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Chapter 1




“That… was lovely,” declared Yaris with a laugh as they walked into the newly designed meeting room.

Vince could only nod his head with a grin.

They’d spent the entirety of the day with the children, enjoying themselves and generally having fun. Not worrying much at all about the war in Spain, Magi-Vale, the Tribune of Arraignment, the Emperor in the West, or the free states of the East Coast.

It’d all been pushed to the side by mutual agreement and no one had brought it up, other than to say they’d have a meeting to talk it all out later that night. After the kids had all gone to bed.

Looking around, Vince saw it was an oddly shaped room that reminded him almost of the interior of an egg. Desks were arranged in a circle down at the bottom, with layers leading all the way up to a halfway point.

Above all that, and attached to the ceiling, were a number of lights, microphones, cameras, and other things that were likely installed by Legion but which Vince couldn’t identify.

In the dead center of it all was a large pillar that was loaded with extremely large monitors and speakers.

Each desk had a microphone, display, keyboard, mouse, and a name placard. There was one for each participant that’d be here, he imagined, and given the design and layout, almost everyone would have an equal ability to see everyone else with only a minimal amount of movement.

Andrea Elex Campbell went rushing down a set of stairs nearby toward the center area. Her dark-blonde hair fluttered as she moved, her mis-matched blue and brown eyes darting back and forth as she took the steps four or five at a time.

Reaching the bottom, she made a “nn!” like noise and kicked a door open at the bottom of the pillar, slamming it into the interior. Vanishing inside, she blasted it shut behind herself.

Sniffing, Vince only nodded his head and went back to following Yaris as she made her way toward the center. What he’d just seen was about par for the course when it came to his in-law.

He liked her a great deal. Felt like she was an amazing aunt-figure to all of his children. Trusted every single one of her Others and her “sisters” completely, and believed that they’d willingly die to protect his kids.

They were all just a little strange and that was perfectly normal for them.

With a chuckle, Yaris glanced over her shoulder to him, her Elven beauty capturing him in that moment. Those delicate and warm features that were a mix of all the Elven races, with dark-blonde hair, bright-blue eyes, and the ability to puncture through to his wants and wishes.

Didn’t hurt that she was somehow always getting stronger, becoming more deadly.

To Vince, she felt like an equal in many ways now.

“She’s taking her role very seriously. Felicity asked her to resume her duties as the A-Net. With Felicity acting the part of Felix, she needed her own Felicity,” Yaris murmured as the two of them found their desks.

“Testing,” Andrea’s voice came over the speakers. “One, two, three. Peak, peak.”

The volume had shifted with each word, and it was obviously she was balancing some things.

Then the monitors flickered to life and began to flip through various camera feeds.

“What about me?” asked a curious voice from just to the side of them.

Looking over, Vince found Felicity had joined them.

The textbook definition of a dark elf, with dark-hair and dark-eyes, Felicity was a lovely and mature woman now. She’d once been part of his own faction, then she’d joined Felix’s.

From Legionnaire, to assistant, to wife, to Empress of Legion, she’d jumped the ranks rapidly.

Admittedly, Vince had the option to become Emperor if he wished, except he didn’t. He enjoyed very much being the military leader of Legion, vassal king of Yosemite, and generally not struggling at the top of a ladder.

“Oh, just explaining to Vince that the A-Net is booting back up,” Yaris said with a wave of her hand and sat herself down. Her pregnancy was just as visible as Caroline’s was now. The Royal Elf then smiled warmly at the other woman. “You look lovely, Empress Felicity.”

Screwing her face up into a grimace, Felicity took her seat. It was the same as everyone else’s. There were no distinctions to set others apart here, other than location.

“Ugh, please, no. I get enough of that at work,” she pleaded. “It was really nice just to be auntie-Fel today. Really, really nice.”

“Going alright without Felix?” Vince asked as more people began to filter in. This was a grand-meeting to discuss the state of everything. To recap where they were for everyone involved.

“More or less,” Felicity said, her eyes partially unfocusing as she stared off into nothing. Then she sighed and let her eyes fall down to the desk she was seated at. “I miss him. I miss him terribly. We all do. Having him at the helm just made things always seem… simple. He somehow got everyone and everything to line up without too much trouble at all.”

Pausing, Felicity slowly shook her head, still staring at her desktop.

“I find myself doubting if I’m doing well. On top of that, I hesitate over things that I know he wouldn’t. It’s easy to make a clinical choice when I was just making sure to maximize his efficiency, harder when I’m the one the decisions fall to,” she mumbled and then sighed loudly, raising her eyes up to Vince and Yaris. “It’ll be fine. I just never properly appreciated all that he did. It hasn’t even been a year yet since he left, but it feels like forever.”

“Nn, nn, nn. I miss him too, Fel,” declared Andrea over the loud speakers.

There was general laughter throughout the assembly at that. To one and all, Andrea was a difficult personage to not be in a good mood around.

“Okay!” continued the Beastkin. “We-are-good-to-go! Everything’s set up. Adrianna is gonna be the program director. I’m just gonna be here on hand in the booth.

“Which is fine, I’m kinda tired. We were all playing with our Feral Friend, and she totally kicked our ass for a while there. We need to work out a bit more we think. Without Miu here, we’re getting a little sloppy.”

I… oh.

She was sparring with, Red.

Her “feral friend”.

Ha.

Looking to his desk, Vince leaned over the display and then tapped it. It came to life in a blink and opened up to a series of pictures.

“Alright, looks like everyone is here,” Felicity said after clearing her throat. “We’ll open this up with a simple statement, then move to the points that matter.

“Felix is off-world right now on a mission from the Overgods. I’m acting in his place. Legion is rebuilding and fine. We’ve made considerable progress and are starting to bring Legion Prime up past steam engines. We’re actively sourcing materials to begin rebuilding our factories from all that’s available. We’re working through everything in the Legion distribution system, so make sure you put in your requisitions.

“Right now we’re a bit limited in output, but we’re still able to provide a great deal of equipment as needed. Rescue missions into the old world continue.

“At this moment, we’re working through all the open items and completing them. We just finished the deployment of the Undead armories requested by the Duke of Denver and are moving to the Snow Elf’s request for a highway.

“Infrastructure wise, we’re still laying out the power-grid to tie Yosemite into Legion, but that’ll be complete in a month or so. It’s been a major investment of time and resources, but I truly believe it’ll be worthwhile. Having a working power system through Yosemite, which would allow us to begin opening manufacturing plants, and other convenient things would be wonderful.

“There isn’t anything else that needs to be stated from a Legion point of view. The more urgent matter is in Yosemite. I’m going to turn the floor over to the Queen of Yosemite, Yaris Campbell, for the update from there.”

Vince was only half-listening, as he began to idly sort through all the pictures that’d been put onto the display. There were quite a few and they were actually rather interesting to him, if only because he wasn’t quite sure what he was looking at.

“Thank you,” Yaris said and then coughed delicately. “First, as ever… we of course thank our Empress for making sure Yosemite isn’t just a … puppet state. That while we’re a vassal, we’re treated more akin to an equal. I know there were a great many worried residents of Yosemite who are now clearly eating their own words.”

“With gusto, our queen! With gusto!” called out what sounded a lot like a Dwarf. “This plate of crow is delicious. I’ve never eaten a more fantastic meal and would please like seconds, if not thirds.”

“I too am truly enjoying looking like an asshole. I would very much like to sincerely thank the Empress for doing that to me, and please ask for more humiliation, as my people benefit more by the day,” called another voice that sounded a lot like an Orc.

Both comments were followed by warm laughter.

“Legion is benefitting greatly from Yosemite. It’s a partnership,” allowed Felicity before going quiet.

“I would agree with both sentiments,” Yaris said with a smile, taking the conversation back in hand. “For Yosemite… Vince is also on a mission from the Overgods. We’re going to take over Europe.

“We’ve taken perhaps forty percent of the Iberian peninsula for ourselves already. Now that we’ve connected the landing point back to home, we should be able to move the incorporation of Spain much more quickly.”

Vince nodded his head as he finally figured out what he was looking at.

It was a number of satellite images of Europe. A great many of them in fact.

Looking up from his display, he saw the monitor was displaying an image of Yaris and a graphic. There were bullet points in it that looked like more would be filled out as she spoke.

“Our first goal is to consolidate our holdings and bring them to Yosemite standard. General Petra has the field and has made remarkable progress with almost no losses at all.”

That got a round of applause from everyone.

Both Legion and Yosemite had a great deal of respect for the Ant-Soldier general. While she was deployed in the field, Thera was handling the forces in Yosemite and Ioana took care of Legion security.

“We’re also experiencing a rapid influx of Dryads and Dragons from both continents,” Yaris continued. “Elysia is going to be going through everything as quickly as she can to get everyone sorted out. I know that Legion City has several open spots for Dragons that should soon be filled, as well as Dryad positions.

“We’ve even had several suitable male Dragons show up. Taylor met with them and is having them readied to be sent off-world as they simply… well… they’re not welcome in Yosemite at the moment. We won’t be able to allow other Wings for at least another ten years. It’s best they move to Legion-planet and form their own Wings, which fits perfectly with our plans.”

Once more there was a round of applause and general good cheer at that.

Legion had adapted very quickly to what Yosemite had in its positives columns and had been most eager to have Dragons join their security forces.

“We’re going to take Spain as a whole, then pivot to the north. We’re contemplating moving up into what had once been France and taking that territory as well. We’re not quite sure yet, as there could be partisan forces in Spain to contend with,” Yaris continued. “So far, we haven’t seen much of an issue.

“As a brief summary of what transpired, we landed safely and built a fort right there. It was the initial fallback point. Then we took over Coruna and set up a Dryad Duchess there by the name of Leandra. After that, we vassalized an ant-colony at a Duchy level, then took over Bilbao and decimated several armies.

“And before I get requests for ant-colonies, Redata, the queen of that colony, has an entire birthing group of daughters that’ll come of age in a year. That’d be the soonest that the colony can expand.”

Glancing to the side, Vince didn’t miss the slight look of disappointment on Felicity’s face.

Or on Elysia’s for that matter, who’d sat down next to her.

Chances were the two Elves wanted ant-colonies everywhere. Just as they did Dragons, Dryads, Ratkin, and Elves.

A one-of-a-kind workforce that tended to throw their all into Yosemite.

Elysia was a tall, beautiful, blonde, blue-eyed, and lovely High-Elf to behold. She caught his eyes on her, smiled at him, gave him a wink with a smile, then looked back to Yaris.

“After Bilbao was stomped flat, and recruiting a large number of Dryads and Dragons, we took Magi-Vale, a city of magicians, for ourselves. They’ve formally joined and are a Duchy as well.

“Vince talked an army to join our side and then took over a city named—” Yaris paused, clearly in thought, then nodded her head. “Zaragoza. The army commander and his men were stationed there and now hold the point.

“After that, Vince raided a prison filled to the brim with magic users of every walk of life. Some won’t want to stay in Spain, or Yosemite, so providing they pass security checks, they could likely migrate to Legion.

“Though during that raid… we had contact with agents of Zeus. The contact was brief before Vince set off a magical bomb on top of the prison. With any luck, we’ve sealed that entrance for them permanently.”

Vince nodded at the summary as well as all the bullet points that’d popped up.

It was a good run-down of everything that’d happened without overdoing it.

“Wonderful,” Felicity said with a bright smile. “That’s impressive. We all benefit of course when new resources are added. To that end, I haven’t seen any new requisition forms coming in specifically for this war.

“Is there anything we can do to help? Is everything that truly already set?”

“Felix did it,” Vince said with a laugh and a shrug of his shoulders when Yaris didn’t immediately answer. “That… that stupid… loveable brother of mine… went full big brother mode on me. Everything I wanted, he’d already provided somehow. Now we’re just taking what we need from the field, already have it, or it’s not something that would need us to ask for it.”

“That… sounds about right for Felix,” admitted Felicity, who looked thoughtful. “Pretty sure I remember a number of projects he’d put together for it now that I’m thinking of it, but it’s hard to really pin that down. There’s so much going on.”

“We’re alright,” Vince clarified. “Though… I think we can bring magical types across now. After blowing up the prison, I have a pretty good idea of why Ryker said to avoid it. Not likely a worry anymore.

“I know Caroline brought over that group of Legionnaire Elves, but is it possible to have their armor given to a group of Elves who can use magic? Caroline said they were able to hold and use mana but weren’t trained.”

Yaris grinned at that and shook her head briefly.

“That’s not an issue. From what I’ve been given to understand, the armor itself isn’t terribly difficult to manufacture, and if Legion is willing to help a bit, we could easily outfit the other two battalion groups I had put together,” answered the queen of Yosemite. 

“They’re all sorceresses from all Elven races. We named them in a fitting way given they’re trained in Legion warfare, wearing Legionnaire armor, from a race that doesn’t exist on their world, while using magic that can only be used by that race,” she explained. “The Praecantrix. Which roughly translates to Witch or Enchantress. I think that’s just perfect.

“As to outfitting them… there’s sixty of their number and they’re ready to be deployed. Just need the armor. We have fifteen we can spare right now. Fel?”

“If it’s the armor set Mr. White made, I can easily have those put together in a day,” Felicity agreed. “I’m sure I can talk Felicia into trying her hand at making a mass production armory for that Legionnaire armor designation. It’s very suitable for anyone who can hold a smidgen of mana.”

“Perfect,” Yaris said, then looked to Vince.

“I don’t really have any other needs, I guess. It’s more or less a war. Need more soldiers,” Vince admitted.

Yaris, Felicity, and Elysia all sighed at that at the same time.

“Ioana is working on taking the territories in the east of Yosemite,” Felicity began after Elysia and Yaris both looked to her. “It’s slow going and a bit of a slog, but it’s worth the experience. We’re making veterans by the day and getting more and more people trained and ready.

“Thera is pushing deeper and deeper to the west. There’s very little, other than that toad’s stronghold, that she isn’t actively fighting for.

“To the south and north we’re pushing expeditionary forces right up to the border or to the shore. All our people are committed elsewhere at the moment.”

“I… yeah, I get it,” Vince muttered and shook his head. “I do. I get it. This wasn’t something we were expecting to get involved in. It’s hard to put personnel into it when we’d already accounted all of our forces to be elsewhere. Alright.

“That means I guess I need to recruit locally or get an ally. Any suggestions?”

“Actually, yes,” Elysia said and then leaned over her display. She started tapping at it, moving her finger around, and looking like she was hunting for something. “Ah, here we go. This. This was taken not long ago as the satellite passed over.”

Vince looked to the monitor in the middle.

It looked like an island to him.

A big one, but still an island. It was set quite close to a larger land mass to the south-east of it.

Then the picture shifted and it became dark. There were a great number of yellow spots and lines crisscrossing back and forth on the island. With several large circular-like spots as well.

“This is what would be apparently called the British Isles. The large island on the right, as you can see, is quite obviously inhabited,” Elysia continued. “And with a people who actively have electricity. Those are lights and civilization.

“For whatever reason, somehow, they seem to have technology above the norm for our world.

“The island to the left seems dark. I’m not sure why one island but not the other has power, but there’s the possibility that it had a portal open up on it that could have… wiped out the local population, but the island on the right was spared that fate.”

Vince nodded his head slowly at that, he could already see what Elysia was going to suggest.

“I think you should approach that island and see if they’re willing to be friendly,” Elysia offered. “Because it’s obvious that Francia isn’t a nation we should ally ourselves with. The nation known as Prussany is a question mark, but preliminary information suggests they’re just as bad. We should obviously dispatch a messenger to them regardless though, to make sure of that.”

“Right. Historically… I think that’s… England,” Vince offered, looking at the island on the map. His mind flipped through a number of fanciful tales his parents had told him, and the books they’d left behind as well.

Well.

Let’s go see if they ended up getting dropped into their own mythical past.

After all… a great many of those fairy tales came from that area to begin with, didn’t they?

Off we go to the land of the Eng.

I guess it’s more the… land of the Anglo-Saxons? Eh… weird name to begin with.

Land of Eng it is.





Chapter 2




With a heavy sigh, Vince saw Coruna below him as Renata the Orange Dragon flew on.

They were flying at a good speed right now, but not at their maximum possible.

There were a number of Dragons with them, loaded with Battle Dryads and Praecantrix Legionnaires.

Those two groups had very quickly bonded and found that they were very much of a similar mindset. Their shared beliefs and ideals were so closely linked that they understood one another very quickly.

“Elysia, is there a goddess of Elves?” Vince asked suddenly as they flew onward.

The High-Elf had been named the commander of the Praecantrix and sent off with him. There’d been a brief point where they’d considered sending Caroline, but she was too far along in her pregnancy for it to work.

Elysia was early enough that the Dryads could hold it back and she’d fit into Legionnaire armor suitably.

“I… well… I don’t know?” answered Elysia. “There wasn’t for anyone I know of but… we were House-Elves, Vince. We weren’t exactly deep in Elven heritage. I was just a… a forlorn little Elven girl who thought she was going to be sold for her virginity, or turned into a gladiator.

“Only to have you swoop in and... well… you took the former, bade my sisters turn me into the latter, then made me the steward of a nation. You certainly filled the prospects of my life and then went much further.

“As to my culture… the only Elven culture I know is what Caroline and Yaris have told me, and that never had anything about gods. Why do you ask?”

“Oh… just a curiosity question,” Vince replied, not really answering her completely.

He didn’t want to tell her that he’d had a sudden thought about trying to call an Elven goddess into being, negotiating with her, and turning her into a captive member of his pantheon.

Then he’d have Elves, Dragons, and Dryads as his pillars.

Dragons as the extreme physical force and flight.

Dryads as support, utility, and healing.

Elves for their magical arsenal and abilities.

I’d be unstoppable.

I’ll ask Ferris and Dea about it when we land. Maybe they know of an Elven goddess.

Or… am I being greedy? Maybe.

“If you want… we could always see if we can’t summon up a goddess of Elves? If you take me to a bed, I could try screaming out to one to save me?” purred Elysia.

He was suddenly reminded that Elysia was playful.

Serious, studious, and very clinical around others.

Playful and flirty with him.

Shit… I brought another Sam along.

“Maybe if I pitched it just right and you tied me up a bit? Beg for any Elven goddess out there to come save me?” asked Elysia, pushing further. “Have to make sure we bring Blue along though. Likely a few of her wives as well.”

The Yosemite Dryads liked Yaris quite a bit. She’d doted on them, helped them in their endeavors, and provided them with access to Vince.

Yaris was a queen and had to look on everyone equally.

Elysia had apparently taken the lead from her while he’d been away. 

Meliae had to play grove-mother and wife to so many Dryads and children, that she often had to be fair and even-handed as well.

The High-Elf had no such qualms, problems, or difficulties as either Meliae or Yaris.

Elysia was a steward to a nation that didn’t particularly need her anymore. Yaris and Felicity were working perfectly in concert with one another.

Making herself an emissary of sorts and becoming a steward for the Dryads directly had apparently appealed to her.

She’d submerged herself in Dryad culture, etiquette, and children. Coming out the other side as their chosen Champion. Even Meliae came to her for things that fell outside of her own domain.

Or so Mouth had revealed to Vince after he’d made a train out of her, Meliae, Daphne, and Karya.

“I forgot you were like this,” Vince muttered.

Elysia laughed at that and pushed herself up against his back a bit more firmly.

“I started praying to Dea, you know,” admitted the Elf. “She sent me a lot of warm fuzzy feelings in return. I rather like her. Felt like I should get to know her more with everything that’s been happening.

“Especially with them all calling me their champion. I’ve even managed to start pushing Yaris to actually try. I can even beat Berenga once or twice as I get stronger.”

“Dea’s great,” Renata agreed with a laugh. “I send her and Ferris lots of prayers. Especially since, you know, I died. The afterlife was neat, and I wasn’t even there that long.

“Though, you’re rather fun Elysia. I thought you’d be all uptight and a bit stuffy. I didn’t realize that’s just an act. I get that though. I kept trying to act more like Elizabeth or the others for a while.”

Elysia froze against Vince’s back.

He imagined she’d forgotten Renata existed since the Dragon had been somewhat quiet during the flight. Though now that they spotted home, he imagined she wasn’t paying as much attention now as she had been.

“Ah… yes,” Elysia managed to get out after a long pause. “Yes… well… I-I have an… image as… his steward and… and—”

Slowly the High-Elf’s words fell away.

Vince couldn’t really understand it either now that he thought about it.

“Yeah, I get that. Same for me. Ferris, too,” Renata conceded, lifting her head to glance at them. Her warm fire-like eyes peered back at them. “You should talk to her sometime about it. She and I have spoken several times about it.

“It’s easier just to be who you are. Especially being around Vince.”

Renata nodded her large head and then slowly looked ahead again. 

“Ferris, the goddess of Dragons,” Elysia said almost to herself. “I… yes. I suppose you’re right, Renata. I suppose you’re right. Maybe it’s time I let the mask fall away a bit more.”

“I would,” Renata said, laughing, and started to speed up. “Otherwise, you’re gonna be the only one not having any fun!”

Renata built up more than enough speed, to the point that Vince could feel himself being pushed backward into Elysia and away from Renata’s back at the same time.

Slowly they kept moving forward, pulling ahead of the other Dragons. They had considerably more people to carry, but also simply weren’t an Orange.

Far above Coruna, she began to slowly circle it, waiting for the others to arrive.

Often, she just expanded her wings out and glided lazily around the city.

It was right around then that Vince realized how amazing the view was from up here. He could see considerably into the distance and everything below.

A lot like being a satellite.

“I can see why the Nullifiers are always so keen to shoot at any Dragon they see,” Vince said, looking to the army besieging Coruna. He didn’t have to look too hard to see the barrage of Nullifier rounds slamming into the shields around it.

A situation being repeated at the wall as well at Magi-Vale, he imagined.

Mr. White had told him to not worry about it, and that he’d solve it personally. Vince was more than happy to give the man some time to do it, too.

The resources available to Vince were narrow and shallow.

Shields and mana weren’t in short supply.

Mostly because with the Praecantrix taking the field, he imagined those shields wouldn’t be going down any time soon. His Elves weren’t quite normal anymore, given their new armor.

Even if they weren’t doing anything, it would constantly gather any mana around, top its batteries off, then begin discharging the leftovers into the Elf in the armor. Which meant they would continuously gain more mana regardless of the situation.

He wasn’t needed to refill them anymore.

“We’ll stop here briefly. Pick up the rest of the people we need, drop those off we don’t… then… head off to England,” Elysia summarized.

Vince only nodded his head. This was mostly a pit-stop. It’d be awkward getting everyone in, and then back out, but it wasn’t impossible. Though that was mostly because the defenders could lay down enough covering fire to get people in and out as needed.

The frequency of that was limited though, as it taxed those very same resources he’d just been thinking about.

Let’s hope… the British are willing to be an ally.

We could use the help.

Renata started to bring them in lower, angling them down toward the city.

Someone must have noticed it in the enemy camp, as Nullifier rounds started to be directed up toward them.

“To hell with this,” growled Vince, realizing he didn’t want to give Mr. White time to solve this. He was already tired of this and didn’t want to deal with it anymore.

“Elysia, I want you and the Praecantrix to give them a damn bloody nose,” ordered Vince. He was wearing a set of Elven Legionnaire armor, since he himself was a living battery of sorts as well. It’d suit him just as well as it did the Elves. “Renata, pull us in somewhere you can land safely. Go let all the other Dragons with the Praecantrix know they need to head this way.”

“I told Antona!” replied the Dragon. “They’re all spreading the news now.”

Even as she mentioned it, Vince could indeed feel a shifting in his grove.

There were rapid fluctuations in Draconic energy and shifting Dryad trees as information was relayed about. For all those that shared a space inside him, distance wasn’t a real issue anymore.

There was a heavy response from two pieces of his grove that came next. An immediate response to the buried remains of Ferris, resting inside the dirt of Dea.

Still kinda worried about… what my insides look like.

Where do all these Dragon Horn tips go? Where are the trees? The dirt? Is it all just… in my abdominal cavity?

Maybe I should ask Felicia to make me some sort of… implant… that lets me hold more?

Errr, that’s weird, now that I think about it but… eh… she likes impossible requests.

Vince nodded to himself, resolved to send Felicia a request. With the satellite in the air, it wouldn’t take long for them to be able to get communications hooked up from city to city. Starting with Legion Fortress One.

“This is exciting!” Renata said with a tone that felt full of energy. “All the Dryads and Dragons who can be here will be. They plan on attacking forward from the city!”

“How… is this part of that… religious thing you were talking about?” Elysia asked.

“Yeah! They can communicate with their partners and share information,” Vince replied even as Renata started banking harder. They’d land to the north of Coruna. It was closest to the Fortress but also had a number of cliffs and trees that’d give them a space to land on without being fired at.

“I think I need to actually look into finding an Elven goddess,” Elysia acknowledged. “If… if we can get a goddess, then have her… join… with Ferris and Dea, we’d be elevated even further as a race. I’ll have to contact Yaris, Caroline, and Felicity immediately.”

Vince glanced over his shoulder in time to see Elysia holding a hand up. It was directed back the way they’d come from. Her other hand was resting against her forearm.

There was a strange blue and green energy flowing through her arms and the armor she was wearing.

Without a noise, shifting of body, or warning, a blue ball of energy launched out of her and rapidly vanished into the distance. As if it was heading right back to the fortress.

“We have some new gadgets,” Elysia confessed when she met Vince’s eyes. “The Whites and Felicia have ah… they keep coming up with new things. The Elven Legionnaire armor can send burst messages to the Fortress, but we can’t receive anything back directly. It’ll go to our communications squad.”

Vince didn’t say anything, he just looked ahead as Renata came to a halt in the air and landed them perfectly. Leaning her head forward and down, she displaced Elysia almost casually and not seeming to mean to.

She casually dropped him down in front of herself going into a full prostration-like bow, then simply bounced up to her feet without saying a word. The action was similar to what every other Dragon would do if they shifted near him.

Renata did it without the loud prayers and obeisance, thankfully.

Standing up, the gorgeous Orange Dragon put her hands on her hips.

If there was a Dragon that could compete with any Dryad, it was Renata.

A unique Dragon with a shape to her that could hold up to even Meliae, or Mouth. He’d once thought if he had to describe her, it’d be as some lunatic’s sex-crazed fantasy, and that’d be the best he could manage.

Her long, curling hair that was a pale red that looked orange, fell behind her back. Long delicate and pointed horns stood up from her brows. Her eyes were the same color of her fire-like scales and were watching him.

With a pop, her wings stretched out, then settled down over her well-endowed self, one of her wings stretching further to cover her rear.

“Don’t say it,” Vince demanded.

“Your mount is suitably covered, my Lord,” purred Renata with a wide grin for him. “No one will look on me but you.”

“I’m… I… yes,” Elysia said, turning to look at Vince fully now. “I can see what Blue had meant by ritualistic and religious-like beliefs.

“I can also see why you’re reticent about it. This is fine though. It’s really not that much different from how many of your people view you anyways. This is fine.

“Though… I really do need to find an Elven goddess. This is not something I can let pass by. We’re at the top of the Campbell family in Yosemite and have Felicity in Felix’s group. We… we can’t let the other races pass us by.”

Vince grinned as he listened to Elysia speak.

The Elves had taken Yosemite and made it their home. They had invested everything of themselves to make it so. To them, the Elven nation was merely a piece of Yosemite.

At this juncture, any Elf not in Yosemite, or Legion, was “wrong” to them.

He could easily see them forcefully creating a goddess, if only to be on equal footing with Dryads and Dragons. Since he’d asked her about it, he’d opened the door for them as well.

Dragons began landing not far away, and Battle Dryads hopped off even as they hit the turf, landing with experience and having practiced it many times. Their rifles coming up and sweeping outward as they began to clear the area.

One of their number was heading straight for Renata at a fast jog. Under her arm was likely Renata’s dress, the one she’d taken to wearing. Kitted out in the Dryad Legionnaire armor, she looked rather imposing.

“I do hope Mr. White gets us our armor soon. I dislike being naked anymore,” Renata pouted gruffly, then smiled as someone Vince would bet on was Antona reached her. “Thank you, my Dryad! I really appreciate it.”

“Of course, my Dragon,” answered Antona, holding the dress out to the other woman. Then she stepped between Renata and Elysia, the Dragon moving in closer to the Dryad and starting to get into her dress.

Huh.

My Dragon. My Dryad.

They’re definitely ritualizing it further and further.

“Immediately,” Elysia whispered to herself more than anyone else. Then she pulled her helmet off from the hook at her side and pulled it down over her head. The weapon of the Praecantrix wasn’t the SMG he’d seen before.

Somewhere along the way, the Praecantrix had gotten their hands on Legionnaire rifles, then modified them. They all looked to be magically tuned some-how.

Probably a last-minute swap from Felicia, White, or… White. Likely some type of field-configurable modification.

Vince did also notice that there were others amongst the Elven Legionnaires with different weapons. It looked like they had a couple weapons’ teams in their numbers.

Turning, Elysia looked to the Elves in her command who were dismounting, forming, then heading her way. They looked considerably less sure of themselves, but were handling it all gracefully.

Theirs wasn’t an issue of ability or skill, but experience.

Antona stepped away from Renata at the same time that the Dragon finished dressing. Not far away, many other Dragon Maidens were now dressed and coming over.

Among their number was Elizabeth.

The platinum-horned Dragon’s hair had changed in color and was a much lighter gray now.

When she’d joined him on this trip, he’d felt a forlorn aura around her.

As soon as her incredibly luminous silver-like eyes met his, he only saw a woman who felt like she was worth something and had earned her place.

The lovely Platinum Dragon came over while more Dragons all fell in line with her. She came to a stop not far off and Renata joined in. Moving into the formation.

Antona headed over to stand next to the dragon formation, and the Dryads formed up in a similar way.

Elysia hesitated only for a second before she also moved away from Vince, taking up a position akin to Antona’s and Elizabeth’s. Her Elves sorted themselves far quicker than he’d thought possible and began filtering into a formation behind Elysia.

Dryads, Dragons, and Elves.

Hm.

Elves are already eternal given enough mana… very similar to a Dragon, you could say. I imagine it would be hard to transform them into something like the others.

Though… what would they put in me that’d bind them like the horns and seeds?

Something to consider.

“Ferris, Dea, your lord would ask you to watch over this battle,” Vince said as he moved to stand in front of the three races. “Because I think this one… this battle… would be lovely to commemorate. In fact… let’s not make this a battle… let’s just take out that entire army out there.”

His thoughts were rapidly shifting now. From simply smacking the enemy to make them back up, to absolutely annihilating them.

He had places to be, people to meet, allies to wine and dine.

There was absolutely no reason to wait right now.

His only regret was that the Sword wasn’t here for him. It was still in Billbao in the throne room.

“Faith magic repels Nullifier attacks much better than regular magic,” Vince offered, turning to look straight at Elysia. “Might want to start your little plan early. Any heroes from your past that you think might be well suited to be turned into a mythic being?

“Because this is going to be something that lives on far after we’re all dead. Far after. This is where great deeds are made and recorded. For all to believe later down the road as apocrypha and anecdote.”

Vince felt the presence of Dea and Ferris pushing their awareness out through him and to the world around him. They couldn’t be here in spiritual manifestation as they were physical beings now.

“Elves, Dryads, and Dragons,” Vince murmured to himself and began walking toward the enemy lines in the distance. “Let’s add a new chapter to the ‘Lord of Yosemite mythos’. Summoning an Elven Goddess from nothing.”





Chapter 3




Vince bounced lightly as he walked. Moving his arms back and forth and rolling his shoulders. Letting his body roll and warm itself as he kept moving toward the enemy.

He had most of his standard weaponry, thankfully.

His pistol, a number of magazines for it, and his sword.

Wearing Legionnaire armor he felt fairly sure of himself, too. The only issue he had with it, was he really didn’t like wearing a helmet.

It made him feel closed in and unable to see everything.

Even if it would keep his head from being taken off by a heavy caliber rifle round.

Unholstering his pistol, Vince pulled the slide to rack a round into the chamber. He flipped the safety switch and then pushed it back into its place.

Turning his head, he looked over his shoulder.

When he hadn’t been paying attention, the Dryads, Elves, and Dragons had seemingly broken into groups of three each. Each one always had the same group-makeup as well.

One Dragon, one Dryad, and at least one Elf.

Renata, Antona, and Elysia had all moved to stand near one another as well. Which meant what they were doing was starting at the top.

“Huh,” Vince muttered and nodded his head at them when they all looked at him. “Squads of three?”

“For now,” Renata answered with a brilliant smile as the other two nodded their heads. “We’re going to experiment to see what works best! The Praecantrix and Battle Dryads have more numbers to my kind.”

“We might end up adding more Dryads to each Dragon. We’re… we’re… I asked Meliae for permission to recruit Dryads into the Battle Dryads,” Antona added to the conversation. “I’m going to bolster my ranks. The Dryads are an underutilized resource right now in Yosemite. Most of them are just… pushing out children because they have nothing else to do. I want to expand their roles.”

Oh?

Well.

That’s surprising.

“As long as they’re in my grove and Meliae approves of them,” Vince clarified.

“The same will be happening for the Elves,” Elysia put in quickly. “I have an open recruitment for any and all Elves that have average or better talent with magic. Those with mana sensitivity but no training will be trained.”

Vince had kept moving ahead even while listening.

Turning, he looked to Renata, as he was expecting a similar statement from her.

Smiling nervously, she chewed at her lower lip.

“Uhm. Elizabeth is recruiting Dragons and Dragonnewts. As many as she can force, cajole, invite, or bribe. So long as they fully submit with their Dragon’s Word to her,” Renata admitted as he stared at her. Chewing at her full lower lip and wringing her hands together. “Only from Europe and beyond. Nothing from North America. That’s… that’s the North American Wing, under Taylor’s jurisdiction.”

“Uh huh… and how big is my little… Dryad, Dragon, Elven army going to be in a few days?” he asked, suspecting this was bigger than he already knew. Perhaps even caused by his prodding of the possibility of an Elven Goddess.

“We’ll be at about two-hundred Elves and Dryads each. Ninety or so Dragons,” Renata said as the other two turned to look at her. For whatever reason they were using her as a conduit to talk to him. “I… I think having an Elven goddess would allow an Elf to be invited into… a Dragon and Dryad pairing. Using faith magic, a Dragon’s word, and the Elven heritage magic itself! Elysia… Elysia, myself, and Antona are experimenting a bit, but there’s a missing component. Probably the deity.”

“Oh. So nothing to put in me? Good. Pretty sure I’m running out of room. I’m not an endless bag of space or something. I’m really getting nervous that if I get hit the wrong way I’ll just start throwing up plants,” joked Vince with a chuckle. He turned and looked back ahead.

Dragons, Dryads, Elves.

Realizing he needed to ask the question, he looked back to the trio again.

“Elven goddess. Any thoughts?” he inquired of Elysia.

“Ah… none… but… apparently Ferris and Dea have an idea,” answered the High-Elf, looking to the two others. Who were now looking bashful and not at him at all.

Neither said anything.

Which meant they didn’t want to speak for their deities.

Shrugging, Vince looked ahead again.

“Can… we take the field first, my Lord?” inquired Renata. “We’d like to try out a few things. See what works for us. If-if you don’t mind.”

“Be my guest. They’re doing us a favor and preparing a nice formation for us to hit. Looks like they stripped their siege down to the bare minimum,” answered Vince, his eyes picking over the enemies arrayed about before them. “I’m sure Cristina and whoever’s in Coruna will see this as an opportunity, too.”

“Maybe. All the Dryads and Dragons in the city already exited,” Antona offered with some trepidation in her voice.

“Where’s Elizabeth, then?” Vince grumbled and then looked around. She’d slipped off at some point.

“Ah, relaying a few messages and… uh, bringing Blue here,” Renata mumbled and then sighed with a shake of her head. “She wants me to lead the Dragons in combat right now. I’m somewhat of a figure head after having died to complete my orders, been resurrected, then because I managed to take off on time and saved our Lord.

“I’m not as strong as her, but I’m also much more of a figurehead than her. I… I will… she made me a leader amongst the Draco Custodes. Antona is the same for what we’re calling the Bellum Dryadum and… and Brianne is that for the Praecantrix in all… similar capacities.”

Brianne is a Praecantrix?

Surprising.

She grew up since the last time I saw her then. She was still a bit of a young woman with fluffy ideas in her head.

“Draco Custodes. Bellum Dryadum,” repeated Vince, realizing they were changing their names to fit Elysia and her Elves.

All three nodded their heads to that.

“Our… our priestesses will be Blue, Elizabeth, and me, my liege,” Elysia stated. “Brianne is passing off all her duties and will be taking my place shortly. After that, I’m going to formally resign and join Blue and Elizabeth in… the priestess-hood.”

Once again, Vince only nodded his head.

He didn’t really care how they managed themselves, as long as it made things better for everyone. Anything else wasn’t much of a concern for him.

“Whatever you three wanna do,” Vince stated. “Elysia, plan on being a steward again while you’re here though. I’m worthless and Petra is going to lean on you hard.”

“Not a problem, my liege,” she stated with a sharp nod of her head. “Many of my family members joined through the normal jobs Petra needed filled. They’re all remaining at the fortress until such a time as the field is safer, or Dragons can ferry them around.”

“Ha… I should have known. I just need to leave it to my Elves,” said Vince laughingly. “Well, I guess my Elves, Dryads, and Dragons now. Don’t disappoint me, I look forward to seeing what you can do.

“We’ll dedicate this victory to the birth of the Praecantrix to help push you along. Well… if you can make it memorable.”

Setting off at a fast jog he didn’t wait for a response to any of that. Moving quickly he began to pull away from them. He had a way to go if he was going to move behind the army.

Not to mention, he wanted to see if he could burn or steal their supplies.

This was a chance to let his people grow a bit with their own plans and resources without counting on him.

When he did find them, he set himself to that goal and plunged whole-heartedly into slaughtering fools who could probably barely handle one of his children, let alone him.

There was no mercy in Vince for them. Each and every person who came at him was someone who willingly approached him to fight.

They could have just as easily ran away from him.

It wasn’t until a Dragon’s roar could be heard that he “woke up” from the mind-numbing and boring job he’d put upon himself.

Looking, he saw that it was apparently Renata who’d made the roar.

Glancing around himself to make sure he was in the clear, he watched several soldiers who were flat out running away from him.

Given that he was at the center of a clearing, with a number of corpses all around him, he couldn’t blame them.

In fact, they were the smart ones.

Of those corpses, the overwhelming majority of them had been cut down by his sword. He’d wanted to face them in hand-to-hand combat, to make their inferiority obvious as soon as someone tried.

Looking back to Renata, he could see a number of Dragons all take to the air as well.

“Won’t… they just get hit by Nullifiers and knocked to the ground?” Vince asked aloud, wondering if they’d concocted some sort of plan for this.

Lifting his sword up, he casually pushed it through the wounded soldier he’d been staring at, running the blade through their heart and lungs. Twisting the blade to make it quick, Vince put his attention entirely on the battle that was just starting.

An enemy I leave alive today is another one I must face tomorrow.

A very bright green Dryad shield came into life in front of the Dragon. It was then reinforced by a bright blue web of mana that ran throughout the shield, almost like the veins on a leaf.

Renata was obvious and in the front of the formation of Dragons. He assumed Brianne and Antona would be atop her, given what they’d said before.

Rocketing through the air, Renata pulled away from everyone else.

Multiple Nullifier rounds blasted into the shield that surrounded her, causing it to practically instantly shatter apart.

Only to be reformed even as it broke.

Those bright lines of mana held it all together, even as it restructured itself into one cohesive piece again. The amount of mana required to do all that seemed somewhat beyond what Vince would expect a mage to be able to hold up under.

There were just that many Nullifier rounds striking the Dryad shield.

“Renata must be channeling energy to Brianne, who’s reinforcing Antona, and providing energy for her as well,” mused Vince aloud. “That’d make sense and… it’d be quite viable. They’re all in physical contact with one another after all.

“If they were on the ground and in human form, Renata could use magic, having the Dryad shield for protection and Brianne acting as the fine tuning and accuracy.

“If physical, they could just shoot it all while Renata provided support. Huh… worked out rather well I guess. I wonder if dear ol’ dad-in-law had anything to do with this. He seems to be a god of unlikely coincidences.”

Casually as could be, the Dragons shrugged off Nullifier rounds as if they were nothing. Lining up on the ground forces that’d been preparing themselves for a pike and shot type of fight, the targets were easy.

Renata leaned her head down and casually drew a column of fire across the entirety of the army. Passing right over them, even as they fired upward at her.

Rounds slammed into the Dryad shield and did little to nothing at all, even as Nullifier spells continued to pound away at it. No matter how many times it broke, it was simply held together.

Then all the other Dragons came in a line. Dropping a wave of fire down, just as Renata had done. Following that, they all turned away from the enemy ranks and began winging their way back.

Back to the line of Dryads and Elves marching forward with shields and rifles held.

Vince had amazing eyesight but even he felt they were too far to really make out much more than that. He swore he could see wings in their numbers though. As if some of the Dragons had remained behind.

Or… the Dragonnewts I suppose.

Vince turned away from the battle, realizing it was already a complete victory. The remnants of the country weren’t going to be much of an issue for his forces at this rate.

His attention would need to shift to Francia as well as England and what they could do. From what reports they had, they had better arms, armor, Nullifier strength, and even employed enslaved magicians.

They were going to be his fight from here on out.

Not the Francoist government here in Spain.

Marching off, Vince decided he might as well make his way down this siege line.

By the time he got around behind them, chances were they’d have quit the field outright.




***




Vince had been wrong, in the end.

The enemy had fled long before he made it around to the point that he’d be behind them.

It was in fact only a few minutes after the rifles of the Legion opened fire. Showing what a high rate of sustainable fire, with plentiful ammunition, could do to a force standing around and attempting to reload and shoot in lines.

Even if they were doing it from trenches or behind cover, there wasn’t much they could do against such overwhelming force.

They needed much greater armaments and magic to stand toe to toe with the Legion of Yosemite.

Casually as could be, Vince walked toward where the mass of Elves, Dryads, and Dragons were. They were currently rounding up any and everyone who surrendered.

Then rushing them to stand in front of a Dragon, a Dryad, and an Elf. Only to have one of those three nod or shake their heads.

A nod got the prisoner moved to the next group.

A shake of their heads provoked a sharp response.

The barrel of a rifle being put to the side of that prisoner’s head and a round going through it.

Dragons were casually circling around overhead, shields in place, as they clearly guided ground forces. Vince had no idea how they were communicating, but it seemed effective and was working.

“Oooh, Petra… wait till you see our newest toy,” Vince whispered to himself. “This is a force that could show up anywhere, strike with overwhelming force, and then retreat quickly.”

Vince managed to walk right up to several Dryads who were busily talking to one another, before anyone noticed him. He looked like any other Legionnaire really, other than he wore a sword and a pistol.

“My lord!” said one of the Dryads, who promptly pulled their helmet off.

He was immediately blessed with a view of Dionara. An incredibly attractive Dryad, even amongst Dryads, despite having very similar features to the majority of her kind. With short brown hair and warm brown eyes.

The Dryad next to her popped her own helmet off as well, revealing Ynes. She and Dionara looked quite similar, though Ynes had a smile that Vince was sure could melt steel.

“Ynes, Dionara, a pleasure to look on you both,” Vince said and walked up to them.

The third Dryad had scampered off as soon as they realized it was him. More than probably to go fetch whoever they felt should be here to talk to him.

Distantly, he could hear a trumpeting from a Dragon that sounded immediately familiar to him. One that he knew by sound alone.

“Ferris?” Vince remarked and turned his head.

The large Dragon Goddess was currently whipping through the air before turning her head to lay waste to what was likely soldiers. All the while, a multitude of spells were being shot free from a rider on her back that was almost certainly Dea.

“Ah… lord… are you alright?” Dionara asked, pulling his attention back to her.

“Perfectly fine, dear Grove-wife,” Vince murmured, turning to face her with a smile. “How are you? Any fallen sisters I need to call back today?”

“No! No. Everyone’s fine, actually,” Ynes answered and shook her hands back and forth quickly. “Ah… we… that… our Elven partners took care of us. No losses, no… no wounded.”

“That sounds about right, honestly,” he admitted with a chuckle. “Though I do wonder who they’re going to choose as their goddess.”

“Yaris,” Ynes answered with a smile that nearly sent Vince straight into bedroom thoughts. “Oh. I… my… I know you said you liked my smile but… well, yes.

“Anyways… Yaris. They’re going to turn her into a goddess. She’s a Royal Elf that brokered a deal with Vince Campbell to save her nation. She became his queen, battled every woman who rose up, became Fes, and single-handedly wrangled a multi-race people into one.

“Admittedly, people say she couldn’t have done it without the Campbell brothers, but still, it’s quite the feat.”

“Ooh, Ynes… let’s see if we can’t steal him away,” purred Dionara, reaching out to take Vince by the elbow. “Look at me, Grove-husband. Aren’t I lovely? Shouldn’t you take us away from here? You said I was pretty.

“We can go pick up our Dragon and bring her with us. She’s a lovely Red. Strong in magic, almost as fast as Renata, and even stronger than a few other colors. You’ll like her a lot. We made sure of it.

“We already found a lovely High-Elf and a sweet little Wood Elf to join us in our squad as well, but we don’t know where they are right now, so it’d be a little hard to find them.

“It’s a shame, but Marianna had to start her own squad by the way. She’s a strong leader, so that actually works out for everyone, really.”

Vince wanted to nod his head and agree.

He couldn’t deny he was heavily attracted to both women.

Any man would be.

“Ah… not yet, sorry, my liege. I’ll take you and them away after this personally and make it fun,” apologized Elysia, coming over at a quick walk. “We need to focus our efforts to deify Yaris. We’ll dedicate this all to her, the wife of our lord, the goddess of the Elves, the royal bloodline consecrated with and by Vince.

“Given how much respect the Elves already send her way… won’t be hard. The difficulty is… she won’t be able to be here, given she’s our queen.”

“That’d be an issue I suppose. She’ll absolutely need her high-priestess surrogate to act in her stead while we’re here. Sounds like you’re gonna pull double duty in your new role, my dear High-Elven High-Priestess to be,” Vince murmured, staring at Elysia now.

The woman in question frowned, blinked, then clearly thought that he was right, as her face looked quite concerned now.

“That’s… fine. I’ll get through it and make it work. It isn’t an issue, my liege,” Elysia said with a wave of her hand. “So… let’s get this dedication moving. I’m told we’ll have to ritualize it, turn it into a story, and make sure there’s extreme belief in it.

“Ferris and Dea will be on hand soon to lend credence to that. You’ll need to pull your helmet off and help.”

“Oh… great. Fair warning though,” murmured Vince with a very predatory smile. “Rituals in my religion tend to revolve around… a lot of sex.

“You’re the high-priestess, right? Hope you’re ready to be watched by several hundred pairs of eyes.”

Elysia blinked several times then took in a slow and deep breath, before giving him a somewhat tired smile.

“I suppose that’ll just be how it is,” she answered with a slow glow spreading through her face. “Well… it’ll at least be memorable, my liege. In fact… I already have an idea on how to tie this directly in with Yaris.”

Then she smiled at him.





Chapter 4




Even as Elizabeth and Blue landed on the turf, Ferris and Dea did as well.

Vince had been watching the two Dragons as they came his way.

Blue was of course as she always was.

A beautiful Dryad with one-blue eye, one-green eye, and a body-type that originally sprung out of an Elf’s version of attraction. 

She was slim and lithe with a narrow waistline, to the point of what only an Elf could be. Which always felt a bit odd, given her upper body was so much larger than what an Elf would wish for. 

Those eyes were also why she was named the way she was, as Dryads only ever tended to have brown eyes.

Dea got down from Ferris and landed almost at the same spot Blue had.

Her bright-red hair and its flowing curls was free of her helmet, which was attached to her hip. Her tall stature brought her up to Vince’s height and made her look rather imposing now that she had some confidence.

Her pale blue eyes, the color of a sky after a rain, flicked from person to person until landing on him.

Turning toward him, he was reminded of the fact that the Dryads had “dialed her up” in an odd way. She’d gone from an average figure that any normal woman would have, to one that would fight Mouth and Meliae for superiority.

The goddess of Dryads looked a lot like a Dryad, which Vince supposed wasn’t a bad thing. Especially since the vibrancy of life and nature that came off her when he first met her had only grown.

“Well, with you four arriving, I’m guessing it’s about time for that ritual,” remarked Vince.

Dea smiled, pulled some type of fabric out of her helmet, then turned away toward Ferris.

At the same time, Blue had done something similar for Elizabeth.

Ah… right… the clothing… thing. I hope they don’t say it.

It’s… it’s so cringeworthy.

While they were changing into their human selves, Vince didn’t bother to look away. Their whole little belief in this was based on the idea of him looking at them, after all.

Ferris had turned out to be just as attractive as most Dragons were, though more subdued as well.

Her figure wasn’t as out of proportion as Taylor’s or a Dryad’s. She was put together with more than a human woman had, but it wasn’t too much. Her face was finely featured and blessed with a grace to it as well.

Tasteful and modest, in fact.

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

Bright-blue eyes that were almost white in color were glued to him, even as she took her clothes from Dea and began dressing. A smirk lingering at the corners of her mouth.

Once the goddess of Dragons and Elizabeth were dressed, Blue and Dea moved away a few feet and everyone looked to Vince.

Please… don’t say it.

“Your goddess is dressed,” said Ferris, grinning at him in a way that showed her teeth.

“Your priestess is dressed,” Elizbeth murmured at the same time, smiling as well.

“No one will look on us but you,” they then said in unison.

Ugh.

I get it. It’s… a ritual for them.

Empowers their religious beliefs.

But still.

“I do love that,” Blue said excitedly and clapped her hands together. She darted over to Vince and began to start working at his armor. “Okay. I’m going to get him ready for the dedication. Can you all begin it? We’ll just go straight to it afterward.

“We need to get moving to the north after this, just as I mentioned earlier.”

What was likely Antona given her nearness, Renata, and an Elf he didn’t know since she was wearing her helmet, turned to look to the masses.

“Attention!” called Renata, flexing her Draconic lung capacity. “Arrange in formation, but spread out wide. Make sure everyone can see this area right here for the dedication.”

“Use whatever magic necessary to raise or lower terrain,” added the Elf, who Vince was now almost positive was Brianne, a wood-elf he’d purchased long ago along with so many other Elves.

“Girls, I expect our North American sisters will be pushing hard with their own power. You must all do the same, even if you’re not sure what you’re doing. This is all to aide our Elves,” Antona demanded.

Possessive statement.

Our Elves.

My Dragon.

My Dryad.

My… Elf?

Can’t say I blame them for doing it but still… kinda strange.

Or is it just me that thinks that way?

Blue had stripped him of his armor and even his clothes in the time it took for everyone to arrange themselves. They’d been moving across the fields around them, raising platforms from earth and rock as needed.

He suddenly had a vague impression of when Yaris had completed her Fes tournament and had him mount her in front of everyone. That’d been something of a turning point for her when it came to Yosemite.

Moving from “Elven Queen” to “Queen of Yosemite”.

There was a soft moaning noise even as a warm and wet warmth glided up Vince’s manhood.

Looking down, he found Blue gazing up at him, even as her mouth engulfed him down to the hilt. Both of her eyes were glowing faintly from within.

“The high-priestess of the Dryads is preparing our lord to receive the high-priestess of the Elves!” declared Elizabeth, moving out to stand in the center and not far from Vince. “I shall perform the rites for this ceremony as the high-priestess of the Dragons.”

There was a general nodding of heads to those words, including Blue, who smiled around his shaft as it practically grew to extreme firmness even as she did it.

“We will dedicate this battle to the goddess of the Elves, Yaris, the queen of Yosemite. Consort and wife to the Lord of Dryads, the Lord of Dragons, the Lord of Elves, Vince Campbell,” Elizabeth continued. “Today, our priestess-hood laid waste to an extremely superior number of enemies.”

Blue let out a soft little moan, swallowed at his tip as its hardening had pushed it down her throat, and then moved down and away from him. Her lips pulled and dragged along his flesh as she never looked away from him.

“— killed over seven-thousand soldiers. Captured two-thousand, and wounded less than a thousand. The number of those who managed to escape from this are none. Not a single combatant was allowed to escape,” declared Elizabeth with rising volume and heat. “Just as Yaris took on all combatants and defeated them, so have we, the priestesses of Yosemite. As you are all clergy here. You are all part of this my Dryads, my Elves, my Dragons.

“And as Yaris battled her way to supremacy, so did we. With less than three hundred, we conquered a force thirty-times larger than our own. Now the High-priestess of the Elves will do as her goddess did and take our Lord at the central point of her victory.”

Gentle fingertips rubbed and pushed at Vince’s jewels as Blue’s other hand lightly encircled his hilt. Rolling her head fluidly, she kept a steady and firm pressure with her mouth as she sucked at him.

Her cheeks had a slight hollowing to them as she bobbed back and forth.

Glowing eyes firmly stuck to him as she worked him expertly, her tongue washing across and over the tip each time she took him shallowly.

“My Dryad, is he ready?” called Elizabeth, turning to look at Blue, who was quite happily working him as everyone watched. Her eyes were glowing more brightly than he’d ever seen before.

Taking her time, Blue took him down to the hilt and back four more times before releasing him. Even as everyone watched her waiting for an answer from her.

When she finally released him, it was done with a loud slurp.

Getting up from her knees, she daintily wiped at her lips with a fingertip. There’d been a trail of saliva running down from the corner of her mouth.

“Our Lord is ready, High-Priestess,” reported Blue.

Vince only now noticed that Elysia was face down in the grass with her rear-end raised in the air and pointed to him. It reminded him entirely of when he’d mounted Yaris now.

Elysia shifted around a bit and looked back at him. Her head was resting on the grass, her hands pressed to it and her shoulders down to the ground.

She looked amazing.

“Please have your High-Priestess in the name of Yaris, goddess of Elves,” Elysia called out from where she was.

Not waiting, nor wanting to wait, Vince moved over quickly.

Taking Elysia by the hips, he settled onto the ground behind her, putting his knees atop the back of her own and pinning her there.

Reaching down, he put his left hand on the back of Elysia’s head and held her down to the ground. With his right hand he held to her hips as he pushed the head of his manhood into her.

While he didn’t like roughing up his women, this was how he’d mounted Yaris as a Fes. If they were trying to ritualize it into that moment, being as close to that would be needed.

The High-Elf let out a low moan as he slowly filled her depths with himself.

Reaching the hilt, Vince pulled himself back quickly and then ran it right back down into Elysia. Wrapping his fingers tightly into Elysia’s hair, he was now holding her to the ground in a way that was identical to what he’d done to Yaris.

“To Yaris!” called Elizabeth, raising her arms above her head, even as Vince began to plow Elysia down into the grass.

Vince could see that her face was a bright red and her eyes were open. Her gaze moving through the crowd of onlookers as she was being mounted aggressively.

“To Yaris!” Elysia called out at the same time as everyone else did.

Thrusting in and out of the beautiful Elf, Vince didn’t want to waste time. He worked himself up to end as quickly as he could.

Holding Elysia down in the grass as he pumped himself through her warm insides over and over.

Meeting his peak quickly, he pushed down on her. Forcing himself into her deeply as he began to finish. Unloading seed into her already child-filled womb.

Even as he let out a slow breath, Vince leaned back from her partly, releasing her head.

Elysia came straight up as he did so. Pushing herself up to hands and knees, even as he thrust into her a few more times as he continued to climax.

She met the eyes of anyone who would meet hers and remained there.

“This dedication to Yaris, my sister-goddess, is complete,” Dea stated, then looked to Ferris.

“To my sister-goddess, Yaris, we dedicate this victory and ritual celebration,” Ferris agreed.

There was a strange echoing reverberation at that moment that flooded through the field. Going one way, then the other. A sound that was just beyond hearing scratched at his mind.

Then it slowly died away.

“Oh, that was quite potent,” Elizabeth murmured, looking to everyone else. “That easily almost called Yaris into being as a goddess right then and there. It won’t take much more to push it all the way over.”

“Indeed! Though… it did more than you think,” Dea remarked, a confused look on her face as she looked at nothing. Slowly her head tilted to the side. “In fact… I can… already talk to Yaris a bit.”

“Yes! She was asleep. How astounding,” Ferris murmured, also looking somewhat at nothing. Then she laughed with a grin.

Dea then laughed as well.

It was like they were having a conversation with Yaris and she’d told them a joke.

Blue gently eased Vince back off of Elysia.

The High-Elf had remained in the position, looking to the crowd boldly, even with Vince buried inside of her.

A beautiful Dryad Vince didn’t know practically fell on top of him as he sat down in the grass.

“Congratulations on winning the lottery, Hesta,” Blue congratulated with a rapid and soft applause of her hands. “I wanted to clean him myself, but that’s not fair of me as the High-Priestess.”

The wavy black haired green glowing eyed and extremely pretty Dryad collapsed on Vince and inhaled his seed covered manhood. Going straight down to the hilt and suckling at him. Her hands were pressed to his knees and pushing them apart, even as Blue eased him backward onto the grass to lay out fully.

Laying there, Vince enjoyed the Dryad’s ministrations and stared up at the sky above.

What a weird and fun life.




***




Flying onward, Vince felt a little concerned.

He wasn’t traveling with as many people as he wanted to be in fact. They were only moving with enough people to be an honor guard of sorts, rather than an invasion force.

They’d briefly stopped to pick up Red, who was currently snuggling Dea, to death with hugs and cuddling, as well as to briefly stop in Magi-Vale to collect Sam, Zathira, and Leila.

They were more or less traveling with the original group that had landed with him in Spain.

Red, Blue, Leila, Sam, Zathira, Elizabeth.

Having Elysia be here is certainly different though.

Renata had been very distraught over the idea of Vince riding Elizabeth to go to England, but the simple reality was that Elizabeth had better stamina over such a long flight.

Renata was fast. Faster than anything out there.

Her stamina was also quite good.

Elizabeth just was a different breed of Dragon and built for extremely long flights.

She could land and immediately commit to a physical brawl with another Dragon, and still probably win. Where Renata would probably be heavily winded.

“Dea, Dea,” Red said from somewhere behind Vince. She was facing the opposite direction of everyone else and was face first into Dea. “Red has a request.”

“I… yes, Red?” Dea asked with an obvious smile in her words.

“Red wants you to be godmother to her children. When Red has them, you will be their godmother. Okay?” asked Red.

It was the first time Red had brought up children since she’d lost her pregnancy.

“Of course I will,” Dea answered with a laugh.

The two had actually bonded significantly after Vince had more or less pitched Red at the Dryad goddess.

“Red thinks Dea needs children. Red will be a godmother to them and kill anyone who talks poorly of them,” growled the undead monster.

“I find it amusing that the cursed, undead, and technically monstrous creature that is Red, is so firmly entrenched in befriending Dea,” Leila said from in front of Vince, even as Dea and Red continued to discuss the situation. Leila was perched in his lap with her hands on his thighs. “But… given that I’m a Warlock that is just about best friends with a giant Fae and a bubbly Dryad, as well as a Necromancer… eh… Yosemite is Yosemite.

“We’re all blended, bound, and bundled together. Just as we ever were. The strength is in our sum, not in our individual parts.”

She’d turned her head to peer up at him as she spoke while presenting him with a warm and lovely smile.

No bigger than four feet tall, and roughly the same size as Sam the Fae now was, Leila was his Gnomish Warlock.

Her incredibly large and mesmerizing purple eyes were staring up at him. Inviting him to fall into her visage.

There was no mistaking the glittering sparks that fluttered through her eyes the longer you stared into them. 

Such beautiful and unique eyes were set in an elegantly sculpted face with very clean features. She had a sharp jawline and delicate cheekbones, all of it giving her an eerie loveliness that needed to be captured by a photo or a portrait.

Leila was an attractive woman.

Her hair was dirty-blonde and cut somewhat short. She’d styled it and had it all pulled back from her face in a ponytail at the moment.

“I kinda like your individual parts,” Vince murmured, his hands creeping up from Leila’s waist, to move over her firm and taut stomach while leaning down over her as well. He only stopped once he’d gotten his hands over both of her breasts and had pressed his lips to hers.

Whimpering in his lap, Leila kissed him back for several seconds before breaking the kiss. She pushed her back into his chest and then let out a long sigh.

Ahead of them, her shield was diverting the wind away from the riders on Elizabeth’s back, but not Elizabeth. When they’d tried it the first time, Elizabeth had nearly fallen right out of the air because the shield had gone in front of her.

Apparently the pressure of the air was required for her to be able to stay aloft.

“Like your parts too,” growled Leila.

“I like both your parts,” Blue said in a giggle, reaching out ahead of Vince and boldly fondling the Gnome. Her hands slipping under Vince’s and even slowly dipping down between the Gnome’s thighs. “Leila, let’s have a three way. I would really like to see you get drunk off of Vince. I promise to take care of all your needs.”

Leila squeaked, her hands hovering for a moment before clamping down on Blue’s.

Leaving Vince to start roaming her body instead, which he did.

Only for Leila’s hands to leave Blue’s and push down on Vince’s. Which of course left Blue open to do the same.

“I-I-I not right now! You two! Stop… please… we’re flying and… we’re flying!” begged Leila.

Both Vince and Blue settled their hands on Leila, holding to her, but no longer fondling her.

“This has been fun,” Blue said with a chuckle. “It’s sad that England is right there and it’s time for us to move ahead with the plan.”

Ahead of them, Vince could indeed see the island they’d come here for. 

They’d come up from the south and were heading for the “brightest blob” that they’d seen on the satellite. That was likely the center of their civilization.

He couldn’t disagree with her. The trip over here had been a lot of casual conversation and enjoying one’s company. Even Zathira at the back of the line had contributed to the conversation more than he’d expected.

“She’s regretting rejecting you,” Blue whispered, pressing her mouth to Vince’s ear. “I think she expected you to chase her or some such nonsense. She’s very interested in you but has no idea how to move it forward.

“She only ever really worked with the Duke of Denver and the undead. Her social skills are… dead.”

Vince blinked as he processed that.

To be fair, he wasn’t that interested in Zathira. After she’d rejected his advances, he’d cooled his jets on that and moved on. There were more women that were interested in him that he could ever really handle.

He didn’t need Zathira at all.

“Holding the banner out!” Elizabeth called out. She said it a bit louder than expected since, he imagined, she could hear all the wind rushing by, even if they didn’t.

That meant she was likely unfurling a large weighted white flag.

With any luck, those on the ground would see it and hold their fire.

Elizabeth flew slowly toward the city they wanted to contact.

Slowly, with the white flag out and not making any hostile or quick movements, Yosemite was going to visit what had been a world leader for much of its history as a country.

“On a giant Platinum Dragon Yosemite came to call on fair lady Britannia,” Leila murmured more to herself.

“What? Red didn’t know we were going to see a woman today. Red doesn’t like this. Vince already has too many women,” growled Red.

Vince couldn’t argue that point.





Chapter 5




“Well, they’re not shooting at me,” growled Elizabeth as they circled over the large city. There’d been no move to actually respond as far as they could tell, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t be coming.

Chances were they were scrambling to figure out how to respond, or waiting for them to land.

“That’s certainly a good starting point,” Dea muttered. “Whenever someone shot at me first, I figured there wouldn’t be much need to try and converse with them.”

Laughing, Vince could only nod his head.

“Yeah, kind of hard to talk to people when they’re shooting at you,” agreed Vince. “Really hard.”

“But I love it when you shoot into me,” argued Blue, still quite happily leaning all over Vince. She hadn’t moved her hands away from Leila either, and was once again fondling the gnome.

Though much more slowly now and less aggressively.

“Red likes it, too,” said Red.

Vince felt something like Blue being pushed at, and then, suddenly, a pair of hands were pushed in between Vince and Blue.

“Red is going to cuddle and hold her wife now. Red loves you, Blue,” purred Red, who was now clearly facing the Dryad.

Blue’s hands went still on Leila, then retreated away completely. Then they laid atop Red’s own hands as Blue rested her cheek against Vince’s back.

“Love you, too, Red,” assured Blue. “I love you, too.”

“You won’t be an aunt to Red’s kids. You’ll be ‘mom’ as well,” stated Red.

“I… yes. I will. Just as you will be and are for mine. They were quite happy you played with them when we visited,” murmured Blue.

Red had quite literally vanished into the portal and ran down Blue’s children. Then proceeded to spoil, play with, and train them as if she were their mother.

All to the extreme surprise of Blue, though she’d clearly been pleased by it.

“Red… Red knows you want to play with other women, but she understands. It’s who you are, Blue. Red still loves you,” confided Red.

Vince felt Blue freeze up against his back, only to let out a long and slow breath.

“No more of that for me, then, Red,” Blue responded surprisingly. “Going forward I’ll only be with my Grove-wives, you, and Vince. I can’t help it if Vince brings another woman along though. Would… that make you happier?”

“Very! Red would be incredibly happy! Red knows Vince likes to include other women and is fine with that.

“Red likes your wives, though. Maybe… maybe Red could wife them, too. Green is very fun and is kind to Red. Marianna, Dionara, and Ynes are also kind. Antona especially. That’s… all of your wives?”

“Yes, that’s all of them,” agreed Blue, sounding incredibly subdued all of a sudden. “Meliae as well but… not in the same way.”

“Then yes, that would make Red very happy. She promises to be kind to your wives, but Red likely won’t love them the way Red loves you. Red will try though, because it’d make Blue happy. Red just wants Blue and Vince to be happy.”

“Uhm… okay. I’ll… yes. That’s just what I’ll… we’ll… do,” Blue murmured.

“Your wives can’t go outside of our marriage either. Red demands it. All should be loyal to you and Vince,” Red stated firmly.

“I’ll make sure they know, Red,” Blue answered, her fingers clearly pressing tight to Red’s hands.

Huh.

That’s… interesting.

Unexpected, too.

But I guess, given that Blue’s Dryad nature has more or less been annihilated by being unable to get pregnant anymore… maybe she can be more of who her personality is?

“Let’s land,” Vince ordered, realizing this was a good time to shift everything. “Hovering around up here has given them more than enough time to respond.

“Let’s force a meeting. Be on your guard everyone.

“Elizabeth, please put us down somewhere in the outskirts, but where they’ll clearly be able to see where we landed. So they can send someone out to meet us.”

“Of course!” Elizabeth said and began pulling them around in a slow and lazy bank.

“I think… they’ll make us wait for a time,” Zathira cautioned from the far back of the group. “Just to see what we’ll do. It’s advisable.”

“Fair,” Vince conceded, then realized that if Blue could reign herself in for Red, Vince could open himself to Blue’s unstated request.

To give Zathira a chance.

“When we land, I want to milk you, Zathira. Do you mind if I did that and kept your venom?” Vince inquired.

“I… uhm… yes. Yes, please,” replied the Lamia after a brief pause. “I’m quite full and would… enjoy it greatly.”

“Thank you. It gives me a lot of credit when you do these things,” whispered Blue and she began nuzzling his back while clutching Red’s hands.

As they angled down and toward the ground, Vince didn’t miss that there were already people heading out toward them. There were a number of people on horses, though there were also two cars, and an armored vehicle.

