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Chapter 1: Service and Servitude

Some eight hundred leagues away from the comparable backwater kingdom of Sorash and the 
struggles of a half-elf priestess named Sarah Kettar was a sprawling metropolis, the jewel of the 
Western Council. Beson stood as a beacon of trade and free society, connecting most of the 
civilized world to one another and even to the Vale itself.

Dame Amaranth had heard about the Vale, the legendary home of the elves-- the very people 
who's blood flowed in her veins and who'd abandoned her even before she'd even been born. She
had grown up in the world of humans and by the gods were there many of them.

She sipped her tea looking out over the sprawling city below. The castle was situated neatly 
amidst the sprawl and splendor of the very people she'd sworn herself to protect. They wandered 
about the wood lined streets, carefully picking the red moss and mud that seeped up between the 
massive timbers that kept the city from being overrun by the rapid growth every night. It wasn't 
just the nightly riots that gave the city its dubious moniker, 'city of blood'.

A cool wind ran its fingers along her sun kissed flesh, sliding through the sheer robe as the 
lavender sky began to make way for the early morning sun, bringing with it the ever lingering 
tickle of rain's caress. It was a pleasant, sweet scent that prickled the half-elf's senses with 
promises of a dreary day. 

She breathed it in all the same, her tall, proud body and firm muscles bristled with goosebumps 
from the sudden chill, but her mind was alive with possibility and renewed vigor for what was to 
come. Today was going to be the day. She couldn't hide it for much longer, anyway. Her stomach
had started a gentle curve and even now, standing practically nude before the early morning city, 
she could imagine this new turn in her life taking her to strange, exciting places.

To hear her mother tell it, there was no room for a half-breed among the proud race of immortal 
elves, but here there was an infinite number of possibilities. She ran her fingers over her belly, 
trembling with excitement and fear. She'd tell them today, she promised herself. They'd figure 
out how to handle it, they wouldn't have to worry about what the future held anymore. She didn't 
have to hide behind her pointy ears and exotic, sharp features any longer.

She had a home, now. She would have a family.

The gods had truly blessed her, even if her ancestors hadn't. Suddenly it didn't matter how hard 
she'd worked to earn her title, how many battles she'd fought and won in service to Sorash and 
her Duke. She'd never be accepted by anyone-- except her peers, if only obliquely-- but a family.

Her, a mother.

Gods, had Elisandra blessed Her loyal paladin. For her years of service, she was going to have 
what she wished for most while she was still young enough to enjoy-- and care for-- it. She 



sipped her tea with a smile this time, her amber eyes flitting up towards the sky. A soft whispered
prayer of thanks parted her full lips and she turned to her room, wondering how much longer 
she'd be able to fit into her armor.

Quietly, in some dark part of her mind, she wondered just how the news would be received. . .

#

Dame Amaranth strolled through the main hall in full regalia, her green and gold platemail 
clacked softly against the chain underneath with each step, pressing gently against her stomach 
and reminding her that she wouldn't be able to hide the swell of her child much longer. It wasn't 
like he wouldn't be able tell if they had so much as a moment to themselves, but still, her heart 
fluttered in her chest and the sinking suspicion that had accompanied her while she dressed for 
the day had become full blown paranoia.

What would he do once he found out? How would he react? More importantly, to the paladin, 
was the question of how this life might impact their relationship. What would have to change so 
that no one was compromised?

Gods, it was enough to drive someone to drink. That was even before the question of whether or 
not it was even his. . . Amaranth swallowed, pressed herself against the back of her armor as 
though it would ease weight off her growing stomach and clenched her teeth. Her duty was to 
protect, she couldn't worry herself with the who, how and why. She just needed to protect what 
had been created.

Stewards and commoners were milling about the main hall, dutifully ignoring the small 
contingent of knights that were receiving their daily orders from the resident sergeant at arms. It 
wasn't even mid morning and the hall was full of the commoners and lawyers of the various trade
unions and several foreign dignitaries, speaking amongst themselves and awaiting the arrival of 
the Duke.

His knight, however, didn't have to wait. She never would, so long as she was in his service, so 
she approached the cluster of courtiers and started towards the hall. Now wasn't a good time to 
ask him about it, but perhaps later she could secure enough of his time to ask him just how to 
handle this change. He was wise, after all. Wise, patient.

Yes. Maybe she would.

Amaranth steeled herself and crept into the massive hall, avoiding glances from the 'pure' elves 
who caught sight of her pointed ears. Occasionally someone would attempt to engage her in 
conversation but she quickly excused herself, narrowly avoiding one potential crisis after 
another-- No, she couldn't find a missing cat; no, she couldn't speak for the Duke himself; yes 
she was the resident second knight and no, she couldn't deploy other knights against rebellious 
serfs.

It was more of the same, the kind of mind numbing drudgery that made her job as a knight about 



as glamorous as tax collection, but as a paladin, bound by an oath to protect her charge and guide
him in making the right choices? She couldn't wait to get started.

She managed to get to the rear of the hall without expressly agreeing to help one group or 
another; just barely. Peasant revolts and lost kittens would have to wait until they were ready to 
be addressed. She was the executor of her lords' will, after all, not its progenitor. With great care 
she eased herself up to the door that lead to the door that separated the main hall from the Duke's 
private quarters. The guards made way for her, used to the way in which she crept as one might 
do to catch someone unaware.

It had been a long standing tradition, almost twenty years now, and so the guards paid it little 
mind except to offer salute to the half-blooded knight as she opened the door to the antechamber 
and slipped in.

The room was laid out with the typical red velvet finery draped over fine oak and plaster 
highlights. All the oak services were stained and polished up to a fine sheen, glistening in the 
scattered light from the slit of glass that ran parallel with the North Light. It was as much a shrine
to the Duke's god as it was a place to relax for visiting dignitaries and the Duke himself.

Relax he did, at that. The twenty something man was sprawled out across one of the massive four
seat couches in his full court attire of flowing velvet with a bright purple silk coat underneath. 
That surprised her. He hadn't worn it in at least a decade that she could remember, and even then 
only at her insistence that he protect himself in a time when some maniac was going around 
firing arrows at nobles.

The undershirt had a deceptively tight weave designed to protect the wearer from against arrows 
and bolts from would be assassins, unfortunately it was also a tight fit over Rathic's broad, toned 
chest and his well built shoulders, making him reluctant to so much as consider it, much less take
it's value seriously.

Amaranth stood there in quiet contemplation for a moment as her sharp amber eyes roamed her 
young charge. Young-- though definitely a grown man; he was approaching his twenty first 
birthday, but his features were still that of someone too innocent for his station. A strong sharp 
jaw line and eyes so wide and full of life, every once in a while she’d catch that subtle flicker of 
the inner fire that drove him, but to the rest of the world he showed only the calm mask that had 
been thrust upon him by the death of his father; he wasn’t the person that his father’s legacy 
needed to lead it, but he wasn’t about to let that stop him from giving it his damnedest effort.

There were other times, of course, those rare little moments where he let the mask fall 
completely. Those were the private moments, though, the ones that neither of them could speak 
of, the moments that they both knew would come to an abrupt-- and horrible-- end. A twinge of 
guilt rippled across Amaranth’s mind. She couldn’t undo the past and even if she could, 
somehow she couldn’t convince herself that this was something that needed undoing.

She began to sing. The soft flowing melody tumbled from her lips in a way that neither time nor 
countless recitals had managed to dull even a note. The melody was soon joined by her placing a 



hand on her young charge, reminding him of her presence, confirming to herself that he was still 
alive. The transfusion of energies and the subtle touch of his conscious mind brushing against 
hers was like a kiss to her very soul. As a bonded pair-- protector and protected-- they shared 
things in ways many could not, the body was more than paternal and yet somehow more intimate
than those shared by even the oldest of lovers.

He was part of her, part of her very being and even while his mind teetered at the edge of true, 
restful sleep, she could sense his reaching out for something. A feeling of warmth and the cold 
dagger of loss-- he was dreaming again. No doubt the dream of the throne room and the assassin.
Even in spite-- or perhaps because of-- the dreams, he’d started wearing the assassin’s calling 
card in his right breast pocket, perhaps in memorial or silent prayer for vengeance. One day he 
would ask her to take on that burden, to find this Ace of Diamonds and kill her, but in the 
meantime, he had a city to run and a people to protect.

It really was too bad that circumstances hadn’t turned out differently. But in their loneliness, in 
their abject isolation from the people around them-- he by his youth in a position for rich old 
men, and she by her elven heritage, they’d found one another. Whatever mercy the gods hat 
decided to grant both of them was something they could share, and no one could take that away 
from them.

She ran her finely boned fingers across the velveteen material of his pant leg, caressing his flesh 
with the very tip of her finger, a mere feather’s grace against the firm, taught muscles of her 
Lordship’s body. All the while she explored the ridges of his muscles, she carried her melody to 
new levels of warmth as she had learned so long ago. “My lost, my found, loved and famed. . . 
For what sun will rise if not guided by your heavens?” Amaranth’s hand unconsciously slid up a 
little farther, brushing against his powerful thigh muscles, sighing softly as she slid into a seat 
beside him.

Unlike other nobility-- and even many paladins she knew, he didn’t stir at the closeness of her 
warmth. He didn’t so much as bat an eye when she pressed her plated thigh against his and 
murmured. “The night awaits the sun, for without the sun there can be no flowers. . .  What will 
we do then, hm?”

To her surprise, he responded in that soft but powerful purr that set the fringes of her mind at full
attention. It was a sultry sound, the husky voice of a man used to getting what he wanted out of 
life, but never forgetting that privilege was earned and a man, no matter how important socially, 
was still a man. “We’ll plant new ones and draw the curtains. . . It was too damn early in the first 
place!”

Despite herself, Amaranth laughed.

“Now that is a sound I could wake to for a thousand years.” The Duke looked up at her for the 
first time, his eyes clouded by sleep and some faint flicker of amusement. “I was enjoying a 
dream before you started caterwauling.”

Whether intentional or not, a twinge of insult prodded Amaranth’s subconscious. “I’m sorry, my 



leige--”

The man started to rise lazily, “please. . .” he trailed off while his gaze lingered on her. A 
creeping little smile pulled at the corner of his mouth as he sauntered over to the tray of tea and 
pastries that had been laid out opposite the couch. “We’re alone, you know better.”

“But--” 

“Shh,” the young man glanced back with a smile and a twinkle that said he knew something she 
wasn’t privileged to. “Say it.”

She frowned. “B--”

“Ammy. . .”

“It’s so indignant, though! My L--”

He turned abruptly and tossed a pastry her way. The only thought that ran through her mind-- 
aside from the insult he was asking her to commit-- was the mess it would leave on the fine 
carpet. She dived for it, managing to scoop it up before it would’ve stained anything. Somewhere
between her leaving the couch and catching the flaky treat, however, her liege lord had closed the
distance and placed himself directly in her path.

Amaranth nearly plowed into his groin with her face, but for her natural elven grace and quick 
action, she slid to the right to avoid the impact and recover herself before she would’ve hit the 
carpeting. She looked up at him with a dour expression as she started to rise, that was until he 
laid his hand on her shoulder.

With a slow movement fitting a lion stalking its prey, his finger brushed across the side of her 
throat. A ripple of warmth that swept gently up her cheek, through her hair, then grazed the back 
of her ear to the tip. The tiniest pinch at the point forced Amaranth’s breath back into her throat, a
shudder swam  through her body like liquid heat, turning her knees into putty even as she sat 
there on the floor. She hoped, above all, that her armor would hide her reaction, but luck wasn’t 
with her. Not at all.

She glanced up from the shade of her bangs to find Richard, her Duke and lord standing there 
with a mischievous little smile even as he trailed his finger down the rearward arch of her ear. A 
sigh she couldn’t suppress quickly enough tumbled from her lips while the human squatted down
to her level.

“Another sound I don’t get to hear nearly enough,” Richard’s breath brushed over her sharply 
angled cheek and he started to rise. Unconsciously Amaranth reached out to touch his hand, 
barely aware that she was inhaling his natural musk from her position, with his crotch practically
touching her chin. She looked up at him, dampened her lips.

He had to know.



He was going to find out anyway.

He was wise and patient.

“I. . .” Amaranth pursed her lips as her voice faltered. She tried again, and again, and again. All 
she had to do was bring it out, and then everything would be all right. He needed to know and 
now really was the best time.

“Hm?” He didn’t pull his hand away. “What troubles my Dame?”

Dame. She was nobility too, it wasn’t unheard of to share problems with other nobles and yet-- 
Amaranth turned her head in his hand and kissed his palm. “I would speak to you after the day is 
out.”

A flicker of concern lit his eyes. “Ammy?” The shortening of her name broke her heart. He had 
to know, but would it make anything better?

“You have enough on your mind. What I have to say can wait. . .”

“Ammy, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing--”

“Bullshit.”

“Richard!” Amaranth covered her mouth. “Ehm- I mean, my Lord! Please, such language is 
beneath you--”

“So are half the things you say when you think no one’s listening,” he chided with a playful grin.
“Don’t be so prudish.”

“Tch,” Amaranth scoffed, looking away. “That’s not fair.”

“Life seldom is, Dame Amaranth. Life seldom is.” He thrust his hand out to her and took a step 
back, munching his pastry with a catty little smile that told her that there would be a continuation
to this conversation-- if she was able to work out how to speak with a full mouth.

Fitting, in some ways, really. She pushed off on her own and shot him a playfully challenging 
look which he returned around another mouth full of pastry. Silently, she nodded, already 
knowing that there’d be no chance she could deny him, even if she wanted to-- which was never 
the case.

“You’re incorrigible,” Amaranth chided.

He cast her a surreptitious glance on his way to the table to grab another hand full of pastries. 



Before he could make it to the door he had downed another one of them and was half way into 
the second. “Come, my Knight, we have work to do. . .”

Despite that nagging voice that told her she should have been ashamed to be so open with her 
admonishment, she fell in step behind him. Both protector and servant, she had to tread that fine 
line between guide and supplicant. The way in which she administered them needed care and 
consideration, for surely words were going to be very precious and potentially dangerous things 
by the end of the day.

#

As usual, the day’s activities included some variation on the Duke providing the dignitaries first 
chance to plead their cases for better living conditions in the ghettos their constituent groups had 
carved out for themselves when they were forced to take up residence in the city after the great 
floods. Of course, they didn’t understand that it took time to move thousands of refuges and even
more time to quell the arguments of the rich nobles who promised to kill them should the refuges
leave their cordoned off areas.

From her position at his side, Amaranth was privilege to the worst of the looks that they would 
give their host patron when they thought he couldn’t see them. It wasn’t unexpected, in fact it 
was pretty routine, yet she couldn’t help but wonder when it would be time for them to step back 
and realize that their concerns weren’t going to dictate the way in which the Duke ran his city.

That concern faded when the elven ambassador approached. Surely he would be a voice of 
reason, even if he hated the kingdom and all it stood for, he’d never jeopardize the Vale’s access 
to high quality mercenaries. Least of all for some minor discomforts-- they’d been put up in the 
richest districts in the city as it was.

“Your Lordship,” the slim man bowed gracefully with hands spread in a sign of nonaggression. 
“It pains me to be so direct, but the matter of which we spoke privately has come to past. The 
Leskan troops will be at our step by the end of the tenday. . .” His bright silver gaze settled on the
human, expectant.

Amaranth stood firm beside her lord’s side, though inwardly she blanched at the dagger of 
betrayal lancing between her shoulders. How could he have kept this from her? How was she 
supposed to protect him if he was withholding things like this?

Before she could so much as breathe a word of protest, he stood and marched towards the 
ambassador with his hands open. Once he reached the base of the stairs he laid his hands on the 
slimmer man’s shoulders. “I promised you an army, and I shall deliver it. . . Though more 
advanced warning would have been appreciated.”

“Ah, but for want of more advanced warning, surely disease and strife would be a thing of the 
past by virtue of better solutions and higher minds.”

Richard-- the Duke-- stepped back with a smile. “True enough, true enough. . . Dame Amaranth,”



he looked back briefly. “Fetch sir Markus, we have help to rally.”

She had to dig into the deepest parts of her soul to keep from opening her mouth. A glance to the 
nearest soldier had her position covered so she could head out to the hall. Only when the main 
doors were closed behind her did it really occur what she was doing-- Richard had promised the 
elves an army. That meant he had planned to go to war with them.

Why, then, was his second knight just learning about this? What else hadn’t he told her about? 
The elves, of all people! Was he completely mad? They would hold their end of whatever bargain
he made until it no longer suited them, and then he’d be left to fend for himself. She’d taught 
him better than this, hadn’t she? She was a good paladin, she had done her job to the best of her 
ability, if he wanted to hold hope over experience, she couldn’t possibly fault him for that, could 
she?

As she plodded through the narrow beams that served as the street, civilians made way for her, 
even a man with a narrow wheeled cart tried to move for her-- knowing that obstructing one of 
the Duke’s personal knights was almost akin to attacking a noble; a bad idea in the best of ways. 
Amaranth slid around the cart, insisting she be the one to yield for him.

There was only one place where Markus would be caught spending his day off; the dingy little 
dive bar on the northern quarter of Highlind lane-- the only street in the entire city that actually 
ended instead of connecting to a travel path. The bar itself dominated the end of that street, 
highlighted in soot black wood and blue drapes that only accented the obnoxiously loud music 
blaring through the open doorway.

A haze of smoldering moss and cheap incense lanced through her nose, burning all the way into 
her lungs while the bleating of a poorly tuned wind instrument played by a half naked man in the
corner, carving new trenches in her soul and already limited patience. A hand full of caravan 
guards and gamblers occupied the loose array of tables carrying on with their stories and games, 
paying almost no mind to her as she stepped in.

Then she found Markus and the screeching of the instrument became a dull drone in the back of 
her mind. His back was to her and he was sitting at one of the tables nearest the window, his 
broad shoulders and long brown hair caught a glint of light when he leaned back. It only served 
to accent his strong jaw and proud neck line, a reminder that no matter how close to she might be
to her elven heritage and the graceful, sinewy forms they had, nothing would ever compare to the
proud, raw strength of human men.

She approached quietly, slinking along the chipped wood floor as though each step might bring 
the place down. Her armor betrayed her easily, though, and the soft click-clack of her plates drew
the attention of a few of the gamblers who looked up from their game-- beady eyes that lingered 
on her form and only when she looked their way met her gaze.

Some part of her knew that they knew a good thing when the saw it; that she would be filling 
their minds with that which was forever out of their reach when they were emptying themselves 
into the whores tonight. Some would dream about pulling her long ruby locks, slamming her 



powerful flanks or trying to get her to whimper their names into the pillow as they plowed her, 
breathing heavily into her pointed ear and trying to wrap their hands around her full breasts.

Her stomach fluttered with the heat of the thoughts racing through her mind-- there were too 
many men to defend herself against effectively, it would only take that one of them to decide that
her title and her station didn’t mean anything; that she was just a toy to be used. Her breath came 
shorter, mere sips of the tepid air compared to a moment ago.

No, she was a paladin, she wasn’t meant to be thinking such things! Heavens forgive her, but the 
thoughts wouldn’t stop. As she approached Markus, she caught herself wondering just how much
longer she would want to deny that impulse if someone decided to try their hand at mind reading.

It surprised her to hear that quiet voice in the back of her mind whisper ‘not long’. That was even
before she saw the girl under the table with Markus’s cock in her mouth.

Neither of them had noticed her approach and the girl didn’t look in any position to stop even if 
she had. Markus’s meaty paw clawed through her braided hair as his thick, swollen cock 
disappeared into her thin, obedient lips. She devoured inch after inch, bulging out her narrow 
little throat with his girth only to slide back with a cough and release it again, coated in a thin 
layer of saliva.

The girl, no more a woman than a teenager, was draped in a loose peasant dress with her blonde 
hair bound up and, from what Amaranth could tell, tied up perfectly to highlight her cute--if 
plain-- features. Markus didn’t seem to mind her humble looks, though. He fed her generously, 
cupping the back of her head as she turned her skull this way and that to take in more, to tease 
him.

Amaranth should have been ashamed, but she stood there watching for almost a full minute as 
the peasant girl dutifully serviced the knight. Subtly, the half-elf eased up behind her superior 
and laid a hand on his shoulder. He jerked forward and crammed his entire length into the girl’s 
throat, glaring daggers at Amaranth for just that flicker of a second until recognition set in. 
“Oh--”

The girl flailed. “Urk!”

“Ah, shit. Sorry--” Markus started to draw back but Amaranth stepped up behind him and placed 
her hand on the back of the girl’s head lightly.

With a glance at him out of the corner of her eye, she pushed her down on his cock, encouraging 
her to resume her attentions. She murmured in a soft voice meant only for the knight. “We’ve 
been summoned.”

“Nnhhh. . .” Markus closed his eyes half way. “I’m allowed a day off.”

“You’d occupy yourself with peasants when your Lord demands your attention?” Even with 



those words she pushed the girl’s head down further until she had all of Markus’s cock in her 
mouth. If she was going to take what belonged to Amaranth, she was damn well going to do it 
right. “No offense, miss.”

The girl’s bright green eyes turned up, flitting between the two knights even as they looked at 
one another in subtle challenge. She had no idea what she was getting into but Amaranth refused 
to let up. When their gazes met, she gave a gentle tug on the blonde’s hair, easing her head back 
and then pushing her back down.

“What’re--” Markus huffed as Amaranth worked the girl’s head that little bit faster. Up and 
down, up and down until the peasant got the idea. She was a quick learner and eager to please, in
no time at all she took over the motion even with both of the knight’s hands on her. “Ah-- gods,” 
Markus breathed.

“You should know better than play outside your station.” The proud half-elf nibbled his earlobe. 
“You know to whom you belong.”

“What--” was as far as the human got before Amaranth pushed the teenager’s head down on his 
cock. She gagged and coughed while Amaranth kissed his ear, reveling in the low moan building 
in his throat. “Jealous?”

“Sometimes I wonder if I’ve become old news.” She let the girl recover herself and ignored the 
look of irritation she earned from the lowly peasant. She was cute, but when it came down to it, 
Markus didn’t belong to her, he never would. She needed to understand that.

Amaranth nuzzled against him softly, drinking in his natural musk as she kissed his cheek, 
breathing a sigh into his ear the way she knew he couldn’t resist. As she did so, the peasant girl 
worked his cock harder, faster, just like Amaranth had shown her. “That’s it. . .” she purred. 
“Better?” She looked to Markus.

The strong knight leaned his head back against Amaranth’s shoulder with a resigned sigh. A 
sound she hadn’t heard nearly enough in recent weeks. He knew who would take care of him, 
who’d be there when the time came. He knew who it was that was his equal.

Not that the girl wasn’t doing her best to earn her place; she bobbed up and down with her 
cheeks swollen out with the sheer girth of Markus’s package that she sucked on with increasing 
vigor, waging that constant battle struggle between the ability to breathe and the ability to please.

Markus spurred her on with a spasm. He was getting close.

“We need to go. . .” Amaranth kissed his earlobe. She not so subtly pushed the girl’s head down 
until she had half of his length in her mouth. “Has she started something she can’t finish?”

The knight-- her knight grabbed the edge of the table with one hand, digging his heels into the 
floorboards even as his body started to stiffen. Amaranth looked down at the peasant girl with a 
faint smile. She hadn’t pulled back and she didn’t look about to. She kept up with her attentions, 



either oblivious to what was coming or, like Amaranth, not about to waste a good thing.

“Don’t swallow.” Markus groaned out-- the last thing he managed to utter before he thrust 
forward into the young peasant’s mouth and threw his head back against Amaranth’s shoulder 
armor. His low, satisfied groan was a familiar purr that made Amaranth blush. A sound she’d not 
heard nearly often enough.

The girl whimpered, sputtered and coughed under the pressure of Markus’s powerful orgasm as it
blasted hot streams of his seed into her little mouth. Her eyes screwed shut as she choked back 
on the instincts telling her to swallow. All the while Amaranth balled her fist into the girl’s hair 
giving her no chance to move, only to accept her lover’s load. She had bit off more than she 
could swallow and now it was too late to look back.

Markus groaned out louder than before and pumped his cock into her mouth, letting out another 
stream of goo into the teen’s face. Amaranth smiled at the dirty look the girl’s bright eyes took 
on. It was a look of anger and irritation.

