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Welcome to Collisa!

Collisa is a new world brimming with opportunities for adventure and growth. It is also brimming with chances for romance and fun. This is the story of Dare and the life he builds for himself with the women he meets and falls in love with.

As you can guess, it is a harem tale, with all that includes. Be aware that it features varied and explicit erotic scenes between multiple partners. It is intended to be enjoyed by adults. All characters involved in adult scenes are over the age of 18.


Prologue

New Arrival

In the last week of Hir, Collisa's equivalent to March and almost a full year after Dare's arrival here and the start of his new life, he was up early restringing his bow in preparation for taking his party out to organize the day's leveling.

The bow had been special ordered from Redoubt, made by a master crafter using one of the Ironstone Wood branches the Level 39 Ancient Outpost Guardian had dropped. The result was the Ironstone Greatbow, an Exceptional quality Level 40 longbow.

The first bow he'd ever seen that had a strength requirement.

And it did. Even with his far higher than average strength, he felt it in his shoulders and entire back every time he drew the monster, using arrows half again as long as even ones for other longbows. Which he'd also had to custom order for his new weapon.

Dare's fiancees were also quick to note, with a great deal of approval, that his shoulders had become broad as a barn in the month since he'd begun using it.

The bow was slow but hit like a thunderbolt, especially since its item bonuses for being Exceptional quality were increased armor penetration and extra damage against unarmored or lightly armored targets. With the attack speed increases from Fleetfoot and Rapid Shot he downed enemies insanely fast using it.

It also tore even the thickest bowstrings to shreds, so he needed to bring a replacement with him whenever he went out, and frequently had to make repairs.

The companion to his bow was the Bladed Ironstone Bowstaff, a Level 40 Exceptional quality spear. Dare didn't get to use it often, which was a shame since its special attribute was a 10% chance to stun for 2 seconds when striking with the butt of the heavy weapon, and for a pure melee class it would've done insane damage.

Just like the Ironstone Club his tank companion Bradis had made with the Ironstone Wood root that dropped from the same monster, which would turn the Fighter into a beast. It also made a good tank weapon, because it applied a small but stacking armor reduction debuff with every hit and also had a 5% chance to stun for 1 second.

Bradis hadn't reached Level 40 yet, but he would within the next few days. In preparation for that, Dare was already gathering people to tackle the low Level 40s raid dungeon he'd discovered in the Gadris Mountains to the south.

He couldn't wait.

Unfortunately, being able to finally use his crafted weapons had been the most exciting thing about Level 40. Not that it hadn't been amazing in its own way, like every tenth level was. But he'd finally seen a clear downside to picking the Hunter class, after getting mostly great survival and damage abilities up to this point.

The ability on offer for Level 40 was Savage Traps, giving him access to two trap patterns that were usable in combat, and the promise of more useful traps with future levels. The first new trap rooted an enemy for up to 5 seconds and then applied a 20% movement speed debuff for 20 seconds. The second applied a heavy bleed effect for 20 seconds.

Unlike with other traps he could only have one of these placed at a time. Even worse, they were difficult and costly to make and got destroyed when triggered by an enemy. On the plus side, monster movements were predictable and it was usually easy to get them into the trap, but a consumable with only a modest benefit meant he wasn't eager to use it for mundane monsters.

Dare still carried a few of the root traps and one of the bleed traps with him when he was out adventuring, just in case. And he'd brought a healthy supply of both for this raid, where he anticipated he'd get more use out of them.

The second thing he'd gotten at 40 was the next major ability in the Eagle Eye tree: Owlsight. He'd been wanting better night vision, and to his delight he'd finally gotten it with an ability that passively increased his night vision by 20%, which was actually better than it seemed.

Combined with Eagle Eye's passive eyesight boost a full moon was now equivalent to a heavily cloudy day, and on a dark night he could at least see well enough to not run into things. In an almost perfectly pitch black room he could even see his hand waving in front of his eyes.

Another upgrade to an ability was one he'd gotten just barely, when he reached Level 42: Find Predator, in the Find Prey ability tree. Find Prey allowed him to track both herbivore and omnivore animals, which while nice had mostly been used for hunting meat and farming leather.

Find Predator, go figure, let Dare track carnivores, but better yet monsters too. As he'd gotten used to the new ability he'd found it increasingly useful for spotting the tracks of dangerous predators and roaming monsters to hunt down, so they wouldn't be a menace to travelers in the area.

Like Find Prey, the ability had to be activated before he could spot any tracks. With Find Prey it had been fine, since he'd usually only used it when he was specifically hunting and farming leather. But with Find Predator he'd had to get used to regularly pausing to use it.

Another skill to train until he didn't have to remind himself.

He still couldn't track humanoids, which included other types of intelligent creatures as well. That was the ability he most wanted in that tree, so he'd be able to defend his lands and the surrounding area against bandits and slavers. But with this newest ability he hoped that at some higher level he'd finally get that ability, too.

In the meantime he was glad for what he could get; being able to track things was actually pretty badass, and made him feel like a proper hunter.

The last thing Dare had gotten at 40 was the choice of an ability he got every five levels from Student of the Wild. This time he went with Lumbering Fortitude, which he'd gotten from killing a mountain ox. It passively reduced his overall stamina usage by 10%.

While not a direct speed boost, it meant he could run for longer at a faster pace without needing to slow or stop to rest. And he couldn't deny that it was cool to sprint full out and see a noticeable difference in how much longer he could go.

It also made him want to start hunting fish to see if he could find one that gave him the option for a swimming speed increase. He already had an option for climbing speed he'd gotten from a squirrel, go figure, although he'd passed on it for better things so far.

Maybe for Level 45, although he sincerely hoped what he got for that level was more exciting, and not just when it came to Student of the Wild. He was confident he'd reach Level 43 before the raid on the elvish ruins, which meant just two more levels to go. Or about a month of determined leveling.

The thought had him so fired up that he had to remind himself not to head straight for the door the moment he finished repairing his bow. He had to wait for his other companions to gather, which they usually did just in time to eat a hasty breakfast with the rest of the household, cooked by two goblin servants under the supervision of his Head Maid, Marigold.

Normally Se'weir would gently but firmly shoo away anyone who tried to invade her kitchen, but his hobgoblin fiancee was due to give birth to their child any day now, and they'd all insisted she slow down and rest.

Which for her seemed to mean cuddling with anyone who wasn't busy at the moment. Especially Pella and Zuri, since the new mothers stayed close to the house to care for their babies. And Dare whenever he was home from leveling.

Not that he was complaining; he loved holding his plump fiancee in his arms, and feeling their baby kick in her big round belly.

Speaking of bellies, Ireni bustling into the room made him look up from his work, and he couldn't help but admire the sight of his gorgeous redheaded fiancee standing in the doorway. She looked sweet and innocent in an ankle-length white nightgown, her petite body silhouetted in the light coming from the dining room and shining through the thin cloth.

She was visibly showing with her own pregnancy, and the gentle swell of her belly made a tantalizing complement to her slender curves, making him ache to run his hands over them.

Ireni laughed easily. “I know that look,” she teased. “Sia wants to take over and have some fun, but there's no time at the moment.” She gestured briskly. “Come on, we need to mount up and get going. Johar's getting the horses saddled.”

Dare blinked. “Mount up where? Did you want to join us leveling today?” His fiancee was far enough along now that she preferred to stay home, and anyway she was usually too busy managing the household.

Not to mention overseeing aid for the refugees that kept streaming in from the north, who had swelled in number to over four hundred by this point. Most of them of other races, since the Marshal's Irregulars mercenary company sending the refugees their way had the hardest time finding help for nonhumans.

“I'm afraid not.” The bookish redhead made a vexed noise. “I meant it to be a surprise, but Trissela was going to be arriving with the trade caravan from Terana yesterday. Only they sent a rider ahead that just barely arrived to inform us that her wagon got bogged down a few miles away, and they can't get it unstuck.”

Small surprise, since the mermaid would've been traveling in a wagon rigged with a pool so she could be comfortable. Between that much water weight and the fact that the gradually melting snows of coming spring were turning dirt roads to mud, and it was impressive they'd made it this far.

Well that wouldn't do.

Dare might've felt a bit of trepidation about seeing Trissela again, considering what seemed to be the foregone conclusion that she was part of his harem now at the insistence of Ireni and Sia, who both loved her. But even if he was worried about how his relationship with her might work out, considering they'd only been together once and were near complete strangers, she was still carrying his child.

And he had fond memories of the sweet, friendly mermaid and didn't like the idea of her facing hardship if he could do something about it.

So he set aside his bow and stood. “Okay, let's go.” He arched an eyebrow at her. “Although don't you think you should get dressed first?”

Ireni looked down at her nightgown and blushed. “Right,” she said matter-of-factly. “So focused on arranging everything else I forgot the obvious. Be right back.”

Chuckling, Dare grabbed their coats and cloaks, ready to help her into hers when she returned a few minutes later dressed in her adventuring clothes, which were looking a bit tight around the middle. But before heading outside he leaned in and kissed her softly, letting his lips linger on hers for almost half a minute.

When he pulled back his petite fiancee's pale skin was rosy with a blush. “What was that for?” she asked, giving him a tender smile.

He gently brushed a finger over her delicate cheek. “The same reason it's always for,” he murmured. “I love you.”

Her green eyes softened, and she touched his cheek in turn. “Forever, my love.” Her smile widened. “Come on, let's go fetch your new consort . . . I can't wait to see her again! And I know you're going to love her too. She's an absolute sweetheart, and just as ready to give her heart to a good man as I was.”

With that the bookish redhead threw open the door and hurried outside, leading the way to where Johar waited with the horses. In no time at all they were mounted up and riding in the grass beside the muddy path leading to Terana, which had become more of a proper road in the last few months.

Although they were going to have to consider taking the expense to line it with crushed gravel before long. Or maybe, as Leilanna suggested, smooth it and then use her fire magic to bake the entire length hard.

Dare wondered if he'd get Noticed 3 if he introduced cement to Collisa. He was frankly surprised it didn't already exist, since it wasn't all that complicated to make. Or heck, while he was dreaming how about asphalt?

Not that he knew how to make either, actually. Although if he could make cement, it would be nice to line the pool in Trissela's room, as well as the larger outdoor pool and hot tub they had planned for as soon as it grew warm enough.

Speaking of pools . . . a sudden thought occurred to him. “How long can mermaids survive outside of water?” he asked, guiding his horse closer to Ireni's.

Otherwise Trissela was going to basically be a prisoner in their manor trapped in a pool, far from any rivers or lakes. And he didn't have the means to move her anywhere since he didn't have a wagon with a pool.

She seemed to know the way his thoughts were going. “For several hours,” she said. “Longer, if they're regularly drenched in water.” She paused, eyes dancing mischievously. “Or other fluids.” She laughed at his expression. “Don't worry, Trissela will be able to spend the night with us in bed if she wants to.”

It was a huge relief to know she'd have some autonomy. And he had to admit he found the idea of snuggling with the beautiful mermaid as they slept together appealing. “And she'll be able to get around?” he pressed. “I should've thought to invent and commission a wheelchair for her.”

She laughed merrily. “No need. On land mermaids move on their tails similar to nagas, although it takes a bit more effort for them.”

“Nagas?” he repeated, brightening at the thought of the snake-like humanoids. “Can you . . .?”

His betrothed laughed even harder. “Yes, you can. And don't worry, you will.”

Sweet.

They rode in silence for a few minutes. “On the plus side,” he joked, “now that Trissela's here, we can use her pool for shared bathing.”

To his surprise Ireni gave him a flat look. “You want to use her bedroom for bath orgies?”

Dare winced. “Well of course not, when you put it like that.”

Her stern expression dissolved into a giggle. “Although knowing Triss, she'll probably love the idea of having you all come and frolic in her pool with her.”

He thought of his time with the mermaid in her pool in Kov and felt his cock twitch appreciatively. “Although now that we've brought the subject up, I would like a proper bath house. Especially as the harem grows.”

Ireni smirked at him. “Since Zuri's spell can clean us better than any bath, I'm assuming you have a different motivation for having a bath house.”

“Well yeah, it's more for relaxing and intimacy than getting clean.”

She gave him a bemused look. “Even with Sia telling me about Earth and its customs, some things just baffle me. Isn't relaxing and intimacy what the pool and hot tub are for?”

“Well yeah, but it's a different kind of relaxation. The bath house is for soaking and relaxing, the pool and hot tub are for playing and relaxing.” Dare grinned at her. “Not to mention a chance to see all of you in bikinis. We could get some pool floats, have chicken fights, and spend hours lounging by the poolside.”

His fiancee shook her head in mock despair. “I have no idea what a bikini is, but I'm going to assume its lecherous.” She cocked her head as if listening, doubtless hearing from Sia, and her smirk returned as she stared at him. “Oh, so basically wearing the equivalent of our skimpiest underwear in a public place in front of a bunch of strangers.”

“And it's completely socially acceptable,” he agreed cheerfully.

“I very much doubt we could get away with the same here, at least anywhere but on our own estate.” She thoughtfully twirled a lock of soft auburn hair around her finger. “But you're right, it does sound fun.”

A wicked smirk abruptly spread over her face, and he could tell Sia had taken the fore. “You know, these bikinis of yours have potential.” She leaned close out of her saddle, lowering her voice to a sultry whisper. “I think I'll have a green one tailored that even your people wouldn't find socially acceptable, just to see your eyes pop.”

He laughed, although his cock twitched at that mental image. “Just one more motivation to get the pool done quickly.”

Her smile widened. “What if I told you that as soon as I tell the other girls about this, they'll all want to compete to see who can design the sexiest swimsuit for you, then insist on having a show so you can judge for yourself?”

“Oh hell yes.”

Before long the stranded trade caravan came into view on the road ahead. Two wagons, one pulled off to the side and the other up to its axles in mud. The drivers and traders from both wagons were laboring to dig it out, while a stream of water gushed from an outlet in the back as, Dare assumed, they emptied the tank so it wouldn't keep bogging them down.

Off to one side, looking very disgruntled and miserable as she watched the men work, Trissela stood on her tail with her arms crossed. She was wearing nothing but a thin cotton dress in spite of the fact that the morning air was below freezing, and her hugely pregnant belly was a stark contrast to her otherwise slender figure.

At first Dare was alarmed at the sight of her so poorly dressed for the cold. Then he remembered that mermaids were adapted to live in the icy depths of the sea, and low temperatures didn't bother them; it had to get below zero for them to really start to get uncomfortable.

In spite of the fact that Trissela had been traveling for weeks and was obviously not looking her best, he still had to rein in his horse and just stare at the breathtaking mermaid; he hadn't forgotten how beautiful she was, but the memory didn't do her full justice.

Her eyes were the deep blue of the ocean depths, matching the color of her long slender tail, and her hair was the pale bluish-green of sea foam. Her delicate skin was as pale as Ireni's, presumably since under the sea you didn't get much sun.

He remembered her as being almost impossibly slender, although of course with her hugely pregnant belly that wasn't apparent at the moment. And he couldn't help but notice that her previously large breasts were even larger now.

Even more than that, she glowed with the radiance of motherhood. And her beauty was only heightened by knowing that it was his child she carried, and she'd eagerly chosen to carry it before she'd even met him, just based on what she'd heard from Ireni and Sia.

Impossible as it seemed, Trissela already loved him and wanted to be with him.

Which made Dare worry that he'd end up disappointing her. And fueled his resolve to treat her as well as she deserved, and be a worthy father to their child.

“Triss!” Ireni squealed, sliding out of the saddle and rushing forward to throw her arms around the wet and disheveled mermaid. “Trust our luck that after coming all the way from Kov, you hit trouble right on our doorstep.”

“Forget the bogged down wagon, I just thank the Goddess it's over,” the mermaid said, hugging her back tightly. “I hate traveling long distances.”

Considering she'd been forced to ride in a small tank, Dare couldn't blame her.

Trissela's eyes abruptly fell on him, hanging back to not interrupt their reunion, and her pale skin visibly flushed a rosy pink as she hastily began trying to comb her tangled hair. “You brought him, Renny?” she hissed furiously. “What about making a good first impression?”

He dismounted and led the horses forward to join them. “If this is what you look like after weeks of the most uncomfortable traveling imaginable, I can't imagine you ever looking anything less than gorgeous.” He took her delicate hand and kissed the back of it. “Welcome to Nirim Manor, Trissela. It's good to see you again.”

The mermaid's flush became a blush. “You certainly seem much more confident than the last time I saw you,” she said lightly.

Sia took the fore with a laugh and affectionately hugged her friend closer. “That tends to happen when you have several fiancees and lovers you regularly give screaming orgasms to.”

Dare felt his own blush creeping onto his cheeks and hastily motioned to the horses. “Should we leave the caravan to get the wagon unstuck and continue on to the manor? You must be more than ready to get a hot bath and a good night's rest.”

“Of course,” Trissela said, brushing a lock of seafoam green hair out of her eyes and looking up at him almost shyly; on her tail she was almost as short as Zuri. “Can I ride with you, Dare?”

“I would be honored.” He stepped forward and held out his arms. “May I?”

“Please.” She held up her arms, and he leaned down and gently picked her up off the ground beneath her tail and around her shoulders, careful of her pregnant belly. She shifted to make it easier for him, resting her head on his shoulder with a weary sigh.

The beautiful mermaid was lighter than he expected, her scales smooth as glass and with an unexpected warmth and softness to them. Her skin, on the other hand, was slightly cool but very soft, without a hint of body hair.

She felt very nice in his arms, and he was very conscious of the fact that even though they were relative strangers, she wanted to be his lover and hopefully more in the future.

Ireni fondly stroked her friend's tail, smiling at her with shining eyes. “Come on, my love,” she murmured, “let's go home.”

Dare followed his redheaded fiancee to their horses and lifted Trissela into the saddle. She obviously had almost zero experience on horseback, so he held her steady while he mounted behind her. As he pulled her into his lap and wrapped both arms around her to hold her steady, her flexible tail flicked up to circle his back in a surprisingly intimate hold.

That left her pregnant belly pressed against him as he nudged the horse into motion, and she smiled softly as she noticed him looking down at it with a hint of wonder. “Would you like to feel?” she whispered, taking his hand and gently pressing it to her roundness. “He'll be born in just a few weeks, and he flicks his tail all the time now.”

“He?” Dare asked, breath catching in delight as he felt the baby move.

Ireni giggled as she nudged her horse up beside them. “Sia spoiled the surprise for both of us,” she admitted.

He already knew his redheaded fiancee was carrying a son, and felt a surge of warmth at the knowledge of his merfolk child. He already felt a fierce love for the baby he had yet to meet. “A son,” he murmured, gently stroking her belly.

Trissela sighed dreamily and looked up at him with her deep blue eyes. “Our son.”

Dare looked over at Ireni and saw her looking at them with tears of joy glimmering in her big green eyes. She smiled at him, and he smiled back as he held the mermaid closer.

He didn't know Trissela yet, but two of the women he loved did, and they loved her fiercely. And thanks to Sia the mermaid knew him almost as well as Ireni had when they first met, and had chosen to give him her heart.

That was more than enough for him to believe he would soon love her too.

Although he wasn't quite there yet, so at first holding the gorgeous mermaid so intimately as they rode back to the manor felt a bit awkward. Especially since from his angle he could see down her top and it was clear she wasn't wearing anything beneath her thin dress.

To avoid awkwardness he focused on her deep blue eyes instead, which was easy to do since she stared up at him with a mixture of warmth, nervousness, and eager anticipation the whole time.

Thankfully the former courtesan was a good conversationalist, and with Ireni's help filled the air with cheerful banter. He got to know a bit more about her, her experiences back in Kov, and about the Order of the Outsider. How Ireni and the others had helped her when she'd been a discarded slave trapped in the sewers of Kovana's capitol, half dead and despairing. How they'd nursed her back to health and given her a new life, and a hope for a brighter future.

Dare even got to learn more about Ireni, which was nice; she'd talked a little about her time as a high priestess running the brothel, but it was good to get some stories about her life there.

It was obvious the two women were close friends. Although if he'd missed that detail, the fact that both Ireni and Trissela kept dropping hints that they'd like to spend time with him together, and even more broadly hinted at what sort of things they'd like to do in that time, would've clued him in.

Especially when the mermaid mentioned offhand how delicious his redheaded fiancee's pussy tasted.

He had to shift her a bit on his lap at that point, before the embarrassing bulge in his pants pressed into the part of her tail where her ass would be. She smirked at him as he did, fully understanding his plight.

“You don't have to push me away,” Trissela murmured in his ear, deep blue eyes full of solemn mirth. “It makes me happy to feel how you respond to me. In fact, if it's bothering you please let your new consort relieve your tension.” She shifted to deliberately rub against him, while at the same time taking one of his hands and resting it on the front of her tail below her dress, then guiding it up beneath the hem.

Only a few more inches and Dare would be able to feel the slit he remembered, the extra-long, tightly pressed, rubbery outer lips that protected a watertight pouch that held her clitoris, urethra, vagina, and anus, similar to a dolphin.

It was obvious she was inviting him to keep going, but instead he pulled his hand back and gently cupped her delicate cheek, looking deep into her eyes. “You already know I desire you,” he said with a warm smile. “I think I made that pretty clear last time we met.”

The mermaid giggled and rubbed her pregnant belly. “You sure did.”

He held her gaze for a few seconds, trying to show her his sincerity. “Will you give me a chance to show you that I'm interested in you for far more than your beauty, Trissela? That I want to share something wonderful and lifelong with you, beyond simple desire?”

Her breath caught, and her deep blue eyes shone as she leaned up and pressed her full lips to his, mouth soft and sweet and tasting of brine and cucumber. “I will,” she breathed.

Ireni leaned close and rested a hand on her friend's tail. “We will, Triss. This is the life we've dreamed of, and it's just beginning. I can't wait for you to meet the wonderful women we'll share it with.”

Speaking of those wonderful women, they were waiting at the gate, all bundled up for the cold, when Dare, Ireni, and Trissela rode up. Zuri of course remembered the mermaid from their visit in Kov and was quick to give her a big hug, eagerly exclaiming about her pregnant belly and looking excited to introduce her to Gelaa when they went inside.

Marigold was her usual friendly self, Pella was practically bouncing with eagerness to get to know her better, and Leilanna talked about a mermaid pod she'd met in her travels.

Lily, equal parts eager for knowledge and for romantic stories, wanted to know about life under the sea and how merfolk courted. She was disappointed but full of sympathy when she learned Trissela had been born in captivity and knew very little about her people; she didn't even speak the merfolk language.

Se'weir, ignoring their insistence that she should be resting, had thoughtfully brought out steaming cups of herb tea and was mothering the new arrival in her usual fashion.

In a whirlwind of activity they ushered Trissela into a quick tour of the manor grounds, showing off the garden that Leilanna was already coaxing into stunning life, the spot where the pool and hot tub would go, the pool shed where the pink slime girl they planned to help keep the pools clean was kept, and the various outbuildings.

“Why do the walls have those pretty coils of wire on them?” Trissela asked, pointing.

Dare glanced at the barbed wire, unpleasantly reminded of Ollivan and his attacks on their family. The other women exchanged grim looks. “It's a defensive measure,” he said. “I'm glad you consider it pretty, though, since I plan to keep it up to make sure the manor remains safe.”

Eager to leave behind the dour topic, he led Trissela over to introduce to Eloise, his plant girl daughter. With the weather starting to turn warm she'd finally pushed a slender shoot out into the sun, two delicate leaves at the top swaying gently in the breeze.

“Hey, sweetie,” he said, gently brushing the leaves with his finger. “It's Daddy. I wanted to introduce you to Trissela, who just arrived from Kov. She's going to be giving birth to your little brother soon.”

The mermaid gracefully bent down on her tail to kiss the leaves. “Hi, Eloise, it's wonderful to meet you. I hope you grow big and strong and we can be the best of friends.”

Maybe it was Dare's imagination, but he thought the leaves swayed a bit harder.

With that the tour of the grounds was finished. They led the way inside and did a brief tour of the manor, with Trissela exclaiming in wonder at the heating systems, and then practically having kittens at the plumbing.

“It brings water wherever you want it?” she said, eyes huge. “And you can drain the water away, too?”

“And I heat half the tanks so we have hot and cold water,” Leilanna said proudly.

The mermaid reverently ran her hand through the stream flowing in the kitchen sink. “This is the most incredible thing I've ever seen,” she whispered. “Does my room have all this, too? Do I really get to have these sorts of luxuries?”

Dare couldn't help but grin. “Not just those. I've got a surprise for you with your pool.”

“Can I see it?” she asked eagerly, taking his hand. “We can look at the rest of the house later!”

“What about breakfast?” Marigold asked plaintively as Dare allowed himself to be tugged into the hallway, the others following. “It's already past the scheduled time.”

Trust their Head Maid to be as efficient as always.

“We'll have the servants bring it to Triss's room,” Ireni said with a grin. “I have a feeling we're going to be in there for a while.”

“Oooh, okay!” the pink-haired gnome said, beaming as she followed.

Dare felt a bit bad that Trissela's room was on the first floor all the way in one corner of the house, far from the master bedroom upstairs where the rest of them slept. But it had been the best they could do when it came to building a pool into the structure.

She didn't seem to mind, though, eagerly gliding back and forth in front of the door with sinuous grace as Ireni solemnly opened it and stepped aside to let her see.

The mermaid slipped inside with a gasp of awe. “Oh, Renny, it's perfect.”

They'd painted the walls and ceiling dark blue to make the water seem like it was in a deep sea grotto, illuminated by glowstones behind wavy blue coverings to further enhance the impression. The floor had been shaped like flowing stone, covered with soft moss. The pool itself was irregularly shaped, large and surprisingly deep, but with a submerged ledge running along the walls that people could use for seating.

Along the bottom of the pool to one side was a bed of very soft netting, where Trissela could sleep as she found most comfortable. Which, Dare had to admit, he sort of would've liked to try himself if he could find a way to breathe underwater.

Especially if he could share the bed with her.

The mermaid shucked off her dress and tossed it aside, showing no shame in revealing her gorgeous body, and with a delighted squeal dove into the water with barely a ripple in spite of her pregnant belly. Only her pale skin and streaming sea foam green hair was visible as she explored the pool, although after just a few seconds she burst up to the surface, hair plastered to her head and smile brilliant.

“It's warm!”

Leilanna nodded, beaming. “I heated it up before you arrived. And I'll heat it up whenever you want.”

“Thanks, but I mostly just need it warm for visitors.” Trissela wiggled happily in the water. “Everyone come in! Come swim with me!”

The girls wasted no time shucking off their own clothes and slipping into the water. Including Marigold, who threw herself into the middle in a surprisingly large cannonball for her small size.

Dare undressed along with them, although he felt a bit self-conscious with the mermaid avidly watching him.

He'd been intimate with dozens of women at this point, and he'd had sex with Trissela before, but even so his cheeks heated when she sighed in satisfaction. “I forgot how beautiful you were,” she murmured. “Goddess, you could be a sculpture.”

He hastily slipped into the water. “Look, here's the surprise,” he blurted to change the subject, then started with chagrin. “Shoot, I forgot to move the chest.” They needed the legendary chest with its Shrink enchantment to pump water up to the roof and run the heating system, as well as to work the pumps for Triss's pool, and for now they only had the one.

Leilanna laughed. “Don't worry, I did it for you. I figured you'd want to show this off.” She frowned. “Although we're going to need more of those at this rate.”

Dare smiled in relief and wrapped his arms around his dusk elf fiancee, kissing her cheek. “Thanks.” He eagerly turned to Trissela, who'd swum close and was looking over his shoulder curiously; he couldn't help but be aware that her large breasts were tantalizingly close to brushing his back in that position.

“So you see these levers?” he said, motioning to two that were recessed in the wall of the pool. “If you pull the top one this happens.” He pulled it, and in the pump room on the other side of the wall a speaking stone began giving the proper commands at regular intervals, and the legendary chest began growing and shrinking to power the pump.

The girls all squealed and swam away from the walls, giggling as bubbles burst out of a dozen nozzles and turned the surface of the water to a pleasant froth.

“Wow!” Trissela squealed, turning delighted corkscrews among the bubbles and further frothing the water. “Bubbles! Is this magic?”

“It's the same concept as the heating system and the plumbing,” Dare explained.

“This is sooo amazing!” She began swimming along the wall, turning lazy corkscrews and making small sounds of enjoyment as the bubbles played over her skin and scales. “That tickles a bit. It feels wonderful-oh!”

She abruptly froze, then moved backward slightly. “Oooh,” she said with a giggle. “That's something. I'll have to try this out later.”

He looked at where the underwater jet was positioned and bit back a grin when he realized it was shooting bubbles directly at the mermaid's long slit.

He'd figured it would take longer for her to discover that, if she ever did. Although he doubted it would take some of the other girls very long to make a similar discovery, given their speculative expressions.

Well, if she liked that . . .

Dare turned off the bubbles, to a few groans of disappointment from the others who hadn't had a chance to see the end result yet. Then he motioned to the other lever. “So the first one blew bubbles, this one shifts the jets to shoot water.” He pulled the lever and the water again began to move, although not quite as noticeably on the surface.

“Oooh!” Lily said, moving closer to one of the jets and letting it play across her back. “It's like an underwater massage.”

“That's one word for it,” Zuri said with a naughty giggle as she moved an entirely different part of her body in front of the jet, making little whimpering sounds as she pressed herself against the powerfully flowing stream of water.

He bit back a sigh as within seconds the other girls had rushed occupy most of the nozzles, shamelessly exploring the possibilities with this new toy to a chorus of moans and whimpers.

Well, that hadn't taken long.

Soft hands rested on his thighs, making him jump slightly, and he looked down to see Trissela swimming underwater down at crotch level, dark blue eyes shining up at him. She mouthed “thank you” and then leaned in and wrapped her soft lips around his cock, which had already been stiffening at the lewd scene around him.
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It was rock hard in an instant as she began to rub his shaft with both hands while taking him deeper into her warm, welcoming mouth. She twisted around until she was facing upwards as if lying on her back, giving him a perfect view of her large breasts, with pale pink nipples the size of erasers that just begged to be sucked, her huge pregnant belly, and down past where her tail started her long slit, the tight rubbery lips gaping open to reveal the pink interior as if intentionally for his view.

Dare stared in amazement, reaching down to run his hands through the mermaid's silky sea foam hair, which drifted around her head like seaweed as she took him even deeper, into her throat.

She'd given him an underwater blowjob the first time they'd met as well and it had been incredible, because with her gills she didn't need to pause or come up for air and could just keep going as long as she wanted.

Although if anything she was even better now, because where before she'd had some difficulty with his girth now she took him in deeper and deeper without apparent effort, throat rippling around him as she swallowed repeatedly, milking his shaft.

His new lover's throat began vibrating as she began making almost musical sounds, which was seriously impressive with him nearly balls deep inside her esophagus, and he watched with wonder as the bulge his cock made pushed its way all the way down, and he felt his balls brush her nose.

With her hands free, she grabbed his hands and brought them to the sides of her head in a clear message. Dare took the hint and grabbed her head gently, holding it as he pulled out and then thrust back in, then again, fucking her throat with increasing surges of pleasure.

Trissela let go of his hands and reached down to play with her large nipples, squeezing and tugging, and in amazement he watched pale streams of white shoot from them.

She was milking herself underwater.

That was it for him, and with an excited groan he pulled her head against his crotch until he was fully buried in her throat again, and as he watched the streams shoot from her nipples he let her esophagus milk his shaft, shooting jet after jet of his seed into her stomach in what felt like an endless orgasm.

His strength left him in a rush and he felt himself slipping underwater. Instead of fighting it he closed his eyes, held his breath, and let the water engulf his head, sinking down to join his mermaid lover beneath the water.

To his surprise she took his hand and began pulling him deeper, deeper, until the pressure was uncomfortable in his ears. He wasn't panicking for air yet, but he hadn't exactly taken a deep breath expecting he'd have to hold it.

Then Trissela's lips pressed hard against his, locking in a watertight seal. It was a kiss, but also more as he felt her blow sweet, oxygen-rich breath into his mouth.

Realizing what she was doing, Dare began to pull away to exhale so she could breathe into his mouth again. But she held on, making an insistent noise, and pressed his chest in a signal it took a few seconds to get. Finally he tentatively tried exhaling into her mouth, and she made a pleased sound and let him, sucking in time to breathe in his exhale, then after a moment blowing another sweet, oxygen-rich breath into his lungs.

How?

Dare risked opening his eyes, which was a bit painful at this depth, and looked into Trissela's deep blue ones staring lovingly back at him. He looked down past their locked lips and saw her gills fluttering open and closed as she breathed underwater.

And gave him breath as well.

Her soft arms wrapped around him, hugging him close, and with a powerful flick of her tail she propelled them both to the net, where they settled into its soft confines and it held them against the gentle underwater currents.

Dare wrapped his arms around her, holding her tenderly and feeling her pregnant belly press lightly against him. He wasn't sure he'd ever felt as closely bound to anyone, not even Rosa when they'd entwined, as he and the mermaid held each other and shared their breath deep beneath the water. As if they were in their own little world.

She began to run her hands over his chest, his shoulders, through his hair, along his sides. Grabbing his ass and squeezing with surprising firmness. He returned her affection, running his hands over her silky skin.

Over her soft shoulders, her large breasts, teasing her big rubbery nipples until she moaned against his mouth. He lovingly cradled her round belly, then ran his hands up and down her sides and lightly tickled her ribs. Up her back, trailing his fingers through her beautiful hair, which felt better than it normally would underwater like this, finer and less likely to tangle. Down her back again to where her skin became scales, over where her ass would be if it wasn't a tail, gripping it and pulling her to him.

She grabbed his ass and pulled him against her at the same time, and then they connected in another way as well.

He wasn't sure if he'd gotten hard again or he'd never gone soft, but he was both surprised and not surprised when he felt his tip slip between Trissela's rubbery lips. Almost before he realized it he was engulfed in tight warmth, welcoming him in deeper as she moaned against his mouth, breath quickening to match his.

Twenty feet under the water, bound in a net, joined by their mouths and their sexes, they made love in a way he never even could've imagined. Fully trusting her for breath, fully experiencing her body as the water flowed around them.

His mermaid lover climaxed, soft walls clenching around his length. Then again, and again, more urgently. Dare began to thrust quicker, feeling his own orgasm approaching, and reached between her rubbery lips to find her pearl and rub it hard.

She cried out into his mouth in her most powerful peak yet, flooding him with oxygen and making him feel lightheaded as he held her close and released into her depths, shooting his seed in powerful surges of bliss that seemed like they would never end.

Overwhelmed in pleasure, giddy in each other as they breathed together, joined together as if they were one person.

Still joined, he was only distantly aware of the pressure in his ears fading as they rose, looking deep into Trissela's eyes as more light reached them. Seeing in those bottomless blue wells the happiness and acceptance he hoped she saw in his.

They broke the surface and she began to pull her head back. Dare tried to cling to her, not wanting to be parted just yet, but then he realized her gills were out of the water.

He wished he could give her breath, as she'd given him.

He pulled away as well, and they both gasped in the clean, sweet air as they continued to stare into each other's eyes.

“My love,” she whispered, tenderly brushing hair away from his forehead.

Dare cupped her cheeks, leaning in to kiss her tenderly. What they'd just shared seemed beyond words; all he could do was press his forehead against hers and continue to breathe with her, feeling where their bodies remained joined.

His fiancees and other lovers gathered around them, holding them, murmuring their own words, but for the moment he was lost in Trissela.

Ireni and Sia had never given him reason to doubt them, and they hadn't now . . . he couldn't believe he'd ever wondered whether he could someday love this beautiful, incredible woman. Whether she belonged at Nirim Manor.

“Welcome to the family,” he finally said, kissing her again. “Welcome home.”

◆◆◆

The next morning Dare woke to the unfamiliar but not at all unpleasant sensation of lying on a bed of sweet smelling moss. He was spooning Trissela, and felt a warm, soft body with a pronounced bump cuddled against his back.

Right, his fiancees had insisted he spend the night with the beautiful mermaid and Ireni. Which had been surprisingly enjoyable; Leilanna had heated the pool again before going to bed, and its passive heating had kept the room warm if a bit humid.

Although he had to admit that beneath the moss the stone floor was starting to make his hip and shoulder ache. He just hoped it hadn't been too hard on Ireni or Trissela.

The door abruptly burst open and Leilanna shouted, "Wake up, everyone, Se'weir is having the baby! Ireni, everyone's running around aimlessly without you up there so hurry!"

Dare felt his heart soar with joy and nervous excitement at the news. He couldn't exactly spring up while nestled between his lovers, but they were up just as quick as him; Ireni was already calling instructions for Leilanna to pass along to Marigold, sending her running off.

In the flurry of the next few minutes they hastily dressed, then his redheaded fiancee vanished upstairs while Dare carried Trissela up so she could help as well. Se'weir was firmly in the camp of birthing being an event for women, so after leaving his new mermaid consort outside the door to slip inside he headed down to the parlor to wait, as was becoming customary, dodging maids bustling about carrying linens and pots of hot water and whatnot.

It was before dawn, so in spite of the bedlam he waited alone for the first little bit, fretting and having to resist the urge to pester passing maids for news. But finally Ilin joined him, then Se'weir's brother Rek, and last of all Bradis stumbled in.

It was much too early for drinking, of course, but they shared coffee and tea as Dare continued to pace.

"I've sent for the Chieftain," Rek said. "It'll take time for him to get here from the mountains, but he'll be excited to meet his grandchild."

Dare had a hard time imagining a softer side to Gar; the chieftain fully embraced his goblin heritage and had some . . . primitive views.

But family was family, and a father's and grandfather's love was universal. Besides, in their recent dealings his soon to be father-in-law had been a lot more mellow and agreeable.

After a few tense hours the bustle of activity from the maids reached a fever pitch, then the house abruptly went quiet in tense anticipation. Dare listened eagerly, hoping for the sound of a baby's cry, then felt a moment of unease when he heard nothing.

At least until Pella bounded down the stairs and practically launched herself into his arms. "Congratulations, my love!" she squealed. "You have a beautiful, healthy hobgoblin daughter!" She grabbed his hands and tugged him towards the door. "Come on, Se'weir's asked for you!"

Dare bolted after her, heart soaring. A daughter.

Outside the master bedroom Pella knocked briskly and Se'weir's voice answered, weary but full of happiness. "Come in, my love! Come see our baby!"

He pushed into the room, where he saw his hobgoblin fiancee propped up in bed sipping from a glass of water. Her light brown hair was limp with sweat, her beautiful round face drawn and weary from her interrupted night and lengthy childbirth, but she practically glowed with new motherhood.

She held an unexpectedly large bundle of swaddling to her chest, their new daughter, and he stared at the baby in wonder as he made his way over to stand beside Zuri and Se'weir's sisters and mother. They made way so the new mother could offer the bundle to him, and he took his daughter with utmost care and cradled her in his arms.

Dare didn't have much experience with newborns, aside from his own children of course, but this was hands down the chubbiest baby he'd ever seen. Which he'd been told was normal for hobgoblins.

Adorably chubby, with light green skin, huge pale yellow eyes, and round little cheeks. She was also surprisingly calm and peaceful, making little cooing sounds as he cuddled her close.

“My beloved mate, my betrothed,” Se'weir said, eyes glimmering with tears of happiness, “meet our daughter, Es'wesa.”

Es'wesa: Joy in Goblin. Dare tenderly cradled his daughter, his own eyes blurring with tears. “Our joy,” he murmured, kissing her chubby cheek. “Our beautiful, perfect joy.”

After letting him hold Es'wesa for a few minutes Zuri and Pella went to the nursery to fetch Gelaa, Nic, and Rellia, and Linia fetched Melinia, so they could all meet their new sister.

Dare handed Es'wesa back to her mother, then climbed into bed to hold them both as their family gathered around them, basking in the joy of the moment.


Chapter One

One Year

Dare groaned and struggled to open eyelids that felt heavy as bowling balls, not to mention painfully dry and crusted with eye gunk.

Something was wrong, very wrong. He'd fallen asleep in the mountains south of his manor, healthy and safe and surrounded by an entire raid party he'd gathered to finally take on the elvish ruins dungeon he'd found months ago.

But now his body felt weak and frail in a way he hadn't experienced in what felt like an eternity. Not since back on Earth suffering some illness. And while he felt a wrongness that hinted he should be experiencing searing pain shooting through his entire body, instead he was in a sort of numb haze.

It was like when he'd been on heavy painkillers after an operation when he was a kid.

His dazed mind gradually became aware of professional but urgent voices around him. “Breathing is irregular. Pulse is rising . . . he's waking up.”

“Let me see his chart. Hmm . . . over a year in a comatose state.” A sharp intake of breath. “Over 90% of his body? Do we have an IV drip for painkillers?”

“Yes, Doctor. He's been kept on low doses since the accident. Otherwise his vitals spike.”

“Poor bastard. Well, up the dosage until we can talk to him about adjusting levels. And let's get the ball rolling on skin grafts and physical therapy. He's got a lot of recovery ahead of him.”

What the fuck was going on? It sounded almost like . . . with herculean effort Dare forced his eyes open, then winced at the blindingly bright florescent lights overhead. Squinting, he stared blurrily down past his feet at the small, antiseptic room around him.

Like he was in a hospital. An Earth hospital.

He was swathed in bandages over most of his body, which might explain why movement was so laborious. The room he was in had a sort of musty feel to it, like he'd been here a very long time to the point where he'd almost been forgotten.

At the foot of his bed stood a doctor in a familiar white coat and a nurse in blue scrubs. They both looked up from a chart as he stirred, meeting his eyes.

“Ah, Mr. Portsmouth,” the doctor said with a warm smile. “Welcome back to the land of the living.”

“Nngh-” Dare broke off in a wracking cough that he was sure would be sending agony spiking through him without the numb haze, forcing him to grit his teeth. Even without the pain the sense of wrongness was intense, and it wasn't all from his injuries.

He shouldn't be here.

As he focused on breathing through his rising panic the nurse hastily brought him a cup of water with a straw, patiently holding it to his mouth as he laboriously sucked it down. The position was awkward, but moving was so difficult he gave up after barely an attempt. Although his desperate thirst prompted him to bolster himself to try again in a few seconds.

“I'm Dr. R. Harald, Mr. Portsmouth. You've been in a coma for over a year. I regret to inform you that you were involved in an explosion at your workplace, and were grievously burned. We put you in a medically induced coma for the pain, but when we tried to waken you from it you remained comatose.”

Was . . . was this really Earth? Had he somehow returned? Or, gods no, had he been here all along?

No. No, this wasn't right. Where was Zuri? Where were Pella and Leilanna, and Ireni and Sia and Marona and Lily and Se'weir and Trissela and Seris and Selis . . .

Oh gods, where were his children? Were they okay?

Dare coughed on his water, choking, and the nurse hastily pulled it back. “Yurrr?” he croaked.

“His vitals are spiking,” the nurse said, sounding alarmed.

The doctor cursed quietly. “Please try to remain calm, Mr. Portsmouth. You've been very fortunate . . . that explosion could've easily killed you. It would've, if you hadn't been barely outside the fatal blast zone. You have a lot of rehabilitation to look forward to, but there's no reason you can't live a full and fulfilling life now that you've awakened.”

No. No!

Dare thrashed weakly in mounting panic. Every movement brought a jolt of wrongness through the painkillers, but he just grit his teeth and struggled even harder.

He had to get back! He couldn't abandon his fiancees and children. They needed him. And he needed to defend their home if the chaos in the north spread south to Nirim Manor.

He must've been mumbling in a delirium, because the nurse spoke up uncertainly. “Fiancees? Children? What, um, is he talking about, Doctor?”

“Probably a hallucination experienced during his coma,” Dr. Harald said. “We should probably get someone from neurology down here to check on him, though.”

Sia! he shouted desperately in his head. Where are you? What's going on?

An orderly poked his head into the room, murmuring something to Dr. Harald, and the doctor turned to him with a professionally cheerful smile. “Good news, Mr. Portsmouth. Your sibling is here to visit you.”

Holly? Dare calmed slightly and stared towards the door, feeling eager in spite of himself. One of his few lingering regrets from dying and leaving his life on Earth behind was that he hadn't been able to say a proper goodbye to his parents or baby sister. He and Holly had drifted apart over the years in his old life, but they'd been close when they were younger.

The orderly stepped aside, but it wasn't Holly who popped into the room. Instead it was an odd short man wearing a garishly bright suit of clashing colors with an equally hideous top hat.

"April Fools!" the man shouted with outstretched arms.

Dare stared at the man in blank incomprehension, his sense of reality fracturing further. “Wha?” What the hell was going on?

Suddenly he was back in his familiar body, that is the one Sia had given him in his new life. He was whole and hale again, the numb haze entirely gone and mind clear. Also even though the room remained the same the doctor, nurse, and orderly were all gone; even the door had vanished to isolate them in the small space.

The odd man laughed. “That's the befuddled expression I live for! As for what's going on . . . it's the first of Ber, the equivalent of April on Collisa. Which means it's April first. You've been wanting to start celebrating the holidays from Earth like Halloween and Thanksgiving and Christmas, haven't you? So I thought I'd honor the traditions of your home by celebrating April Fools Day, too!”

“By making me think my time on Collisa has been a coma-induced hallucination and scaring the hell out of me?” Dare demanded as he sat up on the bed, relief warring with anger.

The odd man just laughed harder. “That's what made it such a great prank!” He leaned in conspiratorially. “By the way, this also marks one year since you arrived on Collisa. Your first birthday in your new life. Or second, although you didn't really pay attention to your first one. Anyway happy Birthday . . . 19 and living life to its fullest, eh?"

Dare stared at him suspiciously. "Who the hell are you?"

It was a good guess he was a god, but for all that Dare had been on Collisa for a year he still didn't know them all. Which he needed to correct; he was marrying Sia soon and should know her family.

Actually, was that why this guy had claimed to be his sibling? Taking on the title as his future brother-in-law?

The man sketched such a low bow his nose nearly touched the ground, causing his absurd top hat to fall off. "Rollo, commonly known as the God of Japes!" he said cheerfully, then mock pouted as he snatched up his hat and smashed it back on his head while straightening. "Although you really should know that already. A more petty deity might almost feel insulted not to be recognized."

God of Japes. That explained why the guy was dressed like a jester. And also this whole fake coma thing. "So this was all some sort of fucked up joke?"

Rollo laughed easily. "Fucked up is in the eye of the beh-" He abruptly cut off and looked into the distance, expression turning uneasy. "Shit, Sis looks pissed. Gotta go!" He began to fade, waving jauntily. "Happy Birthday, bro! Let's get drinks sometime."

Just as he vanished a more familiar figure popped into the room, a petite, visibly pregnant redhead with delicate features and a pale complexion that was currently flushed with fury.

"Stay out of my fiance's dreams, Rollo!" she shouted, shaking her fist at the empty space the odd man had occupied.

"Sia!" Dare said, grinning in relief as he hopped off the medical bed and pulled her into a hug. "Gods is it good to see you."

His goddess fiancee melted into his embrace, some of her fury fading. "Sorry for the scare. As you've already seen for yourself Rollo doesn't know the meaning of "too far."

She shot a baleful glare into the distance. "Although I'm going to give him another lesson on boundaries as soon as you wake up. Don't worry, this won't happen again . . . you're under my protection and will be left alone by my family and any other divine entities sniffing around. Or they'll learn why the Outsider has for so long been able to explore the cosmos unbothered by any she encountered in her travels."

Rollo's voice drifted to them with ghostly tones, like some sort of cheesy special effect. "It was just a prank, Sis!"

Dare laughed, feeling immensely better now that Sia was here and he knew for sure that the entire coma for a year thing wasn't real. "It wasn't all bad," he said, rubbing her back. "I got to see Earth again, even if it's just a crappy hospital room."

He kissed the top of her head. "And I get to see you in my dreams, just like old times."

"True." She giggled and nuzzled his neck. “I know it's been a while now that Ireni's helping me be with you in person. But I'll admit it's nice to be here for the anniversary of the start of your new life, and your Birthday."

Dare glanced towards where the door had been and sighed. “You know, the one bright point to your brother's prank was when I thought I was going to see Holly again.” He paused, taking a hopeful breath. “I don't suppose I could see her?”

His goddess fiancee shook her head, looking deeply regretful. “I'm sorry, my love, that's not possible. You died and moved on to your next life.”

That was about what he'd expected. “Well how is she? How's her life going? Could you at least tell me that?”

“It's iffy, but I suppose I could at least do that.” She rested her head on his chest, idly tracing patterns on his stomach. “She's doing well. She's gotten a few good commissions lately and word is getting out about her work. Also she's dating a nice mechanic.”

“Did she take my death well? It didn't hurt her too bad, did it?”

Sia pressed a soft hand to his cheek, green eyes meeting his. “She grieved but now she's started to move on, the way people do when a loved one dies. Although you'll always be in her heart. Hers and your parents'.” She smiled faintly. “Also they all happen to carry the irrational but firm belief that you were somehow reincarnated and are starting a whole new life, if that helps.”

Dare sucked in a sharp breath; none of his family on Earth had believed anything like that, so for them to think that way had to be divine intervention. He held his lover more tightly. “Thank you.”

"You're most welcome, my love." She hugged him back fiercely for a few seconds, then abruptly giggled. "Although you can certainly thank me with some fantastic birthday sex when you get back. Me and the girls might or might not have planned a surprise birthday party for you."

"A "surprise", huh?" he said, grinning.

"I said might or might not, so either way you'll still be surprised." She kissed him softly again, then her tone turned playful. “In the meantime it's time for you to wake up, raid leader.”

◆◆◆

Dare stirred awake with a deep breath of Collisa's amazingly fresh air, sitting up and looking around.

He was where he expected to be this time, in the personal quarters section of the command tent Zuri had made for him, erected at the top of the high mountain valley the elvish ruins dungeon was nestled in.

A very beautiful and very naked Lily murmured sleepily in complaint at his sudden motion and rolled over, pulling the blankets away from him to wrap around herself. Which left him in the crisp chill of an early spring morning in the mountains, washing away the last of his grogginess.

Well, he'd been planning to wake up early anyway. He just hoped he wouldn't spend the entire day looking for signs that his life here was a dream or a hallucination, thanks to Rollo's prank.

He needed to focus on the coming raid.

Although in the spirit of April Fools, he set up a bucket over the entrance of the tent to pour snow over Lily when she left. He'd have to find a romantic way to explain the holiday to his fiancee and adventuring companion.

In the meantime, he bundled up in his gear and warm clothes, then got a fire going in the portable camping stove in the corner, complete with a pipe to take the smoke outside. As the command room of the tent began gradually warming up he got some mulled wine heating, oatmeal simmering, and bacon frying.

Then he pulled up the raid information in the command screens and looked through it as he waited for the food to cook.

Surprisingly, while the party system didn't offer much in the way of tools for organizing a group and analytics for a fight, the raid system gave vastly more information. Including being able to form groups within the raid for the various roles. It also gave just as much information about the raid members as the party system did.

Dare had wondered why people didn't always use the raid system instead of the party system, even for smaller parties, and nobody seemed to have a good answer. Aside from that the raid system gave the leader more control, and most adventurers didn't like that if there was another option.

Although he couldn't help but feel like more would've survived this dangerous world with the information the raid system offered, if they'd only made proper use of it.

For this particular raid he'd recruited 13 people besides him and Lily, since the raid dungeon's denizens were more powerful than party rated monsters, but not nearly as powerful as the Magma Tunneler he'd fought with Lord Zor's raid of almost 40 people. Honestly he felt like he could clear these ruins with a full party if they were all Level 45, but with lower level people he erred on the side of caution with numbers.

The raid included his core party of him and Lily as ranged DPS, Bradis as main tank, Veressa as crowd control and light damage, Carilina as heals, and Estellis for buffs and minor heals. He'd also snatched up most of Terana's higher level adventurers, especially the healers and support who could get away with being in the high 30s for a raid dungeon that was in the low 40s.

Last of all he'd recruited some unknowns, asking around in all the nearby towns and even in Redoubt itself for anyone over Level 40. It had been a bit difficult to convince people who didn't know him to risk their lives in a raid, especially when most raids involved at least 50 people and he was trying to go with under 20.

Since they had no way of knowing about his Adventurer's Eye, and he was leery of letting out the secret that he'd gotten the powerful ability before Level 50, he had to claim to be a monster expert instead. Which was a lot to take on faith for adventurers invited by a leader who'd never led a raid before. Especially when even the best prepared and professionally led raids often resulted in the deaths of at least a few people.

A tragedy Dare would not allow to happen in his raid.

Thankfully his reputation seemed to have spread, and it helped that he was a knight of the Order of the Northern Wall and had completed the Protector of Bastion achievement. He was sure it also helped that he was giving everyone an equal share of the loot, rather than taking a hefty cut as compensation for organizing and leading the raid, as well as finding the dungeon in the first place. As raid leaders usually did.

A few daring souls had been willing to hear him out, lured by the prospect of loot and high quality gear, and he seemed to have won them over because here they were.

And hopefully they were right to put their trust in him. He'd successfully led numerous raids in MMORPGs back on Earth, and been part of even more as an officer or important contributing member like a tank. He'd seen the caliber of raid leader Lord Zor represented, and was confident he'd be able to do far better for the people putting their trust in him.

Speaking of which, a rap on the tent flap was followed by a figure starting to duck inside, then spluttering with a stream of curses as a bucketful of snow poured over his head. And he'd been coming from outside, where the prank should've been plainly visible.

“What the hell, friend?” Bradis grumbled as he stomped into the tent, brushing snow off his clothes to fly everywhere.

Dare grinned at him. “Ber Fools!” he said, drawing a confused glower in response. As well it should; not only was there no holiday like that on Collisa, but the name just didn't work, either.

His friend, as well as second in command and main tank of the raid, stumped over to pull up a collapsible chair by the stove, warming his hands. He also helped himself to a mug of mulled wine. “We need to talk.”

That was never a good thing to hear early in the morning, the day of a dangerous raid on an ancient elvish ruin. Frowning, Dare pulled up a chair and joined his friend, ladling out his own mug of mulled wine and pouring more wine and spices into the pot to replace what they'd taken.

“Okay,” he said, leaning back and blowing on the steaming mug while he waited for the liquid inside to cool. “What's going on?” Bradis was slow to answer as he sipped uncomfortably at his mulled wine, and Dare sighed. “Whatever it is, my friend, let's just hear it. Beating around the bush isn't your style.”

The Fighter chuckled. “True, I prefer to thrust right into a good bush.” He sobered, grimacing. “As your friend and second, I've been sent to express some . . . concerns many in the raid have.”

“Good. Better to address them now, before we enter the ruins.” Dare took a cautious sip of his hot drink. “Let's hear them.”

“Well it's about Lily,” his friend said, shifting uncomfortably.

Dare tensed. “What about her?”

“It's just that people are wondering why you've filled a critical spot in the raid with-” he quickly raised his hands, “and I'm just repeating what I've heard here, but you saved a spot in your raid for your under-leveled, combat subclass bunny girl lover.”

“Fiancee,” Dare growled.

“I know, I know!” Bradis raised his hands again. “What they said.”

Part of Dare could see where those concerns might rise. Lily was only Level 37, not the lowest in the raid but definitely the lowest among the damage dealers, who were all at least Level 40. She also had a Leatherworking main class with an Archer subclass, which meant she would be weaker in a fight.

But even if he understood their concerns, that didn't mean he wasn't affronted by them for the sake of his beloved. “You've been in a party with Lily before,” he said sharply. “You know her skill.”

“Nobody doubts her skill.” His friend sighed. “But I'll be honest, my friend. Adventurers die in just about every single raid. You should know, because we lost a companion during the battle against the monster horde. Raids are perilous enough for main classes, let alone subclasses with three-quarters the health and reduced defense and stat benefits. We're all fond of Lily and none of us wants to see tragedy befall her.”

“That's reasonable,” Dare agreed. “I share the same fears, which is why she's crafted the best possible armor for her level, including Exceptional quality leggings that give added defense.”

As well as an Exceptional quality chestpiece that gave agility and attack speed, which only did a bit for her survivability but definitely made a difference to her damage; she'd tried to give that to him, but he'd insisted she keep it.

He didn't need any more help with damage, although he was looking forward to her catching up to his level and making good gear for him, too.

“On top of that,” he continued firmly, “we've enchanted all her gear with health, defense, and magic resistance.”

Bradis shook his head. “At the cost of damage, when she's already doing, again, three-quarters the damage of a main class adventurer.”

Dare sighed and downed the rest of his wine, then pulled the food he'd been cooking off the stove, interrupting the cook timers, and banked the coals. “Finish your drink.”

His friend grimaced and did so in a few deep gulps. “Dare-”

“With me.” Dare stood and strode to the door of the tent, the tank reluctantly following.

Seven of the fifteen members of the raid were gathered around the main fire, along with even more camp followers. With Dare, Bradis, and Lily that meant five were still sleeping or had wandered off.

Dare strode to the fire. “Find Veressa, Olonin, Jareth, Yerel, and Billiam, and get them here,” he said curtly. “Any other camp followers who aren't present are invited as well.”

His raid, including mostly his friends or at least men and women he'd fought beside, exchanged uncomfortable looks as a few lads ran off in search of the missing members. Jurrin, the elderly Priest from Terana who was likely at the heart of the discontent, because what else would Dare expect, was studiously inspecting the fire.

Dare stood with hands clasped behind his back in the face of the awkward silence, keeping his expression mild. As he waited he looked around at his raid, taking in their levels and classes, as well as his previous experience leveling with them.

And he did have some, because he'd helped most of them gain a few levels in preparation for this raid. Which had done wonders for cementing their trust in him as a leader who knew what he was doing.

In spite of their work they were mostly under-leveled, and the composition wasn't absolutely perfect. As would be expected, when he'd spent the last couple months struggling to scrape together the best group possible and get them ready.

They had the basics, 2 tanks with reasonable levels and the highest quality gear they could find, 5 healers and damage mitigation support, either fully dedicated to the role or at least hybrids capable of assisting the raid, 7 damage dealers, with 3 ranged DPS and 4 melee, and 1 crowd control support.

Honestly he would've preferred all ranged, since on Collisa there weren't many benefits to being a melee DPS and a whole lot more danger. But in a pinch a couple of them could manage as off tanks as well.

Most were around Level 40, with only him and one other person Level 43. For a raid with monsters that might get as high level as 44, that was a bit worrisome. Especially since many of the healers and support were as low as Level 36.

But numbers were on their side, at least. And as long as everyone did their jobs well they should have more than enough health and armor on the tanks, as well as heals and damage mitigation.

And from his experience, while levels mattered for everyone, the tanks were the most important ones to beef up. Which they had. It also helped that the world system didn't seem to have implemented raid wipe timers for boss battles, so they could take as long as they needed to in a fight.

Assuming the healers and support didn't run out of mana, and the tanks' armor didn't lose durability and break in the middle of a fight.

Finally the last person in the raid they were waiting on for Dare's impromptu meeting, Veressa, strolled into camp. She had a dried droplet of deep red, almost black, at the corner of her mouth, making it fairly clear that she'd been out hunting an animal to humanely bleed for breakfast.

He caught her eye and surreptitiously wiped at his own mouth, and the vampire coolly reached into a pocket for a handkerchief, wet it from her canteen, and delicately wiped away the dried blood.

He turned to the expectant raid, 13 adventurers and twice that many camp followers looking at him with various expressions of curiosity, amusement, and even a hint of trepidation. “So,” he said lightly, “some of you have expressed concerns about Lily's safety in this raid. For which I am grateful . . . you know I value nothing more than the welfare of my family.

“However, we have addressed our worries on that count, so you can content yourselves that if we're not concerned then you have no reason to be. She's made the highest quality gear possible for herself, which has been enchanted to make her just as durable as a main class Archer. On top of that she is very fast, as you've no doubt seen. So rest easy on that count.”

Jurrin harrumphed. “So she'll survive to be low contributing baggage the rest of the raid has to drag along.”

“Do you think so?” Dare asked, keeping his tone light in spite of his irritation; the Priest had been after him ever since they faced the monster horde, either outraged at the young upstart having the gall to become the lover of Terana's baroness, or jealous about that fact, or both.

The old adventurer looked around for support, and must've decided he found enough in his fellow raid members. “I do. She's by far the lowest level damage dealer, and as a combat subclass she does 75% of the damage a proper Archer would do. And that's not even counting that you just said you gave her survival gear and enchantments instead of anything that would bolster her damage.”

Dare nodded along attentively. “So some in the raid are concerned that she won't be able to contribute, that's what I'm hearing?” There were a few nods, as well as some apologetic shrugs. “All right then. I'll wager 100 gold at two to one odds in your favor to any takers, that at the end of the raid the analytics will show that she's second in the lead for damage, behind me.”

There were a few shocked gasps, as well as a couple titters and even an outright guffaw. Jurrin scoffed. “You can't be serious. You'd wager a fortune against your under-level, combat subclass lover's performance?”

“Hey!” Olonin called from the crowd. “I'll take that wager. If he wants to pay us 200 gold to bring the bunny girl along who am I to complain?” There was some light laughter at that.

Dare laughed along; it was easy to find the situation funny because he knew he'd win. “Let me just add one thing, my friends. You've joined this raid based on my reputation for competence. Many of you I've fought beside, shared a party with, even spent weeks or longer leveling alongside. And while I value all of you and anticipate you will perform with excellence in this raid, I will tell you that the person I trust most to fulfill her role, not as a friend or lover but as the raid leader responsible for all our lives, is Lily.”

“I won't take the bet,” Veressa called in a dry tone, idly adjusting her eyepatch, “Sir Darren is rich enough without my gold.” She smirked. “Besides, who am I to complain even if he were to bring an under-performer, considering he'll be doing the damage of two DPS.”

She abruptly turned and looked around. “In fact, while we're making bets I'll give the same odds as him, 100 gold wager, that he'll double second place's damage.”

Silence settled over the camp; nobody seemed interested in taking her wager.

Dare couldn't blame them. He was one of the highest level DPS for one thing, with some of the highest quality gear money could buy for his level, especially his Exceptional quality bow, and his gear was all enchanted.

And he had Fleetfoot to increase his shooting speed by 34%, although most didn't know that specifically. Beyond that his reputation preceded him, and everyone knew he regularly did the impossible.

That seemed to ease people's concerns about Lily's participation in the raid. A few people took him up on his wager, but not as many as he'd expected.

Even Jurrin didn't put his money where his mouth was. Although the old adventurer did pull him aside to confront him. “Do you know why I'm here, lad?” he growled.

Dare met his gaze calmly. “To participate in the raid?”

“To keep my friends from Terana, and everyone else if possible, alive, and make sure you don't get anyone killed with your foolishness.” The Priest poked his chest hard. “I don't know how you managed to reach your level while in your teens, but that doesn't change the fact that you're inexperienced and unfit to lead this raid. If anything it merely supports that.”

Logically, Dare managing to do what he had in a year should've been all the proof needed of his competence. But he set that aside. “Good,” he said, clapping Jurrin on the shoulder. “Watch me like a hawk, be diligent in protecting the raid in case I make a mistake. And don't be afraid to challenge my decisions, as long as you don't undermine my authority.”

The Priest looked startled. “Why?” he asked suspiciously.

“Because any leader overconfident in his own abilities is bound to make mistakes. And any leader who ignores the sage advice of his companions is drawing from the well of only his own experience and ideas, and is bound to miss things.”

The old man snorted. “Reasonable and agreeable as always. Let's just see if you remain so when you prove yourself a fool and I do call you out, as you deserve.” He turned and stalked away.

Dare turned to head back to the tent he shared with Lily, only to find her standing near the entry flaps, watching him quietly.

He grinned and made his way over to her, gathering her into his arms and kissing her soundly. It still sometimes amazed him that he'd managed to woo a woman who wasn't simply ethereally beautiful, but also brilliant, quick not just in body but in mind, and had nerves of steel in tough situations.

“So you're wagering 800 gold that I'll do the impossible?” she asked, her tone hard to read. As was her expression.

Dare laughed and playfully tugged her fluffy cottontail. “I wagered on a sure thing, my love.”

Lily swatted his hand away, glowering at him. Although even that looked adorable. “You know that even at my best, it's an even tossup I'll be able to do as much damage as a higher level main class DPS during a boss fight.”

“I believe you can do it.” He smiled wider and playfully tugged one of her silvery pigtails, delighting in the discomfiture of his usually cheerful and optimistic fiancee. “But even if it was an even wager, why would I make a bet I couldn't win?”

She frowned, thinking it over, then realization dawned. “All damage,” she said, smiling in sudden delight.

“All damage,” he agreed solemnly.

There were a few classes that had area of effect attacks, but the Archer class was practically designed around it. One of the first abilities they got let them hit up to three targets with each shot, doing 50% of total damage to each. Or in other words 150% damage total. There was no mana requirement or other cost, no cooldown, and it could be activated and deactivated at will.

Sure, if the analytics were for a single boss fight then Lily might struggle with her disadvantages. She was good, possibly even better than Dare himself when it came to maximum time staying on target, but he hadn't recruited idiots to his raid and the other DPS were all competent.

25% less damage was a huge obstacle to overcome. Unless of course they were going through a raid dungeon where they'd mostly be encountering groups of mobs, with only a handful of boss fights. Pretty much every single fight would be in her favor.

Lily giggled. “So you basically just made 400 gold while sticking it to my doubters?”

He gave her a toothy grin. “It seemed like a better alternative than getting all huffy about it.”

“Goddess, that's hot.” She abruptly pounced, wrapping her arms and legs around him and fiercely pressing her lips to his. Moments later her love scent washed over him, sharp with sudden arousal.

“My love,” she murmured breathily as she pressed her body against his, face flushed, “we have some time before you gather everyone to make the final preparations for the raid. So I think you need to take me back to the tent and put it in my naughty hole.”

Dare was hard in an instant; even after months of nights full of passionate sex with his beautiful bunny girl fiancee, he still desired her just as fiercely as their first time.

They barely made it into their tent before Lily had his pants down and his cock in her soft milky pale hands, jacking it firmly to make sure it was good and hard before taking it into her mouth, teasingly scraping her bunny front teeth over the foreskin.