While circling around the city, proclaiming their peaceful intent, Vince had certainly noticed the city did indeed have working electricity. Through a means he couldn’t discern at the time, it was obvious their technology hadn’t slipped as far as others had.

“They’re coming awfully quick,” complained Leila as Elizabeth pulled them up to a full stop.

Everyone hopped off fairly quickly and Blue went over to stand next to the Dragon’s head.

“I’m sorry, my Dragon,” apologized Blue, as she kept one of her hands held by Red. She wasn’t ready to surrender her affectionate hold on Blue at the moment.

She did glance over her shoulder when Vince looked her way and gave him a smile. Her brightly glowing eyes a couple degrees of intensity more than normal and she waved her free hand at him. Her sharpened claws giving the friendly gesture an odd feeling.

Her triangular ears were split, one toward Blue and the other toward him. Her brown hair, which was sitting nicely in place despite all the movement, was reflecting the light right now, something that made it look richer in color.

It made her tail look especially pretty as well.

Though it did make her pale skin look unhealthy, given the direct sunlight.

Then Red looked back to Blue while she spoke with Elizabeth.

I wonder why she’s feeling so cuddly today.

“Pregnant,” Leila answered his unasked question and pushed him away from the others. “Pregnant again. Somehow. Not sure how you managed it, but you did it again. Far too potent.

“I’m awfully nervous our own child is going to rip me apart on the way out, you know. Blue swears she’ll make it painless when the time comes, but I don’t quite believe her.

“Really glad you’re willing to talk to her. It’s obvious to everyone she regrets her actions.”

Vince belatedly realized he was being guided to Zathira.

The large Lamia had coiled into herself and was quietly watching him. The mottled-black sections of her skin with blood-red scales with yellow bands marking her as extremely lethal.

All of it was glittering quite brightly in the sun.

Her eyes tracking him as he came nearer. At some point she’d pulled her midnight-colored hair back and into a ponytail. The dark ink-like hair being styled in such a way made the bright red patches in it much more visible.

It also did a surprising job of highlighting her features and making a general attractiveness that was more pronounced. The burnished orange that was her eyes never looked away from him, and her thin slits for pupils were narrow and tight right now.

As ever, the face she presented him with was fairly blank, revealing none of what might be lurking beneath the surface. Very similar in many ways to how Petra often would look at him in fact.

“I wanted to milk you and keep the venom, but I don’t think we’re going to have the chance,” Vince complained, looking toward the city. He could see the people moving toward them at a quick pace.

If he hadn’t looked back when he did, he would have missed the look of disappointment and loss that flittered across Zathira’s face before vanishing. There was no mistaking the fact that she had very much wanted him to milk the venom from her.

Checking a sigh, and realizing that he really should follow through, he instead looked to Leila.

“Got any glass vials? Or just something with a large opening?” he asked. “I want to keep her venom just in case.”

“You want to eat it,” countered Leila with a laugh. She held up an object to him. It was a dish that he couldn’t identify, though there was a lid in Leila’s other hand. He’d be able to snap the whole thing closed when he was done.

He had no idea where she got it, but it was perfect.

“I… yeah, I do. Do you mind if I eat it, Zathira?” Vince asked as he walked right up to the big Lamia.

“No. No, I don’t mind. Just… ah… hm… no. It’s fine, Vince,” mumbled Zathira with a look of confusion on her face. The blank mask she’d given him had been removed at some point.

“Great, come’re then,” he said and held a hand out to her. “And let’s see those fangs of yours.”

“You really don’t mind them,” she asked quietly and leaned down toward him. Her jaw unhinged and then shifted around. A set of fangs pushed free of her mouth that made her look fairly monstrous.

“Nope. Not at all. You’ll remember that you yelled at me for making a sexual comment about how I wanted to see more of your mouth and fangs,” murmured Vince, offering her a way to open that conversation later if she wanted.

Reaching up, he took Zathira by the back of the head, grabbed firmly to her hair, then pulled her down to the container. Angling it up got it to rest just behind her fangs.

The response from her was instantaneous.

She flinched, her face tightening and her head dipping forward a fraction. Her fangs pushed hard to the interior of the container and pale golden liquid began to pool in it.

“That’s right, there you go,” Vince whispered approvingly, holding onto the Lamia tightly. He was treating her just like the venomous snakes he’d worked on with his mother.

Falling silent, he quietly worked at getting everything out of her while keeping an eye out for the rapidly approaching English. Reaching around and to the sides of Zathira as they waited together.

He pushed and pulled carefully at her jaw to coax everything out of her glands as he could after releasing his hold. There was no telling how long it’d be until he could do this again, so he needed to empty her out.

Just as he often did with Petra.

Predator animals are predator animals.

Like trying to talk a dog into not eating meat.

When the English contingent slowed down after getting within thirty yards, he realized time was up.

Letting go of Zathira who had a satisfied look on her face, he pulled the container away from her jaw.

Leila took it from him and then topped it, then tucked it away in a small pack at her side.

Getting the hint, Vince began walking toward what he hoped were diplomats. He had his hands up and was keeping his movements clear, obvious, and hopefully without any aggression.

“Hello!” Vince called, walking past the rest of his team. They in turn assembled in behind him but didn’t move forward to follow him. “I’m glad someone came out to speak with me. We weren’t really sure what to do since there’d been no response.”

Several of the people on horses looked rather shocked that Vince had actually spoken up. They looked back to the cars that were coming with them rather than answer him.

Must be their leaders in there.

Don’t want to speak up for fear of upsetting them, or can’t speak on their behalf.

Coming to a stop, Vince put his hands behind his back. He was glad that he’d removed his helmet earlier, but he also felt oddly vulnerable without it.

Standing there, he just waited, staring at the cars as they continued coming toward him.

They stopped when they were twenty feet off and the engines quieted.

Doors opened and men in uniform with rifles got out.

They weren’t pointed at Vince, but he got the impression that they wanted to. That they were unsure of Vince and what he was doing here, but they were obviously skeptical of his intentions.

Not that he could blame them.

After a short time a man got out of the vehicle as well that stood out from the rest. Dressed in clothes that appeared somewhere between what he’d seen in the ruins of the United States and what Legionnaires wore casually, he was marked out in that regard.

Doubly so since he didn’t have a weapon on him, and those who were near him, clearly felt like they needed to protect him.

He had dark brown hair that was cut quite short, looked to be in his early thirties, and had a set of gray eyes that shifted to a pale blue as he moved his head. He wasn’t handsome, but neither was he unattractive.

“Heavens, it’s a human,” mumbled the man.

“And I even speak English,” Vince added with a smirk. “I’ve been told recently that I can’t quite seem to contain myself when it comes to women so… if you have any attractive single family members, you might want to hide them.”

“Ha!” the man let out with a grin, his entire countenance changing. “Well and right! Certainly not the king’s English but it has that… flatness… that the Americans had.

“Just where did you scarper off from, eh? Certainly have a bigness to you that lends itself to a warrior. Fact that you have a Dragon as a… companion? Mount? Pet? Eh… well, it lends itself to you being more than one ought to expect.”

“You’re right, actually. I’m originally from the ruins of the United States,” Vince agreed, slowly moving toward the speaker.

At this point Vince was assuming they were either an ambassador, minister, or king of the nation.

“My name is Vince Campbell. The king of Yosemite, a vassal kingdom to Legion. My lands encompass most of North America, and now Spain as well,” explained Vince, stopping ten feet away from the man. “I plan on tearing my way through Francia and adding them to my lands.

“They have a propensity of violence towards magicians and Dryads that I don’t quite share. Or will allow.”

“Dryads? There’s Dryads? My oh my how exciting!” exclaimed the man who didn’t seem to view Vince as a threat at all. Despite his guards now looking incredibly on guard. “And you’re the king? Fantastic. My name’s Duke Henry of Kent. A pleasure to meet you!

“I’m afraid that my king has yet to respond to my missive about your arrival so… ah… would you mind very much if we just sat right here and waited?”

“Is your king far?” Vince asked. For whatever reason, he actually liked this man. He seemed friendly and curious.

“Oh not so much as far as rightly not ‘here’, you could say?” the Duke said in a strange way. Then the man laughed and gestured off to the north. Toward a different section of the city that was across the river. “His manor is off there, and I’m down here.

“If you’d gone much more north, he’d have tried to give you a right good brickin’. Tried, at least. I ah… see you have quite a few not very human-looking personages.

“I don’t think he’ll come wanting to talk to us till at least a few more hours have gone by and you haven’t turned my Duchy into an oven!”

The Duke was looking to the rest of Vince’s team now with a smile and a wave of his hand.

“Heavens! Is that a snake-lady? Well, isn’t that just a wonder,” Henry gushed, his eyes widening. “Oh, you’ll have to forgive me my manners. We haven’t had much chit-chat with the world you see.

“Our seas are full of nasties, and the ability to put ships into the skies isn’t something we can risk. One of those beasties from the West would come looking. Once it’s airborne it never can come back.

“Actually… surprising they didn’t come looking with your appearance.”

“I noticed a great number of Wyverns,” Elizabeth rumbled from behind Vince. “They were welcome to come have a look. They’re quite tasty, and not very bright.”

“Oh, yeah, right? Great for a cook-out, they are,” agreed Henry with a loud chuckle. “I have to order them from Cornwall but he’s a good-sort and doesn’t rob my wallet too badly.

“Er, wait. Bless me, you can speak? I had no idea a Dragon could speak. Whenever they gave us a visit in the past it was always just to toast us and bolt.”

Grinning, Vince was rapidly growing in affinity for this man.

“Elizabeth, any of them nearby? Think you might be able to hunt us a few for a barbecue? I suddenly have a hankering for fresh Wyvern,” requested Vince.

“There’s a flock of them just to the south on the shore. I could probably go grab some,” offered the Dragon, followed by what sounded like her spreading her wings. “It’d be good to have a meal and a few of those would feed all of us, including me.”

“Ha, splendid!” Henry said and turned to gesture at his driver. “Go fetch some side dishes from the kitchens, yeah? Also grab the kids? I’d like them to meet Vince here if possible.”

“Blue, any chance you could convince the local flora to provide for us?” Vince asked and turned to look at his Dryad.

She was smiling at him when their eyes met.

“Already on it. They’re quite excited to have a Dryad on their lands. They’ve never experienced it before,” answered the Dryad. “From what I can tell… this whole land was untouched by everything that happened, entirely.”

Really.

Interesting.

I wonder what they need and what they want then. This could be a perfect opportunity for us to make a solid ally.

Just… depends on the king, I guess.

“Your king a dipshit?” Vince asked, looking to Henry.

“Ah… no?” Henry replied with a chuckle. “More of a coward than that, truth be. He’s a right sort, by and by. Just cowardly, truthfully.

“That’s not so much an issue though, as he works to keep us all happy and willing to play nice because of his fear. Also why that grand army of his is so grand.

“They’re all to the north though, waiting for that bastard to try and make a move on us with his devilish minions. We all weep for the Scotts and their troubled lives.”

Hm.

Grand army?

If I make this problem in the north vanish, can I get that army to help?

Good thing we brought Elysia. This all sounds like talking work that I’m no good at.

The north sounds interesting.

Devilish minions.

Could be that we just need to eliminate this problem for the king. Maybe we’ll get that grand army and we can move on to stepping on Francia.

Because right now, the only resource we’re really short of is manpower.

We’re stretched rather thin with everything going on.





Chapter 6




“Vince, I feel there’s something… very wrong here. We should leave,” Leila murmured where she sat next to Vince. He got the impression she wanted to say more, but not right at this moment.

For the last three or four hours, they’d sat, talked, and ate with the Duke in more or less congenial company. The man had indeed brought his kids over, tea, and a great many side dishes.

There’d been no sign of anything being out of the ordinary in any way. Not at any level. To the point that he felt like his senses and his nerves were quite relaxed.

Except…

If Leila told him he had a ghost wrapped around his head and needed to dunk it in a barrel of water to get rid of it, he’d be seeing who he had to talk to, to get said barrel. His trust in Leila was without end or measure.

Which meant that there was something very wrong here.

“Time to go?” he asked, not bothering to ask for more information.

“I… uh… you’re not going to-ah… yeah, we should leave,” Leila murmured, staring up at him strangely.

“Then we’re leaving. My lovely Gnomish Warlock wife said there’s something wrong, so it’s time to go,” Vince said and stood up. Reaching down, he picked up Leila and held onto her while moving right to where Elizabeth was laying down. She was dozing near the fire and looked quite placated.

As he moved, Vince pulled gently at his connection with Dea, Blue, and Elizabeth. He put an element of need and wariness into it, hoping that they could interpret it correctly.

“Vince-you shouldn’t-errr… this is embarrassing,” mumbled Leila, who put an arm around Vince instead.

“Elizabeth, time to go,” stated Vince as simply as he could. “Quick like. We’ve got news that we need to act on in the south.”

Snuffling, Elizabeth got up fairly quickly. Even before he’d really finished speaking, clearly having felt what he’d wanted from her.

Getting to her feet she spread her wings with a great shake of her body.

“Ah? What what? Nary a problem I hope?” asked the Duke as he came over toward Vince. He’d been speaking with one of his men quietly.

“Oh, just realized we’ve been here too long. Need to go check in with the forces we left across the channel,” lied Vince with a charming smile. As casual as could be, he tossed Leila up to land on the back of Elizabeth. “We’ll be back in about thirty minutes, give or take. Just need to drop off what information we have.”

Everyone was quickly forming up around him even as he explained. Then they began getting atop of Elizabeth as he excused them from the situation without instruction.

“What? But you haven’t even met the king yet,” mumbled the Duke, looking surprised and disappointed.

“With any luck, he’ll be arriving when we come back!” Vince offered and then gently lifted up Elysia and pushed her up onto Elizabeth, only to mount on behind her. Dea, Red, and Zathira all got on behind him after that. “We’ll be back after we complete our check-in, it won’t even take a minute to relay the information.”

The second everyone was more or less settled, Elizabeth took them into the air, wheeled around with enough force to cause all her riders to clutch to her, then begin speeding off back toward the main continent. Not waiting for even a second longer.

She didn’t even bother to try and gain altitude, instead opting to fly swiftly and straight ahead. Passing across the surface of the water, much closer than Vince would prefer.

To the point that he could feel spray coming up to patter at his face as the waves met and pushed at one another below them. Some of the crests of those waves actually touching Elizabeth’s claws and tail.

“Red doesn’t like being so low!” called the Cursed one. “Red would prefer being higher instead, even if it’s still frightening!”

“Need to get out as fast as we can,” Elizabeth murmured, her wings pounding furiously at the air. “As soon as Vince wanted to go, I realized we were falling prey to something.

“Something was charming us into a lull. Placating us. We were being pacified without even realizing it!”

Thinking on that, Vince couldn’t disagree with her sentiment. It felt correct when he considered how he was feeling at the time. What his thoughts were like while on the land of England.

“It was a curse!” Leila shouted over the wind slashing at them. Blue or Elysia hadn’t had the time to get a shield up for them. They were more or less moving without any preparation. “Big one! Big subtle one!

“I didn’t even realize what it was until some of my defenses were starting to fail! And yes, I said fail, not tripped or activated! They just failed! As if the magic they held was eaten away at!”

“Something’s coming,” warned Zathira from the back of the Dragon. “Big. Not undead. Or living, either. Big, angry, and not friendly.”

Damnit all.

Walked right into a trap. Might as well have been the proverbial frog in the pot of boiling water. Didn’t even notice what was happening to us until it was nearly too late.

Elizabeth began pounding her wings with greater effort, their speed gradually building up.

Blue and Elysia managed to work up a shield and get it in front of them. Cutting away a great deal of the discomfort of the trip.

Which was done just in time, as Elizabeth continued to gain speed rapidly. To the point that Vince wasn’t quite sure everyone would be able to hold on as he could.

Can’t imagine many people being able to keep a hold on Renata when she gets going as fast as she does.

Flying onward, everyone fell silent, though they all continued to look over their shoulder. Expecting something to appear.

Nothing visibly did.

“Soon! Red thinks we’re soon to be over the land! Red will be happy to be over land!” shouted Red after they’d flown in silence for a while. Pushing ever onward across the water toward the distant horizon and its questionable safety.

While everyone had seen it, no one had said anything about it.

Likely out of some obscene belief in jinxing it or calling unwanted attention.

Or so Vince supposed.

“Red can fight things on land. Red can’t swim and will sink in water. Water is bad,” grumbled Red.

I mean, I get that.

“It’s getting closer,” Zathira warned in a voice that rose in pitch.

Looking past everyone and to their rear, Vince saw nothing.

There was nothing there that he could see. Not in any direction or with the distance available, given the nearly perfect weather. Nothing at all was visible to his eyes.

Zathira threw up a shield of blackness in front of herself that covered everyone, including Elizabeth as well. Whatever she sensed or saw was only there to her.

Something that only registered to her senses.

Yet nothing happened.

“Ah, maybe this has been a mistake?” asked Elysia, voicing everyone’s thought aloud.

With nothing happening to Zathira, the shield, or them, it felt off. As if Zathira were completely wrong, in fact.

Err… wait… is Zathira the problem?

She’d have an idea about curses, wouldn’t she? She’s not a Warlock but a Necromancer. I’m fairly certain there’s some crossover there, but how much?

Did she—

A purple lightning bolt from the sky came down and slammed into Zathira’s shield. If it hadn’t been there, it would have struck Elizabeth in the spine above her stomach.

A forked tongue from that bolt branched off and snaked down past Elizabeth, barely missing her. Crashing into the water below with a sizzle.

Lightning isn’t purple!

Zathira’s shield imploded under the force of the blow just as Vince realized they were indeed under attack. There was a thump as the spellwork Zathira had put up vanished, followed by another lightning bolt.

This one was much smaller and didn’t seem to have the same force as the previous one.

Elizabeth had apparently been aware of this one and juked to the side with a hard slam of her wings. Nudging her enough to the side that they were clear.

Whatever shield Elysia and Blue had gotten together was inadvertently blown apart as the lightning grazed it.

The sudden and unexpected reappearance of the wind tearing at them dislodged Leila in a flash. Tearing her clean off the front of Elizabeth and propelling her backward.

Watching her tumble out of view, Vince watched as Zathira slipped away as well. Her coils rapidly unwinding from Elizabeth as she slumped to one side.

Red was pulled from her seat while trying to grab for the Lamia and ended up being dragged off Elizabeth as well.

“Keep going! Report back to Petra and take orders from her. Come back if and when it’s safe! Something is here and tracking Elizabeth!” Vince ordered as he dove off the side of the Dragon.

Dea, Blue, Elysia, Elizabeth, and an angry-looking Sam, who couldn’t get away from Dea, zipped out of sight as Vince fell for a brief moment, then hit the water.

Not letting himself sink far or long, he spun around and began swimming backward. He could feel Red not far off, her mind panicking as she was struggling against the water.

Then he realized she was already under the waves. Not being able to swim she’d simply sunk almost instantly.

Swimming for all he was worth, Vince honed in on her. He was hopping that since she and Zathira had gone down together, he’d find them relatively close to one another.

Pulling at the water with strong strokes he managed to cut through it swiftly.

Then he saw Red and Zathira both, sinking down toward the bottom. The former panicking and clawing toward the surface with only one hand. The other hand locked in tight to the back of Zathira’s clothes.

Oh my Red. You’ve grown so much and become so much more of a team player.

Caring for others, caring for what those people think of you, and doing your best to not fail them.

My little Cursed One.

Some might think you’re overly dependent, but I see it as all growth. Growth and kindness for your companions.

Red’s head whipped toward him as he approached, her wide eyes glowing even through the water as brightly as ever. A sudden grin broke across her face as she spied him.

Instead of trying to swim upward, and failing spectacularly, she began to fail at swimming toward him instead. Kicking ineffectually and pulling at the water with one hand.

Zathira was limply hanging in her grasp and unmoving.

Reaching them quickly, Vince grabbed Zathira while moving his shoulder beneath Red’s flailing arm.

Forcing what power he had into his legs, he began to kick for all he was worth. He’d contemplated using what reserves of energy he had to get to them quickly, but realized he’d need it to get them both to the surface.

With one unconscious Lamia and a Cursed Beastkin who couldn’t swim, he was going to be doing the work of three people.

Breaking the surface almost comically like a dolphin, Vince pulled Zathira’s head out of the water. Behind him, Red spluttered and coughed as her head broke water as well.

“Oh! I thought I felt you all here,” proclaimed Leila.

A disc appeared beneath the three of them and lifted them out of the water, just as it felt like Vince was going to get dragged back under. Having to hold two people up out of the water was harder than he’d thought.

It’d been easier to drag them to the surface.

Zathira flopped out of his grasp and onto the disc as Red fell to her hands and knees. Leila was standing in the middle and Vince was kneeling right next to her.

Then she sunk it back below the waves, shrunk it down, and cut out a great portion of it. Till it was just a few slats and poles large enough to hold them all up if their lower halves were in the water.

Only Zathira was above water.

Then Leila obviously cut the magic from it, and it sunk lower in the water. Pulled down by their combined body weight, but it didn’t sink. It kept the four of them mostly above water.

“There we go. That’s the best I can do given what it was. Or what I think it was,” Leila said before starting to kick, trying to guide their makeshift raft toward the shore. “I felt whatever that was just before we were knocked free. It’s magic. Ugly magic with a will and mind of its own.

“Dark magic sent to track and follow us. It used up a portion of itself to attack when it did, but it’s still after the others. If it realizes we split in half it might decide to come back for us and… that wouldn’t be very helpful. The longer it chases Elizabeth the more it loses its power, though I’m pretty certain I can feel more of it being sent this way. As if to empower or add to the first one.

“I worry that it might feel what I’ve done or this construct. If we draw it back… I’m not sure we can survive it. Zathira’s shield stopped it, but the backlash was heavy. I couldn’t have put up as strong a shield as she did.

“This thing, whatever it is, is attracted to the use of magic and feeds on it. It grew faster when Zathira popped up her shield. We need to minimize our magical usage.”

Right.

Vince nodded his head, put his head down, and started to kick against the raft. Pushing it along through the waves and water toward the land.

Red tried to help as well but seemed to be splashing around more than propelling them forward.

Zathira remained motionless.




***




Shoving the magically constructed terrible imitation of a raft up onto the shore with a final effort, Vince collapsed down to his hands and knees. He ended up right behind Zathira’s lower coils, as she’d been the majority of the weight to move.

Groaning, Vince laid his brow to her body and just breathed in and out.

Red and Leila had been all but worthless in getting the Lamia ashore. She was simply too heavy, and their additional strength hadn’t amounted to much at all.

“Red will go scout briefly,” stated Red. “Red will return shortly. Bringer… Bringer should probably work on a fire. Leila looks very cold.”

There was a scampering noise that accompanied the sound of sand being sprayed about as she bolted off.

Nodding his head, Vince just continued to kneel there. He was glad he was wearing his Legionnaire armor, as he figured he’d probably be just as cold as Leila was.

Zathira felt practically ice-like, and he imagined Leila wasn’t fairing much better.

Red being undead meant the ordeal in the water wouldn’t phase her much at all, as her body was abnormal to start with.

Grunting, Vince stood up and looked to Zathira.

She was blue in the face as well as her lips, but she was breathing. Though it looked labored and shallow.

Just beyond her was Leila, who was curled up between a coil and hunched into herself. She was shivering and rubbing her hands back and forth against herself.

“Yeah, very cold indeed,” agreed Vince with a grunt.

There weren’t any trees he could see nearby along the coast. It was fairly open, empty, and barren. There were several plants and shrub-like things here and there.

Though nothing that would really hold a suitable fire.

That really only meant he had a few options to warm them up.

The first was body heat, the other was using whatever power he had stored up.

Given what Leila had warned him about, using magic seemed like a bad idea. Which really left getting them further inland, bedded down somewhere, and then doing what he could to warm them up naturally.

Reaching down, Vince grabbed up Leila, held her against himself, and began walking away from the coast. They were going to need to head inland, and he only had one pair of hands.

Moving forward he started up a short but steep incline. He hadn’t known how fortunate he’d been till he looked up and down the coast.

A great many places here were quite rocky or had unsuitable places to stop at. A lot of it you wouldn’t even be able to see until you’d already landed on the beach.

Reaching the top, Vince stopped and looked outward.

“It’s all plains,” he murmured to himself. There was almost no cover, not much in the way of foliage, and nowhere to hide into, other than some bushes. This whole area was a giant open area where one could see a great ways away into the distance.

Not too far off was one such small clump of bushes. It’d be a perfect spot to store a Lamia and a Gnome while they regained their body heat. Especially if he personally joined them.

He’d likely be putting out a great deal of body heat once he got his armor off. He imagined that it’d work to repel the feeling of being cold by pushing up his temperature.

Which meant becoming warm in an actual physical way.

Maybe I’m a bit more like Berenga now.

Walking over to the bushes, Vince set Leila down amongst them.

“Going to get Zathira. Strip out of your clothes and lay them on the grass in the sun. I’ll strip Zathira when I get back, then join you two,” Vince murmured, to which Leila nodded her head. Her hands shivering away from her torso to the hem of her clothes. “We can have a casual three-way. You can be the teaspoon, I’ll be the tablespoon, and Zathira the damn ladle.”

Turning away, he jogged back down to where he’d left Zathira. He didn’t want to be out in the open if there really was another bit of ugly magic floating around looking for them.

The less visible they were for the moment, the better.

Not to mention, he couldn’t deny he was looking forward to getting Zathira’s clothes off.

Just because he’d set her aside as a target of flirting and pursuing, didn’t mean he couldn’t admire her physically. Now he’d get to admire her visually.

Thankfully, he was at least doing this for the right reasons, even if his enjoyment was wrong.

The price we pay.

I get to see a Lamia nude, she gets to live, my morality takes a hit.

I’ll… make it up to her later.

Somehow.





Chapter 7




Vince started awake the very instant he heard a noise. One that didn’t belong amongst the gentle rustle of wind pushing through the foliage barely covering them from view.

His eyes snapped open, and his left hand snatched up the pistol and brought it around to hold in front of himself. Waiting to hear, feel, or sense whatever it’d been.

With any luck, he’d get the drop on them before they realized the bush held three people in it.

That or it was Red coming back, but it didn’t feel like a mistake she’d make. She was rather stealthy as of late and it took a great deal of effort on his part to notice her.

If she was feeling predatory, she could manage to get fairly close to him before he noticed her.

“Sorry. Didn’t… mean to wake you like that,” whispered Zathira from his left. She was currently laid out on his arm with her head on his shoulder. She was so close than when she’d spoken, the warmth and moisture of her breath had washed down and across his neck and the upper part of his chest. Leila was between the both of them, and also on top of both of them. Resting on them as if they were a mattress, without much of a concern or a worry. With how much smaller she was than either, she fit there quite well, too. “Just… wasn’t… sure what to do. Didn’t expect to wake up like this. Laid here like this, so I just thought about what happened for a few minutes. Really had to move though, my spine was kinked up.”

Turning his head, Vince looked to the Lamia. Her head was quite literally on his shoulder. He could only see her temple and the side of her cheek and ear.

Realistically, her face was entirely out of view, and he could see more of her back, waist, and rear-end instead.

This was most certainly an intimate position to wake up in for anyone, regardless of their relationship.

Opening his mouth to make a comment, he froze, and let it die unsaid. Instead, he closed his mouth and then let his pistol fall back down to his bare chest, thumbing the safety into place to make sure he didn’t do anything stupid.

Looking to the sky above, he could see the sun was starting to set, casting an orange hue across the whole of the land. Without realizing it, he’d slept for at least several hours.

Red had already come back twice to report what she found and was planning on doing a longer circuit. She’d also brought back berries, fruits, and several nestfulls of eggs he couldn’t identify.

Considering they had nothing to cook with, nor any currency, he wasn’t quite sure what they could do with the eggs. He thanked her nonetheless and appreciated all her efforts.

I’m sure if we walk down the road for a bit, someone will try to harm us.

That’s my luck, after all.

Then I just whip out the pistol, lay waste to them, and we take their stuff.

Easy peasy.

“You wanted to say something,” Zathira prompted, not having moved, other than a slight shift that made her coils shift around them partially. They were more or less encircling them as if they were a low barrier made of snake muscle.

Having carried her from the beach, he never wanted to do so again. 

He knew he was strong.

Incredibly so.

That he was well away just about superhuman.

Carrying Zathira and her tail, a dense mass of snake muscle and bone that flopped around, was not an experience he wanted to repeat. It’d been an awkward, stumbling walk, as if it were one of the few times he’d managed to get drunk.

“Say it,” continued Zathira when Vince had yet to reply. “Whatever it is. I won’t get angry. Sssay it.”

The last s-sound had a sibilant quality to it. Something he’d never heard from Zathira before.

In fact, he knew for a fact she had a tongue like a snake’s, but he’d never heard her make that noise until that moment.

“Kinda sure you don’t get the cute lisp thing unless you’re probably angry,” countered Vince, feeling just a bit waspish with the Lamia. He’d respected her wishes and done as she’d wanted.

Only for Leila to tell him she regretted it.

Now, for her to be seemingly leaning into such a back and forth was giving him some misgivings.

“I do no ssssuch thing,” Zathira mumbled after a beat. She hit the S for so long, and so hard, it was obviously on purpose. “You think it’s cute though? A deadly Lamia with a bite that can kill a Dragon, raise the dead and rule over armies, crush a man with her coils, has a cute lisp?”

“I mean, yeah? You been paying attention to what I’m bedding or fighting? Your Duke didn’t even want to fight me, you know. You’re definitely a toughie but… uh… you’re not exactly in my weight class?

“Sorry to disappoint there, but that’s just the way it goes. The only person that makes me want to jam the brakes and not get into a fight is Seville. He makes my instincts scream at me to run the hell away.”

“And what do they say about me?” asked Zathira.

“Already told you. You told me to never speak such again,” Vince stated quite clearly.

“And… what do your inssssstincs say about me now, pleassssse?” Zathira prompted, once again hitting her S’s quite deliberately.

“That I really do want to see what you can do with that mouth of yours when you unhinge your jaw and make your eyes completely black,” Vince murmured, deciding to try and mend the fence right there. “As for my comment, it was going to be along the lines of, ‘don’t worry, you were only in the middle of the three-way twice. The rest of it you were on the end.’”

“Ah,” Zathira whispered and went quiet. He heard her open her mouth, then distinctly felt her freeze up against him. Followed almost instantly by Leila growing tense against him.

“It’s coming,” hissed the Gnome then, trying to roll over. She’d only just woken up and had clearly forgotten she was perched between them.

All she succeeded in doing was turning sideways and then sliding down between Zathira and Vince. Just about ending up with a Lamia breast in her face for her troubles.

“Much lesser this time,” Zathira agreed, her head lifting up from Vince to peer off to the south. “It spent much of its force but… it… has holes in it? Something fought it?

“How does one-oh. Oh. I think I now understand a few things.”

“Mind explaining to the idiot in the group?” asked Vince, hoping she could clue him in.

“Ahhhh, the Nullifiers,” Leila said, as she tried to wriggle her way out of the crevice of flesh between Vince and Zathira. After a few more attempts, she let out a grunt, then clearly gave up. Her head now resting against the bottom of Zathira’s bosom. “The Nullifiers are here to break the magic that came for us.

“I’ll bet you anything they were all created to stop those clouds of whatever it is magic from heading this way. Probably a while back, as well.

“Given enough time, I could see how they could easily become a religious thing as it is. Take over the government, too. Become a central power figure.

“They’re the ones who ‘hold back the evil tide of magic’ and ‘keep the evil ones away’ through their actions. They drum up the fear and resentment back home by targeting magic users. Labeling them as associations of the dark and troublemakers.

“But… why not Necromancers or Warlocks? It seems like we’d get lumped in more clearly?”

“Demonstratable difference in power? Can’t confuse a Nullifier for anything else,” Zathira postulated. “Necromancers and Warlocks would be the same, would they not? Easy to distinguish.

“All the other magical users though… no real way to prove it, since it’d be faith magic or just magic in general. Harder to say you’re not involved in such a thing.”

“Alright… hey… theory discussion is great and all,” Vince interjected as the two of them looked like they’d fall into a theoretical discourse on the subject. “But uh… do we need to hide or do anything? I can’t even see whatever you’re talking about.”

Zathira and Leila managed to look at one another, then to Vince, then both of them looked to the south. Staring at something he couldn’t see. Their eyes weren’t moving, so if they could see it, it wasn’t traveling very fast.

Following their line of sight, Vince saw nothing at all.

Suddenly crossing over the top of a ridge, he saw several riders moving close to one another. The one in front had their eyes on the ground ahead of them, while the other two were looking up to the sky above.

All three were moving towards the north and would run parallel to the position Vince and his companions were at. More than far enough away that there was no chance they’d notice them.

They had their hands raised and were firing Nullifier blasts upward. Almost in seemingly random directions, but that was untrue.

Vince had been on the other end of that and now understood how they’d been so accurate.

Practice.

These clouds of malevolent magic were clearly something they were used to firing at and dealing with.

“There’s far more going on in this continent than we thought,” growled Vince. “Soon as the sun hits the horizon, I want to be out of here. Preferably on a road somewhere heading to the south and getting out of here.”

“We’ll need supplies,” murmured Leila.

“Equipment,” Zathira agreed.

“Maybe we chance a smaller city? One that doesn’t know about what’s happening in the south?” suggested Vince.

All three nodded their heads as they watched the riders chase the invisible magic presence to the north. Likely straight back across the channel and to England.

I wonder if the Duke was in on it or a victim in a different way.

If he was in on it… sure had me fooled.




***




“Ahahaha, Red thinks this is fun,” Red acknowledged. “Traveling with Bringer like before and wandering around! We should pull out hearts and eat them!

“Let’s find some Nullifiers and do that! Red will run them down, Bringer will rip out the heart, we’ll all eat from it! Zathira and Leila won’t mind, they’re not human.

“They can eat with us! We can eat all we want! Oh! What if we find something we haven’t eaten yet, like a Royal Elf? Red would like to eat a Royal Elf heart.”

Unable to help himself, Vince nodded along at her words.

It sounded like a great opportunity to actually try out “new cuisine” as his mother called it.

“Uh… I’ll pass,” muttered Leila, walking along next to everyone down the road. “I’m all for meat eating, but… err… I’ll pass on something that could say its own name.”

“I… will also pass on eating… other… living, talking things. Though I’d really love to run an animal down and kill it with a good bite,” suggested Zathira. “Then eat it.”

“You rip the souls out of things and turn them into bombs or kill people outright,” Vince argued, looking over and down at the lovely little gnome. Then he pointed at the rather attractive Lamia. “You raise the dead back from the grave. I’ve seen you torture people who upset you. Are you two really going to tell me you have an issue with eating other things made of meat?”

Leila and Zathira both nodded their heads without even considering his words.

They had a hard-set limit at “eating other sentient beings”.

“Ptfff, Red and Bringer will eat then,” Red concluded. “If Red brings Bringer an especially powerful heart and he gets drunk, Bringer must mate with Red. A lot.”

“That’s fine, that’s fine,” agreed Vince then snatched Red up off the ground and held her up against his side. Like he often did with his kids or Leila. “Come’re you little hellion. I feel like I need to smooth your fur back a bit. You’re a bit too feral right now.

“Where’d my domesticated lap dog go? Huh? I liked petting her a lot. She in there somewhere? Under all the grass and twigs maybe?”

Vince had been running his fingers carefully through Red’s hair as he spoke.

It really was a bit of a mess from all her scouting.

“Ergh, uh… ennn ow,” groaned Red as his fingers got stuck repeatedly. “Nnnngh. Red doesn’t like this. Red needs a proper brush.”

“Vince, stop it. You’ll just hurt her,” Leila demanded.

“Yes, stop. We’ll get her a brush and handle it then. My own hair isn’t doing very well either, given that soak in salt water,” added Zathira.

Red grunted, stuck her head down on Vince’s shoulder, and laid still.

He’d noticed that it seemed like she was starting to fade a bit. Her energy reserves trending downward.

Not to mention, he hadn’t actually fed her in a day or so, which meant she wasn’t operating at her peak at the moment. They’d all had a nap, she’d run around scouting, finding roads, getting information, and supplies.

Putting his hand on Red’s back, he felt her relax after a few seconds against him.

A minute of walking like that and he heard her snore quietly, her arms pressed in between herself and his armor.

“How do we proceed, Vince?” Zathira asked, her upper body almost completely turned to him, even as she propelled herself along the dirt road.

They’d made their way along a game trail, to a path that opened onto a road. There’d been no markers of any sort, but they were traveling to the south-east, and the road didn’t look abandoned.

“Much like we already thought I’d say. With any luck we’ll find someone who wants to rob us, and we can take their things,” he answered. “After that, we’ll have a bit more supplies and just keep moving. Maybe find a town or city, see what the news is.

“See if there’s any public reports of what’s happening in Spain or with the Tribunal. Learn what information is public and what’s private.”

“Makes sense,” Leila answered with a nod of her head. “At that point, I’d almost prefer a patrol of guards. Kill them, take their things, interrogate the souls.”

“Or just dead. Any dead,” Zathira put in. “Any dead could be a source of information, you realize. So long as we find the corpse, we can get information.”

“Right,” Vince murmured. “Any living, dead, or towns you two feel or sense?”

Both women shook their heads.

“Then on we go till we find something. At some point though… I need to feed Red,” cautioned Vince. “That might be a bit of a shock for you Zathira, but it’s how she remains among the living, rather than becoming a ravenous undead monster.”

“I’ve heard of it and what she’s fed. I’ll admit I’m… ah… curious… about it all,” mumbled Zathira. Then she sighed heavily and then growled. Her eyes flickered with an inner light as she stared at him before the heat died away. “I’m not a prissy young maiden. I… reacted poorly and stupidly. I want to have the same banter back and forth with you that you have the others.

“Do not discount me further. I’m no blushing virgin or inept girl. I was just… I thought you were coming onto me for the sake of my race and not me as a person. Humans are strange with their tastes.

“It’s been said many times that a human would sleep with anything that had mammalian traits and a warm entry they could use.”

“Huh,” Vince muttered with a nod of his head. He couldn’t really disagree with her. Humanity as a whole was a race of people mastered by their kinks. Kinks that often had them looking to anything that could possibly form a relationship.

From humanizing a street sign and giving it attributes it didn’t have, to finding a great many other species as valid romantic partners. To the point that you could literally say “half-insert race” and it had a strong possibility of being true.

“I mean, I can’t deny I’m interested in you in part because you’re a Lamia. I’d be lying if I said otherwise. Or that I’m physically attracted to your assets and face,” Vince answered honestly and bluntly. “I mean, I’d be more than happy to throw you around in a bed just for the sheer physical pleasure of it and see if I can’t make you hiss.

“Do I love you? No. Am I seeking a romantic union? No. I barely know you. That’d probably need to come somewhat later. If you’re looking for some fun sex right now? Oh yeah, definitely down for that.”

Leila clicked her tongue, then let out a sigh.

“Yes. I’m not surprised by any of that. You did have an eye for me long before you ever had feelings for me, didn’t you?” growled Leila.

“I… yeah? I mean, come on… you’ve got gorgeous eyes, Leila. Do you really think any man who sees you doesn’t contemplate you looking up at them with those eyes?” asked Vince earnestly.

“I now understand the comment you made at me better. I’d say- wait… I think there’s death near. We should explore it,” Zathira reported, pointing off to the left. Off the road and toward a rather dense patch of tall grass.

Just looking at the area she’d stated as where the corpses were had given Vince a bad feeling. That there were corpses in that grass for a very valid reason and it wouldn’t do them any good to investigate it.

Yet she was right.

They really did need information, and it could very well be worth adventuring into a possible danger.

Which meant he needed to do it and no one else could volunteer for it.

“Alright, Zathira hold my beautiful Red for me. I’ll go take a look and bring the corpse back. There’s no way I’m letting any of you go into that. I’m betting it’s more of a poisons or venomous end in there than a violent one,” Vince reasoned and moved up to Zathira.

Red mumbled something as she was passed off, but snuggled up to Zathira eagerly enough. If anything, she seemed happier there.

I mean… she’s cloth, flesh, and blood. Likely a lot warmer.

I’m in my Legionnaire armor.

Wonder where my helmet went though… hm. That’ll make Mr. White pissy.

Bottom of the channel, I’d bet.





Chapter 8




At this point, Vince really didn’t even know what they were doing anymore.

The corpse he’d dragged out had been little better than a shrieking spirit that offered nothing else other than unending wailing. Despite Zathira pushing at them firmly, even threatening them, there just were no answers coming.

Then, the “road” had ended abruptly at a river. There’d been no bridge, no crossing, no ferry, either.

The road just ended there and for no reason at all, despite it looking as if it were maintained and used frequently.

From there, the group had followed the river down. Walking along its banks, long after the sun had set and put them in absolute darkness.

Realistically, the dark wasn’t much of an issue for them given their racial makeup, and that Vince really wasn’t human anymore. For him, the dark wasn’t that terrible anymore.

That was one of the few positives they had going for them at the moment.

Other than that, they’d made good progress.

To where, Vince had no idea.

This wasn’t his land, but he knew for a fact that if you followed a large river like this, you’d often find civilization in one way or another.

“Is that… Sam?” Leila asked almost to no one, looking up to the dark horizon. They’d moved away from the riverbank and into a small grouping of trees. It was better than the bushes they’d camped in yesterday or the open area from the night before, but not by much.

They had no means to start a fire, only what resources they could scavenge as they went, and no means to carry anything. Even having a pot to boil water in would be an improvement.

“And how exactly would Sam find us?” Vince asked, looking to the same direction Leila was. “Because that seems rather unlikely.”

His mind wasn’t exactly in the right frame of mind to be optimistic or even welcoming.

Eating trail rations was fine by him.

Eating cold meals wasn’t an issue.

Not eating anything, really didn’t even bother him either, if he was being honest. Not having food wasn’t exactly an unexpected occurrence, especially when he was working as a Ranger.

What had him trying to grind his teeth to dust was the lack of a fire and tools he would never have thought he’d be without. His pack had been lost along with his helmet somewhere in the water.

Everyone had ended up losing everything but the clothes they were wearing.

Beyond that, he’d wanted to feed Red but hadn’t gotten the chance to. The Undead Beastkin had declined the meal in favor of scouting while they had the chance to search the surrounding area.

The idea of Sam finding them didn’t actually sound likely. If she did find them it’d be even harder for them to survive in this wild country, unless she happened to bring some tools with her.

There was a soft rustle that Vince almost missed completely, coming from the same direction that Sam was supposedly coming from.

Zathira didn’t say or do anything.

The Lamia was sleeping in the middle of their campsite. Coiled up into herself and trying to preserve what warmth she had. Being cold-blooded made her susceptible to getting sleepy as soon as the sun crossed the horizon and the temperature dipped.

Red popped into view, moving toward them with a practiced and sure gait. Riding atop of Red, was indeed Sam. The Fae holding tight to the other woman as she ran on all fours.

She was also more than likely the reason Vince had heard them at all.

Walking up to Leila and Vince, Red gave them a wide grin, reminding Vince a great deal of a dog who’d just shown up with a particularly interesting stick. Reaching back, the Beastkin grabbed Sam, pulled her to the front of herself, and stood up.

Held in Red’s arms was the largest Fae Vince had ever heard of. She was easily the same size as Leila now, and looked quite mortal, despite the large fairy wings that stuck out of her back.

Dark black hair was stuck to her pretty face with sweat. Strands that went over one azure-colored eye and the bridge of her nose gave her a wild look similar to Red’s. Normally her hair was always trim, stylish, and in place.

Which felt impressive, given she flew everywhere.

The Fae blinked several times as she realized she was staring at Vince and Leila.

“Oh,” she said, then grinned at the two of them. “I guess I lost the bet after all, Red. You got us there before the moon even rose.”

“Yes, yes. Red is very good at hunting and catching things like you. Red ate them daily,” admitted Red, still holding on to Sam. “Now give your message to Bringer.”

“Ah! Yes. Okay,” Sam said with a nod of her head. “She figured you’d be making your way back one way or the other. Petra said to be careful when you get near the border areas. Francia negotiated a temporary cease fire with Prussany and shifted resources around.

“They now have… tens of thousands of troops… all across the wall. Magi-Vale was completely surrounded, to the point that it was more or less indefensible. She had to divert all of the ants to dig a hole into Magi-Vale just to get them all out and abandon the city.

“The walls are all hard pressed and there’s not much we can do at the moment other than to keep them out. We’re still working to finish up with Spain but… it’s hard.

“On top of all that, we can’t just send Dragons to pick you up. Francia has somehow captured winged beasts that Nullifiers can fly. They can knock a Dragon out of the air really fast.”

Huh… right.

In other words… there’s a lot of things going wrong, make it back, but be careful doing it.

Good to know.

“I wasn’t sure what you’d have or needed. I talked with everyone and they had no idea if you managed to take your bag with you, or if it got knocked loose. I brought some things,” Sam explained with a triumphant smile. “Pot, firestarter, fishing hooks, fishing line, two knives, whet stone, compass, and the backpack I’m carrying it all in, plus a few other bags I stuffed into the backpack. Just in case you needed to be able to carry other stuff. Oh, and two French language books. I know Zathira and Leila already learned it, as did I, but I figured you and Red hadn’t done so.”

“Sam… Sam you’re beautiful, intelligent, amazing, and… and just… wonderful. You’re wonderful, Sam,” Vince said with absolute sincerity. She’d managed to bring him more or less everything they needed.

“Don’t I know it. Wait till you get a piece of me. You’ll be hooked on me and my amazing self and make me Fes just so you can have it when you want it,” promised Sam with a wide smile. “I’m obviously big enough, too. Just need a bed.”

“Red wants her winnings. You will collect Red’s meal,” demanded Red. She reached down with one hand and pulled Sam’s pants down in a fluid motion that was almost too swift. Leaving the Fae exposed from the waist down and dangling from Red’s hands.

“Perfect, Red will stick the Fae onto Bringer, Bringer will ‘cook’ Red’s food inside the Fae, then feed Red,” said the Beastkin. She was holding Sam with one arm and was working at Vince’s pants with the other.

“Ah,” Vince murmured eloquently even as Red sent his pants down to the ground.

“Uhm,” added Sam, staring at Vince as he stared at her. “Okay. I… okay. This’ll… yeah. It’s fun, it’s different, it works. You don’t get to unload in me, so you have to wait for that next time.”

Sam shifted in Red’s grip, forcing the other woman to hold onto her with both arms and hands now. Reaching out with her legs, Sam got them around Vince’s hips and then set her privates down right atop his hardening shaft.

“Good, Red is hungry. This will make a good meal,” said Red, peering down at the point that Sam and Vince met.

Standing there, realizing that this situation was past the point where he even wanted to consider saying no, Vince instead put his hands to Sam’s waist. With all the teasing and flirting she’d put him through, this wasn’t an opportunity he wanted to squander.

Reaching down between them, Vince grabbed hold of his hilt and lifted up. His shaft and quickly growing manhood flopping down atop Sam’s pubic mound.

“I… well… good thing Leila warned me,” muttered Sam, her eyes locked on Vince’s privates. “I’ve been practicing with things so you don’t rip me apart.”

Vince knew he was just around average in size and girth, or just over it, really. While he was big for Sam and Leila, he wasn’t to the point where it became a hinderance.

His dad had told him often that it was only the envious who wished for a bigger self.

Pulling back just a bit, Vince gained enough room so that he could wedge the tip up between the folds of Sam’s entry. Holding to Sam with one hand, Vince then moved forward.

Now he was holding Sam at each hip and held onto her as he fit himself down against her posterior.

“Unnn, oooh god,” groaned Sam as he pushed into her and up to the hilt. Panting, the Fae had watched it happen with wide eyes. Her fingers spread out wide as she hung in Red’s grasp. “Leila, you lied. You lied. It feels like I’ll pop open anyways.”

“I said it’d feel like that, but that you wouldn’t,” argued the Gnome. She was quietly sitting to one side, watching the situation with a curious look. “He’s not rough or violent, so you’ll be fine.”

“Liar,” moaned Sam as her ankles pulled at Vince. As if trying to cram more of him into herself. “He practically broke Elysia.”

“She wanted to be broken,” Leila argued even as Vince pulled back.

His slickened shaft slid free of her and he watched it as exited. Tight pink-looking skin dragged along him as he did so.

Sam’s insides were tight to the point that they clung to him on the way out, and resisted him on the way in.

Working carefully, he plunged into and pulled back out of Sam. Holding to the beautiful Fae between himself and Red as he did so.

Thinking of the beautiful Beastkin, he glanced up.

Her eyes had an odd look to them as she watched him have Sam while holding her. There was something unknown in them that he couldn’t identify.

Then her eyes flicked up and met his own.

Leaning forward, he kissed her.

Kissed her with a need to feel her lips against his own as he pushed deep into a moaning Sam.

Pulling at him with her legs, Sam was doing what she could to get him into herself faster, and out quicker. Her body flexing and pulling between the two much larger people who were holding her.

Vince pushed his tongue into Red’s mouth as he picked up some speed. A soft pat now accompanying every thrust into Sam, which elicited a short grunt of a moan from the Fae with each.

“Nn, nnnnee, nnngh, yesss,” Sam got out in hard exhales as he rolled through her. He could feel her body getting used to it and not trying to crush his girth upon entry.

Moving harder now, Vince was thrusting hard enough to push Sam against Red, who now had to make sure she wasn’t falling backward.

A weird thought popped into Vince’s head.

Reaching down, he undid Red’s pants with one hand while the other gripped to Sam.

Red got the hint and helped, shimmying out of them and kicking them to the ground.

“Sam, hope you’re hungry,” Vince said while holding Red’s glowing gaze.

“I-what?” she groaned as Vince kept thrusting into her.

Releasing her hold on Sam’s shoulder’s, Red grabbed the Fae by the wrists, stepped back, then forward after Sam’s head fell down between Red’s thighs.

Then she lifted up until Sam’s face was pressed to Red’s privates. The Fae let out a squeak followed by a curious moan, even as Vince worked at filling her up.

Even as Red moved her, he kept thrusting into her. Though her legs lost some of their grip on his sides and he was now holding her up while pushing into her.

Holding tight to Sam’s wrists Red’s face took on a look of puzzlement, followed quickly by pleasure.

“Mmm, mmm!” moaned Sam, who was now seemingly working at Red’s entry. The Fae being used on both ends as she dangled between them.

Vince leaned forward and kissed Red again, thrusting into Sam, and rolling his tongue over the Cursed One’s.

A minute passed quickly in this A shape before Vince realized he was very much done “cooking” Red’s food.

Breaking the very deep and sloppy kiss, Vince put his forehead to Red’s.

“Your meal’s ready,” he got out in a pant.

Red slowly lowered Sam to the ground while Vince did the same, then collapsed down to her knees in front of his very wet-looking member.

Taking him down to the hilt in the first go she just stared up at him, willing him to do the work. She looked somewhat out of it.

In fact, he was fairly certain Sam had gotten the Undead Red off.

Grabbing her by the base of the ears, Vince began thrusting into Red’s mouth.

It only took three passes before he hit the high-point.

Splattering globs of thick seed down Red’s quite eager and willing throat as she’d pushed forward as he came. Getting him down till only her lips were visible and his manhood was gone.

Swallowing loudly, she greedily gulped as he continued to go off.

“That was-fun,” gasped Sam, laying not far away.

Her face was smeared with what looked a lot like saliva and fluid from Red.

“A lot of fun-actually,” Sam continued, then just laid there in the grass. “Whew. I’m out-of breath.”

Red nodded her head, staring up at Vince, swallowing all the while as he continued to peak.




***




“Another checkpoint, but this one looks a lot more formal,” Sam said from where she was hanging on Vince. She was plastered to his back and riding him. Her hands holding to his shoulders and her legs around his middle. “They even have a little booth.”

“No idea,” Vince muttered as they walked past what was clearly a manned position. One that looked a lot like it’d had people at it only a few days previously. “Left in a hurry though. Not sure what it’s due to, though. Could be any number of things.

“What happened to the Tribunal, what’s going on in Spain, those… magical… evil… fart clouds that were flying around. Any of that could have caused this, right?”

“That’d be my guess,” agreed Zathira with a warmth to her tone. Being woken up this morning to have seared meat, a fire, and a happy Sam, had improved her mood greatly.

Need to make sure she’s always warm in the future.

She’s susceptible to cold, and it affects her mood more than she’ll likely ever admit to.

“It makes me a little wary,” Leila murmured, walking along next to Vince and Red. “It’s a lot of checkpoints for the inner parts of a country. Quite a few, in fact.

“If there’s this many, it’ll make it difficult for us to keep moving. Might end up in a few places where we can’t really proceed without crossing one. We don’t exactly have paperwork or proof we’re from here.

“Nor do we even know what we don’t know. We’re operating in the dark still.”

“Then we go there,” Red suggested, pointing off ahead of them. There was a very obvious building pointing up to the sky in front of them. Vince had no idea what it could be, given that it looked almost like an art piece, more than a building. “Red thinks we should go there, get information, rob people for things, then move on.

“Red would very much like to get back to her wife. While Red doesn’t mind Vince using other women with Red, it makes Red worry Blue would be hurt.

“But Red wants to please Vince, so won’t say no to other women. Red is… Red is confused, again.”

“I get it, Red,” Sam offered. “I didn’t mind it, you know, and I know Blue won’t hold it against you either. I mean… we all know how Vince is, and we all knew he was after me.

“Only a matter of time before I get stuck with a number of hungry-looking Dryads. Maybe even Blue. That wouldn’t be terrible, would it?”

Red looked thoughtful at that, then slowly shook her head.

“Red doesn’t mind Sam and Blue being together if Red is there, or Vince is there,” allowed the Beastkin. “That’s just how our… marriage… is. Our lives are very strange. Red thinks it’s a bit like a storybook at times.”

Zathira laughed at that and tilted her head to one side.

There was a small path that passed by the river and curled out toward a small forest.

“Yes, your marriage is very far-fetched. I will be the first person to pitch that idea out there,” murmured Zathira. “Though, given the greatness of the personage that Vince has gathered amongst everyone… it’s not out of character either. Many see him as far greater than life.

“Even the Duke of Denver, a Necromancer of extreme power and standing, wanted only to be a Duke with only Vince as his superior. That’s how great Vince is.”

“What about Felix?” asked Leila.

Zathira laughed and made a hand waving motion at that.

“He was annoyed at first. Then Felix sent him a number of presents. After that he only said he was grateful to have a master of war for a leader, and a master of statecraft as a ruler,” Zathira said as they all turned to the path.

A small sign popped into view from behind a tree as they reached a crossroad.

“Paris or Meudon?” Vince asked. “And what’d Felix send him by the way?”

“Meudon. That leads away from that big city. Let’s go there after we get a little information to start,” suggested Leila and then turned that direction.

“I agree with going to Meudon. He sent him digging equipment,” Zathira answered with a laugh. “A great many machines that could dig up the earth very quickly and in such a way as to do it without disturbing the ground too much. As well as a surprising number of shovels and pickaxes.

“Duke Gerard laughed for a while, then went straight to the nearest cemetery. He was digging even still when I left. Lot of graveyards to go through.”

Sounds like Felix.

Figure out an objective and hit it.

For allies and enemies both.





Chapter 9




“Maybe… we shouldn’t be going in there,” Vince muttered under his breath as they looked out onto the village. They were holed up in a small clump of trees and bushes off to one side.

More than likely near where citizens threw out their chamber pots, given the smell of the area.

“Definitely feels like there’s way more going on than we thought,” agreed Leila. “Petra told you that everyone was moving south that could be, to be ready for Yosemite, right?”

“Yeah. She did,” agreed Sam with a small shake of her head. “This is ah… not what I think she meant, though.”

The issue with the location they’d decided to look into had nothing to do with what they saw.

But everything to do with what they didn’t see once they’d laid eyes on it.

There was no-one, as far as the eye could see.

Nor was there any sound coming from the buildings or surrounding areas.

Everything looked still and completely calm. As if the inhabitants had been taken away all at the same time and without any warning.

“Red can’t imagine they all left to go… fight us,” Red stated with a shake of her head. “This is something else. Something else wrong. A plague, maybe? Sickness?”

Zathira looked thoughtful at that.

“I’ll go take a look. I’m a Necromancer. Only beheading me or pulling my heart out can kill me at this point. Much more powerful than I used to be,” stated the Lamia before moving forward out of their hiding spot. She calmly slithered through the grass to the number of buildings all clumped together.

Sighing, Vince got up and then followed along behind her.

It was likely nobody in his party would be affected by a plague.

They were all rather abnormal when compared to the normal flavor of mortal that lived around these parts. Extreme magic or violence would be the only possible death sentences in many ways.

A moment after he’d exited their hiding spot, he heard everyone else follow along as well.

“Is this maybe why the checkpoints were empty?” Sam asked, flying away from Vince to land on Zathira’s coils. She was riding the Lamia backward, looking to everyone else. “Whatever happened here, happened there as well? It’s a possibility, right?”

“I mean, yeah, it is,” agreed Vince, noticing an overturned bucket as he passed by a wooden fence. Everything he could see made this look like a very quiet village filled with people who likely worked in Paris. Shop-keep assistants or middle-class workers, something that’d let them own a home of their own.

Leaning over, he peered into the bucket to see that there was curdled milk in it. There looked to also be some points where it’d dried into a solid, and the whole thing smelled of spoiled milk.

Okay… so… on the run. Not too long ago, but also not too recent.

Maybe… maybe in line with… what we did to the Tribunal? Is that it?

Just after that?

Letting his mind chew at those thoughts, he wandered further into the community. There were no signs of distress, no suggestions of violence, nor that anyone even knew something was about to happen.

Doors were closed, windows open as if to let in a breeze, fences closed and shut.

There were a number of small things in between, on the road that connected many of the buildings as well. Toys, packages, purses, and bags. Left where they fell.

“Red doesn’t think this was… a fight. This is more like a hunt that happened. Caught them while they drank,” articulated Red with a click of her tongue. “All of them. At the same time.

“Some tracks. Here. There. They just stop in place and go no further.”

“There’s no signs of death. No lingering life energy you get with a death,” Zathira remarked as she moved from home to home. She never went inside, but instead went up to the door of each. Pausing there, she waited for a few moments before moving on. Only to eventually move to the center point of the street where Vince stood. “There was nothing that occurred here recently to take the lives of everyone. I can’t detect anything that’d make me think anyone died here.”

“There’s signs of magic, though,” Leila whispered. She was hunched over with her face near the ground. To the point that the tip of her nose was in the grass of a nearby lawn. “Heavy magic. It feels similar to what chased us off but… not quite. In a similar vein?”

“It’d explain some things. You said one of them was being chased by Nullifiers. We know they’re big in Francia,” Sam said, holding her hands up in front of herself. “Maybe that’s why they’re big? Those whatever clouds like to take people away for… something?”

“Hm. That’s… hm. It’s possible that’s it,” Leila murmured and stood up, slowly walking around the road in an odd path. “Especially if they were set back considerably from the attack on the Tribunal. There were only so many in Spain that were trained or on loan from Francia. Likely due to a lack of numbers.”

“I’d like to see if we can’t run down a Nullifier, kill them, let Vince eat their heart with Red, then ask their soul some pointed questions,” Zathira summarized, one arm folded across her center with the elbow of her other hand resting against her wrist. “Then we’d all get something we wanted out of it.”

“Red wants to be fed again,” threw out the feral and beautiful monster, trying a doorhandle. “Sam should cook Red another meal. It was delicious last time.”

Drawing back, she used her claws and carved the doorknob from the wood, then pushed the door open as the lock clattered apart. Entering the home, she said no more.

“I mean, I wouldn’t mind,” Sam admitted with a shrug of her shoulders. “It was rather enjoyable for me. Especially since I don’t have to wander about with a bunch of spunk dripping down my thighs.

“If anything, I’d prefer you not dirty me up in there. I’m not even sure what’d happen, actually. I think I have working parts.”

Sam had looked down at her stomach and put her hands atop it.

Fae shouldn’t even have a sex drive, let alone kids.

Very uncharted territory.

“Let’s get supplies while we’re here. They won’t be able to prove anything is missing since the people themselves are,” offered Vince, moving to the nearest house.

Trying the door, he found it opened easily.

It hadn’t been locked.

Stepping through the threshold, Vince let his eyes move around the interior of the room. It was a study without anything that’d interest him.

He wasn’t here to rob the owners of their prized possessions.

Realistically, Vince just wanted food, potable water, and any loose coin that he could find.

Moving from the study, he went straight into what was a kitchen. Rummaging around in, it he came up with a number of things he could put in a bag and not worry about them expiring.

From several bags of beans, ground flour, and even some potatoes. All of that went into his own bag and would be needed. Their supplies were incredibly low, considering that they’d only been able to go with whatever they found while moving.

Which really came down to whatever Red brought back for them so far.

Grabbing utensils and a long wooden ladle, Vince pushed them into his bag as well.

Glancing into it, he found he had only a small amount of room left to store anything else, but he also didn’t really care. Everything he’d just added were things they really did need.

Moving around the kitchen, he checked the doors and corners. Looking for a pantry or something that’d lead into the cellar. Anywhere that they could have put extra supplies that Vince could help himself to.

“Someone’s coming!” Leila called out.

Clicking his tongue, Vince abandoned his search and left the house. He made sure to pull the door shut behind himself on exiting.

Moving to the street, he walked up to Leila who was next to Zathira now.

The two of them had likely been discussing the situation and what they felt was going on.

They tended to get deep into magical talk if there wasn’t anything else to do. They didn’t seem to be the type to stand around, let their thoughts roll around, and stare into nothing.

You’re just a little weird, Vince. That’s all.

Nothing out of the ordinary there.

Taking a spot near the other two, Vince followed Leila’s line of sight.

She’d put her hands behind her back and was looking down the road. Toward what he assumed was the normal entry point for the village that led back to the path toward Paris.

“I can feel the residual traces of magic on them. Nothing good, though,” Leila murmured. “Almost like they’ve been cursed, had spells thrown at them that left a mark, or they’ve wandered through a magical warzone. Not sure but… any of those would fit with what I’m getting from them.”

“Agreed,” Zathira whispered with a small nod of her head. “Many curses it feels like. As well as a great deal of… of… what feels like they’ve been stripped of color. It’s very strange.”

Vince took that as a sign to look the part of a human manservant. Here to assist with a Necromancer and a Warlock in whatever it is they were doing.

Because this felt an awful lot like a servant of a Nullifier, or someone who had faced the “war front” in the east with Prussany. Either of which was far more dangerous than a casual citizen of Francia.

Far more dangerous and more likely to realize how out of place Vince and company were here.

Sam got off of Zathira, fluttered in place for a moment, then zipped off into the home Red had gone into and shut the door closed. Getting out of sight and out of view.

A man on a horse came into view just under a minute later. He was dressed in modest clothing that was made for travel. He wasn’t inordinately garbed, his saddle looked well broken in and used, and his boots had the look of long use and maintenance.

This wasn’t a fop or a box-checker sent out for no reason.

From what Vince could tell, this was someone who spent time on the road, understood it, and had grown to live in it. While Vince really didn’t like not wearing his side-arm, or his armor, he was glad in this moment that it was all packed away in the backpack.

There was no way this man wouldn’t mark the armor as anything other than being extremely out of place.

“Ho there,” the man said, coming to a full stop a good twenty feet out. From here, Vince could see the man had blue eyes and brown hair while also being somewhere in his late twenties. “What’re you about?”

“Investigating,” Leila answered with a nod of her head. “We were passing through and found the place… deserted.”

“No sign of anything. As if they were simply pulled into the sky,” Zathira added.

On the face of the man was a lack of surprise, interest, or even concern. What was stated was within expectation for him.

Which meant this wasn’t a unique or stand-alone situation.

“This isn’t a fraudulent event either. There’s no signs of death, combat, or violence,” Leila continued with a sigh. She’d clearly also come to the same thought that Vince had.  “It’s just like the rest. I’d rather it’d been a fake, honestly.”

Staring at them for a few more seconds, the man then let out a long sigh with a shake of his head.

“Blessings to the Null One and his hands,” remarked the man and then made an odd sign with his hand. As if he were sweeping things away from himself. “I didn’t quite believe the reports that there’d been so many sightings, but it was true. All of it.”

“Several empty checkpoints along the route to Paris, as well,” Zathira added with a shake of her head. “We weren’t sure if they were deployed elsewhere or… well…”

Having let it hang opened it up to a question the man would hopefully answer.

“Ahhh… well… you didn’t hear it from me, my dear ladies,” the man said with a wide smile, looking from Leila to Zathira and back. “But I wouldn’t worry about anything like that. There’s a great number of the blessed coming up from the border in the south.

“They were dispatched to deal with that city of heathens, but they’re being pulled back to help with this situation. No one thought that the sloth-like slumbering bastard would send out his minions, but now that it’s obvious he is, they’re pulling back some.

“That, and I hear everything in the south is far overblown. The Great Nullifiers were just looking to crush the nobles south of the Portal-Storm. Now we’ve been properly chastised for losing our way and they’re coming back north.”

In other words… lots of Nullifiers heading this way.

We’ll need to get out of their way. Make sure we’re not anywhere near where they’ll be.

While I’m sure we can pull off a reasonable guise for soldiers and the like, I’m not sure we can do that with a Nullifier. Fairly certain I’d come up as something altogether different for them now.

Felt like they could sense what people were just by being in their proximity.

“They’ll be crossing over the Portal-Storm tomorrow, last I heard,” promised the man, once again looking between the two women. Apparently here in Francia, non-human races were certainly treated with dignity. Or so Vince assumed, given he was looking at them in a very sexually interested way. “Now… I’m going to go do a quick count of homes and make sure we really did lose everyone here. Then I’ll be heading north to check another town. I’ll likely set up camp around there.

“You’re… welcome to join me there. If you happened to be in that vicinity.”

“I have no idea where we’ll be, but if we’re up that way… we could… drop in,” Leila confided then gave the man a smile. “We wouldn’t be intruding?”

“Not at all. Not at all! Now… I’ll be heading along,” said the man, who bent somewhat in his saddle toward Leila and Zathira. Then he set off quickly.

As the man passed by Vince, he wanted only to glean a few things from the man’s thoughts.

Really only relating to one thing, to be precise.

What was the Portal-Storm, where was it, and could they use it to cross into the south, in the way that the Nullifiers could move to the north.

What Vince got back out of the man’s memories, was beyond imagination.




***




“How is this… even possible?” Sam murmured, staring out at the massive gash in the world.

It ran further than Vince could see in either direction. Simply going beyond his ability to see into the distance to the east or west.

“How do they even cross it?” Leila asked instead. “It’d have to be done with some sort of magic, wouldn’t it? It’s too wide otherwise and… let’s not even discuss how deep it is.”

“I… how… what… what the hell is this exactly?” demanded Sam, throwing a hand out at the massive and deep canyon before them.

This wasn’t something one could just cross without time and resources. There was no way to get anything set up with what they had on them, nor was there any possibility of them getting resources from the area.

This was, once again, a flat plain with not much more than a few lone trees dotted about.

Even if we had someone on the other side and we could get a rope to them, it’d still take time to get things anchored and moving. Not impossible but… clearly there’s something else going on here.

Otherwise there’d be a number of crossings without much of a concern.

