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 Chapter One 
 
    I squared my shoulders and then rolled my neck as I made my way down the tight space of the hall. Every few steps the ship would rise and fall with the mighty waves, but I didn’t stumble or react to the movement. It had been nearly two weeks since we’d left Tintagal and headed for the chain of Islands of Canarta. My minions and I traveled on a large wooden trade ship on its way to the islands, it was big, but nothing compared to the hulking breakers we’d been on before. Most of the voyage had been easy, and my women enjoyed being out at sea together once again, though this trip was much longer. I could tell from their faces that they were ready to be back on dry land, mostly Carmedy who hated being near the endless water. 
 
    The chill in the air receded the first week into the trip, and my women discarded their coats and packed them away with their belongings. The heat on the open water wasn’t as unbearable as in Valasara, but it was still hot when the sun hit its peak. The sailors on the ship had warned us that once we arrived in Canarta and headed straight for Nekoka, the heat would spike but I doubted it’d be anything compared to the desert. A few of the sailors onboard were cat-folk like Carmedy and Haruhi and looking at them made me long for the quiet and shy librarian. The bond I’d created with her was strong, and even now, I could feel her heartbeat in the distance. The last time I’d seen her was bittersweet, I’d saved her from the Holy Band, and we’d made love in the aisles of the library, but then I’d had to hurry away back to my other minions. Coming to Nekoka would be the first time we were reunited as a whole since on Machstein. So much had changed since then, I was the leader of not only the whole island but had added Tintagal to the nations under my control. 
 
    The last time my minions had seen the sage, she’d been in a bar called the Purple Conch, and at that time, Haruhi was pretty hostile with us. I hadn’t chosen her as my minion then; it’d happened down the road as the librarian developed feelings for me. Before I took the white-eared cat in as my own, I asked the rest of my minions how they felt about it, and they’d agreed that it’d be best that the sage join us in our travels. Haruhi was the only one of my minions who knew my true name, the name given to me while in the heavens, and I cherished her for that. She was the first one who shared part of my past that I wasn’t willing to give away just yet. 
 
    However, I couldn’t say that we were just going to Nekoka for Haruhi, we were on the trail of the sorcerer, Tuzakeur. With Morrigan’s vision, we knew that the wizard would be on the island in the highest hills for a short period and that’s where we’d take him for the final time. The sorcerer searched for the Qianlong, a creature we weren’t even sure existed and had only heard about from Morrigan’s dream. Carmedy told us the folklore about the Canartian dragons and how it was believed that two nations of dragons lived on the two largest of the islands. The Qianlong, the blue dragon that Morrigan had seen in her dreams, held another one of the pieces of the sacred items. We’d follow after the bastard sorcerer and take the sacred item from the dragon if it was the last thing we did. 
 
    I hadn’t found a regent in Tintagal to take over in my stead, but since the territory became part of Tamarisch, there wasn’t much use for a regent there. The people of Tintagal were apprehensive about being added to the great nation of Tamarisch but accepted it under my rule. Tamarisch flourished under my power, and they’d already witnessed it. Once I brought the trade route to them, Tintagal would grow and become better than ever. The Tintagal citizens were upset by the death of their leader but like the city of Kanashimi, came to accept me because they knew deep in their hearts that Baudouin was corrupt and evil. Like Machstein, Tintagal was hard to access, and many traders didn’t come up into the northern regions often, but I would change that once I spoke to Makar. 
 
    Once we’d settled everything in Tintagal, we decided it would be best to move on to Canarta. Of course, Carmedy was excited to visit her home island, but the rest of my minions were impatient to be reunited with their newest sister. I’d never been to Canarta, hadn’t even known the island existed while in the heavens and only knew of it because of the petite alchemist. I was excited too, but I had other things on my mind than seeing Carmedy’s home and my other minion. Rana was antsy, and I could tell her nerves were getting worse with each passing day. The Qianlong had the fifth piece of the sacred items, and that meant we only had two more until the sorcerer gave back her family. The fox and I talked extensively about what the combined object could create once all the pieces were brought together. Morrigan had told us that the piece that the Qianlong had was some sort of staff, and we knew for sure that when the items came together, they’d create a weapon. We were unsure what type of weapon but what we did know was that we were going to use it against Tuzakeur the first chance we got. 
 
    I’d just come from the quarters we rented for the duration of the trip and headed towards the deck. My women were still cuddled up and sleeping in the huge bed in our cabin, and I didn’t want to wake them. The mornings on the ship were the hottest, but the heat didn’t bother me as I mounted the stairs up to the deck. The bright morning sunlight assaulted my eyes, and I lifted a hand to shield them as I squinted. The deck was busy with cat-men and humans alike, and they barely raised their heads to me as I passed. I could see the captain’s turned back as he stood at the helm; he was a portly little fellow with a long red beard and a laugh that vibrated up from his round belly. He was kind to my women and me, and from the way he shouted at his men, he kept a tight ship. 
 
    I stood by the wooden railing and looked out over the water. The sea here was a brilliant turquoise and clear enough to see down to the white sandy floor. Though Carmedy hated the water, the cat would often climb up into the rigging and look down at all of the swimming fishes with a hungry expression. The salty breeze brushed past me and blew my long brown hair off my shoulders. I still wore my holy armor, and luckily, it didn’t make me hotter in this heat. 
 
    “Good Mornin’, Master!” one of the cat-men called to me as he slung a coil of rope over his shoulder and gave me a curt wave. “Your ladies not awake yet?” 
 
    “Good Morning, Miguel. No, not yet,” I chuckled as I returned the gesture. “Sleeping off the delicious food from last night, I believe.” 
 
    We’d gotten pretty familiar with the crew, but Miguel was the one who warmed up to us the most. He looked to be in his early twenties if that. His face was boyish and smooth though pretty tanned from long days out in the hot sun. The ears that poked out of his sandy blonde hair were a lighter blonde and soft looking. He came over to me with the coil of rope still over his shoulder and looked out over the water with me. His large eyes were a deep, chocolate brown, and when I glanced at his face, he had a smattering of freckles across his cheeks. Compared to the rest of the men on the ship, Miguel looked like a little kid and kind of acted like one too. Every time he’d see us, whether it be alone or in a group, he’d immediately come up and speak to us, almost like a lost puppy. 
 
    “Aye, the food on this ship is always good, but there may be a problem with dinner tonight…” Miguel trailed off as he gave me a sheepish smile and scratched at his left ear. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked as I turned and looked into his face with knit brows. 
 
    “Well, Cook got kind of angry last night…because uh, Carmedy ordered so many desserts then went into the kitchen demanding for him to cook faster.” The cat-boy told me as he looked into my eyes earnestly. “Well, Cook said that he’s not cooking dinner tonight, he’s taking the night off and…its Carmedy’s responsibility.” 
 
    I blinked at him slowly, processing the words that just came out of his mouth. For a second, I hoped that he’d stop me and say all of it was a joke, but it never came. Miguel stared at me seriously as silence stretched on between us. I wanted to laugh, Carmedy may have loved food, but the feline was a horrendous cook. The few times that she’d tried, it ended badly, and my other minions had to take over for her. The petite woman was talented as an alchemist and could whip up potions on the fly, but when it came to cooking, she was terrible. 
 
    “Miguel,” I started in a careful tone as I stared down at the young boy. “Please tell me you’re not serious.” 
 
    “Yeah, pretty serious. You can talk to Cook if you want, but he’s pretty darn mad right now. Hasn’t come out of his room all day.” Miguel nodded as he bit his lip. 
 
    Carmedy always ate a lot, more than the rest of us combined, and we hadn’t seen the altercation, but the man inside the kitchen started yelling and throwing pots and pans. Carmedy scurried out of the kitchen with her tail between two hands and a wide smirk on her lips. The black cat may have been a little drunk from the ale served to us but whatever she’d said to the cook had upset him greatly. 
 
    “Is there any way that someone else could take over the job?” I questioned as I cupped my chin, but the young cat-man vehemently shook his head. 
 
    “No, the rest of us can barely boil water, it’d be best if you and Carmedy did it… or another one of your women,” the cat-boy sighed as he ran a hand through his hair. “We ain’t got anyone else to make us dinner; if we go without tonight, we may not be able to work tomorrow.” 
 
    “Insolence,” I growled under my breath as my hands curled into fists. 
 
    “What was that, Master?” Miguel asked as his sandy colored ears twitched and swiveled towards me. 
 
    “I’m absolutely astounded by his insolence,” I said as I rolled my head back and cracked my neck twice. “A grown man, who’s worked on a ship full of rowdy seamen for what I can assume is most of his life, can’t take some playful ribbing from one of my sweetest minions? It’s asinine, ridiculous to think that he would refuse to do his job.” 
 
    “I…uh…” Miguel stuttered as he looked around the deck nervously then glanced back at me. 
 
    “Tell me, Miguel, where is the room that this coward has holed himself away in?” I questioned as I took a threatening step toward him, and the cat-man scurried away frightened. 
 
    “D-down in the crew’s quarters, his door has a knife literally buried in the wood, its hard not to miss.” The cat-man stammered as I glared down at him. 
 
    I spun on my heel and headed toward the crew’s quarters. The sailor’s living area was separate from the passenger’s and in a completely different part of the ship, but I found the stairs quickly. My boots hit the stairs heavily, and a few stray sailors darted out of my way in fear. The hallway was small and tighter than ours, and the metal of my armor brushed against the wooden walls. The cook’s room was at the end of the hall, and I could see the cleaver buried in the door before I came close. I stood outside of it for a moment and let my annoyance build to such a point that it was akin to rage. I’d informed the men on this ship exactly who and what I was when I chartered them and that I expected a level of respect for myself and my women. The cook had blatantly ignored all the things he’d been told, and now he would pay for it with blood. This man had not only disrespected me but one of my women which was an unforgivable offense. 
 
    I listened carefully to the sounds of the cook moving around behind the door and the thoughts that bounced around his head for a moment. He was blissfully unaware of what was about to happen to him, and it gave me a sickening sense of joy. I summoned all of my dark power around me, condensed it into a thick cloud as I brought my hands up in front of me then slammed my palms out. My force hit the door with an earsplitting crack in the small space around me, and from inside, the cook screamed in terror. 
 
    Time slowed as the flimsy door first cracked, and then splintered as my dark power moved over it in a massive wave. The cracks worked their way outward all the way up to the doorframe then blew inward into the room. I stepped over the broken pieces of wood into the cook’s room and turned to face him. This was my first time seeing him except for the flashes of him I’d seen through the kitchen’s opening and closing door during dinner. He was a mouse of a man, not large enough to make boisterous demands, especially from a person like me. 
 
    The cook opened his mouth, but the only sounds that escaped his lips were choked off squeaks and moans as I came closer. He was short, around the same height as Carmedy and completely bald. His hairless head shone in the morning light that came through the small porthole. He wore striped long-underwear that were entirely too big for his slight frame and his bare feet smacked against the floor as he pushed himself farther away from me. 
 
    My armor clanked menacingly as I crossed my arms over my chest and glared down at him. He knew exactly who I was; I was a presence to be reckoned with everywhere I went, there was no way he didn’t know. The cook gulped loudly as he took in my huge form, then threw himself to the floor with his clasped hands raised. 
 
    “Please, sir!” He cried out in a warbling voice as his hand shook. “I’m sorry that I’ve slighted you, please, take whatever you like from my room!” 
 
    I didn’t speak. I had no desire to talk to this lowly creature, especially when he was begging for his life on his hands and knees. If he had been a real man, then he would’ve stood up to me. I had no use for a man like this, and my left hand slammed down as I gripped him by the scruff of the neck. The cook screamed in a high pitched tone as I dragged him from his room and back down the hall toward the stairs. 
 
    More sailors came out of their rooms to see what the commotion was about and followed after us as I took a tighter grip on him and hauled him up the steep stairs. The bright sunlight burned my eyes as we resurfaced on the deck, and I pulled him behind me, kicking and screaming. Out of the corner of my eye, I spied my four minions in a group, and all of their heads turned at the sound of the man’s voice. Carmedy grabbed at her black tail anxiously, but a smile crept over Rana’s face as she saw my savagery. 
 
    “Please! Please, sir, I’ll do whatever you want!” the cook screamed, and I glanced down at his pained face as I brought his struggling form closer to the wooden railing. “Please! Spare my life! I didn’t mean to offend you!” 
 
    I ignored his cries, let go of the scruff of his neck, and grabbed him by his thin throat. The cook struggled for breath as I lifted him over my head, and then looked out over the railing as an idea popped into my head. I lifted him higher with my inhuman strength and held him out over the churning azure water. The cook’s legs kicked out madly as he realized what I was doing, and sputtering sounds escaped his chapped lips. I pressed my lips into a hard line as I squeezed his throat, and his noises reached a fever pitch as I fully shut off his air supply. His yellowish skin paled then turned a violet as he struggled and failed to breathe. Each step he took closer to death only fed my anger, and I wouldn’t be satisfied until he was dead. 
 
    “Master!” Carmedy shrieked as she raced over and grabbed at my arm. “What are you doing? Stop!” 
 
    I ripped my eyes away from the dying cook to look down at my feline minion, and her emerald eyes pleaded with me. 
 
    “This man insulted not only me but you too, I will not stand to have someone slight my women. I cannot allow him to live.” I snarled, and the petite alchemist drew back as her eyes went back and forth between the cook and me. 
 
    “W-what did he do? Did he call me a ninnyhammer? I’ve been called that a few times before, it doesn’t hurt my feelings anymore!” Carmedy cried, and my nose wrinkled at the strange word as I glanced over at the feline. 
 
    “This insolent fool thought he wasn’t going to work because of what happened last night,” I uttered in a tight voice as I glared into the eyes of the cook. 
 
    “What happened last night? Did I do something bad?” the feline asked innocently, and I didn’t have the heart to tell her about what happened, but someone else did. 
 
    “Well, you did get super drunk,” Rana chuckled as she came over and leaned against Carmedy’s shoulder. “Then you flounced into the kitchen and demanded him to make three different types of pies in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “I didn’t!” the alchemist gasped. 
 
    “You certainly did.” Morrigan nodded as she peeked over the feline’s shoulders. 
 
    “Master put him down! You can’t kill him because of that!” Carmedy cried as she grabbed onto the arm holding the cook and tugged on it feverishly. “What I did wasn’t nice!” 
 
    “It matters not if you weren’t ‘nice,’ Carmedy. I am the Master of all things; he should have taken the order from one of my women and done as he was asked.” I tightened my grip on the cook’s throat and felt his windpipe nearly give way under my strength. 
 
    “Please stop!” Carmedy screamed as she pulled at me again, and I turned my full attention towards her. 
 
    Upon meeting them, I’d quickly realized that the petite cat hated violence, she had been raised as a pacifist on an island that didn’t believe in fighting or hurting others. I’d trained her to be a warrior, and sometimes it seemed as if she enjoyed battle, but in moments like these, her true self came out in desperation. Carmedy wholeheartedly believed in justice and didn’t like when others were hurt for no reason. I couldn’t have those around me disrespecting and disobeying my rule. I wouldn’t allow others to force my women to do anything they didn’t want to do, especially this insolent man who thought he could bully Carmedy into cooking for the whole crew. No, never, not while I was here and in control, I had to make him learn not to mess with one of the strongest gods on earth. 
 
    “Why should I? What good would it do to have this audacious creature living on the same earth as you? I will tell you, nothing; he doesn’t deserve to live or breath the same air as any of you.” I growled, and Carmedy’s face hardened as her paws tightened on my arm then suddenly dropped away. 
 
    “It’s not fair!” the feline muttered as she fiddled with her paws. “He may have said something wrong, but that doesn’t make him a bad person! He makes delicious food! Hey! I have an idea! How about instead of killing him, you make me his boss! That’ll teach him!” 
 
    “His boss?” I asked as one of my eyebrows shot up in surprise. “How would that solve anything?” 
 
    “It’d certainly teach him his lesson!” Carmedy giggled as she threw her paws into the air excitedly. “I’ll…oh, I know! I’ll be the bossiest boss that he’s ever had! Please, Master, put him down, he may be a meanie head, but he doesn’t deserve to die!” 
 
    Her words resonated with me for a moment, and then I sighed and swung the cook back over onto the deck. I let him drop like a limp sack of potatoes, and he slammed onto the wooden floor heavily. 
 
    The cook roared as he took in a deep breath, spluttered then took in another. He wrapped a hand around his bruised neck but didn’t raise his head to me; he knew if he did, my leniency would be short-lived. I gave him a few minutes to collect himself, then nudged him with the hard toe of my boot. 
 
    “Did you hear all that or do you need a refreshing?” I snarled in my booming voice, and finally, the cook raised his head with watering eyes. 
 
    “W-what?” he asked in a voice that sounded as if he’d been gargling gravel. 
 
    “You will go into the kitchen with Carmedy. She will be in charge of you for the whole night, maybe even for the rest of the trip, do you understand?” I questioned as I kicked him with the toe of my boot again. 
 
    “Yes.” The cook hissed through his injured throat and from behind me, the feline squealed with excitement. 
 
    A short time later, I leaned against the doorway with my arms crossed over my chest as the cat perched on the counter and brandished a wooden spoon. Carmedy had picked it up shortly after we’d entered into the kitchen and gave it a few test swings in the air. The cook hunched his shoulders over the huge pot as he stirred it and barely glanced up at her out of fear. The man was nearly shaking in his shoes, but I wasn’t sure who he was more afraid of, me or the tiny cat-girl. So far since entering the kitchen, Carmedy had slapped his hands with the wooden spoon four different times, and now each time she made a sudden movement, he jumped and hid his hands from her. I chuckled deep in the back of my throat as the feline threw the spoon into the air and made the cook shrivel away in fear as she deftly caught it. 
 
    “W-what was it you w-wanted me to cook again, Miss?” the cook, who’d we’d found out from Miguel was named Charles asked in a stuttering voice. 
 
    “No, no, no,” I interjected as I waggled a finger at the cook, and he peeked over his shoulder at me feebly. “You won’t call her Miss or Miss Carmedy, you will refer to her as ‘Chef’ for the remainder of the day, do you understand?” 
 
    “Y-yes, Master,” Charles nodded as he stared deep into the frothy pot of chicken stock in front of him on the stove. “Yes, Chef.” 
 
    “Oh, I could get used to this! Head Chef Carmedy! If you’d been listening before,” the feline said as she raised her voice and Charles pressed himself closer to the stove to avoid another hit from her spoon. “I want roast chicken pot pie with mashed potatoes, carrots and broccoli! Ice cream and strawberry crumble for dessert, and I want all of it on the double!” 
 
    “M-Miss…I don’t thin--” the cook trailed off as I raised an eyebrow and Carmedy’s mouth pressed into a firm line. Charles nodded, turned, and headed towards the cold storage behind us. “Yes, Chef, right away, Chef.” 
 
    The cook swung open the heavy metal door into the cold storage and disappeared inside with his head tucked down. I glanced back over at the feline who sat on the counter still and swung her legs out underneath her. She looked happy as can be here, especially since she was in charge of the kitchen, her favorite place on the ship. Her emerald eyes met mine, and they crinkled at the corners as she grinned at me. Carmedy hadn’t looked this happy in a few days, and I was glad that I was the one who gave her this joy. 
 
    “You look as if you belong here, my darling.” I smiled, and the feline rested her head on her shoulder as she giggled. “Did you ever think about becoming a chef as a child?” 
 
    “Hm, maybe once or twice,” the petite alchemist shrugged as she hopped off the counter and came closer to me. “But I quickly realized that I liked eating food more than I liked cooking it. Maybe I should’ve become a food critic like we told Shida. That would be a fun job.” 
 
    “It sounds like you would have fit right in,” I chuckled as I reached out and ruffled her short black hair with my gloved fingertips. 
 
    “Yeah, but the more I think about it, I’m glad that I didn’t do it.” Carmedy thoughtfully uttered as she shuffled closer to my side. 
 
    “And why is that?” I questioned as I tilted my head towards her, and she spun towards me with a wide grin plastered over her plump lips. 
 
    “If I hadn’t become an adventurer, I wouldn’t have met you!” the cat-girl said as she peered up at me with her luminous emerald eyes. “I wouldn’t have met you or fallen in love with a god. I wouldn’t have met all these amazing people, or traveled all over the world. I’d just be a snobby person who tastes food all the time and can you imagine how much weight I would put on if that were my full-time job? I would have blown up like a balloon from all those carbs!” 
 
    I threw my head back and roared with laughter as she looked up at me with such a dazzling smile. I considered myself very lucky, I was thrown out of the heavens and banished to rot in a dungeon, but four of the most beautiful and intelligent women found me then found the courage in their hearts to love an Underdark deity like me. They’d given me all that I asked for and more without question or complaint. 
 
    I loved them beyond all things, beyond what any human emotion could describe or put into words. I’d taken each of them, nurtured them with love and guidance, and they’d blossomed for me like wildflowers in June. I’d just taken on my fifth minion, and I knew that I’d have to work with her and train her just as hard as the others but in a way, I was excited to see how she too would become stronger and better under my care. 
 
    We were broken away from our private moment as Charles shuffled back in from the cold storage with his arms filled with vegetables and meat. He kept his eyes low to the floor as he scuffled over to the counter and put down his spoils. The cook whispered to himself and I chuckled as Carmedy crept over and peeked over his shoulder. 
 
    Charles nearly jumped out of his skin as he glanced over at her then did a double take at how close she was to him. He squealed like a little girl, and it gave me a massive rush of joy to see him so frightened of the innocent feline. 
 
    Carmedy pressed her lips together and narrowed her eyes on the vegetables. The cat-girl comically sucked in her cheeks and breathed heavily in annoyance. Charles shook nervously and took a few hasty glances at her. The alchemist widened her eyes so much that for a moment I thought they were going to pop out of their sockets. 
 
    “What do you think you are doing?” Carmedy asked in a ludicrously, high-pitched voice. 
 
    “C-c-cutting up the carrots and potatoes?” Charles questioned back in a squeak, and the feline leaned in closer as she studied his face with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “Did I say I wanted them cut up?” the cat-girl inquired in her condescending high-pitched voice. 
 
    “N-no, Chef? But, h-how else w-would I prepare them?” the cook stuttered, and Carmedy leaned away as she crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Julienne! I wanted them julienned!” the alchemist cried as she spun away in disgust and threw her hands into the air. 
 
    “But Miss, you didn’t tell me that!” Charles shouted in anger as he whipped around then his face dropped, and his eyes widened as he realized what he’d done. 
 
    Carmedy stopped abruptly and stood still for a second with her back turned towards Charles. The cook slapped a hand over his mouth and whimpered softly to himself as his eyes swiveled between me and the feline. 
 
    “Alright, you big, dumb potato-head, you got salt in your ears from being on this ship for too goddamn long?” Carmedy’s voice rang out in a tone that I’d never heard before. 
 
    “W-what?” Charles whispered as he backed toward the counter and bumped into it. 
 
    “Do you want me to repeat myself?” Carmedy roared as she whipped around with her wooden spoon raised over her head. 
 
    “No, Chef! I’ll julienne the carrots, Chef!” Charles cried in a higher tone than he usually spoke in as he whipped around and began cutting the carrots correctly this time. 
 
    Carmedy nodded to herself and flounced over to hang over Charles’ shoulder once more. She watched over him for the preparation of dinner and for the most part, Charles was well-behaved though there were a few slip-ups when he called her Miss instead of Chef and Carmedy corrected him with a swift smack of her wooden spoon. The entire time she tasted and tried each thing he prepared, and he didn’t protest, not even once. In fact, it seemed as if he’d warmed up to her in a way when he whipped up the thickened filling for the pie, and he offered her the spoon to taste. The cat licked her lips and purred happily as he nodded and went back to cooking. Right as he was finishing up the desert, they even started to chat a little bit, and Carmedy finally let go of her spoon and placed it back on its rightful hook to the left of the stove. 
 
    “Where’d you learn to cook Charles?” Carmedy asked as she helped him pull the fully cooked pies out of the oven and set them on the countertop. 
 
    “I taught myself actually, borrowed cookbooks from the library and learned,” the cook told her as he spread melted butter over the baked crusts of the pies. “My family was real poor, dirt poor, and we basically ate scraps for dinner each night. I got a part-time job at a grocer and bought food with my tiny paychecks. It didn’t matter what I made at first because at least then my family and I had full bellies when we went to bed at night, but the more I learned, the more elaborate meals I’d make for them.” 
 
    “Do you miss them?” the feline asked as she leaned into her fist on the counter and looked over at the bald man. “It must be terrible to work on a ship and never get to see them.” 
 
    “I get to go home occasionally, and we always send letters, but yes, I miss them terribly. It’s kind of consolation that I get to cook for so many people here on the ship, the crew, and the guests. It’s like I’m cooking for my family all over again.” Charles smiled warmly over to the cat, and she returned the gesture as she straightened. 
 
    Charles washed off his hands and stepped away from the counter as the sounds of footsteps reached our ears. All meals were served at set times on the ship, and it seemed that our first stragglers hustled in for their last meal of the day. The pies looked delicious, and my stomach grumbled irritably as I stood in the doorway. Carmedy turned back towards me as she slipped her paws into a pair of potholders. 
 
    “Ready to eat?” the feline asked as she grabbed a whole pie and sauntered towards the door with it. 
 
    Charles’s eyes widened, and his mouth opened to protest, but he quickly closed and smiled instead. He’d put up with the cat-girl’s antics for most of the day, and he knew that there was no use doing anything now. I nodded to him, and though he still held fear in his eyes every time he looked in my direction, he returned the gesture as he began plating the pies. 
 
    “Yes, you did very well today, Chef.” I chuckled as I held open the door for her. 
 
    Carmedy snatched up two forks from the countertop and got about halfway through the door before she turned abruptly. The cat-girl looked gravely over at Charles, and his face paled for a moment as he stared back. 
 
    “Now don’t go pushing your job off on anyone else, ya hear?” Carmedy asked as she finally broke from her serious chef character, and Charles nodded in agreement as he set down the knife he held and bowed to her. 
 
    “I will, Chef,” the cook said as he straightened, then grinned at her. “I might have to keep you around; I think that’s the hardest I’ve worked in ten years. Thank you, Chef.” 
 
    “No, thank you, Chef.” Carmedy giggled as she held the pie and bowed to Charles. She turned towards me and the open door into the dining room. “Now, I earned this darn pie, let’s dig in, Master!” 
 
    “As you wish, Chef Carmedy.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    After we finished the pie, Carmedy and I cleaned up, and I headed back up on deck. We’d spent a good bit of time below deck and evening fell over the surface of the ocean. A handful of crew members scurried around the upper floor as a soft evening breeze brushed past. Even the captain had gone down into the hull and left one of the sailors to steer the ship. The dusk air was cooler but not by much, and I breathed it in slowly as I closed my eyes. I liked being on the ship even if the trip was long and hard; I liked every experience that being with my women gave me. Before they found me locked in my dungeon, I’d never ridden on a ship. I’d resided in the heavens for most of my life and never done all the seemingly mundane things that humans enjoyed, but now I got to experience all of them firsthand. It was oddly invigorating; I saw new things every day, and it amazed me. I was trapped for thousands of years and didn’t know what I was missing, but my minions gave those things to me. 
 
    I leaned against the worn wooden railing and looked out over the rest of the ship. The crew lit lamps, and the decks were bathed in an ethereal golden glow, and it was oddly romantic. A few couples walked past me while holding hands, and I bowed my head to them as they went by. 
 
    “What are you doing out here, Master?” a soft voice asked from beside me, and I swiveled my eyes to the white-haired elf who’d snuck up beside me. 
 
    “I like the ocean air, especially at night when it’s cooled off.” I smiled to her as I offered her a hand, and she took it tenderly. 
 
    I looked down at her and saw that both of her pitch-black ravens were gone, probably somewhere in our room roosting in the rafters. Her black eyes were trained up onto my face, and I smiled down at her as I reached out and stroked her alabaster cheek. 
 
    Morrigan wore her long white hair differently today, the elf usually wore it down around her shoulders, but today, one of her sisters had weaved the long, silky locks into complicated braids down her back. That wasn’t the only thing different about the elf, Morrigan usually wore shapeless black dresses that hid her form, but today she wore a tight-fitting dress that hugged her curves perfectly. Her waist was tiny, but her wide hips blossomed out, and I stared at them for a passing second in wonder. All of my minions were beautiful in their own way, but to see my second wife step out of her comfort zone and put herself on display like this for me was amazing. When I’d first met the elven woman, I wouldn’t say she was shy but instead, stoic and silent at all times. Over time she’d warmed up to me, just as Rana had, but now the white-haired woman was truly coming into her own before my very eyes. 
 
    “Something is comforting about being out in the middle of nowhere,” Morrigan uttered in her emotionless voice as she turned and looked out over the still water. “The calm of the ocean soothes my heart. I know we will soon be in battle against the sorcerer, but it is still nice to take a moment and be still.” 
 
    “I cannot agree more.” I smiled as I leaned over and pressed a soft kiss into her hair. 
 
    We were silent for a moment as the moon rose out over the water, and I was reminded for a second of the Wailing. That ritual was the last time that I really looked at the moon, and it gave me a strange sense of melancholy. The misunderstood goddess who wanted nothing more than for her people to live happy and healthy lives and the twisted leader who had warped the people’s beliefs into murder. I wished that I could have spared her life or at least given her a death befitting a goddess of her stature, but Tuzakeur had snatched all of that away from her.  
 
    Morrigan squeezed my hand softly, and when I glanced over at her, I knew she was thinking the same thing as me. So much had happened in the last few months, and I knew it took an emotional toll on the elf. She’d encountered the Rusalka, and the shadow waifs spoke to her and told her about all the terrible things Baudouin did to them, then she saw the murder of the animals she loved so much to the goddess. Morrigan never complained or voiced her discomfort but looking into her eyes now, I knew that it weighed heavily on her. 
 
    The last week had been something like a vacation for her, most of the time I’d come up onto the deck in the middle of the night and find the elven woman up there alone. Morrigan rarely shared her worries with her sisters and barely brought them up to me, but I could always tell when something was bothering her. Even now, as I looked into her smooth face, I knew something was going on that she didn’t want to tell me about, but there was a difference this time. From her expression, I knew she wanted to talk about whatever was bothering her. 
 
    “Master?” Morrigan asked, and I raised my eyebrows for her to go on. “May I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Of course, what is the matter, my love?” I inquired as I pulled her willowy frame to my side. 
 
    “I would like to make a request of you,” the white-haired woman started as she looked earnestly into my eyes. “Please teach me soul transferal, the power that you received from the Tichádáma.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows in surprise at such a strange request. We’d worked on her powers multiple times over the past months, but she’d never requested something specific like this before. I squinted down at her for a moment, then nodded. 
 
    “I’ll call for your sisters; they can help us with this.” I chuckled as I pointed to the empty space of the deck and Morrigan’s dark eyes flitted there. 
 
    The elf momentarily looked apprehensive, and I could tell she didn’t want to involve the rest of my minions in her training but wouldn’t protest against me. I reached out with Nergal’s power and called to the other three below deck as I took Morrigan by the shoulder and led her towards an empty space of the deck. The elf and I stood together while we waited for the rest of my women, and before long, I heard Carmedy’s cheerful voice as she spoke animatedly to Rana and Annalise. The three women hurried over with wide smiles and grouped themselves around us. 
 
    “What’s up?” Rana asked as she cocked a hip and twirled a curl. “Why’d you call us?” 
 
    “Yeah, I was about to eat another one of those pies Charles made!” Carmedy giggled as she licked her lips. 
 
    “You already had one, you don’t need another one.” Annalise chided as she gave the feline’s shoulder a light push. 
 
    “But I’m still hungry, and there aren’t any desserts on the ship right now since the cook didn’t leave any extras.” The black-haired cat whined, and Rana chuckled softly under her breath. 
 
    “Do you know why the cook didn’t leave any extra last night?” the redhead asked as she prodded Carmedy’s side with a finger. 
 
    “No…he could have at least left some out for me.” The alchemist pouted as she held her tail tightly between two paws. 
 
    “He didn’t leave any out for you last night because you ate them all,” Annalise stated as she bent at the waist and looked into Carmedy’s face seriously. “Now we’ll know next time not to get super drunk and waltz into the kitchen demanding food, right?” 
 
    “…Right.” The petite feline nodded as she dropped her tail and looked to me. “What are we doing out here, Master?” 
 
    “Morrigan asked me to teach how to use the Dáma’s soul transferal power, and I thought it would be best if we asked for all of your help,” I told them as the pale elf stayed by my side shyly.  
 
    My other three minions looked on in wonder, and Carmedy’s huge emerald eyes sparkled in the moonlight. 
 
    “Oh! This sounds like fun!” Carmedy squealed as she jumped up and down on the deck, but Annalise looked more skeptical. 
 
    “Soul transferal? Like placing souls in empty bodies? How are you going to do that?” the high queen asked as her eyes swiveled between Morrigan and me. 
 
    “Well, we’re going to start small, and I’m going to have her extract one of your souls first,” I told them, and their faces fell in horror. 
 
    “W-what?” Rana sputtered as she backed up a few steps. 
 
    “No, no way!” Carmedy cried as she clutched at her chest. “My soul is staying in here! Where it belongs!” 
 
    “Master…I really don’t think this is a good idea…” Annalise stated as she reached out to comfort the visibly shaken feline. 
 
    I shifted my feet and looked down at them from my full height. My women were frightened by the idea of having their souls removed, but my word was law, and I wasn’t going to have them refuse one of my requests. I cleared my throat but Rana, Carmedy and Annalise were busy babbling to each other to hear my voice. I gritted my teeth and raised both hands into the air as I spoke loudly for all of them to hear. 
 
    “Silence.” I barked, and all of my minions whipped their heads to stare up at me with wide eyes. 
 
    The single word wasn’t what stopped them but instead the tone. I rarely spoke to my minions harshly, and when I did, they knew I meant business. Carmedy held her tail firmly between her paws once more, and Rana stood beside her with her feet planted. Annalise folded her hands behind her back and waited for me to speak with huge brown eyes. Morrigan stayed by my side, but she shifted uncomfortably from the sound of my voice. I hated talking to them this way, but it had to be done with the way that they were acting. My women were warriors who’d proven themselves time and time again in battle, but they seemed to balk at the idea of letting Morrigan practice a small ritual on them. 
 
    “Master?” the high queen started, but I stopped her with a glance, and she scurried back in line with her other sisters. 
 
    “Are you afraid?” I asked as I leveled my eyes with them. My minions looked at me sheepishly from under their eyelashes, but I didn’t let their pitiful looks soften me. “My women? Afraid? If I didn’t see it with my own eyes, then I might not believe it.” 
 
    “Hey!” Rana cried as she took a step forward, but I raised my eyebrows, and the fox stopped in her tracks. 
 
    “My first question is, do you think harm will come to you if we do this?” I questioned in my grave, booming voice, and my minions avoided my gaze as they shuffled their feet. “My second question is…do you think I would allow harm to come to you? Do you think I would stand aside and allow something painful or harmful to happen to your bodies and souls?” 
 
    My minions didn’t answer, just stayed quiet as they avoided my gaze. Annalise was the first to step forward, not to my surprise and opened her mouth to speak as she stared me down. 
 
    “I don’t speak for my sisters when I say this, but it’s not that I’m afraid of what will happen but instead, the unknown. What if the soul transferal hurts? What if the pain is more than I can bear?” 
 
    I stopped for a second and stared at my first wife. Her chocolate eyes were sincere, and in the depths of them was fear. All the time that I’d known Annalise, she barely showed that she was afraid, but in front of her sisters and me, she was more open about her inner feelings. I could understand all these fears, not that I experienced them but could appreciate them from my minion’s standpoint. Rana and Carmedy nodded in agreement with Annalise’s words, and my eyes widened in surprise. I’d never let harm come to my women, not once, but they were so caught up in their fear that they didn’t remember that I would always protect them. 
 
    “Do you trust me?” I inquired as I looked into all of their faces. 
 
    “It’s not that we don’t trust you…it’s just…Morrigan isn’t experienced in this type of magic, and this will be her first official try.” Rana offered as she looked apologetically to the white-haired elf. 
 
    “That’s not what I asked you,” I stated as I shook my head and looked deeply into Rana’s eyes first, then Annalise’s. “Do you trust me? As your Master, as your lover, and as your husband? Do you think that I would ever allow something bad to happen to you while in my presence?” 
 
    My words were met with a chorus of no’s, and I glanced over at Morrigan, who still stood close by my side, and the elf also shook her head. 
 
    “You’re right when you say that Morrigan is inexperienced with this type of magic, but you are not safe to assume that I am not,” I said in a calm, soothing voice and my minions stepped closer at my tone. “I’ve held the Dáma’s power within me since the night she died. I’ve mastered it and kept it as my own. If Morrigan fails, then I will step in and take over. There is no reason to fear, I will guide her and correct her if something goes wrong. Don’t worry.” 
 
    Carmedy gave me a wide smile and nodded as she dropped her tail and hurried over. Rana still looked apprehensive but shrugged when she and Annalise locked eyes for a second. The fox and high queen stepped forward together, and I gave them a thankful nod, then gestured for Morrigan to come closer. 
 
    “The soul is something as real and weighty as an organ. Humans and other creatures cannot survive without their souls. If the soul is lost then the body is nothing more than a shell. Take the Blood-Curdlers, they weren’t living beings anymore, but puppets for their master to use. Souls are what tie creatures to the earth and are the source of many different types of magic.” I told them in a firm voice, and my minions nodded along slowly. 
 
    “Do you have a soul too, Master?” Carmedy asked in a sweet voice, and I smiled softly. 
 
    “To put it simply, no, gods and goddesses don’t possess souls like the creatures on earth do. Souls, like the bodies they inhabit, age, and know when it’s their time to pass on, but gods are not like that because, in some ways, we are immortal. Our essences are our souls, and those are what I absorb into my body.” I informed them as I placed a hand over my armor where the essences of the other gods pressed into my avatar’s body. 
 
    “Wow, I had no idea.” Annalise murmured as she cupped her chin and looked lovingly into my face. 
 
    “In some ways, you’re immortal? What does that even mean?” Rana questioned as she squinted at me. 
 
    “Gods and goddesses do not die if they stay in the heavens; they reign forever. My father…” I started then stopped as his name nearly rolled off my tongue, then I looked up into their innocent faces. I’d already told them this part of my past, and if I brought it up again, I knew they would never judge me. “My father, Chirus, is one of the oldest gods in the heavens. His age stretches way beyond the beginning of time, and it will remain that way. Gods can only die by another person’s hand; if left alone, they’ll live forever.” 
 
    “Okay, now I understand.” Rana nodded then motioned for me to continue on with Morrigan’s lesson. 
 
    “Morrigan, I want you to picture Rana’s soul in your mind,” I instructed the elf, and her eyes immediately closed upon my command. “Think of it as a fluid, flowing and moving, rushing and hastening to your will.” 
 
    “Oh man, why’s it gotta be me?” the redhead groaned under her breath as Morrigan’s breathing evened. 
 
    “Take her soul in your hand, tug on it and move it with your will,” I told the elven woman in a soft voice, and Morrigan’s hand lifted into the air then closed as she imagined taking Rana’s soul. 
 
    “Oh-ho-ho, that feels funky.” The fox whispered as she lay her paws against her chest and took a deep breath. 
 
    “Now Morrigan, I want you to try to lift the soul out of Rana’s body. Do you have a good grip on it?” I asked as I stepped closer to the elf and felt the pulse of the magic coming from her. 
 
    Morrigan’s closed fist began to glow an unearthly green just as it did every time she used an unknown magic. She brought her fist down towards her chest, and I glanced over at Rana as the fox made a strange choking sound. The redhead’s face was pale, and her eyes rolled back in her head, but her breathing and heart rate were even. Carmedy and Annalise hurried over to the fox and supported her, but Rana seemed fine even though her soul was being extracted through her throat. The high queen and the feline both looked concerned and anxious, but when they looked to me for confirmation, I gave them a soft nod that everything was alright and under my control. 
 
    Rana’s mouth fell open, and for a second, silence fell over all of us. I waited for it, taking a few glances over at Morrigan as the elf concentrated on the task. Slowly at first, an eerie white form could be seen traveling up Rana’s throat, and just as we began to see it, it spilled from her lips like smoke. I wanted to congratulate Morrigan on her success, but I didn’t want to distract her. Rana’s soul was wispy and pure white as it tumbled out and hung in the open air. It looked just like the ones we’d seen before except for the color. Rana’s soul was pure and flowed through the air like a loose piece of fabric taken by a soft breeze. I could faintly hear her voice coming from the white mass, but it was merely a whisper. 
 
    Annalise and Carmedy stared at it with open mouths and wide eyes. They were so distracted that they almost dropped Rana’s empty body in the moment. The light around Morrigan’s hands stayed steady and didn’t beat or fluctuate like the times I’d seen it do before. The elven woman had done so well, and I was incredibly proud of my minion that I wanted to push her to something more challenging. 
 
    “Do you have a good grip on Rana’s soul?” I questioned as I watched the fox’s soul fluctuate through the air. 
 
    “Yes, Master.” Morrigan breathed in a soft voice. 
 
    “Now, extract Carmedy’s soul,” I commanded her. 
 
    The feline dropped her paws from Rana’s side and nearly toppled Annalise over without the extra support. I stifled a chuckle and used my telekinetic power to hold the fox’s body aloft while Morrigan moved on to her next sister. Carmedy froze, and her emerald eyes rolled back in her head as the elf’s power washed over her. It took longer this time, but soon, Carmedy’s snow white soul lifted into the air next to Rana’s. The two souls were almost interchangeable, and they wavered in the air, then intertwined. Annalise stared up at the two souls as she held onto Rana’s body. The high queen’s chocolate brown eyes met mine, and she swallowed apprehensively. 
 
    “Annalise’s too, Master?” Morrigan asked in a hushed tone, and Annalise shook her head comically but stopped when I raised a hand to her. 
 
    “Yes, if you would,” I said with a bow of my head. 
 
    The high queen took one step back then froze as Morrigan’s power washed over her. I had never been so proud of my pale lover, and I couldn’t wait to see how she would handle three souls all at once. Annalise’s soul came free of her body and floated in the air next to Rana's and Carmedy’s. The souls combined in a white mass before my eyes, and I stared at it for a moment. I could tell them apart without much effort, but I knew that Morrigan wouldn’t have such an easy time picking them apart. The elf’s eyes opened finally, but her hand remained in the air as she held the three souls in one place. The pale woman’s eyes widened as she stared at the mixed mass of souls floating before her, and she looked to me anxiously. I’d promised them that no pain or harm would come to them, but I wanted to see how Morrigan would react to this situation. 
 
    “M-Master?” Morrigan asked shakily, and I placed a hand in the middle of her back then pushed her towards the souls of her sisters. “What do I do? How do I separate them?” 
 
    “Try first, my love, then I will step in if you need help,” I told her, and Morrigan turned her face back towards the intertwined souls. 
 
    The elf reached up with both hands encased in green and began probing at the souls. Morrigan tugged on one, and it came free from the other two. She stared at it for a moment, then looked back at me for confirmation, but I kept my face devoid of emotion. The elf turned back to the souls and stared even harder with her wholly black eyes, but I knew that wouldn’t do anything. Though Morrigan didn’t possess the same powers that I did, she could tell them apart solely if she listened. If she really leaned in and listened to the whispers that floated from each soul, she would know which one was which but the elf began moving the souls around in the air frantically as she made herself even more confused. As time went on, the green light around her hands wavered for a moment then flickered angrily, and I felt in the pit of my stomach what was going to happen next. 
 
    Bright light flooded the small space of the deck we took up, and all of my minion’s limp bodies exploded outward. Emerald green obscured my view and I blinked to clear my eyes as Rana lifted her head and placed a paw on her forehead. Annalise lay on her back and breathed deeply as she stared up at the dark sky and Morrigan rolled around on the ground beside me as she groaned in pain. I sucked in my cheeks as Carmedy was the first to leap to her feet and point at the elf. 
 
    “What the hell, Morrigan?” the feline shouted in a voice that wasn’t quite her own. “You coulda blasted us to hell and back if you weren’t careful!” 
 
    “Yeah, that really wasn’t safe,” Rana stated as she rolled to her knees and stood. 
 
    Annalise lay on the ground without moving, and Morrigan stayed down as she looked around confused. There was a moment of silence as both the swordswoman and the elf made eye contact, and they slowly realized what happened. 
 
    “Morrigan! Will you answer me?” Carmedy raved as she threw her paws into the air and her black tail whipped out behind her. 
 
