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      Hoofbeats sounded like thunder as the army approached, and Joy couldn’t keep her mouth from hanging open, staring at the sight in wonder. Hundreds of horses were approaching, half of them bearing armored riders; the pennants fluttered in the wind, the midday sun making them shine even more brightly, just as their armor shone. While Joy was confident that any hive could defend itself from them, the five hundred knights and their warhorses were intimidating, as were the adventurers that accompanied them. In particular, she could see several familiar figures among those approaching, most important of which was Guildmaster Silverhoof.

      “You seem impressed,” Cora said, her voice just barely audible over the rumble, though she wasn’t talking too loudly. Most of the local adventurers were watching from Bearton’s walls, and Joy was happy she’d come out as well. Duke Dorma’s army was impressive, and Joy was delighted to see them, even if she wished they’d arrived the previous day.

      “I am! I’ve seen horses before, but never that many of them!” Joy replied in excitement, bouncing in place as she asked, “Why do the knights all have two horses?”

      “One’s a warhorse, and the other is a riding horse. Warhorses are powerful, but tire quickly, so knights tend to have two or more,” Brianna interjected, leaning on the battlements as she watched the army, pausing for several seconds before admitting, “The Duke has some good horses, I have to admit. My father probably would give his right arm for some of those.”

      “What? They wouldn’t take an arm for a horse, would they?” Joy demanded in horror, blanching at the idea of someone doing so. It was just icky.

      “No, of course not!” Brianna said, doing a double take as she looked at Joy in chagrin. “It’s just an expression, Joy, saying that someone would give almost anything for something.”

      “Oh, good,” Joy said, a rush of relief flooding her. “I never know if you’re serious or not!”

      “It’s good you ask, then,” Stella said, looking at the army as it approached slowly. “Still, that’s a lot of soldiers… I wonder why they didn’t send any of them back, once they heard that we’d retaken the town?”

      “Simple ’nuff,” another adventurer standing nearby said, chewing on a piece of jerky, which made Joy even more grateful she was upwind of him. If she remembered right, the man’s name was Carl, and he’d talked about taking back his retirement the previous day. “The Guildmaster said that she got a messenger from ’im last night, and he’s got a plan to deal with the army ants quick. Don’t know what he’s got planned, but I’d love to kick the horrors out of our neck of the woods.”

      “Oh, that’s good!” Joy said, perking up and grinning. “I know the hive would be happy, too!”

      “I think it’d make everyone happy, Joy. Except maybe the ants, but fortunately they aren’t terribly intelligent,” Stella told her, shaking her head slowly.

      Joy nodded vigorously, grinning. “True! But did you see? James, Jean, Eda, Helen, and Marilyn are with them! I wonder why they’re here?”

      “Really?” Cora asked, standing up straighter and looking at the approaching army. “Where?”

      “Right there!” Joy said, pointing unerringly at the distant adventurers, who were all in a group.

      “Huh, you’re right,” Brianna said, shading her eyes. “I didn’t know they’d teamed up.”

      “They’re probably here to help Silverhoof,” Cora said, tilting her head slightly. “Still, if they’re all together… I’m guessing that James lured them in. Poor girls.”

      “Mother preserve them,” Stella agreed, prompting a soft giggle from Joy.

      She knew why they were saying that, though. They’d mentioned that would-be heroes like James were dangerous for those around them. Still, she looked forward to seeing them again, since they’d been nice to her.
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      “Hello, Fayliss.”

      The casual comment stopped Fayliss in her tracks as the goddess stiffened, then looked at the corner of the gardens in surprise. A pale-skinned elven goddess with blood-red hair stood there, swirling a glass of glowing blue liquid slowly as she looked out over the landscape in front of her. The goddess’s eyes were glowing blue, the same color as her drink, while she wore a flowing black dress, which matched her black lips. She was beautiful, in a forbidding sort of way, and the sight of her sent a surge of mixed feelings through Fayliss.

      “Avelin,” Fayliss replied shortly, folding her arms as she asked, “What are you doing here?”

      “What, do I not even deserve to be called sister anymore?” Avelin asked, looking away from the vista and at Fayliss, smiling slightly. “I didn’t realize I had lost that much of your esteem.”

      “You called me by name first, so I thought it right to return the favor,” Fayliss replied, not moving any closer, nor looking away from her sister.

      “Ah, true. I didn’t even think of that,” Avelin murmured, tilting her head as she considered, then laughed. “My apologies, sister. I didn’t mean to deepen the distance between us. As to what I’m doing here… aren’t the Gardens of Reflection open to all deities?”

      “Yes… though you and the other gods of darkness don’t exactly visit often. It makes me wonder what your motive is, this time around,” Fayliss said, relaxing ever so slightly at Avelin’s response, and unfolded her arms as she slowly approached.

      “So suspicious! For good reason, at least regarding the other dark gods,” Avelin replied, laughing brightly, her dark beauty even more vibrant as she grinned. “You know as well as I do that the only reason I’m a goddess of darkness is that it’s necessary. You don’t bless them, you can’t bless them, so someone had to do it.”

      “Oh? Then why haven’t I seen you in centuries?” Fayliss asked, reaching the fence and leaning on it. “Ever since the dark elves were created, you’ve been keeping your distance, and it’s only grown worse over the passing years.”

      “I know. I just… it’s hard to talk to you without giving things away,” Avelin said, pausing as the goddess’s eyes darkened a little, shaking her head. “I felt guilty about what happened to the dark elves. The destruction they caused… I had no hand in it, but it grieved me. I didn’t want to see the look in your eyes, and once I stopped meeting with you, it was easier to stay away.”

      “Ah,” Fayliss said, her mood darkening as she thought back to the schism between the elves. It’d been a bloody affair, and one which had caused her to weep for a long time. It was only made worse by Avelin’s absence, but… she didn’t want to say that. There was no need to make Avelin feel even worse.

      For a minute they stood there in companionable silence. The wind brushed their hair, and the birds filled the air with their songs. It was serene, just as it’d been designed to be. The sounds from the arena couldn’t reach here, to Fayliss’s relief.

      “I’m concerned,” Avelin said at last, then took a sip from her glass.

      “Oh?” Fayliss asked, looking at her sister again, surprised by the troubled look she saw on her face.

      “Yes. The balance between our factions… it’s difficult. Yes, it is almost impossible for one side to win, but that’s merely almost. According to the accord, it’ll be another generation before a Dark Lord or Hero is born,” Avelin said, looking back at Fayliss.