She made it a point to drool all over his shaft, spreading it with her hands to make sure he was well lubricated. By that time he had her pants down as well, rubbing her sopping pussy and teasing her engorged bud with one hand while he toyed with her silky soft white cottontail and squeezed her toned ass with the other.

His horny bunny girl fiancee enjoyed that for a very brief time. Then she pushed his hand away from between her legs so she could eagerly dig between her glistening folds, gathering her steadily flowing arousal.

Grinning up at him, she pulled her mouth off his shaft and added her nectar to the saliva coating it, making a sloppy mess.

Then Lily turned and bent over the small map table in the main room of the tent and spread her cheeks with her hands, adorable little cottontail twitching eagerly over her delicate rosebud. “Take me hard, you sexy genius,” she panted, eyes twinkling behind her glasses as she peeked over her shoulder at him.

She wasn't just talking naughty, either; that was exactly what she wanted and she was ready for it.

Dare wasted no time getting into position behind her, cock throbbing eagerly. His bunny girl fiancee preferred vaginal because of her race's powerful urge to breed, even though they always used Prevent Conception. But by this point there were very few things they hadn't done, and he'd come to enjoy taking the ethereally beautiful woman in the rear.

Mostly because out of all the women he'd been with, with the exception of Rosie the plant girl, once Lily got used to his size nobody took him up the backdoor more eagerly and effortlessly than her.

So he pushed deep into the bunny girl's bowels in one smooth, firm thrust, making her squeal and drum one foot against the floor in delight.

He could go balls deep in her at this point, which was always a treat since his nine inches usually couldn't fit all the way in his lovers; her tight sphincter squeezing the base of his cock made him groan.

Lily giggled and waggled her ass against his crotch in delightful ways. “You going to enjoy me or are you going to enjoy me, my love?”

“Like this?” Dare growled low in his throat. He grabbed her long silvery pigtails, using them for leverage as he began to saw in and out of her in long, hard thrusts, quickly speeding up to a fast tempo.

His beautiful bunny girl lover went nuts, frantically pushing her ass back against him to increase the force of penetration. One hand dipped between her legs to punish her clit, and her entire body trembled as she built herself up to a toe-curling climax.

He shifted his grip higher up her pigtails for better leverage, tugging her head back until her flexible body arched like a strung bow and he could look directly into her big gray eyes. She was drooling, eyes glassy with pure pleasure, and her love scent spiked urgently.

“I'm almost there,” Lily moaned, frigging herself frantically. “Come with me.”

Dare was more than ready. He hammered himself balls deep into her again, savoring the warmth of her insides, and as her entire body went rigid and she squealed in ecstasy he began shooting powerful jets of his seed deep into her bowels.

They both stood frozen in shared climax for what seemed like an eternity, and in the dimness of the tent lights flashed across his vision.

Then she reached back and slapped his ass, and with a grin he began thrusting again, tip sensitive but still hard as steel. There seemed to be no limits to the peaks his bunny girl fiancee could reach, and he always challenged himself to take her as high into the mountains of rolling orgasms as he could.

Between the heavenly sensations he experienced and the power of her crescendoing love scent, his own pleasure reached those high peaks as well.

Dare wasn't sure how he'd been lucky enough to find the most beautiful woman on Collisa, who also happened to love sex just as much as he did. Which was saying something, since thanks to the body Sia had given him with his ridiculously high fertility, he had three or four times the libido and stamina he'd had on Earth.

He loved and missed all his fiancees and lovers back home, of course, and they were all beautiful and ridiculously sexy and he enjoyed his time with him. But a part of him could admit that it was nice that the one who'd decided to stay with him as an adventuring companion was the one who couldn't just keep up with him, but often wore him out first.

After several minutes of increasingly strident orgasms Lily cried out in bliss, loud enough to make his ears ring, and her entire body shuddered violently. Then she cut off and went limp, slumping down on the table.

A moment later her long, velvety white ears twitched, and she stirred and lifted herself up on trembling arms, looking back at him with a dreamy smile and wide, glassy eyes behind her glasses. “Wow,” she whispered.

“That good?” he asked.

Lily giggled and wiped a bit of drool from her chin. “It was incredible. That's the hardest I've ever come.”

For her that was saying something. Dare pulled her quivering body back against his chest and kissed her soft shoulder. “You're incredible,” he murmured.

With another giggle his bunny girl fiancee wiggled her hips against him, sphincter clamping down on his shaft. “Your turn. Let's finish up and go dominate this raid together.”

She definitely knew how to talk sexy. With an eager grunt he thrust into her silky bowels again, keeping up a firm pace for another minute or so while she bucked against him. Finally his balls surged beyond the point of no return and he pulled out, shooting powerful streams all over her heart-shaped backside while she quivered in enjoyment, fluffy cottontail twitching.

Once he was done she straightened, turned, and wrapped her arms around him, kissing him so fiercely the wire frame of her glasses dug into his cheek. “Happy Birthday, my love.”

Dare blinked, although he shouldn't have been surprised that she knew, since Sia would've told all his fiancees so they could celebrate with him.

And damn, that had been some incredible birthday sex.

Lily held him for a bit longer, love scent full of deep affection and contentment. Then she stepped back and playfully slapped his ass. “Okay, time to go win a bet.”


Chapter Two

Eldarin'lesinal

The raid rated monsters in the entry courtyard were flowers.

A group of seven Vile Writhers, dripping with corruption and seething with parasites, giving off a cloying scent that made Dare's head ache. Their attacks included all the sort of things you'd expect from plants, like vine whips, entangling vines and roots, scent and pollen attacks to poison and daze, and of course thorns everywhere, including ones they could shoot.

He kind of wished Leilanna was here to burn them to ash, although unfortunately she was far too low level by this point, and anyway was about halfway through her 12 month pregnancy and was content to stay at home.

Thankfully, at Level 40 Carilina had gained Extract Poison, and Jurrin had Enhanced Focus to protect against mind-based attacks. Also Estellis's Invigorator Regeneration boosted the body's ability to fight off negative status effects.

Hopefully that would be enough for this.

Dare looked around at his raid of fifteen people. Or fourteen technically, since the Invigorator class was basically a buff dispenser and could sit out of fights at a safe distance, tossing out weak but long lasting regens to the healers, support, and ranged as needed.

The raid was buffed, they were rested, and they'd eaten cooked food that gave a small boost to their stats. He'd talked them through this fight and made sure everyone knew their positions. On top of that the entry room fight was bound to be the easiest, and he wasn't expecting any surprises from the flowers.

He rapped his Ironstone Greatbow on the ancient paving stones that filled the courtyard until he had everyone's attention, then raised his voice. “No deaths. It might be a very real risk in most raids. Not my raid. Stick to the plan, everyone do your duty and perform your roles, and we'll all emerge from this victorious.”

“Also don't break crowd control,” Veressa chimed in; if she found it ironic that she was using plant-based spells to bind one of the flowers until they were ready to tackle it, she didn't give any sign.

Crowd control on Collisa was interesting, because while it didn't seem like some forms of crowd control could be broken, if an enemy under the effect took enough damage it would be. Also the crowd control had a chance to randomly fail, a chance that went up based on the target's magical resistances or physical attributes.

Still, six enemies instead of seven meant the tanks would have an easier time handling them, and take less damage. And for later fights he planned to see if Veressa could manage two instead. He might even have Jurrin use his Blinding Light.

Against raid rated enemies that hit like a truck, you could never have too much crowd control. Although ideally it would be nice if there were at least three monsters up at a time, so Lily could do full damage.

But if it was a choice between winning a bet and keeping his people safe, it wasn't even a question.

At his signal Veressa moved into range and began casting, vines springing out of the paving stones to grip one of the Vile Writhers and slam it down to the ground. The other flowers surged forward on writhing roots and Bradis and Karlon, the Soldier off tank, ran forward to intercept them.

And Dare's first fight as raid leader began.

Although he needed to focus on doing his own damage, he was also aware of his higher role as leader. And since the raid party system had such powerful tools for recording the contributions of raid members, including damage done, damage per second, healing, damage mitigated, and damage taken, he would be not only a fool but a poor leader to ignore them.

So he kept the analytics going at the edges of his vision as he did his best to get his own ideal damage rotation on the entry courtyard's monsters.

Surprisingly, the setup wasn't all that different from many games he'd played back on Earth. Especially for the high end raids he'd participated in and even led. In fact, many mods allowed for just this sort of positioning of information screens.

It wasn't exactly the way he was used to, though, and he couldn't customize it other than choosing which screens were up, and whether they were at the fore of his vision or in the background. So he'd spent the last few weeks keeping the analytics up full time, getting used to reading the various displays while he and members of the raid cleared spawn points and roaming monsters leading up to the raid dungeon.

It took some getting used to, but he'd found that the biggest danger wasn't getting distracted by the information during a fight. It was that with such a game-like HUD running full time it was sometimes easy to forget that this was reality, not a game.

The people taking damage on the screens were real people with real injuries. And if he failed them their deaths would be final.

It gave him focus and resolve, but it also made him more nervous than he was used to when leading a raid in a game. As it probably should, as long as it didn't impede his performance.

In any case, in spite of the added difficulty and any drawbacks, the analytics were far too powerful a tool to not use. With them running not only could he see who was contributing and how much, but it also let him identify potential problems.

Like when the Soldier off tank failed to get all three of the monsters assigned to him properly aggroed, and one of the melee DPS took a moderate amount of damage, forcing the healers to compensate.

It could've spiraled out of control as the healers overcompensated helping the melee DPS and stopped healing the tanks. Or if the tanks overcompensated trying to catch the loose add and failed to defend themselves, or even lost control of the other mobs they were responsible for. Or if the melee DPS panicked and backed off.

Or, worst of all, a combination of all of those.

But Bradis picked up the slack, Carilina threw the melee DPS a heal before returning to her duties, and everyone else focused on their roles. Even the injured DPS got back into the fight with commendable speed.

The Vile Writhers began sending thorny vines whipping out, not just at the melee but at the ranged, and the damage slowed as everyone focused on dodging, blocking, or destroying the vines. Dare noticed Lily barely slowed in her damage as she gracefully outran the vines whipping her way, and he did his best to emulate his fiancee, also making use of Roll and Shoot.

He even used Pounce at one point, taking him to Veressa and yanking her out of the way of a vine that had been whipping towards her from behind. He inadvertently broke her crowd control in doing so, and even worse ended up being caught by the vine himself.

Luckily he had Escape Bonds, which he immediately used before the thorny binding could begin to cut into him. Then, as Veressa recovered and caught her monster in vines again, he hacked several feet off the vine with his Bladed Ironstone Bowstaff so she'd be out of range of it. Without wasting a second he got back to loosing arrows at the Vile Writhers.

That was about the point the monsters began shooting massive numbers of thorns in vicious waves, too many to easily dodge and each tipped with poison and doing a small amount of damage.

Dare's leather armor blocked most of it, and he hoped the others' gear was doing the same. But wherever his armor didn't cover was soon peppered with stinging barbs, and he felt his health slowly draining from the poison and multiple minor wounds.

The healers could ignore the slow damage drain on most of the raid for the most part, tossing out heals or barriers as needed while still focusing on the tanks. But it represented a greater strain on them, which was only increased when the Vile Writhers' cloying scent began sending random people, including the healers and support, into a daze.

And as the raid's health slowly drained, the flowers died nearly as slowly. More slowly than any enemy Dare had fought aside from the Magma Tunneler. To the point that the only attack from the raid's damage dealers that visibly moved the monsters' health bars were his own oversized arrows, slowly but steadily chipping away at those massive health pools.

It quickly became clear that unlike with most party rated monsters, these fights were going to be a marathon rather than a sprint. As would be expected for raids where the monsters jumped up in difficulty, so a lot of adventurers needed to work together to defeat them.

Everyone was doing okay, though. Dare had stressed to the magic users, healers and DPS both, that they needed to consider not only this fight but all the ones to come when using their mana. Including the ever so popular method of sleeping for four hours so that when they ran through their first mana pool they could sleep another four hours to fill it again.

Sure, the tanks were taking more hits than maybe they should. And the damage for some of the DPS was lackluster, less than their levels, gear, and abilities justified. Which suggested their rotations might be off, although the main culprit was the raid analytics showing that they weren't spending every second doing damage like they were supposed to.

Far from it, in fact.

Worst of all, the healers and support were bleeding more mana than needed for the fight, which would slow the entire raid down once they ran out of mana. Dare was going to need to talk to them about that.

On the plus side, Lily was doing every bit as much damage as he'd anticipated, even with her combat subclass weaknesses. That might change on single target fights, but here with her steady rain of arrows hitting three targets at a time, she was firmly cementing her place as second on the damage meter.

She even smoothly switched targets as the previous ones died, not wasting a second or an arrow; Dare had to admit that all things being equal, including classes and special abilities like Fleetfoot, he might've had trouble beating her in damage.

He would've happily brought her along on any raid in any game he'd played back on Earth, and he was glad she was here with him now.

Veressa finally called she was releasing the last flower, and Bradis maneuvered to pick it up as it writhed towards the melee. He aggroed it without difficulty and soon it was getting pounded down like the others had been.

Dare spent the last five seconds of the fight in an inconvenient pollen daze, and came to in time to see the last Vile Writher fall, the melee cheering and clashing their weapons together in victory.

He moved forward to loot the enemies, finding some decent items, which would be expected for raid rated monsters. Although no gear. He marked it all for the camp followers to loot, to go into the raid coffers to be accounted for back at Nirim Manor, the value calculated and everyone's share distributed.

Then he motioned to the healers, support, and ranged to join him with the melee. “All right, post fight assessment, gather round!” he called.

It took a couple minutes for everyone to gather, and for him to get their attention beyond the celebration and gripes as people tugged thorns out of their clothes and armor.

“First things first, let me stress the importance of getting the pull right,” he finally said. There were a few rumbles of agreement, particularly from Milin, the Quickblade who'd gotten mauled. “The tanks need to be moving before Veressa casts her crowd control, so they can be in position to catch the monsters when they aggro.”

Dare turned to face the melee DPS. “In that same vein, the DPS need to pay attention to the tanks so they know when the monsters have all been aggroed. Then and only then should they run in and start doing damage.”

“But if we do that then the ranged DPS are going to have more time on the targets then us, and they'll dominate the leaderboards,” Endro, a Duelist, complained.

“You're right,” Dare agreed. “That's a challenge that comes with being melee. The other alternative is risking getting jumped like Milin did.”

“Speaking of leaderboards,” Bradis said with a grin, glancing at Lily, “what was the result for this fight?”

Dare bit back his own grin. “I still have other points to cover. Weaknesses and oversights that could be a matter of life and death in the coming fights. Which we need to pay extra attention to moving forward, perfecting our coordination on the easy fights before we run into a boss fight that's really going to challenge us.”

There were some boos and more clamors to hear the standings now, and he shook his head wryly. “Fine, if it'll help you pay attention better to not be distracted with speculating.” He glanced to the edge of his vision where his favorite screen, the damage meter, was tucked away. “First place with 23% of the damage, myself.”

There were some grumbles of admiration, but nobody seemed surprised.

“Second place with 11% of the damage, Lily.” That drew more noise, some disbelief, some admiration, some confusion as if they weren't sure how it could've happened. “Analytics showed she was doing damage for 99% of the fight's duration, including when the monsters were using ranged attacks on the DPS.”

The murmurs faded to speculative silence, and Dare noticed that those who'd bet against him about her getting second on the meters looked a bit worried.

“Third place with 9% of the damage, Endro,” he continued, grinning at the Duelist. “So you seem to be doing okay. Fourth place with 8% of the damage is Horold.” That was their Spellwarder, which came as a surprise even though he was the highest level with Dare at 43.

Since the man was hybrid damage and support, he had the critical role of providing damage mitigation barriers for the off tank and any DPS that became endangered, as well as doing damage. The fact that he'd done so well in damage was impressive, although Dare had a brief worry that it meant he'd been shirking his support duties.

A glance at the damage mitigation screen showed it only featured three people: Jurrin using barriers for the main tank, healers, and support, Horold using barriers for the off tank and everyone else, and Carilina using Sheltering Embrace to protect herself from ranged attacks, which was a minuscule number in comparison.

Impressively, Horold's contributions weren't that much lower than Jurrin's, and he'd managed to get fourth place on the damage meters as well. The man was obviously talented and deserved accolades, as well as possible consideration for becoming a permanent companion moving forward.

Dare's core party didn't have any damage mitigation, which would make the Spellwarder a key addition, and him being a skilled DPS as well made him an even more appealing choice.

The rest of the damage meters showed about what you'd expect. The remaining DPS vied for spots with the tanks, and Bradis beat out a couple of them. Even Carilina managed to get in damage between healing, a modest but not insignificant amount even if she was clearly at the bottom with 1%.

“All right,” Dare said once he'd finished reading out the numbers, “now that we've got that out of the way, let's move on to doing damage while facing enemy attacks. I noticed that the damage per second for many of the DPS dropped to zero for long portions of the thorn barrage attack parts of the fight, and stayed at zero even when they weren't-”

“Wait,” Jurrin protested incredulously. “You almost make it sound like you kept the analytics running during the fight, and were actively tracking them.”

Dare frowned at him. “That's because I did and I was.” That caused a chorus of shocked exclamations from the crowd, and he looked around in confusion. “Is that not what raid leaders usually do?”

“I've never heard of it before,” Veressa said. “Most raid leaders use them for end of raid summaries to distribute prizes, but that's about it.”

“How do you keep track of all that information in the middle of a fight, while still more than doubling anyone else's damage?” Carilina asked, awed.

“Because he's a genius,” Lily said proudly.

Dare smiled at her, then sobered as he faced the group. “Experience, mostly. Long practice and trial and error.”

“Long practice?” Jurrin scoffed. “This is your first time leading a raid, and only your third raid, period. And you wouldn't have had access to the analytics for the other ones.”

“But I did many practice raids in my old home, before coming here,” Dare said. “Including leading more than a few.” Lily grinned knowingly at him; she knew about Earth and his love of video games. In fact, talking about his favorite games and comparing them to the world system was one of her favorite subjects when they were out leveling.

Aside from any romantic stories from Earth he remembered, that is.

“Besides,” Dare said, “real time analytics let me know, for instance, exactly when someone starts taking damage, so I can alert the healers and if necessary the tanks. Or when the damage falls off because the DPS has become disorganized or panicked and needs to be put back on track. And same with the healing and support.”

That drew thoughtful murmurs from most of the raid. “I hadn't considered it could be such a powerful tool,” Veressa said, thoughtfully running a long fingernail across her pale jaw. “Do all raid leaders from your home do this?”

“The best ones do.” He snorted. “Although even the most mediocre at least used mods that gave alerts-” He cut off; those sorts of mods not only didn't but couldn't exist on this world, and talking about them was not only pointless but might raise suspicion.

Although a possible alternative was having someone outside the fight take the role of raid leader and keep the analytics up, shouting magically amplified alerts and instructions. That could actually work really well, assuming he could find someone who could do the job as well as him.

Ireni seemed an obvious choice, if she was interested. He'd have to discuss it with her when he got home.

On the other hand, their baby would be born in a few months, so she was probably done with adventuring for a long time. Perhaps for good. Maybe she could recommend one of her clerks.

Dare spent over an hour going over the fight and drilling everyone on their roles, especially stressing to the DPS the importance of spending every second possible on the enemies doing damage. “It may seem like your role isn't as vital as tanking or healing, but remember that you determine the pace of the fight. The faster we kill the enemy the less mana the healers and support have to spend, the less time there is for something to go wrong, and the fewer dangerous damage phases we have to face. A fast kill could mean the difference between life and death for you and your companions.”

Once he was confident the raid had taken his advice to heart, or at least as much as possible without more fights to put his ideas into practice and hone their skills and teamwork, he led the way across the courtyard to where a grand marble archway served as a sort of entryway into the ruins.

He couldn't wait to see what waited for them in this ancient place, not just monsters and loot but also knowledge and mysteries.

Since the ruins mostly hugged the steep slopes of the valley you might think you could see most of them from a distance, with at least some idea of what you were getting into. But either through magic or simple weather, due to the waterfall and river rapids rushing down the valley floor stirring up a constant mist, the entire ruins was shrouded by thick fog that never seemed to lift.

Or at least, not in all the time he'd observed it.

Once inside that mist they might not be able to see farther than a few dozen feet in all directions, so just in case he was having the camp followers leave a rope to lead the way back to the entrance.

Dare stopped at the entry portal and looked up, the carvings in the ancient marble faded beyond recognition. Everywhere that is but the large, deeply cut letters in the stone arcing overhead, which read: “Eldarin'lesinal”.

He wished Leilanna was there to interpret that for him, since his translation stone didn't seem to be doing the job. “Eldarin'lesinal,” he murmured, looking around. “Anyone?”

He got shrugs in response. “It sounds like a variation of Elvish,” Veressa mused. “But I know that tongue, and this means nothing to me . . . perhaps this language is as dead as the civilization that called this place home.” She shook her head sadly. “A pity, for there was likely much knowledge here. Ancient history.”

“Do elves have a habit of etching metal plates that could last the ages?” Lily asked, trailing slender fingers over the crumbling marble. She was obviously thinking of the records they'd found in Gurzan's Last Hold.

The vampire shrugged. “I haven't heard of that. They were among the first to use paper and make books, according to their lore. Having such pride in that fact makes it unlikely they'd use other options. Although they do sometimes coat the pages with clear wax to protect the most important books.”

That meant there was some hope they might find preserved knowledge here, or at least other carved stones that were better preserved, inside the ruins. Dare just cursed the fog that left everything coated in moss and algae, and had doubtless destroyed much of what remained in these ruins.

“I suppose we'll find out as we explore,” he said, hefting his bow. “Come on, let's keep going.”

With the raid following close behind, he stepped through the stone portal and into the elvish ruins.

◆◆◆

The steep slope they were on had been carved into broad paths, interrupted by intersections and opening out into terraces serving as parks or gardens, with crumbling stone buildings perched on stone columns lining the path to either side.

They encountered a pair of enchanted marble golem monsters patrolling the path, roughly three times as tough as the Vile Writhers. Although thankfully they only did a bit more damage, and didn't have much in the way of ranged attacks besides earthquake abilities that threw people off their feet.

Although they also got cute and tore paving stones off the path to hurl at the ranged DPS, healers, and support.

The armor penetration of Dare's Ironstone Greatbow served its purpose against the monsters, as did the stacking armor reduction debuff of Bradis's Ironstone Club. Although even so the fights seemed to take forever.

Also, since there were only two enemies Lily's triple shot ability only did normal damage, and she fell behind a bit on the charts. To the point that Endro caught up with her lead slightly, and Dare noticed his bunny girl fiancee beginning to sweat a bit.

He wasn't worried, though.

One of the golems dropped a Pristine Golem Eye, a Level 41 Exceptional item which could be held in the hand to give spellcasters added spell damage and increased mana regeneration. Apparently it was meant to be used with a wand or one-handed melee weapon, depending on the caster.

Horold asked to purchase the item from the raid, and Dare was definitely supportive of the idea since it meant the man would perform better in the remainder of the dungeon.

After a bit of haggling they settled on a price of 1,230 gold, less the man's own cut of the item, to be paid out at the end of the raid after the loot had been evaluated and distributed. After shaking hands on the deal the Spellwarder took the orb in hand, looking pleased at his good fortune.

The post fight summary was much less involved this time around. A few tweaks to mana usage, some suggestions for how tanks should position mobs during fights, and a long talk with the melee DPS about listening to his commands during the fight.

Or at least, an attempted talk. The melee were frustratingly stubborn, ignoring his orders and running in when they should back out, or withdrawing when they should be going nuts on the damage.

They seemed to respect him, and listened attentively to things like positioning, the monster's attacks and stats, and how the overall fight would go. But with this he hit a wall.

Dare had a feeling it was as simple as that they didn't think a ranged DPS understood their role, and they knew better about what they should be doing in a fight. Although he did know, because he'd played plenty of melee DPS in games, and furthermore when you were up close in the thick of the fight it was hard to know what was going on, and from his position farther out he could see more clearly.

He supposed it was one of those things they'd have to learn to trust him on over time. Hopefully before one of them got seriously hurt or killed over it. At the end of the frustrating debate he at least got grudging cooperation out of them, which would hopefully be enough.

With the fight over, rather than continue on down the path he led them into the first of the ancient ruins.

He was glad for his Owlsight as he peered into the gloomy interior, which looked to be some sort of large shared living space with doorways leading off to smaller rooms. A living space that was, unfortunately, infested with giant spiders they had to clear if they wanted to search the rest of the ruined structure.
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The hideous creatures made his skin crawl, all the creepiness of normal spiders but large enough that every awful detail could be seen. And their attacks involved poison bites and web snares.

Luckily they were much weaker to make up for their numbers, about the strength of a party rated monster. Also it looked as if the raid could pull them in three smaller groups if they were careful.

Since crowd control on a dozen spiders at a time seemed less than useful, Dare put Veressa on protecting the ranged members of the raid, healers, support, and DPS, in case any of the spiders aggroed on them. She could also do modest damage with thorny brambles and vine lashes.

With more monsters the fight was more chaotic. Dare had to pull one of the sturdier melee DPS into tanking the adds going after the other melee DPS, which was possible since the spiders mostly did damage through their poison, and Carilina could remove it.

On the plus side, he got to watch his Greatbow skewer the things and take huge chunks off their health. And he knew Lily was doing amazing AoE damage, pushing her higher on the meter again. He also noticed that Horold overtook the Duelist to take third, his new item already making a difference.

The spider loot was mostly junk, but high level raid junk that should sell well. The post fight discussion was even briefer, mostly fine details about dealing with so many adds in the chaos of battle. And a reminder to melee DPS about listening to commands when things got hectic. Then they were able to search the building.

It was mostly a disappointment.

The ruins were so ancient that anything that had been there that could rot had long since done so, including most metals. Even fine stonework was marred by weathering and plants growing on them. The rooms were full of the dust of ages, rank with mold so most of the raid tied cloths around their faces to filter out the smell and spores. There were also plenty of signs of very old animal habitation.

On the plus side, with everything rotted away the things that couldn't rot stood out far more, such as the most valuable precious metals and gems. Although many of them had been squirreled away by critters.

As Dare was poking through a rat's nest with his spear, he discovered an inky black coin. With a surge of excitement he realized it could only be godmetal, the highest value precious metal, equal to 10,000 gold.

He almost reverently picked up the coin, which felt surprisingly light in his palm, and watched in wonder as it seemed to suck in the nearby light. There was a sort of compelling beauty to it in spite of its basic milled disk shape and featureless surface, and he couldn't seem to take his eyes off it.

Maybe it was just knowing how stupidly valuable it was, but he felt like there was a special property to the otherworldly metal.

It was the first time he'd seen godmetal, although he'd heard plenty about it. It was supposed to be stronger than steel, and so difficult to shape that only the world system itself could create coins with it, dropping them as treasure on higher level monsters and in higher level dungeons.

He'd heard rumors that the highest level blacksmiths and weapon smiths, above Level 80, could actually use it to create weapons and armor. Although beyond even the rarity of finding such a high level crafter, the cost of making a full suit of godmetal armor, or even a simple godmetal dagger, would range from hundreds of thousands to even millions of gold. Possibly tens of millions.

Dare wondered if that would guarantee a Fabled quality for any items made. Maybe even something beyond Fabled that had never been seen before. Was it possible he might find out some day?

“Goddess bountiful,” Lily breathed, stepping up beside him and looking down at the coin resting on his palm, gray eyes huge. “What is that?”

Right, as a bunny girl she'd been raised in a warren where money was rare, and since joining him she'd showed little interest in wealth. “Godmetal,” he replied, handing it to her so she could get a closer look. “The most valuable precious metal.”

“What?” Veressa shouted, scrambling over mounds of rotted dross to snatch the coin out of Lily's hand. She held it up to the light, pale features awed. “This is like a one in a million drop at our level. A better chance for party rated and probably a lot better for raid rated, sure, but even so.”

The rest of the raid crowded around, most of them never having seen the super rare metal either. Although not for long before they scattered throughout the ruined structure with eager shouts.

The discovery of godmetal sparked a frenzy as Dare's companions began tearing apart old nests and poking in holes where rodents might make dens. The result was more coins, although to general disappointment only gold and truesilver. Also several loose gems and a surprising number of masterfully made items of jewelry. Bradis even discovered a beautiful gold and ruby jewelry box beneath an upturned flagstone; sadly it was empty, its broken lid nearly torn off its hinges.

Ancient elvish craftsmanship was light and delicate and tremendously intricate, so even a simple chain must've taken days or even weeks to make. They'd seemed to prefer truesilver, pearls, and diamonds, and the gems found loose were marked as if they'd been set in jewelry as well, most likely silver.

Much of the jewelry was marked with tiny and intricate Elvish runes, again which Veressa couldn't read. Although she speculated they were the names of the crafters who'd made the pieces, or personal messages inscribed on gifts.

All told a half hour of searching resulted in finds worth a thousand or so more gold. The godmetal coin was by far the prize, but it was still a fantastic haul. What they'd already found was more than what most of those here would usually earn from a dungeon or raid, even at this level, and they'd barely set foot inside Eldarin'lesinal.

Which just reinforced that adventuring was truly the way to strike it rich, especially when most skilled laborers were lucky to earn 15 gold a year. Of course part of that could be that these elvish ruins may never have been looted from when the place fell, judging by the signs they'd seen so far. So much of this was the wealth its people had left behind and not dungeon loot.

Either way, there was a lot of it.

Leaving the elvish house behind, spirits were high as they moved on to the next building, anticipating more of the same. Disappointingly, it seemed to be a public gathering place and didn't have much in the way of stored treasure.

Even after all this time it remained a beautiful hall, which had at one point probably been filled with light music and pleasant conversation. Now just a moldering, windswept room with several walls open to provide a view of the rest of the ruins and the river below.

All obscured by fog, of course.

The hall was inhabited by a nest of Mountain Vipers that were all eight feet long, lethally poisonous (which seemed to be a theme for these ruins), and moved fast as lightning. They also seemed to have a knack for going straight for exposed flesh.

The melee DPS were only too happy to sit the fight out, letting the tanks and ranged DPS handle it. The loot was disappointing for most of the raid, although Dare had no complaints about the snake hides, which produced higher quality leather Lily would be able to use to craft armor for their level.

Something they were going to need a ton of, and had been farming wherever they could for months.

Still, the raid was disgruntled about the room. Even the discovery that many of the walls were mounted with thick silver plaques that had been masterfully worked, which were completely tarnished on the surface but revealed a few pounds of good silver beneath, didn't much improve their mood.

Precious metal was precious metal, definitely worth taking, but even fifty pounds of silver wasn't worth much in the way of gold. And definitely not compared to godmetal. So they left it for the camp followers and moved on to the next building, a large amphitheater-like structure.

Where, after battling another group of Vile Writhers outside the entrance, they found the dungeon's first boss.


Chapter Three

Corruption

There was no time to prepare, barely even time for Dare to look at the monster they found inside with his Adventurer's Eye. Just a few moments to take in the scene.

The building was a theater or speaking hall, shaped like a seashell with seats descending down to a broad marble platform below. Everything was overgrown with flowering vines, but they were shot through with black and oozed corruption, giving off a foul stench like the Vile Writhers the raid had just fought.

Within the midst of those vines stood a woman, eight feet tall at least, beyond willowy to the point of looking stretched, shrouded with a decayed and cobweb-choked wrap of what might've once been woven flowers.

Her skin was the white of aspen bark, her hair flowing aspen leaves forming a train behind her. But most of the leaves were brown and blighted, and her skin was marred by great fissures leaking black corruption. Her once regal and fair features were forlorn and sorrowful, eyes sunken and dead.

A dryad, but woefully twisted by some foulness in this ancient place.

Dare deeply hoped she was just a monster spawned by the world system, and hadn't once been one of Rosaceae's sisters now forced to live such a pitiful existence. But his Eye identified her as: “Corrupted Dryad. Attacks: Mourn.”

That didn't seem hopeful.

The dryad spotted them and her dead eyes blazed with sudden horror. “No, sweet children!” she screamed in a cracked, broken voice, with enough volume to shiver the air around them. “Fly from this cursed place, before you fall as my beautiful children did!”

Dare suddenly felt a wave of grief so sharp and deep that he sank to the ground and buried his head in his hands, eyes flooding with tears in spite of himself. He could feel the joy of this place, voices raised in song and laughter, tinkling fountains and the wind sighing in the breeze. Eons of peace as the world passed them by.

Lost, all lost. The songs turned to screams, the laughter to cries of suffering. The beautiful people horribly still, livid blood on ashen skin, rotting as the enchantments over the valley fell away and corrupting mist engulfed all.

All gone, this perfect, peaceful place silent and dead. Walking through empty, echoing halls for countless years searching for the faces that had long since moldered to dust, calling beloved names long forgotten to time.

Sobbing filled his ears. His own voice joined with others, and above them all the corrupted dryad in the center of the theater.

He was only briefly torn from his mourning as text scrolled in the corner of his vision. “Quest offered. Forlorn: End the Corrupted Dryad's suffering.”

Dare forced himself to his feet, wiping at his eyes and looking around. His raid was huddled on the ground around him, weeping bitterly, while the dryad remained where she'd been, keening brokenly and saying over and over, “Fly, sweet children. Fly this place.”

He saw Horold stumble to one knee and begin casting Arcane Bolt at the Corrupted Dryad, stricken features set in determination.

“Stop!” Dare roared. Unable to risk the Spellwarder not obeying in time, he Pounced on the man, the ability's Tackle effect interrupting the spell.

His companion surged back to his feet, disbelief and rage overpowering the grief in his features. “What are you doing?” he demanded as if he thought Dare had gone insane or been mind controlled. “The quest said to end her suffering.”

“Not by killing her, you dolt!” Carilina shouted, shrunken and haggard with emotion but somehow on her feet. “Woe to anyone who strikes at a daughter of Geresa!” Without waiting for a response the Healer began casting Cleanse Target on the dryad, then Extract Poison.

The fog of grief that had suffused Dare lifted more, and he realized what he was looking at. Not all boss fights he'd done in games involved just beating a big bad, and he felt relief at the hope that this was more like a boss fight where they had to heal a friendly ally.

He wasn't sure how this poor dryad had been caught up in a raid dungeon, but there'd be time for questions once they helped her.

“Healers and support!” he shouted. “Focus on the Corrupted Dryad. Any spell that could cleanse corruption, or even just healing spells to try to pour goodly magic into her. We save her at any cost.”

His raid slowly stirred from their grief, the spellcasters in question doing their best to help the poor dryad. For her part she continued to wail in grief, seeming oblivious to their efforts as she begged them to flee.

The tanks and DPS stood around watching, unsure of their own roles. Few of them had anything that could help the Corrupted Dryad, unless Dare wanted to try feeding her the healing potion he kept on him at all times in case of emergencies. Or maybe one of his remaining skin regeneration potions; would that help with the dryad's horrifically damaged flesh?

As he was cautiously approaching the tall woman a sense of wrongness struck him. But it wasn't the corruption that hung thick in the air and on everything that grew in this chamber.

This couldn't be it. A boss fight where only the healers were at work, while the rest of them stood around twiddling her thumbs?

Dare activated Rapid Shot to bring four arrows to his bow hand and looked around, on guard. “Tanks, cover the entrances!” he called. “Veressa, be ready with crowd control on adds.” His raid looked at him blankly until he repeated the order more sharply. “DPS, be ready to down an incoming flood of enemies. And fast, before we're overwhelmed.”

The confused doubt on the faces of his companions vanished in a flash as the dryad's wailing was abruptly drowned out by a sound like a gale through a forest. Then the vines creeping up the walls of the theater writhed and parted to reveal a dozen cracks in the walls.

Through the cracks Vile Writhers poured, one, then two, then four, then eight. And more behind them.

Shouts sounded among the raid as Bradis and the off tank rushed to intercept the oncoming monsters, while the DPS let loose on the grotesque flowers the tanks had already picked up.

Dare shot a fire Burst Arrow at the nearest monster, then loosed his other three arrows as quickly as he could. He felt a surge of despair as he looked at more monsters than they'd faced in any fight before. More than they could face even with Veressa struggling to hold two at once.

Until he saw the Vile Writhers the tanks had engaged rush right on past on their writhing roots, ignoring the raid and going straight for the Corrupted Dryad. Bradis was able to aggro one with a direct taunt, but only for as long as the taunt's effect lasted and then the flower was on its way again.

Shit, so that's what they were facing.

“Burn phase!” he shouted. “Tanks, DPS, go all out killing these things! Veressa, switch to damage unless a flower shows odd behavior and goes after one of us. Healers, support, protect and heal the dryad at all costs!”

The first of the Vile Writhers reached the Corrupted Dryad and latched onto her with vines to pin her in place. Then they pierced her with other vines, black and seeping with corruption, and while she screamed in agony the vines pulsed as if sucking something out of her.

Or injecting corruption into her.

Dare grit his teeth in fury at the sight; no innocent, particularly not a sister of Rosaceae, was going to suffer on his watch. He used every cooldown he had, loosed arrow after arrow, even Pounced on cooldown to briefly slow the flowers from their assault on the dryad.

It wasn't enough. More and more converged on the Corrupted Dryad, while her screams increased in intensity and her skin bubbled and blackened and began to slough off. The healers were running low on mana, and while they had a few precious mana potions he wasn't sure it would be enough.

They needed to change tactics. Unless he'd drastically underestimated the difficulty of this raid dungeon and brought far fewer people than needed, no fight should be this hard.

He looked around, searching for what he was missing. The Vile Writhers just kept coming from those cracks in the walls, and he wondered if they were an infinite spawn or if their numbers would finally thin as-

Fuck, he was an idiot. There it was.

The walls were so overgrown with corrupted vines that the rocks had cracked and crumbled, to the point that the vines themselves were the only things holding the walls up. The ceiling had already collapsed, or maybe there'd never been one for this theater, so there was no threat of rocks overhead falling on them as it all came down.

“The walls!” he shouted. “Ranged DPS, anyone with speed, get to the walls and destroy the vines holding them up!”

In the chaos of the fight he was half afraid he hadn't been heard, or he'd be ignored. Then Lily zoomed towards the nearest wall and began sinking arrows into a load bearing vine. Horold joined her, interspersing protective barriers for the dryad with Arcane Bolts against the vine. Other DPS trickled away to also begin desperately hacking or casting spells at the vines.

Dare left them to it and went to the opposite wall, where there were four openings close together. He pulled his legendary chest out of its special pocket in his pouch and hurled it up into a gap in the wall, where it caught in a crack. “Grow!”

With a deafening crash the chest exploded to full size and the sheer weight of it smashed the wall beneath it all the way to the ground, slamming into the stone floor hard enough to make the earth shake. The vines holding the wall up were all yanked downwards with the plummeting chest, tearing them off the stones and bringing the entire section crashing down.

Burying the chest beneath the stones, unfortunately; he wasn't going to be repeating that trick anytime soon.

Thankfully it also buried the four entrances, slowing the rush of Vile Writhers into the room. Dare didn't pause to be satisfied at the result, turning to another wall and shooting at load bearing vines with his massive arrows, which tore huge chunks off them.

Still, not nearly as quick as the improvised battering ram of a legendary chest filled with lead bars, going suddenly from weighing a few pounds to a few thousand.

The Vile Writhers around the dryad began sliding vines together in hissing fury, as if realizing that their reinforcements were being cut off. Then they began filling the air with poisoned thorns, far more than Dare had seen in any of the previous fights with the monsters.

Enough to partially obscure visibility. Thousands. To the point that even though none of the Vile Writhers were targeting the raid, his and his companions' health were dropping at an alarming rate.

Not to mention all those thorns piercing right through clothes wherever he wasn't wearing armor stung like a bitch. And the poison felt like numb fire spreading through his veins.

Shit. Shit shit shit. Did he order the raid to take cover until the thorn barrage ended? The dryad might not survive that long without help, and the walls hadn't all been taken down. Although to his relief, even as he thought that the wall Lily and the other DPS had been working on crashed down.

“Mother!” the Corrupted Dryad screamed in a voice of mingled torment and hope. “Have I finally reached my end? I think, I think that might be a relief.”

That sounded very bad. Dare cursed and shot a few final arrows, at last bringing down the second wall. A Vile Writher that had just emerged from a crack escaped the devastation and made a beeline for the dryad, and he tossed a root Savage Trap in front of it to briefly stop and slow it.

Then he Pounced on the Corrupted dryad, right into the thick of the storm of thorns, and tipped a healing potion into her screaming mouth. She choked then reflexively swallowed, huge, frightened eyes meeting his and holding his gaze in desperate pleading.
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He gave her a reassuring smile, even though this fight was going down to the wire and at the moment his health was plummeting, his companions desperately trying to keep him up with heals and barriers. After feeding her his last precious healing potion, he tipped one of his two skin regeneration potions into her mouth.

Then he used Roll and Shoot to get out of there, activated Cheetah's Dash to sprint to a far enough distance that the rain of thorns wasn't as thick, and turned to begin downing the lowest health Vile Writher attacking the dryad.

Somewhere behind him there was a roar as the fourth and final wall collapsed, hopefully sealing the room from more of the monsters. Which just left a dozen or so left around the Corrupted Dryad.

Maybe the thorn barrage finally ran out its full duration, or maybe the monsters realized their chance was fading, but either way the rain of thorns stopped as the Vile Writhers focused fully on killing their grieving victim.

Dare's fire Burst Arrow finished off one and he immediately switched to another, feeling a surge of panic as the Corrupted Dryad's screams cut off and she slumped to the ground, twitching feebly. Carilina screamed in grief and fury, desperately casting Extract Poison over and over again to try to stop the tide of black filth flowing into the dryad.

Rapid Shot, Roll and Shoot, Burst Arrow, every scrap of damage he could manage. Throwing his single bleed Savage Trap, hoping it would have some effect on a flower monster. Doing everything he could to save the dryad as her twitching slowed and she began frothing at the mouth, black sludge pouring out in a torrent.

Damnit, damnit! If only he'd been quicker to see that the walls collapsed. If he'd brought twice as many people. If he'd waited until they were higher level to venture into the dungeon. If he was more powerful.

How many millennia had this poor dryad waited here in this ruin, sunk in her grief? Only to have an arrogant asshole come and get her killed in a fight he wasn't ready for.

Estellis slumped to the ground in mana exhaustion, after casting one regeneration after another the entire fight. Jurrin joined her soon after, teeth gritted in helpless fury. Lily ran out of arrows and rushed in to hack at Vile Writhers with her short sword, screaming in fury.

Bradis and the off tank were crouching over the dryad, protecting her with their bodies while the melee DPS hacked at the corrupting vines as quickly as the flowers could send out new ones. The Duelist, panting with exhaustion, was bodily trying to shove a monster away, his broken sword lying at his feet.

Seven enemies left. Five. The dryad wasn't moving anymore. Two. One.

Dare drilled the last Vile Writher with a final Burst Arrow to finish it off, and as it withered away to a blackened husk the ruin that had once been a theater fell eerily silent.

◆◆◆

Dare ran to the dryad and knelt beside her, anxiously searching for signs of life. Carilina was struggling to cast spells as soon as her depleted mana pool filled up enough, and the other healers had joined her, working frantically.

Lily, weeping freely, gave the stricken demigoddess her healing potion, then gently took her withered hand, heedless of the black corruption.

For what felt like an eternity nothing else happened. Then the dryad shuddered violently, gasped, and began breathing more deeply as if asleep.

Dare's shoulders sagged in relief, and he briefly squeezed Lily's shoulder before straightening with a groan and moving over to the healers. “What do you think?” he murmured.

Jurrin shook his head grimly. “She lives, thank all the deities. But whether we can cleanse her corruption, or whether her corruption even can be cleansed, is another question entirely.”

Dare shared that fear. “I suggest we put the healers on rotating four hour sleep shifts to restore their mana pools so they can keep up their efforts.”

The Priest nodded. “Aye, that's our best chance.” He looked around at the collapsed walls, grimacing. “The rest of the raid should rest and repair their gear as well. Although we should keep a diligent watch . . . no telling whether more of those vicious things might squirm their way free of the wreckage, or climb over it.”

Bradis joined them, expression grim. “This was a passing odd boss fight by any standard,” he said. “No acknowledgement of victory at its end, no achievement progress, no experience bonus, no visible loot aside from whatever those gods cursed flowers dropped. And the quest doesn't show as completed.”

Dare had noticed that too. “Either this wasn't a proper fight, merely a chance to aid the dryad in need, or the fight's not over yet.”

The Fighter spat to one side, his usually easygoing demeanor nowhere to be seen. “I was sort of afraid that's what we were looking at.” He looked around at the exhausted raid and sighed. “I'll get everyone resting, repairing their gear, and reloading on arrows and consumables. I just hope the next phase of this fight doesn't suck as much as this one did.”

Speaking of which, Dare needed to retrieve his own arrows and repair any that had broken. And also see if he had the materials to make more Savage Traps. And he needed to dig out the legendary chest and make sure it had survived being buried in rubble; it was supposedly indestructible, but that just meant it didn't have a durability meter and didn't need to be repaired. Like most noncombat legendary items.

So far nothing he'd put the item through had damaged it, but this had been a pretty extreme test of its resilience.

He looked at Jurrin. “We should probably make sure the healers save some mana in case of another fight.”

The old man sighed. “This is going to stress us to our limits, but it's a wise precaution.” He said that last grudgingly.

Dare clapped the Priest on the shoulder, then got to work.

◆◆◆

Five hours later Dare resigned himself to the fact that they were probably going to be spending the night in this ruined theater, as the healers continued working tirelessly to heal the Corrupted Dryad.

It wasn't exactly the cut and dried kill the boss and move on to the next one he was used to from raids, but this was real life. Real life with a real person they were trying to save.

On the plus side it gave them plenty of time to rest and repair their gear. As well as a very lengthy post fight assessment, since it was one of the most chaotic fights Dare had been in and way too close for comfort.

Although another plus was that his companions seemed more focused and driven by the experience, with more of a feel of team cohesion. They even listened to him more attentively.

At the moment Dare was contemplating climbing over the rubble and checking on the camp followers, to make sure the rampaging Vile Writhers hadn't threatened them. And to bring the crafters in to help repair or replace broken gear.

But before he could suggest it the Corrupted Dryad finally stirred and sat up with a whimper.

“Children,” she whispered, looking around at them with sunken, hollow eyes. “My beautiful children, have you finally returned to me?” Then her expression crumpled. “Oh. No, that's right, you're the new ones. The ones who destroyed my auditorium.”

Dare hurried over and knelt in front of the tall woman, keeping his voice gentle. “My Lady, I'm Sir Darren Portsmouth and this is my raid. How are you feeling?”

The dryad hunched in on herself, and for just a moment her grief surged out with a palpable force the way it had at the beginning of the fight, swamping him in sorrow. “My sweet babies,” she moaned brokenly.

Then, with an apparent great effort of will, she sucked in a shuddering breath and laughed hollowly. “Probably best not to ask, gentle boy.” She offered a blackened, cracked hand, oozing with corruption. “I am Tremuloides, Mother of Eldarin'lesinal.”

Dare didn't hesitate to take her hand and kiss it, although he had to force back a shudder of revulsion; it wasn't the poor dryad's fault, what had been done to her. “How can we help you, Lady Tremuloides? My healers are working tirelessly to cleanse your corruption and restore you.”

Tremuloides let out another hollow laugh. “Your efforts are kindly received, gentle boy, but futile. My corruption began when the Cursed Quetzal infested my beloved tree and killed it, then twisted it to exist forever in a parody of life as vileness seeped deeper and deeper into its core. Only by bringing peace to my beloved tree by utterly destroying it can I finally be cleansed.”

Text appeared in the corner of Dare's vision. “Quest Updated. Forlorn: End the Corrupted Dryad's suffering. Lady Tremuloides entreats you to destroy the corrupted Great Aspen of Eldarin'lesinal and free it, and her, from its curse.”

“Then that is what we'll do, my Lady,” he said firmly. “I g-”

“No!” the dryad shouted, eyes widening in horror. “No, take no risks on my behalf, sweet children. Fly this place and leave me to my suffering. It is no less than I deserve.”

Dare exchanged concerned looks with the rest of the raid. “Do not fear on our account,” he assured her. “We mean to clear this dungeon, and are glad to aid you at the same time.”

Tremuloides scrambled away, keening in sorrow, and huddled among the rubble of a wall. “Leave me to my sorrow,” she wailed. “I cannot bear the weight of another innocent child's death tarnishing my damned soul.”

He looked after her helplessly, wondering what the best course of action was here. He wanted to help the dryad, for Rosaceae's sake as well as her own, but her mind was broken by unimaginable trauma, only compounded by who knew how many millennia of grief and solitude.

Maybe the best plan was to complete the quest and free her of the source of her corruption, then try again. Perhaps when the raid was done and she was saved he could take her to Rosaceae; her sister would know how to help her, if anyone did.

With a sigh Dare turned to the rest of the raid, who were watching him expectantly. “Time to move on. We have a few more hours before dark, and the healers and other casters have rested. Let's search around this place, make sure there are no more Vile Writhers or other threats to Lady Tremuloides, then continue.”

The others reluctantly nodded, and together they climbed over the pile of rubble where it was lower from digging down to retrieve the legendary chest. Which thankfully showed only a few scrapes and gouges from its rough treatment.

The fallen stones were treacherous, and the heavily armored tanks and a few of the melee had a few minor mishaps during the climb, cursing as they tumbled and had to catch themselves. Although thankfully there were no injuries.

Beyond the theater the ruins remained shrouded in fog as always, with perhaps a hint less light as the sun sank towards the horizon. The raid fought another pair of marble sentinels along the path, the fight seeming almost trivial compared to the frantic battle with the swarm of Vile Writhers.

These golems didn't drop any fancy gear, which Dare could only assume meant the first one Horold had gotten had been a lucky rare drop.

The sky was darkening, and with a vote the raid settled on searching one more structure before returning to the theater to sleep. The next building turned out to be a storehouse, nothing exciting. They uncovered a nest of vipers (poisonous, of course), and eradicated them in another battle that seemed simple compared to the theater fight.

Although he was really happy that they had Carilina with them for her Extract Poison.

The warehouse had several mounds of rusted or corroded metal, as well as a literal ton of brass with a fine patina of corrosion but otherwise usable. In one corner they found a pile of gold that shone dully beneath a blanket of mold, perhaps from a chest that had rotted to dust around it.

Bradis guessed that the rusted and corroded metal could be smelted again, or at least some usable materials salvaged, and suggested they have the smiths among the camp followers take a look and see what could be done. They left the building for now and returned to the theater, where they found Tremuloides sleeping fitfully.

Dare volunteered for first watch, wrapping himself in his cloak as the air turned bitter cold around him with nightfall. Although even in the freezing temperatures the fog remained unnaturally heavy.

Given the nasty battle they'd had in this place just hours ago, he kept a careful eye on the area, glad for Owlsight's improvement to his night vision. The way the fight had ended, with no acknowledgement or significant loot or anything, left him feeling unsettled and worried there might be more to it.

Rationally, the more to it was probably the dryad's quest to destroy her corrupted tree. But even so he didn't rest easy.

He'd already nearly led the raid to disaster once.


Chapter Four

Deeper

Dare woke in the night to find himself being picked up and cradled, fighting not to gag as a foul stench washed over him.

“Shh, sweet boy,” the corrupted dryad murmured, stroking his hair. “Rest easy now. Mother Tremuloides is here to keep you safe. No harm will come to you in my arms.”

He didn't have the heart to pull away from the fragile demigoddess. Instead he cautiously rested his head on a less corrupted part of her arm. “Can I not comfort you instead, my Lady?”

She laughed, although her voice caught and black tears spattered on his shoulder. “Don't be silly, my child. The only comfort a mother needs is to hold her child close.”

Well, he'd been trying to find a way to help her. Maybe after so long alone, the simple touch of another person could provide some balm for her shattered heart. “Then can I stay with you tonight, Lady Tremuloides? The night is dark and the fog looms close.”

“Of course, sweetie, of course,” Tremuloides said, shifting him to lie down beside her and hugging him close while stroking his hair all the while. “Sleep peacefully in your Treemother's arms. I'm not going anywhere.”

Dare did his best, although his skin crawled at the foulness oozing from her. Not her fault, but still unpleasant.

The next thing he knew he felt warm wetness splattering on his face, and opened his eyes to dawn light filtering through the fog. Tremuloides still held him, apparently sleeping fitfully, but his head was cradled in Lily's lap as his bunny girl fiancee leaned over him.

Her eyes were screwed shut, lovely features exhausted and miserable and frantic with worry, and it was her tears slipping down her cheeks and dripping onto his face that he'd felt.

Alarmed, Dare squirmed free of the dryad's grasp and sat up to take the woman he loved into his arms. “Honey?” he asked anxiously, gently kissing away her tears. “What's wrong?”

She stared at him with wide eyes as she anxiously cupped his face with both hands. “What's . . . are you okay?” At his blank look her delicate features crumpled in anxious relief and she buried her face in his shoulder, words muffled. “You've been weeping nonstop for hours, my love. I tried everything I could to wake you, but nothing worked. Not even the healers could help.”

What? He looked around, and sure enough Carilina and Jurrin were sitting nearby, expressions concerned.

Dare stroked Lily's sleek silver hair as he closed his eyes. He vaguely recalled dreams, forgotten the moment he awakened. All except a lingering memory of anguish and loss and self-condemnation. Had his close contact with Tremuloides made him experience her grief in his sleep?

If so, perhaps it was best he couldn't remember.

“Shh,” he whispered, kissing his bunny girl fiancee's head. “It's all right, my love. It was just a dream, and now I'm awake.”

“Thank the Goddess,” she said, holding him tighter. “You were so sad, Dare. It broke my heart to see you like that. And I was terrified when you wouldn't wake up.”

“It's passed now.” He kissed her head again. “I'm going to cook the foods that give buffs, then get the raid up and ready to go. How about you go back to bed until breakfast?” He hesitated, glancing at the fitfully sleeping dryad beside them, then stood with a groan of effort, still cradling Lily in his arms. “Although let's find somewhere else for you to sleep.”

Dare was half afraid she'd protest, but to his relief she simply nodded and held him tighter.

As he stepped past a concerned Jurrin and Carilina he leaned close and whispered, “Move everyone farther back from Lady Tremuloides. We won't sleep in this amphitheater again, assuming we're here another night.”

“We can't just leave her alone!” the Healer protested, giving the dryad an anxious look.

“I don't plan to. Not until we've done everything we can for her, including taking her to someone who can help her, if she's willing to go.” He looked back at the gaunt, corrupted figure. “But I fear for her stability even when she's lucid . . . I won't risk what might happen to those around her while she sleeps.”

Jurrin leaned closer. “What happened to you? What did you dream in her grasp?”

“I don't know, and I thank the gods for that.” Dare continued on to a spot as far away from Tremuloides as he could find, gently setting Lily down and then fetching a tent and bedroll for her.

Once he'd soothed his beloved fiancee to sleep he got a fire started and got to work cooking the specific foods that would give beneficial buffs to the various roles in the raid. Although he paused when he looked up to see Carilina standing nearby, looking at him with an unreadable expression.

“Why you?” she asked. “You were in the midst of the camp, but Lady Tremuloides went straight to you.”

He shook his head wearily. “Maybe because I was the one who spoke to her last night. Or maybe because I've met another dryad before.”

“You have?” the Healer asked, eyes wide. “Who, when?”

“A few months ago, before you met me in Redoubt.” He shrugged. “Speaking of which, she might've come to me for the same reason Heliora sent you to me . . . I've been Noticed.”

The Healer shivered slightly and turned away, hurrying to the dryad to check on her.

Tremuloides remained sleeping fitfully as the raid stirred awake, made their preparations, and finally set out. Knowing that the corrupted dryad's fate rested in their hands, the mood was solemn as they climbed over the low point in the ruined wall and continued down the path deeper into the fog-shrouded ruins.

The spellcasters looked tired because of the four hour sleep schedule, especially the healers who'd used the rest of their mana cleansing the dryad when the raid set up camp for the night. And even though everyone had been healed from their wounds and the poison, there was always some recovering required that spells couldn't fully manage. Thankfully nothing that affected their combat readiness, for the most part.

They were all more purposeful as they searched the next few buildings, which had modest loot but no sign of enemies. There were spots where monsters should be, but none were there.

Dare wondered if he'd been wrong about the Vile Writhers simply having infinite spawns in the cracks in the wall around the theater, and if the corrupted dryad's cry had actually pulled every monster of that type in these ruins.

If so, how many had they killed before they collapsed the theater walls?

It also raised the question of if they could've avoided the fight entirely if they'd cleared the rest of the dungeon before visiting Tremuloides. Or at least made it easier by having crowd control or people with snares and roots waiting to slow the flower monsters' approach.

All hindsight, unfortunately. Although it suggested he should rethink his strategy of treating this raid like the ones he was used to in games, approach the fights differently in real life.

On the other hand, what if he left the bosses alone while clearing the trash mobs, only to have one wander out and jump them in the middle of a fight? Sometimes there were no obvious answers.

In any case, after clearing another pair of marble guardians and a few nests of poisonous monsters in buildings, they stepped into a large rotted garden in the ruins and found their first actual dungeon boss.

It was a slime, but unlike the slimes Dare had seen before, especially the friendly and helpful ones like slime girls, this one was colossal and seemed to be nothing but creeping malignancy.

His Adventurer's Eye identified it as: “Sulfuric Devourer. Monster, Raid Rated. Level 43. Attacks: Engulf, Dissolve, Acid Spray, Putrid Rot, Withering Touch, No Target, Unstoppable, Reform, Long Reach.”

Phew. The stats were confusing for a monster, with low damage attacks and a shockingly low amount of health. Which made him think that, like some slimes in games, the raid's attacks would do little to no damage and they'd have to go for pure quantity of hits. That, or only special abilities and particular spells would be effective.

He relayed the information to the raid. “Suggestions?”

Bradis scratched his head. “There's no tanking this thing. It'll swallow the first person it reaches, regardless of who that is.”

Jurrin nodded grimly. “Giant slimes tend to eat adventurers one at a time and begin digesting them until their gear is dissolved, then their clothes, then their flesh. Then they move on to the next victim. The healers and support can try to keep that adventurer alive for the duration of the fight, but unless the person in question wants to buy expensive skin restoration spells or items, it's better to cut them free before they're hurt.”

Dare scratched at his jaw. “So we're looking at a race to kill this thing before anyone gets eaten alive. Melee, you'll be responsible for freeing anyone who gets eaten. Support, do your best to protect them with barriers so they don't lose their skin.”

“The Acid Spray attack worries me,” Horold said. “We should have barriers protecting everyone ahead of time.”

Lily raised her hand. “Question. I don't want to lose my skin, but I don't want to lose my gear either. If the slime just indiscriminately dissolves what we're wearing, why not make a bunch of crappy leather and cloth gear for this fight? As well as fresh changes for people who get devoured and then freed.”

Bradis brightened. “I like the sound of that. And if you're caught you should drop your weapons before being devoured so they don't get damaged.”

“Will that actually work?” Jurrin asked with a frown. “It seems like . . . I don't know. Too easy. Thumbing our noses at the way the gods designed this monster.”

The beautiful bunny girl adjusted her big glasses and grinned at Dare. “Or maybe they want us to find creative ways to make a fight easier and less damaging to us.”

The raid seemed to agree. Or at least weren't willing to risk their expensive gear. They made their way back to the camp followers waiting at the entrance to the dungeon, where Lily and a tailor from the camp followers made a bunch of cheap Level 30 leather and cloth gear. Then they carried it back to the slime.

“I hope we're not the biggest idiots in the world,” Bradis said as he stripped off his plate and chainmail and pulled on the leather armor. “I know you said its direct attacks are weak, but I'm feeling awfully naked right now.”

“I don't know,” Estellis said, playfully slapping her lover's ass. “I sort of like you in tight leather.” She was changing into cheap gear too, since even though they planned to have her far from the fight, the slime's Long Reach ability might still be a threat to her.

Jurrin and Horold worked for a few minutes to put barriers on everyone, and everyone who had cooldowns to prepare for the fight popped them.

Once Dare was satisfied they were as ready as they could be, he raised his voice, “No particular pull order seems necessary here. When the fight starts run in and start pounding on this thing. Your fastest attacks, since it looks as if it has near immunity to damage and quantity will matter over quality. I'll also pay attention to more powerful cooldown abilities, and if they look like they're doing extra damage I'll inform the raid.”

The near immunity probably made the Sulfuric Devourer a partial counter to high level adventurers just breezing through this, since they'd need numbers and teamwork as much as a lower level raid.

He motioned for the offensive magic users to cast their first volley, waited for the fastest spell to fly, and at the same time loosed a holy Burst Arrow into the center of the slime. The holy school effect on the attack reduced the target's regeneration and health restored by spells and abilities, which would be especially important when the boss was so hard to damage.

The other ranged attacks peppered the giant monster soon after, and with a roar the melee rushed forward to engage the enemy.

The Sulfuric Devourer burst into motion, half a dozen pseudopods shooting out towards raid members, forcing them to dodge and weave as they closed the remaining distance and started pounding the dungeon boss with their weapons. At the same time Acid Spray fanned out, starting at one side of the raid and sweeping through it, sizzling on barriers and leaving pockmarks on cheap armor.

Dare's focus shifted from the damage report in his raid analytics to the cone of acid as it moved past the raid and continued rotating, sweeping the entire garden in a slow circle. Realization dawned, and he raised his voice again. “Acid Spray is a set pattern! It will keep sweeping the garden in a circle, so we have to move with it!”

His companions nodded grimly, and as the fountain of acid again swept towards them they ran in spurts to keep ahead of it, doing their best to continue doing their part in the fight while moving constantly.

It was a pain, but at least as long as they weren't complete morons they didn't have to worry about Acid Spray being a threat. It was an inconvenience, at worst.

Putrid Rot was more of an issue. With every hit on the slime a brief gout of goop sprayed out. Thankfully Dare didn't have to tell the melee, who quickly figured out to strike in such a way that the spraying goop missed them. Unfortunately some of the ranged weren't quite as attentive.

“Ranged!” he bellowed. “Don't hit the boss near any melee! The Putrid Rot backlash from your attacks is splashing all over them!”

The tanks had taken it upon themselves to hack at the pseudopods going after the raid, with effort cutting them off to flop to the ground. At which point the slime in the putrid tentacles reformed in blobs and began oozing back towards the main mass.

Attacks on the pseudopods did just as much damage as attacks on the main mass, though, and also served to eliminate that threat. Best of all, apparently there wasn't enough slime in the thin tentacles for the Putrid Rot backlash to trigger.

“Switch targets to the tentacles!” Dare shouted, suiting his words.

That worked for a while. With every tentacle they severed another shot out from the main mass, and the severed slime blobs didn't take long to rejoin the Sulfuric Devourer. But the boss's health was only gradually ticking down.

It didn't take long to figure out that no matter what ability people used, the damage was the same. When Dare confirmed that the raid was able to switch to their fastest attacks and forget about trying anything else.

A few people got hit by tentacles, which caused them to slump weakened with a status debuff that reduced their strength by 75% for 20 seconds. Withering Touch. At one point Bradis was snatched up by a tentacle that started to drag him towards the main mass, but they quickly severed that tentacle and the nearest melee hacked him free of the sludge's grasp.

So far so good, but Dare didn't think it would be that easy. And he was proved right.

When they got the boss down to 75% the Sulfuric Devourer abruptly snapped all its pseudopods back into the main mass. Then, with a gurgling rumble, a massive pseudopod shot out and slammed down on Karlon, crushing him into the ground and smothering him in ooze.

Before the raid could even begin to go after the massive pseudopod it retracted, taking the off tank with it. He was pulled in to the center of the mass where he thrashed feebly in the transparent monster, expression horrified.

Engulf. Fuck; so much for cutting him out of that, they'd have to tunnel through half the slime.

Although at least the Soldier had the presence of mind to keep his eyes screwed shut to protect them as his face slowly turned purple from lack of air. The translucent, acidic slime around him began to turn opaque as, like any slime, it bunched more of itself around its victim to increase its density.

The poor man's thrashing began to slow as the packed slime became too heavy to move against, and even with the protective barriers the support constantly cast on him his cheap armor began to Dissolve.

Mind racing, Dare checked the analytics. There was no way they'd be able to kill the Sulfuric Devourer before it began to Dissolve Karlon's flesh. Which meant the best they could hope for was to have the healers keep him alive, every inch of skin on his body becoming horrifically scarred, while they raced to kill the boss and free him from his torment.

Cursing bitterly, he kicked out at a nearby blob of slime oozing towards the main mass. Then stopped, frowning, as the viscous mass shied away from him.

What?

Still focused on loosing arrows, he tried stepping on the slime. Instead of going for him the smaller ooze again shied away. A bit of it stuck under his boot even writhed frantically to escape.

The slime didn't respond this way to any of his companions. In fact, he'd watched Horold curse and kick frantically to dislodge a glob of slime that had oozed right over his foot on its way to rejoin the Sulfuric Devourer.

Come to think of it, none of the tentacles had gone after him either. He prodded at the slime again, again trapping some, and a status effect flickered on him and disappeared.

Dare's frown deepened, and on impulse he Pounced to the main mass, slamming into it. Or at least where its surface should've been; with his arrival the entire mass oozed around him to form a half sphere of clear space.

The status effect reappeared and stayed: “Corruption. You have been tainted by the Cursed Quetzal's poison, activated to virulency by proximity to a different form of corruption. A dryad's faltering power fights to preserve you. Timer 23 hours 59 minutes 43 seconds.”

Fuck.

Ominous as that was, he didn't have time to worry about it right now. Apparently his corruption scared the hell out of the Sulfuric Devourer, which provided Karlon's only hope.

So, hoping he wasn't doing something incredibly stupid, Dare plunged right into the slime.

It continued to retreat from him, until he was in an enclosed dome that followed him as he reached the center, freeing his companion from the giant monster's acidic grip.

Karlon slumped to the ground, gasping in his first breath in over a minute. His cheap leather armor was reduced to fragments and the clothing beneath was in tatters, the exposed skin pink as if sunburned.

“Fuck me,” the Soldier panted. “Fuck me, fuck this.” He rolled onto his hands and knees and emptied his stomach on the ground.