    Morrigan’s eyes returned to normal as she looked from Annalise to me, and I covered my mouth with a gloved hand to stop myself from laughing. The elf pleaded with her eyes, but I shook my head and looked down at Annalise. The hair at the swordswoman’s temples had come loose, and she looked up at me thoroughly confused. 
 
    “I do not know what happened,” Annalise said in a low voice, and it took a second to realize it sounded strange. It wasn’t as raspy as I remembered it, but that’s probably from what just happened. 
 
    “Of course you don’t know what happened! Morrigan is the one who did it!” Carmedy shouted as she batted her wriggling black tail out of her eyes, then her hands froze as she took it in. “Holy shit…holy shit…is that…Carmedy’s black tail?” 
 
    “Whose tail would it be? Do you not recognize your own…tail…” Rana trailed off as the fluffy red tail rested on her shoulder. 
 
    And then that’s when the screaming started. 
 
    Rana turned to Carmedy, and they both stared at each other for a moment. Both of their mouths dropped open and horrified screams roared up their throats at the same time. 
 
    “Annalise?” Carmedy’s sweet voice called as she reached out for Rana’s body. 
 
    “R-Rana? Is that you?” Rana’s body called out as she reached for the feline. 
 
    I knew that I needed to end this but wanted to watch it for a bit longer. Morrigan and Annalise’s body lay on the ground still as the two alien souls stared out at their own bodies interacting. Suddenly, the elf’s body stood and raised a hand into the air as Carmedy looked out of Morrigan’s eyes. 
 
    “Oh man, Morrigan, you’re so thin and tall, oh my gosh, why can’t you dress like this all the time? You look so good!” Carmedy’s voice called from the elf’s body, and Annalise’s face hardened from the ground. “Look at these hips! Man, oh wow, you’d look good in a short skirt.” 
 
    “Master?” Morrigan’s voice hissed through Annalise’s teeth, and I nodded. 
 
    “This was amusing, but I will fix it.” I stepped up into the middle of the group and closed my eyes as I held my hands out beside me. I breathed in deeply through my nose then exhaled slowly. I felt my dark power manifest all around me and then I pushed it out around our party. My power swallowed all of my minions, and I felt each of their souls.  
 
    It took some time, and I could feel my women wriggling to be released, but I made sure that I put the correct soul in the right body. When I finished, I opened my eyes and looked into my minions’ faces. Each of them examined their bodies, patting their arms and legs down to make sure they were the right ones. Carmedy grabbed onto me and hugged me tightly as she snuggled into my chest. I held onto her as I smiled at the rest of my women, and they returned it as they came closer. I stroked Rana’s soft curls as her breath tickled my neck. 
 
    “That was crazy,” Annalise giggled as she leaned away from me and took inventory of her sisters. “But man, I’m glad to be back in my own body. I don’t think I could stand to be that short in real life.” 
 
    “Hey!” Rana chuckled as she gave the high queen a light shove. 
 
    We embraced together in the warm night air, and I breathed in each of their unique scents. I listened to their heartbeats as I held them, though the experiment was fun, I still liked them just as they were, especially in their right bodies.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    Rana, Carmedy, and Annalise headed off to bed shortly after the elf’s lesson, but Morrigan hung back. I watched my three minion’s backs as they trundled down the stairs one by one. They spoke to each other in soft tones, but every once and awhile, Rana snorted through her nose and laughed. I smiled down at them as they turned the corner and headed down the narrow stairs into the belly of the ship. Even though the lesson had gone awry, they still were in good moods and made jokes at their own expense. Annalise was the last in line, and her swinging braid was the last thing I saw of them as they disappeared from view. 
 
    The air was warm, and a breeze brushed past me strong enough to whip the sails overhead. The salty scent was strong, and I could taste it on my tongue when I breathed in deeply through my nose. I glanced over my shoulder at Morrigan, but her dark eyes were pointed out over the water. Her long white hair whipped around her, but she brushed it out of her face with the back of her hand as she looked up at the moon. I knew that the elven woman felt it too, the strange tightening feeling in her stomach every time she saw the moon after we’d witnessed the Wailing. I felt it as well, but it didn’t seem to affect me like it did Morrigan. The elf looked saddened, but her dark eyes flicked to me, and she gave me a small smile. 
 
    Morrigan rarely showed emotion. I had guessed that it was her elven nature. I’d had very little contact with the elven people on my time on earth and in the heavens, especially High Elves like Morrigan. The white-haired woman was practically royalty in her society, and it showed from the way she held herself. Like Annalise, Morrigan had a regal way about her, in her mannerisms and way of speaking. She turned and looked me directly in the eye as we stood a few feet apart. The moonlight illuminated her pale skin, and she glowed as she took a few steps closer to me. I held out my arms to her, and her delicate hands found mine. Her skin was cool even in the heat of the night, and it sent goosebumps up and down my arms like a shock of electricity. Morrigan stood close beside me, and I gazed down at her as her face turned back over the water. The elf looked calm and serene despite the mishap from earlier. 
 
    “Thank you for teaching me, Master.” The pale-woman whispered as the tiny smile snaked over her lips once more. 
 
    “You’re very welcome.” I murmured into her ear as I pressed a soft kiss to her cheek. 
 
    “Do you think…the Tichádáma would be proud of me?” Morrigan whispered, and her question threw me for a moment. 
 
    What she’d asked was something I’d never expected to hear from the elf’s mouth. Morrigan had hated the goddess when we were in Kanashimi, had said she wanted to kill her herself on multiple occasions, but this was quite a change. We’d found out that the goddess wasn’t the one asking for the ritualistic killings, but instead, the corrupt leader making the townspeople do it. In the end, Morrigan had made her peace with the goddess, but I could tell that it still weighed heavily on her mind. The elven woman had been through so much emotionally the last few trips, and I knew this was my moment to comfort her in her need. 
 
    “Of course, you’re using the power that she gave to me of her free will, and in a way, the goddess is part of me when I absorbed her power,” I told her in a soothing voice as I wrapped an arm around her and brought her to my side. “She’d be very pleased with you. You’re making strides in your powers and learning new things every day. She’d be especially pleased that you’re learning how to use her powers.” 
 
    “Do you really think so?” Morrigan asked in a hushed tone, and I heard the underlying emotion within it. “I just…I know the things I said to her before she died were especially cruel and I want…I want to do her justice.” 
 
    “I know I cannot change how you feel, but I know for a fact that the goddess approves and forgives you for the things you said. You were angry, and though your anger was unfounded and directed at her, she understood the pain behind it.” I told her as I stroked her hair softly, and the elf laid her head against my shoulder as she sighed. 
 
    We stood in silence for a time and looked out over the water as we enjoyed each other’s company. Morrigan’s skin was cool, as it always was, and it alleviated the heat of my own. I wanted to keep her close in her time of need, the elf was the last out of my minions who would seek comfort regularly, but if she needed it, I would give it to her without question. Morrigan was an island all on her own, but there were times that she needed her Master more than anyone else, and I could be there for her. The elven woman grabbed my hand in one swift movement and guided me towards the stairs. I smiled to her as she glanced over her shoulder, and I felt the need in her eyes instantly. We were quiet as we came down the stairs, and I let my eyes wander over the deck in the darkness. All of the crew were below, probably in their hammocks sound asleep, and we were joined only by the bobbing light of the glowing lanterns scattered here and there. 
 
    I knew what Morrigan needed at this moment, and I thought the elf guided me back towards our room where the rest of my women waited, but right as I moved to go below deck, Morrigan pushed me into the open space underneath the stairs. I landed on a pile of large burlap bags tucked underneath the wooden stairs, and I stared up into her beautiful face for a moment. The pale woman hung over me and looked deeply into my eyes. The darkness surrounding us made her eyes look blacker than usual, and I wondered for a second if she used her elven power on me. Her pale, delicate hands flitted up to her neck and slid underneath her long hair. I lay back as I felt myself stiffen in my pants, and before my eyes, Morrigan’s tightly fitting black dress fell to the wooden floorboards. 
 
    The elf stood in front of me completely nude, and my erection beat at the fabric of my pants as I took in the curves of her voluptuous breasts. I could just barely make out the soft coloration of her areolas and the small tuft of white hair between her legs in the dim light but was distracted away from those things by the gorgeousness of her face. She came to me in slow steps, the roll of her shapely hips like thunder, and I froze in place where I sat. Her tremulous breasts swayed as she made her way over to me then placed a hand on the sack behind my head and leaned over me. Her natural scent overtook me and filled my nostrils until my brain was a dizzy mess of thoughts of her and her naked body. I reached out with one hand and placed it on the smooth, cool flesh of her hip. Morrigan’s lips opened, and a soft moan escaped as my hand moved from her hip then around to her lower back. 
 
    “My Master is such a wise god,” The elf whispered into my ear, and as her hot breath hit my skin, shivers rushed all over my body. “My Master is the best master a woman could ever ask for.” 
 
    “My minions are the best minions a master could ask for.” I murmured in her ear, and Morrigan mewled in response. 
 
    My hand gripped her ass for a second then came around and slipped in between her legs. My fingers brushed at her sex as the elf climbed up on top of me. Soft moans fell from her colorless lips, and my erection cried out to be released. The elf’s fingers moved deftly at the fastenings of my pants, and once they came undone, she ripped them down and off. My penis sprang to life, and the elf stared down at it with wide eyes. 
 
    “I’m so lucky, Master.” Morrigan simpered as her delicate hands wrapped around my member and slowly stroked me from the tip to the base of my shaft. “I’m eager for you to fill me to the brim with your warm seed.” 
 
    Her touch was sweet, but her words were like golden honey to me. I groaned softly as my head rolled back and took in the waves of pleasure that my elven woman gave me. My whole body was ready for her as she let go of my member and positioned herself over my throbbing penis. The tip brushed against the moist lips of her entrance and Morrigan bit her lips as she suppressed a roaring moan. Her fingernails dug into my shoulders as she lowered herself onto me, and her lips parted for my member. Her warmth wrapped around me, and I lifted a closed knuckle to my lips as I fought to keep quiet. Morrigan giggled into the darkness as she rode me painstakingly slow. I felt every inch of her and right as she came back up to the tip, I lifted my hips and slammed into her. The elf had no time to cover her mouth or stop the scream that rose into the air, and I relished its carnal sound. 
 
    Morrigan kept up her slow movements and, every once and a while, I’d slam up inside of her to force her to go faster. I loved the way she felt, her skin was cool against mine, but her core was sopping wet with beating heat. I couldn’t resist her, in our everyday lives, I was her Lord and Master, but when she had me in this position, she was in control.  
 
    Her dark eyes penetrated into me, and I felt warmth blossom in my chest for the elven woman. As we stared at each other, Morrigan’s hips moved faster, jerking me in and out of her faster than the slow pace we were going originally. I grunted through clenched teeth and gripped her by the hips as I guided myself inside of her. The elven woman grinded against me as she panted and cried out for more. 
 
    “Faster, Master! Faster!” Morrigan pleaded into my ear, and I did as she asked. 
 
    I grabbed her by the hips and flipped her underneath me. The elf’s legs wrapped around me instantly, and I felt her vagina clench around me tightly. I grunted in her ear as I pulled out and slammed back in. I pounded into her, and our wet lovemaking sounds echoed across the empty deck as our moist flesh slammed into each other. I was hungry for her, wanted to consume her body and soul more than anything. Our bodies became one as Morrigan’s legs tightened around me, and I felt her tunnel clench around my massive member.  
 
    Her first orgasm robbed her of her voice as she bucked against me, and I stared into her face as her mouth fell open, and her eyes widened. Her breathing hitched but no moans came out of her mouth as ecstasy snatched her voice away. Her hips bucked again wildly, and I groaned into her hair as I felt my own orgasm rise, but I pushed it down, insistent that I give her as much pleasure before I spilled my seed inside of her velvety caverns. 
 
    As Morrigan reached her seventh orgasm, her voice had been fully recovered, and she screamed for all to hear as she rode it out. I felt the need once more, so I gripped her by the thighs as I stood and held her in place. My head rolled back as I slammed into her, and each time I did, Morrigan’s voice called out for more. She wrapped around me even tighter as she stared up into my face. I looked deeply into her eyes as my member convulsed once then exploded frothy cum inside of her.  
 
    “Yessss, Master, fill me. Give me all of it. I need it.” The elf mewled as she milked my erection for all of its worth, and I let my head hang back as I pumped a gallon of my divine milk into my beautiful elven bride.  
 
    When I was done, I pulled out, and a string of my juices followed after and fell to the wooden floorboards.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Master, I let some of your seed escape.” Morrigan leaned up and moaned behind a hand as she looked at the spilled white liquid.  
 
    “That is not your fault, my love. You asked me to fill you to the brim, and I did.” I flopped down beside her and took the naked elf into my arms. Morrigan sighed loudly, then nestled her head into my neck as we comfortably lay together on the sacks. I ran my fingers over her shoulder comfortingly and soon, Morrigan’s breathing evened. I glanced over at her and made sure that the elf was fully asleep in my arms. She was so beautiful, as were all of my minions, and I took this moment to memorize her face. I knew I wasn’t going anywhere any time soon, but I wanted to make sure that if something were to happen, and we were separated, that I would see all of their faces in my mind. 
 
    Once I made sure that Morrigan was fast asleep, I picked up her discarded dress and slung it over my shoulder, then I picked the elf up in my arms. I carried her down below deck and to our room. No one was awake or witnessed me carrying the naked woman, but I made sure to listen to the heartbeats of those surrounding us. I opened the door with my telekinetic power and saw that my other three minions were already snuggled up in bed asleep.  
 
    I smiled to myself as I slid Morrigan in next to Carmedy. The feline turned over and wrapped an arm around the elf as if she missed her in her sleep. I quickly undressed and slid in beside their warm bodies. I snuggled into my pillow as Annalise’s hand found mine under the blankets. Sleep overtook me within minutes as my women surrounded me with their warmth and love. 
 
    Sometime later, I opened my eyes and sat straight up in bed. My minions slept soundly beside me, but I felt it before any of them would. I listened to the far off sounds of unfamiliar thoughts and the beating of eighty heartbeats and knew something was coming quickly towards us. I launched myself out of bed and woke Annalise up in the process. The high queen raised her head from the pillow and aimed bleary eyes toward me. Annalise sat up and rubbed at her eyes as she yawned, but I barely glanced at her as I brought my armor over to me and put it on. 
 
    “Master?” Annalise called as I pushed my feet into my heavy boots and tied them. “What’s wrong? What’s going on?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I replied as I pulled the God Slayer from my void pocket and held it at my side. “But get your weapons out just in case, something is coming, and it’s big.” 
 
    I ripped open the cabin door then glanced over my shoulder at Annalise. The high queen was busy getting into her clothes and waking up her sisters at the same time. I strode out into the hall and listened to everything around me. The people in the other cabins were undisturbed, but above deck, the hearts beat wildly as the thoughts bounced back and forth.  
 
    I raised my head as I reached the stairs and listened to the pounding of feet across the deck. I hurried up then and came out into the blinding sunlight as pandemonium broke out among the crew.  
 
    The captain stood at the helm as he steered us in a different direction than the one we were going in before. What distracted me the most was the cat-men crew running around, slamming cannons into their places on the sides of the deck. Miguel rushed past me, and his tail nearly hit me as it whipped out behind him frantically. Sweat beaded his face, and his wide-set eyes were huge with fear. The captain glanced at my polearm warily then whipped back around to the open sea in front of him as he attempted to evade the approaching danger. I moved out of his way and headed towards the helm where the captain stood. 
 
    I climbed up the stairs as the shouts and yells of the crew reached my ears, then came to stand next to the captain. He jumped when he finally noticed me, and I stared down into his worried blue eyes as I listened to his thoughts. I nodded to myself as I crossed to the wooden railing and looked out over the water. I could see what was coming from this vantage point and knew why all of the crew were frightened. Two ships with blood red sails followed behind us a few leagues away, and from the sound of the thoughts pouring from their decks, they were out for either our money or our blood. With my nearly perfect eyesight, I could make out the scruffy and dirty men onboard as they screamed and jabbed rusted swords towards our ship. The ships looked identical to each other and moved in tandem through the water as they encroached on us quickly. 
 
    “Sir, you may want to return to your quarters, things up here are about to get pretty…unpleasant.” The captain shouted to me. 
 
    I shook my head as I held the God Slayer out to my side and slammed it down onto the floorboards. The weapon came to life under my hand as the three blades sprouted from the haft. The captain stammered for a second as I turned to look him in the face. 
 
    “Those are pirates, correct?” I questioned as I pointed towards the two ships, and the captain nodded grimly. “Excellent, this ocean journey has been too lax on my minions. They need something to practice on, or their skills will become dull. Pirates are perfect targets for them.” 
 
    I scanned the deck below right as Annalise hurried up the steps then looked both ways warily with Bloodscale and the unnamed sword drawn. The high queen held them protectively in front of her chest and scared one of the crewmen who rushed past. Annalise hurriedly lowered them as she caught sight of me and strode across the deck. Rana came second with her elven daggers held out beside her, the fox’s red hair blew back against her forehead, and her baby-blue eyes shone in the light. Her black tipped ears twitched and turned as they listened to far off sounds. The fox lowered herself closer to the ground and kept a steely eye trained towards the railing of the ship as she followed after Annalise. Carmedy came next with the slingshot in hand and a bundle in the other. The feline’s black ears moved just like Rana’s did but right as she came up from below deck, they swiveled towards the crashing waves of the approaching pirate ships. From the expression on her face and from the way her ears lowered themselves almost flat against her head, she was on the verge of hissing angrily at anyone that came near. Morrigan came last, and her pale skin glowed in the sunlight. Her long white hair billowed out around her as she clenched her fingers and green light pulsed from her palms. The elf’s eyes turned wholly black as she whipped around and took in the two massive ships on our tail. She followed after the rest of my minions but walked backward surely as she took inventory of all the weapons we had onboard. 
 
    Annalise climbed the stairs two at a time until she reached the helm. The high queen turned from beside me to look back at the two pirate ships. The pirates were even closer now, and I took in the intricately detailed figurehead on the front of each vessel. This figurehead was unlike the others I’d seen before, most of those we’d ridden on before had beautiful women carved into the front of their ships, but this one was much different. A beast was carved into the wood of the prow of the ship, and I stared at it for a moment before I recognized it. The wooden figure was painted in reds and blacks, and the creature’s outstretched arms were ropey with lean muscle. The beast’s head was shaped like a mezzaluna with the sharpened tips pointed down towards its shoulders. The face was completely featureless except for the open and snarling mouth. Divots and grooves worked their way down the beast’s hard shell-like face and made it look as if the creature had crawled out of the depths of hell. I knew his name, and I knew that face better than anyone else. It was strange to see a depiction of him here on earth, especially when he wasn’t well-known around these parts.  
 
    His name was Olrith, and he wasn’t a god but instead one of the oldest and most arcane demons in the Underworld. 
 
    I’d known him well though many people didn’t know his name or face. Those who remembered him feared him beyond anything, more than me even. 
 
    That was foolish of them.   
 
    Olrith had been Eris’s lapdog when she’d been the ruler of the Underworld, and when I came into power, he’d expected me to be the same. The other demons in the Underworld called him ‘soul-eater’ and that’s quite literally what he was. He would do my bidding when I commanded, but instead of laying at my feet at the end of the day like a good dog, he expected a reward when he returned. Eris turned a blind eye and allowed Olrith to consume the souls of the undead, but I wasn’t going to let such a thing happen under my rule. Once a soul is condemned to the Underworld, it stays there for the rest of time. The souls in the Underworld are there for a reason, may it be punishment for not obeying the deity of their region or a myriad of different reasons but they are to stay in that state for eternity. Eris allowed the hell-beast to eat the souls, and if a soul is consumed, it will never rise back to life, it is simply gone and lost forever. 
 
    I’d banished him to the farthest caverns of the Underworld, and that’s where I assumed he’d stayed, but it seemed that these pirates prayed to the demon enough to make him a god in their eyes. He’d gotten loose during my absence and found a few followers of his own. I scoffed loudly in disgust, and my minions turned their heads to look at me questioningly. I told them nothing about the beast carved into the front of the ship and instead turned, with my hands folded behind my back. 
 
    “Minions,” I said as I formally addressed them, and their backs snapped to attention at the change in me. 
 
    “Master.” They said together in unison. 
 
    “Do you know what that is?” I asked as I half-turned and pointed to the two ships following us. 
 
    “Uh, ships!” Carmedy answered with a smirk. 
 
    “Pirates?” Rana asked as she scratched at her ear. 
 
    “Yeah, those are definitely pirates.” Annalise nodded. 
 
    “All of those answers are correct, but what are they to the five of us?” I smirked as Morrigan’s wholly black eyes met mine, and a wicked smile spread over her pale features. 
 
    “They may be pirates, but to us, Master, they are prey.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    I could tell that most of the crew on this ship had never been in battle from the way they scrambled around the deck without much sense of direction, but my minions grouped together with their weapons drawn as they came up with a plan.  
 
    I listened in to their conversation as I kept a steely eye on the nervous captain. The poor man kept glancing over his shoulder as if his prayers would help put distance between him and the pirate ships. There was no such luck, in fact, the two ships had gotten even closer, and I felt their evil intent from where I stood. 
 
    But these mere humans with their swords and scabbards were no match for the sheer power of the god confined within my avatar’s body. 
 
    “Master?” Carmedy called to me, and I turned to look over at her. 
 
    “Yes?” I answered as I gave her a small smile, and I saw the fire burning behind her bright, emerald eyes. 
 
    “We’ll take one ship if you take the other.” The feline grinned as she held up her slingshot and five glass bottles filled with potions. 
 
    “Is that a challenge?” I smirked as I gripped the God Slayer tighter, and the cat’s eyes widened even more as a sly smile crept over her lips. 
 
    “It wasn’t, but it is now!” Rana cried as she tucked one of her elven daggers away and placed her paw over her chest. 
 
    Light exploded from the middle of her breastplate, and the hilt of the Eye of Alipsis rose from the depths of the fox. Rana grabbed onto it and pulled it free as a few of the crewmembers stopped to stare with their mouths agape. An unseen gale whipped around the redhead and blew her curls around her stunning face as she lifted the claymore over her head. 
 
    “If we’re making this a competition against Master then I guess it’s time for me to get serious.” Annalise laughed as she sheathed the unnamed sword and placed her thumb over the augmentation stone at the end of Bloodscale. 
 
    The swordswoman slammed her finger down onto the rune, and light flooded the deck as she transformed before our eyes. The heated air around us crackled and snapped with ethereal power as Annalise threw her head back. Her chocolate brown eyes burned hatefully towards the invading ships as she raised the broadsword in front of her. Her long braid fell over her shoulder as liquid gold raced over her armor and sunk into every inch.  
 
    The etched scales of Bloodscale hummed loudly as runes and arcane symbols flashed over its hilt and pommel in quick succession. The sword’s blade extended twice its normal length as the swordswoman held it aloft for all to see. Bright white and burning emerald light flashed around the high queen as her transformation completed with a shower of multicolored sparks. Across her smooth, delicate collar bone, an enchanted golden necklace rested, and the rune pressed within the middle was identical to the augmentation stone in the hilt of Bloodscale. 
 
    On each arm, golden gauntlets reached almost to her elbows, etched with the same jade that moved and flashed as if it were alive. She planted her strong, shapely legs on the deck, and the open-sided chainmail she wore was carved and honed to look like the hide of a dragon. Through the gaps in her chainmail, the shin guards and the cuisses strapped to her thighs were crafted from the same fine metal and stopped mid-thigh. The parts of her body not protected by the beautiful beaten armor were clothed in dark creamy looking leather. She was so beautiful, but the high queen also looked like a mighty warrior strong enough to strike down thirty men alone. Annalise brought the sword down and looked me in the eye as she gave me a wicked smile. From the beat of her heart, I knew she was ready for battle. 
 
    Morrigan was the last to step forward, and she looked to me expressionlessly. Her delicate hands hung limply at her sides as she breathed in deeply. Her almost black eyes met mine, and something within them flashed with sinister intensity. 
 
    “Want to see something I’ve been working on in private?” the pale elf asked in a hushed tone. 
 
    “The thing you were doing on the deck a few nights ago?” Carmedy questioned excitedly as she rushed forward with her paws pressed against her chest. 
 
    “…You saw?” Morrigan asked in a horrified voice, and the feline’s expression broke as she scrambled to cover up the fact that she’d seen the elf practicing. 
 
    “Well, I mean, I just happened to be walking by as I went for a midnight snack…and you were up on the higher deck all by yourself…” the feline’s ears lowered to the sides of her head as she took in Morrigan’s cold expression. “I didn’t mean to see, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It is fine, Carmedy, but I wish you had made your presence known, and I would have shown you what I was working on,” Morrigan said in her stoic voice, and Carmedy’s mouth dropped open. 
 
    “Really? You would’ve let me watch?” the feline asked as she clasped the elf’s hands, and Morrigan nodded. 
 
    The elf let go of Carmedy’s hands as she looked to me, and the question aimed at me still hung in the open air. There was no way I could deny her when she looked at me so sweetly but not only that; I was genuinely curious at what the elf had been practicing by herself. 
 
    “Of course, my love,” I said as my eyebrows raised in surprise, and the mage stepped forward. 
 
    “Stand back, all of you. I’ve never tried this with so many people around.” Morrigan admitted to us, and Rana’s eyes widened in dismay. 
 
    “What does that mean?” the redhead started as she waved her paws through the air. “Could you kill us or--” 
 
    Rana barely had time to finish that sentence before the pale woman closed her eyes and breathed in deeply through her nose then exhaled through her open mouth. Her smooth, colorless eyelids stayed clamped shut for a moment, and I wondered if she’d mastered whatever she’d been practicing, but I didn’t have to wait for long for her magic to appear. Dazzling emerald light surrounded the elven woman like a cloud of swirling smoke. Every few seconds dazzling sparks of blinding white light or gold whizzed past in the haze. Her white hair floated around her like she was underwater, and when her eyes slammed open, they weren’t the wholly black I’d expected to see but instead, white as if the elf were possessed by one of the holier gods. Morrigan raised her clenched hands into the air as she gritted her teeth in a snarl, and a loud crack could be heard across the ocean. Crewmembers stopped and whipped around to stare, and far off in the distance, I saw a few pirates lift their heads at the sound. 
 
    Morrigan’s face was a frozen scream of rage, but another sound overtook her silence. The water just behind our ship churned angrily, and my eyes narrowed to the middle where something rose from the depths. The frothy seafoam rose higher and higher, then collected on the surface. I couldn’t believe it but had to as I watched the first few tentacles rise from the cerulean water. They beat at the air like whips as the bulbous head of the Kraken made entirely out of seafoam rose to the surface with an earsplitting roar. The suction cups on the underneath of the tentacles were coral colored with nasty looking spikes surrounding them. The two huge eyes were larger than the cannons on deck and an electric yellow as they rolled in their gooey sockets. 
 
    The elf slammed out her hand as elvish words spilled from her pale lips and the hulking beast ripped through the water faster than either of the boats. I smirked to myself, I’d challenged my minions, and my elven lover was the one who was setting the rules before the game even started. It aroused me in ways that I couldn’t even begin to describe, and I watched Morrigan float in her emerald orb of light as if she were a goddess sent from the heavens.  
 
    I’d trained them well and yet, they’d exceeded my expectations once again. If Morrigan wanted to play with beasts, then so be it. I crossed to the panicked captain and placed a heavy, gloved hand on his shoulder. The man jumped and squealed in surprise as he lifted his blue eyes to mine, and I noticed the long drips of sweat working their way down his wrinkled face. 
 
    “Wha-what?” the captain croaked as he glanced back at the open sea in front of us. 
 
    “Stop the ship, lay anchor,” I told him in my calmest voice. 
 
    “Like hell! Do you want to die?” the captain sputtered as he stared at me in disbelief. 
 
    “No one will die,” I stated firmly as I gave his shoulder a reassuring pat. “I can promise you that.” 
 
    “There is no way you can promise that! Do you know who’s behind us? The Verraters! The foulest band of pirates that sailed on the seas!” the captain shouted as he whipped back to the wheel. 
 
    “No harm will come to you or your crew,” I told him as I grabbed the helm from him and held it in my vise grip. “You have a god in your presence.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” the captain cried as he struggled to take the helm back from me, but my strength was massive compared to his. “The lady floating back there? If that’s what you call a god, then I’m sorry to inform you--” 
 
    I lifted the hand that held the God Slayer and pushed my power into it with all of my might. Black flames engulfed the weapon and crackled upward towards the sharp blades. The captain finally let go, and I held the wheel tightly in my hand as I kept it steady and looked deeply into his eyes. 
 
    “Drop the anchors, get the men who are too frightened to fight below deck, and prepare for hell,” I growled through my teeth, and the captain nodded weakly as he scurried away to the railing. 
 
    “Drop the anchors!” He shouted, and a few of the crew stared up at him in confusion. “Do as I say, drop the anchor and all those who can’t fight, get below deck to safety!” 
 
    “What?” Miguel shouted as he scurried by rolling a barrel of gunpowder. “Are you mad?” 
 
    “Drop the goddamn anchors and get below deck, you bastards!” the captain screamed, and spittle flew from his cracked lips as he tripped down the stairs towards the hull. 
 
    “Do as he says!” I shouted over the yells and shouts of the crew. “Drop the anchor, and if you can fight, prepare for battle!” 
 
    I looked out over the water and watched as Morrigan’s Kraken dove deep under the water. I could just make out its hulking shadow under the surface, but other than that, it was completely obscured from view. I smirked to myself as I walked down the steps from the helm and headed toward the stern. The elven woman had brought forward her challenger, and I’d yet to summon mine. Those pirate bastards didn’t know what was coming, and I’d make them rue the day they came across our ship. 
 
    I stood on the stern and looked out over the rolling water behind us. There was no sign of Morrigan’s beast, but I knew it was there as it stalked its prey from below the clear surface. I focused in on a single spot in the water then closed my eyes as I breathed out, similarly to the way Morrigan had earlier. I pushed my dark power forward and into the salty water as I gave birth to the beast. I felt it all come together underneath the crashing waves as the creature’s eyes opened for the first time. My eyes snapped open, and I watched as the surface rippled once as the beast dove deep under the ships. I felt my creature pass Morrigan’s, and the two creatures acknowledged each other as two unearthly giants. Two crashing sounds came from below me as the crew dropped anchor and the massive ship slowed as they grabbed for purchase on the ocean floor. The two pirate vessels seemed to come even faster now, and I felt my avatar’s heart beat wildly like a war drum in my chest. 
 
    I could see the faces of the pirates from this distance, and they saw me. Their expressions and mannerisms told me that they thought they’d already won. We’d dropped our anchor and given in to their will, but that was not the case. This ship, named the Royal Fortune, looked to be an easy opponent, but they were very wrong. They’d never suspect that they’d picked a ship to rob with a living and breathing god on it, but they were about to learn. 
 
    I called out to my beast as my eyes settled on the ship that planned to flank us on the left side. I called the creature’s name loudly in my head, and I felt it respond like a dog faithfully obeying its master. The water to the right of the pirate ship rippled, but none of the men on board seemed to notice until the surface broke and a hulking body exploded upwards. I smirked as the rows of sharp teeth glinted in the bright sunlight as the sea serpent shrieked towards the sky. The beast’s fan sprouted from its serpent-like body and rippled colors of blue and purple as its head weaved through the air. The pirates screamed and scurried away from the humongous creature as the serpent dove down towards the main deck. A few of the enemy sailors dove off the deck as the serpent’s mouth swallowed two men whole. I chuckled and turned as the pirate ship dropped anchor and sailed up alongside us. 
 
    Miguel and his crew were ready with the cannons as soon as they came in sight and loud explosions sent the huge metal guns reeling back. The crew hurried to get them reloaded as the pirates pulled out grappling hooks and prepared to board us. The other ship stopped a few paces away from ours in the water as tentacles thick as tree trunks gripped their sides and worked their way up on deck. Morrigan’s Kraken wrapped its seafoam tentacles around the whole ship, but that didn’t stop it from crashing forward towards us. The men on both pirate ships were in a panic, and I could tell from their thoughts that they no longer planned to take just our riches and our lives but the Royal Fortune too. 
 
    I pulled my power away from the serpent, and it moved on its own without my help. The creature grabbed up three more pirates and swallowed them down with a spray of scarlet blood. I turned my back to it as it plunged headfirst into the ocean and resurfaced on the other side of the ship. The ship on the opposite side still had the Kraken clinging to its sides, and visible cracks split up the wet, wooden planks as the creature clung on tighter. Morrigan floated above the decks with her legs tucked up underneath her, and her hands outstretched as she commanded the beast in her elven tongue. 
 
     Annalise stood on the lower deck with Bloodscale out in front of her as she waited for the pirates to make a move. Not to my surprise, Rana ran along the opposite side of the deck with the claymore waving wildly over her head as she hurled obscenities at the enemy sailors. 
 
    “You want our ship, come and get it, you fucking bilge rats!” the fox screamed as she jabbed out with the massive sword. “We’ll skewer you through the asses with our swords then string you up!” 
 
    I couldn’t see Carmedy, and my eyes searched for the feline as I scanned all the decks for her. I felt my stomach drop in disappointment when I couldn’t find the feline anywhere. When I’d first met the petite alchemist, she’d been a pacifist through and through but slowly over time; she’d changed her view on violence. In fact, at times, the cat-girl could be the most violent out of all of my minions; her thirst for blood was like no other when she deemed the person worthy of death. I knew that this was the most danger we’d encountered in a few weeks, but I hadn’t expected the cat to revert to her old ways so quickly. 
 
    “A little bit of black powder from the cannons, a pinch of thermite, oops, more like a handful.” A sweet voice giggled, and I smiled to myself as I raised my eyes towards the rigging. 
 
    Among the swinging ropes and sails, Carmedy perched on a bundle of rigging as she mixed up a bundle of noxious powders. The feline’s tail swished out behind her, and as she concentrated, her tongue went into the corner of her mouth. Her emerald eyes were huge and dilated like an ordinary street cat up to no good in the middle of the night. She caught sight of me as she closed the small bundle and dropped it into the cradle of her slingshot. Carmedy gave me a curt wave, balanced herself on the ropes, and took aim at the Kraken’s ship. 
 
    “Yohoho and a bundle of boom!” the cat-girl sang for all to hear as she pulled the sling-shot’s leather strap back and let the packet fly. 
 
    It whizzed through the air with deadly accuracy, flew through the maze of ropes and rigging and hit the middle of the mainsail with a crack. Orange and yellow flames burst upwards and consumed the fabric of the sail in a manner of seconds. Carmedy giggled to herself, leaped higher into the rigging until she was nearly to the crow’s nest then settled down to mix up another potion. I was very wrong in my assumption that the cat would run and hide from a fight, especially when I had trained her myself to be a mighty warrior. The cat-girl now looked into the face of danger and stubbornly stuck out her tongue, and I was immensely proud. 
 
    A cry came over from the pirate ship under attack from my sea serpent as their grappling hooks rained down upon our ship. A few found purchase on the wooden railing and the pirates swung over. I gripped the God Slayer in both hands as I calmly came down the steps towards them. They saw me as a mere man in fancy armor with a huge polearm, but they were sadly mistaken. I was a god, but I was more than that, I was the fallen ruler of the Underworld. I had killed millions of men in my lifetime and then punished souls in their own personal hells. I’d seen death and destruction; I’d witnessed pain, and all of those times, it’d been by my hand. I feared no man nor god, and these mere mortals weren’t enough to strike fear in my heart. They couldn’t tell from looking at me, but I would have to show them, would have to make them see what type of god they dealt with. 
 
    A group of four pirates faced off with me as the rest of them rushed off to attack the crew. Two of the men held cutlasses that were badly chipped along the blade, one of them held a flail and the last held an ordinary broadsword. All four of them looked sickly, their skin sunburned and their bodies thin from weeks of starvation. The captain said these pirates were the most feared on the seas, but to me, they looked pitiful, like hungry mongrels fighting over scraps of bread in the street. 
 
    I would put them out of their misery. 
 
    They came at me all at once with their mouths open wide in hoarse screams. I saw their movements in slow motion as one of the skinniest men raised his sword over his head and slashed at me. The blade glinted dully in the light as I saw my reflection in its curved surface. The sword sliced through the air as I ducked under the blade, and whipped the God Slayer under my armpit. I whirled away and used the haft to slam into my attacker’s stomach. The wood of my weapon hit him with all of my strength behind it, entered in through just below his ribs and exited out through his lower back. Blood sprayed from his lips as his hands limply held onto the shaft of my polearm. I ripped it away, and more blood lifted into the air as I twirled the God Slayer then stabbed out at my second attacker. The pirate with the flail barely had enough time to react as all three of the God Slayer’s blades entered into his forehead and sunk in like a rabid animal’s teeth. The flail fell limply from his hands and clattered to the wooden deck. His mouth moved for a second as if his dying brain attempted to form words, but then it stopped and hung slack as I ripped the blades free. 
 
    Annalise’s rageful scream came from behind me right as I brought up the polearm and blocked an attack from one of the pirates with a cutlass. I glanced over my shoulder as the swordswoman leapt at a pirate’s back with Bloodscale pointed downward. The tip entered just below the base of his neck and sprayed blood onto her snarling face. The high queen ripped it free as she launched herself away from the dead man and whirled on another advancing enemy. The hair around Annalise’s temples came loose and whipped around her beautiful face as she quickly wiped it clean of the enemy’s blood. She glanced at me and gave me a wolfish grin as her boots pounded the planks after another pirate. 
 
    The pirate with the cutlass pushed against me and growled between his rotten teeth. He seemed angry that I was distracted but still easily keeping him at bay. I stepped back from him and pooled all of my dark energy into the polearm as I locked it into place at my hip. The pirate stumbled from our release, and I chuckled darkly in the back of my throat as he skewered himself directly on the end of the God Slayer’s blades. I slammed my pooled dark power into the middle of his chest and watched as the blackness crept over him like a disease. My powers ate at him and consumed every inch of his flesh like fire. I pulled the polearm free with a wet squelch, and he fell, not even putting his arms out to soften the fall. He landed face first on the planks as my black power took over him. 
 
    The last two pirates circled me like sharks, and I kept a wary eye on them though I knew this would be easy. Their thoughts were clear to me, and from the way they eyed each other over my shoulder, I knew they had a plan already figured out. They saw me as the biggest threat on this ship, and I would be the first to go down. I wanted to laugh at their idiocy, but I kept my expression hard and emotionless as I moved the God Slayer between each hand. Their hearts beat loudly in my ears, and as they beat harder than ever, I knew it was time. The two pirates slashed out at the same time, but I was gone except for my haunting laughter roaring in their ears. The two men whipped around as they searched for me, but I was unseen to the naked eye as I stepped around them. 
 
    I could see Rana out of the corner of my eye as I circled the pair of pirates. Her fiery red hair blew out around her shoulders as she dodged a strike from a pirate, and her giddy laughter lifted into the air. The nimble fox hopped out of the way as the man swiped at her legs with the blade of his sword but the fox flipped up and over him. Rana placed both hands on the hilt of the claymore and slammed it into the spine of her attacker. The man’s screams seemed to egg her on as she brought up her foot, placed it in the middle of his back and pushed all of her weight against the sword. The tip exploded out of the man’s chest, and he went limp on the end as she pulled away. The redhead flipped hand over hand away as another pirate attacked her, but the smile on her face showed that she wasn’t bothered. 
 
    I turned my attention back towards the two pirates as their eyes searched for me wildly. I positioned myself behind the one holding the longsword then glanced down at my polearm. I placed the weapon back in my void pocket momentarily then whipped my hands above my shoulders. I slammed them forward into my enemy’s back and felt his clothing rip and flesh part under my immense power. His scream was like music to my ears as I forced my hands through the wet warmth of his chest cavity. His ribcage stopped my probing hands, but my fingers curled around the lower half of his bone as I pulled my hands backward. His bones cracked and splintered as I wrenched the rib fragment free. The pirate wavered on his feet as blood poured from the wound, and I lifted the broken bone over my head and slammed it down into his skull. The portion of rib stuck out of his head like a crudely formed horn as he barely managed to stay on his feet. He stumbled forward as his longsword fell to the deck. The pirate groaned then slumped forward at the feet of his comrade. 
 
    The cutlass in the last remaining pirate’s hand wavered as he stared at me with wide, watery eyes. I stepped over his dead mate and came closer with a wicked smirk plastered over my lips. I wasn’t going to use my hands or my polearm on this man, no, I had something special in mind for him. He scuttled backward with his hands raised, but I shook my head. I would give him no mercy; I would show none of them mercy. 
 
    I raised my hands, and my telekinetic power surged out towards him. The pirate couldn’t see it, but I was sure that he could feel it. He choked and sputtered as my power took him by the throat and lifted him from the deck into the open air. His legs kicked out wildly as he struggled for a breath, but I smiled as the water behind him frothed and broke. I flung him out over the surface without much care, and my sea serpent’s massive blue scaled head rocketed from the water, maw wide open and ready to receive a gift from its master. 
 
    The jaws of the serpent snapped closed with the crunch of bone. The beast stayed in the air for a moment as its golden eyes connected with mine then it slid back into the water smoothly and was gone. I turned back toward the remaining crew to see that they’d cornered five of the pirates and the five men cowered in fear as I looked them over.  
 
    Carmedy swung down from her position in the rigging and wiped her hands; satisfied with a job well done. The rest of my minions hurried over with their bloodied weapons at their sides. Morrigan closed her eyes, breathed in deeply through her mouth and slowly lowered herself to the ground. My women surrounded and stood behind me as I stalked over to the remaining pirates. They shrunk back at the sight of me, and when I stood in front of them, my shadow overtook all of their frightened faces. They looked mangy and weak, but I would put them to good use in the next couple of days. 
 
    I looked over at the ships that attacked us and saw the damage the crew and my women had done. The ship to our left had taken on water and was slowly sinking, most of the stern was underwater and filling up fast. The other’s mast had fallen and was blazing with fire from Carmedy’s explosives. They had nothing to go back to, no crew or ship, nothing left for them. 
 
    “Your captains are dead,” I growled as I took a step forward. “I am your Master now.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    I stood on the deck above the five pirate prisoners we’d taken and looked out over to the slowly sinking ships. One was charred black and smoldering while the other was taking on water quickly. The prisoners told us that within the hulls of both vessels were chests of stolen gold. I didn’t care enough to retrieve it, but once the word gold was mentioned, Rana’s eyes went wide, and she licked her lips eagerly. 
 
    “Please, oh please, Master!” the redhead begged me with her paws clamped together, and I stared down at her with furrowed brows. 
 
    I didn’t want to put any of my minions in danger, and from the state of both ships, they looked to be pretty treacherous. I stared deeply into the fox’s baby-blue eyes and thought for a moment what it would feel like if I lost her because of some hasty decision. I could protect them in ways that human men could not, but I wasn’t going to let them jump on a sinking ship for some measly gold coins. 
 
    “Come on! I’m super agile! I can do it!” Rana begged as she threw herself to the floorboards and aimed her huge eyes at me. “I can even take Carmedy! Cats are just as agile as foxes, and if anything bad happens, we can help each other!” 
 
    “Carmedy can do what now?” the feline asked in a shocked voice as she whipped around and stared at her redheaded sister. 
 
    “Work with me here!” Rana hissed through her teeth to the cat-girl as she nodded in my direction. The fox-girl whipped back to me as she brought her clasped hands up underneath her chin. “Please, Master, pleeeease!” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at her antics then looked back over to Carmedy. The cat-girl stood behind the redhead and slowly shook her head to let me know she wasn’t willing to go onto the sinking ships. The feline made a cutting motion with her paw close to her neck as she grimaced, and my eyes flicked back to the pleading fox at my feet. 
 
    “No,” I stated in a firm voice and Rana visibly deflated as if all the air had been sucked from her body. 
 
    The redhead slumped sideways and lay on the floor as she pouted. I was surprised by this, I’d expect it from the more emotional Carmedy but never from the fox. I knew how much the fox loved gold, and as I looked out over the ships, I knew there was a slight chance that one of the sacred items was out there. There was no telling if it were true, but with how desperate the fox was to get her family back, it seemed like a risk she was willing to take. I thought for a moment as I took a few glances at Rana, and our eyes connected each time as she pleaded with me. 
 
    “We’ll get the treasure,” I said finally as I strode to the wooden railing and looked out over the ruined ships. 
 
    “Really?” Rana shouted as she jumped up from the floor and scurried over to my side. “We can go over and get the gold?” 
 
    “No, you’re not going, neither is Carmedy,” I said as I looked down at the deep water sloshing up onto the deck of the ruined ship. 
 
    “Whew, thank the gods.” The feline sighed as she slumped against Annalise and the swordswoman chuckled in the back of her throat as she supported her dramatic sister. 
 