      “That’s right,” Fayliss confirmed, wondering where the other goddess was going with the discussion. The gods had deliberately worked out most of the rules to keep the conflict in the mortal world as balanced as they could, at least once they’d realized that once one side won, the universe would end. None of them wanted that.

      “The problem is that some of it isn’t in our control. Take Alethus, for instance,” Avelin said, flicking a finger and bringing up an image of a handsome incubus in black armor riding through a mountain pass as an army moved behind him. “He’s ambitious, and what he has planned… if he succeeds at his venture, you know that he’ll usurp the mantle of the Dark Lord. He’ll have a full generation to prepare for the Hero, and that could be catastrophic.”

      “True,” Fayliss agreed, wincing at the thought as she straightened again, considering Alethus sourly. “He’s also the type to try seducing heroes to his side at every opportunity, which is frustrating at times. I’ve lost a paladin and priestess to him already. The problem is that we can’t interfere too directly. There are rules that not even Yonra is willing to break.”

      “He likes existing. Still… why don’t you seem that worried?” Avelin asked, looking at Fayliss speculatively.

      “Because things like this have a tendency to work out for the best, most of the time. Especially when things have started falling into place,” Fayliss said, banishing the image of Alethus as she smiled. “Destiny is a funny thing, and I’m wondering if the apis’s creation was really as unexpected as we thought.”

      “What? Why would the apis matter?” Avelin asked, looking at her in confusion. “They’re interesting, yes, but they don’t seem like they’d have much impact on things.”

      Fayliss blinked, then a smile slowly grew on her face as she chuckled. After a moment she spoke gently. “Oh, sister… I think you need to take a closer look at things. Care to join me for some research?”

      Avelin looked at her suspiciously, but then the goddess slowly nodded.
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      “Hi!” Joy exclaimed, and the apis waved at her, her gaze not wavering from the flower she was collecting nectar from. It was a large blossom for the jungle, nearly a full foot across, but Joy felt a little pity for the apis who lived in the Teeming Jungle, as the flowers were nothing compared to those in the Flower Forest. She couldn’t imagine how many flowers they had to harvest from to fill their inventories.

      “Hello, Joy! Just a second, I’ve almost got all the nectar…” the apis said, biting her lower lip as her wings buzzed behind her, keeping her stable in midair.

      “Oh, don’t worry! I just need to talk to you, and maybe send a message,” Joy replied, her wings beating rapidly as she waited patiently. She suspected that the others weren’t nearly as patient as her, but they were on the ground nearly fifty feet below them.

      “Ah! Well, I just… there it goes!” the apis said triumphantly, extracting a handful of gleaming nectar which she poured into her belt pouch, then turned. “Okay, done!”

      “Right, so, help showed up from Duke… drat, I forgot his name! The duke of the nation near here, the one who’s like a queen,” Joy said, waving her hand to the north. “They have a bunch of people, and they want to fight the ants.”

      “Oh, that’s really nice of them!” the worker said, smiling broadly. “The ants haven’t been quite as aggressive today, but that’s because they’re swarming the spot you cleared yesterday.”

      Joy nodded vigorously, enthusiastic since she’d heard just enough from Silverhoof to know that the man had something planned to deal with the army ants. She didn’t know what it was, but she’d been asked to arrange a meeting with the Shadebough Hive, so that’s what she was doing.

      “I’m glad they aren’t attacking much! Anyway, the leaders of the people want to meet with someone from the hive and ask some questions, maybe ask for help getting rid of them. They asked me to tell you,” Joy explained. “Could you let an attendant know that there’s going to be a group of us coming?”

      “Sure!” the apis said, grinning broadly. “I was supposed to get some more nectar and pollen, but if it gets rid of the ants, that’s lots more important! See you!”

      The apis darted off through the trees as Joy waved goodbye, then Joy descended toward the others, making sure not to approach too quickly. The others had horses, and the last time she’d approached too quickly, Cora had nearly been thrown as her mount panicked.

      This time the horse merely snorted, its hooves clopping in the dirt a couple of times, but Cora kept the sable horse under control, patting the side of its neck as she spoke. “There, there, she’s not going to hurt you. Just stay calm.”

      Brianna snickered, but looked at Joy curiously. “So, what’d she say?”

      “The ants have been swarming where we fought, so they haven’t been attacked too much. Oh, and she’s going to let an attendant know that we’re coming,” Joy said, smiling broadly.

      “Good! That means our part is about done. Not completely, but just about,” Brianna said, glancing at the others. “Think we should go back to the edge of the woods to guide them?”

      “Probably. Based on what we’ve seen, I don’t think taking horses into the jungle is a good idea,” Stella said, looking around warily. “Maybe warhorses would be alright, but those leopards… I don’t want to lose them, since they loaned them to us.”

      “Well, we’d best go, then! I smell something furry off that way,” Joy said, pointing to their left as she took another sniff, tilting her head as she considered the musk, then added, “Probably a leopard. Maybe.”

      “In which case we’d best go. I might not be scared of fighting them when they don’t ambush us, but I’d rather not waste the time or energy on them when we don’t have to,” Cora said, looking in the direction distrustfully. Brianna nodded, turning her horse around, and Joy giggled, nodding firmly.

      “Sure! I’ll keep watch from above. Assuming one doesn’t pounce out of a tree. I heard the workers say they can climb,” Joy said, glancing at the trees warily. The idea of the cats jumping out of trees didn’t make her happy.

      “I’ve heard something like that before, but I’ve never seen it myself,” Brianna replied with a nod. “Still, once we’re with the others, I’m pretty sure the monsters will leave us alone. Most of them aren’t willing to attack large groups.”

      Joy nodded and moved a little higher in the air while they started back the way they’d come. She kept a hand on her sword hilt, watching the shadows around them warily. The Teeming Jungle wasn’t the sort of forest she’d ever get used to, she decided, even if the Shadebough Hive liked it. It was just as well, as she didn’t want to live there.

      For a minute the walk was peaceful enough, the horses occasionally snorting or making other, presumably horse-like noises. Joy had to assume that, since the others didn’t look at them oddly. Then she caught a glimpse of movement out of the corner of her eye.

      “Kitty!” Joy exclaimed, drawing her sword almost instinctively.

      A growl from behind her prompted Joy to swallow, briefly hesitating as she debated what to do. Then she saw Brianna and Cora spin to face the leopard behind her as the leopard pounced, only to get a faceful of Stella’s shield as the horses screamed.

      “Joy, kill it!” Stella called out, pulling her mace out and hitting the leopard in the side as she dodged a swipe of its claws.