Served her right.

“Spill not a drop.” She whispered as she wrapped an arm around Markus’s chest. The girl’s 
cheeks, swollen with seed and cock had started to redden and, with Amaranth’s command, only 
grew more crimson.

Finally Markus pumped again, a frantic hard thrust that stuffed more cock into the girl’s mouth 
and abruptly slumped back against Amaranth breathing in short ragged sips. His dreamy, lust 
hazed eyes turned up to her. He panted across her cheek, spent. All the while, his hand remained 
on the back of the girl’s head, unwilling to let her get up or even move.

But then Amaranth hadn’t let go of her either.

The girl would learn her place, even if it meant a slightly painful lesson was needed. Amaranth 
kissed Markus deeply, as much to remind him of her presence as to show him that she still loved 
him. She wouldn’t be denied, even for a moment.

Their kiss was electric, even years later it was still as passionate and vibrant as it had been the 
first night. In the minutes that lingered after his orgasm, their kiss became the center of her 
world. Until the girl coughed and sputtered. Her breathing had become more quickly paced and 
now, with the knight’s cock soft, she nothing to fill her mouth but the remnants of her labor.

They both looked down at her, met with a confused, red faced teenager that only now seemed to 
comprehend the gravity of what she’d done. Markus was quick to sooth her fears, though, as he 
always was. . . He stroked her hair back and cupped her cheek with a soft smile. “She thinks I 
belong to her.” He flicked his head towards Amaranth.

“That’s because you do.”



“That right?” He smirked, looking to the peasant girl. “What do you think, Myra?”

She exhaled sharply through her nose. Before she could swallow or speak, Markus leaned 
forward and whispered something in her ear. When he pulled back she looked up at Amaranth 
and blushed even deeper.

“Go on,” he said softly. “Give her what belongs to her.”

Amaranth blinked, looking between them. “What’re you planning?” Her confusion lasted only a 
minute as the girl rose from her knees and half crawled over Markus, throwing her slender little 
arms around the half-elf and kissing her as though mustering up the courage before she could 
think better of it.

It wasn’t the kiss that surprised the knight, but the force with which she used to her tongue to pry
open Amaranth’s full lips. In a second Amaranth opened her mouth and returned the kiss, 
slathering her tongue over the salty-sweet essence of her knight. The girl whimpered as 
Amaranth took her head in her hand and took her, fully, for all she had saved up.

Markus always let loose with huge volumes when he came and this was no exception. 
Everywhere her tongue explored in the girl’s mouth was more of him. Taste, smell and feeling, 
she had it all and gods above was it powerful. Amaranth tilted her head down slightly to accept 
more of the seed the girl had collected, lavishing the teenager’s tongue with her attention and 
drinking deep from the mixed flavors of the girl and Markus.

It wasn’t long before she’d cleaned very drop from the peasant’s mouth and reclaimed what 
technically belonged to her. The girl was beginning to sink into the kiss, but Amaranth had other 
ideas; the moment she had what was hers, she broke the kiss. Still nose to nose with the human 
girl, she looked out of the corner of her eye to see most of the bar was watching now. She looked
Markus in the eye and swallowed.

Twice.

After that, she let the girl go and grabbed his shoulder. “We have work to do.”

Someone wolf whistled as the two knights made their way out the door, leaving a quivering 
bar-maid slumped against the table red faced and confused.

#

Markus trooped alongside Amaranth as they made their way back to the castle in relative silence.
There wasn’t anything to say, really, she had always believed an open relationship was the best 
way to keep a human lover and time had borne that theory out-- humans, after all, aged quicker 
than she did and grew bored more quickly.

Still, it didn’t mean she couldn’t be a little jealous. “Was it worth it?”



“Not until you showed up. . .”

She smiled at that. “Should I take that to mean I needn’t worry about being replaced yet, hm?”

The man smirked as they trotted up the steps to the central building. “Perhaps not just yet,” the 
warmth in his tone was both reassuring and lascivious. It wouldn’t be long before he’d want to 
push his luck with a new girl, but for the time being he’d content himself with her company.

It wouldn’t be the first time, and she wasn’t about to burst his bubble, but once they had time to 
talk about her pregnancy, then they could decide what to do next.

“Uh--” Markus stopped abruptly before they entered the main hall.

Amaranth tilted her head. “Hm?”

“You, uh. . .” he licked his side of his lower lip for effect. “You have something on your chin.”

“Now, now, no reason to be obtuse.”

He rolled his eyes. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

They strode into the hall shoulder to shoulder amazed to find it nearly empty and the massive 
stained glass windows overlooking the second floor casting warm shadows over the slightly 
dusty air. The Duke and his sergeant at arms were the only ones in the room, both looking to the 
door expectantly. When he saw the two knights, he ushered them forward with his hands.

Without waiting for them to bow, he spread his hands. “It has been an interesting journey that 
brought us to this point, we’ve gone many places and I’ve been proud-- honored-- to have 
walked this road with you. I hate to have to ask anything of you, for surely I don’t deserve any 
more of your attention He was laying it on awfully thick. Perhaps he was trying to find a way to 
broach a delicate topic or perhaps he’d finally found something that not even his considerable 
charms and witticisms could smooth over. No matter the case, Amaranth stood patient and 
disciplined, waiting for the explanation she knew was coming.

“So, then--” the Duke stopped, eying Amaranth oddly for a moment. They locked gazes and for a
split second he looked about ready to approach. He didn’t, though, stopping just short. “--you 
have something on your chin.”

Amaranth shot Markus a sharp look. Of course the man couldn’t possibly have cared less; he just
smiled and tried not to laugh. “Told you,” he whispered even as she tried to discretely clean her 
chin. Of all the damned luck, she had surely picked a good day to display her best.

Given her tenuous relationship with the two men, she couldn’t imagine a more embarrassing 
situation-- in the main hall, no less! Gods, there were appearances to keep! The sergeant at arms 
wasn’t even trying to hide his interest any more, his cold gaze swept over her with a mildly 
disinterested expression. She’d lost a lot of ground for both her race and her gender. She chided 



herself quietly and forced herself to stand that much straighter. For all the good it would do.

She was a paladin for gods’ sake. What kind of shame was she bringing on her order and her 
goddess--

“It must’ve been the pastries! I know how good the Marsmith’s treats can be.” Richard laughed 
to defuse the tension she was no doubt wearing like a cloak. He stepped into their reach and 
continued, “it was five years ago that we-- that is to say I-- agreed to help the Woodmore Vale 
with their war against the lycans. They’ve called the favor, so I am going to have to ask you for 
your help in getting together the allies I promised them. . .”

“My lord, may I speak freely?” Amaranth ventured, not waiting for his permission before she 
spoke. “If we're to aid them, we'll be drawing ourselves into a battle that has been raging for 
centuries before your-- ah, I mean--” She glanced away, the word on the tip of her tongue. 
Quietly she chastised herself for subverting her own authority twice in as many minutes. “That is
to say, humans. . . Before humanity walked the lands. With due respect, it's a quagmire.”

Markus looked about to speak but the Duke cut him off. “I'm aware of the rumors that the gods 
ordained the combat so each race would keep the other in check, but how long as it been since 
the Vale accepted any form of outside help?” he spread his hands in a gesture of resignation and 
grandiosity. “This could mean a new era for both of our races, and I plan to see it through. You've
said so yourself, we're not all that different.”

Of course, what he didn't add, what was on everyone's mind was the fact that similarity was the 
reason people like her even existed. Human and elven couplings could produce a great deal of 
things, not all of them pleasant. Especially for the offspring. . .

Dame Amaranth steeled herself, fighting to suppress that nagging voice in the back of her mind. 
She was a paladin, duty bound to carry out her oaths and protect her charge. That hadn't changed 
with this news. It couldn't. Personal feelings be damned, this was duty. “As you wish, my Lord.” 
She lowered her head. “What would you have us do?”

Markus glanced over before he seemed to catch his manners and follow her lead. “We won't 
fail,” he added.

“We're going to the Imperial city of Berhesk!” He announced with a smile.

Amaranth frowned. “W- We?”

“Of course! This kind of matter requires a personal touch,” he turned back to his table at the end 
of the hall. “Not that my faith is in you is any weaker, no no! I simply wish to see the matter 
handled personally. It was part of our agreement, you see.”

“My lord. . .”

He held up a hand to silence his knights. “Now, now, we've a tenday to get this matter sorted. 



Yes. Time is short, but our cause is just--”

Amaranth murmured, “Richard. . .” in that voice that told him the matter was beyond little things
like station. She was his guardian after all, it was her responsibility to take care of him. “The 
elves have never honored an agreement with those they consider inferior. You're making a 
mistake, one that could--”

“By that logic, my father should've left you to the streets, Dame.”

Despite herself, her anger flared. “That is not the same thing!” She tried to keep going but 
Markus's hand on her shoulder told her to settle down before she said or did something she'd 
regret. It took a concerted effort to bring her anger in check but slowly, carefully, she said: “I 
agreed to serve your father as I do you, my Lord, but I am not the standard by which you should 
judge the pure. They would sooner use us-- you-- for your troops  and when you have nothing 
left, they will carry on as they always have!

“That's a risk I am prepared to take, Dame Amaranth. I need the two of you at my side for this. . .
Trust your Duke. I will not lead you astray.”

Amaranth frowned, unable to believe what she was hearing. He'd never asserted himself in such 
a way, perhaps it was a sign he was growing up-- in the wake of his words, though, a cold wind 
swept across her as she forced herself to re-evaluate what she really knew about the young 
human.

It was Markus who broke the silence. “You have my blade, you know that.”

“Thank you,” Richard smiled softly. Then he looked to Amaranth.

She didn't hear herself murmur “This is a mistake.” While taking his hand, she did hear herself 
say “I am at your side. . .”



Chapter 2 In the Thick of it

The forested regions around Beson were a thick mess of tangled brambles and vines that waged a
constant battle with the road crews to subsume the narrow lanes that crisscrossed the dense 
brush, allowing a glimmer of hope for the trade hub. The roads were wide enough to support the 
Duke's proud stallion and his cadre of mounted soldiers alongside their equipment, but there was 
always that feeling that someone was watching. There wasn't anything immediately dangerous in
the thick brush, but as the wind rustled through the dense canopy of leaves far above, one 
couldn't help but feel the eyes of some unseen entity following them.

Amaranth and Markus strode forward of the caravan on foot with their horses trailing at a body's 
length. They hadn't said anything since leaving the city and, in typical fashion, Markus wasn't 
going to be the one to break the heavy silence between them. Amaranth wasn't in a hurry, either, 
but some things needed to be said. . .

She opened her mouth but Markus pre-empted her, “this is bullshit.”

“Hm?”

“You said it yourself, even if we did get there in time, how're we going to arm and prepare a 
force big enough to help the knife eared--”

Amaranth cleared her throat loudly.

“You know what I mean,” he didn't even blink at the casual racial slur. “They're the ones that 
won't bury the hatchet, why're we expected to stand in front of the arrow for them? Richard's 
father would roll over in his grave if he knew.”

“Markus. . .”

“Oh come on, Ammy,” he spared her a glance. “The elves can't be trusted with humans, you 
know that. Hell, your parents abandoned you, don't tell me you're going to defend them--”

“I'm--” She stopped herself. I'm pregnant is what she wanted to say. She knew better, though, 
and so Amaranth bit deep into her tongue until she tasted copper. Not now, don't be rash. She 
glanced to the underbrush for a second as though she heard a sound. Markus followed her gaze 
until they passed the spot, by which time Amaranth had collected her thoughts. “They were of 
two worlds, they knew it couldn't possibly work out.” She cast a glance his way. “The elven 
mind is a slippery thing when you look at it from the perspective of a human lifetime.”

“What's that say about us?”

Us, she mused. “Tch.” She shook her head. “We have a good thing, why worry ourselves with 
what could happen between us?”



“Who said I'm worried for us? I was talking about our troops.” Before she could muster a reply, 
he shrugged. “You keep focusing on 'us' and--” he glanced back as though Richard might hear 
them- he probably could- “and we both know you're too selfish to commit to anything.”

“Hmph.”

“Truth hurt?”

Amaranth's ear twitched as a familiar heat flushed her cheeks. “That's not fair.”

“Doesn't mean it's not true.”

“Markus. . .”

“I get it, I do. It's the fey blood, no one's blaming you--”

“This is hardly the place for such a discussion. Not only that, my blood has nothing to do with--”

“How selfish you are?”

“How selfish I am--” she caught herself a tad late. “Dammit!”

He laughed.

“That's not funny, Markus.”

“Oh, I don't know, I thought it was.”

The half-elven knight shot him a dirty look she didn't believe in and, for no real reason at all, she
stuck her tongue out at him.

“Promises, promises.” He grinned. “Seriously, though. You know this isn't going to work out.”

For a moment she thought he may have been talking about their relationship, but with his 
attention lingering on the forest, she pieced together his meaning. At least she thought so. She 
took a shot in the dark, non-committal even in her glance. “I know.”

“Then why didn't you stop him?”

It verified her concerns, at least there was that. “How am I supposed to do that? I've known him 
since he was a boy, once he gets it in his head to do something it's going to get done come hell or
low ground.”

“High water,” Markus corrected.



“Only if you're in the low ground does high water become an issue,” she shot back. “Don't 
correct your elders.”

“Hmph.”

It was her turn to grin. “We have bigger things to worry about than who's right or wrong, hm? 
We've a duty to perform and a lot of work to do if we're going to get the allies he needs to carry 
this out.”

“Spoken like a true paladin.”

“You say that like it's a bad thing.”

“I wonder, sometimes. . .”

“You aren't the only one,” she said softly. The half-elf fell silent as they continued down the path.
All the while, that quiet voice in the back of her mind whispered the concern she'd been 
harboring for the last three months; what kind of chance would she have at balancing 
motherhood with her duties. It was something that had kept her up more than a few nights over 
the last  months, but now the question wasn't a concern so much as a demand. She needed to 
figure out her next move and she needed to do it quickly, before the choice was made for her.

“What's on your mind, Ammy?”

Her gaze lingered on Markus for a long moment. Was he ready for this any more than she was? 
“Hm?” 

“You're staring.”

“You're just impatient. . . I was-- ah-- admiring.”

“You're so full of shit.”

She sighed faintly. “I'm being selfish. . .”

Markus didn't comment right away, letting the statement hang in the air between them like an axe
as they continued down the packed dirt trail. It was maddening to someone without the patience 
to deal with long stretches of silence, but wholly understandable given the topic; the two of them 
were just like her parents. At least the ones her mind had imagined for her. He might have made 
a good father, but their life was an uncomplicated one and their passions were fueled by that 
simplicity. That had changed for Amaranth with her pregnancy and the now even arm's length 
distance between them felt like a canyon.

Three months. Three months and he didn't know yet. . . She swallowed. This couldn't go on. She 
had built this chasm with her silence, withdrawing into herself while she wrestled with the 
weakness in herself. She wasn't even sure their child was strictly his, but as the days wore on to 



weeks and from those weeks months eroded their once proud, frivolous life.

It had been her fault, yet she couldn't bring herself to bear the blame alone; they were knights, 
and she a paladin. There were appearances to keep up, and if the other possibility-- that the child 
wasn't his-- then the implications for all involved could be severe indeed.

“Well, since you're not going to say it,” Markus's strong voice cut through her reprieve. “I will. 
What happened?”

“Hm? Nothing, I. . .” She glanced to the woods. “I thought I heard something.”

“Ammy. . .”

“Nothing- it's nothing. . .”

“Two months of 'nothing'? What happened to the happy-go-lucky pain in my ass?”

“Maybe she got old,” Amaranth shot him a look out of the corner of her slightly wide set eyes. 
“We do age, you know.”

He scoffed, “You remember that first patrol we went on? When I was your squire?”

She furrowed her brow thoughtfully. Then it hit her and she laughed. “You went tumbling down 
the hill in that barrel of chainmail sand--”

“Only because you told me to scrape the bottom.”

Despite herself, the shame she should have felt, the image her mind conjured still lightened her 
spirits. “To be fair, you were a lot smaller then. We needed to toughen you up.”

“Instead y'tenderized me,” Markus chided in his more natural southern drawl. “Roun' an' roun' 
goes the kid, ay?”

“To be fair.” Amaranth spared him a glance, this time not letting her mind dwell on more 
unpleasant things. “I didn't know there was armor in it.”

“Sure, sure. Like I didn't know those Fresha leaves were ground into your bathing oils.”

“Now that. . .”

“Was hilarious.”

“I was going to say uncouth, mean spirited and hot as coals.” When she heard him change his 
stride a little, probably to keep from mirroring hers, she glanced his way. “Okay, maybe a little 
funny. . .”



“Nothing says welcome to knighthood like giving your mentor a bath in pepper oil, ay?”

“I can think of other ways to warm one's body. . .”

“Can you now? Gonna be honest, I've been wondering about that for a while now.”

Amaranth feigned an interest in the woods and trooped along in silence for several seconds. A 
light sigh parted her lips. “I'm sorry.”

“As you should be,” his voice held no real venom. “I miss seeing you. . .”

“I--”

“Do you remember that night? When I finally managed to walk again?”

“Vaguely? I remember you muttering under your breath a fair bit.”

“Can't imagine why.” He laughed, more for his own sake than anything. “I said what I meant, 
Ammy. I always will.”

Amaranth furrowed her brow, puzzling over those words for a moment. When they'd crossed 
another twenty feet or so and she was still for want of meaning, she looked to him. “Refresh my 
memory?”

“Nah,” the man shrugged. “You'll figure it out. . . “

“Come hell or low land?”

“High water.”

“Tch.”

#

That night, the entourage set up camp off the path, nearly a hundred paces into the brush so as 
not to draw attention of any passing travelers or undesirables. To the untrained eye, they 
probably looked like a traveling mercenary company; Well armed and equipped, trained and 
disciplined, telling anyone that watched them that trying to steal their gear would require besting 
the people to which it belonged.

Once they'd finished burning the thicket down to bare ground and cast a rune circle to protect 
them from the perpetual growth of the woods-- and their inhabitants-- the sergeant at arms 
brought the horses to the corners of their encampment while the men set up the Duke's tent and 
their own, smaller, shelters. Inside of a couple hours they'd terraformed the dense patch of wood 
and brambles into an oasis among the greenery, likely the only 'safe' place in the entire forest.



If rune casting had been any less expensive, the  main paths could have been protected, but as it 
was, they would have to ration their runes and their casting for the trip. It was at that point that 
Amaranth wondered if they had brought too many people. They'd need the men if they ran into 
lycans, but there wasn't much that could be done with their mundane weapons. The most they 
could hope to do would be to drive off the threat and escape. If fate was feeling particularly 
merciful.

The sergeant at arms went through the ranks assigning patrols and the like while men set up a 
cooking pit and broke out the first meal of the day; deer for the humans and hay for the horses. 
They'd eat during the night so they didn't need to stop during the day. It was a strange custom 
that Amaranth had never really figured out, or bothered to adhere to. What was even stranger was
Richard's form milling about with the men dressed in simple cotton clothes the color of mud, 
helping set up right along side them. He'd break down camp with them, too.

Both Amaranth and his father had taught him well. The men fussed and made way for him, but 
he integrated himself well, neither being a burden or using the considerable strength she knew 
hid in those sinewy muscles to show off. She found herself smiling a little as she watched his-- 
relatively-- young body move.

He had a gentle strength about him, the kind of power that could have been built up with the life 
of a carpenter without the thick calluses to match. He wasn't tall and broad like Markus, but he 
had the same kind of presence; he drew from his natural leadership and the subtle gifts his more 
secret heritage had given him. He used that physical strength to earn respect, like he used his 
soothing voice and strong hands, with great care. Had things been different, had she not been his 
supplicant. . .

There were so many things wrong with the ideas swirling between her pointed ears, but she 
couldn't help herself. It wasn't wrong for her to dream-- but by the gods, he would have made a 
good father. Kind, generous, humble and still firm enough to carry his station in a world gone 
completely insane. If anyone knew what he truly was, they would have hunted him. Yet he chose 
to stand in bold faced defiance of that and help the very people who had the most hatred for his 
kind. No human would have done that. None of them were that strong.

Amaranth nibbled her lower lip as he watched him heft the axe and start towards one of the trees 
at the edge of camp. She smiled privately at the men who parted for him. If they had any idea.

“Fine boy he turned out to be,” Markus's throaty voice startled her. “Shame his father isn't 
around.”

Amaranth pushed off from the half sunk post of her own tent. “I think his mother would be more 
proud, she always wanted him to be industrious.”

Without so much as a look, he picked up one of her tent posts and started pounding it in the 
ground with a mallet. They were both creatures of habit; her not in a hurry to block her view of 
the stars and he in a hurry to protect her from the chill encroaching on their camp. “Hey, 
Ammy?”



“Hm?”

“That 'nothing' we talked about earlier. . . You want to talk about it now?”

“I don't, no.”

He sighed. “It's hard to like you sometimes.”

“Try being me.” She managed to tear her gaze from her Duke, picking up a tent peg. “It's 
nothing, Markus. . . Female problems, hm?”

“Heh. Thought you didn't--”

“It's nothing that need be discussed.”

“Can't fight your body, Ammy. . . Human enough, ay?”

“It's complicated.” Amaranth said with finality, falling into silence as the steady pounding 
rhythm of the pegs, rustling canvas and clatter of arms and armor filled the camp. When all was 
said and done. The horses and men fed, Amaranth took first watch with a hand full of the 
younger soldiers. 

She would stand watch for half the night while Markus took the other half, they were expected to
set the standard and serve as Richard's personal guard, should something go wrong. The soldiers 
would rotate out every two hours to ensure everyone was rested and fed. It was a familiar, though
seldom practiced security ritual. As the half-elf grabbed her canvas folding chair, a thought 
struck her.

She had no books.

In her rush to leave, she'd forgotten to pack any books or even scrolls to read! She had paper and 
charcoal, but her attention was needed to keep watch and she couldn't split her focus. A curse 
nearly spilled from her lips before she plonked down heavily on the chair. No books, no reading. 
Just stillness and the croon of the insects of the night.

No, it wasn't a lost cause, she could still clean and maintain her gear. A far cry from a good story,
but at least it was something. Yes, she promised herself. Leathers would need to be oiled, blades 
sharpened and armor polished. She had her activities for the rest of her watch, then. But no 
books? She had remembered to pack her favorite dress but somehow forgot the works of 
Blakewell and Crouse? “Hmph.”

She settled down, gaze flicking about the camp and briefly settling on the ornate three room tent 
that occupied the center left of the camp. The sergeant at arms and his personal contingent would
be staying with Richard in one of the rooms and he would be in one, too. Briefly she wondered 
how likely it would be for her to get in there during the night, but quickly dismissed it. Two 



months had filled her mind with things that didn't belong there. . . That distraction was going to 
become a problem.

Amaranth drew her ornate broadsword and began polishing its basket hilt. It was a light thing, 
lighter than many of the steel swords worn by the soldiers, but its craftsmanship and balance 
made wielding it as much an extension of her body as the fingers she wrapped around its leather 
grip.

Eastern sword styles were much different than what she had practiced growing up, relying more 
on heavy slashing and turning the opponent to ground than the graceful, fluid movements of the 
elven Letechan, literally 'Sword Play' style that cast combatants as leading roles in a three act 
play that would only end with the death of one of actors.

Amaranth smiled wanly in the dying light of the cooking fire as she cleaned her blade. There had
only been two plays she participated in, yet she'd been quick to study, quick to script new moves 
that she quietly wanted to put to use. To please and impress both Richard and Markus. A 
half-blood had a lot to prove as it was, a half-elf woman had mountains to move before they 
could expect to be accepted as equals. Years of service were easily forgotten among the quickly 
changing nature of humans and their cities, making displays all that more important.

Her hand glided down the girth of the blade, reveling in its hum under the whetstone. From the 
swept basket hilt to the thick, penetrating tip that would give nothing. The blade would keep 
pushing, deeper and deeper, piercing through armor, through soft flesh, into the damp pink of  a 
quivering, sweaty. . .