Looking down to the left, then the right, Vince didn’t see anything that’d give him a pause for concern. It was eerily quiet, in fact.

To the point that, if anything, that was the reason he was nervous.

Because there’d been a crackling noise that sounded off repeatedly as they’d approached it. Loud enough that it rivaled thunderstorms and cannons going off.

Echoing back and forth across the area, as if it were moving.

Only for the whole thing to go silent five minutes or so and remain absolutely quiet.

“Red doesn’t understand why people aren’t trying to get across. It isn’t that wide,” complained Red. “Red has seen bridges that went further. Even old bridges.”

There was a sudden and immediate boom, followed by a series of crackling noises, as purple, pink, blue, and red ovals appeared in the canyon. They exploded and crackled as they opened, shut, opened again, overlapped one another, and randomly appeared.

A great deal of material was being flung from portal to portal as it went. Being shot one way, only to vanish, then be blasted out in another direction.

Only for a mass of whatever it was to be ejected down into the canyon below.

Except, clearly the portals must have gone down deep into the canyon, as there was always more material appearing. As portals tore each other apart, they remained.

After what was likely a whole minute, they simply went away.

Vince could distantly hear what sounded like the portals tearing across the great canyon they stood before, though much more to the east.

As suddenly as it came, it was now crackling and booming to the west.

A sudden silence fell over everything and left Vince standing there in awe.

“Well, I can see why people don’t try to build anything to get across that. Even with it only being fifty feet from here to the other side, that’s a death sentence,” Vince said flatly. “What about magic? Wanna try to float a disc over? You have a means of getting us quickly over so… I don’t see a reason we don’t at least test it. Give it a shot?”

Leila made a small shrug of her shoulders and then made a gesture with her hands.

“Like you said, no reason not to. I can feel those magic clouds in the distance… but we can risk a disc for a quick test,” admitted Leila as a disc appeared from nowhere and started to move over the canyon. Even as it picked up speed, Vince had an odd feeling. As if something was looking his way and focusing on him.

Several portals formed in mid-air to intersect the disc. Ripping it apart and detonating faster and faster until the magical construct was turned to nothing at all.

Portals continued to open and close on top of where the disc had been for a short while. Only to slowly fade away with a lessening number of portals.

“I uh… I bet I know how the Nullifiers can cross,” offered Sam. “Negate the magic and void the space, while having magic cast elsewhere. Like… baiting an animal.”

“I get the feeling it continues much further up than we think as well,” Leila muttered, looking up into the sky. “Trying to fly over it would only risk it reaching up to get us. That or calling over one of those clouds. They seem very attuned to magic. They were moving this way till the Portal-storm went off. Then they turned around.”

“Red agrees with Leila,” mumbled Red with a nod of her head. “That means this isn’t passable for us. We should move on. East or west?”

“Yeah. Can’t get across here,” Vince concurred. “From what I got from the memories of that man, this goes all the way to the east and into Prussany. A considerable distance to be sure, just for that length alone.

“Incredibly though, it also moves a great way into the west. Continuing on for a great ways though not all the way to the sea. There’s a number of defensive lines and the like at that point to separate Francia north and south. Tariffs and taxes and what not. Elysia would love to go through that, I bet, just to see how her own tax system compares.”

“So… to the west we go,” Zathira murmured and looked that way. “I’d very much like to be done with this place.”

“West,” agreed Vince. “Hopefully to somewhere we can make a cross down to the south. I’m tired of this place and that we can’t just go on a shooting spree.

“Though it’s been rather interesting to wander across a land that isn’t very wild or full of wastes. This feel like what people wrote about before everything that happened, happened.”

“Not so wild wastes,” Leila murmured as they all turned to begin walking along the very obvious and well-trod path that ran along the portal storm.

I wonder if they tax it.

Or if there’s an inn along it.

I’d put up an in.

Call it Inn-to-the-Portal.

It’s so lame of a name, it’d work perfectly.





Chapter 10




“That-what’s going on?” asked Leila, looking back the way they’d come.

Distantly, the sound of the Portal-storm was growing louder.

Raising in intensity and volume in a way that was far outside what they’d been hearing over the last several hours. There was even an echo and rumble to the sound that felt odd.

“They’re crossing, aren’t they?” Leila asked to herself. “That’s what that is. They’re getting the portals to act up elsewhere so that they can cross. They’re doing it earlier than that man suggested.”

Without waiting for anyone to respond, Leila called up another Disc. She sent it straight away across the canyon.

This time, Vince didn’t feel a hair-raising response over his body.

There was no response at all, in fact.

The disc leisurely sailed across the other side and made it there without a fuss.

Leila dismissed it, called three more into life, then stepped onto one.

“Quick. Quickly now. Everyone on,” demanded Leila, jumping onto a disc and pulling at Red’s hand.

The Undead got on with her as Sam took to the air and sped off to the other side.

Vince got on the disc that’d been called forth for him as Zathira did the same.

All three discs started to cross to the other side of the Portal-storm canyon. Vince could feel something strange come over him as they moved across.

It wasn’t as strong or as focused as it had been previously, however.

“I-I can’t get us there,” hissed Leila as all three discs kept moving. Two of them started to sink downward before they’d even made it halfway. “It’s draining me for some reason. There’s more here than just the portals. Damnit!”

Glancing to the canyon below, Vince felt reasonably sure he’d survive the fall. Especially if he could get to the wall and use it to slow the descent.

Leila, Red, and Zathira wouldn’t be able to take such a drop.

My luck in the air doesn’t seem to be doing as well lately.

Red grabbed Leila around the waist, got down low, then leapt toward the far side of the canyon. Her body elongated as she did it, her right arm and legs pushed out and practically put her in a line-like shape.

Slamming into the edge, Red dug her clawed hand into the earth as her unbooted feet slammed home into the cliff-side. Almost without effort, she tossed Leila up and over to safety.

The disc Leila and Red had been on winked out of existence even as the Gnome was pulled clear off it. The one Vince was on suddenly felt a lot more stable.

It was moving faster, too.

Getting to her knees, Leila held her hands out in front of herself. There was a pink glow that surrounded her and was crackling between her upturned hands.

“Damnit, they’re here,” growled Zathira who was now on Vince’s left.

Turning his head, Vince looked and of course saw nothing. Which meant the clouds of malevolence that’d caused this whole issue were coming this way.

Likely drawn here by Leila’s magic he imagined.

“Think you can steal this disc and use it for yourself?” Vince asked, looking to Zathira.

“What? I… yes, I suppose I could. She uses simple magical— ”

“Great,” Vince said and stepped off his own disc and onto Zathira’s. He ended up stepping into her coils and was now up against her front. “Then take control of this one and get us moving. Fast. Because as soon as those clouds of whatever get near the portals, they’re going to go nuts, aren’t they?”

Zathira looked at him with shock and then nodded her head quickly. Her eyes became a dark abyssal black and the disc did as well. They jerked to the side for a second, then began moving with speed toward the other side.

Leila was still channeling what she could into the disc as well from what Vince could discern. Or so he believed, given her hands were still a brightly glowing neon pink with tiny flames erupting from her fingers.

Looking past Zathira’s shoulder he still couldn’t see anything, but he knew it was there. There was no mistaking it’s presence now, given that the Portal-storm had grown somewhat quiet and that he could feel the attention of whatever was here, rising by the millisecond. 

They were lucky to have gotten the break that they did, but they needed to finish the crossing immediately.

A portal opened not far away, but it was quite small.

Little more than a hula-hoop in size. Opening out into what looked a lot like another world entirely. Vince wasn’t quite sure where it went, but it looked rather nice on the other side.

In fact, it looked a lot like a rather tranquil and lovely looking meadow, of all things.

It closed in on itself after being open for a few seconds. Zathira and Vince made it to the other side and landed on the ground. The disc melted away into nothing but black ooze that then seeped into the bare earth.

“Whew,” Leila said and then looked to the two of them. “That felt… close.”

“It did indeed feel that way. Though it’s going to get worse if that evil cloud decides it wants to try and cross,” Zathira warned, looking back the way they’d come. As if she could see it hovering on the other side. Vince of course, saw nothing. “I wonder why the portals started coming back this way though. Was the crossing done that fast?”

“Possibly. It’s a little odd but—”

Leila’s words were simply cut off as a giant red portal expanded out across the way and took a massive gouge out of the earth on the other side. As if it were reaching out to catch the cloud Zathira had just mentioned.

The other side of it snatched out a massive boulder that’d been between Vince and Leila, taking everything with it.

“Get back,” Vince warned and hustled out of the way with Zathira next to him. Sam looked up from where she was, encouraging Red to get back up after clawing her way over the edge.

Sam, Red, and Leila got a move on, quickly distancing themselves from the edge.

Everyone getting much further away and beyond the reach of the newest portal.

A purple portal yawned open rapidly and swung in an odd way. Lashing out to a similar area to the first but a bit more off this time. More than likely going after another magical cloud.

This one tore through the earth with ease.

As well as swallowed up Sam, Leila, and Red, the three of them passing through it and onto the other side as the magical gateway wobbled wildly around.

Vince had seen it all happen and had nothing he could do for the situation. There wasn’t a single action available to him.

They were there one moment, then gone the next.

Then the Portal-storm really went wild and started exploding in every direction. Tearing open new gaps and fissures in the earth as they shot about in all directions instead of the previous ones.

They multiplied, spread, and moved throughout the canyon. Opening, closing, destroying each other, as more and more of them grew.

In only a minute of time, even as he continued to run away, Vince saw the canyon was now filled with portals. The explosive and nerve-wracking noise growing constantly in volume.

Zathira and Vince ran on.

He didn’t miss the look of horror and anger on her face. As if the normally quiet and cool Lamia couldn’t control herself at the sudden and abrupt loss.

Vince had done his best to freeze his heart over as soon as it happened. To lock his grief into place in a sea of ice and work at it another time.

Right now, he had a mission he needed to complete. Even if over half of his companions were lost.

He needed to get back to Petra and continue in this journey.

Though… it’s not like they’re dead.

Clearly the other side of these portals can lead somewhere that’s inhabitable. It’s quite likely that they’re somewhere here on this planet, too.

Not to mention, Leila is a master when it comes to magic.

She can probably figure out how to open a portal herself.

If that doesn’t work, I can get the Whites and Felicia to build a portal. Likely as well as a device to figure out where Leila went.

No, this… no. This isn’t an issue.

A momentary setback that’ll be problematic for them and me, but not a loss.

South we go.

Just… just as they’re trying to get back to me.




***




“Bordeaux,” Vince muttered as they walked past the sign.

“It’s not ideal but-but it’s better than what looks to be rough terrain,” offered Zathira, her head turning to look to the east.

Vince had decided long before they’d started moving south that he didn’t want to go that way. The terrain didn’t look just rough to him, but cold. Cold, rough, and likely filled with Waste creatures that weren’t civil or hospitable. The type of monsters that would rather eat you than talk to you.

“I… I know that there’s always the possibility of losing people, but it was so sudden,” mumbled Zathira as they moved on. “They didn’t die… I didn’t feel any violence or harm in what happened but… but it almost feels worse than that. We don’t even know what happened to them at all.

“They.. They just… just… they weren’t there. Just… nothing.”

I’m betting… death is easier for her than dismemberment or someone going missing.

The unknown for her, isn’t death. Death is very known.

Blasé, as it were.

“If they can return to us, they will. If they can’t… we’ll have to figure out if we can call them back somehow. There’s no other option,” summed up Vince with a sigh edged with a growl. “I’m going to grieve for them. I’m going to miss them.

“And if they don’t show up in a reasonable time… I’ll… feel that they’re dead and gone. Then I’ll mourn for them as if they’d passed.

“Till any of that happens though, we press on. We don’t have any other real option here that’s useful or available to us.”

“Okay… yeah. We press on,” Zathira said with a slow nod of her head. “What ah, what do we do? How do we press on?”

“Move through the outskirts. Steal some supplies if we can,” Vince said as they kept walking. “See if we can’t make contact with someone or a group that could or would be willing to help us.

“Though realistically if that doesn’t pan out, we’ll have to head into this… Bordeaux, in the end. See if we can’t get some information. Either through you finding a recently-made dead person, me getting the thoughts out of someone’s head, or us simply finding someone willing to talk to us.”

“We can’t just keep moving south?” Zathira asked.

“We could, but there’s no telling what we’ll run into. We could end up walking into something we can’t just… turn around and walk away from. Having even just a little information would be better than no information.”

“Oh, yes. That’ll work quite well. Ah… Leila mentioned that we might need cover stories at one point. Should we have those?” asked Zathira, turning to look at him more directly.

Apparently, him having even just an outline of a plan was growing confidence in her.

It left Vince with the feeling that he needed to invest in Zathira right here and now. If he didn’t, she was going to have some issues coping with this in the near future.

“Husband and wife. You’re the breadwinner, I’m there to use a sword and provide muscle as needed,” Vince spit out without thinking about it. “It’s simple, close to what people would expect of us, and blends into the background of everyone else.

“It’s not the type of story to stand out much beyond what it is. That it’d just be ‘one of many’ if people asked for stories and fade from memory.

“Good thing my sword looks rather nondescript in its sheath. If I pull it out, it’s a different story all together.”

Zathira nodded her head slowly to that, then had the barest ghost of a smile at the corner of her mouth.

“It’s different when you pull out your sssssword?” asked the Lamia, hitting the S rough and more than likely on purpose.

Vince smirked, nodded his head in return, and then huffed.

“Yeah. You should see me sheathe it unexpectedly. Makes people’s eyes go wide,” he returned, realizing that this was her trying to change the subject to something else, but only ending up in an awkward territory.

“I can imagine. I can… I can certainly imagine,” Zathira said and then fell silent. Moving quietly back and forth as she slithered along next to him.

There wasn’t much to say further and so they kept moving in semi-awkward, semi-companionable, silence.

That atmosphere remained as they made it to Bordeaux. Vince didn’t need to ask if there was an outskirt of the city that they could get to, as it was included in the city.

A wooden palisade wall was the first line of defense that was quite far out from the stone walls of the city proper. Between those two walls were a great many huts, houses, and thrown together buildings.

The palisade wall was manned and guarded by peasantry with spears and cheap looking bows. They had armor that at best made it to leather banded with metal plates.

There were no guards at the gate to question newcomers and no one seemed to care about them one way or the other. Vince and Zathira passed inside without challenge or question.

It was rather surprising on many levels, but he’d begun to suspect that Francia was similar to Yosemite. At least in some ways.

When it came to non-humans, they were fairly lenient and okay with them.

So long as they didn’t practice magic, at least.

Looking ahead as they moved along the maintained, though only compacted dirt road, he could see there were guards at the gates to the inner-city. Which would be where the merchant, middle and upper class all lived.

Out here would be where all the lower-end jobs were filled from in the inner-city. A cashier’s position that couldn’t be filled by someone up there, could be filled by an attractive or intelligent individual from the outskirts.

The same story in a different way he’d seen more than a few times back home. When he’d been a ranger and traveling the width and breadth of the country.

What would have been a large problem for him had been mitigated by Sam and her fortunate arrival. Without those French language books, they’d have been at a complete loss here. Without even the most basic ability to communicate their needs.

On top of that… I bet speaking English here, or Spanish even, is asking for unwanted attention.

Damn… I’ll need to pick up whatever other languages are possible when we get back. It’s not like it costs me anything to learn a language.

Off to the side of the main road, Vince saw a muddy, murky bit of path that had a look similar to that of the southern part of the country back home. Where every type of mud had its own name.

This looked to be a firm mud that was fairly comparable to dirt. More of a muck, really.

What was so interesting to Vince about it though, was a set of tracks that was quite visible in it. One he’d never forget, particularly as he’d actively been looking for them since landing in Spain.

Ratkin!

Grinning, Vince turned away from the street and began moving down the very dirty, and quite likely disgusting for what its contents were, muddy path. Zathira followed along behind him without a complaint, despite the fact that she’d literally be crawling through it in a way.

Looking at the tracks, he could see the heavy and close together prints that the Ratkin tended to have in city areas. Where they’d walk on two-legs to not be confused with the extremely less-intelligent, and not related in any way, common rodent.

No sooner than the tracks moved deeper into the alley, the Ratkin had dropped to all four paws and moved much more quickly. More assuredly, as they dipped into the areas of the city that were far more comfortable to them.

If only because they weren’t given the proper respect they deserved.

Vince was quite the fan of Ratkin.

They’d helped him in making Yosemite become an incredibly clean and efficient city. Where most buildings vied to have even a small family of Ratkin maintain and patrol it.

“What-what’re we doing? Where’re we going?” Zathira asked from behind him.

“Oh… just running something down I need. Need it bad. More so than I need a month-long vacation retreat for Meliae, Mouth, and Blue, and I’ll be honest, I need that a lot. Those three have put in more work than I’m ever actually willing to admit to them,” Vince confessed as they took several turns. Going deeper and further into the warrens of the outskirts. Till even the sunlight had difficulty reaching him.

 He knew they were most definitely on the right trail. A number of other Ratkin tracks had shown up.

Even a number of prints that looked a lot like similar races to Ratkin but that were a bigger as well. Which could very well be a similar species to the Ratkin that he’d only heard of.

A possum-like species.

What’d been a fairly narrow walk had, in a flash, become an open path into an enclosed plaza-like area. Where shades and fabrics had been pulled over the center to block out most of the sun.

All around were homes, burrows, cast-off bits of furniture, and a large number of Ratkin.

Peering at him from holes, homes, and around corners.

Oh, yes.

Yes, yes, yes.

Jackpot.

Grinning from ear to ear, Vince stood up and looked to all the Ratkin around him. Slowly turning his head one way, then the other. There were so many of them that he couldn’t hide his excitement.

“My name is Vincent Campbell. May I request to speak with your warren master?” he requested with a polite tip of his head, then came down to one knee, cutting a great deal of his height out of the question. He didn’t care at all that his only pair of pants would have a very mud-stained spot on the knee. “I’d like to make an arrangement with them that I think all of you would benefit from.”





Chapter 11




Zathira had lowered herself down considerably. Nearly laying down on her own coils in fact, but she’d managed to put herself at a similar level to Vince’s.

The intelligent Lamia had apparently realized he’d been doing this to help alleviate the Ratkins’ inborn wary nature. Vince could only be thankful that those surrounding him had a bright mind.

A number of Ratkin had scurried this way and that just after Vince had spoken.

None of them had approached him, but he could hear them. They were speaking in their own language in the shadows. In the hidden places that he couldn’t quite see into.

Wish I could speak their language.

It’d be helpful to be able to speak it.

Though… uh… now that I think about it, when did I learn Draconic?

I couldn’t speak it before we went to Spain, but I could by the time we opened the gateway. Was it… because I opened myself up as an altar to Ferris? That could be it, I imagine.

In hosting a goddess of Dragons, I somehow now understand their language?

Do Dryads have a language? Will I understand theirs if they speak it?

Oh, better yet, will I actually understand the Elves once Yaris becomes a full goddess? That’d be interesting. They have some problems communicating at times, since their different versions of their own language can get in their way.

“What deal?” asked a nervous voice with an edge of anger to it. Vince didn’t miss that they let out a small cluck as well. He’d only ever heard that from Ratkin who weren’t very happy with their situation. “Who you to come to where none do. What deal for Ratkin?”

“One that I think will benefit both of us,” Vince murmured, his head turning toward where the speaker was. He’d been able to pinpoint them easily enough. “Are you the warren master? If you are, I’d be happy to discuss it with you.

“If you’re not… I’d prefer to wait for them. You’re welcome to remain to hear my deal of course. I’m well aware that all Ratkin are involved in decisions like the one I’m going to propose.”

A Ratkin moved out from back behind a partially crumpled metal bucket.

Larger than what Vince was expecting, they had a solid and firm-looking physique. They were without clothes and truly did resemble a large rat.

Stepping forward on two legs, it trundled out to stand before Vince.

“I’m warren master. I’m Bas. What is your deal?” asked the Ratkin, staring at Vince completely. There was no shifting of his eyes, body posture, or direction of his gaze.

From previous experience, that meant Bas was interested.

Given the way his ears were drooping rather low, the fact his fur a bit dirty, and his careful over-all posture, he was also very unhappy. With the situation his people were in, his own life, or something else, Vince had no idea.

But he could guess.

“Help me get to the south. To Spain,” Vince stated clearly. “I’m the ruler there. The leader that is taking over. I’m sure you’ve heard rumors. I’m Vincent Campbell and I’m the lord of those lands.

“I’m taking it from the Francoist government and eliminating them completely at every opportunity. I’ve been attempting to find Ratkin in the lands, but it seems the government there wiped them all out.

“Even the populations that weren’t in cities were exterminated. I can’t find any at all.

“I want your entire colony to come south with me. I want anyone you can bring with you, in fact. I’m going to have a great many cities that will need Ratkin.”

Bas’ ears had slowly lifted up, as well as his tail. Neither went to a full upright position, which would give off the feeling of being anxious.

“What you need Ratkin for in city?” asked Bas, his paws gently smoothing down the fur at his stomach and chest. Running over them several times.

“As citizens. As citizens I’d want them for guard duty, scouting in the army, police-work, or janitorial duties. Ratkin are excellent at getting rid of unwanted pests as well as things,” explained Vince. “My cities, my people, leave out objects they don’t want. The Ratkin collect it all, keep what they want, get rid of what they don’t.

“Before you ask, because I’ve had this conversation with other Ratkin, yes, police-work, army, and guard duties. I often employ Ratkin as a form of mounted troops. They work with Beastkin and take the field with them.”

The self-grooming the impressive Ratkin had started stopped as soon as Vince said “citizens”. He was staring hard at Vince now.

In fact, Vince was certain he could feel the gazes of many Ratkin all on him. Watching him. As if they could peer through him to see if his words held truth.

There was a soft pop of what sounded similar to the lid of a soup can opening. There were several soft puffs as a Ratkin shuffled out of the darkness toward Vince.

Upon the new Ratkin’s head was a skull that’d come from a bird of some type and across the gray-furred chest were a number of canines strung in a necklace.. There was a troubled gait to the rat that spoke of an injury that hadn’t healed.

In one paw was a cane that they were leaning on with some effort, that was likely carved out of a metal rod of some sort. “What can you give us that would assure us of this? Your words are words. They could be filled with promise or lies. We’d never know till we went,” groused the shaman-like Ratkin. There was a quality to the voice that felt as if it were dried paper. That you could poke through it if you just tried. An old voice. “There are many who wouldn’t survive such a trip if it had to be made in haste as well. You sound as if you must be gone from this city immediately.”

Vince thought on that, chewing at his thoughts, before an idea popped up into his head.

“I’m the Lord of Dragons, as well as the Lord of Dryads and Elves. I can give you the Dragon-word of at least eighty Dragons, as well as the Dragon Goddess Ferris as my bond,” Vince offered. Then he stuck out his left hand with his palm face up. He pushed magic through his arm and to exit through his hand. He wanted to display to them that he was unwelcome here.

Magic began to boil and bubble up from his skin and slid free in a ray from his hand. It wasn’t moving fast or in large volumes, but it was apparent and obvious that this wasn’t something that the Tribunal would very much like.

“That and I’m not exactly someone who tends to be on the right side of the law here or in Spain,” murmured Vince. “My magic usage is terrible, but I can use some. I’m only a Demi-God but… I do have my own portfolio of sorts that I can lean on.

“I’m also married to three goddesses, as I mentioned. A goddess of Dragons, a goddess of Dryads, and a goddess of Elves.”

The Ratkin sporting a skull moved up to Vince’s hand and peered into it. They didn’t seem to be looking at the magic, but his hand itself.

“I’ve been the ground-talker for many years. This is a harm that speaks of its story. A harm that demands to be spoken of and has been spoken of,” deemed the Ratkin, looking to the stump of the lower part of his hand. “A loss of one’s self, given in the defense of another, who had defended you.

“This is a good wound. A good harm. A good story.”

Lifting a clawed paw, the shaman was now patting the scar tissue.

“Well, there’s one more thing I can offer as proof, too,” murmured Vince, then turned his left hand over so that his magic began washing over the shaman.

I’m a god, right? I’m married to three goddesses. I should have the ability to bestow blessings.

“I bless you in my name, Vincent Campbell, and on behalf of my pantheon. I bless you with health, vitality, and life,” stated Vince and pushed a bit harder on the magic that was a part of him.

Or more specifically, his grove filled with Dryad seeds and Dragon horns as well as the remains of two goddesses.

There was a flicker of light from his hand, followed by a nearly blinding flash afterward.

Collapsing backward, the shaman landed on their rear end and stared ahead blankly.

Ratkin began rushing forward toward him and their elder.

“I’m fine,” growled the shaman in a voice that was much firmer. One that didn’t sound nearly as raspy as it had been. In fact, it sounded quite similar to Bas’. “I’m… I’m fine. More so than I should be.”

Getting to their feet, the shaman left the cane on the ground where they’d fallen.

Their fur was no longer an iron gray, but a deep black glossy color, with a sheen to it that spoke of health.

“I am well. In fact, I’d say that I’m now once again in my youth and prime,” the shaman said, turning their skull-covered head toward Vince. “An interesting way to show your good faith but I’d say… we’ve received your earnest words and understand. This old woman is certainly no longer old.

“We know of a way to move across the borders without being seen by those who would want to kill us. We used it often to bring our kind north, out of… out of where you wish us to go.”

“Given that I’m the ruler of the land, I guarantee you that you won’t have any issues with anyone who is part of my realm,” promised Vince. “You’ll find that, if anything, you might be more in demand than I’ve said.

“So… can you get my Necromancer and I through? That’d be my request. If you can meet it, I’ll grant you the Ratkin colony rights to any of my cities in Spain.”

“Any city?” asked the shaman, slowly bouncing up and down where she stood. Vince couldn’t tell if she was excited or testing the limits of herself.

If he’d just done to her, what Ryker had done to Berenga, he imagined what it must be like. Then his mind tripped to another thought after having considered his Fes.

“Any city. There are several at this time, but I do plan on taking the whole of Spain. There are three that I’d recommend personally. Fort Legion, Coruna, or Billbao. Those are the most significant Yosemite cities at this time.

“Also… do you have a husband? A mate? I’d be more than willing to give them my blessing as well,” offered Vince. He wouldn’t want to separate a married couple if they’d moved through old age together.

“Ah… no. He was killed by this,” said the shaman, pointing to the canine necklace. “So I killed it, then fed it to our children,” murmured the shaman, coming to a stop and then running her paws across her snout and whiskers. “I am Atis, I would have you bless a few others who would not make the journey otherwise. We shall prepare and be ready to leave tonight otherwise.

“There is one unfortunate location where you will likely have to fight for us. This is based entirely on how it used to be. If there are more soldiers there… it will be much harder.”

“Well… good thing I am what I am,” Vince growled with a smile. “On top of that, if it’s at the border… I imagine my people are lurking nearby and could help. Especially a feisty Orange who is probably beating herself up for not being there for me.”

“Then… we shall prepare,” declared Atis, then looked to Bas. “Grandson, pack everything up. Supplies only, no belongings that’d slow us down.”

Bas nodded his head quickly while bouncing up and down. There was no hiding how pleased the large Ratkin was.

“Anything you leave behind that you need when we arrive, I’ll replace personally,” promised Vince. “Starting with a neighborhood at the top of whatever ruling body of the city you choose. Or if you want to build it yourself, I’ll get all the materials.”




***




Vince felt like he’d perhaps misunderstood at some level, but then he realized he hadn’t. This was exactly as Atis had stated.

This was the old border between Francoist Spain and Francia.

In front of them was a large fort that was bristling with soldiers who didn’t look to be in a hurry, or even concerned. They in fact looked to be resting, relaxing, and trying to recover.

The large medical encampment outside of the castle was another massive and glaring clue that this garrison wasn’t expecting active duty. This was a fallback point for the actual front that was the Pyrenees mountain wall that his people were defending.

These people were likely all of those who had been there recently, or would soon be heading that way. A stop-over point to re-arm, re-supply, and place casualties.

“We go through there,” stated Atis who was latched to Vince’s back plate. The Ratkin had made a leather seat for herself that she’d pushed through small gaps in the armor so it sat on his spine. It didn’t get in his way, nor did it seem to jostle her around much. “Do you see the way it rolls to the left? That’s a culvert that they think is long closed over. We rotted it away by peeing on it for many months. Using small bits of metal to scrape away and do it again.”

“An amazing endeavor. It isn’t easy to get through a lot of those,” congratulated Vince. He’d had to hack through one with Taylor once, and could relate to what they likely went through.

“Not so great. The soldiers helped without knowing it. Their waste goes into it,” snickered Atis.

“By the way, what kind of magic do you use?” asked Vince who started forward again.

Crawling.

Bas was moving ahead at a slow trot on all fours after asking that Vince keep himself as low as possible. He didn’t see any reason to disagree with the Ratkin.

“I don’t know. I just use it,” Atis answered with a grunt. “Nullifiers ignore us, me, so I’ve never had to be concerned about it.”

“I’ll have Elysia take a peek if you don’t mind. High-Elf high-priestess to the goddess Yaris. Also, my wife,” Vince admitted with a chuckle.

“You have many wives. Are you repopulating your homeland by yourself?” asked Atis with some incredulity.

“Uh… maybe? Probably. Going to be a few genetic bottlenecks I’m going to have to be on the watch for. Especially Dragons,” muttered Vince. “Need to talk to Ferris about that when I get back, probably.”

“I can help, if you want. Ratkin breed quickly, but much of our kind was slain. We have to be aware of kin when breeding. We call them Bloodsounders,” offered Atis.

“Okay, yeah, I’ll take you up on that. Especially for my Dryads. No idea who’s related to who on that side,” mumbled Vince. Then went silent as Bas paused.

The big Ratkin turned his head then held up a pawn in front of its snout.

Vince assumed he was asking him to be silent, or to smell.

Since there was nothing outside of the smell of fecal matter Vince could pick up, he assumed he wanted him to be silent.

Bas moved forward again and led them into an odd rock outcropping. When Vince looked at it, it felt strange, as if it’d collapsed into itself.

Bas kept leading Vince straight to it as if it were their goal.

Moving up a boulder, then down the other side, Bas went out of sight.

When Vince did the same, he found himself looking into a three-foot-wide hole under another giant rock. Bas was disappearing into it and Atis was unsurprised by where they were going.

After entering the crevice, Vince glanced behind himself to see Zathira enter it with more ease than he did. She gave him a warm and wide smile, and her eyes began to reflect the light back as her face fell into darkness.

The stink immediately overwhelmed Vince and drowned out his thoughts even. Urine, feces, and the smell of death was beyond description.

Pushing ahead, he remained right behind Bas.

Ahead, Vince could see light coming in. Despite that, it was still quite dark, and densely so.

A slight turn had made it hard to see where that light’s source was, and it wasn’t until Vince passed it that he could see the end. He hadn’t realized it, but they’d been moving through the tunnel much quicker than they had above ground. Bas had practically been sprinting and had clearly not cared at all if anyone heard him.

Reaching the light and the exit of the culvert, Vince felt his heart drop out from his chest. Their plan hadn’t counted on this, and it wouldn’t have been known unless one could have been above the area.

He could clearly see through the mesh that covered the culvert, as well as the fact that it was only gently resting in place rather than actually attached.

Beyond the exit and in the area that was below the castle was the issue.

A military camp.

One that they hadn’t been able to see from where they’d entered and scouted from, given the way it was laid out. The very same reason that Atis and Bas used it to get their kind out of Spain, was why they hadn’t been able to see the camp from above.

The way the land rolled hid it completely from where they’d scouted from.

While the sludge and muck would exit and run off down a series of rocks before going into a marsh area, the path to the south was a field with a good bit of foliage on it. Enough to hide in and move through during the night.

If the soldiers weren’t there.

Zathira moved up next to him and peered out at the same thing he did.

“I’ll call the dead. Use them to get everyone to look here, rather than south where we’ll be moving through,” she offered and then looked to him. They were only a foot or so apart given the confines of the space. “We can use them to cause a ruckus and go from there. They shouldn’t even realize what’s happening, though… I’ll have to be on the ground down there to cast my spell-work.

“It’s too enclosed in here for me to make it work. I need enough space to stand up at the minimum. You should remain here in case they spot me. If they have a Nullifier, they’ll likely be able to track it back to me.

“I won’t begin till nightfall, so the risk of it should be minimal but it’s still a possibility.”

“Ha, fat chance of that,” rumbled Vince with a chuckle. “As if I’d let you do that. You know damn well I’ll be standing next to you to make sure you don’t die.

“That, and I really don’t want to sit here and absorb this stink. It’s going to get into the crevices of my armor and take months to air out if I stay in here even a minute longer.”

“The Duke did warn me you were a snake charmer,” accused Zathira with a warm laugh, her eyes slowly losing the flickering reflective quality to them. They were starting to close over into the abyssal black he’d come to expect from her when she was dipping into her power.

He imagined she was pushing out to the surrounding areas to see what was going on. What was truly available to her and what she could use or utilize.

“I thought you were supposed to charm my snake?” Vince asked with a smirk. “Though uh… those eyes kinda do it for me.”

“Are you two flirting? In a sewer, amongst piss and shit?” asked Atis in a scandalized voice. “You’re both terrible. We’re in a disgusting pipe filled with filth. Do you not have any awareness?

“Though, I’ll admit I’m curious to see how a human would mount a Lamia. It sounds complicated and somewhat… unlikely.”

With a snort, Vince moved ahead and pushed the grate out of the way but held onto it.

Slipping free, he landed a short distance below, amongst slime and excrement covered rocks. Moving forward several steps, he made it to grass that didn’t look as disgusting.

Dropping the cover to one side, he got down in a crouch, unholstered his pistol, and got ready. If they didn’t notice them, that’d be great.

If they did… well… Vince would just make more bodies for Zathira to work with.

A win-win situation, really.

Time to… get to work, I suppose.





Chapter 12




Zathira moved out of the foul culvert and joined Vince after moving forward. She let out a slow breath and shook her head.

“There’s a large number of dead nearby. I think they’re in a mass grave. There’s also a great deal of those nearby that aren’t far from death. Many will pass after nightfall,” she whispered as she laid down in the tall grass near Vince. They were fairly well hidden, all things considered. “If we can keep them focused here with an undead force sieging the castle, they won’t look south.”

If it wasn’t for the fact the area past them had been completely cleared of brush, trees, and grass, they could probably make it to the woods on the other side of the camp. All without ever being seen or noticed.

Vince could only lament what could have been.

“Alright. I agree. The alternatives aren’t great,” Vince muttered. “We have to either go through that camp, or try to sneak around it at night. Given the size of it and the fact that I’m pretty sure those are Nullifiers and magician slaves… I’m betting we wouldn’t make it through without them noticing.

“Then it’d be a running battle all the way to the actual frontlines, while trying to protect the entire Ratkin population from Gascogne. Seems like a bad idea to me and a good way to get most of them killed.”

“Yes… I think that’s what would happen,” murmured Zathira. “We’ll raise the dead an hour or two after sunset, cause a massive problem, and keep everyone bottled up here. The Ratkin can begin moving south while that’s all going on.

“We’ll catch up to them after that. I plan on using the weapons available, by the way. There’ll be a lot of gunfire once I get them moving. If you can try to wait for that to happen before you open fire yourself, that’d be wonderful.

“Preferably only if they come this way. Not to mention, only if there really is a Nullifier and they come our way. If none of that happens, I’d love to get out of here without adding risk to ourselves. Your life is worth more than everyone here combined. Including my own.”

Blinking, Vince nodded his head.

It was a perfectly reasonable request and something that needed to be said. Vince was more of the “kick down the door while shouting” kind of guy as soon as the action started.

“Sunset isn’t too far off,” Vince said, after realizing that Zathira was planning this better than he would’ve. Holding his hand up, he held up his fingers beneath the sun and the horizon. Then put his other hand atop it. “Hour and forty-five, give or take.”

“My kind can probably begin moving now,” Atis offered from Vince’s back. She’d remained with him the entire time. “There’s enough grass that we can move through without being spotted. Impossible for you two. Not for us.

“That would make it easier for you, if you’re not worried for us. Not to mention, you wouldn’t have to remain here as long.”

Honestly, Vince had forgotten Atis was riding him. She was, of course, correct. That’d move a lot of the troubles right off their plate.

“Bas, get them moving,” ordered Atis from Vince’s back. “Actually, never mind. I’ll get them moving. I’m feeling like I need to move.”

Leaping off Vince’s back, Atis landed on the ground and scampered off at high speed.

“Grandma being healthy is good. Grandma stronger, faster, smarter, than me, is bad. She’ll need to leave if I’m going to remain warren master,” revealed Bas. “She should be ambassador to you. Better use there.”

Bas shuffled off back toward where the rest of the Ratkin were getting out of the culvert.

Atis had rushed off toward where they would be going instead.

Hm.

Probably true.

Atis could probably help Petra. She seems strong enough to bind all the Ratkin populations together.

Maybe… even back in Yosemite, too.

“Maybe you should try to bless the Duke?” Zathira suggested.

Oh.

The Duke.

That’d… haha… a youthful and energetic Duke Gerard of Denver.

Master Necromancer in the prime of his youth.

Hm. Actually… should go see if there are any elders in Legion or Yosemite that could be returned to their prime.

Need to see how far this blessing can go.

Was it different because it was just Ratkin? Would it work on the Duke?

Things to test.

Ah! Speaking of tests… let’s hope there’s a Nullifier.

Would be good to test a Nullifier heart.




***




Vince was idly chasing about the floating Dragon energies inside of himself while laying down in a dry spot of grass. Running the Dragon Maidens about until they ducked into their trees, then going after a different one. Eventually they’d leave the Dryad they were bound with and move back out into the “playing field”, as Vince saw it.

At first, the Dragons clearly had no idea what he was doing. Most of them trying to withstand his attention until they broke and scurried off.

It only took a few of them running away before they realized it was somewhat of a game.

Now there more than a few that would try to dart through the field in the middle to see if he could catch them.

“What exactly are you doing?” asked Zathira from beside him. They’d been sitting next to one another as the sunset and night fell. “You’ve looked rather entertained for quite a while.”

For her own part, she’d slowly been pooling her power and identifying each and every corpse she could reach. As well as imbuing them with power up to the point that they could be raised, but not finishing them.

Or so she’d explained when he’d asked a while ago.

“Messing around with the Dragons,” Vince answered honestly as he cornered Taylor between what he was sure was Mouth and Blue’s trees. Latching onto her presence, he drowned it in far too much attention and power. Flooding it through her.

Meliae had orchestrated all the Yosemite Dragons preparing a piece of their horns for him. Granting more power to Ferris and Dea in the process.

When it was obvious Taylor couldn’t handle anymore, he released her. Letting her dark black spot of energy stumble off and run to Meliae’s tree. Hiding inside and retreating into it completely.

“I see. Well… I admit I’m a bit jealous that I can’t… be as they are,” confessed Zathira. “They’re more spirits at this point than mortals such as I.”

“I mean… if my blessing works to rejuvenate the Duke, doesn’t that mean that you can keep your health and youth with just a blessing as well?” mused Vince, looking about the playing field. Renata was taunting him now. Darting toward him, then away. Climbing over other Dragons, pushing through the Dryad trees, then sprinting toward him again.

You know, it feels like the area has expanded even if the physical one hasn’t. I wonder if this is another change due to the religious nature of it all.

It’s a shame Dea, Ferris, or the other Dragons can’t really come this way. All the Nullifiers and their mounts flooding the area would make it impossible to reach us.

Ah well… we’re… we’re doing alright.

“That’s… a good point,” Zathira admitted then sighed. “It’s about time to start. How’re the Ratkin, Atis?”

“They’ve all moved ahead. They’re running the Spain-Scamper-Route and we’ll follow as we can,” Atis answered with a yawn. She’d been dozing in her seat atop Vince. “Bas told me he was nervous about me taking charge. Best I let him run them along and I stay here.”

Spain-Scamper-Rout.

Maybe the genocide of the Ratkin in Spain was more complete than I thought.

They were already destined to be wiped out for their treatment of Dryads, but this just makes it even more obvious to me.

They care only for their own kind and no one else. So long as they were in control, they were the only ones to benefit.

“Sounds like it’s time to go all ‘eyes beyond the veil’ and what not,” Vince murmured and shifted to his side, looking to Zathira completely now.

Her eyes had reverted to their normal state a while back. She’d been trying to do everything she could without calling up too much power. In turn limiting the possibility of a Nullifier discovering her.

“I’m just going to say it directly, even if I’ve said it in different ways previously. It’s very strange that you’re so interested in that. It makes most people very uncomfortable,” Zathira remarked as her eyes slowly darkened into what could only be described as black holes where her eyes should be.

“I have Dragons with eyes that shine, Dryads whose eyes become bonfires of green, and a Gnome whose eyes have pink and purple fireflies that skitter around in them,” Vince countered. “I like unique and different. Especially eyes.

“With that being said… wanna gimmie a smile while you’ve got your grasp-from-beyond thing going? I could just… file it away in the ol’ memory bank for later, you see.”

Zathira’s face had reddened while listening to him. Her face was still fairly neutral, but he had the impression she wanted to either smile or grimace.

Maybe even both if it were possible.

She’d said she was no blushing maiden, but when he talked to her, he found that she very likely was almost as innocent as that. He had no reason to doubt what she said was the truth, though it was still impressive how her composure tended to abandon her in certain situations.

Slowly, Zathira rose up to a normal height, all the while holding his gaze firmly.

Then she gave him a smile that definitely looked rather nice on her pretty face. The lack of eyes gave it an altogether different feeling, though Vince found it rather interesting.

“Thanks, Zathira. You’re lovely when you smile,” Vince offered for the mental snapshot he’d taken of her, then looked back to the military camp. He needed to be ready to defend her if the enemy figured out what was going on. Which really just came down to a Nullifier being nearby or not.

“I’ll start with the mass graves. I had a few turned early and had them digging slowly. They’ll pop out in moments,” explained Zathira.

Vince only shrugged his shoulders.

It wasn’t his business, nor did he honestly care. This was all something he couldn’t really affect or change. What Zathira was doing was outside of his scope, and that meant he was just here to support her.

A role he was perfectly happy to take on.

There are times to share the load, and times to carry it by myself. This is more the former, where someone else is carrying more of it, and I’m here to help.

Sitting there, Vince could only wait.

“She seems very skilled,” Atis whispered.

“She is. Gerard, the duke of Denver, wouldn’t have sent her to me otherwise,” Vince responded. “Too strong to keep her as an apprentice, trustworthy enough to send to his liege, enough loyalty to him as the duke to not worry of her speaking poorly to me about him.

“I imagine Gerard felt quite torn sending her out into the world. There aren’t that many necromancers.”

“Where’s Denver?” asked Atis.

“Across the ocean. On a different continent. A place that’s probably just as big as Europe, without including the northern reaches or territory I haven’t taken in the south,” he answered, knowing full well that he’d have to answer a lot more questions later. This much information would only drive more curiosity, he was sure. “I did tell you I was a ruler of another nation. Spain is just my most recent conquest, not my first. I have an entire continent at my beck and call. Francia has a much bigger problem than they think.”

“But… if Francia falls, who’ll combat the Unsatisfied? Francia isn’t kind to its magical population, but that’s because of the Unsatisfied’s hunger. Without her Nullifiers, we’d all have been fed to appease Him,” Atis asked in a worried tone. “Without them… then what? Wouldn’t He devour all and leave nothing?”

The Unsatisfied.

Sounds a lot like some religious title to me. Something we’ll have to be wary off or work to solve I suppose.

We’ll have to ask more questions from Atis later. Need more information.

There’s way more going on in Europe than we originally thought.

Spain was a lot easier to deal with.

Though… I guess that’s why Ryker had it as a landing point, all things considered. Even when I think he’s just being a tool-bag it turns out he’s actually doing what he can to steer me in the right way.

Staring to wonder if that’s as coincidental as I originally believed.

Felix never thought it was all on accident.

“The Unsatisfied? We’ll need to talk more about that,” Vince said quickly with a nod of his head. There was a distant sound that reminded him of someone screaming in pain.

It meant Zathira was getting to work.

Out in front of them, through the dark and gloom, Vince could see there was no response. They either couldn’t hear it, or had discounted it entirely.

In either situation, it was to their benefit. The longer they failed to act, the better it’d be.

More would be pulled down and killed by the Undead, in turn creating ever more. A loop that always benefited a Necromancer.

The sudden and loud clash and clang of weapons meeting armor shattered the stillness of the night. There was no mistaking the noise now as anything other than battle.

“Stole weapons and gear,” Zathira reported. “Sweeping through the medical tents now. Killing anyone with a weapon that resists but… leaving the wounded alone. Anyone who’s fleeing without a weapon isn’t a problem for us at the moment.

“I hope I don’t live to regret sparing them their lives. I know the Duke would chastise me for my kindness. A weapon I myself hold that’s pointed toward my heart.”

“Glad I don’t have to lecture you,” Vince added with a nod of his head. Optimism and good-will was a grand thing in times of peace and prosperity. Or when you had the ability to be charitable.

A war was none of those things.

Soldiers were rising from their beds and tents in the camp now. Many of them in not much more than pajamas or small clothes as most of them had very obviously already retired to their beds and sleeping bags.

They moved off in small groups, heading toward the marsh and the open plain to the east of the fort. It’d been a wide-open space that would’ve been impossible to cross without being spotted by the castle.

Not to mention, it’d been filled with graves and open pits waiting for more broken bodies.

Watching them go, Vince wondered if there would be anything for him to do in the end.

His eyes flicked back and forth over those who were moving, seeing nothing of actual concern as of yet.

“Alright, moving my army into a few different groupings. With any luck they’ll move right at the normal line, thinking it’s just Undead. Then I can hit them from the sides,” Zathira continued with her play-by-play. “I worked a great deal with every general who would talk to me as well as the Duke.

“I’m no master tactician like Petra, but… I’m not a push-over either. I’m at least better than an amateur.”

That’d work, wouldn’t it.

Line them up like normal Undead, prepare an ambush, hit them when they come to exterminate the Undead. Smart and usable once per commander, till word spreads.

Vince’s mind turned away from those thoughts as five people in what looked like some type of robe began heading his way. They were staring straight ahead, to where Zathira was standing.

Or so he guessed since they were wearing cowls, cloaks, and hoods as well. They were quite heavily dressed, as if they were expecting cold weather.

It really did give them an odd religious look.

Ah… Nullifiers.

Lifting his pistol, Vince lined it up on the first in line and pulled the trigger thrice in quick succession. All three rounds struck a bright-blue shield that came into existence from nothing.

A faith shield with enough strength to stop a bullet. Firing further would be pointless

“Fuck,” he muttered, stood up and holstered his weapon. He wanted to preserve his ammunition until those shields were gone.

Stepping over in front of Zathira, he planned to take any Nullifier shot they used on him so she could keep working her Necromancy.

Except none of the five launched an attack. They instead spread out and continued to do so, with only two of their number moving to intercept Vince.

Damnit.

“Ferris, Dea, Yaris, I’d ask for your blessing. Put down a shield around my High-Priestess of Death, Zathira, so she might continue in my work,” Vince asked, putting a different spin on the request.

With any luck they’d accept the lie as it was.

“The High-Priestess of Death for the lord Vince Campbell, Zathira, prays for the assistance of her goddesses to serve her lord,” Zathira agreed as soon as Vince stopped speaking. “She believes that her pantheon will shield her.”

There was a pop in the air followed by a small sphere appearing. It surrounded Zathira in a violent and shifting kaleidoscope of color and powers. There was no light coming off of it, but given how close he was, Vince could see the rapid fluctuating hues.

“Well, guess that means you five get to play with me. My dear High-Priestess is busy,” stated Vince, unsheathing his sword and pulling it up in front of himself. “Let’s get this going, because realistically… I’ve got a lot of work to do and you’re all just wasting my time. Lots to do. Lots and lots to do.”

The five Nullifiers glanced at him even as they continued to spread out, with only the two that’d moved to him focusing on him.

Zathira had an odd smile on her face even as she gazed off into nothing. Working her magic to its fullest, it would seem, given the screams were getting louder. Louder and the bang and clatter of combat was reaching what had an extreme edge to it now.

A Nullifier who was now on the other side of Zathira from him attacked the shield with a Nullifier attack. The magic-revoking sphere slammed into the shield, rolled around it, then petered out. Nothing remained of the attack and the shield was seemingly untouched.

There was a quiet chuckle that came from the area above Zathira. It was a voice Vince knew quite well. A voice that he hadn’t heard since he left Legion Planet, and one he had missed.

Yaris was laughing and present in a way that was very akin to a deity.

Something had clearly changed while he was making his way back south. It’d only been a few days, but she’d grown in strength, to the point that she could manifest like this.

She didn’t say anything, but was obviously putting more power into the shield. Keeping Zathira quite safe and secure.

As long as the shield was held Vince would be free to move about the area and engage in melee combat. There’d be no need for him to try and work around Zathira to keep her safe.

“If you’re not going to come to me, I’m going to come to you,” Vince said, then rushed forward to the closest Nullifier.





Chapter 13




Vince brought his sword around, in a low slash from the right, that rose up on a diagonal angle that’d end to the left. Using his right foot to push forward, he drove the attack with strength and speed.

Not bothering to defend themselves to begin with, the Nullifier had no opportunity to move back, change his angle, or move away from the attack. He had no alternative other than to take the blow dead on.

There was a high-pitched whine as the sword struck a shield. One that looked a lot like what’d stopped the rounds he’d fired on them earlier.

This time, the shield collapsed under the weight of the blow. That, and more than likely that Vince still held the weapon. He was able to channel his desire, need, and magical force into the strike, unlike the bullets, which once fired were on their own.

The blade tip cut through the shield, plunged into the man’s hip, and exited out near his shoulder. A spray of blood came out of the man along with the weapon. Turning the air around him and Vince into a speckled red mist for a moment, from the force of the attack.

There was an odd moment where the upper part of the man started to swing away as the lower part moved forward. After a second, the Nullifier collapsed backward and lay on the ground in a twitching, groaning, and very clearly dying mess.

“One down,” Vince said and turned to the next closest Nullifier. They had a look of horror on their face and had unsheathed a sword as well a pistol that had sprung into their left hand.

Vince found it curious to be fighting someone who used weaponry that was so similar to how he himself preferred to fight. To be fair, he’d already learned a few things in this mirror match.

The first thing was that a shield of faith and magic was a great way to negate the worry for small-arms fire completely. He was terrible with such things when it came to magic, but he’d have to get better at it, considering how easy the Nullifiers had done it.

Snapping his thoughts into action, Vince pushed out the magical requirement for a shield. Just as Leila had taught him a long time ago, but he’d never really gotten the hang of.

It didn’t help that he’d never practiced it and never put credence in any of it. That lack of effort on his part was more than likely going to bite him in the ass now.

When the Nullifier’s pistol was leveled at Vince, he had a moment of panic as several rounds were fired. Only for his fears to melt away.

All three rounds had struck the shield he’d put into existence. The shimmering reflective green, blue, and red shield of shifting hexagons materializing around him. Only to fade away after stopping the attack cold.

Learning indeed.

Grinning, Vince lifted his own pistol and fired twice at the man while moving forward in a fast trot with his sword held up and ready. The two bullets cracked into the Nullifier’s shield and fell to the ground, only for his shield to splinter apart as the tip of Vince’s sword carved through it.

The lunge he’d stretched out with had landed only a second behind the rounds and had penetrated more easily. While the bullets couldn’t find their target, they did a wonderful job of sapping strength from the shield.

With a flash of movement backward, the Nullifier barely got away from Vince’s thrust. Their cloaked and cowled personage had already started moving even before he’d begun extending his sword. They weren’t going to under-estimate Vince, it seemed.

Stepping forward with his left foot, Vince raised up his pistol and unloaded everything from the magazine into the Nullifier. The first several rounds impacted on the shield before it crumpled under the onslaught.

He’d figured it wouldn’t have had enough time to build up any power after his sword had punctured it.

Seven or eight rounds pierced through the Nullifier and sent them to the ground, taking them out of the fight. That would leave Vince with only three to deal with.

Spinning on his heel, Vince took two steps backward out of caution at the same time. Bringing his sword around and up to defend himself with it. He’d put his back to his foes when dealing with the two who had focused on him. 

One of the three Nullifiers had been moving toward him but wasn’t close enough yet. The other two were focusing on Zathira and quite literally washing her shield in Nullifier blasts. As if she were a dish that needed to be washed and scrubbed.

“By the Null, who are you?” demanded the Nullifier who was walking toward Vince. The voice was partly muffled, but the lower register of it made it sound like an older male.

“Pest-control. Coming here to get rid of a bunch of parasites,” Vince answered and tapped the release on the magazine for his pistol. Unfortunately, Vince had lost count of how many rounds he’d fired, and he wasn’t going to risk it. He knew he was nearing the end of the magazine, but he didn’t want to really find out how close.

He reached up and grabbed it with the hand that still held the hilt. Pushing it into the slot in his armor specifically for it, Vince then pulled a different one free. Pushing it into the weapon, he then stood ready.

“Cute,” replied the Nullifier, who had drawn his own pistol and was now standing five feet away from Vince.

“I’m pleased you think so. I’m afraid I’m only really interested in the female variety. Not really race specific, but female,” admitted Vince with a nod of his head. “Sorry. Nothing against those who can swing it either-way, or those who bat for the home team, but it’s just not me.

“I’m sure you understand. Thanks for the interest though. Got any sisters, daughters, cousins, or nieces you could recommend though? I’m always looking for unique, interesting, and intelligent women.”

The Nullifier didn’t move. It just stared at him without saying anything either.

“What, you’re not that depressed at getting rejected are you? I really am sorry. Just not interested,” Vince offered, then lifted his pistol a bit to the left and fired several shots at one of the Nullifiers that was attacking Zathira.

All of them smashed into a shield that appeared, though it caused the attacker to stumble to one side and look toward Vince. The other Nullifier was also now looking at Vince, the three of them ignoring Zathira finally.

“Well? Anything? Nothing? Family members who’re looking for a man in their life?” asked Vince, moving the pistol to the right and then shooting two rounds at the other Nullifier. He didn’t want any of them bothering with Zathira.

He wasn’t quite confident in his ability to handle all three Nullifiers, but he was less confident that his goddesses could hold out against their attacks indefinitely.

Vince could regenerate from most any attack that didn’t take his life outright. As long as he used his power correctly, let his body carry the victory, and work his goals, this was a fight he could make it work.

As long as he played to his strengths.

“Lord of the Dragons, Dryads, and Elves,” the Nullifier who’d stepped out in front said and lifted his blade up in front of himself. “The Null one has deemed you a danger to the continent. You might not be in league with the Hungry Scourge, but you’re not an ally.”

Standing there, Vince felt a strange tingling over him. Almost as if he suddenly had a million voices all shouting his name out at the same time. All screaming at him that he was the villain and needed to be exterminated outright.

What?

Thinking on that feeling, Vince stood there. Processing it and how it quite literally made him feel.

It didn’t make any sense to him, but he knew there was something significant in it. Something more than he was able to understand at this moment.

“I’m indeed the Lord of Dragons, Dryads, and Elves. The king of Yosemite and brother to the Emperor of Legion. I’ve taken Spain for my own and am moving south to return to my lands,” murmured Vince. “You’ll forgive me if I didn’t bother to speak or try to negotiate, but your people tend to attack me on sight. You’re the first to actually say something.”

“Given that you are That Which Feeds, it should be an expectation,” said the Nullifier, who then pointed his pistol at Vince and emptied his magazine as quickly as he could.

The two Nullifiers on either side of him did the same, the three of them firing unendingly at Vince.

Or more accurately, at Vince’s shield.

It simply ate up all the rounds and remained in place. Taking their momentum and spitting them out to the ground, as if they weren’t much more than an annoyance.

If it weren’t for the simple fact that Vince would prefer their pistols to be empty, he’d have gone to interrupt them. To stop them from draining power from his shields.

He was willing to sacrifice shield power for taking resources from them. In a war of attrition, he felt like he’d be the winner if he relied on his magic.

That was a refillable resource that was entirely dependent on him drawing away power from his Dryads and Dragons. They were almost always full of power for him to receive now.

Right now, all of his Dryads and Dragons were awake. All he’d have to do was draw on the power they held.

Waiting for the moment that their guns ran dry, Vince rushed ahead. His blade coming out in a hard slash across the top. It was high enough to catch the neck of the Nullifier who’d spoken.

The whining sword slammed into the shield around the Nullifier. It took up the brunt of the strike. The force of the hit had been transferred into the Nullifier somehow. Causing the man to take two steps to his right and into the side of the other Nullifier.

Stepping to the one on the far-right, Vince pulled his arm back as he stepped, then stabbed froward. The strike was shot low, toward the enemy’s knee which was further forward. They’d taken an odd stance to shoot their pistol which’d put their front leg out.

A bang sounded as the sword tip smacked into the shield, then broke it. Much of the force had been peeled off of the attack and only resulted in the tip poking the Nullifier’s thigh. Vince had done worse to himself on accident than what he’d managed to do here.

Pulling his sword back up, Vince retreated several steps. The Nullifier who’d spoken was going to be his biggest issue. Their shield had withstood much more and he seemed more experienced.

High-Priest then? Something like that? We’ll label the others as Low-Priest One and Low-Priest Two. This’ll be more complicated than I thought.

I need more. Something to offset this.

It felt like I grew in power as they recognized me as their foe. Is it because in doing so, I’ve become part of their religion? In worshiping their god, putting me in the opposite camp of theirs, did that give me power indirectly?

To worship me without worshiping me?

Is not cursing the foe of your own deity, worshiping your enemy in a way?

Where all ritualized beliefs can bring about a new god… did they create their own issue?

Do their beliefs state that the Null fights his enemy to a stand-still?

Something… to consider. Deeply consider.

I’ll have to get them to codify me in their religion in a way I want, while never, ever, addressing them at all. To recognize them in any way gives them power through it.

The three Nullifiers were looking to Vince with what he felt could only be apprehension. They all put their pistols away rather than trying to reload them. Each taking up a two-handed grip on their sword instead.

Vince knew what was going to come next. They’d spread out into a triangle and take up positions around him.

“Atis, watch my rear,” Vince said as quietly as he could. He knew for a fact that Atis had never left him.

The spunky Ratkin was strapped into her seat and hanging on even as he fought.

“Yes, I will be your eyes to the rear,” agreed the Ratkin. “I would like weapons. Armor. If I’m going to fight, I need to be able to do so.”

“S’fine. We’ll talk to White,” Vince murmured, backing up a bit more. His heel hit something and caused Vince to look down at what he’d bumped into.

He found the Nullifier he’d cut from hip to shoulder there.

Oh.

There’s something to offset them.

I can set that religious belief, too.

“Anyone ever tell you how I became the Lord of Dragons?” Vince asked, then slashed out with his weapon at the dead Nullifier’s chest. It blasted open the ribcage in a way that splayed him open. “I feast on my enemies and gain their strength. Their power.

“The more I eat, the stronger I get. Let’s see what you Nullifiers taste like. Then I’ll have power over your own abilities.”

Dropping his pistol to the ground, Vince smashed a hand into the Nullifier’s organs. Grasping the weakly trembling heart, he tore it free of the dead man. Holding it up to his face, Vince took a massive bite out of it and began chewing. Looking to the Nullifiers and staring at them as he ate.

All three of them froze up, watching him as he chewed visibly.

Not wanting to waste the time he was stealing, Vince put the heart up to his mouth and took another bite. Then another. Trying to fill his mouth with the heart as quickly as he could.

He had no idea how long they’d give him to make this happen.

“Disgusting,” hissed one of the lesser priests. Her voice sounding filled with abhorrence to what she saw.

“S’no-so-ba,” said Vince as he chewed. Nodding his head and taking another big bite. He’d rapidly wolfed down half of the heart without even chewing much. Most of it was going to hit his stomach mostly intact. “’A’er-‘ender.”

With the heart in his hand, Vince gestured at the other dead Nullifier.

“’Onna ea’ ‘im ‘oo,” mumbled Vince, having way too much heart in his mouth now.

Wincing, and feeling his eyes water as he tried, Vince swallowed a hunk of heart. Feeling it slide down his throat and almost getting stuck, but then dropping down.

Stuffing the rest of the heart into his mouth, Vince started to walk over toward the other Nullifier that’d been dropped. If they really were going to let him eat another, he had no reason to not at least try.

The High-Priest yelled something unintelligible and then threw an arm at Vince. A blast that was massive in comparison to what he’d seen before slashed through the air and whipped through Vince.

It left him feeling a bit dizzy, but not much more than that.

Previously he’d felt a great deal more when they’d attacked him like that.

Almost as if the attack really did less now that he’d eaten the heart of a Nullifier.

That, or these Nullifiers believed what he’d said. That they had faith in his words and that’d granted him power in that simple belief.

Never acknowledge them.

Ever.

The rules we learned about deities hold true. Absolutely hold true. We’ll have to have someone put together a book of my achievements and push it out there. So that everyone can read it and know of my deeds.

Even thinking of it as a story, a simple book, would grant me more power.

Bind it up in a trilogy or something and ship it out.

“That it?” Vince asked, still moving to the fallen Nullifier. Using his sword, he whipped it across the dead man, their chest tearing open just as the first had.

The two low priests rushed him now. Their swords flashing out as they separated apart. Forcing Vince to try and be in two places at the same time.

Flicking his sword to the side, he parried off one attack and pulled his shoulder in to dodge the other. Letting it skitter off his shoulder armor, past him.

It’d gone right through his shield, since it’d been removed by the Nullifier attack from the High-Priest. They were now working in a sort of tandem that’d keep Vince on his toes.

Shuffling to one side with a step, Vince brought his left shoulder backward and put his sword out in front of himself. Then he started to back up, sliding his feet across the ground and doing what he could to keep both of them in front of himself.

“Surround him, one of you get behind him,” ordered the High-Priest, moving toward Vince again. His left hand came up and he launched another Nullifier blast at Vince just as his shield came back into being. Solidifying around him only to be blasted apart.

Vince watched as the two lower priests worked to separate and move away from one another. Doing as they were ordered.

Rather than let that happen, Vince rushed toward the Nullifier he’d nicked earlier. His sword coming out in a slash that smacked into the other man’s weapon. Drawing his sword back, Vince threw out a lunge that started angled low, then went up, toward the Nullifier’s chest.

“Rear,” Atis warned quickly.

Unable to complete his attack without taking a strike to the back, Vince stumbled to one side and ducked down low. His lunge that was on the way to skewering the man left hanging and coming up short.

The Nullifier before him stutter-stepped back and ended up way outside of Vince’s range.

Turning his head, Vince saw the woman had indeed gotten in close to him. She was only a few feet away, with her sword passing through the spot Vince had just been at. Or his head, at least.

His weapon was on the wrong side of where the woman was to actually get anything of use done. Shifting his weight to his right foot, Vince threw a kick out at the back of the woman’s thigh. Even if all he did was manage to land a punishing blow to her muscle, that’d be worth it.

If it was a strong hit, she’d hopefully end up with some issues moving smoothly.

Vince’s booted foot and shin crashed into her leg. There was a flicker of a shield that took some of the force out of the kick, but it didn’t do much.

There was a fwap noise that reminded him of flesh being slapped, followed by the woman lurching ahead. Trying to get her balance quickly and limping off on one leg.

Looking to the area around himself, Vince found the High-Priest was standing next to Zathira.

The shield was gone, the man’s sword was through Zathira’s stomach, and he was currently trying to run a dagger through her chest, something that Zathira was fighting off with both hands. Her head was down low and latched to the man’s shoulder.

It looked like they’d join each other in death.

Which Vince wasn’t willing to accept as an answer.





Chapter 14




Rushing ahead, Vince threw out his left arm and clothes-lined the woman he’d kicked. His arm was in motion as it struck her on the head and neck. The force of it slapped her to the ground like a bowling pin being blasted to one side.

Even as Vince got right up to the Nullifier and Zathira, the man broke free of Zathira’s bite. The Lamia’s unhinged jaw and fangs coming loose as the man thrashed about.

He did so by releasing the blade and leaving it stuck in Zathira.

Getting a few steps away, he ended up next to the lone standing Nullifier. Grabbing the other man by the shoulder, the High-Priest said something in a language Vince didn’t understand at all.

There was a brief moment where the weaker Nullifier said something that was clearly a dissent, only to be rebuked, then rush off. The High-Priest collapsed to their knees, one hand coming up to press to his throat.

Zathira had done a fair job of tearing out the man’s throat as it all went down.

Even if the poison she’d more than likely pumped into him didn’t do the job, the physical wound itself would have made it much more likely he’d succumb to the attack. Together, the two things were a guarantee of death.

“You’ll see,” hissed the High-Priest as Vince reached the Lamia. “You’ll see just how strong—”

Lashing out with his sword, Vince removed the man’s head from his shoulders. Sending it tumbling to one side then dropping the sword down next to Zathira.

The blade the Nullifier had put through her was right in the middle. It’d gone in the center of her torso, where the rib cage didn’t cover it. Given where it was, Vince knew it was quite likely that a lung, as well as some of her intestine, had been struck.

There was no possibility of leaving the weapon there, and waiting any longer would risk blood-loss inside of her. Vince had to pull it out and then try to heal it all on his own here and now.

Grabbing at her clothes, he shimmied it one way, then the other, before realizing he could just cut it against the sword still stuck in her, running it back and forth across the bloody blade. It hadn’t gone all the way through her, so it wasn’t as if it didn’t have a cutting edge.

In no time, he’d freed the area and could really see what he was working with.

Pulling out the blade from Zathira, who was staring off into nothing with her dark eyes and unhinged jaw, he heard only a groan from her, as well as a soft whimper as the tip came free.

Blood poured down her front and started to spread over her armor.

Zathira looked unconcerned with it and was entirely focused on what he assumed was her Undead horde. Her jaw sunk, then settled back into place.

She let out a small yawn like he often saw her do after using her fangs, then sucked in a short breath.

“His sword-went through-the shield-in one-go,” wheezed Zathira, not looking at him as he eased her down to the ground.

Throwing down the sword atop his own, Vince pressed his hand to Zathira’s wound. Pushing out from his palm, he wanted to bless Zathira. To gift her with healing, wound cleansing, and get her back to rights.

Flooding her with magical power.

There was a resistance to his desires. As if he was pouring water into a bucket with a hole in it.

Or at least, a small hole.

Some of what he poured into her seemed to stick. The blood that was coming out of her lessened by the second, in fact. Healing was most certainly occurring.

It just wasn’t doing so as quickly as he expected it to.

“Should go-get the-other one,” moaned Zathira.

“Busy. Making sure my High-Priestess of Death doesn’t join her domain so soon,” grumbled Vince.

“You can’t save her,” said a voice from behind him.

Glancing over his shoulder, he saw the woman he’d bowled over on her stomach. Her shoulder didn’t look right and one of her legs was clearly broken. In his haste to get to Zathira, he’d ended up battering the woman by going through her.

“A wound caused by a Blade of Null doesn’t allow for healing. There’s no going back,” the woman hissed.

“Well, I don’t believe that, and have already proven it to be wrong. She’s not even bleeding half as much as she was,” declared Vince, then pulled his hand back. He could feel the end of the power granted to him by the grove coming.

