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Chapter 001 [Rick]

Rick woke to the rumble of an engine and the cold of an air conditioning unit. His head rattled against the window as he stumbled his way into full consciousness. Light flickered outside, streaking past in an annoying incessant flicker. It took him a moment to realize he was in the last place he ever wanted to be.

On a bus.

With a deep sigh, the young teacher tried to keep his eyes shut and pretend he was still asleep, still dreaming. Perhaps that way he could shorten the passive torture that was existing in that particular location.

Fate had other plans.

“It’s your turn.”

Despite his best efforts, the voice prompted his mind to start paying attention to other details, mainly the laughter and shouts that were occurring elsewhere in the vehicle.

With the soft stroke on his shoulder becoming increasingly more persistent, Rick opened his eyes, a light hazel that swiftly took in the details of his surroundings. The road, the bus, the passing trees, the driver. He wondered about the merits of ignoring everything and just going back to sleep. Letting out a sigh, he glanced over at his fellow teacher, Miss Alice, and at her hand as it squeezed his shoulder once more.

“Since when do we have turns? And where's Daniel?” His eyes locked onto her own, annoyance dancing in the lowered brow.

“Since now. And he just went to sleep.” She had no shits to give. Rick suspected the bags under her eyes probably had something to do with it. Alice was barely trying to hide the exhaustion.

“You should put one of the chaperons in charge, you’re exceedingly popular with those, Miss Smith.” He chuckled at the monicker.

“Shut it,” she said bluntly, patience clearly running thin.

Rather than push his luck further, Rick acknowledged the fruitlessness of trying to avoid this duty and stood up. The abandoned seat was immediately kidnapped by Alice. Uncaring of the world or continued conversation, the young psychology teacher slumped and closed her eyes. She was probably asleep within the next ten breaths.

Rick took a moment to look at her. The woman was only a year older than him, but her soft almond shaped face and round cheeks made her easily mistakable for one of their students. If not for the tight jaw-length bob-cut and slightly the off-white gray she’d dyed her hair to, he would tease her more often about it. He made a brief mental note to talk about her of her bout of foul mood once they got the chance to. No doubt it would have some drama, perhaps regarding her newest partner in life.

Shaking the thought off, Rick pulled up his backpack from underneath the seat. Sifting past the spare clothes, he found his bag of treats and a bottle of the store-brand coffee imitation. The beverage had once been comfortably cool... hours ago. Now it was a mildly annoying lukewarm. With a sigh, the young chemistry teacher locked the ziplock-bag with the rest of the chocolate treats meant for later, tossing his backpack over to the empty seat.

Rick turned towards the driver. “How much longer?”

“It should be another hour after the tunnel.” The old man's head bobbed to a song only he could hear.

Another hour was definitely better than five. Still, it also meant he was going to be the only teacher keeping the peace in the bus for the next hour.

It was only now that he noticed the lingering smell of stale chips that had not been there at the start of the trip. No doubt the driver would have his work cut-out for him while waiting for their return from the hike. The students and some of the family that had come along had turned the bus into a cacophony of shouts and laughter that only got worse the further back it went. The last row of the bus was its own chaos entirely, some of the students shoving backpacks at each other and bouncing around.

Sudden darkness engulfed the bus; they’d entered the tunnel.

“We’re all going to die!” someone proclaimed with laughter. Rick’s eyes had yet to adjust to the change in lighting, but he could make out the bed of flaming red hair framed against the orange lights. The teacher had little doubt who’d been the source of the comment.

Shrieks mixed with raucous cackling followed. Rick briefly wondered if he could be dropped off anywhere other than the hiking trail. It had been naïve of him to think that taking the bus with the students that were old enough to drink would mean less of a hassle, not more of one. The other buses likely were no better, though.

It took Rick a second to remember the name of the owner of the flaming hair. A student well known if, fortunately, not one he taught. “Mark Dodson, keep it down!”

“That’s what she said!”

And that, clearly, only prompted them to get louder.

The consideration to try something else was tossed aside, it just wasn’t worth the effort. Rick could only really curse at being there in the first place. A "custom" the college had, sending off the youngest teachers, one they'd been all too eager to shove down his throat. The older faculty staff would be enjoying the time off no doubt.

For what would be a small hike and a picnic, Rick felt he was not getting paid enough. Had they given him half a chance, he would’ve preferred having a nice, quiet afternoon with a complicated book. Or at least an afternoon at the laboratory. The sound of the almost-broken centrifuge would be a far more welcome irritation than this.

At least he could flip the centrifuge off.

Turning to take a seat, there was a flash of green light that swallowed the bus whole. Blindingly bright. The young teacher had only a fraction of a second to process that this was not normal.

It startled Rick. The light came from all around at the same time. The intensity of the light left bright spots lingering in his field of vision. The feeling of the bus lurching downwards raised every alarm in the chemistry teacher’s mind, even as he hurried to get his eyes to work again. His stomach rolled, every nerve in his body screaming with panic.

The shrieks from earlier came back, louder, no longer laughing.

When Rick couldn’t feel gravity anymore, he desperately reached out for the nearest thing he could grab onto. His own voice joined the chorus of screams.

For the briefest of moments, he could see outside the bus’ windows.

Trees, trees so gigantic in height and width they should be impossible. A singular massive web of branches that was pierced through by the wooden spires. The bus plunged into the forest, falling, falling far more than he’d thought should have been possible. How far up were they!?

The first series of branches felt like the hammer blow of an angry God, rattling the bus and shaking it as it continued its descent. The seatbelt was the only thing keeping Rick held in place as the world spun around him. The second set of branches caused the bus to spin like a top as it continued on its way down.

There was now only a loud ringing sound as it became impossible to determine anything anymore.

When gravity returned in full, it was with a vengeful whiplash and deafening crash of breaking metal and glass.

Everything turned to pain, and then darkness.



Author's note:
 Though I intended to post this first chapter come September 1st, several circumstances outside my control have resulted in me having to post the first chapter a bit early.

Chapter 2 will be posted on September 2nd, on schedule, and it will be a daily chapter from there on out.

If you wish to read the first 7 chapters early though, you can hop on over at my Patreon where they're freely available.










Chapter 002 [Rick]

Rick returned to reality with a jerking motion and a short fall that ended with a heavy grunt. The world felt very, very wrong, but his brain had yet to process it in full. The man lay on his back against what should be the ceiling of the bus. The seats hung overhead like swords of Damocles arranged in rows, ready to fall on him at any second. The inside lights flickered from underneath him, casting the world above in strange shadows.

The now new floor was cluttered with tiny pieces of glass, backpacks, people, and, Rick realized with growing horror, blood. There was destruction all around him. The bus was bent and broken in places, the windows gone.

A nagging ache mixed with panic and pushed him further awake, adrenaline pumping through his veins.

His first thoughts were of moving. Everything around him looked just about ready to jump at him. Rick crawled towards the nearest person he could reach. It was a slow, woozy affair. His mind refused to stop its spinning. The more awake he was, the more his thoughts were buzzing with questions, questions, and more questions. Not quite able to recognize who it was he was checking up on, Rick tugged at the shoulder and froze when he saw the empty brown eyes staring into the infinite void, unblinking. A part of him wanted to remember the face, certain it was familiar. The rest of his mind couldn’t pull out the name. A former sophomore, the young man’s chest was drenched in blood, skin pale and cold to the touch. A stillness remained upon the body that took Rick a moment to comprehend, an inevitability that snapped in place with dread once the slurry of thoughts had receded.

The student wasn’t breathing.

Rick’s gut lurched, but he held it down, head much clearer now that his heart hammered in a thunderous race against his chest. Gagging loudly, Rick turned to get out of the vehicle as fast as he could, not wanting to stay there a second more than he had to, but fearing his arms might give out any second. The ache from his body was barely bad enough to be a headache rather than an impediment. Not that it would’ve stopped him in his half-stumbling crawl to escape into open air.

He grunted as he made his way out through the frame of what had been once the window. The glass had fortunately been tempered and was now spread across the ground in tiny little, almost pebble-like pieces rather than sharp, jagged ones. The young teacher welcomed the dirt under his palms, a reassuring, if uncomfortable, sensation that felt real. Several dry heaves followed. He closed his eyes tightly and pushed it back down.

“Count to ten,” he muttered under his breath, eyes clenched shut and ignoring the stabbing sensation of little pebbles against his clenched fists, of the bruised pain that came from all over his body.

One second at a time, he pushed the feelings down, down to where they couldn’t make his hands shake or his head fog with panic. He needed to count to fifty before he could dare open his eyes again. One hundred more before he could force himself to sit with his breaths coming in slow and steady. Only once he had calmed down in full did he allow himself to chew through the situation.

“Crashed, need to call for help.” The words were self-reassuring more than anything else, meant to give himself impetus, to push him towards not staying still, to set down a goal to aim for.

To spur him towards avoiding falling into the pit of panic.

A thought bubbled forth, a memory, old one, of a dull class. It’d been a grayish afternoon he’d used to go through the mandatory lessons every teacher was meant to doze their way through.

Step one, make sure his life wasn’t in direct danger.

With shaking hands, he sat with his legs crossed. Carefully, Rick took the time to check himself over. There were bloody stains on his clothes and shoes, but most all of it was dry, and not even nearly at an amount that should draw immediate concern. Still, he pushed himself to fixate on following protocol. He used slow, methodical squeezes to confirm what hurt, what didn’t, and what might be out of place. Rick categorized his injuries carefully. There were several shallow cuts that had stopped bleeding already, some bruises, but no part seemed out of place, there were no broken bones, and nothing oozing. His stomach wasn’t hard as a rock, so his courses in first aid told him he shouldn’t be having some heavy internal hemorrhaging either.

Step two, was he in a safe location? He cursed himself. No, that should’ve been step one.

Still, the confirmation was fast. All around him, Rick only saw trees. But it wasn’t a forest he felt any familiarity with. The trees stood thick and tall, larger than any sky-scrapper he’d ever seen up close. They were wooden behemoths, gigantic in their size and abnormal in their width. A city of dark mossy towers that could not have been any less than two hundred meters tall, their leafy greens hiding the sun from view as the branches connected one another in a labyrinths of wood. The world was left in a dusk that became darker the further away one looked. Rick couldn’t see anything else, only the woods and the wreckage of the bus.

It was as if the universe had swallowed everything else. There was nothing but the unsettling dark forest as far as the eye could see.

Pulling his attention away from the skies and the gigantic trees, the young teacher reminded himself of the task at hand. His attention returned to the ground.

There were people spread around the area. A dozen or so laying near the bus itself. Blood seeped into the dirt. Some barely moved, others not at all. The sounds of grunts, groans, and gasps drifted through the air. Rick frowned before focusing on the vehicle itself. The discomfort in the back of his brain kicked into high gear when he realized why he couldn’t look away.

Bus, vehicle, gasoline, petroleum derived and flammable. It could ignite with a spark. In gaseous form, it could even produce an explosion. Chemistry made way for common sense. Rick focused on his sense of smell. He couldn’t detect the scent of gasoline, nor could he see anything spilling from the wreckage. He sighed in relief. That would have to do for now.

At a glance, it looked he was safe. For now, at the very least. Next step, contact emergency services and assess the condition everyone else was in. The sooner they were on their way, the fewer chances they came a moment too late.

Rick’s hands dug through his pants, pulling out his phone. Its screen was cracked and the frame bent, but it turned on all the same. Still, a curse left him. Not a single bar worth of signal, no reception whatsoever. He tried dialing for the emergency services anyway, nothing but the dead tone. His phone was as disconnected from the world as he felt it.

He pushed the trickle of panic down. Rick tightened his jaw. He had to keep himself focused. He’d need to find the road to manage contact with anyone and call for aid. Could he afford to? His attention shifted towards the groaning sounds. No, without a certainty of how far he’d have to go to call for help, he couldn’t afford to leave, at least not until the situation was under control.

A shiver of fear ran through him as he looked at the blood. His hands curled into fists. With a deep breath, he stood up. Time to check on everyone else.




Chapter 003 [Rick]

“Is anybody able to move?” Rick’s voice echoed out through the clearing and into the forest, swallowed up by the stillness that lingered heavily in the air.

The man approached the nearest person he could see. She was a young woman with long blond hair spilled around her head like a halo. Her face wasn’t familiar to him, not one of his students, but there was a familiarity to the soft arch of her brows and glasses that framed her closed eyes. She was lying on her side and was very still.

A wave of hesitation coursed through Rick as he knelt next to her. There was no blood to be seen, no obvious injuries. He reached out to touch her exposed shoulder with bated breath. The coldness of her skin made his gut tighten. His fingers turned towards her wrist, pressing with his index against its underside. He waited. Nothing. Rick’s lips curled. He moved his fingers to lightly press against her jugular. Another second of silence. No pulse to be found.

The young teacher’s own heartbeat quickened as he looked away. He pushed the nausea down and moved on to the next one before he could dwell on it any further.

This one was a young male, groaning, clearly still alive. Rick didn’t see any blood, either. That was a good sign. “Hey,” he said. His hand touched the young man’s shoulder to draw his attention as he knelt to take a closer look.

The man was pale and shaking slightly. Either cold or something else, perhaps shock. The messy red hair and pale skin made it clear he was one of the Dodson brothers. The glasses and nervous smile put him as not the troublesome one.

“Hey.” Rick’s voice rose with a little more insistence. “I’m going to check your condition. I want you to make a sound if you can hear and understand me.”

There was a sharp intake of breath and a whine. The young redhead turned slightly and nodded. “Ok.”

“If it hurts, tell me.”

The young man’s body was frail and thin. Rick recalled the name of the young man. Barry Dodson, the younger brother of the more troublesome Mark Dodson. A sigh left the teacher as he moved Barry to lie on his back. The action made the young man wince as the teacher began to rigorously check for injuries. A quick glance over the thin body and whip-like arms only had scratches and bruises. Rick noticed swelling in the right ankle, but nothing appeared broken or out of place.

“It hurts.” The young man tightened his face as he twitched.

His eyes kept returning to the bus, to the people, to those that were crying or wailing. The young man kept shivering, his eyes becoming lost and distant. Rick couldn’t leave him like that.

“Barry, I’m going to need you to take this.” The teacher handed him his phone. “And I want you to keep trying to call for help, ok?”

The young redhead stirred, trying to move and letting out a pained whine. “But the others…”

“You’re hurt. You might make it worse if you exert yourself. This is how you can help. We need to call for help. Do you understand how important this is?”

A small nod followed. Rick moved onto the next one.

He flinched. This one had not been as lucky. Rick recognized the uniform- it was the driver. The large pool of blood and ghostly pale complexion told the story well enough. The young teacher felt himself unable to step closer. Grimacing, Rick turned to the next one, stopping as a new shriek came from inside the bus.

The chemistry teacher pushed the sounds away and focused on reaching the next potential survivor to confirm their condition. He couldn’t let himself dwell on things. Others could help with the grief and the panic. He had to help with the wounded. He had to push forward, push forward, or let himself enter a spiral he was not sure he’d be able to escape.

Four more were confirmed dead. Rick didn’t check the exact cause. A quick confirmation of a pulse had been enough. He just moved on to the next as soon as it appeared there was no beating heart. Fortunately, the dead were outnumbered by the living. The ones closest to the bus were in a better condition, alive for one. A few did not wake, but still breathed. Broken bones and bruises were frequent, some worse for wear than others.

They’d been lucky that the crash had slowed thanks to the branches from the monstruous trees. Trying to imagine how much worse things could have been otherwise was a nightmare Rick opted to put down for some other time.

“Where the fuck are we?” The voice was loud, grating, and obnoxious. But it spoke the question everyone had been quietly asking one another.

A crowd was forming near the bus, of the people who were barely wounded or still able to move. Things were becoming heated. An argument was about to break out if it hadn’t already. Rick ignored the crowd and kept to his task. His mind kept bouncing back to the crash, the green flash of light. Had he seen anything out of the ordinary on the way down besides the massive trees? Had there been any signs of something else but a sea of green?

The task at hand kept him focused, and more importantly, useful. Arguing would bring nothing, crying would bring nothing. He shifted to the next victim. And the next. And the next. Slowly, he was circling around the vehicle in a circuit of ever less healthy people. Those that had been able to stand or move had mostly woken up already. With every confirmed death, his gaze turned to the woods.

There was a definite lack of a road nearby, no signs of civilization to be had. In any direction. Just trees, massive trees, and more trees.

The looming giant spires of wood surrounded them, caging them into some forgotten corner of wilderness that felt as if humanity had not been there for hundreds of years. The air was cool and quiet, oppressive. The gloom of the shadows amongst made it hard to see too far away. That certainly didn’t help the mood at all. Rick was quite certain he’d never heard of forests with trees that were twelve meters thick and ten times that or more in height. There was a creeping fog of dread that trickled down his back the more he allowed himself to think about it.

The young teacher pushed himself to ignore that as best he could, and to focus on his work, turning to the latest student he’d checked up on. The sophomore was breathing and waking up. His name was… Rick frowned, Charlie? Yes, one of his students. A rather amicable young man, he often sat near the middle of the classroom. He had dusty brown hair, was bespectacled with light silver frames, and fortunately had sustained no apparent heavy injuries other than a bump to the arm.

“Is May ok?” were the first words that came out of Charlie as soon as he’d woken up.

Rick mulled over the question. May, May… Hagan? She was Charlie’s sibling… cousin, was it? He glanced at the bus and the people there, mentally going through the list of those he’d checked on. “Her arm’s broken, but other than that, she’s alive.”

“Thank God,” Charlie said, lips tightening and shaking his head. “That’s reassuring either way. Where are we?”

Rick’s lips thinned in turn, and his voice lowered to a whisper. “I don’t know. But we need to find some way to contact help, there’s no cell reception down here.”

The young man nodded as he shifted slightly. His gaze shifted, sweeping around them with hawkish focus. A look of determination emerged as he took Rick’s hand to stand up. “I’ll look for the road.”

“Do you even know what path to take?”

“That one.”

Charlie pointed over Rick’s shoulder and towards the forest in what, for a second, appeared to be a random set of trees, as massive and non-distinct as any other. It wasn’t until Rick noticed the trail of broken branches and glass that he realized why the young man had chosen that direction in particular. Glancing at the bus, the people there were becoming louder- some faces looked red, and people were getting physical.

For a second, Rick considered going instead. His gut tightened in response. Could he even trust himself to be alone with his thoughts?

“Should I check at least?” Charlie’s question snapped him out of the sense of looming dread.

Rick let out a tight nod. “If you’re able to move without issue…”

“If I find the road and call for help, will you pass my chem final?”

The words made Rick’s head snap at the sophomore. It took him a second to form the mock glare. The teacher blinked for a split second before he relaxed. “No.”

Charlie let out a little chuckle, feigning disappointment, checking his pockets and pulling out his phone. “Damn, at least I tried.”

Had he been recording the conversation? Since when? Rick glared somewhat, unable to stop from feeling somewhat impressed. “It shouldn’t be that hard for you.”

“Can’t blame me for trying.” The young man’s right arm was littered with black and blue bruises. It was fortunate they weren’t more than a bother. “I’ll be back in half an hour, tops. The road shouldn’t be too far off. We weren’t going that fast, anyway.”

Rick opened his mouth to speak. Words formed in his mind, ones that lost their way attempting to reach his lips. His mind returned to the thought of the forest, the looming gloom, the silence. Hesitating, he nodded a little, pushing the feelings down, of how wrong everything felt. He’d seen the flash of green, and the surrounding forest was alien, almost hostile. Everything inside his chest told him this wasn’t the right place; it told him of a certainty there was no road to be found.

That it should be him checking the woods, that there was nothing to be found but danger.

But checking was necessary, as was seeking help. The sooner the better. It was crucial. “Be careful.”

“Will do.”

A sinking feeling clenched around Rick’s stomach the moment the young man had vanished between the trees.




Chapter 004 [Rick]

Rick looked upon the crowd near the bus and was reminded of one aspect of being a teacher that he loathed the most: angry parents. Except now it was worse. Fear and uncertainty were fueling things into a level he wasn’t sure could be contained.

Not that he had a choice anyway, he’d finished checking on everyone that had been outside the bus itself. Ignoring the problem wouldn’t make it go away either. Not that he wasn’t tempted to test the hypothesis.

The crowd that had gathered next to the totaled upside-down bus was becoming louder by the minute. The scratched worn-out blues and greens of the bus making the silhouettes of the people next to it sharper. Curses and yells were forcing their way out of the tumultuous babble of screaming panic and growing rage. Several faces were turning red. By the time Rick was close enough to confirm what was going on in detail, he had spotted a troublesome looking head full of fiery red hair, just in time to witness as the student lunged at one of the parents.

Someone was fast enough to stop Mark before anything of concern truly happened.

A hand had reached out to grasp the red-head’s shirt, jerking him back and away from the expected target. The sophomore lost his balance, getting thrown to the ground from the abrupt halt to his inertia. He scrambled to stand upright, a flurry of limbs followed by raised fists ready for a fight. Mark turned to face the potential new opponent and hesitated before his expression twisted in frustration.

This unfamiliar presence was one hard to ignore. He was a young man with shoulders that were closer to a brick-house than to flesh and bone. His biceps looked solid enough to bend steel, and his chest barreled outwards through a stiff grey shirt. He was a well-defined lump of muscle that had short black hair combed into tight symmetry, and half his face was practically hidden away behind a pair of thick glasses. Rick tried to recall his name, but it wasn’t until he remembered the moniker given by the other teachers that he realized who this was.

Tomas the Tank Engine.

The student had stepped towards Mark, frowning. “Violence is not the answer.”

Mark’s frustration was apparent, and he lowered his fists and scoffed. “Tell that to these shits for brains.” The gesture was aimed at Mr. Daniel, the only other teacher present besides Rick and Alice.

The older male scoffed, keeping the steady glare and obviously ready to push things further.

As good a moment as any to step in, Rick broke through the crowd and into the limelight of attention. “Tomas’ right, we’re in no condition to start a fight. We need to handle the situation,” he spoke loudly and clearly, turning his attention from Mark and towards the crowd. He eyed Daniel for a moment, the fellow teacher nodding his way, content on dropping things now that another teacher was participating. Rick continued. “Do any of you have an inkling of how many people here are heavily injured? Who’s giving first aid to them?” His question shifted to face the crowd. Many present showed hesitation, looking away as Rick had forced them to turn their focus elsewhere. “We are going to coordinate while we wait for help. We can’t waste time like this.”

“Who gave you the authority?” Someone spoke up from the crowd. The hissing voice was nails on chalkboard, a bucket of ice that splashed down Rick’s spine. It came from the person he had least wanted to interact with.

Thus, he ignored her rather than even acknowledge her existence.

The chemistry teacher explicitly turned away from the source, glancing at Daniel. “I need you to help anyone who has difficulty walking or moving on their own. You-” He turned to Mark. “-are going to help check the more critically injured people.”

“Why the fuck should I help?”

“Because your brother is among them.”

The words knocked the fight right out of the sophomore. Panic emerged for a fraction of a second before his jaw set and locked, his eyes narrowing and shoulders tensing. A sharp nod followed, and he left without so much as a question.

From behind Rick, the screeching voice rang louder. “Are you ignoring me!?”

Yes, he was, which was why Rick had turned to Alice and pointed at her and four others. “We need everything inside the bus taken out and accounted for, medicine especially. We don’t know how long help will take to show up, knowing what we have on hand will help. I sent Charlie to check how far the road is.”

A claw of a hand clutched at Rick’s shoulder, “Don’t you dare-“

“HELP!”

The shrill scream had cut through the air like a knife through paper. As one, everyone’s gaze swiveled towards the forest, towards the source. The towering trees loomed in a silent menace, and amongst their shadows, Rick saw someone running, running so fast it was clear they feared for their life.

It was Charlie.

The young man was lacking glasses and was pale as a ghost, his face twisted in an expression of pure terror as he sprinted, trying to avoid the roots of the trees. “HELP ME PLEASE! OH GOD!” His voice came in a desperate fight against precious breath.

He’d not made it to the clearing. He was getting closer. And Rick began to move to lend aid. But his steps froze as he caught movement amongst the treetops right above the running student.

The young teacher could not believe his eyes. At first it had appeared no more than a blur of shadows, a trick of the light. But as it approached, it became clearer it was anything but.

The visage was one straight out of a nightmare, a woman whose lower body was that of a massive black spider, both halves being as large as a draft-horse. The arachnid part was covered in a carapace colored with gleaming, deadly darkness. The young teacher felt as if every drop of blood within his body had frozen at the sight of the monster that jumped between treetops. With a speed it had no right to have at that size, the task looked no harder than jogging. Her silver eyes gleamed from underneath the bed of silky black hair as it whipped with the wind from her wild movements. The face was a ghostly visage, its rosy red lips curled into a wicked smile. Not a sound came from the creature as she approached.

And like a pinball with a target, the black creature bounced from one tree to another, getting ever closer with a ferocious speed.

“HELP!” Charlie ran, but he was no faster than the monster. Certainly not fast enough to outrun it.

The outcome was obvious. None spoke it, but none dared approach the edge of the clearing, all too aware of what was about to occur. Charlie looked over his shoulder just in time to see the monster dropping from above.

It all happened so quickly, yet every instant felt like it stretched on for eternity. Rick watched as the part-woman part-arachnid fell twenty meters and onto Charlie like a bird of prey falling on a hapless rabbit. The human crumpled and fell as the monster had caught him.

Rick’s voice caught in his throat, but everyone around him found the air to scream.

The impact from the monster as she landed caused a small cloud of dust to rise, disturbing visibility for only half a second. No one moved. Every single person in the startled crowd was left breathless. Not a sound was made.

And with the settling dust, they saw that the creature had caught the sophomore, holding him in a tight grip. The young man’s eyes locked with Rick’s as the creature wrapped delicate, black hands around the young man’s throat, leaving him only able to choke, but not for long. The monster abruptly shook her hand while holding his neck, a wet cracking sound followed.

Like a puppet that had its strings cut off, Charlie went limp in the monster’s grip. The young man’s eyes had remained open and empty, his arms hanging on either side. The dusky brown hair swayed in the breeze, blank eyes looked upon Rick’s, the light extinguishing from them.

And just like that, he was dead.

The silence was deafening.

It was a ringing quietness that turned all other sounds into a mute tone. A bell that had been struck and shook every spectator to their core. It clawed at their backs, reaching into their chests, and squeezing their hearts in a vice.

The spell of frozen time was broken when the arachnid monster leaned away, silver predatory eyes turning towards the crowd with a deep satisfaction and a wide smile. Her mouth had too many teeth.

Everyone present collectively felt the chill run through them, reality impacting against them at terminal velocity. “Oh God, no,” someone whispered with a wheezing whimper.

The creature took a step towards them.

As one, each individual in the crowd considered looked in the direction they might be able to take and escape the monster. Rick knew there was little escape. The only hope would be if the creature decided to go for someone else first. Nothing else would be able to stop it.

But the creature did not move any closer. Her focus shifted from the people present and towards the forest at the opposite side of the clearing. Silver eyes narrowed in hesitation. Her body took half a step backwards.

The monster must have sensed something. Her eyes widened and, without hesitation, she turned around. The monster’s hand held Charlie’s corpse as if it weighed nothing, not slowing her down any as her immense body jumped towards the trunk of the nearest tree with impossible grace. The next jump came faster still. The monster was rushing away with greater urgency than when she’d been chasing her victim.

She was entirely out of sight in mere seconds, vanishing so quickly one might have mistaken the whole thing for a bad dream.

No one dared move or make a sound for an entire minute.

“Did… something just spook that thing away?”

As if to answer the question, a thunderous roar rippled through the clearing and shook the surrounding air. And Rick felt they’d jumped out of the pan and into the fire.




Chapter 005 [Rick]

The roar hung in the air with a heaviness that turned the fear into a simmering panic just about ready to explode. It shook their bones, and the silence that hung around them made the air thick, hard to breathe. Everyone had turned to the side of the woods from which the thunderous sound had come before looking at one another with wide eyes.

Rick could see it in their eyes, the people sharing glances, peering at the darkness of the woods and back. He knew he should be more afraid, more nervous about the roar and its source. But his mind wasn’t registering it. Within his mind, the single image of importance was that of the begging look on Charlie’s face as the spider-monster had captured and held him aloft in her arms like a rag-doll.

The young teacher couldn’t avoid it, couldn’t stop himself. Like a broken record, the conversation he’d held with the sophomore played again. And again. The gut feeling of the wrongness of these woods, its looming threat, the oppressive understanding this place was not home, it was not safe.

He should have told Charlie to stay.

Instead, he’d sent his student to his death.

“We’re gonna die.”

It was no louder than a whisper.

It might as well have been a gunshot, it broke the loop with a shudder.

No, he couldn’t let it happen again.

Pushing down the storm of brewing emotions, Rick’s brain kicked in with blaring alarms, concerned with immediate survival. He knew without a doubt what awaited them if panic bloomed. The young teacher lunged forward, his voice exploding all around as loudly as he could make it. “YOU!” The word came out with a heavy growl, his finger stopped at the nearest student he could see. In a flash, all the attention was on him. “Help Ms. Smith gather the wounded into the safety of the bus.”

The command came out like a bark. It was loud, clear, and made the growing fear hesitate. It gave all of them something to focus on, and Rick would not let that go to waste. He took the chance. The commanding finger turned at three more students and at Daniel. “You, you, you, and you, help him with that.” He turned to the strongest looking parents and students in the crowd, not allowing a second of silence to pass. “You lot over here, you’re going to work with me to move the corpses away from here.”

“But-”

Rick stepped towards the one who’d spoken up. The teacher’s hand gestured at the trees from where the roar had come. “Whatever it is, it’s coming, and the last thing any of us wants is to-,” the word caught in his throat. He grimaced and pushed on. “-to end up like… Charlie.”

His words made several people nod with apprehension, but it grew in enthusiasm as they shared looks amongst themselves. Rick turned to the parents. His gaze searched for the ones that looked only partially panicked, the ones at the brink. “You.” His finger aimed at the next person. “Pick whoever you can to assist you with gathering and organizing supplies, and you.” Looking around, his finger moved towards the person that looked the most composed in the crowd. There was a split second of hesitation as he realized the one he’d found had been the oldest. “Can you help?”

“I know a thing or two about defenses.” The old man nodded calmly. There was a quiet sense of control that surrounded him. His aged features betrayed little emotion other than determination.

“Good, pick whoever you might need,” Rick said.

With the orders given, panic changed into a half-stumbling, bumbling action. Just like that, the fear turned into scared determination. It wasn’t ideal, there were still people that were clearly barely hanging on to their wits. But it would have to do for now. The chemistry teacher moved and pointed at the others to work with him, approaching one of the parents to help him move the nearest body away from the torn-up vehicle.

Both faltered in front of the lifeless blond he’d checked on earlier. “Fuck.” The man he’d brought spoke under his breath. He was the sort of parent Rick would’ve expected to see, beer gut, slight roundness to his face, but a stern jaw.

“You knew her?”

“No, mine’s… Felix, Felix Garcia. He hasn’t woken up yet. I’m his father.”

“I’m Rick, chemistry teacher.” He could remember the name, average grades, higher engagement in class, always some joke to share afterwards.

“Smith.” They shook hands, glancing back at the body of the young woman. “This is fucked up.”

“Agreed.” Rick had only half-nodded. He shoved down the emotions. There was no time for them right now. It was as if a part of him was submerged in a wave of surrealism, a feeling that he could just snap awake from the nightmare at any moment and find himself in his bedroom. He leaned down and grasped one of the shoulders. “Help me.”

Smith was queasy, nodding, and taking a second to mirror the gesture, taking the other shoulder.

Both of them dragged the body a good fifteen meters to the side and right at the edge of the clearing.

“Should we…?” A pause, Smith looked back at the bus. “Did she come with anyone, or…?”

“I don’t know.” Rick shook his head, quickly letting go of the body and looking away as soon as he had the chance. There was a slight shake in his hands, enough so he had to press his palms against his thighs to calm them down.

Quietly, neither dared suggest they move further into the forest. Their eyes kept glancing between the tree-tops and the shadows. They hurried back towards the bus rather than risk staying near the trees for any longer than absolutely necessary.

“What the hell was that monster?” The man spoke in a low whisper.

“I don’t know. It was up above and…” Rick’s voice faltered, dying in his throat.

“Where are we?”

“I don’t know,” he replied, lowering his head.

They glanced at the others that were helping move the bodies. One of the younger students dropped theirs in their rush to vomit near a tree. Others only stood next to the bodies and looked down at them in horror. Some were struggling and begging the bodies not to be moved. Those were pulled into the bus. Rick could hear the sobs that came from inside, they lingered in the air like a heavy fog.

Things were settling in, and as much work as there was being done, not everyone could help. The teacher pushed himself to ignore the sounds, the cries, the smells. With help from Smith, they did their best to help and move everyone who’d passed on away from the bus.

The line-up of bodies was a sight that made Rick’s stomach roil. By the time they’d finished, it was over a dozen in size. They had covered their faces with spare shirts and other pieces of cloth, it was the only way to mitigate their presence.

Smith had left to be next to his son as soon as they’d finished the task. Rick just took the break to catch his breath, standing next to the totaled bus, his back towards the vehicle while his eyes kept glancing at the trees, at the forest, at the place the roar had came from. Emotions kept trying to well up within him, simmering as they pushed up to the surface, and the chemistry teacher kept shoving them down. There was a storm inside of him threatening to escape he couldn’t let himself succumb to.

The thoughts were interrupted when he saw Alice approaching him. Her grey hair and green eyes looked frazzled and worn, her body was a bundle of nerves, tense and coiled. She was rattled, showing a half-hidden look of concern. Her expression was tightened into forced neutrality, but her hands were shaking enough she had to clutch them tightly. To anyone who knew her, it was an easy read. She was as much near the edge of panic as everyone else, even if she was trying to hide it.

“We should cover them completely,” she said with soft words, her tone hushed, and giving a nervous glance over her shoulder to confirm whether the others had heard her. “It’s the least we can do.”

Rick’s focus turned towards the bodies. The image of Charlie’s death made him grimace. The monster had taken the corpse with her even when running from the roar. The teacher didn’t want to think about it, but he knew, they couldn’t make themselves the easier target. Part of the reason he’d proposed to move them there had been to draw attention away from the bus. But he was also aware he couldn’t use that argument with Alice, she’d be sure to refute him and hard. Logic dictated he threw in a change of subject. “I’m more anxious about telling May that had been Charlie.” The words were enough to make the psychology teacher shudder. But it was clear that wasn’t enough, Rick sighed. “But I’m worried whether we’ll survive. We can’t stay here.”

“Are you…!?” Alice’s words cut short the instant she spoke them, recognizing she’d raised her voice. A quick check over her shoulder. She lowered her volume to a whisper. “Are you crazy!?”

A small sigh of relief made its way through Rick’s mind. This was the better option to talk about. Direct, to the point, less to hesitate about. “Got better ideas? Food and water aren’t infinite, cell reception is shot.”

She wavered, almost curling into herself as she bit her thumb. “We… just fell. We only need to bunker down, use the bus as cover. Help will come.”

“How? From where?”

The simple question knocked the words out of her lips. She hesitated, lowering her gaze. “We need to talk with the other parents and teachers, hash out what we’ll do.” She’d changed the subject, redirected the goal.

Rick’s brow furrowed, remaining quiet, not trusting that things were as easy as she was making them out to be. Nor that they could fully trust on a quorum to be able to decide what to do. If they didn’t want to die, they’d have to take things into their own hands.

And soon.




Chapter 006 [Rick]

It took only a handful of hours before things had slowed down into a restless silence. The bodies had been laid out away from the bus, and those who’d survived but were worse for wear had been placed inside the relative security of the totaled vehicle.

That left the bulk of everyone’s effort going towards dismantling the seats and cushions from the upside-down bus. The pieces of furniture would be moved to obstruct the shattered windows and block easy access from the outside. It was a semblance of safety that, as far as Rick was concerned, would collapse the moment they were tested by anything of proportionate size to the spider monster.

But at least the sense of security would cut down on the panic. They had a deeper need for that. The looks on everyone’s faces spoke of a bare thread keeping them hanging. So keeping everyone away from that dangerous ledge was the most important thing right now.

Of those that remained among the living, there’d been a dozen or so that’d been left partially incapacitated in some shape or form. Be it broken bones or deep gashes. Of the rest, most were only bruised and scratched. But their main concern were the handful critically injured and whose conditions looked to be stable but unlikely to be that way for long. Alice had found a first-aid kit to sterilize the wounds and put gauze on them as best she could, but it was a far cry from the treatment they needed to survive.

Seeing no better way around it, Rick stepped into the bus, raising his voice so everyone would hear. “We have to leave.” The words came with a bang of determination. And as soon as the teacher spoke them, he noticed several looks of anger being shot his way from within the bus, especially from Alice. The female teacher had been kneeling next to one of the critically injured and was clearly not expecting him bring this up now.

Rick pressed on. “We have enough supplies to last us barely a few days. We cannot stay here.”

“I agree.” The statement came from the oldest member in the survivor’s group, the one who’d helped with organizing some of the people to dismantle the bus interior for parts. The fellow’s face was an example of chiseled sternness, old and worn, his eyes held steel within. “We are unarmed in hostile territory. We need to get aid. Or at the bare minimum reallocate somewhere more defensible.”

Rick took a moment to remind himself of the man’s name… Mister Gabriel, was it? He was sure the man was someone’s grandfather, but right now no names came to mind. Not that he was focusing too much on that matter, the conversation was more important right now.

Alice shot them an angry glare. “Look, we don’t need to move from here,” she hurried to speak up. “This is a defensible spot, the seats are sturdy enough. We can split up, have people seek and gather supplies. There are wounded here who’re not able to move, not without their condition worsening.”

An uneasy silence spread through the crowd. There were some who nodded at that proclamation. Others kept hardened expressions.

“They can’t be saved.” Everyone’s gaze turned to the loud redhead standing near the entrance, Mark Dodson. “Anyone who thinks we’re not fucked is a moron, we need to move the fuck away from this place.” Next to him, his younger brother shrunk and stepped away from the brash young man, trying to avoid the attention. “I’d say right now would be the best time.”

“The spider retreated from the roar,” Mr. Gabriel said with a scoff. “Whatever made that sound, meeting it in the dark is just begging to becoming a quick meal.”

“Agreed there. We need to be careful on how we do this. The bodies being away from the bus should help in that,” Rick spoke quickly. At his words, every head inside the bus towards him with looks that were far less sympathetic than they’d been a second ago. The chemistry teacher frowned at everyone else present, trying to push the pressure off of him. “Anyone here armed? Conceal carry?”

Their collective gazes lowered. A long silence followed with uneasy glances.

Rick nodded, lips tight in concern. “Then we can’t protect ourselves.”

“The gasoline in the tank is still usable,” Mr. Gabriel scoffed. “But we’re still short in supplies and that spider could come back.”

“Doesn’t mean that leaving is our best move,” Miss Alice muttered. Her eyes moved towards the rear of the bus, where the mantles rested, where there were people laying down and groaning. Some were in obvious pain, others deathly still. The woman’s frown deepened, but her tone remained soft. “We can’t let the wounded just… die.”

Rick’s lips thinned, the touch of tension within him being pushed back. Was there a better option available? “No one needs to die if we can avoid it.” His brow furrowed. “And we have no clue to tell us whether help will come at all. We have to move considering the worst and push to get everyone to safety as soon as we can.”

“I don’t believe the chances of being found are slim.” The voice came from the back. All eyes turned over to the muscular young man with thick glasses. Tomas squirmed as he took half a step forward, just enough to project his voice a bit better. “Our crash here must have been loud, it drew attention from that Arachnae. It’s likely to draw attention from elsewhere too.”

“The what now?” Mr. Gabriel frowned.

“Arachnae, fantasy creature, top half is a human, bottom half is a spider.”

“I don’t think the exact terminology is of importance right now, unless we see wizards and dragons,” Rick commented, turning back towards the other survivors, and spreading his arms wide to make it clear he was addressing all of them. “We can’t be sure we’re anywhere near a place that could have spotted, heard, or detected what happened. Setting out to find help is our only option.”

“Agreed,” Mr. Gabriel nodded solemnly. “If there’s any kind of population center nearby, then they should have a better understanding of the terrain and the threats. We need that help.”

Rick glanced at the crowd. He made sure to focus on each face for half a second. It was clear to him there would not be a unanimous resolution. But he didn’t need one either. “We have to prepare at least a scout team or two to head out and look for help. First light tomorrow would be the best option. Anyone interested in volunteering?”

“I will go.”

Mr. Gabriel’s hand rose as he stood straight; his body shook slightly as he looked at Rick, resolute, his expression hard as the shadows within the bus hid the graying hair. Next to him stood a young woman with dirty gold hair, her face contorted into a glare. She hissed something into his ear that he ignored, the older man remaining firm.

The young woman stared daggers at Mr. Gabriel and then at Rick.

“Well, that makes two of us.” The teacher nodded. “Everyone else that wants to join, think it over and give me a heads up before tomorrow. For now we should focus on preparing for the night.”

No one else spoke up. The young chemistry teacher nodded and stepped outside. He needed some air.




Chapter 007 [Rick]

Outside the bus, Rick couldn’t help but sense the atmosphere was no less oppressive outside than within the relative safety inside. The trees loomed over them in all directions, the air had an almost unnatural stillness to it, everything felt as if it were out of proportion. Were he in a more humorous mood, he might have even joked about having been shrunk down. The idea felt no less strange than everything else that had happened thus far at least.

Still, he preferred it than being with the others. It gave him a chance to calm down and avoid getting cornered into answering uncomfortable questions. The part that scared him the most was thinking about what it meant to “set out”. It wasn’t as if they had any sense of direction let alone experience in this kind of scenario.

For now, he was leading, pushing everyone from the pit of panic as best he could. That didn’t mean he had any definite answer to things. It’d be better if someone else had the answers. But pretending to have a clue was better than doing nothing at all.

Several deep breaths. He pushed himself to calm down, shove the emotions down again. Dimly, he turned to pay closer attention to the others that were outside along with him. There were some adults and a handful of students mulling about. All remaining just near enough to the totaled transport that they could rush in if anything happened.

Rick’s eyes locked on the ones who’d been smoking. The sight of it made his fingers twitch towards his empty pocket out of an old half-forgotten habit. Rather than let the feeling sink in, he reached into his backpack and pulled out some of the candy. The chocolate was the only relief he could find there. Unfortunately it was partially melted, the simple enjoyment diminished somewhat with the mess it left on his fingers and cheek.

The young teacher turned his gaze back to the forest.

Mid-day had passed hours ago, night was falling, and the darkness between the hulking trees was spreading like a stain of black oil. It covered the floor and branches, enveloping the very air around the bus and those standing near it into a dark gloom. Only the tree tops had any direct sunlight shining on them, bright peaks of green and orange that turned into streaks of brown and inky shadows as one followed the trunk downwards to the thick roots at ground level.

It was as if a weight was falling onto Rick’s shoulders. The darker the forest became, the less he could see, and the closer a threat could come without them even seeing it approaching. The blackness only invited the imagination to run wild, what else might it hide? What threats lay within?

The minutes slipped by, and people moved in and out of the bus, mulling but never far. Rick was the only one who wouldn’t go back inside. Looking into the silence that surrounded them was occupying most of his thoughts, a reprieve. Every passing minute made the wooden behemoths appear as if fangs from a gigantic beast, the darkness into an ever expansive maw ready to swallow them whole in one bite.

The moon didn’t take too long to appear in the night sky. Its beams of light streaked through the forests and to the ground, creating pools of ghostly white clarity within the darkness. The white orb hung full in the sky. Something about its presence felt oddly reassuring. There was something about it that felt familiar in what was an otherwise alien place.

A gasp caught Rick’s attention. He turned to one student who’d been standing furthest away from the bus. The sophomore had taken several steps back in quick succession right after, covering his mouth and pointing at something up above as he ran inside the bus and stood just shy of the door, staring.

The action drew everyone’s attention. Perhaps it was morbid fascination, but they moved closer in an attempt to get a better look, staring at what the young man had pointed at.

Rick saw it up above, a shadow. Alarms went off inside his mind. “To the bus,” he muttered, and all agreed on the spot to hurry back. His gaze adjusted on the foreign presence, it moved silently through the night. He inched closer to the bus entrance, but did not step inside, observing intently. The shadow was slowly moving downwards. He could not look away from the shadow as it descended, drawing circles between the trees in a haunting dance that came to a conclusion as it angled itself towards the corpses.

The monster passed through a beam of light, and for the second time that day, Rick could not believe his eyes.

It was a woman- no, a bat? It was a bizarre mix of both. Rather than arms she had large leathery wings, and ears larger than her head, pointy and sharp. Moonlight kissed her pale skin, and darkness caressed her short black hair. The creature was as devoid of cover or clothes as the spider, but unlike the Arachnae, there was something almost delicate to her features. She landed with not even a sound, looking around, staring at the bus for several long seconds before turning and focusing on the bodies. The creature moved in a rush to reach her target.

Everyone became still, holding their breath. Would it come for them next? Would it leave?

Making a shushing motion towards the occupants of the bus, Rick glanced around, checking the sky and the forest to confirm there were no other monsters nearby. He spotted nothing, everything appearing as still and quiet as it had been before, so his focus returned to the flying monster.

They all waited with nervous silence. The creature moved towards its target and grabbed a body by the wrist. Rick thanked the darkness. It allowed him to not distinguish which one had been picked.

“Oh, God,” someone muttered from within the bus in a whisper.

The minutes trickled by into an eternity. Everyone remained still, watching as the monster moved around the bodies, stopping to glance around, grasping at another with its feet. Its wings spread wide, clearly intent on leaving with its victim of choice.

A growl escaped from within the forest.

The hairs on Rick’s neck stood on end as the bat-like monster instantly dropped the body and leapt up to take to the sky, clearly intent on escaping some horrible fate before the source of the sound could appear. The panic was apparent in how hard she was flapping with little to no hesitation and everything she had to offer.

It was too late, there had never been a chance of escape.

A blur shot out of the shadows. It emerged like a dark heat seeking rocket, that crossed the air in a beautifully precise arch. The bat spotted the threat but could not move out of the way in time. The blur intercepted the bat in midair. A cry escaped the bat-like creature as she was knocked from the sky, tumbling down and crashing onto the ground. They’d fallen right into a ray of light at the edge of the clearing, both entities tangled in what was clearly a struggle for survival. Shrieks pierced the silence; the two bodies rolled. There was a flash of green energy that appeared to surround them for a fraction of a second.

Then, the attacker raised a white claw, gleaming in the night, bringing it down with brutality.

The bat shrieked, a gurgled cry, struggling harder. The now bloodied claw rose and came back down. This time it was accompanied by a thud and a crunch.

Everything became still.

Slowly, the monster that had attacked the bat clawed at it a third time to make sure its prey was dead. Then, it slowly stood up in a slow stretch. White fur stained in blood glimmered under the moonlight.

It was only then that Rick got an unrestricted view of the new creature as she turned towards them in full.

She was a dark skinned woman with Amazonian proportions. Her hair was a pale ashen white, if not for the mud that matted it into a clump. And though for a fraction of a second she looked no more than human, it quickly became clear she was not. Rather than hands or feet, she had enormous claws. The fur covering them reached all the way to her elbows, and it would’ve been snowy had they not been bloodied with the most recent kill. A pair of triangular ears on top of her head rotated this way and that before turning straight to the bus.

Tall, strong, and powerful. Her body screamed savage force and death.

She stepped through the ray of moonlight, the curves of her body contrasted by the blood drenching her chin and claws. Her shoulders straightened, her expression focused, and she frowned with dark green eyes that pierced through the darkness. Her entire physique shook with contained violence.

With her focus upon the bus, she leaned back and inhaled sharply. Then, she let out a roar.

The sound hit Rick like a hammer, a physical impact against his chest with an invisible force that rattled him down to the bone and nearly knocked him over. If not because his hands were holding onto the bus’ frame for support, he would have surely fallen down.

It was the voice of a rolling mountain, an unstoppable force of nature. Anything in her path would be destroyed and swallowed up.

Rick knew, he knew with little doubt, nothing would protect them from her if she so chose to unleash that violence against them.




Chapter 008 [Rick]

Rick could only stare as the streak of moonlight gleamed upon the imposing woman that was, for all intents and purposes, the current one able to decide on the fate of everyone present. Through the dimness of the forest, her image stood equal parts alluring and dangerous. Scars littered her honeyed skin, blood dripped from her soft snowy fur. Her figure was that of a creature that looked human in most ways, beautiful even, tall and muscular yet accentuated by naked curves that left little to the imagination. And at the same time, she was no more human than the other monsters, the claws she had for arms and feet making it apparent enough.

She was wild, powerful, deadly.

Yet it was her eyes that Rick found most captivating. Green and blue, they held a light of their own that pierced the darkness. An infinity of swirling depths was kept within them. They snared his attention with sharp claws and refused to let it go. The man felt as if he was a mouse in front of a tiger and unable to turn to look other way. There were no less than twenty meters between the two, but the chemistry teacher could sense it would take her but a second to breach through and end him.

Were she to wish it.

That very same gaze angled away, changing the focus towards the corpses that lay next to her downed prey. One second, two. She glanced back at the bus, and then she swung her attention to the foe whose blood still dripped from her claws. She took a single step out of the beam of moonlight; her figure reduced to a blurred silhouette in the shadows. Rick could only see vague shapes and could only guess what the terrible incredible creature was doing now that the darkness turned her near invisible to his eyes. He had absolute confidence it mattered little. For once, her attention returned to the living. It was then that their fates would be sealed.

Rick was reminded of a documentary he’d once seen, of people during the great wars, sitting in bunkers, knowing that the chaos and destruction would unfold around them within mere moments. To him it held a certain similitude, a certain morbid appeal. The main difference was that the incoming violence was neither bullets nor explosions, but a single creature that was far too alluring for the apparent power she wielded.

The chemistry teacher remained the lone person still outside the bus, waiting, leaning into the chassis and burning with curiosity. To know what? He couldn’t explain it, yet it was just as impossible to escape the pull. A part of him wondered idly if, perhaps, what he wanted was to stare death in the eye before it all came to an end. Or maybe it was something else.

The shudders and whimpers from the former passengers broke the silence of the night. Some prayed under their breath, their voice carrying through the inky air that enveloped them. Someone even dared to turn on the flashlight of their phone, only for the flicker of light to die out instantly, others having rushed to cover the source before it could risk bringing attention upon them.

And all the while, Rick remained on the spot, peering into the shadow that moved through the bodies. His heart beat like a wild drum, and his eyes strained yet unable to make anything out specifically. The minutes ticked by; the air becoming thick.

No one moved. They all wished she would leave. The prayer fell on deaf ears.

Rick sensed movement. He saw the gleam of those two blue-green eyes that flickered like a roiling sea. Her focus had fallen upon him now, in full. His every muscle froze solid, those that stood near him and near the entrance pushing themselves further in. Someone let out a whimper.

And the feline approached slowly, cautiously.

The shadows hid the details, but Rick could make out the contours of her body. There was confidence in the saunter, in the sway of hips, and yet there was impossible patience in her slowness, in the way her eyes flickered at the bus and back at him, taking every minute detail. Each step was quiet, even sound was afraid to stand in her presence. And the closer she was, the clearer he could see the swirls of emotion within those eyes. What were they? He couldn’t tell.

Rick’s heart hammered against his rib cage in an attempt to escape as the closer she was. It swiftly became clear she was taller than she seemed at a distance. She was stalking, so she’d been slightly leaning forward. But as she got approached, her stance relaxed, her shoulders straightening as her tail flicked at the side of her hips. Whatever caution she’d held slowly vanished. She was domineering in her quiet proclamation there was nothing here that would be able to threaten her.

The woman came to a stop in front of Rick.

Peering down at the teacher, she stood taller than him by a full head. He was tall, a meter eighty five or so, yet she held her chin at the height of his forehead. It was an imposing presence that lingered close to him; her gaze pinning him to the ground as he stood and barely leaving room for him to breathe.

Then she moved to step past Rick, towards the bus entrance.

Someone whimpered inside, and within Rick’s mind, the image of Charlie flashed bright and sharp. The scream, the eyes, the guilt. The teacher’s body moved before he could think to stop himself. The man stepped to the side, arms wide, blocking the bus entrance and preventing her access to the inside of the as he looked upwards at the feline and met her gaze firmly.

“No,” He spoke the single word, somehow having found the strength to draw breath.

“Look down,” a voice hissed from within. “She’ll take it as a challenge!”

Immediately Rick’s head bowed, eyes aimed firmly at her clawed feet, but his body did not twitch from where he held himself. Nor did it dare to move further. Like a statue, he remained locked in place, his heart now drumming fast enough it was a deafening hum between his ears. Icy sweat ran down his back, and it became colder with every passing second.

The presence of the feline woman was a force in and of itself. The very air around her was oppressive. She remained still for only a moment. He could not read her expression, though every part of him desperately wished he could at least see death as it came for him. When she moved, Rick held his breath. She leaned closer. Her breath was hot and rancid with the stench of blood. It washed against Rick’s face like a damp cloth, making him shiver.

With apparent interest, she sniffed at him. The first sound she’d made since her approach. The human’s eyes wavered as he fought with his own body to stop himself from trembling. This close, he could make out in minute detail how the anatomy of her hands made it seem as if she was wearing large furry gauntlets with wicked obsidian claws at the tips. But they were no gauntlets. They were her paws. The bony white fur ran all the way up to her elbows before it turned into tanned skin. Everything about her looked human, all save those claws on her hands and feet. And with some small sense of suppressed amusement, he realized her tail too was amongst the features that were not human.

After a heartbeat of silence as she kept sniffing him, he dared slowly look up into her eyes once more, into those deep pools of glimmering azure. He felt his heart stop, and his mouth fell slightly open. Despite the dried blood covering her lower jaw, despite the unkept wild hair, and despite the imposing threat of her very proximity, Rick could not help himself but gasp.

The backhand that hit him a moment after felt like getting run over by a truck.

One instant he was standing at the bus’ entrance, and the next he was sprawled on the ground four meters away, seeing the world spin. Shrieks exploded from within the vehicle as the feline leaned inside to look at the source of the noise. Her tail lashed once, twice, thrice. She let out a loud snort, stepping back, and turned to Rick as he frantically struggled to stand up, his mind reeling from the impact and attempting to assess the situation again.

She pounced before he could- a leap across the air, a graceful arch that covered the four meters in a single easy bound. Rick had rolled out of the way, but it didn’t matter. With a quick step, she’d caught up, her hand pinning him to the ground and driving the air right out of his chest.

A feral smirk played on her face as she leaned down, meeting his eyes with evident amusement at his feeble attempt to slip away. One clawed hand kept his chest in place, her strength impossible to fight against. The other hand moved to grasp his skull and hold him still.

He could no more escape her grip than he would be able to spontaneously start flying. She was supernaturally strong. There was no other explanation. The woman was so strong, the young teacher was quite sure she could rip his head clean off if she so wished.

Breath ragged and heart racing in an attempt to flee his ribs, he stopped moving, meeting her gaze in full.

She leaned down, breath hot and heavy against his face. She sniffed deeply first, several quick times later. A growl came to her lips as Rick twitched. The human instantly became still again, breathing hard as she leaned closer.

And then she licked his cheek.




Chapter 009 [Rick]

With the monster’s tongue lapping against his cheek, Rick’s mind whirled, the gears spinning out of control, eyes wild and rapidly blinking as she leaned closer. Her tongue was wet, rough, and stinking of things far worse than bad breath. There was a hint of blood in that scent, but the human was far too near a panic attack to properly think things through. What was going on?

She licked him a third time, tracing her way to his lip. After a moment, she leaned away, appearing amused at something, letting go of him as she sniffed at his shoulder, inhaling deeply. Another sniff. She followed her way down his right arm. The sniffing paused at his fingers.

The woman stopped as she focused on the blue backpack he’d been holding in a death-grip this whole time. A purr escaped her, sniffing harder and licking her lips. She reached down and snatched the bag right out of his hands. She frowned at it, as if it was her first time having seen such an object. She turned it upside down as her other hand let go of him. The contents fell out and spilled all over the floor. It was one item in particular that caught her attention in full. The zip-bag of half melted chocolate treats.

The sugary treat had oozed out, perhaps when Rick had fallen onto it from her shove. The feline glanced at it, frowning, sniffing closer before giving it a tentative lick. The reaction was immediate. Her tail lashed out, eyes widening, the feline ears atop her head perking up. She began licking some more. The wild woman chomped on the side of the bag that had the most chocolate covering the outside plastic, biting down and ripping it out in a single savage yank of her head.

Laying on the ground and looking up at her in disbelief, Rick could only blink in disbelief as he watched her purr as she chewed at the stolen treat. The sound lasted up until she started gagging. The white-haired woman spat out the pieces of plastic, glaring at the packet while holding it pinched between two fingers as if it had just committed a grave sin against her.

The young teacher hesitated, his mind racing. From the chaos of near panic, a thought made its way through. “Hey.” He leaned over, sitting up just a bit, waiting for her to turn his way before he began slowly reaching for the bag, but not daring to even make it seem like he was going to take it out of her paws.

She pulled her hand away from his reach as she glanced at the bag of sweets with a scowl. Her eyes narrowed in a silent threat when she turned back to look at him. He didn’t move, meeting her gaze and lowering his eyes afterwards, but remaining firmly in place. He lingered, swallowing hard, waiting, wondering. Was this the right choice? Should he do this? Was she going to attack him and put a definite end to this?

A heartbeat, then a dozen more that followed in quick succession. He waited with bated breath.

She frowned, peered at the bag, then at him, and then at his outstretched hand. Pausing, she kept her eyes narrowed. Her lips pulled back, and she bared her fangs at him as she moved her clawed hand closer to his palm. Rick gulped, nodding slowly when she dropped the bag in his palm.

The snarl was making his body want to shudder uncontrollably. It was physically oppressive. With supreme effort and no small amount of nervousness, he picked up the bag and peeled off the plastic from the chocolate. Carefully, gently, with shaking fingers and with an aching chest that was nearly going to fail at containing his racing heart, he took out one of the half-melted pieces of candy, now devoid of plastic, and left it on her outstretched paw.

She looked at it closely. Gave a brief look at Rick, then at the chunk of chocolate. The monster lady sniffed at it and then licked it off of her paw, taking the entire piece into her mouth and chomping down on it. At first she did so slowly, appearing to test whether there was plastic within, but once she had confirmed there was none to be had, she chewed on it loudly and swallowed.

A wide smile spread across her face, smirking as she sat down in front of Rick, legs crossed, leaning forward. She licked her paw as she looked at the bag with keen eyes. Her head made a gesture at it. The human let out a nervous chuckle, feeling a knot forming at the back of his neck. “Oh, you want more?” He couldn’t help but force a chuckle while his shoulder remained stiff enough to hurt. Rick mentally calculated how much remained. Maybe enough for a dozen or two similarly sized pieces? Less?

What would happen once the chocolate was gone? His back felt like it was about to collapse in on itself from the tension.

Keeping the smile fixed in place, he took another sample, scooping it out of the bag and offering it. It took a moment; she leaned down to inspect it, sniffing it again, licking the edge lightly. Her paw reached out to grab his wrist firmly. Sudden panic rose in Rick’s chest as she opened her mouth, sharp fangs laying within. The man fought with his own body to keep it extremely still, watching as she slowly licked at his fingers now that he was unable to pull the limb away, lapping his palm clean while purring, grinning from ear to ear while her tail lashed.

The woman let go after a second and leaned away. Rick let out a withering sigh and relaxed, glad he still had all ten digits. Her face glowed with a smile as she opened her mouth, clearly asking for more. With a nervous chuckle, he obliged, doing his best to ration the sweets so they would last as long as he could make them. His brain was going a mile a minute as it attempted to figure out what to do, where to lead things. He couldn’t just keep giving her chocolate indefinitely; he’d run out, and fast.

What would he do afterwards? “Here you go.” Another piece of candy. Rick’s hands were shaking ever so slightly, but he was getting it under control. His eyes moved up to her perked, feline ears as she suckled his finger. And the absurdity of the thought that followed made him want to scream at himself to stop. Should he? He waited, allowing her three more nibbles before he’d worked up the courage.

Not that any better options came to mind.

It was all or nothing.

The chemistry teacher used his free hand to reach out towards her head. Very, very slowly. The hammering of his heart between his ears was deafeningly loud. She saw the outstretched hand and frowned. Rick froze, leaving it there, unmoving, waiting.

His other hand offered more chocolate underneath the outstretched hand.

Her focus shifted towards the candy and leaned to pluck it from his fingers with her lips. In doing so, she pressed the top of her head against his other hand. Waiting before moving again, Rick gently dug his fingers into her scalp, stroking in slow circles, and following through her hair up to the base of those twitching ears. He was ready to pull out at the first sign of so much as a twitch of a brow. But she stayed there, and he proceeded. One scratch, two, then three. He drew slow lines with them, unable to look away from her intense gaze as she peered up at him.

A nervous chuckle left him as he redoubled on the insanity, caressing her hair and ears, trying his best to make sure it was enjoyable. His mind kept bouncing back to Odin, the odious black cat that loved nothing more than to scratch him to hell and back.

His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a purr. Rick let out a massive sigh of relief. His whole body half-slumped back to the ground as he continued scratching. A strange hysteria gripped at his chest, making him want to laugh. A part of him wondered just how mentally exhausted his brain was to have thought this idea was a decent one. But the sight of the feline woman relaxing into his touch was as good a sign as any.

Her purring became louder, leaning forward, catching Rick by surprise as she buried her face against his stomach, her arms wrapping around his waist, tail lashing back and forth in an apparent simple enjoyment. She forced him onto his back as she cuddled close against him. The gesture prompted him to continue, now moving both palms to the top of her head, stroking and massaging the base of her ears.

The teacher marveled at them, feline in their entirety, attached to her head and completely functional, the muscles twitching on her scalp. Nothing about them looked any different than a cat’s. He didn’t spot human ears at the sides of her head, either. It seemed as if this was the real deal.

A growl came out of her when he’d slowed down to observe her ears more closely, her grip tightening dangerously. Rick’s hands immediately moved faster, the question repeating itself inside his mind over and over and over.

The memory of what she’d done to the bat-like monster, and of how she scared off the spider with but a roar… Rick’s heart raced as he considered the prospect. What if…

Hope wormed its way into his chest.

What if he could convince her to keep them alive?




Chapter 010 [Rick]

Sunlight streaked through the treetops all the way to the ground, the rays incandescent and painful, yet not quite as irritating much as the edges of Rick’s mind felt at the moment. His consciousness came to him with aches that lingered and pierced into his thoughts from all angles. Everything seemed out of place and disjointed. Nothing made sense. His brain scrambled to piece together what was happening as his aching body greeted him.

Opening his eyes, the first thing the man saw was the ash-haired feline woman. Just like that, the slumber in his thoughts vanished. For a fleeting moment, he had hoped that what had happened last night had been no more than a dream. But she was no dream. Naked, she lay half on top of the young teacher, keeping him pinned to the ground under her weight while squeezing him against herself. Her soft, supple self.

Rick thought, for a second, of how tender she was, how calm she looked, and how peaceful it all felt. And yet, it took but a moment to note the bloodstains on her claws, face and neck, and of how her body thrummed with strength even as she slept. Her grip on his body felt entirely impossible to move, yet she was relaxed. A light snore mingled with a purr that was far too tranquil for the violence she’d unleashed the previous night.

After the sights came the smell, and it slapped him on the face with a damp cloth that carried a stench of blood and sweat. It was primal, intense, saturating his throat. Rick was clearly not in a situation where he could do anything about it, either. Especially since her grip on him tightened whenever he twitched or tried to wriggle away.

There was a startled sound nearby, but he was unable to see where it originated from due to the current angle. Rick knew he must have passed out last night at some point. How? He wasn’t sure. It must have been a hard crash from the adrenaline of the day. What of the others? He had to check.

Turning to the feline woman, he kept his grumble silent. If she was keeping him bound, might as well see if he could wake her up. Wriggling, Rick reached up to the woman’s head and slowly felt his way around until he found those two triangular, furry ears he’d been stroking the night prior. It took only a moment of scratching, but the reaction softened. She relaxed, purring. Her arms tensed and hugged him closer for a moment before she sighed and slowly released him.

It took some wriggling, but when he’d managed to escape her immediate grasp, she stirred, opening her blue-green orbs and staring at him. The pout that followed was disarmingly cute, if not for the dried blood staining her jaw and claws.

“Purrrr,” she muttered in apparent indignation. Rick hesitated, but only for long enough, at least until it was clear she wasn’t about to do anything about his escape. His eyes darted towards the source of noise that had caught his attention moments earlier.

His breath caught in his throat as he saw trails of blood that had not been there last night, ones that lead into the vehicle. What had happened? Dread rushed through him. His gaze turned to the bus. Several people were peeking out with pale faces, showing rings under their eyes. Each of them was no better for wear than he was. Their gazes angled to the feline woman for a moment, and then at Rick.

Said feline was, instead, bending down and licking the blood out of the fur on her hands, appearing entirely unperturbed and uncaring about the others. She was being slow and methodical, clearly intent on having a tongue bath.

Rick turned towards the others. Of the storm of emotions welling through him, there was a growing sense of numbness to it all. What should he even feel about this situation? No, now was not something he should even be asking himself. He didn’t even know what had transpired. That was more important.

“What happened?” He asked the young… Tomas? Tomas, right, the student with a well-built body and glasses thick like a bottle’s bottom.

The sophomore’s face glanced at the professor and shook his head. “After you fell asleep, she approached the bus, stepped inside. Some people screamed, they tried to defend themselves, attacked her, and…”

His head gestured at the pile of bodies. There were two new ones in the lineup.

Rick’s stomach lurched, but he kept it down, responding with a grimace.

“We were nothing to her, one casual swipe from her was enough.” Anger and fear flared across the young man’s face, his expression becoming grim. There was an attempt to glare at the feline, but he did not dare to, certainly not wanting to risk starting anything.

The young teacher could only nod. He took a long pause to calm his emotions and head back to where he’d been sleeping and sought his backpack. He noticed the feline’s eyes were on him as he moved, though she appeared uninterested for the time being, continuing on her self-cleaning while Rick put the pouch with chocolates into the bag and pulled out a bottle of water. He needed a long gulp or four to clean his throat of the smell and took the chance to think things through more carefully.

He needed a plan.

What now? What would they do? How could they proceed? The monster woman was right there, uncaring and unmoving. She’d kill them all if she wanted to. She was the most important piece of the puzzle. Her presence could mean their end… but could it also be their salvation?

Determination swept through him. He moved towards the vehicle, stepping inside. Waiting a second to let his eyes adjust to the dimness, he focused on those gathered there. Most everyone was present. The mood was grim, their looks distraught and distant. Rick nodded once and clapped his hands, drawing the other’s attention.

“We won’t last. We need to locate help. I am volunteering to head out right here, right now. And if I’m lucky, I hope to get the lady out there to follow me.” A heartbeat of silence. Every pair of eyes on the bus was looking at him as if he’d grown a new head. It didn’t stop him, he continued. “If anyone else has a better idea, or wants to join, this is your chance.”

“You’re going to get yourself killed,” Alice spoke up first, scowling deeply. The bags under her eyes were heavy.

“Do we have an option?” The response came from Mr. Gabriel, the old man slowly standing up. “It’s gutsy, but she’s the spookiest thing out here. Count me in.”

The woman next to him gawked. “Grandpa!” She proclaimed, hissing under her breath and reaching out to grab his arm.

“Don’t you ‘Grandpa’ me. Been in worse places. This is a time for action, not to pussy around and wait to die.”

The words fell on those gathered like an avalanche. Everyone remained quiet, glancing at one another. There was a heaviness that draped onto the shoulders of each individual. Rick waited for a heartbeat before speaking up again. “Anyone else?”

“I’m not leaving my gramps to go alone,” the woman spoke with a sigh, standing up and looking at Rick with iridescent sky-blue eyes, her expression heavy and tired. The teacher struggled to remember her. She wasn’t one of his students, that was for sure. She looked too spunky for him not to remember her. “Name’s Catherine, Kat for short. And no, the irony isn’t lost on me.”

“Welcome aboard, Kat.” Rick nodded, turning to the others on the bus. “Anyone else?”

“I’ll go.” The voice came from right next to the teacher. Tomas, the bespectacled young man, had glimpsed at Kat and then at Rick before nodding firmly. “I’ll go,” he repeated, as if to convince himself.

“… very well, then.” With a sense of weariness, the teacher glanced at the rest of the bus. “We’re going to need to prep food and water. Doubt we’ll have enough for more than a couple days, so if we’re not back soon…”

A grim nod.

If they weren’t back by then, they’d likely be dead.

And it was time to get moving.




Chapter 011 [Rick]

No sooner had Rick stepped out of the bus that he jumped in shook. The whole structure had shuddered with a metallic groan at something landing on top of it. Some of the people inside let out shrieks and cries. A few rushed out, Rick moving further away from the vehicle, wanting to get distance and avoid a potential threat. The chemistry teacher twisted around to check out whatever had made the racket.

It had been none other than the white-haired woman.

She’d hopped onto the upturned chassis. Her scrutinizing gaze was keenly focused upon the dead vehicle, sniffing it and scrunching up her nose in revulsion, turning to the side and continuing her inspection, moving towards the front wheels. Her focus shifted entirely onto the piece of rubber. She poked it with a claw tipped finger.

Rick’s eyes widened. “No!”

Her head jerked at attention to him just as her claw dug into the wheel a bit more deeply, as if it were no more than half-melted butter.
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The tire let out the pressurized air with a bang.

Startled, the woman had taken a step back and then roared at the bus. The sound made Rick’s blood curdle and his feet root into the ground. In the blink of an eye, she’d shredded not just the offending remains of the tire, but had also twisted the axle with a clean punch. The feline woman looked no less gentle when she punched down against the vehicle’s frame twice more, as if to make sure it’d learned its lesson.

The metal whined and bent from each jolt. Rick could hear more shrieks from inside the bus’s remnants. his eyes could not be any larger. With each display of power, he could do nothing but stand in awe.

With a snort and a hiss, she hopped off of the bus, lightly kicking it in irritation as she stepped onto the ground. With a shake of her head, her eyes turned to Rick, and her mood instantly improved. Her gaze twinkled with a hidden smile. The feline woman approached with just three bounding steps. The human tensed, shifting his gaze downwards, doing his best to avoid eye-contact. Things felt different from the previous night. The danger was there, but there was an almost familiarity to the way she moved that had lost its threatening edge. This close, now with the presence of daylight? Her complete absence of clothing made it impossible not to notice her every curve, the white scars littering her honeyed skin, the imposing, powerful athletic physique, and the gravitas of her femininity.

But he had just witnessed her shredding a chunk of metal meant from a bus. Right now, the only emotion within him was distress.

“Mrow,” she declared, her closed hand bumping his shoulder.

Rick paused, peering up at her. What did she mean? She bumped his shoulder again- softly, yet with enough force to shake him. The young teacher noticed it was the strap of the knapsack. A quick nod. “Chocolate?”

There was little to be gained from taking the risk. He moved with deliberate patience to make it easy for her to read his every move. He pulled the backpack, opening it up, and drawing out the bag of chocolates. The woman smiled instantly, purring. A hungry smile emerged on her face, beaming from ear to ear. It made Rick want to chuckle as he broke off some for her. He’d been about to slip it into her paws when he saw the traces of oil marring her fur.

Not having any wish to risk finding out whether she’d be happy to have motor oil on her meal or not, he held the piece between his fingers and presented it. His heart pumped hard against his ribs. The image of missing fingers was vivid, and one he didn’t want to make a reality. And at the same time, last night she’d proved uninterested in needlessly harming him.

With a brief pause, she leaned forward, trapping the chunk in her mouth and licking his fingers as she gingerly extracted it from his grasp. The woman purred contentedly, the smile widening ever so slightly as she chewed on the candy. “Chuocrrr,” she murmured, parting her pink lips again and suckling on them.

It was with a sense of startled wonder that Rick stared at her. Had she just tried to talk? His brain rushed through the possibilities. If she could speak and learn words, then… then…! No, he froze- no, he shouldn’t rush. Patience, he’d earned a fraction of her attention, maybe even trust. Who knew what might come afterwards? He couldn’t even guarantee she wouldn’t kill him the moment he ran out of the delicious treat.

With a brief nod, he took another piece and offered it to her. The woman repeated the process, suckling on his digits, the rumbling sound that came from within her chest no different from an idle chainsaw waiting to be revved.

The young teacher nodded. “Rick. My name is Rick.” He held his palm against his chest. “Rick.”

“Mriw?” She pushed her hand against his pectoral. It was a slight push, not even an effort on her part. But it carried the strength to force him a step back. It was like trying to stop a train.

The woman smiled a bit more widely and chuckled as he yelped. The expression was short-lived. She noticed the oil on her paws that had stained his shirt. With a frown and a pout, she turned around and walked off, her tail swishing and her hips swaying to an unheard rhythm. The change of behavior left the human feeling equal parts confused and vexed. Rick closed up the bag and made a mental note to ask for as much of the treat as the others could offer. At least the candy looked like a shortcut towards having her attention and good mood.

“Seems she marked you, huh?” Kat commented as she stepped out of the bus.

The young woman’s hair was a dirty blond that was half-haphazardly tied into a messy ponytail that had more hair haplessly left outside than within. Her jacket hung loosely from her small frame, and amusement danced across her face. There was a light giggle to her tone of voice as she pointed at his shirt. It took the young teacher a moment to realize what exactly she was talking about. Looking down, he saw the feline’s grease stained paw had left a dark hand-shaped stain on his shirt. A little sigh escaped him, but he kept from commenting about it.

His attention turned back to the feline. Said creature had quickly started rubbing her paws against some tree-bark in frustration. “Are we ready?” He looked at the others. “I only need to get some food and chocolate, and hopefully she’ll tag along.”

“Do you have any idea where we’re going to?” Mr. Gabriel arched a brow.

“I thought about it for a while. The best direction is likely the one she came from. It’s the fuck away from the spider, and she’d be likelier to follow since she likely lives over wherever that leads to.” A slight sigh escaped him. “There also might be water in that direction since, well, I’m hoping her place of residence was in that direction.”

“Some felines can survive for long periods of time without needing a direct source of water since they can absorb most of the moisture they might need out of their prey.” Tomas had approached, nodding once as he’d unleashed the factoid their way. “We don’t know how she… works, we might not find drinkable water.”

“North is still the better option, I’d say.” Mr. Gabriel shrugged.

Rick looked at the older man. “North?”

“Sun set in that direction.” He pointed at some of the trees. “Unless the planet doesn’t work properly, then that’s north.” He then pointed in the direction the feline woman had come from.

The young teacher nodded as he rubbed his chin in thought. He had doubts of whether to bring Mr. Gabriel or not. The man was looking rather close to his sixties. Still… it seemed he might know a thing or four. “North it is.” Better someone with an idea than someone without.

“Now we only need to convince the big pussy about it.” Kat grimaced, making a gagging sound. “Ok, that was bad, even for me. She needs a name.”

“Does she have one?” Tomas looked at her in surprise.

“If she does, I don’t know it,” Rick declared.

“You’re her handler and don’t know her name? Shame on you, Rick.”

“Handler? What!?” He turned to the young woman in full, scowling. “What part of anything so far looks like I’m her ‘handler’?”

“You’re the one who spent the night all nice and warm, cuddled with her. I figure that’s as close to a certification as you’ll ever need.”

“As good a reasoning as any.” Mr. Gabriel shrugged.

“That settles that, you’re the official cat-interpreter. First duty is to give her a name since ‘cat-lady’ is a shitty name to use.”

Rick wanted to roll his eyes and groan.




Chapter 012 [Rick]

“We are going to have to push hard, not enough to do much else.” Rick scanned the backpacks each had assembled.

“You need more food when you move.” Mr. Gabriel shook his head. “So assume we have even less.”

“Here’s hoping we don’t take too long, then.” Rick grimaced. Intellectually, it would become a losing battle. Time was against them. He glanced at Mr. Gabriel again, speculating how fast the group would be able to move with him coming along.

They had to find civilization if there were any to be had.

There was a teeny voice in the back of Rick’s head, warning him, toying with him as it whispered that maybe, just maybe, there was no one to be found. That there was nothing other than wilderness and monsters. He crushed the idea before it could take root. There was little sense in taking things in that direction. It wasn’t as if they had a better chance of surviving by sticking around and waiting for a miracle.

“Double check everything. I’m going to attempt persuading… her to come along. Hopefully, we don’t need to worry too much over things on that end.” Tossing his backpack at Tomas, he kept the bag of chocolates in his pocket, moving on to approach the white-haired woman.

Said woman was rubbing her paws against the dirt, claws sinking into the soil and splitting it with ease, long thin strips marking the passing of where her natural daggers had opted to aggravate the earth. She was vexed, swiping once or twice, checking her hand, smelling, grimacing, and doing it some more. She’d yet to fully get rid of the grease.

Rick leaned into wisdom and caution. He kept himself well away from the range of her claws by a good extra five meters, instead opting to put himself where she could see him, but not approaching further. As expected, she noticed him. A quick glance was as much as she needed to confirm he was there, but she did nothing about it. Her focus remained on wanting to remove the smell of car grease from her skin and fur.

A minute, then two, then three. Her clawing was unearthing everything around her, throwing little bits of dirt, dust, and rocks all around. She’d sunk herself a good foot in her insistence of being thorough. It had been only after her fur had been dyed and caked in light clumpy brown soil that she appeared marginally satisfied. Enough to stop, at least.

“Tough day, huh,” Rick commented with a wistful smirk, arms crossed, leaning against the tree and presenting a chunk of chocolate he’d broken off. He was doing his level best to appear relaxed, though he certainly didn’t feel it. Another part of him was just grimacing at his attempt to look in control.

The woman pouted, scoffing and shaking her head all in one fluid motion. The glare she shot at the bus was one that would have ignited it… if only she had been gifted with anything other than incredible power and speed. Since the totaled vehicle appeared intent on remaining inert, she huffed.

Rick forced his shoulders to slump, nodding with only the barest bob of his head, gesturing at the others to get slightly closer. He stepped towards her with measured steps, swallowing the lump in his throat and getting within range of her paws while trying to avoid falling down from the new tripping hazard she’d dug out.

He touched his chest, right above where she’d left the stain. “Rick,” he said, then pointed at the sweet he was holding onto. “Chocolate.” He pointed at her, taking a long second to push out the idea he’d formed earlier. “Monica.”

She cocked a brow, reaching out and snagging the chocolate from his fingers with her lips, popping it into her mouth and savoring it with a purr. “Meow,” she declared, patting her chest. “Mriw.” She pointed at him. “Chuoc.” She pointed at his pocket.

Good enough, he guessed. “Monica it is.” Rick smiled.

She looked at his face for a moment, tilting her head before she returned the smile.

“This feels like a movie. ‘Me girl-Tarzan, you ugly-male-Jane’,” Kat commented under her breath, giggling. “Should I get popcorn? Bet she’d love it.”

Rick made sure to ignore the comment and keep his eyes on the newly named Monica. He reached out a hand, empty, but gesturing slowly for her to follow. “Let’s… go? Come?” He turned towards the forest, in the direction she’d come from originally. Her ears perked up. “Come? Please?”

“You should ‘pspspsps’ her, but pretty sure she’d rip you to shreds.”

The young teacher sighed, stepping through the threshold between the clearing and the forest. A chill ran down his spine, all the way to his toes. He took another step, and then one more, glancing over his shoulder at the feline woman. She was looking at him with her head tilted to the side, ears perked and tail lashing behind her. So Rick had to take a slow second to breathe in and continue walking.

He couldn’t make her come, not if she didn’t follow on her own, but… were there alternatives? His mind drew blanks. “Let’s go.”

“And if she doesn’t follow?” Tomas asked with a whisper.

“We can’t force her even if we wanted to,” Rick replied, pulling out the half-full bag of chocolate from his pocket and shaking it over his head, praying it’d do the trick. He moved forward another step.

“She’s, like, not following,” Kat commented with a nudge of nervousness.

It was enough for everyone to stop.

Pausing, Rick glanced at the other three. “What are your thoughts of our chances of survival without her collaboration?”

“Nill,” Mr. Gabriel said with a growl. “If we encounter anything like that spider again, we’re dead. All of us.”

“I… have to agree with Mr. Gabriel.”

“I don’t wanna be monster food.” Kat scowled. The words brought the image from last night through his mind. He blinked slowly as the student looked at him intently. “You… have an idea.”

“Maybe, but it’s a terrible one. Stay put.”

There was a heartbeat of hesitation as he turned towards the feline that had turned away. Turning his way back towards her, he took every step with a growing sense of dread. His back was becoming colder. His fists clenched in determination, and his thoughts returned to last night, to how she’d behaved when caressed and scratched, to the curiosity and eagerness for the sweet treat. His gut was telling him this was the way to go, and he could sense every other part of him telling him it was a horrible, horrible idea.

In his mind’s eye, Rick saw the scene unfolding again. Charlie, the spider, and how it might happen to others. Help was sorely needed, and the wild woman, Monica, was the only way he could see their future success. Rick couldn’t afford to stop.

The young teacher stood firm, the feline turning to look his way once more. With a frown, he patted his chest. “Rick.” He stepped forward, hesitating for a heartbeat, his hand moving towards her. She looked at his palm with a slight frown, for a split second she appeared to observe it rather closely. But she did not move to stop him.

Rick stepped closer still, and patted her shoulder. “Monica.” The gesture had come out with a lot less hesitation than he thought it would have.

The feline barely reacted, arching a brow as he pulled out the chocolate, took out a piece, and moved it closer to her. Her eyes focused on it with lasers precision, licking her lips. Rick moved it away from her and threw it into his mouth, crunching and chewing in defiance, meeting her gaze with a scowl.

The growl she let out made his stomach do a somersault. But it was too late to lose his nerve. Rick met her gaze, pretending his whole body wasn’t about to shake like a leaf. She leaned closer as he chewed. He ignored his racing heart and waited until her snarl had come close enough he could feel her breath against his face, baring her fangs at him.

It was then that he leaned forward and licked her lips, smearing the chocolate against them. Once, and pulling back to give some space, meeting her eyes and watching closely how she’d react.

It had caught her by surprise, the anger vanished instantly. Confusion followed. She blinked, licking her lips slowly, looking at the human with wide eyes. Monica took an endless moment of silence as she kept her eyes on his own. Rick took the risk, leaning a second time and smearing the rest of the chocolate that remained in his mouth against her lips again. He waited a heartbeat and leaned away, but only managing a single step back before her clawed hand fell onto his hip.

He hesitated as she looked at him more seriously, licking her lips more slowly, frowning. A heartbeat, then another, she let go. The human took another step back and put his hands on his hips, nodded. His heart was racing inside his chest, he turned to leave back into the forest, not waiting for any further reaction.

He was a second away from losing the ability to stop trembling. His hands stuffed into his pockets and hands clenched as he tightened himself, moving, moving because if he stayed still the adrenaline would have him shaking like a leaf.

His thundering heart was trying to creep up his throat, his blood was a racing roller-coaster. But he kept his ears sharp, his attention only focused on his hearing. It was the only thing that matter.

He was waiting, praying.

When he heard Monica yowl and follow close behind, he all but collapsed in relief.

There was hope. Time to go find help.




Chapter 013 [Mark]

Mark Dodson had watched as the teacher and the crazy cat-monster had left into the forest, and he knew that those left in the bus were doomed. It was a simple statement of fact; now that the feline had taken off, the spider monster was likely to come back sooner or later. And when she did, it would be unlikely they’d have a way to scare her off.

Being near the feline was a death sentence, but so was staying here, away from it.

Within the stuffy darkness of the totaled bus, Mark had kept himself focused monitoring the others, especially the teachers and older adults that pretended they had a clue what was going on. There was an air of self-importance that they were keeping as they tried to convince the others everything was under control.

Now that they were distracted talking over what to do next, there was no time to lose.

Moving fast, Mark stuffed some extra food into his backpack while glancing around at the various survivors that were in varying states of shock. He paid closer scrutiny to those that were talking with one another in loud tones and wide, angry gestures. The last thing he needed was to draw attention.

Most of all, he was keeping an eye out for the woman that called herself his step-mother. She was likely to prove the biggest obstacle if he gave her the chance.

“Barry.” He threw a half-empty bag at his brother, the young man had been looking down at a phone with a broken screen. “We’re leaving.”

That snapped him quick out of it. “Wha-? Are you crazy!?”

The younger sibling raised his voice. It made Mark flinch as it caught the ears of several people around them all at once. The first one to react was the old crone of a woman that had invaded their lives for too long.

“Going somewhere, young man?” The sound was irritating, nails over chalk. Mark belatedly turned to look at her. The half-decrepit woman almost appeared to step out of the shadows on the bus. The leather mask she called a face was a stretched raisin hidden behind a pair of half-moon glasses, leathery pale skin, her hair was a soggy wet black ball of fur that’d been left to dry for too long under the sun. if she ever had the ability to smile, it was surely lost over a decade ago.

Mark kept from grinding his teeth, his lips stuck on a downward curve. “I was going to help find aid. Maybe food.”

“Whatever made you think you’d be of any use?”

His hands clenched slightly. He glared at her, at the woman whose very presence was likely no worse than an ill omen. His blood began to simmer. “I’m at least not as useless as you.”

Her bony palm slapped him faster than he could realize she’d done so, for a woman that looked like she belonged behind a glass, she was surprisingly quick. His eyes widened in shock at the dismissive glare she’d given him, her face almost furious enough to turn red- an otherwise near impossible feat considering the amount of makeup she wore.

“Mark!” Barry lunged to step between the two, glancing at the older woman. “He didn’t mean that, could we stop this fight?”

A snarl came upon Mark’s lips that interrupted any further words out of his brother. The eldest Dodson sibling would have pushed things were the situation a different one, but there was no reason to. “I’m going to head out, and I’m going to be searching for food and help. Unless you plan to stop me, get out of my way.”

Rather than wait for a response, he shoved forward, pushing the old hag to the side and making his approach to the front of the bus. His steps came to a halt as Ms. Smith walked in his way, the young teacher giving him a pleading look. “Give me one minute, Mark, just one.”

“Why?”

“I can’t let you leave alone.”

“Then make me.”

“I can’t do that either, please, just one minute. There are others that can help, I’m sure.” She looked at him with those deep green eyes and an asking, quiet expression, her hands reaching to clasp his own tightly. The gesture surprised Mark, who was unable to remember when the young psychology teacher had ever gotten this close to him before.

With a grunt, he pulled his hand out of her reach, looking over his shoulder at the old woman and Barry. “Fine.” He dropped the inner glower as he strode out of the vehicle, ignoring the almost hostile looks some of the others were giving him.

The air outside didn’t help calm him much- not when he could see a literal line-up of corpses just a couple dozen meters away. How much longer until they’d rot and bloat and decay? How long until their stench drew in other things like the spider or the cat? Mark looked the other way, reaching for his pocket and pulling out a cigarette. That damn crazy teacher hadn’t proposed to bury the dead, it was infuriating in its own way.

“Need a light?”

The voice made him turn his head, glancing at the young woman offering her neon pink lighter. He rolled his eyes, pulling out his zippo, a simple gray worn-out metal thing that had been scratched to hell and back. A quick puff and he felt the bitter relief of nicotine.

“Alrighty then.”

She raised a delicately trimmed brow, pocketing her own and peeking at him for a moment, leaning against the bus chassis and taking a drag of the cig. Quietly, she swung her attention away, and Mark’s eyes took the chance to trail up and down her body. A part of him was trying to confirm whether he should know her from somewhere.

There was something aloof about how her long black hair seemed to cascade around her head and into a lazy ponytail. Her face was pale. There were traces of Asian descent, but Mark couldn’t pin them down to anything specific. What he was sure of was that he didn’t recognize her from anywhere. “What’re you studying?”

She glanced at him, giving him a corner of her eye worth of attention. “Psych. You?”

“Admin.”

“So the simple crap.”

“Whatever got me somewhere else.” A shrug, and quiet. “Name’s Mark.”

“I am aware.” She let out a little chuckle.

“Yours?”

“I guess you’ll have to find out.”

The redhead snorted, shaking his head. Well, the minute was up. He turned towards the bus, hearing the muttering inside and not very much liking the tone. The young man spared a thought to Barry. He did not want his younger brother stuck here, even less with the harpy. But he also wasn’t about to force him to follow along. It would be impossible to, anyway. That one was going to bite him.

“They’re about done.”

Mark’s attention returned to the black-haired woman. “What?”

“I can hear them talk, the old prune is trying to stop your bro.”

“You can... Wait, you know who my brother is?”

“Hard to miss the hair.” She laughed with a soft lilt to her voice, gesturing at his head. “I’m in his class.” Her lips parted ever so slightly. “Why did you come on the field trip? Would’ve thought you took it already last year.”

“Barry didn’t tell me the prune was coming.”

“Family trouble?”

“None of your business.”

“Hey, don’t mind me, I’m just looking forward to poking into that head of yours.” Her voice lilted. “Psych students just looove to mess around with everyone’s heads, hadn’t you heard?”

“Yeah, well, keep your bullshit to yourself. I need no more.”

The words only prompted her to laugh a little, nodding but not adding further comment. She took a long drag of her cig, the gesture reminding Mark he still had one of his own. The redhead’s gaze kept flickering at the currently nameless young woman, his foot tapping against the ground as he mentally counted down the seconds.

Ms. Smith stepped out of the bus, glancing around with an expression of desperation that turned into reassurance as she locked onto Mark. “Barry insisted on coming along with you, but don’t push him, he hurt his ankle.”

At least the brotherly sentiment wasn’t one-sided. “Yeah, sure, whatever, we’re burning daylight.” Snorting, he crossed his arms. “Who else is coming with?”

“Five others, safety in numbers.”

“Six.”

Ms. Smith turned her attention to the raven haired woman as the latter dropped her cigarette and stepped on it. “I’ll be coming along.”

“But you are a-”

“Young independent woman capable of taking care of herself?” The nameless woman arched a brow. “I also know a thing or two about hunting.”

The psychology teacher hesitated, nodding after a moment of consideration. “I can’t stop you, Veronica.”

“Ah, fuck, I hoped to keep the mystery going for longer.”

Mark glanced at her, cracking a half grin. “Welcome to the team, Veronica.”




Chapter 014 [Mark]

Mark walked with a strange sense of existing within an alien world. The forest was quiet; the trees loomed from above, spires casting deep shadows all around them. It reminded him of walking through downtown after dark, it might have held some more eeriness to it if not for the company.

Some douche named Daniel had self-assigned himself the position of “leader” of the people who’d left in search for food and/or help. Tall, lanky, and with a growing bald-spot on his head, the man had claimed it without hesitation as the only teacher in the “team”, he’d just kept insisting on being the one to tell the others what had to be done, and how. No one cared to tell him that walking at the front of the others also meant potentially being the first to meet any possible monster that crossed their path.

Mark was more focused on Barry. His younger brother had a limp he was trying to hide. But it was clear he was slowing down the others. That fact made Mark wonder whether it’d been the best idea. He did not wish to leave his sibling with the hag, but more importantly, he didn’t want to leave him in that deathtrap. But the limp was worrying, he hoped it would be manageable.

“If not for the hair, I’d have a hard time believing you’re brothers.”

“We get that a lot.” Barry quickly smiled at Veronica. “We have different mothers.”

“So the one back there…?”

“Not really any of your business.” Mark hissed, peering at the dark-haired woman and scowling.

“She’s just asking… and she’s our aunt, it’s complicated.”

“No, no, Mark’s right, it wasn’t my place to ask.” She wasn’t apologetic, just twirling a lock of hair, glancing around the forest. “What do you figure the next thing we encounter will be?”

“Next?”

“You know, there was that spider that ate glasses-guy. Then the bat that got eaten by the cat. Then the cat. I’m betting on hogs.” A slight smirk followed. “Hog women, or maybe there’s going to be a male monster sometime soon?”

The younger Dodson grimaced, becoming pale. “Are you serious?”

“Why wouldn’t I be? Don’t you ever get those flights of fancy of wanting to go someplace else? We ARE someplace else. This is as weird and wild as it gets.” A cackle left her, the sound bouncing all around them.

“Not like this.” Barry shook his head with haste.

Mark rolled his eyes. Not that he could escape Veronica’s attentive gaze. “And you?”

“Waste of time to think about that.”

“Not like we have better things to do.” She shrugged, but didn’t push for conversation any further.

The elder brother’s attention shifted away from her and Barry, turning to the rest of the group. There was an air of nervousness, their eyes peeled and attempting to look into the woods, there was something almost funny of how clear it was they wished to be able to see through the wood of the massive tree trunks. The amusement was interrupted when Mark heard a hissing sound, looking over his shoulder, he noticed Veronica had stopped and pulled out a… can of spray paint? She’d drawn a single line across the tree trunk, bright yellow and a glaring contrast to the brown and dark greens of the forest all around.

“What’s that for?”

“It’s easy to get disoriented in a forest you don’t know.” A shrug. “Besides, if we can’t make it back, it could be a good way for the rescue team to find our bodies.”

“What… about the smell?”

Barry’s words got an arched brow out of Veronica. “It’ll dissipate soon enough. And it’s not going to get far with how stale the air is.” She dismissed his concern with a wave of her hand, drawing a line on the next tree.

“Experience hunting, huh?”

“Just a little.” She shook the spray can. “Not that I’d thought of using this for something actually useful.”

“You were going to graffiti at the mountain?”

“It’s a tradition.” Veronica chuckled. “Sophs get the trip to the big rock, and the ones looking for some fun find the fuck-cave. Then they do the do and paint their names there.”

Barry stuttered and blushed, looking the other way and scratching his head with awkwardness. Mark hid his frown as he noted the mirth in the young woman’s lips as her gaze become distant for a second. He wasn’t sure what to make of her, there was something that certainly felt out of place about her.

“And… you came with someone?” The younger sibling’s question rung in the air as he kept his gaze lowered.

“Meh, doesn’t matter anymore.”

Not wanting to bother himself with the conversation, Mark returned his focus to the forest that surrounded them. The roots were a hassle when it came to walking, too clear a tripping hazard if one didn’t pay attention. Thick and large, the trees looked like someone had wanted to make the plant life as big as they could, and then some. And this size kept feeling too out of place, his eyes looking upwards every other second, like some damn tourist lost in a big city, every skyscraper a new sight to behold.

Except these were more dangerous, holding unseen threats he was certain he didn’t want to meet. Not that he’d be given a choice. Would some other spider drop out of the trees without them noticing? Had that been a rustle? Movement? Or just the wind? Was it something else? It made Mark want to frown, squint, stop, and stare. But he couldn’t really do that with every single twitch that frayed his nerves.

His only sense of reassurance lay at the bottom of his backpack, a distinct weight, heavy, and metallic. He’d thought of bringing it out and keeping it in his pocket, but there was little use there. It might fall, or worse, it might draw the attention from the others, and then a fight might break out.

“Yeah, I’m nervous too.”

Barry reached out to clench Mark’s shoulder, the younger, paler sibling putting up a reassuring smile. The sound of crunching twigs was all that could be heard for a very long second.

“You’re always afraid.”

“Shut up.”

Chuckling, Mark shot an upward look one more time, staring at the glimpses of blue sky from between the tree tops that stood at what felt the edge of the sky. It took him a long moment before he frowned slightly. “I wonder if there’d be any way to climb these and get a good vantage point.”

Veronica glanced up and whistled. “Not unless you plan to spend a day or two doing it.”

“Two days? Seriously?”

“These things look two hundred meters tall, maybe more. Two days might be a low-ball unless you’re good at it and don’t need to sit down to recover your strength every handful of minutes.” Her gaze flickered at Barry at that last comment, the younger sibling didn’t notice it.

“What, you a rock-climber as well?” Mark snorted.

“My ex was, wouldn’t shut up about it. Guess some things stuck even though he kept boring me to death.”

“So you’re… single?” Barry paused.

Veronica rolled her eyes, stepping past the shorter sibling, moving ahead and twirling her black hair. Mark glanced at Barry and sighed, slapping the back of his younger brother’s head.

“What?” The younger man asked in confusion, not receiving an answer from either party.

They kept walking.




Chapter 015 [Rick]

The further Rick and the others walked from the clearing the bus had crash-landed into, the darker things had become. The sounds of people had been replaced with silence one voice at a time until there was nothing to even hint of the existence of the survivors at all. There was a loud absence of noise that stretched out around them. The trees were so large tunnels could’ve been made through them, and in their massiveness, their very presence appeared to scare sound into muteness. Despite the suffocating size of the wooden giants, they all walked quite aware that the most dangerous thing they could find in the woods was right next to them.

The feline woman had initially followed in curiosity, approaching Rick from time to time and bumping against him before moving away. But that had turned into boredom soon enough, her attention moving away from the humans and to everything around them. There was always something that would make her ears twitch and head turn to focus on seemingly random spots in the gloom under the trees.

Heading Northward had not quite been a simple a task as they’d thought. There was nothing but forest and barely any shrubbery or thickets. The only obstacles in their way were the trees themselves and their massive roots, that were sometimes thicker than entire vehicles. They were wooden webs that snaked across the ground like a tangled mess of worms. More than once they’d seen the many holes and empty spaces underneath some of the roots, tiny caverns Monica was more than eager to sniff at from time to time to confirm there was nothing within.

Several times they had to detour around a web of roots they did not trust to hold them from whatever hole nature held beneath. Only Tomas’ phone dared peer into the blackness under the trees, only ever finding dirt and moss. Still, to the young teacher, those shadows always left an eerie sense of being watched from the shadows.

“Can you hear that?” Tomas said in a hushed whisper.

Everyone stopped, looking around, tense. No sooner had they halted than Rick realized the forest had not been quiet- far from it. The branches groaned with the breeze that blew above, the columns of wood swaying a little nearer to the top. There were cracks and groans, splintering sounds that rumbled deep.

It took a second for Rick to realize what they were hearing. A deep sigh left him and he nodded, relaxing his shoulders. “It’s normal.”

“Fucking creepy is what it is.” Kat hissed.

“It’s the sound of the forest,” the teacher spoke, shaking his head. “Is this your first time hearing them?”

“Like, where the fuck could I have heard ‘the sound’ of a forest with trees taller than… than… do you figure these suckers are taller than a sky-scrapper?”

“Wouldn’t be surprised.” Mr. Gabriel glanced up for a moment.

“Forests are like that. I’m more concerned that I’ve barely heard any birds,” Rick pointed out.

“Mrow?” the feline’s voice rang out as she stopped, her eyes hanging on them as the conversation unfolded.

“The cat’s calm,” Mr. Gabriel pointed out. “If there’s a threat somewhere, you can bet she’ll see it coming before any of us.”

The proclamation made Rick want to point out there could be many things that could be dangerous to them, but not to Monica. But he kept the words to himself. There was little sense in making them needlessly nervous. Instead, he glanced at the feline woman, and she looked back at him with those wide, curious eyes that focused on him like a laser. The human found himself unable to look away. Only a cough from Mr. Gabriel broke him out of the spell. “Let’s get moving, we can’t waste time here.”

With little commentary to be added, the four went back to their hike.

The young teacher tried to distract himself by paying closer attention to his surroundings. Perhaps he’d be able to notice something that might be of help.

The smell of crushed pine and dirt had a staleness to it that came tinged with touches of something that Rick couldn’t quite put into words. It tickled the back of his throat and nudged the front of his mind towards images of the spider and Charlie. But he pushed it away, focusing on the here and now. He would not let himself become lost in thought.

The intent to focus lasted a whole ten seconds before Monica bolted forward without apparent reason.

Everyone froze as the feline woman jumped onto the nearby tree and, with her claws scratching at the bark, clawed her way upwards with such ease it almost appeared gravity did not exist for her. In seconds, she’d risen at least a dozen meters or so and was still going.

“What the…?”

All eyes turned to the treetops, entranced by the ease with which she moved, and following her climb up and up and up. When she’d reached the first branches, she used them to sprint towards the next tree over. She was moving even faster now, her speed allowing her to jump farther, vanishing out of sight.

“The fuck was that about?”

“Keep moving,” Rick said, his voice was strained, a barked-out command.

“I mean, if…”

“No. Move,” the teacher pressured, meeting Tomas’ eyes without hesitation. “If she went up there because there’s some other monster, the last thing we need is to be nearby if things go south.”

“Do you reckon there might be something out here that can kill her?” Mr. Gabriel rubbed his chin in apparent amusement.

“Do any of us want to stay and find out?”

That did the trick. The others shared grim nods of determination and sped up as best they could. Everyone kept an eye up above, eyes darting between the branches and trying to spot Monica or anything else that might be there. Whatever the case may be, only the groaning trees and ruffling branches met them.

Their insistence to speed up made it all the clearer Mr. Gabriel was not going to be able to keep up for long. The man’s steps were weathered, steady, and slow. He’d yet to start breathing hard, but he would have lagged behind if not because Tomas and Rick were matching his pace. The consideration pressed teacher into a narrowing scowl and thinning lips. He wouldn’t want to have to leave anyone behind if it could be avoided…

“Tomas, if things get rough, do you think you can carry Mr. Gabriel?”

“I mean, I-”

“Over my dead body.” The growl escaped the older man as he glared at Rick.

“Sorry to pop the bubble, gramps, but if we need to run, I will drag you myself.”

“Then I’m better-”

“I will, like, stay right next to you. Whether you move or not.” This time the words came with crossed arms and a complete stop of her steps.

Mr. Gabriel met his granddaughter’s gaze in full. The entire group stopped as they looked at one another in silence. Kat’s dirty blond hair moved almost as if it had a breeze of its own as she met the older man’s eyes. She was the first one to hesitate and look away. They might have impressed Rick had he not been considering how to push them both to keep moving.

“Um… everyone?”

Tomas’ tone drew the others to follow his finger up above. A shadow was moving through the forest, bouncing its way from one tree to the next. It was tumbling its way down from, slowing its descent with every branch it touched in its trajectory towards the ground. Rick recognized the snowy hair and white fur and relaxed ever so slightly, watching Monica roll, claw, and hop from branch to branch, from tree to tree. She would’ve put acrobats to shame.

With an impossible grace, she landed on the forest floor, not making so much as a sound.

In her right hand was… a bird, or the feathery remains of one. Blood was splattered all around her paws, and the avian’s head was missing. It looked a surprisingly normal bird, if slightly larger than Rick would’ve expected it to be. The feline was smiling from ear to ear as she bit down on a part of the animal’s exposed neck and ripped out a chunk for her to chew on. The crunch of bone made them wince. She appeared to be enjoying it.

That explained the silence of the birds, at least.

Make a sound and Monica will find you.

The feline glanced at them, pausing as her eyes lingered on each of them in turn. Those same blue-green eyes paused on Rick’s own.

They must have met some criteria she had in mind, because she called out to them. “Mrow,” she spoke with a simple sound, moving ahead of the group, stopping, and then walking to some spot slightly to the right of the direction they’d been taking. Her eyes remained fixed on them.

The four humans shared glances.

“I think she wants us to follow,” Rick muttered.




Chapter 016 [Rick]

Rick found himself having a hard time seeing the path they walked. The sun had passed the zenith, and it was on its way towards the horizon. Not that there was one to be seen in the woods. The gloom was quick to set in, and it didn’t seem as if they had much longer before their only options were to use a flashlight. A rather strange thing, considering how they could look up and still see the glimmering orange sunlight that painted the very edge of the treetops. If he had to make a rough assumption, they only had another hour or so left.

On the plus side, they appeared to have a guide. Monica was leading the way, moving ahead and stopping to meow at them every handful of minutes, taking the time to lazily snack on the bird she’d caught earlier. None present would complain about that though- better some small animal than them.

“Look.” Kat pointed forward.

It was simple to see what she’d been looking at. There were scratch marks on the tree she was pointing at, thin light lines that stripped away chunks of bark and revealed deeper scars. She might have spotted the first, but as soon as they’d noticed them, they noticed the marks were all over the place. The scratches looked like graffiti that had been painted at the base of a building, sometimes small, other times stretching all the way around the monumental trunks.

“I think we’re entering her territory.”

Rick’s comment came accompanied by a gesture of his head towards another tree, one that found itself also injured with lacerations and torn bark. This one was scarred all the way up to the first branch, twelve meters off the ground. As they moved further, following Monica, the frequency and intensity of the markings grew. What at first had been light scratches had become entire portions of the massive trees, stripped away and gouged out, barely any bark remaining within the first twenty meters of wood. In some places, the marks almost seemed to follow a pattern, a path that spiraled its way up the trunk. How many hours must she have spent on this?

“Felines often do these things to keep their nails sharp,” Tomas muttered under his breath. There was an edge of fascination in his voice.

“Kitty likes having big things to scratch, huh.” Kat chuckled.

Rick nodded a little, turning his attention away from the gouged out trees and noticing the terrain was slightly different from an hour ago. What had once been mostly flat was increasing in its incline. The trees were also becoming smaller and younger, their presence appearing to wane and recede if at a pace one would have missed had they not been paying attention. Was there a hill or a mountain up ahead? It was very hard to be sure from where they were standing down on the ground. And with the increasing incline, it was starting to get harder to keep the pace.

“Mrow!” Monica called out from a branch, looking down at them as she cleaned up her claws, licking her paw and shooting them some annoyed look of impatience.

“Do you figure she’ll eat us?” Kat said with a hushed whisper, her tone only held the barest hint of seriousness.

“I still don’t know anywhere else we might sleep for the night. At least not anywhere safer.”

“Nor more dangerous,” Mr. Gabriel replied. His face was an unreadable mask.

Rick couldn’t answer that, there was little sense to trying, anyway. He leaned forward and pushed himself to continue in the direction the feline was signaling them to follow. The teacher wondered how much longer they’d have to follow the feline woman, they’d already had to stop to let Mr. Gabriel catch his breath twice. Was it really her lair? He hoped so- to a point at least, his mind moved towards what they might have to do afterwards. For now, some place to rest was the best thing they could find.

In his upward hike of the aggravating terrain, Rick spotted several felled trees. A rather surprising sight, to be sure. Their trunks were perhaps twice his height and looked half rotten. They lay one beside the other. Their bark had been long since stripped away, and every inch of it was scoured with claw marks. Something about that made him frown, but whatever he was thinking was pushed to the side when he heard a new voice.

A shriek. Female, meek, a cry for help.

Rick froze, turning back towards his companions. Nothing, it certainly hadn’t been Kat. She looked more startled than scared. Ahead? He frowned, moving faster, breaking through some thicket, and stopping as soon as he spotted the entrance of a cave. The sound had come from within. The young teacher could only frown and keep his distance as the others approached him, all four unable to look away from the cave as the shrieking became louder before becoming quiet entirely.

Monica stepped out of the large hole, showing a wide catty smile as she purred, sitting down right next to the entrance. From within, they could hear a soft sobbing that was came in slow wheezes. With Monica having planted her butt next to the cave, the group had paused, sharing concerned looks with one another.

Slowly they approached, paying close attention to Monica’s reaction. The feline ignored the group and stretched, licking at her paws with determination. She looked at the four humans, smugness seeping through those emerald-blue eyes. “Meow.” She proclaimed, returning to her self-grooming.

“I think… she’s inviting us in,” Rick said, the first of the group to step forward, approaching with measured steps.

Monica didn’t twitch or react to his movements, only glancing at him smugly as he peered within the gloom of the cavern as best he could without stepping inside. The hole wasn’t too deep- only ten or so meters and low enough he’d have to crouch to go inside. But the incline was soft enough to make it easy to move in and out. But that was of little concern. Something else had his attention. In the darkness of dirt and rock, Rick spotted the shadows of a figure curled up and sobbing. “I think there’s someone else here.”

That pushed the others to move closer. Tomas hurried to the front, pulling out his phone and flashing a light. Within the cave, the person shrieked in a low whimper and balled up as tightly as she could. It was with this new source of illumination that Rick could see the figure in better detail.

It was a waifish woman, strange and different in much the same ways as all the other monsters he’d seen so far.

She was small, mousy in more ways than just her apparent meter thirty stature. Pale and trembling, a set of round ears adorned the top of her head, scarred, chipped, and torn. With her back presented to the group, it was easy to see the long whip-like pink tail that protruded out of her spine, at least a meter long, and curled up against her. Her body was covered in dirt, bruises, and half-closed lacerations. A few of them were relatively fresh, the wounds clearly no more than a day or two old. Others were scarred, but looking a strange deep purple color, as if someone had dyed it with ink. Rick had little doubt the front was no different. By the looks of it, she’d been either tortured or beat up again and again.

This new woman sobbed, trembling like a leaf. Squeaks and whimpers escaped her with every shudder.

“This is wrong.” Mr. Gabriel spoke with a deep scowl, his hands closed into white-knuckled fists.

“Rick, this…” Kat spoke with a horrified whisper, covering her mouth and looking at the curled up mouse woman that dared not move from her spot.

The young chemistry teacher gulped, turning to look at the feline that was currently licking her razor-sharp claws. Her tongue lapped between her digits, removing the blood from her fur, and her eyes fixed upon him with a firm determination. The smile on her lips widened, showing her sharp fangs and amused blue-green gaze.

A sinking suspicion emerged. The weapons she wielded… “Did… Monica do this?” Tomas spoke the words, sending a wave of cold dread over everyone.

“I think we might have fucked up.”




Chapter 017 [Rick]

With the discovery of the mouse girl, things had become tense. Everyone knew who was the one responsible for the state the young creature was in. Rick could only look at Monica’s smiles with a sense of looming dread hanging overhead. Would this also be their fate if the feline happened to change her mind about them? Or was this part of her plan already?

Rick glanced into the cave. Mr. Gabriel sat within, near the mortified young woman. The older man was stoic, silent, his back was a straight column of stone. Before him lay some bread and ham. He sat a meter away from the mouse, as close as he could get, before she started sobbing again.

And he’d not moved an inch since.

“Really hope we can find help… out there, somewhere.” Kat was the first to move, sitting down at the mouth of the cave, legs crossed, and slumping down against the dirt. Her gaze flickered to Monica. “Would really be a shitter of a time if we can’t even get running water.”

The change in subject was a welcome one.

Rick felt a twinge of nervousness at the prospect. What kind of world would there be out there that had survived against creatures such as Monica or the Arachnae? Something was fundamentally different in this world. It was becoming clearer with each passing minute. He wasn’t sure he wanted to stick around to find out all the details. He needed to help put everyone to safety and fast.

“Don’t concern yourselves with the ‘what ifs’. Survival comes first,” Mr. Gabriel spoke, his voice soft, barely a whisper. It helped them focus, nodding, though only for long enough to watch as the old man moved himself an inch further.

“Gramps…?”

“Shush,” he replied, getting closer to the mouse and stopping as soon as she’d twitched. He moved the food to lie next to her and then turned his back to her. There was a harshness to his brow as he glanced at the others. “I’ll stay here.”

Kat hesitated. “Are you sure that’s… safe?”

“Does it matter?” The response was cut and dry.

The declaration made them take a long moment of silence, giving shared glances and nervous grimaces. Tomas nodded, moving towards the side of the cave, away from the mouse and Mr. Gabriel, but sitting down and leaning against the wall. Sighing, he removed his glasses while holding the backpack tightly against his chest.

The young student kept glancing at the mouse and tightening his grip on the backpack. There was something in his eyes that was troubled.

A part of Rick wanted to speak up, but there wasn’t much he could say. He moved to the opposite side of the cavern and took point near where Monica sat. If the feline was going to move, he’d be the first in line. Much to his surprise, that was exactly what she did, standing up and moving closer to the young teacher, laying down next to him. With a smirk, she placed her head on his lap.

He looked at her in a moment of confusion. It redoubled when she took his hand and moved it to the top of her head.

Kat broke out in laughter, giggling and covering her mouth as she watched the young teacher’s startled expression. The lilt of her voice became only more musical as Rick patted Monica’s head, easing himself into scratching her ears and focusing on calming himself down.

She began to purr, leaning into his touch and closing her eyes.

“You figure she’ll let us live so long as she gets good scritches?” Kat couldn’t help herself, smirking as the chemistry teacher glared at her.

“Let’s keep hoping she remains amused and we don’t wake up to find out her favorite pass-time is making people into scratching posts.”

That sobered Kat quite quickly. With a grimace, she turned away, standing up and moving towards Tomas. She sat down next to him, the young man jolting as she leaned into him. “My turn.”

“What?”

“My turn. That cat over there is getting a head scratch. This Kat here wants the same.”

“Erm…” Tomas hesitated, looking at Rick and Mr. Gabriel before glancing at Kat once more.

She smirked. “Like, just trust me, I’ve got an idea.”

“Are you…?”

“Do it, you nerd. I think I know how I can help with the Monica thing.”

That proclamation made for an even stranger look from the others. The pressure mounted until Tomas couldn’t help but nod.

Removing the backpack from his thighs and cramming his glasses back on. The young man looked at Kat and turned away as she mimicked Monica’s position, leaning down to place her head on his lap. She wriggled a bit to get comfortable.

When the young man reached down to touch her dark blond hair, she hummed, letting out a breathy sigh that made the Tomas hesitate. It was short lived. Kat tapped on his leg until he got back to it. His fingers drew circles across her scalp, and she let out a quiet cooing sound, meeting Monica’s gaze.

“See that kitty cat? I’m liking this,” she whispered. Slowly, the woman grasped Tomas’ free hand and tugged at it, drawing it to her shoulder. “Now, relax.” Still holding on to that free hand, she slowly tugged it from her shoulder, down towards her chest, leaving his palm atop her shirt.

“Kat?” The young man had pulled his palm away as if burned, blushing up a storm.

The young woman grumbled. “Shut it and follow my lead.”

“I agree with him, young lady,” Mr. Gabriel growled under his voice.

“Shush, she’s watching.” She waved the older man off, focusing on Monica.

That brought any commentary to a halt as they collectively shifted attention to the white-haired woman. Monica’s gaze was laser focused on the two humans. There was an intensity to it, as she was indeed paying very close attention. The feline’s white tail waved slowly behind her, her ears perked and aimed at the two. Her movements would slow as Kat would let out cooing sounds, more so when the young woman pulled Tomas’ hand against her chest, forcing a little squeeze.

“Oh, that feels so good,” she groaned, biting her lower lip and shooting Monica a wink as she turned to look at Tomas. Her hands reached up to clasp the sides of his furiously blushing face.

Tomas could not be any redder, his body stiff, and his eyes wide. It was not until she’d grasped the back of his head and tugged him to bend down that he appeared to grow even stiffer.

“Relax, this should help us with the big kitty over there.” Kat glanced over at Monica, a light red appearing on her own cheeks as she then turned back towards Tomas with lascivious eyes. Her intent was clear as she pulled the young man’s face closer to her own.

The young woman appeared entirely ignorant or uncaring of Mr. Gabriel’s glare, but Tomas was far less so. The young man was growing paler the closer she got.

AWWWOOOOOOOO

Everyone twitched and stopped at the sound that pierced through the silence. It was distant, barely audible, it left everyone very suddenly straining their ears to determine if there was anything more to it. Rick had tried to spring to his feet but failed. His lap was still currently occupied. His focus turned towards the distance, into the dark forest, frowning and feeling his shoulders rise with tension.

“Do you think…”

ROOOOOOOAR

They all twitched at once. Rick jumped, then yelped as he found himself being clutched tightly by Monica. The feline had let out the sound from her position laying on his lap. It wasn’t as ear shattering as the one from the previous night, but it had forced every nerve on the man’s body to fire off at once.

Her grip on him relented as he fell and smacked against the cave entrance. She grumbled, standing up now that her cushion of choice was gone. She turned to the forest and roared a second time, and moved to sit down at the edge of the cave. Monica huffed and crossed her arms, glaring at the trees, lower lip tight in irritation.

“Guess that’s that.” The young teacher sighed, breathing deeply to get his beating heart under control.

“The sound came from… isn’t that the direction the bus is from?” Tomas asked, glancing into the darkness as well.

The question was like a knife, cutting through the silence. “Should we, like…?” Kat had dropped the coy act, looking nervously at each of them.

“No,” Mr. Gabriel spoke gruffly, shaking his head. “We have no way of helping.”

“But… Monica?”

“We don’t know if she’d fight or not.” Rick nodded along, glancing at Tomas as he asked the question. “It’s also getting dark. We’d be blind. We would be a burden at best, a risk at the worst.”

The four of them lowered their gazes slightly. Kat clasped her hands together and closed her eyes. The gesture earned a quiet shake of the head from Mr. Gabriel. The older man glancing over his shoulder at the shivering mouse. Tomas’ gaze lingered on Kat as she quietly prayed. And Rick’s eyes lingered on the annoyed feline as she curled up next to the cave and fell asleep.

It felt like it was going to be a long night ahead of everyone else.
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Chapter 018 [Alice]

Alice Smith had always considered herself a calm woman. Teaching had certainly put a damper on that impression, but it had never really made it go away. She had studied hard, spent a considerable amount of time to become a teacher within the field of psychology. Her friends always joked she’d jumped into it because she wasn’t snobbish enough to open up her own office. She’d never admit they hadn’t been too far from the mark. She could spend an entire afternoon explaining how and why the stages of grief and loss were misunderstood and how they were perpetuating the myth. But put her in front of an actually grieving person and attempt to help them through their loss? To give encouragement to a man that was laying in what might become their deathbed? It was terrifying.

What if she messed up? What if she made things worse?

The thoughts bubbled and broiled inside Alice’s head as she sat next to the pale, shaking student, holding his clammy icy hand between hers. A part of her wished she at least knew more about medicine. She didn’t know what was wrong with Ryan Ortiz. She knew he was cold, that he had lost consciousness several times, and that his pulse came in fast and shallow. She knew that, without professional medical attention, he’d die.

And Alice Smith had nothing she could do about it. Sitting inside the upturned vehicle, clutching his hand, there was a tightness within her chest.

“Everything will be alright,” she said, whispers that felt hollow.

Of those that were incapacitated, Ryan was the only one that was visibly deteriorating. The others sported injuries, big ones, bleeding ones that had stopped but left the victims weakened. The teacher used the first aid kit and spare clothes… and patience. They were stable, groaning, barely conscious, but stable. Alice’s fingers tightened around Ryan’s clammy grip. The young man was not responsive past soft moans of pain.

Alice’s mind kept moving back to the stages of grief, the many bitter debates she had over the subject. She could almost imagine the ringing voices and heated words as arguments and counter-arguments were tossed into the wind.

There was a soft beeping from her pocket. Her phone, an alarm she’d set up earlier. It was a reminder she couldn’t and shouldn’t remain there for too long without moving or eating. It was just too easy to become lost in thought to avoid looking into the things that were happening around her.

It was more of an effort than she had thought it to be to let go of Ryan’s hand and stand up. The inside of the bus was dark, night had fallen and the air still felt heavy on her shoulders. Alice’s steps were a slow shuffle to the pile of backpacks where most of their food remained. With the aid of her phone as a substitute flashlight, she sifted through the Tupperware and found a sandwich wrapped in aluminum.

She didn’t know who the previous owner was, nor did she let herself think much about it. She tried her best to find enjoyment in the damp bread, stale lettuce, and the lukewarm cheese and ham. There might have been a hint of mustard, but she’d barely detected it, washing it all down with some water instead.

Her eyes fell upon the young woman sitting on the inside of the entrance to the bus. The sight made Alice’s gut tighten into a knot. May, the sibling of an unfortunate student who’d fallen prey to the spider-creature. Not a word had left the chestnut haired woman since then. May sat with her good arm wrapped around her knees, she’d remained quiet, deathly so, looking into the distance.

With a grimace, the psychology teacher moved to sit next to her. She couldn’t let herself give up. “Did you eat?” The response was a silent shake of the head. “Hungry?” A second one.

At least she was responding to the stimulus. Alice leaned against the wall to try to distract herself from the feeling of looming chaos that hung around them. She could tell the others were no less weary and just as tired. But there wasn’t much she could do about it, not like this, not here.

It was like watching a boiler that was slowly heating up, the pressure silently climbing one bit at a time. And no release.

The psychology teacher hugged herself, looking down and tightening her grip. Her thoughts wandered to memories of home. A warm bed, a hot meal, a comforting hug from Arnold waiting for her. A tightness gripped her stomach. Arnold. It had been over a day. He was surely going crazy with worry by now. He always worried a lot. The memory brought a slight upward quirk to her lips. It was a reassuring warmth that fell onto her shoulders, something she wanted to look out and hope for.

She was fooling herself, in part. She knew the delusions of hope and its functions in extreme situations. Just because she understood the process involved in these feelings didn’t mean she saw no need to partake in them. She was too certain it would do more harm than good not to cling to some glimmer of a potential rescue. Right now, she needed something to give her strength to push forward.

With a nod of determination, she turned towards May.

“Here.” She offered the candy-bar she’d been keeping in her pocket. “You should eat, you need the energy.”

The young woman shook her head, tightening her arms into hugging herself more tightly. Her figure almost appeared to shrink as she did this. With her head lowering, the young woman kept her silence.

That made the psychology teacher grimace ever so slightly, taking a moment to consider how else she could help. What else she could say to convince her student to… live. At least in this she should have better odds to be useful than if she were applying medicine. Yet why did she keep feeling so useless?

AWWWOOOOOOOO

Alice’s thoughts ground to a halt upon hearing the distant howl. A chill ran down her spine. Her body was abruptly alive, adrenaline rushing through her.

Everyone else had similarly tensed up. Those that were still conscious exchanged panicked looks amongst each other. “That… I don’t want to know what that was.”

“Wolves?”

“We don’t need more monsters.”

“We need the men to protect us!” Ms. Dodson spoke with a shrill cry.

The declaration brought Alice to attention, the adrenaline and tension brought her to her feet like a coiled spring being released. She turned to the others, her mind rushed. “Mr. Gabriel had said something about the gasoline,” she spoke up, loud and clear. Years of practice helped her voice to be carried out through the bus. “Maybe we can use it.”

“Do we have an alternative?” Someone spoke from outside the vehicle.

“Better be quick.”

The people began to move on their own, almost in a panic, and Alice could barely keep up. She was a spectator as she watched the students and parents that could still move rushing towards the outside of the vehicle to prepare for what might be showing up soon. They used phones to illuminate the way, brilliant glimmers that turned the clearing floor into a dance of shadows and light.

Alice’s thoughts turned away from the small crowd of people working on opening up the gas tank and towards the surrounding forest. The sound hadn’t been too far away. How much time would they have?

In the corner of her eye, she saw the corpses. Her gut tightened and she couldn’t help but wonder whether this potential new threat was going to make more corpses.

A shout drew her attention back to the bus. One of the men had become drenched in gasoline as he’d stood in the wrong place when the cap had been opened. It was Victor, the fellow teacher, now entirely stinking of gasoline. Everyone rushed in to stop the flow before it could empty itself out, the man rushing away from everyone else and standing in the middle of the clearing, coughing loudly and trying to dry off.

“No one start any fire!” a voice called out.

The stench of gasoline lingered in the air.

Alice realized she welcomed the smell. Her nose had become numb to the stale air and blood inside the bus.

Alice’s eyes turned towards the gathered crowd as they did the best they could to soak rags with the flammable liquid.

Inside her mind, she could hear the pressure within the boiler climbing further up, a faint wheeze warning of its imminent fracture.




Chapter 019 [Alice]

Alice sat inside the totaled vehicle and looked outside into the row of torches that had been lit up as soon as they’d detected the first signs of movement. The stench of gasoline permeated the inside of the bus and mingled with the stale air. It was light enough it only tickled at her nose.

Outside, shadows moved in the night, shuffling between the trees. She’d counted at least a dozen or so. She could hear hushed whispers and soft barks from the gloom of the woods, not even the moon shining down on the forest floor. Perhaps there was more to be seen, but to Alice, the darkness became harder to peer through once the flames had been lit up.

A handful of men held improvised torches high, sticks with gasoline soaked rags at the end that flickered in slow flames. They stood between the shadows and the bus. A facade of strength, Alice knew most of them would limp if they dared move from where they were. One had his arm wrapped in cloth since he’d badly hurt his wrist. The only one not present in the lineup had been Victor. The teacher had been drenched in gasoline, the stench clinging to him even after he’d changed clothes and done his best to dry off.

Inside the bus was Alice, the other women, as well as those too hurt to be able to stand outside. They were all looking into the forest and seeing the light that flickered from the shadows, glimmers reflected in the eyes of the monsters. There were growls, barks, and a howl. But the creatures did not approach, keeping themselves in the darkness and well away. Most appeared more focused on the corpses that were at the very edge of the clearing.

Someone shrieked when one shadow took a body and dragged it out of the light and into the blackness. The growling grew in intensity. A whine followed. The men tightened, sharing glances and raising their torches higher, moving to make sure and place themselves between the creatures and the bus, holding their torches toward the monsters.

For a moment, Alice spotted one of them. It was like the feline, a woman, but not quite. The monster’s eyes were wild. Fur partially coated her back and arms, as if they were a werewolf of sorts that had failed mid way, its face still remarkably human. It resembled a human only in form, but definitely not in nature or thought. A savage edge was apparent in its gaze, a wild hunger that burned within.

How many were there? She wasn’t sure. A dozen? More? Less?

If these creatures were of comparable strength to the cat, then there was little doubt the monsters would take them head on and win if they so chose to go for it. They could only hope to scare them off. The fire certainly was the thing all the monsters were focused on, never taking their eyes away from the torches, sometimes barking at them. But never stepping into the clearing.

The monsters were reaching for the corpses and dragging some of them off into the shadows. It was slow. A handful of the canine creatures, the larger ones, remained near the bodies but did not touch them. Instead, they were focused on the torches and those wielding them.

They could cut the tension with a knife.

Alice huddled next to May and two others, silently praying to whoever would be willing to hear her. Her eyes closed, the woman squirming slightly and turning away from the glare of the torches.

Her breath caught in her throat as she heard something.

Tapping, and the soft crunch of glass.

Her eyes snapped open to look through the wall of seats out into the darkness on the opposite side of the bus. She gasped as she saw a creature quietly peeking through the holes the seats left when blocking the window.

For a fraction of a second, the teacher could only peer into those curious wide eyes that looked through the holes in the windows. For a fraction of a second, she’d thought the being to be human. But it was not so. There were two black canine ears atop her head, her face was caked in dirt, there was dried blood in her hands.

Alice had not been the only one to see the creature. Next to the teacher, May let out a blood-curdling scream.

It snapped her into action. “There’s one behind us!” Alice shouted from inside.

“Do not move!” Came the shout from outside. “We move from where we are and they’ll jump us. Julian…”

Alice could only feel her eyes widening at such a proclamation. She turned from the men with torches and the intruder that was circling behind the bus and approaching the door where Victor stood, the only defense between them and the monsters.

An image flashed through her mind, the feline standing tall and powerful inside the bus, her claws tearing through the one who’d tried to attack her in defense of the others. The splatters of blood still coated the wall.

A cold chilling panic gripped Alice’s throat, her eyes looking at her fellow teacher as he’d frozen in place, looking at the canine that was slowly approaching. His face was pale, his eyes wide. What could they do? If they fought, they’d die. WHAT COULD THEY DO!?

Alice began to stand up, stopping as a clawed hand clutched at her arm. She turned to see the shadowy face of Ms. Dodson as she slowly shook her head. “If you draw its attention, we are next,” she said with a hiss. “Do not get us killed.”

She turned to look at the bus entrance. From where she was, Alice saw Julian just barely outside and using himself to block the door. To her right and at the other side of the improvised barricade, she could make out the shadow of the creature. Alice’s hands tightened in the first piece of metal she could find, yanking her arm away from Ms. Dodson’s cold grip.

A growl rumbled through the night air. Victor flinched.

And for a split second, she could see it clear as day. That little moment of weakness all the monster would need to decide to attack.

No, NO!

Alice’s hand swung towards the vehicle’s wall with everything she had. The resounding CLANG struck her ears with a piercing sound. Her hands shuddered from the impact, she almost dropped the piece of scrap.

“AAAAAHHHHH!” she screamed, roared, letting out a bellow as she swung again, hitting the frame hard enough that the metal rang all around her, deafening in its intensity.

Her action caused Victor to startle, but it had saved his life, the monster had yelped and jumped away, covering her ears and whining. Alice did not deter however, she swung again. CLANG the sound exploded, her lungs emptied, she drew a sharp breath, peering out of the bus and into the eyes of the hastily retreating monster. CLANG she swung again, her lungs burst with a roar, her arms shook. CLANG metal against metal, the beast was vanishing between the trees.

And suddenly, the lone scream turned into a cacophony of noise. Two others followed in the shouts, bashing their hands against the bus’ frame. It was loud, very loud. In seconds, several more joined. Perhaps it was the fear, or the nerves, or that there was just the barest ray of hope. Maybe it was the pressure that had been bubbling and weighing down and threatening to crush them.

As one, yet with no rhyme of rhythm, they let out a racket of shrieking roars.

Alice swung again against the bus as hard as her arms would let her. Her fingers hurt and her throat felt like it was burning. Her own voice drowned it all out, but it didn’t stop her heart hammering against the roof of her mouth. But it gave her strength. She stomped her shoes against the floor, and she screamed louder, swinging again.

Again and again and again.

Until her hands were bloodied, dropping the piece of scrap, until her throat was so hoarse it hurt. Alice collapsed to her knees, tears streaked down her cheeks as she took the world around her once more.

The others had stopped, slowing down. There were no signs of the monsters, there were no signs of them having been hurt. The fires had burnt out, the dim light came from several phones. All eyes were on her, the psychology teacher only barely able to awkwardly shift on the floor. Her breath was short, body drenched in sweat, she couldn’t summon enough strength to do much else.

“Here.”

The voice came from Victor, a lukewarm bottle of water offered and brought to quell her parched throat. It might as well have been ambrosia, Alice drank deep.

“Are they gone?” she asked, drying her cheeks from the tears that had ran their course. Somehow, she found the strength to stand, moving to step outside.

“They are,” the man said with a slight nod.

Through the artificially lit darkness, Alice’s eyes fell onto the remaining corpses that sat at the edge of the clearing, still untouched. How many had been dragged away? Her lips pursed as a heavyweight fell upon her heart.

“We should give them proper rest,” she said with a half-whispered breath.

“It’s going to be tough to dig deep.” A harrowed weight lingered from his words.

The psychology teacher shook her head. “No.” There was a strange clarity to her thoughts, perhaps brought about from the adrenaline. “If we bury them, it could still attract more monsters.”

“Then we should burn them.” Victor spoke with a soft nod. “And cover the remains.”

If there was a complaint to be had, none spoke it.

It would be a long night for everyone.




Chapter 020 [Mark]

Mark Dodson walked next to his limping brother, Barry, and behind the rest of the group. The surrounding forest had grown dark, it was hard to see where they were going. Even with their mobile phones, Barry had some trouble navigating the labyrinthine layout of roots that made it all but impossible to take so much as a careless step without stumbling. And stumbling Barry did plenty.

“How long until we make camp?”

AWWWOOOOOOOO

Everyone stopped dead on their tracks, sharing concerned looks with one another.

“That… was far away,” Veronica spoke.

“I don’t think any of us want to stay put and find out exactly how far away that was. We move,” Daniel said. The man scowled at Barry as he said this, but didn’t add further commentary.

“We’re half blind.” Veronica twirled her phone in her hand. “We don’t have infinite charge either.”

“And?”

That was as far an answer he would give. Daniel turned to continue forward. The others mostly shrugging and following along. That left Mark only able to glare at the back of the older man’s head. A part of him wished he could just cause the growing bald spot to spontaneously burst into flames through anger alone.

No fire emerged, so it left him venting his frustration by lending a shoulder for Barry to lean on. “Asshole,” came the angry hiss. Their trek through the roots was a nightmare, their movements were being constantly slowed down with the tricky terrain.

“I’ll light the way, should make walking easier.” Veronica pulled out her phone as she spoke, illuminating the forest floor ahead of them.

It was unfortunate that the light had been focused mostly ahead of Mark’s steps. The younger Dodson brother mis-stepped and fell with a gasp. He’d almost managed to drag Mark down with him, though had let go before it could happen.

And no sooner had he began attempting to stand up, Barry let out a shriek.

The sound drew attention from the others. They turned towards what had startled Barry. With the added illumination from Veronica’s phone, they looked upon a half cracked skull laying next to where the younger Dodson had fallen. It was shattered and old, covered in dirt and worn out. It appeared human in both size and shape.

“Fuck me.” Mark grabbed his younger brother’s hand, helping him to stand up.

“This must really be some sort of hell,” Daniel commented ahead, a dull whisper.

“If this is hell, I must have missed the fire pits.” Veronica approached the broken skull, stomping on it into tiny shards under her boot. “We’ve seen the things that live here. We saw the cat kill a bat. Of course there’s going to be skeletons around. Grow up.”

The others looked at her with looks that barely hid glares. She just snorted and rolled her eyes and continued walking, prompting the rest to keep moving.

“You’re… not scared?” Barry asked, looking down to avoid tripping again.

“Animals kill animals all the time, it’s stupid to pretend things are evil just because they can or will kill you.” She pointed over her shoulder in the direction of the howls. “They need food, you are food. It’s that simple.”

“Seems pretty damn evil to me.” Mark frowned. “Nothing respectful about eating the dead.”

Veronica chuckled. “You vegan?”

“Fuck no. But animals are animals, people are people.”

“Not to them you’re not. Meat is meat, and at the end of the day we’re all animals.” The young woman’s voice carried a lilt to it. “The cat ate her fill and played with that teacher. Whatever howled, I’m sure it’ll be the same thing. If they’re not protecting their territory or their young, they have little reason to hunt when they have their stomachs full.” Her lips turned upwards into a smirk. “The question is who gets to jump first down the gullet.”

“Not it!” Barry proclaimed, trying to hide his nervousness.

“Cats are assholes, pretty sure they like toying with their food and killing for fun.”

“Domestic cats are the assholes that kill stuff for fun.” She replied.

“I’m allergic to cats.”

“I know.” Mark glared at Barry. The bespectacled young man squirmed slightly as he hopped over from one root to the next, taking a second of assistance to regain his balance.

The younger Dodson brother could only grimace and nod, thanking the light Veronica was shining to help him navigate between the trees. Despite Barry’s best efforts, it was easy to see he was regretting having come over with the others. The expression was a rather well-known one to Mark.

The older Dodson brother pretended not to notice, the sigh restrained. What was there to do? It wasn’t like the people at the bus had any hope of fighting whatever had howled back there. There was a frustrated, roiling feeling within his gut. “We won’t be able to keep this up for much longer.”

“It’s probably nine.”

“What?”

“Nine in the afternoon,” Barry said, nodding a little. “I synced my watch when I saw the sun at its zenith. It’s probably around nine.” A slight smile appeared as he spoke, his gaze flickering at Veronica, but not staying for longer than half a heartbeat. There was a moment of hesitation as he adjusted his glasses. “I’m also fairly sure we’re far from civilization.”

“No shit, Sherlock.” Veronica rolled her eyes, snorting loudly.

“What do you mean?” Mark ignored her.

“Well, last night… the night sky was beautiful.” Barry let out a slight chuckle as he said this, pointing upwards. “The trees blocked a lot, but I’m sure I spotted the Airuga constellation better than ever. There’s definitely no light contamination, not like in the city. Not even close. Pretty sure it’s clearer than even out in the rural areas.”

“Anything actually useful?”

The younger Dodson flinched as Veronica spoke. The proclamation caused Barry to go silent, lowering his head as he quietly shook his head, keeping silent. They said little else as they continued moving through the looming dark spires of wood.

Bit by bit they progressed through the obstacle course that were the ancient roots. Everyone kept their gazes attentive even when all that greeted them was the darkness of the forest. There was something haunting about the cool stale air that lingered around them. They moved like ants, the trees large enough their imagination played tricks on them. Giant shadows that moved through the darkness, shapes and sounds that were alive but vanished as soon as they paid closed attention.

They would keep moving forward until Daniel stumbled down one of the thicker roots.

“We’ll set up camp, and a watch rotation,” Daniel spoke without so much as acknowledging the trio were there, instead focusing on the others.

Mark helped his younger brother down. “Gonna smoke,” he said, dropping his backpack and pulling out one cigarette from his pocket. His eyes lingered on Daniel but turned away. He’d been about to take a step but paused, glanced at the backpack again, and yanked it over his shoulder before anyone could notice he’d put it down first.

He noticed a second later Veronica’s eyes had been upon him, following him to the edge of the small area. She kept quiet, pulling out her own choice of breathable poison.

“Why did you bring your brother?” Her words came out calm, almost soothing. It was a stark contrast to the sharpness she’d wielded since leaving the bus.

“Better here than with the hag.”

A cocky look was thrown his way. “You really think so?”

“You don’t know her as well as I do.” Mark looked over his shoulder at his sibling, watching the younger brother pull out some water to drink, appearing oblivious of everyone else. “Here’s safer.”

The woman leaned into him, dark brown orbs looking at him from between the strands of black silky hair falling at either side of her pale face. “Why do you figure?”

Mark snorted, rolling his eyes. “What do you figure draws the most attention from things that eat people?”

“More people?”

“Blood and corpses.”

Veronica nodded solemnly at this proclamation, turning away and taking a deep drag from her cigarette. “I guess it was the right choice to follow along, then.”




Chapter 021 [Mark]

It was rather hard for Mark to get some decent sleep. The issue wasn’t the lack of a bed or the lack of a roof. The guard rotation hadn’t bothered him that much either. No, what bothered him the most were the sounds. It’d been hard to notice at first, little creaks of wood and little noises here and there. And once, a distant shriek.

They were sounds that were heard only once, so faint one might have mistaken for the wind or something else. But Mark was sure one of them had been a scream. His imagination kept running wild with possibilities. Was there someone out there that’d been hunted down?

It grated on his nerves and it made his sleep restless.

It would be early morning when he jolted awake one last time. Mark looked around and found Veronica sleeping next to him, her back pressed against his flank.

It was early enough there were only the slightest hints of light touching the treetops; the air was cool but not cold, and the breeze brought with it the scent of pine and damp soil. Mark laid there on the ground, organizing his thoughts and summoning the strength to move. Veronica lay next to him, breathing with slow exhales. He couldn’t quite make out her features in the gloom, but the warmth of her body brought a second consideration on whether he should stand up.

Pushing his thoughts away from her, the redhead worked up the energy to sit up. His gaze moved across the improvised camp. Most were sleeping, arranged across the ground in a haphazard distribution of bodies. Mark could only shake his head slightly. There’d been no fire nor shared meal list night, everyone had been all too nervous the flame might draw unwanted attention their way.

Mark’s hand reached out for his backpack, pretending to open it to take out some food, his arm dug deep inside and through the stuffing of clothes he had added at the last second. He relaxed as soon as his fingers brushed against the metallic object at the bottom. A simple reassurance, he left it there. Instead, he pulled out a granola bar and wondered how much longer his supplies would last him. It didn’t look like he’d be able to survive for long, they’d need to find some new sources of food.

Might as well keep an eye out from now on.

“Hm?” The sound came from Veronica, the young woman rubbing her eyes as she sat up, looking around. A coy smile reached her lips as she glanced at Mark. “Sleep well?”

He rolled his eyes in response, turning away and looking for his brother. “Barry?” The call out made him realize he couldn’t see his younger sibling anywhere.

“He went ahead,” Daniel grumbled from the spot he was keeping watch from. “Said it was for the best since we’d catch up soon, anyway.”

And just like that he wasn’t sleepy anymore. Jolting to his feet, Mark approached the taller, balder man, glaring. “You let him leave on his own? Into the forest?”

“I wasn’t about to stop anyone wanting to do anything stupid.”

The words made Mark scowl harder.

“He took some of my paint, fuck.”

Veronica cursed, drawing everyone’s attention. They turned back quickly to Daniel and Mark. The older of the two just shrugged his shoulders and made a motion with his head towards one of the trees ahead. There was a white arrow that had been left on the trunk, a sign of where Barry had gone.

“Suit yourself, we’ll be heading out in half an hour tops.” The words came with a careless shake of the head.

“Fucking fine.” Mark growled and moved to shoulder his backpack, stopping to look at the young woman for a moment. Seated on the root, she was taking a bite out of an apple, grinning. He rolled his eyes in response. “You coming?”

“Sure.”

Ignoring the derisive snort that came out of Daniel, they set out in pursuit of the white arrows. Mark kept growling inside, wishing he could’ve been awake when Barry had left. When had it been? How had he missed it? He could only guess he’d been too tired to notice.

“You sure we ought to go without the others?”

“Don’t much care.”

“If you say so.” Veronica hopped over the fallen log, glancing at the painted white arrow that lay on the tree trunk they were walking towards. “He sure moves fast when no one else’s around.”

“Probably had a good head start.” How long ago had it been? An hour? Two? More? They’d yet to even spot Barry. Unless the younger sibling suddenly recovered, that should mean at least half an hour.

“What do you figure we’ll find, in the end?” Veronica spoke up, her eyes not really following Mark or the arrows but lingering in their surroundings.

“In the end?”

“You know, there’s all these monsters. What kind of civilization would be out there?”

“Fuck if I know. If it’s safe, I’ll be happy about it.”

The proclamation made Veronica shrug somewhat. “I think we should start hiding our scent.” She proclaimed.

“Bit late for that.”

“I was thinking about last night and those howls. They might decide to move after us after they’ve cleaned up whatever’s left of the bus.” There was a bored edge to her tone, as if she were talking about the weather. “Probably best we were ready to ditch everyone if things come down to it.”

“Not without Barry.”

The declaration came with a solid grunt of effort while maneuvering onto a root. His words made Veronica take a moment and frown, but she kept quiet, matching his pace, moving through the forest with greater ease. She almost made it look easy. They progressed one bothersome root at a time, following the white paint. Mark noted the number of white arrows were becoming sparser and spread apart at greater intervals.

Their silence did not last long. Within the span of an hour they’d spotted Barry. The younger Dodson was caught painting another arrow on the bark, not hearing their approach as he advanced. His steps were slow and methodical, the limp still there, but the young man clearly pushing himself to keep the pace.

“Hey!” Mark called out.

Barry turned, nodded at them, eyes lingering on Veronica for a moment before he turned to keep moving forward, a bit more slowly now.

“What the fuck were you thinking?” Mark proclaimed as soon as he’d reached his younger brother.

Barry shook his head. “Going alone, figured the howls spooked whatever else might be out here. We need to cover the distance, anyway.” A little pause. “Also, there are hogs out here.”

“What?”

“Hogs, spotted one this morning, it ran off.” Barry was slightly short of breath, coming to a halt to recover.

“Good to know, I guess. Next time don’t go on your own, you moron.” Mark slapped the back of his brother’s head. “God damn it, you’re supposed to be the smart one.”

A bitter laugh escaped him as he adjusted his glasses, turning away. “Let’s just move.”

The tone surprised Mark. A frown followed. “Something wrong?”

Barry sighed. “No, nothing.” He turned to move again.

“I’ll want my paint back.”

Veronica reached out and snatched the can out of the young man’s hand before he could react. It only earned her a surprised look out of Barry.

“Whatever, the others must have started walking by now.” Mark shook his head, gesturing the way ahead. “Let’s keep moving, they will catch up soon.”




Chapter 022 [Mark]

Mark grunted as he climbed his way onto the fallen branch. It was only really a branch in the sense that it was connected to a tree-trunk, but the piece of wood was large enough it could’ve easily fit a small bus within it. Barry and Veronica took a slight detour instead. With a little exertion, he managed to reach the top. And from there, he took the chance to look around with his new vantage point.

There was only forest and gloom in every direction, but he didn’t expect to discover much more than when he’d been at ground level. After all, his primary purpose had been to make himself more visible to the group that was catching up. His eyes met Daniel’s firmly, the smirk meant precisely to irk the older, greasy man. Little sense to waste the effort if he wasn’t at least going to get some enjoyment out of it.

It was especially worth it to see the sour look on Daniel’s round face- particularly when two of the others following him had similar expressions of annoyance. Mark let out a quiet little chuckle as he hopped off at the other side of the branch, grunting but regaining his balance fast. “They’re almost here.”

“Took them long enough,” Veronica said with a smirk. “Shame we couldn’t keep the pace.”

The jab found its spot at Barry with few obstacles to be found. The young redhead flinched and turned the other way. His hand rubbed his right leg for a moment as he limped, his expression soured considerably.

“Well, we should-”

AWOOOOOOOOOOO

“Fuck me,” Mark growled, looking back over his shoulder fast. “That was definitely not over at the bus.”

“They… this is weird.” Veronica scowled. “They shouldn’t be moving around at this hour.”

“What?”

“It’s broad daylight. They were hunting until late last night.” She made a gesture in the direction the sound had come from. “If they’re hunting again so soon, they must have slept… what? Four hours? Animals don’t do that right after a kill.”

“These are monsters, remember?” Mark rolled his eyes. He was starting to feel anxious now. That howl was closer than it’d been last night.

The young woman scowled, turning and looking at Daniel as he’d made his way around the tree. The older man’s irritation had moved towards concern and fear, only the barest hint of disgust as he glanced at Barry. “We need to move and fast.”

“Yeah, we’re fucked if we don’t.” Mark had to nod in agreement. “Help me with Barry-”

“We can’t.”

Two words. Everyone became quiet, slowing down as they glanced from Daniel to Mark, and back again. The younger of the two furrowed his brows. Next to him, his younger sibling flinched and lowered his head, hands tightening as the fear rose inside his chest. “He’s right, if you’re going to run away from-”

“Shut the fuck up.” The older brother took a stride forward, meeting Daniel’s gaze without hesitation. Both men squared their shoulders. The younger one met the gaze, but his focus flickered to Daniel’s hands. Last thing he needed was getting sucker-punched. “You leave him behind and I’ll hunt you down myself.”

“You can stick with him. I’m not going to stop you,” he snorted, shaking his head and taking a step back.

Mark’s jaw tensed, hands balling into fists. Briefly, he considered whether it would be worth the time and effort to punch Daniel. The older man wasn’t too out of shape and had the weight advantage. But of the two, Mark was the less winded one. He was sure he’d get in the first two punches in at least.

Before the plan could be made real, Veronica stepped forward. “They’re not here yet. We don’t know how fast they’re moving. For all we know, they’re targeting something else.”

Her words brought hesitation. Daniel’s scowl faltered, though not Mark’s. “We can start moving, but we have to press hard, if he can’t keep up…” Once more, his gaze flickered to Barry.

“If you so much as-”

“I can do it.” Barry’s words broke the tension, the younger man shoving his way between the two and stepping past them. “Let’s not waste time arguing.” His hands tightened on the straps of his backpack as he limped forward.

Mark shot a glare at Daniel but kept quiet, following alongside his brother, offering a shoulder to lean on as he helped him keep the pace. Taking a look at Barry, it was clear there was little to be said. The younger brother was pushing himself and was definitely intent on keeping focused.

The others followed suit, quietly marching and keeping their gazes into the forest, especially behind them. Everyone continued looking in that direction every other minute, as if expecting a horde to emerge out of the shadows any second. They all appeared to have come to a quiet agreement to remain silent, ears sharp and attentive of any unexpected noises. If they were being pursued, they heard nothing for a good hour- only their own grunts and crunching steps.

And then…

AWOOOOOOOOOOO

It was closer, definitely closer- still far away, but far less than the previous time. Louder and clearer. Threatening. Was that a couple of kilometers away? More? The forest seemed to distort and change the sound. It was impossible to tell with certainty. And they didn’t plan to stick around to find out. They shared gazes with one another. Mark glared at Daniel, but the man did not look back. He started walking faster. The others followed at the new pace.

Mark knew Barry wasn’t going to be able to catch up.

“Hey!” the older Dodson called out, a loud shout. “Bald-ass, I’m talking to you!”

Daniel slowed, stopping for only a moment. His expression was cold, and his eyes lowered, looking not at Mark’s face but his chest. There was hesitation there, almost shame. “If you want to survive, you know what you have to do.”

Without another word, he turned around. The others followed.

“You forgot something!” Veronica ran towards Daniel, the older man pausing in confusion as she shoved her backpack into his hands. “Since you’re leaving us to die, you might as well take the loot.”

The man’s face hardened, this time truly looking at them with remorse. But it meant nothing. He tightened his expression into a scowl and nodded. Without another word, he turned around and began to walk.

Veronica hurried back to Mark and Barry. Her expression was unreadable. “We need to move, now.”

“Agreed,” Mark commented grimly, shifting his weight and turning in a new direction. If the primary group was heading West, they were moving North-West. As good a bet as any, so long as it got them away from the howls.

Veronica nodded. She caught up and offered a shoulder to help Barry move faster through the complicated terrain.

“Let’s hope the wolves don’t choose to go after us,” Barry spoke under his breath. He grimaced with every other step, but he was going harder than before. There was a rhythm, accompanied by heavy, quick breaths.

The oppressive forest weighed down on them.

And the quiet feeling that they wouldn’t be able to keep helping Barry move forever.

“Don’t worry,” Veronica replied, a smirk blossoming from her lips. “That part’s taken care of.”

“What do you mean?”

As Barry asked, his brother could not help but find the amusement that appeared on the young woman’s face concerning. She didn’t answer, keeping a stern face as she walked faster.

“It’s not a guarantee.” Her words came in a hushed tone, yet the smile didn’t leave her lips. “So we better move fast anyway, just to be sure.”

“Sure of what?”

Veronica shook her head.

“Sure of what?” Barry’s voice lowered as he repeated the question.

“That the wolves will follow the others and not us.”




Chapter 023 [Mark]

“And how sure are you that they’ll pursue them and not us?” Mark’s distrust oozed out of his words.

Veronica returned the scowl with one of her own. “I’m not absolutely sure, so we have to keep moving, anyway.”

He could tell she was trying to avoid answering the question. He could see it on her lips, and in the way she turned the other way and almost shrugged the younger sibling off. But he had little intention of putting more pressure into it- not when their own life was on the line.

Barry had been just as attentive, but he had other ideas.

“What happened to make you think that?”

“Nothing, you fuckwit. We either move or we die. Are you going to waste more time playing twenty questions?”

Her words knocked any desire to continue straight out of Barry. Mark glanced at his sibling and could only shake his head and sigh. The last thing they needed right now was to start up some argument that would bring nothing. They needed to focus on moving forward. The terrain was complicated enough already. The task itself was arduous, especially while needing to help the younger man along the way.

It did not take long before their breaths came ragged and strained. The trio of college students was not in the most stellar of physical conditions, and it showed. Every passing minute was a growing pressure against their legs and backs, and a growing looming sense of approaching danger.

Mark could only curse inwardly once he began to notice how their progress was slowing down. His ears strained, trying to push out the sound of his breath. Had there been more howls? Were there signs of approaching pursuit? If anything, the more terrifying aspect was that, were he to see them coming, then it was a sign that things were as close to doomed as they could be.

Doubly so if these monsters moved at any speed, similar to what the spider or the cat had shown. They couldn’t afford to be spotted at all. It would be over then and there.

But he would not give up. He pushed onwards, forcing himself to take more of the load as Veronica had stopped trying. Barry himself seemed just as determined to not be a burden. But his efforts were far less successful than his brother’s. The younger sibling’s limp had worsened with the strain. His expression was all too easy to read- more so as he began using his left leg less and less.

Soon he was nearly hopping his way forward.

“How far… do you figure… we’ve reached?” Barry panted.

“Not enough if they chase our trail.”

The proclamation made the trio grimace. “Can we even outrun them?”

“Doubt it.” As Mark spoke the words, the other two’s expressions soured. “We’ll only tire ourselves out if we continue like this. We can’t really make too much progress. If they hunt us, we’re fucked.”

“Not unless we leave him behind as bait to buy us some time.” Veronica’s laugh was bitter. It made the younger Dodson wince. She rolled her eyes as she let go of him, leaning away to catch a breath. “It’s just a joke.” She shrugged dismissively. “So long as they have a track to follow, we’re fucked, bait or not. We don’t even know where we could find help or someplace safe.”

“I mean, I…”

“I’m not leaving my brother behind.”

“Like I said, just a little laugh.” She shook her head. “Look, it’s good and all that we take a minute to think about where we stand because, frankly, I don’t see a way out. They go after us, we become dog food. At least them following the other group will buy us time.”

“How are you sure they’ll go after them?” Barry brought up the subject without missing a beat, meeting her gaze firmly.

The young woman took a moment, sighing. “Whatever, might as well tell. My paint, it stained my backpack I gave them, it’s probably going to leak,” she said. “That shit stinks of solvent. Hopefully the wolves follow the easier trail and not ours.”

“You-!”

“Do we have any better choices?”

“You chose to get them killed!” Barry winced as he leaned forward towards her. “That’s…”

Mark crossed his arms and nodded. “It was the right thing for her to do.”

“Wha-?”

“It was us or them, Barry, they’d made that clear when they opted to ditch you. I choose us.”

“He’s right, there’s no point in pussyfooting about it. If we’re going to die and they opt to throw us at the wolves, we might as well return the favor.” Veronica moved to stand next to Mark as she spoke, leaned ever so slightly into him, placing a hand on her hip.

“But- I-”

With a grimace, Barry’s lips closed. The young man quietened as he looked down at the ground. It was clear he was trying to come up with a rebuttal to their statement, and could not think of one. The sight of it made Mark remember the many times they’d gotten into trouble over the years. He wondered when his younger brother had become this… weak.

“Look, we can’t waste time, let’s take a five minute break and keep moving.” Leaning against the tree, he pulled out his water bottle and took several long gulps. He’d have offered some to Barry if he wasn’t certain his sibling would have refused it.

But mostly, his thoughts kept tossing and turning as they focused on the problem at hand.

Even without Barry’s limp, they weren’t fast enough to escape. A pack of wolves was likely to track them down eventually, anyway. Were they so relentless they’d attempt it, even if it took them a good while to catch up to Daniel’s group? That appeared to be their only hope. A hope that they covered sufficient distance from Daniel and his group to avoid being next on the target list. But it was an ugly prospect that relied too much on chance. What would they do afterwards? No signs of life other than their own and the monsters thus far. No safety that could protect them.

The questions remained, tumbling within his head, unspoken.

Glancing at Veronica, it was clear she was also tired, but taking it much more easily than the others. She looked distraught, more than exhausted, with crossed arms and a long, unfocused look on her face as she peered into the woods. It was an easy guess that she was moving through much the same conundrums Mark was.

Did she have an answer? Mark might not trust her with a knife, but she’d certainly proved to be a cunning bitch.

Yet Barry was the only one who appeared less worried about the concept of a potential tomorrow. He chewed his lower lip as he stared at the dirt under his shoes. There was something else on his face, the beginnings of a smile? No one except his older brother would have been able to recognize that look- a slight twitch of the lips and crossing of arms.

“You have an idea.”

Slowly, the younger sibling nodded, his eyes remaining on the ground for five more seconds, his finger tracing lines against the dirt. “I think I do.”




Chapter 024 [Rick]

To Rick, morning came with the warmth and pressure and his body trapped within a tight hug from behind. There was little about it that was uncomfortable, even if perhaps it was too tight. Still, it had felt somewhat out of place, and he certainly did not want to overstay his welcome. So it was time to attempt escape. His squirming made Monica’s arms apply just a bit more effort and pull him closer against her, nuzzling against the back of his head.

Unable to move from the spot, the young teacher resigned himself to being the little spoon for the time being. A part of him pointed out how this might have been more enjoyable under different circumstances, but he muted it. As he lay there, he took the chance to consider the day ahead.

From the looks of it, the sun would rise soon. The sky was turning a light orange, but the treetops had yet to be graced by the morning rays. There were no clouds up above, and the wind was almost… calm, gentle, maybe even soothing. The shadows still played and spread between the wooden behemoths, but something was different about it. Distant.

Perhaps it had to do with the feline murder machine that was hugging him with her powerful arms. It was almost reassuring, almost as if she were protecting him. But it didn’t quite feel that way to him. Still, her heat wasn’t unpleasant, especially not when he could easily tell the contours of her figure moulding themselves against his body. For a moment, he became lost in memory of a warm bed, a cool afternoon, and a little voice asking him to cook breakfast. It caused a twinge of bitterness in his gut. He quickly pushed the thought away with a sigh.

This was not the right place to think of such things. There were more important things to worry about.

Rick squirmed and tried to turn around, hopeful he’d be able to repeat the trick from the day prior and have her relax her grasp. He was without luck, however, as Monica let out a scoff and pulled him in closer still. It was hard to determine whether she was also awake, but it made him feel like he’d been made into a pillow instead of an active participant.

So he waited some more. The spot he was in gave him little to see other than the forest ahead. But he did catch the sound of light snoring within the cave behind them. If nothing else, at least there wasn’t a stench of blood. That was good news. As far as he was concerned, it seemed the others had made it through the night just fine.

By the time Monica slackened her grip, the first rays of sunlight were approaching the edge of the cave. Rick managed to squirm his way out of her embrace and stood up, dusting himself off and noting how the lazy feline stared up at him with a pout.

Ignoring the stare, he checked up on the others, peeking into the cave. Mr. Gabriel had not moved from the spot he’d sat down on the night prior. The older man’s head bobbed quietly as he snored. Behind him, the mouse woman had remained curled up into a ball, albeit pressed against the old man. She was breathing slowly as well, appearing just as dormant and calm.

It was the other two who’d drawn Rick’s attention instead. Kat lay on her side, her back pressed against Tomas’ chest and hips. The both of them were in a similar position to the one Monica and Rick had shared a moment ago. They could have almost managed to fool others into thinking they were asleep.

Almost.

It was easy to see the intense red colour on Tomas’ cheeks, and the way neither of them were really breathing as slowly as one would expect when asleep. Kat’s eyes were closed, but her fingers twirled against the palm of Tomas’ hands, her hips bumping against his own in a teasing grind.

“Time to wake up,” Rick pretended he’d not seen anything, making both sophomores twitch and scuttle away from one another. They were still wearing clothes, so it seemed Kat had been teasing the poor fellow student. The young teacher could only smirk. “Sleep well?”

She distinctly avoided eye-contact. “Oh, it’s morning, like, totally had not noticed. Really good sleep, yup, very good sleep, right Tommy?”

“Tommy?” The teacher raised an eyebrow.

“Erm, yes, I slept well too, slept all night long.” The young man adjusted his glasses, taking them off and cleaning them with his shirt.

With a long, bored expression, Rick shook his head. “You haven’t slept at all, huh?”

“Nooope, really slept, all the way.” Kat let out a little giggle, patting down her lap, and pretending to dust herself.

“Sure, whatever, we need to get going.”

“I-I agree, the sooner the better. Should we try to look for water?”

Tomas’ question gave Rick some pause. He tapped his chin in consideration. “We have enough for a day, that’s… not ideal.”

The student coughed, taking a glance at Kat and turning away quickly. “I meant… where there’s water, there’s civilization,” he pointed out. “If there’s a river somewhere, it might be a good lead to find help.”

“If nothing else, it would help us stop worrying about water… I think it’d be a good idea. Got clues on how to find one?”

“Ask the cat?” Kat paused, then giggled. “Not me, the less cute one,” she said, turning to the cave and approaching her sleeping grandfather.

“Might as well try, I guess.” The woman had sat up, taking in the first morning rays as she eyed him with an arched eyebrow. The young teacher had to stop himself as his eyes became caught upon her figure as she basked in the morning rays.

Naked as the day she’d been born, Monica sat with her legs crossed, leaning back as she exposed her chest to the warmth of sunshine. Rick’s eyes traversed up her fur covered calves and halted at her knees where the fur ended and her honey colored thighs began. Those powerful thighs moved all the way to the tuft of white hair that covered her mound. The teacher’s throat parched up as his gaze continued upwards. The valley of her stomach was taut and flat, her skin marred solely by some dirt and the plentiful presence of scars that made her body a road-map of countless battles. Further up, she had the mountains of tender flesh on display, generous and firm, both capped by pink nipples.

It took a second to tear his gaze away and continue upwards. He reached up her clavicles, her sturdy neck, and stopped in the almond-shaped eyes. He noticed that the look she was giving him was no longer frustrated. She was purring, lips turned upwards in a grin as she licked them in hunger.

He felt rooted in place. If not for Kat’s laughter, he might have become entirely unable to move.

“Someone’s interested.”

Rick could only cough loudly and pretend Mr. Gabriel hadn’t caught him staring. The old man only smirked as Kat covered her mouth to hide the giggling.

“Let’s… get this show on the road.” Pushing his mind to think on Tomas’ proposal, he took a deep breath and stepped towards the purring feline, pulling out the bottle that was nearest to being completely empty out of his backpack. Monica’s eyes were quite attentive as he presented the item.

“Water.”

With the spoken word, he took a big swig, gulping, and offered the bottle at her.

Monica’s amusement and coy smirk had changed to curiosity, eyes widening as she leaned forward to look at it more closely. “Mwawe,” she declared, snatching the bottle from his hands and looking at it from various angles. Her gaze became intent upon the way the water appeared to reflect and refract the incoming sunlight.

“Water.”

Rick used a finger to tilt it, causing it to spill over a little. It made her flinch and shake her head. Monica frowned at the bottle, this time tilting it more slowly, trying to control it carefully. Except this time, she missed her aim, and the water splashed her face in full.

There were some amused giggles from inside the cave. Monica didn’t mind, though, lapping up the water as it ran down her face.

“Water.” Letting her finish emptying the container as she drank it, Rick came closer, kneeling down in front of her. “Water.” He cupped his hands, mimicking the gesture of drinking from a pool. “Do you know where there’s water?”

“Mwawe.”

Monica tossed the empty bottle to the side, standing up.

Her hand grasped his own, and she began to walk out of the cavern. He followed, mostly unable to stop, even if he wanted. “Erm…?”

“She seems set on taking you somewhere,” Tomas muttered.

“Good luck.”

“We’ll wait for you here, you’ll go faster without me,” Mr. Gabriel commented, his expression serious. “We’ll see if we can find something edible.”

“Prep to head out as soon as we get back.” Rick commented, turning to follow the feline.
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Chapter 025 [Rick]

Rick found it rather rough to follow Monica, especially when she was clearly pushing for a harder pace than yesterday. But that much he would’ve been able to handle. What was pushing him to move faster was how the feline appeared to enjoy all too much, leaping up into the foliage and vanishing. Only to reappear further ahead, settled on a branch or on a root, waiting for him. And each time she would puff up her cheeks at him, yowling and running off again, apparently wishing for him to pursue.

Despite the playfulness of her vanishing act, her constant disappearance had Rick on edge. The surrounding forest looked no less dangerous than the day prior. His head was on a swivel, turning towards each new sound and disturbance that prickled his patience and frayed his nerves. The woods were dim, and the noises plenty. Which of them came from Monica, and which from something else he did not know. And that was daunting, every dark recess feeling as if having an unseen pair of eyes watching him, waiting...

“Chuwoc.”

With a half-suppressed shriek, Rick jumped to the side, falling flat. Looking over, where he’d been standing at a second ago, he saw Monica.

She sported a very broad amused smirk; she’d not made a sound, and he hadn’t even felt her presence until her voice had spoken right next to his ear. The woman let out a chuckle, leaning down and meeting his gaze with a wide grin. “Chuwoc.”

He glowered at her, shaking his head as he reached into the backpack. It took him a moment before he found the requested treat. “Chocolate,” he proclaimed with a sigh, breaking a piece and offering it for her to grab.

Monica leaned down, looking at it with narrowed eyes, lips turning into a frown. Leaning away, she shook her head, one hand shoving Rick’s offer back at him. “Chuwoc.” She pointed at him with her clawed, furry finger. At his face specifically.

“For… me?” Rick could only frown, moving the piece closer, raising a doubtful eyebrow at her. Seeing her eagerly lean closer, smile widening as she watched him with wide attentive eyes, he broke a piece and put it into his mouth.

That was when she leaned in, lowering to her hands and knees as her face was abruptly oh so terribly close to his own. Her eyes were wide, a deep blue sea of attention split only by obsidian slitted irises that were dilating. Her breath washed against him. It made him gag a little. What caught him by surprise was when she leaned over that remaining inch and tasted his lips with a tentative flick of her tongue. “Chuwoc,” her voice came out in a whisper, her paws on the ground near his hips as she waited with a slight smile.

A heartbeat of silence. Rick remembered what he’d done to draw her attention before leaving the bus and suddenly found himself holding back the desire to curse. He’d been an idiot, and he’d swallowed the candy out of surprise of her getting so close. “Sure… chocolate…” Turning his head, he began to look for a new piece.

The attentive patience turned to a slight pout. The growl she let out made every nerve ending on Rick’s body freeze in place. Her paw moved and with a shove, pinned him down. The human could only grunt and do his very best not to move as her whole body shook like an earthquake from the rumbling sound. Her fangs gleamed sharply in the morning gloom, and her pupils narrowed into slits. Her fingers flexed, claws sinking into his chest and prickling him. “Chuwoc.”

With a wince, Rick nodded vigorously, reaching for the treat. His heart beat like a drum, hammering against her paw as his shaking hand moved the chocolate towards his lips. Making sure to show Monica how this one he wasn’t going to swallow, he left it in his mouth, watching intently.

She leaned closer, parting her lips and licking Rick’s again. He suppressed the trembling and extended his sugar coated tongue, reciprocating the gesture. With her mouth slathered in the sweet confection, the rumbling softened, turning into a purr. She closed her eyes as she tasted her lips slowly, savoring the sweetness.

The purring grew louder. The pressure with which she pressed down on him eased and she lifted her hand, moving it so she’d have a claw at either side of his head. She leaned down and licked his lips again. This time, her tongue pushed forward and into his mouth, seeking to steal every bit of flavor from him. It was aggressive, persistent, hot and messy. She pressed her whole body against him as she purred again, the vibrations rattling his bones.

With a gasp, Monica pulled back. Her cheeks were flushed and her lips fixed on a smile. “Chuwoc,” she said, pointing at the chocolate that remained in his hand.

Rick couldn’t do much more than lie still, his mind too startled to process what just happened. But Monica was impatient, her hand pulling his and moving it closer to his mouth. The last piece of chocolate. There might have been a consideration over needing to think this through, but it was clear the feline would not tolerate any wait. Thus, the new piece went into his mouth.

The feline lunged back in, surer of herself this time, pinning him to the ground with her mouth while her breasts squeezed against his chest. Her tongue moved like an angry serpent, licking and wrestling with his own tongue as she kept the purr. The sound made Rick’s body shudder, and it did not escape him how she kept pushing her lips against his even after she’d taken all the sweet there was to be had from his mouth. She did not move from where she was, pushing further. The woman was assaulting his sense of taste, pressing more of herself against him as she did.

Rick moved tentative hands down her body, resting them on her hips, something she neither minded nor cared about. Instead, she ground herself against him. Only her breasts kept her from getting as close as she appeared to want to. Her body was becoming hot, and Rick squeezed the contour of her firm ass, digging his fingers into the toned flesh.

Only then did she snap away. She looked at him, breathing hard, face blushing, and pupils dilated as her tail swished in an erratic rhythm of different emotions. Monica frowned, looking over her shoulder at her behind where his hands were currently at.

Slowly, she turned back to look at him. Rick had pulled his hands back and held both up in a sign of surrender.

“Wrwick.”

She forced the word through a grimace, her tongue appearing to not quite familiar with the sound. Pulling back from him, she stood up and turned in what appeared to be the same direction they’d been heading to earlier. Without so much as another sound, she jumped up into the trees, vanishing within the foliage with barely a trace left behind.

Flustered and breathing hard, Rick was left unable to understand what had just happened, or why, for that matter. A part of him spoke of how he should probably be far more scared than he currently felt. Perhaps the galloping heartbeat was a sign of that. But the fluster that was running through him spoke otherwise.

And as he spotted Monica landing twenty odd meters away, something else rumbled within his chest. She looked over her shoulder and down to her ass, groping it slowly before turning to look his way once more. There was a slight frown and a blush.

She was flustered. Maybe more so than even he was. The noise within him became louder.




Chapter 026 [Rick]

The kiss had ignited something for Rick, and the grope had changed something for Monica. This much was clear.

The human wasn’t able to help but stare at the feline as she kept guiding his way through the forest. Dim lights from stray rays of sunlight lit the forest floor in curtains of brilliance that split the gloom. It made for sharp contrasts, their presence small corridors of illumination through which he and she would pass. The Amazonian woman would sway slowly, always ahead, but never entirely out of sight. Her hips would swing with the rhythm of her steps, her tail falling in an arch, accelerating, moving faster and then turning upwards on the other side, adding a flick whenever she turned over her shoulder to study him with a lingering grin.

Rick’s narrowed eyes would flicker and meet her own before she’d continue on her way. Sometimes her ear would twitch at a sound only she could hear and she would rush out, vanishing between the trees. Sometimes she came back just as quickly, and other times Rick was almost sure he could feel her gaze on him as he kept walking. She did not sneak up on him this time, though, always landing on the forest floor somewhere within his line of sight. She was light on her feet. No matter what height she fell from, she seemed to touch the ground as if weighing no more than a feather.

When their eyes met, hers would linger, and she would frown before her gaze would pull away.

The human’s feelings were tumultuous. His thoughts danced to how incredibly dangerous this whole thing ought to be. His hand caressed the scratch she’d left in his chest mere minutes ago. It still stung at the rhythm of his accelerating heartbeat. She had pierced through the cloth like it’d not even been there. Could he dare to guess at what she was thinking? There was little doubt that if his assumptions were incorrect, he would die. That tiny room for uncertainty and severe consequence gnawed at him.

No. Rick shook his head. No, he told himself, this was wrong. He was trying to survive in an alien place with strange creatures. The last thing he should be speculating about should be this, of all things. And yet his gaze would linger on the curves of her body as she moved, the sway of hips, the curve of her toned ass, and the back and forth of the tail. Her skin was a honeyed, a sticky trap that had ensnared his thoughts.

Monica, if that was the name she’d agree to call herself, was something entirely different from everything Rick had ever encountered. Alluring and deadly all within the same breath.

Something pierced through the silence of the forest. It had taken a moment for Rick to pull his attention away from Monica’s body to catch onto it, but it soon became apparent what it was. Running water. The feline hadn’t reacted to this noise, no doubt having heard it long before he had, but once Rick’s steps sped up, her ear flickered and she turned to glance at him.

Instantly, she sped up, matching his pace rather than waiting. A yowl escaped her lips.

For a heartbeat, she allowed him to almost catch up. And no sooner was he within a handful of meters than she bolted forward, letting out a mewling sound and looking over her shoulder. The smile faltered as she saw he’d not changed his pace.

Monica slowed down again, this time staring at him more intently, almost a frown. She waited until he nearly caught up, until he was just a meter away, just a little leap away. Then she bolted, an explosive burst of air following her as she covered ten meters in less than a second. She let out a happy yowl as she twisted to look at him again. The smile died the moment after the human felt slightly startled at the expression that showed… she was pouting?

She turned around to face him in full. Hands on her hips, she waited for him to catch up. Since she’d placed herself in his way, Rick could only stop and look up at her frown. “What?”

With a loud snort, she leaned forward, grasped his hand, pulled at it, and placed it on her hip. The breath caught in his throat at the feel of the smooth skin under his palm, and the next moment she took off, having moved in another burst of speed to run away from him. His palm was left grasping open air, and it left the human looking down at his palm with a slight sense of awe. He did not move a single step as he watched her halt and look at him with a deeper pout than before. His hand was warm. Her skin had been so soft… the sense of trepidation grew.

Now that there was little doubt of the intent, his mind raced.

Gritting his teeth, he took a deep breath and stepped forth, the next a little faster. This time he jogged towards her. It made her ears perk as she turned away from him, and as Rick sped up, he heard her purring, watching her tense as he did. Her tail whipped in anticipation. He sprinted, the distance narrowing fast. And as he’d almost caught her, she leaped forward with at least twice his speed.

A yowl escaped her as she wriggled her hips at him. He accelerated as best he could through the roots and uneven ground. Sometimes he faltered, and others he’d nearly trip, but he was moving towards as close as he could into a full sprint.

Monica was teasing him. She would slow down for him to almost catch up, yet she kept speeding up before he could. She was too fast for him to really reach her. A few times she exploded forward as if she had invisible wings, covering at least ten meters in a single bound; others she moved just barely fast enough for him to think he almost had a chance. Rick’s blood rushed through him, thick with adrenaline, the beat of a drum that hammered against his lungs. Twice he had nearly reached her, just close enough his hand tingled with the warmth of her skin.

She laughed, a sound close to a yowl that carried a deep rumble with it, looking at him with wide eyes and a loose smile.

And just as he’d been about to reach her yet again, she stopped dead in her tracks. Rick gasped. She stepped aside, and he could not react fast enough. Her foot got in the way just enough to trip him up.

Rather than hit the ground, he fell head first into a shallow stream. The jolt was hard and wet. Chilly water splashed all over. The human had blunted the impact with his forearms as best he could, but the chill would not be denied. A startled yelp left him, not from the pain against his wrists, but from the water. It was freezing cold, and it had drenched him from head to toe, running all around him. Rick needed a second to catch his bearings enough for him to sit up and realize he had found the water.

It was barely a little more than half a meter deep. The ache in his forearms was manageable, but the blow to his ego had been devastating. He looked upon the feline that was rolling on the ground in a fit of giggles and laughter.

“So that’s how it’s going to be, eh?” He raised an eyebrow at her. Cupping his hands together, he threw the water her way.

Monica shrieked and jumped away as the water hit all over her face and chest. Her eyes were full of betrayal and narrowed eyebrows as she almost glared at him. Rick opted to remain comfortably seated at the center of the small stream, being the one laughing instead, splashing some more in her direction and chuckling as she hissed at him once.

“Maybe I should get a spray bottle or something,” he spoke with a laugh.

A laugh that ended the moment she’d pounced straight into the stream, right towards him.

Slippery rocks kept him from being able to move in time. She soared across the air and landed on top. Her claws did not press down on him but rather splashed against the water all around him, the water almost drowning him.

As he gulped in a lungful of air, she kissed him in full.




Chapter 027 [Rick]

Rick could only spare a moment to ponder what he was doing. He was drenched, sitting on a small freezing stream with the water reaching all the way to his gut, stranded in an unknown land, and being kissed by a naked monster woman that was part Amazonian warrior, part wild temptress, and part feline. Her skin was smooth and hot under his fingers as he reached for her hips, the fur on her paws holding him closer against him. It was a battle of contrasts. Her skin was soft, but her muscles were hard, her hands were covered in soft snowy fur, but her thighs and torso were supple silken honeyed skin.

The human’s mind tumbled its way through the sensations and thoughts.

She was not an experienced kisser, but she was aggressively eager. She mashed her lips against his own as her tongue invaded his mouth and tasted everything he could offer and more. It was wet, cool, and slightly rough, unlike anything he had encountered before. A small mental note told him she needed a mint.

Rick couldn’t much attempt to push into her mouth, even here she pushed against his own. When he did manage to slip past, she bit down, softly, just enough to snatch the tip.

He sputtered for breath as soon as Monica pulled back, releasing his tongue. They stared at each other. Her eyes were pools of liquid sapphires swirling with desire, her face flushed as her tanned skin took a redder tone on her cheeks. Slowly, she gulped for air, licking her lips as she panted. Those very lips curled up in a curve of amusement. This was something new, exotic. Her furred hands moved from his shoulders and grasped at his shirt.

He saw how her eyes lingered over him, pupils dilating slowly.

With an ease that made Rick feel like a rag doll, she lifted him by his clothes, pulling him closer to the side and out of the stream of water. His body shivered from the cold, but there was a growing heat inside of him as he found himself unable to turn away from her. Especially when she clenched her fist and tore at his shirt slowly, breaking with such an ease Rick suspected he had worn tissue paper for clothes that morning.

The woman was the first to break eye-contact, gaze trailing downwards and looking at him with a slightly furrowed brow. She leaned closer, frowning further as she focused on his chest more closely. Tossing aside the piece of cloth she’d ripped off, her hand moved to grope at his chest hair.

“Hey!” Rick winced as she’d tugged a bit of it off.

The feline peered at the hair she’d pinched between her claws, inhaling it, and then turning to him, tilting her head as she leaned back down, breathing him in with a deep inhale. She licked the spot she’d pinched and pausing as the human couldn’t help but squirm at the sensation. A rumbling sound emerged from her core, a purr but deeper. The first image that came to Rick’s mind was of tumbling rocks down a hill, or chainsaws being left on idle. Blue-green eyes locked onto him as she moved down, straddling his hips while continuing to lick his chest.

She took his hands and placed them on her legs. The soft wet skin was alluring to the touch, and he could tell there were powerful muscles right underneath. It was as if he were gripping iron through a satin cloth. His fingers drifted to her knees, where the fur began, and then trailed their way back up to tease at the inside of her thighs. Monica’s eyes glowed with approval. Her mouth moved its way up and reached for Rick’s neck. Every muscle on his back tensed when her claws lightly scraped his shoulders. Her tongue licked its way down to the base, her paws moving to pin him against the dirt.

The man’s hands remained on her thighs, stroking them slowly, moving their way up and back. His touch traversed around her hips, gripping her ass. Firm yet more pliable than the rest of her, she tensed. With a flicker of her gaze, she continued back to his lip, a kiss before she returned to his neck, licking his collarbone. Pausing for a moment, one claw reached for Rick’s right hand and drew it to a different part of her body.

His eyes widened when she placed his hand between her thighs. His fingers brushed against the bush of hair through it, parting it and touching the tender skin of her loins. The purring became louder, moving through his body and making him vibrate all over. The woman leaned closer, crushing her pliable breasts against him. Monica’s back arched and she pulled her groin further into his probing fingers. Her fangs nipped at his shoulder, making him wince. Taking a deep breath to calm his rumbling heart, he stroked slowly, teasing her sex in gentle caresses. She was soaked from the splash-down in the stream.

Monica moaned when he parted her folds and pushed a digit into her. It surprised Rick a little how hot and wet she was; he’d never been with someone who’d gotten this turned on this fast. Or maybe she’d considered the running a warm-up? Whatever else he was thinking about, he drove it out of his mind as she nipped at him again.

She was claiming his attention in full, and he wasn’t about to refuse.

Hotness was against his right palm, softness against the left. He moved the latter upwards, tickling her ribs and making her purr relent for a moment with a slight shudder. And as he found his way further up her body, moving to her breast, the vibrating sound came back fully. Rick swallowed when he cupped the hefty orb of pillowy flesh. It was large, heavy, and oh so soft. He squeezed it tenderly, its weight pressing her hard nipple against his caress. He felt as if he were a teenager again. He was fumbling in his attempts to keep his attention split between the hotness between her thighs and the rich elastic sensation of her large tits on her chest. Hunger welled within him as he ached for more than just touching and wished he could touch her all over at the same time.

From where he lay he could only see the top of her head, two white furred triangular ears that stood straight and were aimed at him, nestled in a bed of off-white drenched hair. Chuckling, he blew air at them, amused at how they flicked, doubly so at the look of annoyance she shot him. He winced when she bit his shoulder, lightly and playfully, but clearly in retaliation. It still stung, even if it didn’t draw blood.

Her hips ground against his finger, and he marveled at how flexible she seemed to be despite the incredible power she wielded. Though she was soft, there was hardness combined with the athletic tightness of her body. Her stomach was taut and flat. He could have counted her abs had he cared to try. Her chest was heavy and ripe, firm and elastic. With his palm gently squeezing against it, she licked harder against the nape of his neck. Her tail whipped back and forth, raised high in the air.

She wanted more, and so did he. His hand groped more firmly, the other plunging a second digit into her inviting pussy.

The cat yowled and shuddered, the heat redoubled within less than a heartbeat, her legs spread wide and her claws reached downwards. Monica only needed to flick her wrists, and his belt was shredded. Another flick, and his pants were rendered entirely unusable. She stopped her kissing as she meticulously and carefully tore at the clothes, revealing more and more of his body.

Breaking away from his touch, she shifted her position further down, straddling his thigh. Her eyes took in his mostly naked form. Her fur covered hands retracted the claws. Soft pads touched their way down his chest. And just as she’d been about to reach his hips, she stopped. Blinking twice, she peered at his erection, tipping her head and frowning.

“Mrow?” She tilted her head in the other direction, staring at it further, lips pursing in apparent confusion.

“Erm…”

Heat crept up Rick’s neck and cheeks as she leaned closer, looking at his dick and poking it with her finger, claw fortunately retracted. It made him shudder a little, and that caused her to look up at his face and then down at it. A smirk appeared. She poked it again, and the human shivered again.

“Mrick.” She cooed, pressing the pad against his tip and slowly trailing her way down the underside of his cock, causing it to throb. He tried to reach down to stop her, but her other hand swatted his fumbling attempts away. She licked her finger, ears perking a little, a thoughtful look crossing her face as she moved to straddle his hips once more.

