lick her lips before continuing. She brought her face closer to mine, her warm breath once again embracing my ear. “But alas, Auroro, I am but a meager goddess of love and passion,” she whispered before peeling herself away to face me once again. “There are limits to what I can do and limits to how long I can defy the natural order to satisfy my own whims. Which is why this must be a game. Your power is one-sided; there is no balance within it at all—you on your own will reach nowhere. Which is why you must take what you must, be it land, weapons or the denizens themselves. Sound good so far?”

      What happened next must have been a shock for the dear goddess. My ire at being unable to converse reached its peak, and the strength of my desires burst forth from my core, shredding the incorporeal mists swirling around me as if they were generic cloth. The goddess couldn’t help but be wide-eyed at my bare self that sat below her; the well-formed body of a man. I put my hands on her hips and pressed the bone.

      “I gladly take on this challenge if it means you’ll be waiting at the end,” I said, smiling. “We’ll have a wonderful time, I promise I’ll give you that.” My body was fixed in place, but I was able to bring my face closer to hers. A surprise blush took hold, and in the next moment we were separated again by the length of the table.

      “Ahem, well then. I didn’t expect you to be so tender; isn’t your gimmick that you’re all about conquering?” she asked, returning to her poised, greater-than-thou stature.

      I looked to her and then to the food. “I conquer as I see fit. Kindness and tenderness are weapons just as worthwhile as anything else,” I responded, taking a bite of the meal before me. Chocolate-covered strawberries, watermelon, some spicy peppers and the milk that accompanied them. I found myself recalling the names of these delicacies as their flavors greeted my senses. There were also a few meat dishes I took a bite of, but nothing came to mind.  Now that she wasn’t in close proximity, the wisps of my power, still erupting from me, were enough to shield me from her divine influence and allow me movement and a clear mind.

      She took in the sight and relented at the audacity. “Let’s talk about the specifics,” she said.
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      Closed eyes, open again, and looking up toward the canopy of the forest, I felt accomplished. The first trial was overcome, and I had gained an asset in the process.

      As I looked at Rynissie asleep on my left arm, I recalled the goddess’s words again.

      “Your days are numbered,” she had said, “but if you do what you do best, and claim strong conquests in fits of passion or lust, the sensations born from that union can fuel your life, Auroro. In other words, seduce, fornicate, love, however you choose to do it. If you indulge in carnalities, I can, in my power as a goddess of love and passion, see that your life is extended according to the value of your partner.”

      Is that really all you’re the goddess of?

      Thinking back to it, it was all convenient. Part of me suspected that she could give me infinite life if she truly wanted, but what did I know? Maybe there were rules. Maybe there was a limited supply of what powered my life. Maybe there was something that was produced during the act of sex that she could use to empower me.

      I looked back down at Rynissie. She was sleeping on the arm that bore the countdown to my death. Once that count reached zero, I would be cast back into the cycle of incarnation, and my existence as “Auroro” would cease. Hopefully, Rynissie was valuable enough to add a few days to my life.

      “Wildland elf, huh?” I muttered as I gazed at her nestled form and unique features. I wondered how many more varieties of women were in this world. Inside me a new desire took root. It wouldn’t be bad if on my journey to the goddess, I claimed all sorts as my assets. One or two of each race I encountered would be nice.

      “Auroro,” the voice of the goddess echoed in my mind again. “The power that you gave birth to, the one that caught even my attention, is one that revolves around passion and lust. It affords you the ability to take hold of these ideas as if they were rock and water. The ability to take these ideas in hand as if they were stone and manipulate them into the shape you willed as if they were water. What a romantic power, no? Conquering the world would not be out of the question for one who reigned over another’s passion and fantasies and all the emotions attached.”

      “Hm hm hm.” I couldn’t help but laugh to myself at the prospect of being able to use my power to claim whatever I wanted. I hoped there would still be a challenge.

      “What are you laughing at, Creepo?” said a now softened, familiar voice. Rynissie had awoken again, although she had not yet worked up the courage to face me.

      “Just had a funny thought is all.”

      “Oh,” she replied, lightly squeezing my arm, her body still abuzz from our experience. “I can’t believe I let all of that happen,” she said, trying to swallow the shame that had her cheeks ablaze.

      “You were amazing, from start to finish.”

      She had no words, only silence apart from a heart beating faster. She searched her thoughts for something to continue with and eventually settled on a natural question. “So, what was this contract I agreed to while I was out of my mind? It felt like there was something more going on beyond the terms you said aloud.”

      “Don’t be so hard on yourself,” I tossed back. “The contract we made was one of partnership. I’m very useless by myself. The contract that I can offer, I was told, would allow me access to your pool of mana. To help me be less useless.”

      “Told? You were told?” Rynissie’s head twitched as if she wanted to turn around, but she stayed her course. “You didn’t say aloud that you would be able to access my mana…”

      “Are you not happy with that?

      “Oh, no. Mana sharing was what I wanted from you too. More importantly, who gave you the authority to make your contract?”

      “The goddess that cast me into your world.”

      Rynissie turned around instantly, as if to see if she could catch me in a lie. “You run with gods, Creepo?”

      “No, just the one. Would you happen to know her?” I asked, suddenly curious. “She’s a goddess of love and passion.”

      “Ha, do I know a goddess! Let me tell you something.” A fierce fire burned in Rynissie’s eyes as she inched her face closer to make sure I heard her. “Creepo, there are more gods than there are races in this world. A pantheon with who knows how many gods for every race, or so they say,” she said, rolling her eyes at every utterance of gods. “There’s many a god of love and passion that most don’t even know exist.”

      “Hmm. I see. Collecting multiple assets is the best way forward.” 

      “Pardon?” Rynissie replied, confused at my sudden conjecture.

      “Never mind. Back to the topic at hand, the goddess I met simply told me she would allow me the ability to forge a mana-sharing contract with her as witness and authority. I assume the semantics are just a part of the magic.”

      “Yes, contracts require witnesses and authority; authority is what grants you the right to make contracts, and the witness determines to what degree a contract can be enforced. Did your goddess tell you anything else about what you can contract?”

      “Aside from the basic things like, ‘contract people to be your allies,’ no. She did tell me to make contracts without abandon as the denizens of your world are compelled to live by them.”

      “That is very true,” she interjected before a realization set in. “Wait, Creepo!” she yelled into my face. “Isn’t that too vague? ‘Contract people to be your allies?’ What does that even mean? What are the penalties? ‘Contract people to be your allies’ is not the same as mana sharing! There’s clearly more to the contract than I knew I agreed to!”

      I stared at her blankly as I thought about her words. “That sounds kind of shady? Is it possible to agree to contracts you don’t know the contents of?” I asked.

      “It is shady!” she replied, making sure to emphasize how bad of a move it was. She scowled at my blank face and continued, “It would only happen when the authority and the conditions were granted ahead of time. Which doesn’t happen very often, and when it does, the contractor, that is, you, would at least be decent enough to tell the other party all the conditions! Like when we made the wager. Our authority and witness were the elder spirits of this forest, and the conditions were said aloud to the witness so that they knew what to enforce!”

      “Oh. That’s really convenient… I wonder what the conditions are,” I replied, impressed at such a useful system to guarantee trustworthiness. 

      An awe-struck smile was not what Rynissie wanted to see, however. “Don’t you get it, Creepo?” Rynissie yelled, grabbing onto my cheeks and tugging to warp my smile. “The goddess you dealt with wasn’t just the authority and witness; she may have been the condition setter too! This is the number one thing you have to avoid with contracts! You can’t let one party have all the power!”

      “This just seems like a good deal for me,” I replied honestly from within her grip. “I don’t have to worry about the details and can just do what I want.”

      Rynissie was wide-eyed at my response. She gritted her teeth and tugged on my cheeks even harder. “Are you a fool?! Creepo, what if she put a malicious condition in there, like the people contracted by you forfeit their souls to her? What if she owns your soul?!”

      “Well, that would be bad. I don’t think she did that, though.”

      “On what grounds?”

      “She was beautiful.” Rynissie went still more wide-eyed, her mouth threatening to hit the floor. “Oh, you’re beautiful, too, of course. I’m blessed,” I amended.

      “Th-that’s not the point!” she replied, flustered. The sight was worth the ignorance. “Okay, fine, do you have any kind of sense of what has changed so far?” she asked, reclaiming her composure by focusing on the task at hand.

        “I do sense that something changed. When you said yes, I got a much better sense of ‘you’ as something that was ‘mine.’ It feels like something of mine took root in you. It feels like there are new functions coming from our connection.”

      “Huh. That sounds creepy. That’s also not something I agreed to.”

      “I think it is, though. You’re my asset, so it only makes sense that I would have an awareness of you that helps me in taking care of you as I would any asset.”

      “Who would, in their right mind, let someone make such vague conditions?” she responded, stunned at the logic.

      “I do believe she is a sadistic goddess.”

      “Do you think I could kill you?”

      “Maybe not? You wouldn’t be much of an ally if you did.”

      “Do you think I could take mana from you?”

      “You could try.”

      “Huh. You don’t have much mana for me to siphon.”

      “I was told that I would be pretty useless in the typical arenas. All I’m good for is seducing, she said.”

      “And even that, you’re miserable at.”

      “Was good enough for you,” I sniped back.

      Her mouth and hands dropped at the comeback. “Don’t get a big head! Just because I jumped doesn’t mean everyone else will.” Rynissie frowned to herself as she seemed to run through the sequence of events that had led her down this road. That road led to her demeanor breaking down once again as her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. She needed to change the subject and realized she was lying in a strange material. “Wh-what is this anyway?” she started, tugging at the material we were wrapped in.

      “Something made from my power. Is it uncomfortable?”

      Rynissie looked back at me and her gaze softened at my earnest response. “N-no. It’s creepy, but it feels safe, I suppose.” She looked away as she spoke. Kindness must have been something unusual for her. “Hey.” Her voice shifted from flustered to tense within a beat. “What’s this on your arm?” She took her weight off my arm for me to pull it from beneath her.

      “Can you see them now?” I asked, realizing what freaked her out.

      “So this is the countdown to your demise?” she said, reading the numbers. Her voice grew slightly quieter. “Have I helped?” she asked shyly.

      “Most certainly! It seems, if I’m reading this right, you’ve given me sixteen more days!” I exclaimed, looking straight into her eyes. I was so happy my expiry date shifted, I could have kissed Rynissie then and there. She, however, seemed to have felt my intent and inched away slightly, breaking eye contact. “Actually. Quick question, how many minutes in an hour?”

      “Sixty?”

      “Ahh! She was just playing a joke then.”

      “A-anyway, just sixteen? I’m worth more than that.”

      “It’s hard to tell without a comparison. The goddess did tell me that the amount of time I would get was proportional to the value of the partner’s soul, but we don’t know what’s considered high value.”

      “So you’re saying you want to violate some other poor girl? I’m not enough for you?” Rynissie snapped back, motioning to karate chop me over the head. Our new bond afforded me a strange premonition, however.

      I elegantly caught the incoming hand. “I think you’re priceless,” I said, again looking straight into Rynissie’s eye, gently squeezing her hand, sending some warmth into her system. “I should have gotten enough time to live three lifetimes at least from our time together.”

      “Wow, you make a girl feel so special,” Rynissie replied, rolling her eyes, her demeanor and tone trying to hide the fact that her heart rate was rising.

      A spark of devilish deviousness ignited, and I made another move.

      “H-huh?!” Rynissie yelped. Her world had suddenly turned. The hand I had stopped was pressed against the ground, my cowl the only thing between her hand and earth. The rest of my body was over top of hers, my gaze locked on her own stunned eyes. Only a deer, blinded, could be more stunned.

      “You’re my first asset, Rynissie. I’ll treat you as well as you deserve to be treated.”

      “W-well, you certainly know how to make a girl not feel like an object, Creepo,” she said, trying to hide her anxiety behind the thin veil of sarcasm.

      I flashed a smile and descended to her neck, nibbling at it gently. Rynissie let out a bated breath before pulling her hand out of mine and pressing both against my chest. Pushed away, I studied her expressions.

      “W-wait, here? Again?” she asked, flustered and red.

      “Yes,” I said, “I take what I want, when I want.” My lonely hand found its way to her face’s side, fingers tucking themselves away behind her ear and hair. The warmth of the touch lured her face closer to my palm, though I would never tell her lest her pride torture her.

      Eyes closed, she accepted our intimacy, and I closed in. Our lips met. The hint of sweetness and the smell of mint tickled my senses. Rynissie’s eyes were closed tight, the sudden kiss catching her by surprise. Behind closed eyelids, all she could see were mesmerizing stars promising to carry her away to a realm of new sensations.

      I gently pulled my lips away from hers. She followed my trail, chasing the touch until she could raise her head no further. Her eyes opened at the separation; she looked like a dove denied the sky. My thumb rubbed her tattooed cheek in tiny circles, a small consolation for the sudden parting. 

      My other hand, hidden beneath the tender moment, climbed up to her chest. It sought only one thing: the release of Rynissie’s shackled chest.

      Rynissie caught wind of the daring hand’s fumbling, and sense returned to her eyes. She had remembered who I was and why she shouldn’t be carried away by my pace. My heart juddered from the thought that I had ruined the sweet moment, but that did not dissuade me.

      A smile crept onto my face as Rynissie’s exasperation mounted.

      “Are you serious?” she demanded.

      “Always,” I assured.

      “It was such a nice moment,” she lamented.

      “The moment isn’t lost.”

      Our silent words reached the other, carried by our shifting faces. Rynissie’s face now was one of disappointment and skepticism.

      I lowered myself and kissed her again. At first, she was cold, until she again let herself be taken by the sway of the moment. My deviant hand resumed its noble task, taking a gentle hold of the mound hidden beneath the tight clothing. My thumb pressed and lightly sank despite the leather’s resistance. The sensation of sinking was too strong; my hands longed to feel more. Rynissie’s body tensed at the first touch, but she did not cease or pull away.

      “Don’t stop kissing me,” seemed to be the condition for allowing my hand to go on its expedition. A negligible cost, all things considered. The sound of lips colliding would be the ambient sounds filling the adventure.

      My hand traversed its way up to her neck and disappeared behind it, searching for the key to unlock the chest. A caress and a tickle later, a latch was found and promptly undone. Moments later, tension was released, and the leather covering Rynissie’s chest loosened, the mounds beneath showing their form. My hand took hold of the neck of the object and in the next move pulled down the garment.

      Rynissie’s eyes clenched tighter as her breasts were revealed to the open air, her darker-toned nipples slowly becoming erect. The adventurous hand took hold of her left breast, pressing into it harder than before. Such was the punishment for daring to hide. 

      The sensation provoked a muffled whimper from Rynissie but not much else. Chest revealed, the hand’s ire soon dissipated, and a return to gentleness came. I got a sense for the size of her chest and gained insight into where it wanted to be touched. 

      Still locked in a gentle dance of lips, my fingers began their own dance around the elf’s nipple. Round and round they went, tracing the boundary of the areola, much to Rynissie’s surprised delight. Occasionally they would brush against the half-dormant nipple, gently rousing it from its slumber. So thoroughly oppressed by the tight leather garb, this nipple stood tall once free and aroused, much to Rynissie’s embarrassment. She could not see the gallant scene, but she could tell from the touch, from the sensation of too much finger making contact with her, that one of her hidden buttons had revealed more of itself of its own accord.

      The circling fingers stopped, instead opting to randomly trace a trail around her breast. Only occasionally would the fingers brush against the sensitive spot, and only then would Rynissie jolt and squirm beneath my body.

      Bored of the conquered hills, the hand plunged into the nether as I broke away from Rynissie, signaling that the assault on her chest was over. 

      She looked up at me with wet eyes, my hands’ presence on her lower abdomen telling her exactly what was to occur. The hand cradling her face pressed against her a little bit more as I sent another wave of warmth to her.

      I still wanted to experiment with my new powers, but I didn’t want to scar such a lovely partner with brutishness.

      “You’ll be okay,” I tried to convey with a gaze and a touch alone.

      My hand came to rest on her pink flower. From sensation alone it was akin to touching a flower bathed in morning dew. Rynissie’s shame knew no bounds as she tried to steal my lips, as if that would distract me from the task at hand.

      I brought her head instead closer to my chest as I made wispy tendrils form on my wet palm. I had a clear image of what I wanted, but first a little bit of a tease was required. My finger lightly knocked on the fleshy crevice, only grazing before immediately leaving again. I hadn’t noticed Rynissie had grabbed onto my shoulders until the squeeze that came in response to my finger. While my finger played at the entrance, the wispy tendrils circled their target like predators around prey. They wrapped and wrapped until only the tip of Rynissie’s pink, swollen bulb could be seen. All the while Rynissie had done her best to stifle her moans.

      With all set, I made the tendrils vibrate and squeeze. The mixture of sensations sent Rynissie into a moaning fit, with screams mixed in. The scene filled with the sound of lips finding company had now evolved into one of carnal pleasure. Rynissie dug her head into my chest as her grip on my shoulders became vise-like. 

      Every two moans a scream was released. A heat built in Rynissie’s loins that begged to be released, each scream seeming to be what would finally relieve the pressure and cool the area down only to be heated again. It was all Rynissie could do to manage all the sensations sieging her body. She no longer knew what her limbs were doing; they were as good as jelly. All her attention belonged to her precious bulb and the tingling waves of pleasure. Once, twice, thrice, she no longer knew how many unfair climaxes she was forced to endure. Nor did she realize when she started to expect them with naughty excitement. She began to have fun, something I would wager she hadn’t felt very often. Never had she felt the sensation of a vibration on her most private of gardens, and never had she thought it would wreck her sensibilities so. 

      The deed was done, and Rynissie lay recovering, her legs twitching, her breasts rising and falling dramatically. I stood up to stretch and enjoy my accomplishments. 

      “Hmm,” I said after taking a glance at my arm, “the numbers have barely changed.”

      Sure enough, my countdown was still at sixteen days and about three hours. Our romp had taken us the better half of an hour, but that change hadn’t registered.

      “Am I not good enough for that goddess? Huh?” Rynissie said, half delirious from the beating her loins had taken.

      “No, I think the goddess just doesn’t want me to cheat her. I think she’s encouraging variety,” I said, looking back at the elf wrapped in my desire-woven cowl. 

      “That’s a funny way of saying you’re going to be sleeping around, Creepo.” Rynissie’s favorite name for me heralded her return to her senses.

      “It’s not sleeping around,” I said, coming back to sit next to her. “It’s taking what I want.”

      “Wipe that crap-eating grin off your face, Creepo,” Rynissie spat. “Gods, I feel repulsive just thinking about what I’ve let you do to me.” 

      “Don’t.” Rynissie’s complexion was ignited again as I patted her head. “Anyone in your position would have done what you did.” Rynissie fell quiet, accepting the pat and my cocky smile. “Not many could stand up to me when I’m on my warpath.”

      “Pfft—you call that a ‘warpath’? You came up to me begging!” Rynissie cracked a smile from below my hand, looking up at me to see if the jab would land.

      “I figured honesty was the best policy. It was either that or try to subdue you.”

      “Which would have failed. I’d bet the forest on that.”

      I pulled my hand away from Rynissie’s head as I took a second to ponder. “Well, I don’t know about that,” I said. “I have many tricks up my sleeves.” My jacket wavered in response, but Rynissie seemed to miss it.

      “Sorry, Auroro, glowing numbers aren’t that impressive.”

      We chuckled beneath the trees in the cool forest air and fell silent for a few moments as we listened to the sound of birds. It was Rynissie who eventually broke the silence.

      “So, what is it that you want to do, Auroro?” she asked, sitting up and wrapped in my cowl.

      “Ahh, you’re interested now?” I replied with great expectation.

      “No. I’m just contracted to you, so it’s best to know what I’m getting into.”

      “Ahh, yes.” I stood up as I took in the atmosphere again before turning to face Rynissie. I couldn’t help but look at her fondly. “I will claim as many valuable women as I can in this world. And then, I’m bedding that goddess.”

      Rynissie stared at me long and hard, bewildered by my nebulous claim, before finally speaking, devoid of emotion, “So that’s all, huh, Creepo? I don’t know why I expected anything more.”

      “I’m a simple man,” I said. Her look of disappointment, however, provoked me into speaking more. There was no need for an asset to look at me as if I were such a lost cause. What would that do to her morale in the future? 

      “I need strength, knowledge and resources if I want to reach the goddess,” I began. “Of that I’m sure. If I can acquire those while also indulging in my vices, that is a victory. You are already more than I expected, given your skill.” 

      Rynissie brightened up a bit at the praise, and a smile graced her face once again.

      I looked to her and asked, “And what of you, Rynissie? What do you wish for?”

      The frank question took her aback, and a small conflict raged behind her gaze before she turned her head down. She was quiet for a few moments before she spoke. “Do you really need to know? I’m just a woman you met in the woods. That’s hardly anything special. At most, I’m just your worker bee.”

      “Not at all.”

      Rynissie jolted her head back, startled. In the time that she’d kept her head down, I had gotten right in her face, squatting down to reach eye level.

      “Not at all, Rynissie. You are mine. For so long as that is the case, I will do well by you. What you want is what I want. If there is something you want to take, then we’ll take it.” Rynissie, in response to my words, let a tinge of admiration show on her face before promptly hiding it. “Actually,” I corrected, “if what you want is the love of someone other than me, or something along those lines, then no. You are mine. If you want to conquer someone specifically for vengeance or something, though, I could, perhaps, make an exception.” 

      Rynissie chuckled at my correction, but I was deadly serious. I did not joke when it came to conquest.

      “Still, it’s personal,” she replied, looking away.

      “That’s fine, just know that I will help. Having things you want, those desires are fine to hold.”

      “Right.”

      We smiled at each other once again, having come to an understanding. Now was not the time to prod, but perhaps one day in the future, she might tell me why she had said yes to my wager.
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      “See all these segments of wall, Auroro? This is how you know we’re approaching the forest elves’ city, Viridia.”

      Rynissie and I had embarked on a trek to the civilization hidden within this forest, that of the forest elves. After Rynissie had recovered and tossed on her garments again, she’d proposed visiting the city. Now she was leading the way, my personal forest guide.

      “If you’re going to be doing stupid stuff, you’re going to get nowhere fast if you’re just lollygagging in a forest,” she said. She tried to spit poison, but I was starting to get used to her strange way of expressing her concern. “We’re going to the twinkler’s city. We can figure out what to do next there.”

      It wasn’t a bad thought. I was excited to see what this world would offer in terms of variety. Maybe something there would inspire me to be more aggressive in my conquest. At the very least I’d be able to appreciate the sights.

      Along the way, she and I spoke about various topics. She heard the full story of my steamy encounter with the goddess, and we spoke of what we understood of the contract she was under. She also further nagged me for not knowing the specifics of the contract that bound us, frustrated that we would now have to feel out the contract’s limits. I thought it would be more fun this way, but I wouldn’t dare tell her that now. 

      We also spoke of what I understood about the power born of my desires. I was vague, of course, hiding behind how I felt using the power as opposed to specifics. Maybe we could talk in detail in the future, after we got to know each other a bit more and I understood the power more. Perhaps when she enables me more and doesn’t accuse me of being creepy, I thought.

      Our walk had taken us deeper into the forest until we started to occasionally pass by broken segments of wall, littered among the colossal whitish-grey trees. 

      “The twinklers—er, the forest elves, have their city nestled in ruins from the ancient era. Those guys like using whatever is lying around.”

      “You can call them twinklers, I don’t mind,” I whispered between Rynissie’s statements. 

      “It’s not all that impressive really, just a bunch of high walls surrounding the perimeter of their city, and I suppose some refurbished and repurposed buildings. Pretty stuffy if you ask me.”

      We eventually reached the tall walls Rynissie had spoken of. Here in this dense forest, which blocked the sunlight itself, these walls reached maybe three stories high. Behind them, there were even taller, wider trees, dressed in many points of colored lights. The walls obfuscated any sign of civilization, the only hint at the world behind them coming from the crumbling gap that served as an entrance.

      “Are there no lookouts?” I asked after spying no guards on the wall or in front of it.

      “There are, they’re just up in the canopy. Don’t underestimate that fabled elf-vision. Can shoot you in the head from a mile.”

      “Huh. Impressive. Can you do better?”

      Rynissie looked back at me with a confident grin. “I could shoot you from three miles, without strain.”

      “Even more impressive. How did I get so lucky? To find such a beautiful and talented partner like you.”

      “Keep it in your pants, Creepo,” Rynissie snarked back as we were mere meters away from the entrance.

      Looking ahead of Rynissie, I could see the civilization beyond the wall. There were people of similar shape and size walking around and conversing, fruits and vegetables lining both sides of a main street.

      “This is the market street, I suppose. Tons of little stalls littered throughout this area. There’s also some cafes and eateries behind them, built into the old structures,” Rynissie said. Some emotion flashed onto her face, and she looked down before continuing. “I’d like to stop at a cafe actually. If you don’t mind.”

      “Sounds good to me. We’re in no rush. I’m looking forward to seeing what the city has to offer.”

      Rynissie smiled and breathed a small sigh of relief. “Thank you,” she said, her gentle smile filling her and me with warmth.

      “Is this the only entrance?” I asked as we crossed the boundary.

      “For visitors, yes. If you try to hop the walls, you’ll be shot on sight. The twinklers are friendly to a fault, but they take their safety seriously.”

      “I see. Then a market right here makes sense.”

      Now within the city, I took in the grandeur in all directions. The market was lively, populated and perused by elves of a fair complexion, most having brown or golden hair. The vast majority wore garments of various shades of green and white. There seemed to be nary a sad face in the crowd. The wide, brick-laden main street was not crowded, the pockets of people gathering around the stalls making for easy movement forward. Behind the stalls was a row of buildings jutting from the walls. These one-story buildings, on a higher foundation than the stalls below, must have been the ones repurposed from ruins.

      Though barely any sun penetrated the canopy, the city was as lit and alive as its inhabitants. Above us, strung along vines, were light-shedding flowers. From them, orbs of light fell, giving the whole scene a fairytale-like filter. Beyond the lights, in the far off trees beyond the market street, I could also make out structures in the trees. Treehouses and bridges perhaps? 

      Maybe I should try to secure a treehouse. It would be an interesting place to live! 

      “Rynissie!” I exclaimed, taking the sights in. “Your world is beautiful!”

      Rynissie looked at me and then around at the people, cracking a smile. “This place is not my world so to speak. But it’s got its charm, I suppose.”

      “Well,” I replied, “I hope I get to see yours properly too!”

      Rynissie led me further down the street and to the side, crossing a stall. We climbed a flight of stairs and went toward one of many squared buildings. 

      “Hey, I’ll get us something. Go sit over there,” Rynissie said, pointing at stools next to a counter that overlooked the market street, opposite the buildings.

      I complied and took a seat. The counter was really just a railing, which, looking at the condition relative to the material of the walls, told me was a newish installation. Probably just something installed to improve the quality of life. As we’d climbed up here, a few elves had stared at Rynissie. Not that I could blame them—under this light, Rynissie was captivating, but I doubted they were appreciating her beauty.

      Rynissie returned with a pastry and two mugs with some sweet-smelling liquid. “This pastry is probably the best thing about the twinklers. And here’s some flavored water. I was confident about the pastry, but I wasn’t sure about what drink you’d be in the mood for.”

      “I’d be satisfied with a drink of you,” I said as I reached for the food.

      “Keep it in your pants, Creepo,” Rynissie replied, a swift tap to my head arriving soon after.

      I received the meal after a few seconds of apologizing and took the aroma in. The pastry was a soft shell stuffed with something sweet-smelling. A bite into it, and flavor burst forth into my mouth. I hadn’t remembered what eating actual food felt like, but the sensation was nostalgic. I was grateful that this was the first thing I ate outside of the Godess’ ephemeral realm. Rynissie was going to be thanked appropriately later, undoubtedly.

      “Did you have enough money for this?” I asked after swallowing a mouthful.

      “Yeah. Don’t worry about it. I had things I could trade,” Rynissie said, focusing on her pastry and drink.

      “I’ll pay you back.”

      “You woke up in the woods. What can you pay me back with?”

      “Special, focused attention.”

      Cough, cough. 

      “Hrrmph!” Rynissie choked on her drink when she realized what was being offered. I could sense that her heart skipped a beat at the realization. 

      “Be careful you don’t get ahead of yourself with those perverted thoughts,” I joked.

      She lightly tapped me. “Stop,” she said with a slight giggle.

      We ate for a few moments amid the chatter of the market before Rynissie began speaking again. “How does an amnesiac know about money? You seem to be pretty well adjusted.”

      “Well,” I said, chewing through my pastry, “it’s not like I came into the world with no memory. I know common-sense stuff, and I have a sense of who I am right now, but I don’t know the history that made me who I am.” I drank some water as I mulled my thoughts over and continued, “I know what I want, and I know what my desires are, but I couldn’t tell you what made me me. I wouldn’t know my name if it wasn’t for the goddess telling me.”

      “Weird. Do you know what race you are?” Rynissie asked, curiosity piqued.

      “Human? I think? That feels familiar,” I replied, racking my head for any clues.

      “Human? Those guys are rare. They rarely come out.”

      “Do you think it will be a problem?”

      “Maybe. It’d just invite questions. I recommend saying you’re a Creeper.”

      “A Creeper?” I paused at the name born from a jab at my sensibilities. “Wouldn’t that be worse?” 

      “Nope. If they’ve never heard of you, I bet they’ll just smile and nod,” Rynissie said, giggling to herself as she set her joke up at my expense.

      “If it’ll give you a laugh, then I wouldn’t mind being a Creeper,” I admitted with a smile.

      Rynissie shifted her hair out of her face, tucking it behind her ear, and took a sip from her cup. Her profile looked more serene than usual, vulnerable even. This wasn’t so bad. Thinking back to Rynissie’s comments and the looks that the elves gave her, a question came to mind.

      “Rynissie,” I cautiously began, “are there racial tensions here?” My smile had turned a bit tense as the thought provoked a bit of concern. From my perspective, if I wanted to eventually build a force, I needed to minimize tension between members. Racial tensions are great for an enemy to have but not ideal for one’s own force. Worst comes to worst, I would steamroll whatever problems existed in my members with excessive force.

      “Tensions? No, no!” Rynissie said, calling my attention back. “Nothing like that, especially not here.” Rynissie scanned the crowd and pointed to someone far off. “See over there, Auroro?”

      I followed her gaze and landed on what Rynissie saw. There in the crowd, among the elves, was a young woman with blue-feathered wings for arms and the legs of a bird from knees down. She was laughing with two female-looking elves. They seemed to be enjoying their day. Rynissie pointed at another group, and I saw a collection of people with furry tails, furry arms up to their elbows, and dog ears on their heads. They seemed to be jumping from stall to stall buying up supplies.

      “These woods, Auroro, and the people in them,” Rynissie began as she scanned the crowd, “they’re part of what’s called the Northwestern Alliance. The alliance is composed of multiple races that make their home in this corner of the world. The big populations are the forest elves, the cave elves, the harpies, the werewolves, and the mandragora. The smaller populations are nomadic and mostly solitary, like the wildland elves. There’s a few small villages in the territory as well. Point is, the people here get along.”

      “You seem to have a lot of fun mocking them, though.”

      “Well, we’re still different people,” Rynissie replied matter-of-factly. “We value things differently. The twinklers like dressing up and hollowing out trees; I like just sleeping in trees and staying out in the wild.”

      “So you’re like the savage amongst the elven population?”

      “Watch it, Auroro,” Rynissie warned. “We just enjoy the wildness of it all.” She looked back to the crowd as if recalling some far-off memory. “The worst it ever gets is wildland elves being asked to keep it down or leave the residential areas when they start having fun.” Rynissie started swerving her head like she was loosening herself up. “When they start enjoying the actually decent stuff the twinklers can make, they show up like a downpour. Real classy.” The last comment was dripping in sarcasm.

      “Oh. You’re just troublemakers and hooligans.”

      “Fun lovers and adventure seekers, Auroro,” she snapped back, a wide smile on her face. She was having as much fun as I was, reveling in the memory of her people’s shenanigans.

      “Do you have a home around here?” I asked, finishing my pastry and drink.

      “No. We can stay at an inn if you’d like. They have a bunch. The forest elves are much too kind and hospitable for their own good, you know?” Rynissie rested her head on her fist as she chatted with me. “If I were them, I’d just put a ban on the wildland elves if they’re not willing to get involved in our festivities.”

      “Take advantage of kindness when it’s given to you, I say.” I looked at her and then looked back to the crowd to see if I could spot any other races. Across from us, a young, dirty-blond elf male strolled with two women with the wings for arms—harpies—in lock step on each side, their arms hooked around his.

      “Oh, he’s a player. Just walking around like that. Very bold.”

      Rynissie caught sight of what I had seen and interjected, “That’s normal, Auroro.”

      “Really? I must not have the same sensibilities.”

      “Well, let me explain, Auroro; those harpies are probably married to that elf.”

      “Oh? And everyone is okay with that?”

      “Why wouldn’t they be? Their bond is observed and recognized by the world itself.”

      “In what way?” I was utterly confused at what seemed to be common sense to my companion.

      “Let me start from the beginning. If two people are in love with each other, Auroro, a special, unique mark will appear on their body, their Bond. It’s a manifestation of their feelings. If that Bond is observed, they can marry, fully acknowledging their Bond in doing so. If someone else also has that unique mark, then again, it says that there is legitimate love there, so why not acknowledge it? The Bond, it’s universal; there is no one in this world that would dare say no to it.”

      “I see, how interesting.” A world where you know that the person you love loves you… A world where everyone knows love exists without a shadow of a doubt. “That’s kind,” I muttered under my breath.

      “There’s a few interesting things with this system. For instance, you don’t usually see large harems. The saying goes, ‘Only those with an abundance of love can have abundant harems.’ Typically it’s monarchs and heroic figures, heroes, that have the big harems.”

      “So, who is in charge of the system? Do you know?”

      “Nope. No one does. Since the Bond system is universal to all races in the world, we only know that it's something that exists beyond the racial pantheons.”

      “Hmm. I wonder if my goddess is the one responsible for it,” I wondered aloud, thinking back for any clues.

      “Maybe. Or she might just be a deadbeat looking for something to do. Still not convinced she isn’t using you to collect poor souls.”

      “Haha, maybe.” I laughed, wondering how the goddess would respond. “Still, that’s nice. Proof of the bond between you and another? I’m starting to get a better sense of how this world works.” I looked at Rynissie and wondered, “Hey, are we Bonded?”

      “Pfft, no. We’re something different. You really don’t understand how abnormal you were in what you requested from me. If I wasn’t fooled, I would have laughed you away.” She looked at my confused face, shook her head and continued, “You saw me naked; did you see any marks on my chest aside from my tattoos?”

      “No, but I haven’t seen all of you yet. I’ll need to check later.”

      “Well, I can tell you, I don’t love you.”

      “But if you do, it’ll show up on your body?” Rynissie nodded skeptically at my question. “Then, I’ll win your heart, too, and make the world acknowledge our Bond.” I couldn’t help but smile at the new goal. It wouldn’t be enough just to draft these people and take them. Now I would earn the proof recognized by the world. This new goal felt right.

      “Right,” Rynissie said, turning to look at the crowd once more. A smile struggled to form, but Rynissie kept it under wraps well. As she looked away, however, the air suddenly shifted, and Rynissie tensed up a bit. “Don’t look now, Auroro, but the worst of the twinklers are on their way.”

      Curious, I poked my head past Rynissie and spied a group of forest elves, four strong, marching down the street. They stood out, wearing shiny breastplates over top of green tunics and tights underneath. A blade on one hip, a quiver on the other, and a bow on their backs. A red, luminescent flower was adorned somewhere on each.

      The people on the street stole glances or looked with admiration for a few beats before turning back to what they were doing. A few gave nods as the group moved down the street. 

      They were definitely approaching us; the elf at the head of the party was staring in our direction.

      Did we do something wrong?

      I looked to Rynissie, hoping to glean something from her expression. 

      “Eegh…” I shuddered upon seeing her face. Rynissie did not look anxious. Rather, her face had contorted into an expression of extreme annoyance, an annoyance far beyond whatever I could inspire in her. I was sure I could hear the distinct squeak of grinding teeth.

      They can’t be that bad, can they?

      The party of five climbed the stairs to the higher level where we sat and turned toward us; there was no doubt at this point, they were coming for us.

      “Play it cool, Auroro,” Rynissie whispered to me.

      You’re the one that should play it cool! Anyone can see you’re hating this! 

      I racked my brain over what to expect. Rynissie had said they were the worst, but what does that mean when you yourself look and sound like you’re a hooligan that doesn’t care for class and refinement? Maybe the worst actually just meant they were the ones keeping the order. 

      The group of elves had arrived, standing next to us. The handsome, male-looking, blond elf at the head of the party was about to speak. Now was the moment of truth.

      “Good afternoon, sister! How does this fine day find you?” he said, smiling so brightly that an image of a happy sun formed in my mind’s eye.

      “Well, it was a great day, brother.” If the forest elf was a ray of sunshine, Rynissie was undoubtedly a thunder cloud.

      Rynissie, why are you so hostile? 

      “May the spirits continue enriching your day!” the elf leader replied, shrugging off—or no, rather, being completely unaware of—the venom Rynissie lobbed without care. “What brings you to the city of Viridia today?”

      “Well, I was planning on showing my fr—” Rynissie stopped abruptly and looked at me with narrowed eyes. My mouth went wide in response; she had been about to call me her friend. 

      I heard it. It’s too late. I am your friend.

      She turned back to the elves. “I was planning on showing my acquaintance around your city.”

      The elf leader poked his head a little to the side and waved at me cheerfully. “Hello there.” He was still all smiles.

      “H-hello,” I replied, returning his wave with a weaker one of my own. 

      Looking closer, the elf leader had the basic features that the other forest elves had. The blond hair, the fair white skin, the long ears, the delicate features on face and body and the general air of refinement. He had the basic elf package. His splashes of individuality came from the hair he tied in a braid behind his head, the green headband that covered his forehead and his striking green eyes, greener than the grass that covered the forest. His plate was also accented by a green cape that was attached to it. Oh, and a mole near the corner of his mouth on the left side.

      Looking past him to his party, I took in two elves who were much more distinctive. There was one thicker and taller than the leader, standing a full head above him; it was odd that I hadn’t noticed him sooner. By far, he was the biggest elf I had seen so far. His hair was spiked, his hairline a widow’s peak. He seemed to exude an aura of serenity. The one next to him, however, was an opposite in terms of the aura. He stood there with an ugly look on his face, glaring daggers at me, like I had offended him somehow. He seemed crasser than the others. His expression was rough, and his hair, worn down, was harsher than the pristine-looking locks the other two had. Behind these, there was another head trying to look over the crass one’s shoulder, but so far only their forehead had managed to peek over.

      “So, if the question could grace your ear,” Rynissie started, still more venomous than I had yet heard, “what brings you out here? We’ve done no wrong.”

      The leader looked back to Rynissie. “No, you have not done wrong. We came to meet and greet our city’s visitors.”

      “Really?” Rynissie asked, skeptical.

      “Yes.” 

      Rynissie looked back to the crowd going about their lives below our perch. “There, there and there,” she said, pointing at a different person with each word. “Those are all people that came in since we were sitting here.” She looked back to the leader. “Are you planning on greeting them as well? One of them is a werewolf.” Rynissie was not holding back.

      “Ahh, well, you see, the truth is—”

      “Mind your manners,” a high-pitched voice yelled from behind the leader. The bobbing head circumvented the two elves, and its owner came to the front ahead of the leader. “We are here to do our duty!” declared the beautiful elf.

      “Oh, wow,” I muttered to myself, struck by the vision of beauty. An image formed in my mind of a maiden looking longingly at the sky from beneath the shade of a tree. A serene, mysterious type of beauty.

      She stood a head shorter than her leader but seemed to carry a comparable air of refinement. Her hair was long and silken, tied into a braid that was draped over her left shoulder, resting on her armor plate. The braid was accented by a glowing flower at its end. Her eyes were lit with confidence and exuded life, the rest of her expression stern. Her body was of a similar build to other elves; slender. Her arms, from what I could see, weren't as toned as Rynissie’s but still looked capable. She wore her breastplate, but comparing the plate to her party’s, some things became clear; the other three were indeed male, including the leader, and her plate wasn’t standard issue. Clearly, she’d had it custom-made. Gazing at her, something became clear to me.

      She is a beauty behind walls.

      As I was trying to divine what she looked like below the plate, I heard Rynissie sigh deeply at the woman’s arrival.

      “You’re not planning to disturb the peace, I hope?” the woman asked Rynissie while glancing over at me. Her frantic back and forth had obscured from her that I was absentmindedly staring at her. 

      Rynissie shook her head before speaking. “No, ma’am. We’re just here to enjoy your wonderful city.”

      As soon as she heard Rynissie’s answer, it was as if the requirement of her duty was fulfilled, and she was free to move to what she actually wanted to do. She stomped past Rynissie to stand before me. My senses returned, and I looked up to her tense face and slitted eyes. From behind her, the grumpy-looking elf stood to her side, I noticed only fleetingly, so locked was I in an interesting exchange with the woman. 

      Our eyes stayed locked for many moments before I made the first move with a smile. She was immediately unnerved, her frown twisting to something that reflected less confidence.

      “A-and you?” she stammered, seemingly falling back to the words routine had ingrained in her. “Are you going to disturb the peace?”

      I smirked. There were many answers I could give, but only a few would be fun answers. I looked to Rynissie. She stared back blankly, blinking multiple times. She knew I knew what the right thing to say was. But strangely, she didn’t give me any indication or urging.

      Is this conversation already compromised?

      I glanced back at the beautiful woman and decided on my words. “Disturbing the peace? Does plotting on how to conquer the world count?” I said, smiling deviously at the woman, now taken aback. So much so, a bead of sweat rolled down her startled face.

      Perhaps I had gone too far; the look of fear on her face indicated it landed more seriously than I could have predicted. “Hey, I was just j—” 

      “What did you say!?” the grumpy elf I hadn’t properly noticed yelled as he grabbed the back of my head and slammed me forward toward the counter. His arm had more strength than his structure implied; I was only barely able to hold my head up a mere inch from the surface, straining my neck against his weight. “Say it again, mister, what are you doing here?”

      “Hey! Are you nags so uptight you don’t know what a joke is?!” Rynissie yelled, ripping the elf’s hand from the back of my head.

      The pressure relieved, I started to look up, back to the group of elves, catching a glimpse of a concerned populace on the way.

      The elven woman, looking as surprised by the sudden escalation as the rest of the crowd, tried to compose herself by barking at Rynissie, “Watch your tongue! We are not nags!”

      That’s a weird thing to get hung up on.

      I tried not to judge, however, as she clearly seemed to have been caught by surprise and was scrambling to regain her refinement. The grumpy, one on the other hand, did not lose his step and seemed ready to have a go at Rynissie. That is, until the leader stepped in front of him and pulled him backwards. In one barely perceptible motion, and while wearing a smile, the leader had put himself between us and the grumpy one, who seemed like he was about to object until the big one put his hand on the grump’s shoulder.

      “Are you hurt?” asked the leader, staring directly into my eyes, unflinching. The gentleness of his tone served to make him seem more sincere in his concerns.

      “Ahh,” I replied, ”I think I’m fine.” I knocked my neck a few times and moved it around to show there were no problems. 

      The elf leader turned to the woman. “Sister, what is it you want to accomplish here?” he asked in a tone akin to one a parent adopts when questioning a child. The woman jumped at the leader’s question; whatever she had regained, she had lost once more.

      “I merely wanted to ascertain the nature of our visitors,” she responded feebly, still stealing glances at me.

      “That’s a very refined way of going about it,” Rynissie spat, her disdain for the other woman increasing by the second.

      Rynissie’s harsh mockery seemed to reanimate the elf woman’s withering confidence; she clenched her fists and seemed to try to work up the nerve to say something to Rynissie. Rynissie didn’t flinch, looking down at the woman, who stood shorter than her. The grumpy elf made to move but seemed to be held back by the gentle grip the big elf had on him.

      “What are you going to do, princess? Kick us out for cracking a joke?”

      The woman growled before snapping her head toward me. “You,” she shouted with a pointed finger, “present your identification!”

      “Oh, um—” The sudden turn caught me off guard; I was too distracted by what was going with my neck to answer quickly.

      “Here, does that feel better?” the elf leader asked. He had placed his glowing hands on my neck while Rynissie and the woman were staring down.

      “Ahh, y-yeah,” I replied, more concerned about the leader than the woman.

      “Good. I don’t have an affinity for healing magic, so I’m glad it was something I could help with.”

      “Br-brother,” the woman stammered, betrayed by the sight, “what—what are you doing?”

      The leader smiled back. “They are visitors, Veerie, and we hurt them, did we not?”

      “But, but. We shouldn’t be,” the woman, Veerie, tried to respond. Rynissie, who stood beside her, was visibly concerned and perplexed at the woman’s behavior. 

      “Do you have identification, honored visitor?” asked the elf leader, still sporting his unchanging smile, not paying attention to Veerie any longer.

      I looked to Rynissie, hoping she had an answer. Thankfully, she did.

      “Actually, he’s new,” Rynissie said as she stepped closer to me. “Really new. He doesn’t have identification just yet. I was going to get him established; we just stopped to get food and rest our legs,” Rynissie said, pointing at the café. “He was walking for, what, five hours before we met up? Right, Auroro?”

      “Yes, I believe so!” I responded promptly.

      “Really?” the leader asked, facing me once more. The woman’s eyes kept darting between me and the leader as we spoke, as if she was ready to pounce. “You must have come from very far away, Auroro.”

      “Yes, I came from so far that I know not where it even is in relation to this city.”

      “Interesting! Are you perhaps from a civilization near the mist-threshold?” the leader asked, a step giddier than before.

      “I-I don’t think so. I’m not sure,” I responded, perplexed. I only realized I should have checked with Rynissie after I had already spoken.

      “And what race are you?!” the woman shouted from the side; she was really worked up.

      “I’m a Creeper,” I said without skipping a beat. I could hear Rynissie stifling a giggle next to me.

      “A Creeper?” the leader asked, looking to the canopy as he seemed to search his memory. “I’m not sure I’ve ever heard of that one. Are you sure you’re not from the threshold?”

      Before I could respond, Rynissie cut in, “From what I’ve gotten from him, his people seem even more nomadic and lonely than the wildland elves. He also seems to be from one of those cryptic races. I can barely understand some of the things he goes on about.”

      The leader listened, then started to speak. “How interes—”

      “And you think we’re just going to believe that?!” the woman yelled, much to everyone’s surprise.

      “Excuse me?!” Rynissie barked back. “Hey, what kind of show are you all running here?!” Rynissie shot at the leader. “We haven’t done anything, and you all think it proper just to come harass us like this? What’s all this about?” Rynissie had been set off, and she gave no indication of stopping. I was wincing, and I wasn’t the only one; I caught the big elf flinch behind the leader. “So what? We’re not welcome here even if we’re behaving? We’re not good enough for you all?!” 

      “Everyone, let’s calm down,” the leader said, still smiling. Rynissie did seem to take him a little more seriously, compared to Veerie; she was gearing up to speak again.

      “Never! We are merely—”

      “Enough,” the leader said in his gentle tone. Veerie jumped disproportionately to his words and fell silent. “This isn’t how we go about things in this city. You know that.” He turned to us once more after the tender reprimand was completed. “Our sincerest apologies. Please, Auroro. Do get identification. The process does allow us valuable insight, and does… reassure us, I suppose you could say.”

      “Y-yeah, that’s fine. We’ll do that, I’m sure.” Rynissie nodded along with my words.

      A green-tinged gust of wind descended between the groups as Rynissie agreed. It went to the leader’s hand, settling in his palm, swirling like a miniature tornado. The leader brought it up to his ear.

      “Ahh,” he said, turning his gaze back to us, “excellent. Auroro, I do hope to see your identification next time. May this day continue finding you well. Let us go, friends, we are needed elsewhere. We could greet the other visitors on the way. You find that agreeable, too, do you not? Veerie?”

      “Y-yes!” Veerie responded, stiffening her back. 

       The leader turned, his cape flourishing before us as he walked away.

      Veerie made to say something, her eyes still locked on me, but she bit her tongue and followed the leader. The other two similarly followed, with the grumpy one giving me a dirty look.

      That guy needs to unwind. Is there no place someone like him could blow off steam?
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        * * *

      

      The group of elves had walked away, greeting the various pockets of people as they proceeded up the market street. Rynissie had sat back down, and a calm was returning, although I could still hear some elves chatting and whispering about the ruckus.

      “Well, there they go, Auroro; the royal siblings of the city of Viridia. That was the strangest interaction I’ve ever had, and that’s saying a lot.”

      “Yeah, the girl was pretty ho—wait. Royalty? They’re royalty?” I shifted my gaze from the elves to Rynissie hastily. “You were so rude to them! And they work as guards?”

      “Don’t get so worked up,” Rynissie said, turning to face me. “The prince doesn’t mind. As much as I love hating them, the prince takes it all in stride. He can handle me being a little combative; it doesn’t faze him.” She looked at my skeptical face and continued, “Auroro, when people wish for a good leader, they’re wishing for someone like Prince Virid. His sister, on the other hand, she’s everything that’s terrible about the twinklers. So overbearing and such a nag,” Rynissie ranted, her tone changing drastically between the two siblings. “I’d heard how much of a downpour she was, but that was on a whole other level today. Almost proved me wrong about racial tensions even.” She let out a heavy sigh before falling silent.

      “Ahh. I see,” I replied as I reflected on our exchange. “I’m sorry for cracking that joke.”

      Rynissie crossed her arms on the counter and nestled her head on top of them, looking at me. “Auroro, the prince and the princess of the twinklers walk up to a group of wildland elves,” Rynissie proposed, gently smiling. “Do you think the wildlands wouldn’t crack a joke?”

      “Hmm.” I placed my hand on my chin. “Wouldn’t they want to respect the authority? That way, the authority leaves faster?”

      Rynissie looked to the crowd, scrunching her lip as she wondered, “Maybe they’d respect Prince Virid, but that wouldn’t stop them from jabbing at them.” Rynissie shifted her gaze back to me, smiling once more.

      Before she could continue, I interjected, “Really? He commands the respect of hooligans? Are they afraid of him?”

      “What?” Rynissie asked, her mouth twisted and her nose crinkled. “What are you on? We don’t fear him, just respect. Sure, he lives the twinkler lifestyle, but he’s accomplished a lot. He’s a hero, Auroro. That’s pretty impressive; I think most would respect that.”

      “Huh. Right. I guess,” I said as I looked off to the distance.

      Rynissie’s smile returned. “So, don’t apologize, Auroro. I thought it was a funny joke.” Her smile immediately turned malicious. “It’s not our fault the ever-so-prudent princess and her lackey are wound tighter than a rope.”

      “Ahh. Thank you for your kindness. I thought you would chastise me,” I admitted, rubbing the back of my head.

      “If I did, I’d have to chastise my brethren too. And myself too.” Silence fell between us as we watched the people continue on with their lives. Rynissie looked back at me as I kept taking in the sights. “Hey, that was a joke, right? You’re not going to conquer the world, right?”

      I didn’t look at Rynissie; only kept looking at the passing crowds. “If greeting that goddess means having to conquer the world, then yes.” 

      Many people, men and women, elf and other, came and went. 

      “I’d rather not, though,” I continued. “I don’t want the world. I just want to have fun, I think. And let other people have fun, I guess. You get what I mean, don’t you?”

      “Hmm, I think I do,” Rynissie replied, getting off her seat. “Still, it’s reassuring to hear that. I hope that goddess isn’t sitting behind a conquered world.”

      “I doubt it. I think she would find it as much of a chore as I would,” I said, finally looking at Rynissie. “Are we leaving?”

      “Yes, I still have to show you some places.” She began walking. “Come on, cut the long face and let’s go. Don’t let the twinklers get to you.”

      “Right,” I replied, getting off my seat, shuffling my trash into a small bin nearby.

      “What are you on? We don’t fear him, just respect.” Rynissie’s words echoed in my mind as we made our way.

      He seemed pretty scary to me.

      I did my best to forget about the fear that had settled into my heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Viridia’s market street was a long one, extending forward for many minutes’ walk. At its head, there was a looming shadow in the center of what Rynissie told me was a plaza.

      As we strolled, I couldn’t help but notice all the beautiful elves and the occasional werewolves and harpies walking by. They were all going about their lives, the small uproar from a few moments ago seemingly something of the distant past. The people carried on peacefully and without a care, some carrying decorated bags full of goods, some laughing and frolicking with others, and some strangely being visited by colorful clouds. Others were hand in hand with what I assumed were their partners or close friends. Seeing all the wonderful relationships on display, and goaded by the thought of an elf that could really stand to unwind, I couldn’t help but wonder about a certain facility.

      “Hey, Rynissie, are there brothels here?”

      Rynissie immediately stopped. It was so sudden I almost walked into her. Rynissie turned, looked at me for a beat, grabbed my ear and pulled me aside, away from the hustle and bustle to the side of the road. A few elves saw the scene and giggled before going on their business; I wondered how we looked to them.

      “Creepo, no. There’s no love waiting for you there.”

      “That doesn’t sound like there isn’t,” I replied, tickled.

      Rynissie’s expression sank. All I could see in her eyes was sad pity. “Auroro, it’s not your scene. You wouldn’t enjoy it.” She looked to the side and her face scrunched; she was reconsidering what she’d said. “Actually, I’m eighty-percent sure you wouldn’t enjoy it,” she said, lightly shaking her head.

      Rynissie’s pity wasn’t directed at me for a change; it was coming from somewhere else, targeted at something beyond me. It was a pity she wished she didn’t feel. I got the message and backed off. There was no need to risk upsetting her. It was clear to me I’d touched on an unfortunate reality of this world. I gestured for us to continue walking through the streets, which she accepted with a small sigh of relief. We continued our stroll, sightseeing.

      In the back of my mind, however, the flames of my curiosity were not extinguished; they merely smoldered. The thought was not explored; it had not reached its conclusion just yet. I was going to find this brothel, or perhaps these many brothels, and partake of the delicacies offered. I could barely restrain my devious giggling behind Rynissie. My hand covered my mouth, and I did my best to keep my body firm as we strolled.

      In front of me, Rynissie shuddered, as if a chill ran up her spine. She knew. Or rather she got a sense of my tainted thoughts. I needed to be more careful in the future, or she might develop an uncanny sense to know what I was cooking up in my mind. 

      Actually, would that be so bad? The image of Rynissie torturing herself over knowing me so well she knew my every lust-filled intention wasn’t so bad.  

      A giggle leaked out as I fantasized about the scene.

      “Creepo, I don’t know what you’re doing back there, but don’t test me. We will turn this train around, and we will go to the inn and call it a day.”

      “Oh, no no, I am a good tourist, I merely giggled at a twinkler stumbling over a fallen flower.” My disavowing hand motions were exaggerated even though she did not turn to see how they pled a case for my innocence.

      “Yeah, they do that a lot. Dummies.”

      Got her. Rynissie tip number one—when in doubt, poke fun at the forest elves. It would distract her. A small victory in hand, I couldn’t help but look at Rynissie. My eyes slowly wandered to her rump. Her hooded cloak covered it—a wish for X-ray vision flashed in mind—but the swaying of the quiver at her hips was enough for me to draw a mental image of her form. My eyes wandered back up to her head, and in that moment, it felt like the rest of the world melted away. 

      It isn’t so bad, letting her lead me around like this.

      My fondness for the wildland elf, it grew in that moment. I found myself wanting to share a little bit of my happiness with her.

      I’ll make sure to treat her well later.

      But now was not the time. Eyes on the prize, I needed to maneuver myself to get this desire of visiting an elven brothel satisfied. I had a plan formulated, now I just needed to maneuver around Rynissie in such a way that she didn’t notice my ill intent.

      “Rynissie, is there any way for us to earn our own money? I don’t want to be a drain on your funds. My assets should be financially independent.” I threw in the line of financial independence as subterfuge. Hopefully, Rynissie would think I was being pompous as opposed to sly.

      She slowed her pace and turned to speak to me. “You’re concerned about that? Still?” She looked skeptical but then looked up to the canopy as she was reviewing her thoughts. “Well, actually, honestly, I was going to take you there tomorrow, but considering the identification issue, we could do a job today too. I suppose. The quicker we aren’t hemorrhaging money, the better.”

      Exasperation? Check. Annoyance verging on ire? Check. The slight tinge of pity directed at me? Check. The softening of her expression as she talked herself into it? Yes. Rynissie suspected nothing! The story was clear on her face and in her feelings. I’m going to a brothel tonight.

      Before I could fail at suppressing an evil laugh, Rynissie spoke up. “We’ll go to the guild hall then. Get everything done there,” she said, looking back at me to make sure I consented.

      “Guild hall? Like where merchants do business?”

      “No, it’s not a merchant guild. It’s a mercenary and worker guild. They have all sorts of independent job requests there. A good chunk of the population of this world are vagabonds or nomads. One-off jobs that take advantage of those types are plentiful.”

      “How exotic! Good for us.” I was smiling from ear to ear that there was such a convenient way to earn money. It reminded me that the goddess had mentioned that if I were reborn into this world, I would have been living out a dream life….

      We walked down the bustling street and eventually reached the plaza, the looming shadow revealing itself as a giant tree in the middle of the plaza. It was interesting that such a massive tree was hidden in the shadows. Most certainly the fact that it wasn’t adorned with luminescent flowers helped. At the base of the tree, however, the grass that grew around it glowed a light bluish green. This small grassy area was a patch of allowed greenery. It was surrounded by the bricks that shaped the plaza. Considering the tree was some twelve meters wide, it was a considerable amount of unblocked area. 

      Around the perimeter of the grassy area were greyish-white stonework benches and ornate, vine-covered lamp posts with glowing silver flowers on top. Elves sat on the benches chatting and laughing. Another idyllic scene.

      Arriving at the plaza square, Rynissie took a sharp turn. All the way along the main street, structures from the ancient area lined it. The same was true for the plaza. The plaza’s rectangular shape was outlined by these old, white-bricked buildings. Rynissie was heading for one to the left of the main street, in the lower left corner of the plaza. Structure-wise, this one was just like all the others; something that looked like it was a remnant of a fort, except it was adorned with six extravagant banners. I recognized one of the emblems from the elf guards’ armor.

      We climbed the stairs and went through the heavy wooden doors. Immediately upon crossing the boundary, a delicious smell and jovial noises assaulted the senses. One wouldn’t have guessed it was so lively entering from the quieter outdoors. The difference was so jarring, I wondered if there was some magic around the building.

      I looked around with great expectation. The walls and floors were what you would expect, white brick. Toward the other side of the hall, closer to the right corner, there was a counter with some indistinguishable people manning it. Next to the counter, closer to the furthest left corner, there was an ornate door. Probably someone important had an office back there. Next to that door, there was a simpler, busier door with staff walking out with food-loaded plates and others returning with empty plates.

      In every direction, there were wooden tables with people crowded around, eating, drinking and laughing. This main hall was vast; it easily had sixteen dining tables that could fit eight comfortably. Even with its size, it was still congested, with people and staff slipping between tables and patrons. 

      The staff were distinguishable by their white shirts, black bottoms, and yellow ties of various shapes and styles. The patrons, of which the majority were elves, gave off an aura that they were the rough and tumble sort, but that feeling was occasionally betrayed by the ridiculously refined elves in their garments and armor selections.

      Rynissie looked to our left toward a crowd of people huddled around a wide cork board mounted on a wall. She shook her head and instead looked off to our right, toward a more sparsely populated cork board. On this one, I could clearly see flyers and parchments. Rynissie tugged on my jacket’s sleeve and pulled me over to the board.

      “Are these jobs we can take?” I asked, my eyes scanning the sheets of various colors. My eyes ran down the rest of this wall; the board extended almost all the way to the counter at the back. “There sure are a lot.”

      “Yeah. The elf city is a big hub, so there’s a number of people coming in and out with their requests,” Rynissie said while she studiously scanned the flyers, only stopping to jot down something on, surprisingly, a notepad with her pencil. She must have pulled them from her pouch. I couldn’t help but nod repeatedly and pat myself on the back for having the judgment to claim an asset that could read and write. With the way Rynissie lounged in the woods, I realized now, I had already discounted the possibility she was literate. I needed to make sure I apologized to her properly later.

      We slowly walked along the wall, Rynissie occasionally stopping to jot information down. I wished I could help her, but I was the illiterate one in this situation. It didn’t dawn on me that I had no idea how to read the script until I realized that the only thing I understood on the flyers were the occasional pictures of the subject matter depicted. This realization only served to motivate me more. Finding a goddess was most certainly going to involve heavy reading of ancient and modern scripts. Naturally I couldn’t learn them all, so I needed to take women skilled in multiple languages! I resolved to remember to ask Rynissie how many languages there were in the world.

      As I kept casually looking at the various flyers, my eyes got stuck on an image, and I came to an abrupt stop. Rynissie noticed and walked back to me. 

      “Interested in the map?” she asked.

      “Is this a map of the world?” I responded, amazed.

      “Yup, that’s the world we live in. Mistrim. It’s a wonderful one, I suppose.”

      “So, it’s just a ring of land around a giant lake? And is that mist surrounding the ring? And is that mist in the middle of the lake? Seems more like a mist-doughnut than a mist-rim.” I was bewildered at the sight. It was just a shock for sensibilities I didn’t know I had. 

      “That’s not a lake, Auroro, that’s the ocean. And that ring of land surrounding the ocean, that’s the continent we live on. See”—she pointed at the northwest corner—“that’s the northwest territory, where we are.”

      The map didn't have much in the way of color and details, just lines, partitions, names and white smudges against a yellowish parchment. Sure enough, you could see the name of the segmented partitions. Looking closely there were also dots and stars, labeled in a different ink; cities and settlements, perhaps?

      “Does this map remind you of the world you came from, Auroro?”

      “No. I actually didn’t realize that I didn’t have memories of any world. But I do have a strange sense that this isn’t it. I definitely got the impression this was foreign.”

      “Spirits be shocked. I wish that goddess set you up for success a bit more.” Rynissie fell silent before looking at me. “Is it tough? Not knowing where you came from?”

      “Not really,” I said, still examining the map. “I don’t need memories in order to succeed. What I have is good enough for the here and now. Maybe it even makes it easier.”

      “Huh. Okay, well, if you have any questions, just ask. I’ll try to answer what I can.” Rynissie was strangely sweet; she must have felt bad for me.

      “Are these white smudges supposed to be mist? What are they? Is this that mist-threshold the royal was talking about?” I asked, pointing around the edges of the map. Around a giant white smudge in the middle was the ocean, and around the ocean was land, and around the land was white smudge.

      “Yeah, those are the uncharted lands covered in mists. No one has ever crossed into them and told the tale. There’s nothing but eldritch monstrosities within, I hear,” Rynissie replied, taking the moment to admire the map as well. “The threshold refers to a small space between the uncovered land and the dense mist where people can still live.”

      “Are there women in those mists?” ‘Twas the natural question.

      Rynissie was silent. Her face was still. Whatever sweetness she’d displayed had now receded. She turned her head to look at me. I looked to the map, unwavering, trying to visualize the type of monster women that made those mists their home. Rynissie looked back to the map.

      “No.”

      “How sure are we on that?”

      Rynissie most definitely wanted to say, “Very sure,” but she couldn’t. She knew she didn’t know.

      “Tell you what, Auroro. See these dots a little bit into the mists?” She guided my gaze to dots colored in over the border of the mist and land. “These are settlements in the threshold. They deal with what the mists have to offer the most. If you’re ever desperate enough, you can go to one of them and ask them if they’ve ever seen a sensible woman step out of there.”

      I looked to Rynissie, who didn’t know what had become of her life anymore, and said, “The goddess might be in there! Hiding behind the mists.” I thought the idea would animate her as much as it did me, but I was mistaken. She could only grit her teeth and bear the audacity that I had become so friendly with. I couldn’t help but smile back.

      As I gazed at Rynissie fondly, my eyes were stolen away by the hint of a beauty. I shifted my eyes one more time at Rynissie. She had returned to her notepad. With the all-clear, my eyes darted back to the beauty behind the counter—wait, not one beauty, now there were two!

      I looked back and forth between Rynissie and the counter honeys thrice before just asking, “Rynissie, Rynissie! What are those?” I loudly whispered to her after pulling myself close to her, my hand resting on her bare shoulder.

      Rynissie jumped at seeing me so close suddenly but recomposed herself and turned to see. I felt her shoulder drop, and I was certain I heard her sigh. She turned back to me and cocked her head. “Really?” is what her expression conveyed. It was so loud I could practically hear her sweet, exasperated voice in my mind.

      I shrugged and made a face that said, “I can’t help that I’m curious.”

      Rynissie gave up on me once again, and her shoulders drooped even further. It seemed like she was just tired of carrying some invisible weight.

      “Okay. The one on the left is a were-bunny, and the one on the right is a bunnykin; in other words they’re both bunny girls.” Rynissie was tired. Maybe if she just went along with what I wanted, the day would end sooner; at least that's what she was thinking at the moment.

      I didn’t pay attention to Rynissie’s sharply plummeting morale; I was much too lit ablaze by the information. My eyes practically felt like they were sparkling themselves, and my hands went to my face as if I were swooning over a box of puppies. I was trying to figure out what made the two girls so different, but we were still too far away. All I could tell from here was that they had rabbit ears on their heads.

      “Does little Creepo want to go over and speak to the nice ladies?” Rynissie said in a tone usually reserved for children.

      I didn’t care; Rynissie could make fun of me however she wanted. I already had her. “Uh-huh, uh-huh.” I perhaps could have done better with retaining my dignity and not just nodded and sounded like a fool, but there’s nothing wrong with a little fun every now and again.

      “Okay, I just need to jot a few more jobs down. You—” she looked at me as she contemplated what to say, “you just go over there and don’t do anything stupid.” She patted my shoulder as if I was someone beyond hope of rehabilitation.

      I composed myself once more and smiled at her. “You can count on me,” I said, with a smirk Rynissie loved to hate. I strolled over to the counter with pep in my step. As I got closer to the chattering bunnies, more of their features came into focus. 

      The were-bunny girl was a little bit more feral-looking. Fur covered her hands and reached up to her elbows. Her ears were a little bit shaggier, and she had a more pronounced set of front teeth, much like a rabbit’s. The bunny girl, on the other hand, had a slightly oversized mix of rabbit and human hands that looked more like she was wearing comical gloves as opposed to the hands being real. The hands, or maybe paws, were covered in fur up to the wrist and had only three fingers and a thumb. Compared to her, the were-bunny seemed to have human hands covered in fur. Her rabbit ears, however, were similar to the were-bunny’s, just a little more well-kept. 