A small trickle of blood was flowing, but it wasn’t very much at all. Nothing that’d end her life anytime soon. The edges of the stab were also greatly reduced, the ends pulling closer toward the middle.

Rather than a sword, it looked more like she’d been run-through with a butterknife.

“See? Your belief is nothing,” Vince stated and gestured to Zathira’s bare middle. “Can’t heal it… in another hour I’ll have that to nothing at all. Your faith is nothing more than a house built upon sand. Shifting wildly with every word and never actually stable.

“You should just worship my goddesses instead, little Nullifier. I’ll even spare you if you do. I’ll let you come join my magicians and be the head of whatever Nullifiers we recruit or subvert.”

“I… you… what… no. No!” spat the woman on the ground. Her cloth-covered head shaking back and forth. “No. Lies. This is… lies.”

“Nope. Entirely true. I don’t acknowledge your god. Your religion. Your beliefs,” Vince muttered with a shake his head, as if to mock her own gesture. “None of that’s true at all. It’s all fake. Just superstitious rot made up by people who want power.

“Same reason they want you to go down and fight in the south. So that they can stay in power. Not because there’s something actually in the south that needs help. If anything, there’s less people being persecuted as the south is taken over.

“No, little Nullifier. You’re just part of a cult. Nothing more.”

Vince left Zathira there to go get his pistol. Putting it back into its holster. Then he hesitated over the dead Nullifier, wondering if he should cut out the heart and eat it.

He decided against it, if only because he needed to grab up Zathira and get moving. Though there was one more thing he needed to do.

Picking up his own sword, he stuffed it into the sheath, then he picked up the Nullifier’s sword that Zathira had been stabbed with. Moving to the woman he’d been speaking with, he took her own sword.

Holding it up he waggled it at her.

“Let me guess. Your sword here… this is an impossible to break sword?” he asked, looking to the wounded Nullifier and contemplating their weapon.

“No heathen like you could shatter a Null Blade!” she hissed. “That’d be like—”

Vince ignored her, held it in both hands, then put his boot down over the middle of it. It bent under the weight, resisting his desire to see it snap.

A low humming resounded in his ears.

Then the weapon cracked at the point he’d had his boot on it. The metal giving way to his wishes.

“That’d be like a sword breaking, because it’s just a sword,” Vince grumbled and threw down the hilt and broken blade next to the woman. “When you’re being hung later, maybe in a few months, a few years, remember that you’d been given the chance to join and scorned it.

“For now… I’m letting you live. So you can tell everyone how pointless it is to resist me. That your faith is false, your belief is false, your idol… is false. All will bend before me, or break,” hissed Vince and lashed at her mentally. Wanting to know more information about the man who’d nearly ended Zathira.

What he learned in that moment that he broke into her memories he found that he’d been mistaken.
The man wasn’t a High-Priest.

He was just a priest of the Nullifier.

There were two positions higher than him, not including the Nullifier himself.

I couldn’t even put down four acolytes and a priest without difficulty. They’re far stronger than I knew.

Far stronger.

Moving over to Zathira, he ignored the female Nullifier any further. She wasn’t useful to him beyond this moment. Her purpose was to push doubt into her own religion when she reported all this back.

Because Vince had already realized the route to power here and in this situation.

Religion, rituals, and belief, were the heart of everything in his world as far as deities were concerned. He needed to make sure his interactions with the Null and the Unsatisfied gave them no power at all.

“You ready to go?” Vince asked, looming over the Lamia. Her wound was open, but it wasn’t bleeding any longer. He needed to put more power into her, but at the moment he’d done all that he could.

“No, still… putting them into a siege they can’t leave,” murmured Zathira, her skin looking rather pale. Her breathing and speech sounded much better, however. “Leaving spell triggers in the Undead. When they’re this fresh, I can leave spells in them to take action. It’ll hold for a few months.

“I couldn’t get that Nullifier that ran off. He eradicated two groups of Undead with his spells and just kept going. This won’t be as much of a distraction as I wanted it to be.”

“More than enough. Time to go since I’m going to have to carry you. Pretty sure you won’t be able to move,” growled Vince and then reached down to gather up the Lamia.

She put her arms around his neck, put her head on his shoulder, then wrapped her lower body around his hips. Letting the rest of her tail move out behind him and drag on the ground.

Damn, this is a lot easier when she’s awake. She can help a bit with her positioning.

“Atis, which way?” Vince asked, though he didn’t wait. He was already quickly moving toward the south. She could direct him on the way, but he wasn’t going to waste any time here.

“South is fine. The route we take has a few different ways to get to where we need to be,” Atis reported.

Vince had a doubt though in the back of his head.

There was the distinct possibility that the Nullifiers would come looking for them on their winged beasts. He hadn’t seen one, but he knew they were now in the air and working to prevent the Dragons from holding the skies by themselves.

Which meant he really shouldn’t be trying to get on the same track the Ratkin were.

It’d likely on lead to them getting run down.

That was a thought for a different time.

What was needed right now was a bit of time to recover some magic, then try to fill Zathira up again. That’d need to be done somewhere that they could hunker down for a time.

Glancing to the dark sky, Vince figured he still had a good number of hours to make some distance. To get out of range of where the Nullifiers might come looking.

“Anywhere to burrow for a time? Zathira will need some tending,” asked Vince.

“No. We can’t stop,” Atis answered. “We must continue. You must get to the route and keep going. It isn’t a route we can use whenever we wish. It goes to the west and crosses over on the shore.

“It’s only available at certain times of the month, we must catch up to the others. We have no choice.

“We have no choice so… start turning to the right. We must try and angle ourselves so we can catch up.”

Grimacing, Vince shook his head. He really didn’t like this at all.

He did as he was told though.

As much as he didn’t want to risk the Ratkin, and though he wanted to tend to Zathira and get her back to rights, he needed far more to get back to his own people. Without him at this time, he knew for a fact that there was a significant chance everything would fall apart in Spain.




***




“They’re very persistent,” Atis grumbled from Vince’s back. They were moving at a swift jog through a significant amount of bush. More than enough to cover them up to his head in fact.

Thankfully it wasn’t enough to slow him down normally. He’d spent a great deal of time moving through things like this.

Though carrying a Lamia was more of an issue than he’d expected and was causing him a great deal of problems.

Even if she was doing all she could to help him out in doing so.

They’d only been moving for four or five hours, but their progress was considerably slower than any of them wished. They had to be extremely careful when crossing any area, as Vince couldn’t exactly hide from their pursuers.

A handful of Nullifiers who’d taken to flying beasts and were currently patrolling the skies.

Looking for any sign of him so that they could more than likely run him to ground and end the chase.

A pace that could charitably be called a crawl was what they were stuck at now.

“I’m sure I’d be just as persistent. Just as you would be,” grumbled Vince, realizing they’d have to make a change here and now. If these were the forces that were readily available to try and chase him, then it would only become worse with every hour.

He’d already dilly-dallied about this decision for long enough. There was no longer any reason to hold on to hope that something was going to change. It was a safe bet to say there wouldn’t be any change that would be favorable to him.

Only changes that’d be worse for the three of them.

Sighing, Vince turned, got into a kneeling position, and set Zathira down.

She ended up sitting oddly given that she was a Lamia, but they were at about an even level in height. He could meet her eyes easily.

“Alright, Zathira. It’s time for us to give you your hourly dose of healing,” Vince said with a chuckle. He’d pulled all he could from the grove whenever there was a chance to stop. He’d taken all he could from the Dryads and Dragons as well.

The problem was that the wound she’d been given really was a bottomless pit of sorts. Where he’d managed to get her to a nearly healthy state, but had done so by draining resources from everyone else.

Vince began to work at emptying his power pool into her once again.

I may have talked big about the Null Blades, but they are damn nasty. We’ll have to be careful with those. We can’t let them get anywhere near our people.

That, or we need to come up with a counter to it.

Maybe… maybe that Yaris is a goddess of magic as well as Elves. That her faith magic can over-come any issue so long as it’s done by one of her personal priests.

Similar to Dryads being the birth, sex, and baby portfolio, Elves being magic, enchantment, eternal lives, and such.

Something to consider.

Then again, there’s the distinct possibility Elysia’s already figured that out ahead of me and is working on it.

All too quickly, he ran out of power.

Zathira’s pale face made her eyes rather large and bright right now.

Grinning at her, he nodded his head.

“Alright. Couple of things. I’m going to head north and cause unholy hell for these people. I’m going to target all the resources I can. Go full on Ratkin on them,” Vince promised. He also realized he had a Ratkin with him right now that he needed to ditch. Reaching back over his shoulder, he casually pulled Atis out of her seat, ripping the leather ties free at the same time with a casual bit of strength. “You two need to tell Petra that. Let her know everything that’s happened here and what we learned.

“Take this sword and present it to her. Let her know it’s an issue, because this is the type of weapon that magic has a hard time to heal. This is literally what nearly killed you Zathira.

“After that, please let them know we need to propagate the mythos of the Lord of Dragons, Dryads, and Elves. To really push it into Francia, England, and the lands beyond. So that everyone believes in our myth, even if they don’t believe in the goodness of us. Because even hatred is still belief.

“Lastly, you need to—”

The sound of wings in the distance reached Vince’s ears. Causing him to pause and look in that direction.

“Lastly, tell Petra about the whatever it is in England and how it’s related to the Nullifiers,” Vince continued and then stood up. “She would have just used me as a force multiplier anyways. This works out just as well, with me doing the same kind of work. It just means you two and the other Ratkin can make it back.

“Any questions? Because I need to get moving if I want to divert these flying fuckers off and away. Already got an idea on how to do it but… eh… we’ll see.”

“No,” Zathira murmured with a shake of her head. Watching him curiously. “Though… thank you for making sure I lived. You could have just as easily left me behind and moved ahead.”

“Could have. Chose not to,” Vince agreed with a shrug of his shoulders. “Just throw prayers for me at the pantheon. Better that way since I get power for it anyways. Alright… I’m off. I’ll see you soon I hope.”

Vince drew his pistol and began running back the way they’d come from.

There was a great deal of woods they’d been moving through before this. He could use that to pop out on the other side and take some pot shots at the flying Nullifiers.

With any luck they wouldn’t be holding their shields up at all times. They’d in fact be rather prideful, more than likely, and be thinking that they were the hunters. That there’d be no concern for their lives or their mounts in any way.

Pushing the safety lever off, Vince grinned as he ducked, dodged, and leapt through the growth.

Gonna be a lot like being a Ranger again.

This time though, with a great deal more power available to me.

Okay… get out of this area, take shots, kill them if possible, break contact, retreat to the north-west. Make for the coastline and see if we can’t start causing problems.

Especially at that junction point that they use when Nullifiers aren’t available.

That’s a damn bottleneck they willingly walked into.

They won’t spare Nullifiers just to bring supplies over, and chances are, they’ll need a lot. More than south of the Portal-storm can handle on its own.

Perfect… then… here we go.





Chapter 15




Peeking out from where the trees thinned out and up to the Nullifiers flying above, Vince knew he didn’t have a lot of time. If Atis and Zathira were going to catch up to the others he needed to give them a window.

A big one.

One that they could use to completely break free and get into an area that wouldn’t be watched.

That meant making sure all eyes were completely focused in on him.

“There’s only two right now,” Vince murmured to himself while pressed up to a tree trunk. “I can handle two. Especially without having to worry about defending Zathira. If it gets hairy… I’ll just duck out. Cut contact and dodge into the forest to the west if I’m out in the field, otherwise go back into this forest we’re in, lay low, become part of it.

“Just like I used to when I was just a normal everyday Ranger. Just like that. This shouldn’t be too much of a problem. More an inconvenience than anything.”

Grimacing, Vince pulled his pistol free and then began aiming it up toward the Nullifiers. They were moving slowly through the sky and not too high up.

From his experience, a pistol was certainly reliable when up close with a problem. At the distance he was considering right now, he couldn’t even be sure the round would be within ten feet of the target.

The simple reality was that pistols weren’t that accurate in the best of times, the chances of him scoring a hit were pretty low.

Putting the sights out ahead of the slower-moving Nullifier, Vince was taking a risk. He’d previously thought of aiming for the mount, but realized that it’d be more likely that they’d have a shield around both of them, if they had one at all.

Which meant striking the rider was a better answer, considering humans were pretty frail when it came to their skin.

Delicate as glass in some ways, durable as a tank in others.

Now let’s just give this a try and—

Vince squeezed the trigger and felt the buck of the firearm in his hand. He gave it a split-second to return to position and then pulled in close behind the tree. Anymore than one shot would give them the possibility of figuring out his position.

Watching the target, Vince didn’t see any change in them whatsoever.

He’d missed his shot and that wasn’t much of a surprise. Wasn’t even outside of his own expectation for the situation.

Hitting them would’ve been a bonus. A secondary objective, really.

The biggest point of firing on them was to get them to focus on Vince. Firing off several rounds would guarantee that they’d be far more interested in this area than elsewhere.

Both Nullifiers began looking around, unaware that they’d been shot at. Almost as if they weren’t sure what’d happened.

I… huh… are they trying to figure out if they heard someone hunting, or if it’s their target?

They have no idea what’s going on. In fact, I bet they’re working with such limited information, I could probably wait a bit and fire off another shot when they’re not expecting it.

Though… it’s kinda working. They’re not looking anymore. They’re flying real close to one another and not moving much.

Watching the Nullifiers, Vince contemplated what to do next. The longer they hung there, the better. Every second he kept them not looking, was another second for Zathira and Atis.

Vince waited there, contemplating when to take another shot.

A couple minutes ticked by as the two hung there, giving Vince quite a while to simply look at the creatures they were flying. They were oddly built, with wings that weren’t big enough to support their own weight, let alone a rider’s weight.

He’d long suspected that Dragons had some magic built into their flight so that they could actually remain aloft. These monsters, covered in fur, long claws, short wings, and a head more like a dog’s, were most certainly not able to fly without magic.

In fact, he’d bet on them being problematic for Nullifiers to fly, given their attacks wipe out magic. Though, if that was the only way they could achieve flight similar to a Dragon’s, he could imagine them not having much in the way of choice.

One of the Nullifiers began to move off from their partner, their heads starting to move back and forth as they scanned below. Whatever conversation they’d had was now over, and they were looking to re-engage the search.

“Can’t have that now… so let’s see if we can’t take another potshot,” Vince mumbled to himself as he lifted the pistol up. He braced his arm against the tree again and sighted it on the unmoving Nullifier.

Pushing the sight higher to account for the drop, he hesitated, then squeezed the trigger. He only put out one shot again so as to try and limit their ability to run him down.

Both Nullifiers flinched, the one that was moving coming to a complete stop.

The one he’d fired at looked rather nervous. They seemed unharmed but were looking down to their crotch. Nothing out of the ordinary seemed to be happening, however.

Moving close to one another, they were now having a very animated conversation. One was looking around at the ground below in a manic sort of way, while the other was still looking at their crotch.

Vince only noticed then that the flying creature was flapping its wings harder. That it had the look of struggling with keeping in the air, in fact. It was tossing its head about even as they continued to remain in the air.

“Did I hit it?” Vince asked.

The creature dipped suddenly and then came back up in altitude. Reaching the same height as their companion, the Nullifier had a frantic appearance.

Then the creature practically dropped out of the sky. There was a brief moment where both Nullifiers realized what was happening before one grabbed the other. Pulling the Nullifier that was about to take a free trip down out of their saddle. They were pulled onto the front of the seat of the other Nullifier as their mount was now obviously struggling.

Not waiting around, the two Nullifiers and their signal mount started flying off to the north. The creature doing its best to carry their riders off.

Vince spotted the falling creature a second before it slammed into the ground and was turned into a flattened hunk of meat. Being turned into a cutlet mixed with dirt.

Let’s… go get its heart, have a meal, then see if we can’t catch back up with Zathira and Atis. No reason to not turn around and see if we can’t meet up with them.

It’s only been an hour or so, they couldn’t have made that much ground, could they? I mean, it would certainly help if I went and caused problems, but if I can get away without doing so, I’m sure Petra would have other things for me to do.

Things she’d already planned for.

Standing there, Vince realized his thoughts were actually betraying what he wanted.

What he actually wished for, wasn’t to head back down south, but to remain in the field here. To cause a great deal of problems for his enemies and really dig into the work available here.

Because if he went back home, he’d have to deal with the frozen grief that lurked in his heart while also helping others through their own. All while trying to be the Lord of Dryads, Dragons, and Elves, and live to their expectations.

The expectations put on him as a Lord of deities and an entire nation.

He’d already heard from a few people that Legion was propagating rumors that Felix and Vince were both gods in their own rights.

He’d have to face the fact that Leila, Sam, and Red were missing at the moment. That there was a distinct possibility they were already dead and killed by the portal as it ejected them out.

If he was alone, he could start chipping away at those feelings without feeling like he had to put on a mask. To pretend he was fine for everyone else.

Shaking his head, Vince went to go get the heart he’d already promised himself. After that, he’d see about running down some information about the area.

In the end, he was going to be selfish this time.

He was going to go cause a great many problems for Francia, deal with his own grief, and try to stabilize his emotions.

Heart… run down information… set up a camp.




***




Tilting his head to the side, Vince watched as the soldiers went about what he could only describe as camp tasks. Gathering wood from stockpiles, working on equipment, sleeping, or training.

After enjoying his pre-dawn gloom meal, Vince had traveled west and north. It hadn’t been long till he found a road that he’d traveled along with to the north. Only to find what he wanted, a military camp.

Yawning, he reached up and rubbed a hand across his eyes and then mouth. Feeling like he wanted to go lay down and see if he couldn’t get some rest.

Except he didn’t want to do that until the middle of the day. If he was going to become a terror for them, he needed to start his work at night. To really make them wary of going to sleep.

Which meant he had to be up a bit longer.

And here I am, looking to run down some information.

Or more accurately… beat it the fuck out of an officer.

If they’re real helpful, I’ll even let them live. Though… probably after I do something to make sure they can’t hold a weapon against my people again.

Take a thumb? That’d be simple enough and allow them to live their lives mostly the same.

A small group of soldiers with someone who was very clearly not of the rank-and-file started out from the center of the camp. Moving with purpose, speed and a set goal in mind.

Them, then.

Standing up with a sniffle, Vince moved away from the camp-follower tents. He’d stashed his armor, sword, and pack in a spot he could return to easily. Right now, he was dressed in what could be described as peasant clothing.

Picking up the axe he’d borrowed from somewhere else in the camp, he began swaggering out toward the forest. Looking a lot like a lumberjack that was on his way to go get some firewood.

As they weren’t part of the main military camp, there wasn’t much in the way of security. Vince was able to come and go as he pleased, so long as he wasn’t being an obvious concern or security risk.

Moving like a man plagued by a hangover and exhausted, Vince drug himself along toward the trees. Channeling his inner disdain for working and wanting no more of the world.

As soon as he was in the trees and out of sight, he set the axe to the side where he could find it later, grabbed his pistol that he’d left there, then ghosted off. Moving quickly into the thicker brushes and moving through them. He could move through them forcefully without too much of an issue.

It took more than branches and the like to rip his clothes and pierce his skin. Any damage to his clothes would, if anything, help him blend in. The people of Francia didn’t look anything like those in Yosemite, Legion, or even what was before Yosemite.

These people looked a lot more like people he’d seen in history books from the medieval period. Having forgotten or lost all the technology that’d been part of their world not so long ago.

As if it never existed.

Though… hm… I wonder if it’s that the Nullifiers and the Tribunal took everything for themselves. Maybe that’s why we don’t see much of it in the populace.

That’d make more sense.

Back home, the Wastes made it so that governments couldn’t really keep up with their own people.

Ducking, dodging, and weaving through the trees, Vince put himself in a line with where he believed the patrol would exit from. Once he got behind them, he’d just ghost along behind them.

Waiting for an opportunity to kill all but the officer, then get information. With any luck, he’d be able to get information about where the current forces are deployed, if resources are coming in from the north as he predicted, and where the best place to push is.

Actually… I can’t let the officer live, even if he tells me everything.

My questions would give them an idea of my goals.

Well, that’s a pity.

Vince racked his pistol and waited.

He didn’t have long to wait thankfully, as the patrol came past him and moved with determination. Marching up the road and to the south.

They didn’t have the appearance of people who were engrossed in what they were doing. Their eyes were roaming about, almost closed, weapons held loosely, helmets bouncing around on their heads.

These were people running a patrol but weren’t expecting anything at all.

Moving in behind them, Vince kept along their trail.

None of them looked backward and they hadn’t posted anyone to watch their rear.

Vince waited, moving quietly and out of sight, despite their lack of awareness. This felt like it could easily be a trap as much as it could be a complete lack of discipline.

Getting a ways out from the camp, the patrol turned off the road and along a footpath. One that looked to be utilized frequently.

With what Vince could see, it looked like it would head off to the east and further into the woods. Most of this area was fairly wooded as far as he’d seen so far.

His information was quite limited, though, and his knowledge of the area was severely lacking.

Deciding this was the best moment to act, Vince walked right up to the back of the patrol of soldiers. He did it without making much noise, and without projecting any type of killing intent.

He’d always felt like some people had instincts like he did. A bit more animalistic than other humans and able to sense danger or predators. There’d be no harm to try and present himself as if he were a peasant traveling from one location to another.

Just in case someone looked back and saw him.

Reaching the back of the group, Vince identified the officer easily enough. His helmet was a bit differently decorated and he also had a different shoulder-guard that had some fancy engravings on it.

He stood out fairly well.

Lifting the pistol, Vince shot everyone in the back of the head one by one and ignored the officer. In less than three seconds, he’d dropped all of them to the ground and was left with only his prey.

“Let’s have a chat,” Vince said as the officer turned to face him with an extended sword. “Or I can just kill you and wait for another patrol to ask them questions, instead of you.”

The officer trembled where he stood, his sword still between Vince and himself.

“A chat,” repeated the man slowly.

“Indeed. A chat,” agreed Vince with a cold smile. He knew that shooting the man would be in poor taste after he’d answered all his questions, but there just weren’t any other options that wouldn’t put Vince at risk.

If the man died here, it’d look like an ambush on a patrol, rather than clandestine forces getting information. There simply wasn’t the possibility of allowing him to live.

“First… where’re you getting all your supplies?” asked Vince with the first of the questions he wanted answered. When the time came, he promised himself to make sure the officer didn’t even see it coming.

“From the north. It’s all brought in by wagon. At first they used some antique vehicles,” answered the Officer. “Didn’t want to waste the gas. Horse and wagon now.”

“In other words, not from south of the portal-storm, but brought in from the actual north,” Vince summarized, to which the man nodded his head. “Depots. Where are they? Where are food, ammunition, and other things stored?”

Standing so close to the man, Vince could now push into the man’s head without too much effort. He could only get surface emotions and a smattering of thoughts at the moment. There wasn’t that much mental scarring that he could feel that’d block him out.

There was a great deal of fear in the man. Fear from boot to helmet and nothing else.

It was surprising since the officer didn’t look like he was actually that afraid.

“S-several places. Military buildings in the nearby cities. The closest one is by Toulouse. Big city,” admitted the man. “Everything is brought in by wagon, put to storage, distributed as needed to the nearby areas. It’s all sent out from those directly rather than to somewhere else. Can reach the front in the west, or the east, from there.”

Vince felt no lies and no dodges in that statement.

“How long could your forces survive without those depots getting resources?” asked Vince. “A month? Few weeks? Indefinitely?”

“Months, but not more than half a year,” the man murmured. “We’d end up taking everything from the citizens and stripping the land but… that’s how we’d do it. Maybe two months if we didn’t.”

“Is there a central depot? A center point before it’s sent out to other depots?” pressed Vince. He didn’t care if the man inferred what Vince’s goal was, since he’d be dying anyways. Right now, information was paramount.

“No,” the man said with a shake of his head. Once again, Vince didn’t detect a lie in that answer. It was the truth as the man knew it.

“You want to be here?  You sign up for this with a commission?” asked Vince.

“I… uh… I signed with a commission, but not to be here in the south. I bribed more than a few captains to get a job pushing paper back home,” the man mumbled, his sword tip sinking with every word. “They sent me down here with all these fresh recruits. I wasn’t supposed to be here.”

“The recruits. How fresh are they? Where are they being trained?” asked Vince.

“Most are only a couple weeks in. They’re… not being trained. Just given their gear, told where to go, and then it’s up to the commanders in the field to handle it,” the officer explained. “All the veterans are already at the front and were trying to push through the siege wall. They were just getting beat back with every push though. Now it’s a massive stand-off while we mass up.

“Their weapons, armor, and equipment match our own and go beyond it in many ways. I’ve been there. I saw the front. They have rifles that… that never seem to run out of ammo. They just fire and fire and fire, unendingly. Even if you manage to knock one down, they end up popping right back up when others appear. Like medics but… they use magic.

“We’re… not at their level. We should just let them have Spain and consider the whole thing a misunderstanding. The populace was already war weary, now they’re just exhausted.”

As the man spoke, his weapon had ended up falling all the way down till the tip rested against the ground.

Vince once more felt nothing but the truth from the spoken words. The only thing the man held in him other than fear, was frustration, anger, and a longing for home.

For family.

Regretting that he’d slaughtered all these green soldiers, Vince shook his head. He knew he needed to kill the officer, but he didn’t quite have the guts to do it.

“Don’t… kill me. I’ll just say we were ambushed by a recon force from Spain,” the man suggested honestly. The feeling Vince got back once again was of sincerity. 

Vince lowered the pistol a bit, then put a round through the officer’s left upper arm. With the situation as it was, it was the best Vince could do to offer the man an out.

“Fine,” Vince said, even as the man dropped his weapon and pushed a hand up to the wound. “Get going. I’m going to arrange this to make it look more like they tried to defend themselves, then ran in every direction. You were attacked from every angle and by magic and firearms.

“No one listened to your orders and were magically compelled to flee. Including you.”

Moving up to a nearby dead soldier, Vince rolled him over. He put two rounds into him. One in the chest, then one in the guts. He’d have to put a little time into this and move corpses, but he could make this work.

The officer had been honest, true, and actually helpful.

He was trusting him a bit, but Vince didn’t think he’d be disappointed.

Oh, let’s not forget to rob the others before we shoot them. Clothes, coins, and anything else that might be useful.





Chapter 16




Jerking awake, just as the dream swapped to a nightmare of watching Leila being taken apart piece by piece by a formless force, Vince started up into the foliage above him.

Panting, taking slow deep breaths, he felt like he’d been running a marathon. His heart was pounding and his head was swimming.

“Ugh,” he groaned and rolled to one side. He lifted a hand and then rubbed at his face.

Especially his damned eyes.

They felt like they wanted to tear up and that was the absolute last thing Vince wanted right now. Falling asleep with thoughts of Red, Leila, and Sam drifting through his mind had been hard enough already.

A firm shake of his head helped to shake a few thoughts loose. Once he’d felt his mind empty of the thoughts that threatened to bubble up from below, he swung himself into a seated position.

He hadn’t spent much time on a shelter and had settled for an upturned log that he threw a number of branches over the side of. The work had been done in a way that would hopefully make it look more natural to the area, rather than as evidence of a lone person hiding out.

Briefly, Vince had contemplated going back to the follower camp, but he didn’t want to take that risk. While unlikely, the officer he hadn’t killed could have possibly noticed him.

Unlikely, but possible.

Sitting there on the ground, Vince looked up to the fading sunlight.

He’d woken up several times to a great number of Nullifiers on mounts flying one way. Then the other.

Only to come back again.

There was quite a number of them flying about in the sky every time he’d opened his eyes. Quite clearly, they were all looking for Vince and his people. Searching far and wide for a man, a Ratkin, and a Lamia.

If he had to guess, they were primarily looking for Zathira. She’d be much easier to spot from the sky and easier for aerial scouts to focus on.

“Me on my own though, not so much,” remarked Vince and stood up, then brushed at his rear end and backside. He’d slept on a pile of boughs, but that could be just as messy as dirt.

Standing there in the late evening, Vince took in a slow breath.

He could smell the trees and bushes.

The grass that was under his boots and partly wilting due to the weather shift.

A fragrance that one could only describe as nature was everywhere and all around him. All of it hitting him at this moment brought a deluge of memories for him. Running about by himself through the wastes on missions and the like.

Only to flip right to the moment it’d all changed for him. Where the world had flipped over on itself and Vince couldn’t have dreamed of it being any different.

When Berenga had pushed her way into his life and led it down a far different path.

Vince had only a moment of reflection as a nearly invisible presence rushed at him from the trees beyond. It was putting out a great deal of aggressive signals and didn’t seem to care for anything that was in its way.

More akin to a charging boar that wanted to gut anything in its path.

A lone Orc charged out of the brush, straight for Vince.

The Orc was on the taller side for many Orcs, but not as wide. They were, in fact, as tall as Vince was. The light green skin was mostly covered up under hardened leather-armor and a chain-mail hauberk.

Short black hair flowed back from the Orc’s head, cut in a human fashion, that did a wonderful job of framing the facial features that made her quite an attractive Orc, or so Vince had always found whenever he looked at her.

Surprise crossed Fes’ face as she spotted him, the two-handed long sword was in a sheath at her side, though one hand was on the hilt.

“Yeah, Fes came into my life just like that,” Vince murmured as reality intersected with his thoughts. Fes grinned and slowed to a walk, moving straight toward him.

Only to stop a foot away from him and then start to laugh.

“You’re right! It was just like that when we met,” she said and reached up to grab him by the front of his dirty tunic. She leaned in and kissed him warmly for several seconds, then pulled back to gaze into his face, her dark black eyes searching. “Perhaps I’ve grown a fondness for human romance stories after all. It’s rather endearing that you said such a thing to me as I appear.

“You must’ve been thinking of me. Were you thinking of your Fes, my husband? Wishing me by your side?”

The beautiful and strong Orc let her eyes drift away from him as her left hand began to gently touch at him. Moving him this way and that as her eyes moved across him.

He got the impression she was checking him for wounds or issues that would need to be mended.

“I was indeed thinking of you, Fes. Though not because I needed my beautiful Orc Warrior woman to rescue me and bring me back from the brink of death. Just… thinking of you,” he answered, his hands coming up to rest on her hips. “Definitely wishing you were by my side.”

Fes made a clucking sound with her tongue, but the smile on her face was wider than ever. There was no way for her to hide her obvious pleasure at the situation.

“Well, your Fes is here. Yarie insists I maintain that name and there’s no reason not to. She’s the only woman in our marriage who can beat us so… it isn’t terrible for the title to be mine. Especially with her growing towards being a deity,” Fes said quietly, lifting up the edge of his shirt and peering at his side. There was a bruise forming there that he hadn’t noticed. Her fingers gently pushed at it. “Once I heard you’d fallen from the Dragon I prepared a team to come after you. Elizabeth to sense you, Ynes for wounds and magic, and myself as the leader. I briefly considered bringing an Elf, but we were already growing in number and would need more supplies than I wanted to carry. There was no way I’d be leaving the father of my children in the wild alone and more supplies would slow us down.

“My place as your Fes is by your side in a situation like this. I had my team prepare quickly and then we left. We’ve been moving toward you as best as we can at night, but it’s been slow going. Elizabeth said she could feel you up ahead and that you were close. Through her horn that’s in you. Then I smelled you and… I couldn’t wait.”

Stepping forward, Fes put her left arm around his hips and put her head down on his shoulder. Her face nuzzling up to his neck.

“I worried terribly for you,” she whispered.

Vince put his arms around her in return and just held onto her. He knew for a fact that his Fes, Berenga, held a love for him that was every bit as deep and fierce as anyone else’s.

If not perhaps more so.

She just didn’t show it that often.

Then he heard her sniffling, her arm tightening around him. Then her prosthetic right arm came up and encircled his middle. She was practically hanging onto him now.

“I like your hair-cut,” Vince offered, holding to her just as firmly. “Maybe you’ll get mad but… it really highlights how lovely you are as a woman. Orc, Human, or otherwise.

Snorting, the crying Orc Warrior rubbed her face against his neck. Her crying continued, but he could tell she was quite pleased as well as relieved.

Elizabeth and Ynes stumbled into the small area a few moments after that. The former looking tired but without worry. Her horns were prominently on display, but her wings were tucked in under a great coat.

In her hand was a long spear, though she also had a basic revolver at her waist.

Ynes was next to her and looked quite excited to be here.

The charming Dryad gave him a smile that made his heart skip around and gave him a wave of one hand. A simple steel helmet that’d clearly been on her head a minute ago was under her armpit.

Both were wearing hardened leather armor with chain mail as well.

Dressed in gear that would mark them as dangerous in Francia’s territory, but not out really of the ordinary. 

Even the rifle and steel-shod clubs that Ynes was carrying looked extremely similar to things he’d seen around these parts.

Though he didn’t for one second believe that the rifle she was holding onto wasn’t from Mr. White.

He had no reason for his assumption, but he was fairly certain he was right. The man had probably drafted up something to look similar, then made it a terrifying Legion weapon.

Vince could easily imagine it was every bit as terrifying as the normal rifle Legionnaires carried.

“I worried,” whispered Fes, not letting go of him in any way.

Vince had the impression she wasn’t going to release him any time soon, either. That she was going to cling to him like this until she was wrung empty of emotions.

He was more than happy to give her time.

Patting Fes on the back, he just held her in return, his hands moving up and down her back.

“Ah… my lord… husband… Grove-Master… er… I’m not really sure what to call you,” Ynes said and looked to him with some confusion.

“Grove-husband, my Grove-wife. That or Vince is fine,” he answered, pressing his cheek to Fes’ temple.

“Wonderful, Grove-husband. Your Grove-wife would like some of your time. Could you… tell us everything that happened after you fell from Elizabeth?” Ynes asked, bobbing her head toward Elizabeth as she spoke. “We weren’t expecting you to be alone.”

Sighing, Vince realized he’d have to dredge up everything he’d been trying to put to the side.

“Sure. After we fell,” he started, then nodded his head.

He’d tell them everything, all the way up to where his plan was currently.

Fes just cuddled him even harder.




***




“— and just woke up,” Vince finished after laying it all out. He was sitting on the log now while Fes hovered over him. Her fingers were casually moving through his hair, across his scalp, and across his brow. He knew she could feel almost everything with her prosthetic hand after Ryker had made a few changes, and she wasn’t hesitant to touch him with either hand anymore.

Moving over and across his scalp as she fussed with his hair.

“Then we all arrived,” Elizabeth added. “It explains why there’s so many of the Nullifiers flying about. We even had one of them fly low over us before we realized they were actually enemies.

“They looked us over for a short bit, then left without a word despite us addressing them. They acted as if we were beneath notice. Or… I guess… they were just in a hurry. Needed to find you, not us.”

“It makes sense, yes,” Ynes agreed with a sharp nod of her head, then shook her head as her eyes scrunched up. Looking up and to the side as she processed things. Suddenly Vince realized that she was every bit as pretty as Dionara. He’d just never realized it till that exact moment. Then her eyes snapped back to Vince and she gave him a smile that made him feel almost bashful. “Alright! I’ve let Blue know. Everyone will know shortly that we’re fine, what’s happened, and what to do next.

“She’s not very concerned about Leila, Sam, or Red, though. Of everyone who could have been dumped somewhere, those three are actually quite likely to make it back unharmed. Good group composition, as she said.”

“I agree, I don’t think it’ll be too bad,” Elizabeth said and then held out a knife toward Fes. She’d been sharpening it briefly only moments ago. “This’ll be perfect for your needs, Fes.”

“Thank you,” murmured the Orc, and took the blade from her. She ran a metallic thumb over the blade’s edge and grinned to herself. “I cursed my arm for a while. Then I grew to love it and what I can do with it. Then Ryker made it quite a bit better. I’d honestly rather not give it up now. It’s more useful than I gave it credit for.”

Lifting up the knife, she looked to Vince.

“Now… time for a shave and a haircut my shaggy Human. You look far too peasant-like. We need you looking like a mercenary that’s moving about the country,” stated the Orc. “I’m going to give you a trim, a shave, and then we’re going to move on to your plan. It sounded like you had more in mind.

“Though… if that’s all you really had in mind, we’ll discuss what to do next instead. Do you have any concerns with this?”

“No, Fes,” Vince answered, grinning up at the Orc. “Other than… is it your night, tonight?”

“Most certainly,” stated the Orc. “As you likely remember from our first child… I get needy when pregnant. Which I am. Now… head up and facing forward. Ynes, could you put the water nearby as well as the soap? I know you brought some despite me saying it wasn’t needed.”

“Sure, just don’t use it all. It’s hard to make any if I’m not at a city,” agreed the Dryad. “While I don’t mind a natural smell… I… Vince… he likes herbal so… you know?”

Fes chuckled and nodded her head a bit. She ran her left hand across his eyes and closed them.

“I know everything of him. I know exactly what you’re talking about. What I’ll counter with is… the dirtier you are, the more he doesn’t worry about mussing you up,” Fess offered. “Now… Vince… plans?”

He felt Fes toying with his hair now, followed by the soft swish of what sounded like the blade moving through some of his hair. He couldn’t tell where though.

“Go to Toulouse, kill, destroy, ruin, and generally be an absolute menace. In every way,” summarized Vince. “No real plan other than that. Just want to really… really go and make a problem of myself. Do everything I can to be a problem, to help Petra out.

“I figure she’d send me out on similar missions anyways. Though… you didn’t mention how things are going at home? I’ve only been gone a few days, so I didn’t think much had changed. Unless there was?”

“The Praecantrix stormed out and took Barcelona with the Bellum Dryadum. The Draco Custodes dropped them all inside the walls, then joined in with their new Legionnaire armor. It wasn’t even a fight,” Ynes said with a rather cute little flip of her hand. He found that she often did things that didn’t line up with what he knew of the woman. She’d spent more hours behind a machine-gun and putting rounds down range than many other Dryads, but also seemed the most feminine and warm. “Lots of new Dryads joining the ranks of the civilian Dryads. Certainly picked up more Bellum Dryadum soldiers. You’ll need to work with them to get them situated.

“More Dragons showed up on their own. They’ll need to join as well. Though… what was interesting is Elves have started to show up. They can feel Yaris through the portals, apparently. It’s very curious. I honestly didn’t quite believe it but… it seems like it’s true.

“We’ll figure it out soon enough. My Elves are working with Elysia to ferret it out but so far, so good! Also, we think we figured out a way for you to absorb the Elves like you did the Dryads and Dragons!”

Vince was listening quietly as Ynes babbled on. Her voice had a warm and whispery like feel to it at the moment, and left him feeling like he was sitting in a forest. Listening to the trees try to talk to him as he ran through them.

“It’s actually quite simple. Elves are magic. They can live indefinitely with enough magic,” Ynes continued as the soft swish of the knife around his head kept moving. Cutting hair free with each pass. “They’ll give you all the magic they can hold and link it to their soul. One of the reasons they always avoid Curses and Necromancy or the like, is because their souls are a bit more fragile than others.

“They’ll just… pop over a great ball of magic to you, imbued with their soul, and there we go! Once it joins the Grove, we’ll bind them to their Dragons, then through the Dragons, to their Dryads. Then we’re all set and ready. We’ve been operating in those squads for the most part already, and it’s turning out really well.”

“It actually is,” agreed Fes in a soft tone. She was right above him and leaning over his shoulder. He could feel the heat coming off her. She was close enough that he could feel the unnatural body temperature that Orcs had in comparison to humans. “They’re working very well together. I asked one group to fight me as a whole.

“I only knocked down two before they brought me down. Yaris managed four, but she also lost. They work almost too well together, really. That’s the joy of Yosemite though. Better together than as individuals.”

More or less that’s the whole of it.

Better than the sum of our parts.

“As to your plan, I’ll make it work,” grumbled Fes with a sigh. “We’ll figure out some more details, get an idea of the area, then start pushing things around. It’s a shame Elizabeth can’t fly, but we can’t risk the Nullifiers spotting her. We’ll just have to move things around until it all fits.

“Then we can proceed with what you suggested. Hitting them until they can’t handle it. Making it impossible for them. That the cost of continuing the pointless fight isn’t worth it.

“The question becomes… is our dear general thinking of taking land from a position of power, or if she thinks we’re better off waiting.

“Considering the special forces of Yosemite are clearing the cities in Spain by the day… I think she’ll push forward.”

A smooth and soft pair of lips were pressed to Vince’s and then a hand patted his cheek.

“Alright my love. Lift your chin and let me put a knife to your throat and get you shaved,” purred Berenga.

Apparently he’d be wrestling the Orc for dominance tonight. She was obviously feeling feisty.





Chapter 17




Grunting, Vince dropped the large load of wood down with the rest. Making a long wall of wood that could be used for small building projects, or just burning.

“Wow, you always have such long hard wood whenever I see you lately,” remarked Ynes from where she stood. There was a faint sheen of perspiration along her hairline, though a single drip had gone down from her temple to her jaw.

While he’d been gathering wood, she’d been lugging stones around to build an enclosed firepit. One that would help to shelter their fire and diminish some of the light it would put out.

Of course, Ynes was smiling, which made her light up as always.

“It’s almost as if you really want me to see you with wood. I wonder if I should take that as an underlying suggestion?” the Dryad continued, a pale light emanating from the depths of her eyes. “Should I be asking where you want to put your next load as well?”

With a laugh, Vince pulled the small bit of fabric he had in his pocket and ran it over his brow and temples. Mopping up the sweat that’d popped out after marching back and forth with multiple trips.

“You are clearly looking for attention, Grove-wife. It hasn’t even been six hours since I took care of you. I thought I hit all the Dryad highlights, too,” remarked Vince before tucking away the cloth in his pocket. He’d spent the better part of an hour where Ynes was the complete extent of his existence. Playing to every sexual need she might have.

“Ah… yes? Yes. You did,” Ynes admitted as her smile faltered. It slowly became a frown, a pensive look spreading across the lovely Dryad’s visage. “You made me feel like the only woman in your life and… treated me to pleasures I’ve never known.

“You impregnated me splendidly and-and I feel very fulfilled as a Dryad. Very fulfilled and wonderful and-and-and… and I feel like I’m missing something. I… ah… I’m being selfish, aren’t I?”

Ynes shook her head and her gaze slipped down from Vince and landed in the dirt at their feet. As if she couldn’t even look at him, which felt right, given how guilty she looked right now.

“I mean… as long as we don’t take another hour for it, I wouldn’t say it’s selfish,” allowed Vince with a shrug of his shoulders. “We have work to do but we’ve made really good progress. Still need to do some cleanup, setting up a windbreak, and then the actual shelter. An hour break for… you… and lunch, wouldn’t be out of the ordinary.”

While he’d slept with Fes the day and night before, then Ynes this morning, he was most certainly up for having the lovely Dryad once again.

Especially since Fes and Elizabeth had taken off in the morning to go scout the surrounding areas in different directions. Leaving Vince and Ynes to remain behind and work on setting up the camp they’d be operating out of.

He was alone with her, and he always had the most fun when he was alone with his women. He didn’t mind others watching, but he preferred not to have an audience.

“Really? Despite me being so bad at sex?” asked Ynes, her eyes darting back up to him. “We can do it again? You don’t mind?”

“You’re beautiful. Your smile is intoxicating. You did everything I asked, and with an energy and effort only a few of my Grove-wives can meet. The experience comes with time. Only an idiot wouldn’t want to bed you,” countered Vince. Ynes hadn’t been as good as other Dryads, but she hadn’t been bad either. Her eagerness to please had closed any gap she had as well.

Only Mouth and Meliae threw themselves into it the way Ynes had.

Ynes’ face was a heavens-defying and heart-wrenching picture of beauty, tinged with arousal. Her hands came up and she rapidly clapped them together in front of herself while bouncing in place.

“Oooh! Thank you! Thank you so much. I know we’re new to this, but I know I’m already deeply in love with you. I knew it the moment you called to me from beyond the grave,” Ynes gushed, the movements she was making made it hard for Vince not to stare at her chest, as she made her clothes stretch and shift against her. She put a hand to her mouth, then blew a kiss at him with a wink and a tilt of her head. Then she spun around, grabbed her pants, flung them to the ground, and bent over.

She grabbed hold of the tree she’d been right next to and pointed her rear end at him.

A line of his seed had dribbled out of her and partially dried on her thigh. He’d known he’d finished in her twice, but he didn’t think she’d be overflowing like that. A testament to what he’d done to her.

Which of course hit a strange possessive note in his head. One that rang heavy with his Dryads.

“Awww, my Grove-wife, you’re leaking. How am I supposed to fill your flower bed with nothing but my seeds if you’re leaking?” Vince asked, unbuckling his belt.

“Ohhh, I’m sorry. I really tried to keep it all in, but there was too much,” apologized Ynes in a sweet tone. She was looking back at him over her shoulder, her eyes now glowing brightly. “Punish me? Fill me up again just to make sure I know that I’m your personal garden?”

Dropping his pants, Vince began walking over to Ynes. He was already fully at attention and ready to dive right into the willing woman.

“That’s right… come plant more seed. Punish me. Punish your Grove-wife. Do it in one thrust. I’m already all slick and full of you, no reason to be gentle or slow. I’m all ready for it,” purred Ynes, her hips rolling from side to side as he approached. Her tone had an odd inflection that he couldn’t identify, though, given the way her eyes started glowing brighter, it felt like she was aware of it, too.

Standing behind Ynes, he put his hands to her hips, moved his hips into position, then speared into her. Thrusting fully up to the hilt and bumping her forward a bit.

Just as she had asked.

Ynes let out a low groan, her eyes moving down to look at her own rear end and Vince’s lap. He could feel her insides squeeze tight around him and pull, even as her rear end rotated slightly. Angling herself toward him better and lowering her stomach.

“Yeah… take it from me. Make me feel it and know I’m yours. You know I’m yours, I know I’m yours, but I want to feel owned. Just really sink it in me,” pleaded Ynes in an almost desperate way.

Not wanting to disappoint, Vince held tight to her hips and pulled at her as he ground his lap to her rear. As he pulled back, he pushed her forward, then drew her backward and thrust forward. Slamming himself into her with a great deal of force.

“Ahn!” squeaked Ynes. “Yes! Again! Harder! More! H-hurt me!”

The moment she said it, Vince felt her mind pop open before him like a rusted shut gate swinging inward as it broke. The weight of it simply too much to keep itself shut for even a moment longer.

Inside Ynes’ mind was decades of torture at the hands of the nobles in the city where she’d been a Dryad hostage. Her womb burned out just as so many Dryads had been, forced to serve security, and beaten regularly by a countess who hated how pretty Ynes was.

Her smile had been the only thing she could wear as she was knocked around by the countess. Any move to defend herself, any noise, anything at all, would elicit a more vengeful response.

Except it all left a deep and indelible mark on her.

Ynes enjoyed sex with Vince a great deal. Loved the way he made her feel, and had experienced a great amount of joy with him. Orgasming repeatedly and with absolute abandon.

But a dark spot in her heart hadn’t been able to shake her previous life. The one she’d lived in for years and years. A feeling that could only be resolved with one thing.

Feeling actual pain.

Her mind skittered away from that desire and want. Infinitely embarrassed to understand what she wanted and knowing that it wasn’t something a Dryad would want.

She was suddenly desperate to have Vince scratch that itch as roughly as he could, while also hoping he’d never tell anyone about it.

Ynes was terrified of any Dryad ever learning of this newfound secret. Mortified in fact. It was something she would burry in the deepest part of her mind and heart and never let anyone other than Vince see it.

“Hurt me, Grove-husband,” begged Ynes in a whisper as her eyes flashed in realization of her desires and fears. “Please. P-pull my hair?”

Knowing full well what it was like to have an unfulfilled desire, he reached up and took a hold of her hair with one hand. He pulled just enough, till Ynes let out a moan.

All the while he was pounding himself into her, pulling at her hips with one hand as the other held her hair. Thrusting into her rough and hard, just as she wanted.

“Not enough,” groaned Ynes, her head canted back and staring at him with wide eyes.

Desperate eyes.

“Stuff it in my ass,” she demanded suddenly and unexpectedly. Inside her mind she was screaming in horror at herself, as well as complete and utter sexual glory. She really wanted him to harm her but had no idea as to how much or even in what way, but this sounded perfect to her in this moment. “Just do it to me! No warning! No warm up! Hurt me! Push it in my ass as hard as you can! Then ravage it! Pound at it! Fast and hard!”

Vince was reluctant now.

Anal sex wasn’t new to him, and he’d done a lot of it with his Dryads. Often as a punishment to one and a reward to another. 

Part of their sex play that required a good bit of warm up and foreplay to get them ready, so it didn’t actually hurt them.

Vince didn’t like causing his women pain at any level. Not in any way shape or form, in fact.

His personal kinks were dirty-talk, submissive behavior from his women, and ownership.

Not pain, not at any level.

Then a thought flickered to life that reminded him he promised to fulfill her needs. That this was what she wanted and had said it aloud, and that want was echoed in her mind.

That any harm he caused her, she’d repair within the day as if it were nothing at all.

On the next thrust, he pulled himself out of her depths completely, lined the tip up on the small entry of her rear, then slammed it home. He winced as he expected that it would hurt her a great deal, but this wasn’t for his own pleasure.

It was for hers.

Ynes let out a short shriek that was cut off as she lost her breath. Her whole body shuddered as his hilt blasted down into the tight ring of her exit. Pushing hard against it.

Ynes’ mind was awash in excruciating pain and pleasure. One pushing at the other in a fairly balanced way. Loving this moment intensely.

Pulling harder on her hair, forcing her to look at him and what he was doing, Vince pulled backward from her and thrust into her again. He started to pummel away at her posterior.

Giving her the pounding she’d craved and wanted, and leaning into the thrusts with full force.

Ynes had gone absolutely silent outside of breathing hard. A broken smile was on her face as she stared at him thrusting into her over and over.

He expected that he was quite literally ruining her insides like this, and was glad for the knowledge that she’d heal completely. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have been able to do this.

The slightly oily and odd tightness he always felt from anal sex helped to pull his sex-drive back into the situation. Especially when Ynes began thrusting herself back into him as best as she could.

Her silence was suddenly shattered as her body snapped through a climax. Her body quivering wildly even as he continued to try and knock her over. Letting out quick yelps with each thrust as her thighs quivered and her mind boiled in release.

She found what she wanted and had even gotten it.

As her peak died away, the strength went out of her, and she collapsed forward. Vince had to let go of her hair or he’d be holding her up by that.

“Fuck my slit now” groaned Ynes from the ground. Her rear end was stuck up in the air, her shoulders down on the ground and her knees up under her stomach. She managed to shake her rear end a minute amount, making her bottom roll back and forth. Her tone sounded extremely satisfied, though also strange. “Stuff it in your Dryad and finish. Seed your dumb Dryad. A dumb Dryad that can’t hold seed well. Useless Dryad that she is.”

Once again, Vince had a moment of concern. He knew that this was a great way to cause infections, then remembered once again that she was a Dryad.

His concerns were unfounded.

Stepping on the back of Ynes’ knees, he squatted down atop her bottom and pushed his hard member right back into her entry. Going from one, to the other, and back again, was a strange toss up of textures but he wasn’t going to complain.

Reaching down, he grabbed Ynes by the hair and pulled upward, until she put her hands down to the dirt and supported herself marginally.

“Unnnnh, yes… thank you Grove-husband. Hurt me just a little more. Use me up. Your dumb Dryad needs seed to be useful,” groaned Ynes.

Thrusting into her roughly, Vince didn’t stop or pause until he hit his finish. Spearing deep into her and trying to fill her up again.

When he felt like he was done, he pulled back and inspected her entry. Taking hold of his tip with one hand, he lightly tapped it against her opening, knocking some material off himself and into her.

“There. Now stay just like that. Be a good flowerpot and hold all that for me,” demanded Vince, getting off her. He knew there was an underlying mental tic to this that he had to push at just a bit. Not much, but enough to make sure she felt the darkness wash away. At least for a time. “I’ll do the work for the camp since you’re worthless. You just stay there and recover and take up all my seed. I expect not a drop to be spilled, my Dumb Dryad. You got it? Can you at least be a decent flowerpot since you can’t do anything else? Sit there with your ass in the air, holding all my seed. That’s something even you can do.”

Elation and satisfaction were spilling out of Ynes in an overwhelming way. Falling away from her mentally in endless waves. Everything he’d done had hit her needs perfectly.

“Your Dumb Dryad can be a decent flowerpot. She’ll grow your seed diligently,” whimpered Ynes, sinking to the ground. Only her posterior remained upright, pointing to the sky.

An amazing and lovely smile was on her face.

The brightest smile that’d likely ever been gifted to the world from such a lovely, yet damaged, Dryad.




***




Slamming the flat rock into the wooden pole twice more, Vince felt good about the frame when he took a step back. It was big enough for four people to sleep in it, though they’d almost all be atop one another. There wouldn’t be much room if they were all laying on the ground at the same time.

This was only a place for them to rest, sleep, eat, then strike out from, so it didn’t need to be much.

In fact, the more it was, the riskier it technically was for them. It’d be more noticeable, and the possibility of discovery would go up.

Sniffing, he nodded his head, then bent down to pick up the cross bar. It’d go across the top of the posts, from corner to corner, and provide a point for the top of the A-Frame to rest on afterward.

He could have this whole thing finished up within another day or two.

Things were moving very quickly, despite the break with Ynes.

Or the two quick breaks after that he’d had with her since the first.

Neither Fes nor Elizabeth had come back yet, but Vince wasn’t concerned. They weren’t due to come back until nightfall, which was technically still an hour or two off.

He felt Berenga approaching long before he saw her. She was working to hide her presence, but Vince was on high alert since Ynes was still recovering. Her heart, mind, and body were trying to catch up to the massive world shift she’d just experienced.

“Huh… what?” asked Fes, likely discovering Ynes who was in the middle of the camp. Rear-end raised in the air, head down, shoulders to the dirt.

“I… oh… hello, Fes,” murmured Ynes. “That… uhm… our Grove-husband helped me identify my needs. I’m… I’m still in the middle of that. He’s doing double the work just… just to make me happy.”

Well, not entirely. It’s rather nice to wander over, have a go at you with you in that position, fill you up, and then leave again. Somewhat interesting to just have it available at my disposal without a word.

“Yes, he’s very good about those things. You’re alright? You’re my personal Dryad on this trip. I have to make sure you’re okay,” Fes asked, her voice sounding a touch worried.

“Perfectly fine, Fes. Berenga. All is well. Better than I’ve ever been in my life,” whispered Ynes. “He gave me just what I wanted.”

“Good. We’ll wait for Elizabeth and then discuss it all,” Fes murmured, followed by what sounded like a gentle pat. “I order you to get up if you feel in any way like you don’t want to be in that position.”

“Yes, Fes. I want to be like this,” Ynes admitted happily.

A second or two later and Fes stepped up next to him. She had an odd smile on her face and was looking at him curiously.

“What, my flowerpot, or the home?” he asked, throwing a thumb to Ynes with the first label, then pointing a finger to the support structure he was working on.

“Flowerpot,” Fes confirmed and shook her head with a chuckle. “Be kind with her. Her first-born and our son will be born on the same day, and probably be closer than any other kids we have.

“They’re going to be quite the pair. I promised her that her daughter would be his sister in every way. A position not many Dryad children are afforded. So long as she took care of my pregnancy on this trip.”

“Mm. I’m actually being kind with her. I won’t tell you the details, as I promised Ynes I wouldn’t, but she’s getting everything she wants. Everything. I’ll have to go take a break ‘in her’ in about ten minutes though,” Vince said with a nod of his head. The instant flare of joy and excitement he felt from Ynes was akin to a physical blow, even at this distance. “So, how’s it look out there?”

“Like a bunch of bleating sheep,” Fes said with a tusk-bearing grin. Showing off her definitively non-human features, yet still looking like the lovely Orc she was. “We’re going to hit a massive wagon shipment that’s heading this way. Got the information out of a merchant I bought a few things from. He was stupid with his coin because he thought I was pretty.”

“To be fair, I’m stupid with my coin, too when it comes to you. Because I always think you’re pretty,” Vince said with a grin for his Fes.

“Love you,” growled the Orc, her nose wrinkling as she grinned at him.

“Love you, too,” Vince reaffirmed.





Chapter 18




Walking side by side with Fes, Ynes, and Elizabeth, Vince couldn’t help but feel strange. The city of Toulouse was strange to him in many ways.

Bordeaux had been more predominantly a city dominated by what he’d say were classes. Each class being restricted to their own area, and each almost a city to themselves.

Toulouse was nothing like that, but not in a better way.

There was the military, and there wasn’t the military.

The former was deliberately taking liberties with the population. It may not be obvious in the streets, or where someone could easily spot it on a casual walk through, but it was evident in the people themselves.

How they dressed, carried themselves, eyed any guard or soldier that came near, and looked at them warily. With absolute distrust and distaste.

On top of that, it was obvious Toulouse had previously been a mercantile city. One that’d done a lot of business and trade, likely down to Spain in fact.

Many buildings had clearly been taken over by military officers that wanted to work out of a nice location. Taking over homes that were obviously owned by people who were a bit better off than the lower class.

Now there was a military presence that was crushing the city, taking what likely wasn’t viewed as theirs, and causing a general disturbance.

“This’ll be almost too easy,” murmured Ynes in what it took Vince a moment to realize was the language of Dragons.

“It will,” Elizabeth concurred. “They’re already at the point that they’re probably willing to rise up and go against the military regardless of the government.”

“Yes,” agreed Fes. Vince wasn’t that surprised to learn she’d picked some of that language up as well. She’d managed to learn English all on her own with him as her inept teacher. He imagined, with a good teacher, she’d be able to learn a great deal more. “A few sparks will set the place to light. Won’t take much at all.

“Maybe stage a few kills on soldiers, see if they take it out on the population. I’m willing to bet they might. Especially if we went after a well-placed officer with some friends. Maybe one that the population would be happy to lose.”

“Ah, I could see that stirring things up,” Vince murmured, his head on a swivel as they slowly walked down the main boulevard. For a small group of mercenaries, the likely destination would be an inn, somewhere that sells supplies, or a job. That left them with few locations that they could be at for a time that wouldn’t cause suspicion.”

“Break into two?” Fes suggested and gestured at Elizabeth. “We’ll take a bar and play the pretty mercs looking for information. She can read their thoughts as we go. They’ll be more likely to talk without you there showing off that we’re not single.

“You two go for a merchant, do the same. Armory or blacksmith or something? Maybe an antique weaponry dealer if they’ve got it? Ynes can hit’em with that smile, and even if you’re standing next to her with a sign saying ‘mine’, they’d still have to chew their tongue to not answer her.”

“Aww, thanks Fes. You’re awfully pretty yourself. Especially for an Orc,” said Ynes, who moved in close to Berenga for a second and patted her upper arm. “I think you’re quite lovely in fact.”

“I… thanks,” Fes said and then nodded her head to the left. Moving away with Elizabeth down a side street. “Meet back up here at sunset. So memorize it, Ynes. He’ll forget.”

“Oh, she rejected me much more gently than I expected,” Ynes remarked and then looped her arm through Vince’s. “I must’ve earned some points somewhere. I hear she’s usually quite adamant when it comes to Dryads. Now… let’s see… ah, that’ll work.”

Ynes pulled at his arm and walked with a light bounce toward a man in his middle-years. She pulled away from Vince as she closed the gap to the man.

With a speckling of gray in his hair and beard, wrinkles that looked to be earned through hard work, and a pair of tired blue eyes, the man looked to Ynes in surprise.

“Good afternoon!” she said cheerfully in French. She pushed one hip out and then waved a hand at the man with a blazing smile. “I’m looking for where I can buy some new armor, weapons, or some antique tech gear. Do you have a suggestion? I could really use your help. Please?”

Staring at Ynes for several seconds, the old man only managed to nod his head. Then he blinked twice and held an arm up, pointing down a road to one side.

“Ah… that way, miss. All the shops you’re asking for are in the new military district. Just… be careful. Don’t go anywhere with the soldiery for anything,” warned the man, unable to look away from Ynes. “Maybe stay out of the shops the military took over, too.”

The Dryad gave him a laugh that had a musical quality to it, waved her hand again, then bounced over to Vince. Sliding her arm through his, she began leading him in the direction they were told.

“So, what do we think we’ll find? Anything interesting?” asked Ynes in Draconic, looking up to him with a smile. Some of her hair shifting across her brow. “I know I found something interesting. Though that was yesterday. I admit I’m eager to try some more stuff with it. Our little secret, right? Please? Hubby? Man of mine?

“I’ll do anything at all to make sure it’s a secret to all the other… everyone. A secret to everyone. A secret for you and me only. Vinny? Babe? Baby? Honey? Hubby? Sweetie? Lovey? Daddy?”

As Ynes ran through all the names, he found himself chuckling. Grinning and only able to shake his head. He got the impression she was reading him at the same time to figure out which one tickled him in the right way.

“Yes, a secret. That’s fine. Just make sure you keep it a secret as well,” asked Vince. “I’m not really… into what you want, but I could tell you really needed it. I’m willing for you but… it’s not something I’d look to repeat that often.”

“You’re the best Snuggle-Bug,” Ynes said and pulled his arm up into her side. Holding onto him and acting incredibly affectionate, without it being overly sexualized. “I’ll make it so worth your while to take care of my needs. I’ll figure out whatever the darkest needs you have are and help you get’em out. Like no one ever could.

“Just trust in your… Flowerpot that you tend to so lovingly. Despite her being kinda Dumb.”

Snuggle-Bug… ha… cute nicknames all in all.

Marching along the street, they saw there were a great many storefronts here. Quite a few of them looked to be closed and devoid of goods. Here and there, Vince also spotted a few that’d had a window broken open. Large enough for a person to get through, in fact.

“Mmm, Vinny, there really looks like there’s more violence here than we thought,” Ynes murmured as they walked by a large, shattered window. There was a board behind it to protect the contents of the building, but looking in from the other window, he could see nothing inside. “I can see why he said for me not to go anywhere with a soldier. I wouldn’t want to be out after dark. The soldiers over there are already watching me, and I really don’t like it much.”

Turning his head, Vince saw what Ynes was talking about. An entire squad of soldiers was staring openly at Ynes. Watching her in a way that made Vince feel possessive and displeased.

Except, when the men realized Vince spotted their gaze, they didn’t look away. They didn’t look ashamed, embarrassed, or even that they thought they were doing wrong.

“They can look, since that’s all they’ll ever get,” Vince replied. “If they try anything more… well… I’ll just kill them. Simple as that. Now… I think what we’re looking for is right up ahead.”

There was a picture of what looked to be a gear and a wrench hanging over a shop. Vince had often seen similar signage back home, though thankfully, this one had a single hyphenated word.

Old-Tech.

Ynes nodded her head and kept her gaze straight ahead. Not acknowledging the open stares from the men.

When they reached the shop, Vince opened the door and held it open for Ynes. She entered quietly and then stepped to the side. Waiting for him just on the interior.

“Morning, what can I do for you?” asked a man behind a counter to the side. He was older, with dark-black hair and tired brown eyes.

“Looking for things that might interest us,” Ynes returned with a happy bounce and nod of her head. “We’ve got a few contracts in the area, so thought we’d stop in, given how much Toulouse has changed.”

“Heh, changed. Changed is a polite way to put it,” grumbled the man with a firm shake of his head. He looked like he wanted to chew up a bunch of lemons, if only to improve the extreme nature of his grimace. “You’re too pretty to be in the city. You need to get out. Soon as you can. It’s all going to pot. All of it.

“The military governor is just using the city like a personal piggy bank. Taking everything he wants, doling it out to those he likes, and letting his people do as they please as well. This is definitely not a place for you. They’ll be lingering around you, hoping you’ll stay the night.”

“Oh… I wouldn’t worry about itty bitty ol’me,” Ynes said with a warm and husky chuckle. “My big strong Snuggle-Bug here is very possessive of me. I’m his little Flowerpot.

“Now… anything of interest you’ve got for sale gran-dad? I’ve got the coin and I’m lookin’ to spend it. I can also trade if you’d prefer that.”

“Anything of interest,” murmured the man and then sighed with a small nod of his head. “I’ve got some things, sure. None of it that’d probably be that useful to a mercenary but… things of interest aplenty. I have a couple working victrola’s I’ve repaired, as well as a few records to listen to with it.

“A working vacuum cleaner, but it’s a bit hard to get it working. It requires electricity and… that’s obviously in short supply. I did get it working by having a Nullifier assist me… but it’s interesting.”

Vince only smiled a bit while listening. This was all fluff now.

They’d gotten the most important information already.

Don’t stick around at night.

“— a couple radios, same problem as the vacuum though. Even an electric razor. It was all part of a ruin that’d been untouched, really. Found it a month or two ago completely by accident,” continued the man, leading Ynes to a small shelf off to one side. She looked rather excited when she glanced back at him and lightly clapped her hands together.

Smiling at him.

Ugh. I’m going to be stupid with my money.

Fes shouldn’t have sent her with me.

Or… did she do it on purpose?

Is she using Ynes as a therapy tool like I did Blue once upon a time?

Ynes wrinkled her nose, stuck her tongue out at him while smiling, then grabbed his arm and pulled him forward. She kissed his cheek and brought him over to stand in front of the shelf.

Bobbing up and down in place and grinding herself into his arm.

“Ooh! Look, it’s a mechanical cat thingie! Snuggle-Bug, can I have it?” asked Ynes, who promptly laid her head down on his shoulder. “It’s so cute! It’d look great on the mantle at home. Dionara will just die of envy!”

Probably.

But it’s working.




***




Vince kept an eye on Ynes without watching her. All the while getting his boots shined. The young man was working a cloth back and forth, after having already cleaned it and applied a coat of wax. Shimmying the cloth quickly over the fronts of the boots and quickly giving them a luster that hadn’t been there in months.

It was a valid place to watch over her to make sure things went smoothly, as well as get something he’d wanted to do, done. They’d looked terrible and had been covered in mud, blood, guts, forest, and sand. They’d been through the ringer and then some and needed attention.

Kinda like Ynes, I guess. She’s perked up so quickly after just getting that first go round already.

Though it’s not like I was any different. After Fes and Meliae started taking care of my needs I practically became a different person. Was a night and day difference when having someone there that only wanted you to be happy.

Almost as if she were unable to help herself, Ynes lifted her eyes up and looked right at him. Only to realize she was sneaking a peek and jerked her head away. Looking off in a different direction entirely.

Considering I’ve seen her use a rifle as well as I can, and fighting in hand-to-hand combat, with decades of policing experience, she really is awfully sweet.

Fes wandered out from the bar she’d been in. Elizabeth coming out a second afterward. The two of them looked up the street one way, then the other.

Both of them spotted him at the same time. 

The grins that popped up on their faces were instantaneous. Each of them walking over to where he was sitting. Each of them had diverted their gaze a bit to the shop next to him.

More as if they were walking to that, rather than him.

Pulling out a small circular dish, the young man ran his fingers through it, then started moving them along Vince’s boots. Only to lightly brush it along most of the surface for each boot.

Pulling out the brush, he ran it along each side of the boot several times, then along the front of it.

Fes and Elizabeth had made it over at this point, causing the young man to stop.

Then to stare.

At Elizabeth to be more precise.

Right now she was in her great coat and armor, but there was no mistaking the woman as anything other than what she was.

An elegant and beautiful-looking woman.

The man managed to force himself to get back to work and whipped out a cloth. Dabbing it in another circular tin and then rubbing it into the boot’s leather directly.