Biting her lower lip with a shiver, she pressed her pussy against the length of his shaft, pushing it to be sandwiched between his groin and her pussy. Rick squirmed and groaned. She purred louder and opened her thighs further. It was like being caressed by hot, wet embers. Fire played within his chest while she stroked him, her hands laying at either side of his head as she reclaimed his mouth in a sloppy, eager, burning kiss.

Rick’s palms moved to her breasts. Unopposed, he groped them, teasing at her nipples as she moaned harder. Her grinding sped up for a heartbeat, moving in short, quick thrusts of friction that built her into a crescendo. Just as he began to feel being pushed closer to the edge, Monica yowled, shuddered, and stopped. Her head pulled back from his mouth and she gasped for air. The woman pulsed with heat, and her whole body trembled. A gush of fluids generously burst forth and coated his cock. Had she achieved orgasm already? If she had, she showed little signs of wanting to slow down. The grinding returned in full.

“You must be backed up,” he said, increasing the effort of the massage and watching her squirm, blush, and hump him harder.

She shot him a smoldering look as she pulled away, sitting on his hips. Fangs flashed as she smiled invitingly, humping once and pausing, licking her lips in invitation. He grasped her pendulous breasts and tweaked her nipples. Her eyelids fluttered as she drew in a sharp breath.

Taking a supreme amount of effort, he stopped himself from thrusting his hips and rubbing against her eager sex, and instead moved down with one hand, changing the angle. She looked at this, and he pushed his hips forward. The new position allowed his cock to poke at her sex, the tip parting her lower lips. Monica blinked, clarity appearing to come to her as she glanced downwards. Only in time for a slight nudge in his hips to push further, her legs gave out, and she fell onto him, hip meeting hip as he pierced straight into her core.

A deep rumbling moan escaped her, half roar, half mewl. Monica tensed and gripped at his body. She drew in air sharply, looking down and meeting his gaze with a bewildered smile.

She attempted to move and flopped, needing another second to regain the strength in her legs. She pulled out just barely and collapsed back down, moaning into the kiss. He mirrored the sound. She was so impossibly tight and hot and wet. Rick grasped at her thighs and clenched, her insides gripped him like a vise. The sensation made his body move on its own, pulling back what little he could and humping back into her. She tightened further and squeezed.

Mewling, she broke from the kiss. Her mouth found his shoulder instead. The next half-thrust had her bite down as she wrapped him into a crushing hug. The purring intensified. He ignored the mild discomfort from her nipping at his skin. There was little that could stop either of them at that point, anyway. Sparks of sensation made him redouble his efforts to shove himself further into her. An animal roared within his chest, pushing its way through and out of his lips.

The light pain from the bite flared sparks. Her arms wrapping him into a tight hug, breasts mashed against his chest, and breathing ragged. The pace became a flurry, an unstoppable rhythm of barely cognizant mutual thrusts. Monica wailed and tightened as she came again. It nearly pushed Rick over. He could only grip her body against his own with white knuckles, muffling his scream into her shoulder, and then her claws dug into his back.

With a muffled cry, he was pushed past his limit. The sound of moans and the beat of his heart roared in his ears, the pain and pleasure mixing in a suffocating heat that burned out every other thought. Exhausted, he collapsed underneath her. She relaxed and slumped against him.

His fingers released the death-grip they’d been holding on her ass and moved to caress her back. Idly, he discovered the base of her tail and stroked it, prompting her to purr.

They both panted and breathed in hard, uneven gasps. Rick’s everything hurt, especially his back and shoulder. Was he bleeding? He couldn’t find the brainpower to care right now. It was eclipsed by the weight of what they’d just done. Everything felt like it had just been knocked out of orbit. Thoughts muddled and swirled and pushed against one another in an effort to gain a foothold on his slippery mind.

“Well, that was something.”

“Mrow.”

She kissed him again.

It didn’t seem she’d let him go so soon.




Chapter 028 [Rick]

With a profound sigh, Rick stepped into view of the cave.

“What the fuck happened to you?” Kat’s voice rang out instantly. There was an edge of concern that instantly turned into amusement. “You got mauled?”

He stood shirtless. His pants and shoes were only half dry, and his shoulder and back had light scrapes that had at least stopped bleeding. His hair was wild and completely out of control, a mess of brown that put it looking closer to a ball of fur. The man’s shoulders slumped, his focus anywhere else than the young woman. He did his best to avoid betraying any of the embarrassment currently burning through him. “Monica got a bit… physical.”

“You’re hurt.” Tomas glanced from the pile of half burnt sticks that lay in front of him. “Did she break anything?”

“It’s just scratches. I washed them over at the stream, so I hope they won’t get infected.”

Mr. Gabriel’s voice broke the silence, a single harsh bark of laughter. The elderly man shook his head as his hand slowly patted the head of the mouse creature, monster, lady. She appeared to be asleep, not even reacting to the loud sound. Rick felt himself flush further.

“What? I don-…” Kat paused, looking between her grandfather and the teacher. Her eyes broadened. “Oh my god, you got snusnu’d!”

“That is…” Rick coughed. “We should get going. The stream is deep enough it could lead to a river. Did you have any luck with supplies?”

“Don’t change the subject.” She approached, nudging a bewildered Tomas aside. Her gaze up at Rick almost sparkled. She was grinning like a madwoman. “You fucked the cat. How was it? Did she pin you against a tree? Maybe she-”

“I think this conversation topic is entirely inappropriate, young lady.” The scowl was impossible to sustain as she smugly kept staring up at him. There was just too much amusement on her face. The smirk was practically splitting her head in two. Rick could only cough and rub the back of his neck awkwardly. “It’s really not important, we need to move.”

With a scoff, she crossed her arms, throwing a pout his way. “Fine, be that way. Where’s the lucky lady, anyway?”

“I think… she went out to hunt.”

“Oh… oh!”

Faces tightened into grimaces, shared looks amongst the four.

“At least, like, she didn’t come to eat us.”

“You can’t rely on luck,” Mr. Gabriel commented gruffly. His fingers slowly stroked the short gray hair of the mouse woman. “It certainly feels like she was keeping this one alive in case she ever got hungry.”

“Maybe more like a sadistic plaything.” Tomas’ face contorted and took a greener hue.

“Wait, do you think…?” Kat looked at the woman, then at Rick, and back again. “I mean…”

“I do not want to consider that prospective line of thought.” The young teacher clapped his hands loudly. “Like I said, we need to move, we’re burning hours, and I… wasted enough of them.” His gaze turned to Tomas, and his voice faltered a little. “Also I… if you have a shirt you could lend me, I’d appreciate it. I only had a change of pants.”

“Tearing clothes off, hot.”

“Not a word, Catherine.”

“Pfffff, you’re no fun teach.” She rolled her eyes, letting out a little grunt and turning to her backpack to pick it up. “There, I’m ready to explore some more.”

“How far is the river?”

“About half an hour.” His gaze turned towards Mr. Gabriel. The old man had not moved from his spot. “What… are you doing?”

“I’m going to stay here.”

“WHAT!?”

Mr. Gabriel leveled a severe glare at his granddaughter. “I will slow you down if I stick with you. I’m sure you could’ve covered the distance to this cave in half the time without me.”

“Are you seriously…?”

“Dead serious, Catherine,” he replied, his brows wrinkled deeply. “We are low on food and short on time. What are the outcomes if I stay here?”

“What?”

“Outcome one. You find help in time, and you come back to take me somewhere with a functioning toilet.” The old man let out a grunt. “Option two, you don’t find help. You come back. We try to figure something out.” His fingers slowly brushed the hair of the creature sleeping against his lap. “Option three, you stumble onto something that will try to kill you.” His lips pursed and his brow tightened. “If you have to run, you will have to slow down for my sake. And you won’t cover as much ground as me sticking around. I am staying here,”

“Some monster could eat you.”

“If any monster had the balls to show up this close to that cat’s lair, this one would’ve been eaten already.” His fingers kept slowly caressing the hair of the woman on his lap. “She’s defenseless, yet she’s alive.”

Rick nodded solemnly, stepping forward. “What about Monica?”

“What about her? Either she follows you or she doesn’t.” With a gruff shake of his head, the old man kept his gaze firmly on Rick. “If she doesn’t, you all die the instant you find anything like those other monsters. If she does, then I’m not in trouble.”

“I don’t like this.” Kat moved into the cave, standing right in front of him. “I’m not leaving my grandpa alone in the wilds like this.”

“You will have to.”

“NO!” She stomped her foot, glaring.

“There is no other way.”

“I refuse to believe that.”

Mr. Gabriel met her gaze. The hard stone that was on his face softened ever so slightly. He took a deep breath and shook his head. His eyes glimmered with the barest sign of something other than cold, hard determination. The man reached out, offering a weathered hand. “Do you remember your grandmother, Matilde?”

“I… I remember she did great lemon pies.” She took his hand, squeezing his fingers.

He chuckled softly, a slight smile. “That she did.” With a deep breath, he tightened his grip on Kat’s hand. “She loved making them for you very much.” His lip straightened. “I want you to be safe, Catherine. This is the best way I can do that.”

“I’m not going to let you kill yourself like this.”

“Girl!” Mr. Gabriel’s voice barked out. His face flattened, cold and unfriendly. “Never say those words. If I’d wanted to take my life, I’ve had well over a decade to make that choice!”

His tone had awakened the mouse; she’d let out a shrill squeak and sprinted deeper into the cave. She curled up, looking at the others with wide brown, terrified eyes. He glanced at her and deflated, his shoulders slumped down. He let out a sigh as he turned to look at his granddaughter once more.

“I do not plan to die here. Get going, girl.”

Kat’s face contorted into a glare, hands tightened into fists. She almost seemed ready to shout or scream. Closing her eyes, she looked away. “Fine. Fine, fucking fine!” The young woman turned around, stomping her way out without another word. Tomas was quick to pursue.

Rick met Mr. Gabriel’s eyes. The older man slowly shook his head.

Quietly, the young teacher reached into the backpack, pulling out the plastic bag that had his portion of food. Opening it up, he removed the pieces of candy and dropping the food and two water bottles.

That made the older male frown. “What are you doing?”

Rick gestured at the mouse that lay next to the wall of the cave. “She’s going to need food too, and I doubt you won’t share from yours.” Rick sucked in a deep breath, glancing into the woods. Pointing. “The stream is in that direction. There are scratched trees around it, so it’s likely still inside Monica’s territory. Shouldn’t be too hard to get there.”

“Are you sure about this?”

“I’m a teacher.” Rick chuckled with an awkward glance towards Kat and Tomas, watching the young man attempt to halt the woman as she kept stomping her way through the trees. His jaw tightened. “I’m not letting anyone else die on my watch.”




Chapter 029 [Mark]

Mark moved alone, but with a purpose. His steps through the forest were accompanied by the crunch of dried twigs. He was moving at a light jog, his breathing a steady beat that matched the rhythm of his heart, if not the pace. His focus wasn’t on his movements, but on trying to find something. Carefully, he slowed and looked around, peering at each tree he passed and those that came after. One by one he discarded them; none of them were what they were looking for.

There were several qualifying features to look out for, the main one being easy access to at least the first set of branches. So far, all trees had their bigger branches too far up.

The beep of his watch warned him this was as far as he went. He turned in the opposite direction with one last glance at the area, in case he’d missed anything. He couldn’t help but growl inside at the frustration- there’d been no luck, it seemed. Returning to where he came from, the older Dodson brother kept his ears sharp. His pace was slower now to let him catch his breath. There was one sound he had to pay extreme attention to, one above all others that would signal their time was running out. They didn’t have any to spare.

With the light that shone down from the midday sun, he could easily make out the path he’d taken. Though he was also aware how simple it would be to get lost. Keeping a close eye on that was the second priority. This forest could fuck with your sense of direction without even trying.

After a fifteen minute power-walk, he reached Barry.

The younger red-head moved with a stick for support. His pace was a troubled middle-ground between fast and pained lethargic. He almost jumped as he heard Mark approach, only calming down after a good, long look. “Any luck?”

“Nothing. Veronica?”

“Hasn’t come back yet.” He waved at the opposite side of the forest. “Shouldn’t take too long.”

Nodding, the older sibling slowed down and kept the pace. He took a little gulp of water, and he used the hem of his shirt to dry the sweat on his forehead. “Here’s hoping the plan works.”

His expression soured considerably. “Here’s hoping we don’t need to test it.”

“That’s too hopeful even for you.”

A slight, nervous laughter followed. Barry awkwardly turned his attention downwards while keeping the march forward. There was something to be said about the way he focused on the moss underfoot. The young man carefully reached into his pocket and pulled out a piece of breadcrumb, dropping it on to the forest floor. The act itself pained him. There was only so little food available, but he kept from showing anything other than the slightest tension on his lips.

Mark moved silently at his brother’s side, his focus instead turned outwards and to the world around them.

“Hey, Mark?”

“Hm?”

“Do you think we… can trust Veronica?” Barry spoke, looking downwards with a frown.

“I think trust is a big word when we’re focused on surviving.”

The answer caused the younger of the two to raise his gaze and meet his brother’s eyes. He stopped, looking at him with an unreadable expression. He gave a slight shake of the head.

“What?”

“No, it’s… nothing,” Barry muttered. “It’s just the whole paint thing.”

Mark nodded. “It was them or us. I just hope it’s them.”

Again, Barry did not answer, remaining quiet as he looked the other way. Mark didn’t push; he knew the only thing that would come out of it would be an argument, or worse. Right now, they did not have the time, energy, or luxury for one. With a grunt, he shoved the idea aside and kept looking at the woods that surrounded them from every angle.

“I just think that-”

“Hey!” Veronica’s voice rang out. Their attention snapped in her direction, watching the younger woman moving out from beside the tree.

Mark’s eyes narrowed slightly. Had she been hearing them talk?

“I found something!” Her tone was oblivious. If she’d heard them, she didn’t show it.

The proclamation brought a flutter of hope made its way through their chests. They changed course to head in the direction she’d come from.

“What is it?”

“A tree, you need to see it.”

“What?”

She waved at them and turned around. “Just move, ok?”

That was a good enough reason as any to follow her. The forest was no less gloomy or threatening than it’d been so far in the new direction they’d taken, but they noticed there were signs of damage. Heavy damage.

Here and there, they could spot burn marks on the bark, torn earth, and even large branches that had fallen at some point or another. The damage wasn’t fresh, but it definitely looked as if it’d been only a few months ago. There were gouged out parts in some of the trees, and the burns still had some charcoal sticking to the scars.

But it was when they saw one tree had toppled over that they had to stop and stare.

The behemoth was wide enough, the toppled trunk was more akin to a massive wall tens of times their height, and long enough, they couldn’t see where it ended. It was as if someone had taken a pillar that reached all the way to the sky and knocked it down. The wood had cracked and was burnt in many areas. Mold had grown on the underside. The first signs of rot were visible on the bark. And yet, many of its branches stood taller on their own than many normal trees ever did back in their world.

There were only two words that came to mind when looking at it. “Holy shit.”

“Look at the stump,” Barry said, finger pointing at the base of the fallen wooden skyscraper.

The “stump” was two stories in height, at least. It was splintered and torn, a jagged row of fangs that pointed skyward. There were scorch-marks all over it. But what had caught everyone’s attention had been the tree growing out of the center. It was no less than ten meters tall and sprouting out of the stump as if the ancient being had refused to die and was emerging anew.

“How long ago do you figure this thing got knocked over?”

“I don’t… know, but…” The younger Dodson brother shook his head. “If the main trunk is only rotten to this point, it can’t have been that long ago.”

“Bullshit, that tree growing from the trunk must be at least twenty years old.” Mark growled.

“Not to burst your botany excursion, but we came here for a reason?” Veronica rolled her eyes, ignoring them both and hurrying towards one of the thicker branches of the fallen tree. A branch that could serve as a ramp for them to go all the way and above the trunk. She pointed upwards. “I figure this qualifies for what we were looking for.”

“Barry?”

“I… it might, yeah.” He glanced at the rest of the tree. A nod followed. “Yes, I think it might be usable. We just need to be careful to find the right spot. Maybe we should start by-”

AWWWOOOOOOOO

All three of them shuddered. The sound echoed through the forest like the sound of a starter pistol.

“How… how far do you figure that was?”

“It’s definitely closer than last time.” Veronica’s eyes narrowed. “Maybe the other group were useless, and the wolves followed us.”

“Or maybe they’re still going for the other group?” Barry muttered.

“Does it matter?” With a glare, Mark reached out to grab his brother’s shirt and tug. “We need to get moving, you especially, we can’t play with ifs.”

“Worst-case scenario, they’re coming right at us and we don’t have the time.”

“Which direction should we take?” Barry dropped another crumb of bread.

“Do you have a destination in mind?” The woman turned to the younger of the three with a look of frustration. There was a sharpness in those eyes.

“No?”

“Then the direction doesn’t matter. Move fast or we’re next on the menu.”




Chapter 030 [Mark]

It was with labored breaths and hurried steps that Mark and the others ran as best they could given the uneven terrain. The midday light shone down on them through foliage and heavy branches, filtered through the gargantuan trees that surrounded them. The shadows left the forest floor in a light gloom that left their steps unsteady. Shadows played tricks in their desperate push forward.

“How long?” Barry panted, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a fistful of crumpled sandwich to drop on the ground.

“Three more minutes,” Veronica intoned, glancing at her mobile phone as she kept the light jog. She was sure to keep her pace next to their own. “Are we sure this will work?”

“Do we have any better fucking alternatives besides fighting?” Mark growled. “Because I don’t trust we can win in a fight.”

The proclamation was harsh, but close to what they all had quietly thought. The look on the older sibling was enough to cut off any response. Not that there was much of a desire to turn this into an argument. Their breath was precious and they could not waste any of it.

Barry’s phone dinged in alarm, the timer having run off and reached the limit.

The three stopped and pulled in heavy breaths. They needed a moment to glance around, recover their bearings, and calm themselves. The forest remained in its eerie darkness all around them. If not because of the sunlight that broke through from time to time, it would’ve been impossible to move this fast or at all.

Mark nodded. “Ok, time to change.”

Letting go as his sibling dropped another clump of sandwich, Mark began to undress, using his shirt to dry his sweat. While the younger used the moment to stop wheezing. Another handful of seconds and he also began to strip, his clothes becoming the rags with which he’d dry his sweat.

Mark was already done. He approached the nearest tree and shoved his clothes under the exposed roots. His pants would follow soon after.

“I hope this w-”

Barry’s words came to a halt as his eyes turned to Veronica. The young woman had taken off her shirt, exposing her pale skin and black bra. The sight caused Barry’s breath to get caught in his throat as every thought in his head ground to a standstill for a split second. He could only watch the litheness of her figure and bluster. And she noticed. Veronica’s lips pursed, her brows furrowed. The young woman shot him a quiet icy glare. Barry whipped around to stare in the other direction instantly, cheeks flushed, while he struggled to pull out the change of clothes from the backpack.

“Don’t forget the phone,” Mark warned. He noticed the odd hurried look his brother had, and though the words to ask what was going on came to his lips, he stopped when he noticed Veronica’s scowl. As she turned towards him, the glare fell down into a flat, humorless look.

Something had happened?

“An alarm every fifteen minutes,” Barry’s words interrupted the flow of thoughts. He fiddled with the phone and dropped it next to his bundle of sweaty clothes. “Let’s go back, we don’t have the time.”

“Remember we have to trace our steps.”

“I left bits of bread. If we don’t see them, we’re on the wrong track.” Barry nodded hastily, pocketing the remainder of the meal he’d been reducing to crumbs.

“Are we really sure we should head back?” Veronica frowned, looking over her shoulder at the route they’d come from. “They could be closer than we thought.”

“If they’re fast enough, then we’ll get killed, anyway.” Leaning to help Barry, Mark moved.

She said nothing to that statement, though it was clear she had a thought or two to share about it. “I’ll wait for you at the tree. If you hear me scream, then that means things are fucked.” Without another word, she moved faster, increasing her distance from them.

Within only minutes, she was out of sight. The two of them were left on their own, eyes flickering at the shadows, ears strained and trying to ignore the sound of their hearts. Quick breaths turned the world into a rhythm of ins and outs, their throats parched and dry.

“You really think she moved ahead to give us a warning if the wolves got to the tree before us?”

“Fuck no.” Mark shook his head. “But if things get ugly, I’ll make sure to deal with them.”

Barry let out a laugh. “You have a plan? Don’t overwork yourself.”

“I have something better,” he chuckled, shaking his head. “But I’d rather save it for an emergency, but-”

AWWWOOOOOOOO

The sound was like a shudder down their spine. “That was closer.”

“That was too fucking close. How much longer until we reach the tree at this pace?” They shared a look. Mark turned his attention downwards at Barry’s ankle. “We need to run.”

The younger brother paled, but nodded. “Get the shirts.”

“What?”

“The shirts.” He signaled at his backpack. “Had another spare, we’re going to be drenched when we get there. We need to dry off and drop it on the trail.”

“Fuck that, just run.”

A shared nod, and then they pushed themselves harder. The younger redhead grimaced and limped in his half-run. The older one kept himself close and helped where he could. Both had their focus strained towards the way the howl had come from. Was that movement? Was that shadow a monster? It was made all the worse because they were almost heading in that exact direction.

They had to reach the fallen tree before the wolves did.

Mark weaved his steps through the roots, spotting the breadcrumbs his brother had dropped every handful of meters or so. They were easy to see, specks of white in a dark brown and green mossy background. Still, his focus kept bouncing from the ground and to the darkness on the horizon. How long had they been walking away from the tree? It felt like an eternity ago. His lungs burned.

A yelp made him turn around. Barry had stumbled. He didn’t hesitate as helped him back up. “Move it dammit.”

Barry complied wordlessly, returning to his half limping run. His face was contorted in agony as he ran, and he muffled cries as he clenched his jaw shut. “TREE!” he practically gasped the word out, hand stretched out and pointing at their destination. It was so close.

A flicker of light above the trunk drew their attention. Veronica was flashing her phone in their direction. They redoubled their efforts even as their lungs burned for air and their legs cried for rest. It took a minute that felt like forever before they got close enough to hear her as she pointed at one of the larger branches that touched the ground.

“Over there!”

Following her directions, they hurried along towards it. Mark ran his way up, only needing to weave his way through some of the smaller branches that remained on it. Even as tired as he was, he felt a sense of awe as he moved. This lone branch on the tree was thicker than any tree he’d seen before. It was as if some playful God had taken it upon himself to make a tree big enough to stick smaller trees along its trunk.

“There are some thicker parts over there we can hide in.” She pointed to the side. “It stinks of tree, it should help.”

“Shirt!” Barry called out, stopping as he pulled out a piece of cloth, moving it to dry his face and neck as best he could. With heavy pained breaths, he tossed the damp piece and moved up the same path Mark took.

AWWWOOOOOOOO

Veronica’s head snapped to the side. “Shit, they’re here!” Her voice came out in a harsh glower, barely a whisper. Her arms moved to gesture at them to hurry. “Move!”

She turned towards the younger sibling as he moved up the branch. Her hand stretched out, offering support. Her cold black eyes met his own as he reached out to take her grasp. She looked over her shoulder at Mark. The older sibling too preoccupied dodging the branches on his way up to look back.

Veronica turned back to look at Barry, her lips parted ever so slightly into a sneer.

And with a shove, she sent him falling down.




Chapter 031 [Mark]

At the echo of a heavy thud, Mark turned around. What he found was Veronica’s face. Her eyes were wide, her lips tight, and a finger hovered over them as she trembled. Her whole body tensed as she hurried to get into the thicker portion of the leaves. She joined him right behind the branch, using it for cover.

“He fell,” she whispered under her breath.

Two words, enough to make Mark’s blood turn to ice. His gaze swept the forest floor and found the bundle of red hair. Barry was lying flat on the ground, barely moving. The older brother would have jumped out of the hiding spot and attempted to make his way down, if not because Veronica reached out to clutch his arm. Silently, she gestured towards the opposite side of the fallen tree. It was there that Mark saw the monsters that had been pursuing them, moving with urgency.

Six in total. They were as much beast as the feline had been. These were not cats, however, but dogs. For five of them, the fur ran in a light brown pelt down their backs, their hands sporting small claws, and canine tails in a deathly focused stillness. Each of them had a wild look in their eyes, unfocused and uncaring, breathing and sniffing the air as they would move close to the ground and move on all fours from time to time. If not because of the blood drenching their chests and neck, one might have even considered the sight oddly appealing.

The sixth stood out as the leader. Her fur was obsidian, her figure lean and tall. She was at least two meters and with a physique too close to a body-builder, so much so it felt too out-of-place out here in the woods and not inside some illegal fighting ring somewhere. The black one kept moving ahead of the pack, only sniffing at the air from time to time. She didn’t run or jog, and she didn’t crouch. She stood tall, her eyes flickering around as she’d take long lungfuls and breathe in the scents, moving with determination.

It was clear she wasn’t merely focused on the hunt, but on the pack’s safety as well. There was a dangerous edge to those eyes that peered all around.

Mark’s attention turned down to Barry. The younger man sat near the bottom of the downed tree while Mark and Veronica lay on top of the fallen behemoth. Their gazes met. The younger brother froze, eyes wide and pale face. His breaths were deep and uneven. The older one moved his lips silently. “MOVE.” He mouthed the word out rather than speak it, pointing at the underside of the nearest tree. The earth below was dug out. There should be space for someone to hide there.

Anything was better than waiting out in the open where he could be instantly spotted.

With a trembling nod, Barry stumbled his way forward. His eyes flickered at his sibling and Veronica. “Mark, look.” The woman pulled his attention away from his brother and towards the approaching pack.

The black-haired one was no longer there. She’d vanished.

For a heartbeat they both wondered where she’d gone, but the answer came to them before they could wander a guess. From the shadows atop the fallen tree, a dark silhouette emerged. The shadows had gained volume, and blackness covered it until it had grown in full. Only then did the shadows recede and in doing so revealed the dark canine as she walked up the fallen trunk’s length.

In their direction, no less.

The two humans held their breaths and pulled behind the branch to stay out of sight as best they were able to. Veronica shrunk into a ball, and Mark reached into his backpack. Slowly, his grip inched its way down to make sure he didn’t make so much as a sound. He very carefully gripped the piece of metal at the bottom and pulled it out just as slowly.

The sight of the revolver made Veronica’s eyes widen like dinner plates. Her hands covered her mouth as he clicked the safety off quietly. The metallic sound made them both flinch, ears sharpening and listening very carefully. There was a very real risk the monster might have heard of it.

But the only noise that could reach their ears was that of the pack circling around the tree in search of their prey. Barks and yips and hurried steps that were slowly gaining some distance.

And then, the sound of tree bark crunching. No more than a handful of meters away.

Mark aimed the pistol at the side of the branch he expected the beast to peek through. His grip tightened In his mind’s eye, and he could see the sequence of events unfold all too clearly. The monster would step into his line of sight, and his left hand would cock the gun just as he’d squeeze the trigger with the right one. It would take a fraction of a second, the creature wouldn’t know what hit it.

And it would-

AWWWOOOOOOOO

The sound startled him.

Every muscle in Mark’s body became rigid. His attention flickered down to the pack of monsters. They were running off down the path of breadcrumbs they’d made earlier, pausing only for a moment to turn around and glance at their leader. With a swishing sound, the blackness emerged out of the shadows of the trees down on the ground next to the pack. The black-haired figure walked towards the others with slow measured steps, her back turned away from the spot Mark and Veronica had been in.

The older Dodson sibling looked around, trying to find Barry. His gaze fell on the tree he had pointed to earlier, twenty odd meters away from danger. Under its roots, he spotted a hint of orange. The younger brother was curled up, grabbing fistfuls of dirt and rubbing them against himself slowly yet insistently. He was almost invisible to Mark at this distance. That was a good sign, if any, they were leaving.

A barking sound. The black-haired one pointed in the direction of the trail the humans had left behind. The monsters set off. The yipping and barking echoes in the woods dissipated along with them.

They let out a collective sigh of relief. Mark lowered the firearm. He relaxed his hands and removed his finger from the trigger, feeling his arms tremble. With an afterthought, he cocked the gun and looked down at it. He’d been stupid not to have it prepared earlier. His jaw tightened. That had been too close for comfort.

Chuckling nervously, he stood up, forcing deep breaths and trying to work the adrenaline out of his system as best he could. Mark turned his eyes towards Barry, seeing his brother remaining still. For a second he almost considered calling out to him, but the last thing he wanted was to taking the risk of drawing attention from the monsters.

And as he was about to step out of his hiding spot, he noticed his younger sibling had suddenly become very active. He flailed dirt covered arms from side to side, pointing at the tree. Mark frowned, already half-certain he ought to head down to his brother as soon as he could.

That was when he heard the growl.




Chapter 032 [Mark]

The growling sound made Mark’s grip on the revolver become tense. His finger returned to the trigger instantly. The young human remained otherwise perfectly still, head turning to see the source. It was another of the black-furred monsters. It stood, half crouched, arms wide, her claws out. Her fur was black, much like the first one, but this one was slightly shorter, only marginally taller than Mark himself. Her gaze glowed red, fangs gleaming under the sunlight, and mouth twisted into a wicked snarl.

“Don’t shoot,” Veronica whispered under her breath, barely audible to the young man. “The others… will come.”

Mark’s eyes widened, and his jaw clenched. She was right, but would they be able to have the luxury to decide? He was too focused on the monster woman, looking at her from the corner of his eye and not facing her in full. Could he move without having her jump? Would she attack even if he didn’t move? His finger against the trigger tensed. She was too close. He wouldn’t be able to level the weapon before she reached him. A human would be able to get a good hit in before that. What would be the case to this monster?

It meant that, without a doubt, the moment she tried to move, Mark wouldn’t have the time to react, let alone avoid it. Slowly, his left hand let go of the firearm. He remembered how the spider killed the other student almost instantly. He knew he’d die if she grabbed a hold of his head or neck. With a clenched fist, he spared a thought to Barry.

The moment he unloaded the gun, the rest of the pack would come.

They weren’t able to outrun them. Veronica was right. It would be a death sentence. But what else could he do?

“Don’t move.” Veronica was moving, pulling herself to her feet and using the branch for cover to avoid being seen. There was something in her hands. A can? She was pale as she glanced at him, her breath a whisper. “Three…”

The monster’s ears perked. Her eyes flickered at the large branch that was being used for cover. Her lips thinned as the growl grew deeper.

“Two…”

The creature took half a step to the left, lowering herself as her hackles raised, ready to jump.

“ONE!”

Mark didn’t know what was about to happen, but he jumped back to duck behind the trunk. Veronica’s hand reached around the trunk and aimed the spray-can, blindly unloading its contents on the canine.

The bark the monster let out was deafening, followed by a whine that became a screech. The dog-woman’s face was now coated in a layer of white paint. She stumbled back, clutching at her eyes and nose. A second shriek came as she tripped and fell from the trunk. It was a full ten meter drop that ended with a solid thud. Mark couldn’t believe his eyes as, apparently, the fall had not even fazed the monster. She continued rolling on the ground, clawing at her face, trying to remove the sting from the paint.

“That was too noisy.” Mark gave her a look. “I thought you got rid of all the paint.”

“What? And stay defenseless?” She shot him a dirty look. “Forget that. The bark was fucking loud. We need to go.”

“Not without Barry.”

“Fuck Barry, he’s safe in that spot, it’s us who are in danger!”

He looked down at the hole, at his younger brother curled up and covering his mouth tightly with both hands. The monster they’d dropped was only half a dozen meters away. And though she was clutching her face and writhing on the ground in agony, Mark guessed it would not take very long before she’d get up. She’d probably be very, very angry. It made him tighten his fist.

“They’re fucking here!”

That was the only warning he needed. The older brother caught on the sound of barks. And they were growing closer fast. Mark cursed under his breath, glancing at Veronica and then back at Barry.

The younger sibling shook his head, trembling as he kept his mouth covered with his hands. The terror was clear in his eyes as he could only curl further into the hole under the roots in hope none of the monsters would find him.

“I-”

Mark’s lungs failed to inhale. What should he do? What could he do? All his body left him able to do was clench the gun tighter. Despite the weapon in his grip, he felt powerless, the part of him screaming to run down there almost deafening out the other one that pointed at how fruitless it would be. He didn’t notice the shadows shifting behind him, or the figure slowly emerging from them, eyes glowing red.

“Behind you!”

With Veronica’s scream, Mark’s body moved on automatic, jumping forward and feeling something cold run its way down his spine. He stumbled, falling down and turning, raising the gun and meeting the gaze of the bigger of the two black monsters. Her eyes simmered with anger as she stepped in his direction, ready to attack.

In a snap decision, he took aim and pulled the trigger.

BLAM

It was aimed true, directly at the center of the monster’s chest. The sound was deafening in the forest’s silence. It left Mark’s ears ringing. He could almost see the bullet hitting her squarely in the center of her chest. The creature cried out, clutching her head and stumbling back a step. Veronica leaped out of her hiding spot and shoved her off before the monster could recover her balance. A cry followed as she fell down. The impact against the ground was solid. She became still on the ground below.

The pack had reached the clearing, stopping dead in its tracks as all five of them stared up at Mark and then down at the fallen pack leader. Their eyes turned to the other black one. She was coughing as she stood up, eyes red and white paint splattered all over her face.

The young man stood up on shaking legs.

His foot slipped on the trunk, and his world tumbled only for half a turn. He was going to fall.

“MARK!”

The cry came from amongst the roots under the tree down below, where Barry was staring with wide, panicked eyes.

Veronica moved to grab Mark’s shirt. “I’ve got you!” Her grip was tenuous, but it was enough, barely enough. Mark had almost fallen over. With one hand gripping the revolver tightly and the other reaching out to grasp at her, he pulled himself back to a stable footing.

But his near fall was not what was on his mind. It was Barry.

In his cry, Barry had drawn the attention of the pack. The monsters had seen him, and three had turned to focus on him. The one with the white paint glared at Mark, snarling as her focus flickered towards her downed companion.

“Oh shit,” Veronica’s words rang in the air, heavy.

“This is bad.”

“Mark.” She pointed below. “She’s not dead.”

Both of them glanced downwards at the monster that had been shot in the chest and fallen ten meters to the ground. They could only gasp. The monster coughed, whining and shaking her head. And, with some effort, got up.

She was not dead.

She wasn’t even bleeding.




Chapter 033 [Mark]

The monster was slowly getting on her feet. She coughed, pressing a hand against her chest right where Mark had shot her. It was as if he’d only given her a good wallop and not an actual shot to the chest from a revolver. The monster shook her head once, twice, and then stood on an unsteady footing. For a second, her ears flattened against her skull, and she gave another deep cough before she straightened her shoulders.

On one side, the pack was looking at her and up at Mark. On the other, he and Veronica were staring down at the creature in disbelief. “But...” the young man whispered, his grip on the gun tightening. Mark’s mouth clenched shut tightly as the canine creature turned over her shoulder to look his way. Red eyes gleamed in the forest gloom. The snarl that followed made his blood chill.

Monster and human held each other’s gaze for a long moment.

There was a bark that drew everyone’s attention. Two of the smaller members of the pack were ripping out the roots that protected Barry. The younger sibling was shouting and kicking, trying his best to avoid being snatched. But even from up in the tree, Mark could tell it was only a matter of time.

A shriek followed as one of them grasped his leg and yanked. The young man was flung out of the hole in one swift move, as if he weighted no more than a sack of potatoes. Barry rolled across the dirt, crying out and clutching his bad ankle.

“Barry!” A shout, a scream. Mark raised the gun and took aim. The distance was at least fifteen meters. Would he be able to hit? What happened if he missed? He only had so many bullets. The monster might do that shadow thing right back up. Could she catch up instantly? Maybe he could scare her off?

He aligned the sights. Maybe a shot in the chest wouldn’t be lethal, but what about if it was in the head?

BLAM

The nearest dog that had been digging into the roots cried out. Blood sprouted out of her thigh. She stumbled and clutched at her leg, crying out. The noise had been loud- loud enough to startle the whole pack.

BLAM BLAM

Two more shots. Both missed, but the monsters moving towards Barry scrambled off, trying to avoid getting hit. The others began barking at him, the sound a cacophony of noise that punctured into his ears. Mark narrowed his eyes, sprinting towards the branch that led down to the ground. “Barry, run!” He shouted.

BLAM

How many bullets did the revolver have left? The anger rushed through his head like a ringing bell. His blood was pumping as he saw them hesitate, looking at his approach with apprehension. Veronica called out to him. He didn’t hear more than a muffled voice; he couldn’t hear anything other than the ringing that drowned out all else.

BLAM

This one hit one of the smaller ones in the shoulder. With a scream, she stumbled, spinning around and running. Others followed. It only fueled Mark to move faster towards his brother, turning his aim at the one with the white mark on her face. But she was gone before he had the chance to pull the trigger.

It was as if the shadows had swallowed her whole.

The human hesitated, looking over his shoulder, behind him, above, and to the sides. Where was she going to emerge from? He couldn’t see anything move or shift. Had she opted to run as well?

“Mark!”

The cry made him snap back to his brother. The larger black monster had reached Barry. With a yank, she pulled him into her grasp, placing him between herself and the armed human. The look in her eyes spoke it clearly. ‘I dare you to shoot’, a threat, the younger human being used as a shield. Mark felt his finger falter in the trigger. His grip was shaking. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to avoid hitting his brother.

For a heartbeat, it almost seemed like it was a stalemate.

Until the shadows crept up their bodies, letting the monster sink into the ground, sucking them both into the darkness.

“NO!” Mark roared, rushing forward.

The spot the black monster had been in had nothing in it, just dirt and moss.

“Over there!”

Veronica’s voice made him turn her way, seeing her finger pointed into the forest. He snapped his attention in its direction. Barry was slumped over the shoulder of the larger black-haired woman, thirty odd meters away. She was running, following the others into the woods. And she was running fast.

Mark instantly tried to run, to chase. For ten seconds he pushed himself to go as fast as he could.

But the monsters were faster, way faster.

He lost sight of them before he had even lost his breath.

A wordless scream left him. Heavy breaths followed. His hands clenched as he screamed louder.

Staring into the uncaring gloom of the forest, a tightness clung at Mark’s chest, his legs shook and everything appeared to collapse around him. Mark couldn’t look away from the darkness where he’d last seen his brother as he felt a punch of ice lance through his gut.

Slowly, his gaze turned to the gun. His fingers trembled, he pulled the revolver open. No bullets left. A second scream joined the first as he threw the firearm as far as he could. “FUCK!” Closed fists hit dirt. The pain helped him contain the red that was spreading across his vision.

“Mark.” The voice was soft, soothing. He didn’t stare at Veronica, keeping his eyes shut instead.

“Fuck,” he said again.

“We need to move.” Her hand gripped his shoulder, tightening as he punched the ground. “They might be back, we can’t stay here.”

“They took my brother.”

“I saw.” She knelt next to him, reaching down to grab his hand in her own and squeeze. “But we can’t stay, or the next ones will be us.”

“I…” He took in a long, shuddering breath. “I have to get him.”

“How? We’re slower, weaker. We don’t have any more bullets either.” She gently caressed the back of his hand. “And the black ones were bulletproof, it wouldn’t matter, anyway.”

“I don’t…”

“Mark, look at me.” Veronica reached down, caressing his cheek and nudging him to glance up, to meet her eyes, those black orbs that seemed to stare right through him with an extreme sharpness. “Barry wouldn’t want you to die like this.”

The name made his throat tighten, but he couldn’t look away. He deflated with a defeated sigh, nodding. “I…”

“You can mourn him later. We have to move.” She squeezed his shoulder. “Survive, it’s the best thing we can do.”

A second, much slower nod. The young man stood on shaking legs. He glanced around for a moment, spotting the discarded gun and moving to pick it up. His grip tightened on it before he placed it into his pocket. His mind felt as if it were moving on automatic, there were too many things buzzing across his skull to be able to focus on any one of them.

A long gaze stared into the forest, in the direction they had taken Barry.

He was still half of a mind to follow.

“Here.” Veronica gripped his arm, nudging him in a different direction. “Let’s get going, we have to find somewhere safe to rest.”

As she squeezed his hand, he clenched his jaw and nodded numbly.




Chapter 034 [Alice]

Alice noticed something moving up above as the day was nearing its end. At first she thought her eyes were playing tricks on her, because she was fairly sure she saw an angel. It’d been for only a brief instant, a shadow of something passing overhead. The creature’s wings were a pristine white, and wide- at least three times its height. It was the silhouette of this creature that caused her to glance up at the sky and focus it in full.

Frowning, the young teacher covered her eyes from the glare of the sun and tried to confirm she hadn’t just imagined such a thing. Had someone else seen it? A quick look around, none of the others were looking upwards, so she figured it’d been only her.

But the angel was gone, or perhaps not there at all. Alice briefly wondered how it would feel to fly across the sky.

But idle thoughts were as far as things as she could let them go. She couldn’t bring herself to escape the current situation, no matter how hard she wished for it. Her eyes dropped back down to earth, to those that were arguing. The voices were loud, obnoxious, and aggressive. Many people were starting to feel the pangs of hunger from the rationing, their attempt to make their meals last longer.

Ricks’ name was tossed around, and the psychology teacher’s stomach tied into knots each time. There was a pit there, and an ache from something old that she thought long forgotten. Why was it coming back up now? Because of her concern? Alice ignored it, pushing herself to her feet. She marched her way into the bus, not wanting to hear another word from the spat the others were currently embroiled in.

Within the gloomy confines of the vehicle, the smell of blood and fear permeated the air. Alice only needed to take one glance to know things had not turned for the better. Those that had been worse off lay in the back, the teacher summoned her strength to approach. Or rather, she tried. Her determination faltered when she was close enough. For most of the injured, the wounds were closed, but for some, the first signs of infection were starting to show. Irritated and bloated red skin, a slight fever. A part of Alice ran over the list of medical supplies they had on hand- rubbing alcohol and peroxide on the wound had done nothing, and they didn’t have antibiotics.

They were going to be fully out soon, and what was left wasn’t exactly usable for this situation.

With a worried sigh, Alice sat down next to the young comatose student named Ryan. His fever had gotten worse compared to the day prior. It put an open pit at the bottom of her stomach, a chasm of coldness. Alice’s thumb slowly traced circles around the student’s warm palm. A curse of despair was spoken under her breath. She couldn’t even use a wet towel because the water they had left was too scarce. It would run out soon.

And that was a far bigger concern for everyone. You could live without food for several days, but without water? You’d be a goner and fast.

She exhaled and tried to relax her shoulders, to ignore the voices of concern in the back of her mind. The darkness of the bus was comforting compared to the shadows of the forest. Here she knew there was nothing hiding and waiting in every corner; here she didn’t feel like there were dozens of eyes peering at her. Alice leaned back against the metallic wall. Idly, a memory bubbled forth of sitting down and drinking coffee at the library early in the morning.

It was a recent memory, no more than a month old. Alice had helped Beatrice shelf and organize the books that were returned after hours the day prior. Whatever they’d been talking about, Alice had felt herself in a better mood for it. It was why she did not mind when Arnold had called to mention he’d be late for dinner that day.

Her boyfriend’s name caused Alice to sigh and shake her head. No, thinking about him right now wouldn’t do her any good even if there was little she’d wish more than to get home and share a warm meal. The young teacher pushed herself to glimpse around once more in search of something. Something to help her take her mind off of this drudgery of waiting that was eating at everyone’s nerves. Nothing had changed, and no one had moved, and yet her focus fell on May, Charlie’s younger sister. The young student kept her eyes closed, hugging her knees with her uninjured arm, and bobbing at the rhythm of some unheard music that was playing from her headphones.

Alice hated herself for it, but she couldn’t really stay put and do nothing. She let go of Ryan’s palm, tucking it at his side, and moved to sit next to the young woman with chestnut hair. “Hey.” She gently placed a hand on May’s knee to draw her attention. The only response was of the student raising her eyes slightly. There was a silence that followed, and with a brief nod, she lowered her gaze again.

The action made Alice grimace, but she pressed on. “Can I listen to the music? Please?”

Another moment of pause, of consideration.

Then, May let out a sullen nod. The girl reached out for one of her headphones and offered it. The teacher smiled a little and scooted closer, sitting next to her and placing the device into her ear. May hit play, and everything turned into noise.

Alice held back from wincing at the volume, adjusting the earphone instead so it would be not quite as close into her head. The music was something surprisingly cheery, having an upbeat that thrummed with a catchy rhythm. The words were unintelligible though. The teacher was fairly sure it wasn’t English by any stretch, but the tune was a drum of electric flowers that just jolted their way up and down her spine. Without noticing, her head bobbed with the tempo. It reminded her of some sort of modernized folk song some place far away.

“What is this?” The question was only met with the younger woman showing the screen of her phone. “Adieu to this Lively Graveyard.”

Ok, so maybe not as happy as she thought it was. The teacher did her best to hold back the grimace, keeping herself next to her student while they both shared the song. One became two, and then ten. None of them were in English, but all equally carried a rhythm that made Alice want to just leave all her worries behind and dance.

That thought only made her groan inwardly, turning to look out of the bus. The others were in a similar situation, no doubt. She was fairly sure they were talking about heading out to brave the forest and see whether any food could be found. She didn’t want to know who’d have to head out, and she didn’t want to think of who wouldn’t come back.

The tightness within her chest felt like a claw gripping at her heart. She closed her eyes, letting the beat of the music wash her off into an unthinking place. Her hand reached out and grasped May’s. She squeezed in turn, and they both quietly allowed the melody to flow. It helped them ignore the hunger, thirst, and fear.

Neither of them heard the rumble of thunder in the distance.




Chapter 035 [Rick]

Rick’s stomach growled in complaint as he walked uphill, following the stream. His brow furrowed, his gaze kept shifting between Tomas and Kat for a moment to confirm they hadn’t noticed. He’d been fortunate, the duo were leading the way and keeping their eyes peeled for threats… and for Monica. The feline had vanished into the trees some time ago, again. Tightening his jaw, Rick drank some more water to help him forget the hunger. “How much further do you figure?”

Kat turned around, glancing at him with a slight frown. A question lingered on her lips as she looked at him, but dismissed it after a moment. “Shouldn’t be much longer,” she stated, looking skyward. “I think I can see over the top of some trees a bit.”

Their new route had been a change in their desired destination. They’d initially wanted to follow the stream downwards, but had opted to go up hill, hoping to get a better look at the surrounding terrain. It had been a question Tomas had brought up regarding the others, the bus, and the people. If they saw that there were signs of civilization, they’d rush there to ask for help. And if there wasn’t, then they’d have to adjust their plans again.

Because it would mean help would not come. So everyone would likely need to be moved towards Monica’s territory, for the water if nothing else.

For the time being, Rick had found a firm stick that made walking easier. That helped, at least. His thoughts kept bouncing between his empty stomach and the plan ahead, his mind trying to figure out what might be up ahead.

“How much higher up do you figure this whole thing goes?”

“The mountain? It’s hard to tell.” Tomas rubbed his chin. Of the three, he was the least winded. He almost looked just about ready to start jogging his way up.

“We’ll, like, find out when we get further up.”

A shudder ran down Rick’s spine. He whipped around on the spot, peering into the trees. Squinting, he stopped. Nothing moved, and nothing twitched- a light breeze blew through the forest, and wood creaked. Everything looked as it should, yet it didn’t feel that way. It was as if he were being watched, a piercing sensation that punctured through his concentration, a little trickle of cold running down the back of his neck.

“Something wrong?”

“No, nothing.” His grip tightened on the walking stick ever so slightly.

The young teacher suspected he’d just sensed Monica, but he couldn’t be sure of it. The only certainty in his mind was that he could feel he was being watched right now, and it could very well be anything other than her. But he hoped it was her, the last thing he wanted or needed was to stumble into another monster.

That could get messy fast, better get moving.

The next step made Rick wince, reminding him of the light scratches on his back.

Would she push for more when she felt like it? Had it been some weird one-off? The whole context and questions kept nagging at him. But it was just another topic he’d rather not delve.

Holding back a sigh, Rick followed the others as they continued their upward trek. It would be another minute before the strange feeling was gone, two more before he trusted it was in fact the case. It made him scowl either way.

As they kept walking, the stream meandered through the forest for a while, twisting and turning its way as other smaller streams joined in. A few times they’d been unable to properly follow it since the terrain had gotten too tricky to maneuver. So they ended up needing to take multiple detours on their way up.

With every handful of meters up they went, the trees became thinner and smaller. They’d long since escaped the giant behemoths of wood and walked along plant-life that was far closer to the kind they were more familiar with from back in their world. Pines weren’t meant to be as high as skyscrapers, after all.

Twice they had breaks to freshen up and recover their breaths. The hours ticking by and Rick’s stomach reminding him of his hunger several times despite all the water he drank.

And as the day was well past noon, they’d spotted a small crest on the climb. The trio rushed forward.

From it, they got a far better view of the surrounding terrain than they had until now. The world around them stretched far into the horizon- an actual true horizon. Above them the blue sky hung with a little cloud here and there. Behind them, a sea of verdant trees waved and drifted with the breeze. The titanic plant-life looked small, like a field of green wheat before summer came rolling through. To their right they saw the point where the mountains touched the woods, the trees covering barely the first third of the rocky surface before the stone shot upwards into the sky. The very peaks hidden behind angry black clouds.

“Smoke.” Kat pointed at the thin line of black that rose from a spot in the forest.

“It must be where the bus is.” Tomas frowned.

Rick couldn’t quite hear them as he focused on what lay in front of him.

It was a mountain range, a colossus of jagged stone that protruded from the earth in a serrated irregular edge of snow-capped peaks. It extended and covered the entirety of his field of vision, from left to right. Dark rock and brown dirt mixed with glimmering snow in a splatter of massive proportions. The very top was so high up the snow had a bluish color to it, the clouds attempting to hide them in roiling swirls of gray and white.

The whole thing was so large, and yet so far away he was sure it would take them at least a week or two to reach the base. He frowned as he focused on the thunderclouds covering a considerable part of the ridge nearer to the south. Lightning flashed across the black clouds- angry bolts that danced in an uncontrolled, erratic, rapid blink.

“Shit, that’s one nasty storm.”

“Well, that’s one direction we’re not heading in,” Tomas chuckled nervously. “I hope it doesn’t come our way.”

“Don’t jinx it.”

“There.” Rick pointed to the left, northward.

It was hard to see, but he’d managed to spot them. There were several thin pillars of smoke.

“Wait, do you…?” Kat focused on the white that rose in several steady columns. “Shit, do you think that’s…!?”

“Maybe.” The young teacher rubbed his chin in thought. “It’s not exactly close, though. Look at how far the bus is. Considering it took us two days… I think it’d take us about the same amount of time to get there. Maybe a bit more.”

“Tomorrow’s the last day our food will be able to last us.” Tomas looked at the other two. “Can we afford to take the risk?”

Rick’s expression soured. “Can we afford not to?” It was easy to consider the potential route to take to reach the white smoke. It was a three-day walk following the edge of the forest. It shouldn’t be too hard. The issue was that they were getting well outside Monica’s territory, or pretty close to completely leaving it. How many monsters might catch their trail? How many could decide to hunt them down?

Rick turned to the two students. “Maybe you should head back to warn the others.”

“Haha.” She let out a dry laugh, glaring at him. “Fuck you. If you’re going, then I’m going. Gramps needs help.”

“That was my point.” He frowned back at her. “The people at the bus don’t have water, they’re running out. People can only survive three days without it.”

“No.” This time it came from Tomas, the young man taking a long look at the teacher. “We’re coming with you.”

“And that settles that.” Kat pointed at the white smoke that rose in the distance. “Time to get going, we don’t have any to waste.”

She had a point.

The teacher relented, though his gut felt queasy about the idea.

The feeling of being watched came back, and Rick held back from sighing.




Chapter 036 [Rick]

They took a day heading towards the thin columns of smoke they’d spotted earlier. They’d tried their best to follow the stream, though it kept meandering a bit too much for them to be able to stick to it all the time. The terrain was becoming trickier, mountain and forest leaving small cliffs and odd rocky formations that made them take detours from time to time.

Rick drank as much as he could to compensate for the rising hunger. The part of him that was glad at seeing the stream grow was in turn saddened when it became clearer it was turning Westward and away from the direction they were headed in.

Most notably, however, Monica had stopped vanishing into the forest as often. The few times she did vanish, they’d hear a roar off in the distance before she’d show up again.

“Is it just me or is she nervous?” Rick’s question hung in the air as the feline leaned into him. He winced as she reached out and placed a clawed hand on his shoulder, pulling him closer to her.

“She looks like she wants a little more loving.” Kat giggled, observing how the feline would trace the pad of her paw against the base of his neck.

Rick glanced up at Monica. She turned to look at him in turn, smiling. Her grip tightened a little as her ears twitched this way and that. She was paying closer attention to the forest around them as her hip bumped against Rick’s lower ribs. He awkwardly returned the smile, trying his best not to stumble from having the weight of her paw on his shoulder.

Her smile brightened further at that, leaning to lick his cheek.

Kat began giggling harder.

“What sort of place do you figure the smoke was coming from?” Tomas coughed loudly. “There being smoke at all might be indicative of a rather rural lifestyle.”

“Oh! I hope there’s, like, dungeons and dragons shit. Shoot lasers and cast fireballs.”

“I did not take you for someone interested in that kind of thing.” Rick quirked a brow.

Kat rolled her eyes. “Tried it once, too much math. I prefer the memes.”

“I’m just hoping for someplace safe.” The young teacher shook his head, glancing up at Monica as she was looking all around. His own gaze turned towards the trees that surrounded them, the monsters of wood and bark. “A part of me wants this to at least be within continental US, but…”

“We don’t have trees this big,” Tomas acknowledged with a nod. “We’re not in Kansas anymore… as they say.”

“Trees? Forget the trees, you’re walking hand in hand with a six foot two catgirl beefcake.” The young woman gestured at the feline. “A catgirl, Rick, do you know how crazy people would go over her back home? She’d be a fucking internet celebrity.”

“And the Arachnae.”

“And the rat gramps stayed behind with.”

“Mouse.”

“What?”

“Mouse, not rat,” Tomas said. “Her ears were round and her tail was pink, and-”

“Who cares?” Kat growled. “Gramps stayed back with her and she might eat him in his sleep or something.”

“I’d be more concerned Monica might do just that.” The young student muttered.

“Meow?” The feline’s head snapped to look at Tomas as soon as he’d spoken her name. Her ears were perked, eyes focused intently. He recoiled and lowered his gaze, and Monica tilted her head in curiosity in turn.

“Wait.” Kat bubbled up a little. “Did she… recognize the name? This I got to see.” Slowing down, the young student lagged a little behind the group. Rick could hear a little chuckle. “Marmot. Nothing? Morocco. Hm… Mono. Moniker?” The last one got a reaction. The feline glanced over her shoulder at her with a tilted head. “Oh shit, she DID recognize it. Monica.”

“Meow-ic-a.”

Kat giggled with a little shrill. “Monica.” She hurried on over back to join the rest of the group, smiling from ear to ear. “Repeat after me, Moooo… niiiiii… caaaaaa.”

“Meownic-aaah.” She grimaced a little, sticking her tongue out. “Meownic-aaaaahhhh.”

“Monica.”

“Mow.” The cat frowned. Turning forward, she opened and closed her mouth, scrunching up her face for a second. “Mownic-aah.”

Rick arched a brow, not really able to escape her embrace. The progress was indeed surprising. He reached into the backpack and pulled out the water bottle, taking a good swing. A part of him hoped it could keep his stomach from growling.

“God, she’s so close!” Kat giggled. “Monica! You can do it.”

“Mown-”

Monica’s whole body went rigid. The grip of her hand on Rick’s shoulder became iron. He almost fell when she had stopped moving. The feline’s face darkened, snapping to look somewhere to the left. Her ears perked up and her tail became still.

“What the…”

Monica let go of him, causing him to stumble as she leapt towards the nearest tree in a burst of movement. She was gone before any of them could even guess what was going on.

“Eesh, what do you figure drew her attention this time?”

“She definitely looked serious.”

“I think… something worried her.” Rick rubbed his chin, glancing ahead. “Let’s keep going.”

“Worried? I’m betting she went out there to kick butt and hunt something tasty.”

The sour note that lingered in her voice gave Rick pause. He glanced at her. “How much food do you have left?” He wondered under his breath, ignoring the tightness inside his gut.

“Tonight’s the last meal.” She shrugged.

“I can share some of mine with you.” Tomas immediately perked up. “I’d been rationing it since we left. I’ve got enough for three more small meals.”

“We’ll have to ration water too once we get away from the stream.” Rick could only glance at the running crystalline water that rolled its way through the forest. It was the only stretch of land that was devoid of trees on either side.

“Do you figure it’s autumn over here?”

The question caught the teacher’s attention. “Why do you ask?”

“The stream looks like it’s in a riverbed that’s larger than the stream itself. That kind of means the flow is low right now.”

“Really hope winter isn’t coming, or that it’s not as sucky as the one back home. Do you know how awful it’d be having to do this whole survival shit with snow and frost and…?” Kat shuddered. “Next time I’m voting we get stranded near a beach.”

Rick couldn’t help himself. He laughed. “Amen to that.”

“I think the forest is better,” Tomas commented with a slight frown. “There’s bound to be easier food around here.”

“Nope, nope, and nope.” The young woman playfully punched his shoulder. “You can’t beat surviving at the coast. Water, fish, and palm trees and all the sunbathing one could hope for.”

“I hadn’t thought about fishing.”

“You know what else you haven’t thought of?” She bumped her hip against his own. “On the beach we’d get to use our swimsuits, and I’ve got the cutest string bikini ever.”

The young teacher held back from chuckling as Tomas flushed.

The amusement came to an abrupt end when he felt he was being watched. It was a sensation he was becoming quite accustomed to. He looked over his shoulder, behind him, and then ahead. Where was she?

“Meow.” Monica’s voice rang out directly from above. Rick’s head snapped upwards, spotting the feline hanging from one of the thick branches, her tail dangling as she dropped down without a sound. There was amusement in her eyes as she sauntered to him, reached forward with her large paw to show him something. “Rick.”

The feline shoved something bloody and full of feathers against his chest. And with the utterance of his name, Kat cheered, laughing loudly.

But to him, it was almost a white noise. His eyes locked on the offered dead bird that was staining his shirt. She’d hunted this for him? He glanced at her, meeting her intense gaze in hesitation. “Rick,” she said once more, pushing the dead bird against his chest until he grabbed it.

She nodded, patting his stomach and turning around. She jumped straight back into the woods.

“If we’re speaking in Monica, I think that’s a marriage proposal.” Kat howled in laughter.




Chapter 037 [Rick]

“Rick and Monica, under a tree, k-i-s-s-i-n-g…” The smugness oozed out of Catherine. She’d purr if she were a feline.

“Could we… not?” Rick rolled his eyes as he held the piece of cloth that contained the lifeless animal. The thing was the size of his head, feathers and all, and none of them knew the species other than that it was a bird. Tomas had pointed out it definitely wasn’t a carnivore because of its beak shape, but that was as far as their guess could go.

“You’re the one who looked at the deadliest creature in the forest and claimed she was nervous. Seems she was looking for a way to confess her feelings.”

“She does have a point.” Tomas pointed out. “If Monica is bringing food, doesn’t that mean we’re not on the menu?”

“Maybe she’s fattening him up.”

Rolling his eyes, Rick just took a long swig from the bottle of water. His mind was abuzz. Had Monica picked up on his hunger? With those ears of hers, he was sure she could hear his stomach grumble a kilometer away, but there was another question burning through him. Why? Why had she given him the bird? Was she concerned about his wellbeing? That was… new.

“I think this is as far as we follow the little river.” Tomas's hand pointed at the stream. It had turned sharply away from their path. “Should we make camp and refill?”

“Yeah, we should do that.” Rick nodded, glancing down at the shirt he was holding. “I’d kill to have a pot to boil some water right about now.”

“Mr. Gabriel taught us how to start a fire,” Tomas offered. “But what would be the pot for?”

“Hot water makes it easier to pull the feathers out of the bird.” He waved around the bloodied piece of cloth, catching the surprised look from the two. “What? It’s meat, we’re low on food.”

“No, nothing, just…” Kat glanced at him for a moment. “Never took you for the kind that knew how to handle dead birds.”

“I’ve got some family who owns a farm, I visit from time to time.” He approached the stream to clean up the carcass.

“Oho! So you don’t live in a cave under the school?”

“The proper name is the teacher’s lounge.” He let out a slight chuckle. “But if you must know, no, I only ever sleep at the university during the exam crunches.”

“Are the rumors true? About the parties in the teacher cafeteria after hours?”

With a laugh, he nodded. “The closest we’d get to a party would be reading out loud a highlight of the dumbest exam answers of the semester. Whoever won would receive a wheel of cheese.”

“That sounds a lot less wild than I expected it to be.” She paused, frowning. “Wait, has my name ever popped up in those contests?”

“We didn’t mention the student’s names.” Rick quickly lied, keeping his eyes on the bird he was having a very hard time dealing with. “Could you two start the fire? The sooner we burn this thing, the sooner we can eat the charcoal it’ll turn into.”

“Give us a minute, Tommy needs some help rubbing his wood.”

The young man almost choked on his tongue, doing his best to focus on his task and follow the steps he’d been taught only a little over a day prior. His cheeks remained a deep crimson as he aimed his face straight down. The stick he was using snapped by the fourth attempt.

“I’ll get some more twigs and branches.”

“No.” Rick’s head jerked up from the chicken-bird-thing, glaring at Kat. “Take Tomas with you.”

“But he’s doing the fire.”

“And the fire can wait. Monica’s not here.”

“That’d leave you alone though.” Kat frowned.

“Then you better not wander off too far.”

There was a shared glare, but the young woman relented when Tomas stood up, adjusting his glasses. She caught the nervousness in his gaze and sighed, her shoulders drooping a little. “Let’s get some sticky sticks.”

Tomas hurried to catch up. His pace was a light jog that made her eyes linger on the peak of abs she could almost see whenever his shirt rose ever so slightly. She smirked as he noticed the look and blushed. Her smile broadened at that.

“I’m sure you’re going to be of great help,” she commented with a slight chuckle, reaching out and grasping his hand as they walked. His palm was calloused, big, and strong, yet his grip was hesitant and soft. “Carrying all the big sticks.”

“Erm… sure.”

His eyes met hers. The wink she sent him caused him to glance away. “And thus my master plan unfolds.”

“Master plan?”

“Shh.” She glanced over her shoulder over to the river, no longer able to spot their teacher. “I just wanted to continue where we left things off back in the cave. But asking you to come with me straight out would’ve been a bit too blatant.”

“Oh… oh!” He went rigid. “But, the sticks, Rick, the-”

Kat leaned in, placing her hand against his firm chest. The mere touch left him stuttering. “Come on, he got some action with the sexy cat, not sure why we can’t have some ourselves.”

The sound of a growling stomach interrupted the moment. She blinked as she looked down at Tomas's shirt; she’d felt that through her fingers at the same time she’d heard it. The young man blushed all the harder as she burst into giggling.

“Alright, fair enough.” She moved in to peck his cheek. “I do expect a little fun tonight, and you’re going to help me.”

“Help… you?”

“Monica has the hots for Rick.”

“… really?”

“I don’t think she could’ve been any more obvious. We just need to get her in the right mood and I’m sure we’ll have all the privacy we could want.”

“But, I mean, I-” His brows furrowed, looking at her through his thick glasses. “Are you sure? With… me?”

Now that was a can of snakes Catherine would not open. Her finger reached out to poke at his chest, making him take a step back. She put out a salacious grin. “It looks like you don’t want to have some fun.”

“It’s just, all of this is so… sudden.”

A little sigh escaped her. She took a step back, placing a hand on her hip and looking at him from head to toe. “And?”

“I mean, I-” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Do you want to, dunno, talk? We barely know each other.”

Ah, so that’s what it was. She nodded once. “I don’t really think we should talk in terms of ‘relationship’ when we might have no food tomorrow.” Grabbing his shirt, she pulled him in. She removed his glasses with one hand and met his eyes, shooting him the best smoldering look she could summon. “Listen, maggot, this commanding officer has recruited you as moral support. Your mission is to kiss me, got it?”

That did the trick. Tomas leaned in and did just that. His large, hard arms wrapped around her against his broad chest. Kat almost giggled, but leaned harder into it instead.




Chapter 038 [Catherine]

Kat kissed Tomas with some tentative curiosity. It reminded her of first crush. A nice guy, impressive looks, no technique. And a lot of enthusiasm. Lots and lots of enthusiasm. “Down boy.” She patted his hand as it crept up her thigh. Maybe she had a type?

Tomas’ touch relented and pulled away, perhaps a bit too quickly for her tastes. Sometimes a gal enjoyed feeling irresistible, but she would not complain. It was always easier to nudge someone to do more than to rein them into holding back. Catching her breath, she adjusted her hair with her fingers, making sure her top hadn’t shifted too much under his rough hands. “Sticks?”

“Sticks?”

“We came out here to look for sticks, remember?”

“Oh, right,” the young man spoke, prying his eyes away from her and scratching his head, “sticks.”

“Come on, you big lug, you were hungry, remember?”

“Yeah…”

They got moving rather quickly, busying themselves to find dry wood for the fire. It wasn’t as hard as they’d expected it to be, and within only a handful of minutes they were back at the camp, watching Rick trying his best to gut the bird with a knife and washing it in the river. The teacher didn’t pay them any attention, seeming more preoccupied with washing off the blood from the carcass. “Get the fire started.”

“Since when did you have a knife?”

“I wish this were a knife, it’s barely cutlery,” he grunted the words out in exasperation. “Had plans on eating salad during the trip. Knife came with the fork and spoon in the set.” There was some obvious frustration seeping into his voice. “This is a fucking mess.”

“I mean, it is a cute knife,” Kat chuckled. “Have you seen Monica?”

“She popped in once or twice, went back to the forest right away.”

“Must be busy looking for milk and honey.”

“Or, you know, murdering things.” The teacher turned to stare at them and froze. His eyes widened, his face became pale. “Don’t… move.”

“What? What is it?” Kat did not heed the warning, looking over her shoulder, following Rick’s gaze and turning upwards.

She promptly met the eyes of a monster.

The creature lay face down flat against the trunk of the tree, stuck against its side, glued in place. She was a female, much like Monica and the spider had been, except where one had been feline or arachnid, this one looked more like a lizard. Her back was covered in green scales, and a thick reptilian tail waved behind her. Her eyes were a neon green that almost appeared to glow, and her face round and focused on Rick, holding his gaze.

“Don’t move,” the young teacher repeated in a whisper this time.

Kat cocked her head slightly, letting out a nervous chuckle. “Do you figure she’ll like chocolate?”

“Are you crazy?” Tomas hissed under his breath, staying still next to the fire he was starting. His eyes kept darting between Kat and the monster. She could tell he was trying to figure out how quickly he could reach her. It was kind of sweet.

“Hey, it worked with Monica.” She muttered under her breath, focusing on the lizard again. Those eyes were like gems. And as much as she wanted to feel nervous about it, there was a calmness to the creature that was kind of contagious.

Kind of surreal, really.

“I don’t think we should rely on the power of chocolate.”

“Then you underestimate chocolate.”

“Both of you, cut it.” Rick’s growl made itself clear. “I think she wants the bird.”

Kat snapped towards the teacher. “No way, that’s our dinner!”

“I’d rather it be the bird than us.”

“Fuck that.” Kat didn’t hesitate, stepping back and reaching into her backpack, pulling out a candy bar. “Hey, scaly girl!” The voice drew the creature’s attention downward, meeting the young girl’s eyes and tilting her head ever so slightly. The human nodded in acknowledgment. “Look, sweets. You wanna?”

The monster’s gaze turned from her face to the candy bar being waved above Kat’s head. Blinking once, twice, and then thrice, she opened her mouth. A glob of flesh shot out, enveloping Kat’s palm. The young woman shrieked and pulled away as the two meter long tongue returned to its confines within the scaly monster’s mouth. The noise startled the creature as she turned and climbed up the tree, very slowly chewing on the treat she’d just snagged.

“Ew, slimy.” Kat shook her hand, trying to get rid of the slime and glancing up at the monster. Still, there was a very large smirk on her face. She’d proven the power of chocolate was absolute. “You’re welcome!”

The lizard stopped her upward crawl to look down and blinked down at her, licking her lips and shifting position. For a moment she appeared to want to go back down, but she halted as her eyes shifted to scan the sky above. An annoyed sound left the creature’s lips. She turned around and continued climbing up the tree, vanishing into the branches in seconds.

“Dang it.”

“Wash your hand,” Rick warned, his eyes scanning the woods carefully. “We don’t know if that shit’s poisonous or not.”

A deep sigh. “Aye, aye.”

“You really shouldn’t have done that.”

“Done what? The same thing you did with Monica?” She quirked a brow. “I’d figure that having more of the monsters wanting to hunt some birds for us wouldn’t be a bad thing.”

The young teacher glanced at her as she sank her hands into the river and began rubbing her palms together. “What do you figure will be Monica’s reaction when she meets the lizard? Because my bets are on cat food.”

That knocked the wind right out of Kat’s enthusiasm. She let out a heavy sigh and continued scrubbing. It would be awhile before she got completely rid of the gooey substance the tongue had left behind. By then, Rick and Tomas had started the fire and were spinning the dead bird’s carcass above the flames. Their objective was to make sure it was overcooked since neither trusted what disease may or may not be here. Parts of the flesh had charred already.

Regardless, the scent was divine compared to stale, damp sandwiches and crackers. It made their mouth’s water, and that alone put Rick on edge as he kept looking around for a potential return of the lizard lady.

Which had left him oblivious to the return of the cat lady.

He all but screamed as she hugged him from behind. His eyes shot at the giggling Kat and chuckling Tomas. “You saw her coming and said nothing.”

“Better sharpen those senses, Rick.”

“Purr?” The wild woman hugged his back, but she was focused on the bird. She was sniffing the air and licking her chops. It was very clear she agreed the meal looked rather scrumptious.

A wicked thought crossed Kat’s mind. “Hey, Monica, look,” she called out, drawing the feline’s attention as she turned to look at Tomas. “Kiss!”

And no sooner did she speak than she stole the young man’s lips in a glossy mashing of lips. She put on a show, wrapping her arms around his neck and leaning into it, cooing happily and caressing his shoulders as he tensed before melting into the embrace.

She spotted the feline turning to shoot a look of amusement at Rick. Before he could react, she had pinned him down and taken his lips with her own. The purring was loud, like an idling chainsaw, her rump high in the air and her tail lashing back and forth.

Kat inwardly cheered at a successful operation. “Well, it seems you two are busy, we’ll leave you to it.” She moved to take the bird out of the flames to avoid having it burn entirely. “Tomas, let’s give the two lovebirds some space.”

The young man blushed as he caught the look in her eyes, nodding very quickly as he followed. Kat was going to make sure to give him quite the show.




Chapter 039 [Rick]

The night found itself with two couples sharing a rather passionate encounter. Monica did not appear to care about having initiated things right in front of Tomas and Kat whatsoever. Nor did she care to notice them moving away from her and Rick, her focus being entirely on the young teacher. The feline proved as insatiable and eager as the last time, if perhaps now she’d been more careful. Every time the young teacher winced, she would slow down and retract her claws to avoid further scratching his back. But that did not make her any less enthusiastic. The teacher, for his part, inwardly cursed at Kat for having started this mess and did his best to at least wait for the others to leave.

Only a handful of meters away and at the other side of the tree, the other couple was far less uncontrolled and far more cautious. Awkward little fumbles in the dark and half-spoken apologies from Tomas that were constantly quietened by Kat’s tongue. The young man was eager and impatient, half the time unsure where to focus on. Kat moved with a bit more practice, teasing him and reveling in the sensation of his hardened body as she took claim of his lap with her thighs. They made out to the sound of the fucking happening nearby. The sound was certainly pushing Kat’s buttons, though Tomas took a while longer to relax enough to warm up to the idea.

And once the revelries had come to an end, Tomas and Kat waited for Monica’s snores before they returned to the fire to lie down and sleep.

No one noticed Monica woke up in the middle of the night to finish off the cooked chicken until morning came. Or so they suspected, as they could not think of any other reason why the prepared meal would be missing along with the feline, but she had dropped two dead birds next to the warm coals.

“Seems she left pretty clear instructions of what she wants.”

“I am not going to pluck those on my own,” Rick growled, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “Hell, I’m not sure we should waste any more time here.”

“We’re continuing north, and the stream doesn’t,” Tomas pointed out. “Might as well take the chance to use it to clean the carcass while we can. I’ll help.”

Monica popped in when they had finished cooking the two new birds. Rick was sure she’d been spying on them throughout the whole thing.

“Aw, she brought more birds for you,” Kat giggled, watching the three that were dropped on his lap. And the eager look she gave him, licking her lips and grinning.

“And we can’t stick around to make them.” He took one of the cooked ones and handed it over to Monica, splitting the other one three-ways with the other two. “Let’s get moving.”

“Rick.”

He turned around to look at Monica as she ripped off one of the legs and gave it to him. Her eyes lingered on him for only long enough to confirm he’d grabbed the piece of bone and meat before she began to ravage her own meal. The feline purred loudly as she ate.

“Awww, she loves you!”

Looking at the drumstick, he blinked at her. “… thanks.” It was a strange sensation. He was still not sure what to make out of it.

“Careful Rick, first she gives you food. Next thing you know, she’s dragging you back to her cave so you can give her kitties snu-snu style.” No sooner had she spoken the words that Tomas grew pale, head whipping towards Kat as she laughed. “Oh, come on, I’m a big girl, I know how to handle myself.” She slapped his shoulder. “Trust me, I don’t want kitties.”

“I see.” The words came from the teacher, and it made the young woman stiffen up.

Her shoulders straightened as she threw a glare at him. “What? Going to lecture me?” Her brow furrowed.

Rick arched a brow. “No, I was going to comment that it was low of you to do what you did last night. Especially if it’s just so you and Tomas can have fun.”

That knocked the wind out of her sails. She chuckled. “Oh, like you didn’t enjoy getting puss’ puss.”

Rick took a long moment of silence, looking at Kat with an even gaze. “I don’t think Monica quite understands what ‘No’ means, Kat. Do you think I could have stopped her if I wanted?”

The question was a bucket of cold water. She shivered and lowered her gaze. “No, you’re right, I… didn’t mean it that way.”

He nodded. “I know. Just keep it in mind next time.”

“She’s still an awesome lay, I bet.”

Groaning, Rick ignored the comment, starting to move ahead. The others followed, Monica happily devouring the cooked meal. She appeared to care little for the bones. They snapped and crunched with every bite. Apparently Monica was not going to leave anything behind. Out of the four of them, the feline was looking to be the happiest. Tomas a close second. He seemed unable to fight against the smile that kept creeping up his face every time he stopped paying attention.

Meanwhile, the young teacher was the one that kept glancing around and trying to keep his focus on everything that wasn’t the naked Monica. There was a knot of strange feelings inside his chest that would blossom each time he’d look at her curves. More so by the fact that she noticed these stares and would make sure to give him a smoldering smirk each time.

She did not run off anywhere, sticking around and walking with them. Rather than hunt, she’d just eat the uncooked fowl she’d brought. The feline offered some of it to Rick each time, but he turned her down while trying to keep his stomach from revolting. Cooked it was decent, but raw? He wasn’t starving hard enough to consider that just yet.

The forest was thinning out, the trees were ever so slowly shrinking in size, becoming more numerous and smaller. The shift was slow but noticeable once he’d started paying attention. More light was streaming through. The branches above were no longer behemoths of wood capable of supporting an entire house. It took hours of walking, but bit by bit the roots were vanishing. Their steps were easier to take. Bushes popped up here and there. A few even had berries on them.

Large, round, baseball sized purple berries. They took a few, though didn’t eat any of them. It made the most sense to test them out during the break rather than while hiking through the woods.

Then came a slight drizzle that rained down on them. It had caught them by surprise, drenching them as they hurried for cover. It lasted a whole five minutes before stopping. “Not a cloud in sight.” Rick muttered, glancing at the sky. “A summer shower, huh?”

“Maybe that means we’re in summer.” Kat chuckled.

“Hey, I see something.”

Tomas's words made them stop and turn in the direction to their side she was pointing to. They focused for a moment. There was something bright green that was shifting about at ground level. And something else. Rick frowned. “Is that…”

“I think it is!” Tomas’ voice dripped with excitement as the group adjusted their direction.

“It’s wheat!” Kat proclaimed, running ahead. “There! There! Do you see it!?” She enthusiastically pointed at the brown and gray building in the distance. “It’s a farm!”

Rick had abruptly halted.

It would be more precise to claim he’d been stopped. Monica had grabbed his hand and tugged him, keeping him from being able to move forward another step. She was rooted in place, staring at the farm through narrowed slits. Her hackles were raised, fangs out in the open, and ears flat against her head.

She growled at the building ahead.




Chapter 040 [Rick]

Rick’s shoulder hurt as Monica held it in a vice-like grip while she growled at the farm. She did not move, the human had to take a moment to look at the ranch and then back at Monica. The others had stopped at the blood curdling rumble the feline let out.

“What’s got her so pissy?”

“I don’t think she’s angry.” Her grasp made him wince. “She’s afraid.” The words came out without consideration, there was something about that glare, her tension, the way she almost seemed ready to bolt.

“Our girl doesn’t do scared, Rick, just look at her.” Kat waved at the growling.

It was hard for him not to agree. He certainly felt intimidated by the display. But his gut told him there was something that was making her nervous. He stepped closer to her, stroking the paw that kept his shoulder trapped in a vice-like grip. “Monica.”

The name snapped her from the growl. Her eyes looked down at him. She loosened her grasp on his hands, letting go just enough not to hurt, but she didn’t let him pull out. Her brow furrowed. “Rwick,” she replied, tugging gently at him, trying to urge him to move away from there.

She was turning around, nudging him to return to the forest.

His mind flashed to the bus, to the people there. To Charlie and his empty eyes and the spider. Rick dug his heels in. “No.” His proclamation made her stop. She looked down at him, and the slight frown changed into a glare. “Monica, no, I can’t go back.”

“Rick.”

“No.” He turned towards the farm, gesturing at it. “I need to go there.”

She dug her heels. “Rick.”

“No, Monica, no.” Pulling his hand, he tried to escape her grasp- a failed attempt that made her expression falter. “Monica, we need to get there, we need help.” Their eyes met. The feline looked at him unblinking.

“Rick.” This time it came with a growl. Her paw tightened, her fangs gleamed, and she yanked him a step closer. Her other claw grasped his head and forced him to peer up into her blue-green orbs. “Rick!” There was urgency there now.

He felt a shudder go down his spine. Every instinct in his body screamed to run and not stop. Tightening his fists, he met her gaze in full. “If you take me away, I will never forgive you.”

Perhaps it was the tone, or the way he said it, or maybe something else. Maybe Monica had gleamed part of the meaning. She reacted, eyes widened like platters at the proclamation. He was sure she hadn’t understood the words themselves, but the look in her eyes spoke of how she’d gotten the message all the same. He pulled his shoulder out of her grasp. His first step away from her was tentative, hesitant. The second was surer.

Her grasp had faltered and, for a moment, Monica appeared as if struck.

She stood there, looking at him. “Rick!” She called out, reaching at him but not grabbing a hold as he took the third step. He met her pained gaze, and his resolve wavered. For a fraction of a second he could see the possibility to turn back, go to the bus, and have Monica help them take everyone to safety. Or maybe go around, find somewhere else that didn’t cause the feline to feel intimidated. There had to be something dangerous here, right?

But did they have the time? Would they have the luck?

“Please, we need you.” He turned to face the farm, gesturing at her to follow.

The woman’s gaze lingered on him as she looked past him and to the wheat, the building, the river. Her claws extended as her shoulders tightened, heels digging into the dirt and fangs coming back out. It was clear, she would not follow.

The snarl faltered with his next step towards the ranch. “Rick,” she spoke as he took another, turning his back to her. “Rick!” His gut wrenched into a ball of knots, his eyes focused on the farm ahead. “RICK!” She roared.

“Are you sure about this?” Kat whispered, glancing back at the feline. “We can just… you can stay here while we… Maybe the ranch’s dangerous.”

“It might be. So you two stay here and wait for my signal.”

Tomas and Kat shared a glance as the young teacher walked past them. “Rick, I-”

“No, Tomas,” he snapped at the young man. “I can’t send you to something that might get you killed. You’re safer here for now.”

“If she’s scared, then…”

“Then we still don’t have a choice. We can’t just sit and wait. People are going to die the longer we take to get help.”

Whatever the faces or reactions either of them had, he didn’t pay them any attention.

“She’s gone.”

That made Rick snap. He turned around to frown at Kat, the young woman staring at the spot Monica had occupied a moment ago. She was no longer there; she was nowhere to be seen. And just like that, the tightness in his gut was a rock that had been thrown down a well.

“Stay put.”

Rick shifted to look at the farm and continued to move closer. Confusion welled up inside his chest as he tried to push it aside. He had to keep moving. His mind summoned a million different things that could go wrong the moment he strode into the green fields that stretched between the forest and the ranch. And as the trees ended, those images became ever more gruesome. The first of which being someone shooting him for trespassing, but everything that came after involved more monsters popping out of the greens and tearing him to shreds.

Rick realized he’d stopped right where the wheat began. Clenching his fists, he steeled his resolve.

With a deep breath, he stepped out of the woods. Thunder rumbled in the distance, it made Rick glance upwards. The sun was shinning through some clouds. But the noise had come from the mountains to the right, they were enveloped in dark cotton that flashed with streaks of light. Tearing his gaze away from the incoming storm, Rick’s eyes inspected the terrain. Flat, it was all covered in a green grass-like vegetation, shrubbery, and the odd tree littering the fields. He saw a river running down through the property, splitting it in two.

The closer he got, the clearer things became.

The fence surrounding the farmland was made of stone, and it was broken, in many places, entire sections missing, especially on either side of the small river. The bridge that connected either side was built out of wood and was moldy, the foundations worn out and somewhat dug out at some points.

It made Rick frown in concern. This indeed looked like signs of civilization, but it had clearly been abandoned. How long ago? He couldn’t take a guess. His steps grew more cautious as he approached the main building they’d spotted earlier.

It was built out of smooth stone, two stories high. The outside had been white once upon a time, now it was gray and dry mud stained the outer walls of the first floor. The plant-life had invaded the area, small bushes and grass grew around the building. Vines were stretching out through the back wall.

Rick looked around, spotting a handful of smaller buildings that were in a greater state of disrepair. Made out of wood, their walls and roofs were caved in, trees bloomed through the debris. Nothing hinted at how long ago this had been abandoned, or why. His gaze turned towards the door leading into the main building.

A bolt of lightning crossed the sky.

A light drizzle began to fall.

Ignoring the rain, Rick closed in on the structure cautiously.




Chapter 041 [Rick]

Even with the falling rain, Rick approached the building with a careful step, wary of potential occupants. The house was two stories tall; it was likely the main home, judging by the layout at least. The structure had windows but no glass. There were shutters made of wood that appeared to have been put there, meant to close the rectangular holes, but they were rotting and partially falling off. If not for the white paint and the exactness in the finish in the stone, he would’ve considered the whole thing to be rather medieval. There was something off about it, even though he couldn’t quite put his finger on what exactly.

Frowning, he tried to ignore the rain and carefully peer through the open door into the building. The entrance led to a foyer, moss dotted every corner. It wasn’t painted, rotting wood decorated the walls. The smell was humid and stale; the floor was covered with broken tiles, small stones, and pieces of loose vegetation.

With a brief pause, Rick leaned down to watch the tiles more closely. They weren’t crushed, only fractured, and raising one tile he found cold gray smooth stone underneath. Cement? Stone cut smooth cement, worn, cracked paint, but no glass? His mind whirled as he stepped further inside, finding the increasing gloom something that put him on edge.

He thought of where he’d left his cellphone last and grimaced, he’d given it to Barry. With a contained sigh he focused on the now and not in the uncomfortable memory that gnawed at him. The house was silent, and the human tried his best to keep it that way. The crunch of sand under his steps still felt as loud as gunshots, but the pitter-patter of rain began drowning it out.

Carefully Rick pushed further in, taking a right at the foyer and finding himself looking at what appeared to be a kitchen. The cupboards were all flung open or falling off, rotten; the floor was littered with dirt and moss. Cracks and mud adorned the walls where the wood had fallen off. It took him a moment to realize there was no sink nor faucet. There was also a door that led underground at the corner. He peered down into the darkness.

There was a sound coming from down there, a soft rhythmic tinker. Closing his eyes, he recognized it. Dripping water.

“Nope.”

He would be blind down there, and if it was flooded, then it would be even less of a reason to go there. He limited himself to give a quick look around the kitchen, finding nothing that could shed a light on what had happened or when. There were only moldy wooden plates and a single fork that had rusted almost beyond recognition.

Turning around, he went to the other side of the bottom floor. A dining room. The windows here had their shutters torn either from age or something else. It was far better illuminated than the kitchen. Outside, the rain was becoming more intense. It left Rick wondering if he should go get the others. No, he had to finish checking the area to make sure it was safe.

With that self-reminder, he opted to ignore potential clues and instead check whether there was anything else here. His eyes glanced at the cement stairs that led to the second floor. Sighing, he steeled his nerves and made his way up.

The sound of the rain on the rooftop became louder as he moved. He could barely hear his steps. Eyes peeled, he froze when a flash illuminated everything from outside.

Lightning. One Mississippi, two Mississ-

BOOM

That had been close, VERY close. It rattled the structure and walls. It made him flinch, but he couldn’t let himself be distracted. Rick finished ascending to the second floor, keeping his tour of the place to the minimum. He spotted three rooms- two with bed-frames, and one with a desk. He didn’t see any bathrooms. Not seeing anything else in the house, he relaxed, turning around and heading back down.

Stepping outside, he turned towards the woods and tried to spot Kat and Tomas, waving his arms over his head to quietly signal them to come over as best he could. He wasn’t able to spot either of them, though. Not wanting to shout, he used his backpack as improvised cover from the rain and hurried to the river. Squinting, he spotted a speck of light in the forest that waved back.

His hopes rose, and soon enough he saw both former students running across the field doing their best to stay dry with their backpacks. The teacher nodded, waving them over as he waited next to the bridge.

‘RICK!’

The voice slammed against his thoughts like a brick through a window. It had come from neither Kat nor Tomas, but from somewhere that felt both far away and nearby. Almost as if screamed into his thoughts. And with it came the notion of impending danger.

Rick’s head snapped to the left, upstream. The river had grown muddy, wide, fast, its water lapping against the base of the bridge hungrily. But that was not what had made his heart forget to beat.

It was the flood that was rushing their way, the wall of water had broken out past its shores and ate up the land with furious, unstoppable force. “MOVE!” He shouted at the two who had seen where he’d been looking at and pushed for a dead sprint. The bridge groaned under them, and they broke into a run all the harder once at the other side.

The flash flood slammed against the remains of the fences at the edge of the farm, eating them and submerging them in the muddy current. It was closing in on them and fast. The three of them ran towards the house as fast as they could, the only place in sight that was safe.

The mud gave and slipped under Rick’s foot. He tripped, falling. He scrambled to get back up. Tomas was the first one to make it to the building, having gotten a decent headway to the others. Kat was close behind by mere virtue of being dragged there by him.

“Straight in, second floor!” Rick shouted over the clap of thunder up above.

The wave of water slammed against him just as he’d made it all the way to the edge of the building. His body was like a rag doll as he felt the outer wall of the house hit him from the other side. His hands reached out to grab anything he could find. They found purchase at one window.

The stream threatened to drag him away, to sink him in. The mud swirled all around him. His skull was underwater; he couldn’t breathe. His fingers were slipping against the stone while he desperately pulled himself closer. The river rose further, its pull becoming impossible to fight against.

A hand grabbed him and yanked.

Rick sputtered and coughed, damp from head to toe, feeling the flood washing against his knees as the hands dragged him forward. Half-blind, he followed, steps splashing against water as he was pulled up the stairs.

The young teacher collapsed, breathing hard and laying on his back.

“… thanks.” His eyes turned to Tomas, he was covered in mud and looking equal parts panicked and proud.

“It was… nothing,” he panted.

“Fuck that was close.” Kat’s voice rang in his ears, drowned out only by a crack of thunder from outside. Her phone flashed its light to everything surrounding them.

Sitting up, the teacher glanced down the stairs. The water was lapping against the first steps.

And it was rising.




Chapter 042 [Mark]

The crack of thunder was something Mark barely paid any attention to as he moved through the woods. Veronica had a hard time keeping the pace, the young man looked possessed. With barely any sleep and refusing to eat or drink more than the bare minimum, his condition was deteriorating. It had been several days walking through the woods. Their westward direction was almost as meaningless as any other, but it was better to move than to stay still and die.

The forest had only appeared darker and more threatening as they moved through it. Even in his altered state of mind, Mark was aware they’d yet to escape the threats that lived between these wooden behemoths.

Day cast a permanent gloom through the trees, and strange noises kept making them look every which direction. Twice they’d hidden when something had felt too close for comfort. From what? They couldn’t tell, only that they would not dare continue until they were sure the threat had passed.

“This is meaningless.”

It had been the first proper words out of Mark that hadn’t been grunts since Barry had been taken.

Veronica sat next to him, huddling closely between the roots of the tree as they made sure it was a nice, secluded spot that was well out of sight. “Surviving is meaningless?”

With a grunt, he clenched the backpack close against his chest. “We were always together.”

She nodded a little at his words, thankful that the darkness hid the roll of her eyes. “Tough family situation?”

“Something like that.” Snorting, he shook his head. “The bitch didn’t help.”

“If it’s any consolation, she’s probably dead by now.”

“Haha, good one.” His smile was sour. “That woman lives from the suffering of others. Pretty sure she’s the reason dad blew his head off.”

“Geesh, why don’t you talk about something less dark, like strangling puppies?” She bumped his shoulder with hers. “Come on, there’s plenty to live for. If nothing else to spite the hag.”

“I guess there’s that.” Mark looked straight ahead. The laugh was humorless, empty.

The young woman glanced at him for the longest second. She realized where things might lead if left untouched. The thought brought a grimace to her face. Her eyes turned to his own. A slight frown emerged. Opening her backpack, she picked out the zip-log bag they’d used to store the purple fruit they’d picked out of some bushes. With a sigh, she opened it and pulled one out.

“What’re you doing?”

“What does it look like I’m doing?” She quirked her brow at him. “Food’s almost out, water’s kinda out the window, and you’re thinking of suicide. If you’re gonna die, we might as well go out seeing if these fucking things are edible or not.”

She placed one on his lap and sat back down next to him. Veronica toyed with her own between her fingers, watching as Mark picked it up and looked.

“Fuck it.” He bit down, a gush of purple fluid exploding from his mouth and drenching his jaw and shirt. “Oh fuck.”

“How is it?” She wondered, now looking more carefully.

“Tastes like cough medicine.” He replied, gagging a little but taking another bite. “And…” A little shudder ran through him, a pleasant sigh escaping his lips. “It’s not bad. I feel… light.”

“Mhm.” She twirled the fruit in her fingers, keeping her focus on him. “Tell me if things tingle.”

“There’s… some tingling.” Grunting, he closed his legs tighter together. It was hard to see in the darkness, but she was rather certain he was blushing. A sharp breath followed and a groan. “Oh shit, that…”

“What is it? Maybe you should puke it.”

“No, it’s…” His gaze turned to her. There was something there she recognized quite well, she’d seen it on the face of dozens of frat boys in parties. A slight unfocused edge to his vision, a dilation of the pupils.

Before she had a chance to react, he’d turned to kiss her. It was rough and tasted of raspberry syrup. She was half of a mind to let him continue. A sense of panic bloomed as her mouth tingled as his saliva spread down her throat and through her body. It ran through her in a shudder that left her warm and hazy.

“Oh wow, this…” There was a pooling, gooey sensation in the pit of her stomach. She was aroused? “This is intense.”

“Want a bite?”

“Fuck it.”

She took the offered half-eaten fruit, biting down and swallowing it. The taste was thick, intense. It turned everything up ten notches. It was like she’d been plugged into an electric socket. Her whole body lit up. The young woman became intensely aware of every inch of skin. From the roughness of her socks to the tightness of her belt and the constriction of her shirt. This time, she dove back in and kissed Mark.

There was some concern about being seen or heard, but it was like a flag in a storm. It wasn’t possible to hold on any longer, ripped out, lost in the swirl of wind and fire. She couldn’t get her shirt off fast enough. Mark was eager to help. In the darkness of the forest they made out each other’s silhouettes. Lips mashed together in effervescent desire.

More and more they lost the ability to keep coherent thought. There was just barely enough for them to fumble against each other’s bodies. Mark reached down between her thighs and found her ready without needing any preamble. Veronica found the same between his legs. They throbbed for one another.

The woman didn’t hesitate, lowering herself on his lap and feeling him stretch her out. A whimper escaped her. The sensation was driving her wild, his hands finding their way to her breasts. “Rougher.” She pleaded, and he obliged, the kneading turning into pinching. “More.”

Mark mauled her with his mouth and fingers. All she could do was thrust herself down into his erection. The pressure of his shaft pumping into her once more knocked the air out of her. She’d never been this sensitive before. It was as if the whole of the universe had boiled down to one thing and one thing only: sex.

She couldn’t get enough of it. When the young man moved his hands to force her to move faster, she moved her own hands to keep up the assault on her tits. Her small size had often left her lovers focusing on other parts of her anatomy, but today it was the only thing she was able to think of. She needed to get off harder, more.

Their pace quickened, turning into a furious blur between his rough hands moving her whole body and her helping with every thrust. Mark came. She could feel the hot seed spilling into her. And yet, all Veronica could do was to keep going. He wasn’t softening, and she’d yet to get off. He groaned and squirmed as she rode him hard.

Orgasm tumbled through her, a fiery tsunami that shattered her thoughts and left her devoid of everything but the sensation. Nothing but sex. Nothing but wanting more. She wrapped her arms around her lover and ground her pussy slowly, pressing her clit into his pubic hair, enjoying every shuddering, thundering jolt of sensation.

“More,” she whispered into his ear, locking his lips and muffling their voices as they became further lost in each other’s bodies.

At the same time, in another area of the forest, Barry Dodson woke up and screamed.




Chapter 043 [Barry]

Barry Dodson was in agony. Unconsciousness had brought him peace and calm, but now that it was gone and the pain pierced through both of his ankles. It was a palpitating fire that burned within and around his bones. His skin was swollen, likely red, almost as if his calves were ready to burst out, and the agony inside beat to the rhythm of his heartbeat.

With darkness surrounding him, dirt under his hands and his legs exploding into white-hot suffering with every twitch of his body, he only had one option. He screamed.

The next instant, a hand fell onto his shoulder and another clapped itself over his mouth, sealing it. “Shut the fuck up,” the voice whispered, a low angry hiss. The darkness was too absolute. Barry couldn’t see who it was that was covering his mouth. He tried to scream again, but it came out muffled.

He could taste dirt, as the palm pressed his head down against the ground. The other hand had grasped his throat and tightened just enough to make him choke for breath. “Scream again and I will kill you.” It was a she, definitely a she. Her voice was a low growl, but her grip was the strongest Barry had ever felt. Like an iron vice.

Pushing back against the pain, the young man shuddered, nodding slowly as best he could and tightening his body to stop the burning in his ankles.

“They broke your legs so you can’t escape,” the woman said, loosening her grasp on his mouth. Her words were a light whisper. “Whoever shouts the loudest usually gets chosen first. Keep your mouth shut or you’ll get eaten.”

A slight whimper followed. Barry tensed. The image of fangs and claws flashed across his mind. He could still remember the scent of fresh blood from when the feline had entered the bus that night. “Where… where are we?” He cringed through the agony. His breathing was shallow, and his hands tightened into fists.

Now that she’d let him go, he couldn’t sense anything other than the dirt underneath his back.

“Their lair.”

“Their?”

“The feral’s.” A huff followed. “Did they do in your girls?”

“What?”

“Your team.” The woman kept her voice low. There was anger in her tone. “Did the ferals kill them?”

“I don’t…” The young man shook his head and winced. The pain throbbed and his whole body became rigid. With the stabbing sensation coming from his ankles, his thoughts spun their wheels without traction. Barry collapsed, panting and breathing hard. “We were running to find help, and now…” Hot tears rushed down his cheeks. He slammed his clenched fists against the dirt. “Now I’m going to get eaten.”

A tight sob escaped him. The young man reached out to cover his face with his arm. His whole body shook with so many emotions that the only thing he could do was muffle his voice against his sleeve. Had all of this been for nothing? Just to go out and die in some ditch?

The darkness gnawed at his welling despair. He couldn't feel anything else. The woman who’d quietened him a moment ago had gone silent. Was there anything in this blackness? He faintly heard the pitter-patter of rain off in the distance.

Barry pulled out the hard lump that lay in his right pocket: the phone with the smashed screen his teacher had given him. The dim glow brought light, and with it, blindness. Barry winced and covered his eyes. On either side of him, he heard several squeaks and gasps. The human flinched as the mobile was snatched out of his grip.

In the weird dim white glare of the screen, he met the gaze of several others that, at first, had looked like women. But it was made apparent most of them were just like the other monsters out there.

To his left was the smallest of the three. She was a frail, thin young creature, her body covered in a light grey fur, and her ears round and torn atop her head. A mouse. Her legs were twisted at odd angles- her left wrist as well. She was curled against a dirt wall and keeping as far as she could from the others. Her black eyes were wide with terror as she kept herself curled into a tight ball.

To his right were two others. The first was an equally naked monster, and just as female as the first. Her skin was a light tan, but what caught Barry’s attention were her arms: they were wings. Covered in large brown feathers, the limbs were twisted and long, tightly squeezing against her body. She kept her head hidden between both limbs, a bed of short blond hair atop her head.

And then, there was the one that had taken the mobile phone from him.

Unlike the others, she wasn’t scared- but more importantly, she wasn’t naked.

The young woman wore long, dirt-stained cotton blue pants that reached all the way to her ankles. There were tears and holes there, her dark chocolate skin showing some scars underneath where the holes had been present, mingled with open cuts and some bruises. Her feet were bare, but her torso wasn’t covered by a light short-sleeved shirt that had once been white and now was only different shades of brown. Barry couldn’t help but notice how well built she was compared to the other two. Her arms showed some muscle definition, and her almond shaped face certainly looked far better nourished.

Barry felt as if he was looking at an aspiring MMA fighter. Everything about the way she occupied the space she lived in screamed confidence. Which was the same reason why the black leather collar around her throat caught his attention, as if it were glowing in the dark.

Her green eyes weren’t focused on him though- they were focused on the mobile phone, frowning at the broken screen and poking it before turning it this way and that. “What kind of device is this?”

“It’s… It’s a phone.” Barry wheezed through quick breaths. “But it’s just a glorified flashlight now.”

“Do you have any lepi?”

“What?”

“Purple round fruit; grows in bushes. Eat it for fun, rub on injuries to heal. Locals had an unfamiliar name for it.” She had a deep scowl as she spoke, gesturing at her swollen ankles.

“I don’t… I haven’t seen anything like that.” Barry shook his head. “I have so many questions.” A hollow laugh left him as he glanced around. They were in a pit of some sort, maybe four or so meters deep and twice that across.

Up above, past the edge of the hole, there was only darkness.

“They’re going to have to wait, she’s here.”

“What?”

And just as he spoke, the shadows within the hole came to life. Barry remembered what had happened back during the fight before he was taken. His eyes widened as he saw the shadows grow and gain volume. The powerful canine figure emerged, her eyes locked onto the tan-skinned woman, who glared back.

“Come at me, feral mutt, get close. I dare you.” Her hands glowed a dull green as she raised them.

The canine woman snorted, turning around and glancing at Barry. The young human stiffened, icy dread running down his back for the split second it took the monster to look away and focus on the mousy one.

The shrieks became deafening as she reached down to the squirming creature. Silence followed as they were both swallowed by the shadows, only to return from outside the hole, out of sight. The cries rose, becoming sharper and higher.

And with a sharp crunch, it came to a sudden end.

Barry’s whole body tightened, pale and shivering, as his hand covered his mouth. He could only lay there and listen to the sudden rush of howls and barks, and the wet crunch of something else that he didn’t want to think about.

The dark-skinned woman grimaced, the glow on her hands dying out as she growled, shaking her head. “Turn that thing off, it’s annoying and I need to conserve my strength.”

The young man hesitated, looking down at the broken phone with the picture of a black cat curled up into a ball and snoozing behind the locked screen. Barry turned his gaze at her, hand lingering in his left pocket. There was a wrapper there, some leftover meal from the trek. Probably the last one he’d have.

His thoughts lingered on her glowing hands. “If you had the strength to fight, would you be able to help us get out of here?”

Her face cracked into a smirk, the woman leaning back against the wall and letting out a laugh. “Why should I help you?”




Chapter 044 [Barry]

Barry couldn’t believe his ears. He might have been woozy and short of breath from the pain coming from his legs, but he was rather sure he’d heard the nameless woman rather clearly. “What do you mean ‘why’!? Did you not hear them eat that girl!?”

His words rang out, making the winged monster flinch and shrink further.

“Why should I let you get out of here?” The tanned woman arched a brow, rolling her eyes. “I might have a collar, but I am no slave.”

“Humans? What?” He scowled. “You’re not human?”

As soon as he’d asked, he took a moment to look her over again. The sculpted muscles, the dark skin, the frayed wild black hair. Nothing about her was out of place, not in the way the monsters were. No fur, no feathers, no tail or weird parts.

“Did you miss the glowing hands?” She raised her hand. A dim greenish light flickered around it before dying instantly. “Are you really that dense?”

“I don’t- I’m not from here, ok?” He shook his head in frustration. “We were going on a school trip, then we crashed into this nightmare. We were looking for help!”

“Tough luck, I don’t help humans.” The woman shrugged, laying back against the wall and closing her eyes. “Doesn’t matter anyway, your girls aren’t going to come for you, and mine’s likelier to stumble her way into a trap than successfully track something through the forest.”

Barry frowned at her, tightening his fists. “I’m not from here. I don’t know what you are, and I don’t know where we are.”

“You said that already.”

“It’s true.”

“Mhm, you’re an off-worlder, and I’m the Great Sage.” She waved her hand and snickered. “If you’re an off-worlder, then you should be able to handle something as meager as a hole.”

“I don’t…” Barry looked up at the lip of the hole, then down at his broken legs, and the slight oddness in their bend. Worst of all was the throbbing pain that kept needling the back of his head, threatening to explode forth the instant he moved. “How the hell could I get out of this?”

“You’re the off-worlder, or so you say.” She snorted loudly. “Use your strange powers or whatever. I’ll wait.” Crossing her arms, she kept her eyes on him, unamused.

The young man grimaced, looking up at the lip of the gap again. His gut clenched, and he frowned. Did people not from this world really have some strange power? Did it apply to him as well? His lips thinned, mind racing. He reached upwards, glaring at the edge of the hole now. It was too far up for him to climb, but maybe…?

Nothing happened.

The woman with the skin the colour of dark chocolate rolled her eyes. “Or maybe you’re just a human.”

“I am human,” he said with a scowl.

“Then there you have it.”

“But I’m not from here,” he continued, clutching the phone and showing it. “Where I come from there aren’t any of these… ferals, monsters that look like women.”

“That’s rather rude of you, but whatever.” She waved her hand at him, turning to her side and leaning away. “You clearly come from a coddled up hole, I don’t care.”

Barry’s mind exploded with a million insults, but not a word came to his lips. As if someone had cut the connection between his mind and his mouth, the young man could only throw his hands down and slam against the earth beneath him. A suppressed cry came right after as the sudden gesture brought an incredible amount of pain out of both his legs. A deep whimpering breath followed, and Barry covered his mouth and shouted into his palm.

The woman all but ignored him, turning her back his way.

Panting, exhausted, and shivering, Barry lay down on the ground, staring up at the dark hole above. The screen on the phone was turned off. The world was plunged back into darkness. The only company was the stabbing pain that throbbed just above his ankles, like shards of glass had been embedded into his legs. Moving made him want to scream, but remaining still did not help any as his heartbeat alone was enough to send tiny prickling pain up his legs.

The young man figured he should try falling asleep- maybe that way the pain would go away. Maybe the dog would come for him and he just wouldn’t wake up.

But the attempt was short-lived when he heard a soft whimper next to him. And just like that, he couldn’t focus anymore. Barry waited a second in silence, then two, growing tense. Another soft whimper.

With the push of a button, the screen came back to life, and the hole was no longer so dark. His eyes shifted towards the third occupant of the whole. She was the monster that had soft brown wings for arms and was currently using them to cover her whole body and hide her face. Another soft whimper left her, and the young man hesitated.

After a pause, he glanced over at the dark-skinned one. She had turned her back to him. So he spun back to the feathered one and reached out. Slowly, he touched her feathers, making sure to be gentle.

A slight shriek followed as the girl recoiled away, shrinking and tightening into herself. Barry could only wonder- how large was she? The creature looked smaller than her wings might have otherwise suggested. “Shhhh…” He whispered, reaching into his left pocket and dragging out the crumpled wrapper with the leftover food from his last meal.

His stomach reminded him he’d not eaten for a while. How long had she been out? A sigh and a shake of his head. Barry opened it. Half a sandwich. “Hey,” he called out to the creature, caressing her wing. It was covered in dirt, but it was so soft…

The creature flinched again, becoming very still when he caressed her wing again.

“Hey,” he reached out, half a meal in his hand. Damp crushed bread and ham. Barry placed her down in front of her. With his focus turning downwards, he realized her feet were also not human. They were talons, covered in yellowish scales. They were sharp, each nail longer and thicker than his thumb.

His heart skipped a beat. This girl could gut him in an instant if she wanted. Quietly, he leaned away a bit, laying on his back again. Nibbling on his half of the meal, Barry could only fight against the fear that clutched his chest.

When the glow went out, the whimper returned.

Without a word, the human turned the light back on, his finger fiddling with the screen to avoid it from going out. His eyes flickered at the winged creature that remained so close to him, and then at the dark-skinned woman who kept so very still. What else could he say? What else could he do? The pain clouded his thoughts and shortened his breaths. The fear kept his gaze flickering back to those sharp talons on his neighbor.

And despite himself, he couldn’t help but think of Mark and Veronica.

A spark of despair clenched his gut, piercing him through like a sword and hurting more than the throbbing legs. Tears came unbound to his eyes. Was he disgusting enough that someone would just throw him to his death like that? What had he done wrong?

The sound of ruffling startled him. He opened his eyes and glanced over at the monster. The sandwich half he’d left on the ground was gone. The creature had peeked at him over her wing, brilliant blue eyes peering at him with an angelic soft face that was full of crumbs and dirt. Her gaze moved from him to his phone, then back to him. Her wings still remained tight, covering her body, but she’d relaxed.

Barry had forgotten to flick the screen. The light went out. A startled whine followed.

When he turned the light back on, the girl’s eyes locked onto the screen and on him, her face unreadable other than the wide blue eyes.

The young human could only sigh, looking at her. “Hey.”

She opened her mouth and a slight trill came out, a sharp little melody that bounced against the surrounding dirt. Then she closed her eyes and lowered her head. Her shoulders relaxed, and her head lowered back into her wings. Within minutes, she’d started breathing slowly.

It wouldn’t take Barry much to fall asleep, either.




Chapter 045 [Barry]

Barry woke to his whole body being numb and cold. But the numbness didn’t last, sensation started to come back, and with it pain. The dirt stabbed into his back like a hundred tiny jagged points that were attempting to push through his consciousness. But all of that became moot the moment he’d shifted. An explosion of agony swept through his mind. Red hot knives pushed their way through his swollen ankles and up to his knees. He jerked, and it was made all the worse, his arm covering his mouth to suppress the scream as the world became invisible flames that licked at his skin. It left a ringing inside his ears that snatched his thoughts away from him.

When his consciousness came back to him, Barry realized he was flat on the ground again, and a chilling sweat ran down his forehead and all over his body. Everything was cold, ice that pressed against him from all directions.

The young man’s mind tumbled through his thoughts like falling down a cliff. Shaking hands reached for the phone, clicking it on with the press of a button. Light blinded him. His eyes took several seconds to adjust to the darkness. There might have been other sounds, but his shivering heartbeat deafened him to the world.

Something soft and warm touched his shoulder. He turned his gaze towards the blond monster, her blue eyes looking down at his own. Without his glasses, it was hard to see the details, but there was something in those blues that felt… warm.

Barry tried to move and whimpered from the pain. A half-choked sob.

The winged woman shifted, the light from the phone illuminating her as she… lay next to him? The young man’s mind couldn’t handle thoughts. They slurred and blurred before they made their way through. He was unable to make heads or tails of what was happening. Her wing reached out and covered his chest. Her head rested on his shoulder.

The light went out again, and all the human could sense was the creature’s body as she lay her wings on him. Heat from her touch soothed the chill against his skin. The thundering heartbeat that pumped blood into his throbbing skull slowed. His ears cleared from the sound enough to realize she was humming. It was a soft whisper, barely a tune. It reverberated through her body and his own. It soothed the aching; it calmed his body.

The minutes bled by before Barry’s body relented, calming down into a fugue of pain. The sound of the humming slowly drowning out the discomfort, leaving behind a soft warmth. There was a slow, distant pitter-patter of rain, barely reaching the human’s ears.

Gasping, Barry’s thoughts had slowed, moving through a molasses of delirium. With the phone providing light once more, he turned to look into the shining blues of the petite woman that clung to him. “Why?” He could only ask. His voice was hoarse, scratching at his throat like sandpaper.

Her only response was a little trill, and a little tilt of her head. Her cheek pressed against his shoulder, her eyes closed, and her hug tightened ever so slightly.

The young man couldn’t summon the strength to move, let alone risk more pain. He laid there under her wing. His body was still cold, but the heat of her touch had stopped his body from trembling like a leaf at least.

“I don’t…” A slight cough stopped his words, and his lips tightened ever so slightly, his eyes becoming damp again.

Shaking his head, the young man glanced to his other side, to the only other person in this hole that was filled with nothing but dirt, cold, and darkness. The tanned woman sat with her legs crossed. Her emerald eyes were peering at him, her expression unreadable.

“What?” the young human could only ask.

“You’re going to die.” There was no joy in those words, no threat, no anger- rather, it was a statement of fact.

The redhead closed his eyes tightly, hands clenching into fists, as the movement of the phone causing the shadows to dance around them. “I don’t want to die.”

“Without healing, you probably won’t last more than a day or two.” She was calm, looking at him for long, quiet seconds. Her eyes appeared weary, tired.

He choked back tears. “I don’t want to die.” She didn’t answer. His mouth clenched tightly. “I don’t want to die.”

“When the Hound shows up again.” Her voice came out as a whisper. “They will take you, since you’re the weakest. They will eat you alive.”

Barry sobbed, shaking his head. “I don’t want to die, please.”

Her green eyes hardened, a heartbeat of hesitation. “I… can help you.”

“What?”

The words startled him and his eyes widened as he blinked back the tears.

Her eyes locked on his and her expression was grim. “I can put you to sleep, bring it to an end. No one deserves to go out like that, not even a human.”

It was like a cold punch to his gut. The young man shook his head. “I don’t… please, don’t.”

“It would be like falling asleep, painless,” she said. Her voice was as if not her own. She had not blinked; she had not looked away. Her shoulders tightened as she said this, however, betraying the tension behind the calm.

The light in the phone went out and Barry quickly turned it back on, the shiver of his body bringing a throb of agony through his legs. No, this couldn’t be it, not this. He shook his head with everything he could muster. “I don’t… I don’t want to die.”

The dark skinned nameless woman didn’t answer, closing her eyes and leaning against the dirt wall. She almost looked relieved, her arms slumping at her sides as she breathed in deeply and sighed. She turned upwards, towards the blackness of the hole above and the nothingness that it led to. An abyss that loomed over their heads.

“Kajou.”

“What?”

“My name, it’s Kajou.”

The redhead closed his eyes for an endless moment, letting out a hollow laugh. “Barry. That’s my name.” A strangled sob made its way out of his lips. “Not that it matters, I’m just… I’m just...” He didn’t say anything else, feeling unable to utter the words.

A pressure on his shoulder made him turn his head down to the creature that’d been hugging him. Her sky-blue eyes met his. “Bahr-ee.”

Her words brought a flush of warmth through him. Filled with concern and empathy, the young man’s head swam. Barry nodded, feeling his eyes moisten again. “Yeah, I’m Barry,” he choked back the words, the fear, the pain, and the cold.

“Bahr-ee,” she chirped, smiling slightly wider, her wings tightening against him in a comforting embrace.

“What!?” The word came out of Kajou. It was harsh and surprised. Her eyes were wide and her mouth agape, as if what she’d seen was impossible. “Did she… did she just say your name?”

A howling noise cut Barry’s attempt at asking what she meant. The sound bounced into the cave and all around them. Everyone tensed as it shook the walls, and it made the earth tremble as it grew in volume.

A voice ran out from the abyss above them, distant and filled with echoes, but clear. “KAJOU!”

The dark-skinned woman’s head snapped upwards, the shock replaced with brilliance, a smile coming to her lips. “PAN!” She screamed back, loud, her voice a thunderclap that made Barry flinch. “PAN!”

“KAJOU! I’m coming for you!” The voice responded, and barks joined in with the howls from earlier. Something exploded, and the ground shook once more. There were whines and screams. “I’m coming for you!” Kajou shuddered as she heard this, smiling, her head glancing up at the hole’s edge and then back down at Barry. Her smile died down, and her brows furrowed.

The feverish young man shuddered, lips tightening. “Guess that’s your rescue.”

Her frown tightened. “No, you’re coming with us.”




Chapter 046 [Barry]

Barry couldn’t believe his ears. He was lying on the ground, panting for breath, as his whole body teetered on the edge of consciousness. Perhaps it was the delirium that had made him imagine what Kajou had said. The fever was causing his body to feel far too cold. The winged monster at his side kept looking at him with wide, blue eyes. She was hurt, too. Barry wasn’t sure how he knew; he just knew there was pain in her arms, erm, wings.

“As soon as Pan deals with the ferals, I’ll ask her to heal you.” Kajou spoke the words with intent.

“I don’t…” A long silence as a shriek was heard up above. What was happening?

“That wasn’t her voice.” Kajou let out a slight smirk, a deep sigh of relief following her proclamation. There was even a slight cocky grin on her lips. “Doubt any of the ferals will be able to stop her.”

“KAJOU!”

The dark-skinned woman used her hands to louden her voice. “OVER HERE! IN THE HOLE!”

“I’M COMING FOR YOU!”

The other’s voice was a loud roar, and another shudder made the earth vibrate all around them as if a hammer had come down upon it. This time it was closer, and for a split second, Barry could see a flash of yellow light up above. In that brief instant, he realized the abyss that’d been hanging above them had led to a cave of some sort, its ceiling so far up that his phone had not been able to illuminate it.

The blue-eyed girl at his side tightened, her face also turning upwards. She was nervous, afraid, her expression shifting as her gaze returned to him. When the phone screen turned off, she let out a tiny squeak. “Bahr-ee,” she whimpered.

“Hey, turn that thing back on.” The light came back right as another thud bounced off of the walls. Several whines followed by a howl.

And then, silence.

“Kajou!” the voice from earlier rang out. It sounded winded- not as much of a roar. “Talk to me!”

“Over here you blind bat!”

“Oh, there’s a li-” A head popped over the edge, looking down at the three of them. Gold hair framed the wild, unfocused look on the face of the woman with a terribly sharp gaze that focused on Barry instantly. The intensity of the gaze made his whole body drop a whole degree. “Kajou, do I need to kill someone?”

The blond companion hastily spoke up. “No. We need some healing. How much juice do you have?”

“Enough. I offed their leader, sent those mutts packing, but they’ll be back. Might try to track us down if we’re not careful.” The hazel eyes of the gold-haired woman lingered on the shivering young man for only a second further, as if to confirm he was indisposed, and then she jumped into the hole.

The winged girl at Barry’s side shrieked and held on to him hard enough his bones creaked and ached. But past the pain and confusion, Barry could only gasp as pure, glowing white wings emerged from Pan’s back. They spread just enough to cover the hole from one edge to the next, slowing down her descent. Heavy metal boots slammed against the dirt and a sword lingered in her right hand. Those sharp, distrusting eyes stared at the young man with a darkness that starkly contrasted with the woman’s wings.

“Who’s the human?”

The hunk of metal she wielded was almost over a meter long, and it should have been something far too large to be held with one hand. Yet in her grasp, it may as well have been no heavier than a feather.

“He’s an off-worlder,” Kajou declared in a rush. “We need him alive. He’ll be dead if you don’t heal him soon.”

“And the girl?”

“A feral, a tamed feral.”

“What do you mean ‘tamed’?” Pan tightened on her sword, pointing at the winged blue-eyed creature with its tip. “She has no collar.”

The nameless winged woman froze, lowering her head into his shoulder and whimpering.

“She said his name,” the dark-skinned one proclaimed. “They barely spent the night together, and she said his name. Pan, the elder was right.”

“Did you get your head conked or something?”

“Heal me first at least.”

Pan turned to meet the other woman’s gaze, her eyes moving downwards to Kajou’s swollen red ankles. She scoffed. “I fucking told you to take guard rotation seriously.” She knelt next to her as she spoke. She shifted the aim of her sword at Barry, but the other shifted to press against Kajou’s ankles.

“I know. I didn’t expect two Hounds. One caught me by surprise.” A sigh of relief left her as Pan’s left hand began to glow a dim yellow. “That’s better.”

“Don’t fucking move until I’m done, or I’ll have to break your ankles again so they can settle properly. That won’t be fun for anyone.”

“Who… what are you?” Barry could only pant in disbelief, his eyes traversing up the sword and to the armor-clad woman. The dull grey metal of her armor was stained with blood, but her blade was spotless. Her hair was drenched, her clothes soaked and her metal boots muddied, but her wings were dry. Both sword and wings had an ephemeral glow to them. It was almost warm.

The woman’s head snapped in his direction, hazel eyes glowing with power. “Speak again, human, and I will cut your tongue. You can live just fine without one.”

“Pan-”

The woman’s head whipped back to meet her partner’s gaze in an intense glare. “Do not fight me on this, Kajou. We can’t take risks.”

“The elder gave her orders.”

“He’s still breathing.”

An uncomfortable silence fell upon them. Barry remained still. The fever had made him start sweating, but the presence from this woman made heavy beads roll off his forehead. His mind kept trying to spin out of control, even as he fought to keep it still. He had to struggle against a slippery surface of panic, the adrenaline not helping any. His swollen ankles kept throbbing in pain, the stabbing sensation pushing his consciousness to the side to let instinct take hold.

A soft whimper brought his attention back to the winged girl that hugged him. She was scared out of her wits, paralyzed and clinging to him as if to dear life. She dared not look at the armored woman directly, instead attempting to press herself and Barry down into the dirt, to turn invisible and remain out of sight.

“There.”

The proclamation was accompanied by Kajou being aided onto her feet. The dark-skinned woman grinned as she glanced at her ankles. The swelling was gone entirely. “Much better.”

“How’re your reserves?”

“I can kick a mutt.”

“Great, snag the bird.”

“Wai-!”

Barry’s word was rewarded by a swift kick to the head. All too suddenly, the world was spinning and completely out of control. There was a ringing in his ears, loud enough to muffle whatever words the blond woman spoke next. He couldn’t hear anything, but he could sense the winged girl that’d been hugging him, shrieking and fighting as Kajou yanked her off of him.

“BAHR-EE!”

The voice rang loudly inside his head, louder than everything else.

“BAHR-EE!”

She thrashed and kicked, and Kajou dug in her heels and pulled harder, fighting to remain balanced while the winged girl kept trying to break free. With a throbbing pain and blurry vision, Barry saw as the angel turned away from him and towards the feral girl.

Her sword rose, pointed at the creature. The sword began to glow brighter. “She’s going to break free and put us all at risk. Keep still.”

“Wait, NO!”

The voice was spoken by Kajou and Barry at the same time. The young human reached out towards the panicking blue-eyed winged girl. Kajou tried to move out of the way, to pull the feral outside the blond’s reach. The blond was faster, a mere forward thrust covering the distance in the blink of an eye.

The world ground itself to a halt, steel meeting flesh. For a split second, it seemed as if an invisible force kept it at bay, a wall that gave pause to the sword’s tip. The next moment, with the sound of something shattering, the sword pierced through, pushing forward one inch at a time and all at once. The chain of events had taken less than a second.

And the second afterwards, agony stabbed into the center of Barry’s chest. It was fire that drew a line into his heart and out his back. His lungs and heart felt as if they were about to burst into flames, a singular red hot searing fire that burnt his chest from the inside.

But he couldn’t look away from the nameless woman’s blue eyes. Their eyes were locked with each other, their breaths trapped in a tight constriction. Her mouth was partially open, but no sound came out. The light within those brilliant blues dimmed, losing focus, losing life. With a sickening yank, the sword was pulled from the girl’s chest, steam rising from the found and not a drop of blood.

The nameless woman fell to the ground with a thud that shook the universe. Her lips moved quietly, she uttered one last word before she became still.

And with her death, a void snapped into place, piercing through the delirious human’s mind like a lance. Barry realized he was screaming with every fiber of his being.

The boot made everything go dark.




Chapter 047 [Alice]

To Alice and the other survivors, the rain was a blessing. They’d been inching dangerously close to running out of water, and the food was already on its last legs. They’d done their best to ration it, but that could only stretch things so far. The question over what would happen once they were fully dry haunted their every move.

“We have those weird berries.” Alice glanced at the various colorful spheres that had been gathered from the exploration of the surrounding area.

“Do you figure they’re edible?” Victor scowled, the fellow teacher glancing at the potential food. There were other questions in his mind however, she could see them floating right under the surface. Could their hope of rescue hold out against the inevitable truth that they were already going hungry? How long until they opted to leave the wounded behind?

Alice’s thoughts turned away from the unspoken and towards the question that had been raised. The berries. There were mostly three types, one red and very small. It was rather easy to spot since it had a waxy shine to it. The second type was larger: a light green and looking close to a strawberry that had been plucked a bit too early, with tiny white freckles across its surface. The third was the one that Alice was the most hesitant of, a sky blue berry that felt… weird. The color was too vibrant, too sharp, electric. Almost as if to loudly proclaim no one would dare to eat it. The blue felt warm to her touch, a strange sensation that didn’t seem to go away even when she dipped it into water.

“I hope we don’t need to find out,” Alice muttered under her breath, closing her eyes. The sound of rain as it hit the metal chassis of the wrecked bus was almost soothing. “Do you figure Rick and the others found help?”

“I… maybe.” Victor’s eyes turned distant, glancing into the dull dark forest and the cascading rain. “If we have to go into the woods alone, we won’t make it.”

“Why are you so sure?”

“The werewolves? The spider?” A slight shake of his head. “When we were looking around for berries, we…” With a momentary pause to confirm who might be listening in, he lowered his voice. “We saw more of the… things. A new kind.”

The hairs on the back of Alice’s neck stood on edge. “What did you see? What happened?”

“There were two of them, they were too far to see clearly. I think it’s a different sort than the ones we’ve seen so far,” Victor said. “They’d been on the upper branches of one of the trees, just… watching us.”

“If it’s just watching… that’s definitely an improvement.”

Victor shuddered, eyes becoming distant. “It sure didn’t feel like it.”

A bright flash of light was followed by some whimpers from within the bus. The bright burst of illumination had been sharp and abrupt. The rumble of thunder followed a second later loud, the source clearly not too far off. It echoed around them a second longer before it died out to the rain.

“That was close.” Alice winced, her eyes catching something in the darkness of the forest outside the clearing. She squinted, she could’ve…

Another flash of light pierced the darkness. And all too fast it was as if an icy dagger had pierced through her chest. There, on one of the larger branches and looking down into the clearing. Something large and dark, something dangerous that struck at her primal desire to run for cover. It was the spider, the same one that had snatched one of the students.

“INTO THE BUS!” She shrieked, shoving Victor inside and following only a step behind.

The scream set everything into motion at the same time. Those outside guarding had not hesitated to turn towards the bus and run, and just as they had moved, so had the monster. Like death and its cloak, the black creature jumped from the branch and soared, arching towards the clearing as if it could fly. The illusion was certainly sustained for a split second before gravity took over and the massive shadow arched through the air and landed on the man that had been closest to her side of the clearing when the alarm sang.

The monster opted to use the man to cushion her fall, two of its legs pushing against the center of his back. The human collapsed under the weight, the spider’s legs punched clean through instantaneously. The sickening crunch was followed by a splatter of blood.

The man barely had a chance to register his own death.

The next flash of lightning came with the monster’s brilliant bloody red eyes focused at the bus as everyone had scrambled inside. Silver locks of pearly white hair framed her sharp face and predatory smirk that had too many sharp teeth. The monster did not move as the humans hurried to block the entrance with the spare usable chairs. A cacophony of shrieks, whimpers, and shouts echoed inside the metal box.

Alice could not pay it any mind, her eyes glued on the monster and the look of smugness on those lips. As if what they were doing was exactly what it wanted them to do. The creature shifted its focus downwards to its most recent prey. The spider pulled its leg out of the corpse and grabbed it with its human-shaped hand. Turning around towards the forest, the monster left a trail of blood in its wake that mixed with the mud and rain.

“It’s leaving…?”

As one, the group of survivors froze and stared, watching the monster climb the tree to the spot it had jumped from.

“No.” The voice came from Ms. Dodson, the woman’s wide eyes holding a cold icy darkness within them. There was an edge of panic and anger within them. “She’s keeping us alive.”

“What do you…?” Alice was about to ask, but stopped as she saw the monster sat its hulking spider body down and yanked up the body of the man with the bright yellow bloodied shirt.

Slowly, the monster turned itself over, so it’d be laying on its back, all eight massive arachnid legs waving into the air. The arachnid torso twisted, and a thread of thick silk emerged from the bottom. The spider creature wasted no time to quickly spin around. She turned the body like a top, weaving more and more silk onto its frame, over and over until it was completely hidden and bound in the white substance. The creature latched the silken cocoon to the branch, leaving it hanging underneath.

“It wants to keep us alive.” Mr. Dodson repeated herself.

“But why?”

“Because we’ll eventually starve.” Victor commented with a growl.

“Why would it do that?”

“She might be cautious, not wanting to take risks.” He turned to the psychology teacher. “Remember how you scared off the werewolves? They ran because they didn’t know we were all bluff. I bet it’s the same situation here, why deal with a strong opponent when you can weaken them?”

“We all scared them off. Together.” Alice’s words came flatly.

“Who cares how they were scared? If that thing stays there we are all DEAD!” Ms. Dodson shrieked. Her wrinkled face was turned into a snarl, yellowed teeth shining bright, eyes shrunken and hidden between the folds of her facial age. “It could attack us too!”

“It might… when it gets hungry,” Victor muttered under his breath, eyeing the branch and the monster that stood on it. “We should start thinking how to get out of here.”

“And leave the wounded behind?” Alice’s words were soft, but her eyes burned bright. There was fire in her eyes as she glared at Victor. That heat turned towards the rest of the bus, daring them to speak up on the matter. Unfortunately, there was one person willing to do so.

“We can’t be dragged down to die like some animal!”

The younger woman stepped closer, looking into those cold uncaring eyes that stared back at her from the shorter woman. “If-”

“We can deliberate and think about our options calmly.” Victor’s hand squeezed Alice’s shoulder, drawing her attention. “The monster’s not attacking, that means we can use the time to reinforce the bus and prepare for the worst.”

“And then what?”

The question cut through those gathered there like a guillotine.

“And then… we try to see what we can do,” the man spoke with a grim nod that felt lacking determination. “We can hold out.”

“Hold out to what?”

The question came from within the crowd, and it was no better than a hammer-blow to them all. The noise of rain hid the sound of their hope cracking a little further.

“To the others.”

Alice straightened her back, staring at them with a look of grim determination. “Rick and the others went out to look for aid. I am certain they will find it if they haven’t already. Help is on the way, I’m sure of it.” She squeezed her hands. “All we have to do is hold out until it gets here.”




Chapter 048 [Rick]

To Rick, sleep had been impossible. All throughout the night the sound of rushing water and the groans of the building as it kept shifting kept his nerves on edge. Whenever he closed his eyes, the sight of the rushing water pinning him against the house’s outer wall pushed him back into wakefulness. But the vision was odd, not seen from his own eyes but from afar. It came with a panic and concern that didn’t quite feel right. It was an anxiousness that was almost primal and that almost felt as if it wasn’t his own.

The feelings kept his body on edge, his adrenaline thick in his veins, keeping the fight or flight instinct fresh and active without pause. Rick felt just about ready to jump away from the nearest shadow, out the square hole that was the window, and start swimming.

But he’d need to be far more suicidal to do that, so instead he spent the night just walking and using the flashlight from Tomas’ phone to investigate the house. The structure quiet save for the creaks and groans from stress the current provided. A current that kept his shoes submerged even at the second floor.

The rise of the water had inched its way upwards over the hours, but at least it seemed the ascent had slowed. And yet, despite all odds, Tomas and Kat had found a chance to rest… somehow. It was hard to believe they’d managed to get a blink of sleep considering the raining had not abated, nor had the thunder. The two had found some tall flat furniture to lay on and that had been that.

Which suited Rick just fine, it let his mind wander and fuss over things on its own as he circled about and tried piecing together the life of whoever had lived here. The young teacher had only found one object worth mention while exploring the upper level of the household: a black leather collar. The item looked incredibly sturdy, with metal wire weaved into the material. it was also entirely devoid of a latch, and was a single piece of black that was about as wide as his thumb and as thick as his pinky. The most unnerving part was how it tingled to the touch, as if it had a small current running through it. The sensation felt odd, wrong.

The piece of leather had been torn, snapped forcefully at some point in time, perhaps years ago.

“Whatchu found there, prof?”

A slight cough, as Rick realized he’d been staring at the thing, for how long? He wasn’t too sure. “Just discovered this.”

Kat smirked. “Someone either had a very large dog or was rather kinky.” She put her hands on her hips. “It might look good with my cardigan.”

“Don’t.” He flicked the item out of her reaching hand, and his gaze hardened. “This thing’s been dumped here for who knows how long.”

“Right, because our biggest concern is some old dusty piece of fetish gear.” Her eyes twinkled as she leaned towards him, grinning from ear to ear.

“I’d rather we just not add tetanus to the pile of things to worry over.” With a flick of his wrist, he tossed it out the window and into the raging river below. Better that than test his luck.

The house groaned- and for an instant, the floor felt like it had shifted one inch too many for comfort.

“Now you went and pissed off the river Goddess because you gave her a crappy piece of fetish gear.” The woman rolled her eyes, nervously laughing as she glanced around, her right hand grasping her left elbow and rubbing it softly. “Do you… figure the house might fall? I’ve seen some vids of when that happens and it’s crazy, they say that-”

“Kat. Please.” Rick looked at her with a deep sigh. “Where’s Tomas?”

“Still snoring.”

The teacher leaned back against the wall. “You couldn’t sleep?”

“He’s a nice fuck, but doesn’t really know how to squeeze the right way to make it comfortable to sleep.” With her words, the teacher coughed, but it only made her smirk widen. “Hey, I figured you already knew.”

“I’d guessed it was the case, but I was not looking for confirmation about it.” He sighed and shook his head.

“Eh, thought I might as well not play coy about it.” She shrugged nonchalantly, leaning against the wall opposite to his. “So since we’re talking about it to try to distract ourselves from impending doom, how’s the cat?”

“The… cat?”

“Monica.” She wriggled her hips slightly. “She yowls a lot, so how’s the wild pussy in the sack?”

The teacher shot her a flat unamused look. “None of your business.”

“Prude.”

Shaking his head, Rick closed his eyes. “Got anyone you want to go back to?”

“Mom. But both of us have always been somewhat free spirits in that sense. Gramps is the ‘family values’ guy.”

“Father?”

“Dead.” The answer came out dry and accompanied by a shrug.

Rick grimaced. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Don’t be, it was his fault.” The young woman glanced downwards, shrugging her shoulders. “You got anyone waiting for you back home?”

“Loki.”

“Unless you’re talking about a DVD collection, I take it that’s a pet.” She arched a brow.

“Black cat, three years old and ready to claw my face out.” The teacher sighed deeply. “I never was much of a cat person.”

“How times change. First you didn’t like cats and now you fucked one.” The sophomore giggled, watching him fluster slightly. “If you’re not a cat person, why the cat?”

“Wasn’t my choice, I wanted a goldfish.” His gaze turned towards her, brows lowered. “I’m guessing Loki’s at least in a better state than we are.”

“In heaven?”

This time it was his turn to chuckle. “Neighbor has my keys. She loves that little devil more than her own family.”

“Oho, quite the ladies man.”

“She’s eighty.”

“Age is only a number, just saying.” She cackled at herself even as Rick was ever less amused.

A rumbling noise shook the house- thunder that reverberated from the floor and up through their very bones. Kat flinched and shrank, the smile gone fast enough to show it had been there only through force of will. The teacher looked at her and did his best to appear calm. “It’s going to be alright. We’ll make it through this.”

Her eyes were glued to the water that was up to her calves. “I wish I could believe you.”

Rick stared at her for a moment, reaching up to scratch his cheek. He wasn’t sure what to say- how could he reassure her? Or at least help her focus herself back? Whatever the answer might have been, Kat chose to lean into a hug before he could decide. She buried her face into his chest and squeezing tightly.

With a grimace, the teacher quietly wrapped his arms around her shoulders. “I’m a terrible hugger, just a warning.”

“I’m the one supposed to be doing the bad jokes.” She held him tighter.

Looking down at that bed of wild dirty golden hair, Rick’s gut tightened. He couldn’t let himself fail here. The others were depending on them finding help, even these two students- they might be adults, but they’d barely stepped into that world. He almost had a decade at it and felt just as lost as the two sophomores did.

But he had to look the part of the bigger adult in the room.

The house shook again, the rumbling of thunder closer, far closer. Kat gasped and tightened her grip on him on instinct. The teacher patted her head and turned to stare out the window. There was another rumble, a colossal shudder that rattled the dust off the ceiling.

Alarms were starting to blare louder inside his mind. Something was wrong.

It took an instant to realize why. “There’s no lightning.”

“What?”

Rick let go of Kat. “Wake up Tomas, NOW!”

The look of confusion took just one second to vanish. She didn’t hesitate, not sure what or why he’d said so; her feet turned, and she sprinted down the corridor as Rick took the opposite direction. He approached the window and shoved the half-torn wooden blinder off so he could glance outside.

Outside the storm raged on. Even when it was daytime, there was little light to be had. The sky was a dull dark grey, and the rain poured down with a vengeance. The river had grown, swallowing the whole farm and submerging it under muddied opaque water. Trees were dragged down the raging stream, rushing their way through, branches and pieces of debris from the less sturdy building pressed against the outer wall of the house.

There was a flash of lightning, and the rumble of thunder.

It was followed by more rumbling, louder, and deeper. It shook Rick’s feet and made him feel like he was in the middle of a stampede. It was coming closer. And it was with the feeling of his stomach dropping to the floor that the next bolt of lightning revealed the source.

Rick’s body froze as he saw the large boulders rolling down the stream, some of them large enough to eclipse the building they were currently using as shelter.

The mountain was falling.

And it was coming their way.




Chapter 049 [Rick]

Rick looked upon the mountain as it fell. Thousands of tonnes of stone and dirt loosened by the flood and damp soil. Boulders the size of houses were following the stream. And their current location happened to be in their trajectory.

Even though it was early morning, there was barely enough light to make out the shifting terrain, the raging river, and the rolling boulders. Each one moved along the river as if it weighed less than a marble, but seeing how the trees were flattened in their wake, it was clear they were anything but an unstoppable force.

The rumbling was becoming louder, an earthquake that rose through their soles and rattled their bones. The floor was shaking with each thud of the spinning stones that were larger than the very structure they were standing on. And these gigantic stones were coming their way.

“What’s going on!?”

The flash of lightning streaked through the sky above as Rick turned to the two students. They were holding hands in a death-grip. Their faces were slack, eyes wide and panicked. And they were looking at him. They were unsure of what to do, or where to go. They were scared.

In Rick’s mind, Charlie screamed for help.

The knot tied inside his gut, and he turned to focus on the outside once more, up the hill, the incoming boulders, and the falling mountain. The house would be crushed, and them with it. Did they have a way out? What was the way out? His mind raced, how much time before it reached them?

They couldn’t wait.

“We need to swim.”

And the world became silent as the two of them looked at him.

Kat and Tomas then turned to glance at each other. The young man hesitated, initiating half a step that turned into a full one when the young woman moved to follow. Kat reached out and gripped Rick’s hand. Her eyes reflected the lightning that roiled outside. “I trust you.”

The teacher turned to look back outside, at the mountain, and at the river. The water level was not much lower than the window itself. The slush lapped against the building and the house groaned the closer the tremors were becoming. Even if the boulders missed, there was the question whether the house would collapse on its own, anyway.

“Fasten everything down!” Tomas spoke up in a near shout, quickly taking his backpack and hanging it so it would be in front of him rather than behind. “Also… also…” He was taking deep fast breaths. “Air, air, need air, in bags, floating.”

“Tomas.” Rick gripped his hand. “We don’t have time.” His eyes turned to Kat. “As soon as we are out, we swim AWAY from the stream, we have to avoid the rapids and get to shore.”

She nodded, trembling.

Swallowing hard, Rick moved closer to the window and grasped their hands. “You two first, quickly!”

Tomas took the lead, hopping over the windowsill after a mere heartbeat. His grip on Rick’s hand became iron tight as soon as he hit the water. It almost pulled the teacher over, but with Kat’s help, he pulled Tomas closer and out of the water. “There’s a strong current!” The young man warned, using his free hand to hold on to the windowsill. “Kat.”

“Here goes nothing.” Her laugh was almost a shrill shriek that turned into a full cry the moment she’d been out the window. “F-FUCK! C-COLD!”

With one hand holding Tomas and the other Kat, Rick did what he could to help them move to the left. Wanting to avoid the raging river that was roaring down their right.

“RICK!”

The teacher looked up.

Just in time to see one of the smaller boulders crossing the space where a shed had once been. It bounced, taking air for a fraction of a second as it smashed into the side of the structure, punching through. A roar of water deafened them, the whole structure groaned and crumbled as if made of cards, twisting sideways towards the new hole that had been made on its side. With the drop of the building, the water rushed into the window- into the house through the window.

Rick’s face became submerged instantly, his grip on Kat’s and Tomas’ hand like iron. For a fraction of a second he realized that they were being pulled down with him. If he didn’t let go, he’d drag Tomas and Kat back into the building along with the rushing water.

So he did.

A muffled scream echoed around his ears; the world became dark as he was flung back into the house from the force of the current that was rushing in to fill out every available pocket of air within. Whirlwinds of mud slammed him against the walls, the ceiling, and the floor. The air was knocked out of Rick’s lungs as his cry was muffled under the muddy turbulence. He was blinded; it was too dark, too opaque. The water kept rushing past and around him, flinging him from one side to the other as if he were a rag doll. He lost all sense of direction or location, no longer even able to determine where in the house he found himself in.

Was the structure being pulled down the stream? Was he trapped?

His hand desperately grasped at anything he could, sliding off the cement walls.

Rick’s lungs burned, the taste of dirt choking out his mouth and throat.

There was a flash of dulled light, to his right. He had barely noticed. Rick kicked off of the chunk of cement and struggled to head to the light. The moment he’d detached himself from the whirlwind, he was slammed by a stream of faster water, accelerating him into what was undoubtedly the main stream of the river. He tumbled and spun, the world becoming dark again- he couldn’t breathe.

“RICK!”

The voice pierced through his mind like a hot knife. He couldn’t see, but the voice had come from somewhere. His arms flailed, trying to gain upwards momentum, but everything spun out of control. So hard… to think…

“RICK!”

Flinging his arms and legs, he found a spark, a moment of stability as he was accelerated further, the turbulence leveling him out. Rick swam towards the voice.

He pierced the surface. Rick gave a gasp for air that was choked by a wave of water that yanked him back down. He had to breathe, he had to breathe, he had to swim, but the current was too strong.

“RICK!”

Something punched through, the sound followed immediately by something hard that grasped at his chest. The current abruptly became worse as he was pulled out of the water. He deeply gasped for air and coughed, and with another wave, they sank.

They?

The force that had gripped him pulled harder. They spun, and for a fraction of a second, the world became still. The force that held onto him had grasped onto something solid, something that wasn’t under the whims of the river’s current.

Air, another deep gasp, and he was yanked and flung out. His body rolled against solid land, earth, stable. Rick’s eyes were blurred, and his gut turned itself inside out as he vomited water with barely a second of pause. His mouth tasted mud. On his hands and knees, Rick could only cough and collapse. Every muscle in his body shook and trembled.

“Rick.”

This time the voice was solid, outside of his head, and in his ears. The clawed hand gripped his shirt and dragged him away from the sound of the roaring river, a good ten meters before she dropped him.

Monica’s blue-green eyes shone with concern as she looked at him. Her paw on his chest was tender. “Rick,” she stated again, frowning, leaning down, and licking his face, his cheek, his lips, his nose, and his forehead. “Rick,” she spoke once more. She was sodden, tired, drenched just as bad as he was.

“Monica.” He said the word and relief washed over her; she pressed her nose against his forehead, her arms moving to wrap around him in a wet embrace. He could barely summon the strength to return the gesture.

Lightning crackled across the sky.

Tomas and Kat.

The teacher instantly found the strength to stand up, escaping Monica’s hug. He was… near the raging river. Forest was at either side of it, though he was on the side with the bigger trees. The muddied water ran wild, a rampaging gargantuan snake that rolled its way downhill. Boulders tumbled in the flow’s wake.

He couldn’t recognize anything. Not a sign of the house, not a sign of the farm, not a sign of the barest scrap or clue of either of the sophomores.

“We… we need to find them.”

He stepped towards the river, to get a better view, to-

The paw gripped his shirt and tugged him back.

Rick whirled to meet Monica’s gaze. She was frowning. “Rick.”

There was no joy in that word, it was a warning.

“No, Monica, I need to find them, I need to go to get help!”

“Rick.” She pulled him back a step further, away from the river.

“I HAVE TO HELP THEM!” His voice rang out, his hands shivered. Rick glared at Monica. “I HAVE TO HELP THEM! I-.“

Gripping his shirt, she shook him, first left, then right, and just as easily as she’d thrown him from to side to side, she left him standing. He weighed nothing to her. “Rick.”

Slowly, she shook her head.

And the world tumbled around him.

He had failed.




Chapter 050 [Mark]

Mark and Veronica had been forced to alter their course through the woods more than once due to the rain. Mud wasn’t much of a concern when one could walk over the roots and barely touch the ground, but the moss and tree-bark had become slippery. The lack of sunlight had also made navigation harder. It had long since become impossible to determine if they were even heading in the same direction they once were. “Forward” was a relative term, and with each passing day, it became more meaningless for both of them.

Not that they cared. It was to either move or stay put and find out if they’d die or not. They gathered rain water with their clothes and squeezed them to fill out their bottles. And still hunger gnawed at their every step. Their only source of food was those strange purple fruits that grew in the strange bushes that were half in bloom and half bearing fruit at the same time. Mark tried to avoid them, but the hunger and Veronica’s insistence always won out.

The young man had come to memorize every inch of Victoria’s supple skin. Each bout of passion brought heat that would overwhelm them. Each time it was a delicious moment in time where all worries took the backseat, where all that mattered was the here and now. Where they only had one another and nothing else mattered.

It was a risky endeavor, though. They had to hide from the monsters multiple times, using the bushes and holes under the trees to stay out of sight and escape detection. The monsters were moving, something was driving them to traverse the forest. Alone or in groups, the scattered creatures were in quite a hurry.

It was an unnerving sight. Women that were not human, covered in dirt or moss, scurrying and doing their best to avoid being seen. Each one had parts of their anatomy that were inhuman. Feathers, fur, scales, some even with oddly colored skin and extra limbs. None paid the two humans any mind. They appeared too concerned with their attempt to move fast and quietly.

The thought hung heavy around them as they took another forgettable hole to rest.

“I think we should follow the same direction the monsters are.” Veronica spoke with a hushed voice, seated next to him under the relative comfort of one particularly large root.

“Don’t have anywhere else to go.” Mark snorted and shook his head. “Everyone else is dead, anyway.” His words hung heavy, ringing hollow.

The young woman’s eyes narrowed. In the darkness of the small cave, she leaned her naked body against his shoulder. “It’s just us, now. I think we’ll be able to make it.”

“Mhm.” Mark’s gaze was fixated on the dirt in front of him, his focus distant, somewhere else. “We’ll die in this cursed place.”

“Doubtful.”

The young man sighed, closing his eyes. “How sure are you of that?”

Her hand moved to touch the choker hanging loosely around her neck. “It can’t all be woods and forest, I’m sure we’ll get out of here.” With a sigh, she grinned at him, cooing as she used her fingers, slowly stroking his chest. “Maybe we’ll get to die in some plains or a lake. Personally, I’d rather die someplace with a nice view.”

“We should get moving.” He shrugged her off, pulling out his phone to illuminate the area around them so he could pick up his things. “Long day ahead.”

She sighed. “Fine, I guess the rain is better than sharing a damp hole with bugs.”

No sooner had Mark pulled out the phone that he yelped, dropping his phone, the device spewing sparks and sizzling angrily. “What the f-”

A blindingly bright flash of light streaked and exploded outside. The world became a raging white, a vengeful force against the shadows that blinded them both.

BOOOOM

The sound rumbled and shook them down to their bones. Their ears burst into a loud ringing that scattered their thoughts to the four winds. Everything was spinning- their whole bodies had been jolted, and they were lying paralyzed on the ground. Mark’s hand reached out to grasp Veronica’s, but she rolled over towards the lip of the hole. Whatever had hit them had clearly not affected the young woman as strongly. Meanwhile, Mark was trying to use his body and failing. His insides were filled with sparks that jolted his muscles and left him flopping against the dirt.

By the time he’d managed to regain control, Veronica wasn’t there anymore. He cursed, grabbing his things and stepping out of the hole half-naked while dragging his backpack and shirt in his hands.

Mark saw it then, a second flash of light that burst between the trees maybe a dozen or two meters away. Mark’s eyes took a moment to adjust before he realized he was looking at more of those female monsters. One’s body was coated in that strange sparkling light, and the other one had a greenish glow about her. They were both facing each other and snarling, sparks and light dancing between them.

Mark didn’t care to stay to see the finer details. Finding out what would happen next could very well be the last thing he did. No, instead, he turned away and started running with everything he had. In the next flash of light, he spotted Veronica; the young woman had a good lead ahead of him, tumbling half-naked through the forest.

Weaving his way through the roots and trying his best to avoid slipping up, Mark spotted several other figures moving through the forest. More monsters, flying overhead and desperately flapping their way to do exactly as they were doing: escape the light show the other two were causing.

With his ears still ringing and the world having a white fuzz at the edges, Mark considered himself lucky as he spotted a groove in the forest. For a heartbeat he considered just leaving Veronica to her fate… He grit his teeth, speeding up as best he could and catching up to her. “To the left!” he roared at her startled face. He grabbed her arm and maneuvered through the bushes to yank her in the direction of the groove.

Her surprise didn’t last long. She followed without opposition. They both made their way towards the area with lighter forest. The trees were shrinking from the massive behemoths into something far more reasonable, bushes popping up more often, and more importantly- fewer roots to slip on.

They stopped only once they could not hear the sound of the clash anymore.

Panting for breath, Veronica had kept enough sense to guide them both to a depression on the ground. “I think there’s a cave there we can hide in.” She pointed past the bushes near the entrance of the hole.

With the rain still splashing down on them and their clothes being entirely drenched again, Mark wasn’t going to complain. Especially if this new safe spot could be used until the coast was clear.

Veronica’s guess had been right. There was a cave there, slightly deeper than either expected, but nothing seemed to be moving in the darkness and out of the light drizzle of rain.

The instant they’d dropped their bags, Mark whirled on the young woman. “What the fuck was that about?”

“What do you mean?” She pulled off her shirt and pants, squeezing them dry and doing her best to do the same with her long hair.

“You dropped me like a sack of shit.”

“You’re faster than me. What gives?” Veronica pulled out her phone. “Huh, not dead. Good thing I had it off.”

“Don’t brush me off like that.” Mark leaned in, grabbing her arm and scowling.

Veronica winced. “You’re hurting me.”

His fingers let go instantly. She stepped back, shooting him a glare. “Look, we had to run, I ran, I thought you were right behind me.”

“Bullshit.”

“I don’t care if you don’t believe me. We both know we need each other to survive.” The young woman rolled her eyes, flicking on the light of her device.

“Well, you better start acting like it, bec-”

“Mark.”

“Are you seriously going to-?”

“Mark!” Veronica pointed deeper into the cave, into the now illuminated shadows. “Look.”

With a snort, he rolled his eyes and glanced in the direction she’d been looking at. His breath left him as all too suddenly he wasn’t sure if he could trust his senses anymore.

There, embedded in the deepest wall of the cave, was a door.




Chapter 051 [Mark]

Mark, in the middle of a monster-infested forest, surrounded by what was effectively a death-sentence, was staring at technology. Not just any technology, evidence that there were other people out there, maybe even civilization.

Because right in front of him, there was a door.

“What the fuck?” He shared a glance with Veronica as they approached, her phone providing the illumination needed to avoid tripping on their way further into the cave.

The flat piece of furniture was embedded into the cave wall. It was made out of dark wood, simple and flat, with no decorations or grooves. It would’ve been easier to call it a plank if not because there was a wooden handle on the side. Mark reached out and twisted it, pulling the door open.

“Well, it’s not Narnia,” Veronica spoke with a dry chuckle.

On the other side, there was a short corridor, made out of compacted earth. There were also wooden beams every two meters, clearly meant to keep it all standing. It almost looked like an incomplete mineshaft that was only a dozen meters long or so. And within this tunnel, there was one thing that stood out above all else.

A big metal door. The second door they’d witnessed today.

Unlike the wooden plank they’d just stepped through, this door was intricately made. Whatever material it was made out of, it was a light bluish hue. Most surprisingly was how the surface was covered in little runes and symbols that Mark was quite sure he had never seen before in his life. “Do you know what these are?”

“Not a clue.” Veronica’s eyes were wide as she leaned forward, fingers caressing the surface. “Huh, it tingles.”

Mark arched a brow, but did not move to touch the door. The last thing he needed was some surprise. So he shifted his attention to figuring out how to open it. There was a handle on the side. Wrapping his hand in cloth, he reached out and squeezed, trying to yank and then to push. But no luck.

Veronica laughed bitterly. “Go figure that the first sign of civilization we find is a locked door we can’t open.”

“Maybe it needs a riddle to open,” Mark muttered, scratching the back of his head. “Like those fantasy doors or whatever.”

“Never took you for being someone that read fantasy.”

“I didn’t. That was…” A slight drop of his shoulders as he sighed, eyes feeling heavy all of a sudden. “… That was Barry.”

“Well, whatever, he’s not here, we are.” She pressed her palm against the metal, moving it up and down over the runes. “If this shit is locked, then that must mean there’s something of worth behind it.” With a short laugh, she traced several of the runes with her fingers. “Maybe some old dusty books and a rusty sword.”

“I think the place isn’t as unused as you think it is.”

Mark followed his words by pointing at the ground. There were footprints in the dirt, moving in and out, and through the area the door occupied. Clearly, someone had been there and not that long ago.

“Oh shit, you’re right.” The young woman rapidly crouched to get closer. “These look like girl feet.”

“You can tell?”

“I worked in a shoe store. These are girl shoes. Shit soles tho,” she muttered, rubbing her choker for a moment. “I think we should stick around and wait for whomever went through here.”

He grimaced at the suggestion. Was this a good idea? Could they trust whomever was going to show up would help? “I’m not too sure.”

“Do we have a better alternative?” Veronica arched a brow. “We’re lost in the woods, we don’t have a clue where civilization is, and I doubt we’ll be able to track these out there with the torrential rain.”

“We can’t stick around forever.”

It was as close to a concession as he was going to give, and judging by the way she looked at him, she seemed aware of it. So, with a sigh and a nod, she tossed her baggage next to the metal door. “Well, might as well get comfortable.” Veronica promptly ignored him. She opened her bag and pulled out her drenched clothes. She did her best to hang them from the beams on the low ceiling in an effort to get them dried up.

She proceeded to remove her clothes as well, going down to her underwear. Mark would have blushed if he wasn’t keenly aware of her every inch by now. The glow of the phone screen was the only source of light they had, and it cast her in a white light that made her skin all the paler.

“Like what you see?” She let out a bark of laughter, doing her best to dry her skin with her hands. But her touches slowed down as she noticed his attention upon her, turning into simple caresses.

And then a long shiver. She grumbled, lowering her head and sighing. “Fuck.”

“Cold?” Mark wondered with amusement.

“You’ll be too if you don’t strip off of that drenched thing.” She gestured at the only thing he wore, his pants. “At least getting dry will help me stop shivering.”

She was right, he knew. Staying drenched would end up with him being colder than if he were naked but not wet. So with a sigh, off his pants and shoes went. The socks followed, and soon enough, everything he had was left hanging from the wooden beams to drip and dry. It was the better option under the current circumstances.

Veronica didn’t miss a beat, moving in and removing her underwear as well, only the choker remaining right as she turned off the light from the phone. In the absolute dark around them, she stepped into his embrace. Her skin was ice, and it was hard to miss the shivering. His arms moved to wrap her into a hug as she held herself against him. “This sucks a lot less.”

“Yeah…” He didn’t know what else to say.

They stood there, in the dark, naked and cold, but at least not as wet. Mark awkwardly fumbled a little to adjust his position, and Veronica nudged him forward. Her ankle hooked against his, and they fell. The young man groaned from the impact. The woman straddled his hips but kept herself tightly in his embrace. “Happy?” He asked with a bitter growl.

“Just add some candles and a towel and I will be.”

The eye-roll went unnoticed in the dark. “Why do you keep doing that?”

“The teasing and sneering and little dumb remarks?” Her shoulders shrugged against his own. “Mostly to distract myself from the loss of a friend. Also works as a distraction from the looming reality that we might die in a shit-hole.”

“Now try the answer that’s not from a textbook.”

“It wasn’t, you jackass.”

“It’s hard to tell with you.”

“Yes, because you’re a blunt guy who’s thicker than cement and duller than a brick.” Snorting, she placed her hand on his chest. “Look, short of it is that I want to fuck for once without needing that stupid fruity Viagra.”

“Why?”

“Because reasons.” She slapped his shoulder. “It’s not like I’m going to record it and upload it as revenge porn or anything.”

“… I doubt I’d be able to stop you, anyway.”

“How generous of you. Now grab my ass with those warm hands of yours. I’m cold.”

She leaned forward, kissing him, softly and tentatively. Even her lips were cool, her touch pushing warmth within him. Mark obliged with her request, and indeed, her bare ass was as icy as she’d promised, but his kneading quickly solved that particular issue. She molded herself into him, stealing his warmth for her own, and igniting the flame in his body.

The day was long and dark, and the night longer still. Their time together grew more intense when they ate the purple fruit to get themselves something to quell the hunger. Every couple of hours, they would approach the lip of the cave and look outside. The deluge had not stopped, but it had slowed. In the darkness within the cave, their bodies became drawn to one another as the familiarity of their hands against each other slowly became ever bolder.

And after what might as well have been an eternity in this intermittent darkness, their supplies dwindled out and their energy felt as if it was following on that trend. The fruit had strangely enough kept them energetic even if hungry, but after two days of this back and forth, half-naked most of the time, and fully naked the rest… they were reaching the limit, they would have to head out to look for food again.

And on the morning of the third day, there was a knock at the door.




Chapter 052 [Mark]

Mark and Veronica shared a worried look, their faces dimly lit by the young woman’s mobile phone. In the harsh surrounding darkness of the cave, they could only hesitantly pause. For a long second, they pretended as if they’d heard nothing at all. Had it been a figment of their imagination?

TOC TOC

Another knock, exactly as it had been before. Clearly not imagined.

“Anyone there?” Mark asked, watching Veronica’s eyes widen as she quickly turned towards the wooden door, shoulders tense.

“Yes,” a voice replied- male. There was a pause. “Did you get lost in the woods?”

Veronica glared at Mark, and seeing his shrug, she turned towards the door. “Will you open the door?”

“Not feeling very tempted currently,” the man on the other side said. “I can smell the sex from over here. I’d rather not choke during introductions.” A small pause. “Quick question, my girl over here can be a little fidgety at times, doesn’t like crowds much. Could you come out with only one girl?”

“One… girl?” Mark and Veronica glanced at one another. He frowned as she made a show to stare around the cave. She gestured at him to continue talking. “Well, I mean, there’s just the one here, so…”

“Oh, great. Then we’ll wait here when you’re ready. No rush, it’s not like we’re exposed to a possible feral popping in or anything.”

Veronica frowned but nodded, moving to reach into her backpack and pulling out the can of spray paint. Her eyes narrowed as she took out her lighter with her other hand, holding them close to one another. Mark scowled and shook his head vigorously. A little spritz of fire was going to help them with exactly nothing at all. Not even as a bluff. If these strangers were armed… He reached into the backpack and pulled out the gun. It didn’t have bullets, but… maybe it could work as a bluff.

Into his pocket it went, its weight an almost comforting one as he moved towards the door, Veronica close behind. He pointed for her to put away the paint, to which she shook her head. She shook her head. There was a heated, wordless discussion. Mark gave up. “Well, we’re coming out.”

Using his free hand, he nudged the door open. But there was only darkness on the other side. Mark very suddenly realized he couldn’t see anything at all.

The moment he’d stepped through, a hand reached out from the shadows and shoved him to the side. It sent his body tumbling into the ground. The unnatural blackness broke, light returning immediately after. Makr barely caught a glimpse of fire and the noise of pressurized paint before he was pinned face-down to the ground.

The male’s voice from earlier spoke coldly. “Kill her.”

“No you don’t, b-”

Veronica’s words had been mixed with the distinct sound of the spray can going off and a burst of flame. Then she shrieked, and all sounds came to a very sudden stop. There was the metallic clink of the can falling to the ground, closely followed by the lighter. But not one more noise.

Silence.

Then… the sound of droplets. Not from the rain outside, but from within the tunnel.

“Yuck!” a new voice spoke. Mark couldn’t see, as he was being held against the dirt. But he heard a wet thud following the proclamation. “She was human. What the fuck? Noah, what the fuck!?”

“What do you mean, human?”

“Maidens don’t go down that fast, you numb-skull. She. Was. Human. I killed a fucking female human. Fuck, the boss is going to be so pissed at me. Why the fuck did you tell me to kill her!?”

“How should I know she was human? Don’t dump this shit on my lap.”

“Fuck you, Noah, you gave the order. If the Boss asks, that’s the fucking truth.”

“No you don’t, no one’s telling him shit, just… just dump the body out for the ferals or something,” the man growled. “How do you get two humans alone out here in the boonies, anyway? They should be dead. Inspect their stuff.”

“What did you do to her!?” Mark growled, trying to fight against the grip of steel that was preventing his head from moving at all. His arms flung to fight off the attacker.

A groan escaped him as they knelt on his back, one hand reaching out and pulling the firearm from his grip. “Noah, this one has a gun.” The attacker paused. There was a click. “No bullets.”

“A gun? What type?”

“Standard revolver, smells like gunpowder and lead.”

“Boss is going to kill me if it turns out this shithead is one of ours. Who’d be shitty enough to send one without giving a call?”

“Hey!” Mark roared, even as his nose was kept firmly against the dirt. “What the fuck did you do to her?” He took in a deep breath. “Veronica!”

There was a sigh. “She’s dead, sorry about that.” The tone was dismissive, almost annoyed. “Real grand mess killing a human woman like that. We have principles, you know?”

The heartbeat of silence brought the feeling of his stomach dropping straight through a pit. “You fucker, you fucker, what the fuck is wrong with you. I will fuck you up!”

“I said sorry, didn’t I? You… Shery, would you get him up? I don’t like talking to the back of a head.”

With the same incredible force that had knocked him down, the hand holding his arm tightly against his back had him stand up just as easily. Mark’s eyes immediately turned towards the open door he’d come through. There lied Veronica.

She was on her back, her body still. Too still. He couldn’t see what had happened. The angle blocked his view past her knees, but he noticed the blood pooling around her ankles.

Bile rose up from Mark’s throat. He turned away. “Fucking hell.” He swallowed it down, the cold dread mixing with anger. He clenched his teeth and turned towards the two that stood in front of him.

A male and a woman. The male wore a drenched leather trench coat of some sort. He was looking away from Mark, and had a bed of gray hair and pale skin. “Brye, clean that mess, will you? I don’t want the smell to attract any ferals.”

The man gestured at the body, glaring at the woman.

It took Mark a heartbeat to realize she was not human. “You said to kill her.” She stood like a predator, a slight forward slouch. Her eyes were gold and pierced right through Mark. She wore a black leather collar and an over-sized brown shirt. Atop her head were two triangular black ears, aimed squarely at the trench-coat wearing human.

“And you didn’t check,” Noah replied.

“How was I supposed to check? I saw some fire shit. I had a split second to decide if she was going to roast me or not. You gave the order. I carried through.”

“And the Boss won’t hear about this because he’d have our heads on a plate. Just get a fucking move on, we don’t have all day here.” The male turned around to look at Mark right as he’d said this. One of his eyes was missing, and a deep burn covered the left side of his face. Noah smirked. “Wow, not even a flinch.”

“Fuck your ugly ass face,” Mark growled.

“If your girl were alive, we might have talked things through, but that’s just bad luck. Anyway, let’s cut this short.” Noah stepped forward, reaching into his coat and pulling out a black piece of glass, spherical in form and the size of a baseball. The man held it in front of Mark’s face for a long second. There was a short laugh. “Yes, this is what you think it is. Now, you tell me what I want to know, and I’ll let you go back into the forest along whatever way you came from.”

He spat at him. “Up yours.”

“Brave. Brye?”

“No comms in here, no weapons, no stones, no nothing. This shit is too weird. They can’t have made it all the way from Sinco unprotected like this.”

“You heard the gal, I want some answers.” Noah grinned widely, leaning closer. “How did you get here? Who brought you? Do you have backup?”

“You should get the other half of that face roasted, it’d be an improvement.” Mark glowered.

The man sighed. “Well, whatever, it’s always easier to dispose of idiots.”

Noah stepped forward. Mark struggled, but he might as well have attempted to bend steel with sheer force of will. The one keeping him held in place did not budge an inch. His eyes widened as he looked at that black sphere. Whatever it was, it was not good news. Especially if Noah’s smirk was so wide.

But he couldn’t escape. His arms were gripped too firmly by the woman behind him.

He didn’t get the time to think of something else to attempt. The man stepped closer and pressed the sphere against his chest. It was cold and hard. Firm.

Mark held his breath, flinching. He expected pain, or worse. Whatever this thing was, its purpose was not friendly. Maybe some sort of shock device?

A moment passed, then another. He opened his eyes to look down at the blackened item.

It was still there, pressed against him, having done… nothing?

Mark realized the man was equally surprised at the turn of non-events.

“It… failed?” Noah muttered, eyes widening.

The young redhead lunged forward. His arms might have been held firmly, but he still had enough room to smash his head against the man’s nose. A trajectory of inertia that ended against Noah’s face that lasted only a split second. The effect was immediate. With a grunt and a crack, Noah stepped back, reaching for his face as blood spurted out. “Stupid little shit,” he grunted, wiping the nose and glaring.

The glare turned into a look of terror as he saw he had dropped the black sphere.

And Mark had kicked it his way.

It took Noah a split second as he tried to lunge out of the way, not even considering blocking it somehow. But he was not fast enough. The ebony spherical piece of glass hit against his shin. The man shrieked as the sphere split in two, and purple and red light bathed his body. The scream became louder, a shrill cry for help. The man’s body began to glow in a deep pink light, the glow spreading over every inch. The formless light dissolved instantly, being pulled towards the black object.

Noah clawed at the dirt, desperately trying to stop the inevitable. But the light was spreading fast, faster than he could move. His legs were gone within half a second, barely a heartbeat, and the next it was reaching up his torso. The light intensified as his scream died out, only light remaining behind, clawing hands sinking into the dirt before they lost all ability to keep purchase, enveloped in the blinding glow and flung into the shining purple light within the sphere.

The scream came to an abrupt end as the glass orb clicked shut.

A deathly silence fell.

“No fucking way,” the woman holding him whispered, faltering.

The grip keeping him in place loosened ever so slightly. It was enough for Mark to quickly pull himself free and stumble forward. He gave the black spherical thing a wide berth to avoid so much as risk touching it while moving fast towards the cave entrance. His steps were uneven as he moved, feeling out of balance. He looked over his shoulder at the woman who’d held him in place.

She had dull gray skin and a buzz cut of brown hair. Her face was slack, eyes wide, and her fingers were reaching up to touch the leather collar around her neck. There was a slight shimmer in the black leather. “I’m…” Tears ran down her face, but there was a slight smile.

Brye stepped out of the tunnel, holding onto the ankle of Veronica’s body and stopping as she saw the scene arrayed before her.

Her eyes flickered from Mark to the other woman, and then to the black glass sphere.

Eyes widening, she dropped the corpse.

“Well shit.” Her eyes moved to the other woman. “We need the human, Shery.”

“Wh-?”

“Priorities, we’re going to go feral if we let him get away.” Those golden eyes turned towards Mark. Deathly focus. “I’ll let you play with the new toy after that. Deal?”

The woman named Shery touched her choker, nodding. “Deal.”

Mark turned and ran.

He didn’t make it very far.




Chapter 053 [Rick]

Rick was trapped in Monica’s arms, carried as if he were a bride, and entirely unable to escape. There was little he could do but stick to the ride. The rain buffeted them as she crossed the forest at dizzying speed, each step a lurching acceleration that made his stomach twist into knots. The most jarring part was the realization that she was holding back. Once she’d attempted to move faster, but everything within Rick’s body screamed in complaint.

Wordlessly, Monica adjusted how she moved, being more careful.

And yet, even then, distances that would’ve taken Rick hours she crossed in minutes, slippery roots or muddy ground weren’t even an inconvenience. Her claws sank into tree bark and found purchase with every step. She straight up didn’t need to touch the ground. The branches and canopy of the overgrown forest provided her with everything she needed to move, unperturbed.

Sometimes she would detour for some unknown reason; other times she’d stop, clench Rick against her expansive chest and roar, waiting for several minutes before moving again. Her eyes were constantly staring above into the stormy clouds, and something about it was making her nervous.

Whatever was going on, Monica had made sure they did not stumble onto anything else.

And all the while, the young teacher was little more than a passive passenger. It was as if he weighed nothing on her.

Rick had thought about making Monica turn around. But how? And to do what? The river was too wide for her to safely cross. Even then, it was abundantly clear it would be a cold day in hell before she’d let him search for some spot further up or down that might let them try. He’d fought, he’d dragged his feet, and he’d tried to run.

The feline had only needed to not let go, and that was that.

She wasn’t going to let him even try.

And he knew why; he sensed it oozing from her every move, the concern that burned within her. It made her tighten her grip on him with every bounce, and slow down before every curve. It was why she’d stop and stare at the sky as she hid under the trees from time to time. Each time she’d wait under a branch, she would look down at Rick, blue-green eyes wide and pained. She’d nuzzle her face against his chest, her ears batting against his chin.

Little consolation, in the end.

Tomas and Kat were dead, and he wasn’t even sure how he’d manage to get to civilization. His mind listlessly went through the motions. Monica was unlikely to let him leave until whatever was making her nervous was gone, he’d have to go back to the farm once the flooding was over. How long would that be? A week? Two? Could he survive that long? Perhaps. He was certain Monica would help in some way.

But everyone in the bus would not be able to last for much.

That meant his only option was to return to them. Tell them about everything, try to convince them to come.

How many more would die because of him? Their food must be running out, would they even be able to make the trip to the abandoned farm? His gut wrenched at the thought, he wanted to scream, he wanted to-.

“Rick?”

Monica spoke the word, her arms hugged him tightly against her chest. The woman frowned weakly, pulling him up and licking his cheek. The human could only nod a little and look away.

Night was falling, they were drenched, and he was getting cold.

Rick caught sight of the cave, Monica’s cave, a warm light flickered from inside, a fire. The young teacher couldn’t process things in time, Monica had moved straight towards it without so much as a sound.

Mr. Gabriel and the mouse both were startled, the small woman leapt and clenched herself against the older man, hiding behind him with a shriek. Monica cared little for either, dropping Rick to the ground and moving him closer to the fire. She lay behind him, wrapping his body tightly in a hug to cover for the side that wasn’t exposed to the warmth of the flames.

The older man sat up, eyes brightening before a suspicious frown followed. “Where is…?”

Trapped between Monica’s arms, shuddering, Rick met the old man’s gaze, and slowly shook his head.

Silence fell in the cave, and Mr. Gabriel sat down. The frown deepening.

There was the slightest crease to his brows, the older man’s focus shifted down to the flickering flames. “I see.” A long silence followed, and his wrinkled hands tightened around the stick he’d been using to move the wood in the fire. “I’d suggest removing those wet clothes, before you catch pneumonia.”

The human nodded and limply moved to comply, Monica appeared to guess at his intent and loosened her grip enough for him to wriggle out of his shorts and shirt. “Rick,” she said, tugging his half-naked body against hers once more and using her wet arms to squeeze him close. Despite her drenched status, Monica was warm, her body seemed to have its own inner furnace. The fire Mr. Gabriel had made being equally helpful.

The older male wouldn’t turn away from the flames, his focus distant and cold. “How?” He finally spoke, not having moved from his spot.

“Flash flood, we tried to escape, got trapped in an abandoned house. It collapsed.”

With a slow deep shuddering breath, the man nodded numbly. “Did you see a body?”

“… no. The river likely took them.”

The barest of shivers went through Mr. Gabriel; he closed his eyes and sighed. There was the barest constraint at the corners of his eyes, his hand slowly moving down and caressing the tail of the mouse woman that still hid behind him and away from Monica.

No more words were spoken that night.

Mr. Gabriel kept the fire lit throughout the night, the pile of sticks and branches that lay next to him slowly dwindling with every passing hour. Rick couldn’t bring himself to sleep, despite the exhaustion, his mind refused to rest. The teacher kept glancing at Mr. Gabriel as the older man’s focus barely left the fire.

“Mati always did joke I’d outlive everyone.” The older man spoke, breaking the silence. He’d not turned towards Rick, the words appearing meant more for himself than anyone. A strain in the corner of his eyes and a tightness in the man’s throat.

Rick wanted to speak, to apologize, to say something. He did not find the strength.

“Ga.”

The voice startled them both, Mr. Gabriel glanced at the mouse woman. She was looking up at him with those wide eyes, her hands clenching his arm tightly.

“Don’t worry, little one.” He patted her head, soothing her to lay against his lap. “I’m not going anywhere.”

The hours bled by, both men quietly lay in the darkness, the fire crackling between them. Not another word was spoken, the only sound the rain outside, the crackling flames, and Monica’s light snores.

It would not be until morning that the lull would be disturbed.




Chapter 054 [Rick]

Rick had barely slept that night, short bouts of rest that felt like he’d only blinked. By the time he realized the surrounding light was shifting, it was with the first rays of sunlight piercing down against the lip of the cave. What little sleep there had been, it’d been restless and cold. The storm still raged on, the water bringing a chill into the cave, the only solace the dry spot around the fire.

What little sense of drowsiness there was ended when Monica leapt to her feet and growled. Very suddenly alarm bells rung inside Rick’s head, everyone scrambled to move as the feline had practically shot out of the cave like a rocket without so much as a warning.

“Shit, it’s a Tigress, out of the way!”

Mr. Gabriel and Rick froze, looking at each other with wide eyes. The voice had come from outside, startled and followed by a roar from Monica. Rick barely had the time to pull on his pants, stumbling outside into the rain.

Thunder crackled overhead, the rumble running down the mountainside.

He couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

There were at least a dozen women there. Clothed women. But his mind caught up a moment later, noticing that they were no more human than Monica. They were monsters, some of them had wings, others had subtler tells such as claws, fur, scales. Each one of them wore a dark green uniform, a skirt, a vest, and a collar. Some only the skirt and collar.

More worryingly, Rick noticed a handful of them were armed with blades, staffs, and shields.

And Monica was fighting them.

Though… fighting would be the wrong term.

The feline was moving between the trees like a pinball. The group of women were rushing towards the trees, trying to adjust their relative positions to one another. The intent was clear, they were trying to obstruct her movements. The uniformed strangers moved in trios, as if attempting to anticipate where the feline might attack. “I can’t get a good bead on her!”

“Ma’am, the humans! Two males and a mouse!” The one to speak up was a woman that had wings rather than arms, a harpy. She was floating high overhead the forest, her focus having turned towards Rick and Mr. Gabriel.

One of the fighters that floated nearer to the groups in the ground snapped her attention towards them. Her white wings glowed softly, an angel that wore armor and wielded a sword and shield. “We’ve come to rescue you, quickly, you mu-”

“RICK!”

The shout came from the forest, and it was followed by Monica exploding through the formation, barreling through a woman wearing a robe and moving in a straight line towards the cave. As one, the rest of the women moved away from her path and let loose a veritable rainbow of luminous power. Some were red, others blue, a few yellow or purple.

And all Monica did was twist midair, using the woman she’d impacted against as a shield against half of the incoming attacks. The other half hit her back, Monica winced in agony, but did not slow down.

She was heading straight for Rick.

The angel lunged downwards, moving to intercept the incoming feline, raising her shield. “Evac the humans, now!”

“Yes, Ma’am!” The two harpies replied and changed course, diving towards Rick and Mr. Gabriel.

Monica slammed claws-first into the angel and her shield. Whatever the angel had been expecting to happen next, she had not anticipated Monica twisting herself into a ball and placing her feet against the shield. And then use the shield as a springboard. It was a split second, and the glare she’d shot at the angel shifted upwards. And towards one of the harpies.

The kick-back shoved the angel downwards, into the ground, and Monica flew upwards as if she’d been shot out of a canon. The roar the feline let loose shook the air, her claws open and thirsty for blood.

“Steva!”

The harpy had flinched from the roar, she did not react fast enough. Monica slammed against her. Both of them rose five more meters, and the harpy shrieked in pain. A spray of blood followed, raining down and mixing with the water from the storm. It took Rick a moment to realize the feline had ripped off one of the monster’s wings and was trying to finish the job but had to disengage the moment the harpy kept kicking at her with those razor sharp talons. With a kick, Monica threw the harpy away from herself as they both fell to the ground.

The harpy struck the ground like a rock. She did not move from where she’d impacted the mud. Unlike her, Monica had fallen like a coiled spring, claws sank into stone, the rock that had been her landing spot exploded as she narrowly avoided a second incoming volley of attacks.

“Humans!” The angel cried out, mid dripped from her uniform, wings spreading wide as she raised her shield. “Get somewhere safe, we can’t evacuate you while that feral’s loose! Call for backup!”

With the order given, the other harpy quickly flew off, vanishing within seconds.

The angel flew straight towards Monica, a shining white light covering her body as she raised her shield. The glow reflected and refracted against the falling rain, turning her into a prism that illuminated the world around her like a lightning bolt. The woman let out a fearsome battle cry, challenging her foe to battle.

And Monica promptly ignored her, diving back into the forest, only seeming to accelerate further now that she had the trees to assist her movements. Each leap left behind a blast of splintered bark in her wake, the woman remaining on the move as she was clearly intent on making herself as hard a target to hit as she could.

Before any of them could seek to hinder her movements, Monica altered her trajectory, making a beeline towards the ones that were attempting to shoot her down with their ranged attacks.

Monica narrowed the gap fast. “Defensive pos-”

The redhead that shouted the order didn’t get to finish it as she had to dive for cover. It took Rick a moment to spot why, the rain had obscured it, but when he saw a splash of water behind the red-head, he realized she had very narrowly avoided a rock that had been thrown her way. By the time the woman had recovered her balance, Monica was upon them.

With a flash of light, a sphere of flames shot out of the red-head’s hand. It hit Monica squarely in the chest.

But it failed to stop her. Rick winced as heat washed over him, but unable to look away as Monica’s claws sank into the redhead’s thigh. Bloody strips were carved out, leaving the woman to cry out and launch a second ball of fire. It missed, Monica rolled out of the way and into one of the fellow fighters that were attempting to get out of the way.

“She has San!”

Indeed she had. Monica had crouched low, grabbed the woman by the ankle and swung her around over her head and straight into a second one. Both improvised weapon and target cried out, tumbling and falling, neither quite able to get back up fast enough to avoid Monica falling onto them with her claws raised, intent on finishing the job.

The angel had caught up, raising her shield and ready to attack.

Monica’s ear twitched, her attack changed. Instead, she grasped at one of her victims and raised her as an improvised shield to meet the angel’s charge.

The stratagem worked, with a look of horror in her eyes, the angel was forced to cancel her attack in the last second, lest she hit her companion and crush her. A chance Monica did not let slip. Jumping at the angel, she swung her screaming victim downwards and hammered the angel down against the ground. The feline moved in to secure her kill, her claws barely stopped in time when the angel spun and put her shield in the way.

“I need to stop them,” Rick whispered, breaking from the spell of witnessing the unfolding events. This fight could not be allowed to go on.

They were going to die.

His eyes kept glued to the fierce battle that kept unfolding, Monica outmaneuvered them, using them against one another. She was ruthless, and would not let them organize; the instant they tried, she’d target the one leading the attempt. And each time she found her mark, she would aim for the kill, and miss by so very little.

The others were well coordinated, and knew how to cover for each other’s backs. But if someone slipped…

How could this come to a stop without either side getting killed? He’d lost three already, he couldn’t have more, not now, no! His feet began to move before he was able to fully process what to do, running towards the battlefield. A part of him cursed, this was stupid, so incredibly stupid.

Was there an alternative though?

The human was blocked almost immediately by one of the women that’d been closer. She had dark brown hair, a thick scaled tail, and a look that was too bewildered. “Sir, get out of here!”

“I need to stop her!”

“She’s a feral, you can’t!”

“Yes, I can!” He replied, looking over the woman’s shoulder towards the fight. “Monica!”

The feline was attacking the angel, trying to get through the shield and land a strike somewhere critical. The angel was being pushed back.

And the instant Rick had called her name, Monica spun around. Her eyes locked onto the woman was blocking Rick’s path. Her eyes narrowed into slits. “RICK!” The call was followed by the angel rocketing across the field and into a tree, kicked out of the way before she could take the chance to strike.

Several things happened at the same time.

Monica’s legs glowed with a dull gray light and the sound of a BANG as she was no longer there on the spot she’d been standing on. Her trajectory was a singular straight line, a blur of white that streaked through the downpour, too fast to be stopped. Rick sensed rather than see the anger; the feline had been practically frothing at the mouth with single-minded purpose to kill the one that stood in front of him.

The feeling was oppressive, he wasn’t even her target, and he felt as if he’d gotten the air knocked out of him. The woman that was currently between him and Monica had frozen stiff, eyes wide, face pale, slack jaw. She was trembling.

Rick barely had the time to shove the scaled woman out of the way before Monica’s trajectory brought her into a direct interception with him. His eyes met Monica’s as she suddenly realized the only thing in her way was Rick himself. The anger broke, confusion led to panic.

He was a stationary object, and she was the truck barreling down the highway.

Physics took the wheel.

The acceleration from the impact knocked the air out of Rick’s lungs, he heard more than felt his ribcage snap, ribs shattering. Monica tried her best to slow down, her arms wrapping around him, large meaty paws, holding his head and hips, twisting herself to put her body between him and what was about to happen.

The deceleration against the tree brought his consciousness to a halt, he didn’t get the time to feel pain.




Chapter 055 [Alice]

Alice sat down near one of the peepholes that let her more easily see the spider monster outside. Even with the rain, it was easy to see the creature had not moved from its spot since its last attack, remaining perched on the branch and carefully observing them from within the forest. The spider creature lay on the massive branch that stuck out from the tree, maybe thirty meters or so off the ground, her body that of a car-sized black spider with a woman’s torso attached to its front. There was something about the spider-half that had Alice’s mind tying itself into knots.

She was a teacher; she’d gone through school once upon a time, and she distinctly remembered her physics class. The reason why bugs weren’t massive was because they literally couldn’t be. Exoskeletons would collapse far before they’d reach the size of a car. Something about the cube law.

But the arachnid monster wasn’t JUST massive. It had moved at incredible speed across the forest.