Amaranth chewed her lower lip as the image in her mind melted from combat to something far, 
far more enjoyable. She'd spent so much time hiding from what she was becoming, afraid that 
the men around her would think less of her, that they'd suddenly become disinterested or worse 
yet, scared. She did this, all the while knowing that, deep down, she was the one who was scared.
There was no coming out on top of this situation, no matter who's child it was, she was going to 
destroy friendships and more with what she carried in her womb.

A sigh parted her lips while she slumped forward and ran her fingers through her luxurious hair. 
When she spoke, her voice was a haggard whisper, “Elisandra, I never ask for anything, but I 
could really use your help. . .” She sat there in silence for nearly a minute before she sighed 
again. Asking for help from the Goddess of Guides made as much sense as trying to pray to Isira 
to protect virgins from lust.

The irony was that Isira was also a goddess of virginity-- of the perpetual variety. Maybe that 
meant there would be some hope for Amaranth. Priests and paladins of Elisandra were expected 
to have all the answers, to guide mortals in their daily lives and tackle the future confidently. Her
dogma expressly forbade her faithful from asking Her for help and learning by doing. But what 
happened when doing would possibly cause more harm than good? The gods did seem to enjoy 
irony.

Something rustled behind her. Amaranth jumped to her feet and spun into a defensive stance, 



sword at the ready. Someone, a man, was peeking around the edge of her tent. Cloaked in 
shadow, it was hard to make out distinct features but when he spoke, the recognition was 
instantaneous; it was Richard. Her Duke. “Hardly the time for self loathing, don't you think?” A 
flicker of light caught his eyes, reflecting it as a glimmer of bright green.

She almost bowed, but he was just that bit quicker; he cleared the distance between them and 
took her hand, leading her into the shade of her the stand up tent. She was so caught off guard by 
his advance that she couldn't stop him to ask what he was doing.

He practically dragged her to the back of the tent as though the tight confines of the canvas 
shelter would-- or even could-- be their own private world. If only for a moment. No matter how 
much she wished it to be, though, both of them knew that could never be the case.

“My lord, what're you doing out--” Amaranth started to say before she felt lips press to hers. His 
kiss was intense, passionate, a liquid fire that raged across her tongue as he leaned into her, 
demanding her submission. She struggled to breathe through her nose in the wave of his demand,
but she didn't want to resist. She cupped his cheeks habitually even as he pressed himself into her
armored chest, stealing her breath with an overwhelming wave of power and demand.

Their kiss went unbroken for several minutes. Neither of them uttered so much as a sigh, letting 
their bodies communicate everything they'd held so tightly bound. Before she knew it, though, 
Richard had shifted his weight and slid easily from her lips to kiss her cheek, her neck-- his teeth 
grazed her supple flesh and the scent of his intense passion seared her nostrils. Everything about 
his touch was demanding. Inviting.

Home. His arms were her home. He bit her neck softly and sighed across the moistened flesh 
while his large, strong hands cupped her lower back, pulling her upward into his grip. “We'll not 
have much time before Sedric's men realize I'm gone.” His breathy whisper was as much a 
warning as it was an invitation. Even before his hand cupped her firm, taught flank. As if leaving
no room for argument, he grabbed her ass and kissed her once more.

Amaranth melted under his heat, faltering as his confident strength pulled her closer to the center
of his lust. Her mind became hazy, the siren's call of his kiss pulled at her. Drew her in. When 
had he gotten so good with his tongue? Her knees wobbled in her armor and she slumped a little. 
“R-” she tried to choke from around his tongue. “Richard. . .” Her breath came as a hot, throaty 
whisper. “We can't--”

“Who's going to stop us?” His weight was pressing onto her again. Her back thudded against the 
center post. In that moment his young, hungry features looked carnal, feral in their intense desire 
for the knight. It was Amaranth who'd inspired the lust burning in his eyes. It was she who'd 
denied him the steady release of that tension. . . She had been selfish. She had been wrong.

Richard pulled at her. His fingertips sunk into the powerful muscles of her flanks. She was the 
reason. It had spiraled out of control that first time, just like she knew it would, but she hadn't 
denied him then. Like now, his presence, his confidence, his gentle power. . . How could she say 
no to her Duke?



Amaranth let her blade clatter to the ground, stealing the briefest glance towards the open flap on
her tent. Her breath came in ragged sips as she looked back to the young man, her patron and 
lover. “I-- I can't get changed. Not here. Not now.”

“That's fine,” he grabbed her ass again. This time his grip was firm and he stepped back, pulling 
her to one side by that ass cheek until she started to move. When he had her facing the post he 
placed another hand on her upper back and pushed her forward. “Grab the pole. . .”

The indignity of it all. Heat welled on her cheeks, burning even as the young man leaned over 
her armor clad back, whispering a sultry purr into her ear. “Ammy,” he wrapped his arms around 
her waist, asserting his control with the reassuring strength of well toned arms. “I love you.”

Amaranth shuddered at those words as he took the tip of her ear in his mouth and pulled 
playfully on it. His hands worked her belts open deftly. Fear flashed over her, was he going to 
find the swell of her belly?

His fingers slid deftly under her arming leathers while she arched her back more. Her hands 
reached higher up the post in a slow feline stretch that arched her back as far as possible in the 
heavy steel breastplate. Even though it was designed to allow her to make use of her flexibility, 
she found it's limit quickly, looking back up at her lord she smiled weakly. “I'm afraid I can't go 
much farther unless I want to be tasting steel from the back of my tongue.

Rather than disappointment-- surely, he'd seen what she could do without armor, in that peasant's 
dress he made her wear, she may as well have been a pure blood elf-- he actually seemed more 
excited by the display. He sucked on her ear-tip and exhaled his breath down across her cheek 
and ear. “I love you, Ammy.” He reminded her. His hand slid lower.

Amaranth quivered against her Duke's touch. Resistance had fled her long ago, but the second 
his fingers trailed over her smooth, hairless mound she leaned forward. A soft whimper crossed 
her lips as her hyper sensitive flesh warmed to his demanding touch. They could never get away 
with this at the castle or even in the city. He'd wanted to go so they could have this moment. He 
always had been a risk taker. Before she could muster some kind of response to his words he 
wrapped his free hand around her chest and kissed her neck.

His strength was everywhere. His hands held her up, kept her from falling even as her knees 
trembled. He was the only man who could make her a woman-- it was forbidden, she was his 
servant. His guide and his guardian.

Richard sunk his teeth into the nape of her neck. She mewled.

His woman.

“I missed you,” she breathed out. His index and middle fingers worked their way under her 
cotton panties, unerringly diving into the heat trapped between her quivering thighs. 
Unconsciously the half-elf clenched those powerful legs against the man's wrist. He added a third



finger to his attentions, parting her lips with his first and third finger and pressing the middle one
against her womanhood. In the next breath he was leaning on her even more, pressing his weight 
into her shoulder, demanding her full attention. She responded in the only way she could; she 
edged up to the tips of his toes as she bent lower. Her natural elven grace and flexibility made it 
an easy to bend lower. To show him what he wanted most-- what she needed most.

“I love you--” Richard's voice fell away from Amaranth's awareness when his finger slid into her
wet pussy. It was a snug fit even with just one finger and she moaned a breathless sigh as she 
was forcibly opened by his digit. Months of no sex had made her much too tight, but he didn't 
seem to mind. She surely didn't. Her body didn't have a choice but to open for him as he pushed 
that digit in, deeper and deeper. Searching her wet velvety depths for something only he knew.

Amaranth clenched her jaw against the cry trying to claw its way out of her throat. It'd been too 
long and now, in the most dangerous forest in the world, she couldn't let the pleasure get the best 
of her. She looked back to see Richard's eyes alight with mirth and warmth, he kissed her to 
absorb her moan. Unbidden, she gave it over to him, sealing it between their lips.

With that little encouragement her man slid his hand down her body. He roughly grabbed her belt
and shoved her pants down to the tops of her thigh plates, leaving her well rounded ass open to 
the chilly air. Amaranth eased her weight to the balls of her feet, sucking in a deep breath as 
Richard once more staked his claim. His teeth sunk into the sides of her neck again and a second 
finger pressed into her pink entrance. She mewled deeply, moaning out a long sigh as her tight 
muscles were stretched by her Duke's demand.

This was the way they were meant to make love. This was how they both needed it. Amaranth 
clenched her muscles against his fingers. “We can't--” she lied, pushing back against him. His 
fingers opened her easily; like a lily blossom in full bloom, eliciting a hearty sigh she had to 
stifle with her own fingers. She bit down on them and rolled back against her man, her lord. 
Surrendering with every second that passed. He knew what demands to make to coax the song 
out of her body and he wasn't afraid to make them.

His fingers spread slowly, testing the give in her tight, unyielding core. When her body tightened 
around his fingers he withdrew and kissed the back of her ear. “Let me go, Ammy.”

“I don't want to,” she breathed, barely aware of the words. “I don't want to loose you.”

There was a pause before he nipped the tip of her ear playfully. “Let me go, Ammy. Time is not 
on our side.”

Was it ever? Reluctantly, Amaranth unclenched her thighs and released the man's hand. He 
kissed her ear again and, with a soft sigh that would've made Isira herself cream, brought his 
dripping fingers to her mouth. He smeared her natural moisture across his knight's lips-- the lips 
of his servant. His woman. Amaranth didn't hesitate, closing her eyes and wrapping her lips 
around his digits to the palm in one go.

“I love you, Amaranth.” His voice was liquid smooth in the darkness, warm and soothing her 



frazzled nerves. She could have his child, she decided. She could make it work, even if it was 
only the two of them that knew it. She could keep that secret. She reached up and intertwined her
fingers with his, never daring to slip them from her mouth. “I always will. . .”

“Mmph--” the half-elf knight cooed as her lord undid the flap on his trousers. Each rustle of cloth
surged through her like lightning. Terrifying, liquid hot and undeniable. He'd have what he 
wanted and give her what she needed. To hell with the consequences. If they were caught, the 
humans wouldn't believe what they were seeing anyway. With a triumphant sigh in her ear, 
Richard's newly freed cock slapped her exposed, yearning vagina. She wanted to recite his words
but she knew the folly of it.

She was a paladin. She was a knight. She was his. She couldn't be in love with him. The thought 
sent a ripple of shame across her body, but they both knew it. Still, he sunk his teeth into the 
nape of her neck. That's when she felt the transition start to take over. His teeth went from neat 
rows of pearly white ones to sharp canines that sunk into her tender flesh with ease, his jaw 
opened wider than should have been possible and his thick musk became a hot burning desire 
that burrowed through whatever might have remained of her apprehension.

It was their secret to keep, but in moments like this, she couldn't have cared less. He pushed his 
fingers into her mouth, shoving her tongue down to keep her from screaming out even as the 
thick, bulbous head of his cock pressed against her pussy. Her body yielded easily to its true 
master, inviting him deeper. She whimpered against the slightly furred fingers that held her 
tongue down as Richard mounted her properly.

He was big. Unforgiving. His cock impaled her tight pink hole like a lance, driving down into 
her core without hesitation. For a second all she saw was the white as her eyes widened. His 
massive girth really started to split open her small half-elven cunt by the second inch when his 
cock caught up with the rest of his body. The werewolf in him was starting to take over and he 
went from gentle insistence to feral demand. His alpha heat plowed deeper into her hard, 
muscular body, already made heavy by her child. He didn't stop when she whined. He didn't stop 
when she whimpered. Not even when she bit into his fingers. She was his bitch. His to fuck 
senseless if he wanted to.

Three months with nothing touching her had made her sensitive and shallower, but he didn't care;
Richard shoved his hot, thick rod deeper in, splitting her further open and forcing her dainty 
nether lips to part for his intrusion. Once he got traction with her, he slammed the full length of 
his cock into her in two strokes. She threw her head back with a haggard cry that died in her 
throat as he rammed her again.

A clawed hand grabbed a bundle of her hair and yanked her head back while he slammed his 
weight into her again. Her knees buckled under his pressing weight. For a second she almost 
gave in, but fought to hold herself upright. A deep growl rumbled in his throat against 
Amaranth's neck. Possessive, warm, knowing. He pumped her again and again. With each stroke,
his massive cock only seemed to grow in diameter. Swelling.

Searing breath glazed the back of her neck with a mix of saliva. His teeth became sharper. His 



grip more powerful. His thick coiled arm wrapped around her stomach while he mercilessly 
pounded his alpha female. His bitch. The woman cried out, unashamed now and his hand pulled 
from her lips. He grabbed at her armor to find purchase on the flesh underneath. He wanted his 
woman. He needed her like she needed him. Instead, however, he only managed to force her 
down.

She sunk to her knees, mewling obediently as he withdrew and thrust into her, plunging into her 
depths with his massive lupine shaft. His musk was overpowering now and the woman that 
Amaranth had been disappeared under the waves of his scent. The hot liquid tang of blood and 
saliva dribbled down her neck but she was too gone to care. She cried out a strangled whine but 
her breath wouldn't form. It was immediately swept up in the pressure of her Duke's jaws. She 
knew better than to cry now. 

All she could do was hold her breath as feral lust overcame her and her lord. His furry balls 
slammed into her lips with each deep thrust. Tip to base. Deep. Hard. Unforgiving. Unyielding. 
She couldn't breathe any more. She clawed the dirt under her as the world started to dim. She 
was only vaguely aware of the hot breath blasting her throat. It had gone ragged.

Oh, but she was too far gone by now. Her heart hammered against her ribs, her pussy clenched 
tight around the massive intruder and electricity arced throughout her entire body. It started at her
core and arced over every muscle in her body, up her spine, to whatever remained of her brain. 
She tried to throw her head back but it was useless. Richard's powerful lupine jaws held her 
pinned and he hadn't stopped pounding her. All she could do was take it; to yield to her lord's 
demand.

Her vision was blurry but she remained keenly aware of the hot lance pounding her. Each thrust 
speared through her with new vigor and heat. Slamming. Swelling. He bucked. Shoved forward 
and in one smooth movement released her neck and grabbed her shoulders. His massive dick 
swelled and went incredibly stiff. It throbbed once. He growled in her ear that throaty satisfied 
growl that only she could give him.

She couldn't respond and he didn't wait. He burred his massive lycan cock into her to the hilt, 
slamming into her cervix and pressing his little elf-knight into the dirt with a whimper. She had 
only a second to register the pain-- and her ability to breathe again-- before the base of his cock 
started to swell. The best part, the part that affirmed her status as his. He didn't hold back, he 
didn't try to be tactful and he did not try to pull out. He fucked his bitch. He pumped her even as 
he started to cum. The rush of hot blood swelling his knot lit a fire in Amaranth's body as it 
opened her up even more. She tried to cry out but fell silent when a hot, thick rope of steamy 
cum splattered into her depths, filling her immediately. It didn't stop, though. He throbbed and 
spurt into her again and again and again. Wave after wave of come and mutual orgasm wracked 
her small body.

She balled up the dirt in her fingers as Richard pumped her furiously, harder, deeper, pouring 
more of his lurid seed into her. Into his woman. She felt his breath against her neck and in the 
next instant his chocolate furred muzzle pressed against her cheek. He saddled up against her 
with his inner thighs pressing to her flanks. He didn't stop pumping her, though. Even though he 



couldn't pull out, he kept riding her like his broodmare. With each thrust came another wave of 
orgasm and seed. He slumped forward with his chin on her shoulder breathing hot, ragged 
breaths and a deep, low growl that echoed in the tent and her ear. His large eyes turned to her and
a smile tugged at the distorted features of her lover.

Amaranth slowly began to recovered her senses and arched her back, trying to push up on all 
fours. She reached back with a trembling hand and grabbed a hand full of his hair, not trusting 
herself to speak as his massive load sloshed around in her body, trying to back out but caught by 
the plug of his knot She was full of his warm wetness and now completely unable to move. She 
remained there, pinned under her lord with only her ragged breath to keep her sane. If anyone 
was to pass by the tent right then, there was no question that the smell of Richard's musk would 
be unmistakable, the image of her on all fours holding this massive creature over her even more 
so.

She chuffed a laugh. Let them find her. . . She was where she needed to be. 

Richard's massive knot deflated slowly as the fur on his body receded into natural flesh, hot with 
blood and lust. As the transition that changed man to werewolf was undone, his cock followed 
suit, shrinking back to its impressive, but distinctly human girth, a splash of mixed juices poured 
from Amaranth's gaping vagina into a pool under her quivering body. She sighed deeply as the 
pressure was relieved, slumping forward with her shoulders bowing slightly to accommodate the 
man on her back. She managed a weak laugh as the pain on the back of her neck became a real 
thing once more.

“I love you. . .” The young noble moaned softly in her ear and kissed her.

For the first time in a long time, Amaranth almost managed to return the sentiment. Still unable 
to trust her voice, however, she wrapped an arm around her stomach and slumped forward.

They both had to know. . .

# # # #

Outside, a stones throw from the camp, a pack of werewolves circled the clearing in their natural 
forms, brown, dirt matted fur bristling in the muted light. The hunt had been long and arduous in 
the dense forest, but it was this moment that made it worth it; they circled around the camp, 
avoiding the attentive gaze of young, stupid human soldiers who thought their armor and 
weapons would actually hurt the furred predators.

The lycans made another circle of the camp, the proud grey furred Alpha sniffed the air as 
though catching wind of something. He lead his pack to one of the smaller stand up tents on the 
eastern quarter of the circle, easily sliding from shadow to shadow until he had a line of sight to 
the contents of the tent. He carefully inched closer but stopped abruptly, seeming to catch a whiff
of something that didn't agree with him. He backpedaled with his pack following behind like a 
kite tail.



Something inside the tent had spooked them, distracted them from their hunt. An entire day's 
worth of travel avoiding the heavily armed soldiers was put to waste because of something inside
that tent. A prey worthy of an apex predator, then.

Even hundreds of feet away from the camp, beyond the lycans, Briee wondered if whatever was 
inside could somehow sense her presence. Not that she was afraid, but a good hunt could be 
ruined by the lowliest of prey and predator alike. She eyed the cautious werewolves for a 
moment and smiled behind her bandanna. This was a hunt worthy of a dragon, she decided and 
rose to her feet, stepping off into the gloom. Both groups would need their sleep if there was to 
be any kind of challenge.



Chapter 3 Let the Hunt Begin

Briee was quiet; careful. She stayed at a distance, yo-yoing between a hundred paces and almost 
triple that. The pounding rain that tore through the dense canopy of trees did a lot to mask her 
scent, it even helped with some of the noise as she stumbled through the thick brambles and 
gnarled roots of a forest still trying to claim whatever tiny slivers of untouched earth remained.

She was sure that the humans, slowed now by rain and the slurry of mud that had filled in the 
feeble 'road' parting the woods, would see her. But despite being in field plate and carrying her 
shield and sword, neither the humans or the lycan pack seem to pick up on her scent or the noise 
she made trudging through the mess of vegetation.

The hunt was always to one's preferred skill set. Her father's children lived and, occasionally, 
died by those restrictions innate to any pact. They were expected to carry out their hunts in a 
prescribed manner, as though they were some kind of mindless automaton. It was ridiculous, 
even to Briee. The heavy blade at her belt and years of heavy weight training had ensured she 
was ready for just about anything, but forsaking tactics and adapting? Was that truly the way of 
the dragon?

Briee watched over the rim of her red bandanna as the armored soldiers pulled their horses along 
the trail, trying to avoid the worst of the holes in the slick, muddy road where a rock had been 
washed away. The grey Alpha was trailing behind them in wolf form, ears perked forward and 
attentive despite his hair being matted down by constant rain and mud. His pack was only a few 
steps behind. They both had their own set of tactics, she imagined. Adaptable. Flexible.

They also had obliviousness on their side. No one noticed the short girl in plate armor taking a 
breather in the shade of the tree. It was insulting in some way, she had come to the Beson forest 
to hunt down the legendary Corengi pack, to take a trophy that would prove to her father that she
was worthy of his blessings, but here she was trailing a bunch of whelps and their human 
counterparts. Barely worth her attention if not for the horses.

She missed meat. Real meat. Meat from the kind of animal she could give a running start to and 
actually relish the hunt. A dragon had to be patient, though. The year hadn't been in vain, she 
promised herself. She'd come a long way since her first night. She'd show her father that she 
wasn't 'too human' to contain the soul of a dragon.

There was a dozen ways this could go, she mused. Something had spooked the Alpha bad enough
to keep him at a distance, perhaps the only thing that made this group of soldiers interesting at 
all. Maybe it was one of the Corengi mixed among the soldiers. . .

Yes! Why hadn't she thought of that sooner? They were notorious for taking human form among 
their intended victims and wreaking havoc among therm until the intended meal was so confused
and frightened that defending themselves from the onslaught to come would be impossible.
Briee closed her eyes for a moment and breathed in the wet earth smell of the forest. She opened 



her eyes slowly, leering at the precession for what felt like an eternity. She'd prove to her father 
she was worthy of a pact. She'd catch this lycan and sacrifice him-- in her father's name.

Yes. Yes, she would be accepted. She would show him her true strength and she'd be rewarded 
for it. Briee swept her gaze over the line of soldiers and lycans once more, settling on one of the 
men near the back of the line. She mentally marked the first of many targets before the week was
out.

# # # #

Amaranth could have sworn she heard something but every time she turned or glanced, she 
couldn't make out any specific forms in the thicket. The trees were so densely packed that even 
the shadows seemed layered beyond the road. Elven night vision be damned, between the cold, 
hammering rain and gloom, she may as well have been blind. 

It was places like this that made people paranoid. Rumors, like the ones spreading through the 
solders' ranks didn't help anything, either. Talk of rustling noises in the camp at night or reports 
of men wandering about naked who, when confronted walked off into the forest and disappeared.
She'd lost several nights sleep trying to catch sight of man, but so far he hadn't made an 
appearance when she was on guard. That wasn't to say there wasn't anything out there, no. She 
could feel a pull on the fringes of her soul; a tingling like the kiss of razor wire run flat along her 
skin.

All told, it wasn't the worst that could have happened in this forest, but the toll the rumors were 
taking on morale was starting to become a tangible thing. Every night they made camp, every 
time the soldiers opened their mouths, there was a kind of edge. It was the sound of men too 
disquieted to focus and too macho to admit their fear.

In the three days since her vicious and beautiful lovemaking with Richard, supplies had gone 
missing, more shadows had been seen moving about the camp than at a post-wartime brothel, 
and the general quality of life had decreased to the point that soldiers quietly complained about 
the sleeping rotations and reduced rations. Worse still, some openly bemoaned the fact that only 
Richard was allowed to sleep the whole night through.

There was dissension among the soldiers and despite the sergeant at arms trying to curtail it, 
Amaranth could see the wariness in their glances and the anger in some of their voices when 
they'd murmur about how they were unjustly pulled from their families to serve a 'knife ear' 
mandate.

But then, on the forth day of their trek, under a thick blanket of muggy heat and crushing 
boredom, someone uttered the phrase “Bet ol' Slant dropped a whisper in in his ear. His father'd 
never do that.” Whether it was her hyper awareness in the face of danger or because that 
particular name had a history, Amaranth picked the conversation out among the din of insects 
and wildlife. 

The name had been something her 'friends' had called her when she was young, something their 



human parents had used to reference the rearward slant of her pointed ears without coming out 
and saying that she, a half-blood would never be truly accepted in a human city. Old hatreds died
hard, and the elves didn't have many friends as it was, so seeing someone straddle the line 
between their races always made for a source of amusement. Or anger. Afterall, for her to have 
been born, both parents had betrayed the purity of their own race. It wasn't any of this that 
allowed her her position. It was fortune, having been given to a high ranking aristocratic family 
had kept her alive during the early years, but it didn't make her immune to the jabs of her peers.

Still, the name set the hair on the back of her neck on end. She immediately turned, leaving her 
horse to stand as equally dumbfounded as Markus. The soldiers surrounding the Duke started to 
part, but for a split second there was that hesitation.

“Who said it,” Amaranth scanned the faces of the men. “Who's the soldier looking to make 
himself a serf among you.”

The men said nothing, they didn't even flinch.

Richard gave her a shrewd look that told her she was treading dangerous ground, even now. It 
was too late for that, though. Amaranth pushed on, stepping into the gathering of men and horse. 
Her sharp amber eyes flit from face to face as though she could discern truth from a mere glance.
She knew she couldn't, of course, but that didn't stop her from trying. “Speak up or I'll--”

“You'll what, Dame Amaranth?” The sergeant at arms asked-- and that was when she realized it 
was his voice she had heard.