    “Then how?” Rana asked as she pawed at my sleeve. “Annalise and Morrigan aren’t willing to go over there and get it.” 
 
    “There is no need to put any of you in danger like that when I have other minions at my disposal,” I smirked as I summoned my shadows slaves to my side. 
 
    My shadow slaves were utterly invisible to the naked eye, but as a god, I could see them perfectly. They resembled human men but without any type of features at all. Their bodies were seamless and devoid of any characteristics that would make them look human. I couldn’t remember when I discovered them, but I knew that I came across them in the depths of the Underworld. The shadow slaves were sexless, devoid of human emotion, and easy to control. They reminded me of Morrigan in a strange, offhand way. They never expressed displeasure, pain, or happiness, but it was hard to do those things without a face or mouth, I assumed. They responded to all of my commands, no matter how trivial or small, and I was grateful to them for it. 
 
    I summoned about twenty of them, and the gray-skinned beasts stood on the deck around my minions and me in groups of ten. I pointed the first group towards the sinking ship, and without a word, they rushed forward. The shadow slaves ambled forward, climbed up onto the wooden railing then launched themselves into the air towards the ship. They made no sound at all; not even their feet shuffled against the wooden boards of the Royal Fortune. The beings didn’t slosh through the waist-deep water on deck almost like they weren’t really there, and for a moment, I wondered how they were able to carry physical things if their bodies passed through everything. I brushed that thought away as Morrigan came to stand at my shoulder and looked out over the calm water. 
 
    “Shadow slaves,” The elven woman commented, and realization broke over the faces of my other three minions. “I never imagined them to look like that, though.” 
 
    “You can see them?” I questioned curiously as I turned to the pale woman, and she nodded once as she followed their movement with her eyes. 
 
    “I believe that once you started training me and opening me up to my powers, I became able to see the Shadow Slaves. This is only my second time seeing them.” Morrigan stated in her emotionless voice as she pressed her hands against the railing and leaned out over the water. 
 
    “Oh man, really? You can see them?” Carmedy cried as her head whipped towards the other ship and her short, black hair fluttered in the wind. 
 
    “I always imagined them to be just…literally made of shadows?” Rana thoughtfully said as she crossed her arms and leaned against the railing. 
 
    “I thought the same thing, human shapes but just made out of like, smoke or something,” Annalise interjected as she stroked the coil of her braid with both hands. 
 
    “I imagined them as sun-bleached skeletons with a gaping, black abyss for eyes and toothy jaws that could tear out your soul instantly.” Carmedy giggled as she scratched at an ear and Rana looked to her with a grimace. 
 
    “Kind of expected something like that from Morrigan but certainly not from you.” The redhead snorted, and the elven woman glanced over her shoulder at the fox unbothered by the comment. 
 
    “What? I kind of imagined them like little skeleton people, scurrying around to help Master out whenever he needs it.” The feline offered in a sweet tone, and I smiled down at her as I reached out and stroked her hair. 
 
    “Okay, not as creepy as you first described,” Annalise snickered as she prodded the cat in her side and Carmedy giggled in response. 
 
    “I imagine that they’re with us all the time, actually,” Carmedy went on, and all eyes turned to look at her as the second group of Shadow Slaves left to plunder the burning ship. “They’re like pets or companions!” 
 
    “Oh…okay,” Rana said as her brow furrowed, and she looked at the cat-girl curiously. “A little strange but go on.” 
 
    “I thought it was kind of nice like I imagined them standing by and watching as Master and Annalise got married, Morrigan too. Maybe they even shed a tear or two as they patted at their faces with handkerchiefs.” The petite alchemist went on, and I didn’t have the heart to tell Carmedy that none of my Shadow Slaves had eyes or faces for that matter. 
 
    “I mean, it is kind of cute but why? We’ve never had any direct contact with them before except for when they haul up the treasures from dungeons.” The high queen asked as she crossed her arms over her chest and looked into the feline’s innocent face. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Carmedy shrugged good-naturedly. “Just thought it was fun to think about. I guess I always imagined them protecting Master and us when no one’s looking, not that we can see them, but it’s the thought that counts, right?” 
 
    I reached out for her and placed an arm around her slight frame as I pulled her closer. Her words were so sweet and kind-hearted that I couldn’t bear to tell her the truth. If Carmedy wanted to believe that the Shadow Slaves looked out for us, then I would let her think that until the end of time. I pressed a tender kiss to her forehead as the Shadow Slaves reemerged from the sinking ship’s hull. My eyes widened at the immense number of trunks they carried, but that wasn’t what caught me off guard. Something in one of the trucks called out to me, not in an audible voice but in the same way that other god’s powers called out to each other. I pinpointed the exact trunk the call came from and felt excitement beat in my avatar’s chest. 
 
    We hadn’t invaded a dungeon since we encountered Nergal, and I was itching to enter another and take the god’s powers for myself. The feeling emanating from the chest was similar to the power imprint I’d left on Haruhi. Whatever object was in that trunk would lead me straight to the god that left the mark, and that would be a death sentence for whoever it was. I waited impatiently on the deck as the Shadow Slaves deftly carried the trunks up to us. The other group of ten returned, but I sensed nothing of value in those trunks except for more gold and useless jewelry. My Shadow Slaves unloaded their spoils then sunk into the floorboards of the deck with their job finished. I kept my eyes on the trunk with the beating song inside and ripped it open. My hands shoveled through the coins and other trinkets until small piles of gold and silver surrounded me. 
 
    “Whoa, I’ve never seen Master so excited over treasure before, maybe I’ve rubbed off on him.” Rana chuckled from behind me as she opened another trunk and started rifling through it with reckless abandon. 
 
    I reached the bottom of the trunk right as the trail of godly power reached a pinnacle. The only thing left in the bottom, except for a few stray rings and trinkets, was a beaten copper coin, unlike all the others. I picked it up between my pointer finger and thumb and held it up in the bright sunlight.  
 
    The minting on the coin was like none I’d ever seen, and the language written around the sides was one I wasn’t familiar with. The coin was minted only on one side, and the other was completely smooth as I ran my fingertips over its surface. The single stamped side held a swirling mass of what looked like tails, ones similar to Rana’s but from the tiny details, I couldn’t exactly tell. The inscription and words held no meaning to me, but I felt the need to find out what they meant. I stared down at it for a long time as if the answer would magically reveal itself to me. The power coming off the coin was strong, but it felt alien to me, not a god’s but not a human’s presence either. 
 
    “Strange,” Morrigan whispered over my shoulder, and I glanced up at her as I held the coin out to the elven woman. 
 
    “You feel it too?” I inquired as she took the coin and flipped it over in the palm of her hand. 
 
    “What is it?” the pale-woman asked as she lifted the coin and examined the pressing on the one side. 
 
    “The power coming off it feels dulled somehow. It resembles a god’s, but it feels…off.” I thoughtfully said as I reached out and stroked the smooth back of the coin in Morrigan’s hand. 
 
    “What does the inscription say?” the elven woman asked while she squinted down at the letterings. “I’ve never seen this language before.” 
 
    “Lemme see,” Rana stated as she held out a paw for the coin and Morrigan dropped it in. The redhead studied it for a moment, turning the small copper object over in her paw then shrugged. “Dunno, I know a few snippets of other languages, but this one is bizarre.” 
 
    “Hey!” Carmedy cried as she peered over the fox’s shoulder and grabbed at the coin. “That’s Old Nekolian! I know how to translate it!” 
 
    The redhead handed it over to Carmedy, and the feline turned it over in her paws as she scanned the words. Carmedy’s eyebrows furrowed as she mouthed the words then looked to me with confusion written all over her face. 
 
    “What does it say?” I questioned as I stood from my kneeling position and came to stand in front of the petite alchemist. 
 
    “It’s pretty archaic and doesn’t make any sense,” Carmedy started as she handed back the coin. “But it says, ‘An old fox understands the trap.’ What does that mean, Master?” 
 
    I thought for a moment, there were infinite meanings behind this single saying, and I wondered in what context this would fit. It could mean literally or figuratively, either of those was possible in this situation. I leaned more towards the literal sense, this coin and the strange power pouring from it were probably a hoax, or even worse a trap. I flipped the coin in the air, and it turned three times before it landed in my open palm. I closed it in a fist then brought it up close to my face as I let the strange power wash over my whole being. It didn’t take me long to figure out what was going on and why the person had placed their magic into such an insignificant object. 
 
    “Wait, did you say fox? An old fox understands the trap?” Rana asked as she perked up. 
 
    I opened up my hand and stared down at the insignia on the coin. I’d been correct to assume that the sigil placed in the metalwork were fox tails. I raised my head towards the cowering pirates tied to the mast and quickly crossed to them. I knelt down beside one of the pirates and held the coin tightly in my fist. The man looked to be about thirty, his face sunken in and sunburned, but the green eyes that stared out from his thin face were sharp and alive. I flipped the coin once then snatched it out of the air. I held it up in front of his face, and he glanced between the copper coin and me as he raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “Where did you get this?” I questioned, and the pirate looked at the coin for a long moment before he answered. 
 
    “You’re not gonna want to go there,” The pirate answered in a hoarse voice, and I blinked at him slowly. “Your women might be safe, but you, no, no man can enter into that beast’s lair and survive. We lost twenty-five good men in an instant to that creature.” 
 
    “Good men?” Rana scoffed as she went back to the trunks full of gold. “My ass!” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of any man nor beast,” I told him in a firm voice. “Where did you get this coin?” 
 
    “I’m warning you now, matey; you don’t want to go there, in fact, you may want to sail in the opposite direction in case its powers git ya.” The pirate spat as his lip curled in disgust, and I felt my patience wearing thin. I could easily read his mind for the answer, but I didn’t need to and would not tolerate his insolence 
 
    “If you won’t tell me,” I growled as I stood and looked off to the side of the ship’s hull where a small rowboat was anchored. “Then you will die.” 
 
    The pirate’s mouth hung slack as I growled deep in the back of my throat. I slammed both hands forward. My thumbs pushed into the sockets of his eyes, and the pirate howled in pain as he tried to wrench my hands free. I pressed even harder as my thumb flattened the outside of his cornea and sunk into the body of the eye. His screams rose higher in my ears as my fingers encircled his head and pressed in the hard shell of the back his skull. I pushed my thumbs in deeper and felt the tips of them hit the back of his eye socket then smash through into the brain cavity. His skull cracked under my hands, and blood poured from his eyes and down my hands. 
 
    His voice was hoarse, and his breath smelled like rotting flesh, but I ignored it as I tensed my hands and pulled. The sounds that came next were the mixture of wet squelches of his flesh tearing and his bones cracking. Droplets of blood flecked my face, and the tied up pirates around us screamed in horror and attempted to wriggle away. 
 
    The skin of his forehead stretched and pulled as the bone underneath splintered and cracked from my unearthly strength. More splattered up onto my face as his scalp tore like a seam, and the bone underneath split in half like a cored apple. I let go finally and pulled my thumbs out of his eye sockets. In one swift movement, I gripped his membrane encased brain and ripped it free of the spinal cord. The organ tore free, and I held it aloft for all of the pirates to see. Their yellow eyes stared up at it with gaped mouths, and I let the brain fall to the wet, dirty deck. I stamped on it with the heel of my boot, and the grey matter squished out underneath the sides as I stalked closer. 
 
    I leaned in close to the pirate that looked to be the new leader of the group, and he pulled away from me in fear. His wide eyes were huge, and his mouth stammered for words. The lead pirate’s back slammed against the mast they were tied to, and he searched for any means of escape from me, but there was none. I gripped the coin in my hand and held it up in front of his face. 
 
    “Show me where you got this from or face a death worse than his,” I snarled as I pointed towards the slumped over corpse tied next to him. “Can you do that?” 
 
    “Y-yes, we will take you there!” the leader cried shakily as he nodded his head. “P-please, we’ll do whatever you ask!” 
 
    “Good,” I grinned wolfishly, and the lead pirate closed his eyes frightened and pressed himself against the wood of the mast. I stood and turned towards the captain and the portly man reeled back. “These fools are going to take one of our rowboats and lead us there, we are going to follow.” 
 
    “Yes, Master!” the captain shouted in a frightened voice as he hurried away towards the helm. 
 
    The crew of the charter ship lowered a small rowboat into the water as I’d ordered them. It was large enough for all of the pirate prisoners, and they would lead us to the cove where they’d found the coin. I personally hauled the leader down by his bound wrists and placed him directly in the bow. When I slammed him down in the front bench, he hadn’t glared at me as I’d expected, but instead, his eyes were filled with immense fear.  
 
    He didn’t break the contact the entire time I tied off his hands to the bench, and as I listened, his heart beat wildly. This man was petrified by what he’d seen in, what he’d described as, ‘the cove of the demon spirit.’ Lucky enough for him, I’d once been the god of the Underworld and demons were no match to me, but I could tell from the power emanating off the coin, we were dealing with no demon. 
 
    I stood on the deck of the charter ship and glared down at the five pirates in the tiny bobbing rowboat in front of us. I clamped onto them with a steel grip and forced their bodies into motion. The pirate’s limbs lifted from the benches where they were tied and grabbed onto the oars of the small boat. I urged them forward in motion, and the boat slowly took off as I concentrated on the place in the leader’s mind. I caught snippets of it, a place that I didn’t recognize bathed in swirling royal blues, magentas and the burning amber of lanterns bobbing in the night. I pushed their bodies toward it, and the boat and our ship cut across the water faster than ever before.  
 
    The sky was the color of cornflower, and if the white clouds dotting across it weren’t there, there’d be no telling where sky stopped, and the ocean began. The journey across the sea was quiet for the most part, and I could tell that all of the pirates on board were terrified of me and the powers I wielded. My minions spoke to each other in quiet tones behind me on deck, and their voices comforted me more than I ever knew. I glanced back at them and smiled to myself to see Rana reclined herself back so that her head lay in Annalise’s lap. The swordswoman softly stroked the redhead’s ears and hair as she talked to her sisters. Morrigan sat next to Annalise with her pale hands folded in her lap, and for a moment, I wondered how her colorless skin hadn’t burned under the hot sun yet. The elven woman caught my eye, and she stared at me for a second as she thought, then her plump lips spread into the smallest of smiles as she tucked a strand of her white hair behind an ear. Carmedy crouched precariously on the wooden railing of the helm and riffled through the small box. The feline muttered to herself every once in awhile and only lifted her head to interject in the conversation. 
 
    “Oh, what do we have here?” the feline giggled to herself as she lifted a black coil from the box. “Oh-ho-ho, looky here.” 
 
    The petite alchemist unfurled the coil in her hands as she gripped the leather handle. Her emerald eyes widened once she realized what the instrument was. A wicked smile passed over her lips as she jumped from the railing and raced towards the front of the ship. The cat-girl pressed herself against the railing, threw her hand back, and launched the whip forward. The crack resounded in my ears and the long tail of the whip licked at the backs of the pirates. The prisoners jumped and peeked over their slumped shoulders at the feline. From the glint in her eye, I could tell that deep down, Carmedy enjoyed that sadistic feeling. The alchemist’s hand came back again and brought the whip down, this time it hit the back of the closest pirate, and he yelped in pain. 
 
    Carmedy’s short black hair blew back from her face as she smirked and brought the whip down for a third time, I noticed a difference in the speed of the pirate’s rowboat that wasn’t caused by my power forcing them along. The pirate prisoners were afraid of the petite woman, and in a strange way, it aroused me to see her like this. Her lips were pulled back against her teeth as she lifted a mighty cry into the air and let the whip fly, this time it hit a prisoner in the shoulder, and he howled but didn’t let go of the oar in fear. Her huge, emerald eyes sparkled and glowed as she leaned into the next crack of the whip and cackled as it made contact again. 
 
    “Row faster or else there’ll be no dessert for the lot of you!” the feline cried into the open sky, and Rana snorted and rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I don’t think these guys need dessert, pussycat, maybe some oranges and some good moisturizer.” The redhead laughed to herself. 
 
    Rana’s words didn’t deter the cat-girl. In fact, Carmedy didn’t react at all, just kept whipping and shouting at the pirates to go faster and surprisingly, they obeyed. I had no sense of direction out here, but I knew we were close to the islands. I sensed out the memories of the lead pirate and I followed them like a bloodhound on a trail. The closer we got, the more vivid the memories became, and soon, I felt like I was fully submerged in them as if I were the one reliving them. 
 
    I sunk into the body of the lead pirate as he steered a group of four boats into a darkened cove. It was night, but the watery space was lit by bobbing lanterns pressed into the walls and rock. There was an eerie sense of comfort there, and it immediately set me on edge. The rock tunnel we traveled through opened up, and I felt something come over me, or the pirate leader at least. A wave of warmth and affection, the same way I felt around my minions, but this was different, this feeling felt forced, imposed upon me. The leader’s eyes went blurry around the edges, and it took me a moment to realize that he was crying with emotion. I wagered that all of these pirates hadn’t felt this way in a very long time. I could barely make out the structure in front of me through the leader’s blurry eyes as he tried to choke back sobs but failed miserably. The other pirates didn’t seem to mind or notice because they were also struck by the overwhelming emotion as they rowed closer. 
 
    I couldn’t see the actual structure, but from the shadows and shapes, I could tell that whatever it was, it was massive. The cove was rounded and completely closed off to anything else, and the building in front of us floated freely through the deep, black water. Part of the rock above our heads had eroded away and exposed the velvety blue-black sky dotted with twinkling stars, and it only added to the oddly romantic aura that wafted around our group. 
 
    Lilting laughter reached my ears as the boats floated over to a small wooden dock, and the men around me stood and got up onto the walkway stiffly as if they were being controlled. I followed after with unfocused eyes as the scent of black currant and violet assaulted my nostrils.  
 
    The smell was cloying and heavy here, and as we got closer to what seemed to be the entrance, it only got thicker. The amber lights in the water were merely fuzzy blobs of light almost like fireflies dancing in the darkness, but as I passed through the broken and jig-sawed boards of the entrance, the lights went out with a mad cackle of laughter. 
 
    His memories veered off, broken by some strange blackness that I attempted to break my way through but only shredded in my desperation to see. What came next was even blurrier than the ones before. I was breathing hard and running in choking darkness.  
 
    In the distance, I heard the voices of my comrades, and though they laughed loudly, it sounded forced and saturated with madness. My boots slammed against the wooden floor, but the journey down was steep and uneven as if the entire structure was hastily built. The feeling that permeated this place was like hands grabbing at my back and pulling me to the nexus I’d just been trapped in.  
 
    The leader pushed forward and stumbled on a jarred step. His descent was fast and painful, and I felt it all throughout my avatar as he fell. He landed and slid at the bottom of the steps, then crawled towards the dim light on the other side of the entrance. Some of his men followed after, and their boots clattered against the wooden stairs just as fast and precariously.  
 
    I could feel the presence chasing after them, the body may have been small, but the being inside was massive. The leader finally got his feet under him and scrambled towards the closest boat as he panted for air. He glanced over his shoulder, and I caught a glimpse of flashing red, then it was gone. 
 
    I pulled myself away from the memory and blinked in the bright sunlight. I raised my head and made eye contact with the lead pirate as he stared over his shoulder. His eyes were still wide and sharp with fear as he pleaded with me silently to turn the boat around. From the wear and tear on his face and body, he’d seen and done a lot of violent things but whatever he’d witnessed in that cove shook him to his core. His eyes were watering even now, but I felt no pity for him. He was a pirate, and he’d attempted to kill us, and I was going to personally hand him to the beast he feared the most in that cove.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    We traveled most of the day with the pirates guiding us closer to the cove I saw in the leader’s mind. Right as the sun began to set and streaked the sky different shades of yellow and orange, we spotted an island in the distance. The island wasn’t very large, and from our distance away, I could make out the smooth surface of the tan beach and the high olive-colored leaves of the treetops. The entrance to the cove was a large cave mouth and made from eroded volcanic rock. 
 
     I was able to see faraway lights in the darkness of the entrance and knew that we, or any other lost traveler, were meant to find it. It was a beacon of some sort, and even from a distance, that strange warm feeling washed over my being in waves. The pirates in front of me shifted uneasily, and I knew that they felt it too. I glanced back at my minions, but they didn’t seem to sense it. The lead pirate told me that my women would be safe there, and I understood that whatever creature waited for us inside wasn’t out for women but only men. 
 
     I didn’t smell the salty air of the sea anymore, but instead the same scent I’d smelled in the leader’s mind. The fragrant black currant and violet were heavy in the air, and I felt like it was choking me off, but that wasn’t an accurate description of what it was doing. Whatever waited inside of the cove was desperately trying to get into my mind like the illusion goddess from so long ago. It’d worked on the lowly pirates, but it wouldn’t work on me. If they wanted to take over me and my avatar’s body, it would have to try a lot harder than that. 
 
    The pirates rowed slower the closer we got, and Carmedy’s whip came down harder as her expression soured. We’d traveled at a break-neck speed most of the way there, and now we were barely above a crawl as we cut through the azure water. The lead pirate turned halfway in his seat, his hands still tied and holding the oar with white-knuckles.  
 
    His eyes pleaded with me even from our distance apart, this time with more desperation than ever before. I felt the fear deeply rooted in his soul. I flicked my eyes away from his as I gripped tightly onto the minds of the pirates and forced the oars into the water once again. I pushed them harder, and I could feel the strain in their arms and backs, but I ignored it. Their pain was nothing to me, and if anything, I wanted them to feel as much agony in their limbs before we reached the cove. 
 
    I tightened my grip in the pirates’ minds and their small rowboat slowed to a stop in the water just outside of the cove. I glared down at them and motioned with my hand for them to row closer to the main ship. They did as they were instructed, and the captain scurried away from the helm to retrieve a rope ladder for us. He slung it over the side and then turned to me with anxious eyes. Whatever was here was already working on him and the pirates but I wasn’t finished with him just yet.  
 
    “Wait for us here.” I commanded in a booming voice and the captain bowed his head. 
 
    “Yes, Master, as you wish.” the portly man murmured as I swung my leg over the railing onto the ladder.  
 
    I climbed downward into the back of the boat and settled myself down. My women hurried after me and sat down on the last two empty benches of the boat. Once we were settled in and ready to go, I raised my head and connected eyes with the leader of the pirates. His shoulders tensed, and his whole body shook but he lifted his arms and pushed off towards the entrance of the cove.  
 
    “What do you think is in there?” Carmedy asked as she leaned forward. 
 
    “Something powerful,” I nodded as we came within a few feet of the entrance of the cave mouth and leaned my head back to take in the lanterns pressed into the rocky walls. “Not a god, but something else.” 
 
    “How can you tell that it’s not a god?” Rana asked as she sat up from Annalise’s lap finally and looked me in the eye. 
 
    “All gods can sense each other out; you all know this from experience. Each god’s power imprint is unique, and no two are alike. What I’m sensing now is not of the god’s realm but something fabricated from earth. It’s not a natural power; everything about this place is... forced. Even this cavern isn’t natural to the island.” I told them as I pointed to the rocky walls. 
 
    “So, it’s all an illusion?” the high queen asked as she reached for Bloodscale and rested her hand against its pommel. 
 
    “No, it’s real, you can reach out and touch it, it’s real rock, but it’s transplanted here,” I said as I reached out and touched the porous rocks with my leather gloved hands. “Carmedy, are there any volcanoes on the islands of Canarta?” 
 
    The feline’s brows furrowed as she thought then she shook her head doubtfully. 
 
    “No, the islands are tropical, but there aren’t any volcanoes on them or anywhere near them,” the petite alchemist stated as her ears swiveled as if listening to something far off in the distance. “I think the closest island with a volcano is at least a two-day journey by ship.” 
 
    My eyes shifted to Rana as the fox’s black tipped ears flicked twice then the left one turned all the way around to listen to something behind us. Rana’s baby-blue eyes were distracted, and her paws drummed anxiously on the wooden bench as she fidgeted. Our eyes connected, and she stared at me for a second as if she were looking directly through me. Annalise’s heightened senses kicked in as she glanced at me then her redheaded sister. 
 
    “Rana, what’s wrong?” the swordswoman asked as her hand tightened on the grip of her sword. “You and Carmedy’s ears have been going crazy, can you hear something?” 
 
    “I keep hearing something like the wind, but it’s not the wind, maybe like a whisper?” the feline whined in distress as she rubbed at her black ears then looked to Rana for her explanation. 
 
    “I’m not hearing a whisper, it’s a song,” the redhead admitted as her head turned straightforward, and her ears stayed frozen and alert in the air. “I don’t know it, but I could swear I’ve heard it before.” 
 
    “What are the words? Can you hear them?” I questioned as I reached out and stroked a lock of her fiery hair. 
 
    “No, they’re in a language I can’t understand, but I feel like I know it…I know it from here…” Rana answered as she pressed her paw to her chest where her heart was, and I squinted down at her. 
 
    “Maybe it’s a lullaby your mom sang to you as a kid?” Carmedy tilted her head and gave Rana a small smile, but the redhead shook her head vehemently. 
 
    “No, my mom doesn’t know any other languages,” the fox-girl whispered as she concentrated hard, and her blue eyes wavered in their sockets. “I feel like…this language is something I’ve always known but never learned, does that make any sense?” 
 
    We looked at the fox confusedly and shook our heads except for Carmedy. Surprisingly the cat had a strange look in her eyes as she gazed over at Rana. The feline bit her lip and cupped her chin for a moment before she opened her lips tentatively to speak. 
 
    “I think I understand what you mean, it may sound stupid but the cat language, not Nekokian or any of the other native languages of the islands but the dialect of full-blooded cats. I feel like if I concentrate really hard, I can understand what they’re saying to each other in meows.” 
 
    Annalise’s lips pressed together into a thin line as she suppressed the urge to argue that statement and Morrigan’s white eyebrows lifted slowly in astonishment but Rana’s bright blue eyes cleared, and she sat up straighter. It seemed as if Carmedy’s words had struck a chord within her, and Rana pressed her fingertips to her temples as she listened harder. The redhead stayed like this for a few more minutes as we were plunged into darkness between lanterns. I could barely make out her silhouette in the dim light, but she stayed in this position as she slowly rubbed at her temples. 
 
    “The fleet fox that runs is a coward.” Rana struggled out through gritted teeth, and my eyebrows shot up in shock. 
 
    “What?” the high queen asked as she leaned forward in her seat. 
 
    “The lazy fox that doesn’t run is a fool.” The redhead growled as she tightly squeezed her eyes shut and listened harder than ever before. 
 
    “Holy moly, you’re …you’re actually translating it?” Carmedy cried excitedly. 
 
    “The crafty fox that slips between the shadows is…clever.” The fox-girl said in a pained voice as she held her head, and I reached out for her as I sensed her whole body seizing up from the strain. 
 
    “If it hurts, then you can stop,” I whispered to the fox, but she shook her head violently. 
 
    “No, it’s important, I can feel it.” Rana panted as her paws dropped from her temples and rested on her knees in tightly clenched fists. “The old fox that lives in the in-between is sly, and sharp…the old fox understands the trap. That same saying from the coin.” 
 
    “The fleet fox that runs is a coward, the lazy fox that doesn’t run is a fool. The crafty fox that slips between shadows is clever, the old fox that lives in the in-between is sly, and sharp…the old fox understands the trap,” Annalise recited as she went through the lines of the song then looked to me. “What does it mean, Master?” 
 
    “I don’t know for sure but I can tell you this, it’s a tale of caution. ‘The old fox understands the trap’ means that experience comes with age. The older we become, the more we know and have gone through. I’m unsure of the other lines, though I believe we’re about to find out.” 
 
    I pointed down the tunnel where it opened up into the massive cove I’d seen before from the mind of the pirate leader. My minion’s eyes swiveled from me towards the rippling water and floating lanterns ahead.  
 
    The pirates fidgeted in their seats, and when the closest one turned his head to look back, I saw the tears building in the corners of his eyes. I couldn’t tell if they were from fear or the overwhelmingly warm and fuzzy aura in the cove. His head snapped back forward mechanically, as if someone had grabbed him by the back of his head and turned it against his will. I could sense it within the pirates, a need that neither my minions nor I felt. The need for affection, the longing for the touch of another person’s skin against theirs and somewhere in this cove, there was a being that promised all of those things and more. Even if I weren’t a god with a will made of iron, I didn’t want for those things; my minions gave them to me willingly and without question. 
 
    The structure I’d seen in the leader’s memory came into view, but this time, I could see it clearly for what it really was. The free-floating structure was made from hulls and bodies of hundreds of ships mashed together to create one secular building. It towered into the sky tall enough to nearly reach the opening in the rock formation, and burning lanterns flickered in stained-glass windows of what once were the captain’s quarters of each vessel.  
 
    Hundreds of figureheads peeked out of corners from every direction, and I felt as if all of their eyes watched us as we cut through the water. The being’s presence hidden within the structure was massive, and I was able to feel it take up all the empty space of the air as it attempted to choke all of us off. I could feel its powers clamoring and ripping at my mind to enter, but I kept it locked away. I peeked over my shoulder at my women, and none of them seemed to notice the presence at all. It was just as the pirate leader said, this being didn’t want women, it only wanted to ensnare and entrap men. 
 
    I wondered for a moment what type of being this could be. Rana had said that it reached out for her with a song, and the only types of creatures that I knew could do that were sirens and mermaids, though sirens were much worse than the latter. Comforting heat brushed my face as we pulled up to the dock, and the pirates struggled to stand in their seats. The men were still tied down, and they pulled and fought against their bindings to get inside of the structure. I looked up at the huge building made entirely out of wrecked ships then back to the entranced pirates. I unraveled their binds with my powers, and they rose from their seats like dead men, their movements stiff and rigid as they clamored up onto the dock. They moved in a panicked horde towards the dark entrance, and my minions and I hurried after them. 
 
    The pirates rushed inside, and we followed after them, using them like bloodhounds on the trail of a darting rabbit. If we followed after them, then they would lead us straight to the being inside. A set of stairs led upwards right after the entrance and just like in the memory, they were uneven and set at angles. I could tell from the different colors and grains of wood that all the stairs were taken from different ships, even the wooden walls were planks mashed together in no particular order. The oddly romantic aura in the air and the jarring structure of the building contrasted each other greatly enough to make the whole place comforting and unsettling at the same time. It seemed as if the being built this place entirely to get whoever entered lost but plunged them into such a state of complacency that they didn’t mind. The stairs twisted upward, and I strained my neck to see where they led, but the light was dim and the lanterns were few and far between. 
 
    I sensed the power of the being inside, but it was so foreign to me that I couldn’t pinpoint its exact location. It seemed that the harder I tried to find it, the farther away it got from me with tittering laughter. Each time I stretched out my ethereal hands for the being’s essence, it would slip through my fingers like slick velvet. We tramped upwards for what seemed like eons, and Rana grumbled loudly from behind me. 
 
    “Why are there so many goddamn stairs?” the redhead muttered under her labored breath. “I should’ve taken off these stupid shoes before we started. Why don’t these damn dungeons and caves have signs outside that say ‘warning, thar be stairs here’.” 
 
    “Well, I think that would defeat the purpose of a dungeon, you know?” Annalise chuckled in her raspy voice over her shoulder. “They’re not going to put warning signs outside of dungeons, who would even do that?” 
 
    The redhead paused and raised a single finger in the air as she scrambled for a legitimate reply then gave the swordswoman a smirk and a shrug. 
 
    “In a perfect world, then maybe,” the fox snickered as she climbed higher. “But you got me.” 
 
    Annalise turned back as she laughed lightly at the fox’s antics, and it warmed my heart to see them still in good spirits even though the pirates up ahead acted stranger by the minute. Their bodies twitched and moved jerkily as if they had trouble controlling their limbs on their own, but I suspected it was the work of the being. I couldn’t hear their thoughts anymore, not that I’d been shut out by the deity but because they weren’t thinking at all. My minion’s inner thoughts were loud and clear, which meant they weren’t affected by the strange, red aura that floated around us this whole time. 
 
    The stairs stopped abruptly, and a few of the pirates ahead of us stumbled onto the uneven flooring of a hall made from more salvaged parts of ships. The corridor stretched on for what seemed like miles, and in the far distance, I could barely make out more lamps than ever before. I felt the presence here stronger than any time we’d been on the stairs, and I knew the being watched our movements closely. I sensed it before anyone else did, something was coming or something was about to happen, and I kept myself on edge as I reached into my void pocket for the God Slayer. I pulled out the weapon and slammed the haft down on the mismatched floor. The polearm came to life as the three blades shot out, and a few of the pirates jumped at the sight of the weapon. 
 
    “What is it, Master?” Morrigan whispered to me as her eyes turned wholly black. 
 
    “The being has come out to play,” I smirked as I eyed the walls and flooring as I took my first step forward. 
 
    The lead pirate turned back toward me and bit his lip anxiously. I saw now that he wasn’t just teary-eyed but full-on sobbing as his chest heaved for air. Tears spilled from his blood-shot eyes and stained his cheeks all the way down to his chin where they dripped off to the floor below. His eyes were huge, and his body wracked with tremors as he struggled to stay in place. Whatever last scrap of his mind that wasn’t taken over by the being begged me to turn back and never return. I couldn’t do that, nor did I want to; I wanted whatever this being had to offer. I felt the air around me change, heated up to the point that I felt sweat bead on the back of my neck. The being in this massive puzzle box masked as a building wanted to play with the god of the Underworld, and I’d happily oblige. 
 
    “She’s here,” the leader sputtered out in a constricted voice. 
 
    “She?” I asked as I tilted my head curiously. 
 
    The leader’s head snapped back and rested unnaturally against the middle of his shoulders. His eyes clouded then swirled with deep blues and electric amethyst smoke as the corners of his lips pulled up into a wrinkled, forced grin. Laughter poured from his mouth, and my minions reached for their weapons at the sound. I held the God Slayer loosely at my side, not feeling any malevolence from this presence. The leader’s hands twitched and shook wildly as he fought for control of his own body, but the fight was in vain as they lifted, and the fingers tensed in the air. He turned and took a staggering step closer to my women and me, but I grabbed the God Slayer in both hands and held it defensively in front of my body and theirs. 
 
    “Welcome.” The leader’s lips barely moved as the word came out, and I knew the being used him like a puppet to speak through. 
 
    “Oh, what the fuck, I’m not into this puppet-master shit, no thank you!” Rana cried out from behind me as she held up her elven daggers as if to lash out at the leader if he came any closer. 
 
    “And you are?” I questioned as I looked deeply into the colorful swirling mass of the pirate’s eyes. 
 
    “They call me by many names,” the feminine voice called through the leader’s mouth, and I pulled away from its lulling and comforting sound. “Hora, Amkae, Binbo, to name a few. Words hurled at my back as I turned tail and run off into the night.” 
 
    “Then what is your true name?” I asked as I took a step closer and tilted my head curiously. 
 
    The leader’s eyes glinted with pleasure as the forced smile curled up even higher. His body bent backward as the possessed eyes watched me eagerly. 
 
    “No, no, no,” the being laughed as it raised the pirate’s hand and waggled a single finger at me. “I don’t kiss and tell.” 
 
    In an instant, the pirate leader’s eyes cleared, and his mouth went slack. His body went limp, and he crumbled to the floor in a heap as the being retracted her power. The rest of the pirates shrank away from his unconscious body as more tears poured down their faces. I pushed my way to the front of our party and felt the vibration of laughter through every scrap of wood. I stepped over the leader’s body and started down the hall as the being’s laughter rang out louder and heightened to a single note that rang in all of our ears.  
 
    My minions followed after me with their weapons drawn and the sad little group of pirates lagged behind them. The hall widened in spots as I pushed in deeper, but the end never seemed to get any closer. We dragged on, but no matter how fast we walked, the end of the hall seemed the same distance away. The heat inside the space sweltered us, and all of my women wiped at their brows for some type of relief. 
 
    We walked quickly and ran at some points for what seemed like hours, and I knew this was a trick or some sort of trap. This being wanted to toy with us as the lava god had, but this seemed different. The lava god gave us riddles to solve while this being gave us no clues, only an endless hall of wooden boards nailed together haphazardly. I glared down the hall at the exit and hoped that the next step would somehow bring it closer, but each time, it never did. I felt distracted and reminded of the lava god and his dungeon, all the puzzles we’d been forced to solve before he faced us then it hit me. I stopped in my tracks, and Carmedy almost collided with my back. I turned and looked directly into the redhead’s baby-blue eyes. 
 
    “What was the first line of the song again?” I inquired, and Rana’s ears twitched as she thought. 
 
    “The fleet fox that runs is a coward…why?” the redhead asked as she fanned herself with a paw. 
 
    “What have we been doing this whole time since entering the hall?” I prodded, and Annalise’s brown eyes lit up as she realized what I meant. 
 
    “Running, or at least, power-walking,” the high queen answered. 
 
    “So, we’re supposed to just stand here and what? Wait around?” Rana asked as she peered into all of our faces in the dim light. 
 
    “No, we walk,” I told them in a calm voice. 
 
    “We’ve been walking.” Rana sighed, but I lifted a single eyebrow, and the fox went silent. 
 
    We stepped together, and I kept my eye along the floorboards at our feet. Nothing seemed out of place, but I examined each in every one in case something changed. We moved as a group at a sluggish pace, and when I lifted my eyes from the floor, the exit looked a bit closer but not by much. I calmed my nerves and slammed my eyes back down to the floor as the temperature rose even higher. The being played with us like toys, but I sensed something below our feet that might be a clue or would help us along the way. 
 
    Rana grumbled to herself behind my back, but the rest of my minions were silent as we marched on. I kept coming back to the floor for some reason, all the boards haphazardly thrown together with no specific order but then I saw it, a stray board with something burned into it. If I hadn’t been paying attention, I would’ve missed it completely. I stopped for a second and peered down at it. It took me only a second to realize it was a sigil, not a god’s but one given to this being at birth. The symbol burned into the pale, white wood was the shape of a curled snake with the face of a woman. The snake-woman held her tail high, and I squinted to see that at the tip of the tail was a stinger like that of a scorpion. I straightened then looked down the hall; there were more light wood pieces placed every few paces. I smirked to myself and pressed my heavy boot against the round sigil then jumped to the next light wooden plank at the other side of the hall. I glanced down at the light wooden piece I stood on and saw the very same sigil burned into it. 
 
    “Step only on these, the boards lighter than the others,” I told our party then leaned out to look into the faces of the pirates to confirm that they’d heard me. 
 
    We moved like this, and I concentrated intensely where I landed to make sure I made it onto the right ones. When I finally looked back up, the end of the hall looked closer than ever before, and relief washed over me. I’d figured out this part of the puzzle. I wouldn’t call it a difficult challenge, but it’d taken me longer than expected to figure out. I landed on the last board right before the doorway into the next part of the structure and glanced back over my shoulder at the rest of our group. 
 
    Carmedy sailed through the air gracefully as her black tail swung out behind her, and the feline giggled to herself like it was some type of silly game. Annalise leaped into the air with her arms held out beside her for balance, and each time she landed, she crouched down and took a deep breath. Rana hopped from board to board with her blue eyes glued to the ground and even though her expression didn’t show she enjoyed the actions, her tailed wagged behind her excitedly.  
 
    Morrigan was the only one who didn’t jump from the boards; she tiptoed to the edge of each then stretched out her long legs to step regally from each pale plank. I didn’t pay much attention to the pirates, but their bodies moved sloppily as they struggled to keep balance, but it didn’t matter to me if they made it across, only my women. I stepped into the crude archway of the exit and let out all of the air in my lungs. 
 
    This wasn’t a dungeon, and there was no god at the end of the trail, but I felt exhilarated and challenged for the first time since Baudouin, maybe even Nergal. I held out my hand and helped each of my minions over the threshold then turned towards another set of stairs. Rana groaned then dropped to the floor as she untied her heavy boots and took them off. The redhead tucked them into her pack, then stood as she placed her closed fists onto her hips. 
 
    “Alright, let’s do this.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    My women and I hurried down the tight corridor with the remaining pirates on our heels, and I noticed one pirate pick up their leader and carry the limp man on his back. I glanced at them and saw that the leader was still out cold.  
 
    This being was like no other that we’d witnessed so far, and as we came around a bend in the hall, we were greeted by another crudely made archway. I could hear the sound of flowing water in the distance, and I wondered what type of challenge we’d be given next. 
 
    “Okay, so it seems that our challenges are based on the lyrics of the song Rana heard. What was the next line?” Annalise asked as she replaced Bloodscale in its sheath. 
 
    We hadn’t faced any actual adversaries yet, and I didn’t think we would, but I still kept the God Slayer in my grip just in case we came across something in the darkened halls. 
 
    “The lazy fox that doesn’t run is a fool,” I told them as I stepped through the archway and looked at the room beyond. 
 
    “Great, we’ll be running…my favorite.” Rana grumbled sarcastically as she stepped in after me. 
 
    “You never know, this one might be more difficult,” the high queen whispered to her sister as her chocolate-colored eyes swung around the rocky space just inside the doorway. 
 
    The room beyond was massive and looked to be made of the same porous rock as the cave mouth we’d sailed through earlier. Deep black water sloshed up to the rock foundation just outside of the entryway, and I looked out over it with interest. The only path across were tiny stepping stones the size of my closed fist set in a straight line to the archway on the opposite side of the room. The redhead came to stand at my shoulder then rolled her head back as she groaned. 
 
    “We’re supposed to get across on those?” the fox exclaimed as she gestured toward the stones, and the rest of my women huddled through the door to see what she meant. “And we’re running? What the hell!” 
 
    “What were you expecting?” Morrigan asked in a somber tone as her dark eyes examined the surface of the water. “A walk in the garden?” 
 
    “No, but…not this bullshit!” Rana muttered as she shifted uncomfortably on her bare feet. 
 
    Something was going on with Rana, I sensed it deep within her body. The fox was never this agitated and irritable; she could be rather insistent sometimes, but not to this extent. I turned halfway and stared at her with hard eyes, and her lips stopped moving. I studied her smooth skin and the baby-blue of her eyes but sensed nothing wrong on the surface. 
 
    “What is the matter?” I asked in a firm voice, and Rana’s lips clamped tightly shut. 
 
    “Yeah, you’ve been acting weird since we stepped in here. Are you okay?” Carmedy asked as she lay a paw on the redhead’s shoulder. 
 
    “I-I’m fine!” Rana chuckled nervously as she shrugged off her smaller sister’s hand. “Just n-nervous or something.” 
 
    “If you are uneasy about the task at hand, you are free to tell us; we will not judge you,” Morrigan offered in a cold voice. 
 
    “That’s easy for you to say when you don’t even have emotions, elfy.” Rana snapped then covered her mouth with both paws as her eyes widened in horror at the words that had slipped out of her mouth. 
 
    The pale, white-haired woman blinked, then her eyebrows rose slowly in question. Morrigan didn’t speak, but from the way her plump, colorless lips pressed together in a hard line, I could tell that Rana’s words hurt her immensely. 
 
    “Rana…” Annalise whispered in disbelief, and Carmedy’s paw stopped and hung in the air as she reached out for the fox once more, then decided against it. 
 
    “Morrigan, I-I…” the fox started, and my eyes stayed hard on the redhead’s face as a range of emotions washed over her features in quick succession. 
 
    “It is fine, there is no need to apologize.” the elven woman muttered as she raised a hand in the air to stop Rana. 
 
    “No, she needs to apologize,” I commanded as I stared into the fox’s watering eyes for a moment. 
 
    “No, it is fine,” Morrigan said as she shook her head. “Rana is not in her right mind. The being in this place is influencing her words.” 
 
    “What? What does that mean?” both Annalise and Rana questioned as they stared in disbelief at the elf. 
 
    “I’ve been watching you this entire time, and I believe that you and this being have some strange connection that none of the rest of us have. She is influencing you, trying to alienate you from the group, possibly to get you alone, but I am unsure why she would want such a thing.” Morrigan told us as her dark eyes shifted and went wholly black. She looked over the fox’s body for a moment, then her eyes normalized. “She is all around you, like a haze of swirling smoke of purples and blues. I cannot pick out her true form, she is hiding it from me, but she is here, pulling you away from us.” 
 
    “Hey! Weirdo being thing!” Carmedy shouted as she raised her closed paws into the air angrily. “Stop messing with my sister Rana, or we’ll make you pay!” 
 
    The same laughter I’d heard before vibrated against the walls then seemed to whoosh closer on a draft. The surface of the water rippled as something passed above it, and the laughter came closer. Warmth wrapped around us like a perfectly fitting glove, and I pulled myself away from it instinctively. 
 
    “You will make me pay?” the same voice we’d heard come from the leader’s mouth vibrated close to our ears. “I have learned over the passage of time that it is impossible to suffer without making someone else pay for it.” 
 
    “So, you’re making Rana suffer?” Annalise shouted into the open air where she thought the being floated freely. “What has she done to you?” 
 