“Oh, I get it now,” Fes said with a chuckle. She was speaking in French and Vince had no idea if she’d learned it naturally or gotten one of the skill books for it. She was holding up something up to Elizabeth as if it were something they needed. “I like it. Makes sense. Should do what we want. Thoughts?”

“Agree completely. I can already sense that it’s working. Seven and five, different directions, same goal for each,” Elizabeth concurred. “That might be a bit too much to make the sale quick and quiet.”

“It’ll be fine, it’ll be fine. We’ll just put this back for now,” Fes said and then sighed. “Let’s go look around the shop. They look like they have some rather neat looking knives in the back there. I’d like to look them over.

“They even look like they have some rock polishing tools. That might work for your horns, wouldn’t it?”

“Oh! Very possibly. I’d love to take a look if nothing else,” Elizabeth said, entirely engrossed in the situation now.

“Ah, all set,” said the young man at Vince’s feet, having run the polishing rag over the boots while clearly listening to Fes and Elizabeth.

Hold up, Elizabeth. Ynes is going to get moving as soon as I stand up and wander off to an inn to get a room. We’ll stay there for a bit, then she’ll leave right at nightfall.

We’re trying to bring in as many insects as we can.

“Great. Thanks,” said Vince, realizing that the young man had already relaced the boots and he was indeed ready to go.

Getting out of the chair and stepping down, Ynes noticed it instantly.

She stopped fiddling with her nails and let her hands drop to her side. For a time, she’d been trying to look the part of a bored young woman waiting for someone. She let out an exasperated noise, flicked her hand out, then marched off. Back toward the inn they’d set up as the rally point for this exact situation.

Vince started moving as well, moving away from the raised shoe-shine bench

“Tricky,” Fes said in Draconic, falling in behind Vince as he passed by them. “I do enjoy your tricky nature. At first it annoyed me, then I realized it’s no different than trapping animals. Tricky is fine when you’re dealing with things less than beasts. For your power, your continued rise, you need not bother with scum and pests.”

“You know, Fes, I honestly didn’t understand you or your position. I think I finally do,” Elizabeth murmured, moving to take the other side of Vince. “Now, being around you, I get it. I can see why Taylor and the other Dragons you interacted with always had a favorable opinion of you.”

“They did? Huh. I always thought maybe they looked down on me for losing my position to Yarie,” Fes admitted.

“No! No one would ever fault you for losing to her majesty. She is her majesty,” Elizabeth stated sincerely and with what sounded like reverence. “Her majesty is a world apart from everyone and anyone. Only our Lord can stand up to her, no one else can. I shudder at the idea of challenging her as Taylor did. The beating she gave to her… it’s not something I’d like to go through. 

“I hear she fractured her horn from the weight of her attacks. That her Majesty then repaired it herself after feeling pity for Taylor.”

“I… Yarie is… she’s Yarie. I don’t understand why she cares for me the way she does, but she does,” muttered Fes as they moved along the street. Moving separately but with Ynes on her route. “I’m grateful for it.”

“I feel the same way about my dear Royal Elf,” Vince added sincerely.

He didn’t quite understand how Yaris had come around to loving him, or Berenga, but he didn’t want it to ever stop.

“The flies are circling. Think they’ll try to make a move early? In broad daylight?” asked Fes. “I don’t want to put Ynes at risk.”

“No… they just don’t want to lose her. They’re sticking a bit closer than they probably should. I can read it from some of them. More than a few have that… odd… quality to their minds,” Elizabeth countered. “They’ll wait for nightfall. Then they’ll attack as soon as they can. We should do our best to make sure it’s in an area that can cause the most problems.

“Like a residential area. Where the soldiers would have no reason to be in at all.”





Chapter 19




Vince waited, crouched down and kept himself out of sight. Next to him was Fes, the two of them nestled up against a wall. It was deep in shadows and there was no light from any nearby buildings that made it here.

Fes and Elizabeth had scouted out the area while Vince remained with Ynes in the inn. Where they sat around, talked, listened to people around them, drank a bit, ate dinner, and then he left.

They’d planned for Ynes to follow along an hour after that, which meant they weren’t long from when she’d show up. Preferably with all the soldiers who meant her ill in tow.

“I’m excited,” Fes confessed, turning her head and looking at him. Her longsword was laid on the ground in front of them in its sheath. It was simply too big to be on her hip without striking the wall they were up against.

“Why’s that, my beloved Fes?” asked Vince, glancing over at Berenga.

Grinning at him, Fes leaned in and kissed him briefly.

“It’s been a while since I had a chance to travel with you like this. To fight by your side and lay waste to our enemies,” she continued quietly. “Everything got so caught up in itself that I couldn’t get away. Then our daughter came into our lives… being the Fes… getting wounded… and everything else. It just stole my time away.

“I think… after our son is born, I’ll have to settle down again. As long as I have a Dryad with me to help hold things back a bit, this’ll be alright. Yarie is doing the same, as is Caroline and a few others.

“They’re all trying to get their kids to come at the same time as our son. So they’re all born in a wave and can be with one another. Just like what happened with Berest and her group. It worked out rather well, really.”

Vince couldn’t deny that having the kids in waves was definitely making cohorts out of them. They’d have their group of siblings, up or down a couple years, for most of their lives.

Though realistically, he could see Meliae’s hand in this. Encouraging, pushing, problem solving whatever came up. Getting Caroline to delay her pregnancy and more or less remaining pregnant while already quite large for whatever plan Meliae put in front of her.

“Our little Dryad queen is terrifying. These pregnancies, the waves of kids, all the Dryads working in concert in the background. It’s all Meliae at its heart. Everything she garnered from her mother, the world, and then her own innate talent,” Vince remarked, holding Fes’ eyes. “I’m not sure any of my personal life would have worked out without her doing what she does.”

“Probably… not. I would have given up on being a kind Fes, and would have been an Orc Fes,” admitted Berenga with a curious tone. “Driving out or killing anyone that didn’t agree with every choice I made for the family. Making it stronger, in one sense, but weakening it in another.”

Then Fes chuckled, shrugged her shoulders, and grinned at him.

“Meliae is my confidant. I tell her everything. She listens, hears, and consults with me on even the pettiest of my issues,” Fes murmured. Vince had indeed noticed that Fes and Meliae often had long chats in private. They weren’t out and about with one another as bosom buddies or the like, but clearly, they were in lockstep when it came to guiding the family. Now he knew why. “I’ll have to make sure I buy her a souvenir. Though I do think—”

Fes’ voice trailed off at the same time Vince felt Ynes coming their way. She was moving at a fast trot down the alley that led into this dead end. As if she were being pursued but wasn’t quite ready to sprint.

When he got eyes on her, he also saw she was looking backward the way she’d come. Her steps heavy and almost uneven. Looking quite the part of a scared young woman at what was happening around her.

A small bend in the alley broke her line of sight from those who were more than likely after her, which triggered an immediate change in Ynes.

Her head snapped forward, the panicked look on her face bled away, and a stony and flat smile sprang up. Her eyes were void of anything at all. There wasn’t an emotion there.

Ah… there’s Ynes the Dryad who was forced to be a soldier and guardsman. I wonder how long it’ll take for that to be pushed out of her heart.

If ever, in fact.

Ynes jogged past the two of them, though her smile warmed considerably as her eyes flitted over Vince. She kept moving and then ducked in tight behind a shattered pillar.

Vince had the impression this area used to be some sort of auditorium that’d been built for the city. Slowly making way for the city and being built around, in some cases over, and having a great deal of its material stolen.

All that remained were a few benches, a shallow bowl, broken bits of discarded furniture, and trash.

“She’s so in love with you that it’s kinda funny,” murmured Fes, still smiling. Apparently Ynes’ absolute doting behavior for him, even with her right next to him, was amusing to Fes. “I like her. We were talking about weapons on the way over. Best usage and stuff.”

It’s almost like there are two Yneses in the same body.

One adorably cute and quite girly, the other, absolutely lethal and well-versed in combat.

Given that she isn’t into feeling pain all the time, still wants warm, cuddly, vanilla sex, maybe she really is a woman of two minds.

“Here we go. I’m so… excited. Let’s have sex after this,” growled Fes, shifting her weight around.

As soon as it kicked off, Elizabeth would be jumping down from the roof somewhere along the alleyway. Sealing off the soldiers’ line of retreat and penning them in.

“Sure, but not here, you bloodthirsty monster,” Vince agreed, reaching over to run a hand over Fes’ rear end. He knew she got incredibly excited and aroused from fighting. Touching her would only make it worse for her, but better later, too. “You’ll wait for a bed, we won’t be wrestling for it, and I’m going to love you tenderly.”

“Ahhh… but… okay, husband,” relented Fes, a warm and bashful look flickering across her face before it vanished. “I don’t mind that. It’s a bit embarrassing but… uhm, I do enjoy it… when you treat me delicately.

“So, yes. Yes, tonight that’s fine. Okay. Time-time to fight.”

For Fes, she’s embarrassed to be loved.

Ynes, mortified to get herself beat up.

Yet for both it’s what they want at the same time.

Sex is such an interesting and weird thing.

“Where’d you go, pretty thing?” called a voice from where Ynes had entered from. “You could have made this easier on all of us if you’d stopped earlier. Now we’re stuck in this nasty pit back here. Your shoulders are going to get wrecked.”

There was general laughter that came with that statement. A sound that caused Vince to feel a heavy and righteous anger rise up inside of himself.

“I thought you wanted to be delicate,” murmured Fes, her hand landing atop his on her rear end. He’d started gripping at her as if he were about to throw her down to the ground and wrestle her into sex. All because he let his anger get the better of him. “I’m not in the mood for fighting you in bed after this now. So, get that out of your system here and now.”

Soldiers walked into view at that point. There were at least ten that he could see, but he felt like there was another group that was trailing along behind this one. Whether to join the first, stop it, or wait for their own turn, he had no idea.

“Hurry up and make this easy on us. You’ve got even more ‘clients’ to take care of after us,” called another soldier. “Faster we get this over with, the better for everyone.”

Yeah, no, they can all die.

Bluff or not, I don’t care anymore.

Fes beat him to action, however. She’d stood up and started walking toward the nearest soldiers. Her sword was ripped free of its sheath and was held up and at her side.

“Rapists,” she hissed and swung her blade in a horizontal slash with one hand. Her prosthetic hand carried even more strength than her original limb had. Making her rather frightening to deal with.

The blade crunched through the shoulder of a soldier, then his neck. It kept going and hit a second solder, catching him in the upper arm and bisecting it outright.

Only to get lodged in the man’s torso and stuck there.

Vince had noticed in that moment that her blade looked a lot like his own now. Mr. White had apparently decided she needed a weapon that could match his own.

Having stood up a second after Fes did, Vince was on the group of soldiers, even as she attacked them. Lunging forward with his sword.

He caught the closest soldier in the middle. The blade cleaving the armor, flesh, and bone neatly. Striking down to their heart.

Jerking the weapon free, Vince drew back with his hand partially and then flicked it to the side, giving the end of his sword a vicious and snappy movement.

The cutting edge slashed through an armored forearm cleanly. The hand and wrist of that soldier’s arm fell away and landed on the ground with a soft thud.

Fes had already brought her big weapon around and casually deflected an attack against her left side, then launched a counter that cleaved the man’s head off from the jaw up.

Ynes came out of the shadows then, a short steel-shod club in each hand. He’d noticed them at her sides previously but hadn’t really thought about them since.

A soldier had turned to face her on the approach and threw out a fairly well practiced slice with their weapon. Aimed at Ynes middle, it was a good attack that’d land more often than not.

One club snapped out to strike the weapon coming her way at the midpoint along the cutting edge. There was a clang, followed by the upper portion of the sword swishing past Ynes.

The cold and merciless smile on her face didn’t falter as the weapon broke. As if she’d done this often and had expected the result.

Her left foot slid forward and her body rotated, the second club coming around to crack into the man’s helmeted temple. There was a noise like the crunching of metal that was accompanied by a sharp pop, followed by the man going limp and hitting the ground.

Ynes glided forward and whipped a club into the back of the head of a man who was struggling on his knees. Then she stomped a booted foot down on the man’s neck with her next step.

Feisty and lethal.

Vince took the opportunity given by the next soldier in his view being distracted, and calmly pushed out a lunge. The sword piercing the man low in the guts when he unexpectedly took a step backward.

Yanking the blade down and away, Vince was fairly certain the man’s guts would be tumbling free shortly. Leaving no one standing in the group he and Fes had engaged.

Turning, he looked back down the alley to try and figure out where the other group was.

Elizabeth stood like an instrument of death, at the mouth, where the area opened and widened out. Only two soldiers stood in front of her, all the rest were laid out on the ground. Squirming about in puddles of blood or unmoving.

The two that were standing were impaled on Elizbeth’s spear. One through the chest, the other through the head. The weapon was bending with the weight, though the Platinum Dragon didn’t seem bothered by it and held the spear in one hand. Her other hand was empty, and she had an odd countenance.

Somewhere between shock and boredom.

Shaking her arm to the left, then right, she dislodged the two soldiers. Then lifted her spear up and began executing all the fallen and wounded soldiers that were laid about on the stones.

“That’s that,” Vince said and looked back to Fes and Ynes.

The latter of which nudged a soldier’s head to one side, then bashed it in with an overhead chop of her steel club. Followed by her booted foot stamping down across their throat.

Fes looked to him with a wide smile, blood splattered visibly across her face.

“A simple and somewhat boring fight, but enjoyable still!” she said, stabbed her sword into the back of a soldier and then left it there. She tore a guard’s surcoat off and began dabbing it at her face and arms. “It’s good to be in the thick of things again. I do have to confess that I did enjoy being on the tactics and strategy side with Petra and Meliae at the same time. Even politics with Yarie isn’t that burdensome anymore.”

Ynes said nothing, but moved to the next moaning soldier.

Then brought the club down on the face. Everything crumpling inward under the weight of the blow, killing them. Ynes proceeded to begin beating at their chest, breaking and crushing their ribs with the blows.

A cold and frightening smile ever present, even as she obliterated the man.

I wonder if she isn’t a Human Dryad but something else.

Hm.

Should ask her or Dea about it sometime.




***




Sitting in a row, Vince, Fes, and Elizabeth watched as soldiers ran one way down a street, then up from a different one.

Only to rush back off in a different direction, with a new squad of people amongst their ranks.

All the while, citizens were looking concerned and upset as the whole thing started to unfold. As rumors about what’d happened began to spread about, and how a bunch of soldiers had gone after an attractive woman.

That they were going to go out and more than likely rape her to death, then dump the body somewhere. Chalking it up to a violent crime and making it out to be nothing.

Only to have all the soldiers be murdered, stripped, and left out in the open.

Each of them with a large nail slammed through their forehead with a paper note that read “rapist” on it.

Or at least, that was the rumor they’d all spread when they made the rounds this morning. Talking to each other and doing it loud enough that others would overhear it.

Ynes was back at the camp right now, just in case someone could pick her out as the one the soldiers had been after. Admittedly, Vince was also a possible connection, but they were counting on everyone remembering Ynes, and forgetting Vince.

Comparatively, he was much more forgettable than her.

“Seems like it’s working,” Elizabeth remarked, as a squad of soldiers stopped in front of a home, then began pounding on the door. Vince couldn’t make out what was shouted, but it didn’t sound friendly. “Who’ll take the next step, you think?”

So long as they all spoke in Draconic, there wouldn’t be anyone who could actually eavesdrop on them.

On this continent, the only Dragons that existed were probably already all part of Yosemite.

“Soldiers,” answered Fes with a nod of her head. “They’ll react violently and try to cover everything up with blood and more blood. Eliminate anyone and everyone that could be linked to it.”

“Us,” Vince counterclaimed, then took in a short breath. “Both sides are going to warily stare at one another. Wondering what the other will do. Neither of them wanting to really make the first move, just in case the Tribunal or the king gets involved later.

“That way they can say they weren’t to blame. That they weren’t the ones who started it all. Plausible deniability. Which means we’ll need to strip it from them. Both of them. Make them very aware of what the other wants to do so they have to act for their own good.”

“That sounds unpleasant,” muttered Fes.

“Probably will be. We’ll just have to do it while causing the least amount of problems. For the citizens’ side… I’m betting there’s collaborators,” continued Vince. “And where there’s collaborators, there’s people who are doing it for bribes, money, or favors. All of which often lead back to someone who wouldn’t be welcome on one side or the other.

“Just have to find someone working for the military, that the citizenry doesn’t suspect. Someone that would be better dead than alive anyways. Then… do that. Make the death look like the military did it. Erase and remove any evidence that’d give them the appearance of having been a collaborator. Maybe make them even look like they were fighting for the citizens.

“Really stir it all up and make it confusing. Confusing, messy, and so no one knows who’s on what side. We’ll just have to do our best to make sure the damage and problems doesn’t fall on the citizens too much. Even then though… some losses would be acceptable if it helps with our goal of destabilizing the region.

“After that… probably a good time to blow up a depot or three. Set the whole thing off with a nice… big… bang.”

Elizabeth and Fes nodded their heads to that as the soldiers took someone with them and rushed off.

“Which means you and I, Elizabeth, need to go some recon work. Figure out who’s working for the wrong side, and get this moving,” Vince said. “Fes… you’d probably do better causing a ruckus in the nearby military camps and patrols with Ynes.”

“I like it,” concurred Fes. “We’ll do that, but I’ll be with you rather than Elizabeth. She and Ynes can do that type of destruction work just as well as I could, and it’ll be good for her to be there rather than me. She can read their thoughts, while you do the same here. That way we’re getting information from both ends of this one.”

“Oh… yeah. Good thing you’re as beautiful as you are smart, Fes,” Vince offered, looking at the Orc.

“You sure are full of flattery as of late, Husband. Something you want?” asked the Orc, eying him suspiciously.

“He wants to bed you,” Elizabeth answered while gnawing at what looked a lot like a chicken leg. She’d bought it from a street vendor. “He reeks of desire, and I know at least half of it is directed at you, Fes. All that cuddling, kissing, and hugging you gave him last night has him unable to concentrate. He’s been churning for more of you ever since then.”

“Is he now,” purred the Orc, her eyes boring into his face. “Apparently… I should play Human wife as often as you play Orc husband, Vince.”





Chapter 20




Vince felt rather strange looking at Fes right now.

She was wearing a dress fit for humans, her hair was styled, and she was wearing makeup that fit and suited her skin tone as well. If he didn’t know it was his Fes, his wife Berenga, then he’d honestly assume it was a different woman entirely.

Though she was wearing gloves that came up past her elbows to disguise her prosthetic arm. For her legs, she’d put on some type of legging that was dark enough to make it hard to distinguish that there was something different there.

“What?” she asked, tilting her head to one side. “Is it too much? I figured, if we were going to blend in a bit with the city, then I wanted to actually blend in. Where we’ll be going has a lot of women dressed like this, and trying to go there in my mercenary gear just wouldn’t work.”

Lifting her hands up, she looked down at the dress that fit her toned and athletic body very well. She spun one way, then the other, making the ends of the dress shimmy around her.

“Ynes gave me some help with all this. I just put it in the wardrobe at the inn we rented. It felt like she was giving me good advice, was she wrong?” asked Fes, sounding insecure and unsure now.

“No, no! Ah… no. You look lovely, Fes. Berenga Campbell. Lovely. I’m just… just wondering if I can somehow turn you into a Human-wife after all. You’re such a good-looking Orc to begin with that it really… shifts things when you dress up. I’m a fan of this look in fact. I’m just wondering how much to say and- uh… you know what?

“Can I buy you an entire wardrobe of dresses, skirts, blouses and other human stuff that I’d buy for Meliae or the others? Maybe human… ah… human lingerie? Something in red and black? With a lot of lace on it?”

Fes’ eyebrows moved up and she gave him a coy smile, one hand moving to cover her stomach, while the other drifted up to press a thumb and forefinger to her chin. She held that pose for several seconds and just watched him. Her finger moving back and forth.

“My, my. Ynes promised me this would win you over, but I didn’t expect that kind of a reaction. Have I really forced you to completely don an Orcish way of life, when you really just wanted a homemaker in a dress?” asked Fes, her eyes boring into him. “Actually… I did, didn’t I. I know I did. You were perfectly happy to be at home with Meliae and I in Yosemite. I’m the one that wanted to do a few missions, and you obliged me, made it seem like it was your idea.”

“I have no regrets about my life. About the choices I made and how I did everything. I have a couple regrets about stupid actions, but those are everyday things, or when I made an error. Like so,” Vince asserted firmly, taking a step towards Fes and holding up his wounded left hand. With his right hand, he reached up and tenderly laid it to her cheek. Bringing his thumb over, he touched her lower lip with the tip of it and ran it along the line of her mouth. “No regrets at all though for my life. My life is extraordinary.

“I’m just… caught up in how you look, Fes. You just-you look really nice, Berenga. Really, really nice. I’m at a loss for words to truly describe it. I love you for the Orc Warrior you are, but I could just as easily have fallen for an Orc housewife who wanted only to butcher, cook, clean, and raise Orc children for me.

“So long as it was you, at least, I mean. Such a lovely and exotic woman that you are. I consider myself quite fortunate that you were starving to death and had no idea how to survive in the wild at all.”

Fes turned her head fractionally and caught Vince’s thumb between her teeth. Baring her teeth at him, and showing off her tusks, she rolled his thumb back and forth for a second, as if contemplating biting the digit clean off.

Just as abruptly as she caught it, she wrapped her tongue around it, drew it fully into her mouth and began sucking on it. Sucking on it for far longer than she’d threatened it with her teeth, before letting it go with a kiss.

“My funny and frustrating man. You’re a fortunate Human to have a Fes such as I. I knew my worth and refused to let it be dictated by men who wanted me only for property.

“And you’re in luck tonight as well. You’ll be bedding your Orcish housewife tonight, since you’re so being so overly flattering and complimentary for how I’m currently dressed.

“I expect lots of tender care during our next love making, I’ll have you know. You’ll treat me like a wounded Dryad that needs your attention. All the affection you’d ever give to a sorely injured Dryad that needed you but couldn’t handle much at all,” demanded Berenga. “After that, you’ll get your Orc Warrior back, then I’ll just keep alternating back and forth. I can be both for you, since you’ve been both for me. Thank you for letting me have my way for so long.

“So… shall we go? We have a date to tour a number of high-end inns and eateries. All for the sake of reading minds and figuring out our target. Such a terrible mission for us,” Berenga got out with a chuckle and then leaned forward, moving her face toward him. Presenting him with a spectacular view of herself. “Now give your wife a kiss but don’t muss me. I spent way too long getting this damnable face paint right for you to ruin it.”




***




Holding onto Berenga’s hand, Vince felt rather happy. He hadn’t been able to walk around in anonymity like this in quite a while. Most especially, not with Fes at his side.

There’d never been an end to people with questions, stares, or just wanting to be around him.

While Fes certainly did get looks, they weren’t the same thing as what they’d gotten back home. These were men who were looking did so because she was indeed quite eye-catching.

“Well, given the look on your face, you’re not happy with all the glances I’m getting, and no one gave you anything useful,” Berenga said quietly in Draconic.

“It’s… hard. I’m not really a mind reader. That’s not exactly what I do. I get… impressions and emotions from people. I’m empathic, not telepathic. I can get some stuff if I push a bit but, not like a Dragon can,” confessed Vince. “I got enough from those we passed to know that none of them are helping the military.

“Honestly, I’m wondering if anyone is now. That’s the third café we’ve gone through with no results to show for it. It feels like there really is absolutely no sympathy here in any way for the troops,” complained the Orc, followed by a sigh. Surprisingly, a small burp escaped right after that. “I’m also stuffed to bursting. If I wasn’t sparring with you and… ah… sparring… with you, then I’d be worried about getting fat again.

“I can’t eat anymore. This plan sounded fun, but now, it sounds absolutely miserable. I can’t do anymore at all. I’m sorry, Husband.”

“It’s fine, it’s fine. I get it. My appetite is abnormal to begin with. I’m not the best person to ask if too much is too much anymore,” relented Vince, patting the back of her hand. “That leaves us with trying to figure out who to hit to provoke another response.”

“I’m surprised the soldiery did nothing. I thought for sure they’d retaliate,” mumbled Fes.

“Could be because there was no proof that went anywhere or to any thing. Dead-end trail with no leads at all. They have enough caution to not just blindly lash out. Much to our regret,” Vince conceded with a chuckle. “It is what it is. We’ll figure it out.

“Just have to wait for an opportunity and make it happen. I’m sure we’ll have something come our way soon enough. Though… often when I’ve said that I’ve come to regret it fairly quickly.”

Fes growled softly and then punched him gently in the arm with her free hand.

“You’re not wrong,” she said with a grunt. “Eating with the gloves on was annoying, but my arm stands out too much. Was thinking of having Mr. White try and do something to make it look more normal.”

“If you want. I don’t mind either way. You’re still my Fes, Fes,” Vince argued and slowly came to a stop. Not far away was a group of people that were busily talking amongst themselves.

It wasn’t their conversation that interested Vince, but the feelings he was getting from them. Their sentiments, really.

A hostility for everyone nearby.

Hostility for every single person in the city.

Every individual in the country.

This group of six people wanted nothing more than for the country of Francia to fall into absolute anarchy. To them, nothing would be better than everything collapsing down around the Tribunal and its king.

It was a group of five that were sitting around a table and playing some type of card game in small off-set area attached to a café. They all had drinks that were full and were enjoying themselves.

At least outwardly.

Vince felt like they were waiting there for something.

“— do that instead,” Fes continued, her gloved fingers moving back and forth across his forearm. “Not that I mind. Rather fun, really.”

“I see. That’s pretty interesting. I found it, you know. What we wanted,” he offered, even as they moved away from the group. His eyes were sweeping back and forth for somewhere they could duck into, move to, or be, so that they could keep an eye on the group.

There was a small nick-nack store off from the main street. Set up as a wagon that could be drawn or pushed by one person, it’d been opened up to display a number of what looked to be hand-made trinkets.

It was well placed so that he could keep reading the feelings of these people and what they were about, as well as give Berenga time to study them. 

With only the two of them, it’d be hard to follow them without arousing suspicion.

Vince needed to desperately get an idea of where they’d be staying at, if only to make sure they couldn’t get away. Berenga had already caught on to the situation by this point and was moving with him to the display.

“Well, that’s actually rather lucky,” she muttered and reached out for a small crystal. As she lifted it up, Vince realized the crystal had been cut into the shape and look of an Ash tree. “For our dear Ash. I know she’d love this. As to what you found… I see it.”

Berenga had turned to face him and held up the crystal, as if showing it to him. At the same time, her eyes flicked off to the side and stayed on the group Vince was interested in.

All the while, he’d been trying to gather what he could from them, then realized he wasn’t going to be able to. There was no way to get into their thoughts without being obvious about it.

As well as significantly closer.

His gifts didn’t truly lie in reading people’s minds. That wasn’t really his forte, not exactly.

Not to mention I don’t have a good name for that. It’d need to be a lot simpler, but also complex as needed.

Like… Gus. Or Gustavus.

“Nothing otherwise stands out to me,” Vince murmured and tapped the crystal. He did like what Fes had grabbed as well. Then he turned to look at everything else. He wasn’t going to let something go past him if he could pick up trinkets for others.

A small wolf-like animal had been made from a red crystal. It wasn’t large, but it held an imposing aura despite that.

Vince immediately picked it up and was determined to purchase it. With the promise to give it to Red when she got back to him. Because he had to believe she’d return.

“Well, let’s see if we can’t learn more. Maybe if we—ah, lovely,” Fes stated, then nodded her head to one side and gestured to a sign.

It was an inn that catered to mercantile types.

They’d killed and looted more than enough soldiers that they had the coin to spend. Not to mention, Vince had robbed a pay chest at the military camp he’d blended in with of an entire sack of heavy coinage.

Even if they only used an inn room for half an hour, just to see which way the group went, it’d still be worth it. 

“I have an idea that’ll make us both quite happy I think,” Fes said and pointed at the window. “If you treat me gently, to the point that I can watch out the window while it’s going on, I’d say it’d work, and we both get what we want. Think you can do it? Gentle and soft as could be?”

“Oh, I’ll manage. I’ll make sure of it one way or the other,” he promised. The idea of having a good bit of fun with Fes while on a watch sounded amazing.




***




“Hngh, ha… huh?” mumbled Fes from the bed. “Ugh… I… how long have I been asleep?”

“A bit,” Vince replied. As of yet, he was still watching the men still playing cards. Every now and then, one would get up to get something or use the bathroom, but then come right back. They made no outward appearance of leaving any time soon. “You were tired and needed your rest.”

Vince looked over to her curiously to see how she’d answer that.

“That’s because you wouldn’t get off me. Kept coming back at me like a Dryad was ramping you up,” complained Fes, who rolled over in the bed and lay still again. Her face pressed into the pillow and her body wrapped up in the blanket. “Was kinda fun though. Didn’t think I’d be the one to give up and ask for a break even with it being so gentle every time.”

“Weak old Orc that you are. Besides, it wasn’t like I was rough or anything. I just rode you into the bed for an hour or two as lovingly as I could,” Vince said with a hissing laugh. “Though… I’m not looking forward to when we explain to Berest later that you look like her younger sister because you’re immortal.”

Fes grunted and then her breathing slowed. It almost sounded like she was drifting back off to sleep.

“Not weak. Old though, but don’t look it,” grumbled Fes, snuggling around in the blankets. “You know… my mom thinks you’re the best thing to happen to Orc society. That you forced us all to embrace the good parts of what we are and cut the bad. Because everyone soon understood that if we didn’t, you’d do it for us.”

Nodding his head, Vince agreed with that statement. He’d been prepared to do what he had to, to bring everyone in line.

Elves, Orcs, Dwarves, Ogres, it didn’t matter to him. All would bend to Yosemite’s ways.

Or be bent by his will.

“I could probably bless your grandfather and mother. Give them back some youth. Did it to a Ratkin,” Vince remarked in an offhand way. “Was going to try it on the Duke of Denver, too.”

“Huh,” mumbled Fes.

Looking over, he got a lovely view of a naked Fes sprawled out in the bed with the sheets only covering her shins. It was hard, but he pulled his eyes off her.

“No, it’s fine. They wouldn’t want that and -actually, never mind. I’ll just ask them,” Berenga reasoned. “No change?”

“Nope. They’re waiting. For what, I don’t know. Given it’s past sunset, they’re going to have to do something soon. Curfew is going to go into effect and that’ll be the end of that.”

“Alright. Mmm. This bed is so nice. Ugh, okay. I’m getting up. We’ll… just keep waiting, I guess. See where they go or what they do.”

“Huh. Speak of the devil,” Vince noted, as the men all got up from the table. Except they didn’t head to the street. They went into the café. Then the lights turned off all on their own after the door shut.

“Oh,” Fes remarked, standing next to him and quite naked. “That makes sense. We’ll just have to watch the café in shifts overnight and go from there. See what they do.

“Rather strange though. If they hate everyone that much, but are running a café, that feels more like what Petra would call a front. Front for a clandestine organization. Maybe they were exchanging messages with people while they were there?”

Vince could only nod his head. He had no idea, and Berenga’s guess was as good as his. Her solution was right though. They’d just have to take turns watching the café until the men popped back out.

“Alright, let’s have another go of it in the bed and then it’s your turn to sleep. Also… this time? This time I’m demanding to be treated as an Orc Warrior. You had enough of your Orc housewife for now. You loved me into that bed just like I asked and, while it was fun, I want to switch it up,” Berenga said and slapped Vince in the middle of his back. “I’m going to be an Orc Warrior this time and I don’t plan on losing today. I’m going to win, even if I have to break the damn bed, beat you with it, and mount you in the wreckage of it.”





Chapter 21 




Vince yawned, sighed, and then rested his head against the curtain.

They’d been very careful to make sure no one would suspect they were watching the café from their room. Even when they’d left to get their equipment and belongings from the other room, it’d been done as carefully as possible. They really didn’t want to alert those they were watching to the situation.

Though he’d taken a risk despite not wanting to.

When he’d gone to get the gear, he’d drifted close enough to try and poke through their thoughts. He hadn’t found anything of use. There was nothing he could get to without pushing hard enough for them to notice.

That’d be just as bad as if they got noticed spying on them, if not worse, since they’d suspect someone had gotten ahold of whatever information they had. They weren’t at the point that they needed to force them to rabbit off, so he’d held back from that.

Fes was currently following two of the people they were watching. They’d received what was likely a message from someone passing near them, gotten up, then left together. Almost without saying anything at all.

Vince would go next time, if there was a next time, just to keep things mixed up.

A nearly silent pat near the door caught his attention.

While he normally tuned out most noises like this, this one felt like it was directly in front of the entrance to the room.

Moving to the bedside, table he grabbed up his hunting knife and went toward the door.

“Vince? It’s us,” whispered Ynes on the other side of the wooden barrier. “Open the door?”

Pausing, Vince put the knife back, then went and opened the door. Pulling it open, Ynes and Elizabeth came in swiftly. They seemed concerned and anxious as soon as he laid eyes on them. Both of them were dressed in their mercenary clothes, though they were mussed and peppered with debris.

Bits of foliage, as if they’d rushed headlong straight back to the city and didn’t pause to go around brush and trees. Going right through it instead.

Even as he closed the door, Vince saw that Ynes was already looking at him, her mouth open and waiting for the door to completely shut.

“Prussany is invading,” pronounced Ynes the second the door had closed. “They’re pushing in hard across all the borders. Especially the southern one. They’re making rapid inroads in the south. On our side of the portal-storm that is.

“They’ll be here at Toulouse in a few hours. They rushed right over the border in a concerted push with their forces. We didn’t stick around to watch too long and ended up running ahead of it. We caught scouts and questioned them. Well, Elizabeth did.”

The Platinum Dragon nodded her head.

“I also read their minds as I did so,” she confirmed. “They launched a magical assault, used soldiers, and brought out a lot of mechanized antiques that’d been rebuilt. They even have magical constructs they’re using to fly and battle the Nullifiers in the air. They’ve pulled everything out to make this push succeed.

“From the very beginning, they accepted the cease fire just for this exact moment, when Francia is completely tied up with our own forces.”

“Right,” Vince mumbled and then sighed, putting a hand to his head.

The people they’d been watching made a lot more sense now. They were spies and informants that’d been placed here to watch and report. Provide information to the forces of Prussany and their invasion before it happened.

“Right, okay. We need to get out of the city then. We also need to let Petra know immediately,” muttered Vince as his brain ran ahead. “I’m sure she’ll have some type of plan for this. Some… something she’ll want to do as soon as she learns it all.

“Now… correct me if I’m wrong, Ynes. When you send information to your partners… it’s not exactly a message but more like feelings? The same way Dea sends things, right?”

“Ah, yes! It’s very similar to that. We’re getting better at sending information but… it’s… yeah, it’s a bit of a jumble and things can and do get lost. I wish we’d have come with one of those communication things the Praecantrix have. We thought we’d be able to use Sam and… we screwed up,” Ynes lamented.

“It’s fine. You all did well just to get to me. None of you knew what was going on and what you don’t know, you don’t know,” Vince said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “It’s neither here nor there. Now… we need to get a message to Petra. Let her know what’s going on here.

“Her options are pretty simple but… I’m sure I can list the biggest directions. Move up the coast and hit Gascogne, where they transport things in from the north to the south or… or hit Prussany. Hit the invaders on the east and get them to pull back.”

“Or both,” Elizabeth interjected. “Then we could take Francia up to the portal-storm, the border of Prussany, and our own border. That’d be an easy border to defend and hold all the way across.

“Especially if the plans I saw being started get completed. A Dragon with two Dryads and two Elves would easily be able to fight the Nullifiers off. We suspected that they could take on three, but depending on who, it could go up a lot. We could hold our borders.”

Vince nodded to that and could imagine a squad like that easily dominating the skies. More so if they were all bound together as they’d been planning to do.

And in the future, when I’m not around or I can’t hold anymore, they could easily bind themselves in and to a Dragon I bet. A dryad planting their seed in a Dragon, binding to it, then including the Elves.

Though… still curious how they’re going to make that binding. It’ll have to be something that holds in the same way as a Dryad Seed or Dragon Horn.

“Alright. Elizabeth, get in the air and fly back to Petra. Let her know what’s going on. If you can get back to me, great, if you can’t, oh well. I’ll be heading to the south-east and see if I can’t get more information about what’s going on with Prussany, then I’ll head down to the wall to reconnect.”

“I… of course, Nest-mate. I’ll go immediately,” Elizabeth said with a dip of her head.

“No. I disallow it. Outright,” Ynes said with a chop of her hand. “What we’re going to do is simple. I’m going to go run down Fes, then leave with her. I can find her at any time because of my magic actively working in her. She and I can move easily across country at speed and without a concern.

“I’m her Dryad for her birth, so my ability to grant her stamina is very high. We can easily run all the way back to Petra in a short time, without stopping, or rest, and make it work.

“If Elizabeth got into the air, she’d have swarms of Nullifiers on her instantly. We ran across more than five camps of Nullifiers and their mounts when we were scouting around. They’re just waiting for Dragons or otherwise to fly by. Then they’d take to the air and that’d be it. So no, Elizabeth won’t be flying away.

“I’m sorry Snuggle-Bug, I don’t want to naysay you… but that’d just get Elizabeth killed. Your Flowerpot loves you, and is truly sorry, but she can’t let Elizabeth die for nothing.

“You and Elizabeth can get more information, then go to the wall like you said. Then run that all the way back home and we can get it all back together with a plan.”

Vince opened his mouth, paused, then let out a sigh with a small nod of his head. She was right and he didn’t like it, but he was a smart enough man to know when he was wrong. He wasn’t expected to come up with every plan. With every idea.

He wasn’t the be-all, end-all, in their lives. He was only one facet of it.

“Okay. Get Fes, get going,” Vince said, to which Ynes acted immediately. She’d spun to one side and began throwing together all of Fes’ belongings. Wrapping up everything she had left in the room quickly. “Elizabeth, let’s get outta here and get moving. We’ll need to get ahead of the Prussany forces if we’re going to get any decent information.”

“Of course, Nest-mate,” Elizabeth offered with a smile.

“I’m jealous,” whined Ynes, as she wrapped something around Fes’ things and then tied it down to the top of her backpack. “I want to be alone with my Snuggle-Bug. Have him turn me into his Flowerpot more and more.

“Eeeeeh, hmph. Fine, okay, fine. Anyways. Remember what we talked about, Elizabeth.”

Ynes hadn’t waited for them and was now leaving, rushing out of the room quickly at a trot after jerking the door open. Leaving the two of them standing there in the room.

Then Ynes came back in, slamming the butt of her rifle into the doorframe as she did so.

“I almost forgot. I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Ynes went up to Vince and kissed him hotly while pressing in close to his front. After ten seconds of just about making out with him, her tongue running all throughout Vince’s mouth, Ynes finally came off him. “It’s always too fun to kiss you, Snuggle-Bug. Okay, I love you. When we catch back up, remember to take care of me. Only you can do it, so I need attention. I’ll make sure you get repaid in kind.”

Ynes kissed him briefly, gave him a bright lovely smile, then darted off again. Rushing off through the door and out.

“I think her Dragon and Elves are lucky,” murmured Elizabeth, turning to look at Vince. “Because I can smell your desire for her from here. It’s far more than what you give off for most Dryads. She must be unique.”

“And then some,” Vince admitted, then set about to quickly load his pack, then swing it over his shoulder. Slamming his hunting knife down into its sheath at his side, he turned to look at Elizabeth. “Let’s go. We need to get out of here. A city under siege isn’t a place to be at, not on any level.”

Vince and Elizabeth made it out of the inn and onto the street in a flash. He didn’t see Ynes anywhere, but he imagined she was running Fes down already.

Turning toward the city gate, Vince set off at a walk he hoped wasn’t suspicious, but swift enough to get them out quickly. They needed to go, but he really didn’t want to be stopped by guards either.

“Do we need any supplies?” Elizabeth murmured while marching along next to him. “My pack only has clothes and dried meat in it.”

I… uh… yeah, I guess that’s about right for what a Dragon would want to take with them.

Not really that much of a surprise, just strange when you hear it aloud.

“No, I have what we need in my pack,” countered Vince as he shifted said pack around. He had a pot, canteen, steel, flint, and hatchet. That was all he really did need. The rest he could make-do with things he could scrounge up. “We just really need to get out of here.”

Moving swiftly, they made it to the gate and slipped out without anyone seeming to care. People were moving back and forth as if nothing were the matter at all.

Vince had no idea what the hell was going on so that no fugitives, fleeing soldiers, or wounded had made it to Toulouse, but obviously the city had no idea what was happening. It meant that there was a distinct possibility agents were operating between Toulouse and the army to prevent the news leaking.

Not waiting, Vince took off at a fast run, heading straight for the tree line. They needed to get out of here quickly. His plan was to get straight back to their strike camp and hole up there until they could see what happened to the area.

Rushing about as an army passed through the area was a good way to run across soldiers that may or may not try to do the worst to them. Especially given how attractive Elizabeth was.

Because that’s what happened with war.

Each side dehumanized the other to the point that they weren’t of the same value.

Even Vince had done the same and often wrote off anyone who opposed him as little more than meat waiting to be butchered. Trees that needed to be chopped down.

Shaking his head, Vince dove into the trees, Elizabeth coming along right behind him.

He was no thinker, no in-depth philosopher. These were things that were beyond him and best left to others far more intelligent than he was.




***




A large number of some type of magic user on flying constructs were cautiously flying about. They weren’t moving into the airspace around Toulouse, but they weren’t backing up either.

Opposing them were an increasing number of Nullifiers. Rising up from locations that Vince didn’t even realize they were in, and joining the rest in the sky, or landing in Toulouse.

It’d only been three hours since they’d fled Toulouse, but in that time, the city had found out about the invasion. They’d closed the gates, buttoned up, and sent out Nullifiers that flew off in several different directions.

Vince assumed they all had messages about the situation and were alerting others to the oncoming invasion. It was quite possible they’d be hoping that all the forces in the border war with Yosemite would pull back and head north.

Except, that kind of move would put them back to where they were previously, though much worse.

Previously they’d been fending off Prussany while looking worriedly at Yosemite.

Now they were being invaded by Prussany, while attacking Yosemite, and being forced to choose which side they wanted to lose on.

“If I were Petra… I don’t know what I’d do,” whispered Elizabeth, who then shifted around. Her wings lifted up off her back, then settled back down. Her great coat was laying on the ground next to them, as she’d been overheating while wearing it. “I don’t know what I’d do if I was Francia either, actually. They foolishly turned their back on someone they’d been fighting to the death for years.

“Only to turn and try to fight someone else who’d just destroyed a smaller partner in an alliance. I’ll be the first to admit that’s a very Dragon response but… they’re humans. Couldn’t they have just… reached out to try and message Yosemite to work out a truce? An agreement? Something so that you wouldn’t be an issue?”

“Tried that. Remember? You were there,” muttered Vince. “They sent their soldiers back with a command to go to war. They wanted to fight us. Wanted to go to war with us. Probably thought they could knock us down, then sweep down afterward, take all of Spain for themselves. Turn it from a minor ally into a puppet state.

“Didn’t turn out very well for them, and now, not only did their reach exceed their grasp, but they put their hand in a bear trap. One that won’t be letting go without taking a few fingers in recompense. Because let’s be honest… we know what Petra will do.”

“We do?” Elizabeth asked. She was facing him directly with her body, as Dragons were wont to do. They were prone to staring at him in both interest and aggression. 

“More along the lines of what you said earlier. Both. She’s going to knock the Prussany army back, take the lands south of the portal-storm, and offer a truce to Francia,” Vince summarized. He’d thought about it since Ynes and Elizabeth had quickly discussed it with him. “She knows we don’t quite have the resources to take more from Francia. Nor would we have enough to hold Prussany back if we took more than up to the portal-storm.

“She’ll offer them an out that they can take with the idea of working towards something else later. They’ll believe they can take it back from us in the future, so they’ll more than likely take it.

“Especially if Prussany has to garrison people on the border with us to keep us out. Which they will after we give them a bloody nose. Petra will push up along the eastern side of the wall. Up from Barcelona. I think it’s Barcelona. Anyways… she’ll push up from there, and run it along the edge of Spain, to where the old border of Francia and Prussany was.

“Probably not a single inch forward from there and not even trying to go ahead. I’ll probably end up being sent to that border and asked to make it very uncomfortable for anyone who tries to push in. Likely you’ll be there along with a number of squads of… whatever… we call the Elves, Dryads, and Dragons. Is there a name for you all combined?”

“Nothing really formal. A few nicknames and some suggested names,” Elizabeth admitted. “We’re working on it. I’m sure we’ll come up with something. Maybe they already did while I’ve been away.”

“Well… a few squads of everyone, with me and them making the border uncomfortable,” Vince continued. “The portal-storm… no idea how to handle that, but I’m sure Petra will come up with something.

“Probably something with magic or the like. I don’t know. Not really my forte. I’ve successfully cast like… twenty spells in my life, and they were all either over-powered and awful, or so small and weak they did nothing.”

“I-ah-that… yes. I could see all of that. Thank you for sharing your thoughts with me,” Elizabeth said, then reached out with a hand and laid it to Vince’s back. “Can I ask you a different question? One that has nothing to do with any of this?”

Vince watched as Nullifiers and the mages started to get closer. The latter closing in on the city of Toulouse. Likely matching the approach of their ground troops and staying with them.

Distantly, he could hear the rumble and grind of what sounded like internal-combustion engines. Something that Vince had somewhat discounted when he’d heard about the possibility they’d be available, but finding now that it might actually be true.

“Am I doing well as a Human? I’m trying to live much more as a Human, than a Dragon,” Elizabeth asked nervously. “I’m… I feel like I’m doing much better. I’m pulling in Dragons at every opportunity by being a Dragon, but amongst… amongst non-Dragons… I’m… living as a Human. Or as best as I can. I feel like I’m doing well and I’d like feedback.”

Vince blinked, frowned, then glanced to Elizabeth and thought on it for a few seconds. He didn’t have to really think about it really hard either.

“Honestly… I forgot you were a Dragon,” he admitted with a shrug of his shoulders. “I’d say that yes… yes, you’re definitely living as a Human to the point that it feels more like you’re a Dragonnewt.”

“Ah, lovely. Lovely, lovely. That’s… lovely,” Elizabeth responded with a wide smile. “I’ve been working really hard on it. Mother has told me that I’ve done well, since the Dragons see me as their wing-leader, and non-Dragons see me as a very non-Dragon version of myself.

“The better I can walk in both worlds, the easier it’ll be for me and my kind. We’ve more or less refused to integrate with Yosemite as a whole and… that can’t continue. We’ll need to be more like the Reds, but even more so. Especially in working with Dryads and Elves. Changes must occur.”

There was a boom that shook everything around Vince and caught his attention. Looking back to the sky, Vince saw that the aerial battle was now underway. A boom sounded and then a trail of dust and smoke rose up into the air from Toulouse.

As if it’d been hit by something that exploded.

“I guess that’s the start of it,” murmured Vince and stood up. “Time to go get some answers. Maybe we can get a chance to talk to their general and make this work out in advance.”

“I think I’ll be transforming into my Dragon shape and then chewing people to death,” Elizabeth murmured and stood up as well. Then she started to strip out of her clothes. “I don’t want to ruin these, so I’ll just put them aside for now at the camp. They’re rather comfortable, and the material is quite nice.”

Hm.

Really is becoming a human-like Dragon. More so than even Dragonnewts. I wonder if she’s unique in this or just that much more intelligent than everyone else.

Or that willing to experience growth. That’s a skill all on its own

Should probably get my armor. 

Pistol and sword, too.

Things are going to get interesting.

Interesting and terrible.





Chapter 22 




“I was wrong,” Vince stated as he looked out to the wrecked camp. It’d been where an army of Francia had been holed up just this morning. A camp that had log fittings for many of the buildings around the base, walls that went around the majority of the camp, and a number of beaten paths that’d been made through sheer repetition of booted feet hitting turf.

This had been here for a significant amount of time.

Before Prussany had stormed through this morning and crushed it, rolled through it, and kept moving. Straight till they stopped at Toulouse and settled in for a siege. One that included actual artillery pieces and full magical attacks.

“How so?” growled Elizabeth from beside him. She was nude, hunched into herself, and staring out at the camp as well. She was rather fussy about being naked right now, but she hadn’t wanted to shift to her Dragon form, as she’d be more conspicuous. 

“Been thinking about it as we headed over here,” Vince continued, his eyes sweeping through the very obvious Prussany forces that were settling into said camp. They were repairing buildings, walls, and putting in more defensive positions as well. “If Prussany takes Toulouse, it’ll be that much harder for Petra later on. Because I can guarantee she’ll be heading this way.

“Everything south of the portal-storm is going to become the new battlelines for us. Right up to and then holding there. She’ll seal off the pass in the west, deploy scouting and screening forces of some sort along the storm, then push out to the east. All the way to the Prussany border.

“After that, I think she’ll hunker down and see what happens with the others. At the same time, she’ll work to consolidate our holdings in Spain. We’ll just be looking to hold and firm up what we’ve got. Let Prussany and Francia take shots at each other.”

“Okay… we talked about most of that previously. You’re not really saying how you were wrong,” Elizabeth murmured, turning her head to look at him. He got the impression that if they had more room in the small group of bushes they were in, she’d turn toward him bodily.

“I was wrong in what our response to this needs to be. And yeah, I kinda brought it up then changed my own subject,” admitted Vince with a chuckle. “We can’t let them take Toulouse and reinforce it. While we can’t really stop them from sieging down the city, we can make it a lot harder for them to get reinforcements through.

“This road right here that runs along next to the camp? That right there is how they’ll move most of their equipment and people through this area. I want to take that camp over for myself and then leverage it to attack any column or group that tries to go west.

“This’ll be a good opportunity to talk to some Prussany officers as well. Let them know that they’re not welcome in Yosemite. Because everything south of the portal-storm I’m claiming is ours. They broke an agreement they had with Francia to launch this attack, so I’ll not be recognizing anything they claim or state.

“If they really want to argue about it… they can do it from a coffin. I’ll build it myself for them and lay it out. They can dig the hole themselves the longer they fight me on the subject.”

“Ah,” Elizabeth murmured and then leaned her head down to Vince’s shoulder. Resting her brow against his armor. “I now understand. This is all a hunting ground that you’ve claimed, and if you let them run wild in it, there won’t be as much available for us later on.”

“More or less,” Vince answered, feeling rather strange at the sudden closeness of the beautiful and naked Dragon. He couldn’t deny he was physically interested in her and wanted to explore that angle, but in the same breath, he still felt somewhat awkward around her.

Then again, it wasn’t as if Vince was against one-night stands or casual sex. He enjoyed both of those things quite a bit, really.

“Then… how shall we proceed?” asked Elizabeth, one of her horns coming up to press into the underside of Vince’s jaw. He suddenly was reminded of his time spent with Taylor.

After conquering her Dragon, she had become incredibly tender and cuddly. Often wanting to nip at his skin with her mouth, as if he needed preening.

“Walk in there bold as day, demand they release all those citizens and prisoners, proceed to slaughter at least half of them,” Vince summarized. “Because they’ll say no to my demands, but I need them to go back and tell the tale of what happened.

“Need to spread my myth and legends further. Make them all fall into the belief that the King of Yosemite, husband to several goddesses, cannot be stopped. Same reason I let those Nullifiers I mentioned previously go. Spread my mythos far and wide.”

“That makes a lot of sense,” Elizabeth answered a moment before her lips pressed to his exposed neck. He felt it when she started to run her mouth along his skin. In the exact way Taylor would. “We’ve been alone together longer than ever before. I feel an overwhelming need to mate and then nest.”

True.

I’ve never really been alone with Elizabeth like this. Usually have others around in one way or another.

Interesting.

I wonder if she’s been holding these feelings down by force of will. Would make sense, since she’s been working at being more human and less Dragon.

“I get it,” Vince said and reached up to grab one of her horns. He gave it a light tug, pulling her away from himself. It’d give him a chance to push at her need to be dominated as well as a chance to get away from her. “We can explore it later. Did you want me to use your horns as handholds or treat you like a human?”

“I… ah… huh. Taylor likes you to hold her horns?” asked Elizabeth, even as Vince stood up and started to walk toward the camp.

“Often. Not always,” Vince answered, his hands moving to check his pistol and sword at his hips. They were in place and ready.

“Er… human, then. I think for my first time, I’d like to be treated like a human,” Elizabeth murmured, catching up to him and now walking at his side. “I think that would be more interesting to experience if it happened before you treat me like a Dragon.”

Vince only nodded his head.

“None but you may look upon me,” Elizabeth intoned and then began transforming into her Dragon form. Rapidly growing larger and spreading out in every direction.

You know… the way they say that, makes it seem like their humanoid shape is them, and that the Dragon shape, isn’t so. Then again, they spend most of their time as Dragonnewt look-alikes now.

Less so as full Dragons.

“Announce me,” Vince ordered as they kept walking.

Elizabeth was now fully in her Dragon shape and looking impressive.

Snapping her wings out fully, she lifted her head up. There was no mistaking her as anything else other than a fully mature Dragon when she made herself this visible. Especially considering she seemed to be as big as Taylor was now.

Bigger than any Dragon he’d seen except for Ferris, in fact.

“The Lord of Yosemite, he who commands Dragons, Dryads, and Elves, is coming!” roared Elizabeth toward the encampment. “Prepare an envoy for he who is married to the gods! You unwelcome invaders will be held to the laws of Yosemite from hence forth!”

“Nice,” complimented Vince as Elizabeth’s voice died away. She kept her wings spread out wide as they continued to move forward.

“I felt it would be better to tell them exactly who was coming. As you said, to spread your story. It’ll also make it easier to kill them, as they’ll be hostile when we arrive,” Elizabeth explained. “Less talking, more fighting. Easier.”

“You know… you’ve been rather easy to get along with as of late,” remarked Vince. “More feral than a human, less brutal than a Dragon. I like it. Not as moody as a Dragonnewt either.”

“Oh? Well. I’m glad I’m succeeding in my goals. I do plan to supplant your other wives in time,” Elizabeth murmured, her head turning to look at him. “I’m planning on becoming many things to you. Even the Fes. Yaris must take me seriously when I fight with her, and I managed to beat Berenga several times before she was rejuvenated. I shall manage to do so again.”

Vince only grinned.

He’d heard several people tell him such a thing. There were many who wanted to become Fes and dominate everyone else. Even Vince had to admit that’d be his goal if he were in their shoes.

In a dog-eat-dog world, it pays to be hungry.

As hungry as possible.

Soldiers were rushing out of the camp now with rifles, swords, and spears. They were preparing themselves in a line formation and looking quite hostile to Vince’s approach.

Activating the shield set in his left gauntlet without lifting his arm, Vince felt it when it settled into place in front of himself. It would divert any rounds sent his way, as well as great number of spells.

“Think they’ll fire on me? They’re acting rather aggressive,” Vince wondered.

“No. They’re acting more like nervous prey. Raising their arms up and trying to make themselves larger than they are,” Elizabeth countered. “Holding out claws, spitting, hissing. That sort of thing. Bears and wolves are like that. Somehow thinking that I’ll back off after I’ve already committed to eating them.”

“Does beast taste like deer to you? Does to me,” Vince muttered as his mind hopped topics.

“I… yes. It does. I never thought of that.”

Vince came to a stop twenty or so feet from the closest soldier. They’d all raised up their weapons and were aiming them at him, or holding them at the ready.

“I’m the Lord of Yosemite,” Vince stated clearly and with a great deal of volume. He was starting with English, hoping that they’d have someone that could speak it. After that he’d try French if it didn’t work. “You are unwelcome here. You clearly also have citizens that you’re holding against their will. You will release all the citizens immediately and let them go free.

“They’re going to become Yosemite citizens quite soon, so I’ll just step in now as their future lord to protect them. I don’t really care what you do with the soldiers of Francia. They’re here illegally anyways.”

A number of soldiers looked to each other, then back to Vince.

Sighing, Vince realized he’d have to try French and Spanish as well.

A rifle banged and a round slammed into his shield. Following that were a number of other weapons all going off. The projectiles blasting into the Legion shield and dropping to the ground in front of him.

“Alright then,” Vince muttered and then moved forward at a slow walk.

This had just become a lot easier for him and there was no reason to not take them up on their request. A fight was exactly what this was expected to be.

Drawing his pistol, he aimed it at the soldier in front of him and pulled the trigger. The bullet passed through their helmet and then their head. Even before they’d fallen, Vince had moved the pistol to the left and pulled the trigger again.

With each trigger pull, he bumped the sight down to the next target in line. Putting a single round into each and every soldier as he went. The pistol’s slide clacked open and remained there as the last shell from the magazine was ejected.

Sighing, Vince stuck it into the holster and withdrew his sword. He really did enjoy his pistol and being able to use it was rather enjoyable. Once he got into the sword-work part of a fight, he tended to lose most of his ability to rationally think.

As soon as it cleared the sheath, the blade hummed into life. The edge becoming perfect for cutting through nearly anything. Even Dragons could and had been laid low by it.

Elizabeth appeared on his left and casually leaned down over a large portion of the soldiers. Letting out a massive but short breath of fire, she doused a number of soldiers.

The color of the flame was strange though. Looking a lot more like a vibrant blue with white near the base and center.

Cutting it off, Elizabeth waded into the soldiers. A clawed hand slapping one to the side as her head came down and snapped down on a group of them. Her head jerked back and she began to chew at her mouthful of human was she spun around, swinging her tail through the ranks.

Vince reached the soldiers and rushed forward with his blade. Running it through the guts of the closest one, Vince pulled his sword out and to the side.

Not bothering to look to see the damage, he instead whipped his blade around. Slashing it through the neck of another soldier. Taking his head off and sending it rolling.

A soldier had rushed him with a sword held up in front of himself and launched a thrust out at Vince.

It skittered across his shield and sent the attacker partly to the side.

Balling his left hand up, Vince put his fist into the face of the soldier. His nose crumpling and his face making a crunching noise as he was blasted backward.

Taking a step into the soldiers, Vince slashed to the left, then to the right. Taking an arm off at the shoulder, then a leg just above the knee. His sword did better at slashes when removing limbs than it did doing so into the torso.

For whatever reason, the density of the torso, filled with organs, tended to get the blade stuck compared to limbs. Arms and legs came off much easier than he expected.

A man in dark-blue robes stepped up from the back ranks of soldiers and held his hands out forward toward Vince. Between his fingers a spell had been put together and was already formed.

Moving his hands forward, Vince had a moment to realize that this could be a problem, before a column of hardened earth came from nothing, then sprang forward toward him.

Lashing out with his sword, taking a step to the side, and trying to shift his body around, Vince did all he could to get out of the way. When it came to magic, he was at a disadvantage.

He was better with physical threats than he was magical ones.

The earth smacked into his shield after his sword cut off a large portion of it. The rest of it passed by him as he wound himself out of the way.

As heavy as the impact was, it tore the shield apart outright. Draining it down to nothing in a flash.

Damnit!

Stumbling to the side given the weight of the blow, Vince walked right into a soldier. Knocking their weapon to the side in doing so.

Reaching out, Vince grabbed the man by the neck and then hurled him bodily at the magician. Then followed after, his weapon held low and to the side.

Not bothering with the soldier, the magician just took several steps to the side and put themselves in a better spot to cast on Vince again.

They’d forgotten the number one rule when it came to fighting though.

Don’t get in melee range with your opponent if they’re using martial weapons.

Catching up with the spell-caster, Vince slammed into them at full speed. Lifting them up off the ground, Vince practically leapt into the air as he got hold of them.

Landing on the ground, Vince smashed into the man’s chest. Vince’s knees slammed into the man’s thighs and his forearms went to press against the robed chest.

Leaning his head back, Vince then brought it forward. Smashing the crown of his head down into the nose of the magician. There was an ugly crunch followed by Vince feeling his head swim a bit.

Not wanting to wait, he brought his head back, then did it again. Smashing his head into the man’s face once more. This time, the noise that came back was a crackling one. Almost like a bunch of twigs being broken in half at the same time.

With a motion that felt more like a drunk getting to his feet, Vince stood up. Looking around himself, he found that there were no soldiers in his immediate area that were a threat.

Of those that were nearby, he saw only people with hands on their heads, on their knees with their hands hanging at their sides, or laying on their bellies. They were all clearly in various states of surrender and begging for mercy.

Elizabeth wasn’t far off, one paw held to a screaming soldier and pinning him to the ground.

Then her head went down and she casually nipped off the man’s head. The man went limp as he was instantly dispatched.

Tilting her head to one side, Elizabeth let the man’s head fall away and plop to the ground. As casually as she’d just killed that soldier, she moved over to another that was rolling around on the ground.

Laying a claw over their middle, she leaned down and once more ended a human life with not much more struggle than a child would use to pull a flower from the ground. Their head being separated cleanly and without much effort.

“Alright, so… any of you speak English? French? Spanish?” Vince asked, using the applicable dialect he’d learned matching each language name, looking around to those who were begging him to save them from her.

“French,” said one of the soldiers quickly. They weren’t far away, kneeling in front of Vince with their hands held up in front of themselves.

“Perfect. I need you to go tell whoever’s in charge of this invasion, a message,” Vince murmured, then looked to the magician. “Very simple message, but I’m sure they won’t listen to you though.”

Lifting his sword up, Vince realized he needed to add to his legend right here and now. Especially if they had heard about what he’d done with the Nullifiers.

With a flick of his wrist, he took the magician’s head from their shoulders. Their body stiffening up then going slack as blood began to spray into the ground beneath them.

Another twist of his wrist sent the tip of the sword across the now dead magician’s chest. Tearing it open from the sternum to the side. The ribcage often got his weapon stuck if he wasn’t careful.

Reaching in with a gauntleted hand, Vince pushed his hand in until he got past his wrist. He rapidly found the beating heart and then tore it free.

Standing up, Vince held up the trembling heart to his mouth and took a bite out of it.

“The Lord of Yosemite, lord of Elves, Dryads, and Dragons, demands that the force of Prussany leave his territory,” Vince demanded while chewing. He never had a fondness for eating human, as it gave him a slightly disgusted feeling. As if he shouldn’t be eating what he was.

Right now though, he needed them to believe in him in a way that was beyond normal.

“These are my lands. I’m in a disagreement with Francia over the territory south of the Portal-Storm,” Vince continued, taking another bite of the heart. “I don’t care about what you and Francia want to fight about, but it doesn’t concern Yosemite. I don’t care about your silly false beliefs either.

“Your religions, your idols, your false rituals, none of that matters to me and holds no power over me or Yosemite. The deities I’m wed to protect all the faithful, and there’s nothing your fake doctrine can do about it.

“So… go tell your generals, your leaders, to leave. To go back to Prussany, go north to Francia, just go. Don’t linger in these lands. They’re mine.”

Vince put the rest of the heart into his mouth and smiled as he chewed. With any luck he’d get some extra power out of this or manage to understand magic better.

He’d certainly learned a great deal of the Nullifiers’ power after eating the Nullifier heart. It was just another school of magic that was strong against all other magic, but weak against non-magical types.

“You can go,” Vince said while chewing, then began moving to the center of the camp. He was going to free all the prisoners that’d been held and send them off with his blessing as the Lord of Yosemite.

He wasn’t sure what to do about the soldiers though.

They would have fought him as readily as they were Prussany.





Chapter 23 




Panting, Vince slumped down to his knees.

Not far off, the last soldier groaned and then stopped breathing on the exhale. The joint where his arm attached to his shoulder continued to pump blood freely, though it began to slow.

Dropping his sword, Vince pulled out his pistol and then released the magazine. It hit the grass inaudibly and laid there.

Setting down the pistol, Vince tore up a chunk of the field to get to the dirt beneath. Pushing aside the turf, he then jammed the magazine into the dirt. He quickly began filling it with all the soil he could. Once it was full, he sat back up.

Elizabeth collapsed into the ground next to him, then rolled to her side. Her scaled underbelly facing him.

“That was a lot of soldiers,” complained the Dragon. She sounded a bit winded as well. “By themselves they wouldn’t have been an issue, but all those enchanted weapons. I’ve never seen so many of them. Almost every one of them had one.”

Vince nodded his head, staring at the pistol next to his knee. He knew he needed to put the magazine back in so it could reload. He had all the other magazines to fill and reload as well.

“Want us gone,” he got out in a huff, finally wrangling enough energy together to move again. Pushing the magazine back into the pistol, he waited a moment, then reset the slide.

Pausing for another second, he then racked it.

Releasing the magazine again, he pushed it into the slot it belonged to in his armor, then pulled another empty out. He began to fill this one with dirt again.

“It’s not like we can’t kill them all, it’s just tiring,” Elizabeth grumped. “They’re not really even a threat, just annoying.”

“They’re a threat for their numbers,” Vince mumbled as he finished with the second magazine. He once more put it into the pistol, pulled it back out, and went to the next. “If they send another wave right now, then we’d have issues. If they don’t, then yeah, not so much a threat.”

“Yes,” agreed Elizabeth who took in a deep breath, then sighed loudly. “Like being drowned in rats. Humans reproduce too quickly, considering how much damage they can do by themselves.”

“Not entirely wrong. Not as populous as rodents, but rodents can’t turn an entire continent into a flaming ruin. Dragons aren’t as bad because, as far as I can tell, you breed much more slowly.”

“Very much an accurate statement. We have to be appeased to be willing to submit to another. That means finding a strong partner. Though what that really means is a bunch of old and experienced male Dragons hunting young and inexperienced partners. The older females end up getting to a point where they no longer can find a partner.”

“What, like Taylor?”

“Exactly like Taylor. Though she never had a partner. She started off strong. Goldie, if you remember her, was like that, too. She felt different though. Not quite like a Dragon but… still a Dragon.”

Vince shrugged his shoulders and then pushed the final magazine back into his pistol. Leaving it there, he then holstered his firearm and picked up his sword. Sheathing it, he then sat back on his ankles, resting.

Looking to the open field in front of them, Vince could see another group of people heading their way. This one was much smaller than the previous, though it looked quite different.

“In one day since we sent back the first group, they’ve sent over a hundred people to their death here,” grumbled Vince. “At that point, what’s seven more?”

Elizabeth grunted, then turned her head to the side. Looking out at the plane as well.

“Ugh, another set. At least they’re a lot fewer in number but… they don’t look like normal soldiers.”

“Most likely not,” agreed Vince. “Magicians. That’s what I’d send at this point. And… now that I’m thinking about it… sending the soldiers first makes a lot more sense.”

Sitting there, Vince realized this would be a great time to test out what little he now knew of Nullifier magic. He hadn’t practiced it at all, but this seemed like a good time for it.

Pulling at the powers within him, Vince tried to apply what he’d learned of magic from Leila. On top of that, he used what Elysia had tried to instruct him in with Elven magic.

Focusing it in his mind, and focusing it through his hands, he tried to create a simple shell around himself. One that would nullify any magic that passed over it. To nullify any magic as well as use that magic to power that shell to remain around for longer.

In a flash of success, the shell appeared. Encircling him in every direction, it surrounded him as if it were a cocoon. Two seconds after it sprang into being, it folded in on itself and vanished.