Dare helped the shaken man to his feet, got a shoulder beneath him supporting most of his weight, and helped him out of the slime. Then he deposited the off tank and turned, lifting his bow and continuing his arrow barrage.

The rest of the raid seemed to still be in one piece. They were keeping ahead of the Acid Spray, although even as Karlon stumbled away from the Sulfuric Devourer another giant pseudopod shot out to grab Carilina and plunge her into the center of the slime.

Godsdamnit.

Dare reversed direction, plunging back into the monster to free the Healer. Then, deciding to get cute, he moved the bubble of safety just enough to get her back out before heading for the center again, loosing arrows at the Sulfuric Devourer from within.

In spite of the dangerous and difficult fight, he couldn't help but grin as the giant pseudopod deposited a cursing Bradis practically right on top of him. “Stick around,” Dare told his friend. “We'll beat at this thing from inside.”

The Fighter looked around queasily, then with a grim nod strode forward and began smashing at the slime with his club, dodging aside as Putrid Rot triggered.

Even the slime that started to spray into the safe area from the backlash shied back to rejoin the main mass. The same as it had been doing for Dare's arrows, he realized.

Bradis looked at him in shock, then at the bubble of safety surrounding them. “How are you doing all this?”

“Because Lady Tremuloides spread her corruption to me, and I have less than a day before something very bad happens to me that has even giant slime monsters terrified.”

“Shit, sorry I asked.” His friend set his jaw and continued pounding away at the enemy.

They'd managed to get the Sulfuric Devourer's health down to 51%. Dare watched with some amusement as the giant pseudopod went after Lily, only to have her keep ahead of it with graceful bounds.

She even managed to keep loosing arrows the entire time.

Then they brought the giant slime down to 50%, and it burst around them.

The quivering dome split in two and sloughed off in different directions, one slime becoming two. Then those two split again, two becoming four. Each one had a quarter of the big slime's remaining health.

Well, that would be good for Lily's AoE attacks.

The slimes went for separate targets, several pseudopods bursting out of each. But they all avoided Dare.

Time to get cute again. “On me!” he shouted, using Snap over his head a few times in quick succession to get the raid's attention. “Everyone on me!”

His companions converged, and as they did Dare used his foot to scrape out a rough circle in the moldering earth of the decrepit garden. The size of his protective dome. “I'm corrupted and the slime avoids me,” he hastily told the raid as they clustered around him. “Stay in this circle and they should avoid you too.”

“What about Acid Spray?” Jurrin protested.

Dare smiled grimly as he moved to the center of the circle he'd made. “Would you rather face all the monster's attacks, or just that one?”

The Healer opened his mouth, then shut it and nodded. “Support, we'll keep barriers up as much as possible! Anyone who's got damaged gear, change it now!”

“Melee, try to shield the ranged with our bodies,” Bradis added. “Put less strain on the healers.”

Dare nodded. “And the ranged can swap with you if the acid gets through your armor.” He looked out at the slimes. “Here they come.”

The four Sulfuric Devourer segments converged on the group from all sides, pseudopods darting in then shying away at close to exactly the spot where he'd roughly marked the boundary. The sight of it seemed to hearten his companions, and even as the Acid Spray poured over them, mostly blocked by the bodies of the tanks and melee DPS, they threw themselves into damaging the split monster.

Especially Lily, who enthusiastically hit three with every shot, suddenly doing half again as much damage in the boss fight.

Since the healers and support had less of a burden with only the one attack hitting the raid, even if it was area of effect, the ones who had offensive spells began casting them. Dare had to shout for them to save their mana, unable to forget the timer counting down on his status sheet even as he focused on defeating this boss.

They weren't done once they killed the Sulfuric Devourer, they were just getting started.

With the slow damage against the resistant enemy, the raid ended up having to swap the people in front after killing the first of the four slimes, with two more at 84% and the other at 95%. Which was good, because it meant the DPS had been focused on burning down the right target, with the damage on the others from area of effect attacks like Lily's Triple Shot.

Dare called the melee back and ranged forward, although since he needed to stay in the center of the circle he couldn't join the others in shielding the melee. That bothered him, having to watch Lily stand in a shower of acid, blocking it from hitting the melee as they hastily stripped off the remnants of their destroyed armor and put on new pieces.

But so far nobody had been scarred by acid or otherwise injured. And it looked as if they had the remainder of the fight under control. Assuming the Sulfuric Devourer didn't have any more surprises for them.

It didn't, and after another five or so minutes they downed a second slime. Then a few minutes later a third, and a couple minutes after that the final one. The weary raid raised a ragged cheer as it bubbled, frothed, and then dissolved into itself in a spreading pool of inanimate liquid.

Text appeared in the corner of Dare's vision: “Congratulations, you have defeated raid rated dungeon boss Sulfuric Devourer! 45,000 bonus experience awarded.”

“Completed 2/5 towards achievement Hero of Bastion: Slay 5 raid rated monsters.”

“Trophies gained: Forgotten Hero's Skull x7. Inert Goop x6. Ruined Champion's Shield x1. Loot body to acquire.”

“Quest discovered. Lay to Rest: Deliver the Forgotten Hero's Skull to a temple or church to ensure the remains of a fallen innocent receive a proper burial.”

No doubt a worthy quest. Assuming he lived to complete it.

Dare sank to his knees, looting the boss for just long enough to glance at the available items and see if any would be useful for the raid. Only to find that there were no items, just a bunch of gold and a bit of truesilver that had apparently survived the acid.

Then he turned his attention back to his Corrupted status effect, trying to figure out just what the hell was going on.

He wasn't the only one wondering that. “Now that the boss is dealt with,” Jurrin said sharply, looming over him, “would you care to tell us what happened here? How were you able to drive back the slime?”

“Like I said during the fight, I'm corrupted.” Dare grimly described the status effect to the raid. As he spoke he noticed Lily going gray with horror, eyes huge and terrified. “If I had to guess, my fate is now tied with Lady Tremuloides's, and I have less than 24 hours to destroy this Cursed Quetzal and her corrupted aspen tree.”

“That's a big assumption,” Carilina said.

“There's one way to know,” Lily said, grabbing Dare's hand firmly. “Let's run fast as we can and ask Lady Tremuloides.”

He nodded and turned to the raid. “Rest up and prepare. We keep going as soon as we return.”

Without another word Lily took off, and he activated Cheetah's Dash and followed at his best speed.

“Sweet children, you live!” the dryad said as they clambered over the fallen walls of her auditorium. She was awake and hunched in the same place Dare had first seen her, in the same posture. “But you must fly this place now, I beg you.”

Dare approached at a measured pace and bowed to her. “I wish that was possible, my Lady. I fear I now bear the same corruption that afflicts you.”

Tremuloides looked at him with horror. “But that's not possible!” she whispered. “I cannot have failed more sweet children. I cannot be the cause of more suffering.” She curled up on herself in a miserable ball and began to keen in abject grief, the sound piercing enough to make his ears ring.

Lily bounded up to the mourning dryad. “There's no time for that, my Lady!” she snapped. “Dare has less than 24 hours! What afflicts him? How can we save him?”

“My poor children,” Tremuloides whispered in a broken voice. “My poor, sweet children. So small and gentle and trusting. But I failed you when you needed me most. I failed you, and Mother, and everyone!”

“Tremuloides!” the bunny girl shouted, practically in her ear. She determinedly shook the hunched dryad's shoulder. “Please, there's still time for him. Help us!”

The corrupted dryad just wept into her hands, oblivious to any entreaties.

“Fuck!” Lily screamed, whirling to him with a fierce expression. “So we do like you said. Clear the raid in less than a day. Complete the quest and save Lady Tremuloides.”

Dare nodded, and together they bolted back to the raid.

“What did she say?” Carilina demanded anxiously.

He shook his head. “She was lost to grief.” He took a breath. “My friends, there's no time to beat around the bush. I'm afraid I have less than a day before I die, or am irreparably marred.”

He looked around at his companions. “My only option now is to destroy the dungeon boss and Lady Tremuloides's corrupted tree in that time, and hope it will save me. I intend to try to clear what stands between me and the Cursed Quetzal and leave the rest. Including looting the monsters and leaving it all behind to retrieve and sort later. The casters will also need to spare their mana if at all possible and let the physical DPS clear the mobs. And everyone will need to try even harder to avoid damage, and if the injury isn't bleeding or debilitating let your natural regeneration heal you.”

A low, dismayed murmur spread through the raid, and Dare nodded grimly. “I know. Rushing the fights will be dangerous. It'll require more hardship and sacrifice. And it's not something I can order you to do. So I'm asking you if you'll be willing to help me.”

“Of course!” Lily said fiercely. “Even if it means braving this dungeon alone at your side.”

“Of course I will,” Carilina said in a soft voice, expression determined. “You saved me when my life was destroyed, and offered me a new life. I'll walk into the jaws of death with you if necessary.”

Bradis nodded. “I don't abandon friends in need.” Snorting, he motioned down the valley. “Besides, I don't fancy our chances at this place without our leader, considering you're the one who can identify all these monsters for us and plan the fights.”

Estellis simply stepped up beside her lover and took his hand, nodding as well.

Veressa looked around. “It could've been any of us who bore this Corruption, and I have no doubt if it had been, Sir Dare would be suggesting this same course of action for our sakes. And I don't abandon my friends in need, either.”

Horold cleared his throat and stepped up beside Dare, resting a hand on his shoulder.

After that a tense silence fell that could've lasted an eternity or half a minute, as the rest of the raid exchanged uncertain or guilty glances. Then Karlon, who'd been putting on his plate armor, clapped a fist to his chest in salute with a metallic clang. “If what you say about this Corruption is true, that it only activated when you came close to the giant slime, and the monster had been avoiding you, then it's pretty clear you only face this threat because you got me out of the midst of it. Saving me from at least horrific torment and disfigurement, and very possibly death. I'm with you to the end of this foul place.”

Jurrin growled. “I don't much like you, lad, but I'm here to make sure all of us survive to go home. As long as you're not suicidally reckless in your rush to a cure I'll support you.”

That left six people. Three came over immediately, seeming to realize the votes had been cast and the raid was moving forward, and if they wanted any hope for more loot they needed to come along.

After another long pause their companion Billiam shook his head. “I wish you the best, lad, I truly do. But adventurers die in raids, and rushing will get you all killed. I'll wait with the camp followers to receive my portion of the loot from what we've already cleared.”

Not meeting anyone's eye, he turned and strode back the way they'd come. Dare received a notice that he'd left the raid party.

Endro finally came over with a resigned shrug, which just left Jareth. “You can't seriously expect us to clear the entire raid in less than a day,” the Mage protested feebly.

Dare took a shuddering breath. “Maybe not, but we'll try.”

“You're damn right we will,” Lily said, looking fiercely at the others. “Most dungeons only have three or four bosses, and we've already cleared two. We can do this!”

“Was the dryad a boss, though?” Jareth shot back.

Dare shook his head. “I guess we'll see. Will you be with us?” After a grudging pause the Mage grunted and stepped forward.

Dare kept a confident face for his raid, but inwardly he breathed a huge sigh of relief. Only one person had left, which meant this might still be possible. He might make it home to his family, survive to see his children grow up.

“Let's go,” he said firmly. “Time to show the monsters of Eldarin'lesinal the meaning of speed, for Lady Tremuloides!”

That drew a grim cheer from most of his companions, who gathered around to clap him supportively on the shoulder. Then they set out to do the impossible.

The raid bypassed all buildings now, only checking inside for bosses. They knew they were seeking out a Great Aspen Tree, which would likely be outdoors, so they stuck to the path and plunged deeper into the misty valley.

Marble sentinels fell, more slowly without the spellcasters. Not to mention leaving the tanks and a few melee DPS bruised and limping on with minor injuries and slowly regenerating health pools. Estellis used her Regeneration where necessary, since it was the least useful combat heal and also one of the most mana efficient. Carilina used her heal that required water as a reagent as well, since it was also more mana efficient.

They began encountering slimes, sickly green like the Sulfuric Devourer had been. And like the dungeon boss they shied away from Dare, giving the raid more control of the fights.

Lily leveled up after about seven hours, reaching 38. Her damage noticeably improved, not just from the improvements she got for her level but because the damage penalty against higher level monsters was slightly reduced.

No bosses, although they completely bypassed a large corridor leading into the hillside with hints of a massive chamber at the end of it.

Beyond that they began encountering giant serpents, twisted with the same foul black corruption as the Vile Writhers, and Dare felt a surge of hope that they were getting closer to the Cursed Quetzal. He urged his companions to greater speed, feeling a sense of wrongness beginning to spread through him, numbing his extremities.

With thirteen hours left, exhausted and battered from one hard battle after another, they reached the bottom of the valley and spotted a massive meadow beside a placid pool.

In the center of the meadow stood a towering aspen.


Chapter Five

Quetzal

The Great Tree was black as night, glistening damply with hideous corruption seeping constantly from its rotted leaves and branches. A stream of sludge dripped down to the ground below to create a foul dark pool around its roots, which curled up from the ground like the moldering fingers of some ancient rotted skeleton.

Its massive trunk was so deeply fissured it was a wonder it didn't fall to a stiff breeze, and within those deep cracks . . . things . . . moved. Things Dare was glad to not look at too closely.

The lower branches of the tree seemed to writhe, and it took him longer than it should've to spot the inky black coils of a vast snake twisting among them and around the trunk, its dull lank feathers blending in with the rotted leaves.

The Cursed Quetzal.

It seemed to take up half the tree, easily a hundred feet long and wider around than a man was tall, with at least four pairs of wings tucked close to its sinuous body. Dare was almost afraid to look at it with his Adventurer's Eye, but did so anyway.

“Cursed Quetzal. Monster, Raid Rated Dungeon Boss. Level 44. Attacks: Float, Takeoff, Seethe, Unhinge, Black Rain, Constrict, Master of Eldarin'lesinal, Mighty Impact, Crush, Wingstorm, Perilous Fang.”

Ouch. Dare felt the corruption seeping through his veins begin to throb as if recognizing its source, and staggered slightly, exhaustion settling on him heavy as his legendary chest. Lily stepped forward to support him, and he squeezed her hand.

To his dismay his Adventurer's Eye gave him something for the giant tree, too. “Ancient Aspen of Eldarin'lesinal. Corrupted Immortal Great Tree, Raid Rated. Level 45. Attacks: Nigh Invincible, Infested.”

Godsdamnit. He had thirteen hours left and still faced back to back boss fights to destroy the source of Tremuloides's corruption. The Cursed Quetzal fight might be a straightforward, if dangerous, battle, but this giant tree's stats suggested it was going to be a pure grind, and not a short one.

If he had to guess they'd have to damage down that huge health pool with massive defense stats, all while facing waves of adds; it looked as if he was going to see what horrors crawled within the deep fissures in the trunk after all.

Dare looked at the gloomy mist above, darker than the heaviest thunder clouds this deep down in the valley. Given the time of day, it was obvious the light was failing as well. Then he looked at his spellcasters, most of whom were around half mana.

They were going to have to fight at night. The question was, did he press for them to take on a boss fight with reduced mana pools, or have them sleep four hours to refill their mana pools, fight, then sleep again and do one last fight before his time was up?

The part of him that felt foulness spreading through him urged haste, but the part of him that didn't want to get his people killed warned him to slow down.

What was that saying? Slow is smooth, smooth is fast.

Movement in the long grass of the meadow caught his eye, dozens of the smaller serpents, and he realized they couldn't worry about the boss just yet. “All right,” he called quietly to his raid, drawing their attention from the bosses ahead. He quickly described what they were facing, then concluded, “We circle around and clear the remaining serpents. Then we practice the coming fight, sleep to recharge our mana pools, and go.”

Bradis nodded. “Ready torches!” he called. “We'll be fighting through the night, so let's make sure we're not tripping over our own feet.”

There were seven groups of four snakes each slithering through the meadow. Straightforward pulls, and since the casters didn't have to worry about mana because they'd be sleeping after this they went all out.

After half a day of them holding back, feeling like they were going through a boxing tournament with one hand tied behind their backs with every hasty fight, it was a relief to finally be able to let loose like they should've been able to all along. The fights were smooth and the monsters dropped quickly.

Then Dare volunteered to take first watch and let the others sleep. He wasn't sure he'd be able to sleep anyway, since his limbs were beginning to ache with wrongness.

He'd also noticed a hint of oily black in his sweat, and he wasn't the only one who'd seen it. The rest of the raid gave him a wide berth, and he couldn't blame them since the sign of his Corruption repulsed him just as much.

In spite of that Lily hugged him for what felt like an eternity before seeking her blankets, tears streaming down her cheeks. “I won't lose you,” she said fiercely.

“You won't,” he assured her, unable to bring himself to hold her, touch her, in his tainted state. So he endured her embrace, hoping she wouldn't come to grief because of it, and blinked back the tears blurring his vision.

They had a blackish tinge to them, making his vision cloudy even after he wiped them away.

◆◆◆

Dare looked around at the thirteen remaining members of his raid in the flickering light of the torches holding back the pitch black gloom.

They were as prepared as they could be under the circumstances, which still made them less ready than he would've liked. He hoped he wasn't putting them into a situation they couldn't handle. But from what he saw of the Cursed Quetzal's stats and his raid's capabilities, this was well within them.

“No time for speeches,” he said with a grim smile. “This is the most solid raid group I've ever been part of, in training or in real combat. There's nothing in this dungeon we can't handily best, and that big snake up there is about to discover it.”

He lifted his bow overhead. “So let's save a demigoddess and cleanse these ancient ruins.”

His companions raised a grim shout, then spread out in their planned formation, tanks in front ready to pull aggro. They approached to within ten feet of the aggro radius for the Cursed Quetzal, then stopped and waited for the pull.

“Casters,” Dare said, and the magic DPS began casting their spells. He raised his bow, straining to draw the fletchings back to his ear and preparing a fire Burst Arrow. “Ready,” he called. “Steady. Go!”

As the magic barrage flew his huge arrow joined the spells, along with Lily's smaller arrow. The tanks surged forward, the melee DPS giving them a dozen paces before following with furious bellows.

The ranged attacks hit a lower coil of the giant snake perched in the corrupted tree, and with a hiss like a gale force wind the monster emerged from its hiding within the branches, wings snapping out with a fifty foot wingspan as its head loomed high overhead, eyes as large as semi truck tires and black as godmetal staring down at them. Its jaws opened impossibly wide, feathered frills popping out and rattling menacingly, and its hiss became a rushing roar that blew them all back a step.

No joke, at the terrifying sight of the monster displaying itself in all its glory it was all Dare could do not to soil himself. The melee actually faltered in their charge, cowering low to the ground and staring almost straight upwards with horrified cries.

If this was a Level 44 raid rated dungeon boss, he didn't even want to imagine what a Level 100 would be like.

The Cursed Quetzal looked down at them from over a hundred feet up, like a god displeased at the interruption of insects. Its massive black-feathered wings curled around as if about to sweep them all up into the gigantic snake's yawning maw, and fat black droplets of pure corruption fell down on them in a foul rain, stinking and making his skin crawl.

Especially since something within him writhed in response to the foul liquid's touch.

Dare shook himself from his terrified stupor. “Ranged, burn phase!” He suited his words by nocking one of the arrows held in his bow hand, drawing and loosing with barely a pause to aim.

He could hardly miss such a colossal target.

His shout roused the others from staring awestruck at the looming menace, and they joined his barrage as he loosed the rest of the arrows he held, then used Rapid Shot to bring four more to his hand. He was gratified to see his attacks doing full damage on the Cursed Quetzal, unlike with the giant slime.

They were bringing its health down faster too. Which was heartening in a way, but in another way Dare couldn't help but wonder if that meant the giant snake was going to do more damage to compensate.

He got his answer when the snake rumbled, such a deep and powerful sound that it resonated through his chest and made his legs shake. Then the head, easily the size of a car, darted downwards with shocking speed.

Straight for him.

Dare cursed and activated Cheetah's Dash, sprinting forwards to try to escape the descending maw. It followed him, rumbling that same sound again, and he realized he couldn't outrun its descent even at his best speed.

At the last second he used Pounce on Jurrin, throwing himself out from under the head just as it slammed into the ground hard enough to make the earth shake.

Dare lifted the Priest back to his feet and put some distance between them in case the snake kept coming after him; he didn't want anyone else caught in the pursuit. At the same time he watched as the massive coils of the serpent still in the branches twisted their way towards the ground, four sets of wings flapping ponderously to drop it lightly down.

Even so, when the snake's body landed the earth again quaked, hard enough to throw him off his feet.

The Cursed Quetzal rumbled again, neck curling backwards in the classic position to strike. Again at Dare. And he finally realized that the giant monster was repeating a word, so loud and deep and resonating that he felt it more than heard it.

“Mine!” The jaws unhinged wide again and the head snapped forward at him.
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He didn't even have time to get off a shot as he threw himself to the side with Roll and Shoot, the snake's jaw grazing him and sending him flying ten feet to land hard in a tumble, barely keeping hold of his bow.

Fuck, the monster really had a hard on for him. Was it Corruption? Noticed?

Dare really, really hoped it wasn't Noticed, because he didn't want to be playing tag with every single godsdamn boss he fought for the rest of his life. He wasn't a tank.

On impulse he scrambled to his feet and leapt at the neck of the snake whipping past him, slamming his Bladed Ironstone Bowstaff down between two of its thick scales. It bit deep and held, yanking him off his feet. He swung them around to plant against the monster's hide, holding on for dear life as he was taken for a ride.

After a few seconds to get his balance he hooked a leg around his spear to hold him in place and unslung his bow again, loosing arrows into the snake from point blank range.

Although he had to hold on again with his free hand as the snake abruptly reared up, dozens of feet into the air, and began violently twisting and snapping to try to get at him. Thankfully he was too close to its head and it never got closer than five feet.

Although watching those massive unhinged jaws slam closed in front of him, covering him with a spray of black spittle, was enough to finally make him soil himself. Although he barely even noticed as he hung onto his spear and his bow for dear life.

After what felt like an eternity but probably wasn't even half a minute, the Cursed Quetzal hissed at him with the force of a hurricane, then twisted away and snapped down towards Estellis, standing a safe distance back from the fighting.

“Mine!” it seethed.

Dare wrenched his spear loose and threw himself free of the descending head, hoping that would lure the giant monster back to him. He hit the ground hard after falling over twenty feet, barely managing to keep from sprawling as he turned and loosed more arrows.

Estellis screamed as the jaws closed around her. Although her scream cut off in a gurgle as its Perilous Fangs like long knives punched into her shoulder and hip, pumping poison into her that immediately began to turn her skin black, veins standing out alarmingly.

She slumped to the ground, motionless.

Bradis screamed wordlessly from where he and the other melee had gathered closer to the end of the tail, where it was mostly motionless, to hack at it. But commendably, the tank refrained from rushing to his lover, trusting the healers to do their job.

Instead he ran farther up the snake's body and used his Taunt ability, although it was anyone's guess whether it would work.

Dare was actually surprised when the Cursed Quetzal whipped its head around from its triumphant inspection of Estellis and started for the main tank. “Mine!” it hissed.

A tank was just as prone to fear as anyone, but Bradis proved he had balls of steel as he hunkered down behind his shield in the face of that rush, activating every defensive cooldown he could.

Rapid Shot came off cooldown and Dare used it, burying arrows in the monster's huge oily black eye as it passed. They were all critical hits, and he saw the effect “Blinded” appear on the monster's status screen, reducing its accuracy by 50% for ten seconds, and 100% for anything on its left side.

Better than nothing.

Its health was down to 71%, and it had other crowd control on it, slowing it and reducing its stats. But none of them seemed to have much effect as it slammed its head down on Bradis, Crushing the sturdy man into the ground with such force that his feet sank into the soil.

But the tank somehow weathered the impossible weight, shield raised protectively overhead. Then when the giant snake snapped at him he dodged to one side and slammed his sword down on the monster's nose. As the Cursed Quetzal let out another earth-shattering hiss and rounded to go for him again he braced himself to weather another attack.

The boss hit 66% health and abruptly reared up fifty feet overhead again, its four sets of feathered wings beating furiously and kicking up a storm as it bellowed at the sky. Dare was thrown off his feet by the wind, blinded by dust and dirt and debris flying everywhere, reducing visibility to less than ten feet.

Then much less as the torches blew out.

Dare could barely see a coil of the snake's inky black body in the murk thanks to Owlsight, and grit his teeth in determination as he pushed back to his feet and kept loosing arrows while he waited for the Wingstorm ability to end.

He caught flashes of light in the haze from spells, and kept an eye on the raid analytics to make sure nobody was in trouble. He saw to his relief that Estellis was up and back at full health, although with a status effect called Weakness from the snake's poison that had a thirty minute timer and couldn't be removed.

Wingstorm finally ended, the dust and debris in the air gradually beginning to settle. Although it was hard to see in the darkness. “Light!” Dare called.

Jareth responded by flinging fire around him, providing enough light for the rest of the raid to scramble for the fallen torches on their poles, right them, and get them lit again.

“Mine!”

Dare instinctively Pounced to Bradis, who'd been stooping to push an unlit torch into one of the Mage's guttering fires. But he was too slow to react this time, and for the first time ever he was caught in the middle of the ability as a fang like a dagger buried in his side, folding him over.

Numbness radiated through his midsection, then blinding pain, then numbness again as he felt poison pump into his system. It resonated sickeningly with his Corruption, making his vision swim, and he was barely aware of being violently flung aside.

Midair he snapped to lucidity just in time to thrash to some semblance of a landing, although his left leg was at a bad angle and snapped as he flew into a tumble. By some miracle he kept hold of his bow, maybe because his hand was locked in a death grip.

A new surge of pain washed through him, with no numbness to blunt it this time, and as he struggled to get back up blackness rushed over him, pulling him back down.

◆◆◆

Dare gasped awake to the feel of healing energy bathing him in a warm glow.

Carilina must've used Extract Poison, although he felt as weak as a puppy as he struggled to his feet. His leg was healed as well but ached bitterly, a pain that could take weeks to recover from given the seriousness of the injury.

To his horror he saw half the raid down, unmoving, and Bradis determinedly standing between the Cursed Quetzal and Carilina and Horold, who were doing their best to keep the tank up. A rain of black corruption washed over all three of them, making them retch and slowing their movements.

Dare's analytics showed that everyone was alive, thank the gods, but multiple stacks of Weakness from the poison, or trauma from other injuries, had knocked those on the ground unconscious. Lily was still up and loosing arrows, lovely features set in grim resolve, and down by the tail a few melee desperately slashed at the monstrous winged serpent.

The dungeon boss was down to 23% health.

He shook off his grogginess and got back to work, struggling to draw his Ironstone Greatbow against the poison's lingering Weakness. He was able to manage it, barely, arms shaking as he loosed an arrow at the monstrous snake's eye, sinking the shaft in deep.

First Void Burst Arrow to ease the pressure on Bradis by reducing the enemy's chance to hit by 10% for 15 seconds. Then Rapid Shot to bury more arrows into the Cursed Quetzal's eye. Roll and Shoot for the free shot, and damn using it for defense.

“Mine!” The colossal monster veered off and charged Lily, who bounded to safety with the speed and grace of a hare, loosing arrows the entire time. It took up the chase, forcing her to flee to stay ahead of it.

With a dire hiss the dungeon boss rose up on its four sets of wings, seeking the speed needed to catch the fleeing bunny girl. The melee could only sit back helplessly at that point, while Dare and Carilina kept up the barrage with arrows and Mana Thorns.

10% health.

Lily went flying from a glancing blow of the Curzed Quetzal's massive coils, Horold's shield flickering to block the damage as she spun through the air and landed on her feet, running backwards while loosing more arrows.

Gods, she was remarkable.

Dare abruptly caught sight of the analytics and jerked his head over to where the melee stood, where a flick of the monster's huge tail had crushed Endro into the ground. Black corruption was seeping around him and his health was plummeting as the other melee rushed to pull him free.

“Carilina!” he shouted, pointing. She saw and immediately began casting heals.

The Cursed Quetzal's jaw unhinged as it pursued Lily, obviously intent on eating her whole. She was keeping ahead of it, although for the first time Dare had ever seen she was pushing her limits, sweat streaming down her frightened features as she struggled to survive.

He had no way to distract it, since Snap produced no results, so all he could do was loose another Burst Arrow, the earth one to temporarily stun it, which might've made it pause momentarily.

The colossal monster slammed into the ground hard enough to make him stumble, looped coils settling down around Lily to trap her in their midst. With a triumphant hiss the monster's head rose into the air to watch as the coils tightened, Constricting around its prey.

“Kill it!” Dare shouted as the melee charged for the landed snake, using his damage cooldowns as they came back up. “Burn phase!”

Lily leapt over the encircling coils, then tumbled backwards into their grasp as the Cursed Quetzal's head got in her path and batted her back. She desperately drew her knife and plunged it into the snake's hide, twisting it as the Constricting coils pushed her weapon deeper in the process of closing around her, making her milky pale skin begin to turn purple.

1%. Barriers and heals struggled to keep Lily up as the raid rushed their damage, doing everything they could to save her. Before they could the bunny girl went limp with a final choking gasp, head lolling.

Then the colossal monster convulsed, wings thrashing against the ground, and its coils relaxed in death as it slumped, motionless.

Text appeared in front of Dare: “Congratulations, you have defeated raid rated dungeon boss Cursed Quetzal! 50,000 bonus experience awarded.”

“Completed 3/5 towards achievement Hero of Bastion: Slay 5 raid ranked monsters.”

“Trophies gained: Rainbow Plumage x4, Winged Serpent Head x1, Shimmering Scales x6.”

“Quest objective completed. Forlorn: End the Corrupted Dryad's suffering. Lady Tremuloides entreats you to destroy the Great Aspen Tree of Eldarin'lesinal. You have slain the monster tainting the great tree, the dread Cursed Quetzal, and your target lies open to you.”

Dare Pounced to Lily and pulled her free of the slack coils, feeling for a pulse. There was one, although it was faint, and her chest rose and fell with shallow breaths.

Gasping in relief, he lifted her into his arms, heedless of the Weakness afflicting him, and gently carried her to a more or less clean spot in the meadow where none of the foul blackness could be seen.

The healers were moving among the fallen, checking them and shifting their position to be more comfortable as they did their best to wake them. Dare sat with his fiancee's head in his lap, tenderly stroking her flushed forehead as he looked around the battlefield. He was exhausted, sick, Weak, and his broken then healed leg throbbed.

Worse yet, the Corruption remained, warning him he had seven hours left.

As the minutes dragged past the rest of the raid stirred awake and congregated around him, resting and recovering from the brutal fight. And finally Dare's breath caught in relief, heart soaring, as Lily's eyes fluttered open to look up at him in dazed relief. “You're still alive,” she murmured.

He hugged her close. “I was about to say the same.”

Jurrin cleared his throat, with effort struggling to stand straight while holding his side as if from remembered pain. “We should loot the boss, in case it has items we can use so we'll be stronger for the fight against the Great Aspen Tree.”

Lily nodded in grim agreement and bounded to her feet, swaying slightly in dizziness but otherwise hale; she was the only one in the raid who hadn't been bitten and didn't have the Weakness debuff.

In fact . . . Dare checked the analytics, then burst out laughing as he struggled to his feet to join her.

“What?” the Priest snapped. “Something funny about this?”

Dare shook his head, sobering as he wrapped an arm around his fiancee. “Just that the analytics show Lily topped the damage chart for this fight, doing 1% more than me.”

His companions chuckled. “This will be a bet I'm happy to lose,” Endro admitted, bowing to the bunny girl.

Jurrin cleared his throat impatiently, and Dare stumbled over to the nearest coil of the dungeon boss's body and looted it.

On top of various reagents, materials, and other loot, the Cursed Quetzal dropped two Master quality items, as well as five Exceptional items. Which even for a raid was downright awesome.

The Master quality items were Level 44 “Boots of the Elder Duskenain” and Level 44 “Helm of the Last Stand”. The boots were leather and gave +10 Constitution, +50 armor rating, and an on use barrier called “Sand Shield” that blocked comparable damage to any class's barrier at that level, with a 5 minute cooldown.

Dare would certainly use them when he got his next level, and appreciate the survivability. But he couldn't wait until Lily could have them; she'd be much safer with the super valuable item.

Helm of the Last Stand was plate, with tank stats that made it perfect for Bradis when he reached that level. It didn't have an on use ability, but did have a passive that made it so any blow to the head that would daze, stun, incapacitate, or render him unconscious had a 20% chance to not apply that status effect, and instead give +10 armor rating for 10 minutes.

The five Exceptional items were a fairly even split for spellcasters and melee DPS. With the exception of a Level 43 leather bracers, which gave +7 agility and had the novel item bonus of improving the Level 10 ability for the wielder's class.

All the leather wearing classes were curious to see what it would do for them, although only Dare was able to actually equip the item. At which point he found to his delight that they made it so Rapid Shot, his Level 10 ability, instantly brought five arrows to his bow hand instead of four, with 50% increased speed for the extra arrow as well.

That was a marked damage buff for the ability.

The only other person who could use an item was Horold, who lucked out with robes that gave extra protection against crushing attacks and increased his mana regeneration, and gloves that increased his casting speed and spell damage.

There was some debate about whether either of them would be able to keep the items, but everyone agreed that they should use them for the coming fight.

Checking mana pools, Dare looked around the raid. “All right, destroying the Great Aspen Tree of Eldarin'lesinal is going to be a lengthy slog. It has a stupid amount of health and damage reduction. But it doesn't look as if it's going to be dangerous, aside from waves of adds. So I propose we get started now, let our offensive casters exhaust their mana and then bed down to sleep for four more hours. The healers and support can go in shifts, one healer doing any necessary healing and then bedding down when they're out of mana.”

“Perhaps we should at least wait for the Weakness debuff to fall off,” Karlon said, grimacing; he had three stacks of the debuff, and it was impressive he was still on his feet.

Considering for most of them they only had about ten minutes left on the debuff anyway, that was reasonable. They all rested, ate and drank, relieved themselves, and retrieved necessary replacement items from the pile of supplies, like arrows for Dare and Lily.

They had hundreds of those, but against the tree he expected they might use them all. Especially if they couldn't retrieve any of those they loosed, like they'd been able to do with the Curzed Quetzal.

Then, gathering in a tight formation so they'd be able to respond better to adds, the raid started for the tree.


Chapter Six

Desperation

“For Lady Tremuloides!” Carilina said resolutely as they neared their target. “May we free her from her millennia-long curse and end her suffering!”

“And Dare!” Lily said fiercely.

Without any further fanfare or even a battle cry, they came within range of the Great Aspen Tree and attacked.

Dare might've felt a bit silly about fighting a giant, inanimate aspen tree if it hadn't been such a seething mass of corruption. Although he wondered how much damage his arrows were doing, even though he targeted the fissure opening deep into the enormous tree's trunk.

They were doing damage, though. Just very very slowly. Although he was gratified to see the damage increase from his new bracers was having a noticeable effect.

After about a minute of focused effort the tree ticked from 100% health to 99%. At that point the unnerving movement from within the deep fissure resolved into a shambling monstrosity, a humanoid figure of black corruption molded into the perfect image of a dusk elf, down to the beautiful elvish features and long ears.

His Eye identified it as “Fallen Champion: Duelist. Monster, raid rated. Attacks: Bone Claw, Gnash, Ghastly Mien, Kick, Punch, Tackle, Strangle, Spreading Corruption, Withering Curse.”

Good gods. Was this one of the slain defenders of Eldarin'lesinal, reanimated by the Cursed Quetzal's power and forced to serve as a guardian of the tree?

Was that the fate that awaited Dare if he didn't find a way to stop his Corruption?

“Ranged, on the add!” he called. “It has no movement speed abilities, so kite it! Melee, keep away . . . you don't want to tangle with this thing if you can avoid it.”

He and Lily smoothly switched to the corrupted undead, Horold and Jareth doing the same. Honestly it was about the strength of one of the Vile Writhers or large serpents, not really a challenge for even the ranged to handle.

They downed the undead, and he was pleased to see it gave experience and could be looted. Although he wasn't sure he wanted anything carried by a corrupted undead. Still, it meant they could potentially get a lot of experience from this fight, depending on how many of the raid rated monsters spawned.

He and the other ranged switched back to the tree, soon bringing it down to 98%.

This time an earth Mage undead heaved its way free of the massive fissure, quaking the earth and manipulating rocks to fly at them with the speed of projectiles. Again nothing they couldn't handle, although Jurrin had to use his barriers a few times.

That pattern continued for the first 10% of the tree's health, a single monster spawning every percentage tick. Each seemed to have its own class, either a tank, melee or ranged DPS, healer, or support, which meant some were almost embarrassingly easy to kill.

But at 90% it started spawning two of the Fallen Champions with every percentage tick, always two different classes. At which point Dare did the math and didn't like what they were looking at.

At 10% health it was going to be spawning 10 of these things. And sure, the undead didn't have gear so all of them but the spellcasters would have to just run up and punch them. And aside from any that had speed abilities they could probably be kited.

Still, the fight was going to get harder and harder as the fight continued, and they'd need crowd control once the numbers got out of hand.

This fight was possibly the worst they could be facing right now; it was not meant to be done quickly. Ideally a raid could do it over days of cautious pulling, getting plenty of rest as needed and planning how they'd pick up each new set of adds.

But quickly was exactly how they'd have to do it, since Dare was running out of time.

Seven hours was an eternity against a boss like the Cursed Quetzal, but with every 1% damage taking about a minute of focused effort, then spawning increasingly difficult add fights, it might not even be enough. He might be facing a practical impossibility here.

After they killed the first two Fallen Champions Dare called a halt. They sat, waiting tensely for five minutes, until he felt reasonably satisfied that the adds would only spawn when the tree took damage.

At least they could set their own pace for the fight.

“Casters, rest,” he said. “All but Estellis for her Regeneration and Veressa since she still has a decent amount of mana. The physical damage and tanks will handle the easier fights and damage the tree down, then if needed we'll stop until you've had your four hours to refill your mana pools before continuing.”

The vampire arched an eyebrow. “You want me to exhaust my mana pool or be sleeping when the raid faces the highest number of enemies and needs me most?”

“Just for an hour or so. Then you can wake up refreshed for the hardest fights.”

The raid split, the casters backing off to the edge of the meadow to sleep while the rest of them got back to work damaging the tree. There wasn't much to say about it, just boring damage against a stationary target, then pausing to fight adds.

Two wasn't much harder than one, aside from the casters that occasionally got off painful spells. Estellis eventually had Regeneration on most of them, gradually healing them as they nursed minor injuries.

With three, at 80% and lower, they had to do more kiting. At 70% with four there was always one healer and one offensive spellcaster, and they had to rush down the spellcaster against the healer's heals, then the healer, while kiting the others.

It helped that Lily's Triple Shot damaged multiple enemies, so the undead healer was divided in its healing and not focused fully on keeping the spellcaster up. They would've taken a painful amount of damage before killing the major threat.

At 60% with five, it became a mixed bag with sometimes two healers, two spellcasters, or two of the other classes that were relegated to melee. Two healers was a pain in the ass because killing the spellcaster took longer, but two spellcasters just plain sucked.

Bradis had to engage the corrupted undead and weather the spells on his shield, while doing his best to kite the melee. He ended up getting Withering Curse and Spreading Corruption in spite of his best efforts, which didn't do much but were stacking debuffs with an hour long duration. Withering Curse weakened him, while Spreading Corruption was a slow damage over time.

Meaning if he kept fighting the undead, eventually the debuffs would take their toll and their tank would be too weak to stand, as well as taking damage the healers would be hard pressed to keep him alive through.

Okay, Dare had faced things like this in raids and MMO fights. Obviously they'd need to have the tanks spell each other as well, and even use some of the melee DPS in that capacity.

At 51% he called a halt to damage. Veressa and Estellis retired to sleep, and the rest of them took the time to sleep for a few hours as well, as well as repairing gear, collecting arrows, and preparing a hearty meal.

When they had about three hours left and dawn was filtering wan light into the meadow through the fog, the spellcasters woke up. The raid ate a hasty breakfast, checked their gear, and prepared for the final rush.

It would take almost a full hour just to finish damaging down the tree. And that was without having to worry about the adds, which would take even longer. There was only one way Dare could think of to manage it in time.

And it would require getting cute again.

“Lily,” he said. “You're on kiting duty.”

She nodded resolutely. “Okay. I'll damage them down as I run.”

He shook his head firmly. “Save your damage for the tree and the healer and spellcaster adds.” He looked at the rest of the raid. “All of us.”

Realization dawned and his bunny girl fiancee swallowed. “There's no time to kill all the adds,” she reasoned. “Just the dangerous ones. I'm going to have to kite more and more of the non-casters as the fight goes on.”

Until eventually she'd be leading an entire horde of the undead, hundreds of raid rated monsters by the end. Struggling to keep them away from the raid while at the same time picking up every new set of adds that spawned.

“Maybe not until we get it down lower,” Dare assured her. “We have time to kill a lot of the adds. But our priority has to be the spellcaster undead and killing the tree itself.”

“What about my crowd control?” Veressa asked.

“On the caster DPS if there are multiples, or the healers otherwise. Having you take some of the dangerous adds out of the fight will make it easier to damage down the others.”

As for the ones that could be kited, once the tree was dead and the other threats taken care of, they would basically be a shooting gallery for the ranged. Huge amounts of free experience, and possibly loot if it was safe.

“One thing,” he told Lily, who was grimly building herself up to her unpleasant task. “You can outrun just about everything, but if there are any adds that can keep up to you, you'll need to alert us so we can deal with them.”

“Gotcha.” She hefted her bow, expression fierce. “Let's destroy this thing and save you!”

He nodded and pulled her into a quick but fierce hug. She trembled as she clutched him tight, but when she stepped back her expression was steady and focused.

The raid clumped together again, off to one side from the fissure in the tree. That would leave Lily plenty of room to pick up the corrupted undead as they emerged, then plenty of space in the vast meadow to kite them. They brought all their arrows and other necessary supplies with them to the fight, anticipating they'd have need of them.

Then, on Dare's order, they knocked the Great Aspen Tree down to 50%.

Of the six undead that emerged one was a healer and one was an offensive caster. Unfortunately, there was also an Invigorator which immediately began casting buffs, as well as tossing a Regeneration on the DPS caster as the raid's ranged focused on it.

Estellis's buffs gave a pretty hefty boost, to the point that if she could buff 6 other people she was getting the same value as if she was a different class contributing to the fight. Unfortunately for them, since the buff was percentage based when the corrupted undead tossed it on the others they got a significant jump in health and defense, since that was the buff it cast on all of them.

Its Regeneration was also percentage based, which meant the otherwise slow heal over time actually had a significant impact on the fight.

They finished killing the DPS caster and Lily picked up the three kiteable adds, targeting the healer and Invigorator as she ran around. Dare continued loosing arrows at the healer while sidling up to Veressa. “I'll call out Invigorators,” he murmured. “Consider them a priority crowd control target.”

She nodded, grimacing. “They're a pain in the ass if they get their buffs off.”

The next group of adds they got unlucky, with 2 healers and 2 DPS casters. The vampire snared one of each with her plant-based root spells, and they focused on the undead DPS and then the healer before focusing on her DPS caster, then the healer.

Lily now had five adds trailing her, which wasn't stopping her from doing nearly nonstop damage.

By the time they reached 40% with 7 adds Lily was kiting dozens of adds. Thanks to her grabbing the less dangerous undead and Veressa's crowd control the fights had been fairly simple and straightforward. And the raid's melee had been putting in steady damage on the tree the entire time, not needing to break away to deal with adds.

7 adds wasn't much harder than 6, still averaging one or two of DPS casters and healers. With the occasional lucky one of each, or unlucky two of both. When they finally got down to 30% with 8 adds, every group of undead had 2 healers and 2 DPS casters, and they started to see Invigorators more commonly.

By that time Lily was kiting almost a hundred adds, keeping them in a massive clump and running huge circles. Dare needed to warn her when new adds were about to spawn so she could veer in close to pick them up.

The first group of 8 had a Priest as well as an Invigorator, and Dare reevaluated his prioritization when the asshole undead Blinded Veressa first thing. That made it an adventure to deal with the group, and they had to scramble to compensate, wasting mana they didn't have.

By that point it had taken over an hour, and at some point dawn had given way to sunrise, brighter light filtering through the heavy fog shrouding the ruins.

The fights were getting harder and harder. Especially when at 20% with 9 adds, the groups started including more crowd control like Lifetanglers, Succubi, Nightgraspers, and Trackers.

Dare changed priority to the crowd control first thing, since if any of those got off something on Lily she'd die instantly as the mob of around a hundred and fifty adds swarmed her and ripped her to shreds. At which point the rest of the raid would die as the monsters turned on them.

Looking at that vast horde of raid rated monsters was absolutely terrifying.

He also finally had to pull the tanks, making sure they were cautious and swapped off so neither of them got too many of the stacking debuffs.

At 13% an add finally spawned that could catch Lily, with the Messenger class which was based fully around speed and stamina, and was only nominally a combat class.

Unless of course the Messenger happened to be a raid rated monster with stupid amounts of health and damage to go with its speed.

Lily was forced to bring the mob dangerously close to the raid so Bradis could pick up the Messenger, limping and with blood sheeting down her face from a scalp injury in spite of the barrier Horold had thrown on her. The cut was minor but alarming, especially the contrast of the livid blood to her milky pale skin, and Dare had to focus to not panic at the sight of it.

He couldn't afford to be distracted.

At 10% the first group of 10 spawned, with 2 healers, 2 DPS casters, an Invigorator, and a Tracker that immediately used Run Down on Lily, charging after her. In spite of that Dare called the Invigorator as Veressa's first CC target, and one of the DPS casters for the second.

Lily could outrun Run Down.

The raid's healers, who'd actually been able to do whatever modest damage they were capable of on the tree while the support mostly protected everyone with barriers, finally had to get to work to keep the tanks up from the stacks of Spreading Corruption, as well as healing those hit by offensive spells. The damage on the tree was starting to slow down.

And Dare had just over an hour left.

Eight grueling fights later Lily had over two hundred and fifty undead following her, the tanks needed constant heals from Spreading Corruption and would for the entire duration, forcing Dare to pull them back and have a couple of the melee DPS do their best to take their place, and people were taking damage that couldn't be healed or mitigated with barriers because everyone was too busy.

The tree was at 2%, and Dare wasn't sure they could make it through another pull of 10 adds. Which hopefully would be the last, since after that the tree would hit 0% and be dead.

Thankfully Lily looked as if she could keep going for hours more, since at the pace she was running she could. And she might have to in order to kill all these stupid monsters.

The last monster group spawned, and while the tanks couldn't risk getting close enough to get any more debuff stacks, they at least ran in to aggro the spellcasters, soaking up the hits while the group worked. By this point they had the system down and were working like a well oiled machine, and although the numbers made the fight brutal Lily managed to pick up 5 adds, Veressa held 2 more, and they downed the other three before switching to her two.

At which point, with a half hour left on his timer, Dare pointed at the last 1% on the colossal tree. “Bring it down!” he roared.

The raid converged on it, and while they remained wary in case a final group spawned with its death, they hammered at it until finally it ticked down to 0%.

At which point the entire tree groaned, shivered, and with deafening splintering noises cracks began spreading up the trunk.

Shit. “Back away!” Dare shouted, activating Cheetah's Dash. “Get away from the tree!”

The raid fled as the cracks reached the branches, which began to break off and plummet to the ground, shaking the earth beneath their feet and making them stumble. Thankfully most of them were out from under the direct path of the heavy main branches, although a few got buffeted by side branches.

Then Dare spotted Estellis standing at her usual safe distance away. She apparently thought she was far enough back, and didn't realize she was directly beneath one of the higher branches as she stood there shouting and beckoning, encouraging them.

He Pounced to her, ignoring her surprised squawk as he picked her up and bolted out from under the branch. The way it fell was so ponderous you'd be tempted to think it wasn't plunging downward with all the force of gravity behind it, so one moment it had begun to fall and the next it was slamming the ground where the Invigorator had stood.

A side branch hit his back, knocking him sprawling, and he twisted to protect Estellis as he hit the ground hard. Then he was up, again pulling her to her feet and tugging her arm until she followed as they kept running.

Nobody was crushed, and eventually they got far enough away that they could safely watch as the tree shattered into fragments and collapsed in on itself in ruin. All aside from Lily, on the other side of the meadow still kiting hundreds of undead.

Text appeared in front of Dare: “Congratulations, you have defeated raid rated dungeon monster Great Aspen of Eldarin'lesinal! 55,000 experience awarded.”

“Completed 4/5 towards achievement Hero of Bastion: Slay 5 raid ranked monsters.”

“Trophies gained: No trophies. No loot.”

“Quest objective completed. Forlorn: End the Corrupted Dryad's suffering. Return to Lady Tremuloides and inform her the deed is done.”

Dare ignored the text, turning to the ranged DPS. Including the healers and support like Carilina who had damage spells. “Come on,” he said grimly, pointing to the horde of monsters, “let's go finish off those things.”

Jurrin gave him a relieved look. “Then your Corruption is gone?”

Son of a . . . Dare hastily checked his status sheet, then his heart sank. It was still there, showing 26 minutes left; destroying the tree hadn't stopped it.

His companions read his expression easily enough, and their faces turned grim. “Run to the dryad,” Carilina said. “If there's any hope for you, it's with her. We'll help Lily and start taking down the adds.”

Dare nodded and bolted out of the meadow and up the crumbling path, using what was left on his Cheetah's Dash before it ran out.

In spite of his haste it took far less time to reach the auditorium than it had to get down to the Great Tree. No need to clear dozens of groups of monsters, or move slowly around others to avoid aggroing as they made their way down. He was able to go at his fastest speed, the scenes of familiar fights flashing past, along with the unlooted bodies of the monsters they'd slain.

All the wonders of Eldarin'lesinal, and he hadn't had a chance to enjoy any of them. Maybe after he knew he was safe.

He found Tremuloides seated in her usual place in the center of the vast marble stage, looking at her arms and hands with an expression of almost childlike wonder. Even as Dare watched he could see the black corruption that seeped through her body beginning to fade, although the damage it had wrought remained. Around her the blackened and foul plants also seemed to be perking up, the corruption dripping off them and evaporating away.

The sight filled him with hope, and he clambered over the fallen wall and rushed over to kneel beside her. “My Lady, you're cured!”

She looked at him blankly. “Cured? Sweet child, there is no cure for grief. Especially not grief tainted with guilt and shame.”

“But your corrupted tree is destroyed, the Cursed Quetzal slain.”

The haggard dryad looked back at her hands, bending the cracked and stiff fingers. “Yes, I can feel it. The poison is leaving me.”

Text appeared in the corner of Dare's vision. “Quest completed. Forlorn: End the Corrupted Dryad's suffering. Lady Tremuloides is on the mend, and the corruption fouling Eldarin'lesinal is beginning to fade. 250,000 experience awarded. Gained “Spring's Favor.”

Spring's Favor? Frowning, Dare checked his character information sheet and found the effect. His eyes widened and he whistled.

“Spring's Favor: 10% increased Poison Resistance, 5% increased health regeneration.” More importantly for him, though, was small text at the bottom of the information screen. “Cleanses those who suffer from the corruption of the Cursed Quetzal's poison.”

Sure enough, when he hastily checked his status sheet he saw that Corruption was gone. And now that he paid attention, he could almost feel the sense of foulness fading from within him.

Dare slumped to the ground with a ragged gasp, feeling as if the weight of a mountain had lifted off his chest. He was cured. He would live to return to his family, his children.

Dry, withered arms cradled him, cracked hands stroking his face and hair. “There there, sweet child. You are safe now. Your Treemother has you, and no harm will come to you here.”

He felt no corruption in her gentle touch, and allowed himself to be held as he looked closer at Spring's Favor.

There was no duration on the effect, which made him think it was permanent. In which case holy shit, that more than made up for not getting any boss loot or trophies from the Great Aspen, as well as no experience, achievements, or loot for the fight to protect Tremuloides.

A permanent buff as a quest reward was awesome! Were there more of these out there? If so he could stack up ridiculous bonuses and become a beast even without gaining max level.

As Dare was considering the possibilities a dire tone from the world system sounded, making him jump in the dryad's arms. “You have gained Noticed 3.”

What the hell? Before he'd only gotten the status, or attribute or whatever, when he did something to cheese an ability or item. Forcing the gods or whoever was watching over the world system to step in and nerf his innovation for balancing purposes.

He supposed it made sense that doing some great service for the gods would also get him Noticed. And honestly he was more okay with getting it for helping a corrupted demigoddess than he would've been for, say, getting slapped down for using the legendary chest to collapse a wall during the fight to protect Tremuloides.

Not that he was pleased; thus far Noticed had mostly caused trouble, with a few exceptions like getting help (not to mention awesome sex) from Rosaceae, and getting Carilina's help stopping Ollivan. And possibly the Cleric of Henor during the trails for knighthood finding in his favor when the Lord Judges tied in their vote.

Still, how much more trouble was going to find him with a new rank in Noticed? He'd never thought to ask Sia before about what the ranks meant, how high they went, or what exactly could cause him to get another one.

He'd have to address that as soon as he could get back to Ireni. Assuming the goddess would even be willing to answer a question like that.

Although he really didn't have time to consider all this right now, with the rest of the raid down at the bottom of the valley fighting hundreds of monsters without him.

Dare gently extricated himself from Tremuloides's grasp, resisting her efforts to pull him back to her bosom. “Please excuse me, my Lady. I must return to my people. But we'll visit you as soon as we're able.”

After all, the rest of the raid needed to turn in the quest.

The dryad looked around absently. “Very well, sweet child. Run off and play with your friends, and be sure to have lots of fun and tell me all about your adventures when I see you next.” She smiled fondly. “Boys your age are always so full of imagination . . . every creek bed a kobold chasm, every overhanging bank a dragon's cave. But if you see Mistress Eliora'nirinel, please ask her to come see me about little Halani's antics.”

Dare stared at her blankly. “I'm not sure I'll see her,” he said carefully. “But if I do I'll certainly let her know.”

“There's a good boy.” Tremuloides spat on a corner of her tattered garment and gently wiped at his cheek, tsking. “Nothing warms my heart more than seeing a happy child all dirty from playing in the good clean soil, but be sure to wash your hands and face before eating, sweet child. Wouldn't want your mother to scold you.”

He wondered if being freed from her corruption was allowing her mind to heal, so she was instinctively retreating into fond memories to protect herself from the horrors she'd witnessed and had been tormented by all this time. “Thank you, Treemother,” he said gently. “I'll be back soon to visit.”

She smiled, transforming her ruined features into something venerable and kind. “Off you go, then.”

Dare activated Cheetah's Dash and scrambled over the toppled wall, then sprinted down the path toward the bottom of the valley. He noticed that the mist was beginning to retreat, the sun shining through in places to brightly light the shabby ruins, giving them new life.

He would like to explore this place further, find all its secrets. But first they had to finish clearing it, and also do what they could to help Tremuloides. Ideally convince her to let him take her to Rosa, who could hopefully help her.

He found the raid at the periphery of the mob of monsters Lily continued to kite, loosing arrows with every step. The other ranged were helping her down the closest and swiftest targets, although they had to be careful not to get close enough to draw aggro away from the bunny girl.

Also since she was basically running around in huge circles, the monsters closest to the raid gradually shifted as they tried to follow her in a straight line.

Dare went straight to the melee, who were hanging back. They still had the stacks of Withering Curse and Spreading Corruption, and the healers had to constantly heal them as their health drained. “Go to Lady Tremuloides,” he told them. “Upon completing the quest she gives you resistance to poison, increased health regeneration, and cleanses you of any corruption from the Cursed Quetzal's poison.”

Bradis spat off to one side. “It'll be good to get this shit off me, but that's bullshit that she gives the buff at the end of the raid. It would've been handy for most of these fights.”

Dare grinned. “It's not a buff, it's a permanent status effect.” He quickly described Spring's Favor.

“A blessing from Geresa!” Veressa murmured, sounding awed. “How many can claim to have gained such a thing, aside from the great heroes twenty or thirty levels higher than us who are worthy to gain the attention of the deities?”

Dare thought uncomfortably of Fleetfoot, which blew Spring's Favor out of the water and was also a gift from a goddess. Or Noticed 3, for that matter, although he wouldn't exactly call that a gift.

Anyway, he supposed that answered whether he could find these sorts of permanent buffs all over the place.

The melee headed up the path, not only planning to turn in their quest but also talk to the camp followers at the head of the raid, making sure they were all right and getting some more provisions. Carilina and Estellis went with them to provide heals, and also because the Healer was eager to receive the blessing of the Spring Goddess.

Dare joined the others farming the monsters, loosing arrows at the most wounded ones in the mob and helping call out targets since he could see health bars. He noticed that the corrupted pool at the base of the Great Aspen was gradually turning clear. The corruption was also fading from the sickly black, oozing chunks of the fallen tree, leaving behind ancient rotted wood.

Better yet, the corrupted monsters were similarly losing their corruption, leaving withered husks. The bodies of the fallen defenders of Eldarin'lesinal, which he resolved to give a proper burial to.

The monsters they faced remained corrupted, though, which just furthered his resolve to put them to rest and eradicate the last of he Cursed Quetzal's poison.

Two hundred and fifty raid rated monsters was no joke. It took hours of relentless damage to kill them all, even though it was basically a slaughter as the undead continued to pursue Lily.

While the corrupted fiends might have been tireless, the bunny girl was finally showing some weariness; sweat streamed down her milky white skin, her breathing had become labored, and she even started stumbling a bit as she ran.

It was the first time Dare had ever seen her show signs of exhaustion, and he resolved to pamper her outrageously when this fight was over.

She'd really been the MVP of this raid.

On the plus side hundreds of monsters, on top of the bonuses for killing the bosses and turning in the quest, gave a lot of experience. And everyone had also gotten a lot from the rest of the dungeon's fights. So it was no surprise that Jurrin and Estellis both leveled, and others reported they'd made major progress towards their next level.

When the last undead fell everyone breathed a sigh of relief and slumped to the ground where they stood. Lily sprawled limp on her back, staring at the clearing sky as she sucked in huge breaths.

Dare dragged himself to his feet on rubbery legs and made his way over to his fiancee, slumping down beside her and gathering her into his arms. She pressed against him with surprising fierceness, cupping his face with her soft hands.

“Is it true?” she demanded, big grey eyes anxious behind her wire frame glasses. “Are you okay now?”

“I'm fine,” he said, kissing her tenderly. “The Corruption's gone, the poison's gone, no status effects.”

“Thank the Goddess,” she said, showering him with kisses. He could feel her trembling against him with the strength of her relief, tears slipping down her cheeks to drip onto his face. Although after a moment she pulled back and met his eyes worriedly again. “And you don't have any lingering weakness? No achiness or headache or tummy troubles or anything?”

He chuckled, burying his face in her silvery hair. “I'm fine. A good night's sleep and I'll be right as rain.”

His fiancee relaxed at his reassurances and moaned longingly. “Can we do that now? It's all over and we can finally sleep, right?”

“We can sleep,” he agreed. “A good rest, as long as we need, before we finish things here and leave this place.”

“Good.” She looked up at the blue sky overhead. “Although with the fog gone and the corruption clearing away I'd like to get a closer look at the ruins. Maybe we'll find records, or ancient artifacts. Some hint of who they were and how they lived.”

“They were dusk elves, I'm fairly certain of that,” he said. “Now that the we have time we can spend as long as we want searching the place. And maybe Tremuloides can tell us more, if she can bring herself to.”

“Maybe.” Lily buried her face in his chest with a weary laugh. “Although we can't really spend all the time we want. Trissela's going to have the baby in about a week and we definitely want to be there for that.”

Dare was well aware, and couldn't wait. In truth, with his new lease on life he had a powerful urge to rush home and spend time with all his children. Gelaa, and Eloise, and Nic and Rellia, and Melinia, and Es'wesa. His beautiful daughters and son, all miracles and the blessings of his life.

It blew him away to think he'd been on this world for just over a year and had six children waiting at home, with others elsewhere in the world and more on the way. It was a humbling reminder that he needed to be more careful in his adventuring so he could be there for them.

Lily nuzzled him playfully. “Also the wedding's in just a few weeks and we need to get home and help prepare for it.”

Dare felt a surge of excitement at the thought. His fiancees had firmly insisted that even if he'd proposed to Lily later than the rest of them, she should be included in the ceremony too.

He was going to be getting married to seven amazing women at the same time. That was kind of incredible to think about, in the most wonderful way possible.


Chapter Seven

Cleanup

Endro started looting the bodies of the ancient dusk elf defenders, much to Carilina's and Jurrin's disgust.

Although the Duelist was most disgusted of all, since none of them had anything on them. Which was unsurprising considering they'd languished in corrupted undeath for thousands of years, to the point that any clothes or items they might've been wearing had long since rotted away.

Just like everything else in this ruin, which had really been a disappointment when it came to gear, even if they'd gotten a lot of treasure. And Spring's Favor, which to be fair was better than any item since they wouldn't out-level it and it didn't take up an item slot.

Although as it turned out, not everything had been lost to the ravages of time.

“Look at this trove!” Bradis shouted from near the base of the fallen tree, where he'd been poking around searching for secrets. Which apparently he'd found.

His shout quickly drew the rest of the raid, who stirred themselves from their exhausted stupor to join him.

One of the Great Tree's giant roots had torn free of the ground to make a hollow, which had unearthed an elegantly carved chest. “The items inside are untouched!” the Fighter said excitedly as he threw open the lid. “They're either enchanted to stand the test of time or the chest itself held such an enchantment to protect them.”

The rest of the raid leaned over the chest, exclaiming in wonder. “There's more loot here than there should be for a raid rated monster, even a dungeon boss,” Veressa said excitedly.

Lily nodded, peering into the chest. “Do you think this is to make up for not getting anything from killing the tree or from the fight to save Tremuloides?”

“I thought Spring's Favor was our reward for that fight,” Horold said, eyes gleaming as he stared at the loot. “Besides, even the luckiest drops don't give a third this much.”

Sia's intervention? Dare looked into the chest, and with a frown realized that while most of the gear was Exceptional quality with a couple of Master quality, it also ranged from 15-25 in level. There was only one piece that actually would've been useful for any of them, a Level 38 shield suitable for a tank called “Last Resolve”.

“I don't think this is boss loot,” Dare said quietly. “I think these are all that remains of the gear worn by Eldarin'lesinal's defenders. Artifacts of these ruins beyond the dungeon loot.”

“I think he's right,” Horold agreed. “The Cursed Quetzal gave loot, and the notification for killing the Great Aspen said specifically there was no loot.”

As the others pulled out the trove of low level gear and began sorting through it, estimating values, Dare stuck around to look at the chest. One of the best prizes from the Glittering Caves dungeon hadn't been the loot in the legendary chest but the chest itself, and he hoped that might be the case here as well.

Sure enough, it was a legendary item with a preservation enchantment on it.

Sweet, Nirim Manor had just gotten a freezer. Assuming the raid would be willing to let him buy it. He'd need to test it out and see how the preservation enchantment worked; could he toss ice cream in there and bring it out unmelted? Put in a freshly cooked meal and take it out a day later still hot and fresh?

Forget a freezer, this could be so much cooler than that. No pun intended.

Dare left the chest where it sat for now and joined the raid around the gear, getting their attention and meeting their eyes solemnly. “Thank you all, my friends. We did the impossible here, and in so doing saved my life. I'll never forget that you fought with all your might for my sake.” He laughed ruefully. “Although in the next raid we tackle I intend to take it slow and careful, with no blade hanging over hour heads.”

There were broad smiles and light laughter among his companions, relieving the tension of the last day as they gathered around him to clap his shoulder and shake his hand. The members of his core party all hugged him, Bradis thumping his back, and Veressa and Carilina kissed his cheek.

He let himself relax and enjoyed these precious moments with his friends, but finally looked around again, sobering. “We'll camp here until midafternoon. Then we'll gather the bodies and respectfully dispose of them.” He ignored groans from several of the raid at the prospect of dealing with hundreds of bodies, turning to Carilina and Jurrin as the most religious of the group. “Is burning proper?”

They nodded. “Many northern tribes do that,” Jurrin replied. “And of course the gods accept that after a large battle, practicalities have to be considered. The intent matters as much as the actual deed.”

“So we can intend to respectfully leave the dead where they lie?” Endro asked. That earned him a few disgusted looks.

“I won't compel anyone to help with disposing of the bodies,” Dare said calmly. “But I intend to lay them to rest as best I'm able, and give them a respectful funeral. They were good and peaceful people, and loved by Lady Tremuloides. They've already suffered the horror of undeath for far too long, they deserve more than to be left to rot or picked at by scavengers.”

The Duelist hunched his shoulders. “I was just joking anyway,” he muttered.

Dare smiled and looked around the raid. “Then in the morning we'll gather up the loot from the monsters we've slain, search the areas we've cleared for hidden treasure, finish clearing the dungeon, and search the rest of it for whatever's there to be found. Maybe we'll even find another boss with loot.”

That drew a weary but heartfelt cheer from the raid, and Dare clapped the shoulders of his nearest companions. “Come on. We've had a brutal 24 hours, so let's take the time to rest and recover.”

◆◆◆

Everyone in the raid who wasn't a magic user, and thus hadn't gotten to enjoy getting the equivalent of a full night's sleep to restore their mana, slept like the dead for almost ten hours in the meadow. Which actually turned out to be a beautiful spot as the corruption cleared and the fog retreated to let the sun shine down merrily on them; it was nice to feel its brightness and warmth again after days in the clammy dimness.

Lily wasted no time collapsing in their tent in a deep sleep, and Dare was more than happy to join her, holding his beloved fiancee in his arms as he gave in to his own deep exhaustion. He regretted when he had to climb back outside for a shift on sentry duty, and was eager to rejoin her when his shift was over.

The day had been sufficiently grueling that even in spite of their sleep the magic users were still able to sleep again and restore their mana pools, although most waited until the rest of the raid had been sleeping for a while to bed down.

Even the sentries on rotation got plenty of sleep as Dare let everyone rest and recover from the brutal grind they'd just been through. Then he cooked them the best meal he could manage, with more food than just the ones that gave buffs. A veritable feast given the supplies they had.