      That said, both girls were beautiful. They both had white hair and fur, and both seemed to carry themselves like respectable employees with their poise. Their expressions, too, were as innocent and cute as what I felt a pet rabbit’s would be. But for me, there was a clear winner; the bunnykin. It wasn’t that I had a thing against the fur, it was just that the bunnykin felt more valuable. 

      I want her as an asset. How do I go about this?     

      That was the gist of my thought. I just knew I wanted her and thought she would be the more interesting challenge to conquer without much else. 

      The bunny girls noticed my approach and turned from each other toward me, smiling. 

      “Hello! How do you do?” the were-bunny girl asked, exuding a cheerful aura of professionality. Her coworker nodded with a smile next to her.

      “I’m well, thank you very much for asking,” I said back with a smile. Now closer, I realized how much these girls were packing. The white blouses they were wearing as a part of the guild uniform were gently hugging massive assets. I had to distract myself with their other features or risk awkwardly gawking.

      Both girls wore their hair short. The were-bunny’s hair was a little bit wavier than her co-worker's. The bunnykin’s was a straighter bob cut with her white bangs covering some of her brow. Both girls sported golden eyes and pink lips, their noses accented with pink at the tip. The were-bunny was slightly taller than the other, and slightly more muscular.

      “How may we help you today, sir?” the bunnykin asked, attentive and ready, ears perked to attention.

      “I don’t know yet,” I admitted, scratching my head. “I’m new here. My partner’s just grabbing some job details.” I pointed my thumb over my shoulder toward where I thought Rynissie was. The girls’ expressions became more joyful, and I quickly realized I might have misspoken. Within moments, my arms were flailing in front of me. “Oh, I don’t mean like that!” The bunnykin had already poked her head past my silhouette to look at who the lucky lady was. “She’s just my traveling partner. She’s guiding me around the area.”

      “Oh, that’s Miss Rynissie!” the bunnykin said as she snapped back, hopping in place. She seemed excited. I knew I was tickled with excitement. 

      With every bounce, her chest followed with twice the vigor. It was a small miracle that everything stayed intact. I exercised poise and control and gave a small nod. I would not be swept away by the raging oceans of lust that this girl threatened to whip up.

      “You two are traveling together?” the bunnykin asked excitedly before suddenly becoming dejected. “Oh, but you said you’re not together-together,” she lamented, the pep struck from her hop, before picking herself up again. “But do you think you two will fall in love over your travels?” She was excited again all of a sudden. It might have been too much to keep up with. Her co-worked nudged her in the ribs to signal her to calm down. I gave a silent apology to the were-bunny for what I was about to do.

      “One hundred percent, that is the plan, ma’am!” I declared in reference to Rynissie. There was time later for me to contemplate how I’d win this girl over; now was the time to gather support for my campaign for Rynissie’s heart. An ally like this wasn’t so easy to come by, after all!

      “Squeee!” the bunny girl stopped herself short of fully squealing and did her best to minimize her hopping around. But the excitement showed in her eyes and her ears. Even the were-bunny couldn’t help but flash a smile.

      Support this campaign and I may very well reconsider adding you as an asset, were-rabbit.

      “Hey, hey, do you have any tips on seizing her heart?” I asked, leaning over the counter, pretending like we were having secret talks. The bunny girl followed suit and leaned in; she was all smiles, with ears bent toward me. A sweet, earthy fragrance drifted into my nose, triggering a sense of ease throughout my body.

      “You wouldn’t tell, but she has a real sweet-tooth! Get her sweets!” The bunnykin couldn’t help but cover her smile with her delicate hands. The were-bunny was trying to keep her poise, but she definitely oriented her long ears toward us.

      I gestured her over; we should all be part of the fun. She looked around and inched closer. The bunnies were hip to hip, but the were-rabbit was still maintaining her air of diligence and attentiveness.

      “So sweets, any particular kinds?” I asked, cheering the behavior on.

      “Oh, oh! She likes pink strawberries. There’s a café in the city that she just loves; they have a really good supply of the berries, but hmm, what were they again...” The bunnykin trailed off, doing her best to recall more information about the café.

      “I know the one, I’ve seen her there before,” the were-bunny chimed in with welcome information, although I already had an idea of what café they were referring to. “The café is on the market street.” 

      It was definitely the one she had taken me to.

      Rynissie took me to her favorite spot? 

      To anyone else, that may seem like a normal thing, but to troops needing an excuse to jump on a campaign, this bit of info could be fun.

      “Oh, you know what?” I started, taking the attention of both bunnies; even the were-bunny was glancing over at me expectantly. “I think she took me there!” I said, nodding as if I just realized. The bunny girl was brimming with excitement, and her counterpart cracked a smile and gave a nod. This was going well; I needed to turn on the suspense. “Maybe that’s why she was so embarrassed when she asked if I wanted to stop there. I did think she was blushing, you know!”

      The bunny girl looked like her heart was about to explode from vicarious happiness, and her mouth was wide open as she looked at the other, all while quickly clapping her fluffy hands, the speed of which I could barely follow. Strangely the fragrance became stronger and the sense of peace and serenity built. The were-bunny did her best to calm down her friend, reminding her they were at work. The scene in front of me conveyed only one thing: victory. Also some wholesome feelings, but mostly the victory. I could only imagine how this could work to my favor with Rynissie.

      “I hope this guy hasn’t creeped you two out too much.” Speak of the angel, and she will appear. Rynissie had come up behind me while I was distracted by the bunny’s excitement.

      “Miss Rynissie! Hi!” the bunny girl exclaimed. The surprise arrival made her jump, her chest, too, in the most exaggerated fashion.

       Somehow, the mere act of witnessing the surprise hop made time slow down, so as to force the witness to burn every movement into their memory. The bunnykin was more mesmerizing than I’d thought. She might turn out to be dangerous to my senses. Worse, the bunnykin had now decided to sway side to side while I was still under the influence of the previous movement. In my mind’s eye, a rabbit hole had hopped into view, and I was decisively delving into it.

      “How are you, Miss Rynissie?” the still-proper were-bunny asked.

      “Yeah, how are you?” the bunnykin followed, her eyes twinkling and her grin covering her face.

      Rynissie caught that something weird was going on, and couldn’t help but to look at the girls suspiciously. Her eyes darted between the two girls before eventually judging that nothing was amiss. “Yeah, I’m fine.” Rynissie glanced off to the side for a quick second. “I suppose,” she amended. “I got some jobs here we want to take. They still available?” Rynissie handed her notepad over to the were-bunny, who accepted it with a nod.

      The were-bunny brought out a giant book with colored squares sticking out of it, opened it, and began cross-checking whatever was on Rynissie’s notepad with the contents of the book.

      The other bunny took the time to question Rynissie. “Are you guys going to be taking the jobs on together?” She was doing as well as her blouse was in trying to contain her excitement.

      Rynissie took an audible deep, stoic breath before speaking. “Unfortunately.”

      Rynissie’s dry response caused the bunny girl to momentarily lose the hop in her step, before she realized that Rynissie was probably hiding her feelings. The bunny girl started excessively nodding with a smug, thinks-she’s-right smile. “I understand, Miss Rynissie, how unfortunate.” The bunny girl snuck a hidden thumbs-up and a plethora of encouraging nods that Rynissie could only respond to with a look of confusion.

      “Wha—”

      “Miss Rynissie,” the were-rabbit interrupted Rynissie with news of the jobs, “a few of the jobs have already been resolved, our sincerest apologies.” The were-rabbit clasped her hands along with her apology and lightly nodded.

      “Don’t worry about it, we know how cluttered the low-interest board gets,” Rynissie gracefully responded.

      “We’ll get to work on clearing the resolved jobs.” The were-rabbit then put three parchments in front of Rynissie. “These jobs are still available, however.”

      “Oh. Should have known the annoying ones would still be left,” Rynissie said, inspecting the leftover parchments. “Hey, Auroro, what do you think about—Hrrg?” She turned only to see something concerning.

      “Oh my gosh, is he okay?” the bunnykin asked, eyes wide open and her hands hiding her shock.

      “He-hey! Auroro, your suit looks like it’s on fire!” Rynissie said, nudging me on the arm.

      I was snapped out of my fantasies to see Rynissie pointing at my shoulder and the rabbit girls looking concerned.

      A quick glance around my person and I saw that my suit was forming flame-shaped wisps of black. My suit definitely responded to my thoughts; after all, it was partly born from my desires.

      “Oh, uh…” I stood up properly and patted out the distortions in my coat; I had let my desires overrun me like some kind of pubescent novice. “Sorry. I was thinking about conquest,” I said in a hushed voice. I looked straight ahead, intense and focused. I was mildly ashamed that I’d let my thoughts hint at themselves.

      “That’s—” Rynissie interrupted herself with a head shake. “That’s not a normal excuse, Auroro.” I think, in that moment, for Rynissie, what would have been pity, disgust, or embarrassment evolved into something new; something she didn’t expect to feel. Bewilderment and concern. I, of course, was too focused on admonishing myself to pay much attention to Rynissie’s new spectrum of emotion.

      The bunny girls looked to each other and giggled amongst themselves, and the scene returned to normal. The girls just shrugged off the random wisping as some magical racial trait. I wasn’t going to complain.

      “Auroro, are you fully here?” Rynissie asked, completely unimpressed.

      “Yes, ma’am, one hundred and ten percent.” The bunny girls were attentive and ready to help as they watched the scene. The bunnykin especially was looking for any hints from Rynissie.

      “So we got three jobs we could do. Two of them are in the same area. It’s going to be annoyi—”

      “Do they pay well?”

      Rynissie looked over to the were-bunny, who nodded in response before addressing me. “These would pay out well enough for the low-interest board. If you did the two that were in the same area, you would have enough for two weeks of living expenses for two people.”

      “Are you two lodging together?” The bunnykin could barely restrain herself from asking that question. I gave her a subtle thumbs-up when Rynissie wasn’t looking and an approving nod.

      “Auroro. Are we lodging together?” Rynissie asked, deferring the question to me, a legitimate surprise to me, because the answer was obviously going to be—

      “Absolutely.”

      Rynissie had already turned her head to look away at the window. Maybe she was wishing she was a bird that could fly away. Unfortunately for you, Rynissie, turning away only served to fan the flames in the bunny girls. 

      You thought you were being cool and distant, but no! You walked into my trap. These girls are going to be completely supportive of our relationship by the time we walk out of here.

      “Still, two weeks of living expenses?” I took a quick glance at my arm between blinks and grabbed one of the parchments to look at the picture. “Good enough for me if I’ll be dead in sixteen days anyway.”

      The bunny girl's faces were immediately warped by fear, and Rynissie turned back to me and elbowed me in the ribs. I looked up to the girls and quickly fixed the situation.

      “I’m joking. I’m not going to let myself die in sixteen days. I’ll probably live for a bit longer than that.” I returned to looking at the picture on the parchment.

      The girls didn’t know what to make of how nonchalantly I spoke; they started nervously laughing and chuckling, thinking I was making a dark joke.

      “Anyway, I think we should do it. Let’s do it, Rynissie.” I handed her the paper and gave her my blessings to set this up however it was done.

      “Cluxu, Henri, we’ll be taking these two jobs then,” Rynissie said, picking up one of the two remaining parchments.

      The bunny girls nodded and smiled, with the were-bunny speaking up. “Is there anything else we could do for you today?”

      “Yeah, actually,” Rynissie said before pulling a greenish crystal out of her pouch, “I need to get this guy some identification. Could we do that right now, Cluxu?”

      “Of course, Miss Rynissie,” the were-bunny, Cluxu, responded. She turned to the drawers behind her and pulled out two thin crystal-like slabs with a brown ribbon tying them together. Meanwhile, the bunnykin, Henri, pulled out a cube from beneath the counter. The cube was opaque but looked to be made of crystal and had a hole on one of its faces.

      Cluxu got to work and unwrapped the slabs and put them side by side. “Mister Auroro, if you would please place a finger on this slab.” She pointed to the slab, and I followed the instructions, curious about the strange materials.

      The slab glowed brightly for a moment and dimmed once again. Cluxu checked the other slab, nodded and then went to another device on the counter behind them and placed the slab in the slot of a black box. The slot glowed, and Cluxu returned with the slab and a card in hand.

      “Miss Rynissie, that’ll be four points.” Henri showed another slab she pulled out to Rynissie, who nodded and placed the crystal she held into the hole in the cube.

      “Hope it’s not slow today,” Rynissie said, chuckling.

      “We recently had a technician look at it. He said it was fine,” Henri giggled back.

      “Mister Auroro,” Cluxu called my attention from whatever Rynissie was doing back to her, “this is your identity slab. Please keep it safe. Here is a parchment version as well. These articles are valid in all Northwestern Alliance member cities. If you are traveling to other territories, you may need to visit an affiliated guild or embassy to get your slab updated.” Cluxu handed the items to me, and I accepted them with only some minor confusion.

      “Can I get one of those too?” I said, pointing at Rynissie’s crystal.

      Cluxu quickly responded, “Yes, but it will cost you. If Miss Rynissie would like to—”

      “No, he’ll buy it with his own money once we finish the jobs,” Rynissie interjected, giving me a nod.

      I wasn’t expecting to get anything, nor was I expecting to drain Rynissie’s funds forever.

      The bunny girls nodded while Rynissie and I put away our stuff.

      “Now those twinklers won’t get on our case as much, Auroro.” Rynissie looked back at the girls and said her farewells. “Well, girls, we’re off. Don’t go losing your laundry now.”

      “Miss Rynissie!” Henri squealed. “That’s not funny! That was really mortifying.”

      “I’m just teasing, Henri,” Rynissie replied with a wink. “Come on, Auroro,” she said, tilting her head toward the door.

      “Well, ladies, it was very nice meeting you,” I said to the two bunny girls. “I really do hope to see you again soon.”

      “Come on, we’re burning daylight.” Rynissie tugged at my jacket to get me to move. After smiling and nodding a bit at the girls, I started to follow Rynissie out of the building. Henri gave me one final thumbs-up and encouraging nods before I turned away from her.

      “You all have a fun relationship,” I immediately said to Rynissie once we were outside the door.

      “They’re nice girls,” Rynissie replied, smiling.

      “I completely agree, especially that Henri. She was practically bouncing all over the place!”

      “She does that.” Rynissie looked over at me, skeptical. “You didn’t do or say anything weird to her, did you?”

      “Maybe if you talk to them, you’ll find out. Hm hm hm. I thought it was a wonderful conversation.” 

      “Hmm.” My comments seemed to remind Rynissie of my nature. “I’m surprised, Creepo. I half expected you to go in hot and try to ensnare those girls into your terrible contract.”

      “If you expected that, even an eighth, why did you let me go?” I asked, curious why she would take a risk.

      “Because,” Rynissie said, lifting her nose, “Cluxu would have handed your ass to you five times over if you tried to do something funny.” She walked triumphantly with hands on her hips.

      “Really?” I looked back to the guild and then back to Rynissie. "The were-bunny? She’s that dependable?” I brought my hand to my chin. “Maybe I should reconsider taking her after all.”

      “And even if she didn’t,” Rynissie sounded like she was having fun imagining my demise, “every other able-bodied worker in there would have descended upon you.”

      “Really?” I asked again. “Are they territorial or something?”

      “Did you not see Henri? She’s an adorable sweetheart. You have no idea how many people want to ‘protect her smile’ until she finds someone. The guild girls and boys are just everyone’s darlings.”

      “Huh. How heart-warming. That just makes me want her more.”

      Rynissie sighed. “Really surprising you didn’t go in as hot as you did with—”

      “You?” I interjected. “Well, it’s best to change your approaches according to the situation,” I said, wagging my finger like a know-it-all. “I was low on time, and you were quite rough-looking, so I thought you’d be able to handle the fast approa—”

      “So I’m ‘rough-looking’ huh?” Rynissie stopped and grabbed onto my cheeks before I could even finish my thought, pinching them with an embarrassed scowl. “That your way of saying I’m not pretty enough to be treated nicer?”

      I grabbed her wrists and pulled her pinchy fingers away from my red cheeks with a smile. “You're not pretty, Rynissie, you’re beautiful.” The sudden direct utterance caught Rynissie off guard and sent her into a wide-eyed pause. “I merely wished to convey that you seem like you could handle a much more abrupt, rough time. Different strokes of the hip and tip, for different lips.”

      Rynissie looked away in a flash; she wouldn’t dare let me see that I’d landed a critical, embarrassing hit.

      “Hey, Rynissie.” I wasn’t done with tormenting this woman just yet. I still held her wrists in my hands; she couldn’t run away. “This is the second time you’ve caressed my face of your own volition.” The smugness exuding from my words was palpable.

      Rynissie immediately turned back to me, face ablaze, but her lips warped into a frown. She snapped her hands free and proceeded to deliver a memorable three-hit combo. She slapped me across the face with her right. The dry impact boomed and echoed off the brick walls. The slap attracted attention. Second came the left hook to the gut, which dropped me to my knees. The impact and grunt that escaped my lips caused watchers to stare, agape. Finally the knee to the face—guided by slender arms—struck sure and true. My fall backward, with arms spread out, became the legend spread around the dinner table by all passersby fortunate enough to witness it.

      “That’s for treating me so roughly!” Rynissie yelled as she marched off. “Dick!” she yelled from further away.

      “Haha, what a wonderful love-tap,” I joked to myself. I couldn’t help but smile; she’d held back for me to only push but not hurt.

      From the guild we left, windows flew open, and a certain bunnykin poked out. “Don’t give up, Mister Auroro!” the bunnykin, Henri, yelled. “Good luck, Miss Rynissie!” 

      I couldn’t help but laugh at the earnest wishes. “I really need to make that rabbit mine.” 

      The legend of the man laughing on the ground after being destroyed was a popular tale for the day, as I found out later.
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      According to Rynissie, it was a couple of hours past midday. We had briskly left the forest elves’ city and begun traversing the forest; Rynissie wanted to get the job sorted out as quickly as possible.

      “Can you leap across trees, Auroro? Are you agile enough?” Rynissie had asked me this question when we had first traveled to the city.

      “Nope, I wouldn’t even know how to begin climbing one of these bare trees,” I had responded.

       Apparently, elves were very good at hopping across the high branches of the towering trees. It made for a faster method of travel, but it was a method that was out of reach for me. That’s why when Rynissie asked me to move briskly, I didn’t complain. Besides, complaining over efficiency was unbecoming. I was, however, overwhelmingly grateful that Rynissie took our partnership seriously of her own volition and wasn’t just doing the bare minimum.

      We had already been traveling for about two hours toward the job site. According to Rynissie, this particular site was deeper into the forest, north of the forest elves’ city.

      When I had first asked her why people weren’t taking the jobs, she had only replied with, “The mark is annoying to deal with for most, and the mushrooms we need to pick are in the same area as the annoying mark.”

      From what I understood, from further probing over our trek, there were multiple factors coming into play that caused the “low-interest” status. The area was a “boring” area. There was not a significant abundance of resources in the area, so there was no real need to head over here, or even cross it if you were hopping between settlements. 

      Two, the rewards were not proportional to the marks; in other words, the issuer should have offered more compensation for the job. 

      Three, low priority. These particular marks didn’t threaten the peace of the populace. They were hyper-territorial and rarely left that particular area. So it was a calculated risk to let the marks keep on living, thinking eventually someone would be starving enough to go do the job. But that begged the question, why would someone even want to get rid of them? According to Rynissie, it all came down to “hobbyist” needs.

      “Auroro,” Rynissie extended her arm out in front of me, “we’re here. We need to proceed with caution now. Otherwise, we’ll be noticed.”

      It looked like plain old forest to me, though—not much had really changed. Maybe it was an elf thing that was tipping her off.

      “Got it,” I said as Rynissie faced me. “What should I do?”

      “Just stand still,” Rynissie responded as her tattoos glowed. In one quick motion, she plucked blades of grass from the ground, gripping them in her palm. She waved the same hand over me, scattering red sparkling dust over my head and person. The dust fell, some specks that landed on me fading in time with the specs that surrounded me. I was confused and made sure Rynissie could tell.

      “It’s a wildlands enchantment. It’ll bring your smell closer in line with the surrounding environment.” She looked at me reassuringly. “Makes it harder to identify you. Still need to be quiet, though,” she said, smiling.

      We moved forward, on our toes, treading lightly over the undergrowth of the forest, our bodies lowered nearer to the ground. I followed closely behind Rynissie, my temptations restrained.

      “They’re definitely ahead of us. I got a good whiff of them. It sounds like they’re doing some social hollering,” she whispered.

      “You can smell and hear them?” I whispered back. I had yet to smell or hear anything indicative of the mark.

      “Wildland magic, Auroro.” 

      Surely enough, her tattoos were still dimly glowing; a sign that her magic was active. I was impressed, yet again, at the reliable asset I was able to recruit.

      A few more minutes of hushed steps and I could hear the screeching and hollering of the marks. Rynissie led me up to a bush that we both ducked behind. Beyond the bush was a small clearing surrounded by mighty trees. The clearing, from what I could tell, had rotten, vibrant fruit littered on the ground. The trees surrounding the clearing seemed different only in the fact that they had more branches within sight compared to the trees before the clearing. Rynissie directed my gaze higher into the tree branches, and there I saw the marks that were drawn on the parchment. I even cross-referenced them against the drawing.

      “Pretty accurate. So those are frenzied apes…” I whispered to myself. 
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes earlier, Rynissie had given me the rundown on our marks. 

      “Auroro, we’re going after monsters, okay? Do you have any experience with fighting monsters? You were on your own this morning.”

      “Nope, none at all.”

      “Okay, that’s no problem, we just have to be careful, and let me do the heavy lifting.”

      “That’s not a problem with me at all; I’m pretty useless still.”

      “Right,” she said, shaking her head. How can you say that so easily? she must have thought. One disavowal later, “So here’s what you need to know. We’re going after frenzied apes. They’re a type of monster that show up in this particular area from time to time.”

      “Okay, so that means the locals have a pretty good sense for them?”

      “Yes, the guild has a ton of info on them. Frenzied apes have a few moves and monstrous traits in their arsenal. Heightened senses, they’re naturally strong, and their hide is tough. Their speed—they’re fast but dodgeable. They can snap a person-wide log in half, dent one of these mighty trees with a fist, and shrug off normal arrows. Furthermore, they have an annoying magic-empowered screech. You’ll be able to see the magic empowering the screech, but if you get caught in it, your eardrums WILL rupture. Do you understand, Auroro?”

      “Yes, I can’t imagine seeing sound, but I’m sure I’ll figure it out. Just get out of the way of whatever comes my way, right?”

      “Yes. Another move, they can cause the ambient natural mana in the land to get whipped up. What that means practically, if an ape slams their fists onto the ground, a magic shockwave will rip through the ground. You don’t want to get caught in that magical eruption.”

      “Okay, sounds scary.”

      “The saving grace is that these are their only long-range moves, and the zone of effect is pretty narrow, essentially the width of the ape itself. Their magic can really only travel in one direction, and the further you are from the ape, the weaker the effects. The only other thing they do is naturally holler and screech and sling poop. Distracting at worst.” Rynissie seemed to be speaking from experience on that last point.

      “Hmm, we’re lucky that they never leave this area then,” I said, wondering how the elves would deal with these beasts.

      “I suppose, but they have never really grown to large numbers, so this habitat is able to sustain them well enough. Speaking of that, the job says there were three spotted. Let’s assume there’s double that amount. But there shouldn’t be more than ten. Remember the plan, I’m going to use my special arrows, and you’re going to keep an eye out to make sure they don’t get the drop on us.”

      “Okay, got it, so don’t let my guard down and keep my eyes open. What about the other job?”

      “The other job, we can do after the monkeys are down. It’ll be pretty easy.” Rynissie had smiled when she said that, and I had been charmed.
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        * * *

      

      Back to the present, I had been staring at the apes, trying to make out their features. There seemed to be three white-furred apes atop a high branch, two bulky ones and one—

      “Okay, Auroro, I’m seeing three up there,” Rynissie said, poking her head carefully over the bush, her hand tapping the arrows in her quiver; a final count before battle began. “No problem, we’ll go with the plan, you keep an eye out and I’ll—Auroro!” Calm whispers turned harsh.

      Rynissie grabbed me before I could fully stand up from our hiding spot, violently yanking me back down. I shifted my attention back to the furious Rynissie.

      “What are you doing, you moron?!” she angrily whispered. “Do you want them to descend on us first?!” The veins in her head bulged so much I thought they were close to rupturing.

      “Hey, hey, that one looks like a female,” I replied calmly.

      I could make out their forms, and between the two bigger ones—that now, looking back, seemed like they were showboating—there was one of a more slender figure. The anomaly naturally drew my attention, as it would any scientist, and my vision homed in on the creature, capturing all details for future reference. 

      All the frenzied apes were covered in a bluish-white fur from head to toe. The only bare areas, where dark grey-blue accented skin was showing, were from a bit below the navel and up to the forehead. As I would observe later, the male apes, well, they had the face of apes; rough and feral, eyes pupil-less, oversized teeth bared. The female ape, however, while still exuding a wild aura with pupil-less amber eyes, had facial features like mine or Rynissie. She also had the body of an active woman, and her chest was proud, firm and abundant enough for a banana to be nestled between mounds. In other words, she was a bona fide monster girl! The features of an ape were less pronounced on her. Her fur, while spiky like the other apes, still followed the form of her slender body, tracing the curves beneath. Objectively, she was hotter than an ape had a right to be.

      “Yes! Obviously there would be a female, Auro—” Rynissie stopped short, and her eyes grew wider, her pupils dilating with rage. Scowling, her tattoos glowed, and she tossed blue, sparkling dust into the space around us. “No. Auroro, no,” she said in a slightly louder, pointed voice.

      I looked at Rynissie blankly, then at the far-off ape, then back to Rynissie. “I hear ‘no,’ but I see ‘yes.’”

      Rynissie’s eyes could not grow any wider. “No! You cannot do that!” she whispered loudly.

      “Why not?” I knew what she was barring me from doing, but I wasn’t going to let this go. I had just reason to pursue the topic. “It’s humanoid!” I said.

      A vein pulsed in her head. She pointed at the monster from behind our cover. “It’s rabid! Frenzied! Monstrous!”

      “Okay, you’re very angry, but let’s turn it down a bit,” I said, gesturing with my hand; there could not be a starker contrast between our tones. “What’s the difference between them”—I pointed over to the apes—“and all you other races”—I pointed to Rynissie—“including the hairy ones?”

      “What the f—” Rage quickly turned into offense. “We have SENSE, Auroro! We’re sentient! We’re Sentients! They’re. NOT. They’ll kill you on sight.” Rynissie shook her hands wildly as if she were holding something between her palms; my intuition told me it was my head she was wanting to rattle into submission.

      “Okay, so what I’m hearing is, they have a propensity for being freaky under the covers?” I had begun enjoying Rynissie’s reactions a little bit too much.

      “Auroro, those are MONSTROUS humanoids, you god-forsaken fool!” Rynissie immediately covered her mouth after letting her voice slip. Thanks to her previous magic, the sound didn’t reach the creatures’ ears, and a quick glance around confirmed that. “Do not,” she said, looking back at me.

      A silence fell between us, but my body was not still. I was shaking in place, my fingers tapping the ground, looking between the two women.

      “Rrrr-aggh,” I grunted, “I need to know how these things come about! I need to make an informed decision!”

      Rynissie looked around as if to see if she was having a fever dream. She was not. She fixed her gaze on me once again. “Now?!” she harshly whispered.

      “Yes, right now, it’s imperative. How does this work; why does it look so hot?” I couldn’t help but be worked up.

      “Because you’re crazy!”

      “Or revolutionary!” 

      “Dear gods, Auroro!”

      “Yes! Maybe the gods are behind how they come about?!”

      Rynissie looked from side to side trying to remember an explanation. “They— They’re regular animals that get corrupted by the ambient magic over time. It just warps them. Some— Oh, some come from the mists as well!”

      Rynissie’s words dispelled the haste that overcame me. I looked at the creature and back at Rynissie. “That is not corruption; that is textbook evolution. Why does it have a beautiful humanoid face like you and I and not a hideous ape face—like the other hideous apes?”

      “I don’t know, Auroro! It’s just what happens sometimes! Since time immemorial!”

      “Isn’t that worthy of further investigation?” I responded, smacking the back of my right hand into my left palm repeatedly.

      “Auroro!” Rynissie’s fingers pressed against her temples before swinging back between us. “Gods! Do not fuck the monkey!”

      “Mmmm-rrggh.” I clenched my fists and shook them in front of me. “Okay, but I need to see this through. Fire the stunning arrow, and then knock over the two male apes with those impact arrows. I’ll get behind the female and handle it.” 

      Rynissie’s hand came up to her forehead, and she closed her eyes as if to shield herself from the “blinding light of stupidity” as she would call it. She was a woman who had lost all hope. “Auroro, please do not tell me you’re going to bend that monkey over.”

      “Rrrrmmgrrr!” I grunted, tortured by indecision. I was growing antsier by the second. “ I—I’m not sure yet, just please do it, I want it! I believe in you!” I said before jumping over the cover of the bush. I was running toward the apes’ tree at full speed.

      “Auroro! Gods! Damn it!” Rynissie cursed while nocking three arrows. “If the monkeys don’t kill that idiot, I will!”

      She shot the first arrow, the one that stunned enemies with a blinding light. It erupted above me, my harsh shadow on the ground before me. From the sounds of the apes, they were caught by total surprise. Soon after, the sound of two blunt impacts followed by two pained yelps rung out. Most likely the work of Rynissie’s impact arrows—I believe they were empowered by magic that multiplied the force with which they struck targets.

      The apes hit the ground behind me; Rynissie was truly impressive, to be able to accommodate such a daring, last-minute plan. Now with the bouncers away, I could play. I wasn’t sure if my next course of action would work, but I had the sense it would. Putting all my faith in my manifested desires, I imagined a sinister-looking hand enveloping my own. The hand formed, a hand that looked like the silhouette of a demonic beast’s hands, tipped with claws, all outlined in red.

       “Step one complete.”

       I launched the black-enveloped hand up toward a high branch from my wrist. Between the hand and me, there was a black trail as wide as my wrist. 

      Success! 

      Branch gripped tightly, I reeled myself along the extended arm, up toward the right branch behind the dazed ape.

      “Hehehe,” I chuckled as I reached the top branch. A bit of ungraceful maneuvering—a toss of a leg over a branch, a pull up and a hop—later and I was on top of the same branch as the hollering female, distracted, trying to rub the blindness out of her eyes. If one had only approached from behind, one may have thought she was a woman in need of help, albeit a furry woman.

      Like a shadow, looming over the creature, I braced myself. If I died here, future generations would know me as a mad fool. Rynissie would sing the tale of a man who wanted too much; a cautionary tale if there ever was one. If that were to be my end, then so be it. But I was the man who wanted. I knew not what lay beyond my next move; I could only believe in the power that could take hold of another’s desire.

      With Rynissie, I was able to pull at what I now dubbed the vital thread only after significantly priming her. Only when I had inundated her with my energies, only then did I realize it existed; that vital thread. 

      This time, I didn’t have time to prime the ape, but now, so close, I could tell there was desire within the ape, a desire—a drive—that traveled along the channel I called the vital thread. I was sure all living things had it, this drive of a nature unknown yet still something that I should be able to take a hold of.

      I grabbed onto the back of the ape’s neck with my normal hand, taking it by surprise. My other hand, still enveloped in inky, sharp black, outlined red, plunged into the creature’s back. 

      Manifested desire should be able to take hold of desire!

      “Mmmraaaahh!” the frenzied chimp yelled out in surprise, its body stunned. “Rrraaaa…. Rooo-oo.” It didn’t sound like it was in euphoria, instead just sounded like it was being paralyzed, slowly losing strength. The whimpering roar escaping its lips, just the vestiges of its last intentional act.

      I couldn’t feel anything within; it was like my hand had plunged into water. It was much too alien a feel to know how to navigate on the first dive. I gave up and just closed my fist, hoping that I took hold of something useful, and fished my fist out.

      Only after my fist exited the creature’s back did I feel resistance; I had taken hold of something—I hoped it was the thread.

      From the ape’s back, brilliant and vibrant, a thread connected to the rest of the body, firmly gripped in my inky palm, peeled out along the creature’s spine. 

      I did it!

      But the relief was short-lived. My vision turned redder, and something within me, a savagery, built up, begging to be released.

      “GRAAAAAAAAAAAAAWWWRR!”

      “RoRoRoROOOOOO!”

      The ape and I roared in tandem.
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        * * *

      

      Turning back the clock to right after Rynissie shot her three arrows.

      “Stupid, stupid, stupid!” she spat, as she prepared three more arrows on her bow. Standing from cover, she proceeded along with was supposed to be the plan; stun and whittle down. “Why did I let myself take that cursed wager!” In the midst of battle, Rynissie found time to curse her misfortune.

      The two male apes fell to the ground but were already climbing back onto their feet. Frenzied-anything were known to be able to take punishment, but apes stood in the mid upper ranks when it came to durability. One could rid an ape of arm and leg and still find that it would give chase.

      Rynissie immediately released two more arrows, one after the other, their heads sparking, the sound of electricity audible for all nearby.

      “Reeech!” One arrow hit its mark, lodging itself in the ape’s body. The bright sparks ran across its form, bringing it back to its knees, body twitching.

      The second arrow was not so successful. The ape it was intended for caught it behind the arrowhead and cast it to the side before letting out its screech.

      “RRRRAAAEEEEK!” 

      The screech was no laughing matter; it tore through the air and ground in front of it, a rut being left on the ground it traversed over.

      Rynissie, ever the battle-savvy tactician, was ready. She started moving out of the way from the moment the ape caught the arrow. She reached into her pocket and, after rolling out of the way of the screech’s visible width, threw a ball toward the apes. The ball exploded immediately upon contact with the ground, enveloping the space between the apes and Rynissie. From behind the smoke cover, Rynissie ran up along a tree trunk. Tattoos glowing an ominous red, she ran straight up the tree and leapt across empty space to another trunk. Her hands touched the next tree first, followed by her feet. Squatting on a tree’s side like the tree was the floor itself, all that gave away that she was still being affected by gravity were her ponytail and bangs that were hanging toward the ground.

      The ape had yet to see past the spectacle of the smokescreen; it had yet to see that Rynissie had jumped to a tree on its right, bow and arrow primed. Right before she released another sparking arrow, roars came from above. The concern in the back of her mind wouldn’t let her not lose focus for the second it took to look upwards. 

      But that second was all it took for the standing ape to find her.

      “Tch!” Rynissie caught her mistake, swinging her head back down to the ape and releasing her arrow.

       In her haste, she didn’t notice that the targeted ape had shifted; the arrow landed short of the ape inflating its chest. The roar was coming, and she had lost precious seconds looking away. Worst of all, she had looked up without thinking, only to have the tree she was stuck to obscure her vision. For such a costly indulgence, nothing was gained.

      It was then that a white blur flew down at the readying ape, crashing into it before it could roar. Dust and gravel were tossed into the air, signaling the brutal impact and serving as a smokescreen-like obstruction.

      “What the?” Rynissie asked, dumfounded. Her eyes snapped to the movement of the previously paralyzed ape. “Oops, not yet; one’s enough,” she reminded herself before quickly shooting the recovering ape, paralyzing it again with her magical shock. Her attention turned back to the clearing dust cloud.

      “Raaaaaaaargh!” it howled; the female ape had descended. 

      Rynissie was confused at the sight of apes turning on each other. The female ape, as it roared, was stomping the other ape’s back into the ground.

      “Got it!” a voice yelled from above. “The fem-frenzied ape is mine!” 
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        * * *

      

      Rynissie poked her head out further from the tree she was latched onto to see me on the branch, breathing heavily with a thick, vibrant, red line extending from a marionette controller I had manifested from the black substance as an intermediary. 

      “Don’t worry, Rynissie! I can help you now,” I roared back to her. She didn’t know how close I had come to disaster, nor did I plan to tell her anytime soon.

      I yanked abruptly on the cross-shaped control, and the ape followed suit, its leap back proportional to my yank. It jumped back so harshly it hit the tree behind it, the rumble carrying all the way to where I was.

      “Grrr, I don’t have a good sense of the controls yet!” I complained. The savage impulses feeding into my mind also didn’t do much to answer the need for delicate control.

      Taking hold of something’s vital line afforded me an awareness of the owner’s being. With Rynissie, I could feel, to a lesser degree, what she felt both physically and emotionally, and I could tell what she needed and where she needed it, or wanted it. 

      With this ape, however, I had been dragged into a deadly tug of war. In my mind’s eye, the image was such: a dividing line drawn on the imaginary ground a step before me. On the other side of the dividing line, let's say six steps away from the line, the ape, pulling on the rope that was embedded in our chests, the vital thread’s analog. We were both pulling on this rope. There was but one difference in this contest. Behind the ape, there was an infinite expanse. Behind me, there was a wall.

      The closer I got to the line, the more her nature would overwhelm me. If I crossed the line, well, I could not fathom the consequence. The distance away from the line marked how much our sense of selves was maintained. My disadvantage was thus, every centimeter forward was deadly, while she could afford to lose a few steps. She had a wider margin for error. Meanwhile, there was an inherent limit to how much sense of self I could maintain; a bestial filter had already overlaid my senses, in fact. While she could afford to lose ground, I had to ensure I pulled her closer enough to have rope I could afford to give up. Thus was our power struggle, more or less; to give without budging an inch.

      That’s not to say it was all bad; the link had afforded me something strange in slightly heightened senses; I could smell and hear just a tinge better. Though I was curious if I could hijack more of her senses, I shuddered to think what would happen if I crossed the line. Regardless, my task now was to manage her impulses that threatened to consume me, while giving her direction.

      I pulled the control forward to have her stand away from the tree; hopefully Rynissie noticed that I had taken control of the beast. 

      The ape that had been stomped roared; it was back on its feet looking at its former branch-mate with confusion.

      “Wow, they really are durable!” I growled under my breath. 

      I sent a wave of euphoria through the vital lines to my ape, and with a flick of the wrist, it leaped forward. My ape came to a stop in front of the other moments before its fist met the male ape’s face with a boom, sending the large mass of muscle flying backwards toward a tree.

      “Wow, Auroro!” Rynissie yelled from the flat ground, firing blunt arrows—the ones that delivered the magically empowered impact—toward the still paralyzed ape. “Use your monkey and take out the oth—”

      “ROOOEEEEK!” the female ape roared. Rynissie quickly noticed what had gone wrong.

      “Auroro! Your ape’s hand is pulverized!”

      “Arrrrgh!” I yelled immediately after Rynissie caught on to what had happened. The ape had punched too hard, destroying its fist, and now that pain had transmitted up the vital line to me. “Damn it, I was too rough! I should’ve managed its output better.” As the puppet master, I hadn’t observed my puppet’s limits well enough. 

      My judgment’s being impaired, though.

      I wanted to make an excuse, to say that it couldn’t be helped, that the ape wasn’t letting me take my time and exercise caution, but who would hear that? My wounded hand came about due to my own deficiencies.

      “Rule the beast, Auroro,” I said to myself. “First, I’ll need you to take pleasure in the pain!” I sent a wave of euphoria to the beast’s hand to calm it. It wasn’t going to help the pain that I felt, but at the very least, the ape could drown hers out.

      With a pained roar turning into a twisted wail, the beast set its sights on the ape being pummeled by Rynissie’s impact arrows, and when it did, I sent it another wave of euphoria as to say, “good girl, that’s the one to maim.” Along with the euphoria, I had its hand wrapped in my black substance so as to help it stay stable.

      The ape staggered forward, eyes glowing, breath heavy. Rynissie stopped shooting the ape she was paralyzing and instead turned her attention to the one that was thrown to the tree. As long as all apes were kept occupied, the battle would end in a victory for our side.

      Above on my perch, I watched the ape move forward, her movement directed by effortful gentleness on the control. As I stood there, something charged into my awareness.  

      “Hmm!” I leapt immediately from my perch, a half second before the sound of wood splitting erupted from behind me. 

      On my way down, I could see my failure in excruciating detail. As Rynissie prepared to shoot at the ape near the tree, her motion was stalled, and I saw her catch an eyeful of the fast-approaching white blur. She dropped her bow and put her hands up in a cross guard without a second thought. Rynissie hopped. The tattoos on her arms glowed. And the female ape’s sudden strike hit her arms a second later. Her arms shook as she was propelled through the air. Had it not been for the female ape striking her with her hurt hand, Rynissie’s arms may have splintered. 

      “Graaa!” she yelped as her back made a dry impact against the tree. Rynissie slid down to the ground, landing on her rump. “Auroro! Get your bitch under control!” she yelled, upwards.

      “My apologies, Rynissie!” I called back as I fell. “Come here, you!” I recreated my control bar and yanked and directed the ape to catch me. The ape, control reinstated, leapt to meet me, catching me in a princess carry. It was still a rough contact that made my body throb, but it was good enough. In the ape’s arms, I regretted my oversight, again, as I looked up at the cause of my loss of focus: a fourth frenzied ape.

      Thanks to my ape lending me heightened senses, I was able to jump away from where it would strike. In the process, however, I dispelled my control bar. I still had a hold on the vital threads themselves, but that moment of distraction allowed the female ape to run wild. Unfortunately, Rynissie paid the price.

      I sent my ape forward to meet the previously shocked ape and destroy it; finesse be damned. As my ape leapt onto the paralyzed one, I bounded over to Rynissie. A chill ran down my spine, not from the sight of my asset on her knees, trying to stand, but from the sight that I was able to glance at over my shoulder. My eyes widened at an ape that was quickly plummeting from above. Its arms were raised, and its hands were balled into fists, practically begging to be slammed against the ground.

      Panicked, I manifested a giant arm of black and red, one big enough that it could hold Rynissie whole, and sent it toward her. From my jacket’s front, another emanation, a tendril to pick up Rynissie’s fallen bow, and finally from my jacket’s shoulders, multiple claw-tipped tendrils that shot out toward a tree.

      All the emanations grabbed hold of their targets. I reeled Rynissie and her bow in, and then tugged all three of us up toward the far tree.

      The ape crashed into the ground, and the land before it was torn, white plasma-mist type energy erupting from the ground; it must have been the magic shockwave Rynissie had described. 

      The destruction covered the spot Rynissie and I had come from; I had just barely managed to pull Rynissie away from it. The launched rocks were the only thing that managed to touch her. 

      Rynissie’s warmth under my arm, her bow beside me, and one hand on the control; we slammed against the tree that was our salvation, some nine meters off the ground.

      As the claws held onto the bark, I could feel a strange strain being exerted across my body, compounding with the strain of holding onto Rynissie. I sneaked a quick look over to my ape; she was still under control, tearing and biting into her fallen comrade like a true monster. A glance ahead of her, and the other ape with a busted face was slowly approaching her; I had to direct her soon. Below us, the ape that had just used its attack was standing back up again. We were truly in a bad place.

      “Auroro, you can let go of me, I’m latched.” 

      My head snapped toward Rynissie; sure enough, I didn’t feel weight exerted on my arms any longer.

      “Hand me my bow,” she said, anxiety reflected in her eyes. I wasted no time, moving the tendril holding the bow toward her. She took the bow without a second thought. “Can you hang on?” she asked.

      The claws above me felt strained somehow, and my suit tightened around my body. I saw the claws flicker and wane but ignored the sight.  “Yeah, I think so.” I had no time to wonder about it now.

      Hearing my words, Rynissie nocked an arrow. “Close your eyes,” she commanded before shooting it right into the fourth ape’s eyes.

      Light burst forth; it was a stunning arrow.

      “Auroro! Use the female to take down the other one!” Another command yelled, another command followed. 

      I returned all my attention to the female ape, who I had left on euphoric auto-pilot. The male ape she straddled was beaten to a bloody pulp from the neck up. I yanked her toward the ape she’d punched earlier, with full intensity. She caught it by surprise and began pummeling it. I gambled on letting her run on auto-pilot again; if she was seriously wounded, I would be able to tell, at the very least, and would know to check on her.

       I turned my attention back to the ape Rynissie was firing arrows at. Rynissie was sweating beside me. The arrows she fired no longer had physical form, being instead green energy bolts mimicking their shape. Her face was tense, and her teeth were bared and gritted as she fired away.

      The ape below was getting hit only every so often. It would move out of the way to dodge one energy arrow only to be hit by a subsequent one. Especially impressive considering its eyesight should have been impaired still. But perhaps that was why Rynissie looked so anxious.

       Rynissie must have shot over twelve arrows; the creature would try to roar, but Rynissie would interrupt it at the critical moment. The sweat on her, brow however… There must have been a limit. I flung an emanation toward the ape’s head; a claw.

      The ape saw the ominous form coming toward it and moved out of its trajectory. As expected, Rynissie’s barrage conditioned it.

      “You fell into my trap!” I roared. The hand that was destined to miss moved according to my whims and curved up toward the ape’s face. Latched and locked, the ape’s face was obscured by the black mass, but I had the sense that I wouldn’t be able to hold onto it if the ape tried to pry it off.

      “Rynissie!” I yelled.

      “I know!” she replied, her body disappearing from my sight.

      She let herself fall from the height, releasing a physical arrow that struck the blinded ape, a hollow thump ringing out; an impact arrow. Feet on the ground, Rynissie released another arrow, a sparking one. This arrow, too, hit, shocking and stunning the ape into a form all too familiar. The ape, stopped from trying to peel off the claw latched onto it, was open for an attack.

      Rynissie dropped her bow as she sprinted toward it, drawing the shortsword that dangled from her hip.

      Swick-glrrp.

      The blade, set aglow a moment before, pierced the ape’s hide, penetrating the diaphragm; the ape was still too paralyzed to even roar. Rynissie’s tattoos glowed as her free hand gripped the blade’s hilt. Body to body with the ape, she motioned upward, trying to cut through the ape in one go instead of having to stab it repeatedly.

      The paralyzed ape, in all its agony, tried to move the body that was unfairly paralyzed. Tenacity—its most troublesome quality. Slowly the ape’s arms rose; its intent was signaled. Crush Rynissie in its embrace. Would Rynissie cut through the heart, or would it crush her first?

      There was no need to find out. From the emanation that had already linked up to the ape’s face, I made two more claws pop out. These claws tried to get a hold of and push away the ape’s struggling arms.

      Immediately, I was made aware of the harsh reality; even paralyzed, the ape’s arms were too strong. The strain the tendril emanation conveyed told me as much.

      “Damn it!” I yelled. I switched plans and yanked my servant over.

      The female ape rushed from its battlefield and jumped onto this ape’s back, pulling its head upward as if trying to pluck a flower. I cursed my inability, that I could not make the ape do more helpful movements as I lowered myself to the ground.

      With two forces acting on it, the ape hesitated; it seemed not to tell which enemy deserved its attention first. That hesitation was its downfall. In the second afforded, Rynissie was able to cut diagonally through its chest, crossing the heart. 

      The ape’s arms fell, its body slumping back soon after with my female ape being directed off.

      “Auroro!” Rynissie yelled back at me, her crazed eyes locking with mine, “Make sure the other one’s dead!” Rynissie had not lost a beat. With my ape, I ran back toward the one I had pulled her off of. 

      The ape coming into view, I could see it still had the strength to stand in the pool of its blood.

      “Sorry that you had such a day,” I muttered in a raspy voice. Another emanation, a simple tendril, lashed out toward its face, wrapping around it.

      In that state of blindness, the female ape flew at it again, furiously maiming it, this time with me making the conscious effort not to restrain her.

      I watched the scene for a count of ten, panting. I turned back to Rynissie. She had just completed two stabs to the creature’s eyes and was standing up. She looked at me panting and nodded, her face sprinkled with blood.

      That nod, as grim as it was, signaled the battle was essentially over. How lucky I was to have such a deadly partner. I counted my blessings as I released the control over my other partner.

      The female ape stopped what she was doing and looked over to me, her fur, too, dyed red with the blood of her species, eyes still glowing amber. I mistook her confused daze for peace.

      I held my arms out. “You were magnificent!” I praised the bloodied ape; I’m sure this was an alien sight to the people of this world. 

      The ape ran toward me. The welcome return to sane senses acted as a rosy filter over my eyes and made it seem like the ape was less of the animal that I had moments ago been locked in a deadly tug of war with. Her every step toward me was majestic as her fur swayed and shone with the luster of victory. Even the fury warping her face had an air of majesty.

      Fury?

      “Rrrhggh!” I grunted.

      The rosy illusion was shattered by one quick swipe of the arm to my ribs. The impact hit, a bone cracked, and I fell onto my back. The ape jumped onto me much like she had her friends. My jacket lost its form as I quickly tried to protect myself. The ape was undeterred by the suddenly erupting tendrils of inky darkness. The tendrils wrapped around the ape, but the ape still intended to rip off my face.  Onlookers would only have seen a mass of teeming darkness trying to restrain an ape that would occasionally peek out, and my panicked face below, outside of the mass. 

      “ROOOOOORH!” the ape roared above me; I thanked the goddess that she chose not to empower the roar with magic.

      I flung my hands onto the ape’s face, trying to keep her chomping mouth away from my body. That did not work; she was getting closer to biting off my nose. Frantic, I poured red energy into her body through my hands and tendrils.

      “Roooo-Aaaaaaah-ahhhhrgh….” Violent roars soon turned into something a little more carnal.

      A wet spot formed beneath where the ape straddled me, her arms growing weaker. She breathed heavy and ragged, her hot breath falling to my face, a bluish blush overtaking her complexion. The ape’s body went limp as she whimpered, the only thing holding her up my arms, still pulsing red. Her weakening form told me one thing; I had poured too much into her system.

      I hope I didn’t fry her.

      As the tendrils wrapped around her enfeebled body, inspiration struck. I had an idea that I thought I could pull off. The tendrils expanded around her, morphing into a large, domed, shadow-like blob. The blob loomed around her before quickly shrinking to her body. Her body, completely wrapped, began being pulled into me as I hugged her around her neck. The beast felt the fear of something unnatural occurring and tried to struggle, but her body was still much too lit by euphoric sensation to muster any strength.

      Her protests turned to whimpers as her silhouette diminished until there was nothing left but me lying on my open jacket; I had absorbed the ape. I knew not where she went; I only knew it was somewhere in the depths of the darkness that comprised my suit jacket.

      My hands fell to my sides as I closed my eyes; that battle was over. I breathed a sigh of relief that now all the apes were taken care of.

      “Hey. You alive?” I opened my eyes to see Rynissie standing above me, an unimpressed look plastered on her face. She loomed over me, looking down, her toes inches away from my head.

      “Yeah,” I replied, looking up at her blankly. Dulled silence fell between us before I spoke up again. “So are we going to pick some mushrooms?” The second job required us to pick some mushrooms that grew in this area. Now that the apes were down, it should be easy pickings.

      “I already did.” She gestured to the pouch on her hips.

      “Oh.” A cold wind blew between us, or maybe it was just my imagination. “When did you manage to do that?”

      “While you were rolling around with your girlfriend.”

      “Oh.” My blank face quickly turned into a jolly smile. “Always so effective, Rynissie,” I said, holding a thumbs-up between us. “I knew I made a good choice when I picked you to be my first asset.”

      “Uh-huh. Can you stand?” Rynissie completely ignored my words. It felt lonely, being left without a reaction from Rynissie.

      I dropped my hand back down, dejected, and said, “I think so... I think I broke a rib, though. I can’t breathe in too deeply.”

      “Yeah,” Rynissie replied. “They do that.”

      “Oh so cold, Rynissie! Does your heart not weep for your wounded partner?” I chewed the scenery in dramatic fashion, hand on heart, other hand stretched toward Rynissie.

      “Talking a lot for a man with a broken rib.”

      My arm fell again at Rynissie’s uncaring response. Giving up on getting anything from her, from the back of my jacket, I had emanations lift me up from the ground. With their help, I was back on my feet and turned to greet Rynissie. “Look Rynissie, or I suppose you can’t see it, but I am using my tendrils to hold my broken ribs in place. Sort of!” Under my coat, I had wrapped tendrils around me like bandages. It helped relieve the pain.

      “So this is what you do now? Creepy arms from your creepy coat, Creepo?”

      “Oh, Rynissie, you wound me,” I said, guarding my heart with my hand, lest she wound it further with her dagger-like words.

      She stared, then turned to leave. “Come on, we’ll see a doctor back at the guild,” she said as she walked away.

      “Oh! Excellent!” I replied before looking around at the scene of carnage. I walked up behind Rynissie. “Hey, should we not take some type of proof that we dispatched the apes?”

      “Already did. Got fangs and hands. You’re lucky the fourth showed up, otherwise I would have had your girlfriend’s head,” Rynissie said without looking at me. Behind us, the clearing came alive with the chittering of what sounded like monkeys. “Sounds like the local fauna is returning.” Rynissie’s voice sounded brighter as her ears twitched.

      I looked back to see if I could steal a glance at the returning monkeys, but alas, they were out of sight. “So the monkeys were kept away by the monsters?”

      “Pretty much. Those trees have some fruit growing on them that the monkeys and birds like. When a monster is born among them, they can’t visit that particular clearing as often as they usually do.”

      “Oh… I see.” There was clearly more to whatever was going on here. I recalled Rynissie’s words. “Regular animals that get corrupted, huh?” I wondered aloud.
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        * * *

      

      Silence accompanied us again as we trekked. Rynissie controlled her breathing, calming her body down from the fight, and I was staring absentmindedly, lost in my thoughts regarding the nature of monsters. It was Rynissie who broke the silence.

      “So, with how quickly you took off after her, I’m surprised you didn’t cross any lines with your frenzied girlfriend there. Thought you were about to graduate into a new class of deviant.”

      “Oh ho?” Rynissie’s comment caught my attention. She was curious about the rationale behind my actions. I couldn’t help but chuckle at Rynissie not understanding my motives, though they seemed so clear to me.

      “I can explain, if you’d like to hear it,” I coyly mused from behind. She looked back at me and gave a nod after a condescending stare. I grinned at her consent and began, “When it comes to conquest, carnalities are but merely a tool in the arsenal. Yes, they’re my favorite tool, a vice even, but they’re still just that, vices. I’m not ruled by the want of carnalities.” I waited for Rynissie to say something, but it seemed she was willing to listen more. “Truth be told, I was rather disappointed when I took hold of the beast. Its mind was barely there.” I glanced ahead at her, recalling her words. “It was a beast ruled entirely by immediate needs and instincts; you were right in that they had no sense.”

      “And where is this beast now?” Rynissie finally asked. 

      “I’m not all too sure. Somewhere inside of me? Maybe? Is there any kind of magic that lets one suck in another?” I, too, was curious about where our furry friend had gone.

      Rynissie looked up as she searched her mind. “I think bog witches can suck people into a pocket dimension. Maybe some elementals can do it too?”

      “Oh?” The name drop of things that I had yet to meet provoked a curious tone from me. I waited for Rynissie to tell me more, but it seemed she was done; maybe I shouldn’t have sounded so eager. I shelved the thought and decided to fill the silence with more of my musings. “A beast isn’t all that hard to take command over. Meet its needs and respect its nature as a beast and you’ll have a smooth cooperation. It's a conquered asset that requires minimal upkeep, all things considered. So what point is there in taking it further with carnalities? There’s no fun in that—there’s nothing to be won except maybe a morbid curiosity, sated.”

      Rynissie had yet to react to my words. The cold shoulder invited more aggressive action.

      I briskly walked up behind her, hooked my arms around her shoulders and whispered into her ear, “I would much rather fornicate with my bashful Rynissie, who possesses a mind that can bear witness to and react to the things being done with her, in a meaningful way.” My words and embrace caught her with a startle, and her face went red like a thermometer in a fire. “As rough as you are, Rynissie, you are no beast. There’s a beautiful mind and a fiery spirit within you that I am enamored with.”

      In the next beat, an elbow to my ribs.

      “Hrrgh,” I grunted.

      “I—I don’t know what to do with you! Aggh! Find your own way back to town!” She ran away, hopping and running up to a tree’s heights.

      “No Rynissie, don’t!” Hand stretched out toward her disappeared figure. “I can’t run across trees.” I stood there holding onto my ribs and dropped my arm. I took off, carefully jogging behind her, but I couldn’t help but smile widely as I did so.

      “So fun, Rynissie!” I declared, for all the forest to hear me. It was a nice feeling to carry in my chest, this playful joy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      I realized something horrific. I needed to be in a certain mind space in order to continuously emanate arms. If I were to get too distracted, say, for instance, in trying to decide which branch I should swing from so as to not get left behind by my glorious guide, the extended arm’s form would weaken and waver. 

      Moreover, there was an action I could do: dispel. In other words, the release of the black substance into the surrounding environment. I hadn’t realized that the black substance was a limited quantity until I noticed the change that occurred when I dispelled it between swings. Every release diminished my apparently finite supply of the black substance. The two properties together nearly made for a disastrous fall. Thank goodness I was near the ground at that time! 

      So how would I get around these horrible realities? Well, first, instead of dispelling, I would return the limb to my body, and second, I would keep having naughty thoughts about Rynissie. The return would maintain the current stockpile, while the naughty thoughts of what I wanted to do to Rynissie would keep adding to the supply and would keep the manifestations stable while they were out. 

      Interestingly, my jacket seemed very stable throughout, but that may have been because I was constantly envisioning my jacket as the stockpile of the black substance. It did once fluctuate when I let my thoughts of Henri hop around wildly. It definitely seemed like a measure of something; I wished I had kept a better eye on it as I was swinging around.

      If you were to ask me about what my jacket was made of, I would have said it was desire made manifest, but the experience taught me something of my power. It was dual in nature. The black tendrils or wisps that wrapped around a red core; the two colors represented different properties. Strangely enough, the red felt more fleeting but yet more mine. The black, I still identified as mine but only after the fact because it was generated within me. It didn’t feel like I had direct manipulation of the black but instead like I manipulated it through the use of the red. I had identified both as the manifestation of my desire earlier, but now I was thinking that the two colors represented two other concepts that together made desire. They were both desire, but desire was not them. Or something like that.

      As for the red power, all I had noted was that the vital lines were also red, and those, too, at least with respect to Rynissie, had black streaks along them. Though those streaks dashed across the line, the energy that traveled through the lines, or rather made the lines, was undoubtedly red. Furthermore, the red energy was the one that carried the happy, passionate feelings.

      To truly call oneself a master, one must understand the subject matter’s nature, not merely rule it effectively. I needed to learn every identity of my power; there was no telling how beneficial that knowledge could be. I had been surviving so far just due to feel, but there was no way to know for how long that would hold true. In just one day, I had gained the power to project limbs and absorb monsters; who knew how many more functions existed! I needed to continue learning!

      “Hey, how long are you gonna be standing there with your fist pumped?”

      “Huh?” I responded, snapped out of my thoughts.

      Somewhere along the line, we had made it back to the city’s entrance; the market street lay before us.

      Rynissie shook her head at my apparent airheadedness. “Auroro, we’re going to the collect our money, and then we’ll see the guild’s doctor—is that okay?” Rynissie was speaking to me as if I were a child.

      “Okay, Miss Rynissie,” I said, playing along. There was no harm in a moment of levity.

      

      We soon thereafter found ourselves in front of the guild doors once again. Rynissie led us into the familiar room. The day was winding down, and so had the hustle and bustle from the midday rush. Staff were cleaning some of the empty tables and tidying up the low-priority board.

      I looked over to what was the “high-priority” board and saw that the board was mostly picked clean. Just a few parchments and a map identical to the one on the other board were left.

      Those jobs must be the ones that end up on the other board maybe?

      “Miss Rynissie! Hi!” I turned to see Henri calling us over to the counter. I couldn’t help but smile at the sight of my number one supporter. I giggled as I thought about all the ways I could have my fun with Rynissie.

      Together, we went up to Henri. She and Rynissie had a quick chat while Rynissie turned over the materials and proof of the completed jobs. Meanwhile, I gave Henri a stealthy thumbs-ups and shot her funny faces from behind Rynissie’s back.

      “So everything went well?” Cluxu came up next to Henri and asked us about the jobs.

      “We got pretty roughed up,” Rynissie replied; I could tell she was tired just thinking back to it.

      “Frenzied monkeys will do that.” Cluxu followed her words with a pitying smile as Rynissie shook her head.

      “Rynissie, how should we break down the rewards?” Henri asked after putting away documentation.

      “60-40!” I replied, stealing Rynissie’s opportunity to respond. Rynissie was stunned that I got to the question first.

      “Oh!” Henri hopped, assets and all, with a startle; my sudden answer caught her by surprise. “You mean sixty percent of the rewards to you, Mister Auroro? And forty percent to Rynissie?”

      “No, sixty percent to Rynissie; she saved my hide more times than I could count.”

      “H-hey, Auroro—”

      “Oh my! I see! Okay, but are you sure?” Henri cut Rynissie off before she could get to me this time.

      “Is something wrong? Should it be 70-30? Is that better?” I asked.

      “No, no, not at all. We just need to make sure party members are happy with the division.”

      “Then yes, I’m happy with 80-20.”

      “Hey! Auroro!” Rynissie shouted. “Henri, just make it 60-40!”

      “Heeeee!” Henri squealed, her hands covering her face and eyes twinkling brighter than the stars. “Of course, of course, we will divide it accordingly. But oh!” Henri turned back to me, stealing glances at the flustered Rynissie as she spoke to me. “Mister Auroro, I must apologize, when I asked for breakdown information, I meant how much of the reward should be given as points and how much in coin.” Throughout her apology, she kept pointing at Rynissie, with her ears. A quick side glance revealed a certain someone had the blood rushing to her face. 

      This rabbit is the greatest gift on this continent. 

      A light fist came down on Henri’s head, signaling tomfoolery’s end. Henri was made to squeal, as her ears dropped and her hands clutched her head in embarrassment. The fist’s owner, Cluxu, had a lesson for the bunnykin. “Dummy, you’re supposed to ask about how the party is breaking up the rewards first.”

      “I’m sorry!” Henri whimpered with the hint of tears in her eyes. “I assumed!”

      “And that’s why we don’t assume.” Yet another love tap from Cluxu accompanied the lesson. 

      Bonk.

      “It’s all well and good, right?” I asked, laughing at the scene. “I do have a question, though, what’s the thing with ‘points’? I’m not sure what that refers to.”

      “Auroro, it has to do with the crystal I used for payment. Cluxu, could you just set him up with it now?”

      “Of course, Miss Rynissie. I had it waiting for your return.” Cluxu pulled out a small box that held the same obelisk-shaped, pocket-sized crystal Rynissie had. Except this one was as clear as could be. “Mister Auroro,” Cluxu called my attention back to her, “allow me to give you a quick explanation. I drew this chart for you.” Cluxu pulled a nicely illustrated parchment from beneath the counter and directed me along it. “Firstly, Auroro, there’s two currencies that the majority of the world uses, coin and points, as Henri said. Coin is the oldest currency. Most races and tribes even in the most remote of areas understand the value of coin and will accept it, though different coins may have different markings and such. As you can see here, we have copper, silver and gold. Copper being the least valuable, gold being the most valuable.”

      “Okay. I think I understand,” I replied, scanning the parchment. 

      These are cute drawings; I wonder if Cluxu drew these. Do I need an artist?

      “Points refers to magic points, or MP. This, for instance, is just an MP crystal.” She pointed to the crystal she was going to give me. “It stores magic, and the color denotes how much you have roughly. To know the exact amount of points you have, you need to use a terminal. Anyone that accepts points can show you your balance.”

      “Whoa. That feels alien. What’s the conversion rate between coin and points?” I asked, inspecting the crystal.

      “Right here, Auroro. One point is worth one silver.”

      “Wow, okay. So magic points make for lighter pockets.”

      “And convenience!” Henri declared from behind Cluxu’s shoulder.

      I accepted the parchment and the MP crystal with a nod and a thank you. Another question naturally formed. “So how much was the reward?”

      Cluxu looked over to Henri, who stepped forward and informed us, “Both jobs net you and Rynissie together seven gold!”

      “Oh, seven whole gold? That’s quite a lot, ‘ey, Rynissie?” Rynissie only shook her head at me when I looked at her.

      “Henri,” I said, looking back, “help me out here, what am I missing?”

      “For this job, Mister Auroro, you got seven gold. However, it wouldn’t be unreasonable to expect at least fifteen gold for the task of eliminating frenzied monkeys.”

      “Oh, I see. Hence why it ended up on that board. But I thought we handled those monkeys well enough.”

      “That might just be because of Rynissie’s capabilities—”

      “Okay, that’s enough of that!” Rynissie broke in. “Cluxu, what’s the split? And we’ll both take points.”

      “So seventy points split would be, 42 points for Rynissie, and 28 points for Auroro.”

      “Excellent,” I said, pleased with the breakdown.

      “Auroro, you will need to pay for the MP crystal, and that will cost two points.”

      “Done, so that leaves me with 26 points. Hmm, that’s going down fast.”

      “Yup,” Rynissie said, “the problem with the apes isn’t that they’re hard, but rather they’re expensive to recover from.”

      We placed our crystals into two of the cubes that the rabbits had and saw our crystals change colors slightly. Mine was red, Rynissie’s green.

      “Is there anything else you require, Miss Rynissie and Mister Auroro?”

      “Yeah, Cluxu, we need to see the doc.”

      “Of course, Henri will guide you,” Cluxu responded before shifting out of Henri’s way.

      “Right over here, everyone!” she said with an animated point of her hand.

      Henri guided us over to the ornate door to the left of the counter and saw us through. On the other side was a hallway lined with doors, three on each side. At the end of the hallway was an open door with a tan, brown-haired, burly man in a regal blue coat working away on paperwork. He looked up to see us in the hallway and waved at Henri, who waved back, before returning to his work. 

      “That’s the guild master,” Henri whispered back at me, wearing a proud smile. 

      She led us to the first door on our left, opened it and bowed as we went through. Right before entering, I quickly whispered a request to Henri.

      “Of course, Mister Auroro, I will make a note of those for you!” she whispered back. I went through the door with a nod of understanding.

      On the other side of this door, the smell of medicine and sanitizers invaded our noses. By smell alone, one could tell it was an infirmary.

      In front of us, there were three beds, with a curtain rig for each, so as to afford the occupant privacy if necessary. Only one of the beds was occupied with a wincing elf and an attending elf who was gently wrapping up his wounds.

      “Hello there, Rynissie. Do you need something?” a heavenly, sweet voice called from our right. I looked over, and there I saw the most bewitching figure in the room, comparable only to Rynissie. She was sitting in an elaborate but tempting outfit behind her desk, a book in hand. Her form, like something out of legends; a woman that would sit on her throne in the eye of a storm as water, wind, and fury were whipped up around her. Such was the fearlessness, confidence and discipline I found in her emerald eyes. She bore the physique and the disposition befitting a legendary figure; at least, that was my estimation.