“That… worked but didn’t,” Elizabeth muttered, one large platinum colored eye watching him. “Unless it was supposed to do that?”

“I don’t know. It’s magic. Magic is… it isn’t my thing. I really only ever have three questions for most situations,” grumbled Vince. Trying to build the spell once again. “Can I fuck it. Can I kill it. Can I eat it.”

“Given that you can apparently eat anything, that sounds more like a check-box list rather than questions,” Elizabeth teased with a chuckle. “Couldn’t you fuck, kill, and then eat a Dragon?”

“Uh… suppose so.”

The bubble of anti-magic once more formed around him. The Nullifier magic surrounding him just as he’d seen other Nullifiers’ shields do.

Then once again, it imploded on itself and became nothing at all.

“Fuck it. I’ll use it as a temporary shield rather than an always-on thing,” he grumbled with a shake of his head. “It’s fine. Though… they’re probably going to try and separate us. Draw us away from one another. Or just try and get us to leave the area.

“They could go north or south of us, this isn’t in the only way through. It’s just the best way through with a wagon and lots of supplies. The other ways are far more likely to have problems.

“That and I’m sure they’re still thinking they can dislodge us without too much of a problem.”

“Undoubtedly. Fools that they are. Or… or so I’d say if I was only a Dragon.

“As a Dragon with a sense of humanity, a sense of what might be going through their heads. Maybe it’s that they have no idea what they’re dealing with. No idea and no understanding. Thinking that if they do their best, they might be able to make it work.

“When really, even their best won’t be good enough. Humans can be like Dragons in that regard, I suppose.”

“Probably something akin to that, yeah. We have a terrible lack of understanding for what our limits are. Always trying to push further and further without knowing where to stop,” Vince muttered with a smirk.

He didn’t bother to try the Nullifier shield again. It’d just peter out once again.

“It’s one of the reasons humans are problematic for other species,” Elizabeth complained and then rolled over onto her belly.

In the distance, the magicians had paused. They were clearly discussing what to do before they reached Vince and Elizabeth. If they weren’t undecided, they’d likely be flying toward them on their flying objects.

Just like Leila.

Vince shook his head at the stray thought that popped into his mind. He really didn’t want to think about Leila, Red, and Sam right now, but he couldn’t stop himself.

He couldn’t even begin to consider how Red was fairing without him being there to feed her. They’d be relying on her ability to eat the hearts of other living beings.

That, or Leila would figure out some other substitute.

“Looks like they finished chatting,” Elizabeth grumbled at Vince, focusing his attention. He was watching the magicians but wasn’t really paying them any mind.

They’d all summoned up flying objects and were in the process of getting on them. As soon as they were mounted up, they began heading over towards Vince and Elizabeth.

“Not sure how much help I’ll be. I’m very… the soldiers were tougher on me than you, I think. Magic will be easier for me but… I won’t be able to do much with them,” Elizabeth murmured. 

“More than me, probably. Good thing it looks like only two are coming our way though. The other three… aren’t? They’re moving off more to the south,” Vince remarked, watching the two groups split apart. “Flanking us in the open? To make it harder for us to work freely?”

“Maybe… I can lock those three up with me. Can you handle the other two?” Elizabeth asked with a grunt of effort, pushing herself to a standing position. “I’ll just imprison them inside of a shell and then… ignore them. They can just keep me company. Their magic won’t do anything to me, and they don’t look like they have any sort of physical weapon on them.”

“Alright… two for me,” mumbled Vince with a nod of his head. He didn’t feel confident at all with this. Magic was something that often he couldn’t completely understand, or truly deal with. “Two. Okay.”

“I’m sorry… I can’t keep more than three prisoner. That’s… the most that I can handle.”

“More than what I can handle. So… I can’t complain,” Vince murmured and started to move himself around a bit. Trying to keep his muscles warm after being given such a vigorous workout.

Glancing around himself, he confirmed that the seventy or eighty so soldiers they’d dealt with were all dead. Laid out on the ground and unmoving. Their magically enhanced equipment had made the fight a slog, though not difficult.

Elizabeth moved a short distance away and then lifted her wings up. Looking for all the world like an aggressive and ready Dragon. Rather than a very tired and worn-out Dragon Maiden.

Vince didn’t bother to pull his pistol. He needed to conserve those shots until he was more certain than a vague guess of getting a round to land on his targets.

“If we win this fight… depending on how we come out of it… might need to take a break. Elsewhere,” Vince suggested.

“Agreed. Though I’d prefer to remain here unless they send another group. If they do, we can escape with me flying us out,” cautioned Elizabeth.

Almost as if they wanted to accommodate Vince and Elizabeth, the flanking group moved to the south. Putting themselves considerably closer to Elizabeth and further from Vince.

“I’m going to move away a bit. Try to get them to engage me further away from you. Don’t die. We didn’t have our fun yet,” grumbled Elizabeth, moving away from Vince and separating herself.

Taking in a slow breath, Vince did his best to stabilize his breathing, get himself under control and into the right headspace for this. Everything up to this point had been mundane, if tiring.

This was going to be something altogether different.

Drawing on the power inside of himself, he started to use it to replenish his stamina. To rejuvenate his muscles and lost endurance. Nourishing himself with it as the reserve it was.

Readying himself and his weapons, Vince waited.

Watching the two heading toward him, he cleared his mind.

Approaching rapidly, Vince could see both of them were dressed head to toe in some sort of odd get-up. Almost as if it were a ritualized type of uniform in fact.

They split apart and one went to the left, the other to the right. Each of them building spells as they floated through the air.

Hm. That’s… yeah.

Yeah.

Why bother to engage me if they don’t have to.

Vince pulled his pistol out and began lining it up on the nearest floating magician.

Before he could pull the trigger, a Nullifier blast passed right through them. Slashing their constructs out of existence and sending them crashing to the earth.

Spinning around, Vince looked for the other magician, as well as the Nullifiers that’d been lurking nearby.

The latter was already scrambling away. Riding their mounts back toward the north-west and away from the situation. They’d been there long enough to more or less hand the magicians over to Vince.

They’re going to try and play us against each other. Interfere just enough so I slaughter the magicians then… then wait for me to get tired and then attack after?

This is way more complicated than I want it to be.

Both magicians were running toward one another now. Pulling up spells in front of themselves and casting them as they went.

It didn’t seem like they were trying to summon up their flying devices again, though they were obviously going to engage him. They weren’t going to back down just because they’d been forced out of the air it seemed.

Lining his pistol on the closer one, Vince fired a single round. He only wanted to get them to slow down rather than rush about.

A single gunshot should accomplish that.

The magician came to a full stop as their shield flared to life. The round shield that covered them pulsating. Just as Vince had hoped and wanted them to do. 

Keeping his pistol raised and aimed, Vince began running toward them. His sword held back and to the side as he went.

Vince couldn’t identify the magic user other than being a humanoid type with two arms and two legs. Their clothes covered them completely all the way to the palms.

Reaching them quickly, Vince pulled the trigger one more time as he closed the distance to melee. The impact was immediate and the shield became fully visible once again.

Rotating his wrist and then pivoting, Vince threw out a hard and heavy strike from his weapon. The sword whistling as he tore through the air.

It banged into the shield and came to a stop. 

Leaving Vince wide open. His sword to the side and his pistol down low.

Staring at the magic user with an ugly realization. The magician hadn’t been idle, they’d been waiting for this moment as Vince had left himself defenseless.

Holding their hands out in front of themselves the Prussany magical soldier lashed out with a spell. One that formed an ugly and dense chunk of earth.

Vince wasn’t fast enough to trigger off the Nullifier shield and instead was blown backward by the attack. Rolling along the grass on his side, only for his foot to catch something and send him tumbling head over heels.

Pushing with his feet when they hit the turf, Vince bounced up off the ground. He landed badly, slid a scant distance and then became stable.

The two magicians were now standing side by side and staring at him. The one on the right calling up a number of spells while the one on the left held the shield in place.

Right… they’re working in tandem with one another. Going to have to make this work somehow.

Make it work and manage to deal with some clearly high-performing magicians.

Shaking his head, Vince was regretful for the situation.

Not for the first time did he realize how poorly matched he was with those that used external abilities like magic or sorcery. They could do things that he would be forced to endure outright or dodge.

Rushing forward, he knew he needed to stay on the offensive. Needed to keep them from being able to cast easily.

Slipping to the right just as a spell touched off, Vince ducked his left shoulder and went low. A rod of ice passing through the space his upper body had been in a moment ago.

Pushing hard with his right foot, Vince zagged to the left, moving himself out of range of the second spell shooting his way. An angry hissing ball of fire that whizzed off to land in the grass and then erupt. Splattering what looked a lot like liquid fire in every direction.

Getting his pistol up, Vince fired once at the one who was putting the offensive spells to work. The bullet slammed into the shield right in front of their face.

It was enough for them to flinch away and break their concentration.

Vince made it across the gap and lunged forward with his sword. The blade clanked as it hit the shield and went still. Proceeding no further.

Channeling power into the weapon as well as his belief that he couldn’t be stopped, Vince pushed on the weapon with all his might. That this was no different than the dome he’d shattered with his fist, other than it was likely stronger, given the much smaller size and that the caster themselves were likely better.

There was a crackling noise as the shield broke, giving way under his assault.

Unfortunately, it was much too late. The shield broke into nothing after both magicians had seen what was coming and had moved to retreat. Moving themselves out of the reach of the blade.

No sooner had the shield had failed, than they’d erected a new one. It simply covering them once again.

This time, they each had a shield and were working to build spells. They weren’t going to rely on one another, though Vince wasn’t sure why.

Assuming that the one who had held the shield first was weaker at this moment, Vince lifted his pistol, fired thrice, then rushed them. As the three bullets sapped the shield of its strength, Vince moved in.

Then past it.

The slash he gave it as he did so was heavy. To the point that the weapon rebounded off the magic and made Vince’s hand vibrate painfully.

Having expected it this time, Vince was ready for the spell that came his way as a counterattack.

As soon as it went off, he activated the Nullifier shield.

The spell crossed its boundary, was obliterated by the shield, devoured, and reduced to nothing. All in a single second or two.

At the same time, the Nullifier shield intersected with the magicians’ shield and eradicated it. The whole thing going away with a soft popping-like noise.

Vince took a step back, lifted his pistol, and emptied the rest of the magazine into the magician. Small puffs of fabric were ejected out the back of the individual as the rounds went through.

Then they slumped down to their knees and collapsed to one side.

While this all happened, the other individual had taken to sprinting away. Running for all they were worth, back toward the camp that they’d come from.

Sniffling, Vince lifted the hand with his pistol and rubbed the back of his wrist against his nose. It felt like it was running.

Glancing down, he saw that there was a great deal of blood there.

The fuck?

Must’ve been that earth spell. Hit me far harder than I expected.

I can’t… I can’t fight them very well.

If it hadn’t been for the Nullifiers getting involved, they would have just killed me from the sky. I can’t stay here much longer by myself, damnit.

Looking to his right, Vince found Elizabeth was laid out on the ground on her side. Her clawed appendages were in the air and she was unmoving.

The three magicians she’d engaged were all around her, looking at Vince. Their stances were aggressive and ready for the situation.

They… killed her? What the f—

Elizabeth shifted around on the ground, then let out a loud snore.

The Dragon Maiden had locked in the three magicians just as she’d said, then gone to sleep. He only now noticed the glowing bubble that covered the four individuals and held them locked in with one another.

Just as Elizabeth had predicted, these three magic users had no martial weapons to harm her with. To her, magic was as easy to handle as physical weapons were for Vince.

If not more so.

Spells tended to just roll over a Dragon like water rolling off a duck’s back.

Looking to the dying mage, Vince realized this was an opportunity to reinforce his mythos. Their body was trembling and well past “dead but not done trying”.

Eat their heart, kill two of the mages with Elizabeth, eat them, let the last one go free.

Push the mythos of what I am further and further.

Make the religion of Vince, of Yosemite, work for me. Because out here, it’s just me, Elizabeth, and the belief of the enemy.

Lifting his sword, Vince moved over to the freshly laid out mage.

Vince didn’t have to enjoy what he was about to do, but that didn’t change the fact that it was what he needed to do. What the situation demanded of him.

Even if that situation had told him that it was now lunch time.





Chapter 24 




Elizabeth pulled backward and her wings moved slower for several seconds, causing her to dip down. She descended fairly quickly, though Vince couldn’t tell if it was controlled or due to the large wagon she was carrying between her paws.

Just before landing, she set it down to one side and then landed on the turf with a huff.

“Well, that’ll cover us for a few days as far as supplies go. I still find it amusing that they tried sending supply convoys across anyways,” Elizabeth grumbled, looking to Vince. “How’d your end go.

“The same as yours I imagine. Unfortunately, I’m not a giant flying weapon of death, so I couldn’t bring anything back,” Vince lamented.

“Why thank you. I’m glad to hear you think of me so,” Elizabeth purred with a chuckle, her head swiveling around to face him directly. “I’ve worked very hard to be so. Do you think I’ve worked hard enough to put together a vault for me?”

“Definitely,” agreed Vince. “Most definitely. We’ll need to have a vault in Spain anyways. I’m sure Elysia will tell me that the finances need to be separated anyways. One for Yosemite of North America, one for Spain. I’m sure technically it’ll be two kingdoms and I’ll be the head of both, but we’ll need to do a whole bunch of stupid crap for each one.

“See… this is where I rely on my elves. I just let them do all this for me. I’m no good at it at all. It’d be like asking you to take care of a rodent problem. You could hit the whole place with fire but that wouldn’t really solve the issue in a good way.”

“I agree. Yes. There are things that are best suited for others. It’s one of the reasons I’ve worked so hard at being human. I want to be more useful. More so than even Taylor,” Elizabeth said and then lifted a clawed hand to reach into the wagon. She pulled out what looked like a watermelon.

Lifting it to her mouth she paused, a large glowing eye focused on something distant.

Turning to look in the same direction, Vince saw that a new group of enemies were heading their way.

There was one obvious magician in the group that was riding a magical construct and a large group of soldiers marching in formation.

They were coming.

“Oh,” Elizabeth said and then put the watermelon back into the wagon. “Well, that’s a pity. I was hoping to try and get you to make love to me like a human if I’m being honest.

“I was feeling particularly ready, considering how well we’ve been fighting together for the last three days. Especially sleeping next to you at night.”

Vince nodded his head to that. He’d definitely felt a shifting in his personal awareness of her lately.

“I’ll take the soldiers,” he muttered instead, moving to the far side of Elizabeth. Closer to those with weapons. Much as they’d just talked about, it’d be foolish for him to fight the magician.

That was a bad matchup for him.

As he passed by, Elizabeth leaned her head down and pushed her snout up against his shoulder. Taking a deep whiff of him as he went. Then letting out a soft rumble a moment later.

“You’re letting your Dragon out more lately,” Vince remarked as he pulled his pistol out and eased the slide back. There was a round in the chamber, so he flicked the safety off.

“I’m confident in my ability to be human-like, so I no longer have to hold back my natural instincts. That, and I had several good talks with Taylor. As well as a number of other Dragons.

“You smell like violence and blood. It’s lovely.”

Smirking, Vince shook his head and flexed his hands out. After it felt like his fingers were loose, he started to bounce in place, even as their enemies kept coming on.

Those who were heading their way made no move to shift about or change their orientation. Heading straight for them, unerringly.

Vince looked off to the north to spot where the Nullifiers might be. They were rather quiet today and hadn’t done much of anything.

Just watched from a distance and kept an eye on Vince and Elizabeth.

So far, Vince had noticed there were two different groups. The current group was the same one that’d knocked the magicians out of the sky so that they could, quite literally, be fed to Vince.

So long as they stay over there, everything is fine.

Just dandy, in fact.

Looking back to the opponents, Vince pulled out his sword. Holding his anger back from himself, Vince wanted to stay as sane as he could in this fight. He needed to dispose of this group of soldiers as quickly as he could and then join Elizabeth.

The mounted magician was matching the soldiers speed though at a considerable distance from them. The whole of them now only thirty or so feet away. There was no mistaking at this distance that all the soldiers were utilizing enchanted weapons and armor.

Lifting his pistol, Vince aimed it at the lead soldier and fired. His pistol would be able to punch through their armor after a shot or two to burn up the inherent magic.

Except, no sooner had he fired than the image of the soldiers flickered, then blew apart into nothing. All that was there was the magician who’d been much closer to Elizabeth a moment ago.

Now they were directly above and in front of Vince, and he could make out a determined look on what was clearly a female face.

Vince didn’t have time to notice anything more of her as he was now trying to rapidly juggle his thoughts around. Where the magician had been was now a group of soldiers with enchanted gear. Two of their number had crossbows and were already in the process of firing. Both bolts were fired and tore through Elizabeth’s spread wings.

There was a brief flash of orange as the projectiles left a flaming hole behind where they punched through.

Shit, she won’t be able to take off.

Grimacing, Vince realized he needed to do the same thing to his own opponent, or she’d be raining down hell on him from above. Never engaging him on the ground and keeping him out of reach.

Lifting his pistol, Vince aimed it at the one place he hoped he could do some good with it. The magical platform the mage was riding.

Firing repeatedly, Vince did what he could to somehow imbue the weapon with power. Either just directly from him, encompassing it with Nullifier power, or realistically, anything he could force onto the weapon.

The first several shots struck the object before the mage realized she wasn’t being fired at. Whatever she was using to protect herself must’ve tried to shift downward as the next two shots hit something other than the platform.

Apparently that was too late though.

Whether the bullets by themselves were enough, or whatever he’d tried to do to the rounds had worked, the flying object pitched to one side, then backward. It rapidly started to move the magician away from Vince before dumping her out onto the ground.

Hitting the ground, the mage tumbled head over heels once, then somehow managed to land in a crouch. Her hands and feet in a four-point crouch and sliding across the turf.

Elizabeth lowered her head and let loose a massive gout of flame, cooking half the soldiers before they’d even gotten a chance to close in on her. Once they were in her face so to speak, she wouldn’t be able to get a good breath of fire out like that.

Vince turned his focus entirely on his opponent. Elizabeth could handle what she was dealing with better than what Vince was going up against.

He couldn’t afford to look away.

Getting upright, the mage looked at Vince.

It gave him the first chance to really look at her. To get a sense of her.

He was immediately struck by the fact that she was not human.

Or more precisely, not mortal.

There was a strange feeling to her that Vince couldn’t initially pinpoint on seeing her, but now had an idea on. That she wasn’t mortal, instead, she was more like Dea.

Fuck, I’m fighting a goddess who uses magic?

Shit.

Her hair was quite short,  not much more than finger-length dark curls, though it was a black that shone from reflected light. Her eyes were odd to him though. As far as he could tell, they were as black as her iris, which made her eyes look very dark.

Everything about her screamed that she was taking this fight absolutely seriously and expected to have to do anything and everything to win. That if she found an easy win she’d take it without hesitation.

Need to close the distance!

Vince sprinted toward her, his sword drifting upward and being prepared to swing out. Firing at her with his pistol would be a waste of ammo at the moment.

The woman’s left hand made a swirling motion, causing a dense ball of fire to shoot forward toward his abdomen.

Unable to duck, he could only move to the sides or backward.

Planting his foot, Vince ducked his shoulder and shifted his weight to the left.

Only to slam into a low wall of stone that was ankle high. Causing him to pitch forward in a stumble.

Doing everything he could to catch his balance and not look away from his opponent, Vince stutter stepped through the grass, his arms windmilling as he fought gravity.

A ball of earth slammed into his hip and sent him flying. Spinning through the air like a blade of grass tumbling in the wind.

Before he’d gotten too far away, a hammer of air smashed down on him. Knocking him down and flat into the grass before landing atop him.

Trying to flatten him straight into the ground outright.

Holy fuck she’s manhandling me.

I don’t think Leila, Elysia, or even Yaris could do this.

Fuck me.

Rolling backward, rather than forward or to the sides, Vince kicked out with his feet the moment he felt the ground beneath his soles, launching himself backward and away from the mage.

A boulder the size of a house slammed down into the grass where he’d been with a gigantic rumble. Blocking his field of view of the mage and hers of him.

“Fuck,” hissed Vince as he danced a step or two and got his balance again. Then he rushed forward, putting himself up against what would’ve been his grave if he’d been only a second or two slower.

He didn’t doubt for a second she’d seen him get away. If he waited too long to pursue her, she’d get her magical construct put back together and fly off.

Pushing forward and getting close to her was his best bet.

That meant he needed to go.

Let’s go!

Go and —

The big rock vanished, and Vince found himself staring at his opponent.

Her hands were up in front of herself. Her eyes were hard, her frown deep and her downturned mouth showing much the same expression she’d been wearing since earlier.

A blast of long icicle-like projectiles launched free from her palms. Almost like a shotgun would effectively work. Flinging more out at Vince than he could deal with by moving in any way.

Activating the brief Nullifier shield he could barely operate, Vince started racing ahead again. Every shard that hit the shield become nothing more than a puff of vapor as the shield eliminated it and used it to power itself.

Straightening up, the mage flicked her left hand to the side and made a pointing motion with it, her right hand closed on itself then flung up with a twirl. A cone of air spread out in front of her and around Vince.

He felt his speed drop off suddenly, but he kept moving.

The air around him became the coldest he’d ever felt in his life, the shield around him doing absolutely nothing. Whatever the mage had done was an indirect type of attack that didn’t actually engage the shield.

It was too late though, Vince had cleared the distance and was now in front of her.

His sword came out in a slash with all the speed and strength he could manage. Tearing through the air and creating a whining noise that sounded like the air itself was screaming.

Passing through her middle, the sword bisected the mage across her navel. The weapon going right through her clothes and out the other side without much stopping it.

Except the mage didn’t split in half or move. She just stood there.

Vince was confused and hesitated, watching her blank face.

A second after that and the cold caught up with him. Causing his breath to actually catch it was so bitingly void of heat around him.

Then the mage vanished into nothing, reappearing twenty feet to the left and the side. She was moving parallel to him and keeping her distance, but within range to work her spell.

Damn! She teleported or something.

Lifting his pistol, Vince started trundling after her and began firing. Trying to escape the awful cold that was leaching his strength while keeping her off balance.

Only for the mage to move a hand and point with two fingers to the left. It was actually quite similar to the gesture she’d made previously.

When she’d apparently teleported away from him.

Shifting his weapon to where she’d pointed, he waited a split second, then she appeared there a moment later. Adjusting to correct for where she’d ended up, Vince started firing on her. Putting six or seven rounds down range before he realized she wasn’t even trying to block them.

They were just going through her.

Damn, damn!

This is ridiculous!

The heat of the day suddenly fell on him and he could feel the sun washing rays of glorious heat over him. He’d managed to escape whatever spell she’d dropped down there that’d been tearing through him.

A thin blade punched through his Legionnaire armor and came out his front. Sticking upright in front of him in a weird and strange way.

It’d gone right through his lung and barely missed his heart.

Stumbling forward, Vince spun around and lifted up his sword to fend off the mage’s next attack.

Only to find one of the soldiers that had been fighting Elizabeth standing there. A bloody blade held aloft in his hand. Elizabeth wasn’t that far behind the man, laid out on the ground.

She was unmoving and looked to be quite dead.

Her head had nearly been hacked free from her body. Most of it had been cut free from repeated blows. There was also a sword that’d been run right through the top of her skull and down through her brain.

Another soldier was moving toward Vince, only two having survived their encounter with Elizabeth.

In grounding her, they’d prevented her from escaping them and utilized their weaponry to inflict much greater wounds than normal steel could. Even firearms wouldn’t have been much of a threat to her.

The rage Vince had been holding in check flooded upward and through him quickly. It caused his heart to beat erratically and roughly.

They planned extensively for this. It was foolish and arrogant on our part to sit here and think we could handle them by ourselves. Foolish, arrogant and beyond stupid.

Vince rushed forward even as the soldier looked at Vince as if expecting him to fall over right then and there.

Roaring, despite the fact that his breathing felt wrong due to only having one working lung, Vince caught the soldier before they could really process that they were being charged. The pistol in his hand moved back as he lunged forward with his sword.

The tip went right through the soldier’s chest and pierced through his heart. Not hesitating, he jerked the weapon free, pulled up the pistol, and put a round through the man’s head. Cycling the weapon to the right, he lined it up on the other soldier and hit the trigger once more.

Their head jerked back as the round passed through their temple and blew out of the back, spraying bits of their skull and brain matter about.

Looking about, panting through gritted teeth, Vince didn’t know where the mage was. He needed to find her before she could attack him.

Except, she wasn’t anywhere visible. As far as he could see, she simply wasn’t there.

Letting the anger grow, Vince tried to provoke his animal-like instincts. To push them into helping him identify where the danger was.

He didn’t for an instant think the woman had left. Not when she clearly had been prepared for him and had thought up a number of tricky things to deal with him.

No, he expected her to be hiding somewhere nearby. Lurking and waiting for an opportunity to attack him once again. Especially while he was wounded.

As he focused his senses, Vince felt a touch better with each breath, each was coming with a bit more oxygen than the last. He felt that, while it might take a while to completely heal, he wouldn’t be out of the fight for very long.

Licking his lips he looked one way, then the other. Casting about with his senses as best as he could. Straining to hear or see anything at all.

Wait, wait.

Wait.

We’re thinking of this like an apex predator.

She was most definitely not that. There was no joy in her face at this battle. No desire for it.

She’s competent, wary, and aware. She thinks I was just stabbed and wounded horribly.

Why would she try to end me, if she thinks all she has to do is wait for me to die of my wounds?

That means she’s not stalking me, she’s watching me.

Waiting.

Turning his mind in that direction, Vince tried to think of how a tricky person might handle this. Looking for an efficient end that’d provide him with his answer, with the least amount of risk to himself.

His eyes flicked to Elizabeth’s corpse and stayed there.

If I were a tricky thing, looking to kill a crazed animal that was slaughtering my kind, and trying to let it die from its wounds what would I do? 

If it looked incredibly wounded, it’d be worth approaching.

But if it were still dangerous, you’d stay away.

Vince was certain the mage was hiding around, on, or behind Elizabeth’s corpse. He didn’t want to bet on that though. Instead, he stood there, looking the part of the crazed wounded beast.

He’d waste some time like this to give himself a chance to recover a bit. If they were willing to wait thinking he was dying, when he was actually recovering, he’d play that game.

Slowly, he kept looking around. Inspecting the area around himself while pushing at himself to figure out where she was.

To hear her, see her, smell her, something.

Anything.

“I’m going to catch you, kill you, and eat you,” growled Vince, wondering if he could provoke a response.

The mage said nothing. Not responding to the provocation in any way.

Acting as if she weren’t there.

As if she wasn’t waiting to take his life away.

Sniffing, Vince wondered what would happen next. Lifting his hand up, he rubbed the back of his wrist against his brow. His pistol held somewhat loosely as he did so.

Out of nowhere, a massive and sprawling net of lightning came down from above and landed on Vince.

Damnit, I didn’t look up. Did I?





Chapter 25 




Rolling forward, Vince managed to get out of the way of the net. Hitting the ground and rolling forward a short distance. Landing flat on his stomach.

The grass the lightning hit burst into flames and smoke began pouring out from everywhere the magic touched. Spewing it out as fast as it could.

Holy shit.

Scrambling to his feet, Vince looked up and began scanning the sky. Looking around to find his opponent.

There was no mage to be seen. She wasn’t above him, nor was she visible.

Vince realized he needed to force her into an action that he wanted, rather than reacting to her. The longer he played into her wishes, the worse this would be.

Turning, he didn’t wait any longer.

Shuffling off with as fast a gait as he could manage, Vince started moving away toward the west. Away from the encounter and away from this situation. He could come back to collect Elizabeth’s corpse and call her back into her body later.

He had to be alive for that to actually happen, however. If he was dead, there’d be no one to call her back, as he couldn’t be called back himself.

Moving at a decent pace, Vince felt like he could make some good headway. Enough that he’d force the mage to engage, or retreat. In either situation he’d have better odds than just standing around.

Glancing over his shoulder as he went, Vince spotted the mage. She was scrambling over Elizabeth to come after him. His plan had worked to get her moving. Now he just needed to re-engage her.

Pivoting, Vince snapped up his pistol in front of himself, put the sights on the mage, and started firing. After only two rounds, the slide racked back and stuck there.

Fuck, I wasn’t keeping track.

Slamming the sword into its sheath, Vince took up his pistol and bumped the magazine release. Stuffing it into its position in his armor, he pulled the next and popped it in.

Even as he racked the slide, the Mage was only now letting her very visible magic shield start to fade. Having held it up in front of herself, expecting more rounds.

By the time he racked the slide and chambered the next round, the mage was watching him again.

Her face was scrunched up and she was sweating. There was also a slightly tired look to her.

Vince had no way of knowing but he suspected that perhaps her mana reserves, her power, was starting to run low, or was empty. That even though she’d kept him on his toes, pushing him about, she was starting to tire and wear down.

Before Vince could reach her, the mage had lifted her left hand, summoned a spell, and flung it at him. As far as he could tell, it looked a lot like molten lava. The magical force of the spell causing a “poomf” noise as it was then activated.

Shit.

As fast as he could, Vince triggered his Nullifier shield.

A large portion of the lava was stripped away by the shield, though a good portion of it passed right through. Not all of it was still being maintained through magic.

What got thru was splattered across his chestplate, and Vince knew that he needed to ditch it and do it right now. He couldn’t be wearing something that literally had lava chewing at it.

Reaching to his side, Vince stuffed his gauntlet-covered fingers into the quick release which was hidden under an armor plate. Hitting the bracket and then pulling, the whole thing detached, clacked, then fell away from him. Hitting the ground and hissing as the lava began to burn the ground.

Vince started moving forward again, he needed to get hold of the mage.

He only had one idea left and he wasn’t going to have much in the way of wriggle room to make it happen. If he failed, he’d just end up getting a fireball to the face and become a human-candle.

With a grunt, the mage flicked her hands up and started to move them about.

Once again, Vince raised his pistol and began firing at the mage, with the first shot slamming into the shield right in front of the mage’s eyes.

She flinched backward, her shield solidifying and starting to twist her body away. She was going to bolt away again.

Pushing a great deal of the power of his grove, from inside him into his legs, Vince sprinted forward. It took several seconds but he got up to a full and flat-out sprint. His boots pounding across the turf as the mage flashed away. 

Zipping off into the distance.

Aiming his pistol, Vince fired thrice at her. Trying to make sure her shield would stay up for a bit longer and that she wouldn’t see he was now moving much faster.

Far faster than hopefully she was expecting.

The power in his grove was rapidly fading away. He couldn’t pinpoint it, but he suspected he’d lost much of his power in his body’s need to be repaired.

That it had all been spent already on repairing the damage done to him. Which of course was needed, but now he was just out of gas.

Vince was finally closing in on the mage who was still hiding behind her shield. She’d completely lost sight of him and had no idea of his position.

Vince didn’t bother to try and slash at the mage, or even keep firing. Instead, he dropped both weapons. Letting them fall to the ground and behind him, Vince met the mage’s eyes as the shield ended.

Her pupils widened a moment before he blasted into her at full speed.

Wrapping his arms around her torso, Vince took her right off her feet. Holding tight to her, he activated the Nullifier shield. Deliberately trying to force it to come into being right through the mage.

He wanted to drain her directly.

To pull all the mana inside her, out, and dump it back into his grove.

Landing on the ground atop the mage, Vince was staring down into her face. The shield had snapped into place as soon as they hit the ground together, at the same time her hands came up and she clearly activated two spells.

Both failed, amounting to nothing more than her just placing her hands on his tunic.

“Gotcha,” Vince hissed, feeling all of her mana pooling into his grove. “Finally gotcha. Fuck.”

Just laying there atop the goddess, Vince didn’t know what to really do.

Now that he’d caught her, he didn’t have much of a thought on what to do next, other than to kill her.

Panting, the mage-deity stared at him, her breath coming out so hard that his hair was fluttering.

“Do it then,” grunted the mage, going limp beneath him. She had an odd accent to her English that he couldn’t identify, nor had he heard it before. He liked the sound of it if he was being honest. “Pull out my heart and eat it. At least we killed your Dragon. You can’t stop us, you monster.”

“Oh, I’ll bring her back. It’ll just take a little time and effort. Have her back in an hour or two if I can get a chance to rest. That and eat your heart,” Vince grunted with a chuckle. He could feel his Nullifier shield still stuck inside the woman. It was draining away something from her and it was enough to keep the shield going as well as trickling some into his grove. “What are you by the way? You look human but… you don’t feel like it.”

Shrugging her shoulders, the woman just gazed at him with a defeated and depressed look.

“Does it even matter? Get it over with,” she grumbled.

Vince nodded his head and realized that’d be best.

Shifting up atop her he sat down on her waist. Without her powers, she was just a mortal with average physical strength. She did try to throw him off briefly, then went limp again.

A Nullifier blast passed through him at that moment, washing over him and his captive equally.

It gave him a brief feeling of vertigo as well as causing his Nullifier shield to ripple wildly, but that was about it. Nullifier spellwork really didn’t faze him much anymore.

The mage beneath him reacted quite violently, however. Her entire body locked-up underneath him and she turned her head to one side. A second after that and she began retching into the grass.

She was throwing up uncontrollably as her body convulsed with each.

Vince got to his feet and off the woman before she could throw up on him.

Looking in the direction where the Nullifier attack had come from, he saw that two of them had come out of the forest. It wasn’t the team he’d seen that morning, but the other set.

At some point they’d swapped out, he supposed.

Standing there, he held his arms out and gestured at the Nullifiers.

“That it?” he asked and then began walking over to where his sword and pistol were laying in the grass. He’d need them to deal with the mage anyways. Reaching down, he snatched up his sword and sheathed it, then grabbed his pistol.

Straightening up, he found three Nullifiers now. Off to the north-east he saw an army of Francia pushing along. Moving quickly and with determination toward the Prussany forces.

Huh.

Looks like they came from somewhere to try and reinforce the border but… shouldn’t they be going west to Toulouse? Would taking the border help them at all if they lose their cities? They’d just have to turn around and send half their forces west.

Oh well, not my issue. Petra will be moving in and taking care of all this.

A significant portion of the Francia army started coming their way, moving to join the Nullifiers.

“Damn,” grumbled Vince. He didn’t want to leave Elizabeth behind. There was no telling what they’d do to her body. He wasn’t like Felix that could just do whatever he needed with just a body part. Vince needed her corpse, realistically. Or most of it.

Walking over to the mage who was wiping at her mouth, he hesitated for a moment.

“If I don’t kill you and eat you, can you put up an invisibility shield around us?” Vince demanded. “I don’t want to leave my Dragon’s corpse behind if I don’t have to.

“If we can get out of sight that’d be best. Use your illusion stuff to make it look like I ran off with you under an arm and we’re just… being invisible.”

“Unnngh, I don’t have any power for that,” groaned the mage, laying on her side and looking like she wanted to throw up more.

“If you had power?” he prompted, there was no time for this.

“I could do it.”

Reaching down, Vince laid his hand to her shoulder and forced power into her. He could feel his Dragons and Dryads pushing energy into the grove as quickly as they could now. They’d clearly noticed something was going on and were trying to replenish his reserves.

The magician goddess let out a squeak a second before her body went rigid. Taking the magical power he was pushing into her.

Looking to the forces of Francia, Vince wasn’t sure how long they’d have before he’d have to act. They couldn’t remain here, and they’d need to get going sooner rather than later.

Only a short time had passed since he’d looked away, but they were now all looking elsewhere. Several of the soldiers who were rushing toward the Nullifiers lifted their rifles and started firing at nothing.

Aiming and tracking something that didn’t exist.

Holding onto the magician that was clearly a deity, Vince made sure he could take her life in a flash if he needed to. While she was helping him in this moment, there was no guarantee she would continue to do so.

Firing off blasts of their power, the Nullifiers and their soldiers chased after the phantoms the mage had created. Sending them off to the south-east and toward a far distant Prussany encampment.

“Good work,” Vince whispered, looking down to the woman. “Maybe I won’t be killing and eating you after all.”

Whimpering, the mage nodded her head fractionally, but didn’t respond.

Vince figured she was currently wrapped up in the spell she was working. Reaching down, he picked her up and began carrying her in front of himself. He’d once heard his father call it a “princess carry” but he had no idea how it was relevant.

Or even what it referred to.

Holding onto the woman, Vince began to slowly walk toward Elizabeth’s corpse. He could slowly start rebuilding her body and get her ready for resurrection. Then she just needed to play dead after the fact until they were ready to move again.

Glancing to the mage, Vince could see the woman’s eyes were now rolled back in her head. A thin line of drool was trailing down from the corner of her mouth.

She looked like she was drunk and passed out, if he had to somehow describe it.

He had no idea what was going on, but right now she was running some high-end magic that was giving them a chance to escape the Nullifiers and their forces. She was his enemy, but less so than Francia was.

At the moment, she was his only ally.

She’d also damn near killed him, so proficient were her abilities with combat. He’d never had someone keep him so close to the edge of constant death like that.

Even Yaris has difficulty with me.

Though… she doesn’t use magic in the same way this woman does.

In fact, Elven magic doesn’t have much of an effect on me. But I’ve been told several times what they use is a racial magic that isn’t quite the same.

Hm, something to consider.

For now… let’s just… start working on Elizabeth.

Sitting down next to Elizabeth’s corpse, Vince held onto the mage. Pressing his back up to the Dragon corpse, he stared off into the distant horizon.

He had no idea how long they’d have to wait, but it was far better than the alternatives that’d presented themselves. Of all the available possibilities that could have occurred, he didn’t for once expect something like this.

Cradling an enemy while pressed up to the corpse of my friend and companion. Waiting for the enemies to leave so I can bring a Dragon back to life.

Though… what do I do with her?

It’d be somewhat wrong to carve her heart out in the end. She did help me.

Even if it was to help herself, she didn’t hesitate and immediately did what was needed. During the fight she was quite proficient and rather impressive.

Something to consider.




***




Vince watched as the forces of Prussany and Francia ground each other down. Clashing for hours on end along the line.

The all-out slog was further extended as several groups of reinforcements from Francia showed up from other directions. All moving to push into the battle and join in the efforts to knock back the Prussany border-forces.

While he couldn’t see it, Vince would bet on forces coming to back up Prussany as well.

“Your countrymen seem unwilling to budge,” murmured Vince, the goddess magician sitting next to him against Elizabeth. His hand was wrapped around the front of her throat, with his arm resting against her back and shoulders.

They’d said nothing to each other this entire time. Even when she’d come out of her odd stupor and regained her senses, they didn’t speak to one another.

Now they sat side by side, Vince pushing just enough power into her so that they could keep up their invisibility. The rest of his power all constantly flowing into Elizabeth to repair the damage done to her.

“They… despise all of Francia. They want to conquer it. Completely,” said the woman. “Enslaving and slaughtering those who use magic as they do… they cannot be allowed to exist.

“One can fight the Unsatisfied One with magic. Just because the bastard gains more from magic users doesn’t make us all anathema. Ridiculous to call us That Which Feeds. It’s not like we have a choice.”

“Yeah… I don’t know much about any of that,” admitted Vince. “As far as magic goes, last I saw, my Duke in Magi-Vale was holding out well enough. Knowing my general though, she’s probably already cleared a route up to them and has either evacuated them or reinforced them.

“Actually, never mind. She probably reinforced them. That city was well situated. She wouldn’t let it slip away for no reason.”

“You… what?” asked the mage, turning her head to look at him now.

“What, what?”

“Your duke?” clarified the mage.

“Yes. I made a duke for the area of Magi-Vale and enrolled them into Yosemite. I’ll need more magicians. All I have right now are Elven mages, and their magic is very different,” murmured Vince. “Their magic doesn’t affect me much at all if I’m being honest. Leila’s curse magic really doesn’t hold too strongly to me either. Probably the sheer number of Elves and Gnomes I ate if I had to bet.”

Vince nodded his head at his own words. It made more sense now that he said it aloud.

His mother had procured a great deal of meat from other races and had fed him it constantly. Pushing more on him and recording the results constantly.

“Your magic on the other hand definitely hits harder than expected. I’m going to have to eat a number of your hearts before I get immune to it, I think,” continued Vince. “Probably need to eat more than just the heart now that I think about it. Eating a mage head to toe at least once would probably help.”

“You’re… disgusting,” the woman complained with a shake of her head.

“It’s not like I want to, you know. Eating my own kind gives me a weird and sick feeling,” confessed Vince. “If I’m going to kick all your assholes back into your own lands though, that’s what I have to do.”

The woman frowned at that, her eyes turning to look at the battle in front of them.

“I’m Johanna. Goddess of general magic. Recently forced into a war portfolio,” said the deity, turning to look at him. “I’m only a lower-class deity but I’m strong despite that. You’re clearly a greater deity. What’s your portfolio? It seems… it seems very similar to the Unsatisfied One in many ways.”

“Uh… I dunno. Last I heard I was only a demi-god. Kinda married to three goddesses now though. Wouldn’t be surprised if that pushed me up. Though I have no idea about deity levels or any shit like that. I’m just a dirty human that was running messages between cities in my teens,” Vince explained.

“Oh? Oh. How curious. I’ve been alive for several hundred years. I came from a world much unlike this one and was brought over with the portal event,” Johanna explained, resting her head against Elizabeth.

“You don’t look a day over twenty,” Vince offered, nodding his head. “Never would have guessed you’re old enough to be my eight times great grandma.”

Johanna snorted at that and rolled her eyes, turning her head to the side and away from Vince.

“No children I’m afraid. I was forced into a pantheon not long after coming to this world. I’ve been a lesser deity partner since then. I’m not allowed partners, children, or otherwise,” Johanna grumbled.

“So you’re a slave?” Vince asked with some heat. Looking to her, he suddenly found he wanted to stomp his way over to Prussany and start kicking things over.

“I… ah… yes? Yes. I suppose I am at that. I couldn’t leave if I wanted to nor am I allowed to live as I’d wish,” muttered Johanna. “I’m effectively a slave.

“Why, would you free me? Not long ago you were saying you’d pull my heart out and eat it. Does it change that much for you?”

“Yes. Yes it does. If I freed you, what would you do?” asked Vince.

Johanna’s eyebrows came down and she scowled at the soldiers who were still busily killing one another. Her eyes slowly moving back and forth across the field of battle.

“What I’d want to do?” she asked.

“Yeah. If you were freed, what would you want to do?”

“Join your pantheon. If you didn’t treat those in your pantheon as slaves at least. Provided I could come and go as I pleased. Handle my portfolio in whatever fashion I see fit,” she said finally. “Then bring over my followers after that. Beyond that? See if I couldn’t talk you into freeing some other deities. I think quite a few would willingly join.”

Nodding his head to that, Vince had expected that answer.

It was what everyone else in Yosemite had answered with, after all.

Vince removed his hand from Johanna’s throat and patted her on the back. He needed to finish resurrecting Elizabeth. Time was flying by and they needed to get moving.

“We could talk about that. You’d have to swear obedience to me or my goddesses, but we could probably arrange something,” he murmured as he put his attention to Elizabeth.

For whatever reason, he no longer feared Johanna in any way.





Chapter 26 




“Alright my dear Elizabeth, it’s time to come back,” demanded Vince, laying a hand to Elizabeth’s brow. “You’ve visited the other side long enough. Time’s up.”

Elizabeth’s blank and unseeing eye blinked, followed by her body taking in a long and slow breath. Then she coughed lightly once, then took another breath.

Her eye blinked to the side and focused on him, standing next to her head.

“Welcome back, beloved Maiden Elizabeth,” Vince said with a wide grin. He moved to the side and then began rubbing his hands back and forth across Elizabeth’s snout. “Did you have a nice visit in the afterlife?”

“Met my parents,” the Dragon rumbled, rolling over onto her stomach. Both of her eyes fixed on him now. “It was a pleasant visit. They didn’t seem to quite believe I was only visiting.

“I never doubted for a moment that you’d call me back, Nest-mate. Not for a single fraction of an instant. I only regret that I died as pathetically as I did.”

“I… wouldn’t call that pathetic,” offered Johanna, standing not far away. She had her hands behind her back and was watching with wide eyes. “You died to the single strongest combat unit the southern army of Prussany had. If you had survived against them, and their weaponry, I think I’d have doubted this was reality.”

Elizabeth’s head turned fractionally, one eye landing on Johanna.

The Dragon stared at her, saying nothing.

Several seconds passed before Elizabeth’s eye returned back to Vince.

“She wants to submit and become part of my pantheon,” he offered. “Figured I should talk to a High-Priestess before I did something like that. Think my wives would mind having a lesser deity joining? Her portfolio is general magic and a smattering of war.”

Blinking slowly, Elizabeth looked like she was contemplating that. He knew she was also conferring with her paired Dryad, Blue.

The moment Elizabeth had returned to life, the tree that was Blue inside the grove had quite happily begun shunting energy to the Dragon horn it held. The two of them were more than likely sharing fragments of information as they were wont to do.

“Yaris isn’t strong enough to have a lieutenant. Dea and Ferris could. Ferris would be the better senior goddess, as Dragons use magic that is more similar to a Human’s. After all, who do you think taught Humans magic to begin with?” Elizabeth murmured, then pushed her head closer to Vince. Her jaw now pressed to his leg. “Humans took it and made their own, but that’s like saying your children aren’t you, Vince.

“They resemble you and you are most definitely part of them. They’re their own person, but all of what they are came from another.”

“Goodie goodie,” Vince responded and grabbed Elizabeth’s horn that was closest to him. He pulled on it gently, just enough to demonstrate his strength over her. Which he knew for a fact Dragons loved. “Hear that, Johanna? You get to be the lieutenant to the goddess of all Dragons, Ferris. She’s my wife. One of my wives.

“Any concerns with that at all? Sounds like your portfolio would be magic. You can leave the war stuff behind and let it go to Ferris, Dea, and Yaris. Their races act as my elite strike force anyways.”

“That… would be wonderful. How do I join your pantheon? Mind you, I would need to leave my current one and… that… is difficult. It would enact a curse on me. One that would strip me of my life force,” answered the deity.

“A curse? Hm. I dunno. I’d normally kick that stuff to Leila,” complained Vince.

“We could do what the Dryads did with Red,” Elizabeth offered. “Just time it so the curse occurs at the same time that she… ingests the breaking material.

“That’s how they did that. I spoke with them at length about it. I was curious about it, as I’d never seen such a strong curse before, and yet she’d beaten it. Even Leila would have trouble with it but… a Dryad’s magic is different.

“Thankfully you can just bless her when it happens, have her swallow, and that’d probably be that. After all, what is your blessing, if not one that encompasses Dryad magic?”

“You do realize what you’re asking me to do?” Vince asked warily.

“Of course. I’d be happy to serve as the means to make it happen as well. It would be enjoyable to have my first time be in a field of battle we shared,” Elizabeth offered with a chuckle. “We can just store it in a cup of some sort and she can take it from that after we mix in the other component.”

Oh. That’s… much easier I suppose, than how it went with Red.

Then again, Dryads were involved with that. So, no surprise at all that it’d go that way.

Everything is overly-sexually charged with them.

“Ah, what exactly… what exactly are you two talking about? I feel like you’re talking about something I’m not sure I’d like,” Johanna warned, her eyes narrowing suspiciously.

“Vince can break your curse. He’s tamed an Undead that was cursed this way. You’ll have to take his blood and semen into yourself and be blessed by him at the same time,” Elizabeth summarized. “I would facilitate the second with my body, the former would be as easy as a cut, followed by putting both into a cup of some sort. Then you’d drink it.”

Johanna nodded her head slowly, looking shocked.

“You want me to drink his blood and… genetic… material,” she paraphrased.

“Yes. Previously he would do it manually, directly into Red’s mouth, but a cup might be preferable for you. Or so I thought. Was I incorrect?” Elizabeth asked. “The alternative would be for you to return to your pantheon, since it sounds like you can’t gain your freedom on your own.”

A slow intake of breath and then holding it was Johanna’s response.

Only to be let out in a rush.

“Okay. Yes. That’ll… that’ll work. We’ll do that. The cup please. I would rather not have him do it manually into my mouth, as you suggested,” answered Johanna. “Bad enough to do this, but I suppose it isn’t… isn’t too terrible.”

“It’ll be ritualized after this,” Elizabeth remarked. “How Vince can free a goddess from her pantheon and induct her into his own. Via a High-Priestess such as myself. It’d be done by Blue, Brianne, or myself. Well, I suppose Zathira could do it as well.”

“I’m not marrying you or anything through this, am I?” Johanna asked, her brow furrowing with the question.

“Most definitely not. Vince has too many wives and women,” Elizabeth offered, then started to shift into her human form. When she finished, Vince’s hand had slipped down and now rested on her bare shoulder.

She was standing nude and very human-like, except for her horns. Her wings hadn’t been materialized.

“Far too many wives and women. You’re welcome to pursue him later if you wish but… it’s unlikely to succeed,” offered Elizabeth. She then turned and looked to Vince with a grin. “Direct your European Wing leader on how to satisfy you sexually, Nest-mate. I have knowledge, yet no experience. How best would this work for you?”

“Errr, if we need to catch it when I’m done… probably hands and knees?” he suggested. “That way I can just pull out at the end and empty into the cup?”

“Yes! That’d work splendidly. Let’s add the blood afterward, just in case we accidentally bump the cup over,” Elizabeth suggested, then dropped down in a squat in front of him. Her hands caught at his armored waist-protector and unfastened it quickly.

Before he could say anything, she’d gotten it off and tossed it to the side.

“Elizabeth, you don’t need to do that,” Vince said, though he did take one of her horns in his hand.

“I want to! This is what you often ask for from the Dryads and Elves,” Elizabeth countered, freeing his manhood from his armored pants after pushing them down a suitable way. “Uhm… I like you holding my horns, but human women don’t have horns?”

Vince realized what she meant by that. She really wanted him to treat her like a human.

Moving his hand down from her horn, he curled his fingers into her brightly colored hair. Getting a firm grip there, he pulled her head forward.

Just as he would do to the aforementioned Dryads and Elves.

With a soft humming noise of excitement, Elizabeth moved forward and took his tip into her mouth. Her tongue came up and swirled several times around the tip. Circling it with her soft and warm tongue.

Her hands came down and settled between her thighs. He got the impression her fingers were toying with her entry as she then began to move her head forward.

With her lips pulling tight at his hardened flesh as her tongue scrubbed at the underside, Vince couldn’t look away. The entire time Elizabeth had been staring up at him with wide eyes.

Just as the Dryads would. She’d clearly gotten a great deal of advice from them.

Reaching the hilt of him, one of Elizabeth’s eyes closed partly as she clearly fought her gag reflex. Her tongue was rubbing back and forth along the sides and bottom of his girth. Then her head drew back, her lips pulling roughly at him and her cheeks sinking as she sucked firmly on him.

A wet swish and squelching noise became audible as Elizabeth slowly got into a rhythm with her head bobbing back and forth along his length. Her lips and tongue working him over wonderfully.

Leaning his head to the side, Vince looked down to Elizabeth’s lower half. He could see her fingers pushing into herself while also toying with her entry and the pearl at the top of it.

“Mmm?” moaned Elizabeth around him, as she got him down to the hilt. Pausing there, she sucked at him, then once more pulled back.

“Just enjoying watching the show. You’re doing amazing,” Vince admitted, looking back to Elizabeth’s beautiful, upturned face.

“Mmm mmm mm,” cooed the Dragon happily, the corners of her mouth turning upward around his shaft.

She kept moving for a handful more passes before she came off him.

“Time for you to mount me like a human wife, mmm, dear Nest-mate,” murmured Elizabeth, pausing in the middle to kiss the tip of his manhood. “I’ve been so eager for this. So very eager.”

Elizabeth continued to fiddle with herself, staring up at him. The sounds she was generating were quite loud now. Giving him a smirk, she pulled her hands away then turned around.

Putting herself down on the grass, she got down on her elbows, then rotated her hips. Her rear end sticking up at him and her stomach much closer to the ground.

Not hesitating, Vince dropped down into the grass. Reaching down, he grabbed himself, guided the tip to her entry point, then pushed forward. Entering her smoothly and in one go.

He didn’t really feel any resistance as he did so. She was smooth, warm, and quite wet.

Elizabeth didn’t make any noise as he filled her. When he hit the end, he paused for a bit, then pulled back, gliding back out of her.

He could tell Elizabeth was enjoying herself, enjoying having sex to be more specific, but she was being absolutely silent. Only the sound of her panted and short breaths came from her.

Holding firmly to her hips, Vince carefully made love to her. He was treating her as he might do with many of his Elven women. Where he needed to be delicate to not harm them.

Pushing too hard and too deep would bruise them on the inside in a way that’d make sex uncomfortable for a few days. To the point that they were a bit leery coming back for more the next time.

“Yes,” Elizabeth murmured quietly, her horned head raising upward and her back arching further.

Realizing that was the only confirmation he’d get, Vince lost himself in the enjoyment of having sex with her. Feeling her tight, slick walls gripping at him as he pushed in and out of her. Enjoying the way her insides pulled at him and tried to keep him out when he went in.

She was tight to the point that he was sure she’d be able to squeeze him out if she tried. So incredibly so that honestly Vince couldn’t actually keep going much longer, or he’d run the risk of finishing inside of her instead of in the cup.

“I forgot the cup,” groaned Elizabeth as Vince continued to roll in and out of her.

“What?” Johanna asked from not far away in an aggrieved voice.

“Forgot the cup. Just catch him with your mouth,” Elizabeth got out in a breathy voice. She was pushing back at him now. Forgetting that he was supposed to finish in something other than her.

“I’ll find a cup,” Johanna offered and darted away toward the wagon that wasn’t far off.

“Damnit. I can’t-I can’t—” Elizabeth moaned softly and her body trembled wildly. She kept pushing back at him as he went forward, her insides quivering and pulsing around him as she clearly hit her peak right then and there.

Unable to help himself, Vince pushed harder into her, pulling at her.

Even as he himself reached his climax. Spraying seed deep into Elizabeth. Completely forgetting the whole point of this. Pumping into her without a care in the world as he pulled back on her hips.

“Okay. I’m back. I have a cup and… and… the cup,” Johanna murmured, appearing next to them. It was more than likely obvious to her Vince was still finishing inside Elizabeth.

In Johanna’s hands was a small glass tumbler.

Elizabeth whimpered, then reached up and took the cup from the woman. Shivering once more as Vince pushed into her, she just held onto it.

Feeling empty and greatly relieved, Vince pulled out of the Platinum Dragon.

Pushing herself up into a kneeling position, Elizabeth put the cup between her thighs. She began to let out soft grunts that were timed with held breaths.

Doing that for twenty seconds, she let out a slow breath and then slumped forward into the grass. The cup was held below her privates.

Seed was dripping down from her and into the cup. He could see the bottom of it held a decent amount of his material in fact.

She’d apparently been squeezing it out of herself.

“Fill it with… some of your blood, Nest-mate,” moaned Elizabeth as a long line of thick seed dripped down from her and into the cup. Staining the rim and the inside of it.

Taking it from Elizabeth, he hesitated for a moment, then deliberately took his member in one hand and flicked the tip against the rim of the vessel. A glob dislodging from him and vanishing inside into the rest.

He wasn’t sure if it would be enough to break the curse, given he’d put most of it inside of Elizabeth, but he could hope for the best.

Standing up, he held the cup out to Johanna who looked disturbed, but also willing.

“Can’t believe I’m doing this,” grumbled the woman, looking into the cup. “But… freedom is worth this. Very worth it.”

Vince couldn’t relate. He could only help her break free as he’d done for so many others.

Looking to his chest, he could see that the place where he’d been stabbed was completely healed up. Then he looked to Elizabeth.

Grabbing a horn, he dragged the tip of it along the inside of his palm.

To which the Dragon let out a happy noise at being handled that way.

Holding his hand up above the cup, Vince squeezed his hand into a fist and flexed it. Blood began to drip down into the cup from the rather wide and open wound.

When it stopped bleeding, he shook his hand over the top of the glass.

It looked half filled with semen and blood now.

“Alright. Are you ready to bless me? I only get one shot at this,” Johanna asked, swirling the glass oddly and peering into it. Vince could see the two different fluids were most certainly not going to mix together.

“I’m ready,” Vince said, feeling still quite great about getting off.

He couldn’t deny watching Johanna swallow him down like this also did something to his libido. She wasn’t beautiful like many of his women, but she wasn’t unfortunate or bad looking either.

Watching a goddess knock him back like an exotic drink was going to be fun.

Reaching out, Vince laid his right hand to Johanna’s shoulder and held onto her. He brought forth a great deal of his power inside of himself and readied it as a blessing. Just as Elizabeth had suggested.

Johanna took in a short breath, then held the glass up and began drinking. Swallowing loudly, she drained it all in several big gulps.

There was an audible crack in the air, followed by all the color draining from Johanna’s face as she held the glass up higher and shook it. Trying to get everything out of it she could.

“I bless you, my goddess Johanna. I welcome you into my pantheon as the goddess of magic for Yosemite. To serve me through my wife Ferris,” Vince said with some seriousness to his words. He knew he needed to keep pushing the ritual angle to make sure everything grew in power. “Accept my blessing as you’ve accepted me as your over-god.”

Johanna licked at the rim of the glass once and then let her hand fall to her side. Holding the glass and looking to Vince. His blessing filled her whole body, traveling thru her while scouring something else entirely, washing her clean while at the same time imbuing her with his power.

“I accept you gratefully, my lord,” Johanna said even as his blessing had suffused her with strength and vitality. “At least your power isn’t making me drunk this time. When you gave me some of your power last time, it felt far too pure. It was far too much. Didn’t know how to handle it.”

“Then I welcome you,” Vince said and let his hand drop away from her shoulder.

Johanna glanced down to the glass again as if she were checking to make sure it was empty.

Frowning and then turning bright red, she set the glass down beneath Elizabeth’s privates. Right below where a long goopy string of seed was starting to dangle down.

“If you can manage it… if… that… I’d be willing to have a refill if you can manage it. That is, I’d like another glass,” Johanna requested smoothly, despite the fact that her face couldn’t be even redder. “It’s uh… uhm… really… filled with power. Almost addicting, really. If nothing more comes from our High-Priestess, could you just… do it manually into the glass?”

Err… did we just make another Red?

I think I missed something here.

Probably going to regret it.

Although, it’s not like it wasn’t kinda fun to watch her enjoy it in the end.

Maybe I’m a bit darker myself than I thought.
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Elizabeth demurely, or at least as much so as she could mange, let out everything Vince had just emptied into her mouth, into the glass cup. Letting it roll out of her mouth without spitting.

She even went as far as to move her mouth and tongue around, then opening it over the cup to let it drip down into the cup as well.

Vince was getting his belt into place and making sure it was cinched up now that Elizabeth was done draining him.

“I know it’s weird, I’m so sorry, I can’t even begin to tell you how thankful I am,” Johanna said energetically. Her hands held out for the cup in Elizabeth’s hand. “It’s so absolutely strange. Mortifying, even. I’d probably try to take my own life if someone else found out about it.”

“I get it,” Elizabeth murmured and let another line of drool and seed fall from her mouth. Then she shrugged and handed the cup over to Johanna. “My lips are numb, my jaw aches, and my neck hurts. I’m not sure I can go again. If you want your fifth refill, you’ll have to ask him to do it himself, or get it yourself. Four’s my limit I think.”

“Thank you, I really appreciate it. I’ll make it up to you. I’m sure I can talk you into getting a fifth one for me later. Trade, favors, or something,” Johanna said and wrapped her hands around the glass. Bringing it in close and quick to herself, she stuck her nose into the cup and inhaled deeply. “Oh it’s perfect. Thank you.”

Sniffing again, she swirled the glass once, watching the thick liquid gliding around in the bottom of it. Then she held it up and lightly sipped at it.

Vince watched, unable to look away.

The idea that she wanted to just drink him down as much as possible really itched a dark spot of his ego.

Elizabeth clicked her tongue, then laid her head down on Vince’s shoulder, cuddling into him. Her arms draped around his middle and she nuzzled his throat.

“Well, I guess I’m getting practice in. Just didn’t think it’d be like this,” grumbled the Dragon. “I’m doing good though. You keep giving me more and more every time.”

“Yeah, doing good,” Vince agreed. Elizabeth was actually really good at using her mouth. He was most certainly enjoying himself today.

Johanna took another deep inhale over the glass and once more took a small sip. Then she let out a soft satisfied sound. For all the world looking like a woman enjoying a fine vintage of wine.

Apparently she caught him looking at her.

Turning red, she looked away and held her glass closer to her chest, as if she were afraid he might take it from her. Or knock it out of her hand.

“I’m not crazy, or weird. You have no idea how potent this is. It’s filled with energy and faith. I’ve never had such strong or pure faith before,” Johanna stated defensively. “It’s… okay, it’s a little weird, but it’s not really if you understood how starved for faith I was.

“That, and I get the impression after this I might not get as many chances to ‘have it on tap’ so to speak.”

Hugging Elizabeth, Vince only nodded his head, watching Johanna take another sip from her glass, before she gestured at the distant army. The battle there was winding down and petering out.

Both sides were battered and bloodied, though neither had quit the field.

The sun would be setting in a few hours, which meant they’d have to decide it soon. That or fight till one side or the other completely collapsed.

“Prussany can’t retreat. The theater in the north isn’t going nearly as well as the one down here started off as,” Johanna explained. “Though… they clearly didn’t expect Yosemite when they planned this out.

“If I’m being honest, the rumors coming from the south were discounted entirely. They all thought it was just a new offensive from the revolutionary fighters down there.”

“I’m killing all those people, too,” Vince clarified. “They had no respect for Dryads either. No worry for their lives, no concern for their well-being. They can be slaughtered to the last as well. Not to mention, they weren’t against Nullifiers either. They would happily have slaughtered Elves, Dragons, and Dryads equally.

“No reason to let them exist when they’d go against the races I protect.”

“Lord of Dragons, Dryads, and Elves,” whispered Elizabeth, rubbing her head back and forth against him. Her horns were sticking out on either side of his neck and safely pointed away.

It was still a bit unnerving for him how close those horns came to him, and how often.

“I wonder what it would feel like to receive you directly into me if I was a goddess. If it’s that good to simply drink it while getting it indirectly, how amazing would it feel to have it planted deep inside?” Elizabeth wondered aloud. Much to Vince’s chagrin and dislike.

He really didn’t want Johanna to try and wedge herself into his bedroom rotation. He legitimately had more women in his life than days in the month, and he was growing tired of it very quickly.

Johanna for her part had raised her eyebrows at the question. She’d clearly heard it and was considering it.

All while daintily drinking Vince’s seed, looking akin to a connoisseur. The cup held possessively in her hand.

“I don’t know. Though it would be very interesting to study,” declared a voice behind them. “We should enlist others to assist us to determine the difference.”

Vince recognized the speaker instantly and turned on his heel.

Zathira was only ten or so feet away, gliding toward them smoothly.

She looked in perfect health and didn’t seem to be out of sorts in any way. She was wearing different clothes than the last time he’d seen her. As well as a pack on her back that she hadn’t had.

In fact, it looked a lot like the pack Sam had arrived wearing before, just a larger version.

“Zathira, I’m so glad to see you,” Vince said and released Elizabeth after giving her a squeeze. Moving over to the Lamia, he wrapped her up in a tight hug. Pulling her in close to himself.

Surprisingly, he felt her coils slither up around him and embrace him from ankle to torso. At the same time, the Lamia put her arms around him and hugged him in return.

“Your High-priestess of death greets her lord warmly,” Zathira intoned with a gravity he hadn’t expected. Her arms tightened around him as her coils did the same. Slowly squeezing him to the point that he could feel his heart beating harder than normal. “It’s such a pleasure to be in your presence. After you named me in such a way, it only took a day or two for the faith and worship of Yosemite, and Legion for that matter, to shift.

“There’s an entire following for death and the afterlife now. Especially since so many of our people can return to life. I’ll need to find a suitable death-goddess as well. One that you could likely incorporate into your harem. That way it’ll be easier to— goodness… are you alright?”

Vince hadn’t realized it, but he’d been slowly holding tighter to Zathira by the second. He’d been separated from so many people in such strange ways, that he had no idea if everyone was alright. Even Zathira, who held only a small part of his attention, had been a question mark.

Seeing her being fine had brought him to the realization that he had no idea where anyone else was. If they were okay, dead, lost, or otherwise.

That didn’t even include Sam, Red, or Leila, either.

“I’m fine,” Vince promised, then pressed his face to Zathira’s neck.

The Lamia seemed unsure how to proceed, and instead just hung onto him in return. Then she laid her head down atop his own.

“Your High-priestess will tell you now that none have been lost to death that cannot be recalled. Amongst your wives and family, none have been lost in any way to death, nor wounding,” asserted Zathira. “Dea, Ferris, and Yaris have been drawing back those in your forces who have fallen in the line of duty. The Elves have bound their magic up in the Dryad and Dragon they’re partnered with. Leaving a great deal of their essence in them.

“All that must be done to bring them back is to pull on that Essence locked in their partners. It is something even they can do as your domain over their deaths has already been determined. Which means they, as lesser deities in your pantheon, can utilize your own powers to a limited degree.

“I… that… all is well, Vince. Don’t worry. I can account for everyone who’s crossed over, and the only ones who have passed that we can’t call back were soldiers of the cities who died in the defense of them.”

Letting out a long breath, Vince felt better.

Closing his eyes, he hung onto Zathira.

“Will you milk me later?” asked the Lamia. “I could use some attention from you. I’m being direct and honest with you so… please.

“Also, I know Petra will ask for the same when she arrives. The forces of Yosemite are only a few days to the west. They’ve cleared the way up to Gascogne and hold the crossroads. They’re moving eastward now and are taking everything as they go. Everything south of the Portal-storm will be ours.

“Oh, and before you ask, everyone made it safely back. Only Red, Leila, and Sam are missing. Though I’ve not felt their passing, either.”

Nodding his head, Vince didn’t move away. He just draped himself all over Zathira.

More like an apron, than a person.

The Lamia didn’t seem to mind. Her arms bunched up around his back and she lifted him up off the ground, casually setting him down on the upper most part of her coils. Then she glided forward, bringing him up to Elizabeth and Johanna, without putting him down.

“Greetings, High-priestess Elizabeth,” Zathira said, her head turning fractionally while holding onto Vince.

“Greetings, High-priestess Zathira. May I introduce Johanna? She’s a goddess of magic that’s joined the pantheon,” Elizabeth announced. “Johanna, this is Zathira, High-priestess of death.”

“A pleasure, deity Johanna,” greeted Zathira. “I look forward to working with you. We’ll have to find you a High-priestess if you don’t have a suitable one amongst your followers. The religion of Yosemite isn’t too hard to follow, so I imagine you’ll not have a problem.”

“Yes, thank you. A pleasure, High-priestess. I’d have to agree with you as well. So far it seems as if the pantheon of Yosemite is quite free and easy to work with,” Johanna murmured, followed by what sounded like her emptying her glass in one large gulp. Clearly trying to get rid of the evidence, but not wanting to waste it. “Ah, that’s better. I’m just going to put this away in the wagon. Do you need anything while I’m over there?”

“No, thank you for offering,” Zathira answered, her hands moving back and forth across Vince’s back.

Sitting on Zathira’s coils, being held, feeling quite warm, and considerably more at ease after learning that Petra was on her way, Vince felt his mind go blank.