      “Right!” Joy replied, darting downward, and behind her she saw an orb of lightning flash at the other leopard, just as Brianna swung her sword at the feline. It wasn’t going to last long, she suspected.

      Her target recoiled, growling, but it looked up just a bit too late as Joy came down on its back, punching her sword through its back, which made its rear half go limp. Still, the cat let out a loud yowl, trying to turn toward her. At least until Stella brought her mace down on its head, silencing the cat forever.

      “Yuck, that’s icky,” Joy said, her nose wrinkling at the smell, and she drew her rapier out of the body, relaxing a little as she saw that Brianna and Cora had dealt with their leopard as well. “You alright?”

      Brianna grinned in return, wiping her sword off on the leopard as she spoke. “Not a scratch! It was so busy dodging lightning that it didn’t have time to dodge. You two?”

      “My shield got dented, but that’s about it,” Stella replied, then paused and grimaced as she looked down. “Nevermind, it also tore my tunic. I guess I’m doing more mending tonight.”

      “Ooh, can I help? That looks like fun!” Joy asked, her eyes lighting up, prompting a chuckle from Stella.

      “Sure, if you really want to,” Stella replied with a slight grin.

      “Let’s get going, before any more monsters show up,” Cora suggested, and Joy nodded.

      “Sure!” she chirped, wiping off her rapier, then sheathing it again while the three calmed their horses.

      In short order she was flying again, and they made their way to the edge of the jungle where the light was much brighter, then out into the broad, grassy field that separated it from the neighboring forest. When they did, Stella let out a sigh of relief.

      “I’m so glad to get out of there,” the human announced, looking back at the jungle distrustfully. “While I’m usually okay in the dark, there’s something unsettling about the darkness of jungles. I can’t quite explain it; it’s just… it’s completely different than mines, or being under the open sky.”

      “I think it’s that you know that you aren’t alone, and there are creatures that’d love to eat you. With a cave, you generally can see where the danger is coming from. You don’t necessarily have that with a jungle,” Cora said, dismounting and calming her horse again as Joy descended, setting down on the ground almost silently aside from her buzzing wings.

      “Ooh, that’s what it is? I don’t like it in there much either, though the other apis seem like they don’t mind,” Joy said, grinning as the others dismounted as well. There was plenty of space around them, making it hard for anything to sneak up on them, though she was certain some creatures could use the long grass to their advantage. “I just thought it might be me, and—”

      The buzzing sound near her ear snapped Joy’s attention away from the conversation, and she spun, her rapier clearing its sheath almost faster than she could think. It flashed through the air brightly and barely slowed as it cut into her target.

      Two halves of the inch-long wasp fell to the ground with the softest of sounds, while Joy’s breathing came hard and fast. She glared down at the wasp venomously, then cleaned it off the rapier. She’d borrowed one from the Adventurer’s Guild while she made a new one, and something about the rapier felt wrong, somehow, but she was determined to return it in good condition. A moment later she spoke softly. “I hate wasps.”

      “Um, I don’t really blame you… but do you really need to cut it apart for coming near you? That was tiny,” Brianna asked, looking at the wasp, then at Joy again, a slight smile tugging at her lips. “Though I have to say, that was a really good strike. Most people wouldn’t be able to hit an insect.”

      “It doesn’t matter how small it is, it’s still a wasp,” Joy replied stubbornly, stepping on the still-wriggling insect firmly and grinding it into the dirt. “I might leave a spider alone, but a wasp? Never.”

      “Remind me to steer you away from wasp nests,” Cora murmured, looking at Joy with a gentle smile.

      “Okay!” Joy said, cheering up at the comment. Then she noticed that Stella was watching the forest, her head tilted. Joy listened, and thought she heard the sound of hoofbeats coming closer. “Oh, is that them?”

      “Most likely. I’m not sure how many of them there are, but…” Stella began, and let her voice trail off as people came into sight.

      There were a bunch of them, Joy noticed in surprise. More than she’d expected to see, truthfully, as both Silverhoof and Abigail led the group, closely followed by James and his friends. Behind them, though, were five soldiers in heavy metal armor, though the leader’s armor was gilded in gold, and a quartet that were evenly split between magi and priests. They were all riding horses save for Silverhoof, who broke into a trot as he spotted them.

      “Ah, there you are! Did you send the message already? I thought we might be relying on Abigail to lead the way to the hive,” Silverhoof boomed, grinning down at them. The bronze-skinned centaur didn’t look much different to Joy than he had before, with a sable lower body and his dark hair still in braids, but the fine leather armor which covered most of his body, as well as the halberd stowed behind his back showed that he was ready for war. Which was good, with army ants involved.

      “Yes!” Joy said enthusiastically, grinning broadly. “I found a worker, and she took the message to the hive. We thought we’d wait for you here, since the leopards wanted to eat the horses.”

      “Ah, a reasonable concern. A worker, though? Will they listen to her?” Silverhoof asked, rubbing his chin thoughtfully as the others caught up.

      “Definitely,” Brianna chimed in confidently. “The apis don’t seem to care about what role one of them has in the hive, at least when it comes to getting information. They’ll listen to her when she gets there. I wouldn’t be surprised if an attendant comes to meet us.”

      Abigail nodded, the red-garbed blonde looking at Joy thoughtfully, but she spoke after a moment. “I agree with them, based on my interactions with the apis who helped us. The attendant was very straightforward about what she was allowed to do.”

      “Hm. Well, then we’d best be moving,” Silverhoof said, looking ahead of them as he rubbed his chin, then glanced back at the ornately armored man. “Sir Wilbert? How would you like to handle this?”

      “You’re the ones who’d be doing the difficult work, so I think you should take the lead,” the man replied in a voice so deep Joy thought it should shake the ground beneath them. He paused, then added, “I see what Abigail meant about the jungle, though. Let’s leave the horses here with some guards. Once we have a plan, we can worry about getting the warhorses to the ants.”

      At his words, the other soldiers began dismounting, and a moment later James and the other adventurers followed suit, gathering their equipment as they did so. Joy found it fascinating how they had special sheaths for their staves and the like to keep them on hand. It was mostly interesting since she hadn’t had the chance to ride a horse yet. They got nervous around her, and she didn’t know how to ride them, anyway.

      “As you wish,” Silverhoof said, glancing at the jungle again as he grimaced. “I hate going into places like this. Give me a nice open plain any day. Hills are nice, too.”