      Her hair was done up in a bun as wild as flowers growing in the forest. She had three blond strips of bangs resting in front of her forehead, directing attention to her sharp eyes. She had not smiled, the disposition of a professional overflowing, but yet one could sense she was a person who had rarely found a reason to frown. Her lips were naturally pink and soft. Her chest, well endowed, almost comparable to the goddess herself.

      Her outfit was as curious as it was enticing. Her breasts seemed to be entirely supported by her neck, as she wore a white sleeveless dress with a halter instead of shoulder straps, creating a wide enough window for one to spy the cleavage formed from pressed mounds. The window was only barely covered by a black mesh. Over the top of this piece, however, she was wrapped in a white lace shawl. This shawl, also wrapped around the neck, covered her to an inch below her shoulders. Below her breast, the dress took on more of the appearance of a doctor’s coat, as it flourished out to a bit beyond knee length. Below the coat’s opening was a black undershirt, tightly hugging her abdomen. The undershirt met a short white skirt that extended to the knees. Finally her slim legs were covered in black mesh stockings, her feet in comfy-looking red slippers. 

      There was one more thing that caught the eye; a ribbon—no, a sash—that floated behind her, extending from wrist to wrist. It was pearl in color, reflecting the spectrum of the rainbow faintly as it floated in the air. Merely looking at it allowed one a sense of calm.

      She’s of a race that I have yet to meet!

      Suffice to say her beauty alone could strike awe in an observer, but the sense of the unknown is what pried my eyes open wider. “Rynissie, what is she?” I whispered into Rynissie’s ear, completely forgetting where we were.

      Rynissie lightly elbowed my hurt ribs. “Keep it in your pants, Creepo,” she whispered back. 

      I winced subtly. I wanted to protest that my question was only natural, but I knew I wasn’t going to win this fight. Rynissie knew my nature. 

      “Hey, doc, we got roughed up”—Rynissie pointed at me with her thumb as she responded to the doctor—“me and this guy here. Could you patch us up? I just need a quick check on my back; I already drank a potion. He broke a rib—he thinks.”

      “Uhh—that I did, doctor,” I spoke up, raising my hand, wanting a chance to speak with this vision of beauty as well.

      The good doctor chuckled as she glanced between us and nodded. “I see, I see. Rynissie, would you sit over here please?” she gestured over to a stool that was next to her desk. “You don’t mind waiting do you, mister—”

      “Auroro, you can call me Auroro,” I quickly replied, smiling back. Rynissie gave me a sideways glance and a small scowl; she thought I was being a puppy that would jump at the slightest bit of attention.

      “Rynissie? If you would,” the doctor called over to Rynissie once more.

      Rynissie broke her glance to follow the doctor’s instructions, sitting on the stool in front of the doctor. Rynissie took off her cloak, exposing her barely covered back. I had almost forgotten the sight. The doctor placed her hand on Rynissie’s bare back as Rynissie kept perfectly still.

      “And Rynissie,” the doctor said, with closed eyes, “how have you been faring?”

      The question caused a subtle change in Rynissie, “Well, doctor,” she responded. A tinge of sadness seemed to hint at itself on her face.

      “Anything out of the ordin—”

      “No. Nothing at all.”

      Is Rynissie trying to cover for me, or is it something else? I’m pretty out of the ordinary.

      “I see, I see. In that case…” The doctor removed her hand from Rynissie’s back, opened her eyes and tapped Rynissie’s shoulder. Rynissie spun around to meet the doctor face to face. “Rynissie, there’s a small crack in your spine. It must have been something to be able to break through the fortification. Fortunately it’s nothing too serious. The potion has already started the healing process for you.” The doctor smiled at Rynissie, who smiled back; it was nice to see Rynissie so comfortable. “There’s the typical bruising, however, and the soreness from the accelerated healing, but you’re good to go.”

      “Thank you, doctor,” Rynissie said as she got up from the stool. The doctor smiled as Rynissie went to trade spots with me. “You’re up, Creepo,” Rynissie said.

      “So cold, Rynissie,” I quipped back as I removed my jacket. My gaze fell on the mystifying doctor.

      “Should I take off my shirt, doctor?”

      Just say yes, doctor, say yes, and the trap will be set.

      “Auroro.” A chill went up my spine. I dared to look back, rigidly. The elf behind me was staring daggers into my back; I could practically feel her cursing me to my doom.

      Damn! Rynissie knows! Of course she would! I overplayed my hand. To anyone else, it would be an innocent question, but Rynissie knows my nature.

      “No, that won’t be necessary. Just the jacket is fine, Auroro.” The good doctor broke the tension. Rynissie was still watching me like a hawk, but I could breathe again.

      “O-oh, I see. Very good, very good,” I said, recomposing myself. As I took my seat, I launched into thought, “How should I proceed?”

      Rynissie is watching me; she’ll most certainly notice obvious foul play. The wisps are the most obvious thing that she knows to look out for.

      “Auroro, dear.” Rynissie had come up right next to me and bent to meet my eyes.

      That is the most obviously strained smile I have ever seen, Rynissie!

      Her smile sent chills down my spine again. She continued to speak, the rest of her face still, “Allow me to take your jacket for you, Auroro. We wouldn’t want it to fall and get dirty, right?”

      Don’t smile at me like tha—oww! Why are you squeezing my shoulder so?!

      “Oh, I—” I wanted to say, no, it would be fine, but I could see she wouldn’t budge.

      Well played, Rynissie! Your defense of this doctor confirms she’s highly valued! 

      I did my best to portray fear; I couldn’t let Rynissie know she’d signed off on the doctor through her attempts at the opposite. “Ah, yes, thank you, my dear Rynissie,” I replied, making sure to sneak a word in that was sure to give her an irritated twitch.

      Rynissie took my jacket and stepped far enough to not be in the way, but close enough to keep an eye on me. I wondered what face the doctor made at that exchange—did she think Rynissie and I looked adorable? 

      Regardless, Rynissie was being proactive and cautious. Removing my jacket from me was a good move, but I hadn’t been planning on using it. From her perspective, though, she’d seen too much of what that jacket could do. Of course she would be wary of it. Through her actions, I also learned that the jacket could exist away from me, a happy, accidental lesson.

      “Auroro, I would like to remind you that there is a limit to what I can do for you. You may still need to go to a proper hospital if the injury is severe. In that case you will still have to pay for the diagnosis. Is that acceptable?”

      “Oh—yes, that’s acceptable.” Another cost. Quite late in the game to tell me, but I appreciated it. “Rynissie recommended I come to you, and I trust her judgment.”

      “How nice; the break is on the left side, yes?”

      “Yes, it is.” 

      I focused on my next course of action. The doctor had made full palm contact when she examined Rynissie. Rynissie was keeping an eye for anything strange now. The answer was clear—

      I have to use my power at the moment she makes contact.

      Rynissie would not be able to see anything happening in that moment. I primed myself and began exuding a charming, enticing aura.

      The doctor put her hand on my side, then let out a “Hmm!” as she snatched her hand back.

      There, it’s done!

      To anyone else, they would have thought it was a static shock, but I knew better; that was the jolt of a sudden burst of euphoria. My senses sharpened immediately toward the other dangerous person in the room. I glanced over at Rynissie.

      She hadn’t noticed; she was still watching me with the utmost suspicion. I couldn’t help but breathe an internal sigh of relief. 

      This is my victory!

      In the throes of celebration, I had a thought.

      Was this too convoluted?

      I shook my head at the question.

      Variety is the spice of life; this was the most fun way of doing this.

      I glanced again at Rynissie. Playing this game of subterfuge was the best way to make a visit to a doctor fun. I couldn’t help but smile to myself.

      I toned down the aura I was exuding; there was no need to distract the doctor from her job. I toned down the feeling one would get from making contact with my body to that of a pleasant buzz. Or at least that’s what I tried to do with the red energy.

      The doctor placed her hand again soon after, and this time the pullback only happened for a fraction of a second before she began examining me. Strangely enough, I felt a slight buzz over the area she was touching; it felt slightly invasive.

      “Hmm, strange.” The doctor sounded perplexed. “Auroro, there’s a break, definitely. But it seems like, somehow, it’s being held in place. Might you have any idea why?”

      It was obvious as soon as she brought it up. So my makeshift “bandages” had worked. In trying to relieve the pain, it seemed that the tendrils had also manifested on the inside and had a grip on my bones. A worthwhile thing to learn. “Yes, I believe so, it might just be my powers at work,” I said, glancing back at her.

      “Does it come from some sort of racial trait?”

      I glanced over to Rynissie who nodded back.

      “Yes. It comes from a racial trait.” 

      “I’m curious; what race would that be?”

      Still looking at Rynissie, I smiled and said, “Creeper.” Rynissie stifled a giggle.

      “Creeper? I can’t say I’ve heard of that race. Are you a shy or private people?”

      “That’s a good question,” I mused, “is a Creeper shy? It doesn’t feel right to say we’re shy.” Rynissie was losing her battle against laughter. I was enjoying this joke between the two of us equally as much. “I suppose you could say we prefer blending in with the general populace. So perhaps, reserved? You could even say we’re very cool and mysterious.” I looked back to the good doctor. “I’m almost certain that I’m the only Creeper you’ll meet in your life.”

      “Gods; could only hope so,” Rynissie snickered from the side.

      The good doctor seemed to pause for a moment before continuing, “I see, I see. In that case, Auroro, could you be so kind as to keep doing what you’re doing? I am going to apply some magic to help the bones mend.”

      “That sounds convenient! Thanks to you!” I responded.

      “No, do not thank me yet, Auroro. I am making the judgment call that the bones are set closely enough to where they should be according to my scanning. There is still the potential for complications.”

      “Whoa, wait, doctor, lead with that. What complications?”

      “In this case, perhaps a small growth in the bone and perhaps a small displacement compared to where it originally rested. I think the chances of that are low, however, because whatever you’re doing is keeping the bones perfectly still.”

      “Wait, is it better that I go to a hospital?”

      The doctor took hold of the stool’s seat and spun me around on its axis. Coming face to face with the beauty was a surprise; she looked intense. I almost felt bad for asking questions.

      Her expression softened. “I’m sorry, Auroro, I thought you had come here with the intention of taking whatever could be done here, as opposed to going to the hospital.” She looked over to Rynissie. “Much like Rynissie does.” Rynissie shrugged. Somehow I wasn’t surprised. “I apologize for assuming, Auroro.”

      “Oh, no, no. It’s fine!” I said, flustered, waving my hands. I did not expect such an earnest apology from someone that seemed so untouchable. 

      She slightly bowed her head, her bangs hanging. She rose again and explained, “Auroro, I can do the healing with you in this state. If you go to another establishment, you would be afforded a similar treatment, with the possibility of a more invasive treatment if you want to ensure no deformation.”

      “Auroro, if she can do it, just get it done here,” Rynissie said from her corner.

      “Right. Okay, yes, please do it, doctor.”

      “Excellent. Continue holding the ribs in place,” the doctor replied, putting her hand on my side once again. The sash connected to her wrists floated in the air with its rainbow-like sheen as she focused her gaze on the spot. At the touch I felt a rush, a swelling in that area, and felt relief instantly. I didn’t have a strong sense of what exactly the doctor did, however.

      “There, all done,” she said, peeking at me from beneath her bangs. You’ll find that you can release your hold on those bones. You might feel that the area is sore, and that may be the case for a few days. It’s just a small side-effect from the tissue around the area being invigorated.”

      “Oh, I see. Thank you, doctor.” Only after I spoke did the good doctor remove her hand from my ribs. 
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        * * *

      

      Strange procedures done, the doctor faced us across her desk once again. The other elf had just seen the other patient out and was tidying the area around us, careful not to interrupt.

      “You didn’t do anything weird to her, did you?” Rynissie whispered.

      I grabbed my jacket from her. “No, nothing weird,” I replied. She looked skeptical. The doctor was busily inputting something into slabs next to the cubes with holes in them, similar to when Henri and Cluxu had Rynissie pay for my identification.

      “Okay, you two, you can check how many points this is costing you, and then if that’s fine with you, insert your payment,” the doctor said, placing the respective devices in front of us. Rynissie looked at some symbols on the flat slab and placed her MP crystal in while I just stared blankly at mine.

      “Hey, Rynissie, is my cost fair here?” I asked once she was done with her payment.

      “Oh,” she said as she peeked across to mine. “Yeah, that’s fair, Auroro. I think she might have given you a discount actually. Six points.” Hearing the good news, I gave multiple nods to the doctor.

      “Can you not read Mistan, Auroro?” she asked, perplexed.

      “Nope, not a lick.”

      “I see, I see. Well, that’s no good; you should get someone to teach you.”

      “Are you offering?” I asked with a coy smile as I placed my MP crystal into the slot.

      The doctor was perplexed yet again, cocking her head before gently smirking. “I’m afraid not; I am much too busy. I’m afraid I can only rarely find time for myself these days.”

      “Oh, that’s too bad,” I playfully lamented.

      “Really dodged a bullet there, doc,” Rynissie joked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      “That guild is just really so full of colorful people, and I’ve only met three so far!” Rynissie and I walked down a quiet street. The night air was a welcome embrace. Although sunlight didn’t leak through, there was a notable difference in the atmosphere. In a way, the forest seemed more magical than before with the overhead lights dimmed, a tinge more silvery.

      I had no idea where Rynissie was guiding me, but I couldn’t help but want to speak with her more. “Are there any more notable people, Rynissie?” I came closer to her, hooking my arm in hers. “Any women in that group? Oh, and that doctor, what was she?”

      “Stop. Your sleaziness is showing.” She was having none of it, but she didn’t shoo my arm away. “There’s some interesting characters there, I suppose. Not that I plan on introducing you.”

      “Hmm. And where are we going now, Rynissie?”

      “The inn. It’s been a long day,” Rynissie replied, maintaining an air of professionalism.

      “And how much will that cost?”

      “I think, two points per night.”

      I unhooked my arm from Rynissie, “My word! That’s so much! I think. It seems like a lot when one only has twenty points.”

      “Yeah, that’s the real killer; the expenses you didn’t think you would have. But don’t fret, Auroro. I’ll pay for the inn.”

      “How kind, Rynissie! Will we be sleeping together? I fear I’ll be distraught without you,” I teased.

      Rynissie looked at me. “Is that an order from the contract holder?”

      “Umm…” Rynissie’s question caught me by surprise, and I had to think. Did I want to enforce it through use of the contract, and could I even?

      “Never mind,” Rynissie said, turning to face forward once more. “We can sleep in the same room.”

      “Spectacular!”

      “But we’re getting a room with two beds.”

      “Boo, Rynissie, boo,” I retorted, giving an exaggerated thumbs-down. 

      “You’re a lot, you know that? How do you manage to be so energetic?” Rynissie sighed as she thought of what her life had become.

      “You inspire me, Rynissie.” Taking note of her lack of energy and bite, I asked, “By the way, are we near?”

      “It’s just around the corner.”

      We continued down the street and turned at the corner, crossing behind a row of buildings fashioned from the ruin walls to see a tall, wide-as-a-house, lit-up tree with a sign in front of it. We had passed the ruins’ edge and entered an area where the abodes were either wooden shacks or trees with windows carved into them, and platforms and houses in their branches.

      “Wow, I had seen them from afar, but this seems really magical.”

      “They’re just treehouses hanging from carved-out trees.”

      “Is that the place?”

      We walked up to the sign to the side of the opening at the tree’s base. Apparently it was called Light Goodnight Inn. Beyond the opening, I could see people sitting in a twilit room chatting over some gentle string instrument in the background. While I was staring, Rynissie walked into the tree.

      Inside, one could get a better sense of what Rynissie meant by “carved out.” The room followed the shape traced by the perimeter of the tree. Given the door, I would say that the tree bark that made the wall was maybe half a meter thick. In the center of this room was a single thick beam that extended to a far-off ceiling. This beam was adorned with pictures of various sizes and shapes. To the right, there was a bar counter with a few folks sitting and an androgynous elf busily working behind the counter. 

      To the left on the other side of the pillar there were tables of various sizes, a few booths lining the wall. A small stage sat in the corner with extra lantern lights above it. This stage was occupied by an elf dressed in blue playing a violin. 

      From what I could tell, there seemed to be three floors, with the other floors occupying a semi-circular area above us.

      “Excuse me,” Rynissie called out to the elf working the counter.

      “Well, aren’t you a sight for sore eyes, Rynissie!” 

      The elf, noticing Rynissie, scuttled over, a rag and glass in hand. This elf looked the part, a white headband covering the brow, tidy and tied back blonde hair, white shirt and green vest neatly straightened and tucked. Considering how well-dressed the elves seemed, even the ones in passing, I was starting to think being impeccably dressed was a racial trait.

      “I didn’t think I’d be seeing you ‘til at least another four moons.”

      “I don’t dislike you all that much,” Rynissie replied, looking dejected.

      “I jest, I jest. The boss isn’t here right now, Rynissie.”

      Rynissie immediately picked herself up to correct the elf. “No, no, I’m not here to see her. I just wanted to get a room.”

      “Ahh, my apologies. The usual?”

      “Ye—Oh, no, sorry.” Rynissie took a second to breathe and continued, “A room for the two of us, two beds. This man here is my guest.”

      “She’s my guide! I’m new here,” I said to the elf from behind Rynissie.

      The elf looked at Rynissie with concern before finally giving the okay. The elf went over to a series of shelves on the walls and pulled out a key. 

      “Here you go. Room 202.” 

      “Thanks, Roder. Come on, Auroro.” 

      “Thank you, Roder.” I gave the kind elf a nod and looked to my companion, who had walked away. “Wait for me, Rynissie!” I called across the distance.
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        * * *

      

      “Well, here’s the room, Auroro.” We stood in front of a room with some symbols written on a nameplate and a lantern next to it. The room was on the second floor, up some stairs that were obscured by the wide pillar.

      Rynissie opened the door, and we went in. The square room was very woody. Wood floor, wood furniture, wood frame beds. It felt very elf-appropriate. Upon entering the room, to our left was an open door that led to a small washroom complete with drainage, buckets and a stone-work toilet. This compartment occupied a small lower rectangle in the room. Beyond the washroom were two beds with a nightstand and lamp in between, and a desk on the opposite side. Eight wall-mounted flower-light lanterns dotted the room, providing enough light to see clearly. Opposite the door there was also a pair of windows with wooden shutters.

      “Know how to use a toilet, Auroro?” Rynissie asked as she threw off her cloak and stretched her back. She was heading toward a bed, facing away from me.

      My chest tightened seeing her figure, and my heart ached. “Yes, I do, I think. I know what it is,” I said as I traced her trail. She didn’t notice my approach, still stretching.

      She turned around just as I embraced her. Her eyes went wide as her hands went up in fright between us. My jacket, too, morphed to lightly hug her hips.

      “Uhh…” Her eyes calmed down as she realized what had happened.

      “I apologize. For putting you in a situation where you got hurt today. I am sorry.” I had thought that everything was okay, but I saw now that that was presumptuous of me. “Do you want relief? I could possibly do that for you.” I gave her the option as I looked into her eyes. My fingers lightly glided across Rynissie’s back as my jacket spread its reach around us, distorting into a cape as it wrapped us in its warmth.

      She looked away. “I’m tired…. It was a long day,” she said, taking hold of one of my arms as she kept her gaze fixed on a wall, her other arm dropping.

      I moved forward, buckling into her legs. The surprise movement led to a fall onto the bed behind her. Over top of her, I looked down at her shocked face, the blood rushing to her face once again betraying her stoic cool. Her heartbeat rose as her chest’s movement gradually became more noticeable.

      “This reminds me of this morning.”

      “Y-yes, I suppose it does,” she said, her voice quivering with every word. 

      “It’s been a long but eventful day. Thank you, Rynissie.” I fell onto my back next to her. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to sleep in the same bed as you.”

      “I see,” she whispered, turning her head away from me once more.

      “I truly am sorry for the injury you suffered, Rynissie.”

      “It’s part of the job. Don’t worry about it. It’s just sore.”

      Silence fell as I rested my eyes for just a bit. There was still much I wanted to do, but a moment of rest would do my body, and hopefully Rynissie, some good.

      “You could have me… If you wanted me. Because of that contract and all. I mean, I already fell for it twice.”

      “Don’t shame yourself, Rynissie. You have a choice. Within certain bounds, of course—can’t have you killing me,” I said back, eyes still enjoying darkness. “Most importantly, I’m no brute.” I flashed a toothy grin. “Fornication is the most enjoyable when all participants have the energy to participate. You can rest, Rynissie. I’m already thankful enough we are sharing the same room.”

      “Okay… Hey, I have a question.”

      “Shoot.”

      Rynissie turned onto her side, facing me. “Why did you let me take a bigger payout? I’m the one contracted to you, your asset, am I not? You’re kind of sending mixed signals here.”

      I looked to her and her inquisitive eyes before looking back to the ceiling. “Rynissie, I am many things. A conqueror fueled by desire, yes, but I am also a fool helplessly led by whims, as I’m sure you could attest to.” The bit of self-deprecation got a chuckle out of her, and I continued, “I am a fool whose strength comes from the assets he conquers. If I want to be strong, I need to have strong assets. That thought, it feels correct within me. And strong assets are ones who are free to exercise their judgment in the pursuit of a common cause. That includes financial judgment. It would be foolish for me to take money from my asset, who wholly deserves it and knows how best to use it.” I looked to Rynissie and smiled. “Or you can just take it to mean that I don’t like micromanaging. As long as you work with me, and try not to end me, you can do what you want. I mean, I could say that your money is my money, but that would be brutish, I feel. Maybe only in an emergency situation.”

      “Are you sure about that? I’ve still got a shitty contract we don’t know the rules of on me.”

      “I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

      “Have you conquered me?”

      My gaze fell onto Rynissie’s eyes as I pondered. Finally, I said, “No, unless you suddenly grew that Bond mark you were telling me about. Then I will have conquered your heart.” My accompanying giggle mildly irritated my partner.

      “Wipe that grin off your face; it ain’t happening.”

      “So cold, Rynissie!” I sat up after that brutal shutdown. “Still, you know my end goal. You know what I want to do along the way. What you need to know now is that I believe I need you, for I am a fool who is powerless without assets.”

      “Stop kidding yourself; I’ve felt that weird mojo you have going on. You could get by.”

      “Perhaps.” With that, I got up and reformed my cape into a tight-fitting jacket.

      “Are you going somewhere?” Rynissie asked, sitting up.

      “Yes, actually. I wanted to see more of the town. I greatly enjoyed the sights today and would like to sneak a bit more in.” At my words, Rynissie started to get up. “But you can stay here and take your well-deserved break,” I said, stopping her before she moved too much.

      “What if you get lost?”

      “I won’t. Thanks to the contract, I think, I have a faint sense of your location. I can follow that if worse comes to worst.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes! Please, rest. You need to be in top condition for when you realize you want”—I gestured at my body—“all of this.”

      “Never.”

      I laughed at how quickly Rynissie could turn concern to apathy. “I’ll be going now then, unless you want to roll around in a fit of passion now.”

      “Nope, I’m good.”

      “Excellent.” I went to the door and cracked it open but had one more thing to say. “Oh, and Rynissie,” I said, looking at her one last time, “a common cause doesn’t have to be my own. That’s the promise I made to you when I declared that contract. If you have a cause you wish to pursue, as long as it's not some sort of love affair, I will help you.”

      “I recall.”

      “Assets must be cared for. For without you, I am nothing in this world.”

      “Okay, I understand.”

      I left the room with that. The image of Rynissie’s expression as she uttered her penultimate words burned into my mind. I rolled up my sleeve to see the numbers still ticking.

      “I think… I want to live long enough to help Rynissie,” I muttered for the walls to hear. “Even if I had to meddle… That would be fun. Rynissie would be so upset.” I chuckled to myself as I descended the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, Rynissie’s friend. Places you shouldn’t go?” The elf cleaning glasses behind the bar took the time to answer my questions. He showed me a map of the town and gave me a quick rundown of a spot that might be a little bit too rough for a visitor.

      I left the inn, my next destination in mind: the guild. After which I would visit the area the elf said not to visit. Most likely, that was where the brothels would be.

      Hmm, is that who I think it is?

      Leaving the guild just as I approached was the buxom beauty that could sit in a tempest unfettered—the guild’s doctor. She closed the door behind her and flicked her hair out of her face, as if to say she was done with work for the day. She was dressed the same as when I saw her earlier, except now she was wrapped in a longer shawl that did a better job of hiding her assets. She also had a cute, brown satchel slung from her shoulder.

      My approach caught her by surprise when she looked toward the road ahead of her, but quickly put on a peaceful smile. Our trajectories brought us within earshot of each other. “Good evening,” she said, coming to a stop in front of me.

      “Good evening, doctor. Done for the day?”

      “Yes, fortunately. And you? You’re visiting the guild again?”

      “Yeah, I’ve got something I need to pick up. It’s not closed or anything, is it?” A quick look past the doctor revealed that the guild’s lights were still on, so perhaps it was still open.

      “No, not at all. The night crew is coming in.” She glanced back at the building, the sash hanging from her wrists swaying behind her gracefully. “In a few hours, it’ll be bustling again with all the night chatters and guild wives.” She turned back to me and gave an amused shake of the head.

      “Night chatters? Guild wives?” I asked, an eyebrow raised.

      “They’re what we refer to the nightly crowd as. Don’t let them know, though.” The doctor giggled as her pearly sash glittered behind her.

      “By the way, doctor, I don’t know your name. And I forgot to ask Rynissie.”

      The doctor looked up for a second, as if she wondered whether or not she should tell me. “My name is Allegria,” she said, smiling once more, poised and collected.

      “I see. Nice to meet you, Doctor Allegria.” I nodded and made to continue on my way. “I hope to see you again soon, doctor.” I waved as I passed by her before locking eyes with her once again. “Oh, but not in your medical room. I’d rather not make a thing of it, getting hurt.”

      She closed her eyes and nodded. “Of course. I’ll wish for your continued safety. Oh, and Auroro, take care. You never know who may come up to you in nooks and crannies.”

      What a strange thing to say. Is that some common farewell?

      We gave our farewells and departed, each going on our way. As I got to the door, I looked back once more to see her departing figure. I formed a wiggling wisp on my finger.

      Maybe one playful poke?

      I reeled the wisp back in.

      “One day,” I said to myself, grinning. “It’d be worthwhile to have a personal doctor.”

      A new goal solidified in mind. I walked into the guild hall. Staff were chatting as they wiped down tables, while some were talking with the few patrons that were still in. I scanned the room, hoping the person I was looking for hadn’t gone home.

      “Hey, Henri,” I called. The bunnykin’s ears perked up, and she turned to see who had called her. Upon seeing me she immediately came over, parchments in hand.

      “Mister Auroro! How is Miss Rynissie?”

      “I believe she’s resting. We’re staying at the Light Goodnight.”

      Henri hopped in place. “Oh, she does love that place, from what I hear!”

      “Would you happen to know why?”

      “The owner of the inn is a wildland elf! Cluxu told me so!”

      “I see, it’s a familiarity thing then?”

      “I guess so. Oh, here’s the jobs.” Henri stuck her hands straight out, handing me the sheets.

      “Can I get a quick summary, please?”

      “Of course! I looked through all the leftover jobs and gave you the ones that could be solved in the surrounding forests. There were some resource gathering, one tracking and one investigation. We don’t think you’d have to go too far to solve these.”

      “Excellent. Thank you for completing my request. I’ll show these to Rynissie and see what she thinks.”

      “Of course! But Auroro, just so you know, if you don’t update us on the status of these jobs within ten days, you will be fined and made to pay when you visit the guild. Communication is paramount for the guild and their workers to function properly.”

      “Okay, I see. It’s good to know that the guild has reasonable rules. I promise I’ll come let you know how things are going.”

      “Thank you, Mister Auroro. Now if you’ll excuse me.”

      “Are you still working?”

      “Yes, but I’m almost done,” she said, giving a double thumbs-up.

      “Oh, I see. Well, be careful on your way home,” I said as I turned to leave.

      “Oh! If you’re leaving, could you wait for me? I’ll hurry and just be ten minutes!”

      I turned on my heels faster than I had ever before. “Sure. That’s fine,” I said.

      This is ahead of schedule, but I will not turn it down. I wonder if she wants to gossip about Rynissie.

      “Okay! I’ll be done in a minute,” she said before hopping away. Getting a proper look at her feet now, I saw that she had rabbit-like feet, covered in white fur that matched her slightly oversized rabbit-like paws.

      I took a seat at an empty table and quizzically looked at the symbols on the parchments. “I wonder if it’ll be hard learning how to read these.”

      “Mister Auroro?”

      “Hmm, who calls?” I replied before looking up. “Oh, Cluxu.” It was the were-bunny who had approached me with a curious look. I quickly and subtly glanced at her feet while they were still in eyeshot.

      Hmm. She’s wearing shoes.

      “Mister Auroro, do you require something? A meal and a drink, perhaps?”

      “Oh, no, no. I’m waiting for Henri.” At the mention of her coworker, Cluxu’s expression turned, and I quickly corrected my ill-fated course. “She asked me to wait for her; might you know why?”

      Cluxu sighed—one got the feeling she did this often—before collecting herself once again. She looked at me with an apologetic smile and said, “She may just be attempting to satisfy her curiosity. Maybe she’ll ask about you and R—Miss Rynissie. She was very energized after seeing her with you.”

      “Is it okay for you to tell me that? The secrets of your coworker, I mean,” I teased back at the tired Cluxu.

      “Better for you to know the energy with which she will badger you,” she replied, a sympathetic smile gracing her face.

      “Sounds like you’re extremely familiar with it. Survived a lot of onslaughts?”

      Cluxu laughed as she reminisced. “Too many to count.” She looked back toward the door staff going to and fro. “But it’s all in good fun.”

      “Heh, I believe you,” I said as I followed Cluxu’s gaze to the door then looked back at her. “Actually, Cluxu, there is something I would like. Would you happen to sell pen and paper? I’d like to buy if you do. A notepad specifically.”

      “In that case, I can give you a guild-branded notepad, Auroro, on the house.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, we give these out for free to all members.” 

      “Thank you so much, I’ll gladly receive it!”
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        * * *

      

      “Auroro! I’m ready!”

      Henri had come skipping out of the staff room, excitable and peppy. She had changed her outfit slightly, wearing a short-sleeved yellow and brown plaid coat over her guild attire. The coat had a hood attachment that let her ears pop out from holes at the crown. 

      “See you, everyone,” Henri yelled back to the guild hall. Many employees kindly saw her off as she waved frantically.

      We left the guild and walked into the evening air.

      “Where were you going, Auroro? Thank you for waiting for me.” Henri leaned forward as we walked to get an eye on my face, and her ears angled themselves toward me.

      “I was just taking in the sights. I was just going to walk around,” I said, making sure the notepad and pencil had successfully disappeared into my jacket’s pocket with all my other belongings.

      “If you want to see something pretty, you should go take a look at the lake! It’s one of the few places where you can see the sky without trees getting in the way!” Henri gave me directions, and I made sure to note it in my mental map of the city.

      “And where are we walking to, Henri?”

      “Hehe, just to where I live, if that’s okay with you. I live at one of the stores on the market street.”

      “Oh? There were houses on that street?” I couldn’t remember anything that didn’t look like a storefront.

      “No, but my friend has a store there and lets me live in the back!” She scratched the back of her head as an ashamed smile crept onto her face. “I’m really scared of heights, Auroro, and most of the empty residences are high up in the trees.” Henri grabbed her ear’s tip as she recounted her fear. “Bunnies weren’t meant to climb so high…” 

      A knowing “Oh” escaped my lips as I understood Henri’s predicament.

      We continued chatting about nothing in particular as we strolled, just pleasantries and jokes about elves and living in a forest. There weren’t many people out anymore, just some walking with loved ones and others putting away their stalls. No one in particular stood out. Maybe it was because we had such a mundane stroll that I noticed the most peculiar thing on Henri’s person.

      “Hey, Henri. If you don’t mind my asking, what is that bracelet you’re wearing? It’s quite big.”

      It was so big, in fact, I wondered how I had missed it earlier.

      Did she slap it on after she got off her shift?

      “Huh? This?” Henri replied; she looked a little startled that I’d noticed it, but it was the type of thing that once you noticed it, you couldn’t not see it. It was a brown strap with a big heart made of some jewel-like material latched to it. I truly had not seen anything like it so far.

      “Yeah, it looks quite striking. Where did you get it? It doesn’t look very elven.”

      “Y-yes, it’s… I guess it’s a memento from my childhood? I guess that’s the best way to describe it.”

      “You got it when you were a kid? And you still have it? You must have really taken care of it.”

      Henri giggled a bit. “Yes, I guess you could say I’ve been very protective of it… Oh!”

      “Hmm?”

      Before we knew it, we were in front of the store.

      “Well, here it is, thank you for walking with me, Auroro.”

      “It was no problem. Have a good night.” I saw her unlock the door and nodded to turn away, to continue on my escapade.

      “Auroro!” her voice called out from behind me, and I turned around. She looked flustered for a moment before speaking. “Tell Miss Rynissie I said hi, okay? And you have a good night!” She disappeared into the store soon after.

      “I wonder what was going through her head.” I shrugged, hid my hands in my pockets and was on my merry way. Next stop, the sleazy paradise. According to the elf’s description, it was to my right.

      On my way from the market street, I saw the store Rynissie and I had visited earlier still had lights on.

      “Huh. Would you look at that?” I pulled the MP crystal from the confines of my jacket. “I wonder if they’re still open… But what if I don’t have enough money for the brothel?” I wondered needlessly; my mind was already made up. 
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        * * *

      

      “Thank you for the purchase!”

      “No, thank you for letting me buy when you were already closed!” I replied as I left the shop. “That was very kind of her.” I looked at the bag of assorted sweets wrapped with a pink bow. I wasn’t sure which of the sweets Rynissie liked, but the shopkeep was kind enough to assist me when I told her the ingredient. 

      Pink strawberries, huh?

      “I hope Rynissie likes these.”

      In my mind, it was no contest. A smile from Rynissie was worth a delay in delights. I put the sweets in my pocket, careful to not sink them into my jacket’s depths. “Don’t want to find out the sweets go bad when they’re corrupted or something.” With that, I was on my way to the sleazy area.
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        * * *

      

      “This looks sleazy enough.” 

      I had gone to the right of the plaza. On the left of the plaza was the street Rynissie and I took to get to the inn, and on the right was the street that crossed the target area. Incidentally, if one were to continue down this street, then turn left at the end of it, they would reach the lake.

      Before me now was the first left that led to a street nestled between two rows of ruin buildings, the street ending at a wall. This street had an intoxicating red glow to it, the lights hung between the buildings and the lights adorning the walls giving a very different feel than the rest of the city. 

      I began walking down the street and crossed beneath a sign hung between the rows of buildings. The sign had some symbols and a drawing of a glass of wine on it. I wondered if that might be the name of this secluded area. The shops here were much like the ones on the market street in terms of architecture, elevated on a high foundation that you would have to climb a small flight of stairs to get to. On the decks, there were some chairs and tables set up but not very many people outside. From the faint hooting and hollering, it sounded like there were more people enjoying their time inside the surrounding buildings. Still, it was strange to see so few people outside in what should have been a haven for night activities.

      “Maybe it's too early? Maybe things will get more rowdy later?” I thought back to Rynissie’s distaste of the forest elves ruining the other elves’ fun. “Maybe there are strict public decency laws?”

      I walked along the street, looking up at the storefronts that decorated the sides. There were things like signs and posters adorning their walls and the walls of the foundations that the stores sat on, but nothing that really gave me an indication of what the buildings housed. All I could tell was that there were a lot of stores here. Still, to have all of what would be considered “rough” concentrated in this one spot was odd.

       Do the elves keep that tight of a grip on nightly activities?

      As I was wondering about the role of law in this small space, a door flung open with a thud, from one of the stores to my left, light leaking from above me. I briskly walked over to the side of the foundation, creeping into the shadows.

      “You’re not welcome here if you can’t hold your drink!” a husky voice screamed from above.

      “Do you know who I—who I am!” a second voice, much more disoriented-sounding, yelled back. I could practically feel the owner stumbling over himself from just his intonation.

      “I do! A lousy lout, drunk out of his gourd before midnight. You’re not going to find any love here with that attitude, sweetie,” the first voice responded. This voice oozed with confidence, my ears homing in on her saying love. “Now git, before I tell you-know-who about your bit of behavior!

      “Trash-ass’d bitch!” the other voice shot back, the sound of his haphazard stomps nearing.

       The owner of the voice came down some stairs as I made a hood extend from my jacket to cover my face; I had realized I recognized the voice in spite of our brief encounter.

      Muttering and fumbling, a bit of spit trailing out of his mouth, the haggard elf crossed in front of me, stumbling forward. Cloak barley fastened and hood crooked, I recognized who this was; the one elf from the guard unit who I thought was a bit too wound up for his own good. It was jarring; under the cloak his outfit seemed so refined in design and style, but this person didn’t carry the dignity he’d carried that morning, much less the dignity befitting an elf.

      “HE DID WHAT?!”

      I jumped on the spot at the sudden burst of anger sounding out from above. Powerful stomps came toward the edge of the deck, the wood railing above me creaking under the grip of the angry speaker.

      “BOY! If you ever dare even so much as cross one of my windows, I will cut off your fingers, castrate you, and shove every finger into a hole. EVEN THOSE ONES.”

      “BAH!” the belligerent elf responded, showing an obscene gesture to the person above me. His gaze fell from the speaker to me naturally. “What’re you looking at?” the elf spat before stumbling away.

      Thank goodness I had the hood up; who knows what he would’ve done if he recognized me.

      “And who are you?” the voice from above called. 

      I looked up to see a buxom grey-haired woman, one who could probably snap a lesser person like a twig. Her face was still being visited by anger and irritation, a throb vein clearly chiseled into her features. She had the ears of an elf, adorned with all manners of jewel, but she did not have the physique—her arms seemed to be half a size larger than Rynissie’s and just as toned. And yet between the way she carried herself, the low-cut strapless purple dress that ever so gently guided eyes where she wanted them, and the expression she wore, she stood as a good, but different, example of elf refinement. 

      “Hi,” I said, waving. “I’m looking for a brothel, might you know one in the area?” I hoped to never be caught on the receiving end of this woman’s ire.

      “You got money?”

      “I have MP,” I dryly replied.

      “Great, come on up, sweetie. I just finished putting out the trash, the air already smells dozens of times better.” The woman’s ire flipped to a professional’s greeting in a snap.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      “May I take your coat for you?” the woman, the madam of the brothel, Yaani, asked. Now that we were in brighter light, I could take a better look at her features. Her gray hair framed her face as two tendrils fell down the sides. The rest of her hair was tied in a coiled bun. She had a darker scar crossing her cheek almost reaching her nose on her left side, and her arms were covered in slash-shaped scars. From left shoulder to right breast was also a large slash-scar. That she would wear such a revealing dress only spoke to the pride she most likely possessed. This woman seemed even more battle-savvy than Rynissie.

      “Actually, I’d rather keep it on, thank you.”

      “Polite, I like that,” she replied with a smirk, no doubt recalling the previous patron. “Let me call the rest of the girls in—it is girls you’re after, right?”

      “For tonight, yes.” I looked away from the madam, who was speaking into some device, and took in the rest of the room. It seemed like the building was bigger, but this room was relatively shallow. To my right was the madam’s small corner, and in front of me, toward the left-hand corner of the room, was a semi-circular fabric-covered bench. To the right corner was a door and a wooden staircase to the upper floor. The room was warm-toned and illuminated in yellow-violet light and smelled of flowers with a tinge of sweat beneath.

      As I was taking it all in, gawking at the room, doors opened and elven women quickly crowded into the area. Sixteen in total in various stages of undress, some in nothing but undergarments, the others in more challenging but still sexually charged outfits. Two were wearing elegant dresses that just begged to be removed. I could already feel the wild flames being whipped up within me. From what I could tell, they were all of the forest elf variety.

      “You like forest, elves right?” The woman chuckled to herself, watching to see if I would show a flash of disappointment. 

      I turned to her with a smirk. “If they can drown in pleasure, they’re good enough for me.”

      “Oh, excuse me, an all-loving man. Those are rare.” She giggled before gesturing toward her girls.

      “Welcome to the Long Love Loft!” the sixteen girls said in concert, smiles brimming with expectation.

      “That’s the name of this establishment?” I asked Yaani, who had bent over the counter to see my expression.

      “Yes,” she replied with a proud grin.

      “It’s a nice name.”

      “Thanks. Named it myself,” she said, pointing at herself, her muscles flexing with the move.

      “Nice muscle,” I said, taken by the sight.

      “Well, go on then, don’t be shy. Find one you’d like to spend time with,” Yaani replied, shooing me onward. “Keep the touching at a friendly level, though.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I responded as I strode forward. “Hello, ladies,” I said as I went to the top of the line.

      A quick glance across the sixteen didn’t reveal anyone that stood out to me. I stole a glance at the madam behind the counter.

      Yaani stands out by far, though she may not be the most traditionally beautiful.

      I looked back toward the elf girl in front of me who was smiling at me with enticing eyes. One thing that I immediately appreciated from having this line-up was that it was easier to see the distinguishing features between the girls. The girls were of similar build and tone, and all had blond hair, although it looked like one had dyed hers. Their chests were an average, grippable size in general with only two being particularly well-endowed.

      The first six were wearing bikini tops with long loincloth bottoms, making sure to show off their assets.

      Hmm…

      As I walked past the first six, I noted that two seemed to have faded burn marks on the left side of their chests. A quick peek at the rest of the crowd revealed seven others with those marks, albeit slightly different designs.

      After the first six, the following eight were the ones wearing more challenging ensembles, such as corsets and jewelry connected to their outfits. The final two were wearing dresses comparable to Yaani’s own and looked at me coyly as I walked by. One girl’s breasts were practically overflowing out of her dress.

      I nodded and walked back over to Yaani, breathing a heavy but impressed sigh.

      “So, what’ll it be?” Yaani asked smugly.

      “Hmm.” None stood out to me, but they were all sexy, and that definitely inspired deviancy within me; there were things I wanted to try. “I have fifteen points I can spend. How many girls can that get me?” I had spent one point securing the treats for Rynissie. I wanted to keep four points so that we would have enough time to complete the other jobs, so that I wouldn’t just ruin Rynissie with my bad financial decisions outright.

      Yaani smirked. “Any two of the first six, one hour.”

      “Could I get four? If I was to only spend a half hour?” 

      “Think you can hold up against four of my girls?” Yaani asked skeptically, her breasts heaving as she stifled a laugh at my bravado. “Okay, you’re the type that likes the company, huh?”

      “Actually…” Seeing that Yaani seemed to be flexible, I spurred myself on. “What about eight girls, fifteen minutes?”

      Yaani looked at me like there was something wrong with me. “Are you the type that likes being watched?”

      “Are you judging your customer?”

      “No, no. I’m just surprised.” Yaani looked over at the girls and then back to me. “That won’t work. Math doesn’t add up.”

      I looked at the whispering line-up.

      Ahh, right, she only offered the first six. The subsequent girls must have had a different value. But now I want eight, at least.

      I looked back at Yaani. My passions were ignited, and I had settled on what I wanted. A thought had come to me; it had worked on Rynissie, so why not here?

      “A wager, one with a contract behind it,” I proposed, confidently looking down at the leaning Yaani.

      “What?” she responded, standing up straight, arms crossed.

      “Let’s make a wager. I’ll do the whole song and dance of a witness and an authority. If I lose, your call, you decide what you want. The wager—me and ALL your girls. If they’re available, of course. I’m going in, I’m walking out, all of them on the ground. Satisfied and incoherent. Within fifteen minutes.”

      The experienced madam cocked her head back, sizing me up. “Eight of my girls,” she said. She was willing to do the wager. But now, I needed to know how much I could push.

      “Eleven.”

      “Nine, and when you lose, you work at one of our sister establishments. Ten nights, no complaining. I’m being nice to you.” She stared at me, and I stared back. The onlookers were silenced by the sheer absurdity of what they’d just heard unfold.

      “Abso-finger-banging-lutely. Deal!” I said, breaking the stoic silence with a hand jutted toward the madam.

      Yaani looked at my outstretched hand and narrowed her eyes at me, smiling. “Contract it will be,” she began, stretching out her hand, “the Oceakins’ god of revelry and violence shall bear witness through the blood of a daughter.” Yaani grabbed my hand firmly, a wave surging through me and in the environment around us. “The deal is done.”

      We smirked at each other as the girls in the background started talking amongst themselves. All the while, Yaani and I kept eyeing each other down. The facade of confident smirks began to crack, however.

      “Hahaha, Madam Yaani, you walked into my trap. I’m gonna ruin your girls in a flash!”

      Our faces warped into those of maniacal warring demons spitting poison at each other.

      “Ha! You think so, pervert? Typical male bravado; I’ll believe it when I see it!” she responded; she, too, was animated by the foolish wager.

      “I am not the typical male, ma’am!”

      “Girls!” Yaani yelled, turning to her ladies, our hands still locked in a firm embrace. “Don’t you dare lose to this honored but stupid guest!”

      “Yes, ma’am!” the girls shouted back, fired up.

      Yaani looked back at me and grinned like a warlord standing atop her fort. “You’re a dead man.”

      “Dead men walking can be pretty scary, you know?” I replied. Such a divide; I would have it no other way.

      “You eat fruits a lot?” she suddenly asked, not breaking her poise.

      “Uhh. No?” I answered honestly.

      Yaani swung her head toward the girls once more. “Careful not to catch any of the guest’s goods in your mouth, girls, might be a foul, bitter one.” The girls giggled at her words. I understood; she was already hazing me. 

      I’m going to make you eat your words.

      “You’re speaking so rudely to me,” I said, letting go of her hand. “I thought I was an honored guest.”

      “I can’t help it; you’re a challenger too,” she said, shrugging.

      I giggled at her words. “That’s fine, I prefer this, feels like we just crossed a bridge.”

      “First nine girls are yours for fifteen points and fifteen minutes. Girls, squeeze him dry, use any magic you got!”

      At her command the nine girls swarmed on me, and two grabbed each of my arms, nestling my arms between their breasts. Another came and pressed up behind me. Together, the rest led me to a room on the second floor.

      Before they ushered me through the open door into the room where I would wither, however, I decided to have a bit of fun. I sent pleasurable pulses to the girl holding onto my right arm.

      She felt it, her knees buckled, and she looked up, stunned. A wide, devilish grin was reflected in her big eyes, and her ears were going red. She caught a glimpse of the wonderland that awaited her.

      The door slammed shut behind us, the click of the lock audible to everyone below.
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        * * *

      

      The following is what I was told happened on the other side of the door while I was busy watering flowers.

      “Come on, girls! That man’s not going to survive your sisters’ onslaught,” Yaani said, rallying the girls up the stairs with her. The ladies of the Loft didn’t need much convincing; a man coming in saying he would have nine of their friends on the ground in fifteen minutes wasn’t a typical night. 

      The remaining ladies took seats on the various ornate couches around the second floor as Yaani stood in front of the door in a wide stance, arms crossed. One of her elves offered her a refreshment as they waited to see the foolish man’s sorry state.

      Two minutes had passed. Yaani had begun to take a sip of her water, as one of her girls stood next to her. 

      “Haaannhaaa!” A sharp moan from beyond the door almost made Yaani choke on her water.

      “Hnnn! Ahhh! Mmmm-mmmm!”

      “Haaa-haaaa-aaaaaahhh!”

      “Ahhhnn!”

      What started as one voice quickly became an ecstatic chorus. Slowly, the waiting women stirred in their spots, staring at the door curiously. Yaani herself could recognize the owner of each passion-filled moan. She and the other girls, by virtue of having spent so much time in the same cramped building, could tell there was no falsehood in the sounds bursting through the wooden door.

      Four minutes in. The women had all huddled around the door. A certain someone’s sadistic streak had just entered full swing.

      “Ahhhn! More! More! Ahhhhn!”

      “Please—noo! Don’t ignore me!”

      “Finish me! AAANHH!”

      “Phaaa—You! Mmm—You’re the—mmmaa-best.”

      “I want it! Please! No! Not her!”

      The women outside the door were in disbelief; not only did it sound like their friends were being ravaged, but for them to hear it on the other side meant they were being pushed to scream.

      “What’s going on in there?” Yaani asked, not that anyone could answer. “H-Hey, go get the key,” Yaani commanded, in between moans. The well-dressed elf, Yaani’s second in command, rushed down the stairs in a hurry to fetch the key to the room.

      Five minutes in. The elf returned and absentmindedly handed the key over to Yaani. She was perplexed and taken aback by the incoherent babbling that was taking place on the other side of the door.

      Yaani marched up the door, unlocked it between impassioned yells and tried to turn the handle.

      “Huh?” she yelled. “Why isn’t it turning?!” Yaani looked at the door, her eyes glowing. “Hey! Open up! Or I’m tearing this door down!” This was unprecedented. She needed to know what was happening to her girls. 

      “Stop!” a voice called. It was one of her own girls from the other side of the door.

      “Hey! Maria! Are you okay in there!?” Yaani asked, preparing to tear the door down with a magically empowered fist.

      “Leave us—hngh—aloooone! You-You lost your chan—ahhn—ahhh,” the once sweet voice turned ravenous yelled. Yaani pressed her ear to the door. “Did I do good?” she heard before a loud moan took her by surprise.

      Being rebuffed, all Yaani could do was walk backward toward the crowd, stupefied.

      Eight minutes in. The moaning had died down. The women wondered if that meant everything was over. Had their girls managed to win out in the end?

      A loud click echoed in the room occupied by the bated breath of courtesans. The handle turned, creaking. Every woman had her eyes on the door. Whoever it was that was going to walk out, they wanted to know as soon as possible. The focus was so intense, a pin could be heard dropping.

      The door opened, a shadow behind it. Every woman in this room, sans Yaani, gulped. Something had surged out, hitting them, filling them with anticipation.

      “Hey, I tapped your girls out,” said the dashing and handsome long-haired figure walking out of the room. “If I keep going, some of them might be out of the game for good,” the man said, pointing back toward what would soon be seen as a scene of carnage.

      “Go check on them!” Yaani yelled to the surrounding women as the elegant man strode forward, taking the spot next to Yaani, the one her number two previously held. 

      Yaani, however, paid him no mind, focused only on the girls rushing into the room. He stood next to her, leaning against a waist-high railing, hands in his pockets. The two watched as the girls checked on their fallen comrades.

      “How are they?!” Yaani yelled from the other side.

      “Ma’am!” one of her girls called. “They’re fine!” 

      “It’s a mess in here, there’s so much on the floor…” another responded in reference to all the liquids. 

      “They’re incoherent! But they look… happy?” yet another responded.

      “Well, of course, they’re happy,” the dangerously enticing man standing next to Yaani scoffed. “They’re the recipients of the most effort I’ve pounded out so far.”

      Yaani looked at the man, who didn’t return her gaze, her mouth open in disbelief. He kept looking forward, his eyes darting between girls on the other side. She turned back to the scene of ecstatic carnage.

      “Hey, do you want to have a go?” the courageous man asked, looking at Yaani in the same way she’d once looked at him.

      Her eyes met his, still in disbelief.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Yaani’s door flung open and in she came, pulling me in her embrace as we messily kissed, the door shutting behind me thanks to a black arm. She had brought me to her room, although we couldn’t keep our hands off each other long enough for me to note how we got there. In this warmly lit room, with a magnificent bed, we continued our impassioned embrace.

       My hand found its way to her back, unfastening her dress all the way to its extent. Her defiant chest held the dress up by the force of its sheer size until I ripped the garment down, revealing the pink nipples hidden beneath. 

      Not wanting to be outdone, her hands reached for my jacket. She took hold, but before she could tug on it, I ignited her arms with some of my energy.

      “Unngh,” she moaned as her arms lost strength. 

      I broke away from her mouth, a thin trail glistening in the light, proving our connection. “Earn it,” I told her with a stern expression. Her face turned to surprise before a pant gave way due the sudden grip on her left breast.

      I pulled her dress all the way down, revealing not a single layer of undergarment. Breast firmly in hand, and a hungry Yaani waiting for the next move, I signaled I would kiss her, and she brought her lips to meet mine before I stopped short.

      I smiled at her, shooting her a condescending look. “No underwear? Do you go into every night expecting someone to sweep you off your feet?” I whispered into her ear before lightly nibbling on her neck.

      “Mmm, no, it’s just how I—” I pushed her onto the bed, denying her an opportunity at an excuse along with the kiss. She looked at me, wanting and confused. She didn’t understand why she was so easily being rebuffed. Her thoughts were interrupted by my hand reaching into the wet spot between her legs.

      She moaned loudly, her legs squeezing my hand. I poured a little bit extra into my palm, and her reaction was twofold as she grabbed onto my arm.

      I broke free from her grip and looked down at her. “Crawl up higher. On the bed.”

      She enthusiastically nodded, her bangs hitting her face. She wiggled herself up farther, where I fell over top of her, my knee riding up to press against her lower lips. Instinctually, she began grinding against it as she looked up at me with wet eyes and ragged breath.

      “You can handle me, right?” I asked as I took hold of her breast again, lightly caressing it, rubbing the nipple on occasion. “Your girls didn’t.”

      She panted, looking at me with fierce eyes. “I’m a madam of a brothel, not a girl.”

      “Funny, you look like a beautiful girl to me.” She blushed at the words as I lowered myself to her adorned ears once more. “Be just a girl, with me, for this one night.”

      “Make me,” she whispered back, the challenge orienting her back to her persona as the madam above the carnalities.

      That’s what I like to see!

      Supported by my knees and a few stealthy tendrils, I lightly caressed Yaani’s ears, jingling the jewelry hanging from them. My finger supported the back of her ear as my thumb pressed on the front.

      “Your ears aren’t sensitive, huh, Madam?”

      “Wh-why would they be?” she responded, defiantly, as she rubbed her groin against my knee.

      “I’ll give you a new sensation; just for tonight,” I whispered before igniting her ear with red energy.

      “Mmmff!” she moaned as some type of euphoria surged in through her ear. “H-how? Ahh!”

      She shouted when I bit into her ear. Almost immediately after, I could feel the leg that serviced her groin grow wetter.

      I squeezed the breast I had a grip on. “You’re enjoying this, huh? You like being overpowered and forced to experience new things?”

      “Cocky git, you’re not going to be so mouthy once I’m on top.”

      Hearing Yaani run her mouth, I decided to test her. I grabbed both her wrists and held her down. 

      “You try it,” I said as I looked down at the fierce leader of the Loft.

      “Huh?”

      “Try to lift your arms from underneath me; you're proud of your strength, aren’t you?” I looked at her arms in the warm light of her room. “Of the arms that have survived so much and stayed so strong?”

      She smiled beneath me and tried to lift the scarred arms I had hold of. At the first sign that she would win, I poured some more good feeling into her arms.

      Her face contorted as she tried to hold back a sound, but her arms lost their formidable strength.

      “Pleasure wins over, huh?” I taunted, thoroughly enjoying exchanging strength for pleasure.

      As she was in the throes of ecstasy, I covered her mouth with my hand, surprising her, and bit on her sensitive nipple. She moaned through her closed mouth and took her free hand to my hair, grabbing tightly. 

      Thud.

      A sudden sound drew my attention to the door behind me. Yaani hadn’t noticed in her throes. One hand over her mouth, my other descended toward her groin to frolic in the puddles that were leaking out from her. My fingertips were tipped with the ever so delectable buzz that would keep her occupied as I shifted my attention elsewhere.

      I can feel you…

      Beyond the door, it was faint, but I could feel something there; two distinct sources of desire. Their wants were like tiny mosquitoes on my back.

      I thought I could only feel Rynissie like this.

      I focused in on the two and discerned the difference between this and my awareness of Rynissie. They didn’t come through as strong. What I was getting wasn’t as encompassing as the information I was fed from Rynissie. Instead—

      “Mmmmph!” Yaani sounded from below, interrupting my train of thought.

      Did she notice I wasn’t paying attention?

      “MMMPH!” she moaned again, squirming uncontrollably. 

      Bringing my attention back to her, I noticed the cause; in my distraction, I had begun kneading her swelling bulb between my fingers. 

      “Here you go,” I said as I sent a sadistic wave of pleasure directly to her reddening bulb, accentuating it by pressing it against the body it protruded from. “Now, be quiet for a moment.” 

      Before she could react to having her most sensitive spot pressed against herself, from my hand, I filled her mouth with writhing tendrils from my palm, shocking her mouth with ecstasy. Her dampened noise seemed to indicate she was being overwhelmed.

      Yaani placated, I returned my focus to the eavesdroppers outside the door. Thinking on it some more, the awareness I had of them seemed to be akin to the awareness I had over my own hand; it seemed that if I wanted to move, I could. The question was—

      What is it that I can move?

      I couldn’t tell who the owner was, but all the same, I imagined grabbing a nondescript breast and squeezing it with a hand I felt could exist.

      Thud.

      Immediately after, there was definitely the sound of a sudden shuffle; my heart raced with the realization of some new function of my power.

      Thank you, girls, for letting me learn something new. Here’s a gift.

      This new function didn’t seem to be as climactic as my gifting tendrils, so I made up for it by extending two tendrils from my jacket along the floor and beneath the door. The tendrils made contact, and suddenly it felt like a connection was made between me and another person, and also with something that felt like it knew me.

      I think I understand.

      Shelving the thought for now, I sent waves of pleasure through the connection born from tendrils. Surprised yelps erupted from the other side.

      Wait! Wait, I have a plan!

      I stared back down at the barely surviving Yaani with a sinister smile. I adjusted what the eavesdroppers were receiving and turned my focus back to her. She writhed beneath me, still in ecstasy. I undid my pants and teased her moist gates with my knight standing at attention, ready to go. The knight crossed the threshold and came back out repeatedly, Yaani catching on to the cruel game she was being subjected to.

      Her senses returned to her enough to know she was being toyed with, but not enough to protest. Instead she wanted conclusive action.

      “You can handle it, can’t you? All of me? You’re a madam, aren’t you?” I asked, a smile that heralded a devilishly delightful night plastered on my face

      “Uh-huh! Uh-uh,” she enthusiastically replied, her position as a madam temporarily forgotten.

      I got Yaani on all fours, panting and hot, facing the door to her room. The two on the other side were still convulsing from their shock.

      I thrust into the madam’s sloppy, wet womanhood, the sound pairing well with her barely restrained moans filling the room. Her mighty breasts swayed in time with the thrusts, her nipples so erect they could carve ice if given the chance. Her innermost self had forgotten that she was woman at the top of an establishment built on sex and had given up on squeezing every last bit out of me, instead opting to gush and convulse with every other thrust.

      I let my desires run amok, and my jacket warped. Two black hands ran across the madam’s body, wrapping around her tummy. While I took hold of the woman’s hips in order to guide myself smoothly into her, the hands were tasting every bit of her sweat-laced body on their way to her breasts. They crawled much like vines do and strangled the nipples.

      Yaani noticed the alien touch but accepted it all the same, moaning beneath the sadistic tugging. At that sound of enjoyment, more tendrils took hold around her thick thighs, accentuating their sensitivity. The scene was turning into one where it seemed the woman was being consumed by foreign blobs of inky black. All that disrupted the narrative were her impassioned sounds.

      A wicked idea came to me, and I yanked the madam by her hair, undoing her bun.

      She rose off her arms, her back meeting my chest, the madam panting, trying to resist pleasure’s invite, her body twitching at the light pull of her scalp.

      “Madam,” I whispered, my real hand taking a firm grip of her heaving breast, the black hand overlaying on top of it. “You said you would take all of me, is that still true?” I timed a thrust with my question to grease the wheels of her mental vehicle.

      She didn’t answer verbally, but her butt ground itself into my groin further than ever before. My real hand left her breast and took hold of her cheek, nudging it slightly, one finger caressing the rougher scar. The emanations around us calmed their assault.

      “Say it,” I told her. “Say you’ll let me do whatever with you.”

      She found a strange moment to hold onto herself. She looked over her shoulder at me defiantly as she swerved her hips, a smile that matched her mood gracing her face. Make me, her eyes conveyed to me.

      “Oh? You found your spirit. You’ll let your actions slip, but you won’t admit it with your words? You’re the best!” I declared as I released her to fall on the bed, slapping her ass. “That’s a satisfying sound, don’t you think? Nice and full?” 

      She grimaced beneath the continued assault as she tried to restrain her moans. She must have felt like she was gaining power; that she was getting used to this. Little did she know, that was but a fantasy, a fantasy born from my self-restraint.

      My thrusts were slowing, and in the meantime, my hand was reaching for her special spot, the little bulb above her entrance that was now serving as a wonderful little welcoming bell.

      She gasped as she noticed the secret incursion that used the knight as cover. The bell was rung between my two fingers, and she convulsed in response to its call. My fingers rubbed the wet bell, rolling it between them, getting a sense for its shape.

      “Hmm? This clit is a bit bigger? Are you that swollen, Yaani? Hahahaha! How far you’ve fallen!” I goaded as I sharply squeezed it and released many times over. She screamed and moaned at the apex of the squeeze, but she remained strong. Her smirk had not yet disappeared.

      “Huh. I see. If it were Rynissie, she would already have fallen.” I recalled the scenario from this morning. “I see.” I stopped the assault on her womanhood, and placed my hand on her head, holding it down. Her arms had collapsed, her head and knees the main points of contact on her bed, her raised ass still trying to steal a few pleasurable moments.

      “Look at me,” I commanded, turning her head so her eyes could lock with mine. “I apologize for underestimating you. I thought I could starve you like an inexperienced woman, but here you are squeezing and stealing little moments of pleasure on your own terms.”

      She flexed her inner muscles as I praised her skill, sending a wave of pleasure up my spine, confirming my assessment of her.

      I continued chewing the scenery with an emboldened smirk. “It was foolish of me to think that normal means would bring about your end. I got cocky.” I looked at where we connected. “Quite literally.” I took hold of her ass with one hand, and on my other hand, a wisp flickered. “I shouldn’t have restrained myself, thinking that I could afford to hold back.” The devious smile returned to my face, only this time it had evolved into a hungry, wicked one. The smile of a predator about to play with its prey before devouring it. Yaani winced at the change in atmosphere; she could now see the black inky tendrils around me writhing. “An extraordinary woman deserves extraordinary means.”

      The onslaught so foolishly dampened by an arrogant man was back on, reinvigorated; the tendrils went forward taking every bit of Yaani’s sensitive and primed body. Nipples were wrapped, her clit was pinched, and my knight was bolstered. With black tendrils wrapped around it, like reinforced armor, it grew in girth and slowly and methodically reached for Yaani’s deepest extent. Every time the wall was reached, her erect protrusions were squeezed. Whenever it pulled out totally, her bell was lightly brushed, producing the marvelous chime of enjoyment.

      Her butt was kept in place by tendrils, preventing her from stealing any more pleasure, and her erogenous zones were teased until just before the point of a clitoral climax. The brief moment where the empowered knight returned to stroll through her gated garden was all she lived for in this moment turned eternity.

      The armored knight entered the garden.

      “Ahhh,” the garden’s owner welcomed.

      The knight left the garden to patrol other areas.

      “Nooo,” the garden’s owner whined.

      The hand on her face surged red, igniting every nerve ending. “You know what to say.”

      She looked inward and painfully tore down the walls of her pride. “Anything, you can do anything for tonight!”

      The multi-pronged assault had worked; the tendrils swirled and one obscured her vision like a blindfold. Before she could protest, she felt the knight return to grace her garden once more.

      “Hmm!” she moaned happily.

      I grabbed her butt and with the help of multiple arms manhandled her so that she landed, all the way down, butt on my lap, sitting on top of me, her back tickled by the heat from my chest. The thrusts came after with my tendrils helping lift her ass and pull it back down so that the knight could plunge deeper into the garden.

      “Ahhhhn!” she moaned out, practically causing the walls to shake.

      “Prepare yourself for an execution in the garden,” I taunted.

      Tendrils enveloped her arms and pulled them above her head, like she was strapped onto an X. Blindfolded by darkness, there the muscular elf sat on me, legs spread apart, arms restrained, breasts struggling to bounce against their weight, as her butt was brutally forced downwards, her garden happily swallowing up the courageous knight. Every part of her was out for all to see. All her sounds, already carving themselves into her room.

      “You kept them waiting; I’m sure they’re hungry too. I hope your garden can feed them,” I whispered to the elf, too far gone to listen. All she could do was moan with her mouth open wide.

      An emanated arm opened the door to her room. “Come on in,” I said, beckoning the guests. “Make sure to close the door behind you,”

      The spying elf girls, ashamed, walked into the room without much resistance, closing the door behind them. They were still wearing their garments, bikini-like bras and loincloths covering their drenched patches.

      I stopped my movements on Yaani and covered her mouth; the woman hadn’t noticed the intruders beneath all her moaning.

      “Hey, Yaani, guess what? Two of your girls are here to see you!”

      “Hmm?! Mmmm, mmm!” she protested before I continued my delving into her garden. A dark hand took over for my own, covering her mouth as my actual hands fell to her hips. Two hands sprouted, taking hold of her breasts, and two other hands formed to tease her crying groin. “Mmmmm!” she cried; she had not given up on her protests.

      “Girls, remove your clothes and come partake.” Despite the noise she was making, Yaani’s ears twitched; she was listening to my commands as I thrust into her. “Do good, girls, and you’ll get to feel as good as your madam does.

      “Mmmm! Mmm!” she protested yet again.

      The girls took off their clothes readily and crouched down to take a better look at Yaani’s glistening garden—that or they were looking at my gallant knight.

      Yaani’s protests, despite being something that should push them away, were too impassioned; it could only bring them closer.

      “Oh, this’ll be fun.” I bent closer to Yaani’s ear, breathing onto it. The warm tickle sent a shiver down her spine, causing her muscles to twitch, signaling yet another messy climax. “You’ll want to hear this one, Yaani.”

      “Girls, lick your madam’s mound,” I commanded, “especially the swollen little bulge she has.'' I released the hand covering Yaani’s mouth.

      “Mmmnaagh—NO, don’t, nooooooo!” Yaani yelled as her impassioned moans fell on deaf ears. 

      The girls gingerly licked Yaani’s lively bell, some of her spray landing on their faces. All the while my hands stayed firm on the woman as I thrust into her.

      Occasionally, the girls would lick too far down, crossing onto my own tool, but I couldn't blame them for being adventurous.

      I formed a hand and lightly lifted one of their faces. A girl with blue eyes, blond hair and a blue choker looked back at me.

      “Maria, was it?” I asked as I plugged Yaani’s mouth with my real fingers, the thrusts of the knight slowing down. “How does your madam taste?”

      The girl became shy, as if this was the thing that went too far, but a quick little brush of her steamy nether with a foot was enough to motivate her.

      “Bitter, it tastes bitter.”