    The being didn’t answer, and I felt its presence fade from my reach. Whatever the presence was, it disappeared without answering any of the questions it had left us with. I sighed loudly as I turned back towards the tiny stepping stones placed across the water. If we wanted answers as to why the being tried to take such a strong hold over Rana, we’d have to find her ourselves, but first, we had to make it past all the challenges. I held the God Slayer in both hands as I stepped out onto the first stone. I tested its weight with my heavy heel first and made sure that it was secure before I glanced over my shoulder and motioned for my women to follow after. Annalise was the first to step forward as she held her arms out at her sides for balance. The high queen was sure-footed and made it past the fourth stepping stone before she turned back towards her apprehensive sisters. 
 
    “Come on, it’s safe.” Annalise smiled to them. 
 
    Rana nodded once as she kept her eyes low and gritted her teeth. The redhead stepped onto the first cool, moist stone with her bare foot, took a deep breath, and stepped again. Carmedy’s emerald eyes flitted over the black water as she came forward and jumped onto the first stone. From the way her paws clenched, opened then clasped again I could tell she wanted to grip tightly onto her tail for comfort but needed it for balance. The feline glanced up at me once and gave me a shaky smile before her concentration slammed back down towards the stones. 
 
    Morrigan came last as she, much like Annalise, stepped out with confidence. The elven woman didn’t hold out her hands beside her like the high queen but kept them at her sides as she stayed perfectly upright. Morrigan was so graceful on her feet, and the way her dress shifted around her made her look as if she floated across the surface of the water instead of on the stones. It amazed me how she moved like that; even when on dry land, she looked as if her feet never fully touched the ground. 
 
    The remaining pirates followed after us, but none of them were as graceful as my women, and a few times, their voices rose into the air as they struggled to keep balance on the tiny stones. I tried to move at a quick pace, but the stones at our feet were so small that it was hard to take one step after another without throwing yourself off balance. 
 
    We weren’t even halfway across when I peeked over my shoulders and saw Carmedy pause for half a second. Her black ears twitched twice then her emerald eyes squinted as she concentrated on whatever sound she heard. Her tail whipped out behind her, then froze in the air. The feline stopped with both of her feet planted on two different stones as her head whipped to the left.  
 
    Her short black hair fluttered, and she batted it out of her eyes as a coral colored fin lifted out of the water and stretched on for seven feet. No one else saw it except the two of us, and the cat-girl’s mouth dropped open as her head snapped in my direction. 
 
    “Go, go, go!” Carmedy screamed as she lifted her paws into the air and slammed them against Annalise’s back as she forced the high queen forward. 
 
    “Hey! Calm down-what the hell is that thing?” Annalise cried in horror as she finally noticed the fin cutting through the water and making a beeline straight for us. 
 
    “Don’t know and don’t care to find out!” Carmedy screamed back as she pounded her paws against Annalise’s back. 
 
    Six pinkish red horns rose above the surface as the creature raced closer, and I could just make out the transparent coral colored head beneath the black surface of the water. Lidless black eyes stared up at me as a toothless, gaping mouth opened and closed like a catfish. Annalise pushed on my armored back as she looked up into my face with frightened eyes, and I slammed my eyes back down towards the small stones floating in the water. This time they looked farther apart than before, and I growled in the back of my throat. 
 
    I cleared my mind, and my heavy boots smashed down on the rocks as I ran forward. I didn’t think, didn’t let the thought of falling into the water even cross my mind as my minions screamed behind me. They didn’t have time to draw their weapons, and with our precarious situation, if they did, they’d topple over into the water with the beast. I kept my mind clear and sharp as I took calculated looks over my shoulder at the quickly approaching beast. 
 
    It looked alien to me, like nothing I’d ever seen before in my entire existence, and the abyss like black eyes swiveled to me from underneath the surface of the water. The creature’s eyes weren’t lifeless, but something was missing in them, and right as I placed it, I opened my mouth to speak, but it was too late.  
 
    The creature launched itself from the water into the air and aimed itself directly at Rana. The fox squealed and ducked down right as the beast’s long-digited fingers swiped above her head. I saw its body clearly for the first time and it wasn’t a fish, like I first thought. The whipping tail behind it was thick and huge but it had crudely formed, thin arms and legs that reached out for the redhead but missed entirely. Each hand and foot had three gooey-looking digits on them and they curled in the air as the creature dove back towards the surface. The pink and coral colored creature splashed through the water then was gone into the black depths. 
 
    “You gotta be a lot faster than that if you want to take me, you bitch!” Rana tilted her head back and screamed at the unseen being we knew watched us. 
 
    The being didn’t reply, and silence filled our ears, but it didn’t surprise me. The being wasn’t going to show herself until we reached the very end. She wanted us to make it through the challenges before we were deemed worthy of looking upon her face. I was eager to find out who toyed with us, but I had to wait until the danger was over. I scanned the water to my left and right, but the black water was still and didn’t ripple with movement from underneath. 
 
    “I think it’s-- look out!” Annalise roared as she reached out for Carmedy but the cat’s head turned too slowly, and she didn’t see what was happening. 
 
    A cry rose in my throat as I turned at the last second and balanced unsteadily on a single stone. I reached out with my telekinetic power, but it was too late. The aquatic beast flew through the air straight at the feline and slammed into her with full force. The beast’s mouth closed around Carmedy’s arm up to the elbow, and the feline screamed for help. The beast turned in the air to expose its translucent pink belly as it pulled Carmedy down with it. The cat-girl's scream roared up her throat then was drowned out as the beast pulled her underneath the water. 
 
    “Carmedy!” Annalise screamed as her eyes searched the rippling surface wildly for her sister. 
 
    I breathed in deeply through my nostrils as I closed my eyes and concentrated on the feline’s heartbeat. It beat wildly for a moment then evened, and I hastily looked to where the sound came from. Panic beat at my brain as I summoned all of my power and tried to pinpoint the cat’s location.  
 
    The beast seemed to be swimming around with the feline still in its mouth, and I gripped the God Slayer tightly in my hands as I prepared to dive in after her, but right as I moved to launch myself at the water, the creature surfaced once more.  
 
    The monster’s mouth opened and closed as it soared through the air, and my eyes widened to see the feline perched on its back. Carmedy’s knees held tightly to the beast’s middle as she whooped as she raised one paw over her head. All of my minions paused, and their mouths dropped open in surprise as the creature dove back down towards the water, and Carmedy waved to us as she laughed. 
 
    “What the hell is happening…?” Rana said under her breath as she watched the creature dive head first into the water along with the cat-girl. 
 
    Carmedy’s wet, black hair broke the surface a few feet from the stones I stood on, and I stared at her as she smiled widely. I bent down, careful to keep my balance and offered her a hand. I pulled her up then held her dripping body to mine. My avatar’s heart pounded in my chest as I stroked her wet hair and cradled her head in my hand. 
 
     Over Carmedy’s shoulder, the pink and coral colored creature rose from the depths and hung just below the surface. Its lidless eyes watched me for a moment as its six horns fluttered through the water like small leaves. I’d realized it earlier before the creature attempted to take Rana but hadn’t had time to tell my minions. This creature wasn’t violent or malicious, from the look in its big, round puppy-like eyes. 
 
    “Look how cute it is!” Carmedy giggled as she pushed away from me and pointed down at the creature. 
 
    The beast’s long pink tail whished through the water happily as it stared up at us, and I felt the same thing I did earlier. This creature didn’t want to harm us but instead, wanted us to play with it. 
 
    “Cute?” Annalise asked with a wrinkled nose as she looked back and forth between the creature and Carmedy. “That thing tried to drown you!” 
 
    “He didn’t try to drown me!” Carmedy cried as she vehemently shook her head. “He just wanted to play!” 
 
    “That certainly did not look like playing to me,” Morrigan stated in a somber voice as she glared down at the creature beneath the surface. 
 
    “He didn’t hurt me, I promise! Look!” the feline held out her arms where the beast had taken her arm into its mouth. “He only held it, didn’t bite down or anything!” 
 
    “I don’t trust that damn thing, not one bit!” Rana muttered as she crossed her arms over her chest and glared down at the pink-beast. 
 
    “What kind of creature is this, Master?” the high queen asked as she placed the toes of her boots on the small stone and crouched down to get a closer look. 
 
    The beast beat its tail and swam closer to the swordswoman. It hovered right below the surface and bobbed its head as if it were nodding along with Annalise’s words. 
 
    “I have never seen one in person, but I believe people from southern regions call them, ‘walking fish.’ They are part of the salamander family, but I didn’t know they grew to be this big.” I informed them as I took in all the creature’s features. 
 
    The six horns floated in the water and brushed at the surface as its black eyes stared Annalise blankly in the face. The way its thick tail moved in the water looked as if it were wagging like an excited dog. I wouldn’t have been surprised if it tried to leap out of the water towards Annalise like a pet. 
 
    “The fleet fox that doesn’t run is a fool…did we fail?” Carmedy asked as she leaned away from me and looked up into my face with saddened eyes. 
 
    “What if we are not the fool in this situation?” I questioned back, and the feline’s emerald eyes clouded with thought. “Our last task was to be patient and take our time, but what if we weren’t the ones who were supposed to run?” 
 
    The rest of my minions stood on their stones and thought for a minute. It took them a long time, and Annalise’s eyes were the first to light up as she leaned out. Her chocolate brown eyes focused in on the pirates standing on the foundation of the archway still. It looked as if they’d gotten about halfway across then turned back, probably frightened by the commotion in the water. This time they looked different, their eyes were glazed over, and their mouths hung slack as they stared up at something in the air. Whatever it was, my women and I couldn’t see it, but it had them totally enraptured. I sensed the presence here with us again, but its eyes weren’t trained on us anymore but on the group of terrified pirates. 
 
    One by one, like their leader before them, their eyes became swirling masses of midnight blue and amethyst, and their mouths dropped open. Tears spilled down their faces like rivers, and a few of them spoke silent words to themselves. I couldn’t tell precisely what the being was doing to them, and I wasn’t sure if I really wanted to know or find out. A single pirate stepped forward and held his arms out as if he were in a dream. He smiled widely as he cried, and his lips moved in a whisper. 
 
    “Jacqueline, my darling, Jacqueline …it’s been so long, where did you go, my love?” The pirate murmured to nothing as he stared straight forward and took a step towards the edge of the foundation. 
 
    I heard it then, a whisper in the dark cavern. If I hadn’t been listening closely, I would’ve missed it entirely, but it was there, a ghost of a voice as it replied back to the pirate. 
 
    “Gabriel, darling, come closer.” The voice purred in a strange accent that I couldn’t place but assumed that the pirate named Gabriel did. 
 
    The pirate did precisely as the voice asked, and his smile grew larger with each step he took. His leg hung out over the edge of the foundation, but he didn’t seem to see or care. The water below his foot swirled in a vortex of different colors as he listened to something else the voice said, but I couldn’t hear it over the sound of rushing water. In an instant, the pirate grinned then stepped off the foundation directly into the vortex. He didn’t scream or make a sound as the water swallowed him whole but simply grinned to himself through the hallucination. The other pirates began talking all at once as their own illusions appeared and spoke to them. The swirling vortex in the water spun quicker and spread out so that it surrounded the whole of the foundation. All the pirates ran forward in an instant, and the vortex was a mass of limbs and faces as it consumed their bodies and souls. 
 
    The being’s laughter filled the air, and my eyes snapped to the strange creature in the water as its eyes glazed over, and it sunk down into the darkness below as if it were also afraid of the being.  
 
    I gripped the God Slayer and Carmedy then rushed forward across the stepping stones. I lifted the feline up, so that she was glued to my side, and her feet didn’t touch the rocks below as I gritted my teeth. I didn’t say anything to the rest of my minions, but they raced after me as quickly as possible. I glanced over my shoulder and saw that the vortex had reformed into a full circle and was hurtling towards us. I breathed in hard through my nostrils as my boots pounded against the rocks, and the foundation of the opposite side came into view. I was nearly there, and I could hear my women pounding along behind me. 
 
    I breathed heavily, and the air burned my lungs as I took massive strides to get my women across. I jumped the last three stones, landed in a skid and stopped in time to watch as the other three of my minions leaped onto the foundation. Their faces were red, and each of them stopped for a moment to catch their breath.  
 
    Rana placed her paws on her knees and took in huge gulps of air. Morrigan fanned herself with a delicate, pale hand and watched as the spinning vortex bounced off the foundation then stopped on the surface. Darkness stared up at us from the middle of the vortex, and I wondered for a moment where it would take us if we stepped inside of it. I didn’t doubt that it would kill us instantly but would it transport us to where the being was, or would it drown us and drift our bodies down to the bottom of the water? Carmedy stood beside me and held onto my arm as I breathed in slowly. 
 
    Laughter filled my ears, and it didn’t take long for me to pinpoint the location it came from. The spinning vortex worked as a second mouth for the being as she spoke to us again, and I watched as it undulated each of the words. 
 
    “Clever, clever, clever.” The being giggled in her buttery voice, and we all stared down at the whirlpool for a moment. 
 
    “D-did you eat them?” the feline asked in a shaky voice, and the being’s voice tittered softly. 
 
    “Eat them? No, I won’t eat them, their bodies will drift to the bottom, and my pet will eat at them as they rot.” The being chuckled, and I glanced down at the water to see that the coral colored creature surfaced again. 
 
    The creature stared up at us with its lidless eyes, but it watched Carmedy in particular. The feline looked down at the beast sadly as if imagining its sweet face consuming the bodies of the dead sailors. The petite alchemist dropped her pack by the water’s edge and dug through it for a moment. When she pulled her hands out, she held a small package wrapped in parchment paper. Her huge, emerald eyes looked sad as she slowly unwrapped it to reveal a tiny slice of pie she’d taken from the ship. Carmedy broke off a piece, placed it in her mouth, chewed, and then dipped her hand in the murky water in front of the creature’s face. The cat-girl held out the food in front of the beast, and finally, the creature opened its large mouth and sucked the piece of pie in. Carmedy stood and gave the creature a small smile as she tucked the empty parchment back into her pack. 
 
    “Why weren’t we consumed? Why did you take the pirates and not us?” Annalise asked as she placed a hand on the pommel of Bloodscale. 
 
    “You haven’t run yet, those who run from this place accept that if they return, they have to die,” the voice answered in a bored tone as if she were explaining a very mundane thing. “Once they stepped foot through the entrance, they had signed their death warrant. There is nothing to it.” 
 
    “But how would they know? It’s not like you put up a warning or anything!” Rana protested as she threw her paws into the air, and the being laughed again. 
 
    “But I did, the song of the Kitsune is loud enough for all to hear if they want to,” the being replied in a purring voice. “You heard the song and obeyed, how hard is it for a lot of pirates to do the same? If they had listened and heard, then maybe they wouldn’t be dead…however, maybe, Rana, you only heard it because you too are part of the Kitsune tribe?” 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    “Kitsune?” the redhead murmured as her baby-blue eyes darkened, and her lips pulled down at the corners as she thought deeply. “But I don’t know what that is!” 
 
    “What is the Kitsune tribe, Master?” Carmedy asked as she grabbed onto my sleeve, and I glanced down at her. 
 
    “I’ve only heard the name a few times,” I told her honestly as I pulled the feline to my side. “But only in passing. They are neither from the heavens or earth but instead, the spirit world.” 
 
    “Correct.” The being’s voice giggled above our heads, and Rana’s expression hardened as her paws curled into fists. 
 
    “What does that mean? What does all of this have to do with me, huh?” the fox shouted angrily into the air. “You’ve been coming for me this whole time, what do you want from me?” 
 
    “Are you harmed? Are you dead? Are you floating down to the bottom of the water to be consumed by my pet like the pirates? No.” The being didn’t laugh this time, instead, her tone seemed deadly serious as she lashed out at Rana. “I haven’t laid a finger on you, nor do I plan to.” 
 
    “Not the whole group of us! Just me! You’ve been trying to take over my mind this whole time, you made me say and do mean things to my family, and just now you had your weird creature thing try to drown me! When you couldn’t get me, you went to the next best thing, Carmedy! If you want me, don’t bring them into this! Is it because I’m part of this ‘Kitsune tribe’ thing? Is that why you haven’t hurt us?” the redhead cried as she turned and glared into the air above our heads. 
 
    Silence washed over us as I moved my eyes over the fox. Rana looked angry, angrier than I’d ever seen her before. Her fiery curls practically vibrated on their own as she scanned the air for any sign of the being. The laughter stopped, and an anxious feeling hung in the air for a moment. I couldn’t tell what the being wanted from us now, I glanced towards the hall beyond the foundation and archway, but all the lamps had flickered out one by one. 
 
    “Well, The Kitsune said that your part of the same tribe, there has to be something you two have in common.” Annalise calmly stated, and I nodded to her. 
 
    The high queen had hit what I already knew right on the head. I’d figured out what was going on long before anyone else, but that was to be suspected. As with all things, I didn’t want to have to tell my minions what happened around them but instead wanted them to be astute and perceptive. My women were excellent warriors, and I’d trained them to be that way, but they also needed to be insightful and knowledgeable. Adding Haruhi to the family would help exponentially since the sage would help them learn and be more aware of the little clues around them. They did pretty well so far, but I still needed to guide them at times.  
 
    I eventually wanted to get to the point that I wouldn’t have to do that, that they would pick up even on the smallest hints and know what was happening around them. It wasn’t that I wanted them to outgrow me, but I required them to grow as my minions, to become extensions of myself like the way the God Slayer was. 
 
    “There has been one common denominator that we’ve run into this whole time that may give you some insight into what you have in common,” I said in a thoughtful tone. “Something that’s been repeated and repeated, maybe we’ve just thought it was a coincidence, but it’s been there the whole time.” 
 
    The redhead looked at me confused for a moment, then began to pace. She ran her paws through her thick curly hair as she thought, but within seconds, she stopped and raised her baby-blue eyes to mine. They shined and glinted with a feverish intensity I’d never seen before. Her black-tipped pointed ears stayed still briefly as if she heard something far off down the hall to her right. 
 
    “Fox,” Rana whispered as she stared deeply into my eyes. “I’m right, aren’t I? All the things we have in common, all the clues leading us here and up to this point had to do with foxes. She’s a fox, right? Or has something to do with foxes?” 
 
    “Have you ever heard the legend of the nine-tailed fox?” I asked in a soft tone, and as soon as the words slipped from my mouth, a loud crack resounded around the room. 
 
    The porous rock all around us crumbled and cracked right down the middle as midnight blue, and deep purple smoke spilled out. It filled the room in a haze and along with it, brought the heavy, cloying scent of black currant and violets. The being knew that the scent and illusions wouldn’t work on me and they certainly wouldn’t work on my minions, but I assumed that using them came to her like second nature and she didn’t mean anything by it.  
 
    Colored smoke filled the room, and my minions stepped backward towards the archway, wary but not afraid as they reached for their weapons. My women didn’t know it or hadn’t realized it, but like the creature in the water, this being meant no harm to us. Each of the challenges we’d been given were playful in nature, all the dungeons we’d been in before were designed to kill us either instantly or painfully, but this place was different in so many ways. It seemed as if the being here was more lonely than anything, like she wanted a playmate, not an adversary. 
 
    I stepped into the archway along with my minions and then turned at another loud sound. The mismatched wooden planks behind us shifted suddenly and before our eyes, moved to build something new. Planks and boards slammed together in an upward motion to create a winding staircase. The being made it obvious to us now that the game was over, I’d told them what she was, and now it was time to reveal herself to us fully. The staircase was different from everything else here, it wasn’t meant to disorientate or confuse us like the rest of the structure, but instead, looked masterfully made even though it was constructed within mere minutes. I was the first to step forward and look up the shining banister. The stairs made a few loops, but far above, I could make out the black sky and the twinkling stars through the cracked rock ceiling. This was where the being wanted us to go, a literal arrow pointing us in the right direction. 
 
    “Is it safe?” Carmedy asked as she held her tail between her hands and gave it a nervous twist. 
 
    “I believe so, but just in case, stay behind me at all times,” I instructed them as I placed a heavy boot on the first stair. 
 
    I tested the wooden stair with my weight, and it didn’t budge. I went up two then looked back at my women who waited below me. Annalise held Bloodscale out in front of her as she eyed the structure with her chocolatey brown eyes, but she still stepped up behind me warily. Rana came next, her elven daggers held in tightly clamped fists as she peered over the side of the railing toward the smoke-filled room below. The fox’s baby-blue eyes were concerned, but from the way her jaw was set, I could tell she was ready to receive some answers from the being. Carmedy came third, and she held her sling-shot limply in her paw as she used her other hand to mix up a dry potion in one of her small bundles. The feline’s black ears twitched once or twice but didn’t change direction at any other strange sound in question. Morrigan took up the back as she usually did, and her footsteps on the stairs were completely silent as if she floated instead of walked. The elven woman’s eyes shifted and blackened with the sight as she leaned her head back and looked up towards the sky. 
 
    I felt the being’s presence heavily here, and it only got stronger as we climbed higher. The smell of black currant and violets wasn’t as oppressive as we moved closer to the open air, but it still hung around us and clung desperately to our clothes. I was the first to reach the top, and what came into view made me pause for a moment.  
 
    The entire roof of the structure looked like an overgrown forest. Trees towered over my head and brushed at the porous rock ceiling. Lush, viridescent grass brushed at my boots along with the bright yellow blooms of dandelions. A warm breeze swept through the strange forest and brushed back my shoulder-length hair. It smelled fresh up here, like the earth does after the rain, and I turned in awe at all the strange and wonderful things the being brought up here to make herself more comfortable. 
 
    My minions came up after me and stopped in a tight huddle as their eyes widened. Rana and Carmedy’s ears twitched and turned at the sound of far-off bird song, and the cat-girl’s tail whipped out behind her excitedly. It was beautiful up here, but I wondered for a moment why the being transplanted all of these things. I already knew for sure that she wasn’t meant to be in this place, that all of this was foreign to her. I turned one last time and finally noticed the massive throne in the middle of the clearing to my left.  
 
    Its design was simple, and nothing like the ones I’d seen back in Tamarisch, but I assumed that’s how this being wanted it. The forest was her natural home, and her throne was made from smooth-looking pale birch wood. Flowers in purples and blues wove themselves through the twisting and knotted wood. Moss and grass covered most of it and made it look very comfortable.  
 
    I wondered if the being who sat in the throne and looked out over her domain was happy here? Or was she unbelievably sad? 
 
    “Do you like it here?” the voice called from all around us, and I heard it, the twinge of sadness in her usually giddy voice. “I molded it after my original home, in the forests of the spirit realm.” 
 
    “Are you trapped?” the petite alchemist asked in a soft voice, and when I glanced over at her, Carmedy looked on the verge of tears for some unknown reason. 
 
    “Trapped? In a way, yes.” The being called back and to my right, and the thick bushes rustled with movement. 
 
    I sensed her everywhere here, but I knew it wasn’t her as the head of a spotted fallow deer lifted from the leaves. The deer turned its head and blinked its wholly black eyes at us sluggishly. My minions watched it as it stretched its neck for another bite, then turned-tail and pranced off deeper into the woods.  
 
    This place was like a wonderland, and I could see why she’d created it. Everything else here was fabricated and artificial, all the feelings and emotions she poured onto the pirates weren’t real. But this place was a memory of her world, a place she loved and longed to go back to. 
 
    I didn’t know much about nine-tailed foxes, but from what I did, they were known to be seductresses, who would lure men into the dark forest to consume their bodies and souls. I’d never encountered them in my lifetime, and from what I’d heard, a lot of the spirit-type beings died off once humans revolutionized weapons. She was the last of her kind, trapped in a place she didn’t know, and for a moment, I felt an ounce of pity for her.  
 
    In a way, we were similar as I’d been trapped in my dungeon for thousands of years without knowing what was happening in the outside world until my minions released me. I thought that we could be that for her, maybe she lured us here to release her from her own personal hell. I could send the being to the spirit world if that was what she wanted, and the process was fairly easy. I wouldn’t kill her though, the Underworld and the spirit realm were two different places, and it made me wonder how long she’d been gone from her home.  
 
    Was she sent here for a reason like I was in my dungeon? The spirit realm was much different from the god’s realm, and I’d only peeked into that place a few times out of pure curiosity. 
 
    “I wouldn’t call it trapped, more like banished from the only place I’ve ever called home,” the Kitsune whispered, and the sound rustled through the leaves above our heads like a breeze rushing past. “Kind of like your Master, but he has the earth to roam over, where would I go? The times of spirits and rituals are over, aren’t I right, Dark One? No one fears or respects gods and spirits like they once did in our times. They used to fear us, maybe me not as much as you but there was still fear in their voices when they spoke of the waif women who ran through the forests as a beast and stepped foot in towns as full-bodied women.” 
 
    “Then what do you want us to do, huh?” Rana asked as she stepped forward and placed her closed fists on her hips. “If you’ve been banished from the spirit realm, then you can’t go back, right? So you’re stuck here, what else can we do for you?” 
 
    The bushes to the right of me rustled loudly, and this time, I knew it was the being showing herself. The being emerged slowly, first her long and pointed face that in a way resembled a canine. Her dark, burnt umber eyes were slanted and heavily lined with black that gave her a feline look to her. When her ruby red lips parted, her teeth were pointed and sharp like a predator’s, and she gazed over at us from the corner of her intimidating eyes.  
 
    Her long hair was white as snow like Morrigan’s and blew back from her shoulders in waves. Her bangs were slashed straight across her eyebrows and gave a mysterious look about her. Her skin was as pale as milk and looked buttery to the touch as she walked into the clearing. She wore a cream-colored robe cinched at the waist with cherry blossoms painted down the back. Her paws were small and dainty as she held them out at her sides.  
 
    She emerged from the brush slowly, and as she did, nine luxurious snow white tails followed after her. They spread out and waved behind her slowly like cat-tails bobbing in the wind. 
 
    The nine-tailed fox was tall, taller than any of my women and willowy. She turned and moved towards us as she brought her paws in front of her and folded them respectfully. The being looked into each of our faces one by one then she settled upon Rana. Her ruby colored lips spread into a smile as her burnt umber eyes fluttered closed, and she bent forward in a bow. Rana’s eyes widened for a moment as she stared down at the second fox and I watched both of them. My two women, Rana and Carmedy, had explained it to me multiple times how human-animal hybrids came to be, but it took the redhead a moment to realize what I already knew. This was her link to the entire lineage of the fox people, not this nine-tailed fox specifically, but the fox spirits of this world were the reason people like Rana existed. Children born from the fox spirit women and human men in the towns they frequented, all of it trickled down and created Rana’s people. 
 
    “You’re so beautiful.” Carmedy breathed as she pressed her paws to her chest, and the fox spirit smiled kindly as she closed her eyes. 
 
    “Thank you. I was about to say the very same thing about all of you,” the white-haired fox said in a soothing, undulating voice. 
 
    “Do you have a name we could call you?” Rana asked after she finally found her voice and the nine-tailed fox’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. 
 
    “My name? You wish to know it?” the being asked as she took a tentative step towards us, and the same smell from below washed over us through this time it wasn’t as pungent. “I haven’t used the name for thousands of years, but they once called me Kukan, do you know what that name means?”  
 
    “No.” all of my minions answered at once, and Kukan nodded slowly, almost sadly. 
 
    “Lady of the Void. Do you know what nine-tailed foxes do?” the white-haired fox asked Rana specifically as she looked deeply in the redhead’s eyes. 
 
    “No, I’ve never heard of them before,” Rana answered in a whisper. 
 
    “We were known to be tricksters, we played, we entrapped, and we consumed the souls of men. We were feared and took towns by storm as we entranced each and every man within our reach.” Kukan murmured as she stroked her cheek with her pointer finger. 
 
    “Is that what you did with the pirates?” Morrigan inquired with furrowed brows, and the nine-tailed fox’s eyes swiveled to her. 
 
    “A semblance of what I used to be able to do, I’m quite proud that I can call them across the sea like that, but nothing compares to what I used to be able to do.” The white-haired fox stated sadly as she let her paws drop and cupped her elbows in the palms of her hands. “I used to do it for fun, it was tantalizing to watch a man fall for my wiles, but now, it’s for survival. You see where I am now, in the middle of the godforsaken ocean where very little life exists, I am on the brink of death, each and every day that no new pirates arrive.” 
 
    “Why were you banished?” I questioned as I looked into her beautiful face. 
 
    There was no denying that the nine-tailed fox was alluring, and when I looked at her, my heart longed to touch her porcelain skin. I pulled myself away from that feeling, and her dark orange eyes met mine for a split-second. I could tell that she meant no harm by it, that was simply in her nature. She had no desire to entrap me from her mannerisms, it was just what came to her naturally. 
 
    “I was but not in the way you’re thinking. I wasn’t sent away like your Master once was,” Kukan told us in her sultry, undulating voice as she looked into each of our faces. “Humans began killing us for sport, spirits could no longer coincide with humans. Many of my kind fled but were caught in traps and snares specifically made for spirits. My people are gone, I am the last of my kind. If I returned to the spirit realm, I would be the only one remaining.” 
 
    “Do you want to return home, even if you’re the only one of your kind left?” Carmedy asked in a hiccupping voice as she struggled to keep the emotion down. 
 
    “Yes, it’s the only place I can think about. I’ve modeled my sanctuary after it, it’s calm and comforting but deep in my heart, I know it’s not the same,” Kukan admitted as she gestured towards the trees and greenery around us. “But I did get to see something I never expected…” 
 
    “What’s that?” the redhead asked as her eyes narrowed, and Kukan’s expression broke as she grinned down at the fox. 
 
    “You. The product of all our struggles, the lineage that my sisters and I passed down for thousands of years,” the nine-tailed fox purred happily as she preened over Rana. “I never thought I’d live to see the day when a fox made it across the sea to me. I wish my sisters could see you, I’ve dreamed of this day for most of my life. You, a fox, part human, part spirit, found your way across the ocean to me. I’m one of your ancestors, a living and breathing fossil of proof that the spirits once walked the earth amongst the humans, and you, proof that we once existed and thrived. It hurts my heart to look at you, but I am grateful to the sun and stars that I’m seeing you now, right before I beg to be released. I can go happily now.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Rana asked as she shook her head and stepped closer to the pale fox-woman. “What does all of this mean? I’m just… a street-rat, begging and stealing. I’m not some ethereal being made up of stardust or anything impressive like that. I’m just a mongrel, scrounging for scraps in the street. I’m nothing…like you. We may be foxes, but there is no way we’re related. You’re like the goddesses I’ve seen depicted in paintings and tapestries and I’m… I’m…” 
 
    “Part of the lineage too.” I finally said as I looked deeply into Rana’s baby-blue eyes. “You may not want to accept it, but you are part of her just as much as she’s a part of you. The fox spirit lives within you, you say that you’re nothing but a street-rat, running from the law but doesn’t that embody the fox spirit perfectly?”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    “You are part of the Kitsune tribe, born a part of it and will die a part of it,” Kukan stated as she stared straight forward into Rana’s eyes. “As I said before, I am the last of my kind, and seeing you here, sensing your presence out on the ocean was like a dream come true. I wanted to bring you here and see you in person before I die.” 
 
    “Y-you’re dying?” Carmedy cried as she clasped her paws tightly together and stepped forward towards the Kitsune. 
 
    The pale woman’s brown eyes swiveled to the feline as her lips pulled back into a smile. The nine-tailed fox looked thoroughly surprised at the feline’s reaction as her snow-white tails fluttered in a sweltering breeze. She was absolutely stunning without trying, I knew for a fact that this wasn’t the face that she showed to the pirates or any other man that happened to fall into her trap. This was Kukan’s true form, and it was remarkable. Her white hair fluttered down to her waist completely straight, and when she tilted her head at me curiously, her fluffy ears twitched. I wondered what she looked like to them in the moments before they stepped off the foundation into the vortex, what types of mirages and illusions of women she showed them to tempt them over the edge. When her animalistic eyes met mine, she gave me a half smile like she understood my thoughts perfectly. 
 
    “In a way, yes,” Kukan nodded to the petite alchemist and tears sprang to Carmedy’s eyes. “My ties to the spirit realm are fading quickly, like red strings leading me home being cut one by on. I’ve been here for too long and if I stay much longer, I’ll never be able to return.” 
 
    “Is that why you called us? Called to our Master?” Morrigan asked, and the two white-haired women eyed each other. 
 
    “In a way, yes, I could feel the presence of a god, but I could also sense out the lifeblood of another Kitsune. I had to see her before I faded to nothing but since you are a god…” Kukan trailed off as she turned, placed her hands behind her back, and looked me straight in the eye. “Can you send me home? To the spirit realm where I will rest for all of eternity as the last Kitsune. That is my final wish, to reside in my true home and not this fabricated copy I’ve fashioned to comfort myself.” 
 
    “What happens if Master refuses and you stay here?” Rana asked as she crossed her arms over her chest and leveled her baby-blue eyes at the Kitsune. 
 
    “I will revert to my natural form, an animal with a conscious mind. I’ll be trapped on this island for the rest of my body’s natural life, and when I die, nothing will become of my soul. It will slip between the fingers of the heavens and be passed on to nothing.” Kukan told us as her pale paws brushed at her hair then tightened the cream colored robe around her waist. 
 
    “T-that’s so sad!” Carmedy sniffled as she rubbed at her eyes then the feline turned to me. “Master, can’t you help her?” 
 
    I looked at the Kitsune, and her strange, entrancing eyes never left mine the entire time I stared her down. She was a powerful being, though not a god. I’d never taken powers from someone other than gods, and I wasn’t entirely sure that I could take whatever she offered.  
 
    Her power was immense, strong enough to create this entire structure and the miniature forest on top of it from practically nothing. Her seduction power was astounding, she’d taken over the minds of the pirate’s before we’d even entered the cove, but I didn’t know if that was a power that I could use. The Kitsune’s eyes glinted knowingly as if she could read my mind and turned away from us. The nine-tailed fox stared at me from the corner of her eye and took a step. 
 
    My eyes widened in surprise, and all of my minion’s gasped loudly from behind me. The Kitsune transformed before our eyes, and each step she took, her body and face shifted into that of another beautiful woman. Each change came gradually as her features shrank or stretched into a new person, but the eyes, the burnt umber color stayed the same as she looked into my face. The robe and her eyes were the only things that remained unchanged, her limbs stretched and shrank as she pulled other women’s faces and bodies out of thin air. Right as she was far enough away from us and her nine tails obscured her from view, she turned suddenly, and Rana took a sharp inhale. When the Kitsune turned back, she’d transformed once more, but this time she looked like the redhead’s twin.  
 
    Kukan stepped forward, and the robe fluttered around her small frame that matched Rana’s perfectly. Even the white tails fluttering around her transformed to the same color and length as Rana’s, and they shivered and shook like the redhead’s when she was excited. 
 
    “I have many things to offer, you are a god, this I know, and you are capable of creating multiple avatars to store your essence in but do you have the ability to change your appearance by will completely?” the Kitsune asked in a purring tone, her voice sounded like Rana’s but it was off by the smallest detail. “Can you slip into the in-between without ruffling the curtains of reality? You know how Cronos likes to keep a watchful eye on those who step in between realities, but what if you could move without him noticing?” 
 
    “What does the god of time have to do with this, Kukan?” I asked with a furrowed brow, and finally, the Kitsune morphed back into her own body as she smiled sweetly to me. 
 
    “Don’t you know?” Kukan simpered as her lips pulled back against her pointed teeth in a wicked smile. “I may not be a god, but I’m closely tied to the god’s realm. They’ve placed Cronos at the opened sanctum, if you can slip into the in-between like me, then…you can waltz right past him into the heavens…unnoticed.” 
 
    “And all you ask for in return is to be released into the spirit realm?” I questioned, and the Kitsune’s reddish-orange eyes burned with a feverish intensity. 
 
    “I want to go home, I wish to visit my mother’s resting place in the beyond, and I wish to nest down beside her,” Kukan whispered back, and from the emotion painted across her face, I knew this was what she desperately wanted. 
 
    I gripped the haft of the God Slayer in both hands as I prepared to do what the Kitsune asked. The nine-tailed fox didn’t ask for death as the Tichádáma did, but instead, she’d asked to be released into another realm. The Underworld and the spirit realm were two different places; no human soul could step foot into the spirit realm while the Underworld was primarily used for human souls. I’d only released a few spirits in my lifetime, and I pooled my power into the mighty weapon. I breathed in deeply through my nostrils as I called all of my godly powers through my avatar’s body.  
 
    I slammed the God Slayer down on the mossy ground, and the blades sprang to life. I stepped forward, and the Kitsune stepped backward with her paws held tightly to her chest. Her burnt, umber eyes stayed on me the entire time, but her smooth face remained calm. I pushed the polearm forward as the god’s language spilled from my lips and toppled into the air. 
 
    Everything around us heated up, but this time it wasn’t from the Kitsune’s powers but mine. I brought the God Slayer up over my head and slashed downward into the air as I shouted. The air in front of me parted then wavered for a second as a portal opened. My minions squished together behind me and looked over my shoulders into the spirit realm. The tear in our reality stretched out before me, and I stared deep into the beyond that was the Kitsune’s rightful home. When I glanced over at her, her slanted, reddish-orange eyes brimmed with tears, and she cradled her elbows in her palms as she stifled back sobs. Kukan turned to me as she took a few shuffling steps towards the great beyond and dropped her paws from her elbows. The nine-tailed fox placed a single paw over the middle of her chest then closed her eyes as she took a ragged breath. 
 
    Kukan pulled her paw away from her chest and a swirling orb made from midnight blues and royal purples rested against her fingertips. It was the size of a grapefruit, and the nine-tailed fox gazed down at it for a moment before she offered it to me. Though the orb of power was smaller than the ones that I’d taken before, I could feel the pulse of her raw power all around us. I’d wager that the Kitsune was more powerful than a few of the gods we’d defeated in the past. The Kitsune spirits were ageless, a lot like gods in the heavens, and the older they grew, the stronger they became.  
 
    I had to wonder how old Kukan really was, but I didn’t have the heart to ask. Our fingers brushed as I took the orb from her and held it close to my chest. Her power was electric and zapped at my fingers strongly as I pressed it to the middle of my chest. Once Kukan’s power absorbed into me, it felt as if I had lightning rushing through my entire body. I savored the feeling for a moment before it subsided into the cavity of my chest. 
 
    When I looked back at Kukan, she’d taken a few steps closer to the portal into her lost world and folded her paws behind her back. Beyond the tore reality, I could see acres of forest, trees so high that I couldn’t even see the leaves or tops to them. Flowers and massive ferns bloomed and bobbed in a light breeze. As I stood there and looked inside, I could smell the distant scent of rain and moist earth. It was a comforting scent, and from the way the Kitsune’s ears twitched and her tails whipped through the air, I could tell she was dying to return home. 
 
    Kukan glanced over her shoulder at me, and her snow-white hair parted, she wasn’t holding back the tears now as they streamed down her colorless cheeks. The nine-tailed fox gave me the softest of smiles as the surrounding air began to glimmer and shift like a mirage. Her paws fluttered down and undid the tie around her waist. The Kitsune let the robe fall away from her as she turned her back to us and took a single step towards the tear in our reality. 
 
    “Wait!” Rana shouted and ran forward. “Please, wait!” 
 
    The Kitsune paused with her back still turned from us and glanced over her shoulder toward the redhead. Rana ran a few paces forward and stopped beside the nine-tailed fox. Kukan’s eyebrows furrowed, and her lips parted about to speak, but Rana spoke up first before the nine-tailed fox had the chance. 
 
    “H-how did we come to be? How did the Kitsune tribe create people like me?” the redhead asked in an emotional voice as she stared up into the angular, pale face of her ancestor. 
 
    “Oh, my love, we’ve been around for thousands of years, some believe before the gods were even born, but you’ll never hear a god admit that,” Kukan giggled as she reached out a pallid hand and stroked Rana’s round, pink cheek. “But you? Your kind is new, formed sometime before humans forgot about gods and wandering spirits. Our kind was once believed to be auspicious omens of good luck or times of peace but that quickly changed when we started to feed and reproduce. You are a direct descendant of me, maybe not me specifically but another fox spirit that bred with a human man. Some of them died off; our offspring were shunned and thrown out of cities for being considered evil. Some of them found human husbands who would accept them, or some of them ran off to die alone.” 
 
    “So, what happened? How am I here?” the redhead fox asked in a whisper as she hit her paw against her chest violently. 
 
    “They found each other, the spirit children found each other in droves, and created their own colonies of our kind,” Kukan told the redhead, and Rana’s baby-blue eyes filled with tears. 
 
    “T-there’s colonies of us? My--our people?” Rana questioned as her voice cracked and finally, tears spilled down her freckled cheeks. “I thought…I thought we were all alone…” 
 
    “Of course you’re not alone, I am with you, and the mother Kitsune is with you.” Kukan smiled as she ran a delicate hand over Rana’s curls, and the redhead choked back a loud sob. 
 
    “W-where can I find them? Do you know where this colony is?” Rana inquired as she grabbed onto Kukan’s hand right as the nine-tailed fox moved to turn away. 
 
    Kukan smiled gently at the redhead, and though I could see the desperation on her face to return home, she was still tender and kind to my minion. The Kitsune’s burnt umber eyes moved over Rana’s features, and finally, the nine-tailed fox gave the redhead the smallest of smiles. 
 
    “South of Canarta, on the small continent of Fuchse. They’re hidden in the mountains, go up the side of the mountain where the river flows, and once you reach the wooden pillars and arch, you’ve found the right place.” The Kitsune told Rana in a soft voice, and finally, the redhead’s hand dropped from Kukan’s as she let the nine-tailed fox go. 
 
    “Thank you.” Rana murmured, and the Kitsune bowed her head respectfully. 
 
    “There is no reason to thank me, the people of the Kitsune tribe deserve to know where their kind reside, I hope you find them and calm some of the pain in your heart,” Kukan murmured then turned toward the open vortex. “We weren’t always meant to be street-rats, thieves and pickpockets, please remember that. Through your veins the blood of people of the spirit realm flows, and that is more to say about you than those who hurl insults and curses at our backs. We are the closest thing to being gods than actually being a god, and we were shunned for it.” 
 
    Kukan, the last Kitsune, let her hands drop to her sides as she took a single step forward. We watched on in awe as her body transformed, not like before when she shifted from female form to female form. The nine-tailed foxes faced elongated and pulled out into a thin snout of a predator. Her already cat-like eyes widened and filled out as she took a step and then lowered herself closer to the ground. Her pale, nude body shrunk and the same white fur from her tail exploded up her entire form. The only things that remained the same were her pointed ears and the nine fluffy tails that whipped out behind her. She was just as beautiful in her true form as she was in her human one, but this looked more natural to her as she hopped forward on her small paws towards the opening. 
 
    Rana took backward steps towards us, and I caught her by the shoulders and held her to my chest as we watched. Kukan lifted her right paw and stepped into the splice in reality then swiveled her angular face to look back at us. The burnt umber of her eyes were alive and sharp, and for a second, I could have sworn that I saw a smile on her lips. The last Kitsune bowed her head to us as her ears twitched once then she jumped through. My minions hurried forward and peered into the opening of the spirit world as Kukan dashed about the woods. Her nine tails fluttered through the wind, and at the last second, the Kitsune stopped again and looked back at us. She looked regal, her languid, sleek body poised, about to run as she held up one of her front paws. I’d heard legends about these creatures, but I never thought I’d see one in person, and it was absolutely breathtaking. I held tightly onto Rana as the redhead cried, and I felt emotion build in my throat. We’d released Kukan, the last of the spirit women called the Kitsune. 
 
    In one swift movement, the nine-tailed fox turned and ran off deep into the forest. We watched her move farther and farther away until she was gone into the massive ferns. 
 
    We stood together in silence for a long time. Each of my women reached out to the visibly shaken Rana and placed a comforting hand on her. Deep in the redhead’s eyes, it looked as if she expected the Kitsune to reappear at any second, but we all knew it in our hearts that Kukan wasn’t coming back. She’d told us she wanted to find her mother’s resting place and make a nest there; she would never return to this place or our earth, it was her final wish as the last Kitsune. I glanced down at Rana one last time and noticed that her tears had stopped and dried on her cheeks. 
 
    The redhead sniffled loudly, then rubbed at her nose with her sleeve. Her blue eyes met mine for a second, and we regarded each other in an emotional silence. The fox opened her arms to me, and I pulled her to me. The Kitsune’s release wasn’t a death, but, in a way, it felt like it. Kukan was the last of her kind, and after she was gone, there would be no more nine-tailed foxes. Rana and I held each other tightly, and when I pulled away from her, she wiped her tears away and sniffled.  
 