A forest with trees at least twice as tall and ten times as wide as any Earth had ever seen.

It was probably a waste of time to think about it right now, to mull over the thought, but the more she thought, the less sense it made. She hated the hard sciences with a passion, too many numbers, but there was an inescapable truth that physics were equally unforgiving.

What weren’t they seeing here? What allowed such a creature to exist? Water was still wet, and nothing really felt excessively heavy or light, so gravity should be the same. Was it the material the spider’s exoskeleton was made of? Or something else? Perhaps the animals here had evolved to use some unknown substances… Maybe it was like the berries they’d found? The little blue marble of a fruit she held within her fingers tingled, an electric color that almost appeared to glow in the dark.

It wasn’t worth a headache, Alice concluded. She was trying to distract herself too hard, and whatever that spider-half was made out of, it was sturdy enough to handle all that weight and movement. That means they had little hope of piercing it.

All the musings in the world over some bug’s body weren’t going to distract her. Not from the real reason she kept looking in the monster’s direction every other hour. The one thing that gripped her with an insidious fear. One that reminded her of the fate that awaited them if they weren’t able to escape or get rid of the thing.

The cocoon that hung from the branch had once resembled a human in its shape. That had been yesterday. Today it was shriveled, dried up, and deformed. Whatever had happened to the body inside, it was hard to believe there was much left of it. The part of Alice that warned her of how futile it was to watch was right next to that little voice that whispered and poked at that self-destructive curiosity within her.

To attempt to answer how long they had before the monster came for another one of them.

That was the underlying question. How long did they have? Would help come in time? At all?

Alice glanced at the other survivors. There was little sound to be made. She imagined there wasn’t much to be talked about, anyway. The foreboding sensation that loomed over them was oppressive in its own way. At least the sound of the rain made for a decent distraction if one opted to close their eyes and just listen. A drumming sound with no rhythm that drowned out all else.

But there was little room for the lie. The survivors looked to one another as if ready to step in line and towards the monster.

“I can’t stand this.” The teacher’s voice broke out to pierce the dark shadows that were cast within the bus’ remains.

Situated around her, there was May and one of the injured. She needed only to walk towards the center of the totaled vehicle to take one long withering glare at everyone present.

“We can’t give up now,” Alice said into the small crowd that remained on the floor, seated and looking downcast. “We have to find a way out of this.”

“Alice…” Victor muttered.

Evidently, the fellow teacher did not look like he wanted to stir things up. And Alice vehemently disagreed. “No, we can’t just sit here and wait. How much longer do any of you think that thing will take before it comes for more?”

It was Ms. Dodson who spoke up. “Then give the monster one of the ill,” the woman spoke from the farthest corner of the bus. Among everyone present, she was the one who had the most distance between herself and the main entrance, the purpose of her location rather clear. “It will buy us time so we can starve to death instead.”

“We will not sacrifice anyone.”

The woman sneered. “And what makes you think you have the right to decide for everyone here?” There was no missing the fire in those eyes as she stood up, walking toward Alice. “It’s not your place, you’re not the one in charge here.”

Alice leaned back, crossing her arms. “I am not deciding for everyone.”

“Liar.” The yellowed teeth flashed, an accusatory finger raising itself to point at her as if it had come out of a grave. “From the start, you’ve been pushing to have your way. When you were told we had to move out of here, you insisted we had to stay! So we did!” A sweeping hand gestured around. “Now look at us! We are going to die, eaten by a monster. All because you couldn’t stomach making the right call.”

The words struck deep.

Alice recoiled, reacting too late to hide the flinch. It was a mistake, of course, because it gave Ms. Dodson all the room she needed to step forward. The bony finger pushed and poked Alice’s shoulder with a painful jab that caught the teacher completely by surprise.

“We will die because of you,” she said, swiping her hand in front of the teacher’s face. The slap missed, but Alice had to take a step back. Ms. Dodson moved forward like a locomotive gaining momentum. “You let that blithering boy I have to call my nephew drag Barry away. Now, where are they? All because of you.”

“We don’t know-.”

Another step forward. “Do you have any proof?”

“No, but I’m sure-.”

“The only thing someone like you should be certain of is that your decisions put us in danger!” Ms. Dodson’s face was bright red. “You betrayed the trust we had in you. We listened to your words and look where that got us!”

Her words were like a spark. All around them the eyes of the survivors were focusing on the duo. Anger is an easy emotion to summon when everything else was lost. And Ms. Dodson was giving them a culprit to point their fingers at.

“I didn’t, no, I-.” Alice felt herself losing terrain and her words. Was it true? Had she pushed them all into this disaster? As she looked around for answers, she was only able to find scowls and silent glares. Daggers in the dark that pointed their sharp edges in her direction.

The older woman didn’t relent, the finger pushing against Alice’s shoulder with a sting. “It’s not your decision to make who dies and who lives. It’s ours.” She whirled around, facing the people there, she raised her hand. “All in favor of sending the unconscious ones first!?”

“You can’t!”

Alice’s cry fell on deaf ears. Her eyes could only widen in horror at what unfolded in front of her.

One by one, the hands rose into the air.

Alice’s heart sank deeper and deeper. “You’re making a mistake!” She called out to them. “You’re sending people to their death!”

Ms. Dodson spun around, and her hand this time met Alice’s cheek in full. “You sent us to ours, should have thought about that sooner.”

The attack had barely been more than a slap, and there was not much force in it. But the sting pushed through the teacher, a poisonous jab that chilled her gut and made her mind whirl straight down into a pit. She moved forward, a burst of anger making its way through. “If you’re going to send someone to their death, then at least look them in the eye when you do so.” She pushed back, moving a step forward, eyes turning away from the old woman and to those present.

“Vote for me to die, then.” She glared at each of them. “Look me in the eye and tell me to die for your sake!”

Each face she stared at hesitated, as gazes abruptly lowered, and their raised hands faltered.

“If you want to volunteer to the front of the line, then go ahead.” Ms. Dodson waved towards the spot behind Alice, the bus entrance. When had she cornered the teacher so far back? “You got us into this mess, atoning is the least you can do.”

Alice hesitated, trying to meet the eyes of the others and finding them all avoiding her entirely. Like they wanted to pretend she wasn’t even there. Or rather, that staring at her was too much of a burden.

It was the final nail.

Alice’s hands tightened into fists, as anger and frustration and despair balled into a single mass of burning hot pain inside her chest. Her stomach twisted in revolt. A withering breath and a single word left her, trembling in rage. “Fine.”

And just like that, her fate was sealed.

Without rebuke or argument, without another word, Alice turned around to the front of the bus. The others moved out of her way without so much as a word. The young psychology teacher reached the entrance and with little fanfare began pulling the chairs that blocked the door. It was easier than she thought it should have been. Their meager defenses collapsed almost on their own. A testament to how truly vulnerable they were. Alice took a single deep breath and moved to stand under the door’s frame and paused as she looked outside, cool air buffeting her face, humidity, and the sound of thunder.

The rain hadn’t really stopped, only slowed down. And in that time, as she stood next to the open bus door, Alice’s mind contemplated nothing at all.

She wanted to; she wanted to think about many things. Her boyfriend, her family, her teaching career, her students. Maybe even think about something inane that could help her keep herself in place, like how her socks were wet and her back ached, how messy her hair was, how she’d kill for a cup of coffee right about now.

There was a sense of fruitlessness to the consideration. What would it help? She was going to die, and anything she thought was going to be lost, meaningless.

So instead she just thought… nothing.

Blessed silence.

The water splashed against the dirt, leaving puddles all over the place, and the sky was dark and getting darker still. How many hours did she have left before the monster would move? The creature just… lied there, nodding off while seated on the branch. And despite its prone position, Alice could tell it was anything but vulnerable. Its blackened arachnid half had legs that ended tipped in points that made her into a creature with eight spears for legs. Its mass alone would crush anyone, and the speed with which it had shown it can move was nothing short of impossible. The chitin likely impenetrable by any improvised weapon they might wield.

The noise of thought came back to her, unable to be contained for long.

A monster- an Arachnae as one of the students had called it. Tomas? Right, Tomas, the young man that had left with Rick and the cat and two others.

Was Rick ok? Had he really died to the forest? Had he managed to call for help? Alice shook her head; there was little sense in dwelling on that. At this point it was clear the chances weren’t in her favor. And it wouldn’t change what would happen to her. But at least, she hoped, her act would change what happened to those that remained.

She reached into her pocket; there was something soft and rubbery inside. Alice glanced at them, the berries that she’d been holding onto and forgotten all about. They were electric blue and looked very much like something she shouldn’t eat. The skin tingled against her palm and it made her wonder whether eating them would save her from pain or make it worse.

If the spider monster opted to kill her quickly, then it wouldn’t make a difference. But if she didn’t…

Alice’s eyes moved back to the spider as it napped.

The hollowed out cocoon hung from the branch. It had once held someone in it, but now it was impossible for there to be much anything left inside. It appeared like the worst way to go out, trapped and…

“You don’t have to do this.”

It was Victor, his hand pressing against her back. She turned to stare at him over her shoulder. “If someone’s going to die to protect the others, at least it should be by their own choice.” With a scoff, Alice shrugged his hand off of her. “Not because they happen to be convenient.”

She noted grimly that the man did not answer her words, looking anywhere but at her. There was shame in those eyes, hesitation, and fear. “It’s wrong.”

Alice couldn’t stand it anymore. She knew her own determination would falter the moment she thought too much over it. With a grunt she stepped outside before she could think twice about it.

The first thing to happen was that she got wet. The rain and the puddles left her soaked within seconds. It weighed down on her, cold, seeping through her clothes and into her bones, a chill that made her shudder.

“Alice!”

Victor called out to her, but she ignored it, taking three more steps away from the bus.

No one dared to follow, and that was just fine for her.

With the water all around her, and the sound of the storm dwelling up above, Alice turned to look at the sky. Lightning flashed in the sky, and for a perfect moment in time the world was nothing but rain. Goosebumps traversed through her skin; it was starting to get a little cold, but she didn’t mind. This moment was all she had. She’d enjoy it however long it lasted.

A shadow moved across the clouds.

“Alice!”

The teacher lowered her gaze from the heavens and to the monster that awaited below.

The spider had awakened.

The wait was over.




Chapter 056 [Alice]

Alice stood in the rain, drenched from head to toe, her shoes half sunken into mud. The woman looked upon the spider and for a moment she was confused, as she felt… nothing.

She was detached, like she wasn’t herself. Her mind was seated some place else, watching the woman named Alice stand in the rain and look at death as it leisurely yawned. Alice’s heart wasn’t hammering like a drum- no, that was someone else. Not her. Silently she watched.

The monster had too many teeth, too sharp, and the creatures’ smile was truly a dentist’s nightmare. Its hair was a bony white, its body a game of contrast between deathly pale and black. It had not deemed to jump off its branch or rush, merely to focus on the human that had stepped outside of the metal box and peer at it in apparent consideration. If there were thoughts to be had in the spider’s mind, Alice guessed they were along the lines of how much of a threat the lone creature posed to it. Maybe it was comparing Alice to the other human-like monsters in the forest?

The line of thought was clear to her, the monster hadn’t bothered to attack the group earlier than they’d ran because it knew that cornered prey were at their most dangerous.

A forest that was this ruthless would not forgive severe injuries, tempting luck was a one-way ticket to becoming a meal.

Slowly the monster descended from its branch and to the forest floor, spiraling her way around the trunk. Its eyes remained on Alice every step of the way, the trajectory down clearly more defensive than aggressive, the monster wanted to give herself room to escape if anything happened. That alone told Alice she was not being looked at as an easy meal but a likely threat.

Four red eyes peered at Alice, gauging her as the rain poured around them.

The psychology teacher looked back at the monster through the eyes of the woman that stood in the rain. She was calm, peering through locks of wet hair that fell from her face. There was something magnificent about how the spider moved. Graceful, each leg appeared to have a mind of its own, extending and contracting and pulling the massive body forward in a glide through the forest floor. Almost mechanical.

Idly, Alice realized the arachnid wasn’t jumping her; it was watching her, warily. She thought back to the werewolves, and how cautious they’d been, unwilling to approach the row of torches and eager to run when they’d made the noise.

The momentary pause for thought had distracted her; the spider had circled slightly to the side, and Alice realized this just as the creature abruptly turned and accelerated in her direction.

Everything in the human’s body told her to move, to run, to hide and avoid the danger.

Instead, she did the opposite. With a scream, Alice charged forward.

The spider froze on the spot, backpedaling quickly, gaining distance despite Alice’s straightforward charge. It had moved so fast it’d been out of the clearing before she’d even taken five steps. With a huff, Alice’s body thrummed with adrenaline, but her thoughts remained away from it all, boiling with a different set of thoughts.

Alice hated it; she hated it all. The death, the pain, the silence drowned by the rain. The ugliness inside people when everything was pushed to the edge. It was an emotion that frothed at the mouth, snarling and biting at everything and everyone.

“COME AT ME!” Alice roared at the monster, taking deep breaths, clenching her fists.

The monster didn’t charge her, slowly pacing to one side, then the other. There was cunning in those eyes that gleamed in the darkness. It never stayed still, its every step appearing wary and cautious, its focus on observing every twitch of Alice’s arms. Then, it made its decision. It charged again; Alice’s determination flared, and she charged at it again.

This time it didn’t backpedal, jumping to the side and abruptly turning towards the bus, heading straight towards the open entrance, and the people peeking out into the ongoing fight.

“NO!” Alice moved to pursue, not fast enough to catch up, but intent on scaring the monster away once more.

One step.

Two steps.

Three.

The woman felt her foot sink into something not quite like mud. It was gooey, elastic, it stuck to her sneaker and refused to let go. Balance suddenly became a fight as her foot had been rooted in place, one she lost. Her hands flailed as she fell face first into the mud.

A quick look over her shoulder revealed the problem. The reason for her fall had been simple; she’d stepped on a glob of something white, something… like silk.

“Alice!”

The shout pulled her attention towards the current immediate threat; she turned just in time to see the spider had spun on a dime and was charging straight at her. The attack on the bus had been a feint- Alice had fallen for the trap and it was all going to end now.

She rolled anyway as best as she could, kicking at her shoe to free her foot from the silk.

A shadow streaked across the sky.

The spider’s armored legs fell where she’d been only a second earlier. But hope of escape was dashed, a second attack had followed, faster than she could avoid. With a stomp, the spider stepped on her left calf, bone cracked, pain exploded through her like a tidal-wave.

Alice refused to scream.

Her lips sealed shut as the creature reached down to her with a hand that was far too thin to wield the power it did. She pulled Alice from the mud and yanked her upwards. Alice quickly looked for a way out, something used to pry herself free of the iron grip. But the monster didn’t hesitate or wait, its hauntingly beautifully pale female face opened her mouth wide, showing too many teeth- all sharp. Something within the creature’s mouth glowed a sickly purple, a dark green ooze dripping from her fangs.

Like a cobra, she lunged down to bite.

Alice’s right hand had gripped something in her pocket, without a second of hesitation she shot the hand forward, shoving the electric blue berries against the monster’s eyes.

The impact of its face against her palm was like a clap. The berries exploded from the pressure, blue goop spreading over both her palm and the monster’s nose and eyes. Instantly, the blue fluid burst into fire. Pain exploded on Alice’s hand, the sensation not one she could focus on because the monster had immediately flung her away.

Like a rag doll, Alice flew, tumbling through the mud.

Alice’s right hand was wreathed in flames. This time she couldn’t hold back, she screamed, plunging her fist into the mud and watching it bubble as the agony turned her world searing white. She refused to lose focus, jaw clenched tightly, struggling against the pain, she had not looked away from the monster. Fire licked its face, the Arachnae tumbled backwards, using her human hands to bat away at the flames, unable to stop them.

The fire on the monster’s face lasted a full twenty seconds, Alice gathered the strength to stand up on her one good leg, glaring. The teacher’s hand was heavily burnt, her hand numb, and the damage reaching all the way to her forearm. The mud was soothing but barely.

But the spider had been far better off, the moment the fire had died out the only thing left behind was only one of its four eyes remaining shut, and singe marks on its forehead and hair.

“I guess that answers that,” Alice muttered under her breath. The monsters were made of something different from humans it seemed. The teacher let out a mirthless chuckle, wincing and watching the boiling anger in the creature as it gave up on all efforts to use tactics and charged her. Their eyes met, emotions mirrored. “I hope I give you indigestion.”

But the spider did not make it.

“To the ground!”

A voice boomed out, Alice didn’t hesitate, jumping to the side.

A bolt of lightning came down from the sky and struck the spider. A thunderclap that made the rain disappear for a split second, the sound concussive against the teacher’s flesh. A flash of light that left spots dancing in Alice’s eyes. “What!?”

A shadow descended upon the teacher.

And suddenly she wasn’t on the ground anymore. Alice screamed. Air whipped around her head, the rain smashing against her face as her vision suddenly blurred. The world spun and up became down for a fraction of a second. Two hard points of force held her by her shoulders.

When she regained the ability to see, she realized she was definitely up in the air.

“I’ve got you, ma’am!”

Alice looked up and found herself entirely without words.

A girl- no, another of the monsters. Its feet were large scaly claws, its arms were wings, and she wore a set of black sweats. A beautiful angular face with braided hair a woman that wore a green shorts, a black chocker, big goggles, a cocky smile, and much to Alice’s shock, nothing else.

“The wings are here!”

Her concerns about her current new predicament were pushed aside, reality came crashing back with the splash of rain against her face. Alice turned downwards to focus on the spider. The teacher was so far up, everything had changed. They were flying near the treetops, hundreds of meters above the floor. The bus barely the size of her thumb.

A bolt of lightning flew overhead, streaking down towards the ground. The muddy puddles sizzled and exploded in steam, the impact leaving a char mark behind.

“Good thing you used that fire-marble, we almost missed you lot.”

Alice couldn’t care to pay attention to the words, fixated on the visage of the monster. Monsters. Two more winged creatures and the spider. A spider that was trying to run towards the trees. To little effect, one of the flying monsters, one with red hair and equally red wings, plunged towards the ground. A wall of flames emerged from each wing, blocking the path.

When the spider attempted to turn, the other winged woman moved her hand from pointing to the sky, and down upon the spider. As if bringing down the hammer of a god.

BOOM

Another bolt of lightning descended from the heavens, a column of twisting wicked white lines that hit the spider. Alice had to blink away the spots, seeing how the spider had had the audacity not to die, stumbling and trying to seek another way out. The next lightning bolt knocked her down.

Then came another.

And another.

And another.

Each hit did not make the spider vaporize, but it did leave the creature less able to move. And the attacks did not stop.

“Ana is pissed,” the monster carrying Alice laughed over the deafening sound of thunder that made their flight wobble and tumble.

Despite the deep sense of awe and… fear, something else emerged deep within Alice’s chest. This could only mean one thing, only one. Tears welled within her, blurring the sight of the fire-red monster summoning flames to ensure the spider would not live to see another day. “They did it.” Alice muttered, her chest tightening into a ball. “They did it.”

“Yup, all hell’s broken loose.” The winged woman laughed, slowly descending as the fight had come to an end.

“Got every Hunter mobilized to rescue you fellas. We came just in time, eh?”




Chapter 056.1 [Bonus][Tomas] (Volume 1 End)

Tomas Smith sat on the hospital bed and tried to get his thoughts straight. It was hard to focus with the tubes connected to his wrist that were pumping sedatives into his blood-stream. It was as if his mind had been trapped in molasses for the longest time and it was finally clearing up, ever so slightly.

The first thing he properly paid attention to was that Kat was there. She was the only other occupant in the room. There was a bed she should be resting in, but she’d taken the chair and was seated next to the young man instead.

Her blond head rested on his lap, looking up at him with wandering eyes and a thoughtful expression.

“Hey,” Tomas muttered weakly, giving a slight smile, finally having found the focus to push words out of his lips.

“Hey you, mister,” she replied, a slight smile emerging on her lips. “Finally waking up.”

“What did I miss?” He mumbled, pausing for a second as he took in the room around them. “We… made it?” The walls were a light green, and the window was framed in stone, wood was the main building material he could see besides the cement.

“You’ve been out only about a day.” Kat nodded. “Nurses said to take things easy, the medicine will make it hard to, you know, think and shit.”

“I think I do.” Giving a slight nod, he leaned back down, closing his eyes. “What happened?”

Kat’s smile broadened further. “Depending on who you ask, we either washed up on the shore… or a certain someone dragged my cute butt out of the water after nearly drowning like a rat.”

“Rats are great swimmers, I read that-”

“Don’t ruin the moment, dumb dumb.” The poke she gave Tomas’ chest made him wince. “We caused quite a stir, apparently they sent everyone out as soon as they’d confirmed the details.” There was a slight trill in her voice, her smile growing further still. “We made it, we should celebrate.”

Tomas was only able to nod, not quite sure what or how they should celebrate. Everything was so tiring and so far away. Still, a great wave of relief washed through him. “The others?”

“Last update I got was that they’d found the bus, not much else.” Kat was awfully close- her eyes sparkled, and her lips parted ever so slightly. The kiss was soft, lasting only a handful of seconds before she pulled back, cheeks having gained a light shade of red. “That’s… for saving me.”

Tomas’ lips turned upwards into a slight smile. “Thanks.”

“No, you dumb ass.” She let out a giggle, lightly punching his shoulder, but the light tap brought a heavy groan out of the young man. Kat immediately recoiled. “Oh, woops, sorry about that. Let me get a nurse.”

“A… nurse?”

“Oh, right, they told me to get one as soon as you woke up so they could give you another round.”

“Another round?”

His question remained unanswered; Kat had left the room before he could even process her words. The door had closed with a soft click, and Tomas was now alone with his own half-drugged thoughts.

As he laid on the bed, he tried to sit up but couldn’t quite manage, so he remained there instead, staring and taking in his surroundings.

The bed reminded him of the ones he’d seen in movies about the old war. There was flat, white arched wood at the head and the bottom. And right next to said bed was the pipe holding on to a pair of upside down bottles that were connected to his wrist through some tubes. One of them was glowing softly, as if someone had dissolved a light-bulb into the liquid itself.

Odd.

Tomas glanced at the rest of the room. There was one other bed much like his own, but lacking any of the medical equipment. Near the corner was a large wooden table, on top of which he could recognize his backpack. The room itself felt… rustic. It lacked the caustic sterile whites of a hospital he was used to, the biggest factor being the window. Wooden frame embedded into stone.

It was like he’d been transported to some tiny European town during the medieval ages. But that didn’t quite fit. Not when there was a set of cords leading to a device with a screen that was keeping track of his heartbeat and blood oxygen.

And yet his eyes kept drifting towards the dimly glowing bottle that was dripping a transparent fluid into his veins. His thoughts were interrupted when the door opened, Kat stepping through, closely followed by a nurse.

A demure looking nurse wearing a pink uniform and a light green choker followed the human.

A nurse with a pink uniform that showed more thighs than Tomas thought would have been legal. His eyes bulged slightly, trying to move his attention elsewhere, finding a white name tag atop her left breast. ‘Dia’ it read.

It almost took him a full second to realize the nurse’s head sported hair that was almost as equally pink to the uniform. More strange was that the woman looking at him had vibrant purple eyes. Yet for all his shock, her smile was calm and reassuring as she approached. “Mister Tomas, I will be doing a minor checkup on you. If you’ll excuse me…”

Dia reached out with those small hands of hers and gently squeezed his wrist. The touch was soft and warm- warmer still when her palms began to glow a dull white. The warmth very suddenly spread across Tomas’ body and he could do little else than relax, melting into the bed, his whole body going limp. The world had suddenly lost the ability to be anything but pleasurable fluff and pillowy clouds.

And just as quickly as it came, it left.

Tomas shuddered slightly, looking up at the pink-haired nurse. His mouth was hanging open. His whole body felt better, and not just in the subjective sense. The dull aches and pains were entirely gone, at least for the most part. It was as if he’d suddenly jumped ahead a whole week or five. “What did…?”

“One or two more sessions and you’ll be good as new, Mister Tomas.” The nurse smiled, though the gesture faltered when she focused on his glasses. “If you’d like, I could also take care of that.”

“That?”

“Your glasses, sir.” Without missing a beat, she reached out to his face, caressing the side of his head. “I was told by Miss Catherine about your eyesight deficit, I would’ve tried fixing it earlier, but it’s always best to do some confirmation while the patient is awake.”

“I don’t…” Tomas’ eyes widened. “My glasses?” He turned to stare at Kat; the young woman was giddy, grinning from ear to ear.

“Go on, ask the sexy nurse to fix you up, you look cooler like this, you know?”

Said nurse blushed ever so slightly. “If you’ll excuse me, this might feel slightly uncomfortable.” With her other hand, she covered his eyes, and the same odd warmth from earlier washed over him, but only briefly this time. When she pulled back, the young man was left blinking away tears and needing to squint for a moment or two.

Everything looked so… sharp. As if he’d just cleaned his glasses and put them back on, except the high-definition was not limited to a rectangle.

“Oh wow.”

“I am glad you approve, sir.” The nurse bowed her head.

“That was so cool, how does it feel?” Kat chuckled, leaning forward and gripping Tomas’ hand.

Her eyes moved up her arms and to her beaming smile, her brilliant blue eyes, her wild unkept dark blond hair. “You… look prettier.”

That caught the young woman by surprise; she turned away slightly, cheeks reddening. The nurse apparently found this quite amusing as she giggled. “If you’ll excuse me, sir, ma’am.” She bowed slightly, turning to leave.

Tomas waited until the pink-haired woman was gone. “Kat, just where are we exactly?”

That brought back the young woman’s enthusiasm, her smile sparkled all the wider. “You’re not going to believe it. This place is so cool, well, cool for being a small little village near the frontier of a kingdom. It’s just…”

Her words were knocked out of her lips when an alarm blared outside. It was a quick incessant beep that made their hairs stand on end. Kat was on her feet in seconds, opening the door to the room just in time to have Dia push her a step back. “Please stay inside, ma’am.” The nurse said in a rush, turning away, following right behind a bed that rushed past the entrance, no less than three other nurses rushing past.

Dia closed the door, the sound of her steps echoing as she moved to follow the bed.

Tomas looked at Kat, the young woman’s face was pale.

“Kat?”

“That was Rick.”




Chapter 057 [Rick] (Volume 2 Start)

To Rick, waking up to the sight of an ugly light green ceiling was, perhaps, allowed him to stay grounded. There was no way an afterlife could have such an horrid sense of decor. And it just so happened that this mild sense of reality was, in the end, what kept him from immediately panicking. Despite the wakefulness of his thoughts, his body was numb. He could barely feel anything. He could barely move. In fact, he couldn’t move at all. Arms, legs, head, not even his fingers responded to his command, not even a twitch. All he could do was blink and shift his gaze around the featureless ugly green ceiling.

The momentary lack of panic was slowly receding, and Rick was now having doubts whether it was time to start internally screaming or not. Why couldn’t he move? Why couldn’t he speak? Why did his whole body feel numb and distant? The sense of detachment kept receding one inch at a time.

There was a beeping sound next to him. A machine? He couldn’t see it, but the device was definitely electronic, the beep insistent. And it was speeding up.

He heard a door open, there were steps approaching. “You’re awake.” The voice was soft and soothing, and with it came the sight of a face. The face was young and female, with pink hair and warm purple eyes. A green choker adorned her otherwise bare neck. “Sir, I’m going to put you back to sleep for a bit.”

Rick wanted to protest, to speak, to ask what was going on.

His body did not respond.

Darkness followed before he could even think of what to do.

It was as if he’d blinked. He opened his eyes again and saw the same green ceiling. A part of him knew he’d been unconscious up until a second prior, asleep for an indefinite amount of time. The sensation was weird but hard to miss, a soreness from not moving. Had it been hours? Days?

His whole body twitched and an aching pain wracked his every bone and muscle. Agony despite barely having moved. Groaning, he tried to shift position again, his body was one gigantic bruise. Tenderized. Rick’s voice faltered, throat dry and parched.

“Shh, please do not push yourself, sir.” It was the voice from before. It came with a soft caress of his wrist.

Rick closed his eyes. “Water.”

“Just one moment, sir.”

And as promised, relief washed down his throat. It was slightly sweet and cool. It hit all the right spots. Rick could only lay there and suckle on the trickle of fluid that was being carefully poured into his lips. The bottle was pulled out once Rick had taken his fill. A pair of warm hands pressed gingerly against his chest. An uncomfortable heat blossomed from the touch, spreading across his body and washing away the pain.

“Your body is still recovering, sir, please do not force yourself.” The woman leaned over and entered his field of vision again, giving him a determined look. “I was warned of how head-strong you could be, sir. I must insist that if you need anything, ask. I am here to help.”

“Who’s…” A hesitant pause. “Who survived?”

The pink-haired woman’s smile warmed ten times over. Her hand reached to reassuringly caress Rick’s shoulder. “In regard to the group you traveled with, Mister Tomas and Miss Catherine are the next room over, and Mister Gabriel at the other side of the corridor. They are all in perfectly healthy conditions.”

A wave of relief crashed through him. Rick nodded. “And… the others?”

“As far as I can tell, most everyone was brought back from the deep forest. Though I’ve heard your group had sent a second scouting team the Hunters have yet to find.”

Another quick nod. “We made it.”

“Yes, you did, sir.” The young woman’s smile dazzled, the warmth from her touch receded slowly. It left a tingling in its wake that almost tickled. “Now, I cannot heal you further right now. Your body is already close to saturation. But do not worry, you will make a full recovery.”

“Saturation?”

“A body can only take so much elemental energy before it starts breaking down. And humans have a lower tolerance for it.”

“Elemental… energy?”

“Ah.” She let out a small giggle, cheeks reddening slightly. “Your students told me you were a professor in chemistry. I’m unfortunately not very well versed in that kind of science.” She shifted a little, standing closer to the head of the bed. She moved her hand, so it’d be in Rick’s field of vision. It was wreathed in a soft, white, flickering light. “We have many uses for elemental energy. Mister Tomas called it ‘Magic’, but to us that is just an aspect only some maidens can use.”

The flickering glow vanished. She twisted her hand this way and that, showing off there were no tricks. There was little to be found, nothing out of the ordinary. Also, she’d painted her nails a light blue.

“That’s… a lot to take in.” Rick mumbled tiredly, frowning ever so slightly. “Can I sit up?”

The smile waned slightly. “I’m sorry, sir, not currently. I do expect you will be able to once I’ve properly finished healing your ribcage and spine.”

“… excuse… me?”

“Your body received a great deal of trauma, many of your bones still have fractures, and your organs are still… tender.”

A very long pause followed. Rick frowned, trying to move again, only managing another twitch. The gesture was immediately met by a slight look of concern from the nurse. Her hand moved to press against his chest. The warmth from earlier didn’t come, only a light tingling that ran from head to toes. “Please… don’t. If you move too much, it will worsen your condition, and I will have to put you back to sleep, sir.”

“I… that should have hurt? Right?”

“We dulled your pain receptors to avoid a potential shock to your system.” She nodded slightly. The concern wasn’t quite gone. “I returned part of your mobility since you’ve recovered consciousness. It’s best to allow your brain to reconnect at its own pace. Otherwise you would still be in an artificial coma.”

It went unspoken that she’d take his wakefulness away if he started being dumb about it. “It sounds like a lot,” His voice came out raspy and hoarse. The young man did his best to close his eyes and relax back on the bed. “How long have I been out?”

The young woman squirmed, scratching her chin and looking away. “Two days.”

For his part, Rick had almost jumped. “Two… days? Two?”

“There was a lot of work to do and your physiology is abnormally sensitive to elemental energy,” she replied defensively. “Fortunately there was nothing missing, so most of the effort was in putting things back together where they ought to be.” Her awkwardness was gone, the young woman winked, her hand moving to his forehead, and pulling back a loose strand of hair. “Some of my companions have given you the moniker of Humpy, sir.” There was a light blush on her cheeks as she quickly retrieved her hand from his face. “Fortunately we put you back together.”

“How… how did I even survive?”

“Miss Icary managed to keep your heart beating and brain oxygenated on the way back,” she said, nodding reassuringly. “She said you’d gotten the brunt of a Tigress attack because you protected Miss Ginny.” There was a little smile that was followed by a frown. “Though that was very brave, I must warn you, sir, you shouldn’t do that. We maidens are far tougher than we look.”

“Monica.”

The word left his lips and, quite suddenly, Rick felt as if he was just about ready to attempt jumping out of the bed and towards the nearest exit. His heart had started beating fast in his chest, his mind flashed with the image of Monica’s large panicked eyes, and his mind quickly followed the memory with darkness and pain. The young teacher shuddered.

“Where’s Monica?”

“The… Tigress? Sir?”

“White hair, tan skin, scars all over, yes.” He tried to nod, but his body ached in warning. He was pushing himself too far.

“I don’t know, sir.” The nurse frowned slightly. “The Hunters have probably caught her, if Ana’s mood is anything to go by.”

“I don’t…” Rick frowned, his heart feeling like he’d just come back from a marathon, aching inside his chest. “Can I talk to the Hunters? Whoever they are?”

“I… certainly, but not quite yet.” The nurse’s composure was quickly regained. Her hands moved to touch his chest once more. A slight scowl followed. “You will need a while before you can safely be moved out of the bed, sir.”

Begrudgingly, Rick nodded. Not like he had an alternative.




Chapter 058 [Rick]

Rick had expected to need weeks to be able to be allowed off the bed. Instead, the pink haired nurse had given him a series of light healing sessions, a short minute-long thing every hour. By the fifth hour, his body had at least stopped hurting from merely existing.

Apparently that had been enough to earn him being taken off the bed and onto a wheelchair. Not that he could do that on his own, no matter how hard he wanted to. Which was why the pink-haired nurse was currently in the process of helping him into said wheelchair. She moved him with an ease that made him feel like he was a rag-doll and weighed so little he was filled with fluff.

“Dia,” Rick spoke out, reading the name tag. “So that’s your name.” He gave her a slight smile. “Had me at a disadvantage for a while there.”

“Oh, the Harpy flew over the nest on that one, sorry about that, sir.” Dia beamed, tucking a strand of pink hair behind her ear. “My name is Dia O’Four. My accent might not show it, but I’ve lived in Astunes most of my life. I’m domestic through and through.”

He tilted his head slightly at her proclamation, if there was an accent to be had, he was clearly not picking up on it. Not that he ever had the ear for such things. Still, there were several words there for which he wasn’t all too sure what they meant. He at least figured which one was in regard to their current location. “Rick Cross.” He offered a hand to shake. Just lifting his arm proved a struggle. “I’m definitely not from Astunes though.”

“That much I could tell, sir.” She winked, holding his hand with both of hers, pulling it and kissing his wrist. “I would’ve definitely remembered meeting you before.” Her tone had a husky edge to it and a cocky smile.

His back straightened slightly, eyes widening. “Wait, do I have scars?”

The edge vanished and panic emerged. “No!” Dia quickly replied. “No, no, it… was a… compliment, sir.” She flushed, noticing his smirk. “Oh, you were selling a doggirl for a hound.”

“What?”

“Tricking me.” She quickly declared, a slight pout as she let go of his hand.

Before he could reply to that, she’d hurried to stand behind him. Her hands pushed the wheelchair slowly forward. Though Rick felt tempted to bring back up the topic, he opted to remain quiet and focus on the world around him instead. The place had a certain “hospital” feel to it, though there were differences that kept drawing his attention. The doors were wooden with glass panels to peer inside. Most of them had a tiny black curtain drawn though to block sight. There were also benches at either side of the corridor, made of dark wood and black metal, and small tables for apparent decoration.

Some of the tables had small books. Most of these magazines had rather well-proportioned males on their cover. But they were worn, the pictures lacked color, and there was a roughness to their design that made Rick think of old paper.

“Oh, taking your favorite patient for a spin?”

The voice came from behind them. Rick couldn’t see it, but Dia slowed down just barely. “He’s meeting the Major.”

“He came in five minutes ago, he’s in the sealed meeting area.”

“Sealed?”

“It’s the meeting place for patients under quarantine,” Dia replied offhandedly. “Basic precaution with off-worlders. We need to make sure you don’t have anything that might hurt humans here, or that we might have anything that could hurt you.”

“Is this… normal? To have off-worlders?”

“Not really, no, it is very rare in fact.” The nurse hummed. “But there was a rather horrid outbreak long ago, so there’s been basic protocols in place to minimize risks.” She hummed. “I heard that the last confirmed off-worlder was in the country of Gretia about a decade ago? This is certainly the first time a whole group has shown up, though. Village this small? I’m betting they’ll still be talking about it a hundred years from now.”

“Wait.” Rick frowned. “If we could be infectious, then you…”

“I’m a Rapha, but besides that, Mister Gabriel’s Mousegirl came back clean. If you had anything that could pose an immediate harm to a maiden, she would’ve shown signs of it. So the quarantine is mostly to protect local humans while we run the analysis.” The wheelchair swerved to the right. “Ah! Mister Tomas had mentioned it, that in your world you need special gear to avoid infection? With the proper training, we Raphas can create a sterilization barrier around ourselves to avoid contamination.” There was an edge of pride in those words.

“I… see…”

There was more and more to take in. Rick felt like he was trying to grasp at straws, so many details to think about, so many things that were not working under the rules he thought they should. The chemist in him was certainly screaming out for more information.

But the time to ask questions came to a quick end when she rolled him into a baby blue room. It was split in two, with a wooden wall in the middle, and a large window squarely in place. There were chairs on either side, all of them made out of the same dark wood and black metal.

At the other side of the glass stood a very large tall man. Large enough that Rick was unable to see him entirely due to being larger than the window.

The man was at least two meters tall and his shoulders almost seemed half as wide. His black hair was cut to an exact flat surface at the top of his head, his face a featureless mask of stern determination atop deeply tanned skin. He had a clean shave, and Rick half-expected he’d intimidated his own beard to jump off and make a run for it. Wearing a deep brown uniform with leather armor, Rick couldn’t recognize any of the insignias that were on it, but it looked formal and important. Despite the dark brown armor, it almost seemed like a dress uniform more than a practical one.

Rick’s chair wheeled to a stop in front of the glass.

And Rick had to look upwards at the man standing there. The insignias made him out to be important, and his physique was nothing but imposing. This guy had come over to talk to him just because he’d asked for a chat?

Rick kept from squirming, meeting the steely blue eyes of the larger man. “Major Huge,” Dia spoke behind the chemistry teacher, releasing the wheelchair. “If you need anything, sir, please don’t hesitate to call. I will be right outside.”

“Thank you.” He nodded, holding back the gulp as he turned back to the Major.

“Professor Cross.” The man thrust his chest slightly outwards, tensing. His voice boomed, loud enough it almost rattled the glass that stood between them. “I am Major Gabriel Huge. I am the one in charge of the Twentieth Hunter division. I am the commanding officer of all Hunters within Astunes.”

“Please call me Rick,” the young man quickly said.

“Certainly, Rick.” Major Gabriel Huge took a long look at Rick, frowning ever so slightly. “If I may ask, am I right to assume you are a… civilian?”

“Yes.”

“So the position of professor is not one that forms part of the military command, correct?”

Rick nodded more slowly. “Correct.”

“Oh thank fuck.” The man deflated, shoulders slumping as he sighed. The Major slumped down onto the chair on his side of the wall with a thump. A nervous chuckle left him. “If I’d wanted to play politics, I would’ve asked to be sent elsewhere. This saves so much hassle.”

“Excuse me?” Rick quirked a brow. “Did I miss something?”

“Nothing, it’s more to do with how we run things here. It’s honestly better if you’re not like the local average ‘professor’. They tend to be uppity pricks.” The man snorted loudly, rolling his eyes and leaning back. His chair groaned in complaint.

Rick couldn’t help but feel as if he’d been slapped. “I’m sorry?”

That made Huge squirm. “Erm, right, fuck, I’m always bad at this.” The man sighed, shoulders slumping further as he scratched the back of his head. “I was told you wanted to talk to me? What can I do for you?”

“… yeah…” Taking several seconds to organize his thoughts. Monica, right. “I wanted to know about the white haired… Tigress?”

“She’s caught and contained. The Baron commandeered that… particular situation,” the Major spoke with a growl and a shake of his head, pointing over his shoulder. “And let me tell you, what you did was damn impressive. Saving little Ginny like that? I’ll definitely pay however many beers you might need to share how you got to survive White Claw.”

“The what now?”

“White Claw. Local folk call her that, she’s been sort of a slippery headache for us… for five years, give or take.” A scowl followed. “Baron’s lost some good people trying to catch her.” There was a long look on his face as he sighed further. For a man that looked like a mountain, he seemed about to crumble. “We’ve all lost some good people.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” It felt like a decent thing to say, considering the circumstances.

“Not much you could’ve done about it short of showing up sooner.” There was a slight smile there, his energy quickly coming back up. “I have to know though, kind of an important question, really. How did you manage to handle her? Is it one of those weird other-worlder powers? Did you bond her?”

“Bond?”

“You know, to break the feral state.” Huge moved one of his meaty hands to point at his neck. “Over here we need one of those fancy collars to pull it off.”

Now it was Rick’s turn to frown. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

That appeared to surprise the Major, and the man leaned back, crossing his arms slightly. “Hm… are you sure you don’t have a bond? Irene hadn’t had the chance to properly check, but she did mention it was likely you were bonded. Maybe you’ve noticed odd things? Like sensing White Claw’s emotions? Words seeming to pop into your mind?”

“I don’t…”

The frown deepened. Had he felt anything weird around Monica? Rick could’ve sworn he’d heard her voice inside his mind back when he was in the river. Had that been a hallucination from the lack of air? Maybe if he could-

A flash of cold shiver swept through him.

Darkness, locked, trapped, hungry, scared, angry. Pain. Claws scraping against cold stone.

“Nurse!” a voice rang out. It felt far away, as if Rick’s ears were under water.

The voice rung distantly. Rick realized he’d fallen off the wheelchair. His body was drenched, his breathing hard. Pain throbbed through every inch of his body, everything was becoming blurred. The tingling warmth of Dia’s hands pressed against his shoulder, and the cold dread was instantly gone.

His mind cleared, his senses coming back to him in quick order. Breathing hard, the young man did his best to regain control of his breathing.

“I think we’ll have to postpone this until you’re in better health.” Huge spoke, looking at him with a deep frown, turning to Dia. “Take care of him, please.”

“I will, sir.”

The nurse lifted him up, carrying him in her frail arms as if he didn’t weigh almost twice what she did. The nurse had a smile that hid concern as she glanced at him only briefly, blushing and focusing on putting him back in the wheelchair.

His eyes lingered on the green choker that adorned her throat.




Chapter 059 [Rick]

Rick lied on the bed and stared at the green, ugly ceiling, trying to focus on the tingling warmth from Dia’s touch. Her hands lingered on his shoulders this time around. Another healing session, and though it was certainly relieving, it also made him feel like he had less energy to use than a minute ago by the end of it.

“We’ll take a break to let your body recover before the next session,” Dia spoke with a slight smile, nodding at herself. “It would be best to avoid pushing too hard and let things recover a bit on their own now that everything is properly stable.”

“It feels like I’ve run a marathon,” Rick groaned.

“Healing can be rather exhausting for the patient, yes. Your body is burning through a lot of energy to assist in the process. We will have to update your diet accordingly.”

Dia spoke with such certainty he could only blink. “Most nurses I’ve met only ever went ‘take this’ or ‘sit there’.”

“I’m sure they had their reasons.” She threw a pout his way. “Would you rather I quietly treat you in such a way, sir? Just handling you however I wish without explaining or asking for permission?” She reached out to poke at his chest, and her lips quirked ever so slightly into a grin. “Maybe I should start with a sponge bath?”

The unexpected boldness and coy tease in her eyes brought a flush to Rick’s cheeks. “I’d… rather wash myself.”

“Shame.” Dia gave a little pout. “But if you wish to be able to wash yourself, sir, then you’ll have to focus on recovering.” With a little wink, her touch lingered on his shoulder. “Maybe I could bribe you, sir? If you do your best to help in your recovery, I know where they sell the best pastries in town.” She leaned slightly closer, lowering her voice to a whisper. “Your diet needs more calories, but nothing says it shouldn’t be delicious.”

“Are you offering a date?”

The words escaped him faster than he could hold them back, and as soon as he spoke them, Dia’s cheeks moved from light pink to bright red. The young woman hesitated, gulping and leaning a bit away. “M-maybe?”

There was a knocking at the door, and Dia recoiled away from Rick so fast it’d almost been as if she’d been physically yanked by a rope. Within the blink, she was three whole steps away from the bed, looking down at a clipboard she’d definitely not been holding a second prior as if it were the most important exam in history. And she reacted just in time because the door had opened and two familiar faces peeked in.

“Rick!” Kat proclaimed, barely acknowledging Dia was even there as she rushed in, arms wide and ready to throw a hug his way.

“Ma’am.” Dia’s voice was cool but soft, her hand having grasped Kat’s shoulders and stopped the young woman in her tracks. “The patient is in a rather delicate condition, please be mindful.”

“Rick was almost dead just yesterday, don’t push it,” Tomas sheepishly agreed, eyes lingering on Dia as he gave her a friendly smile. “Thanks for taking care of him.”

“It’s my job, sir, please think nothing of it.” With an air of cool detachment, Dia stepped towards the door. “I will come back in an hour with Mister Cross’ lunch. If anything happens, there is a button next to the bed to call for assistance.”

She left quietly, her steps barely making a sound once the door clicked shut.

Kat turned back to look at Rick and smirked. “You lucky dog, none of us got a dedicated nurse at our beck and call.”

The young teacher coughed, putting his thoughts in order. “You seem perfectly able to move on your own. There’s a wheelchair next to the bed for a reason.”

The words made her grimace, and she nodded. “Yeah, that sucks. They’ve told us everyone is expected to make a full recovery at least.” A little laugh, it was so easy for her to lighten up. “You’re certainly the one that’s worse for wear.” A little roll of the eyes. “Though the others are in a bit of a mood for whatever reason, they won’t talk about it.”

Rick’s eyes lingered on his two guests, the smile souring ever so slightly. “How… did you survive? I thought you’d died in the river.” His throat tightened at the words.

Kat leaned back a little, her hand discreetly reaching out and grasping Tomas’. They shared a long quiet look. For a split second, it was almost as if Rick wasn’t even there. “He hauled my cute butt to the shore, passed out then and there. We were found by a maiden working on a farm. The farmer was kind enough to take us straight to the hospital.” She made a vague gesture over her shoulder with her head, focusing back on the chemistry teacher. “The Hunters sent a representative in a rush, asked me a ton of things. Who was with me, where, and how many. Apparently they take rescue missions very seriously around these parts, they’d sent scouts within the hour of me getting my busted up arm patched up. Did I mention how insane this healing shit is?”

“What about you?” Tomas nudged, his free hand leaning against the foot of Rick’s bed. “We saw the whole house fall down on you. We’d thought you were a goner.”

“Monica got me out of the river.”

The proclamation brought an immediate smile out of Kat. “HA! I knew that girl didn’t really run off. So she’s your guardian pussycat, huh?”

“Something like that,” Rick muttered, rubbing the bridge of his nose in an attempt to hold back from sighing. “Apparently there’s a Baron in this place and he has her right now.”

“Good to know she’s alive, so how do you plan to get her back?”

“I don’t…”

“You ARE going to get her back, right?”

“Don’t push him like that,” Tomas muttered. “You’re asking whether he wants to enslave Monica or not, and that’s… not a comfortable question.”

“What? Enslave?”

“Well, yeah, that’s what they do to maidens in this kingdom, apparently.” Kat shrugged, pointing at her neck. “Those choker things keep them from going insane. Protects them from an old-ass curse or some such.”

“The Major had said something about the chokers.” Rick scowled. “But what does that have to do with slavery?”

“The kingdom considers maidens property. The choker color has some symbolism, but they’re all owned. I think green chokers meant they were owned by the kingdom itself?” Kat made a dismissive wave with her hand, glancing at Tomas. “But really, you shouldn’t try to paint this like some sort of moral dilemma. ‘When in Rome’ and all that, it’s not like they’re getting whipped. Did you miss how those nurses kept checking you out?”

“I mean-” Tomas flustered. “It’s slavery. This isn’t something that should be taken lightly.”

“And who would you rather ‘own’ Monica? Rick, or some random noble we don’t know anything about?” Her brows creased. “Like, they’re definitely not going to let her go back to the wilds and start killing people again.”

The weight of the words fell down onto Rick’s shoulders like a sack of bricks. The teacher could only grimace. The image of her attacking the ones that had come to help them clear in his mind. “Do you really think I should be the one to weigh in on this, Kat?” His eyes turned to meet her own, weary. “She’s dangerous, maybe not to me, maybe…” His hand lingered on his chest, a phantom pain, the sound of breaking bones. “…but definitely to others.”

“Wait, what? What’s this shit about? Of course Monica’s dangerous, it’s like half of what makes her cute.”

Rick’s gaze lowered to his hands, clenching them tightly. “Back when they came to rescue us, Monica started fighting them. I couldn’t stop her, at all.” There was a sour taste in his mouth. “It’s the reason why I almost died in the first place. She was about to kill one of them. I stepped in the way.”

“Oh fuck.”

“’Oh fuck’, indeed.” The teacher nodded slowly. To say his mind was starting to be overcome by turmoil would be an understatement. “I don’t think I’m qualified to be in charge of Monica. Let alone ‘own’ her.”

The hesitation was short lived. Kat yanked her hand from Tomas’ grasp, crossing her arms and glaring at Rick. “Who do you think she’d rather be with? Some pompous stranger? Or you?”

There was little doubt about what the answer to that question was. All three of them knew it well. And yet another question nagged within him- an apprehension that hadn’t been there before, but that grew the more he thought about it. The certainty from earlier wavered.

His jaw tightened. “And is that what would be best for her?”




Chapter 060 [Mark]

Mark grunted, Brye’s leaned over his shoulder, breasts pressing against his back as her hand squeezed his throbbing cock. The fox was methodical and slow, stroking him in a rhythmic motion that caught his breath and pulled it right out of him. Just fast enough to keep him at the edge, slow enough not to push him over.

“Hm… this is fun,” she cooed. Both of her black tails had a slow wag to them that was almost amused. Her breasts pushed more firmly against his naked back, her could feel her nipples poking at him. “Are you ready to cum yet?” Both of her vulpine ears were perked, aimed squarely at him, the young man having the whole of her attention.

“Fuck off.” Mark grit his teeth, fighting against the hemp rope keeping him bound against the chair. He couldn’t do much else, he was helpless. And Brye knew what she was doing, his whole body was flushed.

Her fingers caressed his shaft, teasing the base and working their way back up to the glans, she blew cool teasing air into his ear. “You’d love me to fuck you properly, wouldn’t you?” A mirthful chuckle left her hand clenching slightly, just enough to make him grunt. She leaned in to nip at his earlobe, using her other hand to tweak at his nipple. “These collars are amazing. Just some fun and the bond snaps in place like a glove.” She licked his neck, kissing the flushed skin as Mark fought against the rope once more, snarling. “Shery? You sure you don’t want some?”

“Don’t see the point. Bond’s there, let’s get the job done… whatever it is,” the gray-skinned woman spoke with a bored droll, taking one of the smaller crates and prying it open.

“What are you doing?”

“Trying to figure out what Noah had planned… This one’s filled with fivers.”

“No shit!?” Brye vanished from behind Mark, appearing next to her companion.

Mark grunted, his mind relieved at the stop of her teasing, his body complaining from the lack of stimulation. His shaft bobbed to his heartbeat, straining against the cool air of the cave. Mark growled, closing his eyes tightly as he fought against the arousal. The fox had given him something, blew some dust onto his face, now the stuff burned within his veins, hot enough he’d be having a hard time holding back had he not been tied up. Every breath felt as if he were exhaling fire and inhaling ice. Arching tingles coursed through his body, fueling the arousal and keeping him unable to calm down. He could barely keep coherent enough to stop from calling out for her to come back.

Gritting his teeth, Mark pulled on the rope, the pain giving him enough clarity to hold on. His ears strained, he couldn’t let himself become lost to the fog.

“Do you think that asshole planned to use one of these on us?”

“He used it on his own girls. Why do you think the Boss sent us?” A sigh. “… Should we open the cursed thing already?”

“Do you figure she’s marinated enough in there? Maybe she’s close to being feral already. That’s going to be fun.”

She? The word brought the image of Brye’s wide hips and modest breasts, of Shery’s athletic figure. Mark shook his head to push the ideas out, the gesture catching their attention. “You gave him more dust? Fuck Brye, we don’t need an addict.”

“But it’s so much fucking fun.” The fox appeared right on Mark’s lap, naked soft thighs spread wide, her pussy pressing against his cock without any ceremony. Her eyes shone with amused glee when Mark’s body responded instantly, trying to hump himself into her hot wet sex. She returned the gesture, slowly grinding out her lower lips and coating his shaft on her juices. “Come on, you can’t deny it. Noah kept fucking us like we were feral mutts, it’s a nice change of pace being the one in charge.”

She wasn’t even looking at him, staring over her shoulder at the gray skinned woman.

“Shame it won’t last.”

“My point exactly.” Brye laughed, reaching down to grab his cock and begin pumping him in earnest. Mark’s back tensed. His mind wanted this to stop, his body wanted more. The sensation knocked the air out of him and he could only pant, tearing his eyes away from her body. He couldn’t lose to the fog, not again.

“Once we get back to the Boss, it’ll be goodbye to being on top and straight back to our knees with some other guy shoving it into our mouths. Why not enjoy it while we can?” The fox’s golden eyes turned back to the human, meeting his flustered growl, her free hand caressing his cheek. “Come for me, my naughty pet. Come for your foxy mistress.”

Letting go of his cock, she pressed her thighs at either side of his cock, rubbing her pussy against him as she humped in earnest. Her face flushed and smirk widened. Humiliation burned inside his chest. The human couldn’t stop his body any more than he could hold his breath indefinitely. With a strangled cry, the orgasm wracked through his system like an uncoiling spring. It whipped down his spine and out of his cock, spurts of white erupted outwards, Mark’s breath knocked right out of him as his juices coated the monster’s thighs and flat stomach. His mind turned into white noise, the heat within his core finally finding escape.

Brye cooed, stroking him still, urging several more spurts. “That’s a good boy.” She patted his head with her free hand, leaning down to claim his lips in a kiss.

Mark’s mind snapped back into place, he growled, biting down on her tongue with everything he had, jaw clenching tight enough to hurt. Hard enough he was sure it should have hurt.

She moaned, leaning further in, pressing her soft lips with his own, pulling her tongue from his death-grip as if it were nothing more than a love-bite. “Oh that’s good.” She cooed, grasping his hair and yanking his head back, forcing him to look up into the featureless dirt and rock the cave had for a ceiling. “That’s very good, are you sure you don’t want me to give you more?”

Pulling back, she moved her hand down to caress the jizz coating her lower body, pulling it up to lick at her palm, cleaning it with a tongue that was slightly too long to be human. “Shery, mind getting me some food? Our pet deserves a reward.”

Mark was left panting, burning anger and impotence coursing through him, a bile that burned inside his chest. He wanted to hurl insults at them, kick and scream and bite and scratch. And then what? Get gagged again? A glower escaped him instead, and he grit his teeth and fought against the restraints once more, the heat in his body not quite gone but enough it gave him clarity of mind.

The gray-skinned woman looked at his struggle and chuckled. “There there.” She caressed his cheek, forcing his head to look down so their eyes would meet. The golden irises felt as if they could stare right through him, there was something in them that glimmered in the dark. “I like it when you struggle, it’s fun. That’s all it is, just a little fun.” She cooed hands moving down his chest, caressing his ribs. “Come now, boy, bite me again.”

She leaned for another kiss. Mark’s body reacted right away, biting again as a snarl rose in his throat in his attempt to rip her tongue off.

But, as was to be expected, no such thing happened. Brye just moaned, pushing herself against him harder, pushing his chair back. Mark held back from yelling as it tipped over and fell. Their combined weight pressed down against his own hands. “Nasty,” the vulpine woman proclaimed, straddling his stomach, her tongue freed the instant Mark had gasped for air. She shuddered with equal parts amusement and enjoyment. “Do that again.”

“What the fuck are you!?” He spat up at her. It should have at least hurt! Damn it, she barely looked phased- more like it had only turned on more. “You freak!”

For the first time since his imprisonment, Mark’s words had an effect that had not amused the monster. She flinched at the proclamation, a moment of pain that wiped away her amusement. Anger came flooding right after, she growled, her fangs flashed as she snarled. Those golden eyes locked onto him and suddenly Mark felt a twinge of fear, wincing as her sharp nails sank ever so slightly into his chest. The pain, however, gave him focus.

He glared back.

“Brye, don’t!” Shery had stepped in, putting a wooden plate right in front of her face, blocking her golden gaze. “If you want to play, play, but don’t damage the goods. Boss might forgive us about Noah, but not without this guy.”

A long grunt escaped the fox, her claws pulled out from his skin, leaving ten little droplets of blood on the spot they had occupied. “Fuck, right. Give me that.” Brye snatched the plate from Shery’s hands, and looked back down at Mark, the threatening edge she’d shown a moment ago gone, replaced back with a thoughtful look. “I think we’ve been unfair with you. All locked up like some animal, no wonder you’d lash out.” A deep sigh, her shoulders relaxed, the amused smirk came back to her lips. “How about a little gift? I’ll give you something I’m sure you’ll enjoy. How does that sound?”

Turning her gaze towards Shery, she plucked a raisin out of the plate with food, shoving it against Mark’s lips. He bit her finger, and she cooed as if he was suckling on it.

“You can’t hurt me, but don’t stop.” With a widening grin, she blew him a kiss. “So do it, bite hard, yank, fight. I’ll love every second. Do you even know how these collars work? They’re not the usual shit.” Her finger reached out to the gray choker, hooking the finger into it and tugging. “Whoever’s buying these better be paying ten times their weight in gold.”

“Drop dead.” Mark spat the raisin at her face. “Bitch.”

“I think I have just the outlet for that anger, a proper outlet.”

The gray-skinned woman just rolled her eyes, putting her hands on her hips. “Look, I get that you have a new toy you want to play with, but this shit is starting to get too far.”

“Oh, come now, don’t be like that.” Brye smirked. “Here I was thinking about giving our little guest a chance at revenge for what happened to his human woman.”

As soon as she spoke the words, Mark’s breath hitched, his eyes widened, but it was followed by suspicion. Still, the involuntary act was not missed; Brye’s ears twitched in his direction and Mark could only curse at himself. Of course she was messing with him.

“No tricks,” she said as if she’d read his thoughts. “What would you say about getting the chance to kill Noah? He did give the order to murder you broad after all, and back then we were bonded to him, so it wasn’t like we could disobey.”

She traced a finger down Mark’s chest, smirking.

“And as a bonus, we take away the rope.” Her lips bent into a smirk, golden eyes glowing with amusement.




Chapter 061 [Mark]

Mark stood with his back against the wall, away from anything that could easily come into his reach. He was untied, but it wasn’t as if it mattered. Where would he run? The metal door at the entrance of the cave wouldn’t open for him, and the ferals in the forest would just eat him.

That did not make the situation inside the cave any better.

He was trapped with the two monsters here until whatever business that held them here came to an end. Fortunately, their focus was not on him this time around. They were holding the black crystal sphere that had caught Noah in that horrifying light-show during the time of their meeting. Mark had thought the device had killed the guy, but apparently it wasn’t the case.

Because they were going to open it.

“Get ready,” Brye commented with a growl, looking serious for a change. “Last thing we need is a fuck up here.”

“Ready when you are.”

The fox leaned forward, naked body becoming still, her two black vulpine tails rising into the air. Her whole body vibrated with a dark energy, tension creeping through her as her hands glowed a deep purple. She looked just about ready to explode in a shower of black sparks.

“Go,” Shery spoke right as she smashed the black sphere, her grip making the glass ball shatter into a million little pieces.

Several things happened at once.

First, a blast of purple light surged out from the point Shery had been holding onto the device, shooting straight forward and coalescing into something that was becoming more solid by the second. It was something in a humanoid form, with hands and legs.

Second, said form didn’t even wait to fully solidify before it was hauling itself towards the metal door at full speed. It was a short figure, but fast. Incredibly so.

Third, Brye vanished into thin air.

No matter how quick the glowing figure moved, Brye had been faster. She’d popped into existence squarely between the door and the glowing figure, jumping to tackle the still-glowing creature to the ground while her body glowed with the dark power. Her claws came down upon the being with ruthless abandon, one claw, then two, then four, then five. In quick succession she shredded skin, blood splattering in every direction. “Shery!” The fox called out, not stopping her assault as the one under her was somehow still able to wriggle and desperately fight back, clawing as well.

Cuts appeared all over Brye’s front, her chest, her face, shallow and light compared to what she was doing to her opponent.

“Mousegirl,” Shery proclaimed, moving forward to assist.

All the seriousness in Brye’s face melted into a sadistic grin. “HA!” She balled her hands into fists, striking the creature’s face. “Did you hear that, Noah? You’re a fucking rat now!” There was a snarl hidden in those eyes, anger and resentment that burned bright, her fists now moving to pummel away at the body that was becoming increasingly unable to fight back.

Mark could almost feel her sense of vindication; it frothed and bubbled like a soda bottle that was ready to pop. The fox’s tails were wagging madly, her fists bloodied and her grin unperturbed.

Brye didn’t slow down, and five punches became ten, then twenty. The creature underneath her had stopped moving entirely, each blow driving it into a greater state of stillness. “Bitch. That’s what you are now, Noah! Enjoy it, you fucktard!” More and more, she laughed, punching and punching and punching some more, blood splattering on her face and chest, wild eyes and an unhinged grin playing on her lips. “This is for every little…”

Mark shuddered, a jolt of fear ran through him.

She was a monster.

Brye’s words stopped suddenly, both hands raised in the air and ready to come down once again, blood dripping down to her elbows. Her head snapped towards Mark, gold eyes meeting his own. Her brows furrowed ever so slightly, the grin loosening, confusion and surprise briefly crossed her face, the manic smirk gone instantly. The scowl deepened, she turned to look down at the state her victim had been in.

The creature had a faint resemblance to a female form, but it was hard to tell considering how much of it had been bruised or clawed. To say nothing of how much closer to a mulch she appeared to be. Brye snapped out of the fugue, her tone clear and calm. “Shery? Give me some of the good juice.”

“Aye, aye.” The gray-skinned girl tossed a glass bottle at Brye. “But don’t go wasting too much of it, I’m going to want my turn.”

“Yeah, yeah.” The fox rolled her eyes, pulling the cork out and turning the bottle upside down, pouring the purple liquid down on the creature she’d been assaulting a moment ago.

The liquid splashed all over Noah, the reaction was instantaneous- a gurgled squeaky cry followed by a deep gasp, then a shriek. Mark could not believe his eyes, the that had been drenched in the fluid seemed to move on its own, it sprung to action. The creature’s face was all too suddenly pulling itself back together, the blood washed away by the juice, it was becoming clearer it was a woman as her face became more and more recognizable, the swelling receding and bone snapping back into place. It took a little over three minutes of the juice being poured onto her, but it was becoming clear the wounds were quickly vanishing.

The monster was… of a breed Mark had seen before in the forest- short, almost barely a meter and a half. Large round ears were atop her head, gray hair, and she was a lithe figure that lacked in curves compared to the fox that was currently straddling her. A mouse woman. Her skin was mostly a chalk pale color, but a great deal of it was tainted in the same purple the juice had. As if the juice had made up for the missing flesh.

“Fucking fuck, Brye, you bitch,” the short woman spoke with a shrill tone, her voice practically a squeak. “When I get out of this shit, I’m going to tear your throat out.” She was panting, pinned to the ground and heaving hard, grimacing as the juice kept doing its job.

“No luck for you, rat, you’re a maiden now, welcome to the cock-sucker team.” Brye splashed some of the purple juice on her own body, the scratches that had been left on her body closing, leaving thin purple lines behind.

Corking the bottle and tossing it over to Shery, Brye wasted no time to move off the mouse and forcefully twist her around, face down against the ground. “Wire?”

“Right here.” Shery was prepared, offering the metal coil.

The fox moved with purpose, taking mere seconds to hog-tie the mouse and leaving the naked girl entirely unable to move, hands and ankles almost joining together behind her back. The metal wire dug into the monster’s flesh and kept her from being able to struggle too much against her bindings without risking cutting herself in the process.

“There we go.” Brye threw a kick at the smaller woman’s gut, the mouse coughing and groaning, the smaller woman’s eyes were vivid. “Now, Noah, we have some questions.”

“Up yours, if I talk you’ll just kill me.”

“Good guess, but I’m not really that interested. We do have someone who might be more invested in choosing your fate though.” Brye pointed over her shoulder at Mark.

The mousy woman took a moment, looking over her shoulder towards Mark. The glare had a hint of confusion lingering there before the anger came back in full. “Fuck him too.” Gray eyes locked on him fully, a snarl on the diminutive woman’s lips. “What kind of freak is immune to the Eve’s Hex?”

Mark frowned in return, arms crossed and keeping close attention on the exchange, trying to figure out where this was headed.

“And that’s exactly why we’re taking him to the Boss after this mission,” Shery commented coldly, moving to crouch next to the struggling mouse. “You’ve made us do this kind of thing before, so you know how this will go down.”

“What? You’ll break my bones one by one and then heal me back up?” Noah spat. “See if that

“You’ll break my fingers first, then my arms and legs, then heal and repeat.” Noah growled. “And it’s not going to work. I’ll go feral before I say anything.” A smirk showed up on her lips.

“I don’t really see the fucking sense for theatrics.” Brye stomped Noah’s head against the dirt. “We don’t really want to kill you, it would cut our fun short, but we are gals of our word. We promised the cute human over there your head.”

“You hexed me, what else do you fucking want!?”

“Did you forget the punishment for harming a human woman is death in this here kingdom?” The fox laughed, turning towards Mark. “What do you say? He gave the order to kill your woman, sorry, ‘She’.”

Mark scowled at the fox, suppressing the urge to jump when she vanished and reappeared in front of him, her face mere inches away. A broad smirk on her lips as she grasped his hands on her own.

“Here.”

The human looked down at the item that had been put on his hands.

It was a disk, a piece of metal about as thick as his thumb and as wide as his palm. Dull gray, the object weighed more than it looked, enough he almost dropped it. On both sides of the disk there was a single inscription, ‘5’. “What the hell is this?”

“It’s a fiver.” Brye smirked. “Press it against a maiden’s forehead, and they go… poof. You kill them.”

“I… what?”

“It’s a powerful curse, it erases all memories and personality.” Shery eyed the human warily, but more specifically, the item he was holding onto.

“Boss must have found a stash, kinda surprised there aren’t alarms going off all over the place.” The fox chuckled. “Anyway, you interested? All you have to do is press it against this one’s head, and Noah will be no more.”

“You bitch,” the mouse sneered.

“You were never going to tell, anyway.” Brye shrugged, grasping the mouse’s hair and dragging her towards Mark. The mouse tried to fight, but with arms and legs tightly bound with wire, it was fruitless. “Go on, beg.”

“The thousand armed God flay you one strip at a time.”

“You never struck me as a believer, nice tidbit to find out about near the end.” With barely an effort, Brye yanked the mouse up, leaving Noah kneeling, looking up at Mark with wide gray eyes. The fox caressed the smaller woman’s cheek, avoiding the attempted bite that was thrown towards her fingers. “Now.” Brye looked at the human. “Make your choice.”

Mark’s grip tightened on the disk, eyes flickering between Brye’s forehead and the mouse’s. The mouse that had been a human only a couple days ago. That had ordered to get him shoved to the ground and to have Veronica killed.

Noah glared. “If you five me, you’ll be fucked, I’m the only one that can help you. These two will ditch you the moment they find something better,” she spoke with a squeaky voice, using slow and deliberate words.

Mark’s eyes flickered to Brye.

Would he be able to press the thing against the fox’s head before she stopped him? Would the device work quickly enough she couldn’t just yank it off? And if he succeeded, what then? The gray skinned one would still be there, and the ferals outside would not be gone.

“And this squeaky toy was the one who wanted to turn you into this.” Brye gave a condescending pat to Noah’s cheek. “You wouldn’t be the first he’s done this to. He’d have his fun with you, get all the information he would’ve wanted, and then pressed the fiver into your forehead without a second thought,” the fox whispered with a wide smirk. The words made Noah scowl. “Go on, fuck her up, she knows she deserves a whole lot more than just this. Do it, little boy, become a man.”

Those words made something inside Mark snap. “Fuck you and your games.” He threw the disk away, the piece of metal bouncing against the far wall. “Play your games with someone else.”

For the briefest of moments, there was a flash of disappointment in the fox’s expression. It didn’t last long. “You heard him Shery, suggestions?”

“I haven’t gone a round yet.” The gray-skinned woman approached with a scowl.

“We’ll five her when we get bored, then.” Brye laughed, tossing the mouse at her companion and turning to focus on Mark entirely. There was a dangerous glint of those golden eyes as she smirked.




Chapter 062 [Barry]

Barry Dodson had been rescued from the pit and healed, but so far, he regretted that fact. There was a constant dull pain in the center of his chest, one that stung his heart with every beat. His breaths were short and shallow, his mind would cloud from the oppressive feeling whenever he exerted himself too much.

And every time he closed his eyes, a singular clear image would appear before his eyes.

Fiery blond hair, green eyes sprinkled with motes of brown and gold, a beautiful face of smooth features and high cheekbones. And a look of utter disgust as the winged woman impaled him with her blade.

Barry couldn’t keep his food down was a struggle. Trying to sleep was a similar struggle, cold sweats and screams, nightmares he would not remember but that left him drenched and short of breath.

The waking word was no easier. The only reason the one haunting his nightmares had yet to turn them into reality was Kajou.

“It’s been days, he’s looking more pathetic by the hour,” the blond monster named Pan commented idly, her hand never leaving the pommel of her sheathed sword. There was not one moment where Barry was ever truly outside her line of sight either.

The human sat away from the warmth of the flame from the campfire, his back turned away from the two and peering towards the forest that surrounded them. It was no longer the sea of wooden behemoths; the forest they were currently in was much lighter, almost… normal. Barry glanced at the hemp keeping his ankles and wrists tied just loosely enough he wouldn’t be able to run.

Would it make a difference? He could barely walk without feeling winded.

“This is normal.” Kajou’s voice rang heavy, as she sighed. “You cut down a strong bond through death.”

“Don’t bullshit your way through this, he’s just playing you.”

“Sister,” the fellow woman spoke with a growl. “Would it kill you to hold your anger in check for once? He can’t hurt us.”

Pan bristled, shooting to her feet. “Maybe I should spar with you to remind you to never underestimate your opponent.”

The silence was bitter, the tanned woman turned away from her companion, lowering her gaze. “All I’m saying is that there’s little worth in these spats. He’s an off-worlder, and we should hurry to bring him back to the Coven after we’ve finished with our business with this court.”

“You keep saying that, but every day you speak that word it feels like it has less meaning, sister.” Pan glowered. “Off-worlders have always brought with them impossible feats of power and technology. I heard the one that showed up in Greta had brought a feral rush to a grinding halt with words alone.”

“I was the one that told you that story,” Kajou grunted. “And there're many things we don’t know about off-worlders, some might be weak of body but have other strange abilities. I know what I saw, Barry tamed that feral. The bond was strong and it had barely taken a night to get there.”

“Something I still do not believe.” Pan’s hand reached up to touch her chocker. “For obvious reasons.”

“And that is why he might prove the solution to the problem.” Kajou replied. “And do not change the subject, you killed that feral unprompted.”

“She was a feral, a flying one,” Pan snapped, gesticulating wildly around herself. “What would you do if she opted to fly off with the human and he managed to get back to one of their cities? Half the bloody kingdom would be hunting us down.” A growl followed. “And what’s this about giving a shit for some feral, anyway? It’s a feral, they’re not people.”

“It was still a good lead towards what his powers are. We need to understand what Barry-”

“I don’t care what his name is… But if you want to understand his powers so much...”

The sound of stomping boots made Barry flinch and shrink, tightening into a ball and lowering his gaze to the ground. He couldn’t run, couldn’t fight- what could fight such a monster as Pan? His chest ached with pain, throbbing, his heart sending lances of pain through him, the sensation only precluding the light kick that shoved him to fall on to his side. Suddenly the prospect of impossible odds was looking better and better.

“What are you doing!?” Kajou growled, moving to get Pan away from Barry.

“He’ll lie if you ask him to do something, if he has powers, he’ll just use them to protect himself. And… oh, he’s trying to run.”

The young man had heard enough; even with his ankles tied together too closely to be able to move, even with his chest screaming for air, Barry had pushed himself to do his level best to run. It was a half-stumble that got him a whole five steps before he collapsed on the forest floor, tripping on the rope.

His pathetic attempt at escape might not have managed to get him away from the blond demon, but it had been just narrowly enough time for Kajou to get between the two, blocking Pan’s path. “Enough!” The dark haired maiden declared, her voice snapping like the crack of a whip.

Pan’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “You’re compromising our mission, sister. I will remind you who was put in charge here.”

The dark-skinned woman hesitated, lowering her gaze. “Do you not trust me anymore?”

“It’s him I don’t trust,” she replied almost defensively, recoiling slightly until she could focus on Barry. “He could’ve played some trick, a feral saying a name is no sign of them not being feral anymore. You’re seeing patterns where there are none.”

“I swear on the elder I know what I saw. That feral was tamed without a collar,” she proclaimed without hesitation. Her gaze flickered towards Barry. “And… if you give us the chance, it shouldn’t be impossible to do it again.”

Pan huffed, hand tightening on the pummel of her sword. “I’d hoped you would have changed your mind about this human if he stuck around for long enough, it seems I was wrong.”

Kajou raised her hands quickly in an attempt to pacify the angel. “I will not fight you, we both know I wouldn’t win. But could you at least let me have this? If it doesn’t work, then it just shows he’s a normal human.”

“We were tight on time before you got yourself kidnapped, now we’re short on it.” Pan glowered. “Shorter still because we have to drag that pathetic thing with us. Need I remind you what’s at stake here!? We cannot fail this mission.”

The words struck the tanned woman, and she lowered her hands, shaking her head. “I know! Alright? I know.” She gestured towards Barry. “But if it’s true that he can break the feral state without the collar’s help… then wouldn’t it mean we’ve found something better than what we were looking for?”

That proclamation appeared to hit its mark, and Pan hesitated, lips thinning as she glared at Barry. Her hand squeezed the pommel of her sword tightly. “I will not delay our march for this, you will prove this yourself, Kajou. Find a feral and…”

The angel stopped her words, glancing over her shoulder into the forest and frowning.

A howl pierced the silence of the camp, and its sound brought about a storm of fear to run its way down Barry’s spine. He struggled against the bonds all the harder now. His panic did not go unnoticed by the angel, and her pristine white wings twitched as the barest hints of a smirk fell upon her lips.

“Better yet, little sister.” She pulled her hand from her sword, turning to look at Kajou in amusement. “It seems some mutts are on the hunt. I think we should give them a nice bait, and you will take one of them for this feral experiment of yours.” Her lips pulled into a tighter smile. “If you can’t handle them, then I will just take you with me and retreat… only you though.” The monster’s hand made a gesture towards Barry. “Not him though, he I will leave behind.”




Chapter 063 [Barry]

Barry was tied to a tree. This had been despite his best attempts to escape, Pan had only needed to twist his wrist to render him entirely unable to do much else, the ache within his chest handled the rest. She was not kind when using the rope to tie his wrists to the branch that hung overhead, the human was left almost standing on his tip-toes. It strained his whole body, and he was unable to properly settle down into a comfortable position.

Not that it mattered, as he would have been entirely unable to calm down, anyway. The dogs were coming; he could hear their yips and barks, and the lone howl from time to time. His mind pulled back to the trek through the forest when the pack had kidnapped him. The large dark-haired one had broken his left ankle before they’d made it to their burrow.

Grimacing, Barry looked up at the rope around his wrists once more. His hands were reddened; but it was too tight for him to be able to slip out of. Maybe he could try to pull himself up? The notion left him making a half-hysterical laugh. He’d not been able to do a single pull-up in his life and he was almost fighting to breathe right now. What was going to change this time around? His arms felt like jelly, his whole body more like dead weight.

Barry’s thoughts came to a grinding halt when he saw something shifting in the shadows ahead. With the darkness of the forest it was hard to tell what was going on, especially without his glasses, but he could tell something was there. “Hello?”

There was the snap of a twig, and a figure emerged into the clearing.

Slender tanned legs, black furred claws, tall, covered in mud and dirt, muscular. A fierce glare. And a splotch of worn-out white paint that had been sprayed on her face.

Barry’s eyes widened. This was from the original pack. They’d been hunting them all this time? Why!? He’d seen the corpse of the leader that first night after being rescued from the pit. Pan had certainly…

He froze.

Could it be… Revenge? No.

“Please stay away,” he muttered, watching the monster approach. Her ears were perked and rotating this way and that. The look on her eyes was careful, attentive, her head on a swivel as she sniffed the air again and again. She knew this was a trap, in some shape or form- she knew. And she still approached Barry one step at a time, undoubtedly she’d detected Kajou’s scent and was trying to determine her location.

The human gulped, eyes flickering above.

The feral reacted instantly, looking upwards right as Kajou had fallen down between the branches. The feral jumped back, avoiding the initial strike. “Curses,” the Amazon muttered, having lost the element of surprise. Her hands glowed a dull blue and orange as she launched towards the canine anyway, throwing a simple straight jab.

Snarling, the canine had stepped back and lunged the moment the glowing fist had missed, claws extended and ready to rip the dark-skinned woman’s throat out. “Duck!” Barry proclaimed. His words were ignored as Kajou spun forwards, into the attack and avoiding it narrowly. Her elbow struck straight against the monster’s chest.

The impact was enough to send the canine a step back. Kajou pressed forward with a follow-up uppercut to the ribs powerful enough to lift the feral off of her feet, then launched two punches in quick succession to the face that knocked the feral flat on her ass. Kajou didn’t wait a single instant and moved in to stomp on the feral’s leg.

But she was a second too slow; the shadows had swallowed the creature faster than she’d been. They only left an empty spot where the dog had been moments prior. “Well this isn’t good.”

“Keep your senses sharp, sis, the rest of the pack’s there,” Pan mirthfully laughed from her spot near the top of the tree Barry was hanging from. Her wings were spread wide, a halo of grayish white that would’ve been almost celestial if not for the cruelty in those eyes when she flickered her attention towards Barry.

He squirmed and shrunk, looking around the clearing, all too aware that Kajou failing would mean he’d be abandoned to his luck. And his luck had run out days ago.

There was movement from the corner of his vision, and Barry turned to see two of the smaller canine ferals approaching the edge of the clearing. They were barking loudly at Kajou, approaching quickly, and Kajou turned to face them. “Behind you!”

The warning startled her; she glanced at Barry right as the black one tackled her from behind. The monster had emerged out of Kajou’s own shadow. The dark-skinned woman cried out as the feral’s claws sank into her back, rending flesh. The other two canines had not stopped their approach, ready to jump in to finish the deed quickly.

A burst of blue came out of Kajou, a flash of power that made a THUMP against the very air surrounding her. It hammered against Barry’s chest. The power it packed had been enough to send all three ferals stumbling away; this bought Kajou the time she needed to stand up and raise her guard. Despite her readiness however, she looked quite winded from what she’d just done, sweat falling down her temples.

“You know, you never did handle well having multiple opponents,” Pan spoke idly.

The words made Kajou flinch, tightening her arms.

“Are you sure that’s where you want to be standing at? Weren’t you going to protect the human?”

The proclamation made them peer at one another. They were at opposite sides of the clearing. Not close at all. But more importantly, the ferals were right in between them, all three quickly recovering from the blast that had sent them sprawling. And though the black one and one smaller one were focusing on her, the other had turned to look at the human and growl.

A new form of panic blossomed in Barry’s chest. His arms fought fruitlessly against the ropes. The feral was approaching, the anger in her eyes clear. She wasn’t there for a meal; she was there for revenge. There appeared to be little doubt in the monster’s mind that Barry was just as responsible for what had happened as the other one.

Kajou lunged towards the bigger feral, throwing a big swing that the monster avoided with ease. Not that the purpose was to hit- the tanned woman rushed past and straight towards the one that was approaching Barry. The canine didn’t have time to react as Kajou punched the back of its head hard enough to send it straight to the ground. When it attempted to move, Kajou reacted quickly, stomping against the back of its neck.

With a crack, that was one less feral.

Breathing hard and raising her hands, Kajou spun to face the remaining two , ready for more. Both ferals appeared to oblige, the smaller one jumping in while the larger one vanished back into the shadows. “Where?” Kajou barked; it wasn’t so much a question but rather a command.

Barry reacted without a second thought, head swiveling. “To your right!”

She nodded, throwing a quick kick forward to the incoming canine and immediately following through by throwing herself towards the right. The one that was emerging from the shadows had not expected to get a boot to the face, her body sent sprawling and rolling across the ground.

It bought Kajou the time she needed to focus on the smaller one that had just recovered and attempted another attack.

There was a savage anger in how she punched the feral’s throat. The gesture had been so fast Barry had almost missed it, the feral clutching at her throat and gasping the moment after, falling to the ground in a coughing fit that was followed by a slow wheezing.

Kajou brought the feral’s suffering to a quick end.

And then there was only one.

The dark canine snarled, spittle dancing from her lips, and fangs gleaming in the darkness. She threw herself towards her opponent in full. There was a clear intent to bring everything to an end here and now regardless of who was on top, and to the feral’s credit, she reacted far better to Kajou’s attacks than a minute ago, dodging the first several quick jabs and landing a nasty looking scratch.

But she couldn’t keep up with Kajou’s fists, as one punch to the face turned into five, then ten. The minutes bled by as the dark-skinned woman was doing her best not to kill her opponent. From Barry’s perspective, it was like watching a slouched sloth trying to fight against Mike Tyson. Every punch Kajou threw at the feral’s chest or gut would lift her off the ground.

And each time she fell, it would take longer to stand back up.

Until she couldn’t.

There was clapping from above.

“Well done, sis. I almost thought I’d need to rescue you again.”

“This time the big one wasn’t around to fuck me up,” Kajou spat, cleaning the blood from her lips. “She’s still alive, we got the damn feral.” Her eyes turned upwards to glare at the blond angel. “Now will you keep your damn mouth shut about killing Barry?”

“Did you forget? He has to break her from the feral state, without a collar.” The smile on her lips turned into a cruel smirk as she focused on Barry. “Good luck, human.”




Chapter 064 [Barry]

Barry stood at the edge of the clearing, looking off into the forest. The urge to start running straight through the trees was a voice that lingered in the back of his brain like a hot coal pressed against his neck. But each time it surfaced, he dismissed it. There was no doubt the fake Angel would catch up and, most likely, kill him.

But those thoughts were coming back to him with vigor. Because if he didn’t start running, then he had to face off against the second most dangerous thing in the clearing.

She’d been heavily restrained against the tree, the… feral. Not quite human, a monster that almost looked like one.

And this feral, in particular, was one that had very nearly killed him.

The creature was naked; she had the figure of a young woman, a beautiful one at that. Her face was a near perfect almond shape, her skin smooth save for a couple scars near her right cheek, honeyed in color, interrupted only by the blotch of white paint that stuck to the bridge of her nose and around her eyes. Barry couldn’t keep looking into those seething dark green eyes, turning further down.

His eyes lingered on the monster’s naked figure, the slim breasts capped with dark nipples, the roundness of femininity that permeated her tanned form. The growl she let out kept any consideration of such beauty out of his mind, turning his attention to the wires that were holding this creature in place.

The metal wires kept her restrained against the tree. They were taut enough to bite into her flesh, through the fur covering her wrists, as well as into her throat. The feral was bloodied, her whole body battered and bruised, and it was clear she had difficulty breathing.

The injuries had come from the fight with Kajou, Pan having added a few of her own. By all accounts, the feral should be either dead or at least unable to fight against her restraints.

But she was a monster.

Her teeth were sharp enough her smile looked closer to a shark’s, her bite meant to tear flesh, the blood stains on her chin and neck clear proof of this. Barry might have considered cleaning them, but even when she was gagged with cloth, he feared she’d rip his hand off at the first chance. Maybe even if it was at the cost of her own limbs. The way the wire bit into her throat was proof enough of this.

“Less staring, more doing,” the voice was accompanied by a sting of pain that jolted through Barry’s left calf. Barry jumped a step ahead in shock. The human looked over his shoulder to find the angel pointing a finger at him and smirking.

“You don’t need to do that.” Kajou scowled from her spot next to the fire. Despite the complaint, she didn’t move. Instead, she turned her focus on the flustered Barry. The smile she put up was plastic, a rather feeble attempt to reassure him. “Just do the same thing you did back in the feral den, and everything should be fine.”

The look Pan was shooting his way added to the subtext ‘or else’.

Gulping, Barry turned back towards the feral. Trying to focus on what he might find the least threatening thing about her. It turned out to be the two furred ears atop her head. Almost cute if he ignored the claws she had for hands, or the superhuman strength she could wield, or the murderous gaze she was shooting his way. “I don’t…”

His thoughts turned to the cave, the hole, the nameless girl with wings for arms that was in pain and afraid and scared. The image was so vivid, so clear. His chest burned, the pain shortened his breaths and knocked the air out of him. A groan escaped the young man as he fell to his knees, clutching at the mental flame that burned through him. His ears rang with the girl’s misspoken attempt to call out his name. She’d been so scared, so afraid, so…

“Pan!”

There had been the sound of scuffling next to him. The young human’s blurry eyes turned to see the demonic Angel had stood up and moved to approach. Kajou had moved to block her off.

“I tire of his acting. He is fine,” the blond maiden snarled, her blade glowing with an ominous white light. “I’m just going to give him a damn reason to whine about.”

Barry moved with urgency, scurrying away from the pissed off angel as fast as he could. What else could he do? Wait and see what might happen? Dirt moved under his hands and feet, body clenching tight in panic as his gut twisted into an ugly knot. So focused was he on Pan that he did not see the direction he’d been moving in until his half-backwards-crawl made him collide against something soft and uneven.

The human looked up and found the snarling face of the black-haired feral. Her face lunged for him, an attempt to bite through the gag that ended when the wire around her neck grew taut. The piece of metal sank against her honeyed skin. Barry barely had the time to leap away, heart thumping against his chest.

Hate burned in her gaze as she pulled her head forward and desperately attempted to fight against the wire around her neck. Blood began to dribble down from where the metal cut into her flesh. Another handful of seconds and the creature had to stop, breaking into a coughing fit, wheezing for air through the cloth.

“I told you he’s just human.”

“It takes time, even with a collar. Do you expect him to do it instantly?”

“It’s your claim that he made a bond with that other feral overnight.” Pan spat into the dirt.

Barry turned to stare at the two of them, his chest tight like a spring about to break. “What do you want from me!?” He let the cry out, heaving, breathing hard, aching chest as he glanced between the feral and the two.

“Shut up, y-”

“Barry.” Kajou raised her hand, blocking Pan’s view of the human. “Just do what you did in the cave. Don’t let Pan scare you into rushing. A job well done slowly is better than one not done at all.” A slight smile, not quite as forced as the last one. “I know you can.”

The only effect her words had on him was to lower his face down to the ground, hands clenched tightly as his heart stabbed through him with every beat. Were they just toying with him at this point? He hadn’t done anything important in the cave, nothing worth writing about. He’d just been scared to death, sharing a dark hole with other things that made him scared, and the woman with wings had… Gulping, Barry shook his head, turning away from the memory as the heat and pain were becoming more intense.

It was a hard realization. He’d escaped the hole, but he was going to die all the same. This was just delaying it. He was powerless again. They were just waiting to get bored before they opted to finish it.

His eyes lingered on the black-haired monster, the restrained feral. Those green eyes were still locked on Barry in a glare. A tear streaked down her cheek, dampening the gag. The emotion being held there made Barry’s hands clench. “Why do you hate me too?” he whispered under his breath.

If the creature understood his words, she showed no signs of it, keeping her struggle against the wire. Dimly, the human noticed she’d already stopped bleeding from her previous attempts to escape. How long until the wound was completely gone?

Truly, she was a monster.

They all were.




Chapter 065 [Alice]

Alice winced, mostly out of instinct. She’d expected a poke, a prickle, a little pinch. She’d never been comfortable around needles. Instead, a friendly hand patted her knee and drew her attention to the nurse that sat across from her. “We’re done, ma’am.” There was a whimsical smile on her face as she said this, doubly so when Alice turned to glance at the fellow nurse removing the needle from the syringe and tossing it into a bin.

The psychology teacher almost gawked. She hadn’t felt the jab, not even a twitch. Nothing. “Was that…?”

“Ah, first time receiving a vaccine? We numb the area a bit, then heal it,” the black-haired nurse replied.

“No, no, it’s… no, this isn’t my first, just…” Alice shook her head, dismissing the slight wonderment. “Is this it? Or do I need more?”

“Do not worry, Ms. Smith.” The nurse helped Alice to her feet. “There might be a need for a booster shot since you’re a pure human. You should have a blood-test in a month to make sure everything took as it should have.”

Alice nodded slightly, focusing on that odd term. ‘Pure human’. It made her squirm slightly. It was uncomfortable to consider on so many levels, especially considering the historical context back in her world. There were faint hopes it was unrelated to the context in this one. “So I’m free to go?”

The nurse with the name-tag that read ‘Nana’ laughed lightly. “So long as you do not plan to jump out and start kissing everyone you meet, then yes.” She smoothed her skirt slightly. “That said, you might feel a bit feverish tonight. Please take care not to over exert yourself.” Pausing, she nodded a little. “Ah, we heard the Hunters are offering free lodging. I’m sure you’ll have plenty of opportunities to meet up with your friends.”

‘Friends’. Another term that made the young teacher squirm. She’d kept herself in the room along with Mia ever since they brought them there. All so she could avoid the others. After what had happened back on the bus, she couldn’t bring herself to meet their gazes, let alone share the same space. Disgust kept welling within her each time. What could she hope to do now? Smile, nod, and shake hands?

Alice rubbed her shoulder where she’d received the shot. They had used that weird magic to heal it up. There wasn’t even a drop of blood to be had. The gesture was mostly for reassurance. It made her want to sigh, but she held back on that too. Her mind was digging itself deeper into the memory. The rain, the mud, the burning sensation in her hand.

With a look down at her right hand, the teacher knew she should have had burn marks from what she’d done in that fight, scars. There was nothing. Her hand was perfectly healthy. It almost didn’t feel her own. There’d been a tiny scar near her thumb. Caused by a butchered attempt to make sashimi. That, too, was gone.

The young teacher’s thoughts came to a sudden stop when her eyes focused on one of the doors. Alice’s brain took a second to kick in, recognizing the ‘#2’ and wishing she could bolt.

Alice’s arm twitched as she almost reached out, but held back. All of a sudden, her thoughts were scrambled all over again. If there was someone she wished to see less than the other survivors, it was Rick. Even if for a completely different set of emotions. Should she? She’d heard he’d woken up. It should have been at least courteous to go and greet him. It should have been the right thing to do.

Her time to choose whether to open the door or not was taken away from her when it swung open on its own. The young teacher froze as she saw a pink-haired nurse stepping away from the door. A split second, Alice stepped away, her body ready to get out of there before…

“Alice?”

Her shoulders tensed. It was Rick, of course.

The sight of him in the wheelchair made her grimace inside. She made sure not to show that emotion outwardly. He looked… healthy, but there was something off, a careful sluggishness to his gestures, as if his body weren’t quite right.

Rick appeared nonplussed by his own state, chuckling loudly. “Don’t worry, it’s just going to be another couple days.” Sharp as ever, he’d caught her thoughts before she had the chance to hide them. “I was told you were all cleared to leave?”

“Yeah, we got the vaccines and everything.” Alice awkwardly smiled, gesturing with her head back towards the hospital entrance, trying to avoid rubbing the spot on the shoulder that had received the injection. “They’re preparing someplace to toss us at, apparently.” She noticed the dim half-nod Rick used in response and the distant look in his eyes. “Something’s bothering you.”

“Could say the same to you,” he deflected.

As much as he had a point, she didn’t really want to talk about it. “You’ve got wheels, you have the priority here.”

Rick gave her a good, long stare. Alice could almost see the cogs spinning. He was all too likely considering whether to call her out or her own deflection. “It’s about Monica.” The declaration was followed by a moment of silence. “The cat-woman, tigress, White Claw, they call her.”

It was hard to forget who he was talking about. White hair, two meters tall, razor-sharp claws, and quite willing to literary tear people to shreds at the slightest instigation. The image was very much vivid in her mind. The young teacher was amongst those with a front-row seat when Monica had stepped onto the bus that night.

Alice nodded, mostly to hide the other expressions she would’ve rather shown. “What about her?”

Rick regarded her for a second longer. “Without her, we’d all be dead. But at the same time, she’s the reason why I’m… well…” His hand tapped the armrest. “And they have her.”

“They?”

“The… count? lord I think it was?” Frustration flashed through his features. “The guy in charge of the village.”

No, it couldn’t be. Alice frowned as she took a closer look at Rick’s expression. Was he insinuating what she thought he was? “And that’s… bad?” How could this be bad? Monica was an extremely dangerous creature, and as-

“I don’t know if that’s bad or not. I’ve been thinking a lot,” Rick replied, rubbing the back of his head awkwardly. “She doesn’t want to be there.”

“And you know this… how?”

The glance he gave her spoke of not wanting to answer that particular question. “Let’s assume it’s the case.” He quickly proclaimed. “And… let’s assume I could try to get her back.”

“Get her… wait.” Alice took a deep breath, reaching up to rub the bridge of her nose. “Did you hear about the… slavery thing going on?”

“Yes.”

“And you want to participate in a slave system, why?”

“I don’t think I can forcefully bash my way into wherever Monica is and pull her out of the cage,” Rick replied, tilting his head. “And they certainly won’t throw her back into the forest.”

And it was obvious why; Alice was quite sure that thing had a body-count no less than three digits in size. “So you want to own her, as your slave, the creature that could-”

“Person.”

“Excuse me?”

“She was learning to talk,” Rick said.

There was a soft gasp behind him. Both turned to look at the pink-haired nurse, the one with “Dia” on the tag. The young woman was quick to bow and mutter something under her breath, hurrying into Rick’s room. Alice was surprised she had forgotten the nurse had been there at all.

“Monica is a person. A… maiden,” Rick pushed the conversation forward. “Just like the other maidens here, just… learning, she was learning. She could learn to be… better.”

It was easy to see where this was going. “And one wrong move would get people killed. Rick, this isn’t a hypothetical, she’s done exactly that.” Alice made a vague circular gesture with her hand. “She is a murderer.”

“She didn’t know better, she was feral.”

“She killed Ronald.”

“Who?”

“I…” The young teacher bit her lip, hand clenching slightly as she looked down at Rick’s serious expression. “Rick, you can’t be serious. You met her… what? A week ago?”

“I don’t know if I am serious about this, my thoughts are too… muddled,” he replied. “I just wanted to hear your thoughts on this.”

Her gaze flickered at the wheelchair, long enough for him to notice. “I think you won’t survive the next mistake.”

“What about ethics? She’s a person?”

That knocked the wind out of Alice. Her jaw tightened. Closing her eyes, she growled. Of course he’d pull that card. “I hate you.”

“No, you don’t.”

Her lips thinned. “You know the ethical thing should be to give her the help she needs to stop being a threat to society. And we both know you’re not equipped for that.”

“Except she’s going to be enslaved. Already is, I’d argue.”

Alice leaned down. She wanted to strangle the man. She knew him too well. He’d made up his mind, and this was just solidifying that. “This should not be your hill, Rick.”

“I want to hear it.” He had the first hints of a grin.

“You just want to convince yourself that what you want also happens to be the right thing. Rick, slave or not, she’s a threat to society, a murderer. She can’t be trusted to be free. Not right now.”

The grin turned sly. “And why should we consider she should be free?”

Alice’s shoulders slumped. “Because no matter what our laws might claim, slavery is unethical. If she were a person in full, a member of society in full, then the ethical thing to do would be to set her free.” A glare, a raised hand. “BUT that should be AFTER she’s gotten the help she needs to become a member of society. A help you can’t provide.” Leaning closer, she put her hands on his shoulders. “Rick, you’re trying to convince yourself you’re the best thing for her.”

It was the right thing to say… and the wrong one. Her fellow teacher flinched and scowled. “She saved me, it’s… the least I owe her.”

“She needs professional help.”

“From who? The people enslaving her?” He showed only the slightest hint of anger. “They’re not going to enslave her for her own good. They’re going to enslave her to use her. Make her their property, permanently.”

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

Alice wanted to scream at him. Her fingers dug into his shoulders. He owed the cat his life because she saved him? The teacher wanted to shout at him that it didn’t matter to this situation.

This was a trolley problem where his feelings were on one side and everything else on the other. And he was aiming the train down the wrong tracks.

She couldn’t let him do this. “You’re not being logical, you’re looking for justifications. Rick, this isn’t you.” Her hands tightened on his shoulders. “This isn’t what’s best for her.”

“I…” And just like that, the expression cracked, his shoulders tensed. “I have to try.”

And just like that, Alice knew he’d already made his choice. The whole conversation had been an attempt to look for a logical reason to do so.

There were several choice words Alice wanted to scream into his face right now. Instead, she sighed, letting go, leaning away. How long had she known him? Two years? Three? This was the first time she’d wanted to throttle him this badly.

Instead, she felt her shoulders slump in turn. “At least don’t go at this blindly.”

“Yeah, that.. Was the plan.”

“I’m going to go now, before I opt to punch you.” Alice sighed.

“That seems reasonable.” Rick nodded with a slight smile.

“And…” A pause, her eyes traversing towards the entrance, her escape, then back at Rick. “Thank you. For…” She scratched the back of her neck. “Thanks for saving us.”

As Alice spoke the words, she saw the complicated look on his face. There was no humor or joy, only a pained silence. The young chemistry teacher quickly hid behind a smile. “I owed you so many coffees I’d call it even.”

She couldn’t help herself. She laughed.




Chapter 066 [Alice]

Alice stepped outside the hospital and into the outside world.

The sky was cloudy, the air was fresh. There was a promise of rain lingering in the air.

The young teacher turned to look at the building she’d been in. Stone and concrete, its entrance a wooden arch that had a very heavy looking metal door. The door itself looked like something they’d use in a hangar, heavy enough there were rails on the ground for it to roll over. The whole thing was just waiting to slam shut and seal the entire structure from potential intrusion.

There was a wooden hanging above the entrance. ‘Medicen’ it read. On either side of the name, there were two symbols. One a red apple, the other a green infinity sign.

From the inside, the structure and its halls had reminded her of an old hospital she’d visited once on her trip to France. A structure built out of an ancient castle older than several countries. Built to withstand war. Thick stone reinforced with concrete. Except these had shutters, cold, grey, and metallic, ready to swing close and lock at a moment’s notice.

A shudder ran down her spine as she turned to glance around to the rest of the village of “Astunes”.

To Alice, it looked like a village plucked straight out of some mountain in the English countryside. But the comparison was flawed in so many ways. It lacked many of the things she’d expect of such a place. The houses were not close together but rather generously spaced apart, each one no taller than two stories, made out of the same mossy cobblestone and concrete, each with windows that had metal shutters much like the hospital. And between each house, enough space for another one.

The sense of spaciousness was contrasted by the eerie sense of looming danger and emptiness.

This felt less like a homely picturesque mountain village and more like a series of tiny home-sized fortifications built by zealous owners unwilling to allow their neighbors to get too close.

“Miss Smith?”

The voice made Alice whirl around, coming face to face with a wall of flesh and muscle. She squeaked and jumped back, looking up to focus on the eyes of Gabriel Huge, or ‘Major’ Gabriel Huge. The man had been so quiet she’d not heard his approach. Or perhaps she’d been too distracted?

“Oh, Major.” She gave a curt, tight smile, taking another step back and putting herself out of his immediate reach. Not quite comfortable this close. “I was wondering where everyone had gone.”

If her adding some personal space bothered him, the man did not show it. The only gesture that came out of his stiff, serious face was a small, brief nod. The man put his hands behind his back. “The Hunter has procured accommodations for everyone, ma’am.” His tone was curt and solid, his shoulders stiffening as his gaze didn’t so much meet her own, but rather stared off into the distance.

Alice was about to reply, taking a moment to notice there were two other figures present she’d not spotted earlier. Both were women, wearing a tight looking green uniform. One was a blond woman with her long hair braided and hanging over her shoulders, a green collar locked around her neck. The other was a red-head with a short pixie cut. She wore a blue collar. So these were ‘maidens’, bodyguards perhaps?

Huge noticed Alice’s stare and was quick to speak up. “If their presence bothers you, ma’am, I could have them walk further behind.” The Major bowed his head slightly. “But I give you my word, my girls are far safer than the ferals you had the misfortune to encounter.”

Alice bristled when the man had spoken those two words: ‘My girls’. Her jaw tightened as she did her best to also push away the weirdness of how this hulking human being was being almost… deferential. “No, I’m fine, thank you.”

Huge nodded. The gesture made his powerful neck tense like a bowstring. “This way, please.”

Turning to walk down the street, the man took large, lumbering steps that should not have been as quiet as they were. Alice hesitated, noticing the man’s guard had remained in place, looking distantly ahead. Anywhere except at her. And as soon as the young teacher hastily moved to catch up with the small giant, the two uniformed maidens had set their pace to match theirs while keeping themselves a good three meters behind both of them.

Alice glanced back at Huge. The man kept his hands behind his back as he walked, staring right ahead. From where she was, she noticed how the man’s muscles were taut under his dark blue uniform. His back was tense, like a bowstring ready to let an arrow loose. Now that she paid attention, Huge looked like he was one wrong sound away from jumping out of his skin. It made her frown.

“Why are you tense?” The words left her before she could reign them in. Alice immediately wanted to curse at herself.

The Major twitched and looked over his shoulder down at Alice, letting out a nervous chuckle and turning straight ahead, hands still behind himself. “I guess you’ll find out soon enough, but human women are very… rare.”

Wait what? Alice had been about to press on this point when she noticed Huge’s whispering steps had come to a halt. They were standing in front of a building that looked different from the others. It held quite a bit of space between itself and its neighbors, more than the others she’d spotted. Being three stories tall, the building was more cement than cobblestone as well. It definitely appeared more modern than the others. That, or at least the coat of white paint, was fresher.

Alice’s eyes lingered on the twelve or so women that stood around the building. They formed a kind of living outline of the perimeter. Each of them wore green collars, and most of were clearly maidens even if without the collars. Animal ears, wings. One was a centaur! Alice couldn’t believe her eyes, watching as each of the twelve or so uniform wearing creatures stood still, backs turned to the white building.

“Please don’t mind the security, it’s standard protocol.” Huge’s words, though soft, were not reassuring in the slightest.

They approached the perimeter. Huge gave a slight nod to the closest maiden. The woman’s posture tightened, and she threw some sort of salute, placing her right hand against her left shoulder. For a fraction of a second, her eyes lingered on Alice. There was a marginal shock, a tiny rise of eyebrows. “Ma’am!” She stated with a bang, then turned to Huge. “Sir!” She added, adding a second salute. It was immediately followed by turning to look straight ahead.

As if on cue, every one of the maidens tensed and straightened their shoulders. A dozen hands impacted shoulders in a series of claps.

Alice felt an oppressive shudder run down her spine. Was this what she should be looking forward to from here on out? Why had they saluted her first and Huge second? She glanced at the tall man who’d not even blinked, just moving forward and through the perimeter.

Hiding the grimace, she followed behind the tall man. Two more guards stood at either side of the building’s main entrance, opening it for them as they approached. Huge stopped right at the threshold of the door and not a step further.

“Miss Smith, it’s been a pleasure. There should be a maiden to assist with any need you might have.” A curt, stiff smile lingered on his lips as he nodded slightly to the inside. “Tomorrow you’ll be all debriefed. Take the time to acclimate yourself with your room and commodities.”

As if it had all been coordinated from the start, someone emerged from within the building’s baby-blue foyer. Another maiden, wearing a blue collar and a long, flowing white dress. The woman approached and bowed at Alice. “Ma’am? I will show you to your temporary accommodations. This way please.”

“Good luck.” Huge waved, trying to relax his shoulders and failing.

Alice numbly nodded. Inwardly, the word ‘temporary’ kept repeating itself over and over again inside her mind. If there was solace to be found, it would likely be in the privacy of her new room.

“Hey teach!”

The voice made her stop and turn around, looking at two familiar figures. One was May, quietly standing to the side and slightly behind the source of the call-out. The other had dirty blond hair that glistened as if it had come out of a shower recently, and an eager smile. Alice’s eyes widened slightly, recognizing the face. “You… were one of the students that left with Rick.”

“Kat.” The young woman extended a friendly hand excitedly. “I heard you wrestled a fucking spider! Arach…ne? Nae? The big murder bug.” A chiming laugh followed. “Mind sharing the deets?”

“I…”

“Come on, teach, please?” Kat smiled slightly. “And I’ll tell you about how things went on our side?”

There was a prickle of curiosity that struck Alice. She remembered how sure Rick seemed in the direction he wanted to take. Maybe this could give her some better context? “… sure.” A little glance and a pause. “Is your grandfather ok?”

“Oh, him? He’s fine and dandy, over at the other place with the guys. Probably having a blast playing puzzle crosswords or something.” Kat rolled her eyes, her right hand moving and lightly brushing against her left elbow. Alice noticed the gesture of nervousness. There seemed to be more that was going unsaid. “Anyway, that means more room for us!”




Chapter 067 [Alice]

Alice sat next to the window and looked outside onto the street below. It was early enough that the cloudy sky had yet to lose its orange glow. There were people mingling through the streets right past the perimeter that had been set around their building. The people walking past were each one female. Each and every one wearing a collar.

Maidens.

Their collars gave them away as such, put prominently in display for everyone to see. The coloration of these items varied, and it was hard to guess at why. Black and red were the most frequent in the early hours, but as the sun began to peek over the horizon, greens and blues were starting to make their way through the village.

The psychology teacher couldn’t help but pick apart their behavior as they moved. Blacks were always in a hurry, usually carrying things that were far heavier than a woman of their size should have the ability to carry. Reds often handled lighter loads, foodstuff and cloth sacks. Some even took a stop to greet one or several of the maidens that were in the building’s perimeter. Meanwhile, the greens and blues were more leisurely in how they moved, stopping to make small-talk with the guards more often than not, some even pointing at the building and appearing quite inquisitive about the whole thing.

Laughs and little spats occurred, only ever harsh words or loud chuckles. The guards would always have someone ushering the guests away. Perhaps trying to avoid being spotted by their superiors and getting into trouble for it.

Not once did Alice see a male, or a human female at that. The two times she’d seen a child, they’d been barely ten. Both were little girls with mousy ears atop their heads, and their collars were the purest white, helping the mousy mother to carry groceries down the street.

It all seemed so strangely… normal. They moved about, they talked, they smiled or looked tired or both. Some more energetic, some less so. But Alice’s eyes lingered on those things that weren’t quite as normal. Animal ears and tails, wings, odd hair and skin coloration. Most seemed to be canines or mice. Out of every dozen, they only made up half. There were patterns to be found, behaviors.

The more scandalous part was the clothing, or rather, the lack thereof. Many of the blacks and reds were almost completely naked. Shorts or shoes sometimes were the only piece of clothing they wore save the ever present collars. Greens wore revealing dresses, short skirts, exposed cleavages. Blues were closer to what Alice would’ve expected, more conservative skirts or even pants.

It made Alice’s hackles rise. There was something very wrong with all of this.

A knocking perturbed her thoughts. She waited for a heartbeat, pulling her eyes away from the street. “Come in.”

Much to her surprise, it was May that stepped through. The young woman bashfully smiled and bowed her head a little. Why would she…? Alice blinked and saw the one who’d been pushing May into the room. “May, Kat, what can I help you with?”

The dirty blond girl beamed at the psychology teacher. “Nah, May wanted company, couldn’t work up the courage so here she is now.” The proclamation made the quiet woman lower her head slightly and nod marginally.

Alice took a moment of pause, catching the glint of humidity in Kat’s hair from the reflection of light that came from the corridor. The young woman had showered? This early? And yesterday too… “Did you sleep well?”

“Like a log.” There was a very quick forced smile. “Anyway, let’s get some breakfast? I’m dying to find out what the hell these people plan to do with us.”

“Catherine.” With a pause, Alice glanced out the window, back down to the street and those passing by. “Have you noticed anything… off about the… maidens? Besides the option in clothing I mean.”

“Other than the animal bits and superpowers?” Kat quirked a brow. “Most of them are one olive oil accident away from turning themselves into a playboy cover shot.”

The teacher’s lips pursed slightly, that… was not what had been gnawing at her, but now that it had been pointed out to her, she couldn’t avoid from realizing Kat was right. The women in the street all looked pretty, some stunningly so. The teacher narrowed her eyes slightly and turned away from the window. “Let’s have breakfast, it should do us some good.”

May seemed the most enthusiastic of the three at the prospect, even if quietly so. She with a slight smile and followed the group out and down towards the mess hall that had been put in place for them. The smell that reached them was sweet and enticing, Alice couldn’t pin down any one thing, but her mouth watered all the same.

The room was large, but with a long table in the middle dividing it into two parts. Around it there were a dozen round tables with four chairs each. The middle table had a flat long stone surface, slate by the looks of it. Three women worked as chefs in one side of that slate, while the other had an array of already cooked dishes waiting to be picked up.

“Wicked!”

Kat had been the first to notice the cooks and rushed ahead, her focus not on the food but on the trio of maidens. And these three were unmistakably not human. The first was a woman with chalk-pale skin and long green hair that grew all the way past her hips. The hair was thick and littered with small white flowers. The second was a woman with fiery red hair and a pair of angelic wings that were equally red, both flickering with flames as if she could combust at any second. The third had no traits that were quite so impressive, but she had short purple hair that almost seemed to glow.

All three wore collars, blue, save the fiery woman who wore a collar Alice hadn’t seen before: gold. She was the only one also wearing a white hat. It was rather easy to guess at the hierarchy.

“We have an audience,” the purple woman proclaimed, smiling from ear to ear as her eyes flickered at Kat. “Show time?”

The other two quickly shot a tired look at the woman, and the redhead spoke up, fiery wings rustling. “Do you want to go have a talk with Irene again?” As she said this, she reached down to the slate with her bare hand, pressing her palms firmly against the slate. There was a burst of steam as she caressed the black surface, heat and redness spreading through the rock, trailing behind her hands as she was very clearly heating up the entire thing.

“Gah.” The purple-haired woman flinched away from the steam, lowering her head a little.

“I want a show.” Kat said, pouting. “Please?”

It was like a jolt, the two maidens hesitated, a glance of preoccupation was shared before they glanced at the third one, who became all smiles and smugness. There was a quiet conversation carried out by their shared looks.

“You don’t have to do anything.” Alice quickly spoke up, throwing a glare at Kat. “We wouldn’t want to cause you any trouble.”

“Thank you, ma’am.” The red-head bowed quickly, going back to work, pouring batter onto her portion of the slate and preparing what looked to be small pancakes.

That gnawing in the back of Alice’s head bit down slightly more into her.

“Psst.” The third cook made a little come-hither gesture at Kat with her free hand, taking a bright red apple and placing it against the black slate stone.

Instantly it began to sizzle, but the purple-haired maiden was quick to bring out a small knife. Her hands moved with such speed Alice had a hard time following the gestures, each flick of the wrist cut another slice out of the apple, as if it were pie. And with each cut, the slice would wobble off, do a somersault, and land on its side against the heated stone. In a flurry of movement the apple was gone, leaving behind a prismatic circle of apple slices.

The violet haired maiden lightly slapped the table with the palm of her hand, and the slices flipped themselves over.

“Tada~!” She spoke in a little voice and a grin.

Kat clapped her hands happily, but Alice’s focus had shifted to the other two. There was a deep sigh but neither said nothing, only rolling their eyes at what looked like an antic rather than whatever it was that they’d worried over.

The teacher’s stomach rumbled, and she found her focus shifting towards the plates that were littered with already prepared food. A strange feeling washed over Alice as she realized she could recognize almost all of it. Cheese, a bit of ham, there were a great deal of bread-based meals such as muffins and pancakes, and a lot of fruit. Actually, the fruit was almost all of it.

“Huh, they have kiwi,” Kat muttered under her breath, taking some of the slices and serving herself.

“Oh yes, they are very tricky to grow naturally in this weather.” The green woman beamed. “Would you want some more? We’d only made a variety serving since we weren’t certain what might be more appetizing to you.”

“Sure!”

The green-haired woman reached up to her hair, a finger idly caressing against one of the little white flowers. In an instant, it closed up, its petals falling off as it began to grow bulbous. Everyone’s eyes widened as the bulb quickly expanded, little flecks of brown hair covering its surface. With a happy little hum, the maiden plucked it out of her hair and offered it to Kat.

All three humans stared at the fruit as if it were about to sprout wings and fly.

With her knife, Kat cut it in half, revealing the green and white interior. “Holy crap.” She glanced at the maiden that had vines for hair with wide eyes.

There was a giggling sound from the purple-haired woman, a mischievous grin on her lips as she looked at their faces. “If you guys are this excited over something like that, maybe a show might have been a bit too much of a shock.”

Alice could only nod quietly and wonder.




Chapter 068 [Tomas]

Tomas sat down on the wooden chair, grimacing a little as the sharp flat surface dug against him. The chairs were clearly meant for utility, not comfort. The young man cast his gaze about. The room was packed with the other survivors- the other male survivors to be precise. They sat with tired and distant looks in their eyes; there was a quiet chatter that buzzed amongst most of the people there. Tomas sensed it was mostly apprehension and anxiousness.

Most, at least.

With the unflappable Mr. Gabriel at his side, Tomas considered himself fortunate in a way. The old man was more like a constant. Like gravity, Mr. Gabriel’s existence would always be a stern lecture in not giving a shit about others. Quite reassuring when you’re trying to figure out the very frightening “what comes now?”.

Tomas and Mr. Gabriel sat at the back, and the others had been quite content on leaving them alone there. The feeling that hung in the air was of an invisible curtain that split them from the rest, a quiet separation that left the bulk of the group not quite sure whether to talk to them or not.

For their part, their focus was mostly on the Major. The man appeared to be a big-shot in the village and behaved like all big-shots, imposing and demanding attention with just his presence as soon as he entered the room.

Tomas idly wondered how the Major could get that muscular. The man looked like a bear, muscular and ready to rip someone’s arm off if the need for it came up. Or if he just so happened to shake someone’s hand a bit too enthusiastically. Where did he get all that protein from? Tomas had barely seen any meat on the breakfast menu.

“Ahem.” Huge coughed loudly, drawing everyone’s attention. “So, for a start, some good news. Last night we found one of the members of the second expedition team. He is now receiving intensive care, but… it does not appear there were any other survivors.” A stern glare followed. “We would have begun hunting for their remains, but our spotters noticed that a large chunk of the mountain came down North-East of here, and that’s triggered an initial feral rush that is coming our way. So as of right now all further search and rescue operations have been called back.”

“The what?”

“Questions at the end.” The Major waved off the person who’d attempted to speak up. “Anyway, order of business here. First the legalities. As off-worlders, the Edogia kingdom extends their warm welcome, yada yada yada…” He flipped through some papers scowling before he tossed it over his shoulder. “Look, I am not good at formalities. Short of it is that the kingdom is happy to have you, and you will be given citizenship after some formalities.” A weary sigh followed. “If you don’t want to be a citizen, you’re free to walk East through the frozen peaks since that’s the quickest route out of the kingdom from here. Or you can try to act like a more sane person and head on over to Cuenes before doing that.”

“Wait, what?”

“Questions at the end.” Huge declared, rotating his shoulders to loosen them up. “Now, like all other humans on the planet, you need food, and to pay for the food, you need a job.” His eyes swept over the crowd. “Law says all citizens of Edogia are to spend at least a year in service fighting ferals, potentially also helping in their domestication and getting them used to the whole ‘society’ thing. This can start right now, you can postpone it for up to three years, or you can pay the kingdom a small mountain of gold and have your mandatory service waved off.”

A little pause as his attention moved to Mr. Gabriel.

There was a slight smile there, and a curt nod. “For people nearing Elder Gabriel’s age, that service is automatically waved off in exchange of spending a year in the Inheritance program. Which is a fancy way to say that you get paid for sitting on your ass all day barraging a bunch of brats with whatever wisdom you’ve gathered in life.”

“Can’t say that sounds like a bad idea.” The old man chuckled, rubbing his chin in thought.

Tomas was mostly thinking over the ‘pay-off’ option in the earlier deal. Considering what they’d gone through the forest… did he have some way to gather that much money?

“Trust me, it’s not. My pops spent most of his late years doing just that. Lots of kids got a taste of his cane.” A hearty laugh escaped the Major, he took a sheet of paper and raised it, on it, written in bold letters, was the word ‘Major’. “Now, quick question, who here can read this? Show of hands please. And don’t lie because we’re going to do some tests later.”

When all hands rose, the man hesitated, the serious expression broke into shock. “That’s… ok, that’s… um, that’s great!” Another laugh followed, his mood quickly lightening. “Ok, so I was going to give a little speech about the importance of reading and writing and… hm… skipping that part I guess.” He glanced at the discarded pile of papers he’d tossed earlier, giving it a forlorn look and a sigh. “Anyway, we’ll do some basic tests, questions, try to figure out what you know, and suggest some options for the team you should probably build up.”

“Team?”

“Of maidens.” The Major replied offhandedly. “If you want to earn money, you’re going to need to work at something. No better option than to get your hands on some maidens to start your own thing and go from there. Train them from the ground up.” A moment of hesitation. “Ah, unless you want to apply to the army. Those suckers will probably give you something nice and comfortable since you’re pure humans and all that.” He waved his hand dismissively. “But I personally prefer the reclamation program. You get to pick out some nice land to claim as your own, settle down, and so long as you can pay the rent fees for a couple decades, that land and everything you put in it is yours to keep.”

Tomas’ thoughts wandered to the abandoned farm they’d nearly drowned in. The young man held back the grimace.

Hesitating, the Major made a face. “Anyway, that’s about it. If you plan to start the service fighting ferals, then we’ll get you started, give you some gear, a partner, and all that jazz.” A light shrug. “If you don’t want to take the mandatory service right away, then the best the Hunters can offer is an escort service to the bigger cities West of here. Questions?”

Tomas’ hand shot up instantly; Huge arched a brow and pointed at him. “Is there any way for us to go back to our world?”

“If it exists, I don’t know about it.” The man shrugged. “I’m sure you’ll be able to find more than a few page-lickers that would eagerly talk about the theory behind it over at the capital. More questions?”

Tomas didn’t miss a beat, speaking up before the crowd could get rowdy. “What are the chances to earn money without owning slaves?”

A long pause as the Major scowled at him. “Kid, maidens are our partners.” His brows furrowed. “Out there? With Wildlings and ferals out to eat you or worse? Your maiden is your lifeline. If you think about them as property, I can guarantee you, you’re going to die.”

“But they are,” Tomas replied, then hesitated. “No?”

“On the books, maybe.” Huge shook his head. “Look, at the end of the day what the law says doesn’t matter, half the assholes who should care don’t; and the other half only use it to stick a knife on your back.” His fist clenched tightly. “Maidens might not have a say in many things, but even a bond can rot.”

The Major took a moment, glancing around the room and noticing the quiet. A little chuckle, he relaxed. “Look, my wife is a maiden, and if you told me she’s my property, I’d laugh in your face. We’re partners.”

That seemed to ease the crowd a little, nods were shared, even if hesitantly.

“Erm.” Tomas raised his hand. “What about the… money part of the question?”

“Money? Ah.” Huge nodded a little, chuckling loudly and rubbing the back of his head. “Yeah, forgot. Hm… how to explain this…” His eyes moved around the room for a moment. “Someone tell me a job, from your world, one you think you’re great at. One you think you could use in this world.”

There was a chuckle from someone in the front-row. “Programmer.”

“Programmer.” The man arched a brow. “You mean that fancy thing with the circuits and electronics and blinking screens?” There was a sudden silence, and the people shared looks with one another. Huge noticed Tomas nodding a little, and he nodded in return. “Pitbelle.”

“What?”

“Pitbelle,” the Major repeated. “It’s a species of maiden of the Doggirl genus. Fluffy dog-ears, blond usually, nasty bite, can shock you hard enough it stops your heart. They can interact with the electronics stuff without touching them.” He pointed with his thumb over his shoulder. “Last month we had some ferals trying to get to our radio beacon.” His eyes swept through the room. “Unless any of you can use several computers with your minds, a Pitbelle is likely able to do that job better. Another example, you.”

His finger pointed at one on the opposite corner to Tomas. The young man hesitated. “Ehm…?” His eyes glanced at those around him. “Farming?”

“Give me a patch of land and a hoe, and maybe I’ll be able to get a tenth of the annual yield you’d get if it were some rookie Elf.” The Major snorted loudly. “Want to try fighting? There are literally hundreds of relatively weak breeds of maidens that can put my ass on the cobblestone in two swings. Maybe shoe-maker? There are maidens that can turn plants into leather. Tracker? My niece can follow a week-old scent in her sleep. How about smith? My wife can melt steel with her bare hands.”

A deep breath, he shrugged, leaning back and crossing his arms.

Slowly, his stare steeled as it swept across the room.

“Now.” He frowned. “Unless any of you have some form of superpower…” There was a pause, his eyes flicking over the crowd- no one reacted to his words and Huge deflated slightly, apparently disappointed. “… then the one thing that sets you apart, the one job you can do that no maiden can, is making bonds.”

“What the fuck is a bond?”

The Major smirked. “Good question. I guess we might as well go over the basics.”




Chapter 069 [Rick]

Rick grimaced as he tried to stand up on his own. His legs felt like jelly, almost instantly giving out underneath him but barely holding on. With a grunt, his hands clenched against the railing that was embedded onto the wall. Deep breaths. Calm down, focus.

It was like everything underneath his hips was having a severe case of pin-pricks-and-needles. Like someone had forgotten to return circulation to them for a month and had now opened it all at once.

“It’s all in the mind, sir.” Dia was half a step away, arms half-extended and ready to catch him if he stumbled. “Your legs are perfectly functional, it’s just your brain getting used to being fully connected to them again.”

“Easier said than done,” he muttered through clenched teeth.

The nurse leaned slightly closer, her hand pressing softly against his stomach, there was a slight warmth spreading from the point of contact. His legs felt slightly less fragile. “How about five steps this time? I’ve got something nice if you do it.”

Rick cocked a brow and glanced at the young woman. “A reward for my efforts? I wonder what it would be?”

“Something nice.” She smiled teasingly.

“More than your company?”

Her cheeks took a slight pink hue, her lips parted, and she seemed about to say something, but no words came out. Dia’s head snapped straight ahead and her other hand abruptly reached out to nudge him a step away from the wall. Rick almost stumbled, caught off guard by the soft application of force against his back. His jaws clenched shut with the first step; the second one had to follow or else he’d really fall down.

It was at the third that he managed to grab hold of his balance. The sensation was like someone was lightly stabbing the sole of his feet. But he powered through, sucking in air sharply through his nose and taking his fourth step to avoid the sensation from becoming unbearable. Hands reached out to the sides as his body almost spun.

“Just one more, sir,” Dia whispered, her hand never touching but ever close and ready. Her gaze was firmly aimed at his hips and avoiding meeting his eyes. Her cheeks still held that pink hue, her lips a hint of a smile.

A little wobble, a deep breath. And… step. His knee almost gave out, but he managed to compensate just in time. It was only when he’d let out the breath he’d been holding that he felt Dia’s hands caressing his stomach. Her touch was firm, stabilizing him. She twisted him around, the motion was fluid, almost as if accidental, and Rick found himself back in the wheelchair right when his legs were giving out.

Something pressed against his lips, the touch surprising. The young teacher pulled his head back to glance downwards, spotting a little white pastry the blushing nurse was quietly holding right in front of him. With a quiet chuckle, Rick leaned forward, wrapping his lips around the treat as well as the tips of her fingers.

There was a soft milky flavor to it, with a touch of a fruit he couldn’t quite identify. It was sweet in an almost aromatic kind of way.

“WOOT!”

The shout came from the hallway. Rick’s body froze as his eyes flickered in the direction of the hollering. There were two nurses there, both wearing the same pink uniform Dia had, one with black hair, the other green. “You go girl!” The black-haired one proclaimed with a thumbs up.

It took Rick a fraction of a second to remember his lips were wrapped around Dia’s finger.

With a pop, a severely blushing Dia pulled her digit right out of his mouth. “Why you…!” She proclaimed, hurrying towards the door, the two nurses vanishing in a fit of wolf whistles and giggling. Dia closed the door and used the tiny curtain to block the view entirely. Not facing him quite yet, she huffed.

Even from behind, Rick could see the blush had extended all the way to her neck. Rick wasn’t sure whether to chuckle or not, though he definitely wasn’t able to hold back on the amused grin.

“I swear, they’re so immature.” Dia turned around, her face a deep crimson, her eyes glancing everywhere but at him. She hurried past him and to the table, towards a small wooden box she’d brought. “Did you… like it? Sir?”

“I think it was very sweet,” Rick said. “And the treat was delicious too.”

This time he did chuckle; Dia’s ears were practically glowing now. There was something weirdly transfixing about watching the young woman reacting in such a way to his words. He would’ve never guessed that reciprocating her not-so-subtle attempts at flirtation would work her up this much. It was… refreshing, even if he wasn’t quite sure where this was headed to.

His eyes lingered on her green choker and a slight worming hesitation made its way through him. “You’re… not going to get into trouble over this, right?”

“Sir?”

“You’re a maiden.” His brows furrowed slightly. “That means someone… owns you. Right?”

The nurse hesitated, touching her throat. There was a moment of silence that was followed by a coy smile. She leaned forward a little, presenting the collar to him. “Would sir snatch me away if that were the case? Spirit me away in the middle of the night?” She fluttered her eyelashes. The blush wasn’t going away, and the little hesitation in her wandering eyes made Rick think this attempt at a banter might have more to it.

“Maybe, if you can get me more of those pastries.” With a little chuckle, he glanced at the table.

Dia took the cue, a little nod as she caressed her neck. Her other hand reached into the box and pulled out a blue pastry. “Green collars means we are owned by the kingdom, but are currently seeking an owner. Some might use the term ‘public property’, but that’d be… quite rude.”

“Oh… oh!” Rick’s face suddenly paled, then became beet red. “Wait, you I, no, wait, but-”

The nurse giggled, her hand reaching out to stop his words with the blue pastry. The taste was fruity, but Rick couldn’t recognize what type exactly. The maiden giggled. “It’s not illegal for a maiden to have some fun, sir.” There was a little hesitation there, but an earnest smile. “Though I might change my opinion if I end up bonding with you.”

“Wait, it can happen… accidentally?” His brows arched upwards, glancing at Dia as she broke into a fit of giggles. “You’re pulling my leg.”

The giggling stopped, looking at him slightly confused. “Pulling your leg? Is that an idiom where you’re from, sir?”

“It means that you’re tricking me.”

“I would never do such a thing!” She put her hand against her chest as she put a face of mock shock.

“You’re prettier when you’re blushing.”

And just like that, her cheeks returned to a beet red that was dark enough her pink hair almost looked white by contrast. “You’re mean, sir.”

“I try.”

“To answer your question, no. A bond cannot overwrite another, the first must break before a new can be made.” Her fingers brushed against her choker. “I’d need to take my collar off to break my bond.”

“So the bond wouldn’t survive without the collar?”

“If you believe in the tales for little children, then a sufficiently strong enough bond can survive even that.” She shook her head, moving a strand of pink hair behind her ears. “For us greenies, when we find an owner, they take off our collar, breaking our previous bond, and then put on the blue collar.” There was a wistfulness in her voice. “At that point the maiden is meant to express her trust in her new owner, a small ceremony of sorts, and that’s when the new bond forms.” Dia spoke with a little chime to her voice as her blushing cheeks dimpled with the smile.

The moment lingered as she sat down at the edge of the bed, her fingers traced circles against her skirt.

“You look like you have something in your mind,” the young teacher proclaimed with a chuckle. It made her squirm a little, snapping her of the whimsy that had claimed her.

She looked at him for a moment, lowering her head slightly. “Would… would it be improper to ask about your world, sir?”

“Sure, what are you curious about?” With a little pause, Rick felt a trickle of amusement. “Or are you curious about me specifically?”

Like a deer caught in headlights, Dia’s eyes opened wide, and she quite suddenly found that the wooden box in her hands was something she should definitely focus on. “I mean, um…”

“Tell you what.” He pointed at the bag. “One pastry, one question.”

There was an abrupt change in Dia’s expression, brows furrowing. “Five.”

“Are you haggling with me?”

She tensed. “…may I? Sir?”

“Knock yourself out.” He tilted his head. “Two.”

“Five questions,” she replied quickly, sharp like a knife. “But you can say no to one beforehand.”

“Two, and I call you cute.”

She flustered, but the brows did not waver. “Four questions, and you can say no to two.”

“Isn’t that just two minus the cute part?”

Dia almost stumbled through her words. “And a kiss.”

The moment the words left her lips she went pale, then red, and then her grip on the box tightened enough it groaned as she half opened her mouth to say something else but clamped it shut. Her eyes were firmly fixed on Rick now, and her breath caught in her throat.

The teacher felt his own face warm up slightly, a part of him quite sure she’d suffocate if he waited too long to reply. But at the same time there was a hesitation at the offer. Should he? Flirting was one thing, this… felt like something else entirely. His mind flickered backwards, looking for a reason to stop himself.

The only image that came to mind was a small blue box that was gathering dust on a nightstand, a dead relationship on a world he could not go back to.

But…

The next image was of a stream, water cold but his body hot. A naked woman clutching at his body in desperation, his name on her lips. Dark skin and white fur. Monica.

“I… I’m sorry for ruining the moment, sir.” Dia’s voice broke the silence and Rick’s train of thought, ready to stand up and leave. “Just two answers will be just fine.”

His hand reached out, grasping her wrist.

“Wait.”

He wasn’t sure why he said the word; it escaped him before he could contain it.

“Yes?” The nurse tentatively asked, the look in her eyes clearly cursing herself for offering a venue of escape.

“I mean…” Rick hesitated. What did Monica mean to him? Should he even take this situation so seriously? “I… it’s complicated.” He muttered. “But… let’s not force things, please?”

Dia’s shoulders slumped a little. Was it relief on her face? Disappointment? She gripped his fingers lightly and a slight smile emerged. “Certainly, sir.” There was a slight waver in her voice as she said this.

“Two questions, then.”

They nodded in agreement.




Chapter 070 [Alice]

Alice squirmed in her seat as she glanced ahead to the pair that stood at the front of the room. It was a duo, a man and a woman. The man was tall and thin, at least two meters in height. He wore a purple tunic made out of silk, with wide loose sleeves yet rather tight at the chest and stomach. His torso was a reverse triangle that had been squeezed in place, and his hips barely existent. The man’s pants were bleached white and started tight around the waist, becoming looser the further down they went until they turned into bell bottoms, hiding his shoes entirely.

It felt like something that had been ripped straight out of David Bowie’s closet.

The woman next to the man was no less… extravagant. She wore a pair of black leather pants and a loose form-fitting equally black leather jacket. The look was almost masculine, especially with how her black hair was tightly wound into a knot on the back of her head. What marked her as human was the lack of a collar, her long slender pale neck was devoid of any trinket or decoration, the clothes designed exactly to expose this fact and make it clear as day.

“The nineties called, they want their wardrobe back.” Kat snickered under her breath, earning a scowl from Alice and a suppressed giggle from May. “I feel like they’re about to break out and start singing greased lightning.”

“You should be paying more attention.”

“He’s trying to tell us his family tree isn’t a fucking donut even though it’s more inbred than a sandwich.” The young woman hissed in response. “I don’t need to know the twelve royal families or why it’s important that he’s related to all of them.”

Alice grimaced, as much as she loathed to admit, that did seem to be something that wasn’t exactly immediately important or of use to them right now. Better try putting things into motion in the right direction. “Um, excuse me, Baron?”

“Please, call me Matthew.” The man’s head had snapped in her direction so quickly Alice suspected he’d been keeping an eye on them. “Were you going to ask anything?”

“Yes, I believe you’d mentioned about the professional outlooks we might have readily available?”

“Oh, don’t worry too much about that.” The man waved off with a sly smile. “If you apply to the army, you’ll be given an administrative job befitting to your skills. And if I add in a letter of recommendation, I’m sure you’d enter as a captain at the very least.”

“What if we don’t want to be part of the army?”

“Why wouldn’t you want that?” The question came from the wife, quick and simple as she smiled with a row of perfect teeth. “The army is the way to make contacts with the nobility. I myself was a Lieutenant General before I married Matthew.”

A shudder ran down Alice’s spine, she kept it from showing. “I see, and… what if I don’t want to be part of the army?” She repeated, a bit more punctuated this time.

“Ignore her.” A voice barked from the front, a cold dusty voice that made nails on chalkboard seem like a pleasant alternative. “You were saying about the academies?”

“Bitch.” Kat whispered under her voice.

Alice held back from nodding in approval, her polite smile frozen in place in favor of the alternative. She spoke in a low hiss. “I think we will have to seek alternate information sources after this… I really hope they have a library.”

“How long do you figure we’ll have before they start asking what academy we’ll enroll in?”

“I think I’d like to go.” The statement had the duo swivel their heads and look straight at May. The young woman shrunk slightly in her seat at the sudden pressure. “I just think it’s… better, than nothing.”

“There are always alternatives,” Alice quickly pointed out.

“There better be,” Kat growled in a whisper. “Those two are a slip-up from saying human women are meant to make babies.”

As if on cue, the man’s voice drifted over their way. “… and we have to make our bloodlines pure, the purer the human, then the greater the responsibility to be held to help society grow.” The man had spoken looking in Alice’s direction in particular even if his gaze moved back to the smug looking Ms. Dodson.

Alice shivered. “Fuck.” Kat and May looked at her in shock. The teacher sent them a dirty look. “Don’t look at me like that, I’m not your teacher anymore.”

“I’d definitely want to revisit that. You sure you can’t teach me spider-fighting kung-fu?”

Alice had been just about ready to make a retort against the little joke when she noticed Kat’s using her right hand to rub her left elbow. “I’ll consider it if I ever open a dojo.” The young teacher opted to let it slide and showed a slight smile instead, hoping it would reassure the former student.

“Cool.” Kat’s smile became a little more authentic, nodding a bit.

Alice could understand how frightening things could be when it seemed you’d lost all control over your life.

The moment passed in relative quiet, neither really paying much attention to what new thing it was that the Baron was trying to boast about. The three women just shared slight nods and little jokes. And for a moment it worked. That is until there was a bright flash of red light and a series of shrieks from the front of the room.

All heads whipped towards the source of the light, Alice’s eyes opened wide and her breath caught in her throat. Besides her, Kat and May gasped far more audibly.

“No way.” The May whispered.

“Do not worry, I can assure you this is perfectly safe. It’s been properly restrained,” Baron Matthew declared.

“What. The. Actual. Fuck?” Kat spoke under her breath.

There, right next to the podium, occupying a spot that had previously been empty, was the most dangerous creature any of them had ever encountered. The feline was kneeling, restrained by so much iron its very presence likely multiplied her weight by ten. Curled into a ball, paws held behind her back, locked into place against her ankles, forehead pressed firmly against the ground.

The only part of her that could move were the two triangular white ears and her long feline tail.

Monica.

The creature shuddered and moved. There was a sound she’d tried to make, but it was muffled through a gag of some sort. She tried moving her head, to no avail, as the steel held it firmly in place against her shoulders. The feline maiden could barely twitch.

“As you can see, the feral is unable to escape. Its commonly known as ‘White Claw’ in this village… you can guess why.” The Baron chuckled, patting Monica’s wrist.

A blood curdling snarl escaped her, her whole body shaking as the room became colder all of a sudden. Alice felt herself going pale.

Matthew had jumped away, but was quick to recover his breath. “This feral has claimed many lives over the years. But finally, she’s been captured. I’ve heard she was no less friendly with your group.” A loud chuckle, the man nervously glancing as the bound naked maiden was trying to rock her body and move, even if a millimeter. “You will never have to fear her, as the Lord of this land, I can-.”

“Monica!” Kat had lunged out of her chair ran straight through the gathered chairs towards the front

The feline reacted to her name being called, attempting to raise her head to look in Kat’s direction. Monica huffed, tail going still. Abruptly, Monica’s arms and legs began to tense, fighting against the heavy restraints, a dull glow covering her fur.

“See? She cannot break through the restraints. It’s perfectly…”

There was a groaning sound from the steel, Monica’s growl becoming louder.

“Monica!” Kat jumped ahead, trying to reach out to her.

One of the restraints popped open, releasing Monica’s elbow.

The Baron leapt back, hand pulling out something out of his pocket and aiming it at the feline. There was a flash of red light, a beam that connected the device and Monica. She began struggling all the harder, her body shimmering and glowing brighter and brighter, a second restraint popped, metal crying in surrender.

The next instant, she was gone.

Kat stood in front of the empty space in total silence, mouth agape. Her head wiped left, then right, and then focused on the Baron.

“See? Perfectly safe.” The man stepped back onto the podium, ignoring the bile that Kat was shooting his way. The tall man puffed his chest out in pride. “As you can see, there is no longer anything to fear,” he claimed with a wide smile and sweeping arms, the paleness of his face took away some of the apparent confidence. “This device is a new miraculous item brought by an off-worlder not ten years ago to the Verdant continent.” He raised his hand high. “Made after years of relentless research, the king himself gave me one of the very few prototypes created by the department of industry. To test this technology’s might.” A loud laugh followed. “With this, humanity will be finally able to conquer the wilds and bring the feral menace to an end!”

Alice had been too stunned to look away, her thoughts muted as every alarm in her mind had been going off all at the same time. It wasn’t until his final proclamation that she barely cared enough to register the object the Baron had been holding up.

It was a metallic sphere, half white, half red.




Chapter 071 [Mark]

For the first time in what felt like… since landing in this hellhole, Mark took the chance to try to more carefully watch things. Being brash had gotten him nowhere, and plans to escape were dead ends. What else could he do?

With a grunt, he glanced upwards, at the rocky ceiling of the large hole that the fox kept calling ‘base’. The dirt was compacted and almost looked smooth, almost like it’d been polished. Someone had made this hole in the middle of nowhere and had done a very good job at it.

It struck him as odd. For what was clearly an illegal enterprise of some sort, it was well made. How long ago?

Turning to the side, he saw his two captors as they bickered with each other over some theory or strategy or something. From what he could pick up of the conversation, they were trying to decide on a course of action. It felt as if their time was running out.

Mark didn’t feel such pressure.

There was an odd lightness in his chest at this realization.

The time spent locked and tied up in this hole in the ground had given him an opportunity to calm down. What could he do in this kind of situation? Currently, he couldn’t escape, not in the true sense of the word. Even if he made it out the door and gave them the slip, he’d go back to the wilds and get eaten by those ‘ferals’.

Mark’s eyes lingered on the crate with the ‘fivers’, then moved towards the third party. If those metal disks worked on how they’d claimed, then… he shook his head slightly. How to test them? If he fucked up using one on them, it would bite him for sure.

His eyes turned towards the third maiden.

Noah.

The former human male and now female maiden were unconscious, face swollen and red, legs bent at odd angles. Her black hair had been ripped off in clumps, her thin, waifish body littered with angry red bloody strips. Brye and Shery had yet to heal her from the last round of torture, having left her tied up to the wooden post with wire that wrapped around Noah’s wrists and throat.

Could Mark use her to get out of the clutches of the other two? Maybe testing the fivers wouldn’t be such a bad idea if it meant a chance to wipe the smirk out of the fox.

“You’re looking awfully thoughtful, pet.”

Brye had appeared on his lap, popping into existence out of thin air, her weight pressing against his thighs. The clothes she’d been wearing a moment ago were gone. Her naked pale skin was fully on display. The maiden’s grip on his shoulder was soft but firm, the smile on her lips a promise of amusement for herself and verbal torture and rape for Mark.

The young man held back from doing more than growling. With his arms tied behind his back, it wasn’t as if he could shove her off, anyway. He doubted he’d manage even if he wasn’t tied up. He’d need her to lower her defenses.

“Brye, come on.” Shery complained. “We’re not done here.”

“It’s not like we have a better option.” The fox shrugged, gold eyes never turning away from Mark’s gaze. Her lips toyed with an ever growing smirk. “We don’t know what the plan was and Noah’s not sharing.”

Mark’s brows twitched slightly. “The plan was probably to get a sample out to whoever has been buying these things for the last while.” His hips thrust to the side, twisting in a failed attempt to knock the fox over.

Brye’s amusement died as she frowned, shifting to standing to keep her balance. “We figured out that much already. Our issue is ‘where’.” She flicked a finger against his nose. “That is the little tidbit we’re missing.”

“Didn’t you listen?” The young man grunted. “This shit’s been happening for long enough. They had a metal bullshit vault door installed.”

The proclamation made Noah squeak. The mouse became tense, her chipped round ears abruptly standing up and aimed at them. Brye had not missed it, her eyes having darted towards the Mousegirl and a wide smirk forming on her lips. “Oh?”

“Think you could track a trail?” Shery asked.

“No, it’d be too old.” Brye turned thoughtful, tapping her chin.

“Fuck… you…” The mouse squeaked the words, wheezing in a high pitched hiss.

“Don’t you have some map?” Mark frowned. “Wherever the place is, it can’t be too far away.”

“Hm...” The fox’s black tail swished back and forth, her ears twitching. “True, if Noah only had me and Shery, then wandering around for too long would’ve meant some feral could pop up and take a bite out of his ass.” Her attention returned to Mark, lips parting into a wide smile. “Handsome and smart. You’re quite the catch, pet.”

His jaw clenched hard enough to hurt, a light growl playing in his throat.

Rather than answer, she tapped his nose playfully. Mark lunged froward to bite it, teeth pressing around her first knuckle, but stopped when he realized she hadn’t even tried to pull away. Brye cooed. “Go on, try.”

Mark remembered he’d done this before and failed to do anything but amuse her. Growling, he spat at her, refusing to meet her eyes as she broke off into a loud chuckle, finger running down his throat and teasing his shoulders. Her eyes followed her digits, appreciative of his figure in the same way a wolf enjoyed looking at a piece of beef.

“Hey, cunt for brains, we can’t just stay around and do nothing.”

“I’ve got some ideas in mind on how to spend the time...” Brye declared, hopping off of Mark’s lap and vanishing, reappearing next to her clothes and moving to put them back on. “Even if we do know that the meeting place must not be too far away, it’s unlikely it’s in their territory. That would be too much a liability.”

The words made the gray skinned maiden blink, nodding numbly while rubbing the back of her head. “Then I guess this means we go back to square one?”

“No, I think I have an idea. Noah’s going to help us.”

If the angry squeak and half-wheezed hiss from the Mousegirl was anything to go by, then it meant they had a definite answer in that regard. From Mark’s perspective, the constant beatings followed by slow healing sessions had done little to dissuade Noah from her clear desire to sabotage the endeavor. Or rather, it had emboldened her resistance further.

Still, Brye did not seem dissuaded, sauntering her way towards the entrance and diving behind some of the crates. As she rifled through the objects found therein, she eventually appeared to discover what she’d been looking for and vanished, reappearing in front of Noah.

The mouse squeaked and twitched, choking on the wire that held tightly around her throat before she forced herself to calm down or else risk self-suffocation. Brye had her back turned to Mark, but the wag of her tail spoke volumes about how amused this made her. “I’ve got a gift for you~.” She sang words that were followed by the Mousegirl squealing and thrashing, trying desperately to pull away.

Not successfully, it seemed. The next moment, Brye pulled away, clapping her hands with a gleeful smirk while watching her handiwork. There, adorning the mouse’s neck, was a green collar. “What do you think?”

Though the question had been aimed at Shery, the fox’s eyes darted towards Mark right as her lips parted further.

“You sure about this?” The gray skinned maiden questioned, quirking a brow and looking between Noah and Mark, rubbing her chin in thought.

“Oh, I’m sure.” Brye had vanished again. Her voice spoke from behind Mark.

The human tensed, shuddering as her breath blew against his ear. But whatever his thoughts were, the sound of snapping rope and loosening wrists had him instantly scrambling to stand up. The human wobbled as he hastily put some distance between himself and the fox, her golden eyes almost glowing in the dimness of the cave.

Brye watched in amusement but did not chase, moving to sit down on the vacated chair, crossing her legs with poise. With her shoulder pulled back, she gestured at Noah with one hand. “It’s actually very simple. She has a submission collar. All our little pet has to do is bond her. Then we hear her sing.”

“I meant whether we can trust him.” Shery replied.

“Oh? That? HA! Yes, we can.” Brye nodded, tail wagging. “He’s smart. He wants to get out of here. His plan is to gain our trust so he can look for a chance to use the fivers on us.” Golden eyes lingered on Mark’s own. “After that, he’d have three empty maidens to order around and keep him safe from the ferals. Isn’t that right?”

Mark’s eyes widened. Had it been obvious? How!?

“So this is how it’s going to go.” The fox gestured at Noah. “She’s unbonded, so all our cute little fuck-pet has to do is bond her and order her to answer our questions. Of course, if he waits until she goes feral, it’ll only be easier.”

A loud clap of her hands followed, the sound a sharp retort that made Noah squeak and curl up slightly.

Shery nodded. “Noah starts singing, we give the goods to the client, head back to the Boss to report, and we get our big fat reward for a job well done.” Pausing, she glanced at Mark. “And what do we do with him in the meantime?”

“Keep him nice and shaved?” Brye laughed. “If he gets to put a fiver on our face, we fucking deserve it.” She reached down, grabbing Mark’s clothes and tossing them at the human. “I’m going for a walk. Need some of the purple to get the rat patched up, no sense in wasting any more of the good stuff.” A wink was thrown Mark’s way. A cruel edge came upon her lips. “I’m placing bets you’ll shove the bond down the rat’s throat before she fully goes feral.”

The young man’s eyes narrowed, a growl forming in his throat as he watched Brye vanish into thin air. It was as if she’d been nothing more than an illusion. A heartbeat of silence, Mark’s eyes lingering on the empty spot the fox had occupied only moment prior.

“Fucking finally, privacy.”

The words sent a shiver down the human’s spine. He turned to look at Shery.

The gray skinned woman sighed and approached, her feet thudding not so much out of a menace but purely from the sheer density of her body. As if she were made out of stone. She wasted no time to reach down and pull off her baggy brown shirt off, exposing small perky breasts capped off with dark blue nipples. The young woman smiled at him with a cock-sure edge that made his stomach drop as she came to a stop only a meter away.

Mark was cornered against the wall.

“I don’t do mind games, I just want my itch scratched.” Fishing into her pocket, she tossed him something round and purple. It was hard to miss what it was. Mark’s jaw clenched. “We do this the easy way or the hard one?” Her head cocked towards Noah’s battered and bruised form, the message loud and clear before she focused on him entirely.

Mark’s nostrils flared, brows knitting as he snarled. He knew he could try running, maybe try making a mess before she caught up. Would she break his bones if he did? Could he achieve anything currently?

“Fuck you.”

Reaching for the purple fruit, he popped it into his mouth and bit down. The gush of medicine-like flavor tingled down his throat, warming his body with its unnatural heat, a lance of arousal exploding forth as a tightness in his loins and a sudden fluster all over. He refused to become lost in it, however, anger flaring and forcing him to clench his fists until his knuckles turned white.

Shery grinned. “Good.”




Chapter 072 [Rick]

Rick looked at the dusty pale green worn paint that covered the ceiling, trying to find some clear flaw within the smooth surface to focus his thoughts on. With there being none he could readily zero into, he took a deep breath.

Carefully, he moved his foot forward, applying pressure first on the ball of his feet and then extending towards the rest while he shifted his weight. There was only a very marginal tingling to be had, so the next step didn’t come with as much apprehension.

His eyes fought to glance downwards, but he resisted, keeping his gaze on the ceiling for the next two steps, eyes slightly spread wide to help with his balance.

“Very good, sir, now look to the floor.” There was a smile in Dia’s voice, even if Rick couldn’t see it.

Complying with the instruction, Rick turned to look at his feet, pressing his chin against his chest. The tingling emerged, rushing down his spine and all over his body. The young chemistry teacher closed his eyes and stilled, waiting for it to pass before opening them again.

“Another step…”

A pair of polished leather shoes blocked his slow progression across the wooden floor.

The owner of the shoes reached out and, with soft hands, caressed the back of his head, tracing fingers down his neck. “Hm… good, everything’s working as it should. You’re almost ready to be discharged, sir.”

Rick slowly looked upwards, following the white knee-high socks that ended in the white and pink skirt of the nurse uniform. It was modest, yet it pinched at Dia’s hips, hinting at the curves held beneath. Especially eye-catching was the hint of cleavage that peeked up at him. The chemistry teacher was quite sure this uniform was a size smaller than the one she’d been wearing until now.

Hastily, he pulled his eyes further up and towards the blushing grin of the nurse. “Almost?” He managed to ask, pushing the question out rather than forget what he’d meant to say entirely.

Dia’s cheeks kept their pinkish color as she pulled out a little wooden box. “Yes, you still needs to pass a very important taste test, sir.”

With a laugh, Rick shrugged his shoulders a little, moving to sit but having his movements stopped by a firm hand as Dia reached out to grasp his waist, keeping him close to her. The look in her eyes flickered back towards serious professionalism before faltering back into a blush, pulling her hand away once he arched a brow. “Please remain standing, sir.” Her words were hesitant. She took a step back to focus on the box she held with her other hand, the same one she’d brought the other day.

The box’s craftsmanship looked simple enough, polished dark wood with a little piece of string to pull on to remove the cover. The size was just barely larger than a clenched fist. “That… looks expensive.” He commented with a moment of hesitation and a little pang of guilt. Had she brought the sweets in a store? What kind of store would hand out wooden boxes along with the sweets?

“Oh, this?” Dia faltered for a moment. “I made the box a couple years ago.” Quickly, she pulled out a tiny cupcake no larger than a golf-ball. It was capped by a bright orange pearl. Her hand reached out to offer it. “The first treat.”

“What is it?” He wondered, taking it and looking closer at the marble sized sweet that remained on top.

“It’s honey infused milk candy.” Dia’s words had a moment of tension. “The center should be gooey.”

Quirking a brow, Rick took the bite. And just like promised, the pearl burst once inside his mouth. His eyes widened at the explosion of taste. It had a soft, crispy sweetness that felt almost chilly. It washed over him like a cool morning breeze with a scent of cream and lavender. “Wow, this is good.”

Dia’s expression turned into a billion watt smile. Her whole face lit up, cheeks dimpling as she bounced a little on the spot, nodding eagerly. “Thank you!”

It took Rick a moment to connect the dots. “Wait, you made these?” She nodded as if she were a bobble-head on a bumpy ride. “I think it feels like cheating if all I have to pay for this are a couple answers.”

She opened her mouth and quickly snapped it shut, nodding a bit less energetically than a moment ago, but the smile didn’t go anywhere. “What kind of village did you live in?” The question was practically blurted out. Clearly, there was an itemized list somewhere in her head she’d plucked it out of.

“I grew up mostly in a city.” He replied easily enough. “Biggest one around, a couple million in size.”

Dia’s eyes widened like saucers. “A… million? Just how large could your cities get!?”

“Is that your second question?” At his question, she nodded quickly. “Well, we had a couple big cities with almost ten million, but I’m pretty sure there were cities in Asia that had four times that.”

“Just… where? How? How could you fit that many people in one place!?” Dia’s voice became a little shrill. “And… the disasters? How could they avoid…?”

“It was two questions per treat.” Rick chuckled, watching her lunge into the box to pull out a little dark brown confectionery shaped like a star, no larger than a thumbnail.

She’d been just about ready to stuff it into his mouth when she froze. Her eyes flickered to his lips for the briefest of seconds, and Rick felt his throat become dry. He acted rather than wait. His hand reached out to grasp her free hand, pushing his lips against the back of her wrist before plucking the treat from her slackened grip.

The maiden might not have spoken, but her expression was an open book. She wanted to complain that he’d tricked her, but at the same time, her eyes darted towards the spot he’d kissed and her cheeks reddened.

This treat had a faint taste of oatmeal and something else… definitely not chocolate, how he’d expected. It was a less extravagant taste, down to earth, simple and warm. “Hm… good one, probably better with some milk.” He commented, breaking the death stare she’d locked onto her wrist.

“Question.” She quickly declared, lips pursed. “Natural disasters, how often? How strong?”

“Not too often. It’s rare to have anything that causes too much destruction. Some places would get typhoons or hurricanes once a year or so.” A rather simple answer.

“Ah… that explains it.” She pouted, looking into his eyes, then his mouth. She bit her lower lip slightly, teasingly. “Male female proportion?”

“Fifty fifty more or less, a bit more males I think.”

“Oh.” That startled her a little, her finger scratching her chin. “That means things are very different, huh.”

“We don’t have maidens over there, so that’s a definite yes.” His words cut off as she stepped closer, turning her head to the side and leaning slightly towards him. “What?”

“Will you… give me another kiss?” She asked, hesitating slightly, turning her head to the side and pointing at her cheek. Her face was turning slightly redder.

With a laugh, Rick leaned down to do as asked. But Dia’s head whipped to look at him the instant he’d closed in. In a fast and fluid motion she leaned to cross the remaining space. Her lips touched his own. Silky smooth and with a raspberry scent lingering within.

Rick’s chest seized up, something strung tight like a rope about to snap. His breath caught in his throat as his thoughts abruptly froze in place. For a fraction of a second, his heart forgot to beat.

She had pulled away before he could react, eyes lowering and fixating on her polished brown shoes, locks of pink hair hiding the intense blush. Embarrassment clear all across her features. The young woman mumbled something, fishing into the box and trying to quickly pull something out. A startled yelp left her as Rick stepped closer, one hand pushing away the box.

“I’m so-.”

The words died quickly as his other hand pulled her chin upwards. Her startled face was silenced as he took her lips freely.

This time it was her turn to tense, a short-lived thing. The woman melted against him, dropping the box and wrapping her arms around his neck. Dia drew herself closer to him, tongue flicking to taste his mouth just as his own reciprocated.

“Ahem.”

Human and maiden leapt away from one another as if someone had detonated an explosive in the space between them. Rick almost tumbled, but Dia flowed into an immediate tension, expression turning into stony professionalism even as her cheeks burned and her breath was short.

Rick turned towards the voice that had interrupted them.

Kat had the smile of the cat that had eaten the canary. Next to her, Tomas was looking away and awkwardly scratching the back of his head. There was a mix of embarrassment and something else in that expression on his face.

“We rushed here to tell you about Monica and we find you having some hanky panky with the hot nurse? Shame on you.” There was no bite in Kat’s tone.

But it stung Rick all the same. The warm feelings from a moment ago stopped dead in its tracks. “Monica? Do you know where she is?”

“The Baron has her, duh.” Kat rolled her eyes. “You’re going to have to rescue that catty princess.”

“What… did you see?”

“He’s chained her up.” Tomas said, tone grave. “Showing her off like some trophy.”

“He’s torturing her.” Kat nodded.

Rick’s brow furrowed. His mind snapped into a decision on the spot. “I need to talk to Major Huge.”

Quietly, Dia’s shoulders dropped, and she held back a sigh.




Chapter 073 [Rick]

Rick looked down at the leather hood that came attached to the cape he’d just been handed over. The piece of clothing was two sizes too large for him and three times too heavy. It made sense, considering it was made for a man that was taller than him and had shoulders a meter across, a man whose frame would make it impossible to walk through a normal doorway without bending slightly sideways.

A man who could look down on Rick as if the chemistry teacher were no more than a gnat.

Major Gabriel Huge was doing exactly that. “I am not going to have a guest drench themselves on the way to the shelter.” The large man proclaimed, crossing his arms. “Would you just put it on and walk with me?”

Could Rick even walk properly while wearing the thing? It was wet on one side and must have weighed a third as much as he did. With a grimace, Rick twisted it, putting it over his shoulders and feeling as if he’d been stuffed under twenty blankets. It was warm and heavy, the hood falling over almost enough to shroud his face entirely and leaving him only able to see the wet cobblestone ahead.

“There we go.” Huge laughed with a booming voice. “Now no one can tell who you are at a glance.”

“Wait, why would that-?”

Huge pulled him out of the cover of the hospital’s entrance and into the pouring rain. The sounds around Rick were drowned under the echoing drums of water hitting the leather hood. Still, the Major’s voice boomed through the storm with crisp clarity.

“We’ve recently detected the starts of a feral rush.” The large man stated, hand keeping a lock on Rick’s shoulder, practically pushing him through the slippery cobblestone. “So excuse me if I’m brief, we’re going to need all hands on deck once it hits.”

“A what!?” Rick screamed, trying to speak over the hammer of droplets.

“Mountain-slide up north, displaced bunch of ferals. First wave’s going to hit in a day or two.” Huge declared. “We’re getting everyone ready.”

The tension in his grip and voice told Rick otherwise.

“What about Monica?” He barely had time to register where they were going. His focus was mostly on trying to avoid the stream of water and from slipping on the slippery ground.

“The Tigress? The Baron’s been slobbering over her for years.” The lumbering man stomped his way through, each footstep a tremor that sent water splashing in every direction. “He’s the guy in charge, gonna need to convince him and his bloated ego to hand her over.”

“And the law?”

“He IS the law.” Huge said grimly. “The land is technically his. He’s got final say on things. So us rubes gotta suck it up and kiss his boots.”

“And if I don’t like it?”

“Then you bring it up to the Earl, but good luck there.” There was a bitter laugh, there was a strain in the sound, a barely hidden growl. But the noise stopped when Huge’s steps slowed. “Wait, you fellas are pureblood humans, maybe you do have a chance…” A rolling thunder crackled overhead. The large man glanced up into the storm, eyes narrowed. His long locks of black hair clumped against his green, drenched uniform. “This rush’s going to be a fucking nightmare.”

“Why?”

“The storm.” He shook his head, turning to continue walking, the large meaty hand not letting go of Rick’s and yanking him through the village. “Also, that damn White Claw had laid claim in a very convenient place. Ferals avoided it, made rushes less likely to come from that side of the mountain. I told the Baron to leave that fucking cat alone but no, he needed to stroke his ego.” A growl. He spat to the side, pausing only long enough to glance at Rick again.

Letting go of the teacher’s shoulder, he reached up to pull the cowl down, leaving Rick completely blind save for the ground immediately in front of him as he was then yanked forward.

“Sir!” some woman called out as Huge pulled Rick through.

The man was like a force of nature. There was barely any give in his grip, and Rick would’ve been hard press to slow him down let alone stop him. Fortunately, the Major’s forcefulness came to an abrupt stop along with Rick sensing they’d stepped out of the rain. The hood was pulled off, and the young teacher found himself just past the entrance of a building of some kind.

This one was well lit. There was a lamp overhead that glowed with what was unmistakably a light-bulb. A dull warm orange bathed the foyer. Stone leading to wood, Rick had a fraction of a second to take things in before Huge’s hands quickly shook him. The next second he realized he was missing the leather cape. The large man had put it on without a moment’s wait.

“Look, whatever your hassle with the Baron and that Tigress are, it can wait until after the rush.” Huge said, eyes blazing holes into Rick. “It’s my job to keep this place safe. The last thing I need is the Baron making my work harder. And it’s not like you’d have the right to have a maiden, anyway.”

“What?”

“You need to be a citizen first.” He held a finger up, pointing to the roof. “I’m not a lawyer, but even I know that you guys are technically nobodies right now. Focus on becoming a legal citizen along with the rest of your friends. If you want to have a hope at anything, you absolutely need that first.”

Frowning, Rick nodded, noticing Kat and Tomas had followed close behind. Neither looked even slightly damp. Kat was grinning from ear to ear as she walked past Rick, dragging Tomas along the way. “Going to check this nerd’s room! Thanks for the trip, Huge!”

The Major stiffened, giving a salute, right hand reaching up to the opposite shoulder. “Ma’am.” The chemistry teacher looked from Kat as she walked down the corridor and to the Major as he waited for a heartbeat before relaxing. A nervous chuckle followed as he scratched the back of his head. “The only human women I ever dealt with were either commanding officers or nobles.”

“Feels rough.”

“You have no idea.” The man sighed, shaking his head. “Anyway, this place is the temporary lodging for the men. If you need anything, just ask. The women are down the street, can’t miss the building, it has more guards than the King’s latrine.”

Though Rick nodded, his thoughts were on other matters. “Anyone I could talk about law?”

Huge gave a lofty nod. “I’ll throw the question, see what bites.”

“Thanks.” Rick offered a hand to shake.

Huge tensed, looking down at the hand. “Don’t mention it?” There was a brief moment of confusion as he took the teacher’s hand and gave a singular firm shake.

“You don’t shake hands here?”

“No, we do.” A hefty roll of his shoulders and a shrug. “Just not used to it. Be safe.”

With those words, Huge stepped out of the door and into the rain. Rick took a moment to watch him go. He’d been about to lean forward to close the door when a bed of pink hair entered through. The human was forced a step back as Dia was the one to close the door behind herself instead.

“What are you doing here?”

“Hm?” She nonchalantly grinned, not looking even a little wet. “I’m giving one of my patients a visit.”

“Patient?”

“Ryan Ortyz.” The woman grinned at his surprise. “One of your students, I believe, he’d been amongst the patients in critical condition who had to be carried by land rather than flown to the village. It’s a customary check-up to ensure everything went as it should have.”

Blinking a little, Rick felt his shoulder lower a little.

Dia caught the gesture, her lips parted into a grin. “I also might stay awhile since the weather is so terrible outside. I believe the hostess has the best coffee on this side of the kingdom. Maybe you’d like to drink one with me and share some pleasant conversation?”

Rick arched a brow and grinned. “Laying it on thick?”

The nurse leaned forward, her hand falling against his shoulder and pressing him against the wall. She was shorter, but she was definitely stronger than him. Her eyes were sharp as she leaned closer, looking up into his eyes. “Yes.” Her cheeks were flushed as she pulled away, the predatory edge in her gaze vanishing as she smiled politely. The change fast enough it gave Rick whiplash. Her tone came out sultry, but controlled. “I do believe I have a thing or two that might be of interest. I spoke with miss Ana on the way here and there may be some laws that could be convenient for your case, sir.”

Rick noticed the flicker of movement from his right. There was a woman… no, she had a gold collar, it was a maiden. “Oh, hello Dia.” The woman was slightly plump. It was the first thing the chemistry teacher noticed, which was a slightly odd thing to spot. His eyes moved to the healthy shine on her cheeks and long brown hair braided into all the way to her ankles. The maiden also happened to have a pair of deer-like horns atop her head. The woman’s focus was on the nurse. “You wouldn’t happen to be trying to sink your hooks onto our local celebrity, would you?”

The nurse’s cheeks turned bright pink. She bowed deeply. “I wouldn’t dare, ma’am.”

“No need to apologize to me, I know I’d be doing the same if I were in your shoes.”

“Celebrity?” Rick asked.

“Ah, I take it no one told you, Mr. Cross?” The woman’s smile widened with warmth. The words made Dia wince. “Not every day a gallant human steps in to protect a maiden, and from the infamous White Claw, no less.”

Rick’s eyes bore into the back of the nurse’s head. Even from where he stood, he could see her cheeks becoming redder with every passing second. “I think someone skipped on the details.”




Chapter 074 [Alice]

Alice found herself looking out the window again. It was hard to tell what time of day it was what with the storm, but she figured it was early morning. How had the weather turned for the worse this hard? This fast? The hostess had mentioned something about ferals, but could the maidens manipulate the weather as well?

Alice’s eyes lingered on the sky above as the thunder streaked through the clouds.

As much as she wanted to keep her thoughts on the impossibility that some human sized creatures might be able to make a storm spontaneously burst into existence, there was something more pressing that was trying to gnaw at her thoughts.

Monica.

The image was clear, bound in heavy chains, forced into a curling position, wrists and ankles restrained in iron. A shudder ran through the teacher. Her mouth twisted as if she’d just bitten into a lemon. All the philosophy and logic in the world could not dissuade her from that gut feeling that burned bright within her.

This was wrong.

Not able to just stay put in the room any longer, she stood up, hoping she’d perhaps find something to eat downstairs. Much to her surprise, the three cooks from the other day were there already, apparently starting the day early.

“Not Kat or May?” The purple haired one asked the maiden whose name Alice was sure she’d heard at some point but forgot.

“They have their own schedules.” Alice stated brusquely, frowning. “I have a quick question. Who is the Baron? To the village, I mean.”

The red-head wearing the golden collar was the one to speak. “He’s the village’s ruler. He manages the land and helps the village thrive. We’re a border town that wasn’t even on the map until his family showed up some fifty years ago.” Her hand gestured at the ceiling, at the flickering orange light. “It’s thanks to his family that we have electricity and running water.” A little pause and a solemn nod. “But that was his father’s work, mostly.”

Alice nodded grimly. “And do you know anything about the current Baron?”

“Not really, he was born in the capital as far as I can tell.” The woman stated, her hands flared with flickering flames as she caressed the stone slab. “Only showed up around these parts five or so years ago… showed up looking for White Claw.”

There was a nonchalant nod at that proclamation, Alice opted to keep things at that, filling out her plate and turning to sit down to take her breakfast. Or so she would have wanted to, her focus was interrupted as she saw a craggy old woman entering the breakfast hall. A familiar and unwanted presence. The sight of her made Alice’s turn and churn, a sense of revulsion that swept through her.

Ms. Dodson looked just about as shocked to see Alice, but her face hid the emotion quickly behind a mask of indifference. Turning away, the older woman approached the chefs, meanwhile, Alice just left her plate on the table and walked out. Her jaw was clenched tightly, feet almost stomping her sneakers down against the brick floor on her way out.

“Miss Smith?”

The voice snapped the psychology teacher out of her internal fuming. The woman turned to focus on the one who’d called out to her. It was a maiden. A blue collar and green uniform denoted she was part of the Hunters. “Yes?”

“The Baron sent a request to meet with you.”

If there was anger before, it was jolted right out of her, Alice’s shoulders squared off and the one who’d called her out shrunk slightly, lowering her head in a partial bow. “The invitation is an unofficial one, the lord emphasized you need not come if the circumstances weren’t proper.”

The proclamation gave something for Alice’s mind to focus on, something to do. A target. She had two problems troubling her mind. Might as well address one of them directly.

Her thoughts defaulted into her experience at the university. What to do when told to participate in one of those stuffy meetings that were thinly veiled attempts to gather funding? “I’m not exactly presentable for an official meeting with a… the Baron.”

“The Baron said not to worry, and if the madam was bothered, then his wife’s personal seamstress would be able to have something made easily enough.”

There was no way in hell Alice would want to indebt herself to the man. “If that’s the case, is the invitation for right now?”

The maiden hesitated. “I was instructed to bring you at whatever time you found to be most convenient, ma’am.”

Fuck it. “Then let’s go.”

In a blur of movement, the uniformed maiden turned around, heading towards the main entrance, vanishing past the doors, and returning after barely ten seconds. She was now holding a purple silk trench-coat and a nervous smile. “I will be your guard along the way, ma’am.”

Alice twitched. “What do I need to be guarded from?”

“Ferals.” She replied briskly. “We’ve observed increased activity as of late. We are keeping a close eye in the perimeter, but better safe than sorry.”

The psychology teacher blinked at those words, frowning for a moment. “Better safe than sorry…” She frowned ever so slightly.

“That’s how the saying goes, no?” The maiden tensed, fingers scratching the collar lightly. “I’ve heard it many times. Is it wrong?”

“No, not wrong, just… unexpected.”

Something about it had felt off to Alice, but she wasn’t about to let herself be distracted from her objective. The young teacher took the offered coat and draped it over her shoulders. Immediately, a wave of warmth washed over her, a toasty heat that seeped into her body through her skin. Had it been near a fire? Alice pulled up the hood and followed behind her currently nameless guard.

Seeing the torrential rain, Alice expected to be immediately beset by a downpour of water all around. Instead, she’d walked a good twenty steps out of the building and had yet to hear the first droplet touch the hood of the coat. Hesitating, she looked upwards, finding nothing above save the cloudy sky. Eyes widening, she pulled the hood off of her head to look upwards more comfortably, and…

“ACK!” A shrill shriek and a coughing fit, one second her face had been dry and the next a deluge of water poured down against her face.

Before she could react, a hand had snapped the hood back in place, the water stopped pouring down on her there and then. The young teacher looked at her guide, the maiden grinning with some amusement. “The coat is enchanted to protect against the rain, ma’am, but the enchantment only works so long as the hood is in place. Or so I was told.”

“Enchantments.” Alice spoke with a deadpan.

“Yes, ma’am, enchantments. Expensive ones I’d presume.”

Looking down at her hands, Alice frowned, reaching outwards and away from her. The air was devoid of rain until it wasn’t. There was a line where the rain started, no more than a half-arm away. It was an invisible wall, within there was no rain, outside it was a deluge. “This can’t be real.” She muttered, reaching to her hood and hesitating.

She opted not to remove it and get herself even more wet.

Her eyes moved towards her guide, the woman looked dry. “What about you?”

“Me? It’s just a little trick we learn during basic.” The maiden grinned, flicking a loose strand of black hair over her shoulder. There was a hint of pride lingering on her face. “Most maidens can walk around the rain without issue if they learn how to use their energy properly.”

“What’s the difference between that and this?”

“Yours is more expensive.” A little wink and she turned around. “We should move before the enchantment runs out. It likely has a set amount of usefulness per day.”

Alice’s steps hastened, watching how even the cobblestone dried before she’d step on it. “How much does it have left?”

“I don’t know, but would you want to test it out, ma’am?”

Yes.

No.

Alice grimaced.

Her guide took the gesture in a different way, nodding and hurrying her through the empty streets of the village. The young teacher noticed that they weren’t moving away from the village but rather towards its center.
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Chapter 075 [Alice]

Alice’s apprehension of having a potential bodyguard was rather quick to vanish as she approached a house that looked as if several people had attempted to build it at the same time. The first one to get their hands on the thing had clearly been aiming for a prison, and at some point the designs were torn out of the architects’ hands and given at someone trying to make a mansion. Only to have had the designs stolen by some sort of lunatic that decided the only thing missing was to put a chunk of metal on top like some sort of birthday hat.

The building was a special kind of ugly, the sort that tried to pretend it was actually pretty but that lacked the proper amount of makeup to be able to pull off such a miracle. The torrential rain certainly wasn’t helping make it look any less unsettling.

Four stories high, it was the tallest structure in the village. The first two floors were thick with cement, stone slabs slapped outside walls as if to hastily try to hide the aberration of dark gray concrete. Each window was locked tight behind a heavy metal shutter that had been polished to the point it could almost pretend to be chrome. The next two floors had large ornate windows, littering the heavy dark orange brick walls. And lastly… the roof. It was a metal tower of some sort. Four tilted metal columns that joined at the tip of a very stretched out pyramid that was twice as tall as the building itself.

Alice noticed that at the very cusp of the metal tower there were two winged creatures perched upon its metallic structure, almost undoubtedly maidens, though the storm made it hard to recognize more than the silhouette of their figures. “What is that?”

“The radio tower.” Her guide and bodyguard called out. “The Hunters can use it from that building over there too, it’s how we send reports and stuff.” She’d pointed to a structure not too far off.

Nodding numbly, Alice followed through the empty street towards the ugly mansion’s main entrance. Two heavy looking pieces of metal that swung open upon their approach. Two maidens at either side struggled to push them out of the way. These women wore gray outfits, uniforms that had short skirts and shorter sleeves, they showed far more flesh than should have been professional. A mockery that bordered in fetish gear, Alice would not have found it odd if any of the four women there had claimed they’d just recently finished a lingerie photo-shoot.

She couldn’t help but notice their collars were a celestial baby blue.

“We’ll take it from here.” One of them called out, Alice’s guide gave a lazy salute.

“Wait.” Alice called out quickly, reaching out to grasp her guide’s wrist. “Would it be ok if she stayed with me?”

The question appeared to startle all five maidens. Glances were exchanged, a quiet conversation being shared amongst themselves that Alice was not entirely privy to, but she could guess the general content. They were trying to figure out under whose authority it was to decide such a thing.

And she wasn’t going to let the choice slip into hesitation.

“I don’t expect to be long, and as the Baron’s guest today, I would feel more comfortable if my guide… Erm…”

“Stella.”

“Stella, stayed around. She’s the only familiar face I’ve got here after all.”

That appeared to tilt the balance in her favor, the four nodded. “Of course, ma’am.”

Stella looked all the stiffer, and Alice would make sure to apologize to her afterwards for the inconvenience.

But she was most certainly not going to enter the Baron’s place alone when the people greeting the door were dressed so clearly provocatively. There was something deeply wrong about it.

The four guards cleared the path, allowing them to enter. Inside another blue-collared gray-uniformed maiden was waiting for them. This one had short blue hair. “The coat, ma’am?”

Alice didn’t make much comment, taking the purple enchanted garment off and handing it over. The maiden proceeded to guide them through a dreadfully oppressive gray corridor that immediately led to a brightly lit marble entrance. Alice’s eyes widened as she had too many things to take in at once. The gold plated railings in the stairs that led up to the second floor, the silver on the mirror half that led downstairs, the almost clinical white that painted the walls and ceiling, the checkerboard stone floor, the glass chandelier with light-bulbs that could be nothing else but LEDs. The shine was too white, too intense, too pure.

The phantom weight of the cloak she’d been wearing not five minutes ago spoke of a different possibility. Enchanting? Magic? That weird power the maidens possessed? Her mind had started to stray, but she quickly brought it back in line.

She’d come here for a reason.

Thus her eyes fell onto the void of where the host was not. “And the Baron?”

“Will be here briefly, ma’am.” The… maid? Spoke with a low bow. “Your arrival was most urgent, we were caught a bit unprepared.” A slight gesture of her hand led them to follow into a small green room. The walls were not painted but covered by glossy cloth of some sort, it looked like silk. Gold was weaved into the pattern, giving the walls of the windowless room the impression of looking at the outline of a mountainous scenery. Within the room there was a grand total of two couches, one leather, one made from the same materials as the wall though in a slightly darker coloration. Between the two a small coffee-table.

“The Lord of the manor will be here shortly.”

And the door closed behind them. Alice looked at Stella, the maiden standing firm and avoiding eye-contact. “You don’t need to be so tense.”

“I… disagree, ma’am, I don’t think the Baron will be happy to see me here. Hunters aren’t permitted within a noble’s abode without a serious enough reason.”

The young teacher had been about make a choice comment or two about that, but understood all too well that this could mean the poor maiden was about to get into hot waters. “I understand, I’m sorry about that. If it’s necessary, I’ll talk to whoever might disagree with your presence. I was the one who insisted after all.”

The maiden appeared to want to say something but stopped, just giving a curt nod and moving to the corner. She stood at attention there, becoming quiet and leaving Alice to her own thoughts. A rather not amusing prospect if she were honest, but probably better than what was going to happen once the Baron showed up.

The door swung open, and the Baron stepped in before Alice had even managed to find a comfortable position on the couch. “Miss Smith, a pleasure to see you.”

This close to the man, Alice noticed he was plumper than she’d originally thought. He was tall, a little over two meters, far more than she was used to, but there was a slight roundness to his pale cheeks in his otherwise vertically elongated face. On his left hand there was a bottle of wine, two empty glasses held lofty in his fingers. His empty right hand was outstretched into an attempt at a friendly shake.

His face was beaming with a wide smile, his eyes looking at her as if she were a lamb and he the wolf.

Her thoughts focused on a singular clear memory, the spider, the mud, the rain.

This should be a cake-walk compared to that nightmare.

“Yes, well, I had some important matters of my own I wished to discuss, sir.”

Seeing the offered hand, she took it, making sure to give as firm a shake as she could. Even then, she also made very very sure to keep herself almost a good step away, the last thing she wanted was actual physical proximity to the man.

Her proclamation and stiffness didn’t make his smile falter any. “Ah, indeed? And what business would you have? It would be my pleasure to help however I can.” His right hand moved to remove the empty glasses to put them on the table.

Alice hesitated for a heartbeat. “It’s about Monica, the… Tigress. You see, my friend Rick-.”

CRACK

Alice almost jumped back as the bottle of wine in the Baron’s hand exploded into a rain of shards and red rain. The vibrantly colored liquid splattered against the light green carpet, the stain spreading like oil. The Baron’s face had gone from friendly to a tight plastic semblance of a smile. Any hint of friendliness was gone, the eyes behind the mask seethed as they bore into Alice with an intensity that made her step away.

“So there is indeed a man named ‘Rick’.”

A growl escaped the Baron, fists clenching as the shattered pieces of the bottle fell on the carpet.

“Sir? You’re bleeding.”

The voice came from the corner, and the Baron jolted, looking over his shoulder at the green-uniformed maiden there as if only noticing her now. The maiden herself was looking straight ahead, pale as a sheet.

“You… must excuse me.” The anger was gone instantly, the man turned back to look at Alice. The anger was gone, the saddened expression almost looked apologetic. Almost. “It seems I have made a mess of things.” A chuckle left him as he looked down at himself, his clothes drenched in wine. “They don’t make bottles like they used to, very fragile.”

“Y…yes…” Alice nodded, hand clenched tightly into a fist, eyes flickering towards the door, the only way out.

“I… will have to clean myself.” The Baron now laughed, opening his hands and allowing a trickle of shattered glass to fall, his palm was bloody. “And receive some healing.” A long pause, his gaze losing focus for a moment. “I don’t think I feel all that well. My wife will be here to provide some company shortly.”

The man turned around, not uttering another word, walking out the room and closing the door behind him. Alice’s eyes fell down to the shattered bottle, and its thick curve, a shudder ran through her as she turned to glance at Stella.

The maiden that stood on the corner was pale, wide eyed and very slowly shaking her head, not daring to even move an inch.




Chapter 076 [Alice]

Despite Alice’s desire to make a run for the door the instant the Baron had left, her chance to do so had been quickly dashed from her when the man’s wife had showed up. It was hard to imagine she’d been doing anything but wait for the opportunity to show up.

Tea and snacks had been brought along.

Alice made a show of sipping on the beverage, but her eyes kept turning towards the door in the green room. The scent of wine lingered in the air.

“You must excuse my husband.” The Baroness spoke. Today she had opted to dress with something far less attention grabbing as she had during the presentation.

It was still going for dark themes, but the leather was only present in her boots. Other than those, she wore a pair of dark blue pants, made out of a material that looked similar to denim, but had a sheen to it that made Alice suspect it was silk. The woman’s shirt was akin to a polo, made from the same material and white. Most notably, the woman’s hair had been loosened, black strands of coal that draped their way down her shoulders.

The whole ensemble kept that masculine feel, and it accentuated the woman’s bare neck. No collars or jewelry to be found there even as she wore silver bracelets and hoop earrings.

“Is it odd?” The question startled Alice, she blinked as the Baroness smiled curiously. “My clothes.”

“They… I’m sorry.” Alice quickly shook her head. “It’s not odd, I’m just not used to the style.”

“Too masculine?” There was a sheen within the Baroness’ green eyes, the amusement in her lips perked up. “Ah, I was right.”

“I… Yes, it did strike me as odd.”

With a slight nod, the woman leaned back. “If you’d asked me of my tastes when I was but a little girl, I would’ve told you that I would very much enjoy frills and skirts.”

“Is your style… normal?”

“Yes.” The reply was blunt, but the amusement wasn’t gone. “At least for those that go through the military. Dress code is strict, but it has its reasons.” A twirl of her wrist. “Safety and practicality being the first.”

“Safety?”

“Wouldn’t want a human to be mistaken for a maiden, even at a quick glance.” The woman laughed softly. “The first thing maidens are taught is how to avoid accidentally murdering a commanding officer. After all, as powerful as they are, they are as prone to shock as everyone else.” Her hand made a quick cutting motion. “Some are powerful enough a mere gesture could spell a human’s end.”

The words sent a cold chill down Alice’s spine. Her gaze turned towards Stella, the maiden stood at the corner like a statue, staring at nothing at all and pretending quite convincingly that she wasn’t there.

A slight sigh left the Baroness. “Must be nice to live in a world where you need not worry over such things.”

“We have our own problems.” Alice replied, rolling her eyes and feeling her shoulders relax ever so slightly.

“Such is life, I suppose.” There was a slight twinkle in her eye. “Before we progress through the pleasantries, I believe I heard that you’d come for business?”