      “Hmmmmghph,” Yaani sounded, embarrassed.

      “Hear that, Yaani? Your girl thinks you’re bitter!” The black hands on her breasts tugged sharply on her nipples before switching to a light rub and tease. “You should probably eat some fruit; I hear that improves the taste. Hahaha!”

      A light round of goading over, my assault resumed, the woman’s garden slushing louder than before. Though she protested all throughout, I could feel the incredible tongue treatment my fingers were getting. I increased my own movements in response to reward the effort.

      Maria, who sat there dumbstruck, received another order underneath Yaani’s rampant moans. “Maria, Yaani should taste you.” The girl jumped. “Give her a lick of your fingers.” 

      As her friend continued working on Yaani’s swollen bell, Maria stuck her fingers into her deepest reaches gently while I watched her. She pulled them out, a transparent, trailing liquid covering them.

      “Stick them in her mouth,” I said, removing my own.

      The girl hesitantly rose and put her fingers near Yaani’s moaning mouth, lightly touching her lips. Yaani, like a fish, took the fingers whole at the slightest touch.

      Maria’s face went red immediately as her legs buckled from the excitement of her boss being so ravenous for her.

      I pulled her fingers free from Yaani’s mouth and pulled her next to me. She sat on my hand as it began working on her own mound, rhythmically tapping the rough patch in her cavern. The girl tightened her grip around my arm as climax after climax visited her.

      I returned my focus to Yaani. “Hey, Yaani, how did that taste?” I gave her a moment of repose for her to speak.

      “Mmm, sw-sweet,” she said, stretching her neck in response to the licks from below.

      “Oh, is that so? Hey, did you hear that?” I said, removing the blindfold from Yaani so that she could see who I was speaking to.

      Her eyes went wide, but she couldn’t stop herself from moaning from the work her other girl, and my knight, were doing.

      “Hey, Maria, she said you tasted sweet! Maybe you can give her some dietary advice!”

      “Hrrh, I will, mmm,” Maria whimpered as she convulsed.

      Yaani hadn’t taken her eyes off of Maria, but seeing the girl convulse over my hand triggered Yaani’s own climax.

      “Don’t stop, Yaani, show your girls why you’re the best!” I declared, pounding Yaani harder while igniting her body with my red energy.

      If the tightening was any indication, Yaani maintained her orgasm for longer than a minute before falling listless, barely moaning at the other elf’s lick. Her body gave out, turning from steel-like, chiseled flesh to jelly, the only thing holding her up being the tendrils that restrained her.

      “Oh, whoa, whoa there,” I said in protest. “You can’t just crap out on me now, Yaani.”

      Yaani wasn’t the only one that had reached a high; I had too.

      It wouldn’t be so bad to just let go now.

      I pulled Yaani back up to my body and ensnared the other two elves in tendrils.

      “Show me what you got,” Yaani whispered in her dream-like state; even in exhaustion she stood tall. 

      My surprise and awe turned into a wide smile. “With pleasure!” I exclaimed and pushed myself into my own release. The inky black surrounding us all—and for the two visitors, penetrating them—was released on its own accord, to everyone’s barely cognizant surprise, in conjunction with my own climax, surging through the bodies of all three elves. We all could do naught but fall listless from the sudden expulsion.
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        * * *

      

      “Mmmmmm, adjust your angle a little bit.”

      “Like this?”

      “Ohhh, mmm, yeah, yeah that’s good.”

      Yaani and I were the first to recover and were now going strong, fully clothed, Yaani rocking over my sitting body on the edge of the bed, the other two elf girls asleep beside us. 

      “I’m really impressed, Yaani. I didn’t expect you to still be going strong after whatever that outburst was.”

      Truth be told, after my climax, Yaani was down for all of ten seconds. We managed to stay away from each other long enough for Yaani to put her dress back on. Unfortunately when I saw her, I floated the idea to her, “Wanna go again?” and just like that we were back at it, albeit at a much more reasonable pace.

      “Don’t, mmm, don’t praise me too much, I’m well past my limit. I’m going to be sore in the morning.” She bent to nibble on my neck, and I thrust a little bit more forcefully in response. She left my neck to release a small moan. “I just happen to be spectacular at this.”

      “Hey, you’re gonna wake them up,” I joked.

      “Please, they’re stiller than the dead,” Yaani replied as her back arched, her fingers sank into my shoulders, and her breasts hugged my face. “That was a good one.”

      I took hold of her butt, squeezing it rhythmically in time with my thrusts, sometimes pulling her cheeks apart.

      “Hey,” I said as I started to pull her dress down with my teeth.

      “What’s up?” she replied, helping me by tugging her dress out of the way.

      “Can I ask what’s up with those faded marks some of the girls have on their chests?” I blew on her erect nipple, then bit it lightly.

      “You mean the Bond mark?” she asked, looking down at me, breathing heavily.

      I released her nipple to answer her question, taking hold of it with a tendril. “That’s the Bond?” I asked quizzically and shocked that that was how it looked.

      “Yeah—I mean, sort of—Can you take me against the wall over there?”

      I nodded, and we ended up against the wall next to her bed. Her hands and face were pressed against the wall. I again had a firm hold on her waist as we moved. We weren’t going as hard, just nice, smooth and rhythmic. What was earlier a giant buffet was now a dessert for full people satisfying a sugar craving. I would move and she would match my movements.

      “Hey, I’m going to lift your leg, is that okay?”

      “Go for it,” she replied. Immediately after the leg went up, she moaned and spoke. “You’re—mmm—you’re deep…”

      “Is that bad?”

      “No, it’s good, keep doing it, but I won’t be able to stand on one leg for long.”

      “Understood.”

      “Now, where was I… Mmmm, oh my, yes, the Bond. The girls with that are girls who lost their loved one, mmmm-aahh, harder, harder.”

      “Got you,” I replied as I thrust hard enough to hear our liquids sloshing together, the smacks against her ass bouncing off the walls.

      “Ahhhh! Mmmmm no, okay, I can’t! We need to sit.”

      I sat on a comfy chair and she nestled herself onto my joystick once again. Her nipples right in front of me, I clamped down on one while massaging the other breast.

      “Mmm, so good. Anyway.” She took more of the lead, rocking back and forth, making extra effort to pull her breast further away from my mouth to get the nice sensation of a pull. “When a person’s loved one dies, the Bond turns like that. Those are girls that have lost their soulmates, and that’s how the Bond acknowledges it.”

      I looked up at her from below, still sucking on her tender nipple, and my quizzical look conveyed to her my next question.

      “I like the Bond system. That’s what you were going to ask, right? It’s the one good thing some god gave us, hmmmm, just a bit faster please.” I complied. “It’s what brought us out of the Age of Antiquity, to the Age of Romance, you know? It’s—ahhh!” She wrapped her arms around me as her rocking increased. “Ahhhhgh-mmm, it’s… saved a lot of girls,” she said between gasps. “Saved girls from liars and cheats.” She waved her hand in front of me, signaling me to stop moving. “Woo, I’m dizzy.”

      “No problem, I’m still very impressed by you.”

      “Thanks.”

      “So Maria, over there, she lost her loved one?”

      “Unfortunately, it was an early death. Mauled by a monster that escaped some ruin.” My heart sank at the madam's word choice. “Happened some eighteen years ago I believe.”

      “Wow.” I shelved a thought I had and opted to look over to the sleeping Maria in silence. “Is it possible for them to find a bond again?”

      “Of course! A woman with a faded Bond can still find someone to form a new Bond with, it’s just hard. There’s a story that attracts some girls of a prostitute that once found her true love at a brothel. You hear of it from time to time.”

      “And that’s enough to make girls take up the life?”

      Yaani gave a complex look. “From what I hear, the Bond does something; it makes you feel more in all senses, according to what the girls tell me. Maria was with her boy for eighty years. That’s a blink for elves, but that’s still a long time,” Yaani said, sighing at the breadth of the idea. “I have nothing but admiration for the girls.”

      “Yeah,” I replied, thinking back to something I’d felt earlier. I changed topics before it could get to me. “And what about you?” I playfully looked around her chest, even lifting the breast slightly. “I see no Bond on you.”

      “Hahaha, well, I haven’t found the right person. Some people never find one, you know.”

      “Oh, don’t say that!” My heart sank another level.

      “No, don't worry over me. The majority of people that don’t find someone—it’s because they’re rotten. That’s why the Bond’s good. It stops horrid people from lying to sweet people.”

      “Yaani, that doesn’t make me feel better for you!”

      “Don’t worry about me, Auroro. Even if I never find someone, I love my girls. The Bond marks passionate, romantic love, but that doesn’t mean other loves don’t exist.” Yaani smiled gently at her romantic notion. “And you wanna know something else?” she asked while I was pulling up her dress. “My mother found my father toward the end of their lives, and they had me against all odds. A whole life it took, but they still found one another and had a happy couple dozen years. If my parents could hold out that long, I can too.” 

      “And yet, you’re the madam of a brothel…”

      “Hey, sex is sex, Auroro!” Yaani ground her butt into my groin, rocking my tool around.

      “Hey! I thought we were done!”

      “Yeah, we are—I can’t move anymore. That might have been a bit too much for me.”

      “I’m going to head out then, thank you for the evening.”

      “Sorry, Auroro, I would see you out, but my legs are mush.”

      “So you’re just going to sleep there?” I asked Yaani, who had crumpled into her comfy chair.

      “Well, the girls are done, and I can’t muster the energy to move them.”

      “Fair enough, they are adorable.” I opened the door to her room and looked back to her. “Well, I’ll be sure to visit some other time. I’ll take the other girls then.”

      “Sure, bring proper money next time. I’m not doing any more wagers.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said, waving her warning away.

      “Oh, hey, Auroro,” Yaani called as I turned around. “What do you think of all my scars?”

      “Hot. You wear them well.” There was no need to hesitate.

      I smiled and nodded, then walked through a small kitchen, through another door, and down the hallway that led to the main room.

      Opening the door, I was greeted by the girls who were sitting around. It was mostly the girls that I hadn’t fornicated with.

      I spoke with Yaani’s replacement at the welcome desk. “So. Your boss is okay.”

      “Yeah, we heard,” she said and giggled, the girls behind us giggling as well.

      “Yeah, are you guys having a busy night?” I asked, looking around. There were only four other girls here.

      The replacement shook her head. “No,” she said, “you were the last person to come in.”

      “Is that normal? I thought this place would be popular.” We looked to the other girls, who shrugged back.

      “No? I think? We’re not too sure. It may just be too early or something… maybe?”

      “Huh. Well, I hope you have a profitable night.”

      “We hope so too!”

      I waved to the girls and left the establishment.
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        * * *

      

      I walked outside of the brothel and took in a big breath of cool air. With that release, my shoulders and my poise fell. The feelings I’d experienced during my little sexcapade, that I kept pushing away, were waiting for me to engage with them. I pulled out the bag of sweets I’d gotten Rynissie. 

      “Yeah, yeah. You were right, Rynissie, nothing but sadness there. Mostly.”

      I thought back to one of the girls that stood out to me in particular, Maria. When I connected with her, it was so strong it almost overwhelmed my senses. 

      Is that why she was able to recover so quickly? Was she craving an escape that badly? 

      Not only was there a gaping hole where all the happiness seemed to disappear into, but there was also the immense guilt. It was soul crushing. And I only felt a fraction of it. And not just Maria; most of the girls were in various stages of distress.

      What had those girls done that was so wrong to warrant so much guilt and shame? Love someone that was fated to die too soon? Crave a moment of intimacy? They can’t kill their baser desires; there’s no shame in that.

      I, too, failed to stand up against my base desire at the last moment.

      But I wondered.

      Is it truly that hard to find someone new to love?

      Yaani spoke kindly of it, but it seemed there was still some sadness to be had with the Bond system in spite of the idealistic picture it first painted.

      Before I noticed, a tear had formed and fallen onto Rynissie’s sweets.

      “Oh, oops,” I said, my voice threatening to break. “Better wipe that off, or Rynissie will know I was crying, haha.” I tried to rub the drop water away with my jacket’s sleeve. “I don’t know how she’ll manage it, but I don’t want to be the fool that underestimates Rynissie’s eyes.”

      Carefully placing the sweets back in my jacket, I walked down onto the street and spun around, taking all of the environment in.

      I’m not here to fix this world.

      I came to a stop and rolled up my sleeve.

      I’m here to get to the end. And maybe help Rynissie out.
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        * * *

      

      “And what do I get when I win this game?” The question that I’d directed at the goddess.

      “I’ll return you to the cycle of incarnation, and the natural order will be preserved.”

      “So this is just a fun extracurricular, huh.”

      

      I returned from the memories of my time with the goddess and looked at my arm. The numbers still counted down to my expiration. They hadn’t stopped. What was sadder was that for all those girls I violated, including Yaani, who seemed so strong, I had only gained about eleven days.

      “That’s brutal, goddess.” I didn’t want to even start to fathom the breakdown on those numbers, considering Yaani’s force of personality.

      I put my hands in my pockets and made to head back to Rynissie. But before my foot could complete the first step, a voice called out to me.

      “So, out at night sampling our distorted delights? You only prove my suspicions of you right.”

      I came to a stop, retracting the foot I’d put out slowly. An unwelcome flame flickered inside me.

      “Hey. You made a mistake, right?” I said, loud enough for her to hear.  “You meant to say delicious, right? As in delicious delights?” I turned around to face the speaker. The heat of ire warmed my body. “You wouldn’t speak so badly of your people, right?” I looked the speaker right in the eyes. “Elf princess?”

      “I’ve made no mistakes.” She stood unwavering behind her immovable, gloriously stubborn walls.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      A couple dozen minutes away, in the warmly lit room of a certain inn, a wildland elf stirred in a forest elf-made bed as she mulled over her course of action for the coming day.

      “So we’ll definitely stop by the weapon and armor shops… He seems like he’s delicate, so maybe we should go to the bath works too… Oh! Maybe he wants to see the upper levels of the city. I bet he’ll freak,” Rynissie mused as she wondered about what her companion would like to see in the city of Viridia.

      Before her on the bed was a guild-branded notepad with names of destinations within Viridia, scribbled down with a few crossed out. Freshly showered, with hair like leaves dripping in morning dew, she had thrown herself onto the bed, landing on her belly, more readily than one of her heritage would be willing to let on. Her outfit wasn’t as fastened as it typically would be out in the field, and her long, chestnut-colored hair was let out, spreading out in every direction. As she thought of a new place to visit, her shins would rise and fall repeatedly, falling against the bed, signaling the giddiness that a schoolchild regularly felt.

      Had her companion been here, would she have let him see this state? Most definitely not.

      “Maybe I should take him to a magic shop. He needs to learn the basics,” she said aloud as she scribbled the names of magical establishments down, her thoughts spurred on by the memory of him getting whacked by a frenzied ape. “Hmm, hmm, hmm”—she giggled—“he had that one coming; good thing I didn’t need to shoot her after all,” she said as she reminisced of the frantic scene from earlier in the day.

      The memory of the comical scene turned her head to the side, so that her right cheek lay on the green sheet of the bed, her damp bangs falling across her forehead. Her gaze was silently fixed on the door without a sliver of emotion shining through her eyes; she just stared without aim and without knowledge of when the static scene would change.

      “Spirits only know where you are, Auroro,” she said aloud for no one in particular. “What’s the big idea? You’ve been gone forever. Are you planning to be out all night? I should’ve gone with you.” 

      A pout visited the young woman’s face as she processed the sound of her own words. She flipped herself onto her back, her head resting on the hands folded behind her head.

      “What do I care?” she complained. “We only met today in the woods.”

      She chewed on her tongue as she mulled over her memories of the day, until she reached the memory that flushed her cheeks with heated blood. At the memory, she turned onto her side, away from the door as if to hide from an invisible observer. Her hand slowly reached down her abdomen as she thought about what many would consider the greatest mistake of the week.

      “Jerk. It was my first time, too,” she whispered, without a tinge of anger clouding her pensive serenity. “Who leaves someone on their own on the first night after doing all of that… Maybe I should’ve let him hold m—” She suddenly snapped up on the bed. “What am I thinking? I shouldn’t be getting carried away!” she declared, pushing the images of her companion’s cocky grin behind a mental door. “That guy’s probably not even thinking about me; why should I think about him?” 

      She puffed out her chest and crossed her arms, looking as aloof as she could. The form was held for a couple dozen seconds before crumpling into a hunch. 

      “He’s probably doing something stupid,” she lamented, turning her gaze toward a window. “Today; it was fun, though,” she said, the sadness dripping from her voice soaking into the walls and spirits that heard it.

      Her eyes wandered over to the notepad that had shuffled along with her impassioned movements. She took it up once more and read over the contents.

      “This is a good list of places to visit. I’m sure he’ll be excited tomorrow,” Rynissie said with a smile as she imagined strolling around the city hidden within the trees. “Hope we don’t run into any beautiful women, though. For their sakes,” she said, giggling. 

      As Rynissie’s night ended, her companion’s night had yet to reach its climax.
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        * * *

      

      It felt like the whole forest had gone still; not even the phantasmal breeze that blew between the buildings seemed to be stirring. It was as if the whole forest was observing the standoff between the elf princess and me.

      I calmed my fledgling anger and stared down the princess; it didn’t seem that she was going to speak first.

      “So. You’ve made no mistakes. Then you have a just and true reason for being here?” I asked, cocking my head to the side, staring daggers into the woman.

      She closed her eyes as if to say she was deflecting my pointed remarks without a tinge of effort or concern. “That I do,” she started, “I have determined you to be a suspicious element, and will need you to come for questioning.” She opened her eyes once more. “So that we may ascertain your nature.”

      “That’s…”

      That’s so straightforward! You’re just acting on suspicions, and you can say it while looking so confident!?

      “So you’re going to nail me just because I visited”—I pointed over to Yaani’s Loft—“that wonderful establishment over there.”

      She coughed into her hand at hearing my accurate description of the facility. “No. But seeing that you were someone that would visit… that… type of establishment certainly justified my suspicions.”

      How can you be so bold to just say that without a second thought? How can you be so honest, like it’s nothing?

      Just like that, my ire was reignited. “Hey! There are elves, forest elves—your people—working in there!” I said, both hands out of my pockets now and animated; I had to return to a previous thought. “Are they suspicious too? Do they offend your sensibilities?”

      Veerie looked over to the building and turned back. “Yes,” she said, unwavering. “They shouldn’t engage in that type of behavior; it is unbecoming and shameful,” she said with an air of superiority and an upturned nose.

      “Hey! Can’t you put yourself in their shoes?” I started, flabbergasted still at this girl’s directness on the matter. “A good chunk of them are just trying to deal with their loss—”

      “There are more constructive ways to deal with loss!” she shouted back. I recoiled at the sharp increase of her volume as she calmed herself back down. She looked at the establishment quickly, and then back to me, “I feel for them, but they are still misguided. It would do them good to find better callings. We are a rich people; I’m sure they could find something more worthy of their time. Higher aspirations are open to all.”

      “Help them then.”

      “Pardon? I didn’t hear you.”

      “Go in there and help them then. Help them find something better,” I said loudly enough for her to hear. “You’re their ruler, right? Go in there and lend a hand to the ones most lost. If you’re going to have people under you, then cherish them. If you’re going to berate them for their choices, help them make better ones! Help build them up, not tear them down!”

      She cocked her head and narrowed her eyes at me, her mouth crooked.

      Was what I said that strange?

      “I-I don’t have time to help everyone in my city. Furthermore”—she crossed her arms and looked away—“why would I ever walk into such a dirty place?”

      Seriously? That’s your comeback? This girl is more high and mighty than a god.

      The conversation had deviated so far away from where we’d started; she was definitely caught off balance, but I didn’t have the acuity of mind to relish or take advantage of that.

      “You don’t have time to help, but you have time to criticize!?” I yelled, startling the princess. She stared at me, half as flabbergasted as I was at her. “Hey. Say it,” I started, dropping my hands to the side and standing straight once more. “Say it. Say that they have to fend for themselves. Say you’re too good to lend a helping hand.”

      “Th-This isn’t about me—”

      “Say you can’t even bother to send people here. Say it. Say all you’re good for is criticizing from afar. You’re honest, right? I’ll understand that. “

      A nerve was struck; the princess’s face had gone red—not with the usual passion-induced excitement but rather with a passionate fury.

      “You have some nerve!” she screamed back. “It’s not my fault they’ve made terrible choices unbecoming of their people!”

      Has Yaani made terrible choices? She said yes to my bet, so one for sure. Did Maria? Perhaps she would have been better off going down another route. What about the girls that don’t have Bonds at all? Yeah, maybe bad choices. I’m not blind to it. I know bad choices get made. I’m sure some are there because they have nothing better to do. But somehow, princess, it feels you’ve gone too far in your admonishing of them. I need to understand you.

      “Hey, princess,” I started in a restrained tone, my anger having escalated so far it looped back into a clam, “the guards, the Viridian guards, do they go to these kind of establishments?” I asked, looking directly at her.

      The princess was taken aback, utterly shocked, as if I had denounced her god and spat in its face. “Of course not! They represent the pride, the refinement and the discipline that the forest elves strive for!” she shouted back without missing a step, her speech impassioned.

      Before she had even answered, the image of her brutish buddy, the one who was so refined he was kicked out of Yaani’s, was held in my mind.

      How blind can one person be?

      “Are you insane?”

      “Huh?! H-How dare you! I am of sound mind!” she said, stomping her feet like a child throwing a tantrum. 

      That was it. I understood now. 

      This girl isn’t terrible; she’s just blind. 

      Those walls she rested behind were so high and impenetrable that she was made blind to the world around her. If I told her that her zealous buddy had been hanging around here, she may have had a breakdown.

      As I was putting together my conclusions, she didn’t know to stop and continued, bringing the conversation back to the reason she was here. “And! This isn’t about me! This is about you! Your perverse existence!”

      Perverse?

      My ears perked up at hearing a word that could accurately describe me.

      “You’re calling me ‘perverse’? Well, that sounds like the only reasonable judgment you’ve passed so far.” My insults hit their mark, and she was wound up even further. “So, princess, let me get this right,” I said, looking down at the ground as I put everything I knew together. “Because I lead a ‘perverse existence,’ you have come to detain me, so that you figure out if I’m going to be a problem for the people of Viridia, or something like that?” I looked back to her to catch her answer. She locked eyes with me once more.

      “Yes,” she replied, pointedly and shortly, her teeth clenched.

      I sighed at the ridiculousness of this scenario before I could muster the patience to continue. 

      “I’m not going to ask how you identified me as a perverse element. I’m going to assume it was some weird elven magic that I wouldn’t be able to understand,” I said.

       The princess seemed to become uncomfortable with my assumption, clenching the fists that were at her sides and breaking eye contact with me for the moment.

      Hey, hey. Am I wrong? Then why are we here?

      “Whatever,” I said, resigning myself to the unreasonable turn of events. “Doesn’t matter how you came to that conclusion.” I pointed at myself to make sure the princess was looking at me. “I refuse to be arrested. I’m going to turn around. And I’m going to leave. You can bother me in the morning. If I still offend you by then, I’ll leave town. Problem solved.”

      I was done. This was ridiculous. But the princess just wouldn’t let it go.

      “You’re not going anywhere!” she yelled, seizing my attention with her rage. “You will come with me. Tonight. You will not be allowed to roam anymore!”

      “God, princess, why are you so stubborn!?” I yelled back; this was beyond unreasonable.

      “Because I have a duty!” she responded once more. “You will come with me, willingly or by force.”

      By force? You’re going to take me by force?

      “Ahh. So you’re going to conquer me? In your own way?” I was at my limit; the only thing that could spare my sanity was putting the situation back into terms I could understand. Stripping away the context, the situation was simplified. “I’m not going to be conquered just like that.”

      “You don’t have a choice in the matter,” the princess replied. Any pretense of kindness was now as dead as the rotten leaves beneath the forest undergrowth.

      “Hah, that’s funny. I’ve got no choice, huh?” I said, putting my arms out to my sides. “How the tables have turned for me! What a day!” I said, trying to return to good spirits. “And here I thought my fun night was coming to an end.” I looked up to the forest canopy. “It looks like there’s still a little bit more in store for me.” I put my hands back down like a puppet whose strings were cut, the energy leaving my body after that hammy declaration. “Hey, princess, before this gets settled. Can you allow me one last word? You’ve allowed me to speak this much.”

      “You may speak,” the princess replied, satisfied that it seemed I had relinquished power over to her.

      I took a breath and thought of the women in the Loft. Yaani was a confident woman who loved carnalities and also the girls in her care. She still wished for the fairytale love her parents had found. Maria was the face of the other formerly bonded women. The representative of people longing to be loved like they once were. I held those two and all the other women that I connected with in my mind. 

      “Princess. I won’t lie. They have probably made bad choices at some point. Some may be in the midst of bad choices right now. You with your impeccably wise evaluation, and completely infallible sight, have seen the nuances of the situation through to a conclusion that only you could reach. Those women don’t deserve you,” I said, to which the princess smiled. I was not sure why; anyone could tell my praise was about to turn. “They deserve better than you. That’s my conclusion,” I stated, smiling back at her. “But maybe I’m just too much of a bleeding heart to seekers of passion.” 

      The princess’s face turned quickly, as if she was stabbed in the back by a loyal comrade.

      “All right, princess,” I said, taking advantage of the well-earned silence, “you want to conquer me? Then game on,” I said, getting into a tiny bit more ready pose.

      The princess in response shook herself out of shock and reached for her sword. 

      It’s time for the biggest, most strategic move I’ve made so far.

      I suddenly jerked my head to the left, looking up at the roof of Yaani’s Loft. 

      “Oh, hey, prince!” I suddenly yelled, waving like he was a friend. “I didn’t think you were part of this too!”

      “V-Virid?!” Veerie exclaimed, following my gaze to the side.

      “Made you look,” I teased before being quickly jerked upwards toward the roofs of the buildings opposite Yaani’s side of the street.

      “Huh?!” Veerie exclaimed once again, but it was too late. By the time she turned to look at the spot I was once in, I was already scampering onto a rooftop and extending another arm into the far canopy.

      I need to get better at climbing onto high ledges. This looks too uncool.

      I lifted my body onto the rooftop with a grunt and stood up, looking back at the princess, who had finally spotted me.

      “I’m going to run away. Good luck catching me, okay?” 

      “Get back here!” she yelled, still stomping her feet.

      I saluted her before being jerked away once again, this time toward the canopy above. The arm I’d produced had reached something that it had a grip on and was now pulling me toward it at a speed similar to a sprint. 

      The pull up to the first layer of branches was long, but thankfully I had stockpiled enough of the black substance to make the journey.

      Sorry, princess, you shouldn’t have given me time to think.

      When I took a moment to think of Yaani, I also thought of our hot and steamy session earlier. In some ways, the thought came as naturally as a breath. But thanks to that, I had regained some of the black substance that I had released earlier with the ladies.

      Yaani’s a good woman. Wouldn’t mind letting her take me for a ride again.

      I reached the first branch and managed to land on it safely. Behind me, there was no sign of the elf princess. 

      I doubt she’s just going to give up there.

      Above me, there seemed to be a thicker layer of branches crossing over each other. I extended another arm above me and proceeded to swing away.

      Below me, it’s a pretty long drop. If I get a bit higher, I can probably just fall onto branches if I make a mistake.

      I moved through the air quickly and broke through the significantly thicker layer of crisscrossing branches, stepping off of branches as I ascended. On a new layer, there was still no princess, but I chose to continue moving. There were about four meters between the layer I could stand on and the ceiling layer; enough space to comfortably move around in.

      I swung forward, gripping new branches with my emanated arms as I moved. As I swung though, in my loneliness, a thought came to mind.

      Strange. Did the princess confront me by herself?

      It was then that a fuse was lit and my neurons themselves seemed to be ignited as memories connected to my current circumstance.

      Allegria’s warning echoed in my mind. “Auroro, take care. You never know who may come up to you in nooks and crannies.”

      Had Allegria known there were eyes on me?

      Rynissie’s words visited me second. “There are, they’re just up in the canopy. Don’t underestimate that fabled elf-vision. Can shoot you in the head from a mile.”

      Shit. This is where the elves hang out, isn’t it? The snipery ones—isn’t it?

      “Then where are they!?” I yelled aloud.

      I frantically looked all around me. It was then, by some stroke of luck, that I saw something in the corner of my eye as I swung my head around. My memories putting me on edge, the mere possibility of a sudden movement triggered a vicious reflex, spawning two giant black hands from my back to cover my sides as I was midair.

      This time, the reflex was appreciated; on my right side, something came toward me and was blocked by the bestial, inky mass in the form of an oversized claw. Not stopping for a second, I brought the caught object to the other side of the arm to examine it as I moved.

      “This is… a trick arrow?!”

      Trick arrows; arrows with special heads meant to be used in conjunction with some versatile magic. Rynissie made use of her stunning arrows, impact arrows and those paralyzing arrows. In my grip now was an arrow with some bola rope work hanging from an open, blunt arrowhead.

      Someone’s serious about catching me!

      Mid-swing, I changed trajectories, extending an arm upwards at a slight angle. No more running in this layer; I needed to get out of this branchy mess.

      I can’t see them, but they can definitely see me!

      I ascended through the upper layer, kicking off the branches that got in the way and gripping onto the new slightly higher branches. Ascending through this mess of branches and leaves was troublesome, but that was not what made me regret my choice.

      As I ascended, I could distinctly hear the sound of branches breaking and creaking. Beside me.

      They’re on me!

      An emanated arm, serving as a scout, went on for longer than the previous arms before it grabbed onto something; in other words, there was a patch of empty space coming up. I reeled myself in with gusto, breaking through the final ceiling of branches into a new layer of canopy.

      “Uhh,” I gasped as I gazed upon the sight I broke into.

      My arm had grabbed onto a branch many meters away. But between that branch and me was essentially a whole new city. One adorned with luminescent flowers on all structures, bridges of rope and wood connecting the trunks of these seemingly never-ending trees and, of course, platforms and houses built onto and into the trees. All along the trunks of the forest of trees before me were ladders and stairs both descending and ascending still.

      Unfortunately, I was not the only one that broke into this new layer. 

      On both sides, green-hooded figures followed me. I heard the sound of many breaking through the branches but could only see the two on the sides. And unfortunately for me, one had a brilliant ball of fluttering light in his hand.

      “Oh, no no no!” I yelled as I reeled myself in at the fastest speed that I had ever attained. I had been able to just barely outpace the release of magic—in this case, a blinding burst of light.

      However, in doing so, I flew so quickly into the branch that I didn’t have time to adjust my landing.

      “Gack!” I yelped as my ribs collided with the mighty branch.

      Pain surged through my body and joined with the pain of already sore muscles as I fell to a platform below, barely breaking my fall. The giant claws that were protecting me were inadvertently dispelled by the pain-born mists clouding my mind.

      Can’t take even a second.

      I shoved the acknowledgement of the pain into the back of my mind and scampered onto my feet. I had to run; I had to remove myself from what seemed to be a residential area. Ahead of me was the edge of the platform, guarded by railing that I could jump from.

      My aim was to be a playful scoundrel, not a criminal disturbing the peace of the elves!

      From above, another hooded figure descended, lightly landing without a sound between me and the jumping point, a person-long staff in hand. 

      The figure most likely thought I would stop at his arrival or at least pause to change directions; it was what a reasonable person would do. 

      The figure became alert and readied himself to strike hastily; his prediction fell short—I was unreasonable. I didn’t falter. With a wave of my hand across me, I created a black, inky blanket between us, some five people wide. It totally obscured what the other party was doing on either side.

      The hooded elf swung wide, from end to end of the inky blanket, the staff flying at a height that would have struck my torso, but alas, all it struck was air. As soon as the blanket was created, I dropped down to slide, having launched long tendrils from my fingers. The tendrils had taken hold of the railing that lay beyond the elf and pulled me toward them.

      As he finished his strike through the dissipating blanket, I slid out beneath the elf’s right side, completely sneaking past it. At high speed, sliding along on my rump toward the edge of the platform, I gritted my teeth and braced my feet for the beating they were about to receive.

      But then everything became worse. Off in the left side of my vision, a hooded elf leapt into action, shooting an arrow at me. I had to adjust my trajectory—and I did. A tendril grabbed onto another rail bar, shifting me slightly to the left. I avoided the arrow; it landed in the space I would have been in, releasing some strange goo. But at what cost?

      It all happened so fast.

      Oh, dear god! Tendrils, wrap them! Wrap them!

      A moment later, amid the sounds of splintering wood, I was once again in the air, sticking my hand out in the direction that I wanted my tendrils to reach for. My feet dangled listlessly; they were not in pain as I expected them to be. Of course, they wouldn’t be—they didn’t break through the bar. My crotch did.

      “RAAAAAAAGH!” I roared; the pain was unimaginable. It felt like my bowels were on the verge of evacuating after having done so five times in the span of a second, even though no such evacuation had occurred. Pain was all I knew. I cursed everything. The tendrils, even though they wrapped around them, did nothing for me.

      “Ouch.”

      “Oof.”

      “Ack.”

      “May the gods be with him.”

      There was a collective cringe for the event. Ironically, those were the loudest sounds the pursuing elves had made—pity.

      Come on, Auroro, focus. Concentrate!

      I tried my best to pump myself with some of my own energy, but the pain was overwhelming.

      What had occurred was tragic. In shifting myself, I’d ended up aligning my crotch perfectly with the bar. I’d also neglected to bring my feet together in time due to how quickly the evasive maneuver occurred. By the time I could bring my feet together, the railing’s bar was already past my knees.

      I fought through the pain and sent a tendril toward the branches. Once latched, I retreated into my thoughts.

      I’ve avoided a fight. Worse comes to worst I can point that out; that I didn’t want to fight. They’ll be lenient on someone that just wanted to run, right? I just cracked my nuts so hard wood splintered before them. They’ll feel bad for me, right? Please pity me.

      My initial thought was to just give the elf princess a quick run around and work off my annoyance in the process. She was already so unreasonable that I thought my reaction would be understandable in comparison. Her brother not knowing about her little escapade gave me hope. But seeing the response, it appeared that I had been mistaken, or rather, I had made a bad move. And now that I had encountered a world-shattering pain, I was knee deep in regrets. My power was starting to alleviate the pain enough that I could think clearly, but I was probably going to feel this for a while.

      I looked around as I rose at all the buildings most likely housing sleeping elves.

      “A criminal roughhousing across peaceful neighborhoods.” I wonder if I can get off as easily as a wildland elf would.

      It was then in the midst of my thoughts that I was struck in the back.

      “Gugh!” I grunted as a strange sensation surged through my body. It didn’t feel like the pain of an arrow lodging itself into my skin, it felt different. In a way, it was mildly reminiscent of my encounter with the goddess; a strange overbearing presence that just wanted me to submit before it. A presence that demanded that I accept that I was captured.

      The sudden attack, as repulsive as it was, broke my concentration and blotted out the pain from my nether region. My vision was flooded by bright lights. The black arm was dispelled as I was taken prisoner by the effects of whatever hit me. The sudden impact of air against my face was not able to shake my buzzing mind from the reality that had befallen me; I was falling through the air with only a messy layer of branches that could potentially stop me.
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        * * *

      

      “Auroro?” a certain elf called from her inn room as she looked out her window. Something having alerted her.
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        * * *

      

      “Hah!” I exclaimed, a pang from a distance, an awareness of a person rousing my thoughts. “Rynissie! Don’t worry about me!”

      I could feel it; far away, my companion was waiting. From far away, I felt a tug toward her. Was it due to my power, the contract or because of our relationship; I knew not. What I did know was that I was thankful that something roused me ahead of time.

      “Gah, what is this?” I exclaimed as I looked at my person. My arms were forced to my sides through some phantasmal means, and a ring of light with seven spokes had formed around me, surrounding me at my sternum. Though the ring itself didn’t touch my body, its squeezing embrace could be felt as my clothes and body reacted and crumpled against the invisible force.

      I broke free from the goddess—

      “I can break free from this!” 

      Falling through the air, I gathered up as big a burst of my power as I could, releasing an eruption of red and black wisps around me. 

      “I will not be detained!”

      Behind their fog, I flung my arms out with a shout, breaking free from whatever force told me I couldn’t move. Not having time to think, I quickly recreated an arm that would carry me to the top of the canopy.

      Hand connected, I swung across the bottom layer, grazing it so closely I counted my blessings that I hadn’t been a second too late.

      I’m running out of the black stuff; I have to be careful to not foolishly dispel it if I get into trouble.

      I wasn’t sure if it was because I broke out of a spell that I wasn’t supposed to, but I was not pursued on my rise to the top. I had even broken into the upper layer of thick branches without trouble and once again maneuvered through the mess with a use of alternating arms and tactful steps as I tried to get to the top.

      Trying to get out of the forest might be the end of me, but I think I’ll have a better time spotting the hidden ones if there aren’t as many trees in the way.

      My current rise to the top perhaps wasn’t the most intelligent move. Maybe my judgment was clouded by the pain in the background.

      Without tree cover, the elves would most likely be able to shoot at me while hiding right at the extent of the canopy. Sure, I could hope that I would be able to spot where projectiles were coming from better, but it probably wouldn’t work out as easily as I hoped it would. But ideally, my ascending to the top would work in my favor in the event that I was captured.

      I clearly was trying to avoid troubling the population.

      Maybe I could use that to try and gain sympathy from my potential captors.

      Above me, I could see an opening where silvery light broke through; the light of the night. I extended an arm toward the furthest branch that I could make out and positioned myself to best be able to launch myself. As I reached the branch, I released my grip and adjusted my trajectory to fly right past the grabbed branch. Using the momentum, I broke out of the forest’s stubborn embrace to a sight I had never before seen.

      “Whoa.”

      I was in awe as the world seemed to pause to let me take its splendor in. Here above the final layer of canopy that supported a light mist on its leaves with nothing below me but my momentum taking me upwards, I saw three moons. One large and two small around it, all radiating a cool, blue light, surrounded by twinkling stars. Still rising thanks to the speed with which I’d launched myself through the canopy, I looked around below me to see that there were still structures this high up. On platforms scattered about in this sea of leaf and mist were little huts. Some had birds resting on their roofs; one had what looked to be a garden patch with strange plants, and another few seemed to be restaurants given their outdoor tables. In the distance, I could see what looked like airships tethered to more structures.

      “This is beautiful,” I said, still utterly awe-struck. If it were not for the sounds of unwanted arrivals, I would have remained so until I had a painful fall.

      Elves had broken through the canopy layer as my momentum gave out and I returned to free fall.

      “Ahh. Right. This is still happening,” I said as I turned around to free-dive toward the forest below me. 

      Thanks to the moonlight, I could see a little more clearly the figures of hooded elves that had poked out from the trees, their arrowheads shimmering under three moons’ light. Also thanks to the splendor, it felt like my mind had regained some strength.

      I looked to the side at something I had caught from the corner of my eye.

      “I see, so that’s where it might be.”

      There was a giant opening in the tree cover.

      “Well. Without Rynissie, I don’t think I’m winning this,” I lamented, the sight of something so magnificent grounding me a bit. “But I might as well have as much fun as I can.”

      I smiled as I fell; arrows flew at me, and I jerked out of the way, having decided to change my trajectory toward the opening in the trees.

      I’m running out of black. My arms are killing me from all the pulling I’ve had to do, and I have way too many elves chasing me.

      “Time to see how far I can go.”

      I fell right back into the trees below a flurry of arrows that barely missed me. I was still heading in the direction of the opening, but I would need to traverse through the trees to get there reasonably.

      Moving through the canopy—that’s not something I can do as easily as the elves can,

      The image of Rynissie gracefully jumping across tree branches and bark came to mind; the elves of Viridia could most likely do the same. 

      And they seem a little more hell-bent on catching me now.

      The sounds of arrows flying past me tickled my ears and alerted my senses. If it wasn’t for my clumsy movements across the branches in this thick layer, they would have hit me already.

      They’re going to realize how uncoordinated I am and adjust. I need an advantage.

      I grabbed my jacket’s breast. “Hey, you’re in there right?” I called to the creature I had captured. “I need your instincts.”

      The memory of my time with the frenzied ape; I remembered how I could tell, how I heard the danger that had quickly approached me. Now was the time to see if I could borrow the ape’s senses once more.

      I jumped across a branch and closed my eyes, the hope being that I would gain the senses in time for my next step. 

      In my mind’s eye, I imagined the ape and a red line linking us; our head, our ears, our eyes, our nose, our spine; anything that could help me traverse the mess of leaves and branches better.

      My image of the ape moved, its mouth wincing and its roar echoing in my mind.

      My eyes burst open, and the next step evolved from clumsy to purposeful; I stepped and propelled myself, grabbing onto another branch and another couple with a mix of real hands, black hands and, strangely enough, the ape’s hands.

      Whoa, this is a little bit easier than I thought it would be.

      The ape’s hands had sprouted out of my jacket’s shoulders and were tied to my jacket by red threads and black tendrils, and they were moving well enough that I could coordinate with them!

      What had been a clumsy rummaging through branches became a little bit more graceful, with well-placed steps earning me a second or two of pause to spot the next best place to step. 

      “Where next?” I said, frantically looking around for a spot that instincts would pull me toward. “Hmm!”

      I ducked my head to the side as an arrow clad in wind zoomed past me, drilling itself into the tree. More sounds of danger quickly approached from beyond tree cover, and I hopped off one branch to land on the branch directly below. 

      “Got to keep moving—rah!” I yelled as I renewed my journey forward with the threat of death fueling me. 

      The elves did not let up; more arrows were flying and weaving between tree branches with only my borrowed instincts keeping me from them.

      “Nope!” I yelled as I spun while leaping forward. I swung a person-sized claw out to catch a projectile with a strange sound. “A trick arrow with a net attachment, huh?” I said as the ape’s arm grabbed a branch behind me, using it to throw me to a slightly higher branch. 

      I landed and proceeded to let myself fall backwards, breaking off a branch that was above me as I fell. I put the log-sized branch in front of my face—a thud quickly resounded on the other side, the impact shaking my hand as rope appeared to wrap around the log’s center. I threw the log forward, countering yet another loud arrow, and continued to gracefully catch branches and swing from point to point.

      “Heh, I wonder what those twinklers think of me no—”

      “GROOOAAAA!”

      “Huh!? What?!”

      From my jacket’s back, the frenzied ape’s face erupted and roared, alerting everyone to my location; if I hadn’t caused a disturbance before, the ape’s echoing roar ensured I was a public nuisance now.

      “Did I give too much!?” My words were drowned out by both the sheer volume assaulting my ears and internal roars of a feral impulse dyeing my consciousness red.

      The scenery was still quickly changing around us as we flew among the tree branches bickering. All I could think was that I got carried away and let the ape gain too much influence.

      “Hey!” I said, grabbing onto the ape’s face. “Get back in there! We’re in the middle of a high-speed chase, ya know!” I tried to yell, but the ape had begun tugging and pulling at my face in response to my own grip.

      “ROOOAA!”

      “Heey, don’—‘ake ‘e pu’ you away!”

      Snap-Crrk.

      As we continued our violent struggle, my body smashed through branches, breaking some, and for others, it crumpled and rolled around them. Maybe it was because of my current sense sharing and feral disposition, but none of my attention went toward the recognition of wounds and pain; it all went to trying to get the ape under control.

      “That’s it!” I yelled, fed up that the ape wasn’t listening to me. I passed red energy into the ape’s face, subduing it once more. The ape whined and was slowly reeled back into my jacket’s depths.

      “Whew, that’s done—Eek! Dang!”

      Ape safely tucked away, I could now focus on the painful-looking branches I was about to smash against. I gritted my teeth and used the residual instincts from my connection with the ape, clumsily but safely avoiding the dangerous branches and jumping off into a clearing ahead.

      “Whoa. It was the lake after all,” I said as I looked at the area I leaped into. 

      I was correct; the opening in the forest canopy marked the area that Henri had told me of, the lake. It shimmered, reflecting the moonlight, stars twinkling across its surface. I was momentarily lost in the splendor of its otherworldly glow. That is, until—

      Swwk-swwk.

      The sounds of arrows were noticed by my waning heightened senses. I quickly moved, aided by arms grabbing scattered, thick branches, twisting my body out of the way. 

      I won’t be able to keep this up, the branches aren’t close enough!

      As I made to latch onto another branch, another three arrows came for me. I narrowly twisted out of the way as I was pulled toward another branch, but this time narrowly dodging served me no good.

      My body was pushed away; a force pummeled the hurt side of my body as the arrow went by.

      Was that—wind!? And why are they still aiming at my side?!

      The arrows seemed to be wrapped in some type of magic given the invisible force I couldn’t properly estimate. The remaining two arrows zipped past me, their magic coating colliding into me, whipping my head along the direction that my body was displaced in and knocking me off balance. Though I was still being reeled in, the arrows served their purpose; they distracted me, they caused me to wince and turn my eyes.

      As I turned back to look for more arrows, it was too late, an arrow was flying right to my torso. It was going to hit within the next split second; I couldn’t avoid it.

      Thud-crrk-boom.

      The arrow landed; the impact signaled the head was blunt. My consciousness being threatened into darkness and the sudden force acting on my body told me it was an impact arrow, similar to the ones Rynissie employed. 

      My trajectory was violently altered, my body being thrown to the side like a rag doll. I lost my grip on the emanated arm. I tried to recover, to maybe recreate an arm.

      Boom, pfoom.

      But another two arrows struck, a little less powerful than the first but more than capable of pushing me. I flew, landing on an oversized tree branch, my back meeting wood first.

      “Grahh!” I yelped as I slid off that branch and fell onto a thinner one below, my head leaving a dent in the branch it hit. Had I been a couple of inches to either side I would’ve become a messy splatter.

      Winded and dazed, all the energy knocked out of me by consecutive impacts, my head fell to the side. My eyes locked onto a light down below that still graced me with its splendor despite my sorry state.

      “We should go to the lake. Rynissie and I,” I mused, imagining a fun little date. “Oh! No you don’t!” I said as I suddenly flung my right hand a bit below my body. The small pouch of sweets landed right into my palm; a disaster averted. “Whew.”

      Maybe it was because the jacket was something made from me, but I was able to feel the sensation of something slipping out of my pocket. Had I reacted too late, I may have found myself treat-less.

      “Hmm?” My eyes twitched at the sight of something dashing across my vision above. 

      A moment later, a thin pressure hugged my body to the tree.

      “What the!?” I yelled as my senses were focused back onto the problem at hand.

      The reality that I was being pursued registered once more in my mind as I figured out that there was some type of rope wrapped around me, restraining me to the tree branch.

      “Wow, they really got me. I shouldn’t have gotten distracted,” I lamented as I futilely squirmed. “Good thing I have a monkey I can ca—Oh, hey, princess.” 

      At some point, the elf princess had quietly landed at my head and was looking down at me, her expression hidden by the shadows she cast. 

      Anger and annoyance burned away by the forest-exclusive exercise routine, I greeted her in good spirits. “Haha, you really got me. That was quite the fun run. I’m sorry I ended up in what looked like a residential area. That was an acci—hey, that’s a really shiny staff, what are you going to do wi—”

      A golden, lightly pulsating staff was in her hands. In the midst of my praise, the princess brought the staff’s end onto my forehead gently. As soon as staff and flesh connected, I felt my body being dragged, or rather pushed down to some mysterious, watery-like depths. The force with which the staff met my forehead and the force with which I seemed to move away from Veerie were so disparate it only made the scene more disorienting.

      My body immediately reacted, a soothing lethargy passing through it. Muscles relaxed as my mind seemed to be separated from physical experience.

      “Hey, you’re moving so far away,” I vocalized. The princess seemed to be a far-off sight, a tiny light far above me. Between me and her, what felt like an ocean lay; one that was only getting bigger in depth. I tried to move, but my body didn’t respond. I could only see the growing expanse. 

      I… I can’t do anything about this one.

      I could tell. My thoughts were fading. My field of view was darkening in this strange ocean-like space I was plunged into.

      Oh, dang. I might die. 

      The single point of light, that being the sight of Veerie, was so far away now, and fading.

      Rynissie, I’m sorry. I hope that the princess isn’t too crazy so that I can apologize to you properly.

      My body, somewhere distant, felt heavy. My eyes were closing. The speck of light was almost gone…

      I’m sleepy… My power. Please protect me so that I may see Rynissie once more.

      As I finished my final thought before drifting away, the final bit of light disappeared from my field of vision.

      On the outside, my body went limp. The hand holding the sweets for Rynissie relaxed, and the small token of appreciation fell to the ground below.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m not sure for how long I was sinking in the darkness. I’m not even sure how much of it was a dream or a false memory. What I believed was that there was nothing before me except black for what may have been ages. It wasn’t until I saw a red glow far away that my consciousness was jump-started.

      “There’s something to think about.”

      That was the sensation that the little red glow afforded me. In a realm of nothing to observe, my consciousness seemed to have forgotten itself.

      The little red glow attracted me like a moth to a flame. I knew not if I had limbs or even a body. All I knew was that I could see and be enamored by a little red light. 

      Silent strides brought me closer and closer to the light, the figure in the center of the light coming more and more into focus.

      “So this is where you were.”

      Before me was the ape, the one that I had ensnared. The sight of her brought back to mind who I was, the memories of our fated meeting and of our daring escape from the elf princess when the ape tried to protest.

      The ape was docile, or rather, was made docile. She was bound by black tendrils; her arms were caught and restrained above her head and up to her torso. She was swallowed by black. A muzzle and blindfold of squirming, inky black were fitted to her face. All along the black were veins of pulsing red light, clearly feeding into her and keeping her in a state of overwhelmed stupefaction.

      “I’m not doing this. Not purposely.”

      The sight of a manifestation of my power brought to mind my reflections on my power. I hadn’t imagined how the ape was being treated in the confines of my jacket, but yet here we had a rather elaborate restraint.

      I looked closely, curious as to what I could learn, what I could glean from the sight of the imprisoned monster. From her I saw the behavior of the black substance, the substance that did not seem as mine as the red. I could see it clearly, though the black substance was what restrained her, it was also trying—and failing—to penetrate her skin. I could see tendrils poking and bending at her skin, as if they were being repelled. As if the ape had nothing for it.

      The red energy, however, was entering fine and clearly had an effect on the ape; without it she would not be placated.

      “They’re both desire, but desire is not them.”

      I had mused upon the nature of my power earlier in the day. I had determined that there were two distinct components: the black and the red. I had also concluded that I did not have fine control over the black.

      “Think, Auroro; isn’t there more?” I asked myself.

      “The power that you gave birth to, the one that caught even my attention, is one that revolves around passion and lust.”

      I turned around—or whatever the equivalent of that action was—toward the familiar voice that blessed my senses and ignited my passions. Next to me stood the goddess, the first person I had met. 

      Seeing her, I grabbed for her with a red vibrant hand, but my hand passed through the goddess. As soon as my hand touched her, her body blew away like sand carried by a strong wing. 

      I followed the trail of sand, turning away fully from the ape to find myself once more in the goddess’s chambers. There was no goddess, though. Just her empty throne and, strangely enough, streams of oil that had no discernible source.

      Ego roused and returning slowly, I walked up to her throne, the journey over much shorter than I anticipated. Every step forward, my form returned. I could see the arms and legs that I believed I moved.

      “I guess I must really want to sit in this,” I mused as I passed my hand over the arm of the chair. I could feel no sensation that was correct for a chair; instead the chair felt like what I imagined the goddess’s embrace would feel like. “Creepy.”

      I took my place on the throne and looked into the empty hall. The ape was right in front of me, a few steps down, still restrained. It was like the world around us had moved, not that I had moved through the world.

      “One that revolves around passion and lust, huh?” I gazed upon the imprisoned ape once more. “Did she mean that literally?” The black tendrils still tried to penetrate the ape’s body to no avail. Those same tendrils hadn’t had any trouble getting into Rynissie or Yaani’s body from what I could recall. “Passion and lust…”

      If the goddess was speaking literally, then it was clear. Passion was represented by red, and lust, black. That made sense to me. Passion was like a flame that ignited feelings and sensations, much like the red energy did, and lust…

      “It’s kind of abhorrent? Isn’t it.”

      As I looked at the black substance, I didn’t have any particularly good feelings come from it now that I had a clue to its identity. I couldn’t help but look at it with pity and disgust. The display before me, in a way, was only for my benefit. If it wanted to enter the ape, there were many orifices it could use, but instead, here I was seeing it be so easily repelled. It seemed much more hopeless of a substance as I watched it exist in pathetic fashion. 

      “To think. I’ve made use of such a pitiful power…” I contemplated as I recalled my use of the powers so far. 

      Without the black substance, some things wouldn’t be possible… right? 

      “Together, they make what I would have called desire. So, are they both necessary? What is it that I wanted out of this power?” I rested my head against the throne’s back as I looked up. “I can’t believe I just forgot that major bit of info the goddess gave me for free.”

      As I chastised myself for having the memory of a goldfish, I closed my eyes once more, blocking out the scene of the goddess’s throne room.

      “We will keep him here until his nature has been determined!” 

      A sweet but firm voice from far away echoed down from above, and I opened my eyes once more.

      I squinted at the darkness where the voice seemed to have trickled down from. “That sounds like…”

      “I understand, Your Highness, but what of His Highness, Prince Virid?” A voice I didn’t recognize responded to the familiar voice.

      “Don’t worry about my brother! He won’t know about this for a few days! Maybe…” the original speaker replied.

      On the throne, I nodded, confirming my suspicion. “Yup, that’s the princess, all right.”

      “And even if he does find out,” Veerie continued, “tell him that this is a matter concerning the divine, and that my judgment takes precedence!”

      “A-As you wish, Your Highness. We will do our best.”

      “A matter concerning the divine?” I said in response to Veerie. “What do you know about the divine, princess?” The mere suggestion that she was involved with divine forces shot her up in my estimation.

      “P-Please. I know I’m asking much of you, but we must get to the bottom of this.” Veerie continued, “We must know why he was able to defy and break my binding spell. That on its own justifies my investigation.”

      “Binding spell?” I wondered aloud. Before my eyes, the scene of me looking onto my body to spot a glowing ring of light came into view. “Ahh, yes, right. I recall that. That is most likely the binding spell.” I waved my memory away, appreciative that I had such a pristine recollection.

      “Should we strip him, Your Highness?” another voice asked.

      “N-No! Don’t touch him carelessly. His garments are unnatural,” Veerie replied.

      I looked over to a mannequin-like image of myself that appeared off to the side. 

      “They’re not that unnatural; I look quite dapper if I do say so myself.” I admired the mannequin for a few more moments before being honest with myself. “Well. I suppose the goddess did outfit me. I suppose that is unnatural by some standard.”

      “They are vile in nature and seek to desecrate anything and anyone that comes near.” The princess’s words came in crystal clear, much to my chagrin.

      “That’s harsh.” I looked back down to the restrained ape and the lust that surrounded her. “The lust does seem to want to do that, I guess.”

      “B-But what about the healers, Your Highness? Won’t they be corrupted?” My ears perked at the mystery person asking the pertinent question.

      I need healers?

      “They will be fine! They’re not touching him directly, after all!” Veerie sounded like she was caught flat-footed by the question.

      “You’re totally making the rules up as you go along, aren’t you?” I mumbled as I narrowed my eyes at the dark void above.

      “Ma’am!” A new voice echoed down. “We have finished applying the healing spells!”

      “Ahh! Excellent… How is he?” Veerie replied, the switch from surprise to concern noticeable.

      “Ma’am, we have confirmed that he did not have any fortification magic cast, nor was he wearing magically or physically fortified garments.”

      Fortification magic? What’s that?

      “Then did he…” Veerie started to trail off before she could complete her thought.

      “Yes, it was as the sentries surmised. The person of interest took the impacts with only the clothes on his back to shield him.” The speaker, a healer most likely, paused. He seemed to be waiting for Veerie to say something, but she didn’t. “The sentries were correct in their judgment when they chose to weaken their attacks.”

      “So,” I started, “it seems like... the elves that were pursuing me held back? Because I didn’t have this fortification magic, or armor? If true, that’s kind of them.” I listened in for a little bit. “Hmm. Veerie’s not talking. Is she shaken?”

      She did, however, resume speaking a few moments later. “And… How were his injuries?” she asked weakly; perhaps she was feeling some kind of pity?

      “Yes, it seems some of his ribs were cracked. There was swelling in the area. From the magic traces we found, it seemed that he was already injured as he had trace rejuvenating magic about him. This is just conjecture, but I believe the ribs that cracked may have been broken recently.”

      At the doctor’s accurate conjecture, I could only stare up blankly. 

      “They broke my ribs? They’re broken? Again?” I was loath to fathom what sorry state my body was in once again. “Doctor, please tell me that you fixed it… Although a trip to visit Allegria again wouldn’t be the worst.”

      “We mended the bones, but he will likely notice that he was badly injured due to the soreness from having healing magic applied so frequently. His groin and pelvis have also had healing magic applied and will likely be sore as well.” 

      “But is my groin still usable, doctor?” I quipped, hearing the doctor’s report. “Haha, no, jokes aside, thank you for that. You’re a good man—er, woman? I apologize, it’s hard to tell from down here. You sound trustworthy, however.” I imagined the doctor giving me a pat on the back and excusing my mistake; they seemed very reasonable just from the tone.

      “And,” Veerie started, taking a pause before continuing, “what of our troops? How are their injuries?”

      “I didn’t touch them!” I shouted from below, knowing full well she could never hear me. “How badly do you want me to be a villain? Someone please tell her I didn’t hurt them.”

      “Ahh. Yes. Injuries. The one who had an arrow accidentally dropped on him is expected to make a full recovery. A bandage has already been applied to his shoulder.”

      I stifled a laugh.

      “Doctor, you are a gift from heaven.” Whoever Veerie was speaking to seemed to be so done with the princess, I couldn’t help but want to celebrate them.

      “Is… Was that all the injuries? All the injuries that we incurred?” Veerie sounded like she was holding back tears loaded with humiliation, her voice was cracking so.

      “Yes, Your Highness… Those—That was all.”

      “Hahahahaha! What a show!” I hollered from my seat. “There’s no way that doctor isn’t someone important! There’s no way someone could sass that stubborn woman like that otherwise. Either that, or the legend of a doctor knows no fear!” I laughed, tossing and turning in the throne until my hearty laugh turned into a chuckle. “Okay, yes. Very good. Perhaps I should become friends with this doctor; I do so hope someone will say their name.”

      “Your Highness,” the doctor continued, “the slumber spell you cast is still in effect, and I suspect it will hold until morning, given our analysis of its decay. The person of interest didn’t seem to have mental defenses either.”

      “Very true,” I agreed. Though I didn’t like my weaknesses being called out, it was the good doctor, my one true defender in the face of the tyrannical Veerie; I could make an exception. “I can’t defend myself from what I don’t know,” I concluded.

      “Understood,” Veerie replied. It seemed the doctor took their leave as all was silent for a while after, until Veerie broke the silence once more.

      “The magic dampening effect is in full power, yes?” the princess asked.

      “Yes, Your Highness, his magic won’t be able to form in his cell.”

      I looked above toward the voice, surprised/ “I’m really learning a lot here, aren’t I?” I couldn’t mock them, however; they believed they were speaking in the presence of an unconscious man.

      “I will take my leave now and return in the morning to interrogate,” the princess said. “Keep your senses on him. If he wakes up, ensure he doesn’t act out of turn. If required, call for me.”

      “Yes, ma’am!”

      “Of course!”

      Veerie’s subordinates seemed very enthusiastic.

      “I wonder how beautiful they are,” I wondered aloud. A devious thought came to mind, but I decided to shelve it for now. “I’m sure I’ll meet them later. Still, what to do?” 

      I looked around the chamber. It was clear to me currently that I had stumbled into some sort of dream-like mindscape, one that seemed to be shaped by my memories. Considering the ape’s presence, one could say this was perhaps the world within my jacket or a representation thereof. 

      “If this world is my mind, what if I—”

      A door appeared at the mere conception of it. 

      “Ahh,” I said, examining the door that appeared a few steps down. It looked like the door to the inn room that Rynissie and I had booked. “If I were to walk through that door, would I wake up?” I puzzled over the door and whether it would function as I willed, from atop my imitation throne. “I’m not sure if I’ll be able to come back here on my own. I might need the princess’s assistance.”

       An image of the princess standing at attention with a neutral look was conjured up at my whim, though it wasn’t as pristine an image as my own form was.

       “You’re going to interrogate me in the morning, so I guess that means you’ll wake me up.” I looked around once more. “Coming into this space, I learned more of my power. Perhaps it would be prudent to remain, so that I may learn more still.”

      I nodded to myself at the reasonable course of action and hopped off the throne, sauntering over to the frenzied ape.

      “I’m going to learn more about my power, right here, and you’re going to help me, dear ape.”

      Next to the ape, I imagined up an image of the goddess. “And you will motivate me,” I said as I deviously giggled. “Imagination truly is a powerful tool.”

      And so began a night of rigorous experimentation and exploration.
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      “Wake up! Wake up, Auroro!”

      A voice echoed from above into the halls of my mindscape.

      “Oh? Is it time already?” I asked aloud, looking up. I placed my immaculate teacup down on the cute white table I had added to the hall. “Well, my friends,” I said to my lovely tea guests, “this was enjoyable. Though my imagination was not potent enough to flesh you out, I do hope that we may one day have the opportunity to sit and enjoy our time like this.”

      My guests on this occasion were the lovely goddess, my goal and the woman I was competing against; Rynissie, my first asset and savior; and Yaani, the first woman that had handled all of me, and also the woman that added a little flavor to the imaginary tea party. I had added the other two after realizing I could. With the two here, I came to want to enjoy a more mundane pleasure with them.

      I would have loved to add the ape, but, well, she was best kept away; an animal wouldn’t be able to enjoy the finer tastes of imagination. Funnily enough, given how silent my imagination had rendered the trio, the ape might have been the most constructive contributor to teatime conversation.

      “Wake up! The magic has worn off!” another shout echoed.

      I looked across at my imaginary doubles; though they weren’t able to communicate effectively, the sight, having all of them together peacefully, I hadn’t realized I enjoyed it until it was time to leave them. As I got up from the table, the doubles all continued smiling at me. I smiled back feebly at the sight.

      I stood there in silence, taking it all in.

      “I think… I want days like this. Even if it’s just squeezing them in here.” I looked to one particular guest. “Would that be all right, goddess? How I spend my days, that’s up to me, right?”

      A sigh escaped my lips before I bid farewell to my imagination. I turned toward the wooden door that would lead me out of my mind and walked to it with heavy steps.

      “I’ll make sure to hug Rynissie, once this is all settled. Should she accept.”

      Beside the door was a double of Veerie, also smiling. 

      “If the real you could make that type of expression at me, I think that would send me over the moon—all three of them.” I sighed once more and reached for the door. “Concentrate, Auroro, it’s game time. The conquest; it resumes. Win over the elf princess.”

      With my final pep talk, I walked through the door into the light that shone on the other side.

      In the waking world, I opened my eyes to see Veerie sitting across a small wooden table from me. That wasn’t all. As my mind reconnected to my physical body, I found that I was sitting on a wooden chair without arms and had my wrists bound in shackles fixed to a metal loop on the stone flooring.

      Before Veerie began assaulting my ears, I looked around, eyes darting from spot to spot. A bit behind her right side stood what looked like to be a female elf guard. Behind them were jail bars, and on the other side of those, a thin hallway, some two people wide—formed between the stone wall and the bars. Behind those bars, another elf guard stood, vigilant. Light slipped into the room from the window holes that were carved out of the wall. Bright flowers were displayed next to the windows and on the window sills to further improve the light in the room.

      The jail cell we were in, from what I could tell, was rectangular. On either side were stone walls; they looked and felt like the rest of the stone walls Viridia made use of. The table we sat at was flush against the wall to my right, a subtle coolness radiating from it. There were the jail bars that served as the third wall, with two horizontal bars running across the vertical ones. Finally, though I could not turn around to see it, I assumed the back wall was also stone. Given how my shadow was cast onto the table in front of me, there must have been a light source behind me.

      Veerie noticed I was awake as my eyes darted, and as soon as that recognition shone in her eyes, I rested my head on the wall to my right and held my mouth ajar. 

      “Auroro?” she asked. “Are you awake?” She seemed concerned, but she hid that behind the demeanor of a stern, all-business ruler. 

      I didn’t reply; all she received was a stare directed at nothing in particular and an empty look.

      “Auroro!” the princess yelled, standing up from the table so quickly she knocked the chair back. “Auroro! Answer me! Right now.”

      Oh, almost, princess; I almost might, but no.

      I continued my charade to see how far this would go. The princess did not disappoint.

      She snapped her head back to the other guard. “Did he get hit in the head by a blunt arrowhead?!” Veerie barked at the guard nearby, a bead of sweat forming on her brow. The guard stammered under her sudden desperate gaze.

      “I can go ask!” the frightened guard exclaimed back.

      My joke had gone far enough; I decided to be kind. “No, no, that won’t be necessary,” I called out, waving my shackled hands around. “I was merely foggy after someone put me to sleep.”

      Veerie’s face went red, “Do you think you’re in a position to play games?!” she screamed, looking at me with bulging eyes and veins.

      “You chased me, attacked me, hurt me, rendered me unconscious and bound me. Surely you can take a harmless little jab from me,” I replied, not feeding her anger, opting to respond nonchalantly.

      Veerie seemed to want to retort but held her tongue, her fists clenched. The guard behind her placed Veerie’s chair back upright in time for her to sit down with a huff. 

      “Princess,” I said, nodding.

      “Auroro,” the princess replied.

      “To what do I owe this honor?” I rattled my shackles to celebrate the occasion.

      “This is your interrogation. You will answer my questions, and upon determination of your nature, you will either be set free or be detained for further questioning.”

      I rolled my eyes and mustered all my patience, the recollection of the wonderful tea party soothing my irritation. “I don’t want to ruin the good mood I’m in, so sure. Please, princess, ask me what you wish.” I showed her my palms and gestured for her to speak.

      The princess breathed in as if she were readying for the biggest moment of her life and began, “Where do you come from?”

      “I came from the forest.” Not a lie. I came to Viridia from the forest.

      “You lived within a forest?”

      “Not really. I was wandering around for as long as I could remember.” Not technically a lie.

      “So you’re a vagabond?”

      “I suppose. I have a guild-issued identification article. Vagabonds pick up jobs from the guild, right? That’s what I’m doing now.”

      “So you take jobs from the guild?”

      “Yes.” I decided not to say aloud that this was a new thing.

      Veerie stared at me as if she were trying to discern the truth after the fact. After a brief pause and a narrowing of the eyes, she continued, “So you came from the forest but you were also from the threshold?”

      I looked at Veerie, perplexed, my face scrunching at her tactics.

      Is she trying to catch me in an accidental lie?