      “We were just discussing how unpleasant that was ourselves,” Cora said, smiling marginally as she bowed her head. “Do you wish for us to lead the way?”

      “Please,” Sir Wilbert replied, nodding to her as his gaze drifted over Joy and the others. “You’ve been to the hive before, and your assistance might be crucial.”

      “Alright!” Joy chirped, bouncing on her toes as she grinned. “If it’s to get rid of the ants, I’m sure the hive will be happy to help!”

      “If you say so,” Abigail replied, her eyes slightly narrowed. At her reaction Joy’s smile faded a little, as she wondered what she’d ever done to the Guildmaster to make her dislike her so much. Then she decided it really didn’t matter as Wilbert turned to the soldiers.

      “You four, take care of the horses and keep an eye out for trouble,” he ordered, looking at them levelly.

      “But sir, you’ll be on your own!” one of the men protested, glancing at the jungle nervously, only for Wilbert to laugh, a deep, booming sound that impressed Joy still more, and made her think better of him.

      “On my own? I’ll have Abigail, Silverhoof, and ten adventurers with me. I’ll be fine,” Wilbert said, grinning at them.

      “Well said! I wouldn’t mind going into the jungle on my own, though I prefer not blundering around aimlessly,” Silverhoof agreed, adjusting his halberd. “Ready to go, James?”

      “Yes, Guildmaster,” James said, the blonde human grinning broadly as he nodded to Joy. “Hey, how’re you four doing? Maybe we can catch up on the way in.”

      “I’m doing good! It’s nice to see you guys!” Joy said, smiling back at him and the others.

      Abigail’s eyebrows rose as she looked between James and Joy, then asked, “You know one another?”

      “Let’s discuss this on the way,” Silverhoof interjected, glancing at Abigail in amusement. “I’m sure that you’ll find the story interesting.”

      Joy nodded and grinned. “Well, in that case, the hive is this way!”

      She was practically skipping as they headed into the Teeming Jungle again. They’d met old friends, and they were going to be killing army ants. What could be better?
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      “…then she just stabbed him in the eye, and got thrown across the cave. I thought she’d bring down the ceiling, she hit the wall so hard!” James explained, gesturing upward.

      “I missed,” Joy corrected, flushing as she looked around nervously. “I didn’t hit his eye.”

      “That doesn’t mean you didn’t get close,” Jean murmured, her hands on her daggers. The blonde had gotten nicer armor since the last time Joy had seen her: leather with a faint set of runes engraved into its surface and filled with some sort of blue metal. It made her harder to see, which Joy thought was an interesting effect. “The rest of us didn’t manage to scratch Alethus. You sent him running, after drawing him into the mink nest.”

      “He didn’t know minks didn’t like the taste of apis. I didn’t know for sure, but they didn’t like bees, so I thought it was worth the risk,” Joy confessed, a little nervous due to all of the attention she was getting, with almost everyone looking at her. “He wouldn’t do it again! Well, I don’t think he would. He seemed smart.”

      “It sounds like you did good work both times you ran into his plots, even if he succeeded at his main goal both times,” Wilbert murmured softly, looking at her in consideration. “When you’re up against someone as powerful as that, even surviving is a victory in itself. Managing to injure him was quite impressive, and if nothing else you’ve cost him over four hundred soldiers for a month, unless he’s willing to risk them dying permanently. I don’t think he is, from what I’ve heard of his reputation.”

      Joy paused at a familiar scent, and started to the right, explaining. “Spider lair. Not sure if it’s alive or not.”

      “Right,” Silverhoof said, following her and frowning. “I wouldn’t have noticed anything.”

      “You didn’t fly right into a web in your first visit,” Cora interjected, looking at Joy in amusement. “She specifically asked how to spot the spiders after that.”

      “That would do it,” Eda murmured, smiling slightly as she looked around. She hesitated, then admitted, “I’m surprised you can see anything here. It’s so dark…”

      “You can get used to anything, given enough time,” Abigail said, her tone much friendlier as she spoke to the young woman. “As an adventurer, it’s vital. Though, truth be told, I didn’t adventure for that much longer than I’m sure you have. I was offered a position with the guild, and I took it. I’m thinking about getting back into adventuring, though… I didn’t like being captured.”

      “Ack, not you too!” Silverhoof protested, his head whipping around to look at Abigail in betrayal. “You wouldn’t believe how many people I’ve heard that from over the last few days!”

      “May I ask why? Brianna asked, blinking at Abigail in confusion. “I mean… I’ve heard that you have a lot of benefits as a Guildmaster.”

      “I do. You get access to additional training and equipment, and can order gear that’s higher level through the guild’s network, which is quite useful,” Abigail acknowledged, glancing at Wilbert, who looked more curious than anything else. After a few seconds she continued. “The thing is, I know that several people on Bearton’s guild staff took the positions because they were tired of risking their life all the time. I’m among those, and I settled into the position fairly easily. However, when someone attacks in the middle of the night, and they’re strong enough you couldn’t even really fight back… it’s one of those things that shakes you up. I suspect that a couple of them are going to retire to someplace farther from the front lines, and maybe even take up a job as a Farmer or craftsman of some type. Others are like me, and the attack served as motivation. If we’re going to be in danger either way, we’d rather get strong enough that we stand a fighting chance.”

      Joy nodded vigorously as understanding washed over her, grinning as she spoke up. “I agree with that! Sure, I wouldn’t hesitate about sacrificing myself for the hive, but I’d rather fight and win. I think most apis feel the same way.”

      “Mm… I don’t blame you. Either of you,” Wilbert said, frowning thoughtfully as he looked at Joy. “I’ll admit I’d prefer to have Abigail stay in her position, but it’s not my place to try to keep her in place if she doesn’t want to do the job.”

      “Agreed. It’ll just leave a lot of holes in the guild to fill, and that means even more paperwork. I’d rather wear lead horseshoes,” Silverhoof groused, prompting a chorus of laughter from around them.

      “Hopefully it won’t come to that. I…” Abigail began, only for her voice to trail off as she looked ahead of them and frowned. “What’s that light?”

      Ahead of them the jungle wasn’t as dark, with lights visible, more of them than Joy had expected, and she blinked, tilting her head as she narrowed her eyes… then smiled. She could just barely make out the shape of the Shadebough Hive, but against it were hundreds of tiny dots of golden light, as well as the main entrance. She didn’t see much in the way of apis from this distance, but she could smell their pheromones on the wind.

      “It’s the hive!” Joy exclaimed excitedly, clapping her hands together. “They have lots of lights on the outside, like little lanterns! I wonder why?”