The words led Alice to recompose herself quickly, nodding. “Yes, I’d attempted to tell the Baron as much, about Monica, the Tigress, and that was when he… reacted.”

“Understandable, he has been attempting to capture White Claw ever since he found out about the threat she posed to the village. The feral has proven particularly elusive, however.” The Baroness laughed, a chime to her tone. “Judging by his recent bout of frustrations, I’d wager she is proving just as hard to tame.” With her words, the woman’s eyes crinkled ever so slightly. “Pray-tell, why would you be interested in the creature? Revenge?”

Alice almost jumped from her seat. “No! No, no, I…” She quickly shook her head. “You see, my friend Rick had been with her before her capture, and worries over her condition.”

The calm expression on the woman that sat across from her was impossible to decipher. A stony edge had made her features a barrier that prevented any emotions to slip through. “I see.” Her words were smooth and controlled, pulling up the cup to take a long sip of her beverage. Calmly, she set it down, keeping her eyes on Alice. “I’m not sure what you are expecting over the situation, miss Smith, is Rick staking a claim on the Tigress? If so, why is he not here?”

“He’s in the hospital.” Alice replied. “Last I checked he’d yet to be discharged, I think he was to be released today.”

“Hm…” The Baroness calmly put down her cup. “Unfortunately for your friend, the law is rather clear in this regard. Rick was not a citizen of the kingdom, most likely still isn’t. Any stake over capture of White Claw is, thus, void. Especially since laws pertaining to capture are not retroactive.” A simple shrug followed, amusement played on her lips. “He might have hope to a claim if a bond had been formed, but such a thing is impossible without a collar.”

“And if she were bonded, anyway? Kat and Tomas had heard her speak his name before reaching the village. And you must have seen how she reacted back at the auditorium when they called out her name.” Alice hesitate. “Consider it a hypothetical scenario.”

The words made the Baroness’ brows to knit ever so imperceptibly. The woman slowly crossed her arms and leaned further back into the couch, peering into Alice’s eyes and holding her gaze with a cold and calculating expression lingering in her eyes. “Say, hypothetically, that somehow the bond had indeed formed.” She tapped her elbow with a slow beat. “If the bond were still there after he’s gained citizenship, then he would still be unable to own her.”

“Why?”

“Normal citizens are not qualified to own a maiden as dangerous as a Tigress.” The Baroness replied easily enough. “The only way would be or have been a part of the military, part of the feral-suppression force, or the Hunters.” Scoffing, she shook her head. “But as far as anyone’s concerned, an uncollared bond has not happened within recorded history since the Bloody Wave.”

“The Bloody Wave?”

“A catastrophe from over five hundred years ago. Little is actually known about it, other than very very few humans survived.” She shook her head. “Most things from before that time were lost either to the ferals or the ravages of time. I personally never did have an interest on such things. But I digress.” A slight sigh, nodding her head once. “Now that your question has been answered, would you feel like talking more freely? It has been ages since I’ve had a fellow woman to talk with. And I am sure you are a rather fascinating person to talk to.”

“I doubt that.” Alice quickly reproached.

“Nonsense.” The statement was waved off quite promptly. “You faced off a feral Arachnae, and I heard… Rick… had received a killing blow while fighting the Tigress. Dare I expect your world is filled with warriors?”

“Oh, no, nothing like that, we’ve… haha.” The psychology teacher squirmed a little, laughing uncomfortably. “No, our society has left its warring period… for the most part. Rick and I were only teachers. He’s a chemist, I’m… a bit of a psychology nerd.”

“Psychic?” The Baroness tensed abruptly, the hand moving to caress the bracelet on her left wrist. “So you had powers? The report had mentioned no such thing.”

“No powers, psychology, not… psychic? Wait.” Alice blinked. “Wait, you have… can minds be read?”

The woman nodded, though did not remove her fingers from the silver bracelet. “Certainly, some maidens possess that ability. Our local expert… Irene I believe she was called, is one such individual.”

Alice slumped onto the couch, eyes wide, mind whirling through the possibilities. It felt like a beehive that had been hit by a rock, suddenly everything was starting to buzz. So many arguments, so many theories, hours upon hours tossing and turning and writing. So much ink spent on making assertions and dissertations.

Very suddenly the woman felt a sense of equal parts dread and excitement.

She could imagine the feeling could not be too different to being told one could confirm whether there was a God or not, concrete physical irrefutable proof, by just opening a door.

“You look like a boy his first day of training.” The Baroness laughed softly, bringing Alice back to reality, the psychology teacher blushing furiously as she realized she’d jumped off the couch. “I will make sure Irene is the one to aid your citizenship examination. It seems you would have a great deal of things to ask her.”

“Would you? I, erm, I don’t want to impose.”

The Baroness waved it off. “Nonsense, the citizenship procedure requires truth spells and thought scans, anyway.” There was a little pause, a hesitation on her words, her lips thinning. “In exchange, would you hear a small warning I have to profess?”

“Certainly.”

The stare became cold, her brows lowering. “Join the army.” She raised a finger to speak before Alice could interrupt. “The more I observe you, the clearer it is that you and yours are rather blind to many of the risks our world has in store for human women such as yourself.”

“And… why would you say that?”

“A human woman coming, alone, to a household is generally a sign of… strong show of interest.” The Baroness took her cup back up, a long sip following.

Alice hesitated, turning to look at Stella and then back at the Baroness.

“Maidens, unfortunately, would not count as company.”

“How so?”

The noble woman arched a brow, shifting her focus towards the corner where the pale maiden stood. “Vacate my husband’s property, you’re not welcome here.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Stella shot Alice a worried look, moving towards the door.

It closed with a soft click, one that sent a shiver down Alice’s spine.

“That would be the reason why.” The Baroness took another long sip from her cup.

“And your husband…”

“Only held the best intentions, I’m sure.” The response was a snap, barely a moment of hesitation. “I would suggest, however, that if you find yourself being invited, do make sure to bring fellow humans along. That way we can avoid causing a wrong impression.”

Alice nodded numbly.

“I… think I’ve stayed a bit too long.”

“If you feel that way.” The Baroness stood, reaching out to shake Alice’s hand. “Oh, before I forget.” The woman’s grip tightened around Alice’s fingers, her eyes locked on the woman with severity. “Do make sure to make it clear to your… friend, Rick, that this whole issue with White Claw is one better drowned in the river.”

“Excuse me? Drowned?”

The woman hesitated, letting go of Alice’s hand. “Ah, excuse me, it is an expression. Swept under the rug, as the maidens say, left to be forgotten or ignored.” She smiled tightly. “For everyone’s convenience, I mean. I’m sure we can find a way to compensate him for his efforts, however.”

“I’ll… mention it to him.” Her eyes danced on the door.

“I’d expect nothing less, miss Smith.”

Alice could not get out of the manor quickly enough.




Chapter 077 [Barry]

Barry looked at the Hound with apprehension. She was tied to the tree, wire dug into the maiden’s wrists and throat, dark fur coating her hands and feet, claws at the ends of both, her face still had traces of the white paint Veronica had sprayed her with.

The woman, maiden, creature, monster, she slept. For the first time since she’d been tied up, apparently. Barry suspected it wouldn’t take too long before she’d wake again either.

The monster had insane amounts of endurance, healed fast, and barely slept at all. There was no one thing about her capabilities that weren’t equally frightening and fascinating. To Barry, she was nothing short than a nightmare made flesh, just ready to break free at any second to lunge at his throat.

She’d tried several times already.

Barry’s eyes took a long moment to take in the sleeping face, almost peaceful if not for the half-snarl. Its presence was a constant reminder of how, even if the rest of her might hold some degree of allure, she was all too dangerous.

Perhaps that was part of the allure, he figured, a morbid fascination that lingered at the edges of his thoughts.

“Are you going to wait all day?”

The voice reminded Barry he couldn’t just run away from this particular nightmare or stall indefinitely. There was something bigger and more dangerous waiting for him to give up. This other threat was a monster that pretended to be an angel, with wings on her back and a glowing sword.

Holding back from showing his nervousness any more than he already was, Barry scooted closer to the slumbering monster. Legs crossed, he held in his hands some torn up pieces of meat and fruit. The human dared not ask where the meat came from, he’d seen wild hogs at some point, he hoped it was from those. But the fact that he was hesitating was all too telling. The monster’s nose twitched, ears perking. Barry froze as he watched those golden eyes regain consciousness. There was a fraction of a second as she met his gaze and nothing happened. For that singular beautiful instant, he almost believed she would take the offered food.

The next moment he’d squealed, pulling his hand away as her fangs chomped down on the empty air almost close enough to bite where his hand had originally been at. Her snarl was mixed with the sound of raucous laughter that burst from behind Barry. The human turned around to glare at the blond monster as she held her sides, laughing as if all of this was some hilarious joke. Perhaps it was exactly that to her, nothing more than amusement before she grew bored and killed him.

There was little doubt of exactly who was responsible for Barry not getting run through a sword, and that person currently was not present.

“Try that again.”

The command made Barry flinch. The young man looking down at the food he’d been holding earlier that had smeared across his grip. What was left of the offering was now mostly paste and crumbs that coated his palm in a fruity smell of overcooked meat. The human could only grimace at this.

“We have trouble.”

The words interrupted the glare Pan had been shooting at the human, the winged maiden turning towards the tree-line as Kajou broke through. The dark skinned woman panted, clearly having been running for no small amount of time.

“What trouble?”

“The rush is changing direction.”

“Fuck.” Pan frowned at this declaration. “Are you sure this isn’t some splinter?”

“It might be, seems too large. I’m not the one that can fly and check.”

Pan didn’t wait a single second, spreading her wings wide and leaping into the air. She beat her wings with power, light glowing out of every feather. She rose sharp and fast, quickly climbing over the treetops. Barry could only sigh in relief as she vanished from view. His eyes turned towards the brunette as she was quickly checking over the items throughout the camp. “What is a ‘rush’?”

“Ferals get displaced or spooked, run off. They displace or spook more ferals. Some rushes are just mass migrations, but if things go bad, it can snowball into a sort of stampede.” She said. “The storm must have caused something up at the mountain, so ferals had started migrating down our side of the river. It might turn into a rush thanks to whatever’s caused them to change course.”

“Why?”

“I didn’t care enough to risk and check.” Came the brusque reply. She was packing up the camp at lightning speed, shoving everything she could into the backpacks. “We need to start moving, get ahead, reach the Court. We’ll be safer there.”

“How much time do we have?”

Kajou paused, elbow deep in the cloth bag that she used as a backpack. Her eyes lingered on him, moving towards the snarling Hound and then back at Barry. “Not enough.”

“What do you…?”

“Barry, I’m sorry, but we can’t waste time dragging an uncooperative feral.” The young woman said, shaking her head. “We can find another feral later, right now the important thing is to get moving and put some distance. We can’t waste time.”

The human froze, looking at the creature that was tied with wires against the tree. The naked woman with bared fangs and pursed lips. There were no bleeding wounds, only scars of past injuries. Barry’s jaw trembled, looking onto the prisoner as his mind connected the dots. They’d leave her here, tied up. It would be a death sentence.

“I don’t-.”

“Kaj!”

The voice snapped both of their attention upwards, Pan was descending, fast. The not-angel was at a steep dive, straight towards the forest floor, clearly having very little regard of the possibility of what might happen if she were to crash against the floor. And for good reason, Pan’s wings snapped open instants before she made contact with the ground, turning the vertical descent into a horizontal flight path straight towards the nearest tree. A sharp turn avoided collision yet again, she flapped, killing her speed and touching down.

The woman wore a nervous expression, the first Barry had seen upon her angelic features.

“It’s a rush, it’s coming. Probably some territorial feral got aggressive. It spooked them.”

Kajou flinched. “Shit. How far?”

“A day. There're some nasties mixed in.”

“Blood frenzy?”

“Not yet.”

“A blood wh-.”

Barry’s words died in his throat, Pan’s nervousness had snapped into anger as she turned to look his way. The seething heat within those blue eyes was enough to make his mouth snap shut.

“We’re dropping the human.”

The sister stepped forward, arms wide. “Pan, no!”

“I am not playing games here. The human slows us down. The rush might catch us.”

“I’ll carry him.”

That snapped the angel’s attention, eyes narrowed dangerously. Her blade began to shine in her grip. “Don’t make me beat you up and drag your body to safety, sis. The human is not worth this.”

The dark haired woman stepped forward, hands glowing. “You’re making a grave mistake. He could change things for the Coven, for maidens everywhere!”

“You trust this weakling?”

“I trust the Elder.” Came the harsh response.

“Myths of old deluded women and a world that never existed.” Pan raised her sword. “We don’t have the time for this. Step aside.”

As if to punctuate the proclamation, a shrill scream broke the silence. It came from the forest, echoing through the trees and drowning out into the distance. That singular sound came with a shift in the direction of the wind. A cold chill ran up Barry’s spine as he saw the tied up Hound go very very quiet.

The feral’s eyes widened like saucers, nose twitching as she breathed in something that lingered in the wind. Her ears were standing stiff and aimed straight towards the darkness through the forest. Very suddenly she started to struggle harshly against the wires that were holding her against the tree. Choking whines escaped her, thrashing and fighting against the metal string, bleeding as it bit into the flesh of her wrists and not seeming to mind one iota.

Barry’s mind raced, breath stuck in his throat. Seeing the woman so desperately fighting for her life…

His feet moved before his brain could catch up, he rushed to the side of the tree, feeling the woman as she kicked and struggled. Feeling half blind from the lack of detail, the young human still reached out for the wires that were holding the feral in place. Someone complained behind him, the sound of metal rung loudly.

The young human froze as he noticed the feral looking into his eyes. She’d gone completely still, ears flat against her skull and the barest hint of a frown. His fingers kept fighting against the metal string, feeling himself rooted in place. She was close enough she could rip his throat out, close enough he could smell the musky earth of her fur, close enough he could see the rhythmic rise and fall of her chest from her breathing.

SNAP

The metal knot had become undone, loosened and broken by the strength of the creature. The feral wasted no time to stand, finally free of the device. She loomed over the crouched Barry, claws wide and ready. Her gold eyes stared into his and did not break away, now wide in surprise.

“He let her loose!”

The words caused the feral to look away, the instant she had, her body had melted into the shadows. And just in time to avoid the sword that Pan had come swinging. The blond woman’s face was contorted into confusion and anger, staring at Barry with a scowl. Another expression that was a first for him to see upon her face.

Behind her, Kajou had a look of determination, moving in to stand between the angel and Barry, arms wide. “You saw it. She didn’t attack him.”

“A fluke.”

“I don’t care. I’m putting my bets on him Kajou.” The woman stated flatly. “And if you don’t like it, then cut me down.”

Hesitation, a growl that was interrupted by another shrill scream, this time the noise accompanied by several more. Pan shook her head, pointing at Barry with her index. “If he slows us down, we’re dropping him to get eaten by the ferals.”

There was a collective sigh of relief from the other two.




Chapter 078 [Rick]

If there was one thing Rick had learned to loathe throughout his years as a teacher, it was the red tape. He would have figured that it being a dinky little village in the middle of what was probably the farthest point from any bureaucracy that the country could offer would mean there would be little need for such a thing.

Apparently, humanity and paperwork were synonyms.

Rick’s eyes bore holes into the pile of paper that lay in front of him. A contract. Thirty pages thick, the paper itself was thicker and rougher than what he was used to. It made the whole thing look closer to a book, especially with the flat pieces of wood at either side, using string to bind the pages together.

The fact that it tingled to his touch told him there was also more to it than met the eye. Which made him all the warier to sign without understanding every line of text within.

Thus why he was currently seated in the common room, the only area with electric lighting in the building, a dim orange that did not flicker or wane even as the storm raged outside. It was currently, thankfully, mostly empty of people.

Rick drummed his fingers against the table, glaring at the ink-filled pages. Next to him there was a blank piece of paper he was scribbling notes onto. There were no such things as pens in this tiny village, apparently, so he had to use a cloth-wrapped piece of coal that was making a mess of his hands.

“Don’t you find it weird?” Tomas interrupted Rick’s inner musings, taking the seat opposite to the teacher’s.

“I find many things weird.” Rick replied, muttering and writing a few other words. The legalese that was in the contract had more than a few terms he wasn’t too clear on.

“I mean, you’ve seen it, right? It’s in English.”

“Mhm.”

“We’re in another world. There're monsters and magic, and they’re speaking English and the Baron had a pokeball.”

“Pokeball?” A frown followed. His eyes hadn’t left the paper. “Ah, the thing Kat mentioned the Baron is using to keep Monica trapped.” A growl left his lips as his jaw clenched, his brows furrowed. “Yeah, weird shit.”

“But don’t you think that-.”

Rick’s eyes snapped away from the paper, glaring at the young man. “Tomas.” His singular word came out with a growl. “I am currently trying to get Monica back. I do not have the time or mental capacity to start playing guessing games. Do you have anything that could help me process this bullshit faster?”

“You could just sign it. I did.” The young man muttered, dejected. “It’s not like there’s an alternative.”

“Never sign something without reading and understanding it.” Came the harsh reply. “For all I know, this thing says I forfeit any claim to Monica in some convoluted way.”

“Do you really think this will help?”

Rick’s neck tensed, his hand clenched around the piece of coal. “Do we have any other way to do this? I can’t just break into the Baron’s house, find Monica, and fight my way out.”

“You could have your nurse girlfriend lend a hand. Maybe she-.” Tomas rolled his eyes, crossing his arms. The look in his eyes faltered as Rick leveled a glare back at him. “I’m guessing she’s busy then… Ok, I’ll help. What do you need?”

Rick didn’t hesitate to hand him the piece of paper he’d been scribbling on. “I need the definitions for these.”

The young man nodded, looking down at the paper, taking a pause. “Do you know where they keep a dictionary?”

A harsh bark of laughter left the young teacher’s lips. “Apparently, there’s only two in the village. The Baron has one, and the Hunters the other. Neither allow people to take the book, only to show up to look at it, so if I want to use them, I’d have to go on over to where they are at.” A growl. “You know, while we’re in lock-down, trapped in a building because apparently there’s a horde of monsters out there just itching to eat us.”

“Then how should I…?”

“Asking around would be the first option.” Rick shook his head, pausing as he saw Tomas’ look of confusion. “Green uniforms, blue collars.”

“What?”

“Green uniform, blue collars. The Hunters.” An impatient drumming of his fingers against the table. “The only ones that have been able to answer my questions. Black collars don’t know how to read. Green and red are a tossup. Blue collars.”

“Oh, ok.”

“And Tomas?” Rick looked at the young man as he’d been just about ready to rush through the door. “Thanks.”

A firm nod. “Don’t mention it.”

A weary sigh as the no-longer-bespectacled former student hurried off.

“I take it you don’t have a minute to talk?”

The voice startled Rick slightly. His eyes rose from the paper he’d been about to get back to scribbling on. Standing where Tomas had been a minute ago was Victor. The fellow teacher looked ragged, bags under his eyes, hair unkept, his complexion slightly pale. There was a weariness in that gaze that made Rick feel like calling for a nurse rather than start conversation.

Victor had never been a conversationalist, not with Rick, at least. The chemistry teacher scowled, but kept quiet, a little nod that signaled for his companion to take a seat opposite to him. He waited for a heartbeat. “Is it about Alice?”

The older man paused, blinking, then nodded slowly. “Yes.”

Leaning back, the chemistry teacher crossed his arms. “You should probably apologize.”

The man frowned. “You’re saying I’m to blame?”

“I heard the story from her and confirmed with some of the other students. Personally? I don’t really put you on the list of people to blame for what transpired.” Rick quirked a cold brow. He leaned forward, lips thinning. “But it’s clearly eating at you, so either do something, or sit back and do nothing. Again.”

Victor shot to his feet, chair clattering behind him. The man’s eyes blazed as he leaned over the table. A snarl played on his lips. “Do you think this is some sort of joke? You pull the hero and now you’re better than the rest of us!?” His hand swung to throw the book and papers off the table. A clattering sound that very abruptly drew everyone else’s attention.

A quiet spread across the room. The only sound that made it through was the drumming rain outside.

Rick remained seated, not moving an inch as his eyes moved from the tossed book up to Victor’s glare. Both teachers kept the glare, one side with a clenched jaw, the other with a cold, unwavering wall of ice.

When Rick moved, Victor jolted backwards, raising his arms, ready to stop any potential attack.

None came, however.

Quietly, the chemistry teacher was the first to break eye contact, moving towards the items that’d been shoved off the table. Without a word, he picked it up, carefully organizing it into a pile and then returning to the table. With purposeful slowness, each item was returned to their original spot. Rick proceeded to flip the contract open back to the page he had been at before his interruption.

No longer paying attention to the glaring man, Rick grasped the piece of coal and placed his focus on the contract. It took Victor several seconds to react to the quiet dismissal. His eyes turned around to stare at the people present.

A heartbeat later, he turned to leave.

The door slammed shut.

Rick waited until the low-tone whispers died down before putting the full of his attention back on the headache at hand. Thoughts of Victor were summarily dismissed.

Quietly, the chemistry teacher thanked that the whole thing had been printed. The letters weren’t exactly small, but they were certainly uniform. The issue was the font made his eyes hurt. The letters were sharpened like knives, given needless squiggles, and some not having gotten all the ink it would’ve needed to get a proper imprint. Or too much.

So, sometimes, it was a tossup on what exact word was being used, which did not combine well with the existence of, apparently, legal terms he had never heard of before. Even the ones not using words that, to him, looked made up.

What the hell did “statutory disconnection” even mean!? Sure, he could infer some meaning through context, but the document appeared to have been made intentionally convoluted.

And that made him even warier of outright signing it.

Rick paid little attention to the sound of the common-room opening again, nor did he really notice how all conversations had quickly come to an abrupt end. He did, however, notice when two figures had put themselves in front of his table, partially blocking out the light.

Holding back from sighing, he raised his eyes towards the third distraction within the past hour.

Whatever he’d been planning to say flew out the window. It was Dia, and she’d brought someone with her.

She was a maiden, if the green uniform and green collar didn’t make it clear, the light gray wings on her back sealed the deal. Her uniform looked crisp, far better kept than the others he’d seen. The green had some golden inlays near the cuffs and skirt, a touch of luxury that had been absent in the others Rick had met so far. His brows furrowed ever so slightly as he met her gaze, blue eyes and blond, her skin pale save a touch of redness in her cheeks.

The connection jumped out at him. She’d been the winged one that had fought Monica.

“Sir, this is Lieutenant Helga.” The nurse’s tone was formal, crisp. “She was in charge of the rescue operation.”

It was only really then that Rick noticed that both Helga and Dia had a slightly serious look on their faces, the sort of forced neutrality one would find on a soldier during a formal event.

Helga leaned forward, giving a slight bow. “I never had the opportunity to thank you properly, sir. Your actions during the fight helped avoid needless deaths that day.”

“I’m not…” Rick’s thoughts were not quite up to speed, looking between the two. So he defaulted towards cordiality. “What do I owe the pleasure to?”

“I told Helga about your current circumstances, and she agreed to aid in expediting the process.” Dia’s stony expression betrayed only the slightest of cheeky grins twitching at the corner of her lips.

“Yes. I witnessed the events that day and, if needed, I can testify that the feral behaved more like a recently bonded maiden protecting her partner.” Helga affirmed, with a far more serious nod. “More importantly, the citizenship process requires testimony under truth-spells, and a psychic evaluation. I am qualified for the testimony part.”

“Oh.” With a slight nod, his mind attempting to process the statement, Rick’s gaze lowered to the documentation currently in his hands. “Do you happen to be fluent in legal?”

Not too far away, still looking for help, Tomas sneezed.




Chapter 079 [Rick]

Rick sat in the chair, looking over to Helga and trying to figure out the whether he should be complaining about the odd feeling that had saturated the room since the start of the… inquiry. The feeling wasn’t comfortable, it was a similar sensation to when his limbs fell asleep, a tingling that spread and worsened the more it moved. Except it was happening on every follicle of his body, as if, somehow, the very hairs had been the ones to lose blood-flow. A million tiny car batteries plugged into each tiny hair and giving tiny little jolts that tickled more than hurt, but were not appreciated all the same.

“Is that all?” He wondered, drinking from a cup of water after having recounted the events since showing up in this world.

“Almost, all you would need to do is answer a handful of statements.” The maiden nodded. Her blue eyes kept moving from his down to his lips, and sometimes further down still. The seriousness of her expression never faltered, though. He couldn’t read what she was thinking. Maybe trying to read his expressions and body-language? “Have you ever, directly or indirectly, either through action or inaction, caused the death of a human?”

Rick hesitated, an image crossed his mind, and grimaced. His hands clenched as a cold dread ran down his back. “Yes.”

Helga’s brows furrowed. “How many?”

“One.” The teacher breathed in, feeling a sudden tightness in his chest. “Charlie.”

“The student.” She nodded solemnly, leaning forward ever so slightly. “You did your best under the given circumstances, sir.”

“Next question? Please?” He asked dryly, feeling the tightness inside his chest not quite going away.

“Have you ever stolen or destroyed anything that would have been considered of high economical or emotional value?”

“No to economic, yes to emotional.” Came the response.

“What kind of item?”

“Can I skip the question?” He frowned slightly, turning away.

Helga grimaced a little. “I’m… sorry sir, I can’t.”

Closing his eyes, he sighed. “It was a… loop of copper.” His lips pursed slightly, but he didn’t feel anything off. His mind flashed to the little black box that had been left on his night stand.

In a world he’d been told he would never see again.

Yet she was looking at him. There was a hint of concern on her brows. “What was the emotional value?”

“It was symbolic, of a relationship.” He squirmed a little in his seat. “Next question?” He pressed harder to move on. The subject still felt sore, certainly not one he wanted to bring up.

Helga nodded. “Have you ever engaged in the destruction, or vandalism, of property that did not belong to you?”

Rick’s shoulders relaxed, a slight smile coming to his lips. “Worst I can think of is the time I took my mother’s car for a ride and crashed it against a fence post. Way back when I was barely a young teen.”

A little nod. The angel relaxed a bit as well. “Have you ever engaged in sexual intercourse with an unwilling human?”

Human. The word left a bitter edge to the sound coming from the lips of someone who was not considered human.

Rick shook his head emphatically. “No, never.”

The proclamation caused her lips to tweak upwards a little, a shadow of a smile. “Last question, sir, have you ever been in a relationship with a human female? And if so, do you have children?”

“Yes, I have been in relationships. No kids.”

“Plural.” Helga blinked.

“Excuse me?”

“Erm…” She shook her head. “Sorry, I was just a little surprised. You said relationshipS, plural. As in having been with multiple human women.”

“Not at the same time, but yes, that is correct.”

“Huh.”

There was something in the way she was looking at him that had a new edge. Her eyes moved up and down his body and Rick quite suddenly felt as if he’d just been stripped naked. Squirming in his seat, he coughed loudly, the sound making her jolt a little. Her cheeks reddened slightly.

“Sorry, that was… unprofessional of me.” Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out a little glass cube no larger than Rick’s thumb. It had been glowing a pale white. The color shifted to dark blue, and then it became opaque. “There, this will be attached to your documentation. Now the only thing missing for full citizenship would be the psychic evaluation.”

Standing up from the wooden stool, she moved her right hand into her left shoulder, a salute.

“Sure, thanks for the help.” He replied.

“It’s the least I could do after your bravery, sir. Besides, the Major would have had my head had his little girl died during her first rescue operation.”

Off in the distance, there was the sound of a pin dropping, louder than the pouring rain from outside.

“Excuse me?”

“I might not have been meant to say that.” Helga let out a weak chuckle, quickly looking her shoulder towards the closed door. “Would you mind keeping that a secret?”

He had several questions, but left it at that, nodding. “That psychic evaluation…?”

“I will make sure it starts promptly, sir.” She nodded rapidly, taking a step back and towards the door. “Have a good day.”

Her wings slightly fluttered behind her as she hurried out of the room.

With her departure, the soft, glowing white light that hung on the ceiling flickered and vanished.

Quite suddenly, Rick found himself in the dark, blinking at the dim orange light that illuminated the corridor and feeling like he wanted to deflate like a popped balloon. This had been exhausting. Whatever the ‘truth detection spell’ was, it had kept him tense the whole way through.

Rick’s eyes turned towards the only window in the room. Outside was the middle of the day, but everything was cast in a dull grey light due to the ongoing thunderstorm. There was just barely enough illumination for Rick to make out the furniture as he stood, trying to get his thoughts in order.

The rain had not stopped, the streets were wet, reflecting the pale light back up, the houses had a calmness about them. Very few windows revealed activity inside. If there was, it was in the darkness of the house interiors. The town felt… empty.

He could see most all chimneys had smoke. He could catch the flicker of movement from people rushing back or forth from a home, but everything was so still. The image of Monica flickered to his mind and his lips pursed. There were a lot of emotions attached to that he wasn’t even sure he wanted to process right now.

“You look handsome when you’re troubled.” The voice was soft. It came with a hand carefully touching his shoulder. Dia’s violet eyes caught the light and pooled them inside. “Are you alright, sir? Helga left in a hurry.”

“The angel brought up some uncomfortable memories.”

“Valkyrie.” The nurse spoke the words and immediately flustered. “Angels have a halo and their wings glow.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Nope.” Dia giggled. “They’re a different genus entirely. An angel can’t shift into a Valkyrie. Not that I haven’t seen some try.” Her hand rubbed against his shoulder softly. “It’s going to be ok, sir. I’m sure the Baron will see reason.”

“Yeah…” Sighing, he closed his eyes, not wanting to voice his doubts out loud.

He startled when he felt something soft press against his lips. Dia was blushing slightly, holding a finger up to her lips. A little wink and a smile. “You know…” she whispered, her voice hushed, a hand reaching out to caress his arm. “We could continue where we left things off last time. Help take your mind off of things…”

Her eyes darted towards the closed door. When had she done that? Rick felt a slight stir of surprise at not having noticed her when she came inside.

Rick felt his heart a beat as her touch lingered on his wrist. She was warm. Opening his mouth to speak, he felt the world spin.

“What the-!?”

His balance was knocked right from under him, his body slumped backwards. The world spun thrice more.

“I-.”

Dia’s eyes widened in fear and surprise. She reached out with glowing hands, holding him as his body was eased onto the bed. The world spun two more times and things were becoming blurry at the edges. Rick’s eyelids felt so heavy…

“This is…? Irene!” Dia called out, looking over her shoulder, staring around.

Rick was fighting with his eyelids. It was so hard to keep them up. His whole body was becoming so impossibly heavy. The sheets were so comfortable, so warm. Dia’s voice was ringing as she moved, but even that was moving away, Rick could only barely register that he’d been laid on the bed, that he had to fight against the drowsiness…

His eyes couldn’t hold out any longer, they slowly.

The world plunged itself out of existence.

Yet Rick’s consciousness had not gone with it.

“Now,” a voice spoke out from the surrounding darkness. “Let’s start the psychic evaluation.”




Chapter 080 [Rick]

Rick stood in the void. There was no darkness. He could see his own body just fine, but that was as far as his senses would allow him to perceive. There was a flat hard surface under his feet, smooth and cool, nothing about it making it any easier to figure out where he was.

And then there was light.

An infinite flat world, devoid of anything save the white floor and white ceiling. Featureless and indistinguishable from one another. Rick looked around, spotting several other people within this white, featureless space. They were too far to identify, though, and before he could move, the white space rippled. Black walls rose from the floor, separating them, forming a box around Rick no less than ten meters across.

A box with no ceiling, walls that were as high as the sky itself. The only trace of an end to the obsidian walls a speck of white off in the infinite above.

“Rick Cross.”

The name came from behind him, forcing the chemistry teacher to turn around and face the woman that was now standing where there had once been empty space. Her face was obscured by a featureless mask, long bright red hair fell around her, pooling on the floor around her ankles. The faceless woman wore a business suit, black with thin white lines running vertically from her heels all the way through her dress pants and blazer. The way the lines shifted made it seem almost as if the suit was not really there and was more a hole to gaze into a dimension of black and white stripes.

“I am here to carry out your psychic evaluation.”

“This feels like a dream.” He wanted to say ‘nightmare’, but held his tongue, feeling his words echo around the room and all the way up.

“It is. I rendered you unconscious and connected to your psyche. It makes this process easier.” The body that was before him was unnatural. It didn’t twitch, it didn’t move. It was so utterly perfectly still it might as well have been a statue.

“What’s the purpose of the evaluation?”

“To determine whether you pose a threat to the kingdom.” The woman replied. “And whether you are apt to own maidens.”

That perked Rick’s attention. He focused on the featureless mask and frowned. “And how do we go about this?”

“It’s not really very hard. You only have to answer one question.”

The world blurred. The figure remained standing as the constant. White and black shifted. The featureless box he’d been standing in turned into a prism of color before it bled through, shapes forming, becoming more defined. Rick’s eyes widened slightly as he saw the trees sprout into focus, the wooden behemoths that were too wide, too tall, mutated, and twisted.

Next came the rain. Falling down on and around him, the light dimming, drowned out through countless droplets. The sky turned gray and opaque, casting shadows that made the trees blur, the shadows under their branches a perfect black, impossible to see through.

“The forest?”

The figure did not answer, nor did it move. It remained firmly in place, silent.

More details poured in, more shapes. A large rectangle of steel and glass knocked on its side. The block gained definition, its shape smoothing out, curves, cracks, bumps. Slowly it morphed, and Rick recognized the wheels, everything else clicking into place as the blob turned into the totaled bus.

His heart skipped a beat, something reaching down to tighten its grip on his chest.

A form emerged from the ground. A featureless brown lump as tall as Rick. The rain washed away the dirt, revealing that someone was standing there. Black hair, blank eyes, pale skin. A trickle of blood ran down his mouth, the expressionless stare turning to stare straight into Rick.

Straight through him.

“Charlie,” he almost choked the word out.

Upon the mention of his name, the thing that had taken the young student’s form let its jaw hang loose, falling open in a cavernous silence. It drew in a breath, a raspy coughing sound that made the bulge at the side of his neck apparent.

A broken spine, Rick felt cold ice punch through his chest, his lungs unable to fill up properly, cold sweat running down his back.

“Why?”

The question came as a whisper, almost inaudible through the pouring rain. The rumble of thunder shoot the ground and Rick’s legs felt like they were suddenly about to give out underneath him.

He stumbled a step back.

And the corpse stepped forward.

“Why?”

A howl in the wind, the trees bent, the rain whipping around them and sinking Rick’s feet into the mud.

“I-.” His voice faltered.

“Why?” The corpse took another step, tears falling down his cheeks. “Why did you kill me?”

“I-.”

“You killed my brother.”

Rick whipped his head to the side. There stood a featureless lump, mud washing away to reveal the features of the young woman. It took him a second to recognize her. “May.” He felt the tightness within his chest, air running short.

Stumbling, he pressed his hand against his chest, gasping for breath.

The water was rising, mud sucked at his feet, the next step he took he sank further in.

“Why?” Charlie’s corpse whispered louder, reaching out for Rick.

The only thing he could do was attempt to run. The next step sank him to his knees into the mud. The forest closed in around him, the rain splashing down and drowning out his voice. Short gasping breaths, a tight stabbing pain. His heart hammered against his throat, blocking air.

“Why?”

The corpse leaned down. Rick tried to fight him off, but he was too strong. Cold slimy fingers wrapped around his throat. The man choked for air, body knocked over backwards into the mud. Rick’s fingers clawed against the unyielding grip, head submerging under the mud.

He was sinking. He couldn’t breathe.

Thunder streaked cross the sky. Rick broke through the surface, gasping for air. His head whipped around, a current dragging him down the river. A whirlpool plunged him under, blackness all around him.

Two more faces appeared from the darkness, their skin pale, their eyes blank. Rick kicked against the water, pushing himself to swim upwards. The surface was so far away.

“Why?” Tomas and Kat’s voice spoke in unison, whispers drowned under the current. “Why?”

Rick clenched his eyes shut. No, no, Kat and Tomas were alive. They hadn’t died, they hadn’t died. His hands grasped at the sides of his head. The currents dragging him further down. His lungs burned, the sound of his heartbeat hammered and deafened everything around him.

THUNK

Gasping for breath, Rick felt his body fall and slam into cold hard ground. Instantly, his eyes moved around. He was in a cave. No, he recognized this cave. A cold shudder ran down his spine. He turned around. The wrinkled face of Mr. Gabriel met him. Unlike the others, his eyes were not empty.

No, there was a boundless fury within them.

The old man stood, taller than Rick, looking down on him with the gaze of a man burn the world. “No, they didn’t die.”

He spoke with a howl that made the wind around them swirl. “But it was thanks to you that they almost did.” His step made the ground shake. Rick stumbled backwards. “Your choice almost killed me as well.”

“I don’t-.”

The avatar of wrath that stood before him swung his fist. Pain exploded within Rick’s chest. The world blurred as the man felt himself being no more than a rag doll that had been tossed to the other side of the room.

He hit something with his back, the impact breaking his fall. Even then, pain exploded all around him.

“Rick.” Laying on the ground, barely able to move, he opened his eyes and saw a new face. White hair, feline ears, battered and bruised. “Rick?” Monica weakly reached out to him, tears streaking down her cheeks. She stretched her claw towards him, trying to drag her broken body closer. “Rick.” She whispered, even as he could not find the breath to so much as make a sound.

A ghostly hand reached down to the cat. Rick’s eyes widened.

“Monica!” He shouted, watching, helpless, as a heavy iron collar was put around the feline’s neck.

She choked, reaching for the collar, fighting to tear it off. More ghostly hands assaulted her. The feline wailed, weakly kicking and screaming.

“You ruined everything, Rick.” The colossus of wrath loomed over the scenery, blazing eyes boring into Rick’s soul. Its face had turned into a featureless white mask, only two holes to let the searing gaze to focus onto him.

He couldn’t look away from Monica, watching as more pieces of iron were strapped onto her body, her wrists, her ankles. They grew taut, binding her and forcing her to curl into a ball. She couldn’t break free, she couldn’t escape.

“She begged you not to go,” the faceless being spoke.

“Monica!” Rick shouted, watching the ground melt, pulling the feline down into it.

Her eyes met his own, tears running down her cheeks.

“Monica!”

“She could have lived happily without you.”

She uttered a single word before she vanished.

“Why?”

Finding himself able to move again, Rick lunged towards the spot the maiden had occupied a second prior. Fingers helplessly scratched against the stone.

He screamed.




Chapter 081 [Rick]

Rick felt himself trapped in a nightmare.

Before him stood the faceless monster of wrath.

At either side of the creature, Monica, Kat, Tomas, Charlie, Mr. Gabriel, and May.

Everything else was dark. Only the eight of them existed within this nightmare.

“You killed me,” Charlie spoke, pale blue lips curled into an emotionless mask. May, next to him, nodded.

“You would’ve gotten us killed too.” Kat, Tomas, and Mr. Gabriel proclaimed.

“You abandoned me,” Monica spoke, iron collar weighing her down, chaining her body into the ground.

The monster of wrath waved its hand, and the figures on either side went silent. Head bowed, he did not speak. His eyes were not focused on those before him but the nightmare that flashed across his thoughts. Lips trembling, he tried to form the words, but his chest tightened. Only a half choke made its way out.

“Do you really think you’re qualified to own Monica?”

The question snapped his attention forward. To look at the source, he found nothing there. He was alone. The world swirled, the void turned into something else. A room with a checkerboard floor. A chandelier hung from overhead, white light shining brilliantly, illuminating the stairs of gold and silver that led elsewhere into the building. But Rick wasn’t paying attention to the architecture. His focus was on the figure near the center.

It would’ve been easy to recognize her, the white hair and cat ears were easy to see. But everything else about her was… different.

Monica stood tall, her body as imposing and powerful as ever. And she was wearing clothes. A light gray uniform, a vest with long sleeves that reached all the way to her elbows where the fur of her claws grew. She wore a long skirt that went all the way to her knees, revealing the powerful fur covered calves and paws she had for feet. The most striking change was in her face, her long hair had been pulled back into a ponytail, her blue-green eyes shining brilliantly.

And on her throat, a green collar.

The young woman paced back and forth, her long white tail lashed back and forth nervously, ears flat against her skull. She eyed the door, twitching as it opened. Her eyes lit up and a half smile formed, but her shoulders slumped when the one to enter was another woman, another maiden. The face of the newcomer was blurred, the scene was focused on Monica.

“You look nervous.” The ghostly presence spoke with a chuckle.

“Of course I am.”

Rick heard himself gasp as he heard her speak, clearly, fluently. His eyes locked on Monica as she wriggled, pacing again, biting her lower lip and eying the main entrance every other second.

“Keep walking in circles and you’ll make a whole.”

The feline bristled. “Shut up.”

A soft click signaled the door opening, and a figure stepped through. It was a man this time. Tall and slim, his features were sharp. The figure carried poise, dominance, control. No sooner had he stepped into the room that both maidens had reacted, moving their right hand to their left shoulder in a salute.

Rick saw as Monica’s tail began to lash in excitement, her ears fully standing at attention and focused on the man that was approaching. Her lips contained a grin. “My Lord.” She spoke, puffing her chest out.

“Monica.” The man nodded in acknowledgment.

The man reached out and caressed the feline’s cheek.

“This is how her life will be.” A voice whispered into Rick’s ear.

He couldn’t look away, seeing Monica lean into the man’s touch. The man smiled.

And Rick’s heart felt as if he’d been stabbed.

“Follow me.” The Lord spoke, turning to go up the stairs.

The feline turned to follow, the lash of her tail accompanied by a bounce in her step. She eyed over to the fellow maiden and they shared a quiet giggle, moving through featureless corridors as the tall thin man remained ahead of both, not looking over her shoulder.

“Isn’t she happy?” The voice softly spoke at Rick’s ear.

The Lord entered a room, a small room, there was something off about it. The room tingled with power, it prickled against Rick’s skin. The space small enough that it felt personal, almost intimate.

There were only two things in the room.

A window with a purple curtain, casting the room in a low purple glow. And a small wooden step near the center, a cushion laying on top. The walls were adorned with depictions of various women kneeling, presenting their naked throats to tall imposing noble figures. In each one, the nobles held in their hands a collar, its coloration varied from one scene to the next, just as the shape of each woman in each scene was different.

“Elise, you first.”

The declaration almost seemed to hit Monica, she winced and pouted, but kept quiet.

“Watch.” The formless voice told Rick, and he felt like he couldn’t look away.

The faceless woman moved to kneel on the step, raising her head and showing the green collar to the noble.

“A green collar means that they have no specific Master or Mistress, practically public property.” The voice told Rick, a hand slowly falling on his shoulder, gripping him, pinning him in place so he could not look away. “Blue means they have found an owner.”

The noble cleared his throat, reaching down to caress the green collar. There was a quiet tension as his fingers tightened around the collar. “I will break your collar.” The noble spoke. “And in doing so, your bond will break.” His eyes bore down onto the kneeling woman. “Are you willing to trust me with your sanity? With your heart, mind, and soul?”

“I do.”

A snap, the collar breaking as if it posed no more resistance than paper. The woman gasped, face tightening and her hands clenching. Closing her eyes, she raised her chin, ready for the next step.

“This is your final chance.” The man spoke. “From this day forward, you will be mine. Do you surrender?”

“I do.”

Behind the kneeling woman, Monica stood, rapt attention and unable to look away. Her face twisted in a mix of a smile and concern, her eyes flickering between the lord and the maiden.

“This…” Rick felt himself falter. “This is an illusion.”

“True. But does it matter?” The voice spoke. “This image of her feels real to you.”

The Lord spoke. “Now and forever.” His hands clasped a blue collar around the maiden’s neck. She shuddered, closing her eyes and smiling. “From hence forth, your name shall be Guinevere.”

“I accept this name.” The woman spoke, trembling. “Master.”

“See how happy she is?” The invisible hand moved Rick’s head to stare at Monica, watching as she stepped forward. Her smile was brilliant enough to flood the room with its light. “Monica will be better off here.”

“No.” His voice shook.

“Yes.” The formless voice replied. “All the fighting and hunting she could wish for. All the education and help she could need.”

“Kneel.” The Lord spoke softly, the feline not needing to so much as wait to comply.

“She’ll be happy here.” The voice caressed Rick’s chest, his heart beat wildly underneath.

The Lord reached out for the green collar around Monica’s neck, she bared it eagerly, thrusting her chest forward.

“No.” His fist clenched.

“What’s the alternative? You? You who sent one of your students to his death?” The voice hissed, Rick felt his strength falter. “You who sent her into a hole to suffer all because she accidentally bonded you?”

“No, I…”

“I will break your collar.” The noble spoke.

“Do you really think you’re someone who should ever be in charge of someone else? Let alone someone who trusted you blindly because of a bond?”

“And in doing so, your bond will break.”

THUMP THUMP THUMP

Rick’s fist clenched.

“No, Rick, you’re not able to handle this.”

“Are you willing to trust me with your sanity? With your heart, mind, and soul?”

The beating turned into a loud ringing.

Monica parted her lips to speak.

“MONICA!”

Rick roared.

The feline’s right ear twitched.

“MONICA!”

He screamed again, moving a step ahead but feeling the hands of the formless voice holding him fast, rooting him on the spot.

She blinked.

Confusion appeared on her face, frowning as she looked away from the Lord.

Their eyes met. Her eyes widened, a soft gasp.

“Rick?”

“What the fuck?” The voice gasped.

With the feeling of a rubber band snapping into place, the scene vanished, everything became white, and the hands let go of Rick. The man stumbled forward, almost falling down to the floor. But he had not let go of the hand grasping his shoulder, a vicious snarl on his lips as he swung around, clenched fist. The faceless woman had been standing right there.

And for an instant, her mask held the barest hint of an emotion. Shock.

His fist connected against her jaw, her body crumpled, falling down, the mask shattering into a hundred pieces. A pale red face with orange eyes revealed behind.

“Monica’s mine.” He snarled, stepping closer to her prone form.

She wiped the blood from her lips. “Make sure to remember that feeling.” The strange woman smiled. “You’ll need that attitude if you plan to get her back.”

With just a blink, he was back in his room.

“You should hurry.” The red woman’s voice whispered in his ear, the tingling sensation vanishing from his mind.

Rick quickly looked around, snapping his head left and right. His body felt like it was waking from a very long nap. Everything was lethargic, slow, barely clicking into place. Was he really back? He sighed in relief.

“Sir?” The voice snapped his attention, Dia had been seated there. The young woman smiled, but frowned right after. “Are you alright?”

“Yes.” He nodded, moving to stand up and almost falling over. He fell ass first back onto the bed. “Ok, maybe in a minute.”

Dia approached, leaning to touch his forehead. Her hand glowed softly and right away the odd mismatching sensations and dizziness vanished. “Please breathe. Psychic intrusion can sometimes leave one disoriented.”

“Doesn’t matter.” Rick replied. “I need to go get Monica, tonight.”

“Oh.” Thunder crackled outside, thunder making the windows rumble. “That… will be complicated, sir.”

“A little storm isn’t going to stop me.”

A loud siren broke through the silence, a long wail that reminded him of the bomb warnings from the war.

“The ferals might pose a bit of a problem, though.” She grimaced.




Chapter 082 [Alice]

Alice sat in a small wooden room, it was well illuminated. And really, that was about the most positive thing she could say about it. A light loosely hung from the ceiling, dangling from a piece of what she guessed to be string. The source of the light’s power was a mystery to the psychology teacher, but it certainly could not be electricity.

It certainly let her focus on it rather than on to the overcrowded shelves at either side of her, stuffed with papers haphazardly and just about ready to explode in a rain of confetti made out of every scrap of paper that had been shoehorned into its wooden perimeter.

The space available would have been snug had the designed of the room left it devoid of furniture. With the bookshelves and desk, the available free space was quite certainly not enough to hold one person comfortably let alone two.

“You can keep focusing on the lamp, but it’s not really stopping the other thoughts.”

Alice flinched. “I’m sorry, I’m sure this space is…”

“Cramped? Confined? Constricted? Compacted? Inadequately small?” The black brow was arched in a way that almost appeared permanent upon the maiden’s face.

A maiden whose skin was a fire-hydrant red. Not pale white or pink or dark chocolate. Red. It was like watching a walking-talking button just about ready to be poked at from every which direction. Everything about her demanded attention, not just the skin color but also the lack of clothes, naked save for the copper colored collar on her throat.

“Do not worry, I like it like this.” The woman spoke with a droll, the two antennae poking out of her forehead twitched. “It makes people uncomfortable, that way they spend less time here.” A tilt of her head followed, her pale orange irises turning slightly left of Alice’s head, staring into the emptiness behind her. “But the Baroness made a call, so here you are.”

“Am I disturbing you?”

“Yes.” Irene answered flatly. “I am currently conducting five psychic evaluations to your fellow offworlders, and if I didn’t have to talk to you, I would be doing six.” She raised her hand. “And before you offer leaving, the Baroness will catch wind and I would get into trouble.”

“Then what would…. How could I help?”

“Just ask whatever you came here to ask.”

“I erm…” Keeping her gaze away from the maiden’s naked skin, she managed to focus on the little stubble of black hair that coated Irene’s head. “Why did you shave your head?”

“Because it draws attention to something I can control about my appearance.” The maiden replied, arching an eyebrow. “I can hear no less than eight questions I would rather answer than that one.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Because preemptively answering questions freaks humans out.” A smirk. “And yes, I am also naked because it’s something I have control of. That and it makes people nervous. But the reason why has nothing to do with nakedness but what it represents.”

“Why would…?”

“Ferals are naked, almost always anyway. Me being publicly naked makes people think about ferals.” She replied. “Are you ready to ask the other questions yet? I can almost hear the arguments inside that head of yours.”

“How does that work? The telepathy?”

“You are asking me to describe color to a blind person.” She sighed. “It’s like trying to read a book where I can only see some pages and the rest are hidden behind fog. I can guess at what’s in the other pages based on the ones in front of me, but I won’t really know for sure until I turn the page.” A slight shrug. “And people can often sense when I turn the page. Some minds are barely a pamphlet, others a whole encyclopedia.”

Alice’s lip twitched, noticing the dismissive gesture of that seemingly permanently raised brow on Irene’s face.

“And is a person’s capacity for thought split into two systems that operate differently?” She tilted her head. “Where system one is fast and instinctive while system two deliberate but slow?”

And just like that the brow lowered. Irene’s attention focused on Alice in a more abrupt sense. The human had the eerie feeling those orange eyes were staring into parts of her mind she didn’t want seen.

“A professor, I see.” Had she-? “Yes, I turned a page. It’s… strange, I’ve never found so little resistance before, you didn’t even notice it.” Closing her eyes, her antennae twitched, the woman crossing her arms. “The two system hypothesis is very proximate to my personal observations, for humans at least.”

Alice’s back straightened. “And maidens?”

“We are not human.” The response was simple, direct. “We look human, we have certain human features, but we are monster maidens first and foremost. The way we think, the way we feel, it is not human.” A wave of her hand. “The more obvious example would be the feral state. Which works through what I figure you would call a third system. The Curse.”

Alice took a moment to consider that, rubbing her chin. She became quiet, staring at the red-skinned maiden as it was this time Alice’s turn to arch a brow. The question clear even if unspoken.

Huffing, Irene rolled her eyes. “Origin of maidens, myth of creation. It goes that this being, called The Maker, popped in one day. An other-worlder, like you lot. He showed up, saw humans were fucking things up and created the first maidens, six in total. He really juiced them up, made them powerful enough they could level cities. He put them to work helping humanity and went to sleep. At first things were good, they stopped famine and war and sickness. But apparently they weren’t made incorruptible, and they grew hungry for power. So they figured out how to steal the Maker’s ability to make more maidens and got to work”

There was an insipid roll of the eyes that followed, as if she’d heard the story more times than she cared to count.

“Each made their own army, intent on conquering humans. But the Maker woke and saw this. The Curse was unleashed onto maidens for their hubris, rendering them unable to live without humans. If they tried, they’d just go insane, feral.” With a sigh, she made a dismissive gesture with her hand. “There’s more… platitudes and preaching to the original tale, but that’s about the gist of it.”

“And what really happened?”

“As far as the history books and ruins show? There was a war. Big enough no city from the old world was left standing. And there’s little proof of maidens existing before said war.” Irene replied. “Not that there are much details from the time before the war. Mostly because a plague followed after.”

“What does the myths say about the plague?”

“Not much. They call it Red Death and blame an other-worlder for it.” She shrugged. “It’s what’s baked into the medicine books at least. None of it goes into detail about what exactly the thing did other than kill almost every human. Guess record keeping was tough when nine out of ten people kicked the bucket overnight.” Her hand slapped down on the table. “Anyway, this got a bit derailed. The fact is that the third system exists in the mind of every maiden. Regardless of whether it was put there or there from the beginning.” A snap of the fingers. “Without the bond a maiden’s left just a knot of instincts and fuzzy memories, and if you get a bond, your full cognitive abilities kick in.”

“I take it you called it a third system because it works different from the other two.”

“It is a system tied to a singular person, that is not the maiden herself.”

“The one you bonded?”

“There you go.”

“But…” Alice frowned. “If the third system is what filters cognition…” She tilted her head.

“It means that a maiden’s perception of the world will twist around their bond and the emotion imprinted from it.” Irene had an amused smirk on her lips, her finger tapping at the copper collar on her throat. “But that’s just how it is for us, maidens. We live and die for those we’ve bonded, we’re taught since young how to-.”

Irene’s lips twisted in a grimace, her antenna twitched and curled into themselves. The woman doubled over, eyes shutting tightly and groaned, her whole body shuddering. Alice leaned forward with concern, watching a trickle of blood run out of the maiden’s left nostril.

“Are you…?”

“Just…” Irene raised her hand, keeping the other grasping the side of her head. She tried to stand, toppling over right back onto her chair. “I had not expected someone’s bond to intrude. It caught me off guard.”

“Are you alright?” The teacher hesitated.

“It’s nothing.” Irene leaned back against the chair, sighing heavily, using both hands to cover her face, annoyance flashing through her features. “Just need to-.” She snapped at attention, back eyes widening as her focus shifted towards the back of the room. “Shit.”

The door flung open with a bang.

“Miss Smith?” Huge peered into the room, eyes barely registering on Irene and focusing on the psychology teacher. He didn’t hesitate, stepping inside, a hand reaching out to her. “We need to go. Right now.”




Chapter 083 [Mark]

Mark sat on the ground, his back against one of the dozen or so crates that littered the cave. His eyes lingered on the woman that sat opposite to him. Noah. The once male human was now a mousy maiden, in quite the literal sense.

She was asleep, slumped forward, wrists tied behind her back with metal wire. Her body was devoid of any clothing, left naked by the other two that had beaten her black and blue day in and day out. Now the only trace of the treatment she’d been given being the purple lines that adorned her body.

Mark’s focus lingered in the black collar that had been strapped around her neck.

His eyes turned to the side, to the two wardens that kept him trapped and were also his only choice to make it out alive. They were playing a game of cards, hunched over a small box, tossing the cards and throwing insults at one another whenever someone appeared to be taking the lead.

Brye’s ear was firmly aimed his way, the vulpine appendage almost rooted in place. And Shery would turn to glance his way from the corner of her eye every other minute or so. They weren’t attempting to hide that they were keeping a close eye on him.

Growling, the young man turned his back in their direction, focusing on the mouse instead.

He shuffled forward, the sound making the mouse’s ears twitch. She opened her eyes and looked at him, twitching and jumping backwards, her head hit the metal pole that kept her rooted in place. She froze, breathing hard, chest heaving air and wide green eyes. A twitch of her ear, her attention snapped towards the two maidens playing games, then at Mark.

It was like watching someone trying to swim through mud. Slowly, ever so slowly, the focus came to her eyes. “Fuck… you…” She squeaked the words, very slowly making out the sounds with her lips, the snarl faltered.

Sighing, Mark clapped.

The sound made her jump, back of the head banging against the tube again, wincing.

“Hey.” He said, keeping himself just close enough he could reach her, but not enough she could kick him if she started fighting against her restraints again. “Do you want to die?”

The mention of the word caused her body to seize up.

“I’m guessing you don’t want to die.” Mark nodded slightly, frowning. “But you can’t escape. You’re trapped.”

“Fuck… You…” Her eyes shot towards the metal door, closed, locked in place. She turned back to Mark, heaving air quickly, short fast breaths, hyperventilating.

“You’re trapped.” Mark replied. “And you’re losing your mind, you can barely speak. I’ve been out in those woods, with the ferals, and you’re starting to act like one.”

A sharp gasp, the scowl returned. “Fuck….”

“Fuck me, yes, I know.” He nodded. “What’s your name?”

Her eyes widened. The short breaths became gasps, her focus turned to the side, then the other. The maiden began to struggle against the wire, she screeched, squeaking and gasping, ramming her hands against the wire and pulling, legs kicking every which way. It became louder. “You!” She screamed. “You! You! You! Fuck You!”

Unfocused deranged eyes flung side to side, never fixating on any one thing. Gasping for breath, her head slumped to the side, face growing pale as she tried to heave, pulling as much air she could into her lungs.

With a flutter of her eyelids, her eyes shut, head slumping forward.

A sound behind him made Mark turn to see the card game had come to an end. Shery had shot to her feet, appearing to have almost jumped in his direction. Brye had stopped her, grasping the grey woman’s wrist and keeping her there.

The fox did not turn to acknowledge him, but there was a smirk there, playing on her lips.

Grunting, Mark focused back on the mouse, taking the leather water-skin and pouring some water atop the mouse girl’s head. Her short brown hair draped over her face as she jolted awake again.

“Hey.” He said, moving back to sitting in front of her, watching as she looked around. “Do you want to die?”

Her scattered focus returned to him like a laser, eyes wide.

“You’re going feral.” Mark spoke calmly. “You’re losing your mind.” His voice was calm, his attention severe. “You don’t even remember your name. It’s Noah.”

The eyes widened further, a sharp breath, followed by several quick ones. She looked down at herself, eyes widening further. With a grimace, she looked back at Mark, a pained grimace. “F-f-fuck…” She drew a trembling breath. “Y-y-y-you…”

“You’re not going to go anywhere, you can’t do anything.” Mark reached out, patting her foot and watching her recoil, drawing her legs against her chest, curling into a ball as best she could despite her hands tied behind her. “Let’s end this.”

Confusion crossed her face. The confusion came to an end as she saw the thin metal disk that was on his hand. The disk with a ‘5’ inscribed onto its surface. Noah’s expression turned to dread. Her legs kicked against the dirt, kicking and trying to get as much distance as she could, but unable to move so much as an inch.

Hyperventilating, she locked her eyes on the coin the young human was wielding, it didn’t take her long to slump again. Sighing, Mark waited for a minute, quietly looking over the naked woman as she sat there, unconscious once more. He waited, moving to splash her again.

A sharp breath, she woke once more.

“Hey Noah.” He looked into her green panicked eyes. “You’re going feral.” He sat down calmly, meeting her gaze squarely. “We’ve had this talk a couple dozen times already.”

“Fuck-“

“You’re exhausted.” The young man frowned. “You can barely breath, you’ve been struggling against that post for hours. You’re bleeding.” His eyes focused on the mouse. “No one deserves to go like that, losing their sanity.”

He raised the coin, showing it to her.

“Let’s end this, Noah. You won, the bitch didn’t get what she wanted out of you.” He calmly nodded, watching her mirror his gesture. “Would you rather watch yourself go insane? You’re at your limit.”

The words made her lower lip tremble, she nodded. The scowl was clearly an effort for her to maintain, her breath coming in and out in tiny squeaks.

“Do you want to die?”

A sharp breath, the mouse closed her eyes, nodding.

Mark’s shoulders slumped, he sighed and nodded in return. “Alright.” His grip tightened on the coin, watching it for several long seconds. Was this really what he should do? His gaze turned towards the other two, watching the anger and panic playing in Shery’s face while a scowl remained on Brye’s.

The fox had her hand clenching her companion’s wrist with a white knuckled grip. Both ears had flattened against her skull and she was watching him with a singular burning eye.

He turned back towards the mouse, moving to stand and watching her twitch. “I’m going to approach now.” He spoke calmly. “You can keep your eyes closed if you want to. Just don’t attack me.”

The nod was a quick panicked thing, lips curled tightly and eyes shut.

The young man nodded in turn, taking a step, watching carefully in case she lashed out. She only twitched and tightened further. “This will only take a second, it will all be over soon.”

Leaning down, he caressed her cheek, her eyes snapped open, looking up at him with wide eyes.

“Do you trust me?”

Gulping, she took in a sharp breath, and nodded.

A tingle ran through the palm, up his arm, and traversed his body. Mark’s grip on the coin faltered as he blinked in surprise. Slowly, his arm pulled back, placing the coin into his pocket.

A hand brushed against his back, a soft breath blowing into his ear. “Give her a name.” Brye spoke. “Before the bond finishes settling.”

“I don’t give a shit.” He shrugged his shoulders, prying himself away from her touch. With a grunt, he looked down at the wide-eyed mouse that had not so much as blinked. “Noah.” He said, frowning as he looked down at her.

She nodded slowly, the tingling in his arm dying down and focus returning to her eyes.

Slowly, the mouse looked at Mark, then at Brye. Her brows furrowed.

“Fuck.”




Chapter 084 [Mark]

Getting out of the cave would have felt more like a victory if it weren’t at night and if there weren’t a metal wire tying him to the mouse named Noah by their hips. The air was damp, mostly due to the light rain. The only light that let him see where he was going a flickering blue flame Brye had summoned, she kept it floating in front of Mark the whole way.

“Boo.”

The sound made Mark twitch, but Noah jumped. The diminutive woman leapt a full foot off the ground and latched onto Mark’s arm. A moment after, she squeaked, letting go and stepping away, her face turned towards Brye, a seething rage burning within those pale eyes.

“Aw, don’t be like that, I’m sure Mark liked you squeezing him like that.”

The comment made Noah turn to looked at Mark, anger in full swing.

And just as their eyes met, it sputtered. The flame vanished, her brows smoothed. Noah’s shoulders slumped, and she turned away. “Let’s just get this over with.” The mouse breathed out, defeated.

“You heard that, pet? Give the order.”

Mark felt his jaw tighten, catching Noah’s hackles rising from the corner of his eye, her whip-like tail lashing once. The mouse was seething in her glare towards Brye. “Let’s just get this over with.”

Noah glanced over her shoulder in his direction. Gritting her teeth, she nodded, stepping ahead and pointing forward. The wire keeping her tied to Mark grew taut after barely five steps, its tension caused her to slow down enough for him to catch up.

“It’s still hard to believe she’s the same Noah.” Behind the group, Shery walked. She was carrying a wooden crate larger and several times heavier than any one of those present. Yet she was bored, only needing one arm to keep it aloft as if it were no more than an empty cardboard box. It seemed that the hardest part about the task was its size more than anything else. “How much further, mouse?”

The mouse glowered at her, ears twitching. “The clearing, should be close.”

“You forget what the good human kept telling us?” Brye laughed. “She’s not Noah, she’s a mousegirl that has Noah’s memories.”

“You’d know about that, wouldn’t you?” the mouse whispered under her breath.

And just like that, Brye appeared in front of the mouse, her hand moved forward, grasping her by the throat. Noah snarled, hands clawing at the arm holding her in place, sharp nails digging into the fox’s flesh. Not that Brye cared, she raised her free hand, black fire enveloping her digits. “Seems you lost your burnt ugly mug, maybe I should fix that.”

“Stop.”

Mark’s singular bark made Noah freeze, her whole body went rigid.

But the word had not been aimed at her, his eyes were on Brye.

“Tch.” Her ear flicked in annoyance, her hand letting go of Noah, the mouse dropping to the ground and coughing.

Green eyes peered at Mark, he frowned, ignoring the gaze and just trying to keep moving. His mind kept running in circles, trying to focus. He was tied to Noah, but that was mostly just to ensure Noah couldn’t run, she was most definitely faster than him. And by the looks of it, she had no trouble seeing in this intense darkness that surrounded them in every direction.

Mark’s eyes kept flickering towards Brye, she was walking ahead. Shery behind.

“We’re here.”

At Noah’s words, the group turned in the direction her finger was pointing. Just a dozen meters to the side or so was a clearing. Just like the mouse had promised. They approached cautiously, eyes peeled for potential threats, but finding nothing at all. They didn’t move to the center of the clearing, since the drizzle would’ve drenched them right away.

Without warming, Noah moved her fingers to her lips. She let out a loud whistling sound. Three short ones, and one long. It had been a sharp retort that pierced through the surrounding forest.

“Now, we wait.” Noah slumped to the ground, sitting on the damp soil without apparent discomfort. She leaned against the tree, closing her eyes.

“Mice and their naps.” Brye chuckled, her hand pushing Mark against the same tree albeit on the opposite side. “Sit, I want a nice comfy chair.”

He remained unmoving, leveling a glare and not moving.

“We’re on the job, no playing.” Shery commented, putting down the crate and using it as a seat.

“It’s just a little playing. Who knows how much longer we’ll get the chance? Mark might make a run for it the instant we stop looking.” The fox’s leg moved swiftly, hand pressing Mark against the tree trunk as she kicked out his feet from underneath him.

He fell ass first, groaning from the pain, and then grunting when the fox straddled his lap. Gold eyes flashed in amusement, her hands draped around his shoulders. Her body pressed against his own, hot, warm, there was something in her scent that tickled at the back of his mind.

“See? Much better.” She cooed, hand patting his head.

Mark didn’t try to shove her off, not only was it impossible for him to struggle against her strength, it would encourage her to do more. He turned to look away, trying his best to ignore as she leaned down to blow a cool teasing breath into his ear and neck. It made him grimace, but he still fought to keep a straight face.

And that appeared to encourage her too, her fluffy black tail lashed back and forth. Her lips moved to kiss his shoulder, hands moving to his chest and gripping his shirt before her touch moved downwards, teasing at the edge of his pants.

“Brye, seriously.” Shery grunted from her box, eyes darting into the surrounding shadows. “Keep your head out of your cunt.”

“Why?” She asked, chuckling. “Our clients like the show after all.” Her head pulled away from Mark, eyes gazing into the darkness. “A product demonstration, if you will.”

The human nearly jumped when several figures emerged from the shadows.

First two, then five, then a dozen.

Maidens, one and all. Monsters that were so approximate to human that for a fraction of a second it had fooled him. But no, his eyes locked on the collars, on the weirdly sharp ears, the weirdly colored hair. Most looked like an elf that had spent too much time under the sun. Tall, thin, lithe and graceful. Each of them a warrior wielding a sword, a bow, or a shield. But there were a handful that were of paler complexion. But such a rule did not apply to the one that walked in front of the group.

It was a woman of coal black skin that felt as it if absorbed the very shadows around her. Her features were fair, beautiful even, there was a thin fragility to her lithe figure. She was almost as thin as Noah, but taller. Unnaturally taller. Her limbs slightly longer than they should have been, her fingers like bones that wrapped around her walking staff with a deathly grip. Clothed in long flowing purple robes, she was the only one from the group that looked one strong breeze away from collapsing like a house of cards.

Her eyes, milky and unfocused, half blind, were still somehow able to lock onto Mark with laser precision.

That gaze bore into him and made every part of his mind scream to shove Brye off and start running. To run fast and as hard as he could. Any thought and consideration to use this client to get rid of his two captors was thrown out the window without a second consideration.

This woman was dangerous, far more dangerous than everything else Mark had ever encountered.

His whole body went rigid, cold sweat running down his skin as she approached.

Brye growled, leaning over him, her body almost a shield. “We have the product, there are more boxes where that came-.”

The words died, Brye’s body became rigid. Her eyes widened. Her lips moved but not a sound came out. The tall bony figure approached, fingers reaching out to caress the collar on the fox’s throat.

She had not stopped looking at Mark, not an instant, not a blink, had she even breathed? “I see.”

Those two words chilled Mark’s bones.

Slowly, the finger on Brye’s throat released its deathly touch, the woman raised the hand above her head. “Take them.”

“That…” The fox looked surprised she could speak again. “That isn’t how this works.”

“Our deal was with the human named Noah. The only human here is clearly not him.” The woman’s ebony lips parted to show rows of pearly white teeth. “Worry not, you will be our… guests… while we hash out a new deal.”

Mark certainly did not like the sound of that.




Chapter 085 [Rick]

Rick felt trapped, and not just in the metaphorical sense. He was inside the common room of the building that they were using as ‘temporary lodging’, and with him were every other male that was staying in the building. The room was certainly spacious enough for them, with people scattered about, but that wasn’t really to his concern nor his focus.

The thing he was focusing on were the five maidens that stood within the room. Each wore the green uniform, a blue collar, and a stony expression of determination. Thunder rumbled outside, and not one of the five maidens so much as twitched.

There was one in front of every possible entrance. With two standing in front of the window. All of them wielded shields; one also carried a sword.

Each faced away from the center of the room, their eyes locked onto the doors and windows, their backs turned towards the humans. It was as if they were expecting for someone to break through at any second. Rick was quite certain that if anyone tried, they would be cut down without hesitation.

But his thoughts were elsewhere, mainly. How could he get out of there? He couldn’t wait any longer. How could he get to Monica? The situation was not one he could afford to delay.

“If you don’t wait, you’ll die.”

The voice startled Rick. He turned to see Mr. Gabriel taking the seat next to his own. Seeing the older man caused the teacher to flinch, the first image that came to mind that of the cave, and the burning hateful gaze. Rick had to remind himself it had been only an illusion.

“Why do you say that?” He asked, ignoring the mental picture, and instead focusing on the nearest door and the maiden standing there.

“If we were in combat, you’d be the first to die.” That certainly caught Rick’s attention. His eyes turned to the old man. “You look just about ready to run at the first gunshot.”

“I don’t…” His jaw tightened. “Monica-.”

“You’re useless if you’re dead.” A derisive snort followed. “Use that noggin’ of yours. You’re supposed to be smart. You run out that door and then what?”

Rick’s jaw tightened. “I’d have to improvise.”

The old man chuckled. “True, all plans need that when executing. But if you’re going to improvise the whole way through, you better have something to back up your boldness.”

“I thought that no plan survives contact with the enemy?” Rick snorted, glancing at the door once more. His eyes then moved back to him. “Where’s the mouse, anyway?”

Mr. Gabriel’s brows lowered, losing the amused edge. “She was sedated.”

“How did that go down?”

“It was not pretty.” His jaw tightened. “They couldn’t have a ‘black collar’ near humans during this kind of shit-show. ‘Too prone to panic’, apparently.”

Rick glanced at the older male, trying to gauge the wrinkled face. The frown was almost chiseled into the man’s features. “You’re calm,” he realized.

“I might not like it, but it was for her own good.” Crossing his arms, he gave a half nod at the teacher. “Looking at that door is not going to make it open any sooner.”

“So, what do you suggest? Sit back?”

“Hurry up and wait.” A lofty smirk appeared on his lips. “This is the waiting part. And when you spot your chance, you get to hurry, and then wait again.”

“I’m guessing that loop has an ending point somewhere.”

“You die. That’s where it ends.” The grim proclamation made Rick shudder. The reaction seemed to amuse Mr. Gabriel a great deal. The man patted his shoulder. “If you took the right chance, you get to wait again. If you didn’t, then you’ll get flowers.”

“How can I tell which is which?”

The man’s eyes turned from him, towards the door. Slowly, his gaze focused on each of the maidens in the room, scrutinizing them for… something. There was a slight quirk upward on his lips. “I’d say you’ll get your chance to hurry soon enough.” At Rick’s confused expression, the man made a gesture at the duo that stood near the window. Their attention had shifted away from the metal shutters and towards one of the doors.

Not five seconds later, there was a knock.

Every conversation in the room came to an abrupt halt. The two maidens near the window moved quickly, taking positions on either side of the door. Their bodies had a soft glow to them, almost threatening.

Two more knocks followed. “The Major has sent orders.” A voice spoke from the other side. “Permission to enter?”

Shared looks amongst the maidens in the room. The one with the sword spoke up. “Granted.”

The doors opened. Slowly, a single figure stood at the other side, waiting for the trio of maidens to nod at her. Rick recognized the wings and blond hair. Helga the Valkyrie stepped into the room, looking around. She raised her voice. “This would normally be done in a more grandiose fashion, but time is of the essence. First, each one of you has been acknowledged as honorary citizens of Edogia, at least until the documentation makes it official.” Her tone was not very congratulatory. “As eligible human males, most all of you are required by law to be enlisted a minimum of two years of service fighting ferals.” The steely gaze swept across the room. “By law, you can postpone this service, or pay a fee to not have to partake in it. Those of you who decide not to delay the start of your service, come with me.”

Rick didn’t wait a second, standing up. “Where to?”

“Major Huge has given orders to bring all who opt not to delay their service to the Hunter’s command post.” Meeting his gaze, she waited for a heartbeat before turning to look at the others. “The rest stay here.”

Mr. Gabriel coughed loudly, clearing his throat. “Would this mandatory service make you part of the same command structure the Major is in?”

“The details were broken down in the contract.” Helga bowed slightly. “Someone of your venerable age would not need to-”

“That was not my question, girl.” The tone came out harsh, with a commanding bite to it.

“Yes, sir.” She reacted instantly. Every maiden in the room stood slightly straighter. “All enlisted can be commandeered by Hunters, but are considered independent actors at the direct command of the crown under any other circumstance.”

“And is the Major commandeering the ‘enlisted’ gathered here?”

“… no, sir, he isn’t. You are honorary citizens, and none present owns any maidens they could use to help in this situation.”

“Glad that’s been cleared out.” He slowly stood up, moving next to Rick. “Let’s get going, then.”

Helga looked about to complain, but kept quiet, turning towards the rest of the men gathered around the room. Slowly, one by one, they began to stand up. Most everyone had decided to join in. Rick noticed Tomas among those that had approached Helga, while Victor was among those that had remained seated.

“This way, please,” Helga instructed, turning to leave, her wings fluttering slightly as she had to bend them so she could pass under the door frame.

The hallway had no less than a dozen other maidens on either side, standing at attention, each one wearing the same green uniform, and most of them armed with swords and shields.

“No armor,” Mr. Gabriel spoke with a frown.

Rick wasn’t too sure what to say about that particular comment, so he kept quiet. The thought might have tickled his curiosity if he wasn’t focused on trying to pay attention to every other detail he could.

Outside, the rain was a downpour. The storm had become stronger. “We need to hurry,” Helga commanded, quickening her step.

This time, there would be no poncho or offer for protection from the rain other than to Mr. Gabriel, the old man donning the poncho as the whole group of humans and the maiden escort quickly made their way through the village.

As they moved, another twenty maidens joined the escorts, taking positions on either side. The women said nothing, not even acknowledging them. Their eyes were on the streets around them and the sky above. The tension could be felt. They were looking out for threats. Rick’s skin tingled under the chilly downpour.

The rain did not feel natural.

Within minutes, their route down the drenched cobblestone came to a halt as they spotted the Major, his imposing figure and massive cape making it hard to mistake him for anyone else. There were five other uniformed males standing near him, apparently receiving instructions, but what drew Rick’s attention was the maiden that stood behind Huge. Her fiery red wings were spread and circled above her head as well as Huge’s, forming a sort of glowing umbrella for the man that was at least a full head taller than her.

Steam rose from the red wings, the water that fell upon the feathers evaporating on contact and creating a mist that rose into the sky. The closer they got, the more Rick could sense the heat emanating from them.

The Major spotted the group. His face had no smiles to share. “Men.” He gave a single nod. “You are here for one reason and one reason only: to observe.” He made a dismissive gesture towards the uniformed men that had been gathered with him, sending them off. “Today, you will see what it means to fight the ferals. And I hope it may prepare you for the challenges you will face in service of the kingdom.”

With a gesture of his hand, the group set out.




Chapter 086 [Rick]

Rick stood inside the “command post” the Hunters used and felt like he’d entered a primitive air traffic control tower. There were women, maidens, seated near a table with a map of the village. Others stood at the edges, peering into the darkness. The wooden watchtower looked quite busy. Rick was very sure he didn’t remember spotting this structure from anywhere in the village. And he should have. It was practically as tall as the radio tower right across the street.

But they couldn’t have built this overnight, right?

Despite the altitude, the heavy rain and darkness made it hard to see what was happening out and around the village. The fact that the inside of the tower had absolutely no source of light also struck Rick as odd. It was just barely dim enough to be able to make out the details on the map the maidens were muttering over. There were pieces of wood on the map, which Rick had to guess were their forces.

In the darkness, even if dry and with a roof over their heads protecting them from the rain, the wind blew with chilly determination.

“Sir, confirmed sighting, first part of the first wave coming from the North,” a maiden in the corner whispered. Her back was turned towards everyone else, her skin a bright red, two antennae bobbing above her head. The lack of clothes on her figure made Rick feel there was something off about her.

“Let them through.” Huge nodded, and he turned towards them. There was a moment as his gaze lingered on Mr. Gabriel. The old man was standing near the railing and staring out into the dark.

“A couple machine-gun nests would do you lot some good,” the old man spoke with a scowl.

“Small calibers are only effective against humans, larger calibers only work if you catch them by surprise,” Huge replied, not missing a beat, moving to stand next to the man and stare into the darkness outside. “An elemental gun could handle the weaker maidens out there and might hurt the stronger ones, but each bullet costs more than what I make in a year.”

Thunder streaked through the sky, and for an instant, Rick managed to see the village underneath. The streets were empty; every house had its windows locked. From this vantage point, he could see the roofs were made of black slate rock, but some of them had flat rooftops that were currently being occupied by what he guessed to be the Hunters.

“Why are you letting them penetrate the village?” The old man frowned as he’d spotted movement in the streets.

“Ferals are not a coordinated force. They’re closer to a mob. They are all running away from something, or to something.” Huge pointed towards one of the streets below. Rick had to frown to see it, but there were figures running through. And they were moving fast, fast enough Rick almost missed them entirely. “This one is running away.”

“From what?”

“Sir!” the red-skinned woman spoke out. “Two flocks, northeast. At least one Thundrix. West-bound heading.”

Huge’s face tightened. “Wait for confirmation, do not engage.” The man leaned forward, staring into the darkness swirling under the howling winds. “Feral status?”

“Two minutes for contact with the main body.”

“Frenzy?”

“Not confirmed.”

The massive man stood firm, but from behind, Rick could see how his neck tense. Another bolt of lightning streaked through the clouds above, and Rick could make out more figures running through the village. They moved quickly, ignoring the houses. They raced down the streets and out the other side. The young teacher frowned as he stared in the direction Huge was looking at. He could barely make out the tree-line at the edge of the village. There was too little light to see much else.

“The first dissuasion barrier confirms they’re not frenzied!” The red-skinned woman confirmed. “The ferals are not frenzied, sir.”

Huge didn’t sigh, but his shoulders relaxed a millimeter. “Keep the gates open, do not engage.”

With his words came another roll of thunder. “They’re here,” Mr. Gabriel spoke with a frown.

Tomas gasped, and Rick could see why. Through the dim light of the streaking lightning above, he managed to see them. Shadows, figures- where he had once seen dozens, there were now hundreds. But what drew a chill through him was that even with the rain hammering against the roof above their heads, he could still hear it, the rumbling of a stampede.

From between the streets, a spark of light caught his attention. Rick turned towards the source, but it was gone the moment after, too fast for him to spot anything.

“Come on…” Huge whispered under his breath, gripping the railing with pale knuckles, the wood groaned under his fingers, the man was staring in the same direction the light had come from.

A second spark emerged from a closed location. One of the shadows had been the source, throwing a bolt of fire that made the other figures move away and run all the faster.

“Come on…”

There was a trickle of cold sweat down Rick’s spine. The number of flashes of light happening within the village were increasing. The ferals appeared to be using their powers to defend themselves from the stampede.

“The flocks changed direction! Heading our way! Five minutes to contact.”

“Shit.” Huge grit his teeth. “Wait for my order.”

The man turned to stare into the storm.

“Sir, three Thundrixes confirmed.”

“Do not engage, hold!”

“But-”

He did not turn to look at the hesitant woman. “I said hold!”

The number of sparks of light within the village increased. The more ferals were being funneled down the streets, the more they were bumping into one another. And the more they were bumping, the more some of them would lash out. They produced fire, lightning, flashes of green and purple, streaks of power that felt like sparks trying to light a flame.

Small bursts that died as quickly as they came, and that urged the stampede onwards.

“Three minutes.”

“Hold!” The wood of the railing splintered, Huge’s jaw tight.

Thunder rumbled across the sky, and for a fraction of a second, Rick could swear he saw one of the clouds moving. A black mass that was headed their way. A lightning bolt exploded from one of them, and unlike any other lightning Rick had ever seen, it flew diagonally towards the ground, towards the forest. It struck one of the trees, knocking it over, the downed log bursting into flames and casting an eerie red glow onto the mass of shadows that were running down the hill. A quick glance confirmed that most of the ferals weren’t even going through the village. Was something funneling the bulk of them away?

“Sir!”

“HOLD!” He roared, turning away from the dark approaching cloud and looking towards the forest from where the ferals were streaming through.

From the darkness between the trees, there was a bright flickering flame.

“Menace confirmed, fire element, two minutes to engage first dissuasion barrier!”

“Open fire! Knock those birds out of the sky!”

And then there was light.

A small sun had ignited atop the village directly above the radio tower. Its reddish glow cast the clouds above in bloody streaks of light, and from this tiny sun, a singular beam of light shot forward at impossible speed. The rain ignited upon contact with the light, a screaming steaming explosion that shrieked as the fire traced a direct path through the sky towards the approaching black cloud. It punched through, and in that instant Rick realized it was no black cloud but at least a hundred flying figures. They scattered as soon as their formation had been pierced.

And at exactly that moment, dozens of rooftops lit up. Streaks of white light arched upwards with such speed they’d impacted against the targets kilometers away, faster than any bullet could have been able to. At first, Rick thought they were no more than giant spotlights flashing into the incoming flock, but seeing the flying figures bursting into flames and dropping from the sky, he figured it was something far more dangerous than just normal light.

Screams and shrieks could be heard down below. All too suddenly, the stampede accelerated. If there were flickers before, it had now become a veritable light show. The screams down below became louder, some of the abilities being used striking with more intent than to merely scare others away.

“Status.”

Two bolts of lightning bursts out of the flock of birds, aimed towards the source of the red beam that had punched through them.

“One Thundrix downed, one remains.” Another pause. The flickering fire that Rick had seen between the trees was growing closer. “Menace contact confirmed, Pyrebear. Only one.”

“Fuck me.” Huge’s eyes widened. “Ursines?”

“None spotted.”

“Bullshit.” The man spun around, leaning over the railing and staring down at the hundreds of ferals running through. His eyes narrowed. “Confirm archer teams.”

The red woman tensed. “Team two does not respond.” The maidens around the map scrambled to start drawing lines on the surrounding streets of the pieces that likely represented said team.

“There are Ursines in the village! Close the front gate!” Huge snapped. “Start the purge, flush the ferals out before we get a frenzy on our hands.”

“But the flock-”

“Miranda can handle some damn birds, get those Ursines out of the village or we’re going to have a bloodbath on our hands.”

A second fiery red streak pierced through the sky, its shrieking path bringing an end to more of the flying ferals.
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Rick laid witness to a massacre.

As soon as Huge had given the order to flush the ferals out, there were a series of explosions at the northern edge of the village. Loud enough they shook the ground they stood on. Fire started to pour into the streets from the rooftops, targeting the ferals.

These flames were scaring the wild maidens, forcing them to rush all the harder. With the ferals attacking one another as well, it was easy to tell something else had happened in the village’s layout. There was a very sudden decrease in movement through narrower streets. Rick could barely make them out, but he could spot fake walls had been erected to guide the flow into the larger streets.

“Seal off the Northwest section of the village and send teams one through four. Hunt those damn bears,” the major growled. A bright yellow flame burst out north of the village from the forest. Several trees ignited with the explosion.

The forest was almost a full kilometer away, probably more, and yet, even at this distance, through the pouring rain and the darkness, Rick could make out that the source of the flames was a single individual. Fire was pouring out of the figure like a flamethrower, spreading in every direction.

“Contact!”

“No shit.” Mr. Gabriel whistled. “What kind of monster can do that?”

“Pyrebear.” The Major frowned. “Categorized as a Menace for a reason. Their whole damn genus are cunning and ruthless, even when feral.” His jaw clenched. “And she brought her cubs to hunt.”

Three streaks of thunder leapt diagonally across the sky. Two impacted against the rooftops of houses below. One struck the radio tower. And for a split second, the structure glowed. Some shrieks could be heard from the general vicinity of the metal tower.

“Sir?” One of the maidens standing guard spoke up. Rick could only see her back as she stared over the railing and towards the Eastern edge of the village. “I smell blood.”

The fact that Huge’s tanned features grew pale instantly told Rick everything he needed to know.

“We need to move to a safer location, sir,” Helga spoke with a frown. “A frenzy might start any moment.”

“Confirmed. Take our guests out of here.”

“But you sir-”

“I have Irene. Follow your orders. Take your team and make sure they’re safe.”

She became tense instantly. “Yes sir!”

Helga immediately turned towards the stairs. “Follow me, single file.” The tone lost any semblance of deference; it carried a hard command and a slight tension. And with her order, six of the maidens in the control tower moved to issue out everyone who wasn’t part of the Hunters. The village’s map lay forgotten by all save Huge.

Rick, Tomas, and Mr. Gabriel took the rear of the group.

“What do you figure a frenzy is?” Tomas wondered, talking over the muttering of the rest of the group ahead.

“It’s when ferals give up on ‘flight’ and choose ‘fight’. It is a worst-case scenario for us.”

The voice came from behind them. One of the maidens had spoken up. She was shorter than the others, and her hair was the color of light copper, almost blond. With a green collar, she had a bow slung over her shoulder and a shaft full of arrows on her back.

She’d be human if not for the sharp ears at either side of her head.

“I take it that’s very bad.”

“It could easily mean half the village will be dead come morning.” She kept urging them to continue walking down the stairs, spiraling their way toward the stone building atop which the wooden structure had been built on.

“Why not just make a wall?” Mr. Gabriel scowled.

“When a feral rush finds an obstacle, it has two options, change course or hammer against it. To build a proper wall would be a monumental effort,” she spoke. “A frenzy would immediately break out, and the farms surrounding the village would be destroyed in the process. To say nothing that a feral rush can come from just about any direction considering how far we are from the kingdom’s heart.”

“That’s also why you don’t wear armor?” Mr. Gabriel wondered, glancing at the woman and her green uniform. “Because nothing cheap would be as durable as yourself?”

A curt nod followed the question. “Indeed. An especially harsh truth for those who have traversed more of their genus.”

“I keep hearing that word, and it doesn’t seem to mean what I think it means,” Rick muttered.

“It is the road a maiden has, based upon their breed,” the elf replied. “I am an Elf. With enough strength, and the proper circumstances, I could gain the powers of a Golden Elf or a High Elf.”

Tomas’ eyes widened. “Wait.” He spoke the word, gasping.

The statement was accompanied by a rumble that shook the tower.

“No waiting, sir. We must hurry,” the Elf urged, wide-eyed and clearly holding back a slightly panicked edge.

Through the windows on the stairs, Rick saw more thunder arcing towards the village.

An ozone smell filled the air, lingering along with the humidity of the rain.

His hairs stood on end, and the air became charged.

His head snapped towards the other humans, descending the steps ahead of them. “RUN!” He heard the Elf roar.

The tower shook, and the stairs became a sudden slippery downward slope. Rick’s hands reached out for the railing and he held on tightly with one hand, the other reaching out and firmly yanking Mr. Gabriel to ensure the old man wouldn’t fall as well.

Behind him, the Elf had done the same with Tomas, her hand firmly grasping his shirt and pinning him to the wall. An odd sight, considering he was a full head taller than her and she had the physique of a gymnast. “Are you ok?” The question came from both the Elf and Rick at the same time.

“I’m fine,” Mr. Gabriel grunted.

“What’s your name?” Tomas looked stunned as he stared into the Elf’s eyes. There was a wide eyed wonderment in that expression of his.

But now was not the time. The tower felt like it was leaning.

“We move!” She commanded, and no one dared to think twice rushing down the stairs as quickly as they could.

There were screams down below. People were practically rushing towards the bottom of the wooden tower as quickly as they could. Something that let them tumble their way forward rather quickly.

Not as fortunate as them was Mr. Gabriel, unable to keep the pace.

The tower leaned further, almost a fully thirty degrees. Attempting to move down the steps abruptly became a harrowing game of slippery slopes. And it was gaining further inclination with every passing second.

“Shit, shit, shit, shit!”

“SIR!”

The Elf had jumped above their heads and lower on the stairs, her hands glowing a bright greenish hue.

Her hands slammed against the wall. The wood reacted to her touch as if it were alive. The wood rippled and bent, molded, and the stairs very abruptly closed in around the three of them from all sides. Rick’s got the sudden sense of claustrophobia as the sensation of falling down was becoming more pronounced. His instinct to struggle and scream heightened further as the walls reached out to grasp at his body, pinning him against the wood as they continued to fall.

The only source of light was the Elf’s still glowing hands as they remained firmly pressed against the walls of their new tumbling prison.

The sensation of falling was soon replaced with spinning. They had hit something at an angle and it was very clear they’d abruptly become a pinball on its way down to ground level.

“BRACE!” the Elf warned.

Clenching his teeth, Rick closed his eyes tightly.

The world came to a screeching halt when the sphere that had trapped them broke into pieces as it slammed against something hard. Still tied against his own chunk of wood, Rick felt he’d been launched out of a window in a car crash. Except he had the fortune to have the plank serve as the breaks against the cobblestone rather than his face.

It came to a grinding halt. Rain fell down on him and Rick had never felt so happy about it. A hysterical laugh escaped him, heart racing a mile a minute. He tried to move to stand up. And failed.

Wide eyed, the chemistry teacher looked down at the wood, still holding him fast against the plank. His head whipped around, trying to spot the others. There was a glow to his right, and as he turned to look, his stomach dropped.

It was a naked woman, beautiful by all accounts, her body drenched. The crackle of lightning that danced on her hand accentuated every curve on her naked body as she looked at Rick with confusion.

That confusion slowly turned to a frown, and he realized she did not have a collar. The dots were quick to connect.

With a grunt, Rick began to fight against the wooden restraints that kept him firmly in place. He couldn’t find any give on the straps that had kept him from bouncing inside the ball like a maraca.

The creature took one step closer, and the lightning in her right hand grew brighter.

She raised her hand, pointing her palm at the teacher.

THUNK

The sound had been barely a whisper, and with it, the crackle of lightning in the feral’s hand vanished instantly. Where her right eye had been, there was now the shaft of a glowing arrow. The maiden was dead before she hit the ground.

“I’ve got you, sir.” The Elf ran towards Rick, legs seeming rather wobbly, but her grip on her bow firm. Behind her were Tomas and Mr. Gabriel, both sporting a limp. “We need to get you all to safety.”

The proclamation came with glowing hands. The wood released Rick, and he had a chance to see her pointing with her free hand towards the Hunter’s building that had once sported the wooden tower atop its roof.

Said tower was now a pile of splinters and broken smoldering planks, obstructing the road.

They were on the street.

With the ferals.

“Rick.”

Mr. Gabriel’s word made the chemistry teacher turn his head to see the older man pointing ahead, in the direction opposite to the Hunter’s building. The radio tower was glowing as it had been when it’d been struck by the lightning.

And at its base stood the Baron’s house. There was a gaping hole in its side.

Rick looked back towards the Hunter’s building- the main door was open, and there were uniformed maidens there, fighting off the ferals and clearing a way towards them. Then he looked forward towards the Baron’s manor and the dozen confused looking ferals that stood between him and that hole.

He began to run straight towards the manor.

“Sir, NO!”




Chapter 088 [Rick]

Rick ran through the wet cobblestone with a singular objective in mind. The hole that had been blasted through the wall of the Baron’s manor.

Considering how the whole bottom floor looked like a bunker that had been pulled out of the earth, whatever had made that hole must have been terrifyingly powerful and destructive. The moment of hesitation about whether this was a good idea or not was gone. This was it.

Rain poured down on him, and he hoped the sound would mask his approach towards the manor. Mostly because there were ferals standing between himself and that hole. And he wasn’t going to stop, not when there was such a clear possibility of reaching Monica.

For a fraction of a second, he considered asking himself why he was willing to put himself in this situation. Why risk himself like this to save someone who, for all intents and purposes, he had only met less than a month ago?

And why had she risked herself to save him? He pushed the thoughts aside. The image of her heavily shackled and crying out his name tugged at something inside his chest.

“Duck.”

The word had not appeared through his ears, but in his mind. He did not hesitate, lurching low.

THUNK

The nearest feral dropped, an arrow embedded into her skull. The human flinched as he jumped over the corpse, not taking a second glance. Did this mean the Elf was lending him a hand?

“No, she’s keeping you alive. If she reaches you before you get to the mansion, she will pull you back to the Hunters.”

The voice was familiar, and it took him a heartbeat to connect from where. “You.” The faceless figure, the one who’d put him into the nightmare.

“Jump right.” The instruction slid over Rick’s thoughts as he realized the voice had just told him to head straight towards the next feral in his path. “Either jump or Freya catches you.”

Looking over his shoulder, the human realized the voice was not exaggerating. The Elf was closing in fast, eyes glowing as she held her bow at the ready. He complied with the command and threw himself towards the feral that turned around just as he’d approached. She stepped out of his way on instinct, then ducked under the arrow that had nearly brought her to an end.

“You’ve bought yourself five more seconds. Duck into the street to the right.”

And lose sight of his target? “WHAT!?”

“Jump or die.”

That sent a cold chill down his spine. He moved towards the side street. The attempt to continue running was interrupted by a sudden tingling all around him. The smell of blood in the air thickened. Without thinking, he dropped to the ground.

BOOM

The wall to his left had exploded outwards, debris peppered him as a monster emerged from the hole. Three meters tall, the creature was the tallest maiden Rick had seen. Her skin was a dark tan, and her back was covered in a thick black fur that looked as if she’d draped a cape over her shoulders. Her hands were claws, each larger than his head, massive paws that dripped blood.

The creature’s eyes had swung around to either side and then locked onto him.

“RUN RUN RUN!”

The voice had not needed to say it twice. Rick scrambled to get his feet under his body and move as quickly as possible down the street. Behind him, he heard several THUNKs and a roar that made his legs move all the faster.

“Take a left, NOW! JUMP!”

No questions, only instinct. Something barreled through the space he’d been occupying moments ago. Something that slid across wet cobblestone and slammed against the nearby wall with the force of a truck.

Thank fuck for sneakers.

“Why is it chasing me!?”

“Because you’re the easiest meal around.” The voice spoke with a growl. “At the next intersection take a right but stop dead in your tracks for a heartbeat. Then turn back to go the way you came from.”

“You want me to stop!?”

“You want to die!?”

Compelling arguments, did he trust the voice? Not really. Did he have a choice? Also no.

He lunged towards the right at the next intersection and, without waiting, turned around. His heart tightened, expecting to find the massive woman hot in his tracks. Instead the street was empty. “Wha-”

“DON’T STOP! RUN!”

There was a loud thud behind him, and his brain connected the dots. The monster had, somehow, gone over the building in an attempt to cut his escape. The roar made him feel as if his heart was about to escape his chest, and by the time his brain had kicked in, he was running again. Straight back where he came from.

The Elf, Freya, had been equally hot in his heels, and her surprise was clear when she saw Rick approaching. And in the flickering lights of the thunderstorm, he got to see her eyes widen in shock when she saw what was right behind him. Rick did not need to look over his shoulder, his hand reaching out to grab her collar and yank her along the way.

For a woman that had been able to pin Tomas with just one hand, she was surprisingly light.

“What are you doing?”

The words had, surprisingly, come from both the Elf and the voice in his head.

“Can you beat that thing?” The hesitation in the Elf’s face was all the answer he needed. “Then run!”

“She’s going to take you to the Hunters!” The voice warned, right as said Elf had found her footing, her steps overtaking Rick’s and her hand pulling him along. “Incoming, from above!”

“From above!”

Freya shoved Rick away, his body slammed against the wall as she pressed herself against the other.

That was going to hurt in the morning.

If he was alive by then.

The massive woman had dropped from the nearby house, claws slamming against the ground with such force the stone cracked. The creature was looking at Rick, and her eyes held an anger within them, a frustration of a predator and a particularly elusive prey.

“Jump towards the outside of her right leg, on my mark, ready?”

“No.”

“Too bad. Now!”

Several things happened at the same time.

First, Rick jumped towards his left. Second, the monster threw her claws forwards. Third, Freya had ducked from behind the feral and between her legs.

Rick, in all his glorious lack of coordination, jumped towards his left, flopping rather than tucking and rolling. His body hit the floor like a sack of potatoes right as the monster’s claws plunged through the reinforced concrete as if it were a meteorite striking Earth.

And just as she was doing this, Freya rose from her crouching position and jumped upwards, her body like a spring. In her hands, two daggers glimmered in the darkness. Their sharp edges sought to dig into the feral’s eyes.

But those eyes were not dull or slow; they were sharp, cunning.

Dangerous. Angry.

The bear couldn’t move in time to dodge the attack, her arms stuck to the wall, unable to block it. So in response to the threat, she yanked herself forward towards the wall, using her claws to pull.

THUMP

The feral had slammed herself against the wall. And Freya had become the cushion to soften the blow.

“What the fuck,” Rick gasped under his breath, eyes widening, watching the feral pull herself free from the wall she’d just embedded herself into like it was nothing. There was a silhouette of her massive frame.

Freya crumpled like a puppet that had had its strings cut, the rain making a puddle around her. She was twitching, trying to get back up, but it was clear it would take her a while. The bear woman did not even pay attention to her, eyes fixed on Rick. The growl was like rumbling thunder.

“I called in a favor.” The voice was surprisingly calm, and Rick was fairly sure it had something to do with how the owner of the voice in his head was not face to face with a nine foot monster of muscle and rage. “You’re going to get one chance to get out of there.”

The sky glowed orange.

The rain stopped.

“Whatever you do, do not touch the feathers.”

An acrid smell reached Rick’s nose; it reminded him of burnt garlic. The air became bone dry, and his throat tightened. Something in the back of his mind screamed in alarm, and his skin tingled.

Both he and the bear looked upwards, just in time to see a singular flake of orange light slowly descend from the sky and land on a puddle of water right between the human and the feral. A sizzling sound escaped the point of contact, steam rising into the air with increasing force. Then, yellow flames burst up from the puddle, the puddle gone and in its place a roaring fire that shone with brilliant light.

Rick rolled away, covering his eyes as the heat washed against his face. Blinking back teary eyes, he saw more flakes falling down, surrounding the bear. Wherever it touched, yellow fire erupted.

A fleck fell on the monster’s right arm. It ignited instantly. The monster’s face went from smug to shocked. As if she expected the fire would not harm her. With a roar, she stumbled back. More flakes were slowly drifting downwards, latching onto her body.

And Rick’s eyes fixed on the Elf, crumpled on the ground, right next to the fireworks.

“DON’T!”

“Then stop me,” he growled, removing his drenched jacked to cover his left hand. His mind whirled, observing the blindingly sizzling light that was covering the feral as she tried to desperately slap it off of her body.

He only waited for long enough to remove his drenched jacked, rushing around the flames and straight towards the Elf. Her gaze was unfocused, and her body fortunately light. Gripping her uniform with his unprotected hand, he used the other one to protect himself from the fire the feral was covered in.

Stumbling onto the other side, the sound of rain returned to his ears, and an intense warm tingling sensation from his back.

Not waiting for a single instant, he dropped Freya and yanked off his shirt, tossing it away right as the fleck of fire that had fallen onto it burst into its full brilliance, reducing the piece of cloth to ashes in seconds.

“Is this white phosphorous? Yes or no.” As he asked, he looked above. There was a red winged angel that floated high in the sky. Her glowing feathers made the rain sizzle and turn to steam. Those same feathers were the source of the glowing flecks of fire. “Yes or no!?”

A heartbeat of hesitation. “No, it’s phoenix feather, it’s-”

“Fuck it,” Rick growled, leaning the Elf against the nearest wall, and keeping an eye on the bear as she kept flailing around, roaring, the fire burning bright. “Freya, can you hear me?” Through the muddy waters of an adrenaline high, he tried to sift through the safety protocol to follow when burnt by white phosphorous. Her hands were burnt- it was raining, that would help. “Don’t remove this from your eyes, some of the stuff might have gotten inside. Wash the burns with plenty of water.”

He pressed the drenched jacked against her face, shuddering as he stood back up, looking up and down the street.

There were no ferals. They’d likely run away as soon as the bear had shown up.

He did see several uniformed maidens approaching.

“If they reach you-”

“Yeah, yeah.”

He growled, turning towards the mansion. The bear’s roars echoed behind him- he hoped enough of a distraction to buy him time. The gap in the wall was still there, still open. With a grunt of annoyance, he approached quickly. The closer he got, the more apparent it was that what had made the hole had pummeled their way through.

“Call out that you’re a human in need of help. Don’t and you’re going to get cut down.” A slight pause. “From here on out you’re alone, I can’t pierce the manor’s protections.”

That froze Rick’s steps right at the lip of the entrance. He hesitated, frowning a moment. “Why are you helping me?”

“Not everyone here is a friend of the Baron, even if we have to obey his commands.” A pause. “If you don’t go inside soon, you’ll get caught up in the mess. The first wave is dying down, but there are still stragglers.”

Nodding, the human took a deep breath. “I’m a human in need of help!” He called out loudly.

The silence that followed felt like an eternity.

“Show us your hands before stepping in front of the hole and come in slowly with both hands in the air!”

Rick sighed and nodded.

He was met by no less than a dozen gray-uniformed maidens, each looking more battered and bruised than the last. He was fairly sure he’d seen some of them through the window at some point.

They relaxed as he stepped into the light.

“There’s a frenzy,” he said, keeping both hands above his head.

They didn’t even ask him what he was doing there; they practically yanked him inside.




Chapter 089 [Rick]

“Rick?”

The word made him turn his head in slight surprise, finding none other than Kat and Alice looking at him in bewilderment.

He figured it made sense. He was drenched, scraped, and shirtless. Someone had given him a towel, but not provided the time to get himself dry nor the shirt that he would’ve needed once done.

Instead, he’d been ushered into the building and practically dragged down the stairs into a luxuriously ornate basement that had blood stains on the walls and ceiling, hairline cracks all over, and a corpse at the bottom of the stairs. A three meter tall decapitated corpse with black fur on its back. Its features strikingly similar to the other bear that Rick had encountered. The young teacher figured they were related.

From there he’d been led to a level further below, a room that had ten very dangerous looking maidens standing watch, armed with spears and swords, one of them heavily armored.

And inside the room were all the human women that had survived the trip thus far and had not been present during the Major’s little presentation.

“So you’re saying you got to fucking see the battle just because you got a dick in your pants!?”

Rick looked at Kat and former student with wide eyes, feeling slightly startled this was her reaction after he’d explained what happened outside. “I almost died.”

The blond woman didn’t falter. “I mean, sure, that sucks. Good thing you didn’t by the way.” She patted his shoulder. “But you do see my point, right? We’re being coddled in here like we’re somehow more fragile against fire breathing maidens than the guys. We’d both roast just about the same way I figure, so what’s with the sexism?”

“I think… I need to sit down a minute,” Rick muttered, blinking slowly and finding himself almost shoved into a wooden chair by Alice. The psychology teacher looked like had several things she wanted to say, but was holding back from commenting just yet.

His eyes moved around the room. There were a dozen women present, all familiar faces. All of them looked his way with various degrees of apprehension, some with hints of horror. Amongst those present, there was only one face scowling at him, wrinkled and angry, and Rick felt a sense of dread hanging over his head at the sight of a woman he’d secretly hoped had been eaten by the ferals.

“What are you doing here?” Ms. Dodson’s voice was like needles against his temple.

And he definitely was not in the mood to play friendly. “I’m here because I had to run for my life from a monster that could punch through walls.” He shot her an equally intense glare. Her lips pursed, but she didn’t press further.

“How bad are things out there?” May spoke up, with some apprehension.

“Hundreds of ferals, probably more.” He rubbed his eyes. “But the worst of it passed, or so I was told.” Pausing, he turned his focus to Alice. Quietly, without a sound, he mouthed a single word.

‘Monica?’

The psychology teacher shook her head, keeping her voice low. “We don’t know.”

“Baron Von banana-face hasn’t shown his creepy mug around,” Kat commented, pointing with her thumb over her shoulder at the only door in the room. “We only saw the man-girl Baroness pop in a couple times, looked more like she was counting heads than anything else.”

Rick nodded solemnly, pulling up the piece of cloth he’d been given and using it to ruffle his hair. He needed to get his thoughts straight- he was in the manor, safe, but now what? Monica should be in here, somewhere.

Two problems to solve, then. Where was the cat, and how to get to her?

The problem of how to get out would need its own consideration once the status of Monica’s situation was confirmed. A part of him hoped it could be resolved peacefully, proof of bonding, that was it, the law was on his side. The law should be on his side. Would that shove the Baron out of the way? Would it be possible to use it to at least get his guards to stand aside?

He only needed to get the proof out, soon.

“The Baron is likely with Monica.” Alice’s words startled him, he turned to look at the thoughtful expression on her face. “He’s… obsessed, if he hasn’t shown up it’s because he must be occupied with something, and you said he wasn’t participating in the protection of the village. I can’t think of anything else he’d be doing if he’s pressed for time.”

“Oh! I’ve got an idea.” Kat’s whisper jolted Rick, and he raised his head to look at her smug smirk.

“I don’t like that look.” His eyes moved towards the rest of the people gathered. The way Ms. Dodson was glaring their way was something that did not bode too well with him. Based on Alice’s recount of what happened back at the bus after he left, he was of a mind of throwing her out so she got a chance to talk with the ferals.

“You just have to play along.” She replied. “I’m sure this should get you to at least meet one of the two snob-assed pricks in the house.”

“Play along to what?”

The sound of a slap just about made him jump, and it took him a moment to realize Kat had faked it by making it an awkward clap. Immediately following this, the young woman shrieked and jumped back, pointing an accusing finger at him.

Already he wasn’t liking where this was going.

The door had burst open before anyone could so much as speak, a tall woman wielding a spear had entered and halted instantly. Her eyes darted from one side of the room to the next. Rick could feel how she paused on each woman there, locking onto their throats for a fraction of a second before she finally stopped at Kat.

“Take him away!” Kat spoke with a shrill nasal voice that sounded an awful lot like a bad Ms. Dodson impersonation.

A heartbeat of silence, and the armed maiden looked at Rick, meeting his gaze, and then turned back to Kat.

Not that Kat faltered. “He… he touched me!” She said, now pointing more insistently, covering her mouth. Rick was mostly certain there was a hint at a smirk hidden behind those fingers.

The lance wielding woman turned from shocked to angry so fast Rick almost saw sparks flying out of her eyes. A sense of dread spread through him as the maiden approached. “Sir.” Her voice was a growl, a hand reached down to grasp at his arm. “You will have to come with me.”

The urge to speak out and call Kat a liar was strong; his jaw clenched and his gaze burned holes through the young student that was hiding a smile behind that hand of hers. No doubt she was proud of herself for the stunt she’d just pulled, smug even as Alice shot venom her way just as intensely as Rick was.

He would remember this.

“Ok,” he declared without a struggle, not properly able to stand up before the armed maiden with a blue collar yanked him from his seat. Her grip on his arm was painfully tight.

“Going to take this one to the Lord,” his captor stated to the other guards, specifically addressing the armored maiden, only sharing a nod before Rick was dragged further down the carpeted and well-lit corridor and away from the stairs they’d used to descend to this floor. It didn’t feel like a dungeon, it was too lavishly furnished. The subterranean area was more like a luxury hotel, with red carpets, bright glowing lights, portraits at either side of the corridor… definitely not a place that gave the impression it would hold prisoners.

He had to think fast- wherever he was being taken would not be a good place, maybe a cell? How close would he be to where they were keeping Monica trapped? How could he even confirm without being able to see her?

Through his mind flashed a singular response, the river, drowning. And hearing her voice call his name despite being submerged.

Just one way to find out.

With a sharp intake breath, Rick let out a scream. “MONICA!”

His voice echoed through the walls, the woman dragging him halted, flinching and looking at him with a glare. “What are you doing?”

THUMP

There was the sound of something hitting something else, something solid. There was a sound of alarm further ahead. The young man could almost make out the source, somewhere further ahead?

After a split second, a singular muffled cry called out, barely audible as it came from the corridor to his right. “RICK!” The voice came not just through his ears but his mind, and with it he became instantly certain Monica wasn’t just there but nearby. Less than a dozen meters below.

His guard yanked him closer, snarling as she squeezed his arm hard enough he felt his bones groan in complaint. “What. Did. You. Do?”

“I came for my cat,” he replied, wincing but not backing down.

No sooner had he spoken the words than a large figure came rushing from the corridor. “The Lord has been wounded! Get a healer!”

The cry snapped the brunette’s attention away from Rick and towards the approaching armored woman. “What?”

The new arrival wore a copper collar and a dead-serious expression. “Go get a healer, NOW!”

“Ma’am, I-”

“Your Lord is wounded, go get the healer. GO!” Her eyes flicked towards Rick.

“Yes ma’am!”

With the brunette rushing off, Rick had an opportunity to look at the new arrival. The most striking feature was her green skin- a deep emerald, like algae. The second most striking feature was her size, two meters and change, her body muscular enough it barely fit in the gray uniform, with barely a touch of femininity in her curves but the whole of her held a fearsome edge under the metallic breastplate she wore.

She glared at him. With one large green hand, she gripped his arm. Her fingers wrapped around his bicep and kept him unable to bend his elbow.

“You Rick?”

What else was he supposed to do? “Yes.”

She didn’t comment, only nod, turning around and dragging him along the path she came from with little regard for Rick’s inability to keep up. His steps dragged some of the time while he fumbled with his feet, urgently trying to keep up with the hulking woman.

She moved with intent and purpose.

“Always wondered who the human that bonded that feral was,” she growled under her voice, tightening her grip on his arm and making him wince. “The greenies won’t shut up about you either.”

He opened his mouth, silenced instantly when she let out a snarl.

The steps led down stairs, made out of stone. The electric white lighting of the furnished areas did not follow down the dark corridor, replaced by a flickering orange, casting the stairs in shadow, but it seemed this behemoth of a woman knew exactly what she was doing.

“This is going to be fun.”

A chill ran down his spine.

The stairs led to a singular corridor, dimly lit; the doors were heavy dark metal.

There was only one open, the only one with light pouring from inside.

“What’s this?” Rick frowned.

“You wanted to meet your cat so much? Now’s your chance.”

She stepped inside.




Chapter 090 [Rick]

Rick was dragged into what must have been the largest cell room in existence. No less than ten meters across and just as much wide, it was carved out of rock and bare of much anything else, like a hole in the ground they’d opted to put a door onto. There were only two sources of light in the room, one next to the open door, the other in the opposite side of the open area.

The cell had exactly three occupants beside himself and the Orc woman that had dragged him there.

At the side near the door, seated on a chair, was the only other male in the room. A man that would’ve been taller than Rick had he been standing. Currently his face was twisted into a wicked snarl and a hateful glare. A trickle of blood was running down the corner of his lip, and if Rick strained his ear, he was sure he’d hear him wheeze with every painful gasp of air.

Next to him was a woman; the lack of a collar told Rick she was human. Black hair was tied neatly into a bun, and she wore a set of leather pants and what looked like a piece of leather armor atop her chest. Her eyes were lingering on the man, a hint of pain lingered on her features.

But Rick stopped paying attention the instant he’d seen the third occupant.

Kneeling at the center of the prison, the white-haired woman with cat ears was looking at him through blue-green eyes. “Rick,” she spoke with a raspy cough and a half-lopped smile.

The joy of seeing her was dwarfed by everything else. She was kneeling, her legs bound by iron shackles to the floor so tightly it would be impossible for her to stand up. Her left arm was chained and held from the ceiling, making it impossible for her to sit or rest. Her right hand was free, hanging limply at her side. The shackle that had clearly once held her arm dangled from the ceiling, the chain broken.

“Monica.” He gulped, seeing her half-swollen face and purple eye, the hairline cuts that littered her body, blood painting the snowy fur of her legs and arms, dark stains and dried sweat staining her skin. She was covered in bruises, black and blue, and the way she winced when tugging on the chains told Rick a story that no amount of words could have.

He tried to move closer. The meaty green arm holding him tightened. “I brought him.”

“We finally… meet.” The man in the chair coughed, groaning. Despite the obvious pain, he held a glare towards the young teacher that would not waver. There was fire inside those dark eyes.

“You shouldn’t talk,” the woman next to him shushed, hand carefully resting on his leg.

He slapped her hand away. “You’ve no idea how much I’ve wanted to…” A deep wheezing breath. “… see you.”

“Looked a lot more like you were hiding,” Rick growled, anger boiling inside, and he returned the glare just as intensely. The hand gripping him tightened, and he winced as he was yanked down to the floor, forced down to his knees.

“Rick!” Monica’s cry came with her struggling against the rattling chains.

“I’ve been… busy,” the Baron sneered.

“Beating up captive women? Very brave of you.” Rick’s words were rewarded by the one holding him down shoving him face first into the floor with her free hand.

“Watch your tongue,” the green woman growled. “Or the next words you speak will be your last. You don’t need your tongue to stay alive.”

A growl pierced the air, and the room felt a whole degree colder. Monica’s fangs were bared, eyes glowing as she leveled her fury at the Orc. The metal holding her groaned in complaint.

For a split second, no one moved.

The Baroness was the one who took the initiative. “As you can see, she’s a feralborn maiden, a monster.” Behind her, the Baron was pale and wheezing, trying to catch his breath.

“Only monsters I see here are the ones without chains.”

The woman laughed. “Does that include you?” She waved the words away. “No, doesn’t matter. The only one in this room with a human body count in the dozens is White Claw.” She glanced at Monica. “For that crime alone she’d deserve immediate execution.”

“HA!” Rick let out a bark of laughter against the floor, the taste in his lips was bitter, but he couldn’t help himself. “According to your own laws, whoever catches a feral that has murdered humans is owed recompense. The feral’s crimes are absolved upon becoming property.” His words gave the Baroness pause, the barest hint of surprise on her features, and he snorted. “You think I dragged myself through a feral frenzy because it was fun? I would’ve done this the ‘proper’ way if I had a chance. I fucking did your stupid paperwork, passed your trumped up psychic evaluation. And I have two eyewitnesses ready to testify to confirm Monica is bonded to me.” His arms shook, becoming tense. “I wanted to do this shit the nice, peaceful, legal way. Now?” The man spat, growling. “Now maybe I’ll add assault charges. I’m sure the Earl will love to hear about it from the lips of a pure-blooded human.”

He looked over his shoulder at the Orc.

And for a second, she hesitated, grip loosening ever so slightly as her jaw slackened.

The Baroness regarded him coldly, for a moment she paused, then nodded. “Let him go.”

The grip loosened instantly, and Rick did not waste a single second to stand up and rush to Monica. No one stopped him either. “Monica.” His arms wrapped around her head, pulling her close against his chest. The woman reacted instantly, her free arm moving to pull him closer, hugging him back tightly.

A withering sigh escaped Monica’s lips, and he felt his chest tighten in pain at the sight of her being left in this state.

“Rick,” she sighed. The single word came with something loosening within her, like a house of cards that was collapsing. “Rick.” The word came out with the slightest shudder, and she rubbed her cheek against his gut, her whole body trembling. “Rick.”

His hand gently stroked her hair. “It’s alright.”

“Astounding.” The sound of claps followed, drawing Rick’s attention back to the Baroness, the woman ignoring the man behind her as he wheezed and struggled for air, glaring and desperately trying to speak. “You really are bonded. Even without the collar.”

“I’m leaving, with Monica,” he said without missing a second.

The woman crossed her arms, quirking a brow. “And are you sure that’s the best idea?” The question was rhetorical, and Rick was not about to attempt answering. The Baroness continued. “Let us assume we consider she was yours since before you were rescued from the forest. Which, by the way, would be dependent on your status as a citizen.” She waved her hand dismissively. “Your property just attacked my husband, the punishment for hurting nobility in such a way is execution.”

Rick’s brows narrowed. “She was defending herself.”

The woman shrugged her shoulders. “From a human? Who would believe that? Especially when the human is an upstanding noble.”

His jaw tightened. “What do you want?”

“White Claw.”

His arms tightened around her. “I’m not giving her to anyone.”

“Nor should you, she’s quite the catch.” The woman smirked. “But if we can’t keep her directly, then we can have the next best thing: the pure-blooded human that subjugated White Claw with nothing but his wits.” Her lips parted in a smile that almost looked genuine. Almost. “You keep the Tigress, we don’t press charges, you work for us, and we get to parade you around as the local hero that saved us from the menace. We let you go after a year or two.”

“NO!”

The Baron had been listening, wheezing for air and coughing blood, his pale complexion had become increasingly red, his glare ever hotter. The man shook with rage as he sputtered and stumbled to his feet, hand grasping at the Baroness’ shoulder and shoving her aside.

She fell over, caught off balance, and the Baron himself groaned and collapsed, vomiting blood. “No,” he wheezed. “No.” He raised his face, wiping the blood from his lip and slowly fighting to stand back up, eyes fixated on Rick.

The Orc rushed to his side, lending him an arm for him to support himself on. Concern and anger flashed through the green maiden’s face but she did not move from her spot.

“No,” the Baron said more firmly now, ignoring the bewildered look of his wife. “She’s mine.” A shaky finger pointed at Rick. “White Claw is… mine.”

There were a string of words Rick would’ve wanted to speak out loud, but he held his tongue. His arms wrapped more tightly around Monica’s face as he kept her leaned against his stomach. His eyes quietly moved towards the Baroness, watching her stand up and level a complicated look at the man that had just knocked her over. He knew that look, of someone who also had many things to say but that intended to save them for when there were no others to hear them. The look of hidden scorn and disappointment.

Slowly, carefully, Rick reigned his feelings in and made a show of sighing. What a grand mess this was. He was with Monica, but how to get out? He couldn’t rush out, there were too many things between here and the exit. And what would he do then? No, he’d rushed here, but he couldn’t go at this brashly.

“Did you not…” the Baron wheezed for breath, stepping closer. “… hear me?”

“I heard you just fine.” The chemistry teacher replied, never stopping the slow petting of Monica’s head, paying close attention to her slowed breathing, her gentle purr, the sigh of relief. “I just don’t care.”

Whatever the Baron was about to say next, it devolved into another coughing fit. Blood splattered the floor, and even with the Orc assisting him, he fell to his knees. The wheezing was getting worse, each breath had a gurgle to it. If Rick were a betting man, he’d put his money on a punctured lung from getting slapped around by Monica.

Rick’s gaze turned from the Baron to his wife. She didn’t speak, turning from his gaze and focusing on the Baron. There was something in her eyes that felt sharp and cold. It was a look he could recognize anywhere.

Could he further shove a wedge?

“He’s holding you back, and you know it.”

The woman’s head snapped to look at him, wide eyed, mouth opening in surprise, her hand reached out to touch the bracelet on her left wrist.

Still coughing, the Baron reached into his pocket and pulled out something Rick only dimly recognized, it took his mind a second to connect the dots. A sphere half white and half red, a device that almost looked like a toy. The man aimed it towards Monica. A flash of red burst out in her direction, and her body began to glow.

“NO!”

Monica tensed abruptly. “RICK!”

The feline’s arm gripped his hip, and he tried to obstruct the light. But it was so fast he’d barely had the chance to think it through. By the time he’d moved, Monica’s body was gone, and he stumbled forward, through the spot she’d occupied a second ago. The red mist she’d turned into sucked into the spherical device and gone entirely.

The chains that had been holding her left arm rattled, swinging from the ceiling now that they were free. With a bloodied smirk, and wiping the blood from his lips, the Baron held the sphere with a white knuckled grip, using his free arm to hold himself against the Orc’s larger frame.

Rick felt his hackles rise, anger boiled inside of him.

He didn’t think, he lunged, arms reaching out towards the accursed device.

The Orc struck with her free arm, a backhand that caught Rick squarely in the shoulder. It wasn’t even a serious attempt from her, more like an offhanded tap, and it had been enough to send him tumbling as his whole body had been shoved sideways. Something felt painfully hurt in the process.

“SIR!”

Rick grunted, moving to stand up, stopping as his eyes focused on the pair of small leather shoes in front of him.

Slowly raising his gaze, he blinked, looking upon the owner.

“Dia?”




Chapter 091 [Alice]

Alice could not stop glaring at Kat.

“Hey, it worked and you know it,” the young student spoke, discreetly keeping the door partially open and peeking through into the corridor.

Alice’s fiery gaze would not relent, glancing over her shoulder at the other women that had been brought over. The tension had kept them mostly to themselves, with Ms. Dodson not missing the chance to discreetly making sure there were several of them between herself and Alice. Not that the teacher cared much currently; each time she looked at them she could not help but remember the events in the bus and it gnawed at her nervousness.

“Oh shit, they brought Dia.”

“What?”

“Dia, cute nurse, pink uniform? She’s been stuck to Rick like glue whenever she wasn’t working. Or so Tomas won’t shut up about.” Kat rolled her eyes, pointing at the door. “She just went through in a hurry. Someone’s hurt down there for sure.”

Alice’s stomach felt as if it’d been plunged into a bucket of ice.

“We need to help Rick.”

“I don’t think they’re going to carry you away if I slap you,” Kat muttered, rubbing her chin in thought.

“What you did was a stupid idea,” Alice snapped, turning towards the others as she felt her determination swell. Her lips pursed as she grimaced. Clenching her fists, she grabbed Kat’s wrist and yanked, pulling her towards the other women.

This had not gone unnoticed. Heads swiveled to focus on the duo, the fastest of which being Ms. Dodson’s. The older woman stood up, smoothing out her clothes, eyes fierce even if her expression was calm. “Yes?”

“I faced off against a spider the size of a bear. You do not scare me.” The words were harsh and direct, Alice didn’t care to register her reaction, turning to the others. “I cannot, in good faith, forget what happened in the forest.” Her hand moved to point at the door. “But-”

“The forest!?” Ms. Dodson growled, stepping up. “You put our lives at risk. What ‘happened’ was that you took the minimal amount of responsibility for your actions.” Her hands smoothed her white shirt. “And comparing me to some monster, as if I were a thug. The gall of it.”

“Fuck it.” Letting go of Kat, Alice turned and fully faced Ms. Dodson, stepping closer. The gesture alone knocked a peg out of the older woman’s bravado. “You take advantage of people’s kindness, you push to have your way and pretend you’re some sort of saint. You bully others just so you can feel in control. You know what we called you back at the university? The Dementor.”

“Oh shit,” Kat whispered under her breath.

Alice’s jaw tightened, stepping forward. “You were never satisfied with butting into the life of your legally adult nephew, no, you actively sought for an excuse to take control over everyone else’s lives and make them miserable.” She took another step forward, a finger lingering a breath away from pushing against the woman’s chest. Alice’s face was turning grim. “You’re so pathetically petty you made a campaign to fire the coffee providers. I fucking loved that coffee.”

“Wait, that was her?” Someone whispered.

Alice pressed on. “So I will not give you kindness, I will not let you step over me just because you’re a miserable old hag.”

Ms. Dodson blinked, stunned silence lingered on her features as she opened her mouth to speak, but no sounds came out.

Huffing, Alice took the chance, turning towards the other people gathered there. “Rick risked his life to save ours. Without him, most if not all of us would be dead.” Her scowl pierced into each of them. “He needs our help, and I will not stay still with my arms crossed.”

“Ma’am?” The one to raise her hand was May. “Can we even help? We aren’t exactly fighters.”

“Since when should that stop someone from trying?”

Not waiting for a reaction or a response, she turned around and headed straight towards the door. The woman opened it with a swing, only stopping because there was a tall armored woman with blue hair and a sword blocking it. “Ma’am?”

“Out of my way.”

Alice’s bark was authoritative, a harsh retort that bounced off the walls. The blue-haired maiden leapt backwards as if burned, shoulders tense. The teacher did not wait a single second to step forward and out of the room. “Ma’am, it’s dangerous.”

The psychology teacher took only a heartbeat to slow down, finger pointing in the direction they’d taken Rick earlier. “Are there ferals in that direction?”

“No, but-”

“Then do your job and worry about the ferals.” She looked over her shoulder, seeing Kat and May had followed. The others were moving closer, but most of the ones who’d stuck behind were the older women of the group. “We are going to talk to the Baron. If you don’t like that, then stop us.”

The chill in Alice’s voice had a cutting edge to it, and her brows flattened into a single line. They made the maiden flinch and look towards the others present. The psychology teacher and those following her did not care to wait for them to come to a conclusion. Alice could only stomp her way down the corridor and towards the fork at the end.

“To the right,” Kat informed them with a whisper, and there was a giddiness to her voice as she spoke, closely following the teacher.

A uniformed maiden that had been keeping watch over the corridor quickly rushed past them and down the stairs. The woman had moved far faster than Alice and her entourage could stomp their way down the darkened stone stairs, so by the time they’d reached the bottom, they could see her moving into the only cell that was currently laying open.

“Say what you will, Baron Von banana-face knows his prison decor.” Kat whistled appreciatively, following close behind Alice.

“… what do you mean they’re coming!?” A familiar voice called out from inside the cell.

Alice moved further into the cell and froze at the scene currently unfolding.

Rick was pinned against the wall, a massive green woman holding him by the throat with a hand that was wide enough it could have covered most of his chest.

The Baron was on a chair, blood oozing from his lips. Kneeling at his side was Dia, the nurse’s hands glowed as she pressed them against the Baron’s shoulders. Her eyes tried to focus on her patient, but they kept drifting to Rick. On the other side of the Baron was the Baroness, arms crossed, her gaze hardened, hiding a glare she was aiming at the wheezing man.

There were two other maidens, standing at either side of the entrance. One wielded a long glaive, the other a short sword and shield.

“What is going on here!?” Alice spoke with a shrill edge to her voice, her whole body had frozen for a split second before she regained her composure. Her glare focused on the green skinned woman. “What are you doing to Rick!?” She summoned every ounce of anger she could into those words.

The green woman blinked, turning to look at the Baron with hesitation.

“Do not let him go,” the man spoke with a glower, the order clear, the hatred all too thick. The glare was gone the instant he’d turned towards Alice, a plastic smile spreading on his features. “I’m sure things can be talked over in more calm circumstances. Please go back to your room while this is being resolved.”

“Get out of here!” Rick cried out, grunting as the green hand on his throat tightened. The man was fighting to pry the meaty fingers loose, to no effect.

The two guards at the door had moved to block their path, putting themselves in the way. Alice had moved forward to get a better look around; she was sure Rick had come here for Monica, but where was the feline? The confusion welled within her, but it did not have the time to coalesce as Kat had very quickly used the guard’s focus on Alice and the other women to push herself between them and into the cell.

Both guards hesitated.

The Baron made a dismissive gesture with his head, focusing on the young woman with that fake smile. “Miss Garcia, if I remember correctly?” His expression flattened, losing the anger and faux smile.

“I prefer Kat, personally.” She was slowly approaching the man, eyes mirthful. Alice noticed the young woman was paying very close attention to the Baron and Baroness, as if looking for something.

“Catherine, then.” He allowed only the slightest frown to appear. “We are currently busy, as you should be able to tell.”

Kat took a step closer, eyes glancing at Rick and then at the chains at the center of the room. “Just to play a game of… tag!”

She jumped forward, hands reaching out towards the man, the move catching even Alice by surprise. At the Baron’s side, Dia had reacted, turning to face the young woman. With a frown, she moved one of her hands began to rise from his chest and towards Kat. The glow had moved from white to a dull grey, something about it felt unnerving, almost dangerous.

“Dia, don’t!”

Rick’s voice called out, and the nurse hesitated, the glow vanishing. The split second was enough for Kat’s inertia to carry over and knock the man from the chair. A shriek of pain followed, his hands flailing and throwing Kat off of him as she jumped off almost immediately after.

“ENOUGH!” He roared, coughing and rolling to stand up. “Nurse, pin her down.”

“Yes, Lord.”

Dia moved, grimacing as she jumped Kat before she could stand back up. The pink-haired maiden moved with practiced ease, her hands grasping Kat’s right wrist and pulling it behind her back. The nurse’s expression was pained as she kept the young woman firmly against the floor.

“Kinky,” Kat spoke with a smirk.

Alice noticed how the young woman kept her left hand under her gut rather than struggle.

“I’m sorry,” the nurse muttered under her breath.

“Shut up,” the Baron’s voice proclaimed, glaring at Dia before glancing at the others. “I will not stand for this. I tried playing nice, no more.” Dusting himself off, only coughing lightly, he growled. “Kill the two traitors.”

The proclamation made Alice and the women behind her gasped.

“DON’T!” The Baroness barked the order fast enough that no one had had the chance to move. “They’re pure-blooded, do not kill them, if the court finds out…”

The Baron grunted. “They won’t, I have witnesses, I was attacked.” He gestured towards Alice and the others. “It’s within my right as Lord of this land.”

“Please.” The woman leaned forward, reaching out to grasp the man’s hand between her own, her expression grim. “Let us talk… privately.”

Yanking his hand from her grasp, the man shot her a glare. “Very well.” His focus turned away. “Leave these two here, lock the door.”

Alice did not hesitate, turning to May and the others. “Run, warn the others!” Following this proclamation, she pushed towards the two guards that had been blocking her path.

“Do not harm them.” The Baroness barked the order.

The one with the sword had merely pulled Alice into the cell and pinned her against the wall while the other pursued the ones that’d left running. Shrieks quickly filled the air, and Alice winced. She could only watch as the green woman tossed Rick into the far end of the cell and turned to leave.

Meanwhile, Dia caressed the back of Kat’s head with a hand that glowed white, and the young woman slumped, unconscious. A complicated look crossed Dia’s face as she looked at Rick, biting her lower lip in hesitation. The young teacher was still recovering from being launched like a rag doll, coughing as he sat up against the wall.

“Move it, girl,” the Baroness commanded the nurse with a harsh retort.

“Yes, Lady,” Dia sighed, turning to follow.

The Baron paused as he looked at Alice. “On second thought.” He glanced over his shoulder at Dia and the green-skinned woman. “Bring this one to my private quarters.” He did not see the wide-eyed expression of the Baroness, nor did he seem to care. No, he looked at Alice and grinned.

“I think our last conversation was cut too short,” he proclaimed. “Take this one to my study. I’ll… have a talk with her tomorrow.”

Cold dread ran down Alice’s spine.




Chapter 092 [Alice]

Alice fumed as she paced back and forth. The room was finely decorated, silk and gold at every corner, a show of extreme opulence in a village that was barely scratching its way out of a full-blown ‘medieval’ status. As far as she was concerned, it was a clear sign of a bloated ego, very likely narcissism.

“Ma’am. Please calm down.”

Dia’s voice was meek, low, almost a whisper. The nurse stood next to the door, the only exit to the room. The windows were barred, a storm raged outside, and the feral threat had been dealt with… for now, supposedly until the next wave at least.

But Alice couldn’t focus on that. Her thoughts kept wandering back to Rick and the Baron. It had kept her pacing back and forth since the moment she’d been put into the room. “I am not going to calm down.” She hissed through gritted teeth, throwing a glare at the pink-haired nurse, the maiden squirming and shrinking slightly. “You’re aiding a monster.”

Dia lowered her head further. “I… don’t have a choice, ma’am.”

“Everyone has a choice, always.” Came the sharp retort. “You know what the Baron is doing is wrong. To lock someone up and just straight up torture them like that…”

“That… is how things are, ma’am.” Dia’s fingers gripped the skirt of her uniform, lips curling. “Ferals need to be bonded, and sometimes the method can be…”

“It’s torture!”

“That is only for the extreme cases!” The nurse answered in return. “If a feral does not bond, she needs to be killed! Powerful ferals like White Claw are extremely hard to capture alive in the first place!” Her voice strained slightly. “Such a maiden could help save the life of hundreds of people during a feral rush, and-.”

“Monica was already bonded. She was calling out to Rick!”

That made Dia flinch, her gaze firmly on the ground. “I know.” Silence followed, no further retort, only a hesitant trembling lower lip. Her head nodded slowly in agreement, even if not able to speak the words out.

Alice’s eyes glimmered with an accusatory edge. “Did you heal her? While she was being tortured?” She practically hissed the words.

Dia shook her head almost violently. “I only came to the Lord’s manor when I’d been called to heal the Baron after White-… Monica, after Monica injured him.” Her hands clenched her skirt tightly. “I didn’t know.”

“And now you do.” The words came like a hammer-blow, causing Dia to flinch. “Are you going to keep helping that evil man?”

“I… can’t... I can’t!” The nurse shook her head, pink hair whipping back and forth. “The Lord owns this land, he provides for it, without our Lord, this place would go back to being a forgotten spot at the edge of the map!” Her voice came agitated, shrill, almost gasping for breath. “I’ve been to those forgotten villages, devoid of the resources they need to survive any serious feral threat!”

There was a long pause, Alice’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Are you bonded to the Baron?”

Dia hesitated, her hand reaching up to touch the green collar, barely caressing it before giving a slight nod, her expression pained. “Almost everyone with a green collar is. Either to the Baron or the Baroness. Unowned maidens are to swear fealty and bond with the Lords. It’s the law, ever since Mao’s rebellion.”

Alice took a moment, pausing, thinking. Her conversation with Irene made her scowl ever so slightly. “And what does the bond do to you? What… does it mean to you?”

Closing her eyes, Dia’s voice was reduced to a whisper. “My oath is to protect human life above all else, and as a maiden, I… have to serve the Lords to the best of my ability.” The words felt empty, almost a burden on her soul.

The psychology teacher frowned. “But you let Kat tackle him.”

The words caused Dia to startle, looking upwards to meet Alice’s gaze with wide eyes. Her lips parted with a soft gasp. “I-.”

“Is the bond really as powerful as you say it is?” Alice’s question lingered in the air, the nurse’s expression unreadable, fingers lingering on the green collar, a troubles gaze.

There was a knock, and Dia reacted, instantly moving to stand next to the door frozen like a statue, her eyes peering straight ahead as if she were no more than decoration. “Miss Smith?”

The voice made Alice shudder. Her hand sought anything to grab hold on to but discovered not much of use within reach. The Baron entered the room, accompanied by the muscular green-skinned maiden wearing the gray uniform and a worn dull gray breastplate.

The man moved to sit down on the only couch in the room, smiling with a fake plastic smirk as the maiden took position next to Dia. “I know it is sooner than I had promised, but I do hope you’ve had a chance to calm down.” There was a slight nod to his head. “Just wanting to have a quick chat before we retreat for the night to rest properly.”

“Is Rick even alive?” Alice growled, finding a chair and standing next to it, her mind whirling over the potential ways she could use it to defend herself.

“I can assure you no one’s done anything to your companion.” His smile took a cruel edge. “Whether it stays that way, however, will depend entirely on you.”

She didn’t speak, eyes narrowed as she gripped the chair tighter.

“I’ve had a chance to think things through.” The man crossed his arms. The smile on his face was almost close to being a real one. “I underestimated the circumstances, and it became clear to me I trusted the wrong people. Thus, I come to you with a very simple proposition I believe can work for both of us.”

Alice’s jaw tightened.

“Give me an heir.”

Her eyes widened, mouth almost going slack.

The Baron continued. “The Baroness and I have been attempting such a feat for quite some time, with little success. Whether it is due to her heritage or something else, I care no longer. Fact of the matter is, I am without an heir.” His lips thinned ever so slightly as his eyes coursed over Alice like she was a slab of meat.

It made her skin crawl.

“No.”

The Baron didn’t even twitch. “You’ve yet to hear the rest of the proposal, miss Smith.”

She growled. “No.”

The man shrugged. “Then I can just kill you all and be done with it.”

He did not move, remaining seated with that saccharine smirk plastered across his face, waiting, keeping his eyes on the woman as she hesitated.

“No.”

“It would be all too easy to pretend it was due to the ferals.” He didn’t miss a beat.

“The Baroness-.”

“THE BARONESS KNOWS NOTHING!” The man rose to his feet, the smile gone, face reddening as it twisted into a snarl. “If the events of the past hours have made anything clear, it was that she does not understand what honor means. She’d rather bow and grovel to the demands of a piece of filth who thinks himself above everyone else because his blood is pure.” Fists clenched, he took a single step forward. “The only reason that man is still alive is because of my charity, a grace I do not plan to keep if you refuse me.”

Alice had moved faster, gripping the ornate looking wooden chair and raising it. “Stay the fuck away from me.” She growled, her arms tensed, ready to swing if he took another step closer.

That appeared to break the anger in the Baron. His eyes glanced at the chair she wielded and then at her. There was a pause as the anger receded, a slight chuckle as he took a step back, returning to the couch. “I am a man of my word, miss Smith. There’s no reason for me to harm a woman.”

“You tortured Monica.” She snarled, not lowering the chair.

“White Claw is a feral, an animal, not a person. Do not let the appearance fool you.” There was a slight chiding tone in his voice. “The Tigress is not even a domestic. Creatures such as IT need to learn to submit. You’ve seen how dangerous they are. They kill humans with barely a thought. They are beasts, monsters, their very existence an existential threat.”

“The only monster in this house is you.” Alice answered in turn.

The Baron’s eyes cooled down, upper lip twitching ever so slightly. Turning his nose upward, the man shook his head slowly. “No matter, I believe we can reach a civilized agreement soon enough.” His gaze turned sideways towards the green-skinned maiden, then back to Alice. “White Claw belongs to me.” Crossing his arms, he smirked further. “So the question, miss Smith, is only whether you and your two companions will be alive by the end of tomorrow or not. Agree to my terms, and you all live. Rick and the bratty woman will have their memories of the past two days erased, and they’d be allowed to leave.”

“And if I don’t, you kill us all.”

“If you don’t, I merely have my guards drop your unconscious bodies outside when the next wave hits. The ferals will make quick work of you three, and I will have lost absolutely nothing.” A smirk followed. “If you agree, I can guarantee comfort and an easy life. Once I have an heir, I’ll even allow you to leave as well. There are only advantages to agreeing, for yourself and your companions.”

Alice glared, tightening her grip on the chair.

“I will give you until the next wave to consider the proposition.” The Baron stood, turning towards the door. “If you refuse, then your friends will have to face them on their own.”

The door closed behind him with a soft click, leaving Alice alone with Dia. The teacher lowered the chair, keeping her eyes glued on the couch where the Baron had occupied. The desire to light the piece of furniture on fire was a strong one. A part of her regretted not having anything to do it with. Slowly, her gaze turned towards the nurse. The pink-haired maiden’s face was pale, her hands gripped her skirt and shook with barely contained emotion.

“Do you want to see Rick die?”

Very slowly, the nurse shook her head, her lips tight.

“Then you better help me, because I am not going to let that monster have his way.”

Dia swallowed, nodding. “H-how?”

Alice considered the word carefully, her eyes turning down to the chair she’d nearly used as a weapon. She doubted she’d be allowed to leave. The Baron no doubt had guards keeping an eye on everyone.

“I just need you to send a message.”

“I… I can’t leave the manor.” Dia replied. “I was ordered to-.”

“You don’t need to.” The teacher shook her head, dismissing the idea. “I just need you to meet with the Baroness.”

The nurse tensed, nodding slowly. “And… what do I need to say?”

“The truth.”




Chapter 093 [Monica]

Monica hated being in the not-sleep. A blackness that was like being asleep, void where she could not feel her paws, her fur, her body, or anything at all. It was a fake sleep that left her anxious and tense. Every time she was in the not-sleep, she would come out and be attacked. No matter how much she prepared to pounce, the hurters would be a step ahead.

And this time it was especially bad. Rick had been there, Rick was in danger, and they had put her into the not-sleep before she could save him. Anger boiled inside her. She tried to move, to fight, to tear at the not-sleep. But she did not have arms or claws or paws or tail.

She would wait until she was out of it to fight.

So she waited.

And waited.

And waited.

There was light, and she did not wait any more. Her feet had not come back to her completely, but she was already jumping backwards. The hurt-man had always been behind her when she’d appeared. This time she would hurt him back, she-

“MONICA!”

Her name rattled inside her head. Monica froze. The voice was familiar. Her eyes looked around as her ears rotated in every direction. Two soft ones nearby, no tough ones? No hurt-man? Confusion, one of them-. “Rick!”

She’d been just about ready to jump at him when she stopped. The not-sleep! She whirled around, meeting the familiar face with pretty yellow hair, Kat. Monica’s eyes locked onto the red and white not-sleep, her claws yanked it out of the soft-ones’ grip and crushed it without missing a single second. Never again.

“Wow, careful there, didn’t plan to use it.” Kat made noises, raising her arms.

“As harebrained as the plan was, I have to congratulate you on it.” Rick let out a dry cough that raised alarms in Monica’s mind.

“No one expects getting pick-pocketed in a torture dungeon. Doubt it’ll take him long to notice she’s missing.”

Monica snorted, dropping the pieces of the not-sleep stone and crushing it under her paw. Her focus quickly turned to Rick in full. He was hurt, his body smelt hurt, and it smelt of green hurter too, and Monica was hurt too. Her body ached, but that didn’t matter right now.

She closed the distance, carefully kneeling in front of him, pulling him into her arms and pressing her face against his chest. “Rick.” She spoke his name, breathing in his nice not-smoke and broken-tree scent, her whole body warming to his presence. Monica would not lose him ever again. She tightened her hold further, feeling him gasp and groan, his hand caressing her head and ears in all the right ways that made her want to purr and sleep.

“We need to get out.”

Rick spoke sounds Monica did not care about. She could smell his fear and apprehension, she could smell his hurt. Her nose sought out the spots that had blood or that had dark-hurt-skin. Her soft-one complained, but Monica would not let him go on like this. Finding the cuts and bruises, she slowly began licking at the wounds. Rick winced and complained more loudly, but Monica knew that it was better to hurt a bit now than to stay hurt.

She also couldn’t let him smell of the green hurter any longer. She would make sure the green hurter would never touch Rick again.

“She’s trying to help.”

“I’d-agh, Monica!”

“Rick,” she answered in turn, frowning at him and holding him in place, licking at his shoulder. Why couldn’t he understand he needed this? Monica felt frustration. Rick was no better than a cub. She’d have to teach him the important things when they were safe, later.

That was a strange thought. Later. She’d never thought of it before, during the days before Rick, but now it felt like a new space she could look into that always drew her attention. A place that was not there, but that they would be at later.

As she kept licking and tending to his hurts, Monica’s eyes flickered towards the hard gray shiny thing that made the hole they were in impossible to get out of. She’d seen the shiny thing being moved, pulled out of the way and then back. She’d have to get it out of the way to take Rick someplace safe.

Someplace away from the hurters. A safe warm cave, with no one to catch them ever again. If she could hurt the hurters while doing so, that would be even better. Make sure the hurters never hurt again. Dead.

The two soft-ones kept making those noises at each other. Monica noticed a particular sound that made Rick angry each time he made it. “Baron.” She growled as Rick spoke it. If Rick was angry, then it was bad. Maybe it was the noise they made for the hurters? That made sense. If Rick was angry to it, Monica would be angry too.

“Baron bad.” Kat proclaimed, snarling and moving her head up and down.

“Baron bad.” Rick replied, making the up and down gesture, flinching as Monica found a cut on his right arm to lick.

“Bar-ohn.” Monica mimicked, growling, letting the rumble through her chest.

She would hurt the Barons, all of them.

Satisfied with having cleaned and helped Rick’s hurts, she turned the focus to herself. Monica would have to fight very hard. She could hear the sounds outside, she could pick up on the smells. There were two Barons outside, and Rick and Kat had the scent of many stronger Barons they’d been near of recently. Very hard fight.

Looking over at herself, Monica found the cuts. They’d stopped bleeding, but she cleaned them anyway, starting with her wrists. Better now before the fight started. The bad part was the hurts that didn’t bleed, the spots on her body that felt soft and hurt to move or touch. It didn’t take her long to clean and be ready. Unlike Rick, her hurts went away faster.

Caring for a soft one was so troublesome sometimes.

But right now was not the time to think about that. Her gaze focused on the gray shiny thing that was in their way.

“Monica, you need to wait.”

Turning to Rick as he called out to her, Monica halted. Her soft-one moved to the shiny thing and hit it hard with his soft fist.

“Hey! We need to use the-.”

Monica nodded. Rick had the right idea, but he wasn’t strong enough. She would help him, show him how it was done. Monica pulled him away from the shiny thing and balled her fist tightly.

“Wait, Monica, d-.”

BLAM

The first strike shook the air. Monica’s ears curled backwards from the sharp annoying sound, frustrated she’d not knocked it over. She’d hit it hard enough it would have killed a soft one. This was clearly tough rock. Definitely something Rick would not be able to open. Monica would have to hit harder.

Balling her fist, she struck again.

BLAM

Not even a twitch. Was she weaker because of the hurts? Or was the tough rock too tough? Why wasn’t it opening? How hard would she have to hit? Monica’s chest rumbled. She could hear the voices outside. She was angry she wouldn’t be able to catch them by surprise.

BLAM

Her fist hurt, but she was not going to let some weird rock stop her from getting Rick out of this weird hole and to a safe place. She could not stay and wait for the hurters to come back.

BLAM BLAM

Bits of dust and dirt fell down on them. Monica’s jaw clenched. She needed to hit harder. How much harder? As hard as she could hit. Tough rock was only rock. She would break it no matter what.

BLAM BLAM

Not hard enough, she focused, thinking. She’d seen the green tough Baron doing it with her whole body… Monica felt warmth spreading through her. Was she doing it right? She’d have to hit and find out.

BLAM BLAM

Still not hard enough, but closer. Something was close. She had almost found a way to hit harder, she was sure of it.

“Rick, she’s… stripes!?”

“I see it. Is… she’s changing?”

“What the fuck?”

BLAM BLAM

Monica felt her body tense and coil within itself. Snarling, clenching, she took half a step back. Harder, she had to hit harder. With her whole body, with everything she had. She thrust her body a step forward, foot first, then tail, then hip, then shoulder, then arm, then claw.

BLAM

The strong shiny rock bent. Weird, it should have cracked, but Monica didn’t care, she’d figured it out, she was hitting harder. She took another half-step back.

BLAM

Was the ceiling slightly lower? Not important, too many weird new things. She had to focus.

Monica growled. The gray rock had nearly fallen, just once more. She knew it would be one more. This time, she took several steps back until she reached the opposite wall. She could feel the power as she focused it on her paws and claws. One more and the fight would start. She could smell the fear. She could hear the muffled voices outside, the tough ones shouted things. One Baron, two Barons, three, four, many. Many, many Barons.

It would be a fight, it would be a hunt. Her claws withdrew, sinking into the stone.

This one would have to be with everything. Using the wall for support, she imagined she was in the forest, jumping from one tree to the next, bouncing to keep the tough ones from being able to hurt her.

Monica clenched her jaw, snarling, growling. Rick and the other soft one moved out of her way. Good. She didn’t wait to launch herself towards the door, paws glowing and throwing one more attack onto the infuriating tough rock.

BOOM

It flew off, almost broken. The stone hit the far wall of the hole that connected to the hole they’d been trapped in. Monica hadn’t stopped herself, following behind and landing against the wall. Her eyes coursed through the tunnel while her claws grabbed the bent shiny stone. There were three tough-ones.

The smell of fear was thick.

Not missing an instant, Monica spun, throwing the broken shiny stone towards two of them while she pounced at the third. The tough-one was weak, slow, dull. She tried to hurt Monica, but Monica hurt her first. Claws pierced flesh, a clean, quick kill. There was no time to play. But she’d seen tough ones using funny smelling things to take hurts away, so me made extra sure it was a kill by using her fangs and ripping the hard-one’s throat out. There was something off in how easily her fangs had pierced through the flesh, of how much easier it felt to bite through.

Nothing she should focus on right now. She turned towards the other two. One had broken her arms trying to stop the thrown tough-rock. Slow, they were slow. Monica tossed the bloody body of her first prey at the faster tough-one. They screamed, trying to move, but Monica pounced to take advantage of their distraction.

Another clean kill.

Monica turned towards the third one. She’d fallen crying, making the noises they always made when Monica hunted.

She would have considered leaving whimpering the tough-one live, perhaps to play later, but she had to protect Rick. She made extra sure the tough-one was dead, much like the other two.

The taste of blood and fear made Monica feel good. She breathed in the scent. This was how it was supposed to be. Monica let loose a roar, loud and powerful, shaking the very smooth stones all around her. They should know to fear her, they should know to run.

She would be the hurter now.




Chapter 094 [Monica]

Monica was apprehensive about leaving Rick alone. There might be others that could hurt or catch Rick. She might have carried him with her, run to escape, but there was little room and many ways he could get hurt while she was occupied.

So she had to make sure to kill everyone that could hurt Rick.

Make sure the only Barons would be in front, never behind. Rick was too soft to survive the fight with tough-ones.

Taking the shiny bent stone that had blocked the path, Monica held it loftily with her right paw, dragging it behind her as she walked further out of the hole, up the slope with sharp edges and listening closely. The dragging made an annoying screeching sound, but it wasn’t her concern right now. She could hear one Baron shouting. The voice was harsh, a tough-tough one? It felt like there was at least one tough-tough one ahead.

“Monica.”

Rick’s voice was a distraction she did not need. She had to hunt, she had to keep him safe.

“Monica!” His hand grasped her free claw.

She could smell his concern, but there was nothing to be concerned about. She would keep him safe. Her eyes kept looking forward, waiting for the next threat to show up. She could hear they were near, waiting to ambush her. If they showed up, she could at least use the hard, shiny, bendy stone to crush a few.

“MONICA!”

The voice startled her. She flicked a moment of attention froward, frowning, then turned to look at Rick. He was angry now. Angry why? At her? Monica hesitated. That couldn’t be right. Why was Rick angry with her? She watched more carefully, trying to figure out why he smelt so angry, it was an afraid kind of angry, but what was he afraid of?

She’d kill everyone, make sure they’d be safe.

More surprising was that he turned away from her to look towards where the Barons were. “To everyone standing in the corridor!” Rick stepped ahead of Monica, towards the threats. She stopped him, though, grabbing his weird extra skin to keep him within reach. He knew there were dangers there, he had to. Why approach? She might not understand what was going on, but she would not let him get hurt. At least this close, she could pull him out of the way of danger. “If you do not clear the route out, you will die.” He kept doing the noises.

“You are trespassing in-.” The quivering voice was from one of the Barons, a threat, but afraid, scared.

“And we have White Claw!” Kat shouted. The sound made Monica’s ear twitch. “How many of you want to die to try to stop her?”

The feline growled in frustration. So many noises that meant nothing. The ones further ahead wanted a fight. Monica could smell it through their fear. Noises would not change that. There would be a fight, and Monica would hunt.

“We will protect our Lord and the-.”

“Two pure-blooded human women came to harm at the hands of the Baron.” Rick made the noises with determination. It was a nice tone, not soft at all. Strong. Monica almost nodded in approval, but it was the wrong time for noises, it was time to fight. “And you know as well as we do that if you try to fight against… White Claw… in here, the human women you’re supposed to be protecting are likely to get hurt, too. We don’t want that. Do you?”

Monica growled, taking a step forward, only to halt when both Rick and Kat grasped her claws and pulled, trying to stop her. Rick was looking at Monica seriously, so she stopped. But she was growing impatient. If they waited too long, more tough-ones could show up, and that would make the fighting more dangerous. The enemies’ stench was thick, weary, and ready for battle.

She’d give it to them. Show them to never hurt her or Rick ever again.

“You have five seconds!” Rick said loudly. “If you do not stand down, there WILL be a fight. And human women will die because of it.”

Monica’s ears perked as she sensed panic. The tough-ones hearts had suddenly started beating really fast. Her eyes turned to Rick, and frowned slightly. The noise he had made had made them panic? How? It had been a squeak of a roar, a good one for a soft-one, but it hadn’t been scary at all!

“Five!”

The hard-one’s waiting to ambush them were making more noises, hurried and even more afraid, like the little soft-one’s trying to squeak and hide from Monica. She might not have understood how, but she couldn’t avoid feeling a strange hint of pride. Rick might be a soft-one, but he could make tough-one’s panic!

“Four!”

Whatever noises he was making, it was scaring them, scaring them lots! Rick stank of fear and nervous. Was this a fight? A fight with noises? Monica didn’t understand, but he was less afraid than the hard-ones. That was good.

“Three!”

Monica didn’t know what the noises meant, but she knew she could help. Taking a deep breath, she growled. Loud and clear, a threat. She could make scaring noises too, she snarled as she locked her gaze ahead, making sure everyone could hear her clearly.

“Two!”

Rick’s voice cracked a little, but Monica could forgive him. She was scarier than Rick. It made sense. She’d have to teach him to be less scared, but that would have to be ‘later’. First getting out. Later food and safety.

“We agree!”

And suddenly, half of Rick’s fear vanished with a sigh of relief. He’d won? Monica stopped her growl, looking at Rick and taking several deep whiffs in his direction before focusing on the tunnel ahead. The others were scared, and… angry? Monica didn’t understand how Rick’s sounds had made them afraid and angry. They smelt like someone who’d lost, though. That was… good, strange, but good.

“We’ll make a path, just… leave.”

Monica didn’t wait for Rick this time. She stepped out of the corner, carrying the gray stone, still ready to fight. Strange, but good didn’t mean safe. She had to be sure it was safe. She looked down at the long tunnel that had hard-one’s pointing sticks her way. The smell was clear now, loss. But they were glaring at her, some with more anger than fear. They had lost, though, losers had to tuck their tails. Monica growled, zeroing on the one that smelt the angriest, the tough-one with a shiny stone covering her chest.

“Lower your heads, and don’t meet her gaze.” Rick’s voice was rushed. “She doesn’t understand words. You are threats right now.”

More noises, Monica kept her gaze sharp on the one that was glaring back. One that growled and… looked down. No tucked tail, but Monica understood since this particular tough-one didn’t have a tail to begin with. It was also clear now that Rick’s sounds weren’t as intimidating as Monica could be. But it would have to do.

Safety first.

Snorting, the feline nodded.

“Just… go.” The hard-one spoke with clenched fists and a shaky voice. Loser anger.

Hard-one had lost to mere noises.

It still didn’t make sense to her, but safety came first.

Monica took Rick and put him in front of herself. She could not trust having him behind her, where she couldn’t see an attack coming as easily. Kat hurried along, and Monica kept her eyes on the hard-ones that stood at either side of the long tunnel. Their eyes lowered, but their hands tightly grasping their sharp sticks. Not a true victory, a weak one. Monica could smell they still desired to fight.

She kept one paw on Rick’s back while the other held the bendy stone. If a fight happened, she’d rush ahead and use the stone to protect them.

But no such fight happened.

They made it past the long cave and reached the strange slanted sharpened stone to go up. Monica could smell fresh air, the rain, and blood. She held back from grimacing. At least the dangers outside were not fresh, so nothing to be currently worried about. The bigger danger was the hard-ones that kept glaring at them and that might opt to be too angry to stay losers.

But another scent caught Monica’s attention. She paused, stopping on her tracks as her head moved to look up. Not towards the way out, but to the slanted stone that led above. A growl left her the moment she’d lay eyes on the green-skinned tough-one, wearing a gray shiny stone on her chest and stinking of anger. Monica’s claws came out. The green hurter, the green Baron, the one who’d hurt Monica and Rick.

Her hackles rose, her tail stilled, fangs out. She’d kill the green one, she’d-.

“MONICA!”

The word stopped her. Rick was pulling her claw, pulling her away from the green one. Why? Hurter was right there! Monica might be hurt, but she could still fight. Green one would die. It would not be a hard fight.

“Monica.”

Rick caller her again, pulling towards the outside again. His scent was thick with fear again, concern, and it had… anger. So much anger. He was angry, but he didn’t want to fight? Monica stilled, her claw in his hand, only a twitch away from snapping out of his grip. It would be easy, just one fight, revenge, hurt the hurter, make sure green-Baron could not hurt again.

“Monica.”

She looked over her shoulder at the green one. Green one wanted to fight. Monica did too. Monica thought to the woods, the river, when she’d told Rick to stay because it was dangerous and he’d left, not knowing, not smelling the danger. Like a kit, too blind to notice.

Her growl stopped, her eyes left the green one. There were other hard-ones nearby, nervous, ready for a fight. Could she fight the green one while keeping Rick safe?

No. Too many of them, not enough space, too hurt.

“Let’s go.”

He tugged at her gently this time, trying to make her follow. She let him move in front towards the outside, towards the fresh air. She stepped cautiously, keeping an eye on the potential dangers around them since Rick could not.

The scent of rain calmed Monica. She had been trapped in the cave for too long.

Safe first.

Monica would make sure to hunt the green hurter… later.




Chapter 095 [Rick]

Rick could only glare at the man standing opposite to him. “I don’t care, I am leaving as soon as Monica’s fully healed.”

Next to him sat the aforementioned feline. Cross legged, her claw gripped his hand. It had not let go for an instant since entering the Hunter’s building. It still wouldn’t let go, even as two healers grumbled and fumed over her, tending to the injuries that littered Monica’s body with glowing hands and ointments.

“You’re safe here.” Huge frowned, massive fists clenching tightly as his jaw set.

“Until the Baron makes a move. I’m betting soon.” He pointed out. “I’m here mostly hoping some legal charges can be put into motion. Alice is in there and I’ll be fucked if I leave her to her luck. I’d have stormed the place if it weren’t suicidal.”

“If you give Monica the chance to finish shifting into a Sabertooth, it wouldn’t be too harebrained an idea.”

“Irene!” The Major hissed, head snapping towards the red-skinned naked woman standing in the corner and staring at the wall.

“I was meaning to ask about that.” Rick could only frown. “Monica started growing and getting stripes, what’s all that about?”

“A shift.” Huge made a vague gesture at Monica. “When a maiden moves down the path set by their genus. The process takes a day or so. Like an Elf turning into a High Elf once she’s become powerful enough.” A sigh as he rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Look, Rick, I’ll be the first to admit that we can’t touch the Baron, but your position is in legal limbo right now. As the leader of the local Hunter division, I can at least put you as probationary reinforcement for the upcoming second wave. Not even the Baron would be insane enough to try to go against us during this state of emergency.”

“You do that.” Rick nodded. “In the meantime, I’ll put as much distance between myself and that psychopath as I can.”

“He’s right in fearing the Baron, that man’s obsession with White Claw makes it unlikely-.”

“I KNOW!”

Huge’s voice rose to a roar, his hand slammed against the wooden table hard enough everyone in the room short of Monica bounced in shock. The feline herself regarded Huge for a long second before she opted to return her focus to the piece of dried meat she was eating. Bribing her with food had been the better way to convince her to let the other maidens heal her.

“I know.” Huge repeated, lowering his head, breathing in and letting it out in a slow sigh. “Rick, you understand that you’re not the only one in this picture? Miss Catherine is insisting to join you, Tomas and Mr. Gabriel are insisting to join her. I can’t just sit and watch four humans potentially throw their lives away like that.”

That made him grimace. “I told Kat to stay.”

“And she has clearly heeded your words as much as you are heeding mine.” The man gave an unamused look. “I’d arrest the lot of you, really, lock you up so tightly the Baron wouldn’t be able to touch you until the Earl himself shows up to judge his sins. But with White Claw at your side, it would likely mean I’d have to send half the maidens in this building to their deaths.”

“I wouldn’t-.”

“Rick.” The man glared at the teacher, crossing his arms. “’Would’ means little in the face of ‘could’. Being right means nothing if you’re powerless to do anything about it. As the one in charge of my subordinate’s wellbeing, it’s my duty to take such things into consideration.” There was a pause before he frowned, glancing over his shoulder towards Irene.

Rick had to guess the psychic had told him something. Huge’s lips pursed as she turned back to face the chemistry teacher.

“Fine, I won’t stop you. I will send two maidens to keep Miss Catherine and Mister Gabriel safe.”

“Safe from what?”

“From whatever might pose a threat.” He rubbed the back of his neck, looking far calmer than a second ago. “Look, if you’re going to do this, you better do it right. You’re going to need to head hard South, cross the river, and stay the fuck away from Astunes. There was a first feral wave that moved down the river on the Eastern side a day ago, but the scouts haven’t spotted a second one.” A slight shake of his head. “The river should stir the wave that’s going to hit you to continue West. And White Claw’s territory is in that direction, so there should be less ferals. It should make it easier to wait things out until we resolve the situation legally.”

“I-.”

“The instant this feral mess is over, I will be pressing charges of attempted murder of a human woman on the Baron. We’ll be sending the claim to the Earl through the radio. And to do that, I am going to need Miss Catherine as well as you. Alive. My word alone is near meaningless against a noble.” His eyes grew serious. “Do you understand why I’d rather keep you nearby?”

“I do, and I still think it leaves me entirely at the mercy of that asshole.” Rick shook his head. “In this case, the one that cares the most about collateral losses.”

“What in the Neigix shit do you mean?”

“Monica being here puts you in check.” The teacher frowned slightly. “Because fighting her here would kill or seriously many bystanders you care about. Doesn’t that mean you’d be in the exact same situation if the Baron showed up with a bunch of his guards and were willing to duke it out? He wouldn’t even need to fight, only call your bluff.” A scowl. “As far as I can tell, some of the students are here, so if I were in that kind of situation, I’d have to stop Monica from fighting to protect them.”

Huge’s eyes widened, he shot to his feet. “Are you saying you’d-?”

“I think I’m going to lean into your own line of thought here.” Rick answered. “I’m not trusting whether the Baron ‘would’ and am considering that he ‘could’. Because I’m sure he ‘will’.”

The two men met gazes the silence in the room only interrupted by the sound of Monica tearing into the dried meat. Rick felt his back tense as his eyes remained fixed on Huge’s, the larger man staring back at him in turn. Rick wasn’t entirely sure he’d been able to hold that gaze if not because of the two meters-and-change tall feline holding his hand at that very moment.

The taller man was the first to relent, closing his eyes and sighing, shoulders deflating. “Do you know the differences between the Hunters and the Army?”

The question took Rick by surprise, the young man shook his head. “Besides status?”

“While Hunters might be trained to protect human life, the Army trains their Knights in combat against dangerous elements… but especially against tamed maidens and humans.” His eyes ahead, locking onto the teacher’s with a dangerous edge. “In such a fight, the quickest way to bring the battle to a close begins by killing the human.” Huge’s focus turned towards Monica. “You only have one fighter, the easiest way to kill you would be to have two or more threats coming from different directions. As fierce as Monica is, it would push her to be defensive.”

“And that means that so long as they don’t know where the humans are, Monica will be able to go all out.”

“Do keep in mind that the Major was merely talking about how a hypothetical tribe of smart and experienced ferals would engage someone like yourself and your maiden.” Irene’s voice rang from the corner, the fact that she’d not turned to look their way at all was slightly unnerving. “Under the hypothetical of needing to bring down such a tribe, the Hunter manual does provide several suggested pieces of gear, such as using a scent-killer.”

Huge let out a booming laugh, glancing over his shoulder over towards the corner Irene was currently occupying before looking back at Rick. “And that’s why you should always make sure to keep people smarter than you around.”

With a slight nod, the young chemistry teacher’s mind flickered through another thought, his eyes moving to Monica as she continued to eat with a voracious appetite. For a long second, he pondered on the thought. “What’s the situation regarding guns?”

“Only guns Hunters need would be elemental ones, and those are too outside our budget.” Huge didn’t miss a beat, then frowned, coughing. “If… ferals happened to kill a knight and take their armor, then it would be hard to kill them from a distance since knight armor is enchanted to absorb energy out of projectiles. Nothing absolute, but enough that it’s a heck of a lot harder to punch through with a lance or spear.”

A slow nod, Rick’s grip on Monica’s claw tightened as his brow furrowed.

“And how much protection does the armor give against fire?”




Chapter 096 [Alice]

Alice held the chair tightly as she glared at the door. She’d heard the roar, it was hard to miss, and hard to take it for it being from anyone other than Monica. It was hard to forget the sound of it, it had practically pushed her mind straight back into the forest, into the previous nightmare. Now ready to potentially having to fight, her ears remained sharp, paying very close attention to the sounds outside.

A singular masculine voice had been screaming itself hoarse over the past hours. Alice had barely been able to make out some of the words, orders, something about ‘knights’. Stomping feet and more than one scream, now the sounds were getting closer. And without warning, the door clicked open, and Alice prepared herself, standing right behind it, chair raised and arms straining against the weight.

“I-.”

Whatever the Baron’s next words were going to be, he did not have a chance to speak them. Alice swung with everything she had. The chair shattered as it hit something solid and unmovable. The teacher’s eyes widened as the green Orcish woman had stood in her attack’s way, gray dull armor not even dented from the impact.

Tumbling back a step, Alice barely had the chance to gasp before the tall maiden stepped towards her, a hand grasping the psychology teacher’s arm and shoving her against the wall. With a snarl, Alice swung with her free hand, bringing to bear the letter opener she’d snatched out of the desk. The metal scrapped against the Orc’s throat.

There was only a scratch in the small knife’s wake. Not even a trickle of blood.

Alice’s eyes widened as she saw even that meager injury closing up on its own, gone within the span of a second.

“Negotiations are over, I take it?” The Baron spoke with only a hint of annoyance as the Orc woman smirked, using her free hand to pin Alice against the wall.

“You lost your bargain chip.” Alice snapped, glaring daggers at the man as he dusted off the shoulder-pads of his armor, a piece of bright silver with golden inlays.

Alice sneered, trying to escape the Orc’s steely grasp and failing.

The Baron didn’t miss a beat, amused eyes leveled with Alice. “Did you take me for some fool? I caught your little plot.” At the gesture of his hand, a figure stepped through the door. Pink hair and a bowed head, Dia avoided looking in Alice’s direction, head bowed in shame. “Like the faithful tool that she is, she told me everything once she confirmed my own wife would plot against me.”

The words made Alice’s stomach drop like a stone, her eyes fixed on Dia, wide and frightened. Gritting her teeth, the teacher leveled every ounce of hate she could muster at him. “I hope you rot in hell.”

“Hell?” His back straightened out ever so slightly before he frowned and shook his head, dismissing the word. “I will catch the thief and get what’s rightfully mine.” A cruel cold laugh escaped him as he spoke. “One way or the other, things will change around here.”

“What?”

“Offworlders are valuable, sometimes due to their powers, other times because of the technology. Most look human, even if they aren’t in the true sense of the word. But you? Pure-blood, devoid of a single drop of maiden ancestry, human down to the marrow.” He leaned closer, smiling, eyes wild. “Like with my wife, I believed you were noble merely because of your ancestry, but it’s clear that was a mistake. I will put you and your friends to good use, one way or the other.”

He turned to leave, Dia followed close behind, head bowed, never turning to look at Alice. The psychology teacher held her tongue, glaring daggers at them and the Orc that held her against the wall.

“Behave, miss.”

With a smirk, the green-skinned maiden tossed Alice to the side, turning to leave as well. The door closed behind her, shutting itself firmly and leaving the room in the gloom that poured in from the outside. The teacher growled, rubbing her wrists as she tried to collect her thoughts and find her strength.

If she had the power to burn things with her gaze, she would’ve turned the door to cinders.

What was she to do now? Alice’s lips narrowed, approaching the door and laying an ear against it. She tried to pay close attention to movement outside. The heavy boots were still moving around, stomping their way back and forth, moving, voices calling out, orders being issued.

It would be a couple hours before things would quiet down, the noise leaving and gone. In that time she’d organized her thoughts. Alice had to hope it was a sign they’d left the manor, she walked straight towards the Baron’s desk and began pulling out the drawers, spilling their content all over the floor. Her eyes sifted through papers and pens, looking for anything that might be of use.

Making sure to make as much noise as possible, she didn’t hear movement from outside. So that meant the guards were gone? That would certainly be a boon.

Not that she had a concrete plan right now, but looking for one was better than just sitting and waiting. She had to get out of the room somehow, a likelier prospect now that at least some of the guards were gone.

There were several keys amongst the litter, none the proper shape or size for the door or window. She found another letter opened, not that she could really do much with it, she still pocketed it just in case. There were several letters and pens, an inkwell, and-

There was a knock at the door, Alice grabbed the inkwell with one hand and the letter opener with the other. “Who is it?”

“A friend, I hope.”

The voice startled her, the Baroness? Alice frowned. “Come in.”

“I will wait here, thank you.”

The psychology teacher had expected the woman to enter, perhaps cuffed, but she did not expect the door to merely open and the woman to stand outside, beckoning her to follow. Confusion welled within Alice as she warily stepped towards the door, holding the letter-opener and inkwell, not quite sure what was waiting for her but wary all the same. Slowly, she stepped out of the room and into the warm glow of the corridor.

There were a dozen maidens, three armored, the rest wearing dull gray uniforms, all bowing deeply. The confusion grew further, her eyes returning towards the Baroness. “What’s… happening?”

“What do you think is happening?”

“These maidens are under you?” Alice frowned. “But the Baron wouldn’t…”

“You’d be correct in assuming my husband took the liberty to breaking the bonds of my knights and reforge them for his own use.” She shrugged. “But he forgot the basics of controlling maidens. The bond is a leash, and leashes are more useful to restrict.”

“I don’t understand.”

“A lesson, then.” She gestured at Alice to follow her, the taller woman walking down the corridor. “Little boys like to believe that merely because a maiden is bonded to you, they will obey anything you tell them to do.” A slight smirk came upon her features, her hand lingering on the stair rails as she walked down it. “Say you bond an unwilling maiden, one who loathes your guts. Where would you believe to be the limitations of your power over them?”

“I don’t like where this is going.” Alice spoke with a grimace. “Maidens are people.”

“I am discussing far more practical things, Alice, do pay close attention for you’re going to need to put the lesson to use one day.” The Baroness chided, turning the corner and pausing as a maiden stood on their way. The woman was forced to kneel, a dagger held to her throat by two armored knights. “Observe.” She leaned closer, reaching out to touch the blue collar on the kneeling maiden’s throat. “What were your orders?”

“I was ordered to fight any maiden under your command.”

The Baroness smiled. “And do you want to fight?”

And the maiden smiled in turn. “No.” She raised her throat, baring it for the Baroness to unlatch the chocker. A slight gasp escaped the maiden, and a shudder as the woman waited for only a heartbeat before latching it back on.

The knights released the maiden, and she bowed her head low. “I serve only you, my Lady.”

“Help the others.”

“Yes, my lady.” The maiden stood, marching away with the others.

“Not the example I was hoping for, she always was one of my favorites.” The Baroness glanced at Alice and chuckled lightly. “Perhaps we’ll find one a bit more loyal to the wrong cause.”

Alice shook her head, refusing to be swept up in this woman’s rhythm. “We need to help Rick.”

“Unfortunately, there’s not much more we can do in that regard.” The Baroness shrugged.

“Then…?” She scowled. “What? What are we doing here?”

“I am preparing to capture or kill my husband upon his return.” The woman replied. “I’ll inform the Hunters he likely intends to have the Major executed under trumped up treason charges, which should at the very least get them to not interfere in my husband’s favor.”

“Wh-.”

“We’ll only need to stall for time. The second feral wave should be enough to ensure the fight will be in our favor since they will be outside and we won’t.” There was a slight pause as she met Alice’s gaze, the tall woman’s eyes glimmered with anger. “I’ve done what I could to help your friend’s chances of making it out alive, but I will not place my life and that of the other women at risk.”

There was a long silence, the psychology felt her step falter before she realized something.

“Help him… how?”




Chapter 097 [Rick]

Rick walked quickly down the road, his thoughts focused on the task that was ahead of him. In his mind there was little room for doubt about what was coming. Every part of him wanted to hope it wouldn’t. He wasn’t going to let himself get caught up in those anymore. His jaw was shut tight, mind racing through how many ways this could all go to hell.

“Gramps, this is the last chance, you should stay back.”

“No.”

Kat’s irritation only escalated at Mr. Gabriel’s dry response. The young woman glowered, glaring at the old man as he had, somehow, managed to keep the pace with them. Rick suspected some sort of magic was involved, but this wasn’t really the time to argue about it. The chemistry teacher’s eyes returned to Monica and the large backpack she was carrying.

There was a clinking within that came with every step, and each time the large feline shifted in some way that would make it ‘clank’, Rick felt his hackles rise and a tiny panic attack course through him. A shot of adrenaline that had him wondering how far back he ought to jump. But so far nothing happened, so at least things were moving along smoothly.

Just one more thing that could go wrong.

“How much farther ahead before you start insisting we should split up?” Tomas’ voice rung out with a tone that felt equally argumentative to Mr. Gabriel’s.

“You shouldn’t be here to begin with.” The chemistry teacher replied with a harsh bite to his tone. There was little patience to be had, not now. “This isn’t something you can help with.”

“That’s for us to decide.” Mr. Gabriel proclaimed.

“What he said.” Kat nodded, then paused, frowning after realizing she’d agreed with her grandfather. “Not that gramps should be here to begin with. How the fuck are you walking that fast!?”

“None of your business.”

“Could you shut up and stop this bickering?” Rick snapped, glaring at the trio of humans.

Kat and Tomas flinched, lowering their gazes, while Mr. Gabriel merely shrugged, nonplussed by his tone. Rick took a second to breathe in and attempt to calm down, his eyes turning towards the two maidens that were trailing behind them.

One was Freya, the elf sporting her bow and a dead-serious look as her eyes would bounce through their surroundings before halting at Monica every other minute. The other was… Ginny, whose eyes would be on Rick every time he’d glanced her way. The young woman was, for a lack of a better description, the second most fierce looking individual of the group short of Monica herself.

The brunette’s hands were covered in thick dark red green scales, hands that were almost claws, black sharp nails and a short thick scaled tail. She wielded a short sword and a round shield, and she looked far more nervous than Rick thought she ought to be. Perhaps a testament of the dangers that lay ahead in his harebrained plan.

“Our job is to keep them safe, sir.” Freya’s words came out curt and dry the moment she noticed his gaze. “That is as far as our orders go.”

“Though… we could lend a hand if a fight threatens their safety.” Ginny quickly added.

“This is bullshit,” Kat growled, quick to recover her annoyance. “We want to help and the only thing we can do is hope to sit on our ass and play damsel in distress to distract them?”

Rick felt like letting out a scream, instead he turned and began walking faster. Overtaking Monica, he gestured for her to follow as they kept to the dirt trail. If this were up to him, there would be no fight to begin with, but what he felt didn’t matter anymore. They had to get distance, reach the forest proper. Monica’s biggest advantage was her maneuverability in that environment. It was the exact thing that had kept her out of the Baron’s grasp for years.

“This should be far enough.” He finally proclaimed as he spotted the river. “Monica.” The word jolted the feline, she turned to face him and grinned as she bounced a little on the balls of her feet. Rick cringed at the clanking noise this caused. “Please… don’t.”

Maneuvering around her, he opened the flaps to the backpack and pulled out a bottle that was filled with a lime green opaque liquid. It was the only water-bottle in the backpack, repurposed from some of the things Tomas had not thrown away.

“So, to use this…”

“Drench cloth, rub cloth on self.” Freya pointed out. “It should remove your scent for six to ten hours, approximately.”

“Well, this is where we’re going to split.”

Kat squirmed at this proclamation. “Rick, are you… sure?”

“You want to help? This is how you help.” He removed his shirt, tossing it over to Tomas before taking a cloth and drenching it with the green liquid. Slowly he started rubbing it against his bare chest, arms, pants, legs, and shoes. He ignored the look Ginny and Monica were giving him. “You walk straight towards Monica’s cave, and don’t slow down.”

“And what will you be doing?”

“Preparing.”

Carefully he helped Monica remove the backpack, rubbing the drenched cloth against it before approaching the large feline. She looked down at him and scowled as he grasped her claw and rubbed the cloth on it. “Rick?” She immediately pulled her claw to sniff at it, eyes wide as she shook it, then sniffed again.

Rick didn’t waste a second, moving up her shoulder, rubbing it against her back, then moving to her other arm. Monica looked too surprised to try to stop him, sniffing every inch where he worked through and then sniffing him.

“Are you sure you don’t need help?”

Kat’s cocky remark came as Monica was now moving to pin Rick and lick his hair. The chemistry teacher was having an increasingly harder time escaping so he could continue his work rubbing the scent-remover on her.

“Shut up.” He managed to huff out as she broke into a fit of giggles.

More than one face cracked up, the only one who managed to keep a straight face being Freya.

“What’s in those, anyway?” Tomas pointed at the backpack and the pots left within.

“Phoenix Feathers, don’t open them.” He replied, wriggling out of the feline’s grasp and taking the bottle, using his thumb to cover most of the lid, and then shaking it in Monica’s direction.

She leaped away, hissing as he drenched her to the best of his ability. An angry glower that was followed by another hiss when he shook the bottle at her once more, making sure to soak her up and leaving her dripping the green liquid. Monica most certainly was not a happy cat, and Rick had little patience to care, closing up the half-empty bottle and returning it to the backpack before very carefully lifting it up.

Monica made it seem so easy, he grunted, glancing at the others. “Now mush, this won’t work if it’s too hard for me to predict the route they’ll take.”

“Should I repeat how much this sucks?”

“You’ve said that already.” He eyed the wary Monica as she stared daggers at him, trying to dry out the liquid that was now staining her fur and hair a light green coloration.

“We will look for a suitable crossing point.” Freya declared, stepping ahead of the group and approaching the river.

The chemistry teacher could only glance at the waters and shudder. The torrential rapids that had nearly drowned him had died down considerably, but the river was still swollen with water, and did not look safe to take a dip in at all.

“Rick.” Mr. Gabriel spoke, approaching him and giving him a cold hard look. “Don’t over-think it.”

That made him hesitate, Rick frowned. “What?”

“When you have to take a life, people hesitate. It’s normal.” He gripped Rick’s shoulders and squeezed. “But these are monsters that won’t give you a second chance.”

Lips thinning, the chemistry teacher could only nod grimly.

“They’re coming.”

The proclamation made Rick freeze and turn towards Ginny. The lizard-based maiden was looking towards the village. All heads turned to see at what she was pointing at. There was a dim glowing red light above the village, flying in a circle. Miranda. Her glow strengthened then dimmed, three times in quick succession, before stopping for a handful of seconds and repeating the signal.

“The Baron is coming.”




Chapter 098 [Rick]

Rick knew how smart Monica was, or more accurately, he had a really good guess. Her ability to recognize names had been incredibly fast, and her self-restraint within the manor had shown she had a good way to discern things. And there was always how she looked at him with that strange sharp focus that seemed to push everything else out, paying close attention to his every word and gesture.

And now, he was placing his hopes on that very same intelligence. If she didn’t understand what the brown vases could do, if she took them for granted or ignored them, then they could very well end up dead. The notion ate away at Rick, he could do something to help, improve their odds, but Monica was the only one that could really pull things through, the only one that stood a chance against the threat that was coming their way.

The backpack was nearly empty, Rick took a look around the area, the trees were foreboding in the dusk, their trunks looming over them. Monica stood looking at him curiously, he had her follow him as he lay each clay pot in a different location. Most near a tree, out of sight, barely hidden. Near every single one, he included a piece of dried boar meat, the act catching Monica’s attention.

She’d been looking closely, following him as he moved across the area, munching on some of the meat she’d snatched out of his grasp.

Now came the important part.

Moving to the point of convergence, the center of the trap, Rick used his shirt to cover his mouth and nose as knelt down. Slowly, he pulled out the wax seal that covered the lip of one of the clay vials. He used a stick to poke within the murky liquid, and carefully pulled it out.

The tip of the stick instantly ignited the moment the light gray substance came into contact with the air.

The locals called it ‘Phoenix feather’, the substance the maiden of that same name constantly shed from her wings whenever using their powers. Which, to Rick, it might as well be called white phosphorous. There were differences, of course, this substance produced red flames rather than yellow, water wouldn’t work too well to prevent it from igniting, needing oil instead. The thing would also decompose within the next week or so, another key difference with the phosphate.

Miranda, Huge’s wife, had offered to fill the bottom of each clay pot and vial. It had taken her barely a handful of minutes. Rick had to hold back from visibly shuddering at the consideration of what this substance could do if it were possible to harvest and store indefinitely.

The flickering flame at the tip of the stick cast a light glow all around them. Rick’s eyes danced on Monica’s body. The ‘shift’ had been changing her, subtly, so slow he’d missed it if he weren’t paying attention. She was slightly taller, slightly more athletic, the white fur on her arms and legs now had stripes. Huge had told him that Sabertooths could also use the shadows to fight, though that he couldn’t really do much about it. Maybe the fire could help her? He hoped it would.

With a sigh, he focused on the now. Rick turned towards the small hole he’d dug out on the forest floor. Sealing the clay vial, he very carefully placed it on her palm. “Monica.” He said, tilting her paw so the vial would roll off and fall into the hole. It shattered, and a burst of red flames rose out.