Everyone's mood was much improved as they gathered to eat, and in spite of the danger and hardship they'd been through they were eager to finish the raid. All the monsters they'd killed were still waiting to be looted, the enemies they'd bypassed were waiting to be cleared, and the buildings they'd bypassed were waiting to be explored.

Which meant that even though the dungeon was technically cleared, they still had fights ahead of them, and potentially more treasure to find.

Maybe even a boss fight, depending on what was in that big underground chamber they'd seen. Dare certainly wouldn't complain about a chance to get more gear, although he'd negotiated with the raid to purchase the two leather pieces that had dropped, for him and then Lily when she caught up.

After the meal everyone got to work collecting bodies, dragging them into piles to be made into pyres. With no other wood available they gathered fallen chunks of the dry, rotted aspen wood that would burn like kindling. Which Dare considered to be also in part laying the body of the immortal tree to rest alongside the people it had sheltered.

Even so, he ventured up to where Tremuloides waited in her auditorium to ask her permission to use the wood of her tree, and also invite her to attend the funeral of her long lost loved ones.

“Of course you may use the wood, sweet child,” the dryad said warmly, pulling him to her bosom and stroking his hair. “It would please my departed aspen to benefit people once again in their time of need.”

“And would you wish to be there to bid farewell to the departed of Eldarin'lesinal as we lay them to rest?” he asked gently.

She froze, then absently continued soothing him. “There's a good boy. How about you run and play now? And could you ask Lady Belleria to come see me? We have to plan the Spring Festival.”

Dare patted her hand sorrowfully as he drew back. “I'll see you soon then, my Lady. We'll be in the great meadow if you change your mind.”

Just outside the auditorium Dare was hailed by Billiam, who came hurrying from the direction of the followers' camp at the entrance to the dungeon. Dare, who'd been about to turn on afterburners with Cheetah's Dash and sprint back down to the meadow, paused to wait for the adventurer.

The older man shifted awkwardly as he caught up, panting slightly. “Listen, lad, I just wanted to make sure there's no hard feelings about, ah . . .” He trailed off, looking uncomfortable.

“None,” Dare said, offering his hand. “I asked my companions to go into great danger as a personal favor, and I can't fault you for refusing.”

The man looked a bit relieved as he shook firmly. “Thank you, Sir Dare. I realize I have no claim on any of the loot you gained after I left. But I thank you for the opportunity to be part of this raid, and hope you'll allow me to take part in clearing the rest of the dungeon for my fair share.”

The petty part of Dare wanted to refuse. Hard feelings or no, the man hadn't had his back when he needed it, and the raid clearly didn't need his extra damage. Honestly Billiam's performance on the damage charts hadn't been stellar anyway.

But the adventurer had answered his call to do this raid, and shown him trust when many hadn't. Besides, there was no telling whether one of the remaining fights might get out of hand, and the man's contribution might mean the difference between life and death.

“Of course,” he said, clapping Billiam on the shoulder. He went to the raid screen and gave the man an invite. “Welcome back. Let's get down to the others.”

“Thank you!” the man said, looking relieved and excited at the opportunity as he quickly accepted the invite. “You've proven capable of achieving even the possible, so know you can call on me for any future dungeons or world monsters you go after.”

That remained to be seen.

They rejoined the raid and got to work moving bodies, piling wood, and building pyres. To his credit Billiam willingly helped with the task, and showed due respect to the dead. Although whether that was from an eagerness to please or genuine feeling was anyone's guess.

Especially since not everyone in the raid was as welcoming as Dare, and the man drew a few mutters about desertion and unreliability. Not to mention opportunistically coming back for the easy loot while leaving the peril to the rest of the raid.

Dare firmly squashed the discontent by formally welcoming the man back to the raid and thanking him for answering the call to clear the dungeon, then asking if anyone objected to him rejoining them. No one did, thankfully.

Billiam still earned a few narrow looks, but the rest of the raid seemed to grudgingly accept his return.

It took exactly as long as Dare had expected to finish the grisly task, and the sun had set by the time they completed the last of a dozen large pyres, dusk gathering in the deep ravine around them.

He would've expected Carilina or Jurrin to want to say some words, but they looked to him. So he stood before the pyres, looking at the sad, withered bodies lying atop them. Unbidden a great sorrow washed through him, and he almost thought he recognized the shriveled faces laid out before him.

Faces he'd seen in forgotten dreams. The innocent beloved of Tremuloides, fallen before their time.

“Elareth lu Geresa al'tansela,” he said, surprising himself. Although the unfamiliar words felt right. “Lanasin orimea senta'e. Rest well, departed defenders of Eldarin'lesinal. Long have your spirits wandered beyond this world, but wherever you be, know your bodies are laid to rest in honor. We will finish the work you started and bring peace at last to your home.”

As he fell silent Lily joined him, taking his hand and pressing against his side. He looked around to see if anyone had any more words to say.

Carilina stepped forward. “Go in the blessing of the gods, fallen. You were loved, and your troubles are long over. May you be remembered for the peace and beauty you created.”

After a solemn pause Dare nodded to Jareth, who stepped forward. Flames sprang up around the Mage's hands, chasing back the darkness, and he hurled fire at each of the pyres in turn.

The desiccated bodies and perfectly seasoned wood went up in a fierce blaze, lighting the whole meadow with a dozen bonfires. The fallen Great Tree made a sad mound in the distance, inspiring grief and pity where once it had been dreadful.

The raid stood and watched the pyres burn, solemn and respectful. It didn't take long for the fierce blazes to be reduced to coals, a sudden breeze catching sparks like countless flickering fireflies swirling into the sky before the flames snuffed out.

Dare leaned down and kissed Lily's head, then spoke quietly to his raid. “Let's rest, and tomorrow we'll finish this.”

◆◆◆

In the way of Collisan adventurers, after the solemn moments came the festivities. They had survived and been triumphant, after all, and had done a great deed here in these ancient forgotten ruins in the mountains.

Bradis had brought down a cask of ale and another of brandy from the followers camp, and they broached them and drank around merrily crackling fires of carted in firewood. Endro could play the flute and Estellis had retrieved her lute, and together they filled the air with music, which was soon joined by boisterous singing and dancing.

Out of tune singing and not particularly graceful dancing, for the most part, but that just added to the merriment. Dare couldn't help but savor it, thinking it appropriate that after thousands of years of darkness and bitterness, laughter and music were again heard in these ruins that had once been such a beautiful civilization.

He insisted his companions not overindulge, considering they were in a raid dungeon that hadn't been fully cleared. At least until Carilina reassured him that Extract Poison worked for alcohol as well, and more importantly hangovers. She didn't plan to drink much, either, so she'd be on hand if they needed her.

In the morning she could get them back to 100% for the rest of the raid, and if there was trouble in the night she could clear their heads.

Which was a pretty badass use for the spell; if Zuri ever leveled up to 40 she'd be able to do the same, which would be awesome. Although more incredible was when he learned that poison resistance, like what they'd just gotten from Spring's Favor, allowed them to enjoy all the desired effects of alcohol, while blunting the negative effects.

With those reassurances Dare let the raid indulge to their heart's content. All save the unlucky few who'd drawn lots for sentry duty, who contented themselves with a few mugs of ale so their heads would remain clear in case of trouble.

He also let himself get good and drunk for the first time in a while, maybe not since back on Earth. He was alive and wanted to savor it.

Lily also overindulged, and as the festivities became a pleasant blur around him he was vaguely aware of them finally stumbling towards their tent, holding each other up and giggling when they fell a couple times. They made it inside and did their best to remove each other's clothes, then finally gave up on the complicated belts and laces and contented themselves with just freeing the necessary bits.

Lost in a blissful haze of alcohol and his bunny girl fiancee's urgent love scent, he was just lucid enough to remember to have her use a Prevent Conception scroll.

Then she climbed atop him and impaled herself on his shaft, which stood up proud and hard in spite of his drunken state, a needy whimper escaping her parted lips as her silken heat enveloped him. She rode him for a pleasant eternity, soaking their joined crotches with her arousal as she climaxed multiple times. Until finally his own orgasm snuck up on him unexpectedly and he erupted inside her eager tunnel with surges of pleasure.

Although she wasn't close to done there; needless to say, they fucked like bunnies for hours.

◆◆◆

The next morning the hungover members of the raid emerged from their tents, holding their heads and squinting painfully into the bright light of a newly risen sun as they dragged themselves to where Carilina sat by the fire casting blessed Extract Poison.

She was the hero of the raid that morning.

Dare couldn't quite believe how thorough the effect was, his headache and nausea vanishing in a heartbeat as if he hadn't spent last night drinking heavily. From the way Lily beamed she'd enjoyed a similar effect from the Healer's cure.

Rejuvenated, he gathered his companions together, made sure their gear was prepared, that they'd eaten the food that gave them buffs, and that those classes that had buffs had cast them. Then he led the raid out to finish clearing Eldarin'lesinal.

As it turned out, in their haste to reach the Great Tree they hadn't missed much. Unsurprising since the deep, narrow valley had only so many places to go on the way to the bottom. The remaining monsters dropped modest loot, the buildings had some coins and jewelry squirreled away, and they found a few pieces of gear that would be upgrades for raid members once they got a few levels.

In one of the grander buildings they found a masterfully carved throne of marble, and after clearing away the mold and filth and having Carilina cast Cleanse Target, were able to see the beautiful pictures and runes carved all over it.

The runes were indecipherable, but the pictures showed peaceful scenes of children gamboling with lambs, maidens frolicking in meadows, youths wrestling, minstrels playing, and other scenes of peace and contentment.

Jurrin claimed the throne, wanting to install it in his home in a combination of decoration and museum piece. When he asked what price the raid wanted everyone just laughed and wished him much luck bringing it down from the mountains.

The building netted a set of delicate porcelain plates, bowls, and other dishes of incredible workmanship, many broken or worn by time but dozens still intact. Also gold cutlery plucked from the midst of silverware that had tarnished to blackened lumps.

In one room tucked into a corner, shelves lining the walls were filled with dusty vials. Many were still stoppered, although the contents had still evaporated to sludge over the millennia. It was obviously an Alchemist's or Apothecary's workshop, and held the prize of a small cauldron that had been enchanted to withstand the ravages of toxic chemicals. Which had also protected it from the ravages of time.

It was an Exceptional quality item that gave crafting bonuses, and was probably worth a small fortune. So even though none of the raid could use it, they were pleased at the prospect of a larger haul to share out.

The most exciting place they hadn't explored yet, unsurprisingly, was the large chamber at the end of the tunnel leading into the hillside they'd rushed by before.

It had no boss waiting, to their disappointment, but there were dozens more of the Fallen Champions scattered around the room, arranged in five parties of eight. Which might've served as a warning and preparation for what they'd face in the fight to destroy the Great Aspen Tree.

Without space for Lily to kite adds, the fights were actually a lot more challenging. Although it helped that Spring's Favor protected them from Withering Curse and Spreading Corruption, eliminating one of the biggest dangers. The melee were able to go right in and the tanks could actually take hits, which made all the difference.

The chamber obviously had some sort of religious significance. Holes had been bored into the ceiling that would likely allow the sun or one of Collisa's various moons to shine through on specific spots, marked by arcane runes and patterns across the floor.

Also, after clearing the last group of corrupted undead the runes and patterns on the floor briefly glowed, and everyone in the raid got a 24 hour buff called “Goddess Smile Upon You.” It improved their stats and would slow the effects of poison and Corruption by 25%.

Dare couldn't help but curse quietly when he saw it; that would've been nice to have when he was fighting for his life. Oh well, hindsight.

There was an altar of enchanted silver at one end of the room, gleaming brilliantly in spite of the ages, but nobody was about to piss off a deity by looting it.

Especially not Dare, since among the engravings on the altar he spotted a familiar etching of Collisa circled by a comet. Also among the runes and unfamiliar writing carved into the floor was one recognizable word: Merellesia.

His goddess fiancee might not've been the only deity worshiped here, but she'd definitely been one of them.

He knelt to rest his fingers on her name. “Wish you were here,” he murmured. Then he smiled. “Or at least, that you could talk to me.” Of course she'd be there with him, as she always was. But she could only talk to him through Ireni, back home and six months along in their pregnancy.

“Well, I'll see you soon enough. We're almost done here.” Kissing his fingers, he pressed them to her name before standing and calling the raid to continue on.

They dragged the bodies out into the sunlight and piled them up, and without bothering with wood gave them a brief funeral service before Jareth set them alight, the desiccated flesh burning like kindling.

More monsters, more buildings. They reached the part of the ruins infested by slimes, which proved more irritating now that Dare no longer had Corruption to keep them back. But they killed them all and gathered more loot. As well as a Journeyman quality dagger Endro eagerly haggled for and equipped without hesitation.

The last building had a beautifully worked truesilver chalice studded with moonstones on a pedestal, guarded by a trio of huge scorpions that shot balls of poison. Which thanks to a combination of Spring's Favor and their temporary buff from the holy chamber were a lot less scary than they would've been otherwise.

The scorpions dropped carapace that could be used in crafting, which the tanks were excited about. And the chalice would probably fetch a few thousand gold just based on the value of the materials.

More importantly, the moment the last scorpion died a notice popped for all of them. “CONGRATULATIONS! You have braved the perils of the Ruins of Eldarin'Lesinal and emerged victorious! May tales of your heroic deeds spread far and wide across Collisa. The ruins have been scoured of evil presences and are free for exploration and settlement.”

That seemed to confirm that they'd killed the last of the raid dungeon's monsters. And yes, Dare definitely planned to come back and study the ruins more; he knew Leilanna would be interested in learning more about her ancient kin. And Lily and Ireni were always excited about learning and discovery.

The raid cheered and exchanged handshakes and backslaps at the news, Lily catching Dare to kiss him fiercely. All that was left was to bring in the camp followers now that it was safe and collect all the treasure too big for the raid to carry, including the legendary chest they'd found beneath the tree.

They also discussed estimates on total value of loot, and did some haggling as adventurers who wanted to buy specific pieces of gear or items made their offers.

It was also time to look at the end of raid statistics and give out the customary bonuses for the leaders. Starting with damage.

The melee had gotten their asses kicked on the charts, although of course Dare put it more diplomatically. It wasn't their fault, they'd done an amazing job when they could. There were just too many fights that didn't favor them.

To a lesser extent the same applied to the spellcaster DPS. He'd done his best to make sure they had enough mana for every fight, but between the brutal rush to get down to the Great Tree and the grind of actually killing the thing, there'd been a lot of times where they were out of mana and reduced to whacking at the tree with melee weapons. Or when they'd had to sleep while the physical damage dealers fought.

In the end he'd done 27% of overall damage, and Lily had done 14%. Which meant Veressa would've lost her bet about him doubling second place's damage.

Jareth was next with 11%, having made full use of AoE spells where he could. Even though as an earth Mage with a fire minor affinity his AoE was pretty weak. Horold was after him with 11% as well, although not as much overall damage, and after that there was a steep drop off with Endro getting 7%. Everyone else was even lower.

Dare wanted to forgive the bet he'd made with Lily's doubters about her getting second place, considering the four men who'd bet against her had gone on to risk their lives to help him, as well as gaining a new respect for their bunny girl companion. But bets were a serious thing, and his companions insisted on paying over their share.

“It's a drop in the bucket compared to what we'll get from this dungeon,” Endro joked as he willingly handed over his hundred gold.

Dare wanted to waive awarding himself the bonus for top damage, but again the raid insisted. So he tallied himself 250 gold, the promised amount, from the raid's coffers.

Next was highest healing, which surprised the whole raid when it was Estellis with her slow but steady Regeneration. Some of the healers looked a bit salty about the unexpected result, but the tall, pretty Invigorator was well liked and nobody could argue she hadn't done her part.

Aside from Jurrin, that is. “Who ever heard of an Invigorator topping the healing charts?” he grumbled with a snort.

“You saying she didn't do her part?” Bradis demanded, bristling. “Don't get your panties in a twist just because she was better suited to the fights.”

“Fights dictated by our madcap dash down to the Great Tree,” the Priest shot back. “But never mind that, I'm just saying who ever heard of it.”

“If we'd stuck to what we've heard of, our leader would be dead and we'd be packing up this raid as a failure and carrying his body home to his grieving consorts and children,” the tank said, then left it at that.

They both had good points; there were only a few specific circumstances where Estellis would top the healing charts, and this happened to be one of them.

Part of it was that it was the only spell she could cast to benefit the raid, so she'd been able to spend her entire mana pool on it after giving out her Invigorator buffs. She hadn't been split between jobs casting other necessary spells like Jurrin with barriers and Carilina with Extract Poison.

There was also the fact that she'd been one of the main healers during the rush down to the tree and then in the exhausting fight to destroy it, using her super efficient heal when the raid was taking slow damage.

And although she'd been sitting out of most of the fights in a safe place, she'd been hurt and even come close to death as part of the raid. She'd earned the bonus.

Damage mitigation was actually a close contest between Jurrin and Horold, much to the Priest's further irritation. But ultimately Jurrin won and received the bonus. Dare thought the analytics weren't completely fair, because Estellis's buffs had also played a part in mitigating damage, and Carilina's Extract Poison had prevented a considerable amount of damage.

When it came to zero damage taken, nobody could boast that, not even Estellis. Dare had promised a bonus for least damage taken, and since it had been agreed beforehand that the Invigorator wouldn't be included in that since she was sitting out of fights, Lily won by such a wide margin that it was almost funny.

Between her speed and her attentiveness to her role, she'd stayed out of danger most of the time. And if there'd been a bonus for most time spent doing damage during the fight she would've won that too.

Tanks were traditionally promised a bonus for their dangerous role, and more than earned it for their vital and always painful and taxing contribution taking damage for the rest of the group. A bonus which Dare was more than happy to pay out with full praise.

Which just left one final statistic.

At the raid's insistence, since by some miracle nobody had died or been crippled, his companions also pushed for him to list the non-tank member of the raid who'd taken most damage, to be the recipient of jeers. Dare also excluded the damage the other melee had taken while filling the tank role, doing the quick math, then announced the result.

It turned out to be Milin, the Quickblade. He endured the ribbing with good grace as they got to work clearing the easily transportable treasure from the dungeon.

That took longer than expected, and it was close to nightfall by the time they had everything packed away, with plans to return with crafters and laborers for the valuable materials too heavy and bulky to take with them. Dare announced they'd camp at the top of the valley with the followers, then with Lily and Carilina sought out Lady Tremuloides.

It was time to convince her to come with him to see Rosa.

“Sweet children!” the dryad cried, rushing over to hug each of them as they dropped down from the ruined wall. “You must be visitors! Welcome, welcome to Eldarin'lesinal!”

Dare exchanged looks with his companions. Tremuloides seemed in much better spirits, but also sunk deeper into her previous delusion that she was in the past, when this place had been peaceful and thriving.

“It's good to see you again, my Lady,” he said. “I'm glad to see you in better health and good spirits.”

“But why wouldn't I be?” the dryad said, then became distracted by Lily. “Ooooh, a Daughter of Lenissilia!” she gushed, stroking the bunny girl's silver hair. “And so very pretty. I always found your people so charming, although very shy of other races. Even my dear children, who'd never hurt a fly.”

As Lily smiled tentatively Tremuloides paused as if confused, her scarred, cracked features scrunching in puzzlement. Then her expression fell. “Yes, my poor babies. They were so gentle . . . they didn't deserve such a fate.”

She crumpled in on herself, slumping to the ground right where she stood and clutching her knees to her chest. Keening softly, she began rocking back and forth. “My sweet babies. I called to them for so long, but they didn't answer. Their oily black faces were blank, and they tore me cruelly when I tried to go to them and bring them home. And all the while that awful serpent laughed and mocked from the branches of my defiled tree.”

Dare's heart filled with pity for her, and he dropped to a knee beside her and took her hand, squeezing gently. “Lady Tremuloides, it grieves me to think of you lingering in sorrow in this place. Will you not travel with me to where your sister Lady Rosaceae resides?”

“You know where the Mother of Florans lives?” Veressa asked incredulously.

Dare ignored her, eyes on Tremuloides, who had perked up slightly.

“Little Rosa?” she whispered. “Oh, she was always such a dear. So pretty, and she smells so sweet. And her daughters are such a delight. So beautiful and playful.”

“She's having another daughter,” he said with a warm smile. “A dryad, wonder of wonders. Don't you think she'd be overjoyed to have her sister with her for such a blessed event?”

“I've never heard such nonsense in all my life,” Carilina snapped, sounding genuinely angry. “Don't toy with an emotionally fragile woman like that.”

But the dryad seemed to hear only him. “A dryad baby?” she breathed, disfigured face lighting up with wonder and joy. “Oh, if anyone deserves such a blessing it's Little Rosa.” Her expression fell. “But if I left, who would be left to remember my children?”

“You would. And you could tell Lady Rosaceae all about them.” Dare squeezed her hand again. “I've only seen a bit of them through your grief, but it seems they lived lives of joy. In peace and prosperity for many ages. I think they'd want to be remembered that way, if you could find it in you to share their story with those interested to hear of them. I know I wish to know all you're willing to tell me.”

Tremuloides sighed. “It would be nice to think of the joy of my life surrounded by my beloved children, instead of focusing only on their-” she cut off with a shudder and shook her head violently. “But no, I can't! Not yet, the pain is still too fresh.”

To his discomfiture she gathered him in her withered arms and began gently stroking his hair. “But seeing all you sweet children around me now, hearing your pleasant voices, feeling you in my arms. That is . . . nice. Sensations I had long forgotten.”

Dare gently patted her back. “I'd like to see Lady Rosaceae again, my Lady. Perhaps you'd permit me to accompany you to visit her.”

“The more I think of it, the nicer that does sound,” the dryad murmured distantly. He winced as her grip tightened painfully around him. “But this has been too much. Too much so suddenly, when I've been alone for so long. It's left me more out of sorts than usual, and quite unable to focus on my grief.”

He felt her relax, although she kept her tight hold on him, and her voice became drowsy. “Yes, I think I should rest a bit. We can talk more later.”

Dare listened to her breathing become deep and even, wondering how he'd ended up in this awkward situation again. “Shall I stay with you, my Lady?” he finally asked, since it seemed like he was going to end up doing that again anyway unless he wanted to forcefully pull free.

And he didn't have the heart to do that to the fragile dryad.

“Oh, that would be wonderful,” Tremuloides sighed. “It's been so very long since I've slept holding one of my dear children in my arms.” Her voice became confused. “Only you're not one of my children. You're a creation of Merellesia, but also not. A mind and spirit with a savor unexperienced in a mortal vessel of her making. That is . . . new.”

“What in the Goddess's name is she talking about?” Carilina asked, confused.

“Shhh,” Lily said sternly, moving over to cuddle with Dare in Tremuloides's arms. “My Lady, can I join you as well?”

“Oh that would be lovely, Daughter of Lenissilia. It's been too long since one of your kind has visited.”

Carilina looked a bit at a loss as she took them in. “I guess I'll, um, let the raid know you'll be spending the night in the auditorium.”

Dare nodded to her. “Bradis is in charge in my absence. If we can't get away in the morning tell him to pack the raid up and start for Nirim Manor.”

“All right.” She gave them a last look, almost seeming jealous of their proximity to Tremuloides, then climbed over the collapsed wall and disappeared.

Lily gave Dare a loving smile as they lay together in the distraught demigoddess's arms, waiting patiently as she finally drifted into fitful slumber. It took longer, but with his bunny girl fiancee there with him he was eventually able to fall asleep as well.


Chapter Eight

Triumphant Homecoming

Dare woke to the feel of a rough, gentle hand caressing his face. “Time to awaken, dear children,” Tremuloides whispered. “Dawn is upon us, and it's not healthy to sleep overlong.”

He opened his eyes and met Lily's gaze, and she gave him a sweet smile; his dreams had been untroubled by nightmares, and it seemed hers had as well. “Good morning, Treemother,” he murmured. “Have you thought about whether you'll visit Lady Rosaceae with me?”

The withered, cracked dryad nodded slowly. “I have. I've thought long upon it. And I believe you're right, a vacation is just what I need. Especially now that I'm no longer bound to my poor tree.” She sighed. “Little Rosa's clearing always was so welcoming.”

She shifted, and Dare was startled to find himself being lifted to his feet along with Lily as Tremuloides stood, holding each of them by the shoulder. Then she moved her hands to rest on their heads and stood like that for almost a full minute, looking between them with soft eyes.

“I must be going blind in my old age to have missed it last night,” she murmured, stroking their hair. “But I suppose I'm much diminished for my transgressions. What a beautiful couple you make, Daughter of Lenissilia and Outsider of Merellesia.”

She turned them to face each other, standing over them beaming lovingly. “May the Blessing of Aspen favor your union with joy and peace, dear ones, and safety and happiness for your many beautiful babies.”

Dare felt a gentle warmth spread through him. He took Lily's hand and shared a happy smile with her. “Thank you, my Lady,” he said.

“Thank you, my Lady,” his bunny girl fiancee whispered.

Tremuloides clapped her hands excitedly. “Okay, let's go see Little Rosa!”

The dryad was so eager that she picked them up to carry in her arms, striding over the ruined wall as if it was no obstacle at all. Although she didn't seem to hurry, her long slender legs took her up the path swiftly enough they felt wind on their faces.

The raid seemed startled to see Tremuloides with them, then unsure how to react as the withered dryad went around hugging them all and calling them her sweet children, including the camp followers. Although a peace seemed to settle over the group as they made their final preparations to leave, loading the packhorses with the collected loot.

Within a half hour they started on the now familiar path from the high mountain valley to Nirim Manor in the lands below. It afforded frequent scenic views, and in spite of their eagerness to get to Terana and split their loot, more than a few people paused to admire them.

“Oh, so beautiful!” Tremuloides said with a sigh as she looked out over the vista of mountains rolling away in all directions, and Bastion spreading away in plains, forests, rivers, and hills to the north. “I'd forgotten it all . . . it seems an eternity since I've seen anything but mist and decay.”

Dare, who'd again found himself carried in the dryad's arms, patted her shoulder. “You belong out here in this beauty, my Lady. It grieved me to see you languishing in that mist and decay.”

“Oh, you sweet child.” She kissed his brow.

On foot Dare and Lily could've reached Nirim Manor in a couple hours at most. With the rest of the raid it took the better part of the day, so they came in sight of the estate's walls in the late afternoon.

“Five days,” Veressa murmured, looking back at the mountains behind them with a low laugh. “Even knowing how you always seem able to do things impossibly fast, I'd expected weeks.”

Horold nodded. “And no deaths . . . that has to be the smoothest dungeon excursion I've ever taken part of, party or raid.”

Dare, who'd finally been set down by the dryad so she could hold Lily, gave the Spellwarder an expectant look. “Have you given any thought to my offer to join my core party as a permanent companion?”

The middle aged man chuckled. “The offer was a surprise, and no mistake. I'd have to talk to my wives about moving our household.” His smile widened. “Although I'm sure I could sell them on it if you could help me get plumbing, heating, and hot water in a house I built or purchased, same as your own setup.”
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He hesitated then leaned closer, his words for Dare's ears only. And Lily's, with her keen hearing. “Besides, they'd be reassured to know I'm hunting monsters with someone with the Adventurer's Eye. They always worry for my safety, and knowing the enemy I face takes a lot of the uncertainty out of the fight.”

Dare stared at him in shock, and noticed that Lily had stiffened in Tremuloides's arms and was staring at the Spellwarder with huge eyes. “How-” he started to splutter.

Horold chuckled. “Sometimes a mystery only has one answer, impossible as it is.” He sobered and lowered his voice. “Don't worry though, even should we part ways your secret is safe with me. You led us through a challenging dungeon with no lives lost, and I don't consider that just good fortune or the aid of your Eye . . . you're a good leader. One I'd trust in future adventures.”

Dare solemnly offered his hand. “Thank you, my friend. I hope if it's a good change for your family, you'll join us here.”

“As do I.”

Dare had promised his raid rooms at Nirim Manor for the night, and the camp followers all the space that could be spared in his guest houses, and for the rest at least hot food, cold drinks, and a spot on the grounds for their tents.

Although a part of him wished the newest construction project was finished, since that would solve their housing problems.

That was the two storey inn a hundred yards down the road from Nirim Manor to Terana, which he'd jokingly begun calling the Prancing Brony, to everyone's bemusement but Ireni's, who just shook her head wearily at the lame joke.

With the Avenging Wolf and Melarawn villages both growing quickly, the latter far more swiftly of course due to the constant influx of refugees from the north, their little corner of Bastion was becoming a busy place. Traders were making an appearance, laborers were constantly coming and going for construction projects in both villages and at the manor itself, and travelers were passing through heading north to the fighting or south to the goblin ravine.

Which was now an official path between Bastion and Kovana, with Dare's assurance of safe passage negotiated with Chieftain Gar and the Avenging Wolves who'd remained in the mountains.

That, plus the adventurers now going to and from Nirim Manor and Terana. Not just Dare's own core party but lower level people looking for quests or leveling opportunities.

Between it all, now seemed like a perfect time to build an inn to accommodate guests. And he could admit he was excited to see it completed; sharing drinks with his companions in the common room while listening to a bard play a lively tune, and engaging travelers in conversation about news of the world, Collisan lore, and stories of their own adventures was one of those things he'd always enjoy.

Quiet evenings at Nirim Manor surrounded by the women he loved, their children, and their friends was a wonderful thing. But a good fantasy inn had its own appeal and always would. Which was why even though there were some things that would probably be more useful than an inn, like more structures for refugees, Ireni had gone along with his eager suggestion to build the Prancing Brony.

After all, he was more than happy to pay the costs out of pocket as an investment, and there were no shortage of laborers flocking to his lands.

In spite of his enthusiasm only the foundation had been laid so far, and it would be a while before he got to kick back and sip a mug of ale while listening to Bradis yet again tell the story about that one time his sword broke and he had to punch a Dire Bear to death.

Also he hoped to hire beast girls from Melarawn village to be servers. And maybe have them wear maid uniforms. Like the ultimate cross of a cosplay, catgirl, and maid cafe.

Hey, if he could do it why wouldn't he? He wanted the Prancing Brony to be not just a stopover for weary travelers passing through, but a destination in and of itself.

Speaking of the inn, he saw work being done around the foundation as the raid approached, Ireni overseeing it. When she spotted them she got help mounting her gentle little mare, her pregnant belly making the task awkward, and hurriedly rode their way.

Dare stepped forward to help her dismount, but before he could Tremuloides took one look at the petite redhead and quailed, hastily setting Lily down and dropping onto all fours to grovel. “Mercy, jailor!” she wailed. “My penance is served!”

He stared in shock along with the rest of the raid. Although unlike them he at least had some idea of what was going on as Sia took the fore, gracefully dismounted, and stepped forward to rest a hand on the withered dryad's shoulder.

Tremuloides flinched at the touch, and the goddess looked at her sadly as she ushered the dryad to her feet and led her out of earshot of the others, motioning for Dare and Lily to follow. And having to wave Carilina back with a warning look when she tried to do the same.

The Healer, who didn't know Ireni was vessel to the Outsider, looked irked but grudgingly returned to the raid.

“Dear child, did you call me friend before the tragedy in your valley?” Sia asked in a gentle voice once they had some privacy.

“So much more than friend, Merellesia,” Tremuloides sobbed, dropping to her knees with her hands clasped beseechingly in front of her. “My beloved aunt.”

Sia stepped forward and wrapped her arms around the aspen woman, who was taller on her knees than the petite redhead at her full height. “Oh sweet niece, I never stopped loving you. Or hoping for the best for you. That's why I shielded you all this time.”

Dare gave her a suspicious look as what had been nagging him about the raid finally crashed home in a sudden realization.

Even deep in the dangerous Gadris Mountains, the valley wasn't that isolated. It should've been discovered before now, the raid dungeon cleared. It certainly shouldn't have lasted millennia undisturbed.

Unless some deity who feared that a careless raid would simply slay the corrupted and emotionally distraught dryad had intervened.

But why him? Had he met some condition to lead the raid? Maybe his friendship with Rosaceae, and even having taken her as a lover? The fact that he had a floran daughter and would one day have a dryad daughter? Or that he'd had Noticed 2?

Or was it more simply that Sia knew and trusted him and had given him the opportunity to help Tremuloides?

“I won't apologize for fighting to defend my beloved children,” the withered dryad said fiercely. “Even if I remain diminished, even if you and the other deities forever turn your faces from me. Including Mother, if she cannot forgive me.” Her voice caught at that, but she continued even so. “I could do nothing else besides fight for them.”

Sia rested a hand on Tremuloides's head. And suddenly Dare saw her different than he ever had before. Different than she'd ever presented herself to him. Ireni's body was small and delicate, but now the goddess seemed to loom over them all, regal and wise and infinitely calm, old as the stars and carrying all the knowledge of the universe.

Dare felt himself trembling for a moment, until she spoke to the dryad, tone unimaginably gentle and understanding. “I know, dear niece. That is why I have said you transgressed, not sinned.”

Tremuloides looked up, haunted eyes showing a sliver of hope.

Sia tenderly brushed her forehead. “You know why we are not allowed to interfere as you did. A rule beyond any of us, immutable as the world itself. And even knowing, you stood before those you loved and raised your hand to destroy a monster horde, fully knowing the consequences. And in all these ages, even as you suffered, you never did other than accept your fault.”

She cupped the dryad's cracked, rough cheek, lifting her chin to solemnly meet her gaze. “So even though I cannot reverse those consequences, I understand your heart and love you for it. And I think you'll find those who love you most feel the same.”

Tremuloides sank to the ground, weeping.

The goddess knelt and awkwardly bent around her pregnant belly to kiss the top of the dryad's head, then straightened briskly and turned to face Dare. “I'll take Tremuloides to Rosaceae. I needed to visit her anyway to talk about . . . things.”

Such as the fact that the dryad had used Sia's gift to Dare, ensuring his first children with women of other races would always be that race, to do the previously impossible and conceive another dryad? He supposed he could see where they might have a bit to discuss.

Dare exchanged a look with Lily. “You're talking like you don't want us to come along at all.”

“It's not a matter of wanting, my beloved,” the goddess said, resting a hand on his chest. “You've done a wonderful thing for her, and for those who love her. But your part in it is done.”

He frowned at his fiancee's pregnant belly, looking even more prominent on her small, slender body. “Are you going to be okay going by yourself?”

Her eyes danced. “You're kind to worry, but do you think any harm will befall me in going about my task? I will have the fore until Tremuloides is safely delivered to Rosaceae's clearing and I've returned just as safely home.” She beamed eagerly. “After all, we're getting married in four days. I certainly don't plan to miss our wedding, or Ilin's and Ama's for that matter.”

“Can you make it there and back so quickly?” Lily asked, surprised.

“Tremuloides will carry me there . . . she can move like the wind if called to it. And one of Rosa's elks will bear me just as swiftly back.” She produced the Home Ward. “This will help as well for the final stretch. Between all of it I should be able to get home the evening of the day after tomorrow. In time for Ilin's and Ama's wedding the next day.”

That sounded like an exhausting journey, but Dare supposed Sia would be riding the entire time. As long as she was able to get some rest, and the ride was gentle, she should be fine.

Besides, he couldn't exactly question whether a goddess knew what she was doing; she'd never do anything that might cause harm to Ireni or their baby.

So he hugged his redheaded fiancee close, then turned and knelt beside the withered dryad, who remained huddled on the ground weeping. “Forgive me, Lady Tremuloides. I'm afraid I won't be able to accompany you to visit Lady Rosaceae after all.”

For a few seconds he didn't think she'd heard, then her weeping paused. “No, sweet child,” she mumbled, face still pressed to the ground, “I understand. You've delivered me to my aunt's care, and I am grateful for your kindness. May your wedding be a joyous event.”

Sia took the haunted dryad's hand. “Come, dear Trem. Would you like to meet one of Rosa's children before we set out? Eloise is planted here in the garden, just sprouted this year.”

Tremuloides let out a dreamy sigh as she rose to her feet and gently picked the goddess up, carrying her towards the manor. “Oh, that does sound nice. They're always so cute when they're seedlings, with their dear little stems and leaves.”

Her voice caught. “I always gave my heart to my duskenin children, but it might've been nice to have some seedlings of my own, like sweet little Rosa.” She sobbed. “Monsters would've left my seedlings alone, like Rosa's daughters. My sweet children . . .”

Sia stroked the withered dryad's lank hair. “I know, dear niece. Some hurts never heal, just dull with time. But don't let's burden little Eloise with such grief, shall we?”

“You're right,” Tremuloides said, back straightening. “It's our job to usher them to a bright future, free of our troubles.”

Dare shared a thoughtful look with Lily, then they returned to the raid. “All right,” he called. “Let's get everyone settled in with some hot food and cold drinks.”

He was looking forward to showing their new legendary preservation chest to Se'weir and talking about ways to use it for food preparation or storage. Like cooking a feast and shoving it in there while it was still hot, ready to be taken out later on a picnic or some other occasion.

Of course, with their newborn baby his hobgoblin fiancee was leaving the cooking to others for a while.

He felt a surge of excitement at the thought of seeing little Es'wesa, with her adorable chubby face. With all the rush of preparing for the raid he hadn't had a chance to spend as much time with his new daughter as he would've liked. Or his other children, or their mothers and the rest of their family.

Dare would make up for that soon. He needed to go to Terana with the raid to see to appraising and distributing the loot and all the final formalities, but when he got home there'd be the wedding and then a honeymoon where he'd get to spend as much time with his new wives as they deserved. Weeks, even, a rest after the busy leveling of the last couple months.

He couldn't wait.

◆◆◆

Marigold, his consort and Nirim Manor's Head Maid, was waiting in the yard with the servants. That included Johar and his wife, a few goblins hired from the Avenging Wolf tribe, and several felids, canids, and a bovid from Melarawn village.

The pink-haired gnome briskly got the servants to work seeing the raid to the dining hall, the camp followers settled, and hot food and wash water provided for everyone. The yard soon bustled with well ordered activity as she saw to everything.

Meanwhile Dare and Lily were welcomed by the rest of the family, which at this point had gotten pretty large. Zuri holding Gelaa, Pella and Leilanna holding Nic and Rellia, Se'weir holding Es'wesa, Melinia her mother's arms, and Trissela balanced elegantly on her tail and hugely pregnant beneath a flowing sundress.

Sia and Ireni joined them just long enough to hug and kiss everyone goodbye before her impromptu trip. Tremuloides came with her and made a fuss over all the babies, cooing in delight and giving each her blessing.

“Her power's mostly diminished and will have little effect,” Sia murmured to Dare as she cuddled close to him, watching with a sad smile. “Still, it's kindly intended and seems to be doing her good.”

After the goddess and dryad departed the family made their way over to Eloise's spot between the yard and the garden, away from the bustle and so she could be included in the homecoming celebration.

The plant girl had sprouted a thick shoot that was already half a foot high, delicate leaves curling out. She wouldn't produce a flower she could emerge from until she was two to three years old, but until then she could still sense what was going on around her and understand it as well as any other young child.

“We're home, baby girl,” Dare said, kneeling to brush her leaves with a gentle finger. “I missed you and I'm so happy to see you. And look at you grow! It seems like every time I see you you're a bit taller. I'm so proud of you.”

Eloise's leaves rustled affectionately in response.

Dare got a chance to hold all his children, and marvel at Gelaa crawling happily through the grass. His goblin daughter made a beeline right for him, squealing in delight, and he laughed and swept her up into his arms, kissing her pointy cheeks. “You're getting so big,” he told her.

She beamed at him, showing the first of her sharp little baby teeth.

Nic and Rellia had started to wag their fluffy little tails while he was gone, and it filled him with delight that at the sight of him they both started wagging excitedly, making happy sounds and holding out their little arms to him.

He might've been away from home for a while on the raid, but they remembered Daddy. He took them both in his arms, nuzzling their soft floppy ears and holding them close.

Melinia looked up at him contentedly when he held her, an adorable purr rumbling through her little body. Her velvety black ears twitched when he kissed her head, and her big blue eyes drooped as she drifted off in his arms. He was extra gentle so he wouldn't wake her when he handed her back to Linia.

Plump little Es'wesa made a round bundle in her swaddling, peaceful as ever in his arms. She was so sweet and cuddly he didn't have the heart to let her go, so as they made their way back to the manor to host dinner with the raid he held his youngest daughter, rocking her gently as her eyes drooped and she smacked her lips sleepily.

He finally handed her over to a maid, though, who took the babies to bed while his family took their place with his adventuring companions around the table. Normally he and his fiancees would've personally put their children to bed; it was one of his favorite times of the day, cuddling them and singing them songs and reading them stories, then holding the women he loved as they watched their little miracles peacefully drift off to slumber.

A chance to get more individual time with them, and to savor the wonder of the new life they'd created together.

But with the raid there as their guests, in great enough numbers that dinner would be too boisterous for sleepy babies at bedtime, they left it to the goblin and bovid nursemaids. Although Dare missed that quiet time with his loved ones.

Especially since he hadn't had a chance to have a more intimate reunions with his fiancees and consorts yet; he'd hugged and kissed and held the women he loved throughout his time with their children, of course, catching up with them as he and Lily fussed over the babies. He'd even had a chance to lift Marigold into his arms and kiss her soundly when she broke away from her work organizing the raid's arrival to properly greet him.

Most of the talk was about the raid, of course, both during the reunion and then when they sat down to dinner. Which was when things came to a head.

While Dare had explained who Tremuloides was, and the events that led to saving her in Eldarin'lesinal and offering to escort her to Rosa's clearing, he'd neglected to mention his near death. He figured all was well that ended well, and now that the danger was past there was no reason for them to worry.

It turned out the women he loved very much disagreed.

Gathered around the expanded table in the enlarged dining room, the raid was eager to talk about their accomplishments in the elvish ruins, doing the seemingly impossible again and again. Since most of that revolved around his corruption and the race to save him in time, it was no surprise that it came up almost immediately.

“Wait wait wait!” Leilanna snapped, interrupting Jurrin's description of the fight against the giant slime. “What the hell is this corruption, and what do you mean he only had 24 hours?”

“What happened after 24 hours?” Pella demanded anxiously. From her expression it was obvious that with her dog girl senses she'd known there was something Dare was holding back, but hadn't imagined it was this serious.

Zuri, who'd claimed the spot on his lap and was contentedly cuddling him, simply stared at him with huge eyes, small hands clutching his arm around her waist tight.

The others joined in with their own questions, alarm growing when Dare admitted he'd genuinely been afraid he faced death or worse at the end of the 24 hours, which was why the raid had rushed to destroy Tremuloides's corrupted Great Tree in time.

“Why wouldn't you tell us that immediately?” Se'weir demanded, anxiously kneading her napkin. “We're your family, who love you and have chosen to share our lives with you. You don't get to pick and choose what we hear because you're afraid we'll worry.”

Trissela, reclined on the ergonomic chair Dare had designed for her unique body type, nodded emphatically. “And how can we feel safe in letting you go out into danger if you're not telling us what's happening out there?”

Even Marigold, who'd been overseeing the dinner service, chimed in. “I can't see to your needs if I'm kept in the dark about the challenges you face, Master.”

Leilanna gave Lily an accusing look. “And you should've at least said something! It's bad enough you get to spend all your time with him, without helping him keep secrets from us.”

The beautiful bunny girl hunched her shoulders, abashedly tugging on one of her pigtails. “I, I didn't mean . . .”

“Hey leave Lily alone!” Pella snapped. “It's not her job to be our spy for stuff Dare should be telling us.”

Dare looked around at his family helplessly. Having them mad at him was bad enough, but watching them fight each other felt terrible. “I wasn't keeping it from you, really,” he said feebly. “I just, I don't know, I didn't want to spoil the reunion by bringing it up right away. Especially with the babies.”

“So when were you going to get around to telling us you were less than half an hour away from horrible death by a cursed poison?” Zuri asked quietly, tears in her eyes. “Were you just going to toss out the possibility of your horrific death as an “oh by the way” in a couple weeks?”

At the other end of the table the raid was shifting awkwardly, clearly wishing they were anywhere else. Aside from Jurrin, who seemed to be enjoying the show. And Billiam, who was unabashedly digging into his meal as if no argument was going on.

Dare stood, still holding Zuri. “How about we take this upstairs,” he said quietly.

His family nodded and also left their seats. Even Marigold, who gave some hasty instructions to the maids before following the group up to the master bedroom.

Which had also been enlarged, dominated by a bed double the size of the previous one.

Dare settled down on the edge of the bed, guilty and exhausted and overwrought. His loved ones gathered around him, doing their best to press against him or at least touch him.

He looked around at them all, even craning his neck to see Leilanna in her familiar position behind him with her arms looped around his shoulders and his head resting between her generous breasts. “All right, I'll be honest,” he said quietly. “When I thought I was going to die, the thing that terrified me most wasn't my own death but the pain I'd cause you. My absence in the lives of our children. It was an awful, helpless feeling, something I couldn't fight against, couldn't run from. A stupid danger I brought on myself by being careless with a clearly corrupted person.”

He sighed. “I guess I just didn't want you to have to feel that. Even though you have a right to know, and I would never keep something like that from you. I just wanted to spare you the pain of that fear.”

The women around him were all quiet for a while. “Trissela said it best,” Zuri finally said. “We know you face danger every time you go out into the wilds. We have to live with the possibility that you might not come home. And the only thing we can really do is hope and pray for your safety, and make sure you're being as careful as you can so you can come home to us.”

Se'weir nodded. “And we can't make sure you're being careful if we don't truly understand the dangers you face.” She took his hand and squeezed it tightly. “Please, my love. Our love. Share your experiences there with us. It dominates so much of your life as it is . . . if you keep us separate from it you'll start to feel like a stranger.”

Pella, seated on his feet, looked up at him with her head on his knee. “And don't think you're sparing us by keeping things like this hidden. The worst fear we face is the unknown, and anything is better than that.” She made a plaintive sound. “Besides, part of being your family is sharing your burdens. You can't carry it all on your own shoulders, so let us help you. The way you help us.”

“And that way I don't have to feel torn between being your companion and keeping secrets from everyone,” Lily said, resting her head on his hip.

Dare blinked away a blurring in his eyes. “All right,” he said hoarsely. “I understand. Thank you, and I'm sorry.” He smiled around at the women he cherished. His life. “And most of all, I love you. With all my heart.”

They all pressed closer in a group hug, and he closed his eyes and let the stress of the raid, the fear and the exhaustion and all the rest, fall away in their healing embrace.

Finally Marigold cleared her throat. “Were we going to go back down to dinner? Or should I tell the servants to make sure our guests are seen to because we've retired for the night?”

The girls all exchanged a look. “That second thing,” Leilanna purred in his ear, stroking his chest with her nimble fingers. “After all, we missed your birthday. Ireni tells us that's a pretty big deal on-” she cut off, glancing at Marigold, who didn't know about where he'd come from, and hastily changed what she'd been going to say. “Your homeland.”

“Yeah!” Pella said, fluffy golden tail beginning to wag. “Besides, our wedding's in just a few days, so we need to practice for our wedding night.”

Marigold sounded slightly wistful. “And those of us who aren't marrying you are going to be left out during your honeymoon, so we'd happy if you'd give us some attention beforehand.” With a giggle she reached around his waist with a small hand and began rubbing his cock.

Dare grinned around at the women he loved, feeling himself begin to stiffen in anticipation. “I guess we're ready to turn in for the night.”


Chapter Nine

Belated Birthday

Dare's fiancees and consorts were especially eager that night as they made love.

Part of it was doubtless their continuing worry about his near death, and another part their excitement about the coming wedding. And just the fact that he'd been gone for over a week. And of course how Lily's love scent for him spiked with arousal whenever they got frisky.

Either way, in spite of his weariness after the day's travel he was more than up to the task of satisfying the seven women.

Adorably, his lovers wanted to try some system to make sure everyone got a turn, because they were worried he might not have enough stamina for all of them. Or at least to come inside everyone before they were all too tired to keep going, especially with the trip to Terana tomorrow requiring an early start and a good night's sleep.

Without Ireni there to organize things they debated how to best do it as they undressed him and Lily, bathed them, and crowded around them on the bed in a press of soft bodies all eager for fun. Their suggestions ranged from going shortest to tallest, to first to meet him to last, to who gave birth most recently, to who hadn't been able to have as much time with him recently.

Everybody unanimously agreed that last one would just lead do disagreements. Although amusingly enough they also unanimously agreed that if they did it that way, Marigold would go last since she was always sneaking him away to get on his cock as part of her “duties” as Head Maid.

Finally Dare couldn't take the teasing of all his beautiful lovers driving him crazy kissing and groping him, while arguing about when and how he was going to fuck them. So he grabbed Pella, who'd been grinding against his thigh with needy whimpers while her fluffly golden tail wagged happily, and rolled on top of her.

Without any ceremony he spread her legs and thrust between her glistening folds, making her moan in pleased surprise.

“Don't worry, I won't come for the first time until everyone's had a turn,” he said, settling the matter as he began thrusting eagerly inside his dog girl fiancee.

That was quite the promise to make, and his enthusiastic lovers did their best to test him on it.

Starting with Pella, who was extra horny tonight. She started climaxing almost from the start, her silky walls caressing him urgently as she threw her athletic body back into his powerful thrusts, crying out with startling volume while the other women did their best to cover her mouth so she wouldn't wake the babies or disturb their guests.

Dare focused on pleasuring her instead of the glorious sensations he was feeling, playing with her full breasts and rubbing her clit while she let out muffled cries of pleasure into Se'weir's hand covering her mouth.

Ultimately he had to pull out earlier than he would've liked, though, after only a few minutes. With her furnace hot pussy frantically milking his shaft he knew he was going to lose control if he didn't. Even then he had to close his eyes and think of icy mountain streams and item stats and raid analytics until the urge passed.

Marigold was next. Everyone unanimously agreed that it wasn't fair for either her or Zuri to fuck him early, because it was no secret he couldn't hold out inside his tiny goblin and gnome consorts' crushingly tight little pussies. So instead Marigold sprawled across his chest and took him into her mouth, while urgently pressing her glistening petals against his lips, flooding him with the taste of cinnamon and her heady musk as her arousal drenched his face.

Whether she'd intended it or not, it reminded Dare of the morning he'd inadvertently impregnated her. She was less than halfway through her 11 month pregnancy and barely showing, especially with her plump little body, but he was still incredibly turned on as he ran his hands over her soft tummy, delighted at the thought of his gnome baby growing inside her. Then he played with her full breasts as he aggressively worked her clit with his tongue.

Marigold was an expert at giving blowjobs, although she usually didn't take him into her little throat. Tonight she did, which made him gasp against her plump labia and twitch his hips against her pleasurable assault as she gagged. He couldn't see her throat bulging with his girth, but he could imagine it.

Her cute move earned her a shorter turn as the other girls hastily lifted her away, before she made him spray down her esophagus. She made a noise of complaint as her lips slipped free of his cock, but Lily made it up to her by rolling her onto the bed and climbing on top of her to mercilessly punish her clit with her nimble fingers.

Dare lay panting as Se'weir climbed atop him, getting ready to lower herself onto his cock. But the sight of his gorgeous hobgoblin fiancee's curvy little body filled him with a fresh wave of desire.

He hadn't made love to her since the childbirth, at least not vaginally, since even with healing she'd needed some time to recover. So as she stretched her tight pink pussy over his shaft with a whimper of delight, looking down at him lovingly with her big pale yellow eyes, he couldn't just lay back and enjoy his beloved fiancee.

Holding her close, he gently rolled around to get on top of her. She gave a pleased squeak and spread her plump legs wide to welcome him in, rolling her hips eagerly as he began to thrust. He moved gently but deeply, bottoming out in her soft tunnel again and again.

It wasn't long before she squealed and squirted all over his shaft, wrapping her arms and legs around him and burying her face in his chest as her pussy milked him.

Dare grit his teeth against an impending orgasm and kept thrusting through her climax so he wouldn't leave her hanging. After she relaxed beneath him he let out a groan of effort and rolled off her onto his side, desperately holding back his own orgasm.

He wouldn't let down the women he loved.

Leilanna squirmed between him and Se'weir and spooned back against him, flawless gray skin soft and flushed dark with arousal. She began rubbing her ass back against his well lubricated cock, which slipped easily up and down between her sweet cheeks.

He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close, kissing and nibbling her neck as he played with her full breasts. She was about halfway through her pregnancy, and he lovingly rubbed the gentle swell of her soft tummy.

Moving his hips back from her, he pushed his cock between her thick thighs, slippery with her arousal, and began to fuck them with the top of his cock sliding across the lips of her pussy and the tip rubbing her clit with every passage.

“My love,” she moaned, squeezing her legs shut as tight as she could to maximize his pleasure as she rolled her hips back against him.

Around him he heard the women he'd already had a turn with playing with each other, although he was afraid if he paid too much attention he'd get too horny. It almost might've been a risk to push into his dusk elf fiancee's furnace hot, tight pussy.

But Dare couldn't resist.

She let out the most delightful moan as he thrust to her core in one smooth motion, spreading her open around his thick shaft. He moved his lips up to her long, slender pointed ear as he moved languidly inside her, savoring the feel of her as he sucked on the end of her ear.

He felt Leilanna orgasm as her soft walls clenched tight around him, and she tensed in his arms with a whimper. Her nectar flowed around him, and he pulled out of her with a groan before it was too late.

Lily bounced on top of him, pinning him to the bed with her silver pigtails teasingly tickling his chest as she slammed down on his cock with a needy whimper. “Better pull out all the stops for me,” she said with a playful grin, her love scent washing over him with hungry insistency. “Because I'm not getting off until I get off.”

That prompted squeals of laughter from the other girls, although also some protests. The ethereally beautiful bunny girl just grinned around at everyone as she adjusted her big wire frame glasses, which had slipped down her nose. “Oh come on, everyone else got to come with him before he moved on. And believe me, thanks to Pella I'm already almost there.”

She began bouncing up and down on him, pale gorgeous body taut with need as she threw her head back and moaned, velvety ears twitching in ecstasy. Dare mercilessly rubbed her clit and played with her perfect breasts, tweaking her nipples, and soon she whimpered and squirted all over him.

But when she climbed off him Dare grabbed her hips, twisted around, and pushed her facedown on the bed as she gave a surprised squeal. She tried to get her knees under her to lift her ass up to him, but he pushed her flat on the bed and climbed atop her, pushing between her tightly closed thighs and finding the delicious heat of her drenched pussy.

She felt even more gloriously tight in the prone position, and he panted with pleasure as he plunged into her core, feeling her walls caress him lovingly as he opened her up.

Lily cried out in bliss and bucked beneath him, loving it just as much as he did as his tip pressed against her g-spot with every thrust. She climaxed again, even more intensely, and he kept right on going to push her to a higher peak.

Lost in the haze of her love scent he almost forgot he was trying not to come. It was only when Leilanna and Pella wrapped their arms around him and pulled him off his bunny girl fiancee that he remembered, and gave a sheepish laugh as he looked around at their pouting faces. “Sorry.”

“Don't worry, my love,” Zuri said, patting his foot. “We'll get you to the end of this. It's a group effort.”

“Yeah,” Leilanna teased, taking his place playing with the horny bunny girl, who enthusiastically returned the curvy dusk elf's affections, “it takes an entire group to keep Dare from coming inside Lily.”

That drew another round of laughter, and Dare laughed along with them, conceding the point.

Soft arms wrapped around him from behind, a big belly pressing into his back, and he turned to return Trissela's embrace, luxuriating in her soft seafoam green hair and even softer skin. As she cuddled close he kissed her deeply and pulled her down to lay beside him, running his hands wonderingly over her huge tummy.

She'd be having their baby in just a few days. Just after the wedding, if things went as planned. He was filled with a rush of excitement to meet his merfolk son and hold him in his arms.

“My love,” the mermaid murmured, deep blue eyes looking intently into his. “Could you do something for me?”

“Anything.”

She grinned playfully. “I'm so close to having our baby that my breasts have gotten painfully full and tender. I keep leaking everywhere, see?”

Dare gave a start of surprise and looked down, and sure enough saw one of her eraser sized, pale pink nipples leaking, sending a trickle of milk between the valley of her breasts and onto his chest, warm against his skin.

His cock, pressed against the rubbery, tightly closed lips of her long slit, lurched. “I see,” he said in a strained voice, having a feeling he was going to like where this was going.

Trissela made a plaintive noise. “Pella's been letting me nurse Nic, since he's such a hungry little guy, and same with Se'weir and Es'wesa. But even so I've been producing so much milk I've had to use my hands to relieve the pressure.”

She looked at him, blushing. “So could you help me?”

The girls around them giggled as he nodded and reached up to gently hold her swollen breast. He wasn't sure exactly what to do, so she guided him with her small soft hand. “Massage it a bit. Yes, like-oh! Like that,” she moaned. “Just like that.”

Dare felt warm liquid trickle against his hand and his cock throbbed urgently, continuing to squeeze and massage the beautiful mermaid's full breast. “Okay, now press close to the nipple,” she panted. “Gently, like this.” She gasped in pleasure as he pressed, and he gasped as well as a stream of milk shot out and splashed over his chest.

It took all his self control to keep from spraying everywhere as well.

He teased a couple more streams out of her, coating his chest with warm milk that filled the air with a sweet, slightly briny scent. Then she had him move to her other breast and do the same.

After a few more squirts Trissela moaned. “This is taking a while,” she apologized. “Maybe there's a faster way you could help me?”

Dare was slow to get the hint, until Pella giggled and firmly pushed his head down into the heavenly valley of the mermaid's gloriously large breasts.

He found a nipple, took it into his mouth, and gently sucked, delighted as a thick stream of warm milk filled his mouth.

“Oh my love,” Trissela squealed, pressing harder against him. “That's such a relief. It feels so good.”

Her milk was unexpectedly thick, even more so than cow's milk, sweet and slightly salty. He had to admit she tasted better than Pella, and filled his stomach with warmth as he swallowed eagerly and kept sucking more in thick squirts, helping her relieve the pressure in her breasts.

He moved to the other nipple, eagerly drinking more, cock throbbing against Trissela's slit. She didn't seem interested in making love, unsurprising since she was due to give birth in just a few days, but he slipped a finger in and rubbed her engorged clit, making her whimper.

Between that and his attention to her breasts and nipples, he felt her arousal flow around his finger and onto his cock as she sank into a gentle but powerful climax.

His mermaid lover finally pulled his head up to kiss him softly. “Thank you, my love,” she said with a playful grin. “The pressure's gone and I feel great.” She rolled away with a playful flick of her tail against his inner thigh.

Dare turned, searching for Zuri, but she was already settling into his arms, soft and warm as her lotion-slick skin slid against his. He cuddled her close, nuzzling her silky raven hair and breathing deep of her wonderful scent.

He didn't push into her, but at the same time she didn't press down onto him either. It was more like they found each other, his cock slipping into her vise-tight pussy with ease as her arousal flowed around him, filling the air with the intoxicating scent of her strong pheromones.

After being teased for almost a half hour, edging dangerously close to orgasm on multiple occasions, he didn't even feel ashamed that he immediately lost control inside his goblin fiancee. His first love on Collisa.

She didn't complain either, hugging him tight as he filled her with his seed. She was soon climaxing with him in spite of the fact that he'd just entered her; maybe she'd been edging too.

Dare moaned in pure bliss as he kept thrusting in spite of his spurting cock. He could fuck through an orgasm, and he was going to give Zuri her time with him.

The blissful surges ended and his tip became sensitive, but he kept moving even with the overwhelming stimulus of her crushingly tight pussy, holding her close and kissing and nibbling her short pointy ears.

It wasn't long before his tiny fiancee had a second, more powerful orgasm, high pitched voice squeaking as she wrapped her arms and legs around him and trembled against him.

Finally Dare pulled out of her, looking around at the women around him. His family, his home, with their children his whole life. “I love you,” he said.

They pressed as close as they could to hug him. “Happy Birthday,” Pella said, fluffy golden tail wagging. “Now time to come inside the rest of us!” As the others giggled she dove in and began licking Trissela's milk off his chest, squirming around to push her glistening folds against his tip until he plunged inside her glorious warmth.

That was just the start of a long but blissful evening with the women he loved, giving each of them all the attention they wanted as they also made love to each other around him.

He ended up staying awake later than he should've, and morning came all too soon when he finally drifted off between Leilanna and Trissela.

But he didn't mind the brief night's sleep at all.


Chapter Ten

Business

Marigold got a lot of ribbing when she insisted on joining Dare, Lily, the raid, and the camp followers on their trip to Terana.

It was an easy guess she was hoping for more chances to get him alone for some fun. Or more likely share him with Marona's maids when they spent the night at Montshadow Estate, and probably the baroness herself.

But the little gnome made the very good point that with Ireni gone she should be there, to help sort out assessing the loot and distributing shares to everyone in the raid. And it was true that the professional Head Maid probably had the best head for finances out of all of them, maybe even including Ireni.

“Honestly it'll be a relief to have you along,” Dare told her, ruffling her ankle-length pink hair. “With how good you are at this sort of thing, I'm surprised you're not at the head of some powerful trading company making gold hand over fist.”

Marigold's reaction wasn't at all what he expected. Rather than her usual banter her eyes widened with shock and what almost looked like panic.

Only for a moment, so brief he almost wondered if he was mistaken, and then her playful smirk returned. “As if I'd abandon the noble calling of being a maid to pinch coppers at a counting house,” she said with a sniff. “Besides, our home would fall to pieces if I wasn't here organizing the small details Ireni doesn't have time for.”

She wasn't wrong there.

The matter settled, the large group set out with the adorable gnome perched happily in front of Dare on his horse. Whatever nerve his offhand comment had touched was nowhere to be seen now as she chattered away about the operation of Nirim Manor, purchases they needed to make, hiring more laborers for continued expansion projects, and hiring more staff to work under her.

“After all, you haven't been making full use of the maids I've already hired,” she said with a pout. “Especially Clovis, who wanted to work at the manor hoping for opportunities to have fun with the legendary lover Sir Darren Portsmouth.”

He felt his cheeks heat as he thought of the lovely cow girl. He hadn't realized she was interested, although it explained why she always seemed to be making moon eyes at him beneath her startlingly thick, luxurious eyelashes.

And if he was honest he liked the idea of having some fun with her; he hadn't been with a bovid before, and she was thick as only cow girls could be. More with muscle than fat, and she had a very nice pair of breasts and a nice round rump he would have fun riding.

“You're kind of a special exception when it comes to fucking the help, since you're part of the harem,” he said, nuzzling her soft pink hair. “You should probably let her know that the job might not be her best bet for getting laid with me.”

Marigold turned to look at him with a frown. “Oh. Okay then, I guess we'll have to make her part of the harem. Or if she's not interested in that, we can have a courtesan stipend for maids who want to service you but aren't interested in any deeper commitment.”

Dare bit back a sigh. He supposed if he was willing to pay for sex, and he very much was, then that was okay. As long as the distinction was clear, and the maids knew that if they weren't interested in that work it wasn't expected of them.

As for more women joining the harem, as always that was something he'd have to discuss with everyone.

His Head Maid's expression turned impish. “Speaking of servicing you . . .” She ducked beneath his cloak with a giggle and started unlacing his pants.

He hauled her back out into the sunlight before she could. “We're surrounded by people,” he gently chided her.

She folded her arms with an adorable pout. “They wouldn't see.”

Dare was certain that anyone who saw Marigold hiding beneath his cloak would have a pretty good idea of exactly what they were doing. “Maybe we can ride off and find someplace secluded later,” he told her, patting her head as she puffed her cheeks out in disappointment.

“Count me in,” Lily chimed in with a grin. She was a poor rider at best and preferred to be on foot, so she was loping along beside them.

To his Head Maid's credit, she lasted almost an hour into the ride. Then, while they were listening to Bradis tell a joke about a boar caught in a brambles, she abruptly cleared her throat. “Master, there's a matter we should discuss in private.”

Dare glanced at his companions, who grinned knowingly, and shrugged. “Okay.” He nudged his horse off the path and towards a nearby copse of trees. Trying not to grin, Lily followed them.

The moment they were out of view of the raid he reined in and looked down at his gnome lover with a lopsided smile. “What is it?”

She giggled. “As if you don't know.” She was already hitching up the ruffled skirt of her French maid uniform, which she'd insisted on being the outfit for maids at Nirim Manor as well. Probably because she knew how much it turned him on to see her in it.

He couldn't help but grin as the tiny pink-haired gnome untied his pants and freed his cock, rubbing it against her sopping folds. “Oh, it's that kind of discussion huh?”

Marigold impaled herself on him with a whimper of delight. “Sometimes you say the most without words.” She wiggled on his shaft with a low moan. “Or words like “oh fuck” and “goddess, you're huge.”

Lily laughed.

Dare laughed too. “I think I have a very naughty little Head Maid.”

His tiny gnome lover hitched up her skirt to expose her voluptuous ass as she began bouncing up and down on his cock. “Maybe you should reprimand me then, Master.”

He grinned and began lightly spanking her as she increased her tempo, muffling her squeals of pleasure in his cloak.

With the rest of the raid not far away they didn't make a marathon of their sex. He enjoyed Marigold riding him for a few minutes before grabbing her wide hips, pulling her down to bottom out against her cervix as he released inside her in powerful spurts.

Then, when Lily pulled down her pants and bent over holding her ankles to present herself to him, fluffy white cottontail twitching eagerly, he wasted no time dismounting his horse and mounting his bunny girl fiancee, thrusting downwards into her with surges of pleasure as she whimpered and gushed arousal around his cock.

Even though he'd just come, he didn't last much longer inside her before shooting several jets of seed against the door to her womb in a pleasurable rush.

Marigold quickly cleaned them up, the prim and proper maid once more, and then they rejoined the raid as if nothing had happened. Although Dare was sure they weren't fooling anyone.

Between the early start and pushing hard, they reached Terana in the late afternoon.

After a bit of discussion they agreed they could probably get all the raid business done that evening. So they made straight for the Terana Counting House, where Norril, the proprietor, hurried out to greet them with every clerk in his employ following.

They exchanged some pleasantries, then got to work unloading all the loot and tallying everything, as well as getting an accounting of the assets left behind in the ruins that would be collected later. Marigold easily might've been out of place trying to help the counting house employees at their work, but she served as a perfect liaison to the rest of the raid, giving Norril the information he needed and smoothing any snags.