Then he fell asleep.




***




The sound of distant screams and people yelling roused Vince out of his sleep.

When he opened his eyes, he found Johanna standing above him. Elizabeth wasn’t far off either.

Both of them were gazing off to the east.

Blinking several times, and feeling a lot better, Vince sat up slowly.

He was laying in what felt and looked like a sleeping bag. All around him were clearly a number of things that’d been used to make a camp. One that even included a small fire-pit that clearly had gray ash in it.

Shit. Did I sleep through the night?

Now upright, he saw what the other two were looking at.

As well as where all the noise was coming from.

Undead hordes were tearing apart the remains of whatever army was across the way from them. Using the weapons they’d used in their life as well as their hands and teeth. Bringing soldiers down to the ground and laying into them with abandon.

Zathira was clearly utilizing her necromancer abilities right now. Her arms upraised in the air while holding still otherwise. There was a shield of power encircling her as well as a dark and grim aura that was everywhere.

“Oh, you’re awake,” Johanna murmured, getting down on one knee next to him. She gave him a bright smile and glanced to Elizabeth, then Zathira.

Leaning in closer to him, she was practically on top of him. In getting that near, he realized she somehow was better looking today. Small changes in her face and complexion that had obviously shifted and changed since he’d seen her last.

“Any chance you can help me out today?” she asked in a near inaudible whisper. “I could use a couple… a couple refills. If you don’t mind. I have a canteen that I’d really love it if you could fill it up for me. That way I can just take little sips over time.

“If that’s not possible… if not, then… we can do it manually without the canteen and just straight into… into my mouth, I think I can manage that. You doing the work for it and I’ll just take it? It’s ah… err… you don’t mind, do you?”

Alright.

Yeah. This was a mistake.

She’s like a Seed Zombie, isn’t she?

“I’m sorry, I’m being a bit inconsiderate aren’t I. How can I help make this happen? I can try to get someone to help me get it out for you, if you like. Is it a motivation thing? Just tell me what I can do to help this happen,” offered Johanna, likely because Vince hadn’t said anything.

Sighing, Vince lifted a hand up to his head and covered his eyes. This really wasn’t something he wanted to deal with. The last thing he needed was to be dealing with a Seed Zombie.

They were always a problem, even if he had fond memories of almost every single one of them.

But the fun never quite lasted because they were eternally hungry.

It required time to satiate them then hand them over to another Dryad to help solve the issue.

Right now, he didn’t really have the luxury of time or an available Dryad to help get them off the addiction. If he did have the time, he’d rather be back home really.

“I-I-I I’d be willing to r-retrieve it myself if I have to. If-if-if there’s no other options. I’d prefer the c-canteen but… I could do it. With my m-m-mouth.

“Just… ah… could we go elsewhere? Then I’d be happy to get what I need f-from you personally. Where people wouldn’t see me do it at least. That’s all I’d ask. Behind the wagon?

“I don’t think I’ll be as g-good as Elizabeth but I’ll m-make it happen,” Johanna promised with absolute conviction and also sounding somewhat frantic now. “Just a quick shot? Please? I’ll p-pull it out and just ta-take it all then.”

“I’ll take the canteen and do what I can for you,” grumbled Vince, letting his hand fall and looking to Johanna. “Weren’t you going to be independent? You sound like an addict.”

“I know. I know! I… know. Just… help me get through this and I’m sure I can quit later,” Johanna promised, looking at him with an odd glint to her eyes. She held out the canteen to him and there was a slight tremor to her hand. “Err… could you… do it right now? Then maybe add more in a little bit? I need it.

“I think I’ll drink the first serving too fast. So could you maybe just help me out and get me a few real quick so I can make it through the day?”

Closing his eyes, Vince decided he’d need to nip this in the bud later. With any luck a Dryad would show up he could trust, or Dea even, and then he could hand Johanna off to them. Get her fixed up before it got worse.

Taking the canteen, he stood up, shedding the sleeping bag off. Johanna smiled at him beautifully and nodded her head quickly. She reached out and patted him on the shoulder.

“I need to go take a quick nap near the wagon. I was on watch last and my turn is over,” she explained. “Elizabeth will be guarding Zathira for now. Just… just wake me up when it’s ready so I can just take a quick sip of it.”

Vince didn’t say anything to that but instead moved over to Elizabeth while Johanna walked away.

“Good morning,” purred the Dragon, giving him a smile. Her eyes darted to Johanna’s retreating back, then back to him. “Wouldn’t worry too much. There wasn’t anything wrong till you woke up. Pretty sure it’s just you being not just her own senior deity, but her senior deity’s, senior deity. Receiving your… faith… directly is likely too much.

“She mentioned you just giving her a trickle of power the other day made her drunk.

“And before you ask, not much going on. Just Zathira causing problems for the Francia army. They ended up winning the fight and just took over the camp directly. All those corpses were too much to leave alone for her.

“We’re expecting Prussany to come back, which of course will just add more to the madness. Our only real goal is to keep this all going on till Petra comes up to take the border.”

“Indeed,” Zathira agreed from where she stood. “And look at that. More enemies. That’s wonderful. I was running out of those.”

Looking off to the east, then south, Vince saw that there were indeed more soldiers rushing to the battle. It was in the exact same spot as the battle that’d been there yesterday.

“Those fields won’t be the same after this,” Vince guessed with a shake of his head.

“Oh, most definitely not. I’m sure there’ll be a number of curses on anyone who tries to use that land for anything. We’ll likely have to have a number of warlocks and other types come out to appease them,” theorized Zathira. “Even then, we can’t build anything there. We won’t have to worry about wandering spirits though at that point. If anything, we can let Prussany try to build there. That’d be an issue for them that’d never clear up.”

Vince nodded his head to all that, then realized he needed to use the restroom.

Glancing to the canteen in his hand, he realized he could at least take care of Johanna’s needs after he finished up and cleaned off a bit as well.

Then his gaze went from the canteen to Johanna as she continued to the wagon.

Or… we could go ask her to help me out with it after all.

“I’ll do it,” Elizabeth offered, apparently catching what he was thinking. “I don’t mind. It’s good practice anyways. You just need to return the favor to me later.”

Which meant she was still sore on the inside, but didn’t want him going to Johanna. Which realistically was a bad idea. He just couldn’t help but let his mind go that way.

“Sure. I’d love to do that,” he said as Elizabeth came over and got down on her knees in front of him.

Apparently she meant right here and now.

Vince had no reason to argue, and he was really starting to enjoy his time with Elizabeth. He hadn’t expected her to be so sexually charged.





Chapter 28 




Vince couldn’t see anything going on with the enemy camp.

They’d only barely put down the hordes of Zathira’s Undead an hour ago, and were now trying to reorganize themselves. Likely expecting another attack from Francia or the Undead.

“They really should back out at this point,” Johanna murmured with a small shake of her head, causing Vince to look over at her. “Really, they should. I know I said they couldn’t, but at this point, they can’t afford to stay either.

“Too many forces have been lost, too many high value targets. Least of which is… well… me. Even a High-Priestess of the Nullifier faith couldn’t stand up to me when I didn’t have my power scrambled. I was more than capable of holding my own against anyone in their army.

“Now… they’ve lost me, the Blue and Green Battalion, and whatever else has happened over there. This is a complete loss. They should pull to the border, secure themselves, and then re-evaluate.”

“To be fair, Francia does keep attacking them,” Vince pointed out. “They’re likely thinking that their enemies hold the land, not Yosemite. I imagine there’s a lot of misinformation going on over there.

“Not to mention, those Nullifiers are quite everywhere in the sky still. On top of that, I imagine the army of Prussany is still sieging Toulouse. There’s… just a lot of confusion going on. This is just the southern theater as you called it, as well.”

“I… suppose that’s true. That’s true,” conceded Johanna with a small bob of her head.

Vince was certain of it now when he was looking at her.

Johanna was transitioning from cute, to eerily pretty in almost no time at all. They’d only been here together for three days since Zathira arrived, and it was now obvious.

Something, or someone, was acting on Johanna and altering her. She was also starting to develop more in her waist and chest, while narrowing in her stomach and sides.

It’s like… it’s like she’s shifting to be more like the Dryads.

But why?

Ferris didn’t shift or change at all.

None of the Dryads would really even know Johanna, other than to know she joined my pantheon. I’m sure Ferris, Dea, and Yaris knew it as soon as it happened and shared that information.

Hm.

Something to consider.

“Here you are,” Elizabeth murmured, coming up from behind them. She held Johanna’s canteen out to her with a smile. “I didn’t think you’d mind if I took my time and just collected all that I could. Figured I’d let myself cool down naturally while getting all the runoff for you.”

“Oh, thank you so much High-Priestess. Thank you. I’ll never begrudge you anything in the pursuit of my needs,” Johanna said graciously, taking the canteen from her. She didn’t hesitate either as soon as she had possession of it. 

Unscrewing the cap, she lifted it to her mouth and took a dainty and small sip from it. As if it were an extremely high proof alcohol.

Her entire face lit up in pleasure as soon as she’d clearly gotten some.

“Mmm. Thank you. That helps,” Johanna murmured, screwing the cap back on and then sliding the canteen onto her belt. She was now dressed in leather armor, had a belted sword, and looked a lot like a soldier.

Vince didn’t say anything.

He was somewhat concerned about the fact that Johanna hadn’t quit her need to feed on his seed in any way. She now actively was asking Elizabeth to help her collect all that she could.

When Vince bedded the Dragon, Johanna was there to ask if she wouldn’t mind collecting whatever came out afterward. If Elizabeth used her mouth, Johanna was there, canteen in hand.

She’d also taken to cornering Vince whenever he was alone, had a moment, or looked bored. Offering him the chance to feed her directly by his own hand, or to fill her canteen.

The offer to use her mouth to get it herself hadn’t come back up, but he knew she’d quickly make that a possibility if he hesitated, or asked. The canteen was surprisingly full by this point and was always with the deity.

Though it did leave Vince with some questions.

“Won’t it go bad?” Vince asked aloud, unable to stop himself from asking.

“I… what… this?” Johanna asked, putting a hand over the canteen almost protectively. “No. I’ve ensorcerelled it so it’ll never… go bad. It’s also just as warm as if it just left you.”

Johanna’s words had an edge to them. As if daring Vince to say anything more.

To confront her over acting like an addict.

“Have you started to feel the glory of our faith?” Elizabeth asked, adjusting the stolen coat that was over her shoulders. Then she moved in closer to Vince and pressed her shoulder up to his.

With all the sexual encounters they’d had, the distance between them was now non-existent.

“I have. It’s… very strong. Strange, as well,” murmured Johanna, her brows pressing together. Whenever she wasn’t completely fixated on Vince and his seed, she was an intelligent and thoughtful woman. “There’s a great deal of sexual undertones to it all. It also… also likely explains my recent craving.

“I understand how it looks from the outside by the way. I know that this behavior isn’t exactly great but… I can’t help it for the time being. I’m hoping this need will lessen as I get further into the pantheon.”

“Possible. Though… I think we’ll be meeting the rest today,” Elizabeth murmured, turning her head and looking to the west. “I can feel the deities I serve. They’re not far. Growing closer all the time.

“Ah, in fact, I can guarantee it now.”

Vince frowned, then looked upward.

The Nullifiers that were flying overhead often weren’t there. In fact, now that he was looking, he saw that they were all fleeing. Scattering to the north and north-east.

Turning and looking back to the west, Vince could see what Elizabeth did.

There was a large number of Dragons moving through the air. At least a hundred of them, in fact. Each and every one of them had Dryads and Elves on their back.

Some of the Dragons were clearly operating with their partners, though there were a few other Dragons that were absolutely loaded with soldiers that were using them as a transport. Packed front to back with Elves and Dryads in combat gear.

“Your soldiers arrive, my lord,” Elizabeth murmured. “The Praecantrix, Bellum Dryadum, and Draco Custodes are coming. That means that the regular army is finishing up with Toulouse and your personal retinue is no longer willing to serve Petra, or wait to catch up with you.”

“That’s… they all serve you?” asked Johanna, her eyes picking back and forth through the Dragons in the sky.

“They’re one of his Wings. The European one. Mine,” Elizabeth explained. “They all serve me, to serve him. The Dryads and Elves as well. They will take and sweep this field to the border, then likely rebuild this camp as the border checkpoint.

“Though… I’m going to bet on the Elves and Dragons raising walls. Very large stone walls. Ones that’ll help hold the border when the regular army arrives. Though… I wonder how many troops will be able to be called up. How much is left of Spain now.”

Probably not much.

Ha.

With any luck, they’re already done with Spain and Petra has pivoted north.

“Let Zathira sleep. She drained herself to keep everyone busy,” murmured Vince.

A few minutes after having spotted them, the Dragons began landing in the fields surrounding Vince. Dragons and Elves disembarked smoothly, fitting rifles to shoulders, and spreading out in every direction.

Each team clearly had different orders, as those at the exterior were pushing fast. Establishing a perimeter that was growing by the second. More teams moved in as it did so, keeping an even spread as they went.

The larger Dragons had been holding a great number of troops. Blacks, Whites, and another Platinum.

One and all, they were wearing what looked like a harness of sorts. With pieces that covered their joints, throat, and a good bit of their underside. It clearly doubled as a point for everyone to hold onto, given that there were ropes that dangled backward from the front.

Vince only noticed then that there were a number of what looked to be Human spell-casters mixed in the ranks. Everyone coming off of these Dragons weren’t paired in his Grove. They were all unattached to him or each other. They were also clearly both male and female.

Renata landed with a thump directly in front of him, Antona and Brianne dismounted quickly as well as a few other Dryads and a number of Elves. They rapidly formed up in front of Vince, more than half of them all staring at Johanna.

Brianne and Antona quickly turned off and started off somewhere else. Likely to get things in order he imagined.

“She’s the new goddess of magic for our pantheon,” Vince said simply as Renata gave herself a shake and shifted into her Human form. She was laying out on the ground in front of him in supplication, as all Dragons tended to do in his presence.

This time there was no need for clothes, it seemed.

As Renata’s form shifted, the bridal gold and ropes that’d been dangling about her, transformed into clothes and a very breezy-looking set of Legionnaire’s armor. It covered the majority of her, but left quite a bit of flesh on display.

“Your mount is here,” Renata offered, then stood up. A wide grin was on her face, and she hopped in place once, looking to Elizabeth.

Stepping away from Vince, the Platinum Dragon chuckled and made a hand waving gesture. She moved a short distance away as a rather large Dragon was coming in toward them.

One that was clearly Ferris, with what looked to be Dea on her back along with several others.

Renata moved in close to him and wrapped Vince up in a hug, holding onto him.

“I’m very annoyed. Very annoyed. If I had been your mount, been with you, you wouldn’t have had these problems,” grumbled the beautiful Orange Dragon. “In the future… in the future you will not be leaving me behind. Even if another Dragon must go to carry the others, I’m going with you. I’ve gotten that approved by all three of the goddesses, as well as the European Fes, the North American Fes, and the North American Wing leader.

“You can’t escape me ever again. Going forward, I’m your mount. You will mount me regularly.”

Vince grinned and dipped his head to her.

“As you like,” he conceded. “I’ll mount you frequently. As often as I can.”

“Yes. I’ll also be responsible for you flying about. So when you’re not mounting me, you’ll be riding me,” Renata stated and then thumped his chest with a balled fist. Then she turned and looked to Johanna. “I was instructed by the High-Priestess, Blue that is, that you’ll need whatever comes out of me when Vince is done.”

Johanna went from looking curious, excited, and eager, to shocked and embarrassed in a flash. To the point that he wasn’t sure she was breathing.

She barely managed a small nod.

“Okay. All the Dryads and Dragons know of this. It was shared with everyone,” Renata offered then stuck her horned head down on Vince’s shoulder. “It won’t be an issue. If I can talk Vince into mounting me tonight, I’ll make sure to collect it.

“But… how should I do that? Are you going to be using your tongue to get it out of me? Should I bring a bowl? Something else?”

“Can… canteen,” whimpered Johanna, pointing to the one at her hip.

“Gotta go,” Vince whispered into Renata’s ear while grinning.

Leaning his head to one side, he kissed Renata’s brow, hugged her tighter for a second, and then left her there. He needed to go speak with his people. He’d spotted Blue, Ferris, and Dea all standing near one another.

Walking over to them, he watched as all the eyes in the group turned toward him. Locking to him and remaining there. Blue, Dea, Elysia, Ferris, and Elizabeth were all looking at him.

Johanna had come over with him and was right on his right.

“Alright. Time for a six way, right? I’ll start with Dea and Ferris, then have you all rotate out. We can have Ynes and Dionara play sponge and lick everyone clean while I’m done. That or let Johanna do it. I’m sure her canteen is damn near full at this point with how often I added to it,” Vince said, coming to a stop.

“Yes. Immediately,” Blue agreed with a sharp nod of her head and a bright intensity starting up in the depths of her eyes. At the same time, Dea had nodded her own head, her eyes starting to glow just as a Dryad’s would.

Elysia, Ferris, and Elizabeth looked amused. Elysia was even nodding her head after a brief pause.

Johanna for her part was choking on what could only be her own spit next to him.

Reaching over, Vince took hold of Johanna and pulled her over to stand in front of him.

“Johanna. Goddess of magic with a smattering of war. She’ll move into Ferris’ domain,” Vince introduced her.

“Ah, yes,” Blue murmured, then stepped forward and kissed Johanna’s cheeks, one after the other. “Greetings to you, goddess Johanna. I’m Blue, a High-Priestess to the goddess Dea.

“We’ll need to find you a suitable High-Priestess soon. I’d recommend Leila once she returns. She’s a Warlock but very experienced in general magic as well. She’s also discovered how potent and addicting his seed is to magicians and the like firsthand.”

Johanna nodded her head woodenly as Elizabeth, then Elysia, all greeted Johanna in this clearly formal way.

“I made sure to instruct everyone in Vince’s retinue that you need whatever seed can be spared afterward,” Blue murmured with an idle wave of her hand. “We should be able to keep your canteen full at all times. That way you can function well beyond what you normally would have.

“I think that’s all we needed for introductions from the High-Priestesses.”

Blue looked to Elysia and Elizabeth who both nodded their heads.

“Alright, we’re going to go meet up with the Crown’s Guard heads and discuss worship. We need to have a few religious events since we’ve returned to him,” Blue offered with a wide smile. Her glowing eyes moved to Vince, promising him exactly what he was thinking about with her words. “We, your High-Priestesses, look forward to communing with you. Soon. Repeatedly.

“We’ll take Johanna with us and start introducing her to everyone. She’ll need to catch up quickly if she’s going to be of use in this war.”

The three left at that point, Elysia and Elizabeth bracketing Blue.

Ferris clicked her tongue, grinned, then looked to Vince.

“She’s going to need a vault, you know. Her need to nest will grow very quickly,” she warned.

“I know, I know. We’ll get it sorted out soon I’m sure,” Vince dismissed with a hand wave. “Now… other than Johanna here, I have nothing new to report. How about you two?”

“I’m pregnant,” Dea deadpanned with a flat look at him. “That’s new.”

Snorting at that, Vince went over and hugged the beautiful goddess, crushing her into himself. Holding to her, to the point that he heard her actually groan.

Releasing her after a few seconds, he leaned back and looked into her face, then proceeded to kiss her. Even going so far as to contemplate getting her down onto the ground right then and there.

Something which Dea apparently agreed with, as she started to moan, her tongue pushing into his mouth. Her hands roaming across his torso.

“No, no, I know how you feel,” Ferris murmured quickly, pulling Vince and Dea apart before they could start in on each other. “And you, Dea… I know you’re the goddess of Dryads and you’re far more Dryad-like by the day, but do you really want to do it in front of everyone?”

Ferris had slipped an arm around Vince’s waist and was holding to him. One of his arms draped around her shoulders.

“I don’t care. It’ll be fine and—and… no. I can wait,” Dea sighed and then nodded her head. “Thank you, my Dragon. I appreciate you being cool-headed about this. I’m still… in flux.”

“Of course, my Dryad,” Ferris allowed with a nod of her head. “As for news, yes. Dea is quite pregnant. I look forward to having my own clutch of eggs soon, though I’d like to postpone that till the end of this war.

“I’ll leave that up to you however. I wouldn’t say no to it happening early, either.

“As to the war itself in Spain, Petra ran everything left of them down to Madrid. They have it under siege and are grinding it down. She herself has moved to the northern theater and left the remnants of Spain to Cristina. All the Dryads in that country are free now.

“You’ll need to take a number of Dryad seeds and Horns into the grove. The Elves are now bound through the Dragon and Dryad bond directly and won’t need anything from you for it. They’ll be fine.

“As to this front, Petra is commanding it as I mentioned. She’s already taken everything to the west and is currently cracking Toulouse. Once that’s finished, she’ll move the rest up to the border here and settle in. We don’t want any of Prussany’s land, so we’ll re-establish the borders and go from there.

“We’re also not pushing any further north. We’ve stopped at the portal-storm. We want to use it as a natural boundary and let it be at that.

“Also, I should say this up front and firmly. Thank you for providing me with a lower-deity to serve me. That’s rather thoughtful of you. I’d like it if you please could recruit more. We aren’t strong enough as just a three-person pantheon, we could always do with more.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. Though, I’m glad that everything else is more or less what I expected. That’s all good news,” Vince murmured, looking into Ferris’ face. Pulling at her, he eased her closer to himself. He could feel Dea’s Dryad powers working at him right now.

As Ferris had pointed out, Dea was becoming more and more Dryad-like. Her power was growing stronger as well.

“How’s everyone? Everyone alright?” he asked, easing Ferris over to the front of himself.

“Everyone is accounted for except for Leila, Sam, and Red. The rest are all safe and sound,” reported the goddess of Dragons, peering up at him with wide eyes. She wasn’t trying to pull away or move back.

If anything, she looked a lot like a bird staring down a snake.

“Wonderful,” murmured Vince and leaned in, kissing Ferris eagerly. His hands slid down her sides and back.

He might not be able to take either of them to bed right now, but he could at least wind both of them up. Just as he was right now.

Ferris leaned into him, kissing him in a hungry and explosive way. Her fingers curling into his tunic.

Dea was there then, prying the Dragon away from him. All the while grinning at Vince.

Doing exactly what Ferris had done for her.

“Bad boy. Leave my poor Dragon be.

“For now… for now, go get ready for services, your religion has a need of you,” Dea warned. “Pretty sure there’s more forces of Francia nearby. Saw a number of Nullifiers on our way in.”

Ah… yeah.

They’re out there.

Never did get rid of them.





Chapter 29 




The border camp had gone up in the same day that the forces of Yosemite arrived.

Elven mages, Dryads, and a number of magicians from Magi-Vale casually threw together a fortification that looked ready to withstand an onslaught. As well as a siege from artillery in fact.

Multiple sloped walls, causeways that ran along them, barricade embankments, and the fact that it stretched into the distance in either direction. No section of wall didn’t have someone watching it, either.

Undead made excellent sentries apparently.

Zathira had them spaced out every so often, from the far northern edge of the wall, where it intersected with the Portal-storm, down to the end of the line, in Spanish territory. Running the old border perfectly and not an inch beyond it.

Leaving the army with a chance to settle in for a time.

Even Vince had a chance to catch his breath.

He was now awake after having a Dryad in his grove pestering him. Pushing and pulling at his sleeping mind till he woke.

Vince sniffed once and then yawned, wondering what was going on now. Even as his brain came to wakefulness, he couldn’t help but admit he felt incredibly better.

Blinking several times, he stared up at the inside of his tent and luxuriated in the feel of being on top of an actual mattress with blankets.

Only now after reconnecting with his forces had he been able to actually let his guard down. To sleep deeper than a doze for fear of someone or something sneaking up on him.

Even with someone else taking a watch, there really was nothing quite like sitting in the middle of a military camp to feel secure. To let your guard down and rest.

Blue moved in closer to him and pushed her head up under his chin. Nuzzling and snuggling into him.

After his “religious duties” had been attended to, he’d been allowed to go to sleep, though he’d still had to take care of Blue several times. The Dryad hadn’t been satisfied with a simple go of it either, Vince had to put some effort into taking care of her needs, even as she took care of his.

Thankfully Johanna’s canteen hadn’t made an appearance, but he was fairly certain it was full after the rather quaint ceremony they’d held to formally induct her into the pantheon. Which really was just a brief statement by Ferris and Dea, then the High-Priestesses, followed by Vince sleeping with said High-Priestesses.

“Ah… Grove-Husband, good morning,” came a whispered voice, just beyond the flaps of his tent. Vince was fairly certain it was Ynes. Which meant that she likely had come with a message from Fes, or Petra. “I apologize for waking you, but I have a message from Fes and the general. They wished to see you and then give you orders.”

Vince took in a slow breath, then let it out. He’d suspected something like this.

He even knew what was probably coming.

They’d be sending him southward to finish off Spain. He would need to be there for the close-out, if only for the fact that he was the lord of Yosemite. Having him there as it all finished would be a better epilogue to it, so to speak.

“Am I going to Spain?” he asked.

“Yes. Yes you are,” agreed Ynes. “My squad and I will be going with you. As well as Renata, Zathira, and Johanna. Fes Berenga wished to join you, but she is going to remain here and act in the Francia theater of war.”

Nodding his head, Vince had to agree. That was a good place for Berenga. She’d clearly gotten a taste for being in the front lines again and likely wasn’t going to give it up easily.

“Blue… Blue will be taking my place with Fes. Apparently my squad is better suited to being with you due to combat experience and expertise that’d do well at your side. Blue is better to remain with Fes and Petra,” Ynes sounded unsure, but willing. “I remember doing similar things with people under my command, though it’s weird being on the other end now.

“Just because they were the best in position when they were assigned, doesn’t mean it remains that way. Things happen, people change, new positions get opened.”

“Exactly,” murmured Vince and then sighed.

And that’s why I need to go to Spain. Things change.

“I’ll need a mercenary band. I don’t want to be down there forever,” Vince finished. “Make sure you get that for me, Ynes.”




***




Renata began to lazily sink through the air. The beats of her wings generating less and less lift with each round, bringing them in toward a siege camp that was spread out around the city.

From what Vince could see of it, it was comprised of a great deal of Dryads, soldiers, people dressed in civilian clothes, and a few Dragons that were certainly far above the expectation for size.

“Oooh, there’s so many Blacks and Whites. I’m always a little jealous of how big they are. But then I’d lose my speed,” Renata said, turning to look at Vince over her shoulder.

“You’re exactly what I want as my mount, Renata,” Vince countered with a smile. He was riding her alone, while Ynes and her squad were on the back of their partnered Red Dragon, along with Zathira and Johanna. The Red had been quick to promise it wouldn’t be too much for her to carry. Vince had had his doubts, but the Red had clearly held up to her promise and her duties. “I don’t need strength, durability, magic, or anything else. Speed. Speed was key for my existence not long ago, and I’ll keep betting on that.

“Betting on you, to be more specific. You, my mount, are what I want beneath me. So hurry the hell up and get permission from Elizabeth.”

Renata let out a loud cackle at that and looked ahead again. The boisterous and joyful Orange was always a pleasure to be around now after her first death.

Or perhaps more accurately, after saving Vince from the end of his life.

“Sure, sure,” Renata grumbled good naturedly while laughing. “You just want to plow me into a bed after riding me all day. Should I just lay around in your bedroll until I’m needed, one way or another?”

“That’d probably be easier. Go ahead and do that,” Vince agreed, smacking his hand into Renata’s thick scales. To which the Dragon began laughing again.

Landing with a light bump, Renata bowed her head forward and dismounted Vince without his say-so. She instantly shifted into her human form, her hands grasping him around the ankles. She held the pose for a second, then stood up without saying anything.

Her Dragon Legionnaire’s armor had rapidly refit itself to her, even as she got to her feet.

No sooner had she stood up than she stretched herself out. Bending one way, and then the other. Putting a lot of her very smooth and delicate-looking skin on display.

No small number of the soldiery were watching her as she did it, too. There were a great many of the locals who were part of this siege. They’d been brought here specifically to wage this war and see it finished.

So that the people of the country were truly part of its change in government. 

Which meant there were far more people in this army that weren’t part of Yosemite until recently.

They’d need to be wary of them.

At least until Spain had been a province for two generations. Then they’d be more likely to identify as being part of Yosemite, than their previous government.

A group of people came over.

In the lead was an Orc in heavy Legionnaire armor. They could wear considerably heavier grades of equipment without a concern, and Mr. White had been leaning into that trait.

Flanking him was another Orc, an Elf, and a Human with a Ratkin sitting on their shoulder.

“My lord,” said one of the Orcs who then saluted, crossing his arms in front of himself. “We’re pleased to have you. I received word that you’d be coming here personally but… we honestly didn’t quite believe it. We hoped, but didn’t believe it.”

Vince grinned and offered the Orc his hand, which the Orc immediately grasped.

Shaking his hand firmly, Vince shook his head.

“I indeed am here for the fall of their last city. Once we have them done and set to rights, I’ll be finishing this off so we can all go elsewhere,” Vince explained. “Most of you will end up going north. Though… probably not the locals. I imagine they’ll all remain here in their own country. It wouldn’t do to send them northward to die in a war that they didn’t want to be part of.

“It’s not like we’re defending our territory up that way either. We’re quite far north of the original border. Making a new one, but still, not the original.”

“I think you’ll find my soldiers here want very much to prove themselves,” countered the Orc with a huge grin. There was something in him that reminded Vince of Berenga and his brother-in-law, Duke Berten.”

“You’re of the Ber, aren’t you?” Vince asked and released the Orc’s hand.

“I… yes. Yes I am. I earned my commission through the Legionnaire’s drill-yards. Came over with the Praecantrix. Spent a great deal of time learning on Legion,” admitted the Orc. “I’m Bersert. I was part of the group you brought back to Yosemite.”

“Perfect. That makes you family. I’ll be honest with you, Bersert. We need more who are willing to go learn and come back for us. You need to make sure you add more children to the clan so that they can do the same,” Vince said and gestured at the camp ahead of them. He was sure the general had some place to take them, he just didn’t know where.

“Of course! Please follow me, my lord. I have a tent prepared for you. I didn’t do anything elaborate, as I didn’t think you’d care or want that,” Bersert said in an almost apology-like way. “Standard Legion issue.”

“That’s exactly what I’d want. Exactly it. Now… get me up to speed, but realize I’m not here to give you orders,” Vince said, following the Orc as he began to trod into the camp proper. Behind them, Vince could hear and feel Ynes’ squad, Renata, Johanna, and Zathira.

Bersert didn’t dilly dally and said no more. His entourage came with him and didn’t seem to be concerned either.

As they moved deeper into the camp, they took a number of turns. Moving with certainty until they ended up in a small sectioned-off area of the camp. It wouldn’t be obvious from the outside that this was where the leadership of the camp was either.

“This is where we gather to discuss,” Bersert murmured and indicated a large pavilion. The Orc then gestured to a small grouping of Legion tents. “Your tent is there, my lord. Your attendants were set down around yours. My own tent is just over there.”

Vince nodded at that as Bersert than led him to the pavilion.

“As to our situation, it’s very simple. We’re just waiting. We’re not really attacking them even,” explained the Orc, gesturing to a small map on the table. “If we can take the city whole, I’d prefer that. I don’t want to turn it into a smoking ruin, as it’d be a shame to torch such a historic place to the ground.

“While the current leadership isn’t in favor, the city itself has a long history for them. Even if it means we have to starve them out… it’d be preferable to destroying it.”

“I can see how that’s a preferable option. Petra asked for it?” Vince inquired, looking at the map. It was a map that’d been made on the fly and didn’t have much detail for the city. There was far more for the surrounding areas, but that was it.

“Queen Yaris did. As soon as she did, Fes Petra and Fes Berenga both approved and requested the same,” growled Bersert who then chuckled. “We’re doing what we can. It’s just… difficult. Thankfully most of the citizenry left before we got here. Only people in there are those loyal, stupid, Nullifiers, or soldiers.

“Not too much of an issue to let them die to the last. It’s just… frustrating. I want to serve the Fes and my queen, but… I’d rather just knock the wall down with the Dragons and move our way in slowly. Let the Crown’s Guard squads I have on loan take care of it at a walk.”

Crown’s Guard… is that what they’re calling the collective forces of the Praecantrix, Draco Custodes, and Bellum Dryadum?

Ugh, their names are a mouthful.

Crown’s Guard is better than all of it together.

“What squads?” asked Ynes, moving to stand next to Vince at his right. She and Dionara were the squad leader and assistant squad leader for their group. Their High-Elf and Wood-Elf, looked very much like their kin, and quite lovely. The Red Dragon was incredibly pretty to look at and had a wonderful look to her.

As a group, Ynes’ squad was almost too attractive to exist. Almost in a way that made him want to question his reality and the world around him.

Only for his mind to quickly skitter away from that unnerving line of thinking.

He also knew they were all quite lethal with their weaponry.

“First and third,” Bersert replied with a grin. “They gave me great tools, but no ability to use them effectively.”

“Oh! Antona is here,” Dionara murmured, looking up at Vince from his left with a smile. “That makes this a lot easier. Though… I see what you mean. Only easier if you’re allowed to use them.”

“Yeah, that,” growled Bersert. “I’ll end it here so you can get some rest. We’ll be doing lunch in a few hours. Should get your kit shuffled then sorted in the meantime.

“Not much to do but hurry up and wait while you’re here. We’ll have a formal meeting after lunch. Can have everyone introduce themselves at that point. Get everyone’s acquaintance and what not.

“We have live fire drills in the early afternoon today. Keep everyone practicing with their weaponry and keep reminding those inside the wall that we’re waiting for our own reasons. Not due to any lack of anything.”

“Course,” Vince agreed and then watched as Bersert and his people left. The Orc was clearly no-nonsense, which certainly wasn’t something Vince would disparage the man for.

Worked to his favor, if anything.

“Let’s have a chat with their leader,” Vince murmured, turning to look at Ynes. “Prep it for me and get everything ready. We’ll bring it up to Bersert after lunch.

“For now… let’s get sorted out like he suggested. No reason not to utilize what’s available to us.”

“Understood,” Ynes murmured. Then she turned away and took Dionara with her. Her squad fell in to a group and began conversing.

Vince turned to look at Zathira and Johanna and gave them a smile.

“Well. Next, you two,” said Vince.

Zathira raised her eyebrows at that as did Johanna.

“Dear High-Priestess of death, I know part of the reason you were sent down here was to retrieve your Undead forces. Is there anything in the nearby area we could use for this siege?”

“Quite a few, actually,” answered Zathira with a slow nod of her head. “It shouldn’t be much of an issue at all to collect the ones nearby. I can summon up a few of them and use them as touch points to collect more. I’m growing quite capable with my abilities.”

“That’s rather fascinating, honestly,” Johanna said, unclipping her canteen and then taking a drink from it. “I had no idea you could do such a thing. My necromancy is quite average, I’m afraid. As I am associated with all magic.”

Zathira’s nose twitched, and her eyes fastened onto the canteen in Johanna’s hand.

“You mentioned that before. You really can use all magic?” asked the Lamia, lifting a hand and pointing to the canteen. “Also… what’re you drinking, exactly? There’s a strong scent of magic and something else coming from it.”

“Ah… err… it’s… just an elixir that’s now tied to my faith aspect,” muttered Johanna, screwing the cap back onto the canteen and putting it on her hip once more. “And yes, I really can use all magic. If you don’t mind, I’d love to watch you work your own. I may not be able to replicate it, but I’m sure I’d be able to learn a great deal from it.”

“I wouldn’t mind at all, that’s not a problem,” Zathira allowed with a small wave of her hand. “Let’s head back to the tents and we can work from there.

“And you said it’s tied to your faith? Is that something that your priests and the like partake of as well? Is it a ritualized event like what the Dryads have been doing?”

“Not quite. It’s hard to explain, really,” Johanna deflected, then began leading Zathira out of the tent.

Dionara came back in that moment and laid a hand to Vince’s chest, gazing up at him with a wide smile and partly glowing eyes.

“Grove-husband. I’ll need you to attend to me briefly before we continue,” purred the beautiful Dryad. “I’ll need to commune with Dea just to make sure there’s no Dryads in the city. That’s always done best after a strong coupling with you and praying to her during the heights of it.

“She listens far more intently at that moment, and we can share some of the joy of it with her. If she’s willing, that is. I know for a fact that she never says no when we try to share with her a coupling with you.

“Though I’ve heard from a number of non-grove Dryads that she declines outright to everyone else. While it may sound a bit petty, and maybe meanspirited, that sounds true and correct for a deity that’s your wife.”

What she really means is she just wants to have sex, I’m betting. That’s all just an excuse.

Not sure I ever married Dea though. I guess that’s part of the religion now.

And speaking of that.

“You got one of those religious books I wanted made up for my pantheon?” asked Vince, a smirk curling the corner of his mouth. “I want to make sure we spread some of that belief in the city. Get them really believing in it. Make them afraid of it.

“Because fear is as much a faith and belief as anything else. Believing through fear is still believing, and I’d just as soon have my enemies fear me as I would have them worship me.”

“I can write one up myself real quick,” Dionara said with a slow tilt of her head. “Be sure to make my prayer to Dea especially strong, and she might be able to manifest one directly for us?”

Everyone else had left by this point, leaving him along with the gorgeous Dryad.

“Yeah… I can give you an especially strong one,” agreed Vince.

“Good. I’ll just meet up with you in your tent in a minute. I need to go get the goddess of magic’s canteen,” Dionara whispered, then gave him a quick kiss. “See you soon.”





Chapter 30 




Standing at the edge of the camp, staring at the besieged capital, Vince was wondering how to make this happen as quickly as possible. To make this situation wrap itself up and move straight to the ending so that he could get back to the frontlines.

While he couldn’t deny that he was an important piece that should be here, to be part of the history of the situation and make it “theirs”, he also simply didn’t feel right here.

Felix would tell me it’s inefficient. That it’s inefficient to have me here.

That’s what this is, isn’t it?

“I think that’s what he’d say, yeah,” said the voice of Ryker from somewhere above him and to the right. “And no, I can’t be there physically right now. I’m kind of… fixing… things. Things that shouldn’t have been broken, but that’s how my life is. Trying to guide this whole thing back on track.

“All while assholes like the vile and just mentioned Felix keep knocking it off the rails, god damnit. God damn him. And you know what? God damn you, too. Damn all you Campbells.

“I never should have made you all. You’re all problems and catastrophes waiting to happen. Do you understand just how much-no, no you don’t. You’re already thinking about how lovely it’d be to go back to Ynes and Dionara.”

Dragging his thoughts away from the Dryads, Vince forced himself into the current moment.

“I mean, can’t say I blame you. Dryads are lovely. Been spending a lot of time with your mother-in-law. She and Shirley get along a bit too well,” grumbled Ryker. “Really, I should have known better. Should have known. But no… no, I’m a dumbass wizard who thinks that he can balance his love life as easily as he blows people’s heads up.”

“Wizard?” Vince asked, very curious about the conversation now. A wizard was a designation you’d give to a mortal, not a god. This was starting to line up with what he and Felix had spoken about a number of times in the past.

That the gods weren’t quite what they appeared to be.

“Hm. Something like that. I overhead someone explain it rather succinctly once and I’ll try to do the same,” muttered Ryker. It sounded like something was clacking repeatedly in the background as he spoke. A clicking, popping noise, that Vince swore he’d heard before. “You would never worry about going hungry given your position. Your worries are not the same as someone who is starving to death. That’s how you and I would be to one another.

“I have worries and troubles all my own. Some you’d be able to identify with, others you wouldn’t. As an example, do you have any idea how many times I’ve had to split my mind apart into different projections just to be able to view millions of worlds at the same time due to time constraints? Then having to recompile all that information into a usable source without going crazy? Well, more crazy? Crazy is far more subjective than you’d think. Just ask my ex-wife.”

“Uh… no,” Vince said simply. “Not really something I’d be good at, I think.”

“You sell yourself short. You’re just as smart as Felix or your father. You just… don’t want to go into that type of a situation. You’re not comfortable with it. I get it. That’s fine,” murmured Ryker. “I’m very similar in many ways. I try not to get too involved in a lot of leadership things. I don’t enjoy being at the head of a thing. I prefer setting up an infrastructure, plan, or system. Then letting others deal with it.”

With a grunt, Vince looked back at the camp behind him. He was currently waiting for the planned meeting time they’d put in the message to the one-time ruler of these lands. Taken up by Renata and dropped over multiple locations across the city from far above.

There would be no way for them to ignore Vince’s request to meet with and discuss terms of surrender.

At the same time, a mercenary group that he’d encountered previously would be entering the city. One Elf by the name of Colomnon Hyzing and his party. A fairy named Nixie, and Hilga, a minotaur.

They would be entering the city secretly. Acting the part of a mercantile group that ran the blockade. Then spreading rumors and the like in the city while selling things that’d be useful in a siege, but wouldn’t prolong said siege.

“We have some time,” Ryker interjected, apparently reading Vince’s thoughts, or deducing his intent from what was going on. “They’re currently ah… milking… Ynes. Then they’ll collect the others and join you. We have about twenty minutes, give or take.”

Clicking his tongue, Vince looked back to the city.

“Since you’re here, think you could get me Sam, Red, and Leila back? They got caught up in one of those portals and sent elsewhere,” Vince asked. “It’d be great if you could just… plunk them down here. That’d make my life a lot easier, really.”

“Can’t. Don’t know where they went. Those portals… those portals are all there because they’re the ones I couldn’t close. Every single portal that could never be closed across all the infinite universes are all condensed right there. Or at least, the side that opens from here, is there,” Ryker explained. “Rather than having them randomly open up all across the globe, we stuck them there. Didn’t have much in the way of time when we did it, and the end points are always the same location.

“The problem is figuring out which portal grabbed them up. There’s literally hundreds of thousands of portals there. Without knowing that, I have no way of knowing where they went. I’ll work on it though, I just can’t promise anything.

“Busy right now. Really busy. Working on almost too much all at the same time. I’ll add it to my list, and it’ll push a few other projects lower in priority. Leila was supposed to be here with you for much of this in particular.”

“Alright. Thanks. I appreciate you looking into it,” acknowledged Vince. He knew for a fact that Ryker and Runner were both incredibly busy. Almost at all times, in fact. If he was willing to look, that meant a lot.

“Of course. Though… probably time to get to the reason I dropped by,” Ryker mused, then cleared his throat. “You’re probably the only person I can send out that might be able to take a hit from Seville without exploding into chunky meat-bits.

“You’d end up on the ground in a mess faster than one of your Dryads after having an empty bed for a couple years after the first hit. He wouldn’t hold himself back after the first attempt and then go all out.”

“He’s that strong? The first time I met him, he acted like he was afraid of me,” asked Vince. “Like I could crush him if I tried. Since then, my instincts have screamed at me every single time I’m around him to run away.”

“The first time you-oh, yeah. That time. Got it. Yes. He was as strong as he is now, as he was then. He was just pretending at the time,” Ryker provided as an answer. “His whole goal was to draw out a guardian for the server. You weren’t actually a target for him at the time. You weren’t part of his ‘kill these people’ list that’s given to him.

“Because you weren’t on that list, he didn’t want to kill you. It was likely easier for him to pretend to be weak, rather than trying to talk his way out through bluffing, or just crushing you.”

“That’s weird.”

“Is it? I don’t think it is. Seville is a man living with a gun behind his head at all times. Our collective opponent is quite literally holding his entire family hostage. Keeping them all in such a way that the man can never go too far outside of his orders, or his family would be slaughtered.

“Or… so Seville believes. Believes it so firmly that he’s never tried to actually do anything that might cause someone he loves to be killed. To push that boundary to see how far it might go.”

Frowning, Vince had a hard time believing all of that. That this wasn’t the truth and some type of elaborate hoax or political type of game.

“I swear it’s all real. Seville’s real name is Steven. Steven Brill. He was put on a world very similar to your own in fact. The entirety of his life was stripped away from him, and his existence is a fabricated one,” continued Ryker. “His whole life was fabricated in the blink of an eye. Taken from a piece of literature elsewhere, forced onto a broken remnant of a world, and brought to life.

“From the very beginning, when he woke up, he was manipulated. Being told a series of lies that made him think he’d already failed, when in fact, he hadn’t even existed before that moment.

“The gaslighting that he was put under, as well as the constant press on him, caused him to spiral down a violent and ugly road. Where every time he would make positive steps, our enemy would deliberately put something in front of him, or take something from him, to push him back down that road to hell.”

“From the beginning?” asked Vince. “In other words, his entire life was made and structured to turn him into what he is now. That’s what you’re saying?”

“Yes. That’s what I’m saying. Zeus fashioned Seville, from Steve, one hammer blow at a time. He even made it seem like Seville had exchanged his memories away in a trade. When in fact it was just the starting point to get him started.

“A tabula rasa provoked, prodded, and guided toward a bloody and terrible path. Think of all the positive influences in your life. Then remove them, or skew them so they’re twisted and broken.

“While Seville is responsible for his choices in the end, as that’s how free-will works, his choices were fairly terrible in every situation. From start to finish, the man was on a road to the depths of hell. While he walked that road with his eyes wide-open, there was no other road for him.”

“Okay… that’s a great history lesson and all, but what bring this up at all to me? What does this have to do with me in any way? I’m not related to him, and I’ve only met him a couple times. You said I’d be able to take a hit from him, but that doesn’t really matter much if he’s that strong. Does it?”

“It does, given the task I need to ask of you. You’ll remember that we’ve bartered back and forth for a number of favors over time. That I’d want to ask you for your own help in time.”

Vince nodded his head to all that. He did indeed owe Ryker and Runner. And it sounded a lot like they were going to have him handle Seville.

“I need you to talk to Seville. To approach him, talk to him, and see if we can’t turn him around from his current course of action. If we could get him to cross the line, to step over to our side of the war… well… I can’t even begin to describe how much that’d shift things.

“Imagine if we had you and Seville on the same side. The two of you could wade through hordes of armies. Literally just barreling through them to the point that it’d be almost impossible to stop either one of you.”

“I dunno, I almost lost my head to the alcoholic-wannabe back there,” grumbled a Vince. “And that’s why they have to ‘milk Ynes’ as well.”

Ryker’s laugh was sharp and full of mirth.

“I mean, I think you under-estimate yourself. You were fighting a goddess of magic, originally from a plane that had a deep and profound religion for magic. She’s a shadow of what she should be. Even now she’s incredibly strong and terrifying.

“Any other mortal on this plane wouldn’t have been able to handle her at all. She’d have just crushed them outright in a few seconds. That was a battle between equals in many ways, but also opposites. You’re a purely physical type, she’s a magical type. Each other’s worst weakness.

“As to her… recent addiction… that’s something else entirely. That’s her own head getting tied up in a false belief that became one. Did it to herself without even realizing she was doing it.”

“You’re saying the reason she thirsts for me is all her own doing. Not something my Dryads had any part in?”

“Not even a whisper of it. Your High-priestesses were able to correctly identify early on that the need is now part of Johanna’s divine makeup, but they weren’t the cause of it. Johanna did it to herself.”

Thinking on that, Vince slowly shook his head.

The statement lined up with what he’d been thinking of the deities for quite a while. That the more you believed in something, or feared something, cursed it, or blessed it, the stronger it would be.

Even reinforcing certain aspects based on those things.

“She thought the binding would grant her power. She felt rejuvenated from the blessing, being cut free, and then tied to my pantheon,” Vince summarized. “Then she missed the other two parts of that and fixated on the tie being formed. Drinking the binding agent and how it made her feel.

“She created a loop for herself by asking for a second go of it. Reinforced that belief in her own head. Turned it into some twisted ‘source of incredible power’ and now can’t ween herself off. That it?”

“That’s it,” agreed Ryker. “Though, her belief in it has certainly done other things as well. She believes the more of it she drinks, the more perfect of a goddess she’ll become. The more of an ideal ‘goddess of magic’ she’ll turn into for you. It’s already working, in fact. Her power level is already twice what it was when you fought her the first time.

“She’d wipe the floor with you outright if she’d fought you with the amount of power she has right now. Use your damn head like a sponge while dunking it in your chest cavity to get more blood in your hair.

“Then again, she now believes quite firmly that no one could stand against you. Not even the… heh… hahaha… not even the Dark Lord of the North could stand against you. Ha… that’s funny.”

“Dark Lord of the North… that’s the Unsatisfied or whatever?”

“Yep. It’s a Demon. Eats people. Most of the English Isles don’t even know it exists. Just their leadership, really. That and those who send out the clouds to collect offerings. People.

“Otherwise they just feed the poor, destitute, and homeless to the Demon. Often making it out to be a false-flag attack from the mainlands. Clear out entire villages every now and then. A meal and then nothing more.”

“A Demon. Hm. Well, I don’t think it’s a Demon,” countered Vince with a shake of his head. “It’s just a petty spirit that made itself bigger than it should be. I’m sure it’s strong, but not anything I can’t handle.”

“Uh… yeah… sure. That’s a good belief to foster in others to grow your own strength and diminish theirs. I’ll be honest with you though, he’d just pick you up, pull an arm off as an amuse-bouche, then contemplate what kind of a vintage you’d be.

“He’s out of your league. At least for now. Even if you took him on with all your deities from your pantheon, it’d just be a sampler platter for him. Trust me. He’s not something you want to take on just yet. Beyond you and yours.

“An issue for later. Now… if he projected an avatar, you might be able to deal with him to a degree, but not very well. That’s more of a sixty-forty split in favor of them, but more doable than their real form.”

“Uh huh. Right. Anyways. Thanks for explaining Johanna becoming a demon for semen. Was there more about Seville you needed to tell me? Like how I’m supposed to deal with him? I can’t imagine me trying to talk him into letting his family die would work out very well.

“In fact, I’m pretty sure that’s right about when he’d try to punch me to death. Isn’t it? Even you said I couldn’t handle more than a single blow. That’s probably not if he’s enraged.”

“Ah, too true, too true. In this, it’s actually far simpler than anything like that. Far, far simpler. His family? I already got my hands on them. Saved them all.

“Runner found them accidentally, figured out who they were, and pulled them all out of Zeus’ clutches. They’re all now on a world that’s tied right up next to my own. Like neighbors, really. We have their world on pause, in a way. They’ve aged maybe… three days since Seville left. Most of that was Runner and I collecting information on that world.

“On him, really. What was done to him, how things happened, and how it was able to be done. Surprisingly enough, Seville is more like you and I at the start, then became far more like Runner. It’s provided some very… interesting… research to go through.”

“Anyways,” Vince prompted once again, getting tired of the way Ryker seemed to ramble off into different rabbit-trails.

“Anyways! Yes. Anyways. Seville’s family is actually quite fine. We brought them all into a place of safety and they’re no longer in Zeus’s control. Not that Seville would ever know it. It’s certainly not something Zeus would ever tell him,” admitted Ryker. “Before you say it, yes, I know. There’s no way for him to believe you just with your words alone. So we prepared something specifically for this situation.”

There was a loud clack, and something appeared in the air in front of Vince. It looked like a small electronic device. Similar to many things he’d seen coming from Legion and their world, in fact.

Reaching out, Vince took it and then looked at it carefully. Rotating it one way, then the other.

There was a series of buttons on one side. They reminded him a lot of the buttons he’d seen on the reel-to-reel type projectors his father owned and left behind.

“Hit the arrow-like button. It’s the play button. The square is a stop button. The two arrows to the left is re-wind, the two arrows to the right is fast forward,” Ryker instructed.

Vince tapped the play button.

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

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

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

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

Vince suddenly missed his father very much as he listened, and suddenly understood Seville in a way he didn’t really want to.





Chapter 31 




Vince had tucked the device Ryker had given him away.

After that, he’d mostly just talked about random things with the god. He found that in the end, he was actually rather easy to talk to, if a bit eccentric. Reminded him of Felix in many ways, realistically.

Methodical, planning, logical, everything in its line with a place.

“Thank you, by the way,” whispered Ynes, her hands clutched to and holding onto his wrist. The woman who had spent decades doing policing duties, military drills, and live fire exercises was acting much like a different person entirely. He found she was far more cuddly after he took care of her very abnormal-for-a-Dryad urges. “For helping me out first. I… can’t tell you how wonderful it is. Please make sure you tell me if there’s anything you want to do. Or try. Anything. Anything at all, I’ll do it.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Vince murmured, then glanced over his shoulder. Dionara wasn’t far away, talking with the High-Elf, Wood-Elf, and Red Dragon.

Zathira was further away and currently utilizing necromancy. The dark impossible depths to her eyes visible and her attention elsewhere. Johanna stood next to her, examining what Zathira was doing and how, but not actively contributing.

Renata was laid out on her side next to them. Dozing quietly with her belly and chest toward the sun. Enjoying every moment for its fullest and unrepentantly so.

A bit further away were the Crown’s Guard arranged in ranks. All of them standing at attention and ready for orders. Bersert and his people weren’t far off either. Standing beneath the banners of Legion, Yosemite, and the local duchy, of which Vince wasn’t familiar with.

“Do you think they’ll come out?” asked the Dryad, shifting the conversation a bit.

“You know, I’m not sure,” admitted Vince. “If he doesn’t, he looks as if he’s afraid to do so. If he does, everyone will question why they’re still behind the walls.

“Which of course will be when I have the Dragons drop pamphlets behind the walls, explaining exactly why they’re still there. After all, our terms are actually rather generous, all things considered. I’m in a hurry and I don’t want to be here, so he’s getting a chance he shouldn’t.”

“He won’t take that,” muttered Ynes. “He’ll ask everyone to die for him. To march at his command and lay themselves out in the dirt. To make a road of their bodies for his continued existence atop a broken throne.”

Vince took in a short breath, held it, then let it out in a sigh. A nod of his head was all he could offer since he agreed with her. It really did seem like it would be exactly as she’d just said.

Between his siege camp was an area that wasn’t a place anyone could cross. A no-man’s land that would quickly draw attention upon entering. Often a Nullifier would target anyone who entered the area and hit them with a blast of their power, followed immediately by small-arms fire.

Across that was the entry-gate to the city. Closed and shut up tight.

Vince suspected that that not only was it shut, but it was actually incapable of opening. That the inhabitants had likely barricaded it up completely. To the point that those doors would never open again.

Surprisingly, he noticed a rope ladder being tossed down from the walls as he looked at the gate. It was just to the side of them.

A handful of people began moving down the ladder and gathering on the ground. Even from this distance, Vince could see the Prime Minister wasn’t among them. There weren’t enough people to form his guard, nor did it look as if there was anyone over there dressed in clothes too rich for the situation.

One and all, they looked to be older men in clothes that were above the lowest class, but not beyond a mercantile or merchant’s level of wealth. There were two that stood apart, however.
Two in robes that made them feel a lot like they were Nullifiers, or some type of priest. Serving some deity that Vince would have to deal with.

“Oh look, more priests. That means there’s more deities,” Ynes murmured. “I wonder if you’ll fuck, kill, or eat these ones. Though you didn’t do any of that to the last one. Rather surprising.”

Huh.

I guess… I really didn’t do any of the old tried and true methods.

Funny, in a way.

Firsts for everything.

“Ugh, Nullifiers,” growled Johanna from Vince’s left. “Bane of my existence.”

“Why? Nullification magic is just another school of magic,” Vince murmured and turned to look at the goddess. Holding up his left hand, he generated a small Nullifier shield in his palm. He continuously directed power into it to keep it there. “It feels just like every other school of magic to me. It’s just using it all to force it to negate anything it touches.

“See? I’m using my own power to generate it though. I’m not good at magic, so I have to focus on these things way too much.”

Johanna was staring at Vince’s hand. Staring at it with wide, disbelieving eyes.

Then she reached up and stuck a finger into it. Then wriggled it around.

He could actually feel her magical powers dissipating slightly as she did so. Draining away into him.

“Cancel it?” she asked.

Vince did so.

“Summon it again?” prompted Johanna, to which Vince did as requested. “Cancel?”

Again he let the spell fail.

“It… it really is just another school of magic. What… I… that means I should be able to use it,” grumbled Johanna. “I’m the goddess of magic. It’s well within my domain.”

“As the leader of the pantheon for Yosemite, I agree with you. You’re our goddess of magic. This is just another facet of magic. Another school. Your domain,” agreed Vince.

There was a grinding and ominous noise Vince could hear. It was everywhere and nowhere.

Then a pop-like noise went off and it was gone.

Johanna blinked, nodded her head, then held up her hand. She immediately formed a Nullifier shield in her palm. It moved from an oval-like sphere, to a cube, then vanished.

“Another school of magic. Just like that,” chortled Johanna. She put her hand down to the canteen at her hip.

Vince looked ahead to the incoming group of people. He wasn’t sure who they were, but without the Prime Minister in their number, it meant the proposal was clearly already rejected. There were most certainly not coming out to negotiate terms of surrender.

“Bets on what they want?” Vince asked aloud.

“Challenge you to a duel of champions,” Renata answered quickly from behind him.

“You read someone’s mind,” accused Ynes.

“I… yes. I did. One of them isn’t shielded,” confessed the Dragon.

“Okay. Johanna, your turn to get out there and fight them. I’m tired of being the champion,” Vince interjected and sighed. “Just… murder him outright, then bring me back their heart. They’ll send out some type of Nullifier. Since it’s a school of magic you now understand, I imagine this won’t take long.”

“Ah… errr… that-no. No, it won’t take long my lord,” Johanna said with a sharp nod of her head. “It’s just another school of magic. One I now understand. I’ll make it quick, pluck out their heart, and bring it back to you,” she parroted back, almost as if to convince herself his instructions were possible. 

“Perfect, thanks,” muttered Vince then he went silent. There wasn’t anything more to say until they did as Renata predicted.

Waving a white flag, they crossed the no-man’s land. Picking delicately through the charred and broken landscape they themselves had created.

When they finally reached Vince, most of them were out of breath. Apparently they weren’t in the best condition for something like this.

Lack of food, or stamina, I wonder.

One of those two.

“Greetings,” called a man in the front. He was in his later middle years and had hair that was half brown and half gray. His eyes were a dark brown color. Many of his companions had similar looks to them.

The two Nullifiers, which were now quite obvious to the naked eye, were both wearing odd hoods. He’d seen other Nullifiers wearing them and wasn’t really sure what they signified, since he’d seen many without them as well.

“Yup,” Vince mumbled with a nod of his head. There wasn’t any reason to waste words on them. They weren’t here to do anything of use anyways.

Blinking several times, the man looked to his companions before looking back to Vince.

“Ah… you’re… the lord of Yosemite?” asked the man.

“Yup,” repeated Vince. “You here to surrender or no.”

“No, we’d like to discuss terms for your army to depart and—”

“No,” interrupted Vince. “That’s not something we’ll be discussing, nor is it something even worth mentioning. You’re not surrendering so there’s nothing else to be said. Back to the siege for both of us. Go on back to your hellhole of your own making. Enjoy eating your own pets if you haven’t started doing that already.”

“Challenge! We have a challenge for you,” said one of the other men. “A champion’s battle!”

Vince waved a negligent hand at the men and then looked to Johanna.

“I changed my mind. I want you to take care of it, but draw it out. Make it showy. Break their morale,” he commanded then turned away. There was no point in staying here or bothering with this. While everyone focused on this situation, he’d put his next piece in play.

He hadn’t thought of doing it right now.

Truth of it was that he’d planned on doing this in several weeks, if the rest of his plans went sideways. Now though, he was moving it forward so that it’d get started right now. Colomnon and his team wouldn’t even get a chance to infiltrate, let alone go ahead with their plan.

If the Prime-Minister wanted to try and do something like this, and in the manner he was doing it, it meant he really didn’t care at all about anyone. To him it was all negligible as long as he kept his throne.

Vince would bet his life on the fact that, even should Johanna win, this champion duel wouldn’t be honored. The man would negate the results, claim they were fake, then push his supporters ever onward.

Even as his champion’s corpse was likely cooling in the grass.

“Of course, my lord,” Johanna said to Vince’s back even as he got lost in his own thoughts. “Reward me well!”

Reward her?

Well.

Alright. Sure.

We’ll reward her somehow.

“Sure, you got it,” Vince answered and waved a hand negligently over his shoulder, still walking toward Zathira. The Lamia was still completely engrossed in her work as far as he could tell.

Coming to a gradual stop next to her, he let out a slow breath.

“That seemed pointless to begin with,” whispered the Lamia surprisingly. “Their challenge only made it more so. I take it this is the point where you tell me to move ahead?”

“Yeah. Time to get this over and done with. As long as you can carry out that promise you made me,” Vince confirmed.

“Yes, it’s not a problem. We’ll just take the Prime Minister and get out,” Zathira murmured, then let out a soft chuckle. “I’ll wait for Johanna to start then move accordingly. It’ll be a good distraction I imagine, considering you promised her a reward. I’m sure she’ll work extra hard to make it noteworthy.

“By the way, I expect a reward as well. You can’t just reward her for her part of this, without rewarding me. Though… I’ll pass on her likely requested reward. I’m sure you’ll forgive me.”

Her reward?

Oh. 

I guess she’ll probably pick something to do with that damn canteen.

I’ll need to start trying to convince her she doesn’t need it. That it’s all in her head and that it’s unneeded.

“And what would you want?” Vince asked with a frown.

“To visit some graveyards before we head north after all this,” Zathira answered with an odd smile.




***




Watching quietly, Vince couldn’t help but wonder about the situation.

It was clearly meant to be a fight to the death, but that wasn’t what was happening. Not in any way shape or form, in fact.

Truth be told, it wasn’t even a fight anymore.

This was Johanna experimenting, testing, and asking ever more questions. Only to seek new answers, and questions, from the High-Priest Nullifier that’d been sent as the champion.

“Ah, I see, I see,” murmured Johanna who then clucked her tongue. She was leaning over the Nullifier who was sprawled out on the ground. “But what happens during the instruction process? Wouldn’t any spell made with magical energy immediately fail, since it’s from the Nullifier school of magic?”

“Yes. It fails,” whimpered the Nullifier. Johanna had beaten him black and blue and knocked a number of teeth in the doing. He was a bit of a mush-mouth now. “You have to make sure they finish their patterns and lock it in place while providing enough magical energy in the initial casting to work after you cut it free.”

Oh.

That makes sense.

That’s why my shield fails. I close it, it burns up its mana, then fails. I didn’t bother to put anything into it other than what it cost to activate it.

“Yes, yes, that makes perfect sense,” agreed Johanna with a small nod of her head. “I can see how you can train Nullifiers that way as well. They likely are just told how to throw out a blast, then practice that for a considerable time.

“Likely right up until they get a handle on how much mana to use for it. Then you just get them to memorize it and do everything by equation. Is that about it?”

“Yes. That’s it,” confirmed the Nullifier.

“Splendid. Splendid! This was most educational, I appreciate your answers, and letting me experiment on you,” thanked Johanna with a delicate and beautiful smile. Not for the first time, Vince had to reassess Johanna’s looks.

She was still growing ever more attractive.

“Of course. Can I go now? Please? I just want to go back home,” asked the Nullifier.

“I’m sorry. I’m afraid I can’t do that,” Johanna apologized with a slow shake of her head. “This was a fight to the death. I have to take your life.

“Take your life, then give your heart to my lord. He feasts on everything and gains power from it. It’s why your spellwork doesn’t work against him. Why my own spells grew less powerful against him the longer I fought him.

“What I can promise you, is to make it very quick. Very clean. You won’t even realize your life has ended. You’ll just… end. Quickly, without a mess, and not even realize it. Would you like a minute to collect your thoughts?”

Taking in a slow breath, the Nullifier seemed to consider her words. Thinking on them deeply.

“I only wish I’d listened to Marie-Louise. She warned us all about fighting your lord,” lamented the man.

“Wait,” commanded Vince, levering himself out of the chair he’d been sitting in. “Marie-Louise?”

“She’s in the clergy. Was… in the clergy. She fought you, lost, and watched you devour the hearts of her comrades,” explained the man. “She was going to gather all who would follow her and lead them to join you.”

“Hm. Is that so?” inquired Vince, feeling curious about this now. He did remember who the man was likely talking about. “Fine. You may live. Go find Marie-Louise and help her. Bring to me all the Nullifiers who would join Yosemite.

“The school of Nullification magic will need to be raised from the ground up in Yosemite. To function alongside all the other schools. You can worship Johanna, as she’s the deity of magic for Yosemite. Be sure to thank her for your life.”

“Thank you, gracious lord,” whimpered the Nullifier.

Vince dismissed the man with a hand gesture and then sat back down in his chair.

The wounded Nullifier got to his feet and stumbled away. Not waiting for a single moment longer and not offering anything else to say.

Everyone began sorting themselves out again and getting to other tasks at hand. Johanna took a sip from her flask while watching the Nullifier begin shuffling away toward the distant north. She put it back to her belt and walked over to rejoin Zathira.

This time, Johanna’s eyes became the same color as Zathira’s. Clearly she was assisting now instead of only watching.

The Duke hadn’t looked like this at all.

With any luck, the enthralled Undead would bring the Prime-Minister out sometime soon, and they could be done with this. Done with Spain and moving back north to solidify their borders.

Speaking of getting everything solidified here… I wonder whatever happened to that rebel loyalist faction. The ones trying to re-install their royal line to the throne.

I wonder if I’ll need to burn them all out, too.

I won’t be welcoming them into a place of power, that’s for sure. They’ll just continue on their stupid war with me as the target, rather than the Prime-Minister.

That most certainly can’t happen.

“I’ll just pick everything out when they show up,” offered Renata, who was laid out on the ground near him. She’d swapped into her human form but was still very much sunning herself on the grass. Her rather revealing Legionnaire armor didn’t cover much after all. “Read it all, put it down, then you send a few others to go handle it. A couple of Blacks and Whites. With a Red or Yellow to help plot out more hidden places. Can cut them all down before they understand the severity of it.”

“If they’re a problem, that’s fine,” agreed Vince. “If… they’re a problem. They might not be. They might just let it all happen and then let it all go. We’re certainly not going to treat the country the same way as the previous leader did.”

“They’ll show up,” growled Renata. “They were always carrion feeders from what I can tell. Scurrying around and over for scraps that no one wants, or trying to fight for the entirety of the corpse when others weren’t looking.

“I expect they’ll do the same, even with you as the head of state. They’ll do the same, expect more concessions, or that you will give them the country. I guarantee it.”

Vince turned his head and looked to the beautiful Orange Dragon sprawled out in the grass next to him. Grinning, he took a moment to really give her a head to toe once over.

“Oh, you really do like what you see. How delightful,” murmured Renata, opening one eye to look at him. At the same time, a call went up from ahead of them.

The Prime-Minister was on his way over. Being dragged along by a band of Undead. There were a number of other Undead that were further back, fighting back a group of soldiers. They were all trying to get to their leader unsuccessfully.

“Here we go,” concluded Vince.





Chapter 32 




In no time at all the Prime Minister was brought before Vince. The Undead troops of Zathira had readily and willingly given up their not-lives so that those carrying their prize could make it to Vince without an issue.

Eventually it became clear to those trying to battle their way to the captive that it wasn’t going to happen. They began to fall back to the city, taking their wounded but leaving their dead.

Zathira made no move to run them down, raise their recently deceased, or even chase them in the slightest. She let them slip away back to the city, climbing up one by one on the rope ladder.