      “Princess, as I recall, I expressed confusion about where exactly I came from the first time we met. Being from the threshold was something my partner surmised for me; I didn’t know there was such a distinction to be had.”

      The princess became visibly annoyed and prepared to launch another line of impassioned questioning.

      “Hold on,” I said, putting my hand up. “Would you happen to have something I could tie my hair back with? Certainly someone like you with your elegantly done braid understands how pleasant it is to keep a hairstyle in check.” 

      I wasn’t lying; I noticed that my hair was undone and getting into my eyes. Getting it under control would also afford me a window of time to contemplate. The two elves looked to each other and complied, searching their persons for any kind of hair tie. Seeing the princess switch from dogged pursuer to helpful captor was an endearing sight. It reminded me of Rynissie mentioning that the elves were hospitable to a fault; to stop questioning just to help a captor feel a tad more comfortable.

      You’re a really awkward woman, aren’t you?

      It seemed Veerie had realized something and frantically searched her person.

      If she were to continue her line of questioning, I might be forced to lie. Even asking me where I was a week ago would be dubious.

      I looked around the room as the two rummaged.

      No overt magic that I can see. But Veerie has magic that can bind me and put me to sleep. Might she have magic that could detect falsehoods?

      I cursed myself for not thinking to ask Rynissie, but then again, what law-abiding citizen would have walked into the day believing they would be interrogated in such a manner?

      Maybe I should direct the conversation.

      Veerie handed me a green ribbon; it seemed to be her own. She looked determined to return to the conversation. I gracefully accepted and began tying my hair back as well as I could.

      “So. Princess,” I began, gathering my hair up into a single tail, “I believe it would be best not to rehash information you already have. I recommend just getting to the heart of the matter. You clearly have something on your mind.”

      The princess stiffened, her eyes slightly widening; she didn’t seem to expect my directness. She breathed in once more. “Who do you work for?” she asked, her voice dropping an octave, holding one fist in her other hand in a bid to minimize the shaking.

      “Oh? You believe I work for someone?”

      “I am sure you do,” Veerie replied calmly.

      “Hmm.” I racked my memories, but I could not find anything notable. “I believe I technically worked for the guild. Are you referring to that?”

      “No!” she yelled, a bead of sweat forming on her brow.

      “Princess, it seems like you already know what answer you’re looking for. Perhaps you could word your question—”

      “Whose goals are you working to further?”

      “Whose? No, no, I only work for myself, princess.” Rynissie’s face came to mind, reminding me of my promise. “Oh, actually, I would work to further Rynissie’s aims, but Rynissie’s aims are also my own, so does that count?”

      “So what are your aims?” the princess asked, completely ignoring my part about Rynissie.

      I sighed, resting my heavy wrists on the table; we had been over this before. “The first time I joked I was plotting to conquer the world.” Veerie’s expression became sullen, breaking eye contact, as if she was reliving her feelings from the day before. “But if you were to ask me, it’s to”—I decided to mind my words lest someone have a moral meltdown—“my aim is to build relationships. There’s one person in particular that I want to reach, and building relationships with capable people might help me reach that person.” Veerie’s gaze shot back to meet my own, and her eyes were wide open again, curious. “That’s all, I just want to reach that person.”

      “I-Is that person far away?” Veerie seemed to stumble asking that question, but it was the most gentle tone that I had heard from her so far. She leaned forward, her upper breast plate’s ridge resting on the creaking table.

      “Hmm. I’m not too sure, honestly speaking!” I laughed as I leaned back. “I suppose finding out how to reach that person is also part of what I want to accomplish.”

      “And what will you do once you reach that person?”

      I giggled at Veerie’s innocent probing. “Well, you know." Another giggle sneaked out as I imagined her reaction. “Adult things. You wouldn’t want to hear about it.”

      Veerie’s face went red once more as she scrambled to rub away whatever sympathy had been growing in her expression. “Of course you would! Do you have nothing on your mind but the most perverse of things?!”

      “Hey, where do you think you came from?” I retorted. “The act is a wonderful and fundamental part of life.”

      “I am sure you are not pursuing such a noble end!” she shouted. She had me on that point.

      “Yes, yes.” I dismissed her with a flick of the wrist. “We value things differently. But I’m sure others would agree with me.” I looked over to the guard in the cell with us. “Don’t you think so?” I asked, raising a brow at the guard.

      “Um—”

      “She is not part of our conversation, Auroro!” the princess interjected.

      “That’s quite rude,” I quipped, and the princess signaled me to hush with her fingers.

      “So, Auroro,” Veerie said, returning to the topic at hand, “is there no one empowering you? No one who stands behind you, like a sponsor perhaps?”

      “Hmm.” I thought to the goddess and how she had flung me into the world. She wasn’t necessarily empowering me. I was technically competing against her. I narrowed my eyes at Veerie.

      If I were to tell her I met the goddess… That seems like what she’s fishing for. She did mention that this was a divine matter. 

       “I plucked you out from the cycle of rebirth while the other gods weren’t looking.”

      When the goddess had said that, I had taken note. Knowing that she had made the effort to break the rules made this little game feel far more valuable. Like it was a secret between us two.

        “Darling Auroro, there are more gods than there are races in this world. A pantheon with who knows how many gods for every race, or so they say.” Rynissie’s words, if I recalled them correctly, taught me there were many. Considering how many races I had encountered so far, it was guaranteed there were more than twenty, even.

      The need to keep me a secret from many other gods and the existence of many gods. It wouldn’t be unreasonable to have opposing gods. Considering how dogged a pursuit Veerie put on, that might be legitimate proof of the idea of an opposing god. But how would Veerie know to pursue me?

      “My power is my own. Of that, I am sure. As for a sponsor, I can’t really think of a sponsor. Maybe Rynissie, if you consider that she paid for some of my expenses. Oh, she was the wildland elf I was with. For the record.” I sat back with a smile, content in my answers.

      Veerie, however, seemed to stew in her frustration; at least, that was what her grinding teeth told me. “That can’t be right…” she muttered beneath her breath.

      “Pardon me? What was it that you said?” 

      “Then why, Auroro? Why is it that my every sense is telling me that you’re wrong? Why am I being told that you’re a danger?” Veerie did her best to rein in her emotions; every other word was held back before she exploded.

      “That’s obvious,” I said, leaning forward, bringing my hands together before my face. “It’s because you are wrong. Your judgment is flawed.” Veerie was taken aback, and the talk from the night before echoed in my mind. “Even if you were correct about me, the statement, ‘Your judgment is flawed.’ That will always ring true for as long as you are you.”

      Veerie was about to yell, I could see her throat gearing up for it, but I stopped her with a raised hand. “Allow me to ask you a question before you throw your tantrum.” Perhaps I could have minded my words, but I had rediscovered my own ire. “You seem to have a calling, Veerie. And it seems that my arrival has become an opportunity for you to live up to your calling, which you are now desperately and clumsily trying to fulfill. You’ve taken drastic action against me, unfairly imprisoning me and keeping me a secret from your brother. It seems you yourself don’t know how to best approach this.” Her mouth hung slightly open, her hands shaking. I closed my eyes, lightly shaking my head. “Who gave you that calling, Veerie? The calling that you’re so vehemently trying but failing to accomplish?”

      I’m sorry, Veerie. But you are willing to do too much. You came on too strong. In any other circumstance I would tell you, but you might sincerely get in my way.

      Veerie was silent. The guard beside her was silent, too, slowly reaching a concerned hand toward her.

      Have I walked into something sensitive?

      Veerie stood up from her chair. “We are done here,” she said, her bangs obscuring her gaze from me. “Unshackle him once I am out of the cell,” she told the guard as she walked by.

      “Yes, Your Highness,” the guard responded.

      Veerie left the cell and began speaking to the guard on the other side. She kept facing away from me as the guard undid the lock that kept my chains tethered to the ground. Shackles free from the floor, the guard gestured me over to the cell bars and had me stick my hands through, between the bars, once she had gone to the other side and locked the door. 

      The wrist shackles were undone and the chains were taken away. As I rubbed the soreness around my wrists away, Veerie warned the remaining guard further and refused to make eye contact with me.

      “Tisel, you make sure you keep your senses on him. Don’t let him take you for a fool,” she warned.

      “Yes, ma’am!” the guard responded.

      Veerie marched away with the other guard holding the chains, wholly unsatisfied with the content of our chat, leaving me and Tisel. Naturally, I turned my gaze to her, causing her to jump and stiffen up, spurring her to put on the face of a consummate professional. 

      Her features were in line with the typical elf mold. Blond hair as yellow as a marigold, eyes as green as the forest grass and a fair complexion without significant blemish. Her hair was cut short toward the back and thick bangs, dyed light blue, framed her face, reaching her shoulders. Though her earlobes were hidden by hair, I could spy the reflection off of a blue jewel in an earring. Her uniform seemed standard; a basic metal breastplate that covered a modest chest with a green tunic that hung an inch beyond her hips underneath. She’d fastened her tunic with a blue sash with tassels hanging to the side, and the small off-color threads indicated it was a sash that was kept far beyond when time would naturally ruin it. From this sash, a banner-like, green piece of cloth draped down from the center of the sash, barely obscuring her inner thighs from view. It found its end right at the height of her knees. Beneath tunic and banner, she wore a pair of black shorts. The black shorts and the knee-high reinforced boots she wore created a small thigh gap, where her skin peeked through. Though she was a guard, she had added in her own splashes of individuality. Sincerely, she was an eye-catching guard.

      “So, you’re watching over me? How lucky.”

      She did not respond to my words, merely looking toward the wall behind me.

      Though she was a pretty guard, her natural complexion was currently being marred by red eyes and dark circles.

       “Haven’t gotten any sleep, huh?” I asked. Of course I already knew the answer; I recognized her voice from the night before as one of the people speaking to Veerie.

      She looked to me for a tick before casting her eyes back to somewhere empty. I leaned forward, slipping my hands through the cell’s railing and resting them on the chest-high horizontal bar.

      I nonchalantly continued my talk, taking her silence for assent. “That’s rough; have you been working long? Does elven excellence disqualify shift work? That must be pretty tough on the rank and file.”

      “My replacement hasn’t arrived. We do not know where he is.” She still didn’t look at me, but this was a good step in the right direction.

      “Oh? That’s too bad. But still here you stood, diligently and without complaint. Does the princess know you’re working overtime?“ I asked, gauging her expression.

      “She does not,” Tisel replied. She seemed more willing to talk.

      “Oh? Perhaps you could alert her that someone is being less than diligent. Maybe she could rouse them to come to work?”

      “We can’t,” the guard replied, biting her lip uncomfortably. She squirmed a bit on the spot as she responded.

      I cocked my head to the side and thought back to the haughty princess. A conclusion formed as I recalled how unreasonable she was with her judgment.

      “She doesn’t know—no—wait, let me correct that, she’s completely blind to the elves she works with being less than ideal. The thought doesn’t even occur to her.” I looked at Tisel and she looked away, this time to the doorway. “Am I right?” I asked with a cocky smile.

      “Y-yes. How did you kno—” She turned to look at me and stopped in her tracks when she saw me pointing back toward myself and the cell I found myself in.

      “I’m a victim of her unreasonableness, too, unfortunately.”

      “She’s not unreasonable, just—”

      “Oblivious?”

      “Innocent,” Tisel replied, recoiling at the thought of saying something so rude about her princess.

      “Innocence doesn’t chase a man through the night and lock him up on the unfounded suspicions that he’s some ‘perverse element.’ Do I look like what the princess said I was?”

      Tisel looked to the floor, mulling over what I said, her sleep deprivation dulling her thoughts. She looked back to me and said, “Princess Veerie warned us that you would try to trick and corrupt us. Do you say that she is wrong in that assessment?”

      I took a second to scratch my chin playfully and look to the ceiling in an exaggerated manner. “Would I trick you? I suppose maybe, although I’d be very upfront in whatever I was doing. Would I corrupt you? Well, by Veerie’s standards perhaps even asking you to blink would be an attempt to corrupt you.”

      “Hrrmff.” The sleep-deprived guard suppressed a chortle; a chink in her armor had exposed itself.

      “Oh! She has a sense of humor! Rejoice! That’s more than I can ever dare say to the princess.”

      “Be careful, she might extend your sentence.”

      “Oh, one could only hope,” I replied dryly, rolling my eyes.

      Tisel giggled before a quick snap back to form.

      “Oh, are we putting the guard hat back on? In that case, let’s chat about your work. Could you not take the moment to open the princess’s eyes to all shades of shortfalls? Perhaps you do her the favor of letting her know one of her own isn’t pulling his weight? If I were her, I’d be thankful to have my worldview expanded.”

      “It’s not that simple,” Tisel replied with a groan. “The elf in question is vehemently loyal to the princess. Maybe even a little bit too loyal.”

      “Oh! Wait, wait! Is he the grouchy-looking one with the short hair, oh, and a bit too quick to resort to violence? Oh! And perhaps, does he like the drink too much?” I did my best to make an impression of his resting grouch face as Tisel laughed.

      “I believe so. He is quite grouchy,” she replied between giggles, covering her mouth. “And that he does. Seems to indulge in spirits whenever the princess doesn’t look his way as much as he’d like.”

      “Oh, interesting,” I replied. “That guy isn’t coming to work. Probably. I saw him last night. Got kicked out of the local brothel. Was piss drunk.”

      “He got kicked out? No, that’s shameful. Pray that Princess Veerie doesn’t catch word.”

      “I mean, with a diligent force like you ensuring her worldview is unchallenged, I’d be surprised if she heard he was even out past bedtime.”

      The backhanded compliment caused the elf to recoil; she looked a bit down on herself, compounded by an already weakening mind due to sleep deprivation. “That’s not fair,” she whimpered.

      I looked over to the door and pointed. “You could go take a break out there. The fresh air might do you some good.” I didn’t feel too bad; she needed to hear it. Veerie’s unreasonable nature had been allowed to fester thanks to the assets that refused to address it.

      “And leave you unattended? The princess made it clear—”

      “Yes, yes, I am a public menace. And a trickster.” I looked Tisel squarely in the eyes. “This cell essentially seals off my magic, correct?” She nodded, and I continued, “Then what can I do? As you can see, I am not what one would call physically gifted.” I nodded my head to the side and amended my thought. “Well, there is one arena where I am physically gifted, but perhaps it is a bit too soon for that.”

      The reference flew over Tisel’s head as she narrowed her eyes at me and cocked her own head, trying to decipher what I meant.

      “Never mind. I am merely trying to be nice,” I relented, sparing her tired mind from wasting more energy trying to decipher my ramblings.

      “Still, I cannot leave you unattended, lest you unleash danger and corruption. Or something like that.” She had clearly given up halfway through, unable to recite Veerie’s line of thought any further.

      “You know, I made many friends on my first day in your city. You could ask them if you’d like about how dangerous I am.” Tisel seemed to be open to listening, staring at me, waiting for me to speak. “There’s the girls at the guild, Henri and Cluxu; we get along fine. Oh, and the guild’s doctor. She patched me up after I got a couple of broken ribs from a job gone wrong. My guide, Rynissie, is also good; the prince seemed to get along with her. Oh, and then there’s—” I stopped myself midway through my thought, second-guessing whether I should talk about Yaani and her girls. “Well, let’s say I made nine or ten other friends, but I fear that if I were to say where I met them, Veerie herself would appear before me and skewer my heart.”

      “Ahh,” Tisel replied, giving a knowing nod.

      “Would a danger or corrupter have friends?” I asked.

      “A tricky danger would,” Tisel replied, leaning forward, a coy smile managing to form on her face.

      “I suppose that’s true. Were I a tricky danger, I would most certainly think to make friends. But then, would they really be friends?”

      “Uhh,” Tisel groaned, her eyes darting all over the place, searching for an answer. The hypothetical seemed to tax Tisel’s mind more than I expected, and I quickly reeled myself back in.

      “Don’t worry, I am not a danger. Just a fool pulled along by his desires.” I flashed a smile in a bid to gain Tisel’s confidence.

      Tisel nodded and seemed to take my words to heart as best she could. She really did seem to be running on fumes. Even her return to attention seemed to be dulled. 

      “Say,” I started, deciding that now was the best time to make my move, “if my friends were to come visit me, would you allow them to see me?” Tisel returned her attention to me, mulling over my request. “It would only be fair; after all, I’m being unfairly imprisoned. I’m sure my wildland elf companion wouldn’t stop hollering at you all.”

      “I-I don’t know. No one will come visit you…”

      “Says who? Veerie? The girl that we both agree doesn’t have a good handle on an individual’s nature? I can promise you she is mistaken. And I think you, too, don’t believe that.” 

      Tisel looked to be stuck between a rock and a hard place as she worked out what to do. Given how generous they were with the items in my cell, I could guess that even as guards, the forest elves were hospitable to a fault. Tisel was most likely deciding between what was the friendly thing to do and the special circumstance that Veerie declared had to be observed.

      “Tell you what,” I began, throwing her a life raft, “how about a simple exchange of favors. In exchange for letting my friends visit me, if they come to visit me, I will give you a re-energizing massage. All that sleepiness will melt away for a while, and if it doesn’t, you can ignore my request.”

      Tisel was taken aback and looked at me with a skeptical eye. She grabbed her shoulder for a moment before removing her arm and standing at attention.

      “And let you… wring my neck? In your dreams,” she replied, having made up a scenario in her head.

      “Oh, no, no, no. I wouldn’t dare. Don’t give me your shoulders, I’m a stranger. Are all elves so quick to trust?” I teased, provoking an embarrassed blush from Tisel. “No. Just give me your hand. I will—” I quickly did my best to come up with lies on the spot, “I will trigger your muscle’s natural reserves of energy…” I was doing well so far, it sounded believable. “To… to release that energy, yes, I will activate your muscle’s reserves of energy and direct the energy into your body proper. It will give you maybe an hour or two of wakefulness. At the very least, it will make you feel happier.” That last part wasn’t a lie.

      I stared down Tisel, who looked at me blankly; I hoped she would take me up on my fib.

      “You can do that!?” she replied enthusiastically, her face beaming. “I’d heard about that! Body Arts or whatever it was called, using the body’s natural life force and manipulating it; that’s it, right?”

      “Yes,” I replied quickly and surely. She had now thrown me a life raft, and I was quick to climb onto it. “A hundred percent yes.”

      Tisel looked to the doorway and noted no one was approaching and stuck her right hand out. “Quickly,” she urged; it seemed she was excited to try out something she had only heard of.

      I grabbed her hand in mine, resting the back of her hand in my left and pressing random spots on her palm with my right thumb. Whenever I would press intensely, I would run some red energy—some passion—into her body. She would jump and squirm a bit in time with the impulses, closing her eyes as if to bask in the sensation.

      Seeing her happy face, I sincerely hoped this would wake her up more. I kept the intensity of the red waves entering her body short and weak, equivalent to a light tickle to her system. I didn’t want to bring her to her knees here; the poor girl was just sleep deprived. The red energy interacted with the body in strange ways; I had even called the threads it allowed me to take hold of vital threads, so I found myself hoping that the pulses would rile up her vital energy. Much like the techniques she had heard of professed to do.

      I let go of her hand after sixteen or so pulses and awaited her verdict.

      “Wow! That was… empowering! I feel like I could stay awake for another eight hours. And I don’t feel as upset anymore!” She hopped around, testing the energy that she had rediscovered.

      I was shocked that she reacted so well but did not want her to get ahead of herself. “Whoa, hold on there, remember, you’re only good for an hour, maybe two max!” Those numbers were arbitrary and without base, but I had to do something to reel her in.

      “Right, right,” she said, calming herself down. “Thank you, all the same…” She looked at me behind bars and twisted her lips. “I am deeply sorry that this is how you have to spend your time here, but please bear with it.” She clasped her hand as she apologized and didn’t look away.

      Her sudden change in demeanor was unexpected but appreciated.

      “Don’t worry about it; just let me see my friends if they care enough to come by.” I smiled back at her. “If you need another jumpstart, just let me know. I’ll be here.”

      “O-of course!” she replied, her eyes going wide at the prospect of having the spine-tingling experience again. “You-you know”—she scratched her cheek and looked away—“I think I’ll go outside. Get some of that fresh air after all!”

      “Please do,” I replied. “Perhaps it’ll wake you up even more. Don’t worry, I’ll still be here when you come back.”

      With a bashful nod, Tisel walked out.

      “Whew,” I sighed, leaning fully onto the jail cell’s bars. “Veerie, I wonder what kind of face you’ll wear when you realize I’ve become friends with your subordinates.” I imagined her fit of rage at the sight and chuckled to myself. “Still. That was fun. Being tricky is fun.”

      I hummed a tune as I walked away from the bars.
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      The proper beginning of my first day in an elven cell. I sat on a nice cot in the corner of the room. Fresh air and ambient light leaked in from the window-like opening opposite the cell’s bars. The opening was obscured, a large tree root draping over half of it; a strange sight but somehow appropriate for the elves. On the other side of the room was a table, the one Veerie and I had spoken around, and a small counter affixed to the wall at waist height. Some books were left on it; the elves seemed to not want their prisoners bored. Next to the counter was a simple toilet. Another luxury I hadn’t expected. All that was missing was some sort of showerhead and I would have everything I needed. Though Tisel seemed to indicate they could take care of my hygiene with a spell.

      In my hands, I held an old, roughed-up book with a faded yellow cover. I couldn’t read, of course, but this book had some illustrations. I thought it would be fun to try and decipher some of the words; perhaps I could surprise Rynissie with my incredible code-breaking skills.

      In between code-breaking attempts I also thought about what fun I could have in a solitary cell.

      “If there were other prisoners, I could try to rally them. I could try to seduce all the guards. I could try to break out with only a spoon and with…” Various thoughts in the same vein came and went for my first few hours by my lonesome.

      “Hey, Auroro,” Tisel would say when she came to check on me, “just making sure you’re not doing anything vile.”

      “Just existing,” I would reply, holding the book in my hand.

      Thanks to the ever-ticking timer on my arm, I knew that about three hours had passed. By the second hour, Tisel had devolved into a less energetic state. She wasn’t as depleted as when I first saw her, but it wasn’t surprising when she asked for a quick jumpstart.

      “No problem,” I said to her request. “Just make sure you let my friends visit me.”

      “Of course, dude. Elf’s honor,” she replied. It seemed she had warmed up to me faster than I’d expected she would.

      A few minutes past the three-hour mark, Tisel had returned, her recognizable footsteps echoing down the hall signaling her approach.

      “Hey,” I called, “need another jumpstart, or just checking in on my nefarious schemes?”

      “Neither,” Tisel said, poking her head into view with a smile. She stood in front of me properly, and I put my book down to face her. “I got a replacement, finally.”

      “Oh!” I exclaimed before rapidly souring on the inside. “Is it the grouchy one?”

      “Nope. He’s not coming in today. Feels ‘unwell.’ I wonder why?” Tisel asked, rolling her eyes.

      “Excellent. Will you be coming back tomorrow?”

      “You think you’ll still be here tomorrow?

      “Are you joking?”

      “Ahh,” Tisel replied, reminding herself of just who had tossed me in here. “Actually, I’ll be back tonight. I wasn’t supposed to be here this late. This would have been my off time… But I will bring a game for us to play!”

      “Oh?” I said, perking up from my seat. “Yes! Please do!”

      Tisel gave me a smile, a heartwarming radiance beaming from it, and a reassuring thumbs-up.

      “Oh, and Auroro,” she said, looking down the hallway she had come from thrice before continuing, “you do have a visitor. Don’t worry, my replacement knows to let them in.” 

      “The day is definitely on an upswing!” I enthusiastically celebrated.

      “They’ll come in after I leave, have fun!” With a smile and a wave Tisel departed, and once her familiar steps faded, another harsh set of steps echoed down the hallway. Whoever they were, they were in a hurry.

      Actually, I’m pretty sure I know who this is.

      “Auroro? You here, Creepo?”

      I never even doubted it.

      “Yes, I’m here, Rynissie,” I called. 

      Hearing my voice, the wildland elf hastened her approach to my cell. She burst into view, breathing heavily, beads of sweat forming on her face. I greeted her with a smile and a wave from my comfy cot.

      Her eyes darted around the cell until they came back to rest on me. With a deep sigh, she brought her limbs together, standing straight, and focused her gaze on me after a quick blink.

      “So. The conqueror has become the conquered, huh?” she asked calmly. Her eyes had turned to ones that feigned pity.

      I looked at her curiously, raising a brow. I looked around my humble confines and returned to her. 

      “I have a roof over my head,” I began, “a bed to lay my broken body on and literature to read. Do you see a conquered man here? I see only a man pretending to read, as he bides his time.” I waved my hands around, demonstrating the splendor of dingy minimalism as I chewed the scenery. Rynissie was not amused.

      “Auroro, level with me. Did that goddess scramble your head?”

      I raised my finger as I was about to rebut the notion, but I stopped myself.

      “Well. She was legitimately, mind-bendingly beautiful.” I launched myself off my cot and sauntered over to a skeptical Rynissie. “You wouldn’t get it; you had to be there,” I replied, resting my elbows on the bar and my head in my hands, lovingly gazing at Rynissie. My expression dropped, however, as I processed Rynissie’s words. “Hey, is it okay for us to just speak nonchalantly about her? I have a feeling she might be the reason I’m being scrutinized,” I asked, and her ears twitched. “Also, you’re more beautiful than the day before,” I waxed. 

      “They’re probably not listening in; hospitable to a fault, remember? We’ve conspired to break out of these very cells before and no one ever came to stop us in the days it would take,” Rynissie proudly explained, hands resting on her hip; it seemed she was very faithful in a forest elf’s sense of hospitality. “Also, not the time, Creepo,” Rynissie continued, interrupting the moment. Somehow, her hands had flown from rest to the bars in a tick, and she had managed to stick her hands through the bar in the time it took me to blink; she tugged on my cheeks.

      “Osh, jush like old timesh.” I tried to speak, but Rynissie had quite the grip on my cheeks this time around. If one didn’t know any better, they’d believe she was trying to rip them off.

      “So, what have you done, Creepo?” Rynissie asked, pulling her hands away from my face.

      “Ahh, yes. Look here, Rynissie!” I brought the book I was reading into view and opened it to my favorite page. “Look, Rynissie, I believe this reads, ‘conflagration.’ I was able to decipher this in my time here.” I pointed to an image of what looked like an elf in the center of a ball of flame wearing a pained expression. Above the image was a word in bold print. It had to be conflagration, though I couldn’t put together why it was so boldly written.

      Rynissie looked at me as if I was an intelligible anomaly, her eyes twitching, feigned pity turning into apprehension. “No, Auroro,” she began, speaking sternly. “That spells constipation.”

      I snapped my head at the illustration quizzically; there was most certainly a man in the center of a fiery blaze, “How is this constipation? He’s on fire,” I said, jerking my head back in disgust.

      Rynissie grabbed the book from my hand and looked at the cover. She handed it back after her analysis was completed, an unimpressed smirk gracing her visage.

      “The book’s about proper elven diets, Auroro. The illustration is a metaphor for decade-long constipation as a result of elf-incompatible diets.”

      “...Oh. Why is this reading material?” I asked, scanning the book’s front and back.

      Rynissie sighed. “Auroro, think very carefully about who put you in here.”

      “Oh, you knew about her?” I asked, turning away and scratching my head bashfully.

      “Yes!” Rynissie exclaimed, her voice echoing down the halls. “I’ve been looking for you this entir—er, since this morning. I figured out you ran into trouble. What did you do? And I’m not asking about what you did while you were in this cell!”

      “Boo, Rynissie, boo; you could let me have my fun,” I scolded, shaking my hands at her. “But I’m actually quite innocent,” I stated, coming to rest once more. “Veerie wanted me to come with her for questioning. I said no and gallantly, and gracefully, ran away into the treetops. I was pursued by the woman’s elite shadow guard in their monstrous attire, but I managed to run without hurting any of them. I was, however, eventually caught and held against a branch, where Veerie finally put me to rest.” There was no point in mentioning the fiasco with the ape as, quite frankly, I didn’t want to let Rynissie know it was not yet a properly conquered asset.

      Rynissie’s eyes narrowed. “How did you run away into the treetops? Oh,” Rynissie started as she dug into her pouch, my words seemingly jogging her memory. She silently handed me a thin blue ribbon.

      “My hair tie!” I exclaimed. I graciously received the tie and undid my current one with a pull. Rynissie was silent, her brow furrowing for a tad as I put away the green ribbon in exchange for the blue. I recalled her question and answered, “I ran away by making arms. I swung from branch to branch with them.” I tugged on the hair tie as Rynissie reacted to my answer, further narrowing her eyes and nestling her chin into her palm. “Is something the matter? Did I do something wrong?”

      “Maybe. You’re not supposed to use magic above a certain rank within Viridia unless you’re a licensed professional. The rule helps maintain the common folks’ peace.”

      “Ahh, I see. I tried to be mindful of that, but they pursued me into the upper levels—Rynissie, did you know the city continued into the trees!?” 

      The thoughtful Rynissie quickly changed, as if recalling some slight I’d made against her. “Yes! I knew that! In fact, that’s where we were supposed to be going today!” Rynissie yelled back.

      “I’m sorry for ruining your plans, Rynissie,” I said with a smile. “I’m sure it would have been a fun day.” Like a bomb defused, Rynissie’s shoulders dropped along with her expression. 

      “O-oh,” she said as she looked back at my smiling face. “W-well, we can probably do it another time,” Rynissie said, looking down.

      “I would love that.”

      Rynissie seemed to search the floor, then snapped her head back up. “But only after we get you out of here!” she exclaimed, once more fired up. “The princess has gone too far! Even if you were a public menace, it was only after she harassed you. That’s got to count for something!” Rynissie haughtily placed her hands on her hips and puffed out her chest. “I swear, uppity twinklers. Is there no limit to their babysitting? What even is that elf-girl’s problem?”

      I giggled. “Come now, don’t be so loud; they might extend my sentence.” I tried my best to calm Rynissie down, beckoning her to a lower volume.

      “I’d like to see them try to punish us for speaking. Besides, Auroro, I already told you, they’re not going to hear us!”

      “Oh, are you casting magic?” Rynissie was so sure of herself, I just had to ask.

      She looked at me skeptically, her head cocking backwards. The question seemed to dampen her a tad. “No? This room has a magic dampening effect throughout the walls. I can’t coalesce my magic inside here well.”

      “Magic dampening?” The mystical term succeeded in distracting both of us.

      “Yeah, with magic dampening here, you won’t be able to use magic—”

      Before Rynissie’s eyes, I flickered a black tendril from my finger, unencumbered, halting her words in their tracks.

      A jovial smile flashed onto my face. “Excellent! It still works!”

      Rynissie’s jaw dropped as she watched the tendril flicker and wiggle according to my command as I kept my eyes fixed on her.

      “A-A-Auroro,” she stammered, “Auroro! Let’s get out of here!” she said, grabbing onto the jail bars, rattling them. “You can manipulate the black stuff, right? And grab things with it? Use it like Thieves’ Putty and unlock the cell!” Rynissie was beaming, seemingly from the prospect of circumventing the stuffy elves.

      “Thieves’ Putty?”

      Rynissie groaned and rolled her eyes. “It’s just a thing; just jam the black stuff into the keyhole, mold it into a key, and unlock the cell!” Rynissie said, pointing at the lock repeatedly with an ecstatic smile.

      “Ahh, sure, sure,” I consented, sticking my hand through to the other side of the cell bars. I outlined the wisp in red and proceeded to move it into the keyhole. “I’ve never tried such fine manipulation,” I said, squinting as I tried to interpret the sensations the wisp was sending me. I swung my head down and nodded repeatedly at Rynissie. “Thanks for inspiring this! I’m sure this will be a useful skill.”

      Rynissie nodded back, a smug look on her face; she was riding high. “Well, people should always know how to stick one to authority.”

      This is probably the most agreeable action I have ever done around you.

      As I contemplated the humor of Rynissie enthusiastically encouraging a break-out, a click echoed throughout the hall and through our very souls. We both looked down, wide-eyed. Rynissie was struck silent, seemingly in disbelief as she waited to see if this plan actually worked. I pushed the door away from me. It opened. There were no longer bars preventing Rynissie and me from embracing. We looked back at each other, excitement and laughter signaling their imminent arrival with the gradual upward turn of the corners of Rynissie’s lips.

      Standing on my side, I quietly grabbed the bars of the cell’s door.

      Cllk.

      I pulled on the door, closing the cell once more. Rynissie’s fledgling smile was torn down before the sound of the treacherous act reached ears. The shock only afforded silence for a second.

      “Creepo! What are you doing!?” she shouted, almost pressing her face into the bars. The bars she gripped creaked under her grip; a strength I would not want to be wrung by pulsing through her hands. “Aren’t we getting out of here!?”

      “No. I think it’s best if I stay here,” I said matter-of-factly, nodding repeatedly.

      “WHY!?”

      “I just believe... This is the place to be to really do some good work with the princess. I think I can break through to her. Really come to an understanding with her.”

      Rynissie stood there dumbfounded, her mouth agape, a slight twitch visiting her right eye. She stood there until stunted thoughts came together in her mind, the shine of realization reflecting in her.

      “No…” she started. “You wouldn’t.” She looked appalled, her eyes slightly narrowing at me. I looked away and whistled in response. She had an inclination. “Auroro, she’s the Princess of the twinklers,” Rynissie whispered harshly and pointedly. “You can’t just stay here because you’re scheming to get into her tights!”

      I snapped my head back and matched Rynissie’s whispers. “It’s not just that!” I insisted. “She, uh—she mentioned something about divinity. She probably knows something about the goddess, or other stuff.”

      “Or other stuff?” Rynissie reiterated, a vein bulging in her neck. “Why do I not believe you?”

      “Perhaps you have trust issues?” I gingerly put forward, squirming at having my plans laid bare. 

      Rynissie fell quiet, her body clicking back to a straight posture, her face rendered still.

      “I have trust issues? Me? The woman you ensnared in a contract she doesn’t understand? The woman that waited for you?”

      Oh, no, I went too far.

      That one landed somewhere sensitive. As much was clear as day on her face.

      Rynissie took a deep breath in and held it. A chilly moment later, she spoke calmly. “Okay. Creepo. If you want to rot in here for some headstrong girl.” She looked me straight in the eyes. “Then you do that. It’s your life.” Without another overstayed moment, Rynissie spun on her heels and departed toward the exit. I remained silent, wallowing in the guilt of hurting Rynissie more than I’d intended to.

      I stayed by the bars looking down at the floor as Rynissie disappeared through the doorway.

      “Hey, how did it go?” a voice echoed from the hall. They must have been right at the doorway. I found myself hoping they didn’t hear that conversation, like Rynissie said.

      “That idiot doesn’t know how to read. He’s pretending.” That was all Rynissie said before silence took back its rightful place in the room.

      “Wow,” I whispered, “you’re really amazing, Rynissie. All things considered, you’re almost as ‘hospitable to a fault’ as a forest elf.” My head fell against the jail cell, the thunk of the collision ringing out. I stood there for a few minutes before returning, book hanging from my hand, to my cot.

      “I think I’ll go to sleep for now. I’m not too sure what it is that I’m feeling.”
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      “Prisoner!”

      Huh?

      “Prisoner! Wake up!”

      Oh, no. That voice. I don’t want to deal with this right now.

      “Prisoner Auroro! On your feet!”

      What did I do this time?

      In the darkness behind closed eyes, I had tried and failed to re-enter that mental space. I hoped that I could have escaped to an imaginary tea party, but the imaginal visage never graced my closed eyes. And now, I was being called back to wakefulness by the one I hadn’t invited to the tea party; Veerie.

      I opened my eyes to the cell’s walls and turned over on my cot. Veerie was standing on the other side of the cell, as huffed and puffed as ever. Her face was mildly flushed and her cheeks blown up. Her shoulders were tense as she kept her arms strained at her sides. She was wearing the same outfit as before; she probably had multiple sets of it at home.

      I...I don’t remember doing anything.

      From my cot, my arms crossed, I replied to the woman in green, “How may I help you?” Stealing a glance at my arm, I could see only a couple of hours had passed since Rynissie’s visit.

      “Come to the bars, Auroro!” she yelled.

      Are you… are you trying to exert your authority on me?

      My patience was thin, my face moments away from turning sour. “No,” I said curtly. Veerie’s reaction—a head drawn back and bangs falling out of place from sheer shock—was within expectations. “If you want to speak to me, you can do it from there.” Veerie was stunned, mouth agape once more. A sigh escaped my lips. I threw the girl a life vest. “If you wish to speak with me, I will sit at the table.”

      Please, Veerie, don’t mind the wordplay, just say yes and come in, or just yell at me from the other side.

      Veerie stomped in place. She looked toward the hall whence she came and then back at me. There was no one else around. It was just me and her in this room of cells. She gritted her teeth and looked at me.

      “Fine!” she exclaimed. “Take your seat!”

      Huh. I didn’t expect that.

      I sat up from my cot slowly, staring at the ground as I tightened the blue ribbon that kept the hair out of my eyes. A quick glance at the girl revealed a nasty scowl and an impatient finger tapping a slender arm. I rolled my eyes, betting on the darkness to hide my rudeness, and with a heavy heave pushed myself off the bed.

      Only once I took a seat at the table did Veerie unlock the door and enter. She stomped to the table and sat down with a huff.

      What expression would you have made if I’d opened the door and invited you inside? Would you have screamed? Or would you have been carried away and followed along due to some naive curiosity?

      Seeing Veerie’s expression, I became caught up in my thoughts as I imagined an expression that didn’t reflect her worries and frustrations. She allowed, inadvertently, the time to let my thoughts run their course. Planning out how to fish various reactions from her soothed my shoulders and lifted my spirits just a bit.

      Why is she so quiet?

      Veerie was staring at me still. Her brow was furrowed, her eyes sharply trained on me, her lower lip scrunched, sometimes wiggling as if she was whispering inaudible words to me.

      It… It doesn’t seem like she’s processing the implications of being in this cell alone with me. Is she confident? Or has she just not realized?

      The silence continued until she decided it was time to speak. “Auroro,” she began, “is it true you cannot read the common language?”

      “Huh?” I was caught by surprise by the sudden concern.

      “I was told that you were pretending to read by the guard outside. Is that true? Are you illiterate?”

      Veerie moved uncomfortably on the other side of the table as she awaited a response. I could practically see the wheels turning and could hear the voice wavering. She seemed to be caught between that sense of hospitality elves afforded to all and the animosity she had toward me. 

      “I can read the word ‘constipation,’ actually.” It was meant to be a quip, but maybe my voice devoid of passion and whimsy didn’t convey that. Veerie looked at me, perplexed, in response.

      Her eyes darted off to my left.

      In that direction is… The cot.

      She trained her eyes on me, a realization having dawned on her. “Ahh, you must have seen the picture of the elf suffering constipation!” she exclaimed with a bit more gusto than one would think the subject matter deserved. “That is a very good metaphor. That writer has a very humorous approach to harsh topics,” she proclaimed, indulging in a long blink as she nodded her head.

      “Uh. Okay?” I wasn’t sure what I felt. Was I impressed that Veerie knew the books so well, or was I perplexed over the knowledge? My face contorted; I was looking down at her. It was pity that gazed upon her. “Vee-Veerie, are you... Const—”

      “Say no more!” Veerie shouted, her brows arched and her face reddening. “Of course I am not! I’ve read the book! I obviously know what to avoid!”

      I didn’t expect such an earnest answer. You’re really not cut out for this.

      “This is not about me,” she yelled. “I am here”—her fist slammed the table—“to question you!” She took a breath and pulled her body back to rest against the chair as opposed to against the table. “Why did you not inform us you could not read the books that we had left here?” Her voice was gentler, confusion evident in her intonation.

      I let my head fall backwards as I looked around the room. I brought it back forward, finding nothing, and looked at the inquisitive Veerie.

      “Does it matter?” I asked. “You don’t care enough about me to let me go, but you care enough to make sure I can read?” I was sure that this was just a byproduct of elven hospitality, as irrational as it was, but I could not respond to it. I had nothing that I wanted to admit to aloud.

      “I do care about you, Auroro,” Veerie replied, something I had not expected to hear from her lips. “I care about you enough to not want you near the citizens until your nature is determined. I keep you here for others’ safety, not because I despise you.” Veerie looked me straight in the eyes. “That is my choice. This was how I chose to handle this challenge that appeared before me. There is a limit to how harshly you should be treated.”

      Care? Challenge? What is going on in that head of yours, princess?

      “Princess,” I said, resting my head against my propped-up hand, gazing off to the side, “I don’t get it. I don’t get what it is that you want from me.”

      “Answers, Auroro,” she replied, seizing the opportunity. “I want you to tell me what is going on with you, and who you were sent to Viridia by. Who empowers you, Auroro?”

      She’s fishing for an answer—like the goddess. There’s no way around it… But I think she’s mistaken on a point.

      “I empower myself, princess. I came to Viridia by my own volition, according to my own rational mind. No one sent me here.” I looked at her once more from the corners of my eyes. She didn’t look angry, but her face was tense. “Believe it or not, that’s the truth as I know it.”

      Silence fell once more. I didn’t look at the princess, instead opting to gaze at the wall. From what I could hear, she was fidgeting in her seat.

      “Auroro,” she called, her voice having lost some of the oomph it had before, “why were you not wearing any fortification magic?”

      Huh? That’s a strange turn.

      “Princess,” I replied, turning back to her, my eyes narrowed. She jumped at the realization that she was under scrutiny. “Are you about to engage in blaming me, the victim, for not protecting himself to your liking? On a night when said victim only expected to be returning to a warm bed? On a night when said victim did not expect to end up with broken ribs and balls?”

      “No? No! No!” Veerie replied. “I wasn’t going to do that!” she claimed, waving her hands at me. “I merely sought to ascertain why someone like you wouldn’t take precautions.”

      “Someone like me? Listen here, princess. I didn’t use fortification magic because I don’t know what that is.” Veerie stayed quiet; I couldn’t tell if she was shocked, angry or confused. Maybe a mixture of all three. It didn’t seem like we were getting anywhere. I sighed and thought back to the day before. “I went on a job with Rynissie,” I said. “I got hit by an ape and broke my ribs. Rynissie got hit and was sent flying into a tree. She only cracked her back. You can ask the doctor at the guild; she treated us both.” Veerie listened without interruption; she must have been trying to process what I was telling her. “I’m weak and useless on my own, princess.”

      “That doesn’t make sense,” she replied to me so matter-of-factly, without batting an eye, tossing down the explanation I provided her.

      “What?” I asked her, recoiling at the quick dismissal.

      Veerie stood from the table. “No, never mind,” she said before quickly shifting her gaze toward the exit.

      “We’re done here for today,” she said as she walked to the cell door.

      “What?” I shot up from my seat, fueled by irritated confusion. “No, we’re not!”

      Despite my protests, Veerie opened the cell door and was about to walk out.

      “Hey! I have a request!”

      Veerie snapped her head back toward me. “What is it?” she asked, her brow raised.

      “Could,” I hesitated for a second beneath her gaze, “could you put me to sleep again? Like you did before?” She studied my form for a few more moments, as if to try to discern my angle. “You all are about hospitality, right? I haven’t been able to sleep well,” I said, concocting an excuse.

      “I can… I suppose,” she said, softening her expression. “Go lie down and close your eyes.”

      I nodded gratefully and followed the instructions. As I rested my body on the cot, I thought back to my behavior.

      I’m not really in a good mood. But this’ll help. On a normal day, I would try to study the process, but right now, I just want to go back to a nice tea party… I wonder when it will star—

      Before I could finish my thought, I felt the strange sensation of falling. I tried to open my eyes, but it was too late. They would not open, and I felt myself falling deeper, the gap between thoughts widening.

      Protect me, my dear power. I’m counting on you.
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      “So that’s the long and short of it. I’m sorry for saying something that could hurt your feelings. I know you have something going on, and I underestimated that you may have your own hang ups about it. I was being purposely deceitful, and it came back to bite me. You were right to doubt me. I am sorry. I will do my best to only build you up. Thank you for teaching me to not be so frivolous with my words. I should be straightforward and upfront with my assets.”

      Rynissie continued smiling while I vocalized my regrets.

      “I will be sure to give the real you as heartfelt an apology,” I concluded, Rynissie still smiling at me.

      I looked to my left at the woman sitting to Rynissie’s right, around the table. “Thank you for being here to listen to my embarrassing display of vulnerability, goddess.”

      The goddess sitting at the table only smiled.

      I looked to my right at the woman standing next to me. “Veerie, thank you for letting me have this moment to process myself.” I looked at her serene, unmoving smile. “I doubt you have the emotional delicacy and emotional intelligence to understand that this was very hard for me, so I don’t feel as laid bare in front of you.” I gingerly patted her shoulder. “So thanks for being such an unrelenting boar.”

      Veerie only smiled at my vicious mockery; I wondered whether the real Veerie would take moments too long to realize she was being mocked.

      A giggle filling my mind, I spun on my heels and walked toward an imagined door. The outside world was waiting for me.

      “People are speaking closely enough that I can hear.” I could hear their hushed tones. They seemed to be mindful of my sleep.

      I was elated that I was able to arrive in this special space once more. I had put it off for the majority of my stay, but practicing my apology relieved me of some the weight crushing my heart. In that regard, asking Veerie to put me to sleep was worth it. I was also able to draw more conclusions about my power as I worked up the courage to formulate an apology. All in all, this was a good choice; I learned a lot.

      I put my hand on the door and reaffirmed my intentions. “Back into the game, Auroro. Stride forward confidently and assuredly. Conquer what you want. Don’t squirm. Don’t yield. Squirming’s for cowards, yielding is for the tired, and you are neither.” I smiled to myself at the end of my speech.

      From behind me, one of my tea guests clapped, motivating me further. 

      “Heh. That’s right. Be unabashedly me. I am Auroro.”

      I stepped forward into the light, through the door, the clapping behind me unceasing.

      Wait. Clapping?!

      Before I could turn to the scene of the women sitting around my tea table, my eyes had sprung open, filling my vision with the familiar scenery of the elven cell.

      “Okay, just be careful.”

      “It’ll be no trouble at all! Auroro’s a bright leaf!”

      Two elves were speaking right outside my cell. A male, from the sounds of it, and a familiar female, Tisel. I looked around my cell waiting for my body to realize we were awake and spotted a single change. Over on the table, there were five books stacked.

      From the sounds of their conversation, it seemed like they were doing a change-over; Tisel was coming in for her shift. The slight decrease in the intensity of the ambient light in the room supported the conclusion that it was later in the day, perhaps already nightfall. The two elves also seemed to be speaking of something that was left in my cell.

      Spurred on by curiosity, I lifted myself from my cot, my body light and rested, and gently strode over to the table, free from the shackles of a bad move. 

      “Oh?”

      Atop the books was a folded note. Taking the paper in hand, it felt coarse and thick. The fibers that made the paper felt more robust than the paper of my notepad. On the inner pages, a note seemed to have been left for me.

      “I-I can’t read this.”

      The penmanship looked pretty. I could tell it was handwritten because of the hours I’d spent looking at similar printed symbols in that book. I knew I was not going to be able to read this.

      If it was her, I could totally see this happening. This kind of oversight seems to be typical of her.

      The image of a certain haughty elf looking self-satisfied flashed in mind. Before I could audibly groan, the image was dispelled by a call from one of the guards.

      “Ah! Auroro! You’re awake!” I looked over to see a giddy and energetic Tisel walking closer to the cell. “I really thought you were going to be out for the rest of the night!” she said.

      “As nice as that would be, sleeping all day would do the body no good,” I replied as I walked closer to the cell’s bars.

      Before Tisel could reply, her companion spoke up. “Hey, Tis, I’m going to get going now,” he said, awkwardly avoiding eye contact with me.

      “Sure, sure, no problem. See you later, Alfie!” she replied before waving him away. She turned back toward me, missing the dramatic slump of the shoulders that Alfie suffered.

      Oh. I see what’s going on here.

      Alfie listlessly turned and walked away, only looking back twice. Tisel, however, was knee deep in conversation.

      So, Alfie told me you had a big day! You couldn’t read, huh? And Princess Veerie chewed you out for it?”

      “Ahh, well. I wouldn’t say she chewed me out.” I chuckled as I scratched the back of my head. “She just sought to understand my current capabilities. Incidentally,” I looked over to the books on the table and pointed, “is she responsible for those books?”

      “Yeah!” Tisel enthusiastically replied. “Those are picture books. Check them out. They can help you learn some words!” Tisel was mildly gyrating in place; she seemed to be very excited for me.

      “I see, and what about the note?”

      “The note? Um… Oh, right! I was told that note is just for you,” Tisel replied after a stroke of her chin.

      “So, could you read it for me?”

      “I’m afraid not,” Tisel replied, her smile deflating. “I was told I wasn’t to read it. I was told though that it’s just a note that tells you how to use the books.”

      There it was.

      “Humph—Heh—Miff—” I could barely contain my laughter.

      “What’s wrong?” Tisel asked, cocking her head to the side.

      “Tisel, correct me if I’m wrong, but I’m supposed to read the note before reading the books?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Tisel, why do I have the books in the first place?”

      “Because you don’t know how to re—” What started as a confident reply lost steam as the realization dawned on her. Her face went almost as red as Veerie’s; I could not tell if she was embarrassed for herself or for her liege.

      “Princess Veerie…” She tucked and hid her face in shame. “She couldn’t have made such an oversight,” Tisel whimpered, the sounds of her mental image of Veerie cracking were so loud they were practically crossing the divide of metaphor and reality.

      “Bahahaha!” I laughed, holding my belly to keep my ribs from reminding me that they were still recovering. “That’s just like her! Wouldn’t you agree, Tisel?”

      Tisel looked down; she seemed reluctant to join in on a bit of princess poking.

      “Come now,” I said, resting against the cell. “Isn’t that just typical? The princess making a grand gesture only to overlook the smaller, practical details?”

      “I-I guess,” Tisel admitted, hiding her face in shame, as if she were hiding from her betrayal of her princess.

      I threw her a life vest. “Your princess is just a big-picture type of person. There’s nothing wrong with her having these kinds of weaknesses, right? And there’s nothing wrong with us being aware of them.” I looked back to the note on the table. “I mean, it makes for a nice laugh, doesn’t it? I most certainly wasn’t expecting one so soon after waking up”

      “Yeah. I guess so,” Tisel replied, regaining some of her composure. “My princess sure is a handful, huh?”

      I stayed quiet, only gesturing to the cell I found myself in. After a beat, we both burst into laughter.

      “So you can’t read me the letter,” I started, after recovering from my hearty laugh, wiping the tear in my eye. “Can you help me with the books? If I have any questions I mean.”

      Tisel’s eyes lit up as she clasped her hands together, “Of course!” she shouted. “But wait. Before that—” She scurried over to the side of the cell and pulled a woven bag into view. “Look what I got!” she said as she pulled out a wooden box, holding it up in front of me.

      “This is?” I asked, trying to puzzle out the nondescript box.

      “A game! I brought a game to help pass the time!”

      “Oh!” I replied, my eyes lighting up and my hands mirroring Tisel’s pose from earlier. “Yes, please! Let’s play a game. I have yet to play an elven game!”

      “Great!” Tisel replied as she began laying the game on the floor. “It’s not really an elven game, though,” she said as she opened the box, revealing the board and the nostalgic-looking game pieces inside.

      Before I could be swept away by the strange sense of familiarity, I focused on the task at hand.

      “Tisel, I’ll bring my table over so that we don’t have to bend over onto the floor.”

      “Oh!” Tisel said, looking up at me. She had already gotten on her hands and knees to pull the pieces out. “Good idea!” she said with a thumbs-up.

      I ran over to the table and carried it over to the cell bars. Tisel slipped the board in through a gap and began joyfully setting up the wooden game pieces as I fetched my chair. Tisel did the same, fetching her own chair from outside.

      She began checking over the board to ensure that she didn’t make a mistake and that all the pieces were where they should be. Enjoying the innocent sight, I began to wonder—

      “Hey, Tisel. You won’t get in trouble, right?”

      Tisel looked up blankly, the first blank stare I had seen from her today. She seemed to think about my question, and her face quickly reverted to her ecstatic smile. “No problem! It’s not like anyone’s going to come around!” She seemed to brush off any concerns as she refocused her eyes on the game board.

      I shrugged my shoulders and followed her lead. “So what’s this game called?” I asked as I examined the board. On my side, there were sixteen light-colored pieces occupying two rows of squares, each row having eight squares. The pieces on one of the rows were all the same. The pieces on the row nearest to me were different, there being three sets of pairs and two unique ones. Tisel had the same configuration on her side, but her pieces were of a darker wood.

      “This is called chess!” she exclaimed, waving her hand over the board as well as she could from between the bars. “It is a game of cunning, strategy, bravery, and mercilessness!”

      “Ahh, chess,” I replied. The name didn’t feel familiar, but the sight of the board seemed strangely “right” to me. 

      Cunning. Strategy… Bravery… Oh, right!

      Tisel’s words reminded me of a bold and devious plan I once had.

      “Do you know how to play? The light pieces go first.”

      “Hold on,” I said, holding my hand out. “Before that, I have a proposal. To make the game more interesting.

      “Hmm? What do you have in mind?” Tisel looked at me with squinted eyes and covered her already armor-clad chest with her arms.

      Why are you covering your chest like I’m about to strip you?

      I shook myself from that line of thought and continued with my proposal.

      “Contract,” I said. “Let’s make a contract.” 

      Tisel was about to speak up, her ears twitching at the word and her eyes going wide—she was about to shut it down.

      “Hear me out,” I replied calmly. “If I win, you let me walk out of the cell.” Tisel’s eyes went wider. She was shaking her head vehemently, but I continued undeterred/ “I’m not going to leave the jail. I will only walk in the hallway that is directly in front of these cell bars.” I gestured to the space to indicate I wasn’t going to be traveling very far. “If I lose—”

      “If you lose, you have to reveal to Princess Veerie at least one secret you’re keeping from her about your origins!”

      “Oh?” Tisel caught me by surprise. Hearing my condition, she seemed to have calmed down enough to try to take advantage of the situation.

      But still…

      “Why only one secret?” I asked, curious that she didn’t try to squeeze me for more. I wasn’t expecting her to jump in, and I definitely wasn’t expecting her to low ball.

      “Because everyone deserves to have their privacy,” she replied matter-of-factly, her smile beaming. “I’m sure you have secrets, Auroro. Maybe one of those secrets is what the princess is holding you here for. It’s a tough predicament. I don’t want you to feel pressured, but maybe if you tell her one, everything else will become easier?” Tisel seemed to approach this in good will. From the way she spoke, it felt like she was trying to ease this process on both sides. She was still biased in favor of the princess, but it did seem she was still sympathetic to me as opposed to strategically making a condition light enough that I would accept.

      “What if I don’t have a secret?”

      “Then there’s no penalty,” she replied simply, cocking her head. “Auroro, as long as you don’t try to cheat contracts, nothing bad will happen. No contract is going to penalize you for not having what the other party thought you had.”

      “R-right.” I quickly made a mental note of that mechanism. I realized I needed to learn the nuances of contracts quickly.

      “So is that it?” Tisel asked.

      “Yes, those terms are acceptable.”

      “Great, I’ll enact the contract then, if you don’t mind.” I gestured my approval and Tisel received it with a nod. “I think this’ll work; Great Spirit of the tree that sits above us,” Tisel shouted, looking upward to the ceiling, “please watch over this contract made between he and I. The terms are set, please bless this contract!” She looked down to me and stretched out her right hand. “Auroro?” she asked, her blue-dyed bangs shifting along with her enlivened movements.

      I graciously took her hand and in the next instant felt that familiar surge of energy sweep through my body.

       “Ahh. I guess it’s set,” I said, still basking in the glow. I looked to Tisel. “Huh?!”

      “Hee hee hee!” Tisel seemed to be the happiest she had ever been. She was trembling in her seat, her hands tucked in front of her body, with the widest grin gracing her expression. “YAY!” she shouted, her arms springing upward like a jack-in-the-box. “I did it! A contract with a greater spirit! And there was one here!”

      “Ti-Tisel?”

      “Auroro! Did you see that? I did a legitimate contract! With a spirit as witness!” She had swung her hands down and was staring beams of happiness into my eyes. “Wildland elves are the ones who typically do contracts with greater spirits, and here I am, a forest elf, and I did one too!”

      “Ar-Are they hard to do?” Maybe I was mistaken, but from the way Rynissie did it, making contracts with whatever was around just seemed like the go-to option.

      “No, not exactly. Forest elves just don’t do it, because, you know, we have our own gods. And it’s hard to know where there is a greater spirit. But there was one here!” Tisel giggled as she let herself be carried away by happiness.

      “Well, good for you, Tisel. What happens if I break the contract then? What’s the penalty? Is it something flashy?”

      I had heard about penalties from Rynissie, but she didn’t go deep into them beyond the potential death. I had a feeling Tisel would be more colorful.

      “I’d say… Since it’s the tree…” Tisel wondered aloud, twisting her colored bangs around her armored finger. “You would probably have all your mana sucked out, or maybe the tree would fall on you.” She delivered a fairly painful end with a smile.

      “Ahh… Do trees normally suck out mana?” I tried to puzzle it out on my own, but a nudge from Tisel was welcome.

      “No. But this tree is responsible for the magic dampening effect in this jail house.” Tisel pointed toward the roots outside the window as she explained.

      “A tree is responsible for that?! I thought it was the walls!”

      “Nope. Don’t ask me how it works, but the tree grows over top of this jail, and its roots were able to integrate into the walls. Natural technology they call it.” Tisel smiled and then her face lit up once more. “They say it’s from the age when gods still walked the earth!” Recalling that fact seemed to get her more excited relative to all other extraordinary facts she delivered.

      “So this game,” I said, gesturing at the board, “chess as you called it. Light pieces go first. That would be me then, correct?”

      “Auroro, do you truly not know how to play?” Tisel was ecstatic, her eyes beaming at the prospect of an easy victory.

      “I do not,” I replied, examining the board.

      Tisel chuckled and snorted and turned up her nose. “Well, don’t expect me to go easy on you,” she said, crossing her arms and looking down at me. “I can’t betray my princess by not doing my best—huh?” She examined the board intently. I had made my opening move, sliding one of the frontline pieces forward by two spaces.

      “Did I move correctly?”

      “Y-Yeah, you did. Umm, here’s my move.”

      The elf guard was staring at me quizzically. I paid it no mind. Though I did not know the game, I was swept up in a wave of nostalgia. My heart seemed to resonate with the scene in a way it had not resonated before.

      Tisel completed her move, bringing one of her frontline pieces forward one space.

      Click.

      I made my next move soon after, shifting a piece that looked like a horse forward in an L-shape. The move seemed irregular, but Tisel did not protest.

      “Uhh.” Tisel moved her piece in response, and I placed a different piece, one with a strange head, diagonally across the board.

      “A-Are you sure you’ve never played this game?” 

      “I have no memory of ever playing this game.” My eyes were squarely focused on the board, anticipating Tisel’s next move. She made her move—one that I expected—and I continued on, guided by what felt right.

      The game continued for another dozen moves, Tisel’s bravado turning to weak whimpers after every brisk move I made. She was sweating, though I barely noticed. My eyes were trained on her piece, one with a crown, and I finally got the opportunity to take it. A strange wave of satisfaction overtook me, though I did not know why.

      “Gah! I lost.”

      “Huh?” I flung my head up at Tisel for the first time since the game started. “It’s over?”

      “Yeah!” Tisel cried; though she was distressed, she was smiling, as if she couldn’t process what had occurred. “Never played before, my rump! You clearly knew what you were doing.”

      I scratched my head; I had done better than I thought I would.

      I must have played this game before in some other lifetime.

      “Be-Beginner’s luck perhaps?”

      Tisel fell quiet and her expression dropped but only for a mere moment. She started speaking again before I could register the change, her smile replaced. “Haha, I guess so, huh? Well, let’s play again! I’ll beat you this time!”

      “Wait, before that. I want to sit outside with you.” I intended to collect on my win according to the contract we’d sealed.

      Tisel squirmed in her seat before crossing her hands and pouting. “I—I didn’t say when I’d let you walk out of the cell.”

      Just as she completed her sentence, and before I could protest her being a child, the roof above us creaked. It was barely a sound loud enough for me to take note of it, but for Tisel—

      “Whoa, whoa! Sorry, I was joking!” she shouted, waving her hands at the ceiling. “Auroro can come out whenever he wants!” 

      The creaking stopped, and Tisel let out a sigh of relief. Before I could ask if she was okay and inquire about what happened, she broke out in laughter.

      “Wow!” she exclaimed between laughs. “Contracts really don’t mess around! That tree might have tried to squish me!” Despite speaking of probable doom, Tisel seemed ecstatic. “Auroro!” she called. “Did you see that? I almost got penalized! That would have been terrible!”

      “Ahh,” I said, recoiling at the woman’s strange nature—she was a little too much, even for me. “So, everything’s okay now?”

      “Yup! I just wanted to see how fast-acting a contract with a greater spirit would be!” Tisel went over to the door and opened it up with her key. “Come on out!” she called as she went back to her seat.

      I followed her instruction and took a step outside of the cell. “Ahh. This feels as good as I dreamed it would,” I said as I stretched my arms out to enjoy the extra rectangle of space that I had won.

      “Don’t try running away now,” Tisel teased. “The tree means serious business!”

      We laughed at the ominous warning for a bit before Tisel spoke up once more.

      “So, Auroro, what did you want to accomplish by coming out here?”

      I looked at the young elf and flashed a sinister smile. I stuck a finger up and explained. “Simple, dear Tisel,” I said in a hushed tone. Tisel unconsciously edged herself closer to hear the secret. “Imagine...” I said, trailing off.

      “Yes?” Tisel replied, curiosity glinting in her eyes.

      “Imagine Veerie’s face when she sees me sitting outside of the cell, enjoying life with a wonderful guard!” I shouted before breaking into a hearty and slightly maniacal laugh.

      Though Tisel was quiet at first, the laughter born from petty mischief proved infectious, and she soon joined in. “Heh heh, yeah, she would be so mad,” she said, giggling into her palm.

      The laughter calmed, and I was basking in the afterglow of imagining a furious Veerie.

      “So, do you want to play again?”

      “No,” I replied, dramatically sticking a hand in front of her face. She jumped in her seat at the sudden movement. “Oh, sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you.” Tisel nodded and breathed another sigh of relief. “Actually, I would like to study for an hour or so.” Tisel expressed shock at my desire, her eyes opening a little wider. “If it is all right with you, I’d like to study for an hour, then take a break and play a few rounds with you, and then repeat. Does that sound fair?”

      “O-Of course! That would be great!” Tisel said, excited at the prospect. If she’d had a tail, she would have been wagging it, no doubt.

      And who would’ve thought that she was supposed to be guarding me… I can’t wait ‘til Veerie sees this.

      “Oh, by the way, if I have questions, could you help me?”

      “Of course, elf’s honor! In fact, I can even help you get started! The princess left the books stacked in the order you should read them in!”

      “Oh, really? How thoughtful.” Though she seemed to be prone to overlooking simple details, it was clear that she cared to some degree. “Well,” I said, “let’s get to it.”

      “But, oh! Oh! When we’re done, you have to play the elven version of chess,” Tisel said, pulling out another set of pieces from her woven bag. “I bet I’ll be able to beat you at this one.”

      “Haha, okay,” I replied, interested in the variant. “Let’s do that. As long as you help me out, I’ll gladly play with you.” We shared a smile of agreement and got to it.

      I pulled the table and chair out from my cell and sat with Tisel for the rest of the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m going to beat you this time, Auroro!”

      “Mwahaha, then what it’ll it be? 12 to 8? In my favor? Come and try, Tisel!”

      Our time together was reaching its end; daybreak was near. But even still, we enjoyed one final game of elven chess.

      “Keep your head on tight, Tis!” 

      Tisel’s replacement, Alfie, had arrived earlier, in a bit of a sweaty hurry, and had just recently got caught up in our epic final match.

      “Auroro, she’s going to take your head this time!”

      Needless to say, he was rooting for Tisel to pull a victory.

      “You have a real fascination with heads, don’t you, Alf?”

      “He-Hey… No, I don’t,” Alfie feebly protested.

      “All the time, Auroro. You’d think he was a beheader in a past life or something,” Tisel quipped as she loudly slammed a piece on the board, taking one of my own.

      “Hey, Tis,” Alfie whined, “not in front of the prisoner!”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle at the pair as I formulated my counterattack.

      The game we were playing, elven chess, was a little different from the first game of chess we played. In this variant, the pieces known as the pawns could be replaced with up to four new pieces called treants. These were based off of moving trees. The bishops were replaced with units called rangers, which represented the elves that would glide across tree branches. 

      The treants moved like pawns except that they could not be promoted when they reached the end of the board. The elves moved like bishops. The uniqueness of elven chess came from the way the rangers interacted with the treants. Rangers were allowed to jump over the treants. They also had the option of changing their trajectory when jumping over a treant. For instance, if a ranger approached from the top left corner of a square a treant was occupying, it could then choose to go along the bottom left diagonal or the top right diagonal instead of just the bottom right diagonal. Elven chess truly came into its own when it made heavy use of the versatility of the treants and the ranger pieces.

      Tisel was much more comfortable with this variant of the game. That coupled with my true unfamiliarity with the pieces led to many of my defeats. A few times, I had flatly forgotten of the special features of the two units. A few times, I had also won by just relying on my gut feeling, but those times, I had never once executed a move that would only be possible in elven chess. It was only because Tisel wasn’t paying attention that I could get away with it.

      In other words, this was a fruitful time. I had to stop relying on my gut feeling and start actually engaging with the game. As we approached the end, I couldn’t help but come to appreciate Tisel, though I was perplexed at how my memory of the game chose to express itself.

      “Tis, careful!”

      “I know, dude, I got this.” Tisel confidently slammed her piece down. It was tough; I scanned the board, looking at all the variables I could process, a cold sweat forming on my brow.

      It was then that a familiar, shrill, abrupt voice pierced the tension of the game, jolting everyone out of their focus.

      “Wha-wha-wha—WHAT ARE YOU DOING?!” screamed Veerie, who stood at the top of the hall flabbergasted, fists trembling at her side.

      The two guards’ heads snapped toward their boss so quickly I was concerned they would suffer whiplash.

      “Ti-Tis! You said this was okay!” cried Alfie. Tisel had told him that my being outside the cell was allowed due to a contract. She’d neglected to tell him Veerie didn’t know.

      “Your Majesty, I can explain. I had no choice! I did this for you!” Tisel belted out, her face red, as she was caught red-handed with their oh-so-dangerous prisoner. Her words were ones that we had practiced earlier. I even suggested she say the “I did this for you” part. In that respect, she did very well.

      “Oh. Hey, checkmate,” I said.