The raid were all there to see that the shares were fairly distributed, of course, but most were content to look on and let Norril and Marigold work.

In the end the proprietor of the Terana Counting House estimated, and Marigold, Dare, Jurrin, and the others who were paying attention agreed, that the loot was worth around 43,872 gold and 81 silver, give or take.

That amount took into account the bonuses Dare had already paid out, adventurers purchasing items from the raid such as gear and the legendary preservation chest, fees for sending laborers up to retrieve the materials the raid hadn't been able to bring back with them, and the cost of repairing or refining raw materials.

There was also the payment that went to the camp followers, or the ones hired by the raid at least; most of them had been brought by individual adventurers, who would personally see to their pay. Leaving the raid to pay the crafters and laborers hired to carry loot.

And most importantly there was the fact that the loot had to be valued low since the raid leader, with the help of the Counting House, would be seeing to its sale. It was assumed the bulk sales wouldn't earn the asking price you'd see at market, and on top of that the extra effort made by the raid leader needed to be compensated.

Because of that a few members of the raid opted to take their share of the loot as well as the gold and other treasure, figuring they'd try their hand at selling it themselves. Which was perfectly fine; Dare would've had to borrow from Norril to pay the entire raid's shares out of pocket, and while the man was reasonable with his rates Dare didn't like borrowing if he could avoid it.

Which just left distributing the shares.

In larger raids the party leaders for DPS, healers, support, and tanks would each get a half share, but they hadn't bothered with that for 15 people. Which just left Dare's extra share as raid leader and Bradis's half share as his second in command.

Considering the circumstances of the raid and how they'd gone to hell and back to help him, Dare insisted on waiving his extra share and ignored protests from his companions that it wasn't necessary.

There was also the fact that Billiam's share was wonky because he'd missed out on most of the raid and the lion's share of the loot. Since the godmetal coin and valuables in the first house they'd searched sharply tipped the scales, though, he still ended up with about a half share.

In the end, everyone's share was 2,924 gold and 85 silver, aside from Billiam with about half that much and Bradis with half again that much. A bit over half of that amount was coin, precious metals, and valuables, while the other half was loot.

Which just left adventurers who'd purchased items to pay out to the raid from their share for distribution, and those who'd opted for coin rather than their share of the loot to be given their amount. Then the loot had to be distributed to those who'd wanted it as part of their shares, with some haggling about what pieces they could claim since obviously they couldn't just take all the best stuff.

It was a lengthy, tedious, and exhausting process lasting hours, with some acrimony from his more cantankerous companions. Dare felt like he'd been screwed more than once by the time most members of the raid gave him final handshakes and farewells and set off with their shares, with just Marigold and his core party remaining. That now included Horold, although the man still needed to make his way down to Jarn's Holdout to talk to his family.

The sun had just set and dusk was settling over the town, and Dare still had to deal with the mess of selling, storing, or carting home all the loot he'd been obliged to buy from the raid. With no coin in his pocket to show for it at the moment, and actually a significant amount paid out of pocket.

Sure, he and Lily would get their shares once the loot was sold, and then some if they were able to get good prices. But until then the raid had been a net loss, especially with the items they'd purchased from it.

The joys of being a raid leader.

As if sensing his dismay, Norril clapped him on the shoulder. “Come on, lad, let me treat you and your companions to dinner and drinks at the Mountain's Shadow. We can discuss how I can help you sort this lot out.”

Dare hesitated. Thus far the proprietor of the counting house had dealt with him fairly, and indeed been pretty accommodating. He had no doubt that the man could help him get the loot sold for as high a price as possible, with a fair cut going to the counting house.

Still, part of him wanted to do it himself to avoid paying out any more money than he had to. He was already in the hole and had a family to provide for that was growing by the day. Not quite literally.

Although even if he wanted to do it all, there were some things Norril could help with. “I wouldn't say no to your hospitality, and I'd certainly be grateful if I could at least store the loot with you for now,” he said with a weary smile. “But I can't deal with any more business tonight . . . my mind is fried from the last few hours of negotiations and penny pinching.”

Norril laughed and clapped him on the shoulder again. “Just wait until you're leading a full sized raid, including nobles and mercenary companies and others you'd have an easier time pulling teeth with than finding a fair compromise. We'd be at this for days, not hours, and in significantly fouler moods by the end of it.”

Dare shook his head. “Optimistic to assume I ever will.”

The members of his party snorted, and Lily and Bradis laughed outright. The counting house proprietor grinned. “Something tells me your meteoric rise will continue, lad. But that's a worry for another day.” He started briskly for the piles of loot. “Come on, let's get this lot loaded into the vault and go eat. I know I for one wouldn't say no to a few shots of good brandy, either.”

Much as Dare looked forward to the same, it wasn't to be.

They'd nearly completed loading away the loot when a hush fell over the party and people began to bow and curtsy. He turned to see Marona riding down the street towards him, accompanied by her Head Maid, Miss Garena. In spite of himself his breath caught at the sight of his noble lover.

While in her late 40s, the Baroness of Terana Province remained a stunning beauty, age only lending maturity to her lovely features. And her beauty was only enhanced by the large swell of her belly; she was a bit more than two months away from giving birth to their child and her heir, and the glow of motherhood added a youthfulness to her belied by the silver streaking her long dark hair.

He started to go to her, grinning broadly, then hesitated when he saw her expression.

As always Marona gave off an aura of calm authority. One well deserved, given her exceptional talent for leadership. Dare had been privy to her more vulnerable moments when they were in private together, when stress and exhaustion finally showed through, but in public she never showed any face but one of stately composure.

There could only be so many reasons why her normally placid features bore such an urgent expression, and Dare felt a surge of trepidation as he hovered between the two most likely: the chaos in the north had finally spread far enough south to threaten them, or the message they'd sent to the dwarvish contingent of the Irregulars, about turning in the records they'd found in Gurzan's Last Hold to the Elders of the nearby dwarvish mountain hall of Gador's Workings, had drawn an unfavorable response.

“Sir Darren!” she said, alighting off her mount with the aid of her Head Maid and striding briskly towards him. “I'd hoped you'd call in at Montshadow Estate before settling the raid's business, or even that you'd handle it tomorrow.”

Since they were in public Dare couldn't wrap her in his arms and kiss her tenderly like he would've liked, or rest a hand on her belly and feel their child kick. He would never do anything that would diminish her authority in front of her people.

Instead he bowed low. “Forgive me, my Lady. I would've liked to visit you straightaway, but we decided there was enough time to resolve matters this evening, and were eager to-”

Marona cut in smoothly. “It's not that, Sir Darren. The matter is urgent. I regret the hours already lost, and perhaps that I didn't seek you out immediately. In any case there's no time to delay . . . you need to go.”

Dare felt his stomach drop at her serious demeanor. “Has the border finally collapsed? Have I been called north?” He'd known it was only a matter of time. That, or they'd have to evacuate Nirim Manor and lead the Avenging Wolf and Melarawn villagers to safety.

She shook her head. “No, it holds for now.” She reached into her pouch and withdrew a notice. “A while ago Ireni asked me to keep an eye out for any news from southern Kovana. I received this a few days ago, and was about to send a runner to Nirim Manor with it when she stopped by late last night and told me you'd be coming today.”

The elegant noblewoman's voice took on a hint of awe. “She was in the company of a dryad, of all the wonders. Although not a dryad as I would've expected her to appear.” She paused as if in thought, then with a start collected herself and held out the notice. “Anyway, she insisted I give this to you right away, and I can see why.”

“Southern Kovana?” Lily asked anxiously. “Has something happened to my family? Brighthill Warren?”

Marona didn't answer, just offered the notice so they could see for themselves, expression grave. Dare, Marigold, his bunny girl fiancee, and the rest of their party crowded around it to read.

“LONE OX CALLS FOR AID!

The Village of Lone Ox, Southern Kovana a Day's walk South of Driftwain, Calls for Aid against DIRE PERIL!

A Mega Spawn Point has been Discovered to the West, only a Half Day away at a Brisk Walk. It is already Sending out Seeders and Roamers.

We cannot PAY but a Pittance, and the Lord Torran Laneti will NOT Answer our Dire Emergency! He urges Evacuation instead, to our ruin.

We beg you, Adventurers, become the Heroes of Lone Ox. A Raid of at Least Level 25, or a Party more Powerful, Needed.”

Text scrolled across the corner of Dare's vision. “Quest available. Looming Ruin: The Mayor of Lone Ox begs any available adventurers to render aid clearing out a mega spawn point before the village is destroyed. See him for details.”

He cursed quietly. “How is this possible?” he demanded. “I only left Lone Ox . . .” he paused, thinking, “okay, it's been the better part of a year now. But not long enough for things to go so drastically bad, surely?”

“I don't know,” Marona admitted. “I only have the details of this notice. Although Ireni seemed to think you might know more.”

Know more? What could he have possibly seen down there that might've hinted at a mega spawn point and a dire peril to the area?

Sure, he'd only explored a relatively small area around Lone Ox before moving on, but aside from some low level slime girls and Boarites there'd been nothi-

He froze, realization dawning. “Wait, the Boarite city?”

“Boarite city?” Lily asked anxiously. “Was that why more and more spawn points were converting to Boarites? They were Seeders?”

Dare swallowed, feeling sick as he described to his companions the huge, crudely walled in spawn point he'd scouted out in his time around Lone Ox. A massive place with hundreds or even thousands of monsters, the perimeter scouts around Level 19 and no doubt even stronger monsters within. At his low level he'd given the place a wide berth, not planning to return until he was much stronger.

If that place was putting out roamers then it was on the verge of breaking down the spawn point's boundary and producing nothing but roamers. And possibly freeing all the monsters within the mega spawn point to rampage in the heart of southern Kovana.

At the very least they'd overwhelm Lone Ox and Brighthill Warren with ease, forcing them to evacuate. And there was every chance they'd move on to Drifwain.

Shit, they might even form a monster horde and threaten the entire region.

If that happened someone would surely send adventurers to finally take it out, but by then it would be too late for the village and warren. His son with Clover and child with Ellui would be in danger, or at least find themselves without a home.

“I'll go immediately,” Dare said. “I should've warned Mayor Durrand about the place before I left. Or at least told you so you'd know your family might be in danger and could warn them.”

“You didn't realize the extent of the threat,” Lily said, resting a hand on his arm. “You couldn't have known about how spawn points worked back then.”

Veressa, who'd been quietly listening along with the others, frowned at that. “Why wouldn't you have? I mean sure, mega spawn points are rare, but they're so dangerous everyone gets warned about them. They're scary stories told to frighten children.”

His bunny girl fiancee ignored her. “You couldn't have known,” she repeated. Although she looked anxious.

Dare shook his head grimly. “That's no excuse if it gets my children or your family hurt.”

“I'm going with you, of course,” Lily said. “Can the two of us take the place on our own?”

Horold shook his head. “A spawn point that big? By now it would most likely be home to numerous party rated monsters, and likely even raid rated ones. If they were full strength raid rated, unlike the weaker ones we faced in Eldarin'lesinal, then they'd be a threat to you even if you're so much higher level.”

“Not to mention it says so right on the notice,” Bradis said helpfully. “A raid party of at least Level 25. Although panicking farmers might've overestimated the strength of the place.”

Dare rubbed his jaw. “If they're right, though, a full strength Level 25 raid that requires half a hundred people might require a party of adventurers who're around our level.”

“Well that sucks,” Horold said. “If it was ten levels or less below us we'd get experience and achievements out of it, which would make it a tempting prospect.”

True. But they could still get quests and loot. And it was possible the Boarite leader might be high enough level that Lily and Estellis at least could get the usual rewards, if the rest of them dropped party for the fight.

But none of that mattered. What mattered was that Brighthill Warren was only a stone's throw from that cursed place, and Ellui's farm was on the side of the village closest to it. Dare needed to get there and clear the spawn point out before anyone got hurt.

He just hoped they weren't too late.

“Lily and I are going to run ahead,” he told his party as he retrieved his pack from his horse and began tossing out everything he didn't absolutely need for a punishing run down to Lone Ox at the fastest possible speed. Which was just about everything but his tent and shared sleeping roll with Lily.

His bunny girl fiancee nodded, also fetching her pack and emptying it out. “We'll try to get there as quickly as possible and keep the Boarites contained so they don't send out any more roamers, as well as clearing what we can of the place.”

Dare paused to look at the rest of the party, knowing he was asking a lot. “Would you be willing to follow as swiftly as you're able, to help us?”

Veressa didn't take a second to consider it before nodding grimly. “We'll be close behind.”

“Try not to have too much fun until we get there,” Bradis agreed with a tight smile.

Horold hesitated. “I hate to seem mercenary,” he said carefully. “But a Level 25 raid is a bit light on rewards.”

Dare bit back a sharp retort; the man had just joined their party and wasn't a friend yet, so he couldn't be expected to help out of generosity alone. “You can have my share of the loot.”

When the man continued to hesitate Lily added, “And mine.”

The Spellwarder looked between them, then sighed and shrugged. “Keep your shares. I'll consider it an investment into a very bright future with a party that's going places.”

“I appreciate it, truly,” Dare said, clapping his shoulder.

“Think nothing of it,” Horold replied with a faint smile. “A friend in need is a friend indeed.”

Norril cleared his throat. “I'll be happy to store all your loot until arrangements can be made. I'll even waive the usual fee, if you'd be willing to consider the counting house first when it comes time to sell it.”

“Thank you,” Dare said, clapping his shoulder. “You've dealt with me fairly, so I think that would be a given in any case.”

“I can manage selling the loot and the other affairs of the raid,” Marigold said firmly. “You just focus on helping your and Lily's loved ones down there.”

He nodded gratefully and leaned down to wrap his arms around her in a hasty farewell hug.

Marona motioned to Miss Garena, who took the saddlebags from her horse and began unloading them. They were apparently filled with a week's provisions for him and Lily, which would save them the wasted time of hunting or foraging on the journey.

As the baroness's Head Maid briskly began loading their emptied packs Dare made his way to his noble lover. He couldn't hold her in public, or even be too informal, but he did his best to show his love in his eyes as he kissed her hand. “I'm sorry I couldn't spend more time with you,” he said. He lowered his eyes to her round belly. “I would've liked to.”

Her eyes softened. “I would've liked that too. I hope to see you on your return, if there's time.” She reached in her belt pouch and offered him a slip of paper. “Here, Ireni asked me to give you this.”

Lily and Marigold gathered around to read the note with him:

“My loves,

It seems your path takes you back to Lone Ox. I wish I could've been there to help you sort this out, although I'm glad I was able to at least speak to Baroness Marona about it. When I return to Nirim Manor I'll let the others know the wedding must be postponed, you'll miss Trissela's childbirth, and you may be gone for weeks. They'll understand given the danger to your family to the south. I'll pick up Marigold on the way back too, if she wants to spend a relaxing day in Terana away from her duties.

Be safe and go with my love,

I & S.

P.S.

While you're down there I'm sure Zuri would appreciate if you'd check on the baby. Remember she wants what's best for him.”

The wedding. In the panic of worry for his babies down there he'd completely spaced on it. He would've gone rushing off without even a word, like a complete asshole.

Marigold patted his hand. “I'll help Ireni explain, Master,” she said. “A man should get in hot water for missing his wedding, of course, unless there's very good reason like this. We understand why as a father you'd drop everything and rush to the defense of your children, and we love you for it.”

Carilina pushed a satchel at him. “Here. Scrolls for you and Lily for the trip.”

He couldn't help but smile wryly at that; he knew those scrolls would include Cleanse Target so they could keep clean. And Nature's Purity, which was one of Collisa's alternatives to personal hygiene items, for Lily's monthly flow.

But he also had no doubt his Healer companion had included plenty of Prevent Conception scrolls, in case after he dealt with the Boarite city he was in the mood to get frisky. Ever since she'd found out about his high fertility, she'd taken the extra point in the spell so she could provide him with the scrolls he tended to burn through at an absurd rate. Relieving a bit of the burden on Zuri.

One of Carilina's quiet ways of thanking him for inviting her to the party and hosting her at Nirim Manor, after Ollivan destroyed her previous life. Although her skill and dedication to the party was all the thanks he needed, and in any case he would've done what he could to help her as a friend.

In any case it was a safe assumption that he'd need the scrolls. If for no other reason than that he was running low on them after a week with his bunny girl fiancee on the raid, and they'd probably be together more than a few times before they got home.

He bid his goodbyes to Marona and Marigold, made a few final arrangements with Norril about the loot, and discussed a few details with his companions about their trip south.

Then, all the business that he could think of taken care of, he turned to Estellis. “Do you think you could-”

“Refresh the speed buff on you and Lily?” the Invigorator said, smiling. She began casting. “It'll hasten your journey for six hours, at least.”

He confirmed that his buff was refreshed, then glanced at his bunny girl fiancee. “Ready?”

Without a word she took off down the street at a sprint that left people gaping in shock at her impossible speed. Dare gave the others a last nod, then bolted after her.

How long to Lone Ox from here?

His previous trip north with Zuri, then when Pella joined them, wasn't a very good indicator because they'd been meandering along leveling the entire time. But he guessed that he and Lily could make it in six days at the pace they were able to set. Maybe five if they pushed themselves to exhaustion.

“What did Ireni mean in her note?” Lily asked as he caught up to run at her side. “I didn't know Zuri had a baby.”

Dare shook his head grimly. Lily would be his wife soon, and he had no secrets from her. But that was Zuri's to share. Not that he thought his goblin betrothed wouldn't want to tell her, merely that she hadn't yet because it was a painful subject.

Before Dare had found Zuri she'd been the pleasure slave of a nobleman, who'd bred her hoping for a human child to give to his barren wife. Zuri had given him a son, and after caring for the baby until he weaned and she was no longer needed, her vile master threw her out into the wilds to die.

Dare had found her and saved her from a panther, and they'd fallen in love and started a new life together. But he knew that even though she tried to be rational about the fate of her human son, and fiercely insisted he be left alone to live his life with his human parents, she grieved being parted from him.

“I'm sure she'll tell you when we get back,” he told Lily gently.

“Oh.” Her expression fell. “It's not a happy tale, is it?”

He gave her a strained smile. “It has a happy ending, at least I hope so. I've devoted my life to making that happen for her.” Although he couldn't shield her from the pain of being parted from her son.

Dare would have to restrain himself to not beat the man who'd done that to her to a pulp. He knew she wouldn't want that, and not just for her son's sake.

She was a far better person than Baron Torran Laneti.

Lily silently took his hand, eyes soft; she loved Zuri too. They all did. And he could take comfort that the women he loved would look out for her and Gelaa, and for each other, while they were gone.

They didn't make it very far that evening before it got dark enough they weren't comfortable running at high speeds, even with Dare's Owlsight. They were also tired enough they only had the energy to set up the tents, unroll the blankets, and gratefully collapse in exhaustion.

But they'd put about twenty miles behind them, which was a start.


Chapter Eleven

Old Paths

Dare didn't think he'd ever get tired of running as fast as a car.

He might get tired while running, sure, but he'd never get bored of it. Especially when he constantly had new scenery to look at as the miles flew past beneath him. And Lily running at his side, making the trip a delight.

Although they didn't have time for fun as they made all haste southwards. They set the hardest pace he was capable of, with him using Cheetah's Dash whenever it was off cooldown, and ate and drank on the run. The only times they stopped were to relieve themselves, and at night to light a fire, set up their tent, and collapse to sleep.

It was a measure of the hurry they were in that they didn't even have time to make love on the way south.

Although a few times Dare woke up to Lily grinding against his leg, whimpering in urgent need. He'd gather her in his arms and kiss her while slipping a hand down her pants, firmly stroking her quivering bud until she climaxed. Once he gave her that relief they both wasted no time cuddling up and going back to sleep.

And a few more times his bunny girl fiancee brushed against him and discovered his own need for relief, and was more than happy to return the favor with her hand or mouth.

Since they were taking the straightest path possible to Lone Ox they ran through the wilds most of the time. Which, granted, weren't quite as wild when it came to the Kovana region. To the point that they could sprint right through a lot of the spawn points they encountered, because the monsters in them were too low level to pose a threat.

Nothing would've tempted them to slow down, of course, but Dare did feel a bit of regret at the animals they passed, both prey and predator. As well as spawn points full of monsters that dropped hides and other Leathercrafting materials.

It had been his and Lily's routine over the last few months to snatch up every hide and other piece of crafting material they could hunt from monsters or animals, as well as him setting out snares every night to catch more. They'd even begun buying up all the materials they could find in town, much to the displeasure of local Leathercrafters.

Then, in their limited off hours in camp or at other times, Dare would cure hides and other materials while Lily made leather armor. Lots and lots of leather armor.

Part of the reason was to keep her Leatherworking proficiency maxed to her level. But even after that, the way the crafting system worked was based on randomness. It couldn't really go on skill because the ability did the work for you, so there was no real skill to gain.

So if you wanted any good armor you had to make literally hundreds, or even thousands, of lower quality pieces to get it. And each piece of armor took time and materials. So, so many materials.

First off, as expected to craft higher level armor you needed higher level materials. The system was pretty forgiving about that, probably because of the huge resource costs involved, so lower level leather could be converted to higher level leather, although at a steep exchange rate. You could also break down leather items you crafted, although you lost some materials in the process.

Another consideration was that Lily could craft pieces up to 5 levels above hers, but at a cost of reduced chance for higher quality items. She did it anyway since those pieces would be more useful, especially now that she was close enough to Dare's level he could use them too.

From what he'd heard, supported by their own findings, it took up to 500 attempts to create an Exceptional quality item, and up to 5,000 for Master quality. And since his bunny girl fiancee didn't benefit from Dare's good luck her results tended to follow that average.

She wasn't anywhere close to high enough level to even begin getting a chance for Fabled quality, but when she was it would likely require even more attempts. Although Dare hoped it wouldn't follow the pattern of the other two and be 50,000.

Lily could spend years trying to craft a single piece in that case.

In any case, even for Exceptional gear it meant a lot of making armor then breaking it down when it wasn't good enough. Although unless they were traveling and needed to worry about space and weight restrictions, his bunny girl fiancee would keep the Good and Journeyman quality items to sell, since they provided a modest profit and helped lower level adventurers.

The good news was that her sacrifice in having a Leatherworking main class, which meant a weaker combat subclass, was offset by the fact that if she could make a full set of Exceptional quality armor she'd be almost as strong as a combat main class from the item bonuses.

And if she could make all Master quality gear she'd be even stronger. Far stronger. And so would Dare with the armor she provided.

Lily had already made a few good pieces they could use, which combined with pieces they'd found from vendors and monster loot had helped equip them well. But the higher level they got the more vital her class would be, as they found fewer and fewer crafters who could supply them until she was the only one.

Better yet, while monster loot was random and as often as not nothing they could use, Lily could specifically aim for gear that would be beneficial for physical damage classes. The item bonuses the few Exceptional pieces she'd crafted had gotten were still random, within what the system considered useful for those classes, but it narrowed what they could get to damage, survivability, and the specific stats they needed like agility and constitution.

And speed.

Right now, even working practically nonstop on her crafting during their downtime, her efforts were lackadaisical compared to what they'd need to really craft good gear. But they'd agreed that while Ireni would make it a point to purchase all the hides, leather, and other materials she could find, and Lily would craft as much as she could, they'd stockpile materials and wait before she really started to put time into it.

At the point they were high enough level that each new level took months or even years, making her efforts worthwhile.

Dare had suggested that at that point his bunny girl fiancee could hang around by him crafting while he cleared spawn points, so she got experience too. Aside from when they were leveling with the party, of course, since they probably wouldn't be too happy about her leeching experience.

It was doable, and he was excited at the prospect of Lily being able to make them both top tier gear. Now he just had to figure out something to do about their weapons and they'd be set.

Maybe that was why the highest level, top tier weapons were family heirlooms. And also why magic using classes were so popular for people who intended to get high level, since poor gear was less punishing for them.

As they'd seen with the Fallen Champions of Eldarin'lesinal, who'd pretty much been useless without gear aside from the spellcasters.

In fact, Dare had heard that some people took the 10% overall experience hit, switching to a caster class when they got high enough level they had trouble finding crafters who could supply them. Usually Spellwarder, which seemed to be one of the best caster classes for damage and survivability.

On the plus side, once he and Lily got to the highest levels any top quality gear she made that they out-leveled, or otherwise weren't using, would be worth ludicrous amounts of gold. Just from sheer supply and demand she'd be able to make a fortune on it. Probably even with the midrange quality gear.

They'd have to put that on hold, though, same as their other plans, to deal with the threat to Lone Ox.

Dare was only thinking about it all on the run south because he had plenty of time for it. Not to mention a chance to make other plans and contemplate things he usually didn't have time to really wrap his head around. There wasn't much else to do for five days of nonstop running, and he needed to distract himself from his fear for his children in peril or he'd start to panic.

The distance Dare had previously traveled over weeks with Zuri and Pella went by in a blur, miles passing by with few details touching his worried thoughts. He and Lily pushed themselves to exhaustion and beyond, scraping for every step; they both had loved ones they were worried about, and had to remind each other to rest and eat when otherwise they might've run themselves into the ground.

Alone, Dare probably would've.

They reached Driftwain on Ber 11th, around noon of the fifth day of their exhausting journey. Dare was feeling melancholy the entire day since back home Trissela had been due to give birth on the 10th.

Their son, who they'd agreed to name Soli, might already be born, and he'd missed the birth. Which seemed like a terrible start to his and Trissela's budding relationship.

He just hoped she understood and could forgive him.

For that matter Enellia also would've given birth around now, which meant somewhere even farther south, in the Lepid Flower Fields, he had a butterfly child. And he was about to meet his son Petro and possibly Ellui's child, although there was some awkwardness there.

As long as they were still safe from the mega spawn point and he and Lily were in time to protect them; what if they'd learned of the danger too late in spite of all their haste?

So they ran right past Driftwain, not even pausing for supplies or news. It was a day's walk between the town and Lone Ox, but at the speed they were going they covered it in around two and a half hours.

Following the plans they'd made on the south, Lily peeled off to head west for Brighthill Warren while Dare kept on to Lone Ox. Once they made sure the two settlements were safe they planned to meet up outside the Boarite city.

They should have time before dark to begin patrolling the perimeter for roamers, as well as clearing what they could.

He'd imagined plenty of scenarios for what he might find when he reached the village, everything from barricades and grim defenders to the entire place burned to the ground. Instead, to his relief as he looked down the final stretch of road he saw the familiar houses and other buildings of Lone Ox, mostly unchanged.

Although the place looked even smaller than he remembered. Small houses, narrow streets, crude construction and humble attempts at upkeep. And as he got closer he saw that a few of the buildings were partially burned, and one on the southwest end of town was now an open plot with a few blackened beams, the rest cleared away after he assumed the house had burned to the ground.

About the time Dare spotted the village a familiar voice challenged him, although even harsher than he remembered. He turned as a patrol pushed through the trees to intercept him.

Led by Brennal the farmer. Ellui's husband.

Although a farmer no longer; the man had changed from a Brawler subclass to a Warrior main class, taking the 10% overall experience penalty. He'd also managed to reach Level 20, likely out of necessity, and was leading a ragtag group of lower level spellcasters, healers, and combat subclasses. Some of the other villagers also had different classes than Dare remembered, likely having upended their entire lives and futures to fight the Boarite menace.

“Hero!” Brennal called with a look of vast relief, hurrying forward. “You come in our hour of greatest need. I don't know how we can properly pay you, except with our deepest thank-”

His eyes abruptly locked on Dare's face and recognition dawned. The big man stood there openmouthed, looking as if he'd been hit by a thunderbolt. “Hunter?” he breathed. “How the absolute fuck?”

The other villagers showed similar awed and incredulous reactions as they also recognized him, almost as if looking at a miracle.

Dare did his best not to shift uncomfortably. He'd known returning to Lone Ox was going to draw huge attention because these people knew him, and they knew better than anyone that less than a year ago he'd been Level 12.

And now he was Level 43. Most on Collisa wouldn't just consider that impossible for practical purposes, but even mathematically impossible. As in there was no way he could have managed it.

Having done the work he knew it was, but he could understand how people who didn't have the benefit of Adventurer's Eye would consider his progress either suicidally daring, aided by high level heroes holding his hand every step of the way, or even assisted by the gods themselves.

Although they wouldn't be wholly incorrect in the last of those suppositions.

“Hello, Brennal,” Dare said, offering his hand. “How are Ellui and the kids?”

The man needed to be nudged by his companions before he gave a start and hastily returned his handshake. “They, um . . . how the absolute fuck?”

There was no time for this. Dare clapped Brennal on the shoulder to shake him out of his daze. “Is the village safe? How often do the Boarites attack?”

The big man shook his head grimly, getting down to business. “Depends. Anywhere from every few days to twice a day, usually just hours after the respawns. The Mayor thinks we're not the only settlement in the area they're going after, although hell if I know of any other. Anyway the last attack was this morning, so another could be coming with the afternoon respawn.”

The other settlement could be Brighthill Warren; Dare hoped Lily had found her loved ones there unharmed. “If it might be coming soon then I'd better get out there to intercept it.” He clapped Brennal's shoulder again. “Keep up your patrols, and good job.”

The man was still so flabbergasted that Dare was past him and halfway to the village before he heard him say again, “How the absolute on all the gods' green Collisa fuck?”

Dare hoped he wasn't going to get that reaction from everyone in Lone Ox, or they'd never get anything done.

When he reached the village he was dismayed to see Durrand and a dozen other exhausted, ragged villagers huddled around a freshly dug grave. The Mayor, who'd lost significant weight since Dare had last seen him, was speaking a eulogy in a cracked voice. Although he trailed off at Dare's approach, joining the other villagers staring in sudden hope.

“A hero!” an old woman cried, shoulders beginning to shake in sobs. “And a powerful one. We're saved!”

The cry was taken up by the others, although it was more exhausted relief than excitement and celebration. Durrand rushed forward, dry washed his hands in a subconscious gesture, and bowed so low he wobbled and nearly fell flat on his face. “Hero, may all the deities bless you for answering us in our time of need.”

“I could hardly do less for Lone Ox,” Dare said. “I just regret it's taken me so long to learn of the threat.”

The man maintained his bow as he looked up at his face, expression urgent. “I fear even at your level it's doubtful you can clear the mega spawn point, but if you could patrol and keep us safe, I'll move heaven and earth to gather a raid of appropriate level adventurers to aid you. Even if it means spending every last coin we have.”

As Dare recalled, Lone Ox wasn't worth more than a hundred or so gold for all the buildings and possessions, and no more than a few hundred for their precious and irreplaceable livestock, the lifeblood of their poor village. They'd struggled to raise silver to pay him for the humble quests he'd completed when first starting here.

“No need, my friend,” he said, taking the man by the shoulder and gently lifting him out of his bow. “I've got a party of similar level adventurers coming, and my companion is here with me to help until they arrive.”

“Thank the gods, and thank you so much. I swear we'll find some way to rewa-” The Mayor finally got a good look at his face and froze, then blurted, “Hunter?” in a tone of awed disbelief. He hesitantly reached out and touched Dare's cheek, as if he thought it was an illusion or he was dreaming. “How is this possible?”

“Through much effort.” Dare glanced at the fresh grave. “I don't want to interrupt you laying that pour soul to rest.” He tried to push down the fear he'd felt ever since looking at it. “Although I'd like to pay my respects. Who was it?”

Durrand's exhaustion returned, features sagging. “Corid, one of our defenders. A good man, and one of our higher level fighters.”

So not Ellui or his child. Dare felt his shoulders loosen in relief as he saluted the grave and bowed his head in a moment of respectful silence. “I'll leave you to your ceremony.”

“Then please, rest in my home for a few minutes,” the Mayor urged with another low bow. “I'm sure you remember where it is. Just wait inside, please! Go right in and make yourself comfortable. Help yourself to brandy, cigars, even ask the wife to make you something if you're peckish. I am so sorry to delay you, but I must see to this.”

“It's all right,” Dare said, resting a hand on his shoulder. “Give Corid the hero's sendoff he deserves.” Bowing to the man's grieving family, he continued down the narrow street to Durrand's house. Which, it had to be said, was also smaller and humbler than he remembered.

He knocked, got no answer, and followed the Mayor's invitation to head inside.

Two steps in he froze, eyes locked on the woman seated on a chair in the living room, nursing a baby. Not because her breasts were bared; it wasn't exactly an unusual sight back in Nirim Manor, with his fiancees nursing several babies.

It was because he recognized the woman, which meant he knew the child as well.

“Oh!” Ellui said as he came in, quickly raising a light blanket to cover herself. “Don't mind me, the living room is the most comfortable place for this. Even though there are people coming and going every moment of the day, what with everything.” She didn't look too embarrassed; breastfeeding in public was fairly common in Haraldar.

In fact, many women wouldn't have even bothered to cover themselves. If he'd been a resident of Lone Ox the farmwife probably wouldn't have, either.

Dare closed the door and quietly made his way over to join her. “Hello, Ellui.”

She smiled quizzically, somewhat plain features drawn and haggard from stress and weariness. “I'm not sure I've had the pleasure, good master,” she said politely. She finally noticed his fine clothing and gear and her eyes widened, then took on the familiar brief glazed look as she checked his level, at which point she became incredulous and flustered.

“Oh! A hero, come to save us in our time of need!” Ellui's weary face filled with hope. “Thank you so much, good master. Please, is there anything I can do for you? Once I finish feeding the baby I could cook you some dinner, or . . .”

As with the others, she finally got around to giving his face a closer look. With a similar response as her expression went slack in shock. “Hunter?” she breathed incredulously. “How the absolute fuck? Did some deity happen to hand you 30 levels while you were out in the world?”

Dare just smiled. “It's good to see you again, Ellui.” The sentiment surprised him, and it would probably be much different if she wasn't holding his son. But there it was.

The farmwife blushed furiously, fussing with the blanket covering her. “You've returned to help us?”

“How could I not, for the village who took me in?” Dare stepped forward. “How have things been?”

She snorted a bit bitterly. “Aside from a Level 19 Boarite wandering onto our farm and burning it to the ground, me and my family just barely managing to flee for our lives? We lost everything, reliant on the kindness of our neighbors. And even that would've long since run out if Brennal wasn't leading the defenders to protect the town from roamers.”

Beneath the blanket the baby made a cooing sound, and her expression and tone became tender as she looked down. “All done, baby?” she murmured, maneuvering her son into view and adjusting her top to cover herself. “You were a hungry little guy today. Just like your father.”

Now that Ellui recognized him she wasn't as careful about covering herself, and he saw a large pink nipple before she'd rearranged things to her satisfaction. She shifted the baby to her shoulder with familiar ease.

“I see one thing changed,” Dare said with forced casualness, nodding to the baby. He wanted to get a closer look, even hold his child, but it sounded like the farmwife didn't even suspect the boy was his.

She beamed, the unabashed joy transforming her face with unexpected beauty as she patted her child's back. “One wonderful thing,” she said happily. “My son, Brennais.” She gently but eagerly shifted her son around so Dare could see his tiny face. “Isn't he the most beautiful baby you've ever seen? My little joy.”

Dare had to agree that Brennais was very cute. Which, arrogant or not, supported his belief that the boy was his son, considering the farmwife's more plain features and the fact that Brennal had a face like an old anvil.

The baby was probably around two months old, as he'd expected, with a fuzz of soft black hair and very big blue eyes. Dare's coloring, further supporting his belief. “He's a cute little guy,” he said with a smile. Then, without thinking, he stepped forward and held out his arms. “Can I hold him?”

Ellui immediately drew back, holding her son protectively. “Why?” she said with narrowed eyes. “Men aren't interested in holding other people's babies, not even among friends. And I wouldn't exactly call us friends.” Her expression darkened. “In fact, maybe just the opposite. You spent most of the time I knew you looking down your nose at me and all but calling me a cheating wh-”

She broke off suddenly as realization dawned, and her expression twisted with panic and fury as she looked between him and her son. “No. Nuh uh, you stupid bastard!”

Dare stared at her in bewilderment.

“Don't think I don't see it,” the farmwife snapped. “You think my baby's yours. Well get that idea right out of your head, Hunter! You stuck it in me once and then shot your load all over my ass. My husband has dumped it in me most every night we've been married. The boy is Brennal's!”

Brennais began to cry, frightened by his mother's tone, and she cradled him close and made soothing noises, patting his back gently. Although she glared daggers at Dare the entire time.

“You better not even suggest otherwise,” she hissed. “Brennais is the apple of his father's eye, and even with all we've lost things have never been better between us. If you ever had any goodwill for my family, just go kill the Boarites and leave us to live our lives.”

Dare nodded reluctantly; he hadn't expected things to come to a head like this, but he wasn't sure what he could do other than what she'd asked. For his son's sake as much as hers.

“I'm sorry,” he murmured. “Congratulations on your son, and give Brennal my congratulations as well. I like to think we parted friends, and remain so still. You were kind to me when I first came to Kovana, and I haven't forgotten it.”

He hesitated, but had to say it. “So if you ever need anything, know you can ask. I'll help you if I'm able.”

Ellui didn't answer, so he bowed and started for the door, heart heavy that it looked as if he wouldn't be in his son's life or even get to hold him.

“Wait,” she said before he could leave, sounding reluctant. Maybe even a bit ashamed. As he turned back she kept her eyes on her son, as if to draw strength from him as she continued. “We've been proud to earn all that we have, and would do so still. But we've lost everything, and Brennal spends his days defending the village while I care for the children. We haven't even begun to rebuild our lives.”

“I understand,” Dare said, reaching for his coin pouch. “Let me offer a little something to help you.”

The farmwife lifted her eyes and glared at him. “Not like that, dolt!” she hissed. “How will it look if you just give me money? Maybe some will think it was charity, but, um . . .” She looked away slightly. “I may have a reputation.”

Unsurprising, considering she'd basically jumped on his cock the first time they met.

He nodded and turned for the door. “You and your family will get the help you need,” he promised.

Outside on the porch Durrand, puffing with exertion, hurried up the steps to join him. “Thank you for waiting, Master Dare. We really are grateful you've returned. Let me pour you a brandy and explain our situation.”

Dare forestalled him with a raised hand. “Before that,” he murmured, “I see some damaged buildings. And when I met Brennal he mentioned his farm had been utterly destroyed.”

The Mayor's shoulders sagged. “Aye. We've got over a dozen people fled to the village from outlying farms, some like Brennal having lost everything. And some farms were destroyed with the family living there never making it to us at all. We're in a bad place, after suffering a hard winter and on the verge of missing the planting season with the monster threat.”

“The Boarites will be dealt with in time to plant,” Dare promised him. He reached into his pouch and withdrew twenty gold.

He wanted to do more, but had to be realistic. This would be enough to help the humble people here, but hopefully not so much it would make them targets for bandits or other trouble.

“Here,” he said, holding the coins out. “To support the village in its time of need, and help those who've lost their homes buy what they need to start anew. Especially Brennal . . . he helped me with the bandits when no one else would, and it doesn't sit right with me that his family is struggling.”

Durrand's eyes were huge as he accepted the coins. At this point that much wealth didn't seem like much to Dare, who dealt in the tens of thousands of gold now. But likely the portly man had rarely even seen one gold, and had never come close to holding this much money in his hand.

“The gods bless you, Dare,” he said, clasping his shoulder in a tight grip. His chins wobbled as he struggled to keep his emotions in check. “If you can save us from the Boarites, you'll not only be our hero but also our patron for this generosity. We'll rename the village after you.”

Dare clasped his shoulder in turn. “No need. You can say the money came from a fund gathered by the adventurers who aided the village. A show of support from the nearby communities, rather than charity.”

Durrand hesitated. “That would preserve our dignity,” he admitted. “But are you sure? You deserve gratitude for this kindness.”

“I'm sure. Lone Ox was kind to me when I first arrived in Kovana, and I want to repay that generosity now that I have the chance.” Dare motioned briskly, changing the subject. “Now, tell me about this Boarite threat.”

The Mayor shook his head, becoming grim again. “The first attack was just before the new year. A Level 19 Boarite roamer stumbled across Brennal's farm and razed it to the ground. We lost three people stopping the monster before it could reach Lone Ox.

“In response Brennal and our other highest level villagers shifted over to combat classes to protect the village, and they've been doing their best to level in the nearby spawn points to get strong enough to defend us. Their efforts have been courageous, but we've had many more attacks since then and lost six more people, as well as two farms and some fires in the village itself.”

Dare cursed quietly. “I'm sorry.”

Durrand's shoulders slumped in deep weariness. “We begged for help from Driftwain, and also from Lord Torran. But Torran simply told us to evacuate until a party of adventurers could be gathered to clear the menace, leaving our homes to burn, while Driftwain didn't answer at all.”

“But you stayed,” Dare said.

“Damn right we stayed!” the gaunt man growled. “If we abandon Lone Ox the village charter will be dissolved. Torran would turn our fields into pastures for his livestock.” He spat to one side. “In fact, I wouldn't be surprised if that's why he's ignoring our plight. Doubtless no adventurers will come until we leave and cede our land to him.”

He paused, glancing awkwardly at Dare, then cleared his throat as his face reddened in embarrassment. “That is, um . . .”

Dare smiled grimly. “Aside from me and my party. All the way from Bastion since Kovana is slow to answer your call.” He clapped the Mayor on the shoulder. “Don't worry, we'll clear these monsters. You won't see another roamer from there unless it's allowed to grow out of control again once we leave.”

“We'll make sure that doesn't happen.” Durrand said, hand to heart. “Even if we have to remain in poverty hiring adventurers, no one will take our land. Not monsters and not treacherous nobles.”

“Count on my aid, if ever your need grows dire.” Dare shifted his weapons on his back and looked away to the mega spawn point. “I'm off to deal with the Boarites. I'll be back when I can.”

“Thank you again, Hero of Lone Ox. We're counting on you.”

Text scrolled across the corner of Dare's vision. “Quest accepted. Looming Ruin: A Boarite mega spawn point west of Lone Ox is on the verge of releasing roamers en masse. The Mayor of Lone Ox begs you to clear it out before the village is destroyed.”

Dare left the village behind at a run, soon passing the ruin of Ellui's and Brennal's farm. Once past it he zigzagged to intercept any possible roamers as he made for where he remembered scouting out the Boarite city. Even though it had been about a year the sights around him were as familiar as if he'd just left yesterday.

So familiar, in fact, that they brought a sharp pang of nostalgia.

In spite of the urgency of the situation he couldn't help but slow as he passed familiar places with every step he took, bringing to mind the memories of his first days on Collisa. Anyway he was between the Boarite city and Lone Ox, so he'd be able to intercept any roamers headed this way. And since Lily had gone straight to Brighthill Warren she'd similarly be able to protect her family and childhood home.

There to one side was the tree branch he'd snapped right through going 25 miles an hour during an inattentive moment, earning himself a nasty gash he still had a small scar from. And over there was where he'd downed his first deer, feasting on venison steaks for the first time. And where he'd had his first camp, still with signs of hatchet scars on a log he'd tried to split for firewood with a crude stone tool, only to eventually give up and just gather sticks.

This was where he'd started his new life. His first sight of this incredible world. His first steps as a new Hunter, discovering everything for the first time.

Coming back to it after traveling across two regions and getting more than 30 levels, it felt a lot smaller than he remembered. And it wasn't just that he could now run almost half again as fast as he could back then.

The area Dare had stayed in where he felt safe in the beginning, before he'd made his first bow and killed his first monster, was only a few miles across. He could run from one side to another in minutes.

In fact . . . no, was it? That clearing up ahead.

It had been so long ago, his first memory on this world. His first time opening his eyes here, breathing in the impossibly fresh air. Feeling the sun on his shoulders. He could be wrong, but the improved intellect Sia had given him with his body included an excellent memory for details, and he didn't think he was.

He slowed in the center of the clearing, casting his mind back to that first image imprinted in his memories. Then he stepped a few steps to the side, looked around, and closed his eyes.

There.

Dare took a deep breath and opened his eyes, seeing the clearing as he'd seen it then. “Here we are, Sia,” he murmured. “Over a year later, and back where it all began.”

A year. It felt like so much longer than that. As if he'd lived more in the last 12 months than in his entire lifetime on Earth.

It was incredible to think how much had changed in such a relatively short time. Back then he'd put down a dozen traps to prepare to fight a Level 1. Now he could boast that he'd soloed a party rated monster 5 levels higher than him. That he'd defeated two dungeons, been part of a raid and led a raid. Purchased a mansion and earned knighthood.

But more important than any of that, he'd met and fallen in love with Zuri, and Pella, and Leilanna. With Se'weir and Ireni and Sia and Lily and Trissela. He was a father to numerous wonderful children, and waiting at home were Gelaa, Nic, Rellia, Melinia, Eloise, Es'wesa, and his son with Trissela that could already be born, or might be born today.

Not to mention Petro and Brennais. And Enellia's baby who would've been born sometime around now too. And who knew when it came to Ashkalla the Succubus. As well as his other lovers and betrothed who'd be giving birth to his children in the future.

So much happening, so much going on. And he was enjoying every minute of it.

Dare looked around the small clearing where he'd first come to this world, then closed his eyes again. “I'll never stop thanking you for all this, Sia. I love you.”

“What're you thinking about so intently in this clearing in the middle of nowhere, my love?” Lily asked from behind him, voice light.

He jumped slightly, then with a rueful chuckle turned to face her. “Beginnings,” he said. “This was where Sia brought me when I first came to Collisa.”

Her gray eyes widened behind her glasses. “Here, in this clearing?” she asked, looking at the surrounding trees with new eyes.

“In this clearing.” Dare pointed. “I opened my eyes for the first time looking at that tree right there.”

“Wow!” His bunny girl fiancee came to stand beside him, staring at the tree. “Maybe we should put a monument up here or something.”

He laughed as he wrapped an arm around her slender waist. “It wouldn't mean much to anyone but us.”

“But it would mean something to us, and our family is getting pretty big. A lot of people who'll want to remember this. A legacy for your children.” She rested her head on his shoulder.

Dare nuzzled her velvety white ears. “It's nice to come here and see this all again after so long, but in the end what makes this place so special is that it was the start of the journey that led to me finding you and the others, and the love we all share.”

She sighed contentedly. “That's why it's so special to me, too.” She leaned up and kissed him tenderly, then looked west at the light of the setting sun filtering through the trees. “The most romantic place on Collisa, aside from our own home.”

They held each other contentedly for a minute, savoring the moment. Then Lily sighed, getting back to the task at hand. “How are things at Lone Ox? Your son with Ellui?”

“Safe.” Dare shook his head grimly. “Their farm was the first one hit, though. Utterly destroyed, leaving them homeless.” He sighed and kissed her velvety ears. “What about Brighthill Warren? I'm a bit surprised to see you here.”

She gave him a strained smile. “I ran all the way to the mega spawn point and cleared out half a dozen roamers in the woods. It was a bit strange to think that they were zero threat at all to me, but would've killed any of my friends and family who met them if they couldn't run away.” She shivered slightly, voice becoming resolved. “Then decided I'd better seek you out before tackling the place.”

“And your family and friends?”

“Better, now, but it was dire when I got there.” He gave her a concerned look as she huddled closer to his side in sudden distress, voice shaking as she continued. “I found seventeen Level 18 and 19 Boarites trying to dig through the collapsed main entrance to get in. After I killed them and dug through to the warren I found Mother, my older sisters, and some of my friends digging new tunnels to keep the monsters going in circles instead of finding the living spaces.”

His fiancee made a plaintive sound. “They'd been doing it for over a month, since the first Boarite appeared and they collapsed all the tunnels but the emergency escape one, so most of the adults and children could flee to another warren.”

She paused to rest a comforting hand against his cheek. “Including Petro. He's perfectly safe with an aunt.”

Dare breathed a sigh of relief at that. “Why didn't your mom and sisters and the others leave?”

“And leave our home to be destroyed?” She gave him a fierce look. “They volunteered to stay behind, digging in shifts while listening to the sounds of monsters 10 or more levels higher than them trying to break in. It must've been awful, but they did it to protect their home.”

He could only imagine what that must've been like. Facing enemies so much stronger, with no recourse but to try to keep them distracted to defend your home until help arrived. “Are they okay?”

She smiled wanly. “Now that the threat is over. My kind are used to dealing with danger, and we've learned to bounce back quickly.” Her expression turned grim. “Although I don't want to waste any more time . . . let's get to that mega spawn point and start destroying those things before more can go after my loved ones.”

“Or Lone Ox or anyone else nearby,” Dare agreed. He activated Cheetah's Dash and they sprang away through the trees.

Although it had felt like the Boarite city was far away from his normal leveling area back when he'd lived in these woods, now it felt alarmingly close as they reached it after several minutes of running.

The place was as he remembered, crude walls constructed of piled earth, stretched hides, and logs and branches obscuring their view of the city. They encircled a space several hundred yards in diameter, dozens of dead sentries dotting the woods around the walls.

Lily had been busy.

They made their way over to one of the openings in the wall, which was guarded by crude log watch towers filled with Level 22 Boarites with simple bows. Beyond them Dare spotted a chaotic mass of hide tents, stretching away towards several huge mounds of earth with heavy log roofs, some type of simple but sturdy structures.

In the midst of them rose what looked like a giant pile of sticks and logs caked in mud, like the biggest and shoddiest nest ever made. Except it was dotted with windows and doorways, including higher up ones reached by winding ramps. Which suggested it was an enormous dwelling.

Among the tents more monsters seethed, hundreds at the least and more likely thousands, but all the ones Dare could see ranged in level from 18 to 22.

If this was a raid then the really dangerous enemies were probably in and around those earth mounds and that big nest structure.

“So how do you want to do this?” Lily asked, squinting through the opening in the fading light of dusk; she didn't have Owlsight to improve her vision. “None of these are going to be a threat for us, right? Even if we draw a ton of adds we can just kite them and take them down.”

Dare hesitated. “If they're normal monsters, or even party rated, sure. But with an entire city of monsters there's got to be bosses in there. They'll be higher level than the outlying mobs, and could possibly be raid rated. All the ones I've seen among the tents within range of my Eye are normal monsters, no higher level than 22, but if even one raid rated monster is hiding among the hundreds in there it could be a nasty surprise.”

He looked at the crudely walled city, expression grim. “If it's a weaker raid rated, like the sort we found in Eldarin'lesinal that we could handle with 15 people, we might be able to handle them. But if it's the same sort as the Magma Tunneler that required a raid of almost 40 even level adventurers, I'm not sure even our higher levels will be enough.”

His bunny girl fiancee nodded in agreement, although she grimaced. “So you think we should use your Adventurer's Eye to check all of them first?”

He grimaced too; there were hundreds, even thousands of Boarites in that city. Individually checking them all would take forever. On the other hand, they could probably outrun even a powerful raid rated boss; he had yet to see anything faster than him with Cheetah's Dash, and nothing came anywhere close to catching Lily.

With the exception of that single Messenger class Fallen Champion. And where there was one monster like that there might be others. In which case Dare wasn't sure he wanted to risk that possibility against another potential raid rated monster.

Better to take a bit of extra time checking.

So he gave his bunny girl fiancee a wry grin. “Okay, I'll check them and you kill them. With your Triple Shot you're better for that anyway.” He motioned at the darkening sky. “We should probably start with that tomorrow, though. For now let's just kill all the ones I've already looked at before we run out of light.”

She grinned back, reaching for her quiver. “Okay, race you to see who kills the most!” She plucked out three arrows between her fingers and fitted them to the string. “Readysetgo!”

Dare bit back a curse and scrambled for his own bow, using Rapid Shot to bring five arrows to his hand. She'd already downed three of the archers in the watch towers, and he began targeting the Boarites milling among the tents. In spite of his speed he could only kill monsters one at a time, and his Ironstone Greatbow was the slowest bow he'd ever had.

Still, he did his best to make it a close competition.

There was no fair term for the next twenty minutes besides total obliteration. They both killed the low level monsters in one hit, as fast as they could fit arrows to the string. To the point where they ran out of arrows and had to go in and retrieve them, dodging the pathetic attacks of the nearby Boarites.

Lily just plucked arrows from monster corpses and fitted them to the string again, while Dare went with the strategy of gathering up a full quiver before getting back to downing enemies. He was tempted to pull out his spear and just mow through enemies, but that didn't seem to be in the spirit of the competition.

They saved the looting for later and did their best not to pull too many adds, although adds weren't really a threat. Mostly he and his fiancee held back so they'd be able to stop at full dark without having to clean up stragglers.

When Dare finally saw Lily missing shots because it was too dark for her he called a halt.

She made her way over to him as he lit a torch so she could see. “Think we made a difference?” she asked, looking around at the carnage.

Dare handed her a torch and lit another off it. “I guess we'll see with the morning respawn.”

Getting information about mega spawn points, or anything about the world system really, could be surprisingly difficult for two major reasons. The first was to be expected, the simple fact that people hoarded that information to use for themselves, then sold it to the highest bidder when they had no further use for it. Which was why monster compendiums, which should be available to all to save lives, were often jealously guarded by organizations for use by their own members.

There wasn't much he could do about that, and even worse he'd gotten a specific warning about not being too free with the information from his Adventurer's Eye; he was intended to use it for selfish purposes. Or at least to benefit his own family, party, and to a lesser extent the people under his care on Nirim Manor's grounds.

The second reason was actually fairly frustrating: the simple fact that most people didn't bother learning much about the world systems, viewing it with almost mystical awe. Which, to be fair, it had been created by the gods. And also you could get in trouble for sharing it too freely, which had to freak people out.

Still, these monsters could end up destroying the homes and killing the families of the people of Lone Ox and Brighthill Warren; there should've been more interest in learning how to defend themselves. Although Dare supposed there was an aspect of human nature to just live your life and bury your head in the sand about everything unpleasant that wasn't directly affecting you.

In any case, he hadn't been able to get much information about mega spawn points.

The basic gist of it was that they had normal spawns every twelve hours, but unlike other spawn points had a much higher count for maximum monsters allowed. So if someone was consistently farming it they'd face the usual 30 or 40 spawns at a time, but if left alone you could end up with hundreds of monsters in an increasingly large area.

And for every certain number of monsters a stronger one spawned.

The growth wasn't constant. The mega spawn point's threshold might cap at a few hundred for a while, then expand to several hundred and stay like that for a while. Then a few thousand, then finally it would begin releasing roamers and creating seeders.

All frustratingly vague, and not even guaranteed to be accurate. Dare supposed they'd get more information at 6 a.m. the next morning, find out just how many monsters from those they cleared respawned. Assuming they didn't all respawn.

Lily looked around at the dead monsters around them. “Sooo . . .” she said eagerly, “who won?”

Dare didn't even have to guess. Since the raid he'd decided to keep a raid party up even when it was just the two of them, since the information it provided was so incredibly useful. Although he planned to only keep the analytics up and running in his vision for important fights.

He kind of wished he could have a raid party of just himself, in case he was ever solo leveling again. Although he hoped that wouldn't be the case and Lily would be his partner for a long time to come.

“You did,” he told her. “87 to 83.”

“Yay!” his bunny girl fiancee said, running up and throwing her arms around him. “Now I get a prize from you.”

He grinned, raising an eyebrow. “I don't remember us saying anything about a prize.”

Her gray eyes danced mischievously behind her glasses as she rubbed her soft body sensuously against him. “Oh, I think you'll like this prize.”

“So I win either way?” Dare asked, reaching down to cup her perfect ass with both hands. She giggled as he kneaded her firm cheeks, then moaned in disappointment when he stepped back with an easy laugh. “Come on, we're not getting frisky in the middle of a spawn point. Let's get our arrows and loot.”

“Then can we get frisky?” an unfamiliar voice said playfully from behind him.

He jumped half out of his skin and whirled to look towards the entrance to the Boarite city they'd cleared. Then he froze, jaw dropping.

He could be excused for staring like an idiot, since standing between the two watch towers were four bunny girls who all looked to be in their early 20s. Although that wasn't saying much since cunids didn't show their age; for all he knew they could be a daughter, mother, grandmother, and great grandmother. They were all naked, as usual for bunny girls when it wasn't freezing outside, and each more beautiful than the last.

Like Lily, they all had flawless milky pale skin and velvety white ears and cottontail. But aside from that they were all different in their own lovely way.

The one who'd spoken was a full head shorter than the others, with long, deep purple hair and the sort of lush curves that made men stop and stare. The girl beside her was Amazonian in comparison, nearly six feet, and slender as a supermodel with platinum blonde hair. Beside her was a girl who could've been her twin with the same height and long platinum hair, except she had huge breasts and an impossibly narrow waist.

The last and most noticeable girl was more average height with soft brown hair, big green eyes, and a perfect body, who was unquestionably the most beautiful of the four. She looked similar enough to Lily he guessed they were sisters.

His guess was supported when his bunny girl fiancee squealed in delight and ran to hug the gorgeous brunette. “Daisy!” She held the hug fiercely, the two rocking each other enthusiastically as the other girls piled around them with their own hugs. Lily finally extricated herself to hug the purple-haired bunny girl. “Lilac!” Then she hugged the tall supermodel, and finally the busty girl. “Tansy, Dahlia!”
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Dare moved to join them, although he held back a bit. In spite of his experience with women he felt a bit awkward being around four gorgeous naked girls, especially since they were all practically eye-fucking him as they hugged his bunny girl fiancee.

The purple-haired girl, Lilac, even faked a limp and gave him a suggestive grin.

Daisy finally pulled away from the shared embrace to stare at him boldly. “You and Mom weren't lying, little sister. He's absolutely breathtaking.”

“Oh no, my ankle,” Lilac said in case he hadn't gotten the hint. “I'm not going to be able to run very fast . . . whatever will I do?”

Lily giggled and tugged one of the curvy woman's long white ears. “We can play like that if you want, but you don't need to start right away. Dare's not a stranger wandering by for a good mounting, he's going to be my husband so he's part of the warren.”

“But you'll still share him, right?” Dahlia asked, bouncing up and down eagerly. Which did very nice things to her large perky breasts.

“Of course!” his bunny girl fiancee said, as if surprised her friend even had to ask. “There's plenty of him to go around. Believe me, he puts even cunid men to shame.”

“You know we're going to test that, little sister,” Daisy said with a huge grin.

Oh hell yes.

Dare had no doubt she meant it, either. Lily could test his limits all by herself, and five horny bunny girls might be too much even for him.

Or four. As the bunny girls all giggled Daisy hugged Lily from behind, rocking her affectionately. “Okay, little sister. You two have run for almost a week and have to be exhausted. We'll help you gather up your arrows and loot these monsters, then I'll take the first shift watching for roamers so you guys can go rest and play.”

Lily grinned and leaned back against her. “Thanks, Daisy. I'll make sure you get a chance to play with Dare too. Maybe not tonight, since I'm not sure even all of us will have time for it if we want to get enough sleep to be up to check the morning spawn. Then we'll probably be spending the day clearing the place out as much as we can. But as soon as possible.”

The gorgeous brunette gave him bedroom eyes between her sister's long white ears. “Oh, I'm expecting a fair turn with him,” she said in a sultry voice that made him shift uncomfortably as he felt himself began to harden.

“Are you going to be okay watching the Boarite city?” he asked, changing the subject. Daisy was only Level 10 and her class was Tailor, ironically enough considering her unapologetically nude state, with no combat subclass.

She beamed at him. “Aww, it's so sweet of you to worry about me. But I'm just keeping watch, not fighting. I'll come bolting back to get you if a roamer gets out.”

“If there even is a roamer after we killed a hundred and seventy of them tonight,” Lily said.

Another thing they'd have to see with the morning's spawn.

Lilac, apparently losing patience, abruptly jumped into Dare's arms in a princess carry, her curvy body soft against him. “Okay okay great, we've already planned out the watch rotation and everything so let's goooo. Look, he's already ready for fun.”

To suit her words she boldly reached between his legs, giggling as she felt his half chub and rubbed it with her small hand until it was straining against the confines of his pants. “This is a very big toy for a very tiny bunny girl,” she said playfully in a cutesy voice. “You'll have to be extra rough so I can enjoy it fully.”

Oh hell yes. Any exhaustion he might've felt vanished in the face of that suggestion. Especially since he'd gone for days with no more relief than the occasional handjob.

The others giggled at his eagerness, but Daisy sternly clapped her hands. “Girls, stay focused. We've got a lot of monsters to loot and arrows to gather before we play with Dare.”

There was a collective groan from the others, even Lily, and everyone hurried to get to work. Dare kept watch, making sure the lower level bunny girls didn't aggro any monsters, and also lit torches around the perimeter so they could see.

As he worked Daisy, who'd been gathering loot nearby, sidled up to him and hugged his side, looking up at him with big, innocent brown eyes. “Since I have to stay and can't play with you, can't you at least give me a kiss to tide me over until my shift's over?” she pleaded, plump rosebud lips glistening invitingly as she parted them in silent expectation.

Dare was instantly hard again at the feel of her soft, naked body pressed against him. He couldn't help but grin as he cupped the back of her neck and pulled her gently up to kiss her softly.

Although her return kiss was anything but soft as her mouth opened against his, teasing her small tongue against his lips until he let her in. She found his tongue and wrestled it firmly, moaning as she stood on tiptoes to press her sex, hot and needy and irresistibly soft, against his raging erection.

He was perilously close to exploding just from that when she abruptly pulled back with a giggle, a bit breathless and milk-pale skin flushed. “There,” she said, kissing his cheek. “Now you'll be looking forward to seeing me again.”

He definitely was.

Before long they had the loot piled a safe distance outside the spawn point, ready to be cached or carried off to be sold. No sooner was the job done than Dare found himself surrounded by bunny girls saying the naughtiest things as they tugged him insistently in the direction of Brighthill Warren. Lily was right there with them, having a great time.

He'd been looking forward to visiting her home for a while, and now he finally had his chance.

He had a feeling it was going to be something incredible.


Chapter Twelve

Warren

Lilac, Tansy, and Dahlia were delighted when Dare displayed just how fast he could run. Nowhere near as fast as them, of course, but fast enough for them to really have fun with him.

The petite, purple-haired bunny girl wanted him to chase her and give her a good mounting right then and there, but the others booed her suggestion. “We're going to be giving him enough of a workout,” Dahlia said, shimmying her hips in a way that did delightful things to her large breasts. Especially since she'd pulled her arms in to press against them on either side, making them pop out even more.

From the way she followed his eyes with a wide smile, she knew exactly what she was doing.

“That's right!” Tansy said. “We need to give him and Lily a good dinner, and maybe a chance for a nap, and then we can have fun with him.”

Lily nodded soberly. “After all, he's got eleven bunny girls to take care of, once Daisy comes back from her shift.”

Dare nearly stumbled on a root as he gaped at her. “Eleven?” he repeated in a slightly strangled voice.

She and her friends all pealed laughter at his reaction. “Well of course,” his fiancee said. “There's Mother, and my sisters Rose and Orchid and Crys, or Chrysanthemum. And you've met Daisy. Then of course there's Lilac and Tansy and Dahlia. And also our friends Sunlight and Berry.”

Holy shit. Lily had told him that if he visited Brighthill Warren he'd be buried beneath a pile of eager bunny girls, but he hadn't paused to consider just what that would mean. And these were the women who'd stayed behind, meaning there could've been even more.

His fiancee caught his expression and laughed. “Don't worry, my love, you don't have to be with us all at once. Mother and my sisters will probably want you one on one, since being with you together would just be weird. Or maybe smaller groups with our friends.”

“I'd be happy to be part of all of them!” Lilac said. “Even if I only get to watch or play with the girls.” The other girls giggled and voiced their agreement.

“Well?” Lily asked. Thanks to his Owlsight he could see how a playful smile fought to break through her solemn expression. “My handsome knight in shining armor, would you like to go have wild sex with an entire warren full of beautiful bunny girls?”

He laughed a bit dazedly. “Is that a trick question?”

The bunny girls all laughed, his fiancee most of all. “It's more of a “I already told everyone still there that I'd share you, and they are very very eager for us to arrive.”

“Why do you think we went with Daisy to come see you before her shift?” Tansy said, her stride becoming a swaying glide that made her slender, elegant body impossible to look away from. “We were excited to meet you.”

“Girls,” Lily chided, a bit apologetically, “we all want to have fun, but remember that we're here to destroy the Boarite city. That means we might not all get to play tonight if we want to get an early start tomorrow . . . there'll be time to really enjoy ourselves once the threat is dealt with.”

Dare grinned at the three girls' disappointed looks. “It'll probably take the rest of our party around two weeks to reach us,” he suggested. “We'll be spending a lot of nights at Brighthill Warren.”

That perked the girls right up, and they eagerly began discussing rotations and groupings so everyone would get a fair turn with him, and with him and whoever else they wanted to be with.

He was a bit bemused by their lengthy and detailed planning. But considering the ultimate goal was to have wild sex every minute he wasn't sleeping or killing Boarites, he certainly wasn't about to complain.

Just like everything else felt smaller and closer together than he remembered, it didn't take long to reach Brighthill Warren. It wasn't in an area he'd explored, but he'd come close enough on a few occasions that he might've seen the tall hill the cunid settlement was built beneath.

“Come on!” Lilac said, taking his hand and leading him towards a good-sized entrance supported with wooden beams. “We restored the main tunnel after Lily killed all the Boarites, so it's a straight shot to the warren again.”

Dare followed her into the tunnel, not sure what to expect. Judging by the uprooted and trampled bushes around the entrance, it had once been carefully concealed. But the attacking monsters had left it open and vulnerable, and he hoped no wandering travelers saw it and decided to cause trouble for the poor bunny girls.

In Kovana slavers had open license to go after members of other races who were living free, even if they weren't bothering anyone else. So there was a very real danger that someone might sell the information about the settlement of highly sought after cunids.

Over his dead body; he'd be sticking around long enough to make sure they were able to hide their warren again, and if any trouble ever did befall Lily's family and friends the two of them would come running to help them.

Brighthill Warren surprised him, although he wasn't sure why it should've. Obviously he didn't expect that bunny girls were going to live in an actual hole in the ground like rabbits, and Lily had described her home in loving and slightly wistful detail.

Still, it was the coziest hole in the ground he could've imagined.

As the name suggested it had been dug into the hill, with clever trenches around and beneath it to whisk away any rainwater so it didn't flood. At the end of the tunnel a sturdy door blocked the way, heavy enough that animals or monsters would struggle to break through it.