Monica’s eyes widened, looking at her hand, then at the hole and the meter tall red flame, and then at Rick. He brought out the next vial, putting it on her hand again. Every muscle on his back clenched tightly as he waited, watching her sniff the vial, glance at Rick, then at the vial and sniff at it again.

“Come on…” The teacher whispered under his breath.

Monica’s focus fell entirely on the vial. She flicked her wrist, and the vial flew across the air, landing near the foot of a tree. The piece of pottery shattered and fire blossomed from the point of impact. The feline’s ears perked up, eyes widening, looking at Rick, then at the fire she’d made, and pointing at it. “Rick!” She said, moving closer towards the flames, surprise and wonderment in her eyes as she looked at it from multiple angles.

She moved her paw close, close enough to almost touch, and then pulled it back, circling the pillar of flame, tail swishing back and forth.

“Fire.” The human said, nodding emphatically, grabbing her paw and pulling her towards the nearest vase they’d hidden behind a root. He pointed at it. Each vase was at least the size of his fist, and each of them was equally dangerous. “Fire.”

The feline looked at it, then turning towards the fire. Her ears remained perked, attentive as she turned back to look at Rick with a slight frown. There was a shift in the wind, and Monica froze. Her head snapped in the direction they’d come from. Her ears rotated in every direction for a moment before they flattened against her skull. “Bah-ron.” She growled under her breath.

He nodded. “Baron, yes.” He growled, mimicking the sound she’d made, and then pointing at the flames. “Fire.”

Please, please, please, please, please.

Rick looked at Monica, trying to convey… everything, the caution, the anger, the concern, the aggression. They had to fight the Baron, escape would only leave the others at risk. The fire was meant to help in this fight.

He met her blue-green eyes and tightened his grip on her claw. He could throw some firebombs at the maidens if things came down to it, if the fight turned ugly, but he couldn’t win this, he lacked the power. To kill a maiden with the firebombs he’d need to practically coat them in the stuff. Monica was the only one that could truly help remove the threat the Baron posed. And he couldn’t figure out any way to make it clearer for her the tools he’d prepared for the fight.

The preparations were ready, and it all came down to her.

Her fight.

His stomach churned in revolt at the powerlessness that burned in him.

He didn’t know anything else he could do. The risk of losing her again a gut-wrenching knot in his throat. The consideration of just running away a tempting one. How far would he be able to get? How much danger would the others face because of it?

“Bah-ron. Fire.” Monica nodded, gripping his hand tightly and pulling him in the opposite direction the wind had come from, away from the fire, away from the light.

The determination in her eyes told him everything he needed to know. She wanted this fight too. It dulled the feeling in his gut, even if it didn’t help to get rid of it entirely.

Her steps were silent, barely a whisper in the darkening woods. By comparison, Rick’s sneakers made loud crunching sounds with every step. He wasn’t exactly sure where she was taking him, but it was clear she had a destination in mind. His free hand adjusted the strap of his backpack, he mentally rechecked that he’d indeed left a handful of vials for his own use just in case.

Looking over his shoulder, the darkening gloom of the forest was only broken by the two spots of fire that flickered and danced on the forest floor until they were no larger than pinpricks.

“Rick.” Monica stopped him, glancing towards the spot they’d come from and around to the growing darkness of the forest. The feline pointed towards the tree, tugging him closer, and then, gently, pushing him down to the ground. “Rick.” She repeated as the human was forced to sit on the dirt.

The feline bustled slightly, moving to the side, ripping one of the bushes off the ground and dropping it on him. He complained as the foliage fell all around him, but he didn’t move as he understood what she wanted. His lips tightened as a sense of helplessness took over him. Was this it? The sum total of what he’d be able to help her?

She was leaving him out of the fight just as much as he’d been pushing the others. Because there was no way for them to help without potentially getting themselves killed.

“Rick.” She met his gaze once more, nodding.

Her paw lingered on his head for a moment before she stepped back.

His chest tightened. “Monica.”

A shared nod, another step back, she squared her shoulders, and took a deep breath. The feline clenched her claws, stomping her foot as she let out a deafening roar. The human could only flinch and close his eyes, covering his ears as the sound rumbled all around him. It was a proclamation of power, a warning to any that got close.

A way to ward off ferals. A way to protect him.

Opening his eyes, Rick glanced at the spot where Monica had been standing on a second ago, she was now gone. Only darkness surrounded him past the layer of foliage that had been unceremoniously dropped on him. Within the darkness, he could only see the two spots of light they’d produced with the broken vials, their light slowly dying out.

It was a strange feeling, gripping the backpack tightly against his chest, his mind bouncing back to the fight in front of the cave. This time he wasn’t going to stop her, he… wanted her to kill them.

Somehow that made things better and worse.

Rick’s jaw tightened, flinching as a second roar boomed out, further ahead, closer to the flickering flames. The feeling he got out of it was fiercer, a proclamation of war, a call to violence.

Then, silence.

The wait was impossible, a constant cold dread that dripped against his nerves and frayed them just a bit more every time. The only way to measure the progress of time the increasing darkness and the dimming of the fires they’d started. Bit by bit, Rick’s mind started to wander into dangerous territory.

What if the Baron didn’t show up? What if they killed Monica? What if the plan failed? What if he was found out and held hostage to render Monica unable to fight?

He wanted to scream.

For better or worse, his thoughts were interrupted when a shriek of terror pierced the silence, followed by bursts of light that were not fire but something else. Powers of other sorts.

The fight had begun.




Chapter 099 [Squad Leader Darcy]

Darcy’s nose twitched as the direction of the wind changed. Her eyes peered into the darkness, piercing through the veil and catching every detail. She didn’t need the faux-light the other members of the unit were carrying. Hounds could see perfectly in the dark after all.

There was an itch in the back of her head that almost made her tail wag as she sniffed again, trying to catch a hint of their prey’s scent. There was an edge of frustration gnawing at her. She could smell the offworlders, but not the Tigress.

“Report.” The Mousegirl next to Darcy spoke with a soft breathless voice, her gaze distant, glassy eyes that looked at nothing at all.

Darcy always hated when Mimi spoke through one of ‘her girls’ like that. “We only caught a whiff of burnt-up Phoenix feather, nothing on White Claw. Yet.” That bothered her plenty. The only one that could make Phoenix feathers was lady Miranda. Something didn’t make sense. “We’re approaching the location where we heard the roar.”

“The Lord reminds you your role is not to pursue.”

“I read the Hunter’s report too, you know. We know how White Claw fights.” Darcy hid her annoyance, keeping her attention in the surrounding forest. “Celine spot anything yet?”

“The North is clear. Celine is checking East of your location. Squad three is keeping their distance and waiting for confirmation. They’re two minutes out West.”

Holding back the urge to roll her eyes, of course the Northern side was clear. It was the direction they’d come from! Still, Darcy kept her retort in check. “Squad four, it’s time to shine. Shields up, we’re going to see if our prey’s feeling protective.”

The five Doggirls under Darcy’s command quietly acknowledged the order. They raised the heavy tower shields and formed a circle around the Hound and Mousegirl. Darcy gave one last look around them. The forest was quiet, deathly so. She remembered the times she’d been brought to hunt White Claw. The feline had only ever killed one or two before giving them the slip. It had never felt this oppressive.

“Emily, you’ve got the better lungs of the team. Would you do the honors? Give us your best battle cry.”

This time would be different. They knew that coming in with everyone in a large formation would just mean she’d avoid them entirely. Thus why they’d spread out. Darcy’s eyes glanced at the brunette behind her.

The Doggirl’s brown tail wagged with pride as she nodded, drawing in a sharp breath. Darcy covered her ears right as her subordinate let out her howl. The Hound held back from grinning. Emily could shatter glass from across the room with that voice of hers. Her singing was likely why the Lord had taken her in the first place.

With the howl still echoing all around them, Darcy took a look around, glancing over the heads of her maidens and their shields, peering into the forest. White Claw had to be there. The roar had been a challenge. So where was she? Waiting for a chance to ambush them? The wind changed direction again. Darcy’s nose twitched as she caught the faint traces of Squad three. Ray’s scent was impossible to mistake for anyone else’s. Too much grease.

“DANGER!”

The Mousegirl’s shriek snapped Darcy to attention, her ears perked as she heard the swish of something flying their way. She turned, just in time to see a blown blur headed straight for her head. A rock? She raised her small shield to deflect it.

It wasn’t a rock, it shattered with the sound of pottery. It contained a liquid, trailing over her shield and splattering behind. A split second after, the liquid burst into flames and shrieks broke out. Several of the Doggirls had been hit by the splash. Darcy’s mind sounded the alarms as she instantly recognized the substance to be Phoenix feather. Her eyes took a moment to adjust to the burst in light. She first had to make sure those burned with-.

“DON’T BREAK FORMATION!”

The shout came as two of the ones who’d been splashed with the liquid had tumbled backwards in an attempt to stop the burning that was lapping at their clothes.

“INCOMING!” One of the maidens on the front of the formation cried out, voice shrill with terror.

Darcy whipped around to look ahead and saw the incoming white blur. Tightening her jaw, she pushed her elemental energy through her body, pushing it to strengthen herself. “Shields up!”

The tower-shields slammed together, forming a wall, ready to receive the impact of the charging maiden with everything they had. The spears rose in preparation to intercept. Darcy’s own shield, still wreathed in flames, was placed on top to protect them from a potential ranged attack. The blur reached them, and the Hound pushed forward and tried to incline the spear to pierce through White Claw. The feline flowed, dodging with barely an effort. The following attack upon the shields was a heavy impact that nearly knocked the wind out of Darcy and her squad.

There was a collective grunt from the strain. This was a Tigress’ strength!?

“Move to-.”

“She’s above!”

It had been fast. The feline had moved with an impossible grace. The attack she’d landed on the shield barrier had not been an attack at all. She had merely used them as stepping stones, soaring over the flames of Darcy’s shield and towards…!

“Emily!”

The Doggirl had been one of the two who’d stumbled out of the formation and had been trying to stop the fire from spreading over her. The Doggirl had been unprepared, barely able to turn to put her shield up in an attempt to block White Claw. The feline didn’t even lose momentum, ducking low and hammering the shield at the base with such force it knocked Emily off balance.

While the maiden stumbled, White Claw reached for one of the Doggirl’s feet, and then she spun, throwing Doggirl away from the formation. It was a beautiful arch that sent the armored maiden far outside the squad’s reach. White Claw followed before Darcy could attempt to strike at the feline.

Though to the rest of the squad it might have looked like both of them getting swallowed up in darkness, Darcy could see it in detail. White Claw overcame Emily’s strength and ripped the shield out of her hands, and at the same time, used her other claw to rip the Doggirl’s throat out.

Emily fell without a scream, clutching at the wound.

Tempering her anger and fear, Darcy met the eyes of the predator. “Mimi, if you tell me Squad three isn’t on their way…”

“Forty seconds!”

Not fast enough. “Quartzal formation!”

The four Doggirls burst into motion. The burnt one had managed to splash some numbing potion on herself to stop the pain and joined the others. Two shields in front, two above. The interlocking pieces of murisium steel would be impossible to punch through, White Claw would be forced to come at them from either side. The spears were ready, and Darcy stood at the back and center of the formation, ready to assist in whichever way the attack would come from.

White Claw emerged from the shadows, standing above the corpse of their fallen pack-mate. Darcy’s hackles rose at the sharpness in those eyes, calculating. More so when White Claw leaned down and plucked Emily’s tower shield with a single hand as if it weighed nothing.

No Tigress should be able to wield that much strength so leisurely. That and the Phoenix feather that still burned on the surface of her shield… this was not going the way it should have.

“Incoming!” she barked the command as she watched White Claw take the massive shield and break into a full run towards them. They had to withstand just one more attack, fall into the rhythm, let the other squads come, and box their prey in from all angles.

Kill its mobility, and it would only be a matter of time before White Claw would exhaust itself out.

“Tighten formation!”

What direction would the monster take? Left. Right. Above. The sides would have the maiden met with spears, and jumping over would be of little consequence to them. They would just reorient again. So long as they blocked successfully, they could buy the time needed.

But White Claw opposed all her predictions.

The feline pushed straight into the shields, the entirety of its strength placed upon the shield it had stolen, using it as a wedge to force them apart. It was enough to break their formation and split them in two. With a swing of the arm holding the shield, the two Doggirls to White Claw’s left were flung aside. The one on the right was slashed through with a glowing claw. Blood sprayed as the Doggirl fell.

Darcy didn’t hesitate. Coating her spear in dark energy, she thrust the weapon at White Claw before the maiden could follow up on the attack and finish off another victim. She aimed it at the feline’s heart. Following the Lord’s orders to take it alive was no longer an option.

But White Claw didn’t dodge, swinging the arm, holding the shield into the spear’s way instead. The tip of the elementally coated weapon struck the murisium shield. The ring of the impact trembled up Darcy’s arm like a bell. But the Hound didn’t wait, jumping into the shadows to emerge on White Claw’s opposite side, striking from the shadows before their prey could get its bearings.

Her mistake was jumping into a place that was directly in White Claw’s line of sight.

The feline had used its free hand to grab one of the Doggirls and yanked her into the path of Darcy’s spear. Horror and fear swept across the squad-leader as she met the eyes of her own subordinate right before the Doggirl was thrown to the side, her body dragging the weapon with it.

Darcy’s eyes rose to meet the gaze of White Claw. Green-blue ice crystals split by a pitch black slit stared back, smouldering.

Its lips pulled back into a snarl full of teeth.

“Bah-ron bad.” It raised a glowing fist.

The Hound’s body reacted on instinct, pulling out her round-shield to protect herself from the punch, summoning as much elemental energy as she could to reinforce herself, to reinforce her armor.

The punch sent her flying all the same. The pain in her arm and the hard snaps told her one or several bones had shattered. Darcy expected a follow-up. She’d fallen prone, too good a chance for White Claw to pass up.

Instead, she found the feline running away, the ground she’d been standing up littered with glowing arrows and growing moss.

“Squad-leader Darcy!”

Squad three had come to their aid, but the Hound did not feel relieved at all.




Chapter 100 [Squad Leader Ray]

Even with the weight of the armor, Ray found herself running faster than she ever remembered running. She berated herself for not putting more effort into training. She’d shrugged off her combat duties by putting her job at the power station as an excuse too often.

“Darcy!” she cried out, almost collapsing to her knees next to her sister. The Hound grunted, and Ray almost cheered at the fact she was at least alive.

“White Claw…”

“Ran.” Ray quickly stated, glancing worriedly at Darcy’s flaming shield. It was bent inwards. Murisium was not meant to bend. Had the attack landed squarely on the Hound… Ray shuddered at the idea.

Carefully, she moved the arm wielding the shield, and watched Darcy clench and hold back a scream.

“This…”

“Is bad.” Darcy nodded, using her good hand to grasp Ray’s breastplate and pull her closer. “That was not a Tigress.”

“What?”

“She’s a Sabertooth, she must have shifted, there’s no other explanation.” The Hound winced, groaning. “The others…” There was a tremble in her words as Ray helped her sit up. “Three, fuck.”

Ray knew exactly what that number meant. There were only two surviving Doggirls after all. She held back the grimace, reaching into her satchel to pull out a potion. “Drink up.” Putting it on Darcy’s lips and watching the Hound take a heavy gulp, she used the rest to drench the arm with the multiple fractures. “This should keep you able to fight at least…”

“Won’t be using my arm for much.”

“The Lord requests an update.”

Ray flinched, glancing at the two Mousegirls. One had been in her squad, the other in Darcy’s. The duo had spoken in unison, eyes blank and distant.

“Darcy’s in need of healing. White Claws retreated.”

“I can smell the blood on her.” Darcy growled, pushing herself on to her feet, looking around. “Where the fuck is Celine.”

“En route. As is Squad two and the Lord.”

“Why aren’t you closer!” The Hound was already stomping towards the merged squads, looking around and through the darkness. Ray could smell her sister’s fear and anger. That made the Pitbelle’s every nerve stand on edge.

The two Mousegirls turned to glare at the Hound, the first expression they’d shown all night. “If you were able to hold White Claw off and wear it out, we would have no need to hurry. Watch your tongue.”

Ray didn’t bother to think of a response to that. Darcy’s face was loud enough a proclamation already. The Hound had always cared for her squad, and now… Ray pulled out her crossbow and loaded a flechette, coaxing her elemental energy into the small rod and watching it sparkle with the charge of her lightning power.

“We cannot let White Claw close.” Darcy gave the order, looking at the two remaining Doggirls along with the four Elves from Ray’s squad. “It’s too dangerous. Shoot on sight and block any attempts to get close. We need to buy as much time as possible until Bronte and Kimi get here. They’re our only hope to avoid getting slaughtered.”

“Do not kill White Claw.” The mice spoke with a fierce growl. “The Lord commands it.”

Ray flinched at that, seeing Darcy’s expression darken, the Hound remaining quiet. The lack of acknowledgement concerned.

Clink.

Everyone froze as they heard the sound.

“North, North East.” Darcy said, and as one, everyone turned in the direction she’d pointed at.

Ray took aim towards the darkness, shouldering the crossbow as she removed her finger from the trigger-guard, ready to shoot at a moment’s notice. Her hand on the fore-grip held four more flechettes, charging them with her power as she prepared herself in case she missed. She would rather engage in close range, use her powers directly, but there was little option to be had since White Claw was clearly far too dangerous.

Clink.

“What’s that sound?” Ray whispered under her breath.

“Jars, they contain Phoenix feather.” The Hound replied, the growl echoing through her words. “It’s… not moving.”

“What?”

“White Claw’s just there, not attacking.” Darcy clenched her jaw. “Be ready, she’ll-.” Her eyes widened, choking as she began to wildly look around. “It used shadow dash! East!”

Shadow dash? Ray spun in the new direction. Tigresses shouldn’t be able to… no, White Claw was a Sabertooth. They could use the elemental energy of darkness. Where had the maiden learned…?

“Claw copied me.” Darcy growled. “South East East.” The maidens rotated, keeping the tower-shields between the darkness in the direction the Hound was pointing at.

It was clear White Claw was looking for an angle on them. Ray felt cold sweat running down her back. The maiden had been a myth as a feral, claiming many lives of those who’d attempted to hunt it. And now the creature was stronger, and tame. This would be a tight fight to be sure.

Clink.

“Dodge!”

Ray saw the brown blur, and she’d nearly jumped out of the way as it’d been aimed squarely at her head. It was a close call. Fire burst against the forest floor as the jar shattered off in the distance. The Pitbelle tightened her hold on her weapon. That was Phoenix feather alright. Getting the stuff on her face would… be painful.

Wait.

“Have the Hunters… betrayed the Lord?”

“Not our concern right now. North West. Inco- READY TO SHOOT!”

The order made Ray tense, and she saw White Claw approaching. The feline wielded one of the tower shields, the blue tint of the metal a dead giveaway of it being made of murisium. The way that the feline was approaching, however, was concerning. She was keeping the piece of protection up in exactly the same way a knight would.

“Fire!”

Ray didn’t aim for the shield, turning her flechette downwards towards the ground in front of White Claw’s feet. The bolt flew true, unleashing the electric power it had contained all around the area it had struck. White Claw hadn’t expected this, freezing up as the lightning energy coursed through her for a split second.

It was exactly what the Elves needed. Their arrows struck the shield and the ground around their mark. Vines sprouted from the shafts, latching onto the maiden’s ankles and shield-bearing arm. Ray saw the opportunity, the confusion clear on the feline’s face as it continued to try to swipe away at the thickening vines before they could restrain her.

“Keep firing!”

Pulling on the string and prepping the crossbow while the Elves loaded and shot more arrows, Ray put two charged flechettes on the rails. With careful aim, she tensed, looking for the right moment. The feline maiden was fighting the vines while also blocking any direct arrows with the shield with the other hand. Seeing how easy it was to destroy the vines, it was clear their only option was to try to overwhelm her with quantity.

But the Elves didn’t have infinite stamina, delaying would only make things worse.

“I’m going to flank. Look for an angle to shoot and bring White Claw down.”

Ray’s eyes met with Darcy’s. The Hound hesitated. “Do not engage directly, keep your distance. Be ready to bolt back.”

With a nod, Ray rushed to the left, crossbow aimed directly at White Claw. Her fore-grip hand was charging another set of flechettes. If she was fast, she might be able to shoot twice before having to retreat.

If she could safely close in the distance, then… but no, it was too risky.

The chance to shoot presented itself when White Claw had to turn her back towards Ray to swipe at some vines that were trying to crawl their way up her legs. Pulling the trigger, White Claw roared as the two bolts sank into her shoulder. The maiden spasmed, almost falling, but not quite.

Ray realized two wouldn’t cut it, and loaded four more, shooting them just as White Claw had yanked the initial two out of her shoulder. This time, the attack struck true. The Sabertooth spasmed and shook, falling down.

But the maiden wasn’t downed, twitching and still fighting.

In that moment, Ray understood there had not been enough of an elemental charge to her flechettes. The maiden would be up in seconds and the chance to shoot again would likely be gone for good.

“Ray, no!”

Ignoring the order, the Pitbelle rushed forwards, dropping the crossbow and charging herself with as much lightning as she could muster. She only had one chance and if she wasted it, half of them could end up dead before Captain Bronte made it here.

Their prey was lying on its side, twitching even as the vines from the Elven attacks spread up her legs and tried to bind her arms.

Ray lunged, arms extended with every bit of power she could muster.

White Claw spun far faster than someone paralyzed should have been able to. She’d pretended to be hurt.

The last thing Ray saw was a piece of brown pottery crushed against her face.

Then, the world became fire and pain.

“DARCY!”




Chapter 101 [Knight Captain Bronte]

“Squad leader Ray is dead, as are over half of Squads three and four.” The words hit Captain Bronte like a hammer. Her head whipped towards the blank-eyed mouse. “White Claw is confirmed injured and having disengaged from Squads three and four. Squad leader Darcy confirms it has run away in a North East direction. Celine has begun a search of potential areas White Claw might have hid in.”

Captain Bronte frowned as she heard this, glancing up into the night sky. The wind was blowing south.

“She’s coming for us.”

“Captain?” Kimi’s question came with an edge of concern.

“White Claw knows we’re here, our scent must have made that clear. She must think she can catch us by surprise since we couldn’t have had a chance to catch a whiff of the bloodbath.” A pause and a frown. “She’s aware there’s too many to fight all at once. She’d rather engage us now than let us join forces.”

“Wouldn’t that mean that she’s-?”

“It means she’s sure the other squad won’t find her human… and that she doesn’t want to run away.” Bronte frowned as the words rang out from her lips. “Does the human trust she would be able to fight us all without guidance or assistance?”

“He is an otherworlder, we should not try to guess at their line of thought.” Kimi proclaimed with a slight shake of the head. “If White Claw is coming our way… we should prepare.”

Bronte turned towards her squad. The maidens carried lengths of metal coil, heavy and cumbersome. It was the main reason for them not being able to keep up with the other squads. Their mobility as a squad was greatly reduced. “Ladies, prep the area, an important guest is coming our way.” Her focus turned towards the Mousegirl. “Bring Celine this way, White Claw’s bound to appear here, and we need her.”

At her command, the maidens dropped half the coils of cable they’d been carrying and hurried to move to tie some of the cables onto nearby trees. They worked fast and efficiently. As soon as their task was done, they’d ready their crossbows and take formation. Bronte was quite proud of her squad’s speed.

Mimi’s Mousegirl spoke with a shudder. “Orders confirmed. Celine will be here in- DANGER!”

Bronte’s hand thrust in a southward direction. She let loose a stream of sparks that flew into the darkness, piercing through the forest and vanishing into the distance. She’d not intended to hit anything in particular, the burst of light that had emanated from her attack had illuminated the dark, and in it, they saw White Claw.

It had been a split second, the feline’s left claw was badly burnt, fur gone and the skin on her hand blistered, there were another couple injuries on her side, the bleeding had stopped, but the trail of red had marked its way down her thigh. There was a slight strain to her steps.

But what Bronte worried over was the look on the maiden’s eyes.

White Claw was a maiden with a mission.

No wonder the other squads had nearly been wiped out. The Captain inwardly cursed at her Lord at having rushed this. They should have never approached the forest while it was dark and they weren’t prepared, it gave the predatory maiden too great an advantage.

“Celine better move.” Tightening her body, Bronte prepared the next bolt of lightning, her metallic skin glowing with her power. “Kimi, keep the others safe.”

“Yes, Captain.” The Terrielle spoke in a nervous whisper.

Peering into the darkness, the magnetics-wielding maiden tightened her core, sparks dancing across her metallic body. She needed exactly one clue, one indicator of White Claw’s position, or at least of her first intended target.

She needn’t wait at all.

“South South East!” The proclamation came right as White Claw had entered the range of light of their glow-spells.

The target was one of the maidens still attempting to tie the wire to the trees. And White Claw would have made it to Bronte’s subordinate if not for the very ground rising to block her path, courtesy of Kimi. White Claw bounced off of the wall of dirt and quickly rolled out of the way before the crossbow bolts could strike true.

Bronte didn’t shoot, keeping the charge at the ready and the aim squarely pointed at White Claw. The feline was moving between the trees and trying to avoid giving her a clear shot, clearly considering her the bigger threat. If she let lose her attack and it missed, the maiden would take the opening to fully commit.

White Claw lunged for another of the maidens handling the wire, and Kimi created another wall of dirt to block her off. As the feline switched target, Bronte saw she’d approached one of the abandoned coils of wire and smirked.

Holding back the attack, she reached out with the rest of her concentration towards the metal. The wire sprung to life, leaping upwards and coiling around a leg. The other end snapped towards a nearby branch and tightened. White Claw tried to break free, but Bronte kept the grip of her powers tight, reaching her hip and pulling out her metal whip.

With a crack, she snapped the whip so it would coil around the wire that had captured White Claw. Only then did she unleash the contained lightning, letting it flow down her weapon and onto the wire.

A shriek broke out, the elemental energy zapping its way into its intended target. But White Claw managed to break the metal before Bronte could release the whole of her power.

The Squad Captain felt a slight concern pool inside her as she saw White Claw stand back up with barely a tremble to her body as she dipped back into the shadows. The amount of lightning energy she’d poured into that attack would have put lesser maidens out of commission for a day. The pain alone must have been crippling.

Her eyes returned to the darkness, searching for her quarry as the squad had finished preparations. Kimi called them in and prepared walls, the work would let her create a small bunker with arrow-slits so they could shoot outwards. The objective was not to pose an actual threat to White Claw, but to protect the squad while Bronte dealt with the feline with support from Kimi’s geokinesis.

The interruption was brought to an end as a beam of light pierced the canopy and down onto the forest. In its center, surprised, stood White Claw, her eyes moving upwards towards the source. Bronte smirked. “About damn time, Celine.” The metallic maiden grinned, their guardian angel had showed up just in time.

“Everyone will converge in this location in five minutes. Squadrons two, three, and one will join first to give a chance to heal the critically injured.”

“Yay me.” Bronte tightened her jaw shut, holding her whip as she pushed her powers outwards towards the lengths of coiled cable that were placed around their location. “This is going to be tough.”

White Claw had shifted her focus towards the angel shining a literal spotlight on her location. The feline tried to use the shadows to dash out of sight, but the light followed her. Bronte would’ve attacked, but her objective was to buy time, for both her squad and the reinforcements.

No need to rush things.

And of course White Claw immediately opted to jump into action, headed straight towards the Captain.

Because things could never go smoothly.

Focusing her control on the cables, she forced them to obstruct the feline’s way, intent on tangling and trapping her in place. White Claw tried to dip into shadows to dash and close the distance, but Celine’s bright beam of light kept her unable to use those abilities in full, forcing the dashes to be short, which opened up for Bronte to snatch her up and unleash thunder in her direction.

Some of them were connecting, but White Claw’s movements were starting to become more and more erratic the closer she got. A desperate attempt to reduce the distance and dodge everything coming her way at the same time.

But it was a game of probability that was in Bronte’s advantage, and eventually one of the free-floating cables managed to latch onto the feline’s burnt wrist. The metal gave Bronte a point of leverage, and she pushed her powers to the limit to yank White Claw closer to the traps. More cables sprung out, wrapping around the restrained wrist and adding more metal that made it all the harder for her to break free.

There was a pause as Bronte began focusing on the other free-floating cables, she’d have to be careful but fast. The next length of cable was tossed toward White Claw’s throat. The feline was forced to block with her free paw, and that allowed Bronte to begin the process of restraining that one as well. She squashed the thought of victory before it could form, this wasn’t over, and one wrong move could spell her doom.

Just keep the feline focused on blocking cables, get her further tangled up. Reduce her movements.

“Have we-?”

“Shut up.” Bronte cut Kimi’s words with a harsh bite, moving the next set of cables to try yanking at the free arm towards the other length of cables, forcing the arms wide apart.

CRACK

Something hit against the Bronte’s shoulder, something that barely registered to her metallic skin. Barely a poke. But it was followed by a sensation of wetness, and a sudden burst of warmth and light.

Half her vision was abruptly covered with flames, Bronte’s shoulder seared with fiery pain. She didn’t shout, fighting against the instinct to duck and roll or do anything to stop the pain. Her hands tightened into fists as she refused to let go of White Claw, doing so would spell everyone’s doom.

She could use some of the healing potions they carried with them, but if White Claw broke free…

“Threat, South West!” She chocked, not entirely sure where the attack had come from, the fire blinding her near completely. The roar in front of her snapped her focus back to the real threat.

White Claw’s body shone as she clenched hard against the wires, one by one they began to snap. The sound drove Bronte to fight against the fiery kiss the Phoenix feather was bringing to her right side. Bronte grasped her whip and lashed out at the cables, intent on unleashing everything she had to stop the maiden even if it killed them both.

CRACK

The projectile fell onto the side of the improvised bunker that still had a hole, screams were heard within. Her squad! They hadn’t finished making the-

The roar in front of her made Bronte realize her mistake, seeing White Claw grasp the whip right as the metallic maiden had begun unleashing her power.

And then, the feline yanked.

Pouring everything she had into the metallic weapon, Bronte’s eyes widened in horror as White Claw kept pulling her closer. The feline’s eyes were sharp, snarling, her entire body shaking. The amount of lightning Bronte was pouring into her should have finished her twice times over!

But White Claw kept pulling.

“Nonononono!” There were shouts, but Bronte couldn’t look at them, couldn’t see in her squad’s direction.

She was entirely unable to look away from the blue-green eyes of the predator, there was fire and anger, hate and impossible determination. No pain.

It didn’t make sense.

“Bah-ron, bad.”

The claw grasped Bronte’s wrist firmly.




Chapter 102 [Knight Scout Celine]

Flying high above the treetops, Celine could only watch in horror as the Captain was killed. The wind hid her gasp, and if not for her connection to Mimi, she just might have tried to do something about this, to help, but...

“Whatever you do, do not lose sight of White Claw. Do not engage either, keep your distance.”

The telepathic order was clear, and it revolted her. “She’s going to kill them all.”

“And if you engage, you’ll die along with them.”

Cold and loathsome, the order went against everything Celine had ever believed in.

And in her horror at the unfolding massacre, she’d nearly missed the singular other sign of life in the area. It had been because the source had been so weak, so meager, barely invisible in contrast to the thick elemental energy in the air.

A human, one whose aura was no more than a flicker in the darkness.

Celine’s mind surged at this, shifting her position to get a better view from above while making sure to keep White Claw within her line of sight at all times.

The human didn’t just have a weaker aura, he was weakened, greatly. It was hard to discern from up above, but it was a male, and he’d collapsed, either unconscious or close to it. She hadn’t seen any attack going in that direction, had the human been hit by collateral?

“KILL HIM!”

The mental screech rattled Celine’s brain, she’d nearly folded her wings and dove, but held off as she realized how close she was to White Claw’s location. “What?”

“That has to be the human White Claw’s bonded to! Kill him now! The shock should push White Claw into a blind rage! Capturing her would be a far easier task then!”

The glow in her wing’s stuttered as she turned to refocus on the bunker that had been intended to protect the rest of squad two and was now their final place of rest. Could they even stop White Claw anymore? The other squads were weakened, retreat should be-.

“She’s exhausted and pushing her limit, now’s our chance. Quickly! The Baron commands it!”

That locked it, pushing aside her hesitation, the angel shifted her attention towards the human. He was barely alive, finishing him off shouldn’t be hard. She removed her light she’d been beaming down at White Claw and focused it on her hands, slowly shaping it into an arrow.

The roar that exploded beneath her nearly knocked her out of of the sky out of sheer shock, every nerve on her body demanded she switch her focus towards the bigger threat. And it became clear why, seeing how the feline was currently climbing the nearest tree at an impossible speed. Celine folded one wing and dove to the side, avoiding the path the snarling feline would’ve taken to attack her had she spent a single second still.

Diving, she gained momentum, using it to put some distance. She only managed to catch a glimpse of White Claw dropping to the forest floor and picking up the near unconscious human. The glare that was sent her way gave her shivers, she should quickly gain altitude and keep her distance, this way she could freely attack from out of range. Celine’s breath grew ragged as she flapped her wings as strongly as she could, increasing her height.

The cool rush of the night air blew past her as she was changing her course, canting to a side and carefully looking down into the forest. A twinge of concern ran through her the moment she failed to spot White Claw. It couldn’t be, had she run with the human? Celine’s eyes widened slightly, flapping harder and carefully sweeping her gaze through the darkened forest floor, seeking the aura of either the maiden or the human.

“Did you lose them!?” Mimi’s voice burst inside her head and she flinched.

“Give me a- there!”

Celine dove just enough to gain some momentum again, she’d spotted the trail of elemental energy left by White Claw using shadow dash. They were heading further North? That was concerning. If they were seeking to escape the Lord and recover, then that could mean they’d be able to engage the Lord’s forces in full once night fell again. Maybe even finish them off.

Bronte had been their strongest fighter, things were looking grim already.

The Angel spotted the feline, running, arms occupied, no doubt carrying her human. Celine mentally confirmed the location and direction, and began charging her arrow.

But the human in White Claw’s arms saw her, and all too suddenly White Claw altered her course, jumping to the side and starting to weave her way through the trees. The angel cursed, wings pulsing in frustration, beating her wings as fast as she could to close the distance, the trees were getting in the way. She couldn’t lose White Claw a second time.

The feline was fast, using her incredible strength to bounce between the trees as the movements became increasingly erratic. The chances of landing a shot were becoming dimmer by the second, if she didn’t kill the human now…

The only reason she’d lasted this long had been because she didn’t just blindly charge at every opportunity. Just one shot, one hit, and White Claw was bound to go berserk. The Lord would use the remaining forces to bring her down. The angel aimed, releasing a light arrow. It missed entirely, the human was looking over White Claw’s shoulder and through it clearly signaling when the attack was coming as well as Celine’s location.

With a curse, she realized her mistake. With the dark sky above, and from this distance, it was too easy to see the attack coming and react to it. Made all the worse by the near unpredictable movement patterns.

“Engaging White Claw, aiming for the human.”

She dove closer to the treetops, holding back her light arrow and gathering the power within her instead, focusing so that her wings would not glow as well. It would be tricky, but she should be able to form the arrow and shoot it quickly enough to avoid being spotted by the human.

And at that exact instant, White Claw turned around.

Celine’s eyes widened as she saw the feline drop her human and shoot straight towards the nearest tree. The angel hesitated. Only a heartbeat, White Claw would reach her location before she could escape if she didn’t change course, but if she changed course, she wouldn’t be able to shoot the human.

“FIRE!”

Mimi’s voice inside her head snapped the decision in place, her right finger pointed towards the human, the left held the energy. And just as she formed the power, White Claw had appeared on her line of sight. The feline had leapt too early, not enough to reach her, but enough to block her view of the human. It didn’t make sense, she should know she’d fall before reaching Celine, at which point-.

CRACK.

A vial of brown ceramic, it smashed against the Angel’s breastplate, thrown by a mere flick of White Claw’s hand. Celine’s eyes widened, releasing the bolt right before the Phoenix’s fire ignited. Her attack impacted squarely against the feline’s shoulder, knocking her ever so slightly off course. Any thoughts to start a second attack were pushed away as fire burst from her armor where the vial had broken. The flames licked at her face, and she could only hold off the pain by using her elemental light to push the pain away while her hands moved to detach the piece of armor.

“RUN!”

The order came right as Celine felt something wrap around her ankle. She gazed downwards and saw a metal cable, a whip. Bronte’s whip. The wielder being none other than White Claw. The cat looked smug.

A shriek escaped the Angel, the piece of burning metal armor dropping off right as she was dragged along gravity. Her wings tried to sustain her, but her weight was too great with White Claw hanging off of her leg.

Screaming and shrieking as she fell, all Celine could do was draw every bit of elemental energy as she could to protect her body as the ground rushed up to meet her. She grit her teeth, breath knocked right out of her as the ground met her like a full-bodied hit from Bronte during training.

The dull thud was replaced with agony as she felt the sharp claws sinking into her wings. Celine shrieked, agony exploded forth, blood raining down around her as fear quickly took over. She was going to die, White Claw’s grip reaching for her neck.

“MONICA!”

The voice was a male’s, and suddenly White Claw’s hand stopped.

Celine breathed, holding back the pain, trying to focus her powers to use what little she knew about healing to stop the bleeding. She clenched her teeth and looked up from the ground. The human, the male, was walking towards them with unsteady steps and heavy breathing. He was pale and clammy, his aura shivered with pain, he held his right arm as if unable to move it yet Celine saw no injuries, only exhaustion.

“SHOOT HIM! THE LORD ORDERS IT!” Mimi’s voice rang within the Angel’s head, but she could barely move, it was impossible to carry through on it.

The human didn’t talk, his arms reached down and… Celine’s eyes widened as her collar was removed. She felt the weight of the bond vanish instantly and shuddered. What was he going to do to her? “I’ll never surrender.” She grit her teeth, fighting back the tears from the throbbing pain.

He crouched, and it was then that she noticed him drop a pouch he’d been carrying. It was a familiar pouch, from where…?

“You’re going to bleed out and die.” His words were ragged, breathless, the man looking as if he were at the very verge of exhaustion. “I don’t know which of these can heal you.”

Celine froze, blinking. The pouch, a knight's pouch. And she had a good guess as to who it once belonged if the badge on it was anything to go by. The angel grit her teeth. “Just kill me.”

“The only threat to us is the Baron, if you promise to leave us be, you don’t need to die. It’s why I removed the collar.” He pulled out one of the vials, a red colored one, showing it to her for a moment, carefully observing her reaction. “But I have other uses for you if you don’t want to collaborate.”

“Wh-?”

Celine’s jaw tightened as he poured a bit of the potion on her wings. Relief instantly washed through her as numbness overtook the area, a sigh left her as she relaxed ever so slightly. The human kept looking at her, taking a stick and poking at the area. “This potion helps, right?”

“Numbs the pain.” She nodded, no sense in hiding it. Shock came when she saw him empty the contents on White Claw’s burns.

A yowl escaped the feline maiden that was keeping the angel pinned to the ground, but what surprised Celine was watching the paleness in the human’s expression soften as he sighed. A great deal of tension in his body eased up, his previously almost limp arm moving slightly again.

“Next.” He pulled out a yellow potion, but the captured maiden couldn’t believe what she was seeing.

“You.” She gasped, watching some color return to his features and his aura regain some vigor. Her eyes widened. “You… the bond… you were taking in her pain!”

Without a word, he pulled out the next vial, this one was small, barely a thimble in size, its contents a dark swirling black. Celine’s eyes widened at the sight of it, face going slightly pale. She knew she should ask to have that applied to her, to bring this situation to an end and avoid potentially falling into the hands of the enemy, but…

“Not it, then.” The human nodded and put the black sphere back into the pouch. “Let’s see what else we can use to patch Monica up…”




Chapter 103 [Baron Matthew Flirlai the Second]

To say Baron Matthew Flirlai the Second was angry would have been a categorical mistake. Had he lost a considerable portion of his wealth overnight, he might have been angry. Had he lost a Knight or a Knight Captain in battle, he might have been angry. But no, things were far worse than that.

His Knight Captain and head of the electric generation facility had died, as had the Knight that had been in charge of the radio tower’s maintenance. Adding in the total loss of Squadron two, and the partial one from squadrons three and four, his combat capacity had been effectively crippled. It would cost him dearly to regain it.

And it was because no one had done what they should have.

“My Lord, Celine… has been cut off. Likely dead.”

The noble’s glare turned towards the mousy maiden wearing thick armor that stood right next to him. Mimi the Tigermouse, the only psychic in his service, the tanned short woman kept a neutral look of frustration. Matthe idly wondered whether she was part of the problem or not.

“Did she confirm the kill?”

The mousy Knight knelt, bowing her head low. “No, my Lord.”

“We should consider the human’s alive.” The words pulled Matthew’s attention towards Nalda. The Orc Knight being the only one that dared to hold her head high around him. “How long until everyone’s healed?”

The question moved towards the nurse, the only dedicated healer they had brought. A sore mistake Baron Matthew was willing to admit was his own. He should’ve brought at least three more, but with the village about to being attacked by a second feral wave… The man grit his teeth as he adjusted himself on the saddle of his centaur.

“These burns are severe, ma’am, I don’t-.” The nurse spoke in a hushed whisper, shaking her pink hair.

“Move faster, girl.” Matthew commanded, watching the nurse wince and pour more energy in healing the severely burned Elf.

Burns.

When fighting a Sabertooth.

The snarl was barely held back, Darcy had confirmed it was Phoenix feathers, and the human they were chasing had also been using a scent killer. The Hunters had betrayed them, it made Matthew’s lips curl in disgust. The filthy cowson that dared call himself a Major would feel the full weight of the noble’s anger once this whole mess was dealt with.

He’d only need to call on the Earl and press charges of treason against the Hunter representative. After that it would only be a matter of time before the brute’s own maidens would be requisitioned for the good of the Kingdom and his head made to roll.

“My Lord! White Claw approaches!”

The proclamation from the Hound startled everyone into tense attention, even the equine maiden the Baron was currently riding stirred, turning in the direction of the wind and lifting her lance and shield. “Knight Darcy is right, there is a strong stench of blood getting closer.”

“Prepare for combat!” Nalda barked the command, and the maidens quickly moved.

Two Doggirls with tower-shields moved to protect the two remaining Elves. The Hound and Orc armed and ready. Things were not ideal, they’d been destroyed by the monster that was White Claw. But that would make victory all the sweeter, once she was in his grasp, he’d be able to wash away the shame.

Success was within his grasp.

“BARON!”

The male voice came from the darkness within the forest, and it instantly raised Matthew’s hackles as he recognized it. He glanced at Darcy and Mimi, the only two maidens that could see through the darkness, and neither reacted past a slight shake of their head. So the human wasn’t showing himself.

“Most of your forces are dead, the rest are injured.” The man continued, far off into the distance. A coward. “Give up.”

“You are not the one with the most cards to play, thief! White Claw must be exhausted by now, badly hurt too.” Matthew’s hand tightened on the holster at his hip, the weight of the gun heavy, a reminder of the power at his disposal. “If you surrender, I will be lenient, leave the judgment of your misdeeds to the Earl.” A long silence followed, and the Baron wondered whether the offworlder would answer at all. So, instead, he pushed on. “There is no need to spill human blood tonight, hasn’t enough of it been lost to the ferals?”

Again, silence, a total lack of an answer that was interrupted by a light within the darkness. It was distant, barely visible to the Baron’s eyes, a flame that coated a tower-shield that stood still. The Baron’s mind whirled as he frowned, was that a challenge? A last stand? Who hid behind the shield, the human or White Claw?

“GET DOWN!”

The cry came from Darcy, the Hound had leapt out of her spot and straight towards the Baron. The man hadn’t had the time to react, she’d moved so quickly that by the time he’d processed the words, he’d been knocked over and to the ground. Anger might have flared up within him if not for the fire that exploded out of Darcy’s back instants afterwards. It came with the sound of shattering pottery.

“White Claw removed her scent! She’s attacking from South West!” Mimi’s voice squeaked out in a desperate shriek.

She might as well have said nothing at all. The fire had exploded in several places at once, the one targeting the Baron had only been one of four, the splash of damage coated Darcy’s shoulder and a considerable percentage of the Centaur’s equine back, the equine maiden panicking and running off as fast as she could. Shrieks and panic broke out all around them as everything moved fast.

The noble stumbled to his feet as Nalda pulled him to his feet, equipping her short sword and blocking his view of the battlefield as she stood her ground, the singular protection from what was surely White Claw now that his steed had been scared off so easily. The roar that exploded from somewhere ahead of them made the Baron feel his armor was far too heavy to be able to let him run if the need for it arose.

Instead of running though, he called out his subordinate. “Mimi!”

The Tigermouse did not respond, kneeling as her hands were aimed forward, her body glowing bright lavender as she wielded the mind energy. It was only once he’d been fully on his feet that the Baron got a chance to witness what had happened within the mere span of a handful of seconds.

One Elf lay on the ground, minus the head, the other was rolling, still aflame. Both Doggirls had been struck in some fashion, laying in pools of blood; and the Centaur was nowhere to be seen. Nalda and Darcy were the only remaining effective fighters, the first wielding a short sword and a round shield, the latter a spear and tower shield. And they were currently struggling against the feline that was ducking between their attacks, trying to push towards the Baron but getting cut off every time.

“HIT HER WITH EVERYTHING!” The Baron roared at Mimi, pulling out the elemental gun from its holster, the weight of the weapon making him feel his arm strain.

Matthew checked his surroundings one last time to make sure there were no other potential threats. The nurse was tending to the Elf with a burnt face, her back turned towards the noble. So long as the healer was alive, the Baron felt reassured of what was about to happen next.

The psychic mouse squeaked, stopping her attack and pooling energy for a larger one. A twinge of nervousness shot through Matthew as he saw White Claw speed up, the restraints that had been holding her back lifted. All too quickly she struck out against Nalda’s shield with such force the Orc was sent flying. Immediately she leapt towards Darcy and the Hound was cornered, barely able to defend herself against the Sabertooth, quickly losing ground.

For a moment all the noble could feel towards the feline maiden was awe, the same awe he’d felt the first time he’d seen her, wild, unstoppable, powerful. Even with the burns and bleeding wounds, and the exhaustion, even then she was putting his best fighters to shame. Surely a maiden such as this would qualify for a Royal Knight once properly trained. All his troubles would become a thing of the past.

Which was a shame that he had to gamble all of it away, but there was no other alternative anymore. Raising the gun, using both hands to carefully wield its weight, he aligned the barrel.

There was a whizzing sound, something flying past his head but close enough it had nearly missed. He almost startled and pulled the trigger on instinct, but held back at the last second, glancing at his side and meeting the hateful gaze of that loathsome thief as the offworlder loaded another flechette onto the crossbow. The man was too far away to stop him.

Matthew laughed.

“Watch as I end everything you fought for.”

He turned forward once more, his boot kicking the Tigermouse, signaling her it was time. The maiden’s glow became all the brighter and all too suddenly vanished right as she collapsed. Matthew felt the dull thud of a flechette hitting his armor, but he knew it would be useless against the enchantments. His focus was on White Claw, and how she suddenly froze, eyes wide in shock as a dull magenta glow wrapped her.

It had slowed her down.

Enough for Darcy to jump out of the way.

Enough for the Baron to have a clear shot.

He pulled the trigger.

And White Claw fell.




Chapter 104 [Rick]

After spending the past half hour in a dead sprint across the forest just to catch up to Monica after the pain from the burns she’d experienced had nearly knocked him out cold, Rick wasn’t exactly certain of what he’d be able to contribute to the fight. Thus why the chemistry teacher had been a bit too focused trying to close in on the Baron without being detected.

He’d wanted to sneak in closer, ready to use the Phoenix feather or the black vial on the guy to bring it all to an end if the chance arose. But then he’d seen the guy pull out the gun, and all bets were off. At the provided distance he couldn’t throw anything effectively, so instead, he used the crossbow he’d picked up from one of the dead maidens.

The metal arrows bounced off of the armor like they were no better than nerf darts. Leaving Rick as merely a spectator to the firearm wielding Baron taking aim. The gun was practically the size of his arm, the muzzle wide enough it would have made a tight fit for his fist. It was a hand-held canon.

And then the gunshot rung across the forest like a clap of thunder.

Rick had felt more than seen or heard it. A gut-punch that knocked the air right out of his lungs and left his knees feeling like melted butter. His mind whirled, a cry out to Monica almost made it out of his lips but it only came as a choking sound. Fire burned and coiled within his innards like an angry snake, weakness and pain all too suddenly.

Monica’s roar of agony rattled his bones, the chemistry teacher pulled at the feeling as best he could, trying to hold it down, pin it in place, remove some of the worst of it from Monica lest it leave her too out of the fight. But there was just so much of it that Rick wasn’t even sure he had the strength to do more than struggle to breathe. The pain was a forest fire and he had no more than a glass of water to put it out.

Raising his gaze at the Baron, the man had dropped the gun, the barrel glowed red hot, smoke sizzled out of the muzzle, the canon bent from the heat. The lord’s own armor had cracked, the recoil on the firearm being apparently monumental enough to shatter it. The nobleman’s face was split by a wide eager smile as he walked forward, not even sparing a glare at Rick. “Hold her in place.”

The teacher barely found the strength to rise to his knees, looking towards Monica and feeling his blood run cold.

She was pale, gasping, and weakly struggling against the two maidens pinning down her arms. And in her belly there was a large red hole, big enough Rick could’ve sworn he could see through it, blood pooling as the feline’s eyes moved wildly from side to side. “Rick.” She managed to speak with a gasp.

It sent a chill down his spine, the red hot and electric, the localized agony in his gut drawing out every ounce of strength he had.

“Nurse! Make sure she doesn’t die, or else all this would have been for naught!” The Baron spoke with a jovial grin, laughing as the maiden with pink hair rushed to kneel in front of Monica.

The nurse’s hair hid her face as she didn’t look in Rick’s direction, hands glowing with a dull gray light, but he knew who she was. Dia. “Brain and heart weren’t seriously hurt… I can keep her alive until she reaches the hospital.”

“I want her to be stable.” The Baron snarled. “Can you?”

“…with all due respect, my Lord, even if we used every potion available, it would be tough.”

“Then do that.” He dropped a bag next to her, turning around and facing Rick. “Mimi.”

“Yes, Lord.”

Rick tried to move, to get out of the way. His legs were weak, his mind spun with the dizzying white hot burning sensation, his eyes unable to look away from Monica. She was growing paler, breathing becoming weaker, he could feel her presence slowly slipping from him, like a tree being ripped from the soil by a furious wind.

But he couldn’t keep his focus on her any longer, the mousy maiden with a deep tan had him pinned within the next three seconds. In following two, she’d emptied his pockets and tossed the crossbow well outside his reach.

“Rihck…”

Monica’s wheeze came with a slight cough, her face an ashen gray.

The Baron laughed, and the human fought against the mouse’s grip. She was lighter than him, but her hands had an iron hold on his wrists, her tail keeping his ankles tight together as well.

The sight of the Baron’s metal-coated boot forced Rick to look upwards.

“You lost.” The noble chuckled, walking back and forth, staring down at the chemistry teacher as he glared hot coals of anger in return. “The only reason you got this far was because you took what was rightfully mine.”

The glare was a silent one, Rick’s jaw held tightly enough his teeth ached.

“Unlike you, I’m not a barbarian. So rejoice! You’re not going to die tonight. ”

The laughter became all the louder as the chemistry teacher’s expression faltered, feeling something was deeply wrong with the situation, that what the cold angry eyes looking at him could not truly allow for his survival.

The Baron kept talking. “You’re a pure human. Killing you would be a loss to the kingdom. There is much good your genes could bring to this land.” The man reached into the pouch hanging from his belt and pulled out a singular round piece of metal the size of his palm. “I will put you to good use.”

The coin glimmered under the floating orbs of light that cast the clearing into a yellow gloom. The only defining feature of the item was the ‘5’ etched on its side, and a sense of dread that churned within Rick’s stomach when looking at it. Every hair on his body stood on edge at the mere presence of the thing.

“My Lord…” Dia’s voice rang out, her healing faltering as she looked at the coin, and then at Rick. Fear was painted across her every feature. “Fiving coins are too powerful for use on humans!”

A slight snarl crept across the Baron’s face, his grip on the coin tightening as the metal gave a slight black glow that appeared to suck the light out of its surroundings. “It won’t kill him. He’ll just never truly recover. Which works just as well. His mind is of no value to me.”

Lowering himself, crouching so he could meet Rick’s eyes, the Baron’s lips curled into an upwards smile.

“Any last words?”

“Monica will never be yours.”

The smile grew. “I’m sure she’ll cry your name a few more times.” He smirked, lowering his voice into a whisper, one gauntlet covered hand grasping Rick’s jaw tightly. “But don’t worry, the shock of having your mind erased will break the bond… and if it doesn’t, I’ll just do the same to her. One way or the other, she will be mine and no one else's.”

Rick spat at the man, wildly struggling against the iron grip of the tiny maiden that kept him firmly immobile. The noble grimaced, whipping the spit off, the edge of amusement not entirely gone. “As your friend told me: ‘I hope you rot in hell’.”

Leaning down, the Baron pressed the coin against Rick’s forehead. Its surface cold and hard and electric.

It started with an intense tingling sensation, a ticklish itch that quickly spread all over his skull, turning into lightning and ice. Rick screamed, fighting with everything he had against the restraints of the maiden atop of him, the sound drowned out by the intense ringing that exploded within his skull. His vision turned white and every muscle on his body seized at the same time right as his sense of touch began to become numb. For a fraction of a second, he almost thought he’d manage to throw off his capturer, but his thoughts didn’t get to exist for much longer let alone any sensation from the rest of his body.

A storm of white noise spread within him, his thoughts battered away against a growing sphere of nothingness. There was no chance to fight back, everything that touched the nothingness vanished. His mind scattered, trying to escape, but bound within the confines of his brain, there was nowhere to run. Thinking was pain, feeling was pain, and through the pain, everything in its wake was left in void.

“RICK!”

The voice screamed within the nothingness like the ring of a bell.

He blinked.

The first thing he felt was his own breathing, hard and raspy, struggling against a heart that beat so fast it felt like it was going to explode. The next was the warm wetness on his face and head, and slowly, the whiteness that covered his vision was receding. And what he saw in front of him as his eyes regained focus was slowly pushing thoughts back into existence.

The Baron was kneeling, eyes wide in horror, face pale, hands trembling and reaching upwards. A blade struck out of the noble’s throat, blood pouring down the man’s chest.

The coin had fallen off of Rick’s forehead and somewhere to the forest floor.

Dia was the one holding the dagger, pushing it forward with another spurt, and then... pulling it back. The Baron collapsed.

“My Lord!” Two voices rang out at the same time.

A third voice leaned over Rick and spoke in barely a whisper. “Close your eyes.” The force binding his wrists and ankles released.

He managed to look away from the surge of blinding white light that engulfed the space in front of him.

As soon as the dazzling flash ended, the weight that had been keeping Rick pinned in place was off. The human was fighting to be able to focus, his head felt like it had been dunked into molasses. Everything was a painful blur if he tried to summon thoughts. So he didn’t think, his eyes locked onto the brown vial along the black glass thimble with a stopper, two items that had been in his pocket merely seconds ago, and he grasped at them both as he found the strength to rise to his feet. Emotion led his actions, fear and anger urging him to move.

The Baron’s dying body was knocked over backwards, and Dia was caught by surprise, almost falling as well. The nurse said something, but her words were left as a numb ringing in the chemistry teacher’s ears.

He didn’t pay attention to her, nor to the canine that was fighting the glowing mouse. Rick's eyes were locked onto the green-skinned maiden that was screaming and covering her eyes in pain from the flash of light. Something inside Rick told him she was his enemy. Nothing else mattered. With stumbling steps, he moved forward, his palm slammed against the right side of the green-skin’s face, shattering both vials on impact.

The fire that erupted from the liquid wreathed both his hand and the maiden’s left temple. It brought a sudden sharp jolt of pain. The sensation a sharp knife to his brain that pushed his mind to move, to wake up, to drag itself back into action. Pain, the forest, the Baron, Monica. MONICA!

Snarling, Rick pushed forward, using his whole weight to ram against the shocked and half-blinded Orc. She fell by his weight alone, dropping her short sword and clawing at her face, the green skin frothing under her fingers. The maiden was too concerned on the searing pain. There was something in the flames, green and bright, the smell they gave off stung Rick’s throat. But he didn’t have time to think, to feel, the sensation was almost distant in his mad search for a weapon. He found her sword and grasped it, seeking to give its sharp edge something to sink into.

The Orc’s wildly flinging free hand almost knocked the weapon out of his hands, sheer luck letting him keep hold as he swung down at her head. The second attempt struck against her throat, exposed, unburned, and yet it barely scratched her. The Orc barely did more than cough and begin moving more wildly.

Letting out a scream of frustration, the human pulled at every ounce of anger and strength he had.

“HEY BITCH!”

The shout made her stop only long enough to look at him with her unburned eye. And that pause was all he needed. The blade came down towards her burning eye-socket, and her free hand grasped at it before it could strike true.

Her singular eye seared with growing rage, a snarl rumbling out of her chest as her face burnt under the liquid fire. “You!” She screamed, her fingers gripping the blade more tightly, blood oozing out of her grasp. Rick pushed down with both hands, putting his weight into it as best he could. The moment she knocked him off, he was dead.

And with the green flames dying out, she was slowly regaining her strength.

That is, until black veins began to spread from the burn-wounds. They pulsed and spread across her skull, the burns turned into pustulant blisters, skin boiling and melting.

Rick pushed harder, shoving more of his weight down on the blade, unable to look away as the flames that covered half her face were being replaced by frothing flesh, leaving behind blackened skin and bone. His own arm still burned, but everything felt too numb for him to be able to properly feel more than a slight pain from it.

“GO JOIN THAT ASSHOLE!” He roared back at her, reaching down with his burning hand and pressing it against her free eye while his other hand used his weight to push down, heels digging into the dirt.

The Orc screamed, the arm that had been on her face falling numbly as she held the edge with the remaining one. The blackness was spreading further across her face, Rick’s searing fingers pushing into the good eye until it began to sink. Opening her mouth, she roared, a primal scream as she shook and tensed.

Her fingers slipped.

Weight and gravity took its course.

The blade pierced through her eye, a singular solid thunk and the Orc abruptly went limp.

Rick stumbled and fell next to her, his body shaking and mind reeling. Silence spread within his mind. Strength left him with a sudden gasp. His gaze was blurring, and the world was suddenly spinning very fast. His legs gave out, falling to his knees. Only then did he become aware of the nasty purple burns that covered his right arm all the way to his elbow. He could barely make out black tendrils creeping up under his skin, their presence chilling his bones as they moved.

“Rick.”

The single word made him raise his head to look at Monica, the feline laying against the tree as she stared at him with those blue-green eyes. A pale smile lingered on her lips, her face almost white as a sheet. Rick figured he didn’t look much better.

All around him the world seemed to be getting darker at the edges.

“I’m sorry.”

That caught his attention, he turned his head to look over his shoulder barely in time to see the glowing blade strike his arm. In a single burst of pain his mind became lucid again. Hit heart began to pump wildly once more as he screamed. The noise became muffled as something cold was pressed against his lips, a liquid pouring into his throat that turned into fire, glowing hands pressing against the bleeding stump. It was too overwhelming, he coughed out, struggling for breath.

"DRINK!" The voice rung, Rick in haled air and gulped, everything was becoming a whirlwind of confusing sensation. 

Everything was blurring again as he collapsed back to the dirt.

“It’s the only way to stop the poison.”

The voice was distant, poison, the black thing, the black thing he’d smashed with his hand. “Monica.” He grit his teeth. “Heal…”

“Sir, if-.”

Summoning every ounce of strength he had left, Rick’s left hand reached out for the first thing he could see. A piece of leather, armor, a woman with pink hair. He yanked her closer, meeting violet gaze and snarling. “That’s an order.” He put everything into those words, everything he had left. Only after realizing it was Dia. Her name was Dia. He did not let go until she nodded.

Her face was pale and splattered with blood, her eyes wide with shock and panic. There was little room to doubt she'd follow it.

With that reassurance, he didn't have anything else keeping him focused. Rick collapsed, all strength gone in a poof of smoke, his body taking the opportunity to overwhelm him with every bit of sensation it could throw his way.

A pair of soft hands grasped the sides of his head and slowly cradled it. Rick barely managed to spot the mouse that had pinned him down earlier. Purple light emerged from her touch, and a soothing wave of calmness swept over him. His body felt further and further away, the pain and tiredness something increasingly distant and foreign.

He caught sight of Dia’s hands glowing over Monica’s injury right as his eyes became too heavy to keep open.

Time slipped from his grasp, and the world spun into darkness.




Chapter 105 [Rick]

Rick couldn’t think, or feel, or move, but he could sense the passage of time vaguely. It was a slow eternity before he could sense the hands holding his head, the soothing detachment and sense of distance, the whispers of voices. He tried to wake up, but he couldn’t, he was too tired, his everything felt like it would hurt and his everything felt wrong. Like he was feeling several things at the same time.

When he was finally able to open his eyes again, Rick realized the world had shifted. He was somewhere else, somewhere with a rocky stony ceiling over his head that gave him a strange sensation of having been there before.

The pink-haired maiden kneeling next to him was certainly more familiar. It took him a moment to properly recall her name. Dia. “I feel like this has happened before.” Rick spoke out, his voice cracking.

Dia startled, eyes opening and instantly reaching out and pressing her hands on his chest, the gray glow pouring into him with warmth before stopping as soon as she realized what she was doing. “Sir.” She looked at him, blinking with a forlorn troubled look, there were bags under her eyes, and exhaustion permeating out of her every pore.

“Monica?” He croaked out.

“Unconscious, but stable.” She pipped up instantly, tensing as she looked down at him and grimaced. “She… will live.”

“Am I in a bad spot?”

“You’re stable too, sir.” The nurse deflected the question.

Rick closed his eyes and breathed in. “I can’t move.”

“You will make a full recovery, sir… I hope.”

There was a trickle of concern to be had there. “Hope?”

“How…” The maiden paused, her lips curling and brows furrowed. “How much… do you remember?”

She had her hands on his chest, there was a dim glow, and Rick abruptly realized she was a snap-decision away from knocking him out. “I… fought the Baron, no, Monica fought the Baron, we, she… killed… and lost, and…”

“What is your name?”

The question caught him by surprise a little. “Rick Cross.”

“And where were you born?”

“I was born in…” The words abruptly died in his throat, his breath hitched. “I was born in…” A deep breath, his brows furrowed. “I… was born in a… in a… it was a city, I…” His breathing was quickening as he felt his heart start to hammer. “It… it was a medium? No, large, no, small? It had… a college. I worked there as a teacher, chemistry.” It was right at the tip of his tongue, like a shelf he could barely reach out. A name, right there, it was right there! “My mother’s maiden name was Angela Cale, she… came to live in the city from a small town. I’ve been there, the farm, the chicken, the-.”

He stopped as he saw Dia’s tears. “I’m sorry.” Her fingers tightened, squeezing against his chest as her lips trembled.

Rick couldn’t find a response. He didn’t need to ask her what she was sorry about, it felt like a mountain had fallen on her shoulders. The words were loaded with meaning, far more than he could process right now.

There was nothing he could say about it, so… he didn’t.

“My arm?”

Dia let out a hiccup, wiping off the tear. “Sir?”

“My arm.” Rick muttered again, feeling drained, tired, exhausted, and every other synonym to the word in existence. He wanted to sleep and rest and eat.

“We had to amputate to avoid the spread of the poison.” Dia’s hand moved to touch his shoulder. “Limb regrowth is perfectly possible, your body will make a full recovery in time.”

“That’s… good.” Rick let out a sigh he hadn’t known he’d been holding onto. “That’s good.” A deep breath, trying to not think about the other wound. “The others?”

“They are outside, safe.” Dia quickly nodded, her fingers carefully pressing against his bandaged chest, her gaze distant.

Closing his eyes, he tried to find something else. “How... did we win?”

“Sir?”

“After the… coin.”

“The… Baron died.” The nurse’s body tensed as she spoke, her eyes closing tight for a second. “I killed the Baron.” She added, there was a slight shake of her voice. “Just… it was wrong, I couldn’t let him… I couldn’t let him...” Lips pursing, she became quiet.

Rick held his expression neutral. “And then?”

“And then… Mimi helped.”

“Mimi.”

“The Tigermouse.” A slight nod. “The one that had been pinning you down.”

“… why?”

“The Baroness commanded it.”

There was a long pregnant pause, the chemistry teacher looked up at the rocky ceiling and blinked. “The Baroness.” He spoke with a deadpan, not having expected that answer.

“Mimi was never bonded to the Baron.” Dia nodded again, her expression a complicated one. “Her Ladyship ordered Mimi to sabotage the fight, and if the Baron died, then to aid in subduing the others.”

“If.” He blinked. “You said ‘if’.”

A slow nod. “The Lady’s goal was to weaken the Baron, to make her own fight against him more certain of victory.” The voice came from somewhere to the right, Rick wanted to turn his head to look, but couldn’t, forced instead to keep looking straight upwards. “She is thankful for your help, and has given orders to the Hunters to come pick us up once the second feral wave concludes.”

“Rick’s awake!?” A voice rang out from outside.

The aforementioned Rick wanted to sigh as he could recognize the voice.

There was a shift in the light, all too suddenly there was a lot less of it. One blond woman was leaning down to look at him with a smirk, Tomas not too far away and a bit more apprehensive. Then there was the woman with scales on her face and Rick felt himself tense up. “Who-!?”

“Rick, meet Lizzy.” Kat waved. “She’s the one who took some of our chicken, she came back! Anyway, I totally bonded her all bad-ass like, and it was great and-.”

“Lizzy tried to kidnap her.” Tomas piped up. “Freya almost killed her.”

Closing his eyes, the teacher sighed, feeling a slight sense of relief at being able to recognize them. At least that part hadn’t been harmed in the incident.

“Please stand back!” Everyone startled at the harsh bite in Dia’s voice, the nurse particularly glaring at the aforementioned Lizzy. The loudness nearly made them all jump back, the nurse leveled her intense gaze on the others. “The patient is in a near critical condition, leave now or be made to leave.”

Slightly pale, the trio had quickly scampered out of sight, and Dia let out an exasperated sigh. Leaning down, her eyes met Rick’s once more. “Sorry about that, sir,” she whispered, carefully caressing his shoulder, fingers readjusting the bandages ever so slightly. “Are you… uncomfortable? Does it hurt anywhere?”

“I can barely move, let alone feel anything.” He replied with a deadpan that did a poor job of hiding a slight chuckle. The relief was washing through him in waves. They’d won.

Dia nodded, and another long silence stretched out, only the sound of the wind outside and his own breaths as the teacher did his level best to keep his thoughts in order, to calm down and recover. The nurse’s eyes kept trailing over him, her fingers fussing over his chest and arm as if looking for any possible tiny scratch she might have missed to heal it up.

There was that quiet nervousness about her.

“Where’s… Monica?”

He finally broke the silence, the question snapping Dia out of the apparently automatic action. She didn’t answer, instead reaching out to grab his head and very slowly and carefully turn it to the side opposite to the entrance of the cave.

Monica lay right there, barely half a meter away, her sleep so silent he’d not even noticed.

The feline was still, her stomach wrapped in so many bandages it was impossible to tell the actual state she was in, if not for the slight rise and fall of her chest, Rick would have feared the worst. His own body was too numb for him to feel anything, a familiar thing considering the time he’d woken up in the hospital.

His eyes caught sight of Monica’s claw as it lay on his hand, her fingers grasping his own ever so gently.

“Can you…?”

He needn’t ask further, Dia leaned forward, glowing fingers tracing a line from his wrist up to his shoulder and neck. Sensation came back to him, only his left arm, only a slight soft tingle.

It was uncomfortable, almost painful.

But it was enough for him to squeeze back.

“Thank you.” Rick whispered, letting out a sigh, glancing at Dia as she let out a shy smile.

Something else caught his attention.

“Where’s… your collar?”

And Dia looked away, hiding a troubled expression as her cheeks blushed.




Chapter 106 [Barry]

The heaviness in Barry’s chest pressed against his heart and lungs as he moved across the forest floor. It cut his breath short and kept his ribcage tight, almost ready to burst. The phantom pain from getting stabbed through the ribcage had been slowly dissipating. At least it was no longer suffocating him to the point he’d crumble in wheezing agony if he pushed too hard.

“Are you at your limit?”

Kajou’s words rang out in the same tone of concern that had been used at least half a dozen times since they’d set out. Her hand lingered near his shoulder, and she had a worried expression on her face. The Amazon’s eyes kept flickering towards the forest behind them, always looking for some potential threat that just might jump out and attack them.

Wheezing slightly, the young man could do nothing but shake his head. “I can… do… a bit more.”

“Pan isn’t here.” Kajou frowned slightly, giving a little nod of her head. “No need to play tough, you’ve shown you’re strong enough.”

A bitter pill coming from a being capable of knocking down your average pine tree in a dozen punches. Barry grimaced, shoulders slumping slightly as he let out a sigh. It was the only answer he could give, and he watched as Kajou shifted her pack so it would hang from her front. The young woman crouched, turning to face away from him, her back inviting him to hop on.

The feelings of embarrassment and self-loathing warred within him as he approached, hopping on to get a piggy-back ride from the maiden that was just about as tall as him and yet at least an order of magnitude stronger, if not more. Her shoulders were narrow and lithe, her skin soft. By all accounts, she shouldn’t be able to handle another person’s weight this easily. Yet that was exactly what she did.

“Grab on tight,” she spoke with amusement somewhere hidden in her voice.

Barry’s hands found nothing but skin soft as velvet, with muscles right underneath that were hard as steel. The only discomfort the maiden showed appeared to be balancing herself rather than the actual strain from carrying the weight of the young man on her back. It was an extraordinarily strange feeling, sensing how she adjusted her balance because of the shift in center of gravity.

It took her only a couple of seconds to get comfortable, and then she began to run. Faster than the pace she’d kept when they walked together. “We shouldn’t be too far from the court. Hopefully we can get there before we have to start looking into fighting the ferals.” Her voice showed no strain from the effort.

“Can’t we just… climb a tree and wait things out?” Barry muttered, looking around. The trees here weren’t monsters of impossible height as where they’d landed, but they were almost comparable to redwoods either way.

“We’d be exposed to anything and everything that might opt to make a meal out of us,” the woman replied without missing a beat. “One hungry or aggressive feral opts to look up and shoot at us, or fly down from the sky, and we’d be tumbling down into the thick of things.”

“You’ve dealt with this kind of thing before?”

“We all have.” The woman paused, frowning, slowing down to look over her shoulder at him. “But with you, we might have a chance to fix things.”

Barry opened his mouth to reply, but could not find the words. His gaze lowered and turned away, staring into the distance as he tried to keep himself from speaking the rebuttal out loud. What the hell was she expecting out of him? To be some sort of savior? He couldn’t even save himself.

Kajou didn’t seem to mind his lack of an answer. Focusing ahead on the tricky forest terrain and moving at a speed Barry would have been unable to keep even at his best.

Eventually, the young man found his way through his thoughts and threw out a question. “What’s so important about this Court, anyway? Why send you two from so far away just to get you to talk to them?”

“We need to confirm whether some rumors regarding a different way to form bonds with humans are true.” The Amazon kept looking over her shoulder at him, clearly intent on gauging his reactions. “Even if it’s just a rumor, establishing some relations could prove helpful to everyone.” Despite this statement, she let out a disappointed sigh. “Personally, I’d rather turn around and go back to Coven, now that we’ve seen that you can bond without a collar.”

“I’m not sure it’s…”

“Barry, I can feel how hard it is for you to breathe.” Kajou frowned slightly, not slowing down. It was odd to see how fast she could run, and yet she wasn’t even winded. “You have nightmares of her death, you scream sometimes.”

“It could just be PTSD.”

“I don’t know what that is,” she replied. “But you have to trust me on this one. I know what I saw. You bonded her, and you’re showing all the signs of a broken bond. And I’m sure something must have happened with that Hound because if a bond hadn’t formed, I’m absolutely sure you would have ended up dead.”

Barry’s grip on her shoulders loosened ever so slightly, but he didn’t let go. “Does the pain go away?”

That seemed to brighten the maiden, her lips turning into a slight smile as her pace accelerated. “According to our elder, yes, with time and new bonds.”

The young man wasn’t too sure what to feel about that proclamation. The tightness within his chest brought his thoughts towards Pan and the glowing, burning sword. It made him grimace and shrink slightly. He could barely stay alive, not even properly run. Was this what would await him every time? The only reason why he’d survived the pit, the ferals, had been Kajou.

It made him feel useless, weak, small.

For the first time in what felt like forever, his thoughts turned to Mark. Was his brother even alive? Was… Veronica? Barry’s lips thinned at the memory of the young woman. Shame and anger burned inside him. She’d betrayed them. If Mark found out, Barry was sure he’d likely try to kill her… if they were still alive at all.

Shaking his head, Barry refused to let his thoughts be further dragged down. No, Mark was alive, out there, somewhere. Maybe he’d even found out about what had happened. There was no way his older brother wasn’t able to handle the bat-shit insanity this world had to offer. A slight lightness came to Barry’s chest at this thought. It was hard to think Mark would be anything other than alive.

His musings came to an end when he spotted a flicker of white overhead. The young man quickly stiffened, gripping Kajou’s shoulders. She didn’t miss the signal, slowing down and coming to a halt, glancing upwards until they both spotted Pan. The winged maiden was descending from the treetops, spiraling her way to the ground with a stern look on her face.

Barry could not hop off of Kajou fast enough, doing his level best to move away from the Amazon and to the nearest tree and, hopefully, remain away from the blond woman’s immediate attention.

“What’s the situation?” Kajou spoke out before Pan had even finished landing.

The blond monster’s gaze turned to Barry, and her eyes narrowed as her fingers lingered on the pommel of her sword for only a second before looking back at Kajou. “No frenzy yet, but I spotted a second wave.”

“Already?”

“It was on the other side of the river,” she replied, shaking her head. “I doubt we’ll have to worry about that one.”

Kajou frowned slightly. “You flew all the way to the river?” Approaching her sister, she reached out, touching the tunic. “You changed your clothes… you were attacked, weren’t you?”

“Some ferals trying to get a lucky shot,” came the reply, a roll of the eyes. “I had to confirm there weren’t Hunters chasing the ferals, and that might come our way.”

“They could have spotted you.”

“Do you take me for an idiot?” Pan replied. “I was pretending to be feral.”

Kajou’s eyes widened, her hand shooting out and touching the black collar the woman wore. There was a pause. She touched her own, softly. “You didn’t take the collar off.” The words were both accusatory and heavy with relief. Her brows furrowed slightly. There was something in that gaze that hesitated, something that went unspoken.

“We need to move. We’re almost at the court. I spotted the tree they told us to look for. Adjust the course a bit more to the South.” Pan spoke up before Kajou could say anything else. “It should only take us a day, two if you keep pretending the human’s actually walking on his own.”

Spreading her wings, she jumped into the air, taking several strokes before she’d gained momentum and started gaining height. A lingering silence permeated the two left behind as the woman kept going up and up, and eventually soared off.

“I think she’s warming up to you,” Kajou commented offhandedly, glancing at Barry with a smirk.

He could only gawk at such a proclamation.




Chapter 107 [Brye]

There were many things Brye had heard about the Wildlings living in the forests south of the kingdom. Of the very many terrible things they did to those they captured. Humans would be castrated and put into underground holes, never to see the light of day ever again. Maidens would be worked to exhaustion and then slowly killed, skinned alive one strip at a time, eventually being cooked into soup.

Of the Dark Elf Courts specifically, the stories only grew wilder still.

She knew many of these things were just folk tales. Brye mostly expected a series of crumbling shacks built atop some old ruins and some group of amateurs without a clue about what they were doing.

Not this.

“I think this is the fanciest place I’ve ever slept in.”

Shery’s tone might have held the typical detached cynical bite, but Brye could tell her partner in crime was truly marveling at the polished wooden finish in the walls and roof surrounding them, at the enchanted glow stone that kept a constant dim source of light, the large holes that might as well have been called windows, and the spider-silk clothes they’d been given to wear.

Brye had seen better, but this was still impressive considering how far away they were from actual civilization.

“They’re buttering us up,” the fox claimed easily enough. Her two tails were stiff, and her ears kept rotating around as she was trying to pinpoint where the real threats lay.

“Think we can make a run for it?” Shery asked. Brye’s words had brought the maiden’s thoughts back down to reality.

“The room’s got spellwork, can’t use my powers to sense anything.”

Technically true. The enchantments that had been weaved into the wood kept her psychic abilities from reaching past the window’s threshold. Like hitting an invisible wall. Though the Nogitsune was still perfectly capable of picking up the breathing of at least two guards on the other side of the door.

With a frown, Brye grabbed up a raisin from the fruit platter and tossed it out through the hole that was the “window”. She watched it soar out into the empty void and out at the other end as if there were nothing there. Yet her powers could not follow it past that empty space.

“Can’t teleport out either.”

She might be able to jump out the normal way, but she suspected there was at least an alarm in place if not an actual barrier that’d block their attempt.

Shery didn’t speak the curse out loud, but her thoughts were loud enough to cover for that.

“It is unfortunate, but we can’t quite trust you yet.”

Brye jumped forward and turned around. Power pooled in her hands, ready to attack. Her golden eyes focused on the spot the voice had come from. The sight of the Warlock made Brye’s hackles rise. The fact that she could not sense the old maiden’s presence immediately raised alarms. It was as if it were an illusion, but Brye knew her way around such things, and this was flesh and bone.

“At least I hope that will change.” The gangling coal-colored woman smiled with rows of perfect white teeth. The gesture would have almost been disarming were it not for the white eyes, unable to focus on anything, distant and cold, blind.

How old was this creature? Brye had seen maidens whose lives were counted in generations, and none had felt this ancient. Like a corpse that had been shambling half-dead, unwilling to die.

The sooner this conversation came to an end, the better. “What do you want from us?”

“Straight to the point? I can certainly appreciate that.” Milky eyes turned to focus on Brye, and the Nogitsune felt the pressure of the power held behind that half-blind gaze, pinning her in place. “You were set up to fail, were it not because I am… generous, you would be dead right now.”

Neither Brye nor Shery spoke, though the fox could feel the twinge of apprehension in her companion’s thoughts.

Uninterrupted, the Warlock continued. “The collars your owner has been selling to us are faulty, by design.” A bony finger reached out to point at the collars both maidens wore. “The very ones you wear right now.”

A shiver ran down Brye’s spine; both her tails stiffened. But she kept quiet, only sharing a concerned look with Shery. Had they fucked themselves over?

“In three months’ time, it will start to fail,” the old maiden proclaimed, silently walking towards the table that had a platter of fruit on top. “It will start as random small failures. One night you wake up realizing the bond broke. Nothing you can’t fix, but give it a week and then it starts happening every other night. Within days it just stops forming the bond at all.”

A cold knot of ice formed in Brye’s stomach, her lips thinning and her ears laying flat against her head. “You’re buying some high grade illegal shit, if you expect it to work like the normal…”

The woman laughed, picking up a pear and looking at it intently before gingerly returning it to the platter. “I accepted that argument, at first. I’ve since come to realize that was a foolish mistake on my part.”

Walking across the room, gliding in her dark silk gown, the woman looked out the window, her fingers reaching out to touch the empty space in the window’s threshold. With a flicker of power, the space turned black, almost as dark as the maiden herself. Brye flinched as all sounds from outside were abruptly cut off. The only source of light now was the dim glow of the stone above.

“I have since learned a bit regarding enchantments.” The woman turned towards them, frowning ever so slightly.

The fox flinched, grimacing as the Warlock turned towards them, approaching with silent steps, the only sound that of the wood creaking under her weight, and the air rustling in her wake. Yet not a sound came out of the maiden- not that of her heart, or her breathing, or her clothes. Brye would’ve put doubt on her own hearing if not because Shery’s heart was pounding so hard a human could have probably noticed it.

The Warlock reached out, cold bony fingers hooked on Brye’s jaw and tugged at her face to meet the milky white chalky eyes. Brye could feel the frailty of the woman’s body, old, worn, and brittle. She could outmatch her, just one punch, one scratch. It would be all it’d take to down her.

But the old maiden did not fear Brye. The Warlock knew she feel it. The immeasurable elemental energy swirling around the maiden. The moment Brye so much as tried to attack, this monster would blow her to pieces where she stood.

“Ah, I see. A threshold. That explains it.”

Next to the fox, Shery gasped.

Brye’s stomach dropped. Anger flared, and she growled. How the HELL had this woman found out!? “None of your business.”

“True, I suppose.” Brye’s jaw was released, the woman stepping back, smiling in amusement. “But aren’t you tired of being at the bottom?”

“What. Do. You. Want.” Growling, the fox’s tails lashed in anger.

“Join me,” the woman replied. “There are no maiden slaves here.”

“That is a pretty good sales pitch,” Brye spoke coldly, giving a derisive shake of her head. “Living in nature, all happy and free. Hell, if I’m lucky, I’ll be able to grow into a wrinkly old lady who gets her diapers changed by young studs.” Snorting, she rolled her eyes. “Then again, it’s likelier the Kingdom will come crashing down on this place harder than a Quartzal meteor. Then I’ll get my corpse thrown into a river, and the last thought I’d ever have would be why I agreed.”

“Oh?” Amusement crossed the woman’s face. “And what makes you think the Kingdom would be able to destroy us?”

“Besides, how few there are of you? These would also fuck you up.” Brye pointed at the collar currently on her neck. “You can’t make an army if you don’t have enough collars. You’d have to steal them. And the army would come knocking before you had the chance to go anywhere.”

The smile that spread across the Warlock’s lips almost split her head in two. Those milky eyes shone with wild joy. “You would be right… normally. Things, however, have changed.” Her finger caressed the wooden walls as she walked towards the door. “What if I told you I have found a way to awaken the slumbering Elves?”

Brye’s eyes widened; she quickly suppressed the shock. “Their curse is too strong to be broken through.”

“A week ago, I would have told you the exact same thing.” The grin didn’t quite vanish, remaining with a tone of smugness. “That the Elves that fall into the deep slumber will never awaken. That no human or magic is powerful enough to overcome their feral state.”

“I don’t get it.” Shery glanced between Brye and the Warlock; her mind was muddled with questions and doubt, too many for her to just stay quiet and observe. “What changed?”

“We discovered someone that can form bonds without needing the help of the collar.”

“Bullshit.” The response was an instantaneous one. The kingdom would’ve been in an upheaval if such a person was found.

The Warlock extended her arm, pointing a finger at them. Brye barely had the chance to react as an invisible force grasped her collar and yanked. It was a hard tug, powerful, accompanied by something sharp caressing her throat. Every instinct in her screamed. “No!”

Too late- the collar had been sliced and yanked out of her grasp.

Next to her, the exact same thing happened to Shery.

A billion thoughts crossed Brye’s mind. The bond would break within the next handful of seconds, and she would have three days before she began going feral. Locked in a room, unable to escape. No, she could not let that happen again! Her eyes focused on the Warlock, and the room warped around her. Appearing right above the frail, bony bitch, she prepared her right hand to unleash a wave of darkness at her target.

If this was going to be the end for her, better dead than feral.

The Warlock did not move, not even looking up to see Brye’s incoming attack. Had the fox caught her by surprise?

As her nails wracked against an invisible wall, mere millimeters away from the Warlock’s bone-white hair, it became clear she had not. Brye flinched, feeling herself slide downwards to the floor in front of the enemy maiden. She prepared to dodge a counterattack.

But none came.

The Warlock merely looked at her with that awful smirk, seemingly too amused to attempt to splatter her into bloody chunks.

“Brye!”

The voice came from behind the fox. She twisted to see Shery, the gray maiden’s eyes wide, and her fingers on her throat. Why hadn’t she attacked? Brye caught a flicker of thought from her companion. A singular, clear, powerful thought.

“The bond is still there.” The realization struck her like a hammer. She didn’t have her collar; the enchanted item was still firmly in the old maiden’s grasp. Yet she could still feel the presence of the bond, urging her to worry over a specific and very important human whose comforting presence was currently well out of her reach.

And in an instant, everything clicked.

“Mark.”

The Warlock’s smirk grew even more. “Exactly.”




Chapter 108 [Mark]

After almost a week trapped in that cave with the fox bitch and the gray bitch, Mark had come to expect many things out of his new host. What he didn’t thought would happen was a room larger than the whole apartment he grew up in, and a bed that was proportional to a bouncy castle. With less bounce and a lot more silk. And enough pillows he could have hidden under them and likely never come out.

Understandably, the young man was keeping the hell away from the bed and expecting that just about anything was going to jump out of the shadows and drag him towards said silk-covered piece of furniture.

Mark held the small knife they’d left there to be used on the fruit with white knuckles. Little comfort in the face of inhuman monsters, but better than nothing, at least.

His eyes flickered towards the only other living being in the room. The mouse was curled up, knees pressed firmly against her chest, her head resting between her knees, and facing the wall. Noah had not moved from that spot since they’d dropped them there. As far as Mark was concerned, she was just as likely an enemy as whatever else might enter the room, but so far she’d done her best to avoid even giving hints at existing at all.

As soon as the door opened, Mark immediately shifted his concerns.

The woman that had just entered was far FAR worse than everything else he could have faced. With coal black skin that seemed to absorb light, and a presence that made the air around her buzz, the maiden had a soft smile as she stepped through, the door closing behind her.

The human couldn’t quite put it into words, but it felt as if the very air around her was threatening his very existence.

“Mark,” she greeted, with a slight bow of her head, beady, glassy white eyes piercing into him. She turned towards the only table in the room, approaching and taking the nearest chair. She gestured for the chair opposite to herself, the piece of furniture moving itself with a slight thud. “Please, join me.”

Did he have a choice? With a frown, Mark approached the table, not letting go of the knife in his pocket. Carefully he observed the maiden’s features- soft round cheeks and sharp long ears, silky white hair, and those eyes that spoke of her being far, far older than anything else about her might have suggested.

With a slight nod, she raised her hand and snapped her fingers. The door to the room opened again. And in came a woman.

A tall woman, tall enough she had to slightly crouch under the door, almost three meters tall. The only thing she carried was a silver platter with two cups. And that was the sole article on her person, for she wore not a shred of clothing either.

Mark’s eyes widened as he looked at the exotic woman. Her skin was a dark gray that had hints of purple delineating her arms and thighs in ways that hinted at the coloration being the equivalent of a tan. Her body was slim but well built, clearly an athlete, judging by the scars on her arms, a warrior. The woman’s eyes were a deep green, her statuesque features frozen into a serious expression, a single piercing on her lower pale blue lip.

The human’s eyes wandered towards the curves in the figure. There were few to be had, but her breasts were large and her hips powerful. Though the way she moved had little sexuality about it, it was as if she commanded respect by force of will alone, a commander that cared nothing at all for the lack of clothing.

“Let me present my daughter,” the old woman spoke with a slight nod. “Embla, please greet our very important guest.”

The woman nodded, gingerly placing the tray on the table before turning towards Mark. His hand gripped the knife more tightly. There was a split second as their eyes met; something flickered in those pale green irises, something he couldn’t recognize. And then she lowered herself to a knee, bowing her head. “I greet you, sir,” she said, placing both hands on the floor, and nearly pressing her forehead to the floor. The maiden’s white hair tumbled down and pooled around her naked feet, and he realized her neck was adorned by no collar. In its place was a pale band of discoloration that told him its presence having been there only until very recently.

“Please stay like that, Embla,” the other spoke, turning to Mark. “You may use her as a foothold, if you wish. You will find none here will attempt to stand above you.”

The human hesitated, seeing Embla’s powerful shoulders tense, but the tall woman did not move an inch from her half-kneeling position. His throat tightened, taking a moment to look at that pale grey skin, before he turned back to the true threat in the room. “What do you want?”

The question, somehow, amused the old woman. She chuckled lightly, as if having been reminded of some inside joke Mark wasn’t aware of. “For you to stay, willingly.”

That’s it? Mark frowned; something didn’t make sense. “Why?”

“Because you are the first pure human to walk these lands in over four hundred years.” The woman tilted her head. “And with your help, we can achieve many many things.”

A tiny squeak from the back of the room made Mark glance at Noah. The mousy maiden was looking at him with wide eyes, blinking rapidly in surprise.

“I don’t care what you want.” The human turned back to the old woman, refocusing himself.

“And I don’t see why you should.” She was nonplussed by his statement. “You get what you want, and we get what we want. Embla could very well be the first thing we give you.”

“Your own daughter.” Mark’s neck tensed, lips thinning, his brows furrowed.

“Such is the importance of our cause,” she spoke with smooth control, but with an urgent edge to it. “We do not expect your belief or loyalty, only your aid.”

He shifted further away from Embla, the scowl leveled towards the yet to be named woman that sat before him. There was a knot tensing in the back of his neck. She’d sell-out family just like that? Anger started to boil within him. “And what would that imply?”

“You only need to bond some maidens, break their feral state. We would take care of the rest.”

Mark’s grip on the knife tightened. “And in exchange, you would throw away your own daughter.”

The woman with darkness for skin shifted, showing a hint of discomfort, the tingling force she exerted in the room around her faltering ever so slightly. “She does this willingly. There are no slaves here. None are forced to do something they do not wish for.”

“She speaks only truth,” Embla spoke up, head still lowered. “For the sake of my sister’s freedom, I would gladly give my own.”

Mark snarled, jaw clenching shut. “I’m not interested in helping.”

A deathly silence followed, and the nervousness and apprehension from the dark woman vanished. “… I suggest you reconsider.” She stated with a forced calmness.

“I won’t change my mind.”

“I see.” Her own brows lowered slightly, her expression reflecting Mark’s own for only a moment. “I would have preferred to do this peacefully. Embla? Be gentle.”

The woman stood so fast, Mark barely had the time to pull out the knife. He aimed to cut her hand to get some distance. And the end result was that the knife bounced off of her flesh as if it were hardened leather, her palm wrapped around both the knife and his palm. Her naked form moved with an unerring slowness, twisting Mark’s armed hand behind his back, the other moving to pin his head against the table. The force her hands exerted onto his body was inexorable, unstoppable, and impossible to resist.

“I fucking knew you bitches were too good to be true,” Mark snarled, slamming his free hand against the table, a gesture both Embla and the black woman cared little for.

“Such is life, sometimes.” The older woman swiped at the table, knocking over the wooden platters occupying it. She reached with her thumb and bit it, drawing crimson blood. “Do you know what are the true requirements to form a bond, Mark?” With the red-stained finger, she began drawing a circle on the wooden surface. “One side must feel a distinct and clear emotion for the other, and the other has to accept it. This does not care for the direction of the emotions.” A slight pause. “Your anger for the fox and her acceptance of that hatred are what forms your bond to her. Quite a twisted little thing if I do say so myself.” The circle began to glow as the woman continued drawing upon it. “Humans are very easy to influence in that regard. I’m sure Embla will be more than happy to accept your feelings.”

With the increasing glow, Mark could feel a tingling that was seeping into his body, a familiar heat that was suffusing into his body like warm oil. He knew where this was going and wasn’t about to lie down and take it.

“Fuck you.”

He snarled, moving his free hand from attempting to remove the massive woman’s grasp on his head towards the glowing blood. The gesture was fast, a simple smear; and, apparently, it had not been expected from either side, because there was a brief moment of panic in the dark woman’s eyes.

Then there was a glow from the spot right above the glowing circle, a light that exploded outwards.

And Mark felt his whole body shudder. The heat had turned into an inferno that made everything into an unfocused blur. Dimly, he realized he’d been let go, tumbling backwards and to the floor.

Embla’s scream made him shake his head, fighting to clear his thoughts. The woman had whipped around, hand lashing at a gray blur as blood oozed out of a puncture on her bicep.

It took Mark a moment to find the strength in his legs, standing up and leaning against the wall. Between him and a scowling Embla was Noah. The diminutive mouse’s lower jaw was stained with blood. In front of both of them, Embla stood, flustered, breathing hard. Her bicep stopped bleeding within the next second, the wound slowly vanishing before their very eyes, the blood drying and flaking off.

Mark expected her to be angry, but there was only barely frustration.

But neither Embla nor Noah were really Mark’s concern. The back of his mind screamed for him to run, and it was purely and exclusively due to the singular entity that was still on the floor.

The black-skinned woman had been sprawled, her feeble thin body a tangle of long limbs. She was prone and fighting to stand; the very air around her crackled and twisted as power was accumulating quickly. And everything inside Mark told him he did not want to find out what was about to happen.

It all came to a sudden halt when there was an urgent knock at the door.

Everyone froze, turning to look at the lonely figure that peeked into the room. The intruding maiden grew pale as several sets of eyes glared her way.

“My Ladyship?”

“This is not the time,” the dark woman replied, standing up, her hands glowing with power.

“Our scouts have spotted a feral rush coming our way.” The woman coughed. “I… we deemed it best to inform you about it since the magical defenses...”

And just like that, the floating swirling energies were gone.

“I will handle it.” She looked over her shoulder. “Embla, gather your forces.” A pause as she turned to focus on Mark, milky white eyes flickering with power. “The human can wait until after we’ve dealt with this… inconvenience.”

There were no more words, no more comments or gestures. The tall, athletic woman just turned to leave without a second glance.

The door closed, and Mark felt his legs give out.

“We need to get out of here.”

“Yeah,” Noah agreed, shoulder slumping as she looked over her shoulder at him and sighed. “Or die trying.”




Chapter 109 [Brye]

Brye took a choking breath, air driven out of her lungs as the fingers squeezed around her throat with ever increasing strength.

“A fucking threshold!” Shery’s voice roared, tightening her vice-like grip. “I should’ve known a freak like you would turn against the Boss.”

The fox gasped, the whole of her focus centered on pouring as much elemental energy as she could to keep her throat from collapsing under the grip, her hands scratching at Shery’s hardened grey skin. A fruitless gesture considering how much more physically stronger Shery was.

Gasping, the Nogitsune felt her focus waver.

The fingers dug further into her throat, her windpipe now a fraction of the size it should be. Brye wheezed, claws faltering; her thoughts were growing muddled as the oxygen deprivation was slowly starting to get to her.

“DIE!” the gray maiden roared, lifting her by the neck and slamming her head first against the floor.

Everything spun, and her focus shattered. The power she was using to protect herself vanished, and Shery’s grip squeezed tight without missing a beat. Brye’s eyes teared up, barely able to see the world around her spinning and blurring, her lungs burning. There was a thudding noise.

And suddenly, release.

Brye coughed, air rushing in with deep gasps. The maiden lay flat on her chest, trying to recover her bearings through a coughing fit. The world was spinning, but it was quickly coming back to focus.

A soft hand touched her shoulder. “Are you alright?”

Brye’s eyes flickered over her shoulder. A soldier, leather vest and helmet, dark skin, pointy ears. From the Dark Elf genus, without a doubt. “Peachy,” she croaked. “Shery?”

The soldier turned away from the fox to point at the gray-skinned companion. Her last mistake- the fox had reached out and grasped at the blade on the soldier’s hip. Drawing it out, Brye didn’t miss a beat and coated the blade with her powers right as she thrust it through the guard’s throat. The dark elf didn’t have a chance to realize what had happened until it was too late.

The scent of blood filled the air. Brye yanked the short blade out before her victim could even get a chance of fighting back. The Nogitsune rushed towards the door. “Help!” Her half-choked scream came with a swirl of the world around her, the room shifting as her new position placed her right at the side of the door.

The second guard stepped in, blade drawn, ready for combat. Her eyes widened at the sight of her companion bleeding out on the floor. That was as far as her shock went; a single swing from behind her was all Brye needed to sever the woman’s head from her shoulders.

“You learn that fancy sword shit in some expensive school?” A grim chuckle broke the moment of silence. Shery lay face down against the floor, looking at Brye with a smirk. “A little help?”

“I like you better when you’re on your knees.” Rolling her eyes, Brye ignored her companion, peering out the door and checking whether they had to worry about others or not.

“Get your head out of your cunt. Will you help me out or not?”

“Waste of energy. They used a small curse, it should wear off any second now.”

Confirming, the guards held the keys to the room. The fox silently closed the door, moving to strip the decapitated guard. “Get the other’s armor and put it on, I doubt we have much time.” It would be a bit of a tight fit for them both, but better than nothing.

With a grunt, Shery began to move, slowly at first, her strength returning to her bit by bit. Brye could sense the hundreds of little questions the maiden had and wasn’t speaking, and it aggravated her. She knew the damn maiden would wait until they were some place safer before she threw the sharpest ones her way.

“Do you think your illusions will help here?”

“No, it’s why you should put on that shit and pretend we’re part of this whole mess,” Brye huffed, turning around and presenting her back at her. “Help me strap this crap.”

“Your armor’s bloody.” Shery hadn’t missed a beat, fingers deftly tying the hardened leather.

“If they ask, we killed some ferals.”

A pause and a shift in thoughts. “We use the ferals to make it out?”

“Need Mark.”

And just like that the silence went from controlled to out of control. Shery growled. “Your bond’s speaking, we try to rescue him and we’re dead.”

Brye snorted, rolling her eyes. “I can read your thoughts. Half of them are pushing you to run out there and start looking for him.”

“I’m stronger than my bond.” A shove, pinning Brye against the wall. They stared into each other’s eyes. “Are you?”

The fact that Shery was asking was insulting. “You heard the Warlock, they plan to use Mark to wake up Elves,” Brye replied. “If that works, they’ll get a damn army, with no breaks because they don’t need the stupid collars.”

“Since when do we care about that shit? We’re crooks, not heroes.”

The image of the Warlock pinning her down made her hackles rise, and anger sloshed through her like magma.

“You don’t get it.” Brye shoved back, stepping forward and pointing a finger at her. “We fucked up. We lost the cargo, and we left a human worth a thousand times his weight in elemental stones in the hands of a hag looking to start a second civil war. Wanna bet what the Boss would do to us?” Her snarl was clear, threatening. “He’d send us right back here with orders to get Mark out, or kill him.”

Shery’s thoughts snapped towards the mental image of her hands wrapped around Mark’s throat and snapping his neck. The revulsion and fear that came from the bond made the maiden’s skin crawl. “Shit.” That had been the nudge the strongwoman needed to agree.

Brye nodded. “This is our best chance to get him out of here.”

“Shit.” A grimace. “Do you have a plan?”

“Pretend we’re soldiers, track Mark’s scent, hope the Warlock’s not with him.”

“We’re not dark elves.”

“I picked up on no less than five different genuses out there.” Not missing a beat, she turned to open the door. “Just move fast and they won’t have the time to notice. Pretend you’re someone who’s in deep shit.”

“Not going to be hard.”

With a shared nod, they exited the room, Brye taking a second to smear the blade’s bloody edge against the carpet before sheathing it. They immediately stepped into the empty corridor and began to move. Not running, but a brisk enough pace to pretend they weren’t about to stop if someone called out to them.

Brye’s nose picked up on a familiar smell right away. “Over here.”

The building was not terribly complex, four behemoth trees that had been connected by a singular wooden structure grown out of the massive trunks. The whole thing likely had several floors, and if Brye had to guess by how polished and well-carpeted it was, this was supposed to be a small palace or fortress in some way. At the very least, it had been at some point in time.

The consideration of Wildlings having built such a thing was worrying to a certain degree. Why would they waste this much effort into such a thing? A part of Brye reminded her of the old Elven courts; the south of the Kingdom had been littered with them. Had these Wildlings taken over the ruins and claimed themselves the new owners?

No, that was not something to focus on right now.

“This way.”

Her ears picked up on rushed footsteps, and Brye stopped Shery for the split second necessary to see another dark elf running by. The maiden stank of fear, and judging by the look on her eyes, she had a lot worrying her.

“Ferals?”

“Didn’t risk reading her,” Brye replied. “But that’d be a good bet.” Her head snapped to the side. “Scent’s this…” Pausing, Brye’s eyes widened, a soft gasp escaping her lips.

“I know that look.”

“I smell his blood.”

Their feet had started moving before either of them could process the thought, and a sense of urgency and fear lurched out, gripping both of them with such a clear hold that it was impossible for it to be anything other than the bond kicking in very loudly. Brye’s fingers brushed against her throat as she ran- no collar, yet the presence of the influence upon her thoughts was clear in her mind.

Even aware that the bond was urging her forward, she couldn’t truly fight against it. Mark had been hurt, might be in danger. Every instinct in her body urged her to move faster.

As they ran past one of the many windows, her focus was momentarily distracted when she spotted something in the courtyard that refused to be ignored.

The Warlock stood in the center of a large glowing circle. The air around the old maiden pulsated with magic, the very air wavering as the ground beneath her pulsated with power. Slowly, the lines in the circle were stretching inwards, runes Brye had never seen before forming and interconnecting with one another, the complexity of the patterns growing exponentially.

“What is-”

“Just run.”

Brye grit her teeth. A ritual, and a big one at that.

Whatever it was meant to do, they most certainly did not want to be around when it was completed.




Chapter 110 [Mark]

Mark grunted, squeezing his grip tighter. “Stop fucking struggling.”

“Fuck you, fuck you fuck-!”

Noah’s words came to an abrupt end with a shrill sound, as she bit down on the piece of wood and snapped it in two, her teeth gnawing through it as she wriggled and fruitlessly struggled against the human’s grasp.

He was keenly aware that despite her being a pint-sized waif of a woman, the Mousegirl was still stronger than him. He made sure to keep himself very focused on where those hands were clutching at, marginally satisfied that she was grasping the bedsheets with white-knuckled intensity. She’d scratched him up once already.

Panting, Noah collapsed, and he finally let go of her ears.

Pushing back the flush, the human watched his handiwork and nodded. He leaned forward, lowering his voice to a whisper. “Now strip.”

Noah didn’t appear to have the strength to refuse, a quiet growl turned whimper escaping her petite mouth as her hands moved to remove her clothes, exposing her pale skin. “The… water.”

“You sure this will work?” His voice was barely a whisper, handing over the water basin.

“Shut up.” Noah growled, face extremely flushed as she plunged her hands into the water, they were still trembling, grimacing as she scowled deeply. Slowly, she rubbed the water across her skin.

Mark felt his feet rooted in place for a fraction of a second, unable to look away. Her body may have lacked curves but made up for it by an almost athletic tightness, a pleasant fragility to her small breasts and round ass. Her hands moved to coat herself in a watery sheen that reflected the light on her skin, keeping her movements efficient and brief. Noah made sure to be liberal in her work however, adding some extra water onto the sheets below.

The resulting effect was successful, she looked like she’d just finished two consecutive marathons. Noah’s roaming drenched hands and flushed face froze as she noticed Mark’s eyes on her. She instantly went very still, unmoving, breath hitched. There were faint traces of fear in those eyes.

Mark realized what he’d been doing and turned around with a grunt, ignoring the sigh of relief Noah failed to hide. “Shirt.” Noah’s voice came as barely a whisper.

The human nodded, taking off his shirt, turning around to look at the Mousegirl as she lay face down on the bed, and then looking away and lying very still on the sheets she’d thrown the water on.

Right, he had his own job to do. The human took the basin, putting it back on the table before wetting his hands and using it to cool down his red hair, face, chest, and then, he stepped towards the door. He didn’t trust this would work; it was too insane, but it wasn’t like there was much of an alternative here.

Knocking on the door thrice, he waited.

It opened, revealing two guards.

The one at the door wore a leather armor, hand on the pommel of her sword and eyes wary. The one behind her had her sword drawn and looked warier still. Both of them looked just about ready to fight, but Mark could pick out the light blush on their cheeks, the hesitant way they looked at his exposed chest and then back up to his face.

“What do you want?” The one who’d opened the door asked, steeling her voice quickly.

“The rat was a boring lay.” Mark grunted and pointed over his shoulder at Noah as she stayed on the bed. “I’m not exactly satisfied, either of you want some?” His cheeks flushed somewhat, and the fact he was already sporting an erection from what had transpired with Noah wasn’t helping with his confidence any.

His mind was screaming out how stupid this was, how impossible it’d be.

“Erm…” They shared a look, hesitating.

He might as well go all in. “I won’t tell the Warlock.” He remembered Noah’s words and put up a smirk. “Unless you’ve already got someone that scratches your itch?”

Another long look was shared amongst them, and Mark almost held his breath, face frozen as he did not trust himself to falter. Was this actually working? The nearest guard gave a nod; it was mirrored by the other.

She stepped through. “Let’s make this quick,” she said, closing the door behind her and following as Mark took a hesitant step back.

“Aren’t you bonded though?” As soon as the words left his lips, he cursed them- he’d been staring at the black collar around her throat, and the thought had come unbidden.

“Are we here to fuck or to talk?” The maiden only hesitated once her hands had moved towards her belt to remove her sword.

With a sigh, she pulled out her sword and the pouch next to it. She turned around, opened the door, and tossed them at her companion with little fanfare. Mark cursed inwardly at this gesture, but did his best not to show it outwardly, this made a lot more sense than everything else that was going down.

The woman didn’t hesitate to reach out his shirt and yank him closer. “I’m going to be on top.”

“That’ll bruise.” Mark replied without missing a beat, ignoring the anger swelling inside of him, his own hands shoving her back. “You don’t want mommy Warlock to find out. Right?”

“Bruise can be hidden.”

“And I’d rather not risk it, she was pissed last I saw her.” He growled in return, leaning in and touching her hip appreciatively.

The tanned woman huffed, but nodded. Her eyes moved towards the massive bed. Without much wait or hesitation, she grabbed his shirt again. “This better be good.” She said, pulling him towards the opposite side of where Noah lay. Her fingers worked on her belt and undid them, pulling her pants off with little hesitation, exposing toned legs.

The maiden hadn’t hesitated in removing her undergarments as well, and her dark chocolate skin made the tuft of white above her pussy all the more apparent. “Not going to remove your shirt?” Mark prompted.

“You still have your pants on.”

The human complied, focusing his thoughts on her shapely ass, feeling himself strain against his trousers as he pulled down his last shreds of clothing. Freed, his erection bobbed in the air, and the dark-skinned maiden whistled appreciatively, propping herself up with her elbows as she lay on the bed, one hand moving down to caress her thighs. “You must want it bad, huh.”

Mark didn’t so much confirm but stepped closer, making sure not to look in Noah’s direction. The mouse had yet to move, what was she waiting for?

“Shirt,” he said.

“Sure, sure.” The maiden shrugged, flicking her light blue hair backwards, hands moving down to the leather straps to her armor.

Her feet hooked around Mark’s hips, tugging him closer as she pulled off her remaining clothes with little fanfare. Her stomach was toned, barely any fat in it, and her breasts were modest but small, with nipples that were black caps to the soft mounds.

Tossing the clothes aside, she smirked, pulling him closer and pressing her crotch against his erection. “Do you want it? You’re so fucking hard you want this tight pussy wrapped up around you and squeezing every drop out of you?”

The human grunted, leaning down, reaching for her breasts and pinching at them. She wriggled, smirking, one hand reaching down to caress her folds, and the others wrapping around his erection. “Such a slut, you can’t help yourself, right?”

The image of Brye flashed across his eyes. “Shut up,” he growled, thrusting slightly against her grip, feeling her tense and shudder.

“Fine, fine.” With a roll of her eyes, she closed her eyes and leaned back into the bed. “Just keep doing that.” She pushed her chest into his palms as Mark kept pawing at them, her body wriggling as her own hips started to hump against him, her fingers knuckle deep in her pussy.

A slight pause, a shudder. “I’m ready,” she said, using her hands to reorient Mark, to shift him so his erection would point at her entrance.

“Who’s the slut now?” He said with a smirk.

“Shut up,” she replied in a deadpan, stretching and relaxing, moaning lightly as the human slowly entered her. Mark grunted, shuddering at the sensation of her tight heat all around him, and the sound prompted the Dark Elf to smirk, eyes closed and luxuriating in the sensation. “Someone likes my tight pussy.”

The human tensed, clenching his teeth and freezing as he noticed the ever imperceptible shift in the bed. His eyes flickered towards Noah. The mouse was lying on her belly, intensely looking at him with steely gray eyes.

Slowly, the mouse put a finger against her lips, and Mark nodded, pulling back and thrusting into the Dark Elf again. She moaned. “Oh fuck I’ve missed this.”

“Human slaves here not up much for some fun?”

“Fucking… not for grunts, geldings, I-” A choke, and she tightened her jaw shut and shivered. “Stop teasing so much and fuck me already!”

“Not yet.”

Noah’s whispered voice startled the Dark Elf, doubly so when the mouse leaned forward to kiss the maiden’s neck, her fingers moving to stroke the long dark ears.

“Oh shit!” The guard whimpered, her cunt tightening around Mark and driving him to thrust deeper into her, working himself into a fast pace. “That’s the spot, that’s the…” Grunting, she thrust herself, grinding the hood of her sex against Mark’s groin, meeting him thrust for thrust.

The mouse’s fingers stroked the maiden’s throat, shifting and moving around the collar. Then, one hand moved down to the Dark Elf’s nipple right as she leaned forward to kiss the guard’s neck again. She moved so fast Mark barely noticed it. A bite, clean through the collar, a yank, pulling it out of the Dark Elf’s throat. And her hands went back around the neck immediately after.

“Harder!” It was as if she hadn’t even noticed; her whole body shuddered, fingers digging into Mark’s shoulders as her legs tightened around his hips. She was pulling him in deeper as their bodies sang together.

The human obliged, roughly grasping at her body, pulling her closer against him as her wet tight folds held him snuggly. The human leaned down, breathing hard. “I’m close.”

The only response she gave was a quick nod, biting her lower lip, face flushed and breath short, moans escaping her with every other gasp.

With a sensation of roaring fire, the orgasm rippled through Mark, a sensation of heat that ran through his whole body as he emptied himself into her core, unable to pull out even if he’d wanted to. His eyes widened as he realized there was something else in that sensation.

“That was…”

“You’re bonded to him now,” Noah spoke in a whisper, her words a bucket of ice. The mouse moved her hands to cover the Dark Elf’s throat, tightening.

She widened her eyes, freezing; her breath hitched, unable to escape.

“Don’t move.” The mouse pressed her sharp fingers into the maiden’s jugular. “Raise an alarm and your friend will come over and hurt Mark. He could get hurt, maybe even killed. Do you want that?”

A jostle ran through the maiden, her panicked gaze meeting Mark’s- hesitation. Her eyes widened in terror as the realization made itself apparent. She gave a deep shuddering breath as she shook her head.

“Nod if you will keep shut.”

For half a second the Dark Elf kept looking at the human, then at the mouse; anger, regret, and many other feelings crossed her face. Her eyes bounced between Mark and Noah, a new emotion emerging on her face each time her gaze met Mark’s own. Ever so slowly, she nodded.

“Good.” Noah pulled her hand away from her target’s lower lips.

“This shouldn’t be possible,” the Dark Elf spoke under her breath.

“It is,” the mouse spoke with a look that was a mix between reluctance and mirth. “Boy wonder is pureblood.”

With a shake of her head, the Dark Elf glared at the mouse. “I will never betray my people.” The guard hissed under her breath, hands clenching tightly.

“I could order you to fight for me,” the human growled a threat.

“Don’t be stupid,” Noah hissed, watching the Dark Elf’s eyes narrow and returning her fingers to the maiden’s throat. The mouse ignored the maiden, keeping her gaze firmly on Mark. “What part of anything you’ve been doing to her makes you think she’d obey?”

“The bond?”

“Get it through your thick skull, bond’s not an all-purpose tool.” She squeezed, and the guard tensed, growing pale as the mouse’s nails dug slightly into her skin. “Besides, take a wild fucking guess what she was feeling when you bonded her.”

Despite herself, the Dark Elf blushed, looking away, even as her hips slowly humped against the human.

“Shit.” He sighed, slapping her legs off and stepping back. “This’ll complicate shit.”

“No, it won't,” the mouse hissed, letting the pressure subside and letting the Dark Elf breathe in without strain. She looked down at the naked woman and growled. Coming from the pint-sized woman, it would’ve almost a cute squeak if not for the murderous edge to her eyes. “We can do this the easy way or the hard way,” she stated coldly. “Hard way? We rush out, your friend attacks Mark, and you’ll be pushed to protect him.”

The Dark Elf’s lips pursed, hesitating but not denying it, her knuckles white as she seethed, clenching the bedsheets. A snarl played in her lips as she kept her focus on the mouse. “And the easy way?”

Mark and Noah shared a smirk.




Chapter 111 [Mark]

Mark looked at the Dark Elf as she grit her teeth; her eyes burned with loathing, but he ignored it, focusing instead on the door. His hand reached out to knock twice, and the bonded Dark Elf spoke. “Open up.”

“Done already?”

The fellow guard chuckled as she pulled the door open. “My turn yet?”

“Sure.”

The maiden stepped inside, a wide grin on her lips as she focused on the lump that lay under the bedsheets. “Wait, did you tucker him o-…?”

Mark stepped out of the room, Noah hot on his heels. Both of them saw the sword and keys waiting for their owner. Meanwhile, the armed guard heard them, spinning around with a frown, clearly confused by what was going on. Her lips parted as she attempted to speak, likely to trigger the spell that might paralyze them.

The attempt was thwarted when her companion tackled her from behind, knocking her to the floor. “I’m sorry,” the half-naked Dark Elf muttered, her eyes burning red-hot coals on the two escapees.

Before the guard could disentangle herself from her companion, Mark had closed the door, and Noah locked it, snapping the key to make sure it couldn’t be pulled out easily.

A heavy thud followed, and human and mouse glanced at the heavy door, waiting.

Mark sighed.

“Alarm’s going to be raised,” Noah pointed out, grabbing the sword and swinging it. The thing was almost half her height.

“We start running.” The human nodded, looking at the petite woman with some wariness. “Think we can trust the bitch’s directions on how to get out?”

“I’ve been here before.” She nodded, moving ahead and taking point. Her tail was stiff, her ears perked, and the maiden’s hand had a slight shake to it as she held the blade at the ready. “I doubt she’d want you around, probably going to be very happy once her bond snaps.” Stopping dead on her tracks, she took a good long sniff, tilting her head down to one of the corridors. “Blood.”

“Then not that way.”

They turned in the opposite direction, their rush down the wooden corridor coming to an abrupt end when Noah froze on her tracks. Her eyes widened, spinning on her heels and reaching out to grab Mark’s hand, yanking him exactly in the opposite direction they’d been running. “What the-”

“RUN!” She spoke with a shrill proclamation of terror.

Mark looked over his shoulder just in time to see a familiar face stepping into view. Broad muscular shoulders, long white hair, three meters tall. Except this time she was fully armored with metal plates and a wicked looking axe that should have been far too large for her to be able to even carry.

The daughter of the Warlock stopped dead in her tracks as her eyes met Mark’s right as they took the corner.

“ALARM!”

Her roar bounced off the walls; the human had lost sight of her but he sure as fuck was not going to stick around and find out how long it took her to catch up. The instant they’d taken the turn down the corridor, his eyes locked onto the nearest window.

A part of him wondered how far up they were.

The other saw Noah jumping through the hole devoid of glass and followed through without waiting to confirm. And as soon as he was airborne, he realized the drop was at least four meters’ worth.

“DO NOT KILL THE MALE!”

The voice boomed far FAR closer to them than what he thought it should have been. Not that Mark was paying attention, plunging his way down to the ground and doing his level best to roll to disperse some of his inertia.

Both his ankles screamed upon impact, but it had not been enough to cause actual harm… or at least not enough harm his adrenaline-addled brain couldn’t ignore. He wobbled a step, finding his hand being yanked by Noah as she rushed him down the inner yard towards the only door that could get them out of there, rushing through the handful of trees that adorned the otherwise empty space.

Both spotted the stunned looks from several maidens that appeared entirely shocked at their presence there.

The wooden door swung open right as Mark’s ears prickled at the sound of something heavy hitting the ground. He looked over his shoulder- a mistake, as the tall woman had opted to follow their tracks. Noah didn’t wait for the human to process the sight, instead slamming the door shut as soon as she’d pulled him through.

Her eyes were dead ahead, yanking him forward.

One of the doors they’d been about to cross through snapped open, and a pair of grey hands snatched Mark, pulling him in. Noah was dragged along by just how little she weighed. The door did not even close; as soon as they’d been yanked through, a hand moved to cover Mark’s mouth, and the air on the frame of the door shimmered.

Two seconds later, the sound of splintering wood followed, and the Warlock’s daughter rushed past their room as if there were no open door at all.

“Shhh, little pet.” A familiar voice whispered in Mark’s ear; he turned to glance at Brye, smiling smugly at him, both tails whipping back and forth in a slow wag. “Don’t want the big bad lady finding us, right?”

“Illusions,” Noah spat. “At least you’re useful for once.”

The amusement in the fox’s face died as she turned to stare at the mouse coldly.

“If either of you wants to die, you’re more than welcome to step outside and fight,” Shery hissed, letting go of Mark and letting him breathe normally. “Everyone else is welcome to figure how the fuck we get out of here before they start sniffing us out.” She paused for a moment, looking at Mark. “And how did you escape?”

“He fucked the guard.” Noah and Brye stated at the same time, glaring as they shared a barbed look with each other.

“I’m surrounded by horny idiots.” Shery’s brow dropped, unamused.

A crashing sound outside startled them into silence. Someone’s voice carried through, a scream that came to a very abrupt end. “What the fuck!?”

“Ferals,” the fox declared, leaning towards the door. “Fuck, that must be what the ritual’s for.”

“What?”

“Warlock’s doing something nasty big,” the fox said. “It’s probably to kick the ferals off before they can cause more damage.”

“If it works, they’ll be able to focus on us.”

“And we’ll be fucked.” The nods were shared.

“So our only option is to run… through a feral rush.” Shery took a long deep breath, rubbing her temples. “Just fantastic. Next you’ll say we have to wrestle an Ursine with our hands tied behind our backs. Can we actually even make a run for it?”

“We can.”

Noah’s words drew the other’s attention.

“I’m calling bullshit.”

“There’s a river not too far from here.” The mouse kept glancing out the door. “The rush can’t be hitting both sides at the same time. We just need to cross it to get away from them. The Court won’t be able to pursue past the river either.”

Shery frowned, lips pursing as her brows furrowed. “Are there any bridges?”

Mark glanced at her in confusion.

“Her genus can’t swim, they’re too dense. They sink like rocks.” Brye rolled her eyes, patting Shery’s shoulders. “I can make a jump with you, but you’ll have to carry me the rest of the way.”

The gray-skinned maiden nodded and relaxed her shoulders ever so slightly.

And for the barest instant, Noah’s lips had twitched upwards.




Chapter 112 [Barry]

“I smell blood.”

Barry spoke as his pseudo-steed, Kajou, kept moving across the forest with seemingly not much complication. It had been for only an instant, a whiff of the scent that had flashed so quickly he’d nearly thought he’d imagined it.

“That’s not good.” Kajou replied with a scowl, her feet hammering against the dirt as she accelerated a bit further. “Any clue where it’s coming from?”

The human could only shake his head. It was one of the things Kajou had told him to look out for, as it could be the signal that the ferals could very well start a frenzy at any moment.

Considering said ferals were currently visible and moving through the forest in the same direction they were, that was a very bad prospect. Barry’s shoulders were locked high and tense each time he’d spot a figure running through the trees. For now, all the ferals he’d spotted were more than content enough to keep away from them, however.

“Kajou!” The voice came from above. Barry turned upwards and flinched, seeing Pan flying above with her glowing sword. “Sharp left, Court is three hundred meters ahead! Circle around, they’ve set up a barricade!”

“That explains the blood,” Kajou whispered, tightening her grip on Barry’s legs as her body switched directions almost on a dime. The human would’ve fallen over if not for his death-grip on her shoulders.

As soon as she’d changed directions, they came upon a dozen feral maidens. All sported feline body parts such as fur, tails, and claws. And all of them reacted to Kajou’s sudden appearance, scattering before turning towards her. Barry felt goosebumps crawling up his skin as he realized they were about to pounce.

“SCRAM!”

Pan’s voice exploded, the maiden diving from above and letting loose an explosion of light that took the larger of the felines square in the chest. It wasn’t lethal, but it knocked the feral over. More importantly, it bought Kajou time to rush past before they could opt to target her again.

“I’ll clear the way!” Pan proclaimed, beating her wings, speeding up and flying ahead of them.

“She’s not even complaining about you.” Kajou grinned slightly.

“How can you be so calm!?” Barry replied, eyes darting around as he desperately tried to spot potential new threats.

Kajou’s only answer was laughter, her footfalls thudding down and her speed making the wind whip around them while she navigated her way through the trees. The sound of Pan’s “work” could be heard, the winged maiden making sure to make loud booming attacks to scare off the ferals that might stumble onto them. It was effective, as it allowed them to move quickly with little interruptions.

That is until they heard Pan shout out. “We’re from Coven! We come to help!”

A moment after such proclamation, it became clear to whom she was talking to. It was a group of four maidens, all clothed, wearing leather armor and equipped with swords. Barry’s mind instantly tagged them as Dark Elves. It was hard not to consider them as such. Their skin was a deep tan, and their ears were sharp and long.

And just like Pan and Kajou, they wore collars.

The trio took one good look at Kajou, tense with their blades drawn. Their eyes locked on Barry.

“He’s our prisoner,” Pan stated.

“Then hand him over. We’ll put him in a cell,” the apparent leader of the trio proclaimed, eyes narrowed in suspicion.

“Gladly. Kajou?”

The Amazon hesitated. “You mustn't harm him, he’s an otherworlder.”

“We won’t do anything if he behaves.” The Dark Elf’s eyes widened slightly, focusing on the young man before making a sharp gesture with her head towards somewhere behind her. “Your Valkyrie will stay here to assist in the fight. Follow Ella.”

This time it was Pan’s turn to hesitate, glancing at the Amazon. “Drop him off and come back.”

There was only a nod. The shortest of the three Dark Elves broke off from the trio, gesturing for Kajou to follow further into what Barry assumed was the Court’s territory. “How bad is the situation?”

The Dark Elf grimaced. “We’re already cutting down the first stragglers.”

Kajou tensed as she heard this. “The blood is going to cause the whole rush to frenzy.”

“It doesn’t matter,” the soldier replied, shaking her head. “So long as we can buy enough time for Lady Dagmar to finish her ritual, the rush will be of no concern to us.” She paused for a second, glancing at Kajou’s frown. “She’s a Warlock.”

That certainly got a reaction out of the Amazon, eyes wide. “Wasn’t the leader of the Court Embla the Dark Lady?”

“Lady Dagmar is Lady Embla’s mother.”

They had to alter their course as a slanted wall of wood and vines obstructed their way, forcing them to twist slightly further to the right. Barry noticed there was no one near or around the piece of wood that’d been strapped between two trees, but he did notice that there were more of these walls scattered all over the place. Yet each one appeared to be pointed in the same general direction.

He would’ve thought they were meant to be there to block the ferals’ path, but the wooden wall was not continuous, nor were all the walls aligned. It was as if someone had just tossed a handful of them to be randomly spread around the place while making sure they were all ran along one another. Like a maze that was missing half its walls.

“What’s this for?”

“To try to alter the rush’s direction,” Kajou replied without missing a beat, following their guide zig-zagging through the forest. “There are probably dozens of these all over the place.”

“We didn’t have much time to prepare,” the guard chipped in, her voice slightly strained. “This also was a very bad time for a rush. Many of our soldiers were sent to scour the forest.”

“Why?”

The only response was a scowl and a shake of her head, the Dark Elf keeping her hand tightly on the sword she wielded. It looked clear that though the soldier was allowing their presence there, she was not trusting them. Barry could only frown. For a group that was smack in the middle of the woods, he got the distinct impression they looked oddly disciplined.

The maze of parallel walls came to an end rather quickly, followed by thinner trees that were rather scattered. The range of visibility grew, and with it Barry could make out a pillar of thorns. Only ten meters tall, the mass of green was only three meters across. Each thorn was at least half a meter long and pointed in every direction. There were five such odd columns, placed approximately a dozen meters from each other.

Their guard led them through the pillars, making sure to keep a healthy distance from the pillars.

“Who goes there?”

The voice startled Barry. He couldn’t see anyone. The source felt scattered from all around.

“An Amazon from the Coven and a human prisoner. Allegedly an otherworlder,” the guard piped up, not slowing down. “There’s a Valkyrie near the front giving assistance.”

“Confirmed. Move quickly, the wave’s about to hit.”

The human wondered if they had some way to communicate with the others.

“I will be in need of a weapon if I’m to assist,” Kajou spoke out. “I can handle myself with my fists, but…”

“Amazon, I know.” The guard nodded. “We’ll see what orders we get once we have put the human into one of the holding cells.”

Barry could only grimace at those words, shuddering. The thought of being put into some room and locked up wasn’t exactly appealing, but it was certainly an improvement over having to twitch every time he heard Pan move. His eyes lingered on the back of Kajou’s head as he tried to organize his thoughts.

“Stare any harder and you’re going to bore a hole through my skull,” the Amazon declared with a slight laugh.

“Why am I a prisoner?”

“Because we need to put a wall between Pan and you, and I don’t trust you’ll just start running the instant you’re out of our sight.” A slight sigh followed. “We need to sit down and talk, without the threat of violence lingering over your head,” she added, slowing down as they approached a wall of vines, frowning slightly. “A real talk.”

Her words fell silent as she saw the wall part as if on its own, creating a small tunnel for them to walk through. The moment they stepped out the other side, Kajou’s eyes fixed on two new figures, their skin pale and their hair a deep green.

“Elves? There are wild Elves in the Court!?”

“Very few,” the guard replied, gesturing at Kajou to put Barry down.

“What’s the difference between an Elf and a Dark Elf?” Barry frowned slightly.

That question appeared to bring a scowl out of the two pale figures, their emerald gazes locking onto the human and causing him to shudder.

“Please forgive him, he’s an otherworlder and knows not of our ways,” Kajou quickly spoke, bowing her head rather low.

That only made the two elves look at him in closer scrutiny. Barry felt pinned on the spot by those deep green eyes. The two green-haired maidens almost seemed to be looking through him.

The moment was interrupted by the sound of a loud horn, an alarm of some sort. One long and three short, they forced every head to snap in the direction straight ahead, through the trees.

“What was that?”

“A prisoner’s escaped.” One of the Elves frowned.

No sooner had she spoken, a second louder horn blew from the opposite direction, straight from the direction they’d come from. No interruptions, no pause, twenty full seconds of a singular shrill toot.

Barry didn’t need an interpreter for that one.

The ferals were here.




Chapter 113 [Barry]

Barry felt himself freeze up at the thought that the alarm for the ferals would sound now. Kajou had mentioned they were barely at the tip of the feral rush and had been keeping ahead of the main body. And yet Barry had still seen at least a hundred ferals scattered about, running in a clear attempt to stray away from danger.

So now that he knew the main part of the rush was coming, he could only feel dread in the pit of his stomach.

“Move!” The proclamation came from Kajou. Her face turned to the Elves. “Prison. Where?”

No sooner had she spoken than two vines erupted from the ground, wrapping around Kajou’s ankles. The Amazon froze, looking at the two elves with a scowl. “We can’t leave him here, he’ll die.”

“You’re not vetted, we can’t let you move freely.”

“Then lead me to the prison cell so I can leave him there!”

“We can’t leave the wall unattended.”

A shrill scream echoed through the forest.

“I can help!” Kajou’s voice said. “But Barry needs to be put someplace safe!”

The taller of the two Elves grit her teeth, turning to the shorter one and sharing a nod. The shorter one quickly pulled out the blade from her sheathe and tossed it at Kajou. The Amazon didn’t hesitate, cutting down the vines and letting go of Barry.

“Follow me, quickly,” the shorter Elf proclaimed.

With a gesture of her wrist, a vine shot from her tunic, wrapping around Bary’s right wrist and tethering him to her belt as she began to walk away from the wall. The human had to run to keep up and avoid getting dragged through the ground.

His eyes locked on Kajou for a moment, but quickly shifted forward. The trees were thickening again. Something about their presence reminded him of the monster-sized trees that were over at where they’d crash-landed. Not quite as massive, but nothing to scoff at. It took Barry a fraction of a second to realize that the trees weren’t just larger, but that they were also occupied. Doors, windows, balconies. He barely had the chance to take a look at them before his gaze was drawn towards a singular source that demanded the full of his attention.

She was a frail woman, bony and thin, her skin a pulsating shadow that made her seem as if she were merely a black silhouette contained within a set of baggy purple robes. She was glowing, hovering atop a circle of glowing runes that glowed and wavered, their light drifting upwards as if it was snow rising into the sky. There were no less than a dozen armed maidens standing around the circle and looking fierce as the dark figure’s mouth moved in a silent chant.

Barry’s skin was tingling just from being this close to the source of the glow, his eyes entirely unable to look away. His red hair rustled against the slight breeze blowing his way.

Which is why he missed the lumbering armored woman as she placed a gloved hand on his shoulder and pinned him in place. “Found you, you little…” The woman spun him around, Barry flinched, raising his hands in fear. “… Who are you?”

Seeing nothing happening to him, Barry hesitated, lowering his arms slightly so he could get a better look at the lady whose arm felt like it weighed half a tonne.

She was tall and statuesque. Those were the first thoughts that ran through Barry’s mind. He was forced to move his chin up to meet her gaze, his eyes barely able to make it over the horizon of metal that covered her chest. “Wha-?”

“Lady Embla!” The Elf spoke up quickly. “Two messengers from the Coven have appeared. This is a prisoner. They claim he is an otherworlder.”

The tall tanned woman paused, head turning in the direction they’d come through and then at Barry. “Return to your post, I’ll handle him.”

The Elf nodded and ran off. The vine that had been holding Barry’s wrist loosened and fell to the ground. The young human could only awkwardly stand there as the tall lady kept looking down at him with a slight frown.

“You…” Barry hesitated, blinking. “You don’t have a collar?” It was impossible. She had to be a maiden, what with the sharp ears and being almost three meters tall. Was there something Kajou hadn’t told him?

The woman’s frown deepened, her sharp angular features tightening as the first hint of a wrinkle came to adorn her brow. The human could only squirm under the maiden’s intense gaze, focusing on the piercing on her lower lip to try to distract himself, to look for something to focus on other than those piercing emerald green eyes that were staring into his soul.

The moment broke at the sound of a scream.

Both of them turned towards the source. There was movement near the ritual. One of the guards had dropped, and between the guard and the glowing figure, was a new presence. Two fox tails trailed behind the maiden that was rushing forward, her figure shimmering and wavering as if not entirely there, a glittering blade held in her hand.

“NO!”

Embla exploded forward, lumbering towards the ritual as she drew her a sword out of the scabbard on her hip. In a singular fluid movement worthy of an Olympic athlete, the dark-skinned maiden threw the blade forward with every ounce of strength her body could provide.

It flew like a rocket, aimed directly at the fox.

Barry’s eyes widened in surprise as he saw the fox react, react all too quickly for what was clearly an attack that should have been impossible to see coming. It had been a simple gesture, a throw, done just in time before Embla’s attack punched straight into her shoulder and dragged her away from the Warlock.

The black haired maiden’s thrown blade struck true, sinking squarely into the middle of the shadowy woman’s back.

There wasn’t a muted cry of pain, a quiet gasp surrounded by a dozen panicked faces.

The Warlock fell to her knees, face contorted into a grimace of agony.

The runes began to glow with a blinding light, lightning exploded upwards at the edges of the ritual, a column of brilliance that was hard to even look at. And an intense burning tingling that was washing against Barry’s skin like a bad sunburn.

Whatever happened next, Barry couldn’t really tell. Almost on instinct, his body hit the floor, and he closed his eyes tightly as he prepared for the worst. Every part of his body screamed in alarm at something big about to happen.

The blast didn’t make a sound, but it made the air around him shudder all the same. Barry’s eyes opened as soon as the burning light had vanished and he realized that he had to run. It was as much a command as a desire as a need. He had to run. Something was coming, something fierce and dangerous and massive, something that would eat him, tear him apart. He had to run. Barry had to RUN.

His legs were moving before his mind could properly process the thought. The human was moving away from somewhere, something, whatever was going to eat him, he had to run, run fast. Breath short and legs straining, he didn’t even care to look around, or at anything, he couldn’t stop. If he did, he’d die.

His mind couldn’t think as to why or how. Run, he had to run.

Dimly, he realized he wasn’t the only one running. There were others, moving faster, but he didn’t care, so long as he could get away from the threat, his every step an attempt to put more ground behind him.

The wall came into view. It had been torn to shreds.

Between Barry and the wall was pandemonium. Dozens of maidens fighting, and those armed were outnumbered four to one by those without weapons. Sparks of power danced around like a fireworks display. Bodies littered the ground, the blood thick in the air. The singular moment was enough to knock Barry’s thoughts back in order. The human abruptly realized he was short of breath.

He’d been running for his life. From what? It had been pure fear, pushing him to run, and run fast.

Had that been the ritual? Barry’s eyes focused on one of the larger holes in the wall. On the other side, he could see ferals scattering or fighting each other. Was this what the ritual had been meant to do? Or was it a misfire?

Standing still on a battlefield was a bad idea, and in this case, Barry learned the lesson the hard way when something knocked him over. Pain exploded from his shoulder and the world whirled out of place for a split second. The next he heard a scream; it was his own voice.

Rather than lay still and confirm what had just happened, his body rolled, urging him to stand and avoid being prone. He’d reacted just in time, too. Whatever had attacked him had pounced onto the spot he’d been occupying not a moment sooner.

His attempt to make a break for it was interrupted by the feral swiping at his feet and knocking him out of balance.

Dimly, Barry realized it was one of the felines he’d spotted on their way to the Court. Her gaze glimmered with unfocused wild eyes, as if she weren’t even seeing him but something else entirely.

And as she jumped to tackle him to the ground, something came out of Barry’s shadow and knocked the feral out of her intended trajectory.

That something had claws covered in black fur, a long canine tail, and wild unkempt hair.

And a splotch of partially flaked-off white paint on her face.




Chapter 114 [Mark]

Mark ran with all his might, a good reason for it was the fear that gripped his chest, but the other more pressing reason was because he needed to get the fuck away from the Dark Elves and the crazy crone as fast as he could before they reorganized and got the chance to hunt him in earnest.

Escaping the Court had been relatively easy when everyone broke into a wild panic and begun fighting each other or the ferals that had slipped through the defenses. The issue had been mostly the ferals themselves. The spell had made them to scatter in every direction, they were everywhere.

Thus why Noah was leading the way, her ears and nose able to steer them away from the worst of it before they stumbled their way into something they couldn’t handle. The mouse had very nearly bolted out of sight the moment the spell had misfired. If not because Shery had kept a tight grip on the diminutive maiden until she’d calmed down, they could have very well lost their guide entirely.

And with her, any hope of avoiding the more dangerous ferals while also finding the river.

“Brye’s catching up.” Noah declared with a grimace, not even turning around or breaking stride.

“If you can hear her, something must have gone wrong.” Shery replied with an angry hiss.

Mark might have spoken, but unlike the other two, he was winded. It was hard to keep up with the maidens, and it was clear they were slowing down enough for him to keep up with them.

“It went fucking fantastic.” Brye appeared out of thin air right next to Mark, it nearly made him jump.

“You’re bleeding.” Shery pointed at the fox’s shoulder and limp arm.

“I got poked.” Her shoulder had been bleeding profusely, burn marks on her shoulder appeared to be the reason why the injury was closed, but her clothes were drenched in blood. She’d lost a lot.

To a degree, it irked Mark to see her in such a state and yet still instantly able to keep up with him without so much as missing a beat.

“Is the Warlock dead?”

“Didn’t get the chance to stick around and see if a sword in the back was enough to kill the bitch.” The fox snarled. “How much to the river?”

“We’re almost there.” Noah replied, slowing down slightly, ears standing straight and abruptly turning to the right. “Ferals.”

The others didn’t hesitate to change the course, following the mouse as she kept looking left and right, her steps moving a bit more cautiously as she began to make a beeline for them to follow along. All around them they could hear screams and, sometimes, Mark could even smell blood, but not once did they stumble onto anything that wouldn’t be scared off by their mere presence.

All too suddenly, Noah reached out to grasp Mark’s hand.

“Start running, right now! It’s hunting us!”

“What is-.”

Brye’s ears twitched to point behind them. “We’re being chased, feels like a feral.” She frowned, turning around and lifting her hand as it was wreathed in an ethereal, dark glow. “I’ll catch up in a minute.” The air shimmered in front of her.

“Move, move, move!” Noah spoke with a shrill squeak, yanking Mark so hard his shoulder began to hurt.

Not one to argue when the alternative was being closer to something that wanted to potentially make a meal out of them, Mark did his best to keep up, breath short and legs thumping underneath him as his ears picked up on the sound of running water. It took ten more seconds before he spotted the river, a body of rushing brown water that was down a steep ravine.

Shery began to slow down, taking a look at the river and hesitating. “We need to wait for-.”

Faster than Mark could react, Noah had changed course and thrown the whole of her weight towards Shery. The movement was clearly an attempt to trip her up and throw the gray skinned woman down into the murky waters.

And she might have pulled it off if Brye hadn’t appeared and yanked Shery out of the way. “Nice try, bitc-.”

But Noah still held a death-grip on Mark’s hand. Her feet still dug into the dirt, and she’d not stopped. The attack had been a feint.

Mark saw almost in slow motion as he was pulled further towards the ravine. The mouse jumped straight towards the river, and for the briefest of moments, a part of him was half-sure Shery or Brye would catch him.

Either from shock or their awkward position, they didn’t get the chance to. Inertia dragged him even as he tried to fight against it, unable to get a proper footing.

Gravity came back from its brief vacation. Mouse and human dropped into the chilly raging waters underneath. In an instant, everything went dark and cold. Mark was battered from every direction, the river dragging them into a funnel of downwards acceleration.

Noah had a death-grip on Mark’s wrist, not so much as slipping even in the water.

The human broke through the surface, gasping for air, trying to get his bearings and look for the shore.

“DON’T!” Noah’s squeak rung out, her hand pulling him in the opposite direction, towards the center.

A wave struck them, dragging them back under. Up became down, a tumble of shift in directions, the water robbing Mark’s breath as he managed to pull himself back up with a gasp. His hand struggled to yank free from the mouse’s grip.

“MARK!”

The voice barely made it to his ears, his head catching a glimpse of Brye on one of the shores. She was running faster than Mark thought anyone should have the right to, barely keeping up with them as the distance was increasing ever so slightly. If Shery was anywhere to be seen, Mark did not spot her.

Brye vanished, appearing further ahead, eyes locked on him as she continued running.

“This is the only way!” The words made the human turn towards Noah, the mouse looking very much like a drenched rat, her voice shrill. Her eyes panicked but, but there was something else in them, anger. “This is the only way.”

“MARK!”

Brye’s call made Mark realize what Noah meant.

This was the only way to escape.

Not just the Court, but Brye and Shery.

“She’s going to kill you!”

The call came from the fox, and Mark barely managed to hear it as the stream took a sharp turn, dragging them back under. The human nearly choked on the water, legs screaming as he kicked the water and tried to push himself back out, the cold wet darkness seeping into him from all around.

Just as he’d been about to break back out, something fell onto him, something soft that grasped at his hair and yanked him high enough for his head to make his way out of the water and take a gulp of air before the force of the river pulled him back under. Mark realized someone was holding onto his other hand.

Yanking both hands down to pull himself back up, another gasp of air, and he saw that it was Brye that had joined them. The fox was currently very much occupied trying to use her injured hand to reach out to the mouse and gouge Noah’s eyes out. The mouse, for her part, was using her free hand to push away the hand and leaving bloody strips with her claws all the way down Brye’s arm.

“Let go, you fucker.” The fox cursed.

Her body seemed to flicker, and for a moment Mark felt as if something were trying to drag him out of existence and somewhere else. But the moment that sensation reached his other hand, it died out. Noah was not letting go, and she was clearly doing something to keep him anchored in the river’s wild stream.

“Mark!” Brye used her good arm to yank him up to keep him from being as easily pulled under the surface. “Kick her off or we’ll all die!” Her other hand was too weak to be able to stop Noah’s rebuttal, and the fox was clearly not going to let him go if her grip on his wrist was anything to go by.

The human hesitated, remembering the words the mouse had spoken. The way out, to escape Brye and Shery, escape the cave, the rope, the smirking goading humiliation. His brow furrowed and his hand tightened as all too suddenly, the fox’s eyes widened, locking onto his own with what was unmistakably panic.

Could she read his mind? Or was it his expression that had betrayed his thoughts? Mark didn’t care, his boot moved to try and shove the fox off of him.

Time to get rid of her for good.

Noah’s maniacal laughter broke the train of thought. Mark saw the end of the river, a drop that could only mean one thing. All considerations vanished as his mind abruptly clicked in place. Escape took the backseat to survival.

Then the world lost its bottom, and he dropped a second time that day.

Mark realized Brye had let go. She was gone.

Noah laughed hysterically all the way down. And for the briefest moment, as the both of them fell, he saw it in her eyes, the anger, the rage, and above all, the glorious pride and satisfaction at their shared doom.

White foam and a deafening roar turned everything into an incongruent mess instantly, a typhoon that twisted him every which way. Only under the extreme speed of the water around them had Noah’s hand finally let go. Where she went, he could not see. Everything was a muddy darkness.

Mark felt himself sinking, body too tired, too cold. Everything ached, his limbs tumbling under the twister of currents under the waterfall. It was becoming hard to breathe.

Something grabbed his hand, and the world spun.

And air pushed into his lungs as he dropped to solid ground.

Coughing, Mark heaved, collapsed as he gasped for each breath, too weak to move. His head spun in an attempt to realign itself with the world.

“Reconsidering your life choices?” Brye’s voice rung out, her face a deep scowl as she lightly tapped him with her foot.

“Noah…”

“Soon to be dead.” The fox stated, ears flickering dismissively. “Good riddance.”

“No.” Mark clenched his fists tightly, he couldn’t breathe, the air was… “… feel her…” everything was dark, spinning, water was choking him. Two visions were superimposing themselves. He was in the shore, breathing, he was underwater, gasping. His mind spun as dizzying darkness was wringing his lungs empty. “Air!”

“The bond. FUCK!” Brye vanished.

It was a struggle to focus on his real self, on the one that was on shore and breathing air, and not on the suffocating darkness.

Then… clarity.

Brye collapsed on her knees, several shades paler, panting hard, dropping the drenched Noah who was coughing madly for breath. The Nogitsune was trembling and looking far worse for wear than a second ago. “Fuck.” She gasped under her breath.

“What was…?” Mark shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts, to focus.

“Bond… strong one…” The fox rolled over and lay on her back, taking in deep lungfuls of air. “Death… bad for… partner…” Her hand moved towards her wounded shoulder and she grimaced. “Shit.”

Meanwhile, Noah was coughing loudly, shuddering and curling into a ball. The rodent appeared disoriented, her eyes wild as she turned towards the collapsed Brye. Slowly, she reached out, pulling herself towards the fox. Through the fog of disorientation, Noah’s eyes shone with single minded intent, slowly clawing her way closer.

“No.”

Mark found the strength to reach down, grasping the mousy maiden’s tail and pulling.

Noah shrieked, weakly struggling, flailing, her body wriggling and fruitlessly spinning in an attempt to free herself. It was clear she had not yet recovered from nearly suffocating. She couldn’t throw him off.

“You fucking whore.” Mark straddled Noah’s back, pinning her to the ground. His hand reached out for the nearest rock he could find. “You fucking tried to kill me!”

Without a second thought, he slammed the rock down against the back of Noah’s head with everything he had to offer.

The mouse shrieked, trying to get him off, building strength.

The next blow made her flinch and collapse back down.

“You wanted to kill me!?” Fire was swelling within his chest, anger that gave him strength. The next blow stopped the mouse’s attempts to move again. “Betray ME!?” Another blow, blood stained the rock for the first time. Mark’s vision was turning red, he was finding his strength. “ME!”

Pain erupted in the back of his head as he struck once more. He grit his teeth, thrusting the rock back down onto the unmoving maiden. His head burst in fiery agony. He didn’t care, another blow, everything began to spin out of control. Mark found the breath to roar, raising both hands and slamming them downwards again.

The blow didn’t reach its destination. He’d missed her head entirely, hitting the dirt instead. Mark’s arms were shaking, his breathing a deep shudder, vision was blurring as he collapsed to the side.

Through the ringing, he heard laughter.

“The bitch was so happy she triggered a shift. Fuck me.” His eyes turned towards the fox, to look at her as she lay on the dirt, wide smirk on her lips as she kicked at the mouse’s hand for him to focus on.

The human barely had the presence of mind to notice the pale white skin was darkening. He didn’t understand, his head was spinning, his eyes traced further up to meet Brye’s face and the mirth as she stared back.

“The Boss is going to love you.”

Mark could only heave for air and watch as she knelt in front of him, moving his head and putting it onto her lap. Those deep golden eyes met his own, and the world began to spin, he was too tired to fight back.

“Don’t worry.” She whispered, stroking his cheek. “I’ll take very good care of you.”

The world turned dark.




Chapter 115 [Barry](End Volume 2)

Barry couldn’t believe his eyes.

The canine maiden stood, her back turned to him, leaning forward, growling, facing off the feline feral as her body flickered with dark energy. For a brief moment, she paused, looking over her shoulder at the human, before turning back to growl at the feline harder still.

Barry’s head spun, not wanting to waste his good fortune. His eyes darted around in an attempt to determine the quickest route to safety. His shoulder throbbed. The feline had gouged into it with her claws, blood was dribbling its way down his arm. The adrenaline was likely the only reason why he wasn’t incapacitated by the pain by now.

The moment the Hound moved towards the feral, Barry began to slowly inch away, trying to keep a careful eye out for any other familiar faces. Or rather, at the very least, he hoped to spot some way out of this nightmare. The fights happening all around were growing wild as those strange powers were flying all over. The ferals seemed to have stopped their push, but the remaining fights were all equally lethal to him if he got too close.

The Elves fought by summoning plants to their side, attacking the ferals from underneath or from above, arrows piercing through the moment they couldn’t escape. The Dark Elves, on the other hand, danced with their blades, seeking to cut the distance and approach their targets. The ferals for their part moved far more wildly. Most sought to attack through claw and fang, moving in from opposite directions and barely using enough coordination between each other. A few would throw elemental powers from a safer distance, lightning and fire being the most frequent. The battle was slowly turning to the advantage of the elves while the Dark Elves were barely managing to hold on.

A bark drew Barry’s attention back to the Hound. The noise had been loud and clear, powerful enough it startled everyone else. But especially the feline. The dark-haired maiden’s body darkened as she lunged forward, her form blurring as if, for a second, she lost her shape. The feral tried to dodge, jumping out of the way. Except the Hound had not been there, instead emerging out of the feral’s shadow and grasping the feline’s ankle.

With her free claw, the Hound ripped through the feline’s stomach and tossed her out of the way in a spray of blood. Growling, her eyes looked around, pausing as she looked at Barry.

The human didn’t hesitate this time, turning to run away before she could get to him.

“Barry!”

Kajou’s voice rung out, the Amazon having spotted him through the torn wall and rushing back inside. The Hound was squarely between the Amazon and Barry, the canine instantly spun around and growled, hackles raising and her body flickering with dark power as it suffused the surrounding air.

“I beat you once, mutt, and I was handicapped.” Kajou swung the blade downwards, the metal taking deadly glow. Barry recognized the gesture instantly, how could he forget what had haunted his every waking moment since he’d been rescued from the cave? It was exactly how Pan wielded her sword, the only difference being the color of the light being faintly blue rather than yellow.

The Hound didn’t take her open invitation for an attack, her body flickering with wisps of darkness. A defensive pose as she waited for the Amazon instead. Kajou took the initiative, lunging forward, her blade sung as it sliced through the air in a direct forward thrust.

And for a fraction of a second, Barry noticed the canine looking over her shoulder over at him. Their eyes met, there was a strong emotion within those eyes, one he couldn’t recognize. The Hound vanished in a blur of darkness.

Kajou’s attack missed entirely, the canine had moved positions right next to the human, her arms wrapping him into a hug as she pulled him back into the shadows. Barry struggled to no avail, feeling the world stretch and contract as darkness turned to light. They’d emerged some place else, a dozen or so meters further away from the wall, deeper into the Court.

“Let me go!” Barry struggled, only to have his breath taken away as they plunged back into the shadows, emerging yet again further away from Kajou. The Amazon was trying to give chase, but the distance was increasing with each jump.

The Hound’s eyes were looking around, taking an awkward step forward while keeping Barry between her arms before lunging straight back into the shadows. But when they emerged from the next jump, something yanked them both sideways. The abrupt gesture tore Barry out of the Hound’s arms, his body rolling through the dirt.

A yelp dragged his attention at the Hound, seeing her getting thrown squarely into a nearby tree as if she weighed nothing more than a rag doll.

“Are you alright, little human?”

It was the very tall armored tanned woman. Embla. Her question had been directed at Barry, but her eyes had not left the Hound for an instant.

“I…”

He couldn’t quite find the words to speak when he saw the weapon the maiden was wielding on her free hand. It was an axe, but a massive one. Its pommel must have been at least four meters long and thicker than his thigh, the sharp metal head a third of that length. Both metal and wood were scarred, gouges that had chipped away at both its edge and its pommel. As if it had seen countless battles.

“Stay put.” The maiden proclaimed, swinging the massive axe left then right.

With just one arm.

Her body leaned in either direction with the shift in weight, but her feet never left the ground as she stepped towards the Hound.

The canine vanished into the shadows.

“Not letting that happen a second time.”

The Dark Lady stomped her foot to the ground, a shock-wave of red light glimmering all around her. The Hound had appeared right in front of the tall woman, clearly shocked she’d been forcefully pulled out of the darkness. The axe’s pommel came down with a direct thrust that hammered against the canine’s chest.

Something cracked as the maiden was sent sprawling back and rolling across the dirt.

With the dirt crumbling under the Dark Lady’s feet, her whole body was rocketed towards her prey, axe swinging high and coming down at blinding speed. The Hound had little chance but to dodge, rolling out of the way and barely avoiding the deadly edge. Not that she came out unscathed, the impact against the dirt had caused an explosion of debris.

With a yelp, the Hound hurried to her feet as the Dark Lady yanked her weapon from the ground. Bleeding, the canine’s eyes flickered towards Barry, concern plastered across her face.

Growling, she glanced back at the armed opponent, snarling.

“That’s a nice look you’ve got.” Smirking, the Dark Lady swung the axe back and forth, the weapon swooshing through the air with ease. “But I can’t let a feral get close to our guest.” The weapon began to glow with red energy as she raised it over her head.

The Hound didn’t hesitate, turning around and making a run for it, ducking behind one of the trees before whatever it was the Dark Lady was preparing could be unleashed. It caught the armored maiden by surprise, she cursed as she lowered her blade, clearly unwilling to unleash her powers in full against the building the Hound had hidden into.

“Tch.” The glow died out, she lowered the weapon and allowed its weight to rest on her shoulder. “Not much fun when they run.”

“Are you going to… chase her?” Barry’s voice cracked as his eyes kept darting around, looking for potential threats.

“One stray feral shows up, and you’d turn into a quick meal.” She shook her head, glancing at him with a serious expression. “Besides, I-.”

Embla’s expression tightened as she whirled around, brows narrowing as she’d clearly sensed something amiss. Her brows furrowed, and she shifted her stance, tightening her grip on her axe. A flicker of shadows to her left was all she needed to react, glowing red energy following as she stomped. “Not gonna w-.”

The Hound had emerged, but not in front of the Dark Lady, rather, directly behind. The trajectory the canine had used in the shadows clearly different to what Embla had anticipated. And the canine did not stop, the instant she’d been forced out of the shadows she shifted direction in a straight line towards Barry.

The human met the canine’s desperate gaze and something clicked, his eyes widening as he saw Embla dropping the axe and rushing to intercept. His body moved without thought, leaning forward and towards the Hound.

The Hound’s arms wrapped around his body, pressing him down, forcing him to the ground as she exposed her back to Embla’s incoming attack. Barry winced, feeling the dark-haired maiden press her face against his shoulder while her furry arms tightened around him into a protective hug.

No attack came, only the crunch of dirt as the Dark Lady came to a grinding halt. “What is the meaning of this?” Her voice came with a hesitant strained edge.

Barry’s eyes focused on the concerned look the Hound had as she met his gaze. “I think…” His hand reached out to touch the woman’s shoulder, seeing the canine relax ever so slightly as she eyed Embla warily. “I think… we’re bonded.”

The massive woman approached, kneeling next to the two of them and completely ignoring the snarl the Hound gave off as the dark-skinned maiden approached. Embla’s eyes were fixed firmly on Barry, her body glowing slightly with a reddish hue.

“You’re an otherworlder.” The Dark Lady spoke, almost with a gasp.

A wave of relief washed over the young human, he felt himself slump within the Hound’s arms and nod. “I just… I just want to go home.” His voice shook, almost exhausted, clearly too full of emotion. The canine tightened her arms around him, pressing his body against her own.

Embla hesitated, her eyes glancing at the Hound before she nodded, her right hand moving to press against her left shoulder. “If there is a way to take you home, I do not know of it.” She said, her expression a hardened look of determination. “But we can keep you safe.”

Barry could only nod.




Chapter 116 [Alice](Volume 2 Bonus)

“Thank you.”

“There is no need for thanks, ma’am, it’s my pleasure.”

Alice’s smile tightened as the maiden bowed and stepped back. The teacher held the cup of coffee gingerly in her hands, feeling the warmth through her palms as she inhaled the rich aroma. Her eyes moved to linger on the only other human present. The Baroness sat with a glass, and the contents had a slight green glow that appeared to seep into her hands.

Both were seated on the rooftop of the manor, looking out on to the village. The sun shone through the cloudy sky, streaks of light that illuminated the world below. Some of the houses still smoldered, a few had been cleared out, reconstruction efforts were underway already.

“Are you… going to tell me why you called me over?” Alice broke the silence, not feeling quite able to enjoy her beverage while the question lingered over them.

“The Earl sent a message this morning, requesting Rick Cross’ presence in Balet.” A slight sip of the green liquid, the glow seemed to trail its way down her naked throat.

The meaning of that clearly flew over Alice’s head. Still, it was clear there was some issue regarding this development. At least considering the expression on the noblewoman’s face. “That’s bad, I take it?”

“It’s… complicated.” The woman turned to glance at Alice for a quiet second. “The official report was that my husband valiantly fought and lost against the feral White Claw, with Rick managing to bond her while she was debilitated from the encounter.” The sharp gaze darkened. “If the Earl believes this, then the invitation makes sense, as it would be a congratulatory meeting. But…”

“But if he doesn’t?”

“Then it also makes sense, since it would give him the perfect chance to get rid of a noble-killer.” A slight hesitation. “The Earl never did care much for my husband, but he does have a strong esteem for tradition.”

Alice felt a cold chill, nodding slightly. She had to stop for a second. “Wait, you’re using me to deliver a message?”

The Baroness looked slightly surprised at the directness. “Shouldn’t I? Your relations with him are far better than my own. The ‘aiding my husband, as my role dictated’ is also a nuance the… Sabertooth, might not be able to grasp just yet.”

“You…” With a frown, Alice rubbed the bridge of her nose. “I guess I can see where you’re coming from. I’ll give him the heads up.” A little pause. “… he can’t turn down the invitation, can he?”

This time, the woman turned from surprise to full bewilderment. “Doing such a thing would be no different from directly insulting the Earl. The best hope to be had would be to attempt to stall, under the excuse of needing time for his recovery.”

A long pause followed, Alice’s brows furrowed. “I think we will all need some coaching on how not to accidentally anger locals. Before we consider where to go from here.”

“That would be the other reason why I had called you over.” The woman composed herself, opting to display a look of amusement as she leaned back against her chair. “I intend to promote the military academy as one of the solutions for your group. I wish to recruit your assistance in this.”

“Why me?”

“Because you are the better alternative.” The response was smooth, cold, even. “Having seen the people who have vied for leadership amongst the offworlders, I can safely claim that you are a far more reliable element to promote.”

There was nothing in that string of words that Alice found agreeable. She could only frown. “I don’t think you’ve really answered my question.”

The Baroness regarded her for a moment, taking another long sip from her glass. “You’re a better option than Ms. Dodson.” This time she turned to look ahead, towards the burning building. “For one, I can trust you would uphold your promises.”

“And that’s going to be important because…?”

“Nothing specific currently.” She smiled tightly. “Suffice to say that, for those of us who work in the upper echelons of society, knowing the right people is a survival skill. And there is no small amount of favors to be garnered from introducing someone to said right person.”

That prickled Alice ever so slightly. She felt her back straighten out. This felt awfully familiar. “You want me to play matchmaker.”

“You’ve interacted with the worst side my late husband had to offer.” The Baroness spoke with a scowl. “I’d have thought you’d be eager to prevent one of your former students potentially experiencing the same thing.”

A frown followed. “Are you implying someone would sell one of our own?”

“Can you honestly claim there’s no one that wouldn’t sell out one or several of your group for the sake of greater benefits?” That snapped Alice’s mouth shut with a snap. She certainly did have at least one person that fit that description quite well. The Baroness only nodded along.

“But you can’t control who people get along with.”

“Don’t try to sell the Hound for a Doggirl, she might bite you.”

“What.”

“Don’t underestimate me.” She replied with a deadpan.

“You can’t force someone to like someone else.”

“No, but it’s perfectly possible to only ever expose someone to people you want them to get along with. Eventually at least one of them will prove a match.” A slight shrug followed. “That is how nobility works. You’d do well to learn that.”

“So you want me to… block other nobles from meeting those of my group?” Alice scowled.

“No, things will be far less forceful than that.” The Baroness shook her head. “I intend to spread the word that you are their guardian. Thus, most people wanting to… meet… someone from your group, would seek your blessing. At its most benign, you’d be able to at least give your friends a forewarning.”

There was a slight nod at that proclamation, her gaze turning upwards to the sunny sky as she tried to chew through the proposition. “What’s in it for you?” She couldn’t help but ask, fully aware this was not something done out of the goodness of her heart.

“There are only really two things. One, I have some friends who might be interested in meeting your group. My only request would be for you to give them a fair chance.” A long second followed, with what looked like a moment of hesitation. “The second is more important, however, if less tasteful.”

“What is it?”

“You cannot allow anyone to realize you and yours hold the power to bond without a collar.” She set down the glass, half-empty. “At the very least, you must make sure to stall this revelation as much as possible.”

That had not been what Alice had been expecting. Her brows furrowed further, gaze turning to look at the Baroness in full. “Could you explain why?”

“At first I had considered it was merely a power exclusive to Rick. He had bonded White Claw without there being a collar involved. But now miss Catherine has as well. This is…” A slight sigh. “If my suspicion that all of you share this ability holds true, then the revelation could very well start a civil war.”

“WHAT!?” Jumping to her feet, the psychology teacher could only stare at the dark look the Baroness held. The woman staring back at her blankly, impassive. Alice couldn’t leave the subject unanswered. “What do you mean, civil war? Why? Are we some sort of political bomb?”

“It is not a simple subject. The current balance of things is very fragile, and this variable could break that. You will understand once you properly comprehend how our world works.” The Baroness’ eyes darkened, arms crossing tightly. “One way or the other, you are one of the few offworlders I can trust this detail with, and the only one I can ask for this secrecy.”

“I…”

“As of right now, consider it an order.” The woman gave a short nod. “I am giving you this order because I need time. Ideally, time spent to prevent catastrophe if the truth is found out. If not, at least time to soften the blow to the people I am meant to protect.”

Raising her gaze up to Alice’s, the teacher felt a slight surprise as she saw the pleading edge hidden within the woman’s eyes. She felt cornered, unable to do much more than nod. “I’ll… try to see what I can do.”

“I appreciate it.” A firm nod and a friendly smile.

Somehow, the teacher felt like she’d just signed a deal with the devil.

 




Merry Christmas everyone!





Author's note:
This following week all chapters will be the special end-of-volume chapters!

These two volumes have been quite the rollercoaster, learnt a lot, and showed a lot. Patreon has grown a bunch thanks to you guys, and I'm really glad that I'm being able to dedicate my time into doing this!

We've almost reached 100 Patrons! THANKS!










 Announcement
Volume 3 will be different to the other two. Now that our protagonists have more or less settled into "existing" in the setting, they will get more of a chance to explore and expand their knowledge.

Things will be relatively calmer, and I'll get to have a bunch of fun with stronger character interaction (as of right now Patreon post is at chapter 150!).

 

Once this week is over, I won't be making any posts the first week of January, and from then on continue on the standard posting schedule on Jan 8th.

Happy Holidays everyone!









Chapter 117 [Dia](Volume 2 Bonus)

Dia O’Four looked at the wooden room door and hesitated. She knew what waited for her on the other side and needed to take a minute to gather the strength to pass through the threshold. Self-conscious, her fingers lingered on her throat in an attempt to calm down. The sensation of the leather collar had once been soothing, almost comforting.

Now it felt alien and out of place. Like a dress that was tailored for someone else.

With a shake of the head, the Rapha made one last do-over, eyes glancing down at herself. Shoes were polished, uniform was nice and smooth, her hair was nice and brushed. Nothing out of place.

Reaching out towards the door, she pushed it open.

The first thing to greet her was a growl.

But she was prepared, pushing aside her desire to growl back. “Good morning to you too, Monica.” She put up the brightest smile she could summon, reaching into her pocket and pulling out some dried boar jerky. “Want some?”

Dia’s gaze paused in ‘her’ two patients. Rick was currently in a forced coma, and the feline had refused to step away from him for so much as a second. Said feline, naked and currently turning the room into a hairy biohazard, was doing her best to keep the glare on the pink-haired nurse. But it was failing whenever her attention moved towards the generous piece of meat Dia was holding onto.

Meat wasn’t exactly cheap, a good thing she’d managed to sneak the jerky-costs into the hospital’s budget.

With a quick toss, the Sabertooth snatched the piece, finally stopping the growl and starting to chew on her snack. But not for an instant had Monica stopped glaring at Dia. “I’m here to help Rick, you know.” She mumbled to herself, approaching the unconscious patient. There was a tightness in her chest, seeing him like that, hurt, pale, weak. The world felt like it was wrong if he was in such a state.

Dia’s lips pursed as she approached Rick’s wounded side, making sure her movements were deliberate and slow as she was under Monica’s watchful gaze.

No pressure, just one slip-up and the feralborn cat could maul her.

With extreme care, Dia focused on increasing the protective barrier in her hands. Slowly, she removed the bandages that covered the stump that was Rick’s right arm. She made sure to put the soaked cloth on the tray and made extra sure they would not touch anything else. Her fingers lingered on the discolored skin. The regeneration was going smoothly, the elbow would be forming sometime tonight. It would mean she’d have a long shift to make sure the bones and cartilage were connecting properly.

And despite how smoothly it was going, Dia still felt frustration within her.

Rick was pure-blood human, and their tolerance for elemental energy in every form was horrible. If they’d tried healing him the same way, they had the Major when he’d lost his leg… Rick would’ve likely died ten times over. They’d had to dilute the potion and slow down the treatment, which put him at higher risk of developing osteoporosis if there wasn’t very tight supervision.

It would take at least another week of this. And the human wouldn’t be able to be conscious for even a second. The pain of reforming nerve endings would be no different to torture.

“He suffered, just to rescue you.” Dia’s eyes moved to Monica, meeting the feline’s glare for only a moment. “If it weren’t because of you, he… none of this would’ve happened.”

Her hands clenched the fresh bandages.

“Rick.”

Monica spoke a single word, drawing Dia’s attention back to her. The feline leaned over the human, placing her paw on his chest, her head on his shoulder, her other arm wrapping around it. Her naked body leaning over him and leaving the larger, taller woman practically enveloping him in her embrace.

The only way to be more possessive would’ve involved shoving Dia away.

The message could not be clearer.

The nurse felt hot anger boil within her, fingers trembling slightly as her heart began to beat ever so faster. “You…” How many people had the feline maimed since showing up in the wilderness outside their village? How many wounded had Dia had to treat? How many dead? Her eyes fell on the black collar the feline wore. The black collar Rick had put on her before they’d returned. The simmering inside her chest turned into fire. “You!”

The growl returned. The room became a degree colder and Monica’s claws extended, fangs bared at Dia. But the nurse wouldn’t back down. She clenched her fists, tightened her jaw, anger overcoming fear.

“Ugh.”

Both flinched as soon as Rick made the sound. Monica leaned back to get a better look at his face, and Dia leaned to touch his bare shoulder, muttering the small spell to confirm his status. His vitals were stable, adrenaline slightly higher than two hours ago, blood pressure rising.

Had the bond done this?

Not important right now. Dia had a job to do. She reached out for the bandages and soaked them in the medicine, carefully making sure none of Monica’s fur or hairs were present on Rick’s skin as she applied them. She made extra sure the bandages had enough give to account for the growth that would happen before the next shift.

She was methodical, working out of habit from hundreds of times she’d done exactly this. Feline and nurse shared a glare as neither moved away from the human. One protective, the other healing. The clock ticked slowly, and Dia’s work might have intentionally been slower than it should have, though she wouldn’t be able to tell whether because she wanted to spend more time with Rick, or just to keep the glare with the feline.

When she finished, she picked everything up, making sure to give one last check.

Monica leaned over him protectively the moment the nurse’s gaze had lingered a second too long on Rick’s face. Blue-green eyes and sharp fangs bared at her, blocking the view of the man’s sharp features.

With a scowl, Dia turned to leave the room, closing the door behind herself with a sharp snap.

The instant she was back in the corridor, she felt the breath she’d been holding back release. Her fingers tightened around the clipboard as she stiffened her lips into a tight horizontal line. The wood groaned in complaint.

“Just one more week.” She whispered under her breath.

Slowly, she swatted at her clothes to make sure none of the fur had been left on her. Her thoughts were a turmoil. She was slowly trying to calm back down.

“You sure you don’t want to add some sedatives to the jerky next time?”

Dia was quite sure that particular trick, if it worked, would only work once. “What’s next on the schedule?” She asked without removing her focus from cleaning her dress.

Bana let out a bark of laughter. “For you? You’ve got a talk. The Doctor called.”

That caused Dia’s neck to tense. “R… right…”

The dark-haired nurse didn’t miss the shift. Stepping closer, she grasped Dia’s hand tightly. “Hey, don’t worry. It’s probably only be him telling you to get a session with Irene.”

“What do you mean?” The nurse blinked in slight surprise, brain not quite entirely caught up.

“Some of the girls of the skeleton shift complained about having night-terrors, probably caused by the Baron’s death and the bond snapping, so…” She shrugged. “You know, the usual, get your head peeked at and prodded, maybe patched up.”

“Oh.” The Baron’s death. “Oh.”

Dia’s shoulders deflated, her smile faltered ever so slightly, her hands tensed at the hem of her dress uniform.

“You’ve been giving off all the signs of burnout, you know?” Bana’s voice was becoming distant. “Everyone’s concerned, it must have been pretty tough seeing White Claw kill the Lord right in front of you.”

The dagger was cold in her hand, warm blood drenched her fingers, her bond screamed at her, burning, searing itself as it crumbled. Her mind could pick out as the human’s body failed and collapsed, its internal systems deprived of impulses stopping his lungs. She could still heal him, she-.

“Yeah… it… it wasn’t…”

“Mustn’t be easy having to look at her face every other hour, I…”

Dia stopped paying attention. Her steps felt heavy, feet stuck in the mud. “Could I… could I have a moment? Gotta clean up a bit.”

The door to the bathroom opened with a creak. Dia locked it behind her. Fingers were numb. Cold water ran at full blast. She drenched her wrists, splashing her face liberally. In her mind she still held the blade, felt the warm blood, the same blade she’d used to cut Rick’s arm off to stop the Nuptia from spreading and claiming his life as well.

“That’s an order.”

A shudder ran down her spine, fingers reaching up to the collar, hastily searching for the latch and freezing in place. Every instinct and every rule she’d lived by told her to stop, that she was about to start her way down the path to going feral, to losing her sanity. No, she mustn’t do this.

With a click, the collar came undone, and Dia took a deep breath of cool air, her lungs filling out and her legs going weak. Her reflection stared back at her, collarless, afraid. Light purple eyes with contracted irises, lips pale, and mouth slightly agape as she breathed hard.

She should feel it now, the bond breaking, the ‘snap’ followed by that void of being alone, truly alone.

But it never came.

He was still there, within her. Rick. His words echoing across her mind the moment she focused upon them.

“That’s an order.”

She… she was bonded, truly, fully, in a way that shouldn’t be possible. If she focused, he could almost tell where Rick was, exactly how many steps away. She should’ve been terrified, scared. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be.

But it felt like a warm blanket all the same.

“Rick.” She spoke his name, breathing slowly, focusing on the other memories. His smile, his laugh, the little ways he treated her like… like…

Looking at herself in the mirror again, her gaze moved downwards to her exposed throat. If not for the slight discoloration to mark it, she might have almost fooled herself into thinking she was a human. Maybe pass for someone with strong Rapha ancestry that miraculously hadn’t gone through the threshold.

The thought summoned a ball of fear within her. No, this wasn’t how she should behave.

Dia’s lips pursed as she quickly pressed the green collar back into place, clicking it shut before anyone could notice she’d taken it off at all. She tightened it enough to keep herself strictly aware of its presence, that it wasn’t gone.

That everything was normal.




Chapter 118 [Major Gabriel Huge](Volume 2 Bonus)

Major Gabriel Huge hated chairs.

Some might claim the distaste was born out of chairs and his size not making for a good combination, but to him it had always been more than that, unless food was involved, using a chair would universally precede something bothersome or uncomfortable.

Or both.

“Please Major, take a seat.”

Today was undoubtedly going to be both.

The man opposite of him was an old man, older than Gabriel by at least a decade. His hair was a coal black, but he could spot the bright pink roots that were showing, betraying his ancestry. The doctor had all the signs of someone who cared more about their blood purity than what they actually did with their lives.

He never did like Doctor Hale, and the feeling was undoubtedly mutual.

“This is only a formality, Doctor.” Gabriel kept his voice tight. “Her Ladyship already gave the order.”

“I cannot fathom why her Ladyship would have asked to requisition one of my nurses.”

Gabriel’s lips curled, inhaling sharply through his nose to make sure he didn’t say something that would only complicate things further. Turning inward, he let out the single question to bounce through his thoughts. “Irene?”

“He’s not the owner of the hospital, even if he acts like it. But he could get to become the owner if he plays his cards right. Lean into that.” The telepath spoke back without missing a beat.

A slight nod to his head. “The hospital is owned by her Ladyship. This is not a question but a command.”

The Doctor visibly bristled at his words, and Gabriel realized he’d fucked up. Why was it his job to be the messenger, anyway?

“… dullard.”

“Look.” Gabriel leaned forward before the Doctor could speak up. “We both know the Baroness is the one holding all the cards. All I’m saying is that, if you want to be in charge of the place, she’s the one you’re going to have to work with.” A tight, courteous nod. “At least she’s more agreeable than her husband.”

That visibly calmed the man. There was a moment as he appeared to consider the idea, leaning back into his large chair and stroking that tuft of a beard slowly. “I guess that would indeed be advantageous to me.”

“Remind him that the Baroness is a widow now.” Irene quickly threw his mind. “But don’t mention anything else, or you’re going to get gouged by the Minotaura. Repeat these EXACT words.”

Huge nodded again. “And let’s not forget that there is no husband for her to lean onto.”

Hale perked up at that proclamation. “That does seem like an unfortunate thing.” The smile he had been one that Gabriel wanted to punch.

Hale pulled open one of the drawers. “I’ll see what I can do for her Ladyship, then.”

“Glad that’s been cleared out.” Gabriel could not lift off of the chair any faster. “Good day, Hale.”

“Doctor Hale.” The man openly shot a glare his way.

And he ignored it, ducking under the door and closing it behind himself. The Major shifted his shoulders to relax them as he removed the most annoying item of the list of things he had to do today. “Why the fuck do they make office doors so small…” he could only grumble under his breath.

“Because it’s for purebloods.” Irene quipped.

Gabriel rolled his eyes, not feeling argumentative enough to want to point out how most maidens weren’t that tall to begin with.

“But if you happen to be taller than the normal human, you’re made to feel uncomfortable.” The thoughts projected into his head came with a smug edge. Of course she’d know more about this than he would. “Take a right in the next corridor.”

That wasn’t the way out, though. Gabriel’s brow furrowed slightly but obliged, coming to a halt right as he’d been about to get run over by a nurse with pink hair. The exact one that had been the talk of the village. “Dia.”

The word jostled the maiden. She straightened up and looked up at him. “Sir, I mean, Major, Major Huge, sir, hello?” There was a tiny squeak to her voice, as if she’d been caught in the middle of a thought. “May I help you?”

“Her collar’s too tight.”

“Your collar.” Huge frowned, seeing the piece of leather pinching into the maiden’s throat. “It’s tight, and you look a bit out of breath.”

His mind screamed out alarms as he saw her shrunk pupils and pale lips.

The maiden was one shock away from panic.

“Oh, oh! I… I must have done it without realizing it.” A nervous chuckle followed as she reached out to fiddle with the item. Her fingers were shaking slightly.

Gabriel frowned. He’d known her for long enough to know the maiden was certainly not in a good place. To say nothing that letting her work herself up could result in someone getting hurt.

Reaching out, he grasped her hand. “Follow me.”

“Next door to the right, empty.”

“Sir!?”

His steps quickly led to the door, opening it up and pulling Dia inside, closing the door behind them. “Irene’s here.” His words caused the Rapha to tense, eyes wide as he tapped his forehead. “What’s bothering you?”

There was hesitation, and another quick look around. “I… I’m bonded to Rick, sir.”

“We know.” A nod. “So what’s bothering you?”

Dia opened and closed her mouth several times, trying to speak but not finding the words. He could see the thoughts running rampart right until she hung her head low. “… am I a good maiden, sir?”

“Yes.”

Dia looked at him in confusion. “You didn’t let me explain myself, sir.”

“You saved a life, several lives. You helped someone in need. How does that make you bad?”

“I… I’m a bond-breaker, sir.” Her shoulders shrank downwards, shuddering like there’d been a chilly wind.

“You keep having as much tact as a Minotaura.”

“You keep my mother out of this.” He thought right back, reaching out and gently patting Dia’s shoulder. “Look, you’ve patched me up more times than I can count-.”

“Fifty three, though if you count every time you came to get healed at the hospital, it’d be two hundred and twelve.”

“Shut up.” He inwardly grumbled at her. “-and, let’s be real here, the Baron was a down right menace.”

The nurse gasped at the insult. “Sir!”

Gabriel flinched slightly. He might have let his emotions slip a bit there. But this wasn’t the time to back-down. “He was going to kill humans for the sake of his pride and ambition. I know you girls can become jaded because of the bond, but Rick would not have been his first victim.”

“Sir?” Dia hesitated, looking up at him in confusion.

“Don’t over-think it, ok?” Gabriel quickly shook his head, ending the conversation before it could go somewhere he didn’t want to dwell on. “Right here, right now, what do you want?”

The nurse hesitated. “I don’t-”

He crossed his arms and stood as imposing as he could. “None of the ‘deserve it’ crap. I want an answer. Consider it an order.”

The nurse gulped, lowering her head, a creeping blush. “I want to be… with him, sir.”

Gabriel let out a bark of laughter, patting her shoulder. “Great. You’re going to come over to my place for dinner tomorrow.”

“SIR!?”

The Major only laughed. “Look, I’ve read the reports. The Sabertooth’s stuck to that guy’s side every minute of the day. You’re going to need every bit of help you can get.” He laughed. “And I happen to have two wonderful wives who started out by trying to kill each other, so I have hopes their wisdom will be of use.”

“… oh… ok.” Dia nodded, her shoulders relaxing. “Thank you, sir.”

“Don’t mention it.” He patted her back reassuringly. “Now go, before you get into trouble.”

The nurse nodded, quickly leaving to continue on her work.

“It still surprises me how you can be so dense when it comes to humans but not when it comes to maidens.”

“I had fifteen sisters. This stuff’s easier than trapping a Mousegirl.” A moment of pause as he tapped his chin. “Also, if you don’t play games with the poor lass, I’ll make sure to fuck you like a Succubus put a curse on me.”

“…!”

This time he laughed loudly, turning to leave as he indulged in the feeling of surprise that he’d caught out of the wordless telepathic impression his second wife left behind right as she pulled out.

It was nice knowing he still had the ability to surprise her from time to time.




Chapter 119 [???](Volume 2 Bonus)

THUD

The room was dimly lit, large and empty, a concrete box large enough for a low-born family and their dozen children to live in if they so wished. In the center, there were two people, a human and a maiden. They circled one another, equal in height. The man was at least twice the weight as the woman, his body sculpted to perfection, muscles tense and taut, his movements methodical, calculated, slow. There was a growing bruise right under the man’s right, just above his ribs. Dark green eyes stared at the maiden with coldness.

The maiden moved more leisurely. Red eyes wandered over the man’s sweat-addled chest, three scars adorned it, running from shoulder to hip. Vicious black things that made her senses prickle. She turned towards the four hooded figures that stood at each of the corners of the room.

“Do not pay them any attention.” The man spoke with a scowl, his brows lowered as his hands clenched into fists. “They will not interfere.”

She didn’t believe him, but that didn’t mean she had an alternative. She raised her fists, the dark blue scales covered her forearms, her hands closer to talons than anything else. Rushing in, she dodged his jab, the maiden’s closed fist punching upwards and into his sternum.

THUD

His feet lifted off the ground, but he did not fall when he dropped back down. Large, powerful hands grasped at her horns. With a grunt, his forehead barreled down against her own, the force of impact more than enough to send her a step backwards in confusion and pain.

He growled, wiping the blood off of his eyes, clenching his fists. “If you don’t fight me seriously, I will have to reconsider your potential freedom.”

The maiden scowled, opening her fists and revealing the wickedly black claws. Her draconic tail shifted slightly as she prepared herself. What would she do once he was dead? The door was exactly thirty steps away. Her main concern would be the species of the other maidens. She couldn’t tell what they were, and that could prove deadly in a fight.

“Don’t distract yourself.”

The man had approached, a powerful forward kick she instinctively sidestepped. He was wide open for her counter, claws swinging at his exposed, chiseled chest and pulsating black curse. But the attack never landed. The man continuing forward and rolling under her claws. She bristled, suddenly aware he was faster than he’d been showing until now.

Snarling, she followed, adding two more swings to tear his torso to ribbons. The human moved barely the necessary amount to avoid her attack from being truly lethal. Still, claws met flesh, and the scent of blood oozed heavily in the air. The maiden didn’t relent, unwilling to give the human so much as an inch as her attacks came faster. Each one should have gouged him straight through, kill him on the spot.

But he was reading her movements, well enough that even with the speed difference, he could avoid most of the damage. The strategy was not indefinitely sustainable, however, as each failed attack still incurred injury. The human was losing blood and flesh, each slash left behind bloody trails in their wake, yet he pushed forward harder with each one without hesitation.

His mass and size were pushing her back. His attacks were fast, for a human, but not enough to hit, but it was his dodging, stepping into her attack, that kept her off balance, unable to properly do much more than a half-effective counter-attack. And right as she’d been expecting a punch out of him, his large clenched fist ready to pummel at her… his foot swept her leg from underneath her.

The world spun, she fell, and the man jumped at her. The maiden tried to recover, but again he knocked her feet off from under her. She might have been stronger, but she weighed less. And the moment she began falling in full, the human had wrapped his arms around her wrist, pulling tightly against her chest right as his legs pinned her head to the floor. A dead-lock. The man put everything he had into the lock, and the maiden felt the pressure on her shoulder increase into a searing pain.

Before she could find the leverage to fight back, the pain exploded, and she screamed. Elemental energy coursed through her body on instinct. The arm that should have been numb from being dislocated surged with strength at an awkward angle. Still, it managed to throw him off of her and to the other side of the ring. Grunting, the maiden knelt, huffing, holding her shoulder. The pain throbbed.

“You used your powers… good.” The man had rolled with the toss, standing back up and glaring at her as he breathed heavily, sweat and blood pouring to the floor. “We can finally start in earnest.”

He lumbered towards her, a dead sprint, his gaze icy cold determination. The maiden couldn’t let him overwhelm her with his weight again, she breathed in, letting out a jet of hot fire that exploded outwards in every direction. Her arm was limp at her side, but so long as she’d manage to keep him-.

“Not enough!”

The man had pushed through the flames. Her eyes widened in horror, unable to react as his boot met her jaw with enough force to knock her to the side. Stunned, she moved to stand up, but he’d knocked her down again, and this time she was not able to properly use one of her arms. The man was clearly intent on taking the other this time.