    “Are you alright?” I whispered to her, and Rana nodded softly as she laid her head flat against my chest.  
 
    “Yes, it feels as if I got a piece of myself back, a piece I didn’t know was missing,” the redhead murmured and I stroked her curls softly. “Thank you for that.” 
 
    “For what?” I asked as I hooked a finger under her chin and lifted her face to mine.  
 
    “For bringing us out here, for giving me answers,” the fox smiled as her baby-blue eyes glittered. “If we hadn’t met you, then I wouldn’t know the things that I do now, so thank you, for everything you’ve given us.” 
 
    “I am your all-powerful Master and I will always provide.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    After the Kitsune disappeared into the spirit realm, I stood in front of the open portal and looked in for a moment. I’d never visited the spirit realm before, only peeked in a few times when I had the chance. It was beautiful there, and each creature I saw frolicking past looked at me with eyes that saw more than what a normal animal would. All living beings just outside my world were spirits in their natural habitat, and a few of them stopped and stared at me for a few passing seconds. They were beautiful and tranquil in their silent forest home, and I didn’t want to disturb them for much longer. I replaced the God Slayer into my pocket as my minions headed towards the stairs we’d climbed earlier. I held out both hands toward the tear in our reality and closed my eyes as I breathed in deeply. I tensed my fingers in the air as I brought my hands closer together. I didn’t see it, but I felt it as the slit to the spirit realm inched back together. 
 
    I could hear the whisper of wind through the seam, and smell the fresh scent of rain in the distance as I healed the tear in our world. I sewed it back together with my power, and when I reopened my eyes, the tear was utterly gone, and so was the spirit realm beyond.  
 
    There was a heavy sense of emptiness here with Kukan gone, and I turned towards the stairs where my minions waited patiently for me. I went down the stairs first with my women on my heels, and they sensed something missing in the halls of the structure too. The flickering lamps pressed into the walls seemed to have lost their golden light, and their flames stood stock still. As we passed each one, they snuffed themselves out, and when I glanced back at Carmedy, her black ears lay flat against her head, and her emerald eyes moved over the wooden boards at her feet. We entered through the archway into the room filled with water, and the stepping stones stretched and widened for us to cross comfortably. It was like the entire structure sensed the absence of the Kitsune and shut itself down before our eyes. 
 
    The large water creature we’d witnessed earlier didn’t rise to the surface, and we hurried across the water back towards the hall. Rana was the last to enter, and she peered over the foundation to look into the black depths of the water. I listened to her thoughts and knew she wondered about the dead pirates, but the redhead quickly brushed it off and hurried after us.  
 
    We moved down the hallway, and this time, it was just a regular corridor, no tricks or puzzles to solve. At the end of it, we didn’t turn around and look, but I felt something building within the structure that I hadn’t before. When we stood on the roof, it felt empty, but now it felt incredibly full like the entire structure was coming to life under our feet. We scuttled down the uneven stairs, but they didn’t feel as skewed or tilted like before. We hurried out onto the dock, and my women piled in as I settled myself into the last bench at the back. 
 
     I stared up at the massive structure for a moment then summoned a few of my Shadow Slaves to me. They settled into place at the oars, and we took off. We cut through the water quickly and headed back towards the tunnel we’d entered through. All of my minions kept their eyes toward the structure when suddenly Rana launched herself out of her seat and pointed up towards the roof of the building. 
 
    “Look!” the redhead whispered as her other paw fluttered up and covered her mouth. 
 
    I leaned my head back to look where the fox pointed and saw the tops of the trees. The opulent forest green of their leaves waved and weaved through a gale and before our eyes, they turned yellow and orange but gave off their own glow. That wasn’t right, not a glow but a burn. I stood up in the small boat and watched as a blazing fire consumed the whole top of the structure. The fire ate away at the trees and plants the Kitsune placed there so painstakingly in memory of her true home. 
 
    We sat in the back of the boat as the fire slowly consumed the entire roof and then crept down the sides. The fire roared in our ears, and I pulled all of my minions closer to me as we drifted away from the cove. This was the final goodbye to the Kitsune. She’d put all of this in place before she either died here or was released.  
 
    Fire ate up every last scrap of wood we could see, and as we sailed away, we could feel the heat on our faces. I glanced at my women, and each of their expressions was serene. They weren’t sad that the Kitsune was gone, more relieved that she was allowed to go home to her realm. 
 
    Kukan was beautiful, not only in her human form but also in her natural, spirit body. I’d never seen a nine-tailed fox in my lifetime, and I considered myself very lucky to have witnessed her, the last Kitsune on earth and in the heavens. Kukan could rest now that she’d returned to her natural habitat.  
 
    We sat together in a huddle as my Shadow Slaves rowed us out of the cove and for a long while we were able to watch the fire burn hotly in the night. The color of the flames changed the farther away we got, it turned from yellow and orange to the deep reddish orange that reminded me of Kukan’s strange, predator-like eyes. Like the first time we’d arrived here, it seemed like the nine-tailed fox watched us, but it felt entirely different. When we first entered, the smells and senses of this place were overbearing and oppressive, but now, there was nothing. It was completely empty like all the emotion she’d pushed into the walls and structure evaporated like smoke. 
 
    “I’m glad it’s gone,” Annalise said finally once the cavern swallowed us whole, and the structure was no longer in sight. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I questioned her as I wrapped an arm around her shoulders and brought her closer to my side. 
 
    “I have no problem going into dungeons and killing the gods inside because most of the time, they’ve done terrible things to be where they are, but beings like the Kitsune…she had to watch her whole species die out, had to live in this place by herself and tempt pirates to her from over the ocean.” The high queen stated in a firm voice as she leaned forward and placed her elbows on her knees. 
 
    “You do realize that she killed people and consumed their souls, correct?” Morrigan asked as she raised her white eyebrows. 
 
    “Yeah, and without the nine-tailed foxes in the world, people like Rana would’ve never been born, and I don’t want to live in a world where my little fluffy butt sister doesn’t exist.” The swordswoman chuckled as she reached over and ruffled the redhead’s curls, but Rana paused as her mouth dropped open. 
 
    “You w-wouldn’t?” the fox-girl asked in disbelief, and it took me a moment to realize that tears watered in the corners of the redhead’s eyes. 
 
    “What?” Annalise chuckled nervously as she furrowed her brows and looked deeply into Rana’s eyes. 
 
    “Y-you wouldn’t want t-to live in a w-world without me in it?” the fox sniffled as she used her paw to rub at her watering eyes. 
 
    Rana was very rarely emotional but meeting the Kitsune had set her over the edge. Most of the humans the redhead encountered hated her because of what she was. People viewed fox-people as dirty thieves, people who scrounged for food in the gutter and stole from those more fortunate than them. We knew that to be untrue, while Rana did have a particular set of skills most would find unsavory, she had to learn them while surviving and providing for her family on the streets. 
 
     I’d personally seen her pick locks and steal things, but her moral code never let her steal from those less fortunate than herself, and she prided herself on it. However, because of these things, she’d been beaten down and trampled on for most of her life solely based on her species. Carmedy, though a cat-girl, had never experienced those things and meeting the Kitsune had opened up the redhead’s eyes to a world where she was accepted. 
 
    “Of course, I do…” Annalise whispered as she held out her hands to the redhead. “If there were no Kitsune, there’d be no Rana, no sarcastic remarks, and no silly sayings that Carmedy never gets. I love you for you and most of all, I love the way you love Master. I wouldn’t trade our sisterhood for the world.” 
 
    Rana hesitated then hiccupped as tears finally spilled down her freckled cheeks. The redhead buried herself in the swordswoman’s arms, and I felt my avatar’s heart swell with pride. This was what I wanted; I didn’t want women who followed and loved me only. When I brought the five of us together, I wanted us to mesh and become more than just a family; I wanted us to be one. We moved and acted as a unit, and I’d molded each of my women into a perfect warrior. We were only missing one piece of our puzzle, and once we reached Haruhi, we’d be complete. 
 
     I didn’t think much about how many women I’d bring into the fold eventually; in fact, I hadn’t meant to bring the sage in at all. The librarian had simply helped us out on Machstein, and I’d assumed that would’ve been the end of our contact with her, but my women insisted on reaching out to her when we defeated the Liebe. Once I heard her voice that second time, I knew I had her and I had to make her my fifth minion. 
 
    The moon was up and bright against the dark fabric of the sky as my Shadow Slaves rowed us out over the water. I turned my head and looked over my shoulder at the porous rock structure that the Kitsune built for herself. Through the cracks of the broken rock ceiling, bright orange flames licked at the sky, and I smiled faintly to myself. I hadn’t expected to encounter a being like Kukan out in the middle of an ocean, but I was glad that we had. She’d given Rana something that the fox could never find within herself or society, that she and her species was more than just thieves, that she mattered to each one of us. The redhead was more than just a pickpocket; she came from a rich heritage and line of spirit beings. I glanced over at Carmedy, the cat petted Rana’s head gently as she whispered sweet words into the fox’s ears. I wondered for a moment if she were a descendant of some sort of unearthly being like Rana was, but the feline’s emerald eyes met mine, and she smiled softly to me as she shook her head. 
 
    “The people of Canarta aren’t anything special like that,” the petite alchemist giggled as she sat back on the bench and squeezed her knees together. “Our history can be traced all the way back to when the first cat-kin was born. Humans, cats, boom, cat-people! We’ve been around for thousands of years; there’s no debating about where we came from.” 
 
    “It still would have been cool if you had been,” Rana sniffled as she wiped away the rest of her tears and smiled to the cat-girl. “We could have been the special ones out of the group.” 
 
    “Excuse me, but I am part of the purest blood family in the High Elves, and if you have not forgotten, Annalise is quite literally a queen,” Morrigan stated as she stared down her nose at the two hybrid girls, and they both gave the pale woman sheepish smiles. 
 
    “I believe that all of you sometimes forget that you are special in my eyes, no two of you are alike, and I love each of you dearly.” I purred to them, and all eyes swiveled to me for a moment as they caught their breath from my meaning. 
 
    “And you sometimes forget that you are the best Master, the best lover, and best husband,” the swordswoman simpered to me as she pressed herself against my side. 
 
    The charter ship waited for us with lanterns lit along the deck and as we approached, the crew hurried over and lowered the same rope ladder for us. My women climbed up first and I could tell from their shaky limbs they were exhausted. I ordered them to head to our room and get some rest, and they obeyed with tired eyes. I came up last and watched as the crew hurriedly reclaimed the rowboat and lashed it to the side of the massive ship. 
 
    I stood on the deck in the darkness for a long time and I sensed out the steady rhythm of Haruhi’s heart. I could tell from the steady, calm beating of her heart that wherever she was, she was resting. I couldn’t wait to get to her and have her back in my arms again. The last time I’d seen the second cat girl had been at the library when the Holy Band of Mages attacked. It’d been a sweet meeting in a way, and I’d taken her virginity there in the library she loved so much. I cherished the memory, and I knew Haruhi did too. 
 
    I didn’t sleep much that night, only listened to the beat of my newest minion’s heart. We weren’t far from Canarta when I finally sat up in bed; I could tell from the steady pace of the sage’s heart and how much closer it got as the sun slowly rose in the east. 
 
    “Oh, Master, I can’t wait to show you everything there! I’m so excited to see my momma and papa! Oh! And Haruhi too! You must be so happy to get to see her after all this time!” Carmedy rambled on as she hurriedly dressed.  
 
    Rana was the next to wake up as she slept curled between Morrigan and Annalise. The elven woman and the high queen slid from their positions and collided in our large bed but neither of them awoke from their deep sleep. The fox-girl yawned loudly as she plopped down beside me on the edge of the bed then rifled through her pack. She found what she was looking for then offered me a dried strip of meat. My stomach growled, and I took it with a thankful smile, then Rana offered the feline another piece. Carmedy took it and immediately started munching on it. 
 
    “Are we going to Nekoka now?” Rana asked as she looked up into my face and took a big bite of her own dried meat. 
 
    “Yes, we’ll meet with Haruhi and speak to her about the Qianlong. I’d like to see how much information she and her father have on it in the library.” I nodded to them, and Rana peeked over to the feline as she gave her sister a knowing smile. 
 
    “Riiight, we’re going to Nekoka just to ‘go to the library and learn stuff,’” The redhead giggled as she bobbed her head. “Tell us about your last trip to the library, Master, you were there for a looong time, read any good books?” 
 
    “I don’t think Master and Haruhi opened up any books during his visit,” Carmedy said thoughtfully as she tapped her chin and chewed. “But there is no doubt in my mind that Haruhi was the one who opened up to Master during his visit.” 
 
    Both Rana’s and my head snapped towards the short feline, and the redhead’s mouth dropped open in surprise. Carmedy blinked for a moment as her eyes met ours and confusion slipped over her features. The petite alchemist’s face froze as she prepared to take a bite of her dried meat. 
 
    “What?” Carmedy asked as her emerald eyes flicked back and forth between Rana and me. “Did I say something wrong?” 
 
    “Pussycat! I never expected, you, of all people, the most innocent out of the bunch, to say something like that!” The redhead cackled after she finally regained composure. 
 
    “What?” the feline asked, and she looked to me for clarification. “You and Haruhi must have had a long talk while you were there, right, Master?” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows and pressed my lips into a hard line as I attempted to suppress a grin and laugh but failed miserably. It took a few seconds, but finally, Carmedy’s rosy cheeks paled, and her plump lips stammered as she realized what she’d hinted at. 
 
    “O-oh! I didn’t mean that!” the alchemist cried and below us, Annalise’s brow furrowed as she shifted in her sleep. “I just meant that they sat down and had a long talk or something…n-not that!” 
 
    “Riiiiight and the ghost noises that Master and Morrigan made were just that, ghost noises.” Rana giggled as she leaned forward and covered her eyes with one paw. 
 
    “Well, Carmedy,” I started. “Haruhi did…open up to me in more than one way. We sat down and had a cup of tea together and just talked after. Does that explain the situation a bit better?” 
 
    “Yes,” Carmedy groaned as she covered her face with her paws. “You both know that I didn’t mean it like that!” 
 
    “You shouldn’t let Rana’s teasing get to you so, Carmedy,” Morrigan’s emotionless voice called as the white-haired woman sat up and shook the high queen awake. “She only does it to you so often because she thinks you are an easy target.” 
 
    “That’s not true!” Rana protested as she pushed out her bottom lip and pouted down at her elven sister. “Carmedy just says silly, innocent things without thinking!” 
 
    “I’m not silly or sweet!” the feline counter-protested as she crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m vicious and blood-thirsty.” 
 
    “So says the kitten that was upset with Rana for squishing a spider two days ago, a spider that you specifically instructed Rana to kill.” Annalise laughed as she finally sat up and rubbed at her face. 
 
    “It was big!” Carmedy cried as she turned to me and showed me with her fingers how big it was. “And hairy! It was practically the size of a dog!” 
 
    “You still got teary after Rana killed it though.” The high queen snorted as her eyebrows furrowed. 
 
    “…What if it had a family and now they’re up all night wondering why poppa spider never came home?” the feline muttered as she scratched at her cheek and looked away from all of us. 
 
    “I love you just the way you are, even if you wonder about a spider’s family.” I grinned as I wrapped an arm around the feline and pulled her to my side. 
 
    Our charter ship lay anchor at the dock about midmorning and my minions bid goodbye to the crew and captain. My women hurried down the gangplank after me, and I took in the whole of the island. I’d only been to Nekoka once before, and I was in a hurry to get to Haruhi before anything terrible happened to her. This time I took in everything around us as we tied off the small boat and stepped up onto the dock. 
 
    Nekoka was beautiful and huge palm trees swayed in the wind along the sandy beaches. It was hot but not as sweltering as Valasara, and my women kicked off their shoes as they hopped onto the sand and danced around together. I watched them for a moment as I listened to the far off beat of Haruhi’s heart. The sage didn’t know we were here, and I was eager to surprise her with our presence. I was also excited to be back in the magnificent library I’d seen briefly before. 
 
    I turned my head towards the white-washed staircases that wove their ways up the sides of the island. Houses and shops were precariously built into the sides of the island, but they looked sturdy and breath-takingly beautiful at the same time. Blue doors dotted the white-washed stone and gave off a soothing aura that I’d never seen before in other countries.  
 
    I remembered the way to the library by heart, and I turned towards the massive number of stairs as my women hurried back onto the dock beside me. I started up first as I listened to Haruhi’s heart and thoughts, and they soothed me. The second feline had no idea we were on the way as she spoke to her elderly father in soft tones. A soft breeze ruffled my hair back over my shoulders, and the tall, lush grass beside the stairs rustled along with it. The air was salty and fresh, and the higher we climbed, the sweeter it became. 
 
    We wove deeper into the city, and I recognized the place I’d materialized the night that I’d gone to rescue Haruhi. We weren’t far now, and her heart beat in time with mine. I wasn’t sure if she sensed it or felt it, but the mark I’d placed on the back of her neck flamed up with life at my presence. We came around a bend in the stairs to a landing, and from where we stood, I could just make out the roof of the gorgeous library I’d seen once before. Only five stairs were separating us from the courtyard that led to the massive building, and I took them two at a time. 
 
    People hustled about the courtyard unlike the last time I’d been here, and I took in everything in the daylight. The library looked the same but much better in the daytime. The massive glass dome shone in the sunlight and through the panes, I could make out the branches of the fully bloomed tree inside. I strode across the courtyard and paid no mind to the people who stepped in my way, but I stopped at a voice I’d missed so much that it nearly made my heart leap out of my chest. 
 
    “Master? Is that you?”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    I turned as my heart pounded in my avatar’s chest, and the sun cast shadows before my eyes as I caught sight of the feline I searched for. Her long, nearly black hair was pulled back by light blue ribbons in a high ponytail, and it whispered in the wind over her shoulder. Her huge hazel eyes sparkled behind her thick-rimmed round glasses as she held a small stack of books tightly to her chest.  
 
    The last time I’d seen her, she’d worn a light cream colored dress, but this time she looked dressed up like she was out running errands. Her dark cyan dress ended about midthigh and ruffled in the wind as she stood a few feet away from me. The sleeves of her dress were starched white and cinched up to the elbow with golden buttons. She wore a red ribbon at her throat that contrasted perfectly against the greenish blue of her dress. She wore the same weathered knee-high boots from before, but this time she wore knit stockings that ended just above the boots. Haruhi held a stack of books in one arm and supported an older cat-man with the other.  
 
    She looked stunning as her lips parted slightly, and I could hear her call my name in her thoughts over and over. My only minion who knew my true name, I’d waited so long to be in front of her finally. I took a single step forward and outstretched my arms to her as I grinned. 
 
    Tears sprang to the sage’s eyes as the books tumbled to the ground, and she broke out into a run. Her dark cyan dress billowed out behind her and gave me a stunning view of her smooth, thick thighs as she came towards me. Tears spilled down her freckled cheeks and right as she was about to reach me, she launched herself into the air. I caught her effortlessly as both of our laughters ran out into the morning sunlight. I twirled her, felt both her weight against my body, and the same sense of comfort wash over me that I always felt around the librarian. 
 
    “Haruhi, my child, you shouldn’t go around jumping into strangers’ arms,” the older man shouted as he lifted a twisted cane into the air. 
 
    “Kazama, Kazama, Kazama!” Haruhi murmured into my ear as I finally stopped spinning and held her to my chest. 
 
    My own name was like music to my ears, no one had ever said it so sweetly, and for the first time since meeting them, I imagined my other minion’s whispering it in my ear. It was like Haruhi’s presence made me bold and gave me the desire to tell them the whole truth about my past and true name. The sage was the last puzzle piece that I needed, and I brought my lips to hers as the bright sun warmed my back. The librarian melted into me, and over my shoulders, I heard a collective sigh come from the rest of my minions as they watched Haruhi and the tender moment play out. I set down the white-eared cat and gazed down at her. Haruhi looked so pretty as her wavy, dark hair shifted around her shoulders, and she tilted her head back to look into my face. The second cat lifted her glasses and wiped at her eyes as she giggled. Haruhi was only a few inches shorter than Carmedy, but compared to me she was a tiny thing, dainty even. I reached out and ran my gloved fingers through the length of her ponytail, and the kitten smiled up at me shyly with dusted pink cheeks. 
 
    The last time I’d seen her had been in the small portion of the library that she and her father called home. I’d taken her virginity just moments before, and she’d unfurled for me like a blossoming flower. She looked more beautiful than ever now, so much different from when we’d met her on Machstein. The sage had been pretty then, but compared to now, her past self paled in comparison. 
 
    “My gods! The books, Haruhi, the books! They will be ruined!” the older man shouted as he leaned on the cane and picked up the discarded books his daughter dropped. He hurried over and grabbed my white-eared minion by the shoulder as he lifted his bright hazel eyes to my face. “Good sir, I humbly apologize, I don’t know what’s gotten into her today! Haruhi, apologize to the man for your brash, and unladylike, behavior!” 
 
    “Pappa, this is the man I was telling you about.” Haruhi smiled as she placed a hand on my arm and brought me towards the cat-man. 
 
    Haruhi’s father looked older, his face was wrinkled, and his brow heavy, but though he walked with a cane, he moved with an assured confidence of a man who didn’t need it. He was tall but only came to about my shoulder as we stood face to face. He wore plain tan pants, a pressed white shirt and a pair of tanned leather suspenders.  
 
    Haruhi’s father had hazel eyes that matched his daughter’s perfectly and wandered over my avatar’s face for a moment; then they swiveled to his much shorter daughter. He squinted at her and mouthed something that I couldn’t understand. Haruhi rolled her eyes, then tapped her ear to signify something, and her father sighed loudly as he reached into his pants’ pocket.  
 
    He fumbled for something and finally pulled out an ornately carved ear trumpet that looked as if it were made from bone. He placed the earpiece in and leaned in close to his daughter as he squinted one eye. Haruhi stood on her tiptoes and spoke directly into the wide mouth of the ear trumpet in a loud, slow voice. 
 
    “Pappa, this is the man,” the sage said emphatically as she pointed towards me, and her father’s eyes snapped to me as he nodded. “The one I was telling you about.” 
 
    Haruhi’s father snapped to attention and nearly smacked his daughter with the wide brim of the ear trumpet as he gave me an unsuspected salute. 
 
    “Yes, yes! Why didn’t you say so?” Her father cried in an unnaturally loud voice, but I figured it was because of his hearing loss. “But he’s not a man! He’s a god! Yes, yes, why don’t you come inside? We, more specifically me, have been waiting on your arrival! I have so many questions for you. Come, come! These are your women, I suppose? Yes, yes, come on, you come with us too!” 
 
    Rana chuckled at the man’s antics as he looped an arm around my arm and pulled me towards the massive library. I’d been here once before, but it’d been dark, and I couldn’t take in the masterful architecture. The marble walls of the library stretched up so far into the sky that I had to lean my head back to look up into the glass terrarium.  
 
    My other four minions hung their heads back to look up at the enormous columns as we climbed up the stairs toward the front of the building. I could barely make out the vibrant greens of the tree inside, and I couldn’t wait to show Morrigan. I already knew that the massive oak inside the library had magical properties, but I wanted the elven woman to see it for herself, in fact, I couldn’t wait to show the rest of my minions the library. It was a beautiful place, but it was also a place that Haruhi loved with all of her heart, and in a way, I had to love it too.  
 
    The towering double doors out front had been replaced, and the polished wood shone in the bright sunlight as Haruhi’s father hurried over with his key in hand. He unlocked it then pushed it open for all of us with a flourish. The door opened soundlessly, and all of my minions gasped from behind me at the splendor of the interior of the library. 
 
    Bright light filtered in through the glass dome and illumined dust motes swirling through the air. Shelves created something like an atrium around the massive tree in the middle of the library, and a few of the branches rustled almost like in greeting. My women and I stepped inside as a group, and a hush fell over my minions as they took everything in. I kept a watchful eye over them, and Morrigan was the first to break from the group as she stepped carefully towards the colossal tree. It called out to her in a way that it hadn’t done with me, and her dark eyes clouded over as she and her two ravens listened closely to something the rest of us couldn’t hear.  
 
    Haruhi smiled softly as she folded her hands behind her back and turned towards my three remaining women. Carmedy squealed happily and scurried over to wrap her arms around the shorter feline. 
 
    “Haruhi! I missed you so much!” the petite alchemist cried as she struggled to pick up the other cat. 
 
    “Stop, you’ll squeeze the life out of her!” Rana cackled as she too came over to embrace my newly added minion. 
 
    “Good to see you again, Haruhi.” Annalise smiled as she bowed her head, but the sage shook her head and wrapped her arms around the high queen in a warm embrace. 
 
    I turned my attention back towards Morrigan and the massive tree. I moved through the aisles and shelves of books towards the elven woman and the two black ravens perched on her shoulders. I’d noticed something peculiar as time passed and I hadn’t mentioned it to the elf yet. When I’d first met them, Morrigan relied heavily on the help of her two bird companions, Fea and Macha. At times, she spoke only with them and excluded herself from all personal interaction. It was warranted given the circumstances that Rana and Annalise found the elf, and I already knew that the elven people weren’t emotional folk who leaned on others for support, hell, Morrigan’s own family and friends had exiled her from their society. However, in the past few weeks, maybe even months, I’d noticed that the elf didn’t speak to her ravens like she once had.  
 
    Fea and Macha had saved the pale woman’s life out in the wilderness when she hadn’t known how to provide for herself, and they’d been her only friends when still lived within the High Elven society. Morrigan used to go everywhere with them perched on her shoulders, but now, they often stayed back in the cabins of the ships we stayed in or flew above our heads. It wasn’t that Morrigan abandoned them or didn’t want them there, but it seemed as if both Fea and Macha sensed that the elf didn’t need to rely on them as much as she did before. 
 
    Fea, the larger of the two, hopped up from one of the elf’s thin shoulders and balanced on a low-hanging branch. Morrigan held out a hand to Macha who still sat on her right shoulder, but the bird shook its head and cawed softly. The pale woman’s lips pulled up into a smile as she spoke in soft tones in her elven language to the birds, and I hung back for a bit to let them enjoy this private moment.  
 
    All around the trunk of the tree, Haruhi and her father placed large, overstuffed chairs and couches for the library’s patrons. Each one was a different color and pattern, but it gave off a warm, comforting aura that usually hung around the sage’s shoulders. Everything smelled like her here, and I glanced back over my shoulder towards my other minions as they spoke excitedly to each other. 
 
    “Do you think Haruhi will be the next?” a soft voice asked, and I turned my head right as Morrigan glanced at me with a soft, knowing smile. 
 
    “The next?” I asked as I turned back towards the white-haired woman, and she tilted her head at me. 
 
    The light shifted around her, and I took in all of her beauty. Her long white hair came down to her waist and created a curtain around her shoulders. The bright sunlight beat down through the glass panes from above and bathed her in shifting shadows from the tree leaves. Her dark eyes found mine as she tucked a loose strand of hair behind an ear then let the hand drop as she looked back towards Haruhi and the others. 
 
    “Do you think you’ll marry Haruhi next?” Morrigan asked as she fiddled with her soul stone wedding band. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows and chuckled deep in the back of my throat as I stepped closer to her. I reached out a hand, and she took it gently in her own as our shoulders bumped comfortably together. We watched as Carmedy told the other feline a story animatedly and threw her paws into the air. Haruhi nodded along and laughed loudly as she pressed her paws to her chest. I hadn’t thought about it in all honesty, I intended to marry each of my minions and make them my wives, but I wasn’t going in any order. I also knew that my minions were happy for whichever sister was chosen, but I knew for certain that Rana and Carmedy would feel slighted if I married the newest member next. The two women celebrated both my marriages to Annalise and Morrigan, but I could tell that they eagerly waited for the day that I would make them my wives, and they all anxiously awaited the chance to bear me children. 
 
    “Though I love Haruhi, and she would make an excellent wife like you or Annalise, it would be unfair,” I stated in a soft voice as I ran my thumb over the back of Morrigan’s hand. 
 
    “You are wise, Master,” Morrigan smiled as she looked up into my face, and I stared right back. “Though I think that Carmedy would be more upset than Rana. Rana would like you to marry her, but she already knows that you are not going in order and you care and love all of us the same.” 
 
    “So, are you suggesting that I marry Carmedy?” I snickered as I lifted my eyes back towards the animated feline as she held her slingshot in the air and mimed firing it for Haruhi. 
 
    “I am suggesting nothing at all.” The elven woman uttered as she attempted to hide the small smile that peeked through. 
 
    “To be completely honest, I don’t give it much thought. I love each of you equally, and as you said, I’m not marrying you in any order, but as someone who’s younger brother was favored over me, I know what it’s like to be chosen last. I don’t want any of you to feel that way, ever.” 
 
    I had to stop and swallow the emotion I felt building in my voice. I was still angry with the gods, but most of all, I was angry at my parents. My bastard of a brother was the one who’d gotten me thrown out of the heavens, and I wanted nothing more than to watch the light leave his eyes. While in Nergal’s dungeon, he’d told me that they still watched over me, and I hoped they saw every time I slaughtered another god. It wouldn’t be long before I took to the heavens and ripped it to shreds with my bare hands. I didn’t want to watch the world burn, I wanted to rule the world with my women by my side, but most of all, I wanted to destroy the god’s realm.  
 
    I took a deep breath and pushed down the building rage in my belly as I turned back toward the elven woman. Her dark eyes moved over me, and she blinked slowly as she brought my closed fist to her lips and kissed it. I was the only one who had the ability to read minds here, but it looked like she listened in to my thoughts. 
 
    Morrigan had been the only one of my minions who had reservations about allowing Haruhi into our party, but from the way she turned her head and looked fondly over at the white-eared cat, I knew she was glad. The sage’s knowledge of gods and legends would help us exponentially in the future but more importantly, my other women liked her and wanted the second feline along for the journey.  
 
    I knew that Morrigan asked about marriage solely out of curiosity, and for a moment, I thought about it too. My original four minions had been with me for a long time, I couldn’t say if it’d been years yet, but I knew each of them like the backs of my avatar’s hands. I loved them more than anything and would cross oceans to give them anything they wanted. 
 
    Fea cooed up in the branches of the mighty oak, and I lifted my eyes to the bird. The raven fluttered her wings and turned her head to stare down at me, then flitted away to a higher branch above our heads. Morrigan giggled from beside me, and I glanced at her as she looked up into the shifting leaves at her companion. Macha sat on the elf’s shoulder then joined her sister in the tree, and they cawed at each other softly. Whatever type of magical power the tree held, both birds liked it and wanted to stay near it. I felt the magic contained within its bark though I couldn’t place exactly what it was.  
 
    I let go of Morrigan’s hand and stepped closer to the huge trunk. I pressed my palm against the rough exterior and closed my eyes as I concentrated on the power within. I listened to the soft whispers around me but couldn’t pick out a single voice or language that I could understand. I stood there for a good while as I tried to puzzle out what power was hidden within the tree until someone cleared their throat from behind me. I turned and noticed Haruhi’s father behind me as he leaned against his cane and looked up into the branches of the tree warmly. 
 
    “Dryad.” He smiled as his hazel eyes flitted to me for a moment, then back up into the tree. 
 
    “Excuse me?” I asked as I let my hand drop, and I turned to face him. 
 
    “What you’re feeling is a Dryad, she’s lived with us for a very long time,” the older man smiled fondly as he came closer and rested his hand where I’d placed mine a few moments ago. “I actually built the library around this tree so she would never grow lonely again.” 
 
    I couldn’t write this off as the ramblings of a senile old man as I’d heard stories about Dryad’s since I was a child. I was intrigued by the notion that he’d built the library around the tree for a spirit and went to ask when he spoke again. 
 
    “Well, I guess what I said is wrong, she’s not a Dryad but instead a Hamadryad. The whole island used to be overrun by them, but as more people moved to Nekoka and used the trees for building homes, they were killed off,” Haruhi’s father told me as he let his hand drop and a faraway smile played over his lips. “People don’t care for things like they used to, but you already know that, don’t you? As a god who watched over the earth from the heavens, you must have seen how humans stopped worshipping gods and started killing off others in some way or another, though the Dryad’s and the Hamadryad’s aren’t gods; they are merely spirits.” 
 
    “You built the library around this one?” I questioned as I leaned my head back and watched Fea and Macha hop from branch to branch happily. 
 
    “Oh yes, about sixty or seventy years ago, the council wanted to expand the outer reaches of the city into the forest beyond. My wife, Haruhi’s mother, rest her soul, was blessed with a sense of sight, if you know what I mean, and heard the voices of the forest. This Hamadryad was the closest one to our town, and once one of these spirits finds a home in a tree, they can never leave, and if the tree dies…they die along with it,” The older man told me, and I looked into his face with wonder. This man must have been over the age of eighty, and though his hearing was going, he didn’t look a day over fifty. “The council wanted to tear it down and build houses and businesses in this area, but my wife was dead set on keeping the Hamadryad alive, she was a fiery one, Haruhi reminds me of her every day. This was long before land contracts of any sort on Nekoka so the day before they were supposed to break ground, my wife dragged me up onto this damn hill and constructed a tiny shanty beside the tree, barely big enough for the two of us to stand in.” 
 
    “And that was the first library of Nekoka?” I laughed as I glanced down at Haruhi’s father, and his wrinkled face split into a wide smile. 
 
    “We weren’t exactly sure what it was going to be yet, but yes, we later decided on a library. We built our home here, and the library expanded out around us, part of the shanty still exists but its more for decoration now, hung up on the sixth floor for all patrons to see.” Haruhi’s father laughed, then held out his hand to me. “Adrian, it’s good to finally meet you face to face, Kazama.” 
 
    I stiffened at the use of my holy name, but he waved me off nonchalantly as he glanced back at Morrigan, who’d rejoined the rest of my minions. 
 
    “Haruhi isn’t the only one well-versed in the history of the gods. She may have surpassed me in her knowledge, but I still learned a thing or two that I remembered. Don’t worry, I won’t mention it to your other women… I assume they don’t know?” He questioned as he raised his bushy eyebrows and I bowed my head. 
 
    “They know some, and I plan on telling them soon but…” I trailed off as I watched my women interact together happily. 
 
    “Your past isn’t exactly…” Adrian started, then stopped as he puffed out his cheeks and widened his eyes. “The easiest out of all the gods in the heavens, and I can understand your hesitation to tell them.” 
 
    “That is one of the many reasons I’ve chosen your daughter to be one of my minions,” I told him in a cautious, but firm voice and Adrian nodded along. “Haruhi and I have an… understanding that my other minions and I do not. When we first met her on Machstein, she recognized and knew who I was immediately.” 
 
    “There is no need to hide who you are when she is around,” Adrian finished for me, and I turned to look the older man in the face as he continued. “My daughter knows your past, and so do I. If I were any other father without the knowledge that I already have, I would’ve run you off with a pitchfork in hand, but I do know, and I know all about the Betrayal of Otia. You are welcome here. I welcome you not as a friend or a brother but as a son. My daughter hasn’t spoken of anything but you and your women since she got home from Tintagal. I couldn’t tear her away from you even if I tried.” 
 
    “Thank you, Haruhi will be safe with me. I will protect her with my life and honor,” I told him as I bowed to him respectfully, and he patted my shoulder as he brought me back up to my full height. 
 
    “Now, now, son, there’s no need for that, we’re practically family now.” Adrian laughed as he guided me back towards the group. 
 
    “Adrian, I was actually wondering if you could help us with something,” I said as I paused, and the old man turned back to me with a grin. 
 
    “Ah, yes, I couldn’t help but overhear your women’s conversation,” Adrian tittered as he lifted his ear trumpet and waggled it at me. “You want to learn more about the elusive Qianlong, the last dragon in the world. The only surviving Qianlong that lives on this very island, correct?”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    “Here, let me get you some tea.” Adrian smiled as he hobbled around the small back room of his and Haruhi’s apartment. 
 
    My women and I sat at the small dining room table that the sage and I had sat at together a while back. The apartment looked much different in the daylight, but the only thing that hadn’t changed was the massive stacks of ancient books everywhere. My other four minions looked around the space curiously, and Rana even leaned back in her chair to lift one of the covers of a massive textbook on a shelf beside the table. The redhead covered her mouth and stifled coughs as a cloud of dust lifted into the air. Carmedy giggled softly beside the fox, then turned her attention towards the older male as he worked at the wood-burning stove. Not to my surprise, the petite alchemist rose from her chair and hurried to his side as he struggled to lift the oven on his own with shaking hands. 
 
    “Here, let me do it.” The black-haired cat smiled, and Adrian nodded as he handed over an unlit match. 
 
    “Thank you very much, young lady.” Adrian nodded as he took the cast-iron kettle and headed towards the hand-pump sink. 
 
    Carmedy knelt beside the stove, lit the match on the side of it, and carefully placed it into the small pile of kindling under the burner. The feline poked at it until all the pieces started to smolder and catch fire then she placed larger pieces of kindling on top and slid the burner into place.  
 
    Adrian filled the kettle and came back over with it in hand. He held out his palm over the warming burner, nodded towards Carmedy with a smile then placed the kettle on top. Haruhi’s father came over to the small table and sat down while we waited for the water to boil, and as we did, the sage entered through the door with an armful of books. Her hair was ruffled like she’d ran her fingers through it a few times in thought, but other than that, she looked stunning in the bright afternoon sunlight. Her dark cyan dress fluttered around her as our eyes connected, and my heart stopped for a moment as I tried to tear my eyes away from her. Her plump, cherry red lips spread into a wide smile as she hurried over to the table and set her books down on top of it. The sage brushed off the front of her dress and arranged the books in front of her seat. 
 
    The librarian adjusted her glasses, and the lenses flashed in the light as she opened the smallest book and flipped through the cream colored pages. The book she held was heavily weathered, the pages soft and frayed at the edges like hundreds of different people read it many times before. The volume was so old that the worn leather cover didn’t have a title or author name on it anymore from being handled so often. My minions settled into their chairs, and Rana leaned forward onto the table with her elbows as she prepared for what Haruhi was about to tell us. 
 
    “It was the Qianlong you saw, correct?” Haruhi asked as she glanced up at Morrigan and the pale woman leaned forward with hooded, emotionless eyes. 
 
    “It was a dream, but yes, we believe it was the Qianlong.” The elf nodded as she gestured between herself and Carmedy. 
 
    “What color was it? This is important.” The sage asked as she let the book rest in her lap and folded her paws over the tabletop. 
 
    “Blue, like the color of the sky on a cloudless day. Its underbelly was as white as snow, as white as my hair.” Morrigan answered in a soft voice. 
 
    “Okay, so it is one of the Qianlong like we suspected,” Haruhi nodded as she went back to the book and flipped three more pages. “The Akalong are typically blood red with yellow underbellies. Now, did you see the color of its eyes? This isn’t as important, but I was hoping that if you saw those I could narrow down the lineage of this specific Qianlong.” 
 
    “Really? You can do that?” Annalise asked as she leaned across the table interested, and the sage nodded vehemently. 
 
    “Most of the Qianlong and Akalong histories were well documented, who married who, who gave birth to who and what traits the child inherited from the breeding. Along with studying the god’s realm and gods, I’m also pretty well versed in Canartian history, and that includes the dragon lore that comes with the islands.” 
 
    I continued to be impressed by Haruhi. Her knowledge of the gods was extensive and impressive, but she knew more than I ever imagined. She’d told me once before that she’d read almost all the books in her father’s library and I knew for a fact there had to be thousands of books held in these halls. She held so much information in that pretty head of hers, and I admired her for it, just like I admired Carmedy for her proficiency with alchemy and Morrigan’s talent with black magic.  
 
    All of my minions had their own special skill sets, and it only made our family stronger. Annalise’s element was out on the battlefield, and Rana’s was best when sneaking around, but this was Haruhi’s, surrounded by the books she loved so much. Her hazel eyes were intensely locked onto Morrigan’s almost black ones, and the elf stared right back as she remembered the dream. 
 
    “Icy blue in the middle around the pupil, royal blue in the middle like a gradient and blood red around the edges.” The elven woman stated in a cold tone, and Haruhi didn’t look down at the book, only squinted her eyes as she concentrated hard. 
 
    “Wow, Morrigan, that’s amazing that you can remember something that far back!” Carmedy praised, and the pale-woman bowed her head and smiled slightly. 
 
    “It is not a dream that I will soon forget …it’s reoccurred twice now, once on the way here on the ship and last night in the boat. I wonder what it means?” Morrigan whispered almost to herself. 
 
    “Red around the edges? Are you sure?” Haruhi pressed in a tense voice as she fiddled with the pages of the book in her lap. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked as I reached out and placed a hand on top of hers. 
 
    “Most Qianlongs don’t have red in their eyes, that is a trait of the Akalong from Kegawa. The Qianlong usually have blue, purple, or white eyes. Akalong almost always has yellow, red or orange eyes, it’s a trait that’s been passed down from generations,” Haruhi said as she raised the book and pointed to a complicated looking family tree of names and different traits under each one. 
 
    “No, it most definitely had red around the rim of its eyes,” Morrigan assured Haruhi, and the cat sighed as she placed the book onto the table and furrowed her brow. 
 
    “If that’s true, then there has to be some type of cross between the bloodlines which are totally unheard of in the Canartian dragon culture. The Qianlong and Akalong were sworn enemies from the moment they landed on the islands,” the sage said as she opened up a second book and let it lay flat against the table as she set down the one in her lap next to it. “Hmmm, maybe it’s here? There’s one break in the timeline of both family trees about seven hundred years ago, that could be it, but there’s no way to tell. Maybe there was an indiscretion? The wars between the two clans were almost constant…Pappa, do you know of any breaks in the wars between the Qianlong and the Akalong?” 
 
    “Snakes, my dear? No, dragons are of no relation to snakes, my, my, I would have thought you would have learned this a long time ago.” Adrian shook his head in disappointment, and Haruhi sighed and covered her face with her paws. 
 
    “Pappa, we bought you the ear trumpet for a reason! Use it!” the sage shouted as she leaned over the table at her father, and he cupped a paw to his ear to listen intently. 
 
    “Ah, my apologies.” Haruhi’s father chuckled as he patted his pockets then finally found the instrument in his front pants pocket and held it up to his ear. 
 
    “Can you remember if there were any lapses in fighting between the two clans within the last seven hundred years?” Haruhi asked in a loud voice as her father squinted one eye and listened hard. 
 
    “Well, no, the fighting was almost constant, and hundreds of dragons from both clans died, but there was a dispute over Mauntenraion about…eight or nine hundred years ago,” Adrian told us as he tapped his chin. “But it was over something silly, childish stuff.” 
 
    “It’s important, Pappa, what was it about?” Haruhi pressed, and her father pushed out his lips and nodded once. 
 
    “Well, we all know that Mauntenraion was used as the breeding ground and for the hatching of eggs during the dragons’ time. The younglings were sneaking out to the smallest island ‘for fun’ as most children would do, mainly teenagers out to have some fun.” Adrian said nonchalantly, and the sage sat back in her chair, astounded. 
 
    Haruhi stayed silent for a moment as she chewed on the inside of her cheek, and we all patiently waited for the sage to speak again, but Carmedy sat up in her chair. The alchemist’s emerald eyes went wide as she looked directly across the table at the librarian. Haruhi raised an eyebrow in question, and Carmedy slammed her paws on the tabletop. 
 
    “Star-crossed lovers!” the black-haired feline shouted, and even Adrian jumped in surprise from beside her. 
 
    “What?” the sage asked incredulously as she batted a few stray hairs out of her eyes. “What do you mean by that, Carmedy?” 
 
    “Maybe one of the Akalong and one of the Qianlong fell in love!” the alchemist cried dramatically then her voice took on a more dramatic tone as if she were telling a tale over a campfire. “But, the constant fighting between their two clans kept them apart! They’d run away together to my home island to see each other and hold each other in their arms. What? Why are you all looking at me like that?” 
 
    We all stared at her, even Rana’s mouth dropped open either in surprise or disbelief. I stopped and thought about what the feline said for a moment, it was possible, it’s happened in other societies before even in the heavens but did real, full-blooded dragons feel such emotions as love? They surely felt hate because of the wars between the two clans, but it made me wonder, were they capable of such an emotion? I loved my minions, and a select few of the gods believed that our kind wasn’t capable of such a feeling. I’d proved that wrong time and time again, first with Isolda and second with my minions. I looked around the table, and it seemed as if no one was going to say anything but their faces heavily implied that they disagreed. 
 
    “I think it’s possible,” I uttered as I folded my hands on top of the table and Carmedy sat up a little straighter. “It’s not unheard of; it could be entirely possible. I don’t think we should rule it out.” 
 
    “Okay, I mean I can go off both of those clues and piece together which families they came from.” Haruhi nodded as she adjusted her glasses and went back to the books laid out in front of her. 
 