Could have easily slaughtered them but… that wouldn’t have done much good. Already killed a bunch of people that were following a leader they may or may not have a choice in following.

It’s possibly no different than Seville. Fighting because they have to, rather than they want to.

“Renata,” Vince began. He was going to need a number of Dryads and Dragons combing through the city. To make sure there wasn’t anyone they needed to pull out and set aside.

There was no way Vince could really leave until this was actually completely settled. That meant making sure there was nothing left that could regrow itself out of this.

In the same way he was planning on eliminating the original resistance movement, he’d need to do the same to the original government.

“Of course. I’ll let Antona know so she can arrange it. I’m afraid I’m only your mount this time around. I’m only supposed to be ridden for the time being. There to get you off fast,” countered the Orange, still sprawled out on the grass.

Snorting, Vince found himself smiling again, his mind finding the flirty behavior amusing. He could even forgive her reading his mind for it.

Reminds me of Sam.

There was a jagged little hitch in his heart at that thought, and that she wasn’t here anymore. Wherever she was, it wasn’t somewhere he could easily get to.

Three Undead humans dropped the Prime Minister down in front of Vince. The man was more or less exactly how Vince remembered. There wasn’t much of a change.

He was also babbling, throwing out curses and threats, and generally being as verbally awful as he could. Vince didn’t really hear much of what was said, but he also didn’t really care what the man had to say.

Turning his head, he looked to those around him.

Antona took that was a sign and walked up to the kneeling man. Then promptly slammed a booted foot into his side. Which elicited a loud and heartfelt “oomph” from the man, who doubled over to hands and knees.

No one said anything in the sudden silence.

There were no threats, no promises of violence, or demands to be silent.

Nothing.

Vince just sat there in his chair, staring at the previous lord of these lands. A master and manager that’d enslaved and ruined the population of Dryads.

All while allowing Nullifiers to hunt and run down anyone suspected of having magical ability.

A minor party in an alliance that was likely not much more than an easy source of supplies and manpower for the country of Francia.

“You-dare?” hissed the man, still on his hands and knees.

“I’ll make this very simple,” vowed Vince. “There is nothing you can say or do that will change your position. Your rulership has ended, your power is gone, and your time is spent.

“All that remains is to pronounce judgement on you, then mete it out. That’s it. That’s what remains. Do you have any true last words of import. I can at least promise to attribute them to you whenever you’re mentioned.”

“Fuck you,” cursed the man.

“Not the first time I’ve heard that. Nor likely the last. That’s fine,” Vince sighed loudly and then shook his head. “I call upon Dea to give me insight into how this man should be punished. As the goddess of the Dryads, she and her people were the most ill-used. Their people were harmed and ruined in ways that will leave a ruinous fingerprint on them for generations. While there were many others harmed by this man and his actions, she is the only one I personally am willing to give consideration of this matter.

“I’ll confess it’s partly due to her being my wife as well. No sense in hiding that or even trying to dance around my reasoning.

“That is why we call upon Dea’s spirit to gift us with how she’d like this man to be punished. To decide his fate and how it will be carried out.”

There was a held breath.

A pause that ran throughout his grove. His trees all turning their attention to the soil they communally shared.

“Death,” came Dea’s voice. She wasn’t with them, but it was obvious and clear that she was able to project herself here. Likely due to the fact that Vince was here. “Imprison him until Leila returns. He will be executed, his soul removed, and cursed into a torment unending. As he and his family tormented our kind for generations, so he shall pay in pain.”

“Let it be written, let it be done,” Vince murmured with a casual hand wave. “Feel free to punish, torture, or harm him until his execution. Just make sure he’s coherent and remains alive.”

A pair of Dryads gathered up the sputtering, cursing, Prime Minister. He’d be carted off somewhere and stuffed down into a dark pit, Vince imagined.

“Alright. Next is letting those inside know that this is over,” muttered Vince with a heavy feeling. He’d hoped that the defenders would realize their leader was no longer, well, leading, and end the siege themselves.

That didn’t appear to be happening.

“Someone offer them the chance to surrender. That their homeland is free, part of the domain of Yosemite in the Legion empire, and that their leader is being executed,” commanded Vince.

A pair of rather lovely Dragons, a White and a Black, left at a swift walk. Moving toward the city, side by side in their human forms.

“Still weird to see all the colors getting along,” Renata remarked from where she lay. She hadn’t moved at all. “Especially those two. Diametrically opposed to one another. Yet they move around with one another now like they were sisters.

“Then again… I’ve been getting along with a lot of Blues. In fact, now that I think about it, I was trying to talk a particularly fun Blue into becoming a mount with me for you. If there were two of us always on hand, you’d never have an issue. That and a three-way seems to tempt you more than a one-on-one anymore.”

“No idea. I’m not actively doing anything to promote solidarity amongst you all,” Vince offered up honestly. “I do want everyone to get along. I tell everyone that, when you’re in Yosemite, we’re greater than the sum of our parts.

“Maybe not as dire as Felix and his ‘Legion First’, but not far from it, I guess. But I haven’t really done anything overtly.”

“It’s you,” Ynes purred at him from his left. She was at his shoulder, her fingers suddenly gliding through his hair in an almost possessive way.

“You directly,” agreed Dionara, her hands moving across his shoulders and back in a similar way from his right side. “Part of your mythos, though it isn’t spoken of. It’s just a general unstated belief.”

“Whatever you were before doesn’t matter. You’re something and someone new here,” Ynes continued. “Your expectations are that everyone will pull together, or be pushed out. There isn’t any room in between in that.”

I suppose that’s exactly what it is.

Pull together, or get pushed out.

Because if we’re not all moving together, the rest of the world will gobble us up.

The White Dragon turned and looked to the Black, who was looking at the white.

Something passed between the two of them that caused the Black Dragon to reach up and lightly shove the White Dragon. Only for the White to clearly laugh and pinch the Black on the shoulder.

Uh… that looks like flirting.

That’s kind of neat.

The White turned to the city and clearly took in a lung full of air.

“Yosemite has cleared the field of all opposition! You stand alone!” declared the White Dragon. “This is not the first time you’ve been told this! This is the last time you will be told!”

She paused, waited, then took in another breath.

“Your Prime Minister was taken, is now a prisoner, and will be executed shortly!” continued the White. “All that remains is your own defense of a nation that no longer exists!

“Please, surrender! Surrender, return to your families and go back to a normal life!”

The Black nodded her head as soon as the White finished talking and the two of them began heading back toward Vince. Each pair of eyes locked to him and watched him in a hungry way as they came back to him.

I wonder what that’d be like.

A three-way with Dragons.

“I knew it. I knew it, but I didn’t really want to believe it. I hoped against it. I really do need to get that Blue to stay interesting,” exclaimed Renata with a loud groan.

Vince chuckled at that, levered himself out of the chair, and began walking toward Zathira. He didn’t want to linger here with the Black and White Dragon heading his way and thinking what he was. That’d lead him down into a direction that’d only take his attention away from what he wanted to do right now.

Which was leave.

Head north and get back to the front.

Zathira and Johanna were standing by themselves away from the rest. Everyone else had gone off on whatever other errand they were about.

Even Renata had remained where she’d been, though she was watching him. Almost like a dog at point, in fact. Gazing at him and more than likely judging if she needed to get up and follow him or if she could remain where she was.

“Well done,” Vince murmured as he came beside the two casters.

“Why thank you, I look forward to my reward. I’m really thinking about it. I don’t want to ask for anything too soon,” Johanna answered, her head turning toward him, though her eyes were distinctly different from before. They were entirely black, just like Zathira’s.

“Your eyes are like Zathira’s, why?” asked Vince.

“I tapped into her school of magic and way of casting. Learned it directly from her. I’m a goddess of magical education, I can learn from anyone and everyone,” Johanna answered with amusement. With a calm and normal air to her, as if it wasn’t anything out of the ordinary, she casually took her canteen in hand, unstoppered it, and took a drink.

All while staring right at Vince boldly and daring him to look away as she did it.

Clearly looking at him even while using necromancy.

Something must’ve shifted around in her head, considering she didn’t seem embarrassed by her needs anymore. That she wanted her canteen full at all times.

Or she just didn’t care at all anymore.

“Well, good job. Definitely get that reward,” Vince agreed, looking away from her after she screwed the cap back on her canteen. “You as well Zathira. How’d it go in there? Any issues that we need to talk about?”

“Well… maybe,” grumbled Zathira, the smirk on her face fading somewhat. She shook her head and then growled under her breath. “Probably. When I was taking the Prime Minister, someone declared that the resistance was taking over.

“I think that they literally seized control of the city even as we eliminated the previous leader. On top of that, I can see from the dead that I took over inside that they’re hunkering down. Even more so than the Prime Minister did.

“If you’re going to ask me to do the same thing again, I can. I can and will, of course. But there’s going to be a lot of bodies. A lot of people are taking to the defense.

“I have no idea why, or even what was said to get them to do that, but they are. Lots of people with weapons that aren’t weapons and will get butchered.”

Sighing, Vince lifted his hand and pressed it to his face. He covered his eyes with his fingers and was feeling like he couldn’t really deal with this right now.

“Alright,” he finally mumbled almost to himself. “Alright. Let’s… let’s just give them a few hours, and then we’ll start seeing where this goes. That team we sent in to disrupt their morale should be working away at them. With any luck that’ll help break them down.

“If that doesn’t work, and it happens that they don’t want to surrender… we’ll go from there. Do we have any Ratkin around by the way? If we do, please ask them to come see me. I’d like to see if they couldn’t head into the city and cause more problems.

“While starving the populace out feels almost as bad as slaughtering them, that’s just what we’re going to have to do. I suppose we could go for all the stores being used by the leaders to start. Let them feel the pains worst, first.”

“I’ll handle that. I’m sure I can find the Ratkin that are attached to this army. I saw them earlier and was rather surprised. I asked around a bit about them,” Johanna offered and then blinked suddenly. As her eyes opened, the darkness was gone, and she gave him a curious smile and a look. “You know… I won’t lie, I was cursing your existence at first. Now I’m finding myself to be far better off than I expected.

“Everyone who has anything to do with me should be arriving across your lands tomorrow or the day after. How… do you want to handle them?”

“I don’t care?” replied Vince. “They’re your people. Do what you need to do. If you’re asking me about where to send them, magi-vale or the elves maybe? They’re my spell-casters.”

Vince bobbed his head at the two women, then turned and left.

Heading out into the clearing that was in the distant west. He really didn’t’ want to be around so many people right now. He preferred to not be enclosed by other living beings and avoid having everyone always gazing at him.

Before he’d made it twenty yards, Renata caught up to him.

She spun around and began walking backwards in front of him, grinning. Her eyes following him for several seconds before she looked away.

Leaping into the air, she transformed into her Dragon form in almost a single second. Her wings beat down, a clawed hand flew out, snatched him, and then began carrying him in the air.

“Time for a ride!” shouted Renata while bringing Vince upward. She held him against her scaled chest with both hands and began to fly faster.

Faster and faster as they began to rise in the air.

Unable to contain it, Vince grinned and did his best to keep his eyes open as the world began to speed by.

His worries and cares fell away faster than the ground did.

Glancing back only once, he watched as the military camp, the siege line, and the city, fell into the distance and became nothing at all. Swallowed up by distance, trees, and Renata’s impressive speed.

“Let’s go buzz some mountaintops, race the canyons, and then find something, kill it, and eat it!” shouted Renata as they began to fly even faster. “You just have to keep charging me up as we go, and we can fly forever!”

I suppose that’s true. She can fly faster than anyone and I can keep her charged. We could easily go anywhere.

Go anywhere and… and be back as quick as could be.

Maybe it’s a good opportunity to head up to Coruna. See what’s going on up there.

It’s been a while since I dropped in, and I think I’ll need to welcome a few new Dryads into the grove.

I’m pretty sure Blue told me that there’d be more who’d need help by now.

“Okay! But we need to go to Coruna! We’ll need to be back to the camp just after nightfall though, and that is after staying in the city for a few hours as well!” Vince yelled over the rushing wind.

Have a little fun, get to Coruna, do what I can, head back to the camp. Oversee things, then leave again tomorrow as soon as things settle down. I’ll just keep traveling around with Renata the entire time.

I can cover a great deal of ground and get more done rather than just spinning my wheels.

“That means I need to go even faster! I love going faster! Be sure to charge me up a lot!” shrieked Renata as she began to frantically beat her wings.

The wind began to tear at Vince’s eyes to the point that he couldn’t even look around anymore. It was simply too much for him now.

Next time, bring the helmet. Can’t see a damn thing at all at this speed.

I know I got used to going around without it, but I really should be wearing it. Already wearing the rest of the Legionnaire armor, after all.

A second after he had that thought, the wind died away. It was as if he were standing at the edge of a wall. He could feel the wind slashing past him, but it wasn’t landing on him directly.

He got the impression Renata had cast an air spell directly in front of him.

“Here we go!” she called, her claws clutching to him tightly.





Chapter 33 




“The hell is that?” yelled Vince, pointing at a dark blob to the south.

He was fairly certain that it was actually a mass of people, but he couldn’t quite tell. It was simply beyond the ability for him to clearly discern what it was.

“People! Lots of people!” answered Renata. They were still on their way to Coruna after buzzing around a few locations that had tempted the Orange Dragon. The time they’d spend doing so had been considerably less than he’d expected. “They carry a banner! One that I do not recognize, nor have I seen before!”

Vince didn’t like the sound of that, but he also realized he didn’t have the time to go inspect it. Their schedule was already incredibly tight without taking the time to go look at whatever that might be.

“There’s another!” Renata called out. “Further up, it’s just beyond a shift in the land, hiding them! They carry the banners of Yosemite, Legion, and Yosemite-Spain!

“They’re much smaller in number though! Much smaller! Perhaps one-fifth!”

Damnit. Now I wish I had Ynes and her people with us. They could fly over it and cause an issue for them.

“Ynes and her squad? They’re back there! I made sure that they knew where we were! I’ve been making sure they can keep pace with all that aerial maneuvering!” Renata admitted.

Oh.

Good.

I don’t need to yell at you, do I?  You’re just in my head.

Go ahead and get us near Ynes’ people. See if they know what’s going on, or if they know the banners.

Renata dipped a wing, tucked her head, and was now suddenly facing the opposite direction. Her wings beat frantically, and Vince could feel himself being pushed into the Dragon.

Then they were off and away again.

In no time at all Vince could actually see Ynes’ Dragon heading their way.

“She says it’s the banner of the resistance!” Renata yelled long before they closed enough to hold any sort of conversation. “They’re marching toward the garrison of Coruna. The army in the field is likely the garrison! They don’t have a fort to work out of yet!”

Not enough manpower to get everything built at the same time.

A lot of locations without shelter or a proper building to work out of. Defenses made in a hurry out of whatever was available.

Damn.

Alright. Uh… do they think it’s an attack or something else?

“Attack!” Renata answered before going into an actual loop around the Red Dragon in Ynes’ squad. Coming back out nearly where she started but now flying beside the Dragon.

Then she held him up toward the others riding atop the Red.

“We’ll go in and take a peek at their minds!” Ynes shouted at him, her hands cupping her mouth to help project it.

“Okay! If you find anything, just turn them to mulch!” Vince yelled back.

Ynes and her squad all nodded their heads at that, then they all began flying toward the army.

Except it didn’t matter.

Even as they got closer, the army of the resistance began shooting up at them with firearms and magical spells. There was even a Nullifier blast amongst it all.

Vince didn’t think the carnage would last very long.

The forces they would be going up against likely wouldn’t be able to resist against Ynes’ squad alone.

“Drop me off with the garrison force, then go join them,” Vince requested. “I’m not as useful if you’re just holding onto me and realistically… you’ll be able to operate better without worrying about me.”

“I… okay, that’ll be alright,” relented Renata. Pulling in tight, she dove into the distance, passing right by the enemy army, even as they continued to fire. Endlessly shooting at Ynes’ squad which easily dodged it all.

Coming to a full stop in front of the garrison forces, Vince saw it was mostly soldiers from the local area. Dressed in simple leather armor and basic rifles that weren’t Legion issued.

At their front was a single Legionnaire.

Vince dropped down from the side of Renata. No sooner than he was clear than she jumped into the air and started winging away quickly.

“Ah! Lord! It’s a pleasure to see you!” called out the soldier in Legionnaire Armor.

Vince could now see it was a Dryad in the Bellum Dryadum armor. Reaching up, she pulled her helmet off and came over to him at a jog. He recognized her as one of his Dryads from Yosemite.

Her hair was trimmed quite short, her eyes a penetrating green, and she was one of his more muscled and militaristic looking Dryads. He suspected she had a non-human lineage.

Her name was Wrean, and she’d given him a beautiful daughter named Elisa. One that tended to watch him whenever he was near her and had ever since she was born.

“Wrean, a pleasure. When did you cross over? How’s Elisa?” asked Vince, moving over to the Dryad. While she’d come toward him with a smile, she’d also gone straight to a salute.

Vince ignored that and hugged her, holding to her tightly. His Dryads were precious to him.

Especially those who’d gone through such lengths as to give him children.

“Not long ago. I came over when they needed more Legionnaire officers.  And she’s fine. Our daughter is fine, that is,” Wrean murmured, hugging him back after a startled pause. Then she pressed her face into his neck. “You remember her. Me.”

“Course I do,” Vince said quickly with a laugh. Turning his attention inward, he pinned Wrean’s tree in his grove down with his mind and essence. “You’re right here.”

Wrean let out a soft moan and pushed into him a bit more firmly.

“Yes… yes that’s… that’s me,” the Dryad whispered. “Why’re you here? I’m quite glad to see you. I was rather nervous that I’d fall here and cause you to spend power just to raise me back up.”

“Was flying to Coruna to check in. Just happened to be here,” Vince answered.

“Good timing then. We were on our way to you, actually,” Wrean said, standing up and moving a step away from Vince. “Something is happening with the portal storm. Something strange.

“They stopped going off in one area. They’re occurring everywhere else. General Petra wants you there just in case the enemy tries to push over. It’s… it’s right along the border we’re holding with Prussany, but just south of the storm.

“The forces of Francia had made a beachhead across the portal-storm. We’d let them have it just so we could bleed them of resources. They had to work hard to get supplies over just to keep their landing point. All while we constantly chipped away at them.”

“Ah… alright,” Vince said and then sighed. He turned and looked back to the Orange and Red Dragons. They were flying back and forth. Washing the armies in flame and magic. “Soon as we clear this, we’ll get going. Won’t take long. Maybe an hour.”

“In that case, can I borrow you for an hour… Grove-Husband?” inquired Wrean with a sultry purr. “I happen to have a tent big enough for two. So long as we’re close. Really close.”

“That’d be great,” agreed Vince, suddenly looking forward to a break.




***




Sitting atop of Renata’s back, Vince could see why Petra wanted him here. There really was a point where all three armies met one another.

A landing point that Francia had built and reinforced south of the portal-storm.

Prussany and their border army waiting to the east.

Yosemite holding their own line that ran up to Prussany’s, then curved to the west around that staging area of Francia’s. 

It made for a triangular section of the plains where anything could happen.

Given the torn-up turf and bodies that were liberally dotting the landscape everywhere, it seemed that a number of skirmishes had kicked off. From one end, all the way to the other end of the line that connected all three, was a trail of corpses.

The great majority of them were Francia or Prussany soldiers.

Here and there Vince could see uniforms that marked out people as hailing from Yosemite.

There were thankfully precious few of those, which made Vince feel better about it.

Not great, but better.

A number of Nullifiers were riding mounts and warily watching both Yosemite and Prussany.

Both of which had their own aerial combatants skyborne and waiting. Magicians, Dragons, and Nullifiers, all glaring toward one another and wondering if a move would be made.

Renata hovered there, letting Vince survey the field and everything that was laid out in front of them.

Right now, the Francian forces were battling through the lines of Prussany. There’d been a great push that’d obviously dislodged a large section of the line.

Positions had been over-run, soldiers laid to waste, and the battle raged even now.

The magicians and Nullifiers that were in the air above made no move to engage the ground troops, or each other. Each side content with how things were at the moment.

Vince watched as a cavalry unit from Prussany came around in a slow trot and moved out around the furthest flank of the engaged infantry. They looked to be using swords and handguns in some odd throw-back to the past.

A much heavier-looking cavalry unit was trotting out from the rear of the Francian forces. Matching them but not actually engaging them.

“Alright, get us over there to Petra. We’ll need to see what she wants from me,” Vince said with a shake of his head. “This looks like something way beyond me and what I can do, but I’m sure she has some sort of project for me to work on.”

“Of course,” growled Renata. “Best we get ourselves to safety. Lingering like this is just asking for problems.”

The Orange Dragon was rather huffy-sounding at the moment. Apparently she’d taken offense to him tumbling Wrean when she’d been off fighting.

Seemingly she’d been planning on doing the same to him on this trip and had lost her chance to do so. It seemed that her permission to do so had been granted by Elizabeth.

Renata wasn’t so much mad at him, as she was sexually frustrated and annoyed.

The Dragon pulled in her wings and began gliding down toward the very obvious command post that Petra was working out of. There were several shields of magic around it, as well as a Nullifier shield in front of that.

Not to mention it was suitably built out of stone and wood, with defenses built into it.

Renata dropped them down right next to the shield and then lowered her front. Dropping him in front of herself and grabbing his ankles with her hands before she’d even transformed.

Because if she didn’t, he’d have scurried away before she could do so.

Holding onto him, Renata didn’t let go until she was fully in her human shape. Prostrated low and holding to him for several seconds.

Thankfully she said nothing, but he actually felt the prayer she threw at him.

One that was projected to him and him alone.

He couldn’t hear or feel the details of it, but it was at the edge of his consciousness. A faintly heard voice shouting in the distance.

When it ended, she got up and laid a hand to his back, as the tip of her tail came up and wrapped around his left wrist. Renata was apparently feeling possessive again.

Ynes and her squad dropped down only a short distance away as well. Once more, he felt a prayer sent his way, though this one didn’t feel as strong. It felt as if it was also partially directed at someone else.

Ferris, probably.

Moving ahead, Vince walked through the shields and to the sentries. They’d all watched him land and were clearly aware of him.

As he approached, they all provided him with the Yosemite salute, clearly knowing exactly who he was.

Moving past them, he entered the building and found no-one there.

“She’s in the top floor, watching through a window,” whispered a helmeted guard from a few feet away.

Vince nodded his head at the Legionnaire and then moved up the stairs.

Behind him, Renata came as well. Additionally, Ynes and her whole squad joined in behind her.

Reaching the second floor, Vince turned and saw Petra.

She was standing at the window with a spyglass to her face. Next to her was a group of several Elves. They were building a magical display between themselves that was a clear representation of the battlefield.

Lowering the viewing piece, Petra then looked to the magical display. Her sharp blue eyes peering at it intently. Her blonde hair was as short as ever.

Looking ever the contrast, from her pretty face to her full-plate mail and weaponry. An accomplished and formidable warrior and general.

Glancing at him, she looked back to her magical map.

Only to freeze, then look back to him and gift him with a radiant smile.

“This one greets her master with utmost joy to see him,” gushed Petra, rushing toward him swiftly. Her ant legs gave her an easy pivot and carried her along far faster than most people expected.

Reaching him, she wrapped Vince up in a hug and held onto him.

“You are here, and I can utilize you immediately,” Petra whispered, holding to him. “I’m so happy to see you beyond that as well. I missed you. Terribly. I feel like we’ve not seen each other at all.”

“We haven’t. It’s been a bit. Lots of work to do though, so it’s excusable,” Vince replied, hugging her back. “Now, what do you need me to do? Or would it be better to give me a quick little summary?”

“Francia fights to take the south back as well as the lands they’ve lost in the north,” Petra murmured, releasing him. She leaned away and looked at him critically. Her hand came up and she ran her fingertips through his hair. “They’re spread thin, lacking in numbers, and losing more all the time. Their numbers of Nullifiers have dropped sharply as well. That bomb you dropped on them really cut off a massive source of power for them.

“Those that we see are far more cautious now. Often trying to make things happen from the sidelines, without actually engaging us or Prussany. Working to shift things without risking themselves.”

“Saw that happen too. Not long ago,” admitted Vince. “They tried to stay out of a fight with me and just wanted me to fight Prussany on their behalf.

“Or that’s what I think at least. I didn’t capture any of them or question them. Seemed a reasonable assumption at the time. Still seems reasonable now. More so after hearing your own words.”

“That’d make sense,” Petra whispered, her fingertips now gliding over his ear, cheek, and jaw. Gazing at him in an almost lost way. Then she blinked, and her eyes jumped back over to meet his own. “Prussany works to hold but makes no inroads whatsoever. Keeping to their lines and doing what they can to lose no ground.

“At this time they’re not pushing at us either. Much like the Nullifiers, they seem content to let things happen outside of their own concerns if possible. I’m sure they’d like nothing more than Francia rushing our lines.

“Thankfully that hasn’t happened that often. Only a few times over-all. Our losses have been almost nothing at all. Those we did lose, were unfortunate, but also acceptable.

“It also has been creating a good pool of soldiers bloodied by battle for us. Each one that survives grows in experience and this will allow them to survive more situations in the future. The losses we incur are not without value.

“We did lose a handful of Dryads, some Elves, and even a Dragon in fact, from the Crown’s Guard but… ah… Dea and Ferris brought them back on your behalf. They were all willing to return to the land of the living.

“They reported to me that there were costs of course, but that they were overflowing with faith. That while it would get costly, it was a cost that was replaced a few days after being spent.

“That and apparently resurrecting so many generates its own type of faith. It reinforces everything that’s been happening.”

Makes sense. Makes a lot of sense.

It more or less reconfirms everything I’ve thought myself.

A lot of it becomes a self-iterative cycle.

“Great. Glad to hear it. If I had it my way, the Crown’s Guard would never lose a single member,” declared Vince firmly. “They all deserve to go to the end of time with me. Every single one of them. If I can make that happen, I will.”

There was a strange moment where it felt as if there was a gathering tension in the air. One that increased second by second. It didn’t leave or dissipate.

Hovering there and waiting.

Waiting for what, Vince wasn’t sure.

“This one can certainly understand that. She looks forward to greeting the end of time with you at her side,” Petra murmured with a warm smile. As if she didn’t feel the same tension he did. “Beyond that, the only thing of note is the Portal-Storm. It isn’t… behaving as it normally should.

“The portals directly behind the Francia military encampment are no longer going off. They slowed down in recent days and stopped completely this morning. It’s quite strange and we have no reason as to why.

“We had allowed them the beachhead at first because we could drain them of resources. Bleed them slowly.

“Now they can reinforce and resupply without too much difficulty. Had we known the Portal-Storm would fail, we never would have allowed them to settle down as they did.”

“General,” hissed one of the Elves from nearby. They were pointing out the window, though. The map had nothing to do with their concern.

Petra came over quickly and looked out the window.

Her shoulders stiffened as she took in a sharp breath. Her entire body going into a rigid state.

Vince came over and peered over Petra’s shoulder. Gazing out into the same scene that she was now observing.

In the distance, he could see the Francia camp as well as the Portal-Storm. It was dormant and quiet. A far cry from the angry discharge he’d last seen of it.

That was not what’d captured their attention, however.

Vince now knew the reason he’d felt a growing tension. A pulling at his senses that he couldn’t shake and that just wouldn’t go away.

His instincts telling him to be aware, on guard, and ready. To prepare him and rev his engine into life for something that was coming his way.

A monster that was easily six or seven times the size of a man stood over the military camp now. It wore nothing at all to cover its disgusting form.

Skin the color of milk, with yellow and green blotches throughout. Almost like spots, but more oval in shape. Its body was heavily muscled and looked to be built to fight.

Arms and legs that were oversized for its torso only gave that idea far more merit.

Its head was the absolute worst though.

Resembling something like a large-mouthed frog with bulbous eyes that sat atop it’s head.

With a casual swing of its hand, it smashed a swath of destruction through the camp. Knocking things about and likely crushing people.

Then its hand came up.

Vince couldn’t see exactly what it was from here, but it looked as if it had grasped a hold of something.

Opening its mouth, it tossed the contents inside, providing an opportunity for everyone to see what it’d been holding.

Three soldiers landed atop the creature’s tongue and the side of its mouth.

Then the hinge-like jaw slammed shut, and they were gone.





Chapter 34 




“The hell is that?” asked Vince, gazing out at the gigantic monstrous thing that was now laying waste to the military camp of Francia. It felt like he was asking that question a lot as of late.

“I don’t know,” whispered Petra with a shake of her head.

The creature lifted a foot and stamped it down. Crushing something that Vince couldn’t see. Then it lifted a hand up and slammed it into a wooden structure that wasn’t that large.

It nearly disintegrated under the force of the blow.

“Whatever it is, it came out of the canyon. The one the Portal-Storm created,” Vince murmured. “That means… that means it was the cause for the Portal-Storm to become lessened. For one reason or another.

“How long had the Portal-Storm been lessened? Several days? If so, it’s been sitting down there that long, right?”

“A… valid… assumption,” Petra agreed. “The question becomes for this one… are they an enemy? A friend? They don’t look to be the friendly sort, but that doesn’t preclude it. Yet they made no communication to us previously, and no allies have spoken with us.

“Whatever this is, I believe it to be an enemy of ours as well as to Francia’s. That leaves Prussany or another entirely.”

Leaning his head to one side, Vince looked out to the direction where the forces of Prussany and Francia had been fighting. The troops on the ground seemed to have paused in their attempts to slaughter one another.

The aerial combatants of both sides were on the same side of the battle now. Each group arranging themselves separately, but both of them were looking off toward the newly arrived monster.

Both Francia and Prussany were surprised by this and ignoring one another.

“I think you can exclude Prussany from that list of possibilities,” Vince remarked. “If they were in on it, I don’t think they’d be placidly standing around next to their enemies. More than likely, they’d be looking to push as hard and fast as they could. Wouldn’t they?”

Petra turned her head and was clearly looking out in the same direction he’d just been.

“Yes, a communal enemy. We should… we need to send a runner to both camps. Make sure they know it isn’t us. I need Dragons,” Petra stated and then turned, moved past Vince, and vanished down the stairs.

Vince chased after her after taking one long look at the creature. At that moment it had just tossed a horse into its mouth.

Then slammed it shut.

By the time Vince made it outside, Petra had already reached two Red Dragons. They looked considerably like one another.

No sooner had Petra finished speaking than the two of them leapt into the air and transformed. One began flying quickly toward the north, another to the east, by north-east.

“This one instructed them to tell our opponents, that whatever that creature is, it has no relation to us,” Petra explained, watching the two Dragons quickly fly away. “The next course of action is to plan and prepare for this creature.

“This one knows not how to do this, as she doesn’t know what it is. She would ask her master to call upon Ferris, Dea, and Yaris to see if they know what it might be. As well as your new goddess, Johanna.”

“Oh, right, yeah. Good thought,” Vince muttered, then stood there uncomprehendingly.

He had no idea how to actually reach out to the goddesses to get something like this across.

Rather than speaking aloud, or anything of that nature, he instead turned his attention inward. He grasped the dirt that’d been part of Dea’s original divinity, as well as the single bone that made up the remains of Ferris.

He also did what he could to reach out to Johanna and Yaris. While they weren’t in his grove as Dea and Ferris were, they were still part of his pantheon.

You two have any idea what a giant frog monster thing is? It’s picking up people and eating them whole.

Was sitting at the bottom of the Portal-Storm canyon.

There was an odd whining noise, followed by Dea and Ferris simply arriving.

The two goddesses popped into existence a short distance away.

A much softer whine was audible before Yaris suddenly appeared as well.

Pretty in a way that didn’t exist in most Elves, Yaris looked confused. Her features were delicate and warm, while clearly a blend of all three races. She seemed to toe the line as a true Elven hybrid.

The beautiful and regal Royal Elf was dressed in what looked to be house clothes. Her dark-blonde hair was pulled back and away from her face. Her blue eyes caught on Vince, flicked to Petra, the two goddesses next to her, then back to him.

“You summoned your pantheon? I see,” Yaris murmured and nodded her head. “I had no idea I was so far along the path of being a deity. This is rather wonderful news. I really didn’t feel much different, other than hearing so many prayers so often.”

A portal was torn open in reality not far away from the five of them. Only a second after that, Johanna stepped through, the whole of it closing back up behind her.

Even before she’d gotten her feet settled, she’d pulled up her canteen and taken a drink from it. Only to smile at everyone as she screwed the lid back on.

“Well, that worked rather well. I could feel your summons and used that as a locational guide to bring myself here,” explained the goddess of magic. “Handy that, though I don’t think I could do it randomly to anywhere.”

“Wonderful, this one is grateful that you’re all here,” Petra said, looking considerably relieved. “There is a vast and terrifying monster in the field. I can fight troops, morale, resource shortages, and even magic.

“That… whatever that is… is not something This one can handle. It is not within our ability to comprehend to formulate a valid strategy.”

Petra had enunciated her speech by pointing back toward the north. Where the creature was wrecking the Francia military camp.

Yaris, Ferris, and Dea all looked in that direction. Johanna took the opportunity while everyone looked away to hand him her canteen.

She gave him a warm smile and raised her eyebrows at him. A faint blush coloring her cheeks.

Nodding his head, Vince grasped the canteen and then took it from her.

Perhaps where I keep Ferris and Dea inside my grove, does Johanna keep me inside herself in this way? It might be similar.

Have to think of something else though.

She and Red will end up fighting over it if I’m not careful about it.

“It’s the Hungry One,” Ferris said immediately. “The Demon of the North. The very reason the Null and Nullifiers were created.

“Or at least… a representation of the Hungry One. That’s only a small fraction of their true existence. Only a piece of themselves. An avatar.”

“This one understands,” Petra remarked, then shook her head quickly. “Yet This one doesn’t know how to handle this. Can an avatar be defeated? Can it be slain much like a mortal can?”

“Yes, you could kill it. Though… it’d take a great deal of power to do so,” answered Ferris. “A great deal of power and likely a number of deaths.”

“Then we’ll wait and see what Francia and Prussany responds with. We can’t risk our soldiers to fight such a thing by ourselves if the other two armies decide to attack us at the same time.”

“I think Francia will align themselves with anyone they could to battle the Hungry One. Even if we’re those that feed,” muttered Johanna. “To be sure, even to those of Prussany, the Hungry One is a foe. An enemy.

“I think they’ll both want to ally themselves with each other and us, even if only temporarily, to fight the avatar. Because I agree with everything Ferris said.”

“It’ll take a few minutes, so all we can do is wait,” Petra whispered, her eyes moving up to the Dragons. They were still in flight but nearly to their destinations.

Johanna looked back to Vince and once more raised her eyebrows. Her desire and intent were clear.

Vince saw no reason why he couldn’t.

Might even help him blow off some steam.




***




Five minutes later and feeling rather better, Vince was once more standing with the others. Johanna had taken her canteen back and stuck it right back at her hip. Attached to her belt where it always was.

The Red Dragons hadn’t made it back. They were still in the camps they’d been dispatched to.

It was no longer an issue, though.

The Francia army was being driven from the field rapidly. Heading both south and south-east. All to get away from the monster that was rampaging about.

Nullifiers on mounts and magicians on their flying constructs were starting to line up in the sky. Looking as if they were all getting ready to run strafing runs down on the Hungry One.

Petra had responded by ordering all the Dragons in her command to take to the air, along with all their bound companions.

All of the Crown’s Guard took to the sky and started to move into place at the furthest edge of the assembled forces. A literal crowd was forming in the sky now.

The Hungry One’s avatar had noticed by this point and had paused in their wanton destruction. Gazing up at the assembled aerial combatants.

Then it smiled.

A wide mouth without teeth, bowing upward and spreading apart. Its shoulders and torso shook repeatedly as it gazed upward.

Vince realized it was laughing at the situation it saw before itself.

Nullifiers began to launch attacks.

Numerous blasts escaping from outstretched hands. Shot and directed toward the creature that stood frighteningly unconcerned for what was being levied against it.

Every attack struck true, and did nothing.

Each dissolving into the massive creature and vanishing.

A drop of water disappearing into an ocean.

Holding its own hands out with its palms up, the Hungry One’s avatar made a lifting motion. As if he were raising up an unseen object.

Hordes of shadow creatures began to materialize across the fields. An endless sea of immaterial-looking creatures that had humanoid shapes and figures.

“The Devoured,” Ferris whispered with a small shake of her head. “Those unlucky or unfortunate enough that they weren’t just consumed, but lost what they were in it. Devoted followers of the Hungry One in life, slaves in death.”

Those monsters that’d risen began to rush out in every direction. Engaging any and all that were nearby.

Swarming out to the east and south, they were heading for Yosemite’s forces as well as Prussany’s at the same time.

“Fall back,” murmured Vince. “Get our regular forces out of this. They’ll just be ground down in this. Those that can remain airborne can work at this.

“Staying here will just get our people killed. There’s no reason for that.”

“If we don’t’ stop it, won’t it just come southward?” Yaris asked in an interjection. “If we can’t stop it here, will it not continue anyways?

“We can fight it here and now, or bet on it not being stronger than it is today, in the future. Given that it apparently gains power through eating people… which is what it’ll do… that seems unlikely.”

Wincing, Vince couldn’t fight that statement.

Yaris was right.

“We’ll limit our casualties as best as we can,” grumbled Petra. “Do what you can, I must command my forces.”

Petra gave them all a single nod, then scurried off quickly. Her soldiers would need direction in this situation.

All of the combined combatants in the air were practically drowning the avatar of the Hungry One in attacks.

So heavy was the barrage that the avatar had gone as far as to hunch down into itself. Its arms covering its head and its face in its knees in a low crouch.

The armies it’d summoned continued to rush about and lay into everyone nearby that they could reach.

“Renata!” Vince shouted, looking around. He spotted the Orange not far off. “Go get Zathira. Bring her here. Fast as you can.”

The Dragon nodded her head, turned, and jumped upward. Her transformation was instantaneous, and she began flying off to the south. Heading right back to where they’d come from originally, to get the Necromancer.

“We should join the fight,” Ferris suggested, looking around at the other deities. “We can help break the rush of enemies. We ourselves account for much when it comes to a force multiplier, do we not?”

“We do,” Dea agreed with a heavy sigh. “I’ll summon an Earth-Golem and operate it from inside. Partner with me Ferris, Yaris? I could use your help. Your magics will blend well with my own.”

“Of course,” Ferris agreed.

“I don’t mind at all,” added Yaris. “I’d love to learn more through watching you two.”

“We three will operate as a unit. You two should do the same,” Ferris stated, indicating Vince and Johanna.

“That’s fine,” Vince muttered and glanced at Johanna, who was looking back at him.

Nodding his head to the distant field, he started off at a jog.

Johanna caught up and began keeping pace with him. Moving at a quick trot toward in the incoming army.

“What’re you thinking?” asked Johanna.

“I butcher everything that comes close enough,” answered Vince and pointed to the sword at his hip. “Shoot anything that stays at a medium distance. You handle our defensive needs and magical concerns. Just keep them funneled toward me so I can cut them down.

“I’ll last longer, stamina-wise, than your mana pool. Even if you’re stronger than me, Johanna, I can just outlast you. I can outlast nearly anyone at this point, so long as I don’t use too much power from the grove.”

“And faith. Grove and faith. It’s two sources of power. You’re not wrong either,” Johanna admitted, moving smoothly across the grass next to him. “You really could outlast most.”

Entering the field, Vince really wasn’t sure how this would turn out, but he could at least blunt the attack.

Sooner than expected, he found that the enemies were only a short distance away.

Their speed was at a dead sprint and eating up ground fast.

Vince came to a stop, drew his sword with his right hand, his pistol with his left, and then stood there. Ready and waiting for the first of the monstrous horde to reach him.

Glowing blue walls of magic formed up on each side at an angle to Vince. Stretching out a significant distance into the fields.

Glancing over his shoulder, Vince found Johanna right behind him. She was nearly hanging off his armor in fact. She had a number of spells held in her hands that were just waiting to be activated.

There were a number of walls that encircled her and Vince from the rear and sides.

They’d likely be surrounded, but it didn’t seem like anyone would reach them.

“Hi,” Johanna murmured with a smirk, only a foot away from him. “Given I have about eighty percent of my elixir left, I should be able to hold out a very long time.”

“Let’s hope you don’t run out then,” he answered.

“Indeed. You could probably give me a quick dose if we really needed to and I could get us out that way but… that’d be… awkward, at best,” offered Johanna.

The idea of feeding Johanna as if she were Red was actually appealing to him.

Then the shadow hordes were on them.

Vince lifted his pistol, fired at the closest one, then the second, then third.

When the rack slammed back and stayed there, he holstered it.

Holding up his sword, Vince planted his feet, and prepared himself to hold this position. He’d slaughter as many as he could.

Slaughter as many as he could, to save as many of his people as he could.

A faint sheen of red began to glow at the edge of his vision. It remained there, but he could already feel the rage and anger creeping into his thoughts.

As it tried to burn at his sanity and logic.




***




At the exact moment that his world became a red haze and he took a step forward, a blue wall slammed down into place in front of Vince. Locking him in place and preventing him from leaving the alcove he and Johanna were in.

The most recently deceased shadow monster came apart and dissolved into nothing at their feet. Breaking apart into not even dust and disappearing completely.

Several had taken its place long before that point and were even now pushing in on the wall of magic.

That same press of bodies and never-ending stream of fighting had driven Vince right to the edge of his ability to hold himself together. His mind had slowly frayed till he’d lost his control.

“I’m sorry, but I’m not letting you rush out into that,” Johanna said from behind him. “We’ll just wait a few minutes for you to catch your breath, then open the walls again.”

Turning his head around, Vince found Johanna still directly behind him.

Except, the sun was as well.

While it felt like only a short bit of time had gone by, most of the day had in fact been spent.

Johanna’s face was pale, sweat was running down her face, and she looked winded. Her breath was uneven and heavy as she stood there, staring back at him.

Slowly, the burning and heavily agitated thoughts in his mind began to peter out. Without anything to fuel them and no outlet, they burned themselves up to nothing.

“Thanks,” Vince grunted out once his mind became his own.

“Sure, sure. It’s why I’m here. I handle the magic and defenses, you cut’em down,” Johanna stated with a warm smile. “It worked quite well. I’m sure if we weren’t so numerically inferior, I could fight beside you rather than behind you.”

“Yeah,” returned Vince with a single cough. “Yeah. Beside me. You did fine. Made it easy.”

His thoughts felt sluggish and his mind wasn’t on solid ground yet.

“Why thank you. I did my best given the situation,” Johanna said with a sigh before sitting down on the grass. She leaned back on her hands and then pulled out her canteen.

As quick as could be, she unscrewed the cap, then simply upended it.

She took several loud gulps and then paused with the canteen there. Shaking it several times, she kept it perched over her mouth.

Reaching up with her other hand, she struck the back several times, swallowed, then let it drop down in front of her. Letting out a slow breath, she put the cap back on, then stuck it on her hip.

“Empty. Well. That should be enough to get us through this though,” Johanna relayed, looking up at him.

Vince had a stray though of unzippering himself and giving Johanna that “dose” as she called it. She was looking more attractive every time he saw her lately.

“You know, it’s still rather mortifying. Drinking it like that,” remarked Johanna with a curious look on her face.

All around them, shadows were now beating on the walls. They covered it in every direction. So much so that there was no longer any direct light reaching them.

“It empowers me so much that I can’t stop though. Even as I crave it, want more of it. Want it directly from you, in fact,” admitted Johanna. “And yes, I know I’m creating my own self-repeating cycle with it. I’ve been a goddess a long time.

“Realized it as it happened. Couldn’t stop it. I’ve just resolved myself to being dependent on it. Besides, you don’t care. You enjoy the idea of me guzzling it down like a cheap beer.”

“You drink beer?” Vince asked curiously. He was almost starting to feel normal.

“I did. I liked being amongst the commoners. They were more honest,” Johanna explained. “They were—”

There was a loud and long roar from ahead of them.

The next moment was filled with shrieking from all the shadows that simply vanished into nothing.

Standing thirty feet away was the now impossibly large Hungry One’s avatar. There were no soldiers around, nor were there any of the aerial combatants nearby.

No dragons, no Nullifiers, no magicians.

He could see others, but they were at least sixty or seventy feet away from him.

All that Vince could see was the Hungry One’s avatar as the shadow creatures had dissolved into nothing out of nowhere. Leaving behind nothing of themselves.

Vince and Johanna were nearly alone with the monster.

“Shit,” he said aloud, all thoughts of letting Johanna have a drink fleeing in that moment.





Chapter 35 




“Enough of this!” shouted the avatar. It lifted its arms and threw them out wide. There was no difference in it now than when Vince had seen it.

If any damage had been done at all, it didn’t show in any way.

Dark shadowy clouds began to shoot out from its arms and storm off in every direction. Whizzing through the air at high-speed and heading straight for all those that’d been battling the avatar itself.

Two came straight at Vince, likely one for him and one for Johanna.

Off to the right, Vince could see Yaris, Ferris, and Dea formed up in a triangle-like shape. Yaris moved to the front of the position and raised a sword.

“Use Nullification magic!” Johanna shouted and pushed her hands out in front of herself from where she sat. A bolt of Nullifier magic shot out of her palms and launched itself toward the clouds that were heading toward the trio of goddesses.

The bolt slammed into a cloud and tore the center out of it. Afterward, the magic construct in the shape of a cloud collapsed on itself and slammed into the ground.

Disappearing into it.

Vince moved forward, toward the two clouds heading his and Johanna’s way.

He’d learned a bit from listening to Johanna discuss magic with the Nullifier previously.

Adding to that, he was willing to bet this cloud had limited or no intelligence. Vince would look like a tasty non-Nullifier snack compared to Johanna or the others.

They’d both go for him.

In a flash, both of those clouds were on him, ignoring Johanna completely.

Vince snapped up a Nullifier spell, locked it around him in a shield-like way, and fed it a chunk of mana in the initial casting. He had no idea how long it would last, but that was something that required testing.

Or so he gathered from what the Nullifier they’d questioned had admitted.

The shield snapped into place around Vince a moment before the cloud slammed into it. Clearly aiming for going right into Vince for some reason.

Except, that didn’t happen.

As it struck the Nullifier shield, the cloud dissipated into nothing. Almost as one would imagine sugar being poured into a glass of water. Quickly dissolving and becoming little better than oily smoke.

No sooner had it happened than the second cloud veered away from Vince. Slinging itself wildly to one side and then away from him and Johanna.

Shooting off toward Ferris, Yaris, and Dea.

“Fine then, little god, I’ll handle you,” shouted the avatar, yanking Vince’s attention away from the cloud.

The frog-headed monster was no longer as big as it had been.

Launching all those magical attacks had clearly drained it of something essential to keep its imposing size.

Now it only looked like a giant, rather than some monster out of a tall tale that ate buildings. Standing at least ten feet tall, it was something that could wield Fes’ two-handed sword as if it were a dagger.

So, when it summoned up a black bar of inky darkness that was roughly the size of Vince, it didn’t look out of place.

Only terrifying.

A blast of Nullifier magic snapped out over Vince’s shoulder and unerringly went straight toward the frog-headed giant.

Flipping its massive black blade around, it neatly caught the blast with the flat of its weapon. The whole of it dissolving into nothing.

Smiling, the frog gave them a wicked look.

Many more clouds that’d been chasing off others broke free and began heading for them now. Rapidly closing the distance to Vince and Johanna.

“I’ll… I’ll handle them, you handle him?” suggested Johanna as the avatar started moving again.

Vince only nodded his head at that.

He didn’t feel confident in this situation.

Didn’t feel like he could actually win.

His instincts were demanding that he leave the area right now. To turn tail and book it without looking back.

He’d found that his instincts weren’t often wrong when it came to fights like this.

Then the time for thinking was over as the reach of the creature surprised Vince. The big weapon came around in a quick slash that felt impossibly far.

Not wanting to test his physical strength against such a thing, Vince ducked low and dropped to a knee. As the blade swished through the air above him, Vince lashed out an attack with his sword against the avatar’s blade.

There was a clank as the two weapons met, then Vince’s sword was battered to the ground. The tip of it burrowing into the dirt and nearly getting stuck there.

The blade of the avatar had come close enough to pass through the Nullifier shield Vince had erected as well. Passing through it and obliterating it as if it didn’t exist at all.

Okay!

Yeah!

Don’t block any of these attacks! Don’t parry, don’t block, don’t get hit!

Holy shit, my arm is tingling from that.

Vince quickly darted forward while the avatar recovered from its attack. He had to practically sprint to close the distance in a quick way. Rushing head-long toward the avatar.

Impossibly quick, the monster reached out and slapped a hand at Vince while stepping back.

Rolling left and tucking his shoulder, Vince slashed upward at the hand as it came for him. He felt the firm feedback of his blade encountering something a second before he was sent tumbling away.

The hand had come past the strike and connected with him directly.

Vince was knocked head over heels and sent rolling along the ground. Bouncing and bumping across the grass until he slid to a stop.

Pushing himself up to his feet, Vince felt dizzy and winded. As if there was something quite wrong with his body now.

Focusing the power of his grove into himself, he wanted himself brought back to health. To restore whatever damage had been done to him to a normal condition.

Sword. Right, right.

A hero is only as good as his weapon.

Vince’s thoughts felt somewhat foggy as he looked about for his sword. It’d been knocked free of his hand in the exchange, and he couldn’t spot it.

The avatar was now dealing with Yaris, Ferris, Dea, and Johanna. All four of them battling the creature and keeping it penned up between them.

Yaris and Johanna were actively alternating their attacks. One striking with a Nullifier’s blast, while the other attacked the weapon it held.

Dea and Ferris were physically assaulting it, the former using an earth-made golem as a suit, and the latter in her Dragon form. Attacking and dodging in and out as the battle continued.

Finding his weapon, Vince grabbed it up and ran back into the fight. He wasn’t feeling as disoriented anymore, but he didn’t quite feel right yet.

Roaring in anger, as his blade was knocked back a few inches from an attack by Yaris, made the avatar lean his head back. It did not lose any time, however, in lunging forward at Vince’s approach. 

A long tongue shot out of its head and toward Vince.

Unexpected and without precedent, Vince acted more out of reflex than anything. His weapon coming up and cutting out at the appendage.

With a swish, the tip was cut free and slammed into Vince’s chest. It stuck there and hung on him, the force of the attack knocking him back several feet. The armor he was wearing creaked under the force of it and also made a sharp cracking noise.

Screaming in pain the avatar’s mouth slammed shut as its cut up tongue shot back into its mouth. The large bulbous eyes atop its head seemed confused and unsure of how to process the fact that it’d been injured.

“Flee!” shouted a voice. “It’s putting more of itself into its avatar! You cannot fight what it’ll become!”

Vince looked up to where the voice had been coming from.

Above them was a man with wide white wings, hovering in the air. There was an almost artistic quality to the man, looking closer to something that’d appear in a painting rather than in person.

He held a long spear, had an ethereal glow about him, and wielded a shield made of Nullification magic.

“I am Null and he’s my foe to battle!” declared the man.

Ah… the opposing faith. A god literally made to fight against the Hungry One.

“Get everyone out. Fall back and regroup,” Vince ordered, looking to the other goddesses. “We’ll fall back and leave it to him. Johanna, you’re making a Nullifier school the very damn moment we get out of here!”

The four women turned and started to flee.

They apparently didn’t need to be told twice that this fight was over.

Letting out a yell, the avatar began to chase after them.

At the same time, a continuous flow of mist-like wispy clouds were pouring into the monster. Flowing in from behind it and coming from the north.

Only to end up running straight into Null, his weapon coming up and hacking at the frog creature.

To which the avatar responded in a negligent way, their hand coming up and intercepting the spear with a fleshy thwack. The sound was wet and squishy.

Slowly, horrifically, the top part of the hand the avatar stopped the spear with came away from the rest. The ring finger down to the bottom of the palm came off.

Landing in the grass with a thump.

“First blood is mine,” taunted Null with a step backward. Swishing his spear around once and then aiming it toward the Hungry One’s powered up avatar. “You’ve forgotten yourself. Forgotten that you’re not superior to me.”

Right. They’re playing to their portfolios and what they do.

Playing to their belief.

Then… that means… I need to do the same.

Vince ran forward at the avatar. Holding his left hand out in front of himself, he projected a cone of Nullification energy. He wasn’t trying to shape it, force it to conform to his will, or anything else.

Treating it a lot more like a plow, he rushed ahead.

His goal was simple and he needed to make it happen. Even if he was already dreading what he was contemplating.

Apparently what Vince was doing was a concern for the avatar. Going so far as to quite literally stumble away backward. Putting distance between itself, Vince, and Null.

When Vince reached his goal, his actual motive for nearing the two battling foes, he snatched up the grotesque finger that’d been lopped off.

Spinning to the side, Vince put himself behind Null and immediately lifted the finger up.

Taking a massive and deep bite, Vince began chewing methodically. Feeling somewhat like a hamster with its cheeks puffed out and full.

Texture-wise, it was rubbery. Rubbery, oily, and tasted of meat that was on the verge of making people sick from eating it. Something that carrion eaters would enjoy but many humanoids would have to pass on.

Both Null and the avatar of the Hungry One were staring at Vince with wide eyes. Watching him as he chewed and struggled with the disgusting task.

“I’m Vince of Yosemite. Patron-Deity of Yosemite in the Empire of Legion,” he struggled to get out around a mouth full. He didn’t stop chewing. If anything, he was trying to go faster. Swallowing, he took another massive bite out of the finger.

Holding up his own hand, Vince signaled with it for them to wait. He wasn’t sure they would, but he at least wanted to try.

Then he reached up with his free hand and tore off the piece of tongue still stuck to his chest armor.

Both of the others were still watching him.

Waiting.

Swallowing again, Vince cleared his throat.

“I keep what I eat. Nullifier hearts. Deities. Avatar chunks,” Vince explained and then took a big chunk out of the tongue. It was soft, warm, and disgusting. It tasted foul and made him want to puke. Coughing, he tried to talk again. “I grow infinitely more powerful from eating powerful beings.

“You’re not that delicious, Hungry One, but you sure give a lot of strength. I’d love another portion if you don’t mind serving it up, Null.”

Swallowing, Vince did his best to bite, chew briefly, then swallow, alternating between tongue and finger. All the while, the two others just stared at him.

“Enough of this. This is fruitless,” growled the Hungry One’s avatar, who then waved his hand once through the air. “I don’t have time for this. Time for either of you. I’ll pick this land clean in time. This is just the opening fight.”

A flood of malevolent dark clouds began rolling in from every direction. They carried with them a great many people. All of them hanging lifeless in them and heading straight to the avatar.

At the same time, more and more energy and power kept being pushed into it.

Had been pouring into it.

Vince only now realized it’d easily gained two feet in height since he’d stepped up to fight it. The torrent of energy washing into it then quintupled and the creature’s size followed suit. Causing it to bulge oddly, then shoot up to thirty feet in height.

“Fuck,” Vince mumbled around the bite he’d taken just now.

“We never had the ability to fight him in his full state,” declared Null. “So long as he remains in England, he cannot truly stomp us out.

“Or… at least… couldn’t. Thanks to your own actions, my Nullifiers have been greatly reduced in number. The Hungry One will run rampant over us. Even now, I can tell you that his reach is farther than it’s ever been.”

A particularly large cloud had a Red Dragon dangling from it.

Vince had no idea if it was one of his or a random one. He couldn’t tell, either.

The Hungry One’s personification had noticed it as well and reached up and snatched it out of the cloud. As soon as its hands closed on it, that hinge-like mouth opened, and it stuffed the Dragon’s body in. With a slapping noise, the mouth shut and only a Dragon wing and its rear right leg stuck out.

Twitching.

Pausing there, the Hungry One’s avatar looked to Vince and Null. Then it opened its mouth and shut it again, the foot being dragged inward. Its eyes closed and moved downward as it made a swallowing motion.

Holy fucking hell.

This really is beyond me, isn’t it? This isn’t something I can tangle with right now.

“Hey, Null. Pretty sure we’re going to need to make an alliance to fight this bastard,” offered Vince as the avatar continued to devour everything that was brought to him.

“If we manage to escape this, I’d be more than willing to discuss such a thing,” confessed the god. “While I slept, my clergy went too far. I can see it easily now as you stand there that your actions weren’t wrong, even if they weren’t right either.”

“You two won’t be going anywhere anyway,” declared the Hungry One’s representation, even as more and more clouds were coming over.

Vince only now realized that they really had screwed up.

Those very same clouds weren’t leaving. They were forming a ring around the area. A magical fence that was growing deeper by the moment. They were also spreading out through the sky, creating a net that’d likely prevent Null from getting away.

“Until then,” Vince got out as he continued to chew, pivoted, and began sprinting away. Dashing toward the south and toward what he hoped was safety.

He had no idea how long the avatar of the Hungry One would remain in the lands, but it couldn’t be forever. It was only an avatar after all. From what he understood, the longer it remained in the lands, the more costly it’d become.

Where the cost to resummon an avatar would remain very high in the future for a good long time.

A limitation on deities to prevent them from simply using an avatar to attack other deities, he imagined. More than likely made by Ryker, or Runner, in fact.

They could help. Couldn’t they? If I don’t ask them to intervene this could go sideways on me. If they can step in, they could make this whole situation go away.

“Ryker! Runner! I could use a hand! Especially if you want me to actually be able to help you in the future,” Vince shouted.

“Huh? What?” Ryker asked, his presence coming not far away from him. “Oh. Huh. That’s different. Good timing though. I think we’re going to have to leave shortly.

“Pretty positive Runner is about to do something to tear this whole thing apart. Long before it really should be. Nothing is ready or where it should be yet. I swear to fuck he’s going to absolutely ruin it.”

“Ah, that’s great and all. Real interesting,” responded Vince. “But some help here? Could you give me a hand? Really don’t think I can handle the giant mouth back there.”

“Yeah, no, you can’t. It’s just far too powerful. Beyond almost anyone, I’d say. Even I’d have an issue with it,” Ryker confessed. “I’d have to put on my best ‘Architect’ mask, and that’d break a number of things, too.

“I mean… maybe Seville could handle it. Hm… yeah, he could do it. Big frog face over there couldn’t do much to him. Even if he ate him, that’d just make it easier for him. Could punch his way out from the inside.”

“Father, this vessel requests your aid,” called a voice from somewhere in the ether. It sounded a lot like someone was shouting near Ryker. It reminded Vince of when he’d often heard Andrea chattering in the background when he’d talked to Felix on one of those communicators.

“Damnit. Damnit! Ryker, are you sure we can’t do this!?” demanded Runner. “We can’t just let this happen! We can’t! It’s not worth it! Warner doesn’t deserve this!”

“We have to. We can’t just kick everything over, okay? We have to stick with it,” Ryker soothed. “We’ll just bring her over after it’s all done and set it back to rights. Ya know? Lots of souls to bring back when it’s over.”

Vince felt absolutely floored.

This was something he was fairly certain he shouldn’t be hearing.

Pushing out ahead of himself with another wedge of Nullification power, Vince blasted the evil clouds out of the way. Sending them scattering in every direction and dissolving those that touched the wedge.

Vince pulled it back after that and had it cover him. Just in case the magical constructs tried to come after him.

“Dad, help me,” begged a voice from wherever Ryker and Runner were. “Please. I need you, Dad.”

“I have to,” whispered Runner with absolute conviction.

“I… fine. Yes. We have to. Go,” growled Ryker. “I’m going as well.”

“Going where!?” shouted Vince, incredibly confused now.

“Enough,” Runner said abruptly, followed by a massive explosion.

A second after that, Vince felt like he’d come to a crashing stop. The entirety of his world and existence shuddering and then coming to a dramatic halt.

Where nothing could ever happen again, and everything was stuck.

Then Vince felt himself pulled somewhere else entirely.





Epilogue 




“Hey there!” Ryker said from the nothingness that Vince found himself in.

“Uh… hey… where… am I? This isn’t my world. Is it?” asked Vince.

He tried to look around, but couldn’t find anything. There wasn’t anything as far as he could see in any direction. Everything was utter blackness.

“No, you’re not on your world. It’s time for you to pay back that favor to me,” Ryker said with a long sigh. “And before you ask, I’m not actually here. This is pre-recorded. I figured I’d have to… to… er… use a spell and teleport you from your world to another.

“Very similar to what I did to Felix, really. A lot like that. He’s done it and now you’re doing it. Though your trip will take a bit longer than his did. Only ten or so minutes for you but… still longer.”

“Yeah… right. There’s a problem with that though, I kind of need to be in my own world right now. Kind of in the middle of a fight. One I really need to be there for,” growled Vince.

Or tried to.

It was in that moment that he realized he didn’t have a body.

There was nothing of him that actually existed.

He was more akin to a voice in the dark with nothing to see, feel, or technically hear.

Trying to touch his own body, he confirmed he had no hands.

Nor was he breathing.

“You’re not dead,” stated Ryker. “Really. You’re not dead. You’ve likely noticed that you’re not you at the moment, and that’s normal. Perfectly normal.

“This is just moving you from one world to the other. It’s being done in a way that’s just transferring your consciousness. Not your body from your original world.

“And that answer is going to lead into a question you have, or will shortly have. Your original world is right where you left it. It hasn’t shifted or changed. In fact, it’s currently in limbo.

“Paused, as it were.

“I stopped the progression of time in it completely. Nothing will occur there as long as you’re gone. Not a single millisecond will pass. You’ll return to your body once this is done, as if you’d never left it.”

“Yeah… that… hm. I’d almost rather you rewound time a bit,” grumbled Vince. “Or something else. Going back to where I was isn’t entirely that useful, really.”

“Beyond that, this is rather simple, really,” Ryker continued. “We’re going to go to another world now. One that is likely going to become a battleground of extreme importance.

“You’re going to be one of the central characters for a massive piece of it, but not the whole war. Realistically, just one part of it.

“Once you complete it, you won’t even need to stick around, either. I can just zip you back, off you go, lickety split, the moment you’re done with your end of it. I just need you and Felix for one particular mission. Well, you, Felix, and a few others.

“It’ll be fine, I promise. Realistically, your job is mostly that of a bodyguard for everyone else. Your combat experience and ability to regenerate puts you into the exact space where I’ll need you.

“A young man by the name of Edmund has to be protected at all costs, and that’ll be your primary responsibility once it starts.”

“Uh huh. Bodyguard,” muttered Vince. “That doesn’t sound so useful.”

“It’ll be fine, it’ll be fine,” Ryker answered, as if actually hearing him. “That just means that we’re—”

An impossibly loud whine squealed over everything else. To the point that Vince couldn’t hear anything at all, in fact. If he had ears, he imagined they’d be bleeding and then ringing for days.

“I… what?” asked a feminine voice.

“Haha, mom! I found you,” stated the voice of what sounded like a young man. “Whew. I was kinda worried it wouldn’t work. I had to latch onto Uncle’s program to move Vince over, convert it a bit, shunt the stream, then transfer the whole package without any loss!

“But it worked! Here you are. As if you never left or anything.”

“I’m here,” whispered a voice. “I’m really here. I feel… good, but also a bit tired. What… Vince is here.”

“Of course he is,” said the younger male voice. “I had to use his arrival to make it happen after all. Now… before I apologize to him, I did it by making a… non-sentient version of you. A facsimile. It’ll do everything you were doing, with a great deal of the power you had, but you yourself are now free, if lacking some power.

“You’re done with all that, though, so you don’t need it. Once we finish this up, and dad takes care of Zeus, you can get your powers back. But… but I didn’t want to wait. I didn’t want to leave you there any longer than I had to.”

“Oh Alaric,” whispered the woman with what clearly was love in her voice.

Vince had no idea what was going on, but he was now very confused, very nervous, and quite worried.

“Now, Vince,” said the young male voice. “I’m sorry for hijacking this and taking it over. I had to. I had alternatives, but none I wanted to consider.

“Just… don’t tell Ryker about this. Or my dad. Runner, that is. He’s my dad. Don’t tell anyone at all. They need to operate just as they had. Like they don’t know this happened. Otherwise, everything will go off the track.

“If you can promise me you won’t tell anyone, I can help you after the fact. From your world, otherwise, or with you, I can help. I promise it. Just… please… don’t tell anyone of what you’ve heard here.”

“I don’t even really understand what I heard but… alright. If you can help me, I’ll promise it. I’ve got some issues on my home world I could use some help with,” grumbled Vince.

Ryker hadn’t sounded that interested in helping him. If this young man, Alaric, would help him, so be it.

He also knew that Ryker was indeed referred to by some as Uncle, but he didn’t know the reason why. Everything here lined up with his beliefs and thoughts, he just needed to make it work for himself.

“Okay, so… here’s what’s about to happen,” continued Alaric. “You’re going to end up in a new world. You’ll like, be wearing everything you had on you before you were sent off. It’ll be a world a lot like your own, but more like where Felix is from. As soon as you land, you might end up in a fight, or something else entirely.

“Just… go from there and it’ll be fine. I’m sure of it. Ryker didn’t know it, but I know his plans. I saw many of the things he did and planned for. Just do what you’re asked to when you’re arrive. Act normal.

“Ah… here we go!”

“Alright, but I—”

Before Vince could finish speaking, he felt himself drop to the ground. Landing on his feet he felt his entire body as he knew it should be.

Things were exactly where they should all be.

Glancing around, he saw Ryker, Runner, a man crouched down next to a young woman, and a man wearing a mask that looked like he’d be a problem.

“Vince, check the immediate area. See if you can’t run down Seville. Then get to work on the first order,” asked Runner, his head turning to look back toward the road as if to indicate a direction.

Vince took off at a sprint without a word, moving off at a quick run. He felt refreshed.

Perfect.

His body was filled with energy right now and he felt like he was at his best, better than he’d ever been.

“Rene, find Skipper. Get me her fucking head,” came Runner’s voice, fading quickly away behind him. “Pretty sure she’s over that way.”

Vince knew what he had to do here.

Knew what was required of him.

He just wasn’t sure if he had it on him or not. It hadn’t been on his person when he’d been yanked out of his world.

Reaching into his armor, he began to feel around in the spot he’d put it if he actually had it.

No sooner had his fingers found the small depression in his armor where he’d put the recording device if it was on him, than he felt it on his fingertips. That it was exactly where he expected it to be.

Looking ahead, Vince could see Seville in the distance.

The man was walking away with what looked to be a very heavy burden on his shoulders. As if the weight of the entire world was crushing him.

“Seville!” Vince called out as he ran on. Lifting his arm up, he began to wave it back and forth over his head. “Wait!”

Seville’s head had jerked around and he was now staring at Vince with a flat look in his eyes. As if he really didn’t want to see Vince at all right now.

That he regretted seeing him.

Just push the play button and let the device do the start of the job for me. It can do it and then some, I just have to let it play.

I just have to play the song for him.

Play the song and then… then see what happens. To move ahead and get this done so I can go back home.

Hopefully he doesn’t attack me or anything.

Or do something stupid.

Vince held tight to the recording device that contained a young girl singing. A song that, with any luck, would give Vince the opportunity to talk to Seville and tell him the message Ryker had prepared for him.

His instincts screamed at him to turn around and go the other way, but Vince had a mission to carry out.

Vince slowed down to a walk and held his hands up, closing in on Seville.

Okay, here we go then.
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