The visage of his half-burnt face and searing hateful eyes were like a vise in her heart.

With a scream, she plunged her claw forward.

A moment later she realized she’d pierced straight through his throat.

The man collapsed, blood sputtering out of the wound, and the maiden rushed to get him off of her, scrambling to her feet. She looked around, arms raised and ready for a fight, expecting to be attacked by the others..

“You may leave.” A voice spoke from all around her all at once. A screeching sound and a single door opened. The maiden looked at the man that glared at her with cold hateful eyes, then at the door, and then back. She ducked, breaking into a full sprint towards the exit, the metal closing behind her with a heavy thud.

The four maidens that stood at each corner sprung into action, rushing to surround him, glowing hands pouring energy into his body. Spells were sung, thickening the air with power. They focused on his injuries, starting with his throat. The man gasped for air as soon as the throat had regained its structure. They moved further down towards his injuries, each one closing and leaving only unblemished skin in its wake.

He did not move or complain, barely showing pain as he waited for each strip of torn flesh and muscle to reattach itself back into place. The process was silent, methodical, the maidens caressing his skin as if in worship, glowing hands traversing every inch of his physique.

Like sculptors building a masterwork, the man’s body had no blemishes left by the time they’d finished their work. The only exception the three dark glowing scars on his chest.

With their work finished, the maidens quietly stepped away from the man, returning each to their corner as he sat up, drenched in sweat. Any trace of the blood gone, his body naked and pale.

The metal doors opened, and he stepped into the sunlight, the balcony overlooking a hill covered in lush green. The warmth seeped into his cold body, his eyes adjusting to the brightness as his golden mane reflected the sunlight. The man took the white robes offered by the maiden that stood next to the door, donning it as he looked onto the prairie.

The only thing ruining the visage was the single blue dot running across the fields in a mad dash for freedom.

“So you can’t handle a Draco just yet.” The voice spoke from his left, the man did not need to turn to look at the owner.

Instead, he frowned. “I hope you did not interfere this time.”

“She’s not going to be hunted down or anything.”

“But?”

“But she’s three days away from going feral.” A small laugh followed. “And the nearest town in that direction is a week away.”

“Then it is her fault for not knowing better.” With a slight nod, the man turned to follow the stairs down to the large patio. “Since you’re here, I take it you bring news.”

“Just some little interesting things, here and there.” The maiden’s presence was a shadow, trailing behind him as he walked. “A Baron died.”

“Any I should care about?”

“Your cousin. The one you banished to that little village as far East as the kingdom goes.”

The man’s brows furrowed ever so slightly. “And this is worth my attention, why?”

“A human bonded the Sabertooth that turned him into feral-food. On his own. The feat might be diminished because he’s an offworlder.”

“It was about time a new one emerged, though it is fortuitous to have occurred in our kingdom. Do we know what his power is yet?”

“None.”

The man nodded, moving down the stairs, heading towards the metal doors leading into the rest of his estate. “Then send someone to-.”

“No, Master, he has no powers. He is a pureblooded human.”

The expression soured, his steps coming to a halt. The man turned around and looked upon his informant for the first time that day. The maiden was covered in a large black cloak, meant to protect her from the sunlight. Red eyes gleamed through the shadows underneath the cowl. He met those eyes with a silent glare.

“The report says he lost an arm in the confrontation, the healing will take nearly a month since his body can’t tolerate elemental energy. The blood-work confirms purity.” In the unnatural darkness that hid the maiden’s face from him, he could sense a smile. “Earl Vitchatt has extended an invitation to meet him.”

“Of course he would.” The man turned around, changing the intended destination. His eyes shone with determination.

“There’s more.”

“More?” That was… surprising. She always teased with the most important things at the end of their little conversations.

“A report has been sent, mentioning two dozen humans, political refugees, men and women alike. The report claims they escaped Coven. They showed up in the same village as the pureblood human.” A small laughter followed. “But it’s the oddest of things, the number of human women is practically the same that of the men. Don’t you find it very strange, my Lord?”

The man’s eyes widened slightly, his steps began moving quickly, what had been a leisure walk turned into nearly a sprint. The cowled figure followed with ease. Not a sound to betray her movements, but he could feel her mirth as he crossed his house and entered his office.

There were three maidens there, each with their own desk, each surprised to find him entering at this hour of the day. “This is urgent.” He claimed, and the instantly stood at attention.

“Your orders, sir?”

“There’s a report of political asylum for some humans that showed up in Astunes.” He spoke loud and clear. “Muddle the waters, make it impossible to discern if the story is true or not without us finding out about it first.”

“Should we tag their profiles?”

“Yes.” He walked towards his desk, sitting on the leather surface. His attention moved away from the assistants as they pulled out a series of enchanted mirrors, each tied to different people, to different parts of the kingdom.

Communications that didn’t rely on radio, that couldn’t be traced.

The man’s gaze turned towards the figure and frowned. “Is there anything else?”

“I want the value of q.” The maiden pulled back her hood, pale chalky skin, long blond hair, red-blood eyes. The fangs peeking over her lips betrayed her species. “Using these new variables.”

The man hesitated, nodding. “I don’t need to run a simulation. If these humans are as pure as you claim them to be, then the value is no longer zero. But it is a fragile situation at best.”

The Vampire smiled, a twirl of her wrist, a cup materialized out of thin air. “Then the vampires will move.” The smile turned into a smirk. “What must be done to avoid humanity’s extinction, oh great leader of the science department?”

He looked upon the golden choker that adorned the Vampire’s throat.

An idea slowly taking shape.

“War.”




Chapter 120 [Freya](Volume 2 Bonus)

Freya’s eyes narrowed as she stepped out. The reason for it was because her view of the little garden she called her own was interrupted by a single tall broad man.

“Major, what are you doing here?” She could only ask in an attempt to sound polite. Her gaze flickered to the plants, some of the little ones were thirsty. But none had been stepped on, that was good.

“Feel free to work if you want, I just came to talk a bit.”

“With all due respect, sir, this is the first time you have ever come here.” She spoke cautiously. “And I’ve known you for quite some time.”

“Let’s not mince words, Freya, you’ve known me since I could barely walk.” He glanced her way with a slight frown. “And you’ve been a wonderful teacher in many things.”

“But you are going to ask something of me.” Her brows narrowed further. “Should I start guessing?”

“Am I your superior officer, Freya?”

That shot a bolt straight through the elf, her lips pursed. “You are, sir, without a doubt.”

“I’d like you to spend a day as the bodyguard of one of the offworlders.”

Shit.

“The Tomas boy?” She needn’t wait for him to answer, now scowling all the more. “Gabriel, I’m not going to be a Catgirl chasing her tail.” The Elf tried her best to level her gaze with the human, not that it would work considering the height difference. “I don’t want you to pretend to know what I want. A partner is not something I need.”

“But he does.”

Freya’s ears drooped slightly. “Are you going to give me the order?”

The lumbering man shook his head. “Rick will be heading out to the Earl’s place, I’ve no doubt the other three will follow.” He crossed his arms. “If you don’t want it, I’ll just look for someone else.”

The choice of words startled her, the Elf couldn’t help but frown. “Why would I want to leave all of this?” She gestured at her garden. “You know my opinion on this matter already.”

“I’ve certainly heard it enough times, yes.” The man smirked. “Yet imagine my surprise when you were the first to volunteer to help protect them from the Baron.”

Freya shut her mouth before she could respond to that, looking away right as her cheeks took an uncharacteristic level of coloration. Coughing, she pushed her feelings under control. “Merely doing my job.”

“Suuure.” The insufferable man laughed. “You have a week to think about whether to do ‘your job’ some more or not.” As he stepped towards the fence, the Major paused, glancing at her once more. “Oh, and if you don’t want the role, I’ve heard more than a few names willing to jump at the opportunity.”

“I’m sure you have.” She growled, watching him leave and grinding her teeth for a minute before she managed to properly calm herself down.

With a huff, she focused on her children. It was easy to fall into the rhythm. The tomato seeds had taken properly and were growing in nicely, and she had to trim at the blueberry bushes since they were planning to kill their neighbors… again. Each of her children sang to her with their woes. Some had too many worms, others needed a bit more sunlight, the soil would be too dry, or too damp, she carefully tended to each of them.

The hours just melted away after that, and when she’d finished, it was time to go back inside and clean up. Freya picked out the ripest fruit and vegetables, and made a mental note on which plants were due a little boost. Maybe she’d visit the apple orchard tomorrow? With a basket full of fresh produce, she dropped it off at the kitchen and headed to the communal shower.

“Someone’s been having fun.”

The words snapped the Elf out of her internal reverie, her eyes staring at the Thundrix at the opposite side of the showers.

“Miss Ana.” She gulped, nodding quickly and very abruptly reminding herself to keep an eye out for the maiden’s wings. The last thing she wanted was getting a little jostle during a shower.

“Do we get any onions?”

“Yes, I made sure we’d have at least two for tonight.” The Elf replied with a nod.

“Great! Yours are always spicier. Tomorrow’s lunch’s going to be great.” The maiden smiled, soaping herself up and singing a little tune.

It was contagious, and Freya couldn’t help but nod along, keeping her own shower succinct. “You’re in charge of cooking today?”

“Nope, my turn got moved to tomorrow. Got a hot date.”

That caught Freya by surprise, the Elf nearly whirled to look at the maiden as she was scrubbing her wings. “Who in their right mind would date you?”

“Haha, very funny.” The maiden blew her a raspberry. “The Major finally lifted the ban on trying to get some otherworlder action, what with Dia having managed to bag the big hero and all that.”

The Elf’s movements slowed down ever so slightly, taking a moment to frown. “I thought the ban was because of the rush?”

“That too, I guess.” A little pause followed, the woman looked over her slim shoulder, taking a second to tend to her wing’s elbows, the feathers crackling with tiny sparks. “Gah, these always stick out, mind giving me a hand?”

“I’d rather not.”

“Oh, come on, the shocking thing was only one time!”

“If they care about some rustled feathers, maybe they don’t deserve you.” Freya smirked.

And Ana could only roll her eyes. “I’m looking for some fun, not a partner. Get on with the times, old hag.”

“Fine, be that way.” The woman twirled a finger, unleashing a tiny amount of elemental energy, the power washing over the feathers and causing some of them to take a slight mossy green discoloration.

“Hey!”

Freya had made a retreat before any retaliation could occur, the maiden keeping her head held high as she hastily dried her lithe figure and dressed up with her usual off-hours uniform. Quite aware that Ana might find some assistance in her attempt at minor revenge, Freya stepped outside. It wasn’t her turn cooking tonight, so she could burn some hours and eat late after Ana had left.

The first thing she picked up on was the scent of smoke. Part of the village had burned, and the fact the debris hadn’t been fully cleared out bothered her greatly. One more reason why she’d always keep her distance from lady Miranda. Too many things had the bad habit of catching fire when near the Phoenix.

With Freya’s steps leading her away from the smoke, she meandered her way into the small park near the center of the village. It was a popular spot for getting some food, what with the only two biggest taverns being right there, but since it would be a while longer before anyone started eating, she could use it to just let her thoughts wander about.

That is, if not because the lights suddenly went out.

Freya sighed. Another blackout, the girls at the power-station must be having it rough with their main source of power gone.

Killed at the hands of White Claw. The knight captain’s death had hit many far harder than the Baron’s. Freya certainly wished the mad-man hadn’t involved Bronte in his mess.

With a flicker of her focus, she chanted a small spell for illumination under her breath. The orb of light emerged, a dim green little glow that made it at least possible to move around without having to fear tripping over something.

A rustle drew her attention. She reached for the dagger on her belt, stopping as soon as she realized the one approaching was a human. Her throat tightened the second after when she realized exactly what human. “Tomas.”

“Mind if I share the light a bit?” The young man laughed nervously. “I’d use my phone, but it ran out of juice.”

“I’m not sure what a ‘phone’ is.” She didn’t refuse his approach, instead turning her senses elsewhere. With a human nearby, she would have to be more careful if anything unexpected got close.

“Oh, it’s an electronic device, and we call-.”

Freya tensed slightly. “I did not mean it as an actual question, sir. You… don’t need to explain.”

“I don’t mind.” His response was earnest and direct, shrugging before shifting his weight. “It’s more of a bit a breath of fresh air, really.” A shy smile emerged on his face. “So ask away.”

It wasn’t an order, Freya knew, still… it would be rude not to… right? “And… what use do phones have?”

“Lots of uses!” The young man perked, finger rubbing against the bridge of his nose and pausing. A little laugh left him. “No glasses, right. Erm, so phones, they originally started off mostly to be able to talk with people far away.”

“Like the radio messages?”

“Exactly!” He bounced slightly. “But it’s portable, and it allowed to talk in real time rather than only use written messages.”

How?

“And it has other functions?”

“Nowadays? Yeah, lots, it also lets to send images, moving images, with sound. And it has access to the Internet, or, well, had, and… well, I was using it to store up the codex.”

Freya’s ears perked up slightly. “The Maiden codex?”

“Yup.” Tomas nodded, hesitating a bit and scratching the back of his head. “It’s a whole lot of text, so I was storing a copy so I could read while traveling.”

“You can read.” The maiden felt a little twinge of pride, nodding at that. “Who taught you?”

“Oh, reading’s not… we were all taught how to read at school, since little, like, school starts at age… seven? Six?”

Freya crossed her arms for a moment, pushing away the little questions and glancing back into the surrounding movement. Most Hunters had summoned their own spell-lights, and she could spot more than one flickering source of illumination within. It cast the village in a soft starry glow.

The Elf tensed as she felt something warm drape over her shoulders, her head whipped back towards Tomas. He’d put his jacked on her. The young man blushed and looked away. “You looked chilly.”

Of all the ways she could have reacted to that proclamation, Freya chose to let out a small curse under her breath.

Tomas hesitated. “Did… I do something wrong?”

“No, no.” The Elf caressed the jacket, it was made of wool, yet was softer than any she’d ever seen before. And it was very warm. “Just… would you find it offensive if I were to invite you to have dinner with the other maidens and myself?”

“Wait, offensive, what? Why would I-?” Tomas froze, blinking rapidly.

“I will take that as a ‘no’.” She gestured with her head in the direction of the communal house. “We are having vegetable stew tonight.” Like most nights in fact.

But she had a feeling the human wouldn’t mind.




Chapter 121 [Rick](Volume 2 Bonus)

Stepping into the shower, Rick held back the grimace as the warm water washed down his right arm. The feeling of the water made his nerve endings light up and become hyper-active, as if the whole limb were ticklish in all the wrong ways. As if he’d fallen asleep on it and just woken up.

It would take a while to get used to things again.

Still, this felt like the only moment when he could actually relax.

Every other second of the day had been spent with a certain overly clingy cat holding his hand.

In quite the literal fashion.

He wasn’t even sure how he’d managed to work through the documentation and paperwork let alone keep her from kidnapping him. Again. Fortunately the attempt had stopped short at the village’s edge.

This was draining, Monica was not… getting along well with civilization.

And the Earl’s invitation…

There was so much going through his head, so many things to worry over, so many…

Click.

“Monica, no.” He grumbled, of course he’d forgotten to lock the damned thing. “Out.”

The door softly closed.

Dismissing the thought before he groaned himself into the next century, the young teacher leaned back against the wooden wall, letting the warm water run over him. How much time did he have before it would run out? Probably best to wrap things up before the impatient cat barged back in.

He tensed as he heard the rustles of the curtains. “Monica, I-.” Frowning, he pulled back the curtains with indignation, ready to bark something at her.

But Monica wasn’t the one standing there. Rick froze.

“Dia.” And just like that, a whole new series of problems began to emerge to the forefront of his mind. Words failed him, why was she here!?

The maiden seemed uncaring for his lack of anything else to say, she smiled. “Sir.” Slowly. Purple eyes and pink hair, the maiden almost looked like she was glowing. Her hands reached up to her shoulders, fingers tracing outwards, the white frilly dress she wore falling down and pooling around her ankles and revealing that there was nothing beneath.

The woman stood before him, naked, cheeks gaining coloration that spread all the way down to her chest. Her modest breasts stood proudly, milky white skin and light pink areolas, the shape of her figure flavoring ample hips, there was a softness about her shape, a homely ‘next-door-neighbor’ appeal to her figure that with curves drawing his attention down to her shaved crotch.

Rick felt himself flush. “Dia, I-.”

The pink-haired nurse stepped forward, soft thighs rubbing against each other as she placed herself right in front of him. Her finger softly pressed against his lips as she entered the shower, closing the curtains behind her. “If you don’t want me, tell me to stop.” There was hesitation in her eyes as she spoke, a hint of fear. “I want you.”

Her cheeks went from pink to red, flushing hard as she pressed him against the cold wet wall.

A moment of concern shot through him. “Monica…”

“Monica is distracted right now, sir.” She spoke with a hushed voice. “We better stay quiet.”

He hesitated. “Why weren’t you there when I woke up…?”

“I didn’t work in the hospital anymore, sir.” She proclaimed in a hushed whisper, pressing her breasts against him, face inching closer. Her purple eyes were wide, her skin soft, there was a lingering scent of lilac.

“Then-.”

She leaned forward, and he grew silent, her gaze met his own, white pools of violet, intense, determined. “Kiss me, sir, before I lose my courage.”

That snapped him to move, leaning forward and meeting her soft lips. Dia’s arms wrapped around his neck, biting down on his lower lip in need, fingers tracing through his hair, one leg rising and pressing against his hip, her crotch against his thigh. The maiden didn’t lose a single second, hand reaching down to his loins, fingers brushing against his shaft.

There was a pause, slightly surprised.

“You’re this hard, for me?” Her voice was a husky whisper. She giggled a little, moving with an unexpected urgency as she pressed her hips against his own. The nurse’s fingers stroked his length, squeezing it tenderly, just enough to draw a slight gasp out of the human.

“Dia, I-.”

“Shhh.” The maiden silenced him with a finger. “Let me do all the work, sir.” The leg that pressed against his hip slowly took the weight off of him, and he slipped. The Rapha showed a great deal of strength, keeping him from falling altogether and slowly moving him down to sit on the floor.

With his ass grounded, she didn’t waste a single moment to straddle his hips. She leaned forward, taking his lips in an impassioned kiss once more, using one hand to guide his hardness into her, the other using the wall to brace for support.

“I’ve… wanted this… so bad.” She whimpered, moaning as her pussy stretched every inch of the way. Slowly bottoming herself out on his shaft. “So bad.” She whimpered, biting his lip, fingers brushing into his hair until her clit was firmly pressed against his pubes.

Then she tightened, squeezing down on him. They shared a moan, her body hot and ready for more.

“Richard.” Dia spoke his name almost with reverence, her hands traced over his chest, pulling him into another kiss.

“My arm.” He complained, trying to move his right but needing to focus too much on it to do so effectively.

The woman froze, glancing at his pale right arm and then shaking her head. “This is all for you, sir.” She caressed his shoulder gingerly, using her other hand to pull his left hand up and against her modest chest, the flesh fitting perfectly into his palm. “All of it, all of me.”

That appeared to click something in him, his gaze lowered to her neck in realization. “Your collar.”

Dia’s smile faltered slightly, biting her lower lip and easing herself further into his embrace. Her tight sex quivered. “Just imagine it, Rick, I’m your human woman.” She wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him closer. “All yours.” She kissed his cheek, his chin, his ear. “All ready to be bred.”

A million and one thoughts ran through him, and they came to an abrupt end as she squeezed down on him, moaning and thrusting her hips down in impatience, friction and warmth. She began to bounce slowly, working herself faster and moaning louder into his shoulder. Gritting his teeth, Rick found the strength to lean forward, Dia gasped as she was pushed back, falling and laying on her back while he pressed down on her.

He couldn’t use his right, but his left was enough.

“Just like that.” She beamed, legs wrapping around his hips and locking in place. “Take me. Claim me.”

He thrust, and she whimpered, quivering as she pulled him into her arms, kissing him needfully. Her body was burning up, hot and eager, and Rick completely forgot of the running water, her skin a smooth pliable eager hot receptacle for his hands. Or hand mostly, his left was all he had to keep himself stable, his right resting gingerly against her ass but unable to properly summon much strength.

Thrusting into her at a maddening rhythm, Rick lost himself in her lips, her skin, her softness. There was only enough presence of mind to pull out before he could finish, not that the maiden missed a beat. Dia’s hand reached down to his shaft and stroked him, her touch tingling against his skin and pushing him over the edge. Orgasm came in thick white rivulets, and a cooing smiling nurse. Breathless, he collapsed into her, feeling her kiss his shoulder and neck as he did the same in turn.

The hot water washed it away, and Rick was left with the sense of suddenness in all of this. “This…” He pulled back to look at her.

Dia was one step ahead.

The maiden took his hand, pulling it upwards and leaving it to caress her throat, naked, devoid of the green choker, a discoloration mark the only proof there was ever one to begin with. Her eyes twinkled as she did so, something about the gesture carrying a meaning he couldn’t quite puzzle out.

“When a maiden gets an owner, a specific owner, they wear a blue collar.” She spoke in a whisper. “I… want you, Rick, sir. I want to be yours.”

“And if I say no?”

“I… I don’t want to beg.” She squeezed down on him, making him groan and shudder, feeling the blood quickly flowing back.

“You… don’t need to-.” She silenced him again, placing a finger against his lips.

The quiet confirmation made her smile, the hand stroking him squeezed a bit, and a tingling sensation overcame his whole lower body. Rick felt surprised as his cock rose back to attention within instants.

“I want you to fuck me, Rick. As hard and often as you can, as many times as you want, in every way you want me.” With a face that regained its intense blush, she smirked. “At least until Monica runs out of catnip.”

“Wait, what?”




Chapter 122 [???](Volume 2 Bonus)

There was a strangeness in the air as Miranda’s wings took the warmth of the sun, her gaze coursing through the forest in search of potential signs of dangerous ferals. The fact that she could spot mice and dogs going about was a strong clue there wasn’t anything in the immediate vicinity that might have scared them off. Still, the Phoenix kept her gaze sharp, the report had mentioned the Pyrebear had run in this general direction, and she’d definitely want to at least catch a trail.

If the feral opted to leave for good, that would be nice, but the bigger concern was that she’d remain sulking about. The last thing they needed was a smart feral sticking around and watching them. Who knew what it might learn? It could very certainly end up being far more dangerous next time it opted to show up.

A flicker of light caught Miranda’s attention. Her eyes turned eastwards, towards the mountain. There was a spot of light that was shining her way. For a moment she thought it to be just some random object, but the light was keeping track of her. And she recognized the flicker-pattern for a request for help.

Someone daring to go through the pass during spring? Trouble indeed. “Shit.”

Turning towards the village’s direction, Miranda charged her flames, letting out four quick upwards bursts, a pause, and then two more. Within seconds a flicker of light from the village acknowledged they’d received the message. Miranda turned towards the original source and beat her wings faster, summoning her heat to push her higher into the air.

The location was a fourth of the way up the pass, whoever they were, they must have barely spotted the village. Miranda frowned as she wondered what kind of threat she ought to expect, she wasn’t seeing anything flying nearby, so that should make her job easier. It would take her quite a while to get there, however, so it would take her at least an hour before she could properly ascertain the details.

Following protocol, she made sure to check for other fliers every handful of minutes, using her own portable mirror to send some flickers towards the source of the emergency signal, requesting for details about the threat. The response only appeared after half an hour, the same pattern as before. The people were likely unfamiliar with Hunter code.

So not a merchant.

What other kind of lunatic would dare the pass then? The list of options was growing shorter, and Miranda wasn’t too sure of the prospects.

A quick look from overhead as she approached confirmed three people. At least one was a human male, considering how he’d taken off his shirt to signal at her. Miranda ignored them for the time being, checking the surroundings for potential threats.

No ferals.

The cliffs nearby also were devoid of the kind of dangers that might attack from afar.

Something was off.

Better not risk it, she descended but only enough to keep herself within shouting distance. “What’s the emergency!?”

“She’s hurt!” The man gestured at the one next to him. Miranda spotted some blood. “Do you have medical supplies?”

A few. Miranda descended, glancing at the two other figures. Maidens no doubt, the second one was a mouse, her skin was pale, so unlikely to be a Tigermouse. But the wounded one… it was hard to discern her breed what with how much clothes she wore, probably weak against the cold? The Phoenix touched down on a nearby boulder once she was sure there was no one else near the large rock. It gave her a vantage point, easy access to fly away, and enough distance that if she were attacked by these strangers, she could protect herself.

Still, she could feel a trickle of unease, a strangeness in her flames. “What sort of injury?” She pressed on.

“We were attacked by an Ursine, she had to block them off, got some deep cuts.” The human spoke hastily, not moving to approach the Phoenix but urgently gesturing at the hunched over hooded figure.

“We would also like some information, ma’am, if you have any to share.” The mouse pipped up, moving to stand between the human and Miranda. Brave for a mouse to try to defend her human like that. “We saw the village smoldering, has it been overrun?”

“No, we got battered a bit but we’re doing mostly alright.” Reaching into her satchel, Miranda tossed a potion. The mouse caught it right away, hurrying to approach the heavily dressed maiden.

Miranda’s eyes narrowed as she spotted horns peeking out of the cowl, their shape not one she could immediately recognize. The feeling of strangeness increased within her. “What’s your business in our kingdom?”

“We’re just travelers.” The human quickly stepped forward, arms wide with a disarming smile. His eyes focused on her with measured concern though. “Has anything else occurred besides the rush?”

“The Lord died during the fight.” Miranda straightened slightly at the feeling of a shiver running down her spine, turning away to confirm there was nothing else around them. Her gaze caught sight of three dark spots above the village that were flying their way, reinforcements.

“That’s a shame.” The man nodded slightly, glancing at his two companions and then in the village’s direction. His lips curled ever so minutely, and the hooded maiden shifted slightly, muttering something the Phoenix couldn’t make out. The human tensed, almost jumping in place, nodding emphatically. “Seems you’ve got everything covered, we thank you for the help.”

The Phoenix glanced at the hooded figure, frowning. “If you’re going to come into the kingdom, you will need to check your documentation and get approval from the Baroness.”

“We will keep that in mind.” The male nodded again. “Thank you for your help, my mi-maiden wouldn’t have made it without it.”

With a frown, Miranda ignored the human, using a flicker of her wrist to send a small fiery spark of power to bounce off of the dirt in front of the hooded maiden. “Take off your hood.”

The trio hesitated, mouse and human sharing looks of concern.

And the maiden under the cape spoke. “Could you let us continue on our way unperturbed?” Her voice was sweet, melodious, a song that tickled the ear and left goosebumps running up and down Miranda’s wings.

The wrongness within her grew.

Alarm bells rung in the Phoenix’s mind, her wings spread wide, heat instantly growing all around her until the air was shimmering from her flames. “Take. Off. Your. Hood.” Her feathers glowed with power, ready to unleash them in an instant. There was something wrong here, something that made her heat feel weird, out of place, hot but in all the wrong ways.

The human and the mouse froze, looking between Miranda and the hooded figure.

“Alright.”

Slowly, the maiden rose to her feet, both hands raised in the air. Clawed fingertips and flawless pearly pink skin. Power pooled within the bulky clothes and everything within Miranda’s mind screamed at her to attack. So she did. Fire exploded in a stream to the maiden.

There was a shriek, but it did not come from the hooded figure. It came from Miranda.

Something had rushed into her, through her, taking the very flames she’d been using and locking them within herself. The Phoenix screamed, the fire exploding within her body as the elemental energy brought a completely different heat to her.

Falling to her knees, Miranda gasped, eyes turning towards the hooded maiden. The clothes had been burnt away, leaving behind only naked flesh.

She was the very definition of sex made flesh.

Child bearing hips swayed with every step of the maiden’s plump thighs, her waspish waist a perfect pinch to the hourglass that her body had been sculpted to have. Large heavy breasts swayed with every step, dark pink areolas capped with nipples that made the Phoenix’s mouth water. The pink skin glowed against the flames, granting a natural beauty and an ever present blush to the maiden whose golden eyes burned with alluring determination, long locks of azure blue swaying with the wind brought about from the flame’s heat.

Miranda’s knees faltered, a hand reaching for her chest, arousal burned in her body, her own fire turned against her. “A charmer.” She grunted, unable to look away, gasping as her fingers brought tingling burning pleasure against her skin.

“I’m a succubus, dear.” The maiden spoke, bat-like wings spreading behind her as she flapped once, reaching Miranda’s location with a single beat of her wings.

“You…”

A shriek escaped her as the clawed fingertip caressed her neck, trailing over her golden collar but not breaking it. Instead the digit continued its way down, slicing through her clothes with razor-sharp precision.

And the Phoenix could do nothing but moan, the Succubus’ touch was igniting an inferno within her, and it was making any attempt to think become harder and harder.

“You shouldn’t have attacked me, what a naughty little woman.” The Succubus spoke.

“Aberrant.” Miranda closed her eyes shut, trying desperately to purge the invasive energy out of her system. Power meant to twist and disrupt, weak on its own, but once it took hold…

“Don’t worry, I won’t kill you.” The horned maiden spoke, the finger reaching down, pinching a nipple. “No sense in having the Hunters going after me.”

With a moan, fire burst all around her, searing her clothes away, leaving her just as naked as the Succubus. Her legs completely crumbled under her own weight, collapsing onto the glowing hot stone. How was this maiden not being burned? Everything was spinning in an ever escalating need.

“I am going to have a lot of fun with you. I’m hungry.” The Succubus’ finger continued trailing downwards, gripping Miranda’s flushed body with the familiarity of a long-lost lover. “But first…”

A single digit penetrated into her snatch, and all thoughts scattered in a single moment of searing white fire. Miranda bucked her hips, head pressed firmly against the rock as her eyes rolled up into their sockets. Pleasure and euphoria like she’d never felt before burst through her like a volcano, instantaneous and without any capacity to prepare, the orgasm hit her with a force that knocked the air right out of her lungs.

And another one followed.

And another.

Choking on her breath, the Phoenix screamed until she chocked on her own breath. Only collapsing into the boulder as she could feel she’d been allowed respite from such powerful a sensation.

“I…”

“We’ve only started.” The horned maiden smirked down at her, and Miranda felt fear course through her as she did.

“No, wait, I-!”

The words ended, a moan erupted forth, white noise searing itself into her mind until she collapsed again. Her hands had melted into the stone, her body was red-hot and glowing. But the Succubus had not even been scalded.

“We’ll start with some questions.” The maiden spoke softly, stroking Miranda’s neck and making her shiver, pulling the red-head’s face against her breast. “You’re going to tell me everything you know.”

Her attempt to summon the ability to resist shattered with the next orgasm that was forced upon her body. Teeth bit into the offered tit with everything she had, but her tormentor only moaned into it, digging her finger deeper into Miranda’s cunt.

In an instant the Phoenix knew, she would be unable to resist. Each explosive burst of pleasure was followed by supplication for it to stop.

Soon enough, everything she knew began to spill out from her lips. The kingdom, the village, the Hunters, his husband, her family, the Baron, White Claw, the offworlders.

And Rick Cross.

When the reinforcements arrived, they found an unconscious and exhausted Miranda floating atop the pool of cooling magma that had once been a boulder. With no sign of their assailants to be found other than the Phoenix’s own lust-addled memories.

 



Author's note:
And that's a wrap!

Happy new year everyone! See you again on January 8th!










 




Chapter 123 [Rick](Start Volume 3)

 Announcement
I'm back! Hello and welcome!

The adventure continues with a minor timeskip, so here we go!








The sky was sunny with barely a cloud in sight. The warmth it provided countered the slight humid chill that the breeze carried with it. The visage was equally beautiful, lush green forests to the left just on the other side of the small river, and also to the right. But the road itself was well away from either, and there was not a single tree near the road to provide so much as a speck of shade.

The empty space was clearly man-made, an effort that felt odd if only compared to the dirt road they were walking on. But it wasn’t something that really bothered Rick, because as tranquil as the day might seem, other things were not as peaceful.

A constant growl and a tug from Rick’s left arm kept him all too aware of Monica’s presence. Her eyes would move from looking around and then to Dia. The nurse was pretending not to notice, walking down the road just within arm’s reach, carrying a backpack no woman her size had the right to lug around so easily.

Rick was quite sure that if he had to carry the thing, he most certainly would not be keeping that pace.

“If you focus really, really hard, the sound becomes part of the background. Like the chirping birds or a flowing river.” Kat pipped up with a chuckle, noticing the exasperated look the teacher shot her way.

“If you hear chirping, ma’am, it would be best to stay away from it.” The one to speak up had been Ginny. The Draco, daughter of Major Huge, smiled nervously as she received the focus from the other humans in the group, the maiden coughed, quickly adding. “Normal birds don’t make sounds. It would attract ferals. The only creatures that chirp are ferals, usually ones that use the chirping as a way to communicate or lure prey.”

“Such as feral Dracos?” Tomas pipped up with a slight look of curiosity.

“… yes.” The maiden grimaced, gaze flickering towards Rick and immediately turning away. “Feral Dracos hunt in packs more often than not, and are very smart.”

Rick glanced at her for a moment, watching the young maiden scratch the red-green scales of her wrist. The teacher guessed talking about the ferals of one own’s breed wasn’t the most comfortable subject to focus on. “How much longer until we reach… what was the next place’s name?”

“The town of Seledo, sir. We are still at least a week off.” Freya was the one to speak up, reaching into her bag and pulling out a piece of paper with some scribbled notes. “Though the Major did request we check some settlements along the way.”

Though Rick nodded at the statement, he couldn’t help but notice Dia grimacing and lowering her gaze slightly. It made him want to sigh and shake his head. If he had to guess, the whole fiving coin incident still weighed on her, even if she didn’t want to show it.

He still couldn’t recall the name of the city he’d been born in… as well as that of other places. As far as the Hunter’s psychic had been able to tell, the damage might recover with time. Or never at all.

Rick was just thankful it had been something comparatively minor to what it could have been.

“Good thing gramps’ not slowing us down anymore.”

“Shut it.”

Mr. Gabriel was, perhaps, second to Monica in levels of annoyance.

Because, apparently, he was the only one with a ride.

A Centaur kind of maiden.

And he didn’t like that.

The poor girl, Rose, was about as nervous as Tess, the mousegirl. The equine maiden kept a very healthy distance from Monica, and every time she looked away, her ears would remain firmly pointed at the feline. Mostly because she’d been one of the few who’d survived the Baron’s death and had had a front-row seat to what said feline could do.

Rick would probably also be terrified had he been in her shoes, erm, hooves. Though for the life of him, he couldn’t quite fathom how or why she’d volunteered for this job to begin with. The Baroness likely had been the one to make that choice.

“I smell old smoke.” Ginny spoke up, and the group tensed, the Draco glanced a bit to the side, in the direction the wind was blowing from. “Coal, no active flames.”

“We’re close to one of the settlements.” Freya nodded, glancing at Tomas and then at Rick. “The report mentioned no responses from attempts at communication from miss Miranda, so it was likely overrun.”

“That’s…” He nodded, realizing the words were a warning of what they might find, rather than one for his opinion. “Let’s move cautiously, then. There might be ferals near, right?”

The Elf nodded in return, which felt off on so many levels to him. As if he was the one being considered in charge of the group in some shape or form. With his gaze moving towards Monica as she’d not so much as twitched, he could guess why that was the running supposition.

Which was quite frustrating, considering the Elf had at least two decades on him in years alone, even if she didn’t show it. And she definitely had infinitely more experience in what one ought to do under these circumstances. The cultural norms made those things moot, however, and Rick was left feeling as if he was walking on eggshells.

“Monica.” He called out, her head snapped down to look at him, ears perked, growl instantly gone. “Hurt?”

He pointed in the direction the wind blew, and the feline took a long sniff. “No hurt.” She proclaimed, calmly keeping his arm in her fluffy grip. Her ears rotated slightly and her focus shifted to the side. “Yes hurt?”

“I’m not sure why she’s asking.”

“Likely someone was wounded, but they’re dead now.” Mr. Gabriel spoke with a grunt, shaking his head.

Another sniff, and Monica’s ears perked, her whole body straightening slightly, eager smile spreading fast. “Food!”

And she very nearly let go of Rick’s arm, taking a whole step away from him before she suddenly realized the hand she was holding was still very much attached to the rest of him. The maiden hesitated, looked at Dia, at the others, and then ahead. “Ride?” She repeated, hopefully at him, lifting her arms in that ‘bridal-carry’ gesture he had become familiar with.

“No, no rides.” Rick quickly replied, shaking his head emphatically.

Monica’s ears drooped, shoulders slumping as she sighed. The Sabertooth could only really keep herself walking at his own pace, a pout on her lips as she kept her gaze in the wind’s direction. At least her focus on Dia had evaporated. The maiden’s ears kept rotating this way and that.

And she kept licking her lips.

“Food rationing is not a meal-plan Monica agrees with, huh.”

More than one set of eyes shot Kat a glare.

“It is quite rough, ma’am.” Ginny spoke with a nervous chuckle, keeping her gaze slightly downwards. “Though we can survive eating as much as a human would, for maidens such as Dracos and… Sabertooths, it’s…”

“Not ideal,” Tomas said.

There were more than a few questions Rick preferred not to ask regarding details over the whole food situation. Instead, he just kept quietly doing his best to avoid getting dragged by the increasingly eager feline.

It didn’t take them long to find the aforementioned settlement, or more like the debris of what was left of it. The road dipped down the slope, and between where they stood and the debris were dozens of dirt walls that had crumbled, wooden stakes splintered or burnt, and all of it leading towards the remains of a sad dozen wooden houses that had either been knocked down or burnt. There were signs of there being a wall around the place, and a couple farms on either side, but overall the whole place felt like it had lost all signs of life for at least a week if not more.

“I will scout ahead.” Freya spoke, pulling out her bow and nocking an arrow. “In case there might be-.”

ROAAAAR

Rick had flinched as Monica unleashed the blast of sound, the proclamation loud and clear. And suddenly there were no less than a dozen figures bolting out of the debris and making a run for the forest up the hills and through the farms.

Freya grunted. “Ferals, one and all.” She confirmed, preparing her bow.

“Food?” Monica smiled at Rick, watching the figures and then Rick, and then the running figures again, a lofty grin that went from ear to ear, her tail moving back and forth excitedly in a slow rhythm.

He looked over to the other maidens, Freya and Ginny in particular, and cursed at having given them the chance to put up a stony, blank face. They’d clearly been trained on how to avoid letting their emotions show to their superiors.

Kat and Tomas, though, grimaced.

“No food.” Rick shook his head. This was not something he wanted to make a habit out of.

And yet the Sabertooth let go of his arm, still looking thoughtful rather than disappointed as she abruptly leapt down the hill and towards the nearest likely target. “WAIT!” Rick shouted after her, but she paid him no mind, speeding off faster and faster. The human frowned at the feeling of eagerness he could sense from her, it was clear she would not come back any time soon.

“Let’s check the place for signs of survivors.” He called out to the others, keeping Monica in the corner of his eye. “And… see what we do from there. Let’s be safe about this.”

“Yes sir!” Freya and Ginny tightened their shoulders. They shared looks, and the Draco broke into a sprint towards the settlement while the Elf stuck to the group.

Just as Rick was about to sigh, a warm hand slipped into his grasp, fingers entwining with his own. Dia quietly smiled up at him as she leaned into his shoulder.
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Now, for those of you that are interested in the setting as a whole, I've got some info to share.

The setting I am using is based on one I've been working on to develop/expand with the help of others over at Discord. I've taken some liberties to change that world to put to use in this story.

The core differences between this one and that one is that, for one, the maidens need sex with humans to avoid going feral (Rather than the collars), and second, in this world pokeballs are basically just now coming into the picture rather than an emergent technology that was only just now developed/found (further changes being mostly natural consequences of the alteration of the core rules).

There are some other things such as in history/mythology, but those will be explored in time.

If the original unchanged version of the world is one that might sound interesting, feel free to join our Discord and help us continue building the world and the list of available breeds. You can find an example of a finished entry here (Witch), as well as a google-drive with the currently completed dex entries here.










Chapter 124 [Rick]

Rick looked around the barely standing remains of the settlements.

It took Ginny a whole of ten minutes to claim the area safe. And it took Monica a whole two hours to do… whatever it was that she was doing. At first Rick had suspected she was trying to catch and kill, but it was clear Monica was playing with the feral now, chasing her down, catching her, and then tossing her very high into the air.

The feral would land, sometimes well, other times not as much, and make a run for it. And Monica would repeat the chase.

The group unilaterally decided not to pay further attention to her. The trio of younger humans grimacing and focusing on the exploration of the area while Mr. Gabriel, Tess, and Rose stayed at the periphery and well away from everything that might pose a threat to them.

“There were survivors, but they left. At least a week ago.”

Freya’s declaration drew their attention. They found a dozen lumps of ash, each no larger than a bowl. “Are those…?”

“Symbolic burials.” The Elf shook her head, pointing at the pieces of wood that had been placed next to each lump. Each piece of wood had a circle carved into it. “Whoever their owner was, they survived, but they couldn’t find the maiden’s bodies. Ferals likely took them.”

“How do you figure he survived?”

“A full circle means they fulfilled their final task: protecting their human.” Ginny muttered with a bowed head. “They died with honor.” The young maiden pressed her palms against her shoulders.

The gesture was repeated by Dia and Freya, the moment of quiet having the three humans awkwardly lowering their heads in sympathy. Rick noticed Dia’s face darken as she lowered herself to her knees, placing her hands on the opposite shoulder. The bond with her was tenuous, but he could feel… shame.

With a sigh, Freya stepped away from the planks of wood, glancing around before directing her attention at Rick. “We’ll look for the black-box, hopefully we’ll find some details there.”

Tomas jumped up at that. “Black box?”

“It’s a book.” Dia explained softly, standing up and drying a tear from the corner of her eye. “It contains the logs for all important activity in a settlement, be it a village or a city. It’s meant to never leave the location, and whoever the last survivors are, they’re meant to also be the ones to leave the final log.”

“But why is it called a black box?”

“Because it’s put into a black box, one made out of heavily enchanted murisium so that it repels ferals.” Ginny replied with a simple shrug.

“I can’t be the only one who finds that weird… right?” Tomas glanced at Rick and Kat.

“Do you have black boxes too?” The Draco blinked, a bit surprised.

“For planes, they’re meant to be pretty damn hard to destroy, and it’s also meant to keep a record of what happened, in case one falls.” Tomas waved his hands around slightly, a slight eagerness in his voice. “And I’m sure this world has something to do with ours, because of all the weird coincidences.”

“Like everyone speaking English.”

“Exactly!”

Rick shook his head. “Let’s look for this box and get out of here. It’s not safe to stick around, and I doubt we’ll find many answers about why people speak and write in English here.”

That popped Tomas’ eagerness, but he would survive. The chemistry teacher had other things that were bothering him, more immediate ones. Such as how he could spot Monica fast approaching the group. He could vaguely sense that she was eager about something, though for the life of him he couldn’t tell what.

Which made him slightly nervous when he realized she was holding onto the feral she’d been toying with. The feral didn’t look alive. But as Monica slowed down, Rick could make out the feral was a Mousegirl, and barely breathing at that.

The feline was all smiles, hips wiggling wagging back and forth as she came to a stop in front of Rick. “No Monica food.” She said, tossing the nearly dead mouse at his feet. “Rick food.”

He paled as she looked down at the feral. The mouse’s arms and legs were bent in the wrong way, her body battered and bruised, cuts littering her dirt-caked body. The human’s stomach did a somersault. “Monica-.”

“Rick food.” The feline spoke proudly, stepping over the mostly immobile feral and tapping the scabbard on Rick’s hip. The one that had the short sword. “Rick kill food.” Monica nodded emphatically, putting her hands together and doing a downwards motion.

As if stabbing something with the sword.

“Monica, no.”

His growl made her ears flatten, brows furrowing in confusion. “Rick?”

“Monica, NO.” He stepped towards her and frowning, keeping his voice steady but firm. “Rick no kill food.”

She growled back, gesturing at the whimpering feral. “Rick hurt food, hurt food, hurt food.” She waved again, harshly this time, claws coming out as she clawed at empty air, like she was… fighting? “Food no hurt Rick. No hurt Rick.”

A singular emotion twinged through him, frustration, followed by concern. The sensation was brief but intense, enough it knocked his annoyance down a peg as he looked at the feral and then at Monica. Putting aside the instinct to just flat out refuse her again, he grit his teeth, trying to puzzle what she was attempting to tell him.

“This is the deadliest game of charades I’ve ever had.” Kat muttered under her breath.

That popped any energy Rick had right away, he sighed and rubbed at the bridge of his nose. Failing at guessing Monica’s intentions, he grasped one of her clawed fingers. “Monica follow,” he declared, tugging for her to trail behind him. She tried to grasp the feral as he did. “No. Monica follow… no food.” His gaze darted towards the others, a quiet plea for them to handle the feral while he handled Monica.

Dia was included in that gaze. The nurse quietly nodded, staying behind.

Monica clearly did not like this, but a pointed look from Rick was enough for her to falter. It bought him the time he needed to get away from the others. He came to a halt after a quick check that there wasn’t anything of note around him besides crumbled houses of stone and wood. He turned his focus on Monica.

Deep breath, how to approach this? There was no room to try to explain… anything close to morality, not with the current limitations on her vocabulary. But he had to try something, right? Break the problem into smaller parts.

“Torture is bad.” Rick muttered to himself. Great, morality, there’s that wall again. “Don’t torture?” Close… “I don’t like torture.” Maybe that was the way to go?

“Tohr-tur?” The feline she tilted her head.

Hurting without reason, hurting in general? The white-haired Sabertooth kept her gaze focused on him as he paced back and forth, her head tilted a bit to the side. Nodding as he felt the idea materialize properly, Rick stepped to her. “Word.” The term used to signal there was a new term to be learned. “Hurt.” He said, pinching his arm. She nodded.

“Hurt.” She nodded, mimicking the gesture, pinching her own arm.

“Torture.” Rick then proceeded to pinch himself a lot all over his arms.

She tilted her head again, repeating the pinches. “Hurt, hurt, hurt, hurt, torture?”

Close enough. “Yes.” Rick nodded.

“Torture… no?”

“Torture no.”

“Food hurt yes?”

“Food kill yes.”

She frowned. “Food kill yes, food hurt… no?”

“Food torture no.”

This time Monica crossed her arms, cocking a brow at him in the most challenging look he’d seen her send his way. “Hurt food yes? Hurt food no?”

He grimaced. “Hurt food… yes, torture food no.”

Snorting loudly, the feline made an annoyed growl. “Hurt Dia no, Hurt Ginny no, Torture food no, no, no, no, NO!” She paced back and forth, grumbling, throwing her paws back and forth, using a gravely tone of voice that… was she trying to imitate him? She looked at Rick and… was she having a tantrum?

The feline got closer, poking his chest and making him step back, slightly surprised. “Bahron hurt Rick, food hurt Rick. Rick hurt Rick!” Snarling, she let out a growl, turning around, gesturing in the direction of the others. “Hurt hurt HURT!” She proceeded to grab his hand, moving it to the pommel of the short-sword. “Rick hurt Bahron, Rick kill Bahron, Rick hurt food, Rick kill food. Food no hurt Rick. Bahron no hurt Rick.”

This time she roared, stomping her feet, crossing her arms, and shooting a look at him that was so damnably close to disappointment he was surprised. There was something else in what she was trying to say, and it wasn’t making its way through the language barrier. She just didn’t have the right words.

Grimacing, he stepped close, taking her paw in his hand and slowly caressing the back of it. With an apologetic look, he rubbed circles into the over-sized claws, focusing on the puffy pads. He focused his mind on their form, hands that were half-way to paws, thick slightly stubby fingers that had room for retractable claws, but lacking in the dexterity for fine manipulation.

They were meant to fight.

Rick swallowed the knot in his throat.

“Word.”

Sighing, he pinched his chest. “Hurt.”

Monica snorted, rolling her eyes. “Hurt.”

Slowly, he pulled her paw against his chest, making a show of leaving it between himself and the pinching hand. His fingers pinched at the stripped fur. “Protect.”

“Prrroh-tec.”

“Hurt.” He removed her hand, pinching his own chest, then moved her paw back down. “Protect.”

“Prrotec.” Monica paused, frowning.

“Monica protect Rick.”

The feline focused on her paw, then at him, then on her paw again. She pulled away, stepping closer. “Monica hurt Rick.” She poked his shoulder with her claw, then moved to put her other claw in the way. “Monica… prrotec Rick?”

“Yes.”

She deflated, sighing as she shook her head. “No.”

“No?”

Leaning closer, she knelt in front of him, her head level with his chest as she wrapped her strong arms around his hip. “Monica prrotec Rick.” She declared, squeezing him, looking up into his eyes, then moving to grab his arms and pull them to wrap around her head. A second sigh. She breathed in and leaned into him. “Rick prrotec Monica.”

She was still frustrated, but at least in this shared hug, she eventually relaxed.

“Rick protect Monica,” he muttered, kissing the top of her head.




Chapter 125 [Mark]

“We’re running low on supplies.”

“Pretty sure you can find some ferals to eat.”

“Fuck you.”

Mark glared at Brye. She glared back. A soft breeze blew through the forest.

“Either you kiss and makeup, or we can keep walking. It’s bad enough super-cock here is slowing us down.” Shery rolled her eyes, shifting her shoulders and causing Noah to squeak. The Mousegirl was tied up and gagged tight, getting carried by the gray-skinned maiden like a sack of potatoes.

“Aren’t both of you supposed to be good at this kind of shit?” He glared at them.

“Not sure if you’ve noticed, we’re not Hunters.” Shery rolled her eyes.

“Or feralborn.” Brye added. “Give me a well stocked hole to lounge in, maybe some girls to kill, this shit? Fuck this shit.”

It was impressive how quickly the domineering facade fell off the moment hunger started gnawing at the fox’s heels. Mark just rolled his eyes in return, focusing ahead and on pushing himself to walk faster. The forest had turned into an annoyance of shrubbery and thickets. It was a pain to walk through, and the human was ever thankful for his jeans. Even if they were getting mangled up.

“Fucking finally, a hog-trail.”

Brye growled, pointing at the barely visible ‘line’ of missing vegetation.

“Is this thing even going in the right direction?”

Mark glanced upwards for a second, confirming the sun’s position through the shade of the trees. “Trail’s headed West.”

“Close enough.” Shery shrugged. “Aubria is in that general direction, we’re bound to stumble onto an actual road sooner or later.”

“Kinda surprised our otherworlder pet knows navigation but not survival.” She quirked a brow, and Mark felt something twitch in the back of his mind. The fox smirked. “Ah, your brother knew this kind of thing, and it rubbed off on you?”

Mark snapped. “Stay the fuck out of my head you fr-.” He halted his word before he could finish it, noticing Shery tense and Brye’s hackles already rising. His mind returning to the river, the drowning, the fox saving his life. The human shook his head. “I’m not your fucking pet.”

There was a moment of surprise on the fox’s expression, quickly replaced with an amused smirk. “Once we get to Aubria, you can tie me up and spank me if you’d like. Until then, you’re going to be the pet.”

Snorting loudly, the young man just kept moving, glaring at the fox as she took the lead and Shery covered the rear. His eyes trailed over her two tails as they danced back and forth. Her humor had clearly improved from just that interaction, and the human was left all the more confused for it.

“MFFFF!”

The muffled shout came from Noah, the mouse abruptly becoming far more animated, shaking her head against the blindfold and mouthpiece desperately. Instantly, the group froze, not paying so much attention to the Mousegirl as much as their surroundings.

Brye was the first to act, jumping out of the trail to the right and vanishing uncannily fast. Mark realized she’d used an illusion of some sort, but he couldn’t get the chance to ponder over it as a rumbling growl from his left. The human lifted the stick of wood right as Noah squeaked when she was dropped.

Shery pulled out a far thicker stick of wood, looking mighty heavy.

“Feral mutt, run or get pummeled.” The gray skinned maiden threatened, raising the stick as she stepped closer to Mark, keeping slightly ahead and to the left.

A shriek from behind them made them freeze and spin around. Yipping and barking sounds followed, ones that were getting further and further away quite quickly. Human and maiden hesitated right until Brye stepped from the bushes, wiping away blood from her fingers and grimacing. “Kitsune, was trying to trick you to steal the mouse for a quick meal.”

Both of them glanced at the blindfolded and muffled maiden that was still wriggling and trying to escape the wires that kept her tightly bound.

“When the fuck can we get rid of this piece of shit?”

“When the bond breaks and killing her won’t cause our human to get all traumatized.” The Nogitsune’s gaze flickered towards Mark, and then back at the mouse. “Resilient little fucker doesn’t even feel worn down.”

Shery nodded, picking the mouse back up and slinging the maiden over her shoulder. “How the fuck does a bond last through her trying to kill him?”

“Not really our job to play the psychic. Just get him to the Boss and see what we do from there.”

“Bitch, you ARE psychic.”

Brye rolled her eyes again, turning to follow along the hog-trail with the others close behind.

The hours just ticked by, with Brye managing to find some of those edible over-sized berries that Mark had long since grown to hate. “How come these are all over the place?” He didn’t take a bite. There was a general agreement no one would unless they didn’t have much else of an option.

“Ferals love the stuff.” The Nogitunse just shrugged.

“You’d think they’d also love the more edible crap.”

Shery growled. “Pretty sure Brye’s cunt is attached to her nose, and that’s why she only ever picks up on these.”

“Feel free to find something else that you’re sure is edible.” The fox glanced over her shoulder at Shery.

“Boar.” Shery and Mark replied in unison, frowning at her. “And there’s birds too.” The human added.

There was only a shrug in response. “If you find one, tell me, I sure as fuck haven’t been able to pick up on anything.”

“Turns out the wildlife is smarter than you.”

Brye growled, but didn’t reply, just continuing her walk.

Things rolled slowly like this. Walk, break, and walk some more. Everyone in the group kept eying the handful of fist-sized berries being carried, and none wanted to take a bite until it was time to settle for the night. At that point, it would be easier to at least set-up someone to guard things over.

Mark was not looking forward to being the sex-toy of the two maidens.

Which was why he felt infinitely fortunate the moment they’d spotted an actual honest-to-God road. Dirt and well trodden, with the patches of forest cleared out at either side to give good visibility for anyone moving through. It meant there would be other people, sooner or later, at the very least.

Maybe even someone with real food for a change.

His stomach grumbled just from imagining it.

“We’re pushing things a bit hard.” Shery glanced back and forth, confirming there was no one traversing the road currently. “Think we should pull a snatch-and-grab?”

“Definitely.”

“A what now?”

Mark felt a trickle of concern.

“We could pretend to be some hunters, claim Noah’s a feral we caught, remove the collar and all that.” Brye pointed at the squirming mouse. “But that only really works if you’re not going to try to sell us out just so you can escape.”

“Which you tried.”

“Which you tried.” Brye nodded along with Sherry. “We’ll keep you nice and away from the action while we do the work.”

He almost jumped out to complain, before reminding himself exactly what he was going to complain about. Mouth shut, he left it at that. If they wanted to do all the work, then better for him. He was just a payload to them, after all.




Chapter 126 [Mark]

“She’s a Tigermouse, don’t remove her blindfold.”

Mark blinked slowly up at Brye. “You’re joking, right?” He showed his tied wrists up at her.

“Hey, you behave, and I’ve got a nice reward for you later.”

With a sigh, he just sat back against the tree, glancing over at the mouse. Noah was hanging upside down, wriggling, ankles tied up to the branch and hands tied behind her back. She very much looked like some prized fish that was being left up. The maiden was quite lively, wriggling and moving about.

“Right, almost forgot.”

Brye took one of the purple berries out of the bundle of cloth they’d been using as an improvised backpack. Approaching the wriggling mouse, she squeezed it over her thighs, allowing the purple liquid to splash down and cover her groin, her stomach, her petite breasts, dribbling all the way to the top of her mousy ears. The purple juice sparkled against the deeply tanned skin, goosebumps chasing the fruity substance.

Noah groaned, wriggling harder against the ropes as Brye used her coated hand to properly spread the juices on the maiden’s front and back. The fox took more than a few liberties with the diminutive maiden, squeezing her breasts, caressing her lower lips. The upside down woman grunted and squeaked, thrashing against the rope.

“The fuck’s that for!?” Shery jumped, glancing over with a scowl. “That scent’s going to draw attention.”

“She’s a psychic now.” The fox shrugged nonchalantly, whipping her hand against Noah’s rope-like tail. “Can’t have her trying shit while I’m not around.” Pausing, she glanced at Mark, the young man having quickly looked away in an attempt to ignore the mildly erotic display. “Enjoy the show.”

With a sigh, he shook his head, curling against the tree and watching them leave. The sound of their footsteps eventually died out, and the only sound remaining was that of the squirming, wriggling mouse. Mark’s eyes turned towards her, hanging from her ankles, body naked and slick with the purple juices.

He’d seen plenty of feral mice, but Noah didn’t look like they did. She was far closer to human in looks. Smooth with tanned skin, tight nubile physique, she would’ve certainly passed for a gymnast. The changes she’d gone through since her ‘shift’ had been noticeable, her skin having gone from pale to darker, and the fur on her ears having turned white.

Brye kept insisting the mouse had gained psychic powers, but Mark hadn’t exactly witnessed any of it.

Sighing, he glanced down at the wire they’d put on his wrists. It wasn’t tight, and they’d certainly been sloppy about it. But what was the point? His mind turned to Veronica. The woman hadn’t been one to care about his life, and Noah had attempted to kill him the only way she’d been able to, that really only left…

Shaking his head, he didn’t want to think about that, how the fox was the only thing that had reliably gone out of its way to keep him alive. To hand him over to this “Boss” person. But…

Noah moaned, wriggling, shaking her head violently. Her head whipped about as she was trying to desperately remove the pieces of cloth binding her mouth and eyes.

“Stop.”

Mark’s word made her freeze in place. Noah was breathing fast, chest heaving for air through the cloth. “MMMFFF!” She tried to speak against the cloth that stuffed her mouth, the maiden breathing hard through her nose, the only part of her face that wasn’t covered up.

“I said STOP!” Mark raised his voice now, feeling the anger flare back out, his voice loud and clear.

The mouse froze in place, shivering slightly as she did. The young human took the chance to glare, even if he was sure she wouldn’t be able to tell. “And stay fucking still for a change.”

His gaze turned back down to his tied wrists. The wire was still there, and it was annoying him. So he started working on removing them. It only took him a couple minutes, and by the time he’d been done, a new sound was coming out of the bound maiden. Sobbing. It… irked Mark. She’d tried to kill him, used him for her… what? Suicide wish?

He finished removing the wire and stood up, approaching her once, sure there wasn’t anything else in the surrounding area. The anger from the river came back, mild, muted. He was tired and hungry, annoyed, but the fury had washed out slightly.

Mark knew better than to trust her. Brye’s warning rang clearly, so he avoided touching the cloth covering her mouth and especially the one covering her eyes. Her breathing had caught in her chest, fast and short, very close to hyperventilating. Her belly-button was eye-level with him.

Slowly, he reached out, pressing a finger against her navel.

The maiden squirmed, squeaking through the cloth and trying to fight her way free. “Stop,” he commanded, and she bolted stiffly once more, his finger tracing from her navel to the side of her hip. Another slight sob escaped her. He could only frown further. “Just stop this stupid asinine game. Stop.” Mark pulled his finger away when the digit started to tingle, wiping it off against the tree-bark. “You did this on yourself. You fucked up big time, turned yourself into this, and then tried to kill the one person who didn’t hate your guts.”

Noah had become quiet, the sobbing started to grow louder, and Mark growled again.

“No, just… no. You don’t get a pity-party.” He stomped his foot, glaring at the bound mouse. “You wanted to die, you opted to throw your life away. Well, we’re putting that life to damn use. Once we’re done with it do whatever the fuck you want if you still want to off yourself.”

A long pause followed, Mark glaring at her, watching the mouse stop moving, only a long sniffle followed, shuddering as goosebumps coursed through her body. A slow whimper, and a nod. A quick nod, and then many more, the maiden desperately moving her head back and forth, talking into the cloth again.

Mark sighed, pausing just as he’d been about to pull on the gag to let her talk. He’d seen what those teeth could do first hand, how they’d pierced through maiden skin when he hadn’t been able to with a knife. It wasn’t worth the risk, he turned in the direction Shery and Brye had left towards, forcing himself to look away from the squirming maiden.

His mind turned towards the larger picture, the prospect of running away. Where? To whom? Not like there was safety. With one last look at Noah as she hung from the tree, his eyes coursing through her juice-covered body, he followed the direction the other two maidens had taken.

The edge of the forest was only a couple dozen meters away, and from it, he got front-row seats to the road. Things had not been calm, Mark saw traces of scorched dirt, and there was a corpse near the road, bleeding out. Maiden if her brightly lit hair was anything to go by.

There were two others. A human lay on the ground, Brye had a short-sword pressed against the back of his neck. A maiden knelt nearby, hands raised and head pressed into the ground. They were a bit too far away for Mark to hear what was being said, but there were clearly cries for mercy.

These were strangers, and they needed the food, but…

“Just stop this.”

He spoke under his breath, frowning and shaking his head.

He didn’t expect the fox’s head to snap in his direction. Her eyes widened before quickly turning back to her captive. Mark felt a sudden shiver. Her hearing was THAT good? His brows narrowed. “They’ve done nothing to us.”

The fox’s tails stopped their wag, raising and then lowering. She spoke to Shery, the fellow maiden appearing confused at first, until she caught sight of Mark in the tree-line. She too appeared surprised. Brye appeared to deflate slightly before grabbing a hold of the guy’s shirt and vanishing.

She reappeared near the tree-line at the side of the road opposite to Mark. A second jump and she popped into existence near the tree-top. There was screaming, there was shouting, and there was begging. But the fox didn’t drop him, instead taking rope and tying him up, leaving him to hang from the branch in much the same way she had Noah.

Except she didn’t tie the other end, tossing the rope down for Shery to grab and tie to the remaining maiden’s wrists. Behind her back. The situation looked simple enough. If she loosened the rope, the guy would fall, and if she didn’t catch him in time, that would be it for him.

The duo proceeded to leave them there, quickly moving towards the sacks and bags that were littered around the bloodied corpse. They picked up most everything there and rushed in Mark’s direction, the human having the sense of mind to dip back into the forest and avoid being spotted by the surviving duo.

“If this comes to bite our tails, it’s on you.” Brye declared dryly, moving past him without further regard, continuing in the direction of the mouse they’d left hanging.

Shery however, stopped next to him. She met his gaze with a slight frown. “Don’t meddle in things unless you know what you’re doing.”

“What?”

She didn’t respond, shoving one of the sacks onto his arms. “There're clothes there, see what fits, leave the rest.” A loud moan caught both their attentions, a squeaky sound that made it all too clear what was going on. Shery sighed and shook her head. “We’ll eat while we walk. Got to get some distance from here.”




Chapter 127 [Alice]

Alice glanced at the green-collared winged woman that stood in front of her.

“My name’s Helga. It’s a pleasure to meet you in person, ma’am.” The blond maiden was smiling from ear to ear. “I’m sure I will be of great service.”

“In person?”

“I’ve been in sentry duty, so I’ve spotted you a couple times.” The woman made a gesture towards the radio tower. Or more accurately, to the top of the radio tower. She quickly did a brief salute, placing her right hand on her left shoulder.

“You… don’t have to do this.” Alice grimaced slightly. “I don’t really need to… own… anyone.”

“Ma’am, the Major mentioned your… opinions in this matter, and asked only for volunteers. I volunteered.”

“To be my property.” The teacher rubbed her temples. “Helga, look, I’m not…”

The maiden stepped closer, light gray wings rustling. “Ma’am.” She smiled brightly. “It is illegal for a maiden to not have an owner, and considering my duties are to assist and protect you. Being under your ownership is the most convenient arrangement.”

Alice frowned. “Willingly, not coerced or bribed or…”

“I am able to wield radiant energy, I could use it to cast a truth spell if you’d prefer?” She was not deterred an inch, grinning brightly.

“No, no, let’s… not go into that particular hole.” She sighed, shaking her head. “Could you at least tell me… why?”

Helga blushed slightly, her eyes widening along with her smile. “I’d been hearing much about your group from the Baroness’ guards, especially over how you specifically had tried to attack the Baron when he’d threatened you.” The pale-gray wings spread behind her before quickly retracting. “That shining determination even in the face of impossible odds was so…” A little squirm before quickly making another salute. “It would be a great honor to serve under you, ma’am.” And then, hesitation, the smile tightening at the corners. “Would you take me?”

“I, erm, uh…” Alice felt like she was looking straight at the sun, she felt like the young woman was being, perhaps, a bit too intense. “Could we try to see if things mesh and see where it goes from there?”

“A trial?” Helga nodded eagerly. “I will do my best! What task would you have me do first?”

The teacher coughed, nodding slightly. “How about just… staying together for now? See how we get along? I heard the Major was calling out for the… recruits?” Her brow furrowed slightly. “Is that how it’s called?”

Helga nodded. “Technically, citizens are enlisted into working for the league in fighting the feral threat. So ‘enlisted’ is the terminology used in the laws. But they have different names, especially depending on who’s calling it and on what they do.” A little nod followed. “Though out here so far from civilization, the enlisted are kind of slotted into doing a bit of everything. The people over here tend to just call them ‘militia’, and most just follow the Hunter’s directions.” Helga frowned slightly. “I also heard some folk call them ‘tamers’, but that’s mostly for those who’ve been listening a bit too much to the radio.”

“Huh.”

Walking across the village, Alice nodded slightly, trying to put together how to approach this brand new conundrum that had been shoved onto her lap.

“Is there anything else you’d like to know, ma’am? I was born in Balet, but grew up in Seledo and Astunes. I’ve studied a bunch about the law ever since the Major got into that spat with the Baron, so there’s much I can answer if you’ve got doubts!”

“Spat?” The teacher quirked a brow.

“Yeah, it was about his son.” She shook her head. “Lost him to the Pyrebear six years ago. There was a dispute over how the Baron had meddled with the Hunter’s job and that’s how things went wrong, but… well…” Helga shrugged slightly. “It was messy, and the Earl determined the Baron had been within his rights.”

Alice’s lips thinned but didn’t mention anything else, following the general directions towards the building the Hunters used as a base of operations. She tried her best to avoid paying attention or noticing how every maiden that crossed her path would quickly look her way and then attempt to pretend to not have done exactly that.

It seemed the novelty of the whole “human females” thing had yet to wear out amongst the locals. What was slightly unnerving was how the human males seemed to be far more openly willing to gawk. None had approached, but the psychology teacher was quite willing to bet it would only be a matter of time.

“The Major’s this way, ma’am.” Helga pipped up, pointing to the side.

They circled around the building and into a large patio. There were several groups of people, the first of which being Major Huge and Irene, standing in the center of the area. In front of them stood eight men, students and parents from the field-trip. Alice noticed Victor as well and quickly turned her attention to the other half of the patio.

There were three metal cages, with four Hunter-uniformed maidens standing at each corner of each cage. But the teacher’s attention was quickly drawn towards the contents of the cages. Within each one there were between three and four other maidens. Naked, gagged, and bound in wire.

“What the…!?”

“They’re ferals, ma’am.” Helga quickly spoke up in a hushed voice. “The Major’s likely prepping them for their first maiden.”

Alice promptly snapped her mouth shut, eyes turning intensely towards the Major. The man hadn’t looked her way, but his broad shoulders stiffened as if he’d been able to detect the gaze all the same. With a nervous cough, he gestured at the cages. “They’re all Doggirls, found injured during the rush. We put them to sleep, patched them up, and have some black collars to help break them from the feral state.”

“They won’t wake up naturally, I am keeping them under.” Irene pipped up, her red gaze sweeping over those present, pausing on Alice last. “Please pick whichever seems best. They’re all Doggirls, one of the easiest maidens to bond to, and regardless of what task or role you wish to take, they’ll prove useful, if nothing else, to keep you safe.”

Already she could hear her jaw tighten as she watched him.

Huge’s posture tightened further, shoulders drawing back as his spine arched like a bow ready to snap. “Though some might consider it best to make the decision while they’re conscious, they’re ferals and still dangerous, so prioritizing one’s safety should always come first.”

The crowd of men glanced at one another, nodding and splitting up, approaching the cages. Alice took the chance to do the same and head towards Huge. Though Irene stepped in her way, the naked red-skinned woman keeping a stony cold look.

“Ma’am.” She spoke the word curtly. “Unless you intend to enlist, we would appreciate you refrain from potentially disrupting a lesson that might save the life of your companions.”

The psychology teacher paused. “Shouldn’t you seek to have these girls taught by experienced people and then given the option on whom to join?”

“Ma’am, a feralborn’s best teacher is the one they bond to, as they’re far likelier to pay close attention to their human. By bonding them from the start, it lets them adjust to their partner’s idiosyncrasies and preferences.” Irene didn’t so much as blink. “This also gives them valuable experience. Being able to tame a feral now while under safe circumstances allows them to be likelier to not die when trying their hand on their own.”

“We… also don’t have enough greenie’s that we could spare.” Huge added, scratching his chin. “Ma’am.”

“But Helga-.”

“It was under the Baroness’ insistence.” Irene snapped up. “Since you and many others have opted to postpone your enlistment, potentially to join the military academy instead, then having a Hunter-experienced maiden would be a minimum to ensure everyone’s safety.”

“What she said.” The Major nodded emphatically. “We’re stretched thin enough we can’t even send your group off, we have to wait for a sortie from the Earl so they can safely escort you to Balet… I mean, those wanting to join a military academy, and anyone wanting to tag along… ma’am.”

“Besides.” The psychic’s lips cocked upwards ever so slightly. “Would the lady prefer these ferals learn from the values of OUR society and culture, or yours?”

Alice’s mouth snapped shut, brows furrowed for several long quiet seconds as she turned to look at the others. “And there’s not one woman here amongst the volunteers?”

“If any women from your group have opted to enlist, we’ve not heard about it.” The Major declared.

With a slight frown, she crossed her arms, trying to think it over. Was this yet another move from the Baroness? Maybe Ms. Dodson had stuck her nose into someone’s business? Or… a grimace followed, the only one she’d seen enthused with the idea had been Kat, and she’d left with Rick.

“I’d like to stick around and see how this works.” She finally pipped up, watching the Major squirm a little. Irene glanced at her, and Alice added. “Regardless of if I enlist or not, or if I end up joining a military academy or not, this would be a learning experience all the same. No?”

The psychic’s lips pursed, eyeing the Major a little.

“Very well, ma’am.”




Chapter 128 [Alice]

“We… will start with a simple acclimatization exercise.”

Alice quietly watched from the sidelines, doing her level best to purely observe the unfolding events rather than judge them.

The sleeping ferals had been given a black collar, put in place, and then a single one was dragged out of the cage as she slumbered. Laying downwards, they tied her wrists to the ground with wires, and her throat was put into a metal-lasso that would bite into the flesh if tugged hard enough.

A maiden straddled the feral’s hips as she kept the other hand on the lasso. In front of this was none other than Victor, the teacher grimacing just as much as the others as they watched.

“We will wake her up slowly. Be sure to keep your fingers out of her reach.” The Major explained slowly. “She will panic and attempt to escape, you should try to soothe her. Shushing sounds work, no need to touch, just stay in front of her and wait things out. Eventually she’ll tire and calm down.” He nodded slowly. “Whenever she’s calm, try to put your hand near where she can smell, but not within reach. Repeat until she smells you without reacting violently.”

“And then?”

“This might take the whole day, Doggirls have good stamina.” The Major answered with a sharp nod. “But you should try to move closer, turn allowing yourself to be sniffed into touching her arms. Once she’s used to your touch, you can move into feeding her.”

“What’s the end-goal?” Alice whispered at Helga.

The Valkyrie’s eyes lit up. “The goal is to form a strong sense of submission and trust, the collar boosts those emotions on the unbonded, as a way to promote bond formation.” There was a slight sing-song to her voice as she said this. “The Major usually prefers trust, but if you want to get submission, one of the better options is to pummel them until they realize they don’t stand a chance.”

“… and that works?”

“Sometimes?” A slight shrug of her wings. “I’ve heard it’s quite tricky. Stronger maidens don’t admit defeat easily, and are very slow to trust. But weaker ones could react with more fear and anger than respect.”

“Wait, how long do these things take?”

“Anywhere between a few days and a few months.” An apologetic smile emerged.

“A few days before they’re safe?”

“Oh no, that would be until the bond forms, ma’am.” Helga shook her head. “Once bonded, the maidens are to remain contained for at least a few more days if not potentially months until they’ve properly learned how to hold back.”

“Wait, then Monica?”

The Valkyrie’s smile tightened. “The Baron thought he could contain a Sabertooth, and he had more resources to spare than the Major.”

Alice could only nod at that, feeling keenly aware how fragile a situation it was to have someone like Monica walking around and being entirely unable to stop or contain her. They could only play nice and hope for the best. A howl drew their attention back to the unfolding scene, the Doggirl had awoken, and she’d begun struggling wildly against her bindings.

“As you can see, the feral is, understandably, in a panic. This is one of the most dangerous parts.” Huge spoke up over the howls. “There are ways to forcefully calm her down, maidens that wield psychic or corrosive energies in particular are quite adept at it. But for the sake of experience, we won’t be using any of those methods. We will assume you are without aid.” The man reached into the ruck-sack that hung at his side and he pulled out a large purple berry. “These are usually called passion-fruit. They grow in the wilds, the bush they grow from absorbs ambient elemental energy, somewhat. The fruit’s juices heal wounds, but that same component generally causes arousal and lightheadedness.” A slight pause, his eyes moving across the crowd. “There’s a trick to reduce the kick, if you don’t have a maiden to suck up the elemental energy, you can rub it against the leaves of the bush it comes from.”

“Can a bond even be formed while under the effects of some drug?”

“It’s not impossible, just harder, ma’am.” Helga spoke with a lowered voice, moving a step forward and making sure she was slightly ahead of Alice. The maiden’s hand was firmly on the sword on her hip. “The less aware, the tougher it becomes.”

The teacher could only really nod along, glancing back at the demonstration as Huge tossed the fruit at Victor, telling him to rub the skin against his fingers and to use that to let the Doggirl to smell them.

The man followed the instructions close enough, and they just about did nothing, the Doggirl kept struggling and whining all the way.

“Just keep at it, be patient, she’ll tucker herself out. Once she’s receptive, you could give her a bit of food, though it’s unlikely she’ll take it until hunger starts kicking in sometime tomorrow.” Huge nodded along. “How about we bring out the next lass?”

“So we’re meant to just… stay here for the whole day?” One of the students raised his hand.

The Major scowled when he heard that. “If things go bad, these girls are going to be your lifeline. Do you have any better ideas over what to spend your time on?”

The hand was lowered, worried looks were shared, and Alice could only grimace at the rawness of it all. They’d escaped the forest, but the danger never left. The young teacher could only sigh and watch as, one by one, the canine maidens were tied down, pinned, and woken up.

“Wouldn’t it be better to have them be separate?” She asked the Major as he’d been about to leave. “I mean, having them all howling at once like that… doesn’t it make them encourage one another?”

“It… um… Irene?”

“The idea isn’t to just teach them to trust the human they bond to but humans in general, ma’am.” The maiden spoke up smoothly. “Though it might take them longer, once the first of them caves in and accepts food and water, the others will follow along. Doggirls have a strong pack mentality, so they have an easier time accepting others as part of their group so long as the conditions are right.”

“You need to understand the feral’s breed as well as the individual’s disposition.” Huge nodded along, throwing a slight smirk at Irene, his large hand gingerly reaching out to her shoulder. “Having a psychic can help things along plenty.”

“Or a charmer.” Helga declared.

That made the Major flinch as if struck by lightning, his lips pursing and gaze turning away.

“What’s a charmer?” Alice quickly asked, noticing how the Major and Irene were apparently busy looking at something else.

“They’re maidens with very powerful abilities that let them influence others in certain ways, ma’am.” The Valkyrie declared with an enthusiastic nod. “There're breeds like the Mazouku and Demoness that can create fear, or the Harlequin that can create powerful self-doubt.”

“I fail to see how fear or self-doubt could charm anyone, but I’ll take your word for it.” The teacher replied with a quirked brow.

“Charmers have powers meant to manipulate others in a rather direct fashion. The Kingdom has some strict laws involving ownership of such breeds.” Irene declared with a slight scowl.

“Unlike psychics.” Alice frowned at the red-skinned woman.

“Though the average psychic does have the capacity to manipulate someone experiences, the best we can hope for is to place our targets into a temporal altered state of mind.”

“A psychic can only influence as long as they hold power over the target.” Huge nodded.

“Not really much of a difference.”

“A very important one, ma’am.” Irene declared coldly. “If I wish to cause someone to feel fear, I need to find something that scares them and present it to them. Charmers have no such limitation, a Demoness for example can cause fear with just an exertion of their power, unconditionally. The subject is left fighting a source-less panic.”

Alice nodded ever so slightly at this, the concept feeling a bit convoluted.

“Thus the restrictions and oversight.” Huge added, sighing. “Anyway, the enlisted will be having their hands full for the next few days. If you’ll excuse me, ma’am, that’s about it for today, I have to return to the important things to attend to.”

Irene nodded along, both of them walking off.

And the psychology teacher being left to watch as the group spent the remainder of the day trying to get the canines to calm down and accept their scent. She couldn’t help but feel a sense of wrongness growing within her.

Was this really the best way to tame a feral?




Chapter 129 [Barry]

Shirtless, Barry shifted uncomfortably in the chair, the sensations running through his skull like a thousand ants crawling directly over his bones.

“Stay still, dammit.” Lala grumbled.

The maiden whose hands were causing his head to feel like it had been turned into an ant-hill was growling in frustration. She stood behind him, her chest pressed firmly against his back, her fingers stroking his hair. “I need to get a good feel for the problem.”

“I-If you say so,” Barry stammered, face lit up as he closed his eyes and tried not to think too much of how soft she felt against his skin. “H-How does it work? Will I… be able to see normally?”

“I can heal just about as well as a Mousegirl can fly. What I’m going to do is put a little curse on you.” There was a little chuckle as Lala pulled back from him, hurrying over to the piece of parchment on the table. Grabbing a piece of coal, she began drawing some lines on it.

The small reprieve left Barry sighing and relaxing his shoulders. His eyes moved towards the half-naked maiden. Her dark skin was a dark chocolate, and there was plenty of it to see because the only clothing she wore were a set of green pants, which only helped make her pronounced hips all the more alluring. Barry swallowed and turned the other way, cheeks alight.

“Does… do you need to touch me so much?”

“Consider it a free service, handsome.” There was a little amusement in those words as she hurried to the stool behind him, hopping on and then pressing herself against his back once more. With the touch of her fingers on his head, the young man grimaced once more.

“And… how are you going to curse me?”

“When you were talking about lenses, it kinda got me thinking. If I curse you with the right kind of bad eyesight, it should cancel out your own bad eyesight.” A slight chuckle. “I’m so going to win that bet.”

“… bet?”

The question made the maiden stiffen slightly, a nervous chuckle right as she pressed herself slightly harder against him. “Please don’t tell Lady Embla? She might get pissed off.”

“But… bet about what?”

“Oh, we have several bets going around in regard to our famous otherworlder guest.” She chuckled. “Who gets to fix your eyesight, whose name will the Hound speak first, who gets to fuck you first… you know, standard stuff.”

If the flush before was strong, now it became intense, steam practically felt like it was about to explode out of the red-head’s ears. “W-W-wha-aT!?”

The door opened instantly, and a naked black-haired Hound pounced inside, fangs out and eyes gleaming sharply. Both people froze, though it was Barry who reacted first, raising both his hands. “It’s ok, it’s ok. Orion, calm down, nothing… nothing’s happening.”

“He’s ok, see? Your human’s all safe and sound.” Lala chuckled, ruffling Barry’s hair before lifting her hands.

The Hound glared, scoffing, and without another word, turning around to step right out the door once more. Though she did not close it, standing at the edge of the room and sitting right in the middle of the entrance. She chose a position where she could look over her shoulder and towards Barry.

“By the by, my bets are on her being the one to get you to do the dirty. So if you want to help a girl out…”

“I don’t, this isn’t, I erm… are we done?” He stammered, eager to stand up from the wooden stool.

“You’re more than welcome to stick around, you know, check my angles and lines and stuff.” Lala’s smile was earnest, though considering the way she was smirking and leaning slightly forward, Barry was fairly sure she was also intending to tease him the whole way.

“I can’t read without my glasses, so… maybe another time.” He quickly put his silk shirt back on, waving the tinkerer goodbye as she headed towards the door. “Same time tomorrow?”

“Sure!”

With that, Barry stopped at the door’s threshold, looking down at Orion as the Hound looked up at him in turn. “I… need to step outside.”

Her face remained impassive, and the young human sighed, side-stepping her before turning to look her way. Except she was now gone. The young human’s shoulders deflated as he looked down at his own shadow. The coloration was ever so slightly blacker than the surrounding shadows, the only sign the Hound was there at all. He deflated slightly further, turning his steps towards the large tree in the colony’s center.

The monster of a plant was comparable to the giant trees from the area the bus had crashed into, four of them put very close together, and the main structure that was called the ‘palace’ being where Barry was living at right now.

His steps slowed as he caught sight of a streak of blond hair. His chest seized up as there was only one person with such brilliantly golden hair in the whole Court. The human hurried his steps as he saw Pan stepping into the wooden palace, the Valkyrie was stomping her way across the place. Barry had no intention of engaging with her, making extra sure to wait to determine the direction she’d taken before taking the opposite one.

A longer route to his room, but one he would be able to avoid trouble.

“Barry.”

The human almost shrieked and jumped in surprise as the familiar voice rumbled and bounced across the wooden walls. Every maiden in the immediate vicinity abruptly found they had something to do elsewhere.

Lady Embla looked down at the human with her ever-present frown. “Heading to your room?”

“Yes ma’am.”

“I’ll accompany you.”

There was little room for rebuttal, he nodded in agreement. The dark-skinned maiden reached down and took his hand in her larger palm. It was soft despite the callouses, and Barry couldn’t help but turn to look up at her as she marched down the corridor. Everyone they stumbled along the way would quickly march right back out of the way.

That is until Pan showed up.

The maiden glanced at Barry for a flicker of a second, her expression stilling right before she turned to the taller maiden.

“Lady Embla.” She approached hurriedly. “I have-.”

“Unless it’s an emergency, our meeting is not due for another three hours.” The dark-skinned maiden declared, throwing the most intense glare a stony still face could manage as she did so. “IS this an emergency, miss ambassador?” Pan hesitated, tensing for only a moment. “I thought so.”

Lady Embla walked straight past the Valkyrie, pulling Barry along the way. The maiden’s hand gripping his own squeezing ever so slightly right as he’d been about to turn in the blond-maiden’s way. It made him look up at her in confusion.

“I heard from Kajou what that Valkyrie did to you while under her captivity.” Embla spoke with a firm growl. “Do not let pity taint your views, she is owed none.”

There were no more words spoken between the two, Barry nodded as they continued through the corridors and stairs until they reached one of the rooms nearest to the top of the building. Also one of the largest, the place certainly had more than enough space for a whole apartment.

The two guards at the entrance stepped aside to let them through, the doors locking behind them.

The instant the door had closed, Lady Embla sighed, her stiff statuesque shoulders relaxing as she let go of Barry’s hand. The maiden carefully raised her hands to her leather armor, undoing the straps with short simple gestures, efficient. She moved like a soldier who’d gone through the process a thousand times over, her steps leading towards the bed and making Barry hesitate.

“Come.” She commanded, dropping her shirt and exposing her large pillowy breasts, sitting at the edge of the bed and patting her lap. Barry gulped and nodded, moving closer and pushing back the embarrassment as he sat on the taller woman’s thigh.

Embla regarded him for a long moment, closing her eyes and raising her chin.

“Touch my neck.” A moment of hesitation. “Please.”

With a nod, he reached up, fingers caressing the patch of discoloration on her throat, the one that had been occupied by a collar not that long ago. The woman shuddered and relaxed, sighing. Her hands reached out to pull him closer against herself, leaning down and kissing him for only a brief moment.

With her palm holding his back steadily, she pulled away, meeting his gaze with emerald green determination.

“You didn’t bond Lala.” Her tone was soft but reproachful. “I specifically sent you to her since she looked the most eager.” Leaning closer, her free hand lifted his chin, and she kissed his throat. “I still smell her on you.”

“She was… touchy.”

“She is bonded to a prisoner, and would gladly take your advances. You need just offer.”

“I-.”

Slowly, Embla pulled away once more, keeping his chin raised so he could not look away from her gaze. “Barry, you must learn to conquer. Lala would have succumbed under your touch like a leaf falling in autumn.”

“I just… I’m not that confident.”

“No one is born strong in spirit. You must learn.” Embla touched his thigh softly, his body becoming warmer under her caress. “But you must be willing to learn, only then can you grow.”

“H-how’s your mother?”

Embla hesitated, her brows lowering, the statuesque expression faltering as it darkened. “I know of a way to fully heal her, but I will need your aid, Barry.”

The human perked up. “If I can be of help…”

“Then dedicate yourself to growing stronger in spirit.” Embla said firmly.

“I… how can that… Help?”

The woman glanced back down at him, her arm circling around his hip. “There are several maidens who have the knowledge and power that could aid her Ladyship, but they are under the kingdom’s control.”

“Wait, you want me to… bond them?” Barry blinked. “Forcefully?”

“They have grown up as slaves, they know nothing else, they fear freedom. With the bond, you could help them learn the truth.” She replied. “But most importantly, we need to be able to trust they will not harm her Ladyship. If, once done, they still wish to return to slavery, then we will not stop them.”

The young man hesitated, lowering his gaze in thought. “I… I’ll do it.”

“Then prove your resolve.” Her gaze twinkled with an approving smile, her hand pulling his palm against her soft pillowy breast. “Conquer me once more.”




Chapter 130 [Rick]

“Seledo’s certainly seen better days.”

Rick glanced at Dia, the nurse grimacing as she looked at the large village below. It was certainly larger than Astunes, maybe a little over two or three times the size. Its current state reminded Rick of some towns that had been hit by an earthquake or some similar natural disaster. About a fifth of the buildings had fallen down, a handful of those reduced to smoldering coals.

“You’ve been here before?” He asked, glancing her way.

“Yes. I was born and raised near Balet, so when there was a nurse position available in Astunes, I volunteered.”

“You can volunteer?” Kat looked surprised, pointing at her own throat. “Aren’t you like…?”

“Green collars are public domain.” Freya stated matter-of-factly. “It isn’t odd to transfer to other areas or to the ownership of another Lord. You do need permission first, and there must be some agreement between the Lords beforehand.”

“So you can choose who owns you, so long as your previous owner acknowledges it.”

“And they’re paid their dues. Either by the new Lord or the maiden herself.”

“Speaking of money.” Rick patted the coin purse on his hip. “I think we ought to look for some income options.”

“The Baroness’ bounty reward as well as the Earl’s invitation should be more than enough to cover for travel expenses, sir.” Ginny looked at him in confusion.

“And when I run out, I’d rather not end up having to rely on money that comes with strings attached.”

“Speak for yourself, I’d rather get all the free food I can get.” Mr. Gabriel laughed heartily from the centaur.

“I guess I take that from gramps.” Kat joined in with a chuckle. Next to her, the green scaled Lizzy next to her smiling in turn.

“If… sir wants to earn some coin, the easiest way would be in assisting with the rebuilding and repairs.” Ginny glanced at the humans with a slight nervous laugh, scratching the back of her head with her blue scaly claws. “It’s not like we’d have anything better to do while we wait to leave.”

“It would be best if we had things to sell.” Dia commented, shaking her head dejectedly. “Manual labor only usually is enough to cover for meals, maybe a place to stay.”

“It’s a start.” Rick nodded along. “Might give us a chance to find out more about the Earl.”

At his mention of the Earl, the other former-Hunter maidens squirmed. He’d tried prying some information out of them, but the sum total of things they knew of the man was mostly in relations to his job as a mediator and judge for the area. Meaning that most of what they had to share was over the man’s preference for people with more human-sided ancestry.

“Food. Up.” Monica spoke, her head tilting towards the clear blue sky.

And as she did, everyone noticed the three flying figures that were approaching them from the village. Rick blinked a moment when he noticed a flicker of light shining in their direction.

“Hunters.” Freya commented, pulling out a small piece of metal from her pocket and holding it over her head, making some rhythmic twitches with it. “They’re requesting we stay put.”

“That wasn’t Morse code.” Tomas muttered. “What do the lights mean?”

“Doing a constant quick rhythm is a basic ‘look at me’, and once they get a flicker response, they send the message. In this case, four slow beams mean they’re Hunters. And the constant quick rhythmic beat afterwards is a request to meet up. If it’s used from the ground, it’s a call for aid, and if it’s used from the air, it means they’re approaching and to not move from our location.” The Elf listed off in a boorish tone. Her hand was firmly on her hip, glancing up at the sky as she watched the trio approaching rather quickly.

They looked like a triplet of identical twin sisters. Dark brown hair, and wings for arms, they were circling downwards and keeping a distance.

“Monica, no kill.” Rick whispered under his breath as he looked up at them, sensing the feline was preparing to attack. She pouted at him in response, but obliged, relaxing her shoulders and sighing.

“Identify yourselves!” The voice shouted downwards. “And the white-haired maiden that’s with you.”

“I think they mean you, Rick,” Kat whispered under her breath.

The chemistry teacher glared at her for a moment before turning upwards. “I’m Rick Cross. We come from Astunes with an invitation from the Earl. The white haired maiden is mine, her name is Monica.”

A moment of pause. “Is she White Claw?”

Would he have to do this every time? “She is.” He responded.

After another pause, the trio seemed to be talking amongst one another. “Is she… safe?”

Rick glanced at the group. Freya kept her voice low as she spoke up. “By Hunter standards, Monica would most certainly not be considered safe to keep within the village. But whether sir wishes to claim she is… is up to sir.”

Rolling his eyes, he wanted to sigh. His gaze turned upwards. “She’s still fresh and learning. Could we have accommodations that are close to the edge?” A slight pause. “We also have a copy of the content from four black-boxes.” With a sigh, he glanced at the others. “And a human woman.”

He could almost see them startle at that last part. “Under the Earl’s law, we will secure safe accommodations for the woman and the elder. Please keep White Claw outside Seledo’s human zone. We will ensure there’s an area for you and your maidens to rest.”

Two of the three split off, heading back to the village, while the third kept circling over them, albeit gaining height.

“Is this normal?” Rick glanced at Freya, the Elf merely shrugging.

“If they are playing things safely like this, it must mean important people aren’t present.” Ginny spoke under her breath. “The Lords might have fled during the attack.”

“Monica is very dangerous, and were she to go on a rampage, it would require a serious effort to stop her.” Freya shifted the topic, talking without much commitment. “If they are warned ahead of time that Monica is dangerous and not entirely domesticated, then they’ll know to make sure there’s nothing that may startle or tempt her.”

“And to keep fragile things out of her reach.” Kat chuckled slightly. “Or she might knock them off the shelf.”

Ginny giggled, the Draco’s laughter a nervous one, almost forced. Rick caught her eyes quickly darting between Lizzy and Freya. The silent plea for help within them told the young chemistry teacher everything he needed to know. “Our world had cats, as in, the actual animal. Like a boar, but feline. They were famous for knocking stuff off shelves.” He muttered under his breath. Both Freya and Ginny perked up at this, sharing a glance between them and a slight nod.

It must be taxing, being the underling of someone whose sense of humor you didn’t share but felt obligated to partake in. He’d been there, and done that.

“So how far out is the ‘safe-zone’ they spoke of?”

“It’s that space between the farm-steads and the first homes, sir.” Ginny stepped ahead, moving close and pointing in the distance at the space of mostly barren soil that separated the farmland and the village.

She recoiled away the moment Monica let out a growl, the feline clenching Rick’s hand and pulling him closer to her.

“Hey!” the teacher barked. “No!”

His tone made the Sabertooth flinch, turning at him with another deep pout.

“Don’t worry, sir, we’ve dealt with many ferals and we know how clingy they can get with their first bond-partner.” Ginny spoke urgently, taking another step away from him and Monica.

“I don’t want her showing aggression like that, less so to a companion.” Rick replied quickly, glaring at the feline as she turned the other way to avoid his gaze. He pulled his hand from her grasp, crossing his arms and watching her hesitate.

“Riii~iiick.”

“No.”

The pout turned sullen. She sighed and kept walking.

“Um… sir?” Dia whispered as she stepped closer from the opposite side, offering a hand for him to take. Her cheeks glowed ever so red.

The teacher blinked, an idea forming at the edge of his mind. “First, give Ginny a hug. Friendly hug.”

“What?”

“Just… trust me.” He hurriedly told her, glancing at Monica from the corner of his eye.

“Um… yes sir.”

Dia looked at him as if in confirmation, slowing down and approaching the blue-scaled Draco. The two shared a confused look before halting. The nurse reached out and gave a brief and awkward hug, letting go once Rick nodded.

As she moved back to him, Rick took Dia’s hand, though that didn’t make her any less confused. Her confusion was greater as he made a show to Monica that he was holding Dia’s hand.

Monica looked, holding hands, then at Ginny, then at Dia, and then at Rick. The Sabertooth grumbled but moved with purpose. She quickly approached the Draco, not giving even a chance to take a battle-stance as she enveloped the Draconian maiden in her arms right as Ginny let out a panicked squeak.

Nearly shoving the scaly maiden off instantly after, Monica returned to Rick’s side opposite to Dia’s. “Rick.” She proclaimed, offering her paw at him.

“I think you’re going to be helping me to teach Monica how to behave.” The teacher whispered, grabbing Monica’s paw and then shrieking as she yanked him out of Dia’s grasp, pulling him into a full bodied hug.

There was a long road ahead.




Chapter 131 [Rick]

“Riiiii~iiiick.”

Rick glanced at Monica as she dropped down the four very heavy tree-trunks she’d been carrying, grunting slightly as the wood bounced off of the ground slightly on impact. She stepped out of the slight indentations her paws made on the soft soil from her having walked with the massive weight.

He still couldn’t quite believe that she’d been able to carry all that, nor that she didn’t just sink all the way to her knees into the dirt. There must be something up regarding elemental energies because physics had walked out the door a kilometer ago which was where she’d picked the lumps of wood.

“Rick!” Monica spoke more insistently now, glaring at him as she poked his chest.

“I’m on it, I’m on it.” He nodded along, reaching into the pouch and pulling out a piece of boar jerky. She glared at him, and he pulled out two more.

Snatching it out of his hands, Monica grumbled, following him along as he turned around to walk back towards the logging area. Judging by the number of pieces of jerky left in his bag, he had for one more trip before she stopped wanting to collaborate. The feline made sure to grab his hand, her scowl was a deep one, mumbling and muttering and grumbling with every handful of steps.

“There there.” Rick patted her shoulder. “We’re doing this for food.”

Monica’s gaze narrowed, her paw pressing against the pouch. “Food.”

“More food.”

Her lips pursed. “Monica kill food.” Letting go of his hand, she dejectedly crossed her arms, following along with an even deeper pout.

The teacher could only sigh a little, watching her have a tantrum over the whole thing. Like some petulant child who insisted there were better ways to go about things, and… he couldn’t really deny that, from her perspective, it might seem far more entertaining to go about things differently.

“Hey.”

Tugging her hand, he caused her to stop. His other arm reached out, tugging at the baggy shirt she wore and pulling her closer. She obliged, leaning down. With a quick peck on her lips, Monica’s ears perked up. “Sex?”

“Kiss.” He chided, watching her pout again. But she didn’t lean away.

Leaning back, she wrapped him with her large furry paws in a warm snuggle of an embrace. Monica was hungry for his lips, nibbling and biting them lightly as her tongue quickly pushed to invade his mouth. Rick could feel her breasts squishing against his chest, an elastic pressure that was joining the desire he could sense from her. He had to fight to break it off before it would escalate into more.

Monica purred, tail lashing, back and forth, ears perked and… so were her nipples, visible through the discolored shirt. “Riiiick.” She whispered, taking his hand and guiding it down to her thighs.

He pulled away. “No sex. Work.” He insisted quickly, looking around and only now noticing the hollers and wolf-whistles coming from the construction crew. His face flushed, and he took her paw in his hand, quickly continuing his march up the hill.

“Sex later?” The feline pressured, putting his hand on her naked hip as she grasped his.

Gaining hold of himself. “Maybe.” He declared. If she was going to pressure for sex, he was going to at least take advantage of it and get her to earn it. She’d been pouts and grumbles ever since starting this, and it’d been getting harder and harder to convince her to help.

“Maybe.” The pout was back, but she couldn’t really stop her tail from keeping the happy swish, so that was that for now.

The next round-trip he managed to convince her to take as many tree-trunks as she physically could… in exchange of his hand staying firmly on her ass every step of the way. The feline wasn’t exactly happy with it, but she compensated by wringing a make-out session the instant she’d dropped the batch near the construction area.

“So THAT is how you tamed the legendary White Claw.”

Someone nearby shouted out, and the hollers came. Rick’s face flushed, and Monica didn’t care much at all. The feline kept her arms tightly around him, possessive even as he turned around. Like a giant spooning session, she lay her chin against the top of his head and kept her arms wrapped around his chest as the young man tried to compose himself. “Is there any more timber to move?”

“That’s about it for the day. Help’s much appreciated.” The foreman spoke with a hearty laugh, patting his generous belly as the sound shook him from head to toe. “Can’t say the show was any less impressive.”

“She’s… she can be a bit needy sometimes.”

“You gotta have some impressive War-Hound in your pants to get White Claw to act like a blushing Ingenue.” The man laughed louder as Rick squirmed a little. “Let me invite you to some ale.”

“I don’t quite think she’s going to let me go anytime soon.” Rick glanced upwards at his catty-captor.

“No need to worry over that, sir.” Dia’s voice pipped up from the sideline. It almost made Rick jump in surprise. He glanced over at the nurse as she emerged from one of the houses. “There’s a potion-brewer in town. I’m sure we could request some catnip essence to keep Monica entertained while you get a chance to relax.”

“That girl of yours’ impressive.” The foreman declared, stroking his stubby beard. “Saved us a lot of time, didn’t need to take anyone to the medicen today.”

“Very smart too.” Rick nodded, watching the pink-haired maiden smile brightened. “If you think you can handle Monica for an afternoon… I’d appreciate it.”

“Certainly, sir. I’ll go right away.”

The moment Dia was gone, Monica’s arms loosened slightly around Rick, and the young teacher could only sigh in response.

“Jealous type, eh? Been there myself.” The foreman nodded sagely. Rick noticed the man was talking at Rick from slightly to the side rather than directly ahead, and never quite looking his way directly. The man was clearly mindful of Monica’s potential response to him. “Had a puppy girl, adopted, would stay glued to my side all day long. Wife nearly tore her a bloody strip.”

“How did you solve it?”

“Becca showed her who’s who in the house.” A slight shrug. “It was tough watching, but after she got patched back up she mellowed out.”

“I don’t think that’s viable for me.” Rick chuckled nervously.

“I’ll say, with how she carried those logs, your gal’s probably a match even against a Royal Knight!” A hearty laughter followed. The man turned to leave. “I’ll have a girl come on over to lead the way. Sundown sound good?”

“Hopefully.” Rick shrugged, watching him leave.

Monica proceeded to turn her attention to the other maidens that were looking their way and growl. Many sets of heads quickly turned away, and the feline kissed Rick’s head. She refused to let go, though, so walking out of the area was a bit of a hassle until she finally let go and just took him by the hand.

They walked through the “empty” stretch of land that separated the village and the farms, and straight into the large shack the Hunters had provided as a place for Monica to stay at. Their intention had been for only Monica to stay there, but once it was clear, it would have to include Rick and Dia. They’d made sure to upgrade the place with several sets of mantles and straw to use as bedding underneath.

Not the most comfortable accommodation in the world, but it certainly beat having to rough things out without a roof overhead. Also, they brought food every morning, a bonus as it was a trade in conveniences. Monica’s presence scared the shit out of any feral that approached the area, and the Hunters had one less place to need to patrol over.

Monica was quite insistent on returning to the shack. Her shirt flew off the moment she’d stepped inside, and so did Rick’s. The Sabertooth cared little for much else, dragging him to the pile of bedding and, despite his protests, stripping him along the way.

With a loud exaggerated sigh, she curled up around him, laying her head against his shoulder as she hugged him closely. “Sex… later. Sleep now.” She mumbled, closing her eyes. Rick shrugged in return, not really having much alternative for the time being. She was calling the shots, and she wanted to nap. No sense in not joining in.

Pulling one of the mantles over them, he closed his eyes and joined her.




Chapter 132 [Rick]

The tavern, or bar, or whatever the place opted to call itself, had several things about it that caught Rick’s attention almost right away. For one, the only females in sight were the four bouncers near either exit, and the maiden tending the bar itself. The second thing to catch him by surprise was the fact that the alcohol was far stronger than he expected it to be. The beer tasted like it’d had rum mixed into it, and there was a sweetness to the flavor that masked the punch a lot more than he expected. If he wasn’t careful, he’d likely get drunk way faster.

The third thing to grab his attention was the absence of music or background… anything.

Most bars he’d gone to had at least a television or a radio or something. Part of him was expecting sound to burst out through hidden speakers at any moment and the bar to explode into celebration at the fixing of the technical issue.

“You look like you’re about to get jumped.”

The voice snapped him out of the thoughts that kept dancing around the room. Rick forced a smile and took a long swing of his drink. “Spent a little too long in the forest.”

“You saw some shit, huh.” The foreman, Carl, nodded somberly. “Must be pretty damn horrifying. Whole Knight Squad getting slaughtered…”

“… yup.” Another nod. Rick held his tongue, making sure to keep from sharing his actual thoughts. As far as everyone here was concerned, he was just a traveler, not an offworlder. “Say, I never did learn much about the Earl. He a good man?”

“As good as any of those nobles go.” A large shrug. “Far as we care, he’s kept the taxes fair and the roads safe. Honestly, gramps keeps telling the kids to appreciate the peace while it lasts.”

“He lived through war?”

“The Rebellion, though he was a wee lad back then.” Carl shook his head. “Keeps quiet about it, but you hear the stories of how it went. Maiden killing humans, maidens fighting maidens, ferals burning defenseless cities to the ground… that sort of thing.” A loud snort as the man took a swing. “So, what were you doing before joining the militia? Usually folk get a run earlier in life.”

“I just recently became a citizen of the kingdom. Family’s place didn’t have much space for me, so I just went around looking for a new lot in life.” Rick just parroted off the first excuse that came to mind.

“Huh, so a noble’s son?” As Carl asked this, and the teacher choked, eyes wide and looking around right until the man slapped his back. “Don’t think us simple folk too dull. You stink of rich.”

The teacher chuckled nervously, trying to calm down. “I… how?”

“Skin’s pale, clothes are nice and new, you talk all pretty-like, and you drink like a babe. White Claw being yours? Traveling with a human girl? Stinks of old money all over.” The man laughed. “Don’t worry too much over it, we don’t much care where you come from.”

“Yeah… yeah, I’d just rather not…” He coughed, cogs spinning wildly. “You know, I’d rather avoid trouble.”

Carl rolled his eyes, patting his belly and keeping his tone light as he waved Rick off like it was nothing. “Got some tips if ya like, though not for free.” A wink. “Just wanna know what the lass’ story is. First human lady I’ve seen that didn’t come with a military escort.”

“Kat?” A slight pause. “She’s… traveling with her grandfather, don’t know much about her. Tomas fancies her, and there might be something mutual, but… that’s about it.” He shrugged slightly.

“Bah, fine, keep your secrets.” He grumbled, another long swing from his mug, leaving it back on the counter and gesturing at the bartender to refill it. “If I were in your briefs and wanted to avoid trouble, I’d either stop trying to pretend I’m someone from the dirt and just say something about being some noble lady’s thigh-warmer.” A chuckle followed. “Seeing how White Claw looks at you, no one would doubt that.”

“Duly noted.”

“So…” Rick paused, glancing at Carl as he sipped from his drink, the bearded fellow looking at him with a wide smirk. “So…” He repeated.

“So… what?”

“How is she?” The man chuckled. “Wild?”

“Oh! You mean… in bed.” The chemistry teacher coughed, taking another swing from his drink. “She… uh, she’s intense.”

“Come now, you can’t leave things like that!” A new face showed up, a man nearing his fifties, weathered face and bright smile. “Name’s Victor, sorry, but I couldn’t stop but overhear. You’re the man who caught White Claw. Right?”

“Victor… huh, I know a Victor.” Rick gave a slight nod.

“Hopefully a good fella.” The man offered a hand to shake. His grip was firm. “Would a drink in exchange for more details be the right price?”

“I’m not one that tends to share those kinds of details.” He shrugged nonchalantly. “She was feralborn, kept me alive for some reason, and things sort of rolled from there.”

“Mhm, everyone’s seen how she handles things.” The new Victor laughed. “Has a lot of things to learn. Must be quite the handful.” An emphatic nod followed. “How would you say she’s at fighting? Can she distinguish between friend and foe yet?”

Rick frowned. “I feel like that particular question came out of the blue.”

Victor frowned in turn, as if trying to decipher what he’d just said, but quickly recovered. “Don’t be very surprised. I’m looking for some security heading to Balet, and if I could convince the owner of White Claw to keep me safe…”

If he were a dog, his ears would have perked up. “So you want a bodyguard?”

“From ferals.” New-Victor pipped up with a slight grin. “Lost my guards during the rush and I’ve been stuck around these parts since the rush got everyone’s hands tied up. Would you be interested?”

“Somewhat, depends on how much.” A little pause. “And you’d have to consider that I’m not traveling alone.”

“Sure, sure.” Another quick nod. “Food expenses for yourself, White Claw, and the nurse. And ten gold coins?”

Carl choked on his drink, eyes darting between Rick and Victor. The teacher had to take a moment to ponder whether this was some sort of act as a way to get scammed or if it was something else. The sense of money was not one he’d gotten a solid hold on. He’d have to ask the others to get a better sense of how fair the offer might be.

“Sounds decent enough, but I’ll need to talk it over with my friends first.” His response was cordial enough, taking a long swing from his drink. “Wouldn’t want to commit to anything and then find out they’d rather avoid such dealings entirely.”

“Of course, of course.” Victor nodded. “I’ll make sure to pay you a visit, say… tomorrow noon?”

“Sounds… good?”

“Great! Great!” A pat on the back. “I’ll be there, then. Got lots to prepare. Be seeing you.”

Turning around, he left, waving off as he marched straight out the door. Rick was left blinking and slightly confused, glancing at his drinking partner as Carl merely shrugged. “City-folk, that one. Business burned down in the rush.” A long swing. “Personally don’t like him much, but he’s always paid well.”

“What about him don’t you like?”

The response was a simple shrug. “Just too… rushed, I guess.”

“Hm…” Rick shook his head. No sense in hurrying things on that end. He’d get time to talk things over with the others. “So, about the Earl, you don’t got anything?”

“Like I said, peaceful times make for boring stories, thing’s been quiet with him in charge. But many folks appreciate that.”

He could understand the feeling. The chemistry teacher merely nodded along and spent the rest of his drink. The hours oozed by slowly, doubly so when there was nothing to really keep his sense of time. By the end of his second glass, he was already starting to feel slightly light-headed and a bit loose-lipped. Carl was fun in a down-to-earth kind of way, but Rick was not feeling like he could really loosen up.

So, not wanting to risk talking too much or saying something he shouldn’t, Rick called it a night and headed back through the village in the general direction of the shack he was sharing with Dia and Monica.

Tipsy and a little disoriented, the local Hunter girls (green uniform, green collar) were more than happy to help. A few offered to accompany him the whole way, but something in the back of his head kept telling Rick he shouldn’t, so he didn’t. There was an odd sensation of being watched that followed him as he walked his way back.

He stopped as he found the shack having its door blocked by a heavy trunk.

“Um…”

He knocked and heard movement. “Rick?” The voice called out. It was Dia. “Rick, Monica locked me in!”

“What?”

“Rick.”

This time the young human shouted, jumping and turning around as he saw Monica was standing right behind him. She was angry, snarling as she stepped closer, pinning him against the tree-trunk. Reaching forward, she yanked the trunk out of the way, nearly tossing it out of the way. The door burst open and Dia stepped through. The nurse was shoved aside as Rick was shoved inside.

Whatever complaint Dia had was ignored, Monica lumbered into the house, pushed Rick onto the hay and straddled his hips. “Sex.” She stated, pushing him down. “Now.”




Chapter 133 [Rick]

Rick could feel the dampness of her crotch against his pants, her paw keeping him pinned against the bedding. Monica’s blue-green eyes shone in the darkness of the shack, the only source of light what little filtered through the open door. Her paws were warm, her touch surprisingly soft despite the aggressive use of force from moments earlier.

“Sir, sh-.”

Dia’s words were cut off by the feline’s head snapping towards the door and growling with such intensity, Rick could feel the vibrations all around him.

“Just… don’t piss her off.” He replied, leaning upwards, and immediately getting shoved back down.

“Sex. Now. Dia. No.” Monica proclaimed with a solid, bone-chilling glare.

“I’ll… wait outside.”

“You do MFFFF.”

Monica sealed his lips with a kiss, then immediately pulled back, scoffing and spitting. “RICK!” She whined in complaint, grabbing a fistful of cloth and shoving it into his mouth. Her anger turned into betrayal and annoyance, her claws moving across his body in an attempt to get his shirt off in one go.

The human laughed, pulling out the piece of cloth and helping her along, ignoring the half-hearted glare she sent his way as he reached up to help her remove her own shirt. It was hard to see what with how dark everything was, but even in the darkness, he could feel the weight and softness of her breasts as they escaped from the cloth that confined them. Monica shuddered as his cool fingers squeezed her warm tits, their flesh overflowing through his fingers. There was just too much of her for each hand.

“Riiiick.” She moaned now, her nipples poking at his palms, the weight she bore down on him relenting now that he was reciprocating. The thrust of her hips against his pants gained an edge of growing impatience and intensity.

“Shhhh.” He whispered, releasing one of her tits and moving his right hand down between her thighs. It was easy to find the source of her need. She was wet, practically drenched. The scent of her arousal was thick, her folds warm to the touch.

Another low moan, a slow thrust of her hips. Monica grabbed hold of his shoulders and shoved her breast on his face. He obliged, leaning into her, teasing her with his touch, driving the feline to move quickly against him. She needed no warm-up, but he enjoyed it all the same.

Her weight bore down on him, but Rick wriggled his fingers, nudging her hips to rise. Slowly, he wriggled out from under her, teeth bearing down on her nipples with as severe a bite as he could make it right as he thrust his fingers into her hard. Her response was immediate, a rumbling roar, her arms pulling him against her chest. The maiden leaned back, and Rick took the advantage to push.

Monica presented no resistance, falling back and dragging him along the way, suffocating him with her breast, wriggling madly as the orgasm wrapped through her. Rick took the chance to lower his pants, already hard and ready, he didn’t waste any time to guide himself into her eager cunt.

With her legs instantly locked around him, she let him breathe and release her eraser-thick nipple. Still high from the small orgasm, she pulled him into a kiss. Instantly she yowled, he couldn’t see her face in the dark, but the sound was greatly annoyed. The feline shoved him back down into her breast and he obliged, tongue and lips laying claim of her flesh as he thrust hard into her.

The Sabertooth maiden tightened, sex slick and silky, one claw grasped his ass to help him thrust harder, the other kept his face against her left tit. Rick used his hands to grip her hip and push. Every thrust rocked them both on the bedding, wild and fast, there was little room for patience, alcohol and pure sensation driving them forward as she met him thrust for thrust.

Wordless, Monica cried out again, pulling him deeper into her embrace. He could feel her holding back, letting the sensations wash over her yet keeping a tight seed of concern within herself, all too aware…

“Turn around.” He growled, struggling with her legs, jaw tightening as he felt himself all too close to the edge.

She didn’t understand up and until he reached for her tail and yanked at it hard enough she yowled. Taking a long breath, she moved fast, opening her legs and turning around. A mutual gasp as he pulled out of her as she repositioned, his own grasp on her tail the tether that led him to her taut ass.

They fumbled, Monica lowering herself to her knees and then having to adjust further for him, her thighs quivering as he found her needy sex and thrust back into her. With one hand grasping her tail, the other slapped her hips. Monica growled, pushing back against him hard enough it almost sent him stumbling over. A warning as much as a request. And he obliged, guiding himself back into her waiting sex and pushing.

It was wild and out of control. Rick barely able to hold on as he clutched at her body for dear life while she threw herself back at him, finally able to stop holding back as the new angle could barely let her exert any of it on him.

Rick couldn’t hold out much longer, feeling himself reaching the edge as she roared once more. The human leaned over, hugging her hips as his hand reached down to her cunt, reaching for that sweet spot right over where their flesh met, fingers pressing down on her clit. It drove her wild, Monica roared again, this time her whole body shaking and pressing hard against Rick, causing his knees to drag across the floor as the cloth they were fucking on made a loud ripping sound.

He collapsed on her taut ass while she fell face first into the hay. Both of them enjoying the ripples of the afterglow, the feline shuddering with every stroke of his fingers over her clit.

And yet, she growled, breathless, tired, but a growl.

“Shhh.” Dia whispered in the dark, her hands pressing against Rick’s naked lower back.

“What are yo-?”

Monica stirred, beginning to gather the strength to move, but failing as soon as Dia’s hand reached down under and between Rick’s thighs and stroking his sack. A surge ran through him, his cock throbbing hard enough both feline and human moaned in unison.

“Dia?”

“Let me help.” She spoke smoothly, fingers stroking over Monica’s pussy and trailing her way down to the base of his shaft. “Master.”

The word was a hushed little thing, followed by a stroke that sent tingles up and down his spine. Rick glanced in Dia’s direction but only saw darkness, still, her free hand reached out to him, pulling him into a kiss. Her lips were hungry, her other hand stroking Monica and the human. The nurse took the hand he wasn’t using to grip the feline’s tail, placing it squarely between her thighs, pressing his fingers into her sex.

Moaning into the kiss, the strange rhythm overtook them. Sabertooth moaned and humped, Rick kissed and thrust, Dia stroked and kissed. The pink-haired maiden hungrily took the whole of his head, his chest, his balls. Monica squeezed his cock and thrust against his hips with gusto. A second wind was upon the two lovers, and the third was all too eager to participate.

With the human’s exploratory digits, Dia finally let go of his head, grasping his arm and forcing her whole naked body against it. She cried out, legs giving out as she shrieked, pulling him with her.

The trio collapsed, Rick stumbling and pinning Dia to the ground, the maiden wrapping her arms around him protectively as she took the brunt of the impact. There was a long collective sigh, then a second sigh, with Dia breaking into giggles, rolling slightly back and forth as she squeezed Rick’s head against her chest in a tight hug. “That was hot, Maaa~aaster.”

The moment ended quickly as Monica yanked them apart.

“Rick. Monica. No Dia!” She growled, holding him in the air by the chest with her large paw.

“Dia hurt no hurt Monica.” The cat growled, keeping the human firmly pressed against the wall and the nurse to the floor. “Dia hurt no hurt Monica!”

“Dia?”

“She…” A cough and a wheeze. “She caught on to the catnip… sir, only took a bit to get randy and playful, but not enough .”

“Ugh.” Rick groaned, feeling it hard to breathe. “Monica, calm down. No hurt.” His hands reached for the paw holding him in place, slowly stroking it. “No hurt.”

“No Dia, bad Dia.”

“Sir, I should apologize to her.”

“We both should. Not sure how to convey it to her though.”

“Maybe… I have an idea?”

In the darkness, Rick couldn’t really tell what was happening, but Monica’s pressure against him relented as the feline suddenly let out a surprised gasp. A moment later there was a slight moan. “Monica?” He asked, trying to free himself from her grasp but she was quite adamant to keep him pinned against the wall.

She moaned louder, and finally her strength relented, allowing Rick to fall on his feet and stumble in the dark a bit.

“Dia bad?”

“Hm….” Monica’s blue-green eyes shone in the dark, the feline moving towards Rick and enveloping in a tight hug, knocking him down onto the mantles. “Dia bad. Dia no bad bad.”

“What did you…?”

“I tested something… maiden’s secret.”

Feeling too tired and woozy, he relented the point, sighing and trying to adjust himself to sleep instead. He’d… deal with it when he was more clearheaded.




Chapter 134 [Rick]

Rick glanced at Monica, then at Dia, then back at Monica, and back once more. The two maidens were looking at each other and trying not to make it obvious. The feline had a clearly confused expression, the nurse a somewhat smug one. The larger of the two currently had the human stranded on her lap, fuzzy warm furry paws wrapped around his chest protectively and only ever shooting a glare when the nurse got too close.

“So about last night…” He coughed. “Why did you… call me ‘master’?”

“Isn’t it true? You own me, sir.” Dia’s eyes twinkled with mischief, the nurse giggling slightly. “I also thought it would be sexy.”

“I feel like the term has some connotations I’m not aware of.”

“Perhaps. Does Master wish to give me an order?”

“Let’s…” Rick shook his head. “If it’s something you’re into, I’m not going to stop it. Just don’t use it in public.”

“Certainly, sir, it wouldn’t do to make others believe you spend long sleepless nights making your maidens moan and breathlessly call out to you.” With a fit of giggling, Dia pulled her shirt on, adjusting it. “I think Monica does that well enough, her roars certainly weren’t quiet or humble. I expect ferals thirty kilometers away were quite thoroughly spooked.”

“Oh God.” Rick shrunk slightly. “Could you at least tell me what you did to get Monica so confused?”

The nurse giggled louder, pulling up her skirt and adjusting it. “I just apologized with actions, sir.”

“Have you… are you… ?” He frowned slightly. “Do you find girls attractive?”

“Hm? I wouldn’t bed one if given the choice.” She shrugged, leaning down to tighten her shoes. “But I heard from a Harpy that the men from your world seemed to have a particular penchant for… maiden on maiden action. So to speak.”

“There’s a lot to parse through in that sentence. You don’t have to do this.”

“I still choose to.” A little shrug, fingers brushing over her hair, palms glowing. Her pink hair smoothed and primed perfectly with just her touch. As if she’d spent the past hour brushing it. “If sir believes I am not property, then it’s my choice how I act. And if sir does consider me property, then I am doing my duties to the best of my ability.”

“I feel like you talked with Alice.”

“Do not underestimate a maiden’s courage, sir!” Dia winked, moving the glowing hands over her face, leaving her skin fresh and clean. “I will be going to gather some supplies.”

“Wait, before you go.” A deep sigh. “Last night I talked to a merchant, don’t remember the name, he offered some money to travel with us, thinking about having Monica as protection against ferals.”

“That’s great news, sir!” She nodded along. “I’ll make sure to share this with the others if I see them.”

The teacher took a second too long to get his words in order before she was out the door, humming some tune. It left him inside the shack, trapped by Monica’s hug as she refused to get out of the bed. A bed that had been reduced to tatters thanks to last night’s activities having involved her clawing them into ribbons.

Had Rick known she’d do that, he would’ve insisted keeping her on her back instead. Or on the normal ground. Resigned to try to spend another hour or so getting some extra sleep and shuteye before the day’s activities caught up with them, he snuggled into Monica’s arms and stroked her hip, urging her to relax in turn. It didn’t take much for her to follow along, and the human felt like he wanted to sigh more deeply than ever.

It was becoming clearer that his job was, primarily, handling Monica. Monica and her mood. Everything else was secondary to some degree or another. And a lot of it had to do with the limitations in her vocabulary. He’d have to focus harder on that, though he wasn’t too sure how many chunks of boar-jerky it’d cost them to get there.

The nap was short if pleasant, it was impossible to feel cold when Monica was basically one large heater with fur-covered attachments for arms and legs.

“Let’s move.”

“Noooooo.” The feline complained, squeezing him back into the sheets.

“Monica.” He pinched her ear, getting her to grumble in response.

With a loud growl, she let go. But she took all the mantles to wrap herself up into a warmer ball rather than leave the bedding. This left Rick with the chance to use a washcloth Dia had left prepared on himself.

Trying to use the washcloth on Monica proved fruitless… again, so he just focused on getting clothes and checking his things before stepping outside. The feline grumbled and groaned and complained, but once he was out, she soon followed, ducking under the door’s frame and standing next to him. It seemed her unwillingness to leave him alone greater than her love for a warm bed.

Fresh morning air, the sun was about an hour over the horizon, and the sky was clear.

Taking the chance to stretch his legs, he glanced at Monica stretching. His eyes trailed over her naked figure, enjoying the well fit tall woman and her generous assets, a part of him felt like leaning to touch her body. But that would get her started up and asking for more sex, and he definitely wasn’t with the energy for that right now.

After a night with drinking…

Wait.

“Last night you sneakily followed me while Dia was trapped in the shed.” He talked to the feline as she cocked her head at him. Obviously she didn’t understand most if not all he’d said, not that it was the purpose, he was venting. “And… Dia took my hangover away?” He definitely shouldn’t drink while having to keep an eye on the two. Monica was more dangerous than heavy machinery, he’d have to stay sharp around her.

Doing some stretches, he turned to leave towards where the foreman had pointed out was likeliest he’d find supply run requests. The chemistry teacher didn’t really need to consider whether Monica was following, even if he couldn’t hear her, he could practically feel her breathing down his neck.

Wait.

Whirling around, he faced Monica again. “God damn it.” Reaching for the backpack, he pulled out another of the large shirts he’d been given. “Monica, put this on.”

She looked down at the shirt, ears laying flat against her face. “No.” She crossed her arms and snorting loudly. “Food.”

“This is an extortion…” He put the shirt. “Kiss?”

“Bad kiss Rick, no.”

“If kissing’s not his strong-suit, wonder what he used to make the kitty roar?”

The voice came from slightly above them, he glanced at the rooftop of the nearby house, spotting one of the maidens with wings-for-arms. She was giggling as she looked down at them, ignoring the half-hearted glare Monica was sending her way.

“Morning to you too.” The human called out. “Got anything for this big pout to lug around?”

“Nothing today, she’s already dragged half a forest down here.” They spoke with no shortage of humor.

“Riiii~iiick.” Monica’s paw turned him around to look at her. “Yes food. Food. Food.” She snatched the shirt from his hands, and immediately began scowling at it as she tried to figure out how to put it on without tearing it.

“Come here, you.” Taking the clothes back, Rick ignored the giggling from up above and held the piece of clothing. She had to put the tips of her claws together to avoid puncturing the cloth, and even then it was a bit of an effort to squeeze those large paws through the holes.

She yowled and complained, but got through, head popping out and shaking her wild unkept white hair before looking down at herself and sighing deeply. “Food.” She now turned to him, poking his hip, the bag he’d hold for precisely her favorite meal.

“Hug?”

Monica arched a brow. “Food.”

“Hug and kiss?”

She stuck her tongue out and grimaced, and with one swoop of her arm, the bag was out of his belt.

“Hey!” With a complaint, Rick tried to take it back, but Monica used her other paw to stop him from being able to reach.

“Monica food.” Sticking her tongue out at him, she smirked and chuckled.

The Harpy watching things unfold howled with laughter, and Monica smirked all the wider.

It was going to be a long day ahead.




Chapter 135 [Alice]

Alice sat down on the chair Helga had brought over from… somewhere. The Valkyrie stuck to her side like glue, so Alice wasn’t sure how it’d been possible to begin with. Still, the teacher was currently overlooking the same field where the Doggirls had been tied down and pinned not a full week ago. Now, each of the men was holding a bag of boar-jerky and, with varying degrees of success and failure, were trying to get the maidens they were assigned to stay put.

Some had the maiden stock still at their side. Others… not so much. A few of them were just running around while the human ‘handler’ was trying to draw their attention or get them to behave. Others would have to remind the maiden to stay in place every handful of seconds.

“Ma’am.”

Huge’s voice drew Alice’s wary attention, the man moving to stand next to her as if, somehow, she were in charge of the operation. The psychology teacher could only look up at him half in disbelief and half in exhaustion.

Long nights reading history in the Baroness’ library were not kind to the eyes.

“Yeah?”

“I’d just thought… erm, excuse me. Just reporting in, things are going smoothly.”

Alice looked at the half-cocked mayhem in front of her, and then back at him. “I have no sense of reference over what’s normal in these things.”

“They’re three weeks ahead of schedule, more or less… ma’am.” He smiled slightly. “At this pace, I’d expect they’d be able to start spending more time together in a week or two.”

“What do you mean with ‘more time together’?”

“Sleep together, eat together, those sorts of things.” The man shrugged. “My main concern is getting them through fragility training.”

“The what now?”

“The gals are currently under constant watch whenever their partners show up, so if anything goes wrong, it’s going to be hard for it to go wrong in a lethal kind of way.” He replied, shaking his head. “But once out there, on their own, they need to be able to understand that humans are more fragile.”

The psychology teacher felt herself grow tense. “And how would you normally… teach this?”

“Through example is the quickest way.” He grimaced. “Thought I’d give you a heads up, ma’am, so you don’t feel startled over what’s going to come next.”

Not giving much chance to ask what’s going on, Huge stepped forward, clapping loudly to draw everyone’s attention. As he did this, one girl hurried to walk up next to him, a Hunter girl, green uniform and green collar, but she was a Doggirl like the other ones.

“Time for a lesson.” The man called out, gesturing at his assistant of the day to step forward. The girl moved towards the recently feral Doggirls.

It was a slow thing to do, approaching each, letting them smell her hand, the young maiden letting out a small bark, and then moving onto the next. Many of the Doggirls that were behaving quickly broke from the rank and file, a gathering occurred, the maidens quickly devolving into barking and yipping.

Five more seconds and all the black-collared former ferals were in the group of maidens sniffing at one another and greeting.

Alice could only frown in confusion, not quite sure what was going to happen that the Major might feel necessary to warn her about. She almost missed how there were a dozen other maidens that jumped in, each approaching the humans.

“Now, I want you to cry for help.” Huge spoke softly, a tone that was so friendly one might have mistaken it for a joke.

There was only a moment of shared confusion right as the maidens that had approached each human reached out and grasped their forearms. It was so synchronous it might as well have been choreographed. Some of the humans called out in alarm, others a half-hearted attempt.

And then the maidens squeezed.

Shrieks and complaints began to emerge all over, the pack of Doggirls rapidly broke into chaos, each maiden appearing to lunge at their own partner. The Hunters that had grasped the humans had pulled away, letting go the instant a canine approached.

“That should form a bruise.” Huge spoke loudly. “Make very sure to show that it hurts whenever touching it, exaggerate if you must. Above all, you need to show that you are fragile and weak compared to a maiden.”

The psychology teacher could only wince at the proclamation, not everyone was likely to take that in a good light considering the current circumstances. Even with everything they’d gone through, she could tell most present weren’t happy with the Major’s request. But the man appeared entirely uncaring, glaring them down.

Sighing, Alice stood up. “Do I really have to be present in all of these?”

“The Baroness did insist.” Helga reminded her.

And the psychology teacher was left with an odd sense of wrongness about that. Shaking her head, she tried to take a moment to reconsider. “Maybe we should get the other women to participate… or at least observe.”

The women had mostly been studying books the noble-lady had suggested. From history to… genealogy, it was something that would supposedly help them at least not stand out like sore thumbs. Personally, Alice was quite fed up with reading about what noble killed what “rebel-leader” during the civil war they’d had almost a century ago.

Something that did catch Alice’s attention was the severe lack of territory-based war compared to every bit of history she’d known of back from her world. There were kingdoms and there were contrived legal disputes over some territories, but not an iota of actual war.

The ferals likely were a strong part of that reason.

“Where to, ma’am?” Helga interrupted Alice’s thoughts with a chirpy little smile.

“Just somewhere to sit back and think… alone?” She replied, glancing at the winged woman as she nodded along.

“Plenty spots like those!” The wings spread wide, and with a slight running start, she grabbed Alice into a bear hug and leapt into the air.

Barking noises broke out as they took into the air, the psychology teacher let out a chocked scream, holding back and clutching at Helga as the maiden easily adjusted her grip so she’d be carrying Alice by the armpits.

“Don’t worry ma’am, I’ve got you!” A laugh followed, the maiden beat her large wings with gusto, gaining height. Within moments the village below was nothing more than little squares.

“It’s cold!” Alice warned, and Helga flinched in turn.

The flying maiden lowered her altitude somewhat, though her trajectory was clearly not intended to be somewhere within the village. Her wings kept flapping, and they kept gaining speed, descending the hill and towards the farms.

It took little more than a handful of minutes, Helga angled them towards one of the farms that looked to have fallen into disuse. The fields weren’t uniform, small trees dotted the green pastures, the building itself had a collapsed-in roof. The place looked empty from above, and the Valkyrie slowly circled down near the entrance.

Setting down in front of the fence, they touched ground, and Alice was quite thankful for it.

“This place’s been empty for almost a decade.” Helga spoke, standing on one of the broken beams that stuck out of the building’s ruins. “Road’s that way.” She pointed to the left. “You’ll get to a farm before that though. The Crambers are nice folk, they’ve got a killer bean soup.”

“Why did you take me here?”

Alice looked around. Weeds and grass all around, little of note beside the remains from the building.

“It’s a nice quiet place, safe too.” Helga replied with an eager smile. “This is the best place to think stuff without others around. It’s inside the land-perimeter and the patrols, but the sky-patrols move a bit further than that, so very few people actually know about it.”

“I… um, thanks.” A nod. “I think I’ll… use it?” Looking around, the psychology teacher awkwardly scratched the back of her head. “Do you know what happened here?”

“It’s where I grew up!”

“Oh, sorry! I didn’t think you’d take me somewhere personal to you.”

“It’s ok, after the incident, the Major took me into the Hunters and gave me a good job.” Helga nodded. “So the Hunters are like a family, even if they sometimes get a bit too overbearing. Do you have a family?”

“I… did, do, it’s complicated. Family’s something I never really had much contact other than the rare call.” The woman sighed slightly. “I had a partner, boyfriend, been trying not to think about it too much.”

“Just because you close your eyes, it doesn’t mean the sun is gone.” Helga chided. “How was he?” There was a dreamy quality to her smile.

Alice arched a brow at her. “You know, the idea was that I’d have some time to think for myself.”

“Oh, right! Sorry ma’am!” Helga spread her wings wide. “If you need anything, I’ll be overhead. Just a shout or a really vigorous wave and I’m here. Whatever you need ma’am.”

It took her a single jump to take to the air, and the psychology teacher finally let out the sigh she’d been holding onto. The thoughts just rushed back in, the doubt and the… everything. Was she really supposed to somehow lead the group that, for all intents and purposes, wasn’t united to begin with? What the hell was she supposed to do here? Just… give up everything she’d had until now?

Leaning against the ruined house, the teacher looked at the stone that lay next to the door.

She wanted to laugh at herself.

Somehow, fighting the spider had felt easier than this.




Chapter 136 [Barry]

Barry walked the forest feeling a strange ease and calmness as he did. His shadow was thick, meaning Orion was there. The Hound barely if ever came out, only to eat and a few other occasions. She was hard to read, but Barry found her quietness something he’d grown to appreciate from time to time.

Looking around, the young man realized he’d walked a bit into the outer perimeter of the safe area for the Court. It was easy to tell, the lowest branches in the trees had scratch-marks. Not really visible unless one looked for them. Heading further out would mean a larger risk.

“You can come out.” He tapped his foot to the ground, his shadow wavering slightly. Barry was fairly sure Orion was a bit nervous, so he reached into the pouch he’d been given and pulled out some fruit. “I’ve got something tasty for you, if you’d like.”

Crouching, he put the fruit on top of the shadow, watching it be absorbed into it. The second piece he held it a bit over the shadow, this time a clawed hand emerged, trying to reach for it. But Barry pulled it further away, and the claw followed, until Orion was mostly out of the shadow and had managed to snatch the fruit out of his hands.

The young man smiled at her, and she met his expression with the usual blank stare. “See? We’re alone.”

The canine maiden glanced around, ears perked and rotating this way and that, her nose sniffing for a bit. It was only then that she fully stepped out of the shadow, looking at him, and throwing the piece of fruit into her mouth.

“Orion.” He spoke her name, and her ears instantly perked up. “How have you been doing today?” A nervous laugh followed as she just blankly looked at him. “Mine’s been good too.”

Orion just looked at him, her eyes calm and barely blinking, her gaze meeting his own and not looking away. Barry tried to focus on her eyes, but couldn’t really keep it going for too long. Turning around to begin his walk, he offered a hand for her to take, but the maiden looked at his hand, and then at him.

“Here, like this.” He grasped her paw and began pulling slightly, walking forward.

Three steps later, she was gone, vanished and back into his shadow.

“Guess you just prefer it there, huh.”

Barry nodded a little, dropping down more fruit, and watching it vanish into the darkness. Calmly, he set himself to walk, dropping a little food from time to time, checking whether it’d vanish or not and continuing onwards. The forest was calm, peaceful, and a lot less threatening. The human relished on that calmness, on that sense of… safety.

His thoughts turned to Mark, his aunt, his family.

Embla had said she’d sent scouts but had found no other humans in the forest, and he couldn’t really bring himself to believe they were all… gone. It didn’t make sense, there should at least be signs but it’s not like the Court could spare resources to send a whole squad that far East.

Not when their strongest fighter and wisest leader was incapacitated.

“I don’t really think I’ll be able to help them.” Barry’s words were muted, a half-whisper. “I mean, I know I need to, they’re desperate for good healers, but…” Scratching his chin, he thought of trying to force someone to just do what he told them to do. “I know Mark would do it, blink of an eye, snap, just like that.” A slight sigh. “Then again, I guess he’d be just as likely to run off as soon as someone asked him to do anything.”

Deflated, the young red-head ruffled his hair, trying to find an answer.

“Just be confident.”

His shoulders squared and then dropped.

“Just be confident.”

Shaking his head, he turned back towards the Court, meandering through the trees and trying his luck at figuring out the layout. The Court itself wasn’t really large, barely a tiny village’s worth of houses. But the houses were spread out and many were well hidden, with the sole exception of the palace. So Barry still hadn’t really seen the whole thing just yet.

Or any humans, for that manner.

Walking about, he noticed the number of “faux walls” had drastically increased during the time he’d spent with them. It was straight up impossible not to find the court if one stumbled onto the nearby area, the Elves had clearly been put to hard work.

There was a lingering question over how much of that work would actually help if the next rush came from the wrong place.

Orion rumbled in his shadow, a slight shift of her shadow making Barry’s feet feel slightly colder.

“Is someone there?” He spoke out to the surrounding forest, glancing at the trees, unsure as to what to expect.

“Only guards, sir.” A voice spoke out from above. He didn’t recognize her, but judging by the tone, she definitely did.

“Good girl.” Barry whispered under his breath, dropping some extra food into his shade, feeling it waver as Orion took the offering without much hesitation. He added what little dried meat he’d been carrying too.

Continuing towards the center of the Court, meandering through the defenses that had been put in place. Eventually, he managed to get fairly close to the Court, but had stumbled upon a large willow. Its trunk was large enough Barry could recognize it as another of the “houses”, but the rest of the tree was abnormally… aggressive.

The large hanging branches were covered in bright red bloody thorns, the tips embedded to the ground and the branches tense, as if ready to spring at the slightest touch. Barry felt a sense of foreboding danger in their presence, it was easy to imagine that a disturbed branch would lash out as it sprung, ripping flesh and muscle along the way.

Frowning, his gaze turned towards the tree, there were windows, but they were small and round, barely large enough for someone to look through. The inside of the tree itself was impossible to discern this far out, but the sheer size of it felt like it could fit at least four or five floors.

Two maidens, dressed in thick green leather, moved up to him from within the thorny cage. They wielded whips, their expression somber. “Sir, the prison doesn’t allow guests.”

“This…” Barry looked at the place, feeling the shadow under his feet shifting, his soles practically frozen cold. Orion did not like this place one bit. “What sort of prisoners do you have here?”

“Human prisoners.” The guards both scowled, lips thin and eyes cold. “The Lady forbids execution of humans, so our only option is to keep them locked.”

“What sort of crimes did they do?”

“Enslavement of maidens, those are the ones treated most leniently.” The guard closest to Barry shook her head. “But we have others that have done far worse than that. Ones we happened to catch by chance, and that the world is better off without.”

“Torturers, breakers, traders. Humans who’ve abused maidens their whole lives.” The other guard spoke with a cold edge. She pointed to her arm, showing white lines, scars, littering her right forearm and shoulder. “My old owner among them.”

“It’s… that doesn’t sound good at all.”

“It’s not.” The taller one replied, giving a curt nod. “Sir, we have our orders. Please return to the safety of the Court. This place has too much filth for one such as you.”

He nodded, feeling a chill as he turned to leave and head back towards the parts of the Court he knew better.

As he walked, he felt eyes were on him. He looked over his shoulder, not seeing anyone looking his way, but unable to look from the black holes that littered the willow-tree’s walls. He was being watched, by someone within.

He hurried his steps all the more.
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Chapter 137 [Rick]

Rick walked down the road. The day was beautiful, sunny sky, a fresh cool breeze to counter the hot sun, shoes didn’t have any holes in them, and the dirt under his feet had a crisp crunch about it.

It was a shame that Monica had opted to kidnap him. She wrapped him in her arms and walked, the taller and stronger woman basically dragging him as her eyes kept flicking towards Dia with a certain degree of nervousness about them. The nurse, for her part, was holding his hand and not letting go, but otherwise ignoring Monica.

“Wouldn’t your quiet compliance be a form of pampering her?”

“She’s mostly behaved well all morning.” Rick glanced at Tomas as best he could, making an exasperated gesture with his hands. “If you’ve got some different way to promote her doing that, that doesn’t involve jerky, I’m all ears.”

“I just thought this feels like you’re promoting her clinginess.” The younger man commented.

“Believe me, I know.” It wasn’t like there was much of an option. Monica wasn’t exactly some sort of child. As far as Rick was concerned, she still had ways to go to get acclimatized to this whole ‘society’ thing. “I hope this isn’t bothersome, Victor.”

“Please, don’t mind me.” The man spoke with a nervous chuckle, walking from nearly ten meters away and showing all smiles. Next to him walked two twin purple-haired maidens. “I am paying for safety, after all. I wouldn’t dare comment on the methods so long as there are acceptable results.”

“Rick becoming a merc is the second wildest thing after the confirmed threesome that included the hot-nurse and amazon-kitty.” Kat chuckled, arms wrapped around Lizzy’s neck as the Salalexis was giving her a piggyback ride. Next to them, Ginny looked slightly nervous, her gaze bouncing between Kat and Rick as she walked. The Draco appeared just one wrong twitch away from jumping out and pulling either of them some place safer.

The teacher grumbled. “Could we please not touch on that?”

“Oh please, you woke up the whole village. There were alarms raised, the Hunters went on high alert. Every patrol available went to the street ready for a fight.” She laughed now. “Your sex-life is a matter of public safety.”

“God.” He was thankful for Monica’s arms holding his head. It hid the slight coloration on his face. Not feeling particularly inclined to continue in the current conundrum, he began struggling against Monica’s grip.

The feline loosened it just enough for him to finally return to his feet, but not without firmly grabbing his hand in the process. Now the human was left with the maidens on either side, each clinging to a limb. “Nope.” He declared, pulling them both closer and wriggling his fingers out of both of their hands.

He didn’t so much escape. They let go, and the human crossed his arms, trying to use the chance to relax his shoulders. Monica pouted more severely, and Dia mostly nodded along. There was still a sense of troubled jealousy he could sense from them both, and so he just stepped away. “That’s enough Rick for now.”

He ignored the giggling that broke out behind him. 

Now free, he kept walking, noting Monica’s constant looks towards Dia. No doubt she’d cling to Rick the instant the nurse opted to so much as twitch the wrong way.

“You have family, Victor?” He shifted his attention to the merchant and the two maidens walking on either side of him.

The man’s face lit-up. “Of course, sure, yes I do!” The two maidens at his side sighed while the man moved with an extra spring in his step. “I’ve got a one beautiful wife and three daughters. Maidens, of course. And quite the healthy boy. I hope he will get the business one day. I was always told that I should marry at least four maidens, but who has the energy to have so many children? I just prefer having the maidens help and work and that’s that. None of my business if they get someone to love. What’s the sense of pushing it? Far better to just focus down on whomever you fancy and just go for it. None of that whole multiple-wives thing some of the lower folk love to have. Such a hassle, really. I’m sure you can tell maidens are just so competitive sometimes, right?”

“… I see.” Rick nodded slightly. Had the man been saving up all the words he hadn’t used since that morning?

“Wait, your daughters are maidens, right?” Kat glanced at merchant-Victor, a strain in her voice. “Are they property?”

The man’s face twitched before his smile brightened with practiced ease. “They are part of the family, though many people have said I pamper them too much. I’ve made sure they get a good education. Hopefully, they will find a nice man and snatch their heart. Though Ema keeps turning down the gentlemen, she’s met thus far. Still, they’re my darlings, I tell you, and I will definitely not have them sent to some ranch or sold to the highest bidder. Does that make me too lenient? Maybe, but family’s family. Or so I keep saying.” There was a slight pause as his gaze focused on Kat. “Would you be interested in meeting them? I suspect Ivy might be quite eager to enter your service.”

That caught the young woman by surprise. “I mean, I’m not quite sure what you mean?”

“You’re a lady, and certainly, you might have customs that are not shared with those born in this fine and right kingdom of Edogia, but I’m sure even you would be in need of someone to support you in matters of coin and business? I can guarantee Ivy is quite privy and skilled in these regards, she has studied both law and business, and being a Witch, she has had much experience with the more traditional spellwork, of the divination sort, as is her mother’s specialty.”

“Wait, a Witch? An actual Witch? With the wand and stuff?” Kat perked up.

Victor’s smile brightened. “Oh yes, she has a focus, built it herself out of a murisium core and flakes from radiant elemental stones. Her mother had had many long a dispute over this choice, but Ivy’s skill in forecasting the weather with her spells has saved me many a nice suit, though it’s still not quite as useful as her mother’s ability to tell when a tax collector might be coming by, I do feel that she has learnt much.” A vigorous nod. “Yes, yes, frankly, she is a very bright young maiden, with a great future ahead. Her usefulness to you would definitely be quite the contribution to whatever business endeavor you’d wish to start.” His gaze flickered to Lizzy and then Ginny. “Maybe a surveillance and safety enterprise?”

“A what now?” Kat blinked.

“Victor.” Mr. Gabriel spoke with a slight frown, the look in his eyes causing the merchant to hesitate. “Back off.”

“I, yes sir, I meant no offense.” Victor didn’t even twitch, bowing his head. “I understand if you might have higher standards than what I can humbly offer.”

“There’s nothing humble about you.” The old man spoke. “Your business is with Rick, not us.”

“Yes, yes, I will make sure to keep that in mind, good sir.” The man’s shoulders deflated slightly, and the maidens next to him squirmed, but kept quiet as they lowered their heads.

“Hey, I decide what I do.” Kat turned to glare at the old man sitting on the centaur.

“He is a salesman. Any offer he makes will come with strings attached.”

“I would not be so facetious, sir.” Victor bowed slightly. “Though I understand the concern, I must insist this is my daughter, and not some merchandise. I would never allow for a final transaction to occur without her approval for it.”

“You’re barking up the wrong tree, buster, we’re dirt poor.” The older man snorted, crossing his arms with a glare. “Got nothing for you to take.”

“Maybe we should drop the topic for now?” Tomas muttered, scratching the back of his head. “This whole arranged relationships thing is… not normal to us?” He chuckled slightly. “I mean, the normal for us is more like Kat and I? Just meet and-.”

“Wait, what do you mean ‘relationship’?” The young woman frowned slightly. “Like, sure, we are kinda having fun, but-.”

“I think we should have a lunch break in an hour or so.” Rick raised his voice, gaze meeting Kat, Tomas, and then Mr. Gabriel. “And if there’s any talking you want to do, perhaps consider doing so more privately.”

That appeared to snap the trio, shared nods, and worried ones as well. The teacher’s focus shifted to the maidens. They’d been quiet, but he could tell there was more than one with a troubled look, Freya and Ginny among them.

Shaking his head, Rick tried to put his thoughts in order. He might need to have a private chat with Victor.
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Chapter 138 [Rick]

“I’d like to know what your intentions are with Kat.”

Rick directed the words at the merchant, but his gaze was firmly planted in the surrounding forest and not on the man himself. He knew Monica was only a handful of meters away, and by the looks of it, so did Victor. But the anxiousness of something else possibly being there was very much present.

“I was just making an-.”

“No.” The young teacher frowned. “Let’s not pretend you are doing this out of the goodness of your heart. I want to know what benefits you had in mind.”

Victor paused, eyes sharp even if there was hesitation in his voice. “You’re not from around these parts, right?”

“I’m an offworlder, not been around these parts for long.” Rick stated flatly. The man’s eyes widened. “And unless you start talking, I’m dropping you off at the next village.”

“Yes, yes, certainly, that… would be bad, though I am fortunate you find yourself to be so kind as to not just leave me here for this slight that I have incurred. I really should watch what I say, sometimes I-”

“Let’s just keep things to the point?” He gestured back in the general direction he knew Monica was at. “I’ve got things to do and they’re impatient, as you’ve seen.”

Victor paled slightly, nodding vigorously. “Certainly. Well, for someone who’s not been too long in the kingdom, human women tend to very quickly gain the favor of many people, important people. I just considered that having my daughter under a prospective future noble could have been a great boon for her.”

He wanted to sigh. Of course it would be like that. “Keep the offers of slavery off the table and we’re good.”

“Slavery? Sir, my daughter would be a servant, and a highly esteemed one. She’s no feralborn slave.” The man scowled deeply. There were hints of anger in those words that caught Rick by surprise.

Rubbing the bridge of his nose, he sighed. “Servant, whatever. To me, it’s the same. She’s put under someone else’s control.”

This appeared to baffle Victor for a second. “Sir, the kingdom’s laws protect servants and give them higher rights than those of a slave. They are under the protection of a human, yes, but there are consequences to be had if any are treated poorly.”

“And slaves can earn their way into becoming a servant, and if they give birth to a human they are considered matrons. Practically human.” Rick tried to keep the acid from his tone. “Look, where I come from, slavery is illegal. Having someone whose life you can just control in such a way is severely frowned upon.” A vague gesture of his hand. “I’m adjusting and all that, sorry if I caused insult with the choice of words, it’s just that, to me, they’re all the same.”

“You could not force a servant to marry, any more than you could threaten a matron with punishment save extreme circumstances.” Victor nodded slowly. “But… yes, yes, I can imagine why it would seem all the same if you come from a place without slaves. I take it there are no ferals either?”

“No maidens, only humans.”

The man perked up immediately. “Fascinating, really interesting. And how does this world handle supply and transportation?”

“Boats, planes… wait, no. Victor, I want to make it clear, don’t offer slaves, or servants, to us.”

“Sure, sure, boats and planes. And money? Do they use gold? Paper notes?”

“I feel that you’re not listening.”

Victor laughed. “On the contrary, I am very much paying attention. Your sensibilities and apparently those of the rest of your group are not quite those of this kingdom. Understandable, you’re much closer to a Wildling I’d say, dangerous stuff to speak out loud in front of the wrong person, but really not that strange. I do share some of that kindness as well. Maidens are just as capable as humans, but the whole feral business, ugly stuff. Can’t really treat a maiden and a human the same way because of it.”

“Wait, what?”

“Maidens have bonds, need them to avoid going feral. Have this whole thing because of it. If you treated them the same as humans it would be pandemonium. No, different needs are had, maidens need a partner, or leader, or protector. To keep them safe from themselves. They can’t exist alone, no sirree, always someone else in the caravan.” A loud clap and a smile. “We were talking money. You were explaining how that worked in your world?”

“I wasn’t.”

“Come now, Rick, Richard? I’m sure we can reach an understanding? I have heard many great things about offworlders.” A vigorous nod. “I also heard you wanted to know about the good Earl Vitchatt? The man of strict traditions and cautious steps?”

Rick’s brows furrowed. “We use digital money, for the most part, the rest is in paper.”

“Paper that represents a portion of gold, I take it?”

“No, it doesn’t represent anything, it has value in of itself.” The chemistry teacher rubbed at the bridge of his nose. “It’s complicated, but basically we once had the paper money represent gold, called it the gold standard, but it’s no longer the case. Now about the Earl, I was invited, and-.”

“Yes, yes, invitation due to the subjugation of the renowned White Claw, slayer of the Baron of Astunes. The news travels fast and the rumors faster. There was talk that you bonded her in a single night of intense passion, and the radio messages have had some talk of your power to summon fire that brought her to her knees in single combat.” Slow nods that became quick ones. “Now, this money that represents itself, how exactly does it have value? Why would anyone use it if it doesn’t use anything? And digital money? Is that like information through the radio or in the small computers? How do they stop people from just lying? Do they have some shared ledger?”

“Something like that. And it has value because people agree it has value.” Rick shook his head slightly. “Look, about the Earl, I want to know if I should expect trouble from him or not.”

“The Earl? Nonsense, he is a very calm and fair man.” A quick nod. “His rule does have a penchant for nobles, but it can never be said he has been cruel or unfair. His father? That man was quite stricter. Back during the years after the war, whole lot of the kingdom was practically ready to explode. It was thanks to him that everything came to order.” The merchant shook his head. “So, about the value of this money with an agreement, how does the agreement work? How do they set the value if it is not tied to anything?”

“It’s… ok, one sec.” The teacher shook his head slightly. “It’s like the value of bread or some other commodity. It fluctuates depending on supply and demand. I’m not exactly knowledgeable in these details, strength has always been in chemistry.”

“Money as its own product!?” The man was blinking in rapid succession now, nodding slowly as he rubbed his chin. “Yes, yes, yes, hm… but… no, hm…” Humming, he paced back and forth, nodding as he went, clearly not thinking entirely on the conversation but on something else. “Then the more people believe in it and want it, the stronger its value…” Abruptly turning to Rick, he smiled. “Yes, this feels like really useful information. Need to think on it, really interesting I have to say, a value that is volatile only so long as the belief and need for it isn’t stable, and… yes. With that out of the way, how long do you intend to stay with the Earl? I could very well invite you to spend some time with my family, it would be quite the honor.”

“How… long?” Rick frowned slightly. “I’d intended to meet the man and move on?” As he said this, he noticed Victor’s brows rising. “But I take it that would be bad.”

“Oh, OH! Offworlder, yes, that… that makes sense. No, invitations of hospitality are typically at the very least for two weeks, perhaps a month. Though it’s not unheard of for guests having trouble with their finances to stick around for longer.” He tilted his head a little. “In your world, this is not the case?”

“If we invite someone over, it’s usually to spend a night tops.” The teacher felt a twinge of nervousness. “Any longer and it’s usually because it’s a very special event or vacation or something.”

“Vacation. Vacate? As in leaving a place?”

“We travel for fun during holidays, sometimes. Go faraway place for a week or a month, then come back and carry on working.”

“… that must be nice.” Victor’s smile faltered for a moment, scratching his cheek and frowning. “Really nice.” A slight nod. “My son had asked to come with me, and had to say no, too dangerous.”

Traveling here was a chore, a risk, and likely expensive if one wanted to do so safely. “I guess it would be.” He glanced at the man as he nodded along, apparently deep in thought. “Well, I guess we should get back to the road soon.”

With a slight nod, Victor walked back towards the others, holding his chin and not quite seeming to focus on anything in particular.

The instant he was gone, Monica popped out from behind one of the nearby trees. “Rick safe.” She proclaimed with a serious nod, moving closer and grinning as she leaned back, shooting him a coy smile as his eyes bounced down to her breasts.

The human sighed, looking away. “Shirt?”

“No.” she purred, grinning from ear to ear.

Rick sighed louder.




Chapter 139 [Barry]

Barry grunted as he felt his knees weaken from the blow. His hands trembled as they let go of the stick he’d been holding. Palms stung and shoulders ached. It’d felt like he’d just tried to lift a car for the past half hour.

“No, not like that, never like that.” Embla spoke with a stern voice, stepping closer, grabbing his arms and raising them over her head. “Never attempt to block, maidens and humans both would crush you.”

“I know I’m weak, but humans too?”

“The humans of this world have had maidens in their families. Many are stronger for it. Against any opponent you face, you must never rely on your strength or speed, read them, follow their movements, apply as little force as possible.”

“Flow like water.” Barry mumbled, almost wanting to roll his eyes. “And when do I start hitting back?”

“You don’t. This is a defensive style, meant to help you survive. Hopefully long enough that help will arrive. Remember the gesture, engrave it if you must.” She spoke sternly, slowly bending his arms so that the stick he held would inch to the side, the imaginary blade he was parrying allegedly slipping downwards. “And now you roll.”

“Wait wha-!” The young red-head screeched as he was tossed sideways, thumping against the dirt with a solid grunt. “There was no roll before.”

“There is now.” Embla proclaimed. “For someone with the speed and strength of a maiden, the deflection would follow with an attempt at a counter, but if you are not going to counter, you are left open for a second attack. The angle would make it tricky for your opponent, but not impossible. The roll would be to avoid that follow up.”

Reaching down, she picked him up by the shoulders, pulling him back to his feet as if he weighed nothing.

“Since you don’t know how to roll with the impact, we will just focus on the deflection and we will work on rolling for the next session.”

“How… what if they go for a stab instead?”

“You will get your chance to train for that.”

That would sound much more like a threat if not for how her strong hands moved down his shoulders and to his hips, her gaze boring into his own with an intensity that held something else within. Something soft.

“I… hope I am not interrupting anything, my Lady?”

Embla’s hands remained firmly on Barry’s hips as she turned to meet the newcomer. “Nonsense, Lala, you may enter.” Only once the dark skinned artificer had fully entered the training grounds did the Lady’s hands leave Barry’s body, though not without giving an appreciative squeeze to his rump.

Lala did not miss that, her face flushed slightly though she kept a straight face. “You call for me, my Lady?”

“Yes, I’ve heard that you’ve been slacking in your training. It is time to correct that.” The taller woman gestured at the two swords that lay side by side at the edge of the training ring.

Lala paled. “My Lady, I am very honored to spar with you, but I would not desire to take up your very important time. There is certainly better things to do than waste energy trying to train a weakling like me.”

“And yet here I stand, ordering you to ready yourself.” Embla didn’t blink, picking up the short-sword and giving it a couple of practice swings. The weapon looked too short for her size, almost as if it were a better fit to be used as cutlery instead. “You can opt to run, but that only means I will go for my favorite weapon instead.”

All eyes moved to the seven foot long axe that lay outside the training ring, and Lala visibly shuddered. “I-I will do my best, my Lady.”

Grabbing hold of the other short-sword, Lala gulped, eyes glancing around and landing on Barry for a moment before quickly turning away. “Should we… spar seriously?”

Embla’s back straightened slightly. “I had forgotten, yes.” She moved her hands down her figure, pulling up her shirt and exposing her naked large dark breasts, her six-pack abs, and her thin yet well toned arms. “Let us keep blows only to the upper torso.”

“… certainly, my Lady.”

Lala had been wearing a short green dress, and with its removal, she was left down to a pair of loose light green briefs. Next to Embla, Lala was far shorter, even Barry was slightly taller than her. The maiden’s skin was fairer, the coloration not quite as dark, a deep tan that left her body looking like a supermodel that had spent a long time on the beach.

Barry felt his throat go dry. Lala looked a fair bit less athletic or powerful than Embla, broader hips and a lack of muscle definition gave her a more homely visage.

“I believe our audience is enjoying himself.”

Embla’s words caused Barry’s back to straighten and his face to flush. Lala had similarly tensed, face turning slightly redder, but she’d not looked away from the taller maiden for an instant, holding her blade firmly.

“Watch very carefully, Barry, I wish to hear your opinion of this spar later.”

No sooner had she spoken, than the taller maiden stepped forward. Lala reacted instantly, with a vicious forward stab that was aimed squarely at Embla’s gut. The sound of ringing steel deafened everything else. Embla had deflected the attack with a simple gesture of her arm, her blade flowing in an abrupt downward slash that Lala had to deflect.

She rolled right as Embla’s attack had turned sideways. Lala tried to prepare to block the next attack but saw the force with which the Lady was swinging the blade and quickly rolled a second time. It was just enough to regain her footing, barely enough to meet Embla’s thrust with her blade and spin, pushing the attack to the side just enough to stop herself from getting skewered.

And again, Embla turned the attack into a sideways swipe with such ease that the blade might as well have weighed as much as a toothpick to her. Lala rolled, raising the blade and swinging to force the attack to go over her head. The shorter maiden saw Embla’s exposed side and tried to go in for a stab.

The attack turned into a swing when she spotted the incoming back-swing. The two blades threw sparks as metal ground against metal. Again, Embla had been left wide open, and Lala lunged for an attack. But she couldn’t cover even half the distance between them before Embla’s arm came back swinging with a powerful blow. Confusion was growing on Lala’s face with each time she had to turn her attack into a forced deflection, and even Barry was starting to notice that the larger woman was leaving herself open for a counter, but denying the opportunity before it could come to fruition.

She was just that much faster and stronger.

And then the shorter one slipped.

It had been a misstep, a miss-calculation. She’d attempted to attack, and hadn’t had the time to parry the incoming sideway attack. So she blocked it.

A horrible screeching sound was immediately followed by a shriek. Embla’s attack pierced through the blocking sword, and right as she’d been about to cut Lala in half, twisted the sword so it would impact with its flat edge instead. The technician’s ribs audibly cracked as she was sent flying out of the spar-ring.

Barry ran after her instantly. “Don’t move.” He quickly knelt next to her, hands reaching out to touch her shoulder. “You probably broke something.”

“Get up.”

Embla stood behind Barry, holding her blade and bearing down on Lala’s prone figure.

“Just… one moment, my Lady.” The woman grunted, wincing as she tried to get up but failed, groaning in pain as her hand pressed against her bruised ribs.

“Your ribs are broken.” Barry’s voice rose as his fingers touched the soft skin. “You need to get healed.” He looked over his shoulder at Embla. “She needs some healing.”

“Broken bones are of no concern during a spar. We are not that fragile.” The woman spoke, scowl deepening. “Do you think a feral will care to give you a moment’s respite just because you are injured? Or a Knight or Hunter, for that matter?”

“But this isn’t a serious fight, it’s a spar!”

“D-don’t worry, Barry, this is nothing, really.” Despite her words, Lala’s face was contorted and tight as she brushed his hand off, standing back up, albeit on shaky feet. “Besides, the L-Lady’s been generous enough to be holding back today, she must be in a good mood.”

Embla’s lips curled upwards in a smirk. She raised her chin, making her naked throat all the more apparent. There was something shared in that look as Lala proceeded to lunge with her broken sword, the metal glowing with some sort of purple energy that made Barry’s skin crawl from just looking at it.

The Lady merely dropped her sword, stepping forward and grasping Lala’s wrist before the swing could be made. And with her other hand, she punched into Lala’s good side. It was followed by the crunching sound of ribs. Lala fell to her knees, coughing blood.

“Enough!” Barry barked.

“No.” Embla made a gesture with her hand, and the human abruptly felt his feet stuck in place right before he could enter the ring. The taller woman turned to her subject. “If you had to protect the Court, would this much stop you?”

“No… my Lady.” Lala wheezed the words out, slowly struggling as she returned to her feet.

“That’s how it should be.” A solid nod and a grin. “If you stay on your feet after the next one, I’ll let you take your collar off.”

Lala’s eyes widened, her breathing already short and uneven fastened slightly. She raised her fists, arms shaking slightly as she glanced Barry’s way for a second, then tightened her jaw. “I’m ready.”

Embla stepped into the shorter woman, her fist swinging upwards. Lala tightened as best she could, changing her position so the attack would at least be blocked by her arms. The impact was a solid thud that felt like a grenade going off. Lala’s whole body rose from the ground a whole two feet before being dropped.

She vomited blood as she stumbled, pain clear on her face as she held her knees in place, her whole body shaking almost violently.

“Good enough.”

Embla reached for the maiden’s throat and yanked, the collar snapping loudly. The taller woman ignored Lala as she collapsed, approaching the still paralyzed Barry. With her arm stretched out, she dropped the torn collar onto the ground before him.

“Your kindness is a strength, but anything in excess can be a poison.”

“Heal first?” The woman groaned, falling to the ground and laying on her side. “My Lady?”

Embla tilted her head slightly, turning from Lala to Barry, and nodding. “Not until you and Barry have bonded.”

Barry didn’t regain his ability to move or form words until Embla had left.




Chapter 140 [Barry]

“How… bad is it?” Barry sat next to Lala as she lay on her back, the ground beneath her stained with her sweat.

“Been… worse.” She replied, naked chest heaving with her breaths. “Not going to die from this.”

“But in pain.”

“Been worse.” Lala didn’t deny his words, looking at the hand he was holding. “You’re soft.”

“I’m not used to seeing people in pain.”

“No, no… your hands, they’re soft.” Closing her eyes, her fingers brushed against his palm. “They’re really pretty hands.”

Barry’s cheeks lit up. “I’ve never had anyone say that to me before.”

“I bet it’d feel great if you touched me with them.” Lala’s lips parted into a weak smirk, shifting slightly to thrust her chest upwards a bit.

“You’re in pain!” He complained, pushing through the embarrassment. “Broken ribs, spitting blood, you need to get healed.”

“Lady ordered it.” She muttered, closing her eyes. “Bond first.”

“Then I…” He hesitated. “Do you really want to make a bond… like that?”

“Do you prefer bigger chests, like the Lady’s?” A slight wiggle of her hips followed, and a little smugness appeared on her face.

His finger poked at her side and she winced. “You. Are. In. Pain.”

“And I just need a strong emotion and for you to accept it, right?” She replied, her fingers stroking the palm of his hand. “I don’t want it to be pity.”

“Why would I feel pity for you?” He remained seated next to her, fingers grasping her palm lightly.

“Cuz I’m a maiden that lost against someone who wasn’t even trying? Because I’m a stick of a girl barely able to swing a sword?” A grumble and a light cough followed. “That’s harsh.”

“Pretty sure no one can beat Embla,” Barry said, nodding slightly along before blinking, his back straightening up a little. “Close your eyes.”

“If you’re going to have the Hound fondle me, I’d rather keep my eyes open and give pointers.”

His face reddened. “It’s not that.” He waited until she’d complied before he allowed himself to take a deep breath and relax. Fighting the temptation to look her over, he leaned closer.

“Just a heads up, but if you’re going to fuck me, I need some preparation first.”

“Would y-you stop!?” Barry grumbled, freezing as he’d felt the embarrassment burning through him. “Just… just stop, ok?”

“Bond-less girl looking for a good time, just saying I’m fun, not desperate.” She smiled smugly. Barry poked her ribs, and she winced. “Alright, alright! I’ll shut up.”

“Good.” He muttered, sighing loudly. “Just… relax, I’m not going to hurt you.”

A deep breath followed by a long slow exhale, Lala lay on the ground flat, arms stretched at the sides, legs slightly apart. The only piece of clothing upon her form the light green briefs. Barry took her body in and leaned forward, placing one hand next to her head for balance while he moved the other to her neck.

Slowly, he stroked it. Up and down, his fingers brushed over the patch of discoloration that marked where the collar had once been. Lala froze as he did so, inhaling sharply and shuddering. “Breathe.” He reminded her, ignoring his own flustered face and moving his fingers over her exposed throat.

“That’s… ticklish.”

“And what else?” Barry asked. “What else do you feel?”

“I-.” Another shudder and a slow trembling exhale, her face reddened right as her eyes snapped open. They were shimmering surfaces of ochre, but this close, Barry could see flecks of gold, her pupils widened slightly and her hand reached up to press against his chest.

Parting her lips, she whispered a word, too low for him to hear. Barry leaned closer. “What did you-?”

She rushed upwards the short distance, her lips meeting his in a brief chaste kiss. Her hand pressed against his chest and tugged at his shirt, keeping him from escaping as she mashed her lips against his. Barry could taste iron.

With a gasp, she slumped back down. “That… worked? I’m bonded?” Lala laughed before breaking into a coughing fit and groaning. “Oh wow, it… it was never this easy, this smooth, this…”

“What did you feel?” He asked, scratching the back of his head. “Lady Embla seemed to like it when I touched her neck like that, and… well, I thought you’d like it too?”

“Oh you naughty naughty man.” The maiden moved to sit up, and failed, falling flat and back down to the ground. “Ouch.”

“You’re hurt.” He reminded her.

Lala grumbled at the proclamation, head smacking against the dirt underneath. “I know you’re an otherworlder and all that, but you were giving me fuck-me eyes, right?” She said, eying him with a half-cocked grin. “I gotta know if I should pretty up for tonight or not.”

“I don’t… I don’t have ‘fuck-me eyes’.” Barry leaned away defensively. “I don’t even know what that is!”

“That didn’t sound like a ‘no’ to me.”

Crossing his arms, he glared down at her, or tried more like, brows not quite managing to lower all the way. “I won’t answer that. If you want to come meet me, then you’ll have to talk to Lady Embla.”

There was a long moment of silence. “W-what?”

“She and I… sleep together.” He stood up in full, turning away. “I’ll look for a healer so they can patch you up.”

“WHAT!?” 

Ignoring her words, Barry hurried out of the training area, doing his best to keep his flushed face under control and failing. He’d thought Embla was shameless, but by the looks of it, Lala was going to be ten times worse. Was this normal? A part of him felt like his face was just about ready to burst in flames as he tried to push away the thoughts of either of the maidens coming onto him.

“And what about you?” He glared at his dark shadow.

Orion for her part, did not respond. Though she did take the little piece of fruit he dropped for her to snack on. So at least she was still there, even if she appeared quite content on not popping out at all. Which was sometimes turning out to be quite frustrating.

Quickly moving towards the apothecary’s place, Barry tried to keep his pace brisk as he wanted to get Lala’s broken ribs treated as soon as possible. So heading straight towards the wooden palace, the young human worked over how he’d request the nice old lady to send someone to heal the hurt maiden. The last time he’d felt like there’d been some implied faux pass and it would probably do him some good to be more aware of how he said things.

As a strategy began to form, all thoughts came to a grinding halt as he spotted Kajou limping her way in the same direction. Alarms rung within Barry’s mind and he approached, looking around quickly as he tried to determine if Pan was anywhere to be seen. “Kajou?”

Getting closer, he called out to her, and watching her flinch.

“Barry.” She greeted, bowing her head slightly. Her arms were bruised, and there were cuts on her thighs.

“What happened?” He asked.

“I had a small altercation, nothing of concern.” She glanced downwards before turning to continue limping her way in the same direction he was taking.

A moment of hesitation, Barry looked around quickly once more. “Let me help you.”

Kajou looked like she was about to complain, but nodded as he took one of her arms over his shoulder.

Their steps led into the wooden palace and into the largest room nearest to the entrance. The walls were lined with pots, vases, and flasks. Dry herbs hung from the ceiling, and there was a moldy kind of scent lingering that mixed with the herbs.

The young man could only inwardly scowl as he glanced at her once more, not quite sure how to deal with this. It had been weeks since he’d last seen her, and yet it felt like the nightmare in the forest had been barely a dream.

“After this…” Kajou hesitated. “Could we talk? Privately?”

Barry could only grimace.

If it were Pan, he’d refuse in a heartbeat.

But Kajou had fought tooth and nail to protect him from the crazy Valkyrie, even put her life on the line to fight for his safety during the feral rush.

This… he owed her at least that much, right?

“… sure.”




Chapter 141 [Alice]

“I’d like to know more about how psychics work.”

“Could you… not? Ma’am?”

Alice frowned at Irene, and the red-skinned woman frowned back. They were inside the tight little room the psychic maiden called an ‘office’, and this time the psychology teacher was pushing herself to ignore the discomfort from both the small space and the woman’s nudity.

“You run the psychic evaluations. Let’s start with that.”

“Please?” Irene glanced at the book she was holding, the look on her face looked equal measure irritated and exasperated. “I really don’t have interest.”

“You have plenty of time, this village has nothing going on of importance, and I’ve got it on a good source that you can effectively hold twelve conversations at once.” Alice replied, crossing her arms.

“So I am to aid in amusing you, I take it?”

“I heard from Rick that the evaluation you gave him was basically torture. Yet the others were not.”

Irene sighed, placing the book on the table. “Miss Alice, I hate the Barons, both. But they hold the cards and, more importantly, can make life very dangerous for the people I care about. So when they gave the order to ensure Rick had an unpleasant experience, I complied.”

“I already suspected that much. I want to know what the psychic evaluation is, and why it was different for him.”

“Because the normal process involves placing the human’s mind into a highly strenuous situation, likely traumatizing, and gauge their reactions. With a use of amnesia afterwards to avoid lingering consequences.”

“You can delete memories.”

“I can delete dreams.” Irene responded with a ‘tut’. “Though relaying telepathic information is my duty, dreams are my specialty. I go into dreams, I make dreams, I let the person experience dreams, and I can make it so they don’t remember them if I so wish.” A slight shrug. “To be more specific, I make them so they don’t ‘stick’, so the memory doesn’t form.”

“Like when someone drinks too much alcohol.” Alice nodded slightly.

That startled Irene a little, the woman shifted in her seat, brows burrowing. “Exactly.” There was a slight pause, and a tilt of her head. “You’re wearing protection today.”

The teacher touched the silver bangle on her wrist. “When I told the Baroness I was going to talk to you, she gave me this, said it would make it impossible to have my mind read without my knowledge.”

“… I could attempt to push through, but it would warn your guard outside.” Irene didn’t look away from Alice’s eyes. “Is this all you needed? Or were you looking for something else from this conversation?”

“Why do you want to get rid of me?”

“I prefer the company of my books.” The psychic replied flatly, rolling her eyes. “It is not my fault you are bored, nor should I be the source of your amusement.”

“I know, it’s just… gah!” Alice’s fingers brushed through her hair. “There’s nothing to do, and so many people I’d rather meet in small measured doses.”

Irene’s brow wrinkled ever so slightly. “Someone you don’t like is occupying the Baroness’ library.”

“Pretty much. Really not looking forward to having to see that old wrinkly wind-bag’s face.” The psychology teacher deflated. “I could make it worth your time to tolerate my presence here.”

“Hardly. But I am curious as to what you might think I might be interested in.”

“Books, maybe?”

“Yet you carry none.” She made a show to look Alice up and down.

“I meant right here.” Alice tapped her forehead. “I’ve literally read thousands of books over the years, books that have never and likely will never exist in this world. Can’t a psychic hop in and help re-experience them?”

“Thousands.” Her lips curled. “A tall tale. Lesser nobles have troubles gathering that many let along reading them.”

“Only really one way to find out, isn’t there?”

There was a long pause, Irene closing her eyes and carefully pressing her fingers against her brows. She shook her head after a few seconds. “Why do you really wish to have a look at your own memories? Do you long for reliving your home, perhaps?” Her eyes opened again, red irises boring into the teacher’s skull. “You could always just order me to do these things, you do realize this, correct?”

Alice froze and grimaced. “Do you feel uncomfortable being treated like a person?”

“I have two daughters, a loving husband, a wife-sister, and no shortage of maidens that treat me ‘like a person’. I assure you I am not bereft of affection or respect.” Irene’s shoulders slumped slightly. “What I do find… amusingly vexing is that you treat me like a fellow human. There are no undertones to your words, and you behave as if ignorant of the dangers of being alone with a maiden, a psychic no less.” A slight sign of mirth came to her lips. “It is as if a child pulling on a Hound’s tail and calling it ‘fluffy’.”

Now it was Alice’s turn to frown. “I choose to believe your capacity for violence or harm is not one you decide to wield during civilized conversation.”

“A belief that you held in regard to the Baron’s actions as well.”

This time she flinched. “I… had hopes you’d be better than that.” Rubbing her shoulders, the woman lowered her head a little. “Look, I’ll be out of your…” She hesitated and sighed. “I’ll see myself out.”

“No need to rush.” Irene made a flicker of her hand, the window closing behind her with a soft click. “I was feeling rather curious over the… alcohol.” She tilted her head slightly. “I was wondering how a world without psychics found out that the brain loses the ability to form memories because of it.”

Perking up, the psychology teacher nodded. “It’s chemistry and biology. The brain’s capacity to form long-term memories gets affected if the alcohol content in the bloodstream spikes rapidly enough.”

“And how was this discovered, is my point of interest.”

“Well, depends on the study.” Alice replied. “One had people strapped to an MRI and… wait, ok, this is trickier.” She rubbed her chin. “So we created this machine that lets us see the parts of the brain that light up as they become active or inactive. So one study had people get drunk slowly, and another group to get drunk quickly, and observed the differences in how their brains behaved.” A little smile followed. “Add in questions and skill tests to them and a control group, and you’ve got yourself one of many studies into the subject. With a large enough pool of volunteers, the statistical commonalities begin to emerge.”

A slight nod in response, Irene drummed her fingers on the table as she appeared to consider something. Alice felt a little hint of nervousness, scratching her chin for a moment.

“Have you bonded Helga yet?”

“I mean, I hadn’t even…” Alice frowned slightly. “Are you reading her mind right now?”

“She keeps sending reports to me because she’s technically not ‘fully under your service yet’.” The psychic maiden put up a lofty smirk. “Why not take her?”

“It’s…” A sigh. “If there is an unfair system, and I participate in it, then am I not promoting its perpetuation? That would make me a hypocrite.”

“If you think it’s an unfair society, why not leave? Become a Wildling, go live amongst the trees and ferals.” Irene used her hand to lean against the table. “Or maybe what scares you is that accepting Helga would be a self-confirmation that you aren’t in your world anymore?”

“Are you… are you trying to psychoanalyze me?”

“Aren’t you doing the same thing to me?”

“It’s more of an unwanted habit.”

“And mine as well.” She replied simply. “But out of the two of us, you’re the one who is in an emotionally precocious situation due to perceived instability and lack of control in your life.”

“The same situation any maiden is pushed into whenever they bond someone new.”

“You could always swear your fealty and service to the Baroness. Get rid of having to decide on the bigger picture of your existence, fall into the comfort of a habit dictated by another.” Tilting her head, the maiden stood up, dusting her lap and gesturing at the door. “I think we’ve both had enough of each other for the day. Do feel free to ask Helga on the proper procedure to bond a maiden when she’s entering your service.”

With a nod, Alice stood up in turn and smiling awkwardly. “Next time should I bring sweets?”

“She doesn’t like sweets because they make her look more like a milkmaid!” Helga pipped up from outside the room, giggling.

Irene’s lips tightened slightly, though she kept a slight smile. “Boar jerky will suffice.”

“See you in two days?”

“Three.”

Nodding along, Alice stepped out of the room, hearing the door close behind her and feeling slightly refreshed. She glanced at Helga as the winged maiden stood at attention, fighting against a slight smile and bouncing on her feet. “You’ve been spying on my conversation?”

“My duties are to protect you, ma’am, not being able to hear you would be a dereliction of that.”

“Mhm.” Rolling her eyes, the teacher sighed slightly. “I’ll think over what Irene told me, but… I think I’d need to make clear some things first.”

Helga nodded, smiling brilliantly. “Of course, ma’am, the best way for a servant to do her job is to understand the needs of their protector.”

“And… that’s exactly what we’ll have to talk about.”




Chapter 142 [Barry]

Barry sat down in the small chair in the small room. There was only one bed, and a sack at the corner with what he guessed were clothes. It was only large enough for the bed, a small round table, and a little extra space, with a window filtering the light inside. “This… feels cramped.”

“I’d asked for a small room, it is hard for me to sleep in large ones.” Kajou spoke softly as she sat opposite of him. “If this is too small for your tastes, we could always go someplace you’d prefer.”

“No, it’s… alright. Why do you not like large rooms?”

“It’s just something that makes me uncomfortable.” The Amazon shook her head. “How… how have you been taking? To… Lady Embla? The Court?”

“It’s nice… I’ve… she’s helped me, a lot.” He nodded. “What about you? You… not in good terms with Pan anymore?”

The Amazon grimaced. “It’s complicated.”

“Maybe?” Barry shrugged a little. “Sometimes it’s easier than it looks.”

“I’d…” Kajou’s shoulders slumped, dark hair pooling downwards, covering half her face. She softly touched her throat, fingers brushing against the choker. “Coven is in need of help.”

“Could you explain it a bit?”

“Coven is…” A sigh. “East of the kingdom of Edogia, this kingdom, there is a large stretch of land that is ruled by no one. Coven is what we call the conglomeration of villages, tribes, and small towns that live there. We have survived for hundreds of years.”

Nodding slightly, Barry remembered the map he’d seen of the kingdom. “I’m guessing it’s rough out there.”

“It is, but it has been a way of life for us.” A sigh. “There are barely any humans within Coven, it is a place where they are a very rare sight. Most maidens are ones that have escaped slavery from Edogia… Pan included.”

“But…” The young man frowned. “What about the ferals? Can’t they be turned?”

“We don’t have enough collars.” Her words were sombre, her gaze distant as she spoke. “During the Great War, the Creators made collars for maidens to bond to other maidens. Humans…” She shook her head. “According to our Elders, humans had the ability to make bonds without them. Captured maidens were turned to humanity’s side rather quickly, and eventually, they won.”

That seemed strange, Barry couldn’t help but frown. “I thought the maidens had been cursed with the feral state for trying to fight humans.”

Kajou shook her head. “That is the story that is told in the kingdoms of men. Some of our elders speak of a different truth, that the feral state was used ensure maidens stayed loyal to their superiors, that the curse was that they were made able to bond humans without the collars. A trick done by the Saintess to avoid humanity from being exterminated.” Her fingers crossed together, tightening. “Not many believe the purpose of the bonds was to save humans, and most elders tend to be… displeased, with those that do.”

“But… what does this have to do with the collars right now?”

“The collars we have are five hundred years old, made with spells and enchantments we could not figure out how to replicate.” Her fingers touched her throat once more, the leather under her fingers didn’t look old or worn to Barry, but then again, he didn’t have his glasses, so it wasn’t like he could see the finer details. “The enchantments are starting to break down, and Coven is looking for alternatives to avoid… war.”

The young man became still, brows furrowing. “Without collars, you would need to fight to steal more collars.”

Kajou nodded emphatically. “Coven has tried negotiating with the various kingdoms over the centuries. At first we had amicable relations, that is why some of our population has humans, but after the rebellion…” Her shoulders slumped. “Things have not gone well, and many people of Coven have had to hide further into the wilderness where the kingdoms cannot reach.”

Nodding slowly, the young man couldn’t help but sigh. “It seems like it’s not a good place to be.”

“The ferals there are far more dangerous, and it is… tough, when one of our own joins them.” With a quiet calmness, the young woman met Barry’s gaze. “It’s why I want to bring you there. I… There is hope that we will be able to learn about the strong bonds, and hopefully how they work. At best we might be even able to make new collars, or at the least be able to ensure those whose collars have stopped working avoid going feral while we seek for a better solution.”

“I…” The young man didn’t like what was happening, and to a point, he could understand why she’d be asking this of him. “I’ll… try to think on it. I can’t promise more.”

The Amazoness nodded, smiling slightly. “Thank you, Barry, really.” The relief the maiden expressed with those words were heavier than he expected them to be. She bowed her head, pressing it against the table. “Thank you.”

A pang of guilt made its way through him, and Barry could only look away. “So… what do you want with the Court, anyway?”

“Yes, apologies.” Kajou muttered, taking a deep breath to recompose herself. “Coven had taken in some maidens that had been in the Court, and they’d mentioned about a new kind of collar, one that allowed maidens to form bonds of ownership over humans.” She shook her head. “Many of the elders were intrigued by this, and we were sent here to try to discern whether the Court found out how to make new collars, or if at the very least they had some insight into the enchantments.”

Though Barry could only nod, the realization struck him. “But the… Embla’s mother is unconscious.”

“And she is the only one with insight into the collars, or at least that is as much as Lady Embla has claimed.” Kajou nodded. “Pan and I had some… disagreements, over what to do now.”

“I don’t want to pry any more than I already have,” he said, shaking his head and trying to think of something else to bring up and talk about. Scratching his chin, he couldn’t really find anything in particular. “I… I’ve been spending time with Orion, the… Hound.”

Kajou perked up a little and nodded. “The one you bonded in the forest. I can sense her in your shadow somewhat.” There was a slight moment of pause. “Have you… does she come out of your shadow often?”

He hesitated. “Not really, no.”

“We… have seen escaped slaves doing that, sometimes. Hounds in particular tend to be rather territorial.” Kajou said with a slight edge of concern. “Usually it is a sign that they don’t find themselves comfortable with things, the environment.”