Dahlia put her back to the barrier and heaved, grunting with effort as it finally swung open to reveal the interior.

The warren had been constructed so there was a big common living area complete with a kitchen, and around the outside of the room a dozen doors led to other rooms, as well as a hallway leading deeper into the hillside lined with yet more doors. Enough to comfortably house several dozen people.

The walls were lined with carefully fitted stones, held together with baked clay, and the ceilings were wooden planks sealed with pitch. Aside from where several holes had been dug to the surface and plugged with huge crystals, likely the clearest they could find, to let in daylight. As well as other holes lined with more baked clay for ventilation that could be sealed with little wooden doors.

The floors were made of more stones, the flattest they could find, then covered with thick carpets everywhere but in the kitchen, mudroom, bath room, and other similar areas. To make it even more cosy, the walls were lined with beautifully embroidered tapestries and hanging cloths.

The big common room was filled with giant cushions almost like beanbag chairs, with sturdy but soft cloth covers. And on a set of shelves in a corner a dozen very fluffy looking blankets were neatly folded in case they were needed.

Dare finally realized why Daisy was a Tailor. Not for clothes, aside from winter clothes maybe, but for all the other comforts the bunny girls would want.

Speaking of bunny girls, six had been lounging on the cushions chatting or playing simple games, most of them cuddling affectionately. But the moment Dare and the others entered they all sprang to their feet and eagerly gathered around to greet him and Lily.

Which meant they now had nine very beautiful, very naked women pressing close to shower them with warm hugs and kisses. Not that Dare was complaining.

The bunny girls ranged from as short as Lilac to nearly as tall as him, one so slender she could've been a dryad and another delightfully chubby, while most tended towards the ideal hourglass figure. For the most part they had different hair colors, and some even had brown, gray, or black fur on their long ears and fluffy cottontails to match their hair.

But the only one there who was pure white, with milky pale skin, hair, ears and tail, was the first bunny girl Dare had ever met, and one of the first women he'd made love to on Collisa. The girl he couldn't take his eyes off of now, even with all the other beauties to distract him.

Clover.

He had forgotten just how tiny she was. About the same height as Ireni, although more curvy and lush. Still, with her lifelong youthful appearance and small size she looked like she could've been the youngest bunny girl there, rather than the oldest.

And good gods, was she sexy. Maybe not as outright beautiful as Lily or Daisy, but she definitely knew how to carry herself so her beauty was allowed to shine.

Not to mention she oozed raw, primal sensuality, same as she had the first time he met her. His cock, already hard as blue steel from all the soft naked bodies pressing against him, throbbed urgently when she wrapped her arms around his neck and stood up on tiptoes to kiss his chin.

“It's obvious you're happy to see me,” the pure white bunny girl said with a warm laugh, making his cheeks heat. “And I'm happy to see you too. Congratulations on your engagement to my daughter.”

“Thanks,” he said, feeling awkward and almost shy. As would be expected for a meet the parents scenario where he'd fucked the mother. And, from what Lily had suggested, would be doing so again. “How is Petro? I want to hear all about him, and meet him if possible.”

“Of course, I'm eager for you to see our son.” Clover took his arm and began leading him through the press with calm assurance. “Come on, I've made some stew . . . how about we go to my room, and while we get some food in you I'll tell you all about our beautiful baby.” Her eyes danced. “And then we can practice making another one.”

Gulp. Dare looked around at the other bunny girls, expecting protests about being monopolized. But they were all watching with broad smiles, nodding in support. Including Lily.

“I'd like that,” he said with a smile. “It's good to see you again, Clover. You look beautiful.”

She smiled widely. “Oh I know, your eyes say it all.” Her smile widened as her gaze dropped to his prominent tent. “Among other things.” There were some giggles from the nine other bunny girls.

The pure white bunny girl led him to one of the rooms off the main living space, a cozy little chamber with cushions around a low table, a big comfy bed so piled with pillows and comforters you'd sink a foot into the plushness, and walls lined with beautifully worked tapestries.

“Daisy's work,” she explained as she began briskly removing his armor. A pot of stew steamed on the table, filling the room with delicious smells, and beside it a bottle of wine. Likely the burrow's famous strawberry wine Lily had told him about.

Dare was a bit embarrassed when Clover stripped him completely, then got to work bathing him with a wet cloth and soap. “So how is Petro?” he asked into the awkward (for him at least) silence.

She beamed up at him. “He's my little joy,” she said proudly. “He has the most luxurious black hair and fur and the biggest blue eyes, just like his daddy. While I don't play favorites with my children, even I have to admit he's the most beautiful baby I've ever seen. And since you've met my daughters you know that's saying something.”

Dare relaxed and let her tend him as she happily talked about their son's curiosity, which now that he'd learned to crawl led him to boldly explore. To the point that she would sometimes turn her back for a second and turn back to find him making a beeline for the door, or even already gone.

He laughed with the snowy white bunny girl as she described Petro's love of finding hiding places where he'd stay, giggling, as the warren all set out to play hide and seek with him, laughing with bubbly delight when someone found him. Or how he'd won the love of the entire warren and was never short of laps to sit on or people to cuddle with.

Dare had been eager to hold his son ever since Lily had told him about Petro's birth when they first met, and now he was struck with an even sharper longing. Before he'd become a father he couldn't have imagined he'd have such love for someone he'd never met, but he did.

As the pure white bunny girl spoke of their son she made sure Dare ate and drank his fill. Then she laid out cushions on the floor and had him lie down on his stomach, retrieving a jar of warm oil and expertly giving him a deep tissue massage. Starting with his shoulders, working down his back, then paying special attention to his glutes and legs, working out the tension of over a week of stress and exertion.

He luxuriated in her expert care, and would've been perfectly happy to relax into it if he didn't keep thinking of the bunny girls in the next room eagerly waiting to play with him. Including his fiancee.

Clover seemed to guess his thoughts. “Close your eyes, Dare,” she murmured, stroking his back. “Let me enjoy this time with you, and enjoy being with me. The others can wait.”

“Can they?” he asked ruefully.

She giggled and playfully smacked his ass before tugging on him to turn him over onto his back, then continuing her massage. “They'd happily ride you to utter exhaustion if you let them. Which is sometimes why cooler, more mature heads need to step in. Dawn will be coming all too soon, and you need a full night's sleep and proper care so you're ready to head out in the morning and deal with the Boarite city.”

Lily's mother beamed down at him with surprising fondness. “Which is why I'm happy to earn their ire by claiming you for myself tonight. You'll sleep better in my bed than anywhere but your own at home, I'd wager, and in the morning you'll be ready for the task that lies ahead of you.”

She waved vaguely. “As for the girls, they'll have plenty of time to play with you. Lily said you'd be here for weeks. Besides, I've been looking forward to the chance to be with you again . . . my daughter's fortunate to get to have you all the time, and the rest of us want to make the most of your visit.”

Dare had to admit he was a bit relieved to hear that. Much as he wanted to play with all the beautiful women of Brighthill Warren, now that he'd really stopped to rest, especially while enjoying Clover's tender ministrations, his exhaustion was catching up to him.

Being piled on by close to a dozen sexy bunny girls sounded incredible, but his pure white lover's bed sounded heavenly.

“What about Lily though?” he asked. He could live with admitting he was only human and disappointing a roomful of beautiful women in the face of his exhaustion, but not his beloved fiancee.

Clover laughed and got to work massaging his feet, working the muscles thoroughly in delightful waves of tension then deep relaxation. “Believe me, she's being pampered even more outrageously than you. And everyone here is delighted to catch up with her. We understand why she left, and we're overjoyed she found the romance she's dreamed of, but we also love her dearly and have missed her since she left.”

“I'm sorry to take her away from you,” he said with sincere regret.

“Don't be. How can we be anything but happy when she's found just the life she dreamed of? Sometimes loved ones part, but it's a sweet parting.” She leaned down and kissed his forehead, looking down at him warmly. “Be at ease, Dare. We have fun in Brighthill Warren, but first and foremost it's a place of peace and rest.”

Dare let himself settle back and do just that. Although while the rest of him relaxed a certain part of him became very tense.

Partially thanks to the feel of Clover's warm, soft hands kneading his weary muscles, but much more thanks to the sight of her curvy little body perched over him as she worked, giving him a great view of her perfect figure.
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He was soon hard as a rock, his raging erection standing up proudly its full nine inches. Requiring her to work around it as it twitched and quivered eagerly at the near touches.

At least until Lily's mother finished the massage, poured more oil onto her small hands, then without the slightest bashfulness took his shaft in her grip and began firmly stroking him with the sort of expertise born of long practice.

Dare gasped at the unexpected surge of pleasure, back arching as he pushed into her tight grip. He'd hoped Clover's massage would have a happy ending, but the almost businesslike way she'd tended him up until now had made him wonder if she was as eager at that prospect as he was.

His doubts were dispelled as she moaned in pure bliss and rubbed her thighs together as she worked, as if she was getting off on just touching him. When she shifted position he saw a small puddle of her nectar beneath her primly closed knees, and the heady scent of her arousal, the sweet green smell of spring along with a sensual woman's musk, made his cock twitch urgently.

The petite bunny girl felt it and paused. “I don't want to waste an opportunity, but Lily said you can go several times within an hour if needed,” she hinted.

“Please,” Dare practically begged, thrusting his hips into her hands.

With a throaty laugh she kept going, her own breath quickening until she was making the most adorable little gasping sounds at the pleasure of jacking him off.

It was that knowledge that she was enjoying this so much, combined with the blissful sensations she was giving him, that finally had him arching his back with a groan, muscles locking in that quivering position as he shot powerful ropes of come all over his chest and stomach.

As well as Clover's face and breasts as she eagerly positioned herself in front of his spurting cock, his pearly seed making glistening lines across her flawless milky white skin.

Gods, she was sexy. Especially since he felt her hands trembling, her gasps turning to a long satisfied moan as she climaxed with him.

As his orgasm slowed to a final dribble Lily's mother looked at him, big blue eyes glazed with pure lust. “You're familiar with bunny girls by now,” she panted. He nodded, mouth dry as he realized the import of her words. “Good,” she moaned, “because I can't hold back anymore.”

With the grace of an elite gymnast she flipped around to straddle him. Her plump, sopping labia pressed firmly against his shaft, pushing him downward and drenching his cock with her arousal. Then she began to glide up and down his full length, whimpering with pleasure as her bud pressed firmly against the underside of his shaft.

Which reminded Dare and he hastily motioned to his pack. “Scroll.”

The pure white bunny girl looked startled, then almost regretful, before laughing ruefully. “Right. I'm getting a bit old to be raising two babies at the same time. Twice in my life is enough for any bunny girl.” She reluctantly climbed off him and let him get the scroll from his pack, taking it from him and casting it on herself.

As she did she looked at him with a playful grin. “I'm sure I don't need to tell you this, but cunids love having babies and want lots of children. The thought excites us just as much as the sex itself, if not more. So the girls out there would all be overjoyed if you didn't bother with Prevent Conception.”

Dare's cock twitched at the prospect of impregnating an entire warren of beautiful bunny girls. Although he wasn't sure how he felt about having a bunch of children almost a week's travel away from him at home. Even if he knew they'd all be cunids who ate plants and even grass, and the warren would have no trouble raising them in his absence.

Besides, it wouldn't be fair to jump the line when Lily was holding off on having children so she could be his companion, ideally for years of leveling before she decided to retire from adventuring and have the babies she was eager for.

That musing vanished in a surge of pleasure as Clover hopped onto him again, getting right back to grinding her drenched silken petals against his shaft until she finally collapsed on top of him with a whimper, squirting all over his crotch in a powerful climax.

She was just getting started, wasting no time rising up again, positioning his tip at her entrance, and with an eager moan impaling herself on his length.

Maybe it was impossible, but Dare could swear that even if it had been a year, he still remembered the feel of the pure white bunny girl's warm, tight walls as they lovingly enveloped his length in exquisite softness. They rippled in orgasm right from the start, caressing his shaft as she whimpered urgently and bounced up and down on her powerful legs.

Savoring the intense pleasure, he stroked the pure white bunny girl's velvety thighs, lush hips and firm ass, toying with her soft little cottontail. Then he reached up to squeeze her full breasts and pinch her swollen nipples, making her whimper with renewed urgency as her silken walls milked him more vigorously.

His orgasm to her hands had taken the edge off his pent up need, and he was able to last for several minutes before she abruptly squealed and collapsed on top of him, reaching an even higher peak as she squirted all over where they were joined. Her pussy clenched around him, practically wrenching his orgasm from him, and with a gasp he grabbed her hips and released inside her in rolling waves.

When he finished Lily's mother climbed off him on trembling limbs and made her way onto the bed, sinking in almost a foot in its pillowy softness. She knelt with her ass high in the air, wiggling tantalizingly, and looked back at him from between her knees with an impish expression.

“Your turn. Go as fast as you have the energy for.”

Dare discovered he had quite a bit of energy. Especially after a good meal and a relaxing massage.

He wasted no time crouching over the pure white bunny girl so he was practically above her, lining up with her flushed, glistening petals and thrusting almost straight downwards into her welcoming depths, pushing her down deeper into the soft comforters.

The cloth muffled her piercing cry of pure delight, and one foot drummed on the bed in appreciation as he pulled back and pushed in again, even harder, as if she was a nail and he was trying to hammer her into the bed with his cock.

Clover went nuts, whimpering in needy relief as she surged up onto her hands and feet, allowing her to push up against his downward thrusts. She matched not only his pace but his intensity, so at the point where he was slamming down into her hard enough her flowing nectar squelched and spattered across the bed with every penetration, she was pushing up against him with her powerful legs with such force that she practically lifted him by his cock.

It wasn't making love or even fucking, it was out and out rutting. Indulging their deepest needs with frantic urgency as both reached ever higher peaks of pleasure.

Lily's mother seemed to be in a constant state of orgasm, occasionally surging to higher peaks as she squealed and squirted her love juices all over them, until most of his front was bathed in her fragrant scent, as well as her back, ass, and legs. To the point that he struggled to get a good grip on her hips or waist so he could push into her.

Dare wasn't sure if he slipped or she abruptly went limp, but the next thing he knew they were both buried in the deep softness of the comforters, their bodies pressed together by the smothering embrace of the bed. That didn't slow their passion in the slightest, and engulfed in their cocoon and soaked in sweat and arousal they writhed against each other, frantically finding purchase so he could continue rutting his massive cock into the tiny woman's eager pussy.

He finally came hard enough that stars danced in his vision, then kept right on fucking through the intense sensitivity. At one point Clover went limp as she briefly passed out from pure bliss, but before he even realized it she came to and immediately began slamming her hips into him again with an almost plaintive whine.

At the sound he took in her lovely features, scrunched with effort and teeth gritted. Her eyes were glazed with pleasure, but also an odd sort of focused determination. “You holding in there?” he panted, wondering if he was going too hard after all.

The pure white bunny girl looked surprised, then chagrined. “I'm doing wonderful,” she gasped with a sheepish giggle. “It's a bit embarrassing to admit, but normally if I was feeling this good out in the wilds I'd relax and let loose. Obviously I can't do that in my own bed.”

For a moment he stared at her blankly, not sure what she meant. Then he remembered that when he'd fucked her in that forest clearing she'd been so overcome by pleasure she'd lost control of her bladder and peed all over him.

His cock twitched with new excitement at that thought. “I have Cleanse Target scrolls,” he suggested.

Lily's mother laughed merrily. “Tempting, but then the bed would be wet.” She wiggled in a silent demand for him to resume his vigorous pace. “Holding it in can be pleasurable in its own way.”

“We could take a break while you-”

“Nope!” she blurted, frantically humping into him. “Not when you've got me feeling this good.”

Dare thought of when he'd fucked Leilanna when she'd needed to go, and given her so much pleasure she'd lost control of her bladder in spite of her best efforts. He wondered if the same would happen here.

A part of him kind of enjoyed the possibility, since it would be super hot.

But for all his eagerness, and his efforts, Clover held firm. Although she seemed to love every minute of it, whimpering and squirming as much with the need to relieve herself as with the pleasure as he pistoned in and out of her soft pink tunnel. She squirted so hard a couple times he almost thought she was peeing, and the sex got even more sloppy as they rolled around the soiled comforter.

Then, with a naughty giggle, she grabbed his balls and gently but firmly squeezed. The surprise of it triggered the orgasm he'd been fighting to hold back, and with a gasp he released and pumped his seed into Lily's mother, collapsing against her as he emptied his balls in what felt like endless blindingly pleasurable surges.

Almost as soon as he finished she extricated herself, panting with contented weariness, and climbed out of the nest they'd made in the pillowy comforter. She scrambled off the bed and reached beneath it, then squatted and he heard the tinkling of liquid on ceramic.

Dare crawled to the edge of the bed, watching the stream of pee gushing from between Clover's flushed pink petals into the chamber pot. With it came a torrent of his seed and her arousal, such a lewdly erotic sight that his wilting cock started to stiffen again.

But to his disappointment once she finished she carried the pot outside, then when she returned insistently pulled him off the bed and handed him a wet cloth and soap. “Here, you wash me and I'll wash you.”

Well, he couldn't complain if they were done for the night. That had been an incredible experience, one he wasn't likely to ever forget.

He enjoyed running his soapy hands over the petite bunny girl's curvy body, and enjoyed it just as much as she did the same. Although they were both so weary and wrung out from their vigorous rutting that they leaned against each other almost drunkenly, laughing as they did their best to clean each other up while struggling to stay on their feet.

When they were done she yanked the soiled comforter off the bed and tossed it aside, then guided him down onto the sheets to cuddle with her and pulled a soft blanket over them, nuzzling his neck. “Sleep in peace within the safety of Brighthill Warren, lover,” she murmured, caressing his chest with a soft hand. “Be not disturbed by noises in the night. It's probably just horny bunny girls fisting each other.”

That tore a startled laugh out of him, and he hugged Lily's mother close. “Good night, Clover,” he murmured, kissing her soft ears. “Thank you for sharing your home and your bed.”

She tenderly kissed his neck. “Of course, honey. You're part of our warren now. Father to my son, soon to be husband to my precious daughter and father to my dear grandchildren. A member of our family.”

The pure white bunny girl relaxed against him and was soon breathing deeply in sleep. With that soothing sound Dare gave in to his exhaustion and joined her.


Chapter Thirteen

Clearing

Dare woke to find himself alone in the bed, a candle glowing on the nightstand to light the room. That was more than enough for his Owlsight.

Considering the soiled comforter was also gone, he assumed Clover had taken it out to clean it. Beneath the earth he had no way of knowing what time it was, but he had a fairly good internal clock and judged it was around 4:30 in the morning.

More than enough time to have breakfast and head to the Boarite city in time to watch the respawn. Still, he rushed to dress and put on his gear so he could get an early start to make up for lost time.

Rationally he knew that he and Lily had already ended the immediate threat to Brighthill Warren and Lone Ox, by being there to catch the roamers as they emerged. But it felt indulgent to have spent a relaxing night screwing a beautiful bunny girl and sleeping in a soft bed while the mega spawn point remained.

Hefting his pack up onto one shoulder, he pushed the door open and stepped into the common room.

It was dark and quiet, everyone else asleep. Although on one of the big cushion chairs he saw two bunny girls lovingly entwined. It was hard to tell who even with his improved night vision, but going by their figures and dark but shiny hair color he thought it was Lilac with her purple hair and Lily's dryad-slender redheaded sister Rose.

As Dare quietly closed the door to Clover's room Lilac stirred with a whimper and nuzzled the taller girl, then settled back down to sleep. He crept through the room and out the tunnel, leaving Brighthill Warren and looking around at the predawn world.

The woods at night had their own sort of beauty, all soft black silhouettes that the imagination wanted to turn into something monstrous and frightening. A bush rustling in the breeze became a hulking ogre, hanging vines became tentacles, the dark shape detaching from the lowest branch of the nearest tree and leaping for him with a ferocious yowl-

His hand snapped out and caught the panther by the throat. It snarled in his face and raked his arm with vicious claws, but he didn't feel the slightest fear.

At this point he used Adventurer's Eye on targets as second nature, especially if they caught him by surprise. He had no reason to worry here; the big cat's claws didn't even pierce his armor. Where he had no armor they barely broke the skin, not even taking off enough hit points to move his health a single percent.

Level 12. The same level as the one that had nearly killed Zuri, which he'd had a frantic fight against to save her and survive himself.

Dare closed his fist, snapping the low level predator's neck, and it went limp with an almost plaintive yowl. He should probably check the nearby woods for any more of these so they wouldn't threaten the bunny girls of Brighthill Warren. Although he supposed they could outrun any threat.

Speaking of threats, he should get to the Boarite city. He didn't want to wake anyone in the warren to find Lily, and anyway she deserved a chance to rest and spend more time with her family and friends.

What he could do was head to the mega spawn point and find whoever was on watch there. He could send her back to Brighthill Warren and take over her shift for her, and she could let Lily know where he was and that she could join him when she was ready.

Decided, he slung the panther over his shoulders, intending to butcher it for meat to cook over a fire once he got to the spawn point. No sense letting it go to waste, especially when it had conveniently thrown itself into his hand.

But before he could activate Cheetah's Dash a slight figure stepped up to stand beside him, raising a hand to rest on the panther's coarse pelt. “I used to be terrified of these,” Lily said quietly. “I can't tell you how many times I ran for my life at the sight of one. And now I could snap its neck with my bare hand too . . . it's kind of incredible to think about.”

Dare wrapped an arm around her shoulders and hugged her close, kissing her softly. “Sorry if I woke you.”

“Only when I want to be awakened.” She playfully tugged her long white ears. “I know the sounds you make, your breathing and your tread. When I heard you setting out I got up to join you.”

He noticed she didn't have her gear on or her pack. “I'll get this butchered and start some meat cooking, then do some Foraging and make you a salad. Go ahead and grab your things . . . we've got plenty of time before the respawn.”

“Sounds good.” She gave him a quick peck and hurried back inside.

Dare set to the familiar tasks of lighting a fire, skinning and butchering the panther, getting the hide curing, and seasoning the steaks before tossing them on skewers. Then he ventured out and foraged for some of Lily's favorite greens and vegetables.

By the time she reemerged, clad in her gear with her short sword belted at her waist, her bow slung on her back, and her pack slung over a shoulder, he had their breakfast finished. She tossed her pack next to his and settled down on their shared folding chair to snuggle against his side as she enthusiastically dug into her salad.

“So how was your reunion with your sisters and friends?” Dare asked as he tore into his steak. It was tough and gamy, what you'd expect from predator meat, but the seasonings made all the difference.

“It was wonderful to catch up with them.” She giggled. “And do some “catching up”, too. Lilac and Dahlia were especially affectionate.”

His cock stiffened appreciatively at the mental image of his beautiful fiancee entwined with the petite purple-haired and busty platinum blonde bunny girls. He was looking forward to joining their fun next time.

“How about you?” Lily asked, resting her head against his shoulder. “You're looking back to 100%. Mother took good care of you.”

“She did. She's a great cook, and even better at giving massages.”

“I know, right? Daisy's pretty good too, but you can't beat almost 50 years of experience.”

Dare nuzzled her velvety ears. “I missed you. It's been a long time since we slept apart, hasn't it?”

His fiancee nodded, looking up at him with big eyes shining behind her wire-frame glasses. “I'd say it was just one night, but I missed you too.”

After a brief contented silence as they ate she pointed. “How far away would you say that star is?”

The star she pointed at was bigger than any star had a right to be, which suggested either it was nearby and huge or more average sized and really nearby. “I don't know,” he admitted with a shrug. “Lightyears away. There's a method for figuring out distance to a star by measuring how bright it looks and comparing it to how bright it should be.”

“Oh.” She frowned. “How do you know how bright it should be?”

Dare hesitated, then laughed ruefully. “I have no idea. My study of astronomy never got that detailed.” He kissed her ears. “Speaking of measuring, ready to go? I'd like to try to count monsters before the 6 am respawn and see if we can figure out how many spawn.”

Lily bolted down the last of her salad and grabbed her pack, shrugging into it and working on the belts. “Let's go.”

At a sprint they reached the Boarite city in under ten minutes, finding Lily's friend Berry there on watch. She was a few inches shorter than his fiancee, with dark hair and dark fur on her ears and fluffy cottontail.

Although the feature that stood out most to Dare was that, in spite of having the typical perfect hourglass figure most bunny girls were lucky enough to naturally inherit, she had back. Back, donk, junk in the trunk, booty, the sort of ass you just dreamed of having grind against you in a nightclub.

And she knew how to shake it as she sauntered over to them. “Nothing to report,” she said cheerfully, giving Lily a big hug and a more than friendly kiss.

“Thanks, sweetie,” his fiancee said, affectionately nuzzling her cheek. “We've got things here if you want to head home and get some sleep.”

Berry gave Dare a disappointed look. “What? But I've been up circling this stupid place for hours. At least give me a reward for my hard work.”

Lily sighed, but grinned at Dare with her usual mischievous look. “Okay, but we don't have time for any long chases.” Without warning she tackled her friend, pinning her front half to the ground so that mouthwatering ass was pointed up at him.

“Liiiily!” the dark-haired bunny girl complained, squirming in a way that made her glorious rump jiggle delightfully in her attempts to escape. “Whose side are you on here?”

His fiancee giggled naughtily. “Your front side.” She firmly spanked her friend's round ass. “Dare's got your backside.”

Berry giggled too. “Okay yeah, but I wanted to show him how fast I can run! And you know that following behind me with my assets shimmying in his face would drive him wild.”

“Like I said, we don't have time to play all morning, so you'll have to do that some other time. We'll be here for weeks anyway.” Lily spanked her friend again and grinned up at Dare. “Go on, my love, have fun.”

The dark-haired bunny girl craned her neck to look up at him, expression eager. “Yeah okay fine, you can chase me some other time. Give me that big cock of yours already.”

Dare was more than happy to scramble in his pack for a Prevent Conception scroll and quickly cast it. Then he freed his throbbing erection and got behind Berry, grabbing two handfuls of her glorious ass as he pushed between her sopping folds and plunged directly into her tight, furnace-hot core.

She squealed and bucked against him. “Goddess, I don't think I've ever been stretched this much. You're so lucky you get to have this every day, Lil.”

Lily grinned up at him as she stroked her friend's ears. “Oh, he's just getting started.”

Dare was. He withdrew and plunged in again, thighs making a satisfying smack as they slapped her thick ass. He dug his fingers into her pillowy flesh and yanked her back into him with the next thrust, feeling her wide cheeks jiggle in his grip and against his cock as he plunged into her silky depths again and again.

It didn't take long before Berry squirted all over his crotch, then again, quivering in Lily's arms as orgasms surged through her entire body, making her soft pink pussy clench on his invading shaft as he continued to thrust into her.

Lily had worked her pants down and pushed her friend's face between her legs, and was moaning in ecstasy as Berry transferred her pleasure to her friend with her tongue. Until finally the silver-haired bunny girl squirted all over the other bunny girl's face with a piercing cry of delight that echoed through the trees around them.

Dare felt his balls boiling and plunged in, mashing his tip against Berry's cervix as his orgasm swept through him in an intense rush, filling her insides. At the feel of it his big booty lover quivered through another orgasm, whimpering in delight.

“Goddess, I wish you didn't use the scroll,” she moaned. “I'd be such a good mommy for your baby. It's not too late to cancel it, you know.”

Clover hadn't been exaggerating how much bunny girls wanted not just sex but also babies. Which made Dare appreciate even more that Lily was holding off so they could adventure together.

Speaking of his fiancee, apparently her insistence about how much time they had to play was at least a little flexible, because she wanted her own turn with him.

Almost as soon as he shot his last spurt inside Berry, Lily scrambled out from beneath her friend and tackled him next. She got above him in the reverse cowgirl position so she could grab Berry's hips and plunge her face into that thick ass, licking his seed from her friend's dripping pussy.

Then, whimpering against Berry's pussy, his fiancee sank down on his throbbing shaft and began rolling her hips to stimulate them both.

Dare bit back a groan and grabbed Lily's ass, which in his objective opinion was even more perfect than her friend's, playing with it and tugging her fluffy cottontail as she bounced up and down on his cock.

After a minute or two his fiancee looked back at him, face smeared with his and Berry's juices, and grinned. “You were too gentle with her, you know,” she said playfully. “Watch.”

Then, as Dare stared in amazement, she paused in bouncing on his shaft so she could focus on pushing her fingers into Berry's gaping pussy, one at a time. Until finally, her friend's lips strained into a tight ring around her knuckles, Lily pushed her entire hand into Berry's pussy and began to move it in and out as her friend squirmed and squealed in delight.

Apparently Clover hadn't been exaggerating about bunny girls fisting each other, either.

Lily got back to bouncing on his cock, although she leaned to one side so he could watch in awe as she plunged her hand into her friend's pussy and Berry quivered and cried out blissfully. The erotic sight and the glorious feel of his fiancee's soft walls caressing him eroded his self control, and he only lasted a few minutes before he grabbed her hips with a groan, pulled her down to bottom out against her core, and began spurting powerfully up into her womb.

Lily whimpered in her own climax and began mashing Berry's bud with her other hand as she continued to fist her friend, pushing the big booty bunny girl into another intense climax so she squirted all over Lily's arm and Dare's legs.

Afterwards they all collapsed into a pile together, Dare's arms wrapped around the two bunny girls as he rubbed and squeezed Berry's ass. Lily's hand joined him, and the two bunny girls giggled as they kissed each other, then took turns kissing him.

After a minute or two Dare began gently extricating himself from his lovers, pushing his well-moisturized cock back into his sodden pants and working the ties. “Thanks for keeping watch, Berry. And for playing with us. That was incredible. But now we should probably get to work.”

The dark-haired bunny girl pouted. “Just remember you promised we'd have plenty of time to play for the next few weeks,” she told Lily. Then she bounded to her feet, his seed dripping down her pale thighs, and waggled her big ass teasingly in his direction while giving him an inviting grin.

With a last twitch of her fluffy black cottontail the sexy bunny girl disappeared into the trees in the direction of Brighthill Warren. “Next time maybe we can skip the scroll!” her playful call drifted back to them.

He shared an amused look with his fiancee as they turned their attention to the mega spawn point.

By then the predawn glow had gotten bright enough that Lily could see, at least well enough to count individual monsters as they approached the entrance to the Boarite city they'd cleared before. Although they ran into an immediate snag.

To Dare's frustration the monsters in the camp had spread out to fill in the space he and Lily had cleared and reoccupy the watch towers, so there was no way to know how many respawns there'd be. Assuming the respawns didn't come from the center of the city anyway, and spread out from there.

There was still over a half hour to 6, and they agreed they didn't want to waste time sitting around waiting when they probably wouldn't find out anything useful anyway. So they grabbed their bows and got to work.

If last night they'd plowed through the Boarite city like wrecking balls, now they were pure annihilators.

Over the course of several hours they systematically destroyed over a thousand Boarites, ranging in level from 18 to 23. They circled the perimeter, staying clear of the earthen mound buildings and huge nest-like dwelling in the center.

Although Dare did scout around that area enough to confirm that there were numerous raid rated monsters there, ranging in level from 23-26. And going on power they were closer in comparable strength to the Magma Tunneler, requiring a raid of 40 or 50 people of similar level to beat them.

Too much for him and Lily to handle on their own, even with their much higher levels.

They also found party rated Boarites around the perimeter, like officers of the low level cannon fodder. The loot they dropped was decent but nothing super exciting; at least it would help Se'weir's brother Rek and the guards he was leveling and training up to patrol Nirim Manor territory.

Eventually Dare and Lily reached a point where they'd cleared all the Boarites that could be cleared, and the remaining ones clustered around the buildings were close enough to the raid rated monsters to risk pulling them as adds. Which meant even if he didn't know whether those structures were officially listed as a raid dungeon, he could consider them in that light.

He was actually interested to see if they'd present a challenge to his party. Especially with the addition of Horold as another damage and support.

As he and Lily buckled down to the arduous task of retrieving arrows and looting over a thousand monsters, she gave him a speculative look. “You know, we've pretty much done as much as we can here for now. Some of the monsters in the center might spread out, and we can clear spawn points, but I think we're about done until the rest of our party arrives. Brighthill Warren can keep an eye out for roamers and fetch us if needed.”

Dare nodded, realizing where she was going. “There's time for me to check on Zuri's son.”

“That's what I was thinking. I'll stick around here and make sure no roamers emerge, and while I'm at it I can get back to farming leather.”

That was a good plan. The low level animals around here would drop the lowest quality leather, but if they farmed enough of it they could convert it to higher quality leather she could use. Less efficient, but it beat sitting around twiddling their thumbs. “Okay, I'll set a bunch of snares before I go. We'll probably be able to make good progress with your crafting while we wait.”

His fiancee's eyes danced behind her big glasses. “And making sure the girls in my warren get all the attention they deserve.”

“Oh hell yes.”

“Speaking of which, now that we have the mega spawn point under control they'll probably be roaming the area again, foraging or just enjoying running around being outdoors the way we love.” She winked. “So you might start encountering adorable bunny girls pretending to have a hurt leg or that they're stuck in a bush.”

She paused significantly. “Actually, if they're not sure where you are they might go out looking for you to have some fun, so count on running into them.”

Dare had a feeling the next few weeks were going to be a blast.

They finished looting the monsters, cached the loot to be transported later, and Dare spent a while laying snares along the patrol route they'd take around the mega spawn point.

Finally he kissed Lily goodbye. “I might stay the night there, depending on how it goes, but at the latest I'll see you in the morning.”

“All right.” She leaned against him, grinning. “Just a heads up, the next time you see me I'll probably just be wearing my sword belt, bow, and quiver. If even that. I don't need armor for anything out here, and now that I'm back among my people I'm kind of looking forward to shedding the clothes . . . I've gotten used to wearing them, but back home I'm more comfortable in nothing.”

Dare wouldn't complain about a chance to ogle his beautiful fiancee. “I look forward to seeing you out in nature,” he said, looping an arm around her waist and pulling her close.

She kissed him again, then playfully slapped his ass. “Go check on Zuri's son. I need to keep patrolling.”

◆◆◆

Torran Laneti's estate was unexpectedly large for a rustic baron. Although to be fair, Kovana was more populated than Bastion and even an out of the way place like Driftwain Province had thousands of residents scattered among dozens of villages.

The road leading to the out of the way manor was flanked by fenced in pastureland to either side, with surprisingly large herds of horses and cattle grazing the lush spring grass. Doubtless the same herds Durrand had mentioned the baron was trying to expand his pastureland for, by reclaiming an abandoned Lone Ox.

Such a shame to ruin the greedy, pleasure slave keeping, child stealing son of a bitch's plans by saving one of his villages from ruin. And likely more than one, and maybe even Driftwain itself, if the Boarite city had become a fully open spawn point or got to the point of forming a monster horde.

Dare was looking forward to rubbing that fact in Laneti's face. Subtly, of course.

The estate was closer to Lone Ox than a lot of other villages in the province, but not that close. Dare could imagine poor Zuri, tossed out into the wilds in nothing but a simple chest wrap and loincloth, the basic low status slave attire, stumbling for miles trying to find help.

His eyes filled with tears as he remembered her cries of hopeless terror and pain when the panther attacked her. It made him want to rush back to Nirim Manor just so he could wrap his arms around his beloved fiancee and hold her tight, reassuring himself she was okay.

How could anyone treat such a kind, gentle woman so cruelly?

Do what's best for her son, Dare reminded himself grimly. He'd put on a pleasant face for this coldhearted bastard and his imperious wife and play the heroic adventurer, getting in their good graces and earning an invitation to stay for dinner or even the night. Long enough so he could hopefully meet Tarin and confirm he was doing okay.

He strode up to the wrought iron gate surrounding the extensive manor grounds, which were mostly taken up by well tended orchards, and loudly clanged the bell. When there was no response he nudged the unlocked gate open and continued up the pristine gravel drive.

The mansion's main structure was three storeys, with two large two-storey wings to either side. Not a brick showed sign of wear, or a hint of chipping to be seen on the whitewash or green paint. The windows glittered invitingly in the sunlight, and the lawns flanking the drive had been carefully mown and weeded.

As Dare stepped up to the doors a butler dressed in formal attire emerged to greet him, expression wary but polite. And understandably for both: a high level stranger arriving unannounced could lay waste to the entire manor and plunder its wealth with ease, but by the same token a high level stranger was probably important and worthy of polite treatment.

“Welcome to Greenfields Estate, good master,” the man said, bowing low. “To whom do I have the pleasure of speaking?”

Dare gave the man a polite nod. “Sir Darren Portsmouth of Nirim Manor. Protector of Bastion and Knight of the Northern Wall.”

The butler's eyes widened slightly. “Well met, Sir Darren. What brings you south from Bastion?”

“Answering the call for aid dealing with the mega spawn point outside Lone Ox. I'm here to report to Baron Torran that the crisis is well in hand, and the spawn point will be cleared the moment the rest of my party arrives.”

“That's . . . quite a relief to hear,” the butler said, tone and expression carefully neutral at news that would likely be unwelcome for his master. “Please, come inside. Do you have any mounts or retainers that need seeing to?”

Dare shook his head. “I traveled in haste on foot, as I'm able.”

“I see. Quite unusual for adventurers of your level and station, if I may be so bold as to say.” The man bowed low. “In that case please follow me.”

The butler escorted him through the front doors, which led to a classic entryway with double staircases leading up to a balcony overlooking the room, then a hallway deeper into the second floor. Behind one staircase was an open door that led to what looked like an office, behind the other a parlor, and finally straight ahead there was a broad doorway opening up to an elegant dining/receiving room.

Dare was left there by the door like a salesman as the butler hurried off, and waited close to five minutes before the man returned with the lady of the house. “Sir Darren, the Baroness Mileea Laneti.”

Dare bowed. “My Lady, pardon the intrusion.”

The baroness looked him over with a slight frown. She was a tall, somewhat plain woman in her early 40s. Closer to stern than warm, but then again he'd dropped in unannounced and had probably interrupted her daily routine.

“Sir Darren,” she said politely. “Welcome to Greenfields Estate. Your pardon but the Baron is out at the moment . . . can I offer you some refreshment while you wait?”

“Thank you, my Lady, that would be most kind.”

She led him to the dining room and motioned him to a chair at the large table, taking a seat opposite him. The butler disappeared, and a moment later a cheerful looking elderly cook bustled in with a teapot and fresh biscuits.

“Thank you,” Dare told her as he accepted a cup and snagged a few biscuits.

Mileea waved the cook away when the woman approached her. “So tell me, Sir Darren, what brings you to our out of the way corner of Kovana? Surely a low level spawn point is beneath your notice.”

“Dare, please, my Lady.” Dare sipped the tea, which was overly sweetened and more than half milk, which had cooled it down to almost lukewarm. “I was passing through on other business when I saw the notice. It's not far out of my way, and problems like this have a way of getting out of hand if left alone, so I was happy to step in.”

“Very noble of you . . . Dare.” The plain woman cast about as if searching for a topic. “So . . . I hear of trouble in Bastion?”

That was putting it mildly. “Indeed, my Lady. The northern border is in peril, monsters and wild tribes crossing at will to wreak havoc. Doubtless I'll be called there soon.”

“If things are so dire perhaps you should hasten there now,” she suggested carefully. “We can handle this issue with local adventurers.”

Obviously she shared her husband's desire to claim Lone Ox's lands.

“I'm here now,” he said, taking another sip of lukewarm tea. “Might as well see it done before I go.”

“I suppose so. Doubtless we'll all sleep better without the threat of roaming monsters a few hours' walk away.”

There was a commotion at the door, and Dare and Mileea both stood as the lord of the house strode into the dining room, dusting off a wide-brimmed hat on his leg before tossing it onto the table.

Torran wasn't what Dare had imagined. He'd pictured a fat disgusting asshole, or maybe a sneering fop. But the Baron of Driftwain Province was tall and leanly built, in his late 40s with salt and pepper hair, and dressed in practical leather and wool that suggested he'd just come in from working on his estate. Approachable and down to earth.

In truth, he looked more like a cowboy than a nobleman. On the surface it might even be tempting to like his easy smile, if Dare didn't remember what the bastard had done to Zuri.

“So Bertrum wasn't playing a prank,” Torran said in a deep, smooth voice, “there is a Level 43 adventurer come to call.”

Dare bowed. “My Lord. Sir Darren Portsmouth of Nirim Manor.”

“Torran Laneti, Baron of Driftwain.” The man motioned him back to his seat and yanked out the chair at the end of the table, sprawling in it with his feet crossed in front of him. “So you're here to take care of that business with the mega spawn point, eh?” he said as the cook bustled in, setting a cup of black coffee and a couple slices of buttered toast in front of him. “Seems a bit beneath you.”

“A service I'm happy to provide for Driftwain Province,” Dare said, taking a bite of biscuit.

“I suppose,” the cowboy baron said around a mouthful of toast. “The loot is its own reward, eh?”

Dare really didn't like this guy. “And the lives saved in nearby villages,” he said in a carefully neutral voice.

“Yes, there is that,” Torran said grudgingly. “What brings you down from Bastion, if I may ask?”

“Adventuring,” Dare said with an easy laugh that wasn't shared by his hosts. “Easy enough to guess.”

There was the commotion of a childish voice and a woman calling out in a scolding tone, and then a toddler bolted into the room, dressed in a tunic and pants stained with what looked like applesauce.

The boy ran to Mileea and threw himself at her knees, and she made a delighted cooing sound. “Has my little man woken up from his nap?”

The boy paused in his attempts to climb the baroness as he noticed Dare, freezing with that wary shyness young children were famous for.

“Your son?” Dare asked, smiling at the toddler's curious stare.

Mileea beamed as she lifted the toddler into her lap, bringing warmth and beauty to her previously severe features. “My pride and joy, Tarin,” she said, kissing the boy's cheeks. “Heir to the Laneti family.”

Her clear affection for Tarin suggested she genuinely loved the boy, which was a relief to see; Zuri had worried the baroness might not be able to accept her son and give him a mother's love. She would be relieved to learn that didn't seem to be the case.

“A fine and healthy lad,” he said, which seemed to please Mileea.

And it was true. Tarin was around two, energetic and with a round, happy face, big brown eyes, and a mop of curly brown hair. Try as Dare might he couldn't see any of Zuri in the boy's appearance; he was his father's son, it seemed, and any resemblance to his goblin mother was too subtle to immediately notice.

On the other hand the intelligent curiosity with which Tarin looked around was very much Zuri.

After cuddling with his mother for a few seconds the toddler slid off her lap and ran over to Torran, who unabashedly swept him up and tossed him into the air, eliciting delighted shrieks.

It seemed unbelievable that the man who'd callously used a goblin pleasure slave to breed a human heir, then cast her out to die, could be a kind and attentive father. But perhaps in the context of people in Haraldar he wasn't a complete monster.

The toddler seemed happy here with the baron and baroness, and they clearly loved him. Still, it made him sad to think of Zuri forced to endure her son being taken from her, with no chance to be in his life. It was a quiet grief she lived with every day.

“I'm going to go out and play with the boy for a while before dinner,” Torran said. “Would you care to stay to eat, Sir Darren?”

“Thank you,” Dare said. “I appreciate your hospitality.”

The baron motioned to the butler, Bertrum had he said his name was? “See our guest to the bath room and make sure he has hot water and what else he needs for washing.”

Dare wanted to spend more time observing Tarin's welfare, but of course there was no way to do so without inviting suspicion. So he followed the butler up to the bathroom, where he was given a pitcher of hot water and soap.

He bathed himself, dressed in his single change of fine clothes, and packed his armor and other gear into his pack or strapped to the back of it. Then he stepped out of the bath room to find Bertrum waiting there; either the man was attentive to a guest's needs or he was hanging around to make sure Dare didn't pocket anything.

“Sir, dinner will be served soon,” the man said with a bow. “Please, come with me.”

The butler led Dare to the parlor, where he was permitted to lean his pack in a corner and sit on one of the chairs twiddling his thumbs for ten minutes. Until finally Bertrum fetched him to the dining room.

Torran had changed into a fine suit, and Mileea into a more formal dress. Little Tarin had been stuffed into a frankly adorable suit like his father's and was clearly unhappy about the uncomfortable clothing. He was seated on a cushion on his chair so he could reach his plate, and was already busily stuffing buttered peas into his mouth with a pudgy hand.

Dare wished Zuri was here to see him.

Dinner was a bit stiff, with most of the talk centered on Dare's home in Bastion and the troubles there. Either the baron and baroness didn't care about the Boarite city or they didn't care to talk about it with him, but the few mentions he made of it led to polite changes of topic.

Tarin finished first and immediately slid out of his seat, sending the cushion flying as he ran around playing. Dare couldn't help but grin at his childish antics.

“Do you have children, Sir Dare?” Mileea asked, noticing.

“I do,” he said, thinking fondly of his babies back home. “All younger, though.”

She blinked. “All younger?”

Torran snorted. “I'd say you're young for a harem, but you've got the levels for it.” He idly sipped at his wine. “Honestly I've been meaning to get a pleasure slave for a while. I had one, but she ran away.”

Ran away at the end of your boot, so you could hide the secret that Tarin's not Mileea's child, Dare thought darkly, fighting to keep his expression bland in spite of a fresh surge of fury.

He couldn't think of anything to say that wouldn't antagonize his hosts, so he simply focused on his food. Fortunately Mileea was glaring at her husband for his choice of topic, and he quickly changed it.

After dinner Mileea settled down in a chair in a carpeted corner of the receiving room to do embroidery, the servants bringing out toys for Tarin so he could play at her feet. Meanwhile Torran led Dare to his study for drinks, his studied casualness suggesting he had something to talk about.

It didn't take long for him to get to it.

The baron poured the both of them glasses of medium quality brandy, led the way to a pair of padded chairs by the fire, then immediately set his glass on the table beside him with a sharp click. “So listen, Sir Darren. I have a predicament, and I was wondering if I could get your aid. I assure you I'd make it worth your while.”

This was going to be good. Was it possible the guy would actually try to find a way to get him to leave the mega spawn point alone until the villagers of Lone Ox were driven out? Dare wasn't sure what else the man would need from him.

“I'm listening,” he said, taking a cautious sip of his own drink.

The cowboy baron leaned forward intently. “It's like this, lad. I've nothing against the villagers of Lone Ox, but they're lazy and quarrelsome. They hardly provide any tax revenue, and getting it from them is like wrestling a Boarite. They're also sitting on prime land and squandering it.”

His face twisted in disgust. “Why, they've got spawn points only miles from them, when they could be out aggressively claiming that land and doing something with it, to their own betterment. But I can't legally dislodge them because they hide behind a town charter made by their grandparents to my grandfather.”

Dare kept his thoughts from his face as he nodded neutrally, waiting for the man to go on.

“Well this mega spawn point presents me an opportunity. Us an opportunity. If it's left alone long enough the monster roamers will eventually drive the lazy villagers from land they don't deserve. At which point their town charter dissolves and I can finally develop the land, to the betterment of all. I could even offer them generous employ, if they were willing to put in the work.”

Somehow Dare doubted the heartless bastard who'd tossed the mother of his son and heir out into the wilds the moment she was no longer useful, to be eaten by wild animals, knew what generous meant.

The reminder sent a fresh surge of rage through him that he had to struggle to push down.

Thankfully Torran was too intent on his spiel to notice. “So what if you were to wait a little while to clear that spawn point? I'd be more than happy to host you and your companions here, in full comfort, until the dispute with Lone Ox is resolved. And pay you, shall we say, 100 gold apiece? At which point you can clear the place out and take your spoils.”

Text appeared at the corner of Dare's vision. “Quest offered. A Noble Request: Baron Torran Laneti of Driftwain Province has offered you 100 gold if the village of Lone Ox becomes overrun with monsters. Current objective: Do nothing.”

Dare had never rejected or abandoned a quest, since there was no limit to how many he could have, and they were usually free experience plus the potential for other goodies. In fact he'd never thought he'd see a quest he didn't keep, just in case he found a chance to get to it later.

But he rejected this one. And had to fight the urge to spit at the man's feet.

He could wipe his ass with the baron's gold, but he reminded himself of Zuri's pleas and Tarin's welfare. So he carefully measured his tone. “I'm not sure that would be possible any longer, my Lord. My companion and I have already cleared the regular monsters infesting the spawn point. Perhaps the place will still produce roamers, but more likely it will have to fill again before overflowing with more roamers to threaten Lone Ox. That could take months or even years, and I mean to be gone in a few weeks at most.”

The cowboy baron's face briefly twisted with irritation. Then he sighed. “A pity, sir. Still, I suppose there are other means available to lords who need to reclaim land from unruly tenants. Potentially even more profitable ones.”

Godsdamnit. Dare thought of Johar and his family, who'd suffered just that sort of abuse from their lord and ultimately became slaves because of it. There was no way in hell he could allow that to happen to his son Brennais and the others in Lone Ox.

He wasn't sure it would be wise to challenge Torran directly on the matter, for Tarin's sake at least; he didn't want to alienate the man and potentially jeopardize Zuri's chance to see her son in the future. But maybe he should talk to Durrand and see what could be done to protect the village from the baron's predations.

A somewhat uncomfortable silence settled. In the other room Dare heard Tarin giggling in some childish game, and wished he was out there spending time with Zuri's son.

“I should stress that the request for aid came from Lone Ox,” Torran finally said, retrieving his glass and taking a sip. “I'm not obligated to pay you for your efforts at the mega spawn point. Nor am I inclined to.”

“Understood,” Dare said. “I came to inform you of my intensions as a courtesy, not to ask for gold.”

“Then, beg your pardon, but don't let me keep you.” The baron abruptly stood. “Do consider my offer . . . it remains open.”

The same text appeared at the corner of Dare's vision. “Quest offered. A Noble Request: Baron Torran Laneti of Driftwain Province has offered you 100 gold if the village of Lone Ox becomes overrun with monsters. Current objective: Do nothing.”

He again rejected it, standing as well. “I'm grateful for your hospitality, my Lord. I hope we can at least part amiably.”

“Amiably, yes.” Torran grudgingly offered his hand. “My best wishes with that business in Bastion. Hopefully you lot can get it sorted out before the King's forced to step in.”

“Or before more lives are lost,” Dare said, a bit more coolly than he'd intended; it was getting harder to hide his extreme dislike of the man.

Out in the receiving room Tarin paused from clacking two blocks together to stare up at him curiously. Mileea, busily working on an embroidery hoop, gave him a cool look and inclined her head.

Dare bowed. “I'll be taking my leave, my Lady. Thank you for your hospitality.” He smiled at Zuri's son. “Good night, Tarin. It was nice to meet you.”


Chapter Fourteen

Waiting

Dare swung by Lone Ox on the way back to the Boarite city to warn Durrand of what Torran had told him, as well as explain what had happened to Johar.

“I shouldn't be surprised,” the haggard Mayor said bitterly. “That man would grind us up to feed his cattle if he thought he could get away with it.”

“Is there anything you can do?” As Dare spoke he was distracted by Ellui and Brennal on the other side of the room, quietly conversing while their children played at their feet and the big man cradled Brennais in his arms.

He wished he could hold his son.

On the plus side it really did seem like Ellui's claim that her marriage had improved was true, based on the peaceful family scene. And now that Brennal had gotten over his shock at Dare's level he'd even invited him around to the tavern sometime to share a drink.

Durrand shook his head wearily. “I'll have to think about it, maybe speak to the mayors of the nearby villages. Although rest assured . . . if we won't take being overrun by monsters lying down, we certainly won't let that cow fucker sell us off as slaves and steal our land.”

“Well let me know if there's anything I can help you with,” Dare said, watching as Brennais began to fuss and Brennal handed him over to Ellui, who rested him on her shoulder and began to gently pat his back. The big man headed outside, calling he was going to grab a drink then make a last patrol before the sun set as he slammed the door behind him.

The Mayor clapped Dare on the shoulder, regaining his attention. “I appreciate that, lad. This has all been a nightmare, but you've offered the only ray of sunlight we can see in a deep hole.” He looked away. “I only wish we could repay you somehow.”

“Repay me by prospering,” Dare said firmly. “That's all I want for Lone Ox.” He stood and reached for his pack. “I need to get back to the mega spawn point. I'll check in regularly to make sure there's no trouble here.”

“You're welcome to stay,” Durrand said quickly. “We've a good bed and good food. It's the least we can do.”

“I appreciate it, but my fiancee's waiting for me there.” He clapped the gaunt man on the arm. “Get your people planting and rebuilding. There won't be any more roamers.”

Dare had just stepped off the porch, turning west on the small street, when a voice called him back from the door. It was Ellui, cradling Brennais.

She looked down at him for what felt like forever before finally speaking in a neutral voice. “Durrand said the nearby communities have banded together to provide us funds for rebuilding. He gave us a generous portion to build a new house on our farm.”

“I'm glad to hear,” he said. “You should be able to get back to your lives now.”

“I pray it's so.” After a last hesitation the plump farmwife descended the stairs, glaring at him. “This ain't your baby, you know that.”

“I don't contest that,” Dare said, not sure if he sounded convincing.

She sniffed, then held Brennais out to him. “I trust you know how to hold him properly?”

Heart soaring, he gently took the baby in his arms, cradling him close and looking down at his adorable little face with wonder. His son looked up at him and gave a huge yawn, big blue eyes blinking sleepily. “He's a beautiful baby, no doubt.”

“Aye, and we love him with all our hearts.” Ellui took her son back, hesitated, then continued grudgingly. “Brennal's discussed naming you the boy's Guide, Sir Darren, if you're willing. I . . . wouldn't be opposed, as long as you don't get any stupid ideas.”

From what Dare knew a Guide was similar to a godfather back on Earth, although a more secular role. He or she agreed to assist with the child's education, and try to provide them opportunities like apprenticeship or employment as they grew older. As well as promising to care for them should tragedy befall the parents.

It was a great honor, and a solemn responsibility. And it would let him be part of his son's life. “I would be honored,” he said, voice catching slightly. “I live far away in Bastion, you understand, but I'll do my best.”

“Aye.” Ellui stared bitterly at the village around her. “Well, maybe we might try our hand at settling up north. This place was never much, and from what I overheard from your conversation with Durrand that bastard Laneti's trying to take what little we have.”

“If you do, there's land to farm at Nirim Manor.”

She made a noncommittal noise. “Be sure to stop in before you head north, to check on your charge. I trust you'll treat your Guide duties with the utmost diligence.”

“I will.” Dare nodded to her, smiled down at Brennais, then turned and ran west, steps far lighter than when he'd entered the village.

◆◆◆

A few hundred yards from the Boarite city Dare's perception circle warned him of someone hiding in the bushes up ahead.

From the class, Level 13 Tailor, he guessed it was Lily's sister Daisy. Although hell if he knew what she was doing; did she realize that at his level he could sense her from a football field away? It wasn't like she had a Stealth ability.

After barely a hesitation he kept going on his path that would take him right past her, deciding that whatever she had planned he'd probably enjoy it.

As it turned out, what she had planned was to burst from hiding and tackle him to the ground, sending his pack flying, then straddle him with her face just inches from his. Even though she'd just been sitting there she was panting, and her face was flushed with excitement.
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“You know what I've been thinking?” she whispered in his ear in a low, throaty voice.

Dare gulped, keenly aware of the heat of her bare sex pressed directly against his crotch, making it begin to stir and stiffen. “What?” he asked, voice slightly strangled.

She began very subtly grinding against him, moaning softly. “I can't tell you how many times I've gotten off to being chased down, pinned, and mounted by random travelers. Or if they weren't available then my friends. Or if not that then even just remembering good times or imagining the ideal way it could happen while furiously rubbing myself.”

Dare bit back a gasp as the beautiful brunette reached between them and grabbed his cock almost roughly, stroking it until it was straining in his pants. “But what I've realized is I like being the one to chase down and mount my friends. So for years I've wanted to find a man I could chase down, pin, and mount.”

He wasn't about to complain if she wanted to reverse roles. “If you'd like to-”

She squeezed his shaft, hard, making him cut off with a grunt. “Of course I want to make sure you're up for it,” she said. “If you are then nod.” He nodded eagerly. “Good.”

Lily's sister abruptly let go of him and sat up straight, pussy still pressed firmly against his shaft, and looked down at him with eager eyes. “Okay, here's the game. If you don't get caught for five minutes you get to be on top and do whatever you want. If I catch you first, you play the role of the helpless captured bunny while I have my way with you.”

“So I win either way?” Dare asked with a grin.

She giggled. “We both win. But the chase is part of the fun.” She raised to a crouch and leapt twenty feet away with a single effortless bound. “Okay, your safe word is “carrot”. I'm counting to ten.”

Wait, right now?

“One!”

Dare frantically tossed his weapons over where his pack had landed and bolted into the trees, trying to get as much distance as he could without activating Cheetah's Dash. He'd save that for when the beautiful brunette bunny girl started chasing him.

“Seven!”

Maybe he should try hiding? The question, though, was whether he should actually try to get away. Honestly getting captured by Daisy while she had her way with him sounded pretty fucking awesome.

Still, Lily's oldest sister would be disappointed if he didn't try his best to give her a challenge.

“Ten!”

Too late to hide. And anyway if Dare hid she might catch him before he could even try to run. So he activated Cheetah's Dash and sprinted at reckless speeds through the trees, ducking branches and vaulting undergrowth.

He didn't even hear Daisy take up the chase, with that talent bunny girls had for running swiftly but quietly. But he didn't need to worry about knowing where she was, because she was fully engaged in the game.

“Oho, what's this?” Her voice teasingly chased him through the trees, gradually getting closer. “A helpless young man all alone in the middle of the dark woods? Maybe he needs to be taught a lesson about not wandering away from safety . . . you never know what you might run into out here.”

Dare used Roll and Shoot to throw himself through a narrow gap between two trees, then came up to his feet and sped up to a sprint again.

“Oooh, I can hear his heart thundering in fright. Poor terrified man. He knows he's prey and a predator's on the prowl.”

Had it been a minute yet? He spotted a critter at max distance and Pounced to it, then sped up. Cheetah's Dash would run out long before five minutes, so if he wanted to hold out longer than the two minutes it lasted he'd need to either get a huge lead, which didn't seem likely, or be clever about dodging her.

Which also didn't seem likely, since bunny girls were as nimble as they were fast, and could shift directions on a dime.

This was a game he was destined to lose, and he doubted Daisy was going to go easy on him.

Cheetah's Dash ran out, and as Dare slowed he glanced back to see if he could spot his pursuer. He hadn't heard her say anything for a while, which should've warned him. But it didn't.

Instead he was caught completely by surprise as the gorgeous bunny girl flew at him from ahead and to the side, tackling him into a soft flowering lilac bush that partially broke their fall at the speeds they were running.

He thrashed, trying to get free without being so forceful he accidentally hurt her. But the beautiful brunette must've gotten plenty of practice pinning and mounting her friends, because she rode him expertly until she'd finally managed to get him on his back, arms pinned by her knees and legs unable to find purchase in the springy bush.

She stared down at him, beautiful breasts moving majestically as her chest heaved with gasping breaths. Although he thought her panting had more to do with excitement than being winded.

“Got you,” she purred in a low, sultry voice that sent a thrill through him.

Dare continued to put up the pretense of a struggle as she boldly groped him, moaning in pleasure as her hand pushed beneath his shirt to trace his abs and stroke his pecs. Her other hand grabbed his ass and kneaded it firmly.

All the while she rubbed her pussy against his crotch, the heady scent of her arousal mingling with the blossoms from the lilac bush to fill the air with a heavenly aroma.

Daisy leaned down to claim his lips fiercely, shoving her tongue into his mouth and tracing his teeth, then finding his tongue and wrestling it into submission. Her grinding became more urgent, and through the cloth of his pants he felt her nectar seeping through. Along with the furnace heat of her hungry sex.

“Yes!” the gorgeous bunny girl gasped, breaking the kiss. “I have you at my mercy and I'm going to take you. I'm going to make you filthy with my juices and do the most obscene things to you.”

Dare groaned as she shifted enough to eagerly work the ties to his pants, freeing his raging cock. She roughly jerked it with both hands, moaning in pleasure. “Goddess, you're so hard but also so soft. You're going to feel so good in me. I'll drain you dry over and over until you have nothing left . . . you're my plaything for my pleasure.”

She rose up and slammed down onto his cock, either by expert practice or pure luck managing to get him inside her tight pussy instead of missing and mashing him between them. She gave a sharp cry of pleasure and began rocking hard, hips jerking up and then slamming back down with almost brutal need.

He could be honest, he doubted he would've fucked Lily's sister anywhere near this roughly, especially not to start off. But she was going nuts as she aggressively mounted him, bouncing up and down on his cock as if she wanted to break it in two.

It felt incredible.

He had a feeling she didn't orgasm once; instead she was continuously climaxing. Her arousal flowed constantly, flooding into his pants through his fly and soaking the inside, soaking the outside, soaking the ground beneath him. She squirted at least half a dozen times.

As for him, her fucking was so intense he was swept up it, almost forgetting to orgasm himself.

Pinned and feigning helplessness, Dare lay back and enjoyed the ride. Although Daisy didn't want him to relax; she began spanking him hard, and leaned forward while still riding him frantically so she could get at his neck, ferociously sucking and nibbling on both sides hard enough to give him the mothers of all hickeys.

It was when she clamped down on the meat of his shoulder with her blunt bunny front teeth, biting surprisingly hard, that he gave a strangled grunt and his orgasm swept through him in a rush, pumping his seed into her furnace hot tunnel.

The gorgeous bunny girl whimpered in pleasure as she felt him spurting inside her, but didn't even pause her frantic ride, her silky walls hungrily milking him even after his last trickle.

Over the next ten minutes she spanked, she bit, she clawed his chest with her manicured fingernails, and she came nonstop, yanking two more orgasms from him and then continuing on as his ultra sensitive tip screamed for mercy.

Dare was just on the verge of using the safe word when Lily's sister finally slumped down on his chest with a final satisfied whimper, soft body trembling as she panted against his neck. “T-there,” she gasped. “You're j-just prey for any horny b-bunny girl who stumbles ac-cross you. Thats w-what you are.”

“Will you let me go now?” he pled with convincing plaintiveness, gamely playing the captured prey.

“N-no! I have to remind you in c-case you forget.” She pushed up to her feet on trembling legs and crouched over him. With no more warning than that he watched her flushed, sex-raw lips part and a stream shot out, a surge of warm wetness splashing all over his chest and crotch, filling the air with the pungent scent of her urine and arousal.

He hastily closed his eyes as she shifted the stream to his face, spluttering and swallowing reflexively as some went into his mouth, and then the torrent ended and he heard the light pad of her feet stepping away. “There, now you're marked with my scent all over you,” she panted. “Just so you remember you're my plaything.”

Dare lay there for a while, a bit stunned by the whirlwind of passion that had just swept him up. Finally he hesitantly wiped his eyes and squinted up at where Daisy stood a few feet away, tottering slightly and looking completely limp. Right up to her long white ears drooping down to either side of her flushed face.

To his surprise the gorgeous bunny girl had her hands over her eyes and was blushing as furiously as her sister ever had. “Oh dear,” she said, peeking at him through her fingers. “I went way overboard there, didn't I? I just got so caught up in the game.”

He found a dry part of his sleeve and wiped at his eyes again; they were starting to sting. “Just a bit,” he said with a laugh. “No worries though, I knew the safe word if you really got out of hand.”

Lily's sister dropped down beside him and cuddled close, not seeming to mind her pee all over him. She hesitantly rubbed his chest, looking at him anxiously. “I was just so excited about finally being able to roleplay with a man like I'd always wanted. But now I guess you'll never want to do this again.”

Dare grinned ruefully and rubbed her back, enjoying the chance to finally caress the beautiful bunny girl after she'd been in control. “Are you kidding? This was fun.” A bit intense, maybe, but it wouldn't be the first time he'd enjoyed wild sex.

Daisy looked at him hopefully. “Really? I'm glad.” She blushed a bit as she wiped at his cheek. “Sorry about the mess. Next time you can pee on me if you want.”

He blinked, and in spite of himself his sore cock lurched at the prospect. “No need for that,” he said hastily.

“Well of course there's no need,” she said with a giggle. “But I actually like it. It's really hot and naughty. As long as I can clean up afterwards, of course.” Her big green eyes danced as she looked down at his stiffening cock. “I get the feeling you like it too, so we'll both have fun. We can pee on each other.”

Dare would definitely mark that as a future possibility, if she was really up for it; he'd never done that before, and wouldn't want to ask a lover since he'd feel like a jerk. But if she was the one asking because she liked it . . .

With a groan he pushed to his feet. “Speaking of which, I've got Cleanse Target scrolls in my pack.” He paused as he remembered; this had all happened so fast he'd forgotten. “And Prevent Conception.”

“Right.” The beautiful brunette looked a bit disappointed. “We don't have to, you know. I'd love to have your baby. As many as you want, even one after another.” She sighed. “Although I guess it wouldn't really be fair to Lily . . . she should get to have babies with you first. Even if she doesn't seem to be in any hurry.”

The sun had set during their roleplay, and in the fading light they ran back to where he'd left his things. Daisy accepted one of Zuri's Prevent Conception scrolls from him and cast it, pressing glowing hands to her lower belly, then she led the way to a nearby stream and they held each other close as they shared a Cleanse Target scroll.

As the water magically flowed over them, whisking away the mess they'd made together, the beautiful brunette bunny girl pressed against him, nuzzling his neck. “I wish we could play some more,” she said wistfully as she kissed the hickey she'd made there. “But I guess there'll be plenty of time.”

Together they ran to the Boarite city, where they found Clover on watch. “The weaker Boarites from the center that you couldn't safely pull spread out to the camp,” she reported. “And we saw 45 new ones spawn. Lily took care of them.” She held out her hand. “Here, this dropped off one.”

Dare took the plain silver ring and inspected its information screen. It was Level 23 Exceptional quality and gave 5% stamina regen, which while humble was still pretty cool. “Didn't she want it?”

His fiancee's mother snickered. “She said you already have trouble keeping up, so you should have it for long runs.” She playfully ran a hand down his chest, stopping just short of his belt. “Also this might help you keep up with us in other ways . . . I see Daisy's already done her best to wear you out.”

He felt his cheeks heat at her frank words as he slipped the ring onto his finger. “Is Lily back at the warren, then?”