Not wanting to loose the initiative, she didn't stop until she was within arm's reach. Before she 
could speak, he was already rising to meet her challenge, pale eyes dark and narrowed. “You 
have a job to do, Knight, do it and leave the handling of the men to me. It is what your Duke 
demands.”

She wasn't thinking clearly or she wouldn't have said something so stupid as, “I'm not 
challenging your authority to lead, but I won't stand for your disrespect of my character. You 
slander above your station, a crime punishable by death in any civilized society--”

The men instinctively closed in, protective of their leader and almost immediately Amaranth saw
the error in her judgment. Back peddling now would've been completely pointless, all that was 
left to her was to press down harder. For all the good it would do, she couldn't loose face now. 
“Your field command is superb, but a soldier knows when to fight and when to let cooler heads 
and better minds prevail. Know your place, sergeant.”

“Due respect, Dame, I think you've forgotten yours.”

“W--”

“You were born to privilege and you got yourself a title, but you don't have the field experience. 
You haven't lead men in combat and bled along with them. Oh, you've no doubt mastered the fine



art of looking good in a dress, m'lady, you might have earned the false respect of humans.” His 
voice was tight as he closed the distance between them. “You might even be the envy of every 
lower noble in Beson, but out here you don't get to tell me what to say and do. I am the only 
authority.”

She opened her mouth with a retort that just wouldn't come. It died at her lips, not by her 
volition, but by the searing kiss of hot energy that told her her goddess was watching and she did 
not like what was going to come out. Not in front of her charge, she couldn't show that kind of 
emotion and she couldn't let him see her that weak. She bit back on the words and cooled herself 
as best she could before she spoke in a soft, icy chill. “If you think to impugn my character or my
allegiance again, we will cross blades, Sergeant.”

His beady eyes fixed on her in a glare that was all parts challenge. But his body language was 
decidedly neutral, a fine show he put on for Richard and his men, neither conceding anything or 
looking the aggressor.

The bastard even had the courage to smirk as she started to turn away. Quietly, she wondered to 
herself just what kind of penance she'd have to pay for pummeling the hell out of him. The last 
time she'd had such an 'episode', it'd taken weeks of cleaning the charity shelter's floorboards of 
blood moss to set things right with her patron. Of course, getting into a bar brawl with some 
random strangers and fighting the right hand man of the very person she was supposed to be 
protecting were vastly different crimes.

Still, Amaranth mused, some things were worth doing. Someone had to clean the floors, it may 
as well have been someone who had the heart to do it right.

#

That night after they had set up camp, Amaranth paced the perimeter in full view of the men with
her head held high and the tiny glow crystal affixed to her pauldron in open defiance of the 
sergeant's orders for light discipline. They'd need to see her if whatever was out in the woods 
prowling around the camp saw her, anyway. Foolish, perhaps, but her quiet rebuke of the 
overbearing old man made her feel somehow more grounded.

After a day of slogging through one mud hole after another and practically suffocating in the 
crushing humidity, it was her right to be a little obstinate. Besides, it felt good. It was liberating 
to be able to express her own displeasure with the narrow minded fop without sinking to his level
and drawing her blade. Wholly, wonderfully, appropriate.

As if the thought of his displeasure could conjure him from thin air, the old bastard and three 
soldiers stepped into the edge of the pool of light given off by her crystal. In the muted blue glow
his face had a distinctly chilly and empty look that belied the strength in his voice when he said, 
“We'll take it from here.”

She wanted to object, to challenge him. Still, she knew better. Inviting distention wasn't her job 
and she still had a duty to carry out. She bit back on her anger and inclined her head slightly. The



gentle tingle of warmth at the base of her spine was both a warning and reassurance from her 
goddess. She was doing what she had to do and being riled to fight him wasn't going to do 
anyone any good.

Gods above there were times she wished she were a man-- or human-- or a human man. . . 
Amaranth flexed her hands as she stepped around the trio, wandering through the gloom until she
got her bearings. She grabbed a piece of bread from the table in the middle of the inner circle but
when she reached for her customary snack of cured mushrooms and nuts she stopped. Maybe it 
was the subtle pinch of the armor against her growing stomach or the tug of her goddess's 
guidance pulling at the base of her spine. After moment, and with some reluctance, she reached 
for the deer jerky instead.

By the time she got to her little fold out chair, she had grown accustomed to the pull of her 
goddess and barely felt bothered by it any more. She was probably being reminded that she still 
had yet to pray, something she'd take care of after she ate. At least that was the plan until Markus 
approached with a smug little grin tugging at his lips.

Knowing better than to ask what had put it there, she took a bite of her bread and choked down 
the tangy musk of the moss that had been used to extend the flour. Somehow that remained 
prefferable right up to the point where it was clear he wanted to talk.

He squatted down a few feet and gave her a strange look at her choice of meals. When she didn't 
comment, he produced a flask and drank from it. “I ever tell you how much I hate Benson 
woods?”

“Mmhm.” She knew what was coming, hell, she knew he was right to be upset with her, but that 
didn't make it any more tolerable.

Markus took another swig from his flask and offered it to her, gaze lingering in the muted light. 
It was a strange effect the way his eyes flickered in the darkness, as though some private joke 
was swirling about in his mind and he was preparing to tell it but hadn't found the words just yet.
Slowly and without so much as a word of warning he leaned in towards her and murmured in a 
throaty voice that, even ten years on, still warmed her a little inside. It was a voice of strength 
and stability. “I think Syches is going to shit himself when we get back.” He cast a surreptitious 
glance towards the sergeant at arms. “Don't think anyone's stood up to him since the battle of 
Brokenholm.”

Ammy continued to chew her bread, waiting for the hammer to drop.

Another private smile lit his eyes. It occurred to her that she hadn't fallen into those eyes nearly 
enough over the years and even in recent months. She sighed to herself, swallowed and leaned 
forward. Before the words could touch her lips, though, he leaned up and kissed her tenderly.

There were a lot of things that she hadn't done that she should have. Like reciprocating affections
she didn't deserve. He hadn't forgotten what it used to be like, though, when life was simpler for 
both of them. He brushed her bangs back and laced the tip of his thick finger through her mane, 



even if it was braided at the back, there was enough that he could ruffle it the way he always 
loved to. Ruffle he did. He made a mess out of the crown of ruby hair only to gently comb it 
back with his fingers, tingling every sense in her scalp-- inch by inch he worked her hair back 
into a respectable display, sliding his hand back until he could cup her skull.

Then and only then did he break the kiss.

“Gah-” Ammy whispered. “I--”

“Missed you.”

Her breath came in a tiny sip. “Huh?”

“I missed you,” he licked his lips and pulled back a little. “It's what you were going to say.”

“W-” was she? Gods, surely she should have. Amaranth looked down and away, nibbling into her
lower lip as she tried to rally her courage. “Markus. . .”

“Hm?”

“W- What do you think will happen once we get there? We'll still need to make this trip back, 
assuming we're not killed, we--”

“Ammy. . . Don't talk like that.”

She frowned. “You know it's true, a possibility at least.”

“See, the way I look at it,” he casually plopped down to sit before her. After another sip from the 
flask he looked up at her. “He wants us to help the elves, the elves want us to help the elves. We 
get this little army mobile and he uses whatever magic thingamabob they gave him to signal-- 
then we all teleport back to the castle. Done and done.”

Amaranth eyed him dubiously. “I don't think teleport magic even exists, if it does, it's for the 
gods to use.”

“Sure it does. . . We're living it, wanna see?”

“Uh,” what the hell was he getting at? Ammy leaned back with a skeptical expression. In all her 
time with him she'd never managed to figure out exactly how his mind worked, but that never 
stopped her from trying. Especially in moments like this. “Sure. All right, show me.”

“Give me your hand,” he held his out, still clad in his gauntlet.

Amaranth took it lightly, still skeptical. “Of all the places in the world, you're going to propose to
me here?”



It was the human's turn to look at her oddly. They smirked in unison-- though hers was meant to 
relieve tension. His. . . His held something more serious. Something warmer. Markus turned her 
hand over, running his plated finger across her palm. “My mother was a seer, did I ever tell you 
that?”

“No?”

“Yeah, she was a gypsy. She used to work the Intrian strait going from town to town reading 
fortunes and telling people about who they'd fall in love with.” His bright brown eyes turned 
from Ammy's. His voice was softer, a bare whisper but still every bit as powerful as his broad 
shouldered frame would indicate. “Came at a price, though.”

Amaranth let his finger wander for nearly a minute as it traced meaningless symbols on her 
glove. His hand wavered a bit when he finally pulled up to her wrist, seemingly finishing the 
symbol. “What price was that?”

“Well,” the man looked up to her. “The person who's fortune she read would usually wind up 
loosing someone important to them. Price for knowing fate, she'd say-- something about the 
future that might have been having to be paid for by the future that once was.” He stilled for a 
moment, drew a breath and swallowed. “Ammy. . .”

A sudden chill rippled through her. A sharp sense of impending danger and the razor wire feeling 
wrapped around her throat. Choking the life from her. Blackness. Hatred. A void where light and 
life went to die. Negative space in a world of plenty--

Just like that, it was gone.

Amaranth whipped her head around. “H- Holy mother--”

“Uh-- No? Wait- what's wrong?”

“Someone's here,” she whispered. “Some thing is here.”

The two knights were on their feet in a second. Amaranth stilled her senses by reflex, drawing in 
the ambient feeling of the area, trying to pick out specific sensations, feeling for the void again in
the way one would check a hot stove. With some searching, she found it to the northeast. Two 
steps towards the faint sensation and she felt it become a tangible thing-- it was a hole in the 
natural flow of the forest. Her link to the natural essence of the world wasn't preternatural, more 
of a combination of her paladin training and the limited blessings she had and her own elven 
heritage, but she could get the most vague sense of power from it. It was a power unlike anything
she'd ever sensed.

It was overwhelming. Black and horrible and just empty; a place where magic and life itself just 
didn't exist. Physically couldn't exist. What the hell was it? Amaranth gave Markus a look and 
nodded to the woods. “There.”



“Go get Syches,” he whispered.

Was he mad? “I can't leave you here-- you can't feel it like I do.”

“You can't fight it like I can,” he shot back.

“I'm not some weak--” she bit her tongue. This wasn't a damned show. “Come on, we'll both go. .
.”

“You're kidding-- Look, just go get him.” His smile was quick and reassuring but petulant all the 
same. They both knew he was right, he had more combat experience, but that didn't mean she 
was incapable. She couldn't loose face now, could she? Pride was one thing, but she had a child 
to think about now, too. Ammy grit her teeth and turned to collect the old bastard.

She jogged with lead-heavy feet, her heart punching its way into her throat with each breath; this 
could have been it, another chance to prove herself by putting steel to flesh. Maybe orcs- maybe 
lycans- maybe elves. Her mind reeled until she saddled up to the sergeant at arms. It took her a 
second to collect her voice. Gods, when had she gotten so out of shape? She used to be able to 
run for leagues. “Something's circling the camp.”

“What? How do you know? What did you see?”

“Felt. There's something prowling out there--”

He scoffed. “Don't waste my time, girl. We have--”

“I have a sense beyond what you can comprehend. Bring a hand full of men, we're being 
probed.” Ammy, having already heard enough of his bullshit jogged back to the other side of the 
camp with her sword drawn. Along the way she whispered for the men to go draw in around 
Richard's tent. Of course, they wouldn't, but if there was any chance, she had to try.

When she finally made it back to Markus with her breath short and ragged, she skittered to a 
stop, eyes darking back and forth. The sensation was gone. Not only was there no impending 
sense of doom, there was actually a remarkable sense of calm about the entire forest. Like it was 
holding its breath in preparation for something.

“Shit,” she whispered.

“Well?” Markus eyed the darkness over the tip of his blade. “Where is it?”

“It's gone,” Ammy took a step towards the ring of the forest. “It's not there.”

Of course, it was at that moment that the sergeant of arms found them. He stepped right up 
beside the half-elven knight and surveyed the woods before speaking in a low voice. Clipped. 
Professional. “I see nothing, Dame. . .”



“It-- it's gone. It was here, but it's gone  now. . . Maybe it heard us.”

“Or maybe it wasn't anything at all. Maybe the woods are bringing out the fey in you--”

Markus shot him a look, “watch yourself.” His voice was sharp, strong, angry even. Still caught 
in the heat from his sudden burst of anger, neither Ammy nor the sergeant had time to react as the
man closed the distance, muttering in that same sharp tone. “I'm going to tell you this once and 
only once, she's a paladin. If she says she saw something, or felt something or whatever, she did. 
I've known her all my life and--”

“Stand down, knight-- you two,” he said to his soldiers. “Scout the line, stay in sight.” AS the 
soldiers started off to the woods he turned his attention to the knights. “What is it you felt, then? 
Hm? A dancing satyr frolicking around? Or, maybe, just maybe, you saw yourself a hunter like 
the black arrow clan. I bet it was the light they saw,” he moved to reach for her pauldron and she 
juked to the side. “You don't belong out here, girl, you're going t'get someone killed.”

 Markus started only to trail off when Amaranth positioned herself between them.

“I know what I felt. It was-- . . . it was an absence of something. A hole in reality or something. 
We just need to be careful and--”

“My men will handle it. Go look after the Duke. At least that you should be able to handle.”

“Has anyone ever told you that your attitude is about as pleasant as a badger tumbling down 
hill?” Amaranth glanced to the edge of the clearing once more, hoping to catch a glimpse of 
whatever was out there.

“We'll handle it. You two have absolutely no idea what you're doing when it comes to real 
combat. You're barely done suckling off your mother's--”

“I'll go look for it, I can find it. I can sense it, Markus can track it.”

“You'll get killed, not that I'd mind, but we have a trip to make and I've got people to look after. 
You're not dragging us all down with you--”

Amaranth, unable to refuse the challenge, piped up. “What's going to happen--” her voice died 
with the sharp stinging kiss of leather as the sergeant slapped her.

She didn't hesitate.

She attacked him. A heavy blow to his chest plate sent spears of pain up her arm and set herself 
up for a perfect follow through which he was happy to deliver. His wide fist crashed into her 
right eye socket like a hammer. The pain was joined quickly by absent shouting of men. Closer 
and closer.

The sergeant juked to the side and moved to grab her by the braid, trying to manuver his arm 



around her throat. Markus was behind her in an instant, though. He blocked the old bastard's 
attempt to get her in a bar, nailing him in the ribs with a knee and sending them both sprawling to
the ground.

On the list of ways to handle a situation this definitely wasn't high on it, but it was too late for 
any of them; Ammy wasn't about to give up face when she was in the proverbial dirt and neither 
was he apparently. They tousled left and right trying to gain leverage on one another, she 
managed to get her weight situated to straddle him but the old man was slippery even in full plate
and she soon found herself slamming into the dirt on her side.

There was no way she was going to let this happen. She couldn't. She'd fought too damn hard to 
earn her place and she wasn't about to let him take it-- Amaranth gritted her teeth and pivoted, 
pushing her weight to the side and outstretching one plate clad leg, nearly pulling full splits to 
leverage her weight from under him. She shoved off, hooked her leg around his upper body and 
arched backward in her armor, forcing his neck into a clamp between her thigh and calf. In the 
muted light she could see the surprise in his eyes. “Tap out!” She ordered.

Then it all went to hell when she heard Richard's thunderous voice split the cat calls and 
murmurs of the men who'd gathered around to watch the spectacle. “What the hell do you two 
think you're doing?”

Still locked in against one another, neither one of them turned their attention to their ruler, 
intently focused on one another. “Tap out,” Amaranth growled softly. “You were defeated by 
your better. Admit it.”

Richard parted his soldiers easily. As his would-be defenders continued their altercation he 
closed the distance and, without even a shred of effort, grabbed Amaranth's leg and pried it from 
around the sergeant's neck, forcing her leg back almost to the point where she was about to do 
the splits. She tried to slip out from under the heavy man but it was no use and he soon landed 
another blow to her face, this one much closer to her slender nose.

Her head slammed into the mud sending a blur of stars across her vision. In the next moment, 
though, the weight on her chest lifted and Richard booted him off of her. She stared up at the sky 
for a moment before Richard let her go, his gaze squarely on her face as he addressed them all. 
“We're in hostile territory and I find my two brightest playing around in the dirt like weasels? 
What would my father have said?” He let go of Amaranth.

“But--” Marcus started.

“You. Marcus. . . You, I expected more of, too. We're more than half way there, you can keep it 
together until then, can't you?”

Silence.

“Can't you?”



“Yes my lord. . .” Syches was the first one to speak, followed by Markus's quiet affirmation. 
When his gaze settled on Amaranth there was a flicker of irritation that stung more than her 
swollen left eye. 

He simply shook his head and turned to his tent. “Get some sleep. Take a fifty security rotation 
tonight. . . Markus, Amaranth. You two get some rest, too, I'll take your shifts.”

“M- My lord, no.”

“Don't argue with me,” he looked back as he took a blade from the dining table. “It's clear I've 
been imposing more than my share. So, starting tonight, I'll take watch every third day. You two 
go get some sleep. . . Sergeant, you too.”

“My lord-”

“Don't,” he said as he held up his hand. “I'll not have those under me think me a tyrant or a 
coward. All of you not on watch, get some rest. We'll move out in the morning.”  With that, the 
young man wandered off to patrol, much to the chagrin of the soldiers. They weren't so 
chagrined, though, that they couldn't spend the time to help their leader up.

Markus helped her up while keeping an eye on the sergeant at arms, neither of them broke eye 
contact but Amaranth edged around to her tent, too tired and irritated to deal with the fallout of 
what had happened. She might have lost respect in the eyes of the men, maybe even Markus, but 
she couldn't just let that go unchallenged, could she?

As she slipped into her tent quietly, mildly surprised to hear Markus rustle in behind her a 
moment later. She furrowed her brow, half between telling him to leave and thankful that he was 
there. She decided it would be better if he was there and poked her head out to see if anyone had 
seen him. Richard was looking at her from near the food table.

His eyes flashed a soft orange when the light caught them. He turned away with his sword set on 
his shoulder lazily. . . What was that look he'd given her, though? There had to have been 
something to it, but something she couldn't discern. Something. . . Did he know about she and 
Markus?

She sighed. “Whatever. . .” The throbbing in her skull and eye socket gave her plenty of other 
things to worry about, she could mend things with him later when it was more appropriate or. . . 
Or she could-- She sighed again. She still needed to figure out who's child it was, either one of 
them could have been the father, after all.

Markus stepped up behind her and gave her a gentle hug. “C'mon, let's get that can off and get 
you cleaned up.”

“N- No. I'll. . . I'll take care of it.”



“Huh? Ammy, come on, I can--”

“It's fine. . . It's fine. I just need a bit to get my armor off and cleaned up.” Markus frowned a 
little at her, but she slipped off to grab her basin and a towel, muttering to herself.

“I'll just go back to my tent, then--”

“No!” Amaranth cleared the distance between them, clutching his arm. “No. . . Please, I'm sorry, 
I'm just... Wound up.”

“Heh. Yeah, look at you.” He cupped her chin gently. “Come on, let's get you cleaned up.”

For the first time in a long time, Amaranth felt the knot between her shoulders ease slightly. She 
wanted to believe in his acceptance, so much so that she touched his hand with a sad smile. 
Could he possibly deal with the idea of being a father? Might... possibly.. . Gods it was enough to
drive someone to drink.

In lieu of a stiff drink, she wrapped her arms around the human man and sighed into his shoulder.
“I love you.”

“I love you too, Ammy. . .” He held her close. “I always will.”

I hope so. . . gods do I hope so.

# # # #

Amaranth awoke in the bathing in Markus's warmth with her chest pressed to his back, a steady 
trickle of early morning sunlight filtering in through the crack in the flaps. There was an eerie, 
pervasive silence and for just a moment she thought she might have been dreaming of her own 
private world.

That dream was shattered when the flap burst inward and a soldier carrying something the size of
a kick ball filled her tent. He was shouting something. Angry, accusatory shouts that sounded 
leveled at her but Ammy could barely hear it. She was too focused on the kick ball sized thing. It 
was a human head.

A man's lifeless eyes gaped at her through a bloodied veil of his own hair. It was sergeant 
Syches's head.



Chapter 4: Hang Ups

The bloody mess of gristle and bone fragments that used to be sergeant Syches had been stuffed 
into a vaguely human shaped burlap sack and bound tightly between two trees, spread eagle. 
Gashes torn into the sack wept bloody tears into the early morning dew, pooling into the viscera 
below-- claw marks had rent the muddy ground  around it. Animal claws. Big ones. A wolf  of 
some kind.

Amaranth's heart fell into her stomach. The grizzly scene burned itself into the part of her mind 
where images went to become permanent parts of her soul and in a flash had become the only 
thing she could see when her eyes closed for even a split second. There was so much blood. . . 
Humans really didn't have that much in them, did they?

“I told you!” The soldier was saying. “I told you, it's not natural!”

“Who else knows about this? Who found him and when?” Markus fired off the questions in rapid
succession as he edged toward the rim of the clearing, eyes keenly focused on the woods. 

The soldier eyed the mess that had been his leader, picking quietly at his leathers, perhaps not 
entirely sure what to think or even who to trust with what he knew. Was he that daft? “I just 
found him a second ago, came to your tent straight away but you weren't there. I--. . . I was 
gonna go to the Duke's, but I thought only right I check the other tent.” He fidgeted slightly 
when Amaranth turned her gaze to him.

Markus  glanced back to the camp, no doubt wondering the same thing Ammy was; half a dozen 
soldiers were already awake, only one had seen his sergeant in such a manner, but there was no 
doubt that as soon as more of them awoke there would be questions. Questions they needed 
answers for. Immediately.

Amaranth became acutely aware of how vulnerable she was in that moment; standing in little 
more than her boots and arming leathers along with her cotton pants. If whatever did this came 
along, there would be no chance she'd be able to fight back. She took a deep breath, cleared her 
mind and tried to reach for her focus.

She was a paladin sworn to protect her Duke and he was in danger, she needed information. She 
needed to focus. . . She had training for investigations, even if it was minor-- yes, deep breath. 
Think back on it. . . What do you have to do first?

Secure the scene.

“Markus, stand back.” Amaranth stepped up near the mess. “W- Where was his head found?”

“Uh-- stone's throw from. . . From this, m'lady.” The soldier glanced at Markus who returned his 
bemused expression.



“Okay,” Amaranth edged around the carnage with a wary eye cast towards the woods. There 
were no drag marks in the dirt but she did find a fresh blood painting one of the nearby trees. 
Then there was the rope; sinewy, braided, hemp maybe. The kind of rope they used for tie downs
and for hoisting tents, definitely military quality-- Amaranth squinted at one of the knots that 
held the Sergeant's leg. A hunter's knot. . . “Well, shit.”

Makrus stepped up beside her, easing into her personal space. “What's wrong?”

“Look at this knot,” when he leaned over to examine it, she added in a near silent whisper. “Don't
say anything out loud.” For the ten seconds it took him to work out what kind of knot it was, 
Ammy busied herself checking the other knots. The two knights shared a knowing look without a
word passing between them.

Finally, Markus produced his dagger and began cutting the corpse down. When Ammy started to 
say something, he looked at her. “We don't need the men seeing this, I'll take care of this. . . 
Check on his lordship, I didn't see him around.”

The soldier glanced at her, still holding the head as though it were a holy artifact, he didn't dare 
disrespect the man's memory by throwing it on the ground, but holding it was awkward and he 
was somehow unworthy. She knew the look, though, the look of a man who expected a woman 
to do what was expected of her.

Amaranth disregarded the notion and padded over to Richard's tent, surprised to find him in the 
center of his living area sipping tea from a glass cup. She nearly stumbled when she saw his 
half-lupine eyes flick up to her. The orange tint around the edge of his cornea flared to wash out 
the whites, leaving him looking feral as he stared down his nose at her.  They were sharp and 
keenly focused; wolf on prey

Just like that, though, the primal fury was gone and he exhaled a low rumbling sigh. He didn't 
speak, though. That warm, inviting vigor that she'd fell in love with was a mere shade of what it 
had once been. He didn't even speak when she stepped in, how unusual.