“That… oh, I’m not… how would you handle it?” Barry adjusted himself in his seat. “I’ve been trying to coax her out of my shadow, but she usually doesn’t do that unless there’s some apparent emergency.”

The maiden took a moment to stand up, nudging her chair backwards and kneeling down under the table. Barry hesitated, pulling himself away a little and watching as the Amazon reached down to the dark shadow. She stopped cold the instant said shadow began to growl, the maiden calmly moving out from under the table.

“I think she needs a friend, someone to get along with.” A grimace followed. “It might be hard to find a feralborn maiden in the Court all things considered, but I’ve seen a few Doggirls, they might understand Orion better.”

“Erm… thank you.” He replied, awkwardly smiling at her as he scratched the back of his head. “I’ll keep it in mind.”

“It’s the least I can do.”

Her hand reached out to linger on his shoulder, their eyes met, and for a heartbeat, Barry felt as if the air within the room had suddenly changed into something else. But before he could even attempt to make sense of it, the growling returned, the shadow under his feet rumbling impatiently.

“I… I’ll be going now.”

“Yes.”

“Let’s… meet again?”

Kajou paused, nodding with hesitation. “I would like that.”




Chapter 143 [Mark]

Mark’s feet and back hurt, his head felt like it was going to throb its way into an implosion, his legs were sore, and his stomach kept growling for food and water. Everything felt just about horrible right about now, and his patience was running thin.

The quiet mouse lay on the ground nearby. Blindfolded, gagged, and drenched in more of the purple berry juice. It was something that was happening more and more often now, whenever Brye and Shery went off to check things or try to spot a potential new victim, it would always end up like this.

This time there had been no luck in any of the ventures.

“There’s a small town, and they’re wary.” Brye’s ear twitched in annoyance, her claws traced up and down Noah’s rope-like tail, the mouse wriggling and groaning. “It’s going to be a pain to go around.”

“Why the hell don’t we go in and have an actual rest?” Mark spoke, crossing his arms and glaring at the two-tailed dark fox.

“You?” Shery looked slightly surprised as she answered.

“We can’t exactly walk in with rope tied around your wrists.” Brye pointed out.

“And I’m fed up.” He replied flatly. “The pace we’re keeping is going to get me killed before you get to whatever the place’s name is.”

Brye stepped closer, leaving the squirming mouse shuddering and gasping through her nose. The fox approached the human, leaning down and not looking away from his gaze for even a second.

“Promise it.”

Mark hesitated. “Promise what?”

“Promise that you’ll be in your best behavior.” She replied. “We go into the village, you act like you’re our owner, get yourself a nice soft bed if they have a tavern, maybe even a warm bath and hot food. But you keep your mouth shut and let us do the talking.” A pause. “Just this village, just this once. Promise it.”

Shery hesitated, stepping forward. “Brye, don’t be crazy, he could-.”

The fox raised her hand to stop the gray-skinned maiden, not looking away from Mark. The silence stretched out, man and maiden meeting gazes, quietly gauging one another. The human’s mind whirled through the possibilities, he could lie to her, he could trick her…

And then what? Get put under the control of whoever was calling the shots here like they did back at the Court?

“Deal.” He spat on his palm, reaching out to her.

She glanced at the palm for a moment, then nodded. “Deal.” She grasped it tightly, shaking once before she yanked.

Mark gasped as she reached out with her other hand, pulling his neck closer as she kissed him. The fox let go immediately after, stepping away before he could even properly react to the surprise.

“Deal.”

“You can’t be serious.” Shery complained.

“I am.” The fox replied with a shrug, grabbing Noah by the wrapped-up wrists and tossing her at Shery. “If this is a fuck-up, I’ll fix it.”

“You better.”

Mark nodded somewhat, glancing at them. “So what now?”

“Now we walk, and if we’re questioned, you let me be the one to talk.” Brye said with a simple shrug.

With Noah being carried by the same person that was also carrying most of the luggage, the group set out towards the nearby road. Mark noticed one of Brye’s tails vanished, and so did Noah’s tan. He had to blink twice and then twice more before he felt like his eyes weren’t playing tricks on him. This was an illusion, wasn’t it?

They walked quietly, the dirt road under their feet crunching with every step.

“Oh, by the way.” Brye’s singular tail lashed back and forth as she looked over her shoulder at Mark. “Maidens like a Doggirl can hear a conversation a whole building over. Not as good as mine, but good enough that you shouldn’t consider there’s really anywhere private in the village.”

“Whatever.”

He rolled his eyes, the sooner they got some actual food and rest, the sooner he could consider the prospect of what the hell to do next. Now that they were approaching actual civilization, he’d take the chance to learn more about what sort of crazy place this was. He was fine with not trying to run away at the first chance he had, but he really couldn’t afford going at things blind anymore.

It took them an hour before the village came into view. A small thing, maybe thirty buildings tops. Most of the space was occupied by the farmland, which had clearly seen better days.

“Dregs from the feral rush came through here.” Shery muttered, her focus on the fields that were battered and torn as if someone had passed a giant rake over it in random directions.

“Doesn’t seem like they were hit too hard. And we’re on the road of gems, so they might have a tavern.”

“The what?”

“There’s an elemental stone mine south of the kingdom, the road they take the rocks goes through here.” Brye shook her head. “If there’s no tavern, we’d have to look for someone offering hospitality, in which case we’re better off just moving to the next place.”

As they approached the village, Mark noticed there were people working out in the edges of the fields. Some wore loose rags for clothes, but there were a few that had green uniforms. One such uniformed maiden spotted them and hurried over from her work.

“Greetings.” The brunette spoke, glancing at Mark, Brye, and stopping at Noah. “What business do you have in our village?”

“Just passing through, will spend the night, maybe two, ma’am.” Brye bowed her head low, hands furling against her lap, her voice a demure soft silky plea. “Our Master is very tired, and would appreciate a soft bed for us to warm. Would you happen to know if there’s a tavern available?”

The human almost did a double-take at the fox’s soft-spoken words and almost submissive behavior. Though the uniformed maiden brightened slightly, apparently not catching Mark’s shock.

“We’ve had very few visitors as of late, so there’s surely room to spare at the tavern. Do you plan to sell that feral?”

“No, my Master was looking to break her in. He wanted to give her as a gift to his younger cousin.” Brye bowed her head with a slight bending of her knees. “He’d been intending to buy a collar for her in Aubria.”

“That’s nice.” The uniformed maiden waved and stepped aside. “Best of luck out there, and be careful, there’s been word of some banditry on the roads, some of the displaced have grown desperate.”

“Much appreciated, we will keep a watchful ear and a sharp nose.”

Another bow, and they continued towards the village. Mark couldn’t stop looking at the back of Brye’s head, unable to believe she could behave so… demurely.

“Dear Master, if you are going to stare so much, perhaps I could provide a better focus?”

The fox looked over her shoulder at him, smirking as she raised her tail, making her rump more prominent to his gaze. Mark rolled his eyes and Shery snorted in amusement, but little else was said, even as Noah’s struggling had regained some vigor, though by now the maiden had long since pushed herself past the point of exhaustion.

They walked through the town, Mark trying to see if he could spot anyone that wasn’t a maiden.

And failing.

Every single person that crossed their path was a collared female. There was the usual sense of normalcy going about them, very few giving them more than a glance. But Mark could feel every alarm in the back of his head sounding off at maximum volume. Especially from those that would focus on Mark for a bit longer than the rest. 

Every single person they crossed paths with could crush him in an instant, his eyes kept paying very close attention to their hands, their shoulders, the way they tilted their heads. His jaw was tight as he pushed down the feeling of creeping danger. He could tell there was no hostility, a part of him did at least, he had to fight back against himself.

Where were the humans? He could only wonder at that.

“At this time of day, most are having an early dinner.” Brye pipped up.

And Mark realized she’d been looking at his thoughts. Again.

The fox only grinned. “Here we are.” She stepped into the building that had a barrel and a bed atop the entrance.

The smell of rancid alcohol hit Mark like a ton of bricks, he covered his nose and had to look around to find the room had at least six men and four times that in maidens. They were eating for the most part, very loudly at that. Mark could vaguely make out that it was some sort of celebration, but Brye and Shery hurried them along to the counter.

The fox slapped down some coins.

“The biggest bed and the most soundproof door.” She stated with a wide smirk. “My tail is in need of some yanking. Also need some hot bath for my partner.”

The bartender rolled her eyes, snatching the coins and dropping a key. “Last one to the left. Bath-water in three hours.” And without missing a beat, she turned to hand over some wooden mugs at the waitress.

Mark barely had time to finish taking in the sight of the crowded place before Brye was tugging him along and up the stairs. The door slammed shut behind them and instantly after Noah hit the floor as she was dropped like a sack of potatoes. It was a modest room all things considered. Single window, large bed with light brown sheets, and a smaller bed next to it. Apparently meant for ‘the help’, if Mark’s guess was correct at least.

No sooner had he taken in the view that Brye was taking off her clothes while Shery was moving towards the smaller bed. “Don’t be noisy.” The gray-skinned woman proclaimed, slowly easing herself onto the wooden piece of furniture.

Said furniture complaining greatly under the weight.

“Hm? Why would we be noisy?” Brye shot Mark a coy smirk, naked as she swayed her way onto the big bed and laying on top of it.

The human hesitated, not sure how to react. The first expectation that had come to mind had been that the fox would forcefully strip him and have her way with him. Again. Instead, he was left standing next to the door and focusing on the golden mirthful eyes that were looking back at him.

“Well?”

“Well what?” He scowled.

“Are you just going to stand there and watch?” She arched her brow, fingers tracing their way up her milky thighs.

He growled, taking off his shirt and tossing it at the bed before moving to lay on the bed, his back turned towards her. “Do whatever.”

“Sure.”

There was ruffling, and then… nothing.

The human looked over his shoulder. Brye was lying on her side, her naked back aimed his way, her two tails draped over his hip. With a frown, he flicked them off and returned to try to relax himself, take the edge off of his weary body, get the chance to recover some energy.

By the time the tails returned to drape over his hip, he was too close to falling asleep to try to flick them off again.




Chapter 144 [Mark]

Mark woke with a start. He’d been feeling a soothing warmth all around him when his mind had finally managed to kick in and sound the alarms. His hand was grasping the knife instantly, his eyes looking wildly around the room in an attempt to spot the direction the danger was coming from.

He was met with silence.

The sun outside had dimmed, the shutters were closed, and there was no real source of light within. He could vaguely make out the bodies in the room. Noah was still in the corner, tied up, slumped, breathing deeply. Shery was on the smaller half-sunken bed, snoring. There was the soft sound of water, and Mark’s eyes turned towards an object that hadn’t been there when he went to sleep.

A tub.

In the dim light, he couldn’t quite see the details, but he could spot the glimmering surface and the naked woman within. Brye’s back was turned to him, her head leaning against the bath’s edge, the only part of her that was visible. Everything else was submerged in the steamy tub.

“I’m keeping the others asleep.” She commented in a slow whisper. “I’m finishing my dip, so take your own if you want.” Her hand peeked over the water’s edge, gesturing at a bucket next to the bath. “Scrub yourself a bit before jumping in though, don’t want to dirty the water too much.”

With a soft sigh, she pulled herself up, slowly rising from the steamy water. The light from the window streaked inside, reflecting against her naked, wet body, leaving her curves contrasting with the dark. Her face hidden in shadows, Mark could still see the two golden orbs that stared at him with intensity. She stood there, hands not moving to try to cover herself and slowly teasing the skin of her hips.

“Why did you save me?”

The question was blurted out before Mark could even stop himself. It had been a constant intrusive thought at the back of his head ever since they’d escaped the Court. And he’d been unable to hold it off.

“You could’ve left me for dead.”

Brye turned away, looking at the two sleeping occupants in the room, and then glancing at the door. Her ears rotated and twitched, attentive, and clearly seeking out something Mark would be unlikely to detect. Eventually, she appeared satisfied with whatever she’d found.

“I saved you because I wanted to.” She finally proclaimed. Her hands began to glow with a dim purple light, casting her amused expression in a soft lavender light. Brye moved her palms towards her hair and shoulders, slowly caressing them in a downward fashion. In their wake, her skin and hair were left dry and smooth. “Not that I’m not being selfish. You’re worth several times your weight on elemental stones. And the Boss will want to meet you at the very least.”

The young man scoffed, prying his eyes away from her body as she stepped out of the tub. “And who’s this ‘Boss’ of yours, anyway?”

“He’s the Boss.” The fox shrugged simply. “Far as I can tell, he controls most of the underground, at least in this chunk of the kingdom.”

Mark snorted, standing from the bed and moving towards the bucket. “So what? Local drug dealer works for him or something? Why not find him and make a call?”

She didn’t answer his question. The maiden merely shook her head with a dismissive flick of her tail. Turning to face him, she cocked her head, stepping closer. Mark froze as she did, raising his arms in preparation to struggle, the knife still firmly within his grasp.

“Not going to do that.” She chided, cocking her hip and stopping close enough the dagger was almost poking her shoulder.

“Why should I trust you?”

“Have you ever been able to stop me?” She smirked, waiting for only a heartbeat as she stepped closer, grabbing the edge of the blade and pressing it against her stomach. Slowly, she dragged it up her body, drawing a sharp breath, pressing it against her throat. The human was left transfixed, unable to look away as she pulled it higher, kissing the tip of the sharp metal before closing her left eye and leaving it to press against her eyelid. “There.”

“What?”

“You want to kill me?” Her singular open eye glimmered golden in the dark. “That’s where you ought to stab me.”

“I-.”

“Either trust me, or kill me.” Brye pressed, letting go of the blade. “No room for middle-ground.”

He couldn’t move, his body remained fixed in place, a lump in his throat cutting his breath short. With a growl, he pulled the blade away and threw it to the ground, the clanking metal loudly speaking the words he could not coalesce into his mouth.

“There, much-.”

Whatever she was going to say, she clearly didn’t expect him to lunge and kiss her. He weighed more than she did, and that alone caused her to tip over. They fell, and she reacted. The human landed on his back, with Brye straddling his hips and clenching his throat with one hand. Anger flared in her eyes. Warm water that had spilled from the tub drenched the floor and his back.

“The fuck was that for?”

Mark laughed. “You weren’t reading my mind.”

Brye’s tails flicked. She let go, and for a fraction of a second, she flushed. The naked fox left his lap with an annoyed growl. “Do your own bathing.” She proclaimed, vanishing. The sound of ruffling fabric told Mark she’d teleported onto the bed and dove inside.

The young man kept a mild sense of accomplishment, stripping off of his clothes down to the briefs. He found the stool and the bucket, and used them to quickly scrub away most of the grime from the wilderness off of his body. The cool cold water woke up his mind and left him feeling far better than he’d been hours ago.

With his eyes turned towards the tub, the human hesitated only as he noticed Brye looking his way. She’d used the sheets to cover herself all the way save her head. The vulpine maiden’s gaze remained firmly fixed on him, expression entirely unreadable as he stripped the final piece of cloth and dipped into the warm waters. If he had to bet, she was being pissy at having been one-upped for once.

He ignored it, turning to the bath. Mark cringed a bit at how hot the water was, making his submersion slow and steady. Though it was certainly not unwelcome, it didn’t take too long to adjust to it and just lay with his back turned towards the larger bed. His gaze bouncing between the window and the other two occupants in the room.

Eventually, he just stopped letting his thoughts wander and locked onto Noah. “I’m sick and tired of having her be a prisoner.” He proclaimed with a grunt.

He was aware Brye was listening, but the fox held back her comment for several long seconds. “If you want to kill her, the Boss likely has a few psychics under his thumb that ought to know how to pull it off without turning it into a brain-butchery.”

Mark submerged himself into the water, allowing the heat to suffuse into his body. His thoughts kept bouncing between so many things he couldn’t quite decide on which one to focus on. “And what if I don’t want her dead?”

The laugh was mirthless, cold and cruel. “Do you own her, then?”

That startled Mark. He turned to look at her as she lay on the bed under the sheets. His brow furrowed as he then glanced back at Noah and her sleeping form as she was curled up in the corner. The idea solidified in the back of his mind. “She tried to kill me.” He said with a slight frown. “I get to decide what happens to her.”

There was no room for any other option. Noah was dangerous, but she’d proven just how capable she could be if she wanted to. As soon as he’d said the words, it felt like a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. The resolution crystallized with a snap, and Mark suddenly realized Brye was laughing louder now.

“Ok, then, Mr. Offworlder, you decide what happens to her.” There was no small amount of mirth in Brye’s voice. The maiden wriggling on the bed as she turned away from him. “But if you want help, you will have to ask for it.”

She snapped her fingers, and Noah abruptly drew breath, squeaking awake and rapidly looking around the room. Her eyes met Mark’s, and she froze, curling tighter into the corner, round ears perked and attentive, her whole body tense and attempting to make itself as small as possible.

Something soft and smooth caressed Mark’s thoughts. He tensed, eyes widening as he suddenly realized someone was touching his mind.

Noah’s eyes abruptly sharpened, glowing with a soft violet light.




Chapter 145 [Mark]

Seated within the warm bath in the dimly lit room, Mark’s thoughts ran through a thousand scenarios. Noah was in his mind. She was using her powers. He wanted her out, and he didn’t know how. His mind shoved against the soft feeling of a caress that was right at the edge of his thoughts, but it was like trying to punch water. It just moved out of the way and right back in.

She was just as surprised, eyes wide and attentive, flicking towards the beds and then towards Mark. There was some hesitation in that gaze that made alarms within his mind to go off. He remembered the waterfall, the darkness, the manic laughter, the joyous feeling of impending death.

His body lunged out of the tub with a slosh of hot water and Noah’s thoughts lashed against his own. Pain exploded in the front of his head, but he didn’t stop. Mark’s eyes sought for something to use, anything in his mad dash towards the diminutive maiden. And he locked onto a singular purple berry, its form almost glowing under the light as if put there by someone else.

Noah panicked, squealed and moved her arms wildly. More pain burst through Mark’s mind. Everything was turning white, his neck tightened until it was rock hard, his jaw tightly clenched. He wanted to speak out, scream, maybe even call for help, but the attack was trying to lock his body in place and succeeding. Two more steps, and Noah was starting to get desperate, scurrying harder against the corner, nails scratching at the wood, voice rising in a shrill scream as her whole body began to glow brighter.

“STOP!”

His shout came right as his vision had started to blur. There was an abrupt halt to the attack and pain, and Mark didn’t waste the moment to gather his wits. He crossed the remaining distance and shoved the berry into her mouth right as she’d tried to draw breath again.

Noah choked, biting into it and the juice exploding within her mouth. It drenched her throat and chest. Mark quickly covered her mouth and pressed so her mouth would jam. “Swallow.”

Her body moved on instinct, and she did. The maiden groaned, coughing and leaning into the wood. Noah’s face flushed as she drew in a sharp breath, shuddering and wriggling as she fought against the wires that restrained her wrists and ankles. She was still trying to attack him. He could feel her mind bumping against his own, unfocused and looking for something to latch onto. But it was lacking the reactiveness it had before. It was easier to shove away.

Mark’s hands reached for her ears and twisted them hard. Noah let out a squeak and froze. “Stop.” He replied, pinching hard enough for her to shudder. “Stop or I swear to God I’ll rip them off one piece at a time.” With a squeeze, she became very still.

The human frowned as he looked down at her. Didn’t she have a gag on moments ago? His head whipped to the large bed. Brye was there, laying on her stomach and looking his way with a grin, golden eyes glimmering in the dark. Her fingers moved and between them, he saw another berry. Had she placed the one he’d used within his line of sight? “Need help?”

Grunting, Mark turned away from her and focusing back to Noah before she could gather her wits. “You don’t get to use your powers, especially not on me.” He twisted his fingers in the pinching motion, making her squirm and whimper. “Are we clear on this?”

Noah nodded.

And Mark frowned. “Say it.”

“Y-.” Noah coughed. “Yes…”

Was this enough? Before, it might have. Not anymore. “Yes, what?” He pinched harder.

“Yes… sir!” The mouse gulped, shuddering, face flushing red as she drew in shuddering breaths. “Yes sir.” She repeated, wriggling as his fingers held the round, warm, sensitive flesh firmly.

His mind stumbled through what to do next. He… what did he want? His eyes coursed down her naked body, the purple juice that dripped and coated her pale skin. She had goosebumps, and she was breathing hard, face flushed as she drew in air sharply with every gasp. He could feel the flesh of her ears warming up, redder by the second.

Mark knew all too well the effects of the berry.

His mind flashed to the cave, to Brye, the ropes, then the forest and Victoria. And for a moment, he thought back to his father, the sound of his mother shouting.

Mark’s lips thinned, moving rather than thinking. He grabbed Noah and checked the bindings keeping her wrists tied together. The only one that was keeping her fixed in place was one of the wires that looped around her throat and was tied to a metal ring embedded to the wall.

The human undid that specific binding and grabbed her shoulder. The maiden was very light, far more than she should have been for her size. She shrieked, trying to kick out and stop him. “Stay still.” He ordered, and her body went rigid. Her breathing grew panicked and short. He just took her towards the stool next to the tub, sitting her down. “Stay put.” He ordered, not that he needed this time around. The maiden was frozen in place and watching his every move with wide eyes, as if waiting for him to cut her throat any second.

He tied the wire from her throat to one of her hands, keeping it firmly behind her back. It was undoubtedly uncomfortable, and she would choke herself if she tried to break out, but he did not care, undoing the wire holding his hands so that only her left hand would be free. He’d seen Brye do the knots a couple dozen times already, so it wasn’t too hard to pull off. “Clean yourself.” Mark proceeded to put one of the wet cloths on her free hand.

Noah looked at him as if he’d just grown a second head and asked her to sing a song.

Naked and feeling colder by the second, he didn’t have patience for the situation. His fingers pinched at her ears harshly, twisting them until she squeaked. “Wash yourself.” He repeated with a growl this time. “Get that shit off of your body.”

The Tigermouse hesitated, nodding hastily and pulling the cloth closer into her grasp. She didn’t hesitate as much to drench it in water, either. It took her some effort to start applying the cloth to herself as she was using her off hand, especially with the frequent pauses she made every handful of seconds. Each time, she’d look over her shoulder towards Mark, the young man not having moved an inch the entire time, keeping a firm grasp of her ears every step of the way.

His mind was moving through the steps. Ears were painful, and his commands snapped her into a reaction. He couldn’t really claim he had control over her, but by the looks of it, he could at least stop her from trying to hurt him if he reacted in time.

And as the cloth moved from her arms to her chest, Noah’s breathing started getting ragged. The movements started to slow down, a blush was creeping down her neck. The mouse’s hand lingered as the rough cloth brushed against her erect nipples, sharp breath and a wriggling naked bottom against the hard wooden stool. Mark noticed her tail whip to the side and wrap around his ankle softly as her hips made a slight rhythmic motion.

“Just finish already.” He ordered. 

The young woman almost dropped the cloth, shuddering with a deep breath, hand pressing hard against her chest and squeezing her small breast.

Noah trembled. She shook like a leaf as she moved her only free hand downwards. Her head hung, and she closed her eyes tightly as the hand continued its way between her thighs. With a squeak, she humped her own hand, and Mark felt himself grow hot when he realized the way she’d interpreted his orders.

The anger within him sputtered to a hesitant halt. He glanced the other way, keeping his hands firmly on her ears as Noah moaned softly. Her body was moving rhythmically, the scent of her arousal lingering in the air. Mark could feel his body reacting, but he pushed the thought away, tightening his grip on Noah’s ears until she squeaked. “Get it out of your system.” He ordered, his mouth feeling dry.

He drew the line there.

He would not rape her.

Yet the order appeared to break damns within the mouse. Noah moaned louder this time, her tail tightening around his ankle. The woman was quickly working herself higher. She pushed herself into it with increasing abandon, rhythmic squeaks and wet noises, erotic gasps and squeals. The young woman didn’t take long. She tensed, an abrupt orgasm that didn’t quite stop her since she almost immediately got back into it. She leaned against Mark, the soft skin of her back pressing against his erection as she breathed in, eyes tightly shut, hand furiously working at her wet cunt with her only free hand.

With every ragged breath, her small breasts bobbed back and forth, gleaming under the light. She squealed, another orgasm, and this one didn’t bring pause. Her legs widened as her fingers dug deeper into her pussy. Noah was clearly lost in sensation, entirely ignorant of how her rhythmic thrusting was teasing Mark’s cock with her back as she pressed further into him.

The young man was half paralyzed and half transfixed, hands gripping her ears as his thoughts had ground to a halt at the display she was unintentionally putting up for him. The sensation of her body against his own caused him to flush and grow hotter, and his fingers pinched more roughly into her ears.

Noah shrieked, entire body going rigid as her eyes opened wide. The sound died in her throat as she choked, pressing against Mark hard enough the stool moved and she fell to the floor. On her back, staring up at him, she heaved for air, body flushed and shuddering, her tail firmly gripping his ankle as her right hand remained tied behind her back, the left one knuckle deep in her sex.

She met his eyes, a gaze of deep satisfaction within her. With a deep gulp, she spoke. “Thank you.” She managed between heaves for air, closing her eyes and slowly going limp.

He gulped, looking down at the naked prone woman and entirely unsure what she was thanking him for. But a different realization slivered into his mind, and his head whipped to look towards the bed.

Brye lay on her stomach, face flushed and a deep smirk on her lips.

Somehow, Mark felt he’d stepped into a territory he shouldn’t have gone into.




Chapter 146 [Rick]

Rick lay on the piece of cloth that he’d come to call ‘bed’ over the past… month? Had it really been a month? His gaze lingered on the night sky. He would’ve been fighting a headache if not because of Dia’s literally magical touch on his temples, having just about gotten rid of any and all ails, aches, pains, and sores. The pink haired maiden pressed her fingers softly against his temples.

Meanwhile, Monica lay atop his chest, cheek pressed firmly against his shoulder, breasts against his stomach.

At least she hadn’t been growling for the past day or two.

“Sir, are you sure you’d rather sleep here?” Dia asked as she moved her fingers to his earlobes. The human was far too tired and relaxed to properly do anything other than feel the stress easing away under the touch that could only be magic.

Turning his head slightly, he glanced at the ‘company’ in the clearing. The twin maidens Victor had brought with him were currently busy setting up his ‘tent’. It was a small circular hut, maybe four meters across, though the living accommodation in of itself wasn’t really impressive. The way the twins kept pulling the pieces out of seeming thin air certainly was. 

The merchant had offered to set up one for him. Rick figured Dia must have heard the offer.

“I’d rather focus on getting Monica accustomed to not sticking to me like glue.”

The nurse smiled, a tiny hint of mirth as she moved her fingers upwards, digging into his scalp. “She is afraid of losing you, sir, of course she’d be overly protective.” Dia paused for a moment, fingers moving to his face, closing his eyes for him. “Would you wish to continue with her training?”

“As much as I’d love to be able to neglect that… guess we ought to add another lesson.”

“Should I strip?”

“What is it about you and suddenly being so bold about sex?”

“Sex?” Monica perked up, squeezing him slightly as she did.

“No sex.” He replied, watching her sigh and return to hugging him.

“It is the language she understands best.” The nurse spoke. “Since I can’t really expect to make things clear in other ways.”

“Aren’t you… uncomfortable?”

“I don’t mind if it’s to help you, sir.” She deflected, keeping his eyes closed as her fingers applied light pressure on his cheeks. “Though I do admit I would find it more enjoyable if you liked it as well.”

Rick’s brows furrowed slightly. “Is this coming from Irene?”

There was a little giggle. “Some of it.” She admitted. “She had much to talk about your world’s overwhelming volume of… pornographic content.”

“Wait, wh-!?” He tried to speak, but her fingers pressed against his lips. Rather than let her, he opened his mouth and bit on her digit. The nurse pulled back as if it had actually hurt her. Rick looked up at her and ignored Monica’s chuckle. “I don’t know what that psychic has found out about my world, or shared with you, but if you want to know something, then ask me. I don’t want you running around under assumptions that could have been cleared out.”

She looked down at him with some hesitation, then slowly looked around as she bit her lower lip. Then, she leaned down, meeting his eyes as their faces got closer. Her purple irises seemed to glimmer as her cheeks turned bright red. “Did you… does sir like it when I call him ‘master’?”

And just like that, Rick’s face turned an equally beet red.

“Rick.” Monica’s paw pressed down on his face, blocking the view as she grumbled, biting down on his shoulder in a nip that made him yelp and jump. 

He barely managed to escape her hug and up to his feet. “Ok, that’s it, lesson time.” With a scowl, he pointed at Monica. “Shirt.”

Her eyes widened, then narrowed. “No shirt.”

Snorting loudly, Rick moved to stand next to the still seated Dia. His hand patted her head, and the nurse smirked at Monica. “Yes shirt.” She added with smugness, pinching the fabric of her own shirt and tugging. “Pets.”

“It’s lesson time.” The chemistry teacher commented, keeping a steady look at the large feline.

Monica’s begrudgingly stood up. Making annoyed noises under her breath, she moved towards Rick’s sack and, with a flick of her claw, opened it up. She pinched out the topmost piece of clothing, revealing the over-sized white piece of clothing. “Shirt.” She proclaimed, throwing it at Rick and extending her paws towards him so he could help her put it on.

And no sooner was it on that she yanked him to sit on her lap.

“Pets.” she now stated as he was made to straddle her hips.

Rick rolled his eyes and obliged, giving her head a couple of seconds’ worth of attention before he moved to stand back up. Except she didn’t let him. Arms wrapped around his chest and pressing him against her covered breasts, the maiden purred and leaned over, pinning him to the ground. Her head tilted to the side for a moment, breathing in deeply, and then sighed, nodding in determination and looking back at him.

“Rick lesson.” She declared, proceeding to lick his face. “Word.”

“Sir, should I…?”

“No, no… let’s see where this is going.” He rubbed his sleeve against his face to wipe off some of the spit. Looking up at her eager smile, he sighed. “Word.” It was clear she wanted to have a new word on her vocabulary, so might as well try.

Nodding, she proceeded to kiss him.

“Kiss?”

“No kiss.” She shook her head, kissing him again, then kissing on his chest, then thrusting her hips against him. “Sex?”

“…ok, sex?” Rick frowned.

“Sex, sex, sex, sex.” She now declared, frowning. “Hurt, hurt, hurt, hurt, torture. Sex, sex, sex… Word?”

“Orgy?” He frowned, watching her lean away, letting go though keeping him pinned on the ground.

“Orgy?” Monica frowned further. “Sex, sex, sex, sex, orgy? Rick orgy Monica?”

He wanted to groan. Rick rubbed at the bridge of his nose. “Do you have a word for lots of sex?”

“Not in the way she likely intends.” Dia giggled, keeping herself to the side. Her tone was light, but her eyes were worried, keeping a very sharp eye on Monica’s movements.

“Word!” the feline complained, drawing the attention back to her. “Orgy? Yes? Orgy? No? Rick orgy Monica?”

“I’ll just go for orgy.” The human sighed. “Orgy yes, Monica.”

“Orgy, word.” A firm nod, finally pulling away from him and crossing her arms. There was a strange look in her eyes as she glanced at Dia before her focus drifted off towards the edge of the clearing. “Monica hunt. Rick no orgy Dia.”

“Wait, Monica, what do you-!?”

With an explosion of dirt and dust, the feline had broken into a full sprint towards the forest. The human was left surprised and confused as she clearly had something in mind he was not too sure he wanted to find out.

“That… is new.” He frowned slightly, glancing at Dia and then back at the figure of the Sabertooth as she vanished into the woods. “What… why would she do that?”

“She… wanted to hunt?” She provided with a slight shrug. “If sir wants her to come back, you could trigger the collar’s discipline spell… I am unsure how effective it would be on someone as strong as Monica though.”

“Let’s not.” Rick shook his head, grunting as she helped him stand up.

“Are you hesitant on whether it would be effective, sir?”

“It’s electroshock. If I ever have to use that on someone, it will be if it’s an emergency.” With a frown, he shook his head. “But I’ll figure something out to punish her when she gets back.”

“Maybe you should ‘orgy’ me to show her you don’t follow her rules, but that she should follow yours?” Dia’s cheeks were flushed as she reached out to grab his hand, her skin soft and warm. “Master?”

Looking down at her bashful smile, the way she bit her lower lip, how she squeezed his fingers, a stray thought came to him. A warm bed, a small box, a forgotten apartment. Rick didn’t let the memory take root, leaning into her and feeling how she wrapped her arms around him as they kissed.

He suddenly realized they’d not properly shared much of any intimacy during these past few weeks, the feline having always been around. Rick pulled Dia harder against himself, and she cooed, melting into his embrace. “Maybe we should ask Monica to hunt more often… maaaster.”

“Why…” He slowed down, caressing her back. “Do you like calling me that?”

“Don’t you?”

The young man pondered on the question. He took her lips once more rather than answer, not quite sure how to take it, though quite certain there was more meaning to the word than what Dia was letting on.

“Sometimes. In the bedroom only.”

He had many more things to say about it, but the maiden kept him far too busy to be able to elaborate.




Chapter 147 [Kat]

Kat glared at Lizzy. Lizzy blinked back at Kat. The human slowly circled the tent, hands extended open on either side as she was very carefully approaching the naked, scale-covered green-haired sexy feral-born maiden. “Just a bit… closer…” the human whispered under her breath.

She leapt forward.

Lizzy reacted faster, springing over Kat, lightly touching the ceiling, and hopping right back down on the opposite side of the tent. The scaly maiden reached into the pouch she’d stolen from Kat, pulling out another strip of boar jerky and chewing on it. 

The Salalexis blinked at Kat as if wondering why the human had tried to do that in the first place.

“Ma’am, if you ask, I could…”

“No, no, this is personal.” Kat brushed off her bruised pride, glaring at her target.

Ginny blushed and kept herself on the corner of the tent, hugging her knees as she sighed in exasperation. The Draco looked at Kat and then at Lizzy, claws twitching as she clenched her knees a bit more tightly. Kat, for her part, was approaching the Salalexis again, slowly, inching her way closer and closer. This time she made sure not to jump out, very carefully and slowly getting closer to the very still maiden.

There was no escape attempt, but as Kat began to reach out for the bag, Lizzy began moving it away from her grasp. It ended in a rather predictable manner, with Kat hugging Lizzy as the maiden kept her other arm stretched out and doing her best to keep the baggy out of Kat’s reach. 

“Come on~!” Kat complained, changing strategies and blowing air into Lizzy’s ear. The maiden squirmed and grimaced, and with that the human had managed to snatch the bag. “Aha!”

Lizzy’s mouth opened, the tongue shooting out and ripping the bag right out of her hands. This time she didn’t even chew, the whole damn bag went down her gullet, Lizzy barely looking bothered by having swallowed the whole thing. Kat was pretty damn sure there was a smug edge inside those wide, unblinking eyes.

“You...”

There was a whirlwind of movement. A blur of color that mixed the green with the blue, and a moment later there was a cry, and by the time Kat realized what had happened, Lizzy was pinned on the ground, both arms painfully twisted behind her back as Ginny had her knee behind the maiden’s head.

“Ma’am, are you alr-?”

“What are you doing!?” Kat raised her voice, pushing at Ginny’s shoulders until the Draco had lifted her knee from Lizzy’s head and stepped away. The human glared at the Draco. “We were playing a game, it was perfectly safe!”

“Ma’am, she used-.”

“I know what she did! I didn’t ask for your help.”

“But she…” Ginny hesitated, meeting Kat’s glare and faltering. She lowered her head. “I’m sorry ma’am, it won’t happen again.”

A single pause and Kat faltered, her focus shifting to Lizzy as the feralborn maiden had shot right from the spot she’d been laying on and stuck herself to the roof. The scales shifted in coloration, going from green to an off white. “Fuck, fantastic.” Kat growled, stomping her foot and looking up at the maiden that was attempting to camouflage herself with the cloth. “It’s going to be another hour before she calms down.”

“It… won’t happen again, ma’am.”

“I’m sure it won’t.” Kat gestured at Lizzy as the maiden tried very hard to remain very still. “Just… just get her down of there. I’m going for some air.”

Ginny hesitated, her stubby tail going stiff. “Ma’am, I should-.”

“There’s nothing out there with the balls to get close to Monica, it’s safe enough.”

She didn’t wait for a response, stepping outside and feeling like there should be a wooden door for her to slam shut. Instead, she got a very flimsy curtain to leave rustling behind her. And she might have been more mad about it if she hadn’t very nearly rushed head-first against a very familiar broad chest.

“Tomas?” she asked, startled and stepping back.

“Oh, hi.” The young man awkwardly scratched at the back of his head, glancing towards the entrance to the tent, hut, thing. “Having… trouble?”

“No, no, just… needed a little air.” Kat’s eyes scanned the area. “Where’s… your elf?”

“Freya? She’s doing some perimeter patrol… thing.”

Oh? “Great! I mean, erm.” She coughed. “I mean, great, erm… you… wanted something?”

“You. No, wait-.”

Kat chuckled, leaning closer, grinning up at him. “Hey, if you wanted some fun~…”

The young man shook his head. “No, yes, I just, I don’t know?” He nervously smiled. “Just wanted to hang out.”

Close enough. “Sure.” She grabbed his arm and yanked him away from her hut and into the mess within. With practiced ease, she led the way, with Tomas stumbling to follow.

Kat didn’t really have much of a destination in mind, but anywhere else was sounding like the greatest idea in the world right now. It was an easy search. There was a nice open spot not too far from the camp that felt lonely enough and was just enough out of sight that they could pretend they were some place else.

“Here sounds nice.” She proclaimed and gestured to Tomas to sit down. Instantly she was on his lap, arms wrapped around that sexy strong neck of his and looking into his eyes.

He didn’t need her to tell him twice and kissed her. Kat really wanted to be able to purr right about now, God above, she’d been feeling so pent up she would’ve exploded if she had to take another week of having a nun disguised as a sexy dragon-girl following her every step at every moment of the day.

“I’ve missed you.”

“Shhh.” She did not want words. She kissed him harder, hands fumbling to pull her shirt up and expose her skin to some much needed air. Tomas fumbled with her bra, but points where they were due, he’d been faster than any of the previous quickies they’d gone through back before hitting the road.

He was hot and bothered, his body was hard and there was something about how certain he moved his hands that was pushing every button inside of her.

“Oh Master~!”

Both humans froze. Tomas was the quickest to panic of both of them, and Kat had to cover his mouth before he could say anything. They remained perfectly still, looking around, carefully staying very close to one another.

“Harder, harder please, give it to me haaaaiiiieieee!”

The voice was recognizable. The pink-haired nurse. It could be no one else. Still, Kat hesitated, trying to find the source. “Shit.” She spoke the word right as they’d spotted some of the stuff Rick had been lugging around. In the silence, they’d become very aware that their teacher was very clearly fucking the nurse not too far from them.

There might be only a bush in the way, maybe two.

“Stay very quiet.” Kat whispered into Tomas’ ear, hand reaching down, and-.

“Ahem.”

This time Tomas did jump. “Freya!?”

She was knocked off of his lap, falling to the ground and quickly trying to recover a sense of dignity or at least balance as she spotted the elf. The maiden had been right next to them, she could’ve tapped their shoulders if she’d wanted to.

“What was-mmfmff!?” Dia’s voice was muffled from the other side of the bush.

A long, shared silence, Tomas looked at Freya and then at Kat. And she saw guilt on his face as he did so. The expression felt wrong coming from him. The young man was quickly covering up his chest as he turned to Kat, reaching down to help her stand up.

She reacted without thinking, slapping his hand away.

“Kat?” He frowned.

“Sorry, I…” Kat went up to her feet, scrambling to lower her shirt and cover her chest. “See you later.”

She walked away before anyone could say anything and make things more complicated. She hurried back towards the tents, ignoring the sound of Tomas’ bumbling, fumbling attempts at excusing himself to that elf. Kat wanted to scream, but knew that the moment she raised her voice there would be a dozen different people asking her if she was alright or hurt or whatever.

That only made her want to scream louder.




Chapter 148 [Rick]

The silence was practically suffocating as Rick sat on the small cushion that served as a chair. His hands grasped at the metal cup as he used the warm liquid within helped soothe his nerves somewhat. It was a tea of some sort, with a dash of liquor having been added to it.

“So Monica…”

“Is still out hunting.” He replied with a slight nod. “We will have to stay here for another day at least.”

Victor didn’t seem quite reassured by his words. “And do you know when she’ll be back?”

“I know she’s within running distance if danger pops up.” Rick deflected. “She must have detected something dangerous and opted to get rid of it.”

A bluff. He didn’t have a clue about what Monica was hunting, and she most certainly wasn’t nearby. He only had a very vague sense that she was focused and excited in equal measure. And that was about it. The bond didn’t really let him peek more into the situation, though he most certainly wished it at least gave him a sense of distance and not just the direction to take to reach the Sabertooth.

The merchant didn’t seem all that convinced, but nodded. “And… you are sure we should stay here?”

“For the time being.” Rick nodded. “Freya and Ginny already set up a perimeter, and Monica made sure to scare off the ferals.”

He did not want to stay put, and the sooner they reached any semblance of civilization the better. But he couldn’t trust things would go well, and moving towards the next village on the map meant moving away from Monica. But he wouldn’t be saying those thoughts out loud, instead keeping his poker face as he did his best to read Victor’s expression.

The man didn’t appear too concerned, mostly seeming thoughtful.

“I have supplies to spare, so my main concern would be security.” A slight nod. “But it’s not like it would be wise to pressure a feralborn maiden that’s yet to properly learn discipline.” He moved to sit down on his own cushion, Victor made a gesture and one of the twins quickly approached. “I’d like something stronger.”

“Yes, sir.” The maiden nodded, kneeling next to the man and reaching out towards the void. Her hand vanished into thin air, the rest of her arm following soon after. Slowly, she pulled it back, and it came back into existence with a glass bottle.

The contents were a dark glassy brown, it reminded Rick of whiskey, but he wasn’t really sure.

Victor caught the interested look. “You’ve never seen a Mimica using her powers before?” At his words, the maiden tensed and bowed her head slightly. “Nothing to be ashamed of, they’re hard to come by so it wouldn’t be too strange that you haven’t had a chance to meet one yet.” He patted her shoulder. “I was very fortunate to find them, it would’ve been impossible to open up a new shop without their service. Saved me up plenty in transportation and safety.”

“So they have the power to store things away?” Rick nodded politely, noting the girl’s nervousness. “Do the stored objects keep their properties, or is it more like putting them on a shelf?”

“Hm? Whatever do you mean?”

“If I put this cup of tea into a bottle, and ask her to store it, would it still be hot if she took it out tomorrow? Would food spoil?”

“Oh! Though I’ve never tested whether things remain hot or cold, their magic doesn’t prevent food to spoil.” The man shook his head. “Their power has been described akin to creating a separate room to put things into.”

Nodding absently, Rick drank some more of his loaded tea. “Is this normal?”

“What is?” Victor tensed as the question was thrown his way, the maiden at his side had quickly left as soon as she’d stopped being the focus of the conversation.

“For this world, for this kind of interaction.” The teacher replied, shaking his head. “If I’m expected to spend a month in the Earl’s place, just what exactly should I… do?”

“That… that is a very peculiar question.” Victor stroked his chin. “I had thought the silence was a normal one. Was it making you uncomfortable? No, of course it was. I’m such a bad host.” Shaking his head, the man crossed his arms. “And here I believed I came from a place where things moved fast, you must be faster still, then? If such is the case…”

Rick quickly shook his head, and that seemed to snap the man right back on track.

“Yes, yes, so to start with, you’re not expected to spend a great deal of time with the Earl himself. You will be his guest, but you are unlikely to be with him save once every so often. It is highly dependent on his schedule.” He tapped his chin. “As a guest, you’ll also be able to come and go as you please, though spending too much time out and about might be seen in a bad light. What would you normally do for amusement in your world?”

“Read books is the only thing that I feel would translate into this world… also, theater I guess? Never did do much of that, but television…”

With a nod, the merchant took a long swing from his glass. “Then perhaps that should be your focus. The Earl has an extensive library no doubt, and every noble enjoys boasting of whatever it is their family has come to collect over the generations.” A moment of pause. “It is also the normal expectation that the host amuse the guest and not the other way around. You might not be a noble, but the invitation has been made clear. You could very well expect to be asked to partake in some boar hunting or to watch a play or two.”

“Boar hunting?”

“There are variations, but many nobles that have some personal forest will generally partake in boar hunting from time to time.” The man replied. “They use non-elemental guns, trying to take down a boar, usually one raised in captivity to make it an easier game.”

Rick’s neck tensed, his mind whirling towards the forest and the armored baron as he took the shot towards Monica. The loud deafening bang and the solid thud as if a canon had gone off. “Nonelemental.” He repeated under his breath. “So normal lead and gunpowder?”

“Most likely, though then again, the Earl might have a Goblina in his service, so enchanted boomwood might be used as an alternative.” A slight shrug in his dismissive response.

“What’s…” Rick sighed, rubbing at the bridge of his nose. “I just know this is going to be another aberration of chemistry, but what in the world is ‘boomwood’?”

Loud laughter met his question. “It’s a Goblina specialty, they can make any plant-based material burst in flames, explosively so if they have the time and experience to enchant it into a stable state. It’s a substitute to gunpowder in many places, especially in the northern desert where the feral Orc tribes roam.”

That gave Rick pause, he blinked a moment and frowned, turning to look down at the cup that he was holding onto. “Have you ever heard of feral Tigresses?” He wondered with a slight hesitation. “Do they just… roam?”

“Everyone’s heard of the feral tigresses.” Victor chuckled. “They’re often spotted near the dead-lands to the west, their territories make incursions into the area a rather dangerous endeavor.”

“But not on this side of the kingdom.”

“Oh!” He nodded. “Indeed, White-Claw… Monica, was quite the legend precisely because she’d been the first Tigress ever spotted in this portion of the kingdom. You have thoughts about this?”

“Just curious.” Rick nodded slightly as he rubbed at his chin in thought. “Monica and I have disparities in how we see things sometimes. I was thinking that maybe meeting another Tigress, a fully tamed one, might be of help to understand her better.”

As he said this, he felt something, a twitch, a shift. Rick’s back abruptly straightened as he looked over his shoulder towards the tent’s cloth walls. It took him a moment to properly place the feeling and the fact that it was coming from Monica herself.

“Something the matter?”

Rick nodded. “I think Monica’s found what she was looking for.”




Chapter 149 [Monica]

“Riiiiiiiiiiiiick! Foooooooood!”

Monica called out to him as she spotted her soft-one stepping out of the stinky one’s soft hut. She was making sure to drag the food food by the hard little legs because otherwise it would just rip against rocks or branches or things.

And she knew THIS had to be food food because it smelled like the food the stinky one ate and gave Rick. And Rick ate THAT, so there was no way this wasn’t the right food. Monica was very happy she’d caught scent of the big bulky food when she did, it might have escaped, and then she’d have to be hungry a lot again.

Her human hurried towards her, he smelled and felt of fear and apprehension, but it wouldn’t stop her. She presented her hunt to him, and that was all it took for him to start smelling of shock.

Monica was a very good with hunting, it had irked her that Rick had been the one to always give her food. She could bring food. “Food!” She proclaimed.

“Boar.”

“Mother fucking mutant giant hog more like.” Kat spoke as she hurried to look at Monica’s very fine hunt.

“Boar?”

“Word.” Rick quickly added, pointing a finger at her food food. “Boar.”

She hesitated for a moment. “Boar… food?”

If he said no, she was going to be so mad…

“Yes.”

Monica sighed, shoulders relaxing a bit. Of course this was food for Rick, it wouldn’t make sense if it wasn’t. Finally, she knew what he ate, she could hunt for him and find him some food. Maybe she could bring a weakened one? Maybe THIS time he would practice killing?

But there was something more important right now. Monica leaned in, grabbing Rick’s flimsy cover and sniffing his head. “Dia sex.” The weak tough-one’s scent was still lingering on him. But at least it hadn’t been orgy, only sex, sex, and sex. Rick also smelled more relaxed, which was good, he got tense too easily sometimes, even when she let him pet her.

Monica quickly drew Rick into her arms and licked his hair and face. A good start to get him to smell properly hers. He laughed, and the sound made her chirp up, he was happy? He smelled happy, and relaxed, and… Monica purred, licking his face. “Rick orgy Monica.” She proclaimed, she had hunted good food, and he was happy.

“Later.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “Sex.”

“Food.”

That made her hesitate. She did want to eat. She’d snacked on some of the smaller ‘boar’ she’d hunted so she could show her big kill to Rick. “Monica good?” She asked, ears perked and tail hesitant.

His expression faltered, he didn’t look as happy. “Monica… good bad?” He made that face he did when there was a new word she didn’t know that was important.

She stomped her foot. “Monica good good.” She now proclaimed firmly, patting the bulky meaty delicious body of the food. “Monica hunt food. Rick eat food. Monica good good.”

There.

Crossing her arms, she nodded firmly, pulling him towards boar food. “Rick fire. Good food.”

Like the birds he had made for her back when he was trying harder to impress her. Rick might not be a good hunter, but he could make the food taste better. Which was perfectly fine for Monica, she could hunt for both of them, and she would be very happy if all their food tasted better.

Her soft-one reached up and patted her head. “Good Monica.” He pulled himself up to give her a kiss.

She preened, of course she was good, and of course Rick would see it her way. She purred, hugging him close. She really wanted to do sex right now to work off the happiness with the good tingles, but food…

“I… did not expect boars to get this big.”

The one who spoke was Tomas, he was impressed by Monica’s hunt, and that was far as she needed to understand. She’d learn more words, but she could always clearly make out what they were really feeling with their scent and tone.

“It looks like it eats adults for breakfast.” The older older softer softer one, Gabriel, also looked surprised, but not as much as the others. He was wary, always was.

“This… this size is not often found.” Stinky one said, also full of surprise, stepping closer to touch.

“No.” Monica growled at him, moving herself and Rick in the way. “Monica food, Rick food. No Victor food.”

“She’s doing the cute possessive thing again.”

“We need to process this…” Rick said, pushing himself away from her hug, scratching his head and looking over towards the others. “I am so not strong enough for this… or experienced.”

“We could help, sir, not our first hog, but…” The one to speak was the old-old-tough-plant-green one.

“Monica.” Her soft-one took her paw and tugged. “We need to do things, erm… wait here.”

She crossed her arms and flopped to the ground, crossing her legs. She knew Rick’s fire would take a while, not that she liked waiting, but she’d tried eating it before the waiting was over and it wasn’t as good. So she pouted and watched carefully. Maybe she’d learn the trick to it.

That made her curious. Maybe she could learn to make good food too? Then she could hunt and make it good before bringing it to Rick? But it felt like a hassle, and waiting so much was boring. Rick was better at waiting for things, he’d make the good food, and that was that.

Watching as Rick made the other tough ones move her hunt, Monica paid extra close attention. Her soft-one kept himself close to the food, protecting it. Which was good. There was the scaly shiny tough blue-one that wanted sex with Rick, but she was the one that was holding the long ‘rope’ thing to raise the food by the legs so that the sharp rock that were not-claws could be used to cut the food down into pieces Rick could carry.

Rick needed to be stronger so he could do these things himself. Monica sighed at that, he didn’t move heavy stuff, he didn’t kill. How could he get stronger otherwise? She fumed over it, he’d been becoming stronger as of late, only a bit, but the sex had been more fun. She really liked how he grabbed her, his hands always felt good all over her body, but especially on her soft big chest. Biggest around, another good thing.

Monica’s ears perked, maybe that was it? Sex was like fighting, it felt better in some ways, but it was tiring and made her feel sort of like she had fought someone real good until her arms and legs were tried. Though her arms and legs had never ended up shaking like when she had sex, but that was… good? Bad? Something to think later.

Sex was clearly the way to make Rick stronger. Since he refused to kill or hunt or fight.

Hm…

Her tail lashed and nose twitched, she realized she’d napped a bit while waiting. The food was mostly there. The softer parts of the food were put in a hole. Monica didn’t like that, maybe she’d eat those parts before Rick put them into the dirt. It’s not like he ate those parts since he’d use the fire on the rest to make it good.

“We will go clean up, to remove the scent of blood.” Blue-tough-one told Rick. The tone was one Monica liked, it showed Rick was above, important, strong. “The parasites though…”

“I can handle it, sir, I have spells to cleanse them and their byproducts.” The pink Dia declared, clearly thinking she was good like Monica. She wasn’t.

Monica approached Rick from behind as he was putting some pieces on the fire. She made sure to be soft, softer, hugging him and kissing his neck, inhaling his scent, purring and licking at his soft pale skin and leaving her own scent to mark him. “Rick good.”

He was her soft-one. A soft-one that made tough-one’s bow and fear. Even when he didn’t know hot to kill and was weaker than them.

“That you are, sir.”

The purring stopped, and Monica looked at Dia.

The pink-one that now smelled of Rick.

Monica’s arms tightened ever so slightly, though not enough to stop him from using the fire. Rick wanted sex with Dia, and wanted sex with Monica. But Rick was Monica’s soft-one. But what bothered Monica was that Rick would be angry at her if she hurt Dia.

Even though Dia had been a bahron. And bahrons had hurt Rick. She was… good bad good? It confused Monica a bit, not that she’d let it bother her so long as Rick knew who was in charge.

Even if it still didn’t make sense to her.

Burying her head on Rick’s shoulder, she refused to think about it any further. She’d have good food, and then she’d have good sex and good orgy. Monica’s legs shifted slightly, remembering that she had sex with Dia too.

She still wasn’t sure whether that was good or bad. She did know sex with Rick wasn’t just good but important, so she’d pay it no mind and focus on who really mattered.




Chapter 150 [???][🍋]
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Running a stable was one of the easiest jobs out there. The maidens took care of themselves, and so long as the Lord of Seledo didn’t give some orders to send out the knights, most of their work was patrolling the roads surrounding the town. For Louis, it was a rather simple life he’d inherited from his father. All he really had to do was focus on making sure their health and dietary needs were in top shape, and from time to time he’d have to take in a feralborn filly and teach her the ropes.

Well, that would be the case normally. Ever since the feral rush, however, Louis had been particularly busy coordinating with the various reconstruction attempts. Those of the Centaur genus were highly sought after since they could quickly deliver most of the needed supplies back and forth.

So it was not much of a surprise to see a well dressed Mousegirl rushing up to him with a desperate look in her eye. The older man expected her to hand over a request for nails or perhaps even glass, insisting it was the most important thing in the world.

“Sir! Sir! A woman has come to meet you!”

Her words caught him by surprise. “A woman?”

“A human woman, yes!” She nodded emphatically. “The Lady is waiting for you in your office! She insists it is very important business!”

That jolted him right up. A Lady? But it could not be THE Lady, the local nobles had left when the ferals hit, and had yet to return. Perhaps this was one of the alleged women that had been rumored to appear in Astunes? Louis dismissed the diminutive maiden as he rushed towards the stables. 

The moment he entered through the main doors, his gaze immediately went towards the new fillies working on packing up the grooming gear. They were pale and quiet, looking at him with startled eyes and slowly shaking heads.

There could be no louder signal that he should play things with extreme caution. Whoever this Lady is, she was important. “Rachel, I want you to stay outside for the time being.” He whispered to his fiancée.

The coal black Centaur still put up a face was of protest, but she knew better than to complain over the preferences of nobility. “Best of luck. I will keep a sharp ear if you need me.” She leaned down in a slight bow, her hands reaching for his hair and gently combing the mess of light blue into something more presentable. Her hooves clopping twice as she turned to usher the fillies out of the stables so as to ensure there would be no other eavesdroppers other than herself.

A slight pause as he straightened his shirt, approaching his office’s door and opening it.

Stepping inside, the door closed behind him, and three things became apparent to him at the same time. First, there was a stuffiness in his ears that seemed to muffle out any sound within the room and from outside of it. Experience told him of a spell meant to dampen noise. The second was the scent. A floral sweetness that filled his lungs instantly, his whole body becoming too hot for his clothes.

The third was the woman sitting on his chair.

Naked and glowing with dark purple energies, her breasts hung heavy on her pale skin. Her hair had looked black for a split second, but a second look confirmed it to be a fiery red. The flames cascaded down her figure, framing those massive tits and deliciously pink nipples. Louis found his mouth dry and starving, his whole body shivering as thoughts were starting to become harder to put together.

There was some attempt at an alarm, caution, maybe even fear, but those large orbs of flesh called to him.

Without a sound, without so much as a whisper, the man walked towards the woman, feeling as if in a dream. His hands reached out for the hefty mounds of flesh, fingers digging into them. Their perfect softness pulled his hands further in, as if he could sink into them. He didn’t know what was happening, and the longer he touched, the more he realized he couldn’t bring himself to care.

“Drink.”

The command need not be said twice. Louis felt his knees fail him and his face fall at the level with the two most perfect breasts he had ever witnessed. He leaned forward, kissing the thick nipple and tasting the sweet aroma that filled his mouth like the sweetest of treats.

Something was wrong. His mind fought against the notion. What could be wrong about this? There could never be anything wrong with this.

CRACK

The sound came from behind him, but Louis couldn’t care, not when he was tasting the most delicious nipple in the world. There were words, other words, but not ones relevant for this, for what really mattered. He licked and suckled, hoping for liquid that didn’t come, yet satisfied with the taste all the same.

The human only cared about the other things when he had to move to make space. Dimly he realized Rachel had taken it upon herself to tackle the other breast with her own mouth. His body shuddered with waves of bliss that were becoming more intense with every suckle.

And then, horror of horrors, the perfect breasts pulled away from his grasp.

He moaned in complaint right as Rachel whinnied next to him. Their dazed eyes could not look away from the pair of tits, finding himself too weak to get closer.

“I have some things I will ask of you.” The breasts spoke, and they nodded. “And you will give it to me.”

“Please.” Rachel begged, her whinny of need only vaguely drawing Louis’ attention enough to realize she’d used her powers to turn her body into its more pleasing fully human shape.

“Anything.” Louis added.

“Shhhh.” The breasts called, hands caressed Louis’ body, and his skin burned for the attention he was receiving.

The human realized all too quickly he needed to be naked, he had to be, he burned and throbbed, his every desire pushing out of him and screaming against the scratchy clothes. He could not bring himself to strip fast enough, fortunately Rachel was there to help him. The look on her eyes was glass, far away and distant, hidden behind a fog of impenetrable ecstasy.

The stranger’s hand was caressing her head, and Louis realized this was the true pleasure. His focus shifted just in time to see the other hand reaching for his own scalp, and immediately everything exploded into white hot bliss. Fire consumed his every sense, boiling pleasure that removed all capacity for thought or desire. It was like nothing he had ever experienced and so much more than what he could have hoped for.

His body felt like it had all reached orgasm at once. But calling it such would be an insult, his nerve endings sang with a pleasure that seared itself into his mind. So powerful was the sensation that he barely even registered that he was madly thrusting into someone, fucking, somehow, it didn’t matter, all was bliss.

“That’s good.” The breasts spoke, praising them, them? Louis thrust again, and Rachel moaned. “Let’s start simple. I will be taking two of your girls.”

“Yes! Yes!” Man and maiden nodded in agreement, delirious and feverish, entirely unable to stop.

“One more thing…” The hands caressing their heads clutched slightly, tightening its grip on their skulls. All it did was send more tingles through their bodies. “You will tell me everything you know about the merchant called Victor… and about the man who captured White Claw.”

Nothing would bring them greater bliss than to tell the woman everything they knew.




Chapter 151 [Barry]

The room was dimly lit. Only a single streak of light made its way through the window and inside, leaving the area entirely gloom and dark. Barry stood near the entrance, peering inside and feeling the tension in the air as the guards at either side of him and at each corner of the bed were doing their best not to focus on him too hard.

In the middle of the bed lay a lone figure, her skin so dark that within the poor lighting of the room she appeared more a silhouette. The woman, the Warlock, breathed shallow breaths. There was a tremble to the sound with each exhale. Barry could feel the air wavering with every inhale. His eyes moved from Embla’s mother towards the four maidens that sat each at a corner of the room. They didn’t glow, but the young human could feel as if their bodies were emitting a force of some sort, a palpable pressure that was forcefully saturating the air and making his ears feel stuffy.

Not daring to step further in, he turned towards the door, stepping back outside and nearly stumbling against Embla’s imposing figure. The Dark Lady had a stern expression. Barry had been growing able to read past the stony look, though. The maiden’s entire body was tightened as if ready to jump into combat in a split second. The way her eyes kept bouncing back down to his shadow spoke of the reason for her tension.

“Why… did you let me see her?”

“You need to know the gravity of the situation.” She replied, turning around so he could follow. “Because I cannot wait any longer. We will find a healer and I will need for you to ensure to bond her.”

“What’s… what’s your plan?” He had to hurry his steps to keep up, trying to ignore the dozen guards standing at either side of the corridor as they moved to leave the over-sized oak-tree that was the ‘infirmary’ of the Court.

“There are several human settlements around the area that have been weakened thanks to the feral rush. We will find a healer from one such place.”

Barry froze. “Are you going to attack a village?”

The words made Embla frown slightly. “Not if we can avoid it. Doing so would be not bowing to the Dragoness.”

“Wait, Dragoness? What?”

Embla’s shoulders twitched as her brows rose. An edge of humor came to her lips in the barest of upward twitches. “It means to cause ire from a foe that can end you with little effort. Our Court cannot afford to become openly antagonistic to the Kingdom.”

“But… you have prisoners.”

“And as far as the Kingdom is concerned, they are dead. Lost to a feral rush or in the wilderness. To them we must not exist, and if we do, it must be as something not worth the effort to deal with.” Her lips thinned. “One day we may gain the strength for them to fear our retaliation.”

“But you’re strong. Crazy strong, and your mother… with both of you combined…”

“It would take them three royal knight units.” The answer stopped Barry in his tracks. He noticed a dark glower in Embla’s face, a dark shadow that certainly carried with it far more than she was letting on. “Four if they wish to ensure we stand no chance to retaliate.” 

The certainty with which she spoke her words made Barry’s steps slow down. He couldn’t read it from her face, but he was sure he could sense a great deal of concern from Embla. Reaching out, he grasped her calloused hand, meeting her dark gaze and squeezing slightly.

There was something in those troubled eyes. The maiden shook her head and turned away, her hand still within his grasp despite how easily she could have pulled it away. “I will have to ask for your help in this.”

“I’ll lend a hand, though I’m not sure how I’d be able to do so.”

“We…” Embla began to walk faster before coming to a complete stop. She turned to look at him. “…” Her focus turned to his hair before her scowl deepened further. “One of my women told me of a possible way for you to use your power to bond. It would make for the easier way to complete the mission if… done properly. But it would also put you at risk.”

“How so?”

Taking his hand, the taller woman pulled his fingers, so they’d brush against her throat. “Break their bond and impose your own immediately after. Sex would be one of the easier ways to do this.”

“Oh, su-.” He blinked. “What!?”

“It allows the proximity to remove the collar and the emotional intensity needed for a human like yourself to create a new one. Most importantly, they wouldn’t expect a bond to form under such circumstances or so quickly.” Embla’s grasp moved his fingers down her throat, shuddering as she left, his palm pressing against the mound on her breast over the layer of leather armor she wore. “Once bonded, you would need to impose your will on them. Insist they remain quiet and still, to not move, to not scream or raise alarm. We would be able to extract you discreetly afterwards.”

The young man could only gawk at that proclamation of such a plan. “Are you… serious? You want me to seduce some girl so she can be kidnapped?”

“Freed.” A harsh rebuttal. “They live in a world where they are little more than glorified objects. Some are treated as better objects than others, but as things all the same.” A growl followed. “It is a life where service is all there is to be had, a maiden’s value only going as far as their powers and their ability to bear human children.” Her free hand touched her stomach and her brows knitted tightly, letting go of Barry’s hand as she stepped ahead. “Prepare yourself, Barry, you will be a key element in this plan.”

“Embla, wait!” He called out, rushing forward and grabbing her hand again. “I’m not some sort of Casanova. Can’t this be done with a maiden with some powers like Orion’s using shadows to sneak inside or something?”

The woman’s face became abruptly unreadable. She leaned forward and grasped his shoulders. “This is how you can help us, Barry.” The woman lowered herself to a knee and leaving herself only looking slightly upwards at him. “We need you.” Fingers brushed down his arms until they reached his hands, cupping them between her palms and grabbing tightly. “I need you.”

The proclamation struck like a hammer. Barry felt his knees weaken under the weight of the words. He gulped. How could he possibly consider turning her down? It was just that… “I…” His lips tightened, the image of himself walking towards some unknown girl to try to get her to… he could only feel a knot of dread in his gut. “There are other ways I could help.” There was no way in hell he’d be able to pull such a thing off, not when just looking into Embla’s eyes was taking so much willpower. “I just don’t think I’m meant for this.”

She shook her head. “No, you are exactly who we need, Barry.” Letting go of his hands, she stood back up to her imposing nearly three meters tall height. The softness left her features as she turned to look somewhere in the distance. “I will send some of my most trusted for you to bond.”

“I don’t-…” He gulped, going quiet.

“The time to hesitate is over, Barry.” A quick nod. She raised her voice. “Consider it training for the mission.”

Watching her march off, he felt as if the only thing missing from those words had been ‘dismissed, soldier’. Scratching the back of his head and trying to fight down the emerging blush he’d been holding back this whole time, Barry became aware of exactly where the conversation had unfolded.

Out, in the open, within the Court and where dozens of others had been able to see, even hear, their shared words. A pang of nervousness and something else made its way through Barry as he noticed the hungry eyes that were focused on him.

Things felt like they were going to become complicated. He had the sudden urge to go speak with Lala.




Chapter 152 [Barry]

“I am confused. Is this some weird attempt of seduction? I’m not going to complain if it is, just curious.”

“I-.” Barry could only sigh and sit back dejectedly on the chair, rubbing at his temples. “Could we talk about it a bit more seriously? I don’t know who else to turn to.”

The shorter maiden raised her gaze from the metal filament she’d been holding onto. “You said you want to fuck me more often. I fail to see how that’s not an attempt to get me all hot and bothered. My pants are already falling off. Feel free to finish the process.” She wiggled her hips as she smiled up at him, the worn cotton trousers she’d been wearing slipping nearly to the edge of her rump.

For better and worse, though, Barry was seated opposite to her, so her face occupied the majority of his field of view. “I said that I don’t think I can handle that many relationships.”

“So don’t make it romantic. Bam, in and out, in and out, in and out, someone cries, someone moans, naughty fluids all over. Done, presto, that’s that.” She shrugged. “The itch gets scratched, your balls get empty, the girl gets her bush ruffled.” Lala paused for a moment, glancing back down at the filament, her glowing finger reaching out to caress the metal. “Speaking of bushes, I noticed you kinda kept gawking at mine, so I shaved it. It’s a bit of a strange feeling, but I hope you’ll like it.”

Stuttering, his face lit up like a firework, Barry made a point to look away. “A-anyway, I don’t think I like making things so… casual. Impersonal.”

“Then don’t? Just make it fun. Tell them about them having to earn the bush-scratching, ask them to romance you or impress you or whatever. Guys do that all the time, nothing weird about it.” She didn’t raise her gaze from her work as she rubbed at it slowly up and down, the dark gray material slowly shifting into a bluer tone. “Maybe have her tie you up, maybe play some spank games, maybe stuff her butt, whatever you want to experiment with. Oooh! Maybe make her call you Papa, heard that one makes some men hard like a Quartzal’s wing. Are you into that? Papa?”

“No, wait, stop, just… stop.” He shook his head emphatically.

“But it’s fun.” Lala pouted, putting the filament down on the stained cloth once the blue had started to glow softly. “Do you know how having a guy just look at you like you’re a Succubus makes a gal feel?” She leaned forward, a finger dipping into the neckline of her shirt and pulling it down. Barry saw her modest naked breasts underneath, unable to look away fast enough, and his reward being Lala’s face lighting up with a smug grin. “Do you like them?”

“I… said I do, repeatedly.”

“I still like hearing it.” She raised a knee on to the table, raising herself until she was crawling on its hard surface, getting closer to Barry with every swing of her hips. Until their faces were so close, her hot breath tickled his lips. “Well?”

“…I like your breasts.” He mumbled, and her smile lit up as her cheeks turned slightly red. 

The maiden leaned forward, leaving a peck on his forehead. “Careful, I might ravage you if you keep talking all sexy like that.”

“Work, you have work to do.”

“And you keep interrupting me so you can vent how awful it is that you have maidens fawning over you and wanting to jump your bones.” She rolled her eyes. “You’re acting like this is strange.”

“It is!” Barry replied. “For me it is, a lot.”

“Here it isn’t.” Lala flopped on the table, using her elbows to prop her head as she stared at him with a bored roll of her eyes. “There’s something like ten maidens for every human male, and not all guys out there are open to having more than a handful.” Her face stilled for a moment as she shook her head. “Look, I know ‘wildling girls’ get a fame for…” Another pause, then a chuckle. “Right, you’re an otherworlder, almost forgot.”

“It’s hard, you know? I’ve…” He shook his head. “I’ve never been popular, or, well, desired like… that… I’m not that sort of guy. I… want a connection.”

Lala hopped off of the table, dusting herself off and shrugging her shoulders a bit. “Then don’t be that sort of guy.”

“What?”

“You don’t want to be a sex-nut, then don’t be.” She leaned against the table, looking at him critically up and down. “Though with those soft arms and round face of yours… oof, it’s already a miracle no one’s jumped you yet.” She let out a giggle, turning into a laugh as Barry’s face turned beet red.

“I’m… I’m trying to be serious.”

“And so am I, Barry.”

“Then what should I do?”

“You’re asking a Doggirl to meow.” Lala shifted, wriggling her hips as she moved to a workbench at the side. “Best I can offer is to help you split the problem into smaller parts. You want to bond these maidens, right?”

“Embla said I have to.” He nodded along, absently glancing at the glowing blue wires she’d left at the original spot she’d been working at.

“And does it matter how you do it so long as you do it?”

“I… think not.”

“Then you just need to find a way to get a maiden to bond you without fucking her.” Lala tapped her chin. “Gee, if only there were some way to do that.”

“Lala…”

“I know, I know, offworlder, you’re not aware of all the details or customs.” She shrugged her shoulders, bringing a clay jar and some vials to the table. “The way bonds are usually formed, over at the Kingdom I mean, is that the maiden gets her collar taken off, kneels, pledges allegiance, and gets her collar put on.” Pouring the first vial onto the jaw, the green liquid sizzled softly as she began to drop the pieces of blue metal into it. “They need some training to get their own emotions aligned just right for it to work, but we’ve all escaped the Kingdom, we know how it works.”

“And how do you… made bonds with the new collars?”

Lala grimaced slightly. “I don’t know the others, it was different for each one, I just… stepped on them.”

“What.”

“Step on them. The human I’d been bonded to was a slaver, I kept stepping on him and stomping on him, riling myself up for all the horrible things he’d done, pushing to feel like I was in control of him… until the bond… clicked.” Lala shuddered, shaking her head. “Now that I’m bonded to you, I can see there was something twisted about the whole thing.”

A slight nod. “I’m at least sure I don’t want to be stepped on.”

“Well, there goes THAT item from my list.” Lala sighed, shoulders slumping dejectedly as she reached into the jaw and pulled out the wires. They were now slightly yellowish, the glow having died down.

“What are you doing, anyway?”

“Hm?” She caressed the yellowish metal now that she’d dried it off. Slowly, she was starting to make it glow again. “Just making a batch of earrings to test some things on.”

“What sort of tests?”

“Oh, you know, this and that.” She chuckled, glancing at him with a smirk. “By any chance would you happen to have a favorite color?”

Barry felt like her eyes were focusing on his ears, and the urge to run began to surge within him. He pinned it down. “When you did the bond, what do you do?”

“It’s just a concentration exercise.” Lala replied simply. “You just focus on things that remind you of the emotion you want to feel. There're some tricks to it, personally I just like to make them into a chain.”

“Chain… a chain?”

“Just put new links as you go.” She paused, putting down the wires and turning to look at him. “It’s really easy once you get used to it. All maidens in the Kingdom have to train into it to avoid accidents. Like this. I’d approach you and kneel.” She did this, lowering her head, enough that the nape of her neck was exposed, though no collar was to be had. “I’d start thinking about Lady Embla, and how much I trust her to keep me safe. I’d focus on the trust as you’d touch my neck and remove my collar… pretend you’re doing that.” She gasped as Barry caressed her dark chocolate-colored skin, right near the hairline. “Then I’d move into something more specific about you, about how the Lady gave you an important position, how she trusts you in turn, and how easy it is to believe in that.” Another slight shiver. She raised her gaze. “I’d look up at you and focus on how handsome you are with the light shining above, how much I want to put myself in your arms, how-.”

She crossed the distance, silencing herself with his lips. The kiss came with her hands reaching under his shirt, caressing his chest and stomach. Barry hugged her close, and she sunk into his embrace.

With a deep breath, they took a step back from one another.

Lala’s eyes fluttered open.

“And I’d be bonded to you.” She spoke with a slight whisper, smiling from ear to ear, touch lingering on his hips. “Did that help?”

He blinked and nodded.

“I… think I have an idea.”




Chapter 153 [Alice]

Alice glanced at Helga as the Valkyrie nervously shuffled towards the tray. “Please don’t, just… take a seat.”

The maiden turned towards the only thing they could sit on in the room: the light green cambroile sofa. She hesitated as she looked at it and then at Alice. “Yes, ma’am.” Her proclamation was soft, almost passive as she approached, leaning to the side so her wings wouldn’t become squeezed against the back of the sofa. She leaned slightly forward, trying to get comfortable with the extra pair of limbs shuffling over the armrest uncomfortably.

And Alice mentally berated herself for what clearly was the first screw-up. She made a bigger mental note to remain mindful of the maiden’s wings. “Would you prefer a chair, or…?”

“No, ma’am, I’m perfectly fine… ugh, like this.” Helga’s smile didn’t waver as she ruffled her wings a little until she’d found a comfortable position. “Most importantly, you wished to talk to me?”

“Yes, it’s about the whole ownership thing.” Better go straight to the point. “I’m going to take you in, I think, it’s just that… I need to clear some things out first.”

She’d apparently only focused on the first part of the proclamation. The maiden’s face lit up with a wide smile. “I am honored, my Lady, I will do my best to-!”

“Before that, just… calm down.” Raising her hands slightly, Alice took the best professional expression she could summon. She waited for Helga to stop giddily vibrating on the spot, but it looked more like the Valkyrie was about to explode into sunshine and rainbows.

So she quietly waited, keeping her expression calm and serene, smiling softly and meeting Helga’s gaze until the maiden had started reasserting herself over her emotions. A quiet minute of shifting and her wings bouncing lightly until the physical ticks, and only then did Alice speak up again.

“I would like to first reiterate I am an offworlder. That means I do not subscribe to many of the lines of thought that people have in this world.” She reached out to touch Helga’s warm hand, meeting her gaze meaningfully. “You will never be admonished for asking questions or stating your opinions. I don’t know many things, and having clear communication with you is important. Is this clear?”

“Of course, my Lady.”

“Call me Alice, please.” She said. “I… don’t want to consider this situation as me being your owner.”

“But you would be, ma’am.”

“I know, it’s just that I don’t believe in slavery.” She replied. “I want you to know that if you ever wish to leave, I wouldn’t stop you. I consider you a person, an equal.”

Helga frowned. “But we’re not.”

“We are, it’s just that the culture of this kingdom hasn’t been very kind to maidens.”

“But…” She hesitated. “May I ask a question, ma’am?”

Alice pipped up. “Yes! Of course, ask away.”

“Would… you go insane if you were alone?”

That caused her to wince. “I know that the feral state is a very big concern for maidens, it’s not what I meant.”

“Ma’am, if… if I were to ever go feral, I’d kill those I love. I would likely even attack you. It’s because of this that we need humans to serve, otherwise…” Her smile tightened, eyes glimmering. “I might look like a human, but I’m not. No maidens are. If I were to be treated like a human, others would get hurt.”

“I started on the wrong foot.” Alice quickly put up a reassuring smile, grasping Helga’s hand between her own. “I understand that you are a maiden, and that you have different needs than a human would. I just want you to understand that I firmly believe that you should have the same rights a human should have.”

Alice shifted slightly as she saw her companion’s troubled expression. The maiden was holding back a grimace.

“You… have something to say?”

“I mean no disrespect, ma’am, but… I don’t think that would be fair.”

“Why would you think that?”

“Rights are earned, we prove our worth, the ways we can help each other and the kingdom.” Her head shook slightly. “And no matter how much I would like to, I cannot help other maidens avoid going feral.”

“There are things called inalienable rights.” Alice quickly replied. “They are rights that belong to every individual. The right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness are among them.”

“I am alive, and I am happy.” Helga declared. “But I am a maiden, and I cannot live without having someone to protect me from myself. Am I not free for what I am?”

There was a long pause. The teacher closed her eyes and carefully considered her next words. “I want you to be aware that I do not desire to dictate or control your life.” She grasped Helga’s hands once more. “I want to consider this to be a… business arrangement.”

“Ok.”

The simple and easy nod she gave her was almost startling. “That’s… it?”

“I do not mind if my services are as an official thing. That sort of was the point.” A little squirm and she scratched her cheek, smiling slightly. “There might be some talk about how some nobleladies have a preference to share their beds with maidens, but you didn’t seem to be that sort, ma’am.”

“Definitely not that sort.” Alice almost jumped, her hands pulled away from Helga as if she’d been touching a red-hot stove. “Nope, no, I am not looking for that sort of thing, at all.”

“That’s what I thought, ma’am.” A cheerful energetic nod, relaxed shoulders. There was even a slight hint of amusement on Helga’s smile. “It’s a bit reassuring. It means I can focus on being your guard and guide.”

“Yes, about that.” A small cough to clear her throat. “I don’t expect you to die for me.”

“What do you mean, ma’am?”

“If or when danger comes, I don’t want you to die. If things come down to it, running away is acceptable.”

She straightened at that. “I would never leave you in danger’s way. Ever.” The harshness with which she spoke startled Alice.

“Could you at least promise you would consider… strategic retreats?”

“Of course.” Another harsh nod and a look of determination. “I do not wish to die.”

Sighing, Alice nodded, rubbing her wrists as she moved to stand up. Helga followed instantly after. The woman had a thing or two to complain about that gesture, but held it back. She’d have to rein things in and be patient about this. “I think this about covers the more important aspects.”

“Does that mean…!?” A happy smile. “Will you let me serve you, my Lady?”

“Please call me Alice.” She wriggled on the spot a bit. “And… yes.”

Letting out a shout, Helga jumped slightly on the spot. Her wings burst outwards and spread out, nearly covering the room end to end as she proceeded to very quickly fold them back and lower herself to her knees right as the door opened in a burst of movement. Two startled maidens had stepped inside, swords drawn, looking wildly from side to side and then at Alice.

“Ma’am?”

“Everything’s alright.” She quickly replied. “Helga just got a bit excited over the good news.”

Both maidens looked at the kneeling Valkyrie and her bright red face. Shaking their heads, they stepped back outside, the doors shutting with a soft click.

“Sorry.” Helga whispered under her breath, squirming on the floor as her hands kept themselves firmly on her knees and her wings were trembling as they remained tucked tightly.

“Is this… that important to you?”

“I always wanted to serve a noble Lady.” She was looking straight at the floor, her ears glowing red. “Could I-? Could we-?” A pause, her hand reached into her pocket, trembling slightly. “If it’s not too much ask, could you use this collar?”

Helga pulled out a strap of leather, a dark blue that was so worn out the color was faded. Some of the spots had lost so much it was far darker. Alice hesitated as she saw this. “Wouldn’t… people potentially mistake it for a black collar?”

“I don’t mind if you don’t, ma’am.”

The teacher reached out to hold the collar, feeling the worn out edges. “Who… did this belong to?”

“My sister.”

The weight of the simple strap felt like it multiplied itself within Alice’s grasp. “I’ll use this, then.”

Raising her gaze, Helga quickly closed her eyes, exposing her throat to the chemistry teacher. A loud gulp followed as Alice reached around her throat, removing the clasp that kept the green collar in place.

“I hereby vow my life to you, my Lady.”

She knew what came next, and though the words felt wrong, she couldn’t bring herself to keep them unspoken. This moment was clearly far more important to Helga than she’d given credit. “I accept your vow. May you serve well… Helga.” She latched onto the worn blue collar as she spoke.

Alice shuddered, a jolt running through her whole body from head to toe. Helga did the same, becoming very still as she kept her face looking at the ceiling of the room. “Thank you, my Lady.” She whispered under her breath, a lone tear running down her cheek.

The teacher squirmed, feeling left on the spot, but not wanting to disrespect Helga’s feelings. She quietly remained in place as the Valkyrie waited another minute before drying her cheek and moving to stand up.

Their gazes met.

Alice did not expect Helga’s gasp, nor how her eyes widened in shock.

“What?” she asked, startled. “What is it? Are you alright?”

A quick bow. “No, it’s nothing, my Lady.” Her ears turning red once more. “The bond is just… stronger than I expected it to be. I…” She straightened up, swiftly turning around while avoiding Alice’s eyes. “I will patrol the area!”

The maiden hurried out the door.

And Alice was left far more confused as to what had just happened.




Chapter 154 [Rick]

Rick had cooked the monster boar.

All of it.

Because Monica would not let anyone else handle the edible meat once it had been cut off from the carcass. She almost even complained over them throwing away the inedible (for humans) guts.

So it became Rick’s job to be the one in charge of rotating slabs of meat on a stick over the fire until it was cooked at least enough for Victor to swoop in with a considerable amount of honey to lather the thing in and to have the twins disappear into their storage space. This way, they could make the meat last for longer.

The process took almost a full day. Especially with Dia pouring over the thing and using her powers to remove parasites and toxins from its flesh, a rather standard practice when the wild game reached a certain age and size.

The first three chunks had gone and vanished, with Monica being none the wiser. The fourth she realized something was up. Everything after that point meant she stuck to his side and glared at each chunk of meat as if daring them to turn into thin air like the previous ones had.

And as soon as her portion was done, she ate it. And the two portions after, and the two after that. And another one as they hit the road once more.

Half an hour later, Monica began to groan.

“What is it?” Rick already knew the answer. She was cupping her gut and her face was slightly green. “Feeling bad?”

“Bad.” She patted her belly. It was ever so slightly less ‘perfect abs’ than she’d had the morning prior. “Hurt.”

“You ate too much, dumb dumb.”

“Rick bad.” Monica glared him, the intent clear in her eyes. ‘I know I overate, and it’s your fault’.

He burst into laughter, earning a shove out of her that nearly knocked him to the ground. The feline walked with one paw firmly grasping the ruck-sack where she kept the remainder of HER meat, and the other on her tummy. Her gaze turned forward as she sulked on. Rick for the most part, held in the amusement as they moved, noting that despite the lack of a handsy cat, a handsy nurse had quietly taken the Sabertooth’s place.

“My hand’s never going to be free, is it?”

“Not if I can help it.”

Not particularly disheartened, he carried on.

“People ahead.” Mr. Gabriel interrupted the otherwise mostly idyllic walk down the dirt road. The centaur he was riding tightened her stance and moved slightly to the side of the road.

She was clearly intent on making a run for it with the old man if things got hairy.

It was a shift in the air, Rick noticed it quite easily enough. All of a sudden, the maidens had changed positions, moving towards the perimeter of the group. Even Dia tensed and held his hand more firmly, also looking just about ready to yank him towards her and out of harm’s way.

The only two that barely moved were Monica and Lizzy. The reptile remained trailing behind Kat. Monica just snorted and let out a grumble as she walked ahead of Rick, effectively in the lead of the whole group.

As they moved forward, Rick caught sight of the group the older man had spoken of. It was a caravan of some sort, no less than twenty or so carts, most with improvised cloth roofs and at least forty or so maidens and some humans walking along. Each cart was being pulled by either a centaur or a normal maiden, and Rick quickly noticed most of them looked like they were one missed meal away from collapsing.

Victor quickly walked ahead of Rick and Monica, waving towards the caravan as one of the maidens broke off from the security perimeter and approached. The woman clearly had seen better days. There were bags under her eyes and she froze the moment she’d spotted Monica. It was clear her focus was on the black collar the Sabertooth wore before it moved towards Rick and Victor.

“Hail.” She straightened up. “What do you seek?”

“Hello Cadix, I’m Victor. I have wares if the people wish to buy.”

“We have no coin, only trade.” The light of recognition never made it through her soured expression. “We also do not allow blackies to join.”

Rick took the turn to step forward. “I’m not sure what issue you have with Monica, but we’ll just move ahead of your group and continue on.”

“Traitorous feralborn bitches, that’s what our ‘issue’ is!” Cadix flicked her hand forward, fist clenched tightly as she twisted it in place before she put it back on the hilt of her sword. Some sort of gesture Rick had not seen before.

“We have no ill will.” Victor quickly spoke up, glancing at Rick and then at the rest of the group. “We will be on our way if you let us pass.”

Cadix didn’t have any complaints to add to that. She merely walked back to the caravan, speaking with various people along the way. And the whole thing slowed down, which made it easier for them to circle around and just continue down the road. Every step of the way, Rick could feel open glares directed towards Monica, some even at Lizzy. More than a few of the maidens even repeated the gesture Cadix had made.

And the feline had not cared a single bit, more focused on her aching tummy and that Rick wasn’t too far off.

“What’s up with them?” Kat whispered in a low voice as soon as the caravan was a good hundred meters behind them.

“Survivors.” Victor shook his head. “Some from Seledo, even. I’d considered traveling with them, but caravans like these aren’t the safest bet.”

“They’d have surely killed us and taken our things along the way.” One of the twins hissed under her breath.

“Where are they headed?” Tomas wondered. “Can’t they just… stay in Seledo?”

“It’s the law.” Rick glanced at Dia, the pink-haired maiden squirmed a little.

“She is correct.” Freya added. “Any who lose their home are to travel towards the nearest large city. If the local Lord deems it as a possibility, they will be given provisions, coin, and sent back. If not, they will be employed and given a place to stay in the Lord’s city itself.”

“That sounds like theft and abuse.” Mr. Gabriel snarled as Rose kept clopping her way down the road from the side of the group.

“Dad said the law came about because of the raiders and Wildlings.” Ginny muttered as she walked next to Kat. “After a feral attack, smaller villages are too weakened to be able to sustain those that can’t pull their weight. Having survivors come could very well result in everything crumbling down as people fight for food or shelter when things break down.”

“People who lose their homes in such a way have turned to banditry many times.” The elf nodded, looking over her shoulder towards the caravan as it was slowly increasingly further away. “The Wildlings emerged out of exactly that. And it is something the Kingdom has little interest in fomenting.”

“So Wildlings are people who just opted to live off the grid, huh. Cool.”

“Wildlings are those who have forsaken the kingdom and its laws.” Dia spoke under her breath, grasping Rick’s hand a bit more tightly as her gaze became lost in something only she could see. “Many Wildlings are run by sadistic monsters, trapping and torturing humans.”

“That…” Tomas hesitated, glancing at Freya.

The Elf shook her head. “We once found a human who’d escaped a Wildling group that lived in the frosty peaks at the edge of the kingdom.”

“Noah.”

Ginny tensed, expression souring as her face lowered and looked towards the ground with clenched fists. “Papa adopted him, to keep him from having to be sent to Balet.”

Rick frowned slightly, quite sure he’d heard of the name before. “I take things didn’t go smoothly.”

“It was the normal kind of drama amongst humans.” Freya shook her head dismissively. “Major Huge had several people in the village that didn’t get along well with the way he did things. Eventually it escalated, and after a feral wave had left the village rather tight in resources, the Baron sent Noah off along with the others that had lost their homes.”

“The group was ambushed by ferals somewhere along the way.”

With a strong shake of her head, Ginny sighed, azure claws relaxing as she turned to look away. She only hesitated as Kat reached out to pat her shoulder.

“At least the Baron’s dead now.”

Somehow, Rick got the impression the gesture had not been as reassuring as Kat had intended it to be.




Chapter 155 [Mark]

Mark walked down the sunny road, taking the chance to adjust the straps to the rucksack. Next to him, Shery walked while easily hefting five times the weight he was lugging. Plus Noah. The mouse had stopped struggling entirely. Gagged, blinded and bound, Mark still kept a watchful eye over her.

Brye had meant every word when she’d said he was on his own with the mouse unless he asked for help. The fox had remained near Noah every step of the way until the village, but now that they’d left the place, she’d vanished entirely.

“She’ll be back in a day or so.”

Shery’s words startled him, Mark frowned as he glanced at the gray-skinned maiden as she thudded her way down the road. “What?”

“Brye always did this when given the chance. Just up and leaves for a couple days.” A slight frown. “And no, I don’t know what for. Never asked.”

“And never will.” He rolled his eyes.

“So long as it can’t fuck shit up, why poke the Panthress?”

Mark just absently nodded, not really caring about the explanation and turning his focus towards Noah. The mouse’s tan skin around her wrists was slightly redder, the maiden would’ve looked asleep if it weren’t because her ears and ropey tail kept twitching every so often.

“I think we should take a break.”

“At this pace we’ll take a whole month just to get to Aubria.”

“Yeah, not my fault you guys keep taking every side-route in the world.” He snorted loudly, reaching out to grasp Noah and heft her off of Shery’s shoulder.

The mouse squeaked slightly, inhaling sharply as he moved to bridal carry her towards the nearest tree. She grew tense, but otherwise didn’t move, waiting until Mark put her down against the tree before she relaxed slightly.

“You plan on giving her food?” Shery asked casually, dropping the sacks to the ground and grasping the heavy wooden club she had for a weapon as she moved towards the forest.

“Might as well, her stomach’s been rumbling for a while now.”

“Don’t untie her feet at least.” The maiden replied, stepping away and into the foliage. “Will check the area.”

A slight nod, Mark focused on the remaining maiden. His hand reached out and grasped at the edge of her ear, tightly enough she winced. “I’m going to remove your gag. You will not bite.” His command was met with a nod. “Don’t scream either, or you’ll regret it.” Another quick nod.

With the ritual out of the way, he used his free hand to slowly remove the wire and cloth gag that had kept her mouth tightly covered and shut. She’d slobbered most of it, not that he hadn’t expected it.

“Water.” She gasped as soon as she’d spat some of the flavor out. “Please.” Her voice was raspy and dry, a slight squeak of a cough following it.

Keeping one hand on her ear, he reached for the water-skin and pulled it closer to her mouth. Noah drank greedily, barely breathing as she took every drop until Mark pulled it away from her. A slight complaint left her as he did so. The human knew that he couldn’t afford to have her being at her top shape. So now that he was ‘in charge’ of Noah, he’d opted to keep her supply of water and food tight. She’d survive, that he was sure of, she’d just not be able to be at her best. 

Reaching into the pouch on his belt, Mark pulled out a familiar purple berry. Brye had said its name several times already, but he hadn’t really bothered to remember it. He slowly moved the berry close to Noah’s mouth, watching her nose twitch as she sniffed. “Do you want to eat?”

Blindfolded, Noah’s mouth closed, and she gulped, cheeks flushing. “I…” She flinched as Mark’s fingers on her ear tightened slightly. “No.”

“So you don’t want to eat?”

“I…” She gulped, and leaned forward, mouth opening as he very carefully placed the berry on her tongue. She closed her mouth, not chewing, becoming still as if unsure how to proceed.

“Chew.”

She did, a sharp gasp and a quiver, goosebumps trailed over her body as she flushed. Her naked body squirmed as she swallowed. Opening her mouth again, she breathed heavily. “Still… hungry.”

Mark pulled a second berry, pressing it against her lips. The blindfolded woman didn’t wait this time, taking it in, chewing, squirming, and swallowing. Her tanned skin gained a touch of the blush all over, her thighs tightening against one another as she began leaning forward.

With her hands still tied to her back, Noah’s face pressed against Mark’s chest, inhaling sharply. She sought to press her exposed small breasts against him, but he moved out of the way so she’d fall face first on the dirt.

Not waiting a moment, he straddled her hips, feeling her tail lashing underneath, and worked to untie one of her hands. He quickly held her ears firmly, watching her squirm and gasp as he did. “Just get it over with.”

Noah nodded quickly, moving the freed hand to her front, raising her hips and putting her fingers to work. The movement of her body as Mark straddled her ass made Mark all too aware of the position they were in, doubly so when her tail whipped from under him and wrapped around his waist.

The human inhaled sharply as Noah ground her ass against his crotch.

He pulled away immediately after, letting go and standing up before his libido opted to step in. The maiden didn’t stop as he did this, moaning into the dirt and thrusting her fingers into her needy sex.

“If it bothers you having her like that, you could give her some different food.”

Mark almost jumped out of his skin when the tall gray skinned woman had spoken. She looked at Noah and then at him, pulling out a couple blue berries from the pouch she was carrying and taking them as a snack.

“I know that.” He replied harshly, growling and moving nearer to Noah. “This is part of her punishment.” With a huff, he crouched, grasping her ears and pulling her head slightly so she’d be staring up at him. He proceeded to remove the blindfold.

Noah winced from the light, pupils shrinking into pinpricks, she closed her eyes tightly and looked back down. Not that Mark let her, pulling on her ears once more until she was turned to face upwards. Her hands plunged into her pussy, her breath short and trembling, and a moan escaping every other second.

Waiting for a very long second, Mark stared at Noah until she slowly opened her eyes again, meeting his gaze. Slowly, he pulled out another berry, pressing it against her lips. “Swallow.”

Noah opened her mouth, taking the berry, barely chewing on it as she swallowed again. Her pupils dilated, a breathy moan escaping her, hand working more fervently against her sex. The scent of her arousal was becoming easier to notice, as was the wet rhythmic sound of her fingers.

“Can’t say you’re doing anything new, though usually the girl gets some cock stuffed up their cunt along the way.” Shery only quirked a brow as she glanced at him.

“I’ll tell you if I ever give a shit about what others do.” He let go of Noah’s ears, stepping away from the maiden as she kept furiously masturbating.

Snorting in amusement, the gray maiden popped another berry, looking at the bound maiden as Noah trembled and went all the harder. “I think I’ll have a round with her later.”

“No.”

The brief brusque response made Shery freeze, turning slowly to stare at Mark with a scowl. The air of neutrality about her was gone. “You might think getting her horny is punishment enough for what she did to you, but I’m still due some payback.”

“I don’t care.” He stated flatly. “You had plenty chances, now I’m in charge of that rat. Not you.”

“And what if I do it, anyway?” She snorted, stepping forward and shoving him back ever so slightly.

“I won’t try to stop you.” Mark replied. “But if half the shit Brye’s said is true, I could very well end up being the one in charge of you once I meet your ‘Boss’.”

It was like a slap, the maiden stopped cold. Her gaze turned towards Noah, the mouse too lost in the fog of arousal, and then at Mark. “And what do you plan to do to me then? It doesn’t look like you’ve got the guts to do half the shit Noah had done to me.”

“You saved my life. Once.” He stepped closer. “Is getting some extra kicks into that rat worth me forgetting about that?”

Shery hesitated, once more looking at Noah and then at him. There was a sharp look on her eyes as she took a step back. “Alright.” She finally proclaimed, nodding at some thought that she’d appeared to latch onto. “I think I’ll just call it a day, Noah died back at the waterfall. Mouse’s yours, do whatever.”

She turned towards the sacks to pick out some rations from the sacks.

And Mark realized there were a pair of eyes still looking at him sharply. Noah, flushed and panting, had not stopped focusing on him the whole time. It gave him a slight shiver, but he just suppressed it.

Better blind and gag her again once she was done working the berry’s effects out of her system.




Chapter 156 [Captain Eustine]

Captain Eustine walked down the corridors of the ‘palace’ with a sense of inevitable doom and tedious hassle. She felt her upper lip stiffen as she noticed that the usual Drow guard had been replaced with Dark Elves from Lady Embla’s personal unit. She could understand the desire to protect this human pet of hers, but there were surely better uses for these maidens than to stand around a room and do nothing all day?

There were still predatory ferals within the Court’s safe zone! How was one human worth more than the increased security for everyone!?

“Captain.”

The Dark Elf gave a lazy salute to her fellow, and Eustine could only stiffen her upper lip, returning the salute in turn. “I’ve come to meet… the human.”

“Yes, the Lady gave clear orders.” A firm nod.

The following silence had been meant for Eustine to use and step into the personal chambers the human was currently inhabiting. She, however, didn’t. Her eyes glared at the wooden door as she inwardly desired to blow the whole palace into one gigantic fireball.

“He is not like the humans from the kingdom.” The comment startled her slightly into looking at the guard who’d spoken up.

“And I should take that comment how exactly?” The maiden’s cheeks lit up slightly. “You… should remove your collar.”

Eustine stiffened. “I will do that when I deem it adequate.”

The two guards shared a look and a knowing smirk. There was something there Eustine was not privy of. She scowled. “I will have you know, the human I am bonded to is not a prisoner.”

“We are very aware, ma’am.” Both nodded quickly, showing proper discipline and stiffness as they did.

Content on having seen at least that much, Eustine took the impulse and knocked on the door twice. Inwardly she wished there would be no answer, but she could easily pick up on the rushed steps and the door swinging open.

She’d seen the human from a distance, but this was the first time seeing him face to face. The first and most immediate word that came to mind was ‘fairer nobility’. The man looked like he’d been plucked out of some myth of a fair man who’d lived in lavish opulence and excess. His skin was pale, and freckles adorned his face. There was a slight homely plump edge to his features that spoke of having never starved, and his fiery red hair was lustrous and vibrant in a way that should only be possible for someone born out of a fire-wielding maiden.

“Captain Eustine.”

The man spoke with slight surprise and that little edge of breathlessness that betrayed a life devoid of physical strain. Though she turned her focus elsewhere. The young man was actually wearing clothes, a set of black pants and a sleeveless shirt. His arms were thin, unblemished save a freckle here and there.

It presented a soft allure Eustine could see herself enjoying under different circumstances. “Mister Dodson.” She reminded herself to greet back, nodding at him and noticing his outstretched hands. “Yes?”

“Your weapon.”

Eustine almost blushed in embarrassment, had she really forgotten to remove her weapon? Was she that wary of the human? She berated herself as she removed the two swords from her belt and handed them to him.

Seeing Barry nearly fall from the sudden weight he was holding added a tiny amount of amusement. She eyed him as he placed the two sheathed blades next to the door and closed them behind her.

“I hope you don’t mind the dim lighting.” Barry spoke hurriedly. “I heard Dark Elves are more sensitive to light than humans, so…”

“I don’t mind.” Eustine took a look around the room, she spotted the royal-sized bed and was about to note how odd it was that it appeared to be littered with what looked like excessive pillows, blankets, and some other items she couldn’t recognize, when her attention was drawn to the table between herself and the bed.

“I was wondering about how that worked, though I was never given much of an answer.” The young human had moved towards the table. It was small, enough it could only really had enough room for three to eat tightly side by side. “Here.”

“What?” Eustine looked at the table, the white blanked covering it, and what appeared to be pillows underneath.

“It’s a massage table.” Barry said, patting the lumpy mantle. “It’s meant for you to lay face down on, and I give you a massage.”

“You give me a massage.” Well, the guards were certainly right that Barry did not follow the local kingdom-bred standards.

“Yes.” A nod and a slight blush, and Eustine abruptly realized she couldn't see his aura.

Frowning, she stepped closer, and the young man froze nervously. Her eyes lingered over his figure. “Are you ill?”

“I’ve… heard that a lot. I’m alright.”

He didn’t look it. His aura was so tenuous, weak, barely even there. And Eustine couldn’t detect any enchanted items on his person that might have been suppressing it either. Was this what a pure-blooded human looked like? It certainly explained why the Lady coddled the young man, he looked as if a stiff breeze could knock him over.

Better get back to the matter at hand. “So do you plan to bond me after you’ve given me a massage?”

“I just… wanted to talk first.” He gestured at the table. “You’re stiff, and I just think that it would be better to get to know each other before we decide on the bonding.”

His excessive softness was not something Eustine was enjoying. Should she press on and just get done with it? “I’d rather not waste time.”

“Please?” He asked, holding onto a bottle of what appeared to be oil. “Have you ever gotten a massage from a human? Is the novelty not worth at least some patience?”

He had a point there. Eustine shrugged her shoulders and shook her head. She reached up to the straps of her leather armor and didn’t waste any time in stripping all the way down to the nude. Lady Embla hadn’t really left much room in the interpretations of her orders, something about training him.

Seeing how the young man had turned his back towards her and made an obvious effort not to turn her way, Eustine had to wonder if the Lady was going about things the right way. “Face down?”

“Yes.” Barry nodded even if he didn’t turn to look her way. “You… have a sheet there.”

“For what?”

“Covering up.”

Eustine rolled her eyes, just moving towards the table and doing her best to lay down on its surface. It wasn’t exactly something she’d experienced before, the pillows were arranged under the mantle in such a way that it felt as if she were sinking into it. And she discovered a hole for her face, convenient. “Like this?”

She held back a huff as she felt a mantle covering her ass. Her focus moved towards just closing her eyes and pushing herself to will this whole thing to come to an end.

The Dark Elf shuddered as she felt something warm pouring on her back. It was the oil, only a little of it. “Please do relax.” His hands pressed against the liquid and Eustine had to stop her thoughts for a moment as she felt how soft his hands were.

“Sure.”

His fingers remained on her shoulders, his touches weren’t strained, or at least she didn’t feel like he was straining himself. He was lathering her back with the warm oil, a soft scent of… pine-needles? It was subtle, enough so she was sure the human himself wasn’t able to pick up on it.

“Do you happen to know why Dark Elves are called that?”

The question stirred her thoughts. “It’s what we’ve always been called.” She muttered, the silky smooth sheets around her were drawing her in. “Drows shift into Dark Elves if they’re strong, and if Dark Elves become strong enough, they become a Dark Lady.”

“And Warlocks?”

“The Lady said that it is only possible if a Dark Elf fulfills a ritual of sorts, a very dangerous one.” She muttered, rattling off the old memory.

“Do you think the Lady is strong?”

“Lady Embla? She’s our strongest fighter.” Eustine sighed, feeling the hands moving their way down from her shoulders. Barry wasn’t going to be undoing the knots she could…!

A sharp gasp followed as something cold and hard pressed down on her back. The coldness cause for greater alarm than any actual discomfort or pain. It took half a second to warm back up though, and Eustine gritted her teeth for another second to push herself to relax. The metallic object was pushing down on a particularly sore spot on her back, there.

“Just relax.” Barry whispered, putting more of his weight into it, his voice coming out as a strained grunt. “You were saying about the Lady being strong?”

“She’s our Lady after all, she leads the Court.” Eustine grunted in turn as she could sense her body going limp right as Barry moved the pressure slowly further up. “Oh, that’s…”

“Have you ever gotten a massage?” He was slightly out of breath, though not slowing down. “It feels like you have more knots than a tree.”

“Massages are for…” A sharp breath as his hands moved down her spine, shifting slightly and holding her waist for a moment. Eustine hesitated, sensing his fingers dig into her skin in a way that was definitely for something else, right before he moved them back up and to her shoulders. Had she imagined it?

“Yes?”

“Maidens don’t need massages.”

“You’re tough, right.” Barry’s hands were moving down her back again, carefully and softly caressing every scar and curve of her muscles as if memorizing every inch of her. “Very strong.” His voice lowered again to a whisper, his hands moving back down towards her waist.

His fingers returned to her waist, this time only temporarily, shifting slightly further down towards the cloth covering her ass. Eustine tensed again, but only until his fingers left her body and reappeared on her calves. For a fraction of a second she’d expected something else.

“Not necessary.” She nodded slightly, breathing to relax back into the soft sheets, the lingering scent of pine feeling slightly stronger, her body slightly warmer. “We can survive without it.”

“True.” Barry acknowledged. “Maidens like you can just about survive anything. It’s why Embla trusts you so much.”

The way his voice had shifted as he spoke caused a slight swell of pride inside Eustine’s chest. She nodded as his fingers moved to the other calf. “That’s right.”

“And… and you trust Embla, right?”

“With my life.”

A slight silence followed, and Barry’s hands moved up to her thighs. She drew a sharp breath as his fingers began to squeeze at her muscles, the touch might not felt intentionally erotic, but her body was certainly feeling that way.

“You have very pretty skin.”

The offhanded comment made her pause. “You’re joking, right?”

“No. The gray color is exotic in a way I hadn’t expected.” His fingers were definitely lingering close to her ass. “And…”

Frowning, Eustine turned around, pulling herself up enough to move and lay face up on the table. Her gaze locked onto Barry’s blush and the way he’d pulled his hands away instantly. She noticed how he looked at her, how he couldn’t avoid staring at her breasts, at her bush. The pride from earlier grew slightly. 

“Go on.” She declared, laying back down though not looking away. “What else do you like?”

“I, um, I…” He blushed harder, looking upwards. “I was supposed to, um, this isn’t going how I expected it to.”

Eustine quirked a brow. “And what were you imagining would occur?”

“I… wanted to guide you, a bit? Kinda, just walk you through the emotions.” He said. “And then see if it was enough to trigger the bond.”

“How would you hope to do that while I am…” Eustine’s eyes widened as she reached up to touch her throat. The collar was gone. Alarms rung on her head, she whipped to look around, and found the strap of leather on the bed. “I didn’t notice it?”

“You might have been a bit too relaxed.” Barry muttered, finally having gathered the courage to meet her irate eyes. “If… since this… is sort of a mess, would you let me try one last thing?”

“One last thing before I fuck you the normal way and hopefully be done with this?” She scowled at him, holding back the glower.

“Y-yes.” He stepped closer, reaching out towards her. “It’s… um, it’s the thing that Lady Embla enjoys the most.”

That perked Eustine’s interest, though she didn’t stop the frown. “What is it?”

“She… talked about freedom.” His fingers moved to slowly press her shoulders back onto the table. His expression serious as he met her gaze with a sudden seriousness that felt out of place in his otherwise soft features. “She talked about how she never really noticed how maidens are always in a cage of their own making, that… everyone grows blind to the shackle they wear every day.”

His fingers brushed against her throat, and Eustine drew in a sharp breath at the ticklish sensation. Barry’s hands traced gentle lines up and down either side of her neck, making it all too apparent she was entirely devoid of her collar.

“Lady Embla said that she loves this the most. The reminder that she’s free now, that she’ll never have to wear a choker ever again.” The image became vivid in Eustine mind’s eye. Her neck bare, devoid of the slight tightness that would always remind her of its existence every time she strained herself during a fight or training. “Lady Embla kept saying that I freed her from it, that she’d never truly felt like she was herself until she could walk without it and not fear going feral.”

“That’s… that’s nice.” She agreed softly, closing her eyes and focusing on those fingers.

“Don’t you want to feel that every day? Feel this?” His touch was becoming bolder, touching her neck and shoulders. “Why wouldn’t a beautiful powerful woman like you want it?”

Why wouldn’t she? Why ever wear the collar ever again if she could go without it entirely? Had she ever truly been devoid of it?

In that moment, in that instant, Eustine felt naked and exposed in a way she couldn’t even understand. The emotion welling within her and growing until her cheeks began to grow hot.

A sharp gasp followed, goosebumps running down every inch of her skin. Something within her clicked, and the realization hit her like as if she’d been struck by lighting. She wanted this, she’d always wanted this. This… this… liberation. The emotion swelled and burst as an odd giddy smile appeared on her lips. When was the last time she’d ever felt so… so…

Was this hope? Joy? She opened her eyes and looked at Barry, truly looked at him, for the first time she realized what the Lady saw in him. Not a weak human or meaningless symbol.

He was to be their wings.




Chapter 157 [Barry]

No sooner had Barry finished the words that the maiden’s eyes had snapped open and looked at him with a smile that sent all sorts of different shivers through him. She moved to sit on the table, not looking away from him for an instant as her fingers reached up to his hands.

“I’ve never felt like this.” She declared with a slight nod, moving his hands from her neck down to her breasts.

He pulled away. “I… sensed the bond, so that’s that, I guess.”

Eustine’s expression went from slightly eager to disappoint, whatever bubble she’d entered had popped and the smile that had crept on her face was gone. The scowl from earlier returned. “Why?”

“Why… what?”

“Why would it have to be over?” She looked at him with a calculating serious look. There was something going on in that head of hers, because she proceeded to nod as if in self-affirmation of some idea. “My orders had been to have sex with you, I don’t see why this would be over after just some foreplay.”

“I’d… not intended it as foreplay.” Barry took half a step back. “I really really didn’t. I just wanted to test making a bond exactly without it being… well, that, and whether it was possible to do it quickly, you know, for the mission, and all that.” He gulped. “I definitely think Lady Embla will understand if things stay as is, no need to push yourself.”

“I’m not, I want to fuck you.” The proclamation was bold and straightforward, her gaze slightly serious. “Don’t you want to fuck me too? I’m mostly sure you were trying to grope me back then.”

“Again, a misunderstanding.”

“So you were lying about me being beautiful?”

The way she pushed her chest forward snatched his gaze as if magnetized. She wasn’t as stacked as Embla, but her proportions were certainly generous. “No! No, I most certainly was not.” Barry realized his mistake when he noticed her smirk.

“Then what’s the problem?”

Try as he might, the words failed him. Barry opened his mouth to speak and Eustine hopped off the table, stepping closer to him. That alone made her body shift in ways that caused his eyes to return to her curves. He could only gulp as she took another step. “The bond is… probably messing with you. I mean, I didn’t-.”

He realized he reached the wall, his back pressing against it as her hand moved forward, pressing against his chest. The Dark Elf leaned closer, lowering her voice to a whisper. “A pretty face like yours? If I were raiding a village, I’d take you and leave you chained up in my room so I could have my way with you. All. Day. Long.” Her hand moved down under his shirt, her touch was oily. “I’d probably have to fight some of my subordinates to keep them away from you.”

Though that did answer his previous question, Barry’s alarms were ringing quite loudly. He attempted to step to the side, and she now properly pinned him against the wall, her other hand touching his stomach, there was a tingle in her caress, one that flared heat within him.

“No spells.” Barry quickly spoke, breath growing ragged as Eustine froze.

“It’s just a little something to enjoy-.”

“No spells.” He repeated, gulping for air. “I don’t… I don’t want to lose myself.”

“I’m not some charmer, Barry, it’s only to make sure you’re nice and hard.” Her hand dipped under the edge of his pants, finding his throbbing cock and wrapping her warm fingers around it. Eustine cooed. “Though I think you have a point, there’s no need for spells. You want this?”

“I’d… rather stop.”

“Why?” She squeezed tenderly, slowly stroking him as she did. Barry’s knees became weak, though Eustine was more than happy to hold him in place with her other hand, leaning in to kiss his neck. “Do you really want me to stop?” Her oily slick fingers were causing shivers all over his body, her touch on his cock firm as she pumped him. “Just tell me to stop, and I will.”

Barry drew a breath and moaned immediately after. His attempt at vocalization faltered and his hips thrust slightly into the maiden’s touch. Eustine used the hand pinning him to the wall to pull him closer instead, kissing him in full and stroking him harder. She was working him up, aggressively invading his mouth with her tongue and overwhelming him with her dominant touch.

It was impossible to hold back anymore. “More.” Barry whimpered slightly, breath short and knees bucking as he couldn’t really see the sense in stopping anymore. The moan left him and he felt himself reaching the edge. A whine of complaint followed as Eustine gripped his shaft more tightly, abruptly stopping his ability to achieve release. “Wha-?”

“Not yet.” The arm hugging him moved lower, gripping his ass firmly. “I want you to say it again.”

He had no clue what she was talking about, his hands clenched into fists, despite the tightness, she was still stroking him, still teasing him with an orgasm he couldn’t quite achieve.

“You said I’m beautiful.”

“You are!” A short grunt and raspy breaths, eyes tightly shut and thrusting into her hand. He was so close…

“I want to hear it.”

“You’re beautiful.” Breath drawing out in a whine, he clenched his jaw. “You’re sexy, I-.”

“What? What do you want?”

“I want to cum.” He grasped at her shoulders, finding the strength to pull her into a hug. “I-.”

“Then cum for me.”

The quick pumping action sped up, her lips claimed his own, and she released his cock just enough for him to finally find release. With his throbbing cock exploding within her grip, Barry moaned into her mouth and eager exploratory tongue. His jizz served as lubricant, coating her fingers as she did not stop stroking him, earning louder moans and pulling him closer into her oil-slick embrace.

Gasping loudly, he collapsed, heaving for air and feeling his face burn bright red. The Dark Elf slowly eased him to the floor without much complication, her face practically glowed with a pleasant smile, pulling her white-coated hand up and giving it a slow lick. “Tasty.”

Barry’s face might as well have turned into a nuclear reactor, he looked away, feeling the blush running down his chest and all over. A shiver coursed through him when she finally let go of his ass and paused, glancing at his cock analytically as it slowly softened. “You’ve had a long day, haven’t you?”

“You… this is the third one.” He muttered under his voice. “Really didn’t think it’d lead to sex again.”

“I think you’re too cute for that.” She replied, kissing his flustered cheek. “Do you… need anything?”

He shook his head. “I’ll catch my breath in a minute.”

“If you ever want more, call for me.”

A slow kiss, this time gentle, taking her time to taste his lips before pulling away. Eustine shot him a hesitant look as she stepped away, clearly wanting to stick around. But since Barry didn’t speak up, she took her leave. It left him feeling wrong, almost used, he could only sigh.

The human just remained slumped there for a very long quiet second.

His shadow shifted, and Orion emerged. The black-haired Hound regarded him with that ever-present impassive look before leaning down and picking him up into her arms. Barry complained, but she paid little attention to that, carrying him over towards the massage table and deftly dropping him there.

Orion looked at him, at his naked body, and Barry quickly moved to cover what little dignity there might be left. Her clawed hands stopped him, soft puffy pads that pushed his hands against his chest. “Orion?”

Acknowledging her name, she just looked at him as she leaned down, licking his stomach. There was a slow methodical touch to the gesture, while his hands remained pinned, she moved down, licking his hips, then his thighs, finally moving to lick his cock. He twitched, and Orion’s tail wagged exactly once before she moved to keep licking her way back up. She licked his chest, tickling him with her breath, and then licking his shoulder and the side of the neck Eustine had kissed.

Slowly, she moved to hop onto the table, straddling his hips.

She laid her head against his chest. “Barry.”

He hugged her, and her tail wagged exactly once a second time.

Barry did his best to ignore how nice and warm Orion’s naked body felt against his own. One of her canine ears was laying firmly on his chest, the other stood pointed at the door.

His hands wrapped around her hips, and Orion let out a small sigh, relaxing further into him.

“I really need to find a better way to do this.”




Chapter 158 [Alice]

Alice glanced into the library, the only library, Baroness Aeris Flirlai’s library. It was small and cozy. It had two tables and three chairs. It was a perfect place to sit in and just calmly read, watch the hours melt away. The Baroness put it to use from time to time, though most of the rest of the time she spent up at her office or somewhere else.

But what was eating at Alice was that the library was being occupied by the wicked hag and her cronies. The three oldest women in the group of offworlders, Miss Dodson, and two others who Alice had not bothered to remember their names. The three weren’t even reading, just chatting away.

Taking a step away before she could be spotted, Alice berated at herself. She knew the trio had set-up shop in the library to mess with her. And though she’d have normally not bothered to worry over it, this lethargy that had taken over their lives in this outwardly idyllic middle-of-nowhere village was sapping her far more than she thought possible.

There was just too much time to think about anything and everything, and it was all too easy for Alice to get lost in thought.

“Is everything alright, my lady?”

“Would you happen to know any spells that could make people want to vacate an area?”

The Valkyrie perked up. “I do have a spell that unleashes a blinding flash of light.”

“Not exactly what I was looking for.” Alice shook her head, walking down the corridor and away from her defiled sanctuary. “Do you know where the other girls are?”

“As of right now, the only group of offwolder women I am aware of are taking classes in etiquette from the Baroness.”

“Just…” A slight frown. “I could’ve sworn you’ve been beside me all day. How did you find this out?”

“I overheard the Baroness’ personal knights talking over coordinating guard rotations with the maidens protecting the ladies for the day.” Helga straightened her shoulders and threw a smile that could have illuminated the whole building. Her wings certainly ruffled and seemed bigger for it.

Nodding a little, Alice could only really acknowledge the young woman was far more attentive than she sometimes appeared. “Let’s go take a look, then.” Anything better than just walking the same cobblestone roads for a hundredth time to try to work around the feeling of everything having slowed down and being wrong in some fashion or another.

Village life did not agree with her.

They reached the ‘second dining room’ and found it being closely guarded by no less than six maidens, three of which sporting the pale blue armor that made Alice’s skin tingle whenever she got too close to it.

Helga moved ahead of Alice in a flash. “My lady seeks to observe the lesson.”

The only reaction they showed was a stiff nod. “Certainly, one moment.”

The tallest of guards stepped through and inside. Ten seconds later, she stepped back outside and opened the door, gesturing for her to step inside. Not Helga, though, which appeared to be protocol, so Alice just held back from adding a comment and followed through.

The dining room had been cleared out of the large table, only the chairs remained. A dozen, each occupied by one of the former students or parents. The women of the offworlder group, and looking just about bored out of their minds. She quickly noticed the half-glazed and unfocused eyes and the distant looks. It seemed things were as tedious here as she’d expected them to be.

“Miss Alice, welcome.” The Baroness gave a slight courteous nod at her, the only perked up smile in the entire room. “We were talking about the proper steps to take in addressing members of the noble houses by their rank.”

She smiled slightly. “Just bow and do that thing with the bending knees. They’ll be slobbering over you, anyway.”

That earned a slight chuckle from the room. The baroness didn’t quite look that amused, but nodded slightly. “A lady is to keep her wits about her, no less when single.” Her gaze was sharp as she turned to the others. “Never accept invitations alone. Always bring at least one other human with you. Not doing so can be seen as an… invitation in itself.”

A rather uncomfortable memory bubbled up for Alice, her lips thinned a little. “Have you talked over owning maidens yet?”

“Considering that aspect of military service will not be of too much importance, I was reserving only a small amount of lessons to it.” There was a slight defensive tone in her voice, only seeming to notice the myriad of reactions the others present had. “Though I take it, this is an important topic to some of you.”

“Why wouldn’t it be? Don’t we get to trust our lives to them at the end of the day?”

“Indeed, though I-.” She stopped herself, taking a slight step back and crossing her arms as she tapped at her chin. She smiled. “You have had a chance to witness bonding ferals and have the potential to bond a maiden yourself. Maybe you could have some insight to share?”

“I-.” Suddenly in the spotlight, she hesitated, but regained her train of thought rather quickly. “They’re people.” She said this and scratched at the back of her head. “Don’t blind yourself to what they are, focus on who they are.”

“All very wise words.” The Baroness nodded. “Let us consider a hypothetical situation. You own two maidens, support types, very poor choices in combat. And you are going to be sent to an area that is expecting a feral rush. Do you sell them to acquire a maiden that could more definitely protect you? Head out with the two maidens? Or disobey orders from your superior and refuse to head out?”

Alice’s head swiveled and focused on the woman in a snap. “I would put the maidens that could die in the field under the care of a close friend and head out without any maidens to protect me.”

That caught the woman by surprise. Her eyes widened slightly. “That would be suicidal.”

“If my superior is aware of my unwillingness and inability to operate without the ones I’ve come to trust as my partners, then the responsibility of the resulting events would be on their shoulders,” she said.

“And why would you be unwilling or unable to operate?”

“Because a maiden isn’t some hammer that can be replaced by any other hammer.” Alice pointed with her thumb over her shoulder at the door. “I can trust Helga is listening to my every word and is just about ready to jump in if I cry for help. If she were replaced by someone else, I would not trust them nor know what to expect from them.”

There was a muffled sound from outside, one Alice could only guess at being a cheer of some sort.

The declaration made the baroness frown slightly. She nodded absently, taking a moment to look at the other women in the room. She must have seen something in their faces, as she nodded a bit more firmly the second time.

“I can see that some of the Hunter’s point of view on things has rubbed off on you.” She finally conceded. “There is certainly some merit to the mindset, but it is undoubtedly going to cause some issues if you were to keep it once having joined the King’s army. Maidens in the army do not belong to you, they are the King’s property.” Her hand gestured at the door. “My knights spent the first two years under my care not being truly mine. Green collars up and until I had earned the right to give them the azure collar.” A slight pause. “You start within the army with the right to a single azure collar.”

“So your initial question was a trap.”

She laughed lightly at this. “I must admit I was curious about your answer.” A slight smile as she cocked her hip. “It is, in truth, a question posed to Hunters. The army is not expected to participate in a feral wave, their duty is in the protection of the Kingdom’s heart and its laws.” She glanced at the others. “Who remembers why the army and the hunters were split apart?”

The room was filled with groans.

Alice’s brow furrowed as her mind latched on to something else. “Wait, I’m not enlisted.”

“Hm? That is correct.”

“How can I legally own Helga?”

“You’re a human female, citizen of the Kingdom. You have the right to have a guard regardless of our status, we all do.”

“Then… they do too?”

There was a sudden collective thoughtful look from everyone present, the only exception being the Baroness herself and the sharp stare she had focused on Alice. There was a quiet warning in those eyes.




Chapter 159 [Alice]

Alice wasn’t quite too sure what she was thinking of right now. The idea was coalescing but not there just yet. Women had the right to ‘own’ a maiden to keep themselves safe, regardless of whether they were enlisted to fight the ferals or in the army itself or neither. And one could avoid participating in either if they paid a hefty sum of money to the kingdom.

Her fingers were almost twitching as she considered the possibility. Participating in a cruel system of slavery was morally dark grey at best of times. Taking Helga under her service was already toeing a line she could not let herself to commit to.

But looking at the big picture and the bigger issues was always going to make any effort an impossible task. She had to set up goals, smaller goals, possible goals. A stepping stone to move ahead.

“You look like you are giving some serious thought to something.”

Baroness Aeris’ words snapped her out of her inner monolog. Only now did she notice the other women had been staring at her as well. “I was considering the possibility of not joining either the army or the militia.” She said, glancing at the dozen or so young women currently seated. “And wondering who else might be interested in such a prospect.”

“To legally participate in neither, you would require no small amount of gold.” Aeris said, her eyes narrowed ever so slightly, the warning within cold and sharp. “And you would be putting yourself at a great disadvantage. It would be far more logical to utilize the military as a way to form contacts and amass enough personal power to be able to engage in an economic endeavor without as many risks.”

But was it the right thing to do? “The army works to incarcerate and detain those that break the law, correct?”

“… yes.”

“And is setting maidens free breaking the law?”

The woman’s lips pursed. “Miss Alice, I feel that you are not expressing the entirety of what you are thinking of.”

“I don’t think the Kingdom should have slaves.”

The sign of surprise was expertly hidden in the Baroness’ features. It was barely a twitch of the brow and a curl of the lips, a tension in the shoulders. “You should be very careful with what you say, and to whom.” Her words were carefully crafted to be neutral, but there was a hint there, a warning. “Many a noble would feel obligated to… act, when hearing such a statement.”

Alice reacted quickly. “I didn’t intend to mean any insult.”

“I did not take it as such, miss Alice, but there are others who would not be as willing to let the issue go.” There was a coldness in her gaze as she said this, focus turning towards the others. “To you, Mao’s rebellion may be no more than ink on paper, a long-forgotten event. But the truth is that it is a wound that has not quite closed, the proclamation of freedom for maidens is one that comes with memories of blood and loss.”

With a grimace, Alice had to concede the point. As far as the books had gone, Mao’s rebellion had always been an event with much kept between the lines. The focus had always been on the victories of the kingdom against rebel forces, never detailing the losses or the costs of a civil war.

“I think lessons have come to a conclusion for the day.”

There were no more words. She turned towards the entrance to the dining room and left with barely little more than a bow of her head and a quick step. The first reaction Alice had was to follow, but she stopped herself. The question of whether she understood the complexities of the Baroness’ words took a backseat as she felt a hand tugging at her wrist slightly.

“May.”

The young woman nodded shyly, a slight friendly shake of her head. “I wanted to know more about your idea.”

“It’s… it’s not so much more than that.” Alice commented, noticing the others shifting their focus her way. “It’s objectionable to join the army out of convenience. If this is a world, we’re…” A knot formed in her throat, and she swallowed it. “If we are going to live in this world, then we should try to make it a better one, right?” A slight warmth within her urged her to straighten her shoulders. “I know how it feels to be aimless. Go through the motions, and this is exactly what’s happening right now. The baroness means well, but who here really is looking forward to join the army of a kingdom we barely know, for the sake of finding someone to marry?”

Grimaces were shared all around.

“Well, the Baroness said the army would let us get what we want.”

“I was propositioned by the Baron to bear his child. He said he’d give me anything in exchange for that, and I believed it. But I still turned him down.” That caused more than one face to go pale. “The Baroness is right in that the army would value us greatly. But the focus always goes back to us being human women. Of being baby factories for pure blooded heirs.”

May nodded slightly, closing her eyes as she sighed. “And what’s your idea?”

“Just… work.” That came out more easily than she expected it to. “It’s that simple. We just need to recruit some maidens to help us, officially put them as our guardians, and get to work. If we gather enough funds, we can safely move forward to being independent while keeping ourselves away from having to sell our bodies for the sake of a promise of political weight that would belong to whomever you end up marrying.”

“So what, get rich and use that?” One of the women stood up from her chair, dusting herself as she did. Alice recognized her as Natalie. She’d been the mother of one of the people who didn’t make it. “As if getting rich were that easy.”

“I don’t intend to become a political beacon.” Alice frowned. “But at the worst, it would be an option for at least an honest life.”

“It… it has a time limit.”

Every head turned to May. She shrank a little at that. “The law, um, it says that citizens can only postpone service to the kingdom for a handful of years.”

“It would be an objective measure to how viable this would be.” A quick and fast agreement from Alice as she turned to the others. “If we have no way to pull this off, we would have to either run from the kingdom or enlist. And if we make enough to survive as well as pay the amount of gold the law requires…”

“And you expect us to help with your idea? Do you even have a plan on how to make money in the first place?”

“No clue at all.” A sharp, determined nod. “I only know that it’s the right direction to take, and that the more of us work on it, the better.”

Natalie looked as if she’d been slapped. A slight frown and a sigh. “Do you even know how one could go about recruiting maidens without buying them? What happened with you and… what was her name again?”

“Helga.”

“Right, and who paid for her to be able to become yours? Or did you sell something to be able to afford the cost?”

“I am keenly aware it was only possible, thanks to the Baroness’ kindness. I intend to pay her back when I can.” Alice looked around the room. “And I don’t expect you all to just jump at this prospect. Some or all of you have your own goals and objectives. This is… it’s an alternative.”

Nervous and uncertain looks were shared amongst those present.

May was the one to step forwards. “I want to try it.”

“I guess we can consider it until the Earl’s knights show up to let us travel safely. The plan was to join the academy in Balet.” Natalie nodded, rubbing the bridge of her nose. “It sounds like a pretty idea, but…” She glanced at Alice and then at the others. “Without at least a good starting plan, I’d rather put my eggs in another basket.”

“That is… a fair assessment. And it's your choice to make.”

There was a sound of a starter pistol in the back of Alice’s mind. Now it was time to figure out what their business plan would be… and start doing research.




Chapter 160 [Rick]

“Welp, that must be Balet.”

They had left the ever-present embrace of the heavy forest two days ago, and were now walking down the cobblestone road surrounded by lush green fields that only had a sporadic tree or bush here and there. Rick could see scorch marks all over the place, and judging by the long strips of barren land that ran parallel to the golden wheat fields round the city walls, it seemed they had a purpose of some sort.

The city was… well, by his world’s standards. It felt small when compared to a metropolis. But when compared to the medieval cities he’d seen in pictures, it felt far more… more. The place looked like it had been built with the intention of making it look like a gigantic target practice from space.

On the outermost edge were several concentric rings of barren dirt, separate from one another by long strips of land covered in lush greens. After the fifth ring was where the farmland started, wheat being the most prevalent crop and also being grown concentrically to the city itself. Then came the first wall, a structure that seemed to have been made out of wood. The structure was made out of tall parallel trunks, perhaps a couple hundred meters long and only covering a small portion of the perimeter. From a distance it was hard to make out, but Rick was fairly sure there were no less than hundred people dismantling the thing.

Then came a long stretch of barren land, penetrated only by the road itself, and then the ‘real’ walls, monoliths of stone that must have been at least maybe fifty meters tall. With the rest of the city well hidden behind it. “It looks… well protected.”

“Do the protections go all the way around?” Tomas pipped up, glancing at Victor.

“Indeed they do, since there have been feral rushes coming from just about every direction. Just five years ago, we had a big one coming from the north. The ferals were particularly hardy and troublesome since they managed to bring down a part of the wall.” He nodded in response. There was a certain spring in his step as he walked. 

“So you’ve been here when they fought.” Mr. Gabriel frowned as he spoke.

“Just about every citizen of Balet is expected to at least be aware of how the city fights ferals and what to do in case of things going badly.” Victor looked quite eager to answer, smiling up at the frowning old man. “The first perimeter of defense typically involves hurling explosives and incendiary potions at the ferals, the general intention being to funnel them as tightly as possible.” A slight nod, the look on his face as if he were reading the facts off of a book. “Once they reach the crops, the iron rain begins.”

“That sounds ominous.”

“They’re merely spears, thrown spears.” The man shrugged. “Thrown metal spears.”

Rick did a double-take.

“That’s… that’s almost a kilometer.”

“Could you imagine Monica throwing a metal spear? How far would that get?”

All eyes snapped to the feline. Monica realized they were talking about her and glanced back, eyes focusing on Rick. His mind broke down the math, what little he understood of it at least. If Monica had enough physical strength to be able to lift a fully mature tree, then a single metal spear… He suddenly could imagine a cow getting nailed against a wall from a hundred meters away. It made him shudder from head to toe.

Seeing no followup, she turned forward and focused on the cart that was traveling a couple dozen meters ahead of them. She kept sniffing the air and licking her lips, and Rick was mostly sure he was going to run out of boar jerky to distract her.

“Their methods could certainly do with some improvement.” Victor appeared slightly bitter as he said this. “Many smiths end up becoming too occupied repairing the recovered spears after every rush. It can often mean an order gets pushed back weeks if not over a month since the Hunters have priority.”

“What if the ferals survive the spears?”

“If they do, then they get picked off by fliers or attacked from both the walls and from underground during the stretch of land between the first and second wall.” The man just shrugged and sighed.

“What if the ferals don’t feel that suicidal?”

“Then the crops are set ablaze while they are on it. If the fire doesn’t kill them, then the smoke will certainly choke them enough to make for easier pickings. A loss, but one that would have happened if the ferals weren’t driven off.”

“Who pays for the damages?”

The question caused Victor to stumble as he glanced at Kat and put up a brighter commercial smile. “If I remember correctly, the Earl owns the farmland, so it would fall under his responsibility.”

Nodding absently, Rick glanced at the walls and felt a twinge of concern creeping down his spine. The man that had invited him to talk was the same guy who owned those walls, and could give the order for ‘iron rain’ to turn an area into pincushions from a kilometer away.

Rick’s gaze turned towards Monica, looking at the feline as she walked. The last thing he wanted would be to start trouble.

“How does the city handle… feralborn maidens?”

“Black collars are usually kept either to the farms or the secure zone within the walls. But I am entirely unsure how this situation would unfold considering you hold the Earl’s invitation and it mentions Monica.” Victor shook his head at this. “It would likely be best to confirm at the gate, White Claw’s situation is rather unique to say the least.”

“This is going to suck.” Kat wrapped her arms around Lizzy’s neck, the reptilian maiden not quite really paying attention to her and instead keeping her off-yellow eyes darting in every direction.

“If I may.” Freya spoke up, drawing attention as she stepped forward. “I received instructions from the Major to relay a report to the city Hunters. It includes details of Monica’s and sir Rick’s special circumstances.”

“Sir Rick?” Kat barked out a laugh, moving into a fit of giggles.

He just rolled his eyes and continued walking. “One step at a time, let’s… see how Monica handles this.”

“Catnip?”

“She’s already figured that one out. If you’re feeling brave or curious about what she’ll do with it when you offer, go try.” He shot an unamused look at Tomas. The young man paled slightly and vigorously shook his head.

“Wus.” Kat elbowed him with a little smirk.

They continued approaching the city, watching the line of people at the entrance slowly grow. By the time they were reaching the stone walls and stepping into its shadow, there was a gathering of people in front of the wall, and it was growing larger by the looks of it. Many caravans and travelers were denied access to the city and sent to wait at the side. By the looks of it, Rick could spot the guards asking for papers, running into the wall, and then coming back out. Whatever verification procedure these people were having, it didn’t seem that their system was fast enough to keep up with the influx of people.

“This is going to be… stressful.” He muttered as the two plate-armor-wearing maidens approached the cart in front of them.

Both stopped cold the moment their eyes had locked on Monica.

“Shit.” Everyone heard the first guard whisper the word under her breath. Her focus very quickly turned to the cart, and she raised her voice. “Off to the side.”

The cart-owner did not seem in an argumentative mood when there were five more guards hurrying up to join their companions. Each of them wielded lances four meters long, made out of a pale blue metal and with a wicked sharp tip. They stood in formation a good ten meters in front of them.

Monica began to growl.

Everyone present flinched.

“Sir, is that White Fang?” The apparent leader of the group asked loud and clear, her hand doing very quick gestures at the knights.

“She’s telling them to not show aggression.” Freya whispered under her breath.

“I am. Name’s Rick Cross. I have the Earl’s invitation.” Reaching into his backpack, he pulled out the piece of paper the Baroness had signed as proof of having received the invitation through the radio system.

“We were informed of the circumstances involving your maiden.” The maiden kept her tone clear. Her hand gestured to the area not too far off from where everyone else had been made to stop and wait for entry. “If you will please settle down there, we will inform the Earl and take measures to avoid your maiden from being… agitated… while traversing to the Earl’s castle.”

Rick could almost hear the crowd gulp collectively.




Chapter 161 [Rick]

“Pets.”

Rick sighed for the hundredth time, hand reaching out and leading Monica’s head to lie on his lap as his fingers stroked her hair. He huffed and glanced back at the gate. The soldiers had been far quicker in processing the people there and moving them into the city. Victor and Kat, in particular, had been quite happily allowed the fast pass through and into the city while Rick, Dia, and Monica were left outside to wait.

The other people had been quite happy to not make any loud noises or sudden movements. A couple times someone new had shown up and started to make a hassle up until someone else would hurriedly approach and discreetly point their way.

It was a bit amusing how quickly they would become thoroughly compliant with the guard’s instructions.

“It’ll be alright, sir.” Dia spoke softly. She’d been seated right next to Rick and not moved an inch as if this were just another normal day to her. “The city must be having an uproar over your visit, preparations would take some time.”

“That is not very uplifting.” He shook his head, glancing at her for a moment. “Are maidens as strong as Monica that rare?”

“Yes and no.” Her hand lay on the part of his lap, unoccupied by a needy feline, an unsure smile on her lips. “What is truly rare is that she is feralborn. Maidens that are at her level of strength are often too dangerous to be successfully captured and bonded. Even once contained, they generally don’t bond easily or at all.”

“What about the fiving coins?”

Dia grimaced. “A feral that is fived is still a feral, their instincts do not change. I have heard of cases of successful bonding after the feral was fived, but there is no glory or honor.”

“And even when they succeed, they’d keep the maiden locked up for months until considered ‘safe’ while being trained.” With a sigh, Rick noticed a sudden increase in activity at the gates. Two dozen knights wearing particularly bulkier armor were stepping out and ushering everyone away from the gate. “Seems it’s our turn.”

Though he wanted to stand up, Monica was quick to hug his hip and start purring as she rubbed her cheek against his stomach. The human became effectively trapped now, and he could only feel increasingly flustered and uncomfortable as the twenty odd knights were approaching. Not that the cat appeared to care.

It was surprising watching the knights. They were all women, some barely over a meter and a half, yet all of them were able to move swiftly despite wearing thick layers of armor. It was as if the whole thing weighed nothing. The pale blue pieces of metal were far sturdier than the ones worn by the maidens the Baron had taken to hunt him down. These were at least several times thicker and covered the whole body. There was also an odd buzzing that made his hairs stand on edge the closer they got.

In the front of the procession was the only maiden without a helmet. Her hair was a pale pristine green, shimmering as if made out of jewels. She looked at Rick with hawkish focus. Her face was a conglomeration of sharp angles and statuesque beauty. And she appeared no older than he was.

The moment she’d been within thirty meters of him, Monica stopped purring.

Twenty meters. Monica’s shoulders tensed, one ear twitching in the knight’s direction. 

Ten meters, the feline growled. 

All knights stopped dead in their tracks, though the leading woman looked neither startled nor put off. It was hard to read the others other than by their body-language. The whole unit appeared closer to readiness to start a fight than run off, and that alone told Rick this was a different kind of beast than the Baron’s knights.

“Don’t.” Rick pinched Monica’s ear, and the sound stopped, though she looked no less ready to spring into action.

“Sir.”

The woman leading the knights lowered herself to a knee, bowing her head. The other knights followed with synchronized ease. Rick could feel not an ounce of animosity from the leader. Rather, he felt like he was looking at a blade or a gun laying on a counter. There was no direct sense of threat directed at him, but there was a heavy sense of looming danger from her very existence, as if he might cut himself from approaching the wrong way.

“I am royal knight captain Deneva. I have been tasked to guide you to the Earl’s castle.”

So this was a royal knight? “Erm… thank you. Monica? We need to move.” He patted the feline’s head, and she looked up at him for only a moment before glancing sideways at the knight. There was something there. Even if the knight herself had kept her gaze to the ground, Rick could feel the air had become charged for a split second.

Monica proceeded to stand up.

Without letting go of Rick’s waist. He held back the surprise as she proceeded to bridal-carry him and hold him close against her chest, looking down at the knight with narrowed eyes.

“Monica.” His tone had a warning in it.

“No.” she replied in the same tone, not turning away.

Rick flustered. “You… will have to excuse her, she is very protective.” He glared at the feline, but she was having none of it, focused exclusively on Deneva’s bowed head.

“It is not a problem.”

Deneva stood without looking at Monica, without meeting her gaze, without so much as a single threatening move. Her gaze remained on the ground as she turned around and headed back towards the city. The other knights did not move. Neither did Monica. “Follow.” Rick pointed ahead, pushing down through the awkwardness as best he could, given the circumstances.

Monica let out a grunt of annoyance, and obliged.

The knights waited until after Monica had walked past them before rising from their half-kneeling position and following from behind, keeping a distance of a dozen meters or so, just about the same distance Monica was keeping with Deneva. It was a chorus of synchronized thuds and clanks of armor, and Rick could feel Monica growing tense as she got closer to the gate.

Her unwillingness to put him down increased by the second. He considered struggling and making it clear he wanted off, but he also knew that doing so would make her that much more wary of her surroundings and the knights. It wasn’t that she was scared, she did not trust them.

The gates were empty, the other guards gone and out of sight.

As was the rest of the city.

The moment they’d stepped inside, the feeling of emptiness struck Rick like a hammer. The streets were clear of people, the windows were closed. Nothing moved besides themselves. The architecture reminded him slightly of the houses in Seledo, thick walls and reinforced doors and windows, a large room between each building. The structures were shorter near the wall, but no less fortified. Rick could see the buildings became taller the further into the city one went. There was a lingering smell in the air that Rick couldn’t quite place, not a nice one, but not horribly unpleasant either. It just made his nose wrinkle.

And for a fleeting moment, he could’ve sworn he saw people amongst the roofs or the top of the walls. But it was such a brief thing he could’ve easily convinced himself he’d imagined it.

Monica’s left ear was locked onto Deneva, the other rotated every which way. Her gaze had not left the royal knight’s back for even an instant. Her steps were quiet and measured. She inhaled through her nose with deep sharp breaths, nose twitching as her head would rotate in one direction or another just ever so slightly enough. But never looking away from Deneva, the Sabertooth’s tail keeping deadly still.

The procession walked through the empty streets, only moving through the widest cobblestone road available towards the castle.

A door closed, the sound sharp and loud within the otherwise dead silence

Monica snapped her head in full in its direction, inhaling sharply and letting out a roar that rattled Rick’s skull. Several muffled shrieks could be heard from within the buildings around them.

The human blinked and suddenly realized the knights had pointed their lances at Monica. The movement had been swift, silent, instantaneous. Deneva had stopped dead in her tracks, her back still turned to Monica, but her hand on the pommel of her sheathed sword. The air became thick with danger, the silence sharp.

The feline’s ears flattened against her skull, lips curling into a snarl.

“Monica!” Rick let out the word, not quite a shout but putting every ounce of anger into it he could summon. It startled her, forcing her to hesitate and look down at him for the briefest of instants before locking back onto Deneva. “Monica.” He repeated, now wriggling within her grasp and kicking his legs.

She didn’t try to stop him this time, her expression confused as she hastily moved to stand slightly in front and between him and the green-haired knight.

“Let’s not escalate this.” He’d stumbled once on his feet, turning his focus to Deneva.

She peered at him over her shoulder, a single eye focused on him and the intensity behind that single look feeling as if it could punch right through him. The gesture was the barest of nods. The twenty maidens behind them simultaneously raised their spears to point them back to the sky, standing stock still and at attention once more.

Reaching out to grasp Monica’s claw, he gave her an intense frown. “No hurt.”

The maiden didn’t look pleased about it, turning her glare back to the back of Deneva’s head as she snorted. “Monica protect.'' She chided him with a slight squeeze of her paw.

He could only sigh.

They continued their quiet procession to the Earl’s place.




Chapter 162 [Rick]

Rick looked at the Earl’s ‘estate’ and felt that the proper term would have been ‘fortress’.

It was surrounded by its own smaller wall, and there was a wide open space right behind the only entrance. But within the smaller set of stone walls was a structure that looked just about ready to take head on a nuclear bomb and stay standing. The dark gray walls of the building were oddly angled inwardly, like something that had attempted to make those approaching to imagine it had been inspired by a pyramid. With at least three or four stories tall and without any windows short of the very narrow arrow slits. And though there was no stone “peak” to speak of, Rick could certainly recognize the radio tower that emerged out of the top.

As well as the eight winged maidens that were perched at several points of the metal tower, each of them looking down at them with intensity. Rick could almost imagine how quickly they could shoot him down if they so wanted.

Monica as well, because she moved to stand directly in front of him and growl at the winged maidens on the tower.

Three of them spread their wings and jumped off, quickly vanishing from sight as they soared elsewhere. The fourth took a heartbeat longer, her wings larger than the other three, a deep blue that almost made her melt into the light sapphire of the clear sky above.

There were no other guards besides Deneva and the knights that had been escorting them through the city. She marched unerringly towards the gates, unflinching as they opened, seemingly on their own. “This way, sir.” She declared once the heavy metal doors of the fortress pried open for them.

Monica stopped at the threshold of the door.

The growl came back.

She was standing stock still, for the first time in the whole trip up the city, no longer focusing on Deneva directly but on the corridor ahead. Her claw grasped Rick’s hand and she would not take a single step more. “Bahron.” She declared with narrowed brows and tightened fists.

Rick grimaced, feeling suddenly several dozen eyes locked onto them and watching their every move. He knew all too well what she was concerned about. He himself did not like this meeting whatsoever. Just being here sent his mind reeling straight back the Baron’s dungeon, and it clearly did so for her as well.

“Monica.” He took his free hand and lay it against the back of her furry hand. He looked up into her eyes and slowly stroked her wrist. With a deep breath, he pushed his concerns down. Whether this was a trap or not didn’t matter. It was too late to back down now, and if things got messy, they’d tackle them as they came.

Taking half a step backwards, he nudged her paw and tugged a little. “Rick protect Monica.”

Her ears flattened against her head, focus flicking once more between the fortress, Deneva, and him. She wasn’t happy about this one bit, yet she took a step forward and into the fortress. Needing Rick to urge her for two more before he could finally turn around and lead the way.

He noticed the green-haired knight had been staring at him ever so slightly, but her silence continued. Rick felt like he was being quietly judged.

The corridor was relatively wide, and it led into a large circular chamber that made every alarm in his head go off as it looked like it was exactly designed for an ambush. The walls at either side had slits in them, with people standing behind them. The door in front was partially out of sight since it was behind a wall. Attempting to rush through would mean having to move around or over that wall, and throughout the whole distance those standing behind the arrow-slits would have had a grand time shooting them down. He held back the grimace, following Deneva as she opened the doors leading out of the ‘entrance’ area and into a larger chamber.

It was far better illuminated than the corridor, the light poured into the room from narrow windows up the walls, yet the light appeared amplified somehow, bathing the area with a clear natural glow that made the otherwise dreary locked chamber appear so well illuminated it might as well have had tall open windows instead.

But his focus on the marvel of light manipulation was cut short when he noticed a lone figure standing in the center of the room. A human, the very first thing Rick noticed was how the man stood with a certain degree of poise, wearing a deep blue set of clothes inlaid with gold and silver that sparkled under the rays of light. The man’s face was a study in round contours, an attempt at making something spherical appear slim and long, his black hair framing the sides of his face and hiding the true form that his plump cheeks betrayed, anyway.

The man was short, short enough he wouldn’t have been able to look Rick eye to eye if not for the set of heeled boots he wore, the only leather on him. The rest of his body freely flowing within the soft garments and shirt, both loose enough to make the portly proportions become harder to determine in full.

“Welcome!”

The man spoke with a boom to his voice that was slightly startling, there was force behind the word, bouncing around the room like a canon that had just gone off. He bowed his head only ever so slightly, the barest amount to acknowledge their presence.

“I am Tylen Vitchatt the first of my name, Earl of Balet, son of Nair the Brave, third of his name. I invite you to my home.”

Rick drew from what he remembered from his conversations with Victor, bowing his head a bit more than the Earl had. “I am Richard Cross, offworlder.” He glanced at Monica, pinching her wrist a little for her to let go. “I accept your invitation.”

She just snorted, returning her focus to Deneva as the knight had moved to stand next to the Earl, lowered to one knee and keeping her gaze aimed at the floor in front of Rick’s feet, unwavering.

“I must ask to be excused, Monica has… much to learn.”

“Forgiven. No reasonable man can expect a feralborn thing to learn proper manners on the road, let alone the span of a month.” The Earl smiled brilliantly, his eyes pausing at how Monica was holding onto Rick’s hand and not letting go. “Normally I would request to have a minute alone, but it seems your maiden may be too uncomfortable here.”

“She is very protective.” He did his best to put up a polite smile. “The last time we were apart…” Pausing, Rick thought through his words carefully. “… there were some unfortunate circumstances that put us both in danger.”

He was all too aware there were such things as truth detection magic. The last thing he needed was to unwittingly set off an alarm somewhere. He was not sure what were the Earl’s goals. He wouldn’t have even showed up if he felt he could’ve gotten away with it without complications.

“Understandable, all feralborns tend to be quite possessive of their first owner.” The man smiled slightly. “I imagine it must have been rather hard to put up with her while not having the adequate resources to discipline her.”

Rick’s shoulders stiffened ever so slightly.

“If you wish, I could assist in distracting her.” Tylen declared with a slight gesture at Deneva. “You must be weary from the road after all.”

“I’m… not quite sure what you mean.”

The Earl blinked, then chuckled. “Oh, I must be the one to ask for forgiveness, I’d heard rumors that your maiden habitually did some… unsavory things to your person. My offer was merely to have my knights spar with White Claw until she tires. If nothing else, a tired maiden is far more easily handled and taught.”

“Be that as it may…” Rick coughed slightly, glancing at the feline who looked more impatient than tense. “… I think this is not a proper situation for it, as Monica does not understand the concept of a friendly spar, and has yet to… grow accustomed to this environment.”

The man laughed. “I wouldn’t worry too much, Deneva is the strongest maiden in my domain.”

It had been said so offhandedly, so dismissively, Rick felt a prickle of anger as his gaze turned towards the green-haired maiden. He couldn’t help but ask himself what powers did she have? How strong was she compared to Monica? Could she really beat the feline? The royal knight had not moved a millimeter, not shown the barest sign of emotion, her eyes still locked on the stone floor in front of Rick’s feet.

The thought was hastily crushed.

If trouble arose, the best card in his hand right now was that no one here knew the extent of Monica’s abilities.

“I thank you for your generosity, sir. I, however, feel it would be counterproductive to have Monica attempt to fight seriously without understanding the rules.” He forced a slight laugh out. “She may attempt to kidnap me and run if she sensed she cannot win.”

“True true.” A nod, he clapped his hands twice. “Please, rest and recover. You are an important guest, feel free to roam, though you will have to inform the knights if you wish to take White Claw on a stroll through the city.”

“I… ah, certainly.” Nodding, Rick glanced at Monica again before pushing his thoughts away from her. “I must admit I am not familiar with the customs surrounding hospitality. Is there any particular requirement needed from me?”

Tylen nodded slightly, the fat of his neck compressing and almost revealing a second chin as he did so. “Considering the circumstances, I believe the safest approach would be to assign Deneva to your personal use. Anyone else might be harmed if your maiden were to do anything untoward. Feel free to ask her anything you might need.”

Somehow, the silence in the room became colder, and Rick noticed the barest of twitches from the green-haired knight. Just a slight flicker of the eyes as she focused on the Earl’s leather boots before lowering her head in a slight bow. “It would be my honor.” She spoke with the same cold and detached voice of precise control, standing up to meet Rick’s gaze. “I will lead you to your room.”

He felt there was an accusatory edge to those words, hidden somewhere.




Chapter 163 [Rick]

The room was large enough Rick could easily see the place being used by no less than twenty odd freshmen sharing rent. Though they wouldn’t be able to pay for it even if they squeezed thirty more. He couldn’t spot the modern amenities he would’ve wished for, but it certainly looked… luxurious. The bed was made of wood, carved with iconography of women kneeling carrying plants that grew and spread across the scene, Rick noticed that the closer the carvings were to the head of the bed, the less dressed the women were.

Each of them was carved with a gemstone across their throats, blues, coppers, and golds. As the iconography continued towards the back of the bed, the headrest rose to show the image of a single woman dressed in flowing robes, without a collar, and clearly very pregnant.

They couldn’t have been more subtle about the meaning if they’d put it in bold blinking neon lights.

He had to look away from the bed, a hard task considering how much of a centerpiece to the room it was, and glanced at the other features. A desk, also wood, but carved as if to mimic the castle walls and stone bricks. Paper, actual decent paper, rested on top, blank and waiting to be used. There were drawers he was quite certain were not empty. There was also a washbasin, filled with water, right next to the bed, plated in silver or perhaps metal polished so well it could appear to be the rarer metal.

Monica snorted loudly, blowing air through her nose and rubbing it slightly. She made a face, wrinkling her features slightly as she did. It was only then that Rick caught the slight hint of incense burning. The stick was on a small coffee table on the opposite side to the desk.

Glancing over his shoulder, he spotted the two other maidens that had accompanied him into the room.

Deneva stood like the iron statue of a warrior that’s just about ready to jump into action and fight some gargantuan threat. Next to her Dia remained quiet, head ever so slightly bowed, shoulders shrunk, the pink haired maiden doing her best impression of a wallflower to avoid being seen, heard, or noticed.

“It is… a very nice room.” Rick declared to the green-haired maiden. “By any chance my companions…?”

“The Earl had offered accommodations, but they insisted on staying with… the merchant.” There was nothing in her tone to signify any emotional attachment to the statement, her eyes locked on him and him alone, even as Monica glared and kept herself almost blocking the maiden from being able to see Rick at all. “If that will be all, I will be outside.”

A curt dry bow of the head, she spun around.

The door closed with a solid thud that Rick was quite sure did not bode well for him.

Instantly, Dia sighed deeply, relaxing her whole body like an unwinding spool of yarn. She didn’t say anything, only walking over towards the bed and collapsing face first into it. The fact that she stayed there and didn’t move or say anything at all was about as sure a sign the whole experience had fried her nerves all the way through as any.

“Monica?” Rick glanced at the feline, raising his hand, the one she was still holding. “Let go.”

The feline looked at him, then at the door through which Deneva had left. Frowning, she did let go. Rick thought that would be that, up and until she walked to the desk, lifted it up, and then placed it in front of the door.

From the bed, Rick heard a muffled groan.

Monica nodded, apparently proud of herself, and sat down on the desk. “Monica protect.” She crossed her arms, smirking from ear to ear.

“For fuck’s sake…”

He really wanted to join Dia on the bed right now and groan into the white silky sheets. Instead, he first turned towards the burning incense sticks and smothered them, dropping them and the ash into the small ash-box they came in. Following this, he moved towards the window and stopped as soon as he realized what he was looking at.

A glass door embedded within a window, surrounded by softly glowing orbs that amplified the incoming natural light. At the other side of the door was a small balcony, with sights to a small garden below. There were metal shutters at either side of the window inside the room itself, they looked too heavy for him to be able to move them.

Opening the door, a soft breeze of fresh air made its way inside, and he sighed, looking down at the garden. It had a small pool of water, surrounded by some bushes with colorful flowers, and the balcony had a set of stairs leading down to the garden. Rick had to wonder what the purpose was, from up there the place looked like it led to a larger garden of some sort, but there were some trees making it appear as if hidden from sight.

“I need to clean up.”

A loud screeching sound nearly made him jump out of his skin, he spun around to see Deneva peeking into the room, face impassive. “I will call for the maids to draw a hot bath for you, sir.”

The door closed, and Monica was now glaring at it.

Had the royal knight just flexed on them?

Monica sprung into action, shoving the desk back into place, this time hurrying to pick up every other piece of furniture she could find to leave on top of it. The feline glared at the door even if she didn’t growl, and Rick was fairly sure she was trying to x-ray vision through the thing to Deneva.

“Is what she’s doing normal?” Dia asked, looking about as exasperated as Rick was.

“Everything’s new with Monica.” His answer came with a long drawn out inner grumble. He just was too tired, the Earl had been right, the trip had been wearing him thin, and Monica had not been much help in that regard either.

Now, if only he could actually believe he wasn’t deep in potential enemy territory, he might even find amusement out of this. As it stood, he was going to have to figure out how to dance around the noble without causing some sort of misunderstanding or insult, while at the same time trying to spot a potential trap. Ah, and he also had to make sure that if it so happened that the Earl was earnest and actually not out to fuck him up, then he had to make sure that opinion didn’t change.

Hopefully gifting him the demon-hog’s fur would earn him some points, Victor certainly thought it would be seen in a very positive light. Still, hopefully things were not going in a bad direction, Rick was sure the Earl wasn’t being openly hostile. If the man wanted them dead, he already had several opportunities to try it.

“You look too tired, sir, you should rest.”

“I wholeheartedly agree.” He muttered, glancing at Dia as she lay on the bed and had done barely the minimum to turn and face his way.

His eyes turned towards the blockaded door and the frustrated cat.

Perhaps Deneva had done that merely to irk Monica, maybe she’d done it to show some of the irritation he was fairly sure she must have felt for being turned into some sort of glorified maid. Or maybe she was just making it loud and clear that the walls had eyes and ears, and he was going to remain closely watched every moment he spent there.

Whatever the case, the sooner he could blow it all off and leave, the better.

Though a part of him wondered about that.

Go where?




Chapter 164 [Rick]

With the morning rays coming in through the window, Rick lay in the bathtub and did his best to pretend he was alone. The water was warm, soothing, and his muscles could almost start relaxing and easing themselves into the endeavor.

There was just one problem.

Monica was standing behind him, exactly a twitch away from yanking him out of the tub. Close enough, he could feel the slight movements of her tail as it came ever so close to his head, swishing little sounds. To say nothing that he could quite literally feel her anxiousness oozing through the bond despite his best attempts to ignore it.

“Monica.” He opened his eyes to look up at her, huffing.

Arms crossed, naked, the underline of her bust squeezed and drew his attention as she looked at him then at the tub and then at him again. “Rick no sleep, water bad, Monica protect.” She declared.

She was being a bundle of nerves, and not having any real way to relax her until he stepped out of the potential drowning, he turned his attention towards Dia. “Do you think the Earl has a shower somewhere we could use?”

“If the Lord does, it would likely be in an area of the castle that’s been recently renovated… or in the servant quarters.” She sat at the edge of the bed, wearing a nice white dress, her eyes were lingering on the lump of items that had been dropped off late last night. “Do you really think I should be present during breakfast with the Lord… sir?”

“Monica’s not going to give an alternative.” Rick shrugged. “If she’s going to be there, I want you there too.” His eyes looked up at the feline and sighed. He was not going to be able to relax like this.

Standing up, Monica leaned over to stare at the tub they’d brought in, dipping her clawed hand into the warm water and frowning at it before returning her attention to the very wet and very naked Rick. He almost jumped when she groped his ass and licked his ear, and Monica was all giggles instantly, leaving him to just grumble and turn his attention to the next enemy to contend with: clothes.

Not having any ‘formal’ wear, the Earl had given him some.

And he had a feeling this was going to be a very long day.

“Might as well…” With a dejected sigh, he glanced at the smirking Dia. “Mind lending me a hand?”

“Of course, sir.”

Getting dressed up and looking himself over in the mirror, Rick was left with a sense that he’d been thrown into the early 90s vision of what nobility should look like. Big floopy sleeves, pants with wide bottoms, and a slight dip in the shirt that left his clavicles in view. Normally it would have felt tacky and just… off, but after almost two months of seeing maidens walking around with their collars, wearing skirts and dresses, it seemed that the second and more important objective of the set of clothes was to make it loud and clear he was human, and a male.

“You look good, sir.” Dia said with a slight smile as her hands glowed, combing his hair with a tickling touch. “Would you wish to shave?”

“… might as well.” He rubbed at the shadow he’d developed during the past couple days, turning to face Dia and, with a sigh, leaning forward.

The same glowing tickling hands moved from his hair down to his chin and cheeks. It felt as if his face went slightly numb for a split second before he could feel the warmth of her touch. It barely took a second before she called the whole operation complete with a peck to his cheek.

“I honestly had not expected you to know a shaving spell.”

“It’s not a spell.”

“I don’t see the difference.”

“To cast a spell, I need to very carefully manipulate my elemental energy into a stable structure to run my power through.” Dia caressed his chin. “It… is a difference akin to pushing a rock up a hill or tying some pulleys together and then pulling on the rope.”

“So you can get the same result with either.”

“Spells take longer and cost more energy, allowing for less flexibility.”  She replied cheekily, taking a step back.

He didn’t let her escape, taking a longer step and reaching up to her neck. Dia froze, then melted as he kissed her in full. His hands were about to move to her shoulders, but she urged them further up, to her choker. “Not now.”

“I know, I know.” She whispered, leaning into his arms, pressing her head against his shoulder.

The moment lasted about half a second before Monica had moved herself behind Rick, wrapped him into her arms, and harrumphed, play-biting his shoulder opposite to the one Dia had lay claim to. At least she didn’t shove the nurse off this time… progress.

“Yeah, yeah.” Holding back from just sighing, he kept the hug with one hand and used the other to pat Monica’s hip.

There was a knock at the door, both maidens squeezed him slightly tighter.

“Come in.”

Rick forgot about the furniture Monica had piled on the door as it screeched open. Deneva peeked. “The meal is ready, sir.”

“We’ll be out in a second.”

“Certainly.”

Having Dia let go was easy, having Monica do it… not as much. The instant the impassive face and voice of Deneva had crossed the room’s threshold, Monica had gone from just possessive to protective. It was a sharpness, an edge that left her entirely too ready to jump with her claws out and fangs ready.

When they did manage to leave, Rick gestured at one of the bundles and Monica immediately picked it up. The thing was almost as large as she was, but she didn’t really exert herself any, her focus remaining on the green-haired maiden that was awaiting them outside the room.

Since yesterday, Deneva had changed her clothes out of her serious armor and was now wearing… a maid uniform. The skirt was long, flowing all the way to her ankles, with black sleeves and an apron. Her face was impassive, but Rick had the creeping feeling that she was not happy about it. Especially considering her actual job and rank.

He’d call it a hunch.

“This way, sir.” With her hair done into a tight knot, the maiden walked down the stony corridors of the fortress with Monica keeping a good ten meter separation and making sure Rick would be behind her every step of the way.

She led them to a sunlit room with a table about five meters long. It was a rather simple place, with a glass chandelier. On top of the white cloth that covered the table were plates with more food Rick had seen in one place short of when they were processing the monster hog.

“Rick, welcome.” The Earl was at the opposite end, bowing his head in greeting and wearing a slightly fancier version of the clothes that had been provided to Rick. “Protocol normally would have us eschew all maidens and just share a pleasant meal, but I understand your circumstances are somewhat unique. You will have to excuse me as I will request Deneva to stay.”

“I thank your consideration.” He returned the gesture, bowing slightly lower as Victor had indicated was protocol. “I heard it was customary for guests to bring a gift to their host. Last night Victor was kind enough to send my things over, and I have something that I hope is to your appreciation.”

Looking at Monica, he reached for the bundle. She just dropped the thing and Rick almost toppled over. The thing must have weighed forty kilos easily.

“During our trip, my maiden happened to encounter a particularly large boar.” He grunted, moving to drop the thing at the side of the table where the Early could see it. “I lack the knowledge in leather and furs, but I thought its hide might be appreciated by someone with more experience in these things.”

“That… that is just one fur?” The plump man frowned, looking at the man-sized bundle and quickly making a gesture at Deneva.

The maiden approached and Monica’s hackles rose, the growl was low, barely audible. Rick felt his heart freeze in his chest as the expressionless maiden did not waste so much as a split second, grabbing the parcel and turning away with a bowed head and slumped shoulders. With the parcel in tow, she approached her Lord and dropped it.

A flicker of her wrist and she used a small knife to open it.

Rick hadn’t seen where she’d been hiding the weapon.

“Oh my.” The Earl’s expression brightened as he saw the cloth open up and reveal the black fur of the boar. “This… must have been quite the hunt.” With a slight nod, he glanced at the door behind him and clapped once.

Three maidens wearing maid uniforms moved in, took one look at Monica, paled, then at Deneva, and turned chalk white. Only then did they look at their Lord and the fur he was gesturing towards, and they moved with immediacy in their every step, rushing in to take the fur and leave at a speed that would have made a Formula 1 pit-stop jealous.

“I will have to admire it more in detail once it’s been properly processed.” The Earl turned back to Rick, smile wide as he bowed deeper than when he’d greeted them. “This is simply marvelous! It is very rare to find hogs of such a size. A gift most welcome, and one I wish to reciprocate.”

“It is unnecessary. Your hospitality is more than enough.” Rick avoided gritting his teeth, keeping his smile polite and drawing from experience having to talk to potential donors to the university he worked at.

“I insist.” Came the response, he stretched out his hand towards Deneva. “I’ve recently come to acquire a particularly powerful device, a most excellent-.”

“Stop.” Rick did not waste an instant, eyes fixing firmly on Deneva and not on the Earl, the green-haired maiden halting mid gesture as she’d been reaching into the folds of her dress. “Is it a sphere, white and red?”

“Why yes!” The Earl had not noticed, not seen the tension on Rick’s face or Dia. But Deneva had. “Are you familiar with it?”

“I must apologize, but could you wrap it up? Or perhaps place it into a box of some sort?” He spoke hurriedly, his head gesturing towards Monica. “I fear that though I may not have ever used such an item, my maiden has had one used on her and seeing one may… startle her.”

“Oh… oh!” The Earl looked at the frowning tense Monica and nodded. “Certainly, I will have it delivered to your room, then.”

“Thank you for your generosity.”

“Let us eat, then.” The Earl gestured at the table. “Lest the meal cools.”

Rick bowed, he smiled, he kept his expression placid and the conversation light.

And made sure not to forget Deneva had been carrying a ready-to-use pokeball in her pocket all this time.




Chapter 165 [Dia]

“Are you sure you’d want to go around on your own?”

Dia’s lips pursed slightly as she held Rick’s hand. “Sir, I should have done this yesterday.” She had a slight pause, noticing the odd look he gave her. “This is to ensure things are less likely to go wrong. The better aware they are of your needs and…” Her eyes flickered at the feline currently using her tongue to groom herself on the bed. “… Monica’s… the better.”

He hesitated, but nodded. “Alright.”

Stealing a quick kiss before the feralborn cat could do anything about it, Dia smoothed her service dress and headed to the door. Monica had switched tactics and had laid down the furniture as an obstacle course for anyone wanting to enter the room. It took Dia a minute, but she managed to get out of the room just perfectly fine.

With the door clicking shut behind her, she turned towards her first true obstacle. Deneva stood a step down the corridor, wearing the regalia of a royal knight.

Dia lowered herself to one knee, head bowed deeply. “I ask forgiveness for my sister’s behavior.”

With her gaze locked on the beige rug, Dia’s only confirmation that Deneva was even there were the murisium boots on the corner of her vision. The royal knight did not move, not even a twitch, not even a sound. The pressure increased, elemental energy coiling around her and pressing down on her.

Dia lowered the second knee, gritting her teeth, she remained quiet, waiting. It wasn’t the first time a knight would put her under their scrutiny, the Baron’s held a habit of it during their visits to the medicen. But this was different, intense. She could feel the knight’s energy moving just barely within her ability to perceive it. It was like an icy dagger threatening to slice her head clean off before she could blink.

She started to sweat, the knight’s energy stopped dancing and the edge and bore down on her, pressing inwards. Dia’s instincts screamed at her to tighten herself, to raise her defenses and block, but she knew this would only make her look insincere in her apology. So she grit her teeth and waited, exposed, vulnerable.

“Leave.”

The singular word was followed by a release from the pressure.

“I thank you.”

Barely holding back from stuttering, Dia hurried to shaky feet and hastily walked down the corridor. Her back was drenched in sweat and her breathing came irregularly, heart beating at an unhealthy two hundred thirty beats a minute.

At the first corner she found, she dropped to lean against the wall, heaving for air to calm herself.

That had gone far better than expected.

If still terrifying.

Deep breaths, Dia started to force her body back down into as calm a demeanor as she could. Her focus and control wavered as she had to attempt casting the cleansing spell four times before she got it right. It had always been tricky since her energy didn’t have a fire or wind attribute. Steam rose from her body as the sweat dried and a fresh breeze blew through her, leaving her still agitated but back to more manageable conditions.

It was only when she raised her head to look around that she realized she hadn’t been alone. Three knights stood there, looking at her through their visors but not moving an inch. Protocol was strict, and their captain was clearly a stickler.

“I apologize for the… lack of decorum.”

Even if she was owned by Rick, even with her blue collar, an Earl’s knight still outranked her by a hefty margin.

“The captain hasn’t been in a good mood.” The closest suit of armor spoke. “For obvious reasons.”

Being assigned maid duty. Dia still grimaced at that. It was clearly a punishment of some sort. “She angered the Earl?”

“Nothing relating to your owner’s situation.” The response was a bit too stiff, almost as if startled. The armor blocked casual reading, but the slight shift in tone was impossible to miss.

Dia had to imagine this conversation topic was too delicate to be brought up within the potential hearing range of said knight captain. “I’m looking to familiarize myself with the staff, and my Master sent me to give help where I can.”

“Service corridor is over that way. The entrance is a bit hard to spot. Look for the golden inlay.” The knight pointed her in the right direction. “The head of the maids is likely in the kitchen right now. She’ll point you in the right direction.”

“I thank you.” With a bow, she turned to leave, but halted as she felt a flicker of energy from one of the other knights. “Yes?”

“Is it true?” The maiden didn’t move, her armored body making a perfect impression of a statue. Yet the tone oozed curiosity. “That he captured White Claw in the wilds, on his own?”

Dia kept her smile polite. “It is true. Though the details are improper for polite conversation.” Meaning that she was not going to share the juicy parts for free. “If you’ll excuse me.”

Another bow, and she walked away. Her eyes trailed around in search of the service door. Just as they’d warned, it was discreetly hidden and hard to find for the untrained eye. She approached and applied a bit of elemental energy on the area the pommel should have been. With a soft click, the door opened inward, revealing a corridor too dim for ungifted humans to see comfortably.

The layout and construction of service corridors was always more or less the same. The general purpose was for maidens to be able to move through the building unseen and without obstructing the way of the owners of the place. Dia had visited the Baron’s house enough times to know more or less what to expect. Still, it took her a couple of detours before she found her way down to the first basement of the castle. From there, she let her nose guide the rest of the way to the kitchen.

She tried not to look too shocked at the size of the place.

There were at least twenty maidens actively working on cooking one thing or another. The room was large enough to have at least twelve stoves and just as many ovens, every table and counter-top was occupied and being used. The elemental energy in the room was thick. Just from a quick sweep Dia could spot five maidens dedicated exclusively to keeping the fires burning and the ovens at the exact temperatures. Two were doing the exact opposite, using ice elemental energy to cool down the contents of two stone lockers. And those were just the ones she’d spotted right away. The cacophony alone of shouts and requests and updates was almost overwhelming.

The chance to observe more closely was spirited away as a Hound emerged seemingly out of nowhere. She was clearly nearing her forties and wore a golden collar along an immaculate white dress. The matron had the homeliness to mark her importance, but the clear sternness on her face of someone who believed in strict discipline. “I know who you are.” She proclaimed, frowning down at Dia. “I am the head maid. You can call me Pristine.”

“I apologize for not being able to come sooner.” Dia bowed her head, making sure to stay away from the veritable mess of people mulling around and hurriedly making sure she wouldn’t bother anyone’s work.

“I’ve heard you come from a small village, so I’ll keep it brief. The lord’s healers all have copper collars and think they’re too good to come down here.” She placed her hands on her hips. “I’m guessing you know how messy things can get when someone sneezes at the wrong time, so you’ll help keep my girls tip-top until things slow down.”

“Sorry!” someone shouted from the other side of the room.

“I will help however I can.” Dia smiled brightly.

“Down here we don’t have sunshine, keep the smiles and rainbows for when there’s someone who cares about attitude over results.”

With a slight shudder, Dia rolled up her sleeves. “I’m ready to help.”

Pristine shot her a savage grin. “That’s more like it.” A firm nod followed. “Before that, my girls are terrified of going into the guest wing. Knight captain is hard to approach, but we know how to handle it. Your sister is more rumors than facts, none too pretty.”

“She is known as White Claw, her-.”

“Stick to the notes. How do my girls work around her.”

Dia took a deep breath. “Don’t make sudden moves, keep your eyes down and don’t show aggression. Don’t push, don’t run away, and don’t try to drug her or you’ll regret it when she wakes up. She will give a single warning if you’re close to crossing a line. Carry some boar jerky to apologize, but leave afterwards rather than risk making a second offense. If you do, and my Master isn’t around to stop her, she will break bones without hesitation.”

“Master?” The tone was amused, and a chuckle crossed the kitchen staff.

Dia’s cheeks lit up, the blush creeping all the way down her neck. “She is territorial over people and specific items, not over an area.” She coughed loudly, trying to get the words to stutter their way through. “Her priority is my owner first, her food second, and being the strongest thing in the room third.”

“Service?”

“My sister will rub herself against anything my owner wears that doesn’t already smell of her. So his clothes can smell nice or look nice, not both. Don’t use scented candles or incense or strong soaps. My owner already has a strong penchant for hygiene and with my sister around him, it’s best to keep scents mild or gone. As for food, he doesn’t like sweets and has a preference for meat.”

“Don’t they all?” Pristine laughed.

Dia felt her hackles rise. “My owner is an otherworlder, the first one this kingdom has seen in generations.” Her voice was firmer, louder, her expression abruptly stern. “He grew up having meat or fish almost every lunch and dinner. A world with so many sweets that diabetes affected a significant amount of humans. And in this world, my owner was a professor.” She squared her shoulders, making sure to stand as tall and proud as she could, even if she couldn’t match Pristine’s height. “Not just any professor, either. His services were highly sought after. Hundreds of human women and men came to learn from him every year. The number of students he has taught numbered in the thousands. I swear this on my bond.”

The kitchen had gone considerably quieter. Pristine’s eyes widened only marginally, the barest show of surprise on her otherwise stern face.

“My owner enjoys reading but has had to busy himself with my sister so much he has had no chance to indulge. He is considerate enough to the Earl that he won’t ask for the library since my sister may break something, so offering to bring books to his room will be a quick way to ingratiation,” she said, “He also desires to teach my sister how to read and write, so children booklets and toys are another option.”

“Enough with the accolades.” Pristine quickly barked, turning to the rest of the kitchen once clear they’d been slowing down to hear more attentively. “And get back to work!”

“Yes ma’am!” Everyone responded.

“I know what you’re trying to do, girl, and even if your owner were the King himself, you keep it out of my kitchen.”

“Sorry ma’am.” Dia’s bravado faltered, a shy smile replacing the stern mask.

“Just give me the “don’t” now that you shouted out the “do”.”

“He doesn’t think of maidens as inferior, but as equals.”

“That doesn’t tell me anything.”

“It’s a comprehensive perspective. Would you whip a human woman for having done her job poorly? My master would not suggest such a punishment, let alone idly stand by when witnessing it.”

Pristine kept her nod tight. “What else?”

“With the rumors circulating about my owner, the Earl might send someone to his bed as a show of hospitality. It is best that he does not do so.”

That got her a quirked brow. “I can’t go against the Lord’s orders.”

“Then he should be informed that anyone he sends will come back in a box. Likely several boxes.”

“Even if your sister is not around to play rude games?”

“The threat wouldn’t be my sister. It would be me.”

Pristine let out a bark of laughter, nodding. “Very well. I’ll try to warn about it, but if the order comes down, I’ll run them through you first.”

Dia’s shoulders loosened, and she sighed with relief. “I’d appreciate that, ma’am.”




Chapter 166 [Mark]

Mark and the rest of the group fell into an odd rhythm. The road was long and full of detours. Two out of every three villages they stumbled through would be avoided. Some of the hamlets were far too closely guarded for them to want to risk sneaking through. So they’d have to take a long detour around to avoid drawing attention. The same thing would happen when they spotted caravans or large groups of people traveling the roads.

From time to time, they’d stumble onto a hamlet that had been destroyed by the ferals. The wild maidens themselves popped up often, but never with a force or size that couldn’t be easily scared off by the illusionist fox. Brye marked the pace for them. She scouted and determined how unlikely escape would be if things became hairy. It was an open secret that her objective was to ensure they got Mark to the Boss.

And all the while, Noah would mostly remain bound, gagged, and blind. The mouse would eat normal food one out of ten times, the rest being more of the berries. Each time, Mark would be left wondering whether this was a needless risk, whether he was setting himself up for another betrayal. Sooner or later, he’d have to decide on whether he could trust untying her and letting her act on her own.

“Aubria is only a couple of days away.”

Brye stepped out of the bushes, seemingly having appeared out of thin air. Which could have very well been the case, considering her teleportation powers. Not that the encroaching darkness around them did any good to discern details, anyway.

“They’re currently having some refugee issues.”

“Just how far are we from that place?” Mark asked.

“You could get there in just one day. It’d be one good long walk.”

“Good luck with the guards.” Shery snorted, shaking her head. “We’re going to want to get in without getting interrogated along the way.”

“What’s so important about this village?”

“City.”

“Where I come from, a small city has a million or two people at least.” Mark replied.

“Tiny city, then.” The fox sat down next to the backpacks. “I’ll need to get inside to see if things are as they should, then arrange to get you all entry.”

“If Lee is still alive, he owes me some big favors.” Shery crossed her arms.

“If Lee’s still in charge, then that dimwit will have bigger things to worry about than a favor or two.” Brye snorted, kicking Noah. The diminutive mouse squeaked and huddled against the tree. “The place must be a mess, and we’ll have to tell the Boss about the deal with the Court getting burnt to the ground.”

“At least they didn’t get to the cache.”

“Fuck.”

“What?”

“We’re going to want to go for the cuddle angle.”

Shery shot Mark a look, then at Brye. “You’re shitting me.”

“Do you want to go back there and check on the cache and empty it if it’s been left untouched?”

“Shit.”

“Told you.”

Mark watched the small exchange with a frown. “I’ll at least be rid of you two.”

“Don’t go throwing us away so quickly.” A quick smirk and the fox appeared on his lap. “We’ll probably end up stuck with each other for a while. Not that I’m complaining.”

“I am.” Shery raised her hand. “I most certainly am.”

“So what happens after you hand me over.” It wasn’t a question so much as a glaring proclamation.

“You’ll get put into the prettiest and comfiest room they have while they try to figure out what to do with you.”

Shery snorted and rolled her eyes.

“The Boss will want to meet you.” Brye’s words came without the taunting smug edge they usually carried, but a hard certainty. There was something in the way she looked at him that felt like a warning. “What he does after that will depend on you.”

“He’ll either want to use me or lock me up, apparently.”

She shifted on his lap, turning to face him in full, straddling him, her arms wrapping around his neck. Golden eyes looked into his with that edge of warning within them. Her fingers pressed into his hair, pulling away as he shook his head. That edge to her gaze wasn’t gone, however.

“Take what you want, Mark.”

“What?”

“That’s the offer you get.” She leaned forward, pinning his shoulders against the tree. “You want something, you take it. If you couldn’t, then it just means you weren’t powerful enough.”

Brye flinched as a pebble hit her on the back of the head. She turned to glare at Shery.

“You don’t need a speech. Go fuck already.” The gray skinned maiden rolled her eyes.

“I was trying to get him to be more open about the cuddle angle.”

“You psychics don’t make a straightforward plan, even if your lives depended on it.” Shery sighed, turning to Mark. “Cuddle angle is we suck you off and ask pretty please.”

“Pretty please what?”

With a groan, Brye let go of his shoulders and vanished from his lap. “Yeah, you ruined the mood, bitch.” She appeared at the opposite side of the clearing.

Shery grunted. “Pretty please don’t break the bond with us.”

“Why the fuck wouldn’t I?”

“Ideally, the question would be asked while you had less blood flowing through your head.” Brye stated. “We’re no Doggirls just happily wagging our tails at your every word. But we’re a heck of a lot better option than the alternatives.”

Mark leveled a glare at her, scowl deepening.

“She’s got a point.” Shery snorted. “Not that our word means anything here.”

“Just imagine it like this.” Brye sat down against her own tree-trunk. “The Boss gives you a maiden. She obeys you, complies with your commands, but she will put you in a plush box the instant you toe out of line.”

“Mhm, and what’s the difference between that and this?” He scowled. “If I make a run for it, you’ll just drag me back. If I open my mouth, you’ll shut it.”

“You never struck me as someone who’s a stickler to any rules that aren’t your own.” Brye smirked. “I’m a selfish bitch. I don’t care about the rules so long as I end up on top.”

“Or getting pounded from behind.”

“Suck it, flat-ass.”

“Cunt for brains.”

“Would you two shut up!?”

Mark’s voice came out with a growl. “If either of you were half as selfish as you claim to be, you wouldn’t be going through half the shit we’ve been through just to get me to that Boss of yours.”

Their expressions shifted as he said this. They glanced at each other for a moment. There was something dark in those eyes. Shery shook her head intensely, and Brye’s lips thinned. “There’s no alternative.” 

“What are the alternatives?”

“We either go back to base and report, try to escape the kingdom, or try to stay in the kingdom and pretend we are just some simple humble traders.” Brye said, counting off of her fingers. “Trying to escape would involve going out through the eastern ridges. Suicide with a different name. And option three is a sword hanging over our heads as we wait to get found out either by knights or by the Boss.”

“Not going to ask whether we join the Court?” Shery sneered.

“Fuck them.” Mark shook his head. “That crone wanted to sell her own daughter, you can’t trust someone like that.”

Brye stiffened, her eyes turning to him with a surprised look. Her attention quickly shifted towards Noah as she started to grunt and wriggle madly on the spot. The mouse started to speak into the gag, albeit her voice only coming out muffled. The wires and blindfold were too well placed, however, and she couldn’t free herself. So Mark leaned over and pulled the gag out of the way.

“Guenes.”

Her voice came with a pant, a slight squeak of a thing.

“Not possible.” Shery shook her head. “We’d have to cross half the kingdom without getting caught. The feral rush was a miracle. We couldn’t have gotten this far otherwise.”

“Mark will be locked up. His blood is pure. He’s worth more as a breeder.”

Brye’s brows furrowed as she teleported in front of the mouse, putting the gag back into place. “If anyone wanted to use you as a breeder, you’d get royalty treatment. No way a human woman would let herself get knocked up by a nobody.”

As she said this, her gaze lowered to the ground, frowning, deep in thought. The same expression Shery was showing. Both maidens shared a look. Something went unspoken, but there was surprise in their eyes.

“Don’t let her get into your head.” Shery said.

Somehow, Mark felt the words were directed at Brye, and not at him.




Chapter 167 [Ginny]

The stairs to the second floor creaked as Ginny wandered her way up. The walls felt too narrow, and her tail kept bumping against the walls whenever she wasn’t paying attention. The house overall was cramped compared to the ones in Astunes. A more vertical approach, where outside the large city of Balet would have been more horizontal.