“She is.” The pure white bunny girl looked at the fading light on the horizon. “Everyone will probably be asleep by the time you get there. You can use my bed.” Her voice turned teasing. “Unless of course Daisy-”

“Wants to share her bed!” the gorgeous brunette blurted as she eagerly grabbed his arm. “Come on, we can play some more and then snuggle!”

That put a bit of pep in his step as they ran to Brighthill Warren. And while it was hard to be sure, he thought he noticed the ring having a noticeable effect on his stamina.

Which he was sure they'd be testing further tonight.

Daisy dragged him into a room that was completely covered with soft carpets and beautifully crafted tapestries, which featured cunids frolicking in meadows and swimming in rivers. The bed was piled high with the softest blankets he'd ever seen, which they eagerly sank into after stripping, already kissing and groping each other.

She let him take the lead more this time, and he was more than happy to get on top of her and kiss her as he thrust inside her warm tunnel, fondling her perfect breasts and teasing her nipples at the same time.

At some point Dare became aware of another pair of hands stroking him, another soft body pressed against his back. He turned to see Daisy's friend Sunlight, a gorgeous golden blonde with big green eyes, white ears and tail, and a slender, delicate body.

She was about the same height and build as Lily's sister, which made it convenient as Daisy squirmed out from under him to pin the unexpected arrival to the bed, firmly rubbing her pussy against Sunlight's glistening folds as the two moaned in enjoyment.

Then Daisy looked over her shoulder at him, face flushed. “Well, what are you waiting for? I've got her pinned down and everything. Go ahead and mount her.”

“Yes, please!” Sunlight blurted, hips twitching in anticipation and one dainty foot drumming the bed eagerly.

Dare realized that the way the two bunny girls were lying presented both of their glistening pussies to him, one on top of the other. He was able to push into Sunlight's tight entrance, drawing a delighted squeal from her, then pull out and plunge into Daisy's welcoming folds.

“Let's make this a contest, bestie!” Lily's sister said as she passionately kissed her friend. “Both of us try to make him feel as good as possible, and whichever one he comes inside wins!”

He wasn't sure how exactly they were going to do that when they were busy kissing and groping each other. Until he realized both girls were focusing very hard on tensing and contracting their vaginal muscles, with the sort of expertise that came of long practice.

Their already tight, pleasurable pussies became heavenly as they clutched at his huge cock, rippling in delicious waves, and did their best to milk an orgasm out of him.

It wasn't quite fair since this was his first time with Sunlight, so he was enjoying the feel of her for her newness as well as her stunning beauty and incredible tight heat. Also she played a bit dirty, looking over Daisy's shoulder and mouthing, “Give me a baby,” with smoky eyes.

At which point Dare remembered he hadn't used a scroll on himself, only Lily's sister. The prospect of knocking up the gorgeous blonde caught him off guard and he felt his release surging through him.

With a groan he plunged into Sunlight until he felt his tip pressing against her furnace hot core, grabbing her sexy legs to hold his position as he emptied his balls inside her.

After which, to the gorgeous blonde's disappointment, he retrieved a Prevent Conception scroll and gave it to her for her to cast on herself. Then, just in case they had more unexpected visitors, he cast one on himself as well.

Thankfully Carilina had made him a bunch of the things. Way more than he'd need for even a month with Lily.

Almost as if she'd known he was going to be staying in a warren full of insatiable bunny girls.

Not impossible, if Ireni had given her a heads up. He was going to have to pamper both his bookish fiancee outrageously when he got home to thank her for her forethought. As well as all the other women he loved back at Nirim Manor, because he missed them.

The moment Sunlight finished casting the scroll she leapt onto the bed on her hands and knees, presenting her shapely ass to him. “Okay, now my butt!”

Dare couldn't help but grin as he pressed his shaft, well lubricated with the nectar of his two lovers, against her lovely pink rosebud, making her whimper in anticipation as he slowly shoved inside. Her bowels were heavenly, warm and soft and deep enough to envelope his full length, and in spite of his best efforts he only lasted a few minutes before exploding inside her again, painting her insides.

After he pulled out Daisy wanted her turn for backdoor play. She lovingly washed his cock, rubbed her sopping entrance on the underside of it until her nectar coated it liberally, then lay on her back with her knees resting on either side of her head, ass raised high in the air and fluffy white cottontail twitching eagerly.

“It's been a while since I've been taken up the butt, so go extra hard,” she said, grinning at him over her pucker.

Dare blinked, sure he'd heard wrong. “You mean extra gentle?”

Sunlight giggled, and Daisy laughed outright. “I know what I said,” she teased, waggling her ass in his direction. “Extra hard.”

She wasn't exaggerating, either, because as he began slowly but smoothly pushing inside her, giving her tight sphincter a chance to adjust, she impatiently pushed against him, demanding he go faster. So he did, and at her entreaties went harder and harder, his thick shaft stretching her asshole to a pale ring that strained to close around him.

Lily's oldest sister was even tighter than her friend, as well as hotter and softer, and even though he'd just come repeatedly he lasted even less time before groaning and grabbing her firm ass with both hands, plunging in to the hilt hard enough to make her cheeks slap loudly against his thighs as he began to pulse in pleasure, shooting his seed deep inside her bowels.

At that point Sunlight cleaned him up, lovingly stroking his cock with her soapy hands. Then, all of them worn out and content from their lovemaking, they piled into bed with the two girls atop him and began to drift off into blissful slumber.

At which point they did get another visitor.

Dare felt the bed bounce and then the weight atop him increase as another girl joined them. Berry, it turned out, cheerfully getting the fun started all over again.

When she learned he'd fucked her friends in the ass she insistently rubbed her own spectacular globes against his cock until he was hard again. Which gave him a chance to test the stamina regen on his new ring with another vigorous workout, as he pushed between her luscious round cheeks and deep inside her heavenly sphincter with a groan of pleasure.

Logically he knew that having a big, juicy ass didn't necessarily mean the anal would be any better. But it definitely was with Berry.

Daisy and Sunlight enthusiastically joined in, playing with their friend even after she tired him out. Until finally they all cuddled together in exhausted, contented sleep.

The only other disturbance to their rest was Lily sneaking in to push Berry aside, snuggling up to him and giving him a sweet kiss goodnight. They stayed awake just long enough for him to reassure her that Zuri's son was doing fine and seemed to be in a loving family, then she contentedly cuddled against him and her breathing slowed and deepened.

Apparently she'd been worn out by Lilac, Dahlia, and Tansy and was ready to call it a night.

Considering his own workout Dare was more than happy to hold his beloved close and sleep blissfully in her arms. He had a feeling he was going to need his energy tomorrow, which was why even though he wasn't a fan of wearing jewelry to bed, he kept the stamina regen ring on.

It didn't take him long the next morning to be glad he had.


Chapter Fifteen

Game

Dare woke up early, as usual.

He was feeling even more refreshed than previous nights here, probably thanks to the ring, and was ready to get out there and handle the 6 o'clock respawns. As well as take out any more of the weaker monsters that had spread out from the center of the spawn point.

Lily, Daisy, and Berry were all asleep still, while Sunlight was nowhere to be seen; maybe she had the shift watching the Boarite city this morning and had already left to head there.

His fiancee stirred to wake up when she heard him dressing, and he returned to the bed and kissed her back to sleep. “You took care of things yesterday after I left,” he whispered. “I'll handle it this morning. Sleep and spend some time with your family and friends.”

“Okay, love you,” she murmured.

Berry made a mild noise of complaint at the talking and pressed closer to Lily, and his fiancee was happy to cuddle her friend and go back to sleep.

Dare finished dressing, grabbed all his things, and ducked out into the common room.

To his surprise he discovered that in spite of the early hour, the other bunny girls were already awake and seated around the large table. With the exception of Clover, who was probably still in bed.

He didn't think it was a coincidence that these were all the girls he hadn't slept with yet, and they'd made the effort to wake up before he slipped out on them: that included Lily's older sisters Rose, Orchid, and Chrysanthemum, as well as their friends Lilac, Tansy, and Dahlia.

Considering those last three had been the first to meet him and he still hadn't had sex with them, their pouts were understandable.

The bunny girls all perked up eagerly at his appearance, ushering him to a seat at the table and pushing a plate piled high with fried mushrooms and a bowl of root vegetable stew in front of him. Dare was glad to focus on the delicious food, in spite of his many lovers and sexual exploits still a bit uncertain around six beautiful naked women who were all fussing over him.

Lilac kept trying to climb into his lap, bold and playful as always, and a shy but surprisingly determined Rose kept having to hold her back. In the meantime Tansy and Dahlia were working together to massage his shoulders and scalp, all the while kissing and sucking on his neck, spreading the hickeys Daisy had given him, and jostling against each other to rub themselves against his back. Orchid and Chrysanthemum, or Chrys as she insisted he call her, sat across the table from him, staring at him with doe eyes while subtly posing to entice him with their lush bodies.

Particularly lush for Chrys, since she was the very definition of a chubby bunny, tall and delightfully rounded, with Lily's coloring aside from having light gray fur on her ears and tail.

The heady aroma of the six girls' arousal overpowered the scents of the food in front of him, and every single groove he saw between the nude bunny girls' legs glistened with arousal. As did most of their thighs.

It was a bit awkward to eat while hard as a rock.

Dare looked around at their somewhat glassy stares and felt a surge of amusement. “Wasn't anyone else going to eat?” he asked.

The bunny girls all giggled. “There's only one thing I want to eat!” Lilac said. She'd given up trying to wrestle Rose to get to him and was now giving him bedroom eyes while nibbling on a carrot.

Somehow she made that look very suggestive without doing anything outright sexy. Maybe it was Lily's offhand comment once about how much bunny girls loved a good carrot; Dare had to push away the unbidden mental image of the beautiful petite woman sliding the vegetable inside her while moaning in pleasure, and his cock throbbed with new urgency.

When he'd cleaned his plate and bowl he was a bit embarrassed to stand with that huge tent, but he did anyway. “Thanks for breakfast, but I should go check the respawn,” he said apologetically.

Part of him screamed he was crazy to ditch half a dozen bunny girls who wanted to fuck his brains out. But another was a bit nervous at the way the voracious women were looking at him as if they wanted to devour him whole.

Which, judging by the way Lilac was making a show of pretending to swallow the thickest part of her carrot, deep throating it without so much as a gag, they probably did.

“Ah ah ah!” Dahlia said in a stern voice as he stepped towards the door. The tall platinum blonde darted in front of him and crossed her arms beneath her huge breasts, which made them stand out even more prominently. “Sunlight's got things in hand over there, and she said for you to take your time.”

“Even so, I need-”

“Nope!” Lilac said, squirming free of Rose's grasp and joining her friend blocking his way, crossing her slender arms beneath her pert breasts as well. “We can understand Clover claiming you the night before last, since she had your baby. And anyway she probably had to turn in early because she's so old, so she gave you a chance to get a full night's sleep.”

Tansy nodded, also joining them; he was starting to feel a bit outnumbered. “But that's no excuse for leaving us hanging yesterday or last night. Especially when the others got to be with you and not us.”

“Yeah that's not fair, we should have a chance to spend time with you too!” blurted Lily's sister Rose, who was a year older and had long dark red hair and big blue eyes. She was one of the taller girls there, and the one he'd noticed who was so slender she could've been a dryad, with narrow shoulders and hips that took nothing away from her womanly curves.

The willowy redhead looked surprised by her own outburst, then blushed furiously when he looked at her. Those were the first words she'd spoken around him, since she seemed so incredibly shy that even Dare looking in her direction made her squirm and go pink all over her milky pale body, from her delicate feet all the way to the roots of her hair.

It reminded him a bit of Lily with her very visible blushes, and it was absolutely adorable.

“We know you need to go deal with the Boarite city,” Orchid said firmly. “But we insist you at least run with us there.”

Well that was reasonable enough . . . he had half expected they wanted to have an orgy right here at the breakfast table. Although probably not Lily's sisters at the same time, since they didn't seem adventurous like that the way the fox girl twins were.

“Sure, of course I'd love to run with you,” he said with a smile as he retrieved his pack.

The bunny girls squealed with delight and bounced up and down excitedly. “I hope he catches me first!” Lilac blurted, unabashedly rubbing her dewy folds with an eager little hand.

He froze while buckling his pack's belt. Wait, what?

The girls all crowded to the door, expressing similar sentiments, and he realized he might've inadvertently agreed to something he hadn't been meaning to.

Although . . . Sunlight was on watch. He trusted she'd seek him out if any roamers emerged from the spawn point.

And he couldn't exactly break his word to all these lovely ladies, could he? Especially since he did feel bad about not being able to give them the attention they deserved when they'd all been so great.

Besides, now that the possibility was laid out in front of him in the, ahem, barest terms, he found himself eager for it.

So he grinned and reached into his pack for a Prevent Conception scroll, beginning to cast it on himself. “All right, ladies, let's play tag.”

Chrys let out a bubbly laugh, her entire round body shaking with mirth. “Who said anything about tag, cutie? I'm not a storybook romantic like Lily. I want to play “run me down, pin me to the ground, and have your way with me as roughly as possible.”

Oh gods yes.

Dahlia nodded firmly. “By the time you're done with me I want to be pounded a foot into the ground by your jackhammering, like a very satisfied nail.”

Clover, rubbing her eyes sleepily, finally made an appearance and laughed as she realized what was going on. “Go ahead and strip down, Dare. I'll carry your things to the Boarite city so you can play.” She grinned at the other bunny girls. “It's the least I can do after keeping you all to myself for an entire night.”

“Damn straight,” Lilac growled, pouting. “You could've at least let me sneak in and cuddle.”

Clover sternly tweaked the purple-haired girl's long white ear. “Your “cuddling” would've been waking him up and riding his pole until he passed out from exhaustion again, and you know it.”

The petite bunny girl pouted adorably. “He wouldn't have complained.”

She was right, he probably wouldn't have. But he would've been no use to anyone yesterday either.

Dare stripped down, a bit embarrassed at the intense crowd of horny bunny girls avidly watching his every move. They all sighed with each article of clothing removed.

“Goddess fertile, you're beautiful,” Dahlia said, heaving breaths doing very nice things to her glorious breasts. “You could've been born a cunid.”

He felt his cheeks heat as he finished stripping off his underclothes, although he obligingly put on a bit of a show as he revealed his massive cock, drawing a chorus of delighted gasps from the women clustered around him. They were literally drooling at the sight of it, and from both pairs of lips.

“Have fun,” Lily's mother told them. She gave him a quick but heated kiss, slipping in a bit of tongue, before gathering his things and bounding off down the tunnel.

Leaving Dare to be eagerly tugged outside by the women of Brighthill Warren, occasionally by his throbbing erection as some of the girls got more daring and used it as a very large, very prominent handle.

One of whom, again surprising him, was Lily's sister Rose. Apparently horny beat shy, because while the willowy redhead blushed scarlet the entire time, that didn't stop her from getting a good feel of his entire length with her long, elegant fingers, biting her lip with her adorable bunny front teeth as she marveled at his size.

Somehow, the idea of playing with the incredibly shy but horny bunny girl was especially appealing. He wondered if Rose would blush this adorably while he was thrusting inside her soft pink pussy. Which he couldn't help but notice was flushed and dripping with arousal, and had an unusually prominent clitoris that just begged to be toyed with.

“Okay, Dare,” Lily's sister Orchid said, playfully slapping his ass and making him jump and turn his eyes away from her willowy sister. Orchid had Daisy's soft brown hair, but also brown eyes, brown ears, and a soft brown cottontail.

While quieter than the others, unlike Rose she wasn't the least bit shy. As she showed by taking charge of the game. “Mom says you'll break immersion if we don't set the rules beforehand for our roleplay,” she continued with a grin, “so from now on consider us cute helpless bunny girls, to be run down and mounted as we struggle to get away.”

“And everyone's okay with this?” Dare asked. He knew this was what revved a bunny girl's engine, and Lily certainly loved it when they did it together. But he felt like he should make sure when it was a bunch of girls he'd just met.

He got puzzled looks in response. “Okay?” Rose finally blurted, blushing scarlet as he turned to look at her. “It's exactly what we want, which is why we're asking you to do it.” She shyly clasped her hands in front of her with adorable earnestness, as if begging for sweets. “So, um, please chase us and mount us!”

She was just too cute for words.

The other girls nodded in firm agreement, mimicking her pose of clasping their hands in front of them and looking at him with big pleading eyes.

How could he say no to that?

Orchid smiled fondly at her little sister and reached up to rub her long white ears as she turned to Dare. “Our safe word will be “carrot”, although I don't expect any of us will need it. Any last questions?”

He couldn't think of any, and honestly he was as eager to start the game as the girls. “Ready when you are.”

Lilac giggled. “We'll find out who he fancies when we see who he chases first.”

“Or at least who's slowest,” Dahlia teased, nudging Chrys.

The chubby bunny just laughed at that, her whole body jiggling with her mirth; she was unquestionably the most cheerful woman there. She was closest to Lily in coloring with her silver hair and gray eyes, although her tail and velvety ears were also light gray. And like all his fiancee's older sisters she was beautiful, with pleasant round features that were adorable on her soft pillowy body. “We all slow down for humans anyway,” she joked back.

“Not Dare, hopefully,” Orchid said, grinning at him. Then she raised her arm over her head like she was about to start a race. “Okay girls, scatter!” she shouted, dropping her arm, then bolted off with an excited squeal.

Shouting in excitement, the bunny girls vanished into the trees as if by magic, so all he had were brief glimpses of milky pale skin and playfully twitching ears or cottontails. Purposeful glimpses, most likely, so he didn't lose track of them and spoil the fun.

Lilac was right in her teasing, because Dare wasn't ashamed to admit he chased Rose first since he felt the most drawn to her. Not that he wouldn't have been happy to catch any of the beautiful bunny girls.

As he activated Cheetah's Dash and bolted after the shy redhead he was vaguely aware of rustles all around him, bunny girls keeping close enough to tantalize him with glimpses of them through the trees. Some came closer, as if hoping that making themselves a more tempting prospect would get him to abandon his chase of Rose.

Although the truth was, he had to abandon it due to conceding defeat.

When the willowy bunny girl realized he was on her tail she squealed with delighted surprise. But her shyness seemed to get the better of her, because in a flash she went from a loping run to the bunny girl bound that suggested she was running full out. A visible blush crept up the back of her neck as she disappeared into the trees within seconds, dark red hair streaming out behind her.

Even with Cheetah's Dash Dare wouldn't have had a hope of keeping up with her, so he veered off after a glimpse of soft brunette hair and and a fluffy tan cottontail, hearing Orchid's shriek of mock terror as he took up the chase.

She made it a bit easier to keep up with her, playfully shimmying her pert tush at him as he vaulted logs and ducked around bushes. But try as he might he couldn't get within arm's reach of the gorgeous brunette, and eventually he switched to chasing chubby bunny Chrys.

To his chagrin, in spite of her round body Lily's sister scampered through the trees with surprising grace, giggling the entire time. Until finally she pulled a magic trick and vanished from view.

It went like that for the first few minutes, all of the girls seeming to deliberately invite him to chase them, then just as deliberately get away after he'd pursued them for a while. His Cheetah's Dash eventually fell off and he felt like a snail as he struggled to keep up, while they obligingly slowed down for him.

In spite of that, Dare had to admit it was the funnest game of tag he'd played in a while, bolting after giggling bunny girls until he'd worked up a good sweat in spite of the chill morning air.

After teasing him for a while they finally gave him a fair chance, running just fast enough for him to keep up. Occasionally they'd even weave in closer or pretend to stumble, so he got just close enough to get a tantalizing feel of soft skin or silky hair or fur.

Then they'd dart away again with shrieks of laughter and mock fright; for all their talk of breaking immersion, they weren't doing a convincing job of playing helpless bunny girls trying their hardest to escape being caught and mounted.

Eventually he was sure they'd get tired of playing and let him catch them, although it happened sooner than he'd expected. And he shouldn't have been surprised that it was Lilac whose horniness overpowered her playful desire to be chased first.

The petite bunny girl veered in close and slowed down, distracting him from his pursuit of Orchid, and he gamely switched to chase her instead, making her squeal with delight. After less than twenty yards she tripped on nothing and went sprawling over a conveniently placed log, dark purple hair whipping out to cover her face.
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Her curvy backside was positioned perfectly so if he kept going he'd basically run cock-first into her flushed, glistening pussy.

“Oh noes!” she wailed, waggling her ass invitingly as she made a mock attempt to escape, cute little cottontail twitching in excitement. “I can't seem to get off this log, whatever will I do? I sure hope some handsome stranger with a huge cock doesn't wander by and take advantage of me.”

Dare couldn't help but laugh as he grabbed Lilac's hips, holding her weight so her soft skin wouldn't rub against the rough bark, and positioned himself at her entrance. “Okay, okay, you don't have to lay it on too thick,” he said lightly as he slid his tip between her velvety pink folds to gather her arousal, making her quiver in eager anticipation.

She shot him a dirty look at breaking immersion, then giggled. “No, laying it on thick is your job.”

He took the hint and pressed into her silken heat, stretching her dewy lips into a tight pale ring around his massive girth.

“Goddessss!” his purple-haired lover moaned, clutching the tree desperately as she trembled on his shaft. “No wonder Clover kept you all to herself. I can't even blame her . . . your cock is made for pleasuring bunny girls.”

Dare couldn't help but grin; that wouldn't be the first time he'd heard that. He kept pushing more of his length into the petite woman, her soft walls opening for him and then wrapping around him snugly as a glove.

“Gods, you feel good,” he blurted as he bottomed out inside her.

She wiggled against him in delight, rubbing his tip against her core. “Then don't hold back.”

He didn't.

The woods soon rang with Lilac's squeals as he plunged in and out of her silky tunnel, her tight ring sinking in slightly with his shaft and pulling out a bit as he withdrew as if reluctant to let him go. It took less than a minute to make her squirt all over him, and with the intensity of her orgasm she slumped against the log, the rough bark scraping her soft skin.

That wouldn't do.

Dare wrapped an arm around her full chest and another around her slender waist and lifted her up, holding the petite bunny girl's slight weight as he continued to eagerly thrust into her. She moaned and slumped back against his chest, soft purple hair brushing pleasantly against his skin, and let her legs dangle as she let him do the work.

Before long she was quivering in another powerful orgasm, her whimpers driving him to renew his efforts. “You should cancel Prevent Conception,” she suddenly blurted, craning her neck to look up at him with smoky eyes. “We could make a baby right now. Wouldn't that be super hot? Imagine me all big and round with your baby. My boobs would get so big, as big as Dahlia's, and my nipples would be super sensitive. You could even suck them . . . bunny girl milk is really light and sweet.”

That pushed him over the edge.

With a groan he leaned back to get a better angle and thrust frantically, trying to push her to another climax as he fought to hold back his own rushing surge of pleasure. He failed, and after several heroic seconds began shooting his seed against her tight walls with such intensity his legs weakened and he almost lost balance.

Feeling him come inside her seemed to do it for Lilac, too, because she squealed and clamped down on his spurting cock like a vise, her arousal flooding his crotch and dripping down his thighs. “Yessss!” she panted. “Breed me! Give me lots of babies so I can have a big family!”

Dare slumped back against the trunk of a tree, clutching her tight as he emptied his balls inside her silky tunnel, while she did her best to milk him dry.

After his last spurt he kissed her pale neck, tasting clean perspiration, and rolled her full breasts in his hands a final time before lifting her off his cock and setting her down. She giggled and scampered away, his seed dripping down her thighs.

Her voice, girly and seductive, drifted back to him. “If you want to mount me again you'll have to caaaaatch meeee!”

Grinning, Dare turned to look for more bunny girls to chase. Then he froze, eyes widening with delight.

Rose, willowy and delicate, was clutching a low hanging branch with one hand while furiously rubbing between her legs with the other, eyes closed and entire body twitching with the intensity of her arousal. She'd obviously been watching him and Lilac, and was so lost in her pleasure she hadn't realized they were done.

She abruptly went limp, quivering in a powerful orgasm as a sweet moan escaped her full lips. Then, looking relaxed and happy, she lazily opened her eyes.

And saw him staring at her.

The stunning redhead squeaked in surprise and glowed like a sunrise in a furious blush. She turned and bolted away, giving Dare a chance to admire her long legs and pert little ass. He was so intent on it he completely forgot to chase her, and within seconds she was gone.

Well, he'd catch her when she felt ready.

He looked around, finding long velvety ears and twitching cottontails peeking out from behind bushes and trees all around him. Apparently the other bunny girls had also enjoyed the show, and were letting him know they were ready to be next.

He spotted platinum blonde hair, Tansy or Dahlia, and activated Cheetah's Dash to bolt after her.

It turned out to be Dahlia, huge breasts jiggling delightfully as she squealed and broke cover, dashing away with a silvery peal of laughter. He wasn't sure whether she was going to tease him or let him catch her, but he did his best to close the distance.

Apparently the time for teasing was over, because while the tall, supermodel slender blonde didn't pretend to trip or feign a leg injury, she was practically ambling along compared to the speed she was capable of.

Dare only had to chase her for about a hundred yards before he got close enough to reach her with a surge of speed, wrapping an arm around her impossibly slender waist and almost gently bearing them both to the soft grass beside a stream.

Running with an erection was difficult, so he'd only been semirigid during the chase. But as he wrestled her onto her back and pinned her arms above her head with one hand, the feel of her silky skin and the needy whimpers that escaped her soon had him rock hard again.

Dahlia's blue eyes went huge when she saw his size, and her moan sounded more like anticipation than fear as she made a show of struggling weakly.

Smiling wolfishly, Dare straddled her stomach, fully enjoying her luscious globes with both hands. She giggled and squirmed as he kneaded her pillowy flesh, no longer even making a pretense of struggling, then moaned as he began rolling her thick rubbery nipples between his thumbs and forefingers, pinching and tugging them.

“Y-you like them?” she panted, biting her lip with adorable bunny teeth as she stared up at him coyly.

“They're spectacular,” he replied, leaning down to take a nipple into his mouth.

The gorgeous platinum blonde giggled. “That zucchini of yours is poking between them.” With a playful grin she pushed her huge breasts together around his sensitive tip. “Is this what you had in mind?” She mock pouted. “You wouldn't be the first man as eager to fuck my tits as breed me.”

“Don't pretend you don't love it!” Tansy shouted at her from behind a bush. “You beg us to titty fuck you with carrots and cucumbers when there's no man around to play with.”

Chuckling at Dahlia's blush at being caught out, Dare pushed his cock, drenched with Lilac's nectar, into the heavenly valley between her perfect globes. She was silky soft, pillowy but at the same time firm, and almost fever-warm in her arousal.

“I could never forgive myself if I didn't take the chance to enjoy the most fuckable set of tits I've ever seen,” he panted as he began thrusting eagerly, while she molded her large breasts around his plunging shaft. He was long enough that a few inches emerged from the far side, the air feeling cool after his lover's welcoming heat, which only heightened his pleasure.

The blonde bunny girl whimpered as he began teasing her nipples again, then yelped and started bucking frantically as he reached back with one hand to slip between her drenched thighs and find her quivering bud.

In return she craned her head up and opened her mouth wide, so every time his tip emerged from her breasts it slipped between her lips and into heavenly warmth, expertly teased by her tongue. She sucked hard enough that it made an audible pop sound every time he withdrew, and he closed his eyes and luxuriated in the pleasure of a blowjob during a titjob.

This was heaven.

After a few minutes of steadily mounting pleasure on both their parts, Dahlia abruptly went stiff as a board and squirted all over his fingers teasing her sex. That was enough to push him over the edge, and he thrust between her breasts a final time and pushed as deep into her mouth as he could go, painting her tonsils with his seed as she eagerly swallowed.

For a blissful eternity they both stayed frozen in their shared climax, rigid as if they'd been struck by lightning. Then Dare's cock gave a last spurt and he rolled off to lie on the ground beside his busty lover, gathering her into his arms.

“Aww, come on!” Orchid shouted, popping into view with her hands on her lush hips. “Don't tell me you're done already?”

He laughed as other bunny girls popped into view. “Just taking a breather. I've got plenty more where that came from.”

“Do you?” Chrys teased. “You didn't even properly fuck Dahlia.”

“You're right.” In a surge of motion Dare rolled onto the buxom blonde and lined his tip up with her sodden entrance, making her squeal with surprised laughter. Her pleased cry cut off into a sharp moan of pleasure as he pushed into her with one slow, smooth thrust, savoring the silky heat of her pink walls on his overly sensitive cock.

She whimpered and closed her eyes, ears quivering in bliss.

He gave the bunny girl the rough sex she wanted, responding to her subtle cues to go even harder. And when he realized she liked to be spanked and have her platinum hair and velvety ears tugged, he tossed in a bit of that too. She probably climaxed half a dozen times as he pounded her, soaking them both with her juices as her tight walls milked him desperately.

Dare kept pushing even harder, watching her huge breasts bounce with every thrust until finally he had to play with them some more, kneading the pillowy flesh and tweaking her big rubbery nipples.

“You really do love my boobs,” Dahlia said with a giggle, running her hands up and down his chest before slipping her arms around him and clawing at his back in passion. “You can play with them as much as you want, whenever you want.”

“Breaking immersion?” he teased. He reached beneath her and playfully tugged her fluffy cottontail until she squealed and began bucking her hips wildly, a fresh wave of love juices gushing over his cock.

“And just think,” she panted as she climaxed around his pounding shaft, “if you give me a baby they'll get even bigger, and all full of milk to squirt out and make titjobs even more slippery.”

Dare's cock twitched wildly at that mental picture. Feeling himself getting close to coming, he rolled her onto her hands and knees and began spanking her lightly as he drove into her hard from behind, laughing as she went absolutely nuts and squirted on his cock.

“I've got two holes, you know!” the gorgeous blonde panted, turning to look back at him with smoky eyes.

Grinning at the invitation, Dare pulled out of her tight pussy and dragged her slender ass backwards to position himself at her rosebud.

“Best . . . day . . . ever . . .” Dahlia said through gritted teeth as he began slowly and gently pushing his cock into her tight pink pucker, giving her time to adjust.

Her juices lubricated his cock, easing his passage as he went deeper and deeper. She began quivering for a different reason as his girth stretched the ring of her opening until it went from pink to white, strained to the limit.

“Carrot!” the blonde bunny girl suddenly squealed, arms collapsing as so she planted face-first into the loamy soil beneath the trees. “Just, just for a second.”

Dare paused mid-thrust. “Sorry, was I going too hard?”

“You've been amazing,” she panted. “I've just never had anyone cunid-sized with a cock this huge . . . you're actually stretching me to my limits.”

He held her hips to help support her weight. “Want me to pull out?”

“No!” she yelped. “Give me some time to get used to that club you shoved in me.”

They stayed in that position for a few awkward seconds of silence, both panting after their exertions. “So . . .” Dare finally said. “You come here often?”

Dahlia laughed outright at his joke, and from the bushes around them came a storm of giggles from the other hidden bunny girls. “Today I do.” She wiggled her ass slightly to further adjust to his size. “First time I've ever used my safe word, you know. And you weren't even being rough . . . you're just so fucking big. The other girls are going to tease me.”

“We can start now!” Lilac called from hiding nearby.

“Shh!” other girls hissed, also from hiding. “Don't interrupt a friend when she's being mounted!”

Hearing that made Dare wonder if his time with Clover a year ago had also had observers like this. Or yesterday morning with Berry and Lily or last night with Daisy, for that matter.

“We can stop,” Dare offered again.

“Shut up,” Dahlia said playfully, determinedly pushing herself backwards to drive his cock deeper inside her. “I'm not even roleplaying anymore thanks to you, and I'm still having the time of my life.”

“There are so many other fun ways to fuck besides your roleplay,” Dare said lightly, smacking her ass and grinning as she tightened on his shaft in surprise. The feeling of her soft, warm bowels was making his balls churn, and he focused on the conversation to keep them in check.

“Well maybe we can try some of them while we're here.” The busty blonde wiggled her hips. “Keep going. And can you play with my boobs some more?”

“Since you asked so nicely.” Dare grabbed her glorious breasts and pulled her back against his chest. Then, teasing her nipples, he pulled out of her ass and pushed back in with one long, slow thrust.

“Fuuuuuuck!” Dahlia moaned, little rosebud winking desperately around his cock.

It was a delight to hold the supermodel slender bunny girl and play with her huge breasts as he plunged deep into her bowels. Although finally after several minutes of vigorous thrusting, as their pleasure reached a peak, he wrapped his hands around her waist, which was so narrow his fingers touched, and drove into her powerfully a few final times, then released his seed into her bowels as she quivered and whimpered on his shaft.

As he pulled free with a soft plop Dahlia hopped up on unsteady legs and stumbled away with a giggle. “Let's do this again soon!” she said as she vanished behind a bush.

Before Dare could search for another bunny girl to play with Lilac appeared, carrying a wet rag, soap, bucket of water, and small fluffy towel. “Cleaning service!” she said cheerfully, quickly kneeling to clean his cock and legs.

These bunny girls were organized in their games.

She wasted no time washing him and patting him dry with the towel, although once she was finished her hands lingered, stroking his stirring cock as her breathing quickened. She started to lean forward to take him into her mouth, but a chorus of boos from the trees made her leap backwards, startled.

The petite bunny girl looked around in chagrin, then vanished with a shake of her fluffy cottontail and a sheepish giggle.

Dare looked around, spotted an adorably rounded figure trying to hide behind a tree that was a bit too narrow for her, and with a wide grin leapt forward to give chase.

The chubby bunny squealed in delight and bolted away with a surprising turn of speed. To the point that over the next hundred yards she quickly stretched her lead.

“Come on!” she teased as she ran ahead of him, impertinently twitching her fluffy cottontail. “I'm the slowest bunny girl you'll ever find . . . you can catch me at least, can't you?”

Dare was happy to accept the challenge, activating Cheetah's Dash. As he began closing the distance again Chrys squealed in delight and began bounding in that distinctive bunny girl fashion that suggested she was running close to full out.

Her soft body jiggled delightfully with every motion, tantalizing him with the prospect of the fun they'd have, and unlike other bunny girls she was soon panting with effort, perspiration glistening on her milky pale skin.

But in spite of her taunts she was unexpectedly fast and nimble, so even at his best he struggled just to keep up.

Somehow he managed it, though, and even closed the distance until the chubby silver-haired bunny girl was only a few feet ahead. He suspected she was letting him catch up, but if so she put on a good show of running full out.

Finally he surged forward in a last explosive effort and snagged her around her round waist, pulling her back towards him and slowing them both down enough to tumble with her across a patch of soft clover.

Chrys squealed and tried to squirm away, and he got to feel her round curves pressed against him as he wrestled her down. Her soft skin was warm and slick and smelled of clean sweat and arousal, which made his efforts to pin her even more enjoyable. He even managed to get in a few good feels of her massive breasts and thick ass as he did, making her giggle in spite of her feigned distress.

Finally he managed to pin her beneath him, his raging cock nestled snugly between her plump legs. Her arousal soaked him, making him slip around delightfully as he spent a moment moving against his chubby lover, fucking her pillowy thighs and feeling her soft body beneath him.

Then his sliding tip found the heat of her flushed pink entrance, and he twitched his hips and plunged inside her with a forceful thrust.

Chrys moaned in delight as he stretched her open, walls unexpectedly tight against his invading shaft. “Oooh, you're a big boy,” she panted as she pushed her hips back into him while pretending to try to get away. “I hope you're not too rough on a poor little chubby bunny.”

Dare grinned and shifted to a better position to drive into her powerfully, enjoying the sight of her round body jiggling and bouncing beneath him. He reached under her and grabbed her breasts, playing with them as he pistoned in and out. Her fat nipples tantalized him, and he rolled them in his fingers and flicked the rubbery tips while she cried out in pleasure and bucked wildly.

He got too enthusiastic with his thrusting and slipped out, sliding up her ass crack instead of back inside, and as he positioned himself and thrust in again he grabbed Chrys's plump arms and pulled her back into him, making sure he wouldn't slip out again.

“Yesssss,” she moaned, head lolling in rapture as drool leaked from the corner of her mouth. “Just like that. Give me every inch of that fat cock until I'm a quivering mess on the forest floor.”

Dare drove into Lily's sister for a few more minutes, riding her through three bucking climaxes as she squirted all over him. Then she abruptly went limp, arms slipping out of his grip so her head rested in the clover, looking back at him with a silly grin on her face as her velvet walls urgently milked him. He had to hold her by the hips to keep her from sliding right off his cock as she became a very satisfied rag doll.

“So good,” she moaned, sliding backwards and forwards a few inches with every powerful thrust. “Just a little more, give it all to me.”

He went even harder, spanking her ass so it jiggled like jello and tugging on her fluffy gray cottontail. Until finally her entire body shuddered in her most powerful climax yet, her pussy clamped down on him like a vise, and she wailed in ecstasy. He felt her arousal squirt him, then a second later a steady stream of warm wetness splashing against his balls, as well as his knees and lower legs.

Pausing in surprise, he bent to look beneath their joined bodies and saw that in the chubby bunny's rapture she'd lost control of her bladder. A thick stream of pale yellow pee was gushing out of her, soaking the bottom of his balls before hitting the ground between his legs and splashing everywhere.

Like mother like daughter, it seemed.

At the sexy sight Dare groaned, slammed into Chrys's soft pussy a final time, and sprayed his seed against the entrance to her womb in powerful spurts. His legs felt weak at the intensity of his orgasm, and with his chubby lover equally limp he found them both sliding towards the ground until she was flat on her belly with him on top of her, still shooting jets of come deep inside her.

“Best. Day. Ever,” she sighed, quivering beneath him.

He grinned and brushed her limp silver hair away so he could kiss her sweaty neck. “So there's no room for improvement? Because I'm going to be here for weeks, you know.”

Chrys moaned in delight at that, and he could swear her orgasm ratcheted up a notch from his words alone.

When he was finally drained dry he rolled off the chubby bunny to lay beside her, pulling her close to contentedly spoon against her pillowy backside.

There were some groans of complaint from the trees. “Come on!” Orchid said. “All these breaks and you're only half done!”

“G-give him a chance to rest!” shy Rose said fiercely. “We've been working him hard.”

“Cleaning service!” Lilac said in a cheerful voice, bounding into view to wash his balls and legs.

“Hey, you're not going to clean me?” Chrys complained.

The purple-haired bunny girl smacked her friend's round ass, making it jiggle merrily. “Why are you still here, silly? You know you were supposed to run off.”

Dare laughed and rubbed the chubby bunny's round hip. “I'll run off instead.”

“Thanks, I'm bushed.” She rolled onto her back and gave him a languid smile. “But you're welcome to catch me whenever you want. Lily's a lucky girl.” She sighed. “I just wish you didn't have Prevent Conception on . . . wouldn't we make the most adorable chubby little baby?”

That made Dare think of Es'wesa, his adorably chubby hobgoblin baby, and he felt a surge of longing to be home holding her in his arms. “I'm sure we would,” he said, kissing her shoulder. Then he pushed to his feet, looking around.

Lilac tugged on his hand, pulling him down so she could whisper in his ear. “I know you've been chasing Rose,” she said with a giggle. “I think she's ready for you to catch her now. Do it quick . . . she'd be disappointed if our game ended and she hadn't had a chance to be with you because she was too shy and kept running away too fast.”

Heart pounding in sudden excitement, Dare looked around. He spotted a flash of dark red behind a bush and, not bothering with Cheetah's Dash, Pounced straight to her, crossing the distance in a flash.

Peeking around the bush, Rose's eyes widened in surprise at his unexpected speed. She giggled and started to bolt away, but barely got a step before he Tackled her, wailing in mock distress as he gently bore her to the ground beneath him.

She was so surprised she just lay there, too flustered to remember the roleplay, and rather than trying to pin her Dare couldn't help but stare.

The willowy redhead looked so sweet and delicate, like a picture of the peace and loveliness of pristine nature.

Rose finally got over her surprise and began to look uncertain. “Don't you want to mount me?” she asked hesitantly, toying with her dark red hair and looking at him with big blue eyes.

He jumped in surprise and laughed sheepishly. “Yes, I really really do. Sorry, I just couldn't take my eyes off you.”

She somehow managed to blush even more furiously, although her shy smile showed how happy she was to hear that. She made a show of struggling to encourage him to pin her, although her movements were halfhearted at best.

Unseen bunny girls giggled in the forest around them. “And you call me an easy catch,” Chrys teased.

“Come on, Dare, you're not done already are you?” Tansy called, peeking out of a bush just enough for him to see her long white ears and platinum blonde hair. “Lily said you could run all day and fuck all night. You wouldn't want to make her a liar, would you? And look how excited Rose is to play with you.”

Rose covered her face with her hands with a mortified squeak, but nodded vigorously. “Oh, please, handsome stranger, you wouldn't roughly fuck my tender, helpless little pussy would you? I'm at your mercy and you could do whatever you want to me.”

He could practically hear the “hint hint”.

In spite of her token effort she barely struggled as he rolled her onto her back and held her down. She looked so slender and delicate that he treated her with kid gloves, marveling at her flawless skin and willowy curves.

The shy redhead blushed at his scrutiny and looked up at him with big blue eyes, her small chest heaving with excitement. “Gods, you're beautiful,” Dare couldn't help but say, stroking her flushed cheek; her skin was softer than the petals of her namesake. “I just want to hold you close.”

Her face went even pinker and she squirmed beneath him. “Oh! If you say stuff like that I'll get too embarrassed!” she whimpered, trying to free her hands so she could cover her face. “And I don't want you to hold me, I want you to mount me like you did the others. I may be a beanpole but I'm not made of glass.”

“You're not a beanpole,” Dare murmured, stroking her cheek again, “you're the most graceful delicate flower.”

Predictably, she looked away shyly and squirmed in embarrassment some more. “Then hurry up and play with my petals,” she blurted in a sweet, earnest voice.

Dare was gentle as he parted her legs, stroking her soft slender thighs until they relaxed and she opened up to him like her namesake flower. He gently kissed her full lips, tasting strawberries and honey as she kissed him back shyly but eagerly.

He looked at her sweet, blushing face as he positioned himself at her entrance and gently pushed inside, groaning in pleasure at her tight warmth. Maybe it wasn't fair to compare her to the other beautiful bunny girls he'd just been with, but he couldn't deny she felt even more incredible.

Rose moaned, quivering beneath him. “Oh, that feels nice. You're nice, Dare. I see why Lily loves you.”

He kissed her more fully, slipping his tongue into her mouth and finding hers to gently play with, as he pushed deeper inside her silky tunnel. She opened up to him, even her pussy seeming shy as it tenderly caressed his shaft. She was deeper than he'd expected, deeper than most girls he'd fucked, and he bottomed out inside her with only an inch or so to spare.

His willowy lover sighed blissfully against his lips, tunnel clamping down on his girth for a moment before relaxing again. “Oh, we're fully joined, aren't we? Usually when L-when men mount me, they're so busy thrusting away I don't get to really feel this.”

“They missed out then, because you're incredible.”

She giggled and squirmed some more, biting her lip and looking away. “Are you saying embarrassing things on purpose?”

“Kind of,” Dare said with a laugh, kissing her cheek and then gliding his lips down to her swanlike neck and savoring her soft skin. “Your blushes are absolutely adorable. Although I mean every word.”

Rose sighed and wrapped her slender arms and long legs around him, nuzzling his hair as she held him tight. “Careful, if you keep talking like that I might fall in love with you.” She rolled her hips, grinding his tip against her core. “Keep going, please! Otherwise I might have to get on top and show you that even if I'm shy and awkward, I'm as horny as any bunny girl.”

He began thrusting into her, staring down in wonder at her lovely blushing face as her big blue eyes bashfully met his. At her gentle but insistent urging he sped up, while she gave the most delicate little whimpers and rolled her hips to his thrusts, gently but urgently moving with him.

For all her talk of being chased and mounted Dare felt like she preferred to make love, so he was more tender with her than he'd been with the others, doing his best to make her feel good and show his affection as their pace quickened, their pleasure urgently pulling them towards a wonderful waterfall.

They fell off together, climaxing as one in sweet bliss.

As Dare finished releasing his seed inside the willowy bunny girl's womb he rolled off her and gathered her in his arms. He expected complaints about again pausing instead of finding Tansy or Orchid to mount, but there was nothing.

In fact, as he looked around and checked his perception circle he realized they were alone; the others had vanished.

“Where did everyone go?” he asked in surprise.

Rose looked around, then blushed scarlet and buried her face in her hands. “I don't know,” she said in a small peep.

Dare sat up, gathering the willowy redhead into his arms and pulling her sweet body into his lap as he looked around more carefully. What would make the bunny girls run off, especially when the two remaining girls were so eager for him to chase them, and the others were hoping for a second chance?

“Dare?” his lover said bashfully, lowering her delicate hands and looking up at him with shining eyes. She stroked butterfly-soft patterns on his chest with her fingers, nibbling her lip as if working up her courage. “Can-can I tell you something?”

“What is it?” he asked, gently stroking her petal soft cheek.

Rose squirmed in embarrassment, her whole body blushing pink. “I, um, I . . .”

With a squeak she abruptly gathered her legs under her and leapt twenty feet away in a powerful bound. She stared back at him, looking angry at herself, opened her mouth, then with a frustrated sound bolted away.

Dare found himself alone in the woods, staring after Lily's sister in consternation.

Finally, not sure what had just happened or what he was supposed to do, he continued the remaining distance to the Boarite city to retrieve his clothes and gear from Clover.


Chapter Sixteen

Time Flies

Lily had joined her mother when Dare arrived. She was dressed only in her sword belt, bow, and quiver, as she'd mentioned yesterday she was going to be, and looked like a sexy nude warrior goddess.

He couldn't help but stare in awe at the ethereal beauty of his fiancee. He saw her every day, of course, but he didn't think he'd ever get over the wonder of his good fortune in winning her heart.

The two women were chatting happily, but when Lily spotted him she ran over to hug him, which felt distractingly nice as her warm bare skin pressed against his.

“Mmm, you smell like you've had a good time,” she said playfully, rubbing his cock still slippery with Rose's arousal. “I almost want to have you chase me right now.”

Clover laughed as she joined them, handing him his clothes so he could dress. “How did it go?” she said with a knowing smile, as if she could guess.

He felt his cheeks heat as he pulled on his undershorts. “It was incredible.” He hesitated. “But there was one thing . . . after I was, um, with Rose, she tried to tell me something then ran off.”

Mother and daughter shared a look. “That poor sweetheart,” Clover said, shaking her head with a sigh. “She's so bashful she gets in her own way.”

“We should go see if she wants to talk about it,” Lily agreed. She kissed his cheek. “More Boarites from the center spread out into the camp, but only a few dozen. And the respawn will bring out more. You want to deal with them, then patrol?”

“Sure,” Dare said, watching as the two bunny girls ran off. Once they were out of sight he turned away and got to work clearing the spawn point, taking the time to more closely inspect the raid rated monsters in the center now that the press around them had lessened.

Lily rejoined him after a few hours, although she didn't follow up on what was going on with Rose. Instead she was all business, getting to work on her crafting as he farmed materials for her, gathering hides, curing them into leather, and converting the leather to the higher quality type she needed.

The next week while they waited for the rest of the party to arrive was filled with farming leather, boring patrols and clearing new Boarite spawns, and the unquestioned highlight of wild and frequent sex with eleven insatiable bunny girls.

Rose seemed just fine when he saw her that evening after first making love. Although still painfully shy even after their intimacy, blushing when he looked at her and rarely saying anything. Aside from blurting things out with great sincerity when she was feeling especially passionate.

In spite of her bashfulness she seemed eager to cuddle and always took any opportunity to hug his side or slip into his lap. Especially at night when he slept with any of her friends, where she'd slip into bed, eagerly press into his arms, bury her face in his chest, and settle into a contented sleep while he stroked her back and ran his hands through her silky hair.

But in spite of her affectionate attention, whenever Dare held her she'd always look anywhere but at him, blushing constantly and only peeking up at him when she thought he wouldn't see.

It went without saying the beautiful redhead was also eager to fuck him whenever she could, still seeming to enjoy making love more than the wild mounting the others preferred. And while the others often had even more fun sharing him with friends than having him to themselves, she always sought out opportunities to be with him alone.

Although even then Rose had trouble saying anything, blushed like a sunrise as he thrust inside her, and afterwards interrupted their cuddling to dart away if she felt a sudden burst of bashfulness.

Contrary to what Dare might have expected, he discovered that she loved when he paid attention to her body, exploring her with his hands, lips, and tongue or even simply staring at her in wonder. She clearly enjoyed being desired, and enjoyed it even more when he focused on her pleasure.

She absolutely adored having her pussy licked, sometimes keeping him buried between her slender legs for over an hour while gushing nectar and quivering in frequent climaxes. And Dare loved the feeling of her soft thighs clamping around his head, her normally quiet voice raised in cries of passion as he made her feel so good her pleasure overcame her bashfulness.

Although no matter how often they made love, she always blushed furiously the entire time. Especially when he was paying attention to her sexy body or staring into her eyes.

He loved it every time he saw her go pink, charmed by her shyness.

Of course while he enjoyed his time with Rose, to his mild disappointment he actually saw less of her than the others. Partly because, again, none of Lily's sisters or their mother would be with him at the same time, and with her shyness Rose was often last in line.

Also because even though she was unexpectedly bold with her affection, she wasn't nearly as aggressive as the others. And she preferred to initiate things so she could do it when she felt most comfortable; when Dare sought her out, wanting to make sure she didn't feel neglected, as often as not she'd be overcome with bashfulness and bolt.

Which wasn't to say he didn't have fun with the others. Just the opposite, he had an absolute blast.

He finally got a chance to give Orchid and Tansy the attention they deserved. At the same time, in fact, since Orchid insisted on dragging him into her room that night to make up for being one of the last to be with him, where he found the blonde supermodel already waiting for him.

As in, waiting waiting for him. She was lying on the bed with her feet tucked behind her head, sex presented enticingly and glistening petals spread to reveal her pink interior.

Dare would've happily gone right to the beautiful bunny girl, but Orchid had other ideas. Almost as soon as she had the door closed she dropped to her knees in front of him and worked the ties of his pants, freeing his swiftly stiffening cock. Without hesitation she took him into her mouth, soft brown eyes staring up at him blissfully as her cheeks hollowed and she began stimulating him with long, slow sucks.

If he'd thought it was just foreplay, he was quickly proven wrong. While Tansy waited impatiently, occasionally making noises of complaint as her legs quivered from the strain, Lily's sister took him deeper into her mouth, then down her throat as she began humming contentedly, further stimulating him.

She knew what she was doing, too, stroking his remaining length with both hands as she took him deeper and deeper, gagging and drooling down his shaft. He lasted a few minutes in bliss before finally grabbing her head with a gasp, sinking his fingers into her luxurious brown curls, and releasing down her throat in powerful spurts.

Orchid wasn't done there, either. She must've had an oral fixation because if Tansy hadn't been there needing attention too, she would've happily had his cock in her mouth the entire evening. Or, as she put it, “Such a magnificent work of art deserves to be worshipped.”
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She didn't even seem interested in fucking.

Even when Dare moved to the platinum blonde, still patiently curled into a pretzel on the bed, and eagerly plunged into her tight pussy, Lily's sister followed him and did her best to lick his shaft every time it left her friend, lapping up Tansy's arousal. The pleasure of the sexy supermodel's hot body combined with her friend's eager lips and tongue was its own form of bliss.

Orchid finally moved back, albeit reluctantly, when his thrusts became so hard and fast he would've knocked her on her back if she'd kept trying to get a lick in. Tansy whimpered in delight, barely audible over the lewd squelching sounds of their rutting as arousal streamed from her furnace hot sex, spattering over them.

All of it then quickly licked up by Orchid's eager tongue.

After the slender, elegant blonde climaxed for the fourth time, her long legs slipped from behind her head and slammed closed above her face. The sudden increased tightness of the position made Dare gasp and plunge in one last time, then erupt against her core as she eagerly milked him for every drop.

When he finally pulled out Orchid was waiting to again take him into her mouth, sucking contentedly. She kept it up until he was hard again, determinedly deep-throated him until he was balls deep in her esophagus, then expertly worked him with her mouth and hands until he again shot his load into her stomach.

That was how it went for the next hour, alternating between fucking Tansy's sexy slender body and getting a relentless blowjob from the gorgeous brunette. Even after he finally collapsed into bed, spent, and the platinum blonde cuddled up beside him to sleep with a sigh of satisfaction, Orchid wasn't done.

She fell asleep with her head buried between Dare's legs, his limp manhood in her soft mouth as she contentedly sucked like it was a delicious treat. He supposed he couldn't complain about her taking such good care of his cock, keeping it constantly warm and moisturized.

He dreamed he was in a hot tub, currents from the water jets lovingly caressing his cock and making it bob as he floated in utter relaxation.

If he had any doubts the gorgeous brunette would keep it up all night, they were dispelled when he woke up hours later to feel himself beginning to stiffen, still in her mouth. His erection grew right down her throat, and she barely even gagged as she began swallowing and playing over his shaft with her clever tongue. Her velvety brown ears twitched, and her sleepy brown eyes looked up at him adoringly as she bobbed up and down his shaft with soft little moans of bliss.

Damn, that was a beautiful sight.

Dare closed his eyes and enjoyed the blowjob, his satisfied cock in no hurry to be done. She patiently worked him for almost fifteen minutes before she took his balls in her soft hand and began expertly rolling them.

He gasped, reflexively twitched his hips, and spilled his seed down her throat again.

As he began to soften afterwards Orchid gave him a loving look and settled back down to sleep. Her eyelids drooped closed, her soft breaths through her nose against his pubes slowed, and within a minute soft snores tickled his limp cock in her warm mouth. He smiled down at the contentedly snoozing bunny girl, hugged Tansy's soft body closer against his side and cupped her pert ass with one hand, and settled back to sleep himself.

It was a good night.

The entire week was good nights, honestly. He got to spend plenty of time with all the girls at Brighthill Warren, to the point that even they were satisfied with the attention he gave them. And he got to enjoy all of them to his heart's content.

He soon found to his amusement that with their super sensitive hearing they knew when he so much as touched the ties of his pants. They'd appear like magic, ears quivering and eyes hopeful, eager and willing. Which made it a bit awkward when he had to relieve himself, especially since most enjoyed watching, to his chagrin, and would immediately want to play with him afterwards.

Or sometimes even beforehand, jumping on him with urgent need for a quick but fierce coupling. Daisy even followed through on her desire to be peed on, moaning and furiously rubbing herself as his stream washed over her milk pale, gorgeous body. After which she tackled him and furiously rode his cock to multiple orgasms before adding to the mess by peeing all over him again.

Even more embarrassingly, it gave the other bunny girls ideas. Including Lily; he had a feeling their bedroom fun was going to be a lot more inventive with all the ideas she brought home from their visit to Brighthill Warren.

With eleven women claiming his time Dare found himself fucking while eating, while sleeping, again while relieving himself, while roaming the woods, while cooking, while crafting, while tending gear, and on more occasions than he could count while sitting around in the common area chatting with his new lovers.

It was all a blur of blissful pleasure, but many moments stood out as special. And even in the brief time they had he learned each gorgeous woman's body and her personality, mastering the skills and techniques to give them exactly the sort of pleasure they craved.

And in turn they were just as passionate about maximizing his own pleasure.

He came to adore Chrys's soft round body, Dahlia's glorious breasts, Berry's big ass, Clover's cute little body, Rose's shy blushes, Daisy's aggressive eagerness, Sunshine's sweet warmth, Tansy's elegant figure, Lilac's brazen insatiability, Orchid's hungry mouth . . .

And Lily, it went without saying. His beloved fiancee, who would always excite him most no matter how many times he'd been with her. And while she was equally eager for him, being able to enjoy him with the friends she'd left behind put a spring in her step and a huge smile on her face.

Dare missed his family and wanted to get back to them, but he was glad to enjoy his time with the bunny girls of Brighthill Warren to the fullest.

◆◆◆

On the evening of the 21st of Ber the blissful wait finally ended.

Rose, who'd been on watch at the mega spawn point, rushed into the common room in the warren to announce that the rest of Dare's and Lily's party had arrived. That caused a flurry of activity as the two of them abandoned their dinner, gathered their gear, and got ready to head out to meet their friends and lead them to a campsite he'd found where they could all spend the night.

They couldn't bring them to Brighthill Warren, unfortunately. Eager as the bunny girls were to make new friends, and usually fuck them, they weren't comfortable letting the rest of the party so close to their hidden home.

“I'm sure they're trustworthy,” Clover had assured him when he'd broached the subject a few days ago, “but they're not family like you. And aside from fleeing danger, hiding is our only safety from slavers or other perils.”

That was understandable enough, so Dare had agreed not to even mention the warren to their companions.

Which wasn't to say Lily's family and friends weren't interested in meeting the party. Just the opposite, really.

Bunny girls being bunny girls, they wanted to fuck everyone they met. Especially if they could be confident those people were friendly. So they were more than happy to give Dare a break from his herculean workout and play with the new arrivals.

He was going to enjoy watching his companions' reactions as a warren full of horny bunny girls descended on them.

The other bunny girls stayed back as he and Lily (who was once again dressed in her usual clothes and armor) ran forward to meet the rest of the party, who looked weary after two weeks of constant travel by horseback. Including a train of packhorses for loot, which he was relieved to see.

They were going to have plenty of it to pack up and bring north with them. So much that even those wouldn't be enough, and they'd have to leave the least valuable loot behind for Lily's family to use or sell.

“Well met, my friend!” Bradis called, craning to look through the opening in the Boarites' wall at the cleared camp inside. “I see you've been busy.”

“Did you even leave anything for us to do?” Horold asked, clearly irked. “I sure hope you didn't yank me all the way down here for nothing.”

“Don't worry, there's almost a hundred raid rated monsters in there, including at least two bosses that I identified,” Dare assured him. “Full raid strength, so even with our higher levels we couldn't deal with them without your help. Also this doesn't seem to be a formal dungeon, so we can't count on scripted fights.”

“What the fuck do you mean, scripted?” the Spellwarder demanded.

Bradis laughed. “Just one of those odd things our leader tosses out, a relic of his old home.”

Dare motioned. “Come on, I'll show you to the campsite I found. The cunids of Brighthill Warren are bringing hot food for everyone.”

That drew his companions' attention. Bradis and Horold especially perked up, their weariness vanishing. “Bunny girls?” the Spellwarder said, his previous irritation nowhere to be seen.

“My home warren,” Lily said, joining Dare as they started for the clearing he'd picked out. “They're looking forward to meeting you.”

The feeling seemed to be mutual. Which was unsurprising since bunny girls had a reputation for being friendly, horny, and happy to have wild, no strings attached sex with complete strangers. Hard to imagine anyone not liking them.

They reached the clearing to find everyone from Brighthill Warren waiting. Except for Rose, he noticed; he wondered if she was watching from the woods, too shy to join the fun.

Between the hot food and chilled strawberry wine the bunny girls had brought, and the fact that they were gorgeous, naked, and unabashedly flirty with everyone, it quickly became an impromptu celebration.

His companions' weariness after the long journey fell away as if by magic, and setting up camp was paused as they lit a veritable bonfire, then all settled down around it to relax and have fun. Orchid produced a flute (fittingly), Chrys had a set of drums, and Clover played chimes. Estellis joined them with her lute, and soon they were discovering familiar tunes they all recognized, although with different lyrics.

Ones which tended to be naughty where the bunny girls were concerned. Which predictably made them the most requested.

Over the next few hours people split off from the mingling group, bunny girls and the members of Dare's party disappearing into the woods together for an obvious purpose.

Horold apparently had a longstanding agreement with his wives that bunny girls were an exception to his fidelity. As were whores. He was an adventurer after all, and his travels might take him away from home for a long time. As long as he used Prevent Conception, generously provided by Carilina, he had a thumbs up to meet his needs.

And he was more than happy to find nine horny bunny girls eager to get to know him. Although they were a bit disappointed that he wouldn't give them babies either.

Which was why Bradis quickly became the center of attention. Not only was he easygoing and had a good sense of humor, but Estellis was cute and she didn't have any problem sharing her lover with a warren of bunny girls. Especially if she could join the fun.

She also didn't mind if Bradis knocked up every single one of them if that was what they wanted, since everyone knew bunny girls raised babies themselves and the babies were more likely to also be cunids, able to feed themselves eating plants and stay safe from danger.

The tank and Invigorator couple were soon very popular with the women of Brighthill Warren.

Carilina was happy to make friends with the bunny girls, but she didn't seem interested in intimacy. She got along especially well with Clover and Chrys.

Veressa, on the other hand, was almost as eager to play as the bunny girls, thanks to her vampire horniness. She particularly enjoyed the game of chasing bunny girls down, pinning them with her own hands or the vines she could create, and mounting them the way they loved using mysteriously available toys she seemed to carry with her.

It didn't need to be said that the bunny girls went nuts over her vines, and throughout the entire evening clamored to have a turn getting captured by them. They even convinced the Lifetangler to fuck them with the vines, which apparently she hadn't even considered before.

Although from what Daisy told Dare, after that the vampire was eager to try it on herself as well. And from the sounds of it, she'd found a new favorite use for her spells.

Literally the sounds of it, judging by some of the noises that emerged from her tent at one point, when only she was in there.

As the festivities wound down and everyone stumbled tipsily to their tents, the bunny girls more than happy to bed down with the adventurers, none of his companions were complaining about the hard two week journey to get there.

◆◆◆

Dare got the party up early the next morning, having Carilina cast Extract Poison for those who needed it for their hangovers.

They ate a hasty breakfast, of foods he cooked that provided buffs, gathered their gear and consumables, and set off into the Boarite city. The bunny girls of Brighthill Warren stayed behind in camp, waving and blowing kisses and wishing them the best of luck.

“These things will hit like feathers compared to the enemies in Eldarin'lesinal,” Dare told them. “But they're going to have lots more ranged and AoE attacks. And they're going to have way more hit points for their level. Don't get careless just because we out-level them, and don't pull any more than we need to for each fight.”

“I'll admit I'm curious how we'll fare against enemies more than 15 levels lower than us, but strong enough that we would've needed to bring 50 or so people if we were even level,” Horold admitted. He had a very distinct hickey on his neck, and Orchid had given him a flower wreath that he was unashamedly wearing.

True. The seven of them were a seventh of what they'd normally need. Maybe a sixth at best. Hopefully the levels would make the difference.

“I guess we'll see if you needed us after all,” Bradis said, clapping Dare's shoulder before getting in position for the first pull.

The answer was yes. And no.

World party and raid rated monsters were always rare spawn bosses who provided a ton of loot, bonus experience, progress towards achievements, and often quests. But while the Boarite city didn't seem to be a formal dungeon, it had produced raid rated dungeon monsters that were still difficult, provided more experience and better loot, but didn't give progress towards achievements and weren't bosses.

For the most part they came in groups of six to ten enemies of three types: melee bruisers, spear throwers, and the far more rare mystics.

The melee bruisers had earthquake and shockwave attacks for AoE, the spear throwers (with paradoxically infinite spears), would randomly throw a flurry of weapons out around them, as well as hurling them straight up in the air to fall in a rain. The mystics had heals, raised barriers, threw Mana Thorns that were more like mana javelins, and cast a point blank AoE similar to Ring of Fire but with purplish void energy. And needless to say that since they were Boarites, all three types had punch attacks that hit like trucks for their levels.

All Dare could say was that if the less powerful raid dungeon they'd done that required 15 people was tough, he honestly felt a bit of trepidation at the challenge of a full strength, even level raid dungeon.

It was no wonder adventurers died in raids, at least these ones; tackling one would require a lot more planning and preparation, as well as time and caution in each fight. They'd need the best gear possible, especially for the tanks and melee who took the brunt of attacks, and ideally should all out-level the dungeon by at least a few levels.

These current fights, though, were slow and laborious with the powerful monsters' massive health pools and regeneration, but not too dangerous. It actually provided a great opportunity for them to practice raid positioning, pulls and tanks holding aggro, crowd control, and dodging AoE attacks, all without deadly consequences.

Although it stung like a bitch to be transfixed by a spear, buried by a rolling wave of earth, or blasted by the void ring. Not to mention taking a punch from a raid rated monster. Thankfully Horold's barriers could mostly block the damage, and he was diligent about applying them even as he did damage.

Dare did enjoy watching his massive Ironstone Greatbow arrows taking chunks off full power raid rated monster health bars. And Lily with her Triple Shot was absolutely obliterating enemies with steady damage. Even Carilina had a chance to use her offensive spells more, since there wasn't as much pressure to heal.

With the analytics up the entire time, Dare treated it like a full power, even level raid and insisted on perfect form from everyone. After every fight they had a briefing to discuss refining their technique, as well as pointing out blunders that would've gotten people killed.

He was pleased to see that his companions treated it as seriously as he did. They were all competent professionals, and knew the full value of being able to do a raid where the stakes were low to save lives when they faced a true challenge.

Which, unless they got lucky and found another dungeon beforehand, would probably be the low 50s party difficulty dungeon in Gurzan's Last Hold.

The first few pulls were the most challenging, for a given value, as well as the most interesting. That was when they had the most room for improvement, and got to experience the challenges offered by the new enemies and their abilities.

After that it became routine. Not blazing fast but not slow either, since they did so much damage compared to their much weaker enemies. They steadily cleared around the five earthen mound buildings and the huge nest-like structure in the center, then entered the first of the earthen mounds.

During that time most of the gear from the loot was worthless for them. But they did get a bracelet that improved the casting speed and effectiveness of healing spells by 2%. Their informal party rules as long term companions was that any loot someone could use would go to them if they planned to use it, otherwise it would be sold. For the rare times when loot would be useful for multiple people, for their specific group usually with Dare and Lily or the spellcasters, there would be some discussion.

Although since the spellcasters all had different roles it was usually fairly obvious who the item would be best for, and of course with Dare and his fiancee they had their own priorities and plans for who would get what, which they were almost perfectly in sync about.

Carilina claimed the bracelet, put it on, and they continued through the raid.

With the enemies Level 24-25 not even Lily or Estellis got experience, and they didn't expect any exceptions to that since even the bosses Dare had found were 27.

The earthen mounds were large open spaces inside, with a few ramps leading down to areas he hadn't been able to see while looking through the doorways and windows from a distance. He assumed they were storage spaces, but was looking forward to seeing for sure.