“My lord?” 

He shook his head, clutching the little glass cup. “I truly hate this place,” he rasped.

“What's wrong?”

“The call. . . It's the forest, it calls to us.”

Amaranth kept an arm's length distance, just in case. “I-- ah, how was last night?” Her voice 
wavered a little as he eyed her. Her self preservation instincts prickled slightly, reminding her 
that Duke or not, lover or not, she had a job to do. She needed to know the truth, though; she had 
to be sure. “Did it call to you last night?”



He took a sip of his tea and with half lidded eyes, he murmured “I controlled it. . . I was going to 
wake you, but. . .” Richard's expression fell a little. A roiling growl filled his throat, replacing his
normally calm voice. Slowly, as if each word was taking everything he had, her lord, her lover 
and her friend set his cup down and spread his hands. His voice was slightly raspy and distant. “I
knew the two of you were--”

“Richard, we have--”

“Stop!” he snarled, teeth borne. Amaranth drew back with a sharp intake. “I'm. . . Not myself. . .”
His right eye twitched. “Does he know? About us?”

“My lord. We need you. The sergeant was killed, I think by lycans.”

The sobering effect of her words struck a chord, snapping him out of his fugue. “How bad?”

“He's dead, Richard. T- there's pieces of hi--” Ammy stopped herself. “Richard. . . What 
happened last night?”

“What--”

“With watch. W- I can't think of any easy way to ask this. . .”

“Since when,” he paused for a second. “has that been a problem for you?”

Amaranth's soft amber eyes settled on the young man and she did her best to keep the sound of 
confidence firm in her throat. She had knew she had no right to come out with her accusation, 
but she could test the waters, get a sense of how he'd react. Then she could take it from there. 
Yes, that sounded like the wisest course of action. “Do you remember when your father used to 
take us hunting?” 

Richard's voice cracked, his hands clenching in his lap. His eyes flicked down then up to her. He 
wasn't the same man she knew. “Hunting. . . Yes. I do.”

“He told us never to come out this far. . . Remember?”

“I. . . Yes.” He brought his hands to either side of his head. “Yes, that's right. Heart of the forest. .
.”

“That's right, heart of the forest brings you closer to your nature. But that also means we're on 
our way out, yes? How bad is it. . .? Are you missing any time?”

“Time? Time, yes. A bit.” He let out a slow sigh. “Yes, watch last night. . . I was on watch.”

“Was there anything else? D- did you. . .” She stole a glance at his fingernails. They looked 
clean. “What happened, what's the last thing you remember?”



“Ammy. . .” 

“Humor me?”

“I'm in control. I always have been. . . Born this way, remember?” The man smiled a little 
uneasily as if he didn't believe his own platitude. “It's just the woods, the spirit of the forest. 
Whatever you call it.”

“Richard-- My lord-- please, focus. The sergeant at arms, your military advisor is dead! Do you 
remember anything? Did you see or hear anything last night on watch? There were claw marks in
the dirt around his body and your father's kno--” Amaranth bit her tongue, hard. Stupid. Stupid, 
stupid, stupid.

At once Richard was on his feet in front of her, nose to hot, humid nose. He towered over her, 
filling her nose with the hot primal scent of his mixed heritage. He bore down on her. He shoved 
her harshly with hands maligned by a coat of fur, claws grazed her leathers as he took her 
shoulders. “You imply too much,” he snarled.

Not quite on the edge of his transformation, edging dangerously close to it, he held her firm. 
Hands clamped down on her shoulders, he broke into her personal space breathing in and out 
sharply. His breath was hot, musty, the smell of meat. Ammy gritted her teeth. “I'm sorry.”

He flashed a look of confusion as his teeth started to elongate into sharp daggers.

Amaranth punched him in the nose-turning-snout. He buckled backwards grabbing his face and 
growling deeply. She didn't give up her initiative, she lunged forward and grabbed his arm and 
hooked it around his neck, kneeling into the crook of his leg to force him to his knees. “I need 
you, Richard. We all need you. . .”

For his part in it, the lycan man grabbed at his tunic and forced himself to draw in deep breaths 
with the small knight using his weight against him. She drank in his scent unconsciously, 
suddenly aware of just how much she held over him. How much he belonged to her-- the secrets 
she kept and the things they had done ensured it. She was his protector, his lover.

She tightened her grip on his neck. Who the fuck was he to endanger everything they'd shared? 
No one was going to hurt him and if he had killed that man, he'd made her job harder. How could
he do that to her? “Don't you love me?”

“I do,” he growled. “It's--” Next thing she knew she was being pulled off her feet. He flung her 
over his shoulder and slammed into the tent floor with a thump. He was staring down at her with 
his hands on her shoulder. Breathing in short sips, he whispered. “It's because I love you that I'm 
not going to let you hurt me.”

“Bu-” Ammy huffed, trying to collect her voice. “Did you kill him?”

“Why would I do that? He was my father's right hand!”



“Then we have serious problems!”

Richard eased back to sit on his haunches like a squatting wolf. If his ears were poking out, they 
would have been perked forward. He didn't ask for an explanation; he didn't have to.

“Wolves. . . He was torn apart by wolves, but someone hung him out there, hung him using your 
father's knots--”

“It's an intimidation move,” he supplied with a glance to the tent's entry. There was a small 
trickle of blood dribbling from his nose but he didn't seem to notice. “He was being displayed to 
intimidate us.”

Amaranth righted herself so she could meet his gaze, surprised to find his expression calm and 
calculated; this was the ruler and leader she'd chosen to protect. This was the man she loved. The
shake in his offered hand, though, said he was struggling to keep himself under control, even she 
could feel a twinge of something in the back of her mind, something trying to pull on her. 
Something that wanted her to attack him. He was defying her duty to him. He had to be 
punished!

With a deep breath, Richard rose to stand over her and in that smooth movement she became 
acutely aware of how easy it would be for him to crush her. Instead, he offered his hand again. 
“Come on, let's take a look.”

“Right. . .”

Back outside it became readily apparent that the other soldiers who'd been on patrol had found 
out about the body. They had encircled Marcus, careful to keep out of striking range but the 
tension between the dozen or so men and the knight was a palpable thing. All the while the 
young knight stood protectively over the body. In the early morning fog he looked like a 
monument to fallen soldiers.

Amaranth took the nearest man's shoulder as she approached, “Disperse! All of you!”

For just a split second the soldier looked about ready to strike her. It faded when Richard stepped
past her into the circle, kneeling to examine the corpse and the head that had since been rejoined 
with its body. He laid his hand upon the sack with a couple of quickened breaths, then looked to 
the forest beyond.

The soldier Ammy had been holding shrugged her off and turned to the camp, disregarding the 
scene entirely. A hushed murmur rippled through the crowd, several of the solders' gazes turned 
to the half-elf, accusatory, demanding. Apparently they'd reached a conclusion of some sort on 
her involvement in their leader's death.

Under the scrutinizing gaze she saw a flicker of hatred; anger. The same anger that boiled in the 
back of her mind. How dare they even think to impugn her honor with their accusations? Her, a 



noble, made to kneel prostrate before these common filth? Unthinkable! Then one of them 
looked to Richard, to Marcus.

She surged forward to grab the soldier. Marcus was in her face before she'd gotten three steps.

“Calm down,” he whispered harshly. “We're being watched.”

Amaranth blinked. “What?”

“The Duke. Something in the woods watching us. . .”

She drew in a long, slow breath and closed her eyes, searching for her center and imagining a 
pillar of warm light in the base of her spine, wrapping herself around it like a lover. Clinging. 
Knowing that her goddess would protect her, guide her. She needed to quiet her anger and listen.

Just. Listen.

Marcus laid his hand on her shoulder lightly, sighing across the tip of her pointed ear. “Ammy, 
we're going to be leaving. Get yourself ready.”

“But what about Syches?”

“The forest'll reclaim him, right now we need to move. . .”

“W-” Amaranth looked up to him, ignoring Richard's glance. “What? What about his family? 
They deserve--”

It was Richard who spoke, strong and resolute even amongst the fear and anger roiling through 
the men. “Get yourselves prepared, we leave in an hour.” A murmur of descent rippled through 
the ranks who, seemingly unwilling to move, lingered in the shadow of their fallen leader. 
Richard turned to them expectantly. “Now!”

Amaranth wasn't the only one to be startled by the Duke's outburst. He never raised his voice.

#

It hadn't taken them twenty minutes to break camp and get suited up. While they fitted 
themselves in their armor, Marcus and Amaranth didn't speak, not even a breath passed between 
them. It wasn't that time was of the essence, but rather that there didn't feel as though anything 
needed to be said.

But there was something. Something important. Something that refused to pass her lips and she 
couldn't even remember what it was. Amaranth clutched the hilt of her sword while she lead the 
procession onto the trail with her horse behind at a few feet.

Not only had it not occurred to her to make sure everyone was behind her, but that everyone was 



alive. Seeing two unclaimed horses in the middle of the campsite, however, brought that 
oversight into perspective. She looked back, did a quick head count. Then repeated it; two short. 
“What the hell--”

“What?” Richard was beside her in a second, leering over her protectively. “What's wrong-- oh.” 
He quieted when he saw the horses. “Sir Markus, grab them. Amaranth, take the men forward.”

“What're you going to do?”

He handed her the reigns to his own stallion and turned to the site. “What I should have done last
night.”

Before she could raise a word of objection the broad shouldered noble had practically faded into 
the underbrush. She caught a glimpse of him several hundred feet in a second later. He was 
running towards something. . .

It was at that moment that she had to remind herself she was still, technically a noble, these men 
would have to listen to her. Yes, she could do this. “Listen up!” she steeled herself against the 
looks she earned. “We're heading out, double quick, stay tight. Groups of two. Column 
formation.” Amaranth belted out the commands by rote, relying on her training to make her 
voice sound focused and in control. 

Even if she felt anything but, it still sounded good to her ears.

When Markus returned she weathered his questioning look with a solemn expression. “Where 
the hell did he get off to?”

“He's going hunting.”

“What?” he whispered sharply. “You just let him?”

“He'll be fine. He'll catch up to us, just trust me--”

“Ammy! He's--”

How dare he question her? “I know what he is. He'll be fine.”

That seemed to catch the human off guard. He eyed her dubiously for a second and gritted his 
teeth. Ammy wanted to plead her case that he knew what he was doing, that he was probably 
more powerful than anyone in this forest when it came to it, that anything foolish enough to cross
his path wouldn't live to regret it. Instead, like some over emotional cow, she took Markus's 
shoulder. “Trust me. . .”

Markus's brown eyes lingered on her and he let out a sigh. “Fine.” To the men he said, “you 
heard her! Watch for holes and we move quickly, first one to fall behind is cooking tonight!”



“Thank you,” Ammy whispered as she started forward at a slow trot. They'd have to pace 
themselves if they wanted any chance at putting the camp site behind them. Absently she 
wondered just how far they'd really get once the men realized their lord was gone.

# # # #

Werewolves were easy to hunt. Even in the depths of night there were tells that gave them away; 
it was one of those clues that had lead Briee to a small burrow some hundred or so feet away 
from where the soldiers had set up camp for the evening.

Pounding waves of anger and frustration crashed against her senses one after the other, 
threatening to drown out her consciousness the closer she got to the den. It was powerful, 
consuming, demanding. It tried to erode her mind, to twist her to its bidding. Blinding in its 
intensity.

But it was nothing compared to her father's ire.

A lifetime of suppressing the influence of his seething anger had sharpened her will power, yet 
she could still feel this alien presence trying to slip into cracks between her armor; a cancer that 
wanted nothing more than to have its way with her and break down whatever might have 
remained of her soul. Something was innately wrong with that, though. Werewolves weren't 
magically active enough to be able to project their will in such a way.

Or were they? Had she been misinformed? Briee dampened her lips, clutching her massive blade 
as she stalked up to the mouth of the den. She sniffed the tepid air that billowed from the earth's 
maw. The burning itch of musk, of fresh birth, wet leaves and something sharper, more pungent 
seared through her entire being like burning oil. It was the taste of draconic magic, unmistakable 
even now. She might not have been able to wield it, but her sisters and even the outsider brood 
mother had learned the arts.

Briee eased into the den and tracked her way through the sloping tunnel which shrunk 
significantly to the point where even she, short as she was, had to crawl. Branching tunnels 
tempted her but she kept true to her path, guided by the smell of a new mother and the soft 
whimpers of newborns.

The tunnel turned down sharply then pitched upward into a massive birthing den easily the size 
of any civilized home and, unfortunately, set up specifically to keep an eye on the tunnel 
entrance. Briee came eye to eye with a fat woman in the middle of transformation, sporting a 
long muzzle swept in ruddy black fur that matched her coal black eyes which were focused right 
on the armor clad intruder.

Between them, nursing from her milk-heavy breasts were a hand full of pups who's small size 
belied the rippling strength of muscles no human baby should have had. The woman was either 
too weighed down or too weak to move, she didn't rise to defend herself when Briee crouched 
down at the edge of her burrow.



The rest of the chamber was empty save for smatterings of crude bone jewelery, grass mats and 
leather clothing. There were no dividers like her father's cave had and only one sleeping area, a 
bowl in the middle of the rock that had been hollowed out to accommodate the entire pack no 
doubt.

The mother looked at Briee tiredly, panting. Her eyes flashed in anger.

The anger became fear as the real hunter drew her blade and rested it across her knees. She 
flashed a smile. “Seems like a spot of bad luck,” Briee spoke carefully to ensure her western 
accent didn't cloud her words' meaning. “who is your patron?”

“Not for you to know, human.” The lycan huffed as her gaze bored down against the small 
intruder. If there was any chance that she was going to attack, she was running out of time-- 
whether Briee's patience gave out or exhaustion took her, the lycan was dead. Not before she 
watched what happened when another dragon dared to sew its seed where Briee roamed.

Briee smiled slightly at the thought. “We have a lot in common, you know. We don't even need to
fight. Who knows. . .” She drew the thought out, furrowing a row of dirt along the wall with her 
plated glove as she started a slow, lazy circle. The lycan tracked her with a vicious gaze. “Never 
given birth myself, but I heard one of my sisters go through it. Sounded like hell and we're 
trained to ignore pain.” Her gaze flit to the babes suckling on their mother. “Grey hair-- that must
make you the Alpha mate, hm?”

The creature bared her teeth, a carnal growl roiling in her throat and echoing throughout the 
chamber. To Briee's surprise, she actually started to rise, pushing her new cubs aside. “I'll rend 
your soul.”

“Funny. . .” Briee hefted her shield into position. “You're going to be the second person to tell me
that before--” a flash of something bristled her extra senses. Cold. Focus Intent. Murder. Briee 
ducked down behind her shield. 

None too soon.

The arctic chill slammed into her with enough force to push her back several inches, the 
resounding crack  of her shield's high strength alloy being split echoed through the cave along 
with the hapless whimpers of the cubs and the clattering of Briee's armor as she tried to keep 
from falling over. Her greaves clattered against the dirt floor of the cave as she pushed up into a 
run. There was no way she was going to play second to a caster, she was too strong. Too 
powerful in her own right and too damned good to cower. “Is that all you've got?!”

The lycan woman was already focusing her will into another spell by the time Briee had halved 
the distance between them. Even with the spear of ice sticking out of her shield, the young 
warrior was quick. She'd be on top of the lycan in a second. The mother couldn't move and leave 
her pups defenseless, but she didn't try too, either. That should've been Briee's first warning.

A sheet of ice bloomed into existence in the space between them at the same time the ground 



heaved upward and bowled Briee over. The pool of solid ice formed crystalline lances which 
closed down against her like a cage and pinned her arm under her shield. The metal was bowing 
inward against the heavy wood backing as the fingers of ice tried to close in and crush Briee. She
snarled against the pain. “I love penetration!” She grit her teeth in a rancid smile when she 
shoved off with one foot to leverage her body against the straps. She wiggled her arm in a vain 
attempt to loosen it. “But you're not my type!”

A sharp hiss issued from the lycan's throat. Another blast of focused intent rippled through the 
air-- Briee was just that tiny bit quicker, though. She flung her blade at the woman. In one 
smooth motion the lycan dodged to the side, scooped up one of her pups and whirled with her 
fingers outstretched.

Briee was already free from the pressure of the cage, though. She threw her weight back against 
the ice spears shattering them as she tucked into a backward roll just in time to dodge a blast of 
electrical energy. Briee caught a glimpse of the ice, noting it had liquefied. The Alpha was 
smart-- she'd been going to use her opponent's armor and the water against her to ensure a kill.

That elicited a smile from her. Credit where it was due, it'd been a while since she'd had a 
challenge. “Ice and electricity? I bet you're a hit at parties!” She scrabbled behind the earthen 
scar, reaching for her punch dagger. “Too bad you forgot to mind your third pup!”

Imagining a pause is one thing, causing it was something different. When Briee exploded from 
behind cover the Lycan was waiting. A lance of pure green energy was already sailing through 
the air towards her. Briee smiled behind her bandanna as she dropped into a slide, crashing into 
the woman and her pups. They slammed full force into her plated chest, claws already fully 
extended and reaching for Briee's face.

The young dragon-born let out a sharp laugh as the first razor touch kissed her forehead. She 
bucked, kneed the woman in the side and wrapped one hand around her throat. The lycan 
grabbed Briee's hand before she could work up a punch-- 

Brilliant pain exploded over her vision, entire fields of pain bloomed over her arm from her hand
to her shoulder and in another second she could feel the rub of her leathers against her skin and 
the skin moving under it. Opening up. Her entire nervous system sang with pain, vibrating 
through her core like a trailing note on a harp. She ground her teeth so hard she was sure they 
were going to crack. “Che- eap!”

The lycan snarled, tossed her pup to the side and grabbed for Briee's bandanna. Briee wasn't 
about to be shown up, though. Not like this. She was sure as hell not about to die like this. This 
furry bitch had no idea who she was messing with; oh, but she'd learn. With a pained groan of 
her own she grabbed the woman's forearm and yanked her down, head butted her in the snout.

A howl of pain. Blood sprayed Briee's eyes. Briee planted a foot under her self, shoved off and 
rolled over-- straddling the inhuman woman, she didn't hesitate to punch her again. And again. 
The woman tried to grab her face or something but with the armored weight atop her, she 
couldn't get her hands up.



“That,” Briee huffed. “Was uncalled for.” She was almost positive this creature didn't have the 
same pain management training she'd endured, so when she delivered another hammer blow on 
her snout, Briee was confident she wouldn't be casting any more spells. “Now. . .” Briee rolled 
off of her and stood up on wobbly knees. She grabbed the woman by the scruff of her neck, 
booted her face into the dirt and, with an arm full of liquid pain, she slammed her punch dagger 
between the lycan's vertebrae. The blow was precise, right where it needed to be to paralyze her.

The woman cried and went slack, whimpering loud, short sobs that tore through the air like little 
knives. Briee flopped her over on her back and went to recover her sword. When she came back, 
the pups had gathered around their prostrate mother, whimpering and mewling blindly. Briee 
looked to them dispassionately as she removed her gauntlet. As expected, her entire arm was 
sheathed in open sores and blisters that had already healed, sealing cords of angry red muscle to 
the skin. She flexed and the muscle strained, tore from the skin and bled.

Briee looked down at her conquest. “You're fucked up, has anyone ever told you that?” She held 
her hand over the gaping maw of the fallen creature with a dark smile, letting her blood trickle 
down her hand and into the lycan's mouth. “You don't use your patron's powers against another 
person who has a draconic pact--”

“You--” she mewled. “You have nothing!”

“Well, you're right about that. . .” Briee pulled her gauntlet back on. With some effort, she pulled 
her flask from her belt and slid her bandanna up enough to sip. The cooling water was a kiss of 
heaven. “But neither do you, do you?”

“I'll--”

“You're not going to do anything. In fact, how quickly you die is going to be determined by your 
answers to a couple of very simple questions.” Her pups were mewling louder now. Briee looked
at them and then to her captive. The look in the woman's eyes told her all she needed to know. 
“Where's the other dragon?”

“You die here, foreigner!”

Briee casually knelt down beside her and pulled one of the pups to its mom's teat. Her fingers 
stroked back through the little wolf's half formed fur as she slowly, deliberately, closed her eyes 
and savored the scents of the den. Simultaneously centering herself, her strokes became slower 
and wider as her hand opened around the young lycan. “So where's this dragon, sorceress?”

“We'll kill you. . . Then we'll--” She stopped when Briee wrapped her forefinger and thumb 
around the pup's neck. “Don't you dare. The wild decides his fate!”

She laughed sharply. “Like they decide yours? You sold your soul to a dragon, silly bitch. Does 
the rest of your pack even know that you turned your back on the gods? Hm?” Briee stroked the 
pup's fur. “I'll ask you again. . . Where is it?”



The venom in the woman's stare was palpable, acidic even. Stripped of her power and even her 
control over her body, she only had anger to give her solace. She hadn't lost anything, though. 
Not yet.

She didn't know what real fear was.

Briee casually undid her bandanna and smiled at the woman, taking a moment for her visage to 
sink in. When she spoke again, her voice was icier than anything the woman could've used 
against her. “You don't have to fear death-- Take it from someone who's been there, it's not that 
bad. . . The only question is who goes before you do. See? It's not so bad when you die alone.” 
She planted her knee into the woman's stomach. The werewolf didn't even flinch. Not until Briee 
touched their lips together and whispered, “Your pack is dead, but I might spare them if you tell 
me why this human they're hunting is so special.”

To her credit, she tried to snap at Briee. At least the fight hadn't left her yet.

“All right, then. . .” Briee drew back and carefully plucked the young lycan from her teat. Her 
hands wrapped around the creature and she looked at the woman. “I have half a dozen chances to
ask the same question-- more if I start getting creative. Spare me the bravado--”

“I'll--”

“Wrong answer.” Briee twisted his head around until it face the opposite direction. She ignored 
the scream of anguish and rage as she tossed the limp corpse to the side, scooped up another one 
and brought it to the woman's teat. “There you go.”

As the woman snarled and snapped, Briee leaned back on her haunches, looking around. 
Deciding there was nothing of interest, she settled her icy blue gaze on the woman. “Why is your
pack interested in the humans that're coming through the forest?”

“I--”

“Ah, ah,” Briee waged her finger. “Think carefully about this. . .”

The woman cranked her neck one way and the other as if trying to get her body to respond to 
signals it was no longer receiving. Finally and with a very low rumbling sigh, she looked up to 
the armored woman and spat out, “he's the son of the lost! Lost's son! We kill him and become 
the new pack-- we'll rule these lands!”

“Uh. . . huh.” Briee sighed. “That's incredibly boring.” She stood up. “So what about the dragon?
Who signed your pact?”

“I can't!”

“You'd better. Where can I find it?”



“No! I can't! The pact is a bond, if I betray it, my soul will be forfeit! I'll never ascend and--” 
Briee stepped on her throat.

“I know that. But that's not my problem. . .” She bent at the waist to pick up the pup suckling. It 
mewled weakly in her cold grip. “Is your soul worth the lives of your offspring, though?”

#

A couple of hours later, Briee was standing near the edge of the newly evacuated clearing where 
the humans had set up their camp. She was cleaning blood-- not all of it hers-- from her arm 
when she saw a broad shouldered man enter the clearing from the side of the forest; he was 
wearing the brown and green clothes of the military men that had occupied the tents here, but 
didn't look like one of the common soldiers.

He was heading towards the road looking dejected, hurt and upset about something but Briee 
didn't understand what until he stopped. He whirled around as a naked man eased into the edge 
of the circle. They shared a moment of silence before the dressed man raised his hand in a sign of
non-aggression. 

They approached one another cautiously, sizing each other up. It was the clothed man who broke 
the silence, his voice smooth and commanding; the voice of someone who got his way in life 
more often than not. It was analogous of the way in which they presented themselves, even-- one
a prim and proper civilized man and the other a wild beast.

“I didn't come here for a fight. Leave my men be.”

The wild man threw his head back and laughed.

“I'll not ask you again, I don't care who you think you are, but--”

“You wander my forest, pup.”