    Carmedy caught my attention out of the corner of my eye and gave me an appreciative look and a wink. I smiled softly to her, and a loud purr escaped her lips that made her cover her mouth in embarrassment. Annalise scooted closer to the sage and looked over her shoulder at the pages of the books. A few times, the high queen pointed out a few lines and whispered in Haruhi’s ear. The librarian nodded and murmured back as she tapped a certain line.  
 
    Out of curiosity, I grabbed the largest forgotten book in the middle of the table and brought it closer to me. The cover was worn leather like the rest of the books, but this one was painstakingly taken care of with oil rubbed into the material to keep it shiny and pristine. I ran my finger over the intricately pressed cover and the myriad of flowers and vines someone carved there so many years ago.  
 
    For some reason, the book called to me, not like the coin from the Kitsune but in a different way. It wasn’t an ethereal power at work or anything like that, but something within my body was pulling me towards that volume in particular. I opened the cover, and it squeaked slightly from age as I flipped to a random page, not knowing what I was looking for or what I’d find. 
 
    The first thing I noticed about this particular book was the beautifully hand-painted drawings every few pages. Each of them was of a different dragon of different colors but always in the same shades of blues or reds. The Qianlongs looked exactly as Morrigan described from her dream, long ribbon-like creatures with mighty manes that waved up and out from the backs of their heads. They looked peaceful, agile, and gentle even though I knew for a fact that they were not. I’d seen a few dragons before they died off and heard many stories about them from the elders in the god’s realm. A few of the beasts attempted an attack on the heavens once and nearly made it to the sanctum before they were slaughtered by the gods, but these Qianlong’s looked nothing like those beasts. Most of the paintings and drawings depicting the blue and white beasts showed them with their young, regally flying through the sky or on the grassy knolls of the island of Nekoka. They looked peaceful and beautiful as they looked off into the distance with their piercing eyes. 
 
    The Akalongs were completely different from their more peaceful counterparts. Each drawing of them showed them in stages of the battle, their mouths wide open and breathing fire onto humans and other dragons as they destroyed cities. Each one showed death and destruction that I assumed came with dragons, unlike the ones I’d seen of the Qianlongs. The Akalongs were the epitome of everything I’d heard about dragons, hateful beasts that destroyed everyone and everything in their paths. In a way, the great hulking red beasts reminded me of some gods I’d known in the heavens. 
 
    I stared down at pictures of the crimson creatures tearing humans and catpeople into pieces calmly and felt for a moment an affinity to them. I understood their desire to kill because, in another time, I felt that same unbearable amount of rage towards everything. I turned a page and stopped for a moment, lifted my eyes, and looked directly into the probing face of Adrian. An understanding passed between us, he and his daughter knew exactly who I was and what I’d been through. He didn’t say anything, but I could tell from his expression that he knew. We left it at that as I glanced down at the page in front of me, then stopped at the painting depicted there. 
 
    The painting portrayed a man and a woman; each of them had a dragon standing behind them. The man on the left side of the drawing was clothed in robes of blue and white, obviously from the Qianlong clan, but the dragon that stood behind him was an Akalong with glowing yellow eyes and its teeth bared. The woman stood tall with elaborate hair decorations and heavy red and black makeup. The robes she wore were tight fitting but also the same yellows and reds that were associated with the Akalong clan but behind her stood one of the peaceful looking Qianlong’s. I stared down at it in confusion then glanced up at Adrian, he stared at the picture for a long moment with his lips parted then our gazes connected. 
 
    “What is this?” I asked as I tapped the page with my pointer finger. “Who are these people?” 
 
    “I completely forgot about them…you know, Carmedy may have been right,” Haruhi’s father whispered as he carefully took the book and slid it in front of him. “The legend of Anteng and Guoshe, two young dragons from opposing sides and a tragic end to a long line of creatures…” 
 
    “Really?” the alchemist asked excitedly as she clasped her paws to her chest. “I was right?” 
 
    “Maybe not one hundred percent right but the star-crossed lovers... yes. When cat-people came to Canarta, times were difficult for the clans. The islands were overrun with people, and there was no place for them to go. The Qianlong’s had no problem living in peace with the humans as long as they were allowed to keep the mountains, the cat-people and humans agreed to a treaty, and they lived together in harmony. The Akalong, as you can tell from the paintings, weren’t as amiable with the people who intruded on their land. They killed all those who dared to step foot on the beaches of Kegawa and soon…decided that they didn’t like that the Qianlong stayed on good terms with the people who moved onto Nekoka. They didn’t understand that it wasn’t in the Qianlong nature to kill and maim; they only wanted to live peacefully.” 
 
    “What happened then?” I inquired as I glanced down at the painting that Adrian stared down at sadly. 
 
    “The only safe place between the two islands was still Mauntenraion, the nesting ground that’d been a peaceful place for thousands of years under the agreement of both clans. It became a warzone but in another sense. The Akalongs attacked Nekoka relentlessly but were never able to land on the ground. The Qianlong’s may have been peaceful, but they weren’t pacifists, they fought, and they fought hard. The Qianlong’s killed hundreds of the Akalong clan without much effort, so the Akalongs devised another plan.” 
 
    “On Mauntenraion, the only place of equal footing,” I stated, and Adrian pressed his lips into a hard line. 
 
    “At first, all they did was destroy nests. They’d smash all the eggs and slaughter the hatchlings there and leave them for the Qianlong’s to find when they returned to the island, but the Qianlong simply moved their nests to different sections of the island, but the Akalongs resorted to something else much worse.” Adrian said as he lifted his eyes and looked over at his daughter, and his thoughts turned darker to the idea of losing her. 
 
    “Why did they do that to the Qianlongs? I can’t imagine anything worse than their nests being destroyed or their newborns being murdered and left in the nest to be found.” I stated in a firm voice as I looked evenly at the older man. 
 
    “They switched out eggs,” Adrian uttered in a sad tone, and I lifted my eyebrows in surprise. “Generally when a dragon is born, or at least with the dragons here on Canarta, their scales are colorless. They didn’t change to their inherited colors until they were in adolescence, the Qianlong’s had no idea what happened when they brought their ‘children’ home. It’s in the nature of the Akalong to destroy all things in its path, and no amount of training could change it. The Akalong clan thought that if they couldn’t invade Nekoka from the air, they’d send in a wave of a child army to destroy the Qianlong’s.” 
 
    “And what of these Anteng and Guoshe dragons you spoke of? How do they come into play?” I asked as I leaned my elbows against the grain of the table and pressed a thumb to my lip thoughtfully. 
 
    “Anteng,” Adrian said as he pointed to the dark-haired man on the right who wore the colors of the Qianlong. “Was from the Akalong clan and was one of the transplanted eggs. This is Guoshe, she was one of the eggs stolen. Two enemies, displaced into the other territory…but that’s only the beginning. It’s quite a long story, I doubt--” 
 
    “No, I want to hear it.” I cut him off with a raised hand and Adrian chuckled softly as he shifted in his seat and began the story of Anteng and Guoshe. 
 
    “The eggs were switched, and once the babies hatched, they were taken home to their respective islands. Time went on, and people started to notice that something was wrong with the children. Guoshe lived with the Akalongs, and they knew what she was, of course, because they’d switched the eggs. Guoshe and Anteng were both raised by the leaders of their opposing clans. Anteng was raised by the Qianlong’s leader and his wife, and he was a terror. They had no idea what was wrong with him; he was aggressive and violent at all times. The boy destroyed parts of the Qianlong palace multiple times, to the joy of his Akalong parents,” Adrian told me. 
 
    “And then?” I asked. 
 
    “Then, two of the strangest things happened,” he continued. “Firstly, the Akalong leader who raised Guoshe kept her and loved her as if she were his own flesh and blood. He decreed her as the Royal Princess of the Akalong Clan despite her lineage. The hateful and vengeful overlord of the most feared dragon clan pardoned a Qianlong and allowed her into his family despite their difference in temperaments and beliefs. The second thing, Anteng never developed his colors; he stayed as a white dragon his entire life. No one questioned his lineage, only accepted his coloration as something he couldn’t change and left it at that.” 
 
    “What happened after that? Did they ever meet? Their destinies were so intertwined it feels as if they should have.” I chuckled as I watched Adrian rub his eyes and laughed too. 
 
    “You’re going too fast; I’ll get to it. Guoshe’s father died, I’m sorry, not her father but the leader of Akalong died, and she stepped into his place as the only child of the clan’s leader.” The librarian went on, and I hastily interrupted him. 
 
    “Was she a good leader? It’s strange to think that a Qianlong would lead the Akalong clan.” I asked as I leaned closer to Adrian. 
 
    “Yes, she brought the Akalong clan into a new dawn. They prospered and thrived for many years under her guidance. She wasn’t just the leader; she was the head of the army too, she led them into battle hundreds of time against her own people.” The older man stated, and my eyebrows shot up. 
 
    “Was she like her people in battle? I can only assume since it was her nature as a Qianlong.” I hastily questioned, and Adrian shook his head gravely. 
 
    “No, Guoshe was Akalong through and through. She was vicious and bloodthirsty. I’ve read many stories about battles she won, and they all spoke of her tearing out the hearts of her Qianlong people and devouring them on the battlefield.” The older librarian sighed as he shook his head. 
 
    “And Anteng? What was he doing all of this time?” I questioned, fully engrossed in the tale of the two dragons. 
 
    “As to be expecting, taking over for the Qianlong’s leader when he also passed away, killed by none other than Guoshe in battle.” Haruhi’s father muttered as he stroked the painted woman’s face on the paper. 
 
    “What did Anteng do? That was practically his father or at least the only father that he knew.” I grunted as I leaned even closer on the table. 
 
    “This is where things get complicated,” Adrian said in a dramatic voice, and I felt like a street gossip listening in on a juicy story. “Dragons were dying off, humans and cat-people lived on both islands as the clans were engrossed in battle. The people who lived there were no longer amiable and also started attacking dragons. Their numbers were dwindling quickly, and their species was on the brink of extinction, both the Akalong and the Qianlong. A treaty was written up between the nations in a last-ditch effort to save their kind.” 
 
    “What kind of treaty?” I asked as I leaned back in my chair. 
 
    “Anteng from the Qianlong Clan and Guoshe from the Akalong clan would unify and become one clan,” Adrian said finally as he crossed his arms over his chest and looked to me with unwavering eyes. 
 
    “You can’t be serious? These two people, stolen from their rightful clans and forced to battle against each other…were arranged to be married?” I asked in an incredulous voice. “What happened next?” 
 
    “No record shows what happened. Guoshe and her dowry were brought over in the summer of Year 625, and nothing was heard from her again. Dragons died off one hundred years later, and that was the end of the fated Guoshe and Anteng.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Poppa?” Haruhi asked as she lifted her head from the book she shared with Annalise and adjusted her round glasses. 
 
    “Oh, the Legend of Anteng and Guoshe. Master had never heard of them, and it’s a very sad... and fun story to tell.” Adrian chuckled as he crossed his knees and rested his hands on them. 
 
    “Guoshe?” the high queen asked as she went back to the book. “That name is right here.” 
 
    “Oh my god…” Haruhi whispered as she launched herself out of the chair and held the book out in front of her. 
 
    “What?” Carmedy jumped and nearly knocked her empty teacup off the table. 
 
    “What is it? What’d you find?” Rana asked in quick succession, and Morrigan merely raised her eyebrows in question. 
 
    “I-I didn’t think of it …it’s so obvious…” the sage whispered as she brought down the book and stared at me over its pages with a pale face. “It’s listed right here, right before my very eyes…Guoshe had a daughter…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    “Guoshe had a daughter?” I asked as I stood too, and the second feline held out the book to me. 
 
    Haruhi pointed towards the line on the Akalong family tree, and there it was, right below Guoshe’s name was another, Heijing. Below Guoshe’s daughter’s name, all of her traits and powers were listed along with her description. 
 
    “This is it, oh my god, here’s her description and everything!” Haruhi cried out as she lifted her head and looked into Morrigan’s eyes. “She was real, it wasn’t a legend or just a tall tale, Guoshe and Anteng were real…and they had a daughter. This is it, the last of the Qianlong.” 
 
    “And Akalong!” Carmedy cried excitedly then her emerald eyes widened as realization washed over her, and she looked to me. “We’re gonna meet her…” 
 
    “That’s the plan, yes,” I smiled to the cat, and she wriggled in her seat excitedly as I looked to the sage. “Do you have any idea where the Qianlong city is?” 
 
    “Well, there’s no exact known location, but it’s in the mountains,” the sage told us then she tapped her chin thoughtfully for a moment. “But there is a god on the island that might know. I could take you there?” 
 
    “How soon can we leave?” I asked as I leaned over the table, and the librarian gave me an excited smile. 
 
    “Tomorrow morning at the earliest.” Haruhi grinned as she slammed the books closed and placed her closed fists on her shapely hips. 
 
    “Then we must go to dinner!” Adrian interjected. 
 
    I glanced at the older man and felt his pain for a moment. Haruhi was his only daughter, and I knew for a fact that she had an older brother in the navy, but the sage was the one who spent most of her time with the aging librarian. Adrian was exceptionally close to his daughter, and in a way, I was taking her away from him. He knew that this day would eventually come but had wished it wouldn’t for as long as he could.  
 
    I was Haruhi’s Master now, and one day, I would be her husband and the father of her children. I would provide for her as I did with all of my other women, but it was still hard on him. I rarely respected humans, there were very few that I held in high esteem, but Adrian was one of them. He was a good man who loved his work and his daughter more than life itself. From his inner thoughts, I knew he trusted me with his child, and that’s all that mattered to me. I wanted nothing more from him than the love and heart of his daughter. 
 
    “Of course, Pappa,” Haruhi smiled sweetly to the older librarian, and he sat back in his chair, relieved. “What would you like me to fix?” 
 
    “No,” Adrian said in a firm voice and shook his head defiantly. “We will go down to one of the restaurants by the water. We will drink wine and eat the finest of seafood until they have to roll us home.” 
 
    “C-can we get dressed up?” Carmedy asked nervously as she grinned, and Rana groaned from beside her. 
 
    “If you try to put me in a dress one more time, pussycat, I’ll skin your fuzzy little butt,” the redhead chuckled as she elbowed the feline. 
 
    “Sure,” Haruhi laughed lightly. “Why not? It’s a special occasion before we set off on an adventure!” 
 
    “Okay! Can we look through your clothes, Haruhi?” Carmedy asked as she launched herself out of her seat, and the sage laughed lightly. “We don’t have a lot of options except for the clothes we have in our packs.” 
 
    “I don’t see why not, I have plenty of clothes,” the sage giggled as she moved to the other side of the room and opened up one of the doors. 
 
    The room beyond was what I assumed was Haruhi’s room, though it looked like most of the apartment. Books and volumes were stacked on shelves and on the floor, the only clue that it was a bedroom was the four-poster bed pressed against the wall in the corner. My women stood from their chairs and hurried towards Haruhi’s room out of curiosity, and to my surprise, Morrigan was the one who headed the group. I leaned back in my chair to see more of the sage’s room, but she gave me a sly look and a smirk as she hastily closed the door behind them. 
 
    Adrian stood and shuffled towards the stove as the tea kettle began to boil. The older male took it off the stove and set it aside as he opened up a small cupboard and took out a box of loose tea. Then the librarian dropped in the leafs and brought the kettle over as my minions voices rang out from the inside of Haruhi’s room. It warmed my heart to know that they all got along so well, especially Morrigan who had a hard time opening up to people.  
 
    Adrian sat down beside me, and we sat in comfortable silence together as the tea brewed. His thoughts were lighthearted and straightforward as I listened to them absentmindedly, mostly about what needed to be done around the library, and once every while, he’d drift back to his daughter. He poured me a cup of the dark tea, and I sipped at the steaming cup as we waited together for my women. I glanced down at my armor, its metal exterior was pristine and shining and would do perfectly for the night Adrian had planned for us. Adrian was a man of few words and seemed contented to sit in silence with me for which I was grateful. 
 
    “I don’t know about this…” Rana’s voice ran out from behind the door, and I sat up a little straighter at the sound of her voice. 
 
    Carmedy was the member of our group who had the best eye for fashion, and anytime the redhead made a comment like that, I was sure that they all looked absolutely stunning. Haruhi’s bedroom door cracked open, and Carmedy peeked her head out as she grinned. The feline’s short black hair was pinned back in waves, and I caught my breath for a second as she stepped out from behind the door. The petite alchemist wore strappy heels that clicked against the wooden floor as she flounced in and did a twirl for us. Carmedy wore a sage green dress that ended about mid-thigh, it was long sleeved, but both the neckline, sleeves, and skirt had a lace overlay on top of the silky material underneath. The lace came up to her neck and was tied there with a sage ribbon, and she spun once more to give us a good look at the front and back. The feline hurried over to us, then turned back towards the door happily. 
 
    “Rana!” the cat-girl called and an annoyed grumble came from the other side of the door as the redhead shuffled out. 
 
    The fox stepped out in something I’d never expected to see her wearing. The dress was loose, almost like a shift dress except the waist was taken in only slightly. It was a light dusted rose color, and she hobbled out in a pair of wedges. The dress was a pretty white and pink floral pattern, and a large bow graced the neckline. She looked petite and charming, unlike the brash and tomboyish Rana I knew. One of my women had applied a light pink lipstick to her plump lips, and I couldn’t tell if they’d brushed her cheeks with blush or if the fox was actually blushing. Her curly hair lay over her shoulders as she looked anywhere but me and I quickly stood and crossed to the redhead. I lifted her chin with my fingertips, and finally, the fox looked me in the face. 
 
    “You look stunning,” I whispered then turned towards Carmedy. “The both of you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master.” The feline purred as she clasped her paws together shyly. 
 
    “I’m coming out!” Annalise laughed lightly, and we all faced the slightly open door. 
 
    The high queen stepped out in a short, summery blue dress. It came down to her knees in pleats, and every inch of the fabric was embroidered with fine golden thread. The neckline plunged down between her breasts but modestly enough not to give everyone a good look at her cleavage. The high queen’s hair wasn’t in its signature braid but instead was pinned up in an elegant updo of swirling waves. She smiled at me as she held the silky fabric of the dress in both hands and stepped towards me in flat sandals with straps that went all the way up her ankle.  
 
    I had to chuckle softly to myself as I realized that the high queen had chosen a dress that was the house colors of Tamarisch; her heritage ran strong through her blood. I held out a gloved hand to her, and she took it gently as I pulled the swordswoman to my side. I pressed a soft kiss to her pink cheek, and Annalise giggled softly in my ear as I let go of her. The high queen shuffled over and waited in line with her sisters. 
 
    Morrigan didn’t announce herself like the rest of them did but simply walked out silently. My eyes went wide immediately, and I had to clamp my jaw shut to stop it from dropping open. I’d never seen the elf in so much color before, and the rest of my minions watched me excitedly as if they expected this reaction.  
 
    The pale woman wore a floor length dress with sleeves that came to her elbows. The neckline swooped down and exposed her collarbones beautifully. The dress was covered in blues, reds, yellows, and oranges in huge flower blossoms with a black background, and I couldn’t tear my eyes away from it. Her long white hair rested over her shoulder and cascaded down her front like a waterfall. It hurt to look at her almost, she was so breathtaking, and I felt my heart pound in my chest. The elf did a turn with her delicate hands held out beside her, and she came to stand right in front of me. 
 
    “Wow,” I whispered as I reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind one of her pointed ears. “There are no words to describe your beauty, I wish I could put it into words, but I simply cannot.” 
 
    “Your expression is enough to tell me that Carmedy made the right decision,” Morrigan smiled softly as she bowed her head to me. “I wouldn’t have picked this for myself, but Haruhi said it was some sort of ceremonial gown that they wear to summer festivals.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, it compliments you perfectly.” I smiled as I leaned forward and pressed my lips against hers. 
 
    Then Morrigan melted against me and wrapped her thin arms around my neck. The elf pressed her body tightly against mine, and I felt her heart race at my touch through my armor. I stroked her hair softly as she pulled away from me and went to her sisters. 
 
    “Haruhi!” the feline clapped giddily. “Come on out!” 
 
    The sage stepped out in a pair of low heels with a strap across the front. They were shiny leather and clicked softly as she came into view. Her dress was plain compared to the others, but her body was what distracted me the most out of anything. The dress was a soft looking material in a deep wine color; it wrapped around her and tied in the front. Her large breasts and hips were perfectly outlined by the material, and I gulped instinctively as the fabric parted and exposed her shapely thighs to me. Her long, almost black hair was loose and curled and framed her stunning face as she smiled coyly at me. I wanted her more than anything in this moment, and Haruhi knew it too. She was unbelievably sexy, and I knew by the end of the night, I would have her. I stepped forward and offered the librarian an arm. 
 
    “Everyone ready to go?” Adrian asked with a wide smile. 
 
    “Yup!” Carmedy giggled, and Morrigan nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Ready, my love?” I questioned down to the sage, and she looked up at me with her glowing hazel eyes that begged for me to touch her. 
 
    “Of course, Master.” Haruhi purred in an alluring voice. 
 
    Haruhi took it and curled her fingers around my forearm possessively as her father stood from the table and crossed towards the apartment’s door. Adrian turned and held open the door for us then gestured for us to follow. The older man locked up the library and then took us along a winding way down the stairs towards the beautiful white sands of the beach. It was warm but not as hot as it was when we arrived, and the breeze brushed back Haruhi’s hair and gave me glimpses of her flawless skin. I wanted nothing more than to reach out and touch her, but I knew I shouldn’t in front of so many people. 
 
    Nekoka was a beautiful city built into the sloping sides of the island, and most of the people we passed on the stairs up and down the streets were cat-people. There were a few stray humans and other species here and there but not many compared to the sheer amount of cat-people. Carmedy hadn’t told me much about how the cat-people came to Nekoka, but I knew already that it was still when the dragons were alive.  
 
    I wanted to know more about how they came here and their culture, Morrigan said that the dress she wore was a ceremonial dress for summer festivals, and it only made me curious. The sweet smell of decadent salted caramel and chocolate wafted over from one stall that lined the street while another sent over spicy whiffs of roasted peppers and sautéed chicken. My mouth watered as we went in deeper and soon, my stomach protested loudly, but from the front of our group, Adrian showed no signs of stopping. We wound through the food stall district, and it led up to fancier restaurants with large tables seated outside in the warm weather. Cat-people sat together in expensive looking clothes and toasted each other loudly. Carmedy smiled to them warmly, but the sage beside me didn’t do the same, in fact, her face seemed to sour as she stared at the more affluent people. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked in a whisper, and Haruhi barely raised her eyes to me as she moved her vision over the cat-people. 
 
    “It’s nothing.” The librarian smiled as she shook off the strange expression and looked up into my eyes, but I could tell she was lying, and I made a mental note to ask her about it later when we were alone. 
 
    The restaurant that Adrian took us to was all the way at the bottom of the island, but the long walk was gorgeous, and the view of the azure ocean made my minions gasp and chatter happily. We’d spent so much time on the boat, and it surprised me that they could still look out over the massive expanse of water and see something of beauty. Adrian requested a table outside, and the cat-man dressed in a pristine white suit led us out onto a stone slab at the back of the restaurant then out onto the blindingly white sand. Carmedy giggled softly as she slipped out of her shoes and dug her paws into the warm sand. Annalise chuckled in her raspy voice then took off her shoes too. I went ahead without Haruhi then pulled out a chair for her. The sage blushed and bowed her head to me as she slipped gracefully into the chair, and then I pushed it in for her until she was comfortable. 
 
    Adrian ordered us all kinds of things that most of my women had never tried, except for Carmedy and Haruhi, of course, being island natives. The servers brought out massive lobsters that looked to be the size of small dogs, crab legs the same length as Bloodscale and heaping mountains of pasta with other seafood mixed into a creamy sauce.  
 
    The petite alchemist was in heaven as she dove face first into the food, and Adrian laughed good-naturedly as he also piled his plate high with delicious seafood. We drank casks of wine and laughed together as a family. I was grateful for this moment as there weren’t many times that we had been able to just sit, relax, and enjoy each other’s company. We moved from dungeon to dungeon so quickly that time seemed to fly by without any of us noticing it. My minions and I were together constantly, we never left each other’s sides, but we rarely took time just to sit and talk like this, and I relished it. 
 
    The sun slowly sank as we finished off our meal and our last glasses of wine. Then Adrian patted his swollen stomach and licked his lips with a smack. The old librarian leaned back in his chair and yawned loudly at the same time as Carmedy did. I laughed lightly, slightly drunk from all the wine and good company. The servers came and cleared away our dishes as we rose from our seats in the sand. Rana intertwined her arm with Morrigan’s as she stumbled up the beach, and the emotionless pale woman supported her. 
 
    “Elfy-elfy-bo-belfy, banana-fo-fe—oh man, gotta stop for a second.” The redhead groaned as she leaned forward and rested her hands on her knees. 
 
    “If you need me to carry you up the stairs--” Morrigan started in a cold voice, but Rana cut her off with a loud cry. 
 
    “Yes, please!” the fox moaned. 
 
    “Then please ask Annalise, and she may be able to help you,” the elf snickered as she patted the redhead’s back. 
 
    “Hey! That’s not happening!” the swordswoman laughed from farther behind as she held hands with the very intoxicated Carmedy, who sang some Canartian song in her native language. 
 
    I headed for the restaurant when Haruhi tugged on my arm and held me back from the group. I glanced down at her and had to stop and stare at how beautiful she looked in the moonlight. Her almost black hair looked like pooled oil, and her hazel eyes reflected the glowing light of the moon. I could tell what she wanted just from looking in her eyes, and I glanced back up at the rest of our party for a second. None of them had noticed our absence, and I doubted they would until they got back to the library. 
 
    “What is it, my darling?” I asked in a gruff voice, and Haruhi’s skin vibrated with gooseflesh. 
 
    “Would you like to join me on a walk? The beach is lovely and deserted at this time of night,” the sage whispered over to me as she watched the receding backs of our party. 
 
    “Of course, lead the way.” I smiled as I held out a hand, and she intertwined her fingers with mine. 
 
    The waves crashed against the shore in a soothing rhythm, but I was more distracted by the sage’s beautiful face and voluptuous body. Her breasts swayed as she walked, and I couldn’t tear my eyes away from them.  
 
    I couldn’t stop thinking about the way her body would feel pressed against mine, and I felt my member harden in my pants as I imagined sliding into her for only the second time. Haruhi was my newest minion, and I’d only been with her once, but that single time stayed in my memory for a lot longer than I had expected. I’d taken her in the library she loved so much, and as we walked down the beach, I imagined taking her right here on the soft sand.  
 
    As if reading my mind, Haruhi turned to me with a burning desire in her eyes. Her thoughts were innocent as we walked down the beach together, but the farther we got, the more she thought about that time in the library. It seemed as if we both had the same idea, and I couldn’t suppress my desire any longer as I reached out for her. 
 
    We came together like two crashing waves. Haruhi’s lips found mine hungrily in the dark, and I consumed them as if they were some type of dark, juicy fruit. The sage’s tongue slipped into my mouth and intertwined with mine as her paws worked their way into my luxuriously thick hair.  
 
    My arms wrapped around her shapely body and brought her roughly to my chest. The librarian knew precisely what she was doing as her hand went immediately to the growing length of my penis and stroked it from the outside of my pants. Her paws worked tirelessly to bring my member to life, and it sprung to life under her attentive hand. I groaned into her hair as my hand went into the soft fabric of her dress and found one of her bare, plump breasts. Her nipple hardened against the palm of my hand and my fingers tweaked it playfully, and the sage moaned against me as her hand clamped around my throbbing member. I threw my head back and groaned through gritted teeth as her paws worked at the fastenings of my pants and slipped inside. Haruhi gripped me then ran her paw over my massive member as more guttural noises escaped my throat. 
 
    I knew I was her first, and I would be her only one for the rest of her life, but nonetheless the sage knew what she was doing as she moved her paw faster over me, and her hand became wet with my sticky precum. The cat-girl pulled her paw out of my pants and licked the liquid from her fingertips as she looked me deeply in the eye, and it nearly sent me over the edge. I grabbed her tighter, but the slippery feline jumped out of my grasp as she held onto the tie at her waist. 
 
    Haruhi untied the fabric then let it drop as she opened the wrap dress. The sage was utterly nude underneath and revealed her shapely body to me in the moonlight. Her breasts were huge, larger than any of my other minions and her body was a perfect hourglass. Her hips bloomed out and were soft and smooth looking even in the dim light of the moon. Her pubic mound was completely devoid of hair just like I remembered from before, and she sauntered toward me. Her hips rolled, and I imagined opening them up and sliding into her.  
 
    Haruhi was special to me in a way that my other minions weren’t, it wasn’t that I loved her more, no, that certainly wasn’t true. The sage knew more about me than the others did, and it created a new type of connection between the two of us that the others and I didn’t share. She already knew the darker parts of me and loved me anyway. My original four minions only knew what I’d told them after I’d been released from my dungeon, but Haruhi knew everything, she knew the past and the present, and I would bet with all of her collective knowledge, she could tell my future too. 
 
    I slid my hand from her breast down along her stomach to the crease of her legs, and the cat moaned against my opened mouth. My fingers glided over her dripping lips, and I pressed my hand against her thigh for her to open her legs to me. The cat-girl complied, and I slipped my hand over her womanhood then inside of her. Haruhi’s voice rose as her hand clamped down on my shoulder, and her hips rocked against my hand.  
 
    Haruhi was desperate in her need, and I slid my fingers in and out of her faster and faster as her juices dripped down my hand. She felt like exquisite silk wrapping around me, and I knew if I didn’t enter her soon, I’d probably go mad.  
 
    The sage pulled away from me, and my fingers slipped out of her. My beating need was taking over me, and I couldn’t resist anymore, but the feline seemed to be on the same page as me as she threw off the dress and lay down on the soft sand. Her legs opened up as she stared lustfully at me, and she gave me a full view of her womanhood. I slipped out of my clothing and armor in an instant as I used my telekinetic power to strip it away from my body. I knelt down in front of her with my throbbing member in my hand as I prepared to enter her. 
 
    The head of my penis brushed against Haruhi’s dripping entrance, and the kitten squealed and cupped her breasts. She was so warm, and I gritted my teeth as I pressed into her. Haruhi grinded against me and forced me deeper inside of her, and I slammed my hand down above her head to support my body as waves of pleasure rocked my spine.  
 
    The sage’s moans rose in pitch as she rocked her hips against me and forced my member in and out of her at a fast pace. She was so tight around me that I had to grit my teeth and bear it as I stared off into space to keep from orgasming immediately. Haruhi was eager to please me, and she noticed the difference in my behavior immediately and slowed her hips down. I growled in the back of my throat as I gripped her by the shoulder and slammed my member into her harder than ever.  
 
    The sage’s mouth dropped open, and a scream of pleasure rang out all the way down the empty beach. 
 
    Waves crashed in the background as I pleasured her, and as she reached her tenth orgasm, she clamped down on my shoulder with her sharp little teeth. I threw back my head and groaned as I pounded into her, and her core tightened around me one last time.  
 
    “Give me your seed, Kazama! Fill me to the brim with it,” Haruhi whispered desperately into my ear as if she were pleading with me. 
 
    “Yessss,” I growled as my hot, frothy cum spilled into her pulsing walls. Fireworks bloomed before my eyes as I pumped my seed into her accepting body, and she cried out again when she felt her womb fill with my cum.  
 
    Once I’d finished, I collapsed on top of her, and we both clung to each other as our breathing evened out. She pressed her entire body against me, and I held her tightly to my chest. I gulped loudly then glanced down at her as she lay her head flat against my bare chest. 
 
    “Thank you.” I murmured to her in my deep, vibrating voice. 
 
    “For what?” Haruhi whispered back as she caught her breath. 
 
    “For always calling me by my name, my true name.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    We set off midmorning the next day, and Adrian waved us off from the steps of the library. Even from this distance, I could see the tears in his eyes as his daughter turned back to wave. Haruhi wore the same dark cyan dress from the day before, and it billowed out around her as she called out to her father. 
 
    “Bye, Pappa! Love you! Stay safe!” Haruhi’s voice rang out around the courtyard, but Adrian didn’t call back, only stood sadly by himself on the steps. 
 
    All of my minions waved goodbye to the elderly librarian, and I stopped for a moment and bowed to him. I knew that Haruhi felt terrible about leaving her father alone, but it was only for a few days before her brother arrived back from the navy. I wrapped an arm around the sage’s shoulders and pressed a tender kiss to the top of her head. Haruhi looked up into my face and gave me a half smile. She was worried about her father, but she knew that this was the right thing to do. It was time for her to leave the nest and start her own adventure, and both she and her father knew that.  
 
    Adrian was aware that time would come eventually, too, and no matter how much time he spent preparing, it would still cut him deeply to watch his daughter walk away from him for the first time. 
 
    “How far into the mountains do we have to go?” Rana asked as Haruhi guided us up higher into the city. 
 
    The houses and businesses thinned the higher we went, and grass and thick trees reclaimed the island. It was beautiful up here, and the view of the azure water was absolutely breathtaking. The stairs we walked on had changed too, they weren’t painted white up here but crumbled in some places from disrepair. I didn’t mind it, and my minions hopped over the crumbled concrete as they giggled to each other. The grass and weeds were overgrown up here, and most of the houses looked abandoned.  
 
    I sensed no one around us except for the stray animals and creatures that frolicked through the forest. The sweet scent of the forest intermingled with the salty scent of the ocean and wafted all around us. Haruhi seemed to be in her element out here, she wore a leather pack across her body, and it looked heavy from the weight of multiple books, but the sage didn’t complain once the entire hike. The librarian headed our group as the staircase ended abruptly into the tall grass that brushed at the feline’s thighs. 
 
    The redhead stopped and sniffed the air, and the rest of our party stopped and waited for her to say something. We trusted Rana’s nose and ears more than any map, but it seemed that whatever the fox smelled wasn’t dangerous since her face split into a grin, and she tore off through the tall grass. Then the fox practically threw herself into a thick bush of small, sweet-smelling flowers and plucked off a few. 
 
    The rest of us watched as she pinched the end of the yellowing flower and pulled. A small droplet of nectar bloomed at the tip of the flower, and the redhead threw her head back and let it fall into her mouth. I furrowed my brows, but my other minions rushed over and began plucking off flowers one by one. 
 
    I stepped under the tree cover but didn’t pluck any of the yellow flowers like my women did. I turned my head and listened to the forest. The entire climb up, we’d heard bird song and small woodland creatures scurrying through the underbrush, but now, it was deadly silent. It made the hairs at the back of my neck stand up, and I felt it, the presence of a god’s power all around us.  
 
    I reached into my void pocket for the God Slayer, and Annalise paused with a flower held to her mouth. The petals fell to the ground as her chocolate-brown eyes swiveled around the forest. The high queen reached for Bloodscale and drew the mighty sword silently. Annalise bent her knees and lowered herself closer to the ground as the sound of soft footfalls reached our ears. 
 
    It took a moment for the rest of my women to stop and listen, but Rana was the first. The fox’s black-tipped ears twitched, and her paws dropped the handful of flowers she held. The redhead slipped one hand into the small leather pack strapped to her leg and pulled out two elven daggers. The fox held one in each hand and stepped out of the bush. 
 
    “What is it?” the high queen whispered over to me as the footsteps got louder. 
 
    “I’m not sure, but we’ve been sensed out by the god up here. Haruhi, how close are we to the dungeon?” I asked as I glanced over at the sage, and she looked up at me with anxious eyes. 
 
    “It’s right over that ridge,” the librarian pointed, and I looked to where she indicated. 
 
    “Should we run?” Carmedy asked in a hushed voice, and I squared my shoulders and shook my head. 
 
    “Have we ever run before?” I chuckled, and the petite alchemist smirked in response. 
 
    “What about Haruhi?” Morrigan questioned in her usual cold tone as a green light surrounded her palms. “She doesn’t seem to have a weapon.” 
 
    I turned my head to look down at the smallest of my minions. The librarian adjusted her glasses and patted down the heavy pack she held across her body. She flipped it open and pulled out a large book then shrugged at me. 
 
    “This will do, it can be a weapon or a shield; either way, I think I’m covered.” Haruhi tittered nervously. 
 
    “Stay behind me,” I commanded her as I grabbed onto her wrist and pulled the sage closer to me. “We’ll find you a better weapon later.” 
 
    I kept my eyes looking towards the crest of the hill where the sounds came from and before long, a large, furry brown head emerged. The creature was huge and lumbered like a bear as it came into full view, but it certainly wasn’t a creature of this earth. My minions’ eyes widened, and they took defensive stances all around me. The creature was tall, almost as tall as the trees around us, and it moved sluggishly as its yellow eyes searched the forest. Large horns sprouted from its head and rotting flesh hung from the bone from where it had gored other creatures. Its head resembled that of a deer but on a much larger scale and its maw was pulled back to expose its sharp teeth. The creature walked on its hoofed legs, but its hands were spindly and shaped like a human’s. Its thin ribs poked out of the taut skin of its stomach, and its spine rippled up its back like a fin. 
 
    I knew this creature well, had seen many of its kind in my time as the god of the underworld. They were known as half-lifers, humans that had crossed over into a realm of spirits by choice. Their true name was Wetiko, and they were created when humans consumed the flesh of others, usually out of desperation. It made no sense that such a creature would be here on the island. I assumed the Wetiko was brought here by the god in the dungeon to do its bidding without ever leaving the confines of its entrapment. It was pathetic, and I would rid the island of not only the half-lifer but also the god. 
 
    I stepped forward towards the Wetiko, and the creature sniffed wetly through its nostrils. Its yellow eyes looked mad, its mind beyond human thought or logic, and I knew that I had to put it out of its misery. I held the God Slayer tightly in my hands as the Wetiko raised its head and roared into the blue sky. Frightened birds took flight, and small animals in the underbrush scurried away at the sound, but it did nothing to me, this creature was dead the moment I laid eyes on it. 
 
    The Wetiko’s head slammed back down, and our eyes connected as it lumbered forward. The creature tensed its hands in claws and barreled towards me with all of its might. I gritted my teeth, tightened my grip on the shaft of the polearm, and thrust forward. The three blades slammed into the sunken-in belly of the Wetiko and tore through its matted flesh. Blackened blood fell to the grass, and I ripped away from the beast as I pulled the God Slayer away with both hands. The Wetiko barely reacted to the wound and whipped its spindly left arm at me, but I ducked under it. I felt the air part from the creature’s inhuman strength as the clawed hand passed over my head. I slammed the blades into the Wetiko’s ribs and felt two of them splinter as the weapon entered into its body. I held the haft tightly in my hand as I spun away and toppled the creature over. 
 
    I pulled the God Slayer back, and the same black blood dripped from its blades to the grass at our feet. The creature nearly fell to the forest floor, but managed to regain its balance. Blood oozed from its two wounds, but it made no sound, although its thin chest rose and fell as it breathed heavily. Saliva dribbled from its flattened deer-like teeth, and it shook its head, sending spittle flying through the air. 
 
    As we faced off, I stared deeply into its yellow eyes, and all the thoughts that passed through its infected mind were garbled masses of words that made no sense. This creature was driven to insanity after consuming the flesh of other humans and transformed into the being it was now. It was stuck in the in-between of being part human and part monster, it needed to be put down, and I would be the one to do it. 
 
    The Wetiko lowered its head and raced towards me, but I was ready as I pooled all of my dark power around me. I slammed the God Slayer down into the soft earth and let go of it; the weapon stood on its own as I summoned up the forest gods power. I felt everything around me, the trees, the plants, and the earth. It felt natural to me, the forest god had been one of the first I’d added to my collection of powers, and it’d been with me all of this time. Using this power came to me like second nature as I gripped onto the roots of every tree surrounding us. I closed my eyes and breathed in through my mouth as I pulled the roots closer, and they responded to me. 
 
    I could hear the pounding of the Wetiko’s hooves as the beast thundered closer, but it didn’t matter how close it got, the battle would be over soon. I exhaled loudly as dirt exploded up around my feet and the Wetiko’s, but I didn’t open my eyes until I heard the creature scream out in agony. My eyelids slipped open as a wicked smile spread over my lips, and I took in my handiwork. 
 
    All the roots exploded up from the grass and stabbed into the Wetiko’s body from all angles. The roots held the creature aloft in the air, and it struggled to free itself but the more it did, the deeper the roots sunk in. The radicles wriggled and curled themselves around the Wetiko’s body, and the beast roared in pain as its thin hands ripped at the brown roots. 
 
    I rolled my head back, and my neck cracked satisfyingly as I stepped towards the trapped Wetiko. Its horns ripped at the tubers but only managed to get themselves stuck even more. Blackened blood spilled to the ground like tar and stained the grass in massive pools. The Wetiko’s yellow eyes met mine and seemed to plead with me, but there was no use. 
 
    I was not a god of mercy. 
 
    I strode to where the beast was held in the air and stood over it. Its yellow eyes followed my movements, and every few seconds, I could pick out cohesive thoughts in the creature’s mind, but they were few and far between. The Wetiko had decided on this life the first time it had eaten human flesh, and it deserved this death. I lifted both hands above my head and let my power move around me in waves of black smoke. The Wetiko choked and snorted in pain and fear, but I didn’t pull back, if anything, I pushed even harder. My black force surrounded it, and soon, he was obscured from our eyes. 
 
    The Wetiko thrashed and whined, but the struggle was in vain as the roots sunk in deeper into its flesh. The creature breathed in the black smoke, and I felt myself spread through its body like a disease. It passed through its nostrils down into its lungs where it collected and festered like a cancer. The Wetiko’s breathing loudened, and I grinned to myself as the infection began to spread through its entire body. I clenched my fists as the roots around the Wetiko tightened for the last time. I ripped my hands apart in the air, and all the roots followed in the movement. 
 
    The Wetiko barely made a sound as its limbs were pulled apart, and the surrounding smoke dissipated in an unseen gale. The only things holding the Wetiko together were the moist black splices of cartilage, and from inside the beast’s ribcage, his intestines all fell out to the grassy floor in a blackened pool. I pulled back my hands, and the roots wavered in the air for a moment then retracted towards the earth. The tubers snuggled themselves deep in the earth, then were gone from sight as I stepped away. 
 
    Without the support of the roots, the Wetiko’s body fell to the forest floor wetly and lay still. Its glazed, yellow eyes stared up at the cornflower blue sky, and I kicked aside its limp hand to move back towards my women. 
 
    My minions still held their weapons, and Haruhi held up the massive book in front of her face as she shook. I’d forgotten that the sage came from the same chain of islands that Carmedy did, and I’d have to break her of her pacifist ways. The sage peeked out from behind the book, and her hazel eyes were filled with worry. Haruhi’s gaze shifted towards the Wetiko’s corpse, and she gulped loudly as she held the book to her chest, but then she said something that surprised me. 
 
    “We didn’t even get to fight.” The sage said in a disappointed tone, and my eyebrows raised. 
 
    “Did you want to fight?” I chuckled as I wrenched the God Slayer free and slipped it back into my void pocket. 
 
    Haruhi stammered for a second, and Rana’s red eyebrows shot up in surprise as she looked to her studious sister. A sly smile slipped over the fox’s features as she nudged Haruhi gently with her elbow. 
 
    “Were you itching to get your first taste of blood?” Rana prodded, and the librarian flushed a deep crimson as she cutely hid her face. 
 
    “I-I’ve never been in a fight, I’ve read about them in books, and the idea of getting into one…sounds fun.” Haruhi admitted as she tugged on a strand of her almost black hair and her words excited me. 
 
    Carmedy had been reluctant to learn how to fight and kill, but it seemed that Haruhi would be much different. The sage looked down at her book then glanced sadly over at the weapons my others minions held. I crossed to her and placed a tender hand on her shoulder, and she raised her shaking hazel eyes to mine. 
 
    “The dungeon awaits, you still will get to fight, don’t worry,” I told her as I gestured up the hill where I felt the god’s power beating from. 
 
    “But I don’t have--” Haruhi went to speak, but I held up a single finger to stop her as I read her thoughts. 
 
    “We will find you a weapon,” I told her as I let my hand drop from her shoulder and Haruhi’s plump lips closed, then upturned at the corners as she gave me an innocent smile. 
 
    I turned and quickly climbed the hill as my minions followed after me. It wasn’t a long walk, but the silence of the woods continued as we climbed. No birds called, and no animals moved through the brush like they had earlier, and I knew it all had to do with the god we were dealing with. 
 
    I glanced back at Haruhi, and the sage was alert, and her ears moved in tandem just like Rana’s and Carmedy’s. I’d sensed out the god already and knew who we were dealing with, but I wanted to test out the librarian’s extensive knowledge we’d seen before. Her hazel eyes met mine, and her eyebrows raised in question. 
 