Within the mounds they got to practice pulling enemies in more confined spaces, and also handling monsters that pulled adds if not carefully handled. Dare was again glad they weren't dealing with even level enemies as they tried to dodge AoE without moving into range of other groups.

The ramps turned out to lead to storage rooms as he'd expected, with a decent haul of loot. Mostly animal hides, leather, ragged cloth, raw materials, and mounds of copper and silver. There were also stacks of weapons and armor, most of it the lowest quality.

Compared to Eldarin'lesinal it was beyond humble, but not nothing.

The next structure was more of the same, although the underground storerooms had a small pile of gold along with the copper and silver. A few hundred at most, but still a pleasant change.

In the third they found four starving, miserable harpies in a cage hanging from the ceiling.

The three females and one male all had the coloring of crows or magpies, black or black and white hair and feathers. They were dressed in rags and bruised as if regularly beaten, and were in such a wretched state they didn't even seem aware of Dare and his companions.

He'd seen monsters take prisoners before, previously Seris the fox girl, captured by firbolgs. She'd been on the verge of being eaten when by sheer luck he happened to kite all the monsters away so he could loot the camp, only to discover her in a cage and set her free.

At the sight of the harpies Lily gave a cry of dismay and bolted forward, only to stop fast at the sight of the monsters in front of her. She raised her voice urgently. “Corva! Cawley, Cheera! And, Goddess merciful, not little Avena too!”

The harpies stirred listlessly, then the woman with magpie coloring jerked upright and scrambled to the bars of the cage. “Lily?” she croaked, gaunt features full of wonder. “How are you here? You left so long ago!”

One of the crows, a girl in her early teens, joined the woman. “Lily!” she shouted. “You came to help us!” Her delicate features shone with delight. “And you're a mighty hero now! How did you get so strong?”

The other two harpies dragged themselves over on their wings, haggard faces showing glimmers of hope. “Help us, please!” they cried. “They've already eaten so many of our loved ones.”

“Of course we'll help you,” Lily called, looking around frantically. “We just need to kill these monsters and get you out of the cage.”

That was easier said than done. The cage was suspended by ropes in the center of the huge earthen room, and it would be impossible to reach them without aggroing every group of Boarites there. Dare's party would have to clear the whole space.

“Hang in there,” he called, then winced slightly at his poor choice of words. “We'll have you out as soon as we can.”

The party worked more hastily to clear the building, although he insisted they still do the fights as perfectly as possible; doubtless they'd have crises urging them to haste in even level, full strength raid battles as well. Like they'd seen with rescuing Lady Tremuloides, and then racing to save him from the Cursed Quetzal's corruption.

This was a good chance to be perfect when the stakes weren't as high, and while Dare didn't let their caution slow down their haste in saving the harpies, he still made sure they focused on doing every fight flawlessly.

Still, they cleared the room in about two-thirds the time. And although they checked down the ramps in the storerooms for more monsters, they didn't bother with looting.

As the others got the harpies down, Dare went out to make sure no Boarites had spread back into the cleared area, blocking them from getting the freed prisoners out of there. The path looked safe, so he hurried back in to get the emaciated harpies to safety before something when wrong.

His party had the heavy cage halfway lowered when he arrived, and he grabbed the rope to help them drop it the rest of the way. Almost as soon as it touched the ground Veressa used her vines to tear open the gate, and the harpies stumbled out and into Lily's waiting arms, weeping in relief.

The magpie turned out to be Corva, while the crow man and woman were Cawley and Cheera, and the young crow teenager was Avena. None of them were related, and apparently all had lost loved ones to the Boarites; the monsters had butchered many innocents in their treetop homes and been indiscriminate in devouring the prisoners they'd taken.

Lily carried Avena in her arms, while Dare supported Cawley, Veressa helped Corva, and Estellis and Carilina carried Cheera between them. They hurried out along the cleared path and made their way to the camp, where most of the bunny girls were lounging, waiting for them to come back.

The women of Brighthill Warren burst into a flurry of activity when they saw the rescued harpies, descending on them in a crowd of sympathetic support. They ushered the gaunt man and women to the fire and wrapped them in blankets, then fetched them water and food.

The harpies, overwhelmed by their sudden rescue when they'd lost all hope, still haunted by the loss of their loved ones, and so weak they trembled from exhaustion just sitting upright, stared into the flames with thousand-yard stares as they were tended.

Gradually, as they revived somewhat from their ordeal, they began to open up. Mostly to the bunny girls, who their village had been friends with for generations.

They were from the Stormcrow flock, their nest cluster an hour's flight from here. In their village of nests up in the tallest trees they mostly didn't have to fear attack, aside from the occasional flying monsters and winged predators. And even then they could usually fly to safety, or band together to fight off the enemy.

So they'd been complacent.

When four Boarite roamers had found their village the pigmen had begun destroying the nests from below with hurled rocks, and the harpies had panicked and scattered. Some had tried to fight, some had tried to flee, some had hovered trying to figure out what was going on.

The Level 18 and 19 monsters had taken advantage of their disorganization and indecision with more hurled rocks, dazing or injuring nearly a dozen and sending them plummeting to the ground below. Their families and friends had tried to swoop in and rescue them, only to also be brought down, until finally the survivors were forced to flee.

Leaving 17 harpies to be bound and dragged back to the Boarite city, gradually devoured over a period of three weeks as they slowly starved, with only occasional food and water given to them as an afterthought.

Dare couldn't even imagine such a nightmare, and was only sad he couldn't have done something for them sooner.

Three weeks. He and Lily had arrived ten days ago. If they'd known the Boarites had prisoners they could've done things differently, maybe gathered Brennal and some of the other highest level fighters from Lone Ox. And recruited adventurers and guards in Driftwain. Created a raid with everyone they could find and tried to at least get to the earthen building the harpies were trapped in and get them out.

Of course, trying to clear this place with lower level adventurers in a hurry could've gotten people killed. And hindsight was pointless anyway; they hadn't known.

But at least they'd gotten the few survivors out.

The harpies expressed their gratitude, but it was in the numb voices of people who'd been through hell and lost almost everything. Since bunny girls could run faster than even a harpy flying at max speed, Clover volunteered to run to the Stormcrow nest cluster and let the survivors there know their people had been rescued, bringing back help and the freed prisoners' family members.

Dare and his party bade the four people and the bunny girls tending them the best fortune, then returned to the Boarite city to finish clearing it out.

They had new incentive to waste no time in case there were more prisoners to save.


Chapter Seventeen

Worth the Wait

Over the next few hours the party cleared the rest of the five earthen structures. They didn't find any more prisoners, but in the fifth one they found the first boss Dare had seen wandering around.

His Eye identified it as “Boarite Warmaster. Monster, Raid Rated. Level 26. Attacks: Debris Storm, Thousand Fists of Rage, Earthshatter, Furious Bellow, Annihilation Wave, Call Allies, Spear Volley, Intimidating Aura.”

Practically everything it did affected everyone in the fight, or at least the melee, and Dare wouldn't have relished going up against this thing in a raid at Level 26. That was about when he, Zuri, Pella, and Leilanna had cleared the Glittering Caves, their first dungeon.

He wouldn't have brought the women he loved anywhere near this walking catastrophe.

They had to carefully clear the entire structure, as well as the surrounding area, without aggroing the Boarite Warmaster, to prevent its Call Allies ability from turning the fight into a nightmare. Then, taking more time to prepare than usual, they pulled the boss.

Carilina finally had to buckle down and heal during the fight, and even Estellis chipped in with her Regeneration. Horold struggled to keep everyone from taking damage simultaneously, which would've put more of a strain on their Healer as she waited until they took enough damage to make the heals worthwhile, then scrambled to heal them all one after another before anyone got dangerously hurt.

The boss's AoE was all incredibly challenging to dodge, even for him and Lily. Which meant he got to enjoy getting pelted with rocks and other debris, tossed around as the earth erupted beneath him, yanking out spears that stung like hell, and constantly fighting the debilitating mental pressure of Intimidating Aura.

Not to mention Furious Bellow made his ears ring every time, on top of leaving him momentarily stunned and then dazed for a few seconds.

Dare did his best, using every defensive cooldown and all his speed to dodge spears, debris, and stay on his feet as the earth tore beneath him. He managed to dodge more than he'd expected, and was feeling some confidence that in a more dangerous raid he'd be able to hold his own.

The rest of the party did fairly well too, although there were some things he'd have to talk through. Especially when it came to Carilina and Horold working together to most effectively use heals and barriers. And reacting to mass crowd control like Furious Bellow.

In spite of the level disparity it took almost ten minutes to kill the Boarite Warmaster. It was an unexpectedly challenging fight, and he actually felt some pride when the hideous brute teetered and crashed to the ground, never to rise again.

Text appeared in the corner of Dare's vision: “Congratulations, you have defeated raid rated world monster Boarite Warmaster! Enemy is more than ten levels below you and will not provide experience or progress towards achievements.”

“Completed 0/5 towards achievement Hero of Kovana: Slay 5 raid rated monsters. Enemy is more than ten levels below you and will not provide experience or progress towards achievements.”

“Trophies gained: Large Boarite Head x1, Reclaimed Trophies x6. Warmaster's Medallion x1. Loot body to acquire.”

The boss dropped two Master quality items and four Exceptional items, all Levels 25 or 26, along with a generous amount of reagents, crafting materials, semiprecious stones, and gold and silver. None of the gear was useful for them; the stats on everything were great for their level, but being 12 or 13 levels lower than even the lowest level members of the party meant that they were of limited use.

The melee, who cared about the armor value of their items, would rather have even average quality gear of their level with no item bonuses. And of course anyone who had Exceptional gear of a higher level had better stats than even the Master quality stuff.

Since the loot went unclaimed, they put it in the party coffers to be sold, the profits distributed. Master and Exceptional quality items at any level sold well, and would help some lower level adventurers.

Maybe Dare's family or to equip the guards at Nirim Manor, if he wanted to invest the coin.

He would have to talk to them about it, as well as Ilin and Amalisa. But he figured he'd probably buy up most of the items his loved ones could use, since they were close to that level and this gear would be a huge improvement for them.

Maybe none of them had any more plans to level up, but it would be nice to have gear for them anyway in case of an emergency. Especially with the situation in Bastion so unstable.

“It almost makes me feel a bit sick to pass on so many of the benefits of killing this thing,” Bradis said as he buffed out a gouge in his armor. “I'd love to be a Hero of Kovana.”

“I'm afraid we've probably out-leveled that chance, honey,” Estellis said, nudging his shoulder with hers. “Are there even any Level 30 monsters in Kovana?”

Veressa snorted. “If we're not finding them in out of the way places like this, they probably aren't there to be found.”

Dare had to agree. He'd traveled some pretty out of the way places in the region and hadn't seen anything close. Even these mid-20s raid rated monsters were higher level than the spawn point.

Horold sighed. “Well, let's get this done so we can get back to a place where we'll actually be getting useful rewards for our efforts.”

They finished clearing the other buildings, then regrouped and tackled the huge nest structure. Dare had been looking forward to exploring it, for the aesthetics alone even if there was nothing exciting to be found in there.

The place was cool enough inside, like the interior of a colossal beaver dam with narrow corridors meandering between logs and branches crudely slathered in clay. Although it was a pain to clear out, since the twisting ramps and chambers didn't leave much maneuvering in fights.

Also it was easy to get lost in that maze of dead ends and looping corridors, so they had to do a lot of backtracking to make sure they got all the monsters.

Predictably, they found the last boss on the top floor, on what was basically an open air platform looking out over the rest of the spawn point that actually provided a pretty nice view of the area. Which was why Dare and Lily knew the boss was there; they'd seen it wandering around looking down at them for the last ten days.

It was, also predictably, called a Boarite Overlord. A spellcaster type that was basically an amalgamation of a bunch of different magic using classes: it could cast barriers, heals, offensive spells, and had half a dozen buffs stacked on it.

Dare wished they had a class that dispelled buffs. Also gear that provided magic resistance.

Unsurprisingly, the Overlord had AoE spells out the wazoo. Of several different magic schools, too. Estellis mourned that at Level 40 she'd heard she got a magic resist buff, but lacking that they did what they could.

On the plus side, the AoE spells were easier to dodge than the Warmaster's physical damage AoE abilities had been. Dare and Lily both skated through the fight with zero damage, as did Estellis of course, and Veressa only took a little damage.

Melee got hammered, though, since the boss had Ring of Fire and used it constantly. That was where their party composition worked to their advantage, since their only melee was Bradis. It was possible that would work against them if they found an enemy that was more dangerous to ranged than to melee, but Dare had yet to see any.

The Boarite Overlord cast the point blank AoE in 5 second bursts every 20 seconds or so, so their tank was able to run out to avoid most of the damage, then run back in and keep aggro.

Which was good, because fire sucked and everyone hated it. It and acid, since those were the two things that left victims scarred and disfigured even with healing, requiring expensive potions or high level healers to restore them.

Intimidating as the fight was, the group handled it as close to perfectly as Dare had ever seen. Soon enough the boss toppled to the ground as its hit points hit zero, causing an impressive but harmless explosion of magical power in its death throes.

Text appeared in the corner of his vision: “Congratulations, you have defeated raid rated world monster Boarite Overlord! Enemy is more than ten levels below you and will not provide experience or progress towards achievements.”

“Completed 0/5 towards achievement Hero of Kovana: Slay 5 raid rated monsters. Enemy is more than ten levels below you and will not provide experience or progress towards achievements.”

“Trophies gained: Large Boarite Head x1, Boarite fingers x10. Overlord's Headdress x1. Loot body to acquire.”

“You have cleared Mega Spawn Point Boarite City. Spawn point will reset at next respawn.”

“Quest objective completed. Looming Ruin: A Boarite mega spawn point west of Lone Ox is on the verge of releasing roamers en masse. The spawn point has been fully cleared, resetting it. Return to Mayor Durrand of Lone Ox to inform him the threat has been dealt with.”

The raid rated spawn point boss dropped three Level 27 Master quality items: chainmail gauntlets, caster boots, and a short sword. It also dropped five Level 27 Exceptional quality ones, an assortment of gear useful for different classes.

Again, most of it was too low level for them. Although Estellis didn't have boots that gave stat bonuses, so she asked for those. And Lily took the short sword for the stat bonuses when she was shooting her bow, although if she ever had to switch to melee she'd keep her current weapon.

Which meant she was now rocking a sword on either hip like a badass, even though she couldn't use them both at once.

There was also an Exceptional quality necklace that gave caster bonuses, and since jewelry was the rarest gear to find none of the casters had any. So they played earth water air fire, which was Collisa's version of rock paper scissors, for it.

Although considering the rarity and bonuses offered by jewelry, Dare wondered if they should start power leveling Se'weir so she could make better things for them. Even if they never got her close to their level, she could still make them rings, necklaces, brooches, and armbands that gave bonuses.

Of course, from what he'd heard leveling up the Jeweler class was expensive as hell. Although even the lower quality stuff they crafted could sell for a tidy sum.

Along with the items there was a fairly bounteous (for that level) haul of other loot in an untidy heap in the center of the platform: reagents, crafting materials, and gold and silver. It would sell for several hundred gold at least.

“Well, that's that for this place,” Carilina said as they gathered up the loot and prepared to leave. “I guess we head back north now?”

“In the morning, so we can get a good rest and make a solid start,” Horold said a bit too eagerly; he was obviously hoping to have more fun with the bunny girls before they left.

There was some laughter at that, but since it was late afternoon and they wouldn't be able to get far anyway nobody argued with an early camp.

They also insisted Dare and Lily run ahead again once the party set out for home. “After all, you've got a newborn at Nirim Manor you haven't met, and a wedding to prepare for,” Veressa said with a grin. “Just wait for us to get back before you take your lovely fiancees down the aisle.”

Dare felt a bit bad about ditching his companions, especially when they'd basically be spending a month on this trip with modest rewards for his sake. But he could admit that keeping pace with the horses would drive him crazy, and he'd probably end up farming leather the entire time anyway.

They returned to the camp, where they found more harpies had arrived, friends and family of their rescued people.

A sleek black crow with white-tipped wing and tail feathers stepped forward to address the party. “You've done us a great service, humans,” he said in a raspy voice. He glanced at Lily. “And friends. Please, allow us to reward you with treasures we have gathered.”

Text appeared in front of Dare's vision. “Quest reward offered. Gratitude: Having saved members of the Stormcrow tribe, the Flightmaster offers you gratitude and a reward. 5,000 experience awarded.”

Lily was nodding, so Dare bowed politely. “We were pleased to help, and honored to accept your gratitude.

The reward turned out to be a modest pile of shiny objects. Utensils, dishes, platters, and other similar items, made of anything from brass to tin. As well as a bunch of copper coins, some silver, and a couple gold.

All in all it was worth ten gold at best. He just hoped it wasn't breaking the bank for the Stormcrows.

The harpies were eager to get their people home and politely refused the invitation to stay to celebrate clearing the spawn point. The only exception was a young woman who seemed to be Lily's friend, who looked at Dare speculatively as she said she'd be happy to stay.

He found himself hoping she was interested in him, since he'd been hoping to have a chance to be with a harpy ever since seeing the one in Redoubt.

And this little raven was a beauty. Barely larger than Zuri, and slender and delicate enough to fly. She had the most gorgeous sleek black hair, which lightened to twilight blue at the tips to form a brilliant plumage, and the same coloring on her large wings and lovely tail, which was long enough to drag on the ground behind her if she didn't keep it elegantly lifted.

She was tanned a healthy nut brown, and wore tightly wrapped clothes that wouldn't impede her flight and proudly displayed her slender curves, tied with bows to make them easy to remove.

An important thing for harpies, since with wings instead of arms they relied on nimble, hand-like feet at the end of long, double jointed legs to do anything. Very sexy legs, and the double joints made for some interesting possibilities. Since her feet also served as hands she wore easily removable wraps on them, which she could take off when she needed to grab or manipulate things.

Lily, eyes dancing as if she knew exactly what he was thinking and was thinking along the same lines, put a gentle arm around the delicate little woman. “Dare, this is my friend Ava. We've known each other for forever, and we've played a few times.”

She leaned down, and down, to softly kiss the pixie-like woman on the lips. “Ava, this is my betrothed, Sir Darren Portsmouth. He's very gentle.”

Dare supposed that was an important thing when you had hollow bones. The women he was with often insisted they weren't made of glass, but with Ava he'd have to treat her as if she was.

The harpy's blush was visible through her tan, but her black eyes glinted boldly as she looked him up and down. “It's good to meet you, Dare. Thank you for saving my sister Avena.”

“I'm just glad she's away from that nightmare, and my best wishes for her recovery.” Dare motioned to the fire. “Come have a seat, I'll get some food cooking. I'm guessing you like meat?”

Ava laughed, voice low and sultry. “Oh, I've swallowed gobbets whole once or twice.”

It was fairly obvious what she was talking about, and he felt his cock stir at the thought of the delicate woman bobbing bird-like as she deep throated him.

The party got another bonfire going and broke out the wine, ale, and harder liquor as they waited for food to cook. The bunny girls of Brighthill Warren began taking his companions out into the woods or into their tents to play, but they seemed to get Ava had staked her claim on Dare and Lily for the evening and didn't try to lure them into any games.

Although from the ribbing and teasing shared among the women, it was obvious it hadn't just been Lily the delicate harpy had played with. When Ava caught him blushing as Chrys described a game where her harpy friend had pounced on her out of the treetops, she grinned wickedly.

“I'd be surprised if there was anyone with a pulse that bunny girls know that they haven't played with,” she said with a surprisingly crow-like sound, almost like a cackle. “Aside from Lily, of course, who's limited her fun to girls. So she could save herself for her impossibly idealistic hope of romance with the man of her dreams.”

Her black eyes glinted as she looked Dare up and down. “I guess she finally settled for someone.”

Lily looked a bit indignant as she slipped into Dare's lap. “My dreams might have been impossibly idealistic,” she protested, kissing his cheek, “but I didn't settle.”

The gorgeous harpy lightly brushed her friend's cheek with an affectionate wingtip. “I see that. I'm happy for you.”

With a giggle his bunny girl fiancee hopped off his lap and scooped Ava into her arms, showing how incredibly light the little bird woman really was. “But hopeless romantic or not I'm still a bunny girl, and I'm happy to share with my friends.”

Grinning mischievously, she deposited the pixie-like harpy in Dare's lap.

Startled, he reflexively reached out to catch her, even as Ava flapped her wings for balance and then wrapped them around his shoulders and back to keep from falling. Her feathers were incredibly soft, almost like thistledown, and her embrace was as light as her delicate body.

It felt incredible and he hoped she'd keep hugging him.

As he held her, he realized that even tiny as she was, her gorgeous twilight-tipped black wings made her look deceptively larger. He'd known she was small, of course. Not as tiny as Zuri, but maybe four and a half feet at most. She looked taller than that because of her slender proportions, even though standing she barely came to his chest.

But her body . . . Dare gently wrapped his hands around her tiny hips, gently lifting, and confirmed what he'd suspected: compared to even Zuri she weighed almost nothing.

She was a bird woman, of course. He'd seen the other harpies soar through the air with such grace they made eagles seem clumsy. But that meant that she had to be light enough to fly.

Birds accomplished that by having hollow, very delicate bones, light feathers, and almost no extra weight aside from muscle. Ava's slender body didn't look emaciated or corded with ropy muscle, of course; like a bird, she had graceful curves in spite of her light frame.

Very pleasant, womanly curves. Still, Dare was certain that she was going to be even more fragile than he'd thought.

“D-dare!” the raven-haired harpy gasped in surprise as he lifted her, wings clutching him more tightly and shifting to cover his head. He almost felt like they made a curtain around them, enclosing just the two of them in their own private world.

“Sorry,” he said with a laugh as he gently lowered her back to his lap. “I just can't believe how light you are.”

She blushed, looking pleased; apparently harpies liked those sorts of compliments as much as any woman. Maybe even more, given how important being light was to flying. “Thank you.”

Lily poked her head between her friend's wings with a giggle. “Ah, look at you two getting along so well,” she said, playfully kissing them both. “Should we get out the tent?”

Ava looked scandalized. “Before he's even performed a mating dance or given me shiny presents?”

Dare jumped slightly. “Mating dance?”

His bunny girl fiancee pealed laughter. “You're not choosing him as a mate, silly, just having sex with him.” She hesitated, eyes widening behind her glasses. “Or were you thinking of choosing him?”

The delicate harpy blushed furiously, wings snapping back from their gentle hold on him to wrap around her body and cover her eyes. “Stop that, you know I'm not! I haven't even built my own nest yet.”

Lily laughed again, practically rolling on the ground. “Still, I'd love to see Dare do a mating dance, even if it wasn't for formal reasons.”

Ava cautiously peeked from behind her wings, grinning. “I would too, actually. And of course I still want shiny presents.”

Dare looked between them uncertainly. “You want coins?”

"Coins make good shiny presents," Ava agreed, then frowned. "I hope you're not getting the wrong idea, though." She turned anxiously to Lily in an unspoken question.

His fiancee gave her a reassuring smile. “Of course he isn't. And he's happy to give you shiny presents!”

Dare realized with chagrin that the tiny harpy was worried he was thinking of the coins as payment for sex, which would've been a serious unintentional insult.

He was glad she was giving him the benefit of the doubt; giving a date flowers or chocolates or even jewelry was completely different from giving her money. He'd just been thrown off by the fact that shiny made him think of coins.

“This is just the first time I've talked to a harpy," he said. "Sorry if I'm a bit unclear on your customs."

Lily shook her head and gently dragged him away from the fire, leaving a mollified Ava to sip on a glass of strawberry wine.

“Look, it's not complicated,” his fiancee said. “Harpies are bird people, birds like shiny things. And they like presents even more than most people. Giving her shiny things will make her happy. It doesn't have to be anything valuable, either, as long as it's shiny and there's lots of it.”

She motioned to the loot with a grin. “Come on, we've got a whole pile of copper coins. Give her like a thousand of those and she'll be over the moon.”

A thousand copper was ten silver. Practically nothing. Lily was right, it was all about giving a gift. Dare was glad he hadn't put his foot in his mouth there as he made his way back to Ava and bowed low. “Thank you for your patience, Ava. I'd be happy to give you shiny presents, and any other presents you want.”

She nodded. “Thank you.” Her delicate lips abruptly curled upward. “But on the subject of customs, maybe I want to see you do a mating dance after all, even if we aren't officially becoming mates.”

He nodded gamely. He'd nearly made an ass of himself, so the least he could do was strut his stuff harpy style. “Okay, how do I do it?”

Both girls giggled wickedly, and he noticed the others in camp turning to look his way as they realized something was up. “Oh, a harpy would know it instinctively,” Ava said with a delighted grin. “I think you need to wing it.” Lily giggled again.

Looked as if he was going to make an ass of himself anyway, although he was game to give it his best shot. And from the way the beautiful harpy was looking at him he was confident a poor performance wouldn't be a deal breaker.

His fiancee took pity on him. “Come on, Ava, let's go back to the warren. Dare can meet us there to do his dance.”

The delicate harpy pouted. “But mating dances are supposed to be done in front of everyone.”

Lily leaned down to whisper in her ear, and Ava's eyes widened. Then she giggled. “Okay, I won't complain if he does that.” She burst into the air in a flurry of wings. “Race you there, slowpoke!”

His fiancee paused just long enough to whisper in his ear. “Bring the copper.” Then with a silvery peal of laughter she bolted off into the woods after her friend.

1,000 copper was a good portion of the pile they'd looted. It wasn't exactly a light burden, either, around 75 pounds. Dare's belt dropped that down to 55, and the world system on Collisa was more forgiving when it came to carry weight.

Still, it was basically like carrying Ava around with him. It wouldn't all fit in his pack, either, so he had to use a few burlap sacks too.

He had no idea how the tiny bird woman was going to get it home; maybe she'd cache it.

“You giving her a present with all that, or building her a nest with it?” Bradis teased from his place by the fire, one arm wrapped around Estellis and the other around Daisy. There were a few snickers.

Dare just grinned at him as he secured the clinking burden to his back. “See you in the morning to turn in the quest together in Lone Ox.”

Turning, he jingled off into the darkness.

It wasn't a short run to Brighthill Warren, especially with a heavy burden. Cheetah's Dash helped, since it increased even walking speed. And it wasn't as if he hadn't run with heavy weights before. Still, he had a feeling Lily and Ava had been waiting for a while when he finally jingled up to the tunnel leading into the warren.

It had been concealed again over the last week, so cunningly that if he hadn't known it was there he could've leaned against the entrance without realizing what it was. He looked around to make sure no unfriendly eyes spotted him, then opened the door and slipped inside.

Although before heading down the tunnel he dug for a Prevent Conception scroll and cast it; he was optimistic about his chances with Ava, but even if things with her didn't pan out he was certain he'd be having sex with Lily tonight. And who knew who else.

Pulse quickening with excitement, he continued down the tunnel.

With all the bunny girls back at camp having fun they had the warren to themselves, and he found Lily and Ava in the common room, cuddled up together naked on one of the big cushion chairs.

He'd interrupted them in the middle of a makeout session, which was probably intentional since he jingled like a city full of coin purses and they had to have known he was coming. He stopped dead in the doorway, staring in wonder as the two women kissed and caressed each other.

The little bird woman was gorgeous. Tiny and light, with small breasts and a narrow ass. The skin her clothes had covered was still tan, but not nearly as dark as the rest of her. Her stomach was perfectly flat and had the well defined side lines of ab muscles, her legs were lean and graceful, and her shoulders and back muscles were surprisingly solid in order to flap her wings. Although in a way that was still graceful and womanly.

Lily's elegant fingers slipped in and out of Ava's small dripping pussy, while her friend's large wings wrapped around most of her body in a loving embrace as she sucked and nibbled on her neck. One of the harpy's feet was caressing the bunny girl's perfect breasts, while the other was at her pussy, slipping long finger-toes between her folds and working her clit with her thumb.

Dare was hard in moments.

His fiancee grinned at him, knowing exactly what they were doing to him. “Time to dance, my love. Make it good . . . you're trying to seduce a harpy, and she has high standards.”

Ava broke off nibbling her neck, where she'd created a very prominent hickey, and whispered in her long velvety ear, black eyes looking boldly at him the entire time.

“Right,” Lily said, smile widening. “I promised Ava you'd be naked since she was good enough to let you do the mating dance in private.”

Yep, definitely going to make an ass of himself. Although there was no shame in his game when it came to being seen naked by a beautiful woman who wanted him.

Dare did his best to play it cool as he set down the heavy sacks of coins and shrugged out of his overloaded pack. Then he paused. “Should I-”

“Shiny presents come after the mating dance,” Ava said with a giggle, foot-hand languidly rubbing Lily's breast. “As long as I find it acceptable.”

Her positioning spread her legs wide, giving him a fantastic view of her pink interior, flooded with a milky pool of her arousal that Lily's fingers dipped in and out of as she played with her. Even from across the room he could smell the heady scent of it, like pine sap and feminine musk blending with Lily's own tantalizing aroma.

His cock lurched urgently as he pulled off his armor, then his clothes. He was keenly aware of the way Ava's eyes gleamed at the sight of his prominent tent in his undershorts, and how she leaned forward intently as he pulled them down and his massive erection sprang free.

Lily squeaked as the little harpy's grip on her breast reflexively tightened. “Skyfather's warmth on my wings, Lily!” she hissed. “It's half the size of my body!”

That was an exaggeration, but it was definitely half the length of her torso; like Zuri and Marigold, Dare would probably only be able to fit about half of it inside her. And she'd probably be gloriously tight, like them.

“I know,” his bunny girl fiancee said with a grin. “With the ##### ###### it's going to feel incredible as it stretches you.” She bounced eagerly, although gentle with the delicate woman in her arms. “Okay, Dare, do a mating dance for Ava!”

Feeling his cheeks heat, he did his best to remember bird mating dances he'd seen on nature documentaries and shook his tail feathers, so to speak. He also held his arms out wide like wings and lifted them up and down.

Whether or not his efforts were anywhere close to what male harpies did, he knew he looked ridiculous. And if he had any doubts, the way the two women shrieked laughter and fell off their cushion to roll on the ground in mirth confirmed it.

Since it was an option of standing there like a doorknob or continuing, he kept dancing. And ridiculous or not it must've been doing something for Ava because she quickly sobered, fell quiet, and stared at him. He realized she was watching his erection wave around as if hypnotized by it.

She abruptly pushed herself off the ground with her wings, then sprang into the air on her long legs. Her wings flapped out, showing an impressive wingspan, and she glided across the room to him.

Dare froze in surprise as those soft wings encircled him, her elegant legs wrapping around his waist, and he abruptly found himself holding the tiny harpy again.

Only now they were both naked and her skin was warm and felt like silk beneath his fingers, her body feeling light as the feathers of her wings in his arms as she pressed the heat of her flushed, glistening sex against his cock, mashing it between their bodies as her legs tightened, hugging him closer.

Ava's pixie-like face was directly in front of his, black eyes holding his gaze deeply, and she licked her lips. “That was the worst mating dance I've ever seen,” she said, breath tickling his lips.

He swallowed, keenly aware of his cock throbbing urgently against her delicate folds. “I guessed,” he said, voice strained.

“It's a good thing we're not becoming mates, then,” she continued. Her breathing had quickened, and her legs were flexing ever so slightly, subtly grinding her softness against his hardness. She looked over at his pack. “Those are very nice shiny presents. Are they for me?”

“They are.”

“Very nice presents.” Ava leaned in and pressed her lips softly to his, tasting of maple syrup, then pulled back. “Let's have fun now.”
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Dare finally gave in to the urge to run his hands over her small body, caressing the silky feathers of her twilight-tipped black wings, up to her powerful but graceful shoulders, then down her slender back to her pert little ass. Making her giggle as he pulled her against him harder, gliding his cock between her silky petals.

He ran his hands over her small hips, stroked her slender thighs wrapped around him, then reached for her long, tapered tail, stroking the feathers.

She was so small, so light. So delicate.

“I'm going to have to be very gentle with you,” he murmured against her mouth as he grabbed her little ass to grind her against him more insistently. His cock twitched at the thought of pushing inside her incredibly fragile little body, and he closed his eyes at the surge of pleasure. “So gentle.”

“So gentle,” Ava agreed, panting and grinding against him harder, hips rolling gracefully. One of her legs loosened and her foot-hand took his, grip surprisingly strong, and brought his fingers to the indescribable softness and warmth of her dripping sex. “But don't worry, I can take it. The ##### ###### makes sure of that.”

On the cushion Lily whimpered, frantically rubbing her pearl and squirming against her fingers as she watched them.

Dare finally lifted the tiny harpy up, freeing his cock, and slowly began lowering her down onto it. She closed her eyes, whimpering in anticipation, as his tip brushed her folds, pushed between them, and slowly entered her.

There was no resistance at all thanks to the world system, his cock penetrating her as easily as he would've a woman of human size like Lily. But while he slid into her easily with zero hardship or discomfort, the pleasurable sensations of her incredible tightness remained.

And Ava was tight. Not tight like Zuri or Marigold but in an entirely new and different way. And she had some sort of bumps or ridges inside her tunnel that seemed perfectly positioned to stimulate his most sensitive spots as he pushed deeper into her.

He wasn't going to last long in her; thank god he could fuck through multiple orgasms.

His raven lover whined softly, wings wrapping tighter around him, and buried her face in his neck. “You're stretching me out so much. This is the first time I've felt how the ##### ###### lets me accommodate larger races. I can't even describe what it's like.”

“If it's anything like what I'm feeling,” he panted back as he bottomed out against her cervix with half his cock still outside, “there are no words for it.”

Lily whimpered and squirted all over the cushion, going limp in a quivering climax.

Dare followed her gaze to Ava's tummy, where his cock made an obscene bulge. He'd seen his size bulge the bellies of his lovers before, of course, but the harpy was so light, with not a spare ounce of flesh anywhere, that the result was shockingly stark.

The sight combined with the crushing tightness of her ribbed pussy was too much, and with a groan he nuzzled her hair and began shooting powerfully inside her. She was so slender and delicate he could actually see his seed pulsing in the bulge his cock made, rippling her soft skin, and he groaned and fell into even more intense surges of pleasure.

Ava made a plaintive noise as she felt him filling her up. “You're not done already, are you?” she whimpered, legs clenched and hips working frantically as she slid herself up and down his spurting cock, racing to get her own climax. “I don't want to be done.”

Lily giggled, sounding almost loopy in the blissful aftermath of her orgasm. “He's not even close to done. Remember what I told you?”

Dare, figuring a demonstration was better than any reassurances, took his tiny lover's delicate hips again and began lifting her up and down on his still rock-hard cock. He shot a final dribble and his tip became incredibly sensitive, especially against her crushingly tight bumps and ridges, but he kept going anyway.

“Oh!” Ava cried out, stroking his back and ass with her wings. “Oh! Oh! Oh!” She began trembling in her own climax, velvety ridged walls clamping down on his shaft, and continued to whimper in amazed delight as he kept lifting and lowering her on his shaft, pushing her to a higher peak.

He'd had lifted sex with all his lovers, but not even Zuri was as light as the delicate harpy. It felt like she weighed nothing at all in his hands, body delicate and infinitely soft and lovely. Her feathery embrace was like nothing he'd experienced before, and he sank blissfully into it as he kept moving her on his cock.

Ava had been kissing and sucking on his neck as he fucked her, but she bit down with a sudden squeak as her walls again clenched around him, milking his cock for all she was worth in an even more powerful orgasm. She made a raucous noise like a crow's cry, primal and sexy as hell, and squirted her arousal all over his crotch and down his legs.

“Goddess!” Lily whimpered. She was on the edge of the cushion frantically humping it as her wide, lust-filled eyes watched them behind her glasses. “She's so delicate. It's like watching you fuck a glass figurine.”

“Glass wouldn't stretch like he's stretching me,” the tiny harpy panted. “But I think it's about time I did the fucking.”

Dare felt a moment of disappointment as her large, graceful wings lifted off him, spreading out to either side. Then she began to powerfully flap them, and he stared in awe as her light body slipped free of his grip and began lifting off him, her crushing pussy sliding up his length in small, jerky movements.

“Oh gods,” he moaned.

“Oh gods,” Lily whimpered. She'd found a carrot somewhere and was shoving the thicker end into her drenched pussy with lewd squelching noises, back arched and legs quivering with strain as she fucked herself with her toy.

“This is something we harpies do,” Ava panted. “Our legs get tired, so we use wings. And our males love it, yes? Yes?”

“Gods yes,” Dare gasped as her delicate lips slid over his ultra sensitive tip like a silk vise. Then her beating wings slowed slightly, and she began sliding her way back down his length. “Oh fuck yes.”

“Fuck yes!” his bunny girl fiancee squealed, yanking the carrot free and frantically fingering herself as she squirted powerfully in their direction. She collapsed back on the cushion, drooling all over the sodden fabric with a silly grin on her face.

Ava continued to flap her wings and lift herself up and down on his cock, more jerkily and panting with far more effort than Enellia had when she'd done this. He reached between them and rubbed her clit, while with his other hand he played with her small breasts and rubbed her erect, dark pink nipples.

She only lasted another minute before abruptly going limp with a wail of release, forcing him to gently catch her as her wings snapped back around him to hold him tight. Her incredibly tight pussy again clenched around him, milking him with rippling pressure from the bumps and ridges in her love tunnel, and he couldn't hold out any longer.

Dare didn't even have time to hold her closer or twitch his hips to try to press harder against her core. He found himself spurting in such a pleasurable rush his legs buckled, and he was barely able to stumble to a couch before dropping back onto it, careful not to put any weight on the fragile harpy as he shot his seed into her in what felt like an endless orgasm.

Ava unwrapped her legs and wings so he could lie back, cock still pulsing, as she slumped atop him with a contented whimper, wings folding back to her sides to cover them like a blanket.

He could barely feel her weight atop him, just her softness and warmth and the crushing pressure of her pussy, milking him for every last drop as he filled her up.

The cushion dipped as Lily joined them, the limp and satisfied harpy obligingly lifting a wing to let her underneath so she could cuddle close to them, alternating kisses with them both.

Dare rubbed Ava's narrow ass with one hand and his fiancee's perfect one with the other. “You want a turn?” he asked as she nuzzled him, long velvety ears brushing his cheeks.

She giggled. “I'm great for now. Sir Carrot took good care of me.” Her hand joined his rubbing the tiny harpy's soft cheeks. “Especially since I just got to watch a seriously hot fuck.”

“Mwaaaah,” Ava murmured dreamily, drooling all over his chest as she looked at him with glassy eyes and a blissful smile.

It was still early, and fucking the feather-light woman hadn't exactly been strenuous in spite of the intense orgasms. But clearing the spawn point had been tiring in its own way, and beyond that Dare felt so contented and relaxed that he let himself drift off into contented sleep.

He was vaguely aware of Lily waking them both up and dragging them to Lilac's room to collapse in her soft bed. And much more aware of Ava waking him up to ride him again, slender legs and wings working together to lift herself up and down his shaft until he exploded inside her again. At which point Lily replaced her friend and rode him as well, while the raven harpy perched on the bunny girl's back and played with her breasts while grinding against her fluffy cottontail until they all came together.

Then, later, Lilac slipped into bed to wake him up with a loving blowjob, murmuring in enjoyment at the taste of all their combined juices. He finally shot down her throat, at which point the purple-haired bunny girl cuddled up to his side, with Lily on his other side and Ava sprawled on his chest, her wings spread to cover them all in downy softness.

Dare slept great after that.


Epilogue

Farewells

Dare startled awake as the door to Lilac's room crashed open the next morning, his other lovers stirring around him.

“Wake up!” Clover shouted, big blue eyes bright with excitement. The tiny white bunny girl bounced so eagerly she nearly hit her head on the ceiling high overhead. “I've got a surprise for you!”

Holding a sleepy Ava tenderly, he sat up and scooted to the edge of the bed. The tiny harpy murmured in complaint and fluttered back to the spot he'd vacated, cuddling up to Lilac. The curvy bunny girl wrapped her legs around the woman so their pussies were pressed together, rubbed against her a few times with a moan of pleasure, then drifted back to sleep smiling contentedly.

Lily paused in climbing off the bed, looking ready to wake them, but her mother motioned impatiently. “Leave them. This is more a surprise for the family anyway.”

Dare's breath caught, and he felt a sudden surge of hope. He quickly dressed, his fiancee joining him, and they made their way out to the common room.

Lily's other sisters were there, Rose, Daisy, Orchid, and Chrys, all gathered excitedly near the tunnel leading deeper into the warren.

“The escape tunnel?” his fiancee said eagerly. “Are the others back now that the mega spawn point is dealt with?”

Clover shook her head regretfully as she kissed her daughter's cheek.“The rest of the warren is still on their way.” Her excited smile returned. “But we sent for someone to return early.”

Dare looked eagerly at the tunnel, breath catching. His heart soared when a sudden childlike squeal of joy preceded a raven-haired bunny girl he hadn't met before carrying a baby in her arms. The boy was six or so months old, and looked so excited he squirmed in the woman's arms until she finally laughed and set him down.

At which point he made a beeline for Clover, crawling with clumsy enthusiasm and squealing happily the entire time.

This could only be their son, Petro.

It looked as if even cunids who lived more naturally still bowed to pragmatism, such as that they'd rather not have babies making a mess everywhere; the baby was wearing an adorable cloth diaper embroidered with cheerful ladybugs and roly polys and smiling earthworms. Probably made by Daisy.

Dare stared in wonder at his son. Lily and her family had told him Petro was the most beautiful baby they'd ever seen, and they hadn't exaggerated.

He loved all his children, that went without saying, and thought they were beautiful. But speaking purely objectively Petro had inherited the otherworldly looks Dare had thus far only seen in Lily and Enellia. He'd also inherited Dare's hair, so raven black it shone with blue highlights as a fuzz on his head and fur on his long ears and cottontail, and his blue eyes.

“My baby!” Clover said as she swept Petro up into her arms, hugging him close and kissing his little cheeks. “My beautiful boy, I've missed you for so long! You know Mommy never would've left you if she hadn't needed to defend our home.”

Dare grinned at the reunion as Lily and her older sisters gathered around to greet their brother. Petro was eventually willing to leave his mother's arms to go to Rose, who cradled him with shining eyes, and then to Chrys and Orchid and Daisy in turn.

Lily looked longingly at the baby, obviously wanting to hold him as well. But she'd last seen Petro when he was a newborn, and of course he didn't remember her and was only interested in his mother and familiar sisters.

Dare could sympathize, since he also desperately longed to hold his son. But he was willing to wait.

Petro finally calmed down in his excitement at seeing his family enough that he was willing to go to Lily, who cradled him tenderly, lovely features radiant with joy. “Hello, baby brother,” she murmured, kissing his little ears and the top of his head. “You don't remember me, but I'm your big sister Lily. I knew you when you were just born, and I'm so happy to see you again.”

The baby looked at her solemnly, reaching out to tug on one of her silvery pigtails.

After holding him for a few minutes Lily finally turned him to face Dare. “And look, Petro! This is your daddy. He's very excited to meet you, and loves you very much.” She handed the baby over to him.

Dare gently took his son in his arms, meeting his solemn, uncertain stare. “Hello, Petro,” he murmured, stroking the baby's soft cheek with a finger. “I'm Dare, your daddy. It's so good to finally meet you.” He dug in his pack for a little wooden rattle he'd carved during the wait for their party to arrive. “Here, I made you a present.”

The baby looked blankly at the toy until Dare shook it, making the smoothed river pebbles inside clack. Then his eyes lit up and he reached for it, clumsily waving it and shrieking with delight as it made noise.

After that his son was more content being held by a stranger, at least until he finally got bored of the toy for the moment. He held his arms out to Clover, grasping in her direction and making a plaintive sound.

The pure white bunny girl took her baby in her arms and lowered him to her breast, where he latched on and began contentedly nursing. She stroked his ears as he did, tears in her eyes. “I missed you so much, my baby. But don't worry, thanks to Daddy and your big sister you're safe now.” She beamed at Dare and Lily. “We're all safe.”

Dare knew the party was waiting for them to rejoin them so they could travel to Lone Ox and turn in the quest, then start for home. But he was loath to leave his son after just meeting him.

Besides, it was early still. Especially since his companions might be having some morning fun with the other bunny girls.

So he lingered, taking a few more prized opportunities to hold his son and watch him crawl around.

Rose eventually came to cuddle with Dare on the cushion, blushing furiously and shooting him occasional glances. He was soon grateful for her presence, because Petro seemed to love his redheaded older sister almost as much as his mommy, and soon crawled over to cuddle with her. Giving Dare another chance to kiss his son's rosy cheeks and look down in wonder at his perfect face.

Rose was intent on the baby for a while, but after Petro eventually wiggled back down to the floor to play some more, she got back to glancing at him out of the corner of her eye and taking deep breaths as if about to speak.

Dare didn't think much of it, attributing it to her usual shyness. Until she abruptly made a frustrated sound and darted away, disappearing outside.

Lily, expression solemn, pulled him out of his seat and led him deeper into the warren to a more secluded spot. Then she cuddled him close, looking up at him with her big gray eyes. “Dare, my love, I'm wondering if you could do me a favor. For Rose.”

He blinked. “Of course, honey, what is it?”

She fidgeted. “Well first off I should probably tell you something. Rose told you she's been chased and mounted lots of times, but actually she was always too shy to mate with a man. Even around the well known and trusted men from Lone Ox, or the Stormcrows or other nearby beastkin. Even the cunid men of the warren. She'd always try, and spend a long time working up the courage, but at the last second she'd lose her nerve and back out.”

“So she was a virgin our first time?” Dare asked. In that case he was glad he'd made love to her tenderly, rather than mounting her the way he had with the others.

His fiancee giggled. “Well, in the same sense I was. You're the first man she's been with. Although she loves it when our friends chase her down and mount her, especially if they use toys. Even with them, though, she's really shy and sometimes can't work up the courage to ask if they want to play. Thankfully Lilac's usually perceptive about that sort of thing and will ask for her.”

It felt good to know that even in spite of her shyness, Rose had felt comfortable and safe enough with him to make love. It also explained her enthusiasm for cuddling and being with him whenever she had a chance, if he was the first man she'd been with and also the only one she felt comfortable with.

“So what was the favor?” he asked, nuzzling Lily's ears.

She looked a bit wistful. “Well shy or not, she longs to have babies as much as the next bunny girl. You saw how happy she is with Petro, and how good she is with him too. There's a reason she's his favorite sister.” His fiancee looked up at him solemnly. “Also, she's had a crush on you for as long as I have. It's why she was able to overcome her shyness to be with you.”

Dare felt a surge of warmth at the thought of the bashful, sweet girl having those feelings for him. “You're saying she wants to join our family?” The thought of Rose returning to Nirim Manor with them was an appealing one.

Lily looked startled, then smiled fondly. “No, she's happy here with the people she knows and loves.” She stroked his chest. “But she fervently wants to have your babies. Not just one, but maybe more in the future. You're the only man she really cares for, and especially feels comfortable breeding and having children with.”

Wow, that was an incredible thing to hear. He looked into his fiancee's eyes. “How do you feel about that?”

She sighed. “Honestly, in a way jealous of her. You know how much I want to have your babies, too.” She took his hand. “But what I want more is to be with you and share your adventures, so I'm willing to hold off on that for now.”

She looked up at him, gray eyes big and luminous behind her glasses. “Would you do that for Rose? Give her babies? Sisters or brothers for Petro, and more children to visit when we're able to make our way down here.”

Dare could admit that the thought of impregnating Lily's shy, sweet sister was exciting for more than just the sexiness of it. Sure, he'd love to see her willowy body with a round tummy and bigger breasts.

But even more than that, the thought of her joy as she raised their babies was incredibly appealing.

“All right,” he said. “If you're okay with it, and it'll make Rose happy, I'd be honored.” He hesitated. “You weren't planning to ask me to knock up your other sisters before we go, were you?”

Lily pealed laughter. “No, although they'd definitely leap at the chance at some point. Just her for now. It's what we all want for her, and we're super happy for her sake.” She wiggled in excitement. “Come on, go find her . . . she's probably in her room. Meanwhile I'll tell the party you'll be a bit late meeting them and you'll catch up with us in Lone Ox.” She sighed. “I wish you had more time before you need to go so you could stay with her longer, but she understands.”

Dare hadn't seen Rose's room yet, and he was interested to see if it would offer him more perspective on the shy bunny girl's interests or personality. He regretted he didn't have more time to genuinely get to know her better and get closer to her.

They made their way back to the common room, where Clover was seated on one of the cushions cuddling Petro, who was sleeping peacefully in her arms. Dare wanted to hold them both for a bit, spend more time before having to say goodbye, but the pure white bunny girl nodded towards Rose's room, smiling warmly.

Okay then.

Lily kissed him and gathered her gear, trotting down the entrance tunnel to rejoin the party. Leaving Dare to take a deep breath, heart pounding in excitement, and politely knock on Rose's door.

There was no answer for a few seconds, then a squeak almost too quiet for him to hear. “Come in.”

He pushed open the door and stepped inside, taking in the unexpectedly adorable furnishings.

Daisy used her Tailoring class to make things for all her family and friends, but for some she'd made more things than others. Not exactly favoritism, just more of a desire to make stuff for them. Which was why Clover's room was festooned with tapestries and carpets and comforters and cushions and blankets. And of course Daisy's own room was richly furnished with her own work.

Rose's room practically exploded with stuffed animals, dolls, cute pillows, crushed velvet blankets, and frilly coverings on all the furniture. The carpet was twice as thick as any other he'd seen, even in Daisy's own room, and gloriously soft, and the walls and ceilings were covered with tapestries of adorable puppies and kittens frolicking in meadows.

All the bunny girl rooms were girly, but this was the girliest girly room he'd ever seen. Even on Earth, where furniture and decorations were far easier to get.

The willowy bunny girl herself was nowhere to be seen, until he spotted her eyes peeking out from amid the nest of pillows and cozy blankets on the bed. She squeaked and vanished for a second, then sheepishly poked her head out, dark red hair adorably mussed.

“Hi,” she said shyly, a furious blush creeping up her cheeks. “Um, welcome to my room.” She looked around at all the cute, soft things covering every surface and somehow blushed even harder. “So, uh, all my sisters gave me and Lily their old stuff when they grew out of it. And then Lily gave me all her stuff when she left.”

That explained that. Although the fact that Rose had kept it all was adorable in its own way.

“It looks really cozy,” Dare said.

“Thanks.” She nibbled her lip with her adorable bunny front teeth and looked at his face, then quickly away. “I-I'm saving them to give to my children.” Her blush turned a darker shade of red as she spoke, and she shot him another bashful look.

[image: ]

He felt himself begin to stiffen at the indirect hint about why he was here. Feeling his own cheeks heat, he motioned to the bed. “Can I . . .”

A small, milky white hand shot out from beneath the bedding and hastily shoved several pillows onto the floor, clearing a space. “Go ahead and sit down, please!”

He settled down on the edge of the bed, which sank several inches so he nearly slid off again; it was even softer than Clover's. A slightly awkward silence settled. “I talked to Lily,” he finally said.

Rose's head disappeared beneath a crushed velvet blanket with an embarrassed squeak. Then it slowly popped up again, even her long white ears crimson as her blush spread. “Okay.”

All right, looked as if he was going to carry this conversation. Which was fine; shy as Lily's sister was, this had to be difficult enough for her. “She said you wanted to have a baby with me.” He probably couldn't have thought of a lamer or less romantic way of saying that, but the words were out and he couldn't take them back.

Gods, he was starting to feel shy.

Dare expected her to disappear again, but although she squirmed bashfully her big blue eyes were full of feeling as she looked at him. “I do!” She bit her lip. “Um, that is if you . . .”

“I do!” he said hastily. Then he felt his own blush deepen. “That is, I'd be honored to be the father of your child. And I'll try to come down here as often as possible to visit you and the baby and Petro, and help you however you need.”

Rose beamed. “Okay!” She started to say something, then buried her face in her pillows, long ears quivering with embarrassment. Her head abruptly disappeared again, this time for good, and after a few seconds her voice emerged in a peep from beneath the pile of bedding. “How about you, um, get undressed and come in here with me.”

That sounded like a great idea.

Dare's cock was rock hard and throbbing by the time he kicked off his undershorts and crawled onto the bed to climb under the pile of blankets and pillows. The comforters sank deep beneath his weight, and the fabric of the bedding felt soft on his skin as he brushed past them.

His questing hand felt something even softer, warm skin, before Rose jerked her leg back with a squeak. A moment later she practically kicked him as her leg reappeared, pressing into his touch. “I-I'm ready!” she said eagerly. “Please mount me and give me a baby!”

He scooted farther under the bedding, sliding his hand up the bunny girl's slender leg for guidance. He could feel her moving rhythmically, some sort of humping motion.

She was obviously super aroused.

His hand hadn't gone far up her thigh before he encountered the slickness of her arousal, and the higher up he went the more he felt, drenching the pillows around her. Especially the one she'd straddled and was currently humping with urgent need; it was sodden and permeated the enclosed space with her nectar, sweet and heady as her namesake.

The scent overwhelmed Dare and his cock lurched in time to her frantic motions, eager to join her passion. He abandoned his playful caresses and climbed up over her soft willowy body.

Rose squeaked and squirmed at his touch as he positioned himself atop her, lying prone on her stomach with her face no doubt buried in the comforter. Which just made her glorious pussy feel even tighter as he pushed his cock between her drenched thighs, found her flushed petals, and paused for a moment to kiss her graceful shoulder. “Ready?”

Instead of answering the horny bunny girl bucked her hips up, driving him an inch into her as they both gasped in pleasure.

“Yes!” she squealed, velvet walls already milking his shaft in orgasm as she kept pushing. “I'm ready to have your baby, Dare!”

Gods, what a beautiful thing to hear. Dare thrust into her faster, the bedding pressing in on all sides bouncing away with the eagerness of their movements. Before long the pile was scattered across the room, and he could clearly see Rose's adorable blushing face as he made love to her willowy body.

She craned her neck to look up at him, eyes shining. “It doesn't make any sense, but this feels better than it ever has, knowing you're giving me a baby. I hope you come in me lots and soak my fertile womb with your seed.”

As if realizing what she'd just said, she squeaked and buried her face in the comforter again. Although she pushed her hips back against his thrusts even more enthusiastically, voice muffled by the bedspread as she cried out in rapture.

He reached beneath the shy redhead and rubbed her pearl while shifting his angle to hit her g-spot, further stoking her fires. Until finally he felt her pink walls clench down on his cock even more powerfully, flooding the covers beneath her with her nectar.

Rose lifted her face with a gasp. “Come with me, please!” she begged, squirming against him. “Let's make our baby now!”

Dare groaned and thrust urgently to bottom out. Then he collapsed on top of her, pushing her down into the comforter as his cock surged against her cervix with powerful spurts, pulsing his seed into her fertile womb.

She bucked against him, climax reaching a new peak as she felt his cock throb. He rode her and his intense climax both, until finally with a gasp he rolled onto his side, pulling her with him so he remained buried deep inside her as he shot out a last dribble.

His willowy bunny girl lover pressed back against his chest, small breasts heaving with her panting breaths as she came down from her orgasm. “I'm going to miss you,” she finally said, stroking his arm wrapped around her.

He kissed her velvety ears and buried his face in her dark red hair, inhaling her scent. “I'll miss you too.”

She sighed as his wilting cock plopped out of her, releasing a torrent of their mingled juices. “You have to go now, don't you?”

Dare sighed too and kissed her neck, then turned her face to softly kiss her lips before pulling away to look into her eyes. “I'll come visit as often as I can.”

Rose blushed at his intense gaze, but didn't look away. “And maybe I'll come with Mother if she visits Nirim Manor.” She kissed him this time, then hugged him tight for a moment before pulling away.

As he dressed she began gathering up her scattered pillows, rearranging them on the bed. Then she paused and dug into a pile of stuffed animals on a nearby shelf, withdrawing a ratty little stuffed cat that she handed to him. “Here. This was always Lily's favorite as a little girl. Maybe you can give it to your baby when she's finally ready.”

He solemnly took it, then pulled her close for a final kiss and rested his hand on her flat tummy. “Until I see you again. Take care of yourself, and our child too.”

The willowy bunny girl shivered in delight. “Our child,” she repeated softly.

Stuffed cat tucked under an arm, Dare stepped out into the common room. Petro was still sleeping, Clover dozing as she cuddled him, and he crept quietly to them so he wouldn't wake them, leaning down to kiss his son's head, then the pure white bunny girl's cheek.

“I'll come back as soon as I can,” he whispered. Clover stirred but didn't wake, so he gathered the rest of his things and headed out into the rising sun, making for Lone Ox.

He actually arrived at about the same time as his party, since even with his delay with Rose he could move faster than them. Their arrival in the village, and their announcement that the spawn point was reset, prompted a boisterous celebration.

The villagers even broached a cask of ale in spite of the early hour.

Durrand met the party to formally acknowledge their deed and sing their praises before the crowd, drawing cheers and toasts and a few impromptu kisses between villagers. Which Lily was happy to join in on, soundly pressing her lips to Dare's.

Text appeared in the corner of his vision. “Quest completed: Looming Ruin. 15,000 experience awarded. The town of Lone Ox holds you in the highest regard.”

Compared to the experience he'd gotten in Eldarin'lesinal the amount was pitiful, but for the level it was fair enough. He hadn't done it for the quest anyway.

He left his companions to join the celebration as he asked the Mayor if they could speak in private. Puzzled, the man nodded led the way into his house.

Durrand moved over to his workspace and started to pour him a drink, but Dare waved him away. “Listen,” he said in a low voice, “I've been thinking about your offer and decided to accept it. Rename Lone Ox to Portsmouth village and name me its patron. Construct a statue in my likeness . . . I'll pay for it. And start a holiday in my honor.”

The Mayor looked surprised and quizzical, even slightly disdainful. Although his expression quickly smoothed and he bowed low. “Gladly, Sir Dare. Portsmouth village will be honored to bear your name, and celebrate your heroism and generosity every year on this day.”

Dare chuckled wryly. “No, I didn't suddenly get hungry for accolades to the point of ridicule, my friend.” He motioned towards the wall in the direction of Torran's lands. “But if you did me the honor of naming me your patron, how could I do anything but accept your patronage and take a special interest in the welfare of your village?”

Realization dawned, and the gaunt Mayor smiled more genuinely. “Ah.”

Dare grinned. “In fact, I should go tell Baron Laneti the good news right now.”

Durrand clapped him on the shoulder. “In that case we'll sing your praises far and wide in Kovana, to make sure everyone knows we're your most fervent supporters. Hopefully that should at least give him pause in his machinations.”

“I hope so.” Dare sobered. “Take care of this place, Mayor, and let me know if my aid is needed again. I may be agreeing to be your patron to stop the Baron, but I take my duties seriously. I'll help Lone O-Portsmouth village if I can. And perhaps together we can make it a prosperous place.”

“I pray so.” Durrand led the way back out into the celebration. “Let me get you a drink, my friend.”

Dare accepted the mug of ale in spite of the early hour, joining his companions and the villagers in a toast as the Mayor announced his patronage and the village's new name.

He was afraid the villagers would think him an arrogant ass, but if anything they seemed to fully approve of the entire thing. They cheered him boisterously, and Brennal and a few of the other men even lifted him on their shoulders and carried him through the crowd, as people pressed around them to take his hand or touch his sleeve.

After things calmed down the farmer-turned-Warrior, his wife, their children, and most importantly Brennais in Ellui's arms stepped aside to talk. “So my woman says you've agreed to be the boy's Guide,” Brennal said curtly.

Dare nodded. “It's an honor. I'll do my best to see he has the best opportunities in life.”

“We appreciate that.” The big man shuffled. “This place may seem awful small to you, Hunter, coming back with your miraculous change of circumstances and all. But it's our home, and all we have.”

“Then may it prosper, to everyone's benefit.” Dare clapped the man on the shoulder; perhaps they weren't friends, but they were getting there.

They discussed some of the finer details of his responsibilities, Dare swore a solemn vow in the name of the God of Fair Dealings, and Ellui let him hold Brennais again. He gave the boy the gift of a few fine tunics of increasing size he'd asked Daisy to make, and then with a final round of handshakes he rejoined his companions.

“Well, I guess this is where you run off like a bunny boy with your fiancee,” Bradis said lightly, “while the rest of us plod along at the pace of trotting horses with remounts in every town, city, and large village.”

Estellis laughed. “I never thought I'd consider that slow, or that crossing an entire region in two weeks is a “plodding pace.”

Horold grunted; now that they'd left the bunny girls behind his sour mood about the trip seemed to have returned. “Well, grousing about it isn't going to make the trip go any faster. Should we get going?”

The party set out, to cheers and waves and kisses blown by maidens as the villagers saw them off. Then Dare turned to Lily. “I need to make a last stop at Greenfields Estate.”

“One last check on the boy?” she asked.

“That too.” He started off with her at his side, explaining his reasoning as they went.

She seemed to approve judging by her broad grin. Although when he was done she was quick to change the subject, grinning playfully. “So things went well with Rose?”

He grinned back. “Very well. You're going to be an aunt soon.”

His bunny girl fiancee giggled. “I'm already an aunt. Many times over.” She sighed dreamily. “Although it'll be wonderful to see yours and Rose's baby. It's going to be so cute.”

Lily stayed out of sight as Dare ran the final distance to Torran's mansion. To his pleasant surprise he spotted the cowboy baron playing with Tarin in the front yard, romping around with the toddler on his shoulders, making horse noises.

Although the man's playful demeanor vanished when he spotted Dare coming up the drive. “Adventurer,” he said coolly, carefully lifting Tarin off his shoulders and setting him down before moving to intercept him. “What brings you back to my estate?”

Dare bowed. “Just calling as a courtesy again, my Lord, to inform you that the mega spawn point has been cleared and reset. As long as it remains regularly farmed, as the villagers of Portsmouth village have promised to do, there should be no more trouble from it.”

The cowboy baron's mouth twisted as he shooed his son off to play with some toys scattered nearby. “And what were you hoping for, applause? I told you that went against my wishes.”

“Like I said, just informing you of events going on in your lands as a courtesy,” Dare said. “Portsmouth village is safe and I'll be heading north again. I hope when I return again it'll be for happier reasons than an emergency.”

This time Torran finally got the hint. “Wait, Portsmouth village? What the hell is that?”

Dare smiled broadly, unabashedly playing the arrogant adventurer. “Hadn't you heard? For my service to the village they've named me their patron and renamed their village in my honor. I've even donated a sum so they can build a statue in my likeness.”

He slapped his knee in gleeful mirth. “They'll even be celebrating a holiday about me this day each year, can you believe it? And you say going out of my way to help flyspeck villages has no value.”

The baron's expression had twisted in barely controlled fury. “That must be very . . . gratifying. Sir.”

“It is. It really is. I bet I'll even get babies named after me.” Dare paused as if remembering. “Although hey, didn't you say something about trying to wipe that village off the map and turn it into pastureland?”

Torran's fists clenched at his sides and he spoke through gritted teeth. “I may have suggested the idea. As a possibility.”

Dare frowned. “Well that wouldn't do. Now that I'm the village's patron I have a vested interest in making sure the place prospers so they can spread my fame far and wide. It would reflect poorly on me if they got snuffed out by their own lord so he could have cows shit on pastures where their hard worked fields used to be.”

“It's a pity this isn't your land then, sir!” the baron snapped.

“You're right, it's not.” Dare's voice hardened. “But I said on my last visit I'd prefer us to be friends, and have no unpleasantness between us. The only cost of my friendship is treating the people working your lands in a little flyspeck village with the slightest dignity, instead of grinding them under your heel.”

He paused, then continued in a more cheerful voice. “On that note, I noticed that the land around the cleared mega spawn point has the potential to become prime pastureland if cleared. Ripe for the sort of development you seem eager for. And I've already done most of the work for you in resetting the place.”

Torran snorted. “You're really that vain, that you'd feud with a higher status noble in a completely different region, just because I'm messing with people who raise a cheap statue of you and cheer your name while drinking ale in the local shithole.”

Dare gave him a crooked grin. “What can I say, I like having a place named after me.” He held out his hand. “Listen, I've got a ton of loot from the Boarites I don't want to cart north. What if I offered it to you at a bargain? Say, 90% of value. The least I can do for a friend.”

He'd have to redirect the party here, which wouldn't please them. Especially Horold. But on the plus side without the loot weighing them down they'd be able to travel faster.

The baron grimaced, then with obvious reluctance shook his hand, grip aggressively firm. Which didn't do much given Dare's higher level, not to mention his high strength and constitution. “80%,” Torran snapped. “And I set the prices based on local values.”

Meaning it would be closer to 75%, or even 70%. “Fine, my friend,” Dare said, clapping his shoulder. “Let's share a drink on it. I think Greenfields Estate and Nirim Manor have a long lasting and close friendship ahead of us.”

Torran relaxed a bit when the deal was made, chuckling as he went to pick up Tarin and led the way toward the house. “You play the game better than expected, lad. Although for the oddest goals.” He looked him over shrewdly. “But then, the young do tend to be keen on getting their name out there, and reckless in their pursuits.” He snorted. “That, or you stuck your cock in a farm girl from there and you're gallantly coming to her rescue.”

Dare just shrugged, not about to admit how close to the truth that was. “I daresay it would be good for you as well. If I help make Portsmouth village a prosperous place and a center of trade, your tax revenues will increase and you'll have a bustling fledgling town within easy ride of your estate.”

“True.” The man smiled. “Perhaps I was wrong about you, lad. I think we can be friends after all.”

It made Dare slightly sick to smile and banter with this asshole after what he'd done to Zuri. But the best way to look out for Tarin's welfare was to have a good relationship with his parents.

Still, he'd prefer to spend as little time as possible with the cowboy baron.

A half hour later he found Lily, noting with amusement that she'd taken the time to craft a few chestpieces. She hopped up with a smile as he ran up. “How did it go?”

“Good.” He swept his fiancee into his arms. “Come on, my love. We need to catch up to the party and redirect them here, but then it's time to head home and get married.”

End of Brighthill.

The adventures of Dare and his family

continue in True Wilds, eighth book of the Outsider series.
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