The civilized man stared at him for a long moment before he stepped closer, barely more than an 
arm's length now. His voice was still clear and proud even though his posture had changed from 
overtly threatening to something more passive and laid back. “I'm running a diplomatic mission 
here to help the elves combat their age old enemy-- I'm sure I don't need to spell it out for you--”

The wild man went to lash out but the civilized one stepped in, grabbed his arm and twisted it 
back into what should have been an impossible angle. Without so much as a hint of effort he held
the werewolf like that and whispered into his ear. Several seconds passed like that until finally 
the stronger of the two disentangled himself and stepped back, letting his captive go.

“They'll never come here again, you have my word. . .”

“Like that, you can make such a promise?”



“I just did,” he smiled. His voice was remarkably soothing, Briee noticed. “Let my men pass and 
we will run the woods together when the work is done. . .”

“So you say.”

“I do.” After a long moment the civilized man turned his back. “Thank you.”

Briee, curious, watched with bated breath as if expecting the lycan to transform and tear after the
man. But he never did. In fact, he stood there just about as dumb founded as she was. Eventually 
he slid into them as if he'd never been there at all, leaving Briee mildly confused as to what had 
just taken place. With her clearer head she could at least think straight once more, yet her ability 
to reason out how killing one human would make this relatively unknown pack the leader of the 
others in this forest made little to no sense to her.

Perhaps it had something to do with the display of power she'd just witnessed, perhaps it was just
some stupid mud hut prophecy. Whatever the case, Briee decided, it was time to sort this mess 
out. 



Chapter 5: Face to Face

Amaranth charged down the slope through the low hanging mist that had filled in the valley that 
time and water had carved through the dense brush. She splashed through the tiny stream and 
scrambled up the other embankment, fighting with the muddy soup that was the forest floor. Just 
behind her the dozen or so soldiers followed reluctantly, though she suspected it was more 
because of Markus being at her side more than the fact that she was leading. Still. She was a 
paladin.

She had a job to do.

She kept herself in front of the pack as was her place-- indeed, her right-- to lead by example. To 
guide and teach in the way she knew best. She'd get these men to safety, she'd help Richard claim
the help he needed to deliver support to the elves and then, when they were back at the garrison, 
she would begin a rigorous training regimen alongside the soldiers. They needed to see that an 
elf-blood, a woman at that, could lead in combat.

There was no excuse for her not to carry herself with pride. She was a paladin, a noble and above
all, a member of the elven people-- she wasn't going to be brought low by something like this. 
Yes, she could do it. She just needed to convince herself.

“Ammy.” Markus said quietly as they crested the opposite edge. “You all right?”

“Not exactly-- why did he run off like that? Why didn't he take one of us with him?”

“I don't know, why didn't you go with him?”

“He wouldn't let me. . .” She cast a surreptitious glance back. She was wrong to let him go and 
she knew it, but she was trained to follow his orders-- she knew he could take care of himself, 
still, she'd received no mental warning that she was shirking her duty so evidently her goddess 
didn't object.

As expected-- almost as if on cue-- one of the soldiers asked the very question any one would 
regarding their lord; “where'd the Duke go? He was here one second and gone the next--”

“Concern yourself with the future right now,” Amaranth said sharply in an attempt to get control 
of the situation before it got out of hand. “We need to keep moving, our lordship is going to meet
us on the road ahead.”

Like any rational human being, the man looked at her like she's just stabbed him in the chest-- a 
look of disbelief and concern swept over his young face telling her she'd chosen her words 
poorly. There was a moment where he looked about ready to say something, but he turned to the 
side and looked out into the encroaching woods; seeming to think better of whatever crossed his 
mind, he retreated to the line.



Thank the heavens for small mercies, Amaranth mused.

She took a moment to get her bearings with the horse in tow, glanced to Markus and forced 
herself to smile, a smile she didn't believe any more. “He'll be all right.”

He stepped into her space, steadied her when she tried to step back and kept his voice so low she 
actually had to strain to hear him; “don't move.” His grip tightened to accent his point. “Four in 
the bush eyeballing us.”

Ammy's body coiled tight in preparation, her heart slammed into her throat. They'd been trailed. 
Hunted. In a split second, the crest of the ridge went from being just another flat stretch of 
ground drilled into by gnarled roots to plateau where the werewolves had all the advantages; 
going back down would mean loosing high ground, but only half of the men had cleared the 
ridge. There was no winning this situation.

They had no options; they could run or they could wait and see-- She was over thinking it. The 
only option was to charge the ambush line and hope for the best. They might loose a few men, 
but failing to act meant they'd loose everyone.

“Ambush left!” The young elf-blooded paladin wheeled, drawing her sword in a fluid motion as 
she surged into the tree line. She could hear Markus crash into the tree line behind her along with
another man to her left. At least she hadn't completely lost stature in their eyes, she whispered to 
herself.

Low branches and brambles tore at their clothing and skin, but by the time they saw the pack of 
four massive wolves only a stones' throw away, all sense of pain vanished in a new wave of 
adrenaline. Amaranth was closest and so it was to her to issue the battle cry-- she drew in a 
breath, a sudden wash of courage and pride lending her strength.

But then something strange happened. The wolves turned and ran. Not just a trot; a full sprint as 
though someone had lit their tails on fire. It could have been that they thought to lead Amaranth's
men into a trap, but who would fall for such an obvious and lame ruse? They surely didn't think 
that was going to work did they?

Unless Ammy was being lead away from the caravan. . .

“Gold!” Ammy shouted the code word for stop to her men. “This isn't right. . . They're trying to 
lead us away.”

Markus surveyed the forest around them for a moment, looked at her and then the soldier. He 
flicked his head; a silent order to withdraw. When they got back to the caravan it appeared as 
though nothing had changed. Every head was accounted for and none of the supplies had been 
stolen.

It was the soldier who spoke the question on all their minds, “what the hell was the point of that, 



then? “Were they testing us?”

“Maybe,” Markus said, glancing back. “They weren't pups either, did you see the size of those 
bastards?” He shot a look back again to make sure no one had followed them, motioning the 
soldiers on and afterwards when the caravan had just passed them, he leaned in and whispered to 
Ammy, “you okay?”

“Of course.”

“Sure? You've been kind of out of it since we started this trip, I just worry about you.”

Amaranth knew what she needed to say-- hell, she knew what she wanted to say. She wanted to 
open her mouth and let the liquid truth spill from her lips like it needed to, but duty kept that 
from happening. She couldn't let him know she was pregnant. Not with so much at stake for 
Richard-- her place was to guide, not cause problems. She flashed a quick smile she didn't feel. 
“We have to get out of here. Let that be our focus.”

Markus frowned a little, looking every part the sullen teenager she had fallen in love with so 
many years ago. It was then that she realized just how much time had passed between them 
without any kind of official acknowledgment to what they really were. She sighed to herself and 
leaned into him, wrapping her arms around his broad shoulders. “I have something to tell 
you. . .”

“Yeah? What's that?”

“Tonight. Okay?”

“Ammy?”

“Tonight. . . When we're not as tightly wound.”

To his credit, Markus simply nodded. He was every part the soldier she had trained him to be, 
willing to accept a delayed or even non existent explanation in the presumption that his superiors
knew what they were doing or that the information would somehow muddy the waters in light of 
what had to be done. She squeezed him with the vague hope that she was doing the right thing 
for both of them; for all four of them, really.

#

They were almost an hour down the trail with no sign of Richard when Amaranth heard the 
rustling of leaves along the trail beside her. Then another set on the opposite side of the road and 
more behind them. At once she could feel the draw of our individual 'auras' of darkness-- voids in
the natural order of things where her extra senses couldn't even touch. It wasn't that there was 
something there, but rather the absence of anything tangible. She'd felt that sensation before the 
Sergeant at Arms. “Shit-- Arms out!”



The men hesitated.

The werewolves didn't.

In a split second there were massive wolves the size of oxen tearing through the three line. She 
did the only thing she could in that position; she raised her sword, took her stance and stopped 
breathing. Claws raked at her armor, the harpy screech of a wild beast trying to tear into fresh 
prey. Massive heat and weight pounded into her, sending her tumbling into the flank of her 
mount. The heady wet fur stench burned through her nostrils even as she tumbled off to the side, 
grabbing the man-wolf's claw for leverage.

Muscle memory took over for her while they tumbled into the wet mud. Her sword went sliding 
at some point during the lycan's attempts to pin her arms-- screams and clattering blades rang out
through the trail. The animal snarled atop her, bearing his weight down so all she could see was 
his broad black furred chest and the incredibly large maw mere inches from her face. Row upon 
row of sharp teeth glistened in the muted light, just when he'd pinned her, she swore he smiled.

Ammy gritted her teeth, digging her fingers into the mud. She jerked to the side, freeing her leg 
and  kneed furiously at what she guessed might have been the creature's groin. She slammed into 
him; steel on fur. Again and again. Teeth gritted against the stinging of his diseased drool when 
he snarled, she braced her knee under his chest letting out a haggard cry of her own. She pushed 
with all she had, crying out. Her men needed her, she couldn't give up. She couldn't stop now. . .

No. She was a paladin, dammit. Paladins didn't stop. Ever.

Markus shouted something indistinct amongst the clatter of blades. He was coming toward her. 
Ammy managed enough leverage to get the creature up so she could slide her other foot under 
his stomach and, with some help from gravity, she managed to get the werewolf off her. Her 
powerful legs forced up and he tumbled forward, clawing at her face- rending her cheek on his 
way into the mud where Markus promptly buried his blade in the creature's back.

Panting and barely aware of her surroundings, the half-blood rolled over, spitting out a load of 
werewolf drool and mud. She recovered her sword and joined Markus. The lycan he'd impaled 
flailed against the sword, taking a swipe at both of them as they ran past to assist the soldiers. 
Men and horse laid in tangled heaps seeping blood into the unforgiving dirt. Some of them were 
already dead, missing limbs and one of them missing his head.

Three of the soldiers had pinned down one of the larger wolves caught between human and wolf 
form-- even despite their spears being lanced through the creatures body it flailed and clawed out
them with all the ferocity of a rabid weasel. It snarled and roared but it's pack-mates were too 
busy dispatching the hand full of soldiers still trying to get a handle on the situation or the two 
running away.

The runners didn't get far. They disappeared into the brush followed by one of the wolves. They 
were dead; she couldn't help them now. “Start with them!” Amaranth bolted for the men who'd 
impaled the lycan. It saw her coming and pivoted, ducked, juked to the side. Three people he 



could handle, but so long as their spears were in him, they had to hold on or risk letting him run 
free and kill them all. A fourth person made a killing blow all the more likely.

It was that killing blow that both Amaranth and Markus delivered with the beast thrashing out at 
the spear men. Markus came at his back and Ammy at his front. They swung together, blades 
clashed and blood sprayed in an arc. The head landed somewhere in the blood stained dirt and 
the two knights surged forward into the frantic slaughter before them. Amaranth shouted for the 
soldiers to join them as Markus took up a flaking position. 

To the two of them it was old habit, born from practice and field experience; one to flank and one
to drive. Ammy shouted to the soldiers, “Aim for their ribs! Pin them in and we'll take care of the
rest!” A look of uncertainty at the creature by the men gave her all the information she needed. 
They were scared. Terrified, even. Only human. She reminded herself as she raised her blade. 
“Your comrades are dying! We act now or we are all forsaken!” With that, not waiting for 
acknowledgment, she turned.

The soldiers fell in behind their superiors-- at least Ammy thought so-- taking up positions in a 
semi circle. She put the fear out of her mind for that moment, triggering what was sure to be a 
glimmer of her patron's power. She could feel it warm the base of her spine like an old friend, 
taking with it her doubts about how many they'd loose and how much blood would have to be 
spilled in order to secure their safety. She was a paladin, she didn't have the right to ask that 
question. Hers was to protect and exterminate evil. Amaranth's consciousness slid back, taking 
the fear, the anger, taking her with it.

One of the lycans was twisting the head of a man so it was facing the opposite direction when the
cadre of soldiers and knights crashed into him like a tidal wave. The spears lanced into his 
ribcage from either side, Markus from the rear with his heavy blade and it was down.

Amaranth's conscious mind fell further away from the stench of crap and blood, molding leaves 
and rotting wood. It became mechanical as it had to-- she couldn't think of who she was or what 
she had to do. She placed her life in the hands of the group just as they did with her. The five of 
them surged forward- catch and decapitate. Just like the swamps Richard's father had built their 
kingdom upon. When they'd pacified the native Dragmorts, the tactics had been much the same 
and while dragon kin were infinitely more dangerous than lycans, they still succumbed like the 
shapeshifters.

There were corpses all over, mangled remains of horse and whimpering mewls of dying men and
limbs with their original owners nowhere to be found strewn about the muddy trail. Another 
lycan dropped in the dirt at their feet. The forth one. The last one. They were safe--

With that thought, she returned fully to herself, finding Markus staring at her. He was asking 
something. “Sorry?”

“Gods I hate it when you do that,” he mopped his sweaty hair back. “I said, are you all right?”

“Uh--” A wail cut off her answer. They turned in time to see a werewolf in bipedal wolf form 



standing over the shattered remnants of one of the soldiers. It was the one Markus hadn't killed. 
He was brandishing the sword that Markus had pinned him with. It looked like some kind of 
steel toothpick in his massive paws. The soldier flailed with what remained of his arms just 
before the lycan smashed his skull into paste. Markus shouted indistinctly, bolting forward to 
meet the threat head on.

Ammy was a second too slow before she joined the chase-- They halved the distance but the 
lycan didn't move. He just stood in the remains of what used to be a man. When Markus went to 
strike him, he grabbed the sword by the blade and pivoted. His feral strength sent the young 
knight off balance while his sword came down from the opposite side. Markus didn't let go. He 
didn't see what was coming for him.

No! Amaranth's heart clenched tight in her armored chest as she pushed off in a vain attempt to 
get to him before the sword fell. The massive werewolf hoisted Markus off the ground ensuring 
he had no place to go if he wanted to hold on to his blade.

It was his father's blade. There was no question he would. . .

Markus's heavy form sailed through the air like patch work doll, swinging forward with the 
momentum of the lycan's pull. The blade mere inches from his neck. Ammy threw out her hand 
for all the good it would do. As if she could stop him from dying.

She couldn't protect him. She'd failed.

The young knight tried to loose the blade from the creature's grip one final time. He failed, too. 
No sooner had this happened than the werewolf's sword was biting into Markus's shoulder with a
heart wrenching crunch of steel being rent under the crushing weight of the creatures fearsome 
power. 

Blood seeped from the open tear in the armor. The creature tossed the knight up, grabbed his arm
at a new angle so he could get a better shot at his body. Before he could finish what he had 
started, however, sound and fury ripped through the path-- a short, sharp snarl like a hunting cat. 
In the next heartbeat a blur of a humanoid shape clad dark brown and gold dashed through the 
path, plowing into the werewolf and sending Markus and the creature both tumbling over into the
mud. Amaranth leapt at the chance, diving at the monstrous creature to drive the tip of her blade 
into his jugular. Bright red blood pumped in a furious arc that blasted the elf-blood in the face 
with hot crimson.

Ammy dug her blade in deeper, forcing the hilt towards the ground to sever the creature's 
windpipe. Her eyes stung, a primal scream of fear and anger ripped itself from her throat as she 
shoved down harder. They couldn't take him. No one would take him. They'd pay with their 
lives-- the creature gurgled, clawed at her armor, fell silent but for the feral rage in his eyes 
directed at her.

Then she heard a man groan to her side. Markus was pushing himself up, dripping blood and spit
into the dirt, struggling to get oriented to the ground. Amaranth, not even thinking about the 



reason why they'd taken a spill, dashed over to the human when she realized the lycan was truly 
dead. The stinging in her eyes, the salty ache wasn't blood at all; it was tears. That's when she 
noticed she was shaking with anger. How dare that monster try to. . .

“Markus!”

“Apple,” he spat around a mouth full of mud and spit. It was the old code they'd used. . . When 
they still believed in the golden apple that would end all their problems. “Apple. . .” He groaned 
as he forced himself up to his knees. He peered into the forest, squinting against the gloom.

Amaranth followed his gaze when she noticed it was lingering. There was movement under the 
canopy. A flicker of light that broke through the trees, glinted off subdued armor. A stone's throw 
from where she was crouched, the figure in the dark armor stirred enough to give some sense of 
its form-- while it was the only thing Amaranth could see of the figure, she could feel the 
absolute void left in the person's wake. It wasn't the absence of divinity, no, it was the cold, bone 
chilling absence of anything remotely natural. . .

Another glint of movement stirred, the figure was turning-- shadows parted enough to give the 
form a distinct outline; a woman. A short woman. She was carrying a bright steel sword. Easily 
as thick and long as Amaranth's leg, yet she raised it one handed as if it was made of paper, 
turning lazily into the forest and disappearing a few moments later from fullness into nothing in 
the blink of an instant.

Markus glanced at her out of the corner of his eye, murmured. “We need to leave. Now.”

“Y- Yes.” Ammy turned to the soldiers. Richard was among them binding a soldier's missing 
hand at the wrist. She had to wipe her eyes to make sure she wasn't hallucinating. “W-- where the
hell did--”

“Ammy!” Markus was beside her, grabbing her armor. “Move it.” He shoved her onward and the
two of them toppled forward, stumbling through the kill zone over one body after another. 
Horses ran about un claimed, sometimes trampling their former riders and other times 
disappearing into the woods.

Expensive horses bred for war faced with a superior predator and given to their natural flight 
instincts, Ammy imagined. She was strangely numb to it all; the only thing that mattered was 
Richard being alive and-- from what she could tell-- relatively unharmed save a few claw 
scratches on his back. 

She approached warily, not sure what to make of the situation, having to dig her voice from 
behind the lump in her throat, she shouted to him. “Where the hell did you go?!”

Richard, her duke, looked at her oddly. “I was trying diplomacy. . .” His manner was calm and 
detached though she could see something in his eyes-- sorrow, perhaps. “I was trying to prevent 
this.”



“Well you--” Ammy cut herself off. Shouting wouldn't do any good now. . . They had to get the 
wounded cared for and move out before any more lycans showed up. The questions could wait.

It took them half an hour to round up the wounded and perform triage, dividing those who 
couldn't be helped from those who stood the best chance, administering care as quickly as they 
could under threat of more assaults. Two of the horses needed to be put down and three others 
ran off before anyone could collect them, leaving the total of fighting fit at five, counting 
Amaranth, Richard and the three soldiers who'd helped kill the other lycans. Coupled with the 
three horses they had, two of which served to carry wounded on makeshift stretchers, there was 
no chance they'd last in a real fight.

Markus could still lift a blade, but he was in no shape to sustain a battle, especially against such a
voracious enemy. He refused help, though as he stumbled down the path with his blade in hand. 
They had two days travel, at most, before they'd come out of the southern end of the forest and 
meet up with their would-be allies. They weren't going to make it, though. . .

Not like this.

Amaranth took Richard aside at the first opportunity, keeping her voice low. “We should send 
someone ahead of us. . .”

He gave her that dubious look he always had when he thought her fairy heritage was trying to 
assert itself. Like that ever happened. “Why?”

“Because--”

“I made a deal with their leader. . .”

“Deal?! These men are dead because--”

“Ammy. . . We're in their territory, you have to understand these things don't always solve 
themselves so easily.”

“Richard,” She grabbed his shoulder. He wheeled on her and for just one flash of an instant she 
saw his primal nature trying to flare to life. It was a flash of fire that died just as quickly as it 
formed and she was looking at the man she loved once more instead of the beast just below the 
surface. “In case.” Silently, she added. In case we all get killed.

For a moment he looked like he was going to object, but eventually he looked to the soldiers. “I 
need a volunteer.”

#

After some rearrangement of the gear, they had settled things to where they needed to be to free 
up one of the horses. The soldier that had volunteered, a young foot man from the north name 
Jance, saddled his pack containing Richard's message and signet ring along with several other 



important documents to show that it wasn't a hoax. There was virtually no chance of being 
robbed out here, yet they sealed the bag all the same in hopes that even if the young private was 
killed, the bag would be useless.

“You push hard, you don't stop until you reach civilization, all right?” Richard was saying.

“Y- Yes your grace.”

“Richard.”

“Huh?”

“We're all soldiers here,” he grabbed the young man into a quick fatherly hug which he was ill 
suited for. “My name is Richard.”

“R- Richard. Yes, sir. I'll ensure he gets it or die in the attempt.”

“Thank you, Jance.”

“Si-- Richard? Where will you be, if things. . . don't get bad.”

“We're going to set up camp when night falls. The wounded will need to be tended and we can't 
keep up pace for long.”

“I'll be back as soon as I can, then, your lordship-- uh, Richard.”

He smirked. “That's good, now get on! Before you know it your wife will see you again--” 
quietly, he added, “just make sure the same goes for the rest of us.”

Jance nodded solemnly, straightening up with the sudden enormity of the task before him. When 
he mounted the horse he pulled back on the reigns, casting a quick glance at the wounded before 
tearing down the path at a dead sprint, around the bend and out of sight mere moments later.

A heavy silence fell upon the survivors, broken only by the chatter of branches rattling against 
one another. At least if they died someone would know now--

Oh. . .

Amaranth frowned as the thought struck her like the reverse swing of a quintain dummy after a 
shoddy lance blow. She brought her hand to her stomach protectively, glancing around. She was 
being selfish and stupid again.

The half-elf swallowed, looking to Richard's back. She closed her eyes and sighed, letting her 
hand drop back to her side. “R- Richard.”

After a moment, “What's wrong?”



“We- we need to talk. . . Tonight. When we make camp.”

Another damned pause. “All right, come on, let's get going. . .”

#

Amaranth skulked behind the group of men for hours, half keeping an eye on their backs in case 
more lycans decided to show up, but mostly-- if she was being honest with herself-- to protect 
the child within her. Given enough time to act, she could. She wasn't supposed to be able to 
decide the course of lives and choose who would die for her as-yet unborn child, but could she 
couldn't help herself.

She was so selfish, she always had been- forever working to prove that even though she was 
elven blooded and a woman at that, she could stand up to any challenge. Even though she knew 
neither humans or elves would accept her, she'd proven time and again that she could do 
whatever it took to stand tall. . .

Willingly, she had given up the unrestricted freedom her elf blood demanded, for her promise to 
her goddess, Elisandra; a lifetime of guidance and protection. Oh, but it was Elisandra who had 
something to teach her in the process, it seemed. Yes.

Gods how could she have been so stupid not to see it sooner. This baby was a gift and a lesson all
in one-- yes! Yes, she could be better than she had been. She would find a way. Amaranth found 
it in herself to smile at that thought. She was selfish, yes, but she could learn how to be more.

She would start in the depths of the forest, she decided. 

When it eventually came time to set up camp in the middle of the night, Amaranth helped tend 
the wounded along with Markus while Richard and the two other soldiers set up the tents, the 
runes and everything else that the camp needed to be secure.

Her heart thundered in her chest with growing anticipation, millions of scenarios running through
her mind one after the other-- the two men would accept her for who she was and what she was, 
she promised no one in particular. She wouldn't be stripped of her knighthood, of course, but that
didn't mean she wouldn't be looked down on as. . .

As what? Gods only knew. They'd think of her what they wanted, no doubt, but in their lives, she
had always been the only constant. She had proven herself. . . She could still be beautiful to 
them, couldn't she? On the edge of a war, could she still be a soldier for her Duke and a mother 
to what might not even be his child--

Enough. Focus.

After re-wrapping the worst of the soldiers' wounds with what little supplies they had available, 
Ammy and Markus did what they could to make them comfortable, casting the remnants of their 



wards around the shelter they'd constructed. The magic plates would normally have been cast 
around Richard's tent, but she had secreted them away when no one was looking. They'd 
probably be up all night keeping watch anyway. 

Once done, the two knights looked to one another and Amaranth did the only thing she could 
think to do; she touched his non-wounded shoulder and sighed. “I should have--”

“Stop. Right there, you couldn't have done anything differently.”

“How bad is it?”

“It hurts but I'll make it. I survived your cooking, after all.” He flashed a grin, his teeth shining in
the gloom.

“Hmph!”

He chuckled a raspy laugh that didn't reach his soul. It'd been a while since she'd heard one of his
real laughs.