      “You’d have to ask them,” Cora said, smiling back at her. “Though I’m not looking forward to going inside.”

      “Oh? Why’s that?” Silverhoof asked curiously.

      “Everything is yellow, and rather brightly lit. I started getting headaches and had a hard time judging distances,” Cora explained, but Joy wasn’t paying much attention, instead watching in fascination as they drew closer to the hive, and she started seeing more details, and curiosity welled up inside her.

      The exterior of the hive didn’t look much different than it had before, as she could tell that sections of the paper covering it had been removed to allow light from inside to radiate outward. Joy might not understand why, but it was pretty, and she liked the look of it. More surprising was what else she saw and smelled, though. There were thousands of apis outside the hive, more of them arriving with every passing moment. She had no idea why so many of them were assembling, either. It took the others a little longer to notice, but there was enough movement that almost anyone would notice eventually.

      “Uh, are there supposed to be that many apis around the hive? It wasn’t attacked, was it?” James asked hesitantly, peering forward warily.

      Stella paused, then glanced at Joy and shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. If that were the case, Joy would’ve smelled it and told us. After the greenhouse incident… well, you’ll know if the apis are upset, believe me.”

      “Yup! I’m not sure what’s happening. There are a lot of them outside, but they don’t seem upset. Maybe… nervous?” Joy said, sniffing, then shrugged. “Not angry, though!”

      “Well, I suppose we’re about to find out what’s going on,” Wilbert said, a hand resting on his sword hilt. That made Joy a little nervous, but not too much since there were enough apis ahead of them that he probably couldn’t do too much damage if he attacked them.

      All around her, Joy saw the others tensing, all but Brianna, Cora, and Stella. And her, of course, but Joy didn’t mind, instead moving forward until the apis swirled, and an attendant stepped out of the crowd to meet them.

      “Welcome to the Shadebough Hive. Hello, Joy, as well as to your companions,” the attendant said, nodding politely as she looked the others over with interest, pausing before she asked, “May I ask what the big one is? We’ve not seen his kind before. He is male, yes?”

      “He’s a centaur!” Joy volunteered promptly. “He’s Guildmaster Silverhoof, and his hooves aren’t silver. They were just white when he was young.”

      “Ah!” the attendant said, looking down at Silverhoof’s hooves closely before nodding in satisfaction, while Joy heard Marilyn make a soft, choking sound. “Having silver hooves would probably hurt.”

      “Ah, might I ask who you are? Our company is made up of Guildmaster Abigail the Red, Sir Wilbert the Lion, and the adventurers Eda, Helen, James, Jean, and Marilyn,” Silverhoof said, pausing before adding. “Obviously, you’re already acquainted with Joy and her companions.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you. However, I am one of the queen’s attendants, and this day I am tasked with defending the hive itself,” the attendant said, laying a hand on her chest and bowing slightly. After a moment she straightened and smiled at them, though there was a nervousness to her actions that puzzled Joy.

      “You don’t have a name?” Wilbert asked, frowning slightly, and the attendant blinked at him, then laughed and shook her head.

      “No, I do not. While I find the idea interesting, we have no need for them,” the attendant replied, smiling broadly at him. “We can tell each other apart by scent.”

      “I only have a name because Brianna, Cora, and Stella wanted to give me one,” Joy volunteered, smiling broadly at Cora. “I like the name, but I don’t need it. I know who I am.”

      “It helps us tell who you are, Joy,” Cora replied, shifting from one foot to the other. “While you may be able to tell each other apart easily, it isn’t quite as easy for us. Why—”

      At that moment a stir rippled through the apis, and a faint scent caused Joy’s eyes to go wide, and she gasped as a tall figure stepped out of the hive entrance. The apis queen was taller than anyone else in the area, even taller than Silverhoof, but what startled Joy was that the queen was outside. She wasn’t in the safety of the hive, and suddenly the presence of so many apis made sense to her.

      “Analyze,” Joy heard Abigail murmur, then the woman inhaled sharply and spoke. “Level thirty-six? How did she manage to reach that level here?”

      “Ah, my queen has arrived to meet with you,” the attendant said, smiling broadly at them as she added, “Please don’t attack her. I would regret having to stab you. Really, I would.”

      “We… didn’t intend for anything of the sort,” Silverhoof said, and paused before asking, “Is this normal?”

      “No,” the apis replied, turning to lead them through the other apis, toward where Joy could see a pile of cushions had been set. The other apis weren’t silent, as they spoke among themselves quietly, but they were paying close attention to the group, even as the attendant explained. “Normally, you would not be allowed to meet with the queen, but we’ve been raising a replacement, so she can risk meeting with outsiders. Especially if you can help us get rid of the ants… then we might be able to raise two queens, and found another hive! That would be good.”

      “Ah. Good information to have,” Wilbert said, glancing to either side, while the queen settled onto the cushions, crossing her legs as she watched them approach.

      The queen’s eyes were glittering a bright gold as they approached, but the woman didn’t do anything more, her hands resting in her lap. None of Joy’s companions seemed to be able to smell the rich, regal scent she exuded, and Joy almost pitied them.

      Once they came close enough, though, the queen spoke, her voice rich and powerful. “Welcome, guests. I am the queen of the Shadebough Hive. Just to be certain, there is no need for any formalities. While I’m aware that the term ‘queen’ means something different in your nation, it does not have such meanings here. I am the leader of the hive, no more and no less.”

      “Ah, thank you for meeting with us,” Silverhoof said, pausing to glance at Joy, then he shrugged. “I assume that you know why we’re here? Your attendant seemed to indicate so.”

      “Yes. You’re here to speak with us about how to go about eliminating the ants that have been a plague for the last several months,” the queen agreed, and gestured at the cushions across from her. “Please, sit if you so desire. Let us speak, and I will determine whether the hive is able to help.”

      “Thank you,” Wilbert said, stepping forward. Joy was about to follow when the queen looked at her and smiled.

      “Also, thank you for the lemonade, Joy. It was quite pleasant,” the queen said, and glanced at Abigail as she added, “Additionally, I must thank the people of Bearton for the iron ore they gave us. My warriors have made good use of it, and it will be counted as toward what I asked of Joy. Ninety-eight pieces were given to us.”

      “Oh, um, thank you!” Joy said, blushing at the close regard of the queen, and sat, unable to figure out what to say to the queen.

      “You are most welcome,” Abigail said, looking between Joy and the queen, but she sat down as well, her movements somewhat slower, and all but Silverhoof joined them.