    “Haruhi, what can you tell us about the god who lives in this dungeon?” I asked as we came over the crest of the hill and stepped over fallen trees and branches closer to the dark entrance. 
 
    The librarian perked up, and she nearly vibrated with excitement as we took our first steps inside of the dungeon. The sage ran her hand along the smooth rock walls as her eyes upturned towards the mossy ceiling. 
 
    “This dungeon has been here for a long time, although many people on the island don’t know about it. I’d suspect that no one has ever been in here before, since Nekokian people, like all of Canarta, don’t like violence and wouldn’t kill the god within,” the sage told us in a voice that sounded far away like she was reciting the lines from one of her favorite books. “This is the dungeon of Nanook, the god of animals, or more specifically bears.” 
 
    “Why was he thrown from the heavens?” Morrigan asked as her dark eyes moved over the sage’s face, and Haruhi nodded happily. 
 
    “He tried to steal the domain of another. There’s a smaller, less powerful god on the lowest point of Kegawa. Nanook thought he was strong enough to overpower the god and take control of both of the islands. The god’s realm quickly took notice of his actions and blasted him out of the heavens.” The sage told us, and I nodded along. 
 
    I knew of Nanook but not well. My parents were in the High Order, and my status was above the lowly god of the animals. I could still remember the god’s round face and jolly laughter that echoed through the heavens on more than one occasion. From what I remember of Nanook, he was kind and jubilant, but that didn’t mask the fact that he was power hungry like most other gods. He wanted all the earth to himself as I did, but the difference between us was that I was succeeding in my efforts. 
 
    “What types of powers does he have and what type of sigil?” Annalise questioned over her shoulder, and the sage’s brow knit as she concentrated hard. 
 
    “Well, he’s the god of the animals, so mostly he controls animals, and his sigil is a bit strange,” Haruhi explained as she turned towards the high queen and drew in the air with her paw. “It goes up like this, spikes up a few times to a point then comes back down in the same way.” 
 
    “Oh?” the swordswoman murmured in a confused tone, and I turned back with a half-smile. 
 
    “It looks like a leaf, which is kind of fitting for how he looks.” I chuckled, and Haruhi’s eyes glittered as she nodded vigorously. 
 
    “What does he look like then?” Rana asked as she scrunched up her nose and turned towards the sage. 
 
    “A bear,” the librarian laughed lightly. “He’s kind of pudgy, fuzzy and…” Haruhi trailed off as she thought for a word. 
 
    “Cute?” Carmedy giggled, and Haruhi tilted her head curiously then laughed. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you could say that about him.” The sage smiled to her feline sister, and the alchemist’s tail swished out behind her happily. 
 
    “But be wary,” I said in a somber tone, and the feeling in the air around us changed as my minions became more serious. “No matter how he looks, he is still a fallen god, and he could strike out at you at any second. Just because he’s…cute doesn’t mean he won’t flay you alive.” 
 
    I turned back toward the darkness ahead of us, and my minions huddled together. Each of my women held their weapons tightly, and it was almost comical the way that Haruhi held the book out in front of her, but from the way her eyes flashed, I could tell that she could cause some harm with the hard leather cover if she really wanted. 
 
    Nanook hadn’t shown himself yet, but though much weaker than mine, his power was all around us. I followed the trail of power like a bloodhound, and we traveled deeper into the darkness of the dungeon. Our boots crunched against the dirt floor, and a few times, I had to step over large rocks then help my women over them one at a time. We were close to his nexus, and it was strange to me that it wasn’t buried deeper underground, but we hurried on toward it. 
 
    A few of Haruhi’s words stuck with me, and I rolled them over in my head. Nanook was the god of the animals, and he could control them. I stopped dead in my tracks, and Annalise bumped into my back softly. I glanced back at my minions in the gloom around us and took an inventory of all of them. The high queen stood directly behind me and stared up into my face with question eyes, Carmedy, Rana, and Haruhi stood in a loose line behind her and Morrigan took up the back as she usually did. 
 
    “God of the animals?” I asked and, in an instant, Haruhi’s fluffy white ears lay flat against her head as she hissed loudly. 
 
    Rana’s tail puffed up as she lowered herself to the floor and growled deep in the back of her throat, and my eyes narrowed on the three hybrid-women. I felt rage building inside of me. Carmedy’s short black hair ruffled up as her ears lay back too just like Haruhi’s, and the petite alchemist tensed her paws in the air then swiped out at me. 
 
    Annalise grabbed onto my arm and jumped out of the way of the incoming paw. I grabbed the high queen and pulled her behind me as I glanced back at Morrigan. The elven woman was utterly unnoticed by the three hybrid-women and therefore safe from any attack. 
 
    “Holy shit, Master, what do we do?” Annalise cried in my ear as she held Bloodscale out, then glanced down at the weapon. 
 
    I could tell that the high queen was having a moral debate with herself in her head. Would she defend her Master to protect him, or would she lay down her sword for her sisters? She would have to do neither. 
 
    I shot out my right hand and made a fist in the air as I gritted my teeth. My dark power whipped around us and blew back our hair for a second as it surrounded the hybrid women. I wrapped the dark energy around them, almost like a rope, and my women roared, not in pain but out of anger. Their faces were masks of pure rage as they fought against the invisible force. I held them there as each of them threw back their heads and hissed at the rock ceiling of the tunnel. I raised my hand higher, and the hybrid women’s feet lifted from the floor as I turned back toward the darkness ahead of us. 
 
    “Show yourself, you fucking coward,” I growled through my teeth as my women struggled even harder against their invisible bonds. 
 
    Loud, guttural laughter exploded up the hall as Nanook chortled in his nexus ahead. His voice was so familiar and reminded me once again of my time in the heavens. I reached into my void pocket for the God Slayer as the archway into his nexus appeared a few paces away. 
 
    “Unum Tenebris! My boy!” Nanook boomed in a friendly, jovial manner that made my hands tighten around the haft of the God Slayer. “Look who finally found me. I would say welcome home, but we’re both far away from home.” 
 
    I stepped through the archway, and golden light exploded all around us as the three of my hybrid women screamed and thrashed against my power. I held them tightly in place but not enough to hurt them in any way. I was their protector, and Nanook would pay for what he’d done to them. 
 
    Nanook looked just as he did in the heavens and how Haruhi described. He sat crossed legged on the floor with his paws resting on his knees as his furry face smiled at us. The god of the animals was huge, larger than three men combined and covered in snow white fur, except for his ears and two black splotches around his eyes. His bright eyes were emerald green and flashed as he tilted his massive head at me. 
 
    I slammed my hand out into the air and tensed my fingers. Nanook gasped and sputtered for air as I used the smallest amount of my dark power to choke him off. His round eyes widened and stared out at me from the recesses of black fur as he grabbed at his throat as if to loosen my ethereal grip. 
 
    “Release my women and your death won’t be as painful.” I snarled as my hands tightened in the air, and Nanook sputtered even louder. “Don’t release them, and I’ll rip off your pelt while you’re still alive. Either way, you will die; it’s your choice.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Nanook’s eyes pleaded with me as his massive paws beat at the air, but I showed him no mercy. I had no intention of parlaying with him. From behind me, all three of my hybrid women quieted, and when I glanced back at them, they looked more conscious than before, though a bit dazed. I let my dark power drop from around them, and Rana jumped away howling in anger. 
 
    Her baby-blue eyes were bright with anger, and she held her daggers out in front of her as she approached the massive bear. The fox was nearly foaming at the mouth with rage, and I let my power drop from around the god as one of the elven daggers flew through the air towards him. The knife hit him in the belly, and the god howled in pain as he struggled to reach the blade. 
 
    Rana was too fast for him as she pounced at him. The elven dagger flashed through the air and sliced into every limb that she could reach. The redhead used the single dagger like a handhold as she stabbed it high into his stomach and grabbed for the second knife. The fox ripped it free then swung forward with her paw still clenched around the knife which was still buried in Nanook’s side. Then Rana used her momentum to swing forward, stab into the massive bear’s white belly, and then drag the dagger backward. 
 
    Scarlet blood spilled down Nanook’s pristine white fur, and the bear roared. Nanook swatted at the tiny fox, but she ripped both of the daggers free and scurried around him.  
 
    Nanook was too large and too slow to keep up with her. His massive paws beat at the empty air, but Rana scurried up his back with the help of her knives and quickly climbed the nape of his neck. 
 
    “Bet you don’t like it when someone fucks with your head, asshole!” Rana screamed as she placed one of the knives between her teeth and lifted the other in both hands over her head. 
 
    The redhead slammed the dagger down, and it sliced into the middle of Nanook’s skull, but the bear didn’t drop, only thrashed around as he roared. His movements made Rana lose her grip, and she tumbled off backward from his shoulders. The dagger was still buried in Nanook’s thick skull, and blood dribbled down around his furry face and stained more of his white fur scarlet. 
 
    Annalise blew past me with both of her swords drawn, and Haruhi disappeared around the back of Nanook with the book tucked under her arm. Carmedy quickly mixed up a bag of potions from beside me, and she named off each of the ingredients as she poured them into the bundle. 
 
    “Minced daisy root, peeled shrivel fig, sliced caterpillars, one rat spleen,” the feline whispered as she pulled out a tiny bottle and popped the cork. “a dash of leech juice, blech, that smells nasty. Then some cowbane and some wormwood for fun.” 
 
    The Carmedy sealed off the smoking potion in its bundle and dropped it into the cradle of her slingshot. The petite alchemist lifted the slingshot, closed one eye as she aimed, then let it fly. I followed its trajectory, and the small bundle found its mark directly in the middle of Nanook’s chest. The packet exploded with a cloud of green smoke that completely enveloped the massive bear. 
 
    Nanook snarled from within the cloud, and I watched as the smoke swirled and broke. My eyebrows raised as Nanook appeared from the cloud of smoke but much smaller than he was before. I glanced over at Carmedy, and the feline giggled as she scratched at an ear. 
 
    “That’s a Shrinking Solution for you! How does it feel to be cut down to size, meaniehead?” Carmedy yelled as she ran away and began mixing up another potion. 
 
    I turned my attention towards the high queen as she squared off with the bear. Annalise’s movements were fluid and smooth as she thrust out with Bloodscale and cleanly sliced into Nanook’s side. The much smaller bear, now only a few inches taller than the swordswoman, swiped out at the weapons but Annalise leaped back gracefully.  
 
    Nanook was thrown off balance, not used to the size that Carmedy had formed him into, and he stumbled forward.  
 
    The high queen’s brown eyes glittered as she lifted the unnamed sword high over her head and sliced down with it. The blade of the unnamed sword cleanly severed Nanook’s left paw. The dead hand tumbled to the floor as Nanook brought the bleeding stump closer to his chest and screamed in agony. 
 
    Morrigan slunk up behind him with her palms glowing with emerald power. Slowly, she lifted her hands, and the god was lifted off the floor. The elven woman held him there, and suddenly, the emerald light surrounding both of them began to crackle with life. Nanook convulsed in the air, and bright fire consumed parts of his body as the emerald light came to life. Sections of his fur singed off, and a mighty roar ripped up the great beast’s throat as he batted at his own burning skin. 
 
    I lifted a single hand into the air, and Morrigan nodded once and dropped the struggling bear to the floor. I stepped up in front of him as the shrinking solution began to wear off. Nanook’s body returned to its normal size, and all of the wounds my minions had inflicted only became larger. Nanook wavered on his feet, and I took in all the damage. The god was covered in blood, and most of his fur was burned, some of it still smoked from the elven woman’s attack. His black, marble-sized eyes were dazed and filled with pain. 
 
    I’d molded my women into perfect warriors, and they’d taken the initiative before I even had the chance to give them the word. I stood in front of the colossal bear god, and his barely focused eyes glared down at me. I wasn’t surprised that my women had weakened him so much, but what did surprise me to see was the top of Haruhi’s head as she climbed up the wounded bear’s back. 
 
    Rana’s elven dagger stuck out of the top of Nanook’s head as Haruhi wriggled herself into place on his shoulders. The god didn’t seem to notice as he groaned in pain, and the sage lifted the heavy book over her head. Haruhi’s hazel eyes shone with determination as she focused in on the hilt of the dagger and brought the heavy book down. The hard leather cover hit the handle of the dagger and drove it deeper into the top of Nanook’s skull. The crunch and crack that came after resounded around the god’s nexus and from beside me, Rana winced from the painful sound. 
 
    “Where’s the Qianlong?” Haruhi screamed as she brought the book up again, and Nanook barely had time to swivel his head as the book came down again. 
 
    The crunch was louder this time, and blood poured off his face in rivulets, but that didn’t stop the sage as she yelled again in an angry voice. 
 
    “Tell us where the goddamn Qianlong is, Nanook!” the sage roared, and I’d never seen her this vicious before. 
 
    The librarian’s almost black hair swung out around her, and her round-framed glasses flashed hatefully in the dim light. Haruhi held the book up over her head, but her arms didn’t waver or shake from strain as she glared down at the back of the bear’s skull. 
 
    “The Qianlong?” Nanook asked in a slurred voice. 
 
    The god stood in a pool of his own blood, and the scarlet liquid dripped from the stump where his paw used to be. I didn’t feel an ounce of pity for him; he’d brought all of this upon himself. He’d taken over the minds of three of my minions, and each of them had taken turns attacking him, but I’d yet to have my turn. 
 
    “You are the only being on this island who knows the location of the Qianlong! Where is she?” Haruhi shouted in a voice that didn’t seem to be her own. 
 
    “The last beast of her kind, yes, the offspring of the vengeful Akalong and the peaceful Qianlong tribes. Heijing… the last reminder of a time when beasts took to the sky.” Nanook whispered in a tired, faraway voice, and Haruhi’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Where is she?” the sage roared, and the god’s eyes winced. 
 
    “The mountainside, west of here,” the god answered in a slow, thick voice. “There are two twin peaks before the highest point of the mountain. The path between the peaks will lead you there.” 
 
    “And that will take us directly to the Holy Temple, correct?” Haruhi snarled, and Nanook’s head nodded limply. 
 
    “The temple is the only remaining building left of the Qianlong city,” the bear answered in a hushed whisper. “Between the peaks, you will see the ruins of the guard towers, that’s when you will know that you’ve found the right place.” 
 
    Haruhi’s eyes glittered as she thought, and I knew she was running over the layout of the island in her mind. The sage’s eyes narrowed as she honed in on the exact spot Nanook spoke of. Haruhi nodded once then dropped from the god’s shoulders with the huge book in hand. 
 
    I stepped forward as the sage came around the massive being’s body. The sage hurried over to her sisters, and they began to speak in quiet but excited tones. But as I stepped up in front of Nanook, my women went silent and watched me attentively. 
 
    “Kill me, Dark One, please, just kill me,” Nanook begged through a hoarse voice. 
 
    His black eyes were wide with fear, and his furry body shook as he stood in a pool of his blood. My women had wounded him severely, but I would do as he asked and finish the job. I didn’t need the God Slayer for this, no; I would use all of my dark power at once. I slammed out my left hand and ripped the bear’s head back as I held Nanook in place with the other. I summoned the lava god’s power above him, and Nanook stayed absolutely still while a massive orb of lava formed above his furry head. Using my hands as tools to manipulate my dark power, I ripped my right hand back, and Nanook’s maw fell open. 
 
    My women were silent behind me as they watched my dark power move all around them. Haruhi stood in the middle of her sisters; this was only the second time she’d seen a true god at work, and her mouth pressed into a hard line. From her thoughts, I could tell that the pacifist in her heart wanted her to turn away, but she was one of my minions now, and that new part of her wouldn’t let her. Haruhi knew she needed to witness this, knew that coming along with me and my women would mean seeing death and destruction. She accepted that when she fell in love with the god of the Underworld and now, she’d have to see it with her own eyes. 
 
    A single drizzle of lava dripped from the floating orb, and its surface shone in the light like golden, glowing honey. It came closer to Nanook’s face, and the fur around his open mouth sizzled and began to smoke from the intense heat. His black, moist lips crinkled and curled inward as the lava entered into his mouth. Nanook screamed through the mouthful of liquid heat, and his body thrashed, but I held him still with my power. Yellow lava sputtered from his lips and down his chin, and the magma burned trails down his furry chest and belly. 
 
    His disfigured face moaned in pain, but the sound quickly died as the lava came even faster now and splashed over his head. I watched him burn and felt his life fade from deep within his fiery carcass. The god of the animals wasn’t as powerful as those we’d faced before, but he’d done something that few others had tried to do. The illusion goddess and the golden god from Tamarisch tried to take over my minion’s minds, but Nanook took Carmedy, Rana, and Haruhi so quickly. I almost had some respect for the god, almost. The only mistake he made, which was no fault of his own, was trying to take my women. If I were any other god or even a mere mortal, he might have gotten away with it, but I wasn’t, and it was time for Nanook to succumb to me like all the others before him had. 
 
    I retracted my power from him, and Nanook wavered on his feet for a moment as the lava ate away at every inch of his body. He fell like a falling tree in the forest, and when his massive body connected with the floor of his nexus, the whole room vibrated. I stood in front of his corpse for a moment and finally, an orb rose out of the middle of his wounded back. Nanook’s orb of power was massive compared to the others that I’d taken from other gods, and I took a step towards it. The undulating sphere floated closer, and its surface spun and shifted different shades of forest green. 
 
    The orb and I came together at once, and it absorbed into the middle of my chest where all the others had before it. A new strength took over me, and I breathed in deeply as I closed my eyes. I felt his power settle within me and become an extension of the powers I already wielded, but this time, it felt different than all the others. I was suddenly aware of all the animals around me, not just the small woodland creatures far above my head on the surface but the slinking worms buried in the dirt below my feet and the scuttling beetles in the corners of the nexus. 
 
    The smell of moist dirt was heavy in my nostrils, but it seemed to come along with Nanook’s powers. I didn’t mind it, but it would take some time to get used to when I reached out for his power.  
 
    I turned towards my minions, and they waited patiently for me. 
 
    Haruhi’s hazel eyes were as wide as dinner plates, and she clutched her hands together tightly in front of her. The sage’s gaze was tightly glued on Nanook’s corpse, and I stepped in front of her to shield her eyes from the horror. Haruhi looked up into my face as her mouth hung slack, and her lips moved limply as if to speak, but no words made their way out. I held my hands out in front of me as I stared down at her, and the sage reached out for me shakily. 
 
    “Are you afraid of me now?” I asked as her paws closed over mine. 
 
    “No,” the librarian answered back in a soft whisper, and I raised my eyebrows for her to explain. “I knew what I was getting into when I came along with you. I can’t back out now… I already knew who and what you were, there’s nothing I can do or say that will change your inner workings. You’re a god, but not only that, the god of the Underworld. I knew all of these things before I got involved with you and I have to come to terms with all of this. This is my life now; you’re my Master; I must accept these things.” 
 
    Haruhi sounded as if she was trying to convince herself, but when her eyes met mine, they burned with determination. The sage lifted onto the tips of her toes and planted a soft kiss to my lips. I instinctively grabbed her and pulled the petite librarian to my chest and deepened the kiss to the hoots and hollers of my other minions. When I pulled away from Haruhi, Rana was nearly vibrating with excitement. 
 
    “Is it treasure time?” the redhead asked as she hurried over to me and bounced on the heels of her feet. “Please tell me its treasure time.” 
 
    “But of course.” I grinned as I let my hands drop from the sage. 
 
    “Summon the Shadow Slaves! It’s time to put them to good use!” the fox shouted as she pranced around. 
 
    I laughed loudly as I did just that, and the skeletal beings ran off into one of the tunnels leading out of the nexus. I guided my women back up the halls towards the surface, and we waited out on the grassy crest of the hill. It was midafternoon by now, and the sun was still high in the sky. A soft breeze brushed by with a faint twinge of the oceans spray on it.  
 
    I turned and looked out over the mountainside. Far below, the city bustled and beyond that, the azure surface of the ocean with tiny boats moving along its channels. In the distance through the cover of mist, I could see the outlines of Carmedy’s home island and beyond that, the tops of the mountainside of the larger island, Kegewa. It was gorgeous here, and it was clear why the two felines loved Canarta so much. 
 
    Eventually, the islands would be mine too, and the two cats would be able to visit as often as they would like. I wasn’t sure where we would place our final home once my battle against the Holy Order and the heavens were finished, but I would like to think it would be somewhere like the islands of Canarta. It was peaceful here, and I wondered if the other two islands had such an aura around them too. The islanders of Canarta were pacifists, but under my rule, I would make these islands into mighty strongholds for my women and me. 
 
    Within minutes, my shadow slaves returned with five trunks, and Rana was nearly jumping up and down with excitement. Once the trunks were laid out, the redhead dove for them and ripped the first one open. The redhead frowned and sat back on her heels as she lifted an object out. 
 
    “Whoa, never expected to find these here,” Rana muttered as she held the flintlock rifle up and looked down the scope. 
 
    Both Carmedy and Haruhi took a step back at the sight of the weapons, but I moved past them to where the redhead sat. Rana turned as I came near and handed the rifle over to me, I could see into the trunk over the fox-girls shoulder and saw that the entire trunk was filled with more of the weapons. I took in the intricate detail work of the wooden patch box then lifted it and looked down the sights. I rested the rifle against the trunk and leaned in beside the redhead as I found something of interest. 
 
    I grabbed a leather holster that held two pearl-handled pistols and carefully pulled it out of the trunk. I flipped the clip on one of the bindings and lifted the gun out. The inlaid pearl shone in the afternoon light, and I palmed the metal weapon on my hand as I looked it over. It was masterfully made and looked to be in pristine condition. The only thing missing from the guns were the flint to ignite the fuse and shots. 
 
    I turned towards the two felines, and they both eyed the weapon in my hands warily. Carmedy held her tail between her two hands while Haruhi stood stock still, her fluffy white tail still behind her back as she stared at the gun. 
 
    “Haruhi, come here,” I commanded, and the sage’s eyes widened, but she obeyed. “Do you know what this is?” 
 
    “A g-gun.” The sage answered back, and I offered it to her. 
 
    Haruhi shook her head vehemently, but I grabbed her paw in mine and placed the gun in it. The librarian gulped loudly and stared down at the flintlock gun for a moment before her eyes met mine. 
 
    “Why are these here anyway?” the high queen asked as she opened another trunk to see it was also full of guns. “I thought the Canartian people were pacifists?” 
 
    “We are,” Carmedy said as she took a tentative step closer to our group. “But we still have to eat.” 
 
    “I’m assuming that these guns were taken from hunters who were unlucky enough to stumble upon Nanook’s dungeon,” Haruhi said as she attempted to hand back the gun, but I pushed her hand back. “Please take it back, these things make me nervous.” 
 
    “There is no need to be nervous, Haruhi,” I soothed as I placed my hand on top of the gun in her paw. “You need a weapon, and we found two of them for you. They aren’t loaded, but we can make bullets for them, and I will train you how to use them. Do not be afraid, I am here.” 
 
    “Look! There are even bullet molds in here too!” Rana shouted as she lifted them out and handed them over to me. 
 
    “I also have these!” Carmedy smiled as she riffled through the bundles at her waist then pulled out six gray rods. “Lead! I can teach you how to make them tonight if you want!” 
 
    “I don’t have much practice with guns,” Annalise started as she placed a tender hand on the sage’s shoulder. “But I can show you how to fire and reload in a timely manner.” 
 
    “And I will aid you by placing some of my elven magical wards upon the guns so that they will never harm any in our party. That is what you are afraid of, correct?” Morrigan questioned as she loomed over Haruhi’s other shoulder, and the sage nodded as she bowed her head. 
 
    Haruhi sighed, squared her shoulders, and looked up into my face. I raised my eyebrows in surprise at the look of determination she gave me as she set her jaw and her paw curled around the pistol in her hand. The gun looked as if it were made to be wielded by the petite librarian, and she held it with a firm grip. 
 
    “Okay, I want to learn,” the sage said in a resolute voice. “I don’t want to sit in the shadows while my sisters battle without me.” 
 
    “Well, you didn’t really sit in the shadows just now,” Rana laughed over her shoulder as she opened up another trunk. “You whacked the shit out of Nanook with your book, and I think you did just fine.” 
 
    My other minions nodded along, and I snickered as I remembered how the sage used the book like a hammer to drive the dagger in farther. The librarian gave us a sheepish smile, then held out a hand for the holster belt. I handed it over to her, and she cinched it around her waist and then placed the pearl-handled revolver back in its rightful place. 
 
    “Canarta…you sonofabitch…” Rana whispered, and we all turned at the sound of the redhead’s hushed voice. 
 
    Rana knelt in front of a much smaller chest, and the only thing inside was a jewel-encrusted hilt of what looked to be a sword. The redhead’s paws shook as she carefully took the hilt and pommel and lifted it out of the velvet lined back. We all hurried over and leaned over her shoulders as she turned the item over in her hands. 
 
    “Is it…?” Carmedy didn’t finish the question, but it hung in the air for a moment before Rana whipped around with tears in her eyes. 
 
    “It’s a sacred item,” The fox murmured as she held part of the broken sword to her chest. “Why didn’t you guys tell me that Canarta was such a treasure trove? Two sacred items in the same place?” 
 
    “Maybe they’re from the same weapon?” the alchemist asked as she took the hilt into her paws and turned it over. 
 
    The diamonds and precious jewels sparkled in the afternoon sunlight, and some of them were so large that they reflected the feline’s emerald eyes back in a mirror image. 
 
    “Carmedy’s right,” Haruhi added as she took the item from the alchemist. 
 
    “Really? I am?” the black cat cried happily, and the librarian nodded as she adjusted her glasses. 
 
    “It’s not a sword but a staff like from Morrigan’s dream,” Haruhi told us as she held the item aloft. “The two connect here. Like the Eye of Alipsis, it was forged by the gods.” 
 
    Haruhi handed back the item, and Rana stared at it in awe for a moment before she carefully stuffed it into her pack along with the other sacred items she’d collected. 
 
    “One step closer,” The redhead breathed as she patted her pack and smiled at me. “This wouldn’t have been possible if it hadn’t been for you, Master. I wouldn’t have found all of these items by myself, or even with the help of my sisters.” 
 
    “Hey! That’s… probably true.” Annalise laughed good-naturedly. 
 
    Once we’d gone through all of the trunks and picked out the items that we wanted to keep, we headed towards the peaks that Nanook spoke of. We’d have to travel deeper into the forest and farther up the side of the mountain, but even from here, I could see the faint outlines of the peaks through the fog. We set off and walked for most of the day until darkness fell over the mountain. Luckily we still carried the tent we’d used in Tamarisch and with the six of us, we set it up quickly. 
 
    Though it was hot on the island at night, Carmedy and Annalise collected wood for a small fire, and the alchemist got to work setting out all the supplies to create the lead bullets for Haruhi’s pistols. The alchemist set up the fire outside of the tent, and Haruhi watched with her full attention. The two of them lit the fire, and Carmedy stoked it until it was at the right temperature. 
 
    “You see this?” the black cat asked as she held a small metal dish at the end of a stick. “This is a crucible. It allows you to melt metal at high temperatures without the actual bowl melting or warping.” 
 
    The alchemist used a pair of heavy-duty pliers to snip off pieces of the lead into the crucible then nuzzled it deep into the smoldering embers of the fire. The two felines huddled close together as they watched the gray metal shiver in the high heat of the fire and then began to melt. 
 
    “Hand me the mold,” The alchemist instructed, and Haruhi obliged. “It takes a little longer because you have to make one at a time, but you’ll get the hang out it.” 
 
    The black-haired cat girl lifted the crucible and poured some of the liquid metal into the mold. In one swift movement, she clamped it closed and held it tightly for a minute. When Carmedy opened the mold back up, there was a perfectly round silver bullet in the middle. She let it drop to the grassy ground where it sizzled for a moment then went silent. Once it was cooled, the alchemist picked it up and offered it to the sage. 
 
    Haruhi plucked the small bullet from Carmedy’s hand and examined its seamless exterior. The librarian held the bullet up to the wavering light of the fire then glanced back at me and grinned. I nodded to her softly as she let the bullet drop and Carmedy handed over the crucible filled with more melted metal. 
 
    “Here, you try.” The alchemist giggled, and Haruhi took it nervously. 
 
    The sage moved painstakingly slow as she made sure that all of the metal went into the mold and didn’t spill onto anything else. Her hazel eyes were huge in the firelight, and she looked absolutely stunning while engrossed in the process of making bullets. I imagined she looked this way while repairing the ancient books back in the library, and it pleased me. 
 
    Though the librarian came along with me willingly, she’d been taken away from all the things she loved most. Her father and the extensive library she’d learned all her knowledge from. What set me at ease now was at least out here with us, she was still learning how to do things even without the aid of her books. One day, when I had my kingdom, and all of the world was mine, I’d build the sage a library, bigger than the one she had back home. 
 
    I wanted everything for my women. I wanted all of them to have places of their own in my kingdom, and I would make it happen after I finished with the god’s realm.  
 
    No one would get in my way, and I would destroy everything in my path to get it, but I needed my women beside me along the way. I didn’t need their help per se, but I loved them and wouldn’t leave them behind. I was their Master, and I would do everything to bring them into the next chapter of our lives together with me as the leader of the new world. 
 
    And ruler of the heavens. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    I awoke early the next morning and rolled over to see all five of my women snuggled up next to me. Haruhi nestled up beside me with her head resting on Annalise’s shoulder. Rana lay on the other side of me with Carmedy pressed behind her back. Morrigan was on the far side of me next to Annalise, and her pale, bare shoulders shone in the dim morning light. The petite alchemist snored loudly, and I chuckled softly as the redhead batted at her in her sleep. 
 
    I untangled myself from their bodies and dressed. I opened the flap to the tent and stepped outside. It was humid as the sun rose in the east, and I looked out over the whole of the island. Far below, I could make out the shapes of the city and could barely see the light glinting off the top of the library’s dome. I turned as I continued my survey of the island and saw above us were the two twin peaks that Nanook told us about. Even from this distance away, my perfect eyesight could make out the remains of the guard towers that the god had spoke of. 
 
    The guard towers were built high into the walls of the peaks on each side. I could almost imagine what they looked like hundreds of years ago when they were still in use. Beyond the towers lay what was left of the Qianlong city and the temple where the last pure-blooded dragon resided. We’d see her today, the last of the magnificent beasts that roamed these islands, but that wasn’t why we were here. The bastard Tuzakeur would be here from what Morrigan’s dream told us, and we would face off with him yet again. I assumed he’d probably send another proxy like he did last time, but there was no telling what would happen. For a moment I fantasized at the joy I would feel when I wrapped my hands around his throat and watched the life drain out of his eyes, though it would be small repayment for all the trouble he had caused my minions. 
 
    In the distance, I could hear the babbling of a brook, and I headed towards it. The walk to find it was short, and the fresh smell that came off it led me straight to it. The brook was about a dozen yards wide and didn’t appear particularly deep this time of year and was surrounded by bobbing cattails. I stared down into its surface for a moment, and my avatar’s face looked solemnly back. This was the face that many men and gods had looked into before they died. I’d lost count of how many people lost their lives by my hand, but I didn’t really care. Most of those I slaughtered deserved it, and I felt no pity for them. 
 
    I pulled the God Slayer from my void pocket and slammed the haft against the soft dirt beside me. The blades extracted from the weapon, and I stared down at their bloodstained surfaces for a moment. I reached into the space of my void pocket and pulled out a small swatch of fabric. I cleared my mind of all things like I used to do before battles in the Underworld. I dipped the blades of the God Slayer into the brook and then scrubbed them. The clear water ran red for a moment as I cleaned away the blood of my enemies. I’d seen rituals like this done many times before by humans who were about to step into battle. I always wondered from the heavens what they were doing and what the meaning of it was, but now I understood. 
 
    I wanted to step into the fight against the sorcerer with a clear mind and clean weapon. I had no idea if the Qianlong would aid us or fight against us, and I had to be prepared for anything. I worked tirelessly as I wiped at the blades and haft of the polearm and when I finished, the metal sparked in the morning light that filtered through the dense tree cover. 
 
    I stood as the brush behind me shook, and I turned halfway to see who it was. Haruhi emerged from the bushes quietly, and she gave me a small smile as she watched the water drip from the blades of the God Slayer. 
 
    “The Ritual of Kurin?” the sage asked as she tilted her head and came closer. 
 
    “The what?” I questioned back as I glanced at the God Slayer then back at Haruhi. 
 
    “In the far East, they practice the Ritual of Kurin before every battle,” the librarian giggled as she ran a finger over one of the blades. “They clean their blades in the mighty river Mizu before each battle. Normally, they submerge themselves completely in the river before they start, but I don’t think there’s enough water here for you to do that.” 
 
    “What is the meaning of the ritual?” I inquired as I glanced back at the brook. 
 
    “To cleanse not only the weapon of its past doings but also to cleanse the wielder. I’ve never seen the ritual done before, but I’ve read about it hundreds of times, and that’s why I thought you were doing it.” Haruhi smiled as she placed her paw over mine on the haft of the God Slayer. 
 
    “No, I wasn’t, but it seemed like a good thing to do,” I told her as I turned back towards the brook as the water rushed past. “I took the God Slayer and the set of armor I wear from a pompous man who entered into my dungeon. He thought he could slay me, but I proved him very wrong. I don’t know how many lives the God Slayer took before it was in my hands, and honestly, I cannot count how many it’s taken after it became mine.” 
 
    “There’s an old legend that says that every blade remembers each life that it’s taken. I wonder if the God Slayer could speak, what it would tell us?” The sage whispered as her hazel eyes moved to each of the three blades. 
 
    “We should be grateful that the God Slayer can’t speak, I don’t think I would want to hear what it has to say.” I chuckled as I slammed the haft down onto the ground, and the blades slipped back inside of the polearm. 
 
    “You’ve been holding me wrong the whole time!” a squeaky voice called from the bushes and Haruhi and I whipped towards the sound. 
 
    “I don’t like how you just slam me into the ground all the time, I’m a polearm, not a shovel!” another higher pitched voice that was obviously Carmedy’s cried. 
 
    Haruhi giggled from beside her and dropped her hand from mine as she raced over to the bushes. The sage parted the leaves and exposed both Rana and Carmedy huddled together. The fox and alchemist burst out laughing and stood up. Rana brushed off some stray leaves from her pants and stepped out of the bush. 
 
    “Well, there you have it, God Slayer talked for a moment and gave us its infinite wisdom.” The redhead grinned as she placed her hands on her hips and nodded once. 
 
    “The God Slayer doesn’t like how I hold it? Tell me how my grip is wrong?” I snarked down at the fox, and she snorted through her laughter. 
 
    “And don’t forget, it doesn’t like how you slam it into the ground all the time!” Carmedy cried as she threw her paws into the air. 
 
    “Then what should I do to extract the blades? That is the only way I know,” I uttered as I crossed my arms over my chest. 
 
    “I don’t know! You’re the Master!” the alchemist chuckled as she threw her paws into the air. “Figure it out! Maybe ask it politely to extract the blades on its own!” 
 
    “I will try that next time.” I grinned as I placed my arms around Carmedy and Rana’s shoulders and guided them back towards the campsite. 
 
    The walk was short, and when we arrived back at camp, Annalise and Morrigan were almost finished packing up the tent we’d used last night. The high queen lifted her head to us as her long chestnut braid swung over her shoulder. The swordswoman’s face was pinched, and her eyebrows furrowed as she looked directly to me. 
 
    Morrigan also looked strange, her stoic expression was gone, and her dark eyes constantly flitted towards the two peaks. Macha and Fea flew over our heads in looping circles and every once in a while, one of them would caw loudly. I quickened my pace towards them, and my first impression was that they were both upset that Carmedy and Rana ran off and didn’t help put the tent away, but that wasn’t the case. Something deeper was wrong, and when I neared them, Annalise pointed between the two peaks. 
 
    “Smoke, and awhile back, Morrigan and I both saw flames.” The high queen told me in a cold, calm voice. 
 
    “She’s distressed, I can feel it.” Morrigan murmured as she lifted a single hand into the air and both ravens dived towards her shoulders. 
 
    Fea and Macha landed gracefully and perched on the elven woman’s shoulders. The birds turned their heads towards the peaks and made soft chirping sounds with their black beaks. 
 
    “Do you think Tuzakeur is here?” Annalise asked in a worried voice as she and Morrigan stuffed the massive tent into its pack. 
 
    “Yes,” I growled deep in the back of my throat as I gathered the rest of my women around me. “I can feel him; he’s here. 
 
    We gathered up our things from the campsite, and for a moment, I stopped to watch as Haruhi painstakingly loaded both of the pistols in her belt. Both Annalise and the sage were up late last night as the high queen taught the librarian how to fire the guns accurately. They worked together late into the night and didn’t come back until both Morrigan and Rana were asleep. The sage loaded the little silver balls in then made sure that the pieces of flint Carmedy gave to her were in place. When she finished, Haruhi slipped the two pistols into their holsters. The sage stood and looked me directly in the eye. An intensity I’d never seen before burned within the irises of her hazel eyes. Haruhi was unsatisfied by her battle against Nanook and wanted to redeem herself this time. 
 
    Once we finished, we headed towards the path between the twin peaks. The guard towers came into better view, and I took in what used to be a massive stone structure. There wasn’t much left of it, just the basic shape and a few carved stones scattered here and there where the towers would’ve been placed. We hurried past them on the path that led uphill and from the crest, I could make out blasts of fire and billowing black smoke. 
 
    I didn’t need confirmation that the sorcerer was here; my senses were already on fire with his presence. It seemed that he’d reached the Qianlong before we did, and we had to hurry to get there. My dark powers curled around me as I prepared for the battle against Tuzakeur, whether it be the real man or another proxy. 
 
    We came over the crest of the hill, and the crumbling Qianlong town came into view. It was like nothing I’d ever seen, and though we couldn’t, I wanted to stop and take it all in. When I glanced over at Haruhi, her thoughts told me she wanted to do the very same thing. Most of the buildings were built into the walls of the mountain. No stairs led up to them, and I assumed that most of the dragonfolk who lived there had simply flown up to them. 
 
    We hurried past a stone square and towards a huge palace beyond, and this time, Haruhi fell a bit behind. Her round glasses glinted in the bright sunlight as her mouth dropped open. The sage was in absolute awe over the untouched city of the Qianlong tribe. No human or catkin had ventured into this place before, and it was an unbelievable discovery for the bookish sage. 
 
    The palace was a massive, sprawling building with huge columns spanning most of its length. Each of the enormous doorways inside was dark inside, and a lot of its roof had fallen in, but it looked to be the most intact structure in the whole of the city. Adrian told us that most of the town had disintegrated away, but he was very wrong. The Qianlong city was still here after hundreds of years; empty yes, but not gone completely. 
 
    “Come on, Library Lady, no time for dilly dallying, we’ll look later, it’s time for running!” Rana cried as she pushed Haruhi’s shoulders and forced the sage forward. 
 
    “It’s all so beautiful…” the librarian breathed as she strained her neck to look back, but the redhead forced her forward. 
 
    “Haruhi,” I said in a firm tone, and her attention snapped back to the task at hand as her paws gripped the handles of her revolvers. 
 
    “Yes, Master, I’m coming.” The sage whispered back as she hurried to catch up with the rest of us. 
 
    We all knew that the only source of the smoke and fire could be the temple beyond the palace, and we moved towards it as more black clouds lifted into the sky. The temple reminded me of the one that once worshipped me long ago, most of the space was open except for a roof and rows of cream colored pillars holding it up. It was beautiful, surrounded by lush fronds and other wild plants natural to the Canartian islands, but that wasn’t what made my heart pound and my pulse quicken. 
 
    “Holy fucking shit, is that what I think it is?” Rana asked in a hushed voice as she pointed towards the temple, and my women stopped to stare. 
 
    The beast Morrigan had described in her dream sat curled on the steps of the temple and stared down at a man clothed in a jet black cloak. I didn’t have to guess who the man was, I already knew from the strange, tentacle-like shifting of his garment. The towering Qianlong above him breathed in deeply, and blood dripped from her open maw onto the steps at her feet. Though parts of her body were scorched and dripped scarlet blood, she was magnificent, and her sky-blue scales shone and reflected the morning light. Even as she moved, the iridescence of her scales changed to scarlet reds that matched the liquid oozing from her wounded sides. This was Heijing, the descent of Guoshe of the Akalong tribe and Anteng of the Qianlong tribe. 
 
    Tuzakeur may have been only a mortal, but he was a sorcerer that had nearly defeated a dragon and that was not to be taken lightly.  
 
    “Give me the sacred item, beast!” Tuzakeur screamed up at the dragon, but the beast’s expression never changed from the mask of rage. 
 
    I reached for the God Slayer as the Qianlong’s talons gripped the stairs and launched itself forward. The roar that ripped up its throat vibrated through the temple and up the side of the mountain. The creature was massive, bigger than Morrigan described, and I stopped for a moment as I took all of it in. 
 
    “The Divining Rod of Izher will never be yours,” a voice boomed not from the beast but from all around us as the dragon spoke. “It was passed down through the generations of my kind and to fall into the hands of a mere mortal would be an embarrassment to my ancestors. You will have to pry it from my cold, dead talons before I had it over to scum like you.” 
 
    “Then that’s how it shall be done,” the raspy voice called from beneath the hood, and then the sorcerer cackled with mad laughter. 
 
    I slammed down the haft of the God Slayer as the newly cleaned blades extracted from the weapon. The crack of my weapon against the stone of our feet resounded around the temple, and I felt my power ebb and flow all around me. My women fanned out behind me with their weapons drawn as both the Qianlong and Tuzakeur whipped their heads in our direction. 
 
    “The sacred item is ours,” I spoke directly to the dragon, and her eyes widened then narrowed on my face. I turned and glanced back at my women as I spoke. “Kill the filthy sorcerer.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare kill me,” Tuzakuer smiled from beneath his hood, and his blood-red eyes met mine. “I have your foxy’s little family hidden away; if I die, you’ll have no hope of finding them.” 
 
    I’d reached into the deepest recesses of the socerer’s mind and searched for any signs that this was a proxy. There were no traces of a proxy’s birth like the one from the Dama’s dungeon. This was no proxy; this was the real Tuzakeur.  
 
     I’d grown tired of this game, tired of chasing after the shadow of the sorcerer and now, it was time to end this for good. Rana had suffered enough through the trials and tribulations of finding the sacred items for the bastard while having her family stolen away. With all the rage bubbling up in my belly, I wanted to end this right here and right now. I wanted nothing more than to rip the sorcerer limb from limb in the presence of my women and the Qianlong. 
 
    “I wouldn’t dare?” I snarled as my hand tightened on the polearm, and black energy pooled around the great weapon. “You do not know what I would or would not dare to do.” 
 
    Tuzakeur’s eyes widened at the seriousness in my voice, and he knew that this would be a fight for his life. There was no chance that I would allow this man to leave the Qianlong temple alive. 
 
    “Enough!” Heijing roared as she whipped her massive body around and curled her tail around the unsuspecting and distracted Tuzakeur. “I do not care to listen to your incessant squabbling! Leave this place; this sanctuary was built to be away from humans and catkin alike!” 
 
    “Why are you so desperate for the items anyway?” Rana screamed as she held her hand over her chest and extracted the Eye of Alipsis. 
 
    The sorcerer didn’t have time to speak because the massive dragon’s tail grabbed him by the left leg and lifted him into the air. More blood spilled from the Qianlong’s lips, and I could tell that Tuzakeur had injured her badly, but that didn’t stop the colossal beast from flinging the sorcerer around like a rag doll. Heijing slammed the sorcerer down to the pavement, but the spry man hopped to his feet and cackled madly. 
 
    Tuzakeur had gotten stronger somehow, but his magic would never compare to mine. Since the last time seeing him on Machstein, I’d accumulated three other god’s powers along with the others that I already possessed. No manner of magic or sorcery could compare to the power that I wielded, and he would soon learn that lesson. I’d been lenient with him for long enough, and now it was time to end this. 
 
    The Qianlong took to the sky, and I followed her movement in the air for a moment. The majestic being moved like a ribbon as her tail snapped out behind her. Tuzakeur ran away from her, but she bared down at him with her huge maw open wide. Her long, blood-red tongue waggled in the air, and as it moved, I saw two small tube-like organs underneath of it. The Qianlong changed direction as the sorcerer lifted his hands to her, and as I watched blue liquid flow out of her mouth and at first, I thought it was fire, but as it touched the ground in front of Tuzakeur, I realized it was ice instead. 
 
    The combination of her heritage gave Heijing the ability not only to wield fire from the Akalong tribe but also ice from the Qianlong tribe, a fact that I did not suspect before. I’d seen dragons before in my time in the heavens but never up close like this, and I was in absolute awe of the way she moved and maneuvered through the air so easily. The dragons I remembered from my time were like the ones Morrigan described, huge, hulking beasts with barrel chests and massive heads but the Qianlong was so different from those. Heijing was graceful and moved so lithely through the air that she looked more like a liquid than a solid being. 
 