Amaranth stepped up beside him with a half hug so as not to agitate his wound. “Markus, are you
going to be all right? Really all right, I mean. . .”

He didn't even think about it as he brought his good arm around her shoulders. “Yeah,” he stole a
kiss when no one was looking. “I'll be fine.”

“I'm sorry.”

“Shh. . .”

They stood like that for several moments while Richard and the soldiers finished erecting his 
tent-- in the dreary gloom of the cool evening, it seemed like the most inviting shelter one could 
have hoped for, even if it made her blood run like ice water.

“Ammy? You're shaking, what's wrong?”

She swallowed, “Come on. . .” There was no point in wondering any longer. They all could have 
died, this wasn't like the city, this was going to be their lives for the next gods knew how many 
years-- maybe permanently--  they needed to know and she needed to know what their reaction 
was going to be.

The time for being weak and complacent-- for being selfish was over. She could be the paladin 
her goddess, her men and child needed. Yes, she could do this. 

As they approached with Markus's arm around her, Richard looked to them, curious, though he 
didn't look prepared to say anything right away and so Amaranth took his hand with her fine 
brow furrowed in concern.



This is it. “Richard, can we go inside and talk?”

“Of course,” still that look of mild confusion. Now Markus wore it too, looking down at her as if 
she could transmit her concern without so much as a breath. Gods it would have been easier, 
maybe even less guilty. 

She drew a deep breath, looking to the soldiers who stood nearby looking skeptical. “Take first 
watch, get us in three hours. Be prepared to move at a moment's notice, we'll leave shortly before
dawn.”

“Yes m'lady,” the two answered in unison, still with that glance of uncertainty.

Richard stepped aside and held the flap open for the knights-- a simple cot and stool, a folding 
chair in one corner. It was too perfect. Ammy winced inwardly, disentangling herself from the 
men and grabbing up the stool and chair, putting them beside the cot.

This got the two men sharing a much more uneasy glance. The first time she'd seen either of 
them wear it. It didn't look right at all, but it was the price for her own indiscretions-- or spirit. 
How dare she fall in love with two men, neither of whom could make her happy on their own, 
but together, were the perfect 'man' in concept and form.

Gods damn her for her feelings.

Ammy plonked down heavily in the chair, letting the two men find places, except Markus stood 
looking down at her while Richard slumped back against the heavy support post. Neither men 
opened their mouth, leaving her to take the reigns.

“Ngh,” Amaranth unbound her gauntlets and dropped them in a heap beside her so she could 
scrub her face with her gloves. Her face felt sticky and hot from sweat. In the suddenly tiny 
confines of the massive tent, she was a squirrel trapped between two cats. They'd give her no 
quarter until she had the courage to act. “I have something to tell you. I don't know how you're 
going to take it-- I don't know how I should handle it, but I can't--”

“Hey,” Richard touched her knee. “I'm sure it's fin--”

Makrus chimed in softly with a solemn expression, “Ammy, we need to focus--”

“I'm pregnant and I don't know which one of you is the father--” she blurted. “Ah, shit--” she 
cupped her hands around her mouth and nose as if she was going to shout for someone. The only 
shouting was in her head, though; stupid, stupid, stupid.

Seconds pounded out between the body sundering thuds of Ammy's little heart where neither 
men spoke. Markus's eyes slowly turned to Richard with an unreadable expression-- once wide 
eyed and full of vigor, he looked wary and tired. Understandable, but why wasn't he saying 
something? He was always ready with a joke but now. . .



Richard's lips pursed ever so slightly and his own half-human heritage shone through for a 
moment-- those wolfish eyes swept over her appraising for a second. Then he leaned forward, 
forearms on his knees. He never once took his gaze off her, as though she was the only thing in 
the room.

Amaranth clenched her jaw. “I-”

It was Richard who broke in, “How long have you known?”

“Ah, a couple of months. . .”

Markus shook his head with a scoff. Richard and Ammy both looked up at him to find him 
smirking the smug grin he always wore when he was going to make fun of someone for doing 
something dumb. But just as quickly as it came, he sobered up. “Why didn't you tell us? Why 
now of all times?”

Amaranth rubbed her face again. “I was being selfish-- I-- I thought.” she frowned, realizing, “I 
don't know what I was thinking. I-- mm. . .”

“Am--”

“I love you both,” she said with as much force as she could manage, before the words could die 
on her tongue. “It's wrong, it's stupid-- fine. But it doesn't make it any less true. Our lives could 
end at any moment, I should've said so sooner, but,” her voice choked. No. Dammit, don't you 
dare. “I look at time differently than you do.”

It was Markus who spoke, his voice as warm and deep as the eastern seas. “So, it could be either 
of ours?”

“Seems that way.” Richard preempted her. “I confess, my knight, I. . .” The young man trailed 
off glancing between the two. Then, suddenly, his lips split in a grin. “Congratulations, Richard.”

“Uh--”

“Don't give me that look. We're both blessed with a woman that loves us, now-- well-- things 
might be more complicated, but that's something we can deal with, right?

Markus's mouth tightened into a line as he looked at the two. It wasn't an expression of wariness,
it was concern. Perhaps it was concern from the sudden realization that they were all going to 
have to 'grow up' to be able to provide this child the future it rightfully deserved-- perhaps it was 
being struck with the idea. Surely it wasn't the first time he'd heard it from someone, though she 
doubted that he had expected to hear it from her.

They were, after all, friends who'd decided to share their bodies, that didn't make them 
hopelessly romantic-- it also didn't mean she loved him any less. Amaranth ran her fingers 



through her hair sighing.

“So. . . You're sure?” Markus said tentatively.

“Positive.”

“Well. . .” he exhaled. “Shit.” Richard looked at him dubiously, for a split second Ammy was 
sure he was going to admonish him, but instead he just stared at him. Eventually the knight 
looked down and away. “Well, uh. . . congratulations. To-- all of us. I guess. . .”

The heavy silence hung between them for several moments before Amaranth broke it. “I want 
this child to know their fathers. . . As far as I'm concerned we're all part of this, she-- or he-- will 
need us all.”

Markus took to the chair suddenly looking a little pale. He laid his forearms on his knees in a 
mirror of Richard's posture, though still not completely relaxed in the way the Duke was. Unlike 
the pure blooded human, Richard's lycan heritage actually favored the idea of a family and 
spreading his blood. 

But then if she was being honest, Ammy kind of did too. A lycan child meant stronger lineage 
and, eventually, when it came of age, she could teach it how to serve Elisandra as she did. 
Additionally if the child did turn out to be a lycan, from what she knew, it could be controlled 
and successive generations became noticeably tamer and easier to integrate into society—the 
child would never be exposed to danger like Richard would if anyone found out about him. They
wouldn't face the possibility of being hunted or have to go for hunts of their own, maybe. . . 

If it turned out to be Markus's, they'd both train it how to live a perfectly normal life. Free from 
the rigors of combat and servitude to powers greater than itself-- humans deserved that life, just 
like any of the mundane races. It was why she had taken the mantle of paladin and Markus's 
ascension to knighthood; they served as the shield and sword that kept the innocent safe and 
protected humanity from the horrors of the world and even itself.

Yes. It would work out one way or the other.

Amaranth smiled softly at the two men. “I-- You don't understand, this is a gift to all of us, a 
future worth fighting for.” It sounded truthful, but even she couldn't force conviction into her 
voice. This was new territory for all of them. They had bigger things to worry about than the life 
of one being, no matter how they might have felt, yet without that hope; without that focus, what 
was the point in fighting? Especially for someone else's benefit.

Richard smirked a little, looking at Amaranth. “My father would be pretty upset, I think.”

Markus scoffed. “No shit.” After moment he looked to Amaranth, then added, “he was always a 
bit of a tosser, though. No offense.” He chuckled weakly, somehow emboldened by the news that
he'd address his lord in such a way. With a much more careful voice, he said, “So, what are we 
going to do?”



“I think,” Richard leaned forward on his cot. “We're going to celebrate! Naturally! I might have 
some wine that wasn't sacked--”

“Speaking of,” Amaranth interupted, “what happened with that? You made a deal with their 
leader and yet they attacked us?”

“Ah. . .” His wolfish gaze flicked to wards Richard before he shrugged, seeming having made up
his mind. “I promised we'd leave peaceably and help them at a later time if we were unmolested. 
I'd like to think it's another pack that attacked us. He seemed amiable enough.”

Markus looked at his lord like he was an idiot. “Sonofabitch, they're werewolves, Richard-- uh, 
my lord. You don't make deals with--”

“You don't make deals with elves either and I've yet to have any dealings I regret.” He spread his 
hands in an all encompassing gesture. “We're not going to be bothered. Just trust me. I've never 
let you down so far, have I?” Without waiting for a retort, he looked to Amaranth with that usual 
smug grin of his. “My lady Amaranth, might I gaze up on you. . .?”

“Uh--” The half-elven paladin blushed softly, blinked a couple of times. “Y- You're. . . You're 
serious?”

“Just take off your armor, I'm excited to see your natural beauty once more.” He cast a subtle 
glance towards Markus, smirking. “I'm sure we both are.”

The young knight didn't quite catch whatever hint he was being given but nodded along absently.
His mind was obviously still far away from the here and now, yet he tried to appear attentive, 
eyes focused on Ammy as though she was a stranger.

Perhaps she was.

Slowly, carefully, she unbuckled her body hugging plate, starting with the gorget, running her 
fingers over the curved plates designed to slide blows away from her body and give her time to 
respond. Eventually her fingers came to undo the buckle under her arm pit, the two on the front 
of her cuirass and eventually the one at her belt line. 

She unfurled the leather straps and in one motion her armor opened on its hinges letting out her 
body heat-- the sudden wash of cool air made her sunkissed skin bristle with goosebumps, even 
under the padded arming leathers which she tugged loose from her skin. She set the armor down 
beside her chair along with the other parts, tugging a little nervously at the sash that kept her 
arming equipment close to her body.

What would they say. . .

The two men exchanged another glance and slowly, in the way one did when trying not to spook 
a cornered animal, Richard got up and approached. He laid his hand gently against her stomach--



strong and gentle even now. A little smile lit his face as he looked to Richard. “Come, come! 
Look at this-- er-- feel it.” He smiled at Ammy, eyes full of pride and warmth. The shift in his 
mood was palpable, comforting in ways that she hadn't expected. The two of them looked to 
Richard.

He hesitated for a moment, reaching out tentatively as he slunk closer. Amaranth stepped forward
to meet his hand and laid both of her own smaller hands atop theirs. She swallowed, voice 
trembling a little. “This is something we created, don't let it scare you.”

“Scare me?” Markus forced a laugh. “I was nearly ripped in half today, I think I can handle a 
little baby. . .” His gaze met hers. They both knew he was lying. They smirked at one another.

“Yes! Don't be so uptight,” Richard looped around her and rested his chin on her shoulder, 
hugging her between his impossibly strong biceps. “Gods be praised, we need to celebrate--”

“I can't drink!” Ammy said quickly. “No wine, no booze. . . Besides, we need to be careful. We'll 
need to be on watch for the rest of the evening, anyway. Richard swept her into a hug, lifting her 
off her feet like she was nothing, chuckling all the while as he held her close. She looked back to 
see Markus looking at them uncertainly-- she leaned back and wrapped her arm around his 
shoulders, kissed his tenderly and smiled as best she could manage given the circumstances.

He didn't smile so much as simply relax his shoulders. “Apples, huh...”

“Gold as gold can be,” she smiled weakly.

“Yeah. Yeah, I guess so.”

Richard set her back down and Amaranth positioned herself between the two men with her hands
at the small of their backs. They followed her attention with their own half hug-- they were the 
outcasts of normal society pretending that they fit in, but maybe together the three of them could 
have made a single normal being.

Maybe, Amaranth mused, they could've been the family none of them had ever had. . .

Maybe. . .



Chapter 6: No Time for Goodbye

Morning came and went like most mornings in an armed camp; tents were broken down, the 
string of protective wards were re-bundled and weapons were sharpened while those who'd 
completed their assigned tasks took care of basic hygiene. For the wounded, it was having their 
bandages checked and redressed as needed, insisting they could help even though half an arm 
was missing.

It wasn't the buzz of early morning activity one saw in a city, but to Amaranth, it was 
energizing-- they'd be out of the forest in a couple of days, back where she was ironically more 
comfortable. Perhaps it was the feeling that her station in life actually held some weight, where 
as in the woods, it was only the strong who held reign.

She frowned at that thought as she finished cleaning herself, combing her unruly hair back with 
her fingers in preparation for the day. The entire forest had gone eerily quiet before sunrise, save 
the steady click-clatter of branches overhead rustling in the wind. The distant, pervasive drone of
insects carried on the wind like an echo from beyond the Pale, a faint memory from another time 
and yet. . .

Ammy looked around.

There was nothing around them but woods and the suffocating press of plants trying to reclaim 
the land the puny mortals trod. The young paladin braced her hand against a tree, closing her 
amber eyes and opening her senses. The power flowed through her from the base of her spine up 
her entire back, coating her skin in the tingle of divine power.

It was a truism of any magically active creature that they could taste or smell the magic of other 
creatures, even unconsciously and that magic itself had a very specific-- and often consuming-- 
presence in the world. Like the background noise of a busy city which could be filtered out given
enough time and practice. Paladins were probably the least magically active, yet even they could 
feel the pulse of the world's natural energies.

But there was nothing. . . It was wasn't the void that the woman in brown armor had left, it was a 
different kind of absence-- as though the power from the world had been drained away. It was 
quiet, peaceful in fact, yet at the same time it was like looking at a painting devoid of colors; 
something was just off about it. Why hadn't she noticed last night?

Amaranth slowly opened her eyes to survey the woods around her for any movement. When 
nothing immediately noticeable struck her, she turned back to the camp. They were almost done, 
she promised herself. They'd get out of here and then they could take care of the things they 
needed to. Richard smiled when he caught sight of her.

They had a future to look forward to, after all.



After getting the wounded loaded on to the horses, Ammy stole a final glance back to the 
clearing. Still as empty as the magical aura. What wasn't empty-- and what she wouldn't have 
expected in a hundred years, however-- was the road they'd stopped beside.

Heads. Six of them. Neatly mounted on wood stakes in a phalanx watching the small party with 
empty eye sockets. Two of them were obviously lycan-- long snouts and ears protruding between
blood matted tufts of hair and fur-- but the others looked mostly human. That was, until Markus 
approached and cautiously lifted the lip of one of them. The dagger like canines were a give 
away.

Amaranth and the soldiers paused, unsure of what to make of it, but instinctively scanning the 
woods around them-- suddenly aware of how exposed they were.

Richard stepped toward the display, shoulders slumped. “This was the man I spoke to. . .” He 
looked to Markus, “This was his pack. It must mean there's a group of hunters out here.”

Markus knelt down looking up at the heads. After a few seconds he shook his head and stood. 
“No, it was one person.”

“What?” Ammy startled. One of the soldiers echoed her question and Markus pointed at the neck
stump of one of the heads. “What about it?”

“They used a crisscross pattern--” he hefted one of the stakes out of the ground with some effort, 
turning it so they could see the back of the head. Half of the neck was still visible, the spine 
sheared on either side to form a neat V at the end of it. “Look. . . You need a heavy blade to do 
this kind of damage and a hell of a lot of control. All of them are the same way, too.”

“Couldn't they have been killed first?” One of the soldiers asked.

“No,” Richard looked back. “You have to remove the head, otherwise they regenerate.”

“Good gods spare us.. . .”

They all shared a look which needed no translating; before anything could be said, Richard made
a hand gesture for running and they turned to the trail, picking up a steady jog. Markus started 
them on a steady pace the other soldiers could easily match and they could all carry for a few 
leagues at least. Amaranth took the rear, a soldier and Richard on the left flank and two soldiers 
on the opposite flank with the wounded in between them.

Jogging was easy once it was put out of the mind. Just one foot fall after another. None the less, 
Amaranth's mind wandered frequently to what kind of person could have killed six werewolves 
and, more importantly, whether or not they were a threat to Richard and Markus. The city could 
survive without either of its knights, but if Richard was to be hurt or killed, that would be the end
of everything they'd spent a generation building up.

“Ngh, shut up.” She whispered. The compulsion to serve was powerful and her mind found no 



end of disastrous scenarios should she fail to uphold her obligations as both a knight and a 
paladin; more important than any of those, however, she couldn't let them go. No, they were her 
family. They were the other parts that made her whole.

She wouldn't lose them. No matter what happened, she couldn't lose them.

The entire troop plodded along at a jog through the muddy underbrush, managing a good clip. 
They shared a water skin without even breaking stride and for a while it actually looked as 
though they'd make it all the way out at this rate. If not for the frailties of mortality, maybe they 
would have; eventually they came to a stop, panting under overheated armor with sweat pouring 
from their hot skin.

They plodded on for a few hundred feet of walking, then another brief jog. They fell into this 
pattern until even Markus had exhausted himself and the entire group slowed to a shuffling gait.

It was the perfect time for someone to attack, they all knew it.

Not one to waste an opportunity, it seemed, they were obliged by fate-- Amaranth felt the 
void-like presence a second before a familiar dark blur burst from the woods in front of them. 
Amaranth had just started to turn forward from looking over her shoulder when she saw the 
motion sweep her periphery.

A glint of steel-- a horse neighed, a man screamed, crimson arced through the air in a vicious 
spray. By the time she'd turned her head completely, already surging forward to protect the 
soldier who was still alive, the sword had cut through horse and man alike. The horse was 
falling, taking with it the wounded men atop it's back. An arm was in free fall from its former 
owner. Brown and gold trimmed platemail glinted-- dark, diseased armor clad around a short 
woman.

The intricate lines of her armor were coated in gold accents and blood, heavy field plate meant 
for war-- the kind of armor you were cut out of or buried in. She was stocky, maybe up to 
Ammy's chest, hiding everything below her eyes behind a gold bandanna with a snarling 
dragon's maw embroidered in silver thread.

Those eyes, though, were the eyes of a true power-- a light shade of purple that were pale and 
distant even as she finished her swing. They were the eyes of a soldier and a killer in that order. 
Amaranth had only a second to respond, but she knew the likelihood of her getting in a blow 
were almost none.

The woman glanced up when she saw Ammy approaching, they locked eyes and the corners of 
her exposed cheeks crinkled up as though she was smiling. Amaranth closed the distance, 
throwing her foot forward to kick the woman in the knee.

Steel clattered as the purple eyed soldier moved, a horrible screeching sound like barbed metal 
raking across itself. The short woman pivoted with the blow, moving back so Ammy's 
momentum carried her forward-- it pinned the heavy sword between them but she had her free 



hand up so fast, Ammy didn't even see it coming.

In the next instant she punched Amaranth in the face hard enough she could feel her left eye 
socket crack before she slammed into the mud, sliding into the narrow ditch alongside the road. 
The air was ripped from her lungs as her vision went blurry and the world tilted sideways. The 
purple eyed woman didn't even break stride as she slammed her shoulder into the chest of the 
nearest soldier, recovering her massive sword in her off hand and running the man clean through.
His plated lamellar armor didn't slow her blade in the least.

Markus and Richard were approaching from opposite sides the fallen horse to pin her in, but with
the weight of the man on top of her blade, her reaction was slow. She turned around with the 
soldier still impaled, trying to strike Richard's knee-- to buy those precious seconds to get her 
blade loose-- oh, but she didn't know who she was dealing with.

The lycan Duke didn't flinch at the heavy blow, instead surging forward. His hands were already 
half transforming into claws reaching for her throat. What happened next was nothing short of 
miraculous-- in all the wrong ways.

Without waiting for him to reach her, the soldier dropped the body and grabbed Richard's arms, 
stopping his momentum cold even as he foot dug into the soft mud. Then she yanked him 
forward, cracked him in the mouth with her forehead and-- with him still off balance from the 
blow, threw him into the ditch beside Ammy like a rag doll.

For the first time in a long time, a surge of panic ripped through Amaranth, in spite of the pain 
lancing through her skull she managed to right herself and draw her blade. Richard's teeth were 
broken in and his face bloodied, his nose pressed in at an off angle, already healing despite what 
had to have been considerable broken bones.

Who the fuck was this woman?

Markus was half stumbling over the sprawled wounded and the freshly maimed, blade raised to 
punch through her back. He had his hand braced on the pommel for that extra bit of force. All he 
needed was help to ensure it struck home. Ammy grabbed up a glob of mud and winged it at the 
woman. “Hey!”

Purple eyes turned to her. An insect among wolves. Then went wide as Markus's blade punched 
into her armor like an awl. She recovered herself quickly, throwing her weight forward into a 
ball, grabbing her sword as she tumbled and stood, turning to face him. She let out a sharp chuff 
of air like an annoyed horse, steely gaze focused on Markus.

Amaranth clawed up to the road as quickly as she could to join the other knight. Her eye was 
bleeding, she was sure, but she braced her foot in her best fighting stance, narrowing her gaze. 
She murmured to Markus, “High, low?”

“Low, low.”



“Right.”

The woman stabbed her heavy blade into the ground in front of her, resting both hands atop the 
pommel. She shook her head with a derisive snort. When she spoke her voice was gravely and 
harsh, like the hiss of a cobra about to strike. “I know you're alive!” she glanced at the ditch 
where Richard was just now starting to recover himself. “Why don't you come up here and we 
have a friendly talk.”

“You attacked us!” Markus said, casting a glance at Ammy, murmuring, “we take a leg each. She
can't get us both.”

The woman rolled her shoulders and drummed her slender fingers against the pommel of her 
sword. The contempt in her eyes was evident even from the distance. She even blinked slowly, as
though they weren't worth her concern. Judging from what Ammy had seen already, she could 
understand why she'd have that impression, but that didn't mean it stung any less.

One of the wounded groaned out behind them, the woman glanced after him then to the two 
knights. “Aren't you going to help him?” When Amaranth made as if to turn, the woman took a 
measured quarter step forward. Then barked out a laugh. “No? That's a shame. . .”

Markus whispered. “Let's do it.”

The two of them exploded into action, halving the distance and closing in on her from slightly  
oblique angles. Amaranth went for the woman's sword-- kicking into it to keep her from 
grabbing it while Markus raised his own blade to strike her face. They were inches away when 
the woman ducked backward out of the arc of the blade, spinning away from Amaranth's attempt 
at a follow up strike and into a position where her back was facing Markus's. Both fighters 
turned into one another-- Markus just that little bit quicker, managed to lock his arm around hers.

He thundered forward to throw her off balance but she didn't budge. She almost seemed to be 
smiling behind her bandanna. “Well, if you wanted to dance,” she said, “why didn't you say so!?”
She stepped in around his back side, ignoring what should've been an incredibly painful move 
that would've torqued her shoulder out of place. She hammered her fist into Markus's ribs, 
denting his cuirass in the process. Ammy sprung in to defend him but before she could close the 
distance, the woman had the other knight in a choke hold.

“Don't!” She shouted at Amaranth with a sudden clearness. “Move another inch and you'll spend 
the rest of your life learning how to care for a vegetable. You, drop the blade.” Markus complied 
reluctantly. “Now, where is our werewolf f-- aha! Come, join the sing along!”

Richard stumbled forward wiping blood from his mouth. He spit to the side and just stared at the 
woman, letting out a haggard 'why?' as he approached with his hands spread in deference to her. 
“Why would you do this?”

The woman pinched Markus's throat in her gauntleted hand, yanking him against her chest plate 
as casually as someone would wrangle a squirming cat. “The question on all our minds is what a 



werewolf is doing with a bunch of soldiers--” Markus punched at her hand trying to get air. “Oh 
behave, this'll be over soon--”

“Let him go and let's talk about this!” Richard strode forward carefully. “Let him go, miss. . .”

She let out a sharp laugh. “Oh, you're one of those? Well, it's a pleasure to make your 
acquaintance-- I'd have brought some bran bread if I knew I was going to be playing with a dog! 
Maybe next time, though--”

“Why--”

“What pack are you?! Do these poor mortals have any idea what you even are?”

Ammy dared a step forward. The woman hoisted Markus, tilting her head forward in a universal 
“I wouldn't” posture. “I know!” Amaranth said, splaying her hand out. “I don't know what you're 
after, but we don't have anything worth stealing-- please, just let him go.”

“Please. . .” Richard said. “We can work something out.”