      Then, with the dappled light of the hive playing over them and an enormous number of apis standing guard, the queen asked mildly, “Now, what is it that you had planned?”
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      “So, the most important thing is how army ants react to things. If we weren’t worried about an invasion, I’d take this the more traditional way,” Wilbert said, leaning forward in his cushions, his unease about sitting seeming to have faded somewhat. “Normally we’d draw out a wave of them, cut them off and destroy them before repeating the process. It’s drawn out, and some people have to function as bait, but it allows us to whittle down their numbers before hitting their nest. We don’t have time for that.”

      “Why not?” the queen asked, looking back at him curiously.

      Silverhoof cleared his throat, glancing around, then spoke bluntly as the queen looked at him. “Lord Alethus is attempting to free an ancient evil, as I’m sure you’ve heard. What hasn’t been said is what the creature is. It’s a level eighty-nine apocalypse spider, a creature that would take dozens of adventurers of its level to defeat. If he succeeds in freeing it, the army ants would be nothing in comparison. I sincerely doubt that your hive would survive, let alone the kingdom.”

      Joy practically stopped breathing, her eyes going wide and horror rippling through her as she shuddered at the name. A spider was bad enough, but the level described… she could hardly even imagine it. She opened her mouth to ask questions, but it was Cora who spoke.

      “Dear gods… how bad is something like that? Could we get reinforcements, maybe slow it down…?” Cora asked nervously, the elf half-off her cushion.

      “Irador would fall in a day, if we were lucky,” Wilbert said bluntly, shaking his head. “The spider is pretty much unstoppable, and even if high-level heroes reacted immediately, it’d leave some of the other regions weakened. We can’t risk the possibility, which is why we need to deal with the ants fast, and keep him from succeeding.”

      “I believe I understand. How do you intend to go about dealing with them, then? The ants breed incredibly quickly,” the queen answered, ignoring the shock Joy could see on the faces of almost everyone else. She hadn’t realized that Brianna and the others didn’t known about the spider either. Not until now, anyway.

      “Yes, they do. They have a queen, much like bees, but one which can reproduce far more quickly than you can,” Wilbert said, and shrugged as he added, “That’s their weakness, though. According to what I’ve heard, they can’t rear a queen quickly, so if she perishes, the entire colony of army ants will retreat, looking for the colony they split off of to join them.”

      “Oh! You’re thinking to kill their queen, and make them run away!” Joy said, her eyes lighting up as she clapped her hands together, and Stella gave her a sidelong look.

      “You… seem surprisingly okay with the idea, Joy. I thought you might object,” Stella said, sounding puzzled.

      “Why? Apis queens don’t get along, and if there are limited food supplies, they’d fight over them. Right?” Joy said, looking at the queen, who nodded.

      “That’s correct. Killing the queen of another hive, distasteful as the idea might be, is the most direct solution when you’re trying to survive. Besides, these are ants, not apis,” the queen agreed, sitting back slightly as she considered. “We know where the ants have their nest, but we haven’t seen any way to assault it. They are too numerous, and the entire nest is built of still more of them. While your idea has merit, I do not know how we would be able to reach their queen. My spellcasters certainly wouldn’t have the mana to blast through the outer sections of the nest, as I’m certain their queen is near the center.”

      “We wouldn’t expect you to. Instead, we intend to take a different strategy,” Wilbert said, nodding to Silverhoof as he continued. “My cavalry is enough to punch deep into their lines without taking many losses, and that would allow us to approach the nest, especially when backed up by the adventurers. We wouldn’t be able to fight a prolonged battle, but we certainly can get close to the nest, which is the important thing.”

      “Once there, I have an item that allows me to use a high-level spell a few more times. I hate to use it, but I can call upon two more Meteor Strikes, which would allow us to blast open the nest,” Abigail said, hesitating before she added, “I think your apis might have told you about the spell.”

      “Yes, they did. Which means that once you’ve done so, you wish for my magi and archers to finish the queen since we can fly. Is that correct?” the queen asked, tilting her head slightly to the side, watching Wilbert calmly. The man blinked, then nodded slowly.

      “Yes, that is what I was thinking. I wasn’t sure you’d realize why, but that makes it easier,” Wilbert said, watching the queen carefully.

      “We may be new to the world, but that doesn’t make us foolish. Some of us are, but not all,” the queen said, considering for a moment, then focused on Wilbert. “Which is why I must ask, is the kingdom, or duke, likely to attack us in the future?”

      “What?” Silverhoof said, recoiling slightly.

      “I’m not a young queen. I have lived here for my entire life, and I have seen your adventurers many times. Perhaps the gods chose to give me the wisdom they felt was appropriate to my age, or perhaps all of the other queens learned it as well. Either way, I am aware that kingdoms tend to try to destroy threats on their borders. I wish to pursue peace with your realm, but that does not mean that your kingdom will feel the same,” the queen explained, prompting Joy to blink in confusion. She didn’t understand most of what the queen had just said, and she looked at Cora and the others, though she doubted they could explain in their situation.

      “I… well, Wilbert? You know the duke better than I do,” Silverhoof said, looking at the knight, a hint of nervousness in his expression as he pawed at the ground with a hoof.

      Wilbert didn’t reply initially, tugging instead on his mustache, then the man let out a soft sigh, and growled. “I hate politics. Abigail, how does the kingdom, and guild, regard the Teeming Jungle?”

      “It’s relatively dangerous for the region, without most of the resources that we can get from other locations of similar danger. As such, adventuring parties rarely venture into it, except when they need particular herbs for potions,” Abigail replied, frowning. “As for the kingdom, I believe that most of the time they ignore its existence. I’ve never heard of anything being done with the jungle, or even any discussions of doing anything with it.”

      “That’s what I thought,” Wilbert said, nodding firmly, then looked at the queen directly. “I don’t think you’ll have any problems with the duke, especially if you help us. The king… I don’t know how His Majesty will react, but I’m confident he’ll at least listen to the duke, and I can’t imagine he’s going to be upset about someone securing the border for him. If you were inclined to spread into the kingdom things might be more dangerous, but I promise I’ll argue against overreacting.”

      “In addition, I know that the priesthoods have been cautioning rulers and organizations to give the apis a chance to figure out your societies. I can’t imagine that the king would want to alienate potential allies, particularly given what the Kingdoms of Darkness appear to have planned,” Silverhoof added, folding his arms.

      The queen looked between them, then at Joy. Joy blinked a couple of times, then said, “Is there something you wanted to ask me?”