    The ground in front of Tuzakeur crystalized then turned to a pure sheet of ice, and the man cloaked in black struggled to gain his balance. I stepped forward with the God Slayer at my side, and my women rushed out in a formation around me. Rana held the Eye in front of her like a trained swordswoman and kept her baby-blue eyes on the back of the man who’d stolen her family away from her. There was so much doubt in the redhead’s mind as she glanced at me warily. Rana wondered how we would find her family if I really did kill the sorcerer today, but part of her wanted the man dead with every fiber of her being. Tuzakeur had already stolen so much from her, and I hoped that bringing his death would give her a little back. 
 
    The sorcerer finally reached solid ground and lifted his hands into the air towards the dragon, and I knew this was my chance. I raced towards him, and my heavy boots slammed into the ground as I gritted my teeth. I pushed all of my dark energy into the polearm, and the weapon thrummed in my hands. The God Slayer seemed to come alive in a way that it never had before, and I ripped it backward as I reached the sorcerer. 
 
    I slammed the three blades directly into his spine, and they entered with the spray of yellow blood like I’d seen back in the dungeon of the Dama. Unlike before, this wasn’t a proxy in his place; this was the real Tuzakeur and the scream that ripped up his throat only stoked my fury. I pulled the God Slayer back, whipped it once over my head and sliced downward with the weapon. The sorcerer’s black cloak split, and a cloud of ravens lifted into the air and obscured my view for a second. When I reopened my eyes, the sorcerer was gone, and I whipped around to find him as his laughter echoed in my head. 
 
    “Duck!” Rana’s voice echoed through my head as she screamed the single word in her mind. 
 
    The air in front of my eyes shimmered for a moment. I bent forward as one of the redhead’s elven daggers sliced through the air and seemed to bury itself in nothing. More yellow blood spilled out of the unseen wound then Tuzakeur phased back into view. His gaunt face was split with pain as the Qianlong loomed up behind him. Her icy blue eyes rimmed in red were filled with rage, and her massive jaws opened and closed wetly as more blood fell to the ground from her gums. 
 
    I gripped the God Slayer with both hands as Heijing and I struck at the same time. Her two front fangs dug into the sorcerer’s back as the blades of the polearm entered into Tuzakeur’s belly. Her eyes met mine over the sorcerer’s body and an understanding passed between us. We weren’t enemies, nor were we allies, we were simply two forces fighting against the same foe, and we would work together until Tuzakeur was dead. We both had the same goal in mind.  
 
    We wanted to watch him bleed, we both wanted the sorcerer to suffer until all the life drained away from him. 
 
    Tuzakeur may have been a wizard, but he was still a mortal, and that offended the Qianlong. This place was holy ground to her, the place where her ancestors had lived and breathed peacefully for thousands of years without the threat of human or catkin intrusion. This place was mapped out specifically for her kind when the cat-people first came to the island, and it offended her that the sorcerer dared to enter into her domain. If we had come alone, without the sorcerer, we would have received the very same welcome from her, but in a way, we were helping her rid this place of the stain of Tuzakeur.  
 
    The sorcerer roared in agony as the Qianlong’s teeth entered into the slope of his shoulders and sunk in deep. Yellow blood poured from the wounds, and he thrashed to get away, but the two of us kept him in a tight hold. I ripped the God Slayer downward, and when I pulled the weapon out, the blades came away with a massive amount of gray flesh. His lifeforce was waning; I could tell when I stared deep into the crimson depths of his eyes. 
 
    I’d waited so long for this, the final moment when I’d watch the life leave the sorcerer’s eyes. I stood in front of him with all of my women around me as the Qianlong pulled back and released the sorcerer from her grip. Heijing reared back, her head held high above us as her icy blue eyes flashed in the bright morning sunlight. My eyes slammed back down to Tuzakeur, and his gaunt, gray face looked paler than ever before. Purple light encased his hands, but the sorcerer barely had a chance to fight back during this battle, just as I’d wanted it. 
 
    I towered over him, and his thin, bony hands clutched at the wound I’d given him on his stomach. Without his massive, smoky cape, he looked only to be a frail, old man, and it made this moment only sweeter. I savored it for a moment as we surrounded him, then I stepped even closer to his shaking form. 
 
    “Where is Rana’s family?” I roared as I held the God Slayer in both hands and threatened him with the blades once more. 
 
    “I’ll never tell you.” Tuzakeur snarled as yellow blood seeped between his teeth and sprayed into the air. 
 
    “Then, you will die.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    “You think you can kill me so easily…Kazama?” Tuzakeur snarled as more yellow blood seeped between his teeth. 
 
    My women were too far behind us to hear the name slip from between his lips, and I gripped the God Slayer even tighter. I glanced back at them quickly, and from all of their faces, they were blissfully unaware of what the sorcerer had just said. I snapped back towards Tuzakeur and took a menacing step towards him, but the sorcerer didn’t react at all. 
 
    Above us, the Qianlong drew back, and her icy blue eyes narrowed on my face. It seemed that my infamy and the darkness that followed my heavenly given name hadn’t faded during the time that I was gone. The dragon’s expression changed as she glowered down at the both of us, and it was apparent that even the dragon-kind knew of me. Heijing didn’t react any more than the shift in position, as her eyes swiveled back to the sorcerer. 
 
    “You’ve tried to keep your past hidden for so long, even your minions don’t know your true name,” Tuzakeur went on in a voice bubbling with chuckles. “It’s such a shame, they trust you so much, but they don’t even know your true self. When will you tell them? Should I tell them for you?” 
 
    The wizard thought I was stupid. He thought he could outsmart me so easily. Yes, he was powerful, he’d nearly killed Heijing, and since she was a full-blooded dragon, that was no easy task. Though the Qianlong was strong, she was nothing compared to me, but Tuzakeur still thought he could beat me. I knew exactly what he was doing before he even moved. All of this, talking down to me, as if I were lower than him, was all a distraction. 
 
    Tuzakeur’s hands were still encased in purple light, but it was faded and pulsed frantically. It was all a façade, the Qianlong and I had weakened him but not as much as he was putting on. The fight wasn’t over, this was all a trick, but he’d forgotten one very important thing; I was a god, and he was not. He didn’t know, but I could read his thoughts perfectly from the power I’d received from Nergal. 
 
    I stepped back just in time as the neon purple light around his hands glowed, and the sorcerer slammed his hands forward. I ripped the God Slayer back as I stepped out of the way. Purple lightning crackled from the palms of Tuzakeur’s hands and hit one of the columns behind where I once stood. The stone cracked and splintered but stood firm. 
 
    Tuzakeur spun on his heel, and I was waiting for him with the God Slayer held high over my head. The wizard’s eyes widened in horror, he had no idea how I avoided the blow, but I had with ease. I brought the polearm down, and the three blades reflected in the sorcerer’s eyes as his mouth fell open in surprise. The shafts of the blades entered into the soft flesh of his gullet. I felt his windpipe crush underneath the power of the God Slayer as I pushed all of my dark energy into it. 
 
    I wanted Tuzakeur to suffer as I killed him, wanted nothing more than to feel every ounce of pain I inflicted upon his flesh. This man deserved to be ripped apart limb from limb while still fully conscious, and that’s exactly what I planned to do. 
 
    My dark power came together all around me in a choking cloud, and I thrust out both of my hands towards the struggling sorcerer. The black mist rolled across the ground towards Tuzakeur, and the sorcerer attempted to scurry away. My left hand tightened into a fist and held him in place as the smoke overtook him. Tuzakeur sputtered for breath as my power invaded his lungs. Right as I took complete control of his body, my eyes flicked up to the Qianlong, and she already knew what to do. 
 
    Heijing’s massive head swung down and slammed straight into Tuzakeur’s back. The sorcerer blasted up through the air as a trail of black smoke followed after him. Tuzakeur screamed as the Qianlong changed direction and snapped her jaw closed over his right arm. Heijing pulled her head back as she snapped the limb free, then used her head to beat him back down towards me. 
 
    The sorcerer’s eyes were wide, but their irises were no longer red, but wholly black like the color of my power that’d invaded his body. His screams roared in my ears as I bent at the knees and prepared for the wizard’s impact. Tuzakeur slammed into the three blades of the God Slayer, but I kept myself in place against his weight. His yellow blood splattered into the air as he slid all the way to the bases of the blades and hung there limply. The purple light surrounding his hands faded but flickered lightly enough to tell me he was still alive, but barely. I pushed forward against the haft of the polearm and relieved the weapon of his weight. 
 
    Tuzakeur fell to the rocky ground with a loud smack, and his breath came out in loud gasps. My power had eaten away at most of his lungs by now and spread throughout the rest of his body like a disease. My power would kill if my blade didn’t first, but I wouldn’t let that happen. I tossed the God Slayer aside as I stomped over the lowly wizard. I knelt down beside him and placed my leather gloved hands onto the smooth surface of his bald head. 
 
    Tuzakuer’s skin was deathly gray, and the veins that worked their way up his forehead were tinted purple from my invading power. His eyes rolled up to my face, and his lips moved to form words, but none came out. This time, the sorcerer was on the brink of death, and I would be the one to push him off the edge into the abyss. I hoped whoever was in charge of the Underworld while I was gone would torture him to their heart’s content. 
 
    I dug my fingers into the flesh of his head with my inhuman strength, and underneath the skin, his skull cracked. I breathed in deeply through my nostrils as I glared down at him for the last time. His eyes didn’t plead for his life like most others did but stared up at me with acceptance. I didn’t do all of this for me; I did this for Rana and her family. We’d traveled thousands of miles in search of the sacred items for the bastard and each time he’d appeared and then he’d slip between our fingers like an eel. It wouldn’t happen again, we would find the redhead’s family without him. 
 
    I had nothing to say to him as we stared at each other in this split second, and when I tore my eyes away, the sorcerer sputtered loudly through moist lips. Yellow blood smattered his cheeks and dripped down his thin bony chin as I tightened my grip on him for the final time. Tuzakeur’s skull cracked and exploded upward onto the sun-bleached stones of the Qianlong temple. His destroyed brain was nothing more than gray flecks of mush scattered and stuck between the stones. The faint purple light surrounding his hands finally faltered and went out as I stood. 
 
    I glared down at his headless corpse for a moment and remembered each of the terrible things he’d done. He’d forced Rana to find the items as he stole away her precious family. The sorcerer then manipulated the leader of Kanashimi and killed the only goddess I’d met who actually cared for her people. Perhaps I may not have had the moral right to say such a thing, but Tuzakeur was a monster who deserved to be destroyed. 
 
    My minions crowded around me and stayed silent for a moment as they looked over the dead sorcerer. Rana gripped onto my arm hard, and I glanced over at her. The fox’s baby-blue eyes were wide with fear and unanswered questions. I would address her in a moment, but right now, I wanted to enjoy the first moment of peace without the sorcerer hanging over our heads. 
 
    The Qianlong dipped down beside us, and Carmedy gasped in fear at the closeness of such a massive beast. Heijing’s icy blue eyes washed over the feline then flicked away as she used her muzzle to nudge at the wizard and make sure that he was finally dead. When Tuzakeur’s corpse didn’t react or move, she pulled away with a loud snort. 
 
    Light exploded around the Qianlong, and dazzling sparks of golden light fluttered around the beast’s enormous body as she transformed. The dragon’s head shrunk in size as did her body while the light around her nearly blinded us. Carmedy gasped when the golden light cleared and revealed the Qianlong’s human form to us. This wasn’t her natural form, we already knew that, but it was fascinating to see the creature shift between bodies so easily almost like the Kitsune. 
 
    Heijing reminded me of Popī in a way, she looked young by mortal standards, possibly in her late teens. The dragon was over five hundred years old, but her human form was petite and childlike as her icy blue eyes moved over the whole of our group. Her long hair, which was pinned back with white flowers was the same color as her scales, light blue with hints of red when she turned her head in the light. She wore a long robe that brushed at the ground as she stepped forward and examined us further. 
 
    Haruhi broke from our group and took hesitant steps towards the Qianlong as if the creature would strike out any moment. Heijing settled her icy blue eyes on the sage’s face as the feline tiptoed closer and then suddenly stopped as the dragon spoke in a harsh tone. 
 
    “You intruded on the land of the Qianlong, you broke the sacred treaty between the Qianlong tribe and the catkins of Canarta,” Heijng uttered in a sharp tone as her eyes moved over our party then stopped on me. “No human or catkin are to set foot past the twin peaks, do you not know the laws of your own land? But… you, you are no human, are you, Dark One?” 
 
    “Hey!” Rana blurted out as her expression soured, and she stomped towards the Qianlong. 
 
    “Shhh,” Heijing quieted the redhead, and Rana’s eyes widened in shock. “Be quiet; I’m not finished.” 
 
    “Yeah, go on, insult us some more!” the fox cried as she threw her paws into the air and turned to walk back toward me. 
 
    “You came into a place where you were unwelcome,” Heijing said in a somber tone as her eyes burned into mine. “But if you hadn’t, I would be the one dead, not the bastard sorcerer. For that, I must thank you. Without you, I would be dead, and the legacy of the Qianlong would’ve died along with me.” 
 
    Rana stopped her complaining and turned back around the stare at Heijing. The Qianlong pressed her hands together and bowed low to us out of respect. When she straightened, she slipped a pale hand into her deep sleeve as she came closer to our group. Heijing passed by Haruhi and nodded to the feline politely as she moved on. Once she stood directly in front of me, she removed her hands from inside of the sleeves of her robe and held out a small metal rod encrusted with jewels. 
 
    “Take it. It’s one of the sacred items you’re searching for, no?” Heijing asked as she held the piece out to me. 
 
    “We …don’t need it anymore…?” Carmedy questioned as she turned towards me. 
 
    “We will still need them,” I confirmed in a hushed voice. 
 
    “Then take this too, I no longer need it.” The Qianlong said in her monotone voice that reminded me of Morrigan’s. 
 
    The dragon placed her hand directly in the middle of her chest and closed her eyes. Nothing happened at first, but as we watched, the air between her tensed fingers shimmered then solidified into a ball of swirling ice. The power passed down through generations of the Qianlong tribe floated in the palm of her hand and Heijing watched it for a moment. This was the power given to her from her mother, Guoshe, and the dragon whispered something to the orb of energy that I couldn’t hear. 
 
    Heijing held the orb out to me with resolute eyes, and I took it. The sphere floated over my hand as it did hers, but I felt every inch of my palm turn icy cold from its nearness. I brought the orb closer, and it pressed into my chest as all the other gods had, but this time it came with such a rush of coldness that I shivered, and when I exhaled through my open mouth, it came out as a mist of steam. I felt invigorated and refreshed as the Qianlong’s power became mine. 
 
    “It is called cryokinetics. It is a Qianlong trait that no other dragon possesses,” Hejing told me as her icy blue eyes met mine. “Seems like a silly trait for a dragon to have, dragons from legends breath fire, not ice.” 
 
    “How are we going to find my family?” Rana finally broke down and asked as she clutched onto my arm. “Tuzakeur was our only connection to them, and now …we’ll never find them.” 
 
    “That is untrue, both what Carmedy and Rana said,” I told them as I took the rod from Heijing. “We will use the sacred items, and we will journey to find the last two.” 
 
    “What about my family?” the redhead cried even more desperately, and I turned my eyes towards her. 
 
    In any other situation, I would have reprimanded the fox for her behavior. I was the Master here, and they were my minions, they should never demand information from me, but this was a different situation. The fox’s family was taken away from her, and she was desperate to find them after all of this time. Just as she seemed to have hope of finding them, I’d killed the single person who had the key to that information. I was patient with her and pressed my lips into a hard line. 
 
    “You already have a way to find them,” I told her in a soft voice, and Rana’s baby-blue eyes narrowed on my face. “I think the Dama described it as a ‘finder of things.’” 
 
    The redhead thought for a moment then her paws went immediately to the sapphire around her neck. Her fingers clasped around it and held it in her fist as she stared at me. 
 
    “The Eye of Alipsis? What do you mean?” Rana asked in a hushed tone. 
 
    “Wait,” Haruhi broke in as she hurried over with wide eyes. “You have the Eye of Alipsis? Do you know what this means?” 
 
    “No…” Rana trailed off in reply. 
 
    “You can find your family!” the sage said excitedly as she took the redhead’s hands in her own. “The Dama told you how it worked, right?” 
 
    “Not really,” Rana sighed. “As Master said, she only told me it was a finder of things and to hold it up to my eye.” 
 
    “Here, try it now,” the librarian pressed, and the fox took off the necklace. “Hold it up to your eye like so, do you see anything?” 
 
    “No….uhm…yes, there’s a bunch of lights, about six of them in that direction.” Rana told us as she pointed south, and Haruhi nodded knowingly. 
 
    “Are they all clustered together?” the sage asked as she stepped aside, and the redhead took a few steps towards the lights. 
 
    “Yeah…just all in one spot, they’re not moving at all.” The fox stated as she finally let the pendant drop from her eye and turned towards the librarian. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Rana…those lights …they’re your family,” Haruhi stated, and instantly, tears filled Rana’s eyes and streamed down her cheeks. “The Eye of Alipsis is like a guide, or like the goddess said, ‘a finder of things.’ The stone looks deep into the heart of the user and finds the thing that person wants most. To you, that’s your family--” 
 
    “You’re telling me…I-I can find them…with this?” Rana sputtered as she held the necklace aloft, and Haruhi nodded softly. “I’ve had the Eye…since we left Machstein…I-I…” 
 
    “It’s okay,” the sage soothed as she held out her arms to the redhead, and Rana fell into them. “You didn’t know; it’s okay.” 
 
    “M-Master had me use the Eye at the top of Machstein, and I-I saw the lights then too…” Rana sobbed into the librarian’s shoulder. “I didn’t know, shit, I didn’t but if I did…things would be so different.” 
 
    I crossed to them and placed a tender hand on the redhead’s shoulder. Rana pulled away from Haruhi and wiped at her eyes as she blinked up at me. I gently stroked her hair and looked into her pained face. If we had known on Machstein what the lights meant, we could have traveled towards them. I had to make an important decision about this situation. Rana couldn’t go along with us on our next adventure, but I desperately needed the other two sacred items. I wanted the weapon that Tuzakeur sought after to use it in my battle against the heavens. 
 
    “What are we going to do, Master?” Rana sniffled and looked to me for answers. 
 
    “There is only one answer to that question, and I know all of you aren’t going to like it,” I told them in a somber tone, and their faces became serious as all of my women huddled around me. “We’ll have to split up.” 
 
    “What?” Annalise shouted. 
 
    “You cannot be serious, Master…” Morrigan breathed as she shook her head. 
 
    “I am very serious,” I said as I raised a hand into the air to silence all other complaints to the idea. “I would like to go after the last two sacred items. I know for sure that Rana couldn’t stand to leave for another adventure without going to find her family first. Both are pressing matters, and if we split up, we can get them done quicker than if we were together. The Holy Order is watching us just as Nergal said, the Heavens are also keeping an eye on us. It’s only a matter of time before one of them attacks us; in fact, the Holy Order already did when they came after Haruhi. I am your Master, and I must protect you, and this is one of the ways I am going to do it.” 
 
    “But…I-I have to go alone?” the redhead squeaked as she glanced around at her sisters. 
 
    “No, we will split evenly, two will go with you, and two will stay with me. I will not force you to decide who is going with whom, so I will choose,” I informed them in an even, calm tone, and Rana nodded along softly. “And I will be with you.” 
 
    “How?” all of my women echoed together with confused faces. 
 
    “I created this avatar, didn’t I?” I asked as I gestured to the body my presence resided in. “I can create another, and it will travel along with you. I will switch between the two from time to time or whenever you need assistance, just call my name, and I will be there with you.” 
 
    “Who will be going with you? And…um, will there be opportunities to be…alone with you during the trip?” Carmedy asked as she blushed and shyly avoided my gaze. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Carmedy; you’ll get your opportunity to make ghost noises with Master.” Rana chuckled as she elbowed the alchemist. 
 
    “Ghost noises?” Haruhi asked with a scrunched-up nose. “What on earth is that?” 
 
    “Oh-ho-ho, Haruhi, honey, do I have some stories to tell you,” the redhead snickered as she wrapped an arm around the librarian’s shoulders and brought her in close. 
 
    “Please do not tell anyone else that story,” Morrigan uttered in her cold, emotionless tone. “It is embarrassing enough to bring it up, but to tell it to Haruhi would make it even worse.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s not even funny anymore,” Carmedy grumbled as she crossed her arms over her chest. “It’s embarrassing, stop teasing me.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, guys. Master and Haruhi were makin’ some ghost noises on the beach the other night.” The redhead laughed, and Haruhi stiffened from beside her. 
 
    “Oh,” the sage muttered in a mortified voice. “I think I know what ghost noises are now.” 
 
    “How do you even know that?” the high queen asked in a skeptical voice. 
 
    “When we went out to dinner the other night, the two of them disappeared, remember?” the redhead nodded. “Well, I thought maybe they had snuck off to have a midnight swim or something, and I snuck up on them and…uh, it looked like swimming was the last thing on their minds.” 
 
    I cleared my throat meaningfully, and Haruhi gave me a grateful look through her brightly burning red cheeks. My other minions turned their attention back to me as I began to speak again. 
 
    “Back to the plan, please. Rana, you will take Carmedy and Annalise with you,” I instructed them, and the feline and swordswoman instinctively moved closer to the fox at my command. “I will take Morrigan and Haruhi with me.” 
 
    “And we’ll have your new avatar with us?” Annalise asked in her raspy voice. “Will we have to drag it around behind us as we did in the Liebe’s dungeon?” 
 
    “That was a bit weird but pretty funny, honestly.” Rana chuckled, and the rest of my women nodded. 
 
    “No, I will place a consciousness in this proxy; it will be able to walk and aid you on your journey,” I stated then waited for more questions to come like they usually did. 
 
    “How? I mean, it’s pretty cool that you can do that, but how?” the swordswoman asked in a confused tone. 
 
    “Easy, soul transferal given to me by the Dama,” I explained to them. “I will place one of the Shadow Slaves into the empty avatar and command it to help you. When I need to transfer into the body, the Shadow Slave will simply move out of the avatar to make room for me.” 
 
    My minions nodded and went silent as they ran over the plan in their heads. Rana scrubbed at her cheeks as she grinned and stared down at the ground. The fox was emotional, but from the way her red tail swished out behind her, I knew she was excited. Annalise reached around Carmedy and gave the redhead’s shoulder a tight squeeze of encouragement. 
 
    “I get to see my family again,” the fox choked up again, but the smile remained on her lips. “I get to see my mom and my siblings. I can tell them all about the Kitsune and what she told me. Maybe one day, we could journey there and see all the Kitsune people. When I think about it, it just makes me so happy…” 
 
    “Rana,” I started as I stepped forward and held out my hands to her. “This is my gift to you. The gift of freedom. You no longer have Tuzakeur breathing down your neck to find the items, that man is gone, and the only thing left to do is find your family.” 
 
    “How will we get there?” Rana asked in a concerned tone as she looked out over the sky where she’d seen the lights. “It’s not like we can use the lights like a map when they’re up in the sky…” 
 
    The Qianlong slunk up behind us and stood directly behind the fox. Heijing’s icy blue eyes were intent on Rana for a moment before her pale lips moved to speak. 
 
    “I may be able to help,” the Qianlong stated. “I am a dragon.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    I was surprised that the Qianlong offered us her help. The elusive creature had made it clear to us that we were intruding on her land, but during our time there, it seemed that her attitude towards us changed. Heijing deemed me fit to receive the gifts of the Qianlong, both the rod and the cryokinetic power she’d received from her mother. But it seemed that the dragon was simply lonely. Her people had died off quickly once humans and catkins took over the islands. The Akalong tribe was long gone after they’d merged with the Qianlong’s in a last-ditch effort to save their species. Heijing was the last living Canartian dragon left on earth. 
 
    “Why? Why do you want to help us?” Annalise asked skeptically, and the Qianlong icy blue eyes cut into the high queen for a moment. 
 
    “Is it a crime to wish for something more than to rot in the temple of my dead people? This is my last chance to leave this place and make a home for myself somewhere else,” Heijing explained in her cold voice. “I am over seven hundred years old, though that may seem like a baffling age, I’ve just reached my sexual maturity as a dragon. It is time for me to decide if I should fully immerse myself in the human world and take a husband or if I should hole myself away here.” 
 
    “Really? You can do that?” Carmedy asked in a hushed tone, and Heijing nodded softly. “You can just find a human, get married, and have babies?” 
 
    “Yes, though the bloodline of the Qianlong will be tainted, and my offspring wouldn’t be able to transform, but it is still possible,” The Qianlong told us, and I raised my eyebrows in surprise. “I have been alone for a very long time; I can barely remember the faces of my ancestors, even my parents. I would like to go with you and aid you along your journey to find your family. I understand the agony that you feel being away from them. The rod and the cryokinetic power I gave to your Master are my legacy, and if I am to leave this place, I would like to stay with my legacy.” 
 
    “Master?” Rana asked as she turned towards me with a hopeful smile. “Can she come with us?” 
 
    I towered over the Qianlong and stared into her smooth, innocent looking face. Heijing was tiny, even smaller than either Carmedy or Haruhi. She looked like a doll with porcelain skin, but her eyes were alive and sharp in their sockets with an almost animalistic intelligence. Heijing blinked up at me slowly and suddenly, her stoic expression softened, and she smiled. Though I already knew that the Qianlong was dangerous and able to handle herself in any battle situation, there wasn’t much else we knew about her. 
 
    I listened to all of her thoughts, and from the way she looked at me, she could feel my prying hands in her mind. Like I’d thought before, the Qianlong had no ill will against us, and her intentions were true with what she told Carmedy. The dragon only wanted to help and escape the place that held her prisoner for most of her life. Heijing had no ulterior motives towards us, and I nodded once as I held out a gloved hand to her. The dragon examined it for a moment as she drew in a large breath, then placed her tiny hand in mine. 
 
    A strange feeling passed through my body as I stared down at her small hand, it looked delicate and breakable like the surface would crack if I touched her with too much pressure. As I said before, the Qianlong could hold her own amongst our party, but I wanted to protect her as I did with my women. Heijing’s icy blue eyes were clear and sparkling like the rippling surface of the ocean. I couldn’t deny that she was beautiful, and her long blue hair looked like silk and for a moment, I had an urge to reach out and stroke it. 
 
    “You may come with us,” I uttered in a low voice and Heijing bowed her head to me as her eyes fluttered closed.  
 
    “Thank you, I will do my best,” the Qianlong answered as her glittering eyes that entranced me so much opened once more. “I will shoulder the responsibility of protecting your women as if they were my own.” 
 
    “Please do, my women are the only beings I care for in this world,” I told her in a firm voice as I stared down at her, and the Qianlong tilted her head at me curiously. “But allow my women to protect and care for you too, you are the last of your kind and have meaning in this world.” 
 
    Heijing’s eyebrows raised in surprise, then the corners of her lips curled up into a sly smile. I knew what the Qianlong said earlier; she’d reached her sexual maturity and was looking for a mate. I didn’t have to be told I was a handsome man, but there was more to it than that, I was more than a mere mortal, I was a god in every sense of the word. There was no telling what would happen but seeded deep in the back of the Qianlong’s mind; there was hope that something between us would blossom, and that she would be able to bear my children.  
 
    The offspring of a fallen god and a dragon would be powerful indeed.  
 
    “Are we returning to the city first?” Haruhi asked in a soft voice, and I turned away from the dragon to look at the sage. “If we’re going on another journey soon, I’d like to say goodbye to my father properly. My brother should’ve arrived back from the Navy yesterday, but I want to make sure that Pappa won’t be alone while I’m away.” 
 
    “We’re going now?” Heijing asked in her undulating voice that reminded me of the crash of the ocean’s waves. “It can probably be assumed, but I’ve never been to the city below the sanctuary. I’ve seen it from the mountain top, sometimes, when I get lonely, I go there and look down at the tiny silhouettes of people moving about and imagine myself among them.” 
 
    “Then let’s go!” Carmedy cried as she looped her arm into the Qianlong’s.  
 
    The dragon’s thoughts were a jumbled mess, and I had to stop myself from chuckling at her shock. In the Qianlong’s world, when the dragons were still alive and doing fairly well, she was revered as a princess. Heijing was the only child of Guoshe and Anteng, the respective leaders of the Akalong tribe and Qianlong tribe. When the sanctuary bustled with life, people waited on her hand and foot out of respect. If the dragons of Canarta survived, then Heijing would have become the next leader of the combined tribes. Physical touch was alien to her, and affectionate physical contact was more foreign to the princess so the feline holding her like this was certainly something she would have to get used to. 
 
    We headed down the mountain as a group, and the alchemist asked the Qianlong questions the whole way down with Haruhi breaking in every once in a while. The Qianlong didn’t seem averse to the attention, but her stoic expression stayed the same the entire time. Heijing reminded me a lot of Morrigan when I first met the elven woman. She was quiet and didn’t let her emotions tread across her face like the two felines, and it was quite interesting to watch them interact together. 
 
    “How old are you, Heijing?” Haruhi asked as she adjusted her glasses, and the lenses flashed in the bright sunlight. 
 
    “I am exactly seven hundred and eighteen--” the Qianlong stared in her monotone voice as she floated along in between the two cat-girls. 
 
    “No, no, I’m sorry, I meant how old are you in human years?” the sage corrected herself, and the dragon nodded once in understanding. 
 
    “In human years, I am about…nineteen years old.” Heijing stated, and though she was the closest one to me in age, she didn’t look it at all. 
 
    “You’re the baby of the group!” Rana laughed, and the Qianlong looked over to the fox with disinterested eyes. 
 
    “Yes! I’m no longer the youngest!” Carmedy cried happily as she threw her paws into the air and danced around. 
 
    “Logically, that’s untrue…” Heijing protested in her low, husky voice but her protests went ignored as the feline hopped around. 
 
    “If anything, Heijing is the second oldest in our group. I know for sure she’s not as old as Master, but she’s still over seven hundred years old.” Haruhi explained, but she too was ignored by the rejoicing alchemist. 
 
    “So, you’re a princess?” Annalise asked, and Heijing’s icy blue eyes swiveled to the high queen. 
 
    “Technically yes, I was the last heir in the tribes. I didn’t consider myself a princess, but I was treated as such as my mother was in the Akalong tribe.” The dragon answered in an even and calm voice. 
 
    “C-can you tell me more about your mother? Guoshe?” the librarian asked nervously as she played with the hem of her dress. “And your father, what was Anteng like?” 
 
    Heijing blinked, confused for a moment, then her smooth face cleared. The subject of her parents wasn’t touchy or tender, but it was strange to the dragon to have someone ask about her parents. To the Qianlong, they were her parents, only that, but to Haruhi, they were figureheads of a long lost civilization. 
 
    “What would you like to know?” the dragon inquired with a tilt of her head, and Haruhi nearly vibrated with excitement. 
 
    “What were they like? I’ve read about them and heard their story but who were they in real life?” the sage questioned in a soft voice. 
 
    Heijing leaned her head back and looked up at the cornflower blue sky. She blinked softly, and I took notice of how long her eyelashes were. The dragon was stunning like the rest of my minions, and I wished to see her dragon form once again. 
 
    “There is nothing recorded about how my parents were together,” Heijing told us, and when I glanced over my shoulder, I could see traces of Guoshe in her face. “They were from different tribes, and of course, they hated each other at first. My mother, Guoshe, resented her people for handing her over to the Qianlong tribe as if she were a prize to be won. Their initial introduction didn’t go over well, my mother set fire to most of the palace, and it took over a year to rebuild.” 
 
    “Star-crossed lovers!” Carmedy cried in a singsong voice then burst into a fit of giggles. 
 
    “It was a strange occurrence, but there was an uprising in the dwarven community on the mainland east of here, they started to pillage the islands and attempt to take them for their own,” Heijing explained, and Haruhi listened, totally enrapt. “They tried to attack Canarta, and my mother took over the war council. My father, as the leaders of the Qianlong’s, was included in the council and saw a completely different side of Guoshe there. She was precise in her actions and well versed in the ways of battle. He respected her, and from then on, he would only go to her for advice on battle-related topics. They were married, but they lived in separate parts of the palace, but because of the fight against the dwarves, an unlikely friendship blossomed between them.” 
 
    “And then?” Rana asked as she actively avoided looking at the dragon to make it seem like she wasn’t interested, but from the way her tail wagged, I could tell she was. 
 
    “I can’t tell you when my parents fell in love with each other, but it was gradual and over a long span of time. People began to notice though; they were kinder and more considerate of each other. Eventually, my mother moved into the main part of the palace where my father stayed,” Heijing went on as she told the love story of her parents. “They weren’t together then, but it was certainly a change in their attitudes toward each other. The final change came around my mother’s twentieth birthday. Anteng went out into the forest for five nights straight, when he came back, he brought with him ten thousand fireflies in glass jars and strung them up in her room.” 
 
    “What was the meaning of the fireflies?” Haruhi asked in a hushed voice as she clung to Heijing’s every word. 
 
    “It’s silly but shows what a sweet man my father could be despite his Akalong heritage,” the dragon smiled to herself as she fiddled with the sleeve of her robe. “He told her, ‘ten thousand fireflies for the ten thousand tiny fires she lit in his heart.” 
 
    “Awww!” Carmedy cried as she held her paws tightly to her chest and grinned. 
 
    “He often joked to me when I was a child that he should have given her ten thousand and one fireflies, for the fires in his heart and the fire she set to the palace when she first arrived,” the Qianlong giggled, and it was the first time we’d heard her laugh. “My father confessed his love to her then, on her twentieth birthday. Twelve months later, I was born.” 
 
    “Wait a second, twelve months?” Annalise asked as her brows furrowed. “That’s like an abnormally long time to be pregnant.” 
 
    “Really?” Heijing asked in a surprised tone. “I was born early; most dragon pregnancies go on for thirteen to fourteen months.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Rana breathed in disbelief. 
 
    “It takes a lot longer to develop a Dragonborn than human babies, we have a dragon form and our human form, that is why it takes almost twice as long as a human pregnancy.” 
 
    “But what were your parents like?” Haruhi pressed again, unsatisfied with the information she’d been given. 
 
    Heijing’s expression never changed as she walked down the trail closer to the city, but she seemed unbothered by the sage’s question as she opened her cherry colored lips to speak again. 
 
    “My mother, true to her Qianlong bloodline was kind, soft-spoken and gentle but being raised by the Akalong, made her short-tempered, sharp-tongued and irritable at times. She was more likely to give you a tongue lashing in a sweet, simpering voice than to flat out scream at you. She never used it on me, but I witnessed her do it to other officials before,” Heijing smiled softly as she remembered her mother fondly. “Guoshe stayed true to her Akalong raising and wore only the yellows and reds of her people even after her and my father fell in love.” 
 
    “What about your father?” Morrigan inquired, and I smiled to myself that all of my women took an interest in the Qianlong’s heritage and family. 
 
    “Just like my mother, he was a mix of the person he was by blood, and by how he was raised. I wouldn’t say my father was angry, but he certainly didn’t have an ‘inside voice,’ his voice was always raised, no matter if he was happy or upset. I would call him passionate, he threw himself into all things wholeheartedly but most of all, he loved my mother more than anything on this earth, except for me, of course. To him, I was the miracle of both nations, the combination of two mighty tribes. A lot isn’t known about him, though there isn’t a lot of information out there about both of them, but I’ll tell you a bit, even the mundane things if you like.” 
 
    “Please!” Haruhi shouted, then covered her mouth with both paws embarrassed. “It’s just…really exciting.” 
 
    “I understand, my parents were phantoms, footnotes at the end of the Canartian dragon’s reign. You are a librarian, a seeker of information, and it is only natural that you would hunger for the memories I have locked away of them together.” Heijing nodded, her voice soft and kind as she smiled over to the sage. 
 
    My women chattered to the dragon the entire journey down, but each time they asked a question, Heijing would smile and give them the answer willingly. The Qianlong was soft-spoken just as she described her mother, and I remembered the faces of her parents from the drawing Adrian showed me. She looked exactly like them but in a tiny form. 
 
    We were close to the city, but the Qianlong showed no sign of nervousness. She’d been alone for so long that I’d assumed she’d be anxious about stepping into the town full of cat-people, but she showed no such emotion on her face. Heijing’s thoughts were clear and worry-free, but I stopped and turned to look her directly in the eye. The dragon simply raised her eyebrows in question. 
 
    “What do you miss most about those times?” I asked in a firm voice. “What does your heart long for when you think about the times you spent with the city filled with dragonkin?” 
 
    Heijing didn’t think about the answer, didn’t pause or hesitate but answered in an honest tone as her eyes never left mine. 
 
    “I miss my family, not just my parents but everyone in the sanctuary. I was the next leader of the Qianlong people; I was loved and adored by all. I was treated like a daughter in the homes of strangers. I wouldn’t call it a sense of community; these people were my brothers and sisters, grandparents, aunts, and uncles,” Heijing answered honestly. “I would do anything to get back to that feeling. My people were lost to me within a matter of minutes, and I will never get them back. That is why this journey is so important to me. I need to discover the world for myself and in turn, find myself.” 
 
    “What happened to the dragonkin? We all know that they died off but…how?” Annalise asked, and Heijing’s face tightened into a pained expression. 
 
    “Don’t you know?” the dragon asked as she looked into each of our faces. “Not even you, Dark One?” 
 
    “No, I was thrown from the heavens and locked in a dungeon for thousands of years. I have no idea what happened to the dragons or your people.” I answered as I stared down at the tiny woman. 
 
    “Then you must not know what your kind did to mine,” Heijing stated, and my eyes widened in surprise. “The dragons of Canarta are dead because the gods attacked us. Is this not a known fact?” 
 
    “We…just thought you got sick or something,” Carmedy admitted in a low voice. 
 
    “There is no recorded history of what happened to us, is there?” the Qianlong asked as she turned towards Haruhi, and the sage shook her head. 
 
    “No, there was no actual explanation as to why your kind died out. There was speculation that, as Carmedy said, you died off from disease or something like that. Or the industrialization of the islands had something to do with it, but no actual proof.” Haruhi told her, and Heijing’s expression stayed the same as she took it all in. 
 
    “The gods killed your people? Why?” I questioned, and the Qianlong’s icy blue eyes settled on me. 
 
    “Jealousy? Hatred? In a way, dragons were revered as gods on earth. We ruled both earth and sky with iron fists. The gods didn’t like it; only they were to be worshipped and praised. They attacked us one morning without warning, my parents hid me away in a secret chamber below the temple right as the attack started, and when I emerged a few hours later, my people were dead. I, not over the age of three hundred, found my father cradling my mother’s bloody corpse. Both of them were taken from me at such a young age. I buried all of them, my entire city, alone and frightened. That’s where I stayed, the last Qianlong, the keeper of the sanctuary.” 
 
    “Heijing…” Carmedy muttered as she held out her hands to the dragon, but the blue-haired woman raised a hand to stop her. 
 
    It wasn’t a slight to the feline, Heijing wasn’t an emotional being, and though she’d rejected the cat-girl, Carmedy didn’t seem offended by it. 
 
    “It is a sad story, I know, but please, do not feel sorry for me,” Heijing stated in her monotone voice. “It is a burden that I have carried for most of my life, and the load is not as heavy as it once was. Yes, I agreed to come on this journey to help you, but I also did it for an entirely selfish reason too.” 
 
    I inclined my head back as I stared at her. Heijing was resolute as she stepped directly in front of me and placed her hands into her long sleeves. Her icy blue eyes cut into me as she reclined her head back to look up into my face. I towered over her, and if I could guess, the little woman barely came up to my ribs. She was petite and delicate looking and deep in my chest; I wanted to protect her. 
 
    “I’m going to destroy the heavens,” I said plainly, and the Qianlong nodded solemnly. “That is why you want to join us.” 
 
    “They took something from me that I can never get back,” Heijing growled through clenched teeth, and I felt her hate for the god’s realm practically roll off her. “I can be an ally and an aid to you. You can travel to the heavens easily; your women cannot. I can be of help. Let me come with you and tear down the heavens by its heels.” 
 
    I stared down at the tiny woman for a moment. I hadn’t decided which group she was going with yet but it was clear that she wanted to help us on our journey. Heijing was speaking in long-term, she wanted to join us and battle against the heavens too.  
 
    “Please, Master? Can she come with me, Annalise and Rana? She’d help us out a lot.” Carmedy begged as she grabbed onto Heijing’s arm and pleaded with her huge, emerald eyes.  
 
    “Also, uh, don’t know if this is an added bonus, but she’s a fucking dragon,” Rana snorted as she gestured towards the tiny woman. “Who wouldn’t want to have a dragon on their side?” 
 
    “I have to agree with Rana on the advantages of a dragon ally, though it would be better if she came with us, Master,” Morrigan uttered as she stepped forward and placed a delicate hand on Heijing’s shoulder. “I may have magical abilities, but the Qianlong will add more chances of winning the fight against the Holy Band.” 
 
    “Hold on a second,” Annalise said as she raised her hands into the air then turned to address the dragon. “We all know you’re the Qianlong, but do you have any other skills other than turning into a beast? Do you know how to wield a sword?” 
 
    Heijing didn’t answer, only let her hands drop from in front of her. Her left hand crossed over her front and moved into the air as if she were clasping the hilt of an imaginary sword. The air around her hand glimmered, and when she pulled her hand away from her body in the motion of drawing a sword, flames came to life in the air. Heijing stood firm as she held a blade the same length as Bloodscale or the Eye of Alipsis entirely made from roaring flame. 
 
    The high queen’s eyes nearly bulged out of their sockets as she stared and Carmedy gasped loudly. Morrigan remained stoic but simply lifted a single eyebrow in surprise. Rana squealed loudly and held her paws up in front of her grinning mouth. I was impressed too as the Qianlong took a few quick swings of the weapon and moved like an expert swordswoman just like Annalise. 
 
    “It’s made of fire, but I would consider it a blade,” Heijing said thoughtfully as she examined the weapon. 
 
    “Never mind, I think she’s good. No complaints here, have her come with us.” Annalise squeaked in a high-pitched voice as she lifted a thumbs up into the air. 
 
    Heijing opened the hand that held the hilt of the fire blade, and the weapon disappeared with a loud sizzle. Her attention settled back on me as she leveled her icy blue eyes on my face. She waited for my answer patiently and didn’t press me with words or questions. She was right when she said that I’d need help to bring my women to the god’s realm. It was a difficult task to bring mortals into a world of heavenly beings, and if she were a part of our party, then it was another thing that I didn’t need to worry about. Heijing was a skilled warrior and, in her dragon form, a terrifying adversary. 
 
    “Heijing,” I uttered in a low, husky voice and the Qianlong’s pale blue eyebrows lifted for me to continue. “You will go with Rana, you will help her find her family, and then we will decide if you will be helpful to the party in our war with the heavens.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the dragon muttered as she bowed low to me then straightened gracefully. “I will bring honor to you and your women. I will become a worthy ally to all of you along the way. I understand, I have not proven myself to you yet, but I will.” 
 
    I nodded once then turned back towards the path ahead. My women followed after me, and I smiled to myself. Though we would be separate within the next few days, and we would be apart for a short time, I was eager for the future. With Heijing by our sides, the coming battles against the Holy Order and the Heavens would be easier. As each day passed, I had more and more allies by my side. First it was the four horsemen we’d met in Tintagal, and now it was the last remaining Qianlong. 
 
    I would destroy the earth and reform it in my image, then I would move on to the heavens. There was nothing standing in my way, no obstacle that I couldn’t overcome.  
 
    I was a god, and I would soon become Master over all. I would stop at nothing until every living, breathing creature was under my control. Acquiring the Qianlong was completely by accident, but I was glad to have her as an ally instead of an enemy. Each move I made now put me one step closer to the end that I wanted and deserved.  
 
    I would exact my revenge on the heavens not only for my sake but also for the Tichádáma and now Heijing too. I could feel everything I wanted brushing against my fingertips, and every step I took, it came closer than ever before. I could almost taste it on the tip of my tongue, the revenge and victory over all those who had scorned me and tossed me out of the heavens. 
 
    Soon, I would be the Master over all things on earth and in heaven. 
 
      
 
    End of book 6 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Dungeon Master 6! You all gave me some great review feedback with the last book, and I super appreciate it. I think we’ll have two more books after this and then the series will be over. Reviews will still help get other people into the series, so if you have 30 seconds, please leave me a review! Thanks again! 
 
    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
 
    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that next book is out. 
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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