She looked down at Markus, murmured something to him. He looked up at her and nodded. 
Then, to Amaranth's surprise, she let him up and shoved him forward. The young man coughed 
and hacked as he wandered over to the others rubbing at his throat.

Richard approached cautiously. “That's good, my name's Richard, what's yours?”

The short woman chuckled, “You can call me Briee. . .”

“That's a really pretty name for a very pretty lady-- praytell, miss Briee, why do you feel it 
necessary to kill my men? We've done nothing to you.”

“Well, now, see that's the question of the hour isn't it? If I had to guess. . .” The short woman 
strode forward confidently looking the man up and down-- she didn't flinch away when 
Amaranth joined him, followed by Markus. “You're part of the Corengi pack.”

Richard blinked.

Briee chuffed a laugh. “Oh that's rich. . . A weakling like you?”

“My father wanted us to integrate into society, not destroy it,” Richard explained, spreading his 
hands and ignoring Markus's questioning glance. “We don't need to do this, Briee, we'll be out of
your for--”

Lightning quick, Briee had her hand around his throat, nose to nose. Amaranth surged forward to 
protect Richard only to back off when he threw his hand out. Briee said softly, “I'm going to take
your head. But not before I take everything you hold dear.”



“Why?”

“Because,” her purple eyes flared a sudden dark crimson, “I have to.”

“You don't--” It was too late, though. Briee threw him off balance and drew back into a 
pitfighter's stance eying Amaranth and Markus. She kept herself between Markus's blade and the 
knights, dancing back and forth on the balls of her feet as though she had all day and could just 
wait them out.

“What's the matter, everyone loose their confidence all of a sudden? Come on, you're three 
against one, and I'm unarmed! What could go wrong?!” She laughed.

Both Amaranth and Markus launched off at a run.

“That's the spirit!” The woman snarled a deep, inhuman growl as she sped forward to meet them.
Amaranth brought her sword up to meet the woman-- Markus went low for the knees, the three 
of them collided in a flurry of metal. Ammy's blade tip made contact and bit in as it was designed
to and Markus's shove knocked her partly off balance, forcing the blade in deeper.

It couldn't have gone more perfectly if it'd been staged. Once it punctured the heavy plate 
through the mid section, it kept digging in with the loud screech of rent metal-- digging- digging-
Ammy shoved forward as the woman growled in her ear. Ammy hefted upward shoving forward 
until she saw the tip piercing the back plate.

It had to have hurt like hell, but Briee didn't slow down hardly at all. She cracked Ammy in the 
jaw with her elbow and grabbed Markus's foot, shoving him back and off balance before she 
punched him in the face. Before he could even double back Briee had Ammy off balance, 
shoving her towards the roadside ditch. “Didn't anyone ever tell you--” she growled out an 
inhuman snarl, reaching for the blade sticking out of her gut. “you don't penetrate on the first 
date?!”

Ammy tried to brace her foot only to fall backwards into the ditch. “Fuck!” The last thing she 
saw before she went end over end was Richard running at Briee at full tilt.

“Hah! That's it!” Briee shouted. There were more sounds of raging combat- seconds ticked off 
like bombs as Amaranth struggled to right herself. Something metal clattered, Briee shouted, 
“You're kidding, right? My sister hits harder than you!” 

Drawing on her own strength, she vaulted back up the embankment in time to see Richard slam 
into the dirt several feet away from Briee. She was just recovering from a kick and Markus was 
nowhere to be seen. Once again she reached for the blade in her stomach and advanced on 
Richard. In two steps she had the blade free and blood pumped from the ugly wound. It didn't 
seem to slow her down much, though

Knowing she'd never stand a chance against her own blade without something to defend with, 
she sprinted for the woman's heavy blade-- back towards the woman, hefting the unwieldy piece 



of steel into a defensive guard. Ammy vaulted over Richard's sprawled form and shoved the 
blade up, locking with her own smaller broadsword. The two women locked gazes.

Iron hatred burned in Briee's soul, anger and fury the likes of which Ammy had never glimpsed--
an old fury, older than the gods maybe. She wasn't going to win this fight. . . Briee seemed to 
sense it too, she wagged her brow playfully. 

Amaranth pushed forward on the heavy blade, shouting back at Richard. “GET OUT OF 
HERE!”

“No--”

“NOW! GO!”

Markus groaned off to the side, stirring in the shallow ditch.

Briee leaned in close enough to kiss the half-elf, her voice echoed an inhuman purr that rumbled 
somewhere deep in her chest, “ever wonder what it would be like to die?”

Ammy felt her arms burn with the weight of the sword and the woman pushing down on her. 
“Ever--” she huffed “Wonder what it'd be like to have a breath mint?”

The woman howled a laugh. “I like you!” Her pressure eased up giving Ammy a precious inch. 
She opened herself to her goddess's blessings, feeling the power well up in her spine and spark 
across her body. With the renewed strength, she launched upward and forward shoving the 
smaller woman off balance, bracing her foot behind the brunette's and shoving hard enough to 
send her to the ground.

“Unf!”

Richard called out from behind her, “Ammy!”

“Richard! GET OUT OF HERE!”

“Ammy--”

She looked back. “THIS IS MY JOB! YOU HAVE A COUNTRY TO RUN! GO!”

“But-”

“NOW, GODS DAMMIT!”

“So dramatic!” Briee laughed-- then kicked out at Amaranth's knee. The half-blood rolled with 
the blow and slammed the sword into the ground to keep from falling. Unfortunately giving 
Briee enough time to roll back and recover herself.



Ammy shoved forward into strike range, taking the heavy hand and a half sword with both 
hands, trying to leverage it up under Briee's arm pit-- she misjudged the distance and weight, 
though and in no time the shorter woman hand the sword trapped under her arm, face to face 
with her again. Briee chuckled. “Whoops!”

“Ngh--”

“Here, let's trade back,” Briee flipped Ammy's sword over, offering it to her hilt first. “I can't 
stand this toothpick.”

Amaran blinked.

“Go on, nothing to loose but your life, may as well do it right.”

She grabbed the sword, not letting go of the other. Briee kicked her thigh forcing her to a knee-- 
then kicked her in the chest, forcing her to let go of the heavyier blade and likely breaking a rib 
in the process.

The elf tumbled and flopped back end over end. . .

Markus was coming from the left side now, his blade recovered, haand-to-pommel for a piercing 
attack. Briee tossed her blade up as though it was nothing, started towards Amaranth. “Aren't we 
having fun-- huh--” She saw Markus, snagged her blade--

Oh no.

He was too slow.

Briee had the blade gripped in one hand. She pivoted, bringing up the massive cutting edge--

Right through Markus's face. Through his skull. Through the air after. His body kept going 
forward-- one step. Two steps. Part of his skullcap landed just as his body fell limp several feet 
away from where Briee stood. “Oh, so sorry!” She exclaimed. “Valiant effort, though!”

Ammy's mouth fell open, “NO!”

“Oh, yes, I'm afraid so!” the short woman twirled her blade. “Why don't you get up and we have 
another go. . . Best two out of three-- three out of five-- whatever.”

Amaranth launched to her feet, opening her body fully to her goddess. Raw power meant to fry 
every piece of her body sparked to life as she crashed into the monster. She slid her blade in 
between the seams of the monster's pauldron and her cuirass, driving into her her arm pit even as 
Briee thrashed out. She made the angle hard to get and Ammy ended up putting her weight into it
at the wrong time-- she let loose with the most profane curse she could muster in the tongue of 
elves. She forced her entire weight into it, driving the blade deeper and deeper even as Briee-- 
surprised by the force of the attack-- stumbled backwards.



Vaguely, Ammy was aware of the searing kiss of divine power rending her own flesh as well. 
Blisters swelled across her back, blooming into full fields of pain as she started pounding the 
blade into Briee's upper body. It cracked through the woman's shoulder blade, through her back 
plate and kept going until the guard smashed into her armor hard enough to dent it. It wasn't 
enough. It would never be.

The monster dropped her heavy sword in the mud letting out the first genuine scream of pain as 
they toppled back into the mud. Amaranth slammed her fist into the monster's face. Once. Twice.
She grabbed Ammy's hand on the third attempt and roared out a snarl-- then snapped her forearm
off at an awkward angle.

That brought the pain into clearer focus. Amaranth screamed, Briee shoved her off, coughing and
sputtering blood from under her bandanna. A piece of white bone like material-- probably a 
tooth-- followed. But sooner than later the woman was getting to her feet while Ammy clutched 
her mangled hand, unyielding in its steel gauntlet. She braced herself against the pain, trying to 
stagger up to her feet, looking to Briee with narrowed eyes.

Spirit was one of those things she'd never been able to quantify, but it was something she could 
understand-- duty, honor. Sacrifice. She existed to serve her lord and her goddess. It was her duty
to live for both of them and, if necessary, die for either of them, too. Ammy clenched her teeth, 
bolting for the woman.

She lowered her head intending to smash into her side, but the woman wheeled on her, grabbed 
her hair when she would've gone past and dropped her elbow into the half-elf's back. Ammy felt 
the metal give into her back as she slammed down face first into the dirt. She wasn't down long, 
though, Briee hauled her up by the collar of her armor with her good arm and locked gazes. 
“There's no shame in giving up. . . I won't think any less of you.”

“F--” the word refused to form.

“Hm? Oh, you think that just because I serve a dragon I can't exhibit honor? Mercy?” Briee 
turned-- threw the broken elf-blood into the ditch. “Compassion?!”

Ammy's entire body was numb but the blisters coating her flesh screamed with the rough 
treatment as she flopped and slammed into the unforgiving earth. The young knight clawed at the
dirt, trying to bring herself up. Briee 'helped' by grabbing her collar once more and slamming her
against the tree. They were both breathing hard but for some reason, Briee's composure was 
slipping. She was loosing focus-- maybe blood, too.

That terrifying void of magic swirled around her like a personal gravity well-- a place where 
things went to die. She hefted Amaranth up against the tree and slammed her hard enough to 
knock the wind from her. They wobbled a little, Briee struggling to keep upright against the slant
of the hill. “I should hang you here,” she huffed. “By right, I should. . . But I like you. It's so rare
I find a challenge.”



“F-”

Briee turned her head. “Hm? Come on, speak up!”

Ammy grabbed her arm, leaned in. “Fuck. You.”

Briee looked at her with a perked brow. Her pale lavender eyes flickered with exhausted 
amusement. “I like you, Ammy, which is why I'm going to be merciful. Tell me where he's going,
I'll let you live.”

“Fuck. You. . .”

“Probably best. I wasn't going to anyway.” A hammer blow struck Ammy in the ribs causing her 
to double over. Her plate was dented in and her breath completely gone-- so exquisite was the 
pain. She watched from the forest floor as the dragon's servant reached for Ammy's sword hilt 
and, with several painful tugs ripped it free from her shoulder. She panted and huffed looking at 
the half-elf.

Amaranth, the paladin of Elisandra, the stupid idiot who tangled with a dragon's agent and lost 
but in so doing ensured her Duke-- and thus, her duty-- was fulfilled, met her would-be killer's 
gaze and smiled a broken grin. “You'll never find him.”

“We'll see. . .” The impossibly strong woman hefted Amaranth up and in one swift strike, shoved 
the elven patterned blade under Ammy's cuirass through her padding, the tender flesh 
underneath-- through her back-- through the steel and into the tree behind her. “Consider this a 
mercy.”

#

Pain. Everything hurt. Everything screamed in raging fires and piercing agony in a mind 
overwhelmed with the sensation, how could anything be defined but by the song of life. That 
mind came out of its stupor only briefly, mere fleeting moments, and she-- whoever she was any 
more, looked to the scattered remains of the wounded soldiers and horses splayed out across the 
road.

A woman was standing there in bloodied armor talking to, of all things, a dragon the size of a 
large dog. . . It wasn't a dragon-- a projection. Yes. A magical projection of one. It was speaking 
in a slithering drawl, “Your sister has failed me. . .”

“Father, I--”

“Find her!” it snapped. “Find her and the mortal! I want them in pieces!”

Briee lowered her gaze in the presence of such anger. “I haven't failed you, nor will I, father.”

“Then prove it to me. Show me you are worthy of my blessings, find Lostariel. Find Sarah 



Kettar, kill them both. You will take your sister's pact.”

She looked up at that, gave a silent nod. “I will, father, after I finish with the Corengi you sent 
me after. . . I've found him--” Her words blurred into the sing-song pain as Amaranth tried to 
push on the sword in her stomach, to loosen herself from the tree.

She blacked out shortly after that.

#

Amaranth slumped forward against her sword, only vaguely aware of pain now, so brilliant was 
it's razor light. There was blood running down her leg armor in a steady trickle, painting the 
green with red. She tried to scoop at it, feebly trying to put it back in her body. There was so 
much of it.

So much. . .

She was getting tired. Protecting Richard was finally taking it's toll; of course he didn't need the 
weak little elf-blood to take care of him, but she still tried. What a contrite thought! A lycan 
protected by a mere half blood! Laughable!

Ammy wanted to laugh but when she opened her mouth a thick, rusty tang burbled in the back of
her throat and choked off her voice. She spit to the side, looked down. Her sword was buried 
through her stomach with crimson vines wrapped around the proud inlay and dribbling down the 
scuffed basket hilt. Dimly, her mind reminded her that it was her blood. That probably wasn't 
good. . .

She was going into shock. Battle mind, she'd heard it called by healers. She couldn't focus 
enough to channel her god's blessings, all she wanted to do was sleep. But she couldn't. Why 
couldn't she?

Richard. Richard was still alive.

Amaranth wrapped her hand around the basket of her sword. Two quick breaths. Like pulling a 
splinter or shrapnel. Yes, just like that. Three. . . two. . .

#

Time passed in darkness before she awoke again, staring up at the sky with a thick fluid buildup 
in the back of her throat. She pushed against the wet earth and gaped her mouth to let it pour out 
in a thick stream. More blood, she decided. Thick, black fluid had built up around the hole in her 
stomach and even now it burbled as the built up reservoir of her life fluid tried to escape from 
her steel casing.

Then it struck her. The baby.



Oh gods.

The baby. . .

No-- no, she had to survive. She had to focus. She tried to move the trembling remains of her 
right hand under her armor and felt around for the hole created by her sword. She found it when 
pain exploded across her vision like a hot iron. She focused; prayed; gritted her teeth against the 
pain. It couldn't end like this. Not for an unborn life.

Please. I'll give my life when it's born. Please--

A stick crunched beside her. Amaranth whimpered and turned her swollen eyes up to the sound 
in time to see a short woman dressed in a baroque velvet frock step out of the ether. She was 
impeccably dressed with perfectly polished boots, her short blonde hair slicked back and calm 
solid white eyes that glowed faintly in the dim light of the fading day. She was as pale as 
alabaster and nearly as pure, even from a glance. A split second later she was joined, from out of 
pure nothing, by a ravishingly beautiful middle eastern woman with dusty skin and flowing 
brown hair that touched her fine sandals. Her flowing white dress was plain and completely 
unadorned, but it accented every single inch of her body without breaking modesty.

Without waiting for prompting, the dusty skinned woman looped an arm around the shorter 
woman's shoulders, leaned over so her chin was resting on the woman's head. She sighed 
theatrically. “Poor thing, look at you.”

This earned a slight twitch of annoyance from the woman with the gothic attire. Despite not 
having pupils, Amaranth imagined her glancing up at the woman using her head for a resting 
place. She said something in a flowing, wispy sigh of a language. At which point the staggering 
beauty stepped back with pouted lips.

With that annoyance gone, she stepped into Amaranth's field of view fully. In that position, there 
was a sense of something wholly familiar about her. She was tangible and connected to Ammy in
some inexplicable way; like the taste of her god's blessings when it crossed her soul. Amaranth 
clutched her stomach and tried to feel that connection now, to will Her energies into her frail 
body. To protect her child if not herself.

The woman squatted down on her haunches and reached out, a fine silk gloved finger that 
stopped just shy of Ammy's battered eye. For all her focus, though, Amaranth couldn't bring 
herself to shy away. She needed to stop the bleeding. She could still protect Richard. She could 
save her child.

Oblivious to her struggle, the woman in white stepped up beside her, casting a glance towards 
what remained of Marcus's skull. She looked to white eyes and then Ammy, though she adressed 
White Eyes. “Well, if you're not going to--”

“Shh.”



The eastern woman let out a soft 'hmph!' that lacked any real conviction. “It's not a good idea to 
snub those you're trying to sleep with, cutie. Just a friendly warning!”

“You came on to me,” White Eyes said in a voice like cold steel. Practical, clipped and 
unforgiving.

“A minor detail.”

White Eyes stared at Amaranth for a moment before she chose to speak again, this time her voice
was more subdued and almost sorrowful. “You're dying.”

“I think she knows that--”

“Silence!--” the woman blushed quickly. “Ah, please. . . I have a job to do.”

The eastern woman shook her head but a soft smile pulled at the corner of her lips. “This is why 
I don't keep Cherubs. . . I'd miss out on meeting so many beautiful people. Go on, kiddo.”

They talked like she wasn't even there, for gods' sake. She wanted to ask for help, but knew 
better than to hope. Their diction made it pretty apparent that her health was inconsequential to 
them. If only she could focus. . .

“Don't bother,” White Eyes said softly. Her gloved finger was still close enough to touch but she 
kept at a slight distance, probably afraid to get the pure silk. “You're going to die, nothing anyone
can do for you will change that.”

“W- W- What,” Amaranth gargled around a mouth full of blood. “about my duty.”

The woman smiled a tiny bit. She was beautiful for that split second before she spoke. “That's 
why I'm here. . . I'm--”

“Remember!” the easterner cut in. “We have an appointment!”

“Will you please let me do my job?”

“Tch, fine, but if we're late to the hunt, I'm going to be exceptionally upset with you!”

The woman let out a soft sigh, turned her attention to Amaranth. “We serve the same god. I'm 
Yamma. I'm your handler. Your Cherub.”

Amaranth blinked against tears welling up. “P- Please. . . Don't. . . Don't let this child die.”

“She's--”

“One thing at a time.” The dusty skinned woman said with a soothing voice.



Yamma flicked her gaze towards the easterner. “I've taken the training, I know what I'm doing!”

The easterner strolled around Amaranth's body, prowling around the muddy ditch until she was 
behind Yamma. She leaned over her without much concern and batted the silk gloved hand away 
from Ammy's face. With a sad smile, she laid her chin on the short woman's shoulder. “Hi there,”
she said by way of introduction. “Do you know who I am?”

“N- o-” Amaranth managed weakly.

“Hmph!” Her smile was quick and warm, showing off a glamorous row of pearly whites. “No? 
Tch, fine. I'm Isiria. . . This lovely young creature is a representative of your god, come to take 
you away--”

“Or,” Yamma interjected. “I can give you another chance. . .”

This earned a very dour look from the pleasure goddess. She shifted uncomfortably and looked 
to Amaranth with a sudden sadness.

Yamma continued, her voice soft now. “You're running out of time, so I will be brief; we've 
watched your dedication, we've seen your progress. When you stood in front of the soldiers, to 
protect them from the rampaging miscreant-- you knew you'd be killed, but you still tried. 
Amaranth, your bravery and dedication have been noticed.

Amaranth tried to muster a response, to tell the Cherub that she was nothing special and that it 
was her job to do the things she'd done. All that came out, though, was a gurgle. “C- hild.”

“She--”

Isira put a finger to the younger woman's lips. “First things first, my splendorous elf. . .” She 
trailed off, turning her head just slightly so she could take Yamma's earlobe between her pouted 
lips. “Go on.”

Yamma shuddered and sighed, eyes half closing while Isira continued to suckle on the milky bit 
of flesh. It took the pale woman several moments to compose herself against the goddess's 
flirtations, but when she finally managed to squeak out “stop” Amaranth was already beginning 
to slip into the fringes of sleep.

She was so tired but the screaming headache in the back of her mind told her she needed to stay 
awake. To fight it. Her heart slammed against her battered ribcage as she clawed at the mud, 
trying to find purchase. She had to protect Richard. She had to stay awake for him. She had to 
stay awake for their child.

She had to stay alive.

“My, my, my. . .” Isira was saying as the broken half-elf clawed at the muddy earth, inching her 
way towards her sword. “She is persistent.”



Yamma laid her hand on the sword, careful not to touch the blood. “Your fight is over, Amah.”

“R- Richard. . . Our ch- child.”

“She wasn't his.” The short woman stood to her full height and stepped in front of the dying 
paladin, bending over just enough to look her in the eye. “You're dying, Amah. Your child is 
dead, but it needn't be this way.”

“W--”

“Shh, listen now. You're going to die. . . Right now.”

“B-” Amaranth choked on a load of blood in the back of her throat.

“I can save you. . . You can still protect your lover.” Yamma said, Isira shot her a dirty look 
which she deliberately ignored. She squatted down once more and touched Amaranth's forehead, 
aiming for the one spot not caked with battle grime. “Your goddess is offering you what you 
want more than anything; to protect, to live. Don't you think Richard would want that?”

“H- How?”

“Take my hand. . . Your goddess is offering your a pact for your service.” She drew back with 
her hand outstretched still, ready to be taken. “You'll have the power to fight her enemies, the 
courage you need to stand tall, you'll be a force for change among mortals. Amah, you can still 
save Richard. You can save everyone.”

“What she's not going to tell you. . .” Isira clapped Yamma's shoulder. “What she can't tell you is
that there's a price here. . .”

Amaranth's tired, drooping gaze turned to the eastern beauty, now she was vaguely aware of the 
sense of divinity about her. It was more than just that, though. There was a pull, an ache in her 
soul that felt as though she was being pulled from her body; things were getting blurry and 
distant, each passing second slower than the last.

“It won't be pleasant, Amah, not at first. But you will never become infirm, you'll never become 
too weak to stand against those who'd do evil. You will be the sword and the shield. Amah, your 
patron needs you.”

“I-- I failed--”

“Not yet you haven't, no Amaranth. Take my hand, your fight doesn't haven to end here.”

Amaranth felt a surge of weakness and light in one fell swoop, threatening to erase everything 
she was with it's blinding power. Her body was becoming a distant thing, like a pair of gloves 
that no longer fit, sliding free from her hands as cinches came undone. She raised her hand from 



the dirt. Richard needed her.

Isira shot the woman that same dirty glance, picture perfect even on her impossibly beautiful 
features. She grabbed Yamma's hand and pulled it back just out of Amaranth's reach. “Gotta be 
careful about these things. . . You take this pact and you're going to pay for it.”

“H- How?”

A smile pulled her lips. “That's a good girl. You're never going to age, you'll never have 
children.” She held Yamma's wrist even as the girl tried to pull away. “Your goddess will give 
you power but She'll ask a lot more in return-- she's a slave driver, imagine that-- and then. . .” 
She paused for a moment, eying Amaranth with a saddened expression. “Then there's the death.”

“She doesn't need to hear this--”

“You can't stop me. Now behave.” The goddess let go of Yamma's wrist, planted a kiss on the 
short woman's throat, still eying Amaranth. “I'm going to let you in on a dirty little secret; you're 
going to trade your soul for what you're going to get in return. Your powers aren't fueled by your 
patron, but your soul. . . When your soul is exhausted, and I promise you, it will eventually, 
you're going to cease to be.”

“Isira, please--”

“Tut, tut, she needs to know this kind of thing--” The ravishing beauty turned back to Ammy and,
with a gentle, sad smile, she said, “You'll never age, but you're going to die one day, whether you
use up your powers or you're killed. When that happens, dear Ammy. . . Oh, dear girl. . .

“There is no word for what happens to your soul, at least none we gods know.  You cease to be. 
It's a price unlike any other. . . I urge you to think about this, your goddess is going to accept you 
either way, you don't need to take it!”

But Richard. . .

Isira's expression flattened, wary and uneasy for a moment. “There are a lot of people who could 
benefit from your being alive. It's true.”

Could she read Ammy's fading mind? Including him? He's alive isn't he?

The goddess smiled sadly, casting a glance to Yamma.

Yamma offered her hand once more. “For Richard and Isis.”

Isis?

It would have been her name. . .



Amaranth raised her hand, reaching for Yamma. Isis was a beautiful name. . .

And Dame Amaranth Yanoseven was no more.
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