      “I was curious as to your opinion, Joy. To my knowledge, you are the only apis who has lived among non-apis for long,” the queen said, examining Joy, and Joy squirmed in place.

      “I… but, I’m just a worker! I don’t know more than a handful of Guildmasters, and the people right here!” Joy protested, anxiety causing her to squirm.

      “You are still the most knowledgeable one about outsiders,” the queen said simply, and Joy felt her shoulders slump as the other adventurers stared at her, Abigail’s expression incredulous. But then she straightened, as the queen obviously expected her to reply.

      “In that case, I would trust them,” Joy said, raising her gaze to meet the queen’s nervously. “It might be a mistake, but I haven’t had a Guildmaster lie to me, that I know of. Besides, if we don’t, how are you going to deal with the ants?”

      “Poorly,” the queen replied with a faint smile, her gaze turning back to Wilbert as she nodded. “Joy’s thoughts mirrored my own, even if I have additional concerns. Will you assist in opening negotiations with your duke and king, afterward? I need to send a delegation, from what I understand.”

      “Certainly. I know it would make milord happier to have something official to work off of,” Wilbert said, glancing at Joy in amusement as he added, “Though I wouldn’t have expected you to ask her opinion.”

      “Apis don’t lie, at least not yet. I’m certain that may change in the future, but for now we’re an honest species,” the queen said, smiling. “Now, the next thing is to work out how we are going to go about this. My people will be ready whenever they are needed.”

      As the queen spoke, a memory flitted through Joy’s mind, and she opened her mouth before she could stop herself. “Um, could I ask a question?”

      The queen’s eyebrows rose slightly, and she tilted her head at Joy, speaking in amusement. “Of course you may.”

      “Since you’re a queen, even if you aren’t a queen like humans, elves, or the other people have… can you knight people? We were discussing it a while back, and if you could, it might be able to help. Couldn’t it?” Joy said, looking at Wilbert, then at the queen. The knight didn’t look terribly pleased by her interruption.

      The apis queen smiled warmly and shook her head, laughing softly. After a few seconds she spoke, her tone kind. “No, that is not an ability which is available to me, Joy. Instead, I have a different ability, which I believe is even more potent in the right circumstances.”

      “Oh?” Wilbert said, looking more interested now. “Do you mind telling us what it is?”

      “Certainly. The ability is Queen’s Edict, and it’s a passive ability,” the queen explained, glancing back at the other apis as she continued. “I choose what roles need to be filled in the hive, and about how many of them there should be, and as my apis level, they are given the opportunity to take the appropriate jobs until the appropriate number are filled. None of them gain what you would consider rare jobs, but it allows me to rapidly expand the number of magi, warriors, miners, or any other role that we need.”

      “That… yes, that would be rather impressive,” Wilbert murmured, looking very thoughtful. “Not that I can see an easy way to use it to our advantage right now.”

      Joy nodded, blushing as she spoke shyly. “Thank you for answering. I just… wondered.”

      “You’re welcome, Joy. It was a thought, and one that might have been useful,” the queen said, and fixed her gaze on Wilbert. “Now, it’s time to work out… what is the term? Ah, yes, logistics, that is the word. I have forty thousand apis to call upon, aside from those that have duties I cannot call them away from. What are you able to bring into the fray?”

      The look of shock on Wilbert’s face made Joy giggle, and she paused, then whispered to Cora. “Do you think I could borrow a hammer from someone? Those seem to work better for smashing ants.”

      “I’m sure something can be arranged, Joy,” Cora murmured in reply, and the elf smiled at her fondly. “Now, shh. They need to talk.”

      “Okay!” Joy chirped, and sat back as Wilbert recovered from his shock.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      “Yuck!” Joy yelped as the ant’s head cracked open, bouncing backward and glancing at her mace unhappily. It was half-covered in ant ichor, which was not a substance she liked thinking about. Or looking at.

      The ants didn’t give her much of a chance to consider that, though, as two more lunged at her near-silently, with only faint squeaking sounds as their limbs rubbed against their carapaces. Joy jumped aside, bringing her mace down hard on the other, and just as she was about to attack the first, Brianna’s sword flashed, cutting the ant’s head clean off.

      “Careful, they aren’t going to let you breathe!” Brianna said, glancing around them as the battle raged.

      The rumble of hooves echoed through the air, and Joy winced as the knights on their warhorses slammed into the ants again. Two groups of knights were taking turns charging, each time punching deeper into the army ant swarm, and the sheer number of broken bodies they left in their wake awed Joy, even if it was also horrible looking. Some of the knights had been injured, but their priests had kept any of them from dying so far.

      Some of the other adventurers hadn’t been as fortunate as they held the lines to either side of the advance, though, a thought which prompted Joy to dodge and smash another pair of ants. She didn’t like how the mace sat in her hand, but it was a lot better for dealing with the ants.

      “How close are we?” Joy asked, hitting an ant a moment before Stella crushed it, and all the while making her way forward as best she could. She glanced up and grinned, seeing thousands of apis thinning the horde of ants from above. Lightning cracked, fireballs exploded, and spears lanced down from above as the apis darted down to strike. It was an awe-inspiring sight to Joy, especially since there were more apis above her than had been in Joy’s entire previous hive.

      “I’m not sure!” Cora called out from behind them. She paused, then added, “Healing Glow!”

      A warm yellow glow came from behind Joy, one which sent a wash of warmth through her, and she smiled as she kept beating back the ants. At least the new ability explained why Cora’s new job was called a Lifeglow Initiate.

      “Just a little farther! Flaming Strike!” James called out from nearby, slamming several ants back with his shield and raising his sword, which glowed bright red as he unleashed a short wave of fire into the ants. It didn’t kill all of them, but the handsome man didn’t pause, following it up with another strike as he nodded in the distance. “Look ahead, the nest is huge!”

      Joy glanced toward the knights, her gaze rising a little, and it took a moment for her to realize what she was seeing. She’d taken the raised area with ants boiling across it as a hill or ridge initially, but James’s comment caused her to rethink that, and she flinched as she realized that the ant nest was at least five apis tall, causing her to swallow hard. Then an ant tried to bite her leg off, and she yelped, falling back just in time. Her armor held as its mandibles snapped shut, but the force was bruising.

      “Joy, pay attention!” Stella scolded, crushing the ant, and Joy blushed.

      “Sorry!” Joy said, returning the favor as she smashed an ant trying to catch Stella off guard. “The nest is huge.”