      “Huh? What?” Tisel asked, snapping her head back to the game to observe the game state. 

      Veerie’s intrusion had come at a welcome time; the sudden, shrill, and shocking interruption helped me take my mind off the game long enough to notice a play I hadn’t considered involving a ranger.

      “TISEL!” Veerie shouted. She was not amused that Tisel had broken away from her to observe her devastating loss. Alfie, too, had looked over but did it late enough that Veerie didn’t notice him or his dramatic snap-back at her shout.

      “I can explain!” Tisel shouted, looking back to her boss as she stood from her seat. “I did it for you!” she parroted. That cry—I had told her it could potentially save her when nothing else could. It seemed she really took that to heart. 

      I pray for your success, dear friend.

      Veerie came stomping down the hallway, every step seemingly shaking the halls of the jailhouse. The two guards had already been standing at attention as I sat behind them, sitting with one leg crossed over the other.

      Veerie stood in front of her lackeys, fuming, and quickly peered between their rigid heads to see me sitting without so much as a glance toward her. 

      Her eyes flew to Tisel a beat later. “So? You said you did this for me? Explain.” Her tone was harsh and pointed, but as expected, she fixated on the line.

      I could practically hear the sound of Tisel’s muscles loosening. “Y-Yes! Your Majesty, if you would lend me your ear.”

      “Hold on,” Veerie responded. She halted Tisel’s words with an abrupt raise of her hand in front of the guard’s face. “Do your job, and put him back in his cell.”

      Oops. She’s a little angrier than I thought she’d be.

      At first, I neglected to make eye contact with her because I thought it’d be funnier, but now a tinge of fear was encouraging me to ignore her.

      “A-Ah, Ma’am, I—uh—can’t.” Tisel tucked her head in shame as her voice slowly cracked.

      “WHY—” Veerie caught her anger and took a deep breath in and an even deeper one out. Only then did she restart her thought. “Why is that, Tisel?”

      “We made a contract.” Tisel’s reply came out quietly and quickly; she wanted to get past it as quickly as possible. I would have replied the same way.

      Veerie was quiet for a moment before speaking once more.

      “What’s the contract?” the princess asked. It seemed that the knowledge of a contract being at play also called for her caution.

      “I have to let Auroro walk out into this hallway—He won’t leave the jailhouse, though!” 

      Good move, Tisel. Sneak it in that I wasn’t a danger. Clever.

      I flashed a mental thumbs-up. Hopefully her words would calm Veerie down enough.

      Veerie shuffled past the two—Alf didn’t dare speak; I imagined he was as stiff as a statue given his disposition. Veerie came to stand in front of me. I refused to look at her, instead looking away toward a window with a root growing alongside of it. 

      Veerie was having none of it. She brought her head down to get in the way of my glance. She sprang her head into my view, and I quickly snapped my head away to the stunned Alf and Tisel. She followed my gaze and obstructed my view once more. I shot my head up to the ceiling, catching the visage of a flustered Veerie with unkempt bangs falling over her face as she kept up with my tomfoolery. Once again, she obstructed my view, and once again I shot my head away. This exchange continued six or so more times, the shifts happening faster and faster until Veerie finally got fed up and grabbed my face and held it in front of her.

      “How long are you planning to keep this up, Mister Auroro?” My head was squished between her two rough gloves, my cheeks crushing into themselves, the feel of her fingers accented by the warmth of ire.

      “You probably shoushn’t toush me,” I tried to warn between rosy elven palms. I didn’t think she understood.

      “What?” she asked, slightly shaking her head in irritated confusion. “No—never mind, stand up, prisoner!”

      She definitely didn’t understand, but I was not going to make this situation worse, though it was everything I’d dreamed it would be. I stood up, aided by her skyward pull. I flashed her a cocky smile. “What are you going to do, huh?” I asked. She narrowed her eyes at me, glanced at the cell door and back. She dropped her hands from my face and put one hand on each arm, gently squeezing my body between them.

      She then moved with me, directing me back to the cell.

      “Oh, you definitely shouldn’t be touching me. Me being a perverse element and all that.” I teased her and smiled at her as I looked down at her, but she remained steadfast and stoic as she looked up at me through displaced strands of golden hair. Undeterred, she shifted me back beyond the cell’s boundary, after which she slammed the door shut.

      We both looked at the door in silence. Nothing seemed to come in response. At the sight and perceived safety, Veerie put her hands on her hips and stood before me triumphantly, cocking her head back.

      “Contract successfully preserved and worked around,” she declared. 

      “Oh, wow, I was kind of expecting something to happen,” I admitted from the other side of the cell as I stared at the cell door, perplexed.

      “Wow! You’re so clever, Your Majesty!” Tisel shouted from behind—did she figure out the weakness?

      While I racked my mind, going over the terms of the contract, Veerie looked at me from the other side. “Good to see you’re in a better mood,” she said.

      “Huh?” The tone sounded kind; it was a tone I did not expect, so much so that I snapped myself from my thoughts and looked back toward the elf, but alas she had already shifted away.

      “Tisel. Come. Tell me what happened,” she said as she walked past her guard. “Alfonse, you stay there. You can keep him inside.”

      “Yes, ma’am!” Alfonse responded, straightening his body more than should have been possible.

      The two elves left, standing outside the boundary of the hallway’s entrance, leaving just me and poor, earnest, sweet, jumpy, and love-lost Alfie.

      “So,” I started, slipping my arms through the bars, crossing them as I rested against the bars. “What do you think they’re talking about? Female elf stuff?” 

      “Please be quiet, sir.” Alf didn’t make eye contact with me; it was the veneer of a professional.

      “Oh, come on, we’re friends. You saw me beat your friend those lasts few times.” I patted his shoulder to bolster our camaraderie, which he did not seem to want to accept, if his gentle step to the side was any indication. “Don’t be like that, Alf,” I said, dejected at the rejection. Alfonse did not respond.

      I sighed and went to the cell door, opening it with my wispy tricks that I had hidden up my sleeve, and slunk up next to him. He was looking straight at the wall ahead of him, sometimes taking glances down the hallway, looking for his fellow elves.

      We were quiet for a few moments; in his stubborn focus, he didn’t notice my outrageous actions. 

      “Hey, so,” I coyly started, “I can’t help but wonder if you’ve got a little thing for our friend Tisel?” I inched closer to him, almost touching shoulders. “You know, just say the word, and I could tilt things in your favor, maybe. I’m very good at that, with all types of people,” I said, wagging my eyebrows, though I don’t believe he saw.

      “Okay, prisoner, be quiet now,” he replied before looking over at me. When his eyes met mine, they went wide. “You! What are you doing!?” he shouted, flailing his arms all around my personal space.

      “You’ll need to beef up your personality a bit, though. I think Tisel might appreciate a more outrageous type of guy.”

      “He-Hey! Get back in your cell!” Alf shouted as he tried to push me back into my cage. I didn’t budge or give him an inch. 

      “Or maybe you have some kind of magic elves don’t have access to. I think she likes those exotic sorts of things.” He was trying to push me with his back to no avail. “Do you agree?” I asked as he continued his efforts. 

      My nonchalant rapport with Alf was for my sake as well. Like a duck, I was frantically doing my best beneath the calm surface of my disposition. I was so latched onto the cell’s bars that the strain from holding on with so many tendrils was becoming a searing pain in arms and legs, like I was being lit on fire from the inside out. 

      So many times I wanted to scream and just let Alf get the win, but no, I couldn’t. This was all for a bigger purpose.

      Please rescue me. Please end my self-inflicted suffering, please. You’re the only one that can.

      Like an angel hearing the prayer of a pitiful devotee, a once annoying screech echoed down the hall as the call of victory.

      “Alfonse! Did you let him out of his cell AGAIN?”

      Veerie was back. Veerie had seen an outrageous sight once more. Veerie was fuming. This was so worth it. I didn’t need to see her face to bask in this glorious turn of events.

      “What? No, I—” Alf futilely protested.

      “Whoa, that’s bold! I didn’t think you had it in you!” Tisel said from beside Veerie.

      Very good, Tisel. I’m glad you were able to placate the princess.

      “I didn’t!” Alf cried, almost stumbling as I shifted out from behind him—he was still leaning his back against me. Luckily for him, like a good friend, I was behind him to catch him before he could totally fall. 

      I poked my head out next to his, over his shoulder, our cheeks only a finger’s width apart. “Thanks for letting me out, Alfie. I knew you’d get it,” I said, sparking many fictions in the observers’ mind. Both women went red. Tisel covered her mouth as if she witnessed a scandal, and Veerie’s mouth dropped before twisting into a furious scowl.

      “What did you GET, Alfonse!?” Veerie loudly asked. She seemed to be trying to restrain herself; a mercy for my ears to be sure.

      I’m living my best life. Let’s improve it.

      “Oh, shit, I warned you she’d be angry,” I said loudly and clearly before evacuating back to the safety of my cell.

      “Noooo! I didn’t! He’s lying!” Alfonse howled, the pain from falling victim to the cruel trick evident in his voice.

      Too bad the person you work for has the emotional intelligence of a toddler. Actually… Is she a toddler by elf standards? No… 

      “I should ask her later; I’m sure that will get something worthwhile out of her,” I said aloud while Alf continued floundering in front of his superior.

      “Alfonse! Outside! You will keep a lookout!” Veerie commanded, putting on her big elf voice.

      Alf pitifully looked back at me, his shoulders slumped. “Help me,” his teary eyes pleaded. I flashed him a thumbs up and a smile so confident I’m sure it sparkled.

      “ALFONSE!” Veerie yelled.

      Alf jumped in his place, his expression crumpling into absolute misery. “Yes, ma’am!” he said, barely preventing his voice from cracking.

      As he slunk away, Veerie approached. Tisel stayed in her place behind Veerie, watching from the side as Alf passed her.

      “Own it, Alf. Trust me, this is good,” I yelled, loudly enough for my voice to reach him. The bush of blond hair in the corner of my eye drew my attention soon after, and I looked toward the princess. 

      She was standing in front of the cell, hands on her hips and her brows arched. Her eyes were sharp, and they were threatening to skewer me. Her cheeks were mildly flushed, but her hair was once again neat and tidy.

      “Why, hello there, princess. How may I help you?”

      “So, this is what you do?” she asked sternly.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “This is what you do? Toy with my guards?”

      There were many answers to that question.

      “Yes,” I replied. “Locking up innocent people; is that what you do?”

      The princess sighed. We were retreading old ground, but it seemed she wasn’t going to repeat pointless battles.

      “So,” she started, crossing her arms in front of her breastplate, “there’s a problem with your memories? Is that correct?”

      My eyes twitched. I narrowed my gaze at the princess, scanning for any visual cues or clues to how she came to that question. She was unflinching and stoic, waiting for my response. I then shifted my gaze to the shuffling that was occurring behind her.

      Traitor.

      Behind the princess, Tisel had her hands clasped above her head, her eyes were closed, and she had a pitiful frown. “Sorry!” she mouthed.

      It seems I underestimated your perception, Tisel… It must have been the chess game.

      “Mister Auroro?” Veerie asked, hastening my reply.

      “Right. Yeah,” I said, tucking my hands behind my head and looking off to the side. “It’s embarrassing to admit, but yes. I have no memories outside of a sense of who I am. My memories only start, what, two days ago now?”

      “You answered my question.” The words fell out of Veerie’s mouth.

      “Huh?” I asked, once more caught off guard by the drastic change in tone.

      “Tisel, with me,” Veerie said, as she turned with a flourish of her cape.

      “Yes, ma’am!” Tisel replied as she turned to follow her leader. Before taking the first step she gestured a silent apology toward me. I smiled and kindly shooed her away—I wouldn’t have wanted her getting in more trouble with the princess

      “That was great,” I said, patting myself for a job well done.

      While no one was looking, I opened the cell and retrieved my books, table, and chair.

      “Ouch, my arms are sensitive.”

      As I sat back down in my seat, now safely tucked in my cell. I couldn’t help but wonder what was in store for me next in this elven jail.

      “From now on, I’ll be observing you, Auroro.”

      “That’s great and all, but—” I could barely believe it—“why are you in the cell with me, princess?!” 

      Veerie had decided to personally babysit me.
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      “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” 

      It was too much to process all at once. The princess just walked in and plopped her rump on a chair and told me to continue what I was doing with her typical tone.

      “Please, don’t mind me. It will be like I’m not even here,” she insisted, raising her nose at me.

      We were together, as inexplicable as it was, with no supervision. I was sitting at the table facing the wall, and she was off to my left, sitting in her own chair with her back to the wall and with her eyes closed.

      “Why, though?” I asked, the sheer brilliance of her snootiness forcing me to squint. “Don’t you have better things to do? You’re a princess… apparently.”

      “Excuse me?! Not apparently, I am,” she replied, filled to the brim with gusto as she descended from her lofty perch to stare daggers at me.

      “Uh-huh,” I replied flatly. My face was devoid of emotion, so much so it clearly looked like I had lost any faith in her assertions. The princess could tell instinctively that I didn’t believe in her sovereignty as she uncomfortably squirmed in her seat, looking down at the floor.

      “Ahem!” She cleared her throat loudly after stewing in my utter lack of faith in her words for a while. She sprang up from her seat and walked a few steps forward. She made her cape flourish out as she walked and tossed her hair to the side. “Well, if you must know—”

      I had a strange omen of what was coming. 

      “Wait, wait, I changed my mind, I don’t need to know. I’m sorry,” I begged, running my nose into my books. I wanted no part of this.

      “Tisel told me of how you, Auroro, had an irregularity within your memories,” she started. Her voice was impassioned, a scenery-chewing speech was coming. “And then you so earnestly admitted it! And that was when I realized-”

      She’s about to insult me.

      “You were crying out! For someone, anyone, to reach for you!”

      Though I tried to focus my mind on the written word, the princess’s voice was like a siren’s song driving me to an annoying doom.

      “I thought it was strange that you seemed so weak… and fragile.”

      Though I was not looking at her, her voice alone told me she was clenching her fist in front of her heart or something.

      “That you were so graceless, and uncoordinated, and also so unrefined. Surely a villain with an air like the one you carry around, one that threatened to corrupt the peace; you could not be so pathetic and petty—”

      Ouch.

      The sting from that slew of insults forced me to look at her. Her back was facing me, but her hands were no longer on her hips. From what I could tell, they had indeed come to rest in front of her chest.

      “It didn’t make sense! I was sure you had to be playing a trick on all of us. There could be no other reason for someone to be so weak and simultaneously so stubborn as you are. I mean, how could someone not put on fortification magic? That’s the most basic step every magic combat manual outlines; why would one not follow the basic literature?”

      Hey, don’t try to justify your bad calls with my not knowing anything.

      The princess spun on her heels, a fire burning in her eyes as her gaze met mine. She rushed up to me like there was wind behind her back and clasped my hands in hers.

      “Uh—” The sudden change in her manner caught me off guard; I could feel my cheeks getting hotter from the sudden forwardness.

      If only she had stopped there.

      “But don’t you see, Auroro?”

      It would have been such a nice, humbling, heartfelt moment if she’d just stopped there.

      “You’re not sinister! You’re just someone’s or something’s plaything!” Veerie stated, unblinkingly, a wide smile on her face as she nodded, expecting me to agree with her.

      “Excuse me?” Suffice to say I was offended.

      Veerie released her grip and spun on her heels, puffing her chest out to the wall. “Worry not, Auroro. I understand your predicament!”

      “Hey, I’m not anyone’s plaything,” I tried to say between her sentences. 

      “Yes, I have come to understand!”

      “Hey, I don’t think you have,” I tried to point out once again, to no avail, raising my hand, hoping she’d somehow notice.

      “It’s not that you pretend to be oblivious; it’s that you are sincerely oblivious! And because you are so oblivious, you lash out—no... You cry out! You cover for the pain of not understanding your place in the world by being rude and obstinate. And perhaps by over-indulging in debauchery as well.”

      “This isn’t a breakthrough.” I gave up. I had died on the inside.

      The princess spun on her heels once more; she wasn’t hearing my protests. Instead she stuck her hands out wide like she was hugging the world. “But it’s alright, Auroro. I hear you. I see you.” If doves had burst out from behind her, I would not have been surprised. “I will put all my efforts into observing you and finding a way to free you from the chains that bind you.” She brought a fist to her chest and tucked her chin, as if she was making a silent prayer. “Then, I will rehabilitate you.”

      Gods.

      “I hate everything.”

      Veerie once again strode forward, and her cape was billowing more than usual. It seemed like Veerie’s fervor had made it come alive. All that was needed were some beams of sunlight and a pleasant breeze, and she could pass as an inspiring leader. She placed her hands on my shoulders and stooped down to my level.

      “It’s okay, Auroro. I understand. A life so mangled and pulled by malignant forces, of course you’d come to hate the world that let you suffer.” Veerie was up close to my face. We were closer than I had been to Alf when I was playing a trick on him. I could smell her breath—it was pleasant—but that did not soothe any of this scathing drivel I was forced to endure.

      “Why is that the only thing you heard?” I lost all ability to do anything other than be straight-faced.

      “You were speaking?” Veerie asked, her brow innocently raised.

      I stared at her before silently turning back to my studies.

      “I need to learn how to read,” I said. “Be quiet now, please.”

      I heard the very audible sound of Veerie’s jaw falling ajar, but the lack of a shrill outcry indicated she was more awed than anything else.

      “Of course! I’m so happy to see that you are truly so devoted to your studies!” Veerie once again took her seat, in the best mood she had ever been in if her wide smile and sparkling eyes were any indication. 

      From her seat she peeked over to catch a glimpse of what I was reading. Her bobbing head trying to steal a glance was more distracting than I thought it could be—I had once again underestimated her passive beauty’s pull.

      “May I help you?” I asked, raising my head from my book.

      “Oh, no, no,” she said, startled as she waved her hands between us. My expression was unchanging. “Actually,” she said in response, calming down, “I was wondering if you perhaps saw my note? I couldn’t help but notice the book you are currently on.”

      I glanced over to my pile. True enough, I had tried to keep the books in the order Veerie had left them in. My current book was the first book from the pile, and it was the one I was still struggling through.

      “Oh, right, the note. I couldn’t read it,” I said. Her expression didn’t devolve into shamed embarrassment, so it seemed she’d expected as much.

      So, was the note meant to be something I was supposed to decipher at the end of my studies? Like a test?

      As I was starting to give Veerie some credit, she had to go and ruin it.

      “Well, obviously, that’s why I took special care to ensure the message could still reach you. I left you helpful advice on how to best use the picture books.”

      “What? How?” I was perplexed. 

      How was I going to get this helpful advice if you barred the guards from reading it?

      “Simple, silly, you run your finger along the symbols and the magic will activate.”

      Magic? No… Is it possible? No. She can’t be—

      I silently looked at her, doing my best to withhold my judgment. I looked around the walls of my cell. The magic dampening walls.

      I looked back at her.

      Be nice, Auroro. Maybe this magic is an exception, like my power is. Maybe it’s my fault for not being open-minded.

      “Say, princess, I might be too confused and misguided to get it,” I said, feigning a smile; as I had just learned, I could still manage a smile if a flustered Veerie was on the horizon. “Could you show me how this works?” I said, pulling the letter out from between my book’s pages.

      Veerie’s eyes lit up. “Of course!” she happily sang. She enthusiastically snatched the paper from my hand and opened it up. She began running her finger across the parchment, and with every repeated run, Veerie’s bright smile died a little bit more.

      “Huh?” she finally said. “The magic isn’t working.”

       Right, this is who she is. Someone who might possibly, maybe, be well-meaning but who totally misses the smaller details.

      I was reminded; reminded of who the woman in front of me was, and I couldn’t help but sigh. 

      What am I going to do with you?

       I shrugged at the unanswerable question.

      Let’s throw her a life jacket.

      “Hey, princess,” I said, drawing her attention. She looked up from her paper with a slight pout. Her attention on me, I reached over the table and knocked on the cold wall on the other side.

      Veerie narrowed her eyes at the wall, trying to decipher what I was trying to convey. She stared at the wall for a few seconds too long.

      Come on, don’t be that dense, please. You’re making me lose hope in all elfkind.

      Finally, her eyes reacted; they jumped. Her cheeks reddened to a tomato’s tint, and her face soon followed, the color diffusing all the way to her pointy ears. Her entire body was shaking.

      “Nooo!” she screamed. She immediately made herself smaller, covering her ears and cheeks from view as she hunched over in her seat. “I knew that the walls drain magic, I knew! I was just testing you!”

      Thanks, Veerie. Who cares what someone like you has to say? 

      Confidence restored, and wounds licked, I reached over to the whining elf and rested my hand on her head, gently patting it.

      “There, there,” I said gently. “Don’t worry about it, Veerie. And thanks. That helped. I feel a lot better now.” It was true. Though I was in jail, at least I wasn’t Veerie. “You really are inspiring after all.”

      Veerie looked up from between her displaced bangs, her cheeks and ears still covered by armored palms. “Why do I feel you’re making fun of me?” she asked before noticing where my hand was. “And unhand my head!” she yelled, swatting my hand away. “It is not for you to pat!”

      I had already turned my eyes back to my book and was reclining in my chair. “Hey, I cope by being rude. Let’s add skirting authority to my coping mechanisms while we’re at it,” I said without turning a glance back at the princess. I’d had my fill of tomfoolery and reactions for now.

      “Hey! Don’t just turn away!”

      I made a mouth-shutting motion with my fingers at Veerie’s protest.

      “No more joking around,” I said. “Let me study for an hour, and then we can chat. Fair?”

      “Uhh… Yes!” Veerie exclaimed, trying to put on mature airs. “If you require any help, I am here.”

      “Thanks, I might need it,” I earnestly admitted. I had required help from Tisel earlier with deciphering some of the pictures, so I wasn’t so foolish to think I would be able to go through this book on my own.
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        * * *

      

      “So this is ‘tree,’ right? Am I drawing it right?”

       “Yes. Actually no, just curve this part right here.”

      “Oh, my mistake, that’s another symbol altogether.” I quickly amended what my teacher, Veerie, pointed out.

      After a bit of a noisy start, I had finally gotten around to my studies. I quickly hit walls, and Veerie stepped up to help. She even seized initiative and got me pen and paper. 

      She said, “The act of writing will help you remember it better,” and truthfully, I felt she was right. I was remembering the symbols that made up the words a little bit better than before. It felt like I was going through the material more efficiently as well. 

      I have to say, I like this part of Veerie a lot better.

      We had continued working throughout the hour with her sitting next to me, and now that hour was almost up. At least, that’s what the countdown on my arm told me. I had kept a good eye on it as time passed.

      “Aaaaaand there,” I declared. “The hour is done. Time to fool around. Care to join, princess?” I said, wagging my eyebrows at her.

      The princess responded by jabbing her hand into my face, pushing my head away, though at no time had I inched closer to her.

      “Behave, prisoner,” she said. I felt like we’d closed some of the distance between us, all things considered.

      “I don’t think you should be touching me, you know?” I said from behind her hand. Though I warned her, I was taking extra care to not accidentally ignite any lust in her—though that would be funny in its own right.

      “Hush,” she commanded before snapping her hand back to her person and collecting herself with a small “Hmph” for emphasis.

      “Well, whatever,” I said, getting up from my seat. I stretched my arms up toward the ceiling as Veerie watched with a pout. She was reaching into one of the pouches she wore on her side for something, but I chose to pay it no mind as I shook off the stiffness.

      “Tell me, Auroro, how did you know an hour had passed? Is it a racial trait or something similar?” she asked.

      I looked at her over my shoulder. “I got a timer on my arm.” 

      Hmm. Is that going to come back to bite me? Should I have told her?

      I thought back to the funny display when she’d realized the flaw in her note.

      No, it’s probably fine.

      “A—A timer?” she asked, leaning over along the table, ensuring she heard clearly.

      I rolled my eyes and sat on my cot. “A countdown’s a better word, I guess.”

      “A countdown?” she replied as she lifted her chair and brought it closer. “What does it count down to? Do you know?”

      “My death.”

      “What?”

      “My death. When the countdown reaches zero, I’m going to die and go to the afterlife or something.” I tried to be careful with my words. I hoped that Veerie wouldn’t ask any further. Though she seemed to be a bumbling princess, I didn’t want to just drop the goddess on her given her behavior the first time and all that talk about divine matters.

      “Auroro!” she yelled in surprise. “How can you be so calm if that’s true?!”

      “I mean,” I fell back on to my cot, my back landing with a satisfying plop, “that’s just how it goes. Making a fuss about it is not going to help me or make it go down slower. I’d rather take it easy and enjoy my life.”

      “Are you sure?” Veerie asked from above me, her ponytail reaching down to tickle the side of my cheek. “This is your life! Do you truly feel so comfortable knowing when it will end?” Veerie looked concerned, more concerned than I’d thought she would be.

      “Hey, hold on,” I said. “Where are you standing right now?” I moved my right leg just slightly and made contact with her thigh. From the quick jolt of sensation, I could tell she had one knee on the bed, between my legs that were spread apart slightly. Looking to my right, I caught a glance of her hand supporting the rest of her body so that she wouldn’t fall over.

      Hey, hey, princess, isn’t this a little too vulnerable?

      “Never mind that now!” she exclaimed without a shred of embarrassment. “Show me the countdown!” she said. Her eyes sharpened and looked down at mine unflinchingly. Veerie’s ability to overlook the smaller details came in handy when she was serious.

      I decided to respect her drive. “Can’t,” I said, but before she could protest, I got my reason in. “I can’t because you won’t be able to see it just like that. There’s a condition that has to be satisfied.” 

      I already had my next move planned out; now I just had to wait for Veerie to take the bait.

      “Well? What is it then?”

      Veerie, above me, brow furrowed, asking innocently, and me below her; I could feel a mischievous smile form in my heart due to the scene.

       “Well, for Rynissie to see, we had to—” In the next movement I gripped the side of her body, and with a bit of a push—

      “Eek!” she squealed, the sudden fall over onto the bed taking her surprise. In the next quick motion, I turned the tables on her, landing on top of her, mirroring the position she’d had; a knee between the thighs and a hand on either side of the head.

      “Share a moment of intimacy,” I teased from above.

      Today was a day of surprises. I was fully expecting to be told off and maybe struck, but instead, the princess turned her head to the side, breaking eye contact, and fell silent. Her thin lips quivered, and her eyes were wet, but she wasn’t protesting the way one would expect. 

      Hey, hey? What’s going through your head?

      “S-So you can read numbers then?” she asked, a light red tint filling her face. Her voice had hastened, and she had fixed her eyes on my arm, adamant on not removing them from the spot she fixated on, incidentally, the spot where the countdown was.

      “What?” I asked, my nose crinkling from the sheer confusion of hearing someone ask such a weird question in such a compromised position.

      “Numbers!” she said, her voice squeaking and her volume uneven. “You can read numbers? How else could you know time based on the countdown?” 

      “Huh?” I flew up, back straightened, balancing on knee and foot. 

      “Heee!” the little mouse-like princess sounded from below.

      She’s right. I CAN read numbers.

      It was never a question—I had never questioned it. I could read numbers.

      “Wait… But Rynissie read them too!” My hands went to my head as I rummaged violently through my memories searching for answers.

      “A-Auroro,” the princess feebly called out from below.

      “But wait, no—I can’t read numbers.”

      The memory of Rynissie reading the bills for me was right at the top of the stack of memories I fondly recalled.

      I felt a tug on my jacket and looked down to see a whimpering Veerie. It was then that I bothered to catch on to what had occurred; my knee had ridden up and had come into contact with where Veerie’s thighs met.

      “Ahh.”

      “Auroro…” the elf whimpered.

      Dang it, body, you are definitely mine. Seizing initiative without my knowing.

      I put all my weight on my back foot and removed my knee.

      But it’s too soon!

       The pressure Veerie was facing down was removed, and she could breathe a sigh of relief.

      I only wanted to tease her. I didn’t want to go so far… I could apologize… But perhaps it would be better to just pretend nothing happened? She seems like the type that would do better to not have it pointed out.

      In agreement with my thoughts, I spun around and went to the table.

      “Come, Veerie,” I called. “Let’s get to the bottom of this.”

      “Right…” she whimpered from behind.

      Stay strong.

      I sat at my chair and pulled out my guild-branded notepad that I’d tucked away. Veerie peered over my shoulder.

      “What are those scribbles?” she asked.

      “Those… Those are words I can read.”

      I hadn’t noticed, but I had been scribbling notes in the guild, and they were made up of symbols different from the ones I was learning.

      “Here,” I said, copying a few symbols from my arm to the paper. “These are the numbers on my arm. Can you read them?”

      Veerie looked at the symbols for a few moments before finally admitting she couldn’t.

      “This is strange…”

      “Is it, though?” Veerie asked as she sat down in her chair, her face now having recovered. She pressed her lips together and tilted her head for a moment before speaking once more. “Is it strange that you remember a language you didn’t know you knew? Isn’t this just like the situation with the chess game?”

      Veerie made a good point—it wasn’t all that different in my mind.

      “I guess not…”

      “Auroro,” Veerie called, taking hold of the paper, “this is good! Perhaps we can work together to help you make more translations between my language and yours! And perhaps we can discover more things you don’t know you know!”

      The princess seemed to be earnestly excited. That, coupled with the accident from earlier, made it hard for me to say no to her enthusiasm.

      “New discoveries? That does sound enticing…”

      “So let’s do it!” Veerie declared. She brought her face in front of mine, eyes sparkling with excitement. It seemed the prospect of investigating an unknown language had riled up her interest.

      And so, that was how Veerie and I spent the rest of the day working on my reading and writing skills. We weren’t able to discover anything new, but the time I spent with her was nice. For that time, it felt like we had forgotten that we were captor and captive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Auroro! We should teach you some spells!”

      It was a new day, early in the morning. Veerie had arrived and thereafter had proposed that idea.

      “Why?” I groaned with a face full of disinterest aimed right at her. “It doesn’t seem like a good idea to give a prisoner more tools.” I waved her idea away with a flick of the wrist, but she was beaming at the prospect, with a smile too bright for this early in the morning. She was as excited as she had been the day before. I put my other hand down, a clink resounding from below it.

      “Nice! Checkmate, Roro!” Tisel declared. Tisel had been the one on night duty, and when she’d arrived, we naturally played elven chess once I had gotten sleep and studies out of the way. And now, she had claimed a victory thanks to the distraction Veerie created.

      “Huh, wait, wait, what?!” I cried, almost twisting my head off as I turned to scan the board. In my minding of Veerie, I had accidentally put a chess piece down in the wrong spot.

      “Of course, it’s a good idea, Auroro! You are learning the written language; naturally you should also learn the magical. One must know the basics of defending themselves, especially when one lives in a magically charged environment like the forests surrounding Viridia.” Veerie was not following the tragedy that had just occurred below her and my complaints, but she had been like this the whole morning. 

      She’d arrived early, much earlier than she had before, and butted herself into conversations between Tisel and me as we waged war on the chess board. Of course, I was outside of my cell like a good prisoner would be. Tisel, in the grace befitting a queen, allowed Veerie to play a game earlier on that, surprisingly, Veerie had won, though it was hard-fought. After that, Veerie relegated herself to standing off to the side, making random observations. Honestly speaking, I would have rather just kept playing against her; she was much quieter when she had to concentrate.

      “Yeah, yeah, okay, but I don’t have that much mana,” I said, shooing her away with multiple flicks of the wrist. I turned back to Tisel, who was still sitting, and kept my complaints up. “Hey, that wasn’t fair. I was distracted because I had to pay attention to the princess.” 

      Alas, the cruel trickster did not budge.

      “I can’t help it that you fell prey to the mental games that occur around the physical game, Auroro. Keeping your wits about you is as valuable as knowing how to play,” she stated, wearing her cocky air of superiority with an up-turned nose.

      “No, that was outside interference. This is still a game, and that was still unfair.”

      “It’s not unfair; I was the one that distracted you.”

      “How? How is the princess talking to me you distracting me?” I was not letting this go, no matter how insane this woman would become.

      “If you have a terrible mana supply, we could just teach you simpler spells.” Veerie continued to prattle on in the background, but I had a greater foe that required my attention.

      “I am the sword of my majesty, therefore I am an extension of her, therefore I am her,” Tisel stated with the straightest, most determined face I had ever seen on her. There was no light in her eyes, only a darkness that said that she was willing to sacrifice whatever degrees of rationality she had in order to claim this win.

      “That is the craziest rationalization I’ve ever heard,” I said, resisting the urge to safely hide myself in my cell. “You are not Veerie.” 

      You are much more reasonable.

      Pointedly and succinctly I spoke, not allowing myself to be deterred by apprehensive repulsion, my inner quip at Veerie’s expense giving me the courage to keep believing that Tisel was not as bad as Veerie.

      Tisel only looked at me, unchanging.

      Crap, I can’t do this. 

      “Hey, princess,” I called, looking up to her. Even if it was Veerie, at least she had authority that the elves wouldn’t question. “Isn’t it kind of weird that your underling is saying you’re her?” I had to go with that; there was no way that “live an ideal life blah blah blah” Veerie would just accept such a creepy, fanatical statement. “Overrule her victory and give me a redo.”

      “No,” Tisel called. I snapped my head back, my eyes wide. Her voice… in it I sensed no emotion. It was intentional. Pointed. Focused. I shuddered.

      Don’t you dare fight for this sham of a win. All hope I have in you elves will die a pitiful death, crushed and smothered by the muds of disgust.

       “Her Majesty is not so small that she would admonish an underling for wanting to emulate her example,” Tisel said—no, she dared to say. 

      Don’t emulate that.

      She had embarked on a disturbing road, but I couldn’t give up. I couldn’t just let Tisel win so easily.

      “I don’t think saying you are her is emulation,” I declared. My voice was not as firm as Tisel’s, but I prayed she wouldn’t notice.

       “My princess is not me,” Tisel said, narrowing her eyes and cocking her head for a quick snap-back.

      This… This sounds rehearsed. This sounds like…

      My eyes went wide. I realized. This woman had done the unthinkable.

      You’ve already thought of what to say. 

      The girl who I’d had to coach a day ago was no longer anywhere to be seen. This was the woman who had walked through the door I had opened for her and engorged herself on the delicacies of the other side. 

      You’ve realized how to manipulate her. And now you KNOW you can!

      I stared at Tisel. The corner of her lips slightly rose. She knew I knew that she had improved her Veerie-skills.

      The devil. She’s a silver-tongued devil. What have I done?

       “Her Majesty’s exemplary hair is Her Majesty, but Her Majesty, in all her Elven Glory, is not her hair. Her hair cannot hope to contain Her Majesty’s dedication to living the ideal forest elf life. Her Majesty’s hair, long and lustrous, the product of heartfelt and disciplined care spanning decades; it is only able to express the proof of Her Majesty’s constant quest to live up to forest elf ideals and, of course, the mounting successes Her Majesty has earned in striving for those ideals.”

      Shit. What even was that?

      “What? What are you talking about?” I was so taken aback I had to pose my inner question outwardly.

      “W-Well,” a mouse-like whimper came from next to me, “I’m not that great, I’m just like everyone else.” I could see it, clear and simple. Next to me, Veerie was squirming, her hands gripped onto the cloth of her skirt as she wiggled in place.

      Stop blushing. That wasn’t praise; that was creepy.

      I looked back to Tisel. “Hey. Hey. Tell me how to speak Veerie. Please,” I begged. Though it was creepy, the reaction that it got from Veerie was priceless. To be able to walk the line between creepiness and zealotry; I needed that skill. “Is the secret in how often I need to say ‘Her Majesty’?” 

      “I didn’t think I was inspiring people so,” Veerie whispered loudly enough for the two of us to hear. We glanced at her then back at each other.

      “She’s still basking in the afterglow. What kind of sorcery is this? I could walk out of here, and I’m sure I could make it as far as the guild before she noticed.”

      Tisel raised her brow as if I was the one who had said something strange. “Only the guild? If you’re going that far, you could probably just run out of the city.”

      “Well.” I covered a cheek with my hand to hide the oncoming blush. “I’d need to visit the bunny hunnies at the guild.”

      “That’s indecent.” Veerie’s verbal smackdown of my vices came fast and sure.

      I looked back up at her to see her brow knitted into a knot once more, and her hands on her hips. 

      “Oh, she’s back,” I stated before turning back to the board. I began resetting pieces in silence.

      “Tsk tsk,” Tisel sounded as she joined in, shaking her head at my rookie move.

      “Yo-Your Majesty!” A gruffer voice echoed down the hallway, disrupting the jovial peace we were enjoying. Veerie turned to greet the voice, her cape slapping me in the face.

      “Don’t look now, Auroro, but Her Majesty’s right-hand man finally decided to show up,” Tisel said in a voice hushed enough for Veerie to not hear.

      “Oh?” My eyes went to Tisel; she looked tired, but she was so energetic a moment earlier that it seemed like all her energy evaporated. She wasn’t looking up, instead just focusing on resetting the board.

      I looked to where Veerie had turned, toward the voice. “Ahh,” I said before turning back to the game. “The grouch is here.”

      “Yup. Good old never-withering Brodin. He’s even thirty minutes early.”

      “Might his diligence be because he heard Veerie was here?”

      “Not a doubt in my mind.”

      As Tisel and I engaged in our venomous back and forth, Brodin ran up to Veerie and was practically interrogating her.

      “My princess! Why are you here in such an unbecoming place? Why is the prisoner out of his cell?!” he yelled. It was hard to not notice him. “I will return him right now!”

      “No, no, it is fine, Brodin,” Veerie said, completely oblivious to this guy’s overbearing tone. Knowing her, she probably thought he was expressing elven passion or something. “Auroro behaves himself very well.”

      “Auro—Never mind that! Why are you here, my princess?! Surely you have duties more deserving of your time!” It seemed to me that hearing Veerie say my name wounded his heart and ego. Tisel’s snicker next to me only served to confirm that.

      “No, this is the task most deserving of my time. I must observe Auroro and help put him onto the right path,” Veerie said with her ignited fervor. “Oh, but it is thanks to guards like you maintaining the peace that no other, more pressing incident has occurred. Thank you, Brodin.”

      “O-Of course, my princess!” Brodin said, awkwardly stumbling over the surprise praise.

      Tisel rolled her eyes beneath her bangs, and I lamented that I wasn’t praised the way Brodin was. Not that I was jealous.

      “Thank you, Brodin, now please keep watch outside. We must make sure my brother doesn’t arrive unannounced.

      “Oh, right,” I whispered. “That is your purpose here, isn’t it, Tisel? But you’ve just been playing games with me.”

      “Yeah. But I’m the night shift; it’s not like the prince would show up. There’s other people on the floor below us too, and I’m sure we’d hear the commotion if the prince arrived.” Tisel made her first move as she finished speaking.

      “Ahh, moving the knight first, tricky.” I played my piece, a pawn, in response. “Still, why hasn’t Veerie told you to keep guard? She’s been watching us for at least an hour.”

      “I think Princess Veerie got distracted by you and didn’t want to ruin the fun.”

      “By me?”

      Such an observation was a surprise. In this cycle of study and game, it was easy to forget my side goals, but even then I hadn’t thought that I was making all that much progress. I looked over to Veerie, who was in the process of shooing the distraught Brodin away.

      I guess we haven’t been fighting as much as before.

      Thinking back on it, even though I had a significant problem with how she talked about the people below her, she had brought up the matter less.

      “Hey, Roro,” Tisel called, “it’s your move.”

      “Oh, right,” I replied, bringing my distracted eyes back to the game.

      “Tisel, put your game on hold. I am stopping you before you get any further,” Veerie commanded haughtily.

      “Hey, what gives? I’ve got to defend my honor!” I complained. Veerie was looking as self-satisfied as always. She had successfully shooed the sulking Brodin away and had turned her attention back to us.

      “You may do that another time; now is the time for you to learn some magic, Auroro.” She looked at me with a confident smile. “You said you had pitiful mana capacity, yes?”

      “Well, I wouldn’t say pitiful.” 

      “I can teach you spells that even you could perform. Even if you were to have regrettable affinity for magic, there are special spells that even your kind could perform.”

      “Wait, my kind? What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked, but Veerie didn’t hear over the sound of her own self-righteousness.

      “So worry not, Auroro, for I will give you the gift of magic, so that even you may take control of your own fate.”

      “I am in control of my own fate!” I protested. Tisel could only giggle at the exchange that was occurring.

      “Excellent attitude. Come, Auroro, to the window!” Veerie valiantly declared before marching over to the window. Somehow, Veerie had managed to slap my face with her cape when she turned once again.

      “I don’t want to.” It was a childish response, but there was only so much of being ignored that I could take.

      “Oh, come on, Roro,” Tisel said, pulling on my arm. “Don’t be like that. Hey, Your Majesty, could I watch too?”

      “Of course, Tisel!” Veerie said, beaming. As annoying as she could be, seeing her look so genuinely excited kind of made my chest feel light.

      I relented and walked over to the window next to Veerie’s. Tisel was on her other side.

      “So, why do we need to be peering out the windows?” I asked.

      “So that you can see the magic form, Auroro! This is a demonstration for your future reference! The magic won’t form inside the dampening field,” Veerie replied. She stuck her hand out and aimed it to the treetops. “What I am going to show you is an F-rank spell, the second weakest level of spells. It’s called Wind Bolt.”

      “Okay, sounds good.” Getting an opportunity to see magic up close was sincerely a treat I wasn’t expecting to have.

      “So here’s the spell,” Veerie said right as her outstretched hand glowed. From her palm I could see something glowing get launched toward the treetops. Given the swirl of leaves around it and the gentle breeze produced for a moment, I could tell it was some kind of wind magic. 

      “Okay, that was cool,” I reported back.

      Veerie pulled herself back in and turned to face me. “Yes! What you saw there, Auroro, won’t be of much help to you, but that was a mental casting of a spell.” She waited for me to nod and continued with her lesson. “To cast that spell, I merely had to visualize the formula circle for the spell and then supply the magic.”

      “Roro, elves are regarded as one of the races with the highest affinities for magic,” Tisel said, poking her head from behind Veerie. “Even among elves, casting a spell by visualizing the circle is difficult.”

      “... Okay? Is this some kind of strange power move?” They seemed intent on suggesting that Veerie was actually very impressive.

      “Of course not, now watch closely!” Veerie declared before turning back to the window.

      I stuck my head through the window once more to see what she would do. But then I had a thought; a funny thought.

      “Bear witness, Auroro,” Veerie said as a very bright circle started to form in front of her palm. In a few moments, the outline of the circle had formed, and then strange symbols—totally different than the ones I was learning—formed within the circle. “Auroro, this is the magic circle. I traced it with my own mana. This is the most standard method of casting magic.”

      “Ahh yes, I see, I see.” While Veerie had been drawing her circle, I’d decided to have some fun. 

      I had extended a red-tipped tendril over to Veerie’s side. Just when I thought she would cast her magic, I brushed the tendril against her neck.

      “Heeee!” Veerie squealed, jolting her arm down. In the next moment, the bolt of wind was fired, aiming toward the ground.

      “Yoowch!” someone screamed down below; it seemed the bolt had struck someone. “What’s the big idea?” an elven man yelled; he looked familiar.

      “Oh, my! I’m so sorry, Clan! I misfired my spell! I’m so sorry!” Veerie yelled, leaning out the window.

      “Oh? That you, Princess Veerie?” The man waved back enthusiastically once he saw Veerie. “What are you doing at the jailhouse?” he asked.

      Hey. Is that the guy that was walking around with those harpies? Veerie knows him? They seem to be friendly. Is she not bothered by it?

      “I was merely demonstrating magic to a guest,” Veerie yelled back.

      As I was trying to make sure that I was right in thinking that it was the elf with the harpies, my eyes couldn’t help but wander to the scene behind him, across the street and up to a familiar sign.

      The jailhouse is across the street from the brothels?

      I pulled my head back and watched the apologetic Veerie panicking as she blurted out an excuse. 

      Seriously. The jail is in front of the brothel?

      I couldn’t help but wonder if Veerie had pushed for this level of absurdity; it just seemed so unreasonable.

      “Auroro!” As I was lost in thought, Veerie had found her way to just a few inches from my face. “Why did you do that? I could’ve hurt someone!”

      “Do what?” I responded. I meant it as a little prank, but now that she had actually almost hurt somebody, I wasn’t all too eager to get in trouble for something I actually did.

      “You touched my neck with your finger! You tickled me!” Veerie yelled, her hands on her hips as she stared into my eyes.

      “No, I didn’t.” Thankfully, Veerie made it easy to maneuver around this. “You were over there, I was here.” We were further apart than I could reach across without taking a few steps. “If I scooched closer, you would have heard me with your superior elven ears,” I said unashamedly. I had taken the lessons learned from Tisel to heart.

      “W-Well, I suppose that’s true. I would have felt you coming closer.”

      I could only stare at her as she squirmed between wanting to blame me and reconciling that with her confidence that she would have noticed me.

      “Well, never mind that!” she declared, her cheeks flushed. “The demonstration is complete! Come, Auroro, to your cell so that I may teach you the formula for Wind Bolt.” 

      Before I could even sigh, Veerie had already opened the door to my cell and gestured to me to come inside.

      I glanced over to Tisel. “Pray for me.”

      “It’s not that bad, Roro,” Tisel whispered back, flashing a toothy grin.

      I resigned myself to my fate and returned to my humble abode, taking my table and chair back inside with me. Veerie also followed behind.

      “Well,” Tisel said once we were both inside, “my shift’s over, so I’ll be returning home. I wish you well, Your Majesty. And Roro, I won’t be working the shift tonight, so I’ll see you again tomorrow or something. And oh, Your Majesty, I’ll leave the game here in case you want to play.”

      “Thank you for your diligence, Tisel,” Veerie replied, taking a dignified seat in her usual spot. “May you have a blessed day.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

      And with that, Tisel was away, leaving me with the handful that was Veerie. Veerie stared right at me as I sat in my chair. I pretended not to notice and immediately cracked open one of my picture books.

      “No, Auroro, magic first!” Veerie cried.

      “But I need to study.” I prayed that the excuse of a good student would calm her, but it seemed to only motivate her further.

      “Apply your diligence to magic! It will do you good to learn the magic script!” she declared, enthusiastically scooching herself next to me. 

      Without a lost second, she snatched a piece of paper and began to draw a circle with symbols inscribed within its boundaries. Seeing the script, I couldn’t help but peek at what she was writing. 

      “See, Auroro,” Veerie began, having finished drawing the circle and symbols, “this is the formula for Wind Bolt. These symbols you see here”—she pointed at what was inscribed, guiding my eyes—“these are the symbols of the language of magic. A language left to us by the gods. Each symbol is essentially a word. Each word has the power of the gods, and stringing together those words is what creates magic.”

      “Ahh. I see,” I replied; I was now legitimately hooked. “So the symbols themselves carry the power. How do I make it work? How do I execute the magic, I mean.”

      Hearing my enthusiasm, Veerie got more excited. “Simple—since I heavily doubt that you are capable of visualization, merely trace this formula out with your mana.”

      “Okay, how do I do that?”

      “Do what?” Veerie replied, staring back with only a smile.

      “Trace with mana?”

      “What? You just do it. Make mana flow out of your body and use it to draw the symbol.”

      “Okay. But how do I make mana flow out of my body?” I was quickly realizing what the hurdle was going to be.

      “What do you mean? Do you also need to be told how to breathe, Auroro? Surely you can’t be that helpless.”

      Scathing remarks aside, it was clear. Using mana was as natural as breathing for Veerie; she wasn’t going to be able to understand something that just happens.

      “Okay, well. Good talk,” I replied. I wasn’t feeling like indulging her any longer. “Thanks for the lesson, I’ll work on memorizing the spell for the day I can use magic.” That was an honest statement. I was sincerely interested in using magic, but I wasn’t going to waste my time trying to puzzle out the basics from Veerie when I could be expanding my vocabulary.

      “But, but, but…” Veerie pouted at having her lesson stopped short. “Weren’t you excited to learn?”

      “I am,” I replied, turning back to my book, “but now is the time for learning basics. I need to know how to read better. If you want, we can pick up on magic after an hour.”

      “Oh!” Veerie exclaimed. “Very well.” She closed her eyes and straightened her posture so as to give the illusion of a poised young woman. “Yes, we may continue your lessons after you have studied language for an hour. I am impressed by your dedication. Perhaps confinement has served to weaken your connection to the malignant force that—”

      “Yeah, yeah, princess. I need to study now, so please,” I looked at her, “quiet would be appreciated.”

      Veerie’s eyes sprang open. “Of course, don’t mind me!” she said, frantically waving her arms. “I will be right here, if you need anything.”

      I nodded happily and got to work. I didn’t want to mention it, lest I ruin anything, but Veerie was sitting right next to me not even shoulder’s width apart. It was a welcome surprise.
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        * * *

      

      The next hour passed by slowly, with the occasional interruption from Veerie making some passing observation. It seemed that she was very keen on speaking today.

      “Say Auroro,” she would start all her observations this way, “about that timer, how exactly do you exten—”

      Veerie had begun an interesting question but unfortunately was interrupted.

      “Auroro! You in here?”

      “Down here!” My head jerked immediately, looking down the hallway. I recognized that voice. Veerie’s suddenly stiffened face signaled she recognized the voice too.

      The figure marched into view.

      “Hey, Auroro—oh. Princess, you’re here too.” Veerie turned to the voice of the visitor, a more covered up Yaani. Her body was so obscured I couldn’t even see her scar beneath her light green dress and cloak combo.

      “Oh, hello, Yaani.” The air had turned tense. “What brings you out of your nook?”

      Really, princess, we’re asking that? She’s clearly here for me!

      “I wanted to speak with Auroro,” Yaani replied. She was cold in tone.

      “Of course, you know him, I had forgotten what you dabbled in.” Veerie wasn’t even looking at Yaani. She had eyes closed, arms crossed, and nose turned up.

      Why so venomous, princess?!

      “Well, you may speak to him. Please begin,” Veerie said, giving Yaani permission with a wave of her hand.

      Yaani twitched. Can you believe this girl? was written all over her face. She wasn’t giving up ground.

      “It’s of a private matter, princess,” Yaani replied, crossing her arms and standing wide.

      “Do you believe a prisoner is deserving of privacy?” Veerie replied. I looked at her aghast. 

      What’s going on? You believe that so much you don’t listen in on me!

      “We’re not savages, princess; everyone but the most heinous of criminals is deserving of privacy."

      "Well, he could very well—" The princess cut herself short; had the memory of how she was treating me finally caught up with her rhetoric?

      Really, princess, how committed are you to me being the root of all evil still? I thought we were making progress!

      "Tell me the topic," Veerie hastily said. "You need not go into details!"

      Yaani looked to me and raised an eyebrow.

      I only shrugged.

      "Auroro left a possession of his with me." Yaani boldly engaged the princess from the other side of the bars.

      "At your establishment."

      "Yes, at my establishment." Yaani's ear twitched; her anger was mounting, but it suddenly turned into a scary smirk. "I merely wish to speak to him of how to properly care for it."

      "Well, I’m sure you can do that in my presence." Veerie seemed satisfied with herself for sussing out that it was of a benign nature, what Yaani wanted to tell me.

      Veerie hadn't looked at Yaani, so she missed Yaani's wide grin. "It’s a double-headed dildo with multiple anal-penetrating attachments, princess."

      Veerie’s face went comically red, and all composure was lost. You could practically see the chill of anxiety run up her spine. Tears formed in her eyes.

      "Oh, my! Excuse me, I just remembered, I have another picture book I need to get, Auroro!" Veerie clumsily stood from her chair, knocking it over. “If you’ll excuse me."

      The princess ran out of the cell without so much as looking at Yaani. Yaani, however, kept her eyes on Veerie's scurrying figure.

      "That girl is the worst at the dirtier parts of life." Yaani looked at me. "I blame her step-mother and all that religious nonsense." We chuckled at Veerie's expense as I walked over to the cell door.

      “So what do I owe this visit to? Actually, hold on,” I started, having a thought; speaking with bars between us felt lonely. I unlocked the door with a quick flick of a tendril and walked out into the hallway. Reclining on the bars, satisfied with Yaani to my left, I continued, “I don't recall owning a tool like that which you described, although I could fashion one if you’re interested for a bit of fun.”

      Yaani looked at me astounded, no doubt because of the prospect of the dildo.

      “Does the princess know you can do that?” she asked, raising a skeptical brow; it seemed she wasn’t surprised by the dildo after all.

      “No… Please don’t tell her.”

      “Secret’s safe with me,” Yaani replied, playfully punching my shoulder.

      “So what brings you here? How did you find me even?”

      “Well, first, an apology, Auroro. I’m sorry.” Yaani’s expression softened; the remorse was evident in her eyes. “We found out what happened from our neighbors. Had I seen you out of the establishment properly, I might have been able to notice that something was amiss.”

      “Say no more, Yaani. Things happen. I wouldn’t expect anyone to be of sound mind after what you willfully endured. I still get a little whipped up thinking about it,” I said as I lightly caressed her scarred cheek. “You were spectacular. No regrets.”

      “Come on, stop that,” Yaani replied, moving her cheek away. “If the princess sees that she’ll probably try to whip all the perversion out of you.”

      “Think it would get me going?”

      Yaani replied with a hearty laugh before speaking. “I don’t know; are you into it? Let me try it on you, if you are.”

      “So dirty. I’m a gentleman, I’ll have you know.”

      “Okay, honored guest,” Yaani replied, curtseying slightly. Recovering her poise, she continued answering my questions by gesturing toward the window. “As to how we found you, truthfully I thought you would be hidden away somewhere a bit more secretive… But…” Yaani grew silent; it tickled my curiosity.

      “But?”

      Yaani’s nose crinkled. “I guess we should be thankful the princess isn’t insidious so much as she’s just… how do you say,” Yaani searched for the words to describe what she was feeling, but I already had an idea.

      “As she’s just oblivious?” 

      I could already see where Yaani’s mind was going. I wouldn’t say Veerie was insidious; she was just ignorant. That type of person probably wouldn’t care for secrecy. And even if Veerie cared for secrecy, it didn’t seem she was all that used to sneaking around given what she settled for when trying to keep me a secret from her brother.

      “Yeah, I s’pose that would be a good word in this case. I don’t want to be cruel to the child, with the way she’s turning out. I mean, there’s worse; she’s still a good person, she’s just such a prude—Oh, look at me, we’re not here to complain about her. Auroro, you’re across the street. One of my girls saw you when you stuck your head out the window.”

      Now that I think about it, there was a familiar-looking elf in the background. I was too distracted by the elf that has the harpies as wives.

      “Well, that worked out. And then that girl must have told you and you—”

      “Rushed here, yes. We’ve been trying to dig up information on you, we just didn’t believe the princess would be so, so… bold as to just sequester you here.”

      “Maybe there is a method to her madness after all.”

      “But Auroro, I’ve asked around, including those guild girls that know you. This is strange.

      What the princess is doing to you, I mean. Even if everyone has only known you for a day, no one has seen any bad behavior that deserves this. Even the sentries that were keeping tabs on you didn’t notice anything strange. They were flabbergasted when they saw that the princess approached you. And even more so when they were told to pursue you; you gave them quite the run, huh?”

      “Wow, you’re well informed. And you couldn’t find out where I was?” I chuckled at the strange collection of information Yaani had amassed.

      “It seems your location was the only thing the princess forced them to be tight-lipped on. As for the other, the princess may not like to face it, but my girls speak with a lot of people. I mean, you saw it, one of the princess’s units is an unfit guy like that.” Yaani pointed back toward the hallway’s door.

      “Oh, right. Did that guy give you any trouble? You kicked him out after all.”

      “Oh, dumbnuts out there? Drunkard didn’t even bother making eye contact with me.”

       “That’s funny. Anyway, yeah, don’t worry about me, the princess just thinks I’m a harbinger of evil and perversion. I have a list of the things she calls me, would you like me to recite it?”

      I thought I’d made a funny joke; I was ready to recite a few things, even if I had to make a few up. But it seemed I’d missed the implications.

      “Wait, is this a racial thing, Auroro? You’re a Creeper, right? No one’s ever heard of those. If the princess is persecuting you on that basis, that’s illegal. We can get into the prince’s ear. He’s much more reasonable.”

      I immediately waved my hands. “No, I don’t think it’s a racial thing. I think she can just sense my incredible capacity for perversion and is being proactive… Somehow.”

      “Still, that’s no basis to lock someone up on. She should just face her fears like everyone else.”

      “I agree!” I enthusiastically replied; it seemed I was able to de-escalate Yaani’s worries.

      “But Auroro, if you need help, the girls and I, we will get you out of here.” Yaani looked me straight in the eyes as she spoke. There were no lies or exaggerations in her words.

      I couldn’t help but feel grateful. “You’re kind, Yaani, to a man who you only shared intimate moments with.”

      “Not many men have those moments with me,” she boasted. “Besides, Auroro, you’re a treasure; it would be a small blessing to see you at our establishment from time to time.”

      “You’re being very nice to a prisoner.” I wasn’t going to let her know that touched me.

      “We’re all prisoners in some way, Auroro.”

      “Okay, that seems like a whole other plot point. But I want you to know, don’t worry about me. I’m right where I want to be. Oh, but do check on me every other day. These people might try to starve me into admitting whatever delusion the princess has if this goes on long enough.”

      I thought we were beyond that point, but seeing the princess relapse at the mere sight of Yaani—you could never be too sure.

      As the joke passed, a realization came to Yaani, and a smirk crept onto her face. “You’re going to bang the princess, you sly dog.” She made to give me a fist bump. I reciprocated. “Nice, maybe if you get in with her you can soften her up to a better way of seeing my girls. Were it anyone other than you, I would laugh.”

      “Well, don’t get too excited yet. It might not work out for me too well.”

      Truthfully, and rather unexpectedly, sometimes I would find myself forgetting what it was that I wanted to do. It was a new feeling I had that would distract me… Regardless, I didn’t believe I was making all that much progress.

      “She’s hanging out in your cell, isn’t she? That’s pretty good.”

      “Yeah, I suppose so.” I tried to play it cool, but she was right; Veerie was getting closer to me.

      “I’ll make sure to tell the girls you’re doing fine,” Yaani said, signaling her departure.

      “Actually, Yaani,” I replied, grabbing her arm, “two things. Do you know an elf named Rynissie?”

      It had already been a few days. The worst that could happen would be Rynissie leaving me here.

      “Ahh, your guide? Yeah, I got word of her from the guild girls. She’s still in town. Last I heard, she had been around the race relations office. Heard she stormed off. Looks like she’s not abandoning you here.”

      “Excellent, good to know she’s in good health.” I breathed a sigh of relief.

      “What else?”

      “Right, well,” I came closer to the storied woman, “you’ve done a bit for me here, haven’t you?” She looked at me quizzically, her brow raised. “Do you want a little bit of a rush? A jailhouse climax so to say?”

      “Oh, Auroro,” Yaani replied, looking around and fanning air toward herself. “Well, if you’re offering.” 

      She came closer, and I slipped my hand under her dress; black hands covered her mouth as her knees buckled due to the pointed assault. The deed was done, and we respectfully parted. I went back to my cell, and she began to leave.

      Hmm, I was almost going to ask if she wanted to make a contract, but that might have made my life more complicated. I need to be careful with that one.

      As I was lost in my thoughts, Yaani called out to me one last time.

      “And on that dildo, perhaps next time,” she said, flashing a grin back at me.
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        * * *

      

      Meanwhile, Veerie was busily trying to find a new picture book. 

      “Maybe this one. No, maybe this one. I could get him a book of basic spells. That’s sort of like a picture book.”

      Apparently, it was the talk of the town and the start of a scandal that Veerie was frantically looking around inside of a store for new mothers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      The day had gone by quietly. It was the evening now, and Veerie had returned with two new books. One with simple spells for me to memorize and work on and another picture book with new words and exercises. I had done a fair amount of reading and studying for the day, and now Veerie was enthusiastically telling me all about the magic script.

      “So see, it’s because the gods, every word they uttered, created. It made phenomena manifest. The language they left to their children naturally has the godly nature to it, so that’s why their words are the one we use in magic.”

      “Right, and stringing together the symbols, which represent words themselves, that’s how you make spells?”

      “Yes! In fact, if you knew how to pronounce the words, you wouldn’t need to use the visual formula method, you could just speak phenomena into existence!”

      “Wow, that sounds exciting.”

      I wonder if I could ask the goddess to teach me some of the language. It would be a huge advantage for me.

      “Aren’t the gods amazing, Auroro? To leave their children something so powerful?”

      “Haha, I guess so! Actually since we’re speaking about gods, are there any books on them? Rynissie mentioned there were plenty. I would love to learn about as many of them as I can.”

      Veerie furrowed her brow. She seemed to be trying to analyze the intention behind my words, though this time around, there was none. I sincerely wanted to learn more.

      Eventually, it seemed that honest intention shone through, and Veerie answered with a smile. “Yes,” she began. “Unfortunately, if you truly wanted to learn of all the gods, you wouldn’t be able to do so here.”

      “Huh? Why? Is it some kind of bias? I was told each race has their own pantheon; am I supposed to go to every race?”

      “Oh, no, no. Not exactly. I imagine you would have to go to the races at the threshold if you wanted to learn of their gods specifically, because of how isolated they are, but generally, you would be able to learn of many of the gods anywhere else.”

      “So why can’t I learn here?”

      It felt like we were going in circles.

      “It’s because Viridia’s library burnt down centuries ago.”

      That’s unexpected.

      “We lost a great deal of our records and literature. In fact, we’re still in the process of recovering the history that was lost to us. These days, however, we give the cave elves copies of any literature we produce, and we also have them keep any significant resources. Their city is much more secure.”

      “Oh? Cave elves? Those are the ones allied with you, right? Rynissie told me a little about them.”

      “Yes! They are one of our allies. If you want a true, informational resource on as many gods as you can get in one place, you will want to go to Cerulean-in-the-Mountain.”

      “Wait, me? Going somewhere? Does that mean you’re letting me out?”

      “No, not yet,” Veerie lightly teased. “There are still some things I need to be sure of.”

      “Like wha—”

      “Princess Veerie!”

      Our conversation was interrupted by a certain grouchy elf. Brodin had arrived.

      “Oh, Brodin, you’re still here?” Veerie asked, completely oblivious to how a love-struck follower could feel after hearing that.

      “Y-Yes, ma’am,” Brodin said, doing his best to hide the pain. “I swapped shifts with Alfonse. I’ll be covering this shift as well.”

      “My!” Veerie replied. “How commendable! I’m sure Alfonse was grateful!”

      “Of course, My Princess.”

      “Very well,” Veerie replied, nodding. “You may return to your post now.”

      Ouch, Veerie. That guy clearly wants to speak with you more.

      “Ahh. Yes. Very well. I’ll return.”

      Brodin turned to leave; I practically hurt for him. I looked at Veerie, who was smiling at me.

      You’re scary.

      “Well now, where were—”

      Rmbrr.

      A slight hum like a rumble shook the walls and kept shaking them.

      Veerie noted the shaking and began to speak. “Oh, it seems a ruin is emerging—” 

      “It’s an earthquake! HIDE!” I yelled. My heart was suddenly gripped by terror. And I flew to a corner of the room.

      “Auroro?!” Veerie yelled.

      I looked to the ceiling only to have my vision fading in and out. Sometimes it went dark, sometimes rubble seemed to come falling from above. Every time the rubble appeared, I felt a pang of fear ensnare my heart. 

      “Hey! That tree’s going to come down!” I yelled; I couldn’t think clearly.

      “Auroro! Calm down!” Veerie yelled. I didn’t realize she had taken grip of my arm; I was too panic-stricken.

      “We’re going to die; I’m going to die. Everyone’s going to die,” I muttered as I gripped my head. Rubble kept flashing in and out.

      “Auroro! Look at me!” Veerie took hold of my head and turned it toward her. “It’s going to be all right! This is normal! This building has survived millions of earthquakes!”

      “Huh? It has?” Veerie’s visage didn’t flicker. It was serene and stable.

      “It has. We’re not going to die. Here, let’s have a seat.” 

      Veerie guided me over to the bed amidst the shaking, and I immediately put my back against the wall and brought my knees to my chest.

      Veerie sat in front of me, her brow furrowed and her eyes compassionate. She held onto my arm as she tried to calm me down from my terror.

      A few minutes later, the shaking had stopped, and my panic had subsided as quickly as it came on.

      “Ahem,” I cleared my throat and tried to salvage my pride, “please forgive that freak-out. I’m not sure what brought it on.”

      “Perhaps a trauma that you don’t recall?”

      “Perhaps,” I replied, letting my legs lie flat on the bed.

      I tried to recall what I’d just experienced. For the moments I could see rubble falling, it felt very real. And the terror I felt, that too was real. 

      “I didn’t think I could feel that kind of terror,” I muttered, lost in reflection.

      “There, there, Auroro,” Veerie replied, patting my arm. She had come to recline her back against the wall along with me. “It’s okay to be afraid of something.”

      “Right. But it’s not okay when it’s something that strips my rational thought away.”

      “Was it that bad?”

      “I think so… But I’d rather not speak of it anymore.”

      “Of course, my lips are sealed.”

      That was… easy? Is she taking pity on me?

      “Perhaps, we could talk about something else to help get your mind off of it?”

      “Yes, lets. You mentioned those rumbles happen often?”

      “Yes, they’re what happen when a ruin emerges.”

      “A ruin of what?”

      “They’re what’s left from the Age of Antiquity. The age of gods and myths!”

      The Age of Antiquity. Have I heard that before?

      Thankfully, Veerie wasn’t intending to leave me with questions, it seemed. She continued, “The structures of that Age fell to the earth very often, and now they sometimes re-emerge as the plates beneath Mistrim shift. Ruins are a big deal, you know? They contain many god-forged technologies, magics and tools and also many dangers that you would only hear of in myths nowadays. Whenever they re-emerge, it’s common for people to go raid the ruin and clear it out. One to remove the dangers before they become a problem, and two, to plunder.”

      Veerie, in her pursuit of getting my mind off the shaking, gave me so much valuable information I could barely process it all.

      “If a ruin has emerged, then my brother is most likely already off to investigate it as well.”

      “Your brother?” I asked. “That scary guy? Well, if he’s on it, it’ll probably be okay then.”

      “Huh? What did you say?” Veerie looked at me, her eyes wide open.

      “I said, it’ll probably be okay?”

      “No, before that!”

      “I think… I said your brother is scary?”

      “YES! That! Do you truly believe that?” Veerie turned her upper body to me and leaned over, coming close to my face.

      “Yes?” I didn’t know what else to say.

      “I agree… But whenever I told anyone, they always said I was being dramatic. My brother is… scary.”

      “No, he’s totally scary. I mean, maybe not as terror-inducing as that episode I just had, but… It’s different. It’s a different kind of terror.”

      “It’s existential!” Veerie replied enthusiastically. “It’s unnerving. Like how could he exist?”