Four steps after the stairs, she reached her owner’s door. Ginny gathered her resolve and, while balancing the tray with one hand, she knocked twice. “Miss Catherine?”

With the lack of a response, she frowned and focused. There were no sounds from inside the room. The mild panic was pushed down. All rooms in the city had basic sound-proofing enchantments weaved into them. With so many maidens going around, it would be impossible to truly keep any sense of privacy otherwise.

She knocked again.

“Miss Kat?”

Again, no answer. She reached for the handle. It was unlocked. The moment she twisted the handle, the sound finally reached her ears.

“Harder!”

The moan was shrill, loud, passionate. Ginny very quietly closed the door again. Blessed silence replacing the lurid cacophony that had drowned her senses a moment prior. But she could still catch a whiff of sex. Tomas and Miss Kat. 

Ginny’s face was flush, cheeks burning as she left the tray at the foot of the door and turned to hastily retreat. Her claws battered their way down, and she very nearly jumped half the stairs.

“Someone’s in a hurry.”

“Miss Hyung!” Ginny had nearly jumped out of her scales. “I am so sorry.”

Miss Hyung stared at her with the same cold, detached look she’d been sporting since their arrival. “Is there a ferocious feral up in our guest’s room?” The lilac eyes twinkled with a hint of amusement.

Ginny sighed. “It would be easier to handle.” She bowed a little. “Sorry for the startle.”

“I’m more sorry about the stairs.”

Dread ran through the young Draco as she turned to look at the wooden stairs. The rich, dark brown wood had been scratched by her claws. The color started to drain from her face at the consideration of just how careless she’d been. “I will-.”

“It was a minor thing.” The lady spoke, reaching into the furls of her dress to pull out a small leather bag. “I’d suggest you get yourself some proper household footwear.”

Clenching the bag of coins, Ginny nodded, keeping her head bowed. “Thank you for your generosity, ma’am.” She said. “I… will head out to the market.”

“Perhaps you should look for your sister. I haven’t seen her, and she’s likely not with your owner considering…” Her gaze flickered upwards. “… things.”

“… yes, ma’am.”

Ginny held back the grimace and bit her tongue. The lady of the house was a matron, age and power oozed from her, much like her own aunts back at home. She knew better than to disrespect the matron of the house, especially if they were the only wife. Doing so while your owner was a guest would be worse still.

With Kat not interested in having her around, and the lady of the house clearly not finding her presence welcoming, Ginny didn’t really have many options left. She moved towards the kitchen and picked up some boar jerky, the kind she knew Lizzy liked. The lexis had probably figured out another way to break out of the house and was sunbathing on the rooftop again.

Ginny approached the door and paused. Claws went to her shoulders, hips, then knees. Confirming her clothes are the ones she should be wearing, she stepped outside. The midday sun was comfortable, welcoming even. A perfect time for training, maybe do some light patrol. The Draco craned her neck upwards to the roof.

No Lizzy.

The trickle of concern was pushed aside. Ginny had taught her owner how to set up the black collar so Lizzy wouldn’t be able to get further away than a couple dozen meters. Kat wouldn’t have changed that setting… right? Ginny could only hope now, circling around Mister Victor’s house while trying to look for the slippery reptile girl. The distressed sound of grunts and whimpers drew her towards one of the alleyways.

Lizzy was curled into a ball, clutching her neck and whimpering.

“Figures.”

Ginny approached her sister, picking her up from the ground and carrying her closer to the house, until the maiden grunted and went limp. In all likelihood, the maiden had been drawn by something and jumped at it. Landing squarely outside the allowed zone. The collar’s paralysis had kicked in along with the punishment.

And her owner hadn’t noticed the tugging in the bond because she was in the middle of having her senses otherwise thoroughly occupied.

“Was it food?”

“Bird.” Lizzy mumbled weakly.

“Of course it was a bird.”

Shoulders slumped, a quick glance towards Mister Victor’s house left her unsure whether to come back inside and drop Lizzy or not. The matron wasn’t exactly welcoming of either her or her sister. Ginny had no doubts the Sorceress saw them as obstructions or dead weight to the potential future her own daughter had in Kat’s service.

“Let’s go shopping.”

Allowing Lizzy to regain her footing, she reached out to her collar and caressed it. Carefully, she chanted the small spell her mother had taught her. She could feel the tether placed on Lizzy shifting to tie around her own blue collar. A little tug and she felt the mental strain that came with it.

Another aspect of the collar. By running Lizzy’s black-collar tether through her own blue-collar tether meant that, so long as they remained close to one another, they could both move up to five hundred meters away from their owner. It restricted Ginny, but she didn’t mind, since she estimated the market was within range.

Hopefully, she’d get to teach Lizzy some manners.

“Food?”

“If you behave.” She pulled the leash out of her satchel and clicked it onto Lizzy’s collar. The feralborn maiden shot her a dirty look, but Ginny ignored it. “I’m not going to choke you unless you run off.”

She got an angry hiss for her efforts. But Lizzy didn’t try to immediately run off… this time.

“I know it’s really hard. I don’t do this because it’s fun.”

Not that what she said was understood by the reptile maiden. Ginny’s claws clicked against the cobblestone while walking. The city was sleepy during the midday, but even at its most peaceful the place was comparable to Seledo at its most bustling. The cacophony of smells and sounds was something that Lizzy seemed far less concerned about than Ginny. The feralborn maiden kept sniffing this way and that, needing her sister to rein her in before she got too close to a stall or another maiden.

The crowd gave them a healthy berth. For good reason, one of them wasn’t trustworthy.

It still brought up bad memories Ginny didn’t want to think about.

The market street required her to keep Lizzy closer and for them to move more slowly. Her gaze sought for any store or stall that would sell claw-tip padding. She found what she was looking for. Small leather triangles with a leather strap connecting each to a circlet. The stall owner was more than happy to let Ginny try it on to check the size. It was a rather simple endeavor, merely attach the circlet to her ankle and adjust the straps so that the leather triangles would fit on her claws and stay there.

A simple purchase. Far quicker than she’d thought it would take them.

Lizzy perked up as she saw the trade of coin. “Food?”

“Sure.”

As she turned around to look for a food-stand, a hooded figure stumbled against her. Ginny realized she had not heard the figure approach, she’d not sensed anything. Her mind reeled, trying to catch up with the sudden realization something was out of place. Her instincts blared an alarm.

Before she had the chance to act on it, she saw what was under the hood.

Framed between deep blue hair were a pair of golden, shimmering eyes that pierced through her very soul. And the most beautiful face she’d ever seen.

“You look so cute I just might eat you up.”




Chapter 168 [Rick]

Rick found himself facing a conundrum. He was, by all means, trapped in the castle. And the reason why was not by any direct act from the Earl, but because of Monica. If he wanted to just take a stroll through the streets outside the fortress’ walls, the feline would undoubtedly follow, and that, in turn, would cause things to escalate.

It made sense. The feline was like its own tiny nuclear device, and everyone was keenly aware she was the one with the finger hovering over the button. If things went off the rails, Rick could attempt to use the collar to restrain her. But as far as he understood, even if he wanted to use the feature, its power would definitely be not enough to do the job.

Not that Rick would have trusted the approach, even if it did. He could ball her, but that would be a severe breach of trust. So the pokeball the Earl had gifted him remained tucked away and well out of accidental reach of anyone.

So, with his own options of mobility snipped by his own hand, Rick was left with a singular thing he could do to spend time.

“This is a…?”

Sitting cross legged on the massive bed with baby-making themes that had been carved throughout, he held out an item in front of her.

“Shirt.”

Monica nodded as he held out the item in front of her. “Good.” Rick nodded, pulling out the next item. “This is a…?”

“Shirt.”

“Pants.”

“Shirt.”

“Pants.”

“Shirt.” Monica grabbed the denim piece, pushing one arm through the pant leg until her furry claw popped at the end. “Shirt.”

Rick quirked a brow. “Head?”

She looked down at the pants, then frowned. “Shirt.” She declared, extending a claw and moving it toward the zipper, lowering it carefully. “Head, here.”

The brow rose further. “Smell?”

She frowned, sniffed, then sighed. “Butt.” With a grumble, she pulled her arm out and tossed the thing at him. “Pants.”

“Good.”

Legs crossed, she gave him a look. Her ears perked and pointed themselves at the door, then at Rick. And she smirked as she slowly licked her lips. The feline began leaning towards him.

“No sex.”

The quick proclamation halted her advance. Huffing, she crossed her arms in resignation. “Monica no sex. Rick no teach.”

“Come on… Monica.”

“Riiiick.” She replied with the same tone, rolling her eyes at him.

“You need to learn more words, you know, so we can talk.” Rather than hope the words stuck, he pressed the feeling of what he wanted to convey.

The look on her face flattened, even less amused than before. She shook her head and crawled towards him, one claw toppling him onto his back despite his best struggle. “Monica teach Rick.”

He sighed. “Word?”

“No word.” She pressed down on him, knocking the air out of his chest. “Teach.” She kept pressing.

Rick frowned, concern growing as he was having a harder time breathing the more weight she put down on him. With a grunt of effort, he grasped her furry wrist with both hands and pushed back. She reacted by putting more weight, and Rick was left straining. Concern trickled through. Heaving in as best he could, he pushed the wrist sideways and off of him.

With her being someone over two meters tall and built like an Amazonian goddess, her weight hadn’t really been displaced as much as Ricks. He’d managed to escape but Monica hadn’t really worried too much, shifting to pin him back down. “Monica!”

“Rick no hurt. Monica teach.” She declared, steadily increasing the pressure again. There was a catty grin as he struggled to break free again.

This time he didn’t hold back, tucking his knees against his chest and pressing his hips upwards. His arms might not be able to lift her, but his legs certainly had at least enough to make it easier.

“Good.” She nodded once he escaped, catching him and pinning him down with her claw once more. “Again.”

“Oh come on!” He raised his knees once more, pushing her off and rolling off the bed onto his feet. “Monica, stop.”

“Teaching now, rest later.” She purred, eyes shining as she crawled from the bed. She kept herself to all fours, claws silently pressing against the rug, stalking him.

Monica’s eyes glimmered with amusement but there was determination there as well. Rick felt something fearsome in the air, dangerous, sharp. His breath caught in his throat as he took several steps back. What was she doing? What was she trying to teach him? His eyes darted around the room.

“Bad!”

She pounced, claws pinning him against the wall and hammering the air out of him. The move had been so fast he’d barely registered himself being standing at one moment and slammed against the rocky surface the next. Several somethings inside his chest strained, but hadn’t snapped. “Bad bad.” Monica admonished, pulling back enough to let him breath and cough, but not enough to let him leave the wall.

“Rick.”

She poked his forehead, then pointed at herself. “Good.” She poked his forehead, then pointed at the rest of the room. “Bad bad.”

“I’m really not a fan of getting beat up for a lesson.” He pushed her back, the feline relented and let him stand on his own wobbly legs. “Would you prefer it if I taught you that way?”

She might not have understood what he said exactly, but there was enough heat in his voice to make her frown. Her next words came out with a growl that shook the room. “Monica teach Rick.” She declared, flatly. “Monica no hurt Rick. Rick hurt Monica.”

“What!?”

He ducked out of the way right as she pounced. The feline bounced off of the wall, pinning him to the ground. “Bad.” She stated, pressing down on him and driving the air from his lungs. Rick kicked upwards and freed himself, rolling, and yelping in surprise as she backhanded him. There was just enough force behind the gesture to send him rolling, and she pounced again.

There was barely any space to really move or escape, Rick shoved against the bed to avoid getting pinned again, scrambling to his feet and ducking just as Monica flew over him. The feline bounced against the opposite wall like it was nothing. Her next attack came faster than Rick could move, he was pinned against the wall with a definite thud.

She didn’t talk, pressing against him until he kicked her away and stumbled again. The process was a simple game of cat and mouse. Rick being the mouse, trapped in a box with a supernaturally powerful cat. His attempts to make her stop fell on deaf ears, she was serious, and that was starting to bring an edge of concern. Not enough to attempt to force her to stop, but enough he had to wonder where Dia was right about now. His biggest fear was that Monica wouldn’t hold back, that one of these pounces would bring her true strength to bear. Rick had no illusions about the situation, she could crush him like an over-ripe grape.

With each successive escape, she would increase the force just a little, with each dodge she would move just a fraction faster than before. Rick was finding himself quickly being pushed harder and harder, and Monica was getting more serious.

“Rick hurt Monica.” This time she pinned his left arm and chest against the ground, leaning over and looking into his eyes sternly. “Hurt Monica, now.”

“No.” With a growl, he tried to shove her off. This time she didn’t let him, increasing the pressure. “Monica.”

“Hurt Monica.”

“No.”

Her scowl deepened, placing more pressure. “Hurt.”

“No!”

He returned the glare, heaving air as best he could with an increasingly compressed ribcage. His breaths were coming in shallow, and the pain was starting to move past being merely discomfort.

“Rick!” She said, growling. She was growing angry.

The pressure was cutting his breathing short, his lungs were starting to strain, his beating heart was hammering away faster, and it wasn’t calming down. Cold sweat began to run down his back, eyes widening. He was drowning.

“ENOUGH!”

His voice came out hard, carried by more than just the air in his lungs.

Monica yanked her claws away as if scalded, anger evaporated instantly and now her gaze was full of confusion and concern. Ears flat, her tail hung limp as Rick collapsed on the floor, heaving air and clenching a fist against his chest.

With his eyes fixated on the floor. “Breathe.” He spoke to himself, inhaling deeply. “Breathe.” It was a struggle, his heart wanted to explode out, his body was tense like a coil. “Breathe.”

“Rick?”

The hand touched his shoulder softly, concern washing through the bond. He didn’t shrug her off, but he’d certainly felt tempted. “I’m… I’m ok.” He lied, focusing on the now, on the here, on the cold stone floor and the hard surface against his hand. Irene had warned him it might happen. He just hadn’t expected it after over a month without problems. “I’m ok.”

She didn’t wait further, pulling him onto her lap and hugging him against her. “Sorry.” She whispered, rubbing her face against his shoulder. “Sorry.”

Undetected by either of them, the room’s door closed without a sound.




Chapter 169 [Lady Embla]

The royal room was dark, no sign of light from outside. But to Embla this was of little concern, the room was inside the Court’s palace, built out of several of the ancient trees and still very much alive. To her eyes, the lack of light was no impediment, the tree’s aura was easy to spot and the shape of the room perfectly visible.

Laying in bed, her gaze shifted towards her lover.

Barry’s aura was so feeble it was easier to spot him by the outline of his body surrounded by the denser aura of the tree. The man lay with his head pressed softly on her shoulder, his hand squeezing her breast.

For a moment she wondered whether he was seeking to wake her, but it was clear he was still deep in his sleep. He twitched and groaned, muttering under his breath and shaking his head. Embla cast a simple silent spell, the words coursed through her lips as she focused her energy to follow the patterns. She made sure to keep her power light. With a mere caress, he relaxed, sighing and sinking into her embrace. She slowly wrapped him closer into her arms, kissing his forehead gently.

A singular sound broke the silence, a growl.

Embla chuckled in amusement. “Of course.”

She let the Hound keep complaining for a while longer as she stroked Barry’s hair between her fingers. Alas, she could not ignore the feralborn maiden forever, even if she did feel tempted to.

A second spell was muttered, her whole hand glowing with a faint green as she caressed Barry’s chest. Spells that placed someone into an unconscious state were useful, but unconsciousness was not restful. So she made sure hers would be one for deep sleep instead.

Untangling herself from Barry’s grasp, Embla threw the bed-sheet over him and walked towards the double-doors of the room, sending the Hound follow. She was uncaring for her nudity. Though the same could not be said about her guards.

“Ma’am!”

Embla needed only to give them a look, and they returned to their posts. She could feel the feralborn Hound trailing within her shadow as she descended the stairs towards the training courtyard. There were a few trainees using it, but she scared them off with a small increase of her aura. With the place left for herself, she waited for the Hound to come out of the shadow. Embla waited, naked and enjoying the light cool breeze of night air.

They both knew the rules of this encounter, it was not their first.

With a savage snarl, the Hound lunged at Embla. Her response was a roundhouse to the chest that sent the maiden flying backwards.

The guards knew better than to come and check.

Embla pressed her advantage, closing the distance in a single step, her fist sinking into the canine’s gut. There was enough resistance to show the Hound had at least put some effort in learning since the last time, the canine used the chance to lashing out to rip out the Lady’s flesh.

She let her.

Long angry strips of blood and skin were gouged out of her arms. The pain surged through Embla’s body like fire, and the next punch found her target’s ribs. Embla punched again despite the claws sinking into her arms, the next attack came harder,  hammering the feralborn mutt against the wall. Each impact shook the tree with a concussive blow, the pain of the claws sinking into her biceps pushed her to throw herself harder.

It wasn’t until she felt the protective layer of elemental energy drop and the Hound’s ribs crack that she stopped. Orion was breathing heavily, coughing, blood dripping from her lips. But her claws remained firmly grasping Embla’s biceps, claws having dug themselves past her dark skin.

With barely a flinch, she tore those out and stepped back, letting the Hound drop to the ground. “Is that all?” She growled at the canine, pushing her powers to close the wounds, the bleeding had stopped within seconds. She turned towards the courtyard’s entrance. “Berry.”

The door opened, and two soldiers entered, quickly leaving a small bag with the healing berries. Embla took one out and tossed it at the feralborn that lay on the ground. At least this time the canine hadn’t been dumb enough to throw the offer away, quickly consuming the fruit. It wouldn’t heal her broken ribs, but it would go a long way towards leaving them less of a crippling injury.

The canine whimpered and grunted, slowly raising herself to her feet again.

The growl came back.

Embla nodded solemnly. “Good.”

Lunging forward, her fists came hard and fast. Orion managed to dodge a few, but she lacked the skill and experience to handle someone that could so openly ignore the pain of having her claws rip into them. Admittedly, the difference in experience would have been enough to mark the difference, but even without it, Embla was in a thoroughly advantageous position when it came to a fight with no powers involved. Her breed was faster, stronger, and had not just a powerful ability to self-heal but also to ignore pain.

The primal maidens had made her breed as natural born mage-killers, able to disrupt and deny spells and some of the more complex elemental abilities. Meanwhile, the Hound wasn’t a fighter, she was a hunter. Made to track prey for months and wear them out before delivering death, she had a healing power, but it paled to Embla’s.

But the biggest and true drawback besides inexperience was that a Hound was half-way down her genus, its powers not yet realized in full, she still had another shift left in her… once she became strong enough.

Meanwhile, Embla was at the peak. And had been for nearly half a decade.

The spar took four hours before the Hound could not get back up even with the aid of the berries. She had learned the hard way to dodge rather than block, to move out of the way with the least amount of effort. It was a lesson she’d yet to truly hammer down, but there was a talent in the canine, a clear goal somewhere in the maiden’s mind she was pushing herself to.

By the time the Hound could stand up no more, most bones had broken under the unrelenting fists. No guard stood around watching for long, many of them were familiar with what training a feralborn maiden meant, and none were keen on spectating after the first ten minutes.

Embla gazed down at Orion, proceeding to pour every bit of her power over the creature to show this had been little more than a warm-up to her.

The Hound grunted, growling weakly but not moving.

Embla rolled her eyes and scooped the canine into her arms, walking her towards the apothecary. The resident healer grunted in annoyance, lifting her gaze from the book she’d been reading. “Again?”

“Again.”

Placing the Hound gingerly on the table, the old maiden made an annoyed sound. “You’re trailing blood all over the place.”

“Someone will clean it.”

“You should have cleaned yourself.”

“Your tone should clean itself too.”

With glowing hands the old maiden leaned over the Hound. There was a sound of annoyance, and then rest. The healer glanced at Embla. “You should show more respect to the one who changed your diapers.”

The only response was a cocky smirk as she put her hands on her naked hips. “Going to finish any time soon, hag?”

“For failing to get a feral to bow to you, you’re in a good mood.”

“Perhaps.”

“You fought naked.”

Embla shrugged her shoulders slightly. “Maybe I’ve grown a taste for insolence. Makes it more interesting.” 

The healer quirked a brow. “Or maybe you’re proud your male bonded a high-spirited thing.”

The barest hint of color reached Embla’s face. “Maybe.” She rolled her shoulders to remove the tension.

“Don’t think you can fool me, girl, you’ve been parading that bare neck of yours all over.”

“A symbol of freedom.”

“At the hands of a human.” The woman spoke with an edge of steel.

That caused the woman’s eyes to narrow. “What are you trying to insinuate?”

“Nothing, my Lady. I only feel concern about whether you’ve forgotten our cause.”

Embla growled now. “Never.”

“Good.” A slight nod, the old woman leaned away from the unconscious Hound. “Your mother does not have long, and action must be taken.”

“Barry’s not ready.”

“Your mother’s health does not depend on his readiness.” The old woman spoke, meeting Embla’s steel gaze.

“I am aware.”

“If a rush comes through while she is incapacitated like this, we may lose too many to survive.”

“I am aware.”

A harsh nod followed. “Then act like it.”

Embla leveled a glare at the woman, but said nothing. She reached to take Orion from the table and with the feral in her arms, she proceeded to walk over to the nearest shower. She placed the unconscious feral on the floor and allowed the cold water to drench them both. Thoughts of her mother came heavily as she began scrubbing her body clean of the blood, her own wounds closed.

She cared not to dry herself as she headed back to her room.

The guards dared not speak or comment on their Lady carrying a naked drenched Hound back into her chambers. And after laying Orion on the nearest chair, she moved towards the bed, stopping herself at the edge. She looked at the human that slept soundly, hands stretched out in search of someone who was not there. Quietly, in the dark, Embla stared at the pasty pale redhead. The young man whose eyes would still twinkle with wonder and innocence. His warmth called to her with a promise of rest, of peace. A breath of fresh air she had not known she’d needed so desperately.

Had she lost sight of their goals? Had she deluded herself to believe this could continue forever? Fingers reaching for her throat, she caressed where the collar had once been. She could still see the item, its enchantments broken and gone, no more than a piece of leather.

Closing her eyes, Embla steeled her resolve.

She turned towards the dresser, she activated the mage-light to look at her reflection. Her fingers brought the collar up, clicking it around her neck. The sound loud in the silence of the room, her fingers shook for a moment, as if expecting something terrible to happen, of old memories to resurface. But there was nothing, inside or outside, only quiet.

Embla opened her eyes to stare at her reflection once more.

She looked as if a weight had fallen on her shoulders, she knew it to be one that had never left. Her eyes shone with sharpened steel, the soft contours of the hint of the smile she’d worn now gone.

A wave and the light was out.

She turned towards the door, knowing she could not turn to Barry or she’d waver.

The guards froze as she stepped outside, feeling her power as she projected it in full.

She gave but a single command.

“Bring me my armor.”

They ran.




Chapter 170 [Mr. Gabriel]

“Elder Gabriel, we should be heading back.”

He leveled a stern gaze at Rose. The Centaur squirmed slightly and nodded sheepishly, clopping her hooves and turning to look at the alleyway they’d walked into while remaining silent. There was nothing there save darkness, some trash, and mud, but Mr. Gabriel didn’t mind it, walking past and making his way forward. Tess the Mousegirl was stuck to his side, albeit far more loosely than she’d been on the main streets of the city.

She felt safer away from the crowds, and Rose was practically the opposite.

Keeping a steady march, his eyes continued to turn upwards to the rooftops.

The castle town had a feel to it that made it appear haphazardly put together, a certain chaos to the streets and their layout. But he’d seen more subtle traps during his time. The layout was clearly meant to make it hard for attackers to navigate the city effectively. Trying to go on straight lines would lead to dead ends, taking a wrong turn could have you clashing face-first into whatever incoming force was trying to rally their way to the fortress. The philosophy was quite thorough, like trying to use a river’s strength against itself.

Old habits died hard, and in this case, Gabriel had spent the better part of the past few days walking around the city. His legs weren’t as strong as they used to, but he wasn’t about to let that slow him down. “There we go.”

There was a mild sense of accomplishment once he confirmed the street they came out to was the one he’d been aiming for. And that meant the conman’s house was… “There.”

Just slightly further up the street and-.

“Ginny!”

The centaur sprung to action faster than Gabriel had the chance to notice what was going on. He spotted the two lizard girls standing in front of the house with a third one talking to them.

“Don’t worry Rose, we’re alright.” Ginny spoke with a wide smile and a flushed face, her hand gestured at the woman next to her. “We met on the market.”

“And who is this?”

Gabriel’s voice startled Ginny, she turned to him with a moment of nervousness that was followed by a quick bow. “Greetings, elder, I was merely introducing a maiden I met at the market.”

His eyes turned towards the woman in question. She wore a long dark cloak which hid just about everything about her save her head. Her hair was a shimmering blue that made it appear as if made out of gems, her eyes a brilliant gold, high rosy cheekbones and a picture perfect demure smile framed in ruby red lips. Her eyes locked on him, and for a moment Gabriel felt like he was a teenager all over again.

The moment was fleeting, however, leaving him with only a slight smile of days long past.

“I met a woman like you, once. Most exotic girl in Ho Chi Minh.”

Her face flushed slightly, she bowed her head. “You are too kind, sir.”

“That, and she gave half the platoon more crabs than a crustacean buffet.”

“Excuse me?”

He laughed, ignoring the shocked and confused expression the maiden shot his way. He waved them off.

“Don’t pay me any mind, I’m just some old bones rattling.” His focus moved to the blue-lizard girl. “My hell-spawn still jumping on the bed with the Tomas boy?”

Instantly the woman squirmed. “I, erm-“

“So yes.” His gaze rose towards the window on the second floor, eyes narrowing slightly. 

“Ginny?”

“Yes, sir?”

“Go tell her she has exactly ten minutes before I go up to get her down myself.”

“I, um-.”

“I am going to count the time, whether you tell her or not.”

Jumping from her spot, the maiden turned towards the house, rushing inside.

“It appears you are quite strict.” The voice came out smooth, the stranger stepping closer to him.

“Owner of the house is too scared to put his foot down. Someone’s got to hammer some manners into that girl.”

“Children do need some tough love from time to time.”

“You have any of your own?” He turned to look at her, noticing her hand gently patting Lizzy’s head. The reptilian maiden nuzzling into the touch. “That girl was a very squiggly line.”

“You’re surely not insinuating I am old enough to have children, sir?”

“I met one of you lot that looked as young as my granddaughter and was closer to my age. I’m not taking chances with assumptions.”

The smile remained sweet and soft as her golden eyes shone. “A very wise view. Is there a Miss Elder by any chance?”

“Long gone, I’m afraid.”

“Ferals?”

“Illness.”

“I am sorry to hear that. She must have been very happy with such a man at her side.”

“The lucky one was me.” A deep sigh, he glanced at Rose, the Centaur had gone quiet, moving to his side and watching the conversation unfold. On the opposite side, Tess was gripping his hand tight enough to hurt.

The door opened. “I have informed her, sir.”

“Good, good. The ten minutes were almost up, anyway.” He glanced at the blue-haired woman. “I think you should be going now.”

“Indeed, my owner must be getting worried.”

Gabriel snorted. “Owner, sure.”

“I’m not sure I understand.”

“A pretty woman like you? Men would be lining up to get wrapped around your finger like a ring.”

She laughed, the sound a soft chime that sent chills through places Gabriel hadn’t felt move in decades. “This was a very pleasant meeting, Elder.” She bowed low. “I hope to meet you again.”

“I’d invite you in, but it’s not my home.” He shrugged, giving a dismissive wave of goodbye. “Maybe when I’m under my own roof.”

“I will be waiting, then.” She bowed again. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Liz, Ginny, and Rose.”

“Have a nice day!” She Draco waved her hand enthusiastically and watching her go.

Gabriel merely stepped into the house with Tess, stroking her hair with his free hand until she loosened her death-grip on his fingers. The mouse slowly eased and relaxed until she leaned into his hip, wrapping her arms around his chest in a hug.

He waited until Ginny brought in Lizzy and closed the door before talking.

“You should be careful around that woman.”

“I… she is a stranger’s maiden, of course, sir. We must be careful.” She nodded emphatically but it was obvious her response came from an instruction manual.

“The only time Tess gets this terrified is when Monica’s looking directly at her.” His expression grew stern.

“I will keep that in mind, elder. I thank you for your wisdom.” Another quick nod before crouching, taking out some leather straps from her pocket and putting on what looked like little leather boots on her claws. “Miss Rose should be waiting for me at the back, I’ll let her. Hopefully we can help to prepare dinner.”

“You do that.”

With a weary sigh, he turned to walk his way up the stairs. He didn’t need a cane, Tess was more than eager to help him every step. The young woman was no more than four and a half feet tall and she showed far more strength than any he could muster. Likely more than he ever could have.

Reaching his granddaughters’ room, he knocked twice.

The door swung open. “Wha… Hello gramps.”

“Well, at least I can be sure you got that from my side of the tree.” She yelped when he reached out to pinch the back of her hand. “Keep your hormones in check, girl, this isn’t your house.”

“Hey!” She rubbed at the back of her hand. “I can do whatever I want.”

“And so can I. Your mother taught you better than to be this disrespectful.”

“What do you want me to do? This city blows, the closest to a party they don’t even have parties unless it’s some big event or whatever.”

“Well, Victor did say he had a daughter that…”

“Shut up!” Gabriel and Kat spoke in unison, the shirtless Tomas flinched.

“You can help with the meals.”

Kat’s eyes widened. “Are you joking? That’s what the maidens are for.”

“You can speak up when you get a better idea.” He leaned over to glance at Tomas. “Same goes to you.”

“… yes sir.” He sighed.

“What!?” Kat whirled on him.

He just shrugged. “I don’t have a better idea.”

The two began to throw half-hearted grumbles at one another, and Gabriel could only sigh. He couldn’t wait until he found some place to settle down his weary bones and stop worrying so much about the petty things.

It was just so tiresome.




Chapter 171 [Pan]

The sound of loud banging startled Pan out of her bed. Her sword was in her hand within instants. The room was dark, the light shinning through the cracks in the wooden panel that covered the window telling her it was still late at night.

“Pan, wake up!”

Kajou’s voice eased her concerns, she sheathed the sword. “I’m coming.”

“Dress up.”

That gave her pause. If she was to dress, then this was more than just Kajou visiting at the late hours. Pan nodded and quickly donned her full gear, the movements a welcome comfort, the protective clothes were always more comfortable than the alternatives. She was out of the small room within the span of two minutes, finding Kajou and two Court guards flanking her.

“The Lady’s called for an emergency meeting.”

Pan’s brows rose, was it finally time? “Do you think…?”

“I think nothing. I’ve not been told what this meeting is about.”

The tone stung, but Pan kept it from showing. It was clear Kajou was still very much irritated. Perhaps from their last argument, or the one prior. At this point it was becoming hard to keep track of what had been the last issue to cause sparks between them.

They marched into the palace, its massive size hidden in the darkness as the trees stretched up towards the night sky. Four towers that had been built by the elves long before the current Court came to be. Pan couldn’t help but wonder whether the dark elves had sought this place or merely stumbled upon it, her wings itched with the sense of awe for the elves of old, now long locked in slumber or enslaved to the humans.

The moment they stepped into the palace it was clear something was off. The guards were tense, they were trained, their emotions hidden behind discipline. But it was a clear sense of something larger looming over everyone.

Kajou had clearly noticed as well, her hand remaining idly on her sword.

They were taken towards the conference room.

The table was gone, the chairs were gone, in their stead was Embla, seated on a stool as if it were a throne. She had the same fearsome black armor they had seen her wearing during the feral rush, using her right hand to hold the giant war-axe standing in place as it rested beside her. The implications prickled at the back of Pan’s mind. She shared a look with her sister, they knew they’d just stepped into a Dragoness’ den. They could feel the gaze of the maiden from within her helmet. One wrong step and they would burn.

“We greet you, Lady Embla.” They spoke in unison, bowing low in a show of cordiality and deference.

There was the barest of nods. “I greet you in turn.” Embla’s voice carried perfectly even through the armor’s helmet. Silence stretched out, and the sisters glanced at each other once more. “I have reached a conclusion to our negotiations. But you will first wait.”

Wait for what? Another worried quiet look, they dared not speak and nodded.

It didn’t take more than a minute for someone to knock at the door.

“Come in.”

As soon as Pan noticed who was opening the door, she felt her hackles rise. Her hand twitched and froze when Kajou’s own hand gripped it tightly, the two maidens shared a cross look as Pan’s jaw clenched shut tightly and waited in silence as Barry stepped into the room.

The human was clearly not to meet them either.

“Do you… need me?”

“Yes, come.”

Even with Barry’s presence, both sisters could feel the Lady had not moved her focus away from them even an inch. Once he was standing in front of her, she waited several more seconds before moving her attention to the human.

“You have lived with us for several months. You have seen our ways, met our people, and have dined with us.” Embla’s voice boomed outwards, carrying every bit of power she wielded. “It is time to decide. Will you join us?”

He shuddered under the pressure, nearly falling to his knees but holding out. “I… thought I had.”

“No, you had not.” She stood, dwarfing him. “Joining the Court means you will fall under my command. It means you are ready to obey that command. And it means you are ready to lay down your life for our cause. Do you understand what this means?”

“I mean, I-.”

Squirming, he did not step back as she stepped closer. His eyes looked into the helmet and he paled.

“This is your only chance to make a decision. If you stay, you become one of ours, we will protect you as one of ours, but we will also command you like one of ours.” A heartbeat of silence. “If you leave, you can do so on your own, or with them.”

Seeing the look of panic Barry had when looking their way, it suddenly became clear why they’d been called. Pan’s eyes widened and fury boiled in her blood, her mind was half made up to stake a step forward before she felt Kajou’s grip tightening around her hand painfully. Only then did she realize Lady Embla had not let go of the gigantic war-axe, holding the weapon exactly where it needed to be to block them if they tried anything. And trying anything would get them summarily executed, no doubt.

“I… I want to join. I want to fight with you.”

Barry’s voice carried as much resolve as it could under the pressure Lady Embla was putting out. He was shaking, pale, and likely would faint soon, so it had come out as barely a whisper.

“Very well.” She released the pressure, he stumbled forward, falling into her embrace. With one arm wrapped around his shoulders and pulling him against the armor, Embla’s attention turned towards Pan and her sister. “How this proceeds will depend on you.”

“What do you mean?”

“Barry was liberated from your abuse upon his reaching our Court. Under our law, he is due vengeance.”

A chill ran down Pan’s back.

“Even by Coven standards, you have been barbaric.”

Pan took a step forward, and Kajou yanked her back. The Valkyrie glared at her sister. “Don’t do this.” Kajou mouthed under her breath, pale and shaken. If a fight broke out, they knew exactly how it would develop.

She yanked her hand out of Kajou’s grasp, turning towards Lady Embla with a glare.

“You took us in and yanked us around like we’re some-.”

The words were cut short, the war-axe swung and Pan barely had the time to unsheathe her blade to block it. Her whole body rung like a bell, instinct moving faster than thought, wings spreading wide to slow down right before smashing into the wall. The most surprising thing wasn’t how hard she hit the wall, but why Lady Embla had not followed through and split her body in two.

“STOP!”

Barry stood between the Lady and Pan, arms wide. He was three shades paler, skin closer to snow than flesh.

“I don’t want revenge.”

“That had not been for what you are owed.” Embla had not moved, war-axe held on her right hand like it weighed nothing. “You have two choices, ambassadors.” Her voice was smooth, cold. “You can either both die, or the Valkyrie willingly surrenders and the other leaves.”

Pan’s eyes widened.

“If you surrender, the Amazoness walks away with everything we know about the collars we were supplied.”

“That’s a death sentence all the same!” The winged maiden shrieked. “She’d be feral by the time she reached the mountains.”

“Not if she bonds Bary.”

Whatever was said next, Pan did not hear it. She roared, bursting away from the wall with fury and coating herself with radiant flames. There was just enough sense to know she would stand no chance against the Lady, so she turned her focus towards the human. Putting every bit of power she could pour into her blade, she met the scared look on his face as she swung.

Just as her blade began to arch downwards, something washed over her, and the world around her became empty of energy, of her own power. The searing white fire surrounding her blade sputtered and died, the energy coating her body for protection vanished.

It knocked the air out of her, everything slowed, the very acceleration she’d been trusting on dying as well. She didn’t see the metal boot coming her way, but she felt it as it landed squarely against her chest right as her powers flickered back into existence. It barely avoided her ribs cracking under the impact.

The consideration as to how to retaliate died when the war-axe came down upon her. Again, instinct kicked in and she raised her blade, gathering every bit of power she could in an attempt to deflect the incoming attack. The two blades sent sparks flying, Pan kept a close eye on the Lady’s energy, trying to get a read whether the next attack would be elemental in nature or physical.

She didn’t expect another burst of void to hit her. It was followed by a singular punch to the chest that came before her powers came back. She chocked and stumbled, the war-axe was coming back, its edge bit into her leg with searing hot pain. Pan did not hesitate, lunging forward with her wings right as her powers flickered back in place, blade dancing towards the visor.

Her adversary turned enough for the metal to miss and scrape against the enchanted murisium. The movement flowed into a thrusting movement with the butt of the axe, smashing against Pan’s wing. The blow was too heavy, Pan stumbled back, nearly falling over from her wounded leg.

With glowing hands she sealed the wound before it could bleed her dry. There were voices shouting, but she heard none, leaping right forward. Her blade thrusting at her enemy as she carefully tried to read when the next flicker of void would hit her. Not that she could keep her focus away from the war-axe more than a split second, the Lady swung it close to her body with such precision and speed it was impossible anyone else would have been able to accomplish such a feat, even less within the tight quarters of the room.

Lady Embla danced with her axe, a deadly sharpened edge stuck to a gigantic pole of wood and steel that barely avoid scraping against her own body. The armor and weapon ought to weight several humans on their own, even maidens would have a problem putting that much inertia and shift the direction, but Lady Embla made it look easy, weightless, a leaf in the wind.

Pan had no room to attack, barely room to defend. She gathered her power onto her blade, ready to strike at her opponent’s elbow, seeing the gap in the armor.

Pan did not expect Lady Embla to take the attack, to allow it to pierce into her flesh.

In her surprise, she could not react to the burst of void.

Nor the war-axe coming down to her head with a definitive blow.

Except something shoved her out of the way.

The cry that followed made Pan’s world shatter.

Kajou stumbled, her right arm gone, a spray of blood painting Pan’s side.

There was only one thing she could do.

“I yield!”

She threw herself in front of the Lady, kneeling and looking up at the uncaring cold eyes within the helmet. “I… yield.” Her hands spread wide, her head hung low. “Please, not… not her.”

“Pan…” Kajou grimaced.

A clatter of steel and stone, Pan’s sword yanked out of the wound and tossed across the room to a corner. Lady Embla wasn’t even breathing hard, she merely reached down and, with a gesture, yanked Pan’s collar.

“You won’t be needing this. I heard of what you’d done to Barry and his companion during your trip. And so the same will be done to you.” She tossed the piece of enchanted leather at Kajou and ignored the younger maiden as she turned to Barry. “They will go feral in one week. Whoever you have not bonded with, I will execute.”

The guards took them both away.




Chapter 172 [Rick]

“This breaks physics.”

Sitting on the large plush bed, legs crossed, Rick kept glaring at the book about ‘alchemy’ that he’d been provided by the maids as a “loan” from the Earl.

“How so, sir?” Dia, leaning into his shoulder, had been glancing at the book.

“Here.” He pointed at the formula that’d been written down on the yellowed pages. “It lists that the total mass changed. In a sealed environment.”

“Well, yes. Metal-based elemental energy interacts differently with an elemental stone than with a piece of wood.” She pointed at the start of the formula. “The properties of the elemental stone barely changed, but the wood gained weight.”

“Mass doesn’t just…” Rick rubbed at the bridge of his nose. “Where does the weight come from? Does elemental energy have weight?”

“Sometimes?”

“So if a maiden just goes and uses a lot of that elemental energy, her weight abruptly goes down?”

Dia giggled. “Oh no, that would be crazy.”

He could feel the start of a migraine. “I think I’m going to need to look at the fundamentals. Is there any… alchemy… book that’s more basic than this?”

“I will ask, but I think this is as basic as it goes, sir.” She nodded with a wry smile. “Does chemistry work differently where you come from?”

“This isn’t chemistry, it’s…” He closed the book and sighed. “Science is something you can replicate consistently. It’s trying to figure out the building blocks and how they mesh. And this… this feels like I’m looking at an art book on how to draw. Except I don’t have any brushes.”

“But you have me, sir. And the kitten who must not be named lest she wake up.”

They both glanced to the side. Monica was curled up in a ball and sleeping soundly.

“I know you’re trying to make it sound reassuring, but it doesn’t mesh well with me.” Rick said. “It’s… to make alchemy I have to get my hands on a maiden with the elemental energy I want to use? And she must be talented enough to be consistent with her output? And… none of this really explains what elemental energy is. Not as an actual fundamental force.”

“I’m sorry, sir, I can’t give you a proper answer either.” She placed her hand on his knee. “I could tell you what lack or excess of elemental energy does to a body, of some of the more common afflictions pertaining to this, and the basics for healing spell casting, but…”

Monica’s ears perked up, her head rose, turning to the door. Two seconds after, there was a soft knock. Rick glanced at the Sabertooth, gauging her current mood. She wasn’t alert, merely curious, which had to mean whomever was knocking wasn’t perceived as a threat. 

“Come in.”

The door creaked open, and a mousy woman stepped inside. With a pale complexion and gray hair, the maiden looked older than her peach-shaped face would have otherwise shown. She took a single step inside, barely enough to close the door behind her, and immediately stiffened like a board. Even if her eyes and ears were aimed directly at Rick, it was clear she could feel Monica’s presence.

“The Earl invites you to a boar hunt, sir.”

“Hunt?” Monica perked further, fully sitting up and glancing between Rick and the mouse.

Rick kept his lips locked into a passive expression. “When would it be?”

“In five days, sir. The Earl understands you may not have the proper apparel, and has offered calling for a seamstress.” She shifted ever so slightly. “Unless sir intends to head out to the city?”

“Oh god no.” The words slipped out of his mouth before he could stop them. He quickly shook his head. “No, no, just… thank the Earl for his offer. I would appreciate having the seamstress brought here. And thank you.”

“Of course, sir.”

She turned to leave, softly closing the door behind her.

“Huh.”

“What is it, sir?”

“She’s the first one that didn’t run.”

“You think she might come back?” Dia chuckled.

“Honestly, I hope so. Monica needs to get accustomed to… people.”

“Sir, with all due respect, you’ve spent most of your time locked inside this singular room. This is not a great example.” Her tone had a slight humor to it, her finger poking his shoulder. “I may soon have to invoke concern for your health so I can drag you outside.”

“I know…” He shook his head. “And Monica is only going to take so long before she starts becoming bored with the monotony. We should start thinking about how to handle the hunting thing.”

Monica approached the bed, glancing down at him with a frown. “Rick hunt?”

“She looks giddy… why does she look giddy about that?”

“She looks like normal.”

“No, no, look at the tail.” Rick gestured. “It’s flicking. She flicks it when she’s giddy.”

Monica frowned, crawling onto the bed and poking him with her claw. “Rick. Hunt?” She asked more insistently.

“Alone.”

She quirked a brow and snorted. “No.”

“It’s not something you can argue, Monica. You can’t just ghost me everywhere.”

“Rick no hunt alone. Hurt.”

“I get that. It’s not like I have a choice.”

Dia giggled. Both Rick and Monica glared at her. “Monica doesn’t know half the words you are using, sir, but she’s clearly understanding your intentions.”

“I think it’s the bond. It helps… somewhat.” His shoulders slumped. He glanced at Monica. “Boar hunt. Only a boar, nothing else. Just…”

“Rick soft. No hunt alone.” Another poke.

“Small hunt.”

“No. Rick hurt.”

This time she poked the center of his chest, and he could only wince as he felt more than saw Dia’s expression darken.

“Sir?”

“It’s nothing, just a scare when she got a bit rough.”

“Sir!?” She raised her voice now. “Monica got rough!?”

“Not that kind. She got a bit tough, and I just had a thing.”

“Is this… oh, this is when I started feeling horrible all of a sudden!” Dia’s eyes widened. “I spent an hour doing self-diagnosis when I should have run over here! You should have told me, sir!”

“Rick no hunt alone.”

Monica’s poke knocked him onto his back, the two now leveling determined anger his way. He laid on his back, frowning. His lips parted as he tried to form the proper words to the two scowls aimed at him. Slowly he glanced between Dia and Monica. He could actually feel their concern. If he didn’t pay close attention, he might have mistaken it for his own. With a deep sigh, he just closed his eyes and leaned further into the bed.

“We have five days to convince Monica to not get in the way.” A sharp inhale. “And if we can’t, then… I don’t know what we’ll do then.”

“Sir?”

“As to what happened to you, I’m sorry I lost control like that. I shouldn’t have allowed it to get that bad.” Opening his eyes again, he moved to the edge of the bed. “I think I’m going to need to take a walk or something.”

“Rick?”

“But I can’t, because Monica clings to me, afraid that I’m going to die or vanish the instant she isn’t within pouncing range.” His brows furrowed. “But we can’t let that keep up.”

When he opened his eyes again, he saw the glares had been replaced with concern. His own gaze moved from Monica to Dia, and then back.

“Fuck it.”

Moving to leave the bed, he slipped his shoes on.

“I’m going to take a walk.”

Two steps towards the door, Monica had intercepted, placing herself between him and the exit.

“I’m going to take a walk. And you are staying.”

He tried to take a step around her, and she made sure to body-block his path to the door.

“Monica protect.”

“Yeah, well, this is Rick protect.”

Monica took a slight step back, confused. He took the chance and stepped around her before she could throw some more questions or, worse, block him. The feline shot him a strange look as he closed the door behind himself. On the bed, Dia looked on with her own concern.

The moment the door closed behind him, Rick took a sharp right and began walking. His mind was running through the number of meters he estimated he’d traversed. Twelve steps, thirty, sixty. It wasn’t until he’d been fully and entirely certain that he’d gotten outside of Monica’s incredible hearing range that he let out a long, withering sigh.

Slumping against the nearest wall, he took a deep breath.

That had been harder than he’d expected.

His heart was beating a mile a minute, even if he wasn’t entirely sure why.

Regardless, now came the harder part. Waiting.




Chapter 173 [Rick]

Though Rick had left the room with the intention of just clearing his head, he’d been just about ready to run straight back in. He wasn’t sure why, but that was the feeling that was coursing through him currently, as he sat on a set of stone stairs and trying to pretend he’d intentionally stopped there for some reason or another.

He was right where Monica couldn’t hear him or feel his exact location anymore.

Rick wasn’t sure how he knew that, how he was so sure about it, but he knew. He was a dozen steps away from her becoming aware of where he was again. He was half sure that just talking loudly would let her hear him, even there. It felt absurd. His brain told him it shouldn’t be possible for her to be able to just hear him exist this far off from the room. Was it over twenty meters away? More?

And the only reason he had that sense of certainty was because he felt a sense of anxiousness gnawing at the back of his mind. A feeling that he was sure had to be Monica’s. But at the same time it was hard to separate from his own. Her nervousness was rubbing off on him in a way that made his back cold with sweat.

“Do you… need anything, sir?”

The owner of the voice meekly stood next to Rick, a Mousegirl with a long and plain maid uniform. The pale complexion and button nose were easily recognizable as the one who’d come into his room just a handful of minutes ago. “Just catching my breath.”

She nodded, head turning towards the corridor he’d come from.

“Would sir wish for some privacy? This place would certainly… draw attention.”

“Uh, sure, I guess, just not too far off from here.”

“The gardens are just down the stairs to the right. It is a good place to… catch one’s breath.” She paused for a moment. “If you follow the wall to the left, it leads to a small untended corner that is out of sight. Very few know of it.”

“Oh, thank you.” Rick rubbed at his forehead, slowly moving his fingers to his temples as he did his best to control his breathing. “What’s your name?”

“My name, sir?”

“Yes.”

“My Mistress calls me Little Mouse.”

“I see.” He let out a slow sigh. “And what’s your name?”

Her lips curled slightly upwards. “Little Mouse, sir.” She gave a curt bow and turned to leave.

Rick waited for a minute before he got up and began to make his way down the stairs. He attempted to mostly take in the views as he moved. The fortress had a definite medieval feel to it, but there were also modern aspects incorporated. The walls, though made with large stone bricks, were almost polished smooth, with barely a gap between the large blocks. The stairs were covered with a rug of some sort, dark green and rough to the touch. The illumination was more modern. No candles or torches, but rather constant stable lights within colored glass orbs placed on the walls. They looked electric, but when Rick tried to move a hand close to one, the tingling on his skin told him they were made with elemental energy somehow.

The door leading outside was guarded, the two maidens wearing some teal blue uniforms opening the way without prompting, wait, or question. They acted as if they were nothing more than statues.

“Thank you.”

The small comment caused them both to tense, though they remained quiet.

The outside world brought with it a breath of fresh air he hadn’t realized he’d been sorely missing. Sunshine and a cool breeze did wonders at the tension on his shoulders.

The garden was lush, just down the set of stairs there was a tunnel that had been built by having several trees entwine with one another, forming long archways. The trees were different from one another. Rick was no botanist, but he could at least see no less than a dozen just at a first glance. Each one had its own leaves and flowers, their own shapes, giving the tunnel an almost kaleidoscopic appearance.

Rather than walk through it, however, he glanced to the left, spotting a narrow space between the fortress’ walls and the outer edge of the trees. It was hidden well enough. He would have certainly missed it if not for Little Mouse’s directions. So he followed, finding his steps slightly irregular and uncomfortable, but the ground was well trodden, this space clearly being used often. Perhaps to allow servants to care for the garden from places inaccessible from within the tunnel.

Within just a dozen meters or so, he’d made it to a small clearing that had the stone walls on one side and the trees on the other. Under the shade of the tree, there was an empty bench. 

Rick took the opportunity to reassess the situation with Monica. She was still nervous, and it was gnawing at him. Strangely enough, he was fairly sure he wasn’t all too far from her detection range. There was a mild sensation that if he kept himself to the wall and continued further into the garden, he’d eventually get closer to her.

It was weird, strange, and disconcerting. The emotions and feelings clearly came from the bond. They hadn’t been as apparent while traveling or while he’d been recovering. Something had shifted since that fight with the Baron, something that had been growing and hadn’t become apparent until now.

Or maybe he just hadn’t paid attention. He’d been able to draw pain from Monica while she fought. That wasn’t something that should be possible. Irene, the town psychic, hadn’t been sure about that either. She had certainly been emphatic over how little she knew about bonds. He’d have to find an expert in the field to be able to give him answers.

The sound of crunching dirt drew Rick’s attention.

“Oh, I didn’t know this was occupied already.”

The man was young, barely past his teens. His hair was long and smooth, his complexion thin and fair. The first thought that crossed Rick’s mind was that the stranger had been plucked straight out of some 90s boy-band.

“Don’t mind me, I’m just here to breathe.”

“Oh, uh, ok. Thank you, sir.”

He sat down on the opposite side of the bench, looking straight ahead.

Rick tried to get back into organizing his thoughts, but he could feel the young man looking at him every other second. He was trying to be discreet and failing. “Yes?”

“I… wouldn’t want to be a bother.”

Too late for that.

“You've got something to ask, I’m guessing?”

“Are you… you know, the one?”

Rick shot him a weird look. “The what?”

“The owner of… White Claw.”

“That’s me.” He sighed, slumping further into the bench. “Name’s Rick.”

“Right, sorry, I’m just being rude, I’m sorry.” The young man made vague hand gestures as he stood. “You’re clearly looking to relax and I just should’ve kept quiet.”

Rick looked at him from head to toe. The guy looked like one coffee cup away from imploding. “What’s your name?”

“Oh, uh, Nicolas.”

“And what’s your trouble?”

The man fidgeted. “I don’t think they’re that important, sir, not compared to… well.”

“Compared to… what?”

“Well, handling such a dangerous maiden.” The man coughed. “A Tigress is already very dangerous. I’ve heard of how they’ve ripped their partners apart merely because they were not worthy. And you have one who’s shifted to an even stronger form…”

Rick’s back straightened slightly. “You know about Tigresses?”

Nicolas appeared confused for a split second, nodding. “Only rumors. They are very rare outside of the southern villages. And they’re infamously hard to bond, which is why they’re so dangerous. I once-”

“But there’s tamed ones.” Rick dismissed the warning. “What’s known about those? There’s barely any written material about them.”

“That would likely be because they were one of the stronger and most successful factions during the rebellion against the kingdom’s power. At least in the south. They are dangerous to humans since they’d never bond with-.”

“I’m asking about their culture.” Rick’s voice came out in a growl, meeting the young man’s gaze intently.

Nicolas paled, nodding quickly. “They respect power, above all else.”

“But what about humans? There’s no way a human can compare to a maiden in power.”

“Of course, even gifted humans are far weaker than maidens.” A very quick nod, almost eager, his shoulders relaxing and a smile emerging on his lips. “Which is why Tigresses are known to be violent against humans who try to impose on them.”

“Sure, sure, but what about the relationships?”

“I… am not sure what you are talking about.”

“When a tigress decides she will have a human, what happens then?”

“Well, they test the human, and if they’re not worthy, then…”

“Oh.” Rick blinked a little.

“Which is why they’re so dangerous. You should definitely watch out.”

“Hm… are you sure you don’t know anything else?”

“It is based on rumors. They tend to be very isolated, so…”

“Ah, a shame.” Rick nodded slightly, standing up from the bench. “But I think you've helped me a bit.” He moved to stand, dusting himself off. “Thanks.”

“I… you’re welcome?”

“Best of luck, Nicolas.”

Rick headed back through where he came from, leaving the young man to look on in shock.




Chapter 174 [Royal Knight Captain Deneva]

Royal Knight Captain Deneva sensed Rick approaching his room not because of his presence, but because the Sabertooth within the room had stopped pacing behind the door. The human was frustratingly hard to detect through his aura. It was weak enough Deneva was certain she’d seen newborn humans with a stronger presence. By comparison, the feline maiden that had remained at his side was a miniature sun. She held back nothing, and even when asleep her power was annoyingly washing over everything around her as if laying claim to it.

Deneva had seen cadets with better control over themselves. Still, she had to begrudgingly accept that the feralborn cat was strong enough any of the knights would not really be able to stop her. The Lord’s decision to put her on guard duty was understandable, but did he really need to make her act like some lowly maid?

“Excuse me, miss Deneva?”

It was the human, Rick.

“Do you need anything?”

She eyed him, acknowledging his presence. Everything about him was as feeble as his aura, yet Deneva felt her gaze gravitating towards his hands, as if a part of her half-expected him to attack. There was an intensity in his pose, his gaze, his gestures. Like an echo of the feral that was bonded to him.

Curious.

“Would I be correct in assuming that your orders are to keep a check on Monica so she doesn’t harm anyone?”

“Yes.”

“And would I be correct in assuming that if you saw the need to intervene, it would be seen as a failure on my part to handle her?”

Deneva kept her expression impassive as she spoke. “Yes.” Sensing a twinge of amusement from him, she wanted to frown, but she’d be dead before she did such a basic misstep in protocol.

“I would like to request a small game involving Monica. Though I guess the intent would be to consider it more like a training exercise. Would I need to speak with the Earl over the details? Or would it suffice to talk it over with you since you’re the captain?”

A game?

Deneva caught herself half-way into scoffing at such a proclamation. Her gaze moved upwards to meet his gaze. “It would depend on the details.”

With a nod, Rick began to explain his idea. The more Deneva heard, the harder it was to keep her expression impassive. One thing became clear: the Lord would have to be the one to approve of it.

***

“And you intend this to be a… learning experience?”

Deneva stood next to her Lord, the man’s aura hidden behind layers of enchanted protections, impossible to read by even herself. But it was easy to tell there was an edge of enthusiasm behind the otherwise dubious cadence of his voice.

“Yes, sir. I’ve been trying to seek alternate ways to teach Monica societal values, and I believe this may be one way to go about a rather important lesson.”

Rick, on the other hand, was a study in opposites. The human had the fearful aura of a thief that had been caught mid-burglary. Yet his body kept a tight appearance of confidence, almost calm. His tone was cordial and respectful, but his eyes held no deference. His words were controlled, but they were spoken in a hurry.

Deneva had stood next to his room for long enough to know the man to be weak and deferential to his own maidens. What they wanted, he gave freely.

“And what lesson would that be?” The Earl asked, pretending to be bored.

“Trust, sir.” Rick answered quickly enough. It was clear he’d expected the question. “Monica’s relationship with knights has been… harsh. She would sooner assume they would attack us than protect us.”

The truth in Rick’s aura gave Deneva pause. She urged her own aura to press against her Lord’s hand. A signal that the words were important. To Deneva’s senses, the statement had been true and not just in reference to the feralborn maiden.

“I see.” The Earl nodded slowly. “I will approve of this. Though you would understand the need for caution.”

“Indeed, sir.”

“Deneva? How long would the preparations take?”

She would have to gather as many of the knights as they could spare. This was an opportunity for them as well, after all.

“Thirty minutes, my Lord.”

“Very well. Rick, you may leave.”

“Thank you, sir.”

A curt bow, and he departed.

The Lord waited until after the doors had closed before he acknowledged Deneva’s presence. “What are your thoughts on this?”

“He has no more control over his maidens than over the weather. The Rapha has some semblance of discipline, but it is clear that it is by no merit of her current owner.”

“Is that so?”

“It is, my Lord. It is in my humble opinion White Claw is merely humoring him. It is only a matter of time before her amusement runs out and disaster comes.”

“Are you suggesting I take her from him?”

Though his tone was calm, there was an edge of steel in his posture that brought a chill. She quickly spoke up, lowering her head further. “I would never dare presume such a decision, let alone suggest it, my Lord. Excuse my impudence.”

“I’ve been pondering on it. As you’ve said, he does not control his maidens. Yet it is clear he is not passive either.” A contemplative edge emerged on his plump features. “There is something about his ways that feels familiar…”

Deneva lowered her bow.

“What is your command, my Lord?”

He nodded sharply. “I think I would like to… surprise him.”

***

The sun glared down upon the dusty ground from its zenith.

Three fourths of all knights in the city had gathered in the training grounds. The orders had been clear, and everyone had moved with the discipline of a royal knight captain. Within the half hour, nearly a hundred maidens stood at attention. Save for a handful of exceptions, all high ranking knights that had been within the city were present.

And even through their stoic silence, there were murmurs.

Everyone had heard of White Claw and her owner. The fact that the two had remained locked up in the room had only fanned the flames of curiosity. Anyone with a bare minimum of perception of elemental energy would have been able to feel White Claw’s energy permeating over a third of the fortress, and anyone with heightened hearing would have surely heard of the nightly activities she and the human engaged in.

Now the mythical feralborn maiden was there in the flesh, pushing her presence outward with a level of force that was making the poor pink-haired Rapha pale. But it wouldn’t be enough to intimidate the knights. Deneva had long since ensured each and every maiden under her command could not be scared by cheap tricks.

“Would you do the honors, Rick?”

The Earl spoke with magnanimous grace.

Rick had been practically invisible. His aura was hidden within the downpour from White Claw’s own. If not because he stood in front of her, no one would have been able to acknowledge his existence.

“Sir?”

“You did intend to be part of this. You should be able to explain it better than I.”

“… right.”

The man moved stiffly towards the center of the combat training field. White Claw’s behavior turned her focus from the gathered knights to him. The intensity of her gaze would have made many a maiden freeze. Yet it did not appear to affect Rick as he turned his back on the Earl so he could address the gathered knights.

“I am looking to aid in training Monica to be more trusting. To do so, I will need volunteers for this game.” He gestured at the feline. “The game is simple. She will attempt to reach me, and the volunteers must stop her. But you must neither use weapons, spells, nor special abilities. The goal is to show her that she can trust your skills in ensuring a human’s safety.”

Deneva felt the Lord’s mirth as he called out to those gathered. “Any volunteers?”

As one, all hundred knights took a step forward. Next to Deneva, the Earl’s lips curled in amusement.




Chapter 175 [Royal Knight Captain Deneva]

“Monica hunt Rick. Knights protect Rick.”

Rick’s words had been simple enough, pulling up a chair and placing it at the center of the training grounds. Deneva stood next to her Lord, holding the umbrella and keeping a keen eye out for potential dangers.

“No.” Monica proclaimed, looking at Rick and then the six knights standing between her and him. 

Each knight wore their full combat regalia, their visored helmets obscuring their faces. The murisium metal had been intricately carved with protective enchantments that would make even a Dragoness unable to bring them down in a single blow.

“Monica protect Rick.” The feline’s aura covered the entire field like an angry blanket, smoldering in annoyance and irritation.

“This is a game, Monica.” He replied, tone calm. “Monica hunt Rick.”

Deneva felt her hackles rise. Negotiating with one’s own maiden was a severe sign of weakness. One could never trust such a human would be able to accomplish a mission, much less survive without dragging someone else with them.

“Monica win? Prize?”

The feline was looking at the knights, all of them were captains of their own squadrons. Deneva knew none would individually be able to provide the kind of power that could outmatch White Claw on their own other than herself, but as a team? There was little doubt they would succeed. Even with the absurdly powerful aura that would have made recruits falter, there was little doubt on how things would end once they started.

“Yes, prize.” Rick calmly leaned into the chair, directing his words to the knights.

“Sex prize?”

Rick’s face turned several shades of red and then pale. None of the knights dared laugh, but the amusement passed over the auras of everyone gathered like a wave.

“Oh my.” The Earl chuckled, covering his mouth curtly.

“Monica, not now. Talk later, game now.”

“No sex, no hunt.”

“Come on…” Rick quickly looked around, and the knights avoided meeting his gaze out of respect. With slumped shoulders, the man rubbed at his temples. “Yes sex.”

“Orgy?”

“If you lose, I’m giving orgy to Dia.”

This time it was the Rapha’s turn to go from brilliant red to pale. The poor maiden would have likely shrunk herself to nothing if she had the ability to do so. As it stood, she locked her gaze to the ground and tried to blend with the surroundings.

“Monica win.” The feline proclaimed.

“You should prepare yourselves.” Rick’s voice carried softly, grasping at the chair he was sitting on firmly.

“Don’t worry, sir, we know what we’re doing.”

The feline took a step forward. “Monica hunt.”

Raising her hands high into the air, she slammed them down against the ground with concussive force. Instantly, a cloud of dust rose into the air all around her. Rubble and sand scattered in every direction. Deneva snorted, crossing her arms.

“What are your thoughts?” Her Lord spoke softly.

“A fruitless attempt. Even if they cannot see her, it is still very easy to detect-.”

Deneva froze.

The aura was gone. The absence of the overbearing presence almost deafening to her senses.

A hard thumping sound followed, and Deneva stepped to place herself between her Lord and the potential threat, the pommel of her blade in hand. The royal knight captain’s hackles rose as she sharpened herself. If this was some ruse to attack the Earl, then…

“From above.”

It came as a surprise that Rick had been the one to shout the warning.

As one, the six knights leaned to look in the pointed direction. White Claw had emerged right at the peak of the dust plume, the angle clearly intended to land squarely where Rick sat. 

As one, they shouted. “Shields!”

Their coordination was impeccable. The six surrounded Rick, raising their shield arms and forming an impenetrable barrier. White Claw landed on it with a solid thud, though rather than move or roll off, she merely stood on top of the shields, tapping against them with her claw in apparent annoyance and contemplation.

“Heave!”

The knights thrust the shields upwards, sending the feline off. Though it did little, the feline landed with ease. Under normal circumstances, the knights would have moved to a battle formation and engaged White Claw, but without being able to use their weapons or elemental abilities, it would be a more reliable approach to prioritize becoming an impenetrable wall.

Deneva kept her nod of approval from showing. Someone might pick up on it and start thinking they could slack during training.

“She thinks the left flank is weaker.”

Rick’s voice carried over softly, breaking the silence. Deneva could see why the feralborn might think this way. The shortest knight in the group was on the left side after all. But only a fool would think this to be a sign of weakness.

“I see.” The Lord leaned forward in his seat, stroking his chin in contemplation.

“My Lord?”

“Just observe for now, Deneva. These are idle musings of mine.”

“Yes, my Lord.”

She turned her full focus to the knights and the maiden. It was clear the Earl had seen something she had not. Her eyes narrowed in close contemplation. White Claw was slowly circling the six knights currently surrounding Rick. The knights kept a formation that kept at least three shields aimed at the feralborn maiden at all times, the other three ready to supplement the defenses wherever needed.

They were gauging each other.

“She’s focusing on your shields. Probably wants to rip them off.”

True to his word, White Claw lunged straight at the group, her claws fanning out and ringing loudly against the tower shields. To a normal bystander, it might have looked as if the attack had been ineffective, but to an expert eye it was clear the attack hadn’t been intended to push through the shields. The claws found the edge of one of the shields, and White Claw yanked viciously, a move that would have normally been able to pull the maiden out of formation. But not against trained knights, the rest of the team had been quick to overlap the edges of their shields with that of their companion and, together, overcame White Claw’s strength.

She didn’t give up, however, switching targets to another. The knights weren’t as fast, but they had years of coordination. They needed to move far less to cover for the companion that was being focused on. The clash of claw against steel was beginning to ring louder, White Claw’s aura broke out of its confines and began to hammer down on the knights. The timing was impeccable, White Claw changed the timing of her attacks with her aura. Sometimes the aura would impact moments before her claws, and other times she would delay it.

“What are your thoughts on how she fights?”

“She’s not used to dragging things out.” Deneva declared. “She is trying to trick her opponents into opening a gap to quickly end it.”

“Do you think she’ll manage?”

“No, her only choice is to chip away at their defense.”

“And Rick?”

Deneva shifted her focus to the human. He was still on the chair, his aura all but invisible to her senses under the assault that was breaking out around him. The man was staring intently in the direction of White Claw, however, as if he could see through the knights that were standing in the way. It wasn’t until she focused on his face that Deneva noticed something was off. His brow was drenched in sweat, furrowed deeply, and his lips were moving. Whatever he was saying, it was impossible to make out with the ringing of the shields.

“He is talking.”

“He is telling the knights where Monica intends to attack.”

Deneva looked at the Earl in surprise. “You can hear him, my Lord?”

“It’s only a guess.” The man spoke, smiling in amusement. “Think of this fight politically, Deneva.”

“Politics is not an aspect I would dare presume myself able to understand, my Lord.”

“I am well aware, but try anyway. Who is fighting who?”

She turned back to the unfolding battle. White Claw had not relented, only grown faster. Her aura moved like a whip, growing more and more precise with her increasing speed. She would attack with it certain knights while her claws aimed for another. Deneva could only frown at the tactic, even she would have had a hard time against it. Yet the knights had yet to reveal a single opening.

Deneva would have answered the Earl’s question with the fight being between White Claw and the knights, but it felt too obvious. Her Lord would not have made the question were it as simple as that. So she focused further.

Her knights were moving flawlessly, they reacted to White Claw’s attacks without hesitation. Feints were ignored, empty attacks blocked with minimal expenditure. The movements were fluid, responsive, White Claw and their shields danced at an unheard tune. As if the knights knew exactly how and where the attacks would come from. A degree of performance she would’ve praised them for, even by her own standards.

And then she looked at Rick as the man’s gaze met White Claw’s determined glare with one of his own.

“No.”

“Yes.” The Earl nodded with an amused chuckle. “It appears he had another lesson he wished to teach.”

Deneva looked on as the battle continued, and frowned.




Chapter 176 [Barry]

Barry stepped into the prison cell.

It was a repurposed guest room. The windows had been closed, leaving the only source of illumination the enchanted lantern Barry had in his hands. The room had been cleared of furniture, there were only two occupants inside, both prisoners. Pan and Kajou sat on opposite sides of the room, both strapped to their respective chairs.

The guards had wrestled them into their chairs when Barry had come to visit. The arms of both of them were covered in lightly glowing tattoos, both their ankles adorned by rings of metal. Curses meant to sap their power and disrupt their abilities. Apparently there had been some prisoners before that had managed to escape because they’d relied too much on the protective enchantments of the room.

The two maidens had found Barry out in the wild, rescued him from a feral den where he’d been eaten. Kajou had been the kind one, insisting on Barry’s status as an otherworlder. Pan had not been so kind, to her, Barry had been little more than a human, and thus a threat they would be better off without. The result had been torture while being forced to traverse the forest, a constant threat dangling over his head like a sword. The experience had been months ago, yet it still felt fresh in his mind.

Barry would’ve loved to claim he could summon anger, perhaps hating them would make things easier. But looking at them, sunken eyes and pale, both battered black and blue, the only feeling he could muster was pity and regret. A part of it was the regret that he hadn’t been able to work up the courage to enter the cell in two whole days, already he could see they were both deteriorating.

Pan screamed into her gag, the sound almost entirely muffled. The moment Barry stepped closer to Kajou, the muffled shouts were muted entirely. The Amazoness looked up at him from her seat, eyes focusing for long enough to frown, then losing that sharpness ever so slightly. Barry removed the gag, expecting a string of insults and screams.

“I’m sorry, I couldn’t convince Embla.”

The Court leader had been impossible to reach. They still shared a room, but Barry barely ever saw her anymore. She went to bed after him and left before he woke. The one time he’d intercepted her she’d refused to change her mind over the matter.

“It doesn’t matter.” She spoke with a raspy throat. “You shouldn’t… shouldn’t…” Kajou shook her head. “You shouldn’t let her manipulate you.”

“What do I do? Let you die?”

Dark orbs looked up at him from the chair, frowning. “What do you want, Barry?”

Barry had the words forming on his throat, but they did not make their way out of his lips. His fists clenched, stepping forward and directly in front of the Amazon. “Tell me.”

“About what?”

“About you.”

“Is there a point?”

“I… I’ve been thinking about… things.” Barry lowered his head, clenching both hands together. “You just want to help your people, and you’re caught in this mess because of me. I just… you don’t deserve this.”

Kajou had been absently nodding at his words, closing her eyes. “And Pan?”

“She… she surrendered to save you. She’s not nice, but… execution? That’s…”

There was no answer. Kajou lowered her head, her body slumping against the chair and the maiden shaking her head. “Don’t you see?”

“See what?”

“What happens after you bond us?”

“You go back to your people.”

She sighed. “Will the Lady really allow it? Or would she get rid of us?”

“If she kills you after the bond forms, I’d know.”

“And would you know it was her and not ferals? What happens if the bond reaches its limit half-way to Coven and we are forced to turn back? After she attacked us, we can’t…” She paused, grunting, shaking her head. “We can’t trust she won’t finish the job.”

“And you’d rather just get killed?”

She breathed deeply, raising her gaze to look at the only other occupant in the room. “I…” Her eyes unfocused again, and Kajou grit her teeth. “I’m not going anywhere without Pan.”

Barry’s gut wrenched into a knot. “I’ll just bond you first, and-.”

“No.” Kajou shook her head. “Not without Pan”

He turned to look over his shoulder, the Valkyrie had been glaring at them, struggling against the restraints. A shiver ran through him, a soft pulsing pain made its way through his chest. A dark cave in the forest, a scream, a soft voice calling his name as brilliant blue eyes dimmed, the life taken from them. “I… I…”

There was no response, only Kajou’s silent stare. It was clear there was not much else she wanted to say.

Barry swallowed the lump in his throat.

Stepping out of the cone of silence, he could hear the words Pan was trying to throw at him through her gag. The next step felt heavier as he moved closer to the winged maiden, his chest feeling uncomfortably hotter as he had to struggle to meet those pristine blue eyes so full of loathing.

Six short steps and he was left standing in front of Pan. His heart was beating like a drum, cold sweat ran down his back. “… hey.” He croaked out the word, averting his gaze from Pan’s own.

The seat creaked as she tensed against her restraints, the metal digging into her skin, the immaculate brow creased into a deep glare.

“I’m not… I’m not going to remove the gag.” Barry coughed, avoiding to meet her gaze. “Just, hear me out, ok? You… you care about your sister, right?”

The response to the question was a heavy rattling as Pan thrashed against the bonds on the chair, trying to break free. Her voice was let out in a scream against her gag. Barry waited until the struggling came to a halt, awkwardly not looking her way and praying that the chair wouldn’t just break. The part of him that would’ve jumped away was tempered, at least a bit. Orion was in his shadow, he could feel that comfort permeating through him, dulling the fear.

With deep huffs, Pan finally stopped her fighting, hair wild and eyes searing into him even as she struggled to catch her breath.

“You… I don’t want you.” Barry spoke with a whisper. “I… if I never see you again, I’d… I’d appreciate it.” His hands tightened into fists. “And… and Kajou cares. You’re sisters, I can… I lost my brother, and…”

“Barry.”

Orion had spoken from his shadow, her hand had emerged out of the dark substance, fingers caressing his ankle. Barry noticed his hands were shaking, he stuffed them into his pockets to regain some control over them.

“She… doesn’t want to leave without you. If you… if you keep doing this, she will die. Because of you.”

He spoke in a harsh whisper, meeting Pan’s gaze.

It was as if she’d been slapped, eyes widened, fear and incredulity. It was only a second, a moment of vulnerability as she stared at him in disbelief.

The anger returned right after she screamed into the gag, tears running down her cheeks as she fought against the chair with renewed strength. It rattled and groaned, Barry threw one look at Kajou as she watched Pan, and then back to the Valkyrie fighting against the restraints.

“… think about it.” Barry whispered, turning to the door and leaving.




Chapter 177 [Noah]

Noah squeaked against the gag. Neither from pain nor panic, but from how Shery’s shoulder kept pressing against her gut with every lunge the gray-skinned maiden made. The dark streets around them were a slush of mud. Every step her handler took was another loud splash that betrayed their location to their pursuers. And the guards weren’t too far off.

They’d tried to get into the city of Aubria unnoticed.

They’d failed. Mark had been too tense, a stink of nerves prompted the guards to look more closely into the fake documentation. They made a run for it before their chance of escape was lost entirely.

And now, the only reason they’d yet to catch up was Brye.

Noah couldn’t sense the fox, but she could certainly feel the illusions that were being liberally cast all around them. Screams, flashes of light, crunching noises, odd nauseating scents. It was coming in a sensory cacophony that threatened to overwhelm even her. Each wrong turn the guards took bought them precious seconds. Each meter they could put ahead of the chasers was another gasp of air.

For Mark.

Bound and gagged, Noah could do little more than pay attention to their surroundings. And if there was one thing her powers were picking up on, it was the sense of desperate self-loathing from Mark. The human whose thoughts and emotions were usually a simmering storm had constantly been panicked in some way. Fear of ferals, fear of guards, fear of Brye and Shery, even fear of Noah. He’d likely sleep with one eye open if he could.

After weeks stuck with little to do other than sit around and endure the effects of the lepi berry three times a day, Noah had had the chance to focus a lot of her effort into the psychic abilities her breed was renowned for. And Mark was the perfect target. The powerful bond that kept them connected was a good starting point. And right now, she could read him like a book.

Right now there was no hesitation in his emotions.

Mark’s thoughts were a blade aimed at his own throat. He had put them at risk. His actions raised the alarm from the guards, made them suspicious. Now they were running, hoping to lose them before slinking off into the safe-house. And the human was slowing them down. Thank the drowned gods that the city of Aubria was so stretched for resources, or this chase would have ended already.

With not much to do but fight back against the instinctual panic of all mice, Noah tried to look at the city around her and see if there was anything about it that would feel familiar.

The last time she’d been here, she was human, and a male for that matter. These very streets had seen her grow from the half-starved homeless man all the way to someone working for the Boss. As a human, Noah had made many enemies. Very few were left alive. What would happen if any found her as she was now? Would escaping even be possible?

Voices shouted out, Mark and Shery cursed under their breaths, their emotions were so loud Noah didn’t even need to put effort to feel the apprehension and fear. And suddenly Noah felt herself falling. She shrieked against the gag, mind reeling as she slammed the ground, mud splattering all around.

Shery had dropped her, sprinting harder.

Dead weight.

Noah could hear the pursuers catching up. They’d spot her, imprison her, and then who-.

A hand yanked her from the mud, dragging her out of the way. That same hand covered her mouth as flickering lights and screaming ran past.

Noah didn’t register the pursuers, eyes wide, glued to the man that was currently pinning her to the wall. Mark was focused on the guards that had barely missed them, his hand pressed against her gagged lips, his other hand pressing her firmly to the wall as he loomed over her. This close, she could see the stains of mud on his fiery red hair under the hood, she could count the freckles of brown in his green eyes. His scent was all around her, overwhelming that of the dirt and grime and blood and shit. His touch was a firm pressure against her skin, his heart beat so fast she could both hear it and sense it in his touch.

The world began to shrink, blurring around the edges.

Mark turned to meet Noah’s eyes and suddenly there was nothing else around them. The question of why he’d saved her just then vanished. There was a burning possessiveness in his mind that snuffed out any doubt. Noah’s chest tightened. Her heart skipped several beats and proceeded to return faster than before. Across her mind flashed every time he’d fed her lepi, the burning arousal in his eyes as her hands trailed over her desperately sensitive body.

They were running for their lives and she couldn’t stop thinking of wanting to remove the gag that separated his hand from her face.

Noah tried to give the emotion reason, to control it. This was the bond messing with her, this was the insidious nature of a maiden’s curse, doubly so as she was a Tigermouse, possessing a body that craved to be touched. The bindings around her wrists and legs bit into her soft skin and everything inside Noah roared in complaint at her inability to reach out to her human.

If they were going to catch them, if they were going to capture them, then…

“Don’t move.”

The command was a leash, stiffening her limbs and turning them to stone. Out of sheer habit, Noah fought against the command, to break it in some small personal way to prove she could. But the effort felt like a token gesture that was quickly forgotten. Noah realized her wrists had been released only a moment later, her ankles followed, and her gag was removed without much fanfare. Dimly she noted this was the first time nothing had been restraining her ever since the waterfall.

Ever since her attempt to kill Mark and herself, this was the first gasp of true freedom.

The knot and regret that formed in her stomach at the memory was also the bond, she knew, but that one was far easier to push down and ignore.

“Move.”

Another order, another little jolt to her heart. Noah tried to ignore the soft throb on her wrists and ankles, or how the cool air brushed against her naked body, or how she could hear Mark’s short breaths. He was nervous, but in control. The thought that said control extended to her was savagely pushed aside. They were in danger, she had to remind herself they were in danger, that the entrapment hadn’t fully closed around them. That there was a way out.

Noah’s steps were unsteady, the mud was cold, and she had not walked on her own in weeks. Her body was ready, but her mind wasn’t. Mark did not wait for her to adjust though, grabbing her hand with his own, warmth spreading through her at that simple touch as he pulled them both through the town. She was reeling, trying to get back to her senses. Weeks of lepi and boredom had dulled her, fixated her on Mark, she had to-.

“Danger.”

She spoke the word before she could consciously make out where the danger was coming from. Her senses had simply sounded the alarm, and immediately she moved to pin Mark against the wall. To protect him. She had to protect him. The command was more like a need inside her, no different to the need for air.

His chest was broad, his body was hot, hotter than hers, the smell of his sweat tickled at something within her. She pushed her focus away from the craving for touch, towards the stomping sounds that followed two streets over. More guards had rushed their way through, entirely ignoring them. Noah sensed Brye just at the edges of her senses, but the fox was gone before she could even confirm it.

At some level, she knew that Brye was also protecting Mark.

“Let go.”

Noah immediately stepped back. She’d been looking straight up into Mark’s eyes. His order had rumbled through his chest and down her arms. The adrenaline was thickening in her blood, and her heart was beating harder. Her traitorous mind fed her the image of him pinning her to the wall.

“Move.”

Another order. Her instincts began kicking in, and this time she found it easier to follow because she agreed. Moving was better than letting her mind fall into the fantasy. She grasped his hand and pulled, ears moving on their own without her input, feet scurrying across the ground with only instinct to guide them. Conscious thought felt like it had become a luxury she couldn’t afford. Each movement was easier than the previous one, her mind stretching and coiling around in search of danger.

The act was so natural it was like falling into a lake and discovering you’d known how to swim all along.

Danger found them all around, all at once. At least a dozen different guards, moving near or towards them. None were aware of their exact location. But the one thing that Noah could sense from them all was that they knew the human was somewhere nearby.

More alarms rang within Noah’s mind, and she slammed Mark out of the way as a shadow emerged in the air between them.

“I’m taking you.”

It was Brye, the fox’s emotion sheltered and invisible, her hand grasping Mark.

“Wait, d-.”

He was gone, she was gone, and Noah was left alone in the street.

It took her several seconds to realize she was alone. Conscious thought came back with a rush, a stampede of thought. She was alone, unbound, free. Her head whipped to look around. She was free, on her own. There was danger, but escape wasn’t impossible, escape was never impossible.

Finally.

Her opportunity had come.




Chapter 178 [Noah]

Noah was a Tigermouse, and though she had never been exactly the most knowledgeable of people when it came to maiden breeds, even a toddler could tell you the basics. A maiden that wielded psychic energies that craved physical contact, the Tigermouse had the power to establish links with others. And through these links they could help teams to talk to one another, or even share emotions. If the maiden was an experienced one, the link could also be used in combat.

Noah had no clue what she was doing, however, so she could only really rely on her breed’s extremely deft hands, sharp senses, and their preternatural ability to detect danger.

With the guards increasing in numbers in the area, she had to move with care. She covered her body in mud and slunk her way between houses, down streets, carefully sticking to walls. Her mind kept screaming danger from all around. The guards weren’t picking up on any hot trails, which left them highly alert and moving warily as they attempted to find their prey.

Bit by bit, the mousy woman moved away from the hot-zone.

Each corner was a threat from every direction, each beam of light a potential end to her discretion. Her heart hammered against her small chest with a speed and force that would have killed a human, her every step filled with hesitation before she’d commit and rush from one cover to the next.

Seconds turned to minutes, then an hour, and then two. None had caught her, none had spotted her. They were looking for things that were bigger, noisier. Brye’s illusions could still be heard off in the distance. But the fox was clearly winding down, moving the guard’s attention far away from…

…from here.

Noah froze as she realized she was looking at the safe-house. Just a building amongst many others, yet the one she’d meandered to without realizing it. 

She could tell Mark was in there, probably Shery as well. Her breath caught in her throat. Had she really made this beeline without even realizing it? She was free, why had she been moving closer to Mark? To the true danger? Mark hadn’t given her orders to follow or come back. He hadn’t told her not to run away either. And it wasn’t like she was wearing a restraining black collar. She was free, she could run, she could escape them.

She could… she could go anywhere else.

She could have even handed herself over to the guards. Tell them everything. Maybe hope for an escape.

Maybe she’d get a chance to get revenge on… 

Noah shook her head. Maybe she could just see how far she could go before the bond finally broke. She was free, she could get away. Her hands clenched, frozen, heart beating faster.

Free.

Free.

To do what?

She was cold, hungry, naked, covered in mud and who knew what else. She was rancid and… alone.

Alone.

That thought terrified her far more than being caught.

Noah’s mind reeled. She’d once walked these streets, hungry, homeless, desperate. She knew she had what it took to get back up, to climb her way to some semblance of power, of control. She’d just have to get out of the kingdom, make her way north, then east, cross the mountain-range through Guenes.

If the bond broke, she was sure she could find someone else. A weaker bond, one that would mess with her head far less. Just get away, run, and-.

She squeaked as the door to the house opened.

Mark stood at the doorway, warm light shining behind him and framing his darkened expression with his red hair. His gaze peered into the darkness of the street, looking for something even if he didn’t know what. Weak human eyes that couldn’t see.

Noah had taken a step forward and into the beam of light shining from the house before she’d been able to stop herself.

Their eyes met. He was surprised, and she froze in place. She could run, she could still run, just cover her ears and run. Ignore any orders he gave. Escape that bubbling concern and possessiveness that was now pinning her in place as if she’d been chained to him.

Rather than run, she took another step closer.

She was waiting, anticipating, breath held tight and heart deafeningly loud.

“You made it.”

Those three words ignited something inside Noah.

She didn’t want to be alone.

Her senses pulled her closer to Mark, her mind brushing against him and sensing his emotions. The storm had returned. Out of all the swirling mass of confusion, she locked onto the relief he felt for her. Her feet took another step forward. Noah nearly fell, but froze back in place when Mark moved out of the house to cover the remaining distance.

He grabbed her hand, there was no fight inside her.

Mark pulled them into the house. The door closed behind them with a certainty that locked Noah’s fate. Shery spoke with irritation, but the mouse wasn’t listening. Her heart was a drum, her body was hot, a strange warm hunger was growing within her as Mark practically dragged her through the house.

The entirety of her focus was on his hand. So big and warm, wrapped around her own, guiding her. The rest of the world just slipped through her fingers. Dimly she realized she’d been taken to a washroom.

“Clean up.”

The door closed with a thud, Noah squeaked, alone again.

With the immediacy of Mark’s presence gone, her thoughts came back to her in a whirlwind. Too many words, too many thoughts, too many conflicting emotions. Her body moved, obeying instinctively, but her mind was in a thousand places at once. She moved the cold wet cloth across her body while she tried, and failed, to fight back against the tide of images of the past month. Of the sensation of Mark’s desire aimed squarely at her, yet him holding himself back each time.

Were their roles reversed, she would have jumped him. She would’ve used her short slender figure to drink in everything. To share the hot pleasure of release as they joined and-.

Noah hastily shook her head, realizing the direction her thoughts had taken. She’d wanted to think of the scene as she’d once been, human and male, yet that was becoming an increasingly foreign concept to her. It was a knowledge that felt more academic, something she’d read in a book. Noah the human would have raped Noah the mouse in a heartbeat, that was what would have happened.

Noah the mouse felt a degree of abhorrence to the notion. Again, instincts warred within her. The bond, her body, her mind, her very soul felt like it was trying to fight against the tide.

She was a Tigermouse, she knew, her breed craved the physical contact of others. She knew, deep down, that she’d been starved of that. Mark had starved her, unknowingly, he’d sought to humiliate her for her transgression and instead she’d become ravenous. She was a mouse, but she felt ravenous, almost desperate. Her instincts ate away at her, a need she had no control over. 

It made it no less effective, however. 

She turned her thoughts to her past, to the anger she’d felt at him. Back when she’d recently turned, back when she’d yet to bond. Mark had promised her an end to the torture, the shame, the fear. And then snatched it away from her. He’d used her.

But…

Noah shook her head.

No.

No, she couldn’t. She couldn’t let herself follow those thoughts down that path. Her skin ached, Mark’s eyes dancing within her mind. The naked desire and self-restraint.

Hadn’t she learnt her lesson already? Everyone was there to be used by someone else, usually by someone better. That was how she’d ended up working for the Boss. The man was never seen, but his power amongst the gangs and criminals was absolute. Having that power backing you up was a strength in of itself… wasn’t it? Noah the human had used the Boss’ power to add to his own. 

That was how it always worked.

Another shake of the head. No, that was the bond talking, trying to trick her, to push her. Her head stopped as her eyes landed on the only reflective surface in the room. A mirror, a luxury that had likely been added for whatever fat-cat happened to use the safe-house.

Standing in front of the mirror, she looked at herself properly for the first time since she was hit by the Curse of Eve.

She was a perfect representation of her breed. Noah the maiden had a face devoid of the burn scars that had once been a mark of pride, a sign of the monsters Noah the human had fought and survived. She had a pretty face, almond shaped, wide expressive eyes, a button nose, and a small cute mouth. Her body screamed weakness. She was short, barely five feet tall if one counted the large round mousy ears atop her head. Her metallic gray hair had grown out down to her shoulders, swaying against her almost porcelain skin.

She was unmarred. Nearly twenty years of hardships had once upon a time covered her old body in scars and old burns. Proof of the life the old human Noah had lived, of the tests and trials that had been overcome. Now there was nothing, only the smooth perfect skin of a woman, a maiden. Of bare, tender small breasts and modest hips, almost as if a doll.

As she looked into her gray irises, she tried to find the memory of the appearance of that old human Noah, of an image of who that person was. To try and, perhaps, compare herself to that life that felt more distant every time she thought of it.

Only the barest details bubbled to the surface, the memory of that old body like water slipping between her fingers. A jolt of fear rushed through her. She turned away from her reflection.

What else would slip? Already the thought of that old male burned face was too vague to remember anything other than the scars.

She moved to leave the presence of the mirror, with moisture still clinging to her skin as she stepped towards the warmer living room.

Her hesitation grew when she spotted Mark lounging on a chair in front of the fireplace. Her mind reached out to his through the bond, not finding any resistance in his distraught state. His thoughts were troubled, his emotions turbulent, his body tense and tired. She read his concerns like one read a book. It had been a long and dangerous chase, needless risks caused by his own mistake. Even if they were safe now, they couldn’t know if they would be tomorrow.

The longing for his touch came back to her, a desire for mutual comfort that found no rope or wire to restrain her. Like a moth drawn to a flame, Noah quietly stepped closer, her small feet quiet against the otherwise creaky floor. The thoughts coalesced as she felt his eyes turning to her, desire mixing in with the rest of his thoughts.

The doubt vanished instantly. She… was a maiden. Whatever that meant, Noah the human was gone, no more than a memory.

Noah the Tigermouse sat on the floor in front of Mark’s chair. Carefully, she leaned back against his leg. The heat of his skin seeped through her more deeply than the fire. The gnawing ravenous thirst for contact was soothed, if partially. She waited for Mark to shove her off, push her away, or to at least react in some way. 

He didn’t. He acknowledged her presence for only long enough to recognize she wasn’t trying anything and turned back to look at the flickering flames and focus on the troubles ahead.

Noah let out a sigh she hadn’t realized she’d been holding onto. She relaxed further into the feeling of his skin as she crossed her legs to get comfortable, the nakedness forgotten in favor of the man she was bonded to.

She too wasn’t sure what awaited for them in the future.




Chapter 179 [Barry]

Barry stood in front of the room where Kajou and Pan were imprisoned. The door was closed, so he couldn’t hear what was going inside, but he could readily enough guess that the guards were putting both maidens into the same restraints as the previous time around. His thoughts turned to the piece of paper in his hand, a full page of densely packed words and black smears. The eighth draft he’d been working on all night.

He hadn’t been able to sleep, not when his thoughts went straight to Pan and Kajou.

It had been a long night of mad scribbling on the paper, trying desperately to put into words the things that were needling at his mind. The fear, the anger, the… everything. A desperate dash with charcoal stained fingers, an attempt to rip the things inside his mind and plaster them on the paper, to get rid of them for good. But now that he stood in front of the door, he was of half a mind to start running and never turn back. But the image of Embla raising her axe and bringing it down on the two sisters turned into a knot in his gut.

Was he doing this for the Court? Embla? Kajou? Himself?

Barry couldn’t find the answer by the time the doors opened. With a heavy breath, he stepped inside. Pan and Kajou were in the same chairs as the day prior, only their sides had been switched. They both glared at him, one far more intense than the other, but there was an unfriendly edge in their eyes all the same.

“I… I’m going to remove the gag.” He said, approaching Pan. “And… you can say whatever you want. Okay?”

She had no answer, only a glare and a snarl.

“Okay, then.”

Reaching for the gag, he tugged at the knot, letting it fall from her mouth.

“You should be the one tied up, not us.” She spoke with a dark, slow hiss to her words.

“Yeah, well, that… is a valid opinion to have, and I respect it.” He coughed, shifting his gaze to the papers. “I… I wanted to tell you something, so I’d…”

“I hope your soul burns along with the other human filth. You are just as bad as all the other humans.” She spat.

“That’s… that’s wrong, but coming back to the-.”

“You tricked Kajou, played her for her kindness. You used us just so you could trick the Court.”

“H-hey, that’s not a-.”

“And that’s what you do. That’s what all humans like you do. You are weak and pathetic, so you pretend to be harmless.” She pressed on. “But you aren’t, are you? You just look for the opportunity, when they lower their guard, when they’re defenseless, and you stab them in the back.”

Pan glared at him. Her gaze was fury and flames, she might have been bound, but the power behind those eyes would have turned him to ash there and then. Barry took half a step back, hesitating.

She didn’t stop.

“That’s what you are, filth. You betray everyone. You don’t know what loyalty is, you don’t know what love is. You slither and only see how to get what you want.”

The image of Veronica flashed across Barry’s mind. His eyes widened, a gasp escaping his lips and a cold sweat running down his back.

Pan was emboldened by his stunned silence. “That’s right, I can see through you. You might have tricked the others, but you’ll betray everyone. Like all the other humans, you’d kill your own family if-.”

Her words had come to an abrupt stop as Barry’s hand slapped her clean across the face.

There was no wound, no redness in her face. Yet it was hard to discern who of the two was more surprised.

The Valkyrie took it as vindication, sneering. “See? In the end, you are all the same.”

“What would you know about family?” Barry’s hands clenched. “You, you of all people.”

“Don’t you-.”

“No, SHUT UP!” He roared, stepping towards her. “You don’t know what loving your family means. I saw you, I saw it with my own two eyes. I spent weeks in that hellhole you made for me and the only thing I saw from you was disdain and hate for your own sister!”

“Liar.” She hissed.

“Really? REALLY? Because I remember Kajou being terrified of you, afraid that you would attack her or abuse her physically if she said something that would push you over the edge.” His voice was shaking as his tone voice. “That’s not love, that’s control. You’d attack your own sister over a disagreement.”

“I’d never kill her.”

“AND WHO GIVES A SHIT!?” He screamed. “You can heal her back up, so who cares? Just cut and cut and cut and cut her some more. Carve everyone into tiny little pieces. So long as you can put them back together. WHO CARES!? There’s no scar, no wound, no bleeding, so of course it means nothing. CUT THEM UP, WHO CARES!? JUST TORTURE THEM FOREVER!”

The color was draining from Pan’s face. “I-.”

“You know who gives a shit? I do!” Barry’s hands were shaking. “You are a horrible person. You made me spend every waking moment in that forest fearing for my life! I should be ecstatic to see you die, to be rid of the nightmares of you stabbing me through the fucking heart like I’m some glorified pincushion!” 

“You d-.”

“SHUT UP! SHUT UP! SHUT UP!” His ears were ringing, his chest hot. “Justice isn’t killing everyone you don’t like! Fairness isn’t determining someone’s merit based on what they are! Having the power to shut up the people that don’t agree with you isn’t being right. It’s being a tyrant!”

Barry panted heavily, glaring. Every part of him was alight with adrenaline. His whole body practically trembled under the sheer emotion and pressure that was exploding out of his chest like a sun.

“I’m fed up with this as much as you.” Speaking with a shaking whisper, he shook his head. “No one deserves to be treated like they’re trash or expendable. No one deserves to be oppressed or mistreated, even less just because they were born a certain way. I just want to help fix this. Is that too much to ask?”

“Then why save me?”

Pan whispered the question. Her eyes held a glare, but she looked as drained as he was.

“I don’t know.” Barry’s shoulders slumped. His throat felt hoarse. “I just… I don’t think Kajou deserves that.”

As he spoke the words, a jolt ran through his body. The sensation was one he was growing to recognize, of a bond forming. Confusion crossed his features as he stared into Pan’s eyes. She looked back at him, but there was no recognition or reaction, only a long distant look, as she was lost in thought.

Barry turned to look at Kajou, her face contorted into shock as she met his eyes. The cloudy, unfocused edges were gone entirely. She was bonded. And that only confused him.

“A bond, at its core, is a connection.”

The voice came from the entrance of the room, all heads turned. Embla stood at the door, arms crossed. She was not wearing her armor.

“It requires both parties to be willing to reach out for one another.”

“I didn’t…”

“Barry, you’ve had your hand extended to both these girls.” Embla stepped closer, looking at Pan and Kajou. “All they had to do was reach out for you. And one of them has.”

“Kajou?” Pan’s voice trembled, pain clear in her eyes.

“No, Pan, I-.”

Pan shook her head, snarling. “You… you’ve betrayed me!”

Barry froze, reaching out and grasping Embla’s hand. “Don’t. Please don’t. Don’t kill her.”

“She has time to change her mind, if she so wishes.” She replied, though she did not move.

“She might be a bad person, but she doesn’t deserve to die.”

Embla tightened her grip on his shoulders. “I gave my ruling, it will not change.”

“So she just gets to suffer your cruelty?”

"If she does not accept your kindness, then she will, yes.”

Looking down at Barry, her thumbs slowly traced circles on his shoulders, ignoring the screaming sisters behind him and focusing on his eyes.

“I am strong. This is how the strong rule.”

Barry moved to speak, to say something, but did not find the words. He barely got the strength to frown at her. And in return, Embla smiled, a soft, lonesome smile, a mere hint within the corner of her lips and a glimmer of something in her eyes.

“Take the throne from me. Only then will you be able to make the decisions.” She let go, turning to leave. “But the Valkyrie’s time will run out before then.”

He flinched, lowering his gaze. “What… what should I do?”

“Kindness is a powerful tool, and she’s clearly turned it down.” She whispered, leaning down, kissing the crown of his head tenderly. “What remains are unkind things.”

Letting go, she turned to leave.

With a gesture of her hand, the guards entered to release Kajou from her seat. The Amazoness didn’t put up a fight. Tears streaking down her cheeks as Pan hurled insults and screams, thrashing against the bindings of her chair furiously.

Everything grew silent when the door closed shut.




Chapter 180 [Helga]

Helga woke at four in the morning sharp. The first thing she did was check on the alarm spell. Miss Alice’s room had not been intruded upon, and her spell had remained untouched. With a nod, she rolled over, careful not to squish her wings into the mattress as she hopped out of the bed. With the water from the basin she prepared the previous night, she splashed her face and rubbed off some of the sleep. 

She made her bed, dressed up, and did another check of the spell on Miss Alice’s room before removing the spell before it fully ran out, and placing a fresh one. Helga went back into her room and opened the window, carefully perching herself on the sill before closing it from outside. A little rustle of her wings, and she jumped.

Morning take-off was always the worst. The air was cold, and it took extra effort to struggle against it. If the building were taller, she might have been able to just glide, but as it was Helga had to beat her wings with everything she had until she started to get some altitude.

Spotting the other hunters and guards, she gathered some radiant energy on her hand and flashed a quick, silent greeting. They all returned it, meaning none of the maidens flying overhead were ferals. That brightened Helga’s smile. It meant she wouldn’t have to be worried of Miss Alice’s safety and she could focus on her training.

Beating her wings with everything she had, she pushed herself higher and higher. There were no thermals for her to use since the ground was cold, so she kept flapping harder and harder. The strain was good. It burned in her wings and back with the sting of effort. Higher and higher, she kept rising into the sky, only switching to gliding for the brief reprise to catch her breath.

Up and up, she kept going, focusing only ever on the dark sky above, on the clouds. An eager smile came to her lips as beads of sweat started to make their way down her back. Higher, higher, up and up, her wings were trembling, and as she was starting to reach her point of exhaustion, she began pouring her radiant energy into her strained wings, urging them to go harder, harder, up and up.

And suddenly, she saw sunlight.

Helga spread her wings with a gasp, breathing hard. It was sunlight.

She quickly looked around, finding the clouds underneath, still dark, not yet touched by the sun. A loud whoop escaped her. She cheered, throwing her hands in triumph. She’d beaten the clouds again. She’d watched the sunrise before anyone else in the village.

A quick look downwards. Astunes was so tiny from this high up, she could cover it all up with her thumb!

Taking a deep breath, she began to dive. The smile was plastered all over her face as she plunged down through the chilly air. Wind blasted all around her until it became a deafening roar. Faster and faster, the ground was rushing up to meet her, inexorable, unrelenting, a foe she could one day crush.

Snapping her wings open before she reached close enough to really get close to the village, she had to signal her greetings to several others when they’d reasonably sent beams of light on her way to check she wasn’t feral. Now that she’d warmed up properly, Helga began her aerial combat drills. There were several other aerial maidens mid-training like herself, but she couldn’t really match their speed or agility mid-air, so she had to train on her own so she wouldn’t hold them back.

Swirls, loops, lunges, she moved through each combat technique and ability, picturing a fight against another Valkyrie, an imaginary spear flung in her arms as she twirled and thrust, blocked and dodged.

Once the sunlight reached the top of the radio-tower, Helga stopped her training, doing one last fly-by around the village. She greeted several other hunters, this time with friendly waves since she was close enough to more easily recognize the various people. Right as she was about to turn back to the Baroness’ house, she spotted a banner in the distance, signaling for her to approach.

Considering it was the Earl’s banner, Helga didn’t see why she shouldn’t.

Getting closer, it was clear this was a contingent of knights from the Earl. Their pale blue armor glimmered magnificently. Helga could only marvel at the dignity and poise the knights held as they marched up the road towards Astunes.

“I greet the knights.” She landed, careful not to raise too much dust as she did, bowing her head. “May honor follow you.”

“And you.” The banner-woman said. “Are you a hunter?”

“No longer, ma’am. I am owned by Lady Alice.” The words swelled with warmth and pride within her as she spoke.

There was a quiet scoff. “Guide my second in command to the Baroness’ estate. We will secure the area and prepare for the departure.”

“Certainly.”

She glanced at the only other winged maiden in the contingent. A Valkyrie, much like herself, one wearing a lighter variation of the knightly armor. The maiden was older. However, there was an air of quiet dignity that was no more than a veil over the ferocious determination within her eyes.

“Lead the way.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Helga turned to leave, taking to the air. A quick look over her shoulder revealed the knight was keeping pace without much effort, even while weighed down by the armor. The younger maiden could only look in awe at the elegance the knight flew with, as if the metal surrounding her chest, legs, and arms was no more than an illusion.

Inwardly, Helga wondered how she trained to fly like that. Maybe she flew carrying weight? She would have to test it out and see how much she could handle.

“You serve a Lady? Is she one of the visitors?”

“Yes, she owns me, ma’am.”

She raised her chin as she spoke, revealing the worn blue collar. The knight’s was green, technically of lower standing, but she was a knight. There was no way Helga could compare herself. Just flying alongside her made it clear she had a long way to go.

“It seems we should have come sooner.”

“Sooner is always better. Any help fighting ferals or rebuilding is always good.” Helga nodded in agreement. “What is your name, if I may ask? I am Helga.”

“No, you may not ask.”

“Oh, ok. I guess it’s a protection against certain spells? It always confused me, what with how some spells used someone’s name.”

“We should not waste energy in useless conversation.”

“Completely agree, I was about to finish my morning training, so I’m going to need to clean up before I greet my Lady. If she wakes up late, I might be able to help with her breakfast too.”

Ignoring the bewildered look from the knight, Helga beat her wings faster, working up speed to reach the manor sooner. They landed near the gate, and the Baroness’ knights came to greet their fellow. While Helga jumped up to her window. No one had locked it, which was good because she didn’t think she had the time to go through the top entrance. The manor was a maze, and she’d definitely get lost again on her way down to her room.

Helga locked the window behind herself, humming a little tune and stripping off her training clothes. She thought back to the armor wearing Valkyrie. Maybe she could sew some pockets into her training clothes and add weights like rocks? Though that would have to be for later.

With a washcloth and some cleaning spells, she freshened up, then put on her uniform. A quick check in the mirror so she could comb her hair properly and smooth out her clothes, and a comb to carefully go over the feathers on her wings that the spell had missed. Everything was perfect, so she turned towards her roommates. “The knights from the Earl have come. Today looks like it will be busy.”

And suddenly the whole room became a whirlwind of activity as five other maidens were rushing through their morning preparations while Helga stepped out. Another quick check on the alarm spell. No one had stepped into Miss Alice’s room. Helga listened intently. Her owner was still breathing deeply, slowly, asleep.

Cheering quietly, she hurried down to the kitchen where the morning meals were already being prepared for both the humans and the maidens in the household. “I have news, the Earl’s knights have arrived.”

“Already know!” The head-maid spoke while frantically working on four stoves at once.

Helga took her own corner of the kitchen, picking up Miss Alice’s favorite foods, but putting extra focus on the coffee. She knew it was her favorite and today was going to be a big day so she would definitely need the energy.

She took the tray with the food all the way up to the Lady’s room, quietly entering and leaving the tray near the bed. With her wings she tugged the curtains open and glanced at miss Alice. The woman was older than her by nearly a decade, yet her face was fair, soft, and she always seemed to somehow manage to get her hair to perfectly frame her sleeping face like a halo.

“Good morning, ma’am!” Helga cheerfully, nudging her awake.

Miss Alice yawned, sitting up and rubbing the sleep from her face. “Morning.” She muttered, sniffing at the air and spotting the hot cup of coffee. She took the beverage and slowly sipped at it, sighing pleasantly and smiling softly. “This is good.”

Butterflies fluttered inside Helga’s stomach as the room became a little brighter.

“Thank you!” She beamed a little too hard, her radiant energy seeping through her and making her wings glow. Helga very quickly reined it in, feeling a burning in her cheeks as she turned to bring her Lady the wash basin. “The Earl’s knights have come and are currently in the process of greeting the Baroness. The expedition to Balet is likely to depart in two or three days.”

“Oh joy.”

This time miss Alice did not sound quite so happy, Helga wondered whether she should have held back from sharing the news until after breakfast. A rumbling sound interrupted them both. Helga’s cheeks turned from slightly flustered to intensely blushing. Embarrassment washed over her like an avalanche. She’d forgotten to eat!

Miss Alice looked at her in concern. “Are you hungry?”

“No ma’am!” Helga spoke hastily. “I just forgot my mid-training snacks. I’ll manage.”

“You are a terrible liar.” There was no sting to her words, only a smile. Miss Alice glanced at the tray. “Well, you happened to bring me too much, again. How about we share?” She smiled at Helga with that disarmingly mature smile.

She gulped, nodding. “Thank you, ma’am.” Miss Alice might not have worded it as an order, but Helga had learnt that was just how she spoke. Soft words and never imposing or commanding, tender like a very warm blanket.

Helga knew it was improper, but the butterflies in her gut told her it was oh so perfectly right.




Chapter 181 [???]

South of Vasia existed a tiny hamlet. It was deep enough in the forest that, by all accounts, it was invisible for anyone who didn’t know of its existence. Only one road connected it to the capital of the kingdom, no other road led to or from the place. an inexperienced onlooker might have dismissed the hamlet as nothing more but another tiny conglomeration of huts, just like every other budding seed of civilized existence in otherwise feral infested lands. It had only a dozen houses, some farmland, a watchtower, and a radio beacon.

But the longer one observed, the clearer it would become that the nameless hamlet was anything but ordinary.

The hunters that guarded the hamlet carried themselves with the discipline of knights, the farms were tended by maidens that would have been more commonly seen in specialized guilds, even the radio tower itself was connected to an electricity generating facility that was far more powerful than what such a hamlet would ever need. If one possessed the proper senses, it was possible to detect the elemental magic that had seeped into the soil, the earth, tainting it and betraying the nature of something underground.

But even if one possessed the ability to see underground, it would have only raised further suspicions rather than revealed the truth. All the individual would have been able to see would have been barriers upon barriers, obscuring detection of anything and everything underneath the hamlet. The best one could have guessed would have been at the size of the area being protected.

Something larger than the hamlet itself, deep underneath.

In the end, the only way to truly and innocuously reveal what occurred within the depths of the hamlet would have been to pay close attention to the singular tradesmen that would enter the hamlet once a month. His cart would be loaded with mundane things, food, leather, wood. And on his pocket there would be a single white and red sphere, containing a Mimica, a maiden capable of creating spaces to safely store objects into.

And hidden within this maiden’s storage space would be chock full of a singular item. An item crucial for the continuous existence of the kingdom, a reason why there were many other such sites spread across the territory, tucked out of sight, secret.

Today was the day a tradesman would come to gather the cargo and take it to the next secure location, a transactional if tense affair. He was not flanked by his maidens as he made his way into the hamlet. They were royal knights pretending to be his own. Or so it would have normally been that way.

Under the watchful eye of the two fake royal knights in disguise, he walked towards the smallest building within the village.

“Stay calm, nothing will happen.” The taller of the maidens purred, shadows flickering across her form, her striped tail hidden under the guard cloak.

The man nodded, stepping into the shop and towards the counter. A friendly maiden greeted him with a smile. “I’ve… come to buy the usual.” Fishing into his pocket, he brought out a pokeball and the royal seal.

The maiden nodded, taking the pokeball and putting a different one in place. “Have a nice day, sir.”

“S-Sure.” He turned around and left the shop, gulping as he glanced at his two escorts. “I… it’s done.”

“Good. Now, we wait.”

While the human gathered the other items for his trip back to the capital, the maiden within the shop walked to the back, opening a small panel behind the door in the storeroom. The panel had a hole, round and of the exact size of a pokeball. Taking the one the merchant had left on the counter, she dropped it down the chute.

The device traveled a hundred meters straight downwards and landed softly at the end.

Nana startled at the sound. She sat up straight as she reached for the pokeball. Was this it? She prayed it to be so, or all of this would have been for nothing. She walked out of the room, pocketing the white and red sphere. Marble corridors dimly lit by soft orange light illuminated the way. On her way to her destination, she passed over a walkway that oversaw one of the larger work areas in the underground facility.

Underneath her forty maidens sat in front of wooden tables. They were paired in groups of two, a Minimouse for every Enchantress. Blank empty eyes worked on the task at hand with single-minded focus, carefully taking the synthetic leather and slowly remaking them, inscribing the enchantments onto every inch without a single error or mistake. Seated in the center of the room was the cause for the impossible concentration each maiden showed, a psychic, her power pulsating through the room like waves washing on the shore.

The maidens, once exhausted, would step out of the room and remember nothing of the work they had done, the details of the magic or the weaving of the magical tool. They would become people once more and exist, breathe, play, enjoy. Only so long as they never stepped out of the facility.

The only way out of the facility, to the outside world, was through the proving. If you worked hard enough, fulfilled your goals, and did not misbehave, you could get out once you had gathered enough points. But it was a lie, Nana had learnt so. Any maiden that left the facility would have their mind fived, all memories erased.

She quickly shoved down that horrible thought, hurrying across the walkway to the other side. Everyone ignored the mousy maiden as she moved through the corridors, she was an errand girl, her skill in manufacturing had been wanting, but they’d found use for her in assisting in the things others needed.

“Halt.”

The command from the guards made Nana’s feet freeze in place. She glanced from one to the other, and then back. “I bring the new Mimica.”

“Oh, that was today wasn’t it.” The armor-wearing maiden slumped her shoulders, sighing.

No more was said, no more was needed, the door opened and Nana hurried inside, walking into the containment center. It didn’t take her long to reach where the Mimicas lived, a series of plain and empty reinforced rooms. Each room was occupied by a feral Mimica, the ghostly maiden would possess the coffer within the room and, when presented with enchanted collars, would store them. The feral would remain in the room until her cargo capacity reached its limit, at which point she would be returned to her pokeball and sent to the capital. Only once back at the capital would they be bonded and broken out of the feral state.

It was a failsafe to guarantee none could get their hands on the enchanted collars, for a feral Mimica would never allow their storage space to be opened. And killing them would only make the storage space to implode, its contents spewing out highly damaged, for the enchanted collars, it would be irreparable. Each room was a box without doors or windows, merely slots in the concrete. 

Nana put the pokeball into the only spherical slot and pushed the door, the device released its contents inside the concrete room. But this pokeball did not have a Mimica in it.

Nervously, she waited for the shadow to step through the rock solid wall as if it were no more than smoke. Ruby red eyes looked down at Nana and every fiber of her being withered under the power of the Vampire. “Where.”

Not a question, a command.

Nana whispered words, the direction to the destination she’d been instructed to provide, and the Vampire melted into the shadows, gone as if she’d never been there. The mouse waited for several seconds before she moved again, taking the now empty pokeball and making her way back to the room she’d been occupying while waiting for it. Again, unobstructed, unseen, invisible to the guards and wardens of this place of suffering.

She sat back on the wooden stool, it was still warm. With her hands on her knees, she closed her eyes and tried to imagine what she’d do once she was out of there. She knew very little of the outside aside from the conversations from the knights, there was something called chocolate that was supposedly the best food out there. Food had always been one of her few pleasures, that felt like something she would want to at least try once.

What would it taste like? Chocolate could melt so perhaps something like cheese?

Shouts could be heard outside, her hands clenched into fists. “It’s going to be alright.”

Gulping, she nodded to herself. Everything would be alright. The alarm wasn’t going off, so that meant everything was going as it she’d been told it would. She nodded again, lips curling slightly. The silence that had followed the screams was worse than the screams, everything in the back of her mind was sounding alarms, that she was in danger. 

The ground shook around her right as shadows curled and bloated, the vampire emerged. She held three spheres. Two were pokeballs, much like the one Nana was holding, the third was also a sphere, but it was black, made out of something that felt wrong to Nana’s senses.

The curse of Eve, that which forced a human to become a maiden.

“As agreed.” The Vampire offered the pokeball she’d been holding.

Nana hesitated as she reached for it. “Will… will I go outside?”

“I will take you to my Mistress’ domain.” The maiden’s eyes gleamed with power. “There, you will be rewarded for the help you’ve provided. An offer to continue helping us, and freedom.”

Nana nodded, touching the pokeball and feeling the world vanish around her.

The vampire glanced at the occupied pokeball and placed it on the chute next to the empty one, placing the cursed also occupied black sphere next to it. She glanced at the remaining pokeball, hers. She placed it last, and chanted a small simple delayed spell for movement, casting it upon all four before recalling herself.

The room was left empty.

All four spheres began to move up the chute and back to the surface.

The shopkeeper was waiting for them in the end. She headed to the back of the shop, bringing a basket of apples and placing three of the spheres at the bottom. Then, she allowed herself to be captured on the fourth. Her world vanished into darkness, her now occupied pokeball tumbling into the basket. Several minutes passed and the taller of the false knights entered the shop, taking the basket with all four occupied spheres, and walked outside to load it onto the merchant’s cart.

An hour later, the merchant and his cart walked out of the hamlet, flanked by the guards.

Six hours later, the guards would attempt to rotate with those on the lower levels and discover the communications had been cut off, and the tunnel collapsed. Alarms were raised and a hunting party sent to find the merchant.

But the only thing they would find of the man would be his bloody remains right next to those of a dead Mimica, the surrounding area littered with torn enchanted collars. The magic saturation from the destroyed magical items saturating the area and obscuring whatever spell had been used to hide the thief’s trail.




Chapter 182 [Barry]

Barry sat on the edge of the bed, his gaze distant and unfocused, his hands clenching and relaxing in a slow, irregular rhythm. In his mind, he tried to go over the conversation with Pan again. It was like watching a train-wreck in slow motion. It had started with the slap, a loss of control, a derailment that began the domino. His emotions had flash boiled into an explosion and everything afterwards turned into a tumble down a canyon with slippery walls.

And now he was here, wondering how he could have done it differently, how he could do it differently. Was there even a chance? He’d go back, talk to her, and… He held his head between his hands, fingers digging into the red hair as he felt the weight falling on his shoulders like a slow avalanche, creeping its way down to squish him against the ground.

A heavy weight settled on the bed next to him. He didn’t need to look at her to know who it was. “You’re going to kill her.”

“Yes.”

“Because I failed.”

“No. Do not mistake my ruling with your responsibility.” Embla said. She was naked, leaning against her knees, looking off into the room. “The condition for her survival was my mercy. You offered her a way to live, and she has not taken it.”

“She doesn’t deserve to die.”

“That is not for you to decide.”

“It doesn’t make it right!” He rose to his feet. “She’s a bad person, yes, but-.”

Embla was standing in front of him before he could even take a step. Her eyes were cold, startlingly so. The dark skinned woman that stood a full head and a half taller than him leaned down, calloused fingers tilting his head upwards so their gazes would meet. “You are the most important person in this whole Court.”

“Those are your emotions.”

“Yes.” She leaned down, kissing him, her other hand pulling him against her hard naked scarred body. “But it’s far more than that. With you we stand a chance, we have hope. You do not realize your importance, but you will, in time.”

“That… that does not make this right.” His hands reached out to push her away, there was no resistance to be had. He stumbled a step back and caught his breath.

“It is simple, Barry. Only by accepting you does she get to live.” Embla’s eyes glimmered in the darkness, peering at him with intensity. “This is not a test for you, but for her.”

“But I could force her.”

“If that is your wish, then do so.”

“Decisions are meaningless if you’re forced into them.”

There was a long pause, a tense silence. Embla stood before him as she peered at him. For a moment Barry felt as if she were about to pounce, to attack, a cold chill of certainty. But one that bore no fruit. With a sigh, she sat down on the bed, closing her eyes and lowering her head.

“You still have much to learn, Barry.” She shook her head. “You will attempt to bond her tomorrow, again.”

“How!?”

“Ask for my help.”

“What?”

“I am your leader. Ask for my help.”

“I… I want you not to kill Pan.”

“I gave my ruling, and the conditions were set. Ask for my help, Barry, not my capitulation.”

“…” His hands clenched. “Please help me.”

At his words. Embla raised her gaze back to him and then turned her focus to the door. A simple gesture of her head and it opened. A single figure stepped through before it closed. Her black hair was tied into a tight ponytail, her body barren of clothes save for a long brown gown. Kajou stepped further into the room, her face turned downward, eyes heavy with regret. The Amazon dragged her feet as she approached the center of the room. 

“Kneel.”

Embla’s command shook the room. Kajou stumbled to the floor. A long slow sigh and her shoulders slumped further.

“I don’t…” Barry looked between the slumped Kajou and Embla. “What is the meaning of this?”

“She wishes to help.” Embla answered, crossing her arm. “Use her.”

“You make it sound as if-.”

“As if she is a tool, yes.” Embla’s words made Kajou and Barry flinch at the same time. The Lady didn’t acknowledge their discomfort, however.

“That’s not… that’s not how I want to do things.”

“That is fine as well.”

Barry glanced at Embla as she leaned back on the bed, keeping her eyes on Kajou. It was clear she wasn’t about to leave or give them privacy. If anything, it felt as if she was gauging Kajou more than anything else. It left the Amazoness on her knees with her head lowered, and with a bad taste in Barry’s mouth.

He didn’t know how to proceed, so he just went for the basics.

“Could you tell me about Pan? About her past? Who she is?”

“… yes.” Kajou spoke with a small voice. “She didn’t grow up in Coven. She’d run away from the kingdom back when she was a Warrior.”

“Warrior?”

“The base form. She later shifted into a Valkyrie.”

“Sorry for the interruption, please continue.”

“Her family tried to sell her while she was still a kit.” A slight shake of the head followed. “Pan rarely ever spoke about them.”

“You are skipping details.” Embla spoke with a frown. “Barry is not of this world. He does not know of the things you’ve left unspoken.”

“Oh.”

The maiden was so… meek. Kajou’s weak nod felt like it just didn’t belong on the maiden that had been so fiercely combative in Barry’s memory.

“Pan’s family was poor, and they had sold her as a kit. Maidens cannot form bonds until they’ve reached full maturity. Those willing to buy maidens that young are usually those with…”

“They are monsters.” Embla interrupted with a snarl.

Kajou nodded.

“And the kingdom does nothing?”

“Sometimes they do, most times they don’t. Justice does not matter, power does.”

“And… what happened? To Pan?” Barry asked.

“She escaped after a year with… them. Still a kit. She managed to cross the eastern mountains though barely. But…” Another shake of the head. “We taught her our ways, we gave her shelter, trained her, showed her how to be strong and how to protect herself. But it always felt as if a part of her had never truly left that place.”

Barry nodded, perking up slightly. “So… so that’s it, right? I just need to help her see I’m not like that monster.” He glanced at Embla and Kajou as he spoke, neither reacting to his proclamation. The silence that stretched on had a weight to it, a pressure. “… right?”

“Are you asking us, or are you making an affirmation?”

“I’m… asking.”

Kajou stirred slightly. “Perhaps that could help. Pan… Pan is a good person. Her anger gets in the way of it. I’ve seen her jump into danger to protect innocent people. She’s saved me more than a few times.”

“Hopefully we’ll think of something.” Barry nodded enthusiastically, turning to Embla.

She met his gaze, but did not speak, the quiet pressure of her presence no less forceful even as she sat as the only naked person in the room.

“What… about you? What do you think?”

“I think you tried to reach out for someone floating in the river who thought they’d prefer the waterfall ahead.” There was a cadence to her words, unrelenting. “My thoughts on this matter are that people become far more willing to take your hand when they’re drowning.”




Chapter 183 [Rick]

“It isn’t the newest model for boar hunting, but it’s the most reliable I’ve found.” The Earl spoke with confidence as he walked around the table. “Based on some of the firearms found from before the pre-catastrophe, the design has been improved over the centuries.”

Rick, with his hands on his back, leaned down to look at the two rifles that lay on the table. The shape was immediately familiar to him, which sounded alarms all over. It was eerily similar to a Remington hunting rifle, the same kind of rifle his uncles used in the farm.

The design was somewhat different though, the barrel was shorter and slightly wider, the metal a light blue and carved with ornately placed symbols of some sort. The wood of the stock was similarly decorated, though the thumb-sized symbols were part of some kind of artistic design, almost hidden in the intricacies of countless other lines.

“I’ve found that Gelly and Smith are the more reliable makers.” The Earl continued, speaking excitedly. “Their queue is of two years, but the quality is worth the wait.”

“I… see.” Rick swallowed, trying to parse through what he was seeing. Somehow he felt Tomas would be exploding with questions right about now. But he wasn’t Tomas, and he had to play things carefully. “What kind of bullet does it use?”

The Earl perked up. “Are you familiar with firearms?”

The image that flashed through Rick’s mind was not of his younger self shooting down cans on the farm, but of a man with armor boring a hole through Monica’s gut. The smile was forced as he pushed the memories away as best he could. “I’ve handled a few when I was younger.”

“I would certainly be interested in knowing more about the kind of firearms your world uses.” The Earl was all smiles, reaching down to one of a small metal magazine and showing its content to Rick.

They were bullets, but they did not have… anything, they had no cartridge, only and exclusively the bullet itself. They were the size of his pinkie finger, made out of a dark blue metal of some sort.

“Murisium silver alloy ten millimeters, maximum penetration. Each magazine has eight bullets. They will go straight through the boar. Perfect to avoid ruining the meat.” A nod . “It is also a mark of skill to bring down the boar in a single shot.” With a little squeeze, he pulled out one of the bullets, showing it off. “So long as you don’t shoot them at something reinforced with elemental energy, they won’t deform, perfect for reusing them.”

Rick made sure to keep his hands behind his back, eying the bullet piece of metal warily. “Shoot them… how? What makes the bullet move? Magic?”

“Oh!” The Earl perked up, putting it back into the magazine. “Do bullets in your world come in a cartridge? Some of the more modern designs have those, but I’ve found them cumbersome. This model uses fire-disks.”

“I can’t say I’m familiar with the term.”

“These are fire-disks. Each container holds a hundred and twelve disks.”

The Earl snatched a metal tube that’d been laying next to the rifles. Tilting it forward, he revealed red disks within the tube, each the size of an oreo. With his thumb, he pushed one out. The disk was paper thin but appearing as sturdy as cardboard.

“These are fire-disks. These were made to be non-reactive without a murisium alloy present. Very safe.” He snapped the disk in two. A plume of smoke and sparks followed, reducing the disk to nothing. “You just need to put the disk into the slot once the round is chambered, and pull the trigger. The magic in the disk transfers to the bullet with explosive results.”

Rick nodded, holding back on the commentary. As far as he could tell, the weapon appeared to be designed for over-penetration, which wasn’t exactly something you’d seek when hunting. Ideally, you’d want all the bullet’s momentum to be transferred to the target. This looked like something that would make hunting harder, not easier. To say nothing of the risk of hitting anything or anyone behind the intended target.

“What about safety?”

“That is what these are for.” He pointed at two medallions. “They have enchantments that will prevent potential accidents. A mere bullet would not be able to harm anything other than, perhaps, an extremity.”

“I… I guess I can see the sense, but I was asking more about the rules on how to safely handle the weapon.” Rick’s smile was tight. “Where I come from, we have some rules already, and I wouldn’t want to assume they’re the same ones here.”

His words snapped the Earl into a more serious expression.

“Right, discipline and respect are important.” A tight nod and he patted the stock of the rifles. “Never aim at anything you don’t intend to shoot, always be watchful of the things that are behind the target, don’t put your finger on the trigger until you are ready to shoot, and never ever handle the bullets while there are fire-disks outside of their container.”

Rick nodded, watching the plump man return to giddiness, picking up the rifle and aiming it at the wall on the opposite side of the courtyard.

“This would be the proper procedure.” He put the magazine into the gun, and the bolt moved on its own, moving forward into position. The Earl took a fire-disk from the container and slotted it from above the chamber into the small gap in front of the bolt.

Pressing the stock against his shoulder, he took aim. The symbols on the rifle lit up, and he pulled the trigger. The bullet had shot out of the barrel, leaving a streak of light in its wake like a tracer round. There was no immediate bang or recoil. The projectile had escaped the muzzle with a soft ‘thunk’ and was instantly followed by the bang. The wall he’d been aiming at burst a tiny chunk of rock.

With a click, the rifle’s bolt pulled itself back before slotting itself back into place, chambering the next round with a click. It had been as if some small engine within the gun had made the parts move, but Rick suspected it was magic.

“If you aim down the sights without a fire-disk loaded, the rifle will point out the location of previously shot bullets. And it can help you pull them out of tricky locations. You try.”

Rick moved slowly, picking up the other rifle and keeping the muzzle pointed at the opposite wall. The weight was familiar in his hands, but there was nothing comforting about it. The wood tingled against his palms as if the whole weapon was electrified. It was the magic, no doubt. He ignored it as he pressed the stock against his shoulder and leaned to look down sight.

The tingling spread to his face, and suddenly he could see a glowing spot on the wall slightly to the right of where he was aiming at. In the crater, the Earl’s shot had left. Slowly he lowered the barrel to the ground, reached for the tube with fire-disks and slotted one into the weapon before raising the rifle again.

This time the glowing spot was not there, instead a red dot painted on the wall, following the trail of the barrel. “Aim assist?”

“That is one of the enchantments, yes.” The Earl nodded.

“And if I decide not to shoot?”

“Just take the disk out and break it. Once it’s out of the cylinder, it’s best not to put it back since it could contaminate the rest.”

With a nod, he moved his finger to the trigger and squeezed.

It was not like he remembered what shooting a rifle had been like. The push-back had not come like a kick, but it was more akin to a slow shove. The bang came a moment later, and the bullet burst into the wall right next to the Earl’s own shot.

“How do you find it?”

“Peculiar.” Rick commented, carefully returning the rifle back to the table. “I’ve never fired a weapon like this.”

The Earl’s chest puffed with pride. “I believe you will enjoy the hunt, then. Everything is ready, so we can get started right away. Barely even has any recoil as well.”

With a nod, Rick glanced over to the side. Monica had been sitting munching on a pile of boar meat, watching him and the Earl with narrowed eyes. Deneva remained between Monica and the Earl, with Dia calmly reading from a book next to the feline.

Rick could only nod. After the training exercises, Monica had been a bit less pushy on sticking around him all the time. Even if she was certainly far more insistent on dragging him back into the room. He hoped her good behavior would keep up.




Chapter 184 [Rick]

The Earl owned a small forest that existed just outside of the city. The whole thing was walled off, and though left mostly unsupervised most all the time, whenever the Earl wished to hunt, the knights would mobilize. The process would be tedious, but they fulfilled their role with extreme discipline. A sweep of the walled area, followed by the knights positioning themselves throughout the perimeter as well as having several flying knights also keeping watch from high above.

Unlike what Rick had imagined, he did not have a need to leave Monica off in the castle while he came here to… spend time with the Earl. Instead, a retinue of maidens followed them from a distance. The retinue was mostly split in two. Monica, Deneva, and Dia on one side. And everyone else on the other. Monica was being bribed by liberal amounts of ham and pork.

Although her eyes did not leave Rick for an instant.

The hunt had begun easily enough. At the gates of the hunting range several dozen cages with many many boars were set loose. The beasts made a run for it towards the forest, and Monica made a sad whimpering noise of complaint at not being able to follow. From there began their walk.

“The boars are trained.” The Earl spoke as he led the way, the rifle slung on his shoulder. “Every three months they are brought here, under the influence of a psychic, and taught to feel safe in certain areas.”

“So that’s likely where we’ll find them.” Rick rubbed at his chin. “Why not just let them roam? Wouldn’t it be more of a challenge that way?”

The Earl laughed. “Wild boars are very smart and are very good at hiding.”

Humming a little in agreement, Rick’s eyes kept trailing through the surrounding area. There were no bushes, the trees were relatively thin, this place felt new compared to… everywhere else he’d been. If the forest they’d arrived in felt older than the dirt they walked on, the trees here felt younger than the boots he wore. Yet there were no bushes. It was an off feeling, of a place that was trying to pretend to be natural yet was clearly being groomed through careful constant efforts.

“Do you know how important otherworlders are, Rick?”

“I can guess.” He responded, gaze on the forest ahead and not on the retinue behind. “Having a law put in place forbidding everyone short of the king from giving orders to otherworlders does hint at several things.”

“The last otherworlder in our kingdom showed up roughly three hundred years ago.” The Earl spoke, glancing at Rick. “There are very few records remaining about him, other than the noble families nearly started a civil war trying to monopolize him. Similar situations have occurred all over the world.”

“How often do… people like me show up?”

“Once every twenty years has been the average, at least if you care enough to listen to the rumors from the rest of the wide world. But not all otherworlders cause waves when they appear, and oftentimes distance twists fact into myth.”

The portly man stopped walking, shifting his shoulder and pulling up the rifle to point at something in the distance. He stilled for a second and lowered the muzzle, scowling in distaste.

“The king asked you to gauge me. Us.” Rick commented.

“Not directly. But he did insist on learning what sort of change you would represent.”

“I think you may be overestimating us.”

“Do you know how one could keep the peace?”

The question caught Rick off balance. He looked at the back of the Earl’s head as the man once more raised his rifle to aim at something in the forest. “Can’t say I do.”

“There are many ways, but my personal preference is by anticipating change.” There was amusement in his words. “And excuse my manners, you stink of it.”

“And what change would I bring?”

“What would you want?”

“I don’t think I follow.”

“I think you do.” He lowered the rifle and glanced at Rick. “If the king wished to send you off to do something for him, what would it take to convince you to do it? Knowledge? Maidens? Power? Gold?”

“Are you going to claim everyone has a price?”

“My claim is that things work better when all parties are willing to negotiate.”

Rick frowned, spotting movement between the trees. He remained still, observing the piglet as it sniffed around the area.

“Are you going to shoot it?”

“Hm?”

The Earl gestured at him. “You spotted the animal.”

He nodded slightly, pulling up the rifle and taking aim. His face tingled and the marker pointing where the bullet would land popped up. There were several highlights on the boar, areas he figured were ideal targets to aim at. Rick adjusted his stance and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened, but something appeared to startle the piglet as it scampered off.

“Oh.” Rick frowned at the rifle. “I forgot about the fire-disk.”

“Happens to the best of us.” The Earl nodded along.

They continued walking across the forest, slowly making their way in what was clearly a leisure stroll.

“What would be expected of me?”

“It depends on what you can do. Very few things are clear in that respect, I’m afraid.” The noble chuckled. “Though regardless of what knowledge or powers you bring, having White Claw at your side already makes it fairly likely you may be asked to deal with certain kinds of problems.”

“Can’t say I’d put a price on killing people.”

“And that includes tamed maidens, I am aware.”

Rick nodded, looking off through the trees. “I was a teacher. Chemistry, but by the looks of your alchemy books, the use of what I know would not work without scaling production to something more than what maidens could handle on their own.”

“Oho, that does seem curious.” The Earl perked up. “Care to elaborate?”

“Industrial chemistry is… dangerous, complicated, and needs a very large amount of supplies. Industrial anything, really. But it wouldn’t make sense to help create a machine that makes three thousand shoes a day if people would only ever buy a hundred.” He waved his hand aimlessly around. “And trying to make it so it only makes a hundred shoes a day wouldn’t make sense, since maidens could make those shoes better and cheaper.”

“A kind of production capacity that only would make sense when maiden production reaches a point of diminishing returns… or when there are no maidens involved at all.” The Earl rubbed his chin in thought. “Does your world have elemental energy?”

“No.”

“Then your knowledge may not be as fruitless as you think.”

Rick didn’t comment, continuing his steps through the forest. He spotted another boar, but didn’t react, waiting for a second. The Earl spotted it and took aim, slotting the fire-disk and pressing the trigger. A clean shot, the wild pig fell dead on the spot. From the bushes sprung eight others, sprinting into the forest and out of sight.

“It’s refreshing.”

“What is?”

“When I hunt with a guest, either I have to congratulate their shots, or they loudly congratulate mine.” He nodded as they headed towards the corpse. “Politics that’s devolved into ego stroking is tiresome.”

“At least it’s not with swords.”

“True.” Another careful nod, eying Rick. “Does your world have war?”

“We do. But the whole world is occupied by one country or another, and there’s only a handful of hot-spots where war has happened throughout the past fifty-odd years.” He shook his head. “Most of the wars have more to do with money than land, someone trying to turn a profit or some-such.”

“And what happened before then?”

Rick’s brow creased. “A group of stupid men with a stupider mustaches thought it would be a good idea to wage war with the rest of the world.”

The Earl eyed him for a moment, nodding. “And how did that turn out?”

“Eventually, they lost. But it got millions killed along the way.”

There was a stillness to the Earl’s nod, a furrowing of his brows. “What happened to the kings and queens?”

“Kings?” Rick shook his head. “There were two great wars. The monarchies mostly came to an end with the first one. The royal families that survived have mostly been little more than a token presence in the handful of countries that still have them.”

“I… see.”

They came to a halt near the corpse of the pig. The blood pooled around the corpse, its head deformed from the bullet that had penetrated through the bone and exited the other way. A splatter of brain and bone covered the area next to the corpse. The Earl looked at the body and nodded absently. 

“A clean kill.” Rick commented.




Chapter 185 [Tomas]

“Are you sure I can’t convince you to stay in bed for another hour?”

Tomas shivered as Kat’s finger trailed across his shoulder. He smiled a little, shaking his head. “I’m going to take a look around the city. Wanna come?”

“Do you have any idea how uncomfortable it is to be a woman out there?” Kat grumbled, pulling the bed-sheets against her chest. “Every single person I talk to is just slobbering over me like I’m meat.” A deep sigh. “And there’s nothing to do.”

“What do you mean, nothing? We’ve barely seen the city.”

“These people call sitting around and taking drinks in a stale room without music ‘fun’.” She groaned. “The music is slow and boring, and yeah, sure, the alcohol packs a punch, but drinking in a quiet room is just sad drinking, not happy drinking. And everything is so fucking sloooooow.”

“It certainly feels like the city is… quieter than what we had in our world.” Tomas nodded. “But isn’t it better that way? Could you imagine maidens just going wild? Actually, pause, I read about maidens going wild. They called it a civil war.”

“So what, because four out of every five people out there can punch holes through solid rock, the rest of us can’t get some nice music going on?” She was pouting now, crossing her arms dejectedly and rolling to the side. “I miss May’s phone. She had a couple good songs.”

“Come, please? At least walking will do you good.”

She stuck her tongue out at him. “I’ll take the nap option, bed’s comfy.”

“I still don’t understand how the extrovert is the one choosing to stay indoors.” Tomas said.

“That’s because you’re more fun than the rest of this over-sized town.”

Tomas flushed a little, sharing her laugh and nodding along, turning to leave before she could tease him further.

“Remember to get back so we can continue where we left off!” She called after him.

“I suspect her family will be a very large one.”

Freya’s voice rang out, startling Tomas. The Elf had been leaning against the door frame, arms crossed and dressed with something far more casual than what she usually wore. The dress was modest and simple, light green, reaching all the way to her calves, the hem and edges were adorned with small flowers. She glanced at him as he fought to put on the shirt, expression bemused.

“Don’t think Kat’s the kind of person that’d want children.”

“And you?”

He froze a little, chuckling nervously. “It feels a bit too early for that kind of decision.”

“Perhaps.”

Tomas led the way, with Freya close behind. The Elf had been, so far, the only maiden he owned. But it certainly didn’t feel like she was his property, which was a welcome thing for him. The maiden was respectful and deferential, but it felt more like having a wise adviser at his side than a slave. And that impression was exactly why Tomas felt a little out of balance seeing her with the dress.

“Is something wrong?”

“No, no, just… is that new?”

“This?” She glanced down at the white floral garment. “Miss Hyung helped me mend it.” With a slight shift in the skirt, Tomas spotted the hunting knife strapped to her thigh. “Now that summer is coming, it felt appropriate.”

“Huh.” Tomas nodded, rubbing the back of his neck a little. “It looks nice.”

Freya bowed her head slightly. “Thank you.” She didn’t smile, keeping her expression mostly neutral. But Tomas got the distinct impression her mood had improved a little.

Not feeling particularly sure of his destination, Tomas took to the streets as he tried to figure out if there was anything he should be looking for. The city was not like those on earth, the streets were always wide, the houses and buildings either cobbled together into a larger structure or well apart from one another. Though it would’ve given the city a feeling of being planned beforehand if one tried to look at it from above, from the street, it looked more like people took personal space quite seriously.

“It’s for safety.”

“What?”

“The street.” Freya spoke up. “The larger the city, the likelier it is a maiden might go feral somewhere within the city itself. And many maidens have powers that can cause damage in a wide area.“ A little pause. “Additionally, sometimes even normal maidens can have accidents. The extra space makes it less likely to affect many things at once.”

“What would happen if you had an accident?”

“I wouldn’t.”

“But what if you did?”

“I wouldn’t.” She smirked ever so slightly.

Tomas pouted a little, marching down the street. “I guess it also helps to avoid crowds getting too cramped. Wouldn’t want a maiden panicking.”

“That as well.”

With a little nod, he kept glancing around, trying to figure out where they were relative to the city. The fortress loomed to the right, so that had to mean they were moving closer to the prettier parts. Sure enough, their steps soon took them through buildings that had been built with an almost ornamental flair to their exterior. Though prettier, they also felt older. Some of them had motifs to the flourish, most were based around plants, but there was one building in particular that looked entirely out of place.

The building was burnt up and torn down. Half in ruins but clearly having been left in such a state intentionally. There was little Tomas could readily recognize about it other than the thing looked to be away from the main streets. “Wonder what this was.”

“A temple.”

He glanced over at Freya. The Elf had an odd look in her eyes. “Temple to what?”

“To gods that are no longer welcome in the kingdom.”

“Huh. How did that happen?”

Freya approached the ruined structure, looking at it closely. “The rebellion was said to have started because of the temples and their beliefs.”

“Were you alive back then?”

“I was young back then, working on a small farm in a small village that no longer exists. I never did know anything about the rebellion or the battles.” Her hand slowly caressed the burnt wood. “To maidens like me, the only thing we knew was that both sides blamed the believers of the thousand armed God. The kingdom has since made… examples, of anyone known for following the faith.”

“Guess it’s a touchy subject.”

“I did not share their faith, if that is what worries you.”

“Just… I guess it’s the feeling that this isn’t something I have any right to comment on.”

“Perhaps. It would not be my place to decide that for you, however.” Freya said, shaking her head. “I also know you probably have many questions about the religion itself.”

“I mean, who wouldn’t?”

With a sigh, she gave him a flat look and continued walking. “You’ll have to find someone else to ask, then.”

“What, you don’t know anything about them?”

“I grew up in an isolated farmland at the edge of the kingdom. It took me a long time to realize many of the things I’d been taught about the world were false.” Her shoulders slumped. “And I’ve never found someone who knew of them to properly ask.”

“I’m guessing what you heard was a bit outlandish?”

“Indeed.” She nodded. “The wildest of the claims being that they sacrificed humans.”

“And that would be… outlandish, right?”

Freya startled, staring at Tomas with wide eyes. “Is human sacrifice something normal in your world?”

“No, no, it’s just that there’d been a civilization that did that, once. It’s long gone, now.”

She eyed him as if there was some doubt on the claim. “To answer, yes, it is outlandish. Had such a group of people been killing humans, the kingdom would have eradicated them long before they set roots.”

“I guess that’s reassuring.”

They continued their walk, slowly making their way back towards the main streets, meandering their way through the various houses. Some of the smaller ones had small gardens behind them. The sense Tomas got out of it was a sense of security. Freya seemed to slow down each time she approached one such garden, looking at them with an expression that seemed both critical and full of longing.

“You know, we could make a short excursion out of the city.” Tomas declared.

“And what about she who lusts? Surely she’d tie you to the bed rather than let you leave for days at a time.”

Freya chuckled lightly when Tomas’ face lit up with a slight blush.

“Do not worry, I was thinking back to my own garden.” She smiled slightly. “Just something to look forward to once you’ve chosen a place to settle.”

“Oh.” Tomas blinked a little, slowly, then rapidly. “Oh!” He coughed, cheeks reddening a little. “I… huh, um… I hadn’t thought that far ahead.”

“Of course you haven’t.” She wasn’t chiding him, her tone was soft, merely an acknowledgment. “And now you have the opportunity to do so.”

The scream drew both of them to look at one of the shops further up the road.

A young maiden had been knocked over, falling onto the street. She had mousy ears and a terrified expression plastered across her face as another maiden dressed in leather armor glared her way. Both maidens were frozen in place, the larger of the two stood while keeping the shop door open for a woman. There were no words, comments, or threats, merely silence as she followed into the shop and closed the door behind her.

Meanwhile, the mousy maiden began to fumble back to her feet.

“Can I help you?”

Tomas had approached, offering a hand for the maiden to take. There was a quiet complaint from Freya, but he just took the hand of the downed maiden and helped her up to her feet. The girl stared up at him in surprise, blinking slowly until she caught her wits.

“Th-thank you, sir.” She bowed quickly.

“Don’t mention it.”

He’d been just about ready to turn away when a new voice drew his attention.

“Has my little mouse caused you any problems, young man?”

It was soft, smooth like silk, sultry with a smoky cadence. The sound sent a shiver through Tomas, one leaving a warmth through him that, for a moment, drew his thoughts to Kat and the bed and how quickly he could make his way back. Instead of running, however, he turned to look at the woman who’d spoken.

And she was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.




Chapter 186 [Tomas]

Tomas was slightly dazed, his thoughts hadn’t quite managed to properly parse through what was happening. Some part of him had declared it impossible to be real, that this had to be a dream of some kind. It wasn’t, he knew it, but it still felt very much that way. Somehow the very act of sitting in a small tea shop was thrilling in ways he had never thought it possible. The air smelled crisp, rich in the aroma of a thousand different herbal teas, coffee amongst the things being brewed within the busy little spot. The cushions were soft but sturdy, perfect to lean against the chair.

He might have bothered to look around to more carefully enjoy the sights, but it did not feel as if there could truly be anything more beautiful than the woman seated across from him.

Her face was a masterwork of sharp statuesque angles on high cheeks and diamond shaped jaw, yet round plump red lips. Her nose was straight, noble and poised, a perfect cliff for her to look down upon anyone she so wished. Not Tomas, she was looking at him not with a raised nose but rather turning her head downwards to peek upwards in his direction. It turned the statuesque nose into an arrow pointed down to the cleavage contained within a dress that on any other woman it would have been prim and proper. But on her, the large cleavage pushed the cloth and strained it, revealing a valley of flesh and temptation as the woman leaned over the table ever so slightly.

“You were saying?”

Tomas caught himself staring, sputtering and trying to desperately remember if he’d said anything at all in the past several minutes. He was mostly sure he’d almost been drooling.

“I…”

“About where you came from?”

“Oh!” He nodded, straightening up. “Yeah, I’m an offworlder.”

The woman raised her chin slightly to stare more directly at him, her light brown eyes glimmering slightly. “You already mentioned that. I’d asked what kind of place you grew up in.”

“Oh.” He flustered. “Well, I’d… the whole offworld thing is, I thought, erm…”

“Otherworlder.”

“Excuse… me?”

She leaned back, crossing her arms under her bust. “The term, offworlder, it is a rather vain thing, is it not?”

“In… in what sense?”

“Is it not a myriad of worlds? Offworlder may be correct, but it implies a… centric position to things.” The smile was slightly amused. “Otherworlder is also more commonly used in those places that aren’t quite so full of themselves.”

“You travel?”

An acknowledging nod. “I rarely stay anywhere for long.”

“Too much attention?”

“Something like that.” 

“Must be tough.” Tomas nodded, his eyes flickered to her neck, noticing it barren of a collar. “My… uh… friend, girlfriend, kinda? She always complains about how people behave around human women.”

She arched a manicured brow.

“Your relationship seems complicated.” She tilted her head slightly. “But I’d rather not pry. You were saying about the world you came from? What is it like?”

“Peaceful, I guess?” He replied, shaking his head. “Technology is sort of more advanced, we don’t have any magic over there, so we rely on computers and industry and things like that.”

“No magic? That… huh.” The woman leaned forward again, turning to the side and speaking to the mousy girl. 

Tomas barely acknowledged the maiden’s existence until she pulled out something from her robes and placed it on his hand. He turned downwards, noticing a glowing stone, just barely larger than his thumb, and pulsating with a soft reddish glow. “What’s this?”

“An elemental stone, perfectly safe.” She spoke, pressing the rock down against his palm. “I just want to test something.”

“Test wh-?”

His eyelids fluttered, heat poured from the stone and into his hand. It swept its way up his arm and through his body. It was gone right after, leaving him panting, straining against his clothes and desperately wanting to remove them. Everything was so hot, so… Everything blurred for a moment, words were spoken but none mattered, he just reached out for the glass of water, taking long gulps, his body cooling off within minutes.

“Peculiar.”

“What… what was that?”

“Just a bit of fire elemental energy, harmless, but it does explain why you’ve been so clear headed.”

“What?”

“I… have a condition, you see.” She pulled the stone out of Tomas’ grasp. “My ancestry is quite strong, and I was born with a powerful aberrant aura.”

“Aberrant?”

“It is a kind of elemental energy. If it were ice, the air around me would cool, or if it were fire, it would heat up. Aberrant is different in that on its own it does nothing, only reacting in the presence of other elemental energy and altering it. The specifics obviously varying per individual.” A slight smile, a slight touch against the palm of his hand. “I usually wear an enchanted item to contain my aura, but I removed it half an hour ago since I was curious.”

“Curious?”

“Yes, who wouldn’t be? You are an otherworlder. I’d hoped that would mean things would be different.” She smiled with a hint of sadness at the edge. “The lack of elemental energy within you mitigates it, but it appears you still have just enough for a mild reaction.”

Tomas looked down at his hand, where the elemental stone had been, clenching it closed and open again. There was still some heat underneath the skin, diffusing itself slowly. “Does the aura make other people… hot and bothered?”

“Yes.” The woman nodded. “As you can imagine, many… inconveniences have emerged because of it.”

“Oh geez, I’m… I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be, the improper one was me. I should have told you beforehand.”

As she spoke, she revealed her thin wrist, moving a silver bracelet onto it. Tomas noticed the difference right away though barely, she was still incredibly beautiful by every conceivable measure. But there was something missing all of a sudden, something he couldn’t put into words and made him able to look away for the first time since meeting her.

“Even now, the enchantment is, sadly, incomplete. It is prone to leaking, and maidens can still be affected sometimes.” She shook her head. “I must admit it has been an ordeal.”

“Why is it incomplete?”

“To make the enchantment, it needs a base on how it should interact with another. And as you might imagine, it is hard to find someone who is entirely immune to my aura.” She sighed, her shoulders slumping. “I am guessing it would require for the person to not just have little to no elemental energy, but to also have gotten used to the presence of a powerful aura.”

Tomas nodded. “I guess that would be very hard to find. I wish you good luck.”

She stared at him for a moment, blinking slowly, she turned to the mousegirl next to her as they both shared a look.

Coughing, she adjusted herself in her seat. “I guess it is quite the shame that there are no more otherworlders.” A loud sigh, glancing at Tomas again.

“I mean, I can’t really tell you anything? I’d been told it could be trouble.”

“I wouldn’t want to impose.” She laughed slightly. “I can imagine the news of there being multiple otherworlders would stir the same sort of trouble as when the infamous White Claw came to the city. Now that is a maiden with a very powerful aura.”

“That’s what I was told, yeah.”

Tomas sipped from his glass.

“I do wonder what sort of person managed to bond such a powerful maiden.”

“That was Rick.” He nodded. “He was a chemistry teacher, over at my world.”

The woman looked at Tomas, arching an eyebrow slowly.

He sat upright with a jolt. “Oh! Rick might be able to help!”

“You don’t say?” She batted her eyelashes, leaning forward and reaching across the table, taking his hands in her own. “I know it’s a lot to ask, coming from a stranger, but I would really appreciate your help.”

“I… um, I’m not sure how to contact him though?” He hesitated. “I mean, he’s been with the Earl and the castle, and…”

“You’d just need to leave a message at the gate.”

Her smile remained on her lips but left her eyes.

“That makes sense, I’ll try that.” He nodded enthusiastically, standing up, turning to leave. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Don’t forget your Elf.”

“Who?” A pause, then he glanced at Freya. Tomas’ eyes widened, she’d been sitting right next to him this whole time, face flushed and eyes unfocused. “Freya!”

“Not to worry. She got hit by the aura, a bit.” The woman spoke, twirling her hair. “Just kiss her and she’ll be back to her senses. Might be worked up, though.”

The woman moved to stand up. 

“This is my address.” She put down a piece of paper. “If you do learn anything, I would be ever so grateful.” She made sure to lean a bit further and squeeze her cleavage, the gesture drawing Tomas’ attention and rendering him temporarily mute. “Best of luck, young man.”




Chapter 187 [Mark]

The house was, in a way, a prison.

Mark had quickly come to start thinking it as such, at the very least. 

It was a nice place, all things considered. The amenities were mostly comparable to the two taverns they’d managed to rent a room at, perhaps a little better since it had its own wash-room rather than it being the bedrooms. The kitchen and basement were fully stocked, and the place had all the signs of having been kept in good condition.

And for all that was worth, none of them could leave.

The city of Aubria, if one could call it that and not an over-sized town, was still looking for them. It wasn’t an active manhunt. The disturbance they’d caused had not merited such, but just about everyone knew to look out for their faces by now. In any other place, such a thing would not have been possible, but Aubria in particular was tricky to deal with due to the noble in charge of the place. The viscountess owned a particularly annoying maiden, one with the power to indiscriminately spread snippets of information to anyone within her range.

And the psychic had been quite dutiful in spreading the faces of Mark, Shery, and Noah to everyone within Aubria. If any of them stepped outside, they could quite immediately be seen and reported. Brye had been the only one that’d gone unrecognized thanks to her usage of illusions.

The fact that the ones that had helped them enter the city were also the ones keeping a close tab on them was not helping. Now they were stuck there with nowhere to go until the “Boss” in charge passed a ruling regarding what was to be done with Mark.

But what was gnawing at Mark was how things had so abruptly changed.

He’d been given a single room for himself to use, and neither Shery nor Brye set foot inside. They both kept to themselves, the most Mark would get out of either were teasing comments from the fox in regard to Noah and little else. Whether it was because they were as tense as he was or something else, he didn’t know.

Meanwhile, Noah too had begun to show signs of things having changed. She no longer spent her time bound or gagged, but her presence remained near Mark at almost all times. Some of it made sense. Brye and Shery weren’t keen on Noah’s new freedom. So sticking to Mark ensured some measure of protection in a way. But some of that same closeness was not making much sense either. It had started without him really noticing. Small moments of physical contact. At first she’d just seat near enough they’d touch. But as the days started rolling through, the number of excuses used to get close was increasing.

She’d brush her tail against his ankle when passing him in the corridor, and she’d approach and touch his shoulder rather than call him out. The fact that Brye looked mighty amused about this was unnerving.

Mark hadn’t cared, so long as he got Noah to behave, that was that.

Or so he thought.

“What are you doing here?”

Standing at the entrance of his room, drying his hair, Mark looked at Noah as she lay on the bed. She wore a simple light brown piece of linen that covered her whole body. The mousy maiden had been laying on her back, snoring lightly. She’d only stirred awake after he’d entered the room.

“Sleep.” She replied with the barest frown, as if it was the most evident thing in the world.

“On my bed.”

“Yes.”

“What are you doing in my bed?”

“The sheets in the common room are uncomfortable, and the other two aren’t going to sleep.”

“And you couldn’t just go to the room with the three beds.”

“Not unless I wanted to wake up covered in bruises.”

Mark leaned back to stare at the common-room. The fireplace was still on, the fox and the gray skinned maiden were seated on the table, playing cards or something along those lines. He sighed, as he could only acknowledge Noah would be an idiot to share the room with those two. And at the same time, he didn’t want to be the one to share the room with Noah, either.

“I can just kick you out right now.”

“Or you could just kick me out once the two bitches go to sleep.”

He shrugged

Mark moved through the kitchen, grabbing one of the purple berries and putting it on his nightstand before he moved to lie on the bed. “You know how it goes.” He intoned with a warning. He didn’t expect her eyes to linger on the purple fruit with… anticipation? It wasn’t fear or apprehension, but she looked away fast. 

Laying on the bed in his briefs, he didn’t bother to attempt falling asleep, just wanting to count the minutes off before he could kick her out. The lull of the resulting silence was only interrupted when he felt Noah’s back pressing against his own. Mark tensed, but nothing else happened.

Until Noah interrupted the silence again.

“I need something.”

“If it’s a piece of cheese, you can go get it yourself.”

She huffed loudly, clearly wanting to throw a retort, but holding her tongue in check. “It’s not that.” She finally declared after a long moment of silence. “Just… turn around.”

Not entirely sure what was going on, he obliged. Noah was lying on her side, not having moved, her back turned to him. And without turning to look at him, she reached out and grabbed his arm, draping it over her shoulder before she curled against his chest. The angle made it hard to see her face, but her ears turned an intense red.

“You’re kidding.” Mark frowned, confused.

“Tigermice crave contact.” She stated in a low voice. “Something about the psychic power needing touch to work properly.”

Mark tensed, eyes wide, moving to yank his arm away. Despite her diminutive size, Noah was faster and stronger. Her hands grabbed his own and locked them in place. 

“Don’t.” Her voice was a soft plea.

He was mentally checking his thoughts, his defenses, his mind, measuring how much he’d have to move to throw her off properly.

“If I do anything, bite my ears, or tug my tail or…” Noah whispered the words. “Or…”

Still grasping his hand with an iron hold, she moved his palm from laying on her shoulder down her body. The movement was slow but tense, her hands trembling as she used her free hand to tug her dress upward and placed Mark’s hand against her inner thigh. The tip of his finger felt the presence of something slick just within reach.

To say he was surprised would have been an understatement.

Noah gulped loudly, trembling a bit more than she let go of his hand, hugging herself and pressing against his chest. The gray locks of hair hid her face, but the heat in her large circular ears could be felt against Mark’s face.

His finger twitched, and she responded in turn, quietly twitching.

He should have kicked her out, kicked her off, thrown her out. This was a trap. Someway, somehow, this was a trap. Even if he couldn’t consider how or why. His mind jumped to everything he’d wanted out of Noah, to the maiden that had tried to kill him, whom he owned.

Retrieving his fingers from her thighs, she let out a whimper, but froze as Mark moved his free hand under her, pulling her against his chest, his palm pressing against her lower stomach.

Grabbing the purple berry, he pulled it up to her face.

“Eat.” He whispered into her ear, slowly moving his hand back down her body.

With a silent nod, she bit into the berry. The moan was muffled by her own hands. She took the berry from him, biting again, swallowing, shuddering. Her tail wrapped around his calves as his free hand moved back down her body.

Without any prompting, she opened her thighs to give him easier access.

By the time Brye and Shery finished their game, a hazy-eyed Noah stepped out of the room, dragging herself to the pile of cloths laying in the corner to curl up and collapse, asleep before she could even register the feeling of the rough cushions against her face.




Chapter 188 [???]

The room was a quiet corner of the manor. Wood and glass covered the walls. Each window was a cabinet door, books and scrolls littering every available surface on every available wall, save one. The floor was tidy, devoid of either a stray book or so much as a speck of dust.

The man lounged next to the singular window in the room. His muscular frame was barely contained behind a soft white linen shirt, his hair was short and combed meticulously backwards. In his left hand he held a small pen, tiny for the hand that held it. On his right was a notebook, a rather empty one, only the first dozen pages containing information.

With a precise stroke of the pen, the head of the science department underlined the first two words written on the first page of the notebook.

Rick Cross.

The sound that escaped his lips was not a happy one.

Behind him, the shadow of the curtain cast bulged and grew, a hooded figure emerging into the material plane. “Something bothering you?”

“For a man who’d caused so many ripples upon his arrival, he’s been annoyingly cautious.” He answered.

“Hm…” The Vampire leaned closer, approaching the side of the couch, stepping into the beam of sunlight to cast a shadow over his shoulder. “No word from the earl of Balet?”

“Tylen has been uncharacteristically quiet. Normally he would have sent word to the King.” A slight frown as he wrote another note into the notebook.

“Has this offworlder warranted your frustration?”

“He tamed a Tigress on his own, and she shifted into a Sabertooth shortly after.” He contemplated the words for a moment, glancing over his shoulder and meeting the blood-red eyes of the ageless maiden. “But you knew this.”

“That I have.” She reached out to the notebook, her hand being swatted away by the man before she’d snatch it out of his fingers. “But is it worth your personal time?”

“Tylen’s silence has prompted it. After confirmation of Mister Cross’ arrival in Balet, no further news has been shared.” His finger tapped against the card cover of the notebook. “That means something about this offworlder has made Tylen extremely cautious.” Another pause, brows furrowed. “If I am to use Mister Cross, I need more information.”

“Do you have to, though?”

“He is a pure-blooded human, and has already shown potential. The subjugation of White Claw is proof enough. He is a prime option out of the offworlder group.”

“Then, perhaps, I may have something for you.” She wrapped her arms around his neck.

The man remained calm, even as the Vampire licked his throat.

“You?”

“There was a change of plans on our end.”

“I figured that would be the case. The King deployed the royal knights.”

“I wonder how he found out a Vampire was part of the attack?” Her voice was cold, her fangs scrapping his flesh.

“What makes you think he did?”

“The knights deployed to block all routes south from the capital. My agent and her companion found no safe way to move through undetected.” The pressure increased, her mouth locking against the pulse of his artery. The rhythm was steady and calm, unperturbed. “They are headed eastward.”

He didn’t nod so much as affirm the words. “Planning to trick the knights into thinking they’re going to leave the kingdom towards Coven?”

“It is so much fun talking with you, you catch on quickly.”

“Does this mean they will head to Balet?”

The Vampire traced a finger up to his jaw, pushing his head to lean to the side. “The revised plan would have them avoid such a large city, but…”

“But?”

“But I might change their orders… for a price.”

A sigh. “I cannot promise I’ll be able to put a gap on the net for them to slip through.”

“And yet you’ve not denied me.”

“Your stunt in the collar production facility went too far. You were supposed to only take a maiden.”

“And I did.”

“It wasn’t meant to be a human forcefully turned!” His eyes burned with an angry chill, his heart pumped faster for only a second.

Her tongue tasted his skin, cool, wet and slimy. “Was that why you informed the King how he could block my girl?”

“You haven’t paid from your end yet.” His heartbeat had not changed, slow, in control. “Your stunt would not warrant that loss, not when I can use it to charge you more.”

She pulled away, leaving behind a wet patch on his muscular neck he ignored. She sauntered back into the shadows of the personal library. They seemed to swallow her, reducing her body to a silhouette and two red eyes. “You’re asking to have my agent put herself at risk with no benefit.”

“That would be unwise of me.” His gaze returned to the notebook in his hands. “But she is traveling with someone else who is not a part of your little… clan. A Sabertooth. I take it you’ve made friends with the tribes?”

The eyes widened ever so slightly. “How…?”

Whether he had an answer to her question or not, he gave none. He kept his gaze on the pen, slowly marking the passage of time with quiet taps. Until, finally, the Vampire spoke again.

“Not while he is a guest of the earl. And it cannot delay the operation.”

He flipped the notebook open once more, flipping to an empty page as he began to write. “I do hope to hear news of your half of our deal. Soon.”

Within seconds, he was the only one left in the library, and he could return to the focus of his attention. His time, however, was interrupted by a soft knock at the door. He closed the notebook, loud enough the one outside would hear. Three seconds, and the door opened. The maiden wore the standard maid uniform. Carrying a simple envelope, she placed the piece of paper on the small table next to him. A respectful bow followed, and she turned to leave.

The envelope’s color, yellow, betrayed the importance of its contents. But he did not open it, not right away. He already knew what was contained within. Its presence was more of a formality to signify the beginning. The stone that had been thrown, one that would trigger the avalanche that had been building over the past thirty years. The solution to …?

He wanted to savor the moment.

What were the odds? He dared not even try to guess. There was little doubt it would be anything other than an infinitesimal number proximate to zero. It was hard to not believe in some destiny when presented with such a fortunate turn of events. The unwanted guest was removed from his thoughts before he could indulge them.

It did not matter what fate had in store, he would push onward.

Reaching out, he opened the envelope, confirming its contents.

It was little more than a simple written message. The confirmation, an update in status, of a contingency of knights having reached their destination and begun their journey with some very special guests.

The man grinned as he savored the irony.

Earl Tylen Vitchatt, lover of peace and one of the strongest proponents for a peaceful reform of the kingdom’s laws, had just lit the fire that would consume the kingdom.

A grand pyre to save humanity.




Chapter 189 [Barry]

The door creaked open to show a single occupant within. Bound gagged, stripped naked, and tied to the wall, Barry felt Pan’s glare against his skin like a physical force. She might have been immobilized, her powers suppressed, but the pale blue eyes glared at him with a deep loathing that made his skin crawl.

She wasn’t all there, however, the maiden clearly was losing her mind. Pan’s eyes were wild at how they lost their focus. There were signs of the maiden Barry had grown to fear and hate, but there was now something else, something that was not in control of itself, or fully aware of everything else, only of its anger.

Barry had been told about the feral state of Valkyries. They were maidens that became highly aggressive, territorial, and entirely unwilling to back down. It was a prospect that would not help them with their goal. They had to get Pan to see that she could at least trust Barry, wouldn’t be like she expected him to be.

“Pan.” Kajou called.

Pan glared quietly.

“I’m not here to argue.” Barry said, moving closer. “I’m here to prove you can trust me.”

The glare turned to him. “I am bound.”

“Exactly.”

Barry made the proclamation while stepping forward, reaching out to the padlock that kept her wrist held firmly against the wall. With a simple click, the padlock opened, and with it, Pan’s hand was liberated. She couldn’t quite move it, but the rest of her arm remained immobile due to the other restraints.

“I need you to listen.” Barry whispered, nodding to himself slightly. “I’m going to set you free, but… but you need to listen until the end.”

Her brows furrowed, but she kept quiet. Her eyes went back to boring holes into him as he moved to start working on the other locks and restraints. He was making sure to move slowly, to give himself time to think and just… talk.

“The world I come from, it… there are no maidens, no ferals, only humans. We are all humans.” He started off, nodding along to himself. “It’s not a perfect place. We’ve had wars over slavery, and some places still use them for cheap labor. Even if they call it other things. And there’s been so much… death over slavery and killing people just because of what they were born as.”

Pan only gave the barest frown at his words, remaining perfectly still as she kept her focus on him.

“It might not compare to how things are here, but they are similar. I grew up in that world. People are people, and, to me, maidens are people too.”

“I can attest to that.” Kajou affirmed. “I can feel his emotions through the bond. It’s… it’s like nothing we’ve ever experienced. It’s as how the elder described it.”

That earned a glare from the Valkyrie, the blond woman tensing against the remaining restraints for a split second. The gesture startled Barry, making him jump back a bit, keeping his distance until Pan relaxed back down.

“I’ve seen some of the things the kingdom does, and heard the stories from the survivors. What the kingdom is doing is wrong.” He nodded slowly, unlocking another padlock. His voice grew in conviction. “Maidens should be free to choose who they’re with. I want to help Coven create collars that help maidens bond with one another. Hell, if this whole feral curse can be fixed, I’d go for that too. If possible, while I help Embla free other maidens, the slavery can’t… it’s wrong.”

One last lock left, the one on Pan’s throat. Barry hesitated as he met her eyes, trying to look into the depths of the blue irises. She was looking back at him, her face a mask of neutrality. Fear gripped at his chest, the tension felt like it would rip him in two.

“I… think this is what you think, too.” He said in a whisper, holding the lock. “Kajou trusts you’ll do the right thing and… so do I.”

With a click, the collar opened, leaving the prisoner entirely unbound.

Barry stepped back, putting his hands behind his back to hide the shaking. His smile was uneasy as Pan looked at him and then at Kajou in mild surprise. She took a step forward, checking her body over, ruffling her wings, slowly rubbing her wrists and throat. 

“If… you know a truth spell.” Barry said, drawing her attention. “Cast one on me.”

Pan’s brow furrowed further, opening her mouth to speak and pausing, frowning and shaking her head. A slight grunt followed. “I…”

“Just a truth spell.”

“I can’t…” 

Pan frowned, gaze losing its focus for a moment, brows creasing into a glare.

Kajou tensed, moving slightly closer to Barry. “Pan?”

“Kajou?”

The Valkyrie stared at her sister in confusion. “Why…?”

“Pan, I need you to cast a truth spell.”

Kajou spoke softly, raising one hand to reach out to her sister, the other quietly gesturing at Barry to move away. He obliged, taking a step back.

“Just a simple truth spell.”

“Just a truth spell.” Pan nodded, frowning further before closing her eyes and waving her hand a little. Her hands began to glow, but it wavered and flickered half-way through. Slowly, her eyes opened again, turning to focus on Kajou. “You… betrayed me.”

“What?”

“You… you are tricking me, the human? The human.” Her gaze swept across the room, locking on Barry. “He wants to trick me, too.” Her hands began to glow.

“Just cast a truth spell!” Kajou hesitated. “Please don’t make me do this.”

“His Lady is an aberrant. She could use her powers to alter the spell!”

“No, Pan, there’s no one else here!”

“He will not hurt you!”

Pan lunged, wings flapping and pushing her higher. The light in her hands takes a quantitative heat to glow. Blue eyes turned and focused into a murderous determination, her pathway clear. But Kajou moved faster, leaping to intercept. The ceiling wasn’t high enough for Pan to avoid, even with her wings. The two maidens tumbled and fell.

Barry couldn’t follow what happened as they became a heap of limbs and feathers. But it quickly became clear Pan was at a disadvantage, too tired, worn out, starved. While Kajou had had a chance to recover her strength and focus. Pan was pinned down before she had the proper chance to escape.

“The bond is controlling you!”

“Pan, you don’t need to do this!”

“It’s the only way to save you!”

Pan’s whole body began to glow, her skin turning iridescent, and then blindingly hot. Kajou shrieked as she was thrown across the room. The glow sputtered and died, and Pan returned to her feet, panting. “Just… step aside. I’ll… fix this.” Her hands began to glow, aiming her palm at the downed Amazoness.

“STOP!”

Barry stood between them, arms wide. His gaze locked onto Pan’s with a cold, hard stare.

“Siblings shouldn’t fight, not like this.”

Pan hesitated. She looked at him, eyes going wide. A tingle ran down Barry’s spine as the shock only appeared to grow on both their faces. Panic followed as Pan was clearly feeling it, too. The light in her hand flickered, her aim turning in his direction.

From her shadow emerged a figure, tall and lean, glaring.

“No!” Barry screamed in dawning realization.

The canine had reached up to Pan’s neck with her claws. The Valkyrie realized what was going on, turning towards the Hound. Claws met flesh, and the glow from her hands flashed with intensity. Both were sent flying in opposite directions, Barry’s chest exploded in burning pain.

“Orion!”

He dove for the dark skinned maiden, eyes adjusting to the light enough to quickly spot the burn marks all over her torso. The canine cringed and coughed, breathing hard as she struggled to get back up and failed. The wound was deep, dangerous.

A cry tore through the room.

Barry turned to see Kajou kneeling next to her sister.

Pan lay on her back, eyes wide, empty.

Dead.




Chapter 190 [Barry]

To Barry’s mind, Kajou’s cry for her sister tore at his soul. A deep rending within his chest, a gaping bleeding wound that was threatening to spill everything out and leave him hollow. It was a battle to turn his gaze away from Pan’s corpse and down to Orion. The Hound was damaged, badly, conscious but struggling. She could live.

The door to the room exploded in a rain of splinters. Embla hadn’t just knocked the door, she’d traversed it as if it hadn’t been there. The gleaming armor rushing inside before anything or anyone could move.

Barry reacted faster than anyone else. His voice came out in a below as he focused his attention entirely on her. “Save Orion!”

It was as if Embla had been physically struck, her momentum arrested within instants. The large war-axe in her hand dropped. Her visored helmet barely acknowledged Kajou and her sister before she took Orion into her arms.

“GUARDS, TO ME!” Her command shook the building to its foundation. Within seconds three guards had entered. “Take Barry with me.”

Her command left no room for rebuttal or complaints. Her steps were swift as she moved out of the room with the dark maiden in her arms. Four more guards were rushing in within the seconds that had taken them to walk out.

“The Amazon does not leave the room.” The command was cold, the growl of an angered beast.

Whatever thoughts he had on the matter were fighting against a tidal wave of sorrow and grief that was not his own. The further away he was dragged from the room, the clearer that distinction was becoming. But it was like a tide that threatened to drag him off. He could barely pay attention to his surroundings, to the growing number of maidens that were following them.

Embla, still carrying Orion, was throwing orders like a machine-gun.

Barry was dropped on a chair inside the apothecary while Embla proceeded further in, putting the Hound onto the old woman’s table, much to her complaints. She grew pale as she stared into the armored visor and began working faster than she’d likely ever had.

Embla did not wait, turning to Barry and bodily lifting him from the chair. “Hey!”

His complaint fell on deaf ears. She pulled him out of the apothecary and all the way into a different room. One with twelve guards standing at attention and waiting for them. The door closed behind the two of them with finality. Barry recognized the room. It was the one with the stool that doubled as a throne, the place where Embla had attacked Pan and Kajou before locking them up.

He was put on the stool.

“What is…”

The slap from her naked hand stung his cheek with a fiery bite.

“Never.” Embla spoke, reaching up to tear her helmet off, throwing it across the room. “Ever.” She removed the second glove. “Do.” Her breastplate complained. Straps tore with a shriek of broken buckles. “That.” Her hand shredded what was not there, her face contorted in rage. “Again.”

The last of her armor was gone, the metal parts in pristine condition, but everything else shredded in Embla’s rush to take it all off. Her hands fell on his shoulders with a death-grip that made his bones groan.

“Am I understood?”

Her eyes were wild.

Barry could only nod.

She pulled him into a hug with one hand, the other ripping her own shirt off. Her skin was flush, hot, her hands were trembling as she pinned him against her own body in a hug that threatened to break him into fine powder.

Too many things happening at once, too many confusing things. “Orion?”

“Will survive.” She spoke into the nook of his neck. “And I will punish you for releasing Pan from her restraints without permission. Later.”

Barry could only grimace. “Are you… alright?”

“No.” she stated flatly.

He had done this, somehow. He trembled, wrapping his arms against her as the emotions from Kajou did not stop. Was Embla suffering something similar? What had happened exactly? It was a swirl of unresolved things that were coming too fast, too quickly, too soon. He couldn’t process it all. He could only tackle one thing at a time. “How… do you feel?”

“Like I just lost my mother.” Her voice was strained in ways he’d never heard before. Her body was shaking slightly. “When you gave the order, it had power, and it was…” She slowly pulled him away from her embrace, looking into his eyes once more. “You must never use this on me. Ever.”

“I… I understand, but it’s… everything is…”

“I can sense it.” Her large palm pressed against his chest. “Like a psychic I cannot defend against. It will take time to learn.”

“Kajou…”

“Fuck her.”

The brusque response startled Barry.

“We are the Court. She is not. You put your life at risk for her and her sister. She is fortunate I do not march there to finish the job.”

“Embla-.”

“No.” She stated, more firmly now. “I do not need to read your mind to know you did something incredibly stupid. She was almost fully feral, you could have died. I am sure you would have if not for Orion.”

“She killed Pan.”

“And I’m sure she would do so a thousand times over, not just for her concern over you but also for the things those two sisters did to her.” Embla let out a slow, shuddering breath, releasing him further.

“I… she didn’t jump in until I… I killed Pan.”

This gave her pause. “Yes.”

He hesitated. “But if… I…” His words stuttered and faltered.

“Your actions resulted in her death.”

“But… you would’ve killed her.”

“Yes.”

“No, I, you…”

Her hand rose, patting his cheek with a firm but soft pat. It didn’t sting, but it felt like every thought in his head had been rattled loose. A well of emotions exploded through him, meeting her eyes and finding them firm.

“Let them out.”

“What?”

“Let them out, as I had.” She replied. “You must allow your emotions to exist. You must be true to yourself.”

“I don’t…” He stumbled back, out of her grasp, slumping onto the stool. “I just… I don’t know what to think, I… I failed? Kajou’s hurting, her grief-.”

“Is her own, not yours.”

“I got Pan killed.” The words repeated themselves, weary, heavy, dull. His eyes widened. “I should… I should feel bad. We bonded, right before-.” He swallowed, his hands began to shake. “I should feel bad.”

Embla, slowly nodded. “Do you?”

“There… there was a bond.”

“It might not have had the chance to fully form before it was cut off. Perhaps it had no depth yet.” She was wary, watching as Barry’s gaze was becoming lost in something only he could see.

“I… Orion almost died.”

“Yes.”

“… because of me.”

“Yes.”

His voice caught in a hiccup. “I… that stings.”

“You care for her.”

“But… I tried to save Pan, she didn’t deserve…”

“Did you care for her?”

“No, she was… I-.”

“You are in shock right now, Barry. Whatever your feelings and thoughts, they will come later.” She remained standing next to him, her hands pulling him closer. “I will stay here. You are safe.”

He found himself leaning against her body.

The room was silent, but he could hear it.

From the other side of the palace, Kajou wept.




Chapter 191 [Monica]

Monica lay on the soft bed next to Rick. Monica’s eyes were closed. The night was fresh, her human’s body was warm, her belly was full. Dia was not hugging Rick. Monica had him all to herself. And the annoying hard-hard one Deneva had left. Sleep should be easy.

But Monica could not sleep.

It was strange.

There were few times when Monica couldn’t sleep. Times when there was danger, or when there was hunger, or when there was cold. But this was different. Monica closed her eyes and sleep would not come. Something bothered Monica.

With a sigh, Monica pulled away from Rick, though not before placing one of the big soft things between him and Dia. Carefully, she kept herself quiet. Like she was hunting, except without prey. She knew that if she wasn’t quiet, the other hard-ones would notice, and they’d start bothering her. Or worse, they’d think that her not being with Rick meant they could occupy her place in the bed.

Monica had smelled the interest, she knew she had to be careful.

As she noticed this thought, she stopped.

Why SHOULD she care about her spot being taken? She could hurt them and win and show them their place! This was her spot! No one took it from her?

But what if Rick brought the shiny-hard-ones all at once? What if he had them all take her place at once? The thing inside Monica was similar to what was keeping her from enjoying her sleep.

She turned away from the bed and to the not-there door. She’d seen Dia open and close it, and Rick had said it would break easily. It was hard to open with her large paws, but she knew how to be careful. The air outside the not-den was cool and refreshing, full of all the bad and wrong scents and only one good one. Monica could track the good one, it was a food scent, but that was not her food.

“Eep!”

Monica snapped her head to the sound.

Someone else had been there! And so quiet!

It was not-food-brings-food not-soft one!

She did not have the white and black cloths on her, but she was not naked like Monica either. Not-food-brings-food wore some dark gray cloth, ones very right and very close to her body. Strange cloths Monica had not seen before. Why did she wear strange grey cloth? Why was she quiet near not-there door right out of sight?

“Miss Monica, excuse my-.”

Monica loomed closer, sniffing. Nothing! No sniff, no scent, no sound. Strange! She grabbed not-soft one’s arm and raised it, sniffing more closely. Ah! It was the not-scent juice. Why?

“Food?”

Not-soft one might not have smell, but Monica knew she was afraid. Which was good, because Monica was not in a good mood and soft-one not being afraid of her would make it worse mood.

“Food.” Monica confirmed with a nod, snatching meat. She’d been about to move, but paused, frowned at not-soft one. “You no here.”

“Yes!”

Not-soft one jumped down to the green area with not-really-real plants. Monica didn’t like that she couldn’t hear or sense her so quickly. But at least not-soft had shown proper fear. So many soft ones thought she was weak. So many hard ones had stopped showing fear. Monica didn’t like it, it felt wrong.

Munching on the tasty meat, she bounded over to climb the not-mountain to get a better view. There were strong-hard-ones around, so she moved carefully. If Rick found out, he…

Monica frowned, coming to a stop on a not-rock and perching herself out of sight from the hard-ones. She chewed on the meat, looking off to the not-forest with lights and hard-ones and soft-ones. Too many in such a small place, more many than Monica had ever seen, all in one place. Hard ones always fought when there were so many, Monica had thought hard-hard one Deneva controlled this place, that was why they didn’t fight, because… because?

More things that didn’t make sense.

Someway, somehow, this not-forest was not hard-hard one Deneva’s even though she was the strongest before Monica came. It belonged to the VERY soft one, that Rick treated with fear! FEAR!? Monica had wanted to growl, but there were so many things that didn’t make sense she didn’t understand. She still didn’t understand. But at least she knew Rick, knew he wanted her, needed her. She was strong, and she’d protect Rick from everything, but…

But then he beat her with that not-fight.

He hadn’t done it directly, the shiny-hard ones had been the one to do it. But they’d done so thanks to him!

Monica ripped the meat with a snarl, chewing on it. She’d tried so hard, she could have used the not-fair things, but then so would the shiny-hard ones and then it would not be a game and would be a fight. She knew she could have won. Hunt prey, that was what she was best at! But Rick had…

Were the shiny-hard ones his? No, they didn’t smell like they were his, and his scent was not on them, nor did they smell of wanting to claim him. But the shiny-hard ones moved like…

Like barons. But they weren’t barons… were they?

Monica’s brow creased. They didn’t smell like barons, they had many of the same weird smells, but the smell of baron wasn’t there. The anger, the rotten dizzy fruit, the bad sex, the wrong-hunger smells, none were there. Monica had picked a bit of that scent, from the not-forest, but not from the hard-ones in the not-mountain. And Rick was NOT a baron.

So why did she feel wrong? What was this thing inside her chest that shouldn’t be there?

Rick had challenged her. And won.

Was that it?

Monica almost took the last of the meat and stopped as she looked at it.

Every day food she had not hunted was given to them. The den they slept in had not been chosen by them. Rick and Dia talked and moved with others that were not strong but were being treated as strong. Monica was strong, but more and more she was seeing the others not looking at her as strong. And Rick was happier because of it!

Why!?

Because Rick was the stronger one?

No! She was strongest, she knew she was strongest!

Fuming, Monica kept her growl quiet, she had to remain quiet… why? Because Rick would get angry if he found out she’d been outside? Because she’d made others afraid? They were MEANT to be afraid! How else could she be sure things were safe? That they knew who was strongest? Who not to anger? Who not to dare raise a claw at? How could she protect Rick if everyone thought she was weak!?

But…

Monica flopped back down against the hard surface. Was Rick strong? Why was Rick strong? Why had the shiny-hard ones fought as Rick had… Rick had told the shiny-hard ones how to beat Monica in the game!

Monica’s back straightened, eyes wide.

Shiny-hard ones did not fight for Rick, they fought against Monica!

Rick had been tricked!

That was why the shiny-hard ones thought they were stronger than Monica, because they’d tricked Rick into helping them! They feared Monica less because they thought THEY had won! That she was weaker than hard-hard Deneva who owned but not-owned the not-forest.

There was only one way to fix this.

Monica dug her claws into the not-stone and began making her way up to the cusp of the not-mountain. This time she did not care for being quiet, no, she was loud, as loud as she could. All around her the smell of shock and fear. Many many hard ones had not detected her and now they could. Monica pushed to be louder, to be loud enough anyone in or near the not-mountain would feel the challenge.

The hard-ones above that could fly were startled, scared, some wary and thinking they could fight, but Monica didn’t pay them any mind. She had only one goal. Reaching high enough she could see all the not-mountain in its hard flat ugly surfaces with no trees and no prey and no nice hidey-holes, she inhaled deeply and let out the loudest roar.

Today, the not-mountain would be hers, and she would show them.

She was the strongest.

 

Author's note:
UPDATE NOTICE

I'm going on vacation, and am going to be taking time off. Posting rhythm and consistency is going to go WAY down throughout the next 2 or so months.

I should be getting back on gear around mid July (so the week of the 15th or so).

See you guys around!
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