      “That is why we want to eliminate them,” Brianna said, chopping her way forward brutally, and spat. “Ugh, this is terrible!”

      “Hold for a moment!” Silverhoof exclaimed, his deep voice carrying through the jungle with astounding clarity, and he quickly added, “Apis, please fall back, I’m going to clear the area ahead of us!”

      Joy paused her advance along with the others, about to crush another ant, but at that moment a passing apis speared it and kept flying, the ant wriggling on the end of her iron-veined spear, at least until she flicked it off. The apis grinned at Joy, who smiled back, relieved by the moment of rest. The apis fell back rapidly, clearing the sky in moments, yet simultaneously taking up a formation that would easily allow them to dart back in quickly, a choreography that Joy admired. She hadn’t seen the same attitude from the adventurers, though the knights came close. They had a lot more shouting of orders, though.

      Silverhoof was charging past the knights as Joy watched, and she took a swipe at another couple of ants, beating them back as they lunged forward, no longer being thinned out by the apis above. Mostly, anyway, as the occasional arrow pinned an ant to the ground. She could barely see Silverhoof, but she did see him raise his halberd, and hear his voice.

      “Storm Crusher!” Silverhoof bellowed, glittering blue light gathering on the raised halberd, just as he swung it.

      Opaque, violent winds appeared in the wake of his halberd, tearing through the air and rapidly forming a tornado around him. Joy’s eyes went wide again as ants were ripped into the air, and often into pieces, while the Guildmaster vanished into the winds. The tornado was huge, covering an area over twenty paces across, but she couldn’t spend too much time gawking, not with ants trying to eat her. She crushed them as quick as she could, building a small barricade that at least slowed the ants behind the first wave, those that weren’t crawling over the backs of their fellow ants.

      The tornado died as quickly as it had begun, and the knights rushed into the gap Silverhoof had torn into the ant lines, with Abigail just behind them, and Joy saw she had a glowing red crystal in her hand.

      “Down, Joy!” Cora called out, prompting Joy to duck, figuring she knew what was coming, and was proven right as the elf exclaimed, “Ice Blast!”

      An orb of frozen blue flashed over Joy’s head and into the midst of the ants attacking her and the others. The orb exploded, and that was when Joy got something of a surprise, as the orb hit a larger area than she remembered them hitting. Several dozen ants were trapped in layers of frozen ice, their mandibles clicking angrily. Regardless, she joined Brianna and Stella in crushing the ants while they couldn’t move.

      “Meteor Strike!”

      Abigail’s voice echoed, and this time Joy was able to see the spell more clearly, since she wasn’t on the front lines. A flickering stream of orange light extended into the sky from Abigail’s hand, and an instant later a blazing object took shape far in the air above her. The glowing red-orange object was wreathed in flames, and it came down like it was completely unstoppable, prompting Joy to flinch. She’d never seen an object that size flying before, and it was terrifying.

      The meteor came down with such speed that there was little time for anyone to react, but Joy crouched a little, expecting the shockwave this time, while hitting a last frozen ant. The ant fell, and others were following, but then the meteor hit the army ant nest and exploded.

      Hot air slammed into Joy hard, and ants went flying in every direction, their legs milling about uselessly. An instant later there was a rain of ichor and bits of carapaces, to Joy’s disgust, but the smoke and fire cleared surprisingly quickly compared to the previous time… but that had been in a ravine, Joy realized belatedly.

      “Wow,” Joy whispered, even as a chirping, almost keening sound came from what remained of the nest. The entire upper structure was almost entirely gone, a dozen feet of ants vanished without a trace, save for a few of them that were still holding pieces of ants that had been above them. More pieces of the vanished ants kept falling, and the ants in front of Joy hesitated for an instant, before quickly scrambling back toward the nest.

      “Attack!” an apis cried out, one of many others, and the apis charged in, unleashing a hail of arrows, fire, lightning, and ice on the ant colony, along with other bolts of golden or purple light that Joy didn’t recognize.

      The concentrated explosions caused the nest to crack, as the ants in the walls let go of one another and tried to scramble inward, different pheromones rippling off them in waves. Joy quickly realized that they were trying to cover the queen again, but the explosions kept knocking them back or freezing them in place, depending on what had struck them.

      A few apis were also swooping in low to attack more closely, mostly to keep the ants from interfering, Joy noticed, and a few of them weren’t quite wary enough, as she saw them get pulled into the mass, and she cringed at the sight. Not many fell, but even one or two was more than she ever wanted to see fall.

      “Dear gods. They’re not letting up at all. Aren’t they afraid of running out of mana?” Cora asked, as she and the others had stopped attacking, since none of the ants seemed to care about their force anymore, in their scramble to get back to the nest.

      “Probably not? I mean, they’re trying to kill the queen, not fight for a long time,” Joy replied, glancing back at the elf and shrugging. “It’s what I’d do, if I were them!”

      “I think that sometimes you apis are far too enthusiastic,” Brianna said, her sword still out as she watched the ants. “You throw yourselves into everything you do with all the energy you—”
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      A cheer interrupted her and echoed through the air as the apis suddenly dispersed, falling back rapidly, and an attendant swooped toward the lines, calling out. “The queen is dead! Might want to run, they’re going to be really upset!”

      “You heard her!” Wilbert was the one who spoke this time. “Knights, fall back! Adventurers, retreat in waves, as planned!”

      “We’re not soldiers.” Marilyn grumbled, barely audible, as the squeaking and screeches from the ants grew louder, almost more frantic. The nest was dissolving rapidly, and Joy’s eyes widened as the ants began boiling toward their position.

      “I think the big man is right,” Joy said, flinching as the knights quickly began retreating, closely followed by Silverhoof. Abigail paused, unleashing a blast of fire that incinerated the nearest ants, then turned tail and fled.

      The ants were coming toward them again, and if she didn’t know better, Joy would think they were furious. They weren’t, she knew. They were just attacking the nearest creatures instinctively. Fortunately, the orders before had been clear. The moment the main force had retreated, it held a position a few hundred feet back, and it was Joy’s turn to run away.

      “Joy, remind me to avoid ants as much as possible, would you?” Stella asked, wiping her forehead. “We didn’t have any like this back home!”

      Joy giggled, and grinned at the dark-skinned woman as she replied brightly. “Neither did I! But at least it’s exciting!”

      “Joy, you seem to have the strangest ideas of what’s fun,” Cora said from ahead of her, prompting more laughter from Joy.

      She wasn’t wrong, the apis supposed. Oddly, that just made her grin more.
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