      “Yeah! It’s like he’s unnatural!” I replied. We were both fumbling around in the dark for words, but somehow we were able to understand each other well enough. “How does a guy like that even exist? That’s the vibe I get from him! And I only met him once!”

      “Guess you could say he’s someone that exists by his own rules. And that’s scary, the ease with which he just does it,” Veerie concluded, putting our thoughts together. The thought was too much for her. She reclined against the wall next to me and just looked confused.

      I, too, reclined back onto the cool wall and sighed. “I feel like if I tried to drag him down to my own level, he’d just force me up to his. And I just don’t think I could exist at that level. How crazy is it that I feel that way after meeting him once? That’s unreasonable.”

      “His aura precedes him. He’s so grand. He makes it feel like all your troubles are trivial, like he already knows where they will end—”

      “And yet he kindly lets you make your choices—”

      “But you know it deep inside, that he knows where those choices lead—”

      “All it takes is him saying no, that he disagrees and then it’s done—you’re done—”

      “But he’ll never say it, so all you’re left with is the fear of him choosing to enforce what he thinks should be done. And you’d never be able to stop him.”

      Veerie and I completed each other’s sentences without trouble. For the first time we were completely in sync.

      “Auroro, do you know what my brother is? I mean, truly?” Veerie had receded and spoke carefully.

      He’s an elf hero-prince right? Respectable and all that?”

      “Do you know the meaning of what you’re saying?”

      I cocked my head with confusion; was there something I was missing?

      “A hero, the kind that my brother is, is a sentient with a very special body. We call it a Heroic Body. A sentient blessed with a body like that- they will go far, and can even challenge the Gods.”

      “Whoa really? There’s actually something different about him?” I clutched my chest without noticing. My heart had started racing within moments of hearing Virid was distinctly different.

      “Yes. Virid is truly an existence beyond many. When we were kids, it was bearable, but now… It’s suffocating…. And scary. My brother could always do amazing things, and as he grew his smile grew bolder, his gaze grew wider, his accolades increased. He became a hero right out of the stories. But such a big presence… He could squeeze you out of the picture and he wouldn’t notice.”

      “So, is that Heroic Body the source of our fears?”

      “No. I truly believe my brother is a hero among heroes. That Heroic Body only serves him as a tool not as the reason. I feel as though fate knew my brother was going to do amazing things, so it bestowed upon him a body that would make his journey a tad easier.”

      “And you grew up with a guy like that,” I concluded. “You must be pretty amazing in your own right.”

      “No, not at all. I’m just a girl living in a hero’s shadow chasing after another shadow,” Veerie said as she rested her head on her knees.

      “Nothing wrong with chasing after a dream,” I replied, patting the woman’s head; she didn’t recoil.

      “But what if, in chasing after that dream, you end up dying before reaching it? Because you made bad choices?”

      The question was strange considering where we’d started, but considering the countdown on my arm, it seemed I was the best person to ask.

      “What exactly are you saying is the alternative? If I don't chase the shadow of my dream, is the implication I won't make bad choices? I don’t know about that, Princess Veerie. I’m pretty stupid after all. I’m probably still marching to an early doom regardless of my path. If I’m gonna die,” I looked at my arm then back to her, “might as well spend my time doing what I want to do.”

      “How do you know it’s what you want to do? You have no memories. What if you wanted to do something different before?”

      Oh? I never considered that. The me I was before…

      “True, I might have, but why should that affect who I am right now?” Veerie looked at me curiously and I continued, “In some ways, I think the lack of memories let me see me, for me, a bit better. I’m sure that who I was contributed to the position I am in right now. But who I was isn’t going to have ultimate say in who I choose to be right now. And the person I choose to be is the one that’s right in front of you. But that said, I appreciate who I was before, because that person’s efforts got me here.”

      “I see. How romantic, the way you speak about yourself.”

      Veerie looked at me, her hair draping over her knees. Somehow, the mundane lights made her seem more heavenly than ever before.

      “Be careful there, princess. I might just jump you. I’m a perverse element after all.”

      “Why?” She looked at herself. “I’m modestly dressed. How could this tempt you?” She looked genuinely confused, but what was more surprising was that she conversed with me calmly.

      “I guess you’re just naturally beautiful.”

      Veerie flinched. “Look, just stop looking at me like that,” she said. “By the gods, why must it always revolve around such debauched behavior with you?” Veerie whined, looking off to the side. “Why can’t we just start as friends?”

      “I’m good enough to be your friend?” I was sincerely surprised she’d said that.

      She turned to me in a fluster. “Of course!” she yelled. She tucked her head down and her voice grew softer. “Of course, we can be friends.” 

      “Ahh. I see.” I grew silent as I thought about what she’d said. Somehow, repeating the words in my head made my heart go aflutter. This was more than I thought. I didn’t think we would get this far so quickly.

      “And…and! As your friend, I want to help you with the countdown to your demise.”

      “Veerie. Respectfully, I don’t think you’ll be able to help the way you are now.”

      “Try me!” she responded, shoving her face closer to mine. “How does this countdown work? Is there some way to extend it? And how much time do you have left? You never told me.”

      “Let’s just say, less than a month. That’s how much I have left.”

      Veerie fell silent, and a string of hair fell across her face. “Less than a month?”

      “Yes?”

      “Auroro, I thought you had years left. Why didn’t you inform me it was worse?” Veerie wasn’t angry; no, she was sad. It looked as if she was in shock. “I locked you in here for days; you’ve lost some of the few short days you had left.”

      I patted her head once more. “Don’t worry about it. Like I said, I can extend the counter.”

      At my words, her face lit up once more. “How? How does it work? I’ll help!”

      I sighed. It was probably best to just get it all out in the open. “Veerie, it requires sharing an intimate moment with me. The same type of moment you curse.”

      Veerie’s face went red. “Why must it always revolve around such debauched behavior with you!?” Veerie repeated, tucking her face away again.

      “Sorry. It’s pretty well customized to my disposition, I guess.”

      We were enveloped in quiet for a few minutes before Veerie finally spoke again. “And? If an intimate moment is shared, how much will the countdown extend by?”

      “Variable. Rynissie afforded me, I think sixteen or so days. The eight girls at the brothel plus Yaani afforded me eleven days.”

      “Eight?! AND YAANI?!” Veerie yelled; she had exited her shell once more.

      “Yes?”

      “Uh—I mean,” Veerie coughed, “I am sorry that eight of my forest elves could not compare to the wildland elf.”

      That’s a weird way to recover, princess.

      “It’s how it goes, I guess. The countdown seems to measure people differently. But I appreciate every second I was afforded, no matter how small a batch it came in.” Those were genuine feelings, and those feelings were reflected in the wide smile that naturally overtook my face.

      “I see…” Veerie was quiet for a while, but then her next question came without much fanfare. “Say, Auroro. What exactly constitutes an intimate moment?”

      Huh? Why are you indulging, princess?

      “I’m pretty sure it’s the full-on sexual conquering of another. Don’t ask me how I know—your heart won’t be able to handle it.” I had a moment of silence for the brothel girls who had sacrificed themselves for the sake of my experimentation. Through that night, I had learned how thorough I actually needed to be to get the numbers to go up. In truth, I didn’t need to actually penetrate them with my member. Conquering them with tendrils was enough. But anything short of sexual domination wasn’t going to count. It seemed the goddess had some very specific plans for me.

      Veerie blushed and looked away as she tried to speak. “Ahh. Well, how can you be so sure? Perhaps the simple kiss of a beautiful maiden could do just as well? That typically suffices in the stories of old.”

      “Oh, sure. Do you know any maidens?”

      Veerie snapped her head back at me. “I’m a maiden, you brute!” she yelled; her offence overwhelmed whatever bashfulness she was feeling.

      “There, there, I was just joking,” I said, patting her head.

      Veerie gently grabbed the hand that was patting her. “Please do not do that. I am doing my best to be helpful. I would appreciate if you took me seriously.”

      I looked at her skeptically as she removed my hand. “Why are you being so docile?”

      Veerie’s lips twisted as she tried to find the words to express her complex feelings. “I am merely trying to make up for making you waste your days. A kiss would be an adequate payment if it gives you some days back.”

      “How hospitable of you,” I quipped. Truth be told, I was caught in a bit of turmoil trying to decipher where exactly the source of this kindness lay.

      “Is a kiss from me that distasteful?”

      “Oh! No, no! Not at all!” Veerie was the saddest I had ever seen her; it looked like she was on the verge of tears. “It’s just, you’re a tough lady to get a hold of. This is happening pretty suddenly, you know.”

      “I suppose…”

      “But if you’re set on it, we can try it.”

      “Truly?!” Veerie snapped back into happiness and was leaning in on my leg.

      “Well… it wouldn’t hurt, right?”

      Come on, Auroro. Get your head in the game! This is what you wanted. It’s just coming in a different package is all!

      “Okay, um, I will just sit here in front of you, and you may approach my lips!” Veerie quickly settled into kneeling on the bed after knocking her boots off. She sat with the discipline one would expect from a soldier; her back was straight, her body was calm, her chin was slightly tilted, and her eyes were closed.

      I’m going to have a heart attack.

      I had thought that the only new feeling Veerie would ever inspire in me would be anger, but here I was being swept up by immature anxiety.

      Not being one to argue against good fortunes, I slowly brought myself to Veerie’s lips.

      It would be nice if this was all that was needed…

      Our lips met, and a buzz went through my body. It was similar to the buzz I would expect from using my power, except this time, I hadn’t activated it. At least I didn’t think so.

      Ahh. Naturally occurring passion? This is enjoyable. Actually, I would like more after all.

      Our lips parted, and Veerie immediately opened her eyes as she gently touched her lips. She looked as me as if she were star struck and maintained silent eye contact for a few moments.

      “Did it work?” she asked.

      I rolled up my sleeve and looked at my arm. “No. Can you see the timer?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “Do you believe me that there’s a timer?”

      “I do. Should we try again?”

      “Only if you’re willing.”

      Veerie closed her eyes once more as her arms trembled. Taking the hint, I closed in once more and we kissed again, this time holding the kiss for moments longer. We parted to breathe, catching each other’s gaze. We should have stopped, but we met once more, warm lips hugging each other. My hands went to her sides, and her arms went around my neck before coming to an awkward close. We fell onto the bed, embrace uninterrupted. Our lips would part to afford us a moment of air, but that cool air didn’t calm our flames, and we continued meeting.

      We must have been locked in that embraced for several minutes, but I eventually stopped it when I realized my hands were creeping up her garments. At our parting, I looked down to see the woman breathing heavily, her face flushed.

      I should have told her that it didn’t work. I should have reported the facts to her. Instead—

      “Do you want more, Veerie?”

      I asked her an honest question.

      Veerie looked at me as she mulled it over.

      “Yes,” I thought she had said; I thought I saw that word form on her lips, but instead, she seemed to catch herself and sat right back up.

      “I’m not sure I should,” she said, trying to catch her breath as she looked at the floor.

      I came to sit next to her, to see if she wanted to talk about what had just happened.

      “Does it always feel like that?” she asked, touching her bottom lip gently.

      “No. That was more powerful for me too.”

      “I see…”

      As soon as she uttered her words, she stood up without glancing at me. It seemed she was going to leave. Before I knew it, I had reached out for her and accidentally let out a pulse of Passion. She jumped at the energy and turned to look back at me.

      The genie is out of the lamp; I can’t shove it back in now.

      “Before you leave, hear me out.”

      “Let me hear you, Auroro.”

      “Look, I don’t know your circumstances—"

      It was true; I didn’t. She was someone who had the sense to relate me to some divine matters.

      “And you don’t know my circumstances—"

      That was also true. Though she may have had some inkling, the reality was I was still hiding the most crucial piece of the puzzle from her; the goddess.

      I reached for her other hand, and she let me take hold of it gently. I lightly tugged her to stand in front of me.

      “But if it’s something that you require help on, I would like to be there to help you.”

      “As a friend, right?”

      “No.” Though her body was still, I could swear I felt a jump. “I’m still me. I’m not settling for just friendship after what we just experienced.”

      “I… I don’t know.”

      “Veerie, just say the word. And we’ll work together. I have my goal; that person I want to reach. I know I won’t make it on my own. And if you need something from me, I’ll be there for you. That’s my pitch. That’s my promise.”

      She was ignorant. She was annoying. She was a nag. Those traits came from her adhering to her values. And those same values were what informed her positive traits. 

      She was hospitable. She was caring. She was a worrywart. 

      Sure, she was a bit overzealous, but it didn’t change that it came from, oftentimes, a mind-boggling devotion to her elven ideals.

      She was someone who was concerned for me. Someone who worried about my future. Someone who took the time to help me learn to read, even though this all started with her wanting to get to the bottom of me.

      “How can you be so confident?”

      “It’s because I know I’m weak. And because I think I know how to work around that weakness. And because I know I’m hopeless. All I can do is look up. I see where it is I can go and who it is I need help from.”

      “You’ll help me?”

      “I’ll do my best to.”

      “Even if the shadow I’m chasing after leads to an unreasonable goal?”

      “You could say I’m chasing after an unreasonable goal too. We can share notes about who is the most unreasonable.”

      I smiled, but Veerie broke away. I thought she was going to hug me one last time, but that thought went unanswered.

      “Ahh—I need to go.”

      “Veerie?” I asked, following her.

      “I—I’m going to go home, for today. I need to think,” she said without breaking her beeline to the jail cell’s door.

      “Ahh. Sure,” I said as the princess of the forest elves left without turning back.

      A few minutes passed.
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        * * *

      

      “I… I think I feel almost as sad as when Rynissie left me here.”

      I sat down as I thought back on my experiences in this cell.

      Anger, regret, guilt, sadness and… infatuation maybe? I’ve experienced so much in this cell and felt so many new feelings… I’m blessed to have this existence, as miserable as I might feel right now.

      Fortunately, I wouldn’t have to wallow in my sadness for long as the grouchy elf, Brodin, arrived in all his boisterous glory.

      “You do something to the princess, Creeper? She left here in such a hurry she didn’t utter a word.”

      “Nope. I did nothing. In fact, I’m the one who’s feeling gutted.”

      While I was speaking, Brodin had opened the door and had marched right up to my cot. Feeling uncomfortable with the crotch of a sexually repressed man at eye level, I stood to greet him.

      He caught me by surprise, however, gripping my jacket’s collar and viciously twisting me toward the wall.

      He’s stronger than I thought!

       My head hit the wall with a thud as Brodin stared holes into my eyes.

      “Hey, I’m the princess’s pet project. It wouldn’t do you any good to damage me.”

      “Accidents happen, don’t they?” Brodin was doing his best to put on a scary face, despite the softer elven features.

      Is this guy an actual idiot?

      “Shit, man, who hurt you? Think! If an accident happens on your watch, you’re responsible.”

      What kind of accident could even happen in a cell like this?

      “Princess Veerie wouldn’t look too kindly on you,” I said. I was fairly confident Brodin was not the type to be able to think of ways to poke holes in what I was saying.

      He clicked his tongue and tossed me onto the floor, taking the extra second to lovingly spit on me.

      “Good to know not everyone is hospitable to a fault,” I muttered under my breath as he exited the cell.
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        * * *

      

      “Hmm, Brodin’s going to be a problem.”

      The evening had proceeded uneventfully. There was no one around to chat with, and I had read so much my eyes were tired. All that was left was to lie in my cot and ruminate. In this case, ruminate over Brodin.

      “I could probably deal with him with what I understand of my power now but… I’d gotten too comfortable with the elves and was caught by surprise when there was someone that actually meant me harm.”

      It was true; Alf and Tisel were nice. Even Veerie, who was the proper antagonist in all of this, was kind in her own way. 

      “Hmm, Veerie…” My thoughts naturally wandered to her. “I should have been more careful. Obviously the girl would run away if the man she imprisoned suddenly went so far and committed himself so much to her. Not cool at all, Auroro. Should have been more tactful.”

      But I had been carried away in the moment. All that was left to do was to chastise my immature haste.

      “Auroro?” 

      At least, that was the plan until her voice called out to me.

      “Veerie?” I asked, sitting up immediately.

      There on the other side of the door, a green cloak covering her body, was Veerie with her hand on the door.

      “May I come in?” she asked.

      “Yeah, of course!” I was at full attention. 

      She let herself in and awkwardly sat in her seat at the table. She didn’t speak, instead just sitting there for a bit.

      “So, uh, did Brodin hassle you?” It was a question to break the ice, though it probably came out because I still had Brodin on the mind.

      “N-No!” she replied, perking up. “He was asleep. I think he took on too much by taking the double shift.”

      Ahh. I think he’s just not a good worker. Tisel would have pulled it off.

      “Great. Hope you won’t be too hard on him.”

      “Of course not,” Veerie replied. “A simple lecture on knowing his limits will suffice.” 

      Veerie had retaken her haughty air; a relieving sight to be sure.

      “So what brings you here?” I asked, sitting at the edge of my bed.

      “Actually…” Veerie fell quiet again, taking many deep breaths. “I want to help you. With your diminishing life, I mean.”

      My heart skipped a beat. She knew what that meant. She must have known what that meant. She knew that kisses weren’t going to cut it. Or at least I hoped.

      “A-Are you sure?” I had to make sure she knew.

      “Yes,” Veerie replied before standing tall. “It’s not fair that your life is played with so that you have no memories and so few days to live… And I took away some of those days.” Veerie looked me straight in the eyes; she seemed to be reciting something she had worked out in her mind. “I want to make up for that. I hope I’ll be able to give you more than enough days back.”

      A smile grew inside of me; flames were ignited.

      I stood up to greet Veerie’s determination.

      “Are you sure, Veerie? What if I told you you don’t have the full picture?”

      “I know I don’t. I know you haven’t told me details.”

      “And you’re okay with that?”

      “I’m not. I want to know more. I want to understand the circumstances that surround you.”

      “If you do this, I’ll naturally tell you. But you shouldn’t do this just because you want to know.”

      “You don’t need to tell me. I’m prepared for you to leave after this is all said and done. I’m helping you because that will extend your life.”

      “You believe me? Still?”

      “I do.”

      “I’ll tell you. I’m not going to leave you in the dark if you go that far.”

      “I just want one thing.”

      “What’s that, Veerie?”

      “I want you to have a problem with just dying. Get angry when someone unfairly takes your days away. You should fight to savor your days, especially if you know they’re limited.”

      “That’s fair.”

      Truth be told, the only real thing urging me to survive was my desire to help Rynissie. But that desire hadn’t really come out when I spoke to Veerie earlier. Instead, I had been speaking too generally. It made sense that Veerie took offense to that. So, naturally, I had to at least reassure her.

      “Veerie, don’t get the wrong idea. There’s some things I want to do. Like help Rynissie. She looks like she has something eating her up, so if I could help her before I pass, that would be ideal.”

      “Then be angry at me for taking valuable days away from you two. Tell me you’re angry at me. Be angry like you were when we first met. Just channel it into this matter.”

      “I’m not sure I can channel it into this matter.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because the days with you were valuable too.” Veerie jumped at the sudden declaration; her blush said she hadn’t expected it. “I’m not so small that I’ll cry over some days. Especially not when they were filled with so many new experiences.”

      “You don’t feel like you’ve been shorted of valuable time you could have spent with a loved one?”

      “Maybe somewhere deep inside of me? But that was by my own doing too. Even if I have been shorted, the answer is simple. I make up for it.”

      Veerie ruminated over my words and gently smiled at me.

      “Then allow me to help you make up for it as well.”

      Veerie was a haughty woman; I’d never expected for that trait to manifest here, however. At Veerie’s declaration, I was astounded. I opened my arms, welcoming her to my embrace.

      “I still want to be involved in your life too.”

      Veerie, at my declaration, undid her cloak and let it fall to the ground. Beneath, it revealed that she was wearing a long, body-hugging greenish nightgown. Held together by brown strings that revealed a little cleavage at the top and reaching her shins, it was an exquisite gown that accented Veerie’s natural charms.

      Oh, shit. She’s actually serious.

      She walked over to me and awkwardly brought her face and breast to my chest. Her hands slowly wrapped around me, and my arms wrapped around her, with my chin landing on her head. I hadn’t noticed, but Veerie was quite short.

      Through her thin gown, I could feel the heat of her chest and her fast-beating heart. 

      “Where do we go from here?” Veerie asked, doing her best to not let her voice waver.

      “I can take you to the bed? If you’d like?”

      “Yes. Let’s do that.”

      At Veerie consent, I guided her over to the bed and laid her down. We were careful for her braid, tied at the end with a flower, to land next to her.  As my fingers ran down her back, I let just a little of the red energy flow into her to help her loosen up. She squirmed at the touch but did her best to not break eye contact with me.

      Seeing her wet eyes, I brought my lips closer to hers. She closed her eyes and reached upwards, and our lips met. It was electric once more, a jolt not going through just her body, but mine as well. I accidentally poured out the red energy in response in order to increase the sensation. Veerie’s arms flew up, grabbing onto my arms. We parted and were both breathing heavily.

      We met once more, greeting each other with our lips. My hands went downward, grabbing onto Veerie’s dress. It was then that she broke away.

      “I would like to do this with clothes on, please, Auroro,” she requested.

      “Of course,” I replied and grinned. “I like keeping my clothes on too. Just… If you want to stop. Just tell me.”

      We shared an innocent giggle as she nodded, and I carefully lifted her nightgown up. She slightly opened her legs in turn. The next sensation my hands felt was a slightly moist and warm texture, surrounded by soft hair. Veerie groaned at the touch but did her best to keep her demeanor in check.

      “I’m going to try to do this as painlessly as possible.” I had bet that Veerie was a virgin, and her subsequent nod and quivering lips confirmed that. 

      I applied a layer of red energy onto my palm and began toying with Veerie’s mound. She flung her arms around my neck and began squeezing my neck harder and harder. 

      “I-I feel strange,” Veerie said between her panting breaths. Her body arched as she squirmed along with the touch.

      “Do you want to stop?”

      “NO!” she yelled. “I’m fine, keep going.”

      At her command, I kneaded her swollen bead a little bit more until she brought me back into a kiss in order to stifle her moans. At the sudden grab, my hand flew to her chest, gripping firmly. The breast overflowed; I could try to grab all I wanted, but there was too much to take a hold of. Veerie’s back arched once more, and I had my pants undone. 

      Once more I asked, “Are you sure?”

      And she replied, “Yes.”

      “Remember, this ends when you want it to. Just say the word.”

      She nodded and hugged my neck. With the next move I plunged into her and was assaulted with sensation. I sank into a warm, moist space without trouble.

      Veerie noticed, but she smiled back at me. I was relieved. I had an extra layer of red energy running through my tool just to ensure she would have as painless an experience as possible, and her subsequent giggle was a relief to my ears.

      I brought my forehead to hers and began rocking along with her. I took hold of her legs and draped them over my shoulders as I began to go a little faster.

      Veerie moaned and squirmed but didn’t complain.

      She hadn’t noticed, but I had created a screen of black at the bars; I didn’t want anyone to see her at her most vulnerable after all.  

      “I-I don’t understand,” she said between moans. “Why does it feel like this?”

      “Because,” I replied, “I want you to have the best, most passion-filled experience. This is the one thing I’m best at.” We had stopped moving to have this talk.

      “Is that all it takes? To feel like this? It feels like my whole body is singing.” Veerie’s chest was heaving. She was doing her best not to pant.

      “Simple, right? But no. It takes effort from a partner. And conscious passion. Veerie, let me say this. As much effort as I have to spare, I’ll pour it into you.” I began rocking along with her again.

      “You’re saying unreasonable things,” Veerie replied as she tossed her head back, and I bit her neck.

      “I want you, Veerie. I want you so that I can give you a passionate life.” I let my feelings guide me. That was all I wanted. In my ideal world, everyone would feel the flames of passion and lust. The same kind of flames that I felt with Rynissie and, now, Veerie. 

      “This feeling I have in my chest. This fire,” I said aloud. Though Veerie was under assault, she quieted herself down. “I want everyone to feel it.”

      “I feel it. Keep going,” she said, grabbing onto my neck, her chin hooking onto my shoulder. “I don’t understand anything anymore, Auroro! Just keep going!” she said as her grip tightened for a moment before loosening once more.

      I heeded her command and kept working on her. Strangely enough, I found my mind clear. The black that comprised my jacket wasn’t as riled up as it was with Yaani. I could take my mind off of it and focus just on the woman below me. I brought my lips to hers once more.

      This is nice.

      I didn’t fully understand what she had spoken about earlier, but here in this moment, everything made sense for me. I felt like I understood myself better. 

      I parted my lips from hers as we kept moving together and flashed a toothy grin. She reconciled upon noticing. We brought our foreheads together, her arms tightened around my neck, my arms went beneath her back and in the next motion I sat up, taking Veerie with me.

      Her face was overwhelmed with surprise at the sudden shift, but that surprise gave way to a bashful smile as she caressed both my cheeks, her gasps lightly tickling my nose. With the woman perfectly balanced, my palms cupped Veerie’s butt and gently guided her along my shaft. At the sudden movement, her hands fell to my shoulders along with her face that she nestled near my neck; her gasps became a little bit louder.

      This is the best.

      The little red flame inside of me; I let it circulate all throughout me, and then into Veerie. It felt like I was soaring. I can only imagine how Veerie felt.

      “I can feel it, Auroro. Don’t stop, not yet!”

      “Your wish is my command.”

      I can feel a heat… It’s my body’s limit. I could stifle it. But, this feels pure. This feels…

      I went harder; I took full hold of Veerie’s cheeks and guided them down with more gusto which, by the way her grip tightened, indicated that she was being bombarded by a higher level of pleasure.

      I took my hands to Veerie’s back once more, to support her. She kept the motion with her hips up as well as she could; she was chasing her climax too.

      “Veerie-“

      “Yes! I’m ready!”

      I smiled. My fingertips flashed red. Everything went red. Our bodies were ignited by an outpouring of passion. We both hit our climaxes. Instead of being overwhelmed by an outburst of black like with Yaani, it seemed we were enveloped in a warm, euphoric light. It felt like we were swallowed up in it for minutes.

      This. This feels like my ideal. Thank you for teaching me this, Veerie. I will strive for this with everyone who will allow me.

      .
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        * * *

      

      The deed was done, and we were both sweaty and panting on the cot. I was facing up, and Veerie was facing away from me, on my arm.

      “Ahh, I can see it now. The numbers are so bright… But there’s more than a month now, if I’m reading it correctly…” Veerie whispered; she must have found the countdown. I was excited to check it out myself, but first, I had to praise her.

      “Wow. You went for a lot longer than I thought you could manage, Your Highness.”

      “How mysterious. This feeling… Is this what mother…”

      “What was that?” Veerie whispered, but I couldn’t catch what she was saying. That didn’t bother me too much however. “Hey, Veerie, do you want to hear the rest?” I was riding a high and thought it would be nice to prattle the night away.

      Veerie sat up, her cheeks still flushed and her nipples still pronounced against her nightgown.

      “I understand a bit better now.”

      “Huh? What are you talking about, Veerie?”

      “When I was a child, my mother told me that her love for my father, brother and myself was what allowed her to see better, to see higher, to ascend to a new level of understanding.”

      “Oh? Yeah, that sounds like what the power of love could probably do.” I said it matter-of-factly, but really, I was just happy to hear there was someone in Veerie’s life that advocated for deep feelings.

      “I didn’t think I was ever going to get even a glimpse of what my mother saw, much less understand it. But now… I think I know what I need to do.”

      “Huh? You’re kind of having a conversation with yourself… But is there anything I can do?”

      “Auroro, I need to take care of my affairs, but I want you to know—”

      Huh? Want me to know what? Why is my body feeling heavy? Veerie? I can’t speak.

      “I want you to know, I want to give spending my days with you a try.”

      Veerie saying those words was the last thing I was aware of. I fell into a familiar darkness once again, though this one didn’t seem as heavy.

      “I’ll do my best to come back to you, so that we might give this a chance.”

      That was the last thing I heard.

      Was it a different spell? When did she cast it? I’m not ready for this to end!
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        * * *

      

      “Prisoner! Wake up, prisoner!”

      That doesn’t sound like Veerie.

      I awoke from a dreamless sleep to see Brodin with chains in his hand leading to a pair of shackles locking my wrists.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      It was the early morning. From my counter and with some math, I could tell it was one hour before the next guard changeover. That fact also informed why there weren’t many people out and about to see the two of us as Brodin escorted me out of the city with him directing me from behind.

      We had crossed the boundary and were now walking through the forest. According to the grouchy chap guiding me, it had been decided that I was to be released outside the city and sent on my way, never to return. He said it was Veerie’s “mercy.”

      “Hey, are we there yet? Can’t you just release me here?” Brodin didn’t say anything. “I’m outside the city. I’ve got the message.”

      Suffice to say, I didn’t believe him. For this to happen, Veerie must have been having a wild round of regret. But even though she’d put me to sleep the previous night, I didn’t believe that was done because of a regret-filled heart.

      Brodin was leading me deeper into the forest. 

      “Oh, wow,” I started. “We sure are neck-deep in the woods. I sure hope an unfortunate accident isn’t going to befall me.” Perhaps it was not a good idea to provoke the man who was currently leading me to my doom, but I couldn’t help but taunt him. If he did manage to kill me, I wanted him to know that I had known his plan all along.

      We continued our walk for another twenty minutes until we came to an area in the woods where the lower trees thinned to form a clearing.

      “Huh. The last time I was in a clearing this wide, monsters were in the trees,” I remarked. I looked around immediately to see if there were any signs of monsters.

      Maybe he brought me here so that monsters could eat my body?

      I scanned the trees, but I couldn’t see any obvious signs. I did, however, hear the elf click his tongue. He told me to stop and brought me closer to him, where he undid the chain connecting the two of us but left the shackles on.

      “Hey. What gives?” I complained. “You can’t expect me to survive in this forest without use of my hands.”

      “Walk ahead. I’ll undo the shackles with magic once you’re far enough.”

      I narrowed my eyes at Brodin. “Fine,” I replied. I turned around and walked forward.

      Okay. Here we go. He’s either going to leave me here to fend for myself, or he’s about to backstab me.

      “AAAHHH!” a sudden yell and a thud rang out; the sounds of an envy-consumed man taking a sudden wrathful step toward a man that has it all. It was game time. I had already undone the shackles with a tendril the moment he set me to walk; I was ready.

      I immediately turned, ready to unleash a monkey from my midsection.

      “Huh?” The scene before me was not expected.

      Brodin was on the ground. Three sparking arrows stuck in his back; they pierced his armor. And standing in front of him, a little off to the side, was a terrifying visage.

      “Prince Virid?” I asked. The prince, in the same attire I had seen him in days before, was standing so that I could only see his face in profile. With his left side facing me, I could see that he held a sheathed sword in his left hand.

      “H-Hey,” I said, trying to calm my nerves. “Just for the record, was he about to run away? Or slash me?” Virid was quiet, looking at the fallen Brodin. “Prince?”

      “He was going to backstab you, friend.” From behind the prince emerged an elf with a crossbow in hand. Above him to his right and left were two harpies, one with red feathers and a red bob and the other with blue feathers and a blue bob. They had wings where their arms would be and bright yellow bird legs from the knees down. They both wore brown padded armor that covered their torsos and thighs along with a piece of cloth that draped from the waist. The elf between them wore a similar brown armor. All three were people I recognized; they were people I saw on the first day, and the elf, Clan, was the one who Veerie accidentally shot.

      But they weren’t the only ones that arrived. From behind the group, three elven women came out and walked past. One had blond hair with red highlights at the tips. She wore her hair in an ornate bun and looked to be the most confident of the three. She strode forward with the widest grin and the firmest posture, her hands on her hips. Her chest was exposed, and her breasts were huge, barely supported by the stiff-looking red dress she wore. The dress was strapless, held up most likely by the tightness provided by her chest, and above the waist, it looked like the corset. Below the waist, it loosened into a skirt that extended to her mid thighs, after which long boots covered her legs. All in all, with all the white and gold accenting various stitches on the outfit, it looked like a very expensive garment. 

      The other two were similarly extravagant but more covered up. There was an elf with blue eyes and hair as green as the grass. She wore her hair in a simple ponytail and wore a brown padded vest over a long-sleeved black mesh. She wore short shorts and green and white striped leggings beneath the shorts. Her legs had many different weapons strapped to them.

      The third woman had platinum blond hair and wore a black coat whose collar was tall enough to obscure her mouth. The coat’s sleeves obscured the woman’s hands, and its tails extended to right above her knees. Her legs were exposed until her ankles, where short boots covered her feet. Her eyes were green, and her bangs were neatly trimmed into a straight line that covered her forehead, reaching to right above her eyebrows. The third woman was a little shorter than the rest.

      The three together, I had a hunch, were the prince’s wives. They had that aura about them, and the first one for sure had a vibrant mark on the left side of her chest—a Bond mark.

      And behind all of them was another familiar face; the biggest elf that I had seen the other day in the prince’s entourage.

      Did all these people come to save me?

      It was certainly weird, but I wasn’t going to complain. 

      “Thank you, everyone,” I said, scratching my head, “I don’t know how you found out, but thanks! Prince Virid, I can see why Rynissie and her people respect you.”

      As I spoke, I noticed that the group had spread out around the clearing and were watching me… circling me.

      “Hey, uhh. What’s up?” Prince Virid was the only one who hadn’t moved. He and the two harpies.

      “Please,” he said, “take Brodin back to the city.”

      The harpies nodded and picked up the fallen elf by the arms before lifting him away into the sky.

      “Hey, Prince Virid?” He didn’t reply to my call. Instead his people continued circling, and though there was still quite a bit of distance between them and me, it was still concerning. “Okay, everyone, don’t tell me, are we going to play a game of pass around Auroro?” No one responded. The prince did turn to face me, though I barely registered it. “I mean, that’s hot and all, but I can’t say that’s my thing. I like being the one to do the passing, if that’s okay.” My attempt at a joke got no response. The air was tense. It felt like hostilities were coming. “Just a fair warning,” I said, putting my hands up, “I’ve got a monkey in my pocket.” It wasn’t a lie, and this time, I got a confused look from Clan.

      “Auroro.” The mere sound of my name coming out of Virid’s lips made a chill run up my spine. 

      I looked at him, giving him my full attention. “Hey, Virid. What’s up? This feels pretty hostile.”

      “You’ve instigated a few events. Had you not been here, we wouldn’t have had this sudden change.”

      Shit. Is he talking about Veerie? Does he know I deflowered her? She was royalty after all. Was that a no-no? Why am I only considering this now?

      “Hey, Prince, I don’t want any trouble, okay? I’m a victim here, sort of.” I wasn’t going to try to totally squirm my way out of this one.

      “Everyone,” Virid said, directing his focus to his entourage, “please give us space. I want to speak with Auroro.” At his call everyone calmed down and congregated into one group. I could only breathe a sigh of relief. “Worry not, Auroro. I wouldn’t strike an unarmed opponent.”

      I took the prince’s words with another huge sigh of relief. “Oh, that’s great,” I said, waving my hand. I was prepared for a no-name like Brodin, but the prince was too much too soon.

      It was then that I heard a cursed sound. The sound of an object falling at my feet. I opened my eyes and looked down. The sword that the prince was carrying. He had tossed it to my feet.

      “Huh?” I couldn’t help but blink at the prince, my body frozen in place.

      “Pick it up,” the prince said with an innocent smile.

      “Huh?” My brain stopped. My sweat glands started.

      “I will not strike an unarmed opponent.”

      Dear goddess.

      Virid only smiled. And waited.

      I might be killed here.

      I looked to the side. His entourage was still watching. They had come geared and ready. What were they expecting?

      I looked at Virid and then to the trees around us.

      Could I make it? 

      I could feel the answer that I already knew with every fiber of my being.

      NO.

      “Seriously?” I asked because I wanted to make sure there was no way out.

      “Yes. This must happen. What you’ve done is so grave. Pick it up, please.”

      I didn’t feel like defying him here would turn out well for me. 

      But the moment I pick up that sword, he’s going to attack me, isn’t he?

      Earlier I had thought that the prince wasn’t as terror-inducing as falling rocks. But now I felt like I needed to amend my thoughts.

      If I pick up that sword, he’s going to enforce his will. The prince can’t be stopped. The memories of my chat with Veerie came back. I already knew what had happened; our worst fears.

      “One minute, please!” I yelled. “I promise I’ll pick up the sword within a minute.”

      “Very well.”

      I clutched my chest and quieted my anxious, fear-stricken mind; it was starting to become as bad as it had been when I had my episode. I quieted my mind with the full intention of reaching the level I did with Veerie’s help.

      What do I do? How do I get out of this?! I’m weak; I can’t fight the prince!

      Pushed by fear and desperation, I felt like I had broken through a boundary. When I opened my eyes, what I saw before me were the mannequins I had created in my mind. 

      The goddess. Rynissie. Veerie. Yaani. And behind them, many others. Henri and Allegria. And I think Cluxu. Yaani’s girls. They all appeared. 

      Behind me, I could hear the growls of the frenzied ape I’d subdued.

      “There’s a lot of women here,” I remarked as I looked around. 

      Trample the body. Win the mind. Seize the heart. Subdue the spirit. All toward one end.

      Those familiar words resounded within my mental space, vibrating and bouncing off all the bodies here.

      Hearing the words I started my existence with, and seeing the women I had encountered, I couldn’t help but laugh.

      Is this all we have?

      It wasn’t all that inspiring. It wasn’t all that heroic. It was pretty simple.

      I guess I shouldn’t have expected all that much. I’m only a few days old, really.

      I turned to look back at the captured frenzied ape.

      I still had one asset available.

      Looking closely at the tendrils that ensnared the ape, I remembered all the things I’d discovered from the times Veerie put me to sleep. Urged on by the sight and memory, I created a ball of red in my palms and let black tendrils ensnare it. Passion and lust, together. 

      I’ve had an epiphany. You and I are probably significantly different now. Even though it was only a few days, I’m already different than the person who opened his eyes to see the goddess. Actually, different might not be a good word. I’ve grown. That’s the better word.

      Past self, this is the power you cultivated, right? You probably didn’t have as easy access to this power as I do now right? You were probably much more different. The words you left me with; it feels like you could live up to those words a bit better than I could.

      I recalled my conversation with Veerie the night before about who I was now.

      Still, those words and this power are what I inherited from you. That and your chess ability and I suppose your fear of falling rocks. Nevertheless, from the words and power, I understand who you were and who you wanted to be at your core. 

      I’ve grown from your words, past self, using the power you left me. Those words are at the core of my being, but they won’t have ultimate say in who I am. Instead, I’ll build on them. They’ll inform who I become as I make those words more robust. And I’ll use the powers in my hands, passion and lust, and I’ll do what I want. 

      I might not conquer in the same way you did, but I’m sure I’ve been afforded new avenues thanks to your efforts. I’m going to stand proud and live by my whims.

      Another memory was sparked—Veerie saying, “I want you to have a problem with just dying. Get angry when someone unfairly takes your days away. You should fight to savor your days, especially if you know they’re limited.”

      “I don’t know if I have a problem with dying just yet. But I do want to see you again, Veerie,” I whispered out to all the women I’d encountered. “I want to see you all again, too. You, Rynissie. All of you.”

      A conqueror doesn’t squirm. A conqueror stands tall. He or she tramples, wins, seizes, or subdues. Or perhaps a conqueror seduces, corrupts, or romances. Or if all else fails, a conqueror survives to conquer another day.

      At the thought of the last bit, to survive another day, I felt a swelling deep within me. I think here, in the deepest part of myself I could reach, I touched a little of my past self’s regret. A deep breath later, I prepared myself to return and created a door in front of me.

      “Thank you, past self, for leaving me those words. They’re probably at the core of who I am. And those are probably the words that created this power. They got me going, but now, this is where I actualize it all.”

      Even if I was walking into my doom, I would do it with every intention of surviving, of making it to another day I could spend with people I liked. I opened the door and looked once more behind me. The scene of women had cleared except for two. Rynissie was there, a distance away, and quite a bit further away, there was another.

      “Ahh, I see,” I said, before the light of opening eyes brought me back to the real world.
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        * * *

      

      The prince was still in front of me, and I was feeling talkative.

      “Earlier,” I began, “I wondered to myself why I didn’t consider the implications of getting involved with a princess. And now I remember, it was because I didn’t care. I just knew I wanted Veerie, so I decided to try and win her over.” I raised my arms; there was nothing I could do about it now. “What you’re looking at here is a winner.”

      “I see. How bold, how decisive.”

      The prince and I exchanged stares for another few moments.

      “Your minute is almo—”

      I picked up the sword with a tendril and reeled it into my hand. A split second later, something came flying through the air. Just barely, I was able to put the sword up. 

      Clang!

      It was invisible, it was fast, and it wasn’t solid. I looked to the prince; he had just completed a slash.

      No way. If it wasn’t for the sound of wind—

      I grabbed the sword when the prince started talking because I thought that would give me a few extra seconds, but I was wrong; he slashed at me! And that slash traveled through the air.

      Am I lucky?

      The traveling slash itself didn’t seem too strong. It caused my arm to shake from the impact, but it wasn’t as overpowering as it might have been.

      As I recovered from the impact, I almost failed to notice that the prince had run up to me.

      “Damn it!” I yelped and gripped the sword’s hilt with both hands and multiple tendrils for security.

      The prince slashed, and it was a very well telegraphed, wide swing; thanks to that, I was barely able to block but—

      My arms!

      The slash was heavy. Before the clanging metal’s sound reached my ears I was already reeling from the vibrations that ravaged my arms—if I hadn’t been holding onto the sword with all I had, it would’ve flown out of my hands.

      But the worst wasn’t over; the prince continued slashing at me, and my sword continued getting in his way. 

      What’s going on here?

      I wasn’t moving my arms; I wasn’t that good, but the prince kept clashing with my sword.

      Is he… Is he giving me a chance here?

      All that changed after each clash was that my arms were getting more and more tired. But to what end? If the prince had wanted to, he could have cut off my legs ten times over.

      What’s your game!?

      I needed to make space. The next clash came and rang out. I pressed my body forward—up ‘til now I had been retreating. The sudden weight on his blade slowed the prince down. From my suit, I led a fist out to crash into the prince’s armor with a heavy thud. The fist, the frenzied ape’s fist, bound by lust, pushed the prince away.

      With a moment to breathe, I tethered the sword to my hip and changed tactics.

      Time to show you what defines me.

      I obscured the elf’s vision with a sheet of inky black, a sheet of lust fired from my jacket. Blinded, I dashed behind him with the help of some extra hands that gripped the land behind him. His ears twitched; he heard me. Before he could turn to face me, however, I grabbed hold of his blond head.

      Got you!

      Head in hand, I ignited his body with passion; red energy surged from my fingertips into his flesh.

      “Hnnghh!” The elf’s knees buckled, and his stature lost an inch, but no further did he fall. I didn’t notice the right palm that so ominously aimed at me. 

      The light from the palm came first, the only warning that a defiant act was coming. Then came my fright as the light grew stronger. Fire erupted between us with a violent whoosh, threatening to swallow all in its path whole. 

      Wrapped in excessive lust, I pulled myself back toward a row of trees, away from the instantaneous bonfire. As I restrained my jacket back into its sleek form, from the flames rushed a green cape, the prince tucked away within it, copying my style. His eyes were the only part of his body left uncovered by the cape; his eyes that dared house a fire that burned hotter than the fire he trespassed through. That was my first real glimpse of it; the thing that made me shudder.

      It is only a matter of time.

      The prince’s cape came undone, his sword rising from below, merciless flame tracing the arc of the blade’s tip. I deftly jumped out of the way, my senses sharpened by imminent danger, launching tendrils at the prince before he could regain his stance.

      The invading tendrils stiffened his body, the pleasure racking his senses. He cried out, his teeth bared. His eyes ignited, locked their gaze with mine.

      Don’t be so unreasonable!

      His arm shook, the precursor to disaster. The next motion was a fire-clad skyward slash, cutting through the tendrils that connected us.

      If only I had more lust stockpiled, but I’m not getting any time to think!

      Breaking free from lust’s grip, he dashed with the power of wind behind his heels. He was below my chin, looking up like a man aiming to split the sky.

      No, it’s not that I’m not getting any time...

      My eyes went wide. A bright light from the side of his hip seared my exposed eyes.

      He’s not letting me have a single thought that’s not—

      Multiple hands came out from my torso, touching his, and pushed me away from his chest. Another fire-clad slash came from his hip, violating the space I had just occupied.

      —focused on this battle!

      My jacket flickered. He was undeterred. His hand glowed green.

      You’re kidding.

      My hands went up to cover my face. The violent gust of wind came from his palm, threatening to blow me away. Tendrils anchored themselves to the ground. My eyes fought to stay open before the gust. But they could only close. Such was the penalty for opening my unworthy eyes so wide in front of his light too often.

      In the darkness, my thoughts sharpened.

      It’s not like I didn’t know.

      It was only a matter of time until I ran into someone that would ignore pleasure or just power through it. It’s not like I was surprised. I’d always had the sense that my power would work best on the lust-filled or the ones that let it work on them. Rynissie, and Veerie to a lesser extent, they had allowed me to use it on them. They had let themselves be carried away by it. Yaani, too, but she had shown what someone who treats pleasure and lust as old friends could do; standing when lesser souls fell at my hungry onslaught. It’s why I had to be tricky; it's why I had to pick my battles; it's why I had to learn; it's why I was given the ability to make contracts.

      Because my power does not guarantee victory. 

      I opened my eyes as the wind began dying to see the prince mid-straightforward assault.

      It is not a power that wins by virtue of its existence. 

      He would not yield; my tendrils would not delay him in time.

      My hands rose, palms opening before the prince, who moved forward in spite of my desires. 

      I’m not surprised.

      You, prince, so gallant and honorable and so full of rage and regret. For someone like you, my power would naturally face an uphill battle. I could rack your body with pleasure that would threaten to bend your mind and soil your pants ‘til your dying breath. But you wouldn’t make it so easy; not when your heart and spirit would stand strong. It would devolve into a battle of wills, mine against yours. All it would take would be a flicker of rage or a heroic second wind, and you would take my head. Or perhaps your friends would save you in a fit of defiance.

      A blink marked the separation of my thoughts. A blink was all it took for the prince, bolstered by wind, to stand before me, eye to eye.

      Would I be able to tie you down with the shackles of lust?

      The prince raised his sword skyward. My body was still anchored to the ground, the emanations slow to recede.

      Or would you dispel it with the force of your personality? Is my lust alone truly not a potent enough weapon to wield against you?

      The sword, the sun of this canopy-covered land, shone its light on the wretched enemy of its wielder. My eyes had not moved from the prince.

      I see it, prince. I need not look up toward the light; I need not the illumination. I would lose to you.

      The sword in all its fiery fury came down.

      I would lose to you, had your sister not thrown me in jail.

      The flames, the sword, the sound of crackling flame, all found their rest in the space next to me. The heat from the sword warmed my side. Virid’s eyes were wide with disbelief. My right palm shifted a little bit to the side.

      My power does not guarantee victory.

      The prince’s vision was obscured by an incoming mass.

      My power is one that puts me at victory’s doorstep.

      My lust-clad fist struck the prince’s face, the first physical strike I landed on him.

      It’s up to me to open that door and step through it.

      I stepped forward, all my weight shifting to the fist’s follow-through. The prince’s body moved backward in response.

      My power is not one that overpowers.

      The prince stumbled backward; he was about to fall, but my kind, embracing tendrils held up his back.

      My power is one that tempts, one that pushes, one that manipulates; all toward one end. I’ve come to understand my power.

      My other fist followed the first, sinking into the face that couldn’t get away by virtue of a fall. The crowd gasped before the strike got to make its sound.

      Passion can be ignited. Lust can be grown.

      My fists were light; I was useless, after all; that had not changed. The prince pulled his face back and under, unleashing a slash from the side. I wouldn’t be able to take that; my body would be cut in half.

      Passion inadvertently feeds lust, and lust messily craves passion.

      The prince’s eyes went wide once more, his gaze up. My hand, too, pointed upward. His sword changed course and rose abruptly, in time with my hand. We were all together in our admiration of the canopy above.

      Passion and lust don’t discriminate; they can visit any mind.

      “What did you do?” the prince asked curiously, narrowing his eyes at me.

      “Just taking advantage of resources,” I replied, punching the prince in the gut with a special lust-clad fist, sending him flying backwards. 

      You, too, have lust, prince. For I reached out to it. 

      The wonderful wives—who watched as your enemy somehow just sent you flying—approach, and you are now stricken with shock. Those wives who would now watch, rooting for you, wishing for your safety. The lust you have for them is small, but it is there. I know as much from the moments my fists connected. 

      The prince, with hair falling into his face, recovered, sticking his glowing hand before him once more. Wind magic was coming.

      Lust doesn’t discriminate, prince; it simply festers, grows, and assimilates.

      My left hand struck out to my side, and the prince’s magic-charged palm followed suit. The wind blast meant for me destroyed the roots at the edge of the clearing.

      How many lust-clad hits have you let touch you—have you let invade your body?

      Another one of my standard fists came crashing into the stunned prince’s face. The shock of him realizing his body was making movements he did not order let me make shots that had no right landing.

      Could you separate your own small spec of lust from the one that invaded your body and melded with it?

      I grabbed the prince’s head and rammed it into my rising knee. 

      I doubt it. I know I couldn’t.

      The sin called lust didn’t care for boundaries like “mine” and “yours;” it simply existed as a mass of darkness. For that was the nature of the sin called lust—a mass that exists to grow indiscriminately. It creeps in the background of your soul, growing, joining with itself until it strangles your soul and moves you like a puppet, in its embrace.

      There is but one wrinkle, prince.

      The prince tried to grab my knee. There was an impact, but it didn’t feel as deep as my lust-clad fist’s impact. The shallow impact led to the prince having the opportunity to prevent his face from ramming into it much more, but two flicks with my free hand sent his hands up long enough for my knee to meet his face again.

      The wrinkle’s name is my passion.

      What I came to understand was that my power was one that let me take hold and make manifest the concept known as passion. That passion, when it interacted with lust, put a special label on it, denoting it as my lust. But what would happen when that new lust, which doesn’t acknowledge boundary, reached out to a separate mass of itself? How would my passion, interwoven with and stolen by my lust, interpret that?

      I released the prince’s head and kicked him clumsily across the face with my heel. He took the hit, but before he fell, his arms supported his body’s refusal to land on the ground.

      It’s obvious, isn’t it?

      With a movement of my wrist, the prince’s arm gave out from below him, causing him to hit the dirt.

      Passion-led lust; that is the true nature of my power.

      It’s obvious, my passion rules my lust, and your lust is my lust also, in the view of the passion that rules it.

      But that mechanism, the power to manipulate passion was but a means to an end.

      My passion exists to rule my lust, for that is my desire. That passion will pave the way toward the life I want!

      With the prince on the ground, I stomped on his body, stepping on his face first. The assault with its terrible noises drew nary a sound of pain from the prince. The onlookers were horrified, some voicing their displeasure.

      Did you know? The first thing I did when I woke up here was cover myself in what I now understand is lust. It was more comfortable that way.

      I was the man who wears his lust. Not the man ruled by it. I would be a man led by his passions and desires, uncompromised and unmoved by the invader called lust.

      I can do it. The moment I shared with Veerie told me it was possible. I’m still coming to understand how to go about it, but I know it’s possible. 

      “I want everyone to feel it.” The memory of my words to Veerie came rushing back. Those words were true. I wanted to dispense passion to everyone. But to do that, I needed to reign over the darkness that craved it and engorged itself on it. That was the only way it would feel right.

      That is my desire! I will conquer lust itself and ignite passion, unrestrained and untainted!

      Huh?

      The prince grabbed my foot before it fell for the umpteenth time. I tried to move his hand, but I felt no connection; instead a glistening red liquid caught my eye. His sword’s blade was clutched in his other hand so tightly he was bleeding. The fire had returned to his eyes.

      How did you manage that?

      In the next instant a vengeful wind struck me, ravaging my chest as it traveled all the way to my chin, launching me into the air as an afterthought.

      The crowd hollered for the prince’s comeback.

      “You go, Prince Virid!”

      “Woo! Virid!”

      “Don’t you dare lose to a brute like that!”

       My eyes closed once more, my thoughts accelerating all while my shredded clothes floated around me.

      Ahh, but there it is. A will as brilliant and blinding as yours—under that light, no darkness—no sin—could ever hope to remain. The vines of lust that ensnare the soul would naturally shrivel.

      The wind carrying my airborne body ceased, and the pull of gravity slowly made itself known.

      You are a free man, Prince Virid. It’s enviable, your will. A bright, all-encompassing will that could so easily dispel what ensnares you. If only I wanted it a bit more.

      My eyes opened once more, as I fell.

      But I only have my red flame. One that so dangerously invites disaster just by the virtue of its nature. I know it's foolish to hold onto it, but it's my light.

      My passions and my desires. To an impossible monster like you, they are merely trifling distractions that you can just push away. But to me, they’re all I have when I’m on my own.

      Light fell on my face from above. A clear hole up above that hadn’t been there before greeted me as I hit the ground.

      Did that prince’s wind blow a hole in the canopy?

      Thanks to that hole, however, I caught a glimpse of the shadow that darted over my fallen body. There was a sound of arrows flying through the air, striking wood and metal, a weight touching the ground sounding out soon after. My heart jumped just from the thought.

      Make no mistake, Prince Virid. I fear you. I don’t know why, maybe I crossed you in a past life. Instinctually, from the first moment I saw you, I knew I never wanted to cross you. That’s why, prince, when I’m not enough for a monster like you, I need to rely on them.

      “This is pretty unbecoming, all of you , don’t you think?” a familiar voice said.

      If I don’t have the time to drag you down to my level; I have no qualms trampling you with the powers I’ve claimed.

      “You alright, Auroro?”

      “Y-Yes!” I said. I couldn’t hold back my teary smile, my heart rejoicing that my savior had finally arrived. “Thank you for coming, Rynissie! And I’m sorry you’re stuck with a wretch like me!”

      “Don’t worry about it. Can’t have you dying on me.” She turned her head to glance over to me, smirking. “Especially can’t have you dying to twinklers of all things.”

      My hero.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Turning back the clock to the story of how Rynissie arrived.

      It was early in the morning—too early—when a knock came to Rynissie’s door. The wildland elf had turned in late after spending the day futilely trying to lodge complaints of Auroro’s treatment at the hands of the elf princess the proper way. Naturally, she had a scary, thuggish face on when she answered her door.

      “What do you want?” she said to the squirming, thinner elf on the other side.

      Though the cloaked visitor was startled by Rynissie’s figure, she worked up her courage and shouted, “Auroro’s been escorted out of the city! Something’s wrong, he was in chains!”

      “What?”

      Hearing the explanation of Auroro being led out by a suspicious guard, Rynissie grabbed many of her belongings, including the weapons she had stocked up in case the time to break Auroro out came, and rushed out of the inn with the elf named Maria, one of Yaani’s girls.

      As they ran through the streets, Rynissie kept extracting information from the forest elf doing her best to keep up. “How long ago did they leave, Maria?”

      “About twenty minutes ago or so!” Maria replied between pants, her face red from exertion.

      “MARIA!” another elf yelled. 

      The duo had reached the plaza only to be called out to by another of Yaani’s girls.

      “The prince’s entourage has left the city! The wives were with him!” she yelled.

      “The prince?” Rynissie yelped; her mind flew to the worst-case scenario. The prince was meeting Auroro for a secret execution. “Hey, Maria?”

      “Yes, Miss Rynissie?”

      “I’m running on ahead, thank you!”

      “Of course!”

      And with that, Rynissie took off, sprinting down the empty main street. As soon as she exited the city’s boundary, she would apply as much enhancement magic as she could.

      Watching her disappearing visage, Maria jogged over to her friend from the brothel, Dolo.

      Poor Maria was panting—keeping up with Rynissie was no easy task—but there was no time to rest.

      “Maria,” Dolo said, “Yaani’s yelling at the guardhouse! Let’s go! She might go ballistic on them!”

      “Lead the way,” Maria replied, doing her best to catch her breath.

      Together, the two ran down the street over to the crowd of women shouting at the guards standing in front of the guard house.

      “What gives? What do you mean you don’t know what’s going on?!” 

      The sound of the madam’s anger could be heard from halfway up the street. It was clear Yaani wasn’t having any of this situation. 

      By virtue of her prudence, Yaani had been sticking her girls into lookout positions ever since she learned where Auroro was. Thanks to that, she was the first to learn that Auroro had been escorted out. And now, she was demanding answers while her other girl, Maria, went to alert Auroro’s companion.

      “Yaani,” Dolo called as she reached the group, “the prince and his party left the city as well!”

      Yaani turned to her diligent worker and spoke in a sweet tone. “Yes, I know. Maria, did you let the nice wildland elf know?”

      “Of course, ma’am, she’s already off!”

      The sheer shift in Yaani’s tone of voice made the two helpless guards shudder in fear. They wished Yaani would stay so sweet, but that was a wish that would never be granted.

      “So, chucklenuts,” she yelled, turning her fury back to the guards that seemed to have no end to their incompetence. “Tell me again, so I can hear, why exactly is it that you can do nothing? Or call anyone?”

      “B-Because, ma’am,” one of the guards stammered. “We don’t know about what was going on with the princess’s unit. We can’t interfere if we don’t know what operations they’re currently undertaking!”

      “Are you kidding me? You call that an operation? Fuck, burn in the flames of hell, you mother-shaming losers; do your jobs! That was a travesty of a case of kind treatment to a visitor!”

      Yaani’s girls, her own personal hype squad, piled on the harassment, spurred on by Yaani’s own insults.

      As the guards were being overwhelmed by the verbal lashings, they looked to something beyond the crowd.

      “Ahh, we’re saved,” they cried.

      Yaani, confused by the sudden look of hope in the faces of the guards, turned, and instantly, a prominent vein bulged so vigorously, its trail could be seen all along her body. She marched through the crowd of her girls to reach the newcomer.

      “You have some nerve showing your face here, you god-fucking bitch!”

      The crowd, Yaani’s girls included, all collectively held their breath at Yaani’s furious insult.
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        * * *

      

      Having just arrived to save me, Rynissie let the prince have it.

      “So, what is this farce, then, elf prince?” Rynissie yelled as the prince regained his posture. “Weren’t the forest elves supposed to abstain from such savagery?” He did not speak, only examining his arm, clenching and releasing his fist multiple times. I struggled to get back on my feet; my torso was bleeding profusely from the trail the wind had wrought.

      Rynissie’s irritation built. “Don’t think I don’t know, prince, about the abuses your sister carried out! Capturing this man on a baseless suspicion. Then you lead him out to this ambush? A secret execution for your followers to revel in for no good reason?!” Rynissie’s bow and arrow were pointed down but drawn, her hands trembling on the bow. The prince did not so much as raise an eyebrow. “Not even the wildlands would stoop this low! Punishing a person for nothing done wrong!”

      “He has done wrong.” Virid changed the target of his gaze to me. 

      Rynissie had not let the shift go unnoticed, her teeth grinding against each other so hard I heard them clack under the weight of her anger.

      “He has done wrong by my sister,” Virid said, calm, cool, and poised. A look at him would not betray whether the man was angry or not.

      Rynissie’s shaking stopped, and she turned, dumbfounded. “Auroro. You didn’t.”

      “It was consensual! She said yes!” I called back, raising a point of clarification. “That was a happy union!” 

      Rynissie’s expression sank. “Why couldn’t you keep it in your pants?” she asked.

      “It seems your grip over my body has been purged by the pain of my blade.” The prince’s cold words called us back to the battle at hand, his hand raised before him limply.

      “Come, take control of my limb again. Move it.”

      Damn it! He figured it out!

      My power can’t just win by virtue of its existence. I need to make it win!

      In this case, I had to slowly fill his body with lust and let it wrap around him. To keep him from noticing his desire building, I had it reach out to his own seedling, making the invader masquerade under the guise of his own. Then with the passion that was interwoven into the lust, I could lead the lust.

      But alas, lust is sensitive; it could be so easily dispelled, its growth disrupted by someone with the will to dispel it. Someone finding out about the lust they cultivated within themselves was the first step to eradicating it for the moment.

      I won’t be able to control him now! There’s nothing of mine in there that I can take hold of. 

      Before, it had felt like I had my hand on his arm, just slightly shifting his limbs, to give myself an opportunity. But now that invisible hand wasn’t wrapped around his own.

      “Auroro! Focus!” Rynissie called out, sensing I was wallowing in my own thoughts. 

      “Right, just have to start over!” 

      The path forward forked into two. Down one branch, I would simply build up lust in the prince’s system until I could take enough of a hold to shift his body again. Down the other, however…

      “Prince Virid!” I called. “Please, could we just say this matter is done? My clothes are destroyed, my back touched the ground, my friend had to come between us; isn’t this enough? I’ve lost.”

      Rynissie looked at me, shocked, and turned her head back to the prince. “He’s right! Hasn’t this battle gone far enough?”

      The prince looked to his blade, the hilt resting in his left palm, the blade resting in his right. He spun the blade as he seemed to contemplate our words. Eventually he stopped, and his grip around his blade tightened once again. His eyes looked past Rynissie once more, landing squarely on me.

      “I don’t see a beaten man.”

      “Prince—” Rynissie called, anxious before the stubbornness of this royal.

      “Tell me, do you regret what you’ve done with my sister?”

      “Never.”

      “Auroro!” Rynissie yelled in shock; she wanted me to de-escalate.

      I’m not squirming—not on this point. I’m standing proud.

      “In fact, I’d do it again.” My words drew retorts from the watchers and a look of shocked anger from Rynissie. Whatever storm had been whipped up on the ocean of my emotions by fear was immediately quelled by the mere thought of that wonderful girl. 

      The prince chuckled under his breath.

      “I don’t regret indulging in passions and sharing passion with others. Passion doesn’t discriminate, and neither would I,” I said.

      “I see. Then we are not done here,” the prince called, raising his hand once more. “Move me, Auroro.”

      This was the big time; my eyes widened as my jacket opened, three ghastly arms extending toward the prince at a notch below a lightning strike.

      A pulse of wind emanated from the prince’s body. Clothes and hair fluttering, adorned with the eyes of a hawk, the prince moved forward. Three streaks of lights reflected into my eyes from the three slashes the prince unleashed in a graceful sequence of steps. He danced past the hands, slipping and cutting the hands from their source. The dismembered hands faded away, and their arms were reeled back in.

      I’m running out! If I had more lust, they wouldn’t have been cut so easily!

      I glanced at my jacket’s sleeve to see more of the blue shirt than I should have been able to; my jacket was slowly disintegrating. I looked to Rynissie’s back as she kept her eyes on the prince who just stood there.

      I need to build more back up, but this isn’t exactly the sexiest situation!

      “I see, so that’s how it works.” The prince pulled his hair back, the blood from his hand streaking it red.

      “Huh?” I asked, a bead of sweat slipping down my brow.

      “That substance you wrap yourself in, it is finite. Is it not?”

      “Oh, fuck you, man.” It was the only thing I could say in the face of a guy so unreasonably competent.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” the unfairly observant prince replied.

      “Prince!” the harpy-wed elf called. “It’s not fair! Tag us in!”

      “Virid!” the prince’s wife in followed up. “Don’t be stubborn! Let us help.” The rest of his group were waiting for the prince’s words. Meanwhile, I was doing my best to think about what I would do to Rynissie, but it was hard to fantasize through the adrenaline.

      The prince looked at them like it pained him to even consider letting them jump in. He turned back, this time looking at Rynissie.

      “Sister, will you stand between him and I?”

      “Huh?” Rynissie was caught by surprise by the question. She looked back to me hesitantly.

      “Rynissie, I want to be free of these guys. If we can run, we should—”

      “No,” she responded, turning back to the prince. “We won’t be able to run from the elf prince. Auroro, we need the prince to yield.” Rynissie’s voice rose to a yell. “Prince! Consider me a weapon in his arsenal!” Rynissie declared, her mouth clenched shut soon after.

      “Sister, you are no weapon,” the prince responded.

      Tch, of course he took offense to the terminology.

      “But I understand.” The prince’s eyes once more darted over to the crowd. “Glarick,” he said in the same hushed tone, “assist me, friend.”

      “It would be my pleasure,” the big elf replied. Rynissie and I snapped our heads to the elf, his hand already glowing a light blue.

      “Shit!” Rynissie cried, pointing her arrow at him. Her arm twitched instead of releasing her arrow. She corrected the course and aimed above the elf’s head.

      The crowd scattered from Glarick’s side, clearing away from the battle.

      “I appreciate your kindness, sister,” Glarick said before releasing a ball of blue energy toward us. Rynissie’s arrow was finally released immediately hence. “But for your sakes, do not hesitate.” 

      Glarick’s words informed my understanding; Rynissie hesitated to fire her arrow at another elf. Rynissie was a brute, but she was not so sociopathic.

      Rynissie’s arrow exploded in the sky, a stunning burst of bright light, but that explosion only came after Glarick’s magic exploded. The blue light that erupted chilled the surrounding environment. A cold mist enveloped the area, a giant wall of ice, surrounding us on all sides.

      “They cut off our escape…” Rynissie muttered, looking around. The blue walls of ice reached meters over our heads, completely blocking our view of our enemies. And above them, there was still a layer of mist.

      “Good thing we weren’t planning on escaping, right?” I asked Rynissie, who looked more dejected than I expected, with her mouth agape, taking in the sight.

      “Auroro, it means the elf prince is preparing a dangerous spell; they’re buying time.”

      “Okay, so we just jump the wall!”

      “They’ll snipe us with magic or arrows when we do; that’s what his friend should be doing.” Rynissie looked to the rim of the ice wall. “There’s also no telling if his friends will attack us.”

      “Rynissie—” My thought was broken by a jolt, and my head snapped to the wall behind us.

      “Auroro?” Rynissie asked, cocking her head. “What are you looking at?”

      “Rynissie!” I said, looking back. “We just need to hold out long enough! Victory is on its way!”

      “Hold out long enough? We won’t be able to do that if we let the prince complete his magic. Auroro, you don’t know this, but the royalty of the world tend to have access to some really absurd magic. If we want to hold out, we need to attack and interrupt the other side consistently.”

      “Attack consistently?” I asked. “I can do that, but can you, Rynissie?”

      Rynissie clicked her tongue and looked down.

      “Hey.” I gently cradled her cheek. “I don’t need you to be a killer. We don’t need to do that.” I looked behind us one more time and faced Rynissie again. “We just need to survive. Surviving doesn’t necessitate killing. I’m sure you’re strong enough to just roughhouse with them, after all.” I smiled at my first asset, “You’re Rynissie of the wildland elves. My savior. You can do anything.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t say anything. I mean, I have limits.”

       “Point is, don’t feel like you have no choice here. What are these guys? They’re not monsters, they’re not obstacles. They’re not really trying to stop me from banging the goddess. They're just people doing their best. I don't think they should die. Just, you know, they just need to be trampled on a little bit. Who knows, maybe they’ll like it.”

      “Auroro. Sometimes people just understand violence best. But once we go down that road, things might escalate...”

       “Hey, I don't like it either. I’d rather love everyone into submission, but the world isn't so kind when you have monsters like the prince inhabiting it.”

      “Yeah… He is a monster. I never thought I’d have to face him… Gah! Why can’t he just listen to reason?!”

      “Some people just understand violence best.”

      “Okay!” Rynissie said, making up her mind. “What’s the plan? If we want to avoid going too far, I can’t just face all of them on my own. But before that, we need to escape this ice cage.”

      Rynissie can’t face them all, huh? That’s fine. I’ve got an idea.

      “For now, you just need to do one thing, Rynissie!” I proclaimed, taking hold of her by the shoulders. Her cheeks went slightly pink from the sudden embrace. 

      “Wh-what is it?” she said, trying to restrain her rising heart rate.

      My face came closer, barely an inch from hers. “Make me explode,” I said, straight and without compromise.

      “Huh?”

      “Make me explode with desire for you, Rynissie! It’s the only way!”

      “Bu-but—” One may have expected Rynissie to point out that now was not the time, but today, she looked away. “I’m not sure, I can do that… I’m not like—”

      “It doesn’t matter who you’re not like; what matters is that you’re YOU. My number-one asset.”

      “Uh!” she stammered, squirming and at a loss for words.

      “You’re the only woman I know that can give a shoulder so cold, it lights my fire.”

      “Hey!” Rynissie retorted in protest, but her lips were soon silenced. 

      My hands wrapped around her, black tendrils teeming from my hands. Our lips met as Rynissie's body rested against my own. Her hands fell to the side, unsure whether they wanted to rest on my hips.

      The kiss went deeper; our tongues met, exchanging secrets as they twisted like snakes around a staff. My tendrils grew, unlatching Rynissie’s top from beneath her cloak. She protested with muffled breath but didn’t stop. The sudden movement finally inspired her hands to touch my hips, making her fingers tingle. 

      My jacket, surging with new volume, wrapped around us in the form of two giant hands as Rynissie’s top came down, releasing the heavy mounds from their restraints. As black hands scratched at her back, my hands came to the front, daring to touch newly free lands. My right traced the contours of her mound and worked their way up to the lone hill at the center, so defiantly poking outwards. At the hard touch, I broke away from Rynissie; this was the best time.

      “Your nipples are erect, Rynissie, are you perhaps enjoying this?” I teased, smiling straight at her quickly crumpling face.

      “It’s just cold!” she protested, quickly trying to cover her embarrassed state with anger. I pinched a nipple right after, with an extra pinch of passion for good measure. She moaned before falling forward, her breast pressing against my freshly shredded chest. Her heart went into overdrive, pumping heated blood all throughout her cold body.

      “YES! THIS IS IT!” I yelled. The surge of desire from seeing Rynissie so dismissive of her own need was the best; of course I would want her more. “Be mine, Rynissie!” I bit into her neck and assaulted her breasts with the black hands. I let my desires run rampant; lust unrestrained. Her breasts were squeezed harder than they had ever been squeezed before, but Rynissie stayed strong, the tattoos on her body glowing with an alluring red light. Her hips wiggled as toe-curling passion passed through them.

      I pulled my mouth away from Rynissie’s neck, but Rynissie stayed strong beneath my chin; she dared not look up from the assault that was occurring. She was pressing her chest against mine in shame, as her mounds were being so deviously squeezed by an ominous grip.

      My arms wrapped around her once more, and a black hand gently raised her chin up, toward my eyes. “I won’t let anyone see you,” I said, her eyes reflecting the flickering flame that was coming alive. “It's the least I could do for the woman that saved me.”

       My jacket had expanded, encroaching on the ground we stood on. From the corrupted ground, hands crept up the woman’s legs, reaching for the sacred garden. Rynissie jumped, goosebumps rising in celebration over her flesh. She stayed strong, to not break her gaze. She knew I had one more thing to say.

      “Just this once, let yourself go. I will never speak of it again, Rynissie. But just know, I need you, my most irreplaceable.”

      The hands had reached into her undergarments. She hit my chest with her head; she was doing her best to keep it down.

      “I don’t want those twinklers to hear me, stupid Auroro! Do something about it!”

      A deviously wide, toothy grin appeared on my face, and my lust surged like it was raving a flag of revolution.

      “It’s a deal!” In the next moment my passion burst forward and led the lust into an intentional shape. What had been a field of teeming darkness and hands clawing at the sky, with two fools who would dare challenge a hero standing in the middle, warped into a sphere that surrounded and hid the fools.

      Thank gods, we made it in time.

      Rynissie let herself go this time, much more strongly than she had before. She let me touch every bit of her being. Beneath her loud moans, I reached for her own lust, the lust she was nurturing for me. The seed that was planted all those days ago. My own lust might not be enough to give us the advantage, but that’s why I had Rynissie.

      In that tender ball of darkness, there was a core that glowed red, from the heat of two’s embrace. In that iced-over terrain, surrounded on all sides, darkness erupted from the top, a darkness that sought out the passion of beating hearts and darkness like itself.

      “We’re going to survive! By our own graces! In our own way!”
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        * * *

      

      On the other side of the ice wall, moments before darkness erupted, was Virid, the prince, focusing on the formulation of his next spell. 

      “Virid! Why didn’t the two of you just rush them?” Virid’s most talkative wife, Fiona, the once clad in red, nagged him, hands on her hips and a scowl on her face.

      Virid looked back to his love, his expression softening, a hold being put on the casting. “Rushing them would be dangerous. Glarick wouldn’t know how to best approach the man.” Virid shifted his gaze to his friend, who was high above, a quarter of the perimeter’s length away, standing on an observational pillar of ice. He was keeping a watchful eye on the wall’s extent, spears made of ice in each hand.

      “Keeping them in range is the best option. Glarick read the situation well.”

      Fiona listened to her husband’s explanation, her arms crossed, fingers anxiously tapping as she waited for his assessment. She narrowed her eyes at the magic he was casting. “If you’re going to cast that magic, why not just conjure up a small meteor and be done with it?”

      Virid pouted, turning his attention back to the ice before him. “My intention is not to kill. Merely ascertain. I’m beginning to understand the nature of the man named Auroro.” His wife sighed behind him, closing her eyes as she shook her head.

      “Why are you so close?” Virid asked.

      “Huh?” Her eyes opened once again at the question.

      “Why are the others taking positions along the tree line?”

      “Obviously, we’re going to help you.” She smiled proudly as her hands fell back onto her hips, her legs aligned with her shoulders.

      “Please don’t; his power doesn’t discriminate.”

      “So?” she scoffed, “We’re here for you, forever, whenever.”

      Virid smiled, but he still had to tell her to not get involved, that was only fair. “Still—”

      “PRINCE!” Glarick yelled from his perch, calling the prince’s attention to the sight before him. His eyes went wide, nearly breaking the casting as a shadow overtook his face.

      Glarick, on the other hand, was slack-jawed, a bead of sweat rolling down his face. It all happened so suddenly and, most unnervingly, silently. A tower of black erupted out without a sound, surpassing the height of the wall easily. Then, as soon as it appeared, the tower split into claw-tipped tendrils that fell down along the wall, slithering and covering it like fast-moving snakes. 

      Glarick twisted his mouth and gripped his spears. The plan was to prevent one or two bodies from crossing over the wall, then, once the prince was done, to bring down the walls. How was he supposed to deal with such a wide attack? He cast his doubts to the side and threw his spears at two spots along the wall. On impact the spears exploded into a burst of magic-turned ice. It did nothing to deter the slithering tendrils. Instead of being cut, the tendrils stretched to go around or in some cases traveled over the ice like shadows.

      The countless tendrils had descended and were now quickly stretching over the ground. Many headed for the prince despite him having moved from the spot where he’d stood when he’d erected the ice wall. Was it by virtue of sheer quantity, or was it because they were intentionally targeting the prince? Glarick did not know, but before he jumped from his perch, he spied the tendrils approaching his spire too.

      “Prince! They’re going for us!” he yelled.

      On the ground the prince had already concluded where this turn of events was heading. He turned to his wife. “Don’t let them touch you!” he yelled, still maintaining the spell in mind. 

      His wife, meanwhile, prepared a spell of her own, launching a ball of fire at the oncoming tendrils. “I’m not leaving you to face something so creepy! Finish the spell!”

      The prince nodded at his wife’s determination and returned one hundred percent of his focus to the spell enshrined in his mind.

      Fireballs continued to be conjured, and soon they were aided by Glarick’s clusters of ice. These two together were buying the prince the time he needed. The spell was almost complete.

      “Aaahhh!” a scream familiar to the prince came from around the corner of the ice wall to his right.

      Another familiar voice from the other side of the ice wall rang out similarly. Anxiety had now settled in the prince’s heart.

      “Ohhhh wooooow! That’s—That’s a lot—oooh!” the voice of a friend, Clan, followed soon after, also from beyond the ice wall.

      “EVERYONE! Leave! Don’t let the hands touch you!” the prince yelled, though he knew it was too late.

      The prince knew the invitation of those hands the best; he had personally experienced the pleasure they brought to the senses. If one followed the trail those hands laid out, one would most surely be lost in their own sin. They were as overt as they were insidious. One second they could attack you so openly and the next they could ensnare you so stealthily. To be able to command such a dangerous energy and not be lost to it… its owner was a being worthy of respect. Those were Virid’s thoughts throughout this battle. 

      “You two! Help the others! They may not be able to escape his clutches!” the prince called to his helpers.

      But then it came—a single arrow had somehow found its way into the air above them. Virid’s wife was the first to notice, Virid following soon after thanks to the Bond they shared.

      The arrow, a stunning arrow, once more erupted, with only Virid closing his eyes in time, having discerned the arrow’s true nature. That brief moment that his eyelids shielded his eyes was all it took for the situation to turn once more.

      “Gaaahhnngaah!” Glarick’s groan came from behind him. Three dull bangs came after.

      “Aaaagh!” Virid’s wife’s scream rang out soon after. 

      Virid opened his eyes to the screams to see tendrils reaching for him. One swift motion cut the ground in front of him, whipping up a flame. The spell interrupted, he ran to his wife, who was on the ground, tendrils encroaching around her. Her panting was heavy and full of struggle.

      Virid cut through many of the strands of darkness with his sword clad in brilliant flame, but not all were severed. He grabbed the one that remained with his free hand; his intention—to free his wife. He grabbed the tendril and in that moment realized his error. It was not his wife that flashed across his mind’s eye at that moment.

      He began to turn his head toward the ice wall. “Auroro?”

      A fist connected with the prince’s stomach, burying itself so deep the light metal plate warped under the pressure; if it had not been for the fortification magic he wore, he would’ve been seriously injured. A fist covered in darkness, in step with the fist of a frenzied ape that followed it like a shadow, launched the prince’s body into the air.

      “Hahaha! Giving me a private room with my lady; it was the worst thing you could ever have done!” Auroro yelled from below as the arm of the frenzied ape squirmed within the black tendrils that bound it to Auroro’s arm.
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        * * *

      

      “Rynissie,” I said to the girl. She lay panting, sweaty, and flushed. She had her body covered by a sheet I’d conjured up. She looked to me with tired eyes that wanted more but knew they were in a body that was reaching its limit.

       The lust had shot up and over the wall and was now freely rolling down. I looked up toward the tower that had split. “Those tendrils are going to reach out in all directions. If they reach someone with even a shred of lust, I’ll know. That said, I don’t really know how good these tendrils are at tracking when I’m not guiding them.” I looked back down to my breathless partner, her body glistening from the mixture of many fluids. "This might be irresponsible, but I’ll know where they are roughly. But Rynissie, I still need your ears. You need to tell me where they’re going to be, and I still need you to create an opening for me. This is the next step.”

      Rynissie looked at me, distraught and woozy, as if she were traversing a heat haze. “I can’t concentrate,” she said between gasps.

      I crouched down to look at her wet eyes on the same level. “Yeah,” I said. My palm rose to support her cheek, and my thumb gently traced the spiral there. “You went above and beyond, Rynissie. So let me help you; I’ll take back what you grew for me.”

      “Huh-aaaah!” a question turned to a moan as I plunged my hand into her chest, the lust-covered hand disappearing into unknown depths. 

      “No need to be ravaged by this when you need to be at your best.” I pulled my hand from Rynissie’s chest in dramatic fashion, a whole mass of black in my grasp leaving the woman’s chest. In one motion, I wrapped this mass around my body, forming my outfit into an all-black variant that covered the spot the prince had shredded. 

      “Huh?” Rynissie said, looking at her palms. “I don’t feel so… unfocused anymore.”

      I gave her a thumbs-up and a wink. “Got the stuff that was messing with your head out of you. Thanks for wanting me so much; I’d never thought someone could want it that much.” I grinned.

      Rynissie’s face filled with ire once more, and she grabbed my cheeks, pinching and pulling them.

      “Maybe if you weren’t fooling around at night and landing in jail, it wouldn’t have gotten this bad!”

      “Ahh?”

      “Ahh.” Rynissie’s expression dropped once more, but she did her best to recover. “I meant this situation wouldn’t have gotten this bad; you needing me to save you. Obviously.”

      “Obviously,” I responded, my heart skipping a beat from that simple exchange.

      “Prince! They’re going for us!” we heard from far beyond the ice wall. Both of our gazes went to the source of the sound.

      “So there’s one of them. Sounds like the tendrils are freaking them out,” I said, trying to listen closely.

      “They’re very creepy after all. I think I hear two others talking. Sounds like the prince.”

      “Nice,” I replied as Rynissie looked back at me.

      “Oops, your cheek is bleeding.”

      “Ahh,” I said, still looking away. “Yeah, you’ve got the grip strength of a gorilla.” Rynissie’s face expression was revisited by anger.

      One love tap to the chin later, we were preparing our next move. I had the frenzied ape’s arm tied to my own by lust tendrils. It had come out of my arm at the elbow and extended a little past my fist.

      “So, I’m going to punch the prince with this. Oh! Wait, I connected with three… But they’re not the prince. Anyway, hopefully, it’ll knock him out for a bit.”

      “Right, and you got your girlfriend under control? Also, I think I know where the prince is,” Rynissie replied, nocking a stunning arrow into her bow and nodding in the prince’s direction.

      I turned toward where she indicated. “Yeah, she’ll be fine thanks to all that lusting for each other we did.” As a show of confidence, I had the frenzied ape appear behind me. From navel up, she was out and restrained in multiple spots by lust tendrils. Her eyes were blindfolded and her mouth gagged. Her arms traced and followed mine, bound by tendrils; where I moved she followed. If one listened closely, they could hear her muffled, animalistic moans. Keeping her placated required constantly indulging her in pleasure, which thankfully was not a finite quantity.

      Good thing I figured out how she was being subdued.

      I thought back to my first moments with the ape. It was strange that lust didn’t penetrate her but passion did, but when I thought about it, it made sense. A beast didn’t have the faculties to lust. In the same way that they didn’t have the faculties to crave food once they’re full. They lived in the moment; it was a different kind of innocence.

      “Creepy,” Rynissie said dryly. “Okay, I’m ready to go, the prince is pretty loud,” she said, aiming her arrow over the ice wall. “Get ready to burst through. I’ll cover you from any sneaks.”

      “Thank you!” I responded, taking my place in front of the wall, the ape’s fist ready to pound a hole through our enclosure. Rynissie was confident in these apes’ strength, and I wasn’t about to doubt her.

      Rynissie’s arrow flew over the wall. Moments later I felt a connection with two others. They must have been protecting the prince. I immediately started pounding away with the ape at the ice wall, cracking it with every fist.

      I broke through the ice on the fifth strike, the ape’s fist making quick work of the ice that blocked us. As I broke through, the prince had just failed to cut off all the tendrils from his wife. His back turned to me, I dashed forward at the top speed I could muster; I was aiming for his stomach. 

      He took hold of the stubborn tendril; perhaps he didn’t realize that just touching the tendril was dangerous. Or perhaps he thought he was impervious. Either way, he deserved a little pulse of acknowledgement.

      “Auroro?” he asked as he turned; he had gotten my message.

      Before he could complete his turn, my and the ape’s fist sank into the man’s stomach, warping his armor in the process.

      As I looked at his surprised face, his body rising into the air, I couldn’t help but be grateful that he had separated Rynissie and me from them. I was grateful, but I couldn’t help but be vindictive.

      “Hahaha! Giving me a private room with my lady; it was the worst thing you could ever have done!”

      It was the truth; the prince was sent flying into the air, a trail of spit falling below him, because he had made the mistake of letting me recover with the best source of lust I had at my disposal.

      As the prince was in the air, I looked to his companions, who were on the ground, being ravaged by lust. The sight reminded me to restrain the rampant lust and return it to my jacket, and so I did—for all except one, the big elf. He was formally brought into this battle, so he could stand to suffer for a little bit longer. The lust returned to me like a fishing line being reeled in; I hoped the people that got ravaged by it would forgive me.

      “Auroro! You idiot,” Rynissie called from behind me, angry. “The prince isn’t falling!”

      Huh?

      She was right! I had gotten complacent, expecting the sound of his body hitting the ground. My gaze flew up into the canopy, looking for any sign of the prince’s body. My eyes went wide as shock overwhelmed me. I stared unblinking, my brow creasing at the sight above me.

      “You can fly?!” I yelled, not wanting to believe what I was seeing.

      The prince floated above me, an ominous red glow around him. I didn’t know how he did it, but he was descending at a pace so slow, it was essentially flight. 

      Not wanting to give him a single inch, I sent multiple hands up to meet him. He was in the air, but there was no way he would have the maneuverability of a bird; he was not a harpy. The best he could do was fall. And when he did, I’d catch him with the lust I was spreading below my feet.

      The arms approached the prince, but he neither flinched nor faltered. Instead, the glow around him became stronger. A brilliant orange flash emanated from the prince, a flash of terror if ever there were one. 

      From the flash, the prince fell, cutting the rising tendrils with amazing agility and grace. But what was most impressive was the fire.

      “You’re wearing fire?! Are you serious?!” yelled I, the man wearing lust.

      After the flash, the prince emerged with both arms covered in fire like armor. He had also summoned a second sword made of flames into his empty hand. With the armor and weapon, he was cutting through more tendrils than I’d expected, but not all.

      The tendrils warped like paper when he tried to cut through them; I directed them to follow him, on top of sprouting more hands from the trails that were already formed. As long as I had the stockpile of lust, I could make enough emanations to stop him!

      The prince’s senses were sharp; he could tell there was danger at his back along with the danger ahead of him. He brought his arms together in an X and in the next breath released the formation, triggering a ball of fire to erupt around him.

      My power is not one that overpowers.

      I made immediate plans to change course. My black hands could most likely still touch the prince; I had enough lust to sustain them through the damage they would take, but the problem was the damage to me. When I used my lust arms, there was some degree of tactile feedback. I could sort of feel what they got a grip on, but that came with a penalty; when the arm was hurt, I took a small sliver of the pain. It was not as bad as when the frenzied ape destroyed its fist, but there was no telling what the repercussions would be of sending multiple hands into a fireball.

      Wait! The ape.

      I looked behind me to the ape I’d forgotten again. I wished for a miracle. I had my emanations retreat to make way for the next move. I plunged my hand into the ape’s chest behind me and pulled out its vital line.

      “Ape! Scream at the target, dear ape!”

      The gag fell from the ape’s mouth, and a screech erupted toward the prince.

      Got you!

      A second before disaster, the prince suddenly moved out of the way.

      “How?!” I exclaimed as I watched something ridiculous.

      A boom came from behind the fireball-wearing prince, and he came toward me at a higher speed than I had ever seen before. It was then that I remembered.

      “He can use wind!” I cut myself off from the lust beneath my feet, dispelling it. It would take too long to reel it in when every second mattered. I yanked myself away from the area where the prince would land. From behind me Rynissie fired off magical arrows, hoping to slow the prince down, but alas, the prince’s fire consumed the magic.

      The fireball landed with a whoosh mere steps from me. Moments after, a gust of wind erupted from the fire-clad prince, knocking me off balance. Seizing the opportunity, the prince rushed at me with both his swords at the ready. The prince closed the distance before I could put both feet on the ground. He motioned to slash, only to be countered by the sword I pulled from my hips. Two black hands on the hilt, I was doing my best to not let the flaming death touch my body.

      The prince glanced to the side and separated from me, two magic arrows hitting the spot where he stood. As he hopped back, he sent two traveling flame slashes in my direction, which I barely avoided.

      Virid was coming straight for me. I would have been prepared to receive him, if not for the faint blue light I saw from the corner of my eye.

      His friend is standing; when?!

      The elf, Glarick, was back on his feet, having dispelled the lust. Not only that, but the connection I left with him ceased, the prince most likely having cut it. And now Glarick was free to cast magic.

       He wouldn’t hit me when the prince is so close, would he?

      “Focus!” I heard Rynissie yell as the sound of magic arrows flew overhead.

      Right, Rynissie is here to help me.

      I focused back on the prince, and from my jacket stretched a black screen between us. He was only barely delayed. He cut at and ignited the sheet until it gave way, the little delay affording me an extra moment to prepare myself. The prince adjusted his course and slashed at me. My blade, still gripped by tendrils, met his again, our eyes meeting at the clash. His second blade then came for me.

      Clang.

      The second blade met my own second blade; Rynissie’s blade! I had pulled it from her sheath in the moment I had stolen for myself.

      Thank goodness Rynissie realized what I wanted.

      It was the last thing I could ask from her before she moved away in order to counter Glarick and the prince’s wife Fiona, who had chosen to enter the battle.

      The prince took a few steps back, arms still lit by a flame that looked much too ordered. Beneath the sounds of magic arrows being fired, and flames being launched, the prince found a moment to chat.

      “That was good, pulling out the second sword. I thought I had you.”

      I had not relaxed my posture, having taken hold of the swords with my own hands. “Yeah, I thought you had me too. So, is that the spell you were preparing?” I was legitimately curious, and anything that could buy me even a second was welcome.

      “This?” the prince asked, looking at his arm. “No, you all stopped that. This is a spell I derived from the one I was trying to cast. It’s a little bit faster.” He looked back at me. “Thanks for that, giving me the time to cast this one,” he said, shooting me a taunting smile.

      “Don’t mistake combat ineptitude for kindness, please.”

      “Hmm. Very well.” The prince listened to the sound of searing fire and arrows in the background before turning his attention back to me. “Tell me, why have you not tried to reach for me with those hands? Is it perhaps that you receive some kind of feedback if they’re hurt? That would be a reasonable penalty for a magic like yours.”

      “Huh?” It was confounding, the idea of the man trying to strike up a conversation with me. But the longer he spoke the better. “Yes. Pretty much.”

      “Ahh, I thought so!” He clanged his swords together as he received his confirmation. “I noticed you didn’t look too hurt when I tore through that blanket you made to obscure my vision! The blanket also seemed different from everything else; it seemed freer… Ah! Is it because the blanket didn’t have that red outline that most of your other projections do? That red line is what allows you fine manipulation of the darkness, right?”

      What the heck? How much of an eye were you keeping on me? That’s creepy!

      “Uhh—yeah.” I narrowed my eyes at the prince. I hadn’t noticed that the red outlines were what transmitted sensation since I was consistently using them in conjunction with lust. It made sense, however. The vital line was red, and I got a pretty good sense-share when I connected to someone through it. As for the blanket, I just needed it to exist on its own accord.

      Wait, it existed on its own accord?

      I considered the sheet I had created between the two of us, thinking carefully of how exactly I’d created it.

      I may have taken something for granted when I was summarizing my power.

      Thinking back to when I released the sheet, I had used passion to do the initial shape, but then, I was sure the passion had dissipated. I’d just needed the sheet to exist… and it had? 

      But I can’t control lust, can I?

      I looked at the prince, who seemed curious about the content of my thoughts. “How’d you notice?” I could lose nothing by asking.

      “Ahh. Thank you for confirming. I slashed through quite a few of your projections. I noticed a difference the times I crossed the red lines in your darkness. You don’t seem to have much control over how that darkness moves if those lines don’t guide it. You should know, though, the red lines are much easier to snap. The darkness itself might sometimes be able to deform enough to survive, but that isn’t the case for the red lines.”

      “Gee, thanks for the advice,” I replied sarcastically while internally taking notes as diligently as I had when I’d learned how to read. 

      “It’s truly an interesting magic. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “Well, I am one of a kind.”

      “So it’s not a racial magic?”

      “Huh, I don’t know. Best to assume not. I’m pretty special.”

      The prince chuckled. “Duly noted,” he said.

      This was a strange conversation to have while our parties raged in the background. It was the best time to take a chance. “Say, Prince, could we end this fight here? We had such a nice chat just now.” Still, I had yet to drop my swords.

      “No. The goal that I set for this battle has not yet been reached.”

      “Oh, come on!” I responded, the swords rattling in my hands. “We’re fighting over your sister living her life and making her own choices! Just let her live it.”

      “Auroro, you made me experience a sensation reserved for the bedroom, and you used that to later manipulate my body somehow. Do you truly not see why someone would doubt you when you say my sister made her own choices? How do I know you didn’t coerce her into what she did?” The prince seemed smug, like he was justifying his actions despite not believing his reasons himself.

      Tch, he’s right. It doesn’t sound good. If I was to explain how it all went down, it wouldn’t sound good either.

      “You didn’t know that when we first started!” I complained. “You’re just justifying your faulty reasons for taking me on after the fact.” I looked away from the prince, pouting like a child. “Besides, she made the first move. And she could have said no at any point if she wanted to. I would’ve respected that.”

      The prince smiled once more. “I know. I came to realize the nature of your magic after experiencing it. Your magic might overwhelm and perhaps make the senses come alive, but it is not a magic that overpowers.” I looked back at the prince as he spoke, unblinkingly.

      Huh? How was he so perceptive?

      “You’ve managed to weaponize it,” the prince continued, “but it works best if the target is unaware. Otherwise, breaking it merely takes strength of will and the desire to fight it. In a way, it’s a magic that offers the target a silent choice of whether they want to walk into the palms of your hands. Perhaps it reflects your nature well.”

      Hey, hey, don’t talk like you know me!

      “I suppose between the two,” the prince showed no sign of stopping his analysis, “the aspect of the magic that lets you flood the body with sensation might be the tougher one to overcome. Just by the virtue of the sensory overload. It’s not easy to move when you encounter something so pleasurable. The other aspect of your magic, however… I can see its uses once someone is willing, but it is better used less overtly. It is simply too easy to dispel once you know its nature.”

      Too easy? I know that’s true, but it stings to hear it come from your mouth!

      “Auroro, this battle will be decided by how much of the other’s magic we understand. For that reason, I believe I will win.” The prince took a stance, and I jolted to the ready. “Here is what I will do. I will envelop myself in a wind powerful enough that your outlined hands will not be able to touch me. Your best bet will be to release the darkness and hope it chooses to reach for me. With the wind aura that you gave me the time to cast enveloping me.”

      Dang it, he was using the talk to his advantage too!

      “I will approach you and slash at you,” he went on. “My face and yours will be mere inches apart. This battle will end in you being cut down. I know not how many times I will have to cut you, but you will fall. So do your best. Show me the outcome that I’m looking for.”

      “H-Hey we don’t have to—"

      A violent wind erupted from around the prince a moment after he glowed green; his spell was triggered. In the next instant, bolstered by wind at his feet, he dashed toward me, and I stepped back. I led black hands out of my coat to catch and hold the prince.

      “Damn it!” I yelled as I recoiled backwards.

      It was as the prince had said; my hands were deflected. I tried to push the hands back toward him, but the strain was reflected in my own arms.

      I’m not going to be able to reach him. Maybe if I follow his advice!

      I released the outline around the lust. It barely maintained its form, but it just floated there until it was blown away. It did not try to pursue him. I instantly knew the reason, the words I’d said to Rynissie earlier echoing in my mind.

      “I don’t really know how good these tendrils are at tracking when I’m not guiding them.”

      The truth is lust is stupid; it knows just two things, passion and itself. And right now—

      I dispelled the emanations. The prince approached, slashing at me with his first blade. I jumped backward, the sound of metal grazing metal reaching my ears as I tried to block.

      The prince has neither lust nor raging passion for lust to move toward!

      Nothing to take a hold of, I had no choice but to retreat as the prince continued trying to slash at me. All I had was the little bit of distance I could secure for myself. If it wasn’t for the aura of wind around him also blowing against me, I wouldn’t have gotten the extra life-saving centimeters.

      You’re unreal, you heroes.

      Everything had gone the way the prince had predicted. The man had told me his entire plan, and I could do nothing.

      How could anyone pull off something so unreasonable?

      Our dance, the prince’s graceful slashes and my last-minute maneuvers, cycled for a few more iterations until finally—

      Slam.

      Huh?

      My body had slammed against a cold surface; what remained of the ice wall. I had no more space to run away, and the prince was coming at me. I thought to just release all the lust between us; maybe I could get lucky just by the sheer magnitude and drown him in pleasure long enough to run. But those thoughts didn’t reach my body. 

      Heroes; they make no sense.

      My flesh-and-blood hands, the ones gripping swords, went up to meet him.

      How did you force it to come to this? A desperate attempt at a block.

      Our blades clanged as I tried to hold off his fire-clad swords. The blades rattled against each other as both of his swords pressed against mine. His fire raged around his arms, the wind covering his body angering it further. I made a gamble; I stopped restraining the lust into a jacket.

      Come on, erupt forward in all directions, like you did before! I pleaded. My lust lost its form, but instead of violently going forward like it did with Rynissie, or Yaani, it just squirmed and wiggled around me like small flames, a perverted, pitiful reflection of Virid’s own proud flames.

      They’re not reaching for him, not even an inch. Why?

      The prince saw the change in my demeanor; he witnessed my failure. He did not smile, only spoke to me placidly. “It seems that I understood your power more than you did. Even after I gave you a hint. I am sorry I could not be more obvious.”

      A hint?

      My mind was rattled by the revelation, so much so that in the souring of my memories, I missed his apology. In that moment, I replayed our conversations until I found it.

      “Your best bet will be to release the darkness and hope it chooses to reach for me.”

      “Hope it chooses.” He knew. He knew there was more to lust than I did.

      In that moment of realizations bombarding my mind, I recalled my moment with Henri, when my jacket lost shape by its own accord. My jacket was not outlined by passion; it was all black. 

      Something so simple, yet so important.

      I had overlooked one final factor when it came to full mastery over lust.  And I was seeing that truth right now. In my desperation, I had hoped that because the hands had done so well at leaving the ice walls that they would be able to do so here. But perhaps, I had gotten too comfortable having passion lead lust. Perhaps I had blinded myself by focusing on the behavior of lust only when confined by passion. I hadn’t looked closely enough at the nature of lust by itself. Lust still had rules that governed it when passion was absent.

      When I had stood with Rynissie, my desire was at an all-time high; of course that would make the lust react more wildly, in retrospect. But now, crossing blades with this being, mere inches from disaster, there was no passion I was feeling in this moment that could rile up the lust I’d stockpiled. Yes, I could make my passion lead it, but my little flame wasn’t intense enough to motivate the lust into war by its own power. And even then, given my time with Veerie when the lust was obedient, there was reason to believe that there was more behind what spurred it to run rampant.

      Lust has morale; that was my only conclusion, and I somehow had more influence over it than I assumed. I had just thought it was always in a state where it was striving to grow and spread. But no, it needs to be riled up, motivated, and allowed to rile itself up.

      Such a revelation; to have it handed to me by my enemy. Why are you helping me figure myself out? You don’t know me.

      Most unbelievable of all, the man in front of me had no passion ignited that could call to the lust, to make it move even a centimeter toward him. Not even that consolation was I afforded. He had no lust or raging flame; he had but one thing in his eyes that I could recognize: me.

      I don’t understand heroes.

      The prince smiled on the other side of the blades. He had said it; he would end up mere inches away from me. My bones were practically creaking as I strained to keep my arms up.

      How can I beat something that I don’t understand? No matter what I do, no matter how much I think I should be able to win, you will figure out a way to subvert expectations.

      The man in front of me repeated his earlier statement. “This battle will be determined by how well the other understands their opponent’s magic.” His head came closer, his hair still being blown by the wind that enveloped him. “Have you understood my magic? Or are you still coming to grips with your own? You seemed to have realized something.”

      How do you understand me so well? Why would you even bother?

      “Tell me, why do you believe that I hold a solid sword in both of my hands?”

      My eyes went wide at the realization. One of the blades flickered. I wasn’t the only one who could make intangible substances solid. One flaming sword went through my guard.

      Heroes are the true monsters.

      A moment later, it turned solid, the flames regaining order. 

      How could someone like you exist?

      The reordered sword came down, tearing across my chest from left shoulder to right hip. Searing pain overwhelmed my senses. My teeth clenched from my attempt to keep the grunt from turning into a scream. From shoulder to hip, the slash of raging flames tore through me.

      The pain sent my eyes to the back of my head; I caught a glimpse of the prince looking at me as the eyes made their trip. I slumped to the ground, the cool of the ice permeating my back the only thing making the heat searing my chest bearable.

      How does someone become like you?

      The prince stood strong. His gaze was unchanged, though I could barely see it through my haze. What had been there before the slash was there after. No pity for his fallen foe, just a gaze that said, “I see you.”

      So valiant and unwavering.

      I couldn’t muster the strength to look up at the prince. I could only pant, and barely at that. Shallow breaths were all I could manage. My chest was still smoking, and blood was escaping my mouth. But yet, I found myself wanting to speak with the prince.

      “Prince, I saw it in you as we clashed,” I said, my voice wavering and hoarse. “You have a desire. Not one that’s red-tinted like mine, but a desire all the same. Merely one that points in a different direction. I don’t need my power to understand that; to see it. You want to stand at the top, right? I doubt for any ill-intended reason.”

      I mustered up the small glow of my passions from my palms. Lust followed soon after, wrapping around it, becoming a hand. Together, I had it point my head upwards. My eyes met the light that the prince allowed in.

      Light falling in my eyes, I continued, “It’s through you that I know that there are stronger beings in this world. You don’t fear them, do you? That’s incomprehensible to me. How could you not? People who could so easily get in the way of what you desire. You’re strong, Prince Virid. If I want to succeed in this world, I need to acquire the power to trample people like you… In pursuit of my desire.” My declaration was accented by blood-splattering coughs.

      “Perhaps it is best for you to stop speaking. I will call a heal—”

      “I haven’t lost, prince.” He furrowed his brow at my words. “Not yet. For my asset is still active. She’s my power too.”

      “The wildland elf is still preoccupied.” Sounds of battle rang out, almost as if answering the prince’s statement. 

      I ignored the prince. No, it was more like I couldn’t hear him anymore. I was just speaking to my heart’s content. “I can’t beat you, prince. But she can.” I closed my eyes.

      “What?” 

      “Because she’s clearly a hero in the making.”

      A burst of light came between us, tearing the ground beneath it.

      Once more I was on the ground, and once more an asset came to save me. This was merely the fate of someone so useless in all matters outside of carnalities. Not that I would complain. I was blessed after all.

      She’s clearly got something going on. How else could she be worth twenty-two days? 

      Her figure rushed into the rut between the prince and me as the dust was still settling.

      This fight is over.

      “This fight is over,” Veerie stated, standing tall before her brother, separating us.
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      “Glarick, Fiona, wildland! Cease!” Veerie yelled into the forest.

      The group of Rynissie and the other two came into sight, all panting, keeping an eye on each other. Rynissie was scuffed but not worse for wear. Glarick had a noose hanging around his neck, and Fiona’s glove-covered hands were smoking. Rynissie also seemed to have pulled a few hairs from her head if the tuft of hair in her palm was any indication.

      “Auroro!” Rynissie yelled as she caught sight of my fallen form.

      “Serves him right,” Fiona spat.

      Rynissie did not even afford her a glare; she merely ran to me.

      The fights quelled, Veerie turned her attention to Virid. “Brother, when I informed you of what transpired… THIS,” she said, gesturing to the battlefield around her, “THIS was not what I intended to come about. I merely wanted to inform you!”

      “Of a drastic turn of your life. Yes, I know.”

      “So why did you think it just to take matters into your own hands?”

      The prince stood unflinching; only his flames had been quelled. “I did not think it just, I thought it necessary.” He spoke to his sister with a serene smile; this was definitely the inexplicable guy we feared. He was looking at something bigger than us. That was all we could believe.

      “On what grounds?!” Veerie yelled, a vein bulging from her forehead.

      “Auroro, drink this,” Rynissie whispered, nestling my head between her head and bosom. She tipped a potion into my mouth as she held back the distress that threatened to show itself.

      The scene behind the siblings was not observed by any other elf, as all eyes were on the royal pair.

      “On the grounds that it was necessary to determine the nature of the person who gave you the opportunity to alter your life,” the prince replied without a show of emotion or conflict. To him, it all seemed so matter-of-fact.

      Veerie shuddered and recoiled. “And this is how you determine his nature?!” She reclaimed her anger after stealing a glance at Rynissie and me. “Why did you not just sit down and talk with him like I did?” Veerie yelled at her brother, pleading for him to change the past.

      Sit and talk?

      I couldn’t help but chuckle internally.

      I suppose we did end up doing that, all things considered.

      “Because the conclusion at the end of the road that you have chosen is not one that can be resolved with words.”

      Veerie stopped, like she had been frozen in time. Virid looked at her and sheathed his sword.

      “I believed I had to ascertain his nature. And how his nature presented itself in this world. It was absolutely paramount. I merely took a different route than you did.”

       When she spoke next, her tone had changed. “It’s not your conclusion to resolve, Virid.” A pitiful smile, that’s how Virid would later describe Veerie’s expression. “This was too much, Virid.”

      “I know this hurts your heart. I don’t doubt that,” Virid said, making a pained smile, the first expression of emotion he’d shown in response to his sister’s teary eyes. “I am not so wicked. The damage looks extensive, but it was a shallow cut.”

      “Virid!” Fiona called out, aghast at the thought that he had gone so easy on me.

      “He can be healed.” He put his hand on his sister's shoulder and reassured her, “I have ascertained his nature.”

      I was able to see him through the smoke of my roasted body; I definitely saw it. A flicker of hope. I knew that look. Somehow, somewhere, I had been familiar with that look.

      How could my nature inspire hope in anyone? Virid? What’s plaguing you?

      My head fell.

      I... don’t get you, hero. I’m just a fool that wants too much. There’s no way I could inspire that look…

      “Auroro!” Rynissie called as I fell into a cold darkness once more.

      “Auroro!” Veerie echoed. Her voice was slipping further away.

      “I’ve brought the guild doctor!” a new voice called. I must have been slipping. She sounded hot, though...

      I sank into the depths, my consciousness fading to black.
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      “Here you go, Miss Rynissie.” Henri handed Rynissie back her MP crystal, her payment for a job completed a few days ago having been loaded into it. Along with the crystal, Henri shifted a few parchments toward the elf. In the crowded hustle and bustle of the guild hall, Rynissie received the crystal with a small thanks.

      As she tucked it away into the pouch hidden under her hooded cape, Henri fidgeted until she could no more. “Are you leaving Viridia, Miss Rynissie?” she asked, her hands clasped beneath the table to stop any unnecessary movements. She failed to restrain her ears, however, which were alert and rigid as opposed to their usually casual half bend.

      Rynissie looked at the bunnykin and smiled kindly. “There’s no reason for me to stay here any longer.”

      The bunnykin’s face fell. “Oh,” she whimpered, her head and ears slightly drooping.

      Rynissie cocked her head to the side with a smile at the sight. Her glance went over to Cluxu, who could only shrug. “You know how she is,” she mouthed.

      “Henri,” Rynissie said, giving the bunnykin a log to float on as she wallowed, “I’ll probably end up back here eventually. The city’s a big hub, right?” Rynissie flashed a toothy grin. “So I’ll see you again.”

      Henri looked back up, her eyes twinkling. “Right!” Though it was a small gesture, hearing Rynissie say it aloud set her mood afloat.

      Rynissie chuckled and turned to leave. She looked one more time to the pair, over her shoulder. “Oh, and remember to keep tabs on that one monster if you see it.”

      “Of course!” both rabbits said in concert with affirmative nods. With that confirmation, Rynissie headed for the doors of the guild to once more walk into the outside world.

      The rabbits that saw her off lost their poise as they relaxed. No one else was coming up to them, so no one would see the small moment they took to themselves.

      Henri grabbed the tips of her ears and pulled them down to a finger’s width above her eyes. She was silent for a little bit before Cluxu noticed the trembling that had gradually taken her body.

      “It was terrible, you know?” Henri whispered at a volume Cluxu’s ears could pick up. “I caught a glimpse of Auroro’s wound. I don’t know how Miss Rynissie could stay so composed after having to see that.” Henri continued to tremble under the ghastly memory. “That kind of thing, I know where we work, but I didn’t think I would ever see it again.”

      Cluxu’s expression changed to a pained smile. She gently placed her hand on Henri’s back. Henri slightly bounced at the touch, despite its gentle approach.

      Henri looked over at Cluxu. “I heard the prince did that to him.”

      Cluxu's gentle presence on her back turned to a grip as she quickly looked around. No one had overheard. She turned her gaze back to Henri abruptly. “Don’t say that out loud!” she whispered harshly.

      “But what if it’s true?!” Henri whispered back, turning her whole body toward Cluxu. Fear colored her voice.

      Cluxu looked down at her hunched friend, who was peeking out at her from between her hands. Cluxu sighed and faced forward, staring out over the guild hall. The thought was as scary as it was curious.

      “The damage has already been done. Does it matter who did it? The matter has been settled,” Cluxu replied, standing strong, a vision of detached professionalism. From her perspective, what could two lowly guild workers do? They were merely people who could only watch as the workers came in and out of their establishment. It was not their place to ruminate on the goings-on outside of their hall.

      But her friend still shook from the knowledge. She had nothing good to say but one consolation.

      “Rynissie can handle it because she’s seen worse.” Henri blinked as she looked up at her senior, who was dispensing wisdom, slightly surprised. “The guild members that come in and out of here have all seen worse, I’m sure.” Though Cluxu looked calm, cool, and collected, on the inside she was clamoring for some sort of lesson she could impart on her junior. There was only one more thing she could think of to plant into Henri’s mind. “We shouldn’t cower before the results of the dangers we put before them.”

      Cluxu’s words resonated within Henri. She let go of her ears and faced forward, her brow furrowed. She dwelled on Cluxu’s words quietly until she looked back up toward the door. “But he wasn’t harmed on guild work. We didn’t put any dangers before him,” Henri stated.

      Cluxu’s head snapped over to her friend. “Henri?”

      “He was harmed because someone else judged him by what he was, not who he was. He was harmed due to someone else’s judgment.”
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        * * *

      

      Outside the guild’s door, Rynissie could not overhear the conversation that unfolded behind her. She looked up to the flower lights that illuminated the city of Viridia. She dreamily took in the cold air that rested at the forest floor. And exhaled. A lot had happened in these few short days.

      “Oh! Hey, Rynissie! All done?” A voice from the side shook her from her moment of reflection.

      “Oh, there you are,” she said, seeing the one who had uprooted her life. “Auroro.” She smiled at him, the man dressed in all black, the only dash of color the green elven shirt he wore beneath his slim-fitting jacket. “Yes, I’m ready to leave,” Rynissie said, still all smiles. “How about you?” 

      Rynissie’s smile withered into a neutral, tired expression immediately after asking; she had remembered why exactly her traveling partner had split up from her for the morning. 

      “Yeah!” Auroro replied with a thumbs-up. “The girls at the brothel were really shaken up over me leaving, but t’was all good! I promised I would come back to visit them when we get back to the city.”

      The fond memory of him telling the brothel’s madam, Yaani, that they would have matching scars by the time he returned resurfaced in his mind.

      Silence befell the pair apart from the devious chuckling from Auroro as he fantasized about his future outing. He noticed the silence had gone for too long and decided to test Rynissie’s good graces. A hand went to his hip and another to his hair, pulling it back as he looked skyward. “I think I have a fan club,” he bragged. He glanced to the side to see if Rynissie had taken the bait.

      Rynissie, instead, had only started walking ahead without him.
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        * * *

      

      “So, are you not going to say your goodbyes to the bunny girls?” Rynissie asked as we turned into the hustling and bustling market street. 

      Hands in pockets, I thought over my reasoning but decided to stay our current course. “Nah. I think I freaked out Henri yesterday when I was taken to Allegria's infirmary.” I patted my chest, feeling the bandages underneath my shirt. “I’m pretty sure she was peeking in from the other side of the door. The goodbye I gave them when I left the infirmary will have to suffice.”

      “Ouch, poor girl. That was a mess. You were still smoking when we brought you in. I feel guilty that she had to see that.”

      “Yeah, the prince’s flames were no joke….” I looked up as I pondered my conclusion. “If they were—I don’t know how to describe it—if they were wild flames, I would not have gotten off so easy.”

      “Especially considering you didn’t have any armor or fortification magic on, a standard for anyone going into fights. It’s amazing that he didn’t hurt you worse.” Rynissie went silent for a few steps, but there was a conclusion we had both drawn. Rynissie was the first to utter it. “He went easy on us, Auroro.”

      “Please, I knew that from the first minute when he was just purposefully hitting my sword.”

      At Rynissie’s words, I recalled the events of yesterday morning.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, his eyes are moving!”

      That sounds like… Rynissie? She sounds frantic. I need to hug her.

      “His system should still be overwhelmed by the pain; no one be too rough.”

      Huh? That soothing voice. That sounds like the good doctor, Allegria.

      “Auroro! Auroro! Can you hear me?”

      Oh, that’s Veerie. She sounds concerned. How lucky am I.

      “I told you, the damage wasn’t extensive, it was merely… messy.”

      Ahh, I know that voice, a voice that’s unashamedly reassuring, the prince.

      The prince?!

      My eyes pried themselves open, searching for the sight of the man that would try to kill me. Blond hair and green garments met my darkness-stricken eyes, and I launched passion led tendrils at the still blurry figure.

      “Yaaaannngh!” 

      Huh? That voice is a lot more high-pitched than I remember.

      “Creepo! Stop! You’re not making a good case for yourself.”

      “The princess is being attacked!”

      “Noooooo! Fiona! No! This is fine—ahhhng! This is—this is merely the punishment I deserve!”

      That exceedingly concerning conclusion immediately stopped my assault. I understood what had just occurred.

      I’m so sorry, princess! To reveal your nature that even I had no idea existed. I will make it up to you later.

      “See, everyone? He’s fine in spite of all the smoke coming from his chest.”

      Though my eyes were still adjusting from my period of unconscious darkness, my ears were fine. I launched tendrils out at that chipper voice that had not a single shred of guilt.

      “Ahhh. Hahaha, it’s not too bad when you get used to it. Now let’s see, if I grab it here on this red part…”

      I can’t see, but he just ripped the tendril off him. This isn’t fair. That’s too unreasonable. Heroes are monsters. Normal people don’t do this. Rynissie doesn’t do this. I’m going to have to fight heroes in the future. This is the absolute worst life, goddess. What if you have heroes guarding the way to your throne? Oh, you totally have heroes guarding you. You’re a goddess. Sadistic goddess. Dang it. I hope you get a laugh from this fool’s conquest.

      “Everyone,” Allegria said, sounding concerned, “his sound just turned… depressing. He may have lost the will to live. We need to hurry him to the infirmary!”

      “Auroro! Live!” Veerie shouted in my ear.

      “Hey, Creepo, don’t get depressed just because the prince neutralized you.” Rynissie understood.

      The barrage of concern urged my eyes to get the picture before them in focus faster. I blinked many times until the images of the people around me became clear. The faces of relief from my two closest supporters were the first things I noticed. And then the face of the elf prince that carried nary a shred of concern. He just wore a smile in spite of the fact that he had been so stubborn earlier.

      Before me was quite the grouping of people. On my left, Veerie with her teary eyes and reddened cheeks; on my right, Rynissie. Next to Veerie, with her hands glowing brightly, Allegria. At my feet with the prince at the helm was his group, plus one new person. A beautiful elf with eyes closed, hair braided behind her head, wearing a green crop top over a skin-tight white long-sleeved shirt. Her grip on the prince’s arm indicated this may be another one of his wives. The other three were to the side of the prince, two of them looking longingly at him, their knees wobbling. The third, loud one, Fiona, was supporting the other two, lending a shoulder to each. The big elf stood behind the prince looking at the scene, and the harpies’ elf was behind the crowd hitting his head against the ground.

      Understanding what was going on with the group of elves, I snickered inwardly.

      I still got it.

      “Can you move, Auroro? It’d be best for you to receive care at the doctor’s office.”

      My eyes narrowed back at the man who could speak with concern without laughing.

      Leave me alone; I wish I never met you.

      “Yes, I believe so, as long as someone can help me to my feet.” I looked to Allegria, “May I, doctor?”

      “Yes, the faster the better, I suppose.” She ended her magic and allowed Rynissie to lift me to my feet.

       Veerie tried to help me up as well, but Rynissie stopped her with her free hand. I can’t say I fully understood what happened there, but Veerie complied.

       I looked to the crowd one more time, taking stock of the ones currently struggling with temptations. Seeing how the situation was essentially resolved, there was nothing wrong with incurring favor.

      “Hey, everyone, I’ll remove that icky stuff from inside you all. If you’d like me to.”

      Everyone except Allegria stood surprised at my offer. Allegria could only look around at everyone, puzzled.

      “You can remove it?!” Clan ran up from the dent he was making in the ground, scampering to the top of the big elf’s shoulder, staring down at me, panting. It seemed like he in particular was sensitive to lust ravaging his body.

      “Yes, it is essentially mine—what I mean to say is, I have some level of control over it.”

      “Then please! Remove it!” he yelled. “Oh, but not all of it, just enough that I can function!”

      Ahh. To be so consumed by lust that your mind can’t help but think of the things you would do. 

      For some reason, the thought felt nostalgic, but it filled me with a little bit of ire.

      Actually, I’m starting to get curious again; who was I before the goddess fished me out?

      The elf broke through to the front of the prince’s group, standing at attention, his face still flushed. The prince stared over his friend’s shoulder with a look that said he was curious too.

      I thought I had already removed it from the non-combatants earlier, though… I guess whatever was left was riled up.

      I put my hand out in front of the elf as Rynissie held me up and with my intentions beckoned the blob of lust from his body. 

      “Hmm! Hnngh!” the elf grunted. There seemed to be some sensory feedback from having it removed. A black mass left his body from the spot closest to my hand and came over to my coat. The mass was shaped like a tendril and was black with thin red streaks mixed in. It left the elf’s body like a noodle being slurped. Thanks to the connection, I had a sense of how much lust was left in his body and was able to cut it off at what I thought was a reasonable level.

      “Huh.” I let my thoughts escape for a moment as I looked at my arm where the lust was returning. I indulged in the restored lust for a moment, throwing my mind into the depths of the jacket. An image of similar-looking harpies came to mind before slowly fading away. I looked back to the elf, who looked relieved, exhaling an unencumbered breath.

      Lust has memory? So I can get an idea of the objects of people’s lust?

      I looked around to the others in the group. “Anyone else?” I offered, trying to look as benign as possible. The two wobbly elves looked to each other and back at me, nodding repeatedly. Theirs wasn’t as bad as the other elf’s. It seemed they had done a better job at not feeding it. The object of their lust was their husband, the prince. The knowledge of that warmed my heart, and I couldn’t help but smile at them as they shared a look of relief between them. The third wife, Fiona, looked as though she couldn’t understand what the two had been going through. Most likely her lust had been quelled due to the fight Rynissie had locked her in.

      There was one more person who had a noticeable amount of raging lust. I looked to my left. Veerie noticed my gaze and looked away, sweating.

      “Veerie?” She stayed silent, not budging except for a split-second glance. “Would you like me to quell that?”

      “What are you talking about, Auroro, I amtotallyfine,” she said, her words running together as her voice got faster and quieter.

      Are you… punishing yourself?

      I feared that I had awoken something rather dark in her. There was value, however, in her figuring out how to restrain rampant desire.

      I looked back into the crowd, scanning the faces of the three combatants. The prince noticed my gaze and took that as the invitation to walk up to me. He was still smiling. 

      I couldn’t help my eye twitching at the sight of his nonchalant stride forward.

      “Tell me, can I dispel it myself, without your help?” The two remaining combatants took interest in the prince’s question, their ears twitching. I stared back at the prince, flabbergasted. The answer was obvious to me; not even worth considering. He had already proven he could.

      “Why ask a question you already know the answer to?” I, regrettably, was not the most composed.

      “Hey, be more polite to my husband!” Fiona yelled. She was still going strong.

      The prince smiled at her concern and continued his thought.

      “Hmm. I wanted to make sure you weren’t pitying me and taking it easy on me.”

      “Are you crazy? You’re too scary to pity, Virid,” I said, exasperated at the notion.

      My words seemed to quell Fiona, who looked smug to hear it. She nodded, the thought perhaps the only thing we would agree on today.

      Allegria, who watched all of this, was deeply concerned. Her normally serene eyes shone with curiosity and disbelief, and her brow creased from the strange scene of black masses leaving people’s bodies.

      The prince laughed aloud, the sound seemingly lifting the spirits of those around him. “The only person who’s ever called me scary before was my sister.” The prince was beside himself with strange joy.

      I looked to the side at Veerie, who shamefully shrugged and looked away from her brother. I reached out to her, placing my hand on her head. I get it, I conveyed to her with an understanding half smile.

      The elven women, sans the elf with closed eyes, were visibly distraught at the scene, looking over to their husband, waiting to see if he would do something. But he only watched with the same smile as before.
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        * * *

      

      “Still,” Rynissie said as we continued our walk down the busy market street. “What a strange sequence of events. Why be so friendly with us? When you think about it, he arranged for the guild’s doctor to be brought there ahead of time!” Rynissie said, recalling the arrival of the fourth wife and Allegria.

      “Hmm.” I put my hand to my chin as I wondered, “Maybe it was just one of those ‘You want my sister? Then you’ll have to prove to me you’re worthy of her’ routines that overprotective big brothers pull.” I thought back to the prince’s happy-go-lucky demeanor after the fight had settled. “Heroes are dicks like that, right?”

      “That’s funny coming from a dick like yourself,” Rynissie said snidely, chuckling into her hand.

      I stared at her in silence, preparing my routine. I gasped theatrically and said, “Are you saying that I’m a hero too?!” I looked around, hand clutching imaginary pearls, pretending to check if anyone else overheard. “Oh my goodness, Rynissie, why, I didn’t know you held me in such high esteem.”

      Rynissie’s chuckle was stolen, and she was urged to ruin my ego. “All heroes might be insufferable dicks, Auroro, but not all dicks are heroes.”

      I stared at her in silence, reeling until I prepared my follow-up. “Oh, Rynissie, why must thou be so cruel? You raise me up only to make me drop further. How could someone be so black-hearted? I could just wither away from such cold treatment.”

      The talk of my demise seemed to remind Rynissie of something. “How many days do you have left, by the way?”

      “Oh,” I started, looking at my arm, “I’ve got forty-four left.”

      “Oh, wow, that’s quite an increase,” she said, scanning the area casually. “So. Anyone give you more days than I did?” she asked coyly, as if she didn’t care.

      “Yeah, Veerie. She gave me twenty-two days.”

      “So I’m six days short of the princess of the forest elves?”

      “Are you upset?”

      “No,” Rynissie replied, smiling to herself. “I’ve never thought I could be comparable to the elf princess. To think that I'm so close to her…” She looked at me, flashing a wide smile. “That’s a nice feeling!”

      “What are you talking about, Rynissie! You’ve got wild charm; Veerie could never hope to beat you in that regard!”

      The compliment took her by surprise.

      “Keep it in the bedroom, Creepo,” she said, trying to hide how flustered she had become. She had slipped, though; I noticed the difference in her phrasing. I pumped my fist; the doors were open. I had to pester her.

      “Oh, come on, Rynissie! We have a thing! We do it in the great outdoors all the time!” I said.

      Rynissie was no longer having any of it and chose to change the subject. “Do you have the letter? You didn’t lose it, right?”

      “Oh,” I said, cutting the dramatics and the teasing. “The letter…”
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        * * *

      

      “I have a task for you, Auroro, which I would trust only you with… Given what we shared.” Veerie had stopped us short of Viridia’s entrance with that statement. Up to now, the elves had escorted Rynissie, the doctor, and me to Viridia. The doctor and Veerie had been helping me along. They didn’t want to enter along with us, as to avoid any small concern in the populace, so it would soon just be our small group on our way to the guild.

      “Oh? What is the task? I am happy to help,” I replied, extremely enthused; I had not expected Veerie to be willing to rely on me just yet.

      “Could you please deliver this letter to my dear friend in Cerulean-in-the-Mountain?” she requested, handing me a letter in an envelope with a wax seal.

      “Huh? Deliver it to a mountain?” I asked, puzzled, examining the front and back.

      Rynissie spoke up next to me, “Auroro, Cerulean-in-the-Mountain is the name of the cave elves’ city.” At Rynissie’s explanation I nodded repeatedly and turned back to dear Veerie.

      “That’s the city that has the best collection of books in the alliance territories then, right?” I asked.

      Veerie lit up hearing that I remembered something she’d told me. “Yes!” she said with a brimming smile. “That’s the one. I’d like for you to deliver this letter to that city. Two birds with one stone, right?”

      I looked at her skeptically but agreed, “I suppose so. You can’t come with us?”

      Veerie eyes went wide as if she hadn’t expected me to want her to come along. “Oh, no, no, truth is I have things to take care of here.” She looked at her brother and his group and back. “I really made a mess of things with how I handled you, Auroro. And all things considered,” she said, blushing as she hinted at the memory of carnal delights, “I owe it to you to fix things so that your stay in the city can be more comfortable.” She came closer to me, gesturing for my ear. I leaned in to hear what she had to say. “The letter also tells my friend about you and I.” Veerie leaned away bashfully. “She’s my dearest friend, Auroro. I would greatly appreciate it if you could deliver the letter.”

      “Oh, she’s like a pen pal? That you’re gossiping with? Okay, sure!” I said, putting it into my own terms. Knowing that she wanted to tell her friend about me filled me with a comfortable sense of pride.

      “Ahh, I suppose so,” Veerie responded, scratching her cheek. “I suppose there is a mild element of gossip.” She looked straight at me and raised her finger. “Don’t you dare look at the contents of the letter! It’s between us friends, got that? You may only look at the instructions for your reference.”

      “Where are the instructions?”

      “They’re inside the envelope.”

      “So I can open the envelope?”

      “Yes… I knew what I was doing! You can open an envelope without looking at all the contents! The instructions are on pink stationary, by the way.” Veerie did her best to play it off.

      “Of course, of course,” I replied, still buzzing that she trusted me.

      “Hey,” Rynissie said flatly, “this is all well and good, but the guy’s still smoking. It’s getting into my eyes.”

      “Oh!” Veerie responded with a startle. “Of course, you should be on your way!” Veerie nodded and stepped back, giving a light farewell.

      As we prepared to leave, the prince came up to me, I guessed to say his final farewell. He grabbed me by the shoulder and leaned in a little too close.

      “Auroro, when you find yourself here once more, in your haste, do not forget to see me. I will be at my home, ready for you.”
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        * * *

      

      “The elf prince is scary,” I said, shuddering at his final words. If royalty were inviting me to their home, I would be all in for a night of debauchery. But when the invitation came from a hero, it just felt wrong. “I don’t think I’ll be able to overcome the mental block… But then again, it’d be worthwhile to get some heroes on my side,” I said, looking up to the canopy.

      “Umm, Auroro?” Rynissie called, confused about why I had gone off on a tangent. “The letter?”

      “Oh, right!” I said, snapping back to the matter at hand. I pulled it out of my jacket’s extradimensional depths, flashing the seal. “Got it right here.”

      Rynissie heaved a heavy sigh. “Good. Wouldn’t want to screw up a job from a princess like that,” Rynissie said as she wearily looked forward. 

      “Don’t be mean, Rynissie. Veerie is quite all right when she’s not tripping on her power,” I said, completely aware of the potential problems in the princess’s character.

      Rynissie was silent for a bit before speaking her concerns. “Auroro, doesn’t this seem awfully convenient? Like the girl wants us out of her hair?”

      “You heard her, Rynissie! She wants to make our stay more comfortable.”

      “And we need to be away for that?”

      “Maybe it’s an elf thing?” Rynissie looked at me, unimpressed. “Maybe it’s a royal elf thing,” I corrected. Rynissie only rolled her eyes. “Who knows, maybe by the time we come back, there will be a giant parade welcoming us!”

      “Or maybe the princess will just give us another job.”

      “Oh! That wouldn’t be so bad. The princess’s personal errand runners.” I chuckled to myself at the thought of such a position.

      “I thought you were about taking, Auroro. What’s with all this subservience?”

      “A happy asset’s a happy Auroro. I see nothing wrong in helping her out.” I looked to Rynissie and smiled. “Besides, this is just harmless fun. Oh! And an excuse to sightsee!” As we walked, my eyes went past the cafe where I’d bought the sweets all those nights ago. I stopped walking, and Rynissie noticed. “Hey, would you like some sweets? From that shop there?” I said, pointing toward the open door beyond the crowds of denizens.

      Rynissie seemed to be surprised at my question and fidgeted on the spot, unsure with what to do. I looked at her, puzzled as to why she would have such a reaction. She walked back up to me, almost as if she was guilty.

      “Actually…” she started, looking away, “I still have the sweets you got me the other day.”

      My confusion turned into welcome delight as I looked at Rynissie’s reddening cheeks. 

      “You found them? You found the sweets I dropped?” My mouth went wide as I put together the situation based on what I knew of Rynissie’s skill set. “You tracked me! You know my scent! You sniffed those candies for my scent, didn’t y—”

      My epiphany was stalled by another heart-pumping event; a simple and innocent kiss landing on my cheek, the warm sensation of the soft lips permeating throughout my entire body. While I was still shocked at Rynissie being so forward, she grabbed my wrist and pulled me along.

      “Come on, you’re making everyone stare,” she said without making eye contact. Her face had turned toward the city entrance so that I could not see what expression she was making. For me, however, the day had been my best ever. Not only had Rynissie told me to keep my naughty behavior to our bedroom, but she had also blessed my cheek of her own volition.

      “You’re the best, Rynissie!” I said as she pulled me across the boundary of the city. I expected her to tell me to be quiet, but it never came.
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        * * *

      

      Far above Viridia’s streets, in the third layer of the canopy that covered Viridia, on the branches reserved exclusively for the use of Viridia’s operatives and other privileged parties, stood two elves. They watched over the man in black and the wildland elf as they left the city on their mission.

      “Well, there they go, Veerie. Are you sure you did not want to say goodbye?”

      “Virid, no. I had already given my farewells the last time we spoke,” Veerie haughtily replied, crossing her arms and shaking her head. “There was no need to see them off.”

      “I see,” Virid replied, still and smiling as ever.

      “This is better. I will do what I must, and everything will be resolved,” Veerie stated, lightly hugging herself in her arms-crossed pose.

      “And that requires sending him away?”

      Veerie looked at her brother with a pitiful smile. “Stop, Virid. This solution minimizes the difficulty. For all parties.”

      “Just say it,” Virid replied, looking down at the pair. “Say you know that they would stop you.”

      “I don’t know that…”

      “But you hope they would?”

      Veerie looked to her brother in a huff. “Enough, Virid! Do not question my devotion! I am doing the best I can to resolve this with minimal pain.”

      Virid continued looking at the pair, still smiling. He finally turned to his sister, causing her to jump. Though he smiled, an intensity came through.

      “If I may be so bold, Veerie, could I please see your chest?” Virid asked innocently.

      Veerie looked at her brother and sighed. “Nothing ever gets past you, does it, brother?” Veerie removed the armor she wore to reveal the low-cut dress below. It was open enough to reveal that Veerie had a bandage affixed above her left breast. She gently peeled off the bandage, revealing not an injury but something she sought to hide. A faint mark, one that would most likely become more vibrant given time. A mark representing the promise of a certain something.

      Though he smiled, his eyes conveyed something else as he inspected the mark. “Had he seen this, or its match on his own chest, I wonder if he would have left so easily.”

      “It is a small blessing that you disfigured him so, brother,” Veerie said, giving Virid an answer to his wondering.

      Virid’s eyes flashed a fierceness beyond what he had displayed against Auroro. A fierceness that only one of his wives had seen before. 

      “A blessing… That is one way to see it, I suppose,” Virid said, his smile one that cursed his own powerlessness as much as it did hope that the tides he fought against would change.

      He looked up to his sister once more, his eyes meeting hers.

      “I hope that you and Auroro will meet again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s End Notes

          

        

      

    

    
      Wow! We did it! Good job everyone!

      This book was one heck of a journey. Started in May 2020 and worked on until November 2020, there was so much I tried and did, and now we’re here! That someone is reading this page is already a monumental victory. Thank you so much!

      If you enjoyed the book, please consider leaving a review on the Amazon page. I would love to hear your feedback. Maybe also mention which girl (or guy) you’d be interested in getting more info on. That way, I’ll know this page sent you!

      This was the first volume of Auroro’s journey, and it ends off with a nice note I think. Are you curious as to what’s going on? I sure am, but maybe I’m biased. This was written to focus on a few particular things. Auroro’s power, Auroro’s personal growth, and Veerie and Virid’s story.

      Of course, there were many other details sprinkled in there to prepare readers for future volumes. Did you catch the small detail about Henri? Anyway, two people I left out above were Rynissie and Yaani, and they were very interesting. While the previous three were very intentional in how they came out and were consistent from start to finish with my plans, Rynissie and Yaani ended up taking a life of their own. Rynissie quickly revealed that she had a problem with her overconfidence so much so that I couldn’t help but see her run into problems because of it as her story is written. Yaani was created as a funny scene in the jail initially, but she evolved into a little bit of a foil for Veerie. I can’t wait to write the climax of her story.

      That takes us to the next volume. What can you expect? Well, our wonderful duo are off on a job for Veerie. Their destination, the home of the cave elves. It’s going to be an interesting journey. Volume 2 will introduce unexpected monster girls, an unbelievable and as Rynissie calls it, an unbearable setting, and will get you up close and personal with cave elf society. Volume 1 focused a lot on what Auroro can do, Volume 2 will be Rynissie’s time to shine in combat. My goal is to make reader’s think, “Wow. Rynissie’s scary.”

      You might have had indications of that here, but Volume 2 will really drive it home.

      I don’t have more to add; that’s it for me. Again, thank you so much for reading this far, and I hope this is the beginning of a fun and spicy journey for us all.
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